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"Who Murdered the Ghost by Ellie Oberth
introduces a group of very memorable characters …a traditional
whodunit with some very untraditional characters."

– Evelyn David, author of
Murder Off the Books.

 



WHO MURDERED THE GHOST?
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It all started with Crazy Joe Raglan's
report of a ghostly vision. For years there had been reports of a
ghostly figure haunting Old Center Cemetery. None were taken
seriously by the police. What made Crazy Joe's sighting remarkable
was that he was backed up by Sister Marie Catherine. Sister is a
no-nonsense, old school Catholic nun. She kept tradition by wearing
the old-fashioned habit. At ninety-two, she appeared to be fragile
with her bent form and snow-white hair peeking out of her wimple.
But Sister's mind is still razor sharp. Nobody questioned what
Sister was doing at the cemetery just before midnight. I think we
were too afraid to hear her answer.

I could tell Chief Rasmussen didn't want to
listen, but even he was afraid of Sister Marie Catherine. A
Catholic himself, maybe he had visions of rulers rapping knuckles
if he didn't take her seriously. He had to investigate the
sightings.

So off we went to the cemetery in Andover
Center. The chief complained for the whole ride, but he was too
chicken to defy Sister. I parked near the white gates and we
cautiously made our way inside. No – we weren't cautious because
we're afraid of ghosts – the soil is very fine sand and we didn't
want to sink into a grave. Because of this fine sand, the
gravestones seem to tilt in various directions. Day or night, it
was a creepy place.

Throughout the years, most of the ghost
reports mentioned a woman with long hair and a billowy gown spotted
at the far left corner of Old Center Cemetery. And that's where we
found a real body – hidden behind an ancient tombstone
surrounded by trees. After all the buildup of ghostly specters, it
was a bit of a disappointment. The dead girl wasn't wearing a gown
– just jeans and an off-white sweatshirt. Short, pageboy styled
brown hair. It took the glamour right out of the ghost story.

Larceny and burglary were our most common
crimes, while murder victims could be counted on one hand. I was
eager to prove myself. A preliminary search of the body revealed no
identification, but I spotted a potential clue.

"Chief, her watch is set one hour
earlier."

Scattered next to her body lay some odd
items.

"That's a dowsing rod," the chief said. He
shook his head in bewilderment, and then pointed to the other
object. "That's an EMF detector." Chief Rasmussen sighed. "Let's go
talk to Robbie."

As we walked towards the chief's car, he
called over his shoulder to the two uniformed officers standing
guard near the body. "The State Police CSU team is on the way."

Watching the Crime Scene Unit in action was
a rare treat, but the chief trudged away and I reluctantly followed
him.
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Robbie is Chief Rasmussen's son. He attended
Colby-Sawyer College in New London. For a straight-laced accounting
major, it turned out he had an intense interest in ghost
hunting.

"We call ourselves the New Hamp Ghost
Hunters," Robbie said.

"I recognized that EMF thingy," his father
said.

"Electromagnetic field detector. It detects
changes in electromagnetic fields. The theory is, when you find an
inexplicable spike in energy, it could indicate spirit
activity."

"Okay." I felt my eyes glaze over and shook
it off. "What about the dowsing rod? Is that a ghost hunting
tool?"

Before I could even finish my question,
Robbie shook his head.

"NHGH doesn't use dowsing rods. Some
so-called ghost hunters claim dowsing rods can locate spirits, but
we don't consider it a scientific method."

"Show Robbie the picture," Chief Rasmussen
said.

I took my camera out of my pocket and did as
ordered.

"Do you recognize this woman?" he asked his
son.

Robbie stared at the digital image. "Nope.
Not one of ours. NHGH only has five members and all of them are
guys."

The chief looked his son straight in the
eyes. "You couldn't mention that fact when I called you?"

Robbie's answer was a devilish grin. "Does
that mean you don't remember me talking about the major ghost
hunting conference just this past weekend? It was held in New
London this year and there were over two hundred attendees."

