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Prologue


The stench of musty soil permeated his nostrils while the man cultivated the earth. He turned over the old weeds and withered flowers from the previous year. An elderly woman sat in the shade of the gazebo, and watched, while the man toiled away, turning over the soil. Every year, in May, she started her garden. 

He dug up the earth until he began to descend; slowly sinking into the hollow he had created. As he gradually dropped into the pit, the soil began to surround his lower extremities and rise. He tried to climb out of the trench as it rose higher, but his feet held fast. Slowly, the earth entrapped him to his chest and penetrated the air he breathed. The clay enclosed around his neck as he sank deeper; it covered his eyes, blinding him. 
A small earthworm slithered about his face, tunneling through the soil that began to suffocate him. The woman talked about her garden with enthusiasm, oblivious of the man’s difficulty. The earthworm produced another head and began to tunnel through the man’s nostrils. As the worm found its way through his flesh and into his nasal cavity, another worm appeared…and another. The new worms produced a second head, as had the first. Unable to see, unable to hear, unable to breathe, the man’s terror intensified while the mutating worms began to remove flesh…

He shook himself awake, drenched in sweat, trembling with fright from the recurring nightmare. Unable to fall back asleep, Eric McDuggal arose from his bed. He picked up the lazy cat, cradling her to his chest while he stooped over to pet a large German shepherd on the head. He spoke words of praise to his animals while he plodded into the kitchen, still holding the cat. Hearing footsteps, he turned around to face his wife of over seven years.

“Eric, it is three in the morning. Why are you up?”

“Go back to bed and leave me be,” he muttered.

She turned away, but did not get far. 
Her husband’s face contorted into a mask of sadness. “It’s cancer. The doctor found a rare, invasive form of…cancer.”

“Eric, oh my God. No. Please…”

The man turned away from her and ordered, “Go back to bed and do not display pitiful emotions in my presence.”

In stunned silence, she turned away from him and retired to her own bedroom, while Mr. McDuggal stroked his elderly cat, Brigette. He watched his wife walk away without another word.

Staring out the kitchen window, he looked toward the ground; once alive with flowers his Grandmother Emma so enjoyed many years ago. Emma loved bright colors, and the garden came alive with the most vibrant hues imaginable. She spent most of her summer days tending the grounds, or sipping tea under the shade of the gazebo.

As the solemn man trudged through the manor with his faithful dog beside him, he glanced upstairs. While his wife walked down the long hallway, he watched her. She stopped when she sensed him looking at her. Their eyes met, and he began to speak, but the words caught in his throat. Without a word, he turned away and entered his private study; his faithful dog lie down beside him as he began his day.

Chapter 1


After he tossed a banana peel toward the trash can, and missed by a yard, Ed Simon mumbled, “I have sunk to a new low.” He sat, feet propped on the desk, killing off hostile centipedes with continual blasts on his old dinosaur computer. Too bad the old machine crashed. It was useless other than playing old DOS games. Business was slow and the gray mist hanging over the drab September day worsened his apathetic mood. He glanced at the line-up of used Styrofoam cups on his cluttered desk. It’s time for a new direction. 
He stood up, kicked a discarded box out of his way, and walked into the front office. Eric McDuggal had just arrived with a gray cat nestled in his arms. I have met a few oddballs in my life, but this guy wrote the instruction manual, Ed thought, while he observed the tall lanky man with red hair and piercing green eyes. McDuggal’s thin lips and long narrow nose intensified his morose features. He was not a pleasant person, often described as brusque.

“Hello, Mr. McDuggal.” Ed had not seen McDuggal in ten years. 
Eric returned the greeting with a nod, looked down at his cat, and then averted his eyes. 
Ed motioned Eric toward the door. “Please bring your cat this way.”

Eric followed Ed into the next room. While Mr. Simon walked ahead to his lab, McDuggal wandered about, looking at pictures of Ed’s past work. He was speaking to his cat Brigette, in whispered tones.
Ed requested that he bring her to the table. He did so with reluctance. His eyes met Mr. Simon’s for the first time while he put the cat on the table. McDuggal was not an easy man to get to know. 
This was about to change for Ed Simon.

Eric took a deep breath, and then said, “I am terminally ill, Ed. It is cancer.” He paused, a despondent look shrouding his face, and then continued, “I…have a rare type. It is too far advanced and no hope for a cure.” McDuggal’s curt manner was unnerving.

“Jesus. I am very sorry to hear that.” It was an awkward moment. Unable to speak further, Ed turned his attention to the cat. He positioned her, examining her body shape.
“I have to arrange for my passing. I detest the tradition of burial.” Eric had a strange way with words.

“Cremation is the usual choice, I suppose.” 
Eric shook his head in an awkward sideways motion. “No. I will not be incinerated and turned into ash.” Looking at his cat, his stance erect, he crossed his arms and added, “I want to be freeze-dried after my death, just as you have done with my pets.”

Ed Simon is a taxidermist. Brigette had died two days ago and McDuggal brought in the body so Ed could freeze-dry her, a procedure that takes several weeks.

His reaction to this unusual request was stunned silence. It stopped Ed in his tracks. He looked up at McDuggal, and said, “I mount hunting trophies, fish, fowl, and the occasional pets. Your request for human preservation is unthinkable, Mr. McDuggal.”

Ed began measuring the cat, hiding the disgust he felt over this lunatic’s request. 

Eric watched Ed work with his cat, and then said, “I have given it some thought. I have a chair that is part of my grandmother’s estate. That is where I wish to be displayed after my death.”

Ed looked at the man, focusing on his cold steely eyes. He noticed the way McDuggal’s thin lips formed a straight line. There was not a hint of a smile or a frown. “Have you considered a mortician? I do not embalm, freeze-dry or preserve people sitting, standing or lying down. Subject closed. I’m sorry.”

“The mortician will have to be involved. The laws and such...” Eric displayed impatience while he added, “I am prepared to pay generously and in advance.”
Ed shook his head in disbelief. “Sorry, but still no.”

“Think about it. I am contacting my lawyer and the mortician regardless of your decision. Your work is the best in New England, and we go back. Your grandfather preserved my childhood pets and you have taken over…and mounted some over the past few years. I trust you. Please, do not refuse my request hastily. The amount of money I am offering will persuade you to preserve my remains, with the assistance of an experienced mortician.”

Ed looked squarely at the man with the high cheekbones, and sharp features, exhaled, and said, “Eric, preserving a human corpse is unethical and I’m sure, illegal.”

“I will not accept no for an answer,” McDuggal abruptly said and then turned to leave with a wave of his long narrow hand. 
His stride along the sidewalks of the quaint New England town, Mt. Chocorua, was brisk. He seemed to have purpose; more so than when he came in that morning with the frozen corpse of his cat. 
Amazing that he walks the streets among normal civilization, Ed thought as he watched McDuggal walk away.

Ignoring the Private sign on the door, Eric McDuggal barged into Jonathan Wallbrook’s office, and said, “Hello. Are you the mortician?”

“Yes, I am. May I help you?”

The man’s lack of charm matched his unattractive features. Standing across from the mortician, he said, “My name is Eric McDuggal. I would like to make my arrangements.”

Jonathan sat down at his desk, and pointing to a chair in front of him said, “Sit down, please. What do you mean by your arrangements?”

Eric sat down. “After my passing.”

“Ahh, I see. You are planning your own funeral.” 
Eric’s cold steely eyes studied the man, and then he said, “Yes, but not quite. Who is in charge of embalming?”

The mortician was intrigued with this forceful man. He folded his arms on the desk, leaned forward and said, “Well, Mr. McDuggal, that would be me. I am the funeral director, and I handle all mortuary services.” Wallbrook was an energetic man with a droll appearance. The mortician’s facade took over when needed, in a somber and, at times, sympathetic business manner. A throwback from the 1960s Hippie Era, he also carried a nonconformist persona of which some people found unnerving, others endearing.

Eric asked, “What do you use for embalming?”

Wow, this guy’s riding the edge. “It’s a mixture of formalin, with alcohol, propylene glycol, amphyl-”

Eric interrupted, “How long does it last?”

“I don’t understand.” 
“Tell me what your chemicals do. How long does it keep? I do not want to decompose, Mr. Wallbrook.”

Jonathan was experienced in keeping his composure as a mortician, but this man was pushing all the buttons. “The embalming fluid will not allow that to happen. You will be preserved for the viewing, and you will uh…keep for quite a long time-”

“No, I am not interested in being viewed in a casket. I wish to be permanently preserved and seated, not lying down.”

His mouth fell open. Although Jonathan had received his share of unusual requests more often than he cared to admit, this was, by far, the strangest. “I see. My experience is embalming, Mr. McDuggal. It is not done as a long-term preservative. Eventually you will…you know—decompose.” 
“There is no eventually in my request, Mr. Wallbrook. I am prepared to pay a generous amount to the man willing to preserve my remains. I am terminally ill, and do not have the option of time to wait for it to be ethically acceptable.”

It was too much. Jonathan was dumbfounded. He stood up and looked out the window to conceal his amusement over this man’s audacity. “Forgive my reluctance, sir, but I’ve never gone beyond the traditional techniques of embalming.”

McDuggal stood up and joined Wallbrook near the window. He removed his wallet from his pocket and said, “Pets from my childhood have been dead…some for several years. They are in my home, displayed beautifully. Here is a picture.”

While Eric pulled out a few pictures of his preserved pets, Jonathan said, “You are talking about taxidermy, which is limited to animals. Human preservation is not even considered in this country.” While he glanced at the photos that Eric offered, he continued, “You’re in the wrong building, Mr. McDuggal. Have you spoken to the man that did your pets?”

“Yes. With your experience, and Ed’s work with freeze-drying, it can be done.”

“So, humor me. Am I to understand that you want a taxidermist and a mortician involved in preserving your remains?” 

Eric took his pictures, and put them back in his wallet. He sat back down and looked directly at Jonathan. “Yes. That would be correct.”

Jonathan shook his head, amazed at the courage of the man. He thought, this man is either on drugs, or needs to be. He tapped a pencil on the desk, and then said, “I am intrigued, but not certain if it’s possible. There are laws that might prohibit your request. What did you say your first name is?”

“Eric.”

Pausing, Jonathan sat back down, and said, “Allow me to do some research, Eric. Do you have a business card, or an e-mail address?”

“I will call you. My wife is unaware of my wishes.”

Jonathan stood up and said, “Whoa there, and hold the phone. Your proposal needs some major tweaking.” He paused, then added, “When you call me, I’ll have some answers. In the meantime, call your attorney for guidance and perhaps some sort of contract.”

Eric stood up with abruptness and said, “Thank you and good day, Mr. Wallbrook.”

“Jonathan. Call me Jonathan.”

“Yes, Jonathan. I will be in touch,” Eric said as he walked out with a slight wave and a nod.

Wallbrook Funeral Home was a beautifully restored late 18th century home with high ceilings and arched doorways trimmed in carved oak frames. Jonathan owned and operated the home with impeccable business strategy and compassion. He was the sort that would go out of his way to honor a client’s request, but this was beyond his limits. 
Nonetheless, he was intrigued. He sat down at his computer to research the internet for fulfillment of the most bizarre proposal he had ever received.

The next morning, McDuggal walked into the lawyer’s office, unannounced and without an appointment. 
Seating himself across from Adams, he said, “I need to draw up a will, Mr. Adams.”

“I work by appointment only. Right now is not a good time, Mr. McDuggal. Please stop by the receptionist and make an appointment-”

Eric cut in, “I cannot hold off long. I am…ill. Cancer.”

Stunned, Carl said, “I am quite sorry to hear that.” He sat up in his chair, and lowering his tone, added, “You still need an appointment and we will draw up your will.”

“There is one other matter to discuss. I will need a contract for special services and you may be able to help.”

“Mr. McDuggal, the receptionist-”

“I want an alternative to normal funeral services. I would like my remains preserved and displayed in my home, after my passing, by a mortician and possibly a taxidermist.”

Mr. Adams sat up straight, and with a raised eyebrow, he said, “Are you serious? Your request is absurd.”

“I am willing to pay a large sum of money.”

“It’s not the money, Mr. McDuggal. It’s just not done.”

Eric sat forward, put his elbows on the desk that separated him from the attorney, and demanded, “Then research the laws and find the loopholes. I will make the appointment, Mr. Adams. Call Jonathan Wallbrook. I have spoken to him and he suggested that I have a contract drawn up and he will honor my request.”

Adams was not accustomed to the likes of this man. He said with a hint of irritation, “You are wasting my time, Mr. McDuggal. I am a very busy man. Make an appointment for the will. We will talk then. Good day.”

As Eric strode out of the attorney’s office, Carl Adams picked up the phone and called his brother Phillip. “Hey, remember that bet we had a few years ago?”

“Uh, no, refresh my memory, Carl,” said the voice on the other end.

With a boisterous chuckle, Carl said, “You’ve had a few strange clients, with outlandish requests for legal services, right? You bet that I’d never be able to top that guy that wanted custody of his ex-wife’s ashes.”

“Oh yeah. Raymond Andrews. He won custody of the ashes. Later, he called me roaring drunk to announce he’d flushed her down the…”
“Yeah, yeah, I heard. Phil, get out your wallet. I win the bet hands

down. Listen to this…”

Chapter 2

McDuggal lived in an exclusive neighborhood. The few people that knew him, described him as eccentric. Children were afraid of his ominous presence. Adults shunned the aloof character. Animals, on the other hand, approached him with a trusting zeal.

The elusive Eric McDuggal sat in his private study with his cocker spaniel, Lucy, lying at his feet. He became preoccupied at his desk, typing up documents of which only he had access. The computer was the only 21st century item Eric allowed in his study. It was a large room, furnished with Grandmother Emma’s antiques and Eric enjoyed the room as his place of solitude. 
His favorite chair was a 19th century Victorian parlor rocker. The focal point of the room was a rare late 1800s solid cherry roll-top desk. Items surrounding the computer were from an earlier era; an inkwell, feathered pens, and an antique typewriter. An enormous glass-front bookcase shelved hundreds of books, both old and new. Next to that, there stood an old oak filing cabinet. An Oriental carpet with a red background interwoven in black and yellow partly covered the lustrous hardwood floor. A red velvet French parlor sofa, adorned with a handmade quilt by Emma’s mother, was against the wall.

Several old photos of Emma sat on the desk, and hung on the walls. Widowed four years before Eric’s birth, Emma raised Eric from the age of two, after his parents died in an airplane crash. 
Her late husband, Stanley McDuggal, was the Mt. Chocorua Bank president and a major stockholder.

He fell in love with the lovely, young Emma when she worked as the bank secretary in 1928. Their marriage produced two sons, David and William.

War took the life of William, leaving David McDuggal as their only son. David married Emily Johaansen shortly after his father died of heart failure, and three years later, Eric was born. The young couple’s tragic death nearly did Emma in. If it were not for her grandson Eric, she would have died of heartache.

Eric grew up in the enormous, well-built Victorian manor. Grandma Emma passed away when he reached adulthood and left everything to Eric, including her strong ‘work ethic’ beliefs.

Because of Eric’s appreciation for historic furnishings, he owned an antique shop, primarily a hobby of which he took great pride. McDuggal lived in the beautiful old manor with his wife of nearly eight years, Leanna.

His wife was an attractive young woman with dark brown hair. Her medium length natural curls hung loose and complemented her oval-shaped face. Leanna McDuggal was a friendly, outgoing person with a ready smile and sparkling blue eyes.

She walked past the French doors, and glanced at Eric through the lacy curtains, wondering what was on her husband’s mind. His back was to her; he did not sense her watching him. I wish he would break down that damn wall…he has so pushed me away. She knocked on the glass panel of the door and then walked in. He glanced at her, stopped what he was doing and then looked away into an empty void.

“Is there something you need?”

“Yes, Eric…I need your company, and…to talk. We are so distant.” 

“Leanna, please…leave me at peace.” His tone was flat. His eyes cold.
Leanna shook her head with weariness, turned away and left the room.

Accustomed to his detachment from her and his cold manner of speech, she had become callous to it. Other times, it brought about a grim mood she could not dispel. 
Looking back at him through the glass door, she stared at the strange way his wavy red hair stayed in place as if trained. Her mind wandered to when she had met Eric McDuggal in his antique shop. Leanna did not attribute friendliness to the shrewd shopkeeper, but her enjoyment of antiques kept her in his shop long enough for her to take notice of him. His demure, eccentricity attracted her and she returned to his shop often. She never walked out empty handed.

One day Leanna told him about a Queen Anne chair she owned and she wanted an appraisal. Mr. McDuggal offered to come by and see it. Three days later, he paid a visit to her modest home. Impressed by her collection of antiques and her flair for decorative talent, he offered her a job in his shop. McDuggal had a strong dislike of what he called ‘junk store’ antique shops. His goal was to fashion his business reminiscent of a beautiful and enormous nineteenth-century home. He had a feeling that Leanna would turn his large amount of inventory into an attractive business establishment.

She accepted the offer, and it did not take long for Eric to realize that his hunch was right. Not only did his business flourish with a woman’s touch, he began to take notice of Leanna Merritt.

Eric was not a demonstrative man. The courtship was brief. His proposal was equal to that of a business arrangement. Leanna accepted because she fell in love with Eric and she was certain that he loved her, in his own way. McDuggal was thirty-seven and Leanna was twenty-two.

The McDuggal manor was lavishly furnished. He made no changes after Grandmother Emma’s death. It took a while for Leanna to become used to its impressive size. She felt overwhelmed by the huge Victorian manor, which stood three stories tall. The housekeeper, Hannah, did her best to acquaint Leanna to her new surroundings.

The pets were a part of Eric’s life that his bride had to accept. She knew that the German shepherd Maurice and the puppy Lucy were her husband’s “first loves.” Maurice was a loner, much like Eric and remained aloof. He was a devoted one-man dog. Lucy, the cocker spaniel, was an adorable little female that thrived on praise, and chaffed at a scolding. She rarely left Eric’s side. The Siamese kitten Cynthia and Russian Blue, Brigette, were beautiful felines that enjoyed the utmost of care and affection. Eric later bought the canary, Elias, in 1998. His cage hung in the study, and Elias sang often, more so when Eric was present.

Pets from his past were preserved and displayed throughout the home. Beautifully mounted was the Siberian husky, Gordon, a permanent fixture in the living room. Gordon died of old age a few years before Leanna met Eric. The other dog, a beautiful golden retriever, Jake and the cats Moe, Ringo, Pauletta, and Lady, were also a part of the home’s decorum. It took some time for Leanna to adapt to his pets’ remains in the home, but they were a part of his past and she gradually learned to accept their presence.

After the first year of their marriage, something changed. Eric became preoccupied. He had shut down most communication with her, with no explanation—he was more attentive toward the house pets than with Leanna. He had a glum look about him, an ominous presence that made his wife ill at ease. 
Leanna felt responsible, often wondering if it was something she did, or did not do. 

Her thoughts returned to the present. The couple had been married for nearly eight years by this time. Eric slept in a separate bedroom the past seven years, keeping his distance from his wife. Work at the antique shop was business-like. If customers were present, the couple presented a cordial veneer.

Leanna still loved her husband and, although communication had ended long ago, she chose to maintain the relationship. Living with a detached husband became endurable for Leanna in due course, as she kept busy with the antique shop, and kayaking during her leisure in the summer. In the winter, her source of pleasure was cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, reading or her artwork. Talented with a unique style in oils, her paintings were brilliant.

A few months ago, when Eric told Leanna he was ill, he allowed no further discussion on the subject. She spent a week in her room, engulfed in sorrow.

After Eric had taken the cat to the taxidermist earlier in the week, Leanna sensed something different in his mood. She was uncertain of what it was and did not ask.

Before turning in, she looked in on him and said, “Good night, Eric.”

He did not reply.

The dogs stayed by his side, while the canary sang in his cage. There seemed to be a silent communication between Eric and his animals. She glanced jealously at the little gathering of Eric and his pets.

“Good night, Eric…” she repeated. 
Again, Eric did not reply, nor did he glance in his wife’s direction when she walked away. With resignation, she left the room and went upstairs.

While brushing her medium length dark brown hair, Leanna thought, Eric, what have I done wrong? What is wrong with me that you have disconnected? Have I put you off, somehow? I want so much to reach you. She looked in the mirror, and examined her appearance. She portrayed a woman with inner strength, a lively spirit. She had a youthful appearance, a warm smile and beautiful blue eyes that glistened and exuded genuine human warmth. 
Her husband’s neglect perplexed her, but Leanna McDuggal was determined to fight the demons of melancholy shadowing her.
Chapter 3

“Rita, meet me at the Red Bird Lounge. I hate drinking alone.”

Social outings with her best friend Rita Johnson was her occasional escape from Eric’s disconnection and the death pall pervading the house. While September had merged into October, Eric’s detachment brought about a need for a time out. 
Rita sensed the urgency in her tone and replied, “Count me in. Hey, what’s going on?”

Leanna ignored the question. “I’m coming by cab, so don’t look for my BMW.”

“Planning on a good drunk?”

“Just meet me there. We will talk then. Bye.”

When Rita’s husband had a near tragic boating accident over a year ago, Leanna’s support was invaluable. Now, it was Rita’s turn to reciprocate, and she was worried about her friend.

The Red Bird Lounge had a huge fireplace in the corner that produced a certain New England ambiance. After the two women sat down at the carved oak table, they ordered a martini. 
Rita noticed that Leanna appeared drained, her hair was limp and her weight had plummeted. She remained silent while they waited for their drinks.

Leanna exhaled, and then said, “I’ve already lost him, Rita.”

“Leanna, cancer is a painful and difficult disease and he is facing the fact that he’s dying-”

“He was distant before the cancer. His illness increased his detachment from me, and I have no idea what I’ve done wrong.”

Rita pushed her menu aside, and said, “It’s not you…”

The server brought their drinks and they ordered appetizers.

After she left, Leanna said, “I still love him.”

Rita reached over and took her hand and said, “Hey, remember what you said to me after Roger was in his boating accident? He fell into a real slump, and you arrived at the house with those god-awful cookies and said, ‘Roger’s gloom is a man’s defense mechanism. Men are closer to the animal world than we are. They retreat into themselves when they are injured’. End of quote. We both knew you pulled that one out of a hat, but it worked. Uh, by the way, you don’t bake anymore do you?”

Laughing, Leanna replied, “Hell no. I only brought them over to get rid of. Lucy wouldn’t even eat them.”

Rita feigned a look of indignation and said, “Good grief. Are you telling me that you passed off your dog’s rejects on my family? God. Roger asked me where the hell I got the hockey pucks in the cookie jar.” 
They both laughed.

Leanna then asked, “How is Roger doing these days? I’ve seen him driving. It’s great that he’s getting so much stronger.”

“Oh, yes it is. He is using a walker and improving every day. Next plan is to get rid of the wheelchair for good.”

The server arrived to refresh their drinks and deliver the appetizers. Rita reached for some escargot and asked, “So how is Eric feeling lately? Gosh, I saw him a while ago…he looked very thin.”

“He doesn’t talk to me much, as you know.” Her voice was flat; she kept her eyes averted from her friend as she filled her plate with shrimp and cocktail sauce.

“So you don’t know the status of his cancer? Jeez, Leanna, that is pitiful. Call his doctor. He will tell you what is-”

“No, I tried that. Eric was livid when he found out. He said, and I quote,

‘If I want you to know, I’ll tell you. Do NOT call my doctor again.’ Do you know that a couple of months ago, he spent three days in the hospital for a chemical drip and refused to accept my calls or visits?”

Shocked, Rita exclaimed, “Oh no, Lea, that’s a shame. I can’t imagine…”

Holding back her tears, Leanna said, “You know what? Most women who live with a hostile man eventually find a lover. I can’t do that…it’s not my style.”

Rita nodded and said, “Good for you. I’m the same way. Roger was in a wheelchair for several months and it was not easy for me, but I didn’t want another man either.”

Rolling her eyes in exasperation, Leanna said, “Your situation is different. Roger is loving and compassionate.”

“I know, but sexual needs are the same for every woman, whether you’re married to a prince or a buffoon.” 
Leanna giggled, feeling the effects of her drink. “If only Eric was a buffoon. At least there’d be life in the house. But you’re right. Sexual needs don’t die just because the mate has turned cold. So how are things now…with you and Roger?”
 “Things are back to normal, somewhat. We were able to resume when his bones healed but not the usual way. Sex is a little different for a disabled man. You find ways and we are both satisfied.” She finished her drink and motioned to the bartender for refills
“Rita, I’m so happy that Roger is on his way to recovery. I just wish-”

“Hey, you’re a strong woman and you will get through this, hon, but I can’t hold this in, and maybe it’s the drinks talking, but you deserve better. Lea, your husband has become such an ass.”

“Rita, stop it. He is not an ass. He’s an insensitive, unfeeling shithead, maybe, but he hasn’t sunk to ass yet.” Leanna sipped her drink and then added, “you are right though…I will get through this. I do not rely on Eric for my happiness. I learned a long time ago that I am the only person on this planet responsible for my own contentment.”

“You got that right. Hold that thought. I need to use the ladies’ room…be right back.”

Rita left the table, and Leanna called home on her cell phone. The visiting nurse informed her that Eric was not doing well.

When Rita returned, Leanna said, “I have to leave soon, Rita. Eric’s having a tough time of it.”

“What happened?” 
“I talked to Sharon, the nurse. He is vomiting blood. She is planning on staying-”

“Oh no. Would you like for me to come home with you?”

“No thank you, but I’m sorry that this evening ended so soon.”

“It’s not a problem, Lea. I didn’t plan to stay out late anyway.”

Leanna sipped her drink and then said, “I’ve called a cab. It will be here in a few minutes. That gives us time to finish our drinks. Eric is in good hands, and he doesn’t accept my assistance anyway.”

“Then why go home? The nurse cares for Eric. Who looks after Leanna?”

“Oh damn, Rita. I’m holding up just fine.” 

“No, you’re not. You need to do something nice just for you,” Rita argued.

“I’m fine. Besides, it’s not easy…” Leanna trailed off.

“Lea, no excuses. If you don’t look after you, what good are you for Eric’s needs?”

“He doesn’t need me, remember? We have had this discussion. Where were you?” Leanna asked with exasperation.

“You’re wrong. In his own way, Eric does need you,” Rita said with conviction.

While they paid the tab, Leanna shook her head and said, “Rita, you have no idea…”

“Give it time. You will see. It might not happen this week, or next, but he does need you.”

“Whatever you say, Rita.”

Rita gathered her purse, put some cash on the table, and said, “Our cab is here, Lea.”

Inside the cab, Rita piped up with, “I want to go to the mall.”

“It’s late Rita. I can’t,” Leanna slurred.

Laughing, the rebellious Rita exclaimed, “No it isn’t, and yes you can. Do something for you.” She asked the cab driver to drop them off at the mall, and then explained, “We are not finished with our night out. The mall is still open, so let’s have some fun.”

“Sure, why not. I’m a little uh—tipsy from the drinks though. Is it legal to walk about a mall intoxicated?”

“As long as we aren’t driving through, we’re okay.”

“Okay, fine. I need to do some early Christmas shopping. I haven’t been much in the mood lately. But Eric is-”

“Well looked after,” Rita finished.

Leanna slurred, “Yup, you’re right.”

The cab driver dropped them off near the mall, and they ran into a couple of friends that Leanna had not seen for a while. Cheryl and Joleen were sisters that did not take life seriously. Always in good spirits, they invited Leanna and Rita to join them at nearby Slocum’s Bar and Grill for a couple of drinks.

Leanna giggled, and whispered, “This is the way to start holiday shopping, ya know.”

“Leanna, do we really need to drink anymore?” Rita asked with a laugh.

Leanna whined, “Aww, come on, Rita. I haven’t seen Cheryl and Joleen in ages.”

Joleen and Cheryl each took Leanna and Rita by the arm and escorted them into the bar. The sisters sat down, they ordered drinks and then Joleen said, “One tiny drink, and then you two go shop.”

“You two are a mess. Still looking for Mr. Right, Cheryl?” Leanna asked.

“Nope. I got a puppy instead. Just as messy but has no desire to take over the remote, doesn’t leave socks on the floor and will always remain faithful.” 
Rita giggled and then said, “Joleen has the right idea. She marries a man that’s been through two marriages already. He’s housebroken.”

“Right…housebroken, all right, but along with a housebroken husband comes step kids.”

Leanna remarked with sadness, “I would have liked to have a kid…”

Joleen said, “I have a couple step kids you can borrow.”

Rita asked, “Still having issues with them, Joleen?”

The waitress delivered their drinks while Joleen answered, “They hate me. But enough of my step-kid problems. How is Eric doing, Lea?”

Rita came to the rescue and answered, “Leanna wanted to step out tonight to relax, so I will just say that Eric is holding his own…”

“Thank you, Rita,” Leanna said, and then took a sip of her drink.

The women continued to enjoy their drinks with their friends before departing company and walking the half block to the mall. 
Although not staggering drunk, they were feeling good.

Leanna asked, “Well…where do we start? I haven’t shopped in so long, I forgot how.”

“It’ll come back to ya, girlfriend. Hmmmm—let’s hit the sporting goods shop first.”

After Rita bought an entire skiing ensemble for Christmas Eve delivery, the women began an evening of shopping. Leanna bought jewelry for the visiting nurses, and the manor’s long-time housekeeper. She bought several pairs of pajamas for Eric, and new bedding. 
They laughed and staggered through the mall while carting their items in a rented baby stroller.

Leanna pointed to the stroller, with the gifts piled up high and slurred, “Ya know, Rita, I wanted to have a baby once. Only problem is…it involves sex and stuff. Too bad Eric couldn’t deliver when he was healthy. Now I’ll be an old crotchety widow with no kids. Let’s hit the pet shop and check out the iguanas.”

“Uh, no. Let’s not. Lizards aren’t a kid substitute. Most kids aren’t scaly. Look it up.”

Leanna slurred, “I’ve seen pictures. I know what they look like, Rita.”
“Kids or lizards?”

“Iguanas. Come on. Just for kicks, go with me. Jesus, Rita, humor your sorry-assed friend, please?”

Leanna’s drunken whining got to her and Rita relented. 
While heading toward the pet shop she said, “Okay, we’re only looking. I’m NOT riding home in a cab with you and anything scaly. Got it?”

“Yeah, whatever.” 
The pet store was crowded with people looking at puppies, birds, fish and amphibians. Leanna had her eyes on a 22-inch iguana.

The sales clerk said, “This is Phoebe. She’s a little older than the new shipment, but she’s tame and loves to be held. Would you like to hold her?”

“Sure.” Leanna accepted the amphibian into her arms without fear. Rita laughed aloud at her friend’s obvious comfort with the large lizard in her arms. Leanna cooed at her, spoke gently, and asked all the right questions about feeding and housing. Then she told Rita that she was buying Phoebe.

“No, you can’t do that, Lea. We came here by cab, and you’re slightly inebriated, remember?”

“I know what the hell I’m doing, Rita. I want her,” Leanna garbled.

“You’ve drunk more than I realized-”

“I’m not intoxicated. I’m buying Phoebe.” 
Leanna paid for the iguana, tank, and supplies then called for a cab.

The driver was kind enough to help Leanna and her new pet into the house. He put the tank where she showed him, in the small den. Leanna put the iguana into her large enclosure, with all the purchased items and went to check her husband.

The room reeked of vomit and his pale and shriveled appearance caused Leanna to gasp.

Speaking in a voice of indifference, he said, “Does my appearance discomfort you? Leave me at peace.”

Leanna turned away from him and staggered to bed.

The night went by quickly; she slept well, but awoke with a slight headache. After getting dressed, Leanna walked into her den and gasped.

She called Rita. “Why the hell didn’t you stop me? I have a huge amphibian in my house.”

Rita laughed at her friend. Stopping just long enough to speak, she answered, “God, Lea, I tried. You got mushy and talked about having kids. Next thing I know, you’re buying that lizard-”

“Rita, I know the difference between kids and lizards, for Christ’s sake. This thing is damn ugly.”

Between guffaws, Rita said, “Leanna, enjoy your new friend. Phoebe is her name, if I recall. I hear they grow to be large and love to walk with a leash in the summer. Perhaps she’d like to go kayaking…”

“I am not amused. Now what the hell am I going to do with this lizard thing?”

“The clerk suggested you hold her daily to keep her from becoming neurotic-”

“Wonderful. Who needs kids? I have a lizard with issues and now my life is complete.”
“Have fun with Phoebe. I need coffee and dry toast. Call me later…”

After hanging up the phone, she went back to the den. Leanna picked her up, and was surprised at how tame the scaly amphibian behaved. She cooed, “Phoebe, welcome to the McDuggal house of gloom. You’ll fix that, I hope, huh? You’re not the child I’d hoped for…”

She looked up to discover Hannah watching her with an incredulous expression. “Mrs. McDuggal, if you’ll be so kind as to keep maintenance of that creature off my list of duties, I’ll be indebted to you.”

“Of course, Hannah. What sort of mischief can this sweet animal get into anyway?”

Eric recovered from a bad reaction to his medication, and once again became preoccupied with his secretive mission to become “frozen in time.”

Leanna, feeling curious, attempted to cajole him into some semblance of communication. She walked boldly into the study.

“I’m busy. Please leave and close the door behind you,” he demanded without eye contact.

“Eric, I want to speak with you.” She ignored his look of impatience and continued, “Don’t shut me out. Our relationship has flat lined, and I’m beyond-”

“Later. Go now, Leanna.”

“Goddamn you. What have I done to turn you away?”

“I am who I am. Learn to respect that. Please.”

She left the room, and then went into the den. She lifted the iguana out of her enclosure, and went down the hall toward the door to the study. Leanna put the animal on the floor and pushed the door open. 

Phoebe walked into the room bobbing her head in a curious manner. The lucid movement of the iguana caught Eric’s eye. She seemed drawn to Eric, as most animals were. He raised an eyebrow while watching Phoebe inch her way toward him. 
Leanna watched from the doorway as he leaned over and stroked the amphibian with the usual gentleness he reserved for his animals.

A rare smile appeared. “Leanna, what is this?”

“An iguana.” She stayed outside the door.
In his typical monotone voice, he asked, “Girl or boy?”

Noticing the strange way that Eric studied the amphibian’s eyes, Leanna replied, “Girl. Phoebe is her name.”

He picked up the amphibian and sat her in his lap while he continued his work. He said, “My grandmother had a sister by that name.”

Although it was not the end-all of his indifference, Leanna rejoiced that she was able to make her husband smile, if even for a few moments…

Chapter 4

Jonathan Wallbrook, the mortician, telephoned the attorney. “Mr. Adams, I understand that Eric McDuggal has contacted you about his wishes to be preserved.”

Damn, this is getting on my nerves. This better not be a sick Halloween prank, Carl thought. He said, “Yes. I told him I would get his will in order, but I refuse to discuss the preserving of his remains. It is bizarre. You are familiar with burial laws and regulations of New Hampshire, for Christ’s sake. Please before McDuggal comes back here to draw up his will, explain to him that his other request is not viable. Good bye.”
“Wait. Don’t hang up, Mr. Adams. It is possible. The law of omission may allow it. Try finding a New Hampshire law that prohibits freeze-drying a human cadaver. It does not exist. It is illegal to display a human cadaver for more than 24 hours if not properly embalmed. Mr. McDuggal will be permanently embalmed-”

Carl had no time for this, and his tone of impatience wasn’t hard to read when he cut in, “Hold it right there, Mr. Wallbrook. I don’t give a flying rat’s ass what state a cadaver is in and what the law says. My little private book of ethics and common sense makes this a NO GO. Got it? The man wants his dead body sitting in a chair, Mr. Wallbrook. Did he mention that part to you?”

“Yes, he did. It’s a little weird, but-”

“A little weird? I shudder just imagining it. Count me out. I have maintained a good reputation in this town, and I do not need this outrageous idiocy to come back and bite me in the ass. You are wasting my time. Now if you don’t mind-”

The mortician softened his tone, and said, “I’m sorry, if I’ve offended you. The man is serious. I’d like to accompany him when he comes for his appointment. I will explain how-”

“You don’t accept ‘no’ for an answer, do you? Please do not waste my time on emotional entreaties. Good bye.” 
Jonathan had already researched the subject. 
Before Eric’s appointment was due, Wallbrook e-mailed the attorney with several links to websites; he left voice mail asking for a private meeting with the busy lawyer. He shipped a large manila envelope with paperwork and information through Fed-Ex. 
Mr. Adams, worn out by the deluge of information, called Wallbrook and told him to drop by the day before McDuggal’s appointment.

When Jonathan walked into the lawyer’s office, Carl stifled a chuckle. The man wore a full business suit, complete with a wild display of hair that seemed to have a mind of its own. The man clearly did not bear resemblance to a funeral director. 
After Carl invited him to sit, he said, “I’ve looked over some links and I’ve read the information you sent. Bottom line, Mr. Wallbrook, I am not interested. This is a waste of your time, and mine.”

“I would like to be here when you explain it to him.”

“Yes, of course. Bring the family by as well. This ought to be interesting. I’ve waited my entire law career for an opportunity to chit-chat with a blithering idiot and his undertaker to devise a plan to stuff his remains.”

Wallbrook ignored his sarcasm, and while he stood up to leave, he said, “I am a mortician. An undertaker maintains cemeteries. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yes, I am looking forward to it. Actually intrigued is the word. Amazing that this visit falls on Halloween, huh?”

The mortician and his client were an unusual sight, with McDuggal’s deep red hair and intense facial features standing next to the much shorter mortician with the wiry hair and business suit.

After he outlined the contents of an unusual last will and testimony, Eric was anxious to talk about the other item of interest. His somber appearance and rigid pose brought about an intense atmosphere into the office.

Carl cleared his throat, and said, “Mr. McDuggal, I am not interested in drawing up some sort of contract for immortalizing your remains. The information that Mr. Wallbrook has sent me over the past two weeks has been interesting. Out of curiosity, I have looked through it. Although I am not drawing up a contract, per se, I have taken the time to outline New Hampshire burial and funeral laws. There is also paperwork that you, Mr. Wallbrook and the taxidermist may sign. It is a legal document delaying burial or cremation services. Your body will be retained into their jurisdiction or custody, for purposes of research or whatever the hell you want to do with it. You fill in the blanks. It’s the best I can offer.”

Wallbrook said, “It is not unusual for a human cadaver to be donated or sold to universities for research-”

The impatient attorney cut in, “And that is where we cut off the chit-chat. Leave me out of the details. Once Mr. McDuggal’s remains are in your jurisdiction, you can display the embalmed corpse on your front lawn, riding the stuffed horse, Trigger, for all I care…so long as my name is left out of it.”

The men accepted the format and Carl ran off four copies and sent them on their way.

Later in the afternoon, the receptionist paged his intercom with an incoming call from Ed Simon. 
Carl was nursing a headache. He hesitated, and then said, “Put the man through, Karen.”

He picked up the phone, massaging his temples. Before he even said ‘hello’, Ed said, “Mr. Adams, this is Ed Simon. I understand that Eric McDuggal has drawn up legal documents for my taxidermy services. Am I correct?”

“Yes, Mr. Simon, that is partly correct.”

“Then, am I to assume that preserving a human corpse is legally allowed?”

“Mr. Simon, there are a few loopholes, and legal maneuvers that have to be taken into consideration. Mr. Wallbrook has done the research.” He paused, took a drink of water, then continued, “Eric picked up the paperwork and will contact you soon. I have included special instructions for this bizarre request to be uh…done without compromising any existing laws.”

“Mr. Adams, I have not even considered this gruesome request. It may have been a waste of your time. This is new territory for me, and totally unheard of.”

“Mr. Simon, you are under no obligation whatsoever. He wants your involvement, but it’s your choice.”

“The man needs major counseling, and I’m not getting into the embalmer’s arena with an undertaker after McDuggal dies to mount him in a goddamn chair. I preserve animals, not people.”

“Okay, Mr. Simon. Believe me, I understand. Have a nice evening. Goodbye.” Carl hung up the phone. I am too old for this, he thought.

Carl was a spry and slightly graying man of sixty-eight years old. He was healthy, enjoyed golfing and boating with his wife every chance he could.

Retirement was something he was beginning to contemplate. He left his office early to nurse his throbbing headache.

Chapter 5

Oh, damn. This guy does not give up, Ed thought when McDuggal walked into his lobby three days later. Ed noticed that he had become wan and his weight had dropped. He seemed a little slow in his pace.

“Hello Mr. McDuggal.” 

Eric, then said, “May I sit down? And please call me Eric.”

“Sure. Please, Eric, have a seat.” 
Eric appeared short of breath. He sat down and then handed Ed a large envelope. “It is all here. There is a full explanation of how I am to be mounted. After my death, Mrs. McDuggal will be informed, and she stands to inherit everything if she abides by my wishes. I am prepared to pay a hefty sum, Ed.”

Mr. Simon glanced at the envelope, then handing it back, announced, “I don’t preserve people, Eric. I’m sorry-”

Eric cut in, “Please read it first. You are refusing to look at it and I find that unacceptable.”

Ed took a deep breath, sat back in his chair, and said, “Fine. I’ll read it later, and then call Mr. Wallbrook, but I can’t promise you anything.”

“Whatever it takes.” With impatience in his voice, Eric added, “I do not have the option to leisurely await your decision.”

“I have a reputation to maintain. If the media got a hold of this, the publicity would…could, possibly destroy me.” 
“It will be discreet. The funeral will be prearranged and a presumed cremation. When it is finished, the body will be in my study, not publicly displayed. Read it through. I trust you. Please,” Eric pleaded. His raspy voice was beginning to get on the taxidermist’s nerves.

Ed visualized the hideous proposal with a shudder. He thought, a human corpse sitting in a chair. Jesus. The image was revolting. Impatience edged his tone when Ed offered, “I’ll read it and give you a call.”
“When will I expect your call?” 

“I can’t say. My enthusiasm for this…is lacking. I’m sorry, but your request is quite…unusual.”

“I am not accepting your refusal until you have read it. Good day.”

The eccentric Mr. McDuggal walked out without waiting for Ed to respond. 

Ed was a single man, thirty-eight years old, with an easy manner and a friendly smile. He had brown wavy hair, and light green eyes; he was medium height, with a slim muscular build.

Much hard work went into building his good reputation throughout New England. Ed Simon did not wish to risk it all for the likes of an idiot such as Eric McDuggal. 
While he picked up the stack of paperwork, he sighed, and thought, this is lunacy. McDuggal has crossed the line and I am not wasting my time with his perverse death wish. Ed pushed it away and stood up. 
He went over to the large picture window and watched the man sadly walk down the street to his car. He turned away, grabbed the stack of documents, and with reluctance, read it, more out of pity than an interest in human preservation.

The taxidermist, who thought nothing of skinning a squirrel, and framing its tanned pelt over a custom-made form, laughed hysterically when he read McDuggal’s proposal. Visualizing the hideous concept was disturbing and yet, entertaining. The project would entail work that was mind-boggling; Ed wanted nothing to do with it. I can’t believe I’m wasting my time reading this crap. At best, it’s great entertainment. 
When he finished, he called Mr. Wallbrook.

“Hello. This is Ed Simon. Eric McDuggal was here-”

Jonathan interrupted him, “I was expecting your call, Mr. Simon.”

“Call me Ed. I have read this proposal. What is your opinion about his outrageous request?” 
Jonathan cleared his throat and said, “Morbid, disgusting and perverse. The man is without a doubt, disturbed.”

Relieved, Ed said, “Ah…then you’re opposed to it.”

Relief was short-lived when Jonathan replied, “I didn’t say that. You asked my opinion. The truth is, I am intrigued. Drop by my office and we’ll talk about it. I’m at 658 S. Main. You know where the funeral home is.”

“I know where you’re at. Damn it, Jon, we are talking about stuffing a human being, for Christ’s sake. Intrigued isn’t exactly the reaction I expected from a…a mortician.”

“I understand your reluctance. Stop by, please. I would like to talk about it.”

“Sure, why not. Enlighten me, Wallbrook. It’s on my way home. I need a few laughs, anyway. See you in a bit, but the answer is still no way, man.” Ed hung up, irritable and disgusted. 

The Wallbrook Funeral Home was the last place on the planet that Ed wanted to visit on a late Thursday afternoon. He had never met the man and home was his preferred destination. He thought, I’ll make this a quick visit, tell the mortician that McDuggal is a blithering idiot, then hit the road. He pulled his jeep into the parking lot. A short man in a business suit greeted him when he opened the door. 
Jonathan’s friendly manner was characteristic of a successful funeral home director. His smile was genuine, his handshake firm.

“Ed, nice to meet you. Please, come in. My day is nearly done here. When I’m finished, I thought we’d grab a meal at the Dillingham Smokehouse. Their barbequed ribs are out of this world.”

Ed was flabbergasted. He had come to dispute the revolting plans of Eric McDuggal, and the man wanted to talk about it over ribs. Keeping his irritation in check, Ed replied, “No thanks. I can’t stay, and I don’t need to go into the building to tell you this. I do not preserve people. It crosses over into another realm. A realm that doesn’t work for me.”

“Okay, fine, you don’t want to discuss McDuggal’s death wishes, consider it a closed subject. You are still welcome to join me for dinner. Invitation still stands. My treat.”

“Hmm…yeah, okay, Jon. You sold me on the closed subject. Ribs sound great.”

Jonathan grinned, brushed back his wiry hair, and said, “Meet me there, say, in forty-five minutes. I’m going home to wash up first.”

“Sure. See you then.”

Chapter 6

The mortician showed up in worn-out jeans and a T-shirt with ‘BALMER MAN’ emblazoned on a hearse in red ghoulish letters. Wallbrook did not resemble the dignified man that Ed had met nearly an hour ago. His hair was an upheaval of blond wiry strands that strayed in random directions. Ed wondered how the man had concealed the mess when he had first met him.
He stifled a chuckle at the man’s casual manner and said, “I wish you’d told me that ‘washing up’ meant ‘ditch the business suit’.”

Jonathan grabbed a chair and sat across from Ed, and snickered at his attire; a plaid sport coat and brown corduroy pants. Ed removed his sport coat and unfastened the top button on his tan shirt. 
A pitcher of cold beer sat on the table. Jonathan poured himself a glass, and said, “Have you ordered yet? I came for the ribs. No need for this.” He pushed the menu away.

“Not yet, just the pitcher,” Ed replied, and then took a swig of his beer while a waiter arrived for their order.

“Jon, I have you down for Caesar salad, hold the dressing, and add chicken strips. Ha-ha,” joked the waiter.
Slamming his fist on the table with a rowdy laugh, Jonathan bellowed, “Hold the salad and the bullshit, Bob. Ribs damn it.”

“Your diet is going to land you in cardiac, buddy. Ribs it is.” He turned to Ed, and said, “Have you decided what you’d like, sir?”

“I’ll have the rib platter.”

“Two rib platters coming up.”

After the waiter left, Ed took a swig of his beer and said, “You come here often, I take it.”

“Yes…the life of the recently divorced guy…ribs, beer and loneliness.” 
Surprised by Jonathan’s cavalier attitude, Ed offered, “Sorry to hear.”

“Save the pity, Ed. It was amicable. A stale relationship and she was bored. I became ignorant toward her needs and she maxes out credit cards faster than...well, enough of my issues. We maintain a friendship. The twins have started college and moved out, so it was time for the change.”

While Bob the waiter brought utensils and napkins to their table, Ed remarked, “A divorce without casualties is the way to go, I suppose.”

“Tell me your story, Ed.”

Ed was beginning to relax from the beer, and he sat back, crossed his arms and answered, “I was almost married once. I stalled long enough on the engagement. Too long. An old boyfriend came back and she dumped me to marry him. Marriage scared the hell out of me back then. Now that I’m in my late thirties, things have changed. I would welcome marriage, with the right woman.”

Jonathan replied with a mock evil smile, “I have a sister.”

“Nope, I don’t do blind dates. Thanks anyway.”

“Ah well, she was homecoming queen.”

Ed slurred, “Doesn’t matter. I gotta whiz. Be right back.”

Jonathan chuckled at his slightly inebriated friend.

When Ed came back to the table, the waiter delivered two overloaded plates of barbecued ribs, fries, and coleslaw and they began to eat.

Ed took a bite, then remarked, “About the uh…‘McDuggal Project’, my curiosity is rearing its ugly head. Explain to me the intriguing part. It is the most idiotic plan I have ever heard of. A taxidermist gets his share of weird requests now and then, but this crosses over into disturbing. It’s insane.”

Jonathan refilled his mug, and chuckled. “I agree. It is outrageous. However, it’s never been done in this country. We would be the first, like pioneers with a deviation from the norm.”

Ed slammed down the ketchup bottle, and said, “‘Deviation’ is the reason I’m opposed, Jon. Have you planned this out? We are talking about embalming the man and mounting him in his grandma’s rocking chair. Have you any idea how that’ll look?”

Jonathan almost tipped his mug of beer when he erupted into raucous laughter. His amusement was contagious. Ed, feeling the effects of the beer, began to laugh along with him.

After the hilarity had diminished, Jon declared, “I’m tired of the traditional funerals and families arguing over what style of casket, or where to bury Mom. Oh, and you haven’t lived long enough until you crowd people together in a small room ready to open their box of old grudges. Ex-spouses, in-laws, and the brother nobody talks about…I’ve seen and heard it all.”
Ed nodded, took a bite of his rib, and then said, “Get another profession. Take a long vacation. Join a support group for burnt-out undertakers. Preserving a human cadaver is not going to cure your apathy toward your profession.” He downed his beer, and poured another.

“I’m a mortician.”

“Yeah, so?”

“You called me a burnt out undertaker. Undertakers maintain cemeteries.” Jonathan took a swig of his beer, and then belched. “Look, we both run a respectable business, and I’m aware of the risks…damn…but the challenge involved…jeez. It makes it a tempting enterprise.”

Ed put his fork down with a loud clunk. “I do not handle dead people. It is not part of my profession.”
“Yeah, so what? How much harder is it than…look, we’ll be in this together. I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

“And his wife? What about Mrs. McDuggal? Call me weird, man, but there’s a slight possibility she might object to her stuffed husband sitting in her home. Jesus, I shudder at the thought.”
Jon stood up and slurred, “Be right back. So much beer, so little bladder.”

After he left, the waiter took the empty pitcher. “There’s more where that came from, I hope,” Ed garbled.

“Two pitchers for a party of two, and we add a ten-dollar fee to cover your taxi ride home. Sorry, but it’s the policy.”

“I need my jeep for work tomorrow. Does the fee include a cab ride in the morning?”

“Your jeep will be safe, but retrieval is your problem, sir.”

Jon came back to the table, sat down and warned his friend, “I’d hold off on the second pitcher. They charge a ten-dollar fee for the dishwasher to drive you home. Bob, just bring two drafts, no pitcher.”

“Sure. Two drafts coming up.”

After the waiter left, Jonathan said, “Are you going to call Eric and tell him you’re not interested? He needs to know soon.”

