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Davis

High atop the tallest hill at Edelweiss, by the side of a rocky outcropping, he stood watching the two tiny figures, a man and a woman, below.  Through his high-powered binoculars, he saw the man get into a four-wheel drive vehicle while the woman stood close by, a kitten perched on each of her shoulders. 

He shuddered at the unexpected sight of the kittens. He was a severe aileurphobic. CatsDany catsDterrified him. And worseDhe was allergic to themDany proximity to cats brought on an acute, life-threatening asthma attack.  

Davis felt the hate boiling up inside him, till he could taste the bitter, poisonous bile in his mouth. The woman was the one he hated most. But the man would die alsoDalong with the cats. It was just that he’d get more pleasure out of the woman’s death.  

He’d waited so long for this day.  His first attempt, the automobile accident he’d caused, had ended in disarray, with the woman in the hospital, but not dead. He had escaped without notice from the scene of that accident. But minutes later he'd caused another one two miles down the road, for which he was arrested and sentenced to six months on an honor farm for driving while intoxicated. At least the stupid police hadn’t realized that what happened to Chessy was a deliberate accident, an attempt to kill the woman who’d messed up his life.  

This time there would be no failure. He’d planned it well. After two weeks here in the wooded wilderness of Edelweiss, he knew the place like the back of his hand. He knew all the most treacherous places and he knew how he was going to kill her.  But first he had to get rid of the man.   
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Chessy

Chessy stood at the top of the gravel driveway, straining to see Jack’s Bronco as it wound its way downhill. Long after the Bronco had disappeared from view, Chessy stayed there, staring off into the distance, till she could no longer hear even the crunching sound of its tires on the gravel roads of Edelweiss.  

Surrounded by silence, Chessy (short for Francesca) shivered in the late fall afternoon’s chill breeze whipping around the trees.  She was wearing a bright green jogging outfit that earlier in the day had been warm enough. But  now, with dusk coming and with the approach of a much-predicted autumn severe thunderstorm, the air had turned much cooler. As she thought about the impending storm, she shivered again, this time from her lifelong fear of storms. Slowly, she turned back towards the A-frame, already missing her “handsome Jack” (as she called him).

On each of her shoulders perched a kitten and she made her way down the gravel driveway carefully so as to not dislodge her precariously situated passengers.  As she walked down the rough rocky drive, she suddenly and unexpectedly felt overwhelmed by the isolation of their hide-out in the woods. Thank heavens for the kittens! Without them, she knew she'd feel desolated.

Chessy’s reddish-caramel-colored curls contrasted with the dark, almost-black fur of the kittens sitting on her shoulders. The two little look-alike tortoise shells were identical twins, sisters from the same litterDJack had facetiously christened them Frick and Frack.  

His names for them had stuck, along with several variations, such as the F and F kids and First and Foremost.  Several months ago, right after the automobile accident in which she’d lost the baby she was carrying, Jack had surprised Chessy with the kittens.  

One day, shortly after the accident, Jack had been making one of his regular trips to the open air farmer’s market near their combined office and home on the downtown riverfront. 

In one corner of the market was a ramshackle, thrown-together shed housing a so-called “pet store,” that Jack had never paid much attention to before.  But on that particular day, he happened to notice a large cardboard box sitting outside the banged-up sheetmetal door of the “pet store.” 

On his way out of the market, arms loaded with bags of oranges and apples and tomatoes, Jack had detoured to stroll by the box. Inside were two blackish-brownish balls of fur curled up together. At Jack’s approach, each kitten had lifted a tiny head, neck outstretched to see what was coming into their restricted world.  

There was a crudely lettered sign, “Kittins - $4” propped up against the cardboard carton containing the two little balls of fur. Jack had set his bags of produce down on the wooden floor of the open air farmers’ market, kneeled down beside the box, and picked up one of the kittens. It yawned widely then gave out with an unusual cry: “Maaa -oh.” Jack smiled and held the kitten up next to his chest. It immediately snuggled close to him, purring, and then closed its eyes, as if to resume its nap. Gently, Jack placed the kitten back in the box.  

Slowly standing up, he frowned to himself, then gave a decisive nod. Just as he started towards the sheetmetal door of the “pet store,” it opened. Out came a skinny little girl dressed in faded jeans and tee shirt, looking about 7 or 8 years old, with messy braids, freckles, and a big smile on her face.  “D’ya wanna buy a kittin, mister?” she asked, hopefully.  

“Well,” Jack answered, “I think maybe I want both of them, if that’s all right?”  

“Sure, mister,” the girl replied. She hesitated, then said slowly, “ Let’s see, um, that’ll be 4 bucks plus 4 bucks, please.”  

Jack smiled to himself at her failed attempt at mental arithmetic and reached into his billfold and drew out a twenty dollar bill. 

“Why don’t you just keep the change?” he said. “Especially if you’ll tell me some things about the kittens and also help me find a small box to carry them in.”  The little girl’s eyes had widened at the sight of the twenty dollar bill and at Jack telling her she could keep the change. 

“Sure, anything you want, mister,” she answered.  

“Well, let’s see. Ummmm, are they boy or girl kittens and how old are they and do they have names and what kind of kittens are they?”  The little girl looked at Jack as if to say, ‘You sure dpwant your money’s worth, don’t you, mister.’ 

But what she said out loud was: “They’re both little girl kittens and they’re just six weeks old and that’s old enough to leave their mother. They don’t have any names ‘cause my Mom wouldn’t let me name them ‘cause then I might want to keep them and I can’t ‘cause we already have three cats and two dogs and can’t have any more pets. Is that all? No, you wanted to know what kind of kittens they are. They’re called tortoise shells and that’s s’posed to be something special.”  Jack handed the money to the little girl and said, 

“Thanks, that’s everything I needed to know. Now, if we can find a box...”  The little girl went back through the sheetmetal door and emerged moments later with a small cardboard box. Jack and the girl each lifted one of the kittens into the box. Jack tucked the top flaps of the box into each other, leaving a crack open so the kittens would have air.  

The little girl volunteered to carry Jack’s fruit and vegetables out to the Bronco, while he gently carried the box of kittens. Impulsively, he decided to give the little girl another $20, much to her shock.  

“Mister, I can’t take all your money, really I can’t.”  

“Please take it. You can’t know how much these kittens are going to mean to my wife. She’s been sick, really sick, and I think maybe they’ll help her get well.” Jack handed the money to the girl and patted her shoulder. “Thank you, thank you so much for helping, for everything.”  

And the kittens had helped Chessy. Somehow they became a tiny but critical tie between her and reality. She lavished on the kittens all the love that she had inside her for the lost baby and that seemed to give her some emotional relief.  

Now, inside the A-frame, Chessy gently lifted the kittens from her shoulders, one at a time, and put them down on one of their favorite placesDthe afghan-covered sofa in front of the sliding glass doors that looked out towards the woods.  For a few minutes they watched for birds and squirrels, then drowsed off. 

For a long while, Chessy sat curled up at the end of the sofa, watching the kittens as they slept.  Once, she smiled slightly, hugging to herself her premonition that she was once again pregnant. She hadn’t said anything to Jack yetDshe wanted to see Dr.  Meadows first to make certain she was right. It wouldn’t do to raise false hopes in Jack. Jack.  
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 Davis

Davis squinted at the darkening sky, knowing that the encroaching dusk and the predicted thunderstorm would work to his advantage. Earlier in the day, he’d set up what he thought was a foolproof trap for Jack Ramsay and the Bronco II.

 Davis set off down the far side of the hill, at a fast trot. Cutting across country, he would reach the site of the booby-trap shortly before Jack had maneuvered the Bronco down the winding gravel roads of Edelweiss.

 Earlier that day, Davis had removed several of the wooden planks from the floor of the bridge. Now, he reached the bridge over the Edelweiss mini-canyon just as the Bronco turned the sharp corner leading onto the bridge.

Just as Davis had planned, the sharpness of the turn hid the missing planks from the sight of the driver. The front wheels of the Bronco wedged abruptly into the open space, pitching the top-heavy vehicle over the side of the bridge. It tumbled down to the huge, sharp-pointed rocks hundreds of feet below. 

Davis watched as the Bronco landed topside down on the rocks.  At first, the Bronco lay there, motionless. Then it rolled into a massive clump of trees and bushes at the very bottom of the ravine. As Davis watched, frowning, he noticed a wisp of smoke coming from the trees. He smiled a twisted smile, wishing he could wait around and watch the total, fiery destruction of the Bronco and its driver but he had other, more important things to tend to. 
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Chessy
Abruptly, Chessy stood up from her curled-up position at the end of the sofa, and stretched her arms over her head, yawning as she stretched. The kittens stirred but didn’t awaken. 

For a moment, she stood looking through the sliding glass doors out into the woods, then decided to take a fast walk up the road before dark.

Quickly she changed from soft-soled moccasins into running shoes and picked up a sweater that was draped over the back of one of the two directors' chairs in one corner of the A-frame.

 A last glance at the still-sound-asleep kittens and then she was out the door, closing it silently behind her. Because dusk was almost upon her, she decided to take her “short walk”Dthe ten-minute one up to the end of their road and back.

 The sky seemed darker than usual for this time of eveningDa sign that the storm was fast approaching.  “I’ll tune in the weather channel and check it out when I get back,” she said aloud, then felt foolish at her habit of talking out loud to herself when she was alone, something she’d done since childhood, for as long as she could remember.

 The gravel road crunched beneath her feet and the sound soothed her. During the time she and Jack had been spending their weekends at Edelweiss, Chessy had renewed her connection to the woodsy outdoors. Somehow when she was a child she had formed an attachment to woods and wilderness. She’d spent a great deal of her childhood in solitude, playing alone in the great forbidding and forbidden woods that backed up to her parents’ home.

 Chessy walked along briskly, swinging her arms, breathing in the deep damp woodsy smell, wishing it would fill her with the usual joy, and sorrowing that her continuing depression had blocked out her beloved woods. She looked around as she walked, detachedly noting the multi-colored trees dressed in their autumn splendor. This had always been her favorite time of yearDexcept perhaps for the Christmas holidaysDbut this enjoying the glories of fall was locked away from her.

 This fall had brought with it a long and lingering Indian summerDwarm, sunny days followed by cool, crisp nights. Helplessly, Chessy had watched the season slowly pass her by, till now it was almost over. Soon, they’d have the first hard freeze, presaging the advent of winterDand Chessy would’ve missed her beloved autumn.

 Dusk was almost upon her as Chessy hurried back to the A-frame, breaking into a loping jog for the last hundred yards. She’d forgotten to turn on any lights, including the outside spotlights, and had to make her way carefully down the driveway and across the rough stone patio. Just as she reached for the handle of the screen door she heard a faint crunch from somewhere behind her, sounding like footsteps on dry leaves. She lifted her head and looked around her, out into the almost-black woods but could see nothing.

 Softly she called, “Hello, is anyone there?” but there was no answer.

 Deciding it must have been Mr. Raccoon or one of their other woodsy friends, she went into the A-frame, but uncharacteristically locked the door behind her.

 Safely inside, she checked the kittens and found them still sleeping, unmoved from their previous positions.

 She settled herself back on the sofa with them and sat looking out into the woods. Once more, she started thinking about the possibility of being pregnant again, which sent her thoughts back to the day of the automobile accident in which she’d lost their baby. Throughout the past few months, following the accident, Chessy had tried to block the memory of it out of her mind, with a fair amount of success. But now, the memories came flooding in as Chessy finally let herself think about what had happened. 
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Chessy
That rainy cold day in March she’d been on her way to one of the clients of her and Jack’s computer security firm, CompSafe. The client, Dynatron, had a satellite office located in West County to which Chessy traveled on a weekly basis. Dynatron was willing to pay CompSafe what seemed to Chessy an exorbitant fee for her to come out once a week to their accounting and payroll data center and do the necessary data back-ups.

 George Wilson, the vp in charge of accounting and payroll at Dynatron, put it this way to Jack and Chessy: “I’d rather have us pay you guys to do the work than beat my head against that old proverbial wall trying to make sure our people do it.  I’ve foughtDand lostDthat battle too often. I know you’ll do it and I know it’ll be right and I know our data is safe...”

 Jack had felt guilty being paid so much money for doing what he considered an insignificant maintenance function. But no matter how he and Chessy argued, Wilson insisted, with full support from Dynatron higher-ups, on CompSafe doing the weekly data back-up and providing secure off-site storage of the back-ups.

 So each Friday morning Chessy found herself making the long trek out to far West County. On this particular morning, as usual, she took the company van, with its identifying license plates, “COMPSAFE.”

 She was entering her third month of pregnancy but so far hadn’t suffered some of the customary side effects of pregnancy, such as morning sickness or bizarre food cravings. She did find herself sleepier than usual at nightDby 8 p.m. she was yawning widely and was sometimes in bed by 8:30. Jack teased her about her inability to stay awake and asked her if the honeymoon was finally over.

 “Nonsense,” Chessy had replied, trying in vain to stifle one of her yawns and then dissolving into giggles.

That particular morning Chessy had just gotten onto the highway, driving just under the speed limit in the right lane, singing along with the radio, feeling wonderful despite the day’s rainy gloom. As she approached the massive, seemingly unending highway construction/renovation project, she automatically slowed down.

 As she slowed the van, she checked the rear view mirror and saw a battered old white van right on her tail, close enough to make her feel uneasy. For a mile or so, the old van stuck right on her. Chessy slowed down even more, hoping to encourage the van to pass her but no such luck, even though the left-hand lane was momentarily free of any traffic. But instead of passing her, as she’d hoped, the van stuck even closer to her bumper.

 Irritated by the white van’s distracting closeness, Chessy flicked on her directional signal and moved her van over into the left lane. This was the part of the highway she particularly hated. Off to the left was a deep ravine that the construction company had not yet blocked off with their usual concrete guard rails. Chessy tried to avoid the left lane along this part of the highway. So far there hadn’t been any accidents here because, like Chessy, most drivers stayed out of the left lane. And those who did chance it, did so very carefully.

 Chessy had thought to herself that it was only a matter of time before some car tumbled over the muddy edge of the highway down into the rocky ravine below. Just then she noticed that the dented-up white van had pulled parallel to her on the highway and was now edging over into her lane. She blared her horn and glared at the other driver but couldn’t make out through the rain whether or not he was looking her direction.

Trying to avoid the white van, Chessy moved further to the left, getting perilously close to the edge of the drop-off. Once again she blared her horn at the van but to no avail. The front bumper of the van nicked her rear bumper, knocking her even closer to the edge. Chessy started to feel panicked at being unable to escape this lunatic.

 Suddenly, without warning, the white van swerved directly into the side of her van, knocking her vehicle over the edge of the embankment.

 Over and over Chessy’s van rolled down the embankment. She screamed once and then lost consciousness.

 Later, she regained consciousness briefly in the ambulance speeding her to the hospital. She felt a dull, throbbing pain filling her lower abdomen, terrifying her. “Please, God,” she prayed silently,”not the baby, please not the baby.” Then she had sunk back into oblivion.

 Despite her frantic prayers, Chessy lost the baby. Along with that loss, she also lost much of her hard-earned, hard-won balanced approach to life.  In a small part of her mind, a deep buried part, she knew she was overreacting, knew she was letting depression take hold of her.  But that rational part remained too deeply buried to surface.

For several days following the accident, Chessy refused to talk to the police.  Each time one of the officers came into her hospital room, she closed her eyes and turned her head to the wall. Finally, one day, Jack came in with the officer who been most persistent.

 “Chessy, you have to tell the police what happened.” Jack smiled as he spoke the forceful sounding words but the smile didn’t detract from the seriousness of what he said. “We need to know what caused the accident.”

Once again, Chessy closed her eyes and turned her head toward the wall.

 “Chessy, sweetheart, please. I think I know something of what you’re going through. I know how much the baby meant to youDyou have to know that it meant that much to me, too. But we have to know what caused the accidentDfor the police report and for the insurance and everything.”

Chessy started to cry softly and Jack leaned down towards her, putting his face close to hers.

“Please don’t cry, please. Tell me what’s wrong. Tell me what I can do.” Jack whispered the words in her ear, ignoring the presence of the uniformed officer standing off to one side of the room.

Chessy sniffed and then spoke slowly. “I don’t know what happened. I can’t remember and it’s driving me crazy. All I remember is getting into the van outside our office and then it’s blank till I woke up here in this hospital room. I feel like I’m responsible for something horrible but I can’t remember what it was or what happened or anything. I feel so guilty and I don’t even know what I did. Please don’t ask me anymoreDdon’t you think I’d tell you if I could remember anything.” She wailed the last few words, then once again turned her head towards the wall.

