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      Ever since her first ghostly sighting, Abby Kimball has been trying to unravel the mystery of her newly discovered ability. So when she sees the apparition of a Revolutionary War soldier in the middle of the town green—just days before the annual Patriot’s Day celebration, no less—she’s determined to figure out her connection to the man.

The ethereal soldier is not the only mystery in Abby’s life. She’s also trying to sort out her connection to Ned Newhall, the man who shares her ability and is playing a more serious romantic role in her life every day. But with plans for the celebration ramping up and her job becoming more chaotic by the minute, Abby’s finding it hard to catch her breath, much less come to grips with all the new turns her life has taken.

And when another eerie episode is followed by the appearance of a very curious young girl who seems wise beyond her years, Abby discovers she and Ned may have only scratched the surface of their special ability, and that Ned may hold the biggest surprise yet. 
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“Abby!” Leslie Walker’s booming voice startled Abigail Kimball, drawing her attention away from the fascinating nineteenth-century diary she had been reading. She looked up to see her employer standing in front of her desk and giving her an evil grin. Leslie dropped a tattered three-inch stack of file folders on Abby’s desk, and Abby had to grab at them to keep them from scattering all over the floor. “Patriots’ Day!” Leslie announced triumphantly.
“What?” Abby responded intelligently. Well, it was still early in the day, and she’d hoped for a few minutes of peace and a chance to finish her coffee before jumping into her responsibilities for—she glanced quickly at her calendar—three school groups that were scheduled to come into the museum today.
“You do know what Patriots’ Day is?” Leslie demanded, although she was still smiling.
“Uh, kind of,” Abby said cautiously.
“I’ll forgive you for now—this is your first April in Massachusetts, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is. What am I supposed to know?”
Leslie dropped into a chair in front of Abby’s desk. “Patriots’ Day commemorates the anniversary of the Battles of Lexington and Concord. You do know about those, right?”
“Of course I do. I’m living in Concord, aren’t I?” And Ned Newhall, her … whatever he was, had taken her on a tour of the battle sites the prior fall, not long after they’d met.
“You are. Anyway, while the actual events took place on the nineteenth of April, in the great commonwealth of Massachusetts we celebrate them on the third Monday in April. And, by the way, it’s a public holiday here—has been since 1894. And it’s also the beginning of the public school vacation week, which means I have to arrange for someone to look after my kids. Which is why I’m dumping this in your lap now. Great way to learn all about it.” Leslie beamed at her as though she had given Abby a gift.
Abby wasn’t so sure. She’d been working at the museum less than six months, and there was a lot she didn’t know. “Does the museum do something for this?”
Leslie gave an unladylike snort. “You’re kidding, right? Of course we do. Well, let me back up a sec—there’s a schedule of events that starts like two weeks ahead of the actual day, and includes such unique and wonderful activities as Liberty Pole Capping, the capture of Paul Revere, a Dawn Salute—lots of cannons—and so on. You get the drift. Every little group wants to have a slice of it. On the day itself there are reenactments of the battles, in Lexington and in Concord, and a big parade. It’s all in those files. Plus the reenactors get together to start practicing weeks ahead, so don’t be surprised to see guys carrying muskets around.”
“Uh, thanks for the warning. They don’t actually work, do they?”
“They’re not loaded, if that’s what you’re asking. But some of these reenactors really get into their roles, and they live for this event from year to year. So, back to the museum’s part. After the parade, we host the 4H Fife and Drum Corps, and we have setups for colonial crafts for the kids, and there’ll be reenactors roaming around the place—and of course we have some particular items in the collections that people always want to see. Like one of the lanterns from Old North Church, as you already know. We try to pull all the commemorative items together in one display, and we put our curator there to talk about them. You can handle the kids’ groups, right?”
“Uh, sure, I guess, if you’ll tell me what crafts I’m supposed to know.”
Leslie waved dismissively at the stack of files. “It’s all in there somewhere. You might have some new ideas of your own. You might want to touch base with the gift shop at the Alcott House—they’ve got some nice crafty things there.” Leslie stood up quickly. “So, you good to go? There’s an all-hands meeting after we close today, just to review, although a lot of the staff here has done this before. You can ask them about what you need to know. See you then!”
And as quickly as she had come, Leslie turned and marched away, leaving Abby dumbfounded. Abby looked at the calendar on her computer screen and realized it was April 1. Maybe Leslie’s marching orders were part of an elaborate April Fool’s joke? But the files in front of her looked real enough.
She should have realized Patriots’ Day would be a big thing around here. But she’d been living in Concord for only a few months. Well, maybe living was an exaggeration: she was house-sitting for someone she’d never met, thanks to Leslie, and she still felt like she was tiptoeing around rather than settling in. She’d gotten this job at the same time, and while she had taught before, in Philadelphia, she hadn’t been very focused on American colonial history, so she was trying to catch up and stay a few gallery talks ahead of the visiting children. There were plenty. Her predecessor in this job had done an excellent job and had left the materials in good order, but Abby wanted to put her own stamp on the gallery talks she gave, which meant even more research for her.
And then there was Ned, and what had thrown her together with him. Speaking of whom, they’d made tentative plans to get together after work, and she should let him know that something had come up. She had no idea how long this meeting she’d never heard of would take, so maybe it would be better to reschedule? But she didn’t want to do that. He’d had to postpone dinners and such with her plenty of times: his job seemed to produce a lot of crises that only he could handle. Things were seldom quite so urgent in the suburban nonprofit museum universe.
She’d let him decide. She pulled out her cell phone and hit his speed dial number, and he answered on the first ring. “Newhall. Oh, sorry, Abby—things are a bit crazy here. Tax time, you know. Did you need something?”
“Yeah—there’s a meeting here at the museum after five, so I’ll be late. Would you rather get together tomorrow night?”
“I don’t think things are going to get much better for the next couple of weeks. Why don’t you give me a call when you know when you’ll be free and we can take it from there?”
“Okay, that works. Talk later!” She hung up. Poor Ned: he seemed to have a finger in every pie at his company, which did something or other with DNA. She really should ask him more about it sometime. But they’d met through a shared interest in local history, and they had spent far more time talking about that. When they weren’t doing other rewarding things. With a sigh she turned to the stack of files that Leslie had dumped on her and started reading.
 
• • •
 
The meeting after work went quickly. As Leslie had told her, most of the staff had done it all before, and she was the only newbie. She was set free by six and stood in the lobby to call Ned. He didn’t answer, so Abby decided she might as well go home. It wasn’t far, and she felt extraordinarily lucky to have found the place, or more or less had it handed to her. It was only a few minutes distant from the center of Concord, and while it lay on a main road, it was set well back, surrounded by trees, and overlooked a protected marshland. Her main neighbors were deer and turkeys, and she thought she’d seen a fox at dusk one evening. The interior was every bit as nice as the setting, with high-end appliances in the kitchen—and even an indoor grill, which fascinated her.
She knew she was only a short-term caretaker, but she’d avoided thinking about where she wanted to go next, although she should be looking already, since the owners would be coming back in two months. She couldn’t expect a place like this to fall into her lap more than once, but she knew Concord rents were high. More than she could pay easily. But she really liked being close to work, and close to the town. Maybe Ned would have some ideas. Well, maybe Ned would have one particular idea that she’d also been avoiding: moving in together.
She still hadn’t seen his house. He described it as a Victorian fixer-upper in Lexington, unfit for habitation at the moment because he never had time to complete any of the essential construction projects it needed. He didn’t mind camping out surrounded by bare laths and dangling wires, but he claimed he didn’t want to inflict it on her. Of course, her place was nice, and he hadn’t been reluctant to spend a good number of nights there. But the looming return of the rightful owners was going to force her—them—to make some kind of decision, and she still wasn’t sure what she wanted to do.
When she pulled into her driveway, she recognized Ned’s car parked next to the garage; Ned was sitting on the front steps. He stood up when he saw her arrive and waited until she had parked and climbed out of the car.
“I saw your number on my phone,” he called out when she came near enough to hear, “and I figured you were on your way home. You mind my dropping by?”
“Of course not,” Abby replied as she walked straight into his arms. Luckily they were both wearing jackets, so they made no skin-to-skin contact: that was something that had proved to be an interesting problem for the two of them. “I think there’s food inside. Shall we go look?”
Without waiting for an answer she unlocked the door and quickly disarmed the alarm system, then waited for Ned to follow. She made a beeline for the refrigerator, and decided that she had enough ingredients to improvise a stir-fry, as long as neither of them was too picky about Asian authenticity. “Wine? Beer? Something else?” she said, over her shoulder, as she gathered vegetables and chicken breasts.
“Wine sounds good. How’d your meeting go?”
“It was all about Patriots’ Day. I assume you know a lot more about that than I do.”
Ned laughed. “Since I grew up in a house on the Battle Road, I had no choice. I should have warned you: both Lexington and Concord are kind of shanghaied for that weekend. What’re you supposed to do?”
“Supervise children making colonial craft projects, or that’s what the list says. I’m not sure I know any, but I’ve got a couple of weeks to practice.”
“There are great craftspeople at Old Sturbridge Village, if you want to see them in action. Also at Plimoth Plantation, although on a smaller scale. Of course, that’s earlier, so there was less of that going on, since the pilgrims were more worried about surviving.”
“Sturbridge sounds nice. Maybe one weekend?”
“Sure.” Ned watched as Abby laid out her vegetables and started chopping. “When are your landlords coming back?”
Abby’s knife slipped, luckily away from her fingers. Had he been reading her mind? “The end of May, I think.”
“What are your plans, after that?” Ned said carefully.
Abby set down the knife and turned to face him. “Nonexistent at the moment. Why?”
They stared at each other for a few counts. Whatever weird physical connection they had—something they were still exploring—it didn’t seem to extend to mental telepathy. She couldn’t read his mind, and she wasn’t sure why he was asking. Although it was a fair question.
“We’ve been ‘together’ for months now. I wondered if you’d like to take this to the next level?”
“You mean, like move in together?” Okay, it was out in the open.
“Yes, that’s what I mean. Is that a problem?” The poor man looked perplexed. Had he expected a different answer?
Abby tried to decide what she wanted to say, but it wasn’t easy. “No, it’s not a problem. You’re not the problem. We’re not the problem. It’s me, I guess. You know Brad and I were together for like two years, and it took me that long to realize that things weren’t working between us. Then I landed here, and I found that I kind of like living alone. Not forever, but for now. Do you know, I went straight from my parents’ house to a college dorm, to a crummy Philadelphia apartment with two roommates, to Brad’s place? I’d never lived with just me. I’m still exploring that.”
Ned nodded, once, his expression serious. “I can see that. But you’ll need to decide something soon.”
“I know. If you’re worried, it’s not about this, uh, ability that we kind of share. I mean, maybe that’s part of it, but it’s not personal.” Abby poured herself a glass of wine, more to give herself time to think than because she needed the drink. “I’m still trying to understand what it is, and how I live with it. You’ve had longer to deal with all that.”
“Abby, there was never anything in my life like what happened when we came together. I’m as confused as you are. Does it scare you?”
She smiled. “Only because it’s so intense. I mean, it’s great—just kind of overwhelming. You know.”
He smiled back. “Yes, I do know. All right, let’s table this for now. I’m hungry. What’s happening with dinner?”
“I’m working on it. As long as you stay all the way over there, I might actually get it cooked.”
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Dinner was ready within half an hour, and Abby and Ned sat on opposite sides of the round table in the kitchen to eat. “What do you need to know about Patriots’ Day?” Ned asked between bites.
“Everything. I gather there aren’t too many states that actually celebrate it.”
“Right. But we take it kind of personally around here.”
“I can see that. By the way—thanks for that tour you gave me last fall. Without that I would have looked like a total idiot. I wish I had more free time, so I could actually explore all the towns and historic sites around here. And work on my genealogy. Having a job kind of gets in the way. Not that I don’t like it. I just wish I had thirty-six-hour days, with more daylight.”
“Nothing new on the ancestor front?” Ned asked.
“I haven’t had time to look. Why? Is there something I need to be looking for?”
“There’s always something more to be found. Those of us with local ancestors are lucky around here because we can access the local historical societies. They have a lot of information, including stuff that hasn’t made it online yet, and maybe never will.”
“And half of those places are open to researchers only on Wednesday afternoons and every fifth Saturday,” Abby retorted. “I can understand why, since I work for a nonprofit too, but it’s frustrating if you want to get anything done.”
“It is,” Ned agreed amiably. “You have to be patient and persistent. Remember, you’ve been working on this for less than six months. All those dead ancestors of yours aren’t going anywhere—they’ll wait for you to catch up.”
“You know,” Abby said slowly, “I’ve already got Reeds here in Concord, but I haven’t gone up that line any farther. I don’t know if they came from here or somewhere else. I mean, just because they’re buried here, it doesn’t guarantee they lived here, right?”
“True. But it’s worth exploring.”
Now that she’d eaten, Abby was beginning to warm to the idea. “I might be able to work that into my curriculum at the museum. I mean, if I find out more about any local ancestors I have, I can show the kids how to find out about their own families. Even if they came from other countries. We were all immigrants at some point, weren’t we? Anyway, I can help them figure out where to look—and tell them to start by talking with their parents and grandparents.”
“Good point. And good subject. I’m pretty sure Leslie would support something like that—as long as you don’t start working on it until after Patriots’ Day.”
“Not a problem. As you so astutely pointed out, those ancestors aren’t going anywhere.” Abby stood up and started collecting plates from the table, but Ned reached out to grab her hand. There it was again, that electric shock, that mental current that was almost physical. If she’d been holding a plate she would surely have dropped it. Ned was watching her face, and she smiled.
“Yes.”
Dessert could wait.
 
• • •
 
At the end of the evening Abby and Ned found themselves sprawled on a broad couch in front of the television downstairs, watching the late news. They maintained a discreet distance of six inches between them.
“You know, the practice part for Patriots’ Day has already started. You might enjoy watching the guys prepare.”
“Guys? They were the only ones who carried guns?”
“Just about. There weren’t that many weapons in the colonies, you know, and few people could afford to waste shot on practicing.”
“So what do these guys do to train?” Abby spooned up some melting ice cream.
“First of all, they have to learn how to handle an eighteenth-century rifle. Have you ever hefted one?”
“No, although I know there are a couple in the museum’s collection. Why?”
“Well, let me back up. The main military weapon—for both sides—was the flintlock musket or long rifle, although most people in the militia used whatever they had—it wasn’t like somebody supplied weapons to everyone who fought, at least in the beginning. Anyway, those things are long—around five feet—and weighed about nine pounds. And loading them is no simple matter. We’re all far too accustomed to popping in a magazine, all neatly preloaded—”
“Speak for yourself,” Abby interjected. “I’ve never loaded or shot a gun.”
“All right, let me correct that statement. Most owners of modern weapons are accustomed to easy loading. With a colonial weapon, there were a lot of steps involved, assuming you’ve already got the bullets handy, which you had to mold yourself. So there you are, on the front line. You fire at your enemy. You may or may not hit anything, because a lot of early weapons were notoriously inaccurate. Either way, you have to set down your weapon, find powder and wadding and the projectile, insert it into your barrel and tamp it down before you can even think about firing it again. And you have to hope that your flint is in good shape and provides a spark. Oh, and you also have to worry about whether the whole thing will blow up in your face.”
“Wow,” Abby said. “I never knew all that. It’s a wonder anybody could manage to carry on in a battle.”
“It is indeed. That’s why soldiers lined up in rows. The front row took their shot, then swapped places with the back row while they reloaded and the second row took their shot. Repeat as long as your supplies hold out or until you’re overrun by the enemy.”
“Have you done this? I mean, shot one of these things?” Abby asked. She realized she’d never thought to ask if he’d fought in an actual war, but that seemed unlikely to her. Surely something that important would have come up in conversation at some point?
“I have, once or twice. Just to satisfy my own curiosity. I have no plans to become a reenactor. But I know some people really get into it, especially if they had an ancestor in the battle, and there are quite of few of those people around.”
“Do you know when and where they practice? I think I’d like to see this.”
“I can make some calls. And this way you’d see a lot more than if you wait for the parades. That’s a real mob scene.”
“They practice on weekends?”
“Sure. Most of them are ordinary working people who like to dress up and shoot blanks at each other a couple of times a year.”
Men. Abby shook her head. “It’s getting late. You ready to call it a night?”
“Sure. I’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”
Abby reflected that he didn’t keep a change of clothes at her house, and then had to wonder how they could be talking about living together when they couldn’t even commit to clean underwear. She didn’t recall things being this complicated with Brad—but then, there hadn’t been as much at stake with him. Whatever she and Ned had between them, it was serious—and maybe that was why they were both reluctant to take the next step. But she still wasn’t ready to deal with it head-on. Climb one mountain at a time, Abby, she reminded herself as she drifted off to sleep.
Ned was gone when she woke up the next morning. She wasn’t surprised, since he had to go home and shower and shave and dress and … all that stuff. She could be ready in fifteen minutes, and at work in not much more than that. She stayed in bed a bit longer, sorting out what she wanted to look for. She had stumbled on the Reeds in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery by accident—literally. She had reached out to steady herself on a tombstone, and a whole lot of unexpected things had happened after that. And then she had started following the Reed family line backward. If it was a family tree she was looking at, she supposed that would mean downward, toward the trunk or whatever. In any case, she—with Ned’s help—had figured out that the Reeds buried there had included her three times great-grandmother, and she’d ended up following that line through various towns back several generations. She’d even “met” several of them, if not in the flesh (which was obviously long gone), but through the places they had lived and their tombstones. She had some genealogical link to the Reeds going way back—and so did Ned. Which went a little way to explaining the extraordinary physical or mental connection they had discovered they had between them.
But what about the other branch of the family? William Reed had married Mary Ann Corey, who had been the first of the family to be buried at Sleepy Hollow, followed by William and several of their children. She’d been Mary Ann C. Reed there, but Abby had figured out her maiden name. And stopped looking.
The working theory that she and Ned had arrived at, after a series of strange experiences, was that the gene or aptitude or whatever they shared had passed down to them through the Reed line. Was that the only one? Should she be looking for other Reed descendants so they could all compare notes? Heck, maybe there was already a Reed Association or Club that she could tap into. She hadn’t thought to try, any more than she’d thought to Google “hereditary psychic connections” or “genetic hallucinations” or any of the other absurd terms she and Ned had come up with. But now she had an excuse to do some hunting: find another Concord family line, one that she could legitimately research and even present while at her job. The best of both worlds, right?
With that idea she bounced out of bed and headed to the shower. She arrived at work early, only to find the place a beehive of activity, since the artifact collection was being moved to its temporary home in a different room, to handle the crowds who wanted to see the Patriots’ Day memorabilia, while allowing other patrons (assuming there were any) to view the other items in the collections in a more sedate manner. Of course she got sucked into helping, and the next time she checked, most of the day was gone, and she still had to review the lesson plans and make copies of the handouts for the classes scheduled for the next day. She would have to shelve the Corey hunt until later—but there was still online research she could do at home, at night.
Once home, she bolted down a quick dinner and booted up the computer and logged into her (expensive!) genealogy program. She already knew that the Reeds had started out in a different town, farther east, but she knew that William had come to Concord to make his mark, starting out as a laborer and rising quickly to carpenter and ultimately to developer. But there were few records of him in Concord, only that he’d posted the banns for his marriage to Mary Ann Corey in a Concord church. But the marriage hadn’t take place there. Or at least, it hadn’t been recorded, although another Vital Record that she found, from Newton, said that they’d been married in Concord. But errors and omissions—and garbled transcriptions—were rife in genealogical records, so that didn’t discourage her. In fact, now she knew that William had come from Newton. But what of Mary Ann? Was she local?
A search on her surname produced several pages of names in multiple towns, some of which she recognized as near to Concord, others of which she was unfamiliar with. She was ashamed that she hadn’t spent much time driving around the area acquainting herself with her surroundings, but first there had been getting used to a new job, and then it was winter, which had dragged on and on and she really didn’t like to drive in ice and snow, particularly with no other purpose than sightseeing, and … Abby, stop making excuses! Now she had a goal, and she would put together a plan. Ned could go with her—or not. She wasn’t going to be one of those clingy women who insisted on an escort to go anywhere, although he was good company, and a second set of eyes was helpful. But the Coreys weren’t even his family, or at least as far as she knew. She had quickly learned that people in Massachusetts showed a surprising range of connections, some of them hard to explain—like how people from opposite ends of the state managed to meet and marry each other. With a sigh, she started searching for early maps of Concord and the surrounding towns. She supposed she could go to the library to look, but this way she could print them out and look at them side by side, and see how and when the towns had evolved.
She’d just finished that task when Ned called. “One of the regiments is practicing on Saturday. Want to go watch?”
“Sure. Will this be full dress, or just a field of guys wearing jeans and carrying sticks?”
Ned laughed. “No, this is a dress rehearsal, so they’ll have the duds and the gear. I know a couple of the guys, and they’ll be happy to talk to you and tell you the kind of research they’ve done. Want me to pick you up?”
“Thanks—I’ll give you breakfast. What time do they start?”
“Ten, maybe. Whenever they’ve got enough people assembled. How are things going?”
“Good. Crazy. I hadn’t realized what a big deal this Patriots’ Day thing was. Are there any other ones that I should know about?”
“No, this is Concord’s big moment each year. I think you’ll enjoy it, as long as you don’t mind the crowds.”
“I hope so. See you Saturday.”
 
• • •
 
Saturday morning Abby was up early to make pancakes and bacon, and was setting the table when Ned knocked at the front door. She hurried to let him in, then backed away quickly when he came through the door. As soon as he’d entered, she shut the door behind him.
He cocked his head at her. “What’s the rush?”
“You know very well that if I don’t shut the door within a certain time, the alarm goes off. If I’d stopped to greet your properly, the police would show up in about three minutes.”
“Ah, I get it. Do we have time now?”
“We do.” They came together like magnets, and it was a good few minutes before either came up for air.
“I see the problem,” Ned said, his voice hoarse.
Abby peeled herself away. “Let’s get some breakfast into us and get going. Otherwise we’ll be here all day.”
“There are worse fates,” Ned said wryly.
“Later,” Abby told him. A half hour later, fueled by coffee and carbohydrates, they set off. “Where are we going?” Abby asked as he backed his car out of her driveway.
“Littleton. Their minutemen marched to Concord for the battle, but they assembled first on the green in Littleton—there’s a marker there now. I can show you the route they took to get to Concord.”
“We don’t have to walk it, do we?”
Ned kept his eyes on the road, but Abby could tell he was smiling. “If I were going to be a stickler for authenticity, I’d insist you put on three layers of wool clothing and carry one of those ten-pound rifles as well as powder and shot for it. But I guess you can take a pass this time around.”
“Thank you sooo much. Maybe I’ll start training now. Are we there yet?”
Actually it didn’t take long to arrive at Littleton’s green, surrounded by parked cars. A group of about twenty men milled around aimlessly in the middle, some in full costume, others struggling to pull on wrinkled woolens.
“Is anybody in charge here?” Abby asked.
Ned scanned the crowd. “I don’t see my friend Jack Butterick yet, but it’s still early. They do get more organized than this.”
“I hope so!” Abby’s eye was caught by one man who had finished dressing. He stood apart from the others, leaning on his rifle, just watching the rest. “He looks like he’s into this.”
“Who?” Ned asked.
“The guy over there on the right. He’s standing by himself.”
Ned looked at the crowd, sweeping from one side to the other, and then back again.
“Abby, I don’t see anybody in costume over there,” he said carefully.
“But he’s right there—the clothes look right, and he’s even let his hair grow out. He’s—” And then she realized what Ned had said. “Uh-oh.”
“Yes. Exactly. Another one.”
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“You really don’t see him?” Abby asked, still incredulous. And troubled.
“No, I don’t. But that’s no reason to panic.”
“I’m not panicking!” Abby insisted. “It’s just that he looks so real, which usually means it’s a close connection to me, I guess. And that’s been something I’ve wondered about. Does it happen to me every time I cross paths with a lineal ancestor? Or only sometimes? What have you found?”
Abby’s eyes never left the figure on the fringe of the group of modern minutemen. The man shifted his weight now and then, so he wasn’t like a single photograph. But he made no move to join the group, and it didn’t look to Abby like anyone—living—saw him. Could he see her? she wondered. More important, was she really seeing what she thought she was seeing? Her however-many-greats grandfather standing on the green on the day of the battle at Concord, waiting to march to the bridge? Or maybe he was watching a militia training exercise from a couple of hundred years earlier. Either way, she was having trouble wrapping her head around that. She barely heard Ned’s response to her question.
“Abby, I kind of stopped looking. Life got in the way. College, and work, and … other stuff. So I can’t say whether it might happen under the right circumstances, but it hasn’t yet.”
She forced herself to look away from the man on the green. Maybe she was hallucinating; maybe she had created some projection of something—someone—she’d like to see. Did she? But Ned’s statement somehow made Abby feel better. So far he’d known more about this phenomenon than she had, and she’d felt like a slow student, almost begging for his approval. She didn’t like the way that skewed the balance of their relationship, if he was always the teacher and she was the ignorant student. But if what she suspected was true, then she had something he didn’t. Abby, this is not a competition! she reminded herself. You’re not looking to see which of you can collect the most ancestors, like trading cards.
“Abby?” Ned’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “What do you want to do now? Do you still see the man?”
Abby looked around quickly. More men had arrived, but “her” man wasn’t visible. “No, not now. Can we talk to the guys, see who they’re representing?”
“Sure. We’d better do it now, before they get involved in the battle part.”
She followed Ned dutifully toward the group of men, several of whom raised a hand or greeted him personally. She tried to pretend she wasn’t rattled by seeing someone who wasn’t there—well, that wasn’t the problem, because she’d kind of gotten used to that. It was seeing someone that Ned did not see. But now was not the time to explore that. She put on a social face and went to greet the minutemen.
Up close they turned out to be a mixed crew: a combination of older men, most wearing wire-rimmed glasses, plus a few twenty-somethings who were very pumped up by holding such big weapons. Abby guessed that they had never served in the military, or they might not be so excited.
“Hey, Jack,” Ned greeted a man about his own age. “Looks like a good turnout.”
“Yeah. Good thing the weather’s cooperating—we need the practice. When you only do this once a year, you kind of forget.”
“This is Abby Kimball,” Ned introduced her. “She’s working at the museum in Concord now, and she has plenty of local ancestors. But she’s kind of new to the area, and she’s never seen a Patriots’ Day celebration.”
“Well, that’s easily fixed!” Jack declared. “Nice place, your museum.”
“I think so,” Abby replied. “So, tell me what your group does. Who’s in it, to begin with? Does each of these people represent a real minuteman, or are they here just to make up the numbers?”
“Some of each. Anyway, what you’re seeing is Lieutenant Aquila Jewett’s militia company, which at the time included four officers and over forty men, with a few volunteers thrown in, who marched to Concord and then probably followed the enemy to Cambridge—record-keeping got a little murky in there. Here, let me show you the monument.” Jack led Abby over to a stone marker in the middle of the small green. Abby hadn’t even noticed it when the men had been milling around it.
“These are all the guys who made the march to Concord on April nineteenth,” Jack told Abby.
She scanned the names on the stone. No sign of any Coreys, or any other names she recognized from her family tree. So who had she seen? “How’d they get the news to show up for the battle?” she asked, interested in spite of herself.
Jack clearly enjoyed his subject. “For a start, the sound of gunfire travels a good way, so they might have known something was happening. But there was a system of riders set up for just that kind of thing, so somebody would have hopped on a horse and ridden fast. In this case, Edward Weatherbee of Acton carried the news to Simon Tuttle’s house on the road to Littleton, and that’s when the militia gathered.”
“You really know your local history, Jack,” Abby said with admiration. “Were there casualties at Concord?”
“At the bridge itself, three British, two minutemen. It was worse at Lexington, before—lost eight minutemen there. The Brits didn’t expect to find any opposition, so when the guns came out, they kind of hightailed it back to Boston, which is about twenty miles from here. They were seriously outnumbered. For the overall battle there were 273 British dead or wounded, and only 95 on the patriot side. We counted that as a victory. Our little band of farmers routed the famous British army!”
The more Abby heard, the more questions popped up. She was ashamed at how much she hadn’t learned in school, or had never given any thought to. Here she was supposed to be making history come alive to local schoolchildren, and all she had was a dry list of facts to give them. Well, she was going to do something about that! “Do your, uh, minutemen have to do their own research on their families?”
“It’s not a requirement, although some of the guys like to do that kind of thing.”
“Who makes the clothing?” Abby asked.
Jack grinned. “You want me to say the wives do it? Well, that’s true some of the time, but these guys do know how to sew. Listen, I’d love to talk some more, but a lot of us have a whole list of things to do today, and this is our only practice time. If you want to talk more, give me a call—Ned knows where to find me.”
“Thanks. I’ll do that.”
Jack turned back to Ned. “Good to see you again, man. One of these days I’ll talk you into joining us.”
Ned shook his head. “I’m not good with muskets. I’d rather stay behind the scenes and work on supplying ordnance to the troops, and hiding the rest of it from the Redcoats.”
“Yeah, right—and miss all the fun?”
Ned just smiled. Jack walked away, shaking his head. He gave a backward wave, and then he was swallowed up by the minutemen.
“Now what?” he asked Abby.
“I guess I get a picture of all the names on that stone—and then we get out of the way and let the men with their big guns do whatever they do.” Abby hesitated a moment. “Do you have a problem with firearms?”
Ned shrugged. “Only in principle. The war that started here in Massachusetts—I’d have to say it was a just war, although it’s not clear that anybody wanted it to be a shooting war. At Lexington and Concord, people are still arguing about who fired the first shot. And in schools, on television, in movies—we’ve romanticized the whole thing. The evil British military machine in their pretty red coats, rolling roughshod over the poorly armed, untrained but scrappy colonists? And the colonists won? It makes a great story, but the reality is not as tidy.” His gaze was still fixed on the men on the green, who had achieved some semblance of order.
Abby had to admit that she’d bought into the popular mythology—but was it really wrong? Practically speaking, the patriots should not have won. But as she remembered it, the English were far away and it became too difficult and expensive for them to manage a war on a distant continent, so they just kind of folded. Or maybe that was oversimplified too. She clearly had some reading to do; maybe Ned could recommend some good sources.
“You hungry?” Ned asked.
“Not really—we had a big breakfast.”
“How about we drive around a bit, starting with the route these minutemen followed to get to the bridge at Concord? Or anywhere else that strikes your fancy?”
“I’d like that.” She linked her arm through his and they strolled back to his car.
Ned started driving, and after a couple of minutes Abby realized he was headed back toward Concord. “Is this the road the Littleton men would have followed?” she asked.
“More or less, allowing for modern improvements. I thought you’d like to see how far it is.”
“I still have trouble imagining doing it on foot, but I guess people were used to that. And I can’t picture fighting a battle when you couldn’t communicate with your soldiers. Whoever was running it all couldn’t even be sure who would show up!”
“All true. The British were better armed and better organized, no question. Have you seen the bridge site?”
“Well, I do drive by it every day on my way to and from work, but I haven’t actually stopped. What’s to see?”
“A bridge,” Ned said, smiling. “No, not the original one, but a pretty close copy. You’d better see it now, because as we get closer to Patriots’ Day, more and more people want to stop. And school groups.”
“Then let’s stop and enjoy the solitude,” Abby said.
Ned pulled into a parking lot near the street and stopped. They both climbed out of the car and began walking toward the bridge and its statue of a patriot standing guard.
“Daniel—” Ned began.
“—Chester French,” Abby completed his sentence. “That much I do know—he had a studio in Concord for a while. Besides, it’s kind of famous. So the British approached from this side, and the minutemen gathered on the other side?”
“That’s about it, in simple terms.”
“I guess we could go over to the other side, then.” Abby started walking across the bridge—but when she arrived, she stopped suddenly. Damn, she should have thought about this. This was the battle site, and her ancestors, however many there were, had gathered here and watched their enemy approach. She could feel them around her—plural. So not just the guy from Littleton, but others as well. She felt their fear, their uncertainty. The men were so not ready for what Abby knew was to come, yet here they’d made their stand.
She shut her eyes, concentrating on sounds. On one level, modern cars whizzed by on the modern paved road only a couple of hundred feet away. On another level, she could hear the clink of metal on metal, the whinny of a horse some distance away, the low rumble of male voices. Was she experiencing what her forbears had seen and heard? How else could she explain it? An overactive imagination? Any time in the past century, if she’d told what she was seeing and hearing, well-meaning doctors would have dosed her with something to shut off the voices in her head. Now she knew better than to tell anyone—well, except Ned.
She opened her eyes again, and he was standing in front of her, looking worried. “Abby? What’s going on?”
“You don’t see them? Hear them? Feel them?” she whispered.
“You do?” he countered. She could only nod.
“Let’s sit down. Unless you’d rather get away from here?”
“Let’s sit, please. I’ve told you, they don’t frighten me—they don’t even know I exist, which I guess in their world I don’t. Didn’t. You know what I mean. I feel some of what they feel, but it doesn’t work the other way. What’s scary is that it’s happening at all. I should have guessed that somebody up my line, or lines, would have showed up here, but I wasn’t ready for it.”
They’d reached a sturdy bench and sat down, facing the bridge. A few people came and went, strolling around, admiring the view, snapping pictures, and ignoring Abby and Ned, except to smile politely if they passed too near.
“You don’t have anyone here?”
Ned shook his head. “You know our family house—it’s on the other side of Concord. I’d have better luck picking up some memories over there, I think—my ancestors were probably harassing the retreating troops.”
“But when you were growing up, you never sensed anyone there?”
“Not that I recall. But I didn’t want to acknowledge that anything weird was going on. I wanted to be an ordinary kid. Well, as ordinary as a brainiac can be in school.”
“You’re saying it’s a good thing I didn’t find out about this, uh, ability until I was an adult?”
“In a way. And then you found me to walk you through it.”
“What am I supposed to do with this?” Abby said softly, almost to herself.
But Ned heard her. “That’s up to you. You can choose to ignore it. You can move to Arizona, or some state where you’re sure you’ve never had a family member, so it won’t happen again. You can drink too much or take drugs and hope that makes it go away.” He stopped.
Abby turned to face him. “Is that what you want me to do? Make it go away?”
Ned shrugged. “Up to you.”
“No!” Abby snapped. “Maybe that’s what you chose to do, but you didn’t know what was happening, and didn’t want to know. I can’t just ignore this. Maybe it’s a brain tumor and it’s going to get worse. Maybe I’m going to open a psychic shop in Concord and spout mumbo jumbo to tourists. But I can’t pretend it’s not happening.” She studied him for a moment. “Why have you been so afraid of it?”
He thought for a moment before answering, although Abby had to believe he’d considered this all before. “Because I don’t understand it? Or I can’t control it? I’m a scientist, after all.”
“And scientists explore these things, they don’t shut their eyes to them. Don’t you want to know why this is happening, to us, to you?” Abby was working up a good head of steam. No way was she going to let him sit on the sidelines when he knew better than anyone what she was going through.
He looked down at his feet. “Abby, until now I thought I was the only one. I thought I was crazy.”
“What about your mother?” Abby shot back. “She’s got some of it too. I felt that when I met her at Thanksgiving.”
“Our culture is more accepting of women who profess this kind of ability. Maybe that’s a put-down—oh, she’s just being a silly woman—or maybe it’s an acknowledgment that women are more sensitive to this kind of thing. But I’ve never met another man who would admit to anything like this.”
“So what do we do now?”
He looked at her then. “Abby, I don’t know.”
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“I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t help you much,” Ned said. “Maybe we should go get something to eat? Maybe food will help.”
“Someplace where we know none of our ancestors might have stopped in? I’ve already got my suspicions about the Concord Inn.”
“How about McDonald’s? Unless your great-grandfather was Roy Kroc.”
Abby summoned up a weak smile. “I think that would be safe enough.”
They walked back to the car in silence. They got in and drove in silence, away from Concord, away from history. They found an anonymous fast-food place in a strip mall and parked in front of it, went in and ordered, then sought out a quiet table in a corner. On a beautiful early spring Saturday, most people apparently didn’t want to be cooped up inside, so the place was half empty.
After a few minutes, Abby broke the silence, surprising herself. “Ned, do we have a problem?”
“You mean, us? Between us?”
“Yes, that’s what I mean. Do you want to take a break? Stop seeing me?”
Ned looked up from his pile of french fries, startled. “Why would I want that? You’re the closest thing to a soul mate I’ve ever found. Maybe that’s not the right term, but you know what I mean. I want to spend more time with you, not less.”
Abby nodded. After all, he had invited her to move in with him, sort of, but she still had questions. “But for the right reasons?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, I walked into your life and the first thing I did was spark all your romantic, chivalrous instincts. I made you want to help me.”
“But that’s not all it was,” he protested.
“Maybe not, but that’s what happened first. And then I told you this ridiculous story about seeing dead people, and you told me to go do my homework. Did you ever consider teaching?”
“What?” Ned said, confused by Abby’s abrupt change of subject.
“You’re good at telling me what to look for and how to interpret it when I find it. You know your local history. You’re smart. You could have taught. Maybe high school or college age?”
Ned looked uncomfortable. “I thought about it briefly, but to me it was too much work handling people. You know—all the stuff not related to the teaching. Maintaining control in a classroom, grading papers, dealing with the administration. You must know that. How the heck did you manage to control a classroom full of kids, particularly in a city?”
“To tell the truth, sometimes I don’t know. But I did it. And I enjoyed it. It was really satisfying when I finally captured their attention and they learned something, even if it didn’t last. I was sorry to leave.”
“Brad didn’t like it, right?”
“Yes, but for the wrong reasons. He thought my job wasn’t important enough, and it didn’t pay enough. He maneuvered me into something that met his standards, but I didn’t like it nearly as well. Obviously in hindsight, we didn’t want the same things.”
“He wanted money and power, or at least control, and you wanted to help people,” Ned stated bluntly.
Abby cocked her head at him. “That’s oversimplified but more or less true. You could argue that writing grant proposals for worthy projects was helping people, but I missed the one-on-one contact. I missed people.”
“Maybe you’ve always had an ability to ‘read’ people but didn’t realize it.”
Abby considered that idea, and what he meant. “And you’re saying you don’t?”
He shook his head. “Not really. I’m better with things than with people. That’s why I’m a scientist. I can be analytical and I can solve problems. I can devise and carry out experiments. What I can’t do, at least not well, is communicate with other people. And empathize. I don’t connect with people.”
“Except me.”
“Well, yes. But what we’ve got I don’t begin to understand and I can’t explain.”
“And that’s a problem for you. Or maybe I mean a puzzle.”
“Yes, it is.”
Abby sat back in her seat and looked out the window, at the busy parking lot, at the people going about their ordinary business, being normal. Somehow she’d slipped out of the “normal” slot, but now she didn’t know where she fit.
She and Ned had come together because she had started seeing things. She’d had this kind of vision, and then he’d appeared. He’d been curious, and she could understand that. Maybe he’d thought or felt that if he could help her find a way to understand what was happening to her, he would understand himself better. How convenient for him, when a test subject dropped in his lap.
And then they’d discovered this other thing—the intense connection that was triggered by physical touch, yet which she thought had a mental, even psychic component, and that he shared it. Had she been wrong? Had she been so hungry for simple affection and physical contact, after dealing with the strains of her relationship with Brad, that she’d blown it all out of proportion? And had Ned been no more than a horny geek who’d fed off her hunger? Was any of this real?
She was tired of being led around by the nose, of catering to someone else’s needs and wants, of playing someone else’s game. That was what Brad had done to her: robbed her of her will, made her question her own identity and judgment. Was Ned any different?
She stood up abruptly and gathered up her trash. “Can you take me home now?”
“What?” Ned appeared startled. “Well, if that’s what you want. I thought we could—”
“I’m sorry, but I need some time to think. When we’re together, things get too … distracting.” She stood there, unsmiling, waiting.
He finally stood as well. “All right,” he said quietly. “I’ll take you home.”
The trip back to Abby’s house was silent—the silence so thick she could almost see it. More than once she started to say something, but then stopped herself. She was not going to be the one to smooth things over, not again. She was not going to make nice, just to keep the peace. She didn’t want to hurt Ned, who had done nothing wrong, but she needed time to work things out for herself, and she knew she couldn’t do that if they were together.
He pulled into her driveway and stopped, then turned to her. “Abby, can’t we talk about this?” The look on his face nearly broke her heart.
“Ned, I’m sorry, but this is something I have to work out for myself. Maybe we let things go too far, too fast. I met you at a rocky time in my life. I mean, really—I start seeing ghosts, I get a new job, I dump my boyfriend, I have to move. All of those are major stressors, and don’t psychiatrists say not to take on too much at once? Well, I didn’t see a choice, and I’m happy about the job and getting Brad out of my life.”
“And where do I come into this?” Ned said, in a tone that was ridiculously reasonable.
“I don’t know. That’s what I need to think about. I know you’re important to me, but I don’t know where you fit. Can you understand that?”
Ned sat back in his seat and stared out the windshield. “I think so. I’ll try, anyway. But I’m not going to believe that this is over—any part of it. I’ll give you all the space you want, but I’m not going away. You know where to reach me.”
“Thank you,” Abby said hoarsely, then scrambled out of the car before she started to cry. She stood in the driveway, watching as he pulled away—and wondering what she had just done.
Once inside, she wandered aimlessly from room to room. They were nice rooms, but they weren’t hers. She’d have to make some sort of decision in the next month or two, but now she resented having a deadline imposed on her. As if there wasn’t enough chaos in her life—she’d have to pack up and move again?
If she had met Ned without all the other baggage she was dragging along, would they have clicked? Or would they have passed by each other without even noticing? He was a good guy, of that she had no doubt. But he did withhold part of himself—how big a part she wasn’t sure yet. He had been secretive about her experiences—damn it, Abby, can’t you decide what to call these things?—and while she understood why he had done it, she still resented it, just a little. As for the physical side of things—which, to be fair, had come late in the game—well, he was a guy, wasn’t he? Maybe he’d been putting her on; maybe she’d been the only one to feel anything unusual.
She didn’t really believe that. But she knew she had to back off for now and figure out what was going on. And thinking about the man on the green in Littleton was better than wondering how she was screwing up what had promised to be a great relationship. All right, she had research to do. Where to start? She ignored the little voice inside that kept saying “coward.” She had to admit that she was avoiding looking too hard at whatever she had with Ned. Was that so wrong? If it was real, it wouldn’t go away just because she took a little time off. And she wasn’t required to apologize to anyone for that, least of all herself.
Back to genealogy. Assume that the man she’d seen (or his ghost) was an ancestor of hers. If she worked with the opposite assumption—that he wasn’t connected personally to her—she’d go nuts, so ancestor he was. If he was part of the minutemen, he must have lived in Littleton, because towns were supposed to have their own groups, right? So all she needed to do was find at least one male ancestor who had lived in Littleton at the right time and fought in the Revolutionary War. Easy, right?
She sat down at the desk in front of the window, where she kept her laptop, and for a moment allowed herself to be distracted by the view, unchanged since the morning when Ned had picked her up … Unchanged since the house was built. Better: she didn’t have to judge everything in relation to Ned. She booted up the laptop and looked for a historical society in Littleton. There was one, but the hours it was open were ridiculously limited, as she had feared. She could make an appointment to talk to someone there, but she had better do as much as she could online and get all her ducks lined up before wasting someone else’s time. She should ask the historical society for records only they had, not stuff she could get somewhere else.
Online she could do evenings. The Littleton Library claimed to have a limited family history collection, but she knew that the Concord Library had a good genealogy section, one that she had used before—and it was closer. She checked their website and found they were open from nine to five on Saturdays, and from noon to five on Sundays—except in the summer. Well, this was April, not summer, and she hoped to find some answers fast. She checked the time: too late to head over there now. She’d do better to fill in the blanks first and go tomorrow.
So she had a hot date with Ancestry.com. Now, where to start? How about a history of Littleton? Her online search turned up a conveniently short piece on the town, although it was apparently excerpted from a larger book on the county. She spent a fruitful few hours wading through nineteenth-century local history books and downloading the free ones to refer to later. By the end her eyes were sore from trying to decipher the small print, and the sun was setting. But at least now she had a battle plan of her own. Tomorrow morning she would read the relevant portions of those texts and review the list of people who had shown up at the Littleton green, and then go to the Concord Library and see what they had that would add something to her search.
You could just go to Littleton and drive around. That thought came to her unbidden, and she pushed it away. Even though she had a general understanding of the phenomenon, she wasn’t sure she was ready to go looking for it. At least, not without Ned’s backup.
No, she couldn’t think like that. She couldn’t rely on Ned to protect her from whatever was going on, or interpret it for her. And he wasn’t connected to these Littleton people, or so it seemed. This was her own search, and she needed to deal with it alone. To understand it on her own terms. And if it proved too much for her to handle, she could move somewhere else, somewhere she thought no ancestors of hers had ever wandered, like Texas or Wisconsin. After all, she had no ties, and she had marketable skills and experience—she could get a job anywhere, right? Weren’t teachers always employable? She could go wherever she chose, whether it was back to Pennsylvania or on to someplace entirely new.
Chicken! that little voice in her head said.
With a sigh she logged off her computer, sat up, stretched, and headed for the kitchen to make herself some dinner.
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Abby had grazed her way through dinner and then settled in for an evening of action films, where things blew up and banged-up heroes managed to save the day in the last five minutes. She had steered clear of anything even hinting at romance, and even the hunky guy covered with blood and sweat, often clutching a small child or someone’s pet as he emerged from the flames/rubble/flood, drifted perilously close to that category, but the pint of gelato she had consumed helped to distract her from that. She had gone to bed at midnight and slept well, no doubt exhausted from her emotional roller coaster.
She woke with the birds and lay cocooned with the blankets and quilts—when was it going to warm up in Massachusetts?—thinking. She felt like she’d been mean to Ned, putting some space between them. He hadn’t been too pushy so far. They hadn’t gotten into an every-day-and-all-weekend thing, so he had in fact given her plenty of space. They were both busy with their jobs. Ned had family nearby, although Abby wasn’t sure how often he saw them. So why had she asked—or more like demanded—time apart?
She had always thought she was an ordinary person. She was moderately nice-looking, but nobody had ever stopped and stared as she passed. She was intelligent, and she’d done well in school. She had had friends growing up and in college, but hadn’t really dated anyone in particular, although she and her friends had hung out with guys. She’d had one on-and-off relationship in college, but it had ended without anger on either side—they’d just drifted in different directions. She’d met Brad after she’d graduated, at a party, and she was drawn to his ease with other people, his expansive personality, and even to his good looks. They’d connected at the party, and they’d been together more or less since, until she had walked out on him before Thanksgiving the past year.
Once she had believed they would get married eventually. What had she been thinking? Brad was shallow and self-absorbed; he thought the world revolved around him. And he hadn’t hesitated to jump into bed with a coworker, after he’d dragged her to Massachusetts because of his new job and dumped her in a colorless apartment in a town she’d never seen, and expected her to find a job and entertain herself while he worked, as long as she had his dinner on the table and his laundry finished. Once again, she had to ask, what had she been thinking? That model for a relationship had gone out of fashion a couple of generations ago. Even her own mother had rejected it.
She had left Brad because she needed to do it. Not because she had met Ned, no matter what Brad had thought. Ned had been careful not to come between them and hadn’t made any moves until she’d dumped Brad. She couldn’t criticize his behavior.
So what was the problem now? This whole “seeing the dead” thing, the wild card. The thing that completely overturned her own vision of who she was. Ordinary, boring Miss Abigail Kimball was now seeing dead people. She’d tried to explain what was happening to her to Brad and he had refused to listen or to try to understand. At least Ned had believed her. But at the end of the day, it was her problem, not anyone else’s. That’s why she had to work this out for herself. Alone.
Now she believed that she had stumbled onto a branch of her family tree that was not connected to any of Ned’s lines. This was new. This was ground he hadn’t already tramped over, so unless he had memorized every family in the state and every cemetery, she was going to have to start from scratch to figure it out. He’d taught her enough—and she’d learned enough on her own—to know where to start and how to follow the leads she found. She had all the resources in her backyard, plus the Internet. How could she complain?
But she did have to laugh at herself, just for a moment: she sounded like a cranky two-year-old saying “me do it!” She didn’t want help. She wanted to prove something to herself.
Could she? What if she ran into a pack of ancestors all at once and was overwhelmed? Was there such a thing as a MedicAlert bracelet for people suffering from multiple and simultaneous hallucinations? Or maybe she should hope for an episode like that: either she would burn those dead people out of her sight or some doctor would tell her what was wrong with her. Something convenient like a small brain tumor, one that could be removed. Listen to yourself, Abby! Now she’d progressed to asking herself which would be better, a brain tumor or mental illness.
Today she was going to collect facts. Details about who was who: where they’d been born and to which parents; where they’d married, produced children, lived and died. A lot of that was available online, she knew, but there was more to be had at the library, and she had all too little free time to take advantage of that, so today she’d go to the library. It was too bad that this current ancestor had popped up just when things were getting extraordinarily busy both in Concord and at her museum, but then, if it hadn’t been for the Patriots’ Day celebrations she might not have seen this ancestor at all. She could have drifted along in happy ignorance, even though she seemed to be surrounded by long-forgotten relatives.
The Concord library didn’t open until noon, so she spent a couple of hours cleaning up the house (not that it needed much, since it was only her to make any messes), running laundry, and then sorting through the notes she had for this latest spectral appearance. She wished she could start with the Littleton Library, but that wasn’t open on Sundays, although it did offer evening hours a couple of days a week. She could visit there later in the week, but right now she was impatient to get started. Unfortunately she didn’t have much to work with.
She shut her eyes, trying to visualize the man she had seen. The battle had taken place in April 1775, and the man had looked to be in his forties—no, older. So that gave her a birth date for him in the 1730s. He’d been white, obviously. Brown hair. She’d been too far away to see his eye color, but she would guess they weren’t brown. He had all his limbs and no obvious scars or disabilities. There was nothing to distinguish him physically—not that that would help much with historical research. His clothing hadn’t been noteworthy, not that she knew much about colonial clothing, beyond the fact that most people didn’t have a lot of items of apparel. The best she could say is that he didn’t look tattered or threadbare. He’d had a weapon, a long gun of some sort, but was there any way of learning whether it was his personal weapon or had been provided for him by the town? So that wouldn’t help her much. She knew he’d been married, or at least he had produced at least one child—otherwise she wouldn’t be seeing him now. Whatever triggered her “seeings” didn’t seem to be gender-based: she’d “seen” through the eyes of both men and women. So it had to be something in the genes that was passed down. That persisted, even now. Were there others like her? Did other people “see” their dead relatives? Nobody seemed to talk about it, and Abby was wary of joining any online groups that investigated this kind of phenomenon—her general impression was that they were all too often made up of cranks and weirdos.
Focus, Abby. You’re going to do some basic genealogy. First up: find one male ancestor who had belonged to the Littleton militia and had marched to Concord on April 19, 1775. Surely there were military records that would include that? After all, someone had put together the list that appeared on that monument on the green, and it clearly did not date back to the Revolution. She called up her Internet program and scanned the categories. Yes, there was one for military service, but the only way to find who had signed up for Littleton was to put in a real person, not just the name of the town. Fine: she had pictures of the monument that listed all the names, and plugging in any one of them should give her access.
It was a tedious and time-consuming process. She had to look up each man on the list and find out whether he had had offspring. That eliminated only a few of the names. It seemed that everybody back then had produced multiple children (which would further complicate her search when she tried to trace the line from her patriot to herself), and she’d have to work through the records for each and every one. And the online records went only up to 1850 in most cases. But she had Mary Ann Corey, who had been born in 1821, and the line that came after her. Unless, of course, this was an entirely different line and had nothing to do with the man on the green. It was certainly possible, but she didn’t want to contemplate all the complications that would mean. Abby sighed and dug back into the data, and the next time she looked at the clock it was approaching noon and time to head for the library.
On another fine spring day, the library wasn’t crowded. She made her way downstairs to the local history section and was greeted by the librarian she’d met before. “Hi, there. You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”
“Yes, I have,” Abby told her. “But not for a while. I’m amazed that you remember.”
The other woman laughed. “We don’t get that many people who are seriously looking for information down there. More this time of year, of course. But most of them just go straight for the obvious stuff, about the battle, and then they’re done. By the way, I’m Louisa Emerson. No relation.”
Abby smiled. “To Ralph, you mean? What about the Louisa?”
“That I’ll cop to. My mother loved Little Women. So what are you looking for today?”
“I hate to do the obvious, but I wanted to learn more about the people who were part of the Littleton militia and took part in the battle. I would have gone to the library there but the hours aren’t as good as yours.”
“I understand. You know you can do a lot of this online these days?”
“What?” Abby replied in mock dismay. “And you a librarian, sending me to the electronic monster?”
Louisa raised her hands. “Mea culpa. I will be delighted to show you what precious, fragile, paper-based documents we have here. I don’t have to give you the lecture on proper handling?”
“No, of course not. I work at the museum now.”
“Oh, of course! You replaced Stephanie Thomas, right? But that’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
“Just over six months now.”
“And you haven’t visited us since?”
“I’ve been kind of busy, what with a new job—and a lot of catching up to do, on local history. I’m not from around here.”
“Well, you’ve come to the right place. Why don’t you start with the nineteenth-century histories? The guys who wrote them—and yes, they were almost exclusively men—were a lot closer to the facts back then, and very methodical about including everything they knew or learned. And I do mean everything! Which is why the books are three inches thick in tiny print.”
“I know,” Abby said, “but the details are so charming. Like, Farmer Brown’s pig farm obscured any evidence of the Indian burial ground on his property.”
“But at least you know there was an Indian burial ground, right?”
“Right. So, lead me to your histories!”
Abby followed Louisa to a tier of shelves in the middle of one wall. “Wow! I’ve got my work lined up for me!”
“Well, yes and no,” Louisa said. “Each one should have a section on military history from the town or county, but reading all the rest of the details is up to you. You don’t have to wrap this up in one day, do you?”
Abby shook her head. “No, that’s not going to happen. This is just the start.”
In the quiet basement room, Abby once again lost track of time. Reading the old histories was as close as she could come to traveling back in time. As Louisa had told her, there was a wealth of detail, of varying relevance, but it all contributed to the picture of a lost time and place. The world had been so much smaller a hundred and fifty years ago! Especially in small towns, where everyone seemed to know everyone else plus their history. But there was nothing mean-spirited, nothing that smacked of gossip. The authors, usually local residents themselves, had apparently believed that everything was important, large or small.
What she didn’t find was a lot of information on the military units. She’d already noticed that participation by any one individual could be patchy. He might sign up for something but serve for only three days or a couple of weeks. And of course the military divisions themselves kept changing rapidly during the very unsettled period she was interested in. She would guess that people from one town kind of stuck together and were led by people from that same town. But then she realized she needed to know the evolution of the towns around the area. Again, she had learned that boundaries kept shifting, so records for one family might show up in more than one town. And this was in Massachusetts, which had kept relatively good records! Abby shuddered to think how any researcher managed to accomplish anything in states that had been less meticulous in recording everything. They had probably never thought that later generations would be combing through them, or they’d been too busy moving westward to bother.
After a few hours Abby decided she’d done enough. Her eyes were glazing over, and worse, skipping lines on the page. She’d collected a lot of information, but now she needed to organize it and figure out how it all fit together. It was a respectable start, and if there was something else she wanted to follow up on immediately, she could come over in the evening during the week. Or look online.
As she stretched her tired muscles before standing up, it occurred to her that maybe she should be worried about attending the parade and the associated events. Not that she disliked crowds particularly, but what if more of her family members decided to show up, just as the Littleton one had? After all, a lot of militias had come together for the battle, and more had joined them as the British retreated toward Boston. Was she prepared to process that, or would it be too much to handle? But heck—on the plus side, maybe she’d see Paul Revere. She couldn’t prove she wasn’t related to him, could she? The thought made her smile and gave her the energy to stand up.
On her way out the door, she stopped at the desk to say good-bye to Louisa. “It’s okay if I leave the books on the table there?”
“Please!” Louisa said. “I’d rather reshelve them myself than have you misplace them. No offense intended. Did you find what you wanted?”
“Yes and no. I found more things that I wanted, so you’ll probably be seeing more of me. But I can’t say when. This reenactment stuff sounds crazy.”
“It is, but it’s as close as we’ll come to seeing history. At least in a pre-video era.”
“I’m looking forward to it—I think. Thanks for your help.”
Abby drove home in a pensive mood. She had found a lot, but she knew she needed more. She wasn’t any closer to identifying the man on the green. And tomorrow was a workday and promised to be busy. This hunt might take her a long time.
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Once she arrived back at the house, Abby started to feel depressed. Had she set herself a hopeless task? Sure, she had seen the man on the green, and it had been more than a glimpse from the corner of her eye. She had looked at him, studied him long enough to take in a lot of details. He’d moved, so he wasn’t a still image, or a single one. He was as real as a long-dead person could be, unless she was truly hallucinating. When all this business had started happening, she’d looked up various psychological disorders that might explain what was happening, but nothing had fit. She had been intrigued by one promising category: Folie a Deux. The definition read, “delusion develops in an individual in the context of a close relationship with another person, who has an already established delusion.” That almost worked, except that her delusion, if that’s what it was, came before the relationship with Ned. Or had Ned caught it from her, so he was the delusional one? Which came first, the chicken or the egg? This was ridiculous.
Was she delusional? She didn’t think so. But did any crazy people believe they were crazy? What about Ned? She hadn’t known him long enough or seen enough of him to make a final judgment. He seemed sane enough, but he was also clearly smart, and smart people were often good at concealing their own peculiarities, so they could function in society. That’s how serial killers managed to go on killing—because they could pass as normal.
What was wrong with her? Why the dark thoughts? Well, if she was going to be honest, she missed Ned. She’d lost count of how many times she had come across an interesting fact as she read the old books in the library, and thought, I have to tell Ned about this. Well, she hadn’t shut the door completely, just asked him for a timeout. It troubled her how quickly she had come to depend on him. She had depended on Brad far too much—for her own plans, for her entertainment, for her purpose in life. He had proved to be inadequate. Ned was a better choice—at least he paid attention to her—but she didn’t want to lean on anyone that way again. Or at least, the leaning should be mutual, not one-sided. Learn from your mistakes, Abby.
After a quiet evening with a book that had nothing to do with history or spirits or romance, Abby went to bed. Monday promised to be challenging, as did every day between now and April 19. She needed her rest.
 
