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Hearing her husband Jake come in the front door, Megan called, “Hey, look at this.”

Sitting at her computer tucked under the sweeping oak staircase at the Green Lady Inn, Megan bubbled with excitement over having guests for her first artist retreat. 

The old house her grandmother left her was now a quaint guest house. There were five rooms for guests upstairs. The dining room served as a tearoom where small groups could gather. Megan had even hosted a wedding or two. Her friend Kathy from the Dockside Café married her husband, Ben, at the Green Lady. 

“We have four reservations. Can you believe it? They’re coming for the artist retreat in June. That’s only two weeks away. Do you think Ben can have the studio over the garage finished on time?”

Megan had been planning the studio in her mind for a couple years now, and it was finally happening. The house had needed some renovations, putting her studio on hold.

“That’s great. I’ll give Ben a call and see if he can come over and take a look. It shouldn’t be too difficult. All you want is a clean space, shelves for supplies, and lots of light, right?”

“I’m impressed. You do listen to me sometimes.” Megan smiled, getting up from the desk, pecking her husband on the cheek, and taking her empty coffee cup into the kitchen.

Jake was returning from a trip down to Boston to meet with his agent, who was trying to talk him into a tour for his latest mystery novel.

Megan missed her husband when he went on these book tours, but she knew it was necessary to promote his books.

Jake followed her in and smiled at his daughter, Elizabeth, sitting on the floor, happily playing with her toys. She was having a make-believe tea party with their cat, Magic, as the guest, along with a couple of her favorite teddy bears.

Magic put up with Elizabeth and her tea party but ran when Elizabeth tried to dress him up in a bonnet and dress. He would swish his tail furiously with a look, saying, don’t you dare. Magic would stand up and stretch his glossy black body, head held high, and jump on the counter away from Elizabeth’s four-year-old reach.

“Hi Lydia, how’s it going today?” Jake asked, greeting Megan’s friend and sometimes helper and babysitter.

“Just fine, Jake. How was traffic in Boston?”

“Not bad today. At least no accidents to hold things up.”

“I’ve made up the cakes for the book club lunch tomorrow. Anything else you need me to do, Megan?” Lydia asked, taking a  cake out of the oven.

There were no reservations for the tearoom that day, although some locals did drop in from time to time 

“Thanks, Lydia, that was a big help. That would be great if you could come by tomorrow and help me with the book club luncheon.”

“Not a problem. Bert is working anyway. Since Emily left for college, it gets a little lonely being at home all the time.”   

“How is she doing? Do Jeff and Emily have any plans for getting married? I’d love to have the wedding for them here.”

“I think they want to finish college and settle in their careers first.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Megan said. 

“I’ll be off. I’ll see you tomorrow then.” Lydia left by the back door after waving goodbye to Elizabeth.

While Megan got some peanut butter and jelly out of the fridge, she thought of all the people the Green Lady had brought together.   

Lydia had met and eventually married Megan’s cousin Detective Inspector Albert Sinclair, when he came to Salem chasing an art thief for Scotland Yard. Detective Sinclair was now working for the Salem Police. Megan was surprised that she had distant cousins she didn’t know she had. 

It had taken a bit of string-pulling to get him transferred. Detective Lucas Yarborough was his partner, and they worked well together.

The Inn had a way of bringing people together. Several of Megan’s friends had found love while at the Green Lady. 

Bert Sinclair had married Lydia. Megan’s contractor Ben had met and married Kathy from the Dockside Café. Even Detective Yarborough had met Annie, the admin assistant at the Longstreet Gallery. The Inn was getting a reputation among Megan’s friends.

Megan’s husband came down from his office in the attic and sat on the floor beside their daughter. Megan couldn’t help smiling at her husband and Elizabeth playing happily. Elizabeth had abandoned the tea party and was engrossed in building a house with her blocks. 

Jake smiled up at Megan, “Look at this,” he said. “Maybe she’ll be an architect.”

Megan laughed as Elizabeth happily knocked down the tower her dad had built. Startled by the noise, Magic ran for cover.

“Think I’ll ask Amanda to go with me to pick up some supplies,” Megan said, fixing Elizabeth’s lunch. “We have to go by the early learning center anyway.”

Amanda was Megan’s best friend and neighbor. They had met shortly after Megan had moved in, discovering that Amanda and her husband Zack owned the Longstreet Art Gallery in Salem. They had shared many adventures involving the Green Lady Inn.

Sitting on the floor, building the tower of blocks again, Jake asked, “Won’t they bring their own things like paint and stuff?” 