Jack straightened up slowly and turned to the officer who was trying to look unobtrusive.  “Well, she doesn’t seem to be able to remember anything at all about the accident, officer. Let’s leave her alone for now. Maybe with time...” Jack let his voice trail off as he and the police officer left the room.

Then just recently, Chessy had regained her memory of the accident and the events immediately preceding the van’s fall into the ravine. She’d told Jack what she’d remembered and at first they’d debated whether to even report her regained memory to the police. In one way, they wanted to put the whole tragic episode completely behind them. But they did want the police to at least have it on the record Chessy's knowledge that the driver of the white van had almost certainly deliberately caused the accident. There didn’t seem much chance at all that the police would be able to find the driver of the white van at this late date, but you never could tellDperhaps he (or sheD Chessy hadn’t been able to tell, because of the rain whether the driver was male or female) had been involved in another accident after the incident with Chessy.

And now, hopefully pregnant again, Chessy had finally started to feel emotionally strong enough to go through the ordeal of repeating the events of that day to the police.  So a few days ago, the Ramsays had called the police officer who’d questioned Chessy rightafter the accident.

Officer Lowery had come by their CompSafe office the same day they called.  Jack did as much of the talking as possible, trying to spare Chessy whatever pain he could. But she still had to give the officer an account, brief though it was, of what happened. 

Lowery had taken notes in a small notebook, whose battered black imitation leather cover looked all the worse for wear. Chessy could imagine the years and years of police reports it had enclosed, with new sheets of paper added routinely to take down the horrors of life. Poor notebook, Chessy thoughtDshe bet that it was very seldom that it got to record any good things.

When they’d finished, Lowery had stood up, towering over the seated Chessy, but the same height as Jack, who’d nervously remained on his feet throughout the entire interview, too antsy and keyed up to sit or even stand still.

“Mrs. Ramsay, Mr. Ramsay, thank you for getting back with us. Most people aren’t so conscientious. We appreciate that. I have to be honest and say I don’t imagine there’s much chance of catching the so-and-so who did this but who knows? We’ll be back in touch with you,” Officer Lowery said. With a nod of his head, he was gone, leaving behind a sense of the futility of hoping that the driver of the white van would ever be caught.

But surprisingly, just before they left to go on vacation, the Ramsays got a call from Officer Lowery, telling them that a white van had been involved in an accident that same day, in the same vicinity, just minutes after Chessy’s accident.

Officer Lowery said he couldn’t go into any more detail yet but for them to call him when they returned from vacation and he would be able to give them more information then.  
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Chessy
Chessy sat in the A-frame, tears streaming down her cheeks as she re-lived the day of the accident and the loss of their baby. What a precious dear her Jackson had been to her through all of this—and how tremendously she missed him already. 

When he left, Jack had thought he’d be back in a day, two at the most. As he told her about the business emergency, he’d said, “You know I have to go—if it were anyplace but the hospital, I’d tell them they’d have to wait till Monday.” 

 One of the major clients of Jack’s and Chessy’s computer security firm was a hospital in Missouri’s Bootheel region.  That Friday afternoon, the first day of Jack and Chessy’s week-long vacation in their house in the woods, Jack had received a frantic phone call at the little house from the hospital administrator. It seemed that somehow a computer virus had been let loose in the hospital’s data processing system, bringing everything to a grinding halt—all patient records, all laboratory functions, all financial and accounting and billing processes, even the medical diagnosis systems—were down. The hospital was at a standstill and the administrator was ready to start moving patients to other facilities unless they could get the computer system up and running within the next 24 hours. 

 Jack had contacted a nearby airfield and arranged to charter a plane to fly him down to the southernmost part of the state. He’d wanted Chessy to go along with him but she’d demurred, still unable to muster the energy or spirit to do it.  She wouldn’t even drive him to the airfield so that she’d have the Bronco with her.  “I can always use the ATV if I need to go anywhere—and there’s hardly any chance I’ll go somewhere.” 

“What if something happens to you out here? You’ll be totally alone...” 

 “Not to worry, I’ll have the kittens.” 

 Jack had grinned widely at her feeble attempt at a joke, secretly feeling a thrill of hope. Chessy had been so listless and depressed since losing the baby and any hint of her old self was a matter for rejoicing. 

 “Well,” Jack had hesitated, not sure what to do. Granted, Chessy had spent time by herself at Edelweiss several times before. But that was before the accident, before the depression. “Do you really think you’ll be okay here alone, pigeon?”  

Chessy had looked at Jack with a hint of her old fire in her eyes, but had just murmured, “As I said, not to worry. I’ll be fine. Now, let’s get you packed.” With that, she’d climbed the spiral stairway leading up to the A-frame’s sleeping loft.
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Chessy
Now, as Chessy sat on the sofa with the dozing kittens, she questioned her good judgement in staying here alone in the woods. It was starting to get dark outside and for some reason the impending darkness sent a cold chill down her spine. Impulsively, she went outside to the lean-to shed to start the ATV again.  Jack had tested it before he left but she just wanted to reassure herself. 

The engine started right away, and Chessy breathed a sigh of relief.  At least she had a way out of Edelweiss in case of an emergency.  She’d reassured Jack over and over again that she would be fine here alone but now she was beginning to think that had been foolish of her. 

 Chessy put the padlock back on the lock on the lean-to’s door and started back towards the A-frame. She stopped walking abruptly and held her head to one side, listening intently. She’d thought she’d heard the sound of footsteps on fallen leaves, a faint crunch off in the distance somewhere.  Not hearing anything, she slowly made her way up the hill to the deck of the A-frame.  She stood for a moment at the railing, looking off into the distance. Ringing Edelweiss were a range of hills, too small to be called mountains, but beautifully impressive geography nonetheless. 

 Giving her head a slight shake, Chessy went inside, turning on lights as she went, till the A-frame shone in the encroaching darkness.  Hearing her come in, the sleeping kittens awoke, opening their eyes to slits and stretched their necks up, looking at her. 

 She gave a moment’s thought to dinner, then decided to wait awhile.  Perhaps she’d have more of an appetite later. This low-grade but pervasive depression she’d been suffering from the past months had eliminated her appetite for everything, food included. She’d lost weight to the point that her once healthy-appearance had been transformed into gauntness. 

 But the kittens had no such appetite problem—theirs was in reverse, actually. The minute Chessy started pouring kitten food into their bowls, F and F leaped off the sofa and raced towards the food bowls.  Chessy smiled a little, thinking how much the presence of the kittens helped in Jack’s absence. They’d been good companions for her during this lost time in her life. 

 She poured herself a small glass of milk, and drank it at the tiny kitchen counter, watching the kittens devour their dinner.  In the past few days, she’d begun to feel a faint lifting of the depression that had been her constant, unremitting burden over the past months.  She’d done her best to hide the depression’s depth from Jack but she knew that he’d been worried out of his mind about her.  Her physician had prescribed anti-depressants and she’d been religious about taking them and following his advice, except for his request that she consult a psychiatrist. Because of her mother’s history of mental illness, Chessy had a dread of the psychiatric profession. She’d only agreed to take the anti-depressants at Jack’s and her doctor’s insistence. 

 She’d felt as though she was living behind a heavy glass wall, out of touch with the reality that was once her life. It was as though everything was in slow motion, and so very distant. Her doctor had diagnosed her condition as reactive depression, brought on by the loss of her baby in the automobile accident. 

 Jack had been incredibly patient and supportive during the whole time. He’d managed the business without her, somehow finding the time and energy to handle her work in addition to his own and still have time to spend with her evenings and weekends. 

 Chessy rinsed out her glass and placed it in the dish drainer. For a moment, she stood looking around the tiny dollhouse kitchen of the A-frame. How she loved this place! It was such a special hideaway for them—a place where Jack and Chessy could just be alone together, away from the constant stresses of their daily lives. 

The A-frame had been bequeathed to Jack by his beloved grandfather, Jackson Tyler Ramsay, for whom Jack had been named. JT, as most people called him, (even his grandchildren) had been a prominent St. Louis attorney, specializing in real estate law. Over the years, a few of his clients, unable to pay his fees in cash, had transferred the titles to various pieces of property to JT, including the Edelweiss A-frame. 

 As a young boy, Jack had spent part of each summer at Edelweiss with his brother Matthew and his sister Bridget and his grandparents.  Jack’s father, Colonel John Thomas Ramsay, was a career soldier in the Army, and throughout Jack’s childhood had been stationed at a different post every couple of years.  The Ramsay’s children Edelweiss summers provided a stability and security they otherwise might not have known in their peripatetic young lives. 

 JT had also bequeathed an abandoned downtown warehouse located on historic Laclede’s Landing to Jack, (another client’s payment) with instructions to the young man that he was to make the best possible use of his inheritance.  Jack had been dismayed that particular legacy, and at first could only think of it as a run-down, derelict albatross. 

 For the past 20 years or so, the city had been going through a slow but steady renaissance and Laclede’s Landing was an important, integral part of that renewal. After the booming economy of World War II gave way to the post-war recession and economic hardship, the city had resumed the decay and disintegration that had been the enduring legacy of the Great Depression.  Then the city elected as its mayor an energetic, ambitious young man, Tim Reynard, who saw the mayoral office as a solid stepping-stone to higher elected office, if, and only if, he could make a very visible impact on the movers and shakers who controlled the city’s business and political activities. 

 Overcoming urban decay seemed to him the perfect platform on which to stage his climb to higher office. And at this particular time, the Federal Government was being more than generous with tax deferrals and incentive grants to prevent city blight. Reynard planned carefully and plotted skillfully. Actually, he did care about his native city and would be glad to see it restored to some semblance of glory. But his motives were far from pure and altruistic. 

He had begun his climb to the mayor’s office in a gradual way, starting out in ward politics, always ready to help out, to go the extra mile. He volunteered for committee work and took on tasks that no one else wanted to do. He made a small name for himself that way with some of the corporate powers-that-be who ran the city. When, in their minds, it came time to replace the incumbent mayor who had grown too fond of himself and his power and who had forgotten who put him into office and who kept him there, the powers looked around for another likely candidate someone malleable enough for them to mold and maneuver and manipulate. 

But Reynard proved to be anything but malleable. Once in office, he proceeded to run the city in his own way, with his own particular vision. For the most part, the corporate powers who had empowered him were furious and frustrated at his actions. He immediately raised corporate taxes and applied what most businessmen considered a bizarre special surcharge to companies with more than 100 employees, citing the strain that large companies put on the city’s services. 

 His pet project, his own special dream, concerned the rebuilding of Laclede’s Landing. To him, that was the heart of the city or its guts, depending on whom he was trying to persuade as to the merits of Laclede’s Landing. Over the years, this part of the riverfront had grown seedy and run-down. The buildings were deserted and had started to crumble from the bottom up. 

 Reynard offered his own brand of special tax incentives to companies willing to rehab and then inhabit the abandoned buildings of Laclede’s Landing. Those incentives, coupled with the Federal tax credits incentives, provided a deal that was too good to pass up for any company in the market for affordable office space. 

 But it was a slow, stop and start process. And still there were many parts of Laclede’s Landing that were derelict. Even some of the new projects had been done on a stop and start basis. Gradually, it was happening but not quick enough for Reynard or for the occupants on the Landing. 

 Eventually, Jack and Chessy had realized what a treasure they had with their run-down warehouse located in the heart of Laclede’s Landing.  They began an extensive renovation project, creating two office spaces on the first floor and two condominium living areas on the top two floors.  Since his dad’s retirement from the Army, Jack’s parents occupied the smaller of the two condominiums, whenever they were in town. Most of their time was spent on the highway, traveling in their 31-foot completely-equipped luxury motor home. 

 At the moment, the smaller of the two office spaces was vacant. Jack was looking for a tenant but so far had not found a company to share the office area with CompSafe.
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Chessy 

Chessy walked around the A-frame, turning on all the rest of the lights. There was a slight chill in the air and she decided to build a fire in the Ben Franklin stove that occupied one corner of the house. Because there were only a few small logs in the wood bin, she had to go outside to get wood from the wood pile a few dozen yards from the house. She turned on the outside flood lights but even with the yard filled with light, she felt surprisingly apprehensive and couldn’t understand why she was feeling so skittish. All of the other times she’d stayed at Edelweiss by herself she’d never felt even a moment’s fear. 

 While she was stacking wood in her arms, she thought she heard the phone ring.  Hurrying back to the house, she stumbled over a barely visible above-the-ground root and fell, spilling the logs all about her. Frightened and trembling, she looked at her right ankle, twisted sideways. Pain was shooting up her leg and she broke out in a cold sweat. 

 She found a long stick nearby and managed to get up on her left foot, using the stick as a make-shift cane to lean on. Hopping on her left foot, she slowly hobbled back into the A-frame, angry at her clumsiness and stupidity. 

 Awkwardly plopping herself down on the sofa, she took off her sneaker and then peeled off the sock. Already, her ankle had swollen to almost twice its normal size and a bruise had started to appear on the ankle bone on the outside of her foot. She’d never sprained her ankle before and had no idea what to expect. It scared her to think that she was alone out here in the woods, immobilized to the point of helplessness.
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Davis
Davis was 28 but looked 38. Last year, following his firing from CompSafe, he’d deliberately started to change his appearance. In just one year, he’d gained over fifty pounds and could now be described as big and burly.  He’d let his almost-black hair grow longish; and he now had a scraggly beard and a drooping moustache. The current incarnation of Davis was a deliberately unrecognizable version of the former Davis. 

 He’d arrived at his psychotic hatred of Chessy Ramsay and her husband in a roundabout, convoluted way. From birth on, he was doomed to a life of abuse and misery. His mother hadn’t wanted him but hadn’t had the energy to give him up for adoption. She halfheartedly cared for him, at least some of the time.  At other times she forget he existed for days on end. Her succession of boyfriends had physically abused him whenever he annoyed them or in some cases, even just got their attention. When he was ten years old, a caring and concerned grade school teacher stepped in and reported his living conditions to the county child welfare agency. Davis was removed from custody of his mother and spent the rest of his childhood bouncing back and forth between the county home and foster homes. He withdrew into himself, and built up a huge sustaining hatred of humankind, focusing especially on women, and paranoically especially on women with red hair, like his mother and the schoolteacher who had him removed from his mother. And, in the years to come, Davis had methodically visited violence on any red-haired woman he met. 

When he was 18, he joined the Army.  It was just at the dawn of the computer explosion and Davis was able to get in on the ground floor of learning computer electronics. The precise and intricate tangibility of electronics appealed to his need for control and he became a more-than-proficient technician.  However, he didn’t adjust well to Army life as far as his fellow soldiers were concerned. He was constantly on report for fighting and even spent time in the stockade for some of his more serious transgressions.  When it came time for his second re-enlistment, his sergeant recommended that Davis not be allowed to re-enlist. When Davis found out why he was not permitted to stay in the Army, he was infuriated. He’d sought out the sergeant and had gotten in a few good punches before the MPs got him under control. Sergeant Skowolski had wanted Davis to be dishonorably discharged but the captain had a soft heart (and a soft head, Skowolski had thought) and had pushed for an honorable but immediate discharge. 

 At the time of his discharge, Davis had been stationed at one of the Army’s computer control centers located in the Midwest. Once out of the Army, he’d bounced back and forth from St. Louis to Kansas City to Chicago. He would work as a computer electronics technician here or there, till he tired of the job or the people or got fired because of his belligerent negative attitude.  For several years he drifted around, never staying long in one place. On two or three occasions he’d roughed up red-headed hookers fairly seriously but had never been caught by the police. A loner, he was filled with a wide-ranging, pervading hatred and resentment. Everything he did and everywhere he went, acted as a fuel to the all-consuming hatred building inside him. 

 A year and two months ago, he’d been hired by CompSafe. His employment was based on forged credentials, including false references and recommendations. Chessy had tried checking some of Davis’ references but had reached a couple of dead ends, including one of the businesses going into bankruptcy and the death of one of his supposed former employers. 

 Chessy and Jack had been desperate for a good technician and had finally accepted Davis on his word. And he’d worked hard—no job was too difficult or too demanding for him. He was always there and always on time and could be counted on to work late and on weekends whenever necessary. 

 The Ramsays had puzzled over Davis’ seeming lack of social or people skills.  He never had any chitchat or small talk. It was either business or silence—nothing in-between. But because they could find no fault with the caliber of his work, they ignored his personal behavior and gave thanks for his technical expertise and skill. 

