Black Moon Bay

1 – Friday Evening

Riley

Snowing. Windy. Blowing snow. Windshield covered in snow. Mailbox has to be here somewhere. Where is the damn mailbox? There, right there, in front of me. Stop the car. Lower the window. Reach out and open the mailbox. Almost drop the letter but manage to keep hold of it and shove the letter in. Shut the mailbox. Drive away. There, that will do it. Witchy woman won’t be able to ignore the letter. She’ll do what I want or else.

Kate
I’d had a frantically busy day, and it was almost six o’clock in the evening when I remembered I hadn’t gotten the mail in. For a moment, I was tempted to leave it until tomorrow. It was snowing and bone-chillingly cold outdoors – 2 degrees if the thermometer outside the kitchen door could be believed.

I was home alone. My husband Pete was still at the hospital – some kind of department meeting. Pete was the head of the psychiatric unit at Rivermont Memorial, the town’s only hospital. 

Our seven-year-old son Beanie was at my mother’s house for his weekly piano lesson and McDonald’s dinner date with grandma, followed by a sleepover. Beanie’s actual name is Kyle. We’d started calling him Beanie when he was a baby and developed an obsessive liking of green beans.

I’d spent the day with my editor working on my latest, now majorly past deadline, book. I was several weeks behind schedule, and Meg had flown in to Rivermont from New York to help me with and guilt me about the final final final edits. Meg was staying at a nearby bed and breakfast and had just left my house. I’d invited her to stay for dinner and had in fact invited her to stay at our house instead of the bed and breakfast. But she had graciously, oh so graciously, declined both of my offers. Fortunately, we’d finished our work, and Meg was flying back to New York with the completed manuscript first thing in the morning.

But I digress. I was talking about the mail. I bundled up in one of Pete’s long wool overcoats that hung on the coat rack in the entry foyer. Flashlight in hand, I made my way down our ridiculously long and winding driveway to the mailbox on the street. As I trudged through the snow, I wondered whatever happened to mail delivery to a mailbox mounted beside the front door. I concluded it was the same thing that had happened to the 20-cent stamp I remembered from my childhood. 

The only sound in the night air was the snowplow growling its way up our street, handling the day’s snowfall. It had been an unusually frigid, snowy winter, and I, along with the rest of Rivermont, was anxious for spring to come. The snow was coming down in earnest, and I felt as though I was fighting my way through a curtain of biting ice crystals. 

Our driveway is well lit but I had still grabbed a flashlight from our messy utility drawer. The street light by our mailbox had been burned out for weeks now, despite my calls to the city street department.

When I saw the mail spilling out the front of the mailbox because it was stuffed to capacity, I was glad I’d made the trek down the driveway. I tried to remember if I’d gotten the mail yesterday but couldn’t recall. I gathered up the mail, shoving most of it in the deep pockets of Pete’s overcoat. A couple of envelopes fluttered to the ground, and one of them caught my attention. I shone the flashlight on it and saw PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL printed on the front. It was addressed to me but bore no return address. 

I thought, “This must be some new direct mail scheme – marking envelopes PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL.” I considered tossing it in the trash can on my way up the driveway but decided to give it a look once I was back in the warmth of the house.

I went into the kitchen, shivering and still wearing Pete’s coat. I returned the flashlight to the messy junk-filled utility drawer, thinking in the back of my mind that I should absolutely clean it out one of these days. 

I pulled the mail out of the coat pockets and laid it on the counter of the kitchen island that occupied the center area of the kitchen. I put the PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL letter off to one side and sorted through the rest. 

The pile of mail included the monthly writers’ magazine I subscribed to and a children’s magazine for Beanie, two medical journals for Pete, grocery store fliers, several direct mail solicitations, what looked like a birthday party invitation for Beanie, and a couple of handwritten envelopes addressed to me, letters from fans, I supposed. All in all, mail that was representative of our usual daily delivery. Except for the PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL letter, I thought. I picked it up and to my surprise, felt a chill go through me. I put it back down on the counter and pulled Pete’s coat tight around me. Then, determined to see what this letter was all about, I picked it up again and ripped open the envelope.

Inside the number 10 envelope was one sheet of flimsy paper. Several typed paragraphs were centered on the page. I read through them quickly, not believing what I was reading. It was a threat on my life. The writer was threatening to kill me if I didn’t resume my Mick and Min series of books.

I sat down on one of the high-backed chairs at the kitchen island, the letter clutched in my hand. I’d received unpleasant letters from disgruntled fans a couple of times in my writing career but never anything like this. The writer, whoever the creep was, said I would die if I followed through on my announcement that I was ending the Mick and Min series. 

I sat unmoving, still clutching the letter, not knowing what to do. Then I jumped up and moved quickly to the kitchen door, checking to make sure it was locked. Next, I checked the door leading to the garage and locked it, then thought better of it. Pete would use this door when he came home, and I wasn’t sure he had a key to it. I wasn’t sure we had a key to it. Next, I went to the front door and checked the lock and then turned the deadbolt. I went back to the kitchen and then into the utility / laundry room. On one wall was a control panel for our outdoor lighting. I turned on every light outside, wanting to surround myself with what I thought of as the protection of illumination. I went around closing blinds at the windows. Our house had banks of windows everywhere and was surrounded by woods. For the first time, I felt exposed and vulnerable.

I considered hanging Pete’s coat back on the coat rack but decided to keep it on. I was still chilled from my trip outside – but mostly I was having chills from the letter. I went back into the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee from the still-hot coffee maker that Meg and I had kept filled all day as we worked. I sat back down at the island and held the mug in my hands to warm them. I tried to calm down so I could figure out to do. Maybe I should just ignore the letter, pitch it and forget it. Maybe I should call Pete. But I didn’t want to interrupt his meeting. He’d give me a call as soon as he was on his way home. But should I tell him about the letter? I didn’t want to worry him about something that might be totally meaningless. 

Thoughts continued to race around my mind. I pulled my phone out of my jeans pocket and set it on the counter in front of me, right next to the letter. The word “django” flashed through my mind, bringing a smile to my lips despite my frantic thoughts. When Beanie was a toddler, “django” had been his word for phone. Beanie had his own language for the first few years of his life, and Pete and I had reluctantly learned to speak the Beanie language. Nowadays, the three of us still used some of Beanie’s words as an inside family joke. I’d made a list of them and saved it on the daily photo blog I’d been keeping of Beanie’s life since the day he was born. I was sure he was the most-documented seven-year-old in the universe.

We still used the word django as our family lingo for phone. When he started school, we had equipped Beanie with a cell phone for emergency purposes only. It was hidden in a secret pocket in his parka during the winter, and in a compartment in his back pack during the spring and fall. It gave me great peace of mind to know that Beanie was reachable at all times, and that in an emergency he could contact someone for help.

On an impulse, I picked up my phone and took a picture of the letter and the envelope it had come in. I was startled when the phone rang in my hands. It was the general ring tone, not Pete’s ring tone of the old BeeGees hit, “Nights on Broadway.” I hesitated, holding the ringing phone in my hands. Feeling slightly foolish at not answering, I said my usual greeting of “This is Kate DeAngelo.” I immediately regretted identifying myself when I belatedly noticed the caller ID of “Unknown.”

No one answered. I could hear a faint background noise but no voice. The noise was vaguely familiar but I couldn’t quite place it. I said, “Hello, is anyone there?” but there was still no voice, no response, just that faint, familiar noise in the background. I said “Hello” once more, then disconnected the call. 

I knew I was being foolish but I was certain the phone call from the unknown caller was connected to the vile letter I’d just opened. I sat there clutching my cell phone in both hands, trying tried to settle my nerves but it wasn’t going well. I felt jittery and on edge but also as if I were overreacting. 

The phone rang once again, but this time it was Pete’s comforting “Nights on Broadway” ring tone. 

“Hi, sweetheart,” I practically gasped into my cell.

“Hi yourself. Are you okay? You sound out of breath.” As Pete’s voice came over the line, I felt safe. I also felt foolish at scaring myself over nothing. I tried to calm my voice, I didn’t want to worry Pete unnecessarily. Any discussion of the letter or the mysterious phone call could wait until he arrived home.

“I’m okay. Are you on your way home?”

“Almost,” was Pete’s reply and a slight sense of foreboding overtook me. I had wanted the answer to be that he was just pulling into the driveway.

“What does almost mean?” I asked, trying to keep a tone of petulance out of my voice but failing.

“There, there little girl, let’s not pout,” was Pete’s teasing response. “Almost means I’m still in my office, clearing out my e-mails, to get ready for a work-free weekend with my family.”

“That sounds good to me,” I told him. “Hurry home.”

“Are you sure you’re okay, Katie-did?” he asked, using his nickname for me. “You don’t sound like yourself.”

“Just hurry home. I love you.”

Pete said, “I love you, too,” and we ended the call. I started pacing around the kitchen, trying to calculate how long it would take for Pete to get home. Say half an hour for him to answer e-mails, then 20 minutes to drive home. I looked up at the clock on the kitchen wall and was surprised to see that it was almost 7 o’clock. Where had the past hour disappeared to? It would be 8 or later before Pete got home. 

I went over to the crock-pot to stir the pot roast and decided to turn the heat down to low so the meat didn’t scorch. Going back over to the kitchen island, I sat down and reached for the letter. I read it once again although I knew it almost by heart. I spread it out on the counter next to its envelope. I still hadn’t quite made up my mind whether to tell Pete about the letter. 

But as I considered my options, I knew that I would tell him. We had a pact of no secrets between us. I just didn’t want to worry him. But that wouldn’t be what Pete wanted. So the decision was made. I would show him the letter and together we would figure out what if anything we would do about it. 

I went into the small powder room off the kitchen and glanced at my reflection in the mirror. I was dismayed to see how pale and washed out I looked. I’d been so engrossed in working with Meg today that I hadn’t bothered with make-up or doing anything with my hair. I took a few moments to brush out the tangle of black curls that I struggled with on a daily basis. Then I splashed cold water on my face. Lastly, I put on a touch of lipstick, eyeliner and mascara. A much more appealing version of Kate DeAngelo now looked back at me from the mirror.

It was quarter past eight when I finally heard Pete’s SUV coming up the driveway. Next, I heard the sound of the garage door opening and then closing. I went over to the door leading from the kitchen into the garage and opened it, standing there waiting for Pete. I stood back to let him through the doorway then reached out and threw my arms around him. 

“Hey, hey, what’s going on here?” he asked, returning my overactive hug. When I didn’t answer him right away, he took a step back and looked at my face.

“Katie, tell me what’s wrong.”

Instead of answering him, I walked to the kitchen island and picked up the letter. I went to where Pete stood and handed the letter to him. He shot me a quizzical look, then glanced down at the letter in his hand. He seemed to skim it, then shock clearly showing in the expression on his face, he read it again, more slowly this time. After a few moments, he lowered the letter and looked at me.

Then he read the letter aloud, slowly, emphasizing every word.

“Dear Ms. DeAngelo:

I was distressed to say the least at the announcement that you’re discontinuing your Mick and Min series. You absolutely cannot do that. I could not live without the promise of a new Mick and Min book each year. They are my heroes; they are my family. I cannot live without them.

And let me be very clear that you also cannot live without them.

You must immediately change your plans and resume the Mick and Min series or you will not live to see your son celebrate his eighth birthday. 

I promise you death if you kill Mick and Min.

Your most ardent fan.”

Pete put the letter down and took me in his arms and said, “This is nonsense, Katie. This is some deluded nut job thinking he or she can frighten you.”

I looked up at him and asked, “Do you really think so?”

“Yes, I do.”

“That’s what I thought when I first read the letter. But then, the more I thought about it, the more unsure I got. By the time you got home, I had myself convinced there was someone outside skulking around in the woods, just waiting for a chance to kill me.”

Pete smiled down at me and said, “I noticed every light on the property is on. So that explains it.”

Leave it to Pete to be able to make me smile in the midst of such a situation.

Neither one of us had much of an appetite for the pot roast, even though it’s one of our favorite dinners. Once the dishes were done, we settled on the sofa in front of the fireplace in the family room. We’d called Beanie to wish him good night and to tell him we’d see him first thing in the morning for our Saturday adventure. 

As I sat there watching the flames, I turned to Pete and asked, “So about the letter. I’ve been thinking. What if I called Dad about it?” Dad was Terry DeAngelo, Pete’s father who is the former police chief of Rivermont, retired for two years now. 

Pete thought for a moment before answering my question about calling Terry. “I think that’s what we should do. But you know once we call him, he’ll insist on coming over here, and he’s probably going to make a Federal case out of this. You know how Dad is.”

“Let’s wait till morning, then. We can invite him along on our Beanie adventure,” I suggested.

“Sounds like a plan,” Pete put his arm around me and that was the end of the discussion about the letter or anything else.

2 – Saturday

The next morning, I awoke at my usual 6 a.m. without benefit of an alarm. I must have some kind of built-in alarm. Pete was still fast asleep, sprawled diagonally across our king-sized bed. I got out of bed as carefully and quietly as I could so I didn’t awaken him. 

Today’s adventure involved a trip to the Science Center in St. Louis, one of Beanie’s favorite attractions. The Center had a new dinosaur display that Beanie had been badgering us about going to see since it opened a couple of weeks ago. One of the things I like best about Rivermont is that it’s less than an hour from the attractions in St. Louis. So we have the best of both worlds, living in a quiet, slow-moving, laid-back small town with easy access to the city, with all its theaters, music, sports, libraries, universities, a zoo and the Science Center. 

I made a cup of coffee in the Keurig, then took the coffee into my office next to the master bedroom. I was glad Meg and I had finally finished all the edits to my last Mick and Min book. I had a bittersweet feeling about ending the series. I’d loved the characters and loved their stories but I’d begun to run out of ideas for them. I had an idea for a new series that I was anxious to do. I’d already made some notes and had started the first chapter. The new book was somewhat of a departure for me, one that would require a fair amount of research. The book was set in California in the world of soap operas. I’m a closet soap opera watcher, something that I’ve tried to keep secret. But if I set a book in that world, I assumed my secret would be exposed. My Mom and Pete knew all about my secret predilection and teased me about what they called my low-brow activities.

I sat down at my desk, turned on the laptop and in a moment, was lost in my new world of soap opera murder and mayhem. The premise of the book was that the heroine of the Black Moon Bay soap opera witnesses a murder on the set of the soap opera. As she’s running away, she falls and hits her head on one of the television cameras. Someone discovers her unconscious on the set, and she’s rushed to the hospital. When she finally awakens, she thinks she’s her character instead of herself, with no memory of the murder or her real life. 

When I finally looked up from my keyboard, I was surprised to see it was almost 9 a.m. I saved my document, stood up, stretched and took my now-cold cup of cold coffee into the kitchen. 

Pete was sitting in the breakfast nook, reading the newspaper and drinking coffee. He looked up from the paper and gave me that charming smile of his that had captured my heart the first time I saw it. “Good morning, sunshine.”

“Good morning, yourself.” I went over and kissed the top of his head. “Did you...” Pete interrupted before I could finish my question, an annoying habit of his that I’d hadn’t been able cure him of.

“Yes, I called my Dad, first thing. He said he’d be glad to go with Beanie and us to the Science Center. Of course, it’s mostly Beanie, I suspect, not us, that he wants to see.”

“Did you say anything about…” Again the interruption and Pete finishing my sentence.

“I told him about the letter, and he says he’ll see what he can do.”

I was tempted, oh so tempted, to bring up the interrupting thing once again but thought better of it. Pete meant well, and I thought he probably couldn’t help himself. His mind works at warp speed, and his interruptions were probably meant to hurry things along. I’d let it go for now. And maybe I could even let it go forever. Pete was pretty much perfect, and I was far from perfect. So if he could accept and live with all my many shortcomings, I could handle the interruptions. 

I poured myself another cup of coffee from the Mr. Coffee that Pete had prepared. During the week we used the Keurig and prepared one cup at a time as needed. On weekends, one or the other of us fixed a pot in the Mr. Coffee. Once my cup was full, I held out the pot and asked Pete if he wanted another cup.

“No, thanks. I think I’ve had my quota.”

I felt a vibration in my jeans pocket and pulled out my cell phone. It was my Mom calling.

“Hi, Mom. How’s the Bean?”

Mom laughed and said, “You know we’re going to have stop calling him that one of these days. His friends will tease him if they hear it.”

“I know, I know. But it’s such a habit.” I gestured to the phone and shot a questioning look at Pete. He grinned, understanding what I was asking, and nodded his head.

“Hey, Mom. If you’re not busy today, would you like to go with us to the Science Center?”

For a moment, I thought I’d lost her, then she said, “Sorry, I put the phone down to change lanes. I really should set my phone up to work through that Bluetooth thingy. And yes, I’d love to go with you. That’s all that Beanie has been talking about.”

“What do you mean? Beanie doesn’t know about our trip to the Science Center.”

“I beg to differ. Somehow he knows because it’s all that’s been on his mind since I picked him up from school yesterday.”

“Hmmm, I wonder how the little dickens found out. Maybe he overheard Pete and I discussing it. Or maybe…” I hesitated, then continued. “Maybe he looked it up on the Yahoo calendar I keep online.”

“Would he know how to do that?” Mom asked.

“Oh, you better believe he would know how to do it. I think we have a budding computer genius in our midst.”

Mom said they’d be there in about half an hour, and I ended the call. I stood there for a moment, holding the phone, lost in thought. My mother Margo Ramsey is quite the woman. She and my late father were the models for my Mick and Min detective duo. Daddy died 10 years ago, just as I was starting the series. I didn’t think Mom would ever be herself again, after losing him. She seems okay now, seems like her old self, but I sometimes wonder if she is. 

Pete and I have at times gently tried to nudge our parents together but with no luck. Pete’s mom died when he was a teenager, and like my Mom, Terry DeAngelo has never remarried. A few times he’d dated someone for awhile but the relationships never seemed to stick. However, despite our lack of success so far, Pete and I aren’t willing to abandon our hopes for a happy ending for our parents. 

Pete stood and came to stand next to me. “Listening to your side of the conversation, it sounds like our boy knows about the surprise.”

“Right. The older he gets, the harder it is to keep secrets from him. Remember last Christmas? I forgot to put one of his presents under the tree, and Beanie kindly reminded me what it was and where it was hidden.

We both laughed at the memory. “Well, Mom and Beanie will be here shortly. I hope your Dad arrives before them so we can show him the letter without Beanie hearing about it – or Mom. She has a tendency to worry about me.”

Just then there was a light tap on the kitchen door. Pete went over and unlocked the door and let his father in. Terry seemed to fill up the kitchen with his presence. He and Pete are both inches over six feet tall and muscular, and both of them have auras that can’t be ignored. Terry gave me a one-armed hug, then headed for the coffee pot.

“Dad, we have something to show you,” Pete said, as we all sat at the kitchen island. He handed the letter to Terry, and we both waited for him to read it.

Terry read the letter through once, then looked up at Pete and me. He read it again and shook his head. “Guys, what is this nonsense?”

Pete said, “We were hoping you could tell us. We don’t know whether to take it seriously or to toss it and forget it.”

“I wish I could tell you to forget it but I don’t like the sound of this. Unfortunately, I think we have to take it seriously.”

“What should we do, Dad?” Pete asked.

“I’ll get it to the police lab and see if they can find anything. In the meantime, we need to talk about who might do something like this and why. I’ll come back to your house after we’re done at the Science Center, and we’ll sit down and hash it out, if that works for you.”

I told him it did and reached over to give him a hug.

Three hours later, we returned home. The Science Center trip had been a great adventure for Beanie but not so much for me. I couldn’t stop thinking about the letter, wondering who could have sent it and worrying about whether the threat was real or just someone hoping to frighten me. 

Hopefully, Beanie hadn’t noticed my distraction. His grandparents had taken him to the gift shop and let him select dinosaur souvenirs. Then we’d stopped at McDonald’s, Beanie favorite dining establishment, on the way home so Beanie was happy and lunch was taken care of. 

On the way out of the restaurant, my Mom, who had driven separately to the Science Center and McDonald’s, gave me a hug and a kiss and told me she’d see me at church the next morning. On the drive home, Beanie had asked if he could go up to his room to play with his new dinosaura and that’s where he went the minute we were inside the house. I made coffee, and Terry, Pete and I settled in the family room to talk about the letter. Before he sat down, Pete started a fire in the fireplace, and I appreciated the warmth, both actual and mental, the fire brought to the room.

As I was pouring our coffee, the doorbell rang. Pete got up and went into the living to see who was at the door. A minute he was back, holding a package in his hand. 

“What’s that?” I asked.

“FedEx delivered it. It’s addressed to you…” he paused, then added, “It’s marked PERSONAL & CONFIDENTIAL

Terry got up and walked over to where Pete stood. “Let me see,” he said, reaching out for the package. Pete handed it to him, and Terry set it down on the coffee table and sat on the sofa in front of it. He reached out and carefully unwrapped the package. It was a cardboard box wrapped in white paper. There was no return address and Terry said that from the label, it appeared the package had originated here in Rivermont.

Once the paper was removed, Terry took the lid off the box, then moved back. A smell arose from the package, and I moved over to see what was inside. It looked like some kind of animal but I couldn’t tell what it was. 

“What is it?” I asked, my voice wobbly.

Pete answered, coming to stand next to me, and saying, “It’s a rat, a dead rat.”

“Oh no.” The words came out of my mouth but sounded far away. And that was the last thing I remembered. For the first time in my life, I had fainted and when I regained consciousness, I was lying on the sofa in the family room with Pete and Terry standing over me.

“What happened?” I asked, having no memory of what was going on. Pete sat down next to me and took one of my hands in his.

 “You fainted, sweetheart? How are you feeling? I’m thinking we should get you checked out.”

I took a deep breath and assessed how I was feeling. “I think I’m all right. That’s the first time I’ve ever fainted but I seem to feel okay now. Anyway, you’re a doctor, Pete, so you can check me out.”

Pete laughed and said, “You’re right. I guess that momentarily slipped my mind.”

Pete left the room and returned in a moment with his doctor’s bag. He asked Terry to get me a glass of water, then proceeded to take my blood pressure and listen to my heart. 

A few minutes later, he pronounced me relatively okay. “Your blood pressure is a bit high but that’s to be expected under the circumstances. You’ve had some nerve-wracking events. Let’s just keep you lying down for awhile.” He put away his stethoscope and sat on the edge of the sofa where I was lying.

Terry came over to stand by the sofa. “Kate, I put the package and the letter in my car. I called a courier to come pick them up and take them to the crime lab. I also called the lab to let the tech on duty know they’re coming and what processing I want done. Now, I’d like to talk to you about what’s going on. Let’s see if you can think of anyone who might do this to you.”

Before we could get started, the doorbell rang, and Terry went to see who it was. I heard the front door open and shut but Terry didn’t come back right away. Five minutes later, he came back into the great room and sat down in one of the chairs across from the sofa. Pete was still sitting on the edge of the sofa where I lay. 

“That was the courier. The letter and the package are on their way to the lab.”

For the next half-hour or so, we talked. I told Terry about my announcement ending the Mick and Min series and that I’d just turned in the final book in the series.

“I can’t think of anyone I know who would do this. It’s got to be some stranger who’s gone off half-cocked.” As I said the words, something flickered in the back of my mind that made me pause. There had been someone I knew, or sort of knew, who had reacted strongly to my announcement.

At the writers’ group I belonged to, a new member had strongly protested the end of the series. She said she’d started reading my books as a teenager and had felt that Mick and Min represented parental figures to her. At the time, I’d been a bit taken aback at her vehemence but had dismissed them as a momentary overreaction. But now I wondered.

“Terry, I can think of one person who seemed to overreact to the announcement that I was ending the Mick and Min series. She’s a brand new member of the writing group I belong to. Her name is Riley something, and I’m pretty sure she’s a student of TJ’s. He’s the one who brought her to the group.”

TJ was Thomas Jefferson Treadwell, TJ for short. He and his wife Paula are close friends of ours and Terry’s also. TJ heads up the criminal justice program at Rivermont University and had worked closely with Terry when he was chief of police. TJ is also a best-selling author of thrillers, hence his membership in the writing group. I couldn’t remember much of what TJ had said to the group about this girl Riley. At the meeting prior to the first one she’d attended, I think TJ said something about feeling sorry for her. I think he also told us that being a member of the group might be a positive thing for her.

I do remember her writing sample, vividly. Membership in the group is contingent on submitting a writing sample to the group for approval. Riley’s writing was quite powerful although very disturbing. It focused on a serial killer and was quite graphic in its description of one of the murders. The images her words evoked stayed with me for awhile, and I’d had to deliberately erase them from my mind. I’d been impressed by her knowledge of technology and how both her protagonist detective and villain had used such gadgets as next generation cell phones and undetectable tracking devices. I’d wondered where she’d gotten her information, and if the tools her characters used really existed. After I’d read the writing excerpt, I’d called TJ to give him my opinion of the woman’s writing. After telling him I thought she was a good writer but that her story turned my stomach, I asked TJ what he thought about the devices she’d sprinkled throughout the pages.

“I’m wondering how she got that information,” TJ answered. “The things she writes about actually exist but only as prototypes that are still being pretty much kept under wraps by the developers. She must have some high-powered contacts to have the information she has.”

Now, I told Pete and Terry what I could remember TJ telling us and what I could remember about Riley. I described her writing sample to them and told them how much it had disturbed me. Then I reached in my jeans pocket for my phone and said, “I’m going to call TJ and see what else he knows about this Riley.”

“That’s a good idea,” Terry said and waited for me to call TJ. Before I did, I sat up and said, “Sorry, guys. Somehow I can’t talk on the phone lying down.” My comment brought a smile to both of their faces and that made me feel a little less wobbly.

TJ answered on the first ring and I rambled around, telling him I needed to know more about Riley because of some things that had happened. I tried to keep it a general inquiry but TJ was having none of it. So I finally gave up and told him about the letter and then the rat and that got a strong reaction from him. “Who the hell would do something like that?” he demanded.

“I don’t know, TJ. But Riley was the only one I could think of who reacted badly to my announcement about ending the Mick and Min series.”

“Who else knows about this?” TJ asked.

“Pete and Terry. They’re here with me now. Terry had a courier take the letter and the rat to the crime lab to see if they can find anything.” 

TJ paused, then said, “Kate, I don’t like the sound of this at all. If you don’t mind, I’d like to come over there now. I’d like to see what Terry thinks about this. And I can tell the three of you the little I know about Riley Jones,”

“Jones is her last name? I couldn’t remember.”

“Yes, she’s auditing one of my classes, the Introduction to Criminology and Criminal Justice course. Listen, I can tell you all of this when I get there. Let me go tell Paula where I’m going, then I’ll see you guys in a few.”

I ended the call and told Pete and Terry that TJ was on his way over. Pete said he was going to check on Beanie, and Terry said he’d go make more coffee. They both of course insisted that I not move from the sofa.

A few minutes later, Pete came back downstairs, a big smile on his face. I gave him a questioning look as he sat down on the sofa next to me and slung an arm around my shoulders.

“I think we must have worn the little fella out. It looks like he had been sitting on his bed playing with those dinosaurs his grandparents bought him, and he must have just conked out. Anyway, he’s fast asleep. I moved the dinosaurs to his desk and covered him with that afghan that’s at the foot of his bed.”

“That makes me feel better. I wouldn’t want him overhearing our conversation about the letter and the .. .”I paused, then said, “package.”

“I’ll listen for him, and if he wakes up, before Terry and TJ leave, I’ll go entertain him.”

I reached up and kissed him on the cheek, then said, “You’re the best.”

Terry brought a fresh pot of coffee into the family room, just as the doorbell rang, and Pete went to let TJ in. A few minutes later, we were all settled in with coffee. It was getting dark outside, and Pete turned on some lights and put a couple more logs on the fire. Terry had also found some Girl Scout cookies in the pantry and had brought them in with the coffee. 

Pete brought me a Thin Mint, and I told Terry he’d make someone a great wife. That brought a laugh and seemed to dispel some of the tension in the room.

“Let’s go over this from the beginning for TJ, okay?” Terry said.

I told TJ about finding the letter in the mailbox last night, and then about the package with the dead rat being delivered this afternoon after we returned from the Science Center.

“Can you tell me what the letter said?” TJ asked.

Pete stood up and said, “I can do better than that. I made a copy of it.” He went over to the computer hutch in one corner of the family room and brought a copy of the letter over to TJ.

TJ read the letter, then read it again. Finally, he said, “No doubt about it. This is clearly a threat.” He laid the letter on the coffee table in front of the sofa and leaned back in his chair.

He turned to Terry and said, “Have you reported this to the police?”

Terry nodded and said, “I did. I had to in order for the lab to test the letter and dead rat. Now we’ll just wait to see what the lab finds out. And we’ll hear what you have to say about this Riley Jones.”

TJ nodded and leaned forward in his chair. “She made an appointment with me before the semester started and asked if she could audit my intro to criminal justice class. She said she wasn’t up to being able to keep up with the studies but wanted to see if the course material could help her in her writing. She said she was writing a mystery about a serial killer and thought the course might provide useful information for her. I thought it was unusual that she was willing to pay the hefty course fees and not get any credit but I agreed to let her audit the course.

“Then a month or so ago, she made another appointment with me. This time she told me she’d heard through the grapevine that I belong to a writers’ group.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” I said. “What is this grapevine reference she made? How did she know about the writers’ group?”

TJ paused, then answered, “Hmmm, she never told me how she knew about the group, and I didn’t think to ask.”

“Well, it’s probably out there somewhere on the Internet,” Pete said. “Everything’s out there nowadays.”

I thought about it for a moment, then said, “There are a couple of ways it could be out on the Web. I’ve written about the group in my blog, and I also mentioned that TJ was a member. And I mentioned the same things in the interview the Rivermont Times did with me a few months ago. So the information is out there…”

TJ laughed and finished her sentence with their inside joke phrase of, “You just have to let it in.”

“So tell us what you know about Riley,” I said.

TJ shook his head and said, “That’s pretty much all I know. But I brought along copies of the paperwork she filled out for my class.” He pulled a sheath of papers out of his jacket pocket and handed them to me. I scanned the pages, then handed them to Terry.

I turned to TJ and asked, “Do you think any of what she said in those papers is true?”

“I have no idea,” TJ answered. “But I know how we can check.” He stood and gestured toward the computer hutch. “Okay if I use your computer?”

“Sure,” Pete and I answered in unison. TJ took the papers from the coffee table where Terry had laid them and went over to the computer.

Five minutes later, he returned and sat back down in the chair next to Terry. He tossed the papers back on the coffee table and sighed.  “None of what she wrote checks out. The address she gave for herself is a vacant lot downtown. The phone numbers are non-working numbers. There’s no record of her birth on the date and in the place she claims. The high school and college she claims to have attended don’t exist. The company where she says she interned also doesn’t exist. In other words, she evidently made it all up.”

TJ stood up and said, “I’m going into the kitchen to make a few calls and see what I can find out.” He picked up the papers and walked out of the room. A few minutes later, he came back into the family room and said, “I’m going to run home and get the original of the writing sample that whoever Riley Jones is submitted for the writing group. I called the crime lab to see if they can lift any fingerprints, and they said to drop it off and they’d see what they could do.” With that, TJ was out the door.

3 -- Sunday

The text alert on my phone went off, and I pulled the phone out of my pocket. The message was from “Unknown,” and as I read the words on the screen, a chill went through my body. “Hope Beanie is enjoying his dinosaurs. If you don’t resurrect Mick and Min, Beanie won’t ever enjoy anything again.”

I thrust the phone at Pete and buried my face in my hands, unable to stop the tears streaming down my cheeks.

Pete stood up and handed the phone to Terry. Terry read the message, then handed the phone back to Pete. Pete sat down on the soft next to me again, giving my phone back to me and putting his arm around my shoulders.

Terry stood next to the sofa, holding his phone in his left hand. “Pete, if it’s all right with you and Kate, I’m going to call Lawrence Bell and arrange for bodyguards for Kate and Beanie.”

Pete turned to me and said, “What do you think?”

With a feeling of relief, I answered right away, saying, “I think that’s a great idea.”

Pete stood up and followed his dad into the kitchen to make the call. I know Lawrence Bell and his wife Alicia, and Pete and I are good friends with their son and daughter-in-law, Jackson and Maggie Bell. Rivermont is a town where most people either know one another or at least know of one another.

Forty-five minutes after he left, TJ returned and found me alone in the family room. He sat down beside me and asked how I was doing. I told him about the text message, and then about Terry’s decision to call Bell Security to arrange for protection for Beanie and me.

TJ looked over at me and said, “I’m glad you’re going to do the bodyguard thing. Lawrence Bell’s security firm is top-notch. I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but Lawrence is into cutting-edge technology in his security work. I’ve had him as a guest lecturer in my Computers in Criminal Justice course. He brings in all kinds of the equipment and really wows my students. 

I told TJ that I was familiar with some of Lawrence high-tech toys. “I interviewed him a few months ago when I was doing research to include in the last of my Mick and Min books. His equipment blew me away. I had no idea such things existed.”

Pete and Terry came back into the family room. Pete sat on the sofa next to me, and Terry sat back down in the chair next to TJ. Terry welcomed TJ back, and TJ told us the crime lab would call him with whatever results they had. “They took my fingerprints for exclusionary purposes,” he told us. “That was neat. It’s been quite awhile since I was last fingerprinted. They don’t use inkpads anymore. Now it’s all done digitally, and the prints are scanned right into the computer.”

I turned to Pete and said, “Well?” with a trace of impatience in my voice because they weren’t immediately updating TJ and me about the bodyguards.

Terry grinned at me, saying, “Hold your horses, young lady. We’ll give you all the deets.” He glanced down at the oversized black sports watch on his wrist, then said, “Lawrence will be here with two of his best security officers in about an hour.”

“An hour? They’ll be here in an hour?” I said.

Pete looked at me quizzically, “Yeah, is there something wrong with that?

“Well, don’t we have to do something before they get here? Don’t we have to get rooms ready for them and tell Beanie what’s happening and go to the grocery store for supplies?”

“Slow down, sweetie,” Pete said. “I don’t think we have to do any of those things, do we, Dad?”

“Lawrence takes care of everything. I don’t think you have to do anything except let them protect you,” Terry said.

Pete said, “But you’re right about Beanie. We do have to let him know what’s going to happen. Let’s go upstairs and see if he’s awake yet.”

Pete put an arm around me, and we climbed the stairs together. When we got to Beanie’s room, I heard the faint sound of his TV and said to Pete, “Our sleeping boy must have awakened.”

Beanie was sitting on the floor, surrounded by his new dinosaurs and some of the ones he’d already collected. The TV was tuned to his favorite cartoon channel, and Scooby​Doo was racing across the screen.

He heard us at the door and said, “Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad. What’s up?”

Pete and I came into the room, and we both sat down on the floor next to Beanie. “Sweetie, Daddy and I have something to talk to you about,” I said.

“What is it, Mom?” I could hear the hesitation in his voice. Beanie is an upbeat kid, always looking on the bright side of things. But I could tell that at the moment, he wasn’t sure what to think about his parents showing up in his room wanting to talk to him about something.

“Well, tiger,” Pete said, slinging an arm around Beanie’s shoulders. “It turns out that we have a little problem.”

I saw the worried look settle itself on Beanie’s face, and I reached out a hand to him and said in what I hoped was a reassuring voice, “Everything’s going to be okay. You don’t need to worry about anything.”

Beanie turned to Pete and said, “Dad, just tell me.” His words filled me with pride. Beanie always got to the heart of things.

Pete looked Beanie in the eye and spoke deliberately but gently. “There’s someone bad out there who’s threatening our family. So to keep us safe, we’re going to have some friends keep an eye on things, to sort of take care of us and watch over us.” 

Pete’s words sounded perfectly logical but I wondered if Beanie would understand them. I could see Beanie processing what his father had said, a frown creasing his forehead. Finally, he smiled and said, “You mean like bodyguards? That’s so cool, Dad!”

For a moment, both Pete and I were speechless. Where had Beanie learned about bodyguards? Where had he even learned the word? We might have to more closely monitor his television viewing. 

Pete nodded and said, “Yes, exactly like bodyguards. In a little while, Mr. Bell is coming to see us and he’ll be bringing the bodyguards with him. You remember Mr. Bell from church? He’s Todd’s grandpa.” Todd Bell was Jackson and Maggie Bell’s son and one of Beanie’s friends from school. Like I said, Rivermont is a small town.

Beanie said, “Sure, I know Mr. Bell. Sometimes he teaches my Sunday school class. He’s neat. I like him.”

