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        Ghost Writer’s Inn

        Baker City: Hearts & Haunts

        by Josie Malone

      

      

      Former Army Ranger, Mac MacGillicudy served his country for almost twenty years, fighting in one hotspot after another. Since he retired from the military, he’s roamed the U.S., unaware he’s accompanied by a woman with a hidden agenda. He enjoys writing action-adventure romances which never turn out the way he plans or expects or designs. Still his agent, publisher, and readers love them. Learning he’s inherited the old family hotel, Mac heads to Baker City, Washington for Christmas. He’ll help restore the hotel, write his next book which will hopefully end the way he wants, and perhaps discover a home.

      Registered Nurse, Lillian Bryce didn’t hesitate to answer the call when her country needed her after the attack on Pearl Harbor. She joined the US Army and went off to war but didn’t return home, at least not alive. Since she loved books, she went back to the Seattle Public Library where she’d spent so many happy hours. She was perfectly content studying, researching, observing and enjoying the other patrons—the live ones, until she saw Mac MacGillicudy. She was fascinated, focused on him—well on his writing, on his books, except he had them all wrong! So, she fixed them, not once, but again, and again, and again regardless of how many times he tried to change them while they traveled the country! Now, they’re off to Baker City.

      Will the two of them find love in a place where ghosts are real or just continue writing about it?
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        Ghost Writer’s Inn is dedicated to my sister writers who inspired Mac MacGillicudy and Lilly Bryce as well as this story.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seattle, Washington ~ September 2016

      

      

      Lilly Bryce loved the Carnegie public library in Seattle. It’d always been a sanctuary, a safe place to flee from the various orphanages and foster homes where she lived. She’d spent hours reading there and never minded when she had to wait for a chair because the seating was so limited. The smell of books and the sight of the written words always comforted her. The librarians looked out for her more than any other adults did in her life.

      They shared their lunches, and one frequently brought her cookies from home. Another gave her a coat and knitted gloves for her. On cold winter nights, they didn’t “remember” to find her and send her outside before locking the building. When she was older, they helped research scholarships for her to attend nursing school. She eventually earned her degree, then went to work in a local hospital, visiting the library on her days off and seeing her old friends.

      She didn’t hesitate to answer the call of her country after the bombing of Pearl Harbor when the U.S. entered World War Two. She joined the Army Nursing Corp and eventually ended up in Italy where she died in 1945, when the hospital was bombed by the Germans. She could have roamed anywhere, but she was ready to go home. So, she returned to her favorite place in the world, the old library.

      She watched as it continued to evolve and expand through the years. She wasn’t the only ghost who enjoyed the atmosphere and preferred books to most people. Her childhood friends passed away and moved on, but she stayed. She liked seeing new people discover adventures in books and the library continually added different resources for the many guests, films, music and eventually computers. Those took away her favorite card catalog.

      Many of the ghosts she knew left for other branches after the building was remodeled in 2004. Granted, Lilly favored the classic brick style of the first Central Library from her childhood, but she wasn’t inflexible—she could adapt. The futuristic architecture of the latest structure always made her think of a spaceship that had landed in the heart of downtown.

      Visitors raved about the huge, four-story book spiral, the auditorium, the various labs, music practice and meeting rooms, a Writers’ Room for resident artists, world languages collections, local history archives in the Seattle Room, and the distinctive open spaces. It was far larger than the comfortable building where she learned to read almost a hundred years before.

      Today, she’d wandered into the computer room where she discovered Mac MacGillicudy, one of the newer patrons, sitting at a station. He scowled at the monitor in front of him and she happily floated closer. He was working away on his next action-adventure romance, and she always enjoyed reading over his broad shoulder. She wished he could hear her comments when he used a contemporary metaphor in lieu of an accurate description of the era where and when she lived, but that was why he needed her help.

      His stories featured flawed protagonists, complex plots, and gritty settings in 1940s Seattle. The hero, Titus Mason, was a private detective who lived on a houseboat on the eastern shore of Lake Union. His love interest and secretary ran the small, second-story office near Eastgate. She frequently pointed out important pieces of evidence to Titus, albeit with some assistance from Lilly.