 Then, completely by accident, Chessy had discovered that Davis was viciously and maliciously sabotaging the computer system of one of CompSafe’s clients.  He was destroying valuable data, and doing it in such a way as to implicate the client’s director of management information systems as the perpetrator of the data’s destruction. The red-haired MIS Director, a woman whom Davis considered an arrogant, ball-breaking bitch, had insulted Davis on several occasions. His revenge was to destroy her system. 

 Chessy had fired Davis on the spot. CompSafe had filed criminal charges against him but he had disappeared by the time the police had gotten around to looking for him. The authorities still were not computer literate enough to understand the enormous—and costly—damage that a computer vandal could do.  Fortunately, CompSafe maintained back-up data files for all its clients and they were able to rebuild the client’s computer system. Jack feared that Davis had caused other as-yet-undetected damage and did as much checking and double-checking as he could, trying to detect Davis’ handiwork. But nothing else had surfaced and gradually, Jack and Chessy had relaxed, thinking they were free of Davis and his evil handiwork. 

 Then, unbeknownst to Jack and Chessy, six months ago Davis had surfaced once more in their lives. During that six months, Davis had been hiding out, picking up enough money to live on by repairing VCRs for a small video rental shop located on the riverfront, close to the CompSafe office. The shop owner didn’t ask many questions of him because of his own questionable business dealings, which included the renting of porno videos and some lackadaisical hit-and-miss drug dealing. 

 In his free time, Davis had started keeping Chessy under surveillance. From her visits to an Ob/Gyn in the neighborhood, he deduced that she was pregnant.  For one fleeting moment, he felt a flicker of regret that killing her would also kill an innocent new-life-to-be. But he quickly extinguished that regret, easily losing himself and human emotion he might have felt in his ever-increasing hatred of the red-haired bitch betrayer, as he thought of Chessy. 

 Usually, Chessy kept fairly much to their riverfront neighborhood, except for her weekly visits to one of Dynatron’s standalone divisions west of the downtown area. Several times Davis had followed her out to West County. The Bronco with its “CompSafe” personalized vanity license plates was easy to follow. 

 Finally, one cold, rainy day in March, Davis was ready. He knew exactly where on the highway he was going to do it. The highway that Chessy traveled each week had been under renovation for years and would probably continue to be so for years to come. 

On one particular section of the highway, the left lane curved and bordered around a deep trench that as yet had no safety barrier or guard rail. Despite prominently placed warning signs and reduced speed signs, drivers ignored the danger and raced around the curve, resulting in at least one near-accident every couple of days. 

 Davis had decided this was the perfect place to kill Chessy.  Following his plan, he tailgated behind Chessy, till she pulled into the left lane to get him off her tail. But Davis stuck to the rear of the Bronco. As she tried to move back into the right lane, Davis veered his battered white van into the passenger side of the Bronco, shoving Chessy off the highway and down into the trench. After a quick glance at the Bronco tumbling down the embankment, Davis shot off down the highway, jubilant with success. 

 Then, two miles down the highway, he rammed the rear of a schoolbus, shoving it off onto the shoulder. He tried to race away from the accident but a highway patrol car, going the opposite direction, saw the accident and cut across the grassy median and gave chase to Davis’ beat-up vehicle. 

 Davis was charged with reckless endangerment, leaving the scene of an accident, driving without a license, driving without insurance—the list of charges went on and on. He was jailed, first at the county jail, then moved to an honor farm further out in the county while he awaited trial. The courts were so jammed with cases that the public defender appointed to represent Davis couldn’t even begin to estimate when Davis would finally come to trial.  Because a schoolbus was involved, the arraigning judge had set bail at an unusually high $200,000, which Davis was unable to manage and so he was forced to remain locked up until his trial. 

 Then, one morning in early fall, Davis just walked away from the honor farm.  During his months there, he’d been a model prisoner, to the point that the guards no longer paid him much attention. He’d gotten a reputation as a super Mr. Fix-It and was always repairing this TV or that VCR or microwave. He’d even fixed the computer system in the administrator’s office and had earned quite a few brownie points for that coup.
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Davis 
When Davis was three years old, a huge tomcat belonging to neighbors in the apartment next to his mother’s had attacked him while he was playing alone on the front sidewalk, savagely biting and scratching him. A few passersby had ignored the attack, leaving the little boy screaming and sobbing and trying to fend off the vicious cat. The cat had finally tired of the child’s screams and had trotted off down the block in search of quieter activities. The little boy had lain on the sidewalk for an hour or so till his mother came back. His mother had tried to find out what happened but the boy just kept screaming about the lion killing him. His disinterested mother finally put the whole episode down to childhood nonsense and figured his scratches and scrapes had resulted from a fall down the front steps. 

From that day on, he would scream bloody murder at the sight of a cat and run the other way. On those few occasions when he got close to a cat, his throat closed up, he started gasping for air, and finally passed out. One of the doctors at the free welfare clinic where his mother took him had diagnosed him as a severe asthmatic who was also extremely allergic to cats. 

 Several times during his childhood he had almost died from an allergic asthmatic reaction. He quickly learned to keep far away from cats. When he was 10 or so, he’d stolen a BB gun from a dimestore close to one of his temporary foster homes with the intention of killing every cat he ever saw. For a long while he fulfilled that intent. But then one day, as was always the case, the foster parents sent him back to the county orphanage and he wasn’t able to smuggle the BB gun back with him. On many occasions afterwards, whenever he could get his hands on a weapon, he continued his vendetta against cats. 

 He relished the thought of killing the kittens at the same time he killed Chessy. He would make sure to kill the cats first, in front of Chessy.
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Jack

The Bronco hurtled down the steep embankment, rolling over and over, end over end. The rock strewn hillside barely slowed its swift descent, nor did the stubbly trees stop its course. It finally came to rest under a clump of broad-limbed trees, battered and banged, dented and damaged. For a moment, the vehicle lay on its side, motionless. Then a wisp of smoke twisted out from under the hood. Gasoline had spilled from the ravaged carburetor onto the hot engine and had started to ignite.

Jack lay slumpted over the steering wheel, unconscious. Just before the Bronco had been flung from the bridge down the embankment, he had had a fleeting impression of soething wrong with the bridge. But he hadn't been able to identify the problem. And then too soon,  it was too late.

Chessy 
The only Edelweiss resident that Chessy was sure would be here this weekend was Annelise Ruzowski—and perhaps her husband, Herman, although he more often than not was off playing golf at the local country club or practicing golf shots at the driving range. The Ruzowski’s cabin was located at the other corner of Edelweiss from the Ramsay’s cabin.  Both properties were bordered by Little Creek, well-known in the area for its water-level ups and downs. One never knew whether Little Creek would be a gravelly dry creek bed or a raging waterway, with a fast-moving current and treacherously and deceptively deep pools. 

 Chessy had become very attached to Annelise over the past several years that she and Jack had been coming to Edelweiss. Chessy had first met Annelise one hot summer afternoon on the beach of Edelweiss Lake. That day, Chessy was at the A-frame alone: Jack was coming out in the evening after he finished with a client. 

 Chessy had been lying stretched out on the beach, face-down on the sand, working on her suntan.  She felt a shadow come between her and the sun and rolled over to her side to see what the obstruction was. 

 The sun shone directly in Chessy’s eyes and she couldn’t tell who was standing over her. An accented voice drifted down at her, saying, “You can get cancer from too much sun, you know.” 

 Chessy started to reply but the heavily accented voice continued.  “I’ve had cancer so I know it’s not something you want. Of course, mine was not skin cancer, it was breast cancer. But any cancer is to be avoided.” 

 Chessy sat up and shaded her eyes with her hands so she could get a good look at her visitor. She recognized her as that older woman who seemed to spend all her time walking the graveled roads of Edelweiss, regardless of the weather, and always being pulled along by one or the other of several mammoth dogs. 

 “Let me introduce myself,” the woman said, hand outstretched. “My name is Annelise Rukowski and you are Mrs. Jack Ramsay, with the beautiful first name of Francesca.” Annelise gave the name an Italian flavor and Chessy wondered at her background. Her accent was European, perhaps German. Chessy was no good at identifying accents or at guessing people’s ages, although she was fairly certain that the woman standing over her was past 60 if she was a day. 

 Chessy stood up, brushing the sand from her swimming suit with her left hand while shaking hands with Annelise with her right hand. 

 “I’m so pleased to meet you, Mrs. Rukowski,” Chessy said with an enthusiastic sincerity. “Jack says his parents and his grandparents thought so highly of you—I think Gramps called you the Queen of Edelweiss.” 

 “Ah, JT, bless his heart—we miss him. He was such an original, such a wonderful man. We were so saddened when we heard of his death. But it is a good thing that he gave his little Edelweiss home to you and Jack. I hope that you will love it as he did—and as we, my Herman and I, love ours.” 

 Chessy said to Annelise, “Please sit down with me, if you have time.  Here let me brush the sand off here.” 

 Annelise helped her brush at the sand, saying, “Yes, I would like that and I do have time. I’ve wanted to get to know you. All of the people at Edelweiss are like family to me and I like to know my family.” 

 Chessy tried to remember what else Jack had told her about Annelise but couldn’t recall any details, other than the fact that it was some kind of adventurous, romantic tale. 

 The two women sat talking on the beach for almost an hour, moving after awhile to a shady spot under one of the trees just above the lake’s sandy beach. 

 Chessy found herself fascinated, almost enthralled with Annelise and the life she’d lived. Annelise had told her of her wartime adventures, fighting in the Polish resistance and Chessy wouldn’t let the older woman stop talking about the things she’d done and places she’d seen. Chessy’s experiences had been confined for the most part to the midwest and it was like a window on the world for her to hear about Czechoslovakia and Prague and Estonia and Lithuania and on and on. The names fell off Annelise’s lips so gently, sounding like exotic music to Chessy’s ears. 

 After that sunny afternoon on the beach, Chessy and Annelise became friends, visiting with each other whenever they were both at Edelweiss. Chessy made Annelise into sort of a surrogate mother, and Annelise, mother to two grown sons, took Chessy under her wings as the daughter she’d always wanted.
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Annelise

Annelise stood by the sliding glass doors of her A-frame, looking out into the black woods. She couldn’t shake off this premonition of danger. Since childhood she’d always had a sixth sense that told her when things were not right with her world. At this moment, it seemed that this sense was working overtime, warning her of danger, imminent and close. 

 Her husband came up behind her and put his arms around her in a backwards hug.  “What do you see out there in the darkness that’s so interesting to you, my dear?” 

 Annelise turned her head to smile up at him, “It isn’t what I see in the darkness, Herman, it’s what I see in my mind.” 

 Herman Rukowski frowned slightly then deliberately rearranged the creases into the semblance of a smile. “Ah, that woman’s intuition of yours. Well, tell me, what’s going to happen this time?” 

 Annelise knew he was humoring her, as he’d done for more than 45 years, that he refused to believe in any kind of sense other than “our God-given five senses,” as Herman so prosaically phrased it. 

 “I know how you feel about this, Herman, but I can’t help it. I have the most horrible feeling of danger and it feels very close. I can’t imagine what it is. I think I’ll call the boys just to make sure they’re okay.” Annelise moved away from the patio doors to use the telephone on the half-wall divider between the kitchen and living areas. 

 Herman snorted to himself at the word boys: Their older son Thomas was 42, a high-priced patent attorney who was only weeks away from being a grandfather; And their younger son, Carl, newly divorced, already a grandfather at 41, owned a prospering book shop in the Central West End. 

 When she first picked up the phone, Annelise couldn’t get a dial tone, a frequent occurrence with many rural phone companies but after several tries she finally got through to Thomas’ home. He said he and Dorene were just finishing up dinner and that as far as he knew everything was fine with the two of them and with their two children. 

 “Mom, is this that old ESP of yours working overtime again?” Thomas had teased gently. 

 “Well, you know how it is dear. I get these feelings...and you know they’re always right.” Annelise said matter-of-factly. 

 Thomas hesitated a moment before replying, then said slowly, “Yes, you do usually know when something is wrong, even if you don’t know exactly what it is. Well, I think we’re ship-shape here, at least for now. Have you called Carl yet?” 

 “No, he’s next,” Annelise replied. 

 “Well, give him my love when you talk to imr and tell him not to be such a stranger to us. And, Mom, let me know when you finally find out what’s wrong with your world, okay?” 

 “Okay, dear, talk to you soon...and take care.” 

 Annelise flicked the switchhook on the phone up and down, once again unable to get a dial tone. 

 “This is maddening,” she said, her accent becoming more pronounced in her irritation. 

 “Annie, relax, everyone’s fine, everything’s fine. Now, come over here by this fire you insisted I build for you and sit down.” Herman’s voice drifted past her head as she felt once again the chilling premonition that someone was in danger.  She even ignored his nickname of Annie which usually was enough to get a smart retort.  Instead, she tried the phone once again and this time successfully reached Carl. 

 The conversation with their younger was almost a carbon copy of the one with Thomas, except for an invitation from Annelise for him to come to dinner one evening next week. 

 After Annelise hung up, she stood for a moment thinking, then tried another number. 

 “Now who are you calling?” Herman asked, trying unsuccessfully to keep the note of exasperation out of his voice. 

“Chessy Ramsay, and don’t ask me why. I just have this urge to call her.”
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Davis 
Davis stood outside the A-frame, hidden in a clump of trees a short distance from the wooden deck spanning the south end of the house. 

 He watched for any sign of Chessy but all was quiet. What looked like most of the lights in the A-frame were shining brightly, both inside and outside. He smiled smugly to himself at what he considered an indication that Chessy was feeling uneasy at being out here in the woods alone. 

 Little did she know what she had in store for her. I’ll get that bitch, he thought to himself, and I’ll get her good. 

 Slowly, he eased himself out of the cover of the trees and over to the electrical box under the A-frame. Earlier in the week, he had rigged the wiring box so that he could easily and quickly cut off the power into the cabin. First, though, using a small wire cutter he took from one of the pockets in his windbreaker, he cut the phone line. Then, with one flick of his wrist he cut the electrical line and the cabin went suddenly dark. 

 Next, walking carefully through the dark evening, he made his way over to the lean-to and went inside. Using a small pocket flashlight, he found the engine of the ATV and removed the distributor cap, effectively disabling the vehicle. 

 So far, his plan was going like clockwork. He had first removed Jack from the face of the earth. Then he made sure that Chessy had no way of contacting the outside world, short of taking off on foot through the dark woods. As far as he knew, the only other Edelweiss property owners currently here were at the opposite end of the resort—five miles by road, three cross country through an almost impenetrable wooded area. 

 Davis was now ready to put the second stage of his plan into effect.  He would start a series of activities designed to terrify Chessy.  Eventually, he would reveal himself to her—he would even tell her why she was marked for death. It was important that she know why she was dying. It was also important that she suffer, as Davis had suffered during his life. 

Annelise
Annelise let the phone ring a long while. She knew that Jack and Chessy had come out to Edelweiss last night—she’d seen their Bronco driving up the long winding hill leading to their side of the complex. At the time she’d thought perhaps she’d try to call the Ramsays sometime this weekend and invite them over for some of Herman’s barbecue. 

 Perhaps they’d gone into town or perhaps there was a problem with their phone, Annelise thought, shaking her head in disgust as she hung up the receiver. Surely something good be done about this abominable phone service.  Then she grinned ruefully at herself, seeing how accustomed she had become to the high-tech 90s when instant communication with anyone anywhere was a God-given right and not a luxurious privilege. 

 “No answer?” came Herman’s question. 

 “No answer,” replied Annelise slowly. Then taking a couple of deep breaths, she said, “Herman, I know you’ll think I’m ridiculous but I’m really worried about Chessy—about Jack also, for that matter. I have this feeling of danger that I can’t seem to shake and somehow Chessy and Jack are involved with that feeling.” She paused for a moment and then walked towards the fireplace where Herman was stretched out on the sofa. 

“Do you think perhaps we could take a little ride?” Annelise asked softly. 

 “For heaven’s sake, woman. It’s pouring down rain out there. This is not a time to give into your gypsy whims.” 

 Annelise felt the broad smile on her lips despite her worried mood.  Herman had always been positive that she was a Polish gypsy. He called her his Polish Gypsy Princess and said that her premonitions were part of her gypsy heritage. 

 Annelise sighed softly and said, “Yes, I suppose you’re right. The weather is not fit for man nor beast—or gypsy.” 