Leave it to my Bean to put things in perspective.

“So here’s what's going to happen, sport. Mommy and Daddy have to have a meeting with Mr. Bell and the bodyguards. Pop-Pop and Uncle TJ are here also. After our meeting, we’ll have you come downstairs so you can meet the bodyguards. How does that sound to you?” Pete said.

“That sounds good, Dad. I’ll just watch TV and play with my dinosaurs.”

“How about if you watch the “Cars” movie again?” I suggested, wanting to start the monitoring of Beanie’s TV habits.

“That’s a good idea, Mom. I like that movie, especially Mater.”

I found the DVD in Beanie’s bookcase and put it into the player. Beanie was soon engrossed in Lightning McQueen’s adventures, and Pete and I left, closing the door tightly behind us. 

Downstairs, Terry and TJ were still in the family room. “How did Beanie take the news of the bodyguards?” his grandfather asked.

“Amazingly well,” I said. “He even knows what bodyguards are. We told him we’d come get him after we finish our meeting so he can meet the bodyguards.”

Terry stood up and came to stand in front of me. He reached out to give me a hug, saying, “I’m so sorry you have to go through this.”

“Thanks, Pop-Pop,” I said, hugging him back.

I turned to Pete and said, “Let’s move this show into the dining room so we can all sit around the table.”

Pete said, “Sure. I’ll get more coffee and cups.”

I squeezed his hand and said, “I’ll help.”

The doorbell rang and Terry said, “I’ll answer that.”

Ten minutes later we were all seated around our oversized dining room table. It was dusk outside, and to brighten the room and the mood, I’d turned on the overhead chandelier and the sconce lamps hanging along the walls.

Lawrence introduced the two bodyguards, and I made sure everybody had coffee. One of the bodyguards, Toby Bell, we already knew. Toby was Lawrence’s younger son, brother to our good friend Jackson. Toby had served tours in Iraq and Afghanistan and had joined Bell Security when he returned home. Toby and I had graduated from high school together, and I’d given him a hug when he came into the dining room. We talked for a moment, and I told him how great it was to see him again.

Lawrence introduced the other bodyguard as Dale Roberts, a long-time Bell employee described by Lawrence as “my best operative,” eliciting a “Hey, Dad, watch it,” from Toby and laughs from the rest of us. 

I couldn’t stop staring at Dale. He had to be the handsomest man I’d ever see in person, close up. He was movie-star handsome, with dark almost black hair trimmed in a military-short cut. He had blue eyes that I wanted to describe as piercing even though that might be over the top. He was tall, 6 - 4 or 6 – 5, lean and muscular. I could just imagine the pecs under his black turtleneck. 

Dale and Toby were dressed in a similar fashion, in black turtlenecks, black cargo pants and black combat boots. They each had arrived wearing many-pocketed military looking jackets and shouldering backpacks, which they left in our entry foyer. I was curious about the contents of the backpacks but decided it would be presumptuous to ask what was in them.

By the way, don’t get me wrong about my interest in Dale’s extreme good looks. I love my husband madly, and Pete is majorly good-looking. But Dale Roberts was beyond good looking. With high cheekbones, a romance novel “chiseled” chin, and those deep blue eyes, he was almost beautiful. He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, and I wondered how he had escaped marriage. But perhaps his career precluded wearing a wedding ring on duty because I noticed Toby was ringless also, and I knew he’d married his high school sweetheart. 

Part of my mind began culling through my list of single friends, looking for a match for Dale. Match​making was one of my hobbies although through the years, I’ve had little luck with my matchmaking attempts. I considered my editor Meg and thought I might be on to something. Meg preferred out of the ordinary men and that description certainly applied to Dale. I made a mental note to think about how I could get them together once this Riley Jones situation was resolved.

As I sat looking at the men sitting around the table, I realized that Lawrence Bell was handsome also, with thick white hair and brilliant green eyes. Maybe it was a job requirement at Bell Security that the men be drop-dead gorgeous. Toby strongly resembled his father except that Toby’s hair was still a chocolate brown. But I could see that in 20 years or so, he’d be the spitting image of his father.

I dragged my attention back to Lawrence Bell’s words. After introducing Dale, he’d explained how the bodyguard detail worked. Each man would work 12-hour shifts for the rest of the weekend. Then, depending on our schedules, they might add additional operatives.

Pete said, “We’ve decided to keep Bean — I mean Kyle home from school for the next several days, until this situation is over. So one operative can handle both Kate and Kyle.”

“That’s a good idea,” Lawrence said. “Pete, what about you? Do you think you need protection also?”

Pete looked at his father and said, “Dad?”

“Well, I thought I’d move in here for the duration, and I could drive Pete back and forth to the hospital. I still have a concealed carry permit so I think Pete will be in good hands.”

“You carry a gun?” I asked in horror.

“Katie girl, I was the chief of police, and I’m very careful with my weapon.”

I was astounded to think that my son’s kindly grandfather was armed – and probably dangerous. I put that thought aside for consideration at another time and turned to Lawrence, saying, “Do your men need a place to stay? I’m sure we can accommodate them.”

“Not necessary,” Lawrence replied. “We come fully equipped. There’s a motor home parked in your driveway that will handle all their needs.”

I couldn’t help myself. I had to go see. “Excuse me for a moment,” I said to the group and slipped out of the dining room to the front window that overlooked our circular driveway. Sure enough, parked off to one side was a black motor home, generator running and dimly lit inside. I promised myself I would ask Lawrence for a tour of it as soon as this thing was over. I was sure I could use the motor home in a future book.

I rejoined the men in the dining room. “Sorry about that,” I apologized. “I had to see what the motor home looked like. Very interesting.” I turned to Lawrence and said, “Of course, you know that I want a tour eventually.” There were some chuckles from the men sitting around the table, and I assumed either Pete or Terry had made some comment while I was out of the room about my irrepressible curiosity.

“Toby’s going to do the first shift and will be here in the house, probably in the living room. Dale will be in the motor home getting some sleep so he can relieve Toby in the morning.”

“What about meals?” I asked. “We’d be happy to...” Lawrence waved a hand in dismissal.

“Not necessary. We have it all handled.” Lawrence said.

I was getting more and more fascinated with this whole bodyguard thing and began making mental notes. I regretted not having one of my ubiquitous notebooks with me. At that thought, I realized how incongruous my mental process was. My son and I were being threatened, and I was thinking about how I could use a security firm’s bodyguards and motor home in a book. I turned my attention back to Lawrence, determined to concentrate on the matter at hand and put aside the fiction-writing part of my mind.

As if reading my thoughts, Lawrence turned to me with a smile and said, “Kate, once this is all over, I promise you we’ll give you a tour of the motor home and the security firm, and let you interview any of our operatives that you want.”

Pete shook his head at this, and Terry said, “Lawrence, you have no idea what you’ve just promised.”

At that, Lawrence stood up and said, “Well, it’s time we got started. Kate, Pete, could you please bring Kyle downstairs so we can explain to him what’s going on, and let him meet Toby and Dale. After that, I’ll get the guys settled and be on my way.” 

Terry stood up and said, “I’ll get Beanie -- I mean Kyle.” He left the room, and I watched as he walked up the stairs to the second floor, wondering where he kept his concealed weapon. Well, that was a question for another day. 

Once Beanie and Terry were back in the dining room with us, it took Lawrence just a few minutes to introduce Toby and Dale to Beanie, and explain what they were going to do. I could see the wheels turning in Beanie’s head. Like me, he was totally fascinated with the whole situation, and I knew he probably had as many questions as I did. The topper came when Beanie asked where the men would be sleeping. 

Lawrence explained about the motor home, and that led to Beanie asking if he could see it, which resulted in Dale and Toby taking him outside to visit the motor home. I was dying to go along but Pete convinced me to let Beanie have this moment to himself. Our son’s interest in the motor home might help lessen his worry and fear about what was going on.

While Beanie was out with Dale and Toby in the motor home, I ordered pizza. I invited TJ and Lawrence to stay but they both declined. Lawrence said Alicia was holding dinner for him, and TJ said Paula and the twins were expecting him home so they could do their Sunday evening ritual of going to McDonald’s.

Toby brought Beanie back in the house and went upstairs with him to check out Beanie’s room. Lawrence called good-bye to his son, saying he’d catch up with him later. Toby said to wait up, that he’d walk out with him. As Lawrence, Toby and TJ left, TJ promised to let us know what he found out from the crime lab about the letter, the “package” and the writing sample. Toby stopped at the front door and told Pete that he’d back in a moment and would be stationed right inside the front door. 

TJ’s parting words were, “I’m thinking that if we can find out Riley’s real name, we’ll be able to research who and where she is and figure out where to go from here.”

Terry followed behind Lawrence, Toby and TJ, saying he was going home to pick up a few things but that he’d be back shortly. “Save some of that pizza for me,” he asked.

4 -- Saturday

An hour later, Pete. Beanie, Terry and I were seated around the kitchen island, finishing up the pizza. Beanie pronounced it the best ever, and Pete said, “Hey boy, that’s what you say every time. I think it’s a conspiracy so that we have pizza more often.”

“What’s a conspi – whatever that word is you said?” Beanie asked.

“A conspiracy is a plan to do something. Usually it’s a plan for something not so good but in this case, pizza is good so it’s a good conspiracy.” Pete ruffled Beanie’s hair as he explained.

“I like that word, Dad. I’m going to figure out a way to use at school so the guys think I’m smart.” I loved the intense look on Beanie’s face as he thought about the new word he’d learned. A few minutes later, Beanie asked to be excused, saying he wanted to go to his room to play with the dinosaurs again.

“Sure, sweetie,” I said. “I’ll be up in awhile to run your bath water. See you soon.”

Beanie gave his grandfather a hug, and Terry told him that he’d been spending the night. “Cool,” had been Beanie’s reaction. “You can go to church with us tomorrow.” Terry groaned, and Pete and I laughed. Beanie was always trying to get his grandfather to go to church with us and Terry was always coming up with creative avoidance tactics. 

Beanie went upstairs, and I began gathering up the remnants of the pizza. I threw away the boxes and wrapped the leftovers in foil. Cold pizza was a favorite breakfast treat in the DeAngelo household.

My cell phone vibrated, and I pulled it out of my jeans pocket. The screen read TJ, and I quickly said “Hello,” hoping TJ had news from the crime lab. I laid the phone on the counter and pressed the speaker button so that Pete and Terry could hear the conversation.

“I just got a call from the crime lab. The letter and the – the package had your fingerprints, Pete’s, Terry’s and mine but no other prints. But the writing sample – we struck gold there. They lifted prints belonging to a woman named Annalise Scanlon. And no surprise here, she has a police record and also a sealed juvenile record.”

Terry leaned into the phone and asked, “What’s in her police record?”

“Well,” TJ hesitated, as if he didn’t know how to answer or didn’t want to answer.

Terry chuckled and said, “It’s okay, TJ. I know you have your own contacts on the force who give you info. I do the same thing. Just tell us what you found out.”

“She’s been arrested a couple of times for solicitation. Her lawyer, some high-priced guy, managed to get the charges dismissed.” TJ gave Kate Annalise Scanlon’s Social Security number and the address listed in her police record, plus her cell phone number.

“I’ll come by tomorrow,” TJ said. “Now that we have accurate information on Riley Jones aka Annalise Scanlon, we can do some Internet searches and get more information.”

We said good night to TJ, and I stood up to go run Beanie’s bath and then get him tucked in. 

Half an hour later, with Beanie’s bath done and his teeth brushed, I sat on his bed so he could read me a bedtime story. It was a new ritual we’d started as soon as Beanie had learned to read. Pete and I had read bedtime stories since he was a newborn. That had continued until he was in first grade. Then one night, to our surprise, Beanie asked if he could read the book that night. And so began our new tradition. 

Pete joined us, seating himself on the other side of Beanie’s sports car bed. The book Beanie had chosen for that night’s story was one of his Thomas the Train series, a favorite of his. When the book was finished, Beanie looked at Pete and asked, “Is everything going to be all right, Daddy?”

“You bet, son. We’re all going to be fine.”

“Good,” Beanie had answered, then asked, “Can I go to Sunday school tomorrow?”

Pete looked at me, the question hanging between us. I thought a moment, then said, “I’ll call Mr. Bell and see what he thinks. The bodyguard would be with us and maybe Mr. Bell could watch you in Sunday school. We’ll let you know in the morning. Now, it’s time for sleep, young man.”

There were kisses all around, and I pulled the covers up around Beanie’s shoulders. As I left the room, I said, “I’d feel better if I left your night light on tonight. Would that be all right with you?”

“Sure, Mom,” Beanie said, “It’s okay if it would make you feel better.”

I smiled as I clicked on the night-light and turned off the overhead light. Downstairs, I called Lawrence Bell. He answered on the first ring, saying, “Kate, is everything all right?”

“Yes, we’re all fine. Beanie’s tucked in bed, and Toby’s on duty in the front hall. Lawrence, I’m sorry to bother you with this but Beanie asked if he could go to Sunday school in the morning. So I thought I’d ask if you’re going to be at church tomorrow and could keep an eye on Beanie in Sunday school.”

“Definitely. In fact, I’m teaching his class tomorrow so it will work out fine. 

We said good night, and I went to find Pete to tell him about tomorrow. I was tempted to go over to the computer and Google Annalise Scanlon. It took my last ounce of common sense to convince myself to go to bed and leave the Googling until tomorrow when TJ came over.

5 -- Sunday

The next morning we had one of our regular Sunday breakfasts of Pete’s special French toast. Terry didn’t join us until we were almost finished.

“Where’s Pop-Pop?” Beanie had asked when we sat down to eat.

Pete answered, saying, “Pop-Pop went outside to check on things. He’ll be back soon.”

Terry unlocked the kitchen door and came inside. “Everything looks okay out there,” he said, locking the door behind him and returning his keys to his pants pocket. “Dale took over for Toby, and he’s going to follow us to church.”

Terry sat down at the kitchen island and helped himself to a generous serving of French toast. I poured him a cup of coffee and asked, “How did you sleep in the guest room?” 

Terry had slept downstairs in a room we kept for visitors, and he said it was fine but I wondered if he missed his regular overnight accommodations. Usually when he spent the night, he stayed in the guesthouse at the back of our property. Beanie called it the playhouse but it’s really a self-contained guesthouse that had been one of the selling points when we bought the property. Beanie kept his extensive Lego collection in one of the two bedrooms in the guest house and could spend hours there engrossed in building intricate models. In addition to accommodating overnight guests, I also used the guesthouse as my office for writing. And when it was my turn to host the writers’ group, we met out there. 

I could feel myself tensing up as I thought about the one time that I’d met Riley Jones at the writers group meeting. At our meeting, Riley Jones had raved over the guesthouse, insisting on a tour and saying she’d fallen in love with it. I’d given her a quick, perfunctory tour, from the first not liking the woman and not wanting to spend any more time than necessary with her. It was rare for me to take such an instant dislike to someone, and I hadn’t been able to figure out why I had such a strong aversion to her. 

I hadn’t slept well at all last night. I’d lain awake for a couple of hours obsessing over the threat to our family. I had tried to keep my anxiety from Pete, but psychiatrist that he is, he knew how upset I was. And I knew he shared my anxiety full force. 

In the middle of the night, unable to fall asleep, I got out of bed and wandered into the room we informally called the library. It was next to the master bedroom and was my favorite room in the house. The walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling bookcases whose shelves were crammed with what I called the DeAngelo book collection. 

Pete’s contribution to our library was the many medical books he’d gathered over the years. It touched my heart that he’d also kept his Hardy boy books and other treasured books from his boyhood and now shared them with Beanie. My section of the library included my books on writing, plus my Nancy Drews and Trixie Beldens. My books also included some really old ones that had belonged to my Great-aunt Rosemary when she was a girl and that she had passed along to me – like the Bobbsey Twins and the adventures of Linda Carlton, air pilot. I was quite the tomboy growing up, and I loved the outdoors. 

One of my favorite old-time book series was called The Outdoor Girls, and it also came from Aunt Rosemary. On the book shelf next to The Outdoor Girls books was a slim paper back that I’d forgotten about. A year or two ago, TJ had given it to me, half seriously and half as a joke. The title of the little book was The Forgotten Caves. It was a history of the cave system that wound its way underground throughout Rivermont and the surrounding countryside. I’d once told TJ about my tomboy childhood and my fascination with the outdoors. On my birthday, he’d presented me with the book, saying that as a childhood explorer, it was too bad I’d missed the excitement of exploring the caves deep underground the area where I grew up. I’d read the book with great interest and had made a mental note to use the caves in one of my future books. Now, I berated myself for having forgotten about the book and the caves. I tucked the cave book under my arm, deciding to put it in my carryall to remind me to make some notes about the caves and see where things went. 

I continued my wandering around our library. The lower shelves brought a smile to my lips because even Beanie had brought many of his books to the library. We’d allocated the low shelves to him, and he’d packed the shelves full with his Dr. Seuss books, Curious George, the Thomas the Train series and many more. 

On the shelves, intermingled with the books where there was room, we’d placed various personal and family keepsakes belonging to the three of us, treasures we’d held close through the years. There was the trophy I’d won for an essay I wrote about George Washington when I was 12. There were family photos and trinkets we’d picked up as souvenirs of family vacations. Beanie’s very first baseball trophy held a special place of honor in the middle of one of the shelves that had a lighted alcove. Next to Beanie’s trophy was Pete’s own baseball trophy from his boyhood. 

I thought of the library as sort of a family museum. I liked coming in here and walking slowly past the shelves, picking up a knick-knack here or a book there. In addition to the bookcases, the room was furnished with two leather sofas and a leather recliner. A library table was centered in the middle of the room, and sometimes Beanie would spend hours coloring at the table while Pete and I read, Pete in the recliner and me stretched out on one of the sofas. 

After a few more minutes of wandering around the library, I decided to once again try to get some sleep. I deposited The Forgotten Caves book in my carryall and went back to bed. When I finally fell into a fitful, uneasy sleep, I had bad dreams. I awoke early and was grateful I couldn’t remember details of the dreams. I did remember something about being trapped in a cave and falling into a stalactite – or was it a stalagmite. I never could remember which one hung from the ceiling of a cave and which one rose up from the floor.

Shaking the thoughts of last night out of my mind, I put the dishes in the dishwasher, then went upstairs with Beanie to get dressed for church. I was anxious to get started on digging into Riley/Annalise’s background. I considered staying home from church so I could spend time at the computer but realized Pete and Terry wouldn’t let me do it. They were determined that the four of us would stay together, under the watchful eyes of Dale and/or Toby.

An hour later we arrived at church. Pete drove our SUV and Terry rode shotgun. Beanie and I were in the second seat, playing a game of double Solitaire on my iPad. Dale followed behind us in an unmarked Bell Security Jeep. The snow from the other night was piled high along the roads but the lot at church had been plowed and salted. We’d had an unusually cold, snowy winter, and everyone in Rivermont, most especially me, was desperate for spring to come. The unrelenting frigid weather had begun to wear me down, and I longed for the long hot days of summer.

Pete and Dale parked as close to the church as possible, and we all walked into the building together. I felt like I was part of some strange pack of people. I knew Beanie was enjoying the situation but I also knew none of the rest of us was enjoying any of this.

Dale walked Beanie downstairs to the Sunday school area, then came back to join us in the sanctuary. I felt uncomfortable having Beanie go off somewhere alone. I turned to Dale and asked if Lawrence Bell had been downstairs. Dale said he’d left Beanie in the competent hands of Mr. Bell and that made me feel marginally better. 

I tried to concentrate on the sermon but my mind was a jumble of worry. I was so tempted to pull my iPad out of my handbag and start Googling Annalise Scanlon. But I restrained myself, not wanting to risk being the recipient of one of Pete’s looks of disapproval. The sermon seemed interminable this Sunday, and I could feel myself jittery with the anticipation of it finally ending. My mind drifted off, landing on the new book I was working on, and for the next few minutes, I lost myself in my soap opera world. 

What seemed like hours later, the Sunday service was finally over. Outside the sanctuary, Pete, Terry, Dale and I went down the circular staircase that led to the Sunday school area downstairs. The door to Beanie’s classroom was still closed, and we waited outside for the class to be over. Finally, the door opened and a gaggle of youngsters came bursting through the door, laughing and talking a mile a minute. I didn’t see Beanie, and my heart began to pound in agitation. Then I saw him at the front of the classroom, standing next to Lawrence Bell, the two of them talking intently. Lawrence looked up and saw the four of us standing outside the classroom door. He motioned for us to come in, and we did. 

“Hi Mom, Hi Dad,” came Beanie’s cheery greeting. Pete tousled his hair and said, “Hi, champ. Ready to go home?”

Beanie gave a nod, but Lawrence raised a hand and said, “I’d like a word with the two of you, if you don’t mind. Dale, can you take Beanie upstairs and wait for the DeAngelos there, please?”

My heart started its pounding again as I watched Dale and Beanie leave the room. “What is it, Lawrence?” I asked.

Lawrence held up a finger and said, “Just a minute.” He walked across the room and closed the classroom door.

He came back to where Terry, Pete and I stood, and said, “Something unusual happened during the class. We’d just started when a young woman came in and told me I had an emergency call in the church office. The young woman said she was one of the volunteer secretaries. I wasn’t sure what to do but the woman said she would stay with the class while I took the call. So I left the room.” He shook his head, then continued, “I think it may have been the wrong decision, based on what Beanie told me.”

Pete said, “What do you mean? What happened?”

“Evidently the young woman singled out Beanie during the class. The topic of the class was the Bible verse about treasure, in Matthew 6:21 and Luke 12:34. ‘For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.’

“After the class, I asked Beanie what had gone on during my absence, and he told me Miss Smith had asked him what his treasure was. I asked him what he said, and he said he answered that his Lego collection was his treasure. He said she wanted to know where he kept his treasure, and he said in the play house in his back yard. When I returned, the woman was gone, and the class was in disarray, with the students running around the room shouting and laughing. Beanie said she had told the class she’d be back in a minute and left the room but she never returned.”

Voice shaking, I asked Lawrence, “What did the woman look like?”

Lawrence thought a moment, then said, “She was about two inches taller than you, slender, exceptional posture. Dark hair that reached her shoulders. Deep green eyes with amber flecks. She was dressed conservatively in a long dark skirt and a white silk blouse. I noticed that she wore an oversized sports watch on her right arm, an unusual watch for a woman.”

I could feel my heart resume its pounding as I thought, “Oh, my God.” Then I shook my head and said, “Lawrence, you’ve just described Riley Jones, also known as Annalise Scanlon."

Pete put an arm around me and pulled me close. “Are you sure, Kate?”

I answered a quick, “Yes, I’m sure. That’s a description of her and that’s exactly the watch she was wearing at the writers group meeting."

Lawrence said. “I can’t believe she would be so brazen as to come into my class.” 

I leaned into Pete and said in a whisper, “What are we going to do?”

Lawrence patted my shoulder, and said, “It’s going to be okay, Kate. Beanie and you will be safe, I promise.”

I curbed my urge to retort back that so far Beanie hadn’t been safe. That woman had been inches away from our son. God knows what she could have done to him. I didn’t say anything, afraid that whatever I said would come out wrong. 

My cell phone rang, and I pulled it from the side pocket of my handbag. The screen showed TJ’s name and number. “What’s up, TJ?” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Kate, what’s wrong? Your voice doesn’t sound right.”

I quickly told him about Beanie’s encounter with Riley Jones. 

“Oh, Kate, I’m so sorry. That witch, messing with your little boy. I assume she’s no longer anywhere to be found.”

“Right. She’s gone.”

“Is Beanie okay? Upset or scared?” TJ asked.

“He’s fine,” I answered. “He’s a little lion. Dale’s with him. We’re on our way home. Could you come by this afternoon so we can start trying to track down Riley ?”

“I’m sitting outside your house, as we speak. Get a move on. I have to use the john.”

I laughed and said, “What a wimp you are. You’d never be able to work a stakeout. There’s a key in the flower pot on the front porch.”

We hung up, and I told Pete and Terry that TJ was at the house.

5 -- Sunday

On the drive home from church, I called my Mom and explained that TJ was at our house and we would be working on a project. I asked if Beanie could spend the afternoon with her. 

“Of course, sweetheart. That would be delightful. I can fix lunch. I have the makings for tacos.”

“Sure,” I said. “He would like that. Mom, when we get there, I need a few minutes alone with you. I have something I have to tell you. Now don’t worry, everything is under control. I just need to talk to you.”

“All right,” my mother said slowly. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.

We hung up, and I felt badly for worrying my mother. But I needed to let her know what was going on. And she would need an explanation for Dale’s presence because we would have to leave him there at my Mom’s with Beanie. Pete and I would be safe with Terry and TJ around.

Pete and Terry waited in the car while Beanie, Dale and I went into Mom’s house. She lived just a few minutes away from us, in a cozy cottage that reflected her warmth and sunny outlook on life. After Daddy died, for awhile she stayed on in our Victorian in the downtown area. A year or so after I married Pete, Mom sold the Victorian and bought the little house in the suburbs. At first, I was devastated by the loss of my childhood home. But I came to understand that Mom needed to find a new place to make memories and get on with her life.

Inside the cottage, I introduced Dale to Mom and then suggested to Beanie and Dale that they watch television in the living room. I led Mom into the kitchen and said, “I’m sorry about all this but I need your help. Dale is a bodyguard with Lawrence Bell’s security firm.”

“What on earth do you need a bodyguard for? What’s going on?” Mom was holding my hands in hers, and I could feel her hands shaking. 

I said, “Mom, let’s sit down for a minute.” I led her over to her little kitchen table and pulled out one of chairs for her. She sat down and I walked around the table and sat opposite her. I reached my hands across the table, and her hands came across to meet my mine. We clasped our hands together as I told her about the threats I’d received and our suspicions about who was threatening our family.

“Oh, Katie, I’m so sorry. And for this person to threaten Beanie. That’s the worst of all.”

“Well, hopefully, Dale and Toby can keep us safe until the person is caught. Terry has brought in the Rivermont police, and they’re working on it. Terry and TJ got things started, and we’re still trying to find out information on this Riley Jones. That’s not her real name. TJ had something with her fingerprints on it, and she turned up in the database as Annalise Scanlon. We don’t know anything about her and that’s what we’re going to do this afternoon, do some digging to see what we can find out about her. That’s why I’m asking you to keep an eye on Beanie this afternoon. I didn’t want to ask him to stay in his room again.”

“Of course, sweetheart. You know I’m happy to do anything I can for you. Beanie will be fine here. We can play games or put together one of the Lego models he keeps over here.” Margo let go of Kate’s hands and stood up. “I’m going to make us some lunch. Beanie will be fine, dear. You go do what you have to do. And let me know what’s going on. And let me know what time you want me to bring Beanie and – Dale is it? – back to your house.”

I gave her a hug and said, “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

I went back into the living room and sat down next to Beanie and put an arm around him. “Grandma’s making lunch for you guys. Then she said it’s time to put some Lego models together.”

Beanie did a fist pump and said, “That’s the way to spend a Sunday afternoon!” 

I heard a chuckle come from Dale’s direction and I turned to him with a wide grin on my face. “Sorry for the change in plans. Mom will bring you and Beanie back to our house by dinner time.”

Dale nodded and said, “Don’t worry, Mrs. DeAngelo. I’ll take good care of your boy.”

Back in the car, I reported to Pete and Terry that Mom was going to feed and entertain Beanie and Dale and would them bring them back to our house around dinnertime.

Terry said, “Don’t worry about Beanie, Kate,” repeating Dale’s words of a minute ago. “He’s in good hands with Dale. Now, we have some news for you. I talked to the chief and he’s sending a detective over to your house this afternoon. Evidently, Annalise Scanlon has a police record, including a sealed juvenile file. We still have no idea where she is so that’s what we’re going to work on this afternoon – trying to locate her.”

A few minutes later as we walked in the house, I smelled the rich aroma of coffee brewing and thought how good a friend TJ was. In the kitchen I saw further evidence of that. He'd evidently rummaged through the fridge and the pantry and had put together the makings of a sandwich lunch. TJ was dumping potato chips into a basket, and I walked toward him with a grin on my face and my arms outstretched.

"My hero!" I said as I hugged him. "You're the best!" Behind me, I heard Pete's protest of "Hey, what about me?"

I went upstairs to change out of my "going to church" clothes and into jeans and a Cardinals' sweatshirt. Pete did the same and a few minutes later we were gathered around the kitchen island, eating the lunch TJ had put together.

The doorbell rang as we were cleaning up the remnants of our lunch. Terry said he'd get it. A minute later, he was back with a tall, muscular man dressed in a suit and tie, with a computer bag slung over one shoulder. His hair was almost military short and graying at the temples. To me, he looked every inch a cop, although I didn’t know why I thought that.

Terry said, “Folks, I'd like you to meet Jared Barnstable, a detective with the Rivermont PD. And in the interest of full disclosure, I hired Jared almost 20 years ago." Terry proceeded to introduce me, Pete and TJ to Jared. It turned out that TJ also knew Jared, because he’d taken several of Terry's criminal justice courses at the university.

Pete offered Jared coffee, but the detective declined. I led everyone into the dining room and showed Jared where the electrical outlets were so he could set up his laptop. Pete and I also set up our laptops on the dining room table.

Jared asked me to go over the details of the situation, saying Terry had filled the chief in, and the chief had discussed the case with him but that he’d like to hear it directly from me. He took out a small black leather notebook and took notes as I told him everything I could remember. I started with finding the letter in the mailbox and ended with Beanie’s encounter with Riley / Annalise at church this morning. When I’d finished my narrative, Jared put the notebook down on the table and flipped through its pages. He’d written quite few pages of notes and had let me talk uninterruptedly. 

He checked one of the pages and tuned to Terry, saying, “Chief, I understand you have the results from the crime lab on the letter, the –“ he hesitated, then continued with the same euphemism we’d all been using for the dead rat – “the package.”

Terry nodded and said with a grin, “Hey, Jared, remember, I’m no longer your chief. You can just call me Terry. And yes, that’s correct. The letter and the package had no fingerprints on them. However, the manuscript TJ provided did have fingerprints. The prints were identified as belonging to Annalise Scanlon.”

Detective Barnstable reached into his computer bag on the floor and pulled out a manila file folder. He handed it to Terry, then turned his attention to his laptop on the table in front of him. Terry flipped through the papers in the file folder, then handed it to me. 

The typed label on the folder read SCANLON, ANNALISE in capital letters. Page after page detailed her past history. The words on the pages skittered through my mind as I tried to process who and what she was. I finished skimming through the pages and handed the file folder to TJ. When he was finished reading it, he passed it along to Pete.

Annalise Scanlon was 25 years old, older than she looked and older than she’d told TJ when she started auditing his criminal justice class. She was born in Darien, Connecticut to a wealthy family whose money came from steel. She’d been a bright, pretty little girl who began going off the rails when she entered high school. She’d done the drugs, the drinking, the sex with anyone and everyone. Her juvenile record was sealed but indications were that drug arrests were part of that record. According to a report by a social worker, her parents, considerably older than her friends’ parents and bewildered by their daughter’s behavior, had been at their wit’s end, not knowing how to handle her. 

She refused to study and stopped going to class. In desperation, her parents decided to send her to a restrictive boarding school in upstate New York. When Annalise found out about their plans for her, she ran away from home. And that was the point where her open criminal record began. She was arrested on multiple occasions for selling drugs. She had several arrests for prostitution. For whatever reason, her parents provided bail money and money for attorneys. But they were running out of patience with her and put her on notice that they were done supporting her lifestyle. 

Then, before they had time to write her out of their will, which according to the family attorneys they had decided to do, they were killed in an automobile accident. They’d been on their way to a Christmas cocktail party when a drunk driver ran head-on into their car. They were killed instantly. 

It took awhile for the family attorneys to track down Annalise. They finally found her in New York City, living in an apartment paid for by a rich “client.” When she found out about her parent’s deaths and that she was now a millionaire many times over, she immediately moved out of the “client’s” apartment and returned to Darien to settle her parents’ estate. A month later, she was on her way to Rivermont but no reason for the move was listed in the police file. 

I turned to TJ and said, “There’s nothing in there about her obsession with Mick and Min. Do you think she just made that up?’

TJ shook his head and said, “No, from what I remember her saying at the writers group meeting, she latched onto the books when she was a teenager. I think she used the stories as a way of escaping from her life. Later, the drugs and the sex did the same thing. I have no idea why she rejected her parents, but reject them and their way of life she certainly seemed to do.”

While the four of us had been reading Annalise’s police file and talking about her, Jared had been tap-tapping away at his laptop. Now, he looked up and said, “What we’re going to attempt today is to try to locate the Scanlon woman. I can remote access all of the police databases, and the chief tells me that you all have access to other databases that might be helpful. By the way, the chief arranged for all the necessary warrants and permissions for me to search whatever databases I need to. I haven’t found any relevant information yet, but we can keep trying.”

I paid for access to several online information sources, and I knew TJ had access to a wide range of databases that the university subscribed to. The five of us spent the next four hours in a frustratingly futile attempt to track the current whereabouts of Annalise Scanlon. And there was a similar lack of information on her alias of Riley Jones. We couldn’t locate an address or an occupation or a phone number for her. TJ had a cell number for her but when he finally tried it, he received a recording saying the number had been discontinued. Jared did some online tracking of the cell number and discovered that it belonged to one of those throwaway phones that people call burner phones that can be bought anywhere and are untraceable.  

“She’s dug in deep,” Jared said. “I’ll try a credit card trace.” A few minutes later, he reported, “Nothing, absolutely nothing.” 

Terry came over and stood behind Jared and picked up the Scanlon file folder. He looked through the pages and pulled one out. He said, “Here’s the phone number of the law firm that manages the Scanlon estate trust fund. Let’s contact them and see how they contact her.”

I said that because it was Sunday afternoon, we probably wouldn’t be able to contact anyone. Jared said, “You may be right but let’s try anyway,” 

By this time, Jared had removed his suit jacket and loosened his tie. He’d also finally accepted Terry’s offer of coffee. He pulled out his cell phone and referred to the page Terry had pulled from the file folder. He waited as the phone rang and as the call was directed to voice mail. He listened to the message, then wrote a number in his little black notebook.

“Hmmm,” he said looking around at us. “It turns out they have an after hours emergency number. Shall I give it a try?” He received unanimous agreement that it wouldn’t hurt to try. Again we watched as he tapped in a phone number and listened for an answer. I wished he would put his phone on speaker but he didn’t. I assumed he was trying to maintain the proper distance between himself and this group of would-be detectives that he was dealing with, I wondered what he thought of us. He’d been unfailingly polite and helpful, and I attributed that mainly to his background with Terry and TJ. 

I assumed he thought I was some kind of nut job, and he was at least a little bit right. It’s been my experience that most if not all writers have a screw that’s slightly loose. It had been all I could do to keep myself from writing down ideas and impressions from this afternoon’s session. It was fascinating to watch Jared scanning through database after database, printing out pages on the small wireless printer that had been tucked into his computer bag along with his laptop. I could see him as a character in one of my future books and wanted to capture the details of his appearance and actions. 

We all listened as Jared left a message on the law firm’s emergency number voice mail. After he ended the call, I asked, “What are the chances that someone will return your call?”

Terry answered for Jared, saying, “I’d say the chances are pretty good, wouldn’t you, Detective Barnstable?”

“Yes, I think we’ll hear back,” Jared said.

I was puzzled at their certainty and asked, “Why are you two so sure someone will call back?”

Terry gestured to Jared, as if saying, “The ball’s in your court.”

“Well, it’s a reputable law firm, from what I know of the local office. I reached the headquarters in New York City, and my assumption is that they wouldn’t provide an emergency number unless they intended to respond.”

As if on cue, Jared’s cell phone rang, emitting an old-fashioned telephone ring. I smiled to myself as I thought that my assessment of Jared Barnstable as a by-the-book, kind of old-fashioned fellow had been spot on. 

Jared answered the call, saying, “Detective Jared Barnstable.”

It was difficult to tell what the other side of the conversation consisted of, based on Jared’s responses. Once he’d given his original statement about why he was calling, his side of the exchange had consisted of a series of “I see” responses. Toward the end of the call, Jared mentioned something about warrants and once again opened the black notebook and wrote something in it. 