“You’re so adorable. Some will bring everything under the sun. Others will bring only the basics. I’ll need to prepare. I want to look professional.” Megan was nervous even though she had owned her gallery in Greenwich Village in NY. She wanted this new venture to succeed. 

“True, and I’m sure you will be the best art instructor they have ever had.” Jake came up behind Megan, kissing and cuddling her neck, taking in the smell of the raspberry shampoo she used.

“You’re so bad.” Megan giggled, placing Elizabeth’s lunch on the toddler’s little table. “Did you look at the preschool brochures? I left some on your desk.”

Jake got up, taking the brochure from Megan. “Where is Christopher going? Don’t you want to send her there too? That way, the kids would have someone they know.” 

Jake helped clean up the coffee things leftover from breakfast while Megan was busy writing out a list of supplies she would need for her new students.

“Amanda is looking at the Henny Penny preschool. I’m going with her to check it out later this afternoon. We have an appointment with the director to look it over.”

“I wish I could go with you,” Jake said. “I have to get busy on this next book. My busy bee of an agent wants to schedule me for a pre-release road trip. It’s great she’s so proactive. Most agents don’t give a toss about promoting their authors. It’s almost ready to send in. I just have to run through it one more time.”

Jake’s agent kept him busy with book signings and tours. He didn’t like being away from home as something was always happening while he was away. He brought Megan a present of an antique witch’s spell box not too long ago. He found it while visiting his agent in Boston. Unfortunately, he didn’t know that it contained stolen diamonds and that the thief would come to the Green Lady looking for them.

“I know you worry about us when you are gone, but it’s been pretty quiet here for a while now.” Megan tilted her chin, indicating the upper level of the inn. 

A well-kept secret was the Green Lady Inn was haunted and that Megan received cryptic messages whenever trouble was brewing.

In renovating the attic, Megan had found Lucinda’s rocking chair. That discovery led to Lucinda taking up residence. Later they found an antique writing desk. In the desk drawer was a pocket watch belonging to Laurence Sinclair. So now the Green Lady had two resident ghosts.

“I’m going up to write for a while. Give me a shout if you need anything.” Jake took the back stairs up to his office.

He had given up trying to write on the kitchen table when Elizabeth started to walk. The fact that Magic would walk all over his papers and he had to move them for meals led to the attic turning into his office.
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Megan and Amanda sat in the backyard of the Green Lady Inn, watching their children play. It was a pleasant late afternoon with a warm breeze blowing in off the distant harbor, bringing the scent of the ocean with it.

“I’m so happy that the daycare center could take in Christopher and Elizabeth. I think that Jake and Zack will both be happy that it’s all settled. But I hate to think of them getting older and going to school. I’ll miss having Elizabeth around all day. You’ll miss Christopher, too, won’t you?”

“You better believe it. But you’re right. I’ve heard of some mothers crying when their kids start school, and now I will be one.”

Megan reached over and hugged her friend. “We’ll miss them together.”

They sat at the picnic table, seeing the fireflies begin to twinkle in the hedges, enjoying the warm evening. Christopher and Elizabeth were at the swings talking to each other in their unique way.

“Hey, why don’t we go to the park again before your students arrive? We can make a day of it. Summer doesn’t kick into full swing for another couple of weeks,” Amanda said.

“I’d love to, but I have too much to do. As soon as Ben finishes the studio over the garage, I have to set it all up. Put the supplies on the shelves and set up the easels. That kind of thing.” 

“I forgot about that. I can help if you want. Zack’s assistant, Annie, is taking on more of what I used to do. She’s a big help. I only go to the gallery a couple times a week now. I have to take advantage of it while I can.” 

Annie had married Detective Lucas Yarborough and was expecting their first child. Annie would want some time off after the birth. 

Amanda enjoyed being a stay-at-home mom but also missed being at the art gallery with her husband, Zack.

Zack and Amanda had opened the Longstreet Gallery in Salem after finding spaces in nearby Boston and its suburbs too expensive. It had a growing reputation and was attracting some big-name artists.

Amanda rose to settle a dispute between Elizabeth and her son Christopher in the sandpit. Christopher was headstrong and determined, while Elizabeth was gentle and giving. Still, she could also want her way and fight to get it.

Amanda put Christopher on one of the swings and gave him a push. “Tell me about these guests you have signed up for the artist retreat. Do you know much about them?”

“I have four coming for the retreat. The first to sign up was Ms. Geraldine Ames and her daughter. They’re coming from Manchester, New Hampshire. At least that’s where the mother lives. The daughter is Hanna Sullivan. I don’t know all the details.

“Ms. Margaret Haggerty is also from Manchester. She’s a retired college professor. I hope she’s not going to try and lecture everyone.” Megan joked.