      Flecks of gray threaded through Mac’s short dark hair, a close-cropped beard emphasized the firm jaw and rugged features. In the old combat, jump-style boots he usually wore, he was barely six feet. Faded blue jeans tucked into the boots, a black sweater with epaulets, he carried himself as if he was still an Army Ranger. Since he retired last year, he visited the library several days a week to write on one of their desktop computers. She wasn’t sure why because he could have taken his laptop and gone to a coffee shop, but their loss was her gain.

      Lilly heaved a sigh as she read the opening scene between Titus and his newest client, a blonde ‘femme fatale’ who definitely didn’t deserve the hero or the author. Mac’s cell phone distracted him, and he picked it up to answer a call. Taking advantage of the situation, Lilly added a quick sentence to the story and had the secretary ask a pertinent question that would provide more information for the new case.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d intervened, not that Mac realized she’d changed the ending of his debut novel and allowed Titus to save the woman he hadn’t realized he loved. She didn’t deserve to die simply to suit the writer’s ends.

      Besides, I do like a happy ever after resolution. And so will readers when his book hits the store shelves!
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        * * *

      

      Mac MacGillicudy normally let calls go to voicemail and answered them later, but this one was from his literary agent, Gwen Talbot, a former Army officer who’d served as a liaison to his old combat unit when they were in Afghanistan. Two weeks ago, she’d told him she really liked the changes he’d made to his manuscript, Evergreen City Murders and intended to send it around to some of her favorite editors at different publishers.  “Got a sitrep, Gwen?”

      “Yes and you’ll love it. I told you I was sending it to six people. I gave them a deadline and five of them responded with offers. The sixth wanted another three days to consider it.”

      “I hope you were polite when you refused.”

      “You should know me better than that after our time in the sandbox.”

      Mac chuckled. Actually, he did. When Gwen provided a cut-off or suspense date, it was set in stone. She often quoted the scientist, Bob Carter, saying that “Poor planning on your part does not necessitate an emergency on mine.” If she was irritated, she’d opt for a cruder expression from her military days. Her snarky attitude and sarcastic quips flavored the secretary’s character in his book, although he’d drawn the woman’s physical attributes from a picture he’d found in the library’s archives.

      Gwen began to provide details of the various offers. When she finished, Mac asked which she thought was the best choice and her reasons. The conversation ended with her promise to email copies of the book contract when she received it. Meantime, he agreed to send the first three chapters of the next book to her as soon as they were ready.

      Gotta get back to work, he thought and turned his attention to the monitor. He read through the scene and frowned when he noticed a comment from Lillian Burroughs, the secretary. Damn it! Why did I do that? She’s dead. I killed her off at the end of the last book. Hmm. Wait a second! This really works. I can use this⁠—

      When he retired after his last assignment in Washington State, he wasn’t ready to find a permanent place to live. He was done following orders and giving them. Instead, he traveled around the country, couch-surfing with different buddies from his Army days, most of whom put up with the fact that he wouldn’t drink with them. He didn’t stay long.

      After hanging out for a week or so, reminiscing and playing poker, he was ready to move on and did. He’d made a brief visit to his mother and her family in Colorado. Since she and his stepdad didn’t have room for him in their McMansion, Mac stayed at a nearby hotel for two days before he headed west to California.

      In June, a former sergeant, Jimmy Penrose, who owned a tavern in Ballard, a waterfront neighborhood showcasing Scandinavian heritage in Seattle, invited Mac to stay as long as he wanted. Jimmy worked hard from open to close at his trendy pub. He was rarely home, which meant it could have been a quiet place to write except his many girlfriends floated in and out of the house in various stages of dress and undress. Mac wasn’t interested in any of them, so he went to the library to research details for the final draft of his book.

      He spent hours in the archives. And he found her! The perfect woman for his book!

