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DEAR READERS,

Some of my fondest memories are the times my mother read to me before going to bed. When I was little, she would read Maggie Muggins or the Bobbsey Twins books. Being of an inquisitive mind, I relished the mystery of the stories. As I grew, the Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys books attracted my attention. One of my favourites, Nancy Drew and the Ghost of Blackwood Hall, brought me a love of ghost stories and the unexplained which has continued to this day. My current novel, Murder at Mother’s, introduces a ghost: a feisty woman who is not about to take her murder lying down! She and her unearthly sidekick, Gladys, do all they can to solve the murder before moving on to the light. This book wouldn’t have seen the light of day without the valuable expertise of the following:

First and foremost, my fabulous editor, Sue Reynolds who understands what I’m trying to share in my books and encourages me with her positive feedback and assistance with revision.

DC Murray Marling (ret.), a dear friend who helped me with police procedures. If there are mistakes, they are totally mine.

The Durham Regional Police, Central Division and the Emergency Services for Durham Region. (Oh, the things one must ask when they’re the author of a murder mystery.) 

The Institute of Forensic Sciences, Toronto and Dr. Anita Lal for her valuable forensic insight, especially when talking about poisons.

Durham Farm Connections for their farming and veterinarian advice.

Precision Auto, Brooklin, for answering my questions about brakes and brake linings.  

The ranch described is loosely based on an actual horse and dog sanctuary in King City, Ontario which is called Dog Tales. The description of the festival in May is from their own festival held each August. To read more about this wonderful place, please go to http://www.dogtales.ca/.

I thoroughly enjoyed writing this book and meeting my characters. I hope that you will enjoy it as well and perhaps think a bit about what might happen on the other side.




Yours ‘til next time,

Maighread
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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to my husband, Graydon. 

With encouragement and affection, he has been my best friend 

and companion for over 50 years. 

I’m so glad we shared this journey together.

Be kind, for everyone you meet 

is fighting a hard battle. 

- Philo
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A simple act of caring creates an endless ripple - Anonymous

Kindness is a language 

which the deaf can hear and the blind can see. 
― Mark Twain
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He descended into Hell 

– The Apostle’s Creed
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Chapter One
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The fire was the first incident that caught Martha’s attention. One of the ranch hands needed a rope from the tack room and arrived in time to smell smoke and dampen the blaze. A few weeks later, Jared discovered a fence bordering the back forty was down. He repaired it before any of the horses escaped. She shivered as she thought about the danger they’d be in wandering around the forest at night. Both episodes could have been accidents. 

Today, dressed in her favourite jeans and boots, Martha strode down the hill to the horses. As she walked, her cane stirred the dry ground with small circular puffs of sand. Her heart and pace were more accelerated than usual as she thought about her beloved mare. 

Her first baby. Wonder how she’ll take to being a mother? Jared said the delivery went well, but I’ll feel better once I’ve seen Gracie for myself. 

As she approached the barn door, she heard a call. “Grandma, look out!” Forceful hands grabbed her in a firm grip. Her cane went flying. Her hair lifted as something whizzed past her ear and caused a burning sensation where it grazed her arm. She clutched the arms which held her and looked up into the shocked eyes of her grandson.

“What happened?”

“A truck tire was bouncing down the hill and heading straight for you. A few more seconds and you’d be laying on the ground.”

“A truck tire?”

“Yes.”

“Where on earth did it come from?”

“Don’t know. Let me look at you.” Jared set his grandmother back from him and examined her. “Your shirt’s torn and you’ve got a nasty scrape on your arm. Charli’s in back with Gracie and the colt. C’mon – let’s get you cleaned up and then I’ll look around to see where the tire came from.”

Jared picked up the cane and gave it to Martha. Still shaking from the encounter, she took his arm as they walked the length of the stable to the stall which housed the mare and foal. Charli looked up from brushing the horse.

“Grandma, what’s wrong? Your shirt’s torn and you’re shaking.”

Martha plunked down onto a bale of hay, laying her cane beside her, while she explained what had happened.

Jared said, “Could you look after Grandma, Charli? I’m going to see what I can find out.”

“Sure. Let me get the first aid kit and a cup of tea first. Stay here. I won’t be a minute.” Charli ran from the barn to the vet’s office next door. 