“I have a picture of some old biddy in heavy dark-rimmed glasses, a tweed suit, and serviceable shoes.” Amanda laughed, giving Christopher another push. 

“Oh, God, I hope she doesn’t try to take over.” 

“Higher, Momma, higher,” Christopher cried.

Amanda laughed and gave him a hard push that set the little boy screaming with joy.

“Then there is Felicity Brightman. She’s from Boston with an address in the Back Bay. Jake said there is a lot of old money there. That leaves me with one room left for the week, which is fine.”

“I really hope this goes well for you,” Amanda said.

“I hope so too. Ms. Brightman did ask a lot of questions about the accommodations and the meals to be served. I hope she’s not going to be the complaining type.”

“You’re not going to rent out Lucinda’s room, are you?”

“It takes an exceptional person to be in that room,” Megan answered.

Amanda was one of few in Megan’s circle that knew about Lucinda. She had witnessed firsthand the effect Lucinda could have.

“You‘ve got that right.” Amanda plucked Christopher out of the swing under protest and set him on the ground. “I’ve got to be going. Zack will be home soon and looking for his supper.

Megan picked up Elizabeth from the sandbox and walked Amanda to the path between their houses. “I’ll call you tomorrow about going to the park. It might have to wait until after the retreat.”

“That’s OK. We can talk about it. See you later.” Amanda waved and hurried across the backyards to her house.
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“It’s amazing how one little girl can get so messy in one day,” Megan said, kneeling beside the tub and watching the toddler play with her toys. Elizabeth took one of her toys and held it up.

“See, this is my boat. I lost the captain.” The child seemed to be talking to the far wall.

Oh crap. Do I dare tell Jake that Elizabeth is talking to a blank wall? Again.

“Honey, who are you talking to?”

“Don’t you see the lady, Momma?”

“I have soap in my eyes,” Megan lied, wiping her eyes. “Can you tell me what she looks like?”

“She’s nice, Momma. She has on a long green dress and pretty hair and looks like you, only fuzzy.”

“Thanks, sweetheart. Let’s get you dressed. Time for supper soon.”

Megan knew in her heart that Elizabeth was talking about Lucinda from upstairs. Megan and Amanda had christened Lucinda’s room which was rarely rented out. Only Aislyn, a friend, who was physic from Ireland, had ever stayed there. 

As Megan carried Elizabeth to her room, the child said, “The lady wants to know where her baby is. Do you know, Momma? She seems sad.”

Megan stopped in mid-stride. What? Lucinda’s child had grown and died almost one hundred and sixty years ago. Why was she looking for her now?

Megan would have to tell Jake about the fact that Elizabeth was talking to Lucinda. What worried her most was that Lucinda was roaming the house instead of staying in her room. Could she possibly be looking for her child? Lucinda had died years before her daughter.

I wonder if I could find out what happened to Lucinda’s child? Megan asked herself as she started to prepare their supper.
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Jake, Megan, and Elizabeth had a quiet supper. It was the first week of June, and some schools were still in session. The busy tourist season would begin with the fourth of July and run through the Fall, slowing down after Halloween. 

Megan had decided to have the artist retreat at the end of June before things got crazy, and the extra income wouldn’t hurt either.

Even though her husband was a best-selling mystery writer, she still liked the Green Lady Inn to support itself the best it could. Depending on Jake for the extensive repair jobs was hard enough.

After clearing away the dishes and settling Elizabeth down for the night, Jake and Megan took their coffee into the sitting room to relax.

“Looks like you and Amanda have it all settled for the VPK in the Fall for Christopher and Elizabeth. This voluntary pre-kindergarten program is new to me. But it sounds like a nice place from what you said at supper. The pictures in the brochure are good.”

“I wish you could have come, but I know it will be fine. I have my fingers crossed that Christopher doesn’t get expelled on his first day. You know how headstrong he can sometimes be.”

“I’m sure the staff has had difficult children before.” Jake put his arm around Megan’s shoulders. She relaxed into him.

“Uh... Elizabeth was talking to the wall again.”

“OK....”

“I asked her who she was talking to.”

“A . n...d?”

“She described Lucinda but said she was fuzzy.”

“Would you expect a ghost to be clear as a bell?”

“No, but this is not the first time Elizabeth has mentioned the fuzzy Lady. Lucinda seldom shows herself to anyone.” Megan had a worried look on her face, and Jake saw her twisting her Claddagh ring on her finger.

“Lucinda would never hurt Elizabeth.”

“I’m sure you’re right, but Elizabeth will get older. What am I going to tell her about the fuzzy lady that lives in the wall?” Megan’s voice was rising as she sat on the edge of the couch.