      Lillian V. Bryce, a World War Two Army nurse who died in Italy. The photo with her obituary was black and white. It only revealed her head and shoulders—and definitely didn’t do her justice. Her hair was light, so it must have been blonde or possibly auburn. He couldn’t tell the color of her eyes. In those days, her military uniform would have been dark blue until later in the war when the Army switched to brown. She wore a jacket with gold insignia on the collar over a blouse and necktie.

      At twenty-eight, she was too young and lovely to die the way she had so he brought her back to life in his first book. He tweaked her name a bit, so none of her relatives would recognize her in the story, although the obit claimed she was an orphan. Granted, being raised by a single mother who eventually married a widower with kids of his own and no patience for his wife’s son hadn’t been a walk in the proverbial park either, Mac thought. I’m thirty-seven and I learned to handle drama a long time ago. Did she?

      The lights flicked overhead, and he glanced at the warning that popped up on the monitor. The library would be closing in five minutes. He saved his work on a flash drive and shut down the computer. “Okay, time to call it a night. See you tomorrow, Lillian.”

      “I’ve told you a hundred times before, Mister MacGillicudy. It’s Lilly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seattle, Washington ~ November 2019

        Three Years Later

      

      

      The cold winter rain cut short his early morning run through the residential area of Ballard. Back at the two-story house, Mac took a hot shower to warm up, dressed in faded jeans and an old gray T-shirt before he headed to the kitchen. He was putting together savory crepes for Sunday breakfast when Jimmy Penrose came in the room and headed straight to the coffee pot.

      He hadn’t dressed for the day yet, but still wore the clothes he slept in, dark blue board shorts that matched his eyes and a sloppy gray T-shirt, advertising Guinness ale. Spikes of his sandy-brown hair stood on end. “I’m going to miss you when you leave me again.” Yawning, Jimmy topped Mac’s cup. “I’ll have to cook for myself.”

      “Let me know if or when that happens.” Mac tossed a grin over his shoulder at the wiry, lean, muscular man who’d shared his last two combat tours. “I thought it’s why you brought home sandwiches from the bar.”

      “I do when you’re not around.” Lines of amusement wrinkled around the blue eyes. “So, tell me more about this new adventure of yours.”

      “You know what I do.” He’d stuffed the crepe with mashed hardboiled eggs, cooked bacon, green onions and cheddar cheese before he fried it. Mac flipped the first one onto a plate and slid the second into the waiting skillet. “One of my distant cousins tracked me down to let me know she, her sister and I inherited the family home in Baker City, Washington. It’s so big that it actually was the town hotel for a while.”

      “Have you been there before?” Jimmy slapped a spoonful of sour cream onto the crepe before he wandered over to one of the stools near the center island. “I tried going on the Internet to investigate it when you emailed me a few months ago. It’s way out in the boonies, about three hours from civilization.”

      Mac grinned appreciatively and dished up his own breakfast. “Yeah, so it will be a fun place to visit. I dropped a note to my mom, and she said it’s an old, hardscrabble logging town. She hightailed it out of there when she left for college forty-plus years ago and didn’t see any reason to return.”

      Jimmy smirked at him. “What are you going to do after you check out the hotel?”

      Mac shrugged and cut into his crepe. “I have a book to finish. I sent my new computer there. I found some interesting furniture during my last book tour, so I shipped that too. Dominique says one of our other cousins has a cleaning company so they G.I.ed the place. My stuff will be waiting in the manager’s apartment.”

      “It will give you a home base.” Jimmy stood and went after the coffee pot. “I always close the pub for a vacation from Thanksgiving to New Year’s. Got room for company in a few days?”

      “It’s supposed to be a hotel.” Mac chuckled. “There’s bound to be an extra room or two. Don’t be surprised if I hand you a paintbrush.”

      “No worries.” Jimmy high-fived him. “I’ve got this. And I won’t leave the TV on at night. I don’t want to interrupt your Jane Austen marathon⁠—”

      “What?” Mac gaped at him. He preferred crime dramas so what the hell was Penrose talking about?