Martha stood, grabbed her cane, and looked into the stall at the mother and baby. She laughed as she looked at the new addition. “Sorry, Gracie. I’m not making fun of him but look at those long legs and knobby knees. I know he’s going to grow into a handsome fellow, but even you have to agree he’s not quite there yet.”

Turning to Jared, she said, “He’s a fine specimen. Guess Highlander was the right choice for stud. Look at him prance. He already knows he’s special.” Martha reached into the stall and scratched his nose. “What a beauty you are,” she said gazing into his eyes which looked like pools of liquid chocolate. Tears began to spill from Martha’s eyes as Gracie came to greet her. She raised her hand to strike them away, then reached up to hug her old friend. Her body shook with the stress and anxiety of the past few months. She buried her face in the horse’s neck and allowed the tears to flow. 

Grace nickered and comforted Martha as only a best friend could. Sobs subsiding, Martha reached into her pocket for a slice of apple. She held out her hand to the horse. Amazing Grace took the treat with her lips and crunched the fruit with her teeth. She then turned her head and nudged Martha to lick away the salt from her benefactor's cheek. 

Martha laughed. “Old cupboard love,” she smiled as she kissed the horse’s nose. Weary, but content now the storm of tears had passed, Martha sat back down on the hay to wait for Charli. Jared said nothing but sat with his Grandmother and held her hand. She put her head on his shoulder, serenity softening her body. 

Within a few minutes, Charli returned holding a tea tray with tea, biscuits and the first aid kit. She placed it on a bale of hay beside her Grandmother. 

Jared rose. “I’ll leave you two ladies for a little while. If you get tired, Gran, have Charli take you back to the house for a rest. I’ll come by later and tell you what I’ve found.” He turned and left the barn.

Charli picked up the antiseptic and cleaned Martha’s wound. 

“I’ve been watching our boy while you were gone. Have you figured out a name for him yet?” Martha asked.

“No. I want to get to know him better and let him tell me his name. I’ve seen him racing around the small paddock. He kicks up his heels and gambols in sheer joy. Then there’s those markings.”

“My granddaughter, the horse whisperer.”

They chuckled together while Charli bandaged her grandmother’s arm. When she finished, the two sat in camaraderie drinking their tea and chatting about the ranch. About twenty minutes later, Jared returned.

“What did you find?”

“Not much. There are a bunch of old tires stacked beside the shed at the top of the hill. Don’t see how, but the tire pile had fallen over. One must have come loose and rolled down the slope.”

“Odd. It’s the third peculiar incident that’s happened lately. Nothing I can put my finger on, but unnerving.”

“What incidents?”

“The small fire in the tack room. Then the fence coming down. Now this. Could be coincidences, I suppose.”

“Oh, those incidents. What are you thinking?”

“It’s all stuff which could be innocent enough, but I'm uneasy. They all happened after those land developers came nosing around. Think I’m being paranoid?”

“Gran, you are the least paranoid person I know. I’ll poke around. See what I can find. May be nothing, but if things don’t feel right to you, it’s worth investigating.”

“Do you think we should tell the police?”

“Not yet. We don’t have anything to tell them. Only some vague suspicions.”

“Ok but be careful. Got an itch between my shoulder blades and I don’t like it.” 
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Chapter Two
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Six months later, Martha tucked up in bed, reminisced about the episodes. She picked up her new will and looked at it again. What if they weren’t coincidences? What if someone...? 

There was a faint knock on the bedroom door. “Mother Bancroft, are you asleep?”

Startled at the sound, she called, “Come in.”

Vanessa opened the door and peeked around it. “I saw your light and thought you might like a hot toddy.”

“Why, thank you, Vanessa. I thought you and Drew left.”

Vanessa placed a mug on the nightstand. The bed sagged as she sat on the edge and took Martha’s hands in hers. “I got Andy to turn around and come back. I’m sorry for his temper earlier. It wasn’t right to speak to you like that. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine but are you alright? I noticed at supper you didn’t eat much. A couple of times you were frowning at Drew. Then, your outburst and running from the room. Not like you. What’s going on?”