 She sat down at one end of the sofa, laying Herman’s sock-clad feet in her lap. Gently she massaged the soles of his feet, thinking how fortunate she was—how fortunate they were. 45 years of marriage, oh not 45 years of perfect bliss, by any means, but 45 good, really good years. Herman had retired two years ago, when she was struggling through her bout with breast cancer. She got a kick out of telling friends and family and anyone who would listen that she got cancer therefore Herman retired. 

She herself had continued in her teaching position, missing only a few weeks at the beginning of the fall semester. For 30 years, she had taught French in a private high school near their home in the west county suburbs of St. Louis. She had started on a part-time, temporary basis as a favor to a friend and neighbor who was the headmistress of the exclusive Catholic girls school. It had turned into a full-time permanent career, and she’d never regretted a moment of it. For several years she was chair of the language department but had given that up during her illness and had no desire to resume the mountains of paper work and administrative hassles and headaches that accompanied the position of chair.
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Chessy 
Chessy had been reaching for the phone when the lights went out. For a moment, she sat there, rigid with fear, stunned at this turn of events. Not only was she incapacitated with a twisted ankle, but now there was something wrong with the electricity. 

 She managed to hobble over to the refrigerator and fumbled on top of it for the flashlight. Back she hopped to the sofa with the phone beside it. Plopping down on the sofa once again, she shone the flashlight on the keypad of the phone. She picked up the receiver and started dialing the county sheriff’s office but then halted at the absence of a dial tone.  She flicked the switch hook up and down a few times but still there was silence, dead silence. 

 “Oh, hell,” she moaned. “I don’t believe this is happening. Now what am I going to do?” 

 For a moment, she buried her face in her hands, on the verge of tears. Somehow she managed to find the inner reserves she needed to pull herself together.  Giving up and giving into despair was no good. Jack deserved better—this new baby—if indeed, there was to be a new baby—deserved better. 

 Chessy turned off the flashlight in order to conserve its battery.  She sat in the dark, thinking, trying to figure out what to do. If worse came to worse, she could just stay put till Jack returned in a day or two. He’d be worried when he tried to call and found the phone out of order. He’d probably call the sheriff’s office and ask them to check on her. At that realization, Chessy started to relax, certain that help would be on the way within a few hours—tomorrow morning at the very latest. 

 For a few minutes, she continued to sit there, feeling much better despite the continuing throbbing of her ankle. She felt a brush of fur against her arm and smiled to herself. One of the kittens had decided it was time to wake up. What must they think of the darkness.  Because she always kept a nightlight on for them, they weren’t accustomed to total darkness. 

 First one kitten and then the other curled up in her lap.  Suddenly they both sat up. Chessy wondered why and then she too heard the noise that evidently had alerted them. Something was banging, loudly, somewhere outside.  It sounded like a something heavy and metallic hammering against the concrete pilings that supported the A-frame.  Bang, bang, bang—the noise continued monotonously, irritatingly.  Chessy was completely puzzled as to what it could be. She started to feel a deep sense of fear and dread. What if there were someone out there? What if it were a human being making that banging noise? 

 Chessy switched on the flashlight and gently removed the kittens from her lap.  She reached out for the stick she’d used to support her and groped around till she located it lying on the floor beside the sofa.  

Flashlight in one hand, leaning on the stick with the other, she slowly hobbled her way to the kitchen door. As she opened the door, she moaned softly to herself as she saw the torrents of pouring rain. 

 Outside, she ducked her head down and slowly hopped down the two steps and then around to the side of the house. She couldn’t hear the sound anymore.  Part of her was happy about its absence—another part was furious that she was out here hobbling around in the rain and mud. Shining the flashlight first here and then there all around and under the house, she finally circled the house, a slow and painful process. And there was nothing to be seen—and nothing to be heard.  The sound had stopped--she hadn’t heard it since coming outside.  There was no sign that anyone had been here, although the rain and the mud made that a moot point, probably.
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Davis 
Davis stood still, very still, hidden behind the cistern. Chessy had taken him by surprise, coming out to check the noise. He hadn’t expected that degree of bravery from her. Perhaps he’d underestimated her. He puzzled over her limp, over the stick used as a crutch. What had she done to herself, he pondered?  But whatever, it would work to his advantage to have her less than mobile. 

 He’d been banging on the edge of the cistern with a heavy shovel that he’d found in the lean-to. His plan was to create a series of perplexing noises that would frighten Chessy and convince her that there was someone out in the woods. 

 The rain had gotten heavier—it was now raining in earnest and the trees provided little protection against the downpour. Rain dripped off Davis’ baseball-type cap, down onto the olive green Army surplus poncho covering his massive body. He wiped the dampness from his face—a combination of nervous sweat and rain. 

 In 24 hours or less, Chessy would be dead. But first he would have his fun. He wanted her brought to her knees with fear. Never again would she humiliate him.
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Chessy
Chessy slowly dragged herself back into A-frame, at a loss as to what had been causing that odd metallic banging noise. She shivered, from the chill rain and from fear. 

 Inside, she shone the flashlight in one of the storage cabinets and rummaged around until she found an opened package of candles. She put two of them in candle holders and set them on the counter dividing the kitchen area from the living area.  She found the matches stored underneath the counter and lit the candles. 

 Looking around the A-frame in the dim candlelight, she could see the kittens, perched alertly on the back of the sofa, intently watching her every move. She awkwardly limped over to them and stroked first one kitten’s head and then the other. Thank God for the kittens. They were keeping her from going off the real deep end. 

 She carefully lowered herself down onto the sofa, feeling a tremor of fear across her shoulderblades. Something was very wrong here. She could sense some dim threat, some vague malevolence in the air. 

 She shone the flashlight on her watch and saw that it was approaching 10 p.m. 

 It had been a long, wearisome day. She’d been awakened at dawn by thunder and lightning, but no rain. The rain had threatened all day but had held off till now. In the early dawn hours, while Jack and the kittens slept, she’d sat at the kitchen table, drinking tea and trying to sort out her life.  All these months she’d known something was wrong, but there was nothing she was able to do about the depression. Now that she had the barely perceptible feeling that the depression was starting to lift, she found herself able to think about Jack’s patience with her through this whole thing. He was her well-loved prince, her knight in shining armor. 

 With a slight smile playing unaccustomedly around her lips, she thought back to the very first time she laid eyes on Jack Ramsay, almost 10 years ago. 

 She’d been a receptionist at Dynatron, a St. Louis-based defense contractor.  Dynatron was arguably the largest, most profitable, and most well-known (or infamous) manufacturer of military aircraft and other defense-related weaponry in the country. 

 Jack had just been discharged from the Air Force and had come to work as a computer security specialist at Dynatron. On his first day at work, he’d stopped at Chessy’s receptionist desk to explain why he didn’t yet sport one of the plastic-encased security badges required of all Dynatron employees. 

 “I haven’t had a chance to go to Personnel to get my picture taken and all that—fingerprinting and stuff. I’ll do it as soon as I’ve reported in for duty in Computer Security.” Jack leaned on the reception counter and smiled down at the cute little receptionist guarding the entrance to Dynatron. 

 “I’m sorry, sir, I can’t let you—or anyone—in without an identification badge. You’ll have to go to Personnel—or get someone from Computer Security to come down and vouch for you,” Chessy had said the words with a smile in her voice and in her eyes but with an underlying firmness that told Jack she meant what she said. 

 Jack heard the firmness and understood what it meant but decided to try anyway. 

 “Oh, come on, does this smiling face look like it belongs to a spy?  Do you really think I’m here to steal defense secrets?” Jack flashed his charmingest smile. 

 “I’m really sorry,” Chessy repeated, with emphasis on the really.  “But I have no choice. I can’t let you in and if you try to get in without a badge, I’ll signal that very tall, very strong guard over there in the corner to come stop you.” Once again, the smile was on her lips but this time it didn’t extend to her eyes. 

 Jack was impressed. She could probably turn away Mother Teresa if the good lady was badgeless. 

 “Righto,” Jack agreed. “If I could use your phone...?” 

 “Yes, of course,” Chessy answered, putting the telephone up on the counter. 

 Jack dialed several digits, then said, “Mr. Banning? This is Jack Ramsay. I’ve run into a little problem at the reception desk. I don’t have my badge from Personnel yet and they won’t let me in without it and...” Jack stopped speaking and listened intently to the voice at the other end of the line. “I see, yes, I understand.” Another pause of silence while Jack listened. Then, “Of course, sir. I’ll get over to Personnel right away. Thank you—and I’ll see  you soon. And I’ll pass along your regards to... What did you say her name is?” There was a slight pause, then Jack said, “Ahh, Chessy, yes, Chessy.” Jack hung up the receiver and Chessy moved the phone back down to her desk. 

 “Well, it seems that you hold the keys to the kingdom, so to speak,” said Jack. “My new boss says that nobody gets in without your stamp of approval. He said to give you his regards—he also told me to hotfoot it over to Personnel on the double and to quit trying to beat the system my first day on the job.” 

 Jack gave Chessy a rueful grin and a tip of an imaginary hat and started out the door. Before going through the massive glass doors to Dynatron headquarters, he turned back to Chessy and said, “I’ll see you soon.” 

 And so it began. Each morning, Jack made a point of talking to Chessy, ever so briefly so as not to interfere with her receptionist job. Chessy found herself looking forward to Jack’s morning chats, his friendly and gentle flirting, his smiling, cheery face. 

 After a month or so of morning banter, one day Jack invited Chessy to join him for lunch in the employee cafeteria. At first, Chessy said no, but changed her mind at Jack’s gentle but insistent urging. She told him she’d meet him in the cafeteria in a few minutes when her lunchtime replacement came to relieve her.  Which she did, but with a ladies room stop first to fluff her reddish curls and repair her lipstick. It frightened her a little to be having lunch with what she considered one of Dynatron’s up and coming executives but Jack made her feel so good and warm and happy that she ignored her fear. 

 From then on, once or twice a week, Jack and Chessy lunched together, laughing, chatting, gossiping, getting to know each other. He was 26 to Chessy’s 22. He was self-assured, she was unsure of herself. He was an outgoing, gregarious extrovert, she was a shy, retiring, introvert. 

 Chessy was amazed at how easy he was to talk to. She normally was quiet, reticent, but with Jack she found herself telling him everything about herself, even about her mother. 

 Jack listened carefully and quietly as she told him about her mother’s ongoing schizophrenia and her father’s inability to cope with either his wife’s mental instability or his own weakness. An only child, Chessy grew up pretty much on her own, a loner with few friends and a very narrow, limited social life. 

 After graduating from high school, she’d gone to work as a clerk at Dynatron during the day and enrolled in college at night, studying first general business subjects, then specializing in data processing and computer science.  At the time of meeting Jack, she was just one year of night classes away from getting her degree. Sometimes working full-time and going to school at night was fatiguing almost beyond bearing and Chessy longed to quit. But she wasn’t a quitter and somehow she always pumped herself back up. She lived alone in a small studio apartment close to university campus. Her parents had both died two years ago—First, her mother had succumbed to untreated pneumonia during one of her non-hospitalized times at home. Then her father had wasted away, seemingly having lost his will to live when he was no longer burdened with his wife’s illness. 

One day at lunch, Jack asked Chessy, in a very tentative voice, if she liked baseball. 

 “Sure,” she said. “Who in St. Louis doesn’t like baseball? Why do you ask?” 

 “Well, I have two tickets to the game tonight and I wondered if maybe you’d be interested in going with me.” Jack’s normally self-assured voice had given way to an uncertain, hesitant voice. 

 “Oh,” Chessy breathed. She’d wanted for so long for Jack to ask her out and she couldn’t understand why he didn’t. He seemed to enjoy their lunches together and they always seemed to have so much to say to one another. Chessy assumed that Jack didn’t think of her as anything other than a co-worker to have lunch with. She also assumed that he probably had lots of beautiful, sophisticated lady friends.  Why would he bother with little old her? 

 But she said none of that. What she said was, “That sounds like fun—I’d love to go to the ballgame with you.” 

 She gave Jack the address to her apartment and he said he’d pick her up at about 7. 

 “Don’t eat any dinner,” he said. “We’ll get something to eat at the game.” 

 Chessy smiled and said, “Great! I love ball park hot dogs.” 

 Jack gave her a lopsided, quizzical grin that she didn’t quite understand and said, “Sure...whatever.” 

 At exactly 7 p.m., Jack rang the buzzer outside her little studio apartment.  Chessy let him in, holding her arms out wide, saying, “Well, this is it. You can see the whole place from right where you’re standing so I don’t have to give you the grand Cook’s tour.” 

 “It’s a cute place,” Jack said. “You’ve done wonders with it, Chessy.” 

 Chessy glowed at his praise, feeling somehow that he really meant what he said. She knew she had made a tiny, dinky studio apartment into a cozy, welcoming home for herself and she was proud of what she’d been able to accomplish on her limited, modest budget. 

 Jack looked very different from his usual button-downed look office look.  Chessy had only seen him in three-piece suits and ties. His Cardinal red shorts and matching pullover shirt made for quite a different look. Chessy, too, had followed Cardinal baseball tradition and had dressed in red—red shorts with a white tank top against the hot summer evening temperature. 

 The drive downtown was a quiet one as Jack maneuvered in and out of ballgame traffic. The Cardinals were on a winning streak and there was even pennant talk and play-off talk floating around town. 

 He parked in one of the parking garages closest to the stadium and they strolled over to the stadium entrance, having plenty of time to spare before the game began. 

 “Where are we sitting?” Chessy asked as they walked in the stadium and started up one of the ramps. 

 “Well,” Jack said slowly, “see, it’s this way. My grandpa is a really big baseball fan and he always gets season tickets so they’re pretty good seats.” 

 “Oh, box seats? That’ll be fun—I’ve never sat in box seats,” Chessy said eagerly. 

 “Well, not exactly box seats,” Jack replied slowly. 

 “Then what?” Chessy asked, the puzzlement showing in her voice. 

 “Gramps has one of the private rooms on the mezzanine level of the stadium,” Jack answered. “And I guess I should have warned you sooner but there are going to be some other people there tonight with us.  Actually, I guess you could say that my whole family is going to be there.” 

 Chessy stopped in her tracks and stared at Jack. “Your whole family is going to be there? This is a big family deal, a big family night?” Her voice squeaked as she talked. “You can’t be serious! Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 

 “Well, to be honest,” Jack answered, “I guess I was afraid that if I told you that my whole family was going to be there, well, I guess I thought you might not want to come...” Jack’s voice trailed off. 

 All of a sudden, Chessy realized that they were blocking the way of people coming up the stadium ramp and she moved off to one side, with Jack following closely behind her. 

 “Oh, Jack, you can’t know how difficult this is for me. Meeting new people—especially your family—is so hard for me. I don’t deal with it well. And yes, you’re right, if I’d known, I probably would’ve said no.” Chessy looked down at her sneaker-clad feet, embarrassed at her lack of self-confidence and self-assurance. But surely from all their lunchtime conversations, Jack realized how unsure of herself she was and how she would hate being thrown into a group of strangers. 

 “Chessy, I’m sorry but I really wanted you to come. I want you to meet my family and I want them to meet you. They’re going to love you—you’re a wonderful person and somehow you have to get beyond this feeling of inferiority that you drag with you everywhere you go.  You’re just as good as anyone else—in fact, you’re a lot better than a lot of folks.” Jack draped his arm casually around Chessy’s shoulders. 

 She stood there, shaking a little. His arm felt so good—she’d wanted for so long for him to touch her. Part of her knew she was being foolish—part of her knew that Jack’s family had to be just as great as he was. But another part, a larger part, trembled at the thought of this group of accomplished, successful people meeting little old nothing Chessy, girl-receptionist and someday college graduate. 

 For a moment, Jack and Chessy stood there, unspeaking, as the baseball game crowd swirled past them. 

 Finally, Chessy took a deep breath, looked up at Jack, and smiled tentatively at him, saying, “Okay, let’s go. I’ll be fine.” 

 Jack grinned back at her, gave her a squeeze with the arm encircling her shoulders, and said, “That’s my girl.” 

 Chessy knew she would never forget any detail of that evening. Jack’s family had literally and figuratively welcomed her with open arms, enfolding her in their friendship from the first moment. 

 In her memories, the evening was a kaleidoscope of people and laughter and food, with the baseball game as the ever-present background. 

 JT Ramsay, Jack’s paternal grandfather was a figure bigger than life.  Chessy fell instantly and irrevocably in love with him and according to JT, the feeling was mutual. JT was a charmer, but with a givingness and caring that belied that charm. 