“Yeah, I suppose so. I can’t leave the guy hanging.” The waiter delivered two mugs of beer. Ed took a swig, and then added, “What do you think Eric will do after I call him? It’s not likely that there’s a taxidermist on every street corner in New Hampshire…”

“I’m picturing the guy surfing the internet. He mentioned something about going overseas…”

Ed plunked his glass down hard enough to slosh some of his beer. “Jesus, this is ludicrous. Why me? Damn it all.”

Jonathan took a swill of his beer, and then sat up straight. With a deadpan expression, he said, “Ed, I want to do it. Together, we can make it happen. It’s a no-brainer.”

“No brainer is right, cause nobody with half a neuron would consider this. You’re crocked out of your skull.”
“Yeah maybe I am because I’ve made up my mind to do it. If you’re not in, I’m going to do it alone. I’ve already committed to it. I’m not letting McDuggal down.”

Ed stood up, shook his head, took out his wallet and tossed a twenty-dollar bill at the man. “Picture it, man. The guy wants to be mounted in a damn chair. You’re an embalmer. You formaldehyde ‘em for a few hours of viewing. What do you know about keeping a cadaver from decaying over the long haul? I’m outta here. You’re on your own. Don’t call me for help when McDuggal starts to fester.”

Jonathan gave the money back to his angry friend. “Sit back down. Relax. Hear me out, okay? Won’t cost you a thing.”

“You’re serious. I mean, have you researched this? Have you given it much thought? The legal stuff…holy crap.”

“Researched it over the internet, the library, law books, you name it. Once Adams and I sorted through the legal mumbo-jumbo, the rest was just a matter of looking up methods, etcetera. Stop by my office tomorrow. I’ve bookmarked websites up the kazoo.”

Running his hand through his hair, Ed said, “Damn it all, have you considered worst-case scenarios? The publicity if the media got wind of this would be horrendous. What about the wife. Is she going to welcome his body back in the house? Damn, I hope they have a great relationship.”

Jonathan sighed, and took a large guzzle of beer. He then shook his head and said, “Ed, I could use the money. The divorce…the kids in college…”

Ed sighed in resignation. “There is a lot involved. It won’t be a walk in the park. It’s a long, detailed, and time-consuming process.” He stood up, and then added, “Tomorrow after work, I’ll drop by the funeral home and look at the websites you have bookmarked up the kazoo. No guarantees I’ll agree to this when I sober up, pal.”

The men shook hands, and Ed walked out while Jonathan paid the tab.

Chapter 7

The next afternoon, Ed left his lab, and the mess he had made with the entrails of a pheasant. He stopped at the funeral home and Jonathan met him at the door.

“Come on in, Ed. Welcome to your first experience in ‘Embalming 101’, presented in Technicolor.”
Holding up his hand, and stepping back, Ed said, “Nope, sorry. I’m not the embalmer here. I have my boundaries and that’s one of ‘em.”

“Ed, we talked about this last night.”

“Reboot, and scan disk, Jon. A half pitcher of beer has never wiped my memory clean, friend. I’ll wait in your lobby while you go embalm. Got anything good to read?”

“Yeah, the Bible…prayer booklets. You need to familiarize yourself with human anatomy and working with a cadaver before getting involved with the-”

Ed cut in, “My enthusiasm isn’t as heightened as yours. Remember?”

“Yeah, I remember. You’re the guy that wants all his pegs to fit into nice little round holes. I’m the oddball that doesn’t mind experiencing life on the edge. A twist here, a turn there. Nothing wrong with that. Now, you have a choice. You can sit out in the lobby memorizing poetic little prayers, or you are more than welcome to join me in the embalming room. I’m not going to promise a pretty show. You’re an adult and you know what it’s all about.”

Ed broke into a cold sweat. “This is your element, not mine. If I’d wanted to go into the funeral business, I would have done so.”

“You strip pelts off dead animals. Don’t you find that revolting?”

“No. It’s much different. Jesus. What do you have in your embalming room?”

“Norman Emerson. Seventy-nine years old, died of complications from heart surgery. I need to get back to what I’m doing, and I have to escort you in. You can’t just walk in when you’re ready. It’s a strange law I have to abide by. If anyone asks, you’re an apprentice.” Jonathan turned his back on Ed and headed toward the end of the hall.
Ed paled. His palms were sweaty, and he became queasy. “You mean ‘accomplice’ don’t you? What the hell. We’ve come this far…sure, I’ll watch.” 
The nauseated man walked into the next room to witness his first human embalming. His stride was slow; hesitant. Prayer books would have been the better choice, fool.
The room was cool, and smelled of antiseptic. Lying on the preparation table was the covered lifeless form of an elderly man. He was tall and thin.

Ed noticed the crop of thick gray hair that congregated at the top of his head. It resembled a cheap toupee.

Jonathan put on a protective gown, donned a pair of surgical gloves, and face mask. He put his strange wisps of hair into elastic, accentuating his non-conformist manner and appearance. 
Ed was not surprised to hear overhead speakers blaring “Staying Alive” by the Bee Gees. After he uncovered the body, Jonathan straightened out the man’s arms at his sides, holding them in place with rubber blocks.

He passed Ed a face mask, and said, “No silence required. If you have any questions, ask.”

“Uh, yeah, why am I holding a face mask?”

“Put it on. That stricken expression is disturbing my focus.” His eyes twinkled beneath his unruly brows and he added, “Formaldehyde is a harmful chemical…a potential carcinogen.”

Ed put on the mask. “What made you choose this profession?”

While Jonathan scrubbed the body with antiseptic, he said, “My dad wanted me to enter the health profession. Medical school was his goal for me. It was his ‘pet campaign’ from the time I could talk.”

As he watched Jonathan lift the eyelids to put in eye caps, Ed muttered, “This is the opposite spectrum of health.”

“Yeah, ironic, huh? Dad and I didn’t hit it off. I thumbed my nose at everything he wanted for me. I guess this is the ultimate rebellion.” His mock sinister chortle echoed in the embalmer’s arena.

Ed averted his eyes when Jon began to incise an artery. “What was your dad’s reaction?”

 “It backfired. Malpractice lawsuits were causing doctors to get out of the field. Dad changed his opinion and informed me that I had chosen one hell of a lucrative business. He said, and I quote ‘People will be dropping dead in hospital corridors.
You be right there and scoop ‘em up, Jon!’ end of quote. We get along great now.”

Ed returned his focused to Jonathan’s meticulous work. “Any regrets, other than boredom you mentioned last night?”

“No…and hell…last night, I’d had a few beers. It was the beer talking, not me. I’m not bored. In need of a challenge, maybe, occasionally, but this could never be boring.” Jonathan began removing blood clots with forceps from the incision. Ed watched him put in two cannulas into the carotid he had just incised. He tightened lengths of string around the artery to hold the tubing in place, and then repeated the process with the incised axially and femoral arteries. 
Jon then grabbed a couple of bottles of arterial fluid from a shelf after he filled the nasal cavities with cotton. He poured the fluid into the gravity tank. The opposite end of the tubing from the man’s arteries he connected to the machine. He turned the valves just enough so that five pounds of pressure of fluid was pumped into the arteries. While the arterial embalming took place, Jonathan cleaned the area. “In twenty-four hours, we get into the meat. Next step is cavity and tissue embalming.”

“McDuggal is not going to be lying in a casket for two days, and then buried. Do you have something more potent than arterial fluid for long-term preservation?” Ed asked.

“Yeah. Information.” Jonathan removed his gloves and gown, dropping them into a red plastic container marked ‘Biohazard Waste’. He washed and dried his hands, and then continued, “Have you ever read ‘Lenin’s Embalmers’? I have a copy for you to take home. Now, follow me to my office. My research is mostly through the internet.”

Ed followed behind him. He thought, what the hell have I committed myself to?

“Ed, we can’t discuss any of this with anyone. I know I don’t need to remind you of that, but uh…if word gets out, I don’t even want to think about the outcome.”

“Hey, my reputation is at stake here too, man. Who works here besides you?”

While Jonathan flipped on his office light switch, he answered, “My secretary, the janitor, and occasionally, a couple of mortuary science apprentices. I offer an internship. Usually, I’m alone…and on my own. I am funeral director, mortician, embalmer, and occasionally I act as county coroner. Licensed in all categories. I bought this huge old house, and had it totally renovated.” The energetic mortician sat down at his computer, and popped a stick of gum in his mouth while Ed took a seat next to him. He pulled up a screen that required a password. It was a document listing e-mail addresses, websites, phone numbers from all over the world and miscellaneous notes. He printed it out and handed it to Ed.
While Ed was glancing at the paperwork, Jonathan pulled up a website and excitedly said, “Ed, look at this.”

Ed’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. The images were of human cadavers, standing, and posed in odd contortions; many of them were faceless. Skin was thin or missing in random areas, exposing skeletal parts.

Stunned, Ed stood up. “Jesus! What the hell? You’ve lost me, buddy. I’m outta here-”

“No, you’re not going anywhere. Look at it. This is art. The gallery is called ‘Body in Motion’ and is located in Germany. They use resin, epoxy and plastics on freeze-dried cadavers. The cadavers are sometimes made pliable to allow bending-”
Ed anxiously cut in, “Sorry, Jon, but a pliable, bendable, dead person goes way beyond my horizons. What’s next? A wind-up corpse that will get up and walk?”
“Your sarcasm is getting old. Eric isn’t going to look like this. All his parts will be intact, including his face-”

“And that is a good thing…why?” 
“Well, maybe we can improve it somehow…”

Ed shook his head with disgust. “Damn! If I agree to this, Eric’s body stays intact, and fully clothed. No parts relocated, and nothing bendable, pliable, or removable.” He paused, and said, “Have I left anything out?”

“Is anatomically correct mandatory on your list of terms?”

Laughing, Ed said, “You’re pushing it, man, but no need for anatomically correct. You are responsible for removal of all unnecessary…stuff.”

Jonathan clicked on another link “Yeah, fine, whatever, Ed. I’m also going to e-mail this website to you. Check it out. E-mail me if you find something else. Do some more research and keep me informed.”

“Yeah, okay, Jon. I’ll get back to you after I can stomach plasticized cadavers with missing faces…”

“It’s a form of art, Ed.”
“Call me strange, but my idea of art is something a little easier on the eyes,” Ed said while frowning at a plasticized cadaver posed with his own skull cradled in his arm like a football.

“Now, about tomorrow morning, you need to show up for Emerson’s cavity embalming. I’ll personally demonstrate use of the trocar-”

“No thanks. My cram course in embalming is done. I’ve seen enough…and you’ve put this crap in my face. Jesus, I’m seen enough.”

As he stood up to escort Ed out of his office, Jonathan argued, “We aren’t finished.”

“I have a job-”

“Then come early. Show up before you need to skin your bobcats, or stuff a moose head. I won’t shove this in your face, but you need to become familiar with the handling of-”

Ed interrupted, “I know what the damn trocar is, and what it does. Jesus. Come on. This guy…what did he do for a living? Who was he? I might have stood beside him in the grocery line. You want me to watch the gruesome tunneling into this man’s cavity and-”

“Ed, Norman Emerson worked for the IRS.”

“What time did you say to get here?”

Chapter 8

After Ed had experienced the full range of the embalming procedure, he invited the mortician to drop by his taxidermy shop.

Two days later, Jonathan stopped by. He walked around the freeze-dryer, running his hand over its exterior. Ed watched him, and thought, I have never seen hair grow that way.

The offbeat mortician said, “How does this thing work?”

“Freeze-drying keeps the cadaver positioned, while the bodily fluids slowly evaporate. There’s an internal vacuum system which suctions liquids and fats, leaving the corpse intact.”

Jonathan cracked his knuckles, and said, “Okay, it all makes sense to me…Now, if you’ll show me all I need to know about stuffing dead things…Heh-heh.”

“Yeah, well, sure. I spent almost my entire childhood alongside my grandpa, learning the art of taxidermy, and then went to school, and I’m going to teach you how to stuff things in ten easy lessons?”
“How hard can it be?” Jonathan caught sight of his friends deadpan stare, and then said, “Okay, we’ll do it your way. I embalm, you freeze-dry, and do your magic on McDuggal. Between the two of us, we’ll figure out the rest.”

Ed frowned, while tapping a pen on his palm. “Yeah, but we start with a major deficiency. I’m fresh out of people preserving supplies.”

The curious mortician was examining a fox mount. “Ah, now, Ed don’t go all negative on me. I’m walking into this with an open mind. We’re in this together, and I have made contacts with suppliers all over the world. That website on plastination has been a great help. I have talked on the phone with a man that is sending me tons of literature, some of the chemicals, and hey, we’re on our way. This fox is great. You sell ‘em?”

“That one’s a restoration for a customer.”

“They need restoring?”

“Yeah. You’d be surprised how many people keep mounts in their attic. Years later, someone gets a little sentimental about a late relative that shot the animal and want ‘em fixed up. An attic or basement is the worst places to keep a mount. Moisture, heat, dust, parasites. All bad.”

“Oh. Hmm.” Jonathan took one last glance at the fox and turned his attention back to Ed. “Well? What is your final answer?”

“I went to some of the websites on your list. Interesting stuff. It took some getting used to, but…the plastination is the final phase. We need to concentrate on the preliminaries, and we need more than plastics, resins, and chemicals. Jesus, are you really prepared for this?”

“Hey, man, I’m ready. Most of the preliminaries involve removal of fluids, chemicals that I have already secured, and I’ve done the research, Ed. Now, all we need is the um…oh, damn. Sometimes I forget that the McDuggal Project has to wait until…well, you know.”
“Yeah. Good thing McDuggal added the death clause in the contract. Embalming people while they’re still breathing is frowned upon.”
Tongue-in-cheek, Jonathan said, “You sure? I’m looking that up.”

Ed chuckled, as he pictured his friend following McDuggal around with an IV of arterial fluid. He kept it to himself, thinking, no need to give this lunatic ideas.
Throughout the month of November, Ed and Jonathan became involved with meticulous research, and a cram course into each other’s work. Ed incorporated his knowledge of freeze-drying, and use of long-term chemicals, into the art of embalming. Jonathan looked into techniques in long-term tissue preservation.

Plastination, a technique used in Germany on human tissue, became their focus. The plastination technique replaces bodily fluids and fat with reactive polymers, such as silicone rubber, epoxy resins, or polyester. In the first phase, solvent gradually replaces bodily fluids in a cold solvent bath (freeze substitution). 
After dehydration, the specimen is placed in a solvent bath at room temperature for defatting. The dehydrated and defatted cadaver goes into a polymer solution, then is brought to a boil in a vacuum and continuously extracted from the specimen. The evaporating solvent creates a volume deficit within the specimen, drawing the polymer gradually into the tissues. After the process of forced impregnation, the cadaver is cured with gas, light, or heat, depending on the polymer used. 
Ed and Jonathan outlined ways to combine all methods they had researched. Numerous incisions and partial dissection would be necessary for complete chemical penetration. 
When they had finished their investigation, Jonathan contacted Eric McDuggal to set up an appointment.

Three days later, Mr. McDuggal met with Ed and Jonathan at the funeral home. He sat quietly while they explained the procedure. Ed snapped a few photos of Eric, capturing facial features, fine lines and especially the unusual color of his eyes. Eric flipped through catalogues from overseas with the supplies unique in the business of taxidermy and cadaver preservation. 
He looked at graphic pictures of past human preservation from other cultures. When he was finished, he pushed the pile of catalogues away, crossed his arms and said, “Interesting, but I’ll leave the details to you. Charge supplies to my account.”

“We need a complete clothing ensemble ahead of time. Non-synthetic fabrics need to be specially treated by a dry cleaner so they remain free of mites, moths, or natural breakdown over time. You also need to tell your wife about your plans-”

Eric erupted, “No! This isn’t about her.”

“Then, what is this about?” Ed scratched his head, looked over at Jonathan, and then continued, “You will be spooking the hell out of her. She should be prepared. I’m not married, never have been, but from what I know about women, they don’t do well with stuff like dead husbands hanging around the house. Your wife any different?”

Eric’s face contorted into a mask of exasperation. “Leave her out of this. This is what I want. It is my death wish. I do not need a reason. Please, just let me deal with the personal issues.” His voice softened, and he continued, “The wife has lived around the mounted pets. It will not ‘spook’ her.”

Ed shrugged. “What about the risk of publicity? How is your wife expected to keep your remains hidden from visitors?”

“My study is off limits to visitors.”

Jonathan sat forward, and said, “What if she moves…doesn’t wish to remain in the house? What happens to your preserved body?”

“Annual funds from the trust will stop and Leanna loses most benefits. The remainder of the trust is to go to animal shelters throughout New Hampshire. The house becomes property of the city as a historical landmark. The will states that if Leanna chooses to forfeit the inheritance, and the house, the private study will cease to exist. Doors are to be removed and replaced with walls so that nobody will know I am there.”

Ed scratched his head, looked at Jonathan and said, “Well, I suppose we’ve covered most of the ‘what ifs’. What now?”

Eric said, “I will drop by next week with the clothing. Now about the contract…”

“Signed, and notarized.” With that, Eric made out two checks, handing each man his due. All three men shook hands, and Eric stood up; his illness was taking its toll as he moved slowly. Mr. Wallbrook assisted him.

Ed then remembered the last item of interest and then said, “Oh, your cat is ready. Would you like to take her home?”

“Yes, please,” McDuggal replied.

They walked into the next room. The mount of the gray cat was a masterpiece. Brigette looked very lifelike, with beautiful green glass eyes, her coat a glossy sheen, a well taken care of cat in life, and in death. Ed used high quality supplies for his mounts. His work was unrivaled by his peers.

Eric looked at the mount, and with sadness in his voice, commented, “You captured her perfectly, Ed. Please box her up, and charge it through my credit card. I would like to go home.”

Ed packaged up the mounted cat and handed it to Eric. 
He took the box, and said in a low voice, “I will be in touch.”

Chapter 9

“All funeral arrangements have been made and paid in advance. You need not worry over any of it,” Eric said as he handed Leanna a sealed manila envelope and walked away.

It did not surprise her to discover that the documents were notarized. She knew Eric was a very methodical man. His desk contained organized records that dated back several years. He kept it locked; a fact of which Leanna never questioned. She felt a sense of relief that all funeral arrangements were out of her hands, but while she put the papers aside, Leanna began to weep.

By the time December came, Leanna had taken over the antique shop full time. Decorating for the holidays kept her busy, and gave her atmosphere a little brighter perspective. 
Eric had begun to decline, cutting his work schedule to a few hours a week. When he did work, he spent most of his time in the back office on a cot. He kept to himself, and insisted Leanna leave him alone to rest.

Christmas day brought about a much-needed phone call from Leanna’s brother, Ron.

“Merry Christmas. How is everything going with you? Your emails have been sketchy…”

“Hey, it’s nice hearing your voice. Things here aren’t good. Eric, as you know…is very ill.”

“I’m sorry you have to go through this. Are you holding up okay?”

“It has been rough. He’s in some pain, but the medication keeps it at a tolerable level. Hey, enough about me. Have you heard from your dad? I was so happy to hear you had reconnected. I didn’t know him much…but he wasn’t the stereotypical evil stepfather. He and Mom just didn’t get along and the marriage ended-”

“Yeah, I know. We’ve talked about it…we keep in touch through e-mail. I just wish I’d grown up with a dad around.”

“Me too, but, Mom did okay raising us on her own. It wasn’t easy in those days, but her teaching job at the high school made it possible for her to be home most of the time.”
“She did fine. I miss her during the holidays, Lea.”

“Yes, I do too. Sometimes I want to pick up the phone and call her just to talk.”

“It’s normal I guess…this time of year…”

In her attempt to change the subject, Leanna said, “Hey, tell me what’s new in your little world in Lansing?”

“Long version or short?” 
“You’re paying for the call. Make it the long version,” Leanna teased.

“Teaching high school physical ed days and art classes three nights a week, and stayin’ out of trouble. Now you tell me about your life in New Hampshire. Still working in the antique business?”

“Yes, I am.” 
“Ever think about furthering your education? Mom wanted that…”

Her tone edgy, Leanna said, “My husband is terminally ill. Right now, everything is on hold. I’ll make my dreams come true when my life settles.” She picked up Phoebe and placed the large iguana on her shoulder with a piece of shredded carrot next to her ear. She then continued, “Just don’t worry about your big sis. I have it all together. Trust me.”

“Okay. You’re right. You are the most together person I know.” 
While petting her amphibian’s long scaly body, Leanna said, “And don’t you forget it. You have a nice holiday, and I’ll e-mail you tonight. Hugs, Merry Christmas and I love you.”

“I love you too. Bye.”

At the beginning of the New Year, Eric’s pain had increased, as the cancer had spread. He continued to refuse Leanna’s assistance. A private nursing service was at the home 24 hours a day on a three-shift rotation. Leanna’s sleep was sporadic. At most, she slept four hours a night. Her sorrow over Eric’s impending death overshadowed her distress of his detachment.

In mid-January, the weather had become unseasonably warm. Eric was oblivious of life outside his room. His voice, on the few occasions that he spoke, was raspy. He was aware of all that was going on around him, but too weak to respond.

Leanna respected his wishes, and left him alone. She often found herself working on auto-pilot. Going through the motions of her daily routine, but lacking interest; lacking emotion. Other days found her caught up in grief until it would pass into a welcome lethargy. 
Early February brought in a fresh snowstorm. That morning, Leanna passed by her husband’s bedroom and noticed that he was restless. She entered his room and said, “Eric, do you need…”

“Get out.” His voice was weak.

She turned away, dismayed. Although used to his harsh treatment, she was at the end of her tether. Tired, her spirits down, Leanna came unhinged.

She put on her coat, grabbed a snow shovel, and stepped outside. With a burning anger, she began to scream. Out on the porch, in the frigid weather, she shoveled piles of snow with vigor she didn’t know she possessed. Her screams turned into sobs while she continued to launch the snow into a wild, aimless direction. She did not stop until she cleared the porch. The chilly air soon began to calm her down, and cool her fury. 
Fatigued, she returned to the house and went to her room and fell into a deep sleep. She did not awake until the next morning.

Chapter 10

As soon as she awoke, Leanna rolled over and picked up her bedside phone.

“Rita, are you up to some cross-country skiing?”

“Sure.” Rita sensed a tone of distress, and then asked, “What’s going on? You okay?”

“Just meet me at the usual place. See ya.” Leanna hung up, got dressed in a hurry, grabbed her gear, and headed out the door.
The cold air enlivened her as they skied over the packed trails, skirting the same lake they had kayaked through the summer. It was a vigorous workout and a much-needed reprieve from the death pall that hung over the McDuggal manor. 
Leanna remained quiet during the first half hour of skiing. Rita sensed her need for silence, and let her be. After they stopped for a rest near the shore of the frozen lake, Rita nudged Leanna on the arm.

“Okay, Ms. McDuggal. I have waited long enough for you to open up. Talk to me.”

“I didn’t want to talk about it, Rita. This was supposed to be my day. A day to relax…to not think.” She began to bellow into the air, “This is a beautiful day meant just for me.” Her eyes brimming, she continued, “There is not a death cloud in the sky or cold sinister oppressiveness in the air mocking me, or Eric leering at me from beneath his sheets, or calling out to the nurse that another bowel movement has happened in his bed. The goddamn nurses get more attention from my husband than I’ve gotten in seven years…” Her tears erupted; she felt no shame in their appearance. 
Rita put her arm around Leanna and pointed to the frozen lake, and distant mountains and the frost that hung from the gray branches, giving the trees a diamond like glisten, and said, “You’re right, Leanna. This is your day. Come on, I’m so sorry I asked. Let’s relax for a bit. I brought munchies and we’ll eat.” She was a pretty woman, with dark blonde hair, blue eyes and a slender form. Rita loved life; she had a way of balancing out a rigid schedule with a disabled husband, and her son Michael. She was a freelance writer, giving her the choice of staying home with her husband and young son. His increasing independence allowed her more freedom than it had in the past. His strength was increasing due to rigorous physical therapy.

She handed Leanna a sandwich from her backpack. The odd-tasting concoction was atrocious and Leanna nearly gagged.

“What the hell is this? It tastes like peanut butter, bananas and jalapeño peppers.”

“Yup, that’s what it is. The bread is whole grain. Take another bite.”

With a comical sideways glance, Leanna barked, “No thanks. I want to live.”

“I’m serious. Take another bite.”

“This is gross. Thank you, but no thanks.” Leanna handed the uneaten part back to her friend, and pulled an apple out of her own backpack. Rita grabbed a couple of beers and gave one to Leanna.

“Leave it to you to bring beer skiing. It’s too damn cold for this.” She opened the can and enjoyed a large swig, nonetheless.

Rita opened a can and said, “I come prepared. Later, we’re eating at the Roadhouse Inn. I’m treating you to steak and ale.”

As the day on the trails wore on, Leanna’s mood became lighter, and she was able to clear her negative thoughts. Laughter began to replace her melancholy for a few short hours, while Rita took a few pictures. She captured a photo of a fox hiding in the hollow of a large tree, and several pictures of Leanna in moments of cheerfulness. 
After finishing the trek around the lake, they headed back to the car, loaded up their gear and drove to the restaurant.

The Roadhouse Inn was crowded. It was a popular hangout for skiers in the Mt. Chocorua area and the atmosphere was alive with the enthusiastic banter of skiers enjoying the final part of their day. 
Rita and Leanna ordered a couple of drafts and steak dinner.

While waiting for the meal, Leanna confessed, “I envy you. When Roger was seriously injured and you didn’t even know if he was going to survive, you were a rock. How did you survive emotionally?”

“It was a facade. Inside, I was terrified. If it was not for your support, I don’t know what I would have done. Now, you have to allow me to be there for you. Call me, day or night.”

With a shrug, Leanna said, “Maybe I will. Lately, Eric spends most of his time in bed, or in the wheelchair. He is declining rapidly. The worst part is his refusal to acknowledge my presence or accept my care. I’ve done something wrong to turn him away…but I don’t know what it is.”

The server delivered two salads while Rita snarled, “Damn it, Lea. You’re too acquiescent. Make him aware of your needs. Get hysterical. Grow some balls.”

Leanna slammed down her fork and glared at her friend. “Grow some balls? What sort of stupid advice is that? Jesus Christ. If someone rejects you, that is the way it is. Nothing is going to change that. Can we drop the subject?”
“Yeah, we can, but I’m tired of your passiveness, and whining. Sick or not, Eric is an ass…”

“Screw you. I need your support, and if you call this supportive, you’re cracked in the head.”

Holding her hand up, Rita argued, “I am supportive. It’s just that you’re hurting and I can’t stand by and watch. I did not mean to offend you. It’s the last thing I’d want to do. Jesus, my mouth gets me in more trouble…”

“I know. Zip it for a few minutes, will ya? I need a break from your support,” Leanna said with an awkward grin.
“I apologize then. I’m being hateful. Forgive me?” 

Leanna smiled, paused and then said, “Yeah. You’re forgiven.”

They finished their salad in relaxed silence, and the waiter retrieved the plates. 
Soon, their meals arrived and while cutting up her steak, Leanna said, “Times like this…right now, I feel like I’ve abandoned him, leaving for a day of fun. Then, there is the other Leanna that says, ‘so damn what’? It doesn’t matter if I’m there or not.”

“Eric has around-the-clock nursing-”

Leanna pushed her plate aside, and with tears filling her eyes, blurted, “I’m jealous of the nurses. I’m jealous of the animals and pathetically sick of being in the house with a man who is dying…and I can’t even tell him…how…much…I have always…loved him…”
Rita reached over, touched her arm and said, “Hey, what can I do to help you through this?”

Between sobs, Leanna said, “You’re already helping…even your sorry-assed support…is better than nothing.” She sniffed, and blew her nose. “I haven’t sobbed in…like…forever. I’ve shut down these past few years.”

Rita handed Leanna a fresh napkin, and said, “Wipe off the dripping mascara. You’re getting raccoony.”

“Raccoony?” 
“Yeah. An old term from my high school days. If you cry and your mascara runs, you become raccoony.” 

Taking the napkin, Leanna wiped her eyes, and then started to laugh. It calmed her down, much to Rita’s relief. 

Leanna toyed with her steak, and then said, “I can’t eat this, but I would really like a rich dessert.”

“You got it.” Rita motioned for the waiter.

They enjoyed their dessert, lingered over coffee and lighthearted gossip, before it was time to part company and go home.

When Leanna walked into the house, the nurse informed her that Eric had a quiet and restful day. She thanked her, and went to take a hot shower.

The rest of the evening, she relaxed in front of the fireplace, and watched an ‘I Love Lucy’ video from her collection. 
She slept well for a few hours, and then awoke early to the sounds of the nurse tending to Eric. He was incontinent and in much pain. His night went badly; Leanna’s heart went out to her husband and she stepped into the room to help the nurse with the bedding.

“Please put the damn sheets down and leave.”

“Eric, please don’t…I want to help-”

“Please go.” His voice was barely a whisper, but his eyes were a full of indignation.

Leanna dropped the sodden bedding and walked out of the room, thinking, I’ve disappointed him, but how? What did I do that made him turn away from me with such hatred?
Chapter 11

March began with a visit from the family doctor. He examined the patient, spending over an hour in Eric’s room.

When he was finished, he told Leanna, “Eric has very little time, Mrs. McDuggal. I am very sorry. Concern yourself with his comfort. Usually, the terminally ill patient at this phase will…”

Leanna could not comprehend his words while he rambled; her mind became clouded with sorrow. With deep sympathy in his tone, he explained what to expect in Eric’s last days.

After he left, Leanna sat in the living room in grief-stricken silence. She glanced toward his room thinking, I hope Eric is aware of my love, whether he accepts it or not.
During the next two weeks, Eric slept most of the time. He was able to swallow small sips of water, but could no longer accept solid food. The nurses were compassionate beyond measure. When they were not at Eric’s bedside attending to his needs, they spent time with Leanna, offering emotional support.

One afternoon, Leanna looked in on Eric, while the nurse was in the living room filling out paperwork. She stood by the doorway and watched, while he lay struggling with the covers in an attempt to become comfortable.

She quietly entered the room, pulled the covers back, and discovered that his pajamas were soaked in urine.

“I will be right back,” she said before he could resist her help. He closed his eyes without speaking.
She insisted that the nurse take a much-needed break, and then returned to Eric’s room carrying two large portable basins filled with steaming water, one with a scented soap. Draped over her arms were fresh pajamas, linens, towels and washcloths. Gently, she helped him to sit up by putting a large cushion behind him for support. After removing the sodden bedding, she unbuttoned his pajama shirt, finding it moist with perspiration. 
He locked his eyes onto hers for a brief moment. Helping him off with his wet pajama bottoms, she discovered how thin he had become; his hipbones and ribs protruded in such a way, it made her gasp in silence. 
Leanna took one of the washcloths and dipped it into the soapy hot water. Starting with his face, she began to scrub gently, working her way toward his neck, and behind his ears. She scrubbed his hair with no-rinse shampoo, and then began to wash his back, chest and abdomen. After covering his upper torso with a large bath towel, she washed his feet, starting with his toes, working her way up his calves, then the backs of his legs. 
She washed between his lean thighs, and helping him to shift sideways, she washed his intimate areas. He was beginning to tire, so she quickened the task, remaining silent.
She towel dried him thoroughly, while keeping him covered to avoid a chill and then applied lotion to his back, legs and arms then powdered his torso and feet. After she clothed him in flannel pajamas, she put on fresh linens, and then assisted him into a reclining position. 
Their eyes met and she discovered a tear falling down his cheek. A lump caught in her throat, but she focused on finishing her task. After wiping away his tear with her sleeve, she covered him up with the clean sheets, topping it off with a quilt. 
With great effort, he reached up and touched her face, and Leanna saw in Eric McDuggal a look that she had never seen before. In a weak and raspy tone, he said, “Leanna, don’t…leave yet. I am tired. Your presence…comforts me.” With that, he fell asleep.

Why now, Eric, is my presence a comfort? What happened to the last seven years that you became detached and apathetic? She then began to weep.
He awoke a few hours later, looked at his wife, assured she was still there, and closed his eyes. His senses were becoming dull. He heard the nurse and Leanna speaking, but could not grasp the words or their meanings. He could barely make out objects in front of him as his sight was failing. 
Sinking into weakness, like a melting sensation, he began to lose all strength. He felt leaden and uncomfortable. He had become devoid of color, and his cheeks sank further into his face. It became difficult to open or close his eyes. His mind was agitated and delirious, often sinking into drowsiness. 
The nurse put a moist cloth on his forehead while he twitched.

He heard his wife whisper close to his ear, “Eric, it is going to be all right. I have always loved you. Please believe that.”

He opened his eyes a slit and managed a faint whisper. “I……know.” His head turned to the side and he felt as if surrounded by smoke. His nostrils caved in and he became very thirsty. At times, he trembled. Sensations were alternating between pain and pleasure, heat and cold. His mind became hazy, frustrated, irritable and nervous.

Inhaled air was cold as it passed through his mouth and nose. His mind alternated between clarity and confusion while he began to rasp and pant. Breathing became labored. His tongue thickened and his eyes rolled upward. 
Immobile, he became bewildered, unaware of the outside world. Everything was a blur; contact with his environment was slipping away.

Hallucinations of terrifying forms began to haunt him; dreadful moments of his life replayed. He tried to cry out in terror, to no avail.

The nurse checked his vitals; his pulse was weak. While his inhalation became shallower and his exhalations were longer, his blood was gathering into the center of his heart. 
Leanna stayed by his side, while he lay slipping away. His vital signs then came to a halt. 
Eric Stanley McDuggal passed away on Monday morning, March 24, at 12:35 a.m.

Leanna was grateful that Eric had been so prepared. Jonathan Wallbrook advised her to rest before the memorial service. He was abiding Eric’s wishes, and there was no other need for her other than to attend the service in three days. 

The service, with an attendance of around seventy people, appeared in good taste. The eulogy by a local pastor was short, but very nice. Glancing at a lone photo of her late husband, surrounded by the floral arrangements, Leanna wept. She had swung between numbness and grief. Anger and guilt. Relief and then back into sorrow. 
Rita stayed by her side through the service. Her friends Cheryl and Joleen, a welcome addition to the group of attendees, helped to keep Leanna from cracking. She felt an overwhelming need to be surrounded by people.

Rita’s husband, Roger, arrived using a walker; it was the one uplifting aspect of the sad occasion. Upon his arrival, he had donated his wheelchair to the funeral home for disabled guests. Rita recalled Leanna’s support through Roger’s accident; it was now her turn to help her best friend through her sorrows now that he was well on his way.
Chapter 12

Two days later, Leanna walked into Attorney Carl Adams’s office. After greeting her with a warm handshake and offering his condolences, he then said, “Please take a seat, Mrs. McDuggal.”
Leanna sat down across from him. “Thank you.” 

“I’ve been meaning to come into the antique shop. My wife collects old quilts.” Carl was not looking forward to the reading of this will. His stalling was intentional.
“Feel free to come by any time, Mr. Adams. I have a nice selection of quilts.” 
“I will do that. Well, how have you been?”

“Tired, but I will manage.” Leanna looked away. She noticed a picture of Ms. Adams on his desk. The woman was attractive with well coiffed all white hair. She wondered how long he had been married but didn’t ask.

“How about if we begin.”

Mrs. McDuggal sat in silence while Carl Adams read the last will and testimony aloud to her. The will stipulated that all of Emma’s belongings were to remain in the home. The mounted pets were to stay and Leanna was required to keep and care for the live pets until their natural death. She nodded at the arrangement, but puzzled. Of course she would care for the pets. Why wouldn’t she? 
Mr. Adams cleared his throat, and continued to read, his voice low, “I have hired the services of a taxidermist, Mr. Ed Simon, and mortician, Jonathan Wallbrook, to preserve my remains of which will be mounted upon the antique rocking chair in my private study-”
A look of disbelief shrouding her face, she said, “Did I hear you correctly? Is this a sick joke, Mr. Adams?” 

“Mrs. McDuggal, I’m sorry. Unfortunately, no, this is not a joke.”
“I can’t believe this. That is ludicrous.”

“Shall I continue?”

Leanna hedged, and then nodded.

“’My preserved remains will be seated in my study as a private display, not to be viewed by outsiders. All contracts have been signed for this arrangement and services have been paid for in advance. Leanna is to leave my preserved remains in the study. It is not to be removed or concealed at any time. A trust has been set up for Mrs. McDuggal through my accountant. Living expenses will be deposited into her bank account annually. Before each deposit, there will be a visit to the home by an individual to make certain that all requests have been, and continue, to be honored.”
With a look of horror, Leanna said, “What am I supposed to do with my husband’s remains in my home? This is the sickest thing I’ve ever heard of.”

“I am truly sorry. This is highly unusual and I do sympathize with you.” He averted his eyes from her. 
“I don’t know what to say.” She wrung her hands, and then said, “What if I refuse to allow this?”

“Well, let me see. It goes onto explain that the annual deposit from his trust will stop and be donated to a few animal shelters throughout New Hampshire. The manor will be donated to the township as a historical site, and the study itself will be closed off so that Mr. McDuggal will be able to remain-”

She angrily cut in, “How could he have pulled this off legally? Mr. Adams, you have some damn explaining to do. I have never heard of such an arrangement.”

Adams’ lowered his tone and explained, “It is legal, the way it was set up.”

“But if I don’t abide by his wishes, I lose everything. How could he get away with this? I am his wife and I’ve naturally assumed that I’d be the legal heir.”

Carl cleared his throat and said, “Yes, you are the legal heir, but there are provisos that he wanted to be abided by. It’s not unusual. I would have to explain in detail the inheritance laws and regulations—”
Not allowing him to continue, she retorted, “Goddamn it, why wasn’t I told of this?”

“This is what your husband wanted.” Carl sat back in his desk chair, folded his arms and continued, “You will have some time to prepare yourself. The body is in some sort of freeze-dryer. It will be there for several months. After that, well, I do not know the ins and outs of embalming or taxidermy, but it will be a long time before it is complete. Please do not speak of this to anyone. If the media got hold of it, the publicity could be devastating for all involved, including you.”

“Mr. Adams, I have no desire for public awareness of my husband’s bizarre death wishes.” She stood up and said, “And, I do not wish to discuss this further. Good bye, Mr. Adams.” She dabbed at her eyes; Carl walked her to the door and handed her a copy of the will. With that, Leanna stormed out of the building.

Kicking off her shoes, she fixed herself a stiff drink. Leanna flopped onto the sofa and tossed the will aside. And then she picked it up again and began to read. She was amazed that it all took place without her knowledge. How could that son-of-a-bitch get away with this? After going over his horrendous plans for preservation, she read the rest of it. The will stated that she could do as she pleased with the antique shop. Ahh, choices! The controlling ASS gave me choices! 
She put the copy into a drawer and walked away. Gulping down the remainder of her drink, she fixed another. Her sadness, anger and tears had worn her out beyond comprehension and she did not wish to deal with her late husband’s perverse arrangement any longer.

Rita called her while she was finishing her second drink. “Hi. Are you holding up okay?”

“Uh…yeah,” she lied.

“Have you eaten?”

“Sure thing. I had a sandwich and fruit…” again, Leanna lied. Fixing another drink, she garbled, “Rita, I’m tired and uh…I want some rest. I’ll call you tomorrow…”

“Yeah, you sound tired, or maybe a little tipsy? Are you drinking?” 

“Well, I have a drink…something with rum or whatever the hell that is. I’ll call ya this week. Bye.” Leanna hung up hoping she hadn’t been too abrupt with her best friend.

Sitting in dazed silence, the huge manor began to engulf her. She picked up the phone and called the funeral home.

“Mr. Wallbrook, please.”

“Speaking…”

“This is Leanna McDuggal. I was at the lawyer’s office today, Mr. Wallbrook. I would like to uh…discuss a few things.”

Halting, Jonathan said, “Okay, Mrs. McDuggal-”

“What goddamn right do you have treating my husband’s body like a Halloween display? I have just learned that Eric will be staying with me…in my home, like some freak oversized Ken doll. Have you any idea how revolting that is? I watched him slowly deteriorate over the past few months, attended his funeral…then I find out he’s coming back to sit in his damn chair.”

“Mrs. McDuggal-” Wallbrook began.

“I’m not finished. Why didn’t you inform me? He kept me in the dark. Eric told me that he’d taken care of everything, but I guess he left out a few details, huh. Where is he right now? What are you doing with the body of my late husband?”

“He is at the taxidermist’s lab in a freeze-dry vat.” 
After taking a long sip of her drink, she drawled, “I see. Is this even legal? Why didn’t you tell me about this? You’ve made a fool out of me.”

“Mr. McDuggal requested that your lawyer inform you a few days after the funeral. I’m very sorry about all of this. It was his choice…an alternative to the usual embalming methods.”
“This is one really sick conspiracy against a grieving widow, Mr. Wallbrook. Who else is involved besides you and the taxidermist?”

Jonathan replied with caution, “The taxidermist and I are working together.”

“When I spoke with you at the funeral home, you led me to believe that his body was cremated. Do you realize that I could sue you for this atrocity? You’d have the media up your ass real quick. You are so damn lucky that I don’t want publicity anymore than you do. Good bye, Mr. Wallbrook.”

After hanging up the phone, she mixed another drink. She had one more phone call to make. 
The answering machine blared, “Ed Simon, taxidermist. You bag ‘em, I stuff ‘em. You know the routine. Leave your number, I call during business hours. If this is an emergency, freeze the carcass, and call me in the morning.”

Leanna slammed down the phone, ran to the bathroom, and threw up.

Chapter 13

Head pounding, nausea gripping her, she thought, God, what the hell did I do that for? I feel like crap. She then arose to start her day. It was Saturday; she decided to stay home and sort through her grief and the latest news of her late husband’s shocking will. After she grabbed a cup of coffee and dry toast, she fed the cat, dogs, and the bird. She lifted Phoebe, out of her tank and hoisted her onto her shoulder. The tame amphibian nuzzled against Leanna’s neck while she walked into the living room.
Glancing around the room, Leanna’s eyes fell on Gordon, the beautiful Siberian husky that had passed away about ten years ago. She walked over to the opposite end of the living room and stopped to look at Jake, the golden retriever. He was truly a handsome canine that had died a year before Eric and Leanna had met. Patting his soft fur, she entered Eric’s private study to look at the preserved cats, which were beautifully mounted. It unnerved her at how lifelike they appeared. If only Eric had shown the same love and attention to me that he had lavished on his pets, Leanna thought with sadness.

She picked up the phone and hit the redial button.

“Ed Simon here.”

“Hello, this is Leanna McDuggal.”

“Oh, hello, Ms. McDuggal.”

Massaging her aching head, Leanna said, “Yesterday I found out about Eric’s outrageous plans to be a permanent fixture in the house. Can you come close to imagining my horror? Had it occurred to you at any time during the planning stages that this arrangement was extremely bizarre?”

“Um…yes, it had.”

“Then how could you do this? The pets that you and your grandfather had mounted are one thing…but to take on a human being…and display it as if…as if he’d been a prize…to have himself freeze-dried…it’s a sick arrangement. Why would he do this?”

With compassion in his voice, he said, “Eric did not offer a reason other than his refusal to accept traditional burial. I’m sorry he didn’t prepare you ahead of time.”

“Yes, so am I. It is also a shame that you and Mr. Wallbrook agreed to this morbid agreement…and never contacted me.” She hung up, unable to deal with it further.
The grieving over the loss of her husband and the added burden of his ghastly arrangement coming to fruition in a lab took its toll on Leanna. Striving to rise above it, she kept her days busy with the antique shop. In the evenings, she dabbled in her artwork, and care of the pets.

The dogs had a pleasant tolerance of Leanna; however, Eric was the one that had received their devotion. She knew that to gain their trust would take some time. They were all displaying some sort of odd behaviors at the absence of their master Eric. Maurice, by now an elderly dog, became sullen and strayed into Eric’s private study, sniffing about the room. When he would return to the living room, he moped with his head hung low. Lucy took to whining and sleeping, always in the study near the desk. Cynthia, the cat, began to acknowledge Leanna’s presence and warm up to her, on her own terms. The canary no longer sang, even after Leanna had moved him into the living room. 
Phoebe had become a delightful addition to the home. She loved lying in her lap, and was tame enough to roam about freely.

Warmer days of late spring arrived, and Leanna was able to enjoy the busier time of year at the antique shop. The influx of people looking for New England artifacts kept her mind off the dreaded arrival of her late husband. Many of the locals came in, and offered their condolences. Leanna was grateful for their kind and thoughtful words; she met elderly people that had lived in the area for decades and had known the McDuggal family a generation ago.

One day, while Leanna was busy organizing the antique tea sets, she became aware of someone behind her. She turned around to look into the eyes of an elderly woman that appeared to be in her eighties.

The lady smiled at Leanna, and then said, “That McDuggal boy was a strange one. He loved his animals. The child didn’t talk much, but he sure knew how to teach his parrot to cuss. The only thing that shut the bird up was when George stuffed him.” She ignored Leanna’s puzzled look, and continued, “I am Elizabeth Sanders. I lived in the same neighborhood as your late husband Eric and Emma McDuggal. It’s nice to meet you, dear.”

“Hello, Elizabeth. It is very nice meeting you. How long did you live in the area?”

“I moved there around 1961. Eric was just a little fellow, around four or five. I remember how he loved his animals. George Simon was the area’s taxidermist and Eric talked him into stuffing his dead pets. In those days, only hunters and anglers hired the services of a taxidermist.” She chuckled, then added, “Good lord, that parrot was a hoot.”

Leanna looked perplexed.  “Eric never mentioned a parrot, especially one that could talk. You must be mistaken.”

“No, we lived in the neighborhood for many years. I visited Emma on a number of occasions. That bird was a bundle of noise.”

“Hmmm. The pets are still displayed in the home. Five cats, two dogs, zero birds.” Leanna hoped her voice did not reflect her mounting irritation. She turned away to continue her work.

“Well…I just wanted to meet you, and to browse,” mumbled Elizabeth, as she picked up an interesting teapot.

“Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?” 

“Oh, no thank you.” Elizabeth walked around the shop, looking at various antique kitchen items. Soon, she left the shop with a friendly nod. Leanna bid her farewell.

Throughout the hot days of summer, kayaking became a near obsession with Leanna. She paddled the local rivers and lakes, either alone, or with friends. Rita, Joleen and Cheryl rented kayaks to join her on some of her weekend excursions. A last minute camping trip with the foursome helped to put her in a positive frame of mind…even though it would be short-lived. Leanna was saddened to see summer fly by so quickly.

Driving home one night near the end of summer, she decided to stop at the Wallbrook Funeral Home. Leanna sat in her BMW for a few moments trying to figure out why she was there. What would she accomplish, talking with that horrible undertaker?

The secretary was a kind woman with a friendly face. “Hello, may I help you?”

“Yes, may I speak with Mr. Wallbrook?”

“Your name please?”

“Leanna McDuggal.”

The woman paged him, and Jonathan said, “Send her in my office.”

Maggie showed her to the door, and Leanna entered the elaborate office. Jonathan stood up to greet her with a warm handshake. Her handshake was not warm. It was abrupt and Leanna hoped he felt it.
After he invited her to have a seat, she looked him squarely in the face and said, “Why did you agree to go along with Eric’s outrageous request?”

Jonathan was well accustomed to dealing with people at their worst. In a calm voice, he explained, “I try to accommodate people with their last wishes, Mrs. McDuggal.”

“Even something that borders on illegal, unethical and really weird?”
Jonathan coughed, and answered, “Usually, no. I have never had a request this extraordinary. I felt sympathy towards your husband. He was quite determined. Forceful. He even spoke of going overseas, if we had refused. Our attempts to convince Eric to tell you failed. I am sorry about that.”

Leanna exhaled and said, “What is the status of his uh…freeze-dry process, right now?”
“We are past the halfway point with the project. It will be sometime within the next few weeks or mid-autumn before he is complete. I work with Mr. Simon as often as I can, usually evenings and weekends.”

“I see.” She bit her lip.

“If you have further questions, you are free to call Ed Simon. He will give you more details.”

“I don’t need the details. I just want to know when to expect him, and you have answered that question. Wait, I do have one question. What are you using to keep him from decomposing…I mean, over time?” 

“Special chemicals, epoxy resins, plastics…” Jonathan began.

“Oh my God. My husband will be made of plastic? Hell, why not add hinges and make his arms and legs movable so that I will be the only woman on the planet with a life-sized action figure of my late husband. How very special that will be.” 

Ignoring her sarcasm, the mortician continued, “Resins and plastics will harden his remains, and work as a long-term preservative.”

Leanna’s vision of Eric’s hardened remains horrified her. She blurted, “You and Ed Simon have really crossed over. I’ve heard quite enough.”

“I understand your distress, Mrs. McDuggal…”

“Save the pity. Thank you for your time. Good bye.”

What that, Leanna stormed out the door.

Chapter 14

“This is Ed Simon calling…please call me back to schedule a delivery date and time.”

Leanna ignored the answering machine and savagely kicked off her shoes, and fixed herself a strong drink.

After she plopped down on the sofa, she glanced around at her surroundings. Her life had mellowed over the past few months, and it was how she wanted it to remain.

Home for Leanna was many things. It was large, sometimes drafty, other times warm, but always alive with the sweet sounds of the animals. She had come to appreciate them for their company. 
Lucy, the cocker spaniel, began to warm up to Leanna. She occasionally walked into Eric’s study through the pet flap, then come back, looking at Leanna as if she had all the answers to her questioning eyes. Maurice, although up in years, was the great protector of the McDuggal’s domain, but strictly a one-person dog. Eric was missing from his world and the old dog was not allowing Leanna to replace that void.

The cat and the canary surprised Leanna with a strange relationship. When Leanna moved the canary out of the study, he started to escape from his cage.

She had a difficult time retrieving the bird. One day, he flew over to the pet flap leading into the study and stood there. The cat walked halfway through the flap allowing Elias to enter the study. Afraid that Cynthia would attack the bird, she dashed into the room. She discovered Elias perched on the desk; the cat sat on the windowsill looking out through the antique lacy curtains, ignoring the vagrant little bird. When Leanna tried to capture him, he flew off, successfully escaping her. This happened often, no matter what Leanna did to latch the cage door. The game tired Leanna out, so she eventually gave up and let the animals have their time to play.

Phoebe began to spend more time out of her cage. Leanna had no idea how much personality an amphibian would display until she trained her with a leash and took her for walks, and even on a kayaking adventure. 
Then, summer had ended. The tourist season with the influx of customers, the long days, and the relative peace in the house was about to change.

The message on the machine had changed her mood. Her large amphibian lounged contentedly upon her shoulder when Hannah walked into the living room and handed her the phone.

“Is it Mr. Simon?” 
“Yes, Mrs. McDuggal.”

Damn. “Hello?”

“Hello, this is Ed Simon.”

She bit her lip, and coolly said, “Hello, Mr. Simon.”

“Please, call me Ed,” he paused, took a breath, and then said, “Mr. Wallbrook and I have finished Eric’s mount and, uh, when is it a convenient time for you?”

After she took a sip of her drink, she icily asked, “What sort of question is that? When is it convenient for anybody to open their homes to a human cadaver? What if I refuse to accept it?”