After ending the call, he hesitated and then said, “Well, folks, the news is not so good. The bottom line is that they’re not willing to say anything because of client confidentiality. I’m going to fax a copy of a one of the warrants to them but I don’t have much hope that it will do any good. The attorney I spoke to said Ms. Scanlon had terminated her business with them. One thing was pretty clear, though, from what he said and the way he said it. Annalise Scanlon was not one of his favorite clients. I got the impression that the law firm had no regrets at losing her business.”

We sat there watching as Jared faxxed a copy of one of the warrants to the law firm in New York City. We hadn’t made any progress in locating Annalise, and it looked like we were running out of leads. 

A few minutes later, Jared’s phone rang again, its retro ring flashing me back to my teen years and waiting by the phone for my boyfriend to call. Jared answered the call, and once again, I wished he would put it on speaker. He listened for a minute, then wrote something in his black notebook, then made a few noncommittal comments. He finally hung up and told us that was the law firm with a mixture of bad news and even worse news. The attorney reiterated their inability to share any information about their former client. He ended the call with the worse. As Jared reported, “It seems that Ms. Scanlon transferred the money in her accounts and closed them. The firm tried to trace the funds because she still owed them quite a lot of money in legal fees but were unable to track the transfers. So it seems they’re now in the same position as us – trying to locate Annalise Scanlon.”

“Did they have a last known address for her?” I asked, knowing I was probably grasping at straws.

“Yes, but it’s post office box in St. Louis. They gave me the number but said they’d already checked it out and it was a dead-end.”

“Dead-end,” I thought. That’s where we were, too. We’d been at this all afternoon and we were no closer to locating Annalise Scanlon than we had been at the beginning. As I sat there, impatiently tapping my fingers on my laptop keyboard, I realized that something had been niggling at the back of mind the past few minutes. But I couldn’t quite reach it. I kept trying to pull out the thought but with no luck. 

My phone vibrated in my jeans pocket and I pulled it out and saw that it was my Mom calling.

“Hi, Mom. How’s our boy?”

“He’s good but he’s getting anxious to come home.”

“I think we’re about finished here,” I said, looking around the table for corroboration. Terry nodded, and I said into the phone. “Do you want me to come pick up Beanie or would you like to bring him back and stay for supper. Nothing fancy, just some spaghetti I have in the freezer.” I knew as I issued the invitation what Mom’s response would be. She’d say yes to bringing Beanie home and staying for supper because she grabbed every moment possible with her grandson. To be fair to her, I knew she also enjoyed spending time with Pete and me but Beanie was definitely the star attraction to his grandmother.

I invited Terry, TJ and Detective Barnstable to stay for supper but only Terry accepted. I was so upset about the Annalise thing that I didn’t even think about the opportunity of getting Mom and Terry together again. 

Detective Barnstable packed up his computer and printer and left, saying he’d be back in touch.

“Thank you so much, Detective,” I said. “We appreciate your efforts. And I’ll let you know if we come up with anything. I’m going to do some more online searching this evening after my son goes to bed.”

TJ gave me a hug and said he’d be in touch. He and Barnstable walked out together, heads close together, speaking in low tones that I couldn’t decipher.

“Let’s leave our laptops here so they’ll be set up for later this evening,” I said to Pete. “We can eat supper in the kitchen.” Terry and Pete helped me carry the coffee cups and snacks into the kitchen. I put the spaghetti into the oven to heat and went upstairs to splash cold water on my face and put on lipstick and eyeliner. As I stood in front of the master bathroom mirror, I shook my head at myself. I had dark circles under my eyes and decided to use a little concealer. I didn’t want Mom worrying about me and fussing over me. Finally, satisfied that I looked presentable, I turned out the lights and started toward the stairs. That elusive something niggled in my mind again, and I stopped walking, trying to capture the thought, but it was no use. 

6  -- Monday

The next morning, Pete left for the hospital at what I considered the crack of dawn although it was just past seven. Beanie slept in and was still sleeping at eight when I called the school to let them know that Beanie wouldn’t be coming to class for the next day or two. Mrs. Butler, the school secretary, expressed her regret that Beanie was sick, and I hesitated to correct her. But I decided that something closer to the truth might make it easier for Beanie when he returned to his second grade class.

I told Mrs. Butler, “Fortunately, Kyle isn’t ill. A family situation has come up, and he’ll be at home the next few days.” I smiled as I said Kyle. It was so difficult not to call him Beanie to everyone. We really were going to have to work on this. Our future president of the United States couldn’t go by the name of Beanie.

“Please tell his teacher that I’ll be in touch, and I’ll go online to get his class work and assignments.” I ended the call and thought how great the Internet was. Almost everything could be found there, including a second-grader’s daily schoolwork and homework assignments. Amazing!

Toby was on duty Monday and when he came in after checking the perimeter of the house, I told him that Beanie would be staying home today. Toby considered this for a moment, then said, “I think that’s a great idea. It will make it much easier to keep him safe.” He hesitated a moment, then asked, “What would you think about me taking the boy outside later to build a snow fort?”

I grinned at this six foot whatever bodyguard, thinking what a kind hunk he was, and said, “That would be super. Beanie, I mean Kyle, will love it.”

Toby grinned back at me, saying, “I see you’re trying to put his nickname to rest. Good luck with that, at least as far as the family is concerned. My nickname as a kid, courtesy of my Dad, was Sprout, and they still call me that in the confines of the family bosom”

That gave me a laugh as I visualized our friend Jackson calling his tall, imposing brother Sprout.

I heard noises from upstairs and said, “Sounds like my own sprout is up. Would you like to join us in the kitchen for breakfast?”

Toby politely declined, saying he was going to have another look around outside and identify the best and most hidden location for the snow fort.

I fixed cereal with a banana for Beanie and poured myself another cup of coffee. As Beanie ate, I told him that he’d be staying home from school that day, which elicited a protest from my school-loving boy.

“But the good news,” I told him, “is that Mr. Toby is going to help you build a snow fort outside today.”

“Yay!” Beanie’s reaction was instantaneous and enthusiastic, his disappointment about not going to school forgotten.

Good boy that he is, Beanie put his cereal bowl and milk glass in the dishwasher and went upstairs to dress for his outdoor adventure with Toby. 

“Put on that set of long underwear,” I instructed.

“Oh, Mom,” came the immediate protest. “That stuff is dorky. I don’t need it.”

Before I answered, I wondered where he’d learned the word dorky. I certainly had to increase my monitoring of his TV watching.

Half an hour later, I’d accompanied Toby and Beanie outside and had watched them putting together the first wall of the snow fort. But it soon got too cold out there for me, and I waved a cheery good-bye and went back into the welcoming warmth of the house. Somehow, I’d been able to put aside, for a little while at least, the fear I’d been feeling at Riley ’s threat. Back in the house, I poured more coffee and stood by the window over the kitchen sink, watching Toby and Beanie hard at work on the fort. 

I decided to try and get a little work done on my new mystery. I debated whether to go out to my office in the guest house or to work at the computer here in the main house. I decided to go out to the guest house. The atmosphere there was more conducive to writing. Here in the house, I’d be tempted to throw a load of laundry in the washer or thumb through one of my cookbooks to find a new recipe for dinner. In the guest house, I would just write, with only occasional bouts of daydreaming. 

I gathered up my writing materials and dumped them in one of my ubiquitous carryall bags and went outside. I walked by the snow fort construction site and told Beanie and Toby that I’d be in the guest house writing if they needed anything. Toby assured me they’d be fine.

Inside the guest house, I turned up the thermostat and booted up my computer. I hadn’t been out here since last Friday when Meg and I were frantically making the final edits to my last Mick and Min book. 

My first action after starting up the computer was to activate an app that added to my productivity. The app, called NoNet, prevented me from accessing the Internet for whatever period of time I chose. I set it to two hours I’d discovered NoNet last year, and it had given me hours of focused writing. I’m an Internet junky and could spend hours cruising along the Web, going from site to site, heading off in this direction and then that direction. So locking myself out of the Internet, at least during my writing time, was a good thing. NoNet also blocked any social media activities, including e-mail, Facebook and Twitter. This inexpensive, easy-to-use little app kept me on track and offline. As I activated NoNet, I remembered what happened when I told the writers group about the app, extolling its virtues and crediting it with a gain in my writing output.

I had heard a snicker from someone in the group after I’d finished talking about NoNet. Then the new person at the meeting had said a snarky, “Hmmm, seems like you’re using a crutch there.”

I’d been taken aback by the comment. The writers group was a safe haven for me, for all the writers in the group. Even when we critique one another’s writing, it’s done with respect and care. We don’t rip each other’s work apart, and our comments are never personally critical. 

TJ jumped in, saying, “Kate, NoNet sounds like an app I’m going to investigate. Something that can keep me from surfing the net has to be a good thing.”

To my surprise, the new person, Riley Jones had spoken up again, this time saying, “You all aren’t understanding my point. We’re adults, at least I think you are. We shouldn’t need apps to keep us concentrating on our writing. We should have the self-discipline to control our actions and activities. We shouldn’t have to rely on an outside force to manage our behavior.”

Silence. No one in the room spoke. No one in the room was even looking at Riley. Either they were gazing at the ceiling or flipping through pages of the manuscripts in front of them or they were staring off into space. I had the feeling the Riley Jones would not be a member of this writing group for much longer. None of us enjoyed confrontation, and if this was the way she handled discussion of an app, heavens knows what she would do when it came time to criticize our writing.

The devil in me prompted the next words that came out of my mouth. “Riley, why don’t you read for us from your manuscript?” I caught TJ’s sidewise glance of surprise but ignored it.

Riley jumped at the chance to read. She pulled out her manuscript, which looked like it might be a complete book, and said, “I’ll read a section that follows the excerpt I gave the group as my membership entry.”

She began to read, and I have to admit the words and her voice were mesmerizing. I found myself caught up in the tale of terror surrounding a serial killer. When she finished, she looked around the group, as if knowing the impact her work had had on us. No one spoke, no one commented. TJ, as de facto leader of the group, cleared his throat, then said, “Well, folks, that’s it for tonight. See you next week.”

Everyone had started talking at once but I noticed that no one spoke to Riley. She murmured a few words to TJ, then gathered up her things without another word to anyone. Her outburst at the beginning of the meeting about my discontinuance of the Mick and Min series had been enough to seal her fate with me. I was going to talk to TJ and make sure he uninvited her as a member. I felt confident that the other members of the group felt the same way. 

Now, here in the guest house, I put Riley out of my mind. I looked over the notes I’d made so far for Black Moon Bay. I was excited about taking my writing in a new direction. To tell the truth, I had been getting a little burned out on Mick and Min. I wanted new characters and new adventures for them. I read over the few pages of narrative that I’d already written and wasn’t sure what I thought about them. I did some editing, then sat back in my swivel desk chair and tried to think what came next. But nothing came. I rummaged around in my carryall bag, looking for some notes I’d made over the weekend on 3 x 5 cards. Instead I pulled out Riley Jones writing sample for the writers group.

I started to shove the pages back into the bag but hen had second thoughts. When TJ first gave a copy of Riley’s manuscript to me, I’d skimmed through it, impressed with her writing but turned off by the subject matter. It was a gruesome murder, written in the first person from the point of view of the murderer. The murderer, a serial killer who tortured his victims by skinning them alive, seemed to be the protagonist of the novel. The story and its approach turned my off. I’d dismissed Riley Jones as a talented writer who had serious mental problems. 

Now, with all that happened, I decided to give Riley’s manuscript a more careful reading. If I remembered correctly from my first skimming, the action took place in a fictional town that sounded much like Rivermont. 

The murder featured in this part of the novel occurred in a downtown warehouse undergoing renovation. The owner had run into financial difficulties and had put the project on hold. The serial killer, a doctor who knew the owner and his situation, had identified the vacant building as an ideal location for his next event, as he thought of his killings. As the protagonist described the idiosyncrasies of the building, I felt a tingle go up my spine. This was what had been niggling in the back of my mind, this was the thing I couldn’t remember. I knew this building. It was a real building in downtown Rivermont.

Fifteen years ago when I was in college working on my MFA¸ I’d worked downtown as an intern in a small advertising firm. One of the projects I’d been assigned was to do a detailed analysis of selected downtown buildings. One of the buildings I analyzed was a vacant warehouse across the street from the ad agency where I was interning. I was fascinated with the building because of its unusual windows. The warehouse had been vacant for awhile, and because I thought the building was so special, I had hoped someone would buy it and renovate it. It was right next door to a start-up craft brewery that had become quite successful in the past few years. But as far as I knew, the warehouse was still vacant and unused.

I realized now as I re-read Riley’s manuscript that when I first read it, I’d picked up on the writer’s description of the warehouse and the adjacent brewery because I knew that area well from the work I’d done during my internship. I’d been vaguely impressed that the writer knew his or her facts. At the time, I didn’t know if Riley was a man or a woman. 

As a reader, I get supremely annoyed at writers who get their landmarks and facts wrong. Errors like that put everything else in the book in question. One best-selling writer once located the Anheuser-Busch brewery in St. Louis on Highway 40 instead of Highway 55. I’d put the book down after reading that mis-fact and never picked up another book by that writer.

I quickly finished reading Riley’s manuscript and put it aside. All in all, my initial critique still held. Riley was quite the gifted writer, almost brilliant, but her topic and character were hideous, and I wanted no part of them.

I turned back to my computer and opened Google. I did a search on the building. After an annoying amount of digging, I finally unearthed the fact that the warehouse was being converted into a loft and was owned by an entity called the AMS Corporation. To my further annoyance, I couldn’t find any information about AMS Corporation. It was almost as if the company didn’t exist or that it was buried so deep in a series of shell corporations that nothing could be discovered about it. I printed out what little I could find and sat holding the printed pages as I thought about the situation. 

I turned back to my catchall bag and went through its contents, looking for the pages Jared Barnstable had printed out about Annalise Scanlon. One of the documents gave her full name as Annalise Marie Scanlon – could she be AMS Corporation? My heart began to pound as I considered this. It was all I could do to keep myself from jumping in the car and driving downtown to check out the building. I convinced myself to wait, to not do anything foolish, and that was a tortuous stretch for me. My first instinct is always to leap headfirst into a situation. I’m fearless that way. That impulse has at times not served me well. In this instance, mainly because Beanie’s safety was at stake, I managed to restrain myself and not run off half-cocked.

I put the papers back into my bag and shut down my computer. I lowered the thermostat and turned out the lights. It was almost noon, and I needed to go fix some lunch for Beanie.

7 -- Monday

As I walked back to the main house from the guesthouse, I stopped to admire the progress on the snow fort. “Wow, guys, this is looking great.” I turned to Beanie and said, “I’m going in to fix your lunch. Give me about 15 minutes, then come in.”

Beanie started to protest, and I gave him the “Mom” look. He shook his head and said, “But Mom, I don’t have a watch or anything to tell time.”

Toby and I both laughed, and Toby said, “Not to worry, Kate. I’ll see that he gets inside.”

“Thanks,” I said. “And please join us. There’ll be plenty of food.”

“Thanks,” Toby said, “But I need to do some perimeter checks and call my Dad to let him know how things are going here.”

Back in the house, I hung up my jacket on one of the hooks in the laundry room and stowed my writing bag in a corner. I’d take it up to the library later.

It was closer to 20 minutes later rather than 15 minutes when Toby and Beanie came through the kitchen door. Toby said he’d return in an hour, and they’d get back to work on the snow fort. Beanie hung his parka in the laundry room and took off his snow boots. He saw me making a hand washing gesture at him and went into the powder room off the kitchen to wash his hands. 

I’d fixed hot dogs and beans for Beanie’s lunch, one of his favorites, and was rewarded with a big grin and an enthusiastic high five. My own lunch was a salad, piled high with croutons, or as Beanie called them “crauwtons.” 

As a special dessert treat for Beanie, I’d dug an Eskimo Pie out of the freezer. “Here you go,” I said as I handed the ice cream bar to him. “I thought this would be an appropriate dessert for someone who’s building an igloo.”

“But Mom, it’s not an igloo. It’s a snow fort. There’s a big difference.”

I tousled my boy’s hair and said, “I didn’t know that. Thanks for telling me.”

All the while I’d been fixing Beanie’s lunch and my salad, my mind had been racing with the possibilities of what I’d discovered. I wanted to call Terry and TJ, and Pete of course but I held off. I wanted to make sure I was onto something before I talked to them. But I was puzzling over how I could get more information. How could I know for sure that Annalise Scanlon owned the building downtown and that we might be able to find her there?

I put thoughts of Annalise aside while Beanie and I ate our lunch. We talked about the snow fort and what he was going to do with it.

“Can I call Tyrone and invite him over to play in the fort?” Beanie asked. Tyrone was Beanie’s best friend from second grade

I considered his request for a moment and said, “Maybe in a day or two, sweetie, when all this hoo-hah is done.” I could see the disappointment on Beanie’s face, and I reached out and squeezed his shoulder. “I’m very proud of how you’re taking this situation. I know how difficult it is for you but you’re acting like a big man.”

Beanie smiled at me and shook his head. “You really know how to handle me, don’t you, Mom?” We had a good laugh together and were still laughing when Toby came into the kitchen.

As soon as Beanie and Toby had returned to the building of the snow fort, I pulled out my cell phone. Who to call first? I decided to call Pete and get his advice about what to do. I tried his cell but the call went directly to voice mail. Next, I dialed his office number and reached his assistant Pam. 

“Hi, Mrs. DeAngelo,” came the calm voice of Pete’s Girl Friday and mistress of all things. “How can I help you?” Over the past few years, Pete had gone through a series of incompetent assistants. Sometimes it had gotten so bad that Pete had done his own filing. When Pam Carruthers came along, Pete couldn’t believe his good luck. Pam had become that good right arm every executive needs. The psychiatry department at Rivermont Memorial now ran like the proverbial well-oiled machine. And the frosting on the cake, so to speak, was that Pam was a tech genius. She could do anything with computers, and Pete utilized those skills whenever necessary.

“Hi, Pam,” I said. “How are you doing?”

“I’m good,” she replied. “And you?”

I was briefly tempted to respond honestly and say things weren’t going too well, But thinking better of that, I bit back the words and made the expected response of “Things are good. Is Pete around?”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. DeAngelo, but Dr. DeAngelo is out of the office.”

“Out of the office?” I questioned. Pete hadn’t said anything about being out of the office today.

“Yes, he left around noon and said he probably wouldn’t be back.”

For a moment, I didn’t know what to say. This wasn’t like Pete. He always let me know his schedule. We both did that with each other. And I knew he hadn’t mentioned this. 

I hesitated before asking the obvious question. I didn’t want to come across as one of those clinging wives who kept a close eye on her husband. But there was no way around asking the question if I was going to find out where Pete was. I took a deep breath and asked it. “Where is he?”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. DeAngelo, but I can’t answer that question.”

I was speechless. I couldn’t imagine why Pam would say that. Pete didn’t keep secrets. I couldn’t believe he’d asked her not to tell me where he was.

I finally said, “I don’t understand. I can’t believe Pete told you not to tell me where he is?”

“Oh no, Mrs. DeAngelo. I’m so sorry. You misunderstood. I meant that Dr. DeAngelo didn’t tell me where he was going or what he was doing. He just said he’d be out of the office the rest of the day and that he’d see me tomorrow morning. That’s all I know. I’m so sorry about the misunderstanding.”

“Not to worry, Pam. I’m just surprised. It’s just that Pete always tells me what his schedule is, and he didn’t mention this.”

We ended the call, and once again, I tried Pete’s cell with the same results – direct to voice mail. I began to pace back and forth in front of the kitchen windows looking out into the back yard. Beanie and Toby were still hard at work on the snow fort but it looked like they might almost be finished. I was tempted to go out and join in their fun to get my mind off everything. Pete’s unusual behavior was a concern, and I wasn’t sure what to do about it. ‘

As I paced, I decided to call Terry to see if he knew where Pete might be. But to my annoyance, Terry’s cell also went directly to voice mail. I left a message and then tried his landline but without much hope. Terry never answered his landline, letting his answering machine pick up the calls. I left message on the answering machine, then resumed my pacing. 

I debated whether to call TJ but hesitated. I wanted to tell someone what I thought I’d discovered about Annalise but I assumed TJ would be in class. But I could leave him a message. Easier said than done. I called TJ’s number but got an annoying message saying “This user’s mailbox is full and is not currently accepting messages.” Foiled again, I thought, and put my phone on the kitchen counter. Looking at the phone, I again felt a niggling in my mind, I was getting tired of the niggle. Why couldn’t I just have a full-blown thought rather than these frustrating flashes that I couldn’t quite grasp? 

Then, still staring at the phone, I captured the elusive thought. Grabbing the phone, I swiped the screen until I found the app I was looking for. It was something called Life 360 and it was a family locator app. I pressed the update link and waited while the app searched for my family members. Pete, Beanie, my Mom and Terry were all included,. Yes, my seven-year old son has an iPhone. Don’t judge me. The phone was a seventh birthday present for Beanie from Pete and me. It was a multiple purpose gift. The first purpose was to end Beanie’s begging to play games and do flashcards on Pete’s or my phone, The second purpose was a more practical one. We wanted Beanie to be able to contact us in an emergency. The third purpose had to do with the Life 360 app. We wanted to know exactly where Beanie was at all times. 

The app had finished updating its location services. As expected, Beanie and I showed up at the house, our photos almost but not quite overlapping, indicating we were at the same location but not directly together. And also as expected, my Mom was at her house. But that was the end of the expected results. To my surprise, Pete’s and Terry’s photos were right on top of one another. So Pete and Terry were together, I enlarged the screen on my phone to get a closer look at their location. It seemed that they were in downtown Rivermont. I studied the screen and wrote down the street names. The location wasn’t familiar to me, and I couldn’t imagine where Pete and Terry were or what on earth they were doing. 

I went over to the laptop in the family room and did a Google search on the address. It turned out that the address belonged to Bell Security. What were Pete and Terry doing at Lawrence’s security firm? And why hadn’t they mentioned to me that they were going there? This was not like Pete at all. And not answering his cell and not returning my calls wasn’t like him either. I made a snap decision that I knew wouldn’t meet with Pete’s or Terry’s approval, not to mention Toby’s approval. I was going to Bell Security to see what was going on. I grabbed my handbag from the kitchen counter and my parka from one of the hooks in the laundry room. Then, remembering the papers in the carryall, I picked it up from the corner of the laundry room.

I looked out the kitchen windows and saw that Beanie and Toby were still hard at work on the snow fort. I checked my phone to make sure I had Toby’s number, then went out to the garage and got in my car. 

Chapter 2, Scene 4 – Monday

Five minutes later, I was out of the garage and a couple of miles away from our house. I pulled off to the side of the road and sent a quick text to Toby. I said I’d had an emergency errand to run and would be back in a little while. I knew Toby would not like what I’d done. But so be it. I was a big girl. I could take care of myself. I’d taken a self-protection course, and I had small containers of pepper spray and mace in my handbag. Message sent, I put the phone on vibrate and started down the road again. It was late afternoon and rush hour traffic was picking up. But going downtown, I would be going against the traffic flow so I didn’t think I’d get caught in a traffic jam. 

I didn’t know what I intended to do when I got to Bell Security but I knew I couldn’t just sit around waiting for something to happen. My phone signaled an incoming text message and I hesitated. Texting while driving was against the law but my car had a feature that read aloud text messages. I punched the button on the dash and a male British voice read the new message to me. “Mrs. D – you should have told me you were leaving. If it was a true emergency, Kyle and I could have gone with you. Please return to your house immediately.” I shook my head, turned off my phone and kept on driving.

Now that I was out and about, I felt as if a huge weight had been lifted from my shoulders. This bodyguard thing was wearing thin even though I appreciated the fact that Beanie was being kept safe.

Twenty minutes after leaving home, I arrived at the downtown high-rise that housed Bell Security. Our newspaper friend, Jackson Bell, had at one time told us that his father, Lawrence Bell, had built the building a couple of years ago, at first leasing out the upper floors. But Jackson said Bell Security had been expanding enough that it now occupied all of the office space. I found a parking space on the street almost in front of the building and fed quarters into the meter. 

In the lobby of the building, I stopped at the guard desk and asked for Mr. Bell’s office. The guard asked if I had an appointment. I was tempted to fib but answered honestly that I didn’t but that I thought Mr. Bell was meeting with my husband and father-in-law and that I urgently needed to see them. “My name is Kate DeAngelo, and my husband Peter DeAngelo and my father-in-law Terry DeAngelo are meeting with Mr. Bell.” I wasn’t sure that they actually were meeting with Lawrence but what else would they be doing here. 

The guard hesitated as if not believing me but then seemed to think, “Who would invent such a story?” I listened as he called upstairs and talked to someone, Lawrence Bell’s assistant, I assumed. After a few yeses and unhuhs, the guard hung up and turned to me. “Mr. Bell’s assistant is coming down to escort you up to Mr. Bell’s office.

A few minutes later, a woman in her fifties stepped out of one of the elevators and headed toward the guard desk. When she reached the spot where I stood, she held out a hand and said, “Mrs. DeAngelo?” I nodded and shook her hand. “Please follow me,” the woman said, and I did.

She was an extremely attractive woman, with her silver gray hair cut in one of the latest styles and her make-up expertly applied. She wore navy high heels and a tailored navy suit that I estimated cost more than every piece of clothing I had on, maybe even including the diamond watch Pete had given me this past Christmas.

“My name is Sue Thompson,” the woman said as we stood in front of the bank of elevators waiting for a car to come. “I work for Mr. Bell.” 

I nodded and said something noncommittal, not knowing what I should say. The elevator came, and we got in and rode up to the top floor in silence. The brass elevator doors swooshed open and with a slight smile, Sue Thompson preceded me out of the elevator and down the hall, her high heels tap tapping on the polished hardwood floor. Head held high, she stopped at the double doors at the end of the hallway. She turned to face me and said, “If you’ll just wait here a moment, please, I’ll be right back.” 

I thought about protesting or even just pushing through the doors but restrained myself. I didn’t want to embarrass Pete or Terry – or when it came right down to it – I didn’t want to embarrass myself either. I felt awkward enough as it was, pushing my way in here. Besides, I was dressed in jeans and a parka, and I felt woefully out of place in this corporate high-rise world.

A sitting area was near the double doors, and I walked over and sat down, not knowing what Sue Thompson’s definition of a moment was. The furniture was surprisingly comfortable for a waiting area. On the coffee table was the latest issue of People Magazine, along with the Rivermont Times and the Wall Street Journal from this morning. Someone must be in charge of keeping the reading material for visitors up-to-date.

My cell phone vibrated in my jeans pocket, and I pulled it out to see who was calling. Toby again. I declined the call and shoved the phone back in my pocket. I realized I was in for a ration of trouble from my husband and father-in-law. But if they’d been answering their phones, I wouldn’t have had to make this trip down here. I had important information to give them, and this was the only way I could do it.

I was flipping through the pages of People, catching up on the latest Hollywood gossip, when I heard the opening of a door. I saw one of the double doors open and a figure stepped out into the hall. I wasn’t surprised to see that it was Pete. He stood there looking around, then caught sight of me in the waiting area. I stood up and walked over to meet him. He smiled and reached out a hand to me. Shaking his head, he said, “You can’t be trusted to follow instructions, can you?”

I breathed a sigh of relief and gave him a brief hug. “Pete, I’m sorry for breaking free from my guard but you and Terry weren't answering your phones, and I have something important to tell you.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the double doors open and Sue Thompson emerged. As she walked by the waiting area toward the elevators, she inclined her head slightly in my direction but didn’t speak. What an interesting woman, I thought, making a mental note to consider her for a character in the mystery I was working on.

Pete led me over to the sofa, and we sat down. “Now what’s so important?” he asked.

I took a deep breath and said, “It’s complicated, but here goes.” I began by telling him that something had been niggling in the back of my mind. I told him about rereading Riley’s writing sample and her description of a building I recognized as an actual building located in downtown Rivermont. I pulled the writing sample out of my carryall and waved it in Pete’s direction. “She didn’t mention that the city was Rivermont but I could tell that it was. And I certainly recognized the building.” I told him how I’d Googled the building and found that it was a warehouse now owned by AMS Corporation and was being converted into lofts. 

Pete held up a hand and said, “Whoa, slow down. This is really important information that I think Dad and Lawrence Bell should hear. They’re still in Lawrence’s office. Let’s go talk to them.” Pete stood up and offered me a helping hand. With my carryall in one hand and Riley’s writing sample in the other, I couldn’t take his hand so Pete gently guided me by touching my elbow. In that moment, I appreciated him for his protectiveness and unquestioning support. He never doubted that I knew what I was talking about. He just accepted me at my word. 

At the double doors leading into Lawrence’s office, Pete paused and smiled down at me. “I’m proud of you, Katie-did. You’re handling this whole mess like a pro.” I smiled back at him, and then Pete opened the doors and we went in. 

Lawrence’s office was huge. At the near end was a seating area of couches and chairs. In the middle was a long conference table surrounded by upholstered chairs. At the far end, was what was evidently Lawrence’s work area. A long glass-topped desk had several leather chairs on one side and a high-backed leather chair on coasters on the other side. Behind the desk was a credenza with several computers and printers lined up. On one of the walls there were several flat screen TVs, flashing colorful pictures but all muted. Floor-to -ceiling windows made up the far wall of the office behind Lawrence’s desk. The lights of downtown Rivermont reflected in the windows, giving the room an even more high-tech look and feel.

Lawrence was sitting behind his desk, a laptop on the desk in front of him. Terry stood behind Lawrence, looking over his shoulder at the screen of the laptop. They looked up when we came in the door and Lawrence gestured us over to the chairs in front of his desk. We sat down next to each other, and I placed the writing sample on the glass-topped desk.

Terry was the first to speak. “What’s going on, Kate?” I started to answer but Pete spoke up before I could.

“Kate’s located a building that we think belongs to Annalise Scanlon.” That captured Lawrence’s and Terry’s attention. They both spoke at the same time, their words getting jumbled together. 

Finally, Lawrence said, “Kate, tell us what you found out.”

I proceeded to repeat the conversation I’d just had with Pete, this time expanding on how I knew about the downtown warehouse. As I talked, Lawrence began tapping on the laptop keys. I assumed he was doing some of the same searches I’d done at home. Terry was still looking over his shoulder, and squinted at the screen as Lawrence pointed to one of the results.

Lawrence turned the laptop around to face Pete and me and asked, “Is this the building you’re talking about?”

I only had to glance at the building to know that this was the one I was familiar with. “Yes, that’s it.” I reached out a finger and moved the mouse on the laptop to get a closer look. “When you think this photo was taken?” I asked Lawrence.

Lawrence studied the photo then did some keystrokes on the laptop. “The properties of the photo have a date of about a month ago. Why do you ask?”

“Look, there to one side of the photo. That looks like some kind of vehicle.”

Lawrence zoomed in on the photo, enlarging it several hundred per cent. He turned to me and said, “It’s a van, a panel van. And I think I can get the license plate number or at least some of the digits.” Lawrence zoomed in on the area of the license plate. The numbers showed up, faintly, but they were legible. Lawrence picked up a pen and a post-it and wrote down the number on the screen. 

He swiveled around to the credenza behind his desk and started tapping on the keyboard of one of the desktop computers on the credenza. A few moments later, he said, “Gotcha!” He got another post-it and wrote something on it, then turned back to face Pete and Terry sitting in the chairs in front of his desk. I was still standing next to Lawrence.

“It’s a white panel van registered to – wait for it –​Annalise Scanlon” Lawrence said.

“What’s the address on the registration?” Terry asked. Lawrence handed one of the post-it notes to Terry. Terry passed it to Pete, who then handed it across the desk to me.

I looked at it, for a moment having trouble deciphering Lawrence’s chicken scratching style handwriting.

When I finally figured out what the words said, I turned to Lawrence and asked, “What does this mean?”

“It’s the same address as the building so it’s the only one we have for this woman,” Lawrence said.

There was a light tap on the door. Lawrence looked up and called out, “Come in.”

His assistant, Sue Thompson, came through the door, her high heels again tap-tapping on the parquet floor. She carried a pile of file folders in her arms. “Here’s the information you requested. Mr. Bell,” she said as she set the folders on the corner of his desk. “Is there anything else you need?’’

“No, thank you, Sue. That’s all. You can go home now.”

“Yes, sir, in a little while. I have a few things to take care of first.”

Sue turned and left the office. Lawrence picked up the stack of file folders and handed one of them to each of us. Here’s the information we’ve been able to gather so far on Annalise Scanlon.”

I flipped through the pages in the file folder and gave a low whistle. “Wow, Lawrence, I’m impressed. This looks like a complete dossier on the Scanlon woman. How did your people gather this much data this fast?”

Lawrence smiled and said, “What can I say? They’re good, really good.”

I went over and sat on the chair next to Pete so I could more carefully look at the file on the Scanlon woman. As I read, I kept one ear on the conversation going on around me with Pete, Terry and Lawrence.

“What’s the next step?” I heard Pete ask.

Lawrence said, “Terry, what do you think?”

Terry answered, saying, “I’m going to call the chief and ask him to have the detective he assigned to the case go question Annalise Scanlon about the letter and the package with the dead rat that Kate received.”

I winced inwardly at the words, “dead rat,” wishing I could purge that whole incident from my memory. 

Lawrence said, “That sounds like a good idea. And I’m going to put a round-the-clock tail on the woman. No charge, it’s on the house.”

Pete spoke up. “No, Lawrence, we can’t let you do that. Just add it to our account.”:

“Nonsense!” had been Lawrence’s response to Pete. Lawrence then added, “I’m beginning to take this personally. You people are like family to me, and I do whatever I can for family.”

I looked up from my reading and gave Lawrence a smile and a nod of the head. “Thank you, Lawrence. We really appreciate all you’re doing.”

Terry stood up and reached across the desk to shake Lawrence’s hand. “That goes double for me, old buddy. We’re going to get out of your hair now. Let us know what happens with the tail, and if your folks come up with any more information on the woman. 

Lawrence and Pete rose from their seats also and shook hands. Lawrence said, “Will do.” 

I placed my copy of the information on Annalise Scanlon in my carryall, then stood up and went over to give Lawrence a hug.

“Thank you so much for your help. You’re a lifesaver. Jackson and Toby are lucky to have you as their Dad.” Lawrence returned my hug, then walked with us out to the elevator. There, he turned to Terry and said, “I know you’re going to do some things on your own. Just be careful, and be sure to let me know if you find out anything.”

We were silent riding down in the elevator, each of us lost in our own thoughts. Outside, standing in front of the building, Pete turned to Terry and said, “Dad, I’m going to ride home with Kate. You want to come over for dinner and some talk?”

Terry shook his head and said, “I have a few things I need to do. I’ll give you a call later this evening.”

We said good-bye and Terry walked across the street to the parking garage. I unlocked my car and handed the keys to Pete. “Could you please drive home? I want to read more of this file.”

Pete answered, “Glad to,” and gentleman that he is, opened the passenger side door for me. 

In the car, I turned on the reading light on the passenger side of the car and became immersed in the file Lawrence’s people had put together. Whoever his researchers were, they’d done an amazing job in a short amount of time. The pages in front of me told a fascinating story of a privileged young “princess” of a girl who’d managed to royally screw up her life, at least in my opinion.

Much of the contents of the file duplicated what we’d already seen in the file Detective Barnstable provided to us. However, the file from Lawrence did offer additional interesting facts, especially the one about Annalise being adopted, something Barnstable’s file didn’t indicate.

“Pete, Lawrence’s people uncovered the fact that Annalise was adopted. Evidently her parents and their attorneys arranged for a closed adoption when she was just a few weeks old. The documents don’t have any information about her birth parents.”

“Hmm, that’s interesting,” Pete said. “I wonder…” His voice trailed off, but my mind followed along what I assumed was the same crazy path his mind was taking. Often, adopted children became convinced they were the birth children of celebrities. Could Annalise have thought she was the biological child of the fictitious couple Mick and Min?

I broke into Pete’s musings, asking, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Probably,” Pete answered. “If you’re thinking that Annalise convinced herself of the notion that she was the bio baby of Mick and Min.”

I grinned at his use of the words ‘bio baby’ then said, “Yep, that’s where my mind is going. According to Lawrence’s file, the adoption was a closed one. So Annalise wouldn’t have been able to find out who her real parents were. That could have added to her mistaken belief about whose daughter she was.” 

I continued to read as Pete drove, the documents containing many of the same facts we already knew, including her life as a call girl. Then in one of the pages, I came across another new fact. Annalise had been a so-called “person of interest” in a suspicious death in New York City, a month or so before her parents’ deaths. One of her “clients” had been found dead in a midtown hotel room. Surveillance cameras had identified Annalise as the call girl that visited the room. 