Chief Rasmussen's jaw dropped.
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Andover, New Hampshire is a small community,
total population just over 2,000. Our police department is
part-time (though we built a new police department building in
2004). Our fire department and Emergency Medical Service force are
volunteers. However, this being a murder case (few and far between
– thank goodness), we rolled up to the station and walked to Chief
Rasmussen's office to do a little brainstorming. Time to take stock
of what we knew…and what we didn't know.

The chief started. "So our Jane Doe is in
her twenties. She is found with ghost hunting equipment…."

I interrupted. "Her watch indicated she was
from out of town. Possibly a student at Colby-Sawyer who went home
for the weekend. Or a ghost hunter who came to town for the
conference."

"We should check out the registrar's office
and see if she's enrolled."

I knew the chief's royal "we" really meant
"me".

After leaving the police station, I drove
back to the cemetery and cautiously made my way to an area opposite
the crime scene. I squatted down and brushed some dirt off two
adjoining tombstones – William and Linda Cartbell.

The Cartbells go back generations on
California soil, until my daddy and mama eloped and fled across
country, finally settling in New England. Why – I forget. Something
to do with a disagreement between my daddy and his daddy that
developed into a full-fledged feud. Four years ago both my parents
were killed in a multiple car pileup, leaving me to fend for myself
and take care of my younger brother. Of course, that was plain
crazy at the time since I was barely a year older than Sebastian
and at twenty-two, you’d think he could take care of himself. But
no, Sebastian found it difficult to follow anything through to
completion. Pretty hard for him to hold onto a job or a
girlfriend.

The only thing that held my brother’s
interest was genealogy. It consumed his every waking moment. Maybe
I shouldn’t throw stones. I didn’t have a boyfriend, because I
spent my time pining after the oblivious widower, Rasmussen.
However, I did have a job I loved. I guess Sebastian and I were not
so different. With that depressing thought, I pulled myself
together and drove home.

 


[image: tmp_3143638a5b1c9907456b7df650cd1925_7b__zg_html_22e3586d.png]

 


Sebastian greeted me at the door. "Sis, I
met my new client, Ms. Gallagher, yesterday and I took her on a
tour of her ancestors' tombstones. I traced her family back to the
eighteenth century so far. She was very excited about my progress.
I told her I could go back much further given more time."

Did I mention that Sebastian was into
genealogy in a big way? Due to a random thought that had crossed my
cranium over a year ago, Sebastian started doing paid research for
amateur genealogists interested in creating a family history. At
last, a hobby turned business that sparked Sebastian's interest
and brought in money. Am I brilliant or what?

"That's great to hear, Seb," I said.

"Can I borrow your digital? I want to take
pictures to add to my notes."

"Later, Seb. Right now I need it for
official police business." Was that too harsh? "I'll let you use it
this weekend, okay?"

Sebastian frowned, then nodded. "I'll make
some rubbings tomorrow and take pictures Saturday."

After a mundane meal of leftover meatloaf
and potatoes, we retired for the night. I, for one, was eager to
get back to work tomorrow.
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I met up with Chief Rasmussen at the
station.

"Doc called twenty minutes ago. Our Jane Doe
died between 11pm and 3am Sunday night."

"That ties in with Crazy Joe and Sister
Marie Catherine's sightings," I said.

The chief nodded. "I sent Donovan over to
Colby-Sawyer to see if he could make a positive ID."

Officer Donovan was our newest recruit. Even
though a year older than me – he of the movie star looks and the
schoolboy practical jokes – Donovan hadn't reached the level of
maturity one would expect from an officer of the law. Everyone
knows that the female of the species matures much quicker than the
male. I'm just saying.

"In the meantime, we should flash her
picture around hotels in the college area."

I wasn't sure if this was another royal
"we", but the chief shoved back from his desk and got to his
feet.
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Several unsuccessful hours later, we
returned to the station, shaking off raindrops. In the distance,
Ragged Mountain peeked out through the haze.

"Got any ideas, Cartbell?"

"We could have Robbie show her picture to
any ghost hunting groups that he knows."