Ed’s tongue-in-cheek reply could not have been worse. “I don’t have much use for it…”

“Oh and I do? By golly, ya know what, Mr. Simon? Just last year, I thought how quaint my home would be with a cadaver of my late husband propped in a damn chair. Sure, bring him by.”

Shuddering with embarrassment over his pathetic attempt at wit, Ed offered, “I will hold the mount until you are ready, Mrs. McDuggal.”

With a heavy sigh, she muttered, “I want to get this done with, so bring the damn thing some evening this week.”

“How about tomorrow night at six?”

“Sure, I’m looking forward to it. Hell, I’ll even brew a pot of coffee. Nothing goes better with a dead spouse than coffee and pastries, huh. Perhaps Eric would like to join us.”

“He might be more in the mood for a stiff drink. Jesus that slipped. I’m sorry.”
Leanna became silent.  “I will see you and Eric tomorrow night.”

“Okay, see you then. Good night.”

“Good bye.” Leanna slammed down the phone, not overly impressed with Mr. Simon.

Leanna, with her ever-present iguana upon her shoulder, entered the study. She moved the desk over, straightened the quilt, rearranged the desk items, and then sat on the sofa, thinking, what the hell am I doing? It’s not like Eric will notice. Oh, goddamn it, what has my life come to?
After leaving the study, she refreshed her drink and sat on the sofa in the living room, thinking, Rita and I tell each other everything. I need her advice…but then again…she’s a freelance writer for several magazines. What would stop her from…no, she wouldn’t. 
Leanna dialed Rita’s number, and the little voice of her son Michael answered.

“Hello, this is Johnson’s president. If you hear the beep-beep, leave the mess and call again…and stuff…”

Laughing, Rita grabbed the phone from her little boy and said, “God, I’m so glad it’s you, Lea. Michael go tell Daddy he needs some company. Then stay there.”

Unable to stop laughing, Leanna could barely speak. After containing herself, she said, “Oh he’s so damn cute. Know what? I was in such a depressed state when I called…please kiss your little guy for me and tell him thank you. That was a classic.”

“Okay…uh, so…is there anything I can do further, or did Michael completely fix it?”

“I’m okay. Maybe I just needed to whine a little…but I’ll be fine. How are things on your end?”

“Horrendous deadlines, too many irons in the fire and I’m overwhelmed with editors suffering from OCD. Why can’t Michael fix my problems?”

“What is ‘OCD’?”

“Obsessive-compulsive disorder. Another word for manic perfectionist.”

“Oh. Well…you have your hands full, Rita. Keep in touch…”

“Okay. Hey, take care, girlfriend. Bye.”

While she hung up, Leanna thought, so much for that, and she dragged herself to the art room to add the final additions on a painting. It was a child…a boy. He had mysterious green eyes and strawberry blond hair. It was from a small photograph that had fallen out of a book in the antique shop; she had found it several years ago and tucked it into a frame. It kept her mind off the dreaded appearance of her late husband.
Chapter 15

After hanging up the phone, Ed turned his gaze toward the large crate, and thought, could I have been more idiotic? Just the same, he was relieved to be getting McDuggal out of his lab.

His mind wandered back to the day that Eric’s body had arrived at the funeral home. Jonathan called him at 2:30 in the morning and informed him that Eric had died and was in the morgue. Ed remembered the tone in his voice. The man sounded more like an excited kid on Christmas morning, than a mortician preparing for an embalming.

“Hey, Ed, are you awake?”

Ed had rolled over, glanced at his clock, and muttered, “Umm, I am now. Jesus, what’s up?”

“McDuggal passed away. He’s here with me.”

Ed had yawned, and then grew irate. “Damn it man, it’s the middle of the night.”

He heard Jonathan argue, “Hey, McDuggal didn’t attach a scheduled death timing in the contract, buddy. Get your ass outta bed. We have work to do.”

“Start without me. I’ll be there early, with fresh donuts and coffee.”

“No, Ed. We discussed this ahead of time, remember?”

“Once we get the preliminaries out of the way in the embalming department, he’ll be in my lab, frozen, dehydrating, pickled, and then hardened to a fine resin finish. Your work as a funeral director continues, as usual. McDuggal will be an outside interest for you, until the cosmetics are needed. I’m the one that’ll be working the chemicals into the corpse, during and after he’s freeze-dried. I said I’ll be there early. Is five o’clock an acceptable time for you?”

“Yeah, I suppose I can get this started. Hey, I’m with you in that lab, buddy, every moment I can spare.”

“I know. What can I pick up at the bakery besides coffee?” 

“Nothing jelly filled. See you at five.”

Ed had set his alarm for 4:30 a.m.; however, he did not sleep well. When he arrived at the funeral home, he was surprised to find Jonathan asleep on a sofa in the lobby. He kicked the sofa and demanded, “Get up, ‘Balmer Boy! Fresh coffee and carbs.”

Jonathan stretched and yawned. “Relax. There isn’t much to do right now.”

“Then why am I here? You wanted me here at two-thirty am.”

The mortician sat up and grabbed a coffee. “He’s been prepped for the next stage and we’ll soon get to that.”

After they drank coffee and enjoyed the pastries, Ed joined Jon in the embalming room. Initial drainage of the arteries was complete and the mortician began further preparation. Ed helped with the necessary saturation of specially prepared chemicals and preservatives into the arteries and tissues so that the next phase could begin.

When Eric’s body was ready for transport, the men loaded him into the van, and Jonathan followed Ed to his lab. He helped him position the corpse and begin the long process of freeze-drying.

It took several weeks until the freeze-dry process was complete. It was time consuming and involved continuous monitoring of the machinery and chemicals. It kept Ed in the lab for up to twelve hours a day. Jonathan spent as much time at the lab as he could between his duties at the funeral home.

Weeks of carefully laid out plans materialized in sequence. After the initial preparations, a four-part process began. The first part was “fixation” or shaping into the desired pose. Secondly, freeze-drying, dehydration and suction of fats and bodily fluids reached completion. Third step was forced impregnation of a polymer, and curing was the final step. Resins and epoxy helped to stabilize the corpse. 
Jonathan did cosmetics and artwork. The custom-made glass eyes were a unique color of green…giving Eric an intense appearance. 
He added a clear acrylic epoxy to ‘set’ and harden. When it was finished, the men stared at the mount, amazed, fatigued, stunned, and relieved. They worked diligently on the cadaver until he was a solidified display of the strange man that had entered Ed’s office nearly a year ago.

Ed shook himself back to the present at the ringing of his cell phone. It was Jonathan.

“Hey, did you call Ms. McDuggal?”

“Yes. Eric goes home this evening.” 
“Yeah, well I hope it goes okay.”

Irritated, Ed grumbled, “Well, ya know her enthusiasm level is not the sort one feels when expecting delivery of new furniture…”

“I know. She called me shortly after Adams read her the will.” 

“She did? You never mentioned that,” Ed said with irritation.

“What’s there to tell? She got a little pissed off, that’s all.”

“Yeah, well, go figure. News flash, Jon. She’s still pissed off.” With an angry huff, Ed continued, “I’m only too happy to get the dead guy out of my lab so that life can go back to normal.”
Or so he thought…

Chapter 16

The following evening, Ed knocked on the door of the McDuggal manor. Looking around the grounds, he was impressed by the landscaping surrounding the beautiful, majestic old home. 
The housekeeper opened the door. “Hello, may I help you?”

“I am Ed Simon. Mrs. McDuggal is expecting me.”

“Please come in, Mr. Simon. I will tell Mrs. McDuggal that you have arrived.”

“Thank you. I have a large crate to bring in.”

Hannah held the door wide for Ed to wheel in the crate then left the room to announce his arrival.

Leanna walked into the living room to greet her guest. While she led the way to the living room, Ed noticed her elegant grace, and certain warmth in her eyes. He also took note of her discomfort; aware of the dread she felt at her late husband’s arrival. 
“Please have a seat, Ed. Hannah is preparing the coffee.” There was a twinge of coolness in her voice.

“Thank you.” Ed sat down in an antique overstuffed chair. It was the type of chair with the bear claw feet, and rich floral design. He admired the high ceilings, arched doorways, and the decor, surrounded with antiques. The home was furnished in deep hues of forest green, deep gold and shades of burnt orange, and an elegant warmth radiated throughout. It had a welcoming atmosphere. Leanna watched Ed, while he was absorbing the home’s environment.

Hannah entered the living room to serve Leanna and her guest coffee and pastries.

Not in the mood for small talk, Leanna said, “Ed, how the hell did you pull this off? What did Eric expect me to do with…with this? Why did he want it done?”
Ed felt a sudden compassion for Leanna. It occurred to him of what this woman was facing; that object in the crate, soon to be opened and displayed. His work usually brought joy to the hunter or angler, who wanted a permanent mount to display in their home. Pet owners who missed their dog or cat would be able to see and touch their beloved animal. 
Eric McDuggal wanted something else; Ed was not sure what it was.

He turned to her, and said, “Listen, if you’re not prepared for this, I’ll bring it back another day.”

“No. I will show you to the study so you can open the crate. I want to get it over with,” She stood up, turned away from him and led the way to the study. Ed followed her with the crate, grateful it was on wheels.

“You may put it over there.” She pointed to the area with a look of apprehension.

Ed moved the crate over to the designated spot, and then maneuvered it off the dolly. After snipping away the wires with a cutter, the crate was opened in such a way that the sides dropped, revealing its contents.

“Oh…my…god, Leanna gasped. She stood there transfixed, her eyes wide with disgust and alarm.

“Leanna, I am really sorry.” Ed broke out into a sweat.
She sat down on the red parlor sofa. Ed had to avert his eyes. It discomforted him to see her look of revulsion, and anguish. He noticed that she could not divert her gaze from the display.

Eric McDuggal appeared in death, much as he looked while alive. He was clothed in a vintage dark green three-piece suit that had belonged to his Grandfather Stanley. He wore a white shirt, silk tie and his shoes were a black leather wing tip. The man was a lean and tall figure that sat regally in the antique chair. His steely green eyes, made of glass, were superb in appearance and luster. They appeared to be staring into a void without a trace of depth. His red hair was medium length and he sported a thin red mustache. 
Eric’s very essence, his high cheekbones, every minor wrinkle, was set and hardened as if fixed in time. It was so chilling, so lifelike, he appeared ready to speak.

Ed expected Leanna to flee the room, but she remained, as if her need to absorb the revolting spectacle overruled the escape factor. She sat speechless. He figured it was worse than what she had imagined. 
Her unanswered questions furrowed her brow. Ed breathed a sigh of relief when she stood up and walked out of the room, still not saying a word.

Ed picked up parts of the crate, and followed her. He shut the door behind him and joined Leanna in the living room. He sat down and found her pale and trembling.

She sat in a state of disbelief and horror, and in a small voice, said “Why? What was he thinking? How could he do this to me? That thing is alarming.” She looked away, paused and added, “I feel like I am in a horrible nightmare and I will wake up to find that my dead husband is not sitting in the study as if waiting for a scotch on the rocks. He appears so damn lifelike. And you are partly responsible.”

Ed stared at his hands, and then offered, “I’m sorry, Leanna. Uh, thank you for the coffee.” He took the last sip from his cup, and then stood up to leave.

Leanna flashed him an angry look, then asked, “Why did you accept this ghastly assignment? Why would anyone do that?”

“I was opposed to it at first, Leanna. I brushed him off. Actually, I did not take his request seriously. When he went to the trouble to see the lawyer, things changed. I can assure you, it was not the money. It took some mighty convincing by Jonathan to take this on.”

Leanna took a sip of coffee, and then said, “Mr. Wallbrook and I had some words. Jesus! If you or that mortician had prepared me ahead of time, I…Jesus.”

“I can only surmise that he wanted to spare you additional grief,” Ed offered. He glanced toward the door, anxious to depart.
“Why did he want this? You have to know the reason.”

“Eric was appalled by the tradition of burial and cremation. I don’t know of any other motive. If I attempted to answer your question, it would be based on supposition on my part, not on fact. This is what he wanted. It is very difficult to deny a terminally ill person their wishes.”

“Perhaps. Damn. I suppose it wasn’t an easy decision to make…” 

“No it wasn’t. Taxidermy is a respectable business. Often misunderstood, but still respectable. I have done it for several years. The clientele I deal with come from all over the New England area. I have gone to great lengths to maintain a good reputation. The last thing I needed was this weird plan of Eric’s to come back and haunt me…uh, bad choice of words. Sorry. But, yes, it was a difficult decision to make.”

“What am I expected to do with him? Are there any care instructions that come with…with him?” 

“Um…no. He’s all set.”

“Will he deteriorate?”

“Oh, no. The chemicals will keep him for a very long time.”

Leanna said with sarcasm, “Oh well, Jesus. How comforting to hear that. Goodness knows I’d hate to think of my dead husband putrefying under my roof.” 

“Yeah. Well, listen, I’m glad we met…”

Leanna stood up, and then said, “What about his attire? That old suit is not synthetic. Over time, it may-”

Ed cut in to reassure her, “Eric had it specially treated at the dry cleaners, Leanna. It shouldn’t be a problem.”

“He took the goddamn time to prepare his suit, but he couldn’t prepare his wife. What do you call that, Mr. Simon? I call it twisted and pathetic.”

Ed knew that another apology would be unwelcome. There was nothing more he could offer.  “It’s getting late, and I need to go. Will you be all right?”

She paused, looked toward the study and replied with a sigh, “Yeah, as long as he stays right where he’s at, I’ll be fine.”

“Hannah, the housekeeper, is she aware of this?”

“I told Hannah a few weeks ago. She will not compromise the privacy of her employer, however, it mortified her, to say the least…”she could say no more. She remained silent while Ed picked up the dismantled crate.

“Please get some rest, Leanna.” He stood by the door.

“Yeah, thanks. Good night, Ed.”

“Good night. Call me if you have any questions or concerns.”

Leanna nodded, and Ed walked out the door.

Chapter 17

Why the hell did the man want to be preserved? Ed thought as he lacquered a mounted bass, caught by a local angler. His heart was not in his work that morning. He could not get his mind off his encounter with Leanna the previous night, and he wished he could answer her question. He began to wonder about Eric’s motives as well.

At the end of the day, Ed stopped by Carl Adams’ office for a brief visit.

The two men shook hands and sat down. Ed looked around at the lavish furnishings while Carl completed a business e-mail. Carl turned his attention to Ed.

“I was going to call. How did the McDuggal Project turn out?” 

“Eric was delivered to his house last night. Mrs. McDuggal is not impressed, to say the least.”

Carl shook his head, and replied, “I see. Yeah…to be expected, I suppose. She wasn’t overly impressed when I read her the will. Whew, I was relieved when she left that day…”

Ed sat, tapping his fingers together, and then put his folded hands on the desk. “Why did McDuggal want to be freeze-dried? His wife asked me more than once.”

Carl laughed, and then said, “I was just thinking about the first time he came here. The guy walked in unannounced, and requested a contract for his bizarre plan. I couldn’t believe he was serious. I am tempted to drop by the house to see how it turned out. Oh lord, I can’t even imagine. When I suggested he tell his wife, he refused. Too bad she has to look at that…”

Ed shook his head, and said, “Look, Carl. Ms. McDuggal is not amused. Nor is she impressed. And Jesus Christ…I left her home with regrets over my involvement. I would’ve liked to have given her an answer. Do you know why he wanted to be preserved?”

Carl folded his hands behind his head, and replied, “Eric was a difficult man to figure out. I don’t probe into personal lives when I don’t need to. I want only the facts. Cut and dried. Eric trusted me. I have known the family for a number of years. The first time I met Eric, he was around fourteen or fifteen as I recall.” Carl took a sip of water. He got up, paced around the room and looked out the window. He then continued, “He was a tall, quiet lad. He appeared to be very close to his grandmother. Emma was my client, seeking a divorce from a certain Joe Henderson on grounds of abandonment. This was oh, around thirty years ago, so my memory is not going to be too sharp. He never showed up to fight it, so it was an uncontested divorce.”

Carl paused for thought, and then added, “I didn’t know much about the family’s personal lives, and never really got to know Eric.”

“Eric only told me of his aversion to burial, no other motive,” Ed said with a shrug.

“Ed, I’m a little puzzled about your need to probe. Put it behind you. Mrs. McDuggal will be fine. She can close off the room and leave it alone. There is no need for her to go in there. Eric is gone. You have immortalized his body, not his soul, or the man he was. The lady will come to grips and get on with her life.”

Ed took a deep breath, folded his arms and said, “I agree to a point. However, you were not there to deliver the, uh, display. It wasn’t pretty. Hell, I wish I wasn’t there.”

“I’m sorry I can’t help you. Leanna McDuggal is a nice woman, and I’m sympathetic, but if you need to rid yourself of guilt by offering a shoulder to cry on, it could very well backfire. Just let her be.”

“Yeah, maybe. Before I go, I have one more question. I thought Emma McDuggal was alone in raising Eric. I didn’t know there was a husband. I have lived in these parts all my life and never heard of, uh…what did you say his name was?” 

“Joe Henderson. From what I’ve heard, he was a real charmer while courting Emma, but after the marriage, it was rumored that he would leave for weeks or months at a time. When he did show up, he was an obnoxious drunk.”

Ed chuckled, “Ah, the worst kind.”

“Sure is. Well, about a year or so after the divorce, Emma contacted me again to draw up her will, making Eric the sole heir. She passed away when Eric was around twenty-one I think. He took her death very hard. Emma was a dear sweet woman and the only family Eric knew. He seemed mature beyond his years…” Carl glanced at his watch, and then said, “Sorry to cut this short, but I have to leave. I have a date with a very lovely Mrs. Adams. Please, have a good evening and feel free to drop by anytime.”

“Thank you for your time, and have a nice evening with your wife.”

Carl walked Ed to the door; they parted with a handshake.

Ed went home, grabbed a cold beer and sat down at the computer. The phone rang while he was reading his e-mail.

“Hello, Ed. This is Leanna McDuggal. About last night…I would like to apologize for my hysterics.”

“Leanna your feelings are justified and I understand. Actually, I was going to stop by the antique shop to check in on you. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No need to do that, Ed. I’m fine. The antique shop is a public place, however. If you want to browse, stop by anytime.”

“Okay. Hey, before you hang up, one more thing. I am just a little curious about something. I didn’t know Eric had a step-grandfather, a guy by the name of Joe Henderson.”

“Um, that’s news to me too. Eric never mentioned a husband of Emma’s other than Eric’s Grandfather Stanley. He passed away about four years before Eric was born. Heart failure, I think. He was the president of the Mt. Chocorua Bank. There are pictures of him in Eric’s bedroom and the study. He never mentioned a step-grandfather.”

“I was just a little curious. It’s strange that he never brought it up.” 
“Yes, it is strange. Hmm.” 

“From what I understand, it was over thirty years ago and it was a bad marriage, I guess. Sorry I brought it up. I just wondered about it, that’s all.”

“No problem. Well, I do have to feed the cat, dogs, bird, and iguana. She is in here nudging me for attention. It is true what they say about pets. They take ownership of their master.”

“Yes, you’re right. Hey, you take care. I might stop by the antique shop this week. I like to browse for guy stuff. Maybe you can help me out.”

“Okay, anytime, Ed. I’m open five days a week, nine to five.”

Chapter 18

Lucy, the cocker spaniel, plodded into the living room and lay down beside Leanna. Mrs. McDuggal sat in silence, while the dog looked up at her, whining for some attention. Leaning over to pet her, she sighed deeply, thinking, Eric, what the hell did you do to me? The pet carcasses…weren’t they enough? And now this.
Lucy got up and walked over to the pet flap leading into the study. Leanna heard the dog walking around the room—the pitter-patter of her claws tapping on the wooden floor. The little dog whined and then she began to growl. It was the type of snarling a dog makes when a stranger is discovered encroaching upon their territory. Suddenly, the study became silent; Lucy’s growling ceased. Curious, Leanna cracked the door open just enough to see the dog. She was sitting at the feet of the stiffened body of her master. She slammed the door shut. 

Chilled by the spectacle, her feelings of horror were renewed. Opening the liquor cabinet, she poured herself a stiff drink, and uplifting her glass in the direction of the study, loudly stated,

“Cheers…to the stiff in the study…once my husband…now a friggin fossilized relic. Oh joy, life doesn’t get better than this, goddamn it.”
There were more strange pet behaviors after that. A few nights later, after Leanna hung up the phone with Rita, she fed the pets and prepared a cup of chamomile tea. The living room was quiet. Too quiet. Leanna tried to relax on the sofa with her tea and a book, but she was unable to concentrate. 
Hannah had left earlier, and Leanna disliked being alone in the house. Glancing over at Elias’ cage, she noticed that the bird had escaped again.

Leanna thought, that silly little Houdini is in the study. Oh my God, Eric is in there. That horrible cadaver. She began to tremble at the thought of looking for the bird.
She made her over to the door of the study, and then entered, trying to avert her eyes from the lifeless form of Eric. His epoxy-hardened corpse sat there so majestic in the antique chair; it made her skin crawl. 
She looked around the room for the little bird, and found him to be perched on Eric’s shoulder. A chill ran down her spine, while she saw him hop around on the corpse. He turned his little feathered back on Leanna, while making soft high-pitched sounds. 
Not wishing to startle him into flying away, she stepped back. Elias appeared to be mocking her with his silly little antics. She then riveted her eyes toward Eric.

Overcome with revulsion and mortified by the spectacle, she glared at the little yellow bird and said, “I’m not dealing with your little game, Elias, you horror of a creature.” With an air of annoyance, she left the room. 
Later on, Elias came back into the living room and flew into his cage. She latched the door tight, and went to bed.

Sleep did not come easily to Leanna, even more so after the delivery of Eric. Insomnia overtook her every night.

This particular night was an exception. She fell into a deep sleep. However, she began hearing a noise in the middle of the night. She sat up in her bed, feeling a little hazy. It was dark, but a full moon shone through the windows allowing her to walk through the house without flipping a light switch. She thought, it must be the cat and Leanna made her way downstairs to look around. 
Not finding Cynthia, she headed back up the stairs, but she heard the noise again, coming from the study. Hesitantly, she turned and walked back toward the study, her pulse quickening. Feeling a chill, she picked up a large antique quilt, and draped it around her.

With timidity, she entered the study. Averting her eyes from Eric’s cold stare, she looked for the source of the sounds and found nothing out of the ordinary.

In an act of impulsiveness, she turned around, faced the stiffened corpse, and threw the quilt over him. The design of the quilt was a haphazard pattern with a few worn spots. Upon looking closer, Leanna found a hole. She stepped closer to the concealed body and found herself peering into the hole and right at the glass eyeball of Eric.
She gasped when Cynthia suddenly jumped into Eric’s lap and made a loud piercing ‘meorrrrrw’ sound. Her spine tingled; her throat tightened. The cat arched her back and hissed at Leanna with maliciousness; a behavior that Leanna had never seen in the cat. Cynthia began to claw at the quilt. She shred the layers of vintage calico fabrics, the batting and threads with frenzy.

Her paws began to bleed, but the cat did not stop until she had succeeded in pulling the shredded mass of blood-tinged shroud off Eric’s remains. The glass eyes of her late husband appeared to glare right through her in a sinister manner. 
Then, he blinked. 
Her bladder almost letting go from fright, she fled the room. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him rising out of the chair and chasing her up the stairs. Her heart pounded; a scream caught in her throat but was unable to escape her lips. 
A sudden sensation of falling made her jump.

She pushed back the covers and sat up. The sheets were soaked in perspiration. Leanna was trembling from her nightmare, unable to move.

Lying there for what seemed an eternity, she eventually calmed down. Sleep was no longer an option. She got up and brewed a pot of coffee.

The next day, Ed stopped by the antique shop.

“Hello, Leanna.”

“Oh, nice to see you,” she replied in a voice tinged with exhaustion.

“Mind if I browse around? Just looking for guy stuff.”

“Guy stuff was removed when Eric hired me to turn this into…well, what you see here.”

He take a quick look around him and found that the store was beautifully decorated, reminiscent of a large manor from the 19th and very early 20th centuries.

“The antique tools and miscellaneous stuff were removed and stored in Eric’s attic. You are welcome to stop over and take whatever you want. There is a price though. I would like to clean the attic and can use some help in moving the boxes out of there. Bring the dolly.”

He smiled and said, “I like that deal. When do you want to start?”

While straightening a display of vintage books, she said, “Saturday, if you’re not busy.”

Ed paused for thought, and asked, “Is 10 a.m. too early?”

“That will be fine,” she answered with a half smile. She had a warm smile that Ed responded to in kind. It was the first time she had displayed a look other than anger and disgust. 

“So…uh, are things okay? You look a little tired.”

The smile disappeared. “I have the damn fossilized corpse of my husband in my home. Why would I be tired? Hell, it’s not like he’s demanding breakfast at dawn.” 
“Sorry I said anything.”

“Guess you’ll have to forgive my sarcasm, but damn it all, before that display arrived, I was beginning to get my life back. Now…that relic of my husband sits in an antique chair. When you were working on his…body, was there ever a seed of a thought that said ‘this is weird’?” 
“I really am sorry. It has only been a week. Give it some time.”

Fatigue edged her tone as she said, “Ed, the pets enter the study at will, craving his attention. Are you picturing it? I don’t sleep well…just knowing he’s there…”

“Have you seen your doctor, Leanna? Maybe he can give you something to relax.” 
Her voice raised an octave, when she said, “And tell him what, Ed, that ‘my sleep is disturbed because I have my dead plastic-coated husband sitting in my house’?”

“Leanna, it is not unusual for people in mourning to suffer insomnia. You don’t need to reveal anything to your doctor.”

“You did not hear me, did you? My life was starting to make sense, and then you…you dropped him in my study. That sinister, glassy eyed stare of his disturbs me to the core. The pets sit at his feet, the cat jumps into his lap. The canary has stopped singing, but he escapes his cage, goes in through the pet flap and hops around on Eric’s shoulders. Can you even come close to imagining how creepy that is?” She flipped over the ‘CLOSED’ sign to the shop, and with a chill in her voice, said, “I’m closed, Ed.”

He walked out of the shop, feeling the sting of her words.

Leanna went home, completely drained. After caring for the animals, she kicked off her shoes, removed her clothing and took a long hot bath. Her attempt to relax in the steaming water was a dismal failure. She could not rid herself of the regrettable confrontation with Mr. Simon. 
She lingered in the bath until she began to chill. After drying off, she slipped into a nightgown and slippers, and fixed herself something to eat.

While she sat in the den sharing her salad with Phoebe, picked up the telephone and called Ed Simon.

“Hello,” Ed answered.

“Hi…Ed, this is Leanna. I am calling to say…I’m sorry about this afternoon. There is no excuse for the way I snapped at you.”

“Oh, please, no need to apologize. I was going to call you and apologize for my involvement, and my feeble attempts to try and fix it. I have nothing but regrets for doing the mount.”

“You were fulfilling a dying man’s wishes. Regret is a waste of time. Let’s drop it, okay? About Saturday, are you still interested in helping me clean my dusty attic?”

“Yes. I’ll even bring a Shop-Vac and rid you of that dust. Hannah probably doesn’t do attics, I presume.”

Leanna laughed, “You presume correctly. However, please leave the Shop-Vac home. I have one, but thank you for volunteering ‘Dust Detail’. You’re hired.”

“Finally, a real job.” 

“I will see you Saturday, Ed. Take care,” Leanna said and then hung up.

Chapter 19

Saturday morning at 10:00 a.m., Ed arrived at Leanna’s home with an attractive fruit basket. Casually dressed in jeans and T-shirt, he felt as relaxed as he looked. Leanna smiled, and accepted the gift.

“I’ll be right back with coffee and.”

“Sounds good. Need any help?”

“No thanks. Make yourself comfy.” 
Ed was impressed with her sense of style and taste in décor as his eyes scanned the room. Ed stopped short when he came upon a beautiful stuffed dog, a golden retriever with a bronze plaque that read: Jake — My Best Friend from 1962-1974 by George M. Simon. Ed ran his hand over the soft fur of the mount, and remembered his youth when he spent time with his grandfather, helping him in his taxidermy shop.

Leanna came back to the living room and set the tray down. She watched Ed while he was looking at the preserved display of the dog. 

Her voice startled him when she spoke a few inches away from him. “Jake was a beautiful dog. Eric spoke fondly of him.” She patted his fur, and then turned away.

“Preservation of household pets was virtually unheard of when my grandfather did Eric’s mounts. His grandmother paid a lot of money to have it done, and I remember my grandpa telling us about this odd young fellow that wanted to immortalize his pets, and persuaded him to do it. He said it was a challenge, because people know their animals and they want the features to be exact. It’s not like a hunting trophy where you have more flexibility. There is no emotional attachment to a pheasant or a bobcat.”

“Your grandfather did wonderful work and the pets you did really reflect how well he taught you the art. Eric was pleased with the results of the cats, Pauletta, Moe, and the Siberian husky, Gordon. He is an amazing display. The only pets that you stuffed after our marriage are Brigette and Moe, the ‘wonder cat’. May he rest in peace. Oh, that animal was a horror of a feline. He stalked us, and then pounced, scaring the hell out of me. Eric always knew he was sneaking about. He had this uncanny communication thing with all of his animals. It was eerie.”

Turning away from the mount, Ed said, “Too bad I didn’t have the privilege to know them before their death. From what I hear, Eric had a very close connection with his animals. Do you mind if I look at some of the others?”

“No, not at all. There are a couple of cats in the study, Lady and Ringo. Pauletta is upstairs, seated on an antique chest, which was her favorite resting spot. I never knew her, but Eric said she was a very affectionate and lazy cat.”

“Oh, yes, Pauletta, the calico. I recall working with her a few years ago. She was a very attractive cat with unique colors as I recall. I would like to look in the study, to see Grandpa’s mounts. I hope you don’t mind.” 
She nodded, and he turned toward the study. 
Lucy eyed him surreptitiously when he came in. Leanna followed him with dread. Entering the study, Ed’s eyes fell upon Eric, sitting tall in the chair and a Siamese cat lazily watched him while reclining on a windowsill. Ed ducked when a little canary flew across the room, and landed on the shoulder of the solidified corpse. 
The feathered creature became animated, hopping, and chirping in an incensed manner. He appeared to be indignant at the invasion of a stranger. Leanna watched this display from the entrance with a shudder, while Ed, hiding his amusement of the bird’s obnoxious behavior, went over to see the displays of cats Lady and Ringo. He picked them up, and carried them out of the study, sensing Leanna’s discomfort. She was visibly relieved to follow him out of the room.

She watched him while he put the preserved cats on the table to examine close up. He was amazed at his grandfather’s work. Freeze-drying was not a technique used in the earlier days of taxidermy, which added to the challenge of capturing the pet’s individual features. Ed touched the fur of Lady, and scrutinized all the details of George Simon’s work. He admired the attractive velvet rhinestone-studded collar around her neck; it appeared to be handmade.

He read the plaque, which said: Lady 1959-1968 Owned & Loved by Eric McDuggal. She was a lovely Persian, posed in a lazy reclining position.

Leanna’s curiosity got the better of her when Ed turned the mount around to examine the back of the wooden base. 
He retrieved a piece of paper from a narrow slot in the back, and noticing her puzzled look, he explained, “My grandpa spoke fondly of Eric. When he preserved his pets, he made a narrow slot, usually hidden in the base. He told Eric to write what he could remember about the pet’s life and hide them in the opening. Would you like to read it? This cat passed away in 1968. Eric was probably around eleven or twelve, if my math serves me correctly.”

Leanna took the note, and read the child’s script aloud, “‘Lady was 9 years old. She liked to catch mice. She was a good cat. One day Lady put a rat on the kitchen floor and Grandma got mad. I loved Lady Cat and I will always miss her.’” She asked, “Did he carve a slot into all of the mounts?” She gave him the note to return to its hiding place.
“Yes, he told me that Eric took his pets’ deaths very hard. Grandpa wanted to help him through his grief by writing little anecdotes. An eleven-year- old boy is not going to be overly articulate with his writing. Look behind Ringo’s base. You have to look closely to find it,” he said.

Leanna picked up the stuffed cat, Ringo, then said, “Okay, Ringo, named after Eric’s favorite Beatle, by the way. Um, I don’t see the slot.”

Ed took the mount, turned it upside down and pointed to a part of the wooden base near the bottom. It was difficult to find unless held at a certain angle. “Clever design. The things my grandpa did were amazing. Maybe someday I will take you to his home so you can see his work. You will be quite impressed by the many works of art he created out of animal cadavers. You will like him. He’s an interesting man.”

“I didn’t know your grandfather was still alive,” Leanna said with surprise.

“Yes, he is very much alive. Retired, and living on the lake and healthy as an ox. He has a great little cabin on Lake Elaine Marie. He lives there year round. He is about thirty miles from here, and it’s not too late in the season to kayak. Dress warm and we’ll go there sometime this month if you’d like.”

“Sure, why not.” She then looked back at the mounted cat, Ringo, and started to pull a small item from the slot. Suddenly, she stopped, and stated, “Ed, I feel like I am invading his…Eric’s privacy. He even kept his desk locked. Eric distanced himself from me. Looking at his past…his notes, concealed inside these dead pets seems weirdly intrusive. Please, put the cats back where they belong. Maybe another day, I will want to know the real Eric McDuggal. Today isn’t the day. Have some coffee so we can get to work. I hear the attic calling our names.”
“Totally understood, then. Attic waits, and cats, you are going back with into the study your master.” With that, he picked up the displays and returned them to the study. 
Leanna laughed when she overheard him in the study threatening to stuff and mount Elias if he continued acting like a psycho pile of feathers. 
After they finished with coffee, pastries and small talk, they went up to the attic. True to her word, Leanna provided a Shop-Vac. Ed was surprised to find that the attic was well organized and the labeled boxes were stacked against the wall in a tidy manner. Antique furniture was stored and covered with sheets.

With a silly grimace on his face, he asked Leanna, “Um…where do we start sorting through this horrendous mishmash of rubbish?” Acting out with an exaggerated shudder, he added, “Leanna, you failed to mention that this attic is a highly organized storage room.”

“Ed, please come over to this window, and take a look.” 
He went over to the arched window, and was amazed at the beautiful view of the mountains and a distant lake. An admiring whistle escaped his lips and he said, “You have plans for this room. It does not take a genius to figure that out. What a magnificent view. This room has great potential.” 
“Yes, it does.”

Looking around at the stacked boxes, he then asked, “Where are we going with the boxes?”

“The antique shop has loads of room in the back. I will use it for storage. Most of the boxes contain antique miscellaneous items, old tools and more guy stuff. Maybe I will find an area in the shop to display some of it. The furniture can use some minor repairs, perhaps some refinishing. It will be a fun project for me and it has to stay here. It was Emma’s.”

“Okay. Well, let the fun begin. Do you mind if I peek inside the boxes while we work? I might find something I never knew I needed. I can add it to my vast collection of other ‘this and that’.”
“No, not at all. That was the deal, so, help yourself.”

He pulled down a large box labeled, Books: 1st Edition, non-fiction 1800-1930. A lover of non-fiction nautical and exploration, he took a quick look in the box, and then put the box aside to look through later. Soon, he was taking boxes downstairs and loading into Leanna’s van and his jeep. Leanna left cartons marked Emma untouched…unsure what to do with them. Ed unwittingly grabbed them and loaded them into his jeep.

After an hour or so, as he was heading back to the attic, he heard a sound from Leanna, a gasp. Upon entering, he found her looking inside a large box. She removed some wood shavings called excelsior, often used in taxidermy for stuffing and shaping. It is also helpful in packing precious items in boxes to insulate against breakage.

“Lea, what is it?”

“It looks like a stuffed bird.” She lifted it out of the box with great care. The bird was gray with a red-feathered tail, recognizable as an African Gray parrot. Leanna scrutinized the mount with a puzzled look. She then read the plaque aloud: “BONGO-African Gray-1961-1972 by George Simon. Huh. Why would he hide this in the attic? Did you know about this when your grandfather stuffed him?”

Ed pondered a moment, and then answered, “I seem to remember Grandpa telling me that he was working on a talking parrot for Eric. I forgot all about it until now. As I recall, he mentioned that it was a challenge. His molds for preserving wild fowl were not a good match. He did some improvising, apparently, because that bird turned out great. I don’t know much more about the bird. When we visit Grandpa, you will have to ask him. Too bad the bird isn’t talking now, huh?”

Leanna set the bird aside. “If he talks, I’m outta here.” She busied herself with more sorting, and thought about that irritating woman Elizabeth something. She was right about the bird.
Ed’s eyes fell upon the parrot a few minutes later, and he said, “Aren’t you just a little curious about what Eric might have written? It might explain the reason he’s hidden here instead of displayed in the house.”

“Yes…maybe I am a little curious. This is an attractive display and I’m thinking of putting him in the entryway downstairs. Someday, I may begin looking at the little hidden snippets of Eric’s past,” she said while making quotation marks with her fingers, and an exaggerated rolling of her eyes then added, “But not this moment.”
Ed loaded a few boxes onto the dolly and went downstairs. He put items of interest aside, to go through later. The remainder went into their vehicles.

Leanna came down from the attic with a small antique table and the stuffed parrot. She set the table down in the hallway and carefully displayed the mount. A small envelope fell to the floor and Leanna picked it up. She hesitated to open it, but after a few moments of pondering, she gave in to her curiosity.

A few gray feathers fell out, along with a small folded piece of paper. Written in sloppy script were the words of a fifteen-year-old Eric McDuggal, ‘Bongo you goddamn bird you talk too much! I am GLAD you crashed into the window and broke your neck! Grandma shouldn’t have had you stuffed!!! I never want to see or hear you again!! You spoke your last goddamn word. He was a prick and a asshole and you couldn’t stop talking and talking you stupid bird!!!’
Stunned, she said, “He hated the bird. Read this. I don’t know what to make of it.” 
He read it and looked just as perplexed as Leanna. “I have no clue. Apparently, he didn’t want the bird preserved…the bird probably too much and irritated the hell out of him. Teenagers are well known for their low tolerance levels. But, this, um ‘asshole prick’ he mentions, still no clue. Pretty strong words for a fifteen-year-old.” He put the note back into the opening, then joined Leanna in the kitchen for lunch.

Leanna grabbed several items from the refrigerator and said, “So, Eric was a teenager with a huge chip on his shoulder. Apparently, you don’t have kids, or you would have known that teenagers all go through that. I practically raised my brother from the horrible age of fourteen. His bad attitude emerged about the same time as the acne.”

After he opened a beer that Leanna offered, Ed said, “Yeah, I suppose…but Eric was an animal lover, Leanna. His pets were all mounted, and displayed after they died…but he didn’t display the parrot. Odd, huh?”

“Yes. Quite odd…”

Chapter 20

The next day, Sunday, was unseasonably warm, although it was the middle of October. Ed and Leanna took the boxes to the antique shop and stacked them in the back. He slapped the dust off his jeans, and stated, “I haven’t seen Grandpa in quite a while. Are you game? I’m ready for some fun. Dust detail is done for me. We will pick up some pre-cooked chicken somewhere. He loves that greasy stuff. Later, if you would like, we’ll go kayaking. If you have any questions about the appearance of the mystery bird, you can ask him. I guarantee he will be most hospitable to a lovely woman. He has a weakness for a pretty face.”

“Oh stop it.” She looked at the overwhelming pile of boxes and then said, “Okay, Ed, we’ve worked hard enough and you’re right. Time for some fun.”

George Simon was a seventy-six-year-old man with gray hair, a little sparse on top. His friendly manner made a person feel welcome upon entering his home. He was happy to see his grandson; when he invited the couple in, his frenzied little Chihuahua danced around Leanna, yapping.

He furnished the two-story log cabin’s dining room with a rustic carved oak table and chairs. The large living room had a beautiful fireplace, surrounded by a sofa, and easy chairs, also made of carved oak, and rich red velvet upholstery. George’s collection of antique quilts and throw rugs added an odd eclectic ambiance that only an elderly widower could enjoy. 
Leanna was impressed with the artwork that George put into the scattered animal mounts. He added special touches, such as dried flowers, twigs, and pebbles hardened with an epoxy resin. The items surrounded the preserved animal, giving an impression of its existence in a natural habitat. It was not difficult to understand why Ed so admired his grandfather’s work, that he became a taxidermist as well.

Ed and Leanna helped George set up the table with the buckets of fried chicken and potato salad and then sat down to eat.

“Grandpa, Leanna was married to the late Eric McDuggal.”

“Oh well I’ll be damned. Eric McDuggal. I remember him when he was a little kid, around ten or eleven. The only house pets I ever preserved were for Eric McDuggal. His grandmother hired me to do them, and paid big bucks too. Strange child, Eric was. I’m sorry to hear of your loss, dear.” George shook his head in an added gesture of sympathy, then took a bite of his chicken.

Ed winked at Leanna, and then said, “I was at Lea’s house yesterday. I saw your mounts. The cats and the dog, Jake. Strangest thing is we found a parrot as well. That bird was the only pet not displayed in the house. It was in the attic, stashed in a box.”

George cleared his throat, and then said, “Emma brought him in to be stuffed. Apparently, the bird’s wings hadn’t been clipped and the poor thing flew into a window and broke his neck. Eric was around fifteen, maybe sixteen. Why he didn’t display the parrot in the house is a mystery to me, not to mention a damn shame. I had a devil of a time preserving that mass of gray feathers, Jumbo or Timbo, or whatever the hell the bird’s name was.”

“So…what can you tell us about Eric when he was a kid? Strange child isn’t very descriptive.”

“That boy was a quiet little freckled redhead, very attached to his grandmother. Emma would give him the moon if he asked. Eric wanted his pets stuffed when they died and she called several taxidermists to find one that would do it. It wasn’t even thought of in those days. I refused at first, but she persisted. She arrived one day with this frozen Persian cat. She had several pictures of the cat while alive, and she had even taken measurements of the cat before freezing it. Apparently, she was familiar with the necessary preliminaries of taxidermy. I relented and took on the little boy’s cat.” He stood up and grabbed three beers out of the refrigerator. Passing them around, he continued, “The parrot was the next animal I stuffed. Emma brought him in. A few months later, after he was done, I delivered the bird, and Eric didn’t seem anxious to open the box. He left the room, and Emma paid me.”

He began to clear off the table and Ed stood up to help. “We found a note, written by a very angry teenage Eric. He apparently hated the bird, and some man that Bongo mimicked.”

Ed stole a glance at Leanna; she opened the beer and took a healthy swig.

George sat back in his chair, and then said, “Emma had a husband for a few years, I heard. He was a loud drunk. The bird probably picked up some obscene language from the guy’s binges. I don’t think they were married more than six or seven years-”

Leanna interrupted, “So much I never knew about my husband.” She stood up to help clear the table, flashing Ed a look of discomfort.

He took the cue and said, “Leanna needs a break from this, I think. Grandpa, do you still have a kayak lurking around here somewhere?”

“Hell, I have two singles, and a tandem. Go. Leave the mess. I’ll take care of it. Enjoy yourselves.” He waved them off.

The afternoon on the tandem kayak was relaxing. The couple paddled two miles along the shore of Lake Elaine Marie, enjoying the view of the mountains, the fresh air, and the change of colors in the leaves. The radiant sunlight enhanced the beautiful reds, oranges, and golden colors in the trees surrounding the lake. 
Gentle ripples of waves caused the kayak to bob up and down, and while paddling, Ed said, “I remember canoeing with Grandpa when I was a kid. Ahh…what memories. He loved to fish and we would sit for hours in the hot sun. It didn’t matter if we caught fish or not.”

Smiling back at him, Leanna said, “This is a great place to grow up. You must have a lot of great memories.”

“I sure do. My sister and I spent hours in the lake…canoeing, fishing, and swimming. It was great.”

They pulled the kayak up to a small area of sandy beach to take a short hike. While they walked, Leanna said, “How did your parents feel about your handling animal carcasses at such a young age?”

“My folks were a little squeamish about it, but it got me out of their hair. He hired me. As a small kid, I was making money with clean up, prep work, and fetching his tools. I was also in charge of lunch detail, made by Grandma, delivered by me. Those were great times.”

Leanna brushed her wind-blown hair aside with her hand. “I guess it was inevitable that you would get into the taxidermist business like George.”

“Yeah, I was hooked. Taxidermy is regarded as a gruesome business and most people are not very comfortable around mounted animals.”

“Or dead husbands. Sorry, Ed. That slipped.”

Shaking his head with a smirk, he said, “I suppose I deserved that. I wish Jon hadn’t dragged me into that. The dumb ass.”

“Ed, you have a mind of your own. You could have just said no,” Leanna said with a scolding frown.

“You’re right, but the jerk got me after I’d had a few beers.”

Leanna stopped walking, faced him squarely, and said, “Damn it, Ed. Are you telling me that you’d decided to preserve Eric in a drunken moment?”
“Hell no, Leanna. Jesus.”

“Then why? You had to know it was a revolting plan. You handle fur, not flesh. Human flesh. Damn it all, I can’t even fathom the image of doing such a thing.”

“Jon was persuasive. He needed the money…damn it, Lea, we all do something in our lives we regret later. This is mine. If I had met you before I did it, there is no way in hell I would have…become involved.” He looked into her eyes, unable to hide his attraction for her, and then continued, “Lea, the money was only a small part of my reason for doing it. Eric was a very persuasive man…I felt sorry for him. Then, there’s Jon. Jesus, that guy’s a hoot…”

Leanna folded her arms, shook her head, and said, “I understand, Ed. We seem to come back to this and…well, damn, it’s getting old. Let’s just drop it.”

“Yes, let’s please do. Are you getting chilly?” 

“Yes, a little.”

“Okay, time to head back.”

They walked back to the kayak, ate a snack, and then paddled along the shore toward George’s cabin.

When they arrived back at the cabin, they found George outside talking to an elderly neighbor. George introduced Phyllis Ritter to Ed and Leanna. She was a very small woman with sharp features. Phyllis was an odd sort, loud and verbose, but charming in her own way. 
Upon hearing the name McDuggal, her eyes lit up and she looked closely at Leanna, then asked, “Are you related to the late Emma McDuggal?”

“My husband was Eric. He died in March.”

Phyllis shook her head, and then said, “Why Emma was a very good friend of mine. I am so sorry to hear about Eric. He could not have been that old. Emma and I played bridge with Sarah Laughlin and Josephine Ellis every Tuesday night…until she married that bastard Joe Henderson. The man left her several times, but then the damn SOB showed up when he damn well pleased with the foulest mouth. He was a drunk and vile man. Poor Emma. She wouldn’t talk about it, not to her dearest friends…not to anyone.”

Ed looked at her with a raised brow, and a sly grin and said, “Phyllis, if she didn’t talk about it, how did you know?”

“Bongo, the parrot. That bird repeated conversation that went on in the house. What a foul vocabulary his little beak picked up. My, my my. It’s a wonder they didn’t glue his little beak shut,” she said with a laugh.

Leanna and Ed looked at each other without comment.

Glancing at his watch, Ed said to George, “We had a great time. Thanks for use of the kayak. It was nice meeting you, Phyllis. We need to hit the road. We both work tomorrow.”

George gave him a warm hug, then said, “If you don’t have plans for the holidays, you and Leanna are welcome to come here. Plan on Thanksgiving, but let me know ahead of time so I can shop. I’m not a bad cook, Ed. I’ve gotten lazy. Living alone does that, as you know, but if I’m having guests, it will be a feast to remember.”

“I’ll get back to you, okay?” 
With a warm smile, Leanna turned to George, and said, “It was nice meeting you and you too, Phyllis. I had a very nice time.”

George refused her offer of a handshake and gave her a warm hug instead and they soon parted company.

Ed took Leanna to a crowded steak house on the way home. Once seated, he said, “The lake was great. Have you enjoyed the day as much as I have?”

A relaxed smile crossed her lips and she answered, “It has been great. Your grandpa is terrific. We could not have asked for nicer weather for kayaking. It was relaxing and…well, I needed that. Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure. I’m glad you liked Grandpa.” He sat back in his chair, and crossing his arms casually, said, “What did you think of that quirky Phyllis? She’s a crusty old lady, huh?”

“She’s an adorable crusty old lady.”

“Aren’t you a little curious about…well the step-grandfather that Eric never mentioned? And the parrot…I mean, you were married for eight years-”
She interrupted, “Ed, he shut me out about a year after we were married. I can’t say that he was abusive…just abrupt, and detached. I guess Eric’s childhood with Grandma Emma was not as Utopian as he had led me to believe. It is strange that he never brought it up…not even when things were good between us. Anyway, I really don’t want to end this great day on negative chatter. None of it matters now.”

The server arrived with two draft beers and took their orders.

After she left, Ed inhaled deep breath, and then said, “Okay, no more negative chit chat. Tell me about Leanna McDuggal. You’ve heard my story. What’s yours?”

“I can do that, and the cool thing is I have nothing to hide. I moved here from Michigan in 1993, in my early twenties. In Michigan, I ran a pet grooming business in my home. Mom died soon after I graduated high school and left the house to my stepbrother Ronald and me. I started the business one day with a newspaper ad because my brother and I had a horrible argument. He was eighteen years old and quite the slob. I threatened him that if he didn’t do his part of the chores, I would bring in pets and start a grooming business. He is highly allergic to animal fur.” 
“Did he change his ways?”

“Hell no. I started the business, remember? However, it really took off. I did well with it and he even got involved so that he could make a few bucks. He popped antihistamines like candy.” She smiled, and then added, “Don’t get me wrong…I love my brother. He’s great. Still a slob though.” 
Ed laughed at her amusing anecdote. “What brought you to Mt. Chocorua, New Hampshire?”

“Well, except for Ron, I don’t have much family in Michigan. My father left when I was a toddler, so I never really knew him. My stepfather was around just long enough to conceive Ron, then Mom and him divorced. Michigan is okay, but I came to this area with a friend and I fell in love. The mountains and lakes in New Hampshire attracted me. I visited later and rented a cabin on the lake for about a month. I decided to make the move. Ron was starting college, so we sold the house. I wasn’t in a hurry to find work, but Eric hired me a few months later and the rest is history.” She stopped talking when the server delivered their meals.

When she left, Ed said, “Any regrets?”

“No, not really. At least, not until recently. I’ve been through some bad times…and with my dead husband in the house…jeez, sorry.” 

Ed gulped down a mouthful of steak with a drink from his beer, then said, “Ahh…yeah, it comes up again. I’m sorry too.”

Leanna was quick to get back on track, “Hey, it’s a nice area here.”

“And you’re in this beautiful little state, with year-round fun stuff to do.” Ed watched her while she cut into her steak, noticing her long slender fingers.

Sensing his eyes on her, she grinned, pointed to his plate, and commanded, “Finish your steak before it gets cold.”

“Yeah, I’m hungry. Paddling always works up my appetite.” He took a bite then asked, “Are you making any long-term plans for your future?”

“I don’t know. I have considered an art course at the college, but it’s too soon right now. I feel like my life is on hold,” she replied while buttering her broccoli.

“Understandable.”