      Jimmy continued. “Don’t leave on the light in the laundry room or your laptop up and running. I never touch your computer, but I always shut down the other stuff when I get home from the bar. I won’t be there to watch your six for a while, so look out for yourself.”

      “I will.” Mac rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. He didn’t remember doing any of the things that Penrose mentioned, but oddly enough it didn’t come as a surprise. I always chalked the strange happenings at various hotels, or my computer updating on its own, or getting the weirdest suggestions from Netflix over the past three years as problems with the wiring.
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        * * *

      

      “Whoops, my bad.” Lilly hitched up onto the third stool and listened to the men talk about Mac’s plans. She always enjoyed drifting through Jimmy’s Craftsman style house after Mac went to bed, and she liked streaming different shows on the big flat-screen in the living-room.

      Next time they visited the former soldier, she’d have to be sure she turned it off before he arrived home. Okay, so it was silly to enjoy playing with the new washing machine and dryer and other gadgets, but they were so much fun compared to the ones she’d used in the past. And of course, she had to read through the latest manuscript at night and correct all Mac’s mistakes.

      When he pulled out his phone and scrolled through emails to show the hotel to Jimmy, she drifted close enough to see pictures of a large Gothic wonder behind a black wrought-iron fence. The building had two-story wings off each side, but the main structure was three floors with dormers in the attic. The elaborate hotel had a covered wrap-around porch, a stone staircase, double doors and big bay windows that extended from the ground floor to the corner towers. It looked like a haunted mausoleum, and she hadn’t even arrived yet.

      Two hours later, Mac loaded his Jeep Wrangler-Sahara. She followed him through the house as he checked the guestroom and bathroom one last time. “Okay, Lillian. Let’s hit the road.”

      She heaved a sigh, shaking her head. Oh sure, he always acted as if he knew she was really there, but to be honest, he didn’t. He’d invited her to join him when he left Seattle a little over three years before and she had.

      She didn’t regret it for a moment.  She enjoyed seeing America from the passenger seat of his SUV. “I just wish you called me, Lilly.”

      Although she’d spent much of her after-life in western Washington State until she went on the road with Mac, she’d never actually visited Baker City in the Cascade mountains before. Mac drove north on the freeway for almost three hours. They passed various exits for Liberty Valley and continued toward the Canadian border. Finally, he turned onto an east-bound highway. It narrowed from four to two lanes after they passed through the town of Lake Maynard, but Mac kept going.

      Fields, evergreens, and farms frequently dotted with grazing beef cattle lined the winding road. Mac slowed down to observe the new speed limit obviously lower because of the rural setting. Occasionally, Lilly glimpsed Cedar Creek through the pastures and trees before the stream vanished from view. Thick layers of snow covered most of the distant mountains.

      As they headed into Baker City a short time later, she spotted a large barn on the right-hand side of the street. A sign painted on the building proclaimed, “Summer’s Feed and Tack.” On the left, was another large structure, the Baker City Mercantile. More cedar shake buildings of varying sizes including two bars, the church, a cemetery, and a vintage schoolhouse lined the road.

      Mac found a parking space near the café across the street from the church. “Dominique said she’d meet me here. Time to go check it out and meet a few of the natives.”

      “Sounds like a winner.” She’d been dead for more than seventy years, so Lilly didn’t need to wait for him to open the passenger door. She could float through it and join him, but she didn’t see the point. One diner looked so much like another, and Mac hated what he called plastic food at chain restaurants. So, she’d wait for him here. He’d return sooner or later.

      She hadn’t been in the SUV long when a group of people crossed the street from the church. One of the young girls, a redhead elbowed the one next to her and the pair turned to stare at the Jeep. Then, they headed for the rig rather than joining their friends who waited on the sidewalk for them.

      The first girl smiled and beckoned to Lilly. “Come on. We want to talk to you.”

      “What?” Lilly gaped at the child through the closed window. Granted a few toddlers had seen her at the library and in the occasional bookstore, but this stranger had to be about nine or ten. Too old to see what most folks would consider an apparition.