 Jack’s grandmother was the perfect match for JT—warm and loving, with a ready smile and twinkling eyes. 

 Jack’s parents welcomed Chessy with a casual openness that charmed her with its warmth and sincerity. 

 Jack’s older brother and sister were there also, accompanied by their assorted spouses and offspring. 

 Collectively, the Ramsay family was a bit overwhelming, to say the least. But taken individually, each one of them was kind and fun and interesting.  Chessy was amazed at them, unused to such camaraderie.  Their love for each other was evident in all they said and did. To Chessy’s somewhat jaundiced eye, they were a fairytale family, the dream family of everyone’s fantasy. 

 Throughout the evening, Chessy felt much like Cinderella, swept off her feet by Prince Charming and his charming family. She floated along on a cloud, wishing she could retain this belle of the ball feeling forever. 

 She and Jack were among the first to leave, following a disappointing but exciting Cardinals defeat. It took quite a few minutes to say good-bye to everyone and for Chessy to thank them for their generous hospitality. 

 “You must join us again very soon, my dear,” old JT Ramsay invited with his Southern gentleman cordiality. “Your pleasant smiling presence was quite a positive addition to our little gathering.” 

 Chessy blushed and then stammered a thank you, hoping that her sincerity showed through her self-conscious embarrassment. 

 Jack and Chessy strolled slowly back to the parking garage; after awhile, they joined hands. It was one of beautiful summer evenings rare to St.  Louis: balmy, breezy, bright with the full moon’s light, with none of the city’s usual oppressive summertime heat and humidity. 

 Chessy thrilled inside at the touch of Jack’s hand. She’d found herself sneaking looks at him throughout the evening, marveling that such a handsome, sweet, funny man would want to spend time with her.  Prior to this, she’d only had two even semi-serious relationships in her life and both had been with guys who treated her with an offhanded inattention. 

 Jack and Chessy had continued to date through that summer and in the fall the relationship turned into a love affair. Slowly but surely, Jack had convinced Chessy that to him and, in truth, to the world, she was indeed a special person. And in time his love for her had helped her overcome her shyness and sense of inferiority. 

 That following spring, Chessy finally came to the end of the long road towards her degree. Jack’s graduation present to her was a dazzling diamond engagement ring. They made plans to marry at the end of the summer. Because Chessy had no family to speak of, the Ramsays offered to help with the wedding, if Chessy wanted. If Chessy wanted!  She was so excited to have Jack’s mother and grandmother and his sister and sister-in-law enfold her in their collective arms and welcome her whole-heartedly and enthusiastically into the Ramsay family. 

 For years, the senior Ramsays had belonged to a church in the small town near their weekend retreat at Edelweiss. Chessy and the Ramsay family planned an intimate wedding ceremony for just family and a few close friends in the church’s historic old chapel, to be followed by dinner and dancing at the clubhouse at Edelweiss. 

 Jack’s grandmother had offered her own antique ivory lace wedding dress to Chessy and Chessy had been delighted to accept. Jack’s mother and his sister had both worn the dress and it had become somewhat of a family tradition.  Fortunately, all of them had similarly slender petite builds and the dress had undergone few alterations in its busy life. 

 The wedding was held on the last Saturday in August, in the typical sweltering August heat. But air conditioning was one of the few modernizations of the wedding chapel, and the Edelweiss clubhouse was also air conditioned, so none of the wedding party or guests even noticed the Midwest heat wave. 

 Shortly before the wedding, once she’d earned her degree, Chessy had been promoted to a systems analyst position in the accounting department at Dynatron. She quickly got into the swing of things—the professional work was a help in building up her self-confidence and she revelled in its diversity and responsibility. Much to her delight, she was soon put in charge of her very own project, custom-designing a new payroll module to interface with the company’s accounting system. Jack had been so proud of her rapid progress and they had spent many an evening dreaming dreams about one day owning their own company and working together. 

 Finally, they were ready. First, Jack left Dynatron to start their computer security consulting firm, CompSafe. Very shortly, Dynatron became its first major account, overjoying the young Ramsays. A year after they started the company, Chessy too left Dynatron, to work full-time for the fledgling CompSafe. 

 Sadly, Jack’s colorful grandfather, JT Ramsay had died two years ago.  In his will, he left two pieces of property to the young Ramsays: an old abandoned warehouse down on the riverfront and the weekend cottage at Edelweiss. Jack’s brother and sister both were remembered financially in amounts equal to the value of the property. Somehow JT had known that the Edelweiss house would mean so much to Jack, while Bridget and Matthew would prefer money. But the warehouse was a puzzle. For awhile, Jack and Chessy had thought they would try to sell it for whatever they could get. They couldn’t imagine what JT had been thinking of to bequeath the old albatross to them. Then they had started toying with the idea of rehabbing it, making it into some kind of usable office space for CompSafe. But it was too big for just CompSafe. Eventually, working with an old college buddy of Jack’s who was now an architect, they came up with a plan that remodeled the warehouse into two office areas and two condo-type living spaces. The renovation took almost a year and for that length of time, the young Ramsays felt that their life was in such an upheaval that they’d never get the sawdust and plaster dust out of their hair and eyes and clothes. 

 But when the project was finally done, they thought it well worth the time and money it had dragged out of them. They were now safely ensconced in the building, both the company and their home. Jack’s parents inhabited the other condo, when they were around. Since the Colonel’s retirement, the elder Ramsays spent much of their time on the road, in a massive Gulfstream Travel Trailer, pulled by a matching, color-coordinated beige and brown van. 

 Jack was still searching for just the right business to share the other office space.  Somehow he was leery of leasing to any company where he didn’t know the owner and so far he hadn’t been able to convince any of his friends or acquaintances to relocated their businesses to Laclede’s Landing.
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Chessy 
Chessy looked at her watch again, surprised to see that it was almost 11 p.m. She’d been sitting here, lost in thought for an hour. This morning’s thinking time had started something working in her subconscious and she felt as though she’d been out of touch with reality since this morning. But it felt productive—she felt more at ease with her self than she’d felt in a long time, since before she lost the baby. 

 She stood up and looked around the A-frame for the kittens. Somehow, during her hour of reminiscing and thought, they’d left their place on the sofa and were off somewhere. 

 She went over to the refrigerator and took down the can of kitten treats that sat on top of it. Shaking the can, she walked around the A-frame, calling, “Here, kittens, come get your treats. Here, kittens.” But there was no sign of them nor any sound. 

 Chessy grinned suddenly, knowing exactly where they were. Just a week or so ago, they had discovered a wonderful playland for themselves. The storage cabinets along the wall of the bathroom in the A-frame linked up with the storage cabinets along the kitchen wall, creating a long, winding labyrinthine tunnel or passageway.  That day, Chessy and Jack had searched high and low for the kittens, with no luck. They’d even gone out into the woods searching, thinking that perhaps somehow the kittens had gotten outside. 

 At last they’d given up, not knowing where else to search or what else to do. They’d been standing in the kitchen, with Chessy trying not to cry and Jack trying to reassure her that Frick and Frack would turn up when they heard a faint mewing sound coming from the corner cabinet. Looking down, they saw first one and then other little tortoise shell head peeking out from the cabinet shelves. Chessy had squealed with joy and Jack had let out the deep breath he’d been holding. He’d known what a severe blow the loss of the kittens would’ve been to Chessy. She’d never had a pet as a child and she’d become almost too attached to the kittens. 

 Jack reached down and picked up the mewing kittens, then handed them to Chessy. 

 “Here, hold on tight to these gals while I figure out where they were.” 

 Jack got down on his hands and knees and peered into the cabinet’s interior, but couldn’t see much. He stood up, got a flashlight and kneeled down once more. This time he could see through the cabinets into the bathroom cabinets. Evidently the cabinets in the bathroom were joined to the ones in the kitchen in some kind of tunnel thing.  And evidently the kittens had discovered this wonderful tunnel and had hid out there. 

 Jack had tried without success to block off the tunnel and had finally given up. Jack and Chessy just accepted the fact that when the kittens disappeared, they were holed up in their tunnel and would eventually emerge when they got hungry enough or thirsty enough.  They didn’t seem to be any the worse for wear after their adventure—in fact, they seemed in great spirits—as though the adventure had somehow energized them. They spent the better part of the next hour racing around the A-frame in what Jack had termed the “kitten wars.” 

 Chessy had been a lonely child, living in self-imposed isolation.  Her parents encouraged that isolation because they too wanted no contact with the outside world—her mother because of her mental instability and her father because of his inherent character weakness.
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Davis 
Davis huddled next to the massive concrete cistern, on the side away from the worst of the driving rain. He was waiting for his next act of terrorism against Chessy.  He could see the faint glow of candlelight from behind the curtained and draped windows of the A-frame. He knew it would soon be getting chilly in there without any heat and Chessy would most likely make a fire. But would she ever regret that. Yesterday he’d stuffed some oily rags down the chimney.  What a surprise she’d get! 

 Davis reached under this grimy rain-slickened poncho into his windbreaker pocket for the Hershey bar he’d put in there earlier that afternoon. It had turned into a melted mass in the paper, warmed by the heat of his body. But Davis didn’t care. He was starving and he wished he’d thought to bring along more to eat. But as soon as he got inside the A-frame and tied up Chessy, he’d help himself to all the food the Ramsays had. 

 He could hear the steady drone of raindrops on the metal cover of the cistern; it had a lulling, relaxing effect on him and he felt his mind drifting. What a relief it would be when all of this was over.  He hoped that Chessy’s death would help assuage the rage he lived with on a moment-to-moment basis. Always before, his acts of violence had had a soothing, sedative effect, giving him a respite from his constant inner turmoil. Each time he had hoped that it would be over for good but that never happened. Slowly, inexorably, the rage, the overpowering anger had returned and he had started looking for an outlet for his rage. 

 It was time for the next activity. Davis pulled a small pistol from his other windbreaker pocket, aimed it into the air and fired one shot.  Waiting a moment, he took aim at the top most corner of the sliding glass doors of the A-frame, and fired another shot. One whole panel of the doors shattered, making a crash loud enough to be heard even over the sound of the battering rain.  

Moments later, Davis could see the outline of Chessy as she stood by the shattered glass doors. Slowly, cautiously, she pulled back the drapes. She shone her flashlight out the opening, casting it around the woods.  Davis pulled himself closer to the side of the cistern, even though he was certain that from her angle and point of view, she wouldn’t be able to see him. 

 Evidently, Chessy had just started a fire before he shot out the window because Davis thought he could smell smoke and burning oil. In his mind’s eye, he could see smoke filling up the A-frame and filling up Chessy’s lungs and the lungs of those damned cats. 

 Too bad he’d shot out the window so soon—the opening was giving them fresh air. He could see Chessy bustling around inside by the fireplace and he figured that she was dousing the fire and that soon she’d investigate the chimney and find the rags he‘d stuffed up there. As soon as she found them, she’d figure out that someone was out to get her.
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Chessy
Chessy stood by the smoking, smoldering fireplace, her hand over her nose and mouth, lightly covering them to keep out the billowing smoke. She jiggled the damper control but that didn’t help. She’d have to douse the fire with water.  Slowly and pain fully she hopped over to the sink, reached into the cabinet underneath, and fumbled around for the plastic bucket. The candles she had lit gave off just enough dim light so that she could see what she was doing, but only just barely. 

 The water only trickled out of the faucet when she turned it on full force.  Of course—with the electricity off, the water pump wouldn’t work so she wouldn’t have any water—or only that amount that remained in the pipes and in the hot water heater. 

Back again she hopped the tortuous 20 feet to the fireplace and scooped handfuls of water out of the bucket and onto the still burning, still smoking fire. It sputtered and hissed and smoked some more but finally she got enough water onto the logs to put out the flames. 

 For a moment she stood still and silent by the fireplace, leaning into it, with her forehead against the mantel. What a nightmare this was! And she somehow knew it wasn’t over yet. She hadn’t even begun to deal with the shattered patio door. She bent over slightly and tried to see up the chimney but the light was too dim. Gingerly she poked her right arm up a short distance. Her hand touched a hot, sticky mass. Carefully, she pulled at it and dislodged a wad of what seemed to be rags covered with a smelly substance, oily to the touch.  For a long while she stared at the rags in her hands then slowly laid the bundle down to one side of the damp logs in the fireplace. 

 Her heart was racing and she felt chills of terror racing up and down her spine. Someone had deliberately stuffed rags up their chimney—had deliberately caused this smokey mess.  Her mind struggled to grasp the enormity of her discovery and to decipher what it meant.  Putting together all the happenings of past several minutes, Chessy knew there was something very, very wrong. She shuddered as she admitted to herself the possibility that all of those happenings were man-made and not just dumb fortune or ill fate. 

 The drapes billowed towards her, blown by the wind, now rain-soaked.  At first hesitating, she finally hobbled over towards the sliding glass patio doors and let down the heavy bamboo shade that they used as protection against the hot summer sun. That would at least keep out some of the wind and rain. 

 All this time, through the broken glass and smoke-filled room, the kittens had huddled together at one corner of the afghan-covered sofa, taking what comfort they could in each other. 

 Chessy came over to them and lowered her self down on the sofa next to them.  She breathed deeply and slowly trying to ward the panic she felt lying in wait for her in the next moments. 

 The wind coming in through the broken door had dissipated most of the smoke but Chessy’s lungs still felt full of the burning acrid smoke.  It was a blessing in disguise that the door had broken in time to remove the worst of the smoke. 

 “What the hell is going on here?” Chessy said aloud in a low, angry voice.  The kittens looked up at her with their quizzical turned heads as if to say, “Damned if we know!”
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Davis 
Davis stood ramrod stiff by the cistern, ears alert to any sound. But all was silent, except for blanketing noise of the rain falling all around. 

 He wished he knew what Chessy was doing inside the dimly lit A-frame.  He saw that she had covered the broken patio door with some kind of shade or shutter thing. 

 He had two more tricks he intended to play on Chessy before he went inside the A-frame. He wanted her good and scared—the more frightened she was, the easier she would be to handle. 

 He reached in his front slacks pocket for the small metallic object he’d stored there. It brought a slight smile to his grim face. The Screaming Mimi they called it at the novelty store where he’d bought it earlier in the week. 

 He’d gotten a vicious pleasure out of shopping in the novelty and costume shop on Laclede’s Landing, just two doors down from CompSafe.  He’d not seen any sign of Jack and Chessy that day but just marauding around in their neighborhood gave him a sense of satisfaction. 

 The shop was one of those glitzy, sleasy places that specialized in bathroom humor-type novelties, plus practical joke items. Davis had purchased two of the latter, items designed to scare someone. 

 The Screaming Mimi was a battery-operated device that emitted a high pitched, continuous scream that sounded like a woman being terrorized. 

 Davis flicked the switch that activated the screamer and then tossed it into the woods. As soon as the screaming started, Davis could just barely make out the dim figure of Chessy outlined against the candle-lit background as she tentatively appeared at the broken patio door, ducking under the shade thing and looking out towards the sound of the screamer. He could see her hugging her arms around herself but he couldn’t hear what she was shouting. She was probably yelling, “Who’s there?” or “Is anyone there?” 

 The screamer abruptly stopped, either shorted out by the rain and the wet ground or having run down its battery. That was fine with Davis.  He was impatient to get on with things. 

 From his other slacks pocket he drew out his final “present” for Chessy—also purchased at the novelty shop. This item was a smoke bomb—designed to fill a room with a voluminous amount of dense black smoke, terrifying but basically harmless, as it rapidly dissipated and did no lasting damage. 

 Davis waited until he was sure Chessy had withdrawn back into the A-frame.  Then he slowly edged his way towards the A-frame, moving from the cover of one tree to the next, in case Chessy was looking out the door or in case she decided to shine the flashlight out towards the woods. 

 At last he reached the wide steps leading up to the deck of the A-frame. He walked up them softly, not wanting Chessy to have any warning. When he reached the top of the steps, he stood there for a moment, trying to peer in the broken patio door to locate Chessy. But she was out of his sight line. Well, no matter. 

He tossed the smoke bomb in through the crack between the A-frame wall and what he now saw was a bamboo shade that Chessy had lowered to keep out the wind and rain after he shot out the door. 

 The smoke bomb detonated on contact and almost immediately he could see and smell the foul black smoke billowing into the room. He heard Chessy’s shout of dismay and laughed softly to himself in pleasure.