• • •
 
While she arrived at the museum at her usual time the next morning, she felt like she was dragging. She hoped focusing on her work would help. While school groups could be taxing, she usually felt revived by eager kids, including the ones who didn’t see the point of learning about history, even in their own backyard. For Abby it was always a challenge to figure out something that would spark their imaginations and make them see long-past events in a different light. She spent the morning polishing her presentations and swapping out some visual materials for different ones.
Leslie stuck her head in Abby’s door just before noon. “Lunch?”
“Do you really have time to leave the building?” Abby said, only half joking.
“No, but if I don’t get out of here and get some fresh air, I’ll lose it. Come on, you look like you could use a break too.”
“All right. You’re the boss.” Abby gathered up her jacket and bag and followed Leslie out of the building.
They walked to the nearest restaurant, since their time was short, and were lucky to find a table. After they’d ordered, Leslie looked Abby in the eye and said, “What I would have said earlier is that you look like somebody broke your dolly and stomped on it. Work getting to you?”
Abby shook her head. “No, not at all. I find I really do enjoy working with kids. Well, I knew I did, but I was happily surprised how quickly it all came back to me. I’m having a good time with them, and I’m experimenting with some changes.”
Leslie looked relieved. “Good, because the reviews have been consistently good. Translation: the kids like you, and so do the teachers. Keep it up.” The waitress delivered their sandwiches and drinks, and then Leslie said, “So if it’s not work, why do you look so down? Trouble in paradise?”
Normally Abby would have given a bland and evasive answer, but this was Leslie, and Leslie knew Ned well. Which more or less gave her the right to ask, although she probably wouldn’t press if Abby asked her to back off. “I assume you’re talking about Ned. Well, not trouble exactly … I kind of asked him to give me a little time off.”
“Okay,” Leslie said cautiously. “Is that a brush-off? As in, please go away forever?”
“No, I don’t think so. It’s just that … well, you know. A lot of things happened very fast, and it’s like my brain is only now catching up with it all. I love my job. I like my house—only it’s not mine and I’m going to have to do something about that sooner rather than later. With Ned it’s … complicated.” She stopped, unsure how to go on.
“Uh-huh,” Leslie said. She took a large bite of her sandwich and chewed, conveniently giving herself time to think. After she’d swallowed she said, “You’d tell me if I was butting in where I wasn’t welcome, wouldn’t you?”
Abby nodded.
Leslie went on, “And I’m your boss, which makes things even more confusing. But putting that aside for now, let me talk to you as a friend. I think you’re absolutely right about getting slammed by a lot of things at once, and you should allow yourself the time to adjust. It doesn’t happen overnight, and it doesn’t happen on anybody’s schedule but yours. So if you’re feeling smothered by Ned, you have every right to put the brakes on. Or at least take your foot off the gas. You got that?”
Abby smiled, almost in spite of herself. “Yes, and thank you. But I don’t want to hurt him, and I’m trying not to send signals that this is over, because I don’t believe it is. It’s just that I’ve got a lot of things to work through. Look, you know about Brad. I thought I knew him—heck, I even thought I loved him, somewhere in there. And look how that turned out. The thing is, I don’t trust my judgment right now. Ned is a great guy, and he really gets me. He isn’t all about himself. But that kind of works two ways. There are a lot of things about him that I don’t know, probably because I haven’t asked. I’m not sure what he does for work, other than that it involves DNA testing of some sort. I’ve never seen his house—he keeps telling me it’s barely habitable. And if you’re wondering, we haven’t even gotten close to discussing moving in together.” Although Ned had brought it up—and she had ducked. “And I’m not sure I’m ready for that anyway. You see the problem?”
“Unfortunately I do. No, don’t panic—it’s not awful. Tell me you haven’t wondered how Ned and I ever got together and stayed together for any length of time?” Leslie’s gaze challenged Abby.
“Okay, sure I have—he told me you were engaged, a while ago. You’re such different personalities.”
“Yes, we are, and luckily we realized that in time. He’s a good person, and he does pay attention and care. But toward the end, there were times when I felt like I was sucking the life out of him. I mean, he’d get all quiet, and I’d get louder to compensate. He’d try to join in, but it was pretty clear that was out of his comfort zone. It was just a bad fit—no harm, no foul. The two of you seem much better suited.”
If only you knew, Abby thought. “I think so too, although I guess I wonder if we’d bore each other to death at some point. Is there such a thing as too much quiet between two people?”
“I wouldn’t know.” Leslie grinned. “As for the other stuff: ask him. He’s not hiding anything. It’s not like he’s got a wife and six kids stashed in that house of his—I’ve been by it, and it really is a fixer-upper, but he likes that. Only he never seems to have the time to do any of the fixing up. As for the job … well, I can’t claim to understand the science of what he does, but I gather from what he has said and what I’ve heard from other people that it’s pretty much cutting-edge. It’s a big deal, in a very specialized and competitive field. And that’s about all I know.”
“And he’s not a CIA double agent or a sleeper terrorist harboring a sleeper cell in his basement?” Abby asked, striving to look wide-eyed and innocent.
“Not hardly,” Leslie replied. “Have I helped at all?”
“I think so. He is what he appears to be, right?”
“Exactly. But if you want this to work—assuming you do—then you have to talk to him. You can’t just shut down on him.”
“I more or less figured that, and I think you’re right. Let’s just chalk it up to growing pains, with all this new stuff that’s been going on. We’ll work it out.”
“Well, I’m pulling for both of you, but I’ll keep my nose out of things. I want you to stick around—it’s a pain in the butt to recruit and interview new employees.”
“As I recall, my interview lasted about ten minutes.”
Leslie waved away the comment. “Ah, you were a done deal, since Ned recommended you. I’ve always thought he’s a good judge of character.”
Abby suppressed a sigh. It was nice that Ned had helped her get this job, but a stubborn part of her wished she had gotten it solely on her own merits. “Well, I’m glad it all worked out. Should we get back?”
“Yes, we should. We’ve got another meeting this afternoon, if the memo hasn’t gone out, which because I never got around to sending it probably didn’t, unless we’ve got elves in the building who step up and take care of things like that.”
As they both stood up and tossed some bills on the table, Abby asked, “But haven’t you all been doing this for years? It should be almost automatic by now.”
“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But a year seems to be long enough to forget how it all works, and then there are things that need to be replaced, and then somebody says they saw something on vacation somewhere else that they thought was really cool and maybe we should try it. And so on. You’ll see.”
“I hear it’s a madhouse on the day.”
“It is. But it’s nice to see people who care about their own history. Even if it is only once a year. And who says you can’t combine fun and learning something?”
 
• • •
 
When she returned to the museum, Abby had to rush to collect her materials for the school group presentation, and as soon as that was over, and she’d chatted with some of the kids and the teachers, and told them what else they really ought to see, and asked if they’d seen the Alcott House and Ralph Waldo Emerson’s home and Walden Pond, it was time for the staff meeting, which went much the way Leslie had predicted. And when that ended, it was time to go home. Somehow Abby had neglected to buy any groceries on Saturday or Sunday, so she detoured to the market on the way home and stocked up.
Back at the house, she ate and tidied up, but instead of going to bed when all that was done, she felt the siren call of the laptop. Logging on, she filled in the bits and pieces of information she’d gleaned at the library, but the results weren’t impressive. Her family tree didn’t have many leaves on it, much less fruit. She knew that some people spent years, even decades, filling such things in, and she also knew that the process never seemed to end, but she was in a hurry. Why, Abby? Because she was afraid to meet more of her long-dead ancestors at the reenactment? Because she wanted to understand how it came to be that she was on the same wavelength as people who had been dead for more than a century? Or because she wanted to reach some resolution with it so she could get back together with Ned and work through whatever problems they had? Or to end it for good because this weird ability was just too much to deal with? Yes, to all of the above.
It was approaching midnight when she finally shut down the computer and dragged herself to bed. She fell asleep quickly, but several hours later she sat bolt upright. “I got it wrong.” She said it out loud, to the darkness, not that it mattered. Apparently her subconscious had been chewing away on the genealogy questions even as she slept. Without turning on the light, she punched up her pillows and leaned against them, thinking hard.
The man on the green: she’d seen him clearly. But the question was, through whose eyes? All the other experiences she’d had—at the house in Waltham, at the cemetery there, at the Reed house in Weston—she’d been seeing through the eyes of a particular individual. She hadn’t always been able to identify that person right away, but when she finally had, it had always been a lineal ancestor. At first, touch had played an important part in it—touching something that the other people had touched or held—but more recently she’d gotten better at picking up the signals without a physical trigger.
But at the Littleton green she had seen a Revolutionary War soldier, clear as day. Ned had not seen him, which she took to mean that the soldier wasn’t a modern reenactor but someone from the past. Okay, she was getting used to that now. But if she was inside the head of someone else who was seeing that man, who was it? And why did he—or she?—see only that one other person and not a whole crowd? The only conclusion she could draw, at least for the moment, was that they were both ancestors of hers. The see-er and the see-ee? Damn, she really needed better terms! But the bottom line was, there were two people at that muster in 1775 who were somehow related to her. Siblings? Or two different and unrelated lines? Ned hadn’t mentioned seeing anyone there from the past, so neither of them was connected to him.
She considered her hypothesis but could find nothing wrong with it. But it was the middle of the night and she’d been jerked out of a sound sleep, so she would reserve judgment until daylight. In part her conclusion frightened her: as she had feared, she was running into more ancestors, now that she was more attuned to her peculiar ability. But there might be good news too: if they were siblings, or father and son, who fought at Concord, it might be easier to find them. Or what if it had been a wife or daughter or sister who was watching the men? She shouldn’t discount that, and she might be able to find out if a crowd had gathered to send the men off to battle on that day.
She lay back down and nestled into the warm bedcovers. Her last conscious thought was, I wish I could tell Ned.
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As Patriots’ Day approached, Abby’s days became increasingly busy. She knew there would be a lull in her regular responsibilities when school break week arrived, the week following the big event. Ordinarily she wouldn’t have minded being so busy, because she liked feeling useful. But now she wanted to pursue her research into her family lines, and there simply weren’t enough hours in the day.
She could see why genealogy became an obsession for some people. She didn’t count herself among the obsessed ones, because she had a real and immediate cause to investigate her family tree: they kept popping up in her day-to-day life. Of course, she had to concede that a lot of other people might—what word did she want? Enjoy? Suffer?—the same phenomenon, only they never talked about it. Not that she talked about it either, except with Ned. Who, following her orders, had not contacted her. He was the only other person she knew personally who shared this particular ability. Surely there must be others? But Abby had no plans to go hunting for them, not until she figured out a few things for herself. Then she could think about forming a Secret Society for Spook Seers.
No, that wasn’t right. The people she saw, or through whom she saw, were hurting, or at least significantly stressed, and that’s what carried forward and made it possible for her to sense them. They were sad or suffering or angry. She could not treat them as a joke, not if their pain had persisted for centuries and was still strong enough to reach her now. She tried to remember if she had seen any happy events, but the best she could do was one instance where a child had died, and the earlier happiness had somehow become muddled with the pain of an infant’s death.
One day she stopped in at Leslie’s office to deliver some documents and found Leslie alone and not on the phone—a rare occurrence. “Can I ask you something?” Abby said. “Work-related, I mean?”
“Sure. I’ve got at least three minutes free. Sit. Talk to me.”
“This is very preliminary, but I wanted to run an idea by you. The more I look into my own family history, the more likely it looks to me like I had at least one ancestor who fought at the bridge here. I won’t bore you with the details, but I was wondering if that might make a good teaching presentation?”
Leslie did not look impressed. “How would you go about it?”
“Kind of like a look at an ordinary guy who lived in Concord or nearby, going about his business—farming or whatever—marrying, having kids. And then this war comes along and a lot of things change. There are lots of ways to approach it—what the farms and industries produced around here, what the population looked like. How people moved around a lot, mostly connected by family ties that might not be obvious today. How they dressed. Whether they had weapons of their own. How the militia was organized, and how that led to the army. But all of it linked by one local soldier and his family. What do you think?”
Leslie looked at her speculatively. “It’s ambitious, I’ll say that. I can’t recall that it’s been done before at the museum. You looking to focus on somebody famous?”
Abby shook her head. “No. I think it should be an ordinary person, caught up in extraordinary events. I think kids could identify with that.”
“So could adults, if you present it the right way. But that’s a different story.” Leslie cocked her head at Abby. “You think our school materials are getting a little stale?”
Abby shook her head. “I didn’t mean to criticize them—they work fine. And I’m not thinking about throwing them out. I just thought maybe a different slant might be interesting. I’m not talking about in-depth coverage, just an hour’s presentation—which is about the maximum attention span for most of the kids. We’ve already got plenty of physical materials in the collections.”
“Why are you looking to do this now, in this particularly crazy time?”
“I’m not saying it’s going to happen fast, and I’m not in a hurry. But it seemed to me I could kill two birds with one stone: when I do research on my own family—on my own time, not at work!—I can collect anecdotes and interesting small facts that don’t usually make it to the textbooks—the things that make history come alive. I’d keep a running file of them, and when I think there are enough I could pull them all together. Maybe in time for the next school year? Something like, ‘A day in the Life of John Doe in 1775’?”
Leslie nodded, once. “Okay. I can see where you’re going with the idea. How about this? You collect your entertaining facts, and at some point—after this month is over, please!—you put together a draft of your presentation, and I’ll look it over. I do like the local angle. You have somebody specific in mind?”
“Not yet, or only hints of possibilities—I haven’t found anybody here for certain. I’m really a novice at all this genealogy stuff, but if I stumble over something interesting, it seems a shame to waste it. And I like to do this kind of research—it makes the people so much more real than a list of vital statistics.”
“Okay, go for it. And your three minutes are up.”
“Thanks, Leslie.” Abby scrammed before Leslie could ask any more questions that she couldn’t answer. She felt a little guilty, because now she’d obtained what could be interpreted as permission to spend time on her own genealogy on working time. She didn’t plan to abuse it, and she would pull together anything interesting that she found. She thought the idea had potential as a teaching tool, whether or not she found her elusive Corey family in the neighborhood. And she didn’t want to let Leslie down.
But there was never enough time. Sure, images from the original nineteenth-century vital records were available online, but where was she supposed to look? She did enough research to know that once, back when it was first created, Concord had been a much bigger place, in terms of geography. Ever since then, bits and pieces had been peeled away to become new towns. Sometimes the lines between towns were not set for years or even decades after that. So where to look for vital records kind of depended on what era she was looking at: early on, in the seventeenth century, it would be in the Concord records, but later it could be in any of nearly a dozen surrounding towns, each with its own records. And that didn’t take into account marriages in which the woman wanted to be married in her own town, which could be somewhere else. Local records were kind of inconsistent about noting where one of their men might have been married.
And then there were the misspellings! The same name could be spelled four different ways on the same page. Was it all one family, and the name had been mangled by one or more illiterate clerks? Or were they different lines that had split and chosen to change their spelling? The funny thing was, she had seen the same thing on adjacent tombstones in local cemeteries. She had to conclude that people in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries weren’t so hung up about the correct spelling as modern people.
None of which made her task any easier. Sure, she could print out all the relevant names in all the relevant towns, but then she would have to cross-check them. Worse, people within families often used the same first name, over and over. As a result, she could find three Jameses or Lucys with the same surname, all born in the same place within a couple of years of each other. Or, if there was a father named James and he sired multiple children, the wife’s name sometimes differed. Were there two father Jameses or one James with two sequential wives?
Worst of all, she was trying to fit all this cross-checking in after a long day at work, and it was easy to make mistakes or transpose the lines she was reading on a blurry printout or on-screen.
If she looked at older histories, were they likely to be accurate? On the one hand, it seemed as though the writers in the nineteenth century were closer to the actual events, but on the other, she’d seen more than one instance where a single story was repeated for years, with no verification. Not unlike a YouTube video going viral these days—and it was very hard to erase. And sometimes there was no way to prove whether it was true. If once there had been evidence, it was long gone. Or the information had come from a conversation with a person, rather than a written document, and that person was also long gone.
Maybe she needed a change of scene. Maybe she needed to take a look at some original records, compare them with the printed or published versions and see what errors might have crept in. Littleton would be the best place to start, because that’s where she’d seen the man on the green. Nobody else had “visited” her since. But the Littleton Historical Society’s hours were so limited! Abby, it’s stupid to let that hang you up. You’re a colleague by way of the museum, and a legitimate researcher. Call them and make an appointment! So she did, for the following Saturday.
Which then spurred her to redouble her efforts to narrow down the focus of her search. She started at the beginning again. She had seen the man on the green in Littleton, so it seemed logical to assume he was part of the militia there. After all, he’d been holding a weapon, so it was unlikely that he was just an onlooker. She had the list of men who had marched to Concord from the green. There was a slim possibility that “her” man had had a brother or son watching him at the green; would he have been a minuteman too? And how the heck was she supposed to link any of this to the one name she had, Mary Ann Corey, who had married into the Reed family? There were no Coreys on the Littleton monument, although there were Coreys in the town, as well as adjacent towns. Finally she gave up: she’d have to ask the person at the historical society what his or her recommendation was.
 
• • •
 
Abby presented herself at the historical society promptly at ten on Saturday. There was no doorbell that she could see, but the nineteenth-century door sported a large brass knocker, so she tried that. A woman’s voice called out from inside, “It’s open,” so Abby pushed the door open, to reveal a woman who looked to be about a hundred years old—and whose weight matched. Abby swallowed her first response: maybe this woman had actually known the minutemen.
“Hi, I’m Abigail Kimball I have an appointment to meet someone to help me with my family history.”
“I’m Esther Jewett. Come in before we lose all the heat in here—it’s expensive. Wish spring would hurry up.”
Esther waited for Abby to enter and close the heavy door behind her. “What is it you’re looking for?” she demanded.
“I’m trying to find an ancestor who I believe was a Littleton minuteman.”
“What’ve you got so far? Oh, we might as well sit down. This might take a while.” She led the way to a massive oak library table. Abby took a moment to admire the handsome building—nineteenth-century, with high ceilings and lots of woodwork. “Sit,” Esther said in a no-nonsense tone, gesturing toward a chair. She took one on the opposite side of the table.
Abby sat as ordered. “I work at the Concord Museum, but I’ve lived in the state for only a few months. I discovered some relatives I never knew about, buried in Waltham, and they led me to Weston and Concord. I’ve been looking in the communities surrounding Concord to see if I can identify anyone else from my family.”
“Who’s buried in Concord?” Esther snapped. She was certainly direct, and not one for social graces. Maybe at her age she’d decided it was a waste of time.
“My three-times great-grandmother, Mary Ann Corey,” Abby told her. “She married William Reed. It’s the Reeds and the Flaggs I found in Waltham.”
“No Coreys among the minutemen,” Esther said with a sniff.
“I know—I checked.”
“When was your Mary Ann born?”
“1821,” Abby told her, from memory.
“Huh. Too late to be a daughter of a minuteman. Maybe granddaughter. What’s your source?”
“That’s what the cemetery record said. Mary Ann was the first one buried at the family plot at Sleepy Hollow. I would have looked further back, but then I got this new job and moved, and I got busy. But now I want to see if I have a link to the battle at the Bridge in Concord, and I understand the men from Littleton took part.”
“Patriots’ Day stuff,” Esther said dismissively.
“Yes, exactly. But I’m having trouble finding my Mary Ann Corey, going back.”
“You check the vital records?”
“Of course. I didn’t find anyone who fit.”
“I’m not surprised. Sometimes those transcribers back in the day were idiots, or maybe illiterate. Plenty of mistakes. But I think you’re in luck. We just wrapped up a project, scanning all the records in the town clerk’s office. You been there?”
Abby shook her head. “They’re only open days. My job keeps me pretty busy, and I haven’t been working there long enough to have any vacation time coming. Are those records online?”
“Not yet. But we had a professional hard copy made—some people like to look at the real thing, not a picture on a screen. Cost a bit, too. Want to see them?”
“Of course I do!”
“Wait there,” Esther said, and disappeared into another room. While she was gone, Abby stood and strolled around the room, examining books on the shelves, pulling one out now and then. Even from a quick inspection she could tell that there was a wealth of information here. There were typed manuscripts on flimsy paper; there were transcriptions of someone else’s earlier diaries; there were copies of individual families’ Bibles. If it had been food, Abby would have been drooling shamelessly. As it was, her fingers itched to start leafing through the books.
She was startled when Esther spoke behind her. “Come on back,” she said. “We keep them in the back to protect them. Sometimes people think they can help themselves to whatever they want.” Abby followed her into another room, where Esther pointed to a pair of folio-size bound volumes laying on a table.
“That’s the entire history of the town?” Abby thought there would have been more.
“That’s just births, marriages, deaths, burials and the like up to 1850. The town records are in other volumes. Thought you wanted to find specific people?”
“I do. Thank you. This is a great place to start. Tell me, do you work here?”
“I’m a volunteer. I’ve been working on my family’s history most of my adult life, and I’ve spent a lot of time here. Once my husband died I got bored, and I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life polishing the furniture. So I started helping out here. I come cheap. You can pay me by the hour, though.”
“Sure, fine.” Abby wasn’t about to quibble: she had research to do, and the clock was ticking. “Are you staying around or do you have to be somewhere else?”
“Trying to get rid of me, are you?” Esther softened her comment with a flicker of a smile. “I let you in, so I’ve got to keep an eye on you, make sure you don’t stuff our documents down your shirt.”
“People do that?” Abby said in dismay.
“Sure do. I’ve got to watch them like a hawk. If you want to be alone, I’ll go sit in the office—the chair’s more comfortable in there. Yell if you need me.”
Funny woman, Abby thought. She settled herself at the table and pulled the first heavy volume toward her. It took her a few moments to get used to the handwriting, although it was still remarkably legible after a couple of hundred years. They certainly knew how to make ink back then. She wondered if the originals would outlive anything produced now.
All right, she knew when Mary Ann had been born, and when she died. She also knew that she had married William Reed in Concord in 1845, so that narrowed her search. The bound volumes didn’t make it easy, though: when they had been started they had been neatly divided into categories like birth and death, but some parts had filled up earlier than others, so later dates ended up out of sequence; details like deaths had been inserted on the same page as births. In addition, the amount of detail given varied from entry to entry. Some death records gave only a date, while others added burial, where interred, cause of death and even more. It was interesting reading, and as the same names occurred over and over, Abby began to feel as though she knew the people of Littleton, in a different time.
The first volume yielded nothing pertinent, although Abby enjoyed reading through the entries. She swapped it out for the second one and started over. This one picked up around 1840, Abby guessed. The writer had changed again, and his handwriting was crabbed, his spelling atrocious. Still, this was the original source, so Abby plowed through the pages. Then stopped.
There was Mary Ann Corey of Littleton marrying William Reed of Concord. That part she knew. But what was new to her was the name written in parentheses after the “Corey”—in the same hand, with the same ink—that said “Perry.” Was this a correction of somebody’s earlier mishearing of the surname? Or something more?
Abby started leafing through the pages in reverse order until she came to pages for 1841 and stopped. Mary Ann Perry, daughter of Reuben Perry and Hannah, his wife, had married Stephen Corey in 1841. Making her Mary Ann Corey. Who had married William Reed four years later.
There was a Perry on the Littleton monument—two, in fact: Henry and Benjamin. She had her man on the green.
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She was so boggled by her find that she found herself leafing through the books randomly, hunting for other Perry appearances. There were plenty. Who was this Henry Perry? Perrys cropped up regularly in the books in front of her, and she hadn’t even touched on any of the surrounding communities. She’d have to start from scratch with them.
She was jerked out of her focus by a cough from Esther, now standing behind her. “Hey, you been here four hours already. I didn’t figure you’d take so long, being your first visit. Kind of like a scouting trip?”
Abby wanted to snap at her to go away and leave her alone, but she figured she’d need Esther’s help later. “I’m sorry, am I keeping you from something? Actually I should go—I want to sort through what I’ve found and work out what my next steps are, and I shouldn’t waste your time by doing it here. Can we get together again? I mostly have time on weekends. I could manage an appointment at night, if you’d rather.”
“I like my shows at night, and I don’t drive after dark. But weekends are good. How about this? You go home and sort out your notes, then we can figure out a good time to meet again. Don’t know that you’ll have time the next week or so, what with Patriots’ Day and all that fuss. You might want to come watch the real muster here.”
“I saw the guys practicing the other day—that’s what started me thinking.” Not exactly the way Esther might have imagined, but true enough. “That sounds like a plan. And thank you for pointing me in the right direction.”
“You owe me sixty dollars—I charge fifteen an hour.”
Abby thought that was extremely reasonable, but maybe she was still giddy with her discovery. “Check? Cash?”
“Cash is good, if you’ve got it.”
Abby rummaged through her purse and came up with three twenty-dollar bills. Esther said, “Just leave it on the table for now. Good luck.”
“Should I call you?” Abby asked.
“No, just call this place and set up something. I’m always around.”
“Thanks!”
Esther walked Abby to the door, then disappeared back inside. Abby stood on the steps for a moment, breathing deeply. She had a name: Henry Perry. He was the right age to have fought in the Revolution. She could check his military records online. Esther was right: no need to waste her time hunting for information she could get somewhere else. Abby’s mouth twitched at the thought of Esther—it wouldn’t surprise her to learn that Esther was providing research services on the side, at least in part. But at least she was affordable, and more important, knowledgeable.
Abby checked the time: it was closer to three than to two. Esther had been generous. Abby had time to run her weekend errands, and then she wanted to go home and start digging. But as she walked to her car, she wondered if she should look around at bit more, since she was already in Littleton. There was an old cemetery right in the heart of town—she could at least stop there and take a look and see if there were any Perrys there. She turned her car around and went back to where she had seen it, then parked.
The cemetery was midsized by local standards, and most of the stones were slate, which suggested dates in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. That would be about right. They were scattered in no particular order rather than in tidy rows. Not that Abby cared at the moment: this was a first pass, and she wanted to see who was there. She stopped at the gate that led through the stone surrounding wall: should she be worried about meeting more relatives? Did she want to, here? She felt like a hunting dog, sniffing the air for … spirits? She was glad there was no one else nearby, because she’d look like an idiot, stopping every few feet not to look at a particularly interesting stone but to see if she could pick up any vibrations or emanations or … This is ridiculous! she told herself. Just get on with it. Find out if there are any Perrys here and say hi—and see if they answer.
There were none. If she had any deceased relatives in this nicely kept and pretty cemetery, they weren’t interested in communicating with her. She wasn’t disappointed: if there had been Perrys in this town, they could have been buried somewhere other than the center of town, even on their own land, which was not uncommon in earlier centuries. Or they could all have moved away, after the Revolution, looking for better opportunities farther west. Or … No, too many questions that she couldn’t answer while standing here and staring. She needed to do more homework, then come back. And there must be a newer cemetery too, but she didn’t have time to investigate that yet. It was beginning to get dark, and she still had to stop at the market on her way home.
 
• • •
 
The house was dark and quiet when she arrived. No ghosts. Abby wondered whether, if she were staying somewhere long term, she’d get a pet—a cat or a dog to welcome her home, even if all they wanted was their dinner. Her family had had a few when she was growing up, but since then the timing had never been right. Brad hadn’t wanted small furry things that would get in his way and shed all over his business suits. Abby had always suspected that Brad didn’t want anything around that diverted her attention away from him, even for a little while. Well, Brad was gone, but she still had no pets. She’d have to make sure that the next place she lived would allow one.
After another quick supper she settled in front of her laptop, but sat there, staring at the screen, her shoulders slumped. She wanted to talk to Ned. It had been a week since they’d had any contact—since she’d more or less demanded that he give her some space. But now she had this great new discovery, and she wanted to tell him all about it, ask him what the best way to research it would be. Oh, Abby, be honest! You miss him. She’d given him a list of reasons why they shouldn’t rush into anything now—and they weren’t worth warm spit. If she could erase the Brad years, would she have acted differently? Yes, she thought so. She wouldn’t be so cautious now, so suspicious of Ned’s motives and of her reaction to him.
She’d been attracted to him from the beginning, but she had buried that deep, out of loyalty to Brad. She wasn’t about to carry on with two men at once, no way. She had been open about Ned with Brad—heck, she had made a point of introducing them, to make sure everything was aboveboard—and Brad had dismissed him, even suggested that Ned was gay. In other words, based on one quick meeting, Brad had decided that Ned was no threat to him, and that was that. She had been so pathetically grateful that anybody had noticed her that she hadn’t dared examine too closely whatever was going on.
And when she had started to look more closely, she had panicked. Ned wasn’t Brad—she knew that. Ned did listen to her and pay attention—but she had worried that it was for the wrong reasons. She didn’t want attention if it meant she was somebody’s science experiment. Her head told her now that she had been right: she had to slow down for her own sake, take time to understand all the changes that had taken place in her life over the past six months or more. That was the reasonable, adult thing to do.
But she missed Ned. Was that so wrong? If they were meant to be together, shouldn’t they be working out their problems together? She reached for her cell phone, put it down, then picked it up again and hit his number. It rang and rang, then went to voice mail. She couldn’t think of anything to say in a message, so she just hung up. He would see that she had called; let him take the next step.
She turned back to the computer and booted it up. Two hours later she had a sheaf of printouts and the beginnings of a headache. She’d found more than one military record for Henry Perry, but she didn’t understand them. Part of that was her ignorance of military language and organization in 1775, she admitted. But the records seemed to contradict themselves: he was enlisted here; no, he had signed up there, for three years. He had deserted; no, some officer up the ranks had declared that Henry had been present and accounted for during his entire service. Maybe there were two different Henrys? Or maybe record-keeping at that point had been chaotic, which wouldn’t be surprising under the circumstances, when the military chain of command was changing rapidly. She couldn’t find any record that he’d applied for a pension, but given that he’d sired two sons after the Revolution had ended, he’d survived the war.
And if that wasn’t bad enough, apparently he’d had two wives, although not at the same time. And, if she had it right, she was descended from the second wife, not the first. They’d had a son named Reuben in 1788, and he was Mary Ann’s father.
Abby sat back and rubbed her eyes. This was ridiculous. It was like hunting black rabbits in the woods at midnight. Every now and then she’d catch a glimpse of something, or hear a rustle as it passed, but then it would disappear and she couldn’t find confirmation of it. Or if she did, it was just a repetition of the same information that she didn’t trust in the first place.
All right, go back to the beginning. Why had she seen Henry on the Littleton green? She’d already guessed that she was seeing him through the eyes of one of her own ancestors. From what she’d found, it looked as though his two eldest sons had also fought in that war—and one of them appeared on the monument on the green. But … son Benjamin was not her lineal ancestor. Why would she be channeling him? Or maybe it was Henry’s wife, worried about him? No, that wouldn’t work because he was still married to his first wife, Susanna, Benjamin’s mother, who Abby wasn’t related to.
Abby pulled out the list of names she’d copied from the Littleton records. Wife Number One, Susanna, had been born in 1736, and she and Henry had already had seven children by 1775. And, Abby noted with a smile, number eight had been born almost exactly nine months after the battle at Concord—they must have had a nice celebration of the victory! And there was a ninth child after that, and Susanna had lived another few years beyond his birth.
So, if it wasn’t Benjamin who was “reporting” to her, Abby thought, and Susanna wasn’t her lineal ancestor either, what about the second wife, Jane? Henry had married her less than a year after Susanna’s death, but Susanna hadn’t died until 1785. Jane would have been past thirty at the time of the battle, but if Abby was going to stick to her original hypothesis, that only lineal ancestors appeared to her, or she saw through them, then she’d have to put Jane on the green there too, watching Henry and lusting after him and agonizing about the impossibility of doing anything about their forbidden love (Henry’s very-much-alive first spouse and a slew of small children did complicate things!). That would have been intense enough to leave a mark, right? But Abby had now created a steamy soap opera in 1775, with no proof whatsoever. And with that she shut down her computer with a laugh. Maybe it could have happened that way, but what were the odds? And there was no way to prove any of it, unless Mary had conveniently left a detailed diary. She could ask Esther if there was one, but she wasn’t going to hold her breath.
She showered and crawled into bed with a book. Ned hadn’t called by the time she was ready to turn off the light. Maybe his phone was dead. Maybe he was dead. Maybe he was out of the country and couldn’t get reception. Or maybe he simply didn’t want to speak to her; he’d decided she was too high-maintenance, what with all these ghosts floating around her. Well, she hadn’t asked for them, and they weren’t going away, so she was going to have to figure out how to live with them, with or without Ned’s help.
 