      Well, she wouldn’t learn anything sitting here. Lilly drifted through the car door and eyed the pair. Back when she was a child, the nuns insisted she dress up for church, but apparently the rules were different in Baker City. These two wore jeans, sweatshirts and boots.

      “Hi. You’re new here.” The first redhead nodded and smiled politely. “I’m Sophie O’Leary-Hendrickson. Who are you?”

      “Be polite.” The other girl poked her in the ribs. “We’re supposed to say we’re glad you’re here before you ask lots of questions.”

      “I’m doing that, Samantha.” Sophie looked Lilly up and down. “So, we’re glad you’re here but you gotta follow the rules or Momma and Daddy will send you to places you don’t want to go.”

      “I’m Lieutenant Lilly Bryce and after dying in a war a long time ago, I’d rather stay here.” She stared at the twins, still amazed they saw her. “I came with Mac MacGillicudy, and he went to meet his cousin in the café. What rules are you referring to?”

      “The mayor doesn’t come to church that much. He’s in the cocktail lounge. Go ask him ’bout the rules.” Samantha gestured to the cedar-shake building and the second door. “Or you can talk to Mrs. O’Sullivan at the school. She’ll tell you.”

      “I should wait for Mac.”

      Sophie heaved a sigh. “You can catch up with him later if you want. Baker City isn’t that big.”

      “Anyway, you want to meet the other ghosts and most of them will be talking to the mayor and his friends. They do that every Sunday.” Samantha smiled at her. “Besides, we can tell Mister MacGillicudy where you are.”

      “He won’t believe you.” Lilly glanced past them toward the door, longing to go inside and see if there really were others like her in town. “He can’t see or hear me. It’s so strange that you do. I don’t understand why.”

      “We’re O’Leary’s.” Samantha heaved a sigh. “In Baker City, they say we have the O’Leary Gift of sight. It means we see and talk to ghosts all the time.”

      “You must get lonely when you’re just around the living,” Sophie added. “That’s what our first teacher here says. She tells us everyone needs company. Go make some new friends.”

      “I will. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      The old-fashioned bell over the door jangled when Mac walked inside the small restaurant. He glanced around the room, noticing he was one of the few customers. Booths with old-time vinyl seats lined the walls, while the adjacent windows provided views of the town. Tables and chairs took up most of the center. Stools squatted near the long counter dividing the dining area from the kitchen.

      An elderly man holding a stack of menus came out of the kitchen and around the counter to greet him. “Did you want a table or a booth or a seat at the counter?”

      “I’m meeting someone. Dominique MacGillicudy.”

      “She isn’t here yet. She’ll be along after she does her ‘meet and greet’ routine at church, drumming up new clients. I’m Pop MacGillicudy, one of her dad’s cousins. Is she showing you a property here?”

      Mac held out his hand to shake the older man’s. “I’m Mac MacGillicudy. She emailed and said I inherited the hotel. I came to see it.”

      “So, you’re the writer.” A friendly smile warmed his careworn features and Pop gestured toward a table. “Grab a seat before everybody gets here after church. Do you want coffee? Lunch?”

      “Sounds good.” Mac walked to the end of the room, pulled out a chair and sat down in the corner. It provided a good view of the place. He liked having his back to a wall. Pop had barely brought him a mug of strong, black coffee and a menu before the bell rang again and more customers arrived.

      It took time for them to settle in different booths and Pop bustled around the room with more drinks and menus. One of the men who held a flowered diaper bag stood still, listening to his daughters, strawberry-blonde twins who weren’t quite tweens yet. Something about the way he carried himself screamed prior service. He signaled for the girls to sit in a booth with their mother who held a sleeping baby, leaving the bag behind. Then, the tall, cowboy type with the typical ‘high and tight’ military style haircut walked toward Mac.

      “Hello. Welcome to Baker City. I’m Rob Hendrickson.” His dark eyes narrowed. “Got a minute?”

      Mac shrugged. “For now. I’m waiting to see my cousin, Dominique. I’m Mac MacGillicudy.”

      “I know.” Rob dragged out the second chair and sat down, not waiting for an invitation. “You know anything about our town?”