Vanessa looked down. A tear slipped from her eyes, curved down her cheek and plunked on their joined hands. “Andy’s making me mad. Oh, he’s happy to show me off to his hoity-toity pals. They call me a ‘trophy wife’ as if I’m stupid. It hurts my feelings. If I say anything, he laughs it off telling me to go shopping or get my hair done. He never stands up for me either when Adele or Percy are mean. I don’t know what to do.”

“What do you want to do? Leave him?”

“No. Not yet, anyway. I love him. I’d rather try to work it out, but I need some things to change. I also want to see what you’re going to do with the ranch. I’ve been listening to Jared and Charli and the plans sound wonderful. I love animals. I was hoping I’d be able to help somehow.” Her face lit up with a smile and there was a longing in her eyes. Martha didn’t have the heart to discourage her, but the thought of Vanessa and the disasters which always seemed to follow in her wake were too much for her to think about tonight. Then again, she said she might leave Drew. Wasn’t a divorce between them what Martha always wanted? Somehow, that speculation wasn’t as gratifying as she thought it would be.

“We’ll see what we can do.”

Vanessa leaned over and gave the older woman a kiss on the cheek. “Goodnight, Mother. Sleep well.” She got up and started to leave the room. As her hand reached for the doorknob, Martha called her back. Her face set in determination, she said, “Vanessa, can you do me a favor?”

Vanessa turned back to her mother-in-law. “Sure. Whaddya want?”

“I need you to sign some papers. I’ll sign them first. Then you to sign them to say it’s my signature. Alright?”

“Sure.”

Martha reached for her pen, picked up the will, and signed her name and the date. Handing the pen and paper to Vanessa, she said, “Sign on the line here,” pointing to the page, “and add the date. Right. Thank you. You have taken a load off my mind. Promise me you won’t tell anyone what you’ve done. I don’t want the others to know - especially Drew.”

“But...”

“Please. Tell no one. Promise?”

“Okay, but I don’t like keeping things from Andy.”

“I know, but it’s important. I’ll explain everything tomorrow. I need to make him understand why I’ve done what I’ve done.”

“I promise,” Vanessa said exhaling a breath of surrender.

“Thank you,” said Martha laying back against the pillows.

Vanessa handed back the pen and signed will, kissed her cheek and left the room. Martha put the documents into the envelope and resealed it. She rose from her bed, hobbled to the fireplace and got down on her creaking knees. Her hands reached out and pulled the grate forward and placed it to the side of the hearth. Using the shovel utensil, she scooped the ash into a bucket, exposing the tiles beneath. She lifted the large center tile, revealing a hidden safe. Bobby had installed it in their bedroom years ago. After opening the latch, she placed the documents inside and closed the door, spinning the dial to lock it. It was over and done! 

She replaced the tile, ash and grate and walked to the ensuite to wash her hands. Her steps unsteady, she shuffled to the bed and climbed in. Reaching for her toddy, she took a sip. A smile curved her lips upward as the warm drink slid down her throat. She snuggled down under the covers. As she continued to savor the beverage, she thought about the signed will and the day ahead. A giant weight lifted from her shoulders. Taking another swallow, her body relaxed and become languid, almost as if she were floating. She tried to think but couldn’t quite remember what was troubling her. Her heart sped up. Alarmed, she gasped for air. Chaotic scenes appeared and disappeared in front of her. She tried to focus on her right hand. Disembodied, it floated away. Lethargic, she let go of the mug. She watched as it tumbled through the air and spilled its contents onto the bedding. Slipping into darkness, Martha Bancroft tumbled into the vast abyss of the unknown.
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Chapter Three
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Zeus, the tiny Yorkie, was snoring, curled up in his usual spot on the bed. His silver fur, illuminated by a moonbeam shining through the open drapes, rose and fell with his breathing. A gust of wind snapped the curtain. His ears perked up. Hackles raised, the little dog sat up, stared at the darkest part of the room and growled. Martha stood in the deep shadows. 

“Hush, Zeus. It’s only me.”

Tail thumping, he lay back down. 

“What am I doing out of bed?” Martha queried as she walked toward her pet. After a few steps, she stopped. No pain! The burning sensation, like a white-hot blade stabbing her in the small of her back, was gone. Martha looked down. Strange. No cane. She wiggled her leg. Not even a twinge. She took few more steps and stopped. She giggled. Gone were the throbbing aches which had been her constant companions for years. Stretching her arms wide, she danced and whirled around the room. A miracle. Her miracle. She came to a halt. Uneasiness slithered its way into her consciousness. Her body felt different - more buoyant and agile. She felt different.