• • •
 
She was lying in bed contemplating the ceiling and trying to decide what she wanted to eat for breakfast when the doorbell rang.
“Crap!” she said. It was eight o’clock on Sunday morning. She hadn’t combed her hair or brushed her teeth, and she was wearing flannel pajama bottoms and a long-sleeved T-shirt. But this could be a neighborhood crisis (the water main had broken? there was a blackout? an approaching swarm of bees?), or one of the three people in the world who knew where she was living was at her front door ringing her doorbell. And she was pretty sure it wasn’t either Brad or Leslie.
She pulled on a sweatshirt (mornings were still cold!), slid her feet into her ancient Crocs and went up the stairs to the front door. A peek through the peephole confirmed her suspicions: Ned. Did she want to open the door?
Of course she did. She fumbled with disarming the alarm system and undoing the locks before she could finally pull the door open, and then she couldn’t think of anything to say. The best she could manage was “Hello.” Heck, she hadn’t had any coffee yet.
Ned looked about as clueless as she felt. “You called last night.”
“Yes, I did. You didn’t answer.”
“I was … involved with something and I couldn’t pick up.”
Abby’s mind leaped to someone rather than something—a tall blonde with few clothes on. The image fueled an acid spurt of jealousy. “Do you want to come in?” she asked. Duh—he was standing on her doorstep in the cold.
“Please,” he answered.
Abby stepped back to let him pass, and her hand brushed his by accident. Or was it accident? Ten minutes later she managed to put an inch of space between them. “I’ve missed you.”
“So have I,” Ned said into her neck. “I mean, I missed you, not I missed me.”
“Whatever.” With a huge effort Abby peeled herself away from him and moved back. “I’m sorry—I don’t think I explained myself very well the last time we were together.”
“No, I understand. Really. I should have realized how much you had, and still have, on your plate. I was being selfish.”
“And I let you be selfish,” Abby countered. “Come on, let’s sit down and eat some breakfast and pretend we’re rational adults.”
“Worth a try, I guess.” Ned smiled for the first time since he’d arrived.
He followed Abby into the kitchen and sat at the table, watching her as she made coffee and scrambled eggs and toasted bread. Abby kept smiling to herself, mostly when he couldn’t see it: none of their problems had evaporated, but it sure felt nice to have him here again.
Eating took five minutes. Then Abby launched into her most recent discoveries (undeterred by the fact that Ned simply kept staring at her face and might not have heard a word), and by the time she was through the breakfast dishes were heaped in the sink and Abby’s notes were strewn over the table. “And then I realized I’d constructed this ridiculous scenario about unrequited love. Heck, maybe Jane finally poisoned Susanna so she and Henry could be together. Or Henry did the deed himself. Think there’s a way to find out?”
Ned smiled—or had he been smiling all along? “Unless you’re planning to dig up the bodies of everyone concerned, assuming you can find them, and then have autopsies performed, I don’t think so. Do you know where they’re buried?”
Abby shook her head. “I haven’t gotten that far.”
“Or where any of them lived, in Littleton?” Ned pressed.
“Come on, Ned, I just found Henry yesterday. Plus I’ve been having enough trouble figuring out where the boundaries for the towns were back then.”
“Yeah, that can be a mess. So what do you want to do next?”
“Find Henry and ask him what happened?” She smiled to let Ned know she was kidding. Wasn’t she? “Have any of them ever talked to you, or interacted in any way?”
“Nope. I … well, I know Johnnie Phillips ‘saw’ me”—Ned made air quotes—“but he never spoke to me. It seemed normal at the time, but I was young. It was like we were playing a game. A very quiet one.”
Abby herself had seen Johnnie at the house Ned grew up in, the first time she’d visited there, but she still hadn’t checked to see if they had any family connection—young Johnnie had been in the house for centuries. “I’ll bet he was great at hide-and-seek.” Abby made an effort to gather her scattered thoughts. “Anyway, to move forward, I can’t see wandering around Littleton looking for him, like he was a lost dog or something. I tried the old cemetery, but there are no Perry stones there. And even if we could track down where he lived, would there be enough emotion there to reach me?”
“I can’t say. It might be better to look for more battle sites.”
“Where?”
Ned sat back in his chair. “Well, from the military records you pulled up, we know he was at Valley Forge.”
“So were a lot of other people—that could be a real muddle. Besides, I don’t have any vacation time, and it’s a long drive to that part of Pennsylvania, like five or six hours, right?”
“It is. But Henry’s company also fought at Bunker Hill, and that’s a lot closer.”
“So it is. Road trip?” Abby asked eagerly.
“Looks like it.”
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It was amazing how much just being around Ned again lightened her spirits. “Where are we going?” Abby said, feeling like an impatient child.
“Bunker Hill, only it’s really Breed’s Hill,” Ned said patiently.
“And which PR flak got the name wrong?”
“Does is really matter? It stuck. The point is, it’s high, and it gives a great view of Boston, especially if you want to lob cannonballs at it.”
“How do we get there?”
“Have you been to Boston at all?” Ned asked, incredulous.
“Uh, once when I was a lot younger, with my parents. A couple of times with Brad, but he usually drove, so I didn’t pay much attention to where we were going.”
“Bunker Hill is in Charlestown. We were there when I took you to find Phineas Reed.”
“Oh. We could see the monument on the hill from the cemetery, right? You don’t think Henry is related to Phineas, do you?”
“I don’t know enough to make a guess. It sounds as though they or their descendants didn’t cross paths, but in case you hadn’t read about it, Phineas was granted a plot of land in Billerica by the government of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, I think it was, in gratitude for saving the Plymouth colonists from an Indian attack. If you have Perrys in Billerica, there might be some connection. Although I have to say, Phineas’s descendants are pretty well documented.”
“Pshaw,” Abby said. “If you follow my line of thinking about Henry and his wife at the battle, he was a hot-blooded type. Maybe Phineas was too, and left a few mementoes behind.”
Ned grinned. “Abby, we can’t prove most of the stated facts. How do you expect to verify off-the-record items like illegitimate children?”
“Hey, I’m just trying to keep an open mind. Since I don’t know what’s available in the way of resources, I’m certainly not going to assume what I want is not available. Does that make sense?”
“In some universe. Maybe not this one.”
“Spoilsport. Ooh, I like this bridge! Was that Boston we just drove over, around and through?”
“More or less. And we’re going to duck off this bridge as soon as possible and head for the hill, or hills, if you will.”
“Whatever you say.” Abby subsided into silence, watching the cityscape change. After a few turns they pulled up alongside a large green, crowned by the tall obelisk she had seen only from a distance—and in a lot of history books.
Ned parked on the street at the base of the hill. “Feel up for a climb? I warn you, we’re talking 294 steps here.”
“Can we prowl around a bit first? I mean, my Henry never climbed the monument because it didn’t exist during his lifetime. But there’s not much on the ground to look at either. I should have read up on the battle.”
“I can give you the short course,” Ned volunteered.
She swiveled to face him. “Don’t you get tired of knowing everything?”
“You’d rather I didn’t? Of course, you could carry your laptop around and I could keep my mouth shut.”
“Oh, go on, tell me all about the battle,” Abby muttered.
“Right. Fought on June seventeenth, 1775, about two months after the battle at Concord. The British wanted to control all the high ground near the harbor so they could keep their occupation of the city going. The patriots decided that Charlestown would be a good place to fortify—you can see it has a great vantage point. Anyway, the British weren’t too happy about it, so they attacked. The colonial forces managed to hold them off twice before they retreated—and they also killed or wounded about half the British soldiers, that was over a thousand men—while taking somewhere around five hundred casualties of their own. The colonists may have lost the battle, but it was a psychological victory. Apparently the English hadn’t learned anything from their performance at Concord. We’re here now because Colonel William Prescott was one of the leaders of the colonial troops. He’s the guy who is supposed to have said ‘Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes,’ although that may be a myth. The theory goes that he was trying to save ammunition. Prescott was the commander of the company your Henry Perry fought with.”
“Aha,” Abby said. “So you think that means Henry was here?”
“Maybe. The records are kind of patchy. But it’s very possible. Anyway, the monument you see before you was begun in 1825, so as you say, Henry wouldn’t have seen it. But the Marquis de Lafayette was at the official laying of the cornerstone. It took them until 1842 to finish it, and it was dedicated the next year, with an oration from Daniel Webster. Here endeth the lecture.”
“I am not related to Lafayette,” Abby protested. “But thank you anyway. Can I go look around now?”
“Without me, you mean? No problem.”
Her head stuffed with historical information, Abby strolled off over the grass. There were other—living—people around, but they ignored her. She had no method and no goal; she was just wandering around, trying to picture the chaos of battle, with thousands of men clashing on what was actually a rather small hill. How had they all fit? It occurred to her that it might be a good teaching excursion to make schoolkids walk through a real battle—not with live ammunition, of course, but carrying the equivalent weight of a musket and shot and gunpowder, while wearing multiple layers of woolen clothing on a hot June day. And then trying to push or pull a cannon along, not to mention the shot for the cannon. And once the battle started up, there would be a lot of people running around, and a lot of smoke, obscuring who was where. How had anybody managed to communicate under those conditions?
Abby wondered how parents would feel about staging a mock battle. And what would the girls do? Knit socks for the soldiers? Or maybe clean up their bloody wounds and stitch them up. Feed them. Mourn them.
Abby spied an empty bench and sat down, facing the city. It must easily be a mile to the waterfront across the water. How far would a cannonball fly? At least that far, if this was a good strategic site. How many other useful military facts was she totally unaware of? And she called herself a teacher?
The April sun felt warm on her face. It was quiet. She shut her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them she could see … shadows of movement. Not faces or bodies, but the sense of a crowd, coming in and out of focus—or maybe disappearing in the clouds of smoke from the firing of hundreds of guns and some number of cannons. No sound, though. Why was it her seeings didn’t come with audio, or at least, not all of them?
Wait, Abby—are you really seeing something here? Not just dozing in the sun? And through who? It could be Henry, she thought, but then again, it could be a lot of people, their perceptions blended. Maybe that’s why things were so blurry: she was catching fragments from different directions simultaneously. How many ancestors did she have running around here? And how many years would it take her to sort them all out?
She watched until the half-seen images faded, and all she saw was the modern, well-mown world. Ned wandered up and stopped next to her bench. He raised an eyebrow, without speaking. She nodded, likewise silent. Then she tilted her head at him, soundlessly asking, “And you?” He nodded too. They smiled in unison, and then Ned sat down next to her.
Without thinking, Abby reached out and took his hand—and things exploded. Suddenly the green was filled with figures, running, falling, firing. Plugging into whatever Ned was seeing had ramped up her response by an order of magnitude, and it was frightening. She leapt to her feet, but Ned, startled, didn’t let go. In a panic, Abby tried to wrestle her hand from his, but now he was trying to calm her. It wasn’t working.
Their odd struggle was interrupted by a voice. “Is there a problem here?”
Abby shook her head and focused on the speaker: apparently one of the park guards, wearing a tan uniform. He was no reedy bureaucrat: he looked as though he could rip the two of them apart easily.
Abby took a breath and tried to smile. “No, everything is fine. I just got, uh, flustered.”
The man looked like he didn’t believe her. “Was this man bothering you?”
“No, not at all. It’s okay, really. But thank you for checking. I know it must have seemed as though I needed help. But we’re fine.”
The guard still looked skeptical, and he studied Ned, who still looked bewildered by the whole episode. “Listen, you two got problems, I can’t exactly arrest you. But why don’t you take it somewhere else?”
“I apologize. We’ll just go now,” Ned said, and turned to Abby. “You ready?”
“Sure. Thank you, uh, Ranger. You’re doing a good job.” Abby turned and started walking toward the car, conscious of the ranger’s eyes on the two of them.
“I assume it would be dangerous to touch you?” Ned said as soon as they were out of the ranger’s hearing.
“I think we can agree on that. I can’t imagine what that poor man thought. But he was only doing his job.”
“Charlestown isn’t always a safe place to be. That’s probably why he carries a gun. You want to stop for coffee or something? You still look a little shaky.”
“Let’s get away from the park first.”
They wandered down the hill, away from the park, lost in their own thoughts. They found a table in a small coffee shop, sat, ordered coffee, and sat some more. Finally Abby shook herself. “We’ve got a problem here.”
“Let’s go over what just happened up there first. You said you picked up something—what was it?”
“Kind of a blur at first—a lot of people moving around, out of focus. I was thinking I probably had a lot of ancestors somewhere in the crowd, but there was no way to pick them out in the middle of what I guess was the battle. You didn’t see anything?”
Ned shrugged. “Not really. Of course, I’ve been there plenty of times before, so maybe it’s worn off.”
“Did you ever? See anything?”
He considered. “The first times I visited there, I hadn’t figured out this whole thing, so if I did feel or see something, I would have denied it. And after that it was probably too late.” He reached out a hand to take hers—and then decided against it. “So what happened when we touched?”
“It was kind of like somebody turned the volume up, except it wasn’t sound. The people got sort of more solid, more real. Closer. It was scary, maybe because I wasn’t expecting it. Ned, what do we do?”
“You mean, about this thing we’ve got between us?”
“Yes, that. It’s ridiculous. When I’m with you, I want to touch you, like any normal person. I shouldn’t have to worry that if I take your hand, my whole world is going to blow up. I mean, it was really embarrassing up there, wasn’t it? That poor guard probably thought you were hassling me. Heck, it would have looked like that to me too. We were lucky today, but what’s to say that it won’t get us in trouble if it happens again?”
“You’ll get used to it?” Ned asked, hopefully.
“Maybe,” Abby responded. “But if I do get used to it, does that mean I’ll lose something too? That I won’t be able to ‘see’ things or people?”
“Do you want to keep that?”
“I don’t know! I don’t know what it is. I don’t know if I can control it. I don’t know why it’s happening, or what’s going to happen. That’s why I wanted some space. Well, obviously that didn’t help. We get together and we nearly get arrested.”
“Abby, I don’t have any answers. I want to help, but I’m not sure how to.”
Abby sipped some cooling coffee, trying to get a grip on herself. “Have you ever talked to your mother about this?”
“My mother? No, not really.”
“She shares this, doesn’t she?”
“I guess so. She’s never brought it up. Even when I was young and I saw Johnnie. She’s always been called ‘sensitive’ or ‘intuitive.’ She’s good at reading other people—living ones, that is. But I don’t know how it works with dead people.” He laughed, without humor. “You’d think there would be crowds of Revolutionary War soldiers marching by our place all the time, since we live so close to the Battle Road. But she’s never mentioned it.”
“Can I talk with her?”
Ned hesitated a long time before answering. “I, uh … Is this something we should do together?”
“The two of you have never discussed this weird phenomenon?” Abby asked.
“No.”
“Well, I think that conversation has to come first. You’re on good terms, aren’t you?”
“Of course we are.”
“Well, I don’t feel right talking to her unless she knows about you. Half of my problem is because of you. If it weren’t for you, I never would have discovered I have this, much less that we share it. And then we kind of connected—which I’m pretty sure she’s figured out, unless she’s stupid, and I don’t think she is—which is what’s creating a much bigger problem, at least for me. So you two have got to talk about this. What about your father?”
“Does he have this too? Not that I know of. I can ask Mom—she must know by now.”
“You think?” Abby said sarcastically. “Are you working on being clueless, or does it come naturally to you?”
Ned held up his hands in surrender. “All right, all right, I’ll talk with her. Soon.”
“Very soon,” Abby insisted. “Like before Patriots’ Day, when we’ll all be overrun. Unless, of course, you never want to hold hands with me in public.”
“Got it. I will talk to my mother, I promise. Feeling better now?”
“I think so.”
“Then let’s go home.”
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On Monday, one week before Patriots’ Day, everybody on the staff was scurrying around the museum like ants in an anthill, each with their own task. Abby wasn’t sure whether there was that much to be done, but everyone appeared to want to be part of the process. It was almost like Christmas, Abby reflected—and it was a good thing that it happened only once a year. Of course, the week following Patriots’ Day coincided with the local schools’ spring break, so the museum, and Abby in particular, had to be ready—not, for once, for the tour groups, but for parents desperate to find something to do with their liberated offspring. Spring madness!
Ned called just past noon. “I’m having dinner with Mom tonight—Dad’s out of town. You sure you don’t want to come?” he ended plaintively.
“I told you, I think this is something the two of you have to deal with first. She’ll be hurt if she finds out I knew before she did.”
“I’m pretty sure she could guess that.”
“That may be, but putting it into words makes a difference. Call me tonight, after you get home.”
Abby smiled after she’d hung up. It was still hard for her to believe that these two people had lived in the same house together for eighteen years, had seen each other regularly since, and had never discussed the fact that they both appeared to have some sort of psychic ability. But maybe Sarah Newhall had been as bewildered as she had, and had had far less in the way of a support system to help her deal with it. She’d seen Sarah only in the context of a riotous Thanksgiving dinner, but they’d both sensed a connection between them immediately—and it had been brought on by touch in that case too. Had Ned never noticed? Or maybe he thought that kind of spark was simply the way men and women interacted—or he had stopped hugging her relatively young. If so, that must have hurt Sarah.
But in that case, where had Leslie fit? Leslie was not in the least a sensitive type. Maybe that had been her appeal: she was exactly what she appeared to be. Maybe Ned had found that a relief, if he’d had even an inkling of his own capabilities. There were no hidden currents under the surface, and certainly no surprises. Yet their relationship hadn’t worked out, and they’d both recognized that, even if they hadn’t sorted out why. Leslie had moved on—married, had a couple of kids. Ned … had stalled. Surely there had been other women? He was attractive, gainfully employed, and nice. Why had no woman ever snatched him up? Or had they in their turn sensed something askew under the surface niceness?
Enough thinking! Abby threw herself back into the piles of work on her desk. And tried not to think about Ned and Sarah and whatever they would have to say to each other. Another couple of hours flew by, and then suddenly Leslie was standing in her doorway, holding the hand of a young girl. “Sorry to bother you, Abby, but I’ve got a small crisis. This is Ellie, my daughter—say hello to Abby, Ellie, please—and she’s spending the day with me, since school is out. Some sort of teacher in-service day, although why they had to hold it right before the vacation week I do not know. I thought I had a sitter lined up, but she bailed on me at the last minute. But it turns out that I’ve got an important conference call this afternoon, so would you mind finding something for her to do while I’m tied up? It won’t be for long. I hope.”
“Sure, no problem,” Abby said. “Hi, Ellie. What kind of things do you like to do?”
“This place is boring,” Ellie said, looking at the floor.
“Ellie, be polite,” Leslie snapped. “I’m sorry, but she’s seen just about everything here before,” Leslie told Abby apologetically. She glanced at her watch. “Shoot—I’ve got to go. You two work it out. Abby, I will be eternally in your debt. Bye, sweetie,” she added to Ellie.
Left alone, Abby and Ellie stared at each other, sizing each other up. “So if you’re bored with this place, what kind of things do you like to do, Ellie?” Abby said neutrally.
“Computer games.”
“I’m sorry—this is kind of an old computer, and I don’t have any on it. This is where I work. Do you know how to read?”
“Yeah. I’m not dumb,” Ellie said.
This was not a promising start, Abby thought. “How old are you?”
“Seven. And three months.”
“Then of course you know how to read. You want to go into town, to the bookstore?” Abby wasn’t sure that Leslie’s request included leaving the building, but she could sympathize with Ellie’s boredom, especially if she’d seen all the exhibits before. Besides, they’d only get in the way downstairs.
Ellie shook her head, then looked up. “Can we go to the cemetery? The one up the street?”
Abby certainly hadn’t expected to hear that. “Sure—it’s not far, and it’s a nice day to be outside. Have you been there before?”
“Only once. Mom thinks cemeteries are creepy.”
“Does she? I like them. Then let’s do that. But I’m going to set some rules.” Abby knew next to nothing about the child in front of her—except that she was the daughter of her boss—and had no idea whether she was docile or rebellious. “First of all, you stay where I can see you, all right? No running off, no hiding. Second, you hold my hand crossing the street. Third, when I say it’s time to come back, you don’t argue.”
“Sure, fine. Can we go now?” At least Ellie seemed a bit more enthusiastic than she had been before.
“Okay. Are you warm enough?”
“Yeah. Come on.” Ellie led the way downstairs and out the front door, turning right toward the center of town. Yes, she certainly had been there before.
It was only a few blocks to the nearest cemetery—not the Sleepy Hollow one that Abby knew well, but another one, built on an awkward hill closer to town. Ellie was happy to scramble up the hill, while Abby followed more slowly, reading the tombstones, mostly old slate ones. “Ellie, don’t go too far! Hey, can you read these stones?”
“Sure. Come on—there’s this really cool one you should see.”
Abby followed willingly and found Ellie standing in front of a stone dated 1773. Ellie pointed. “Look, see? He was African, and he started out as a slave, but then he was freed. Don’t you wonder what he was doing here? And what things were like when he was here? And it says, ‘Here lies the body of John Jack, a native of Africa who died March 1773.’ There’s lots more. What does ‘a slave to vice’ mean?”
Ellie was far too smart for her years, and Abby wasn’t sure how she should answer her—or if she even knew the answer. And what would Leslie think? “Maybe you should ask your mother,” Abby told her.
Ellie didn’t appear to hear her, because her eyes were fixed on another spot in the cemetery. “Who’s that?”
“Who?” Abby searched in the direction Ellie was looking, but she didn’t see anyone. “Is it a man or a woman?”
“It’s a man, in funny clothes. You didn’t see him?”
No. It couldn’t be. And if Abby wasn’t ready to explain vice to a seven-year-old, she was even less prepared to broach the subject of seeing … whatever the man was. Who she couldn’t see. Not a relative of hers, apparently. But why could Ellie see him? “No, I must have missed him.” In more ways than one. “Have you seen him before?” Abby asked cautiously
Ellie shook her head. “He’s gone now. Can we go back? I’m thirsty.”
“Sure, let’s do that. Your mother should be finished soon. She’s going to wonder where we went.”
They made their way down the hill and followed the sidewalk back toward the museum. When they reached a corner, they had to cross the street, and Ellie dutifully put her hand in Abby’s. She giggled. “That tickles.”
Abby was frozen in place, because she’d felt an electric zing when Ellie had taken her hand. Like she felt with Ned, only much softer, smaller. Oh, no. At least Ellie didn’t seem to expect a response from her, but held her hand as they crossed the busy street. Once on the other side Ellie skipped toward the front door of the museum, and Abby followed more slowly, trying to grasp what had just happened. If anything at all. Should she talk to Leslie? Or should she discuss this with Ned first? She took the easy way out, handing Ellie back to Leslie and retreating to her office, where a quick Google search revealed that the long-departed John Jack had had a fondness for demon rum—that was his vice. That she and Ellie could talk about. Not about the other thing, not yet.
The rest of the day passed without incident, and Abby drove home shortly after five. It was still light—the days actually were lengthening. Abby knew that the battle had begun at Lexington at dawn, but she was less sure how long it had lasted. Or maybe she needed to know first when it had ceased to be a battle and had turned into a retreat for the British, although more and more American militia had kept showing up throughout the retreat and had continued to take shots at the redcoats. There were several theories about when the “first” shot had been fired, but what was the “last” shot?
She’d finished her supper and had cleaned up when Ned called. “She wants to talk with you,” he said, without introduction.
“Now? On the phone?” Abby replied, flustered.
“No, face-to-face.”
“You want me to come over now?”
“Can you? And she wants me to go home, so it would be just the two of you. She’s kind of angry with me.”
Abby had more or less expected that. So now it was up to her to play peacemaker? To explain to Sarah how she and Ned had discovered this thing between them, and how she was the one who had prompted him to bring it out in the open with his mother. Well, that was true, and she could kind of understand why initially Ned had been reluctant to articulate whatever was going on—and then denial had become a way of life. Now that was over, but Abby wasn’t sure in which direction the future lay. She liked Sarah, and she had never intended to hurt her.
“But not at me?”
“I think she considers you a catalyst, but not the cause, if you know what I mean. Don’t worry—she won’t bite your head off. I think she’s just upset.”
“Ned, so was I when I first found out about this. Your mother had probably found a way to rationalize the whole thing away for years, and now suddenly she’s supposed to rethink everything—and with a stranger who comes out of nowhere.”
“You don’t have to do this,” Ned said.
“Yes, I do. I started it. I would have gone to her directly, but then you told me you’d never even talked about it, and that’s just wrong. This is important. Isn’t it?”
“I guess.” Ned did not sound convinced. “Can I tell her you’re coming over?”
“Yes. I can leave now, so I won’t be long. Are you leaving?”
“Uh, yes. I’m sorry—maybe I’m the one who screwed up. You’re right—I should have said something years ago.”
“We can’t know for sure, but things will be different now. I’ll call you after I’ve talked to her, unless it’s really late. But I do have to work tomorrow, and things are kind of crazy at the museum. Oh, and there’s something else I need to tell you about, but that can wait. I’ll talk to you later.”
Abby hung up first. Poor Ned—he was being such a guy about this whole thing. Had he ever discussed any of this with Leslie? Abby could see why he might have hesitated with her, but with Sarah? Abby was pretty sure that Sarah would have understood. And why do you think that, Abby? she asked herself.
Because we share whatever it is, and Sarah passed it to Ned. We’re all connected. She located her keys and went out to the car, to drive to Lexington.
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There was only one car in the driveway when Abby arrived at the Newhall house. She’d been there only once before, but it wasn’t hard to find, since it lay along the Battle Road, although the house was set back from the road itself. It had been standing at the time of the battle, but it had never been part of it. The light over the front door was on, as were several lights on the ground floor. Abby parked and turned off the car, but then she sat for a couple of moments, trying to sort out what she wanted to say. Of course, she didn’t know much: she’d been living with the “condition” for only a few months, and prior to that she would have said she was anything but sensitive to … whatever this thing was. Maybe Sarah would have an idea about what to call it, because Abby was still struggling to come up with a name, and Ned wasn’t helping much.
She took a deep breath and climbed out of the car. Then she marched to the front door and rapped the knocker, since there was nothing so modern as a doorbell on the authentic colonial house. She heard footsteps inside, and then the door opened. Sarah looked at her, and Abby tried to fathom her expression. Was she angry? Hurt? Frightened?
“I’m sorry,” they said in unison, and with that the atmosphere lightened, if just a bit.
Sarah took a step back. “Come in, please. Would you like some tea?”
“Sure, sounds good.” Abby stepped into the hallway, closing the door behind her, then followed Sarah to the kitchen in the back of the house.
“I thought we might be more comfortable back here,” Sarah said over her shoulder. “I think this is the earliest part of the house, and I like it. Please, sit.”
Abby sat and watched as Sarah boiled water, spooned tea leaves into an old pot, gathered sugar bowl and creamer. From the way she moved around the room, it was clear she had lived in this space for many years. Abby looked around. The only time she’d seen it before, it had been crowded with people, both friends and relatives of the Newhall family, and all the surfaces had been covered with food and dishes and bottles. Now it was stripped down, and Abby could admire the well-aged wood and the simple lines of the room. Finally Sarah slowed down. She set all the items on the table and pulled up a chair facing Abby and sat down.
“Well,” she said, then seemed to stall. “It’s kind of hard to know where to start.”
“Would you rather I started? Because I’m the one who told Ned he should talk to you.”
“That’s what he said. Maybe we should start with where you came into this story and then work forward?” Sarah asked.
“Okay,” Abby said. “But this whole thing was a complete shock to me, and I’m still kind of feeling my way along.” Abby proceeded to outline her first encounter with Ned, now more than six months earlier, and what they had discovered or learned together since. Sarah didn’t interrupt, but watched Abby’s face as she spoke. Finally Abby reached the present.
“So Ned and I figured out that I was seeing people who were from the same line of ancestors, which are yours too. I’m not sure how much he saw, because he didn’t say much about it. But …” She faltered. “Just recently I saw someone he didn’t see. I mean, the fact that he said so, on the spot, started me thinking that maybe he had been seeing the others. Anyway, it kind of shook me up. I mean, I’m used to having him kind of hold my hand through this, and suddenly there’s someone he can’t share, and I’m not sure what it means or what to make of it. Does anything of this make sense to you? I mean, when you and I first met, I thought we had some kind of link, like the one Ned and I have, but you didn’t say anything and then we all got busy with Thanksgiving. And I’ll admit I never tried to contact you after that. I probably should have, but I’d only met you the once, and back then I still wondered if I was imagining things.”
Sarah thought for a few moments before speaking. “And it never occurred to Ned that we might have something to share.” She sighed. “Oh, Abby, I think I’m as confused as you were at the beginning. I was always the sensitive one in my family, seeing things—all right, people—that nobody else saw. Everybody else in my family told me I was just oversensitive, or high-strung, or nervous—you pick a word. Nobody ever believed me, and they told me I would grow out of it. I learned pretty young not to talk about what—or who—I saw. And when I went to college, I got away from New England, to a place where I didn’t have any ties. I hadn’t really worked out the ancestor angle, so I thought, or maybe hoped, that it had all gone away.”
“But here you are,” Abby said.
Sarah smiled down at her teacup. “Yes. I made the mistake of falling in love with a man from Massachusetts, and I thought it would be safe to move back. It had been so long!”
“Was it? Safe, I mean?”
Sarah shook her head. “No.” She looked up at Abby. “Ned told me you’ve seen Johnnie Phillips?”
“I did, that first time I was here.”
Sarah shook her head. “I didn’t handle it well, when Ned first told me about him. I thought he was making him up. Even then Ned was kind of a lonely child, and I understood it was pretty common to make up imaginary friends for companions. And then after a while he didn’t mention Johnnie anymore, and I thought he had outgrown it. Him. But we never had a conversation about it, then or later.”
“That’s perfectly understandable. But given what you know now, do you think Johnnie’s always been in this house?”
“Quite possibly. Ned said he looked him up, a few years ago. This house had belonged to my husband’s family since it was built, but it was empty when we came back to move in. Before we moved in I was poking around upstairs, trying to imagine where to put the little furniture we had, and what we would need to buy, when I walked into what became Ned’s bedroom and there was Johnnie, clear as day. I knew right away that he wasn’t real, but that he had been once, if you know what I mean.”
“I do. We’re not imagining them. But you never said anything to your husband? Or Ned, when he was growing up?”
“I didn’t dare. With Edward I thought he’d laugh at me or decide I had mental issues. I was insecure, and I didn’t want to start all that, so I kept quiet. And, as I gather you’ve seen, there’s nothing angry or spiteful about the people we see. They don’t mean us any harm. They can’t reach out from the past and touch us, or change anything. They’re just kind of … there, I guess. Is that what it’s like for you?”
“More or less. I don’t think anybody’s seen me, even though I see them. Ned and I kind of worked out that the ones we see, we’re seeing them at times of high stress, strong emotion. You know, like deaths, funerals, battles. It’s like it takes a certain intensity to carry through to the present, or to leave a residue. I don’t see people going about their ordinary business, plowing fields or making dinner. I see crises. What about you?”
“I hadn’t thought about it that way. Johnnie’s not the only one in this house—Ned said he’d told you that Johnnie died by drowning. But there are others as well. One woman seems to have died in childbirth, and a couple of other people died here too. Probably more, but I see only the ones who died painful deaths, not the ones who died quietly in their sleep. So that matches. I don’t go looking for them, but every now and then they’re just there. It doesn’t scare me, and it never has. But you’re the first person I’ve ever met who sees the same things.”
“Even after all these years, you haven’t told your husband?”
Sarah shook her head. “What would be the point? He can’t see them. He might believe me now, but it really doesn’t matter.”
They sat in silence for a bit, sipping their tea. Finally Abby said, “What about Ned?”
“What about him?”
“He said he told you about Johnnie when he was a kid, and you told him it was his imagination, that lots of lonely kids made up imaginary friends. And I guess it worked, because he kind of shut down anything else like that. Until I came along, at least.”
“You think I was wrong?” Sarah asked.
“I really don’t know. I think he did too good a job of stifling it. He remembers seeing Johnnie, but he hasn’t talked about anyone else. Although as I said, he may have been seeing people with me but not admitting it. Or not, if they’re not lineal ancestors—our family connection goes way back. Are you descended from the Reed family?”
Sarah shook her head. “Not that I know of. But Ned would know.”
“It could be the Phillipses, too,” Abby said, almost to herself. “Or your husband’s line. Well, we can worry about how we connect later. To come back to Ned, I have to wonder if maybe he chose his career to try to find out more about this, at least indirectly. Not that he’s said much about what he does.”
Sarah smiled. “I’ll let him explain it, because I can’t. But, yes, he did choose the scientific approach. So you’re saying that we’re probably related somewhere up the line, maybe through the Reed family, but the only one you both see is Johnnie?”
“That’s what he says, but I’m beginning to have my doubts. He’d already done the research on old Phineas Reed’s descendants, so Ned kind of pointed me in the right direction and sat back and waited to see what I would do. And he or I or we kept scoring hits, which makes me think he had seen or felt something himself before. Although it doesn’t always take the same form, I gather.” Impulsively Abby held out her hand across the table. “Take my hand.”
Sarah looked startled, but then complied. As soon as they touched, Abby could feel something. It was hard to put into words: some of it was Sarah’s personality, warm and sympathetic. Part of it felt like a low-grade electrical current buzzing between them where they touched. Like what she had felt with Ellie, too.
“You feel that?”
Sarah nodded. “Kind of like a tingle? It’s not unpleasant.”
“Have you ever noticed it with anyone else?”
“Ned, of course, but I thought that was just mother love.” Sarah smiled fondly.
“Not your husband?”
“Nothing like that. Wait—what happens when you and Ned … ? I mean, I assume you have, or you do … you know what I mean.” Was Sarah blushing?
Abby grinned. “We do, and it’s something really special. But I won’t say any more. It’s like the, uh, usual, except amplified. And I have to believe that’s because we’re related, however distantly, and both our lines share this peculiar ability. You’re telling me that if it’s one-sided, it’s not the same? With your husband, I mean?”
“I guess not. I mean, it’s good, but it’s nothing unusual. I think—I can’t say I have a lot to compare it to.”
“Hey, I don’t either. What about before Ned was born?”
“You mean, when he was inside? It was my first pregnancy, so I didn’t have a clue what normal was like. But there were times when I wondered, like when I’d put my hand on my belly and he’d choose that moment to kick exactly where my hand was. I could explain it away as coincidence, but it happened more than once.”
Abby wondered what would happen if she and Ned stayed together and had children, but she really wasn’t ready to explore that. She hoped that by that future date she’d have a better handle on the whole phenomenon.
“Did you ever read Robert Heinlein?” Sarah said suddenly.
“When I was a lot younger, I think. Why?”
“If I remember correctly, at the end of one of his books there’s a couple, and they have a child, and one of them makes a comment, something like, ‘He always knows exactly where to scratch my back,’ and they realize that the child may have some sort of telepathic ability. Kind of like what we’re talking about. I’d never considered that anything like that was relevant to, well, me.”
“I’ll have to read it. So, what do we do now?”
Sarah shrugged. “That’s up to you, I guess. I made my choice a long time ago, and I think this sort of sensitivity kind of atrophies as our brain ages. But you’re younger, and certainly more open to it. You can shut it down, if you want, or you can jump in with both feet.”
“Where did you leave things with Ned tonight?”
“You mean, did I say, ‘Never darken my door again, you ungrateful wretch’? Of course not. He’s been struggling with this for years, and I can see why he wouldn’t want to confide in dear old Mom. I tried to be supportive without being intrusive, and that won’t change. He can tell me whatever he wants. At least he told me about you. Although I could pretty much guess when I saw you together.”
Now it was Abby’s turn to blush. “He’s special. I don’t know if this thing we share will bring us closer together or drive us apart. I think he’s troubled that he didn’t see or sense or feel the man on the green at Littleton. But I’ve been doing the genealogy, and I haven’t found anyone who was at that battle in Concord who was a Reed or descended from one. I think that means that the man is from my family but not yours.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“I’m not sure yet. It’s a new twist, but I’m still doing the research, mostly genealogy, in what little time I have left while getting ready for Patriots’ Day. I didn’t realize what a big thing it was around here!”
“Tell me about it!” Sarah replied. “I have a ringside seat.”
Abby glanced at the old clock ticking over the sink and realized it was nearly eleven. “I hate to have to end this, but I’ve got to be at work in the morning. But we can do this again, right?”
“Of course we can. And we can include Ned, or not. I’m sure we all have a lot to learn, and at least it’s out in the open now.”
Abby smiled. “I’m wondering if I should start keeping score. You know, Ned and I would pick a convenient place at one or the other battle sites and see who shows up—the departed ones, I mean, not the living ones.”
“Sounds like fun. I’ll bet you that the ‘real’ ones will be the ones in the shabbiest uniforms, because they’re not just dressing up and play-acting.”
“Good point.” Abby stood up. “Sarah, thank you. I hope you feel better about this whole thing, because I know I do. At least you know you’re not alone, and you’re not crazy. Or if you are crazy, you’re in good company.”
Sarah stood up as well. “I’m the one who should be thanking you, Abby. And please know that you make Ned very happy. I hope everything works out between you, but I won’t butt in.”
Sarah escorted Abby to the door and gave her a quick hug. Abby had an irrelevant thought: Sarah’s hug was cinnamon flavored, warm and sweet and kind of homey. Abby waved good-bye as Sarah waited in the doorway until she pulled out.



  
    Seeing the Dead
    
  




  
12
 
Abby felt a moment of shock when she pulled into her driveway close to midnight and spied a man sitting on her front steps. But she quickly recognized Ned, and she wasn’t surprised. Families were such odd things. How he and his mother had managed to avoid talking about something that was innate to both of them for so many years mystified her, but she couldn’t say she had done much better with her own family. After all, her mother had never shown the slightest interest in her family tree, which had turned up some surprises when Abby had started looking hard at it the year before. Maybe that was because her mother’s own mother and grandmother had been so closemouthed about it. Or maybe her mother simply lacked imagination or curiosity. It was pretty clear that she hadn’t the slightest hint of any psychic ability.
When Abby got out of the car, Ned leaped to his feet and watched her approach. Poor baby, he looked worried. What on earth could he imagine was so awful about a chat with Sarah? What deep, dark secrets could have emerged?
“Hey,” Abby said.
“Everything okay?” Ned asked anxiously. “You were there quite a while.”
“Everything’s fine. Did you doubt it would be?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know what to think. It was really strange talking to Mom about this. Have you ever had that talk with your parents?”
He had hit a sore point. “Not exactly. You know that I don’t see them much. It was all too new when they visited in the fall, and I didn’t go to visit them at Thanksgiving. And at Christmas there really wasn’t a good time to sit down in a quiet corner and ask my mother if she sees people who aren’t there. There was just too much going on. I keep forgetting that you haven’t met them, although I’ve told them about you. In a nutshell, my mother lives mainly in the present, and has no interest in any history that extends back beyond her own memory. It’s not that she’s oblivious or even self-centered—she just doesn’t care about it.”
“Kind of the polar opposite from my family, I guess,” Ned said. “Well, I just wanted to be sure that everything was all right. I’ll head home now.”
“Don’t be ridiculous!” Abby protested. “Let me get the door open and the alarm disarmed and you can come in.”
Abby fumbled with the locks—she must be more tired that she thought—and punched the keypad for the alarm, then stepped back to let Ned in. He looked uncharacteristically unsure of himself; he looked like someone who needed a hug, so she stepped forward and hugged him. They held each other silently for a time, and it was Abby who broke it off. “I really should shut the door.”
“Oh. Right.” He took a step back while Abby locked and armed the appropriate bits.
When she was done, she turned back to him. “You want something to drink? Hot, cold, alcoholic?”
“No, I don’t need anything. I just wanted to be sure that you were all right. And Mom. And the two of you together.”
“Then let’s go downstairs and I’ll … debrief you, I guess.” When they were settled on a couch in what Abby regarded as “her” living room—the one with the owners’ wide-screen TV—she said, “I really like your mother, you know. It’s a shame you two didn’t talk about all of this years ago, but I think I understand why.”
“I should have said something. I thought about it, but I kind of learned that guys aren’t supposed to share with their mothers, not unless they’re gay.”
“Is that what your father taught you?” Abby asked, surprised.
“No, nothing like that. Dad’s a nice guy, and he really loves Mom. I know she said she never told him, but I agree with her that he wouldn’t have known what to make of that information. He’s a simple guy. We get along well, if you’re wondering. Anyway, it was hard enough having to deal with ‘seeing’ people without having to defend my masculinity to a bunch of high school jocks.”
“Kids can be cruel, I know. No girlfriends in high school?”
Ned shook his head. “Friends, maybe, but not romantic. I was a geek, remember?”
“So were a lot of people, of both genders,” Abby told him tartly. “Including me. Don’t worry—you grew up just fine. So what was your understanding of what your mother told you tonight?”
“That she’d always had this ability, but that she’d ignored it as much as she could. That Dad didn’t share it, even though he’s from an old New England family just like she is. That there were other … presences in the house, but I told her I’d never seen them. Of course, I was in total denial back when I lived there. That she thought maybe we had some extra-normal connection between us, but that she never encouraged it. That was unselfish of her, don’t you think?”
“Yes. It must have been hard for her, all along. Wait a minute—if you didn’t see those others, does that mean they weren’t related to you? Were they related to your father, do you think? Or does that even make sense?”
Ned shrugged. “I really don’t know. The thing is, I may have seen Johnnie only because I was young and didn’t have a lot of preconceptions then. As I grew older, he disappeared, so I guess I accepted what my mother told me, that he was an imaginary friend. But you know he’s still around.”
For a moment Abby debated whether to tell Ned her suspicions about Leslie’s daughter Ellie, but she decided Ned already had too much information to process at the moment. The discussion of Ellie’s ability would keep. “Hey, it’s late, and I’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”
Ned stood up quickly. “I should go.”
“You should not! I’m not throwing you out. Stay. Please.” She reached out a hand.
Finally he smiled, and took her hand. “Thank you.”
Just as they were falling asleep, Abby murmured in Ned’s ear, “Your mother’s touch smells like cinnamon. Does that make any sense?”
Ned lifted his head to look at her. “I always noticed that. But I thought she just did a lot of baking, when I wasn’t home.”
Abby nestled closer. “Nope. It’s her. I’m glad we both get that.”
 
• • •
 
The next morning was a flurry of dressing, brushing, combing and the like, with only a quick grab at coffee and a muffin. No time for talk, but none was needed. Ned seemed to be his usual cheerful self, and that made Abby happy. She managed to get to work on time; the museum was more chaotic than usual. She slipped quietly up to her office and studied the To Be Done piles on her desk.
Leslie stuck her head in briefly. “Thanks for covering for me yesterday. Ellie seems to like you, which is a huge compliment coming from her. I hope she didn’t creep you out by demanding to go to the cemetery.”
Abby smiled. “Not at all—I love them, and that one down the street is a good one, which I haven’t really explored. She was particularly interested in the slave tombstone.”
“Yeah, that’s kind of unusual for the day. Did you tell her he was a drunk?”
“No, because I didn’t know myself until I came back and looked him up. She did manage to read the word ‘vice.’ Did you have to explain that?”
“No. She does read well for her age, doesn’t she?”
“She does,” Abby agreed. “Was there anything else you needed?”
“Nope, not right now. Staff meeting at three, mostly to make sure that everything we need to do is actually getting done. I’ll be glad when this craziness ends.”
Abby too was looking forward to some peace and quiet after Patriots’ Day, and even more she was looking forward to the summer, when there would be no school groups. Not that she didn’t enjoy them, but she really wanted to do more work on genealogy, and the longer days of summer would give her a chance to hunt for more relatives locally, at least in cemeteries. She wondered briefly if local historical societies kept longer hours in the summer, but she kind of doubted it. After all, their employees, so often volunteers, wanted to take their own vacations. She sighed. There was always too much to do, and there was so little time. Would she find answers faster if she had unlimited time to hunt down all her relatives? Or wouldn’t it make a difference? Right now she seemed to be living in the midst of a clutch of those ancestors, so she should really figure those out before she tried to expand her search. At least the Patriots’ Day parade should be interesting. How many “former” people would show up? Or would they show up at all, since it was pretty much a modern event, and rarely on the right day?
What about the one Littleton ancestor she had seen? Should she start out there and see if she saw Henry again? Or had the first “seeing” exhausted his residual energy? She tried to recall how many of her ancestors had appeared more than once. She could count at least a few, and Ned had seen young Johnnie regularly for a while. So if Henry—and his son or wife or whomever—were at the battle, could she physically follow them from Littleton to Concord? She reminded herself to ask Ned if he had seen anyone at past parades, or along the Battle Road. Or maybe he had made a point of avoiding them, in order to avoid waking up those sleeping dogs of his.
As she worked, Abby gave over a corner of her mind to Ellie. What was going on with her? Point one, Ellie had said she saw a man in funny clothes; Abby had not seen the man. But she had learned not to discount comments like that, based on her own experience. Point two, Ellie had said it tickled when she held Abby’s hand; Abby had felt it too. All right, assuming her interpretation of what was happening to her was correct, then Ellie had the same gift (ability?), and maybe she was somehow related to Abby. Or not. She’d have to check Leslie’s and her husband’s backgrounds to find out. So far, so good.
She certainly wasn’t close enough to Leslie to ask if Leslie had any reason to believe that her daughter had any kind of psychic ability. Besides, Leslie was her boss, and Abby wanted to keep her job, and asking weird questions was a good way to jeopardize it. In addition, Leslie seemed like an extroverted, no-nonsense person, one not likely to entertain fantastic statements coming from her seven-year-old daughter. Abby had to tread lightly: if she chose to say nothing to Leslie about Ellie, what was the risk? That Ellie would lose that particular ability? Would that be a bad thing? She could lead a normal life without worrying about dead people popping up unexpectedly.
Wait and see, was the best solution Abby could come up with. And talk to Ned about what to do, when their shared issues calmed down a bit. She wondered briefly what Leslie’s husband was like. She didn’t think that the ability had come through Leslie’s family line, so had it come from her husband’s? At the moment all Abby could say with any certainty was that Ellie’s line did not intersect with either the Reeds or the Perrys. That left a whole lot of families to explore.
And she should stick to her own, with what little free time she had. What was it the French used to say? Revenons à nos moutons? Which translated to, back to your own sheep. She had her own sheep to worry about. And that meant Henry Perry, the man on the green.
The day passed without any surprises or crises. The experienced staff had everything under control, as they demonstrated at the afternoon staff meeting, and Abby, who had no experience and no role in the event, could only listen and admire. Leslie had chosen her staff well: they were uniformly enthusiastic and competent. Whatever powers Leslie might or might not have, she was a good judge of character when it came to employment. Abby hoped she fit the mold.
She and Ned had made no plans for the evening, and if she was honest with herself, she was kind of relieved. Being with Ned was intense. Last evening she had had to deal with Sarah Newhall’s concerns, which had been difficult in itself. She could well understand why Ned had ducked the whole issue for so long, but now that it was out in the open between them, they couldn’t just bury it and pretend it had never happened. Well, they could, but Abby was pretty sure that wouldn’t work in the long run. They had to face the fact that dead people kept barging into their lives and figure out how to live with it.
After a brief supper Abby settled down in front of her laptop. She knew she could find military records online, although sometimes they were incomplete or contradictory or missing or rife with erratic spellings. That she could handle. Property records were harder. If she was lucky she might find some old maps that showed where people had lived in Littleton before 1800, but that might show only the big landowners, not the people who rented a house from them. Was there a way to dowse for ancestors? She could just see herself wandering around Littleton with a forked stick, trying to find any reaction. It might be a good idea to talk to the nice people at the historical society there—they were more likely to have detailed local maps than the big online sites.
It occurred to her that she wasn’t sure if the people she was seeking existed in more than one place. She knew she had seen various Flaggs at different locations, but always in Waltham. Was their spirit or electrical charge or whatever she wanted to call it tethered to one place? The most intense moment of their life? Or had they left multiple imprints along the way? In other words, would she see them on the battlefield and at a cemetery? If the death part was more traumatic than the battle, would the older, weaker signal be replaced by the newer one? Once she had “downloaded” an image, would it be erased or deleted? Abby shook her head: her questions were ridiculous. How was she supposed to know? How would anybody know? She could understand why Ned had shut the door on the whole thing: to a scientist the phenomenon must be very frustrating, because there was nothing tangible to test. Maybe they should start carrying devices that detected electrical charges, to see if there were any changes during an appearance.
She shut off her laptop abruptly. This was getting her nowhere fast, so she might as well go to bed.
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The next morning before leaving for work, Abby dashed off a quick email to Ned, including only the skeletal information she had collected on Henry Perry’s military service. She could prove he fought at Concord, but she hadn’t found him at Bunker Hill—although she’d somehow intersected with a lot of other soldiers there, if the fragmentary “seeings” she had experienced were any indication. She couldn’t allow herself to think about how many relatives she had running around New England, because if she did she’d give up before she even started—there were bound to be hundreds of them. For the moment she was going to stick to the Perry line, because they were geographically closest.
She was surprised when Ned called her at work shortly after she arrived, something he seldom did. “You doing anything this weekend?”
Abby glanced at her calendar. “I’m not sure. I don’t think I have to do anything official for the parade, although Leslie may have other ideas. She hasn’t said. Why?”
“I was wondering if you wanted to take a quick run to Pennsylvania?”
It took Abby a moment to realize what he meant. “You mean, Valley Forge? To see if we find Henry there?”
“That’s what I was thinking. Can you do it?”
“Why the urgency? I mean, he’s been dead for two hundred years, and if there’s anything of him there, it’s not going anywhere.”
When he answered, Ned sounded disappointed. “I thought you might want to get some sort of resolution, sooner rather than later. It would be a quick trip—either he shows up or he doesn’t.”
“Wouldn’t it make sense to wait for winter? I mean, that’s when everybody was suffering there.”
“From what you—we’ve seen, the residue is there whether or not there’s a date or event attached to it now. It’s what happened in the past that left its mark.”
That made sense to Abby. “But isn’t it a six-hour drive, even without traffic?” she said.
“We can fly and pick up a car at the Philadelphia airport.”
“I can’t afford that!” Abby protested.
“I can. Let me treat you. It’s a short hop to Philly, and it’s not expensive.”
“Expensive” was kind of relative. Abby had no idea how much money Ned earned, since she still wasn’t sure what his job was, but she knew she was on a pretty tight budget, and that was with rent-free housing. She didn’t want to be obligated to Ned financially—she was supposed to be making it on her own. “I was thinking of doing more research in Littleton,” she said.
“Abby, Concord and the whole area will be a zoo this weekend, leading up to the parades. It’ll take you twice as long as normal just to get around.
He was probably right. “Okay, I guess.”
“I am overwhelmed by your enthusiasm,” Ned said, sounding happier. “Let me get the tickets and set up the car. Early on Saturday okay with you?”
“Yes. You want to stay over Friday night, so we can get an early start together? Oh, and I’ll pay you back for the tickets, I promise.”
“If it makes you happy, fine. Friday’s good for me. Unless we get together before that. Let me go and get the trip set up, and I’ll get back to you.”
After he hung up, Abby sat staring at the phone. She should check with Leslie, to be sure there wasn’t anything she had to be doing at the museum. It would probably be busy, with all the tourists in town—although if they were here to march around and be seen, they might not be interested in touring a sedate museum. And she should do it sooner rather than later, so she could let Ned know if there was going to be a problem.
Abby made her way to Leslie’s office, which as usual looked as though a tornado had passed through. She leaned against the doorjamb. “Leslie, do I have any specific responsibilities this weekend?”
“Well, we can always use an extra pair of hands. Why?”
“There’s something I want to do, but it involves being out of town for at least one day. If it’s a problem I can postpone it.” She didn’t want to mention Ned, and she hoped that Leslie wouldn’t ask awkward questions about this mysterious errand.
Leslie cocked her head at her, and Abby wondered if she was trying to read her mind. “You can take the time off—heck, it’s yours anyway—but I’ll make a deal with you. You know next week is school vacation week?”
“Of course. Why?”
“You wouldn’t know, but it’s hell to find child care for that particular week, because everybody needs it all at once. How about you take Ellie for a day next week? She likes you, and maybe you can take her around looking at other historical stuff.”
“Does she actually like to do that?” Abby said dubiously.
“Well, sometimes. Yeah, I know, she’s had it shoved down her throat since birth, and she’s seen all the easy stuff, but if it’s with you, maybe she won’t mind so much. Take the whole day and drive somewhere. Heck, go to an amusement park or the beach—just as long as I don’t have to worry about her.”
“What about your son?”
“He’s got day-care coverage—at least they don’t take vacations, thank goodness! It’s just the after-school programs that are a problem, because they usually follow the school schedule. So, we’re good with you taking Ellie?”
“Sure. She’s an interesting kid. And I don’t have anything in particular planned for next week, so pick your day.”
“I’ll get back to you on that—I’m trying to spread the job. Don’t get me wrong—I love the little darling, and she’s a sharp cookie, but the smart ones aren’t the easiest to handle. You’ll be fine, though. If that’s all, I’ve got a million things to do.”
“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Abby said and beat a hasty retreat. In an odd way she was glad that Leslie had given her the opportunity to spend more time with Ellie. Maybe she could find a way to test her and see if what she’d noticed at the cemetery had been a fluke, or maybe just her own imagination. She realized that she still hadn’t told Ned about what she suspected about Ellie. Should she? She couldn’t think of any easy way to get Ned and Ellie together so he could make his own observations without any preconceptions. Well, she had a week to decide what she wanted to do.
Back at her office she texted Ned to say that she’d cleared her weekend with Leslie, and then she dug back into the work on her desk.
 