The police brought Annalise in for questioning twice in the course of the investigation. However, the authorities had seemingly been unable to uncover any evidence to indicate she’d been involved in the man’s death. The surveillance cameras showed her leaving a couple of hours before the estimated time of death. To complicate things further, the medical examiner’s office had been unable to determine a cause of death, and the case had been listed as “pending” for the cause of death.

I told Pete about Annalise’s involvement in the suspicious death. “Then her parents were killed in the automobile accident, and Annalise returned to Darien to settle their estate. The NYPD seemed to lose interest in her at that point. Their lack of interest probably stemmed from the fact that she had hired a top-notch, high-priced attorney who convinced the police to stop considering Annalise as a so-called person of interest in the death.”

“Amazing what money can buy, eh?” Pete said. I was surprised at his comment because Pete seldom showed any degree of cynicism. 

I reached over and patted his knee, saying, “Feeling a bit peckish there, sweetheart?”

Pete laughed and said, “Yeah, I guess so. I think I need to eat. Wanna stop and pick up something?”

“Do I ever!” I agreed.

8 – Monday
Half an hour later, we were on our way home with a car full of fried chicken, or so it seem from the delicious aromas that wafted around us. I’d called Toby to tell him we would be home soon and took my scolding from him with good humor. I even apologized, albeit the apology was somewhat tongue-in-cheek. 

I was looking forward to a quiet evening at home with my husband and son, even though a bodyguard would be lurking in the vicinity of our entry foyer. 

When Pete and I arrived home, we were greeted by an exuberant Beanie, now being guarded by Dale. Beanie insisted on showing us the “awesome” – in his words – snow fort he and Toby had built. I turned on the outdoor lights, and Pete and I followed Beanie and Dale out into the back yard. I had to admit that the snow fort was indeed awesome. Evidently, Toby had a streak of the architect somewhere in his DNA cocktail because the snow fort had buttresses and parapets and a moat. Pete and I got out our phones and took multiple photos of the fort. I sent pictures to my Mom and Pete’s Dad. In the back of my mind, I was composing today’s entry for the daily photo blog I do for Beanie. 

Our boy has to be the most-documented child ever. I’d started the photo blog when Beanie was born and had kept up daily entries ever since. Pete kept warning me that we were fast approaching the day when Beanie would be embarrassed by my documenting his life in words and pictures and would order me to stop doing it. But so far that day hadn’t arrived and until it did, I would continue my Beanie Blog, as I called it.

Back in the house, I quickly heated up the chicken while Pete made a fire in the family room fireplace. Pete, Beanie and I sat on the floor in front of the fireplace, eating our chicken and talking about the snow fort and yesterday’s visit to the Science Center. It felt so normal, and I wished things could stay this way. Maybe Annalise Scanlon would disappear and leave my family and me alone.  

After dinner, we played Battle Mania, a complicated game of Beanie’s invention, until it was time for Beanie’s bath. I ran the water and got out his pajamas. He still liked to play with bath toys so I put two of them, the submarine and the battleship, in the bathtub and shut the door to keep the room warm. Beanie and Pete joined me in the bathroom and to our surprise, Beanie asked his father and me if we wanted to stay while he took his bath. For the past year or so, with his increasing independence and a growing sense of privacy, Beanie had preferred bathing alone.

Pete and I exchanged glances, both of us intuitively knowing that the invitation was a direct result of the upheaval we were currently experiencing. When the bath was done and the teeth were brushed, Pete and I accompanied Beanie into his room for the ritual of the bedtime story. Lately, we’d been reading superhero stories rather than what Beanie called his “baby” books. I was proud of my blossoming young man but part of me mourned the loss of that sweet-smelling baby who would bury his face in my neck and let me cuddle him to my heart’s content.

Tonight instead of a superhero, “rock ‘em sock ‘em” book, Beanie chose one of his old favorites, a Curious George book. As he’d been doing lately, Beanie said he would read to us instead of the other way around. Pete lay on the bed on one side of Beanie and I lay on the other. By the time Beanie finished the story, Pete was sound asleep and had started a gentle snoring. Beanie and I snorted together, and my boy covered his Dad with the afghan from the foot of his bed and then snuggled in next to Pete.

“Want to join us?” he asked me. I gave him a quick kiss and said, “No, sweetie. This can be a special time between you and Daddy. I’m going to go do some writing.” I leaned over and kissed Beanie on the forehead, then got out of bed.

“Night. Sweet dreams.


“Night, Mom,” came Beanie’s already drowsy voice.

I turned out the bedside lamp and left the room, leaving the bedroom door ajar. Outside in the hall, I debated what to do next. I’d told Beanie I was going to do some writing but that wasn’t what I was really in the mood for. My mind was too immersed in the Annalise Scanlon mess for that. I wanted to see what else I could find out about her from the documents Lawrence had provided. And I also wanted to do some searching on my own. Over the years with my writing, I’d built up my research skills and had discovered various online databases that I thought might be able to provide me with hard-to-dig-up information. 

I went downstairs and tried to decide whether to use the computer in the family room or the computer in our home office or to go out to my office in the guesthouse. I settled on the family room. The fire was still burning in the fireplace, and I added another log to the embers. I got the documents from Lawrence out of my carryall and picked up the laptop off the computer hutch and took them over to the sofa facing the fireplace. Settling myself in. I began to read where I’d left off in the Lawrence documents.

As I read, one of the new facts I learned from the documents was that Annalise had been under psychiatric treatment since her teenage years. Her parents had sent her to one of the top analysts in the Darien area but the doctor’s course of treatment hadn’t seemed to help manage her “acting-out” behavior. And despite the restrictive boarding school she attended, Annalise had continued to get into increasingly serious trouble. 

One particularly heartbreaking fact emerged from a medical report included in the documents. At the age of 15, Annalise had had an abortion. The documents didn’t identify the father but contained a speculation that a teacher at the boarding school had been the person who impregnated her. But my assumption from all I had learned was that Annalise herself more than likely was the instigator of the situation. 

The picture emerging of Annalise Scanlon was far from pretty. She was a scarred and damaged young woman, and I found myself beginning to feel a bit sorry for her, no matter what she had done to me. Pete has always told me I have too gentle a heart, and I guess he’s right. But I would rather deal with the drawbacks of having a gentle heart than being a cynic with no feelings for the less fortunate. I shook my head at myself after those words ran through my mind. How pompous they sounded! Fortunately pomposity wasn’t one of the things Pete accused me of. I wondered if he was still sleeping upstairs in Beanie’s bed. I should probably go wake him up and get him into his own bed. But I kind of liked the idea of my two men curled up together, fast asleep and hopefully dreaming the dreams of the innocent.

Pete had an early morning tomorrow so I hesitated about waking him up. He’d made an entry on the master family calendar we maintained on the kitchen fridge indicating that he had one of his early morning patients tomorrow morning. Even though Pete was the head of the psychiatry department at Rivermont Memorial, he still saw a couple of patients.

When I’d asked him why he still saw patients, Pete had said, “Seeing patients keeps me in touch with what we’re really doing in the department. Sometimes it’s easy to get lost in the administrative tasks and forget that it’s really about the people, the patients.”

I was often curious about the patients Pete saw. But he maintained strict patient confidentiality and never spoke of his patients to me. A couple of times I’d accidentally run into patients when I was visiting Pete at his office but we never spoke of them. However, I could always tell when Pete had a particularly troubling patient. In the middle of dinner or while watching television, he would seem to drift off in thought, then find paper and pen and make quick illegible notes. I must confess I’d tried reading those notes a few times when he’d accidentally left them lying around but Pete’s handwriting is so atrocious I usually wasn’t able to decipher the notes. 

I turned off the laptop and put away the documents from Lawrence and the notes I’d made. I went around checking the doors and windows to make sure everything was locked up tight. I knew Dale had done the same earlier but I still wanted to check. He wasn’t in the entry foyer so I assumed he’d gone out to the motor home or was walking around the property to make sure everything was in order.

I grabbed the laptop and took it upstairs with me. I got ready for bed, then went to wake Pete so he could come sleep in our bed. But when I opened Beanie’s bedroom door all the way, I saw that Pete was no longer lying next to our son. I gently closed the door almost all the way, leaving it slightly ajar as was our custom. 

I went into our bedroom and found Pete propped up in bed, furiously typing on his iPad. “Hi, sweetheart,” I said. “I went looking for you in Beanie’s room but you weren’t there.” I climbed into bed beside Pete and opened my laptop.

“Yeah,” Pete said absently, “I woke up thinking about one of my patients, and I wanted to make some notes.”

Of course that piqued my curiosity, and I wished Pete would share his thoughts with me. But I knew that was a hopeless cause, no matter how clever I might be in trying to pump him for information. But the little devil that lived deep down inside of me escaped for a brief moment and said, “Oh really. That’s interesting,” in my best noncommittal tone.

“Mmmmm,” was Pete’s absent-minded response. “I have a new patient who’s quite challenging.” 

I froze, afraid to move or breathe for fear Pete would stop talking if he noticed I was there. I lay rigid, looking straight ahead, taking the shallowest breaths possible.

“It’s a young woman in her early twenties. Unusual case, to say the least.” Pete’s voice sounded as if he was on automatic, as if he didn’t realize he was talking. I still lay there motionless, hoping he would continue but afraid he wouldn’t.

There was silence in the room for a bit, and my heart fell, thinking Pete had stopped talking. Then his voice began again, quiet and flat. “She’s quite homely, and her homely appearance seems to be at the core of her problems.” As he spoke, he continued to tap on the keyboard of the iPad, and I thought he might be reading aloud the notes he was typing into the tablet.

“I’ve never had a case like this before, and I’m feeling at a loss. She has no self-confidence, and she tells me she’s suffered from clinical depression most of her life. The thing that’s so interesting is how bright she is. Her intelligence comes through in everything she says but somehow she downplays it. She won’t share anything with me about her background or education. She just wants to talk about her depression, which she insists is caused by her homeliness. The only thing she’s told me about her life other than the depression is that she’s a writer.”

Pete snapped the iPad shut and reached over to turn off his bedside lamp. I still lay there motionless, surprised at the things Pete had told me about his patient. Him talking to me about a patient was unprecedented, and I wasn’t sure how to react. I wondered if it was possible that Pete was unaware of what he’d said. Instinctively, I knew not to say anything. I put the laptop on the floor next to the bed and turned off my own bedside light. Best to pretend it hadn’t happened, I decided. Moments later, I’d slipped into sleep.

In the middle of the night, I awoke with a start. Pete’s last words were echoing in my mind. Talking about his patient, he’d said, “She’s a writer.” Was Pete trying to tell me something without telling me something? Was it possible that his patient was Riley Jones  Scanlon? 

I lay there, heart pounding, mind racing. Finally, knowing that I wouldn’t be falling back to sleep anytime soon, I carefully got out of bed and went to check on Beanie. He was fast asleep, tangled up in his covers, one bare foot dangling over the side of the bed. I straightened the covers, then bent down to kiss him on the forehead. 

Then, I went downstairs and into the kitchen. I poured myself a glass of milk and took it into the family room. As I sat down on the couch, I saw that a few embers were still glowing in the fireplace. I sipped the milk and let my mind wander back to Pete’s words earlier in the night.

Finished with the milk, I put the empty glass on the end table and leaned back into the cushions. I was trying to come up with a plan but before any ideas emerged I must have fallen asleep. 

9 – Tuesday
The next thing I knew, sunlight was streaming in the windows that covered one wall of the family room. I looked up at the grandfather clock that stood in a corner, and saw that it was just past seven in the morning. I could smell coffee brewing. I stood up, a bit stiff and sore from sleeping half sitting, half lying on the sofa. I stretched, yawned and started toward the kitchen. Remembering the empty milk glass on the table, I turned back, picked up the glass and resumed my walk to the kitchen.

Pete was standing with his back to me at the kitchen counter, pouring a cup of coffee. He turned when he heard me say “Morning.”

He put down his coffee cup and came over to give me a hug. “What happened to you?” he asked.

I looked up at him and shook my head. “I’m not sure. I woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t go back to sleep. So I came down here for a glass of milk and ended up falling asleep on the sofa. And now I’m stiff and sore and not very rested.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Pete said, giving my arm a squeeze. “I’ll get you coffee – that should help. Want toast? I was about to fix some.”

“Sure,” I said. Then I added with a grin, “You’d make someone a great wife.” That brought a chuckle from Pete. He placed my coffee on the kitchen island and set about making toast. I got butter and jelly out of the fridge and sat down at the island.

I had to get a piece of information out of Pete but I wasn’t quite sure how to do it. I sipped my coffee as I thought. In the middle of the night I’d had a revelation, a realization of what Pete had been trying to tell me the night before without really telling me. 

We’d had issues in the past with the requirements of Pete’s patient confidentiality. My view of marriage was that it was a melding of two souls, a joining together in partnership. I think Pete shares my views on marriage with the caveat about not sharing patient information. But from what he’d said last night, I’d realized Pete was trying to give me information without actually giving me information. What a wonderful, devious person he was. He was thinking that his new patient could possibly be Riley . But the only way to tell would be for me to get a look at the patient to see if it was Riley 

Pete brought the plate of toast over to the island, and I looked up at him with a wide grin on my face. “You know, I think I’ll go by the hospital library this morning to do some volunteer work.”

“Mmmmm,” Pete said. “Sounds like a good idea to me. You’ll probably want to take Dale or Toby with you, you know.”

“Yes, that’s what I’ll do.”

Pete started walking out of the kitchen, saying, “I’m going to go out and get the newspaper.”

“No need,” I said, pointing to the corner of the island. “Our trusty bodyguards already took care of that.”

“Great,” Pete said, coming over and picked up the paper and sat down at the island next to me. 

“You know,” I said with another grin, “I’m thinking we should consider keeping those bodyguards around on a permanent basis.”

Pete shook his head and took a pretend swat at my shoulder. “Not gonna happen.”

I finished my toast and coffee, then stood up. “I’m going to go take a shower. Maybe I’ll see you around the hospital.”

“Mmmmm,” had been Pete’s noncommittal response. 

I left the kitchen and headed toward the entry foyer, thinking Dale or Toby might be there but neither was. I looked around the corner of the living room and found Toby sitting in a chair by the windows.

He saw me standing in the entryway and stood up. “Hi Miss Kate, Can I do something for you?”

I walked into the living room and said, “Yes, actually you can. I need to make a trip to the hospital this morning, and I wonder if either you or Dale could come with me.”

“Sure,” Toby said. “Dale can stay here with Beanie, and I’ll accompany you to the hospital. When did you want to leave?”

“In about an hour if that’s okay?”

“Sure, I’ll work things out with Dale, and I’ll meet you at the front door in an hour.”

I thanked Toby and went upstairs to take a shower.

Half an hour later, I went downstairs to find Toby so we could head for the hospital. To my surprise, Pete was still there. I had expected him to be gone. He was in the kitchen, pouring coffee into his traveling coffee cup. On the side of the cup were the words, “Best Dad Ever!” The cup had been a Father’s Day present from Beanie and was now one of Pete’s treasured possessions.

Pete put the cup down on the counter and came toward me, arms outstretched. His arms enfolded me, and I lay my head on his shoulder. He whispered, “Do you know how much I love you?” 

“I have some idea,” I answered with a grin. 

He gave me a pat on the rear and said, “Good luck!” Then he was out the door. I stood there, leaning against the counter, watching him leave. 

As I’m sure anyone and everyone can tell, Pete is the love of my life. I think we’re soul mates and have thought so since the day we met. I loved the fact that we understood one another so well. Despite our convoluted discussions of the past few hours, I knew we were both on the exact same page; I reviewed the past 10 or so hours in my mind, marking off the points of our common understanding. Number one: Last night, Pete had begun to suspect that a new patient of his could very well be the person threatening me. Number two: Due to the rigid restrictions of patient confidentiality, he couldn’t tell me that. Number three: He also couldn’t tell me that he wanted me to come hang around his office at the time of the appointment with his new patient so I could see if it was Riley . So that’s what I was going to do. 

I logged on to the laptop on the kitchen counter and checked our family calendar. Sure enough, Pete had put in an entry for a patient appointment from 8:30 a.m. to 9:20 a.m., the standard 50-minute psychiatric appointment. I closed the calendar and checked my watch – it was not quite 8 o’clock so I still plenty of time to get downtown to the hospital by the time the appointment was over at 9:20.

I poured cereal and milk for Beanie, then went upstairs to get him. As we walked downstairs together, I explained that I had an errand to run this morning.

“But Mom, you need a bodyguard, don’t you?” Beanie asked, concern in his voice and a frown on his face. He was really into this bodyguard thing.

“Yes, I do, sweetie, and I’m going to have one. Dale will be here with you while I’m gone, and Toby will be guarding me. So there’s absolutely nothing to worry about.”

Beanie looked up at me, a considering look on his face. He asked, “Are you sure about that, Mama?”

I hid a grin and answered, “Yes, sweetie, I’m sure.”

Both Toby and Dale were in the kitchen waiting for us. We compared notes, and I promised Beanie that Toby and I would be back in an hour or two.

“Not to worry, Mrs. D. Kyle and I will be out in the snow fort,” Dale said.

I gave Beanie a hug, then Toby and I were on our way. I insisted on driving, and Toby was fine with that. “It makes it easier for me to keep an eye on things if you drive,” he said.

I got behind the wheel, then pulled some things out of my carryall. First, I put a Cardinals hat on my head, tucking my hair under it. Then I put on a pair of oversized sunglasses. I pulled down the visor and looked in the mirror. “That will do,” I said, snapping the visor back into place.

I glanced over at Toby and burst out laughing at the confused look on his face. Finally, I said,  “Okay, Toby, here’s the deal. I’m undercover. My husband wants me to see if I can identify someone he’s meeting with, and I don’t want this person to recognize me.”

“Care to share who this person is?” Toby asked, a touch of sarcasm in his tone.

I hesitated before answering. I knew I should have shared my plan with Toby. I felt guilty but not enough to cancel my plan. “Well, this part is totally confidential. It turns out that Pete suspects that a new patient of his is really Riley / Annalise and is masquerading as someone else. So I’m going to lurk around Pete’s office and try to get a look at the patient to see if it’s Riley .”

Toby seemed to consider this for a moment, then asked, “What are you going to do if the patient is Riley ?”

His question stopped me in my tracks. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I admitted that to Toby, then asked, “Do you have any suggestions about what I should do?” 

Toby chuckled and said, “I thought you’d never ask. Actually, if you can identify the mystery patient as Riley , we could end this whole thing right then. I’ll call the police, and we’ll get her taken into custody.”

“That sounds like a plan,” I said, turning my attention back to my driving. 

Ten minutes later, I pulled into the hospital parking garage. Snow was once again in today’s forecast, and I appreciated the covered parking.

I got out of the SUV and opened the rear door. I pulled out an oversized, hooded down parka I’d brought with me as part of my disguise. I put the jacket on and pulled the hood over my head. Toby came up beside me and said, “Good disguise, Miss Kate. Let’s get in out of the cold and go hang around your husband’s office. By the way, what time is the patient’s appointment?”

“It started at 8:30,” I said, pulling back the sleeve of the parka so I could look at my watch. “The appointments are 50 minutes long, so that means the patient will be leaving Pete’s office at 9:20. It’s 8:45 now so we have a few minutes to scope out the area and find a place where we’ll be out of sight but able to see.”

The wind was blowing, and I felt a few pellets of snow hit me in the face. This winter had been brutal, and I couldn’t wait for it to be over. I huddled into the parka and was grateful for its warmth. Toby strode beside me, dressed only in a lightweight windbreaker. He must have a metabolism to die for, I thought.

Rivermont Memorial Hospital is an impressive looking complex, its footprint covering several city blocks. The hospital is located in downtown Rivermont, close to the river. Amazingly enough, the hospital grounds consist of acres of woods. Many of the trees are evergreens, so even in the dead of winter the woods look green. The land where the hospital is situated had been donated to the city a hundred or so years ago. The donor had been one of the wealthiest men in Rivermont. He had no family to speak of and had wanted to do something special for his hometown. The hospital was a showplace, even though it seemed as though it was under constant renovation. Pete had done his residency here and loved the place. I knew he’d never leave, no matter what the offer was. 

I led Toby around the side of the hospital, past the main entrance. I usually used the main entrance when I came to visit Pete or to do my volunteer work. But this time, I didn’t want to chance running into someone I knew. At the side of the hospital is a staff entrance manned by a security guard and that’s where we were headed. 

At the guard desk, I showed my hospital ID and signed in for Toby and me. I saw the guard staring at Toby, as if trying to determine if he meant trouble despite my saying he was a colleague of mine. I guess the guard couldn’t picture Toby doing volunteer work in the hospital library.

We left the guard area with the guard still staring after Toby. To the right of the guard area was a bank of freight elevators. I punched the button and glanced at my watch. It was now 8:55. We still had 25 minutes but we had a long way to go, and I wanted us to be in place in plenty of time. The hospital was a 20-story building and Pete’s office was on the 18th floor, on the opposite side of the building where we currently were. We were going to have to walk fast. Somehow I had misjudged time, and it was now rapidly getting away from us.

One of the elevators arrived, grumbling to a stop. The doors opened slowly, adding to my sense of running out of time. Toby and I got in and I pressed 18. The elevator rumbled to a start and headed upward. I kept my fingers crossed that there would be no stops on the way to 18. But fate had other plans. On the second floor, a group of scrubs-clad people got on the elevator, coffee and various breakfast items in hand. The hospital cafeteria covers most of the second floor. 

I noticed the staff members, which is what I assumed they were, casting covert glances at Toby and me. I guess we looked rather suspicious, with me huddled into my oversized parka and Toby dressed like a special ops agent in black jacket and cargo pants and black combat boots. I grinned up at Toby and saw a matching grin on his face. At least we were giving the folks something to talk about when they got off the elevator. Which they fortunately did on the 4th floor. 

I could imagine their ensuing conversation about the two weirdos in the elevator. They’d be making fun of how we were dressed. Then someone would start to panic, thinking we might be some kind of terrorists. I could only hope that no one would take that thought too far and call Security about us. I considered sharing my musings with Toby but decided he might not appreciate them. I was surprised he’d gone along with my harebrained scheme. I’d be sure to tell Lawrence he had a stellar son.

The elevator made several more stops, eating away at our remaining time. Finally, after the last group got off at the 10th floor, we had the elevator to ourselves the rest of the way to 18. But the ride had taken more of our time. We were down to 15 minutes.

We got out of the freight elevator on the 18th floor, and I told Toby we were going to have to hustle. “My husband’s office is way on the other side of the hospital.”

We practically ran along the corridors. Fortunately, it was still early enough that not many staff or patients were out and about yet. When we finally reached Pete’s office in the department of psychiatry, it was 9:15, five minutes to spare. I knew exactly where we were going. I’d selected what I thought was the perfect vantage point for us to hide. It was a spot where we could see who came out of Pete’s office but where we couldn’t be seen. Just across the hall from the exit door of Pete’s office was a storage closet, where office and cleaning supplies were kept. 

I told Toby my idea, and he agreed that it would work, We went inside the closet and pulled the door almost shut. There was an overhead bulb but I didn’t turn it on. Through the crack in the door, I could see out into the hall and had a good view of the exit door of Pete’s office by which patients left.

The next few minutes passed by excruciatingly slowly. Just when I thought I was going to scream in frustration, I saw the door we were watching open. Slowly, a young woman emerged. My heart jumped. Even in what looked like an attempt at disguise, I recognized Riley . She was wearing a loosely belted black trench coat that looked like a London Fog. An unattractive wig of short, mousy brown hair covered her long dark hair. She wore oversized tortoise-shelled glasses that partially hid her features. Her face was bare of make-up But despite her subterfuge, I recognized this woman as Riley / Annalise from the writers group. She’d done an admirable job of erasing her beauty.

I felt a chill go through me as her low heels tapped down the corridor. I reached out a hand, groping for Toby in the dark closet and hissed, “It’s her. I’m sure. What should we do?”

By the time I said those last words, Toby was already punching 911 into his cell phone. I half-listened to him saying something about a suspected stalker and her location in the hospital. After hanging up with the 911 operator, Toby made another call.

“Who are you calling now? We have to go after her? She’s getting away.” I could hear the desperation in my voice and hoped Toby heard it also.

“That’s why I’m calling Security.” He then began speaking quickly into the phone, explaining the situation and describing the woman he wanted Security to find.

“She’s coming down to the lobby on the main bank of elevators.” Toby said into the phone. “I’ll be close behind her.”

Toby ended the call and moved past me, out of the closet and into the hallway. I followed after him, and he turned his head to look at me but kept half walking, half running down the hall to the passenger elevators. “Kate, stay here. I don’t want you in the middle of this. Go into your husband’s office. I’ll get in touch with you as soon as the situation is resolved.”

I glared at him and said, “Fat chance. This is my fight, and you’re not keeping me from it.”

Toby stopped, as if determined to bodily take me into Pete’s office. But he must have seen the determination in my face. Finally, he shrugged, as if to say, “Oh, what the hell!” and took off down the hall again. I followed after him, removing my parka, sunglasses and ball cap as I ran. I deposited them in a waiting area that we passed on the way to the elevators, intending to call Pete’s assistant Pam and ask her to retrieve them for me. 

Toby got to the elevators before me and almost had the door close in my face. But I reached out a hand to stop the doors from closing and joined Toby on the elevator. I understood that he was just doing his job of protecting me. But he had to understand that I was taking this woman’s threats against me and my son personally.

In the elevator, I called Pete’s office number and reached his assistant Pam. I told her about my belongings in the waiting area, and she agreed to go get them right away. Then she put me through to Pete, and he answered with an anxious tone in his voice.

“Everything all right?” he asked. 

“Yes,” I answered. “Toby and I are following someone down to the lobby. Toby called the police and Security so I’m thinking we’re about to solve this problem.”

“You’re going with Toby? I can’t believe he’s letting you do that.” I could tell from Pete’s voice that he must be grinning as he said the words.

“And just how do you think he could stop me?” Just then the elevator arrived at the first floor, and I told Pete I’d call him back. The elevator doors opened and two policemen were standing in the area in front of the bank of elevators. Standing with them were two men wearing hospital’s security guard uniforms. But nowhere in sight was Riley .

I grabbed Toby’s arm and said, “Where is she?”

Toby ignored my question and stepped out of the elevator. He headed toward the security guards and the policemen. I followed closely behind and heard Toby say, “Where is the woman I reported?”

One of the security guards spoke up first. “No sign of a woman with short brown hair wearing a black trench coat. And no sign of anyone suspicious looking. She must have used some other exit.”

Toby stood there looking perplexed. “But I didn’t think she knew anyone had spotted her.” He paused, then said with resignation in his voice, “I guess you’re right. She just took a different exit.”

The men stood talking for a few moments, then Toby turned back to me and said, “Let’s go back and talk to Dr. DeAngelo.”

I nodded, not knowing what else we could do. Toby said goodbye and thank you to the policemen and security guards, and we went back to the elevator.

A few minutes later we were back on the 18th floor, outside Pete’s office. Pam was at her desk in the reception area, and she greeted us with a smile. 

“Pam, does he have a few minutes to see us?” I asked.

Pam’s smile widened and she said, “Definitely. He made sure to tell me if you or your –“ she paused here, then continued, “your friend returned to please show you into his office.” With that, Pam stood up and reached under her desk and withdrew a plastic bag that she handed to me, saying, “Your things.” I took the bag and thanked her.

Pam nodded and motioned for us to follow her. She stopped in front of a glass-walled conference room and said, “Dr. DeAngelo is in the conference room.” She opened the glass door and ushered us in. Pete was sitting at one side of a long mahogany conference table, file folders stacked all around the area where he sat. I wanted to ask what on earth he was doing but I knew better. It was best to never ask Pete questions about his work. Anything he could talk about, he would. Otherwise, not a word.

Pete looked up, a questioning look on his face. At first, neither Toby nor I said anything. Pete lifted an eyebrow, one of his nifty tricks, and said a long “So?”

Toby and I looked at each other, and I took the lead. “Well, the woman who came out of your office was definitely Riley , despite the wig.”

“You’re sure it was her?” Pete asked.

“Yes, I’m sure. Even with the wig and the glasses she was wearing, I could tell it was definitely her. But the bad news is that she got away from us. Toby called Security and the police about her and asked them to intercept her at the main lobby entrance. But when we got to the lobby, the police said there was no sign of Riley . They figure she must have taken some other exit.”

Pete shook his head, and said, “That’s too bad.” He nodded at the conference table and said, :Why don’t the two of you have a seat?”

Toby and I sat down at the conference table across from Pete. He looked at me and said, “I’m going to share some things with Toby.” I nodded at Pete and then turned to Toby. “Just so you know. Anything and everything you hear from me now is completely confidential, understood?”

Toby nodded and said, “Understood,”

“Actually,” Pete said. “Some of the confidentiality factors are probably no longer in play. I’ve identified a situation of imminent danger and that supersedes confidentiality.”

I knew where Pete was heading but I was sure that Toby was at the least confused and at the most totally lost.

“Let me explain patient confidentiality. It works this way,” Pete continued. “In psychiatric sessions, everything a patient says to his or her doctor is completely confidential. The doctor cannot disclose what they discussed, except under one circumstance, that of imminent danger.”

“What does that mean in laymen’s terms?” Toby asked. I knew what it meant because Pete had explained this to me awhile back. But I kept my mouth shut, wanting to leave the explanation to Pete.

“If there’s an imminent danger from the patient to him or her self or to someone else, the therapist is no long bound by the restrictions of patient confidentiality. In other words, if there’s a chance that the patient will try to commit suicide, or if there’s a chance the patient will do bodily harm to another person, the psychiatrist can take whatever measures he deems necessary and appropriate to prevent any harm from coming to pass.”

“Which means?” Toby asked.

“Which means that I can give you and Kate information about Riley / Annalise that was previously protected by patient confidentiality.”

I felt like both Toby and I were sitting on the edge of our chairs waiting for what Pete had to tell us. But to my surprise, Pete stood up and said, “I’ll be right back. I’m going to have Pam get some coffee for us.” Then he left the conference room.”

I chuckled and said to Toby, “Sometimes I think the eminent doctor is a frustrated actor. What an exit! And I can’t believe he’s left us hanging like that.”

Toby smiled and shook his but all he said was, “So what the doc said, that means usually he couldn’t tell us anything about his patient. But because he thinks there’s some kind of threat, he can tell us?”

I nodded and said, “Yes, that’s exactly what it means. That’s why Pete couldn’t come right out and tell me he suspected that his new patient might be Riley . He could talk around the subject, which is what he did, but he couldn’t tell me anything specifically. As soon as I identified her, he knew she had threatened Beanie and me and was, as he said, an ‘imminent danger,’ so he’s free to talk about her.”

Just then, Pam and Pete appeared at the glass conference room door. Toby jumped up and opened the door for them. Pete was carrying a tray with a coffee carafe and cups, and Pam was carrying a plate with muffins.

Once everything was on the table, Pam left. We all served ourselves, then Pete said, “Let me tell you about this patient. First, she gave the name of Denise Walton when she called the office for an appointment.” Pete opened the file folder Pam had brought to the conference room and flipped through the pages. “It says here that she told Pam she’d heard that I saw a few patients, and she wondered if she could make an appointment. It so happened that I had a couple of openings so Pam made the appointment. My usual process is to have an exploratory first meeting with a prospective patient to both make sure we’ll be a fit.” 

“Really?” I said. “All these years, and I didn’t know that. It sounds like an interesting process.”

Pete said, “Well, it’s worked for me.”

“Have there been patients you didn’t take or have any patients rejected you?”

Pete laughed. “Could anyone reject me? But yes, I had one prospective patient who didn’t think it would work out between us. And I’ve rejected several prospective patients. The necessary chemistry just wasn’t there. I referred them to other psychiatrists, of course.”

Pete stopped speaking to take a sip of coffee and a bite of muffin. I took the opportunity to get back on track, “Did Riley give Pam any indication why she wanted to see a psychiatrist, what her problem was?”

Pete nodded and didn’t seem to need to refer to the file to answer this question. “She told Pam she’d been diagnosed as bipolar by a doctor in her hometown of Cleveland. She said --” and this time Pete looked through the pages of the file to come up with the answer. “She said she’d recently moved to Rivermont and needed to find a doctor so she could get her prescription refilled.” 

“Pete, that doesn’t sound like a patient you’d be interested in treating,” I said.

“You’re right. But there was something else. Ms. Walton -- or whoever she really is -- told Pam she had disagreed with her doctor’s diagnosis and was interested in getting a second opinion and perhaps a revised diagnosis. That’s what interested me. Bipolar has become the new “go-to” diagnosis, like schizophrenia used to be. Too often, a patient is tagged with the bipolar label, and their real illness is left undiscovered. That’s why I agreed to have a preliminary meeting with Ms. Walton.”

“So you had the preliminary meeting and decided to take the woman on as a patient?” Toby asked.

Pete nodded and said, “Yes.” He refilled his coffee cup and continued. “I found her quite interesting in the preliminary meeting. She seemed to be open and above board but somehow I felt she was hiding something. Patients who try to hide things can make for interesting puzzles.” Pete smiled and looked at me, saying, “You know how I like puzzles.”

I shook my head but said, “Yes, dear, you do enjoy your puzzles.”

“So today was your first actual session with this woman? What did you say was the name she used?” Toby asked.

“She called herself Denise Walton. And yes, today was the first real psychiatric session. Somehow after the first meeting, I started making a connection between her and the person that Kate was suspicious of from the writers group. I did a roundabout, nonsensical thing to get Kate to come here today and take a look at the woman. I couldn’t come right out and say anything then because I didn’t know if Denise Walton was the Riley woman. But she’d said she was a writer, and I just got a weird vibe from her. She seemed overly interested in the family photos in my office, asking questions and being too complimentary.”

I covered a snigger at Pete using the word vibe, and then said,  “That’s where the patient confidentiality thing comes in. Pete’s not permitted to say anything about a patient to anyone unless someone is in imminent danger. Which Beanie and I are – in imminent danger.”


“So now that you’ve identified her as someone who could possibly cause danger to your family, it’s all right for you to talk about your patient?” Toby asked.

In the back of my mind, I noticed that Toby’s last three comments were questions to Pete that he started with the word ‘So.’ Then I inwardly berated myself at the ridiculous things that I noticed. So what if Toby started an unusual number of sentences with So. I’d just done it myself. So there!

Pete had answered but I was lost in my silly thoughts and missed what he said. “Pete, could you please repeat what you just said?” I asked.

Pete laughed again and said, “You weren’t paying attention?”

“Sorry,” I said contritely. Would you pretty please repeat the answer you gave Toby?”

“I said, ‘Right,’ “ Pete said. Then evidently taking pity on me, he said, “The ‘right’ was in answer to Toby’s asking me if the fact that I could identify Riley as someone possibly causing danger, I could talk about my patient.”

“Thank you,” I said to Pete. “I appreciate your patience with me.” I sighed and stood up to pace around the conference room. “Where do we go from here?” When, neither Pete nor Toby volunteered anything, I stopped pacing and sat down again. 

“Pete, did this Denise Walton say anything in her session that could help us find her?”

Pete opened a file folder on the table in front of him and flipped through some notes. In a pocket in the file folder was a cassette tape. Pete took out the tape and went over to a stereo setting on a credenza against one wall. He popped the cassette into the stereo and pressed ‘Play.’

At first, the sound of a blank tape hissed through the room. The Pete’s voice boomed out of the stereo. He was still standing nearby, and he quickly reached over and turned down the volume, then rejoined Toby and me at the conference table.

For the next 50 minutes, I sat entranced by Denise Walton’s voice. Pete asked a question here and there but the tape consisted mainly of Denise Walton telling her story. Or more likely, her piece of fiction. I reached in my carryall and pulled out a notebook and began taking notes. 

Denise spun a tale of hardship, starting with being abandoned as a child. Her story reminded me of a Lifetime Movie, and I wondered if indeed that’s where it came from.

One thing I noticed was a similarity in this story and the novel excerpt she’d presented to the writing group. In both stories, the girl had been adopted by a wealthy older couple. The man in both instances had subsequently sexually abused the child. 

I stood up and walked over to the stereo and paused the tape. “Pete, sexual abuse was also in the writing sample she gave the group. Do you think that’s significant?”

Pete thought for a moment and then said, “That’s very possible. It’s as if it was such traumatic event in her life that it runs through any story she might tell about herself.”