Jake moved over to take her hands in his. “Listen, we will cross that bridge when we come to it like we have all the others. Elizabeth apparently has some of your gifts. We don’t know what they are or how strong. If you are worried, you can call Aislyn in Ireland. She helped you before to understand your gift; maybe she has some insight into Elizabeth’s.

“You are so thoughtful. What would I do without you?” Megan said, putting her hands along Jake’s face and kissing him. I’ll do that.”

“I have to tell you. Elizabeth also said that Lucinda was looking for her baby. I might search and see if I can find out what happened to her. I know I’m related, but I’d like to learn more about her.”

“That might be fun to investigate. I’ll try and give you a hand with that. Maybe you can take one of those DNA tests.”

“Another good idea, thanks,” Megan agreed.

“Good, now Ben is coming tomorrow to go over what you want for the studio space over the garage. Can you finish that list of ideas you have so we don’t forget anything?”

Megan stood and collected the coffee cups. Jake picked up the day’s newspaper and followed her out to the kitchen. While Megan washed the few things, Jake looked over the paper. He hadn’t had a chance to read it during the day.

Finished with the dishes, Megan sat at the table, busy with her lists.

“I think my credit card will get a workout until I get paid for this retreat. Amanda and I will take a trip to a couple of the craft shops to gather more of the supplies I think we should have on hand.

“You would know better than me about that stuff,” Jake said, turning the pages of his paper. “Hey, it says here that a forged painting turned up in a small gallery in Rockport. It claimed to be a painting by Frank W. Benson. He was an artist from here in Salem and died in 1951. They discovered the painting was a forgery because all his works were carefully put in a catalog. This one was supposed to be in a private collection. I don’t see how people expect to get away with forging paintings like that.”

Megan put down her pen and took the paper away from Jake. “We better give Zack a heads up on this if he hasn’t seen it already. The Longstreet Gallery doesn’t need any bad publicity. Amanda and Zack are just getting the new extension to the gallery up and running.”

Jake took the paper away from Megan and folded it up. “That’s enough excitement for one day. We can leave the phone calls and lists for tomorrow. I’ll check on Elizabeth, and you get the bed warmed up,” he said as he winked at Megan and strolled away, whistling.
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The following morning, Megan puttered around in the kitchen, fed Elizabeth, and put in a call to Lydia to see if she could come early and watch over the Inn and Elizabeth for a bit. 

“I’ll be happy to come over for a while,” Lydia said. “Bert is going into the police department for a case anyway. He just can’t find it in him to retire. He has enough years in between his time in Scotland Yard and the Salem PD.”

Cousin Albert had shown up unexpectedly on Megan’s doorstep. After meeting Lydia, Detective Inspector Albert Sinclair decided to stay in the states and pursued the ‘lovely Lydia’ until she agreed to marry him.

“I know what you mean. Sometimes it’s hard to leave behind what you know and face the unknown. I did it when I came to Salem and married Jake. I’d only known him for a couple of weeks. My head told me I was nuts. But my heart told me to go for it. I’m so happy I did.”

“I know what you mean. But I’m not getting any younger. I want to take a cruise, maybe travel while I’m still young enough to enjoy it.”

“You just want to turn heads in a bikini,” Megan laughed.

“OK, right. Before it all goes south and starts to sag in all the wrong places. I’ll be over in an hour.” Lydia hung up, chuckling.

Megan called Ben, their builder, advised him of her plans and asked him if he could get away in about an hour for a walkthrough. 

“Sure, no problem, Megan. I’ll finish up here and be over there soon. I have some brochures to show you on those skylights you want for the roof,” Ben said.

“Great, Lydia will be here to watch the inn and Elizabeth. I’ll come over to the studio area as soon as she arrives.”

Megan picked up Elizabeth and walked her to the bathroom. The toddler was getting the hang of toilet training, but the child had to be 100% when the VPK daycare school started. Amanda was having a terrible time with Christopher and doubted that he would be ready for school on time.

Elizabeth’s little face lit up as she made a deposit in the little child-size toilet.

“What a good girl you are. How about some milk and cookies while we wait for Lydia?”

“Bert coming too?” Elizabeth asked.

“Not this time. Bert has to work today.”

“That’s OK. I like Lydia too.” Elizabeth had a soft spot in her heart for her English cousin. She loved to play with his mustache. When she was tiny, she tried to pull it off and was mystified that it would not come off.

Megan was pleased and surprised that Elizabeth spoke clearly and in complete sentences. But then she did have a famous writer for a father. Cleaning the little girl up, she wondered where that
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