“Odd.”

She contemplated her surroundings. Above the bed hung the Monet she and Bobby picked up in Rome on their second honeymoon. Down two steps, the fireplace and sitting area held her recliner. She scanned all the familiar knickknacks and treasures collected over the years. Definitely her bedroom. Was she dreaming? Her eyes stopped roaming and focused on a strange bulge under the bed covers where she usually slept. Guarded, she drew near to see an elderly woman lying in her spot. Brinicles of ice crystallized within her. She tried to scream, but no sound came. Forcing herself to move closer, Martha stared at the stranger. The woman lay still, eyes and mouth partially open. She was wearing one of Martha’s flannel night gowns and a mug had fallen from her outstretched hand. The liquid it contained had spilled and seeped into the bedding. Studying the face, she gasped as recognition registered. These were the features in every recent photo of her, the visage she stared at every day in the mirror. Familiar, yet different. 

It didn’t make sense. What was happening to her? She plunked down on the edge of the bed, jumping up again as she realized her body made no depression in the mattress. Cautiously, she sat once more. She lifted her hands in front of her face. Twisting them this way and that, she tried to touch her cheeks, but couldn’t feel anything. She looked again at the body in the bed. Martha leaned over to close the eyes, but her hand went right through the skull. She jerked back. “What the...?”  

Whining, Zeus crawled to her on his belly. She tried to stroke his velvety ears but could no longer feel their softness. “Oh no, no.” With a sinking feeling, she stifled a cry. Was she dreaming or... dead? “Must be a nightmare.” 

She rose and paced the room. “This has to be a cosmic joke. Look at me. Sprawled in a soggy bed dressed in my old comfy jammies. I can’t let any of them see me like this. I must wake up.”

Determined, she strode back to the bed and reached out to shake herself awake, but, as before, her hands went right through the body. She couldn’t grasp anything. Panic like an icy waterfall flooded her being. Death couldn’t visit tonight! She screamed, sparks from her dream body exploding into the room. “No. This can’t be happening. Not now. Wake up, Martha. Wake up, you silly old fool.”

Zeus laid his head on his paws, dark brown eyes watching his mistress. His body trembling, he whined. Martha looked at her companion. Her beloved boy. Frustration, anger, and dismay all fought for pre-eminence. 

“It’s alright, Sweetie. Mommy’s right here. Oh, my God, what will happen to you? I can’t leave you alone. Not a dream. I’m dead! What the hell happened?”

Zeus raised his head and howled.​
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Chapter Four
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Wandering to the library in search of a drink, Jared opened the door. His eyes widened when he found a lamp glowing and Adele seated in one of the overstuffed, upholstered chairs. She looked up as her nephew walked in.

“I couldn’t sleep worrying about what your Grandmother said she is going to do. You knew about this?”

“Yes, Aunt Adele,” he said as he strolled to the credenza and poured himself a drink. Sauntering over to the fireplace, he leaned against it and crossed his legs at the ankles. 

“How are you involved? Don’t bother denying it. As the ranch vet, I’m guessing you’ll be in charge.”

“Of the animals, yes.”

“You get the lot and there’s nothing for me or Percy. He’s as much her grandson as you are. I’ve always known she doted on you more than Percy, but this is appalling. You have no right to take everything away from us! My Eddy was the eldest brother. If Eddy hadn’t died, he would be inheriting the family fortune and this house would be mine. Percy would be next in line. You know it’s true. You can’t take away our inheritance.”

“First, Aunt Adele, I won’t even inherit the amount you’re getting. Grandma is using her own investment money for the renovations and new buildings. The Foundation she mentioned will be run by a Board of Directors, not me. Any money left will go into an investment fund to help take care of everything. Even then, we’ll require some fund raising. I’ll be worse off than you, but I happen to agree with Grandma. A sanctuary for unwanted horses is a great way to invest her money and build her legacy. But I’d much rather have her here than any of her money.”

“Ha. Being here with her every single day? I’m sure you’ll find a way to squirm a lot of the funds your way.”