I went back to the table and pawed through my carryall till I found the background papers on Annalise Scanlon that Lawrence Bell had given me. I also pulled out the information Detective Barnstable had come up with.

“Jackpot!” I said.

“What did you find?” Pete and Toby asked in unison. 

“Annalise Scanlon’s adoptive father, Broderick Scanlon, died a violent death when Annalise was 17 years old. The Scanlon mansion caught on fire and Scanlon died in the fire. The investigation showed that sometime prior to his death Scanlon had suffered a severe blow to the head. The authorities speculated that he’d been knocked unconscious and then the perpetrator had started the fire. I wonder…” I let my voice trail off, looking at Pete and Toby to see if they knew where I was heading and if they agreed with my deduction.

Pete spoke first. “You’re thinking Annalise killed her adoptive father because he sexually abused her?”

“Bingo!” I said, then regretted my flippancy. “Sorry about that. This isn’t in any way a joking matter.”

“Did the authorities ever question Annalise about her adoptive father’s death?” Pete asked.

I read through the newspaper accounts of the fire and Scanlon’s death. “There’s no mention of that here,” I said. “The police called it a suspicious death but evidently never followed up on it.”

“What about the adoptive mother?” Toby asked.

I went back to the stack of papers and after a couple of minutes, found the answer to Toby’s question. “Annalise’s adoptive mother was named Priscilla Scanlon. After the fire and the death of her husband, she was never the same. She became a recluse and died a year after her husband. The cause of death was listed as an accidental overdose of a prescription drug but Lawrence’s report said the rumors were that it was actually suicide. The rumors also said Priscilla died of a broken heart. The gossip mongers speculated that she’d suspected that her husband had sexually molested their daughter and that the girl had been responsible for his death. It’s just an ugly tragedy all around.”

“What happened to Annalise after her father’s death?” Pete asked. 

Once again, I flipped through the papers to find the answer. “Hmmm, this is interesting. It looks like Annalise had a nervous breakdown and spent some time in a mental facility. In fact, I think –“ I did some more searching through papers and said, “Yes, Annalise and her mother Priscilla spent time in the same facility at approximately the same time.”

Pete said, “That is interesting. They both suffered, but for different reasons.”

“When did Annalise get out of the facility?” Toby asked.

That answer I already knew. “She left the facility against medical advice the day after her mother’s overdose.” I paused, then said, “Hey, you don’t think she could have been responsible for her mother’s death?”

Pete thought a moment, then said, “It’s not beyond the realm of possibility. Many times, children that are sexually abused by their fathers also blame their mothers, at least in part, for what they went through. The normal assumption is that mothers protect their children. Abused children sometimes suspect their mothers of collusion in the abuse. That may have been the case with Annalise. I suppose it’s very possible that Annalise gave her mother the overdose.”

“So what happened to Annalise after that?” Toby asked.

I turned back to the papers and said, “She moved to the West Coast, Los Angeles to be exact. She enrolled in UCLA and graduated four years later, with honors. Her degree was in psychology. She stayed in school until she earned her Master’s then went back to Connecticut. She sold the Scanlon estate and put all of the assets into conservative investments. Her next stop was Rivermont and that brings us almost up to the present.”

Just then, Pam poked her head into the conference room and asked if we wanted fresh coffee or needed anything else. We all said, “No, thanks,” and Pam left.

I leaned back in my seat and thought about what we’d just discussed. I was getting a clear picture of Annalise Scanlon, and I assumed Pete and Toby were also. 

I said to Pete and Toby, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to do a little thinking out loud.”

“Go for it,” Pete said.

“Have at it,” Toby concurred. 

I gathered my thoughts and began speaking. “Annalise had been abused as a child and reacted with violence and revenge. Understandable but not acceptable.” I paused to think about what must have happened to Annalise. “She must have felt terribly betrayed by the sexual abuse by her adoptive father. And Pete, you made the point about how she must have also felt betrayed by her mother. Even if her mother didn’t know what was going on, children expect their parents to protect them.”

I paused, gathering my thoughts. “So it’s conceivable that Annalise was responsible for her parents’ deaths?”

Toby nodded as he poured himself another cup of coffee. “It sounds unreal that someone would kill her parents but she must have been destroyed by what her father did.”

I looked over at Pete to see if he had anything to add and noticed how sad he looked. “Pete?”

He gave me a brief smile and said, “Yeah¸ this is what’s most difficult about psychiatry, seeing the destruction that human beings can cause others.” He shook his head, then turned to me and asked. “Do you remember how I almost quit medicine during my first psychiatric residency?”

I nodded, remembering it well. Pete had sunk into a funk, a deep depression, He’d been convinced that he couldn’t handle psychiatry. But instead of selecting a different specialty, he was determined to quit medicine. We’d only been married a year at the time, and I was out of my depth in trying to advise him. He refused to talk with his medical school adviser or his parents. I tried to get him to set up a session with our minister but he refused to do that also.

Finally, he’d come down with a serious case of the flu. He’d let himself get tired and run down because of his emotional trauma over psychiatry and leaving medicine. Dehydration landed him in Rivermont Memorial, which turned out to be a godsend because his medical school psychiatric advisor, Adam Drake, was on the staff there. 

Later, when he was well and back home with me, Pete told me the whole story, and I felt so grateful for what had happened. 

Dr. Drake heard that Pete was in the hospital and stopped by for a visit when he’d finished his hospital duties. It was after visiting hours, and Pete, having trouble getting to sleep, was glad to see his adviser. In the midst of an innocuous discussion about Adam’s work at the hospital, Pete broke down. Tears ran down his face. He told Adam how he couldn’t handle the heartaches of psychiatry and that he was leaving medicine. 

Pete said Adam’s reaction had been a calm acceptance of Pete’s decision. Adam had said, “I certainly understand your choice to leave. I went through something similar when I was doing my residency. I felt totally inadequate in treating patients. Who was I to think I could help anyone solve his or her problems?”

Pete said he’d told Adam he felt the same way. Adam had then told Pete a story about a patient who’d tried to commit suicide. Adam had for several reasons identified with the man. They were both the same age, they’d both grown up in California, and they were both orphans. Pete said that Adam told him he’d realized that he could have ended up in the same situation as the man. But somehow Adam had found supportive colleagues and advisors. He’d had the benefit of strong, caring individuals, something his patient didn’t have.

Pete ended the story with, “And so Adam became a caring, supportive doctor for that patient. The patient gave up the idea of suicide and moved into recovery and a successful life. That success for Adam kept him in medicine.”

Now, sitting here in Pete’s conference room with Pete and Toby, I gave Pete a smile and a nod, to let him know I well remembered his crisis with psychiatry and what finally happened. Pete had taken Adam’s story to heart and had used it to sustain him as he finished his psychiatric residency and moved into the profession.

I thought a moment, then said to Pete and Toby, “I guess we’re at an impasse here. Despite all that we know about Annalise, we have no idea where to find her. We have no idea what she’s going to do next.”

Toby nodded and said, “I talked to Detective Barnstable, and he’s just as stuck as we are. She wasn’t at that downtown warehouse, and that was the only address we had for her. So it’s anybody’s guess where she is.”

I nodded and said to Toby that it was time to head back to my house. Pete walked us to the elevator and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll try to be home at a decent time tonight,” he told me and walked back down the hall to his office.

“Great guy,” Toby commented,

“More than great,” I agreed, with a grin on my face.

We walked in silence out of the building to the parking garage next door. I drove the SUV out of the garage, my mind focusing on the question of Riley ’s location and next actions. As I drove, I finally let myself feel the fear I’d been stuffing into the back of my mind. Fear for Beanie, not for myself. Riley didn’t scare me for my own safety but she terrified me for Beanie’s safety.

10 – Tuesday

Toby sat beside me wrapped in his own silence, and I wondered what he was thinking. I was about to ask when I turned the corner into our street and saw a black plume of smoke coming from the rear of our lot.

“Toby!” I shrieked. “Fire!”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Toby yank his phone from his jacket pocket and punch in numbers. A moment later, he was giving the 911 operator my address and telling the operator that there was a fire at that location. I screeched to a halt at the front of my house and leaped from the SUV, leaving the driver’s side door wide open. I raced to the back of the house, with Toby running close behind me.

The fire was coming from the guesthouse. Flames were shooting out of the first floor window of one of the bedrooms and black smoke came from the louvered window in the roof. I headed for the front door and felt Toby pulling me back.

“Are you crazy?” he yelled at me. “You can’t go in there.”

“Beanie’s Lego collection is in there. And my writing. I have to go in there.” I could hear the hysteria in my voice but couldn’t help it.

“No,” Toby said, in a firm tone that brooked no disagreement. “You are absolutely not going in there.”

I tried again to push past Toby but he held onto me, forcing me to stand there watching the flames. I heard the distant sound of sirens, and my heart leaped with hope. I turned to Toby and said, “I’m going in to check on Beanie and Dale.” I turned to the house but stopped short. Dale was running full speed around the side of the house. He stopped short when he saw me.

“Have you seen Kyle?” he yelled in my direction.

My heart began to pound, as I understood what his words meant. I felt rather than saw Toby come up behind me. Toby said, “What’s going on, man?

“The boy is gone,” Dale said in a rushed tone. Then he must have noticed the fire in the guesthouse. “What the hell?” He started toward the fire, then stopped. “What’s going on?”

Three firemen appeared from the front of the house, hauling hoses. They proceeded to turn the hoses on the guesthouse. Another fireman rushed over to where we stood and asked if there was anyone inside. I automatically answered a distracted, “No, there’s no one inside.” Then, as if hearing my words and putting them together with Beanie’s being missing, I turned to Dale. “Could Beanie – Kyle have seen the fire?”

Dale thought for a moment and said, “We were in the upstairs family room when I went downstairs to get us a snack. He could have seen it out the window, I guess.”

I turned to the fireman. “My seven-year-old son might be in there. He would be heading for the room where the fire is. His Lego collection is in there.”

The fireman ran back to the guesthouse, and I could see him shouting something to the firemen with the hose. Other firemen had come into the yard, carrying ladders and equipment. Two firemen pulled boxy pieces of equipment over their heads and went into the guesthouse. Two other firemen with hoses followed closely behind. 

I ran over toward the guesthouse, frantic to find my son. Toby and Dale stopped me, holding me in place. Toby said, “Stop, Kate. If Kyle is in there, the firemen will get him.”

A moment later, a figure stood in the front door of the guesthouse. I broke free from Dale and Toby and ran toward the guesthouse. The figure in the doorway was one of the firemen and in his arms, he held a small boy. 

I reached the guesthouse and stopped, afraid to go any further. Beanie had to be okay. He couldn’t die, I wouldn’t let him die. 

The fireman came over to where I stood, unable to move. “Ma’am, is this your little boy?” I reached out my arms and enfolded them around Beanie. 

The fireman put a hand on my shoulder and said, “I think he’s fine, ma’am, but let me carry him out to the paramedics so they can check him out.”

I transferred Bean back to the fireman’s arms and followed them out to the front of the house to the paramedics. A young woman paramedic took Beanie from the fireman’s arms and stretched him out on a gurney next to the ambulance. I stood as close as I could to where Beanie lay, holding his hand and brushing his hair back off his forehead. He was conscious and alert, taking in his surroundings. The paramedic was working on him, taking his blood pressure, listening to his heart, looking down his throat, and taking a blood sample. I ignored the paramedic and her actions and leaned my head down next to Beanie. I asked softly, “How are you doing, buddy?”


“I think I’m okay, Mom. I was having a little trouble because of the smoke and the fire but I think I’m okay.”

I felt the tears streaming down my face but ignored them. I clutched Beanie’s hand, squeezing it.

“What happened to the lady, Mom?” Beanie asked, his voice raspy and his tone tentative.

At first, his words went over my head but when he repeated them, I started paying attention. “What lady are you talking about, Beans?” I asked.

“The lady from Sunday school. She was here, outside the guesthouse. She tried to get me to go with her but I told her had to get my Lego collection out of the guest house so it didn’t burn up.”

“What do you mean, the lady from Sunday school?” I asked him.

‘You remember. I told you last Sunday that a lady came down to Sunday school to tell Mr. Bell he had a phone call upstairs in the office. The lady took over the class and talked to the class for awhile. She asked each of us to think about what we treasured most. That’s what the lesson was she was teaching, treasures. That was sort of funny because that wasn’t the lesson Mr. Bell was teaching. But anyway, that same lady was here. Like I said, she tried to get me to go somewhere with her. But I wouldn’t go. I had to get my Legos.” Beanie turned to the paramedic and asked, “Am I okay?”

“Yes, sir, I would say you’re okay. If you’ll just be patient for a moment, I’d like to talk to your mother.” The young woman gestured toward me and said, “Ma’am, could we please go over there and talk for a moment?”

I nodded and followed as the young woman moved away from the gurney where Beanie lay. I had my hand in my pocket, clutching my cell phone, ready to call Pete as soon as I heard what the paramedic had to say. My only thought was that my son had to be okay.

“Your son breathed in a little smoke but other than that he’s fine. Keep an eye on his breathing, and if you notice anything unusual, please take him to the emergency room. But I don’t think that’s going to happen. His chest noises sound fine, and everything else checks out. He’s a lucky little fellow.”

The paramedic and I walked back to where Beanie lay, and we both helped him down from the gurney. As Beanie and I turned to head into the house, Pete came running up to where we stood.

“Bean, are you okay?” Pete’s voice was frantic, and he was out of breath. He reached over and picked up Beanie, holding on tight

“Daddy! What are you doing here?”

“Where else would I be when my buddy is in trouble?”

“Nowhere, Daddy, nowhere. You’d be wherever I am.”

Pete turned to the young paramedic and asked her for an update. She told him much the same information as she’d told me but in more technical terms. Evidently she’d recognized him as a doctor at Rivermont Memorial.

“So you’re not recommending that he go to the emergency room?” Pete asked when the woman had finished giving him an update. 

“No, sir, I don’t think that’s necessary. As I said, just keep an eye on his breathing, and if anything seems wrong, that would be the time to bring him to the emergency room.”

11 – Tuesday

Pete and I thanked the two paramedics for their help. Pete shifted Beanie in his arms so he could see his face. “Let’s get you inside where it’s warm. You must be freezing out here.”

I followed Pete as he carried Beanie into the house. Toby and Dale followed behind us. Inside the house, Pete put Beanie down on the sofa and covered him with a blanket. Then he went over and lit a fire in the fireplace. 

Dale, Toby, Pete and I sat down around Beanie, and Pete was the first to speak. “Tell me what happened.”

I told him about Toby and I returning home and seeing smoke. “Toby called 911. Then Dale came out of the house looking for Beanie and I realized that he must have gone into the guesthouse to try to rescue his Legos. I was going to go in after him, but by the time I started in, the firemen had arrived, and they wouldn’t allow me anywhere near the door.”

I turned to Pete with a catch in my voice and said, “Pete, they saved Beanie’s life.”

Pete put his arm around me and held me close. We were both sitting on the floor next to the sofa where Beanie lay. I looked up and saw Beanie grinning at us. “Mushy stuff again,” he said. 

Then a question hit me. I said, “Pete, how did you find out about the fire?”

Pete pointed at Dale and Toby said, “Both of our trust bodyguards called me. I think I broke every speed limit between the hospital and home. And when you want a cop to stop you so he can give you an escort, of course there aren’t any around.”

Another thought grabbed me, and I got up on my knees so I could see Beanie’s face. “Bean, tell me again what you were talking about right before Daddy got here. You said something about the Sunday school lady. What do you mean?”

Beanie repeated what he’d told me about the Sunday school lady, and this time I really listened. When Beanie was finished talking, Pete asked the first question. “Where did the lady want you to go, buddy?”

“To her house. She said she had a really neat Lego collection that she wanted to show me. I wish I could have gone but I told her had to save my own Legos. Besides, I thought you and Mom probably wouldn’t want me to go, at least not without telling you. I know I’m not supposed to go anywhere with strangers. But she wasn’t really a stranger because of Sunday school.”

Pete and I exchanged glances, and then we both looked at Toby. He jumped up and said, “I’m on it. I’ll just go out in the kitchen and call Dad.” Toby and Dale both headed toward the kitchen.

Once again, Pete and I exchanged glances, and I took the lead. I put my hand on Beanie’s arm and said, “Hey, sport, I need to talk to you about the Sunday school lady. She’s not a good person. We think she’s trying to do bad things to our family.”

Beanie started to interrupt with “But Mom –“ but stopped as I shook my head and said, “Now, Bean, you have to listen to me and really, really believe me.”

Pete spoke up then, saying, “Listen to your Mom, buddy. She knows what she’s talking about.”

I gave Beanie a sanitized version of the situation. I told him we’d gotten a threatening letter and a package and that the lady wanted to do bad things to us. I told him that was why we had bodyguards, why Toby and Dale were watching over us. I ended with a gentle but firm warning, I didn’t want to unnecessarily terrify our little boy but I needed him to beware of Annalise. “No matter what, Beanie, you must stay away from the Sunday school lady. You must not talk to her, and you absolutely must not ever anywhere with her. If you ever see her again, immediately tell Daddy or me or Dale or Toby.”

I saw a tear trickling down Beanie’s cheek, and it broke my heart. I leaned over and wrapped my arms around him. I could hear a tiny voice saying, “I’m sorry, Mommy. I didn’t mean to do anything bad.”

“Oh, Beanie, you didn’t do anything bad, not at all. Please don’t cry, sweetie. None of this is your fault.”

Pete stood up and picked Beanie up off the sofa, then sat down on the sofa with Beanie on his lap. I sat next to them and leaned my head onto Pete’s shoulder.

“Everything is going to be okay, buddy,” Pete said into Beanie’s hair. Beanie burrowed into his Dad’s shoulder. My little family sat there huddled together for a few minutes. The grandfather clock in the corner of the family room began to chime the hour. I’d lost track of time and counted as the clock chimed. One, two, three, four, five. Good heavens, I thought. It was 5 o’clock already. No wonder it had gotten so dark in the room. 

I untangled myself from Pete and Beanie and went to turn on some lights and throw another log on the fire. I started to head back to the sofa when the doorbell rang. I made an about face and headed toward the front door. Cautious to the core now, I took the time to look through the peephole in the front door. There on the porch stood Terry and my Mom. I unlocked the door and opened it wide.

“Come in, come in,” I said, so glad to see them both.

I gave each of them a quick hug, and pulled them into the family room.

“What on earth is going on?” Terry demanded. 

Neither Pete nor I had thought to call Terry or my Mom about the fire, and I wondered how they’d found out. Then I remembered Terry’s attachment to his police scanners – one in his car and one in his home office. He must have heard about the fire on one of his scanners.

Mom and Terry walked over to the sofa where Pete still held Beanie. Mom reached down and patted Beanie’s head, then asked, “Is Beanie okay?”

I came up behind Mom and put my arm around her. “Yes, Mom. He had a close call but the firemen got him out safely. The paramedics said he breathed in a little smoke but that he’s fine.” I took a deep breath and began my apology. “I’m so sorry we didn’t call either of you. Everything happened so fast…” Pete joined in, saying, “We’re sorry – we should have called.” He looked up at Terry and said, “I’m assuming you picked it up on your scanner, Dad?”

“Yup,” had been Terry’s reply. 

Beanie reached out his hands to his grandfather and grandmother. “Hi, guys,” he said, bringing a smile to all our faces. “Did you come for dinner?”

“No, sweetie,” Mom answered. “We came to make sure you’re okay.”

“Yeah, I’m good,” Beanie said. “I got to see firemen and hoses and a para—“ he halted, not able to pronounce paramedic. Pete finished the word for him and tousled his hair. 

My Mom came over to Beanie and reached out her hands. “Hey, Beans, let’s go upstairs to your room. I brought a new book for you.”

“A new book?” Beanie’s eyes lit up and I sent a silent prayer of thanksgiving heavenward for the perspicacity of my darling mother.

Beanie looked up at his grandmother and asked¸” Is it maybe another Thomas the Train book?”

“What do you think?” Mom asked.

“I think yes!” Beanie said enthusiastically. He climbed down from Pete’s lap and held his hand out to Mom. The two of them had a special relationship, for which I was grateful. After losing Dad, Mom had lived with a shroud of sadness surrounding her. Beanie’s birth a couple of years following Dad’s death had begun to dispel that sadness. I knew she would never fully recover from the loss of Dad but Beanie had given her a new lease on life, as the cliché goes.

The two of them left the room and headed up the stairs to Beanie’s room. I knew Mom had wanted to get Beanie away from the adult discussion, and I appreciated that. Beanie had been exposed to enough traumas already and didn’t need to hear us talking any more about the “Sunday school lady,” as he called her. I was beginning to feel a sense of desperation. We were no closer to locating Annalise, and I was convinced she was no closer to abandoning her vendetta against me. I sat there on the sofa next to Pete and Terry. I was desperately trying to think of a way out of this mess. I even went so far as to wonder if we could draw her out by me announcing that I’d changed my mind and would resume the Mick and Min series. It seemed like a farfetched idea but it was all I could come up with. 

Toby and Dale came back into the family room from the kitchen. Toby came over to the sofa where Pete  sat and said, “Dr. DeAngelo, I called my Dad to ask him more details about the Sunday school lady, as Kyle calls her. Dad said he’d never seen her before. She’d come into the classroom and told him there was an emergency phone call for him up in the church office. She offered to stay with his class while he took the call. But when he went upstairs, there wasn’t any call waiting for him and no one knew anything about it. Dad called the 24-hour number for the security firm to see if they had been the ones to call him but they hadn’t. Dad went back downstairs and found that the woman was gone and the kids were running wild in the classroom. Dad never saw her again. She just disappeared.”

I sighed inwardly. That was pretty much what we’d learned Sunday from Lawrence Bell. 

“We figured out on Sunday after your Dad filled us in that the woman was Riley,” I said. “She evidently took the opportunity to talk to Beanie and found out about his Lego collection in the guest house. I guess the idea was to kidnap him when he was outside but Beanie went inside the burning building instead to get his Legos.” 

Toby nodded and said, “I think that’s the way it went down.”

For a few moments, there was complete silence in the room as we digested the information.

Being the spokesperson for the obvious, I said, “Okay, so what now? What do we do now? How do we find Riley or Annalise Scanlon or whoever she is and put a stop to her evil whatever.” 

At first, no one answered. Then Terry cleared his throat and said, “TJ called me awhile ago for an update, and he made a suggestion. With the fire, he thinks it’s time for you and Beanie – and probably Pete, too ​​ to go into hiding.”

That idea blew me away. “Go into hiding? No way! I’m not going to let that little witch scare me out of my home and my life.” For good measure, I repeated, “No way!”

Pete spoke up, reasonableness in his tone. “Now, Kate, don’t dismiss the idea out of hand like that. If you and Beanie went into hiding, Annalise wouldn’t know where you were. The authorities could concentrate on finding her, and you and Beanie would be safe.”

“You’d come with us, wouldn’t you?” I asked Pete.

He hesitated, then said, “I don’t know. We don’t know how long this thing will play out. There’s a lot going on at the hospital. I just don’t know if I could take an open-ended leave.”

I was silent for a moment as I digested Pete’s words and tried to put them in context. He was the head of the department and could pretty much do what he wanted. I had the feeling he was trying to tell me something. Then it hit me. His patient! Chances were pretty good that she didn’t know we had identified her as Annalise Scanlon. Chances were she thought her identity as Denise Walton, patient of Dr. Peter DeAngelo, was still safely in place.

“Aren’t you the clever one?” I said, pride in my voice.

“Huh?” Terry grunted, evidently not understanding what Pete and I were talking about.

“Here’s the deal, Pop​Pop,” I explained. “It seems that Pete thinks Denise Walton doesn’t realize she’s been discovered. So Pete thinks she’ll be back for her next appointment.” I turned to Pete and asked, “By the way, when is her next appointment?”

Pete took out his iPhone and scrolled through it. “Thursday morning at 10 a.m.”

“Ah,” came Terry’s acknowledgement of the situation. “Pretty clever, you two.”

“I called the chief and gave him an update on the situation,” Pete said. “He’s going to have a couple of detectives on hand to arrest Denise Walton, aka Riley or Annalise or whoever.”

Terry nodded and said to Pete, “Good boy. So what about me? Do I go with Kate and Beanie or stay here with you?”

Pete and I thought for a moment, then Pete said, “If it’s all right with you Dad, I’d like you to go with Kate and Beanie.” He turned to me and said, “I think I’d like Margo to go along with you and Beanie, too, if that’s all right with you, and if she can do it.”

I thought about it for a moment, trying to remember if my Mom had any plans for the next few days. Then a thought flitted through my mind, and I glanced over at Pete to see if he was thinking the same thing. He winked at me, a bit sideways so Pop-Pop couldn’t see so I knew we were on the same page. Putting Pop-Pop and my Mom together in a sequestered situation might be just the push they needed to take another look at each other. Pete and I had been trying for years to nudge them together, with absolutely no success. Maybe this time and this situation would be the magic charm.

Terry stood up and walked over to the fireplace. “Sure, son, I’d be happy to tag along. Toby and Dale will be going along, too, of course, with the motor home. By the way, the part I hadn’t mentioned yet was that TJ offered the use of his cabin at Edelweiss.”

“Wow,” I said, this deal looking better and better. TJ and Paula’s ‘cabin’ at Edelweiss was a huge log home with soaring ceilings and beams and fireplaces and all the trimmings, including a hot tub, a Jacuzzi, and a completely equipped workout room. Edelweiss was a gated community outside Rivermont that served as a resort area and weekend getaway. I loved the area and was always delighted to visit the Treadwells at their so-called ‘cabin.’

Pete laughed and said, “I might be changing my mind about joining you.”

Terry and I laughed, and I said, “Sorry, bud, you had your chance.

Just then, the door burst open, and Beanie came rushing into the family room. “Mom, Dad, guess what Nanaw has?”

My mother appeared in the doorway, a ball of fur clutched in her arms. I couldn’t tell what it was in the dim light of the room. I reached over and switched on a lamp, as Mom moved into the room. I saw that it was a tiny black kitten. I thought to myself, “Good Lord, what has she done?”

“Mom?” I tried to keep most of the dismay I felt out of my voice but wasn’t sure I’d quite succeeded.

Before anyone could say anything, Beanie went over to his grandmother and gently took the kitten from her.

“May I keep him, Mom? Please?”

I looked over at Pete, feeling a growing sense of dismay. Beanie had been a trooper the past few days. I was so proud of him, and I wanted to do something nice for him. As I looked at my mother, I suddenly knew that Mom had had the same thought. That was what had initiated her bringing the kitten over here for Beanie. But she should have talked to Pete and me about it first. But then, seeing Beanie’s face, I let go of any displeasure I might have felt. Mom had done the right thing. And if she had talked to Pete and me first, we would of course said no and that would have been the wrong decision.

Beanie walked over to me and held out the kitten. Gently, I reached down and took the kitten. He immediately started to purr, then buried his little nose in the crook of my arm. I felt my heart turn over and the sting of tears in my eyes. 

Pete came up beside me and put his arm around me. “I think we need a kitten in this family.” He took the kitten from me and went back to Beanie. “Hey, buddy, I think this little guy belongs to you.”

Beanie grinned and took the kitten from his father. “Really, Dad? Really?”

“Really,” Pete said with a firm nod of his head.

Mom came over to where the three of us stood and said to Pete and me, “I’m sorry to have ambushed you like this. But I wanted to do something special for Beanie, and this seemed like a good idea.”

I laughed and shook my head. “Only you would think a kitten in the midst of this chaos was a good idea.” At the look of doubt on Mom’s face, I hugged her. “It’s okay, Mom. It’s more than okay. You did good.”

We all sat down and watched Beanie bond with his new friend. Mom turned to Beanie and said, “I have everything you need for the kitten in the back of my car.”

Beanie handed the kitten to me and asked his Dad, “Want to help me, Dad?”

Pete said, “You bet!” The two of them left the room, on their way to get the kitten supplies.

“Mom, I have a big favor to ask of you.”

“What’s that, dear?”

“Beanie and I are going into hiding. If you can, I’d like you to come with us.”

Mom smiled and nodded her head, saying, “Of course, dear, whatever you need. When? Where?”

I grinned and said, “The when is as soon as we can manage. And the where is going to blow you away. TJ Treadwell has offered us his house out at Edelweiss.”

“Wow!” was Mom’s response. “That place is awesome. I went to a benefit there that TJ hosted for the Humane Society. It’s a beautiful house in a beautiful area.” She laughed and added, “So when do we leave?”

Terry came into the family room from the kitchen where he’d been pouring one of his ubiquitous cups of coffee. “That’s my question, too. When do we leave?”

Mom looked at Terry in surprise. “You’re going too?”

“Yup,” Terry said.

Mom was silent for a moment, digesting this news. I noticed that she gave Terry an odd look and wondered what that was all about. Well, I could ask her later. Then Mom asked, “Is Pete going with us?”

“I’m trying to convince him but he seems to have some good reasons for staying behind.” I didn’t want to tell Mom about Pete’s patient Denise Walton and that he was hoping to see her again. I figured that the fewer people who knew about that, the better.

12 – Tuesday

The next few hours were hectic ones. Beanie and Pete brought in the kitten supplies from Mom’s car. She told me she’d been on her way over to our house with the kitten as a surprise for Beanie when Terry called to tell her about the fire. At first, she’d left the kitten in her car, waiting to see what was going on. When she saw that Beanie was okay, she brought the kitten upstairs to meet him. Part of me still wished she’d waited but seeing Beanie’s delight mitigated my misgivings.

At my suggestion, Beanie and Mom set up the litter box and food and water bowls in a corner in the laundry room. Beanie had wanted to take the kitten bed up to his room but I convinced him the kitten needed to be near the litter box, at least until he learned the lay of the land, so to speak. 

Mom and Beanie huddled together in one corner of the family room with the kitten on Beanie’s lap. I could hear them debating the pros and cons of various kitten names. I’d was becoming more and more convinced that Mom had been right to bring the kitten to Beanie. It seemed to be doing a good job of taking his mind off what was going on around and to him. And I had to admit the kitten was a cutie. I considered what we should do about taking him to Edelweiss and quickly realized there was no question but that the kitten would accompany us. Beanie was not going to let the little fellow out of his sight.

I was upstairs packing when my phone vibrated in my jeans pocket. Pulling it out of the pocket, I saw that the call was from TJ.

“Hi there,” I greeted him. “Thanks so much for your suggestion and your offer of your place at Edelweiss.” I’d been tempted to call it his “cabin” with a touch of sarcasm but kept my snarkiness to myself.

“Is it okay if I swing by to give you the keys and everything?” TJ asked.

“Sure, come on over. You can meet the new member of our family.”

“What does that mean?” TJ asked.

“I’ll explain when you get here.”

Half an hour later, I’d finished packing what I thought Beanie and I would need and went back downstairs. Pete and Terry were in the kitchen packing up food for the trip. Mom and Beanie were still in the family room, and I could tell by the self-satisfied looks on their faces that they’d come up with the perfect name for the kitten.

I announced to the room that TJ was on his way over with the keys. That elicited a questioning “Keys?” from Beanie. I realized that no one had told him about the trip out to Edelweiss. I spent the next few minutes explaining to him what we were going to do and where we were going. And of course¸ Mr. Whiskers would come with us. 

Mr. Whiskers? I thought to myself, knowing that the Mr. would soon disappear and the kitty would become Whiskers. I told Beanie how much I liked the cat’s name and how perfect I thought it was. The coal-black kitty had bristly, snow white whiskers that glistened against his black fur so the name was quite appropriate.

Beanie said he would go upstairs and pack up the toys and books he wanted to take along. And, of course, he carried Mr. Whiskers upstairs with him. I signaled to Mom to go up with him, and she quickly complied, with me calling “Thanks, Mom,” after her.

There was a light knock on the kitchen door, and I went over to let TJ in. Evidently, he’d pulled around to the back of our house rather than parking in front. I assumed that he wanted to keep a low profile and not let Riley / Annalise see his car. 

I gave TJ a quick hug and led him into the family room. Pete and Terry followed behind us. Once we were all seated, I told TJ how grateful we were for his offer of his cabin. Again, I restrained myself when saying the word cabin.

TJ handed the keys and the gate opener to me, along with a slip of paper that had the alarm code written in black Sharpie. I tucked everything into my jeans pockets. 

TJ stood up and started to pace around the room. He stopped in front of me and said, “Kate, I’m going to drive out there when you go. I want to make sure everything is ship-shape.” He paused, then turned to Terry and said, “I’m going to talk to the Edelweiss security folks and explain what’s going on so they can keep a closer eye on things.”

Terry nodded and said, “I appreciate that. Margo and I are going with Kate and Beanie so she won’t be alone. Pete is staying back here, at least for a bit.” 

TJ looked at Pete as if to question that. Pete grinned at him and said, “Yeah, that’s right. I’m not taking advantage of the generous offer of your cabin.” I laughed out loud because Pete had good humoredly covered the word cabin with the touch snarkiness that I had restrained myself from using.

Pete explained to TJ about his Denise Walton patient and that she had another appointment Thursday morning. “I’ve talked to the police chief and he’s going to have a couple of detectives there to arrest her –“ he paused, then continued, “that is, if she shows up.”

The next half hour was spent loading things into my SUV. Beanie wanted to take his bike but the vehicle was full with all our stuff. TJ offered to take the bike in his own SUV so we had a happy Beanie. 

I took a few minutes to e-mail Beanie’s second grade teacher, Mrs. Schaljo. I explained that due a family emergency Beanie would miss the last two days of school prior to the start of the holiday break. I asked her to e-mail Beanie’s assignments to me so he could keep up with the class. 

Beanie loved school, and his passion showed in his eagerness to do his homework. Pete and I took turns sitting with Beanie in the evening while he did his homework. We were both amazed at how bright he was and how quickly he picked up concepts that seemed above his grade level. He was one of the top students in his class and was on the advanced track. When Beanie had entered kindergarten, I had been a little surprised to find out that even in kindergarten the children were tested and then placed in the appropriate learning level. 

I grinned as I shut down my laptop, realizing that Beanie was going to think it was totally cool to be able to do his assignments even though he wasn’t actually at school.

While I was packing and e-mailing Mrs. Schaljo, Mom and Terry had each gone home to pack their things and returned just as we were getting ready to leave.

Pete was going to drive us out there, and then ride back with TJ. Terry and Mom decided to ride with TJ. I think they wanted to give us some time alone as a family. Beanie had put the kitten’s bed next to him in the second seat but it seemed that Mr. Whiskers preferred lying curled up in a ball on Beanie’s lap. The kitty had done some instant bonding with Beanie, and I was glad our son had the distraction.

Pete and I were mostly quiet on the drive out to Edelweiss, each of us lost in our own thoughts, I supposed. I tried to keep my emotions in check. I was more frightened for Beanie than I was for myself. I was an adult. I could look out for myself. But Beanie was defenseless and depended on his family to keep him safe. And that’s what we were going to do until this nut job could be corralled and removed from Beanie’s world.

A thought struck me, and I turned to Pete. “You know, I’ve noticed an odd thing or two with Pop-Pop and Mom. Earlier today, I caught a look between them I could have sworn was – “ I paused, searching for the right word. 

Before I could continue, Pete filled in the blank for me. “Conspiratorial?”

I shook my head and said, “I was thinking more along the lines of romantic.” I thought a moment, then said, “But I guess you’re right. It did seem more conspiratorial than romantic. I guess thinking it was romantic is just wishful thinking on my part. We’ve been trying for years to hook the two of them up together with no luck.”

“Or so we thought,” Pete added. “I wonder…”

“Me, too,” I said. “Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Both of them have been so lonely. I would love for them to be together.”

Pete reached out and took my hand. “I’m going to miss you and the Bean. I might be able to get away to come spend some time with you, at least after we deal with Denise Walton or whoever.”

“That would be great,” I said, giving his hand a squeeze. “I hope things go well on Thursday.”

“So do I,” Pete said. Then he said, “You know, I feel kind of sorry for her.”

I shook my head and said, “Only you. And that’s the way you feel about all your patients. That’s what makes you such a great psychiatrist, the empathy and sympathy you have for patients.”

Pete and I went back to our own thoughts. The only sound in the car was the classical music playing on the radio. Beanie was engrossed in a movie on his DVD player. I wondered which one he was watching. He had on headphones so I wasn’t able to tell by the sound. 

I asked Pete, “Do you know what DVD Beanie is watching back there?

“Mmm hmm,” Pete answered. “But I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

“What do you mean? What is he watching?”

Pete sighed and said, “One of his old Thomas the Train DVDs.”