      “Not really. My mother says she left for college almost forty-three years ago and hasn’t been back since. She never talked about the place and barely did after I told her about the hotel.”

      “Okay. Quick sitrep. In February 1910, it snowed until there were drifts more than ten feet high. Clouds couldn’t get over Mount Carmody. A foot of snow fell each hour, and it continued day after day, night after night. Valentine’s Day, it suddenly warmed up, and the snow changed to rain. Then, the avalanches started.”

      Mac grimaced. “How many?”

      “Five in total. Two big ones hit the town, wiping out the train station, the hotel, the school, three shops, and five homes. Sixty people died. It took months to dig out all the bodies. The last funeral was for Mrs. Doireann O’Sullivan, the schoolteacher who’d come from Ireland. After her husband died in a farming accident, she’d returned to teaching and remained at the school until her death.”

      Mac shook his head. “Wow. Wait a moment. That happened more than a hundred years ago. The hotel was rebuilt, wasn’t it? Otherwise, I’d inherit an empty lot. Why are you telling me this old history? Why does it matter?”

      “Because all of the dead didn’t leave.” Rob folded his arms. “Baker City is known for its ghosts. And you brought a new one with you.”

      “What is this? Harass the new guy in town? Are you nuts?”

      “Nope.” Rob pushed back the chair and stood. “Your ghost is in the cocktail lounge. Pick her up when you leave. Oh, and if you have issues with the ones at the hotel, let me or my wife know. We’ll help you out until you adjust.”

      Mac froze in his chair for a moment and watched Rob start away. “Okay, say I believe this crapfest. What’s my ghost’s name?”

      “Lieutenant Lilly Bryce. My girls told me she was wearing an old Army uniform and is very nice. We won’t have to send her away. Glad you two are friends.”

      “As long as she’s good-looking, we get along just fine.”

      Shaking his head, Rob walked away. “It’s your funeral, Mac. Never mess with the dead.”

      How could this guy know about the woman I found pictures of in the archives? Mac reached in his flannel shirt pocket and removed the smart phone. He sent a quick text to his mother. ‘What do you know about Baker City?’

      He didn’t expect an instant answer, but she’d get back to him later rather than sooner. A new arrival came through the restaurant. The tall, slender blonde woman in her mid-thirties greeted Rob Hendrickson with a kiss on his cheek and spoke to his family before she headed toward Mac. She was a perfect fashion plate in a light blue dress that clung to every curve, skimmed her knees and matched her eyes. Dark blue stilettos made her as tall as he was.

      He stood as she drew closer. “Hello.”

      “You must be Mac. I’m your third cousin, Dominique. Did you have any trouble finding the place?”

      “I reconned before I left Seattle. Had to use a map because my GPS cut out halfway here.”

      “Sounds about right. We don’t have a lot of towers up here and the weather interferes with cell reception. I wanted to talk to you about the landline at the hotel before I had the phone company restore it.” Dominique sat down and nodded at the middle-aged, brown-haired woman who approached with a tray containing a ceramic teapot, a cup and a coffee pot. “This is Pop’s daughter, Linda, a distant cousin. She had her cleaning service start on the hotel, but⁠—”

      “The main building has three stories, and we didn’t finish.” Linda placed the teapot and cup in front of Dominique. “Made you a chef salad because you always whine about my burgers. It’s not on the menu yet, so let me know if you like it.”

      “How many MacGillicudys are there?” Mac asked.

      Linda and Dominique shared a glance before the younger woman took the initiative. “Some of the old-timers try to say we’re not part of the founding families because the MacGillicudys are Scots-Irish newbies who didn’t get here until the 1940s.”

      “Seriously?” Mac laughed, then sobered when he realized his cousins weren’t joking. “I didn’t know that. My mom never really talked about her relatives. She told me I was named after her dad, my grandfather, but that’s it. And I never met him.”

      “What does your mom do?” Linda topped Mac’s cup with fresh coffee. “My dad encouraged me to go to college, but he’s different. The rest of the MacGillicudy clan think women should marry out of high school and start popping out babies.”