“The antique shop keeps me busy and I love it.” Her enthusiastic smile confirmed her statement.

“It’s great that you’ve found your niche, but your art, Lea…It would be a shame to waste.”

“Yes, and someday I will consider moving it.”

While finishing his meal, Ed looked at Leanna and thought, I never noticed those dimples before when she smiles. What a nice smile…

Leanna glanced up at the man and thought, I am having dinner with a man that turns death into art.

When Ed walked her to the door, they heard a loud crash coming from the study. He ordered her to stay near the door while he went in to investigate.

Ed was relieved to discover that it was none other than Cynthia; she had knocked over a large vase. He called out to her, “Leanna, your cat made a little mess. I’ll pick it up if you hand me a broom and dustpan.”

Breathing a sigh of relief, she replied, “Leave it. I’ll get it later.”

“You’re sure?” He came into the living room.

“Yes, I’m not in a great hurry to enter the room, but yes, I’m sure. Leave it be for now.”

“Uh…your canary is in the room, on Eric’s shoulder, again.” He stifled a laugh. She ignored his poor attempt to hide his amused smile.

“I just leave him there. He will fly into his cage when he is hungry. Damn bird seems to enjoy his little game,” she said with a smile and a roll of her eyes.
Ed looked at his watch. “I have had a great time today. Oh, I picked out some items from your attic yesterday. They are in my jeep. Mostly old tools and some books. I would like to buy them from you.”

Leanna shook her head, and said, “No. I said to take what you want. It’s no problem.”

“The books I picked out are worth some money. I even found a first edition book. Douglas Mawson’s, The Home of the Blizzard. It’s about an Antarctic expedition…”

She smiled and said, “If you took the time to look, you would have found more. I have a little collection tucked away in some of those boxes. My passion is reading non-fiction history of exploration, nautical, travel, and mountaineering. Arctic and Antarctic exploration tops the list. The book you found, I have another just like it. Please keep that one. You earned it.”

“Thanks. That’s great. We seem to have the same literary interests. Have you read Nansen or Amundsen, or are you more interested in the Englishmen? They didn’t have the best of luck making it to the South Pole. Poor Scott made it, but on the way back…”

Leanna finished his sentence, “Five men died. It was such a shame that his skepticism in the use of sled dogs led to their deaths. His blunders were numerous, tragic, and inexcusable.” She sighed, and then realizing the time, said, “Ed, I am tired. The kayaking did me in, I think. I would love to pick your brain another time, about our joint interest in reading material. It has been a while since I have read my books, but it still very much interests me. Keep Mawson’s book and we’ll go through the others another time. Tonight is going into tomorrow and I need to get to work early and sort through the mess in the back.”

Ed nodded and replied, “I will do that. I am attending a taxidermy convention Tuesday through Thursday. Mind if I stop by tomorrow evening with some take-out Chinese? It’d be a great send-off.”

“I’d like that.” 

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Good night.” He kissed her lightly on the cheek, and departed.

Leanna sprawled out on the couch to relax before retiring for the night. She stretched, picked up a book and sleepily began to read. She was halfway through the chapter, when Lucy suddenly stood up and whined. The cocker spaniel walked over to the foyer and began to pace. The little dog looked at her and continued to whine.

“Lucy, lay down.” 
The dog refused. Her whimpers became more intense. Annoyed, Leanna got up from her relaxed position and walked over to the dog. Together, they walked into the foyer.

In the darkened hallway, Leanna spotted a live African Gray parrot. Leanna gasped. Frozen to the spot, she stared at the creature; he was a lovely bird with sheen to his plumage and a red feathered tail. 
Soon, Leanna began to hear a strange sound coming from the bird. 
It began to speak. Its words were in micro-syllables, almost a non-language. The sounds were guttural. He maintained eye contact with Leanna while he spoke, and his eyes became an iridescent color of gold, flecked with rays of light that cast strange images onto the walls. Standing there transfixed by this oddity, she became terrified.

When she started to back away from him, he flung himself at her, his long talons clinging to her sweater, tearing gouges into her skin. She jumped in fright, and awoke from the horrific nightmare.
Leanna trembled, then buried her face into the throw pillow and began to sob.

Chapter 21

After a quick breakfast the next morning, Leanna grabbed a broom and with a sense of dread, entered the study to sweep up the broken vase. Elias watched her from across the room, while perched on the curtain rod. Looking up at the vagrant little bird, Leanna shook her head and continued to sweep. 
Soon, the bird flew from his perch and landed on Eric’s shoulder. Leanna shook her head, snarled at the critter and looked away. Then she panned over to Eric’s lifeless face and shuddered. His intense features, the piercing empty eyes in his waxen-like exterior were unnerving.

Grimacing, she thought, it is so creepy.  That menacing glare of his…how am I supposed to deal with that? Damn. Leanna stopped what she was doing, turned and looked directly into his hard steely gaze, and seething with burning rage, she spewed, “You were a vile man. You were a cold, cruel, and unfeeling bastard. Somehow, you have managed to find a way to bring that same sinister, evil presence into your death. What the hell are you doing here besides creeping me out, invading my life with nightmares…Damn you.” She turned on her heel to make her way out of the room. A movement caught her eye; it was the bird.
The canary became more animated than usual; he flew around the room, and then again landed upon Eric’s shoulder and started to make his usual little bird sounds. Leanna was losing patience with the mischievous pet. Glaring at Eric one more time, she started to turn away when she noticed the bird walking down the front of Eric’s shirt. Elias began to peck at his tie clip. It was an unusual custom-made design. She watched as the little character continued to play; then a part of the tie clip loosened and fell onto the lap of the cadaver.

The bird swooped down and picked it up with his beak. Her curiosity got the better of her when Elias flew around the room. The silly bird then landed on her shoulder. He had never done that before and she was stunned. Leanna held out her finger for him to perch and when he landed, he dropped the item into her other hand and flew away. 
Examining it, she was amazed to discover that it was the desk key.
Leanna looked at the key in her hand and took a deep breath and glaring at the corpse, said, “I’m not sure what you’re up to Mr. McDuggal but I’m not up to playing your games. Can any of this get any creepier? Just, please let me be. Damn I can’t believe I’m talking to…to you.” She dropped the key into an empty antique inkwell on the desk and hurried out of the room.

When she walked into the living room, she discovered the little canary in his cage. He was singing. Sweet sounds continually erupted from the little bird’s cage while Leanna dressed for work. Her irritable mood began to lift while she put on a jacket and grabbed her car keys. She did not realize how much she missed Elias’ singing. It put a smile on her face while she drove to work.

The antique shop kept her busy. She began to empty the boxes and stock some items onto shelves. Books that she knew would interest Ed, she put aside. Sorting through the inventory kept her mind occupied most of the morning. 
She began thinking about Eric’s background; she grew curious about the mystery parrot and the step-grandfather she had never heard mentioned, but even more so, resentful about Eric’s intrusion into her life after death.

While she was putting the final touches on a display of antique fishing lures, Rita entered the shop. She hugged Leanna, then said, “When I woke up this morning you popped into my mind. I just had to stop by. How are you doing these days?” She handed Leanna a box of fresh pastries from the bakery.

“Oh, thank you. I have missed you. Things are okay. I’m keeping busy. Take one,” she said after opening the box.

“Nope. Watching my girlish figure—take them away. Wait. That one has no calories.” She picked up an éclair, relishing it with silly delight.

Leanna laughed, then exclaimed, “You wretched beast, leaving me with all the calories.” She grabbed a pastry, and then teased, “Have your silly delusions. Last time I checked the caloric content of an éclair, it mentioned three days on a treadmill. Heh-heh.”

While running her finger through the custard filling, Rita said, “Don’t care. I’ve started a new routine for staying in shape. Whenever I go to the bakery, I park the car about four blocks away. I go in, I’m famished, I eat my pastry. Then I burn it all off on my way back to the car.”

“I didn’t know this city had four blocks, so unless you’re parking your car in the next county…”

“The four blocks circles the city and borders Maine. So there.” Rita teased her with the last bite of her éclair.

“Yeah, whatever. Have another éclair,” Leanna offered.

“Ugh. Keep ‘em. Hannah will enjoy them.”

A customer walked in and while Leanna assisted her, Rita wandered around the shop, impressed with all that Leanna had accomplished. Her mind drifted to the days when she had first met Leanna…new in the neighborhood, from Michigan, and not a clue about the surrounding area.

Leanna had stopped by to ask if Rita had a city map. She wanted to check out the area. Rita invited the young woman to hop into her car and tag along. She was on her way to do her own shopping and welcomed the company. 
Leanna accepted the offer and the young women became the best of friends.

The customer left the shop and Rita turned to Leanna and said, “I’ve worried about you. Are you holding up okay?”

Lowering her gaze, Leanna said, “There are some days…it’s not easy. He wasn’t kind to me, but I-”

Rita interrupted her, “You need to remember the good times. The day you met, I remember it so well. He was somewhat aloof, but you brought out the life in the man.”

As she stood there wiping her hands off from the pastry, Leanna said, “Eric had a strange old-fashioned way about him. We did not make love until after the wedding. I was so in love, that I mistook his aloofness as bashfulness. I was naïve. It’s true what they say, Rita. Love is blind.”

“Try to savor the best of times. The first year of your marriage…it was good. Let go of the ugly times, Leanna. He’s gone…”

Leanna’s mood changed, and she said, “Seven years of detachment from him…he was bitter and callous and had this ominous glare. I never felt comfortable in the same room with a husband that displayed such contempt. The night he passed away, he asked that I stay with him. He said, ‘Your presence comforts me.’ God. How could he be so detached during our marriage then tell me that on his deathbed?”

“Lea, he waited to tell you that a little late, but it’s how he felt…”

Ignoring Rita’s words, Leanna argued, “No, he didn’t feel for me what a man is supposed to feel. Maybe it was something I did or didn’t do…”

“It wasn’t you. He was detached from well…everyone.”

“The pets were treated with so much affection, I was jealous of them. Can you imagine being jealous of a cocker spaniel?” She shuddered at the revelation to her friend.

“Yes, I remember how he treated his pets. God, Lea, the man stuffed them when they died. Didn’t that strike you as horribly macabre? It gave me the shivers whenever I looked at that Siberian husky…those glassy blue eyes staring out of a dog long dead. Please tell me you disposed of the dead pets around your house…”
Leanna turned her gaze away from her and kept silent. 
Rita knew she had gone too far and said, “I should keep duct tape around for times like this. I’m sorry. Hey, I need to go. I have a hair appointment. I’ll call you later, okay?”

Leanna forced a smile and replied, “Sure. I was hoping there was a reason for that hair calamity.”

“Oh hush. It’s getting fixed. See ya.” Rita hugged her friend and walked out.

Business was slow, as it often was that time of year. The shop remained quiet most of the afternoon with an occasional customer coming in to browse.

Bored, she went into the back to sort through the boxes. Two cartons marked Emma somehow ended up at the antique shop. Curious about the contents, Leanna opened one. Inside, she discovered several quilts, handmade by Emma McDuggal. Impressed by their beauty, she could not wait to take them home to display in the house. She thought, why were these hidden away? Such workmanship.
Underneath the bottom quilt, she discovered a journal. Emma McDuggal- 1959-The Year of Grief was the title. A yellowed news clipping fell out with the headlines “Airplane Crash Kills 156”. She read the tragic newspaper article with the list of casualties. Listed amongst the victims were Eric’s mother and father. After reading it, she began to read the journal. 
Handwritten in a small feminine script were the words of Mrs. Emma McDuggal. The first page, dated March 14, 1959, began with, I don’t know if I can go on. I want to do myself in. If I had the courage, believe me, I would take my own life! My sweet sons are both gone…my husband of nearly 30 years…gone. A horrible airplane crash has destroyed my joy, my hopes, my son, his beautiful wife…leaving behind the most precious of babies, Eric. I cannot write further…

Leanna turned the page to find that the woman had taken up her pen a week later. A customer entered the shop; she put it back in the box to take home.

While the customer browsed, Ed called. “Hey, Lea, still interested in Chinese? I’m going to phone in an order ahead of time. What would you like?”

“Ah…I’m partial to anything lo mien with pork fried rice, and egg rolls. Surprise me, Ed. Oh, I found a couple of boxes marked Emma that we’d accidentally brought here, and another one with old exploration books that I’m bringing home. You are free to go through the books, if you’d like.”

“Great! I’ll see you around 6:30.”

Sorting through the remainder of the cartons made the day fly by quick. Leanna closed the shop at 5:00 and picked up a 6-pack of beer on the way home.

Hannah was in the living room vacuuming when Leanna arrived home. She turned off the machine to greet her. “Hello, Mrs. McDuggal. Did you know your little bird has been singing? What delightful sounds coming from that little beak.” Hannah was an energetic, sixty-one-year-old woman. She started working as the McDuggal’s housekeeper at the young age of nineteen, when Eric was an active three-year-old.

Leanna put the heavy box of books on a table, smiled and replied, “He is a sweet bird. I am happy to see he is back in his cage. Hannah, I am having a guest tonight. Mr. Simon is bringing dinner, so no need for you to prepare anything. Do you mind brewing a pot of coffee and fixing some sort of treat before you leave?”

“Not at all, Mrs. McDuggal. I’ll get to it right away.” Hannah put the vacuum away and went into the kitchen.

The box with the quilts looked inviting. When she opened it and shuffled through the quilts, the journal fell out when she lifted one. She thought, I do not have time for this. It did not stop her from opening the journal, however. After scanning through the entry she’d read earlier, she continued to read more.
‘How long has it been since I have had a small child in the house? Eric is a sweet child, but can I keep up? A 2-year old is a lot of work…

Leanna scanned through the anecdotes of Eric’s mischievous antics. Emma described a smiling, lovable and affectionate toddler with loads of personality, which made Leanna smile, but was a puzzle to her nonetheless.

That fun little toddler that Emma wrote about had grown up into an isolated and solemn man. She put the journals aside, folded the quilts and put them back into the box. She opened the other Emma box, and discovered needles, thimbles, embroidered swatches, and hidden at the bottom was another pile of old journals, titled and dated from 1960 to 1970. 
Looking at her watch, she thought, when I have time, I’m reading these. It’s about time I get to know Emma. She took the journals and went upstairs to prepare for her guest.

While showering, Leanna’s mind riveted back to the nightmare of the previous night. It continued to distress her; she shuddered at the recollection.

She rushed through the shower, dried off, and dressed casually in jeans, and a sweater. Her naturally curly hair needed very little care; hair gel and finger shaping was all it required. Blessed with a natural glow, cosmetics were an option for Leanna. Tonight, she chose to go without.

Heading downstairs, she heard Hannah talking. Ed had arrived early. He wore khaki pants, a cardigan sweater and sneakers. Hannah took the boxes of Chinese take-out from him so that she could serve them in the dining room in proper style. 
Ed noticed her when she was halfway down the steps. “Hello, Leanna. I’m early. Sorry about that, but tomorrow I have to get up around six and drive to Portland for the convention. I can’t stay too late.” He added, “You look great!”

“Thanks. The food smells good. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until the aroma of Chinese wafted in,” she said with a smile.

Hannah was finished setting up the dining room and they sat down to eat.

While filling their plates, Ed casually said to Leanna, “Grandpa called me today. He enjoyed our visit. He said, and I quote, ‘Your friend Leanna is a sweetie. Bring her by, anytime, Eddie.’ End of quote.”

“He’s a great guy, and I had a wonderful time, Eddie.”

Ed laughed, and took a gulp of his beer. His eyes fell onto a painting. “I was looking at some of your artwork Saturday, Leanna. You are very talented. Your use of color is magnificent. What exactly is that?” He pointed to an oil painting of which the colors ran into each other. A lone figure stood out; its sharp lines and odd angles caught the eyes of the beholder while the surrounding muted background seemed inconsequential. The figure itself was in deep shades of violets and related hues.

She put her fork down, and said, “It’s hard to define. I paint what I feel. During the last few years of my marriage, my art reflected my mood. This particular piece is about a woman who refuses to give in to melancholy, no matter what her surroundings. The background symbolizes her life, her home, her whatever. She stands out, away from it. She is bigger and stronger than the darkness that shadows her.” She exhaled and opened a can of beer.

“Did you ever tell him how you felt? Painting is a great release, but it doesn’t restore the health of a bad relationship.”

“Ed, he disconnected from me. The relationship was great at first…the courtship and honeymoon period. Then, well, after that first year or so, I could not reach him. He became bitter and apathetic…no explanation.” She paused, and then added, “Sorry, but you asked for it.”
“Yeah, and I’m regretting that.”

With a forgiving smile, she said, “Enough of my past issues. Anyway, tell me about your convention. What do a group of taxidermists talk about when they meet at a convention?” 
“Ahh…you just had to ask, didn’t you?” Rubbing his hands together, and wearing a mock evil eye he teased, “Heh-heh! Wouldn’t you like to know?”
Not missing a beat, she said, “Not really. A bunch of guys that strip skin off animals for a living, all gathered in one place? I’d prefer to stay in the dark on that.”

“Oh, but you did ask, my dear.”

“Okay, then continue. Just leave out the how-to’s.”

“Got it. New techniques are introduced at the seminars, and vendors from throughout New England rent booths to sell supplies. I usually pick up whatever I need. It’s great. I have met a few people at past conventions and I look forward to seeing them again.”

“Sounds interesting…and a great way to meet others…like you,” she teased.

“Yeah, we oddities of nature need to come together once a year and discuss the issues we have with the unenlightened.”

Leanna rebutted with a chuckle, “Don’t even think about referring to me as unenlightened. Look around you, Ed.”
“Enlightened, you are…but I sense a lack of understanding in my career choice.”

“No, Ed. What you do is another form of art. You sense incorrectly. I do, however, have a difficult time understanding the alternate path you took when Eric approached you…”

He finished eating, pushed his plate aside and said, “We can’t seem to get past this, can we?” 
Leanna stood up and began cleaning off the table, and said, “I am trying to get past it, okay? Would you react any differently if a dead loved one came back to sit in your house?”

“Leanna…”

She held up a hand. “Never mind. Let’s please drop it. I promised myself I wouldn’t do this.”
Ed stood up to help her with the dishes, and said, “Okay.”

“You don’t need to help. I’m just clearing the table, and loading the dishwasher. It will take me five minutes. Go browse in the box of books. I left it on the end table in the living room. I’ll join you when I’m done. Hannah left for the night and there is no way I’d leave this for her.”

“You’re not a spoiled rich girl, Leanna. Thank goodness for that.” He went in the living room to look through the box of books. 
While he was going through the first edition volume of Ernest Shackleton’s Heart of the Antarctic, Leanna joined him and then asked, “Have you read it?”

“Yes, a long time ago. I have also read Nansen, Amundsen, and Byrd. They made it to the poles and survived to talk about it. Successful adventurous endeavors are my passion. Shackleton had great leadership qualities. Too bad his two attempts to the South Pole were failures. He nearly died on both. The man did not give up. And then, his attempt to cross the Antarctic ended up with loss of his ship to the pack ice. What bad luck the man had. I’ve read both of his books in paperback.” He put the 2-volume book down, and then rummaged through the others.

She picked up the book and said, “The human element attracts me. Yes, Shackleton failed in his attempts to the Pole, however, he was a human being that was able to detour from the barriers that befell him and led his men to their survival. After the Endurance sank, he gave them hope, kept them healthy and busy while leading them to their eventual safely. Now that is the literature that calls to me.”

“Hmm…very profound. We read the same books, and somehow come away with a totally different insight.” He was glancing at a book by Roald Amundsen, and then added, “now here is a man with a purpose. Cut and dried. No scientific experiments, no man-hauling rock specimens across blizzard-strewn crevasses. Roald Amundsen and his men skied to the South Pole, and were the first to make it. They took dogs with them, not Manchurian ponies. The man knew what clothing to wear, what foodstuffs to take and they were well equipped to make it. They arrived back at base healthy and they had a tale to tell.”

Leanna frowned, then argued, “Yes, but still…he was a scheming and underhanded man. Even his men on the Fram were under the impression that they were headed north. He sent his mentor, Nansen, and his rival, Scott, each a telegram, telling of his alternate plans to go south. I regard that as a form of cowardice, Ed. Yes, he was the first to make it to the pole, and he did nearly everything right. But, it didn’t seem a fair fight.”

“You’re entitled to your opinion. However, the Antarctic was not owned by anyone. It was up for grabs…may the best man win, and whatever tactics work, go for it.”

She ignored his snide grin, shook her head, and then said, “Enjoy the book, Ed.”

Looking through the box, he pulled out an unopened letter, addressed to Mr. Eric McDuggal, dated November 9, 1995. He handed it to her. The return address was from David Marino, ISU, 127 Palmer Street, Portland, ME.

She looked at the unopened mail, not sure what to do with it.

Ed said to her, “You have rights to his mail.”

“It is several years old, and without value. Here, you read it, Mr. Curiosity.”

She gave it back to him, and then went to feed the noisy little canary.

Ed opened it without hesitation. “Hmm, ISU stands for Investigative Services Unlimited, Leanna. Mind if I read it aloud?”
“Go ahead.”

Ed cleared his throat, then began,

“’Dear Mr. McDuggal, I would like to thank you for allowing me an interview on October 27. Time to a private investigator can be our worst enemy. The Markham family hired our services 25 years too late and I do apologize for what turned out to be a dead end and a waste of your time. Mr. Markham would like to get his late father’s estate in order and this delay has put him in a compromising situation. If you happen to think of anything, Mr. McDuggal, which would be of help in this investigation, please feel free to call my office, extension 3. Regards, David Marino, P.I.’” Ed put the letter down, and looked at Leanna. 
She had a perplexed look on her face. “I have no clue what that was all about, Ed. Would you like another beer?”

“No thanks, Lea. Uh, do you mind if I keep this? I’d like to call this investigator or the company. I will be in Portland, and, uh, well…I am Mr. Curiosity, remember?”

“Go for it. I don’t need the letter, and I’m not curious. Have fun, but please, do not involve me with any of it.”

Ed put the envelope inside the book he was taking, then said to her, “I want to find out the essence of Eric McDuggal…find out what he was all about. You know, get inside the man-”

“Haven’t you done enough?” She blurted. She then lowered eyes, and said, “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean it. What exactly are you looking for?”

“Nothing that I can put my finger on. The man seemed elusive, which by itself isn’t weird. Eric was different, Lea. He denied you from ever finding out who he was. Eric left a lot of stuff out of his background…he shut you out, without provocation, without cause.”

She looked away, and then stated, “Ed, this is such a waste. What does it have to do with you? Hey, I’m fine. Drop it.”

“I won’t get you involved, if that’s what you want. Leanna, please let me have a go at this. Remember when I first brought him here? You asked me why he wanted to be…preserved. Maybe I’ll find the answer. I think you still want to know.”

She bit her lip, looked at him, and said, “Fine, Ed. Have a go at it. Sometimes, I am curious…well, more than curious. I would like to know why Eric chose to come back here, but I doubt that letter will help.”

“It’s a start, maybe. I should hit the road. I have to get up early.” He stood up, and gave her a warm hug. She thanked him for dinner, and Ed departed with the book and letter in his hand. He promised that he would call on Friday.

Chapter 22

While Leanna began putting the books back in the box, her mind wandered back a few years to the point in time that Eric had become distant. Married about a year, the couple worked side by side in the antique shop. Although Mr. McDuggal was not an affectionate man, he was thoughtful of her; she appreciated the occasional kind word from him. 
Then, something changed…

One day, he came home and refused dinner. He went into the study and closed the door. Leanna knocked, and hearing no response, she walked in.

Eric had snapped at her, “What right do you have to walk in here? If the door is closed, leave me be at peace.”
Leanna was stunned. “Eric, I only wanted to know if you’re okay. Please, say something when I knock.”

“I want privacy. Shut the door.”

Eric remained insolent the remainder of his life. Attempting to pinpoint the cause, Leanna drew a blank. She looked in the direction of the study, where her late husband chose to remain for eternity, and headed up the stairs to her room.

She picked up the pile of journals and began to read from where she last had left off.

‘August 3, 1960. Eric is such a sociable little guy. The trip to the museum was quite the experience. He is only three but oh what a mouth. The little guy talked to everybody he passed!’
Leanna continued to read about a happy child that gave his grandmother so much joy. She was amazed to discover that when Eric was a child between the ages of three to six, he was happy, and Emma taught him to be polite, and courteous. The entries in the journal reflected a little boy that had a love of life, he brought Emma’s life meaning, and she was able to carry on…

It was nearly midnight when Leanna finished the first journal. She picked up the next journal, which began on a different note.

‘March 7, 1962. I do not know what to make of the strange man, Joe Henderson. Where is he from? What does he do? Can I believe his story that he is a retired owner of an auto dealership? He sure knows how to down the scotch…I have to think about this…he sure makes my heart pound…

That is as far as she got, before falling asleep.

Chapter 23

Ed Simon lived in a large two-story house on several acres of wooded property. Modestly furnished in warm colors of rust, and different shades of green, it was reminiscent of the late 1960s. Scattered around the home were preserved mounts of unusual creatures, giving an ambiance that only Ed could appreciate. He took his artistry to new levels, preserving amphibians, or the occasional dead mouse that his cat dropped on the doorstep. The stuffed remains of rodents and creatures, usually not appreciated in a home, seemed appropriate to his method of housekeeping, which involved the act of kicking items out of his way. A bachelor, not by choice, Ed was a casual, earthy sort of fellow.

October had always been a great month for Ed. It was hunting season and he looked forward to the annual taxidermy conventions. The alarm woke him early, and he showered, packed a duffel bag and grabbed a quick cup of coffee with toast. While sitting in the kitchen, he grabbed the book My Life as an Explorer, by Roald Amundsen, that Leanna had loaned him. Leafing through it, the letter from the investigator fell to the floor. Stuffing it in his pocket, he grabbed his duffel bag, the book, his keys, and left the house.

Portland was a two-hour drive; he planned to check into the hotel early. While caught in slow-moving traffic, Ed called the phone number of the ISU on the letterhead with his cell phone. After listening to an answering machine, he hung up, relieved that it was still in existence. He thought, I am going to make it my first stop and get it out of the way. It probably won’t amount to much, but it’ll pass some time while I’m here. 
Ed began to think about Leanna more than he cared to admit. He liked the way she talked, her zest for life…her smile. She may not ever think more of me than the jerk that dropped her dead husband in her house and ran, Ed mused with sadness.

After he checked into the hotel, Ed helped himself to a map of Portland at the front desk. Grabbing his keys, he got back into his jeep and headed for Palmer Street. He bought a fast food meal on the way. The ISU agency was not difficult to locate. Ed parked the jeep, and sat there to eat his lunch.

It began to rain while Ed was finishing his sandwich. Looking at the letter one more time, he thought, why am I here? This is a waste of time. The man is dead and he should have been buried. Leanna doesn’t need this. I think I have done enough. It’s like I’m bringing him back…again and again and again.
Ed drove away, and returned to the hotel. Every October he looked forward to the opportunity to reunite with friends in the taxidermy profession. This year, however, Ed’s enthusiasm toward the convention diminished soon after he walked into the large auditorium.

The seminars, usually an interesting and valuable means of learning new techniques, seemed to drone, and his mind was elsewhere. While he made his way with haste through the aisles of displayed mounts in the competition arena, he almost collided head-on with an elderly man.

“Whoa, buddy, excuse me.”

 Ed mumbled his apologies, while the stranger eyed his nametag. 
“Ahh, you’re from New Hampshire. Great area, do you fish much?”

Ed replied, “Yes, when I have time.”

“I’m Rick Mathews. I lived in the area quite a number of years ago…my wife’s health forced a move to a warmer climate. After she passed away, I moved back to New England. I missed it.”

“Been here all my life, Rick. My grandfather George Simon taught me taxidermy while I was growing up, and fishing, hunting, you name it. Hey, sorry to hear about your wife.” 

“Yeah, thanks. Did you say George Simon is your grandfather? I have met him…several years ago. Did he continue with his pet projects?”

“Excuse me?” 
“Pets. He preserved a few house pets for some weird kid several years back.” Rick’s hilarity grated on Ed’s nerves. 
“Nice meetin’ ya. See ya around.” Ed turned to leave. 
“Hey, don’t take offense…I …it’s just that mounting pets wasn’t a common practice at that time, that’s all. I remember the kid, a little red head. His grandma requested my services before I sent her over to George. His grandpa was a real jerk, and a damn drunk.”

“The kid’s grandfather was dead. He died a few years or so before Eric was born. Must have been his step-grandfather. What do you mean…he was a jerk?”

Rick cupped his chin with his hand and answered, “Well, I lived twenty miles from the Mt. Chocorua area…not far enough for this woman to find me. She wanted someone to stuff this kid’s pets. She walked in with the dead cat, a little boy, and the step-grandfather with a nasty temper. He’s yanking this kid around by the back of the neck with one hand and holding a paper sack with a pint of liquor in the other. Real bad scene. He was insulting to the woman and she appeared a little bruised around the face. The way he yanked that kid around as if he were a bag of potatoes, I don’t doubt he was battered too. To this day, I regret that I didn’t report it.”

“What a sorry ass pity. I’ve heard the guy was a real jerk. My grandfather preserved a couple of Eric’s cats, a dog and a bird. Maybe he felt sorry for Eric.”

“Yeah. The kid cowered behind his grandma’s skirt and the old drunk yelled something like, ‘get outta Granny’s skirt and grow up, pussy boy!’ He was so obnoxious, I had to make the family leave my lab. I always wondered how that poor kid turned out…”

“He died of cancer last March.”

“Oh. He couldn’t have been very old,” Rick said with a frown.

“He was not a friendly man…somewhat elusive with people, that is. He still had his pets preserved, even after my grandpa retired. I, um…mounted a dog, and a couple of his cats.”

“Ahh, I see…so you followed in Grandpa’s footsteps, huh?” 

“Something like that. Hey nice meeting you. I’m going to meander around, pick up supplies and grab something to drink. Talk to you later.”

“Sure thing. See you around.”

Ed did not forget the conversation. No kid should grow up in an atmosphere like that. No wonder Emma divorced him…maybe it’s the reason Eric was the way he was.

After rushing through the venders’ booths for needed supplies, he dialed Leanna’s shop on his cell phone. There was no answer. Concerned, he tried her house. When Hannah answered, the strange noises on the other end indicated a poor connection. Hanging up, he decided to try later. 
He was incorrect in his assumption. The call went through just fine.

Chapter 24

Rita’s eyes landed on the dog, Jake. Appalled, she exclaimed, “I can’t believe you still have the pet carcasses. They are gruesome. Why didn’t your husband take pictures like normal people?” She looked away, disgusted. After finding the antique shop closed on a Tuesday, Rita was worried, and had dropped by the McDuggal manor. 

Leanna invited her in. “I woke up in the middle of the night with a migraine. You should have called. I’m not very hospitable right now so if you say one more negative about the dead pets, I’ll get vicious.”

“I’m sorry. It’s just that…they are a little weird.”

“They’re well behaved and won’t bother you. Excuse me. I need another dose of Maxalt. I’ll be right back.”

After Leanna went upstairs, Rita strode about the large room to see Leanna’s art. While admiring her extraordinary talent and clever usage of color, she almost tripped over the small table in the hallway. The parrot startled her when it almost tipped over. Rita shuddered and then muttered, “This is a damn still-life zoo.” She slowly made her way down along the wall as she enjoyed looking at each work of art, and ended up inside the study.

Something peculiar caught her eye when she first entered the room, but engrossed in a sensational oil of a New England autumn, she paid no heed. And then she spun around and spotted the hardened remains of Eric McDuggal. Rita gasped, and then began to scream. She startled the cat, which then flew through the air, landed on Eric’s face, and clung for dear life, as her claws gouged onto whatever she could grip of the odd material coating her master’s features. 

The dead man’s dignity, already compromised by the clinging cat, was shattered when he was tipped backward, complete with the chair. McDuggal then slithered out of the fallen chair, landing on his back. His unbending body stayed in its oddly bent position with his arms folded over his chest, his thighs vertical, and then turned at the knees so that his lower legs were positioned horizontal. He fell over to his side as gravity took charge, and one of the glass eyes became dislodged and rolled onto the floor. 
Rita continued to shriek, horrified at what she was seeing.

Leanna ran down the stairs to see what the commotion was all about while Hannah had answered the phone. The upheaval caused her to drop the receiver and run to Rita’s aid alongside Leanna. The cat scampered past the two women, chasing the disconnected eyeball, while it rolled into unknown reaches of the house. Ignoring the cat, they ran into the study. Leanna gasped, mortified by the hideous spectacle. The sight of Eric’s odd position on the floor, and Rita’s horror was appalling and Leanna could feel the hairs on her neck stand on end.
Leanna led her terrified friend out of the room. Hannah followed and shut the door behind her. The phone call had disconnected so Hannah put the receiver back on the cradle and left the two women alone. 
“Deep breaths will help, Rita. Relax, okay? Please? Then we’ll talk. I’ll explain but only if you pull yourself together.”

 Still trembling, Rita cried, “How could you keep that from me? If you had told me…confided in me…I would have understood. Eric was a pathetic weirdo.” She paused to catch her breath, then said, “May I have a drink? A beer? Anything. No, make it a bloody Mary. Seems fitting, eh? Jeez, that is sick.”

Leanna got the attention of her housekeeper and requested the drink. She then turned back to her friend and said, “I’m sorry, Rita. I had no idea Eric had done this until after the funeral when his attorney read me the will. It was a horrible blow for me. I spent the entire summer dreading the arrival of that god-awful display. I couldn’t talk about it, not to anyone, not even you.”

“Don’t keep it. Donate it to a museum, along with all the pets, or give them all a decent burial.”

Leanna massaged along the side of her aching head, “The will mandates that he stays in the house, along with all the pets. An annual deposit from his estate and trust fund will take place as long as I keep the house and all the contents as is.”
After sipping her drink, Rita exclaimed, “That depraved man. Do you need the house and the money that bad?”

“My mother didn’t leave us a large estate. Her house was a small ranch in a middle-class neighborhood. When she passed away, my dream of college dwindled. I came here with a little money from the house and I lived on that for a while, and then began to work for Eric. I have no viable resources to fall back on.”

Shaking her head from side to side, Rita said, “Oh boo-hoo, boo-hoo. You can afford to go to school now. Get a degree in something you want to do. Your art perhaps. You are very intelligent. Leave this house of horrors. It’s not your style. It’s not you.”

Leanna stood up, and in a huff, she said, “Just drop it. He has only been gone since March, and I am not rushing into anything until I can figure out what I want. I don’t like that corpse lurking in this house anymore than you do. That’s why the door stays shut. That is why we installed dust filters so the housekeeper doesn’t need to go in there. Publicity is to be avoided at all cost, and…and nosy friends.”

“I wanted to see your artwork. I wasn’t being nosy, damn you.”

Cynthia raced across the room like a cat possessed. She batted around an object as if it was a live mouse, but it made a strange noise. The women watched while the feline continued to dash across the room.

“What is she chasing?” Leanna said, somewhat relieved at the interruption.

The cat thwacked the item and it traveled as if having a mind of its own and then it landed at her feet. It was unfortunate that Rita was the one that picked it up. The lint-covered green eyeball of Eric’s stared at her when she rolled it around in her palm. Rita gasped in shock and tossed the eye against the wall. Picking up her jacket, she stood up and stormed out of the room.

At the door, she spun around and faced Leanna, who had followed behind and exclaimed, “Leanna, have fun in this house of disgust. Live here for eternity, with death surrounding you in every room. Hell, why not call your family mortician and arrange for your own permanent embalming. Don’t worry about publicity. No way am I telling anyone of this macabre set-up. As for me? I’m out of here.” She glared at the gray-feathered creature near the door, and slammed the door behind her as she left. 
Leanna’s head was pounding more that ever when she heard the phone ringing. “I got it Hannah. Hello?” Her irritation was clearly in her voice.

“Leanna? Why aren’t you working today? Are you sick?”

Her tone was caustic when she replied, “Ed, I have a migraine so I stayed home. Um…we have a problem. I had a visitor. My best friend Rita dropped by and she wandered about the house to look at my paintings. It’s unfortunate that she happened to walk into the study where my husband sits.”

“Oh no. I’m afraid to ask…”

“You have good reason. You haven’t heard the worst part. She startled the cat, and when Cynthia fled the room, she tipped him over. You need to do some repairs when you get back. One of his eyes fell out of its socket.” She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.  
His response could not have been worse. “That’s not something you see happen more than once in a lifetime, eh?”

Dead silence was all Leanna could manage. 
Ed winced with regret and said, “I’m sorry. I’ll fix it as soon as I return, I promise. Do you have the eye? Is it cracked? It’s made of glass-”

“The cat batted it around the room, and Rita threw it against the wall in fright. I have no clue where it’s at and don’t expect me to go crawling about the room to look. Any more idiotic questions? I need to throw up, and then get some rest. Good bye.” She hung up.

On the other end, Ed, reeling from her angry words, visualized the gruesome episode and then shuddered with disgust.

Chapter 25

“Listen, Jon, I have a huge favor to ask. I am in Portland, and leaving a day early because something came up. I just talked to Leanna McDuggal. Brace yourself.”

“Okaaay, what’s up?”

“Eric’s body tipped over and the eyeball popped out…” he could not finish. Jonathan’s laughter spewed into Ed’s ear, loud, raucous and unstoppable.

“Get it together, would ya? Just order a new eye. I need an exact replica.”

“Ok, I’ll get on it. Lighten up, man, and chill.”

“Yeah…thanks. Jesus.”

Jonathan’s boisterous voice cracked, revealing an edge of hilarity when he asked, “So, tell me, how did McDuggal flip out of his chair?”

“Hell if I know. She said something about a crazed cat, or a hysterical friend…or a combination of the two. What does it matter? McDuggal’s missing an eye and is laying in a heap on the floor and I need a beer. Catch ya later.”

The following morning, Ed checked out early and drove back to Mt. Chocorua. After grabbing a quick drive-thru lunch, his next stop was the Jonathan Wallbrook Funeral Home. He made his way through a family crowded in the vestibule, and knocked on Jonathan’s office door. A saddened couple strolled out, arm in arm, while Jonathan ushered Ed into the room and closed the door. Ed ignored the unnatural direction Jon’s hair seemed to protrude.

“I already ordered the eye. Only problem is, it will be quite a while before it’s finished. It was an unusual color. We had a devil of a time getting it before.” Jonathan’s animated nature was unnerving at times.

“Yeah, I know. That’s a shame,” Ed muttered. Jonathan was trying to hide an amused smirk. He failed. Ed shook his head in disgust, and warned, “Stop, will ya? It’s been a nightmare. Do you have any idea what Mrs. McDuggal has been through?”

“No, actually I don’t. I called you right after you delivered the body but you never called back. Fill me in. How did it go?”

“Picture it. You deal with people every day who have to view their loved one’s remains. Do you pay attention to their reaction?”

“Yeah, I do. Everyone’s different. It’s a traumatic time for them and seeing the body is—it’s difficult…but gives them a chance for closure.”

“It’s something you see every day, so maybe you’re become hardened to it.”

“That’s not fair. Damn it all, man. I think the correct term is showing professionalism.”

“I’m aware…and I didn’t mean it the way it came out.” 
“Yeah, I know.”

“It’s just that Mrs. McDuggal is living in the same house with her husband’s remains. Think about that. Would any of those people in that viewing room want to take grandma home? Go ask one of ‘em if they’d like to take the body home to stay. For kicks, tell him we’ll flex her so she can sit at the breakfast nook. How very special that would be. They can enjoy hot tea with grandma and she’ll never leave.”

Jonathan was speechless. Crossing his arms, he suddenly appeared taller than his five-foot, six-inch frame and he snarled, “Ed, damn it, we made the decision together. Remember? Ribs? A few beers? I didn’t hog-tie your ass and force you, kicking and screaming, to preserve that idiot McDuggal.”

Ed ran his hand up the side of his unshaven face, and with remorse, he said, “No, you’re right. I’m just worn out…the convention was a bust. I’m being an asshole. Sorry about that, man.”

“No problem. Look, I ordered the eye. Go home. Get some rest.” 

“I can’t. McDuggal is still on the floor…the damn cat flew at his face, or something like that…” Ed did not continue when he noticed that Jon had turned away to hide great spasms of laughter. Not amused, Ed shook his head, walked out the door, and headed for home.

After a nap on his sofa, Ed sat up, and thought, I’m hiring a cleaning service. This place reeks. After grabbing a beer, he began throwing almost every item of food from his refrigerator into the garbage disposal. Mold evolved out of leftover pasta dishes and he could not identify some of the petrified items that had become a work of art. Fruit that could walk out on its own and speak, unnerved him. After bleaching all surfaces of the emptied refrigerator, he opened a cupboard. Big mistake. A potato that had grown long sinister tentacles greeted him. The roots were on its way to invading other parts of the kitchen. Ed grabbed the near empty bag of spuds and disentangled it from an unidentified can of which it had a death grip, and tossed it into the trash. 
Downing his beer, he walked into the living room, kicked a lonely sock out of his way and headed for the bathroom, stripping on his way to the shower. Screw the house, he thought. I can’t put this off much longer. McDuggal needs to be sitting upright. Who’d thought that would happen? He thought while stepping into a hot shower.

Chapter 26

The phone was ringing when Leanna came home with an antique birdcage in one hand and a large paper sack in the other. 
It was Ed. “Hi, Leanna. If you don’t mind, I’d like to come over to fix the chair, and put Mr. McDuggal back in place.”

She held back a chuckle at the absurdity of his offer. “No rush. He’s not going anywhere. Please tell me you didn’t come home from your convention a day early for that.”

“No…no. I had things to do…” he lied, while tossing a pair of dirty jeans in the direction of his laundry room. Loose change flew out of the pockets and landed randomly on the living room floor. He ignored it.

“Oh, okay. Good. I’m here the rest of the evening, so come when you want.” 

“See you in an hour.”

Elias watched her while she set up the birdcage next to his. When Leanna opened the paper sack, she pulled out items from a local pet store. Included in the bag was a small box with holes. After setting up the cage with feeders, birdseed, and millet, she slowly opened the small box next to the empty birdcage, and a little female canary flew in. 
“Elias, meet Monique.”

Elias tilted his little head to the side and hopped on his perch to the side, and then turned his beak up at her. Snooty little bird. This was a normal reaction, according to the pet shop owner, but still disheartening to see him ignore the new addition.
She left the pair alone and headed upstairs for a quick shower. She dressed casually; jeans, fleece shirt and suede moccasin slippers, and upon entering the living room, she heard a familiar and lilting song from her sweet Elias. He was facing Monique, singing a robust mating call meant for her little bird ears only.

Engrossed in watching the birds, she had forgotten that Ed was coming over and his voice startled her when he said, “How’s your migraine? My sister gets them, so I know how vicious they can be.”

“Oh, Ed. I didn’t see you standing there. It’s all right for the time being. My medication keeps it in check if I catch it soon enough.”

His eyes fell on the antique cage and the little brownish-colored bird. “Elias seems to like him. What’s his name?”

“It’s a girl. Monique. She won’t sing, of course, but hopefully Elias will pull out of his funk. I miss hearing belting out his cool melodies.” 
He noticed the way her eyes sparkled, and for a moment he stood mesmerized by the unique color. “Uh, I promised to put fix the mess in your study. Enjoy your birds.”

“The chair’s heavy. Let me help.” 
“I’ll be fine, but thanks.”

“I would like to help. I can handle going in there—hell I might as well adapt to that atrocity. Apparently, he’s here to stay.”

“I’ll make it quick and painless,” Ed promised.

Walking into the study, Ed displayed a subtle expression of amusement, but as he neared the corpse, he was astonished. Leanna averted her eyes from Eric, and then Ed, embarrassed by the horrible disarray of Ed’s work. And then resentment for even thinking that way. After all, her best friend nearly had a heart attack over the sight of her dead husband. She chastised herself for not calling Rita and she made a mental note to do that soon. 
Ed picked up the chair. It was heavy as Leanna had warned, but he shooed her away when she offered to help. Examining the cadaver, he checked for other damage before sitting him upright. 

Leanna’s discomfort grew; gloom permeated the study. With a tone of impatience, she said, “What are you doing?”

“Looking for injuries other than the missing eye. Do you have it, by any chance?”

“Are you serious?”

“I was…”

“My enthusiasm level over Eric’s presence in my home has been on the low side, wouldn’t you say? Why would I concern myself over that stupid eyeball? It’s not exactly topping my priorities list.”

“Yeah, sorry. It must have been a horrible ordeal for your friend. I can’t imagine.”

“Well, it’s over with. She’ll recover.” Leanna shuddered as her eyes stole a quick glance at the figure still lying in a heap on the floor.
“I’m going to put him back in the chair. It shouldn’t be a problem doing it alone.”

“No, I said I’d help…” She bit her lip.

Ed hoisted the cadaver into a sitting position onto the edge of the chair. He had to keep him from falling forward so that he could shimmy the hips and buttocks back. Leanna stepped forward and held onto the corpse while Ed positioned him. After straightening out Eric’s clothing, he fixed the tie, and removed a bit of lint from his suit. He turned around to find Leanna shaken and pale.

“That’s it. Let’s get outta here.”

“He was a hideous sight with both eyes. Now look at that horror,” Leanna said just before they left the room.
Ed escorted her back to the adjoining living room, and sat across from her. He stayed quiet until she appeared to calm down, and then he began, “I met some old guy at the convention. I can’t remember his name, but he remembered Emma, Joe, and Eric coming into his shop some years ago. Emma wanted him to mount Eric’s dead cat. Small world, eh?”

“Yes, I suppose so.”

“I learned a couple things…about the family. Joe was abusive toward both of them, not just Emma. It might be the reason Eric never told you about Joe—”

She did not allow him to finish. Her expression became intense, and she said, “Why are you doing this? I want it behind me. He’s gone…but you brought his body here…and now you insist on digging up his past? What the hell’s the point?”

“Leanna-”

“He’s dead! Did you notice that hard, cold expression on that—that thing in there? How he’s mocking me with that steely glare? Do you have any clue what I feel? Explore his past on your own. I want zero involvement.” Seething with anger, she could say no more and she sprung from the sofa and turned away from him.

Ed stood up, gently grabbed her by the arm, and pivoted her around so that she now faced him. He took her by the shoulders and expressed words he did not plan. “I have…feelings for you.” His voice lowered; he continued, “It’s more—more than some mere attraction, Leanna.”

Her expression softened. “I don’t know what to say. I can’t—I just don’t see myself in a relationship…not yet. It’s too soon.”

Nodding, Ed lowered his eyes and said, “I know. You need closure before you’re ready to move on. Maybe realization that it wasn’t you—”

She pulled away from him. “What do you know? He was a disturbed, pathetic man. Why would I allow his neglect and cold demeanor to color or even delay future relationships?”

“Because you are reluctant, and it isn’t just the time thing. It’s more. I’m not blind.”

“Maybe you’re the one with issues. Perhaps guilt because you’d gotten involved with this disgusting project and the sad widow forced to keep the dead guy in the house. Save your pity for starving nations and homeless people. My issues are—really no issue at all in that perspective. We all move on—adapt, and life is good.”
Taking a hold of her hands, he looked into her eyes and said, “Do you believe that? I mean about adapting? Moving on? Forgetting his—his treatment of you?”

“Yeah. Life goes on. I’m fine. I’ll be fine, that is.”

“Okay, then my work is done. Call me if anything else comes up—or loose.”

“Oh right, like I’m going to inspect him for dry rot. Get a life.”

“Good night, Leanna.”  Ed was almost out the door, but he turned back and faced her. “I hope you get over your animosity. Have a good life.”

“Wait. Do go. Look, it’s—it’s not you. It’s him. Eric. He turned hateful, and now I face that hatred in my home…after his death. I can’t take it out—on him. You’re the nearest target.”

Ed still had his hand on the doorknob. “I understand. Not that I enjoy being your target, but if it’s the only attention I get from you…for now, I’ll take it.”

Leanna shook her head, and sighed. “I’m being awful. Don’t leave angry.”

“I’m not. I just wanted to help out—make you aware…”

“Okay, make me aware.”

“I don’t think it was you…I mean Eric turning cold. I think something traumatic happened. Something having to do with his childhood and it may have come back to—haunt him? I don’t know. It’s just abnormal for a person to shut down without cause.”

“That’s speculative.”

“Yeah, maybe. Maybe not. But for the hell of it, humor me?”

With reluctance, Leanna said, “Fine. What did you learn…from the old man?” 
“Joe Henderson was abusive and a mean SOB. He was cruel to Emma as we already know, but he—I have reason to believe he was violent with them both.”

“The marriage didn’t last long. It’s a common phenomenon—plenty of adults have lived an entire childhood of abuse. They overcome it.”

“True, but still…”

“Ed, I really don’t want to deal with this right now.” 
“Okay. Consider the subject dropped.” 
“I’m still trying to accept this, remember? I need to get over the shock of seeing my dead husband sitting in a damn chair as if waiting for the morning paper. If I wanted to know about his past, I would have dug through his personal stuff, or opened the desk. Please be patient while I figure things out, accustom my life around that—that thing, and yeah, I’m still puzzled over his motives, but even more so, I’m reluctant to find answers. If I dwell on that, it forces me to focus on something I find repulsive.”

“I didn’t think of it that way. You’re right. I apologize, and I will be the epitome of patience from now on.”

“Apology accepted…” Leanna said, while Hannah handed her the phone. “Excuse me for a moment. And don’t leave. Sit back down.” She took the phone into the next room while Hannah offered Ed coffee and truffles.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Lea. How’s my big sis? You holding up okay?”

“Hi Ron. I’m okay. How are you?” 
“Great. I have some news. I’m getting married.”

Leanna squealed her excitement, and then said, “That’s wonderful. So, tell me about her. Have you set a date?”

“She is wonderful. Everything I want in a woman, she is. Her name is Amanda and she teaches disabled children at the middle school. We don’t have a date set, but you’ll be the third person to know.”

“Great! I’m so happy that you’ve met someone nice.”

“We would like to visit. I want you two to meet.”

Leanna turned ghastly pale, and she stammered, “Oh…gosh, Ron—”

“It’s not going to be a long visit. We have to get back to work and we’re thinking of flying in for Thanksgiving. That is, if you don’t have plans.” 
“Well, tentatively, I was invited…” 
Ron cut in, “I’m sensing negative vibes. If it’s not a good time, we’ll come another time.”

“No, I would be more than happy to have you here for Thanksgiving. I’m not a great cook, but Hannah has offered to do a turkey dinner if I’m having guests. She has no family to speak of, so it’s not a problem for her.” Leanna hoped the feeling of dread was not evident in her voice.

“Great. We’ll rent a car, so you don’t need to meet us at the airport. I just need your address, and we’ll find your house.” 

“I’ll e-mail it to you, ok? I have a friend over, so I can’t talk long. Do you know what day you’re coming?”

“Yes. The day before Thanksgiving, and leaving Sunday morning. Don’t fuss, ok? You’ll love Amanda.”

“I have no doubt. Watch your e-mail tonight, and keep me posted on the exact itinerary, ok?”

