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Secrets and Lies

Chapter 1

Saturday, October 16, Monday, October 19 and Tuesday, October 20

Something that happened on a Saturday in late October started me thinking about neighbors. Over the years, I've learned that neighbors can become like family. And subdivisions can feel like your hometown; at least that's how mine feels to me.

I’ve lived in my subdivision for five years now. I moved here a year after my husband Mike died. Following Mike’s death, our home in downtown Rivermont had proved too much for me, both in size and in memories. 

My house is a lakeside home, as are the homes of my neighbors on either side. My subdivision, aptly named River Bluffs, is located on bluffs overlooking the Mississippi River in the Midwest town of Rivermont. Rivermont is about an hour’s drive from St. Louis and has the best of both worlds – proximity to all the amenities of a largish city but with the quiet, laid-back ambience of a smallish town.

But I digress -- back to the topic of neighbors and subdivisions. My next door neighbor Georgia had become a good friend over the past four years. We’d moved into our newly built houses around the same time. Georgia was 10 years older than I¸ now 69 to my 59. We were both widows, although Georgia’s husband Eddie died 10 years ago, and they’d not had children. Mike and I had a son and two daughters, all of whom now lived here in Rivermont. 

My life was busier than Georgia’s because of my commitment to my grandson Kyle and my legal and website work for my daughter Kate’s writing career. But still Georgia and I spent time together each week, shopping or going to movies or out to lunch. I enjoyed her company and thought of her as a close friend. So you can imagine what a shock it was when out of the blue I learned from our mailman Gus that Georgia had moved to a retirement community several hundred miles from Rivermont. I couldn’t believe that without a word to me she’d left Rivermont.

As Gus and I stood by the mailbox talking, I tried to conceal my shock from him but I’m not sure how well I succeeded. Later, back in the house, I puzzled over Georgia's abrupt departure and tried to figure out a way to get her forwarding address from Gus. I was fairly certain he wasn’t supposed to give it to me. I waited till the Monday after learning of her departure from Gus, then waylaid him as he was stuffing mail into my mailbox.

“Hi Gus, good to see you again. How are you?” I said in my friendliest tone. 

“Okay, Ms. Ramsey. How are things with you?”

“Please Gus, you have to call me Margo. Things are good with me. How’s your son doing?” I asked. Over the past few years, I’d learned that Gus’s son was a captain in the Air Force, and Gus was as proud of his boy as it was possible for a father to be.

“He’s up for a promotion to major so you could say he’s doing really well.”

“That’s super news, Gus. I know how proud of him you are.”

“That’s for sure,” Gus said. “Well, I best be on my way.”

“Oh, Gus, I just remembered I wanted to ask you something. Georgia gave me her new address but her handwriting isn’t the best, as you probably know. Could you please verify what her new address is for me? I want to send her a card for her birthday.”

Gus thought about it for a moment, then said, “Yeah, I have her forwarding address here in my route book.” He pulled a battered leather notebook from his jacket pocket, and began looking through the pages. Finally, he found what he was looking for and read off the address. I concentrated on what he was saying, committing the address to memory.

“Thanks, Gus, that’s helpful. I think I misread the street name she gave me. The birthday card probably would have never gotten to her in time. Thanks again.”

I hurried into the house, mumbling the address over and over again under my breath so I didn’t forget it. When I got inside, I grabbed a pencil and a scrap of paper and wrote down the address. I felt bad for deceiving Gus like that but it was for a good cause. 

I went online and Googled the address. Evidently, Georgia had moved to a rather upscale retirement community down state. I was confused by this because in all the years I'd known her, Georgia had been extremely frugal and had worried about running out of money. I couldn’t imagine why she would make a move like this. I wondered if she had unexpectedly come into some money. That seemed like the only logical explanation.

I looked for a phone number but there was no number listed for Georgia. I did find a main number for the retirement community. I debated with myself about calling the retirement community but finally decided to try. The number rang several times and was at last answered by a pleasant-sounding woman. I gave her my name and said I was trying to reach one of the residents of the retirement community. I gave her Georgia’s name and address and waited while she put me on hold to look it up. A couple of minutes later the woman returned to the line. This time she wasn’t so pleasant sounding.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” came her crisp words. “We don’t have anyone by that name living at our community.”

I started to protest but found myself talking to an empty line. She’d hung up on me. I sat there holding the phone, baffled by the woman’s rudeness. What was going on here? Gus had given me Georgia’s forwarding address, and my Google search had located her at that address. Why was the retirement community woman telling me she didn’t live there? 