21 
Chessy
Chessy sat tensely on the edge of the sofa, absent-mindedly patting the kittens, at a complete loss as to what to do.  She had no idea what was going on and what to expect next and felt as though she had accidentally landed in the midst of someone else’s nightmare. 

 She tried to maintain her calm, knowing that giving way to panic wouldn’t help anything.  She closed her eyes and took long, deep breaths, repeating over and over to herself, “Everything will be just fine,” her own personal mantra she’d used in troubled times throughout her life. But somehow she didn’t know how things were going to be just fine. What frightened her most was not knowing who was doing these things to her and perhaps more importantly, why, and even more importantly, what else was in store for her. She felt lost in a strange country with no one to guide her. 

 “I will not panic,” she said aloud. The kittens perked up their ears momentarily at the sound of her voice but then settled back down into the corner of the sofa. The smoke and the noise of the shattered patio door had bewildered them and they lay together in a tight knot, almost frozen in fear. 

 Then, from somewhere outside came a horrendous shrieking noise.  Even though the wind and rain muffled some of the sound, Chessy thought it sounded exactly like a terrified woman screaming for her life. Chessy stood up so abruptly she almost lost her balance.  Steadying herself on the arm of the sofa, she hopped towards the shattered patio door, the horrible screaming ringing in her ears. 

 At the door, pushing aside the sodden drapers, she stuck her head around the dripping wet bamboo shade and peered out into the darkness.  She shone her flashlight around the woods but saw only the rain-drenched trees. Out into the wind and rain she shouted, “Who’s out there?” several times but could hear only the repetitive screaming in return. As she listened, she sensed the mechanical, constant rhythm of the shrieking sound and slowly realized it came from a non-human source. In one way that reassured her slightly, that there wasn’t a human being being tortured to death out there somewhere. But on a deeper level she realized that this was but another of those horrible things that someone—who in God’s name was it—was doing to her—and why on earth would anyone do this to her. 

 Abruptly the screaming stopped and Chessy relished the sudden silence, which was interrupted only by the pattering sound of raindrops all around her and the whine of the gusting wind. Chessy took a deep breath and leaned against the doorjamb, trying to quiet her racing heart and racing thoughts. 

 What now? she thought. She was certain that whoever was playing with her was by no means through. Jack, Jack she moaned over and over under her breath, where are you? Surely he would’ve tried to call her by now and discovered that the phone was out of order. She knew he would call the sheriff’s office and ask them to come out and make sure things were all right with her and Frick and Frack.  For once, Chessy felt an overwhelming gratitude at what she sometimes thought of as Jack’s over-concern and over-solicitude for her. Thank God that he worried about her the way he did—soon someone would be here and then she’d be fine. 

 She couldn’t remember ever being this frightened before in her life, except perhaps for the time when that white van had forced her off the road. She’d experienced some of this same kind of terror then but at least then it had been understandable terror. This was so weird and mysterious and inexplicable. 

 Just as her heart beat was slowing and she was able to think without complete panic, she heard a whoosh of something flying through the air and a  small thudding sound close by, followed by a long hissing.  Suddenly a cloud of foul-smelling black smoke rushed up at her from the floor and engulfed her and she felt her herself getting woozy and lightheaded. Before she fell to a heap on the floor, she instinctively screamed out loud, “No, no, no.” 

 In just a few momensts, Chessy slowly awoke from her faint, and lay unmoving on the floor where she’d falled, disoriented and uncertain what had happened. Then it came back to her and she sat up and looked around the room but things were just as they’d been before. 

 The smoke had quickly dissipated, hastened by the air coming in through the broken patio door, leaving only a few wispy traces of smoke and a gagging, bad odor behind. 

 The smoke didn’t seem to be bothering her lungs the way the smoke from the clogged-up chimney had done.  Chessy slowly stood up and hopped back over to the sofa. The kittens had curled into one black mass of fur and were shivering and mewing softly. 

It broke her heart to see how frightened they were and she didn’t know how to comfort them because she was more frightened than they. Chessy reached out and stroked them gently, murmuring words of reassurance and wishing she could believe the words she was saying. 

 Lowering herself down next to Frick and Frack, she picked them up one by one and cradled them in her lap. Their frantic mews gradually subsided into a low purring and Chessy smiled slightly at their immediate trust in her to take care of them. She sat there, stiffly unmoving, not knowing what to expect next or what to do next. 

 The warmth of the purring kittens seeped into her and she unthinkingly leaned back and laid her head against the back of the sofa. For a brief moment, she felt a respite from her terror. In part of her mind, she felt a slowly-building fury at what was being done to her. With that fury came a determination to deal with whatever was going on here. Her fear fed into and increaded the anger, displacing some of her fear in the process. 

 Try as she might, she couldn’t in any way understand what was happening.  The only explanation that made any sense was that some maniac was on the loose and was bent on terrorizing her. 

 She closed her eyes and tried to think what to do. As far as she could figure, her only escape route was with the ATV but with this madman lurking outside the A-frame there would be no way to get away. 

 Chessy debated whether or not to try it and finally decided it was worth the attempt. First, though, she would put the kittens into the bathroom, to prevent their running away out through the broken patio door.  She carefully stood up, holding a kitten in each hand, and hopped to the bathroom. Gently she set the little tortoiseshells down on the floor and murmured some reassurances to them. They mewed softly as she closed the door. It was pitch black in the bathroom and she hated to leave them there in the darkness, even though darkness never seemed to bother them. 

 Her next stop as she hobbled along was the kitchen alcove where she retrieved as a weapon a medium-sized butcher knife with a very sharp blade. Clutching it in one hand by the wooden handle, she took down Jack’s heavy plastic poncho hanging on a hook on a wooden rack off to one side of the kitchen. She laid the knife down on the kitchen divider while she put on the poncho, then picked up the knife once again and slipped it into one of the poncho’s deep side pockets.  From the kitchen counter she took a flashlight. 

 “Well, here goes,” Chessy said out loud, her voice echoing through the silent A-frame. 

 As she reached for the knob of the kitchen door, she thought she heard a noise behind her. She turned around, holding on to the kitchen counter so she didn’t fall.  

The dim candlelight revealed nothing—but all the corners and sides of the A-frame were deep in shadow—shadows that could have hid anything.  

Once more, Chessy turned towards the kitchen door, now more determined than ever to get out of here as quickly as possible.  And once more she thought she heard a sound. This time she flicked on the switch of the flashlight and shone its beam around the dark shadowiness of the A-frame. She hesitated a moment, peering intently into the corner by the broken patio door. A black lacquered folding screen stood in that corner—behind the screen they stored a card table and some TV tables. Chessy debated whether to make the effort to hobble over to the corner and look behind the screen. 

 No, she decided, that’s stupid. If there’s someone there, I’m playing right into his hands by coming over to him. What I’m going to do is get the hell out of here. I should have done that long ago—first thing. 

 Then she grimaced and said to herself, “But I can’t leave without checking—I can’t bear not knowing if there’s someone there.” 

 Sighing deeply, she hopped across the A-frame to the dark corner.  Just as she reached the screen, she heard a small sound, almost like an indrawn breath. Halting, she put her hand to her mouth to prevent an outcry. She pulled the butcher knife out of the poncho pocket and with her other hand she reached out and moved one corner of the screen. 

 “Gotcha,” a horrible-sounding, loud voice screeched at her and she saw the screen flying towards her. The screen fell directly against the knife point-blank its stiletto-sharp point stuck into the wooden surface. 

 Chessy screamed and turned to move away. But her injured ankle gave way and she ended up on the floor with her leg twisted painfully beneath her body. She gazed up in terror at the huge dark shape hovering over her. 

 “Who are you? What do you want?” Chessy managed to get the words out between gasps of breath. 

 “Shut up, bitch,” the man yelled. He kicked at her rear end with a boot-clad foot, as he yelled. 

 Chessy froze, speechless and unmoving when she saw that he held a gun, a small handgun, in his left hand and was pointing it in her direction. 

 She felt sobs welling up in her throat but managed to repress them.  It was as if instinctively she knew she must not antagonize this madman. 

 Her eyes followed him as he backed towards the kitchen area, still holding the gun on her. He grabbed one of the straight-backed wooden kitchen chairs with his free hand and dragged it roughly towards the center of the A-frame. Then he reached around to the backpack he had strapped to his body and dropped it down on the floor. Still with his eyes on her and the gun pointed directly at her head, he unzipped the backpack, stuck his hand into it and pulled out what looked like a wad of electrical cord. As he moved closer to her, Chessy could see that it was a bunch of household electrical extension cords—in what looked like different colors and lengths.  He threw the cords down next to the chair and then strode in just two long steps to where Chessy was half-sitting, half-laying on the floor. 

 With his free hand, he reached down and grabbed Chessy by her upper right arm. He yanked her into a semi-sitting position and dragged her the few feet to where the wooden chair sat. Still yanking, he pulled her upright and shoved her into the chair, holding onto her till he was sure she wouldn’t slip off the chair back onto the floor. 

 He shook one cord loose from the wad of cords and wrapped it around her middle, pinioning her arms to her sides. Then he took another cord and did the same thing in the opposite direction, twisting this one around the back of the chair.  Satisfied that she was temporarily restrained, he carefully laid the gun down on the floor and quickly finished his job of tying her up—using a cord to bind her wrists behind her in back of the chair, another one to bind her ankles together, ignoring her loud cry of pain when he roughly grabbed her injured ankle. 

 Finally finished trussing up his prey, he stood back surveying his handiwork.  During the whole process, not a sound had been uttered by either participant, other than Chessy’s initial involuntary scream of pain when he grabbed her ankle. 

 She was determined to keep her mouth shut and not say a word, in hopes that he wouldn’t gag her. She thought that would be the ultimate injury—she was afraid she would choke and not be able to breathe if he put a gag in her mouth. 

 As he stood there, he frowned and asked in a low growl, “Where are those God damned cats?” 

 Afraid to speak, Chessy nodded her head very definitely towards the closed bathroom door. 

 “In there?” the man asked in his rough, gravelly voice. 

 Chessy nodded vigorously, then sat motionless as the man headed towards the bathroom door. Gun in hand, aimed directly at the door, the man moved across the room. He flung open the door, and cursed when he saw the pitch-blackness of the bathroom. Fumbling in one his pockets, he found a flashlight, flicked it on, and shone the beam around the small room. 

 “They’re not here,” his voice drifted back to Chessy and she tried to decide what to say. 

 She knew where they probably were but certainly wouldn’t endanger their lives by telling this monster. 

 When she’d locked them in the bathroom just prior to her futile attempt to escape, she’d completely forgotten about one of their favorite trickscrawling through the tunnel of cabinets leading from the bathroom into the kitchen area.  She only hoped they were frightened enough to stay hidden and not pop out in their usual place. 

 In a soft, barely audible voice, she said hesitatingly, “I put them in there a while ago—they must be hiding somewhere.” 

 “Well, time enough for them later,” the man said, shutting the bathroom door with a loud bang. 

 His last comment had been said offhandedly in what sounded like a normal voice. Chessy fleetingly thought the voice sounded familiar but she couldn’t place it. As she thought back, she realized that the man’s voice had sounded exceedingly gruff and grating, perhaps as if he were deliberately making it that way. Was this someone she knew? 

 So far she’d avoided looking at him very directly and besides the light in the A-frame was extremely dim, with only a couple of candle stubs burning. 

 With a deliberate effort, Chessy opened her eyes wide and looked at the hulk of a man as he circled around his prisoner. 

 He was tall, over six feet and heavy enough-looking to be called fat.  His hair straggled down his neck and was rumpled and tangled. She saw a drooping moustache and a scraggly beard, all the same greasy-looking deep black color of his hair. 

 She could almost swear she had never seen this man before in her life...but his voice. Well, maybe she’d been mistaken. Even if she had seen him before, she couldn’t imagine why he was doing this to her.  He must just be some deranged maniac on the loose, a danger to anyone who got in his way. 

 He’d walked away from her, towards the kitchen area. She heard the opening and slamming of cabinet doors and of the refrigerator and the sounds of bottles and dishes banged down on the counter. He must be eating and drinking. Heaven knows, there was enough to eat and drink.  She and Jack had really stacked up on all kinds of special foods for their mini-vacation. 

 The man strolled back by her, a cold chicken leg in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. 

 Alternately chewing and taking deep swigs of the beer, he circled around her, with what looked like a malicious, malevolent grin on his face. 

 “Well, Chessy, it’s been a long time,” he said in that gravelly voice. When she didn’t say anything, he poked at her with the stem of the now-empty beer bottle and said, “Cat got your tongue, bitch?” and then gave a blood-chilling whoop of laughter.  

Still Chessy said nothing, terrifed even of breathing. And still she had no idea who this might be. 

 The man stopped his circling and pulled a wooden rocker at one side of the room right next to Chessy’s place of confinement. He wiped his greasy hands on his pants legs and then sat down, all the while keeping his eyes pinned on Chessy’s face. 

 “So you don’t recognize me, eh, bitch?” Again this was said in that rough, fake-sounding voice. 

 Chessy shook her head slowly, not looking at the man. 

 “Oh, hell, it’s no fun you not recognizing me.” This time he spoke in what must be his normal voice and Chessy’s head snapped up at his familiar voice. 

 “Davis...?” she asked, tentatively, disbelief thick in her tone.
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Davis and Chessy 
Chessy’s whispered “Davis?” sent a shiver of excitement shooting down his spine.  The fear in her voice was so gratifying. In his mind exploded the thought, ‘Yeah, this is what I’ve been heading towards for the past six months.’ 

 “Yes, ma’am, Davis it is,” he said in his normal voice. 

 He tensed as Chessy looked him up and down, then said, “But you don’t look anything like yourself, you...” here her voice trailed off and looked away from him. 

 “I what?” Davis growled at her. When she didn’t respond, he spat on the floor at her feet, then put his hand under her chin and jerked her head up so she had to look at him. 

 “What, bitch? You think I’m fat and ugly and dirty-looking?” His loud voice dripped menace.  “Is that what you were going to say?” 

 Still Chessy remained silent. 

 “I guess you better treat me with some respect now, lady. You and that fancy-dancy hubby of yours ain’t the ones in charge now—I am.” 

 This struck a spark in Chessy and she said, “Speaking of my husband, I suggest you get out of here before he gets back. He’ll be here any minute.”  

Davis snorted an evil-sounding laugh, then said, “Is that so? Well, I don’t think so. You know that ravine under the bridge? That real steep ravine and all those rocks?” 

 Chessy hissed, “What are you talking about?” 

 “What do you think I’m talking about?” he replied, a smug look on his face. 

 “That’s what I’m asking!” Chessy’s fear and frustration brought a shrieking shrillness into her voice. 

 “Well, ma’am, down at the bottom of that ravine, somewhere in the rocks is where you’ll find old handsome Jack.” 

 “That’s a lie!” This too was a shrill shriek. But Davis could see the fear in Chessy’s face, replacing her defiant glare. 

 “No, that’s no lie. I made sure that old Jack and that thing he drives went off the bridge and into the ravine. And whatever is left of him is down there on the rocks.” Davis spoke slowly and deliberately, as if to imprint the words indelibly on Chessy’s unbelieving mind. 

 As Chessy stared up into Davis’ face, she realized he meant every word he said. 

 Davis saw the dawning of belief on her face and he grinned in delight. “Nope, old Jack can’t ride to your rescue anymore.” 

 He could see the fight leaving Chessy. She slumped in her chair, head down, eyes closed. Her breathing became shallow and in the dim candlelight he could just barely see the glisten of tears trickling down her cheeks.  

Davis squinted his eyes almost closed, till all he could make out of the woman slouched in the chair in front of him was the mass of red curls covering Chessy’s bowed head.  How he hated red hair!  Every redhaired woman he’d ever known had done bad things to him, starting with his bitch of a mother and ending up with this red-headed bitch slumped here in front of him. 

 His fingers itched to strangle her—he wanted to reach out and enclose her neck with his hands and squeeze and squeeze till he’d squeezed all the breath, all the life out of her. He stretched out his hands and touched the cool skin of her neck. In her despair, Chessy took no notice of him.  Gradually, he tightened his grasp around her neck and she started to cough and struggle. And still he squeezed.
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Annelise 
Annelise gently shoved Herman’s sock-clad feet off her lap and then stood up abruptly from the sofa. She took a deep breath and shoved her shoulders back. 

 Standing over Herman, she frowned at him, then said, “Herman, I must go to the Ramsays cabin. I can drive myself if you do not wish to accompany me.” She paused, waiting for his response. 

 Herman, knowing when he’d lost a battle, was his usual good sport about it. 