• • •
 
She and Ned met for dinner in Concord the next evening. After work—and since she felt guilty, she had stayed late—on Wednesday, she had fleshed out her profile of Henry Perry a bit more, but the results were pretty sparse. There was pitifully little about the man himself, beyond the bare statistics: birth, both marriages, births of children, deaths. He had a son Henry who had lived in nearby Acton, but both seem to have died about the same time. There wasn’t much of a trail apart from the vital records, which was probably par for the course at that time. Henry had been an ordinary person who had fought in a war, or actually, two wars, if she counted the French and Indian War, as had many other people. He had done nothing unusual, and certainly nothing heroic. Abby wasn’t even sure he could read or write. It looked as though the Littleton Historical Society was her best hope for information outside of the mainstream.
She was still frustrated when she joined Ned at a small restaurant. It must have showed, because Ned asked quickly, “Everything still okay for the weekend?”
“What? Oh, sure, it’s fine. I’m just trying to figure out how to learn more about someone who left very little evidence.”
“You could ask him,” Ned said.
Abby glanced at him quickly to be sure he was joking. “I told you, none of them has tried to talk to me. I don’t think they see me. They’re just … energy, I guess. It’s not the person, it’s like an electrical imprint of some sort. Don’t you find that? Kind of like that wacky theory that if you took a television into outer space, you could receive shows that had been broadcast in the 1950s?”
“Wacky is right. Oddly enough, I have less experience with this than you do. I really can’t say.”
“Johnnie saw you, didn’t he?”
“He did, I guess. We used to play, but we never used words. He’d show up and kind of nod his head out the door, and I’d follow him out. We’d just kind of ramble, I guess. He’d point to things. You know, the whole thing does sound kind of weird, now that I think about it. Maybe I was a peculiar kid, but it never seemed odd that Johnnie didn’t speak. I always understood what he was suggesting.”
“Maybe you were seeing him through somebody else’s eyes? Like one of his parents, or a sibling? Assuming they were your ancestors too?”
“Maybe. I hadn’t looked at it that way. That’s the great thing about being a kid—you don’t have to overthink everything. What is, is, and you just roll with it.”
The waitress appeared and they ordered dinner.
When she had left, Abby asked, “You never noticed that he never changed clothes?”
Ned smiled. “Hey, I was a kid! I wouldn’t have changed clothes either if my mother hadn’t made me.”
Abby smiled at that image. “So he never spoke to you? Did you speak to him? Or more important, did he hear you?”
Ned’s gaze became distant as he looked at his memories. “I … don’t really know. He seemed to understand what I was saying. But we never made plans—he just showed up when he wanted to. Always by day, come to think of it.”
“Would it have disturbed you if he showed up in the middle of the night?”
Ned shrugged. “I don’t think so. I mean, he was familiar.”
“You didn’t see his—well, his death?” Abby said.
“No, nothing like that. I guess I was seeing him from before he died, when he was just an ordinary kid. Abby, remember, I didn’t really think about it. It was just one more thing that happened in my little world. I had no idea that other people didn’t see such things.”
The waitress reappeared and deposited their drinks and a basket of bread, then shuttled back to the kitchen.
“Everything all set for Saturday?” Abby asked. “Because we’ll have plenty of time to talk about this stuff in the car, won’t we?”
“Valley Forge isn’t all that far from the airport, you know,” Ned said reasonably.
“I plead ignorance. Where are we staying?”
“I found a bed-and-breakfast in the area, a bit farther out in the country. Unless you’re pining for a trashy roadside motel?”
Abby giggled. “Oh, certainly—I’ve always wanted to act out my fantasies with a Magic Fingers bed. Bring quarters.” Then she sobered again. “Ned, I’m not sure what I’m looking for. If I do see Henry, that tells me something, although I’m not sure what. If I don’t see him, that may not mean anything. Do spectral apparitions take days off?”
“I really don’t know. I don’t even know if they appear in the rain. At least the weather report says it will be nice this weekend. And spring in Pennsylvania should be ahead of ours. So it will be a pleasant trip, with or without Henry.”
And we’ll be alone together for two days, in a strange place. How will that work? “Funny how we call these people by their first names, as though we know them,” Abby mused.
“Well, we do, as well as anyone living does.”
“You have a point there.”
They finished up their dinners at a leisurely pace and turned down dessert. Finally Abby said, “I, sir, am going home to read up on Valley Forge. I’ll see you after work on Friday, right?”
“I will be there with bells on, whatever that means. We’ve got a nine o’clock flight out of Boston, and we’ll be back on Sunday by five. Just in time for the parade on Monday.”
“Will you be there? I mean, are we going together?”
“If you want.”
“Well, that’s less than overwhelming enthusiasm!” Abby said.
“I’ve been watching the parade for most of my life, and I don’t like the crowds. But I’ll be happy to accompany you and point out the highlights, if you want.”
“Yes, I want,” Abby said quickly. “I have no idea what to expect, beyond organized chaos.”
“Then plan on my being there. I’ll pick you up, because parking anywhere for miles will be next to impossible, and one car will be bad enough. Wear comfortable shoes.”
“Of course.” Abby hesitated before asking, “Ned, have you ever seen any of your … relatives at one of the parades?”
He shook his head. “No, but I wasn’t looking. If you want my opinion, if I were any of them, I’d stay home. Wherever home is. You and I, we have better luck when we can be alone with them.”
“I agree, but I still want to see the parade.”
“Then we’ll do that.”
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Friday night Abby and Ned shared a late supper, and then tidied up, taking out the trash so it wouldn’t sit and molder for two days. They went to bed early, although they didn’t sleep immediately. Just touching Ned by accident, rolling over in bed, set off a few sparks, and that was disconcerting. Not unpleasant, but it didn’t lead to a peaceful night.
Saturday morning they were up and out early. It was an hour’s drive to the airport, and even though they had nothing to check in, it turned out that they’d both rather be early than have to rush at the last minute. Abby had packed a bare minimum of clothes—it was, after all, only one night—and at the last minute had thrown in an extra sweater. Did she hope it would be cold, so that she might feel some hint of what it had been like that awful winter at Valley Forge? Maybe, ridiculous though that sounded.
She wondered why she had let Ned take the lead on planning this trip. It had been his suggestion originally, and while she was wavering he had offered to buy the tickets and pretty much take care of everything else. Unfortunately that reminded her of Brad, who had always insisted on taking over and managing just about anything—the unspoken implication being that Abby was incompetent. Brad probably had thought he was being nice to Abby, but Abby had resented being treated like a helpless child. She was an adult, and she could travel by herself if she wanted to. She could certainly charge a plane ticket and rent a car—if she could find the money. She still wasn’t sure how she was going to be able to pay Ned back, but it didn’t feel right to take a handout from him. Why was nothing simple?
All the travel went smoothly—a rare event!—and they arrived in Philadelphia a few minutes early and collected the rental car. “Do you know where you’re going?” Abby asked with some concern.
“More or less,” Ned said, unperturbed. “Would you rather drive?”
“No, no, you go right ahead,” Abby answered. “I have no sense of direction at all.”
“Sorry to hear that. Anyway, it’s not far—well under an hour. We should be there in time for lunch.”
“Good. Please don’t tell me you know all the best restaurants in the area. Wait—have you actually been there before?”
“Once or twice. Not recently.” Ned expertly maneuvered the car out of the airport and headed west. “And restaurants change frequently here, just like they do in Boston. There is a mall nearby, if you crave something familiar.”
“That, sir, is insulting. How long will it take to tour the place?”
“Not very, actually. You see the site, the lay of the land, rather than any buildings. Although there’s one of Washington’s many headquarters there. He had a lot of them. If we get done early, we can check out other places—there were several battles in the general area. And a very nice museum near where Andrew Wyeth lived. Unless you’d rather go the other direction and see something of Philadelphia?”
“Too many choices!” Abby protested. “I think I’d rather keep my head in the Revolutionary War. Yes, I know things happened in and around Philadelphia, and don’t even mention Trenton, but I’d rather stick to one area and get a feel for it. Starting with Valley Forge, where Henry Perry spent some time. I’m sorry, but I don’t feel like this is just a sightseeing trip.”
Ned glanced briefly at her before changing into the right lane. “You’re on a mission.”
“Well, I have a goal: to verify if Henry left anything of himself here. I know, it sounds kind of silly.”
“We can always go sightseeing. I understand why you want to look for Henry now.”
Abby turned in her seat to face him. “Do you? Because I’m not sure I do. I mean, think about it. Six months ago I was leading what I thought was an ordinary life, with a boyfriend. I was going to find a job, and maybe we’d buy a house. Then out of nowhere I start tripping over these phantom people, who turn out to be related to me somehow. Exit boyfriend. Okay, I find the job and a place to live, and I figure out why I’m seeing these particular people, once I leap over a lot of logic. All good.”
“So what’s the problem?” Ned asked, turning onto Route 476 northbound.
“I believed I had a handle on this thing, and then suddenly somebody new shows up in Littleton. And the explanations that you and I worked out so neatly don’t fit anymore. You don’t see Henry. Henry is my ancestor, but he’s not related to you. But do you not see Henry because you don’t want to, maybe subconsciously? Or because you have no family tie to him? Or is my ability to see these people stronger than yours? I don’t understand, but I want to. Does that make sense?”
“Yes, it does. This whole thing has disrupted your life, and you want answers. So do I. That’s why we’re here. But it may take time to find any answers, and it may involve putting a lot of pieces together. Valley Forge may add a big piece, because you have documents that prove Henry was here, and it was an awful time in the lives of most of the men who spent that winter there, so there should be a lot of emotional residue, if that’s what you’re sensing.” He was silent for a few moments before saying, “Look, Abby, any time you want to drop this, you can, you know. You can turn your back on it, and maybe this ability will fade. Look at me: I clamped down on it for years because I didn’t understand it and I didn’t want it, and it’s only since I met you that I’ve let it come back. It’s not easy. And it’s still only in dribs and drabs, brief flashes. I think I need more practice.”
“How many other people do you think feel things like this? Or see things? I can’t recall anyone ever talking about it, and I haven’t read anything that fits. Of course, I wasn’t looking before. Or maybe lots of people started out with the ability and squashed it, like you did. Or it’s one of those things children are born with, but they can do it for only a limited time, and then their brain changes as they grow and it’s gone. Your mother mentioned something like that. You have any theories?”
“All of what you say is possible. As a scientist I tend to lean toward a physiological interpretation—that we all start out with the ‘receptors,’ if you will, for sensing these residues, but, like you suggested, we either erase them voluntarily or outgrow them. After all, the brain is malleable, to a degree. The trouble is, no one in the scientific community is willing to support serious research, so it falls to the nuts and the fringe scientists to investigate, and they have no credibility within the community so their research, right or wrong, has little impact.”
“You’re depressing me. I guess I don’t want to be alone in this, but at the same time, I don’t want to be labeled as crazy or run around recruiting oddballs, hoping they share whatever this is. And listen at me—even I use negative descriptions of these people, and I’m one of them!”
They drove for several miles, lost in their own thoughts. They passed under the turnpike, and not much farther from there Ned turned, then turned again, and they were there. The parking lot looked ordinary, as did the reception building. Ned parked and turned to Abby. “We should get a map.”
“Can that wait?” Abby asked. “I mean, we can get one, but first can we just drive around?”
“Sure. There’s a road that kind of circles the whole encampment. If you want to see any of the specific sites, either what’s left of them or what’s been reconstructed, you take the roads within the loop. You can pull over anywhere. How much of the history do you know?”
“Enough,” Abby replied with a grin. “I did some homework. Basically, the British forces came up from Maryland with the goal of taking Philadelphia. George Washington’s troops were stationed between the British and the city. Valley Forge was one of the supply sites where Washington stashed food and weapons. In 1777 the British started moving, and there were several battles in September—in what is now Chadds Ford, then in Paoli, getting closer and closer to Philadelphia. There was also one between those two, usually called the Battle of the Clouds, which was kind of a flop because it was raining heavily. The name’s a lot prettier than the battle must have been—all that mud. The British kept pushing east, and they took Valley Forge for a time. They wanted the supplies there as much as Washington did, and when they moved on they destroyed a lot of what was here.
“So they got past Washington’s forces,” Abby went on, “and started to take possession of Philadelphia. Washington fought back but had to retreat to the fringes of the city, and camped out for a month there. In December 1777 he moved his entire army back to Valley Forge, which is eighteen miles from the city, and is a defensible site, which you will see if we ever get moving here. Apparently Washington’s thinking was that it was close enough to harry the British foragers but far enough away to avoid any surprise attacks.
“Of course, the problem then, for both sides, was the supply system, if you consider trying to feed and house and warm the Continental army, some twenty thousand men, plus horses, stuck here in winter. The British and the Americans between them had stripped the countryside of most available resources, and getting more in winter wasn’t easy. That’s why it stands out so much in our collective memory.” Abby finally stopped and drew a breath. “Have I got it more or less right?”
“You have indeed,” Ned said with sincere admiration.
“Thank you,” Abby said quietly. “I’m not sure schoolkids ever think about the problems of feeding tens of thousands of people stuck in one place—all they know is going to the supermarket and buying whatever they want. So my poor Henry Perry was stuck here with his regiment until the spring?”
“Things did get better early in 1778—that’s when Lafayette got involved.”
“So let’s go look for Henry. Did the individual units have specific locations here, or was it every man for himself?”
“Some of each, I think. There are some re-created huts now, and each of those could accommodate six to eight men, but there could never have been enough of them, and wood was kind of precious, as fuel.” Ned started the car and they set off around the perimeter, making a slow circle, then entering one of the roads that crossed the site. It was a pleasant day, if cool, and there were few other visitors around.
Abby tried to imagine what it would be like when it was below freezing and the men were cold, hungry, and sometimes sick. She seemed to recall that they spent their time learning military discipline, which they’d had little of in the beginning. At least that would have kept them moving. “There’s a sign that says Massachusetts,” she said suddenly, pointing.
Ned pulled off the road and stopped the car. “You want to get out?”
“Yes,” Abby said, already opening the door. She felt foolish. After all, the monument, with its bronze plaque, was certainly much later than the battle itself. Henry couldn’t have seen it or known it. But it must have been placed where it was for a reason, most likely because some or all of the Massachusetts soldiers had been gathered here. She scanned the view: the land sloped down toward what Ned had told her was the Schuylkill River, which flowed toward Philadelphia to the east. At the moment it was a rolling field, nicely mowed, ending in trees with their first flush of green leaves. All very tidy—unlike the winter encampment would have been. Abby tried to imagine hundreds or thousands of ragtag men milling around, trying to keep warm, waiting for the next meager distribution of rations, wondering what was happening in Philadelphia and where the British troops were. It was hard to reconcile with the peaceful view in front of her.
Then Ned came up from behind her and took her hand, and she gasped. The view changed, as if someone had laid a transparent screen over the rolling countryside. And there were the men, much as she had imagined them—dirty, gaunt, shivering. She had no idea what to do next—wade in and look for one individual? Ridiculous—and she couldn’t seem to move, only to look. Ned’s hand tightened on hers, but she was afraid to look at him, to look away from the scene in case she broke whatever connection to the past she was experiencing. She swallowed a hysterical giggle: would George Washington stroll by? Anthony Wayne? Would she recognize any of the lead players in the war if she did see them?
And then she saw Henry. At least he had a coat, blue with buff facings, the uniform of the soldiers from Massachusetts. It was buttoned as far as it could be, but she could tell it was inadequate for the weather. He and a few other men were huddled around a small fire, and there were other fires, other men, in clusters across the field.
Wait—how could she see the others? No way was the entire Massachusetts army related to her. She got a partial answer when Ned released her hand, and like switching off a television, the scene from the 1770s disappeared, leaving only the green fields. She could see a couple of deer wandering near the tree line. She turned to Ned, who was watching her with concern. “Did you see?” she asked.
He didn’t answer immediately. Finally he said, “Yes. A lot of men, around campfires.”
Abby realized what that meant. “We amplify each other. Henry was there—I recognized him, but I don’t know through whose eyes I was seeing him. Do you think we would have seen the others if he wasn’t part of the group?”
“Abby, I don’t know. You want to sit down?”
“Well, I’m not about to pass out, if that’s what you’re worried about. If anything, I feel … excited, I guess. We just saw the Revolutionary War! Not that we can tell anyone, but we know we saw it, right?”
“We did. Come on, let’s sit and sort this out.”
Abby followed him to a nearby bench and they sat, with the same now-empty view in front of them.
“You aren’t upset?” Ned asked when they were settled.
“No, I’m not. I feel like we’ve proved something. Henry was here, and I saw him. I didn’t see anything until you took my hand, but when you did, the whole crowd just appeared, boom. And that means there were a lot of people I could see who couldn’t possibly be relatives. Of course, it would have been pretty weird if Henry had been going around doing whatever he was doing without anyone else in the picture, right? I’m babbling, aren’t I?”
“Just a bit. But don’t stop,” Ned said, smiling.
“What did you see?”
“About the same thing.”
“Before or after you took my hand?”
“Only after. Like you said, we kind of feed off each other, or boost each other’s signal or something.”
“But it’s not just the strength of the reception. It broadens what both of us can see. Wow. This is so cool!”
Ned broke out laughing. “You sound like one of your schoolkids.”
“I’m excited. Oh, and now I’m hungry. What else should we see here?”
“Washington’s headquarters is nice. That’s over that way.” He waved vaguely toward the left.
“Then let’s do that and then we can look for food.” Abby stood up quickly.
They walked back to the car, and Ned drove the short distance to the houses closer to the river, to the west. An eager middle-aged docent welcomed them at the door, gave his short spiel about the house, then let them alone to wander. There were bedrooms upstairs. “It looks like the men just walked out—I mean, slippers under the bed? Clothing laid out? It makes things—and them—so much more real. And so much better than closing it off behind Plexiglas with big signs saying ‘Do not touch.’” Abby slipped her arm through Ned’s, although without any skin-to-skin contact. “But I guess we have a different view of what’s ‘real’ about the past, don’t we?”
“We do. But I agree—this is well done. Seen enough?”
“For now. Let’s go find lunch.”



  
    Seeing the Dead
    
  




  
15
 
Abby’s buoyant attitude lasted as they drove away from the park in search of someplace to eat. She’d already vetoed the mall, but otherwise she let Ned make the choices.
As if reading her thoughts—how did he keep doing that?—he said, after a few miles, “I’m headed toward Chester County. We’re doing it kind of backward, because that’s the route the British took as they marched toward Philadelphia, so the battles there precede the winter at Valley Forge. The B and B I found is out that direction—I thought you’d like something quiet.”
“As long as it’s not a shoebox plastic chain hotel, I’m happy.” As long as I’m with you. “Anything else out this way?”
“Mushrooms, at Kennett Square. Lots of antique shops. A wonderful old used bookstore in a gigantic barn. The Brandywine Museum.”
“Do we have time to do all of those?”
Ned laughed. “I doubt it. You’re going to have to pick a couple.”
“You are cruel. Mushrooms versus art versus old books. Let’s eat first, then decide.”
They drove back the way they had come, then took Route 1 going west. The countryside opened up after the initial congestion, and as Ned had said, there were many antique shops, both small and large. Abby had no plans for her long-range decorating scheme, since she was still living in what was essentially a furnished house, but she’d have to make some decisions soon. Apart from her great-grandmother’s chair and her clothes and books, she had little of her own, and the prospect of not only finding a place she could afford and paying rental deposits but also furnishing it somehow was overwhelming. And coming closer every day: Leslie had told her that the owners of the house would be returning from their winter house by the end of May and would expect her to have cleared out by then.
She pushed the thought away. Right now she was here in Pennsylvania to explore, on several levels. Her confidence with her relatively newfound abilities was growing, and the fact that she and Ned combined made it stronger was intriguing. Talk about a power couple!
Ned turned in at a small restaurant housed in an old fieldstone building. “Want to try this?”
“Sure. It looks nice.”
Inside they found a menu leaning toward sturdy traditional fare, but the food proved tasty. Abby debated about having a glass of wine with her meal. “Have you found that alcohol—or any other chemical substance—makes your ability stronger? Like, are you more open to whatever when you’re relaxed?”
“I really can’t say. As I keep telling you, I’ve spent more than half of my life repressing the whole thing. Did drinking help shut it down? Maybe. Or maybe not. It may be different with each person.”
“I’ll have a glass of wine, then. You can monitor the results. You know, we could be the only people in the world who have this thing.”
Ned chuckled. “That sounds like a bad sci-fi movie. Do we have to go find the president and warn him about an impending Martian invasion only we can see?”
“Maybe we’ll find out,” Abby replied. “Oh, Ned, it feels so good not to be afraid of this! I think I’m finally used to it, and I’m prepared when something new happens. I have no idea where this might lead, or whether it’ll just go out like a lightbulb, but it’s not scary anymore.”
“I’m glad,” he said simply, and reached out to touch her hand.
Abby drew back quickly. “Well, we still haven’t worked out the touch thing, but let’s keep it out of the public eye until we do. We’ll have private time later, right?”
“We will.”
After a pleasant lunch, Abby said, “I know I’ll feel guilty for not visiting the lovely museum, but I’d rather look at old junk in the antique places. Unless you hate that kind of thing?”
“I guess I’m neutral,” he said. “It’s always interesting to see what other people consider trash or treasure. And I find it amazing just how much stuff there is out there. If there’s time, we can do the book place too, on the way to the B and B.”
“Deal.”
They set off again, passing the museum in favor of junky antique stores. Stepping into any one of them was an assault on the senses, Abby found, and she had to stand still and focus. Not that she had any particular items in mind, but it was kind of fun to have a purpose. In one place she decided she would count pairs of Staffordshire dogs, which she had read had enjoyed a huge popularity in the nineteenth century, at least among middle-class households, and then disappeared again. Once she’d chosen them as her target, she started seeing them everywhere, and she had to stop and explain to Ned why she kept bursting into giggles at every other booth.
“Why on earth were these things so popular? We’ve seen them in every size from two inches to two feet. They’re spaniels, right?”
“That’s what I’d guess,” Ned said. “I’m no expert. But there are lots of inexplicable crazes. Look at the Dutch tulip frenzy.”
“I’d guess the prices for those went far beyond the prices for china dogs.”
“You want a pair of dogs?” he asked her.
“I hadn’t thought about it. Some of them are a lot cuter than others. And I have no way of knowing how old they are, or whether they’re real or fake.”
“Does it matter to you?” Ned asked.
“Not if they’re a gift from you. The first gift. I mean, tangible gift, because you’ve given me a lot more …” Abby could feel herself blushing. “But not the giant ones, please—they’re kind of scary,” she hurried to add.
“Tell me if you see a pair you like,” he said, smiling.
They continued on their leisurely way along the aisles. “Do you ever feel anything when you touch things in places like this?” Abby asked.
“Not that I can recall. What about you?”
“I don’t think so, but I haven’t touched much in here. Let’s see.” She picked up a chipped teapot. “I can see who might have used this, but not who actually did. And a teapot kind of speaks for itself, doesn’t it?”
They wandered happily, admiring absurdities. “What about that?” Ned pointed toward a silver-plated thing that Abby couldn’t figure out.
“What the heck is it?”
“You guess.”
Abby studied it. Round, about six inches high, it stood on four feet with cloven hooves. Around the perimeter stood four knights in armor, guarding whatever was inside. And the lid was crowned with … a cow. “It’s got to be a butter dish!” Abby crowed in triumph. She lifted off the lid. “Look, you put ice in the bottom, and then put your artfully sculpted butter balls on the little tray on top, where they stay cold. This has got to be one of the silliest things I’ve ever seen. I wonder if it was a household’s prized possession, or they had a wealth of equally ridiculous items? You know, I think I prefer the colonial era—things were simpler then.”
“Amen to that. Would you rather have this than a pair of dogs?”
“No! What would I do with it? I’ll go back to looking at dogs.”
In the end she spotted a small pair hiding amid a muddle of other china. “Those,” she said, pointing.
Ned picked one up and studied it. “I think they’re poodles, not spaniels.”
“I don’t care. They look friendly. You said I could choose.”
“All right, they’re yours. Let’s go see what ridiculous price the proprietor is going to ask. Do we look rich?”
“I don’t think so. But I don’t know how to haggle, so you’re on your own.”
The price was reasonable, and within minutes Abby had them tucked deep in her purse, carefully wrapped. “Thank you,” she said.
“My pleasure,” Ned replied. “Are you ready to head for the B and B? I’d say we could look at the book barn, but it’s getting late, and we’ll have time to stop by tomorrow morning on the way to the airport.”
“Sounds good to me. Did you have any ideas about dinner?”
“Woman, we finished lunch all of two hours ago. Don’t tell me you’re hungry.”
“No, but I may be in a few more hours. Just trying to work out a timeline. Maybe if we planned to eat later, say, eightish, we could do something else between?” Ned looked at her, one eyebrow cocked, and Abby burst out laughing. “Yes, that.”
“Sounds like a plan,” he said and started the car.
The bed-and-breakfast Ned had chosen turned out to be a lovely eighteenth-century farmhouse—had he been trying for consistency?—with a variety of exotic trees, although half were not yet leafed out, and a small pond. Their room seemed huge to Abby, and it had a working fireplace. “Is it cold enough to use it tonight? Please?” Abby begged.
“I don’t see why not. Have you finished peeking and prying?”
“I think so. Why?”
“Come here,” Ned said. Abby went.
The room was fully dark, lit only by the flickering fire, when they managed to pull themselves away from each other. Almost: their hands were still intertwined. Abby looked around the room, then focused on a dark corner, then nudged Ned. “I think we have an audience.”
“Where?” he asked.
Abby nodded. “Over there. Think she can see us?”
Ned studied the darkness in the corner. “I have no idea. Does she bother you?”
Abby considered. “I don’t think so. If she’s been here in the house for a while, I’m sure she’s seen it all by now. Unless we picked her up at the battlefield and brought her with us.” Abby raised her hand tentatively toward the shadowy figure, but she turned and disappeared. “It seems unlikely that she’s related to either of us, don’t you think? Maybe together we raise the rate of perception by a whole order of magnitude. You know, if we lose our jobs, we could always set up a business as ghost hunters.”
“Abby, you’re crazy,” Ned said.
“Just practical. After all, we have special skills, and we should use them wisely. Remind me to ask the owners at breakfast if anybody else has noticed anything. Discreetly, of course. Now, did you say something about dinner?”
They ate a pleasant dinner in a nearby town and came back to the B&B shortly after ten. They had no visitors, human or formerly human, that evening, and Abby wasn’t sure whether she was relieved or disappointed.
Breakfast the next morning was served in the large wood-paneled dining room, and the food was presented on what Abby guessed were mismatched antique-store finds along the lines of the butter dish they had seen the day before. All the food tasted wonderful.
The proprietor, a sturdy middle-aged woman, stopped by their table to ask, “Everything all right? Sleep well?”
“It’s lovely,” Abby said, and meant it. “You have a moment to sit?”
“Sure. You’re the only guests at the moment, so I’m all yours. In case you haven’t guessed, I’m Mary Hicks, the owner of this place—well, with my husband. You’re from Massachusetts?”
“We are, from the Concord area,” Abby replied. “We’re trying to escape some of the Patriots’ Day craziness. I’m glad we found this place on such short notice. Did you inherit the house?”
Mary shook her head. “No, we bought it about twenty years ago. When the kids left the nest, it was too big for us, so it was either sell and find a smaller place or do something useful with the space.”
“Do you know the history of the house and property?” Ned asked.
“The owners before us wrote up something—I could find it for you if you like. I’m not that much into history—my spare time goes to gardening.”
“And it shows!” Abby said warmly. “We should come back in summer and see what it looks like then.”
“That’s our busiest season, so try to book ahead, if you know your plans.”
Abby shot Ned a look, and he seemed to interpret it correctly. “We’ll think about that. I asked about the history of the place because I wondered if anyone had seen any … ghosts?”
“Why?” the woman asked. “Did you? Are you into that kind of woo-woo thing?”
“No,” Ned lied, “but you read about it, and this building has been around for quite a while. Have you seen or heard or felt anything?”
The woman shook her head emphatically—so much so that Abby wondered if she actually had had some experience along those lines. “Not me. A couple of guests have said they heard odd thumps and bumps at night, or a door will swing open, but I tell ’em it’s an old house and that kind of thing happens. When the furnace kicks in, in winter, it sounds like an airplane engine!” Mary stood up quickly. “I’d better go make some more coffee. Nice to chat with you. You going home today?”
“We are,” Abby said. “Big day tomorrow. And if you can find that history of the house, I’d love to see a copy.”
“I’ll see if I can dig it up. Leave me your email in case I don’t find it right away. And thanks for staying here—tell your friends!” She bustled back to the kitchen.
Abby looked at Ned. “You think?”
He nodded. “I’d say so.” He emptied his cup. “Well, if you want to look at old books, we’d better get moving.”
“I’m right behind you.”
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The trip to the giant book barn was more than successful, and Abby emerged with several dusty nineteenth-century history books. Her carry-on was now straining its zipper, and she hoped it would hold together until she got home. They had to race to the airport, luckily not too far away, and the traffic was light on a Sunday. They made it back to Boston with no problems, but as they drove toward Concord the traffic thickened.
“This is going to be fifty times worse tomorrow,” Ned commented as they proceeded at a stately rate of twenty miles per hour.
“I can’t say I’m looking forward to that part of things,” Abby said. “How do the parades and stuff work?”
“Well, you’ve got the reenactments scattered around the nearby towns at various times, and everybody wants to get into the act. They kind of split up the individual events—Lincoln gets to capture Paul Revere, for example, and other towns like Sudbury replicate the march to Concord. And of course there are parades in both Lexington and Concord, and lots of open houses held by town historical societies—and of course, your museum. It’s a zoo, but everyone seems to enjoy it. Concord makes a nice profit for the day. And then it’s over for another year.”
“Do you think our ancestors are likely to show up?”
“I doubt it. I don’t know why they’d want to. This is an artificial event—the Monday closest to the real day, which was yesterday. I can’t imagine why someone who’s been dead for over two hundred years would want to watch a lot of people marching around.”
“So why did Henry show up at Littleton when we were there? That wasn’t the real date either.”
“He wanted to meet you? Seriously, I can’t answer that. Maybe he’s always there, in some way. Maybe it’s like an endless loop, and he’s forever waiting on the green to march to battle.”
“He and his son, who is not my ancestor,” Abby said absently. “In fact, Henry didn’t marry his second wife, Jane, who was my ancestor, until well after the war was over. And I haven’t even started looking for details about his sons from that marriage. I wish I had more time!”
Ned, apparently frustrated by the slow pace of the traffic, chose that moment to cut over on a local road headed north, and wound his way through neighborhoods until he came to the northern end of Abby’s road, where traffic was lighter. “One of the pluses of having grown up around here—I know the back ways.”
“Thank goodness! I hadn’t realized how bad it would be.”
They pulled into Abby’s driveway ten minutes later. “You want to stay?” Abby asked.
“You’ve got an early day tomorrow,” he said.
“Wow, that was an enthusiastic response,” Abby teased. “Actually I have an ulterior motive. If you stay over, you can drop me off at work in the morning and I won’t have to worry about parking. Oh, but you weren’t planning to watch the parade, were you?”
“I could park at my parents’ house and walk back. If you want me there.”
“I do. Do your parents usually attend?”
“Not anymore. I think they worry a bit about the house now. You know, lots of gawkers wandering along the Battle Road. Some of them seem to think that any colonial house along the way is open for tourists, so it’s better to have someone keeping an eye on the place.”
“Makes sense. How strange it is, that people compartmentalize their history. You know, the Fourth of July, Patriots’ Day in a few places, Veterans’ Day. Better than nothing, I suppose. At least they remember.”
“Life goes on, Abby. People now are living their lives in the moment, not the past. They’re creating their own history.”
“And wars,” Abby added. “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”
“My, aren’t we being literary today! That’s George Santayana.”
“It is. But isn’t it sad that people keep making the same mistakes?”
“I think war is part of being human. People are always fighting over something, from who owns the only cow in the village to who should control the world.”
“What’s worse, for some people it’s the high point of their lives. Look at Henry Flagg from Waltham, who enlisted in the Civil War but never actually took part in a battle. But he spent a lot of the rest of his life honoring the soldiers who did fight.”
“It’s a life-and-death experience, obviously. Either that or some people are addicted to the adrenaline rush of battle.”
“Now that’s just sad,” Abby said sharply. “Did your father fight?”
“No, he had a high draft number during Vietnam. Yours?”
“No. He had a heart murmur, or so they said at the time. It’s never given him any trouble. I must say I can’t imagine my father fighting with anyone. So neither of us has any direct experience—well, once removed—with war. All we seem to know is that it’s a very intense experience and it leaves a trail, psychic or whatever.”
“You’ve seen Valley Forge now. Does it change your understanding?”
“Yes and no. There was a lot of suffering there, and it adds up. But it didn’t reach the same level as an actual battle, with cannonballs flying and all that.”
Abby realized with a start that they were still sitting in the car, arguing the philosophy of war. “We should go in. So you’re staying tonight, and you’re taking me to work in the morning, and we’ll take it from there?”
“It’s a plan.”
 
• • •
 
Ned dropped Abby off at the museum at seven thirty the next morning, and traffic was already heavy. Abby walked in to a scene of barely controlled chaos, and the place wasn’t even open to the public yet. She walked up to the first staff member she encountered and asked, “Amy, where do you need me?”
Amy was clearly frazzled. “What? Oh, hi, Abby. Check to make sure there’s enough toilet paper in the bathrooms, will you? I know we’re not supposed to let just anyone in to use them, but it’s hard to say no to a mom with small kids.”
“Will do,” Abby replied. When she’d accomplished that, there was another small task, and another. The next time she looked up, Ned was standing in the doorway, looking amused. “Busy?” he asked wryly.
“Oh, no, not at all!” she replied in the same tone.
Leslie chose that moment to rush past the door, then backtracked when she saw Ned. She gave him a quick hug. “Hey, long time no see! Where’ve you been hiding?”
“Working, mostly.”
Leslie grinned. “I already know about you two”—she nodded at Abby—“so you don’t have to be coy about it. Not that she says anything about you, ever. So discreet! You here for the battle?”
“I thought we’d skip the crowds.”
“Aw, that’s half the fun. You still have time to get over there, if you hustle.”
Ned glanced at Abby, who shrugged. She didn’t feel strongly either way. “Up to you, Ned. I might be needed here, though, in case the toilet paper runs out.” Abby winked at Leslie.
“Go see it. You should, once in your life. Consider it a business-related activity. But then scoot back here, because we’ll be busy after the battle is over. Wow, doesn’t that sound odd! Hey, we should all get together, right, Ned? I should have you two over for dinner, once I’ve recuperated from this craziness.”
“Sounds good,” Ned said.
“Great!” Leslie said, then hugged him again. “It’s been too long. Oops, gotta go.” Leslie disappeared as quickly as she had arrived.
Abby looked at Ned. “I guess I’ve been ordered to attend the battle at the bridge. Unless you’d really rather not?” After all, he had already walked from his parents’ house.
“No, I think Leslie’s right—you should see it once. After that, you’re on your own. But we’d better hurry.”
The fickle New England weather was cooperating, and the tourists were swarming toward the battle site. It was difficult to carry on a conversation while wading through a crowd. “What are we going to see?” Abby panted.
“Well, no surprise, it all starts with ‘the shot heard round the world,’ which usually happens right around now, starting at eight. Then they restage the battle, with a lot of marching and firing of muskets—blanks, of course, but there’s lots of smoke and noise. Then the parade shows up, and the other minuteman companies arrive, and there are even British reenactors. There are a whole lot more people at the reenactment than at the original battle.”
“I can believe it. Although weren’t there Civil War battles where the local people packed picnics and sat on convenient hillsides to watch?”
“You may be right. Disturbing, isn’t it?”
“It is. I know we watch that kind of thing on television and in movies all the time, but to go and watch real men die? That’s just perverse.”
Even though it was still early, the crowds were thick near the bridge. There was a circus-like atmosphere to the event, especially since there were a lot of children—who of course were too short to see anything. Abby was surprised not to see vendors selling genuine inflatable muskets and felt tricorn hats. And what would authentic 1775 snacks be?
As Ned had predicted, it was hard to see anything, although the sounds of musket fire were startling, and Abby could see the smoke from the discharges floating away above the crowd. She scanned the area halfheartedly, because she really didn’t expect anyone who was not breathing in the here and now to appear. Still, she tried to picture Henry Perry marching with his company of minutemen, knowing only that a troop of well-trained, well-armed British soldiers lay ahead.
From what she’d read, Abby knew that the confrontation at the bridge itself hadn’t taken very long. The British had arrived and were surprised when the pesky patriots actually shot at them, so they went back to search and sack the town before heading back to Boston. Their mistake: by the time they were ready to leave, the local minutemen had arrived in force and numbered nearly a couple of thousand, with more arriving all the time. While there had been no face-to-face confrontation, the Americans had harried the British troops all the way back to Boston.
Once the brief encounter at the bridge had been performed, the parade from the center of town had arrived, and the party atmosphere increased. Abby could even hear strains of music coming from somewhere.
Ned leaned over and spoke into her ear. “Had enough?”
Abby nodded. “I think so. Back to town?”
“If we can swim against the tide,” Ned replied.
They turned and started to make their way back toward the museum. They had turned the corner onto Lexington Road when Abby said suddenly, “Mind if we take a short detour? I’m not expected back at any particular time, and this won’t take long.”
“Sure. Where?”
“The old cemetery—not Sleepy Hollow, but the other one.”
“Okay. It’s a nice one, isn’t it? You’ve been there?”
“Yes, once, recently. I want to see if there’s anyone there.”
“You mean, one of our people?”
“Yes.” Abby led the way up the hill. There were some tourists around, although most people, even those interested in history, didn’t choose to spend a lovely spring day poking around an old cemetery. The ones who were there were respectful and kept their distance. Abby continued straight on until she reached the top of the hill, then stopped and reached out a hand to Ned. He took it.
Abby turned slowly, watching, but she didn’t see anybody who wasn’t there. Abby, that makes no sense! She rephrased it for herself: she didn’t see anyone other than the living, even with Ned’s help. After completing a full circle she looked at him, but he was staring intently at one corner near the edge of the cemetery. She followed his glance, but she couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary there. Then she remembered the man that Ellie had seen, who she hadn’t been able to see either. Abby kept a firm hold on Ned’s hand, but nothing—or no one—materialized.
He finally broke off the contact. “Did you see something?” Abby asked.
“I’m … not sure. You should probably get back to work,” he said abruptly. Apparently he wasn’t in the mood to discuss whatever he had or hadn’t seen. She’d have to talk to him about it later.
He walked her back to the museum but didn’t come in. “I’m going to walk back and collect my car. I’ve got a lot of stuff to work on at my house, and since this is a holiday I’d better use it.”
“You want to get together tonight?”
“Let me see how much I can get done during daylight today. Or maybe tomorrow?”
“I told Leslie I’d chaperone her daughter Ellie for the day, since school’s out, so I don’t know what my time will be like. Give me a call when you know your schedule.”
“I will.” Ned turned and left, without any good-bye kiss. Well, yes, it was a very public space, and there were lots of tourists around, including a bunch trying to push their way into the museum. But still. And was he waffling about getting together again? She needed to talk to him about what Ellie might have seen—and maybe that was somehow connected to his odd actions in the cemetery today.
With a sigh, Abby turned and went into the museum, where one of the docents grabbed her as soon as she walked in. “We’re swamped, and it’s only going to get worse,” she said. “Cover the back gallery? Please?”
“No problem,” Abby said, and jumped right in.
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Abby had conveniently forgotten that Ned had given her a ride to work in the morning, so she was stranded at the museum. He apparently hadn’t remembered either and didn’t call her, but she had no trouble begging a ride from a colleague, an assistant curator named Nat, who she knew lived out beyond her house.
“It certainly looks different than it did this morning!” Abby commented as they drove past the bridge, where only a few individuals and small groups strolled late in the day.
“The town’s got a good cleanup crew. Bet you’re glad things will calm down now. You still enjoying the job?”
“Very much. But I’m happy that Patriots’ Day is over and things will go back to normal.”
“Summers are busy too, you know. Concord is one of the main tourist attractions around here, after Boston, between the history and all those authors. And we’re much simpler to get around, and more kid-friendly.”
“This is me,” Abby pointed to the driveway ahead.
“Hey, nice place!” her companion said.
“It’s not mine—I’m just house-sitting. Leslie set it up with a friend. But if you hear of any affordable places for rent around here, let me know, because I’ve got to clear out by the end of next month.”
“‘Affordable’ and ‘here’ are not terms you hear together very often, but I’ll think about it. See you tomorrow!”
“Thanks for the ride, Nat!” Abby watched as Nat pulled out of the driveway, then let herself into the house. She was tired. The weekend with Ned had been lovely, but not necessarily restful, and today had been chaotic, plus she and Ned had done a lot of walking. She was kind of glad to have some alone time.
But at the same time, she wondered if there was something going on with Ned. She had seen nothing out of the ordinary—by their slightly skewed standards—during the weekend, but he’d acted a little odd at the cemetery today. Had he seen something, or rather, someone? He had told her he didn’t often see anyone, but maybe his ability was coming back now since he’d been with her. But why that cemetery? She’d have to do a little more research and find out who was buried there. Still, she hadn’t sensed anyone related to her there—although maybe Ellie had, she reminded herself. She still hadn’t told Ned about Ellie, because she was still puzzling about it, or that’s what she told herself. She’d be seeing Ellie the next day, spending some real time with her, and maybe she could find out more—carefully, of course.
By the end of the evening there was still no message or call from Ned. If she stopped to think about it, he’d been kind of subdued for a while. Maybe talking with his mother had unsettled him. Or maybe they’d entered a new phase of their relationship—after all, they’d been together for six months now. But she and Brad had been together six months when she moved in with him, and that hadn’t turned out so well. She didn’t want to make that mistake again. Not that Ned was anything like Brad, and he certainly wasn’t telling her what to do and how to live her life.
Or was there something more going on? If she stopped to think about it, she realized she didn’t know much about Ned’s work, other than it was scientific and somehow involved DNA. She still hadn’t seen his house, or rather, renovation-in-progress—when they spent the night together, it was always at her place, because he claimed his own bordered on uninhabitable. Should she be asking more questions? If they were together, shouldn’t she know these things? Maybe she was being as selfish with Ned as Brad had been with her. It was a sobering thought.
She had been depending on him to help her sort out her unexpected visions of long-dead relatives, but now it seemed he was struggling with the whole thing—her abilities, his, and what happened when they were together. He understood what was happening to her, but he didn’t seem to know how to handle it in himself. Maybe he’d suppressed it so long that it had atrophied, if that was possible. Was that good or bad? Given a choice, would she rather live with whatever it was or without it? She still wasn’t sure, but it was all still new.
Her brain was too fuzzy to do anything except zone out in front of the television for an hour or two. She went to bed early: she would need her energy for Ellie the next day.
 