“Sure thing. I’m checking online for a flight. Go enjoy your guest. Bye, sis.”

Leanna hung up, and headed back to the living room. 
Ed noticed the distressed look on her face. “Everything ok?”

“Yes. Couldn’t be better. For the moment, that is. However, having guests in this place during Thanksgiving might be a tad troubling if I don’t figure out a way to keep them from finding out that my dead husband still lives here.”

“Ohh. Who are the guests?” 
“My brother, Ron, and his fiancée.”

Ed shrugged and said, “That’s not too hard to figure out. I’ll pick up a lock for the door. It is not a big deal. You have nearly forty rooms in this house. You can’t tell me your brother is going to notice one locked door, are you?”

“He might. It is not the only door to the study. What about the French doors on the other side? You can see through them if you’re in the breezeway.”

“I’ll change the doorknob tomorrow and we’ll figure out what to do with the French doors. It will be ok.”

“You don’t get it. Having something to hide like that is enough to unnerve me. I can’t even enjoy the luxury of entertaining. And that is something I haven’t had to think about until now. Maybe you should join us, and help me keep them from exploring. Bring your grandpa along .”

“Great. So now we have to hide the cadaver from your brother, his girlfriend and my grandfather. He would never understand if he found out about Eric.” 

“Oh? Go figure. Grandpa would be a little put off to discover that you’ve crossed over into a new dimension of taxidermy, huh.” She smiled with sarcasm, and then in a softened tone, added, “Accept the invitation. Besides, Hannah is a great cook.”

“I’ll call him later.” Ed drank his coffee and refilled the cup. He grabbed a truffle, and then said, “Leanna, why weren’t you more prepared for this? If you’d had a lock installed on the door before Eric was delivered, and added different drapes to the French doors, Rita wouldn’t have walked in…”

“Prepared, Ed? Is that the word you used? Have you taken a course on ‘How to Be an Ass in Ten Easy Lessons’? How dare you ask me that? Jesus, I did not invite Eric’s corpse in this house. No way in hell was I going to accommodate him. Anymore stupid questions?”

“Uh, no. I’ve met my quota for the day.” He grinned sheepishly.

“Are you aware of what the will says? I am limited in what I can do with the entire house. The furniture and draperies included. They were Emma’s and I cannot remove, get rid of or change anything.”

“Why are you allowing him to control you, even after death? What keeps you from walking away from this house and the inheritance, if his presence is that unnerving?”

Looking squarely at him, she replied, “That’s a fair question, I suppose. I loved Eric and I grew to love this house. I didn’t consider the provisos in the will as a form of control. He wanted me to care for his pets, and if trusting me with the house, the pets and all of his grandmother’s belongings was the only way that he could display anything resembling affection for me, it was worth holding onto. Pathetic, isn’t it?”

“No, not at all. I understand…” Looking at his watch, Ed added, “Listen, I need to go. I’m wiped out from my trip. I’ll come over and install a locking doorknob. Is tomorrow ok?” 
“Sure, that’ll be fine. Thank you.”

After Ed put on his coat, he looked into Leanna’s eyes and said, “Leanna, about my feelings for you? I’m not giving up. I won’t push you, but hey, friendship is a start, right?”

“Maybe you’re right. I do need closure before I move on with my life. The weird thing is, I’m afraid to look into his past…and afraid to move forward.” Sighing heavily, she added, “I found some journals of Emma’s, and I’ve read a little bit from the first one. It can’t hurt to learn some things about his grandmother, and their life together, but I’m not convinced it’ll explain his contempt of me and why he wanted to come back and haunt me…like some museum artifact.”

“It’s a start, and how knows? It might hint at something—anything.” He kissed her lightly on the cheek, and walked out the door with an affectionate smile.

Chapter 27

Not in much of a hurry, Leanna entered the study. The room was dim and shadows appeared large and ominous. She made it to the desk and reached for the inkwell. Sensing something moving from behind, she stopped, turned around, and discovered the rocker moving. Eric was perched on the edge of the chair. Suddenly, he arose and went toward her in jerky, robotic movements.

Backing up, her face contorted into a mask of terror, and she could not utter a sound. He glowered at her with his one eye. It was an evil stare that made her tremble in fright. Sounds came from the face, but he was unable to move the lacquered mouth, and his words were garbled. A small crack appeared along the side of his lips. It lengthened along the cheek; a jagged line snaked on up towards the missing eye. Horrified, she watched as the crack widened and new fissures began to branch off of it. Larger crater-like openings developed and hard plaster and resin chunks fell from his face onto the floor. 
Although his speech was becoming clearer, and he was able to move the mouth, she could not comprehend the words. After the protective shell with the flesh-colored paint had cracked apart, Leanna was horror-struck at the sight of his decomposed appearance. His resin exterior was deteriorating down the neck and the rest of the body in rapid succession. His green vintage suit had begun to hang on her husband’s quickly decaying remains.

He stood close to her. His face was inches from hers. The hideous rotting corpse began to back away from her and his garbled speech sounded far away…like it was traveling in the wind. Eric slumped back down in the chair, while he continued to putrefy. 

Suddenly, Leanna experienced a falling sensation; she awoke from the nightmare shaking violently, her heart pounding. She remained frozen under her covers in fear; the horrible nightmare so drained her, she could not go back to sleep. She spent the remainder of the night with the light on, and her thoughts racing.

She arose from her bed at 6:00 a.m. and brewed a pot of coffee. She picked up the phone and called Rita, knowing her friend was an early riser. A sleepy Roger answered instead.

“Oh, Roger, I’m sorry I awoke you. Is Rita there? I really need to talk to her,” Leanna said.

Sleepily, Roger replied, “She’s sleeping. I don’t know if she will want to talk right now, but I’ll try. She has to get up soon, anyway.”

Leanna heard his attempt to wake up his sleeping wife and the muted sounds of Rita’s voice. 
Roger came back to the phone and said, “Rita isn’t up to talking right now. She’s still a little…uh, upset.”

“I really don’t need this right now. If Rita is going to turn away from her best friend over something so-”

Roger’s voice interrupted, “Leanna, she isn’t turning her back. She was upset that you had not told her about it. It was a terrible thing for you to go through and Rita feels that you didn’t trust her enough to talk about it. What was Eric thinking, anyway?”

“Hell if I know. Just tell Rita to call me when she can forgive my sin of omission.” She slammed down the receiver and poured herself a cup of coffee.
She dressed slowly, fed the animals and went to the antique shop. She was low spirited and listless. 
Around 10:15 a.m., she called Ed at his office. “Ed, don’t worry about the locking doorknob. I want to be alone tonight. Thank you for your offer, but I’m a little tired. I didn’t sleep well.”

“Oh, okay. Um, Grandpa would love to come to your house for Thanksgiving, if the offer still stands. Do you mind if I call you tonight? I just want to make sure you’re ok,” Ed offered.

“Sure. I can’t talk right now. I have customers. Talk to you later.” She hung up.

The day dragged slowly. Her enthusiasm level was at zero while she went about her paperwork, customers haggling over prices and a dealer wanting to sell her a large portion of an estate he had purchased. Her patience wore thin as the day progressed and she closed the shop early.

When she arrived home from work, Leanna refused dinner and fixed herself a drink. After she had downed it, she dismissed Hannah and then soon poured a second drink. While lounging in her living room, the cat jumped in her lap. As Leanna stroked her feline, she said, “You have it so easy, Cynthia. A dish of food, milk, and a litter box. Eat, sleep, chase mice, and bury your crap. I envy such a simple life.” She continued to caress the animal, and sip her drink, thinking, dammit all, life sucks. Death isn’t much better, from the looks of things, glancing toward the study. 
She watched the news, refilled her drink for the third time, and staggered to the kitchen to microwave a bag of popcorn. “This has the nutrition I need. Yuppers. Sodium, and seeds and monosodium glucomite, or whatever the hell and other good stuff.” She then returned to the living room with her snack, refilled her drink at the bar, and answered the phone.

“Leanna’s fun house.” she giggled into the receiver.

“Hi, Lea. It’s Ron.”

“Hey, Ronald. My favorite half-brother. How are you, kid?”

“Great. I got a flight. Ready for the itinerary? Arriving Wednesday evening at five-forty-three p.m., leaving Sunday morning at nine-fifty a.m. We are renting a car, so we’ll be there when we find the place.” 

“Five-forty-three? Why do they do that? It’s just so dumb to not say five-forty-five or five-thirty. Five-forty-three is such an odd number and do they actually leave right on the dot and not at five-forty-five?”

“Who knows? I don’t make up the schedule.”

“Whatever. See ya when ya get here,” Leanna garbled.

“Hey, what’s up? I hope we’re not putting you on the spot…” Ron said with concern.

“Oh, hell, Ron, no. No, not at all, ya little squirt.” 
“You okay? You sound weird.”
Tipping her glass to her lips and taking a long guzzle, Leanna said, “I’m fine. Just had a little drink…or did I have three? Ah, well, who’s counting?”

“You don’t drink. You about killed me that night I came home smashed from Bill’s house.” 

“Fifteen years old and drunk, you fool. I shoulda grounded your ass.” 

“Right. Well, enjoy your evening. I hope you’re not having a ‘life sucks binge’. It doesn’t change things. When you get up tomorrow with a hangover, life still sucks, only more.” 
She slurred, “Yup. And the prick in the study will still be sittin’, that evil-looking cadaver lurking…lurking…in his old rocking chair…”

“What are you grumbling about?” 
“Eric. He’s a plastic man. A huge friggin’ ugly Ken doll. He got himself puttied and glued and stuffed. He’s in his study, sittin’ in his grammy’s chair. Isn’t that special?” She laughed.

“Come back to earth and get some coffee. You’re scaring me.”

“Oh yeah? Wait till ya get a load of the stiff in the study. Don’t forget your camera.” 
“Bye, Lea. I’ll call you tomorrow when you’re sober. Take care.”

“You don’t believe me, do you?”

“I’ll call tomorrow. Bye…” Ron said, and then hung up the phone.

She poured herself another drink, and put a CD in the stereo. The dogs, disturbed out of their slumber, left the room. Staggering to the middle of the floor, Leanna began dancing to the lively beat while chugging down her drink. She refilled her glass, and cranked up the stereo. 
The phone rang several times before she heard it over the music.

“Hello? Leanna-danna’s fun house.”

It was Ed. “Hi, Lea. I almost hung up. Are you okay?”

“Yuppers, Eddie. Couldn’t be better. How ‘bout yourself?” she said with a heavy slur.

“Um, you must have had a couple of drinks. You’re a little fuzzy. Is it okay if I drop in?” 

“Hell no! If it weren’t for you, Edderino, I wouldn’t be livin’ with a dead guy. This is a house of death, Eddie. A friggin’ house of death, dame you. Go to hell!” She slammed down the phone and then entered her art studio, picked up the easel, fresh canvas, and her oils. Walking through the living room, she refilled her glass, and without fear, she went into the private study.

“Hello, you son-a-bitch stiff. Lost the eye, eh? Friggin’ cat got it. How’s that for a devoted pet? Ya love ‘em and they thwack your eyeball into oblivion. The damn eye is around somewhere, Mr. Death. Yup. Full of lint and cat spit. Sucks to be you, eh?”

After setting up her easel and canvas, she took a sip of her drink, then slurred, “Hold that pose, Mr. D. Don’t move. Yeahhh, you got it. Okay, corpse man, I’ll be right back…”

She staggered into the den and lifted Phoebe out of her tank. The iguana climbed upon her shoulder while she tottered through the living room sipping from the near-empty bottle. She then tossed it across the room, grabbed another from the bar, and reentered the study.

“Hello, my darling. Phoebe needs some fun,” she said while positioning the large reptile onto the lap of her late husband. When she stepped back to her easel, drunken laughter erupted until she nearly keeled over.

Beginning with basic shapes, Leanna chose vivid hues and outlined Eric in sharp angles. She burst into more laughter while a gaudy and evil distortion of her dead husband and her iguana began to appear onto the canvas. While downing another gulp from the bottle, she heard the doorbell.

“Be right back, Mr. Death. Don’t go anywhere. Take a sip of my drinky. Someone’s at the door.” She picked up the tame iguana, put her bottle in Eric’s lap and staggered out of the room. 

The doorbell continued to ring and she yelled, “Yeah, yeah, hold your pants on. I’m coming.” 

“Hi. Just making sure you’re okay. Which I can see you’re not,” Ed said with a look of concern.

“What the hell you doin’ here? Go home. Leave me in peace. I’m partying with Mr. Death.” She turned her back on him to return to the study.
“Leanna, come on. Knock it off.” He pushed his way into the house and followed her.

“Nice lizard.”

Glaring at him, she said, “Don’t even think about it, Mr. Stuff-it. Phoebe is still alive. You can’t have her.”

“Get some control.” 
“You’re not invited here, fool. Leave Mr. Death and me alone.”

He ignored her verbal malice, walked over to the canvas, and silently stared at her artwork. Even in a drunken state, Leanna’s talent shone through. “This is good. Can I fix you some coffee, or something?”

Lifting her bottle into the air, she answered, “Nope. this stuff is…is doin’ me just fine. I gotta pee.”

She put Phoebe on the floor and staggered and stumbled out of the room.

Eric took her by the arm and walked her to the bathroom.

When she got to the door, she stated, “I got it from here, you can leave now.” She began to fall and Eric caught her.

“No, you don’t.” He helped her into the bathroom. After she lowered her pants and sat on the commode, he shut the door to give her some privacy.

While taking care of business, Leanna said, “I wanna be stuffed and sittin’ on the crapper when I die. You plan on it Eddie, my boy. Yuppers. Pants round my ankles and T-shirt with ‘Mrs. Death’ in big bold letters. Yee-Ha, what a spectacle that’d make ya think? Ol’ Eric won’t be the only gruesome thing in this great big ‘ol fancy schmancy cottage all stuffed and sittin for eternity to spook whoever enters. Won’t that be just precious?” Job complete, Ed assisted her out of the bathroom.

He sat her down on the sofa, and said, “I’m going to brew some coffee and no argument from you. Be right back. Stay put.”

“You’re crashin’ my party. Go home. Leave Mr. Death and me alone. I want another drink.”
“Not a good idea.”

“Go to hell. I’m far from numb, and yer no fun. Ha-ha, I’m a poet.” Leanna then left the sofa and staggered into the study. 
Ed trailed behind and found her at the easel once more with paintbrush in hand. “Lea…”

“The stiff needs some tweaking. Just gotta dab a lil’ of this and a dollop of that…”

Turning away, Ed announced, “I’m outta here. You’re on your own. Good night.”

“Bye, Eddie.” She waved at him, and then began to keel over. Ed rushed to her as she went into a faint, carried her out of the study and laid her on the sofa in the living room. He covered her with a quilt and gently kissed her on the cheek.

Before leaving the house, Ed put away her paints, cleaned the brushes, and stored the canvas and easel in her art studio. He checked on her one more time, put the loose iguana back in her cage and went home.

Chapter 28

“Mrs. McDuggal?”

Turning over, and groaning, with her head in her hands, she garbled, “Ah, Hannah…what time is it?”

“It’s nine-thirty. I’ve put on the coffee. I was concerned.”

“My head…I feel like crap…” Leanna sat up, reeling with a headache and nausea. She was not looking forward to working at the antique shop.

After she vomited, showered, and dressed, Leanna grabbed dry toast, ginger ale and aspirin. She sat at the breakfast nook, and began to recollect the previous evening. Oh god…I’ve become hateful…
After checking in on Phoebe, she dressed for work, fed all of the pets and left the house.

Once she began her day at the shop, her head began to clear. Staring at the telephone for several minutes, she decided to dial the taxidermist.

“Ed. It’s Leanna.”

His reply was evasive, and cool. “Hello. How’s the head? Hung-over?”

“I feel like hell, but dry toast helped a little. Ed, my behavior was horrid—and I’m sorry…”

“Don’t sweat it. I’ve seen worse. Listen, about Thanksgiving, I’m passing on that.”

Near tears, she replied, “Look, Ed…last night, I wasn’t myself. That is not me. If you can forgive me—”

Ed cut in, “No, Leanna. It isn’t you that needs forgiveness. It’s me. When you can stop thinking of me as the guy that delivered Mr. Death to your doorstep, maybe we can reconnect with a really great friendship.”

“Damn you. I’ve lost my best friend Rita, and now you. I’m dropping friends all over the damn place.”

“I told you, I won’t give up on you. You just need time.”

“Stop telling me what I need. What do you really know about me?” she cried.

“I’m a phone call away. I’m giving you space. It doesn’t mean I won’t call or check in now and then.”

“Yeah, why not. I deserve it. My whining over my preserved husband in the house finally chased you away.” Tears, long stifled, began to fall; her grief over everything, the loss of Eric, her friendship with Rita and now Ed. A heavy heartache had reached its zenith.

“Leanna, I’ll stop by—”

“No, please…” she could not disguise her anguish over the phone and hung up abruptly and closed the shop. It was only 11:00 a.m.

Leanna left the van parked behind the antique shop and went for a walk. Even though it was early November, snow began to fall. Not knowing where she was heading, she strolled several blocks, stopping to browse and warm up inside the little shops along the way. The view of the mountains was breathtaking, and allowed her head to clear. Leanna reflected over the past year while she wandered, amazed that her sanity was still intact. Or was it?
She’d forgotten to turn off her cell phone, because it rang inside her coat pocket. “Hello?”

“Where are you? I called the antique shop,” Ron said with concern.

“I closed it. I’m out walking.”
“Are you alright? Last night, you had a few too many drinks…I was worried. Lea, if it’s a problem for us to visit, let me know and we’ll—”

“Ron, everything is fine. I’m actually looking forward to seeing your damn ugly face.”

“Ugly? You ever get a real good look at that growth spurting out of your neck?”

“Your sweet words are like poetry and make my heart sing.”

“It’s my goal in life…to make your heart sing,” he teased.

“I see.”

“Hey, I’m at work and I can’t talk long. I’ll keep in touch. Don’t worry about anything, sweetie. I’ll see you in three weeks, okay?”

“Sure. Thank you for calling. I do feel better. You seem to find a way to chase away my gloom.” 

Her walk back to the shop was brisk; her negative mood had dissipated. When she went to open the backdoor of her shop, she found Ed leaning against her car writing a note. He caught sight of her and in a brisk pace, approached her.

“I was worried about you. Your car is parked, and the shop is locked up. I’m so relieved that you’re okay.”

“Ed, I’m fine. I needed to clear my head. A walk usually helps.”

As they entered the shop, Ed remarked, “Last night, you were so…”

“Last night is over. I apologized for my behavior, Ed.”

“Apology accepted.” 
“And Thanksgiving…you coming, or not?”

“Coming. Grandpa and I will be there, and I’ll get a lock on that door ahead of time, okay?”

“Okay, thanks,” Leanna said with a relieved smile.

A customer walked into the shop and she turned her attention to the man.

He was an elderly man, shriveled, and unkempt in appearance. “Do you have a bathroom, young lady?”

“Yes, I do. Follow me.”

While he followed her to the back, he asked, “This place still owned by McDuggal?”

Leanna pointed to the bathroom and answered, “He was my husband, but he passed away last March.”

“Sorry to hear that. Be right out.” He was a strange sort, repulsive in appearance as if he had not lived inside of a dwelling for a very long time, and survived more than his health had allowed. Soon he returned from the restroom and in a raspy voice, he said, “I’m Jimmy McNeish, friend of Joe’s. He was married to the boy’s grandma years ago. What a pair they made. She was a sweet lady, and Joe was a drunken fool. He knocked her around a few times…the boy too. I didn’t stick around much to watch. Hell, I was just as drunk as ol’ Joe, but I knew it was wrong…wrong to hit a little kid and a sweet lady…” 
Ed watched from a short distance, and then he approached the man, and said, “Whatever became of Joe? Does he still live around these parts?”

“Ah…no, I don’t think so. I haven’t seen him in years. Emma divorced him, I guess. He was a wanderer. Chances are he’s living in some bum motel somewhere, maybe out west, or south. He rambled a bit…talked about going out west. Who knows? Thank you for use of the bathroom. Hey, if you run into old Henderson, tell him ‘Jimmy was around’.”

“Yes, I will,” answered Leanna.

The strange man left, leaving a strong unpleasant stench behind.

Chapter 29

“How many people are you counting on, Mrs. McDuggal?” Hannah asked.

“My brother Ronald and his fiancée Amanda, Mr. Simon, his grandfather, George Simon.”

“George Simon? I haven’t seen him for a number of years.”

“I’ve recently met him. It was rather interesting to meet the man who preserved Eric’s childhood pets.” 
While Hannah wrote a few items on a shopping list, she said, “Mrs. McDuggal, that reminds me, I didn’t want to pry…but I noticed you found Eric’s parrot…”

“Ah, yes, in the attic. What can you tell me about him? From what I gather, Eric didn’t like him—”

“I have so much to do and it’s been so long ago…” 
“Please. I would really like to know. You have been here for years. Why did Eric hide the bird?”

“Bongo was loud and his language was vile. He imitated the obscene words of Emma McDuggal’s husband…her second husband. Sometimes I’d hear the bird chattering in the other room and think Mr. Henderson was home again. It was the only pet that Eric disliked.”

“I see. Mr. Henderson sounds like a horrible person.” 

“I have work to do, Mrs. McDuggal. I cooked a light meal, if you’re hungry.”

“Yes, I am, a little. Thank you.”

While Hannah prepared a plate for Leanna in the kitchen, she began to reflect the years with the McDuggal family. She was very fond of Emma; the woman treated her very well. Before she passed away, she had asked Hannah to remain as the housekeeper and work for Eric. Hannah promised that she would stay.

After eating dinner, Leanna relaxed in the living room with the dog at her side and her iguana in her lap. She listened to music, and read a few more of Emma’s journal entries.

February 19, 1963. Eric celebrated his sixth birthday today in the garden. Oh what a big boy he is becoming. Joe gave him a golden retriever puppy and Eric named him Jake after his best friend Jake Adamson. Eric is not aware that Joe has asked me to marry him. How do you tell a 6-year-old boy that the only ‘parent’ he has ever known is getting married soon to someone he hardly knows?

Leanna was surprised to learn that the preserved dog, Jake, was a gift from Joe. Eric never told her about Joe, but he spoke fondly of the beautiful dog, mounted in 1975. 
She read further:
March 2, 1963. Eric seemed to take it well. In his sweet childlike voice, he asked, ‘MeeMaw, will Joe be my grandpa?’ I was relieved that he was not taking it badly. I am so in love with Joe, and I miss him very much. He left a few days ago to visit friends in Massachusetts. Well, it gives me time to get ready for our wedding.

Getting sleepy, Leanna skimmed over to a few pages later, when Joe arrived back on the scene. The handwriting seemed sloppy and written in a different tone.

March 6, 1963. Joe came back from Boston intoxicated. I knew he was a drinking man, but he has never treated me with such disrespect. Good thing little Eric was in school. Oh dear, I have to sew up a little costume for the school play.

March 7, 1963. He apologized for his bad treatment and gave me a beautiful ring. I am very happy. I cannot wait for the wedding…Joe Henderson will make me an honest woman. Ha-ha.

Leanna turned her attention to the preserved dog, Jake, and searched for the secret slot. It didn’t take long. Hidden inside the wooden base was a small opening. She reached inside and pulled out a single piece of paper. 
Eric had scrawled, I’ll never forget you Jake. I will always miss you. You were around to keep me from doing myself in when crap hit the fan. Rest in peace old dog.
Shocked, Leanna read it again. Eric wanted to kill himself because of that old man. Horrible! 
Yawning, she put the paper back inside, and glanced toward the study,

wondering what the cat Ringo may be hiding. She had refused to look before,

but curiosity getting the best of her, she quickly walked in the study, averting

her gaze from Eric, and walked out with the cat. He had died in 1980, which

meant that Eric was 23 or 24. She read, Ringo, you were a great cat, and

Grandma’s favorite. I miss her so much, my grief has no end. Leanna sadly

tucked the paper back into its slot, grabbed the journals and headed up to

bed. After reading a little more, she fell asleep with the journals spread all

over her quilt.

She slept through the night, and then early in the morning Cynthia jumped

on the bed and began to play with pages from 1965. Glancing at the clock,

she was relieved that it was Saturday and she did not have to work. She

picked up the cat, tossed her off the bed and began to read the start of 1965.

It is New Year’s day and I feel like hell. Joe kept my glass full so

he could also get himself good and snockered. He kissed me roughly,

and then slapped me because I had worn the wrong color of lipstick.

He called me a harlot because my lips were red. In a sober moment,

he loves my red lipstick. What the hell did I see in this horrible

drunken man? He is so full of hatred. Oh, I am so achy…he must

have done more than just slap me around…I hurt everywhere. My

body is bruised, and my spirits crushed. I so hope he leaves

again…this time for good. Eric is only 8. He should not have to

witness this…I cannot write more…

Leanna began to feel empathetic toward the woman she had never met. It

was difficult to read the following entries.

January 2, 1965. He came home and beat me for not ordering

Hannah to cook his dinner. I never know when to expect the bastard
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so how am I to know when to plan for his goddamn meals. Eric

saw it happen again…he is becoming withdrawn, and fearful…I

cannot go on…

January 5, 1965. Although I promised Eric a bicycle for his

birthday, he insisted on mowing lawns and walking the neighbors’

dogs. He worked so hard, that he earned the money and today he

came home with a shiny new Schwinn. Too bad it’s still winter. The

boy cannot wait to ride his bike. Oh my, I am so proud of my Eric.

January 11, 1965. Joe came home and tripped over Eric’s bike

in the garage. He then took a hammer and destroyed the bike. How

can a man be so cruel? The goddamn s.o.b. yelled, “I didn’t say he

could get a bike!” I cannot stop crying.

Sickened by what she had read, Leanna arose to begin her day. She put

the journals inside her desk, unsure if she would ever want to read more.

After showering and enjoying a cup of coffee and toast, Leanna walked

into her art studio. Staring her in the face was the partially finished painting

she had started a few nights ago. She recognized the beginnings of her portrait

of Eric, done in a drunken state. It was abstract and barely resembling his

likeness except that the colors were a close match, the red hair, and the one

green eye. She chuckled at the iguana in the lap of the cadaver but she

shuddered at the memory of her drunken behavior. She began to remove the

canvas from the easel, but stopped short when she looked a little closer. She

thought, not bad. Needs something…and she immersed herself into completion

of the painting. She put emphasis on his eye, the mouth, and his long narrow

nose. These features seemed to jump out in 3D format, while the remainder

of his body was muted and shady. The eyeball was exaggerated and sinister;

she captured the frozen frown of the lips and eyebrows. After completed, it

became more of a caricature, albeit disturbing and ominous in essence.

She looked at her artwork and began to chuckle aloud. Hannah walked

by, and knocked on the door.

“Mrs. McDuggal, is everything okay?”

“Come in, Hannah. I want you to see something.”

Hannah walked in, and looked at the painting.

“Oh my. That is Eric, isn’t it?”
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“Good. You recognize him. I was hoping that it would be identifiable.

Hmmm…” Leanna mumbled, and then squinted at the painting for a different

view.

“Yes, it’s identifiable and disturbing, just as that display is disturbing.

Didn’t surprise me that he’d gone and had himself freeze-dried though-”

Hannah quietly said.

“What makes you say that?” Leanna asked.

“Well, when my father passed away in 1972, Emma made young Eric

come to the funeral to show respects. Eric seemed visibly shaken that my

father’s body was to be buried. He asked the funeral director some mighty

strange questions. He was around fifteen. That’s the strange part…I’d expect

his behavior to come from a much younger child…”
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Chapter 30

Lucy, the cocker spaniel, bounded over to the study, snarling in front of

the pet flap before she finally walked through. Leanna, curious about the

dog’s strange behavior, followed her.

The dog was growling at Eric. She had spent many hours lying at his feet

so her reaction to him was highly unusual. Leanna watched, astonished, while

the little dog began to pull on Eric’s pant cuffs. She bit at them, growling and

snarling, while Leanna scolded the dog for her mischief.

“BAD DOG, Lucy! Get away. Go on now, you hear? Lucy! NO!”

She ignored her owner’s commands and continued to bite at the fabric

until it ripped and the dog ran away with a large piece of Eric’s pants in her

mouth. The dog ran out of the study, and through the house, not letting go of

her treasure. Curling up into a ball in a corner, she tucked the fabric under

her front paws and looked at Leanna as if to say, ‘Me, guilty?’

When Leanna walked toward Lucy to attempt retrieval of the torn fabric,

the dog growled at her in such a threatening manner, it made Leanna step

back. Lucy had what she wanted and there was no way she was giving it up.

Leanna walked away from the dog and back into the study to examine the

damage.

“Oh my lord, Lucy. What a stupid dog you are.” She recoiled in shock at

the sight of her husband’s lower leg showing through a large gap in the fabric

of his pants.

Leanna took her sewing kit into the study, sat down on the floor next to

Eric and began to sew. He seemed to be looking directly at her. It was

unsettling, to say the least. With the dark green thread, Leanna attempted to

put parts of the pants together, but she created an uneven seam. Unfortunately,

Lucy had taken too much fabric from the suit.

When she gathered up her sewing kit and stood up, the dog entered the

study again. Yapping viciously at Leanna, Lucy’s stance was eerily

threatening. Leanna shook her head, and walked away from the dog. Standing
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back, she watched the dog walk up to Eric and resume her attack of the green

suit. Angered, Leanna grabbed the dog without fear. Unfortunately, the dog

was not going without a fight. She bit Leanna enough to draw blood.
“OUCH, you BITCH!” She let the dog alone and watched while she began

to bite into the pant cuffs and cause more irreparable damage. How much

more can I take? I’ve reached rock bottom and have begun to dig…

After nursing the puncture wound, she picked up the phone and talked to

an answering machine.

“Ed, this is Leanna. Call me back as soon as possible. I need your help to

replace Eric’s suit. My very bad dog ripped Eric’s pants to shreds.” She

hung up the phone and went upstairs for the night.

Reluctantly, she resumed the journals Emma had written.

April 9, 1967. Eric brought home a stray kitten and named him

Ringo. Lady did not take to him much. She is old and lazy. I have

not seen Joe for weeks. More peace in the house these days.

Leanna skimmed through the pages until she came across script that was

sloppy and appeared written in haste.

May 12, 1967. He hit me again and again and again. He did

not want to stop until Eric appeared. Joe began to run after Eric,

but the little 10-year-old ran faster than the enfeebled and drunken

body of my pathetic husband. Damn bastard. I will be damned if he

hurts that little boy. What am I going to do? I ordered Eric to stay

over at Jake’s house.

May 17, 1967. Joe has not come home tonight. I can only hope

he is gone again for weeks…maybe months. Eric asked me why we

cannot make Joe leave forever. Oh my sweet Eric. So innocent,

and being exposed to such ugliness.

Scanning through the pages, Leanna discovered that Emma was beginning

to shut down through her struggle with a violent and drunken spouse. Her

instinct to protect Eric overtook her on many occasions when she urged the

child to leave the house and stay overnight at his friend Jake’s.

With sadness, she put the journals away and went to sleep.
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The phone woke her up at 8:30 a.m.

“Leanna, it’s Ed. I got your message. Has it occurred to you to keep the

pets out of the study?”

“I need coffee. Hold the dumb questions until I’m awake. I’ll call you

back when my head isn’t fuzzy,” she muttered.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you up. Go back to sleep. I’ll be around. It’s

Saturday and I am planning on a lazy day.”

She lifted her head off the pillow enough to notice that it had snowed.

Excited, she stated, “Not me. I’m going for a hike. Do you own snowshoes

by any chance?”

“Yes, but I haven’t done that in years,” Ed answered.

Excitedly, Leanna said, “It’s not like you have to relearn. Come on, where’s

your sense of fun? Let’s ditch the stiff. He’s not going anywhere. Besides

that, he’s not dressed properly, thanks to Lucy. Anyway, I’m inviting you out

for a hike in the snow.”

Reluctantly, Ed answered, “Okay. I have a new doorknob with a locking

device. If you can find another pair of pants for Eric, I’ll change them and

get it out of the way. I’ll look for my snowshoes, and be there in a couple of

hours. Does that work for you?”

“Yes. Oh dear, I forgot about the door and Thanksgiving. We only have a

few days.”

Ed scolded, “Leanna, please keep the pets out of the study-”

“See you soon. Bye, Ed.”
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Chapter 31

The disorganized taxidermist thought, where the hell am I going to find

my snowshoes? Digging through the basement, he found several long-lost

items from his past, but no snowshoes. The attic yielded the same results,

although he did find his sister’s high school yearbook from 1974. It was

from her sophomore year. He missed Josie, and made a mental note to give

her a call. While sitting in the attic leafing through the pages, he found the

senior picture of Eric McDuggal. Hmm, just as ugly back then as he is sittin’

in that rocker. He brought the yearbook and other items out of the attic, and

dropped them off in the living room to add to his clutter pile. He then went to

his garage to search for the snowshoes. It did not take long for him to conclude,

this is a damn lost cause. I’ll drop by the Mt. Chocorua Ski Shop and pick up

new gear.

Fortunately, the ski shop was open. Ed was amazed at the newfangled

snowshoes. After paying for a pair of Tubbs snowshoes, adjustable poles

and cold weather gear, he drove to Leanna’s house. He removed the tags of

his new gear while still inside his jeep, thinking, why am I doing this? She’ll

know this is all new stuff, so why hide it?

“Come in, Mr. Simon. Mrs. McDuggal will be down soon. Would you

like some coffee?”

“Yes, please, Hannah.”

“Beautiful day out there, isn’t it?”

“Sure is,” Ed said with a smile.

Leanna came down the stairs and smiled at Ed.

“Wow, Lea, you look terrific. Um, if you’d like, I’ll install the lock-”

While she quickly sipped her coffee, she replied, “No way. The door can

wait, and we’ll replace Eric’s pants later. It’s such a great day.”

“I’d like to drive, but you’ll have to tell me where your favorite trails are.

Ready?”
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She grabbed an armload of gear, handed some of it to Ed, and replied,

“Quite. I feel like a giddy little kid every winter when I head out for snow

sports, Ed. You’ll have to forgive me for that. Ha-ha!”

“I’ll try to ignore your giddiness while I’m stumbling over myself on the

trail. It’s been a few years since I’ve been out snowshoeing.” While holding

the door open for her, Ed continued, “I have a confession to make. I couldn’t

find my snowshoes so I have to break in a new pair that I bought this

morning…”

While buckling her seatbelt, she asked, “You bought a brand-new pair

this morning and haven’t even tried them out?”

“Uh…no. Is this a problem?”

“No, not at all, Ed. Where we’re going, you’ll have them broken in by the

end of the day. Guaranteed. Mua-ha-ha!”

“Hmmm…I’m detecting a sinister plot. Should I have brought along an

Ace bandage?”

Teasing, she replied, “Yes, one for each limb.”

“Very funny. Okay, boss, tell me where to drive. You’re in charge.”

Pointing toward the right, she answered, “Head toward Lake Elaine Marie.

The trail skirting the lake is great for cross-country skiing and snowshoeing.

It’s not too hairy for breaking in new gear. I’ll be kind.”

“Thank you.” He turned toward the lake and he continued, “Reach back

for that yearbook. It’s my sister’s from her sophomore year, but Eric’s picture

is in the senior section. I thought maybe you’d like to see it before I give it to

Josie.”

While reaching for the yearbook in the backseat, Leanna remarked, “I

don’t think I’ve ever seen a senior picture of him. His past seemed so

obscure…” She grabbed the book, and then continued, “I’ve been reading a

little of Emma’s journals that I found. She started them around 1960. There

are about ten years of her writing. I’ve skimmed through a few, when I have

the time.”

Ed asked, “What have you learned, Lea?”

Slowly, she began, “She was married around 1963 to Joe Henderson. At

first, he treated her well, when he was around. After they married, his drinking

turned him into a monster. She was relieved when he stayed away for weeks

or months. When he was home, her script was sloppy…her anxiety was

evident. He was just as people have described him. A violent evil man. Eric

was afraid of him for good reason…” she trailed off as she began to leaf

through the yearbook.
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Ed nodded, and said, “It may explain his solitude, Lea. Tell me more.”

“The journals are in my desk upstairs. I haven’t read them all. Bedtime is

my favorite time to read, and I’ve only gotten as far as 1967. I have to quit

reading most nights…they are very depressing. The weird thing is Eric was

a sociable kid before Joe came along. He was a talkative child and he had

several friends. His best friend was Jake something. Adamson. That was the

name.”

While Ed turned onto a snow-covered dirt road, he stated, “I know him.
He dropped off a pheasant a couple of months ago and he’ll be by to pick

him up soon. I’ll ask him when he comes in if he remembers Eric. See if you

can find Jake in the book.”

It was not hard to find him. She pointed him out and Ed said, “Yup. Same

guy. The advantages of living in a small town…”

“What is Jake like, anyway?” Leanna asked.

“Nice guy. He’s a journalist for the local paper.”

Leanna looked at him, and stated, “Oh. Uh, be careful what you tell him

when he comes by for his mount. I don’t want him snooping around at the

house with camera guys and notepad, looking for a disheveled one-eyed

cadaver…” she shuddered then looked away.

“Oh no, good point. Not a good thing.” He chuckled at the thought, and

then purposefully changed the subject. “Where should I turn?”

“Oops. I wasn’t watching. Turn left at the next road.”

He began his first adventure in the new snowshoes lying face first in the

snow. His right foot tripped over the left snowshoe and down he went.

Laughing, he stood up and asked, “Why don’t you take up normal stuff, like

snowmobiling?”

“Too dangerous.” She did not hide her evil grin.

Getting up and brushing the snow off his legs, he replied, “If you weren’t

so adorable, I’d pelt you with snowballs…” She did not allow him to finish.

He had to start his day ducking her assaults as she began to bombard him

with a feisty snowball fight. “Ah…now you’ve gone and done it, girl. Be

afraid.”

He began to build a pile of snowball ammunition while she continued to

pelt him. The snowshoes were awkward at first, but he managed to remain

upright, even while ducking her barrage.

“Duck, Mr. Stuff-It man! Oops, too late. Ha-ha!” She took off at a fast

pace while he opened fire on her with his stockpile of the cold ammunition.
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Too bad Ed wasn’t adept at running in snowshoes. He ended up lying

prone…again. He began to moan, feigning injury. She came back, unarmed,

to help him up, but he pulled her down into the snow.

“Scoundrel.” she laughed.

“Oh yeah? You give up?” he teased.

Snickering, she replied, “Not on your life…”

He held her down by pinning her gloved hands over her head. Playfully,

he said, “Let me know when you’ve given up the war.”

“I will, but you’ll have to let go,” she gasped.

“Not until you say, ‘I give up Ed, and you are king.’”

“King Schming,” she teased.

Laughing, he corrected her, “That doesn’t sound like king to me. Now do

it right,” Ed demanded with a laugh, still holding her down.

“No way. I won. I was still upright, remember? You’re the one that can’t

remain standing. HA!”

“Doesn’t matter. You can’t get away from my grip so that makes me king,”

Ed teased.

While she tried to free her hands from his grip, their eyes met. She stopped

her struggle when he slowly brought his face close to hers. Their eyes locked,

and Leanna’s heart quickened. He whispered breathlessly, “Tell me…I’m

king.”

Leanna softly teased, “A real king would never allow snow to enter his

largest orifice.” She pulled her hands out of her gloves and his grip in one

sweeping motion, stuffed snow into his gaping mouth, and stood up, teasing

“KING MY ASS!”

“That’s my plan.” he shouted while the chase began, and he asked, “Want

your gloves back?”

She grabbed her poles and replied, “Can I trust you to hand them to me

nicely?”

“No way,” Ed threatened.

Ed grabbed his poles, and inched his way toward her. His experience

with the new snowshoes was interesting at best. He finally caught up with

her. He took her hands and gently put her gloves back on while taking in her

smile, her eyes…the way they sparkled. While he slipped on her second

glove, his fingers gently inched their way up the inner part of her wrist. Their

eyes locked and Leanna whispered, “Ed…”

“Leanna, you are one hell of a beautiful…”

“I’m, um…Ed, I am not ready.”
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Disappointed, Ed backed away and asked, “Will we ever get beyond this

you’re not ready thing, Lea?”

Awkwardly, she answered, “Who knows? It’s safe, Ed. You haven’t tired

of me yet or discovered the character flaw…the same flaw that put Eric off.”

Ed looked into her eyes and exclaimed, “Eric was a damn fool.”

She lowered her eyes and replied, “Yeah, Ed, but that fool is staring me in

the face, in my home…a forever reminder that I do not have the ability to

make a man happy, and contented, and to hold on to for the proverbial longterm

relationship.”

Raising his voice, Ed asked, “How long are you going to feed your beasts,

Leanna?”

“Ed, I’m-”

He cut in, “Don’t deny it, Lea. You’re nurturing your monsters. You are

keeping them alive and they’ve imprisoned you into self-doubt and fear-”

Leanna began to walk away, and retorted, “I’m here for a hike, Ed. Stop

with the analyzing thing. It’s getting on my nerves.”

Clumsily following her, Ed replied, “Okay, fine.” He paused, and then

slowly asked, “is there any chance…that someday, you’ll want to move

forward with your life?”

Impatiently, Leanna looked back and replied, “Who knows? Damn it,

Ed…Eric’s presence in the house warps my perspective. Know what I mean?”

With impatience, Ed replied, “Yeah. We’ve had the discussion. It always

falls back on the same old shit.” Finally catching up to her, he looked into

her eyes and with a heavy sigh, added, “hey, just for kicks, let’s drop it. I’m

sorry, Lea. We came out to have fun-”

After he tripped again, Leanna laughed and asked, “Are you planning on

remaining upright anytime soon?”

Ed retorted while standing up and said, “Be patient, I’m breaking them

in.”

“If you read the instructions, lying prone isn’t the usual method of breaking

them in,” Leanna said with a laugh.

After Ed became accustomed to the new snowshoes, he was able to keep

up with Leanna. It was a beautiful day with the temperature in the low 30s.

They hiked half way around the lake, and Leanna opened a backpack to

quench their hunger and thirst.

“I pack light when I hike, Ed. All I have to offer is sandwiches, fruit,

water and granola bars.”
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“This is fine. Hmmm, good.” He took a large bite out of a tuna wrap.

They sat down on a large rock and enjoyed lunch, and Leanna asked,

“Did you ever find that private investigator? I haven’t given it much thought,

Ed…but you took that letter with you to Portland, and I thought-”

Ed cut in, “I almost checked it out. Actually, I sat inside my car in front of

the building, but I got to thinking, you weren’t interested in Eric’s past, and

we’ve discovered his dysfunctional childhood. There wasn’t much reason to

dig further…and like you’ve said, he’s gone. It’s time to move on.”

Leanna casually remarked, “I will always wonder why he wanted to be

preserved, Ed.”

“Lea, maybe it was his pathetic childhood. Who knows?”

“Yeah, maybe. We need to head back, soon. It will start getting dark before

we make it to your jeep.”

The walk back was quiet, with both of them caught up in their own

thoughts. Ed glanced at Leanna; he was fascinated by the way her complexion

glowed. Eric was a damn fool. Too bad he didn’t pay attention to the way her

lips curl when she smiles…and her hair falls into those pretty waves. Will

she ever trust me enough to get beyond friendship?

When they reached the jeep, Leanna took off her snowshoes and helped

him to undo his, then remarked, “You did great, Ed. Ever cross-country ski?”

“No. I prefer downhill skiing, but I’ll attempt cross-country someday.”

“Rent the gear sometime and we’ll go.”

“Sure,” he said and then thought, whatever it takes to spend more time

with her, I’m game.

He threw his snowshoes and poles into the jeep, and drove back to Leanna’s

house.

Before entering, they both heard the housekeeper in a state of agitation…

148

Chapter 32

“Hannah. What is the problem? We heard you outside from the porch-”

“Mr. McDuggal…the dog…” The housekeeper pointed in the direction

of the study.

Ed and Leanna walked into the room and the usually demure Ed was

horror-struck. The vintage suit that Eric had carefully chosen from his late

grandfather’s wardrobe hung on him in shredded pieces of fabric. Most of

the body was exposed.
Leanna stood there in stunned silence while Ed quietly muttered, “Dogs

are considered a delicacy in China.”

Leanna muttered between clenched teeth, “I’ll find the recipe…”

Ed walked closer to the cadaver to examine the damage. The dog had

worked long enough on the suit that even the jacket and vest were shredded.

Leanna could not understand Lucy’s sudden attack upon the corpse.

While Ed was standing there, he shook his head and said, “Um…I was

going to fix your door, Lea, but it looks like I have other plans. If you find

me a change of clothing, I’ll fix it right now. I have to cut the clothing open,

then pin it up in the back, so I’ll need safety pins-”

Impatience in her tone, she interrupted, “Ed, I have a housekeeper that

needs consoling, and help with dinner. YOU take care of this. I will give you

the sewing kit and point you to Eric’s bedroom.”

“You should choose the clothing, Leanna-”

“I’ll pass. You pick out Eric’s clothing. I am so done with this.”

While walking out of the room, she glared at the ghastly display with

disgust.

The closet smelled of old mothballs and shoe polish. Quickly he chose a

two-piece suit, a few other accessories and walked out. He grabbed the sewing

kit and went back into the study.

Ed had the entire mass of shredded fabric and threads removed when
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Leanna walked in the study to announce dinner. Stunned, she stood there

wide-eyed and uttered, “He’s naked! Jesus! He’s not even anatomically

correct.”

“Why the hell would he need to be?” He smiled wryly, but noticing that

she was not amused, quickly added, “Please, go eat dinner. I’ll be there in a

few minutes.”

Unfortunately, Ed’s taste in fashion was greatly lacking. The two-piece

suit he had chosen was plaid wool. The pattern was vibrant green, yellow,

black and red. He added a pair of shades to conceal the empty eye-socket,

and then joined Leanna for dinner.

“Thank you for fixing it, Ed. I need to keep Lucy from tearing him apart

again…”

“Spray Eric with a pet repellant, Lea. I have some in my jeep. I’ll give

you a can.”

Sarcastically, Leanna muttered, “Who would have thought? Perhaps if

you do that before you leave-”

“Um, you have to spray daily until she is trained to keep away,” Ed

explained

“Oh goody. My life is complete now. I am a-flutter with excitement of

spraying my dead husband daily with pet repellant.”

“You have a problem with uncontrolled sarcasm, don’t you, Lea?” 

“What was your first clue, Ed? Oops…sorry. There I go again. The man

brings the remains of my husband to sit in a chair in my home, and my

sarcasm rears its ugly head. Go figure.”

“Let me know when you’re done. I have a doorknob to attend to.”

Excusing himself from the table and his half-eaten meal, Ed went to his

jeep to retrieve the doorknob, screwdriver and a can of organic pet repellant.

When he handed her the spray, he said, “I’m going to make the door

lockable and you should consider removing the pet flap if this doesn’t work.”

“Perhaps. Need help?”

“No thank you,” he caustically answered.

Shortly after Ed removed the doorknob, Leanna entered the study. Sitting

in the beautiful antique parlor rocker was the remains of Eric attired in the

ensemble Ed had chosen. Leanna walked closer to get a better look.

Heatedly, she asked, “Did you have fun when you cooked this up, Ed?

The suit is moth-eaten and Eric looks even more idiotic than I ever thought

possible.”
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With the doorknob he had removed, and screwdriver in his hand, he

stopped what he was doing and irritably replied, “You told me…no you

demanded that I choose his clothing, Lea. If you do not approve, then you

remove the plaid suit, and dress him up to your likes. For your information,

my services do not involve playing dress-up and the warranty does NOT

include pet destruction! Haven’t I done enough with this mount?”

“Oh, yes, Ed. You have done MORE than enough. It started on the day

that you showed up with the damn thing.”

Dropping the tools and doorknob into her hand, he bellowed, “You finish

up. My services should have ended when I delivered him. He’s all yours, the

pets are yours, you fix the door and forget about my showing up for

Thanksgiving. Install the doorknob yourself.”

Ed charged out of the house, leaving his tools behind.
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Chapter 33

Ed began to relive the day like a dream slowly evolving into a nightmare.

While he walked around his neglected house grabbing dirty laundry and

soda cans, he thought, what the hell is wrong with me? She needs to come to

terms with Eric’s morbid presence and I dress him up like a goddamn village

idiot. Snippets of her words came back to him while he washed dishes in an

angry frenzy. ‘You have done MORE than enough. It started on the day that

you showed up with the damn thing.’ Ed shuddered at the recollection.

After finishing the dishes in record time, he gathered up scattered clutter,

thinking, what do I have in common with her? I’m a slob and she has it all

together. After he finished sweeping the floors, he overloaded the washing

machine with his usual disregard for colors. Her words came back, ‘I still

wonder why he wanted to be preserved, Ed.’

After tossing a basket of clean laundry on the bed, he impulsively picked

up the phone and called Leanna.

“Hello, Lea. Um, listen. I am sorry about last night and I hope you’ll

forgive my insensitivity. I am going to Grandpa’s for Thanksgiving and I will

keep in touch. I’m giving you a break for a while…Goodbye…”

He hung up after leaving her the message on her answering machine,

feeling very disheartened.

Grabbing his keys and jacket, Ed left the house and got in his jeep. His

first stop was the Wallbrook Funeral Home. He walked through a group of

people in the hallway and barged into Jonathan’s office.

“Jon, why did McDuggal want to be preserved?”

Surprised to see his friend, Jonathan asked, “You came here to ask me

that? Did you happen to notice the crowd of people out in the hallway? I

have a viewing going on right now, Ed.”

“I know. And I’m sorry for walking in-”

“It’s been over two months since you delivered Eric. Why is it still an

issue?”
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Ed was adamant when he said, “Just answer the question.”

Combing through his overgrowth of wild hair, Jonathan finally gave up

and put it in elastic, and casually replied, “He didn’t tell me anymore than he

told you. Ed, you look like hell. What’s going on?”

“I put him back in his chair when the cat tipped him over last month.

Yesterday her dog ripped his silk suit to shreds.”

Chuckling, Jonathan asked, “How the hell did the dog do that? What’s

his name, Kujo?”

Ed replied, “It’s Lucy. She’s a cocker spaniel.”

“I see. Good thing it wasn’t a poodle. I have heard poodles can rip a

man’s face to shreds. Heh-heh.”

Clearly irritated, Ed said, “Knock it off, Jon. It gets worse. She asked me

to change his suit, and expected me to pick it out-”

“You picked it out? Your taste in clothing is atrocious-”

“Focus, Jon. Jesus! Anyway, I…chose plaid…”

Jonathan stifled a laugh and he stated, “Sorry, Ed. But plaid? Plaid is for

the living.”

Ed angrily exclaimed, “Screw you, Jon! My taste is lousy, but that’s not

why I’m here. Leanna is a basket case-”

“Leanna? That sounds like a first name thing to me-”

“Go straight to hell.”