      “Yeah, my dad’s a chip off that particular block too,” Dominique agreed. “My parents were divorced when I was accepted in the graduate art program at Reed College in Oregon. All hell broke loose. Things got worse when other colleges in California wanted me too, but my mom couldn’t afford the tuition. My dad made too much money, so financial aid wasn’t an option and the court ordered support ended when I turned twenty-two.”

      “Herman’s never been one to let you kids follow your dreams.” Linda focused on Mac again. “And your mom?”

      “She was a large animal veterinarian in Colorado, specializing in horses before she retired. My stepdad owned the hunter-jumper operation where she worked most of the time. His kids have taken it over now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      It took all Lilly’s courage to drift through the door and enter the cocktail lounge at the café. Even when she was alive, she hadn’t been super social, rarely going to dances or accepting dates from overly eager men who couldn’t keep their hands to themselves. Death didn’t change her all that much, so she didn’t miss the newer spirits when they moved on from the library. She hadn’t seen that many ghosts when she and Mac toured the U.S. during the last three years.

      She decided she wanted to meet the ones in Baker City although it was an adventure she hadn’t expected. As soon as she entered the room, she realized the lounge wasn’t open for business yet. It was empty—of living people—but filled with other ghosts. She looked around, seeing women in pioneer dresses, a few in flapper attire from the 1920s, and more in what she considered regular civilian clothes. Most of the guys dressed as loggers and miners. Others wore various military uniforms, some like hers dating back to World War Two.

      One older man wearing a dark suit sitting in a corner booth seemed totally in charge. That must be the mayor. When she drew closer, Lilly spotted the black fedora on the table in front of him. A gray-haired man in a red plaid shirt that jarred with his orange suspenders sat across from him. Both men turned their attention on her as she approached, sliding out of the booth and rising to their ghostly feet in what used to be considered courtesy.

      “Hello. The O’Leary-Hendrickson twins told me to come see you, Mayor⁠—”

      “O’Connell.” He studied her for a moment, then introduced his companion. “This is Newt O’Leary. He’s related to the twins if you go back a while. When did you get here, Lieutenant Bryce?”

      “About a half hour ago. Please call me, Lilly.” She flicked a glance around the room. “I had no idea there were so many of us here. The girls told me to see you to learn the rules. What are they?”

      “There are only a few.” He held out his hand toward the booth. “Join us and we’ll bring you up to speed.”

      Once they were seated, the mayor took a deep breath. “One of the first mediums set forth the rules for the spirits who come here.”

      “She was my great-grandma,” Newt said. “The O’Leary’s have always had the gift to talk to the dead. Now, it’s Cat’s job as the town medium to control ghosts. She’ll be along soon, and we’ll introduce you. Rules are pretty simple. If we break them, she handles the consequences and none of us like those.”

      “The big one is not to scare children. No blood or gore,” the mayor said. “Cat’s grandma used to say that if we didn’t act like it’s a Disney movie set, she’d send us away. And there’s no coming back if Cat or her husband, Rob, evict you.”

      “We help a little if she needs us, but usually she doesn’t.” It was Newt’s turn to add information. “If nobody liked those kind of folks when they were alive, why would we want them around when we’re dead?”

      Lilly laughed. “That makes perfect sense. What are the other rules?”

      “Acting like a poltergeist is allowed as long as you restrict your activities to harassing adults,” the mayor said. “No throwing objects, breaking windows, or slamming doors if there are children around.”

      “And you need to have good reasons for tormenting the living,” Newt added. “Otherwise, we won’t back you up.”

      Lilly nodded. “What else?”

      “Some of our folks like flashing strange lights, disembodied laughing, screaming and shouting, stomping on wooden floors and stairs so people hear them, ringing doorbells, and playing musical instruments.” The mayor grinned. “We don’t have problems with that as long as⁠—”

      “It’s only done to adults,” Lilly repeated. “I understand.  I don’t have a problem with your regs after haunting the library in Seattle until I joined Mac on his travels.”