 “Yes, dear. Let’s get our rain gear and go.” He stood up and moved towards the closet where they stored raincoats and umbrellas. 

 Annelise broke out into a wide, sunny smile, feeling a sense of relief that they were going to take action on her horrible premonition of danger. As always, she was unable to ignore these premonitions—their arrival always required some kind of action of Annelise’s part.  Over the years, she had learned to take them as signal that there was something that needed to be done and that it was to be done by her. 

 Dressed in identical yellow slickers and carrying over-sized black umbrellas, the Ruzowskis went out into the dark night, into the pouring rain and the gusty wind. Following close behind them, as usual, was Pal, their gangling German Shepherd. Pal was now their only pet; they’d recently lost one dog to an automobile encounter in the city and the other to old age. They kept Pal on a collar and leash whenever he went out in the city, to keep his safe from harm.  Here at Edelweiss, they were a bit more lenient but still kept a close eye on him, being the kind of pet owners who became closely attached to their animals. 

 Pal still thought he was a puppy even though he had just celebrated his first birthday and weighed more than 80 pounds.  He galloped around and around them, managing to get thoroughly wet before they reached the station wagon.  Annelise opened the rear door to let Pal in. He stood in the middle of the seat and shook vigorously, splattering rain. From past experience, Herman and Annelise knew to wait till he was finished shaking himself before they got into the car. 

 For a moment, Herman had difficulty starting the station wagon, as if it too were protesting having to go out on this black, rainy night.  But finally the car started and Herman turned on the headlights, switching to the bright lights for better vision. The rain was coming down in heavy sheets and even the bright lights barely penetrated its density. As they drove down the gravel road, the rain was so  heavy that the headlights reflected back at them in an-almost blinding glare. 

 Annelise turned on the radio to the all-news station, hoping to hear a weather forecast. It was at times like these, Annelise thought, that I really want a cigarette, that I really miss smoking. 

 Three years ago, when she’d been diagnosed with breast cancer, she’d quit smoking, cold turkey, not willing to take one more moment’s risk with her life. To the surprise and pleasure of her family, who for years had hounded her to quit smoking, she hadn’t smoked another cigarette to this day. 

 Herman drove slowly and carefully over the rain-drenched gravel roads, especially taking care on those portions where there were ruts or washboard-type gullies. 

 After a few minutes, a weather forecast came on the radio.  “Rain, continuing all night, especially to the west of the city.  Accumulations of an inch or more are expected, with flash flood warnings out for susceptible areas.” The forecaster’s smooth, even tones irritated Annelise and she said out loud, “That’s fine for you to say, my good man. We’re to the west of the city and we’re certainly in what you would call an area susceptible to flash floods.” 

 Herman tried to hide his grin, knowing how irritated she got when he failed to take her pronouncements seriously. 

 The Ramsay cabin was at the other far corner of Edelweiss, directly opposite the Brukowski cabin. Through the woods, they were only about a mile apart.  But by car, the only way to get there was to drive all the way down to the lake and then back up the other road, a total of four and half miles of rocky, difficult road. 

 Annelise laid her hand on Herman’s leg, giving him a loving pat. “My dear, I do appreciate your patience with me. What other man would have put up with 45 years of my idiosyncrasies?” Annelise pronounced that last word very slowly and carefully—at times her accented English tripped over some of the language’s convoluted words. 

 “Your idiosyncrasies, as you call them, are one of the many things that make you such a special person. I would not change one thing about you—I would not change one hair on your head.” Herman spoke emphatically, to cover the brief teariness he felt at the fleeting thought of how he’d almost lost to cancer not too long ago. 

 Annelise could almost read his mind and she gave his leg a small squeeze. 

“Thank you, dear. I feel the same about you, without any reservations.” Annelise paused, then continued very slowly, “We are very lucky, you know, my Herman. We’ve had a long and happy life together and we have two wonderful sons and all the material comforts we could ever need.” She took a deep breath and went on, “I think that’s why I’m always so adamant about acting on these premonitions of mine.  It’s as though I have some kind of special mission, some kind of payment is expected for this very good life that you and I share.” 

 She thought back over the years about all the many times her premonitions had driven her to come to the rescue of family and friends, sometimes in a low-key way, providing moral support in times of trouble. But there had been many times when she’d offered strongly worded advice to change the actions of those close to her—with good and positive results. 

 They finally reached the lake and could barely make out the amber glow of the tall dusk to dawn light situated at one end of the beach.  

They still had two miles to go, over the most treacherous two miles of road in Edelweiss—climbing a steep winding road bordered on one side by a deep rocky ravine, 100 feet down in some places.  As they approached the bridge crossing the ravine, Annelise felt her heart leap to her throat. It was more than just the to-be-expected, perfectly natural fear of crossing a narrow wooden bridge over a deep chasm on a stormy night.  She was getting a feeling of terror and violence so strong that it took her breath away.
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Chessy 
Frantic now as Davis’ fingers squeezed her throat, Chessy twisted her head and neck back and forth, fighting for breath. Just as she was about to pass about, she felt a slackening of his fingers. For some reason, he had abruptly stopped choking her and stood rigidly still.  Chessy flicked her eyes upward and was just barely able to see his face in the dim candlelight. She thought it looked as though he was listening intently to some far-off, and to her, unheard sound. 

 Then she heard it too, and her heart lurched in hope. Off in the distance was the sound of tires crunching on gravel, then the rain-muffled sound of a car’s engine. 

 Instinctively, Chessy started shouting “Help, help.” before being silenced by the vicious whack of Davis’ hand across her mouth. With his other hand, he dug in his pants pocket and drew out what looked like a faded, dirty red bandanna. He wadded it into a ball and roughly shoved the smelly rag into her mouth. 

 Chessy panicked and for a moment was unable to catch her breath. She twisted in the chair, moaning loudly.  Almost absent-mindedly, Davis swatted her once again across the face with the back of his hand, hissing “shut up!” at her. She gave one last whimper and then subsided. But still her heart leaped with hope as she heard the still-approaching car. 

 Silently and stealthily, Davis crept around the cabin, blowing out the candles Chessy had burning, with such force that in each instance he spattered candle wax all around. 

 The sudden, all-encompassing  darkness was a shock to Chessy. She could no longer tell where Davis was. Stiff and rigid, she sat listening for some sound of him, some indication of where he was and what he was doing. 

 The sound of the car grew louder and Chessy was almost certain it had turned into the short road leading to their cabin. She heard it brake to a stop, then heard the slamming of first one car door and then another, followed by the faint, almost imperceptible sound of voices. 

 Chessy went limp with relief, sure now that rescue was only seconds away. She listened as the voices grew louder. Then came the sound of a knock on the door, growing into a loud pounding. 

Then the shout of a man’s voice, “Jack? Chessy? Are you there?” followed by a woman’s voice, faintly accented, shouting, “Chessy?  Jack?” 

The Brukowskis! Thank God!  

Their pounding and shouting continued for a moment, then stopped. In her mind, Chessy thought frantically, ‘Go around to the deck. For God’s sake, go around to the deck.’ If they went up on the deck, they would see the shattered patio door and they’d come in and find her.  She tried to will them to the deck with the intensity of her mind.  Outside, the murmur of voices seemed to move toward the side of the cabin. Then the voices stopped and Chessy waited expectantly for the Brukowskis to come bursting through the broken door. But nothing happened. For a moment, all was silent. Then the faint murmur of voices started up again. But they were growing fainter and fainter, as if the speakers were moving away from the cabin. 

 Then, to her agonized dismay, Chessy heard the slam of a car door.  Then another slam.  After a few moments, she heard the grind of the car’s ignition, then the muffled growl of the engine.  The headlights flashed faintly first one way, then the other. Evidently, the Brukowskis were turning around and heading back up the road. Tears sprang to Chessy’s eyes as she heard her hope of rescue fade off into the distance. 

 Suddenly, Davis was by her side again. He shone a flashlight directly into her face. 

 “What’s that, bitch? Tears?  Yeah, you might as well cry. Nobody’s gonna save you—not those dumb goons, whoever they were. And not your dead litle hubby.” Davis’ voice held a smug satisfaction that caused a lurch in Chessy’s stomach. The bile rose in her throat, almost choking her. She squirmed in the chair, tossing her head back and forth, trying to dislodge the gag. 

 “Now, where were we? Oh yeah, I remember. I had my hands like this and I had just started to squeeze real hard...”
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 Annelise
“Herman, I don’t understand. Where could the Ramsays have gone?  Especially in this wretched weather.” Annelise’s voice was laden with a fearful dismay. 

 “There, there, my dear. Please don’t fret yourself into a turmoil.  It’s probably exactly this wretched weather as you call it that has driven them away.  If I remember correctly, you had told me they were out here for a brief vacation. This is certainly not vacation weather.  Perhaps they’ve gone somewhere pleasanter.” Herman’s slowly spoken, measured words floated out towards Annelise but she paid them little heed. 

 To herself, she repeated, ‘Where can they be?’ 

 Her premonition of danger had flared wildly while they were at the cabin.  Perhaps she should have insisted that they walk up on the deck and see if they could see inside the cabin. But Herman had protested, “Enough is enough. If anyone was in there, our pounding and shouting would’ve alerted them to our presence. There’s no one here. Come, let’s go back to our warm, dry little nest and curl up in front of the fire.” 

 His words had flashed an image into Annelise’s mind of a roaring fire in their fireplace with she and Herman seated in the wingback chairs flanking the hearth. On the floor in front of the fire sat Jack and Chessy. Then, as suddenly as it came, the image disappeared and left in its place a cold foreboding. 

 What could that vision have meant?  Why should she now be thinking of some past time when the Ramsays had visited them?  But Annelise realized that as far as she could remember, the Ramsays had never sat in front of their fireplace. All of their visits had taken place during the heat of the summer, not during fireplace season. 

 With a shake of her head, Annelise had dismissed her puzzling vision.  She peered into the rainy black night as Herman carefully drove back to their cabin. As he made the turn leading onto the bridge over the ravine, the headlights shone briefly on an elongated hump lying on the ground at the right side of the road. 

 “Herman, stop!” Annelise shouted the words without thinking of the effect they would have on Herman.  

When he suddenly screeched on the brakes at Annelise’s outcry, the station wagon skidded off to the left side of the road, throwing Annelise against Herman.  Their seat belts had activated at the jerk of the car and stretched tight and binding across their middles. 

 “Annie, what in God’s name was that for? You scared me to death. We almost went off the road into the ravine.” Herman buried his face in his hands for a moment, then sighed deeply. 

 But Annelise made no reply. In what seemed like only one motion, she grabbed the flashlight from where it lay between them on the front seat, loosened her taut seat belt, opened her car door and was out in the rain before Herman knew what she was doing. 

 “Annie, get back in here! What are you doing?” But he got no answer. 

 In her haste in getting out of the station wagon, Annelise had left the door wide open, letting in gusts of rain and wind. Herman released his seat belt, reached out a long arm to grab the door handle of the passenger door and slam it shut. Then, he too got out of the station wagon, leaving the headlights on. He  made his way over to the right side of the road where Annelise knelt beside a hump that looked like a pile of old rags. 

 “Annelise, what are you doing?” Herman reached out his hand and put it on his wife’s shoulder. 

 “Herman, it’s Jack Ramsay. He’s hurt.” Annelise handed the flashlight to Herman so he could see. 

 Herman shone the flashlight on the pile of rags and saw that it was indeed Jack Ramsay.  The young man’s eyes were just barely open but he seemed to be conscious and awake and vaguely aware of them. His face was white, with a two-inch, open bleeding gash above his left eye. 

 “Jack, what happened?” Herman asked anxiously. 

 “Went off the road,” came the gasping answer. 

 “Let’s get you out of the rain, into the car.” Herman put his arm under Jack’s shoulders, then said, “Can you raise yourself up at all?” 

 At first, there was no answer, then Jack said, “Yeah, I think so.” With what was a visibly painful effort, Jack, with Herman’s help raised up to an almost sitting position. 

 Herman thought for a moment and then started giving directions to Annelise and Jack. “All right, folks, here’s the plan. First, Annelise, you go open the rear door on the right side of the car.  Make sure that Pal stays put—perhaps you’d better chain him to the back part of the wagon.” 

 Annelise did as Herman said, having a good deal of trouble chaining Pal, who wanted to leap out of the car to investigate what was going on. With that mission finally accomplished, she returned to the two men crouched at the side of the road. 

 Herman patted her the shoulder in a brief expression of affection, then said, “Now, Jack if you can put your arms around our shoulders, we’ll help you to your feet and get you over to the car—it’s only a few feet away.” 

 Herman and Annelise were kneeling, one on each side of Jack. Slowly, Jack raised first his right arm and draped it around Herman’s shoulders, then his left arm around Annelise’s shoulders. They each in turn put an arm around Jack. 

 Herman said, “Okay, folks, now all together.” In one motion, the three of them raised themselves from the ground. Jack cried out in pain but said, “It’s okay—I’m okay—I can do it.” 

 Slowly, the three of them moved towards the open car door, with Herman and Annelise half draggging, half carrying Jack between them.  Jack seemed to have little or no strength in his legs or any control over their movements. 

 They reached the car, and, as gently as possible, moved Jack into the back seat and laid him down. Annelise reached down behind the rear seat and retrieved an old but servicable wool blanket they kept there and covered Jack with it. 

 Herman went around to the driver’s side, got in, and started the engine with a roar while Annelise was dealing with the blanket and covering Jack.  Herman turned the heater on high, to try to warm up the shivering man lying stretched out in the back seat. 

 Annelise got in the front seat and gently shut her door. For a moment she and Herman sat there unmoving, breathless from their exertion. 

 “Now what?” asked Annelise, clearly having shifted responsibility for their actions to the broad, reliable shoulders of her husband. 

 “I think we need to get Jack to a hospital as soon as possible. I’m afraid he has some broken bones or a concussion or something really serious.” Herman put the station wagon into drive and started off down the road. 

 “Stop!” came a feeble protest from the back seat. “Chessy—where’s Chessy?” Jack’s voice trembled with pain and fatigue and cold. 

 Herman stopped the car and he and Annelise turned around towards the back seat. “We don’t know,” came Herman’s slow reply. 

 Then Annelise said, “We just came from your cabin—we’d gone to see if the two of you were okay. I had some kind of...” Annelise’s words trailed off as she decided this was not a good time to tell Jack of her premonition of danger to Chessy—and to him. 

 “There was no one there,” Herman said. “We knocked and shouted but there was no one there.” 

 “That’s not possible. She’s there—she has to be there. We have to go back.” The words came from Jack with a visible effort. 

 Herman and Annelise exchanged looks in the dim light coming from the dashboard. They seemed to weighing their options—take Jack to the hospital and risk upsetting him over Chessy’s safety or take him to the cabin and let him see for himself that no one was there. They came to the same mutual conclusion simultaneously and nodded at each other in unspoken understanding. Herman carefully maneuvered the station wagon backwards, off the bridge entrance and into one of the driveways to a cabin. He turned back towards the Ramsays’ cabin as Annelise said to Jack: “We’re going back, Jack.  Please try to rest and be calm.” 

 Herman pointed to their carphone and said in an undertone to Annelise, softly so that Jack couldn’t hear him, “Call the hospital in Washington and tell them to send an ambulance out to Edelweiss—tell them we’ll meet them at the gate.” 

Annelise did as Herman said, speaking as softly as she could so that Jack would not hear the call. 

 It seemed to take forever to get back to the Ramsays’ cabin. Jack’s breathing had changed to a harsh pant and Annelise feared he had some kind of chest injury.
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Chessy 

As Davis’ hands tightened once more around her throat, Chessy struggled briefly, then slumped in the chair, in defeat.  

Her lack of resistance seemed to surprise, then anger Davis. He shouted at her, “Aren’t you even gonna try to get away, bitch?” 

 Chessy remained motionless, muted by the gag and by her despair and hopelessness.  

Behind them came a screech and a yowl. Davis let go of his death grip on Chessy’s throat and turned to see what the sound was. In the darkness he could see only the glistening eyes of the kittens peering at him. The two kittens were directly behind him, perched on the standing shelves that divided the kitchen area from the living room area. As Davis turned around to face in the direction the kittens, his face filled with hatred and he snarled, “Stupid beasts—I’ll get you now.” But before he could move, the kittens leaped forward towards him, landing one on each of his shoulders, digging their claws into him and clinging there scratching and biting and hissing.  A terrifed Davis snatched at his attackers but the more he grabbed at them, the harder they clung.  Their claws dug into the bare, exposed skin of his neck, bringing bloody scratches. One of the kittens bit at his ear, making Davis howl in pain and fury. 