When Ed began to walk out, Jonathan grabbed his arm and said, “Come

on, Ed. Damn. I’m being an insensitive prick. As I recall, Eric McDuggal

was against burial. He used the word ‘barbaric’. I know you want more than

that, but he didn’t give me personal details.”

Shaking his head sadly, Ed explained, “Leanna is having a tough time

and I feel responsible.”

“Your responsibly ended when you dropped him off, Ed. It’s not your

fault she can’t keep the pets under control,” Jonathan said.

“Yeah, you’re right. The pets seem a bit neurotic.”

“Not to mention Mrs. McDuggal-”

“No, Jon, Leanna is not neurotic. Not at all. She’s upset, shaken, and

pissed off that her husband’s corpse is sitting in a goddamn chair. Under the

circumstances, who can blame her? The pets aren’t exactly helping the

situation.” Ed looked away and took a deep breath, and continued, “Last

night we had some words-”

“Oh. What happened, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Well, after I put on the new suit-”
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“Plaid, Ed?” Jonathan cut in with a laugh.

“Shut the hell up, will ya? Anyway, it turns out that the suit is wool and

has a couple of moth holes,” Ed said with a sigh.

“Oh Jesus. Just when I thought this couldn’t get worse.”

“Jon, I’m warning you-”

Jonathan smirked, and then said, “Okay, man. I’m sorry. Continue.”

“Yeah, well, she came in, saw the suit, and his sunglasses-”

“Sunglasses?”

“I wanted to hide the empty eye socket.”

“Ah…I see. Go on.” Jon kept his composure while Ed continued, “She

got sarcastic, and I flipped out. I’ve been beating myself ever since. Then to

top it off, I called and left a message this morning that I’m backing off-”

“Good for you. You don’t need the aggravation…”

“I don’t feel that great about it, Jon. It’s been hell…but you’re probably

right. It’s better this way, at least for now. Well, um, I have things to do, so

thanks for your time,” he said dejectedly.

“Hey, just give her a little space for now.”

“Yeah, whatever. About the eye…”

“OH, yeah. It came in. I almost forgot.”

Jonathan left the room briefly and came back with an unopened package.

After handing it to Ed, he remarked, “It’s covered under warrantee, so no

charge.”

“You didn’t tell them what really happened, did you?” Ed asked.

“Do I wear a sign that says Imbecile?”

“It wouldn’t hurt…”

“Why haven’t you left yet?” Jonathan asked.

“Consider it done. See ya.”

“Take it easy, Ed.”

After listening to the answering machine, Leanna turned to her

housekeeper and sadly told her, “Hannah, cross two people from the

Thanksgiving list. It will be my brother and his fiancée.”

“Mrs. McDuggal, I am so sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. I will fix the doorknob soon. Ed replaced Eric’s

clothing. He is new and improved…somewhat.”

“May I take a peek?”

Reluctantly, Leanna replied, “Go ahead.”

The woman slowly walked into the study to look at Eric’s new attire. It
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unnerved Hannah to see the corpse of the man that she had known since

childhood. Leanna went with her into the room.

“Oh my.” Poor Eric’s sunglasses had slipped sideways on his face due to

the smooth surface of the resin exterior. His moth-eaten suit of vibrant plaid

turned Leanna’s husband into a gaudy and comical display. Hannah,

unfortunately, did not see the humor. Shaking her head in disgust, Hannah

walked out of the study. The door did not close tightly because of the missing

knob.

Sundays were often depressing for Leanna, but this particular day seemed

to be the worst ever. Rita was not speaking to her, Eric’s disheveled ensemble

was suitable only for an out-of-work circus clown, and the loss of Ed’s

friendship was the final blow. She thought, goddamn, it can’t get worse than

this…

Late in the afternoon, while Leanna sat on the couch watching her iguana

wandering about the room, the doorbell rang. Leanna opened the door to

find her brother Ronald and his fiancée Amanda.
“Ron. You’re three days early. Oh my God.” She hugged her brother,

delighted to see him after nine years of separation.

He hugged her back then standing next to his fiancée, said, “Hello, Lea.
Surprise! Hey, this is Amanda. Amanda, meet my sister, Leanna. On a whim,

we decided to change our flight and surprise you.”

“Hello, Leanna. I’ve heard so much about you,” Amanda said. She was

an attractive woman, with light blue eyes, naturally blonde hair and a friendly

smile.

Leanna smiled and said, “Ron has told me all about you as well. I have

looked forward to meeting you.”

Phoebe suddenly began to walk toward her guests, and Ron asked,

“Leanna, what the hell is that?”

“Phoebe. She’s tame so don’t worry-”

“I’m not worried about an attacking lizard. I am worried about your strange

tastes in pets.”

“Hey, if I recall, wasn’t it you that collected snails and hid them in your

room?”

Ron laughed and then retorted, “No, Lea. Not true.”

“Okay whatever you say.” She then asked him, “Do you have bags to

bring in?”

“Yes. I’ll be right back. Amanda needs to use your facilities, if you’ll
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show her the way, Lea.”

“Oh, sure. Down that hall, first door to your right and you’re there.”

“Thank you,” Amanda said.

“Go, Ron, get the bags. Hey, you did pick up antihistamines, right? I also

have pets with fur.”

“Got it covered…be right back.”

While her brother went to the car, Leanna quickly found a roll of duct

tape in her kitchen. Nearly tripping over herself, she pulled the door to the

study tight and began to tape it along the doorframe. Hearing Ron’s voice,

she stopped what she was doing, and turned to face him.

“What are you doing?”

“This room is a mess and is off limits, Ron. You know how I am…”

“Oh, yeah. Mrs. Clean herself. Don’t worry, Lea. This house is so tidy,

I’d eat off the floors if that is where you served.”

“Yeah. Um, well, I have several bedrooms upstairs. You will be staying in

the guestroom with a view. Down the hall and first door to the right. I think

you’ll like it.”

“Amanda has already fallen in love with the area. She couldn’t get enough

of the beautiful mountains…”

Amanda came back into the room and said, “Oh, gosh. I want to come in

the summer for vacation. It’s lovely here, Leanna.”

Ron turned to Amanda and said, “Do you mind grabbing a couple bags,

hon? I want to unload our stuff.” The couple took their bags upstairs while

Leanna finished taping the door to the frame.

When they came back a few minutes later, Ron looked at Leanna and

hesitated before stating, “Um, Amanda and I noticed you have a couple of

preserved dogs, Lea, and a cat. That’s kinda weird isn’t it? You told me once

that Eric was quite an animal lover, but I had no idea he stuffed his pets.”

Defensively, Leanna replied, “Oh, well, it is not an uncommon practice,

Ron.”

Amanda stood looking at the Siberian husky as if mesmerized, then

remarked, “Leanna, did it take some time to get used to them? They seem

eerie to me.”

Leanna hesitated, then replied, “It did at first. I remember looking at them

when I first moved here and waiting for them to blink or run off and chase a

ball.” She laughed at the memory, and then added, “I’m going to brew a pot

of coffee. Have you two eaten?”

“Yes, we’ve eaten but coffee sounds great, Lea. Hey, we were admiring
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your paintings. Have you exhibited them?”

“No. I do it for fun and it relaxes me.”

Ron shook his head while looking at one hanging above the mantle and

said, “Great work. You need exposure.”

“Thanks. Excuse me. I’m going to start the coffee.”

Alone in the kitchen, Leanna picked up the phone while the coffee was

brewing.

“Hello, Ed. I hate answering machines and wish you were home. About

that space thing, you mentioned in your message. I’m not buying it. Please

forgive my horrible attitude. Call me back and we’ll talk.”
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Chapter 34

While he drove away from the New Hampshire state line Monday morning,

Ed had no idea where he was heading, how far he planned to go and when

he’d come back. He knew that Thanksgiving would have to go by without

him because he was not in the mood to take part in the holidays. He picked

up his cell phone and called George.

“Grandpa, hello. I don’t have a great connection so I’m going to talk fast.

We aren’t having dinner at Leanna’s and I have some out-of-town business

to attend to. I will keep in touch ok?”

“Okay, Ed. No problem, son. You take care, and I hope you fix things

with Leanna. If you’ve been arguing, assume you’re wrong, even if you’re

not. It works every time.”

“I wish it was that easy, Grandpa. Thank you for the twisted advice. Maybe

someday I’ll have use for it. Ha-ha.”

“You’re breaking up, Ed. I can hardly hear…”

Ed hung up and continued driving. He felt bad that he was ditching the

holiday this year with George. He was the only family that lived nearby. His

parents had moved to Florida and most of his contact with them was through

e-mail and family chat rooms.

When he put his cell phone on the passenger seat, he grabbed a crumpled

letter by accident. He looked at it briefly and made a quick exit…

Palmer Street was not hard to find. He had been there the previous month.

Downtown Portland seemed busy with early Christmas shoppers, but Ed had

other plans.

When he walked into the building, a man who appeared to be the only

person there stood up.

Ed, offering a handshake, said, “Hi, I’m Ed Simon. Is there a David Marino

employed here?”

“I am David Marino. What can I help you with, Mr. Simon?”

JOY LEE RUTTER

158

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Marino. I drove in from New Hampshire, and I

wanted to stop by to ask you a couple of questions.” He cleared his throat

and continued, “I found this letter, from you, in a box of old books at a

friend’s house, Leanna McDuggal. What can you tell me about it? It is

addressed to her husband, Eric. He passed away in March.” He handed Mr.

Marino the letter and waited while David read it.

He looked up and replied, “Hmm…this is from ‘95. I was looking for a

man by the name of, uh…if my memory serves me correctly, Henderson.

John or Joe, I believe it was. Joe Henderson. He was married to this fellow’s

grandmother. McDuggal hadn’t seen this guy since he was a kid, so my visit

with him didn’t amount to much.”

“Did you eventually find the man?” Ed asked.

“No. He apparently was a drinker and a drifter with no ties. The marriage

between McDuggal’s grandmother and Henderson lasted only a few years.

She divorced on abandonment charges years ago.”

“May I ask why you were looking for him? Was he in some sort of trouble?”

David paused for memory recall, and then replied, “Well, this is a case

long closed, so there’s no harm in divulging anything. He was not in trouble,

but he was the last person who had contact with a man by the name of Robert

Markham, of Markham Jewelers. Apparently, Mr. Markham and Henderson

sat together in a bar, one night in, uh, May something, 1970…both of them

drunk to the gills.”

Ed nodded and remarked, “Yeah, I heard he was quite the drinker…”

David walked over to a file cabinet and began to shuffle through the

folders. After some digging, he pulled out a file, and briefly read a portion;

he looked up at Ed and continued, “After Joe left the bar that night, Markham

went his separate way and had a car accident. He drove into a tree and survived,

but the trauma caused some memory loss. Nonetheless, he was able to go

back to work after he recovered the physical injuries.” He paused, looked

through the files in his hand and continued, “In 1993, he died from a brain

aneurysm, thought to be related to his accident. The family, in going through

the estate, came across purchase orders for some diamonds, complete with

receipts, and a full description of the inventory. Apparently, Markham kept

impeccable records.”

“Interesting,” Ed quietly remarked.

Ed patiently watched while Mr. Marino turned pages of the file. David

then stated, “This transaction had taken place in May of 1970, the very same

day as the accident. There was no record of a turn-around. The family had
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reason to believe that he had the gems on him the night of the accident.

When he purchased them, the dealer remembered that Mr. Markham planned

to take them home. He wanted his wife to choose one for a ring he would

design for their anniversary. The cost of the gems was astronomical, as I

recall. Anyway, the diamonds seemed to have disappeared without a trace,

with no profit gained by resale, and obviously, no ring for the wife. The

family hired our agency, and that is why I contacted Mr. McDuggal. Twenty-five
years too late.”

Perplexed, Ed asked, “Mr. Marino, was there suspicion that Joe Henderson

had lifted the gems from the intoxicated guy?”

David cupped his chin with his hand, then replied, “It’s possible, but

there’s no evidence. If he did steal them, it was probably a drunken impulse.

If not, I had hoped that Henderson could give us some information about any

other contacts Markham may have had that night.”

“If the jeweler kept impeccable records, why didn’t he investigate the

missing diamonds after his recovery?” Ed asked.

“Before the accident, his transactions were kept in order. Afterwards,

uh…his business records were sloppy and mismanaged. How he maintained

the business at all was a mystery to his family. By the early eighties, his

older kids began to help in the jewelry shop, but there was no reason for

anyone to go into his records that far back. It was discovered after his death.”

“I see. What did Eric McDuggal remember?”

Mr. Marino shook his and answered, “Hmmm…he wasn’t much help,

Mr. Simon. He became uptight when I told him who I was looking for. His

mood changed almost instantly, as I recall. It was weird.”

“He was a strange man, Mr. Marino. Uh…about Joe Henderson, had

anyone seen him after the night of the accident? Eric McDuggal was not the

only person that you had questioned, I’m assuming.”

“I questioned whomever I could find that was still alive. The bar was

under new management, so I looked up the previous owners. Many of the

regulars that hung around that bar in the ‘70s were either dead or too old to

remember. We never found Henderson. It is common for hardened drunks to

disappear. They are often homeless, or wander aimlessly. They end up in

another state, without a forwarding address-”

Ed interrupted with, “In May of 1970, Henderson still had an address. He

was married to Emma McDuggal.”

“Mr. Simon, you have to remember, the investigation took place nearly

twenty-five years after the night of the accident. Eric McDuggal was a kid at
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the time…a young teenager. As I recall, Henderson didn’t spend a lot of time

at home with his wife and step-grandson.”

“True. Well, uh, I hope I didn’t waste much of your time, Mr. Marino.”

“Call me Dave. I have a question for you. Why are you here? What were

you hoping to gain, Mr. Simon?”

“Leanna McDuggal is a friend of mine. She was married to Eric for about

eight years. The first year of their marriage, he was good to her. Then, for

some unknown reason, Eric became somewhat weird. Leanna never heard

about a step-grandfather. They were married for about eight years, and not a

word. And of course there was a parrot, stuffed by my grandfather, and hidden

in the attic-”

Dave interrupted him with, “Whoa…hold on Mr. Simon. You’ve left out

some details. What parrot? Why did your grandfather stuff a bird in

McDuggal’s attic?”

“Call me Ed. Uh, he wasn’t ‘stuffed’ in the attic Dave. My grandfather is

a taxidermist. He preserved and mounted a few of Eric’s dead pets when he

was a kid.”

“Is that legal?” Marino asked with an amused grin.

“Yes, of course it is. It was pretty much unheard of back then, but nowadays

it’s a common practice…” The conversation seemed to be going nowhere

fast and Ed became irritated; he felt the need to depart, and stated, “Dave, it

was nice meeting you. Have a good day, sir.”

“Ed, I’m not finished. Actually, I am fascinated. Please, continue with the

parrot.”

Ed looked at his watch, and said, “Eric

displayed his mounted pets in the home. My grandfather preserved some of

them…a couple of cats, a dog. Well, recently, Lea found an African Gray

parrot in the attic. Eric never displayed the bird in the house…he hid it. In

addition, there was an obscene note written by Eric, hidden inside the base

of the mount. Eric hated the bird. Apparently, the bird mimicked someone

Eric detested. We have reason to believe it was the step-grandfather, Joe.”

“How old was Eric when the bird died?”

“Around fifteen years old, I guess,” Ed replied.

“Okay. Well, you have not answered my question, Ed. I continue to dig.

Remember, I am a professional questioner. It’s what I do.” He crossed his

arms, and then continued, “What really brought you here? Eric has passed

away. So he left some details out of his background with a relatively short

marriage to his wife, and this is an issue for you…because?” He looked at
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Ed waiting for a reply, and then added, “Fill in the blanks, Ed.” Ed was

beginning to dislike David Marino.

Hardly able to conceal his irritation, he replied, “Because, I like Leanna.

I like her a lot. She needs closure. She needs to believe that normal

relationships do not turn sour. Normal men do not become reclusive and

indifferent after a year of marriage, for no reason. She needs to know why her

husband became an ass and reassurance that she was not at fault. I believe

that something was wrong with McDuggal. Something from his past disturbed

him.” He paused for breath, and then added, “Sorry I’ve wasted your time,

Dave, but I care about the woman and she deserves better than the way he

treated her and she deserves to know why he had become cold and cruel and

ugly,” Ed said, as he turned to walk out the door.

Ed stopped and turned around when Marino said, “During my

investigation, I had talked to an old crony of Joe’s…someone that knew the

family. He spoke of Joe’s treatment of Emma and young Eric. He was usually

drunk, and at times violent. The man witnessed some cruelty, Ed. It might

have triggered a negative personality with McDuggal, who knows?”

“Yeah. Who knows?”

Dave eyed him pensively, then stated, “I trust you, Ed. You appear to be

sincere. Your reasons for questioning me are on the level. There was reason

to believe that Joe lifted the diamonds from Markham. Uh, the other thing is,

Joe did actually go home that night…drunk as a skunk and vile as ever. I

know this may not have anything to do with your friend’s relationship with

her husband, but then again, who knows. Eric seemed uncomfortable by my

appearance. When I mentioned that I knew Joe had been to the house that

evening in 1970, his entire demeanor changed. McDuggal totally shut down,

I mean, he disconnected. I left the private office of his antique shop, and

never returned. I tried to contact him later by phone, and of course, the letter,

but no luck.”

“Strange man, McDuggal. Why didn’t you ask Hannah, the housekeeper?

Emma McDuggal hired her when Eric was three years old. She might have

helped in-”

Dave interrupted, “The family dropped the case shortly after I’d questioned

McDuggal. If they hadn’t, the estate would have remained locked in the

courts for a very long time.”

“I see. I appreciate your time, Dave. Thank you.”

While exchanging a handshake, Dave stated, “Women are emotionally

strong creatures, Ed. They recover hostile relationships. Give her time. I’m
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not an expert on women, but she’ll be fine. If it’s meant to be…you and her,

it will happen no matter what her life was like. Have a good day, Ed.”

When Ed returned to his jeep, he loaded the names, dates and notes that

David had mentioned into his Palm for future reference.

Monday morning Leanna woke up early and quietly tiptoed downstairs

to the kitchen. Hannah asked her, “Mrs. McDuggal, who are your visitors?”

“My brother decided to surprise me by coming three days early.” She

quietly added, “I have to make sure they stay out of the study…”

Hannah smiled and said, “Yes, I noticed the tape along the door. Looks a

little tacky, if you don’t mind my saying. I will fix the knob today, and ease

your mind on that, if you don’t mind.”

While she poured a cup of coffee, Leanna replied, “Yes, thank you, Hannah.

I appreciate your help. I think you will have the opportunity. They mentioned

something about driving around to see the mountains. While I’m at the antique

shop, please keep an eye on them.”

“I will try to keep them from nosing about, Mrs. McDuggal.”

A sleepy Amanda walked into the kitchen in a bathrobe, sat at the table

and helped herself to coffee. She yawned, and then said, “Good morning.

Leanna, I uh…well, we came here a few days early. It was your brother’s

idea, and I hope we are not imposing…”

Leanna smiled and declared, “No way, Amanda. I’ve missed my brother

so much. He’s all the family I have left…”

Amanda breathed a sigh of relief and she stated, “Oh, good. I feel better

hearing that. While you’re at work, Ron and I will be shopping…I am

considering looking at property.”

Leanna looked at her excitedly and exclaimed, “Wonderful. That is

absolutely the best news.”

Ron sauntered into the kitchen and asked, “What is all the noise? Can’t a

guy sleep around here? Ah…coffee…”

Hannah poured his coffee while he pulled up a chair and joined Leanna

and Amanda. He mischievously stated, “When you left Michigan, you said

to me, ‘Ron, you’re not twenty-one yet. If I hear that you’re drinking, I’m

coming back here to kick your ass.’ Ha-ha! I’m over twenty-one now, so I’ll

be picking up some beer tonight and celebrating our little family reunion.”

Ron was five years younger than Leanna; they always had a very close

relationship. Leanna was the more conservative of the two, and Ron had a

quirky sense of fun and lived his life on the edge. He was a handsome man
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with dark hair, and mischievous blue eyes.

Leanna smiled at him, then looked at her watch and said,

“Sounds like fun. I have to get ready for work and we’ll catch up later.”

She fed the animals, and walked upstairs for her shower.

Anxious to leave the house, Leanna showered, dressed and left the house

within a half hour. After arriving at the antique shop, she walked into the

back office and picked up the phone.

“Rita, don’t hang up. It’s Lea.”

“I wouldn’t do that to you, Leanna. I miss you terribly.” Rita whined.

Leanna smiled with relief and said, “I am so sorry to have put you through

that awful fright, Rita.”

“It’s over with, Leanna. Forget about it.”

“Rita, I was, uh, wondering if you would like to come over tonight. My

brother and his fiancée are visiting.”

Rita sighed, and then asked, “Are they aware of Eric’s…?”

“No.”

Rita sighed and then asked, “What time, Lea?”

“Come around seven. We aren’t going to mention the Eric thing, Rita…”

“I had that part figured out, Lea. I will see you tonight.”

Rita arrived at seven o’clock with a large bottle of scotch. She hugged

Leanna and walked into the living room. Ron and Amanda were sitting on

the sofa; they stood up when Leanna introduced them.

Leanna invited her guests to sit and Ron served drinks. After the usual

small talk amongst the new acquaintances, the foursome eventually ended

up playing a rowdy game of billiards. Leanna’s intoxicated brother grabbed

one of Eric’s preserved cats, Pauletta, and brought her to the billiards room

during one of his bathroom runs. He put her on the edge of the table and

slurred, “For luck. Kitty, will you bring me luck?”

Leanna looked at Rita and was surprised to find her laughing. Quietly

Rita said to her, “I’ve concluded that your house of horrors is tolerable when

intoxicated.”

“Rita…Jesus!”

“I’m sorry, Lea,” Rita whispered. The two watched in silence while Ron

continued talking to the mounted cat in a drunken slur.

He turned to Leanna and said, “I think Pauletta likes me, Lea. Ha-ha!”

Leanna turned to Rita and Amanda laughing, and said, “Why don’t we

leave my weird brother alone with the cat and go upstairs for some girl talk,
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huh?”

Amanda turned to her inebriated fiancé and said, “We are going upstairs,

Ron. Have fun with the cat.”

Ron took a swig of his beer and said, “This kitty has become a drag. I’ll

be up in a few…”

Amanda angrily whispered, “Ron. We are guests here. Please stop being

silly.”

The three women went back to the living room and Amanda turned to

Leanna and said, “Lea, I’m so sorry-”

“Hey, Amanda, don’t sweat it. Ron’s on vacation and having a good time.

Let him be,” Leanna said with a chuckle.

While the women talked in the living room, Ron remained in the recreation

room, enjoying practice shots at the billiards table. Finally, he staggered

back through the house and lost his way looking for the bathroom. Ron walked

through the breezeway and attempted to open the seldom-used French doors

that entered the private study. He staggered around the room until he realized

in his drunken haze that he had taken a wrong turn. He flipped on a light

switch and looked about the room.

His eyes fell upon his sister’s late husband.

“Hey, where’s the bathroom, buddy? Hey, you gonna talk to me?” Ron

stumbled around the display, and he looked a little closer, nearly stumbling

into Eric’s lap. Next, he put his hand in front of the cadaver’s face, waving it

about.

“You alive, buddy? Where am I anyway? Hey, Leanna. I’m a lil’ lost in

your friggin’ house. Can you kinda talk to me so I can find my way out? You

have a dead guy in your house, Leanna-danna! Let me outta here! He’s freakin’

me out.”

Hearing her drunken brother shouting from the study, Leanna gasped.

Rita nearly dropped her drink, and Leanna quickly stood up and went to the

breezeway and through the French doors. Unfortunately, Amanda and Rita

followed her.

The three women walked into the room to find Ron sitting on a footstool

next to Eric. He looked at Leanna and slurred, “You know this guy? He

seems a little dead.”

Leanna calmly took her brother by the arm and said, “Out, Ron. How did

you get in here anyway? Those doors are never used…”

“I got lost. Uh, what’s with the dead guy?”

Leanna looked at Rita, who was pale and appeared shaken. Amanda starred
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at the display and finally said, “That is not a dead guy…uh…it is, Lea?”

Rita finally spoke. She explained, “Ron, Amanda…Eric had all his dead

pets stuffed…problem is, he couldn’t stop at just the pets…”

Livid, Leanna blurted, “Rita. Shut up, will ya? Goddamn! Let me handle

this, okay?”

Ron straightened the crooked sunglasses, and began to touch the face. He

slurred, “Plastic. This fuggin’ thing is plastic. Why did he go and do this for,

Lea? Is this legal?”

Amanda looked disapproving at Ron and firmly stated, “Ron. Come on

out of here. This is a little weird.”

Leanna walked out of the room, ahead of her guests and they followed.

Ron garbled, “Where’s the bathroom, Lea? I…got a lil’ lost, sis…”

Leanna pointed the way and ordered him, “When you are done, come

back to the living room.”

Amanda spoke first when they sat down in the living room. Her eyebrows

furrowed, she asked, “Uh, Leanna, is that really your late husband?”

Leanna folded her arms and looked at Rita. Giggling, Rita looked away,

but remained quiet. Finally able to find the right words, Leanna replied, “I’m

afraid so, Amanda. I guess the family secret is out…”

“Why did you have him stuffed?”

Leanna interrupted abruptly, “I didn’t have him stuffed. He paid his damn

mortician and taxidermist to have it done without telling me. I’m still coming

to terms with this…” she could not finish. Leanna looked away with tears in

her eyes.

Rita, in her feeble attempt to comfort her friend, remarked, “Leanna, Eric

looks different than when I saw him before. He wasn’t in that plaid suit…”

Leanna stood up and said, “Goddamn. I need a drink. I’m not drunk enough

for this.”

Rita jumped up from the chair and said, “Lea, I’m sorry. Don’t be upset.

Look…uh, your brother and Amanda are adults. Why don’t you come back

in here and explain it to all of us. It will not leave this house. I didn’t exactly

go and call the Mt. Chocorua Times, when I discovered Eric in your house,

now did I?”

Looking at her guests, Leanna calmed down and walked back into the

living room. Sighing heavily, she quietly said, “I don’t know why he wanted

to be preserved. Eric was a strange sort…”

Ron laughed aloud as he entered the room and said, “Not hard to figure

that out, Lea. Jesus, how can you live with that? Your house must be a hoot
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at Halloween, huh?”

Not impressed with her brother’s drunken humor, she ignored him. Amanda

reassured her, “Leanna, we will not mention this…it’s a little weird and would

probably draw publicity…”

“Yes, it would. Thank you, Amanda.”

Rita looked at her watch and said, “I promised Michael a bedtime story,

Lea. I’ll call you, okay?” She arose from the chair and said her goodbyes to

her new acquaintances; Leanna walked her to the door and gave her a warm

hug.

Turning to her brother and Amanda, Leanna said, “Listen…I, uh, I’m

sorry about the Eric thing-”

Ron cut in with, “Lea, I’m too drunk to give a shit and Amanda and I are

hitting the sack. It’s not a biggy, okay? Love ya. Good night. Come on,

Mandy.” The pair got up, and Ron gave his sister a peck on the cheek and

they went upstairs to bed.
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Chapter 35

He dragged himself into the kitchen and silently grabbed a cup of coffee.

Leanna watched him without saying a word.

Finally, Ron turned to face her and asked, “It’s Tuesday, right? Uh, I

guess I overdid the beer last night. Sorry, about that Lea. One is usually my

limit, unless it’s Super Bowl. Heh-heh.”

Chuckling, Leanna said, “Don’t sweat it, Ron. You’re on vacation. Listen,

I have to work half a day, but I’m taking the rest of the week off. We’ll have

some laughs. Too bad the snow melted. I would have loved taking you and

Amanda skiing.”

“Lea, about last night…that uh…”

“Yes, Ron? Whatever questions you have, ask them now. After that, it’s a

closed subject. I really don’t want to deal with it.”

“Why did Eric have himself stuffed?”

Leanna shook her head and replied, “I don’t know…”

With a quizzical look on his face, he then asked, “Haven’t you

wondered…?”

“Yes, I have.”

“Well, didn’t he explain it in his will?”

“No explanation…but I’m obliged to keep him here, or lose a large part

of the estate.”

“That was my next question. This hasn’t been easy for you, has it?”

Looking away from him, she softly replied, “No, it hasn’t. Did you look

closely at the face, Ron? It’s ominous. It gives me the creeps and it’s been

devastating, to say the least.”

“Jesus. Lea, Eric treated you like shit, and then has himself stuffed. That

atrocity in there is keeping the memories alive, I imagine…”

Leanna looked at him and defensively replied, “He was distant but…I

never said he treated me like…he was just, uh, different in his treatment…of

me…”
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“Different from what? How would you know what is normal? Face it,

Lea. You had no real idea of what is normal treatment of a spouse. You never

knew your real father…”

Angrily, she interrupted him, “I know the difference, Ron. I loved him…”

Her brother walked up to her, put his hand under her chin, and gently

lifted her face. He said, “Did he love you? Did he indicate that he loved you

as you loved him?”

She lowered her eyes and did not reply.

Ron hugged her and commanded, “I’ll drop it, sis. Go get your half day

over with so we can have some fun.”

Relieved to drop the subject, she smiled and replied, “Sure. We’ll go out

tonight…”

Shortly after Leanna left for work, Amanda came into the kitchen.

“Did your sister leave already?”

“Yes, she did. She’s only working a half day,” Ron replied.

“Ron, what do you make of that dead guy in that room?”

He grinned and looked at her sideways; with a mock evil tone, he

whispered, “Come with me to see it again.”

Amanda exclaimed, “No way. You go alone. It’s too weird for me.”

“No, come on. He’s an awesome work of art. I want to take pictures.”

“Ron, if you take just ONE picture of that horrid display, I’ll tell your

sister and she’ll flip.”

“Amanda, I’ve already got pictures of all the preserved animals…they

aren’t enough. I want one of her hus…”

Shaking her head vigorously, she interrupted, “We will get pictures of

mountains and the beautiful scenery. Leave that room alone. She doesn’t

want it known…”

“I promise you, I won’t sell it to the National Enquirer. Honey, I don’t

have pictures of her husband…”

She screamed vehemently at him, “He is a corpse, Ron.”

“Amanda, he doesn’t look dead in that chair. Come on…Leanna painted

him, so why can’t I take pictures? Take a look in her art room.”

Amanda loved her fiancé, and his persuasive ways did her in…as usual.

Resignedly, she whined, “Why are we snooping around her house? Jesus,

Ron.”

Leanna’s brother quickly walked out of the kitchen, through the breezeway

and into the study. Amanda followed him with reluctance. The French
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doors opened easily enough to allow them access.

Ron could not contain himself. He began to snicker while taking his small

digital camera out of his pocket. Cynthia, the Siamese cat, climbed upon

Eric’s lap as if personally invited and Ron took pictures of the hilarious

spectacle.

Amanda clucked her tongue and said, “This is pathetic. Stop taking

pictures of that gruesome display.”

Ron continued to chuckle aloud while taking more pictures. He then turned

to Amanda and said, “Hon, relax. We won’t put them in frames to display

over the mantle, I promise. Come with me to her art room. I want a picture of

that portrait she did with the lizard…”

“No! You’re on your own. I’m getting a shower, Ron. Goddamn it, you’re

sick.”

The couple left the room and Amanda went for her shower while Ron

slinked into the art room. He turned on the light and captured a few pictures

of Leanna’s portrait of Eric and the iguana.

His amused chuckling, heard outside the room, caused Hannah to look in

and she startled him by asking, “Uh, Mr. Ayres, may I help you?”

“Whoa, you scared the hell out of me. Hannah is your name, right?”

The housekeeper eyed him disapprovingly and said, “Yes, I am Hannah.”

Softening her tone, she asked, “Have you and Miss Williams had breakfast?

I will cook an omelet, if you’d like…”

“Oh, no thank you. Amanda is on a chronic diet and I’m feeling a little

rough around the gills…I’d like something dry like wheat toast, no butter, if

you don’t mind.”

He followed the housekeeper into the kitchen and said, “Hannah, we

discovered her late husband last night. I got lost looking for a bathroom…and

found him by mistake.”

She turned around to face him and then stated, “Mrs. McDuggal has been

very upset by that outrageous display. I happened to notice you and your

friend taking snapshots, Mr. Ayres. Mr. McDuggal made it very clear that he

did not want the media…”

“Hannah, say no more. The pictures will not be publicized, I guarantee…”

“Good.” She put his dry toast on a plate, and silently handed it to him.

After she left the room without a word, Ron thought, I don’t think I made

a good impression on the housekeeper.

While Amanda was showering and Hannah was cleaning upstairs, Ron

sneaked back into the study. He sat down on the sofa and sat looking squarely
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at the face of his sister’s late husband. He sat forward, leaning his forearms

on his knees and then began to speak to the lifeless form.

“How’s it going, Eric? I never met you, friend, but ya know what? You

treated my sister like shit. If you were alive right now, I’d kick your ass. It’s

bad enough her own dad couldn’t stick around, but my sister couldn’t even

count on her husband to treat her like she deserved. Lea and I are close, Eric.

She told me stuff…and she was hurting, you prick. Women don’t like to be

ignored…then you return here all plastic coated, and she has to look at your

stupid face for as long as she stays here. I really hope you have a goddamn

good reason for this. Good thing for you we never met…nobody treats my

sis like that and gets away with it, you pathetic asshole…”

Ron stood up, and said, “Stay there. I’ll be right back, dead guy.”

Ron’s mischievous eyes glistened while he ran upstairs to the guest room,

grabbed a few items and sprinted back into the study. He put a huge worn-out
straw hat on Eric, and a wild-colored necktie. He straightened the

sunglasses, and brushed a particle of lint off his plaid suit. He stood back and

mumbled, “You were a blithering fool while alive, McDuggal. Let’s maintain

that image.”

Leanna’s brother sneered at the stiffened remains of Eric McDuggal before

walking out the door, whistling the Andy Griffith theme song…

Ed spent Thanksgiving morning in front of his computer, eating cold pizza,

and surfing the internet for Joe Henderson. Old records in the Mt. Chocorua

area were not difficult to find for a small fee, but he ran into dead ends at

every turn.

Old marriage and divorce records in the county database files listed Joe

and Emma Henderson as married on August 21, 1963 and divorced March

14, 1971. Further digging produced Joe’s date of birth, March 4, 1915. Social

security numbers were a little more difficult to find but Ed eventually stumbled

upon it when he located Henderson’s military files.

His next search was Robert Markham. He looked through old newspaper

archives to find the accident report that happened in May of 1970. He typed

in the date of May 8, 1970, copied and pasted a large portion of text into a

separate document, and then sat away from his computer.

Stretching, he stood up, and began to pick up accumulated clutter, and

thought, how do I find Henderson with only a social security number? I

might need to reopen the case with Marino, but on what grounds? There are

no work records for Joe…I guess he didn’t need to work when he was married
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to Emma…but after the divorce…there’s nothing. Probably became a street

drunk, or pawned off the diamonds.

A lonely sock strewn over the answering machine hid the blinking message

light. After tossing it into an accumulating laundry pile, he pushed the button

to hear the recorded voice say, “You have nine messages…”

While listening to the machine prattle off the first three, Ed grabbed a

beer from the refrigerator, took a swig, and stopped short when he heard the

familiar voice of Leanna’s message,

“Hello, Ed. I hate answering machines and wish you were home. About

that space thing you mentioned in your message, I’m not buying it. Please

forgive my horrible attitude. Call me back and we’ll talk.”

Nearly stumbling over the clothing pile, he ran back to the phone and

called Leanna. The message was already five days old…

“Leanna, this is Ed. Hey, I just heard your message. I, uh…went out of

town the day you called, and when I got back…I didn’t see the blinking light

thing on the machine…”

She smiled, then said, “No problem, really. I’ve been busy with my brother

and Amanda. They have been here since Sunday.”

He sat down at his desk, put his feet up, then remarked, “Ahh…surprised

you with an early arrival, huh?”

“Yes. Ed, are you going to George’s?”

“No, I’m here…uh, I’ve been busy with stuff…”

Leanna paused, and then stated, “Oh, well, nobody should be alone on

Thanksgiving day. Go pick him up and…”

He interrupted her with, “Grandpa is having dinner with Phyllis and her

son’s family.”

Leanna winked at Hannah and said, “Then what time may we expect

you? Dinner will be served in one hour. Invitation still stands, Ed. Think

about it and if you show up, fine…if not…”

He quickly cut in, “Set up that extra plate. I’m on my way.”

Turning to her brother, she said, “A good friend of mine is joining us…he’s

just a friend, so don’t, uh…assume more than that…”

“Okaaay…whatever. Now, if you’d said that without the silly grin and

sparkly eye thing, we would have believed that. Ha-ha!”

“Know what? Before you were around, I asked Mom for a puppy. I really

wish she had done that instead.” she stated in a huff.

“Instead of me? I’m adorable and stuff…” Ron joked.
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“Uh, Leanna, before your friend arrives…fill us in,” Amanda said with a

teasing grin.

“His name is Ed Simon, and…he’s the man that preserved some of the

pets. He’s a taxidermist.”

Amanda’s eyes opened wide when she stated, “Lea…tell me Ed isn’t

involved in that atrocity you have in the study…”

Ron shot his fiancée a look of irritation and interjected, “Jesus, Amanda.

Leanna, she had a bad dream last night and the Eric thing spooks her. But…is

Ed responsible for the stuffed husband?”

Sighing, Leanna replied, “Yes. The mortician and Ed did the mount. I met

Ed the day he delivered it, and he was…supportive. I rather freaked out at

the sight of Eric being here, and he has helped me through the rough edges.

Amanda, I’ve had my share of nightmares too.” Leanna looked at her watch,

and said, “I’m going to wash up for dinner. Be right back…”

“Ron, Amanda, this is Ed Simon. Ed, meet my brother Ron and his fiancée

Amanda.” Turning to him, Leanna smiled and added, “Thank you for coming.”

“You’re welcome and it’s nice meeting you both.”

Hannah announced dinner and the group took their seats at the table.

“I hope you didn’t hold up your meal waiting for me,” Ed remarked.

“No, your timing is very good,” Leanna replied.

Ron looked at Amanda and winked, then turned to Ed and stated, “So, uh,

Ed…we found Eric stuffed in his private study. Interesting career you have,

but a little macabre, isn’t it…?”

“Ron!” Amanda exclaimed, her face reddened.

Ed almost spilled his drink. He looked at Leanna and replied, “Whoa…I

didn’t see that coming…”

Leanna shuddered with embarrassment and shot her brother an angry look.

Ron chuckled and said, “Hey, I like it. If he hadn’t been such a prick,

you’d appreciate it as well, Leanna. Loosen up, sis.”

Leanna shook her head, and frowned. “You like it, Ron? You want it? Why

don’t you load Eric up in a box and take him home? Of course, you’ll have

some explaining to do at the Logan security gates…”

Ed took a bite of turkey to stifle a chuckle. Amanda shook her head,

placed a dollop of pureed squash on her plate and dryly remarked, “You have

a choice of who goes with you, Ron. Me or the cadaver. It can’t be both,

because we only have two seats reserved.”

Ed remained silent while the conversation continued, and Leanna

A DISTURBING PRESENCE

173

remarked, “Amanda, Ron would do well with someone at his intelligence

level, so let him take Eric, and you stay here. I’ll match you up with someone

that has an IQ of more than one digit.”

“Ha and another Ha. Oh, did I nearly forget to laugh? Ha!” Ron teased.

“Ed, Amanda, please forgive us. We’ve regressed back to our childhood…”

Leanna said with a laugh.

Ron took a bite of squash, and then asked Ed, “What happened to the

eye? It’s missing. I noticed it when I fixed the shades…”

Leanna sharply spoke up, “Ron, Ed, can we change the subject? Please?”

Ron was unstoppable. He said, “Leanna…come on. I’m just asking…”

Ed replied, “Apparently it came loose…some unforeseen collision with a

flying cat. Uh, I have the replacement in my jeep.”

Ron excitedly asked, “Can I watch you fix it?”

“Sure, why not.” Ed shrugged and smiled at Leanna, who was not amused.

After dessert, Ron became restless. He took Ed aside and said in a low

voice, “Hey, I have an ulterior motive in watching you work on Eric. I want

to ask you a couple of questions, and chances are good that nobody else will

be in there.”

Looking about to make sure he was out of hearing range, Ed replied,

“Sure. I’ll get the eye and you join me…it won’t take long.”

When Ed retrieved the package out of his jeep, he impulsively snatched

up a few pieces of hard copy from his research on the internet. He had tossed

it in the jeep so that he could drop by the county courthouse the next day

during business hours. Tucking it in his pocket, he went back into the house.

While he waited for Ed to come into the study, Ron snapped a few pictures.

Ed startled him upon entering and exclaimed, “Ron, what the hell are you

doing? Does your sister know you’re taking pictures?”

“Uh, no. Don’t tell her…they’re for my personal use…I’m not going to

sell ‘em to the Globe. Guaranteed. Heh-heh.”

“Leanna is quite upset by this…”

“Yeah…that is why I wanted to talk. Why did you go along with this? Got

bored with stuffing moose heads?”

“Hey, if you’re here to give me some shit, just to let you know, Leanna’s

covered all the bases, and quite frankly, I’m done with it, Ron,” Ed snapped.

“Sure. Got ya. I’ll play nice. Leanna’s pretty bummed about this. Why

didn’t he want to be buried like a normal person?”
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Ed looked at Eric’s straw hat and gaudy tie and asked, “Who did this, or

need I ask?”

Ron replied, “He was a fool, Ed, so the hat and tie are quite fitting. Ya

know, about three years ago, I called Lea. She was sobbing, and after I begged

her to tell me the problem, she finally told me that Eric had withdrawn, and

it wasn’t a marriage any longer. He had become a cold-hearted bastard.”

Ed removed the hat and maneuvered the eyeball under the stiffened eyelid,

and replied, “Yeah, he was. His childhood was pretty rough…at least a part

of it was.”

“Oh yeah? Well, fill me in.” Ron sat on the edge of the sofa, watching Ed

insert the glass eye. Ed related all that he knew about Joe Henderson, and

recently acquired information from David Marino. He handed the wad of

papers from his pocket to Ron while he adhered the eyeball into the socket.

After Ron looked through the haphazard notes, he asked, “What are you

looking for, Ed? What good will come from finding this Henderson guy…or

the jeweler’s family?”

“I don’t know. Just a hunch, I guess, that Eric didn’t turn his back on Lea.

He had his demons to deal with and a huge chip on his shoulder…he turned

his back on life and your sister needs reassurance that it wasn’t her…”

“Ahh…I see.” Ron looked at the pages again and asked, “How did you

get his social security number?”

Ed casually replied, “Old military stuff.”

“I might be able to help,” Ron said.

Skeptically, Ed asked, “How can you help? Leanna wants to enjoy your

visit, and she wants nothing to do with snooping around Eric’s past. If she

suspects that we are doing this…”

“I know…but when I go back home, my best friend works at a social

security facility and he can access records of people’s whereabouts going

several decades back. He’s into some sort of investigative department to

track down whereabouts and such…”

“Sure. Uh…”

Leanna entered, while Ed was putting the hat back on Eric, shook her

head and remarked, “You have sunk to a new level, Ed…”

Ron interjected with, “Uh, Lea. I did the hat and tie thing. We kinda like

it.”

Leanna walked out, stating “I am so done with this! You

two, have your fun. I’m ready for an after-dinner cocktail. Join us, when

you’re finished with Gomer Pyle.”
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After she left the study, Ed turned to Ron and said, “Emma’s journals.”

Puzzled, Ron said, “Huh?”

“Leanna found some old journals of Emma’s…Eric’s grandmother. She

put them away after she’d read enough to make her sick. Uh…I don’t think

she threw them out, and I’d be anxious to find out what happened around the

8th of May, 1970. That was the night of the accident…and the missing

diamonds. Marino said Eric seemed uptight when he questioned him about

that night…”

Leanna’s brother looked doubtful, and said, “Ask Lea for the journals,

Ed…”

Ed connected his thumb and pointer finger, and said bleakly, “I came this

close to losing her friendship with my snooping around. No way in hell will

she go along with this. I’d like your help…”

Laughing, Ron said, “Okay, I said I’ll help with the Henderson guy if you

give me the info. The journals…I don’t know. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks, Ron. Let’s split before she assumes we’ve developed a personal

relationship with uh…Gomer.”
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Chapter 36

While picking up the phone, Ron looked over his shoulder, and dialed

quietly.

“Good morning, Ed. Um, nobody is up yet, and obviously, you’re not

either, or I wouldn’t be talking to your machine. Hey, pick me up and we’ll

do some head hunting. I found those journals of McDuggal’s grandma, and

stuck ‘em in my car. If you go to the courthouse, I’d like to tag along. Hey,

did you know your number is in Lea’s memory? Call me back-”

Ed’s sleepy voice cut in, “Hello? Jesus, Ron, it’s six in the morning.”

Scratching his head, Ron apologetically said, “I didn’t expect you to wake

up. Sorry, Ed. I just wanted to leave a message before anyone here gets up.”

After yawning, Ed sarcastically remarked, “Funny thing about phones,

Ron. They come equipped with bells and ringers. Ringing phones wake you

up if it’s next to the bed, idiot…” Ed stretched, and then asked, “Did you say

my number is in her memory thing?”

Ron chuckled and said, “Lucky number seven. Hey, pick me up, if you’re

game. I have to go, someone’s moving around upstairs.”

Pausing for thought, Ed replied, “Yeah, sure. I’ll be there around one. I’m

expecting someone to pick up his pheasant…hey wait. Why don’t you come

by this morning? Jake Adamson grew up with McDuggal and I’ve wanted to

ask him a couple things. His pheasant is done and he’s stopping by.”

Hearing footsteps, Ron quickly answered, “It’s a done deal. See ya.”

Amanda’s puzzled eyes watched him as he hung up. “Ron, who are you

talking to this early?”

Casually, Ron said, “Ed. I’m going to watch him work. He does amazing

stuff and I wanted to-”

Nodding, Amanda cut in, “That’s fine, because I’m Christmas shopping

with Lea.”

Taking her in his arms, he whispered, “Has anyone told you today that

you are the most beautiful woman in New Hampshire?”

A DISTURBING PRESENCE

177

Looking into the eyes of a man clearly in love, Amanda replied, “Yes, but

I told him that I was engaged to a lunatic. Kiss please?”

Twisting his face to resemble a maniac, Ron teased, “Lunatic? Moi?”

Smiling, she replied, “Unless you can explain why you’re playing dressup

with Gomer, yes. 100% Lunatic.”

Ron grabbed coffee mugs, set them on the counter, and remarked, tongue in-

cheek, “The guy had issues…he was grim when he was alive, and I just

helped him to loosen up. Heh-heh…”

Amanda shook her head as she fixed their coffee, and said, “Ron, your

sister is devastated by her husband’s death arrangement. He should have

been buried, or cremated, not sitting in a damn chair. Can we leave it alone

for now? We leave Sunday, and Leanna doesn’t need to deal with your silly

puttering around with that corpse in there.”

While he stirred his coffee, he teased, “So, I take it sledding with Gomer

is out of the question.”

“No snow, fool,” she snickered.

Pointing out the kitchen window, he asked, “Have you looked outside?”

She looked out the window to discover a two-inch covering of snow, and

more coming. She excitedly gasped, “Oh! It’s snowing.” Then warned, “Just

keep Gomer off the slopes, Ron.”

Swinging his head from side to side, Ron drawled, “Aw daaid gummit

aind shucks, Amainder. We ahh was figgerin on a hollerin’ and a hootin’ and

yaaillin’ SHAZAAIMMM on thaim hills o’ New Hampshoor.”

Amanda snapped him on the buttocks with a rolled up towel and playfully

yelled, “Shazaaimmm THIS!” and took off running with Ron in hot pursuit.

Finding Ed’s shop didn’t take long. Leanna had written the map in her

perfect scrawl, with an arrow pointing to a circle with Ed’s Carcass Shop

penned inside. Smiling at his sister’s humor, Ron put it in his pocket, grabbed

Emma’s journals, and went inside.

“Hey, I made it. Cool place,” Ron said when he walked in.

Ed continued at his computer, and muttered, “I’ll be with you…just

ordering supplies. Have a seat, or nose around if you want, Ron.”

Looking around at Ed’s work, Ron whistled his admiration, and asked,

“Get many calls from animal rights groups, Ed?”

Chuckling, Ed replied, “Ahh…no, but I don’t kill, maim or torture, Ron.

I work with animals that are already dead.”

Embarrassed, Ron replied, “I’ll try to keep my silly questions to a
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minimum. Heh-heh.”

Ed muttered with a half grin, “Good plan. Ah, done.” He clicked the

mouse, and walked away from his computer. Stretching, he added, “Still

waiting for Jake, but hey, you brought the journals. How did you get them

from Leanna?”

As he put them on the desk, Ron answered with a mock evil raise of an

eyebrow, “She was asleep, and her desk is in an upstairs alcove. I just happened

to take a look inside the drawers, and there they were.”

While Ed opened one, Ron asked, “Ed, what are we looking for in the

journals?”

Impatience edging his tone, Ed answered, “To make a long story short,

Eric became peculiar shortly after he married your sister and she always

blamed herself. Then, he wanted to be preserved and she hasn’t come to

grips with it…I’m just trying to get to the bottom of it, find out his

motives…his past…”

Perplexed, Ron asked, “What is your objective? You learned his childhood

sucked because of the violence, so what else do you need? I’m not against

this, but what will it change for Leanna?”

Ed pondered for a few seconds, then answered, “Her perspective. Her

trust in future relationships.”

Ron casually remarked, “Okay. A little too profound for my taste, but I’m

here for the ride. Heh-heh.”

Ed chuckled and said, “Eric had a talking parrot…did you know that?”

Ron nodded and said, “Bongo. He’s in the hallway.”

Ed explained, “Lea found him in the attic a couple of months ago. He’s

the only animal that Eric never displayed in the home. His notes mentioned

the bird talked too much, and someone that Bongo imitated…” Sighing with

fatigue, Ed added, “Anyway, Ron, I think Eric was hiding something from

his past, something disturbing. It’s just a hunch, but it’s there. Joe Henderson

might be the only person who can tell us. I want to find him.”

Furrowing his brows into a quizzical frown, Ron asked, “So, if Henderson

was the cause of Eric’s personality dysfunction, what makes you think he’d,

uh…own up to it? You planning to ask him at gunpoint? Heh-heh…”

Ed was reading a journal entry, and shaking his head. He ignored Ron’s

question, and said, “Jesus. Listen to what Emma wrote. January 8, 1968. No

11-year-old boy should be kicked. Oh god what am I going to do? Joe kicked

him and he threw Eric’s cat hard against the wall. She is old, and feeble. Eric

found the bruises on my back and he knows I did not fall like I told him. I
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hope Joe stays in Baltimore with his drunken cronies longer than the week

he told me. I cannot write anymore tonight. Damn.”

Jake Adamson was a balding man, with a friendly manner. As he walked

in, Ed put the journals in his desk, and greeted the man as he came in the

door.