• • •
 
As Abby drove into town the next morning, it felt like the aftermath of a storm. The townspeople were milling around, moving displays, tidying up, but just a bit more slowly than usual. Still, she reminded herself, it was school break week and the museum would probably be busier than usual, or so she’d been told. She felt guilty, like she wasn’t pulling her weight there, but she was still the new kid and didn’t really know what needed to be done. But she was pleased that she’d weathered her first Patriots’ Day without mishaps.
When Abby walked into her office, Leslie was already there, with a sulky Ellie spinning back and forth in Abby’s desk chair, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else. Leslie said sharply, “Ellie, sit still! Abby, can I talk to you a minute? In the hall?”
“Sure.” Abby followed her into the hall, presumably out of Ellie’s hearing. “What’s up?”
“My darling daughter is in a pissy mood. Doesn’t want to be here, but her daddy can’t stay home and there’s no one else to take her today. I’ve got something figured out for the rest of the week, but I’m afraid I really need your help today. You sure you don’t mind?”
Abby couldn’t think of a good way to say no, even if she wanted to, which she didn’t. “Don’t worry about it. I promised you one day this week, and I’m kind of at loose ends today anyway, since I don’t have any groups coming in. I was planning to catch up on the paperwork and maybe freshen up some of the presentations, but that can wait. What would Ellie like to do? I don’t exactly know her well.”
“Poor kid—she’s seen most of the historic sites around here, since birth, and I have to admit, they kind of bored me when I was her age. So I doubt she’d be too excited about anything historical.”
“Does she like nature?”
“Depends on which day you ask her.”
“How about shopping?”
Leslie laughed. “She’s a classic tomboy, so you can’t woo her with shoes or dresses. She does like books, but she’s got a zillion at home.”
“Maybe she could write her own book …” Abby said slowly. “Does she know how to use a computer or a keyboard?”
Leslie laughed. “Better than me. Don’t all the kids these days? Sure, that sounds like a great idea. And you can show her websites where she can find pictures to download, too. Or let her draw her own and scan them for her. I love it! But try to get her outside for a bit too, will you? Take her out to lunch, on me.”
“We’ll figure something out. I’ll let you know if we leave the building.”
“Thanks. I’ll take her off your hands around three. And I’ll owe you!” Leslie returned to Abby’s office. “Ellie, honey, be kind to Abby here. And don’t try to trick her, please?”
“Why would I do that?” Ellie asked her mother, staring at her without expression. “She’s a nice lady. I’m sure we’ll have a good time.” She sounded scarily self-possessed, and older than seven.
“I hope so,” Leslie said dubiously. “I’ll be in the building if you need me.” Abby wasn’t sure whether that comment was meant for her or Ellie.
When Leslie had gone, Abby turned and went back into her small office. There really wasn’t much space for one person to do anything other than sit at the desk; for two people, especially if one of them was an active child, it was ridiculous. For a brief moment she was tempted to sweep everything off her desk, leaving the surface bare, but she restrained herself. That would set a very bad example for Ellie, wouldn’t it? In the end, Abby sat down in the spindly visitor’s chair and contemplated Ellie, still sitting in the swivel chair behind her desk. Ellie’s expression gave nothing away.
“So, what do you want to do today?” Abby began.
She could swear that Ellie looked disappointed at her lame salvo. Ellie gave the time-honored response, “I dunno.”
The ball was back in Abby’s court. “Your mom says you’re bored with historic stuff around here.”
Ellie shrugged but didn’t deny it.
“And your mom says you know how to use a keyboard?”
“Yeah. Everybody does.”
“Want to write a book?”
There was a brief spark of enthusiasm in Ellie’s eye. “You mean, like a real book? Not just a picture book or a scrap book?”
“Yes. Words on a page. Pictures only if you want ’em.”
“And I can write whatever I want?” Ellie asked, sounding suspicious.
“Well, I might draw the line at disemboweled corpses, but yes, it’s up to you.”
“You just trying to park me with a laptop and keep me quiet?”
“No, not really. I’m trying to find something that you’d enjoy doing. I know I hate being bored.”
“What’re you going to do?”
“Consider me your editor. You know what an editor does?”
“She edits.”
“Well, yes, but what does that mean?”
Another shrug from Ellie.
“Okay, an editor can do many things. She can help you put together the basic story—tell you what sounds like a good idea, or what nobody is going to believe. And she can help you with your language, show you how to tell your story more clearly and strongly.”
“Like a teacher?” Ellie was following Abby’s comments closely.
“Yes, but like you’ve got your own teacher—you don’t have to share. And I have been a teacher, too.”
Ellie paused to consider. “But it would still be my book, right? You won’t tell me what I have to write about?”
“An editor is there only to make it better, not to write the whole thing. If she wrote it, then she’d be the writer, and she’d need an editor.”
That finally brought a smile from Ellie. “Cool. Do I have to tell you what I’m writing about? Or do you wait until I’ve finished it?”
“That’s up to you.”
“How do I start?”
“Some people like to plan it all out before they start writing. Other people just jump right in and see what happens.”
“I like the second idea.”
“Then go with it. There’s no one right way to do it. And you can always go back and change any parts you don’t like.”
Abby debated about discussing the role pictures might play, but then decided that could wait until she’d seen what Ellie produced. She was figuratively holding her breath: Ellie could put together two pages and get bored by the whole process—she was, after all, only seven—or she could put something feeble together that would force Abby to manufacture false enthusiasm. Or she could come up with some happy surprises.
“You want me to open a file for you on my computer?” Abby asked.
“Yeah. Please.” Ellie added the last word as an afterthought, but at least she had added it at all.
They swapped seats while Abby opened a new file and a directory for Ellie, while Ellie sat on the edge of her seat watching Abby’s every move impatiently. When Abby had finished the setup, she stood and gestured at the swivel chair. “It’s all yours.” Abby pulled the other chair to the side of the room near its only window, and grabbed a stack of folders containing her gallery lessons, which did need some cleaning up.
Ellie eagerly sat down, and then stilled, staring at the still-blank screen. Abby didn’t interrupt her, hoping that Ellie was thinking hard. Finally Ellie said, “Do I need a title first?”
“That’s up to you. You can make up any rules you like—this is your work.”
“Huh.” Ellie stared some more. “I want to call it ‘The Man Who Wasn’t There.’”
Abby felt a small chill. “That’s a really good title. It makes people want to read the story, to find out what it’s about.”
“Good.” Ellie tapped in what Abby assumed was the title, and then her fingers started flying over the keys.
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Abby had nearly completed her review of her notes when she realized it was almost noon, and Ellie was still seated in front of the computer pecking away. Abby had been listening with one ear as Ellie worked: her keyboard abilities were far better than two-fingered but not extremely fast, and she paused often to think about what she was going to say next. And occasionally there was a string of clicks that Abby assumed meant she was deleting something. But all in all, Ellie had showed remarkable concentration for a long period for someone of her age.
“You getting hungry?” Abby asked.
Ellie looked up at her and blinked a few times, as if trying to remember where she was. “Uh, yeah, I guess. Can I come back to this after lunch?”
“Sure can. What do you like to eat? Do you have any favorite places in town?”
“Not really. There’s a sandwich place in town that Mom takes me to sometimes.”
“Then we’ll go there, if that’s okay with you.”
“Yeah, sure. We gonna walk?”
“I could use the exercise, and it’s a nice day out. So, yes.”
“Okay.”
“Wait—you’ve forgotten one very important thing. Always save your work.”
“Oh, right. Can you show me how?”
Abby did, then handed her her sweater, pulled on her own jacket, and they went down the stairs. She stopped at the front desk, where the receptionist, Sally, a comfortably padded woman a couple of decades older that Abby, greeted Ellie warmly. “Hi, Miss Ellie. Good to see you again. Are you having a nice time with Abby here?”
“Yeah. I’m writing a book, and she’s helping.”
“Well, now, that sounds wonderful.”
“We’re going out for some lunch,” Abby said, “if Leslie wonders where we are. We won’t be long.”
“Have a nice lunch, then.” Smiling, Sally turned to a family group that had just arrived.
Once outside, Abby and Ellie turned toward the small green (Abby kept resolving to look up why it was so tiny, by New England standards, but she hadn’t yet) and turned left onto the main street of town. “You come to Concord a lot, Ellie?” Abby asked.
“No, not so much. We live the next town over.”
“I know—your mother told me that when we met. Littleton, right?”
“Yeah. When was that? That you met her, I mean?”
“Last fall. Not too long ago. That’s when I started working at the museum, mostly giving talks to kids.”
“Did you always want to be a teacher?”
“I thought so. I like working with kids.”
“Are you married? Do you have any kids?”
Abby laughed. Once Ellie got rolling, she was hard to stop. “No to both. Not yet, anyway.”
“Do you want to? Have kids, I mean?”
“I think so, but not right now.” Abby debated for a short second about whether now was the time to launch into a lecture about not needing a man or children to be a complete person and live a happy life, but it seemed kind of silly to be preaching feminism to a seven-year-old. At any rate, Ellie seemed content with her answer.
“Can we stop at the bookstore on the way back? I want to look for some ideas.”
“Of course, after we’ve eaten lunch.”
They enjoyed a sandwich and chips and juice at a small lunch place Abby had visited before, and Abby bought a couple of cookies for later. Then Ellie all but dragged her to the nearby bookstore—after Abby had insisted that Ellie wash her sticky hands—and Ellie made a beeline to the children’s section and started browsing intently. After several minutes, Ellie shifted to the section for older children and leafed through a number of books heavy on pictures. Finally she made her way back to Abby, who was staring at a table full of current bestsellers and wondering if she’d ever have time to read any of them.
“Can we go now?” Ellie demanded.
“Sure. There wasn’t any book you wanted to take home?”
“Nope. Just looking. I want to get back to work now.”
As Ellie led the way out of the bookstore, Abby thought again that she was an unusual child. Intelligent, obviously. Focused, surprisingly. Whether she was creative remained to be seen: for all Abby knew, Ellie had been typing the same line over and over again. But she suspected that was not the case.
Back at the museum they both waved to Sally at the front desk and went up the stairs, Ellie leading the way two steps at a time. At Abby’s office she scuttled behind the desk and moved the mouse around until her work reappeared on the screen, then nodded her approval. She set about writing once again. Abby smiled at the success of her idea as she went back to her own work.
They were both surprised when Leslie appeared at the door. Abby looked at the clock and realized it was already three o’clock. “How’s it going, you two?”
“It’s okay,” Ellie said, throwing her mother a brief glance. “Abby, can you print this out? I want to read it before I go on.”
“Sure, no problem. Do you want your editor to read it too?” Abby slid around behind the desk and showed Ellie how to print, and the small printer behind the desk whirred into life.
“Yeah, okay.”
“What’s this all about?” Leslie asked, looking bewildered.
“I’m writing a book, Mom,” Ellie responded with enthusiasm. “But you can’t see it yet because it’s not finished. Only Abby can see it—she’s my editor.”
Leslie flashed an amused look at Abby. “Well, I can understand that. I hope you’ll show it to me when you’re finished. You ready to go now?”
“I guess. Can I come back tomorrow?” Ellie asked.
Leslie looked at Abby again. “That kind of depends on your editor here,” Leslie said cautiously.
Abby smiled. “Let me check my calendar, but I think I’m clear. If my boss approves, that is.”
“I’ll call you later. Come on, pumpkin—we’re headed home.”
Abby handed the sheaf of printouts to Ellie. “Here you go.”
“You’ll read it today?” Ellie said, with a touch of anxiety.
“Sure. I’ll even find a red pen and make real editorial comments on it, if you like.”
“Yeah, that’d be good. Thank you, Abby.”
Leslie raised her eyebrows at Abby once more, but let Ellie drag her out of the building.
When they were gone, Abby dropped into her own chair, then printed out a second copy of Ellie’s work for the “editor.” She was tempted to read it right away, but she had her own work responsibilities to deal with, and she would have time later. She was still boggled by Ellie’s intense concentration on what had been an offhand suggestion, and was curious to see what she had come up with.
Before she had time to start anything else, her cell phone rang: Ned. “Hey there.” Abby greeted him.
“Hi, Abby. I wanted to apologize for kind of abandoning you yesterday. I completely forgot that we’d carpooled. I hope it wasn’t a problem.”
“No, I caught a ride home. Everything okay?”
“No calamities, if that’s what you’re asking. Can I come over tonight? I can bring Chinese. Or pizza.”
“Sure. Chinese sounds good. Six?”
“Maybe a little after. See you then.” Ned hung up.
Abby sat for a few moments, wondering if she should be annoyed that he had been able to forget she had been stranded without a ride, and then denied that it had been anything important that had distracted him. Did she believe him? Well, she could ask him when he showed up. She turned back to her in-box to see if anything new had appeared.
 
• • •
 
She made it home by five thirty. Since she didn’t have to worry about cooking, she decided she might as well read Ellie’s opus, in case Ellie prevailed and Leslie let her return the next day to work on the rest of it. Maybe Ellie would forget about it entirely and move on to something else—seven-year-olds were not known for sticking to one idea, and there wasn’t any reason they should be. Either way, Abby was curious about what she’d produced. She turned on a light next to a comfortable chair in her downstairs living room and flipped through the pages. She’d set it up for Ellie as double-spaced, like a manuscript, and she had deliberately disabled the spell check function, to see how well Ellie could actually spell on her own. She was happy to see few misspellings. Ellie was a smart kid.
The title still troubled her, but for all Abby knew the story was about a father who kept forgetting to keep appointments. Which reminded Abby that she still hadn’t met Ellie’s father. She settled down to read through the slim pile of pages—about fifteen, she guessed. Based on what little she knew about adult writers, that was a pretty good output for one day. For a young child it was extraordinary.
There were errors, of course—many adults had trouble with spacing and punctuation, particularly with dialogue. There was an abundance of short declarative sentences, appropriate to a second-grade student. But the technical faults faded into the background as Abby was pulled into the story. It was unfinished, and Abby wanted to know more. She went back to the beginning and read through it again, more slowly this time. And nearly jumped out of her seat when the doorbell rang.
She hurried upstairs to the front door to let Ned in. He came bearing a couple of bags that smelled wonderful, and as soon as he was inside, Abby hurried to shut the door and make sure the alarm wouldn’t go off. When she turned back to Ned, he’d put down the bags, and he wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry.”
“Why?” Although she thought she could guess.
“I left you in the lurch. It was thoughtless and you deserve better.”
She’d been right. “I have to say I was surprised, and then I was worried that something bad had happened.”
“I should have called. No, there’s nothing bad, or not any one single thing. But we have to talk.”
“That is always an ominous statement,” Abby replied, retreating a few inches.
“What? Oh, no, that’s not what I meant. It’s nothing bad, or at least, I hope you won’t think so. But there are a lot of things that you need to know, and I think we’ve both been kind of skating around them because we didn’t want to look too hard.”
“Still ominous, Ned. Look, let’s eat before we get into anything serious. And there’s something I want you to see. Let me get it and you can read it while I dish up. Can you wait that long?”
“Of course I can. And I didn’t mean to scare you.”
Abby darted down the stairs to retrieve Ellie’s document, while Ned went toward the kitchen. She was back in less than thirty seconds. “Sit,” she told him. “Let me give you the nutshell version. Leslie asked me to look after her daughter Ellie today—some sitter mix-up. I suggested to Ellie that she try her hand at writing a book. This is what she came up with, in the space of a few hours. I won’t say anything else, save that she seems unusually mature for her age, which is seven.”
Ned looked at Abby, then at the pages in front of him, and started reading. Abby busied herself with plates, bowls and utensils—although she was pretty sure that her landlords hadn’t squirreled away any chopsticks. She opened the white cartons and put eggrolls on a plate, setting all the food on the table. Then she sat down and watched as Ned finished reading.
His first comment was, “It’s not finished.”
“She may be coming back tomorrow. And that was my first response too—I wanted to know more. She’s good.”
“She is.” Ned sat back in his chair and rubbed his face; he looked more tired now than when he had arrived. “Do you have anything to drink? Wine?”
“Sure.” Abby retrieved a bottle of pinot grigio from the refrigerator, along with two glasses. And then she waited, afraid of what was coming.
After he’d poured glasses for both of them, and swallowed half of his, Ned said, “Let’s start with Ellie, because she’s one of the things we have to talk about. As well as what’s in this.” He held up Ellie’s pages.
“All right,” Abby said cautiously.
“I told you Leslie and I were engaged years ago. It didn’t work out, but we parted friends. We’ve kept in touch since, as you know.”
“Yes. She and I have talked about you, although not in any detail. She seems to think of you kindly.” Great—now she was sounding like someone out of a Victorian novel. “Where does Ellie come into this?”
“Ellie is my daughter.”
“What?” Abby’s head whirled—and then some small part of her brain did the math. “Wait, you said you were engaged in college. That was more than a decade ago. Ellie is seven.”
“Yes. And I shouldn’t be telling you this, not without clearing it with Leslie. I wouldn’t have, except for this.” He held up Ellie’s papers. “This changes things.”
“Go on,” Abby prompted.
“Leslie got married a couple of years after we split up. Her husband’s a great guy. They have a rock-solid marriage. But as it turned out, George couldn’t have kids. Damn—I hate to have to do this. You don’t even know the guy, and now I’m telling you his most private details. It’s not fair.”
“Ned, you know I can be discreet. I won’t say anything unless Leslie opens the subject. But you can’t stop now.”
“I know I can trust you. Anyway, George has some obscure autoimmune disease where his own antibodies attack his reproductive cells. Once they figured it out, Leslie told him she still wanted children, and he agreed. So they asked me to be a donor.”
Abby felt simultaneously distressed and relieved. It was a better story than if Ned and Leslie had been carrying on an affair behind George’s back. “Both kids?”
“Yes.”
“And then Ellie comes up with this,” Abby said, almost to herself, waving at the pages on the table between them. “Oh, crap. Ned, there’s more I have to tell you. But at least it makes sense now.”
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Ned stared at Abby, confused. “What? About Ellie?”
Abby nodded. “Remember that Leslie asked me to entertain her one day last week? That was the first time I met her. She’s seen everything in the museum, so I volunteered to take her for a walk. She asked if we could go to the cemetery down the street there. You know I like cemeteries, and I hadn’t had time to tour that one, so it was fine with me. Well, when we were there—” Abby swallowed. “I think she saw someone, a man. I couldn’t see him. And then when we went back to the museum, I made her take my hand to cross the street, and she said it tickled. And I felt the same thing. But if she’s yours, it kind of makes sense. You told me you’d never talked to Leslie about this thing of yours, right?”
Ned shook his head. “Of course not. I was too busy trying to pretend it wasn’t happening. Or that it had gone away as I got older. Obviously I was wrong.”
“Have you spent time with Ellie? Or her brother?”
“Again, no. I’ve met them both, now and then, but I can’t recall that I’ve ever touched them. Leslie and George and I agreed from the start that we would tell the kids when they were old enough to understand, but I didn’t think we’d reached that yet.”
Abby was torn in multiple directions. On one hand, her heart ached for Ned, who now had to face that he had inadvertently passed something that he hadn’t even known about on to his offspring—something that could be a significant problem in their lives. If what Abby suspected was true, Leslie and George needed to know so they could help them deal with it. On the other hand, she was mad at him because his denial of his … trait had brought this about, and only because he had ignored it. If he had been open to it, at least to himself, he might not have volunteered to father a child. How had it happened that she had been more accepting of this peculiarity than he had? Well, of course, she’d had him to help her. But she believed in facing issues—problems—head-on and dealing with them, not ignoring them and hoping they would just go away all by themselves. So here they were, and the problem—Ellie’s apparently shared ability—had just blown up in their faces. And Leslie—Abby’s boss, Ned’s friend—didn’t even know about it yet. There were going to be some really awkward moments ahead.
The cat, newly released from its bag, now sat on the table between them, both a curse and a blessing. Without Abby’s brilliant idea, maybe Leslie and Ned could have pushed the discussion into the future. But now it had to be in the open, and maybe Ellie’s book had forced their hand. It was time that Leslie knew the whole story.
“So what do we do now?” Abby asked. “You know that Leslie is going to want to see Ellie’s story. Ellie may lose interest in finishing it, but if what we suspect is true, it’s going to come out one way or the other soon enough. Maybe through a teacher at her school who notices something odd. Maybe if Ellie throws a tantrum when her mother makes fun of her for seeing things.” Abby hoped that Leslie would be more sensitive than that with her own child, but few people knew how to deal with a child who sees dead people. She certainly didn’t.
“Abby, I don’t know. I didn’t mean for this to happen, and I’m sorry it has to affect Ellie.”
And maybe her brother as well? No, save that worry for later. “At least if Leslie and her husband know about it, they can help Ellie. And you certainly had no reason to think you’d be passing this on.” Before you talked with your mother; before you met me. The thought that if she and Ned ever had a child, that poor baby would be cursed with a double whammy coming from both sides, darted into her mind and she batted it away. They were still a long way from that. “But let’s deal with the most immediate problem: the story. ‘The Man Who Wasn’t There.’ Which, by the way, I think is a brilliant title.”
“It is, especially coming from a kid. Okay, what does this story tell us?”
Abby noted that Ned had changed the subject, just a bit, from what to do about telling Ellie’s parents to what the characteristic of her “gift” were, as revealed in her surprisingly mature writing. But she was willing to cut him some slack. They would no doubt be coming back to the “how to tell Leslie” problem soon enough.
“I think that the two main points are one, that she’s seeing people, and two, that she knows they’re not real. Or at least, not in the here and now.”
“Both accurate,” Ned said. “I might add that she may not have said much to the adults in her world because she knows they would react negatively. Even though they may mean well.”
Like your mother? Abby wondered. But at least Sarah hadn’t ridiculed her son, told him he was being silly. Abby countered quickly, “But then add to that the fact that she wrote this. She specifically told Leslie that she didn’t want her to read it yet because it wasn’t finished, and Leslie didn’t argue. But she knew I was going to read it, because I explained what an editor does and then I told her I was her editor. So maybe it’s a cry for help, or a trial balloon. Or maybe she senses that I would understand, where her mother wouldn’t.”
“You didn’t find the story disturbing?”
“Yes and no,” Abby replied thoughtfully. “If we didn’t know what we—you and I—know, then yes, I might be troubled. If her teacher saw this, she or he might think Ellie was hiding something, and of course everybody’s mind would leap to ‘stalker’ or ‘pedophile.’ And we know that that would make the situation a lot worse. Or else, she’d be saddled with the label ‘overactive imagination.’ But on the positive side, what she describes in the story sounds very much like my own experiences. I see someone, and I don’t know when or why it’s happening, but I’m never afraid of that person. And Ellie isn’t afraid either, in the story—assuming the protagonist is her, in her own mind. It’s interesting that she doesn’t question why this person is there, but that may be her young age—to her, grown-ups do a lot of unexplained things. What does seem sad to me is that the watcher seems kind of wistful. He looks on activities that may be modern, but he’s remembering whatever the equivalent was in his own life. As I seem to keep saying, it’s an extraordinary piece of writing. I really want to see where she’s going with this. Do you think I’ll get the chance? Should I?”
“You do not make things easy, Abby,” Ned said. “If I say don’t tell Leslie anything, just wait and see what Ellie comes up with, it’s like you’re conspiring against Leslie, and I don’t need to tell you that’s wrong on several levels. If you do tell her, she might not believe you, she might get angry or upset, and she might keep Ellie away from you, so you’ll never know any more.”
“Then you talk to her, Ned. To them. Even if Ellie doesn’t understand it now, we can’t assume for her that this will just go away. Or are you saying we should encourage that? Look, I’m willing to say that my life would be simpler if I hadn’t stumbled into all this. But would it be better? I don’t know. I do believe that denying this ability, whatever it is, would be wrong. Just as much as denying a gift for music or art would be. It’s just another facet of the whole.”
Ned was staring at her with an expression she couldn’t read. “I am so glad I met you,” he said softly. “Or you met me.” He cleared his throat. “If I’m honest, I’ll admit that whether or not I acknowledged this thing, I always felt there was something missing in my relationships. I mean, I loved Leslie, or I thought I did then. I enjoyed her company. She made me laugh, and she pushed me to do things I might not have on my own, so she was good for me. But at the same time, I always felt there was something missing. After we split up, I made a few more efforts to get involved with women—I haven’t exactly been celibate—but it always felt like I was walking through a play, saying the right lines. And then you showed up out of nowhere and wham, everything changed.”
“I hope that’s a good thing,” Abby said, smiling.
“It is, even though it’s forced me to reexamine a lot of my own assumptions.”
“It was pretty much the same with Brad. I thought I loved him. I thought I was doing what I was supposed to do—find a nice guy, get married, et cetera. But I must have known there was something missing, deep down. Look at how easy it was to break it off. It didn’t hurt at all. I just took a realistic look at him and didn’t like what I saw. I mean, he’s an okay guy, but we didn’t fit together. And don’t give yourself all the credit for that, either. I really tried to make it work with Brad, and I wouldn’t have considered starting anything with you until we’d split. Although I have to admit that you were so much more tuned in to what I was feeling that Brad ever was, which was part of what made me start reevaluating my relationship with him.”
“Glad I could be of service, ma’am.”
She ignored his flippant remark. “So, what now?”
Ned thought for a moment, and finally said, “Much as it goes against my principles, I think we should wait until we see what Ellie does with the rest of this story. That will tell us something. I acknowledge that Leslie will want to see it, although maybe we should ask Ellie’s permission to let her do that. And if Leslie reads it and reacts the way I think she will, then the two of us will have to sit down and have a serious talk with Leslie. And her husband. But maybe Leslie alone first.”
Abby nodded, once. “I think I agree with you. It does feel kind of sneaky, but we’ll tell Leslie the whole story ASAP. Will she take much convincing, or will she tell us that we’re crazy? And fire me?”
“Let’s give her a chance first. She’s a good person, and she’s smart. And I’m sure she wants whatever’s best for Ellie.”
“And so do you, right?” Abby asked quietly.
“Of course.” Ned stood up. “I should go.”
“Why?” Abby said. “Do you want to stay?”
“Of course I do. But I don’t want to impose.”
That made Abby mad. “Ned, you don’t have to ask permission to sleep with me. Aren’t we kind of past that point?”
“Oh. Well, yes.”
“Look, if it’s an issue always being here, how about I come to your place now and then? Or we set up a schedule? Weekends versus weekdays? Every other day?”
“I … Well … My place is such a mess. I mean, I kind of camp out with a mattress on the floor and sheets over the windows in the one bedroom.”
“Ned, listen to yourself. You sound like some clueless college kid. You should be living better than that by now. Call in a contractor and get it fixed right. Or is it just convenient to have an excuse for not bringing anyone home?”
“No!” he said, obviously dismayed. “I mean, it hasn’t ever been a question, about bringing anyone home. I love the house, I love preserving old things, but I never seem to have time to get anything done there.”
“Why haven’t I even seen it? By daylight? Even if only from the outside? I’m beginning to think you have an entire family stashed there, that you don’t want me to know about. Or you’re raising aardvarks. Or growing pot or making meth. Which is it?”
Ned smiled weakly. “None of the above? Okay, this weekend I’ll give you the grand tour. Will that satisfy your fevered imagination?”
“We’ll see. So, staying or going?”
“I want to stay,” he said firmly.
“Then prove it,” Abby replied with a grin.
 
• • •
 
After a belatedly satisfactory evening, Abby woke up worrying. She and Ned had agreed to “wait and see” about Ellie in the short term, with the promise to explain to Leslie what they thought was going on as soon as possible. By daylight it smacked of procrastination. What startling revelations could Ellie’s next installment provide? Maybe they were both hoping that they’d been wrong about the first part, or that it had been a fluke, and the rest of Ellie’s “book” would turn out to be about kittens and ponies and dealing with mean girls at school. Abby still wasn’t sure whether she’d prefer to be right or wrong about what she suspected. But Ned had a say in this too, now. How had this become so complicated so fast?
“Hey,” Ned said sleepily, breathing into her ear. “Want me to get up and make coffee?”
“I’ll do it,” Abby said, sitting up. “I want to be sure I’m at work when Leslie arrives. You still okay with the plan we came up with?”
Ned rolled over onto his back. “I think it’s the best we can do right now. You want me to come by the museum at the end of the day, so we can talk to her together?”
“But Ellie will be there too. Leslie should be the first to talk to her, right?”
“Yes. Leslie is her mother.”
“And you’re just a donor with psychic genes. But you’re the best person to explain all this to Leslie.”
“No, we do it together. We’ve made more advances working together than I have in the last twenty-five years. She talks to both of us.”
“All right,” Abby said, hoping she’d still have a job tomorrow. “I’m going to start the coffee and take a quick shower.”
Abby made it to work early again, and sat and fidgeted, waiting for Leslie—and Ellie?—to appear. They arrived shortly before nine.
Leslie looked unruffled, so Abby guessed that Ellie had kept mum. “Ellie here has been very secretive about what you two were working on yesterday, but she said you promised she could finish it with your help today. Is that still all right with you?”
“Of course. I can’t wait to see how it turns out. Ellie, will you be able to let your mom see it by the end of the day?”
“Maybe,” Ellie said, her expression uncertain. Was she having cold feet? Abby wondered.
“I promise I’ll help you with it, and I’ll even show your mom all the great things you’ve done. It’s really good, you know.”
“Okay,” Ellie answered, avoiding everybody’s eyes.
“Well, there you go,” Leslie said briskly. “Let me know if you need anything. Maybe we could have lunch, just the three of us?”
“Give me a call if you can get away,” Abby said, crossing her fingers and hoping that Leslie would allow them the time to finish. “We’ll be here.”
When Leslie had left, Abby turned to Ellie, who was looking at her with a really odd expression. “You don’t want your mom to see it?”
Ellie shook her head. “She won’t understand.”
Abby chose her next words carefully. “And you think I understand?”
Ellie nodded. “You see them. I know you do.”
Abby sighed. There were so many ways to respond to that, and so many reasons not to. Ellie was a child—but a child with a special view of the universe. One that Abby understood, if imperfectly. “Yes, Ellie, I do,” she said gently. “And your mom doesn’t?”
Another shake of Ellie’s head, silently.
“I love your story, and I really do want to see how you finish it. And when you do, I will do my best to help you explain it to your mother. All of it. Does that help?”
Finally Ellie gave her a small smile. “Okay. Is your computer on?”
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As she sat in her office, watching Ellie focus intently on the computer screen, typing busily, heedless of errors, Abby felt—what? Scared? Curious? Confused? She wanted to talk to Ellie, tactfully of course, but she wasn’t sure what to do with anything she might learn from that conversation. She wanted Ellie to finish what she was working on, to her own satisfaction. She and Ned had agreed to use that as a guidepost of some sort, but did that even make sense? Or were they just trying to postpone something both of them thought was going to be unpleasant?
Lunchtime came, and Abby hadn’t heard from Leslie. “You hungry?” Abby asked.
“Kinda, maybe,” Ellie said.
“We should go out and get something, then.”
Ellie darted a glance at her. “How about we get some sandwiches and eat them in the cemetery? Yours, I mean.”
This child was beginning to scare her. She couldn’t possibly mean Sleepy Hollow, could she? “Not the one we already looked at?”
Now Ellie was regarding her steadily. “The one where you see the people.”
Okay. Yes. Right. Abby fought off panic. She was still the adult here, still in charge—no matter what this precocious child in front of her seemed to know. “That sounds like a good idea. How much more do you think you need to do on your book?”
“I dunno. It’s almost finished. Maybe I am hungry.”
“Then let’s go now, and you can come back and finish it.”
They slipped on outer clothes and left the building, waving at the receptionist in passing. They stopped at the closest convenience store and picked up sandwiches and drinks, then turned around and kept going back the way they’d come, and beyond. They crossed the next road carefully—it was busy at lunchtime. Abby turned into the first gate they came to at Sleepy Hollow, at the end nearest the town where the oldest graves were, but Ellie waved impatiently. “No, back there.”
She was right, of course, so Abby led the way to the back section, with the more modern tombstones.
Ellie looked at her curiously. “Is this a kind of test?”
“Oh, Ellie, I don’t know. Maybe. Look, I don’t know what we’re doing, and I really don’t know how I’m going to tell your mother any of this. She doesn’t know?”
“Nope. She’d think I was being silly. But you don’t.”
“No, I don’t. How long has this been going on with you?”
“All my life, I guess. I thought everybody saw things. Then people started telling me they couldn’t see what I did. So I shut up.”
“Well, then, I’m newer at this than you are. I hope we can help each other.”
“Is it like being sick?” Ellie asked.
“No, just different. That’s not a bad thing, but sometimes people get scared when somebody’s different, and then they can be mean.”
“I could tell them I’ll put a hex on them. Would that help?”
“I don’t think so, Ellie. For one thing, it would be lying.” Wouldn’t it? “And trying to scare people with old stories like that doesn’t help. I think you’re doing better right now by not saying anything.”
“Even to Mom?”
“Well, we’re going to have to do something about that. Is she in your story?”
Ellie shook her head.
“What about the man you talk about, the one from the title—does he see you? Can you talk to him?”
Ellie shrugged. “Mom and Dad told me not to talk to strange men.”
It was all Abby could do to keep from laughing. Of course they’d given her that advice, but they probably hadn’t figured that it would apply to someone who had been dead for centuries. “That’s a pretty good idea, and I’d stick to it.”
“Okay. Let’s go eat over there, there’s a bench.” She pointed, and Abby didn’t know whether she’d chosen the seat closest to Abby’s own ancestors at random or on purpose. They sat, and Abby did her best to avoid looking for Reeds there.
“You know about all the authors?” she asked.
“You mean, the ones up the hill there? Yeah, sure. Everybody around here does.”
“Have you read Little Women yet? That used to be one of my favorite books, when I was just a little older than you are now.”
“Not yet.” Ellie took a large bite of her sandwich.
“You don’t see any of the people up on the hill here, do you?”
Ellie shook her head, still chewing. Abby didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. What would it be like to watch the Alcotts or the Hawthornes in the former flesh?
When Ellie had finally swallowed, she said, “You like it here.”
“You mean, in this cemetery? Yes, I do.”
“Why?”
“Because it was one of the first places I saw … what you see. It scared me at first, but now I’m kind of used to it. They’re my relatives, and in a way it feels kind of nice to spend time around them. They were all … gone long before I was born, but I’m honoring them now. Does that make sense to you?”
“Yeah. I like this place too, and the others. It’s like the people are happy to see me, because they’re kind of lonely. They’re only here because they were real sad here, but nobody cares anymore.”
“I can understand that.” Abby fell silent as she finished her sandwich. After a while she said, “I guess we should get back and finish that story of yours. Will it have a happy ending?”
Ellie looked up at her. “Does it have to?”
“No. I told you, it’s your story, and you can make it end any way you like.”
“Does it have to be true?”
There was another can of worms: was the man from the title actually feeding her a real story somehow? This was not the time to explore that. “It has to feel true to you, that’s all. And never let anybody tell you what you feel.”
“Okay.” Ellie bounced up from the seat, apparently satisfied by Abby’s answer. “Trash?” she said, holding out her hand. Abby passed her their lunch wrappings, and Ellie dumped them in the nearest trash can as they headed back toward the museum.
Abby’s office was still empty when they returned to it. Inwardly Abby sighed with relief: she’d almost been expecting Leslie to be waiting for them, with steam coming out of her ears. She hated to admit it, but she really wanted Ned to be with her when they jumped into the whole mess. Ellie went straight to the computer and picked up where she’d left off. Abby checked her messages, both on her office phone and her cell phone, to make sure that Ned hadn’t gotten waylaid or invented a sudden business trip to, say, Singapore. Poor baby: he was having real trouble facing something he couldn’t understand and couldn’t control. Maybe that was a guy thing.
“Finished!” Ellie crowed suddenly. “Can I type ‘THE END’ at the end?”
“Sure,” Abby said, smiling. “You want to print it now?”
“Yeah, so you can look at it, editor.”
As Abby leaned over her to hit the Print key, she said sternly, “Now, you know that as a writer you have to learn to take criticism. Nobody writes something that’s perfect on the first try.”
“Okay,” Ellie said cheerfully. “You tell me what’s wrong, and I’ll fix it.”
Abby envied Ellie her simple optimism, that things could be easily fixed. “Can I read through it all at once first?”
“Sure. You got any games on this computer?”
“Not really. But then, it was somebody else’s before it was mine, so there might be something on it. Just don’t delete anything, okay?”
“Got it.” Ellie started clicking through directories while Abby scanned her latest pages.
It was a simple story. It started with a group of kids, with one uber-smart girl named Annie who wasn’t exactly a leader, but who the other girls listened to. One day on a school trip Annie saw a man wearing odd clothes, but when she pointed him out to a friend, the friend couldn’t see him. Annie got mad because she thought her friend was kidding her, but in the end she realized that nobody else saw the man—and so she stopped talking about him.
Abby thought that the story would have been more than adequate, especially coming from a second-grader, if Ellie had stopped there, but she went on with more. After the school trip, Annie went home and told her parents that she’d really liked the place they’d visited, and could they go again, please? Her parents had been happy to take her, so they went the following weekend. Annie saw the man again, but her parents didn’t. But this time the man saw Annie—and he smiled at her and waved, glad to see her again. And that was where the story ended.
Abby shut her eyes and tried to choose what she wanted to say. Or think. Someone who didn’t know what she knew would probably say, oh, nice imagination. Abby knew better. Was it a true story? Wishful thinking on Ellie’s part? Did one of these “people” actually respond to her, or had she made it up for this story?
Abby took a deep breath. After all, this was a child she was dealing with. “Ellie, this is lovely. Tell me, did it make Annie happy that the man saw her?”
“Yeah, because he looked like a nice man, one who could use a friend. And he was happy that she saw him. Hi, Mom!”
Abby turned to see Leslie waiting in the doorway again. “Hi, Leslie. Come to collect your budding writer?”
Ellie interrupted eagerly. “Mom, I finished the story, and Abby says it’s good! Can you read it now?” Ellie’s gaze flickered briefly toward Abby, and Abby could tell that Ellie knew exactly what she was doing: she was hoping to tell her mother what was happening, at least indirectly—to bust the whole thing open, right now. Oh, God, she was not ready for this. Where was Ned?
“You want to come to my office while I read it, sugarplum?” Leslie replied.
“Sure.” Ellie stopped and turned back to Abby. “Thank you, Abby. I had a nice day.”
“I did too, Ellie. Leslie, let’s talk after you’ve read the story, okay?”
Leslie looked harried. “Sure, but I don’t have a lot of time. I’ve got to pick up Peter at day care and then start dinner.”
“Whenever you have time, then,” Abby said. She wasn’t about to insist, but she had a suspicion that Leslie would be back sooner rather than later.
Abby was glad to hear Ned’s voice in the hall, and she realized she’d been gripping the edge of her desk like it was a life raft. He walked into her office and the first thing he said was, “What’s wrong?”
Abby handed him the last part of Ellie’s story. “Just read it. Leslie’s reading it now.”
He took it and sat in the other chair. It took him only a couple of minutes to read through it, and then he sat back and looked up at the ceiling. “The kid can really write.”
“Yes. What about the content?”
Ned looked at her for a long time before answering. “It scares me.”
“Good. Because it scares me too. You think what she wrote is real?”
“I don’t know, but it’s certainly possible.”
“What do you think Leslie’s going to say?”
“Why don’t you ask her yourself?” Leslie stood in the doorway. “Ned, why am I not surprised to see you here?”
Ned stood up quickly. “Leslie—”
Leslie ignored him. She held the printout of Ellie’s story crushed in her hand. “Ellie really wrote this?”
Abby faced her squarely. “Yes, she did. I didn’t help.”
“She says it’s a true story.”
“Yes,” Abby said, then stopped, wondering where to go next. So Ellie had come out with it—and now her mother wanted an explanation, of course.
“Yes, it is true, or yes, that’s what Ellie told you?” Leslie demanded. “Because that kid has got one vivid imagination.”
Here we go, Abby thought, then said, “Leslie, it’s not just her imagination.”
Was that a flicker of fear in Leslie’s eyes? Had she sensed something, or discounted a few too many unexplained comments coming from Ellie? “What the hell do you mean?”
Abby glanced at Ned, who looked miserable. “I—we believe that Ellie sees people who aren’t there, just as she described. People who are dead.”
Now fear and anger battled in Leslie’s expression. “You’ve got to be kidding me! She’s a child! Smart, yeah—but I didn’t think she had this kind of problem. And why the hell are you talking about this?”
“Because Ned and I see them too.”
The color drained from Leslie’s face, and she made a kind of choking sound. It took her a few seconds to regain control of herself. When she finally managed to speak, she said, her voice hard, “Obviously we need to talk about this, but we can’t do it here, and I don’t want Ellie to overhear us, in case we kill each other. Abby, I assume you know the whole story, about Ellie … and Ned?” Her gaze was cold.
Abby wasn’t about to back down. “Yes, but there’s a good reason for that.”
“I should damn well hope so. Here’s what I want. I’m going to call my husband and tell him I’m bringing Ellie home and I want him to take both kids out for the world’s greasiest fast-food dinner and then to whatever Disney movie is playing within ten or twenty miles from here, and then we three can talk. Got it? Be at my house at six thirty. Yeah, Abby, I know you’ve never been there, but I’m sure Ned can fill you in.” She turned on her heel and marched toward her office before either Ned or Abby could say anything.
Abby and Ned looked at each other. “Well, I guess it could have been worse,” Abby ventured. “If she’d had a weapon, maybe.”
“It’ll get worse. It’s not over yet.” Ned’s expression was grim.
That was not encouraging. “How can we begin to explain this to her? Is Leslie the type to explode?”
Ned shook his head. “She’s given herself some breathing room now—smart move. She’ll listen to what we have to tell her, but I don’t think she’ll be too happy about it.”
“I know I wouldn’t be, under the circumstances. Ned, I’m sorry this had to happen, all of it.”
“Well, it has, and it’s just as well that it did now. Ellie’s writing that story and sharing it means she’s reaching out for help, and Leslie needs to understand that. And it’s certainly not your fault. You couldn’t have known this would happen when Ellie sat down to write the story.”
“And I thought Ellie would write something cute and simple,” Abby said bitterly. “Look, Leslie knows about us, as a couple, I mean. But she doesn’t know about the other thing. And you told me you’d never said anything about it to her?”
“Right. I hoped I’d never have to.”
He looked so unhappy that Abby came out from behind her desk and laid a hand on his face. She felt an immediate relief. No matter what they were dealing with, at least the two of them were on the same wavelength. “We have to be careful that we don’t come across like we’re ganging up on Leslie, which I guess means that we have to give her the story from the start. I mean, how we came together, and why. If she’ll listen.”
“Agreed. And we have to be careful that Ellie doesn’t get the wrong idea about any of this. Her parents—Leslie and George—love her, and she knows that. She doesn’t have to know that I’m involved.”
“Unless she takes one look at you and guesses. That kid is scary intuitive. By the way, she all but dragged me to Sleepy Hollow today and made us sit down next to the Reed tombstone. No, I didn’t tell her anything about them. She said she went there because she knew that was where I was seeing what she saw.”
“Damn,” Ned said, with something like wonder.
“Exactly.”
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Abby wasn’t sure how she managed to fill what was left of the afternoon, fiddling with projects on her desk but mostly worrying about the meeting with Leslie later. “Meeting” sounded so cold, but “visit” certainly wasn’t appropriate, and “chat” was too trivial. She couldn’t fault Leslie for the way she’d reacted: to learn out of the blue that your child was either crazy or possessed supernatural powers had to be shocking, especially when you were at your workplace looking forward to nothing more than normal daily tasks. She and Ned had at least had time to get used to the idea of some weird connection to their past, not that either of them could claim to understand it, but that didn’t make it any easier to explain it to somebody else.
This confrontation wasn’t the best way to present what few facts they had, but was there any better one? At least Leslie would be on her own turf, which might make it easier for her. She didn’t know Leslie well, even though she’d worked with her for over six months now. But they’d never actually socialized, apart from a few boss-employee lunches. Plus Leslie was a few years older, married, with children, so they had little common ground. She did like Leslie, and always had. Abby admired her energy, her enthusiasm, her ability to make quick decisions that usually turned out to be the right ones. She was a good employer. But they had never crossed over the line to discussing things like politics or religion—or seeing ghosts.
Abby would have said that Leslie didn’t have a psychic bone in her body, if that quality was embedded in the bones. She had to believe that Ellie’s ability came from Ned, her biological father. Which was something else Abby shied from thinking about. She could understand it, objectively: Leslie had known Ned well, knew he was intelligent and kind and hardworking—and apparently healthy. All good qualities when looking for someone to father your children. Whatever deal they had cut between them, Ned had agreed to stay out of their personal lives, and it looked as though he had barely met his daughter, Ellie, or at least had not seen her recently. Since she was old enough to notice things. Since she had grown into her powers. And Ned hadn’t known about that, because Leslie hadn’t, couldn’t recognize them, and he had never told Leslie because he believed he had squelched them. Obviously denying a reality, no matter how peculiar, wasn’t going to work anymore.
Abby wanted nothing more than to put her head down on her desk and cry, but that wasn’t an option. Ned had stalked out shortly after Leslie left, muttering something like “I need a walk,” and hadn’t returned by five. She felt a bit abandoned, and she was also mad at herself for feeling that way. Dealing with Ellie and Leslie was primarily his problem, but she was involved because she had brought everything out into the open, if inadvertently. She hadn’t meant to upset the apple cart. She hadn’t been looking for anything out of the ordinary. But that had also been true when she moved to Massachusetts with Brad, and then all this mess had happened, so her track record didn’t look too good.
Ellie. She should focus on Ellie. What was done, was done. Ned was her father, and Ellie was old enough to begin to understand the world. From what Abby had seen of her, over a couple of days, Ellie was extraordinarily bright, and surprisingly mature for her chronological age. Abby wondered how well she did in school. Did her teachers recognize anything special about Ellie? Or because she was so smart, did she get bored easily and end up making trouble? Or had she already learned to hide the parts that nobody else seemed to understand? No matter what, Ellie was smack in the middle of this mess, and Leslie couldn’t wish it away or pretend it wasn’t happening. It seemed very clear to Abby that whatever understanding they all arrived at, what was best for Ellie had to be at the center of it. Her job and Ned’s was to try to make Leslie understand as much or as little as they did, and then to help hear deal with her uniquely gifted child.
Ned finally reappeared just as most people in the museum were leaving. “They just let you come and go as you please here?” Abby greeted him.
“More or less. I’m a donor, and they know me. I’ve got a lifetime pass.”
“Do we have time to talk about this whole mess? Before we try to talk to Leslie?”
“We have to, but not here. Let’s go get a coffee and find a place to sit.”
“Okay.” Abby gathered up her things and followed him out of the building—wondering if Leslie would let her back in tomorrow. Of course, if Leslie fired her she could sue, since she’d done her job well. It might be interesting to see Leslie try to explain why she had fired her. But that wasn’t the point. Whether or not she had a job after today took a backseat to figuring out what to do with Ellie.
She and Ned found a coffee shop, nearly empty at this time of day. They ordered coffees, then sat at a table away from the few other customers.
Ned spoke first. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?” Abby burst out. “You didn’t ask for whatever you have. And I’m just as guilty, because it looks to me like you’d been getting along just fine with whatever-it-is, until I showed up and stirred up trouble.”
“Well, that wasn’t exactly your fault, either. And during the house tour I could have handed you that cup of tea, waited until I thought you were steady enough to go home, and forgotten all about you. I was the one who prodded you to look further.”
“And here I thought it was because of my big blue eyes, not my visions of dead people.”
Ned smiled into his coffee. “Well, that was part of it. But I knew there was something else. Look, if I’d thought you and Brad were happy and well matched, I would have stayed out of the whole thing.”
“But you listened to me for like fifteen minutes, and took one look at Brad and me together, and you decided it wasn’t going to work. I would be a lot angrier if I didn’t think you were right. Although I really did have to wonder then why some woman hadn’t already snapped you up. You looked like a good catch. Did you deliberately avoid close relationships, after Leslie?”
“Maybe. Look, I’m not comfortable talking about all this”—he held up his hand before Abby could protest—“but I know we have to, for Ellie’s sake.”
At least they agreed on that. “How do you think Leslie will take it?”
“I don’t know. But we need to be clear about what we think is happening with each of us.”
“But we don’t want to sound like this is rehearsed, because like I said, I’m worried that it will look like we’re ganging up on Leslie. It’s not like we have to get our stories to sync up—all we can do is tell her what we think is happening.” Abby hesitated before going on, “If what we believe is true, does that mean you’ll have to be more involved in Ellie’s life? You haven’t been up ’til now, right?”
“That was the agreement that Leslie and I reached, and I accepted that. In case you’re wondering, I haven’t spent time lurking around Ellie’s school or her home, hoping to catch a glimpse of the child, or Peter either. I agreed that I would play no role in her life or Peter’s. Whenever Leslie tells Ellie the truth, then Ellie can decide what she wants to do.”
“Well, it looks like that moment will be here pretty quickly. I almost wonder if Ellie has an old soul parked inside her—she knows and sees more than a child her age should. You might want to be prepared: she may take one look at you and throw herself into your arms, crying ‘Daddy!’”
Abby took a sip of her coffee, mainly to give herself time to gather her thoughts. “What’s Leslie’s husband like?”
“George? Good guy, works hard, loves the kids. It’s not like we discuss him a lot.”
“How is he going to take this news about Ellie?”
Ned shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve only met the guy once or twice and that was a while ago. We don’t exactly socialize, given the situation. How does anybody take this kind of thing? Disbelief? Denial? Anger?”
“All of the above. At first, at least. We’re not going to settle anything tonight. We’re just going to explain how we got to this point. Right?”
“Right,” Ned said, looking unconvinced.
Abby checked her watch: still too soon to leave. “How did you do in school?” she asked Ned.
“Huh? You mean grades, or how I got along with the other kids?”
“Both. And don’t forget teachers.”
“I did well, but wasn’t pushy about it. I got good grades, and teachers loved me, but I didn’t volunteer to answer every question, because that would have been obnoxious and all the other kids would have hated me.”
“Did you have many friends?”
“A few. Never a lot. I mean, I didn’t like clubs or group activities. I wasn’t into sports, at least not competitively. What can I say? I liked to read. I watched television. I did my homework. If I was a kid now, I’d probably spend a lot of time playing high-end video games.”
“Or designing them,” Abby added. “You noticed that in Ellie’s story, the protagonist—the star—seemed pretty much like Ellie, except Ellie called her Annie, but she was part of a group of girls. When she saw the man, she tried to share that with the other girls, but it didn’t take her long to realize nobody else was seeing him, so she clammed up. But she—the character—took it in stride, didn’t make a big thing about it. And then this Annie got her parents to take her back to where she’d seen the man, to make sure she’d really seen him, and to check if her parents saw him too, which was pretty smart and pretty subtle for a child. But she didn’t tell them that’s what she was doing. And she learned that they didn’t see anything, and she accepted that. If Annie is a proxy for Ellie, then Ellie’s probably more well-adjusted and smarter than I am.”
“Which is why she needs someone in her life who understands what’s going on.”
“Agreed,” Abby said. “You don’t want to imagine what’s going to happen when her hormones kick in a few years from now.”
Ned held up both hands. “Please, can we not go there right now? I hope we’ll all have a better handle on things by then.” Now it was his turn to look at his watch. “We’d better go. It would be a bad start to this whole thing if we showed up late.”
The ride to Littleton was brief, as Abby knew. They parked in front of a well-maintained contemporary house in a tidy development that looked like it had been built in the 1950s. “Are you ready?” Ned asked.
“Do I have a choice? I’m not going to wimp out and hide in the car.”
“Then let’s do this.” They both climbed out of the car, but Leslie had opened the door before they were halfway up the front walk. She didn’t say anything, just stared at them as they approached, then stepped back to let them into the house and closed the door behind them. “In there,” she said tersely, pointing toward the dining end of the living area. So she was treating this like a business meeting. They sat around the table, with Leslie at the head.
“George and the kids are out for maybe three hours,” Leslie began, “if they get ice cream after the movie. I have a feeling that this little talk may take longer than that, but we have to start somewhere.” Leslie’s voice was tight, and Abby guessed she was trying hard to remain calm and reasonable.
“What does George know?” Ned asked.
“Right now, nothing. I haven’t decided what I’m going to tell him. Or Ellie. But right now, I want to know what the hell is going on.” A brief flash of anger. Leslie turned to Abby. “How did you end up in the middle of this? Was that story that Ned fed me when I hired you true? Any part of it?”
Abby cleared her throat. “Leslie, I think we have to start at the beginning. When Ned suggested me for the job, neither of us had a clue about what was going on. He was doing me a favor. He’d only known me a couple of weeks by then. Hear us out, will you? Because we don’t have many answers, but we’ll tell you all that we know.”
Abby started off, once again explaining how she had ended up in Massachusetts, and her tour of the Oakes mansion in Waltham, and Brad—all things that Leslie had heard at one time or another. Leslie sat stone-faced, but at least she was listening.
Then Ned picked up the thread, explaining how he had directed Abby to sites he knew about where ancestors might be lurking, and what had happened to Abby there. Which of course prompted Leslie to ask, how had he known about them, which in turn led to a whole discussion of Ned’s odd ability to see dead people, and how he had ignored it for so long, and how Abby had somehow ripped the bandage off and precipitated a whole new series of events. And how they had discovered that mainly they were seeing the same ancestral family, so there might be some genetic component. When they had run out of words, the three of them sat in silence for a time.
Finally Leslie spoke. “Ned, you’re telling me that you believed you had this, uh, thing, but you never mentioned it when we were together?”
“I thought I had erased it. If it was ever real.”
“And when we were talking about—”
“I told Abby about your request that I help you … make Ellie. I had to, because she’d already sensed something about Ellie.”
That didn’t make Leslie look any happier. “Something about my child, who I’ve raised since her birth, and Abby noticed this in about fifteen minutes?”
“But only because she shares it!” Ned protested. “Most people would never notice anything unusual.”
“Right. Anyway, you never thought to tell me about this ability of yours when we were making Ellie?”
“Leslie, I’m sorry. I thought it was gone. And I had no idea then that it could be passed on. It’s only recently that we’ve figured out that Abby and I share common ancestors. And my mother has it too, but she never told anyone, not even my dad. Certainly not me. She and I didn’t talk about any of this until last week. When Abby insisted.”
“And do you have any idea about what I’m supposed to do now?” Leslie demanded. “Now that you’ve told me all this crap that I’m supposed to swallow? Sorry—is that disrespectful to you psychic types, calling your talent ‘crap’?”
“Leslie,” Abby began quietly, “I wouldn’t have believed any of it either, except it’s happened to me. I can’t undo it. But from what little I’ve seen, I think Ellie is already way past where I am. I think she can handle it, but she’s going to need help.”
Leslie stood up abruptly. “You really have the nerve to sit there and tell me how to raise my child?” There was a red flush creeping up her neck. “Get out. Both of you. Abby, I don’t know what to do in the long run, but I don’t want to see you for the next few days. Stay away from the museum. Ned, I can’t begin to tell you how angry I am with you. I thought you were a friend, and you come to my house and dump this on me. It’s not fair to me, it’s not fair to Ellie. So get out. Stay out of my way. I don’t want to hear from you or talk to you. Go, now.”
Ned and Abby exchanged glances, but there seemed to be nothing to say. “I’m sorry, Leslie,” Ned said softly. He took Abby’s arm and walked her to the front door. Leslie still hadn’t moved from the table.