“You mean from when he was little?”

“Yup. He packed mostly ones from a long time ago.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, but I was afraid I already knew.

“It means he’s scared and worried, and he’s looking for something safe. Evidently, the only thing he could latch on to was the movies he used to watch when he was younger. It’s kind of smart, actually. The old familiar stories can give him a feeling of comfort. They can take him back to a better time in his life. You have a very bright little boy there, Mrs. DeAngelo.”

“Mostly thanks to you, Dr. DeAngelo. You’re the one with the smart genes in this family.”

Pete snorted and gave my hand a squeeze.

Pete’s comment from a few minutes ago popped back into my mind. “So what makes you sort of feel sorry for Denise Walton?”

Pete hesitated a moment before answering, then said, “Well, assuming that some or all of the background information we’ve dug up on her can be considered accurate, she’s had a hard life. Sexual abuse, the deaths of her parents, even the fact of being adopted. That in itself can be a trigger for mental instability. Children often have difficulty dealing with the fact that they were abandoned by their birth parents. And that can happen in even the most loving adoptive homes. Put a child in an adoptive home where they’re abused and the sense of abandonment can overwhelm a child.”

I thought about this for a moment, then said, “I wonder if Riley / Annalise ever tried to track down her birth parents.”

“That’s an interesting question,” Pete said slowly. “Did the background information say anything about her searching for her birth parents?”

I shook my head and said, “No, I don’t think so. I don’t remember anything about a birth parent search.”

I saw a frown cross Pete’s face and asked, “What was that frown for?”

“I’m thinking that’s a topic I can raise with Denise Walton, whether or not she’s ever searched for her birth parents.”

“Wait a minute,” said, not liking what I was hearing. “You sound as though you’re going to have an actual session with the woman. I thought the detectives were going to arrest her, if she shows up, that is.”

“Well, I didn’t think they’d arrest her immediately. But I guess you’re right. There won’t be a session. The detectives will arrest her immediately.”

I laughed and said, “You sound disappointed. What a geeky doctor you are!” This time Pete gave my hand a slight pinch.

“You can’t blame a guy for wanting to dig deeper into an interesting case.”

“Oh, yes, I can,” I answered immediately. “I want you to take every precaution on Thursday. I don’t want you to put yourself in harm’s way with this woman, not for one second. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am. I read you loud and clear.”

We rode in silence for awhile. I reached a hand into the back seat and patted Beanie’s hand. He grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. “Are we almost there, Mom?” he asked, his familiar question bringing a smile to my face.

I turned around to look at him and saw that he’d removed his headphones. “Almost, sweetie. Are you getting excited?”

“Yup. Mr. Treadwell’s place is cool. I wish the twins were going to be there, though.”

“I know. But maybe they can come in a few days, when things are back to normal.”

My cell phone vibrated and I reached into my jeans pocket to pull it out. As I’d expected, the call was from TJ. 

“Hi there. What can I do for you?”

“Just checking in,” TJ’s cheery voice came over the phone. “Everything good with you all?

“Everything’s good with us. What about you folks?”

“We’re good,” TJ said. “Paula just called to tell me the twins are fussing because they didn’t get to come along on our adventure.”

“Small world,” I said. “Beanie just told me he wished the twins could have come with us. I told him maybe when things are back to normal, he could spend some time with them.”

“Definitely,” TJ agreed. “We’ll get Charlie and Maddie together with Beanie as soon as we can. They always have such a good time together.”

We ended the call, and I remarked to Pete what a special guy TJ was. Pete agreed, then added, “We’re lucky to have such a great group of friends.” 

“Yeah,” I said and then started thinking about how fortunate we were. We have our health, more than enough money, a close, loving family, work that we love, friends whose company we enjoy. Pretty much a perfect life, I thought, except for the threat that Riley / Annalise was posing for us. I wanted it over. I wanted to be back in our safe, happy life, with no danger to our Beanie.

TJ was probably one of my best and closest friends. He and I went all through school together but never dated. He’s the brother I never had. We both went to Mizzou and both studied English. We each wanted to write but I started out teaching American Literature at Rivermont High. TJ took a different career path. He joined the Army and became¸ of all things, a military policeman. Evidently, the law enforcement field really appealed to him, and he started taking college courses in criminal justice. He got his Master’s and then his doctorate, deciding he wanted to teach at the college level. He left the Army after 10 years and was hired as an assistant professor at Rivermont University. 

I was so glad to have TJ back in Rivermont, and he and Pete soon became good friends. TJ met Paula at the university, and they married a year later. Their twins, Charlie and Maddie were born six months before our Beanie. The three children were good friends and went to the same elementary school although they weren’t in the same class -- the twins were a grade ahead of Beanie. Paula and I became good friends also. She’s on the faculty at the university in the psychology department and has a small private practice out of an office in their home.

About five years ago, TJ had his first thriller published. It was moderately successful. Then his next one became a blockbuster, a runaway best-seller. It was optioned by Hollywood although it hadn’t been made into a movie yet. After his success, I had asked TJ if he was going to give up his university job in favor of writing full-time. By then, TJ was the head of the criminal justice department.

He’d answered my question by saying, “No way. Teaching is in my blood. Writing is a hobby. A very lucrative hobby, I might add.”

That had elicited a hoot of laughter from me. 

Terry was also a close friend of TJ’s. When Terry was the Rivermont police chief, he’d taken advantage of the criminal justice program at the university to train his officers. TJ still serves as an unpaid consultant to the police force and according to Terry, offers invaluable insights and advice. 

“Hey, Mom,” Beanie called from behind me, breaking into my thoughts. “Are we almost there?” he asked again.

“Almost, buddy.”

“Mom, I’m sort of worried about Mr. Whiskers. He’s so little. I’m afraid he’ll get lost in the woods.”

“Oh, sweetie, don’t worry, he’ll be fine. We’ll make sure Mr. Whiskers doesn’t get outside.”

“Are you sure he’ll be all right?” Beanie asked, real worry in his tone.

“I’m absolutely positive.” Usually when I said I was absolutely positive to Beanie, he totally believed me.

But this time, Beanie’s response had been an uncertain, “Okay, I guess.”  I knew that Pete and I would have some work ahead of us, reassuring our little boy that he – and his kitten – would be as safe as could be.

A few minutes later, we arrived at the entrance gate to Edelweiss. I loved this place and harbored a secret dream that someday I would be able to convince Pete we needed a weekend cabin out here. TJ talked to the guard at the gatehouse for a moment, then the guard walked back to our car and handed Pete a hang tag that read “Edelweiss Guest.” Pete looped it over the rearview mirror, then followed TJ’s SUV through the hilly, winding roads of Edelweiss.

TJ and Paula’s place (I refused to call it a cabin when I was thinking about it) was on the west side of the resort, about as far away from the entrance as you could get.

It was almost five o’clock, and it was starting to get dark outside. The roads were lit with those amber street lights that provided such a warm and cozy ambience. I hoped this whole escape experience would be a comfortable one but somehow I doubted that.

This was the first time I’d been out to Edelweiss in the winter. Our other visits had been mostly during the summer for swimming in the lake. But there had been a few spring and fall visits. Everything looked quite different in the winter. The ground was snow-covered, still in pristine condition. The leafless trees in the woods that surrounded TJ’s place allowed for views into the distance that the leaf covered trees didn’t. 

Even in the dusk, I could see distant rolling hills beyond the boundaries of Edelweiss. I noticed something interesting looking off in the distance just as we neared TJ’s house. It was on the other side the fence that encircled Edelweiss, It looked like some kind of wooden structure built into a hillside, not exactly a house or a building. Maybe it was a shed. I’d have to remember to ask TJ if he knew what it was. Knowing TJ and his overreaching curiosity about all things, I was sure he did.

TJ pulled into the long driveway that led up to his house. Lights on the driveway were lit, and I figured he must have used his remote system set-up where he could turn on the lights and furnace through an app on his phone. As we pulled into the circular drive in front of the house, I saw an Edelweiss van parked in the turnaround and wondered what that was about.

TJ, Terry and Mom got out of TJ’s vehicle, and TJ headed over toward the van. Two women in white uniforms got out and walked around to open the back of the van. They began lifting out boxes and bags and I realized that TJ must have ordered dinner for us from the Edelweiss dining lodge. That man thought of everything. He must have known we’d all be hungry, and that no one would feel much like preparing a meal. 

Pete pulled up behind TJ, and he and I and Beanie got out of our SUV. Pete walked over to where TJ was talking to the women with the bags and boxes. 

Beanie and I went ahead up the walkway to the front door. Beanie was clutching Mr. Whiskers to his chest, and I put my arm around his shoulder as we walked. I unlocked the front door with the key TJ had given me earlier. For a moment, I panicked at the sound of the high​pitched beeping that greeted us. I had forgotten about the security alarm. But then I remembered the slip of paper TJ had given me with the alarm code written on it in black Sharpie. I pulled the piece of paper out of my jeans pocket and quickly entered the code into the wildly beeping keypad of the security alarm. Immediately, the beeping stopped and I breathed a sigh of relief.

Beanie gave me a high five and said, “Good job, Mom.”

Half an hour later, the six of us were seated at one end of the long pine dining table that was centered in the middle of the dining room. I had insisted that TJ stay and eat with us, although it hadn’t taken much arm twisting on my part. The Edelweiss dining lodge was known for its delicious fried chicken and that’s what TJ had ordered for our dinner.

Beanie had two drumsticks and two helpings of French fries. And of course, a major helping of green beans. He still loved his green beans. Beanie asked if he could be excused to go play video games. During dinner TJ had mentioned the twins’ setup in the game room down the hall. TJ looked at me and I looked at Pete. Both of us nodded our heads, and that was all Beanie needed to be off and running toward the game room. To my surprise, Terry and Mom followed closely behind. I had expected them to remain at the table. Once again, I thought I’d noticed an exchange of glances between them but decided it was my imagination.

I started cleaning up the remnants of dinner, and Pete and TJ jumped up to help. A few minutes later, we’d returned the dining room and the kitchen to their previous pristine condition.

TJ gestured toward the family room, and Pete and I followed him into the room. This was my favorite room in TJ’s house, with its soaring vaulted ceiling and floor to ceiling stone fireplace. Pete and I sat on one of the sofas facing the fireplace while TJ used a remote to ignite the gas fireplace logs.

TJ took a seat on the other sofa and asked me, “Are you going to be okay out here?” 

I nodded although I would have rather been back in my own home and finished with whatever Riley / Annalise was doing to us.

Pete reached out and took my hand. “Hopefully, this will all be over on Thursday. The police will get Riley / Annalise when she shows up for her appointment with me. I’ll call you as soon as it’s safe to come home.”

I squeezed Pete’s hand and leaned my head against his shoulder. We sat like that for a moment, then I disentangled myself from Pete and stood up.

“Okay, guys, it’s time for you to hit the road. Pete let’s go into the game room so you can say good​bye to Beanie and Pop-Pop and Mom.”

The three of us left the family room and went down the hall to the video game room. Beanie was sitting in front of a huge television and game console playing an Angry Birds game. I was relieved to see that he wasn’t involved in some sot of Transformers kill all monstrosity. Mom and Terry were standing behind Beanie, staring intently at the screen, seemingly engrossed in what their grandson was doing.

Pete went up and rubbed Beanie’s head, then leaned down and gave him a bear hug. “I’ve gotta go, buddy. Let’s have a hug from you.”

Beanie jumped up and gave Pete a hug. All of us headed toward the front door. I kissed Pete good-bye and gave TJ hug. I thanked him again for all he was doing and promised to call him later to let him know how things were going.

“What about me?” Pete asked in a pretend hurt voice. “Aren’t you going to call me?”

“Well…” I let the word trail off.

“Don’t worry, Dad,” Beanie piped up. “I’ll make sure she calls you.”

“Thanks, buddy.”

I wanted to walk out to the car with Pete and TJ but TJ said we’d be better off staying inside. TJ turned to Terry and said, “The alarm is set and the surveillance video system is active.”

I drew in a quick breath and said, “Video surveillance system?”

TJ nodded and grinned. “Did I forget to tell you about that? Well, no matter. Terry is fully briefed on the system, and he can give you a demo if you want.”

I shook my head and said under my breath, “Boys and their toys.”

“What was that?” TJ asked jokingly.

Beanie and I stood at the front window, watching the taillights of TJ’s SUV disappear down the driveway. I felt a heaviness in my heart, missing Pete already.  

Beanie looked up at me and asked, “May I play one more video game before bedtime?”

I started to say a gentle no but changed my mind. Beanie was handling this whole wretchedness wonderfully and deserved credit for that. “Sure, sweetie,” I answered rather than saying no. “I’ll come get you in awhile.”

Beanie turned to Terry and said, “Pop-Pop, wanna play?”

Terry patted Beanie on the head and said, “You bet, Bean. Let’s go.”

Mom and I were left there in the front room, still looking outside. The driveway was well-lit as was the house itself. In the darkness outside, evenly spaced spotlights encircled the house, throwing light up the exterior walls.

“So what now, Katie?” Mom asked, putting her arm around my waist.

“Are you up for dessert?” I asked, a devilish gleam in my eyes. “I think I saw some pie and cake in those bags of food the lodge delivered.”

“I’m with you,” Mom said with enthusiasm. “Let’s see what we’ve got and then I’ll go ask the boys what they want.”

There indeed was both cake and pie, plus ice cream in the freezer. Mom went to take orders from Beanie and Pop-Pop. I cut a sliver of cherry pie for myself, along with an equally small slice of chocolate cake, and topped them both with vanilla ice cream. I fixed a similar plate for Mom. When she returned, she took over the dishing out, piling plates high with servings much larger than ours. Mom delivered Terry and Beanie’s dessert while I straightened up the kitchen. When Mom returned, we sat at the table in the breakfast nook to eat our dessert.

As we sat there, Mom reached out and touched my hand. “How are you doing, sweetheart?” she asked, her voice full of concern.

“Fair to middling, I guess. Thank you so much for coming along with us on this – adventure?”

“I wouldn’t be anywhere else,” Mom said, patting my hand. 

Terry and Beanie came into the kitchen, putting their empty plates in the dishwasher. 

I laughed and said, “Someone really trained the two of you well.”

“That would be you, Mom,” Beanie said with an echoing laugh.

I put Mom’s and my plates in the dishwasher, then turned to Beanie.

“I know, Mom. It’s bedtime,” he said.

“Right on. You can skip your bath tonight. Maybe you can take a quick shower in the morning?”

“Sounds good to me.”

“I’ll be up in a minute to tuck you in.” Beanie started to leave the kitchen, and Terry followed after him. “Il be your wingman, sport.”

“Okay with me, Pop-Pop.”

Mom went over to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water. “If it’s all right with you, I’m going upstairs to read.” 

“Sure, Mom. Good night. Sweet dreams,” I told her.

“You, too,” Mom said, giving me a peck on the cheek.

Now alone, I wandered around the downstairs of TJ and Paula’s awesome getaway. In the back of my mind, I was putting together arguments to use on Pete about getting our own weekend home. I strolled through the rooms, admiring the furniture and décor. I ended up where I knew I would – in the library. The room was a bit similar to our own library at home – bookcases and memorabilia and comfortable furniture that encouraged reading. I sat down at the table in the center of the room and just sat there mindless for a few minutes. 

Then I remembered that there had been something I wanted to ask TJ but never did. Now I couldn’t remember what it is. I searched my mind, going back over the events of the day. Then it came to me. I’d been intrigued by the shed-looking structure on the other side of the Edelweiss enclave. I had planned to quiz TJ about the structure but had forgotten.

I pulled out my phone and typed in a quick text. “No hurry. Call me sometime to tell me what that shed is outside of Edelweiss. Looks interesting.”

I sent the message, then stood up and stretched. It had been a long day, and I was tired. It was only 10 p.m. but I decided to go to bed. As I was turning out the lights downstairs, my cell phone rang. I saw that it was TJ and thought to myself, “I knew he’d call right away. I should have waited until morning to send that text.”

“Hi, buddy. Where are you and what are you doing?” I said in a cheery tone.

“I’m just leaving your house and I’m heading home,” was TJ’s equally cheery reply. “So you want to know what that shed thing is? Do you have a couple of hours?”

“TJ, it can’t be that complicated. It’s just a shed.”

“It’s much more than that. I’ll give you an abbreviated answer because I’m only about 15 minutes from home. I’ll give you more details another time.”

“Okay, now you‘ve got my full attention,” I told TJ. “Let’s hear it.”

“Well, the shed isn’t really a shed. It’s actually the entrance to a series of underground caves.”

“Caves?” I questioned. “You mean like Meramec Caverns,” I said, mentioning a tourist attraction outside St. Louis.

“Exactly,” TJ said, “except much more extensive. Remember that book I gave you? ‘The Forgotten Caves?’”

“Yes,” I said. “Actually, I came across it while wandering around our library last night and brought it along with me. I read it years ago when you gave it to me. I thought I’d go through it again while I was out here. It would make a good setting for a mystery, I think. I knew that Rivermont and the surrounding area is home to an extensive cave system but I had no idea they extended as far out as Edelweiss.”

“No, that’s not a well-known fact. Most people who know about the caves think they’re only in Rivermont. But the caves come out this way, too. They extend as far as the cliffs overlooking the Mississippi River. I’ve always wanted to do some exploring but unfortunately the caves are out of bounds. All the entrances have been blocked off. Evidently they’re not safe to explore. And they’re on the Frazier property, and you know they’d never let anyone explore what belongs to them.”

“Frazier?” I asked. “You mean the beer baron family.”

“Yep. Except they’re not the beer barons anymore. Remember? That international conglomerate gobbled them up a few years ago.”

“Right,” I said. “As I remember, it was a hostile takeover.”

“That’s putting it mildly. None of the family wanted to sell but they were overridden by the board and the stockholders. The Frazier family walked away with over a billion dollars but they were not happy campers. As I heard it, they preferred their exalted position in the power structure of Rivermont, and now that’s gone.”

“You never hear much about them anymore, that’s for sure. So they own property out here?”

“You bet. On the other side of Edelweiss, they own several thousand acres. Actually, they still own the land Edelweiss is built on. The developers signed a two hundred year lease with the Frazier family. The family refused to sell but liked the idea of the resort. So the lease was the compromise.” TJ paused long enough for me to get in a question.

“How do you know so much juicy stuff?” I asked.

“You know how it is. It probably happens to you, too. Everybody wants to share everything with the best-selling author in hopes of ending up in the next book.”

“You’re right,” I agreed. “That does happen to me.” 

“Well, I’m home. It’s been great talking to you. It made the time go by fast. Be sure to give me a call tomorrow to let me know how things are going.”

I said good-bye and hung up. I went upstairs to tuck Beanie in, feeling slightly guilty that it was way past his bedtime. To my surprise, Mom and Terry were both asleep in Beanie’s room. Mom was lying on the king-sized bed on one side of Beanie, and Terry was on the other side. The bedside light was on, and Beanie was still awake. He was propped up on pillows against the headboard with his iPad in hand. Mr. Whiskers was curled up in the crook of Beanie’s arm, his black fur standing out against the white bedclothes.

I grinned at Beanie and motioned to his grandparents. I whispered “What’s going on here?”

“I don’t know, Mom,” Beanie whispered with a reciprocal grin. “Nanaw and Pop-Pop came in to say good-night to me and that’s how they ended up.”

Evidently, despite our whispers, we’d been loud enough to wake up Mom and Terry. Both of them sat up, yawned and then stood up.

“Sorry, champ,” Terry said. We didn’t mean to take over your bed.”

Both of them leaned down to kiss Beanie good. Mom kissed me on the cheek and Terry patted my shoulder, then they both left the room.

I sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled out my cell phone. “Should we call Daddy and say good-night?”

“Yep!” Beanie said with enthusiasm.

I pressed the speed dial key for Pete and waited while the phone rang. After four rings, it went to voice mail. I left a message and disconnected the call. That was odd, I thought. TJ had dropped Pete off at least 20 minutes ago. Pete knew I was planning on calling so Beanie could say good-night. A shiver of worry went through me. I hoped everything was okay at home. My mind flashed back to the fire, and I started to panic. What if Riley / Annalise had started a fire in our house?

I made a quick call to TJ. His phone went directly to his voice mail, and I left a message asking if Pete had said anything about what he planned to do after he got home. “He’s not answering his cell. Sorry to be such a worrywart but under the circumstances…” I let my voice train off, then ended the call.

“Well, Bean, would you like to read a book to me while we wait for someone to call us back?”

“Sure, Mom,” Beanie said with his usual enthusiasm. I watched as he crawled across the bed so he could reach the stack of his books on the nightstand. I expected him to offer a few selections so I could choose which book I wanted him to read. But he surprised me by pulling out “The Mouse in the Grandfather Clock.” This was the children’s book I had written while I was pregnant with Beanie. I had some weird idea that I shouldn’t write mysteries while I was pregnant for fear the tension and the mood might be bad for the baby. In order to satisfy my need to write, I came up with the idea to write a children’s book. 

Writing the mouse book had turned out to be amazing fun. My agent Lucia had been horrified at this turn in my career but I assured her that it was a one-time thing, done for a very specific reason. Lucia’s horror had dissipated when the book sold to the first publisher she submitted it to and when it became a financial success. To my surprise and pleasure, it even won one of the minor children’s book awards.

I was so pleased that Beanie considered it one of his favorite books. Now, as I listened to my son reading it, I felt tears stinging my eyes. I thought back to my pregnancy and the writing of the book. I had had no idea what lay ahead of me in motherhood. I hadn’t known how great it would be. 

Beanie finished reading the book and said “The End,” with his usual flourish. 

“Thanks, Bean,” I said, surreptitiously wiping the tears from my eyes. “That was great.”

Beanie put the book back on the nightstand, then burrowed under the covers. “Hey, Mom, I have an idea.”

“What’s that?”

“I think we should write a book together, you and me.”

“You do, do you?”

“Yep. What do you think?”

“Well, what would we write about?”

“I have an idea about that, too. I think we should continue the mouse series and make him into a super hero.”

“A super hero mouse?” I said hesitantly.

“Yes, there’s no other book about a super hero mouse so we’d be doing something new.”

I reached down and gave Beanie a hug. “I think that’s a great idea, sport. Let’s do it!”

My phone rang then¸ and I hoped it was Pete. But TJ’s name and number came up. I gestured to Beanie that I had to go out in the hall to answer the call, and angel that he is, he smiled and nodded.

Out in the hall, I answered TJ’s return call. “Hi,” I said. “Do you know if Pete had any plans when he got home? I still haven’t heard anything from him, and I’m starting to get worried.”

TJ hesitated before answering, then said, “Actually, Kate, Pete had me drop him at the hospital. He said he had a few things he had to catch up on.”

That surprised me. Pete hadn’t mentioned anything to me about going by the office. Well, maybe in the midst all that was going on, he just forgot. 

“Thanks, TJ. I guess he forgot to mention it to me. I’ll call him at the office.”

“Kate, if you’re worried, I could go to the hospital to make sure he’s okay.”

“Again, thanks. But that’s above and beyond. I’ll just call him at the office. I’m just worried …” I let my voice trail off, not exactly sure what I was worried about. I knew why. I definitely knew why.

TJ once again offered to go check on Pete. Then he said, “Call me back after you talk to Pete, okay?”

I agreed and TJ and I said good-bye. I immediately called Pete’s office number and once again got voice mail. I tried his cell again with the same result. Now I didn’t know what to do, except go in and get Beanie tucked in for the night. I was not surprised to find that he’d fallen asleep. He had his iPad clutched tightly in his hand, a game of Angry Birds on the screen. I gently removed the device from his grasp and set it on the nightstand, connecting it to the charger I’d plugged in there earlier in the evening. I leaned down and kissed his cheek, then tucked the covers around him. The room felt slightly chilly so I went over to the space heater in one corner of the room and turned it on low. Hopefully, that would keep Beanie warm and snug. I also wanted him safe but no space heater could make that happen.

I turned out the bedside lamp and left the room. I pulled the door almost shut, but left it open a crack, knowing I would be checking on Beanie throughout the night.  A light shown under the door of the room Terry had claimed so I went over and tapped lightly on the door.

A few moments later, the door opened and Terry stood there in sweats with the Rivermont PD logo. “Hi Katie. Everything okay?”

“I’m not sure. I tried to call Pete but got no answer on his cell, our home landline or his office phone.”

Terry frowned slightly, then asked, “Why call his office?”

“I called TJ to ask if Pete had given him any idea what he was planning to do after he got home, and TJ said he didn’t drop him at home. Pete asked him to drop him at the hospital.’

“That’s surprising,” Terry said. “I can’t imagine why –“ Terry stopped and shook his head. “Or maybe I can imagine why.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It’s possible Pete went back to the office to go over his patient notes for Denise Walton. Maybe he thought he could find something that might help us find her.”

“But why isn’t he answering his phone?” I said, knowing Terry wouldn’t have an answer to my question but unable to keep from asking it.

Terry finally said, “I don’t know. But I can go back to the city and check it out.”

I started to protest, to say that wasn’t necessary but the words wouldn’t come. In fact, I wanted Terry to go check on Pete. 

Terry reached out a hand to me and said, “Let me just throw some clothes on, and I’ll get on the road.”

I left the room, and Terry closed the bedroom door behind me. I headed down the hall, and as I passed Mom’s door, I was tempted to go in and talk to her. But then I decided to let her sleep. When I reached the stairs, I stopped when I heard a door opening, thinking Terry must have gotten dressed in record time. But it was Mom, standing in her doorway looking out into the hall.

She whispered a question. “Kate, is everything all right?”

I turned and headed back to her room. I reached out and hugged her, saying “No, Mom, everything definitely isn’t all right.”

“What is it, sweetie? Is it Beanie?”

“No, Beanie’s fine, fast asleep. It’s Pete. I can’t reach him anywhere. Terry’s going into the city to look for him.”

“Well, then, there’s nothing to worry about. You know you can depend on Terry to find Pete, and everything will be fine.”

I felt the sting of tears in my eyes at my mother’s words. “Yes, I know that.”

Mom and I stood there in the doorway, our arms wrapped around each other.

Terry’s door opened, and he walked into the hall. He had on a parka, gloves, a wool knit hat and boots.

I walked over to him and said, “You look ready for anything.”

“It’s cold out there,” he said with a smile.

Mom came up next to us and laid her hand on Terry’s parka sleeve. “We appreciate this, Terry.”

“You know I’d do anything for this family, Margo.”

“Yes, I do know that.” She stood on her tiptoes and to my surprise, gave Terry a kiss on the cheek.

Two hours later, Terry called. He said he was on his way back at Edelweiss with quite a story to tell us. He reassured me that Pete was fine and would be calling me momentarily, that there was nothing for me to worry about. But he insisted on holding off telling me the whole story until he returned. 

13—Middle of the Night Wednesday
Moments after hanging up from talking to Terry, my cell phone rang again, this time with the long awaited “Nights on Broadway” ring tone.

Pete and I talked for almost half an hour. Mom paced around me in the kitchen, and I could tell she was trying to piece together what we were saying from my half of the conversation. Just as I was ending the call with Pete and promising to call him first thing in the morning, Terry arrived back at TJ’s house. I heard him in the entryway talking to Toby, who had the night shift. Dale was out in the motor home parked in the circular driveway close to the front entrance.

Terry came into the kitchen and gave me a hug. For a moment, I thought he was going to give Mom a hug also but when he didn’t, I decided that had been my imagination.

I offered Terry some brandy, and he quickly agreed. “That would really hit the spot. I think it’s gotten even colder out, and it’s started to snow again.”

I poured Terry a snifter of brandy and placed it in front of him at the kitchen island. Mom sat on the stool next to Terry, and I stood across from the two of them. Mom had refused my offer of brandy, and we both were drinking tall glasses of milk. I was glad for the bright fluorescent fixtures that spread light throughout the room. I’d spent enough time in mental darkness this evening. I wanted as much light as I could get, both literally and figuratively. 

“I talked to Pete,” I said, and Terry nodded as he sipped the brandy.

Mom cleared her throat and said, “Could one of you please tell me what’s going on?”

I grinned at her and said, “I’m sorry, Mom.” I turned to Terry and asked, “Would you be willing to satisfy this curious cat?”

“Happy to help,” Terry said, with a matching grin on his face. 

Terry told Mom that Pete had asked TJ to drop him at the hospital rather than at home so he could go to his office to take a look at the new patient form Denise Walton had completed on her first visit. Pete told Terry he’d forgotten to show it to Kate and Terry and thought perhaps the woman might have inadvertently provided information that could help in locating her. 

At the office, he’d gone over the form several times but found no new or helpful information. However, he discovered that there was a voice mail message on the office answering machine from Denise Walton, asking him to call her and leaving a phone number for him to call. Pete had debated whether to call the number or to notify Terry or the police about the message. Deciding to chance making the call, he’d used the office landline to call the number and had reached a voice mail box. He left his name and cell number and decided it was time to go home. As he was getting ready to leave his office, he checked his cell phone and noticed to his chagrin that the battery had run down and the phone had died. He debated whether to charge the phone in the office or wait until he got home. Thinking that perhaps he had a message from Denise Walton, he attached the phone to the charger on his desk. He thought about calling Kate to check on things but it was almost midnight, and she surely would be in bed. 

Terry said Pete told him that his next decision involved how to get home. He could call a cab or he could ask one of the security guards to run him home. Not wanting to take advantage of his position at the hospital, he’d used the office phone and called the taxi service that provided cabs to the hospital and asked for a cab to meet him at the main hospital entrance. He’d remembered to unplug his cell phone from the charger and put it in his pocket. He’d also pocketed the Denise Walton new patient form Riley had filled out, intending to show it to Terry and Kate.

Terry paused in his recitation for a moment to finish the brandy. I offered him a refill but he shook his head, saying, “One’s my limit. And that one was just to take the chill off.”

Mom and I both laughed at that, and Terry pretended to be offended. 

“The next part of this story is a bit confusing. Pete’s not sure exactly what happened. He came down from his office on the staff elevator, the one that requires a key card. When he reached the main level, he got out of the elevator. Someone was running down the hallway and collided with him, knocking him to the floor. It took the wind out of him, and it was a minute before he could get up. By the time he was on his feet, whoever had run into him was long gone. He said he then went to the security office and told them about the incident. One of the guards on duty went to check it out. Meanwhile, Pete went back to the main entrance just as I pulled up. The cab wasn’t there yet. Pete came out and told me what had just happened, and I offered to go in and help the guard look around but Pete said no. I told Pete I’d drive him home, so when the cab came, Pete gave the guy a twenty for his trouble. We went back into the hospital to check with the guard about the intruder but the guard hadn’t found anyone. Pete gave the guard his cell number and asked him to call if anything turned up. Then Pete and I went back to your house.”

On the way home, Pete had told Terry about the form and about the message Riley had left on his office voice mail. He gave Terry the number Riley had left, and Terry said he’d check it out. 

“So that’s what happened,” Terry said, his wink in Mom’s direction shocking me. What was going on with these two?

Terry said goodnight to us both and headed upstairs. I toyed with the idea of asking Mom if something was going on with Terry but discarded the thought. It was too late and I was too tired. Besides, I wanted to talk to Pete again. When we’d hung up earlier, I’d promised to call him back once Terry was back and settled in. I made sure I had my cell phone, then turned out the kitchen lights and went into the front part of the house to say good-night to Toby. I slowly walked up the steps to the second floor. All this tension and stress had worn me out. As I climbed the stairs, I tried to let go of some of my anxiety but couldn’t do it. 

I’d been so worried about Pete and had tried to hide it from Mom and Terry. I’d even tried to hide it from Pete when we’d talked on the phone earlier. But Pete knew me too well. He knew I was upset and was trying to keep it from everyone. 

I changed into pjs and climbed in bed, turning on the bedside lamp. I was using the master bedroom and lay there for a moment admiring TJ’s and Paula’s room. It was a long room at the back of the house. Corner windows were covered with vertical blinds but I imagined a gorgeous daytime view. I turned on the TV using the remote on the bedside table and muted the sound¸ my favorite way of decompressing at night. I dialed Pete’s number and waited through three rings before I heard his welcoming voice. “Hi, Katie. How’s my girl?”

“Good, now that I’m talking to you.” Suddenly tears started running down my cheeks, and I sobbed into the phone. “Oh, Pete, I was so, so worried about you. I thought that witch had somehow done something to you. I was frantic. I couldn’t live without you. You know that.”

Pete murmured comforting words in my ear, He told me how much he loved me and that he missed having me lying next to him in our bed. His words soothed me, and I thanked him for making me feel better. 

“I’ll be so glad when this whole nightmare is finally over,” I told him. 

“You and me both.”

“Did you ever hear anything back from Riley –or I should say Denise Walton -- from the voice mail you left?” I asked, remembering the message he’d left on her voice mail.

“No, nothing. Terry is going to check out that phone number tomorrow to see if he can get an address. But I don’t have any high hopes for that. The woman seems to make an art out of staying hidden.”

We talked for a few more minutes, then Pete promised to call me first thing in the morning when he got to the office.

I ended the call and put the phone on the night table. I turned off the lamp and lay there watching the images flickering on the TV but not paying any attention to what I was watching. I just wanted our normal life back. I wanted to be back in my own home, surrounded by my family, and feeling safe.

14 —Thursday Morning

Wednesday passed slowly. I talked to Pete a couple of times but neither of us could relax. Mom and Terry took Beanie for a ride around Edelweiss, with Toby following behind in one of the Bell Security SUVs. We were all waiting impatiently for Thursday morning to see if Riley aka Denise Walton showed up for her appointment with Pete. I stayed back at the house, trying to get some writing done. But the words wouldn’t come, and I ended up surfing the Internet for more information on Riley. I didn’t find anything new, just confirmation of what we’d already learned about this witch of a woman. 

Finally, Thursday morning arrived. Pete called me from home, telling me he was going in early to make sure everything was set up for the confrontation with Riley. Terry had arranged with the police chief to have several officers stationed near Pete’s office, ready to intercept the woman if she showed up. 

When Pete and I spoke, both of us admitted to not getting much sleep. I felt draggy and heavy-headed and assumed Pete was in the same condition. Hopefully, this nightmare would be over soon. After I hung up with Pete, I called TJ to let him know what was going on. It turned out that he’d just gotten off the phone with Terry and was up to speed.

“Oh, TJ, this mess has to be over soon. None of us are doing well under all this stress.”

“I know. Maybe it will end this morning. I wish I could be there to see the takedown but the police chief is keeping a tight lid on the situation.”

We promised to call each other if either of us had news and hung up. For a few minutes I sat there musing, wishing there were cameras installed in and around Pete’s office so I could see what was going on there. This not knowing was going to drive me crazy. 

I finally climbed out of bed to go check on the rest of the household. I found Mom and Terry in the family room, drinking coffee and sitting next to one another on the sofa. A low fire burned in the fireplace, and I could smell the aroma of cinnamon coffee cake, one of Mom’s specialties. 

A moment after I arrived in the family room, Beanie came bounding down the stairs and grabbed me around the waist. “Morning, Mom.” Mr Whiskers was trotting behind him, doing a good job of making it down the stairs. 

To my surprise, Beanie had dressed himself in jeans and a long-sleeved flannel shirt. Dressing himself on his own was new behavior for Beanie. Usually, I had to lay out his clothing, then oversee him actually putting on the clothes.

Seeing his grandparents in the family room, Beanie ran over to where they sat and said an exuberant “Morning, PawPaw. Morning, Nanaw.”

Mom stood up and went over to hug Beanie, saying, “Let’s all go into the kitchen and try some of my coffeecake.”

Beanie took Mom’s hand and walked with her into the kitchen, asking, “Nanaw, why do you call it coffeecake? Is there really coffee in it?”

I tried to hear Mom’s answer but couldn’t quite catch it. Terry and I walked together into the kitchen, and I told him about speaking to Pete and TJ. He told me he’d also spoken to both of them and to the police chief also. 

“Everyone is doing everything they can, kiddo,” he said. “I’m just praying the woman shows up, and the police take her into custody.”

“That would be the answer to all our prayers,” I said. We stood in the hallway for a few minutes, speculating about what was about to happen at Rivermont Memorial Hospital.

When Terry and I finally went into the kitchen. Mom and Beanie were already seated around the table. Four plates held generous slices of coffeecake. A tall glass of milk was at Beanie’s place, and coffee cups were at three places. Mom, as usual, had things under control, at least as far as breakfast was concerned.