"Not a bad thought." Rasmussen instructed
the dispatcher to call Officer Donovan since he was still at the
college and have him meet up with Robbie. Then the chief dismissed
me for the day.
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My brother met me at the door with a litany
of complaints. His client hadn't been in touch; couldn't he borrow
my camera tomorrow instead of waiting until the weekend; today's
light showers had spoiled his attempts at rubbing headstones...

Sebastian devoured the goulash I cooked, but
his sour mood ruined my own appetite. When my cranky brother
finally went to his room, I switched on the TV and watched mindless
shows well into the night.
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Groggy from sleep deprivation, I dragged
myself out of bed the next morning and stumbled into the shower.
Quite surprisingly I found Sebastian already up and dressed. We
shared a hasty breakfast of oatmeal while I eyed my brother
suspiciously – he rarely got up this early.

I slunk into Chief Rasmussen's office. He
rambled on about showing Ms. Doe's picture around car rental
agencies, so that's how I spent my morning. When I returned to the
station, the chief acknowledged my failure with a shrug.

"Two items of interest, Cartbell. One – the
national database didn't have her fingerprints on file. And two –
the dispatcher fielded another ghost sighting last night at the
cemetery, complete with flashing lights. Officer Donovan is
responding. He's to let us know of anything pertinent to our case
after his interview." The chief glanced at his watch. "Let's grab
lunch and strategize. Something has to shake loose soon."

Chief Rasmussen led the way to a patrol car
and drove to Mama Bella's. The Italian restaurant was his favorite
and he never missed their Thursday special. I chose lasagna while
Chief Rasmussen stuck to his usual – spaghetti and meatballs. I
grabbed the digital camera from my bag and we perused the pictures
once again. After a dozen shots of the crime scene, I scrolled
through pictures of headstones. Lots of pictures.

"I don't recall taking so many shots of the
surrounding graves," I said, showing the camera to the chief.

He pressed some buttons and then looked at
me. "These are shots of the Gallagher tombstones. Our Jane Doe was
found near the Carmichael graves."

Mama Bella picked that moment to bring our
plates. Chimes sounded and I did a slight swivel to see who'd
entered the restaurant. It's a cop thing. I caught sight of my
brother headed towards the counter. Hold on! Pictures of
headstones? Why, that little shit! That's the reason he woke up so
early this morning – he had to replace my digital camera in my bag.
He must have borrowed it after I finally went to bed. That would
also explain the flashes of light reported at the cemetery again. I
figured we'd found last night's ghost.

"Sebastian Cartbell!" I called loudly.

My brother pretended to be deaf. I kicked it
up a notch, earning a dirty look from Mama Bella. Sebastian
shuffled over to our table.

"I told you the camera would be available
for your use this weekend," I said.

"That was too long to wait," Sebastian
mumbled.

The chief snickered and continued shoveling
food into his mouth.

"Seb, this is a trust issue. I have
important pictures on this camera. You might have erased them…or
sometimes they're kind of gory and you shouldn't be seeing
them."

"Why don't you want me to see pictures of
Ms. Gallagher?" Sebastian asked.

I placed a napkin on my lap before my
brother's words sank in. My head jerked up. "What did you say?"

"The pictures on your camera. When did you
meet Ms. Gallagher and take pictures of her in the cemetery? She's
my client."

I think Chief Rasmussen snorted a meatball
up his nose.

I questioned my brother. Pleased at the
interest I exhibited in his work, Sebastian ranted on and on about
his client's project. He was not so pleased when I cut his
monologue short.

"Just tell me her full name, Seb."

"Bridget Eileen Gallagher."

"Where is she from?"

"Louisville, Kentucky."

"When did she arrive in town?"

"Saturday."

"Was she staying in Andover?"

"No."

I sat back in a huff. Usually, I had the
opposite problem – I couldn't get him to shut up. "C'mon, Seb, work
with me here."

A pause, then, "Sis, Ms. Gallagher booked a
room at the Blue Wagon."

I knew the place. A clean, small motel on
the outskirts of Andover.
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Chief Rasmussen and I left Sebastian to his
lunch and headed back to the station. We caught sight of Sister
Marie Catherine mounting the steps to the police station. Without
warning, my companion cut a wide U-turn
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