“Hello, Jake. Wait here, I’ll be back with your bird,” Ed said, while

motioning for Ron to follow him. In the lab, Ed spoke in a low voice, “Hey,

don’t let the Eric thing slip. Just to let you know, Jake is a journalist for one

of the small town papers in these parts.”

Ron nodded and replied, “I know the drill. Relax.”

Ed grabbed a large open box off the shelf and a beautiful mount of a

pheasant, and they both walked back into the front lobby.

Jake exclaimed, “It turned out great…wow. I’m impressed. Here’s my

MasterCard, and I’ll be on my way.”

Ed ran the credit card through, and then asked, “Jake, before you go, can

I ask you a couple of questions?”

The man was a friendly sort with a casual manner. He smiled and answered,

“Okay…what’s up, Ed?”

“Did you know the McDuggals?”

Jake’s expression changed and he slowly replied, “Uh, yeah, I did. Eric

and I hung around when we were kids…but…why do you ask?”

Noticing the man’s discomfort, Ed guardedly said, “I’m good friends with

his widow, Leanna. Eric was a strange guy, Jake-”

Jake hastily cut in, “What did you want to know?”

Handing Jake a receipt, he asked, “Did you hang around much while

Emma was married to Joe Henderson?”

In a somber tone, Jake answered, “He was a mean violent drunk. I wasn’t

at his place much, but sometimes Eric came over and spent the night after a

beating…Emma made him, for his protection. He didn’t sleep much. He

worried about his grandma.”

Old news, thought Ed. Unsure of where to go, Ed tried another tactic,

“Did you hang with Eric in 1970?”

Jake raised his eyebrows, and took a breath, then answered, “Hmmm…let’s

see…I’m 46 now, so in 1970, that would put me at around 13 or 14, and in

the 8th grade. Yeah, we were friends, but he withdrew at some point after

some dance. It was near the end of the school term and we were looking

forward to hanging out at the lake, but he lost interest, and our friendship

fizzled.”
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Ed punched in some data into his cash register, and then casually remarked,

“I guess those middle school dances can make or break a young boy, especially

a month before June dismissal, huh.”

Jake replied, “It wasn’t the dance. When my mom dropped Eric off at his

house, he was upset to discover Joe at the house, after several months’ absence.

We heard him cussing from the driveway, in his usual drunkenness. I wanted

to go with him, or take him to our house, but my granddad had moved in, and

my mom had her hands full…didn’t want to get involved…”

Ron approached him and asked, “Jake, what happened that night? You

said that Eric had withdrawn.”

The man appeared uncomfortable with the memory, and slowly answered,

“Not sure. When I went there the next day, I didn’t see Emma, but I heard her

call from the other room. She was ill, I guess. Eric came to the door…he

looked really bad. Joe had beaten him again, but when I offered to take him

to my house, he said Joe had left, so he felt safe. He wanted to stay with

Emma. After that, we didn’t see each other much.”

Ed quickly asked, “How long did Henderson stay away that time?”

While he picked up his box to leave, Jake said, “By that time, we didn’t

see Eric much. He didn’t seem interested in leaving the house, and he didn’t

want me around…then about a year later, a neighbor of ours told my mother

that Emma had divorced Joe.”

Ed followed him to the door, and asked, “Jake, just one more thing. You

attended high school with Eric, right?”

Jake opened the door to leave, but paused to reply, “He was different, and

we just didn’t have much in common after that night…I have deadlines, Ed.

Gotta run.”

After Jake walked out, Ed glanced at Ron and said, “Hmmm. Well…I

have no idea where to go with this…but it’s strange that a 13-year-old boy

would come home from a dance, then withdraw from his best friend.

Henderson did a job on him.”

Ron nodded in agreement, and said, “Get the journals. Emma might have

recorded something…”

He didn’t need to finish. Ed grabbed the pile of old journals from his desk

and carefully turned the pages and looked at the dates. Ron helped him and

after a few minutes of silent page flipping, Ron said, “Hey, look. I found

some entries in the 70s. March…18…”

Ed looked over his shoulder and ordered,

“Look for May. I want to know what happened between the 8th and the
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10th.”

Ron quickly flipped through the pages until he came to May.

“Ah, May…” He read aloud, “May 6, 1970, Eric came home excited. A

young girl talked him into attending the dance on Friday. He is going with

Jake. Joe has not been home in months. Very peaceful when he’s not here.”

Ed said with impatience, “Forward, Ron. Flip over to the Friday entry-”

Ron turned the pages, and then read aloud, “The house is quiet with Eric

at the dance. I am glad he helped me after school cultivating the soil. I am

starting my garden this weekend. Jake and Eric were excited to go to the

dance and they looked nice and all dressed up. When Eric smiles, he reminds

me of his father. I miss my sons dearly, but Eric is such a good boy and will

be a fine young…”

Puzzled, Ed said, “Don’t stop reading, Ron.”

Flipping through the following pages, he said, “She stopped writing. That’s

it, Ed.”

Taking the journal from Ron, he flipped through the pages to find that the

rest of the journal empty. When he searched through the others, he found

that they were all from earlier years, and Ed remarked, “Wow. Looks like she

didn’t write in the journal after that…and she stopped mid-sentence. Weird,

huh?”
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Chapter 37

From her cell phone, Leanna called Ed and cheerfully began, “Hi, Ed.

Tell Ron to get his butt over to Dillingham Smokehouse for lunch. We’re on

our way there now. If you’re not overwhelmed with stuffing dead things,

you’re more than welcome to join us…”

With his hand over the mouthpiece, he turned to Ron and said, “Lea is

inviting us for lunch. I’m going…so you either tag along or wait here long

enough and someone will bring something in. Heh-heh.”

Laughing, Ron said, “I prefer de-furred, plucked and ready to eat, thank

you very much. Count me in.”

Ed and Ron arrived at the restaurant before the women. After the waiter

seated them, Ed warned Ron, “We aren’t bringing up the Eric stuff, Ron.”

He closed the menu and replied, “I’m staying out of it…this is getting a

little too deep for me, Ed. Where the hell are you going with it anyway?”

Running his hand through his hair, he took a deep breath, and answered,

“Hell if I know. Your sister wants it behind her, and doesn’t want to know his

background. But she doesn’t want to move ahead either…afraid she’ll end

up with another guy that will become a jerk. Eric carried a huge chip on his

shoulder, and if she knew that it wasn’t her, maybe she’d stop pushing me

away. She’s stuck in limbo, and I’ve fallen in love…”

Ron stopped him with a quick “shush” when he saw the women arrive.

After they sat, Leanna asked, “So, what have you two cooked up? We

can’t seem to leave you alone for long before you’re doing something weird.”

With a mock guilty grin, Ron said, “Us? Hell, Leanna, where’s the trust?

Did you hear that, Ed?”

“Yeah, Lea…not much weird you can do in a taxidermy shop…” Ed jested.

“Of course not. It’s perfectly normal to turn something dead into a work

of art,” Leanna teased.

“Lighten up, Leanna. I’ve seen his work, and I’ll defend it to the hilt,”
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Ron retorted.

Laughing, Ed added, “No need to come to my defense, Ron. Most women

who are not in the taxidermy business do not have an appreciation for it. I’m

not stereotyping, so don’t go ballistic, but it’s true.”

After the waiter brought four beers and took their orders, Ron asked,

“Well, now that we’ve covered our morning, what have you two been doing?”

“Christmas shopping. Not as much fun as making death look pretty, but

it’s what us lil’ ol’ wimpy women do.” Amanda mocked in a high-pitched

voice.

“Uh oh, Ed. Pull the foot out of the mouth and fix it before they run away

with that one,” Ron said with a laugh.

“Nope. It’s unfixable. Hopefully, they’ll let it go, so the less said, the

better,” Ed muttered.

Giggling, Leanna asked Amanda, “Should we let Ed off the hook, Amanda?

I mean, he is paying for lunch…so we have to be nice.”

“Okay, ladies, you’ve had your fun…let’s move on,” Ed whined.

Fortunately for Ed, their plates arrived and the foursome began to eat.

Ed found himself watching Leanna, and fascinated by her delicate way of

eating barbequed ribs. Not an easy meal to eat without appearing barbaric,

but Leanna can pull meat from the bone with such finesse, Ed thought.

That evening, Ron slipped the journals back into the desk drawer while

Leanna and Amanda were talking in the living room. He thought about the

conversation with Jake and the journal entries, unsure what to make of it. He

thought, It’s a shame Ed can’t tell Leanna without pissing her off. I’m not

getting involved, but Leanna sure deserves some happiness…

Ron remembered how his sister helped him to get into college. She helped

him apply for grants and student loans and pushed him to keep up his grades

in high school. I owe her…

“Ron, are you coming downstairs?” Leanna called to him.

“On my way,” he yelled, then sprinted down the stairs and walked into

the living room. He kissed Amanda on her forehead, and announced, “We’re

coming here for Christmas. I’ve already booked the flight. Surprise!”

Shrieking, Amanda exclaimed, “Ron, you didn’t.”

“Yes, I did. Uh, you didn’t have other plans, I hope, honey-”

Leanna smiled at the news, and said, “No, she doesn’t Ron. As a matter of

fact, you must have been eavesdropping today, because Amanda and I have

already talked about you two coming back.”
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“Whew. Then it’s settled. I wanted to get you on the slopes, Amanda,”

Ron said, while he plopped next to her on the sofa, then casually added,

“Leanna, be sure to invite Ed.”

His statement should have surprised Leanna, but it did not. She

remembered her brother’s sneaky attempts at fixing her up with his friends

when he was nine and she was fourteen. She had more than her fill of breaking

the hearts of little nine-year-old boys back then.

Looking at him with a suspicious grin, she asked, “What are you up to,

Ron? Ed and I are friends. I’m not up to another relationship…too much

work. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to fix some concoction for us to

snack on-”

Ed asked in an exaggerated fearful voice, “You’re not cooking, right?”

Laughing, Leanna replied, “Cool it, Ron. If it doesn’t come out of a box

or cupboard ready to eat, I won’t serve it.”

Ron stood up and put his arm around her shoulder, and pleaded, “Invite

Ed for Christmas dinner, Leanna.”

“He missed Thanksgiving with his grandfather, Ron. I think he will

probably want to visit him-”

Ron interrupted, “Invite George as well.”

Cautiously, Leanna informed her brother, “Ron, Ed doesn’t want George

to know about Eric, so you can’t say anything-”

Her brother abruptly asked, “Do I have blithering idiot tattooed on my

face?”

“No, and why is that?” she teased, and then resignedly added, “Ron, I’ll

invite Ed and George for Christmas dinner. Happy?”

“Ecstatic. Now about those snacks…I think I saw Hannah prepare some

type of hors d’oeuvres. You sit. I’ll heat them up, Leanna.”

“Need help, Ron?” Amanda asked as he walked into the kitchen.

“No, hon. I’m a guy, and us guys love pushing buttons on electronic stuff.

Where’s the microwave, Leanna?”

Amanda loudly teased, “Tell me you’re not heating them in the microwave,

sweetie. They’ll be limp. We want crisp. Heat the oven at 325, and slide the

sheet in for ten minutes.”

Ron retorted, “Damn…sounds like work.”

Leanna walked into the kitchen and grabbed three beers and hugged her

brother while handing him one and said, “I’m so happy that you’re coming

back for Christmas, Ron. It won’t be so lonely here…”

Ron awkwardly said, “It doesn’t have to be, Lea…Ed cares about you
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and, um-”

She cut in, “Ron, I know…he’s mentioned it. I like him…” lowering her

eyes, she added, “but, that ugly Eric thing is in the house, and it’s like he’s

still here, taunting me. He turned sour on me…early in our marriage, and his

presence is a constant reminder of that. What will stop another man from

turning against me? Eric was kind at first…and in the early days-”

Her brother cut in, “Ed isn’t Eric. Eric had some major hang-ups…he

was beaten, and kicked when he was a kid…did you know that? Ed…uh,

told me.”

Leanna shook her head, bit her lip, and said, “Damn him. He

won’t let it go. He is convinced that Eric’s background was the cause-”

Ron took her by the shoulders and said, “Let him do some digging,

Leanna…it might explain a few things. You were not the cause…” Ron

paused, and then added, “Ed really does care for you. Do you think Ed really

enjoys coming here and fixing up that corpse every time your pets break

him?”

While Ron snickered, Leanna answered with a chuckle, “Yes, I do. And

you were taking pictures of it and don’t deny it. Hannah tattled.”

“Come on, Lea, admit it. That Eric thing, as you call it, is not that bad…and

now that he’s all dressed up-”

Leanna dryly cut in, “You’ve made him look like a circus clown, you

imbecile. All he needs now is a poodle in a hula skirt, jumping through

hoops, and we can charge admission.”

Ron threatened, “Wait till you see what plans we have for Christmas.

What size does he wear, Lea? If you’ll write it-”

“Don’t you even consider it, Ron.” Leanna playfully scolded.

Ron turned off the oven and removed the cookie sheet of hors d’oeuvres,

balanced it with one hand while turning off the oven and bellowed, “I’m so

multi-talented, I scare myself.”

Amanda walked into the kitchen and teased, “Yes, sweetie…it takes major

talent to remove a cookie sheet from the oven.”

Leanna turned to Amanda and warned, “Your sweetie has plans of playing

dress-up with Eric when he comes back at Christmas. He needs to come up

with Plan B.”

While Amanda helped Ron with the hors d’oeuvres, she said, “Leanna

that ensemble he’s wearing now is hideous. A change wouldn’t hurt…”

His face breaking into a grin, Ron teased, “I don’t think Leanna looked at

him.”
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“I saw him.” Leanna retorted.

“Yes, you ‘saw’ him, Lea, but did you actually look at him?” Ron asked.

“Of course, and I’m with Amanda. He does look hideous.”

With exasperation, Ron said, “Go, Leanna. Take another look.”

“No. Come on, let’s go eat,” Leanna demanded while taking a tray into

the living room. Ron and Amanda followed, and sat down while Leanna put

the tray and small serving plates down. While they all helped themselves to

the variety of stuffed mushrooms, puff pastries, and Hannah’s wonderful

cheese-filled creations, Ron looked toward the door to the study.

Dryly, he stated, “That man has a tale to tell. I’d listen, if I was you, Lea.”

Leanna burst out laughing, and then stopped long enough to taunt, “Oooh,

profound. Give it a rest, Ron, puleeze.”

Ron stood up with his plate in his hand, and said, “I have to go in there.

He’s fascinating, Leanna. That is a great work of art…I want to look at it…at

him-”

Shocked, Leanna asked, “Are you serious?”

A slightly embarrassed Amanda answered, “I’m afraid he is, Lea.”

Shrugging, Leanna said, “Don’t expect me to follow you, Ron.”

Ron looked closely at Eric. He removed the straw hat, and fixed Eric’s

mussed-up hair. Ron straightened Eric’s tie, and put the hat back on.

After he took a bite from his stuffed mushroom, he quietly said, “So we

meet again, Eric. Sorry about that bullshit talk we had the other day. My

sister will call the neuro-rehab place we passed today if she finds me talking

to you…so I’ll keep it brief. Your step-granddad was an asshole. Well,

um…I’m outta here, man. Hope you don’t mind the hat and tie. I hated the

tie, but it looks great on you,” he said. Ron stepped back, leaned against the

desk, and accidentally bumped a glass item. It was an old inkwell. He picked

up the interesting piece, turned it upside down and dropped the desk key into

his hand. Interesting…they say you can learn stuff about people by going

through their drawers… he thought, with a slight chuckle.

After dropping the key back into the inkwell, he walked out of the study

and shut the door.
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Chapter 38

Sunday morning, while Ed tossed some logs into the fireplace, the phone

rang. The answering machine kicked on, while Ed searched for his missing

cordless.

“Hey, Ed, it’s Ron. Amanda and I are leaving for Logan, but I didn’t want

to leave without a decent ‘see ya, dude’. We’re coming back for the holidays,

and we plan on seeing you around. Keep in touch with Leanna and I’ll be emailing

you with whatever info I come up with. Too bad I can’t reach you…we

wanted to meet you for breakfast before we head for Boston. It’s unfortunate

that the phone next to your bed is turned off. You snooze, ya lose, friend.

Bye.”

Ed ran upstairs at breakneck speed for his bedside phone, but it was too

late. He dialed Leanna’s number to hear the familiar voice of her answering

machine. In frustration, he hung up. When he checked the caller ID, it had an

unfamiliar cell phone number. Ed could not find the cordless, so he dashed

upstairs again and called the cell phone number. The mountainous areas in

New Hampshire often caused dead zones with cell phones. Ron was driving

south through the dead zone in Wakefield while Ed anxiously tried to reach

him.

“Damn, damn!” Ed shouted. He kicked clutter around, while ranting and

raving, and when he booted his jeans toward oblivion, the cordless phone

went flying along with it. I’m a mess, he thought, while putting the phone

back on its charger. No sooner had he hung up, it rang again.

“Hello, Ed. It’s Lea. I didn’t get to the phone in time-”

Ed anxiously cut in, “I’m so glad you called. I lost my phone, and when

Ron called…and invited me for breakfast…um, so where are you eating?”

She replied with tension in her voice, “If you were invited for breakfast,

it was probably just you, Ron and Amanda. They’ve left, and planned on

stopping for a leisurely breakfast, then heading for Logan.” She paused, and

patted the dog’s massive head that was resting in her lap. She then said, “I
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have a problem, Ed. It’s Maurice…the German shepherd. He’s going to have

to be put down, I’m afraid. Tomorrow, I’m taking him to the vet…he’s old

and can barely walk…has been in so much pain. Um, after he’s gone, I want

him freeze-dried.”

“Huh? Leanna, you’ve got to be kidding. You don’t need to do this,” Ed

stated.

Massaging the side of her face, Leanna said, “Eric would have-”

“Yes, Eric would have, but he’s no longer here, and no longer in control.

I would be more than happy to do the mount, Lea…but only if you can give

me a really good reason,” Ed told her.

She paused for what seemed an eternity, and then answered, “I’ve grown

to love the pets, Ed, just as I love the house and don’t want to leave…” she

sighed, and then added, “it seems wrong somehow to put the dog down, and

bury him. Eric loved Maurice.”

“I don’t know…” Ed said with a pause.

“Ed, I’m a paying customer, and quite frankly, I love the mounts of Eric’s

pets.”

Ed smiled and replied, “Alright, then. You’ve convinced me. I didn’t want

to hear you say it’s for Eric. After your dog is put down, I’ll pick him up-”

She interrupted, “I’ll bring him, Ed. The vet will load him in my car…”

Unable to say more, she broke down, and Ed sympathetically said,

“Leanna, I’m so sorry. I haven’t seen much of the dog when I’ve been over.

Lucy is always around…but Maurice seemed elusive.” Quietly, he added,

“It’s his time, Lea.”

“Yes…it is. He has missed Eric…it might have accelerated his ailments,”

she said, and then wiped the tears from her eyes.

“Would you like company? I just need to pick up around here a little…”

he said as he looked at several huge piles of clutter and debris that seemed to

clone and mutate when he was not looking.

“Ed…you enjoy your day…it’s quiet, and I think Maurice needs the calm

atmosphere,” Leanna replied.

Hiding his disappointment, Ed teased, “Yeah, you’re right. That brass

band that I invited to your house wouldn’t help an ailing dog.”

With a slight laugh, Leanna replied, “I detect sarcasm…and I get the

point. The truth is I need the quiet. Didn’t sleep well, Ed. A migraine has

been plaguing me all night…the meds haven’t helped much. Tomorrow after

I bring Maurice, we’ll visit, ok? After you do the preliminaries on his…on

him, I would like company then. How about lunch?”
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“Yes, sounds like a plan,” he said with a smile, and then asked, “have you

tried hot-cold packs? You alternate-”

“Ed, I’ve done everything short of a shot gun blast to the head. Running

and screaming into the street was a close second, but it would have been too

painful. A strong cup of coffee at midnight kept me awake, but the caffeine

did alleviate the pain a little. I’m sorry…I don’t want to bore you with my

ailments…” Leanna sighed.

“Go lay down, sweetie. Call me later if you need anything…anything at

all.”

“Thank you, Ed. Um…if you happen to go out, ginger ale would be good.

Nausea accompanies my headaches-”

“Say no more. It just so happens, I need to, um…go somewhere, and I’ll

drop by-”

She scolded, “Ed, don’t make a special trip. Come on. I said if you happen

to be out…”

He argued, “I’m low on stuff…food, and cat litter-”

Leanna remarked, “I didn’t know you had a cat.”

“Um, I’m also picking up a cat…”

“Alright, Ed. You win. Come on over, without the brass band. You and

diet ginger ale.”

“I got it covered…hold on…taking notes. Crossed out brass band, cat’s

still a maybe, and diet ginger ale. See you in an hour, Lea.”

A few minutes later, the phone rang again; it was Ron. “Hey, finally got a

hold of you. Did you get my message?”

Rolling his eyes, Ed answered, “Yes and I couldn’t find the damn phone.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. We’re on our way to Logan, but I’ve stopped for gas

and Amanda’s in the ladies’ room. I wanted to mention something I found. If

you happen to go into the study at Leanna’s, there’s a key in an old inkwell,

on the desk. I think it’s the desk key. I’m not about to go snooping around my

sister’s house, but I thought-”

With a chuckle, Ed cut in, “And I want to go snooping around her

desk…because?”

Ron replied with mock annoyance, “Hey, it’s not me that’s all that

interested in Eric’s past. Anyway, just thought I’d mention it. I’ll e-mail you

when we get home, Ed. Bye.”

His silly grin was the first thing Leanna noticed. The longhaired gray

kitten in his arms was the second.
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“Oooh, Ed, how precious. You weren’t kidding.” she said while taking

the kitten from him.

He laughed and then said, “Well, the truth is…I wasn’t planning on this.

I do have a cat by the way. At least I think I do. Anyway, on my way out of the

store, a kid was giving away a litter…this one stuck to me like Velcro…so

instead of ripping my coat to shreds…the cat came with me. My plan was…if

you’re not up to another pet, I’ll take him. We’ve already developed a

relationship…so you’re under no obligation. Don’t get too attached. The

claws adhere to everything.”

Attempting to pull the cat from its death grip, Leanna said, “I see that.

What a sweet cat, but…you will be taking him home…Cynthia won’t accept

the intrusion. She is queen of this domain. Ouch, could you…uh, remove

your cat from my sweater, and underlying skin?”

While gently removing the kitten from her chest, Ed said, “Come on, cat.

Leanna doesn’t need anything surgically removed…so quit incising her with

those razor-sharp claws…there, we got him.”

“Thank you. I think I’m still intact,” she said with a laugh.

“I hate it when cats do that. Sorry, Lea.”

“No problem. For a moment, I forgot my headache pain,” she said with a

grin.

Ed walked into the kitchen with the ginger ale and fixed her a glass of the

bubbly liquid gold on ice. After he handed it to her, he walked over to the

reclining dog and gently stroked him along his back. The kitten hissed a few

times at the dog and Maurice looked up briefly…just enough to show his

distaste for the ball of fur curled up in Ed’s arms. Whining, he put his head

back down, oblivious to his surroundings from that point on.

The next day, Ed met her near her car and ordered, “Leanna, go inside.

I’ll take care of Maurice.” He removed the peaceful remains of the German

shepherd from the car and took him to his lab.

Leanna waited in the front office, while Ed measured, positioned and

completed the necessary preparations to begin the freeze-drying process.

He walked into the front lobby, hugged her, and said, “I’m sorry, Lea. He

was a great dog, but there was no need for him to suffer.”

She quietly said, “No, of course not. Thanks, Ed.”

After the pair had eaten lunch at a nearby café, Leanna quietly told Ed

that she was going home to rest and leaving the antique store closed for the
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day. He understood, and before they parted company outside the café, she

smiled and said, “As you know, Ed, Ron and Amanda are coming back for

the holidays. We would love to have you over for Christmas dinner…if you’d

like. Think about it. George is also invited.”

Ed replied without hesitation, “I’d love it. I’m not sure about George…I

think he’s involved with Phyllis, and might have other plans.”

“Ohh…well, hey, the more the merrier. Invite her as well,” she replied

with a chuckle.

“So long as Ron knows that Eric stays in the study…if he had his way,

Eric would be displayed on your front lawn dressed as Bozo the clown,” Ed

dryly remarked.

“Yes…if Ron had his way, beer would come out of public drinking

fountains, TV remotes would be surgically implanted so that all he’d have to

do is blink to switch channels, and you and I would be more than friends…,”

Leanna said.

Laughing, Ed teased, “It all makes sense to me…especially the more than

friends thing. Although the drinking fountain beer on tap idea runs a close

second. Heh-heh.”

Leanna shook her head, and started to get into her car. She smiled and

said, “Thank you for lunch, Ed, and keep me posted on Maurice…and dinner

on Christmas, okay?”

Frowning, Ed whined, “Leanna, that’s three weeks away.”

“Yeah? So? You’ll see me before then. Phoebe hasn’t had her turn with

Eric yet,” she dryly replied.

“Oh, yeah, but what happens after you’ve run out of pets, Lea?” Ed asked

with a smirk.

“By then, you’ll have grown on me.” Sighing heavily, she added, “Ed,

true friends don’t hang out together only when someone is in trouble…call

me, or I’ll call you. Deal?”

Kissing her lightly on the cheek, he answered, “Deal. Now go. Get some

rest, Lea.”

She drove away, and Ed got into his jeep. His mood changed as he sat

there thinking about his encounter with Leanna. A part of him wanted to be

patient and wait for her to give into a deeper relationship. Ed did not want to

dig into Eric’s past…he knew it was distressing for Leanna, and he decided

to hold off on the ‘head hunting’ as Ron had called it, for the time being. I’ll

get back to it if I need to. Maybe she just needs more time…
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Ron had other plans. He e-mailed Ed the next day,

Hey, Ed, had a great time. Tell the ‘stiff’ ‘hey and shazaam’

(Gomer, remember?) and about the hunt for Joe Henderson, and

other stuff, I’m on it, buddy. You’re right about a few things: Leanna

told us what she said to you. She isn’t ready for more than friendship.

I’m working on that too, and don’t worry, I know the boundaries. If

you want to open the instant message thing, I’m online most nights

and it’s quicker than e-mail. Keep in touch, and I’m giving my

friend a call tomorrow. We’ll find Henderson through his SS#. Bye.
Sadly, Ed concluded that his plans for dropping the Henderson hunt had

become invalid. He replied to Ron,

Hi Ron. I considered dropping the ‘witch hunt’, but your

enthusiasm is contagious, so go for it. Leanna would be pissed off

if she gets wind of it, so we’ll keep her out of it for now. It’s a

touchy subject and always seems to bite me in the ass. The other

thing is, Eric’s German shepherd had to be put down and she’s

pretty bummed out. Yesterday Lea dropped him off to be freezedried.

Let me know what you find about Henderson’s whereabouts.

Ed.
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Chapter 39

“Hello, may I help you?” Hannah asked the visitor.

“Hi, Hannah. Do you remember me? Before I tell you who I am, take a

good look at me and guess.”

Hannah eyed the stranger thoughtfully and then remarked, “Sir, I am not

sure…”

Jake smiled, and then said, “I am Jake Adamson, Eric’s friend from many

years ago.”

Hannah clasped her hands together and exclaimed, “Jake! Oh my, I never

would have guessed. Please come in.”

Leanna walked into the hallway, and Jake asked, “Are you Mrs.

McDuggal?”

“Yes, I am,” Leanna, answered politely.

“My name is Jake Adamson. I grew up with Eric. I’ve been meaning to

stop by. I’m very sorry to hear of his passing, Mrs. McDuggal,” he said.

“Thank you. I’ve heard a little about you…that you were a friend of his

from Emma’s old journals…” she explained.

“I got to thinking about Eric after I spoke with your friend Ed…I wanted

to meet you, and offer my condolences,” Jake said.

Pausing for thought, Leanna asked, “When did you speak with Ed?”

“The day after Thanksgiving, I picked up the mount of my pheasant. I

met your brother as well,” Jake replied, and then casually added, “they asked

me a few questions about Eric’s childhood.”

Leanna raised her eyebrows and softly mumbled, “Oh, I see…”

Jake looked directly at Leanna and remarked, “Actually, when I talked to

him last week, I was in a hurry. I had to meet deadlines. I’m a journalist for

the Mt. Chocorua Times. Later on, I got to thinking about the conversation,

and I wanted to meet you.”

Hannah announced to Leanna while leaving the room, “Mrs. McDuggal,

I will brew a pot of coffee for your guest.”
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“Thank you, Hannah.” Leanna then looked at Jake, and said, “I’m glad

you stopped over, Jake. Ed didn’t mention talking to you. I’m not surprised,

actually. I’ve made it clear to Ed that I don’t want to dig up Eric’s background.

It won’t make a difference to my present life. It’s behind us…Eric is

gone…and whatever happened when he was a young child is over with.

Whatever he had to deal with has no bearing on the here and now.”

After Leanna invited Jake to sit down in the living room, his eyes fell

upon a painting Leanna had recently displayed and said, “No, it won’t, Mrs.

McDuggal, but the kid in that picture changed one night. He went from a

fun-loving kid, full of pranks and laughter…to a sullen and unhappy recluse.

He was only thirteen years old.”

Leanna gasped and then asked, “Is this Eric? I found a small photo in the

antique shop several years ago. It fell out of an old book. I had no idea it was

Eric. I loved the photo so much, that I painted it.”

“Your talent is extraordinary, Mrs. McDuggal,” Jake said.

“Jake, please, call me Leanna. So tell me what you told Ed.”

After Jake took one more look at the painting, he related the story to

Leanna.

When he finished, Leanna bleakly remarked, “I’ve read some of Emma’s

journals…and I’ve had to put them away. It was difficult to absorb…”

Jake nodded, and then continued, “After I talked to Ed that day, I

remembered something else. Eric didn’t finish out the year. He didn’t come

to school throughout most of May and all of June, and he missed the finals.

Eric went to summer school so that he could be promoted into the ninth

grade.”

Leanna quietly said, “Ed seems quite determined to find answers…but

what good can come out of dredging up my late husband’s background?”

Jake shrugged, and answered, “Beats me all to, uh…I apologize for

opening up this ugly can of worms, Leanna. Ed just asked me a few things,

and it’s been on my mind. It was not my intention to bring it up when I came

here…I just wanted to offer my condolences. I’ll leave you with a positive

anecdote about Eric.” He noticed a look of relief on Leanna’s face, and

continued, “His grandmother made the world’s best fudge. It was great. I can

still remember the taste. Anyway, when we were all around five or six years

old, she’d made her fudge and Eric passed it out to all of his friends. As I

recall, they lined up outside the door while he gave it all away. What he

didn’t know was that she had made it for her Tuesday night bridge game.”

Leanna smiled and exclaimed, “Oh no. Emma must have been livid.”
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Jake shook his head, and replied, “Emma wasn’t like that. She asked us if

we enjoyed the fudge and invited us in the house so we could help her make

another batch. She sent every single child home with the recipe…then later

told Eric to ask next time, before giving away her fudge.”

“He spoke highly of her, Jake. I can see why,” Leanna said.

“She spared him the embarrassment of a scolding, and treated a group of

kids with kindness. If I had time, I could probably tell you more…but I’m on

my way home…and I’m glad I met you,” Jake said.

Hannah came into the living room and set down a tray of coffee and

butter cookies. She remarked, “Mr. Adamson, please enjoy a cup of coffee

before you leave.”

Jake laughed and while helping himself to coffee, exclaimed, “Oh my

lord, Hannah. You remembered how much I loved butter cookies. No way

can I leave now. I hope I’m not disturbing any plans you may have, Leanna.”

Smiling, and taking a sip of coffee, Leanna answered, “No, Jake. I had no

plans.”

While Jake looked around at his surroundings, he said in amazement,

“Nothing here has changed at all. It looks just as Emma had left it. I guess it

shouldn’t surprise me…Eric was very close to her.”

Leanna nodded, and Jake stood up and wandered around to look at the

pet mounts, and said with a chuckle, “Eric and his pets. Damn…I forgot

about his pet mounts. He loved his animals. He named this dog after me.”

As Jake continued to look around at the many items still familiar to him,

he suddenly snapped his fingers and exclaimed, “This is a perfect home for

my next assignment. I’m doing a series of articles on historic homes in this

area, Leanna…and I would like to-”

Leanna gasped and nearly choked on a bite of her cookie. She then

exclaimed, “No, Jake! I am a very private person…you can’t-”

Holding up a hand, Jake said,

“Oh, Leanna, relax. If you don’t want me to feature your home, it’s no

problem…I didn’t mean to make you feel encroached upon.”

Embarrassed at her behavior, Leanna softly said, “Jake, it’s just that…I’m

sorry. The article…what is it about? There are so many homes in this area

with a wonderful history.”

While Jake looked toward the banister leading upstairs, he explained,

“Most homes have been remodeled until they have very little resemblance to

what they were well over a hundred years ago, Leanna. But this house is the

same as when it was first built. Look at the banister…it’s the original part of
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the house…the carved wood along the doorframes…beautiful. I loved this

place when I was a kid. Eric and I slid down that banister…”

While Jake trailed off, and smiled at his memories, Leanna softly remarked,

“From what I hear, Eric was a happy kid early on.”

Sadly, Jake nodded and replied, “Yes, he was. It is a shame that he put up

with Joe. Well, anyway Leanna, I’m going to hit the road. If you change your

mind about the article…I only want a couple of photos of the living room,

and that banister. The outside of the house will be the focus. Please, think

about it. I’m going to call you early next week. I won’t pressure you…I just

need a yes or no answer.”

Leanna smiled, and said, “Jake, it was nice meeting you. Thank you for

dropping by.”

Hannah came into the living room to inform Leanna that Ron was on the

phone. Leanna excused herself while Jake told her that he would let himself

out. He shook her hand, and then Leanna took the phone into the kitchen to

chat with her brother.

As Jake was walking toward the front hallway, he glanced toward the

door to the study. Earlier, he had noticed Cynthia go through the pet flap and

his curiosity getting the better of him, he walked through the partly opened

door. He remembered when young Eric invited him and his other friends to

go into the study and play with marbles or his electric train set on rainy days.

The first thing Jake noticed was the huge antique roll-top desk. It looked

just as beautiful now as it did over thirty years ago.

The second thing Jake noticed was Eric. His eyes became big as saucers,

as he stood there silently looking…unsure of what to make of it. Eric still sat

in the majestic old rocker with the hideous moth-eaten wool plaid suit, multicolored

tie, straw hat and sunglasses. Unbeknownst to anyone in the house,

Cynthia had dropped a dead mouse onto Eric’s lap.

“Holy shit,” Jake quietly muttered as he backed away from the unsightly

spectacle, closed the door behind him and walked out the front door. While

he walked down the steps, he thought, Leanna might let me do a piece on her

house if I promise to keep her embalmed husband out of it. He began to

whistle as he got into his car.

Ed and Ron had run into the proverbial brick wall in their search for Joe

Henderson. Old military records yielded nothing except date of discharge. A

phone call to David Marino produced a fax with very little history. After his

father’s death, Joe took over his auto dealership in the late fifties. Shortly
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before he had met Emma, the business went under. There was no other family

of Joe’s. He had never married before Emma had come along, and he had no

siblings. During his marriage to Emma, he remained unemployed, living on

a meager inheritance and Emma’s wealth. Fortunately, for Emma, she never

added Joe’s name to her bank account after they married. It always remained

in her name only.

Henderson’s social security number did not show up in a database. He

seemed to have remained unemployed after Emma divorced him. Ed and

Ron concluded just as David had, that Joe moved away, and left no forwarding

address. Chances were quite high that being a hardcore drunk, he may not

even have a home with a forwarding address.

After Ron and Ed were into their search about a week, Ed went to the

antique shop with a gift of Christmas greenery.

“Ed, thank you,” Leanna said with a smile.

“You’re welcome. So, what’s new in your little world?” Ed asked her.

Leanna displayed the plant, turned to face Ed, and said, “Well, Ed, I had

an interesting visitor recently. Remember Jake?”

Ed looked away with a slight smile, and coughed. Finally, he answered,

“Um, yeah. Eric’s friend. So, how is Jake?”

Chuckling, Leanna replied, “Fine. He’s great. Problem though. He is

working on an article about some of the houses in this area…a historic piece.

He would love to feature my house, Ed. Isn’t that just special?”

Leanna’s sarcasm began to grow on Ed. He chuckled and said, “Yes, it

is…quite special. Heh-heh.”

Leanna picked up a candy cane, and slowly ran her tongue along the

length. She fixed her eyes on Ed, while licking the sweet peppermint cane.

The smile on her face was a little difficult for Ed to read. Finally, she remarked,

“I did turn him down, of course. Only problem is…he called later and

promised me that my embalmed husband hiding in the study will not be a

part of the story.” She paused, took another taste of her candy cane, and then

asked, “I suppose there’s a really good explanation about how he found out.

And I’m sure it is quite interesting, too.”

An astonished Ed stumbled over his words and then finally said, “Leanna,

don’t think even for a second that I told Jake about Eric. Come on. Jesus.
Why would I do that?”

With a heavy sigh, Leanna answered, “I don’t know. You questioned Jake

about Eric’s youth…maybe it slipped.”

“I can reassure you, Lea, it never came up,” Ed told her adamantly.
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With a thoughtful look, Leanna remarked, “Maybe publicity wouldn’t be

a bad thing, Ed. Hey, we all get five minutes of fame in our lifetime. I haven’t

gotten mine yet.”

“Very funny. Leanna, could we, just for kicks, keep Jake from putting

Eric in the newspaper? I’d really like to remain anonymous, if you don’t

mind.”

Leanna exaggerated a look of disappointment, and teased, “Oh damn. I

was going to have you dress him in a new ensemble, and decorate him with

sparkly Christmas lights…you would have loved it, Ed.”

Laughing aloud, Ed remarked, “Oh yeah, like you would have trusted me

to dress him again. Actually, not a bad idea. I was thinking along the lines of

Elmer Fudd.”

Leanna dryly said, “Wouldn’t work. Eric’s too skinny. With his red hair,

we could emulate Bozo the Clown.”

Ed shook his head, and then said, “Hey, seriously, you’re not going to

allow Jake to do the house, are you?”

Leanna flatly replied, “No.”

With a sigh of relief, Ed muttered, “Good reply.”

Sarcastically, Leanna asked, “Was there any other?”

“Ah…no. Heh-heh,” Ed said and then added, “Leanna, I will see you

around. I have supplies coming in.”

“Okay, Ed. Thanks again for the gift. Hey, there was one other thing that

Jake told me when he dropped in, but I can’t remember what it was. It had

something to do with your inquiry into Eric’s past, though.”

Cautiously, Ed remarked, “Oh. Uh, okay.”

An edge of irritation in her tone, Leanna asked, “Ed, why are you still

doing this? Allow my late husband to rest in peace.”

“Okay, Leanna, fine. Consider it done. Well, I’ve gotta run. Catch you

later,” Ed coolly said and then walked out the door.
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Chapter 40

The e-mail from Ed to Ron was short and to the point.

Hi Ron, Dropping inquiries of Henderson. I did secure some

info that he had worked briefly in Baltimore for an auto dealership

in spring of 1970. Doesn’t help much, because the place no longer

exists. If your sister discovers someday that not all men are molded

into the likes of McDuggal, maybe she will give me a chance. Thanks

for your help. Don’t try selling her on my great attributes, dashing

good looks, etc. Ha-ha. She needs to figure it all out on her own.

I’m leaving it up to fate, or whatever. Keep in touch. Ed.

Ron replied:

Totally understood. Can’t find Henderson anyway. I know

Leanna well enough that she has a good head and will figure it all

out. Hey, you’ll still be at Leanna’s for xmas, right? If you don’t

come for dinner, I’m dropping by your lab and dragging you out

for a few brews, so one way or another, plan to see my face around.

We’re leaving in three days from Detroit to Boston. Ron.

The next day, Ed replied,

Not sure about xmas dinner at Leanna’s. When you get to Mt.

Chocorua, give me a call. Have a great flight. Wow, the holidays

seem to have snuck up fast. You’re here in two days. See ya. Ed.

Three days later, Leanna called Ed.

“Hi, Ed. I haven’t heard from you. Are you still coming for Christmas

dinner? Ron and Amanda would love to see you.”
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“Sure, Leanna. Grandpa is spending Christmas with Phyllis and her huge

family. I was invited, but I wouldn’t know anyone except Grandpa…” Ed

answered.

“Good! Dinner is at four o’clock, but you’re welcome to show up whenever

you’d like for drinks, billiards, whatever,” Leanna said.

After Ed hung up, he left the house for some last minute shopping. His

disorganization was again rearing its ugly head, and he wanted to buy Leanna

something special.

Christmas day arrived and Ed showed up early afternoon with a box loaded

with gifts. Amanda and Ron received gift certificates for the ski slopes, area

restaurants and a large picturesque book about New England’s history.

Leanna opened Ed’s gift and found a water-repellant paddling jacket, a

small primus stove and mess kit for trail cooking. Inside of the mess kit, she

discovered a small box with beautiful emerald and diamond earrings.

“Ed Simon. Thank you. What a thoughtful gift…and these are lovely.”

She kissed him on the cheek, and then handed him a gift. Inside the box was

a new sweater, and matching socks. Underneath that, wrapped in tissue paper,

were first edition 2-volume sets of Heart of the Antarctic and South, both by

Ernest Shackleton.

“Oh wow! Leanna, this is great. Thank you.” Ed hugged her and added,

“I love it.”

“I know you’ve read them, and that Shackleton isn’t tops on your list of

explorers, but they are first editions…and I wanted you to enjoy

ownership…as I do,” Leanna said with a radiant smile.

Ed smiled back, and said, “Shackleton is very high on my list, Leanna.

The man climbed crevasse-strewn mountains with a pickax, rope and screws

attached to the soles of his boots to save the lives of twenty-seven men.

Can’t fault him for that.”

Amanda listened intently and then casually remarked, “Yes, and as

wonderful as all of that is, what about the Ross Sea party? Three men died.

Shackleton deployed them to bury supplies along the opposite end of his

intended route. Too bad it was a doomed expedition.”

Ed and Leanna looked at Amanda stunned, and Ed replied, “Oh yes, that

was a horrible misfortune. It should not have happened. You read much polar

history, Amanda?”

“There’s a story behind the little bit of knowledge I have. I teach middle

school, and I deal with the disabled children. One boy in particular was nearly
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unreachable, but he was obsessed by Antarctica. He could relate history going

back as far as the 1700s, and the few times he would speak to me, he told me

facts and dates, and names…anyway, to make a long story short, I got

permission to have the entire class study Ernest Shackleton, Captain Scott

and Roald Amundsen. We used the library, and the internet. This young fellow

shone like a star.” Amanda looked away embarrassed as her eyes pooled

with tears, and she continued, “Excuse my emotional display, but it opened

up this young guy, and he eventually streamlined back into normal classes. It

turned out that he is a gifted young man and doing great.”

Ron smiled at his fiancée and said, “That’s great, Mandy. Did the boy

ever get past the obsession with the south pole?”

“Yes,” Amanda answered, and added, “after he discovered the other

end…the north pole. Ha-ha. His mom came in for a conference and plopped

down three books about Cook, Peary and Nansen that she had just picked up

at the library and didn’t know whether to thank me or slap me.”

Hannah brought a pitcher of eggnog and cups on a tray. As she was walking

away, Ed grabbed one more box and said, “Hannah, I didn’t forget you. Please

accept this.”

Hannah opened his gift of chocolates while Ed winked at Leanna and

then said, “A little bird told me Hannah loves chocolate.”

“Mr. Simon, you are very thoughtful. Thank you,” Hannah said with a

smile.

“You’re quite welcome, Hannah,” Ed replied.

After Hannah went back to the kitchen, Ron turned to Ed and asked,

“Ready for some billiards? All this arctic chitchat is probably worn out, right?

I hear the pool table calling our names.”

“Sure. Count me in,” Ed said while standing up.

When they had walked into the billiards room, Ron turned to Ed and said,

“I didn’t realize how pathetic Eric looked, Ed. There was even a dead mouse

on his lap, compliments of the cat.”

His eyes opened wide, Ed exclaimed, “Jesus! You did take care of it,

right?”

Laughing, Ron replied, “Of course I did. Um…the plaid suit has

holes…he’s looking pretty bad.”

While Ed was coating his cue stick with chalk, he dryly remarked, “Yeah,

yeah…hey, I wasn’t alone in dressing him up, Ron. Remember the hat and

tie? We’ll find something of his Grandfather Stanley’s and fix him up later.”

Ron racked the balls, stood back and said, “Good plan. Think solid this
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time, Ed. Better yet, let Leanna pick out the suit.”

Rolling his eyes, Ed remarked, “Oh, yeah. Plaid didn’t go over real big.

Heh-heh.”

Ron reached into the refrigerator and grabbed a couple of beers, and said,

“What’s Christmas day without beer and billiards, huh?”

Laughing, Ed replied with his beer can held high, “A tradition waitin’ to

happen. Cheers, Merry Christmas, etcetera.”

After dinner, while Leanna and Amanda sat in the living room, Ed informed

them, “Ron and I are on a mission, Leanna. We’d like to…um, improve

Eric’s appearance.”

Laughing aloud, Leanna said, “And you plan to do this…how?”

Ron, realizing that the best place for Ed at this moment was the land of

silence, offered, “Leanna, could you please find something for Eric? We’ll

take care of the rest.”

She put her hands on her hips and demanded, “No silly

hats, no plaids of any sort, sunshades belong on the beach, not on a corpse,

and I’d prefer that he is not holding a can of beer.”

Looking at Ed, Ron asked with a sly grin, “Beer? You put a can of beer in

his hand? Damn, I wish I’d thought of that.”

Ed retorted, “Cut me some slack. Come on, Leanna. Get me off the hook

here.”

Giggling, Leanna teased, “I added that as a precautionary warning.

Go…start the clothing removal. I’ll find a dignified suit that once belonged

to his grandfather.”

Amanda stood up and offered, “I’ll help. Between the two of us, we’ll

have him looking great.”

While they headed upstairs to a small bedroom not often used, Leanna

flatly remarked, “Yeah, all dressed up and no place to go. I cannot believe we

are looking for suitable clothing so that my dead husband will look good in

that damned chair. This is definitely not something I want to add to my

journal titled, ‘how I spent my Christmas day’.”

In the meantime, Ed and Ron entered the study and the first thing Ed

noticed was an unpleasant odor. He asked, “Ron, how long ago did you remove

that dead mouse?”

Sniffing the air, Ron then looked at him and answered, “The day we got

here, I wanted to come see my buddy Eric. The mouse has been gone several

days. This smell wasn’t here at the time. I wonder what it is. I’ll go find some
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room freshener while you start on him.”

Ed began to remove the clothing, starting with the hat. He took off the tie,

and while maneuvering him around to remove the plaid suit, he noticed the

odor was a little stronger. It was not overpowering, but definitely noticeable.

Leanna handed Ron a complete suit on his way back into the study.

“Couldn’t find a room spray, but Leanna handed me a vintage suit for the

stiff,” Ron said while putting the armful of items on the desk. Accidentally

knocking over an old inkwell with the desk key, Ron picked it up and glanced

at Ed.

Struggling with the heavy body of McDuggal, Ed was slightly out of

breath. He stood up to catch his breath and noticing Ron with the key, said,

“Don’t even think about it, Ron. I told you through e-mail, I’m dropping all

inquiries, and I don’t want to know what’s in the desk, or Emma’s journals.”

“What are you two cooking up now?” Leanna asked when she walked

into the room.

“Oh, nothing, Lea. I’m going to get this done, and Eric will be new and

improved,” Ed said while flashing Ron a warning glance.

Unfortunately, Ron didn’t take it seriously because he turned to Leanna

and announced, “Leanna, some weird shit took place when Eric was a teenager.

Ed, uh…found something out when he went to an investigator in Portland…”

Noticing her look of shock and anger, Ron continued, “Before you get hairy,

just listen to-”

Her stance erect, and jaw firm, Leanna retorted, “NO! I’m so done with

you, Ed! Why are you now involving my brother in your grisly hunt for a

dead man’s past?. What part of ‘I don’t give a tiddly damn about Eric’s past’

don’t you comprehend? I’ll draw you a goddamn picture.”

An angry Ed looked at Ron and then said to them both, “For your

information, I was dropping it. Leanna, you may continue living in denial,

and…consider this a dropped subject. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to

finish.”

Silently, Ed turned to face the cadaver. He jerked it around to remove the

shirt, and suddenly a maggot fell out of Eric’s nostril.
Amanda walked into the room and she gasped, “Oh my god. Ed…”

Leanna stood back, shook her head and put her hand to her mouth. She

remained silent while walking out of the room. Ed thought, could this get

any worse? Then he whispered to Ron, “Grab me two of the biggest trash

bags you can find. Help me bag this fiasco up, and I’ll take it to my lab to

find out why the goddamn thing is decomposing.”
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Ron stepped closer to observe the face and whistled his surprise, and then

said, “Sure sucks to be you, Ed. I guess we’ve found the source of the

odor-”

“Just get the bags, Ron.”
While Ron left for the bags, Ed haphazardly dressed Eric back into the

discarded plaid suit. It seemed distasteful to take a scantily clad cadaver out

into the cold.

After a tiring struggle, Ron and Ed finally got Eric into the bags. Ed stood

there looking at the lifeless form and pounding his fist on the desk, he suddenly

exclaimed, “I’m finished with Eric, Ron. The Wallbrook Funeral Home is

getting a special delivery tonight. You game for a rollicking adventure with a

mortician?”

Dryly, Ron answered, “Yeah, you know me. I love cheap entertainment.

What the hell. You are going to call him first, right?”

“Yeah,” Ed said while taking his cell phone out of his pocket. After

Jonathan answered, Ed declared, “Jonathan, Merry Christmas. Hey, could

you meet me at your funeral home? I have something for you.”

Mistrusting Ed’s tone of voice, Jonathan asked, “Am I to assume that you

aren’t bringing over a fruit cake?”

Ed looked over at Ron thinking, nah, too easy, and then answered,

“Jonathan, prepare yourself. Eric is decomposing.”

“WHAT?” Jonathan yelled into the phone.

“You heard me. There’s a small area in the nasal cavity…something may

have come loose…some of the resin…maybe a small part was missed in the

freeze-drying or chemical process. Hey, don’t ask me to explain this. You’re

the expert on human cadavers. I’m dropping him off. Add some embalming

fluids where needed. Jesus.” Ed angrily demanded.

“Relax, Ed. Bring him by. I’ll meet you there in half an hour,” Jonathan

offered grouchily.

“Thanks. See ya,” Ed said and then hung up the phone.

Ed turned to Ron and said, “Ready?”

Looking at the mound on the floor, Ron shook his head. Irritated, Ed

began to pick up the corpse. Ron grabbed the other end, and remarked,

“Somehow, I didn’t picture this as a part of my Christmas day in New

Hampshire. Jesus, this is really weird, Ed.”