As I finished off my second piece of coffeecake, my cell phone rang, and I saw that it was Pete calling. The time stamp on the phone said 8:01 a.m., too early for Riley’s appointment. I showed the phone to Terry, then said I was going to take the call in another room.

“Hi, sweetheart,” I said into the phone, wondering what was going on.

“Hi, yourself. I have an idea.”

“An idea? About what?”

“I know you and Terry must be sitting pins and needles, waiting to find out what’s happening here.”

“That’s for sure,” I told him.

“Well, I think I have the answer. Or actually, Pam had the answer. You know what a techie she is. She set up Skype on my computer and on her computer in the reception area. So if you set up Skype there, you’ll be able to see what’s going on here. What do you think?”

“I think Pam is a genius and deserves a raise.”

“Gotcha!” Pete answered

“Okay, sweetheart, I’ll go set things up right now. Talk to you soon.”

I ended the call and went back into the kitchen to tell Terry. From the kitchen doorway, I signaled him to come out into the hall.

I quickly explained the whole Skype thing to him, and asked him to wait a minute while I talked to Mom. I went into the kitchen and said to Mom, “How would you and Beanie like to go for a walk with Dale?”

Mom frowned and looked at me with a question in her eyes. “Is that what you think we should do?” Mom asked. 

I nodded and said, “Yes, I think that would be a good thing for you to do.”

“Okay, then that’s what we’ll do. Come on, sport, let’s go find Dale and see if he can go for a walk with us.” Mom and Beanie headed toward the front room where I assumed Dale was hanging out.

I went back to where Terry stood at the foot of the staircase and led him upstairs into TJ’s office. Once there, I set up a connection to Skype on TJ’s desktop computer. Once the connection was made, Terry said, “Isn’t technology great?” as he stared at the split screen images side by side on the monitor.

“You betcha?” I said with a grin. 

I heard a chuckle coming from the monitor and said a tentative, “Pete, is that you?”

“Yup. Now please mute your computer. Okay?”

“Sure,” I said somewhat sheepishly, knowing I should have thought of this myself.

Terry and I sat side by side in front of the computer, staring at the static images in front of us. The image on the left side of the screen showed the door leading into Pete’s reception area. The image on the right side of the screen showed the inside of Pete’s office. The angle was such that it offered a view of anyone sitting on the sofa opposite his chair at the side of his desk. Neither of the images on the computer monitor showed any action.

I looked down at the watch on my wrist and saw that the digital readout said 8:32. Riley / Annalise/ Denise was late. Did that mean she wasn’t coming or did it just mean she was late?

We sat there in silence, our breathing’s faint swish of air in and out the only sound in the room. The seconds ticked by slowly. I kept checking my watch and noticed Terry sneaking glances at his iPhone¸ most likely checking the time. 

Finally, at 9:15, Pete’s face appeared on the computer monitor. A solemn look on his face told me he was giving up, that he’d concluded that Riley / Annalise / Denise wasn’t going to show up for her shrink appointment. Another figure appeared beside Pete on the computer monitor. It was Detective Jared Barnstable from the Rivermont Police.

Pete spoke first, saying, “Well, as you can see, my patient never showed up.” Pete turned to Detective Barnstable and said, “As I told you, my wife Kate and my Dad are viewing this on Skype out at Edelweiss. Is there anything you want to say to them?”

Jared grimaced and said, “The only thing I can say is that we’re dealing with a clever individual. She must have somehow realized that Dr. DeAngelo was on to her real identity.” He paused, then said, “The officers we had in place were all in plain clothes so it’s not like police uniforms tipped her off. Everyone had a photo of how she looked on her first visit to the doctor’s office. We got it off the surveillance video. But my understanding is that she manages to change her appearance for her various names.”

“Yes, that’s right, Detective Barnstable. She was quite attractive when she attended the writers group meeting. She had long dark hair, skillful make-up and stylish clothes. The way Pete described her Denise Walton persona, she looked like a totally different person.”

Barnstable held up an 8 x 10 color photo of a homely looking woman standing in an open elevator. “This was the best photo we were able to capture from the surveillance video.”

I shook my head in amazement. “She looks like a totally different person.” The woman in the photo had frizzy brown hair arranged in no particular style. She wore no makeup and large, dark-framed eyeglasses that took up half her face. She had on a black shapeless trench coat that fell almost to her ankles. She looked heavier than I remembered Riley looking. I would never have recognized her as Riley Jones.

“Detective Barnstable, could you e-mail a copy of that photo to me and to TJ Treadwell? Pete can give you our e-mail addresses.”

“Happy to,” was the detective’s reply.

Terry spoke for the first time. “So, Jared, what’s next?”

“I have no idea, Chief.” I noticed that this time neither man corrected the title. Barnstable continued with, “We have no idea how to locate the woman. The warehouse that we’re assuming she owns is vacant. We don’t have any other addresses for her. The only thing we’ve got is that phone number she left on your husband’s office answering machine. It’s a cell phone but so far we haven’t been able to locate it, which means she doesn’t have it turned on or maybe she’s destroyed it.”

Barnstable stood up and extended his hand to Pete, who took it. “Thanks, Detective,” Pete said.

“Sorry this didn’t work out,” Barnstable said. “I’ll be back in touch if anything comes up. And we’ll keep trying to get a location on that cell phone number.”

Pete walked Detective Barnstable to his office door, and the two men shook hands again. I was really liking this Skype thing. I found myself wishing that this was the way life worked. That I could “tune in” so to speak to Pete’s life whenever I felt like it. His life certainly seemed a lot more interesting and diverse than most of mine. I shook off those thoughts and said to Terry, “What now, kimo sabe?”

“We’ll see what Pete thinks.”

Pete came back and sat in front of the computer monitor and said, “Barnstable feels bad about today. He really thought she was going to show up.”

“What did you think?” I asked, then realized my computer was still on mute. I unmuted the sound and then repeated my question.

Pete answered, “I wasn’t as sure as he was. I thought there was a chance she might try it. But it seems not.” 

“Pete, what do we do now?” I tried to keep the desperation out of my voice.

On the monitor, I watched Pete shake his head, and then he said, “According to Detective Barnstable, the only lead they now have is that phone number Riley / Denise left on my answering machine. He said they’ll keep trying to track it down.”

“Dad?” Pete turned to look at Terry as he spoke.

“Yes, son, what can I do for you?”

“I wish you could just make all of this go away.”

“I do, too, son. But you have to hang in there. Don’t get discouraged. Barnstable is a good detective, and I have total confidence in him.”

I patted Terry on the arm and said, “Thanks, Pop-Pop. You’re the best!”

“And don’t you forget it, girl. Now for some planning. Son, I don’t think it would be a good idea for you to come out here to visit. That woman may be watching the house and following you. Hopefully, she didn’t follow us out here Tuesday night.”

I nodded and said, “Unfortunately, I agree with your Dad. Beanie and I would love to see you but it’s better that you don’t come.”

We ended the Skype session, and I turned off TJ’s computer. I stood up and stretched and said, “I’m going to go help the Bean with his school work. You want to come along?”

“No, thanks. I think I’m going to take a look around outside.”

Ten minutes later, Beanie and I were set up at the dining room table. Beanie was excited about our “home school,” and I hoped I could measure up to his expectations.

15 —Thursday Evening

The home school went well. Beanie was an enthusiastic participant and took great delight in showing off for his three substitute teachers: my Mom, Pop-Pop and me. I could see why some parents were so high on home schooling. It was exhilarating to see Beanie learn. Somehow the class work felt different to me than the nightly home work that Pete and I oversaw. Pete, as a professor at the medical school, already knew the fulfillment that teaching could bring. But I’d never really experienced what it was like to teach. As I sat there at TJ’s dining room table with Beanie, I began to toy with the idea of teaching a writing class. Periodically, the head of the creative writing department at the local community college contacted me, trying to induce me to teach a class or two. So far, I’d always said no, but now I was beginning to think I might like to try it.

Thursday night, I again let Beanie stay up later than usual. I knew this situation was hard on him, being away from school and his friends. Beanie is and always has been a social little fellow. He likes people of all ages and makes friends wherever he goes. I wished we had been able to give Beanie a little brother or sister but another child didn’t seem to be in the cards for us.

At nine, Pete called to say good night and to say he hoped to join us for the weekend on Friday afternoon. I hesitated before asking the obvious question but finally just plunged in. “I thought it wasn’t a good idea for you to come visit, in case Riley / Annalise was keeping an eye on you.”

Pete chuckled, then said, “TJ came up with a solution to that. He arranged with on of the Edelweiss suppliers to secretly pick me up from the hospital on Friday afternoon and deposit me at the front door to TJ’s house. Riley / Annalise won’t have a clue about what’s going on.”

Pete waited a moment, then asked, now with a gentleness in his voice, “How’s the Bean doing?” 

 “He’s good, really good, considering.” I told Pete about how well the home school had gone and how it had inspired me to think about teaching a writing class. Pete encouraged me to give it some serious thought.

“You’d be a great teacher, Katie-did. The students would love you.” 

I laughed and said, “You’re prejudiced.”

Pete and I said good-bye, and I handed the phone to Beanie. While Beanie talked to his Dad, I went into the kitchen and poked around, looking for the makings of popcorn. Ten minutes later, I went back to the great room, with two bowls of freshly popped popcorn, smothered in butter, my favorite snack.

Pop-Pop was still on the phone with Pete. He was standing by the sliding glass door that led to the outdoor kitchen and patio. He was talking in a low voice, inaudible to anyone a few feet away. I wished I could make out his words but I couldn’t. 

I put the bowls of popcorn on TJ’s oversized coffee table in front of the fireplace. Pop-Pop finally hung up from the call with Pete and joined us at the coffee table. We’d found a treasure trove of board games in a hall closet, and Beanie had begged for us all to play a game. One of them was a childhood favorite of mine. It was an obscure scavenger hunt game that I loved. I explained the rules to Beanie, and he was fascinated with the idea of all of us searching throughout the house. Mom and Terry were almost as enthusiastic as Beanie about playing the game. 

We played the scavenger hunt game one time, with Pop-Pop being the winner. Beanie begged for another game but I said it was bedtime, actually past bedtime. I promised that we could play it again tomorrow, maybe when his Dad got there. 

As I tucked Beanie in for the night, I tried to hide my worry and concern. I was tempted to sleep next to him in the king-sized bed but didn’t want to make Beanie feel like a baby. To help assuage my fears for him, I turned on the night-light and left the door halfway open. 

I went back downstairs to join Mom and Pop-Pop. We decided to watch a movie, and I asked Mom to choose, a risky thing to do on my part. In our family, Mom had quite the reputation for choosing godawful movies that were mostly unwatchable.

On first sight, I had been impressed with TJ’s DVD and video selection, stored in a floor to ceiling cabinet on a far wall of the great room. Now, I watched Mom scan through movies, then heard her let out a soft yelp. She pulled out a videotape and clutched it to her chest. As she turned around, I saw a wide grin on her face. 

I couldn’t wait to see what movie Mom had chosen. Or maybe I could.

16 —Friday Morning
Riley

Now. The time is now. After all the planning and waiting and watching. First, the boy. Then Kate. Chloroform. Plastic ties to handcuff them. Witchy woman and her evil child are mine.
What happened next shouldn’t have happened but it did. Somehow it did. 

Surprisingly, all of us slept later than usual on Friday morning. You would think with all the tension and worry swirling around, we would have been early risers. I was the first one to awake. After using the bathroom, I tiptoed into the room next door to mine where Beanie was sleeping, trying not to make a sound and wake him. But I needn’t have worried. He was wide awake, watching one of his PBS cartoon programs. He had the sound muted but had turned on the closed caption. What a resourceful little fella he was. 

I crawled into bed next to him and gave him a kiss on the top of his head.

“How did you sleep, buddy?” I asked.

“Pretty good, Mama. What about you?”

“Okay, considering,” I said. For a few minutes, we both watched the TV, then I asked, “What are your plans for the day?”

“I’m going to work on my space ship outside, with Dale or Toby, whichever one I get today.”

His words gave me a pang. How easily he’d adapted to having a bodyguard, something no 7-year-old boy should ever have to do.

After breakfast, Beanie went outside with Dale, full of plans on how to do the next phase of the space ship igloo.

I went upstairs to make Beanie’s and my beds. As I was doing so, I turned and looked out the window to see how the space ship was coming. I couldn’t see Dale anywhere but supposed he was working inside the igloo. Beanie was standing by the entrance, but seemed engrossed in something off in the distance. I moved closer to the window to get a better look, and when I did, my blood ran cold.

There, on the other side of the fence that divided TJ’s property from the forest beyond, I saw a figure in what looked like some kind of uniform and a hat standing by a gate. I squinted to get a better view. It looked like the figure was smallish, slender, perhaps a woman. I began to shake as I turned to open the window. It was locked, and my hands trembled as I fumbled with the stuck lock. I finally got the window unlocked and raised it up. I started shouting but Beanie had already moved toward the figure at the gate, and I couldn’t tell if he heard me. I yelled for a few moments more, then ran out of the room, down the stairs and out the back door. Mom and Terry had evidently heard my yelling and they followed close behind me, frantically asking what was wrong.

I managed to gasp out, “There’s somebody out there with Beanie!” as I ran past Mom and Terry toward the back door. It too was locked and I fumbled with this lock also. Finally, I threw the door open and ran out into the snow. As I headed toward the gate at the back of the property, I heard the low rumble of an engine starting. I arrived at the fence just in time to see the taillights of some kind of snow vehicle disappearing into the forest of cedar trees. I ran through the still open gate and started to follow the snow vehicle into the woods. Dale must have heard all the commotion and came running up behind me, followed by Mom and Terry.

“What’s going on?” Dale demanded. 

I grabbed his arm and gasped, “ Somebody’s got Beanie!” 

Dale turned to Terry and said, “Call 911. I’ll go after them.”

“I’m coming with you,” I insisted.

But Dale had already started running away from us, shouting over his shoulder, “You’ll just slow me down.”

My shoulders slumped, and I gave up. I knew he was right. He was in top physical condition, and I wasn’t. Terry had already pulled out his cell phone and was telling the 911 operator what he knew of what had just happened.

It had started to snow in earnest, and the three of made our way back to the house. By the time we got there, the Edelweiss deputies were at the front door. Quickly, Terry told them what had happened, then led them to the gate. 

Mom and I went back into the great room to wait, sitting in shocked silence. I dreaded calling Pete. How could I tell him Beanie had been kidnapped? I forced myself to pull my cell phone out of my jeans pocket and to select Pete’s cell number in my Favorites list. To my surprise, he answered on the first ring. I had expected to get his voice mail, something that regularly happened. 

“Hi, Babe,” he greeted me. “What’s up?

I couldn’t help myself. I broke into sobs as I said the words. “Beanie’s gone. Somebody took Beanie.”

Pete switched into emergency mode and asked all the right questions to get the details from me, despite my hysterical crying. 

Then to my relief, Pete said, “I’m actually on my way out there. I took the rest of the day off, and TJ arranged an early pickup by the Edelweiss supplier so we should be there in an hour or so.”

“Oh, thank God,” I somehow managed to say in between sobs. 

“Is Dad anywhere close?” Pete asked in a steady, calm voice. 

I went over to the window to look out in the back yard. Terry was almost at the back door so I headed to the kitchen and handed him my phone as he came through the door.

Still crying, I said, “It’s Pete. He’s on his way here.”

Terry started talking to Pete, and I tried to pay attention to his side of the conversation but my thoughts were too jumbled to make any sense of his words. I was convinced that the uniformed figure had been Riley. Why on earth would Beanie have gone with her? That wasn’t like him at all. Pete, Terry and I had drilled into him the warnings about never going anywhere with strangers. 

I couldn’t wrap my head around this and was so thankful that Pete was on his way here. Terry hung up from the call to Pete on my cell and handed the phone back to me. I started to slip it into my jeans pocket when I noticed a text message had just landed on the display. Terry headed into the great room but I stayed behind in the kitchen to look at the message. To my shock, it was from Riley. “Come to the gate in 15 minutes. Don’t tell anyone or Beanie will pay.”

What did that mean? Why did she want me to come to the gate? I pushed the questions away and measured my options. Clearly, this was part of Riley’s plan, whatever that was. I had no choice. I had to do what she said. But how was I going to get away from Mom and Terry? And I knew if I was going to do it, I would have to do it before Pete got here. Once he was here, he wouldn’t let me out of his sight.

Slowly I walked back into the great room, my mind a mass of swirling thoughts. Mom and Terry were standing by the fireplace, deep in conversation. They both looked up when I entered the room, concern evident on their faces.

Mom walked over to me and put a comforting arm around my shoulder. “Come sit down, sweetie. Pete will be here soon.”

I nodded and followed Mom to one of the long sofas in front of the fireplace. Before we could sit down, Dale and Toby came into the room and went to stand by Terry. 

Toby shook his head and said, “We followed the tracks of the snow cat through the woods until they reached one of the asphalt roads that wind through there. The tracks ended there. Evidently a snowplow had just come by and wiped out any trace of the snow cat. The Edelweiss police are still there, trying to pick up a trail but Dale and I wanted to come back and let you know what’s going on.”

Terry talked to the two bodyguards for a moment, then the three of them left room, saying they were going out to the Bell Security motor home in the driveway to check in with the Edelweiss police on the police band radio installed there.

After the men left the room, I knew this might be my only chance to get away before Pete got here. I rubbed my arms, then stood up and said, “Mom, I’m cold. I’m going upstairs to get a sweater. I’ll be right back.”

Mom stood also and said, “Do you want me to come with you?”

Inwardly, I panicked, afraid that I wouldn’t be able to get away. I reached out and patted her arm, saying, “Thanks, Mom, but I’ll just be a minute.” I started toward the hallway, then said, You’re the best.”

Mom said, “Thanks for that, sweetie,” and sat back down on one of the sofas. 

Instead of heading up the stairs to my bedroom to get a sweater, I tiptoed into the kitchen and then into the mudroom. Earlier in the day, I’d noticed a couple of parkas hanging on hooks on one side of the room. I grabbed the first one and quickly put it on. I patted my jeans pocket to make sure I had my phone, then looked around the room to see if there was anything else I should take with me. A flashlight on one of the shelves caught my eye, and I reached for it. The slender stainless steel cover felt cold to the touch. I slipped the high-tech looking flashlight into one of the pockets of the parka. As I did so, the label on the side of the flashlight briefly caught my eye. I thought it read GPS Tracker. I started to pull it out to read the label more closely but stopped myself. I had to get out of here. I thought about getting a knife from the kitchen but decided against it. Riley would certainly search me and find the knife. 

I went to the kitchen door and opened it as quietly as I could. As I shut the door behind me, I thought I heard Mom calling my name but I ignored it and headed outside toward the back of TJ’s property to the gate that led to the Frazier estate.

It was snowing in earnest, and I shoved my hands deep into the pockets of the parka. They held a pair of gloves and I put them on. The gloves were huge and hung loosely on my hands but they kept my hands warm. The ground was tough going as I broke into a run toward the fence at the far side of the property. I had on sneakers, and the snow filtered in the sides. My feet were soon freezing cold and made it even harder for me to run. But all I could think of was getting to Beanie as fast as I could. Over and over in my mind, I said the words, “Please, God, please God.” I couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to my boy.

I was running head down in the direction of the gate, trying to keep the blinding snow out of my eyes. I took a moment to raise my head and look at the gate. I didn’t see anyone standing there but the swirling snow made a clear view impossible. Finally, breathless, I reached the gate. It was standing slight ajar and I pushed it open and walked through. I stood there, motionless for a moment, looking around but not seeing anyone. 

My heart was pounding, and I could feel tears stinging my eyes. I had counted on Riley being here to take me to Beanie. I didn’t know what to do. I turned, looking all around me. Then I thought I saw a figure at the edge of the woods, about 100 yards or so away. Squinting through the blinding snow, it seemed that the figure was the one I’d seen with Beanie earlier but I couldn’t be sure. The figure raised an arm and motioned me to come. 

Taking a deep breath and brushing away my tears, I started running toward the figure. Abruptly, the figure moved into the woods and was gone from view. I reached the spot where the figure had been standing. I saw footprints in the snow and followed them into the woods. As I trotted along, I kept my head down to keep an eye on the footprints. Then, after a few minutes, I heard the sound of an engine and looked up. Ahead of me was a snow cat coming toward me. There was a figure mounted on the driver’s seat. I headed in the direction of the snow cat. Finally, when we were only a few feet apart, the snow cat stopped and so did I. The figure dismounted from the driver’s seat and walked toward me. 

Because the figure was dressed in what looked like a park ranger parka and wore a hat and goggles, I couldn’t be sure it was Riley but who else could it be? When we were standing face to face, the figure removed the goggles and hat and revealed herself to be Riley. I reached out my hands as if to grab her, and she quickly moved back out of reach.

“Where’s my son? What have you done with him?” My voice sounded overly loud in the silent woods.

Riley shook her head slightly but said, “Your son is safe, as long as you do what I say. Now, get in the snow cat, and I’ll take you to him.”

I hesitated, but only for a moment. Then I half trotted, half ran to the snow cat, with Riley following behind me. As I opened the passenger door, I thought what an odd looking vehicle it was. It looked like an ATV with an enclosed cab grafted on top of it. It had headlights and heavy duty tires equipped with chains. I wondered where Riley had gotten it. But none of that mattered. What mattered was Beanie, and Riley had said she’d take me to him. 

Riley walked around to the driver’s side, opened the door and got in beside me.

“Where have you taken Beanie? What’s this all about?” I asked, my voice trembling with terror for my son.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Riley answered. She did something with the gear shift of the snow cat, and it plunged forward. Riley steered the vehicle along a barely visible trail in the woods, sometimes brushing against the cedar trees that surrounded the trail through the woods. The inside of the snow cat was warm but all I cared about was getting to Beanie as soon as I could.

“Can’t you go any faster?” I demanded. But Riley ignored my question and continued steering the snow cat at what seemed like an incredibly slow speed. I clutched my hands together, wanting to strike out at her but knowing I couldn’t. I had to depend on her to take me to Beanie. I deliberately refused to think about what would happen once I’d found Beanie. I’d handle that when the time came. 

As we moved along, it was as though I could feel waves of negative feelings emanating from Riley toward me. I know that was just my overactive imagination, but I still felt surrounded by animosity. 

“How much further?” I demanded, and once again received no answer. Somehow her non-responsiveness infuriated me. I turned on her, steel in my voice and yelled, “Answer me, dammit!”

To my surprise, Riley laughed, then said, “Good for you. Shows you have some spirit.”

Her voice was low and slightly gravelly. I hadn’t noticed the gravelly voice during the writers group meeting. But as I remembered it, I’d held myself off from her. I’d been displeased with TJ for letting her attend the meeting. Her writing sample had disturbed me. I had wondered if its violence was just fiction or if it revealed the hidden tendencies of its creator. 

I deliberately took a deep breath to calm myself and said in a soft voice,  “Riley, please tell me Beanie’s all right.”

At first, I thought she was again not going to answer me. But then she said, “Kate, Kate. I already told you. Your son is safe, as long as you do what I say.”

“What is it you want me to do?” I asked, although I thought I already knew.

And Riley confirmed that she knew I knew. “You already know, Kate. Don’t play dumb with me. It’s not worthy of you.”

I felt another quick flash of fury at this evil woman. It was all I could do to stop myself from reaching out and punching her. But I restrained myself. No matter what, my son’s well being depended on this nut case. I had to get to where Beanie was and get him to safety. That’s all I could think about now.

I was shivering, from the cold and from fear for Beanie. I could feel Riley’s eyes on me. I turned to look at her then looked away. 

“Cold?” she asked.

I nodded, murmured yes, and Riley reached out to turn up the heater. The hot air rushed out of the vents, surrounding me with a welcome warmth.

Riley was a frightening sight, She wore a tousled blond wig and an overabundance of make-up, set off by a brilliant red lipstick. Her mascara was smudged, leaving streaks on her cheeks. She stared straight ahead, eyes glued to the snow-covered trail lit by the headlights.

We rode in silence for a few minutes. My mind was in turmoil, scared for Beanie. Riley said he was safe but I had no reason to believe her. I had to know more.

I cleared my throat and asked, “How did you get Beanie to come to you? He knows better than to go with strangers.”

Riley gave a low chuckle and said, “But he came to me, didn’t he?”

I started to speak but Riley continued to talk. “I used a stuffed black kitten to lure him out. He must have thought it was real. Poor baby.”

I could feel the bile rise up in my throat at the cruelty in her tone. She kept talking, and her next words sent shivers of fear down my spine. “Of course, he realized right away that it was just a stuffed kitten, and he tried to run away. That’s when I used the chloroform. Great stuff. It knocked him right out. He was still out when I left him to come get you.”

Heart pounding with worry for Beanie, I noticed that the snow cat was slowing down. Then it made a wide left turn onto another trail that branched off from the main one. Up ahead I could just make out an opening in the dense cedar trees. As we approached, I saw a small building. The closer we got, the more details I could make out in the swirling snow. It was a small cabin, made of logs and stones. I thought I could see a plume of smoke coming from the chimney but couldn’t be sure because of the wind blowing the snow around. I also thought I could see a faint light coming from one of the front windows. I squeezed my hands together in a quick heavenward prayer that Beanie was safe and warm inside.

Riley pulled the snow cat up by the front door and got out, saying, “Come on. Your boy is waiting for you.”

I scrambled out of the snow cat and up the two steps to the front porch of the cabin, following closely behind Riley.

She opened the door and motioned me to go in. I did, and she came in behind me, closing and locking the door behind her. The cabin was dimly lit by a lamp near the front door. It was just one large room. Across the room was a double bed with Beanie lying in the middle of it. I raced over to the bed and took Beanie’s limp body in my arms. He was slightly pale but otherwise looked none the worse for wear.

I rocked him in my arms, kissing his forehead and whispering to him. “Wake up, Beanie. Mama’s here. Everything will be all right.”

But he didn’t wake up. I looked over at Riley who was standing at the stove, heating something up.

“Why isn’t he waking up?”

Riley poured something into a cup, then walked over to the bed, sipping from the cup. “He’ll wake up eventually. I may have overdone it with the chloroform.”

It was all I could do to keep myself from screaming at her. “Is there anything you can do?”

“Sure,” Riley said, putting her cup down on the kitchen table and walking to the bathroom in one corner of the cabin. A moment later she emerged with something in her hand. She walked over to the bed and said, “Put Beanie back down on the bed and step away.”

I did as she said and watched as she waved some kind of cylinder under Beanie’s nose a couple of times. My heart leapt when Beanie snorted and jerked his head. A moment later, he opened his eyes and looked around. He must have seen Riley first because he moved back in the bed, away from Riley. Then he saw me and said in a voice slow and tentative, “Mom? Is that you?”

I ran back to the bed and cradled him in my arms. “Yes baby, it’s me. Are you all right?”

“I don’t know,” he said, still in that soft, slow voice. “My head really hurts.” I felt the rage course through me, and it was all I could do to keep from attacking Riley. 

Riley walked up to the bed and stood looking down at us. “Put him back down. I have something for you to do.”

I hesitated, wanting to lash out at her. Then, to my horror, I saw that she held a gun in her hand, pointed directly at Beanie. Hands shaking, I did as she ordered, gently laying Beanie back down on the bed. I stood up, and I’m sure Riley could see the terror in my eyes, even though the cabin was dimly lit.

With the hand that held the gun, she gestured across the room. I saw a table with a laptop on it. “What?” I asked. “What do you want me to do?”

“Go sit down at the computer, and you’ll see.”

I walked over to the laptop and looked down at the screen. To my surprise, there was a document open in a word processing program that looked like Word. Despite myself, I automatically sat in the chair in front of the laptop and started to read. It was a Mick and Min story but not one that I’d written. It sounded like my writing but I hadn’t done it. As I read, I puzzled out what Riley was up to. She must have written her own version of my Mick and Min series. I stopped reading after a few pages and stood up, surprised to see that Riley was standing next to the table. I’d been so engrossed in reading that I hadn’t noticed her crossing the room.

“What is this?” I asked.

“You know what it is. It’s the continuation of Mick and Min. I won’t let you stop the series. I can’t let you do that. So we need to get this manuscript to your publisher. It’s as simple as that.”

I stood there speechless. She must have lost her mind. There was no way I was sending this to my publisher. There was no way she was going to continue the Mick and Min series. Could she really be so crazy as to think she could make this happen? I didn’t know what to say or do. 

Riley then pushed the barrel of the gun into my back and said, “First things, first, Kate. Empty out your pockets now.”

Terrified, I slowly backed away from the barrel of the gun. When I’d put a slight distance between the gun and me, I reached in one of the pockets of my jeans and drew out my cell phone. Slowly and deliberately, I laid it on the table next to the laptop. From another of my jeans pockets, I pulled out a key ring and laid it next to the cell phone. The jangle of the keys sounded loudly in the silent room. Lastly, I put a hand into the pocket of the parka and took out the flashlight I’d brought along. This too I lay on the table, in between the cell phone and the key ring. 

I looked at Riley and saw that she was staring at the objects on the table. She reached over and picked up my cell phone. She tossed it on the floor at her feet and then stomped on it until it was in pieces. “In case someone tries to locate you by the GPS tracker in your phone.” She leaned down and picked up the pieces of the phone and put them in her jacket pocket.

Then she asked, “Is that it? Is that all you have?”

I answered a soft yes. Riley said, “Show me.”

For a moment, I didn’t know what she wanted me to do. Then she pantomimed turning her pockets inside out. 

So I turned out the pockets of the parka, then took it off. Next, one by one, I pulled out the pockets of my jeans, till all four pockets were hanging out.

Riley nodded and said, “Okay, now sit down at the laptop.”

I shoved my pockets back where they belonged and sat in the chair in front of the laptop.

Riley walked around to the other side of the table and sat in the chair opposite me. “Now, here’s what I want you to do.”

I stared across the table at her, waiting for instructions.

“I want you to edit the manuscript, to make sure it sounds like you. I want you to make any necessary changes. Then we’re going to e-mail it to your editor and instruct him to start the publishing process.

“Her,” I said.

“What?” Riley asked.

“Her,” I repeated. “My editor is a woman. You said he.”

Even in the dim light I could see the ferocious glare that Riley threw my way.

“Just get busy.” Riley’s tone brooked no disagreement.

I started scrolling through the manuscript, stopping here and there to make changes. It was no surprise that Riley had turned on the track changes function so that my changes appeared in red type.

After an hour of editing, I stopped and put my hands in my lap. During that hour, I’d gotten up twice to go check on Beanie, who was lying on the bed and watching my every move. I’d whispered reassurances to him but I doubted that he was feeling reassured. I certainly wasn’t.

“Why are you stopping?” Riley demanded.

“I’m tired and thirsty and hungry, and I want to go sit with Beanie.” 

Riley hesitated, seeming to think about my words. Then grudgingly she said, “Okay. You go sit with Beanie, and I’ll bring you both some water and something to eat.

I sat on the bed and lifted Beanie so that his head was lying in my lap. He was still groggy and lethargic and definitely not himself. My assumption was that as Riley had said, she had overdone it with the chloroform. I whispered reassurances to him, telling him that his Daddy and grandfather would find us and get us safely home. In my heart, I wanted to believe that but didn’t. My mind raced frantically from one wild thought to another, trying to figure out a way that I could get Beanie and myself out of this predicament. 

Something was niggling in the back of my mind but I couldn’t quite capture it. There was something that I should be remembering.

Riley came over to the bed and handed me two bottles of water and two packages of peanut butter crackers. I set the water bottles on the floor and the crackers on the bed next to me. Unscrewing the cap on one of the bottles of water, I lifted Beanie to a sitting position and held the water bottle to his mouth. He took a couple of sips and then coughed. I put the bottle back down on the floor and patted his back. He shook his head no when I offered him a cracker. Starving, I ate two of the crackers and drank half a bottle of water. 

As I drank, I watched Riley sit down at the laptop and scroll through the pages. I assumed she was reading my edits. This woman was crazy. Did she really think she could get her version of a Mick and Min book published? Fat chance of that. But I had to admit she’d done a creditable job on her manuscript, at least as far as I’d gotten. Her writing and her plot were somewhat darker than mine were but she’d managed to capture much of my style and tone.

Again, I offered Beanie a cracker and this time he took it. He sat up slowly and leaned against me, nibbling on the cracker. I felt a rush of joy go through me as I saw that he seemed to be waking up. I gave him his water bottle, and he drank a few more sips. He leaned into me and whispered, “Mom, I’m scared.” 

I whispered back, “I know. But don’t worry. We’ll get out of this okay.” I felt bad for telling him that but I wanted him to keep his spirits up and to be ready for whatever happened. We sat there leaning into each other, with me hoping that some miracle would occur, and Beanie and I would be rescued. 

I watched Riley reading my changes on the laptop and wondered what in heaven’s she could have been thinking to have kidnapped Beanie and me. The fire was starting to die down, and I was tempted to get up and put a log on it. But I didn’t know how Riley would react to my doing that so I just left well enough alone.

As if reading my mind, Riley stood and walked across the room to the fireplace. She moved the fire screen and placed a couple of small logs on the fire, then stirred the embers with a poker. Then to my surprise, part of my mind cataloged the poker as a potential weapon I could use against Riley. I sat there for a moment, glad that my brain was still capable seeing past my fear and into a possible course of action I could take. 

Then, while Riley still had her back to me, I began to survey the cabin, looking for other possibilities. I saw a knife rack on the counter. An axe stood by the woodbin next to the fireplace. What looked like a small wooden toolbox was next to the woodbin, perhaps holding a hammer. The axe and the poker were probably my best bets. For a moment, I wondered if I really had the guts to physically attack Riley and knew with utter certainty that I did. I just needed her to be distracted for a moment, long enough for me to grab the poker or the axe, or perhaps both of them. 

Riley moved away from the fireplace, back to the table with the laptop. She glanced over at Beanie and me on the bed but didn’t speak. 

My heart was pounding, and I could barely breathe as I waited for her to sit back down at the table and continue working on the laptop. Her back would be to me, and I could leap up and grab the poker or axe and lunge at her. I looked to the left of the laptop for the gun and saw it lying on the table just beside the laptop. 

If I were lucky enough, I would be able to attack her before she knew what was happening, before she could reach for the gun, turn and shoot me -- or Beanie. That thought gave me pause. What if she shot Beanie instead of me? Could I take that chance?

Fearful for Beanie, I decided to wait, to see if I got a better opportunity for the attack. I wondered why Riley had been so foolish as to leave the poker and axe and knives in plain sight. Did she think I wouldn’t try to fight her? And why hadn’t she tied Beanie and me up? I suppose she thought the gun was a sufficient deterrent to any action on my part.

I watched as Riley stood, reached for the gun and walked toward the bed. She stood over us, looking down into my eyes. For a moment, I thought I detected a slight smile on her lips but decided it must be a trick of the dimly lit room.

When she spoke, her voice was soft and barely audible. “Your edits were helpful and revealing. I won’t make those same mistakes next time. Now, it’s time for you to finish editing the rest of the manuscript.”

I was tempted to protest that I was too tired and needed to take a nap before finishing but decided that was a foolish risk to take. Riley’s instability was a danger, especially to Beanie. He was Riley’s leverage against me. 

I laid Beanie back on the bed and went toward the laptop. Then I stopped mid stride and said, “I have to use the rest room.”

Riley nodded her head in the direction of the closed bath room door and said, “Leave the door open.”

I started to protest but once again decided I didn’t want to risk angering Riley. As I walked toward the bathroom, I found myself wondering why all of sudden I was so concerned about Riley’s instability.
In the bathroom, I looked around for any potential weapons or an escape route. There was a window over the toilet but it looked too small for me to squeeze through. Beanie might be able to make it. I stored that possibility away in the back of my mind. There was no medicine cabinet, just a couple of shelves holding towels, soap, Band-Aids, tooth paste, tooth brushes, mostly the usual things you’d find in a bathroom. Two items caught my eye. One was a spray can of air freshener. The other was a brown bottle of hydrogen peroxide. Both of them could be used to blind Riley. Good to know, good to keep in mind. I shook my head slightly as I left the bathroom. Riley had definitely not done a good job of removing potential weapons I could use against her.  

I went back to the laptop and once again, began editing Riley’s manuscript. I continued to be impressed with her writing ability. What a shame she was such a nut case. She might have had a successful writing career on her own. I worked steadily for another hour. Part of that time, Riley stood behind me, reading my edits over my shoulder. Halfway through this editing session, I stopped and got up to check on Beanie. Riley took my place in the chair in front of the laptop and began scrolling through the manuscript again.