  
    Seeing the Dead
    
  




  
22
 
After Abby and Ned had reached the car and settled inside, they couldn’t seem to move.
“Well, I suppose that went about as well as it could have, all things considered,” Abby said dully. “And Leslie acted about the way I expected. I can’t say that I blame her. What happens now?”
Ned stared straight ahead, through the windshield, into the dark. “I don’t know.”
“How long will it take her to cool down?”
“Maybe a year or two? Seriously, you’ve seen more of her recently than I have. What do you think?”
Abby pondered. “I think it’s a good thing that she threw us out so she could think this through. At least she didn’t say anything irretrievable. Or fire me. Exactly.”
“Yet. She still might.” Ned rubbed his face, then turned to face her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that. She’s a fair woman, and once she calms down she’ll know she can’t take this out on you. But she might not want to see your face for a while.”
“I know. I can understand that.” Abby tried to remember what the balance in her checking account was, and how long it might last in this rather pricey area. Or maybe she should clear out of town, find someplace cheaper to live and a new job to pay the rent, and not even try to deal with Ned or Leslie or Ellie. But that would be the coward’s way out.
“You’re not thinking of bailing out, are you?” Ned asked anxiously.
Once again he seemed to be reading her mind. “How do you do that? Know what I’m thinking? It’s spooky.”
“It’s a logical question. You have every right to pack up your bags and go.”
She turned to face him. “Go where? I don’t have a home. I may not have a job. I guess I could crawl back to Maine and live with Mom and Dad for a while—that’d be real fun. I don’t think there are many jobs available up there, but at least they don’t know about this seeing spirits stuff. My mother lives entirely in the present, or the near future, like when to buy new curtains for the living room or what to fix for dinner. In a way that’s reassuring, but at the same time, I couldn’t begin to explain to her what’s happened and why I ended up back on their doorstep. Remember, she liked Brad.”
“And your father?” Ned asked.
Abby paused to figure out the best way to describe him. “He’s quiet. Thoughtful. Surprisingly observant, particularly when you think he wasn’t paying attention. He loves my mother, and still thinks she’s wonderful after all these years. They have a good balance between them. And of course they both love me, but like I said, I don’t think they’d understand this psychic stuff.”
“Maybe you underestimate them.”
“You haven’t met them,” Abby said. Abby had gone to Maine for Christmas, but Ned hadn’t gone with her. She hadn’t seen her parents since. “With Mom, what you see is what you get. She’s a good person—warm, practical, supportive, kind—but she has no patience for things she can’t see—and fix. Dad, on the other hand …”
She stopped, wondering why she had never given much thought to her father’s family tree. She knew he came from old New England roots, as did her mother, but Abby had come upon her mother’s ancestors first, and had only begun taking genealogy seriously a few months ago. Her father’s lines were still blank, but maybe she should check them out too. She might just have the time to do that now, at least until her money ran out. She refused to contemplate what it would mean if everybody in the family proved to have this peculiar ability.
But if she’d inherited this from her mother’s side of the family, which looked likely, it had clearly skipped her mother. Maybe it was a recessive trait? Maybe it was erratic? Maybe there was no scientific logic to any of this?
It was only then that Ned said softly, “Are you bailing out on me?”
Abby was slammed with a wave of guilt. How—or why?—had she put anyone, everyone, ahead of Ned? She loved him, didn’t she? She needed him, especially now, if they were ever going to sort out this maybe-hereditary, maybe-paranormal thing she had fallen into. “Oh, Ned, no! Of course not. I’m being selfish, worrying only about what affects me. But we’re in this together.”
Ned didn’t look at her. “It seems to me that all I’ve done from the beginning is complicate your life.”
Abby rushed to reassure him. “You can’t say that. Maybe it was a huge coincidence that I started seeing my relatives at the same time I first met you, but it could have happened any time. And I would have been scared and confused, and I wouldn’t have known what to do, and you know Brad wouldn’t have been any help … Ned, I can’t do this without you. Face it, we’re linked forever. It sounds sappy, but we’re connected in ways most people can’t even imagine. Please don’t think I’m pushing you away.”
She reached out a hand to him, and he took it, and Abby felt the tingle of connection immediately. Ellie had said holding Abby’s hand tickled, and maybe that was the best way for a child to describe it. But it could be so much more! And Ellie would have to come to understand that, somehow, going forward. “Okay?”
Finally Ned smiled, relief in his eyes. “Yes. Abby, we should eat. It’s getting late.”
Reluctantly Abby released his hand. “I don’t think I can face a restaurant. I can probably throw together something at home.” Home—that was laughable. She was a passing visitor in someone else’s house, where she kept her clothes and some food, period. Not hers. She didn’t belong anywhere.
“Then let’s do that. I’ll stop at the museum so you can pick up your car.”
“Oh, right. Thank you.” She was so upset she’d forgotten that they’d arrived together and her car was still waiting in the parking lot.
Ned pulled up at the museum a few minutes later and let Abby out next to her car, promising to meet her at “her” house. She stood for a moment, watching him pull away, then looking at the museum, all its windows dark. She enjoyed working here. She liked teaching kids, especially when she was talking about history—and she certainly had some rather unique perspectives about colonial history to offer, only she couldn’t talk about those. But if Leslie was angry with her, a state that might go on for a while, it would be difficult to work with her. Abby was sure that Leslie would be fair and would go by the book, but there would be a tension between them that might interfere with Abby’s effectiveness. She should volunteer to quit, to save everyone the trouble, even though she really liked the place. She’d have to make up a good excuse to give to the people she knew best. Maybe a sick mother would do. Something to think about.
Abby started her car, pulled out of the driveway, and followed Ned’s path to her temporary home. He was already there, leaning against his parked car, waiting for her. She parked alongside his car, got out, and walked into his arms.
“Don’t worry, Abby. We’ll figure something out,” he murmured into her hair.
“Yeah, we probably will. I just wish I knew what. Come on, I’m getting cold.” She pulled away from him and walked to the door and slid the key in. Opening it, she disarmed the alarm, then let Ned in and turned on some lights. “I think I’ve got eggs and bacon and bread, unless you can find inspiration in my cupboards.” How lame was she? Apparently she could barely feed herself.
“Let me take a look.” Ned started rummaging in the few cabinets that held foodstuffs and came up with several cans Abby couldn’t remember buying. Maybe they’d come with the place. Leaving Ned to his search, Abby pulled a bottle of wine from the fridge, found a pair of glasses, and poured. Then she sat at the small table in the kitchen and watched Ned move competently around the kitchen.
This was not the life she had planned. Camping out in a stranger’s house, afraid to stray beyond her own arbitrary, self-imposed boundaries. Feeling like an intruder. She was past twenty-five; she’d always assumed she’d have a “real” job and a home, or at least a place with her name on the lease, and a guy somewhere in the picture. Maybe not marriage, but commitment to someone steady. Love.
Well, there was Ned. Did she love him? She thought so, but their relationship was so entangled in this whole ghost thing that it was hard to separate the two. If neither one of them, or only one of them, had had this ability, he would have made a likely choice: intelligent, educated, responsible, skilled, good-looking and great in bed. Abby almost smiled at the order in which she’d arranged those adjectives. Funny, Brad had shared a lot of those, at least on paper, but what he’d lacked was simple empathy. He never really “saw” her, or anyone else, for that matter. In her he’d seen a nice-looking appropriate mate who fit well in his career path, and that was as far as he’d looked. The minute she had come to him with a real problem, something that had her tied up in knots, he had bailed. Or maybe he had bailed before that, since by the time Abby reached out to him he was already sleeping with the significant other of a colleague. What a jerk!
Ned was not an alpha male. Ned was a loner. Ned was empathetic—but there were hidden reasons for that. Could they make it work? They probably understood each other better than the majority of married couples, but would their shared abilities make living together too difficult?
Ned set a plate in front of her and sat down in the chair next to her. “You’ve been quiet.”
Abby picked up a fork and ate a few bites of excellent scrambled eggs, with some jalapeño peppers and onions added. “Good,” she said, pointing her fork at the eggs.
“Thank you. Do you want to talk about it?”
“The eggs?”
“No, Abby, the whole stinking mess that is our lives, singly or together.”
“We have to.” She stopped herself: that was a mealy-mouthed response. “Yes, I want to talk about it. Don’t you?”
“Yes. It’s not just us anymore.”
“And we’re responsible adults. I know. If it hadn’t been for Ellie, would we have just skated along the way we were? Dabbling in ghost hunting on weekends?”
“We could have, although that wouldn’t have been fair to you. But that’s moot now.”
“It is. So what now?”
“I love you, Abby. I think I did before all this stuff started, although they were kind of simultaneous. But I know that the more I heard about Brad, and then when I met him, the more I wanted to ride in on a white horse and rescue you.”
That made Abby smile. “That’s sweet. Although Brad was a mess of my own making, and I kind of had to get myself out of it on my own. But it was a nice thought on your part.”
“I still feel the same way,” he said. “I feel like it’s my fault that your life has gotten so messed up, but I don’t know what to do about it. I never thought that Ellie would come into it.”
“Maybe one or another of our ancestors or even the whole lot of them conspired to disable the babysitter and forced Leslie to bring Ellie to work and dump her in my lap. Heck, maybe Ellie is the prime mover behind all of this and she orchestrated it.”
Now it was Ned’s turn to smile. “I guess we can’t eliminate any possibilities at this point. We could watch a couple of days of ghost movies and see if anything seems relevant. Wouldn’t it be odd if many of them were true, at least in part, and only the right people could see it?”
“Ned, as much fun as it is to joke about it, we have to come up with a plan. Okay, so I’ve probably lost my job, and I have to move out of this place within the month, and I have no money. But those are things that can be fixed. What we need to worry about is Ellie. She’s already aware of her ability, to some extent.”
“Agreed. We—and by that I mean all of us—can choose to ignore it for a while, but that may be harmful to her, and eventually she’s going to ask more questions. So that’s not an option. What we need is more information.” Ned stopped to think. “Maybe you should look on this hiatus that Leslie handed to you as an opportunity.”
“What do you mean?”
“I know it may be only a few days, but use the time to do as much research as you can. We have to have something a little more concrete to take to Leslie, if we want to convince her that we’re not both crazy and that Ellie needs our help. Go back to the libraries, the historical societies. Go through the documents online. Try to frame a coherent theory, one that hangs together. Then we take it to Leslie.”
“You are such a scientist! You want to convince Leslie with facts, all neatly lined up. What you’re missing is that she’s a mother and she’s terrified of something she doesn’t understand, that directly affects her child. I don’t think logic will be enough, not right now.”
“Do you have any suggestions?” Ned asked.
“Well, I agree I can use the time doing research. But somehow we have to humanize this, put a personal face on it, without scaring Leslie even more. And I hope Ellie knows that we’re trying to help her—I don’t know what Leslie’s said about me, and if Ellie asks, what she’ll say about why Ellie can’t see me again.”
“Why don’t we just hold a seance?” Ned said bitterly.
“You know that’s bunk,” Abby told him. “It’s not like these people come when they’re called. They seem to be attached to particular places. And besides, we can’t move objects around with our minds, or conjure up voices from beyond the grave. But buried in there somewhere there’s a valid point: people want to believe in ghosts, or whatever you want to call them. They seek out mediums and mystics, even though they may suspect they’re charlatans, because they want to hold on to some hope. And maybe, just maybe, that wish persists because a small bit of it is true: they are out there, and some people do see them. And I don’t think the dead want to harm us, or that they linger for any particular reason. They lived, they died, and they left some tiny portion of themselves behind, and that’s all there is.”
Ned was staring at her. “Abigail, you are an amazing woman. You’ve made more sense out of this in six months than I have in twenty-five years. All right! We do our homework, and then we confer and come up with the best explanation we can.”
“I know where I can look, but what will you be doing?”
“I’ll come at it from a different direction,” he said. “With science.” He didn’t elaborate. But Abby was tired, after a long and stressful day, and she didn’t feel like pursuing it at that moment.
“So we have until the weekend to sort things out,” she said. “I know the Littleton Historical Society will be open on Saturday, so I’ll go through the other resources before that so I can use my time there wisely. You’re sure Leslie doesn’t share some ancestors with you back up the line?”
“It never occurred to me to ask. If I give you her maiden surname and date of birth, can you work with that?”
“Did she always live around here?”
“I think so.”
“Then I can put together something basic, I think. But that’s not the top priority. What we really want is a clear line from your past family through your mother and you to Ellie, showing that this sort of thing has popped up before, and that may not be easy to demonstrate.”
Ned stood up. “I have boundless faith in your abilities. Uh, am I staying? Or would you rather have some time to yourself?”
“Idiot—you have to ask? Besides, I can sleep in tomorrow—I don’t have to be anywhere.”
The one plus she’d found so far with her suspension, but it was a good one.
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Ned left early the next morning, and Abby lay in bed, listening to the birds wake up outside. What should she do next? Funny—she’d gotten used to having the structure of a daily job to shape her days. She’d been uncomfortable when she and Brad had been together and all she’d had to do was unpack boxes and hang pictures. It had made her feel like a leech, or a servant. Brad had taken her frustration at not having a job as an insult, a statement that his income wasn’t good enough. He hadn’t recognized that she needed to feel useful and productive, as much as he did. And he had thought that what she cared about—teaching children—was beneath her (or his?) dignity. Coming back to it at the museum had made her happy, although by then Brad hadn’t been around to see that.
All right, she knew she didn’t have a job for the next few days, at least, and maybe longer, depending on whether or when Leslie cooled off. Abby had to admit that even if she and Leslie managed to work things out with each other, it might not be a good idea for Abby to keep working at the museum—too uncomfortable for everyone involved.
Or maybe not; maybe Leslie would prefer to keep her around as a psychic consultant of sorts, to help her manage Ellie’s abilities as she grew up. And on the side, Abby could shake hands with every schoolchild who passed through the museum and see if she could identify any others. She could create her own psychic children’s army for—what?
This was getting ridiculous. She flung back the rumpled covers, jumped out of bed, and headed for the shower.
Upstairs in the kitchen she made coffee, toasted a bagel, and sat down at the table to think. But soon she found herself staring out the window, her mind drifting. She’d felt depressed yesterday, after all that had happened, and things had looked bleak. But maybe Ned had been right. Maybe this time off—even if it was open-ended—was a blessing in disguise. She could finally dig in and fill in some of the blanks on her family tree, and start new ones for some other lines that Ned either didn’t have or hadn’t shared with her. And definitely one for Leslie. She didn’t know what the rules were for this ability. She was now pretty sure that some part of it was hereditary, but put two people with that ability together, related or not, and it was somehow reinforced or magnified. Maybe Ellie’s gift had suddenly blossomed merely because she’d met and spent some time with Abby (something she wasn’t about to suggest to Leslie).
But Abby had doubts about that last part. Ellie had seemed to expect to “see” the man in the first cemetery—which hinted that she’d seen him, or others like him, before?—and Abby couldn’t even see him. And that story Ellie had written showed that she had already given it some thought. Abby had always found that there was something wonderful about children in general: they accepted the world they knew without judgment. If you started “seeing” people, you thought that was normal until other people started telling you that they couldn’t see them and that you were weird. Abby had no idea how many children might possess this ability, only to have it trampled on by peers or parental pressure. Hadn’t there been something like that in Mary Poppins? Or The Once and Future King? Of course, she hadn’t ever noticed anything like that in herself when she was growing up, and it had only emerged because she was under a lot of emotional stress—trying her best to deny that Brad was not the right man for her, living in a new place, with no job or friends—and because she had simultaneously encountered Ned, who both had the ability and the same ancestors as she did. The combined influences had been inescapable—assuming the underlying ability was there. Other, more normal people might just have had a nervous breakdown.
Abby smiled at herself. All things considered, she had managed to cheer herself up, and she felt pretty good right now. She had better get started on sorting things out, so she pulled out a pad of lined paper and started making a list. First bullet point: she needed to find out as much as she could about the Perrys of Littleton, since that seemed to be the nexus here, or maybe she meant the catalyst. But she’d already combed through the online resources pretty well, and she suspected that the best bet for additional information would be the historical society, which wasn’t open until Saturday. She might be able to call and set up an appointment sooner, but she’d keep that idea in reserve. Bullet point two: fill in Ned’s family tree. He’d long since given her a printout of what he had, which is how they’d determined they shared ancestors, but she needed to enter the data into her program and see where they intersected with her own. Which led to bullet point three: sort out her own father’s tree, which she had ignored so far—there might be more connections there that she didn’t know about. Bullet point four: put together a basic tree for Leslie. Maybe her family lines intersected too, but Leslie, like Abby’s mother, hadn’t received the right combination of genes, or had managed to erase the ability years ago, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a recessive psychic gene lurking somewhere. Abby wouldn’t know unless she looked.
And for a change of pace, Abby could roam through any local cemeteries and “call” for relatives and see who showed up. Or she could visit wherever the property records for Middlesex County were kept and see where Henry Perry and his family might have lived, and then check out those sites. Abby could picture herself laying hands on trees and rocks, or even a building if the earlier ones survived, and waiting for someone to appear. She’d probably get arrested. She smiled again, imagining how she could try to explain what she was doing to a local police officer. Not a good idea, although checking locations wasn’t a bad one. She’d keep that on the list.
While she had been sitting at the table, the sky had darkened and was now dumping rain on her view. April showers, or more likely, April downpours. That made her decision for her: online research today. She cleared off her scant breakfast dishes, retrieved her laptop and her research folders, and spread everything out on the table.
A few hours later she took a break for lunch and to refill her coffee mug. The rain continued, spattering against the window. Starting from scratch to build—plant?—anyone’s family tree was painstaking and tedious. Sometimes that didn’t bother her, because it was like embarking on a hunt, weeding out the false trails, spotting errors. But now there was a greater urgency, and as she was well aware, when she got tired it was all too easy to make mistakes or overlook something, which only made things worse.
After a quick lunch Abby dug into her research again. When she was bored with trying to sort out tangled family relationships, she took a stab at finding land records, but for the areas she was interested in, only the last quarter century or so was available online. To view the real earlier records she’d have to go to Cambridge, another idea she filed away to think about. Right now she had to decide what route would pay off most quickly, because she wanted to give Leslie as much information as possible when they met again, which could be as early as the weekend.
What Abby found online convinced her that going back to the Littleton Historical Society was the best solution. While their holdings might be small, they were the most relevant, and most of their records had not been published so weren’t available anywhere else. How did it happen that Leslie and her husband had settled there? Was there a family connection, or had the choice been driven by proximity to their respective work places and/or affordability? Had they bought their home before or after Ellie had been born? (Abby shuddered to think that Ellie might have directed them to that location while in utero because that’s what her ancestors wanted.)
Abby stood up and walked around the kitchen, just to get her blood flowing again. Outside it was growing dark, a damp gloomy dark, and she fought to keep the weather from dragging down her mood. She boiled water for a pot of tea, which might be more soothing than yet another cup of coffee; if she drank much more of that, her fingers would be so jittery that she couldn’t hit the right keys on the keyboard. While she waited for the tea to brew, she reviewed what she’d collected, trying to sort out the critical points. She had a skimpy family tree for Leslie: no genealogical connection that she could find, although it could be hiding further back in history than she had gone. Either way, she thought it was safe to assume that Ellie had inherited her ability from Ned, not Leslie. Abby and Ellie had not seen or felt the same things, so maybe Ellie’s ability had come through a different line of Ned’s, one that Abby did not share. It made a kind of sense, since she had seen Henry Perry several times where Ned hadn’t, and Henry was connected only to her, not to him.
But her ability to “see” people from the past was still growing, leapfrogging over Ned’s. Of course, she was now open to it, mostly, while Ned had been suppressing it for most of his adult life. His might come back, if he wanted it to, or not. She had no idea where she would end up with hers; she would definitely have to learn how to control it if she went much further.
She was so focused on her thoughts that she jumped when she heard her cell phone ring. She retrieved it from her bag and recognized her mother’s number. She felt a moment of panic: how many lies was she going to have to tell her?
She hit the Connect button. “Hi, Mom!” she greeted her, in a cheery voice that sounded false to her.
“Hi, darling,” her mother’s warm voice replied. Abby swallowed a sudden urge to cry. “How is everything? We haven’t heard from you lately.”
“It’s been kind of crazy around here,” Abby said. It was certainly true, but not the way her mother would imagine. “You know, Concord makes a really big thing about Patriots’ Day. Oh, right, you probably don’t pay much attention to that. But it’s a state holiday here, and since Concord is where things started, they have a parade and reenactments and all sorts of things like that.”
“And your museum takes part in that?”
“Of course. We’re right on the path. In fact, we have one of the lanterns from Old North Church that sent Paul Revere off on his famous ride. Half of the ‘two if by sea,’ if you will.”
“Oh, my! Are you still enjoying the job?”
If I still have one. “Oh, yes. The kids are great—I’m so glad to be working with them again. And of course, there’s so much history to work with around here, it’s easy to put together programs.”
“And didn’t you tell us that you were going to have to move out of the house where you’re staying? When’s that happening? Do you know where you’ll be going?”
“I haven’t really decided yet, I’ve been so busy. But I’ve got until the middle of next month to find something.” With no income—that was going to be fun.
“What about that nice young man you told us about? Are you still seeing him?”
Abby had been careful to limit her comments about Ned, for fear that her parents would insist on driving down to meet him, and she really wasn’t ready to face that. She hadn’t been before this whole mess had exploded, and she was even less so now. “Yes, now and then. But I don’t know yet if it’s serious.” That was a monumental understatement, if not a bald-faced lie.
“I know you took some time off at Christmas, but can you sneak in a short visit with us? You and your young man? We’d love to see you.”
Abby swallowed again. I’d love to see you too, Mom, and Dad, but not until I’ve sorted out some kind of important things. “Maybe once the school year is over—I won’t have so many programs to manage. Besides, summer’s nice in Maine.”
“Then we’ll look forward to that!” her mother replied happily, grabbing the suggestion and turning it into fact, but Abby could hear the disappointment she tried to cover, that they wouldn’t be getting together sooner.
“How’s Dad?” Her father never initiated phone calls, and in fact hated talking on the phone.
“He’s well, dear. A little problem with his sciatica, but that’s always better come summer. It’s the winters that are hard for him. But he’s out in his woodshop now, planning all sorts of home repair projects, as usual. I wish he’d finish up the old ones before he starts something new, but that’s your father for you.”
“Mom! You make him sound like an old man! He’s only, what, fifty-something? And you know he does really nice work—he’s very meticulous.”
“Almost sixty, but he won’t admit it most of the time. And yes, his work is lovely, but don’t tell him I said so. He never cleans up his sawdust until it requires a shovel. Don’t you worry about us, sweetie, we’re fine. I just wanted to hear your voice.”
“I’ll see what I can work out for a visit, Mom. Say hi to Dad for me.”
“And you give our best to your … friend. Ed, was it?”
“Ned. I will. We’ll all get together sometime soon. Love you, Mom!”
After they’d both hung up, Abby was reminded that she hadn’t done anything with her father’s family tree. That could wait until tomorrow. Unless she decided to brave going into Cambridge and looking for land records. Where had Henry Perry lived? Would it make a difference if she knew? And where had he died? She had yet to find a record for that; a few sources suggested a general date, but only because others had found no mention of him after a certain point. One more small, frustrating problem.
The phone rang again, and this time it was Ned. “How’re you holding up?”
“I’m keeping busy and making lists. But I can’t say I’ve found anything earthshaking. Oh, and my mom called. I kind of promised we might all get together this summer, but I kept it pretty vague.”
“Abby, you don’t have to hide me from your parents, and I’d be happy to meet them, as long as you’re comfortable with that.”
“I know—I’m just being weird about it. You have anything new? Have you talked to Leslie?”
“No. I’m not going to try to call her yet, and she hasn’t called me. I’m not surprised. What’s on your agenda for tomorrow?”
“More of the same. If I’m feeling brave I’ll look for land records in Cambridge, but I think I’ve got enough else to keep me busy.”
“Why don’t I come over after work tomorrow and we can compare notes?”
“I’d like that. I’ll go food shopping.”
“Good idea,” Ned said, and she could hear the smile in his voice. “I’d hate to find your shriveled corpse, after you’d starved to death.”
“I’m not going to let that happen. Besides, I’ve got other plans for you.”
Ned chuckled. “See you tomorrow.”
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The next day was much the same, although at least the rain had stopped, and Abby was beginning to go stir-crazy. Damn it, she liked having a job. And while for the moment she had a project that occupied her time and most of her mind, she still felt like it was a little self-indulgent. And then she corrected herself: she and Ned had stumbled on a problem that went beyond themselves, affecting Ellie and who knew how many other people. Leslie might not like what they had to tell her when they met again, but she couldn’t just wish it away. Or, heck, maybe she could, with the right psychotherapist for Ellie and the right medication. Wasn’t that what people did with kids these days? If a pill could control ADD, was there a pill that might work for seeing dead people?
She shook her head, although there was no one to see. This was not a matter for jokes. She poked around the Internet, looking for additional useful genealogical information, but all she found were snippets—nothing that explained anything, although there were some nice stories. In between she looked at listings for apartment rentals and was horrified at the rents. At that rate she’d have to live in a cave in the woods, if she didn’t have a job. Even if she did have a job, maybe. Not encouraging.
She called up the lovely colored maps of local towns that she had already downloaded. Looking at them, both for the region and for the individual towns in the immediate area, she was reminded once again of what a newcomer she was. She hadn’t even realized where the towns were in relation to one another. Mostly Ned had driven her around the area, or she had gotten in her car and followed a main road or GPS instructions without paying any attention to whether she was going north, south, east or west. With the old maps in hand, now she could see the lay of the land—and as a result, some of her research into various family lines made more sense. Ancestor A and Ancestor B might have lived in different towns (each with their own sets of records), but in reality they had lived only a mile or two apart.
She pulled up one image for Littleton in 1856 and looked at the details. One of the nicest things about the older maps was that they actually named who lived in which house—although the names could be read only if you had very sharp eyes or a magnifier. Or could zoom in on your computer screen, which Abby did. The map probably didn’t show everyone who lived in town, since only homeowners, not those who merely rented, would have been included on the map. But at least it gave Abby a snapshot of who was where for the mid-nineteenth century.
She pulled up another website and looked through censuses for Littleton. Henry appeared in 1810, but not in 1820, which had led to the inference that he had died between those dates, absent a death record, something she had not been able to find. However, his son Reuben appeared up until 1860. In the same place as his father? Abby checked the adjacent listings for other names, then compared those to the 1856 map, and discovered that several of the near neighbors from the census did appear on the map. Gotcha! Abby said to herself. Maybe you didn’t own land, but I know where you were. Funny—the location was right around the corner from the historical society. She could check it out tomorrow. And she promised herself she wouldn’t touch anything.
That small discovery was the high point of her day. After that she hit a long series of dead ends, and by mid-afternoon she decided to give up and go grocery shopping, as she had told Ned she might. Maybe she’d pick up a bottle of wine, too. Maybe she’d find a complicated recipe online and make that as a surprise for Ned—to keep her busy with something that had nothing to do with anybody’s family, past or present.
Shopping took up another hour, and then she started cooking. She was still at it when Ned arrived, also bearing a bottle of wine. “Great minds think alike,” Abby said, laughing, as she opened the door to him, “or maybe we both want to get drunk. Come on in.”
He hung up his coat and followed Abby to the kitchen. “Sit,” she commanded, pointing to the table. “I’m running behind with dinner, but it really doesn’t matter, does it? Tomorrow’s Saturday. You know, with this much time on my hands I could make sure every vegetable cube measures exactly one-quarter inch per side.”
“That sounds important,” he said. “Want me to open the wine?”
“Please.”
While he wrestled with a corkscrew, Abby swept the chopped vegetables and herbs into a simmering stewpot and set the lid on it. “There. Done for now. Where shall we sit?”
“Most people use the living room,” Ned said.
“Do you know, I don’t think I’ve spent more than ten minutes total in the living room here? I feel like an intruder. I once checked through the vinyl records on one of the shelves—we seem to have similar tastes—but other than that I keep thinking I should tiptoe in there. I just don’t feel right.”
“Give it a try—you might be missing something,” Ned said.
“Why not?” Abby led the way to the tastefully furnished, spacious living room, which looked like it had been bought as a package from a catalog. Sure, people who knew that their home would be occupied by others for a part of each year might not leave all their precious personal mementoes scattered around, but this room felt curiously impersonal. She sat in an overstuffed armchair, and Ned selected another one. After a couple of moments of silence, he asked, “Not exactly your style, is it?”
“Not at all. I guess that’s good to know, in case I ever get the chance to decorate a place of my own.” She took a sip of her wine. “So, did you hear from Leslie today?”
Ned shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”
Abby wasn’t sure either. “She’s got a lot to work through, and I doubt our peace of mind is her main concern.”
“I know. I’d just like to know what’s going on. I’d hate for this to drag on, particularly for you.”
“I agree, but I think we have to wait for Leslie to make the next move. On my end, I’ve been going crazy staring at a computer screen all day, tracking assorted ancestors.”
“Anything useful?”
“I think I’ve figured out where Henry Perry—you know, the guy I saw at the Littleton green and you didn’t—lived in 1800, and his son after him. I’m not sure that helps us much. Mostly it’s my own curiosity. That and having the luxury to actually dig into the searches, not just skim the surface. But I wanted to be ready for tomorrow, when I’m going back to the historical society in Littleton.”
“What do you hope to find there?” Ned asked.
Abby sighed. “I’m not sure I know anymore. I’ve been trying to figure out Ellie’s background. Of course, it’s entirely possible that her ability is just a coincidence, but given her link to you, I don’t think so. It’s too bad the two of you can’t spend more time together—maybe you could figure out if you both see the same people. But either way, working at the local level is fun—you never know what you might find. There’s always the chance that things or papers that somebody stuck in the attic a century ago and forgot about, then gave to their local historical society—rather than throwing them out, thank goodness—may hold an important clue. But if I come up dry there, I have no idea what I’m going to do next. And I won’t have any answers for Leslie. You and I share a common link; you and Ellie must; and so far I can’t link Leslie to anyone. What about you?”
“I haven’t had time to do much digging. Or thinking, for that matter. I’m sure you’re doing a great job covering the online research, but I don’t know where else to look either. If my mother had been more tuned in to this all along, she might have collected information, but she wasn’t and she didn’t. I’m sorry—that doesn’t help you much.”
“Help us,” Abby corrected him gently. “We’re in this together.”
“So we are. Thank you.”
A timer went off in the kitchen, and Abby jumped up. “Time to add the next installment of chopped whatever.”
“When is this going to be finished?”
“This week, I hope. The recipe suggests cooking it for five hours, adding ingredients at intervals, but I think we can compress that a bit. More wine?”
“Great.” Ned followed her into the kitchen and resumed his earlier seat. “Anything else we can talk about while we wait? World affairs? Good books?”
As Abby stirred the pot she said, “I looked at rental listings today and got depressed. Everything is so expensive around here. If I’m not working at the museum, I can’t afford to stay in this neighborhood. Well, without a job I can’t afford to live anywhere, so ‘where’ is kind of irrelevant.”
“Abby, I can help,” Ned said.
Abby replaced the lid on the pot and turned to face him. “But I don’t want your help! I don’t want anybody’s help! I’m a competent adult. I’ve got a good education, and I’ve got relevant experience, and references—well, maybe not from the museum—and I want to work. I want to prove that I can live on my own.”
“What about me?” Ned said, his voice low.
“I … don’t really know how to answer that, Ned. And I’m not being coy or asking for any declaration from you. Are you offering me money? Or are you asking, what happens if I find a great job six states away?”
“Both, I guess. If you’re worried about staying independent, I can make you a loan, with documents and everything. But maybe I’m missing the point.”
Abby sat down across from him and refilled her wineglass before answering. “Maybe you are. Look, we’ve got something special going on between us, but because of this ‘seeing the dead’ thing, we kind of leapfrogged over a lot of the normal steps for a relationship, like getting to know each other, meeting the parents, charting a course for the future. Okay, it’s been six months, but there are still things I don’t know about you.”
“What do you want to know?” he asked.
“For a start, where do you work? I’ve never even called you there. I’ve only got your cell number.”
Ned looked briefly embarrassed, and Abby wondered why. Was he going to tell her he was unemployed and dead broke? Or that he’d been pretending to go to some office every day? Maybe he was a pimp and didn’t want one of his “girls” to pick up the phone. Finally he said, “About ten years ago I started a small company called Newhall Analytics in the suburbs west of Boston. We were one of the first labs around here to do detailed analyses, mainly of DNA, for a variety of purposes.”
“You mean, CSI kind of stuff? Medical? What?”
“Some of each. We have contracts with some of the state agencies to look at things that might affect criminal issues, and they pay pretty well. You’ve probably read some of the news coverage about the shortcomings of the state-run labs, and sadly enough, we’ve benefitted from that. The income from that side of the business supports our research efforts. We undertake some studies that the pharmaceutical companies have passed on because they couldn’t see a big enough payout down the line.”
“You founded this company?” Abby said slowly. “Just you, or were there other people? Friends? Investors?”
“Yes, to both. But it was my concept, and I still retain a majority of the stock.”
“There’s stock?”
“Yes. We went public a few years ago.”
“Uh-huh.” Abby tried to figure out how to phrase her next question. “What’s your net worth, if you don’t mind my asking?” Since you haven’t bothered to volunteer even a hint of any of this until now.
“Eight figures, last time I checked.”
“I see.” Well, that wasn’t exactly true. In fact, it wasn’t true at all. Abby did not see. Ned had, from the beginning, presented himself as an ordinary guy. He wore khakis and plaid shirts and volunteered to give tours of old houses. He drove an ordinary car. He wore an over-the-counter watch. He got up and went to an office somewhere every day. Now he was telling her he had millions?
He was watching her anxiously. “Abby, say something. Anything.”
Much to her surprise, what Abby found herself saying was, “You’ve been lying to me, all along. Not telling lies, but lying by omission.”
“I suppose I have. I figured you—like a lot of people—would see me differently if you knew I had a lot of money in the bank.”
He was probably right, Abby thought. “Maybe. To your credit, you haven’t thrown it around, trying to impress me. What does Leslie know?”
“Leslie and I were involved years ago, and the company hadn’t taken off then. Things didn’t really change until I took it public. I was in a very different situation when we were together. I haven’t exactly made a point of updating her on my financial status. I do make nice gifts to the museum, among other places, but she’s never commented on that. And I’ve established a trust for each of her children. She doesn’t know that yet.” He stared at her, trying to read her face. “You’re angry.”
Abby found that was true. “Yes. I am. You hid all of this from me, even when we started getting … close. What about all this seeing the dead stuff? Was that just a con?”
“No! Everything I told you about that was true. I couldn’t have made it up. Are you really going to say that what we have isn’t real? When we touch? Don’t you feel it?”
Abby chose her words carefully. “I believe that part is real. It’s all the rest that’s the problem.” For which she had herself to blame, in part. She’d been so busy dealing with the mess that was her life that she hadn’t asked questions. She’d just been grateful that Ned was there.
“Abby, I just didn’t want to overwhelm you with everything at once. You were having enough trouble as it was.”
“Oh, and you decided that I couldn’t handle the truth? You don’t seriously think I’m a gold digger, do you?”
“Of course I don’t!”
“When were you planning to tell me about … everything else?”
“I don’t know. I mean, how could I tell you when we met? ‘Hello, can I get you a cup of tea, by the way I’m a millionaire.’”
“Is that why I’ve never seen your house?”
“No! No matter what you’re fantasizing, it’s not a mansion. It’s exactly as I’ve described it—a gorgeous Victorian that’s falling down from neglect and a lot of stupid renovations. The expensive part is the location, not the house itself. I like Lexington. I grew up there. When the property came on the market, it happened that I could afford it. I haven’t taken you there because it’s a dump and barely livable at the moment.”
“You have the money to fix that,” Abby pointed out.
“Yes, I do, but I like to work with my hands. I think carpentry is fun, and relaxing, except that I can never find the time for it. Besides, there hasn’t been any reason to finish it. Until now.”
His last words hung in the air between them. Abby tried out and rejected several responses. Ned Newhall was thoughtful and considerate and she had thought he really understood her—the real struggling her, not the cheery public her who liked to teach young children. But they’d jumped straight into research into all those dead relatives, just as the rest of her life was collapsing around her. They still hadn’t had a discussion about where their shared life might be going, and now he had thrown a big monkey wrench into the middle of it.
“Abby? Please? Say something.” He looked so miserable that her heart twisted.
She took a deep breath. “Ned, I’ve said this before. I want to prove that I can stand on my own two feet—to myself, to my parents, and to you. What you’ve just told me … well, maybe it’s good news, but I need to come to terms with what it means to me. To us. Can you understand that?”
“I’m trying to, Abby. But I have to say, what we have, what we’ve shared over the past few months, it’s something special. Maybe even unique. I don’t want to lose you, Abby.”
“Then let me work this out for myself.”
“What about Leslie? And Ellie?”
Abby had conveniently forgotten them. “I’ll talk to them with you, if that’s what Leslie wants.”
“Thank you. You want me to go now?”
“Yes. Please.” He stood up, and she stood up too, and escorted him to the door, going through the ritual of disarming the electronics. She was careful not to touch him; she even stepped back when he reached out a tentative hand.
He gave her a long, wordless look, then finally said, “Good night, Abby.” Then he turned and walked out into the darkness.
Abby shut the door behind him and leaned against it. She was surprised to find tears running down her cheeks.
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I am so stupid! Abby lay in bed, staring at the darkness and wondering what was wrong with her. The man she’d been involved with, dating, sleeping with, whatever, for the last several months had announced, oh, I happen to be a millionaire, and she’d told him to get out. Most people would consider that insane.
But she felt betrayed. She’d come to trust Ned and to depend on him, and all the time he’d been hiding something pretty major from her. She hadn’t pushed too hard for the details when he tossed off casual comments about going to work, or taking a work-related trip. She knew he had more than one degree and he did something scientific, but that was as far as it had gone. It had been easy not to ask, and she had to admit she thought they were on the same page as far as values and principles went, so why rock the boat? And what they had, it had been good—hadn’t it? Ned was everything she could want in a man—smart, sensitive, supportive—but he had left out some big chunks of who he was. Rich. Famous? No, she probably would have seen that in the paper, or overheard something.
Which prompted her to get out of bed, turn on some lights, and find her laptop, which she dragged back to bed. She sat cross-legged on the bed and booted it up, then Googled Edward Newhall, and watched as pages of references appeared. If she wanted, she could trace the entire history of his company, which was pretty much as he’d outlined it. He’d founded it with a couple of college buddies, more than a decade earlier; they’d landed some lucrative contracts; they’d issued an IPO a few years back, that had gone very well, with the stock price taking off from the first day and never looking back. The great American success story, right there on the page.
References to his personal life were few and far between. No society snapshots of Ned in a tuxedo with a gorgeous blonde on his arm at the symphony or an exhibit opening at the MFA. No scandalous gossip tidbits linking him with the wives or exes of celebrities the ordinary person might recognize. No lawsuits. No criminal record. She almost laughed out loud when she found one small reference to “reclusive millionaire entrepreneur Edward Newhall.” And that was all. Okay, so Ned wasn’t living the lifestyle of the rich and famous—that much was pretty clear. Was that his choice? Or was there some fatal flaw that he’d managed to conceal from her until now? He was a serial killer who kept bodies in the basement of that ramshackle Victorian? That idea at least made Abby smile.
So why did she feel bad now? Because she thought they had shared everything, inside and out. Instead he’d been making decisions about what she should or shouldn’t know, and he’d withheld a lot. Not just that he clipped his toenails in the living room or was allergic to spinach, but that he was very, very rich. He hadn’t trusted her to react well to that news. What had he thought she would do?
Probably not what she had done, which was push him away. Her reaction had been immediate and unthinking. Now what was she going to do?
She had no idea. She wasn’t about to declare that they were finished, but she wanted to let her new knowledge of him sink in, and at least guess at what difference that might make between them. In any case, they’d have to see each other, because they still had to deal with Leslie and Ellie. Abby wasn’t about to walk away from that, for Ellie’s sake. If this seeing the dead thing was real—if she wasn’t psychotic or hallucinating—and Ellie shared it, she would do anything in her power to help Ellie understand it and manage it. And to keep Leslie from freaking out, if Leslie would even talk to her, about which Abby had some doubts. But Ellie needed help, and that was Abby’s first priority—not Leslie’s feelings, not her own job security, not even her relationship with Ned. When she had chosen to become a teacher, it was for the children. Ned was an adult who could flounder his way through any coming conversation as best he could, because he’d kind of failed to fill in Leslie about some important aspects of his life as well. Hmm, there seemed to be a pattern there. He liked to hide things. Or was he in deep denial? He didn’t believe he was different from anybody else? Seeing dead people and making millions were just little quirks. For a smart man, Ned Newhall could be kind of dumb.
That conclusion made Abby feel better, although she didn’t want to examine too closely why. She shut off her computer, turned out the lights, and managed to go to sleep.
 