I hung up the phone and sat there in the kitchen for a few minutes more, wondering what if anything I should do. I disliked the option of just letting it go. I thought Georgia and I had been good friends. I couldn’t imagine why she’d left without a word to me. Had I unknowingly done something to offend her? I opened my handbag and pulled out my address book. I put the slip of paper with Georgia's address into the D section, intending to enter the information, in pencil of course, another time.

I decided to call Jeff and Liz Martin, the retired couple who lived on the other side of Georgia. Jeff and Liz had also been close friends with Georgia, and sometimes the four of us had gone out to dinner or to a movie or the symphony. For a change, Jeff answered the phone. Usually, Liz was the only one who answered the Martins' landline. After a few moments of small talk, I got down to business. 

“Jeff, did you know Georgia moved?”

“What?” he asked. 

Jeff was hard of hearing but refused to wear his hearing aid, so I thought he hadn’t heard my question. I repeated what I had said but heard mumbling at the other end of the line, and then Liz came on the phone.

“Margo, it’s Liz. Jeff says you said Georgia moved. That can’t be.”

“That’s what Gus the mailman told me.” I paused, then decided to confess what I’d done. “I sort of tricked Gus into giving me her forwarding address. He’s probably not supposed to do that.”

Liz laughed and said, “That sounds like something you’d do, sweetie. Where did she move to?” 

I gave the address to Liz, then said, “Well, of course I Googled Georgia, and she’s listed at the address Gus gave me. But there wasn’t a phone number listed for her. So I called the retirement community, and would you believe it, the woman there told me that they didn’t have anyone living there by Georgia’s name.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Liz said slowly. She paused, then asked, “So what are you going to do?”

“What am I going to do?” I repeated, wondering that myself. I thought about it for a moment, then said, “I’m not sure yet. I think maybe I’ll ask Terry DeAngelo if he can help me solve this mystery.”

“Well, if anyone can do it, it’s Terry. After all, he was the Rivermont police chief for forever.”

I laughed and said, “Not quite forever but almost.”

“Let me know what you find out,” Liz said. “This isn’t like Georgia at all.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s what has me worried. I’ll keep you updated.”

I hung up the phone and went to pour myself a cup of coffee. My landline phone rang, and I went to check the caller ID. The LED readout said “Martin Household” so it was either Liz or Jeff, and I answered the call. 

Almost all the calls I receive on my landline are from telemarketers, and I always let them go to voice mail. I use my cell phone almost exclusively. I had called Jeff and Liz on their landline because that was the phone they regularly used. They had a cell phone but seldom answered it. I think they only had it for emergencies. How different telephone communications had become in the last 10 or 20 years. Many people no longer had landlines. I’d read a newspaper article recently about how AT&T wanted to stop being responsible for maintaining the telephone lines that served the country because so many customers had abandoned their landlines. I imagine that one of these days, all of our telephone communications will be done on cell phones, and landlines will be a thing of the past, just like eight-track cassettes. 

“Hi there,” I said into the receiver.

Liz said, “Hi” back and then asked, “Did you see the moving van next door at Georgia’s house – or what used to be Georgia’s house?”

I walked over to my kitchen window and looked out at Georgia’s former house. Sure enough, a moving van had backed into the driveway. Three workers were gathered at the rear of the truck, removing dollies and a ramp.

“That was quick,” I said into the phone. “I wonder who our new neighbor is.”

“Well, I’m going to find out,” Liz said with determination in her voice. “I’m going to bake some cookies right now and take them over there. I’ll let you know what I find out.”

I stood by the window watching the moving men, trying to get a sense of the people moving in next door by their furniture and belongings. But there wasn’t much to see. The furniture was covered in throws, and nothing was visible. I didn’t see anything that looked like toys and assumed the new neighbors didn’t have children. I puttered around the kitchen, keeping an eye on the activity next door. About 45 minutes after I’d talked to Liz on the phone, I saw her walk up the sidewalk to the front door carrying a plate of what I assumed were the cookies she’d just baked for our new neighbors. A couple of minutes later, she walked back down the sidewalk, still carrying the plate. Instead of turning right to return to her house, she turned left and headed to my front door. 

I walked to the front door and opened it before Liz had a chance to ring the doorbell. “Come on in,” I said.

Liz had a frown on her face as she walked into the entry foyer and headed toward my kitchen. 

“What happened?” I asked. “Did you meet our new neighbors?”

“No, I did not. It was just the moving men there, not the new residents. And the man I talked to was rude, so rude. He refused to take the cookies for the new owner and refused to let me in the house. I thought I might get a look around but no sirree. He asked me to leave and not return. Actually, he was more than rude. He was downright obnoxious. I asked the name of the new owner and he said, and I quote, ‘Lady, that ain’t none of your business.’”