Jared put his fingers to his forehead and rubbed the furrow between his brows. “Not everyone is as interested in money and status as you are.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. People pretend they have no interest in money when they’re rich. Well, I’ve been poor and it’s awful. I’m not going back there. I’ve had to fight and scrape my way here and I won’t let you or anyone else take what’s mine. Percy was born a Bancroft and he has every right to his father’s legacy.”

“You will always have Uncle Edward’s share of the estate. If the company is successful, you will be too.”

“But the house and grounds are worth a fortune. If she would sell, we could have much more.”

Jared took a large swallow of brandy. “This conversation is getting us nowhere. I’m sorry Percy didn’t have his father around when he was younger. He might have made something of himself.”

“What do you mean ‘made something of himself’? There’s nothing wrong with Percy. He’s always been a delicate child. I did the best I could. And he had your grandfather.”

“I guess so, but you avoided visiting as often as you could, didn’t you? Looked like you had some beef with Grandpa, so Percy didn’t get to share much time with him.”

“Well, Robert was not like my Eddy at all. He was a very controlling man and hard on Percy. Why, he wanted him to do all sorts of physical chores which were not at all suitable. I remember one day; Percy came back into the house exhausted and shaking. His Grandfather made him shovel out the horse stalls and put fresh hay down. The poor boy was stoic and did what he could, but it was all too much for him. I had him take a warm bath and then sent him straight to bed for a much-needed rest. It was the last straw. After that, I chose to limit our visits.”

“I remember. We were all sent to muck out the stalls. Percy was fooling around in the loft instead of helping. He took all the pitchforks up there and was pretending to toss the hay down. His fingers slipped and one of the forks came flying toward us. It landed right next to Charli, almost hitting her. Percy was white and shaking. He kept hollering, ‘It was an accident.’ He climbed down the ladder and ran to the house. Charli started crying. ‘He could have hurt me,’ she said. She was shaking, so I put my arms around her for comfort. We decided not to tell on him as he looked scared. We didn’t think he’d try anything similar again. About an hour later we saw him sneaking out of his bedroom and running into the forest.”

Adele’s face flushed a bright red. Her eyes squinted with menace. “What a dreadful lie. He did no such thing. I never did like to bring him here. You were always telling tales and getting him into trouble. He didn’t need any of you. He didn’t need anyone but me.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. He’s grown up to be a very respectable young man.”

“Okay. If you say so. As I said earlier, Grandma has a right to do as she wishes with the land. She has always had a kind heart and wants to help those beautiful animals in any way she can. I’m sure, if he wants, I could find Percy a place here to work and earn his own money.”

“You’re just like her! A soft touch for anyone with a sob story. You’ve always been jealous of Percy because he isn’t like the rest of you. He is an artist. He would die working on a smelly farm. He’s much too delicate.”

“Really?”

“You...you impertinent puppy! Thank goodness, the will isn’t signed yet. Hopefully, we can talk some sense into your grandmother in the morning. I refuse to stay here and listen to your insults any longer. I will retire to my room.” Adele stood and straightened her dress. She was about to make a grand exit when Percy peeked around the door.

“There you are Mother. I was up to our room, but you weren’t there. What are you doing up at this hour? Are you alright?” he asked as he strolled to her side.

“My mind was whirling with all the nasty things your Grandmother said tonight, so I came down here to get a little something to help me sleep.”

“Grandmother was quite out of line. I was shocked and disappointed. Although some of us seemed to do alright out of the whole ordeal. Eh, cousin?” he sneered. Turning, his hooded eyes bored into Jared like two deadly daggers. 

Jared placed his glass on the mantle and pushed himself away from the fireplace. Fists clenched at his sides, he approached Percy. “You have a problem with our grandmother, Cousin?”

“Yes. Seems some of us are sucking up to the old lady to get her fortune.”

“Maybe if some of us would man up and work for a living, he wouldn’t be left out when any goodies rolled around.”

“Are you saying I’m not a man?”

“You said it. I didn’t.”

“Why you—” Percy rushed toward Jared his hands outstretched. 

Jared sidestepped his cousin. Percy whizzed past him, tripped over the carpet and fell face first into a chair. He pushed himself up and was about to attack his nemesis again when they heard an odd sound. Everyone froze in place. 

“There it is again. What on earth is that wretched racket?” asked Adele.

“Sounds like Zeus. Why’s he howling?” replied Percy.