      “Who is Mac?” Mayor O’Connell asked. “He must be new here too.”

      “Mac MacGillicudy. He came here to see the hotel he inherited.”

      “Oh, we’ve heard about him. He’s the writer.” The mayor beckoned to a slender red-haired woman in an olive-drab uniform and the ghost came across the room. Her friendly smile warmed dark gray eyes. “Lieutenant Bridget McElroy joined us after she passed away in Vietnam. She was a nurse too. Our visitor is Lieutenant Lilly Bryce and⁠—”

      “I didn’t make it home from World War Two.” Lilly nodded politely at the other Army officer. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Bridget, would you show Lilly around and introduce her to everyone? Be sure she has a chance to meet Cat and Rob when they arrive after church.”
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        * * *

      

      On Sundays, church in Baker City was a must. Cat O’Leary-McTavish sat at one of the smaller tables in a corner of the social hall, her husband, Rob, close by, holding their infant daughter, four-month-old Claire. Their older girls were off visiting friends around the room and would return shortly with Devon Sweeney-Barrett and Penny Sinclair.

      Cat smiled at Rob. They’d developed a strategy over the past year of using this social hour to let the residents of Baker City share their concerns. After they listened to the living ones, they’d go to the café and visit the cocktail lounge to deal with the ghosts who were even more talkative. The baby woke and began to fuss. Cat reached for her. She took a moment to settle the infant against her chest. In a few minutes, she’d have to discreetly arrange to nurse Claire

      Many older spirits admitted Rob had been one of them since he died at Hamburger Hill during the Vietnam War. He’d taken her husband’s body when Frazer left it behind following a fatal car accident. As far as most living inhabitants of Baker City and her attorney were concerned, Cat had opted to reconcile with her soon to be ex-husband instead of continuing with the divorce. A few of her close friends knew the truth and accepted it.

      When she first moved to the dude ranch, a destination resort on the outskirts of town, Rob had still been in his ghostly mode, determined to haunt her. After dealing with several of his spooky antics, the culmination had been when he played games with the lights, turning them on and off while she attempted to prepare supper. It’d shocked the twins when she’d sent him to his room for two hours.

      Of course, Cat decided she was dealing with an imaginary friend. Turnabout was fair play, she thought, eyeing the ruggedly handsome man across the table from her. It’d amazed her to discover he was real and now they were parents again. Cat opened her blouse, arranging it and her bra so Claire could nurse, gasping when the hungry baby latched onto her nipple. She arranged the shawl over her shoulders to be discreet.

      An hour later, after lunch at Pop’s Cafe, Cat took the opportunity to head for the restroom, leaving Rob to supervise the twins and take care of Claire who slept in her carrier. She was such a good baby. Instead of turning left and immediately returning to the restaurant, Cat turned right and walked into the cocktail lounge. She glanced around the room and spotted one of her oldest ghostly friends.

      Lieutenant Bridget McElroy sat at one of the tables near the frosted front windows. Master Sergeant Raven Barlow, a thin, dark-haired wraith in camouflage fatigues and combat boots had joined her as well as a new spirit, well new to Cat, although the twins had mentioned her at lunch. The stranger was a strawberry blonde in a World War Two, dress Army uniform. When Raven said something, the other woman laughed. Amusement lit her stunning features and the hazel eyes that almost matched her brown jacket.

      Deciding to start her rounds with the female veterans, Cat crossed the room, smiling at the newest arrival. “Hello, I’m Cat O’Leary-McTavish. I think you’ve already met my daughters.”

      “Sophie and Samantha? They were so nice, and they told me how to find everyone else. I’m Lilly Bryce.” The ghostly woman gestured to her companions. “Bridget and Raven have been telling me stories about Baker City. I never thought I’d meet other haunts here.”

      Cat smiled and sat in the empty fourth chair. “Where are you from?”

      “I grew up in Seattle.” Lilly tilted her head to one side, obviously thinking of something she hadn’t considered before. “My parents died in the Spanish Flu pandemic in 1919 when I was two, so
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