• • •
 
Things did not look brighter in the morning. I have a rich boyfriend, Abby thought. Except he never bothered to tell me he was rich. What a ridiculous problem to have! At least she’d cooled down a bit now, but she thought Ned should stew in his own juices for a short while. He’d probably call when he heard from Leslie, and they could talk after. In the meantime, she could look forward to some precious hours at the Littleton Historical Society, although she didn’t expect to make any startling discoveries. Mostly she hoped to confirm the bare outlines of what she had learned from other sources.
She was waiting at the door of the historical society when a woman approached, clutching a heavy ring of keys. “Good morning!” the woman said brightly. “Are you here to do research?”
“That’s what I hoped. I wish you were open more often.”
“You’re not the only one. But then, we’ve got only the administrator—that’s me, and I’m Helen—and volunteers. If we’re real lucky, now and then we get a grant, but that usually has to go for operating expenses or to patch the roof. Come on in,” the woman said, turning on lights as she went. Abby noticed her nudging up a thermostat on one wall too—the interior felt a bit damp. “What are you looking for?”
“I’m doing some genealogy research on the Perry family that lived here in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. I already got a good start a couple of weeks ago—Esther Jewett was helping me. Is she around?”
The woman was staring at her with a peculiar expression on her face. “Uh, not right now, but maybe I can help you today. What have you learned so far?”
“Well, I’ve done a fair bit online, and …” Abby outlined what she had discovered so far, ending with, “And then Esther showed me the original town record books in the back room.”
“Oh, dear God,” the woman whispered. Then in a stronger voice she said, “You were lucky, then—the public isn’t usually allowed back there. Did you find what you were looking for?”
“I did—lots of Perrys, going back to the Revolution and before. That was all I had time for the one time I was here. I wanted to find out more about Henry and Reuben Perry—they were my lineal ancestors. You know, where they lived, what they did. Where they’re buried. I looked in the cemetery in the middle of town but I didn’t find them there. But then, I know a lot of people never had tombstones made, so they could be there and I wouldn’t know it. What do you suggest?”
“Let me see what we’ve got in our files. I know there’s a transcription of a nineteenth-century journal here—it’s never been published—and I think we may have some property records too. Give me a second. Oh, sit down and make yourself comfortable.” Helen hurried away toward the back. Abby took off her coat and extracted her notes and printouts.
Helen was back in a couple of minutes. “Here’s what I mentioned,” she said, laying some yellowed manila folders on the table. Then she hesitated before saying, “You might want to push the Perry line back a couple of generations, too—there are some interesting stories there. Well, I’ll leave you to it. Come find me if you want more.”
“Thank you,” Abby called out to Helen’s retreating back—she had left in a hurry. Then she dug into the new material.
The more she read, the more she was amused by the picture of the Perry family that emerged. Father Henry had been a model citizen, serving in two wars, raising a family, including two sons who had served in the Revolution. His namesake Henry Junior had lived nearby and had followed his father’s model. Reuben, on the other hand, came across as what Abby could only call a loser. He seemed perpetually short of money, to the extent that he had been on the public dole for a while. The town had offered him money to take in his aged mother, after father Henry had died, but that hadn’t lasted long, since the next entry in the town book reported that mother had moved herself out, saying she couldn’t tolerate living with her son. Reuben had died penniless, and the town had had to cough up the funds to bury him, although she couldn’t find where. Was there a potter’s field in Littleton? Her ancestor Reuben was a real charmer. It didn’t surprise Abby that his daughter Mary Ann had left town quickly and married a man from somewhere else.
All this was fascinating, but it wasn’t contributing anything to the problem she faced with explaining things to Leslie and Ellie. What had Helen said? She was supposed to look further back into the Perry history? That wouldn’t take long. She leafed through the hard copies of the vital records the society kept on hand and found nothing noteworthy. It was only when she returned to the early years of the town records that she came upon what Helen must have been hinting at: the record of the death of Henry’s grandfather John Perry, in a prison in Cambridge in 1692. He had been awaiting trial for witchcraft.
Oh, boy. Abby swallowed hard. All right, she knew what most people knew about the brief witchcraft frenzy around that time—the accusations, the trials, the hangings. There were a lot of theories about what had really gone on. Suggestions had included mass hysteria (which seemed most likely); some sort of widespread poisoning by a substance that could have been ergot in grain, which caused hallucinations; or even local economics, since most of those accused had been widowed women who were sitting on nice inherited pieces of property that other people coveted. Which didn’t stop a handful of people from believing in witchcraft, or stop modern Salem from selling crystals and candles and going a bit crazy around Halloween, or so she’d heard.
But … what if John Perry really was a witch? What if he’d passed down …
“Excuse me?” Abby was jerked out of her reverie to find Helen standing in front of her. “Can we talk?” Helen asked.
“Uh, sure, fine. What did you want to talk about?”
Helen glanced around nervously, but there were no other researchers in the room, and it was late enough in the day that Abby thought it was unlikely that any more would be arriving. Helen sat. “I almost didn’t say anything, but the more I thought about it, the more I figured I should. Feel free to laugh at me if you want, because this is really weird.”
Abby was mystified. “Go on. And I’ve heard some pretty odd things myself.” Particularly in the last six months.
“Okay.” Helen stared at her hands, which were twisting around as though they had a life of their own. “You said you were here two weeks ago, right?”
“Yes, that’s right. That time I called ahead to make an appointment so I could be sure someone would be here, but I didn’t say what I was looking for. Why?”
“I remember your call, and I was going to meet you here. In fact, I’d already arrived and opened up, when there was one of those minor emergencies at home and I had to leave in a hurry. Everything turned out fine, but afterward I realized I had left the door unlocked, I was in such a rush.”
“Okay,” Abby said cautiously. “But Esther was here. I just assumed she was keeping the appointment. Wasn’t she supposed to be here?”
“Well, that’s the problem, you see. Uh, Esther hasn’t been anywhere for quite a while.”
Why was Helen having such a problem spitting this out? “You mean, she’s been confined to her home?”
“No. She died six months ago.”
Oh. Oh, no. Abby’s head swam, and she noted her own response to that news with interest. Never had that happen before, nope. Wow. “But I spoke to her! We talked. She knew why I was there. I even paid her!”
Helen, having spit out the worst of her news, eyed her with something like pity. “Can you describe the woman you saw?”
“She introduced herself as Esther Jewett—that was the first time I heard her name. She was old, short—kind of hunched over, with osteoporosis. But her voice was strong. I remember thinking she could have been a hundred.”
Helen nodded. “Esther was ninety-four when she died. She’d lived in Littleton all her life, and generations of her family before her. She volunteered here for years, and knew more about the history of the town than anyone else I’ve met. Strong woman, knew her own mind. But she’s dead.”
“Would someone have impersonated her?” Abby asked, grasping at straws.
“I can’t see why. And there aren’t that many women of that age in town, and none who would know our collections well. I can’t explain it.”
Abby thought for a moment. What the heck—by now Helen had probably already labeled her either crazy or a liar or both. “Has anyone else seen Esther since she … passed?”
Helen’s eyes widened, the whites showing. “You mean, you think she’s a ghost?”
“Helen, I don’t know. What I do know is that I talked to an elderly woman, and she pointed me toward the right documents. Other than that she left me pretty much alone. Do you happen to have a genealogy for her family here?” Abby said, surprised that she managed to keep her voice steady.
“Of course. Esther did one decades ago. You want to see it now? I mean, you look kind of pale. If you want to leave and come back another day, that’s all right.”
Abby suspected that Helen would be happy never to see her again. “I’m fine, really. I’m just trying to make sense of what you’ve told me. I talked to Esther here two weeks ago, but Esther couldn’t have been here. Did she have children? A sister?”
Helen shook her head. “No, Esther was the last of her line. She’d outlived every relative she knew about.” She stood up. “Let me get you her family tree.”
Abby was glad to have a moment to sort out her chaotic thoughts. It couldn’t be. She was used to seeing the dead now, but had she really had a conversation with one of them? She tried to remember the details of her visit. The door had been open when she arrived—Helen had said she left it open by accident, so Esther hadn’t had to open it. Could ghosts move objects? Esther had certainly looked solid—but where was it written that ghosts had to be transparent? Then Esther had directed her to the town records—in a part of the building usually off limits—but the books had already been on the table, so Esther hadn’t needed to move them either. Abby had paid Esther—but Esther had asked her to leave the money on the table, rather than taking it from her. So as far as Abby could remember, Esther had not touched or moved anything while Abby was there. But they had talked to each other; they had carried on an actual conversation. This was not an echo of the past, this was here and now. And Esther was dead.
“Here we go,” Helen said, laying a sheaf of papers in front of Abby. “I’ll give you a minute to look it over, and if you want, I can give you a copy. But then I really should be closing up.”
“Sure. I’ll be quick.” Abby was pretty sure Helen wanted to get rid of her. She wondered if she would be allowed back in the building.
She pulled Esther’s genealogy toward her and started leafing through the pages, but she was pretty sure what she would find, and it didn’t take long. Esther was descended from Thomas Perry, son of “her” Henry, by his first wife. And Henry was the grandson of a witch.
“Did you want a copy?” Helen interrupted her yet again.
“Yes, please. Oh, can you tell me where Esther is buried?”
“Certainly—the cemetery just across the highway, outside of town. I’ll get you those copies now.”
The cemetery she hadn’t seen, not the one she had. It figured. And she’d have to go directly by the property where Henry and Reuben had lived. It all made sense, in a crazy way.
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After accepting the copies from Helen and paying her for them, Abby went out the front door of the building—which Helen slammed shut behind her—and sat down on the granite steps, her legs suddenly weak. Two weeks ago … after she’d seen Henry Perry on the green. Was that what had brought Esther out? Out from where? Of course, Esther didn’t have any sort of schedule, so she could have popped out whenever Abby showed up. Had she been waiting for her? Would she have tracked Abby down if Abby hadn’t visited the historical society? What was Esther’s range? Could she go anywhere she wanted, or was she somehow tied to Littleton? What were the rules for this ghost business?
She shut her eyes, the better to recall the woman she’d seen. She hadn’t sensed anything out of the ordinary. She’d seen what she expected to see: a living breathing woman, although she’d been older than Abby had expected. Obviously Esther had been the right person to talk to, since she knew the Perry family history inside and out, and had pointed Abby in the right direction. Had Esther somehow engineered Helen’s absence? That seemed ridiculous—more likely it was just a lucky coincidence.
Why was it that every time she thought she had a handle on things, the universe threw another curveball at her? She was okay with seeing flashes of dead people, if she interpreted it in terms of residual energy. That made sense to her. They had left an imprint behind that for some reason she could “read.” And it seemed that the imprint faded after her first sighting, like the electricity had been discharged. But Esther was a different case altogether. She’d been right there in front of her, talking to her, like any ordinary human being.
When she’d sat down on the steps, she’d felt too shaky to think of driving. After a few minutes Abby felt steadier, and she knew what she had to do: go look for Esther, even though that sounded absurd, even to her. The only place she could think to look was the cemetery where Esther had been buried. She knew where the highway was, and Helen had said the cemetery lay just beyond it. It should be easy to find.
Once in the car Abby concentrated on driving slowly and carefully; she couldn’t afford to dwell on what she had just learned or what she might find at the cemetery. The cemetery was, as she had expected, no more than a mile or two away. When she reached it, she turned into the driveway and parked near the entrance, since she had no idea which way to go.
The cemetery was built on a low hill, rising up from the road. The older stones appeared at the nearer end, which meant that Esther would be closer to the top. Would her grave even be marked? Had whoever buried her been waiting until the ground thawed in the spring to install a stone? Or was there no one left to see to it? No spouse, no children. Just lots of ancestors. Were they here? Or had this site been chosen because there was no room left at the older cemetery in town?
Abby started walking up the hill. It was getting late, and the sun was already low in the sky, off to the west. Abby didn’t think it mattered much: seeing Esther didn’t require physical light. She reached the top of the hill and turned around, looking at the graves spread out below, raggedy lines of them running down the hill. She could hear the sound of traffic on the highway, not far away. A lone car passed on the road in front of the cemetery. Abby shut her eyes.
“I wondered when you’d show up,” a voice said from behind her. Abby opened her eyes and turned around to see Esther standing there, dressed as she had been the last time Abby had seen her. It was less appropriate here outside, but then, Esther couldn’t feel cold anymore, could she?
Here goes nothing, Abby thought. “Hi, Esther. You were expecting me?”
“I thought you’d figure it out. I certainly gave you enough hints. You want to sit?”
“I think I’d better.”
Esther pointed toward a bench along the one-lane road that led up the hill, and Abby walked over and sat. So did Esther, which puzzled Abby. Was she just being courteous? Or was it a habit from the last days she’d been alive?
“Look, I’m kind of new at all this, and I don’t know how it all works. Forgive me if this is rude, but you’re dead, right?” Abby said.
“I am. Died in October last year. I can’t tell you what they put on the death certificate—probably heart failure—but I died of old age, pure and simple. It was my time.”
So no murder, no violent death—and nobody to grieve for her. “Why are you here?” Abby asked.
“Damned if I know. No, I am not some mystical messenger sent from the Great Beyond to tell you something important. I’m just here.”
“Here for me? Or here in general?”
“Nobody else has seen me, if that’s your question. Didn’t really expect it—I’ve outlived most of my relations. I figure you’re family, though. Am I right?”
Abby nodded. “If you go back a few generations, yes. That’s what you wanted me to find at the historical society, right?”
“Yes.”
“You knew where I’d be?”
“Once you got here. I couldn’t see you before you got to Littleton.”
Well, that answered one of her questions. “So you can’t leave here?”
“Look, young lady, I don’t know all the rules any more than you do. I was born in this town here, I died here. This is what I know. Why would I go anywhere else?”
Abby shrugged. “I don’t know. So is there something you want to tell me, or are we just chatting?”
“Guess I wanted you to know I was here. It can get lonely.”
“What, you don’t see everybody you’ve ever known? Or at least the ones from here?”
Esther shook her head. “Like I said, I’m new here. It’s not like everybody who ever was is milling around, and we all stop and have tea and swap gossip now and then.”
Abby thought a moment, trying to figure out the most important questions to ask a ghost sitting next to her on a bench. She wasn’t going to touch “Is there a God?” or “Are there angels?” “Did you see … others like you when you were alive?”
“Dead people, you mean? Maybe. When I was young … But nobody believed me anyway. When I got older, I said to myself, what the hey? If they want to visit, let ’em come. Caught some glimpses, maybe.”
“Relatives or strangers?” Abby prompted.
“My pa, my grandpa, a few others. Some I knew, some not. No strangers. Nobody famous or important either—George Washington hasn’t stopped by.”
That confirmed what Abby had guessed. “You told me to look back up the Perry line.”
Esther looked at her then. “I did. What’d you find?” Her look challenged Abby.
Abby returned the look. “John Perry, who died in Cambridge in 1692. Was that the one you were thinking of?”
“You’re smart—I’ll give you that. They called him a witch.”
“They called a lot of people witches around that time. Were there any? Real ones, I mean?”
“Hard to say. I wasn’t there, no matter how old you think I am. I never met one, face-to-face, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”
“Was John Perry a witch?” Abby said.
“What do you think?” Esther replied. “Whatever the heck ‘witch’ means.”
If she was forced to give a description at that moment, Abby would have to say “someone who has powers that most people don’t, which scares people.” Abby shelved that question for further thought. She tried a new tack. “Did you ever meet other people who could ‘see,’ the way you and I can?”
“Maybe, but nobody ever talked about it. You?”
“Yes. More than one now. People still don’t talk about it. But so far it’s only people seeing their own family members, like you.” Abby was seized with regret that Ned could never share this conversation, could never ask the questions Abby was trying to put together now. What would he want to know? “You think it’s something in the blood? Something passed down through the generations?”
“That’d be my guess, but I can’t say for sure. But here you are, and you’re blood.”
“I guess so.” Abby fell silent and realized she was getting cold. She hadn’t dressed for sitting in a cemetery at dusk, talking to a ghost.
“Will you come back, to talk to me like this? Can you come back?” she asked at last.
“To talk to you? Maybe. Like I keep saying, I don’t know how all this works yet. You got any more questions, you’d better ask them now.”
For the life of her, Abby couldn’t think of anything else. Esther had told her she thought this phenomenon was hereditary. She thought she’d seen members of her own family, and guessed that there were other people with the same ability, but she’d never asked them directly. She hadn’t had to come to terms with being “different,” because she’d ignored whatever it was, much as Ned had. It seemed to be a fragile gift.
“You’re cold,” Esther said. “You should go. Wouldn’t want you to catch your death.” There was a gleeful twinkle in her eye.
Abby managed to smile in response to her joke. “I’ll come back. I hope you’ll be here.”
“Maybe. But it’s been a pleasure to make your acquaintance, young lady. Keep looking, will you?” Esther said.
“I will, I promise.” Abby turned for a moment to see how dark it had become, and when she turned back, Esther was gone.
But Abby wasn’t alone: halfway down the hill there was a child who looked a lot like Ellie. Abby shook her head to clear it, but when she looked again, the child was still there. Real? How ridiculous was it to have to ask yourself if what you were seeing was real?
Abby stood up, dusted off her pants, and started down the hill. The child didn’t move, watching her approach. When Abby got close, she said, “Hi, Abby.”
“Hi, Ellie,” Abby said. “What are you doing here?”
“Mommy’s mad. And I like it here. My house isn’t very far away—over that way.” Ellie waved vaguely toward the top of the hill.
Abby couldn’t remember how she and Ned had reached Leslie’s house, but she didn’t remember passing the cemetery. “You come here a lot?”
“When I can. Not so much in winter.”
“Why do you come?” Abby asked.
“To see Hannah,” Ellie said, and looked beyond the nearest tombstone.
Where Abby saw a child close in age to Ellie, but dressed in clothes nobody had worn for more than a century. “Can she see me?”
“Sure.” Ellie motioned to the ghost girl—Hannah, was it?—who came a little closer, then stopped. Apparently she was shy.
“What’s her last name, Ellie?” Abby asked softly.
“Perry. See?” Ellie pointed toward the closest tombstone. Abby knelt to read it in the growing dark. Hannah S. Perry, died 1848, she read. Reuben’s youngest daughter, who had died at the age of eight, close to Ellie’s age. Abby glanced around quickly, checking to see if there were other Perrys nearby. Were they always hovering, or did they have other places to go? It was an odd little stone, set by itself, close to the driveway that led up the hill. After reading about Reuben’s questionable lifestyle, Abby had to wonder whether the other Perrys had been buried here but no one could afford to purchase stones. She tucked that thought away for later. Abby looked up to see Hannah had crept closer and was watching her. “Hi, Hannah. Nice to meet you. I’m Abby.” That brought a smile from Hannah, although she didn’t—couldn’t?—speak.
It was nearly fully dark now, and cold. “Ellie, does your mother know where you are?”
Ellie looked at her shoes and shook her head silently.
“Did you have a fight or something?”
Ellie looked at her then, with a hint of defiance. “She said I couldn’t talk to you anymore. That’s not fair.”
“Ellie, your mom must be worried sick. Do you know your phone number?”
“Yeah, of course.”
“Then give it to me and I’ll call her and tell her where you are.”
“No!” Ellie protested quickly. “Then she won’t let me come back here!”
Ellie had a point. Leslie would probably ground her for the next five years and keep an eagle eye on her, even without knowing where Ellie had been going. “I can take you home, then, but I’ll have to explain where I found you.” Ellie stared stubbornly at her. Abby knelt down in front of her. “Look, Ellie, you must have figured out by now that there’s a lot going on, and your mother doesn’t understand most of it. But it’s time to try to explain things to her. She’s going to be upset, and she’s going to be mad at me, but only because she loves you and worries about you. You’re a smart kid, and you can do this thing that most people can’t do and can’t even understand, so it may take a while before it makes sense to your mother. Can you understand that?”
“I guess.” Ellie wouldn’t meet Abby’s eyes. “But I want to see you, because you’re the only one who understands about … Hannah and the others.”
So there were others around? But this was not the time to worry about that. “I know, but you’re going to have to be patient. I know that’s hard, but I think your mom will come around, once she gets used to it. Want me to call her now?”
Ellie nodded. Abby stood up and pulled out her cell phone, and thought for a moment. She’d had it turned off at the historical society, and she saw she had several messages, mainly from Ned. She realized that if she was going to face Leslie now, she would need his backup, so she hit the Return Call key.
He answered on the second ring. “Abby, where the hell are you?”
“In a cemetery in Littleton. Ellie’s here with me.”
“What, you kidnapped the kid?”
“No, I did not kidnap her. She was already here, and I just happened to find her. I assume Leslie’s been looking for her?”
“Damn straight she has. She’s ready to call the police.”
“I’ll take her home right now, but you should be there too. There’s a lot to talk about, and you need to know a few things.”
“I’ll meet you at Leslie’s in fifteen. And I’ll call her and tell her you’re on your way with Ellie.” He hung up abruptly.
No surprise, he was pissed off. That was nothing compared to how Leslie was going to be shortly when they showed up with Ellie. But there was no escaping it. Abby held out her hand. “Come on, Ellie, I’m taking you home. You’ll have to show me the way.”
Ellie took it. “Okay.” She turned to follow Abby, but then called out over her shoulder, “Bye, Hannah!”
Abby looked back to see Hannah give a small wave.
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Ellie clearly knew the way home from the cemetery, even by road, and they arrived quickly—too quickly for Abby. Obviously Ned wasn’t going to arrive for a while, but she couldn’t just sit in the car with Ellie while Leslie fumed inside the house. She looked at her young companion, who had maintained a stony silence during the ride, except to issue directions.
“You ready for his, Ellie?”
“She’s gonna be mad,” Ellie said in a sulky voice.
“Your mother has every right to be mad. You’re a kid—you can’t just disappear for hours at a time without letting somebody know where you are.” Abby decided that this was not the time and place to describe the presence of real kidnappers and child molesters in the world, even in this peaceful suburb.
“I can’t tell her I’ve been going to the cemetery. She won’t understand. She’ll say I can’t go anymore.”
Abby sighed. “I know, Ellie, and you’re right. I’ll do what I can, but she’s going to be really mad at me, and I don’t think she’ll listen when I try to explain.” She opened her door and waited until Ellie had opened her side. “Come on, kid—time to face the music.”
They started up the walk, but the front door of the house flew open when they were only halfway there. Leslie stood silhouetted against the light for a moment, and then she rushed toward her daughter and grabbed her in a fierce hug. “Don’t you ever, ever do that again, Ellen Walker! You know how scared I was?”
“Sorry, Mom,” Ellie said, squirming in her mother’s grasp.
“Where were you?” Leslie demanded.
Ellie glanced at Abby quickly before answering. “At the cemetery over the hill.”
“What? Why? Were you there alone?” Leslie demanded.
Ellie shrugged. “I like it there.”
That was an answer that wouldn’t satisfy anybody, much less a frantic mother, but the explanation would have to wait. Abby squared her shoulders as Leslie stood up to her full height and confronted her. “You! What the hell were you thinking?”
Abby had little reason to believe that acting calm and reasonable in the face of Leslie’s wrath would do any good, but she had to say something. “Leslie, I was already at the cemetery, looking for someone’s stone. I happened to run into Ellie there. That’s all. I brought her here immediately.” She hoped Ellie wouldn’t mention that they’d stopped to meet Hannah, who was dead.
Whatever Leslie had planned to say next, she was forced to swallow when she looked up to see Ned’s car pull into her driveway. “Oh, sh … ortbread,” Leslie muttered. “What the hell is he doing here?” she said more loudly to Abby.
“I called him. Leslie, we have a lot to talk about, and Ned has to be part of it, and it kind of involves what happened today. Just hear us out, please?” Abby stalled long enough for Ned to reach them where they were standing on the front walk.
“Hello, Leslie,” he said. “I’m sorry for all this.”
At the sound of his voice, Ellie had turned away from her mother to face him, curiosity etched on her face. Abby watched their first interaction with trepidation. What would Ned do next? If he offered to shake hands with her, would all hell break loose? Or did whatever was in their blood call to its own, and Ellie wouldn’t need any explanation? Abby shot a glance at Leslie, who looked—scared? At this point Abby felt sorry for everyone, herself included. She had no idea how to sort any of this out.
Finally Leslie swallowed and said, “Ellie, this is Ned Newhall, a friend of mine. And Abby’s.”
Ellie was studying Ned’s face, her head cocked to the side. “Hello, Mr. Newhall. Nice to meet you.” She didn’t offer to shake hands, and Abby breathed a sigh of relief.
“Thank you, Ellie. I’m happy to meet you too.” He looked up at Leslie. “Can we take this inside? Like Abby said, we have a lot to talk about.”
Leslie wavered, as if questioning whether it made sense to bring the battle into her own home, but she couldn’t do much standing outside in the dark. “Come on in,” she said grudgingly. When they’d all trooped through the door, she said tersely, “Living room.” Once again they followed her. When they arrived, she looked at Ellie. “Pumpkin, I’m still mad at you, but the grown-ups have to talk. You want to go to the kitchen and get something to eat? Your daddy’s there.”
Ellie looked at Abby, then Ned, before replying, “Okay.” She went toward the back of the house, and Abby could hear the rumble of a male voice as George greeted Ellie. Leslie had probably told him that Ellie had been found when she got the call from Ned; how much had she said about what was to come?
“Do you want your husband to be part of this?” Abby said softly.
“Not yet. I want to hear what you have to say first. Forgive me if I don’t offer you refreshments, but I’m not in the mood to play hostess right now. You said we had to talk? So talk.”
Abby looked at Ned. He looked clueless, and she wished that telepathy had come with the package. She opened her mouth to speak, but Leslie burst out again. “I assume this has to do with that load of horse excrement you fed me the other night? About all of those special powers”—Leslie made air quotes—“that the two of you share with my daughter? You’re all on the same psychic wavelength or something, and you see ghosts. Do you really want me to believe that you didn’t drag my daughter to the nearest cemetery just to prove some sort of point? What was that damn Bruce Willis movie, where the kid says ‘I see dead people’? That was fiction, people!”
This had not started well. Abby could understand Leslie’s anger, and her disbelief; how on earth could they convince her of the reality? But she was faced with a mother tiger defending her young, and her only backup was the man who was Ellie’s biological father, which Leslie hadn’t even told Ellie yet. A man who had never met his daughter.
“Leslie, if we could just—” Ned began, but Leslie interrupted him too.
“If you say anything—anything at all—that has the word ‘calm’ or ‘reasonable’ in it, I will brain you with the first thing I grab, and it won’t be pretty.”
“Leslie!” Abby all but shouted. “Will you just shut up and listen? You have every right to be angry and upset, but you have to hear us out. For Ellie’s sake. Please?”
“So, the rabbit speaks? Okay, you have the floor.” Leslie sat back on the couch and folded her arms over her chest.
Once, in some other lifetime, Abby would have caved in the face of her stony stare, but she was past that now. “Yes, I see dead people. More and more of them, in fact. Ned sees dead people, some of the same ones I do. Not all of them. We came together by accident, but we’ve been helping each other figure this out ever since we met. We don’t have all the answers, and there aren’t exactly a lot of instruction manuals. Every time we run into a new ghost, it adds to what we know. But I know you don’t care about this stuff. What matters is that Ellie sees them too. And Ellie and I saw the same one at that cemetery over the hill this afternoon. Together.”
That comment brought a quick look from Ned, but Abby waved him off. Leslie remained mute. “We told you before, we think it’s hereditary somehow. We see only people we’re descended from, and with Ned and me, our lines intersect here and there. And not everybody who comes from the same family line sees anything at all. My mother doesn’t. Ned’s mother does.”
Abby pushed on. “So far there’s nothing that we can prove scientifically—no machine that records whatever we see, or how we react. Before you ask, no, we haven’t gone to a neurologist or a shrink to see if there is something physically wrong with either of us. Singly or together. Look, Leslie—you’ve known Ned for years. Do you think he’s crazy? I know you haven’t known me long, but do you believe I am? Or that somehow we’ve infected each other with some kind of hysteria? Or we somehow traded some mysterious virus that causes very specific hallucinations? Of people wearing out-of-date clothes?” Abby was quickly learning that getting mad felt kind of good. “Or do you think that this is some kind of elaborate scam? Although I can’t see who stands to gain anything from it. Ned plans to snatch Ellie and spirit her off to a country without extradition and raise her himself? We know you don’t have money for a ransom. What on earth do we have to gain by making this up?”
Leslie held up both hands. “Stop. Please. My head is going to explode.”
They all fell silent, and Abby could hear them each breathing. She could hear normal noises from the kitchen, the clink of dishware, Ellie’s high-pitched prattle and George’s replies, the sound of a television in the background. She had run out of words for the moment. She couldn’t blame Leslie for being skeptical, but somebody had to do something.
Leslie closed her eyes for a moment, and then opened them, without looking at either of them. “This is a lot to take in. I know you both believe what you’re saying. I know I’ve never had any experience with this kind of thing myself. And I know Ellie has always been, for want of a better word, different.”
“Different how?” Abby asked, wary of interrupting.
Leslie looked at her then. “Smart—that I expected. Very self-contained, even as a baby. She has a vocabulary far beyond her grade level. She reads all the time—when she isn’t disappearing somewhere. For a long time I figured it was just her IQ—I know smart kids can get frustrated in school, because the other kids are slower and just don’t get some things, or not quickly. She’s never had many friends, in day care or at school. A few, but she’s happy with her own company. But I never suspected anything like this. Who would? If it’s real, why doesn’t anybody ever talk about it?”
“You remember the Salem witch trials?” Ned volunteered.
“What, you think these days she’d be stoned as a witch? In second grade?”
“Stranger things happened back then,” Ned said. “Even if you discount ninety-eight percent of what was reported, there could still have been something real there. Something that went underground. People couldn’t talk about it, for their own protection.”
“Please don’t tell me you’re descended from any witches, either of you,” Leslie said. Abby wasn’t sure whether she was joking.
Better to get everything out in the open now. “I am,” Abby said. “At least, he was accused of witchcraft, and he died while awaiting trial. He came from Littleton. I only found out today. And I think Ellie is. Ned will have to answer for himself.”
Ned was now looking at her with a speculative gleam in his eye. “That could be important,” he said. “Who was it?”
“Not now, Ned,” Abby cut him off. She turned back to Leslie. “Ellie and I saw the same person—a girl about Ellie’s age—at the cemetery today. Her name was Hannah Perry, and Ellie has seen her before. Hannah’s a descendant of that accused witch, and so am I.” She shot a warning glance at Ned, hoping he’d keep quiet. Men weren’t so good at dealing with complex emotions like those Leslie must be wrestling with at the moment.
“What the hell do I do now?” Leslie said, almost to herself. “What do I tell Ellie? Or George? What about Peter? Does he have this thing too?”
“Neither of us has met Peter,” Abby told her. “But he’s younger. Let’s see if we can sort out Ellie first.”
Ellie chose that moment to emerge from the kitchen. Had she been listening? Did she have a clue about what was going on? “Hey, Mom?” she said, and Leslie almost jumped out of her skin.
“Hey, baby doll. What do you want?” Leslie said, putting on her mom face and her cheery mom voice, although Abby could hear the strain.
“Daddy said he’d go get pizza, if it’s okay with you.”
“Sure, that’s fine. You going to go with him?” Leslie said.
“Can I stay here with you?” Ellie met her gaze directly.
Leslie wavered. “Okay, I guess so. You tell Daddy I said yes, and then you can come back and talk with us.”
“Okay.” Ellie returned to the kitchen.
Leslie turned to Abby and Ned. “Just as well if George isn’t here, if we have to talk to Ellie now.”
“Leslie, I don’t want to rush things, if you can’t handle it,” Abby said. “But after today, and meeting Hannah, I don’t know how long this can wait.”
“It’s all right. I’ll go have a word with George.” Leslie stood up and fled to the kitchen.
Ned turned eagerly to Abby. “You both saw the same person? At the same time? And you can trace the relationship?”
“Yes, Ned, that’s what I said. To me, at least—I don’t have a link for Ellie yet, but what other conclusion is there? There’s something else too, but I’m not ready to get into that right now. It’s connected, but it can wait. What do you think we—all of us—should be doing for Ellie now?”
Ned was silent for a few moments. “I think we need to tell her what’s going on, at least a child-sized version. My mother didn’t know what she had, and neither did I, and I think both our lives would have been … easier if we’d known. Not necessarily happier, but maybe we could have handled things better. Do you agree?”
“Yes. Maybe I don’t have the right to say that, since I never noticed anything while I was growing up. But Ellie’s already realized that she’s different, and she’s going to have to learn to deal with that.”
Leslie came back, with Ellie trailing behind. “George said he had some errands to run, so he’ll be back in about an hour. He’s taking Petey with him. How do you want to do this?”
Abby caught Leslie’s eye and nodded at Ellie, who was staring at Ned with an odd expression on her face. Before anyone could stop her, she walked up to him and laid her hand on his cheek—and she broke out into a huge smile. “You see them too!” she crowed.
Leslie shook her head. “Here we go.”
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Ned smiled back at Ellie, then glanced at Leslie. “Did you … ?”
Leslie shook her head. “Nope, not a word.”
Ned looked back at the child standing in front of him. “You’re right, Ellie: I see them. What do you call them?”
Ellie shrugged. “People.” Ned’s mouth twitched in a half smile. Ellie went on, “And you know Abby too, right?”
“I do, pretty well,” he said.
“And you want to talk now about seeing the people,” Ellie said.
Abby envied her the ability to come right to the point. Why did adults make things so complicated? “Do you know what ‘ghost’ means, Ellie?”
“Yeah, sure. That’s what other people call them,” she said matter-of-factly. “I know they’re dead. But part of them is still here.”
Abby sneaked a glance at Leslie and saw a hint of fear in her eyes. “Leslie, how long have you lived in this house?” Abby said, to try to dilute the tension.
“Since before Ellie was born. Why? There’s nobody here, is there?”
“No, Mommy, this house is too new,” Ellie said with scorn. “Nobody died here.”
Leslie didn’t look any happier after that comment.
“Ellie, when did you first see Hannah?” Abby asked.
“I dunno. I don’t remember. A while ago.”
Abby turned to look at Leslie. “Leslie, did you ever visit that cemetery? Take Ellie there? It’s not a long walk, as the crow flies.”
“I don’t think so. I mean, it’s not that I’m scared of the places, but I don’t see any reason to wander around them. Although I know plenty of genealogist types do. I just look at them as collections of documents that happen to be stone. Why does it matter? I mean, do you have to visit a cemetery to talk to these … people?”
“Yes, Mommy, you do,” Ellie said. “Hannah can’t leave there. And I kinda found the place by accident, when I was exploring.”
Abby shook her head. How had Ellie been drawn to the place? A topic for later. “Leslie, I’m still trying to work this out, but what we think at the moment is that people leave this residue or charge only in places or on things associated with intense emotion. Obviously dying fits, but it can also be joy or fear. It’s the strength of the emotion that matters.” Abby debated for a moment before asking the next question. “Ellie, do you know what it means to die?”
Ellie regarded her levelly. “Mommy says it means you go to heaven. Your body stops but your soul goes on, somewhere else. Is Hannah a soul?”
“Maybe. Tell us, can you talk to Hannah?”
“Nope.”
“Can you hear her thoughts?”
“That’s silly. How could I do that?”
“Ellie, I don’t really know. All I’m asking is, has she found a way to tell you something about her? Where she lived? Her family? How she died?”
Ellie shook her head. “Nope, she’s just there. Sometimes, not all the time. Is she ever going to get any older?”
“I don’t think so, Ellie. She’s the age she was when she stopped being alive.”
“Oh,” Ellie said, and apparently filed that thought away.
“Like Johnnie,” Ned said. “Ellie, I knew someone like that when I was about your age. He had lived in my house, but he died when he was about my age—or the age I was then. After a while, when I got older, I kind of pushed him out of my mind and forgot about him. But Abby’s seen him too. My mom and dad still live in that same house.”
“Did they see him?” Ellie asked.
“I think my mother knew he was there, but she never talked about him.”
Ellie turned to her mother. “Mommy, do you see anybody?”
“No, sweetie.”
Ellie turned back to Ned and Abby. “Can you teach her?”
Abby answered first. “I don’t think so, although we could try. But if she doesn’t have the same ancestors as any of us, I don’t think she could ever learn how. Maybe she could see different ancestors.”
“What’s an an-ces-tor?”
“You have grandparents, right?” When Ellie nodded, Abby went on, “Well, they had parents and grandparents, and those parents had parents, and so on, back a long long way. But they’re all related, kind of like in a straight line. I should show you a diagram if you want. A family tree chart.”
“Can we save that for later?” Leslie interrupted. “You’re saying I don’t have this … thing? What are you guys calling it?”
“We really haven’t decided,” Ned answered. “‘Seeing,’ most often, I guess. And you might have it—we can check your family tree. Maybe it’s in you but it’s dormant. Abby never had any experiences like this until very recently. It was kind of like a ‘perfect storm’ in her life, when everything fell apart at once. Like the combined stress broke through something. That’s how we met, the first time it happened to her.”
“Well, I think I’ve got the stress part right now,” Leslie said wryly. “Ellie, honey—how do you feel when you see these people? Scared?”
“Nope. Why would they scare me? They’re dead. They don’t have bodies anymore. They can’t do anything to me. And they’re glad to see me.”
“Apparently they get lonely,” Abby told Leslie. “It’s not like some giant crowd scene, wherever they are. The people stay near where they died, and they may not run into anyone else, even their families.”
“God, that’s sad,” Leslie said. “I guess we all kind of hope we’ll be reunited with our loved ones. Not true?”
“Leslie, we really don’t know,” Ned said. “We’re both kind of new at this. If there’s research that’s been done or is in progress, we haven’t had time to look for it. We’re just kind of bumbling along.”
“And seeing people,” Leslie finished. “Ellie, have you said anything to your friends at school?”
“Nope. They’d think I was weird.”
“So nobody else has mentioned ‘seeing’ anybody like you do?”
Ellie shook her head. “Uh-uh. Abby’s the first person I’ve met who knows what I mean.”
“You knew I was seeing them before I told you, Ellie,” Abby said. “And Ned too. How did you know?”
“I just kinda felt it. It’s hard to explain.”
Leslie sat back in her chair, looking drained. Which was better than angry, Abby thought. “What do I do now?” Leslie said softly, almost to herself.
“You don’t have to do anything right away,” Abby said. “Ellie’s been getting along fine with this. She knows better than to talk about it to other people, but I bet she’s glad you know now. Right, Ellie?”
“Yeah. I just figured it was better not to talk about it. But now I can talk with you, right, Mommy? Even though you don’t see them?”
“Of course, sweetie.”
“What about Daddy? He doesn’t see them.”
“Let me think about that, and talk to him first, okay? Normally I wouldn’t tell you to keep secrets from your daddy, but I need to figure out what the right thing to do is. Deal?”
“Okay,” Ellie said. “When’s he coming back? I’m hungry.”
“Soon, baby. Why don’t you go and get out paper plates and napkins and stuff? Put them on the kitchen counter so we’ll be ready when he gets here.”
“Sure.” Ellie bounced out of her chair and headed to the kitchen, but turned before she got there. “Are Ned and Abby staying too? I need to know how many plates.”
“Sorry, Ellie,” Abby said quickly, “but Ned and I have plans already. We can come back another time.” She hoped.
“So that’s four plates and four napkins, with extra ones for Petey.” Ellie skipped through the kitchen door.
“Well, she doesn’t seem traumatized by all this,” Leslie said.
“Why should she be?” Abby asked. “Apparently seeing the dead is a normal part of her life. I love her description—it’s like being dead means you don’t have a body anymore, and that’s all. As you said, Ellie seems fine with this, so far. Now that you know almost as much as we know, you can look out for her better. And Ned and I have only scratched the surface—we’re pretty sure there’s a lot more we can learn.”
“Whoever said that raising kids wasn’t easy didn’t know the half of it,” Leslie said. “I think you’re right, Abby—Ellie’s never been afraid of anything in her life, and she seems pretty well-adjusted, all things considered. But I need to wrap my head around this, and then I have to decide what to tell George, if anything, and then I have to look toward the future, when Ellie starts asking more questions about what’s going on, questions I can’t answer. You two are going to keep doing research, right?”
“Of course,” Ned said. “Leslie, I hope you know that we didn’t hide anything from you. When you and I were together, I thought all this was just my peculiar childish imagination, and I’d outgrown it, so there was nothing to tell. And then Abby kind of stumbled into it, and things kind of happened from there. It’s been only six months, and we’re finding out more all the time. So if you’re mad, please be mad about the situation, but not at us. We never meant to hurt you.”
Leslie raised a skeptical eyebrow at him. “Whatever. Let me nurse my mad along a little longer, and then I need time to think. But you’ve been fair and honest, and I’ll try to keep an open mind. That’s the best I can do for now.”
“That’s all we ask. Are you going to let us keep seeing Ellie?” Abby asked.
“That’s on my list of things to think about,” Leslie said. “I hadn’t planned on telling her about Ned until she was older, so I don’t know how all this fits. Give me time.”
“That’s fine,” Ned said, standing up. “Abby, we should go.”
“But we need to say good-bye to Ellie first,” Abby retorted.
Ellie came out of the kitchen at that moment. “You’re leaving?”
“Yes,” Abby said. “But I hope we’ll be seeing you again.”
“Me too.” She hesitated, then hugged Abby. Then she turned to Ned and hugged him, startling him. “Table’s all ready, Mommy.”
“I’ll be right there, sweetie.” Leslie looked at Abby and Ned. “We’ll talk. And thank you, I guess.”
She ushered them out the front door and shut it firmly behind them. Abby took a deep breath. “She took that better than I expected. Although I’m not sure what I expected. She could have had us arrested for child endangerment or something.”
“She’s not like that,” Ned said. “Sure, she was shocked, but she’s not a mean person.”
“Can she handle this? Will she let us help?”
“I hope so. Look, Abby, you and I need to talk too. That is, if you’re speaking to me?”
Abby smiled reluctantly. “Do I have a choice? There’s no one else I can talk to about all this.”
“We can go get some dinner—maybe a restaurant?”
“Take-out,” Abby said firmly. “I can’t talk about what happened today in a public place. And I don’t want to get into it standing in Leslie’s front yard.”
“All right. Thai okay?”
“Whatever. You go pick it up, and I’ll drive home and meet you there.”
“Done,” Ned said. “I’ll be there in half an hour.”
He pulled out of Leslie’s driveway first, and then Abby followed suit; their paths diverged before too long. She headed home, taking her emotional temperature along the way. She decided that she felt … relieved, first and foremost. She’d been startled by several developments in the course of this one day, and she hadn’t had time to digest them. She hoped talking with Ned would help. But after the initial shock of finding Ellie in the cemetery, she’d been pleased that the conversation with Leslie had gone so well. No tears, no recriminations, no gnashing of teeth and pulling of hair. Leslie had been stunned, of course, but she’d listened. And Ellie was a treat: she took this seeing ghosts in stride. And now Abby didn’t need to tiptoe around either of them, because there was nothing left to hide. Assuming, of course, that she still had a job come Monday and would be seeing them again. There had never been a good time to ask that question when they were at Leslie’s house. Tomorrow would be time enough, after Leslie had had a chance to think. Even if the answer was no, Abby could handle it. After all, she had a rich boyfriend, didn’t she?
She reached home and disarmed the alarm, then walked to the kitchen, turning on lights as she went. She pulled a bottle of wine from the refrigerator and found two clean glasses. When Ned arrived a few minutes later, she let him in and grabbed him. “I’m sorry—I was mad.”
“I got that part,” Ned said softly. “I never meant to conceal anything about my life, but some things just never came up. And the more time passed, the harder it was to just work it into a conversation. I respected that you always tried to pull your own weight, financially.”
“Yeah, and you let me. But thank you. You were right, in a way—I would have thought about you differently if I had known about the money. And the power. And the high profile. Although I have to say, you do a good job of hiding. Anyway, like Leslie, I needed time to get used to the idea.”
“And you are now?” When Abby nodded, Ned said, “Then come here.”
When she finally pulled away, sometime later, Ned said, his voice husky, “Does this mean I’m forgiven?”
“What do you think? Come on, I’m starving. I missed lunch today.” Abby led the way to the kitchen.
She opened cartons, and Ned poured wine. Then he said, “You mentioned earlier that you had something new? Do we get to talk about that?”
“Of course we do. I had a conversation with a dead relative today.”
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Abby stretched like a cat, then snuggled up against sleeping Ned’s back. What a week it had been! Patriots’ Day had been the past Monday? She’d only just met Ellie. And then there was the news about Esther. So much had happened, and was still happening. Whatever had happened when she moved to Massachusetts, it had kept growing and changing. Did that scare her? No, nor could she let it. It was part of her life now. She didn’t plan to go public with her odd ability—that could be disastrous. Hadn’t there been a television show a few years back, about someone who talked to ghosts? The writers there had got it wrong, sort of: the only ghost Abby had managed to communicate with had been very newly dead, and she wasn’t looking for help to “pass over” or whatever the popular term was. In fact, Esther had helped her, and handed her a whopping big clue by pointing her to John Perry, the maybe witch. She was going to have to do more research into the whole messy history of witchcraft in Massachusetts, but even if most of the fuss was simply hysteria, there was a slim possibility that old John Perry had been the real thing. How would she feel about that?
Today she wasn’t worried. Today she felt like she could handle anything. She wrapped her arms around Ned and whispered, “You awake?”
“I am now. It’s Sunday, right? And we don’t have to be anywhere?”
“That it is. And the sun is shining and the birds are singing. I want to see your house.”
Ned rolled over. “Can I at least put some clothes on first? The neighbors already think I’m odd.”
“Not just yet,” Abby said, grinning.
 