Beanie was lying on his side on the bed and had evidently been watching me at the laptop. I sat down next to him and gave him the water bottle.

“Interested in a peanut butter cracker?” I asked him. He nodded and took the proffered cracker. I drank some water and ate another cracker, surprised that my stomach would accept food under such dire circumstances. 

Once again, Beanie whispered to me. This time it was a question. “Mom, what’s going to happen to us?” 

I whispered my reassurances to him. “Everything will be fine. I’ll take care of it. And Daddy and Pop-Pop are looking for us. They’ll be here soon.” I could tell Beanie was trying hard to believe me. I gave his shoulder a quick squeeze and went back to the laptop. I was torn between wanting to be done with this stupid editing exercise and being afraid that once I was done, Riley would be done with me.  This whole thing was crazy. I felt like Alice behind the looking glass. What could she be thinking? There was no way she could keep Beanie and me captive forever.

Suddenly I remembered what it was I had forgotten. Beanie’s phone. It should still be in the hidden pocket in his parka. I put my hand on his shoulder and whispered, “Django” then bathroom. He gave me a puzzled look and then a look of understanding and nodded. I stood up and helped Beanie to his feet.

“I’m taking Beanie to the bathroom,” I announced to Riley.

She kept her attention on the laptop but called out, “Keep the door open.”

Inside the bathroom, I closed the door partway, hoping I’d left it open enough to satisfy Riley. I helped Beanie out of his parka. While Beanie used the toilet and then watched me intently, I opened the hidden pocket and pulled out his phone. It was turned off, which disappointed me. I had hoped that Pete and Terry were using the Wher-R-U app or had the police triangulating the phone in an effort to locate us. I turned the phone on and saw that there’s was only 10% left of the battery life. What should I do? I could call Terry’s number but not say anything. He would see Beanie’s name on the screen and know that we were trying to notify him. Then I had a better idea. I would send Terry a text telling him to use the Wher-R-U app to locate us. I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I should send the text to Pete instead but decided Terry would know better what to do.

“What’s taking so long in there?” Riley shouted from the other room. Hiding the phone behind my back, I leaned out the door and said, “We’re almost done. Just washing up.”

I ducked back into the bathroom and quickly tapped out my message to Terry and pressed Send. I heard the whoosh of the message notifier and tucked the phone back into the hidden pocket in Beanie’s parka. Beanie looked better, and I assumed that it was because he’d seen me taking action to get us out of this predicament. 

We went back into the main room of the cabin. This time Beanie went to sit on the floor in front of the fire. I went over to where Riley was sitting at the laptop and asked, “Is it okay if I put a log on the fire?”

It was a moment before Riley looked away from the laptop screen. She glanced at me, as if replaying what I’d just said, then nodded. “Sure, go ahead.”

I walked over to the fireplace and leaned down to pick up a log from the woodbin. As I did, a rush of adrenaline raced through me. This might be the best chance I had. Instead of picking up a log, I grabbed the poker . I whirled around and ran over to where Riley sat with her back to me.
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It took all my nerve and all my strength to attack Riley. Just as I slammed the poker into her head, she turned her head toward me. We stared into one another’s eyes for a millisecond before the poker cracked into her head with a resounding thwack. Riley slumped in the chair and then toppled to the floor.

I heard a whimper from Beanie and ran over to the bed and cradled him in my arms. “Sorry you had to see that, buddy. Now, let’s get out of here.” 

I made sure we both had our coats on, then went around the cabin picking up things. I took the flashlight from the table, the axe, two bottles of water, and a couple packs of peanut butter crackers. My last stop was Riley. I felt for a pulse and thought I felt a faint one. Her head was bleeding, and it was hard to look at her. 

I glanced around and found what I was looking for – the gun was lying on the floor next to Riley. Her fall must have knocked it on the floor. Gingerly, I picked it up and looked it over. I knew enough about guns to look for the safety and see that it was already on. That surprised me. I would have thought Riley would have been ready to fire the gun at a moment’s notice but evidently not.

I shoved the gun deep in the right-hand pocket of the parka along with the flashlight. I found a plastic grocery bag in the kitchen area and put the bottles of water and crackers into it. I looped the bag around my left wrist and picked up the axe with my left hand. 

Beanie was still handing by the bed, hands shoved in the pockets of his coat, watching my every move. I walked over to where he stood and looked down into his eyes. “Ready to go?” I asked.

He nodded and headed toward the door. As he passed by Riley, he turned to me and asked in a voice I could hardly hear, “Mom, is she dead?”

I took a deep breath and answered as honestly as I could. “No, I don’t think so. Come on, sweetie, we have to get out of here. We have to get back home.”

Outside, dark had fallen. It had stopped snowing and the moon was bright overhead. I turned on the flashlight and shone it around the woods, trying to figure out which way to go. The snow cat was close to the front door of the cabin, and Beanie and I walked over to it and got in. The key was in the ignition, and I turned it. The engine started on the first try and I checked around the dashboard, trying to figure out how to turn on the headlights and shift gears. It took a few moments to orient myself to everything. When I was sure I knew where all the vital parts of the snow cat were located, I turned to Beanie and said, “Well, here we go.”

He didn’t answer, and I knew he was scared to death. I squeezed his arm and said, “Everything’s going to be all right. You’ll see.” I didn’t really believe what I was saying but needed to reassure Beanie that no matter what, we were going to be all right.

It had been years since I’d driven a stick shift, but somehow I managed to get us moving, although we took off with a jerk.. I tried to follow the tracks the snow cat had made but it was slow going. The subsequent snow had covered most of the tracks. Fortunately, the bright headlights on the snow cat did a creditable job of illuminating our way. I could feel the tension in my neck as I leaned forward, staring out the windshield and doing my best to stay on course. My plan, such as it was, was to follow the tracks back to TJ’s house if I could. If not, plan B was to find somewhere to make a phone call for help. I berated myself for not searching Riley / Annalise for a phone but it had completely slipped my mind.

But then I remembered we had Beanie’s phone with us. “Bean, can you get your phone out and try to call Daddy?”

I watched out of the corner of my eye as Beanie took his cell phone out of the hidden pocket. I saw him look at it, then replace it in the pocket. “It’s dead, Mom.”

“That’s okay, buddy. I was afraid of that. It was low on juice when we made that call to Pop-Pop.” Well, we’ll have to either make it home on our own or find some place to call from.

Nothing looked familiar to me in the darkness, despite the moonlight and the headlights. I felt as though we were lost in an avalanche of trees and would never make our way out of it.

I glanced at my watch and saw that we’d been driving for almost half an hour now. That seemed longer than the trip I’d made here with Riley. I began to worry that we’d somehow gotten lost or were going around in circles. But perhaps I was just driving more slowly than Riley had. After all, she knew where she was going and I had no idea where I was going, other than trying to follow snow cat tracks.

I looked over at Beanie and asked, “How are you doing, sweetie?”

“I’m okay, Mom.” He patted my arm and said, “You know, you’re like some kind of super hero.”

His words of praise brought the sting of tears to my eyes. I only hoped I could live up to my little boy’s expectations of me.

Surely we must getting close to TJ’s house by now. Or somewhere near Edelweiss where we could see the lights of other houses. But still the woods surrounding us remained dark and unwelcoming. 

As I drove along what I thought was the trail Riley had taken to get to the cabin, I thought I heard an unusual sound coming from the engine. Then the snow cat started to jerk and finally it rolled to a stop. I’d had this experience before and was afraid it meant we’d run out of gas. I looked down at the gas gauge on the dashboard and sure enough, the red needle pointed directly at E.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” Beanie asked, fear in his voice.

“I think we’ve run out of gas. I’m going to look in the back and see if there’s a gas can there.”

I got out of the snow cat and walked around to the rear of the vehicle and opened the hatchback. Off to one side was a red gas can. Thank heavens, I thought as I reached out to pick up the can. My thank heavens turned oh, no as I lifted the can. It felt really light, like it was empty or almost empty. I shook the can and heard a little sloshing. Maybe there would be enough gas to get us somewhere, anywhere, away from the desolation of the woods. I went around to the side of the snow cat, opened the valve on the gas tank, and poured the meager contents of the gas can into the gas tank. 

I returned the gas can to the back of the snow cat and got back in. A miracle occurred – the engine started on the first try. I said a silent prayer as we started off again. I strained my eyes, staring out the windshield, desperate to see a light or some sign of life. I reached out and gave Beanie a reassuring pat, not wanting him to be scared but pretty sure he was. 

Just as the engine started to sputter again, I saw something in the distance. The headlights were reflecting off something shiny. We edged closer to whatever it was but then once again the snow cat engine gave a final sputter and died. I sat there motionless for a moment, wanting to scream in frustration but restraining myself for Beanie’s sake.

I debated what to do next. Should I go investigate what the thing was ahead of us? Should I take Beanie with me or leave him in the snow cat? I honestly didn’t know what to do. I took a couple of deep breaths and thought to myself, “What would Pete do?”

I’d always considered Pete the wisest, most sensible, practical person I knew. Now, as I tried to channel his thought process, I took it step by step. I should take Beanie and go see what the thing was up ahead of us. It looked like some kind of building, and perhaps it could provide shelter for us. I realized we couldn’t stay in the snow cat with no heat.

I turned to Beanie and said, “We’re going to explore whatever that is in the woods ahead of us. Okay?” 

“Okay, Mom,” my brave little man said.

Then I could hear Pete’s voice in my head. “Be sure to take supplies with you.” I smiled and nodded, and said to Beanie, “First, we’re going to see what’s in the snow cat that might be helpful to us.”

I got out again and went around to the back and opened the hatchback. Inside I found two army blankets rolled into tight cylinders, a first aid kit, a duffel bag containing a small shovel, a box of wooden matches, a fire starter, an antique-looking compass in an embossed case, a hunting knife, a flashlight, some plastic garbage bags, and miracle of miracles, a flare gun with half a dozen or so flares. I could feel tears stinging my eyes at these helpful supplies. Beanie and I might have a chance of survival after all.

Back in the snow cat, I put the food and water I’d brought from Riley’s cabin into the duffel bag, along with the army blankets and first aid kit.

I turned to Beanie and asked, “Are you ready for an adventure, my man?”

“Yep,” Beanie answered and got out of the snow cat. I got out and pulled the duffel bag with me, then slung it over my shoulder. It was heavier than I’d expected and its weight threw me off balance. I readjusted the strap on my shoulder and Beanie and I set off in the direction of the building looking object in front of us. 

I estimated the building to be several hundred yards ahead of us. I shone the flashlight on the ground, and it was rough going in the snow. There must have been six or eight inches of snow, and I was grateful that Beanie was wearing boots. My sneakers were soaked through, and I couldn’t feel anything in my toes. Without asking, Beanie had taken hold of my hand. We walked in silence toward the building, and I was so proud of my son’s bravery. I couldn’t wait to tell Pete how well Beanie had taken this whole thing. 

As we drew closer to the building, I saw what looked like a door. Finally, after what seemed like forever but was really only a few minutes, we were close enough to the building for me to tell what it was. A wooden façade was built into the side of a hill, with a door in the center of it. We walked faster now, and soon had reached the door itself. A padlock hung on a hasp but the padlock was open. Asking Beanie to hold the flashlight, I removed the padlock and set it on the ground. Then I pulled at the door. At first, it wouldn’t budge. I kept pulling and jerking and at last the door began to creak open.

When the door was fully open, I took the flashlight from Beanie and shone it inside. It was the entrance to what looked like a cave. I stepped inside and was surprised how much warmer it was inside than outside. That was a good thing. 

Shining the flashlight around, I saw that the cave entrance was about six feet high so that I was easily able to stand. Off to one side were stacks of boards and pieces of logs. There were also pieces of trash, fast food wrappers, beer and soda bottles, all evidence of uninvited visitors to the cave. I looked back at the door and saw that Beanie was still standing outside the entrance to the cave. 

“Come on it,” I said, and Beanie stepped over the threshold and slowly walked toward me. “This looks pretty good, huh?” I asked. 

Beanie gave a noncommittal reply, and I put the duffel bag down on the ground and walked over and gave him a hug. “It’s going to be all right, honey, you’ll see. We’ll stay warm and dry and safe in here, and Daddy and Pop-Pop will find us and soon we’ll be home where we belong.”

Beanie grunted and I rubbed his head. “Let’s gather up some of that wood over there and build a fire.” Using the flashlight to guide us, Beanie and I walked over to the side of the cave and picked logs and a couple of pieces of wood. In the center of the cave entrance was a spot with ashes and partially burned logs. I stacked the wood in my arms on top of the ashes, and Beanie did the same thing. I walked over and picked up some of the fast food trash and placed it on top of the wood. I got the fire starter out of the duffel bag but couldn’t get it to work. So I went back to the duffel and got the matches. Within a few minutes, we had a cheery little fire going. I switched off the flashlight and shoved it in my parka pocket.

I got the army blankets out of the duffel and made a nest for the two of us by the fire. We had some peanut butter crackers and water, and sat there staring into the flames. 

Beanie snuggled into me and asked, “What are we going to do now, Mom?”

“Good question, Bean,” I answered, not sure what to say. I thought for a moment, then said, “I was thinking that maybe we could shoot off one of the flares in the direction of TJ’s house. Maybe Daddy and Pop-Pop would see it.”

“That sounds like a good idea, Mama,” Beanie said. His use of Mama, his baby name for me, instead of the big boy Mom he usually called me, tore at my heart. It was an indication of how frightened Beanie must be.

Then Beanie asked a good question. “Do you know what direction TJ’s house is?”

I’d been thinking about that and knew it all depended on whether I could see the moon in the night sky. I told Beanie that and right away, he wanted to go outside and find the moon.

“Hold your horses there, cowboy. First we have to get the flare gun and the compass out of the duffel bag. Then, most important, I have to figure out how to use them.”

Beanie jumped up and said excitedly, “I’ll get them, Mom.” He was back to his regular name for me, and I was grateful that he was so easily distracted by the idea of activity.

A moment later, Beanie was back at the fire beside me. In one hand he held the antique-looking compass, and in the other hand, he held the packaged flare gun. I reached out and took the flare gun from him, both for his safety and because it would be the more challenging tool to explore.

I got the flashlight out of my parka pocket and shone it on the flare gun. It looked brand new, still in its original clear plastic molded packaging. I tried to tear the plastic but got nowhere. Back to the magic duffel bag, I thought, as I stood up and went over to the duffel bag. I dug out the hunting knife and went back to the fire and the flare gun. I sat down on the cave floor, and Beanie sat beside me.

“I’ll hold the flashlight for you,” Beanie said and took it from my hand. He shone it on the flare gun, and I began to work on the package.

Getting the flare gun out of its packaging was not an easy deal. I hacked at the plastic with the uber sharp hunting knife. Beanie held the flashlight steady, and finally, the gun was free from the plastic. The instruction booklet fell to the floor, and I picked it up and opened it to read it. A couple of minutes later, I reached for the packet of flares that had been wrapped in plastic with the gun. There were two kinds: handheld and ones that you loaded into the flare gun. I concentrated on the ones for the gun, knowing that I would need as much distance as possible. 

The directions were easy and straightforward. In the reflected light of the flashlight, I could see Beanie’s intense stare at the gun and the flares. He doesn’t have any toy guns and has never been around real guns so this was quite the new and probably exciting experience for him. I felt a rush of anger at Riley for putting my son and myself through this ordeal. Thank God we’d escaped from her.

I fumbled with loading the gun with one of the four flares included in the package. There were also four handheld flares. The gun was red and black and quite a nifty little thing. The flares were red and small, making me wonder how much light they could throw off. 

I put the loaded flare gun on the ground next to me and turned to the compass. It was a beauty, probably fifty years old at least. The compass indicated that Beanie and I were facing north as we sat on the floor of the cave. If I remembered correctly, last night the moon appeared in sky behind TJ’s house so that must be east. I scooted around on the floor of the cave until the compass was pointing east. So that would be the same as looking out TJ’s back deck. I began to feel a little discouraged. This whole flare thing might not do us any good at all. 

I stood up with the compass in one hand and the flare gun in the other. Beanie stood up also, flashlight still in his hand.

“Come on, Beans, let’s go outside and shoot the flare gun. Here’s what I’m thinking we’ll do.” I kept my voice as upbeat and positive as I could. Beanie must be terrified at our situation, and I needed to reassure him. “I’m going to shoot off two of the flares from the gun in what I think is the direction of Uncle TJ’s house. Hopefully, someone will see them and come rescue us. We’ll save the other two flares for later.”

Together, we walked toward the door. Actually, I didn’t have much hope that this would do any good but I at least had to try. Beanie still clutched the high-tech flashlight I’d brought from TJ’s house. He shone the light in front of us as we walked out of the cave entrance. We walked into the clearing in front of the cave, and I looked up into the sky in the direction of the moon.

I aimed the flare gun in what I thought was the direction of TJ’s house. Taking a deep breath, I placed my left hand reassuringly on Beanie’s shoulder, then moved both hands to hold the gun steady. Breathing a quick prayer, I fired the gun. To my surprise, it made only a faint sound. A few seconds later, the sky lit up with a massive flash of red stars. I was shocked at the explosion of light. Surely anyone looking up at the sky would see the lights. 

“Wow, Mom, that was sure something!” Beanie said in excitement.

“It sure was,” I agreed. “ It was a bigger thing than I thought would happen.”

“Can we do the second one now? It was really neat!”

“I’m going to wait a minute or so and then I’ll shoot off the second flare.” As I silently counted one-thousand-one, one-thousand-two, I thought that minute would never end. Finally, the minute passed. Once again, I squeezed Beanie’s shoulder, then said, “Okay, buddy, here we go again.”

I aimed the flare gun and released the trigger. Once again, we saw the massive shower of red stars light up the night sky. If our circumstances hadn’t been so dire, I would have enjoyed the beautiful explosion of light. 

“Cool,” Beanie murmured. 

“Yep,” I said. “Tell you what. Once we get out of this mess and back home, safe and sound, we’ll have Daddy buy more flares and you can shoot them off.”

“Really, Mom? Really?” Beanie’s excited voice pierced the cold night air.

“Yes, really.” And if Pete protested, I’d just overrule him. “Let’s get back inside the cave,” I said, putting an arm around Beanie’s shoulder.

Back inside the cave, Beanie and I each put another log on the fire. We sat down on the army blankets and huddled together for warmth. 

“Do you want another peanut butter cracker?” I asked.

Beanie hesitated, then said, “I guess so. I’m getting kind of tired of them, though.”

I chuckled and said, “Me, too. Once we’re home, we’ll never eat them again.” I opened one of our two remaining packages of crackers and gave one to Beanie. I ate the other one, then threw the packaging into the fire. We each drank some water, then Beanie asked, “When are we going to do the other two flares?”

“I thought we’d wait an hour or so.” I put my wrist toward the flashlight lying on the ground and looked at my watch. It was almost 8 p.m. “We’ll shoot them off a little before 9.”

Beanie leaned into me and said, “Tell me about that lady, Mom. Why did she take me?”

I patted Beanie on the back and thought about what to tell him. “That’s a hard one, Beanie. You know, sometimes people do bad things. I think that Riley had an unhappy life and that led her to do things she shouldn’t. She didn’t want Mommy to end the Mick and Min series of books so she thought if she took you, that would convince Mommy to keep on writing the books.” I paused, choosing my next words carefully. “We’re going to get out of this predicament, Bean. Daddy and Pop-Pop will find us. Meanwhile, we’re safe here. Mommy is going to take care of you, don’t worry.”

As I said the words, I hoped Beanie would feel reassured by them. I wasn’t so sure of their truth myself. Even if we had to spend the night here in the cave, tomorrow when it was light out, we could search for some signs of life. 

“Tell me a story about when you were a little girl,” Beanie asked.

I figured he wanted a story that would make him feel safe and secure, so I quickly eliminated any scary stories. Usually when I told stories to Beanie, he wanted adventure and danger to be part of them.

“One day,” I began in the usual story format we used, always beginning with “One day,” and ending with The End.”

I proceeded to tell Beanie about my first two-wheel bicycle and how I had such trouble learning to ride it. For the past few months, Beanie had been lobbying for a two​wheeler, and Pete and I were resisting, not wanting to turn him loose in the world.

Beanie leaned into me as he listened, and I held him close. I was proud of how brave he was being and hoped I could fulfill my often-repeated promise that everything was going to be all right.

At just before 9, I stood up and said, “Let’s go shoot off the second two flares.” I had hoped there might be some sign of rescue and that we wouldn’t need to shoot off more flares but that didn’t seem to be the case. Beanie and I went outside and twice I aimed the flare gun in what I thought was the direction of TJ’s house in Edelweiss. The red star explosions seemed even brighter than the first ones. Beanie gave a deep sigh and said, “That was so awesome, Mom.” 

We started back toward the cave entrance when I thought I heard a sound. I stopped and whispered, “Shhh.” I stood there in the moonlit snow, looking around and listening intently but the sound didn’t repeat itself. I said to Beanie, “I thought I heard something but I guess it was nothing.”

“I guess we should go to the bathroom while we’re out here.” Beanie didn’t answer, and I knew he wouldn’t like going in the woods. Neither I did, but it was what it was.

When we were done, we went back to the cave. At the door to the cave, I stopped again to listen. But there was no sound. Beanie and I went back into the cave, and I closed the door firmly behind me. I wished there were some way I could lock it but there wasn’t. I looked around the cave for something to block the door and moved a few logs in front of the door. It certainly wouldn’t keep anyone out but at least it would serve as an early warning system.

I put more wood on the fire and straightened out the army blankets. The floor was hard and cold but the blankets would soften it a bit and keep out a little of the cold. Not ideal, but better than nothing.

“Let’s try to get some sleep, buddy,” I said to Beanie. We snuggled together on one of the blankets, and I covered us as best I could with the other one.

“Would you tell me another story, Mom, please?” Beanie’s voice was soft, and I felt so bad that my boy had to go through this ordeal.

“Sure. Any requests?” Sometimes Beanie directed the content of the stories Pete or I would tell him. Other times, he left that up to his storytellers. 

“Can you tell me the story about when I was born?” 

I felt a sting of tears at Beanie’s words. He loved the story of his birth but only asked for it when he was feeling sad or unhappy.

“Definitely. You know that’s my favorite story of all.” I squeezed Beanie’s shoulder under the blanket.

“I know.” I drew a deep breath and began the familiar story. “One day, Mama and Daddy were very excited about a new little person who was coming to live with them in a few weeks. It was just before Christmas, and they decided to drive out into the country to a Christmas tree farm to chop down a tree. Daddy was going to do the chopping and Mama was just going to watch. It had started to snow, and the roads were getting slick.

“Daddy asked Mama if she thought they should go back home and try another day. Mama said, “No, it would be okay. So they continued on. When they got to the Christmas tree farm, it was closed. There was a sign on the door that read,, ‘Closed due to inclement weather.’”

“I know what that means, Mama,” Beanie interrupted. He stumbled over the word ‘inclement’ as he pronounced it and said, “It means snowy weather.”

“Yes, it does, my bright boy. So Mama and Daddy started to get back in the car when something happened that’s called water breaking. It happens when a baby is ready to come live with his or her family.”

“His,” Beanie said. “The baby was a boy – me!”

“You’re right again. Daddy tried to call 911 on his cell phone but there wasn’t any service out there in the country. So Daddy did what he had to do. He broke a piece of glass on the door around the lock and reached in and unlocked the door. He took Mama inside and had her sit down on one of the chairs in the office of the Christmas tree farm.” 

As I related the often-told story, I thought how fortunate we had been that everything turned out all right with Beanie’s birth. The list of things that went right and were in our favor was a long one. First and foremost, Pete, as a psychiatrist, was also an M.D. Second, the office was warm and protected from the snow storm. Third, the office had a landline that Pete used to call 911 after Beanie was born. Pete was able to easily and safely deliver our son, and Beanie had been strong and healthy, then and now.
“So Daddy helped Kyle William DeAngelo enter the world and everybody lived happily ever after. The End.” I concluded the story with a flourish, knowing what Beanie would say next.

“Tell the part about the Christmas tree farm.” I loved the eagerness in Beanie’s voice and told the part about what the owners of the Christmas tree farm had done.

“After you were born and Daddy called the paramedics, he also called the owners of the Christmas tree farm and told them what had taken place in their office. He explained about having to break the glass on the door and said he would be glad to pay for getting the damage repaired.  The people were so excited about having a baby born on their tree farm that they had a plaque made with your name and date of birth. They hung it in the office and it’s still there to this day.”

“I know,” Beanie said, still in the excited voice. “And that’s why we go to that Christmas tree farm every year to chop down our tree.” 

“Yep!” I said. “Now, young man, you close your eyes and try to get some sleep. Okay?”

“Okay, Mama.” I felt a twinge at hearing him use his baby name for me. Mostly now I was ‘Mom.’

We said his bedtime prayer, ending with his long list of ‘God blesses.’ Within minutes, Beanie had fallen asleep. But sleep didn’t come so easily for me.

I lay there, eyes closed, trying to clear my mind of all worry and concern but it was hopeless. I was pretty sure that Beanie and I would be okay, that we would somehow make our way out of this situation. Tomorrow when it was light outside, I would have a better chance of figuring out just where we were and how to find civilization. 

As I lay there not sleeping, I kept thinking about how fortunate I was compared to Riley, what a good life I had, compared to her nightmare of an existence. Sure, she’d had a wealthy family but she had endured a horrendous emotional existence with an abusive father and an alcoholic mother. One tiny part of me was beginning to feel sorry for Riley. I rolled over on the blanket in disgust at myself. I would not pity this monstrous woman. 

Off in the distance, I thought I heard a faint noise. It sounded like the rumble of an engine. I sat up, listening intently. Quietly, so as to not wake Beanie, I stood up and started toward the door. I jabbed my hand into the right pocket of the parka and grabbed the gun in there. When I reached the door. I leaned down and with my free hand moved the logs blocking the door and opened it a couple of inches. Holding my breath, I listened for a repeat of the sound I thought I’d heard. But there was nothing, absolutely nothing, just nighttime silence. I stayed there a minute more but still heard nothing. I gently closed the door and moved the logs back in front of it. I picked up two of the logs and put them on the embers of the fire. Immediately, flames shot up, and I rubbed my hands in front of the fire’s warmth. 

I sat down on the army blanket and pulled the edges of the other blanket up around Beanie. As usual, he’d thrown off the cover. He was such an active sleeper, flinging his arms and legs every which way. I sat there for awhile, right next to Beanie, wishing I could be lost in dreamland like he was. I started to lie back down to try to get some sleep when I heard a loud clatter just outside the door. I jumped up and once again grabbed the gun out of the pocket of the parka. I stood protectively in front of Beanie, with the gun aimed at the door. 

The door flew open. From the dim light of the fire, I could just make out Riley standing in the doorway. She held a rifle in her hands, and it was pointed at Beanie and me. Without thinking, and to my shock, I fired the gun in Riley’s direction. I’m not a good shot and the bullet hit Riley’s leg instead of her chest where I thought I was aiming. She fell to the floor of the cave, losing her hold on the rifle in the process. I ran across the cave and grabbed the rifle from the floor. Behind me, I could hear Beanie crying out, “Mama, Mama, what’s going on?”

Riley was lying on the floor, grasping her leg and sobbing. I called out to Beanie, “Everything is okay. Stay right where you are.” Mind racing, I went over to the duffel bag and shoved the pistol into my pocket. I still held the rifle in one hand as I rooted through the duffel bag to find something to use to tie up Riley. But the only thing that was a possibility were plastic garbage bags. I grabbed the bags and went back to where Riley lay moaning. I then did an unthinkable thing. I raised the rifle and slammed the butt of the gun into Riley’s head, knocking her unconscious. It was a vicious thing for me to do but it was a matter of survival.

I twisted the garbage bags into ropelike objects and tied Riley’s hands together and then her ankles. She was still unconscious, and I hoped she’d stay that way for awhile. Beanie came over to my side and grabbed my hand. “Mama, what’s going to happen now?” he asked. 

I wished I had a better answer for him than, “Everything will be all right,” but that was all I had. Then, I thought I heard a low rumble off in the distance. I stood very still and listened. Yes, there was some kind of sound outside. 

Was it possible that Riley had someone helping her? Was there another enemy out side the door? Once again, I took the gun out of the parka pocket and aimed it at the door to the cave. I still held onto the rifle but even armed with two weapons, I felt exposed and helpless. The rumbling noise came closer and closer, and I thought it sounded like an ATV. Beanie clung to my side, but was silent. We stood there, with the fire between the door and us. Suddenly, the door to the cave flew open, and figures stood in the doorway. At first, I couldn’t make out any faces, then gave a cry of joy as I recognized first TJ, then Terry, and finally Pete, standing in the doorway, staring at us.

As if we were one body, Beanie and I moved together toward the three men. Pete ran forward and grabbed Beanie in one arm and threw the other arm around my shoulders. Beanie and I were both sobbing, and I think Pete may have shed a tear or two also.

We all started talking at once. After a moment, Terry raised a hand and said, “One at time.”

Pete looked into my eyes and asked, “Are you all right?”

I nodded and hugged him, squeezing close to Beanie and Pete. Pete put Beanie down, and said, “Let me check you both over.”

I smiled at my concerned husband, and said, “Really, we’re all right. But maybe you could do something about Riley’s leg. I shot her and then knocked her out with the butt of her rifle.”

“You what?” Pete’s exclamation gave me a moment of surprise. 

“You heard me,” I said.

“She did good, Dad. Mom protected us. It was cool.” The pride in Beanie’s voice warmed me. 

Pete did as I’d asked, going over to where Riley lay trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey. Lowering himself to one knee, he examined her wounded leg, then lifted up her eyelids.

“She’s certainly unconscious,” Pete said. “You must have really whacked her.”

Once again, Beanie chimed in, “She really did, Dad, she really did.”

I saw TJ talking on an odd-looking phone and asked Pete and Terry what he was doing.

“That’s a satellite phone,” Terry said. “Evidently TJ has all kinds of cool toys. He’s talking to the Edelweiss sheriff, telling her and her men how to find us. And probably telling her to send paramedics for that one.” Terry grimaced as he nodded toward where Riley lay on the floor of the cave.

I wanted nothing more than to get out of this cave as fast as possible and said as much to Terry.

“We have to stay and talk to the sheriff when she gets here. She’ll want a statement. But as soon as that’s done, we’ll leave.” He paused, then said, “If it’s all right with you, Katie, I’d like Pete to take Beanie home right now. I think he’s been through enough. And if the sheriff needs to talk to him, she can do that later, back at TJ’s house or at home in Rivermont.”

I nodded vigorously and said, “That’s a great idea, Pop-Pop. The sooner we get Beanie back home, the better.”

As Terry started to go over to talk to Pete, leaving Beanie and me standing next to TJ, I stopped Terry for a moment and asked, “How on earth did you find us?”

Terry chuckled and said, “I’ll let your friend TJ tell you that.”

TJ walked a few steps toward the fire and picked up the stainless steel flashlight that lay on the floor of the cave. He held it out to me, and I took it. 

“What does it say on the side?” TJ asked.

I held the flashlight toward the fire so I could read the label. “GPS Tracker,” I said and could hear the dawning realization in my voice. “You mean this thing has a GPS device in it?”

“Yep,” TJ answered. “On of my thriller fans sent it to me a few weeks ago. It’s the latest thing on the market. You can access the GPS tracking mode on a smart phone or a computer. And the amazing thing about it is that when the flashlight is activated, the device sends an alert to the app on your smart phone. At first when I got the alert, I ignored it, thinking it was some kind of glitch in the system. Then Terry called me about what was going on, and when I got out to Edelweiss, I checked in the mud room for the flashlight and saw that it was gone. I logged on to my laptop and tried to trace the flashlight. The signals were erratic and seemed to come and go. That must have been dependent on whether or not the flashlight was on or off.”
I shook my head in amazement, saying, “Terry said you had some cool toys, and he certainly wasn’t exaggerating.”

Pete and Terry walked back over to where TJ, Beanie and I stood. Pete reached down and picked up Beanie. “Okay, big man, what do you say we head back to TJ’s house. I’ve got an all-terrain-vehicle out there with a shotgun seat that has your name on it.”

“What about Mom?” Beanie asked.

“She’ll be right behind us, buddy,” Pete answered. “She has to stay for a bit to talk to the sheriff. Is that all right?”

Beanie nodded and said, “Yeah, that’s all right.”

I walked outside with Pete and Beanie and gave them both hugs before they roared off in the four-seater ATV.
Back in the cave, Terry and TJ were deep in conversation. When I came up to them, TJ handed his sat phone to me and said, “Why don’t you call your Mom? She’s been out of her mind with worry over you and Beanie.”

I followed his suggestion and in a moment had Mom on the other end of the line. I could hear tears mingled with relief in her voice as she told me how worried she’d been. I reassured her that Beanie and I were all right now, and told her Beanie would be home in a few minutes and that I’d be close behind him.

It seemed like forever before the sheriff and the paramedics got there. They quickly loaded Riley onto a gurney and took her out to the ambulance. TJ introduced me to the sheriff whose name was Lane Davis, and the sheriff in turn introduced her deputy, Silas Turner.  

It turned out that I’d already met the sheriff last year at a mystery writers’ conference held in St. Louis. She’d been one of the speakers at a law enforcement seminar where I was the host. She and I had lunch together and I’d enjoyed picking her brain about how a sheriff in a gated community goes about doing her job. 

She asked a few questions and took a few notes and then suggested that she drive TJ, Terry and me back to TJ’s house for a more thorough questioning.

“That sounds good to me,” I replied. “The sooner I get out of this cave, the better.” I started toward the duffel bag but TJ beat me to it. He gathered up the army blankets and the duffel bag and headed to the door. Terry threw an arm around me, and we followed TJ and Sheriff Davis and her deputy to her police cruiser. Terry gave my shoulders a squeeze and said, “You did good, girl.”

I laughed and said, “And your phony bad grammar is still funny.”

We both laughed, and I felt as if the weight of the world was slipping off my shoulders.

Epilogue
Later that night, after the sheriff had finished questioning me and with Beanie sound asleep upstairs, we all sat in the great room in front of a roaring fire. Mom and Terry were next to each other on one of the sofas. TJ was in the recliner and Pete and I sat hip to hip on the other sofa, with Pete’s arm wrapped firmly around my shoulders. 

Mom had had sandwiches waiting for us. The sheriff and her deputy Silas had joined us for the late supper. I really liked her and liked the fact that she insisted I call her Lane. I was amused at the silent deputy who spoke not a word the whole time he was there. 

“Now that the law is gone,” TJ began, “why don’t you tell us what really happened.”

I laughed and said, “TJ, that was what really happened. Did you think I was making it up?”

TJ nodded and said, “You are a fiction writer, after all.”

Pete turned to me and said, “I’m really proud of you, kid, in addition to being furious at you for taking such a risk.”

“I know it was foolhardy but I had to do whatever I could to save Beanie.”

“And you certainly did that. I’ll be forever grateful for that,” Pete said.

“Pop-Pop, what do you think is going to happen to Riley?” I asked Terry.

“Hard to say, Katie. But if I had to bet on something, I’d say she’s going to wind up in a mental institution. She’s certainly not sane. What do you think, TJ? Pete? Margo?”

All three of them agreed with Terry, to one degree or another. Pete’s answer came last and of course, was the most valid. “Obviously, Riley will end up institutionalized. She’s not fit to stand trial. But I don’t see any hope for her. I think she’ll spend the rest of her life in one mental ward or another. And that’s where she belongs. I know that may sound harsh, especially coming from someone whose life is devoted to salvaging broken minds. But psychopaths can’t ever be normal. And that’s what Riley is – a card-carrying, dyed-in-the-wool psychopath. Sorry about the cliches, Katie-girl – I know they offend your writerly sensibilities – but I couldn’t help myself.”

I gave Pete a writerly, wifely poke, getting an “Oof” from him, a chuckle from TJ, a hoot of laughter from Terry, and a groan from Mom. 

TJ stood up, yawned, stretched, and said, “Well, folks, tell you what. I think I’m going to spend the night here. It’s too late and I’m too tired to drive back to Rivermont. I’m going to go call Paula and then turn in. 

Sleep well, all of you.”

Mom and Terry both stood then, saying good night to Pete and me and heading upstairs.

Pete asked me, “Ready to go to bed?”

I thought about it and then answered, “I think so. I don’t know how much I’ll sleep but bed sounds good.”

Pete turned out the lights, and we walked out of the great room arm in arm, my favorite way of walking through life.

THE END