I saw that Liz was working herself into a frenzy, and I led her to the kitchen counter and had her sit on one of the high stools there. I poured her a cup of coffee, then stood there beside her while she sipped at the coffee.

After a few moments, she smiled up at me and said, “I guess I’m overreacting.”

“Maybe,” I said with a return smile. “But there was no need for that man to be so rude.”

Liz stayed to visit for a few minutes, and we enjoyed the cookies she’d baked for our no-show new neighbors. Then I had an idea and shared it with Liz.

“I can talk to Gus and see if I can pry the new neighbor’s name out of him.”

Liz grinned at me and said, “Good idea, Sherlock. Your daughter Kate isn’t the only one in the family with a mind for a mystery.”

After I walked Liz to the door, I went back to sit at the kitchen counter. The high stool offered a view out the kitchen window of the driveway next door. I watched as the movers carried a couple loads of furniture and then left. I was confused. What they carried in wasn’t enough furniture for even half the rooms in the house. Surely they’d be back with more furniture. But as far as I could tell, they never returned. So whoever the new neighbors were, they were going to start out in a half-furnished house, if that.

Chapter 2

Tuesday, October 20

Over the past decade or so, my life had changed completely. When our first grandchild Kyle was born nine years ago, with Mike’s blessing, I’d stepped back from my husband’s and my law firm. I’d wanted to spend time with Kyle and to offer my daughter Kate whatever help she might want from me. After Mike died, our son David returned to Rivermont from San Francisco to take over responsibility for the family law firm, The Ramsey Group. A year later, our oldest daughter Lane moved back to Rivermont from Chicago and joined the firm, much to David's and my delight. 

Life continued to change after Mike’s death. He was my best friend as well as being my husband. It was difficult to accept that the smiling man I’d known and loved for almost 40 years wouldn’t come into the house whistling and calling out, “Your Prince Charming has arrived.” I felt as though I’d lost the past, present and future. The adventure-loving part of me especially mourned the loss of a future with Mike. We’d had such delicious plans for traveling in our retirement. 

I managed to keep up a brave front for the sake of the kids and the business, but inside, it all felt like dust and ashes. Being able to spend time with Kyle and feeling like I was useful to Kate helped fill the emptiness.
I still keep my toe in the water at the firm but my main responsibility is helping Kate and Kyle. Kate is a well-established mystery writer, and I handle her legal work. I also designed her website and still do enhancements to it. We employ a free lancer who does the day to day maintenance on Kate's website and the law firm's site. Kate is married to a gem of a man, Pete DeAngelo, son of former police chief Terry DeAngelo. Pete is the head of the psychiatry department at Rivermont Hospital and has an appointment as professor of psychiatry at Rivermont University. Things had been good for us until a few months ago, when Kate and her family went through a horrific experience with a stalker. The DeAngelo family is just now returning to some semblance of normalcy. 

In addition to me, Pete’s father Terry is part of Kate and Pete’s extended family. My two older children, David and Lane, hover on the periphery of the family. Neither of them is married, and at the moment they focus more on their careers than family. They participate in family birthday and holiday celebrations, and I see them for the occasional visit but that’s about it. 

Terry recently retired but for 25 years he’d been the police chief of Rivermont. We’d all been surprised when he made the decision to retire. But as he’d explained it, he wanted to spend time with Kyle more than he wanted to catch bad guys. 

I remember Terry saying, “Besides, nowadays my job is mostly paper pushing. The young Turks are the ones out there catching the crooks.”

So now, when Kate is embroiled in the midst of hot and heavy writing and meeting deadlines, Terry and I trade off ferrying Kyle to and from school and after school sports activities. By the way, Kyle has a family nickname – we call him Beanie because of his obsession with green beans when he was a toddler. We’re trying to wean ourselves from calling him Beanie now that he’s nine. But it’s a struggle. At least we don’t call him Beanie around his friends or teachers. But at home, Beanie is still the preferred name of choice.

Terry and I pretend not to notice Kate’s matchmaking attempts for us and have never talked about it. Terry is a widower; his wife Mary died several years ago, and he’s never remarried. In fact, I don’t think he’s even dated since her death. Neither have I, since Mike’s death.

Although Terry and I have never discussed the subject of our marriages, I think we each had exceptionally happy marriages. I’m assuming neither of us thinks we could replicate those relationships. But we’re good friends and that’s a valuable thing. We enjoy taking Beanie on various adventures together, and last year there was even a family vacation to Disney World. 