Glumly, Ed remarked, “I have had it up to my neck in weird!” Ed

caustically said.

They maneuvered the heavy body out of the study, and when Leanna and
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Amanda caught sight of them, Ed looked at Leanna with a warning glare.

She ignored it and muttered, “Burial is my first suggestion for that thing.”

Ed dropped it on the floor with a thud. “Oh yeah? You want it

buried? I’ll leave the body here, you drag it where you want and bury the

goddamn corpse! If you’ll keep another word from spewing from your mouth,

I’m going to drop it off at the funeral home for repair. Jonathan will get in

touch with you when it’s done. I’m finished, Leanna. Completely and utterly

finished.”

While Eric remained on the floor, Ron dashed into the study to grab the

clothing Leanna had chosen earlier. Amanda followed him and pleaded, “Ron,

do something.”

Ron looked at her with impatience and said, “We are doing something.
The funeral director will fix him up. Ed needs time to chill and I can’t repair

the relationship. Lea is not impressed with maggots dropping out of her

husband’s nose, and Ed has had just about enough of this nightmare.”

After he walked out with the clothing, Ron helped Ed carry Eric out the

door. The silence in the entryway was deafening while Leanna and Amanda

watched them walk out. Turning to Amanda, she said, “A drink sounds good

right about now. You game?”

“Count me in, Leanna,” Amanda replied.
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Chapter 41

Jonathan snapped, “Bring him to the embalming room, Ed.”

After Ron and Ed struggled with Eric’s body, Jonathan helped them load

him onto a metal table. Ed folded his arms and demanded,

“He’s all yours. I’m through with it! Call Leanna when it’s done.”

The mortician had not raked a comb through his hair. Badly in need of a

shave, and dressed in worn-out camouflage fatigues, Ed should not have

ignored the signs. He pushed all the buttons and Jonathan cracked. Suddenly,

as if in a frenzy, Jonathan ripped into the plastic garbage bags, tossing pieces

of Hefty in mad heaps surrounding the embalming table. Ed and Ron wisely

stepped back when Jonathan glared at them.

Taking one look at the disheveled mess, and tossing the straw hat across

the room, Jonathan snorted, “Did you have your head up your ass when you

did this? What’s up with this stupid-looking tie and moth-eaten suit? Shit!

Show some respect for the dead.”

Unprepared for Jonathan’s outburst, Ed snapped, “I didn’t come here for

ridicule. Just fix him. He’s rotting along the nasal cavity…we discovered a

maggot.”

Shaking his head in disgust, Jonathan muttered, “I gave up a good

Christmas drunk for this bullshit. Just leave it…leave Eric here. I’ll get to it

tomorrow.”

Ed unwisely asked, “What about the maggots?”

Suddenly, the mortician looked Ed straight in the eyes and walked over to

the door. He opened the door, nearly ripping it off its hinges, pointed, and

demanded, “OUT! Leave me the goddamn cadaver. The maggots can sprout

tentacles for all I care. I’m going home to polish off a Jim Beam.”

Ed and Ron wisely walked out without another word.

While on their way back to Leanna’s house, Ron remarked after ten

minutes of silence, “That was fun, Ed. Hey, next time you want to dump a

cadaver off with a psychotic mortician, can you delete my name off the list

A DISTURBING PRESENCE

207

of people to invite?”

Shaking his head, Ed replied, “Sure. Thanks for the help, anyway. I suppose

we could have come up with another plan.”

Ed answered his cell phone; it was the mortician. Jonathan said,

apologetically, “Hey, my obnoxious twin brother is having a rotten day. I

kicked his ass outta here. Ed, I was up nearly all night with a horribly

decomposed cadaver. Suicide. The family wanted her embalmed for a

viewing…anyway, drop by my place with your friend for a drink.”

“Sure. We’ll meet you there, but we can’t stay long.”

While Ed dropped the phone inside his pocket, he said, “Jon has invited

us over for a drink…had a bad night with a rotting stiff…”

“Ya know, I don’t recall anyone asking me if I really wanted to spend

Christmas evening dragging a bagged-up corpse to a mortician up to his

eyeballs in death, and then having a few drinks with the fool,” Ron flatly

snarled.

“Sarcasm seems to run in your family. Hey, I’ll drop you off at your

sister’s-”

“No, it’s ok. You told him we can’t stay long. Stick with that. I’m intrigued,

anyway. It’ll be a Christmas I’ll never forget,” Ron said with a laugh.

Jonathan pulled up shortly after Ed and invited them into the house. While

hanging up his jacket, Ron looked around the home, surprised to discover a

normal upbeat environment. Furnished tastefully in muted shades of green

and deep orange, he thought, I guess this obliterates my first impression of

the undertaker.

“Hey, Ed, I haven’t formally met Mrs. McDuggal’s brother,” he said while

offering Ron a handshake, then added, “I apologize for the theatrics at the

funeral home. You guys crashed my pity party, and I turned into an asshole.”

With a laugh, Ron offered, “No problem. I’m Ron Ayres.”

Running his hand through his wild hair in a failed attempt at neatness,

Jonathan replied, “Hi, Ron. I have Jim Beam, beer, wine…”

Ron replied, “Beer for me.”

“Same here, Jon-” Ed said.

After Jonathan handed them both a beer, he sighed heavily and then said,

“I invited Julia, my ex, and my daughters for the day…wanted to spend

Christmas with the family…but Julia has a guy. It’s not the boyfriend thing

that’s bumming me. It’s lonely…I miss the twins. Then, last night, a

suicide…several days ago. The family was adamant…wanted her viewed.

Try working with a corpse that is…never mind. Mortuary shoptalk usually
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isn’t welcome to most folks…”

In Ed’s attempt to shed the mental image, he suggested, “Jonathan, take

the girls out and do something with them during their vacation.”

“Yeah, I’m one step ahead of you. I called them right after you left, and

we are skiing tomorrow. They are with me the entire day. I’ve got my

apprentice to cover in case-”

Ed cut in, “What about Eric?”

“What about him? He’s fine. I wheeled him inside a locked supply closet.

Tomorrow, I’m skiing with my girls.” Jonathan announced.

“Enjoy your day then, Jon. Jesus, Eric has become more of a pain in the

ass dead than when he was alive.” Ed remarked.

“Yeah. Apparently the cat collision loosened a particle of resin coating.

Luckily, the decay is minimal.”

“Take your time. Lea is not in a great hurry for return of the ol’ guy,” Ed

remarked, and took a swig of his beer.

Jonathan shook his head and muttered, “And I’m not too bent on keeping

him around.”

Ron remarked, “He’s in a mortuary, Jon. Seems fitting to me.”

“Hey, man, I don’t store cadavers for Christ’s sake.” Jonathan stated.

Ron chuckled with embarrassment and mumbled, “Ahh-gotcha.”

Ed answered his ringing cell phone; it was Amanda. “Ed? May I speak to

Ron?”

“Sure,” Ed said, and then handed his phone to Ron.

Amanda and Leanna were enjoying mudslides in the kitchen, and when

Ron took the phone, Amanda asked, “Sweetie, when do we plan to see you

back here?”

“Soon, honey. We’re at Jonathan Wallbrook’s house. He’s the-”

Amanda cut in, “I know who he is. You’re spending Christmas evening

with a mortician, Ron. You’ve dragged a cadaver out of the house, and now

you’re partying with the embalmer. Does any of this kind of strike you as

borderline abnormal?”

Leanna began to snicker aloud, took the phone from Amanda, and slurred,

“Don’t get too up close and personal with those guys, Ron. Jesus! Because

of those imbeciles, I reside with a decomposing man dressed as the village

idiot.”

“Lea, we’re leaving soon. Promise,” Ron said.

“Okay-dokey. Bye,” she said and then hung up.

Slightly inebriated, Leanna turned to Amanda and said, “I’m so sorry,
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Amanda. This day has begun to suck. Have another drink. It’s on me.”

Awkwardly, Amanda said, “Leanna, Ed really likes you. After tonight,

well, I don’t know…”

Leanna looked away, and then admitted, “I like him too, but you saw

what he did to my late husband. Come on, Amanda. Would you want a

relationship with someone that turned your dead husband into a shoddy

household display?”

Laughing, Amanda said, “I’ve heard of worse relationship busters than

cadaver tampering, Leanna. On second thought, I take that back.”

After refilling her drink, Leanna snarled, “Living here with Eric’s sinister

glare kinda makes it thorny…”

“You’re allowing him to control you, Leanna. He’s no longer alive. Put it

into proper perspective,” Amanda pleaded.

“I really don’t want to discuss it,” Leanna said, and then walked into the

living room with her drink.

Amanda followed her and after they sat down, she asked, “Are you going

to let Ed slip through your fingers, Leanna?”

After taking a long sip from her drink, Leanna answered, “My father

didn’t stick around for long. I don’t remember him, but shortly before I turned

three, he left. Hell, even my stepfather didn’t stay for long. I seem to have a

long history of men walking out. Eric didn’t exactly walk out, but the hostility

and indifference he displayed are comparable.”

“Lea, your next man might also walk out on you. Ed might walk out.

Damn it all, life is a gamble. You’ll never know if you don’t at least give him

the opportunity,” Amanda said.

“Yeah, well I don’t know. You’re probably right,” Leanna garbled.

“Do you think about him when he isn’t around?” Amanda asked.

“My father told my mother he didn’t want kids. And then he walked out,”

Leanna mumbled, and then asked, “what was your question?”

“Ed, Leanna. Do you ever think about him?” Amanda repeated.

She paused for thought, and then replied, “Yes, I do. Every time I look at

the stuffed remains of my husband, I think about Ed. A constant reminder of

the loveless marriage taunting me…”

Amanda looked out the window to see Ed’s jeep pull up in the driveway.

She suddenly said, “Ed’s leaving. He just dropped off Ron.”

Leanna stood up and slurred, “Fine. He can go…I’ll call him later.”

Ron walked in and took a deep breath, then said, “Uh, Merry Christmas,

ladies. Ed is going to call and thank you for dinner. He thought it wise to
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leave for now. I had to agree with him…under the circumstances.”

Leanna dialed Ed’s cell phone but there was no answer. Disappointed,

she hung up and muttered, “He should have come in.”

“Sorry I didn’t call last night, Leanna. I’m heading south for a few weeks

and I wanted to thank you for dinner, and apologize for losing my cool. I’ll

call sometime,” said Ed on the answering machine the next morning.

“South? Why would he go south?” Leanna asked.

Ron poured himself a coffee, handed one to Leanna and answered, “His

parents live there.”

She took a sip of her coffee, and looked suspiciously at her brother and

asked, “Did you know Ed was leaving today?”

“He mentioned it-”

Angrily, Leanna asked, “Why didn’t you say something?”

Ron snapped, “What do you care, Leanna? You won’t forgive the guy for

his error…his mistake in granting a dying man his wishes.”

Glaring at her brother, she sarcastically stated, “Ron, maybe you find that

monstrosity a work of art. To me, it is revolting.”

“It’s not that bad, Leanna. What is really bothering you?”

Walking away, she answered, “Nothing. Everything.”

“Oh that clarifies it all,” Ron dryly remarked.

“Ron, you wouldn’t understand.”

Raising his voice an octave, he mocked, “Oh, is it a girl thing, Leanna?”

Plopping herself on the sofa, she replied, “No, it’s not a girl thing. I’m

afraid that Ed may tire of me…like Eric-”

Ron sat next to her and gently said, “Eric had some demons to deal with,

and you don’t want to find out the cause of his breakdown. Whenever it

comes up, you get hairy.”

With a heavy sigh, Leanna angrily said, “Okay, Ron, humor me. Fill me

in.”

“Ed knows more. He should tell you-”

She interrupted, “Ed is going south. You tell me what you know.”

Ron cleared his throat and began, “About a year after you got married,

Eric was questioned about the whereabouts of Joe Henderson…”

Leanna listened intently while her brother explained all that he knew,

including his stealing off with Emma’s journals and a chat with Jake. Leanna

was shocked to learn that Ron and Ed were looking for Joe’s whereabouts

over the internet. She had no idea that Ed’s interest in Eric’s past had become

A DISTURBING PRESENCE

211

so involved.

After Ron told her everything, she asked, “What is the point? What are

Ed’s intentions?”

“You are his intentions, Lea. You wanted to know why Eric had himself

freeze-dried. You needed to know why Eric became an asshole…why he

didn’t treat you well,” Ron explained.

“I don’t understand how any of this is going to have any bearing,” she

dryly said.

Ron looked at her, shrugged, and then said, “Who knows? Eric became

peculiar a year after you married. It was a year after you were married that

Marino contacted him, and inadvertently opened up some old scars…”

“So? So friggin’ what? We all have scars, Ron. I have a father I never

grew up with because he didn’t want kids. I watched the only parent I knew

struggle with cancer throughout most of my high school years. None of it

made me turn my back on my husband. I loved him, Ron. My past had no

bearing on my relationship with him…” Leanna said tearfully.

Ron put his arm around her shoulder and then said, “I know. That’s why

Ed thinks there’s more…something pretty traumatic happened to Eric. Try

to remember something…anything that he may have said or done that struck

you as strange, Leanna.”

Wiping away a tear with the Kleenex Ron handed her, she answered,

“Where do I start? He was eccentric, Ron. There were rules…”

“Rules?” Ron asked.

“Yes. He didn’t want me in his desk…it was locked…and, let me think,”

she paused for thought, and then casually said, “when we first got married, I

wanted to start a garden. He forbade me to start one where Emma always

grew hers. A few bulbs she’d planted came up every year and he didn’t want

them disturbed. I promised I wouldn’t disturb them, but he still refused. Even

when weeds began to overtake the bulbs, he still forbade me to garden in that

area. It’s an unattractive mess, but he was adamant. Is that weird enough?”

“Have you ever looked in the desk?” Ron asked.

“No, I haven’t. The canary found the key behind his tie clip a couple of

months ago-” she began.

“And you didn’t question the motives for that?” Ron exclaimed.

“Eric was an eccentric, Ron…”

“Leanna, he attached the desk key to a tie clip that he wore after his

death. Go through his desk,” Ron suggested with a twinkle in his eye.

Rolling her eyes, Leanna looked away and said, “You go through it. Knock
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yourself out, Ron. You will find the key in an inkwell.”

Ron jumped up from the sofa and said, “What if I find something

interesting? Still going to bury your head in the sand?”

“Just go, Ron. I don’t know.”

“I’m not letting you off the hook, Leanna-danna,” Ron said while heading

toward the study.

Items found inside the beautiful roll-top desk were neatly organized and

not too difficult to sort through. Most of it was old invoices, receipts, cancelled

checks and bank statements.

In a small drawer, Ron came across a few personal effects. A thick, sealed

envelope caught his eye. In Eric’s handwriting, were the words, To my wife

Leanna.

“Hey, Lea, come in here. I have something for you.”

After she entered the study, Ron handed it to her. Giving it back to him,

she demanded, “You open it and read aloud.”

“Okay…if that’s what you want… To my wife Leanna, I hope that you

will someday find this letter, locked away in my desk. Please read it carefully

so that you will understand a few things. First, I am asking your forgiveness

for my silence of which you never understood. When I was diagnosed with

cancer, I knew that I could not leave you without telling you that I love you

with all my heart. I am not a demonstrative man, however not a day has

passed that my love for you has ever been less than the day I first fell in love

with you.”

“Oh my God,” Leanna whispered, and then began to cry.

Ron softly said, “Leanna, if you’d like to read in privacy, take it.”

She sat down on the upholstered red sofa, and softly answered, “No, I

just can’t believe those are his words. He never ever spoke them. Please

continue.”

“Something happened when I was a thirteen-year-old boy, Leanna.

Grandmother Emma raised me from the age of two, as you already know.

She did her utmost to see that all the needs of a child were met and her

nurturing had no boundaries. Shortly after I began grade school, Grandma

met a man. His name was Joe Henderson. During the courtship, he treated

her with respect and as I recall, he was kind to me as well. Shortly after they

married, however, Joe’s affection toward us gradually turned into violence.

He was a drinking man that disappeared for days, weeks, or sometimes months

at a time. When he came home, always intoxicated, he would hit her repeatedly.
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I became his target whenever I tried to protect her. He would then take money

from Grandmother and go away, leaving Grandmother and I injured.”

“Ron, stop. I can’t listen to more…” her tears fell down the sides of her

cheeks, and Ron sat next to her and said, “I can skip over this…there’s more,

Lea.”

“Ron…” her sobs took over her ability to speak.

“I’m right here with you, sis. Come on. Your husband did love you. There

is something that he wanted you to know. I have not read it yet, but I am not

going to do this without you. It’s not my business.”

She wiped her eyes and quietly said, “Okay. Read it.”

“When I was thirteen, I attended the eighth-grade dance. Joe had been

gone several months, but he came home that night. I heard him shouting

inside the house when my friend Jake’s mom dropped me off after the dance.

Henderson was more intoxicated than I had ever witnessed. He was

incoherent, and obnoxious. He started to laugh hysterically, and shouted to

Grandmother ‘look what I took from some jerk in the bar’. He took out a

velvet bag from his pocket and loosened a drawstring.”

Ron paused and in an astonished voice, said, “Wow. Listen to this, Lea.
Joe poured out a significant amount of diamonds onto the table, and then

informed Emma that he wanted her to choose one for a necklace. Grandmother

refused and demanded that he return them, which caused Joe to display a

more violent rage than I had ever witnessed. Grandmother ordered me to

run to Jake’s and spend the night but I refused to leave her alone with him.”

Ron stopped reading. He looked at his horrified sister and uttered, “Jesus,

Lea. Damn,” he said and then he continued to read, “His blows were

continuous. His eyes were blank while he hit me again and again. When I

attempted to stop him, he struck us both. Grandmother suffered horrible

bruises to the face and upper body and I became bloodied. I wanted him to

stop and so I picked up an oak kitchen chair and struck…” Ron stopped

reading and looked at Leanna. He took her hand and quietly said, “Lea, he,

uh-”

“Ron, read it, please,” whispered Leanna.

“I picked up an oak kitchen chair and struck him across the head to render

him unconscious. Unaware of my own strength, I accidentally ended his life.”

Leanna, paled and with her eyes open wide in shock, she gasped, “Oh my

God! Ron…oh…my…god.”

“Jesus! It goes on, ‘Grandmother wanted me protected from prosecution.

Because she had remained silent during his years of abuse, she thought my
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chances of acquittal were slim. I was frightened beyond reason, and I obeyed

her commands to bury his body.’”

Leanna shook her head in shock, and then announced, “Ron, I can’t believe

this. We have to report it.”

Nodding, Ron said, “I know. Let me finish this, and we will deal with it

then. Leanna, I will be right by your side through this, I promise.”

“I know,” she sighed.

“Joe is buried in Grandmother’s garden. I dug nearly all night, the very

soil that I had prepared for her garden…but instead of a garden, I buried my

step-grandfather. It was the worst ordeal of my life. A few months later,

Grandmother filed for divorce on grounds of abandonment. The man had no

family, and was often on the streets while alive, so Grandmother assumed he

would not be searched for or missed.

“Leanna, my grandmother was an honest woman with high moral

standards and a lot of class. Unfortunately, Joe never revealed the owner of

the diamonds. Grandmother took the velvet bag and fashioned a collar that

is still around the neck of Lady, my first freeze-dried cat. She told me that if

we find out the owners, we would find a way to return them. After she died, I

mentally discarded my horrific memories, and went on with my life, and

married you.”

Ron looked at Leanna and excitedly asked, “Where is Lady Cat?”

Weakly, Leanna pointed her out. She sat majestically on her wooden

mount, and as they both approached her, Leanna looked at the rhinestone

collar that she had never given much thought. Ron picked up the cat mount

and handed it to Leanna. She ran her fingers along the collar and then she

unfastened it.

“Ron, this is so incredible. I can tell that something is in here-”

He shook his head and said, “Ed talked to the investigator. Apparently,

the jeweler had an alcohol-related accident the night Joe stole the diamonds.

It was not fatal, but his memory was affected. The diamonds were never

reported missing until several years later by his family after he died from an

aneurism. They found invoices, but no diamonds, or profits. So…they hired

the investigator.”

Leanna located a seam ripper and gently tore through the first few threads.

Opened just enough to pour out the contents; she looked at the shimmering

gems, astounded.

“Whoa!” said Ron with a whistle.

“Oh my god,” Leanna said in a stunned gasp.
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Ron continued, “He goes on, Leanna, after we had been married about a

year, you wanted to begin a family and I wanted to grant your wish. I would

have liked to have a child…with your lively blue eyes and beautiful smile.”

Suddenly Leanna stood up and looked away. A tear was freshly forming

in her eyes, and she muttered, “Damn him! All these years, I thought I repulsed

him.”

Her brother stood up and put his hand on her shoulder and said, “Leanna,

the man is explaining it all in his letter. Apparently, he was better able to

express himself on paper than in face-to-face contact. I want to finish this

letter. It’s a little too eloquent for my taste, but let’s get through this, and then

decide what to do.”

“Okay.”

“A man entered the antique shop and asked to speak to me privately. The

man, David Marino, was an investigator looking for Joe Henderson. The

jeweler’s family estate was missing several thousand dollars worth of

diamonds 24 years after the theft. I do not recall many details of Marino’s

visit. At some point, I fell into great turmoil. Nightmares plagued me to the

point that I moved out of our bedroom to keep you from finding out the man

next to you was troubled. I wanted to spare you, Leanna.

“I have always wanted to return the diamonds, but afraid of the

consequences…and my despair was crippling, Leanna.

“Until Marino’s visit, I did not even have a name of ownership. Inside

this envelope, is the business card and on the back is the name of Markham.

I know you will do the right thing. You are an honest and morally upright

woman, Leanna, and one of the many reasons I fell in love with you. Your

husband, Eric S. McDuggal has always loved you.

“Perhaps you should also know the reason I chose to be preserved by Mr.

Wallbrook and Mr. Simon. When I buried Joe Henderson that night, in May

of 1970, I knew that I would never be buried after death. Unable to choose

burial for Grandmother Emma, I requested cremation, but I found that to be

traumatic. I missed her terribly and wanted to be able to touch her, and see

her face, just as I am able to touch and see my pets that have passed on.

Their presence has always comforted me.”

Ron looked up, and said, “That explains his reasoning, Leanna. In his

mind, he felt that you would actually want his remains preserved.”

She nodded, and replied, “Yes, well, normal people, such as me, cannot

draw comfort from a hardened cadaver…”

“Yes, but Eric had some twisted notions,” Ron dryly stated, and then
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said, “I’m almost at the end of his letter. Ready?”

“Continue.”

“Leanna, I never intended to kill Henderson. I was a kid that mistakenly

thought a drunk would keel over for a few hours if struck just right. My

intentions were protection of an innocent woman and myself. I ask your

forgiveness for all the pain I have caused. Because of my past, I dragged you

down, and brought unhappiness to you, of which you did not deserve. All I

can hope for is the best for you and your future. I want you to know that I

have always loved you dearly. Your husband, Eric.”
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Chapter 42

“Leanna, where do we start? Not many options, huh,” Ron offered.

“I want to talk to Ed,” she said, and then picked up the phone and dialed

his cell phone.

After she hung up, Ron asked, “No answer? Leave him voice mail.”

“It didn’t work for some reason. I want to call the police, and get this out

of the way.”

Ron sat down on the sofa, and motioned for his sister to sit beside him.

After she sat, he remained silent for a moment and then said, “Leanna, there

will be publicity, and questions. Eric is no longer here to answer them. All

you have is a handwritten letter…and of course, somewhere in your backyard

the skeleton of Henderson. Before you jump the gun, you need to be prepared

for massive property destruction, police questioning, and damn…are you

ready for this?”

She looked at him with her eyes wide, and muttered, “I haven’t thought

that far ahead, but damn!”

Amanda walked into the study, and said, “Good morning you two. I never

sleep in this late. I feel like half my day is missing. What’s up? Any good

plans today? You know, Leanna…after yesterday’s fiasco, you know, the

corpse, the maggots, I was so hoping that today would be different somehow.

Let’s keep it low key, and no more weird stuff that I can’t even write home

about.”

Ron and Leanna looked at each other without a word. A knock on the

door interrupted the moment, and Leanna arose to find Jonathan Wallbrook

standing there with a large wooden crate on a dolly. In his parked car were

his daughters waiting for him to complete his task so that they could hit the

slopes.

“Hello, Mrs. McDuggal. I found a minor problem and was able to repair

it with embalming fluid. Don’t worry about exposure…I coated it with a

resin. I have my daughters ready to ski and I’ll be out of your way in a jiffy,”
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he rambled on while parking the crate in the study. His wild hair protruded in

an oddly erect direction while he energetically removed McDuggal from the

crate and maneuvered him into his final resting place—the antique rocking

chair. He had taken the time to clothe Eric in the garments Ron and Ed dropped

off the previous night.

Leanna briefly glanced at the new and improved Eric, and running her

fingers through her hair, she sputtered, “No, this is not happening! Can’t you

keep him a little longer, Mr. Wallbrook?”

“Nope. Afraid not. I don’t store cadavers. Had a pickle of a time convincing

my girls I was delivering an article of furniture to an antique dealer. They

wanted to look inside,” Jonathan said while backing up toward the door. He

said his quick goodbyes and walked out.

Ron looked at Amanda and asked, “About that low-key day you spoke of,

Amanda. Can we take a rain check on that?”

With a heavy sigh, Amanda whined, “Oh right, like I have a choice.”

Leanna and Ron exchanged a glance and then Ron told his lovely brideto-

be, “Honey, um, there’s more. We have something to tell you…

Amanda listened intently while Ron and Leanna told her of their discovery.

Her usual calm demeanor changed into stunned silence. Shaking her head

vigorously, she asked, “What are you going to do, Leanna? That lunatic

mortician brought Eric back and you’re going to deal with the media, and

God knows what else.”

“I don’t know. Even if we remove Eric from the house, his letter will go

to the police as evidence and he spoke of being preserved…” Leanna muttered.

Ron handed her the letter as he said, “You might be able to keep that part

private, Lea. Look at the letter. The part where he explains the preserving

thing is on a new page. Keep that part of the letter locked up somewhere. All

they will need to know is the Henderson thing…and of course the diamonds.”

Leanna looked at the letter and realized that the very last words of the

page before revelation of his death wishes, said, “You are an honest and

morally upright woman, Leanna, and one of the many reasons I fell in love

with you. Your husband, Eric S. McDuggal…”

Smiling, she said, “It looks like the end of the letter. You’re a genius,

Ron.”

“Of course. Why would you doubt that? Heh-heh,” Ron said.

Leanna took the last page of the letter and tucked it inside her pocket.

Looking at her husband’s body, she sighed and then remarked, “Um, I can

hide a piece of paper, but the body is another matter. Any suggestions?”
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Amanda offered, “We can move him to an unused room, Lea.”

“The police may do a complete search of this house, Amanda. I have to

reach Ed.” Leanna said and then picked up the phone and dialed. After it

rang several times, she finally reached him and said, “Ed! Where are you?”

“Leanna? Did you get my message? I’m heading for Florida,” Ed answered.

“I got the message. Ed, can you come back?” Leanna begged.

“I’m visiting my family, Lea. They don’t know I’m going down…thought

I’d surprise them. Business is slow…I need a break, and you need a break

from me. We’ve hit a brick wall…but, I’ll call you when I get down.”

Slowly, Leanna explained, “Ed, something has come up. Jonathan brought

Eric back. He’s been fixed, and dressed, but I need you to remove him from

the house again.”

“Why? This is testing my patience, Leanna. I have had enough of

Eric…I’m done with it-” Ed began.

“Are you driving?”

“Yes, I am. I’m on I-290 heading toward Worchester.”

Leanna demanded, “Pull over.”

“Leanna, what the hell is going on? Eric has worn me out. What part of ‘I

want zero involvement with Eric’ don’t you comprehend?”

“Please, Ed. Pull over.” she demanded.

Sighing, Ed replied, “Just tell me what is going on, Lea.”

“Not while you are driving,” she answered.

“Okay, I’ll pull over, get some lunch, and gas up. There’s an exit coming

up. Can I call you back?”

“Yes. Please do.” After she hung up, Leanna paced for a few moments,

then suddenly erupted into tears, and blubbered, “Eric did love me. Ed was

right, Rita was right…you were right, Ron…” The phone rang, and Leanna

anxiously answered it. “Ed? Thank you for calling back.”

“I’m parked and now if you’ll tell me what’s up…let me guess. Jonathan

dumped Eric in the middle of the living room buck naked and you have a

room full of guests…” Ed jested while opening his lunch from Taco Bell.

“If only it was that simple. Listen. Ron and I got into the desk and found

a letter,” she paused, took a breath and then continued, “the night Joe came

home, and Eric had gone to a dance, something happened…”

Ed remarked, “We have gotten that much from Jake. What was in the

letter?”

“Ed, let me continue. Can you come back to New Hampshire?”

“Leanna, I haven’t seen my family in several years. I will be back in a few

JOY LEE RUTTER

220

weeks. I promise,” Ed said while taking a bite of his taco.

Leanna sighed, and then told him, “Eric accidentally killed Joe in self

defense…in 1970…May something. He’s buried on the property-”

Ed tossed most of his uneaten lunch aside, and shouted,

“Did I hear you right? I’m coming back, Leanna. Don’t do anything. I

want to be there. I’ll take Eric back to my lab, and then we’ll call the police.

It will take me a few hours. Don’t do anything!”

Sighing with relief, Leanna then added, “Ed, there are some stolen

diamonds…hidden in Lady’s collar. They need to be returned to the family

estate.”

Ed ran his hand through his hair and excitedly said, “Shit! Jesus!

Leanna…don’t do anything yet. I’ll call Marino to find the family…it will

all work out. Plan on some publicity…the police will be digging up the

property. Did he indicate where Joe is buried?”

“I know exactly where he’s buried. Joe is in the spot that Eric forbade me

from putting in a garden,” she answered.

Ed breathlessly said, “Jake will be questioned, but he will want

involvement in the news thing. He’ll work with us…I trust him, Leanna.”

“Thank you, Ed. Thank you for everything. See you in a few hours, and

we won’t do anything until you’re here.”

“Alright. Take care and relax, Lea. I will be with you through this. I’m

getting back on the road and heading north. See you soon.”

Ron noticed that Leanna had relaxed a little, and he asked, “Well? What

do we do now?”

Leanna ignored his question and walked up to her husband’s freeze-dried

body. Slowly, she looked at him and examined his attire, clearly impressed

with the improvement. She noticed something different. Upon looking closer,

she discovered that Jonathan had made some changes, and added a little

color to the face. He had apparently reshaped the eyes in such a way that

what was once a sinister look of gloom he replaced with warmth, and

tranquility. Jonathan had upturned Eric’s lips into a subtle hint of a smile.

Suddenly, she left the room, and came back with a painting. She put it next to

his face, and gasped. Ron and Amanda stared in silence. The painting of Eric

as a child next to his embalmed body was nearly identical.

Amanda finally spoke and said in a hushed tone, “Leanna, that’s amazing.

Truly amazing. Eric looks wonderful. How did the mortician capture the

likeness of that picture?”

“I don’t know, but whatever he did, this is Eric,” she sighed, and then
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added, “if he had not been plagued by such a horrible background, and

pain…this is the real Eric…” she trailed off, and turned away to hang the

picture in the study. Her eyes filled with tears, and she began to sob.
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Chapter 43

After reading the letter, Ed shook his head in amazement and said, “I

don’t know what to say. This is…I’m speechless, Lea. Are you prepared to

face this?”

Sighing, Leanna replied, “No, Ed. Who would be? Come into the study

and I’ll show you the collar. Oh, by the way, your mortician returned Eric.”

“I had no idea Jonathan would fix him so quick,” remarked Ed, when

they entered the study.

“He said it was a minor problem, easily fixable, and he’s back,” she said

with a smirk.

Ed walked up to examine Eric, nodded his approval, and said, “Jonathan

worked some magic. The suit looks great, and his face looks different.

Somehow, Eric seems…friendly.”

“Yes, he does. Ed, I don’t want him gone long. Just long enough to keep

him from the media.”

“Are you serious? You hated it, Lea. What’s changed?”

With a shrug, Leanna replied, “A lot has changed, Ed.”

He turned to look into her eyes and asked, “Are you alright?”

“Yes. Ed, but I’m sorry for calling you away from your trip. I could have

handled this…”

Taking her hands in his, he said, “I would not have it any other way,

Leanna. I can go to Florida whenever I want. It was an impulse anyway…not

meant to be.”

“Obviously,” replied Leanna with a sigh, and she then asked, “what do

we do now? You said to wait and, uh, we have a skeleton in the yard, and

diamonds around a stuffed cat’s neck. Any suggestions?”

The business card was creased and slightly soiled from lying on the floor

of his jeep; he handed it to Leanna and asked, “Would you like to call this

man, or should I? On my way here, I tried to put it all in order, and I think we

should contact David Marino first.”
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Leanna argued, “Ed, the police-”

He interrupted, “The family has waited long enough for the return of the

diamonds. The police will hold them up as evidence but Marino has proof of

ownership filed away. It might expedite the return of the gems to the Markham

estate. He needs to be notified.”

“You’re right. Eric wanted that, but you call Mr. Marino.”

He looked at her and said, “Sure, I can do that,” he shook his head with a

look of amazement and added, “That letter from Eric blows me away, Leanna.

Whew.”

“I am still stunned, Ed. I had no idea…”

While Ed listened to the phone ring on the other end, he asked Leanna,

“Are you okay?”

“No.”

“Hello, is this David Marino?”

“Yes, it is. May I help you?” Marino replied.

Ed swallowed, and then slowly began, “This is Ed Simon.”

“Ahh, Ed Simon. For some reason, I had a feeling I’d hear from you

again someday. What may I help you with?” David casually asked.

“Do you still have all the files from the Markham investigation?”

David replied, “Yes, I do.”

Unsure of where to go from there, Ed looked at Leanna and shrugged. He

continued, “David, if I asked you to bring the files to the McDuggal residence

without further explanation, would you do that?”

The man chuckled and replied, “No. I like explanations. Call me weird.”

“Okay, I understand. We found the Markham diamonds, David, and we

know where Henderson is…”

“How in hell did you do that?”

Ed winked at Leanna, and then replied, “Apparently, Eric had some

information locked in his desk. He had written a letter a few months before

he had passed away…addressed to his wife. I will be calling the police shortly,

but your information will be needed…to help with the-”

“Hold the phone, Simon. You are calling the police? You’ve left something

out,” David said with surprise.

“Henderson is dead. Apparently, Eric killed him in self-defense on the

night of the diamond theft.”

“Damn! Hey, give me the directions, and I’ll be right over. Go ahead and

call the police…don’t wait for my arrival. That should not wait, Ed.”

“Okay. After you get to Mt. Chocorua, stay on 16 heading north, and
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drive about ten miles…”

Ron motioned for Leanna to come into the living room and told her, “We

told Hannah and she is shaken up. I hope you don’t mind…but I didn’t want

you to deal with everything.”

“Oh, Ron! Damn. Where is she?”

“The kitchen. I think she’d like to speak with you,” Ron said.

Leanna found Hannah sitting at the table sobbing. Hannah’s distress caught

Leanna off guard. She sat down and then softly said, “Hannah, I’m so sorry.

This had to have been a horrible blow for you.”

The elderly woman looked at Leanna and cried, “If Eric had

not killed him, I surely would have, Mrs. McDuggal. He was a violent horrible

man…”

“Hannah, did you know about…this?” Leanna asked, stunned.

The woman looked at her and replied, “I was never told of the matter. My

schedule here has always been Monday through Friday. When I arrived the

following Monday, the home was in shambles. Emma was nearly

unrecognizable, as was Eric. It was the most horrible beating they had ever

suffered. I begged Mrs. McDuggal to have him arrested. I told her that if she

did not call the police, I would. She didn’t like the hired help talking to her

that way. Emma became angry and finally told me that Joe would never do it

again. She told me not to ever bring it up, and that Eric and her were safe.”

Leanna put her arms around the housekeeper’s shoulders and asked,

“Hannah, did you know that Eric had-”

“No, I did not ask any questions, Mrs. McDuggal. I suppose I knew. The

plot of land that Eric had turned over for a garden appeared odd…and Emma

never planted another garden…not ever. I never asked…but I knew. I knew…”

Leanna reassured her, “What you just told me will never leave this house,

Hannah. You realize that the police will question you, and you tell them only

the facts.”

Still softly sobbing, Hannah weakly answered, “Yes. I will tell them only

what they need to know. Thank you, Mrs. McDuggal.”

Ed and Ron drove Eric to the taxidermist’s shop, locked him into a storage

unit and quickly drove back to the McDuggal manor. No sooner had they

returned, the first squad car pulled up into the driveway. While they stood

inside the door, watching the state police park their cars, Ron whispered,

“That was fast. Now what, Ed?”

“Well, I suppose the letter. Marino is on his way, and I called Jake. He
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reassured me that his news release will not include what he called ‘that

spectacle in the study’. Jesus, I can’t wait for this to end.”

The two officers approached the door, and with a friendly smile, one of

them asked, “Is this the McDuggal residence?”

“Yes. Please come in,” Ed offered.

“I’m Officer Dorothy O’Brian, and this is Officer Monty Phillips. Monty

works in homicide, so if you’ll excuse me while I take a look around, he will

do the questioning…”

The woman with a friendly smile and red hair walked away while still

speaking, and Ed and Ron were left alone with Monty. Both of them suddenly

missed the friendly smile as Monty looked at the two men. He was a large

intimidating man with sharp facial lines and a shaved head. The man furrowed

his brows as he continued to stare at Ed and Ron. The silence was deafening.

Ed began to sweat bullets, wondering what the man was going to do next.

Ron smiled like a fool, and finally asked, “Officer, isn’t this about the

time that you would begin to, uh, speak?”

Ed quietly muttered between quenched teeth, “Shut up, ya damn fool!”

Monty eyed them both, and walked around, with a note pad, and a novelty

pen topped with a smiling frog. Ed caught sight of the pen, amazed that a

man with no apparent ability at humor would be writing with a ridiculouslooking

novelty item.

Finally, Monty bellowed, “Ya got names?”

His deep and resonating voice startled them both and Ed replied, “I am

Ed Simon, and this is Ron Ayres.”

The officer tapped the smiling frog pen onto the side of a nearby table

and then caustically asked, “Why am I here? Isn’t there something I need to

see that will explain why I’m here?”

Ron took an immediate dislike for Monty. He said, “I’ll get it.”

Monty’s booming voice demanded, “And I will follow you, Mr. Ayres.”

While the three of them walked through the living room, Leanna entered

and said to Monty, “Hello. I am Leanna McDuggal. If you will come this

way, I will show you the letter.”

Monty bellowed, “Yes, Mrs. McDuggal. You two, stick around as well.

Anyone else here?”

Amanda and Hannah quietly came into the living room, and Ed replied,

“This is it, Monty. Nobody else.”

Leanna went into the study and Monty followed. After she handed him

the letter, he put it in a clear plastic bag and sat down in the antique rocking
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chair meant only for Eric. Suddenly, he looked up at the five people who had

entered the room, took the smiling frog pen from his pocket and said,

“Names?”

Ron spoke up and said, “You’ve met Ed, Leanna and me. This is my-”

Monty’s booming voice rudely interrupted, “They speak for themselves,

right?” He looked at Amanda and Hannah and raised an eyebrow waiting for

a reply.

Suddenly, Leanna walked up to Monty and demanded,” Get out of my late

husband’s chair and speak to my family with respect, Officer Phillips.”

The man’s expression changed immediately and he jumped from the chair

and said, “I apologize, Mrs. McDuggal. Um…where is Officer O’Brian?”

Leanna casually replied, “She is outside marking the spot where the

backhoe will be digging up the remains of Joe Henderson.”

Monty quickly went outside without another word. Two more squad cars

pulled up, and a flatbed truck with a backhoe joined the growing crowd on

the McDuggal property.

A knock on the backdoor produced David Marino and Ed walked up to

the man, shook his hand and introduced him to Leanna, Amanda and Ron

when they walked into the kitchen.

“Not the best of circumstances to be meeting, Mrs. McDuggal,” David

said while he shook her hand, and then added, “I am truly sorry about all of

this.”

“Thank you, Mr. Marino.”

“David. Please call me by my first name, and I would like to make this

short and sweet. Is there a detective around here asking questions…or

something? I tried to find someone but they won’t let me beyond the yellow

tape.”

Ron snickered and then answered, “I hope one of those squad cars brought

a detective with more than half a brain cell. Monty needs some major-”

Leanna shushed him and said, “Ron, go outside and find a detective other

than Monty.”

While Ron was putting on a jacket, Amanda said, “Don’t bother. Monty

is back…and he has reinforcements.”

Standing at the door was Monty and three other officers beside him. Leanna

opened the door and they entered, leaving puddles of mud on the kitchen

floor. Hannah offered coffee, but they refused and then Monty said, “The

letter goes into the collection of evidence, and if you don’t mind, we would

like to know where the, uh, stuffed cat is with the diamonds.”
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David Marino stood up and handed two large envelopes to the man and

said, “Add this to your collection. They are copies…I have the originals

back in my office.”

Leanna stood up and Monty and one of the officers followed her. When

she walked into the study, she picked up Lady and handed it to Monty.

“This cat looks real,” he said while turning the cat mount over in his

hands.

“It was once a pet of Eric’s,” Leanna answered.

The officer nearly dropped the cat, and he said, “I see. How was this

done?”

While he carried the cat into the kitchen with the edges of his fingertips,

Leanna explained, “The cat was freeze-dried by a taxidermist. It’s perfectly

safe to handle, Officer Phillips.”

“Yes. Of course,” he quietly replied while putting the cat on the table.

Another officer put the cat into a plastic bag and then said, “Mr. Marino,

when you have contacted the Markham family, give them this business card

and have them contact the department and we will go from there with the

legal stuff.”

An officer brought a small safe into the house and he locked the stuffed

cat inside.

Ed looked out the kitchen window as it was beginning to get dark. He saw

Jake walk by the window with a photographer beside him, and he turned to

Leanna and said, “Lea, Jake is outside with a photographer.”

“He’s the one person that can answer questions and he’s out there doing

the news thing,” Leanna whined.

Officer Phillips approached her and said, “Mr. Adamson has already been

questioned, Mrs. McDuggal. He has been on the property for over an hour.”

Leanna turned to face him and asked, “I see. What happens next?”

Monty explained, “We do not have a body yet, Mrs. McDuggal. The ground

isn’t frozen due to the recent thaw, but if we cannot find Henderson, it may

stay there until spring-”

An officer that had just walked in interjected, “Phillips, we do have a

body. The skeletal remains of a man have just been unearthed.”

Leanna paled, and weakly walked to a kitchen chair and sat down. She

wasn’t sure if it was shock or the fact that she had not eaten since breakfast.

Ed sat down and took her shaking hand while Monty began to take out his

notepad and novelty pen. A nearby officer handed him a Bic pen, and Monty

pocketed his smiling frog, much to Ron’s disappointment.
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“Mrs. McDuggal, a full autopsy will be conducted, but this appears to be

cut and dried. I need full names and addresses. Do you all live in this area?”

Ron spoke up and said, “Amanda and I are visiting from Michigan.”

“I see. I still need names and addresses, if you don’t mind.”

Amazed that Monty had toned down his attitude, Ron acquiesced without

a second thought. After Monty asked the routine questions, Leanna asked,

“Will I someday…be able to have a portion of Eric’s letter returned to me?

Some of it was personal…”

“Yes, Mrs. McDuggal. I will see to it,” Monty replied before taking Hannah

aside for more in-depth questioning. When Leanna offered to accompany

her, the officer said, “It will be fine, Mrs. McDuggal. A few brief questions

and we will be out of your way.” Leanna’s heart went out to Hannah when

she noticed the frightened look on the housekeeper’s face.

The detective took his time with Hannah while she told him about the

many times that Joe Henderson had arrived home and the violent episodes

she had witnessed. Monty kindly asked her if Emma had ever called the

police, and Hannah explained that Emma was a very proud woman, and that

household violence in the ‘60s and early ‘70s often went unnoticed. After

she tearfully told Monty all that she could remember, he finished his

questioning, and brought her back to the kitchen.

Shortly after the group of police officers had asked routine questions and

departed, Jake came in for a short interview and his promise that he would

not hurt the McDuggal family name in anyway. Ron walked outside to watch

the officers load the skeletal remains of Joe Henderson into a large body bag

while the photographer took pictures for the Mt. Chocorua Times.
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Chapter 44

“Amanda is going back on schedule, but I’m sticking around. I can’t leave

you with all this,” Ron announced the next morning over coffee.

Leanna smiled at her brother and said, “Aww, Ron. You don’t need to

stay. I can handle a little more craziness. Hell, I’m tempted to pull Eric out of

the closet and call the Enquirer.”

Laughing, Ron said, “Now you’re up to speed. I’ll call Ed and have him

haul the ol’ guy back-”

“Bite your tongue, fool. We plan to keep Eric locked up for a few weeks…”

Leanna said while picking up a ringing phone. “Hi, Rita. I’m glad you called

back. Before you get to your newspaper, I have to tell you something…”

Ron listened to his sister relate the story and chuckled. He thought, no

way am I leaving this behind. Too exciting. I wonder what she has planned

for next year’s holiday.

Swamped with detectives from homicide, the press, and phone calls from

friends and acquaintances, Leanna managed to keep her cool throughout the

day. Ed came over early with a gift box of citrus fruit and stayed by her side.

The TV cameras and reporters were buzzing around like a swarm of vultures;

Ron and Ed buffered the craziness as they helped the media get their story.

Detectives from homicide searched the grounds and the home, and quietly

left. Monty stayed around long enough to keep the growing crowd under

control and was available for a brief comment to the press. He explained that

although forensic reports were not complete, a part of the report revealed a

sharp blow to the head might possibly have been the cause of death. Chemical

analysis and age of skeletal remains would take longer to determine.

After the deluge of publicity and the investigation, two weeks seemed to

fly by very quickly. Her brother stayed a few days longer after dropping

Amanda off at the airport. He kept Leanna occupied with his sense of humor

and ability to lessen the stress of the horrendous ordeal.
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The ever-supportive Ed called or dropped by daily, rarely empty handed.

Around the middle of January, he called her and asked, “Are you ready for

Mr. McDuggal to return to the manor, Mrs. McDuggal?”

“Ahh, the prodigal husband is returning. Yes, Ed, I miss the ol’ stiff,” she

replied.

“You have come a long way, Leanna,” Ed remarked.

With a laugh, she said, “Yes, I have. Hey, thank you for keeping him

away from the press.”

“It was a close call. The reporter that showed up at the shop came within

inches of opening the supply closet while touring my lab…anyway, it’s over

with.”

“Thank goodness, huh? What was that all about, anyway?” she asked.

“Ah, one of the press hounds wanted to look inside the head of a man that

could not part with his pets. Since then, I have been hit with calls from people

wanting to stuff their pets. I had to explain to one woman that the animal has

to be dead first.” Ed said with a chuckle.

“Oh my,” she sighed and then asked, “when may I expect you and Eric?”

“Uh, I have a surprise for you. Be ready in an hour and dress warm. Don’t

ask questions. See you in an hour.”

“Ready? I put Eric in his chair, and when we get back, I’ll adjust him. But

for now, we have plans. You’ll need gloves and ear muffs,” Ed said with a

hint of suspense.

“Okay, Ed…can’t you tell me-”

“No. Just something I cooked up. Trust me.”

Sighing, Leanna grabbed her gloves and hat then said,

“Lead the way. Just as long as it has nothing to do with death or cadavers,

it can’t be bad.”

“I guarantee it. No death. No cadavers.”

“Oh, Ed…this is beautiful. Oh my…” gasped Leanna.

After a forty-five minute drive, Ed turned up a long winding road to a

beautiful resort overlooking the mountains and a frozen lake. In the far

distance, they heard a sound unfamiliar to Leanna. Soon, a horse-driven sleigh

approached.

Ed looked at her, watched a smile slowly spread on her face and said,

“Leanna…I…uh…there’s our ride.” He took her small hands into his own

and added, “I have fallen madly in love with you. This is only the beginning…”
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Looking into his eyes, she smiled and whispered, “Ed…I am ready…and

I cannot deny that I’ve fallen in love with you. This is…wonderful.”

Slowly, Ed pulled her close, encircling his arms around her waist and

whispered, “There is another surprise in store…the day has only just begun,”

and then he kissed her passionately. Leanna gasped breathlessly while she

gave into his embrace.

After they slowly separated, gazing into each other’s eyes, the horse and

sleigh arrived. The ride along the trails with the view of the mountains, the

lake and wildlife made Leanna feel truly alive. Her eyes sparkled as she

cuddled closer to Ed and he held her in his arms.

“You are a beautiful woman, Leanna…you deserve to be spoiled,” Ed

whispered.

Her smile glowed as she replied, “Ed, you are too much. This is

wonderful.”

It was quiet except for the sounds of the clippety-clop from the horses’

hooves along the packed trail. Nestled in Ed’s arms while they enjoyed the

breathtaking view, enhanced by the fresh snowfall and ice-encased branches

glistening like diamonds, Leanna began to relax from the past few weeks’

ordeal.

After Ed propped Eric into the rocker, Leanna looked at the mount of her

husband and said, “Welcome home, Eric. You’re, uh…here to stay.”

Ed turned to her, enclosed his arms around her waist and asked, “Now

what would you say if I invited you on a two-week trip to Florida? Flying

first class and I hear rumors that you can wear shoes with your toes exposed,

even in January.”

Leanna looked into his eyes, and said, “I hear rumors that alligators roam

about Florida looking for fools with their toes exposed.”

Ed pulled her closer to him and whispered, “I’m willing to take that chance.

What is your answer? Yes or no?”

Her breath caught, and her pulse quickened as he drew her face close to

his. Gently he ran his finger along the side of her face to push aside a wisp of

hair, and then passionately kissed her. After that, he then looked into her

eyes and breathlessly whispered, “I’ve already booked the flight for a week

from today. Eric has the tickets in his pocket.”

Leanna smiled radiantly and replied breathlessly, “You have begun to

grow on me, Ed. I’d love to go.”

“Great.” Ed exclaimed with a huge smile.
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While Ed handed her the airline tickets from Eric’s pocket, she said,

“Amazing what Jonathan did, isn’t it? Eric appears to be at peace, and well…it

is amazing. I need to call Mr. Wallbrook, and thank him-”

“No. Don’t. I mean, you don’t need to, Lea. I told Jonathan that you were

pleased…” Ed said while he remembered the conversation…

“Jon, hey, Eric turned out great. Thanks, man.”

“No problem, Ed. I burned the plaid suit. Hope you didn’t need it back.

Hey, the news has been pretty wild, huh?”

“Yeah, well, thanks again. Hey, before I hang up, how did you get the

face reshaped? Eric looks less menacing…you mellowed out the ol’ stiff.”

Jonathan replied, “Ed, all I did was change his clothes and saturate his

nasal cavities with embalming fluid. I didn’t alter anything else on

McDuggal…”