 Chessy felt tears smart in her eyes as she realized that Frick and Frack were defending themselves—and her—even though they probably didn’t realize what they were doing for her. 

 In the midst of trying to fight off the kittens, Davis started to cough and hack and choke, unable to get his breath.  His fear and his allergy to cats and his asthma combined to leave him panting and breathless and almost paralyzed with a fright reaction. 

 He finally managed to fling first one kitten, then the other off his neck. Gasping for breath, he ran from the cabin, leaving the door wide open behind him. 

 Chessy had twisted around in the chair, trying to make out anything in the pitch black darkness but couldn’t see anything.  She heard the tiny patter of feet head towards the door, then a moment later they seemed to be coming towards her.  

She sat unmoving for a few moments, fully expecting the immediate return of her would-be murderer. But nothing happened. Rigid with fear and despair, Chessy sat frozen in place. Then she felt the soft plop of a kitten on her shoulder, then one on her lap. They gave tiny, fretful mews, as if asking to be petted and comforted. Chessy gave a muffled sob, the gag choking back any real response to the kittens. Against her neck, she could feel the wet fur of the kitten on her shoulder. They must have started to chase Davis outside, but the dreaded wetness of the rain had sent them scurrying back inside.
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Davis 
Gasping, choking, unable to breathe, Davis finally flung his hateful attackers from his neck and face and ran from the cabin into the dark, rain-filled night.  Davis felt as though his head would burst.  Tears streamed dowh his face, blinding him. Into the woods he ran, stumbling over rocks and roots, almost but not quite falling onto the cold, wet ground.  Still he ran, chest heaving, unable to breathe. 

 His childhood fear of cats, his debillitating allergy to them, his incipient asthma had overwhelmed him.  All his life he had lived with a dire dread of this inability to breathe. It had scarred him, causing him to live constantly on the edge of terror. He had lied about his condition when he joined the Army and had tried to keep it hidden.  But on several occasions during his tour of duty he’d suffered severe asthma attacks and the medicos had been threatening to discharge him for medical reasons. 

 These days, he was usually careful to almost always carry both an inhaler and his medication with him.  But in the complicated arrangements for his attack on Chessy and Jack, he’d completely forgotten to pack the necessary medical items in his pocket. 

 Somewhere in the small rational part of his mind that was still working, Davis knew that he had to stop running—the running was only aggravating his breathing problems. Besides, he was going to fall and really hurt himself in this black woods.  But the fear and desperation propelled him still further into the woods. Just as he was about to stop running, he felt himself falling. Down he tumbled into a deep, empty void of blackness, letting out a high-pitched scream that echoed in the rain-filled night.
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Chessy
She heard, off in the distance, a long-drawn-out yowling sound that sent chills down her back. What on earth could that be? she wondered.  In frigid apprehension, she waited, expecting any moment for Davis to come bursting back into the cabin to finish her off. But nothing happened.  All was silent. 

 Chessy felt the silence and the darkness around her like a shroud.  She sat shivering in its folds, her tremors the only motion in a world of stillness. Even the kittens were unmoving, one still nestled on her shoulder, the other curled in a ball on her lap. 

 The futility of it all filled every part of her. Davis said he had killed Jack... and she knew he would soon return to kill her. It just didn’t matter.  She let herself float into an emptiness, a nothingness. 

 But then, after awhile, her body ached so badly from its confined imprisonment she decided that she had to do something, that she couldn’t just sit there. 

 With great effort, Chessy managed to move the chair backwards first one inch, then another, a bit at a time, towards the kitchen area.  Her movements dislodged the kittens—one perched on her shoulder, the other on her lap.  Chessy hoped that the little ones had enough sense to stay out of the way of the chair legs as she “walked” it back. 

 Slowly Chessy moved the chair backwards, her muscles aching at the strain.  Time after time, she wanted to give up, to let what happened happen.  Without Jack, nothing mattered. But from somewhere deep inside herself, she gathered enough strength and determination to keep on trying. She somehow knew she had to do it—she would do it—for the sake of the new baby—and even for those dear kittens who had come to her rescue. 

 After long minutes that seemed hours, she at last felt against her bound hands the coldness of the metal drawer in the kitchen cabinets behind her.  She awkwardly pried open first one drawer, then another, searching for the scissors.  At first unable to find the scissors, she almost cried in frustration.  She and Jack were habitually terribly forgetful about putting things back where they belonged.  Please, God, don’t let this be one of the times that the scissors was not in its proper place. 

Then, towards the back of the second drawer, her fingers felt the round plastic handle of the scissors and she heaved a sigh of relief.  Several times she dropped the scissors back into the drawer as she tried to position them in her hands.  Thank heavens the drawer was there to prevent the scissors from falling onto the floor. 

For a moment she rested, then tried again. She wasn’t able to get the scissors into her hands to cut with them. But she finally placed them in such a way that she could use one of the blades as a knife to try to saw through the electrical extension cord tied tightly around her hands.  It was slow going. The scissors weren’t very sharp to begin with and had never been intended to function as a knife. Back and forth she sawed, pausing every once in awhile to listen for any sound of Davis returning.  But still there was nothing. 

 Her hands ached from the sawing and she could feel the beginning of a blister where she held the scissors blade. After a few minutes she felt a wetness that she assumed was blood from where she was rubbing her hand raw.  But no matter.  She kept up the sawing, numb to the pain and ache of her hand’s actions.  When she finally felt the looseness of the cord, indicating success, for a moment she sat motionless in disbelief and surprise, unable to grasp that she’d really done it.  Then, with a burst of strength she ripped her hands apart, stretching the cord on her wrists and putting deep gashes into her wrists. But at last her hands were free.  She reached up and flung off the cord loosely wrapped around her middle. 

 Next, she wrenched the hateful gag from her mouth and breathed in deep gasping gulps of air, several times filling her lungs full, then blowing out the air. She leaned down and fumbled at the cord binding her ankles together. But she couldn’t budge it. She felt a wave of dizziness, waited for it to pass, then twisted her body halfway around in the chair and fumbled in back of her for the scissors, thankfully still in the drawer. 

 “A place for everything and everything in its place,” she said out loud, giggling a little hysterically. 

 Once again, she tried unsuccessfully to cut through an extension cord, this time the one binding her ankles together. So once more she was forced to use the scissors as a knife, sawing at the cord. When she could feel it begin to loosen, she used both hands to rip the cord apart, freeing her legs.  She stood up, wobbly at first. She quickly regained a modicum of strength as she thought about the viciousness of Davis and the revenge she wanted to ravage him with. 

 He’d pay—she’d make him pay if it was the last thing she ever did.  She went to the kitchen counter and lit one of the candles setting there, bringing a dim light to the cabin. At her feet, the kittens were waiting patiently, trustingly, as if they knew she could now take care of them instead of the other way around. 

 Chessy reached out an arm and shut the open kitchen door, shutting out the wind and rain. She rubbed her eyes, still burning from the smoke and tears, shed and unshed.  Head bowed, eyes closed, she stood leaning her arms on the kitchen counter, as she tried to gather enough strength to head out into the night. 

 Suddenly, the kitchen door burst open and Chessy screamed, sure that Davis had at last come back to finish her off.
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Chessy...Annelise...Jack 
Chessy lifted her head, the scream dying from her lips. It wasn’t Davis after all...it was Annelise, followed by Herman and...and...  Jack. 

 Oversome by shock and disbelief and a wave of dizziness, Chessy felt herself begin to fall. Annelise, being closest to the younger woman, reached out to support her. 

 “There, there, my dear. Everything is just fine.” Annelise felt tears spring to her eyes as she saw the disheveled, grubby Chessy. What had this poor child been through? 

 “Jack, darling...I thought you were...Davis said you were dead.” Still supported by Annelise, Chessy moved towards her husband as if towards a ghost. 

 “Davis?” Jack croaked out the one word question. 

 “Never mind,” Annelise said quickly. “Chessy, Jack is badly hurt—we have to get him to the hospital. But he wouldn’t go anywhere till we made sure you were safe and sound.” 

 Later, on the way to the ambulance waiting at the gate of Edelweiss, with Jack firmly ensconced in the back seat of the Brukowskis’ station wagon, lying with his head on Chessy’s lap, Annelise’s words, “Safe and sound,” brought a slight smile to 

Chessy’s lips. Yes, she thought, we are now truly safe and sound.

EPILOGUE 
 It was the day after Christmas, a Christmas that Chessy had pronounced “their best ever!” 

 “You say that every year,” Jack said once again, this time to Annelise and Herman. The Brukowskis had invited them over to their cabin and the four friends were seated around the fireplace, eating popcorn and drinking hot chocolate. 

 The Ramsays had spent the holiday with Jack’s family, and had then come out to Edelweiss this morning. On a walk around the lake, they’d run into Annelise out taking Pal for a walk, although it mostly looked like just the reverse situation. 

 “Come for a visit,” she’d insisted. “Herman and I are dying to get more details from you about what happened. We only learned the barest essentials last month.” Annelise’s eyes had twinkled with curiosity.  She was sure that by now her young friends had recovered sufficiently from their ordeal and would be able to talk about it. 

 And so they’d come to visit their friends and they’d told the Brukowskis all that they’d learned over the past weeks. 

A search party from the county sheriff’s office had found Davis’ body that next morning. In his headlong flight through the woods, he’d fallen over the cliff into the ravine at the edge of Edelweiss, his body broken and battered by the rocks. 

 Over the ensuing weeks, Jack and Chessy had talked with the sheriff’s office and the city police and had managed to piece together as much of the story as they’d probably ever know. 

 Davis had been out for revenge, especially revenge on Chessy. Jack was just a peripheral target. 

 One of the social workers who’d dealt with Davis back when he was a teenager had gotten in touch with the Ramsays, wanting to explain what little he could of what had happened to them. 

 “For a lot of reasons, but mostly because his mother and his first teacher were red-heads, Davis had a true hatred of red-haired women.  It was irrational and to us perhaps ridiculous but to him it was the most real thing there was. I think he used that hatred to fuel his life, to give him a reason for doing whatever he did. Unfortunately, Mrs. Ramsay, you came into his life and you were a red-head.  It was one of those calamities just waiting to happen.” 

 The social worker had told them as much of Davis’ background as he knew and what ever else he’d been able to piece together. 

 Other people gave them more details: the city police, the officials at the honor farm, even some of the men he served under in the Army. 

 Slowly, Jack and Chessy had pieced together a portrait of a killer, a tragic tale of a lonely, unloved, abused child who turned on society and visited his own form of abuse on a world that had never been his home. 

 The story finished, Chessy had gotten up from the floor in front of the fireplace and walked over to the patio door. The drapes were open and the spotlight on the deck shone out into the woods. A snowfall a few days before Christmas had dropped its white coverlet on the woods.  Now, another covering was drifting down, the ragged flakes outlined in the light, against the backdrop of the dark woods. 

 Annelise came to stand beside Chessy, draping her arm across the young woman’s shoulder. 

 “And you, my dear, how are you? Really?” Annelise’s low murmur reached only Chessy’s ears. 

 “Oh, Annelise, I’m fine, better than fine. I’m pregnant again.” Here Annelise interjected a low laugh of pleasure and gave Chessy a squeeze. 

 The two woman stood together, shoulder to shoulder, smiling, looking out into the white woods.

The End

Storm Warnings

Storms are violent disturbances of the atmosphere. Some storms are the most destructive forms of weather.  Of all nature's forces, storms are perhaps the most destructive and take the most lives. Storms also serve a very useful purpose by distributing the sun's energy around the world

The greatest storm ever imagined lasted for 100,000 years and involved nearly all the matter in the universe. From the onset, huge swirling masses of high-temperature plasma composed of elementary particles flew out into space in all directions at near the speed of light. 

A tornado is a violent, whirling storm of small size, accompanied by a funnel-shaped cloud. Tornadoes are the most violent storms known and are usually very destructive. Windstorm is a general term for winds strong enough to do damage; winds of 45 miles per hour or greater, more specifically, winds with speeds ranging from 64 to 72 miles per hour.Storm WarningsIt is a well-known psychological phenomenon that storms can elicit psychotic behavior in the susceptible. Storms have also been known to induce a catatonic state of terror that can even lead to heart failure. Storm WarningsMan is by nature especially superstitious when it comes to weather. Primitive man fled in stark terror as raging thunderstorms bore down on him with their black billowing clouds, lightning bolts darting to and fro, and a deafening thunderous roar. He fought against screaming winds, blinding rain,  and deadly icy stones that fell out of the sky. He desperately sought the safety of the high ground as flash floods tore through his village and left his world in ruin. He was caught in the path of a gyrating funnel of a monstrous tornado, the sight of which was an unbelievable horror. It is no wonder that man named many of his gods after the weather.

 Today, we are not much different, and even though we have modern technology to hep predict the weather, we still believe in certain omens to explain the unexplainable. Primitive man developed an almost intuitive feeling for weather conditions or “weather sense.” 

Today, this premonition about the weather is still retained by primitive societies and those whose livelihood is dependent on the weather. For today's urban dwellers whose lives are insulated from the natural world by an artificial environment, this weather sense largely has been lost. It takes a disastrous storm that strikes people personally to remind them that they are not so apart from nature after all.Storm WarningsMan eventually discovered that certain kinds of weather often followed particular types of phenomena or signs. A collection of weather proverbs and folk sayings that were easily committed to memory (before writing was invented) gradually evolved about various signs, which were regarded as indicators of coming weather.  Although much of this weather wisdom was based on superstition and mythology, some came from actual observations of natural phenomena, such as the changing of the leaves and the migration of birds to mark the coming of winter. There were also observed changes in the color and optical conditions of the sky and how well sound traveled, which are significant effects of atmospheric conditions related to the weather. Our forefathers understood this when they said, “Sound traveling far and wide, a stormy day will betide.”

The early weather lore was the collective experience of countless generations of hunters, farmers, and sailors. It became a part of the oral traditions and ceremonies of early societies and cultures and was passed down and modified from one generation to the next. With the invention of writing around 3000 B.C., weather lore was preserved permanently for the benefit of modern society.Storm Warnings

Perhaps nobody was more dependent on the weather for their lives and livelihood that sailors. Nautical weather lore was handed down by countless unknown mariners, who based their knowledge on the behavior of the sea and winds, and the state of the sky. “Red sky at morning, sailors take warning. Red sky at night, sailors delight” is an accurate statement. A red sunrise usually indicates adry air mass to the east, which likely will be replaced with less favorable weather when it moves away. A red sunset is usually a sign of a high-pressure system to the west and fair weather. A red sun also indicates that there is a good deal of dust and moisture in the atmosphereDtwo essential ingredients for rain.A gray morning sky indicates a blanket of fog, which presages a clear day. A gray evening sky means the western sky is banked with clouds. This gave rise to the saying, “Evening red and morning gray, help the sailor on his way. Evening gray and morning red, bring down rain upon his head.”

Through the ages, people have placed a great deal of confidence  in the ability of animals to predict the weather. Since the earliest of times, people have looked to animals to guide them in their weather predictions. The first observation was probably the migration of birds, whose direction of flight foretold the coming of the seasons. The birds themselves are no experts at weather forecasting, but time their migrations in accordance with instinct based on natural cycles, tempered with subtle changes in the weather such as temperature, humidity, air pressure, and density. Geese on the wing choose and altitude where the air is fairly dense and provides the most lift. On fair, high pressure days, the optimal height can be thousands of feet. When a low pressure air mass moves in, however, the best altitude is close to the ground. Hence the saying, “Goose honks high, weather fair. Goose honks low, weather foul.”

The ears of swallows and bats are sensitive to variations in air pressure. Prior to a storm when the barometer falls, the animals drop down closer to the ground to equalize the pressure in their ears. Ducks landing on local ponds have been known for their excessive quacking before a storm. Other birds are also pressure sensitive and tend to stay on the ground or roost in trees, instead of taking to the air, when a storm is imminent.

Fish are also thought to be pressure senstive, and with the approach of a major thunderstorm, fish become less active and refuse to bite. Hence the saying, “Fish bite least with the wind in the east,” meaning that the worst storms come from lows with backing winds. Fishermen disagree on what is the best fishing weather, however, and cite good catches in any weather. Dolphins and porpoises seemingly at play on the ocean's surface signal the approach of a storm, and this is why ancient sailors consider them an evil omen.