• • •
 
Over breakfast they talked about Esther. “What was it like?” Ned asked. “Did she seem real?”
“She fooled me the first time we met. After Helen told me Esther was dead, I went back over my last meeting with her and realized that she’d never actually moved anything. Like the door, or books. But if you’re asking if I could see something strange about her, no. She had on clothes that were out of date, but not by much, and lots of older people wear what they have. I couldn’t see through her, and she didn’t have an aura or anything like that. I don’t know what she would have done if I’d offered to shake hands with her. I did think it was odd that she didn’t take my payment directly from me but told me to leave it on the table. But other than that, I never suspected anything. Of course, I was still reeling about finding John Perry, who she pointed me to.”
“So you decided to go to the cemetery and … what?” Ned asked.
“I don’t know. Helen said she had been buried there, and I guess I wanted to see the proof. Did I hope to run into her there? Maybe, in the back of my mind. But I wouldn’t have been surprised or disappointed if I hadn’t.”
Ned poked at his scrambled eggs for a moment. “Why do you think she appeared to you the way she did?” he asked.
“You mean, why could I see her and talk to her? The only explanation I could come up with is that she was so newly dead—I mean, six months instead of centuries. So the charge or whatever was still strong. I don’t know if that will fade over time. Plus she is related to me—I can show you how, if you want.”
“Did Ellie see her?”
“I don’t think so, but Ellie wasn’t looking for her. Ellie was only interested in seeing Hannah.”
“Who you saw as well,” Ned said.
“Yes, because she’s also related to me. She was Henry Perry’s granddaughter, and she died young. She’s the only Perry I’ve found a tombstone for, in either cemetery. I guess I want to think that Reuben, who in general was kind of a slacker, was really saddened by the death of his youngest daughter and somehow scraped together enough money to put up the one stone. Maybe all the Perrys are there in a row—there’s nothing on either side of Hannah’s stone, for quite a bit.”
“You know, you seem remarkably calm about all of this,” Ned said, smiling.
Abby smiled back. “I’ve accepted it, I guess. Like Ellie said, there’s nothing scary about who I see. And it’s sad to think of them kind of drifting around in a vacuum for eternity, so I think maybe I’m doing them a favor. At least the recent ones—I can’t say what the older ones are thinking. I’m not sure they see me. I have no clue what they see. Maybe nothing at all.” Abby finished off her own eggs. “You’re stalling, you know. We’re going to go see your house.”
“Okay,” Ned said cautiously. “I promise you I’m not hiding anything, except my apparent inability to finish a project. Are you handy with tools?”
“I don’t know, I haven’t had much chance to find out. But my father has his own woodworking shop behind the house. Maybe it’s hereditary. Does the plumbing work?”
“Of course it does,” Ned replied quickly. “I do have some standards. But that doesn’t mean that the pipes shouldn’t be replaced—there’s a lot of cast iron showing in the basement.”
“Electric?” Abby said.
“Some. Still a lot of knob-and-tube. My insurance company took one look at that and refused to issue a policy, but since I could afford to replace the house—not that I’d want to—and owned it outright, I didn’t follow up.”
“What else should I know?”
“Well, the refrigerator is older than I am, and the stove is dual-fuel.”
“You mean, electric and gas?”
Ned smiled. “No, wood or coal. I don’t spend much time in the kitchen. I definitely don’t bake.”
Abby sat back in her chair and stared at him. “You know what you’re doing? You’re trying to live in the past. You like the Victorian era?”
“Are you asking why I live in an unaltered Victorian rather than a colonial like my folks? I really don’t know. I liked the house from the start—we used to drive by it when I was a kid. I never expected to live in it. Maybe I’m trying to preserve it the way I remember it. And I do like to work with my hands, but time kind of gets away from me.”
“Amen to that! So show me. I’ll grab a shower.”
In half an hour they were on the road; another half hour brought them to the center of Lexington. Abby remembered the first time Ned had brought her here, back when she was still with Brad and just learning about the area. And Ned had been a kindly near-stranger showing her the sights. How long ago that seemed. They were passing the Battle Green, apparently recovered from the Patriots’ Day festivities.
“How much farther?” she asked.
“We’re here.” Ned pulled into a driveway no more than two blocks past the green. Abby looked up … and up. Three stories of turreted Victorian festooned with gingerbread—much of which was falling off, as was what little paint remained. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Ned said as he got out of the car.
“Is it safe?” Abby asked dubiously.
“I’ve survived so far. Although I’ve never had two people standing on some of the floors at the same time.” When Abby threw him a dismayed glance he held up his hand. “Just kidding! I promise you it’s structurally sound. This was one of those cases where the last owner died, and the heirs couldn’t figure out how to divide things, so they spent years arguing. Luckily they realized that letting an asset like this fall down was not a good decision, so they took care of basic maintenance. But the prior owner hadn’t done much to it in decades. It’s kind of like it’s preserved in amber, if you know what I mean. Come on—you’d better see for yourself.” He led the way to the front door—with a wealth of moldings and a beveled glass pane inset—and opened the locks, then stood back to let her pass.
Abby took a few tentative steps into the broad hallway and looked around. A typical layout, with a parlor with pocket doors on one side and what must be a dining room opposite, based on the built-in, glass-fronted cabinets. There was probably a second parlor behind the first, and a kitchen behind the dining room. “How many bedrooms?”
“Four on the second floor, two more—probably servants’ quarters—on the third. Half bath up top, only one on the second floor.”
“Is that one original?”
“Pretty much. Claw-foot tub, pedestal sink, lots of old tile.”
The stairs went up a flight then turned 180 degrees to complete its path. The landing where they intersected had a glowing stained-glass window in the center, flanked by plain windows, and there was a shallow seat below the ensemble. Abby started up the stairs—original bannister and posts, she noted—until she reached the landing. She peered out the window, and then she turned to Ned, who had followed her up.
“You didn’t tell me!”
“That the oldest cemetery in town lies directly behind the house? I wanted to see your face when you found out. Most people are kind of horrified, which might be why this place didn’t get snapped up fast.”
“I love it!” She turned back to the view. A strange distribution of tombstones, almost in a ring—facing something that wasn’t there anymore? And a woman standing in the middle of it, looking down at something—a stone or maybe a group of them. Abby beckoned Ned over, then pointed. “Do you see her?”
He put his arm around her shoulders. “I do. And I know what she’s looking at: members of the Reed family.”
“Have you seen her before?” Abby kept her eyes on the woman below.
“Not until now. With you.”
With a last lingering look at the woman in the cemetery, Abby turned to face Ned. “Show me the bathroom. I want to see if anything needs to be done before I move in.”
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Laura Shumway couldn’t say why she’d agreed to go on the class reunion trip to Italy. Maybe it was to take stock of her life, or maybe it was just to catch up with old friends, take in the sights, and relax in the beautiful Tuscan countryside. Either way, she knew she’d discover a lot on the trip, both about herself and her former classmates. What she didn’t expect to discover was the dead body of esteemed professor Anthony Gilbert.
 
Gilbert had had a long and illustrious career at the school. Now retired to Italy, he appeared as a surprise guest speaker at the women’s vacation villa, still disarmingly handsome, still charming, but not nearly so eminent in the eyes of Laura’s classmates. As a young professor all those years ago, Gilbert has used his position and looks to seduce and then cast aside many of his young and impressionable students, and at least some of the women on this trip had been hurt by his false promises of love. The kind of hurt that runs deep and may have given any number of them a motive for murder.
 
Before the polizia or carabiniere get involved, Laura and a few trusted classmates set out among the vineyards and hills of the Italian Riviera to solve the murder on their own. With the help of some influential locals and good old-fashioned detective work, they’re soon led to the conclusion that one of their classmates might be a killer—and what started as a trip to see how far they’d all come may turn into a stark lesson about just how far one of them would go.
 
 
 
1
 
In 1968 Judy Collins sang, “Who knows where the time goes?”
When we were freshmen, you couldn’t walk down a hallway in any dorm on the Wellesley College campus without hearing it coming from stereos in every other room. The title didn’t mean a lot to us then, because at eighteen we had all the time in the world; the whole future lay before us, with all its possibilities. Now we have more to look back on than to look forward to—but Judy is still singing.
I had forgotten what a pain in the butt long overseas flights were. It had been a lot of years since I’d flown to Europe, although back in college and right after, I’d thought it would be a regular thing. Once, in another lifetime, I was an art historian, specializing in medieval churches, but I’d found out pretty fast that there were no jobs available for people who liked to study really old buildings, certainly not in the foreseeable future. I’d said a regretful good-bye to my dreams of regular excursions to Aquitaine and Lincolnshire, and come up with another plan for my life. Not for the last time.
Plan Number Two had included marriage and a child. Or maybe children, plural, were in the first draft, but by the time our one and only had turned two, it was pretty clear that the marriage wasn’t going to survive, and I didn’t think adding another child would make things any better. We’d stuck together for another decade, citing the hackneyed reason “for the sake of the child,” but in the end we’d decided we were doing her more harm than good and parted ways. By the time Lisa was in high school, Hugh was history and I’d become the main breadwinner, since his checks were somewhat unreliable. I’d never replaced him.
Lisa had survived the whole thing without years of therapy, had attended a good college, graduated with honors, and was now off in Chicago and not too close to Mom, doing something even she couldn’t quite define. But she seemed happy when we talked on the phone, and that was all I was worried about. I’d long since decided that career planning was overrated, and changing economic and social circumstances had only reinforced that viewpoint. We’d weathered the lean years, although I couldn’t say I exactly had a retirement account. But then, I didn’t plan to retire until I dropped in front of my computer keyboard.
But here I was, bound for Italy on the cheapest red-eye flight I could find. Made possible by a small bequest from my late mother, who attached only one condition: do something fun for yourself.
I’d had to think long and hard about what I considered “fun” these days, and how to please me and only me. Then at a college reunion a year ago—one of those landmark ones with a zero on the end—two classmates, Jean Rider and Jane Lombardi, stood up and announced that they were planning a ten-day event in the north of Italy for the following year. No spouses, no kids—just classmates, people we’d known to greater or lesser degrees four decades earlier and in some cases hadn’t seen since. They proposed a flat fee, and all we had to do was get ourselves to Italy and all would be taken care of—transport, food, museum tickets, and best yet, planning. I had known both of them slightly and had no idea what kind of organizers they had turned out to be, but the idea sounded like heaven, and my hand was in the air before I could even think—or say thank you, Mom, for allowing me even to consider going.
A year had seemed like a very long time back then. Plenty of time to change my mind, and in fact a number of people had dropped out, citing other obligations or plans or simply cold feet. But there had been a waiting list of people eager to join the group, and the number had held steady at forty. Forty people celebrating the last forty years, after spending four years together in another century, another millennium.
Lisa had all but cheered when I told her. “Live a little, Ma,” she said. “Show ’em you aren’t dead yet.” I didn’t know how to take that. I didn’t feel old, and I hoped I didn’t act old. I took care of myself, ate right (mostly), exercised (sometimes), didn’t smoke at all and didn’t drink too much (very often), and kept my brain agile by using it as much as I could. Surely I could handle ten days with an interesting group of people and hold my own.
But this was reality, spending six hours wedged in a seat with about two inches’ clearance in any direction, breathing recycled air and picking at plastic food. I’d bought plenty to read, but I’d also brought along the record book from our long-ago freshman year. Back then there had been no Internet, no electronic communication, so we’d sent in print snapshots of ourselves—most often those dreadful high school graduation photos—and a short text. Somebody had put them together into a small booklet and sent them to us before we arrived on campus so we could get to know our classmates—the people we would spend the next four years with. I know I was terrified at the time, but I hadn’t admitted it, nor had anyone else.
I leafed through the skinny booklet. So many people I’d known well—or thought I had—who had dropped off my radar altogether. So many others I didn’t recognize at all—and a scattering of some who had become household names in the forty years since graduation. I paused at my own picture, my hair in a tidy flip, with a headband holding it in place. My sweet, naive little text, which I didn’t even remember writing. Had I really thought I would be a biologist?
I had a list of the people who would be on this Italian excursion. No, excursion wasn’t quite the right word, but I wasn’t sure what was. Trip was too mundane; junket sounded too political. It was a coming together of people from all over the country, to spend ten days together to … what? Take stock? Revisit our youth? Indulge in one last blowout before we were too creaky to climb stairs or carry a suitcase? I wasn’t sure what the mission was, but I knew I wanted to be there. That kind of spontaneity was very unlike me: I was usually the planner, the organizer, the one who worked out all the details. This time I was going to try to let go and let somebody else worry about all that stuff.
At the end of the flight I emerged from the plane feeling rumpled and sticky and sluggish, in a place where people were speaking something that was definitely not English. I didn’t speak Italian, although I had mastered enough other languages to cobble together a few basic phrases, mostly things like “Where is the church?” and “How much?” In my current state I wasn’t sure I could string together a sentence in English, much less Italian, so it really didn’t matter. I collected my too-heavy bag (I had trouble deciding what to bring, so I sort of brought everything), tucked my shirt into my jeans, and headed through customs. I hoped that the proper documents and a polite smile would see me through. I couldn’t possibly look like a terrorist, could I? But what did a terrorist look like these days? If I were planning an attack, wouldn’t I want to look entirely forgettable and harmless—just like me?
I had to rein in my befuddled imagination when I reached the head of the line. There, documents were stamped, smiles were exchanged, and I was on the ground in Italy somewhere outside of Florence, free and clear. As airports went, this one was tiny, which was probably a plus at the moment. Now to find the promised ride—because if the driver and a few straggling classmates arriving this afternoon weren’t there, I had no Plan B.
With a surge of relief I found the welcoming committee was waiting outside of customs, looking uniformly perky—I figured they must have arrived the day before and slept ever since, because I couldn’t imagine being perky at the moment. They waved and smiled and cheered. “You’re the last one!” said somebody who looked remarkably like a pruney version of a woman who’d sat next to me in French classes for two years. What was her name … Christine? Even with the list and the booklet in hand, I hadn’t been able to put a face to all the names. “Time to head out!” she announced. “We’ll be there in time for cocktails!”
Donna, that was it. She had always been relentlessly cheerful, although her accent had been atrocious, even after two years of classes. Some things just didn’t change, apparently. Which made me wonder, had I changed? How much? Would anyone recognize me now?
Our little covey of classmates trailed out of the terminal building, hauling suitcases on wheels. Mine was the heaviest; as I’d feared, I had overpacked. Like the terminal, the parking lot was surprisingly small, and the van we appeared to be aiming for stood out like a great gray box. I realized that I hadn’t given much thought to the logistics of transporting forty people at the same time. If I did the math (slowly, thanks to jet lag) that meant four vans, if everybody got cozy. A caravan of four vans was going to stand out wherever we went—an invading army of middle-aged women.
“I’m the driver,” another woman said loudly, over the sounds of planes and traffic. Her I recognized: Brenda something-or-other. We’d lived in the same dorm for a year, and she looked remarkably unchanged. “I only got here yesterday, so this may be an adventure. But we have a GPS that speaks English! Get your bags stowed in the back so we can head out.”
We shoved suitcases, backpacks, and totes into the rear of the van, then sorted ourselves out among the three rows of seats. Apparently Brenda already had assigned someone to the shotgun position, to read maps and road signs—I thought her name was Denise, but it was hard to tell from the rear. It would all get sorted out later, I hoped.
Brenda managed to find her electronic card, money, and the correct exit, and after a few loops through the parking lot we were on the road for … someplace I hadn’t been able to find on a map. There were a lot of places on our detailed itinerary I’d never heard of. As an art historian, I had once known enough to identify the major cities, and maybe a few of the regions, but the little towns? Not a chance, not unless there was some major monument or work of art there—those places I could name, even if I’d never been there. In any case, I hadn’t volunteered to do any of the driving on this trip: I would be hopelessly lost in minutes. Under the best of circumstances I was directionally challenged. The problem had gotten worse in the last few years, and nowadays I really had to stop and think about which way I was going, on foot or in a car. I kept telling myself I was saving room in my brain for really important things, and I could always ask my cell phone or a GPS for directions. That worked—most of the time.
But now I was among friends, or at least women who shared many of the insidious changes that came with age. From a quick scan of the small group so far, no one appeared particularly decrepit, and everyone exuded enthusiasm. But it was early days yet. How would we all feel in ten days?
Damn it, Laura! I reprimanded myself. You sound like an old biddy, always expecting the worst. Stress and lack of sleep had brought out all my negative traits; at this moment I was sure I was less intelligent, less interesting, and less successful than anyone else on this trip. Everybody else seemed to know each other, chatting happily away, while I had barely kept in touch with a couple of my college roommates, and with only one exception they hadn’t even bothered to come on this trip. Why had I? Was I trying to prove something? To myself? To my daughter?
Stop it. I was here to enjoy myself, in a beautiful country, in the company of interesting, intelligent women with whom I shared a history. All I had to do was relax and go with the flow. I could do that. I turned to my neighbor, whose name I thought—hoped—was Sharon, and asked the logical question: “So, what have you been doing the past forty years?” And talk flowed easily after that.
According to our itinerary, we were staying at a place called Capitignano, and the nearest town was called Borgo San Lorenzo. My maps failed to show either, and when I’d searched online, I couldn’t seem to find a map that would show both tiny towns and where they were within the country at the same time. In effect, I had no idea where we were, beyond Italy, somewhere near Florence, maybe to the north. I had to keep reminding myself that it was not my problem. Presumably the driver knew where she was going, and I was just along for the ride, so I settled back and admired the scenery. From the airport we took a couple of Autostrada—highways I could recognize anywhere, and I enjoyed mentally sounding out the names on the signs. As we drew farther away from the airport, the roads became progressively smaller, and the surrounding hills (or would they be called mountains here?) both nearer and higher, the buildings, mostly stucco or stone, spaced more widely. We went around more than one rotary or roundabout or whatever the heck they were called in Italy, sometimes more than once—there were stacks of signs at each exit from the rotary, and there really wasn’t time to read them all until you were already past them. Driver Brenda took it all in stride, even though she admitted she’d been driving the van only since the day before and was still learning the ropes. No one seemed worried. I certainly wasn’t; I had handed off responsibility once I reached the airport. Maybe my new mantra was NMP, for Not My Problem.
More small roads, more turns. Olive groves, vineyards, fields and verges strewn with red poppies. We passed a couple of towns that looked surprisingly modern, and I had to laugh at myself: had I really thought that everything outside the cities would be quaint and historic? This was, after all, a functioning country (well, except for the government, anyway) and life had moved on since the time of the Romans and the Renaissance, even though there were plenty of remnants of earlier eras almost everywhere you looked. We were in rural territory now. There were lots of buildings built of terra-cotta-colored stucco, with tiled roofs that often sprouted tufts of grass. The buildings seemed to have grown organically, with additions slapped on as needed until the building sprawled over several levels. Every time I turned my head there was another photo opportunity, although I wasn’t much of a photographer and all I had was a point-and-shoot camera and my cell phone. I restrained myself and just looked. I didn’t want to see Italy through a camera lens; I wanted to see it.
Up in the front Brenda was recounting some story about driving directions. “When I first heard the directions, I was told that I was supposed to turn right across from the big tree. Then the tree fell down in a storm a couple of weeks ago—see? There is it—so now it’s turn right across from the dead tree lying on the ground. Who knows how long that will last?” She laughed as she made the right turn onto a road twisting its way upward. It was barely wide enough for two vehicles, much less a car and a monster van, and I shuddered to think what would happen if we met someone coming down. Apparently Brenda shared that fear, because she sounded the horn vigorously at each turn, and there were a lot of turns.
The road climbed steadily, passing a few houses on the lower part of the hill, fewer and fewer as we went higher. Finally we came to a left-hand turn, marked by a single sign nailed to a post: Capitignano. “This is it, folks,” Brenda said cheerfully. “Check out the top of the hill.” She slowed to allow us to admire the view, and it was definitely worth admiring.
Beyond the ranks of grapevines and the rows of olive trees, the drive—now definitely one-lane—flanked by tall cypresses led to a cluster of stucco buildings seated regally at the top of the rise. The van’s engine labored to make the grade, but we finally pulled in at a level graveled area in front of one building, where two other matching vans were already parked. It took a few moments for everyone to clamber out of the vehicle, and then we all stood around, looking, I thought, a bit dazed. Brenda herded us into the building.
“There are information packets with updates on the table there, plus name tags for all of you,” she said authoritatively.
I felt a spurt of relief that I wasn’t the only one who didn’t recognize everybody. Name tags would be a blessing.
She was still talking, so I had to focus. “There’s also a sketch map of the property, with the various buildings labeled on it. Your room assignment is in the packet. Some people arrived yesterday and others will be here later. Find your place, unpack, chill out, and we’ll all meet at the big building down the hill, at the opposite end from here, for drinks and dinner at seven.”
I checked my watch: it was already six o’clock. Midday for me back home, so I should be alert, right? I found my packet and pulled out the map, which showed a lot of small buildings.
“Hey, Brenda, can you point us in the right direction?” I asked.
“What? Oh, sure. Where are you assigned?”
I pointed to a blob on the map.
“Right, the back end of the villa. Go around this building, follow the drive past the tennis court and around the next building, then go down the stairs. Your room is at the back. There’s a key in the door, but nobody bothers with them here. Once you get there, you’ll see where we’ll be eating, right down the hill.”
“Thanks,” I said dubiously. We all went back outside, dragged our suitcases from the back of the van, and set off in different directions. The wheels of my suitcase left twin tracks in the neat gravel, and I felt like I ought to apologize to someone. I concentrated on keeping my footing—the paths kept shifting from gravel to flagstone to brick to grass, in no particular order. I passed the tennis court, which clearly hadn’t hosted a tennis game in quite some time; passed the next building, went around to the back and down a short flight of stairs, and found myself in front of two heavy, ornate wooden doors, one of which had a key in the lock. This must be it. I set down my suitcase with a sigh of relief and turned to check out the scene.
Oh my God. From where I stood I had a one-hundred-eighty-degree view of rolling Tuscan hills, stacked up against the horizon. Small villages nestled in the valleys below; here and there a plume of smoke rose. Clouds drifted across the blue, blue sky. On both sides, more olive trees marched down the slopes. In front of me lay two buildings; the larger one must be where we would be eating. No one was in sight; the only sounds were natural. No cars, planes, electronic devices—just blessed silence. Except for a low buzzing: I looked to my right to see a large tree covered with small yellow blossoms, and when I approached it I realized there were bees feasting on all of them. The whole tree buzzed. I retreated a respectful distance and inhaled the sweet scent of the tree, tinged with a hint of wood smoke and maybe a dash of pine—or was it rosemary? It didn’t matter; it was all wonderful.
And it was my home for the next few days. With no little regret I turned my back on the spectacular views and opened the door.
Benvenuti in Italia!
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It’s harvest time in Granford, Massachusetts, and orchard owner Meg Corey and her fiancé, Seth, are both racing to beat the New England winter. Meg is bringing in her apple crop with a team of workers, while Seth is working to restore an old building in the center of town. But when his project is set back
due to the unexpected discovery of a skeleton under the building—and even worse, a young man related to one of Meg’s former apple pickers is found dead behind the local feed store—the couple’s carefully laid plans are quickly spoiled …
 
Meg can’t help but wonder: are they just unlucky, or is there something rotten in Granford? If so, she knows she’s got to seek out the bad apple before it ruins the whole bunch …
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“This whole town has gone crazy,” Seth Chapin said as he dropped heavily into a chair across the kitchen table from Meg Corey.
Meg looked at her fiancé in confusion. “Fiancé”: such an odd, somehow old-fashioned word. She kept forgetting that they were now officially “engaged” in the eyes of the world. Well, the small world of Granford, Massachusetts, at least—it wasn’t like she was announcing it in the Boston Globe. She didn’t feel like a fiancée, which she’d always thought was an equally silly word. They hadn’t gotten any closer to setting a date. They hadn’t discussed where or when or how. They hadn’t even worked out where they’d live, though currently Seth was spending most of his time at her house, which made sense, since his office and storage space were in her barn. On the other hand, Meg also had her housemate to consider—Briona Stewart, who was also Meg’s orchard manager, and indispensable to keeping the apple orchard running. Given how little Meg could afford to pay, the position came with a free room, and she couldn’t just toss Bree out into the local student-driven housing scene. There were many things Meg and Seth needed to talk about, maybe when they were less busy and exhausted—she with the apple harvest, Seth with his fast-growing renovation business. Not the best time to make happy plans.
“What are you talking about?” Meg asked now. “Did I miss something? What’s going crazy?”
“Everyone in town wants to tear things down and put things up, all at once,” Seth sighed. “You have anything cold to drink?”
“Of course. Water, iced tea, even some sports drink, if you want electrolytes.” After a recent brush with heat exhaustion, Meg had been scrupulous about keeping plenty of liquids on hand. Since it was harvest season, she was also always reminding her pickers up in the orchard to stay hydrated, too.
Seth hauled himself up and got a bottle of water from the refrigerator. He sat and downed half the bottle. “That’s better. So, basically, I think everybody in town looked up, noticed it was September, and said, ‘Hey, we’d better get something done before winter.’ Of course, we could argue about whether there’ll even be a winter this year, what with the weird weather we’ve had. Or maybe there’ll be a six-month winter.”
Meg sipped her own drink. “Back up—who’s ‘everybody’?”
“Well, first there’s the library. Did you hear about the new one?”
Meg racked her brain and came up blank. She hadn’t had time to read the local paper since … June? And it was only a weekly. She’d been so busy for months, first with fighting the drought, which had meant a lot of hand-watering of her eighteen acres of apple trees; now with managing the harvest, which had begun in August and would run through November, depending on when the apples decided to ripen, which was kind of unpredictable. But a new library was a major step for Granford, Massachusetts, and she felt like she should have known. Besides, Seth, a town selectman, usually kept her up-to-date. “Uh, no?”
“And you a concerned citizen!” Seth joked. “Okay, last year one of the old families in town donated a part of their property to the town to use to build a new library. It’s out near the high school, on Route 202. Plenty of space for parking, and it’s big enough to build what they want, assuming they can figure out how to pay for it. They’ve already got some state grants, and the fund-raising is going well.” He stopped to drink some more water. “The building site is set back pretty far from the road, so you might not have noticed it if you drove past it. But there was a formal ground-breaking a few months ago.”
“Sorry I missed it. Should I make a contribution? But building a new library doesn’t sound at all crazy to me.”
“I’m not finished,” Seth said. “Then there’s the Historical Society.”
“What are they doing?” Meg asked. Now, the Historical Society was someplace she was involved with. They owned a nice but too-small one-story building that faced the village green, just down the hill from the church. When she’d first visited almost two years ago now, as a newcomer to Granford, it had been an unheated space filled with a hodgepodge of unrelated collections. She wasn’t surprised that the director, Gail Selden, had bigger plans. Gail had also become a friend, and had helped Meg more than once to find information about her own eighteenth-century home. “Don’t tell me they’re moving!”
“No, not that,” Seth replied. “They own that building outright, but as you’ve probably noticed, it needs work. And it’s not really big enough to serve the public the way they’d like.”
That was true. Gail had worked wonders cleaning it up and creating exhibits that made sense, but it was still small and unheated.
Seth went on, “The Society has collections stashed all over town, wherever they could find storage space, and Gail really wants to get them all under one roof. But still the same old roof.”
“So what are they planning?”
“Basically, they had two choices: build up or build down. The Historical Society board didn’t want to change the profile of the building by adding another story, even a partial one, so they’ve decided to dig out under the building.”
“Wow—that sounds ambitious. Is it even possible?” Meg got up to help herself to another bottle of water, laying an affectionate hand on Seth’s shoulder as she passed. She was still getting used to having him around more or less full-time, but with their busy schedules, it was nice when they saw each other at all. “Want another?”
“Sure.” He laid his hand over hers, briefly. “They have an architect who says it’s possible, if it’s done carefully, of course. At least it’s not too big a building. They’d have to put supports under the existing building, then excavate, then pour a foundation and finish the space so it can be used for document and collections storage, which means special considerations for moisture and ventilation. Oh, and Gail really wants a bathroom in the building for staff and volunteers.”
Meg laughed. “I can certainly understand that!” While her own colonial house had four bedrooms, it had only one bath, which really wasn’t enough with three people living in the house—especially when they all needed showers at the same time after a working day. She had to keep reminding herself that when the house had been built by one of her Warren family ancestors, there had been no indoor plumbing beyond the well in the basement, which had provided water for the kitchen above by way of an old hand pump. But standards for personal hygiene had been different then. “So what’s the time frame there?”
“Yesterday,” Seth said. “Seriously, they want to get it roughed out before the ground freezes, so it’s a pretty ambitious schedule. But they more or less have the money in hand, so they don’t want to wait.”
“They do?” Having money in hand was an unusual situation for most historical societies.
“Yeah. The Society also owns the house across the street, which they rent out for income, and Gail told me that when they talked to a financial advisor he told them that they could take out a mortgage on the rental house, and voilà! They’d have the cash for the renovations. The rent gives them enough income to cover the mortgage payments. Once they figured out how much money they had to work with, then they started thinking about building plans.”
“I’m impressed. So, that’s the library and the Historical Society—are you finished yet?”
“Not quite. There’s also a school building that needs some serious work, and nobody can decide whether to try to fix it—with state money—or to tear it down and start over. So we put together a committee to study it, but there’s a deadline coming up shortly.”
I really am out of the loop, Meg thought. Of course, not having any children, she hadn’t paid much attention to school-related issues, but still. “Is that all?”
“Almost. This is off the record, but the town is also thinking about selling the town hall building.”
“What? I like that building!” Meg protested.
“It’s a lovely structure, but a lousy municipal building. It was built as a private summer home at the height of the Victorian era. The wiring isn’t up to code, so it’s hard to use computers and printers and the like.”
“Where would the town administration go? Is there some other building that would work? Or do they want to build, too?”
Seth shook his head. “Not clear. They might be able to move into the old library when the new one opens.”
“This really is a game of musical chairs, isn’t it?” Meg said. “Where do you stand on all of these? I mean, you’re a selectman, so in a sense, you are the town, or part of it.” Meg knew there were only three members on the select board, plus a town manager. Who voted to approve projects like these?
Seth leaned back in his chair and stretched. “Caught right in the middle. The library and the Historical Society have their own funding, so they don’t need our approval, apart from permitting and inspections and such. The school project does, and obviously selling town hall would. Theoretically, I’m in favor of all and any of these, as long as the financial numbers make sense and they meet all construction requirements—which could be challenging, at least for the Historical Society.”
“Are you going to be personally involved?” Meg asked. When she’d first met Seth, he’d been managing his family’s plumbing business, but his real love was building restoration and renovation. Although plumbing was a good fallback when no one could afford historically accurate renovations to their older homes.
“If I had my choice, I’d help out with the Historical Society project. It’s an interesting challenge, and I’d like to be sure they retain the historic character of the building. As you know as well as I do, when you start jerking around an old building, you always end up finding other things you need to fix, like rotting sills or termite damage. And if they’re putting in an HVAC system—which, by the way, would be a first in that building—there are issues of windows and insulation and making the building more airtight while still keeping it authentic, at least in appearance.”
“And you don’t have to vote on that project, so there’s no conflict,” Meg mused, almost to herself.
“Exactly. The library doesn’t need me, and the school project probably wouldn’t either. The town hall question is anybody’s guess. So that leaves the Historical Society. By the way, I pointed Gail toward an architect who specializes in this kind of project, so they’ve already got plans in hand.”
“Can it be done before winter?”
“It’s a tight schedule, but it could work, if everything goes well.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
“We seal it up as best we can and hope for a mild winter. At least the collections will be stored off-site.”
“Speaking of the collections, I know she’s got more documents about this house that I’d love to see, but I haven’t had the time. Maybe when the harvest is over.” Winter, Meg knew from last year—her first as an apple grower—was the slowest time for the orchard. She’d have some long days to fill.
“How’s the harvest going?”
Meg shrugged. “I don’t have a lot to compare it to other than last year, but Bree says we’re doing okay. We were lucky that the drought broke when it did. Another couple of weeks and we’d have lost a lot of apples.” Along with most of my very thin profit margin.
“Everything working out with the pickers?”
“So far. Most of the regulars are back, bless them, although we lost one to a competitor over in Belchertown who could offer a little more money, and there are fewer and fewer people who want to do this kind of manual labor.”
Meg was lucky that although she was new to running an orchard, the orchard itself was well established, and in recent years had been overseen by the local state university. Which was also how she’d come to employee Bree, a recent graduate of the university who’d studied orchard management. The fact that Bree was Jamaican-born also helped her in managing the mainly Jamaican pickers who had been working the orchards in the Connecticut River Valley for generations—at least it helped once they got used to the idea of working for a woman, and a young one at that, and one who’d spent most of her life actually living in Massachusetts rather than Jamaica. But Bree had earned their respect and things were going smoothly; the loss of that one picker was in no way her fault. “That’s why Bree and I are both up there most days, just to fill in. It’s hard to know in advance from week to week what’s going to be ripe, and sometimes we get swamped. Plus, it’s demanding work. Thank goodness the new trees we planted in the spring won’t be bearing for a couple more years. Maybe by then I’ll have figured out how this all works.”
“Can you take a short break tomorrow? I’m going to talk to Gail about the excavation process in the morning, if you want to tag along.”
“I’d love to see Gail, and this project sounds really interesting. I don’t think we’ve got a lot on the schedule for tomorrow, so I can probably sneak away. But I’ll have to check with Bree.”
“You talking about me?” Bree came in through the back door.
“May I take an hour or two off tomorrow morning, please, ma’am?” Meg said, smiling. “The Historical Society is planning to add a basement under their building, and I’m curious to see how they’re going to do it.”
Bree rummaged in the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water. “I guess. We’re just about caught up with the Cortlands and the Empires, but the Galas aren’t ready yet and we’re waiting on the Baldwins. Did you order the new crates?”
“Oh, shoot, I forgot.” The old wooden crates that Meg had inherited when she moved into the house were wearing out fast, and they’d been replacing them as needed with more modern plastic ones. Not nearly as pretty, but much more practical. “I’ll do that in the morning.”
“Then you have my blessing for the morning—after you place that order,” Bree said in a mock-serious tone. “What’s happening with dinner?”
“Not a clue,” Meg replied. “Seth, you have any ideas?”
“There’s a new pizza place in the shopping center on 202. Want to try that?”
“How did I ever miss seeing that? Let’s go!”
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The pizza last night had been good, and Meg sent up a silent cheer that Granford had one more place that served food. The only “real” restaurant in town, Gran’s, was more upscale, though far from fancy. Meg loved eating there, especially since she’d had a hand in creating the place, and even more so because she now counted the owners, Nicky and Brian Czarnecki, as friends, but she wasn’t always in the mood for a sit-down meal. A pizza place, and one only a mile or two from her house, was a great quick-and-dirty alternative.
When she awoke the next morning, Meg checked the clock, then rolled over and nudged Seth. “Hey, what time are you meeting Gail?”
He answered without opening his eyes. “As soon as she gets the kids off to school. What time is it?”
“Seven.”
Seth opened his eyes, then sat up quickly. “I’ve got to get some paperwork together before we head over there. You are still coming with me, right?”
“Sure. Nobody’s started anything at the Historical Society, right?”
“Not yet, but they’re hoping to begin this week. Right now we’re still at the talking stage, and looking at plans.”
“You going to do the plumbing?” Meg asked.
“Maybe. First step is to find someone to do the digging. I can recommend builders to pour the foundation, but shoring up the building and removing the soil is trickier and it takes more skill.” He was pulling on jeans and a T-shirt as he spoke. “I’ll go start coffee, and then walk Max. See you downstairs?”
“I won’t be long.”
Meg could hear stirring noises from Bree’s end of the hall, so she darted into the bathroom quickly, emerging ten minutes later after a quick shower. She threw on her clothes and joined Seth in the kitchen, where he handed her a cup of coffee. Max, his Golden Retriever, greeted Meg enthusiastically.
“Drink it before it gets cold,” he said. They toasted and buttered a couple of bagels, and Meg scanned the first page of the daily paper. Why did she keep subscribing, when she rarely had time to read it? Oh, right, to put under her cat Lolly’s litter pan. As if on cue, Lolly appeared from somewhere, butting her head against Meg’s leg, looking for her own breakfast.
After she’d fed Lolly, Meg ventured, “Okay, so remind me—how old is the Historical Society building?”
“The building dates back to the mid-1700s,” Seth said. “Actually, it was the first meetinghouse in Granford. There was some infighting going on within the church in South Hadley about where to put the new church they needed, and in the end they decided to split the parish. It took them thirteen years and fifty local meetings to arrive at that decision—makes our current process look lightning fast, doesn’t it? Anyway, the short answer is that the new parish was created in 1762, before Granford was even an official town, and before they had an official place to meet. So the building is about the same age as your house. By the way, South Hadley had another fight about churches starting in 1820, and that time it took them sixteen years to work things out. And then in the 1820s Granby had its own tiff and actually built two churches, but only the one survives, the big one that’s there now. The other one was closer to the cemetery where all those Warrens are buried, but the cemetery is older than the church.”
“But the meetinghouse had no heating and no plumbing.”
“Nope. Those old New Englanders were tough birds,” Seth replied cheerfully. “And sermons were long in those days. Of course, if most people in town showed up, they would have generated some considerable body heat. And, I’ve read, they used to have ‘singing.’”
“Which means what?” Meg asked.
“Got me, but the town paid the princely sum of thirteen dollars for it in 1792, and by 1798 they even had a bass viol.”
“You’re making this up. Aren’t you?”
“Nope. Read Judd sometime.”
Meg recognized the name as the author of a monumental history about the town of Hadley, published in the nineteenth century. “Seth, when do you find time to learn all this stuff?” Meg said plaintively. She could never catch up. She couldn’t remember reading to the end of a book in months—either she had no time or she fell into bed exhausted, so there was no way to study the history of Granford. Maybe come winter she’d try again.
“I like old buildings, and I’ve been passing by most of these all my life. You’ll learn.”
“Yeah, as soon as I have a spare year or two. Are you ready to head out?”
“Sure. I think I’ll leave Max here—there’s too much interesting stuff to smell at the Historical Society.”
It took only a few minutes to drive from Meg’s house to the center of Granford, which still boasted its original town green ringed with maple trees. The church—which Meg now knew was the “new” one, not the original one—anchored one end of the green, with a parish house and then the Historical Society on the slope below. A pharmacy-slash–general store occupied space across the street, and up toward one end, on the highway, loomed the ornate Victorian town hall. The relatively new restaurant, Gran’s, had moved into what had been a nineteenth-century home at the top of the hill, with a nice view of the green, as Meg knew well. There was little traffic.
Gail Selden was sitting on the Historical Society building’s steps waiting, and stood up when they pulled into the church parking lot. Knowing that there might be changes coming, Meg studied the building quickly: single story, low-pitched roof, two massive granite steps leading up to the entrance. And the majority of the town’s population had squeezed inside? Not a very large town back then.
When she saw them, Gail called out, “Hey, Seth. Hi, Meg—did you get dragged along?”
Meg smiled at her. “No, he described what you wanted to do and I had to see for myself. He said you plan to dig under the building? There’s no basement?”
“Looks like it,” Gail replied cheerfully, “and no, they never included a basement. As for the project, our board is on board, so to speak, so all we need is the go-ahead on the structural issues, which is where Seth comes in.”
“You talk to those excavation contractors I told you about?” Seth asked.
“We’ve talked to a couple, and they offered two options for the excavation process. I wanted to ask you which one makes more sense.”
“Let’s go inside,” Seth said. Gail opened the door with an old key, and they followed her through it.
“Wow,” Meg said when they’d entered the main room. “You’ve cleared out a lot of stuff since the last time I was here. The first time I saw the place, there were stuffed birds and animals all over the place. What happened to them?”
Gail grinned. “Uh, let us say they retired. The local taxidermist left something to be desired, and they were molting or shedding all over the place.”
“I can imagine,” Meg smiled back. “You’re really serious about going through with this plan?”
“We sure are! Let’s sit at the table in the kitchen exhibit—it’s open now that we’ve stowed away some of the tools and antique appliances.” Gail led the way to the table, where she had already laid out what looked like architectural drawings. She waited until they were seated before beginning.
“Seth, you can probably follow this stuff a lot better than I can, but as I understand it, the idea is to shore up the building from beneath with leveling jacks and steel beams—”
“Assuming your substrate can support them,” Seth interrupted.
“Of course,” Gail said quickly, “and we’ll check that out first—or our contractor will, I guess. And then we dig out the soil to a depth of ten feet, which gives us space to pour a slab down there and still have adequate headroom.”
“Go on,” Seth prompted. “You know where your HVAC system will go? And what provisions have you made for moisture control?”
Gail held up both hands. “Seth, I know only the big picture. You’ll have to talk to the architect and the contractor about that stuff. But they’ve both done jobs like this before. I’ve talked to several of their clients, and I haven’t heard any complaints.”
“What’s the plan for removing the soil?” Seth asked.
“We’re still debating about that. There’s good old-fashioned manual labor—a bunch of folk with shovels, which would be historically correct but a lot of work. Or we see if we can fit a baby Bobcat excavator in there, once we get it started. Or somebody mentioned using what they called a vacuum extractor—like you stick a big hose down into it, and the dirt is sucked right out and then deposited in a dump truck or even left on-site. I don’t know what you think about that, but it sounds like fun to watch.”
“Let me ask around. I have heard that it’s effective in a small, contained area, and getting rid of the dirt immediately would be a big plus. Both make sense in your case. When do you want to start?”
“This week.”
“Wow,” Seth said. “But you’re lucky it’s a small building. Most excavators could be in and out in a day, once the shoring is in place, and could fit it in between their other projects.”
“Yeah, I know it’s fast, but please, please don’t tell me to ask the board to slow down. Do you know how long it’s taken to advance the project this far? And we’d really love to be able to be open this winter. We’ve never been open in winter before.”
“Do you expect a lot of visitors?” Meg asked.
“Not swarms, but I’m hopeful we could attract a few. There are often parents visiting their kids at the colleges around here, and we’re seeing more of them in Granford since Gran’s opened. And genealogists will trek through anything to get their research done. We’ve calculated that the entry fees or memberships paid by the new researchers should offset the additional cost of heating the place in winter—which should be done anyway, to preserve the collections. Working quickly now won’t impact the cost of the project, will it, Seth? The excavators didn’t seem to think so, and as you said, for them it’s not a big job.”
“Probably not, as long as you don’t run into anything unexpected, like a rock ridge running under the building, or a spring.” Seth looked at his watch. “I’ve got a job in Easthampton, so I’d better go. Meg, you want a ride back?”
“I can take you home, Meg, if you want to hang around a little longer,” Gail volunteered eagerly.
“That sounds good,” Meg said. “You go ahead, Seth.”
“I’ll take the plans and proposals with me to look over, Gail, and I’ll try to get back to you by tomorrow. Fast enough for you?”
“That’s terrific, Seth. My board is really excited about this, and I’d hate to lose the momentum. I appreciate your help. Which reminds me: if we ask nicely, will you do the heating and plumbing stuff?”
“Sure, although I might have to bring in a couple of extra people. I’ll try to keep the costs down, though.”
“I know you’re fair, Seth. Thank you so much for making this work!”
Seth gathered up the papers from the table and as he headed for the door, Meg could hear him whistling. He was a man who truly loved his work.
Gail turned to Meg. “Hey, I haven’t had a chance to say congratulations to you guys.”
“Oh, about our engagement? Thank you. Apparently everyone in town knew we were getting married before we did.”
“You make a great couple. Seth’s a terrific guy.”
“I know—everyone keeps telling me than.” Meg smiled. “Before you ask, no, we haven’t set a date. I’ve got to get through this harvest, and he’s crazy busy with all the projects going on in town.”
“I know! It’s like a contagious disease—everybody suddenly wants something new, or at least renovated. But I think it’s time for all of us. The plans for the library look wonderful. Since they’re going to have a dedicated genealogy room, I’m going to get together with their staff and sort through the documents we each have and see what’s the best distribution of materials.”
“Great idea! What’re you planning to do with the records during construction?”
“More of the same thing we’ve always done—parcel them out around town. I thought maybe you’d like to take some of them, the ones about the Warren family and the settlement of the south end of town.”
“I