“I don’t know, but it can’t be good,” exclaimed Jared as he ran to the door and flung it open. ​
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Chapter Five
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Martha heard the commotion of her family. The running footsteps. The pounding on her door. She retreated to the corner of her bedroom and watched as the door crashed open.

Jared was the first to enter. Zeus stood in the middle of the bed howling. Jared rushed over and stopped. In front of him lay his grandmother, her body rigid, eyes half closed, her mug tipped over, its contents staining the duvet. 

“Grandma.”

Andrew Bancroft, his father, came in behind him. “Zeus shut up!” he yelled.

The tiny animal dropped to the bed and lay shivering. Vanessa ran past Andrew and picked up the little dog who whimpered and snuggled into her body. “It’s alright, baby. I’ve got you.”

Thomas Winslow, the family lawyer, walked over to the bed. Martha watched as he took in the scene and reached for his cell. While calling 911, he did a quick scan of the room, looking at her bedside table and checking her bookshelves. 

“What’s he doing? Looking for the will, I’ll bet. Good luck with that,” Martha muttered to herself.

Adele and Percy were the last ones to enter the room. Adele took one look at her mother-in-law and started to wail.

“Mother Bancroft! Oh! I’m going to faint.” She placed her hand on her forehead and started to slump to the floor. Percy caught her, calling out “Mother, Mother!” 

Leave it to Adele to make a scene. What Ed saw in her I’ll never know.

Tom turned and looked at the small group. “The ambulance is on its way. I suggest we adjourn to the living room and wait for them.”

“Good idea,” said Percy. “They’ll be able to help her.”

“I’m afraid Mrs. Bancroft’s beyond help.”

“What? No, you can’t be right,” said Jared. “She was fine – a little tired from all the excitement. We were going to discuss the plans for the renovations tomorrow. Gran, Gran, wake up.” He reached out to shake her when Tom stopped him. 

“Don’t touch the body, Jared.” 

“Why?”

“We shouldn’t touch anything ‘til the paramedics have seen her. C’mon let’s go.”

The lawyer put his arm on Jared’s shoulder and led him out of the room.

Vanessa, carrying Zeus, strode past Andrew. Tears staining her cheeks, she took one last look at her mother-in-law and hurried out of the room.

Percy helped his mother stand and escorted her from the room. Adele could be heard wailing the whole way down the hall. “Oh, this is terrible. I will need to call Dr. Fitzhugh. I’m not sure my nerves are up to taking this kind of upset. How dreadful. Someone should have escorted her to her room, although, I’m much too weak to be climbing up and down those stairs. My heart wouldn’t take it. Anyway, one of you younger people should have been with her.”

Martha watched as one by one they left the room. Andrew was the last to go. He walked to the bed and looked down at the still body that had once been his mother. Martha could read the emotions etched on his face. A mixture of horror, sadness, and anger were all there. He stood silent for what seemed like an eternity, then turned and strode out of the room. Oh, my boy. What happened to us? The soft click of the door latch sealed the tomb of the family matriarch.​
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Chapter Six
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An icy chill swept over Martha. Zeus. Jared. Charli. All those she loved. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. 

She moved to follow them, but a small orb of light, bouncing around the room, distracted her. Her energy sizzled. “What on earth...?” Martha backed away, stopped and then approached, caution controlling every step. The orb hung in the air in front of her. It seemed to have some sort of intelligence and be staring at her. How she didn’t know, but she could sense it. Martha watched fascinated as the orb began to dance around. She stiffened her resolve and called out. “Enough of this nonsense. Is someone here?”

“Yes.”

“Show yourself.”

The ball of light transformed into an androgynous human figure made of light.

“That better?”

“Will this nightmare never end? Who the hell are you?”

“Call me Gladys.”

“What are you... an angel or something?”

“Or something.”

“Great. NOW I’ve got an ‘or something’. Where were you a few hours ago? How come you didn’t stop me from dying?”

“Oh, suck it up, Princess. We all die. You’re dead. Finito. Let’s go.”

“Go? Where? What for?”

“What do you mean ‘where?’ What’s wrong with you? How come you didn’t come home when you left your body?”

“Whoa. What are you talking about?”

“You were supposed to come to the light when your soul left your body. When you didn’t show up as expected, I was sent to get you. We’re
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