Thursday, October 22

The day after I learned about Georgia moving away, and the same day as Liz’s cookie rebuff, Terry and I had plans to take Beanie to the Wolf Sanctuary on the edge of town. The three of us had been there several times, and I was looking forward to it. Beanie had a half-day at school because of a teachers’ meeting in the afternoon. Terry picked me up in his new Jeep Wrangler at 11:30 and drove us to Beanie’s elementary school. On the drive there, I told him about my neighbor moving and how the retirement community claimed she didn’t live there, despite the listing on the Internet.

I asked his advice about how to find Georgia. He thought a moment, then said, “Do you have her e-mail address?” 

“Yes, but she had e-mail through the local telephone company so she wouldn’t have taken that with her to her new home.” Then I said, “Well, I guess I’ll write her a snail mail letter and see what happens.”

We’d arrived at the elementary school and parked in the lot adjoining the school. We were a few minutes early and sat there, waiting for Beanie. 

As we waited, I decided to tell Terry about Liz and the cookies and her run-in with the moving man. I also told him how little furniture the moving men had taken into the house.

When I’d finished my story, Terry thought for a moment, then said, “This thing is really weighing on your mind, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I guess it is. Georgia was a good friend, and I can’t for the life of me understand why she would leave without a word to me. It just doesn’t make any sense.”

“Tell you what. I know the police chief in the town Georgia moved to. Why don’t I give the chief a call tomorrow and see if she might be willing to do some checking for me?”

“Terry, that would be great.” I thought a moment, then said, “Could you make sure the police chief doesn’t cause any worry for Georgia? She’s the nervous type, and if she knew the police were checking up on her, it would upset her.”

“Absolutely,” Terry said, just as Beanie showed up. As we drove, with Beanie chattering away to Terry about last weekend's soccer game, I started thinking about the new neighbor. I decided not to tell Terry my plan to worm the new neighbor’s name out of Gus the mailman. I didn’t want Terry getting the idea that I was some kind of snoop or even worse, a stalker. 

We drove past the Rivermont Quarry, causing a random thought to surface in my mind. I wondered if Georgia or the real estate agent had shared with the new owner the one flaw in the house, if it could even be called that. Three houses in the subdivision –mine, Georgia's and the Martins' -- had the same unique situation. When the surveyors had analyzed our three lots located on the subdivision’s lake, they'd evidently made a serious mistake in their calculations.

The three lots were all configured for walk-out basements. But unfortunately, the surveyors messed up the elevation numbers, and the basements turned out to be what Mike might have called a “jump-out” basement. All of the houses had to have lower decks that were10 to 15 feet off-the ground. But the most important correction was that to support the homes, there had to be sub-basements. And the sub-basements had been filled with tons and tons of rocks. 

I had come to watch when the rocks were poured into the sub-basements. Thousands of dollars for rocks that were just going to sit there for the life of the house. It would be interesting to know if the presence of a sub-basement had been disclosed to the new neighbor. Maybe I would ask if and when I ever met him or her or them.

The next few hours were fun. As usual, at Beanie’s request, we first went to lunch at McDonald’s. That boy would eat there every day if the adults in his life would let him. I had my usual salad and yogurt cup, and Beanie had chicken McNuggets. I was surprised at Terry’s choice of a salad and yogurt also. I gave him a quizzical look, and he grinned back at me. 

“Yeah, I know, I know. Usually I get the quarter pounder with cheese but…” Terry let his voice trail off as he paid the bill, and we went to find seats.

When we were settled near the play area and had started eating our lunch, I said, “So let’s hear why you’re eating rabbit food instead of a burger.”

“I had my annual check-up last week with Doc Payton. He did a cholesterol test, and my results weren’t good. Hence, the salad.”

I grinned at him and said, “Welcome to the world of oldsters.”

Terry shook his head and said, “Margo, you are far from old.”

“Tell that to my cholesterol.”

Beanie had been listening to our conversation, now he asked with interest, “What’s ‘chol’ – whatever that word Pop-Pop said?”

Terry listened with a grin on his face as I tried to provide Beanie with a simple explanation of what cholesterol is. Fortunately, Beanie lost interest after the first few words and asked, “Is it okay if I go check out the play area for a minute?”

“Sure, sport,” Terry and I said the words together, and the three of us had a good laugh at that.

I called after Beanie, “Just for a few minutes, though. We want to get on our way to the Wolf Sanctuary. Itabi will be waiting for us.”

The last time we’d visited the Wolf Sanctuary, Beanie had chosen to “adopt” one of the newly arrived wolf pups named Itabi, a young, curious, handsome red wolf. ‘Adopting’ a wolf meant contributing a small monthly amount toward the care and feeding of the wolf. Terry and I had split the cost of the adoption although Beanie had wanted to pay it himself out of his allowance. But his grandparents had insisted on paying, and Beanie had finally acquiesced. 

On that visit, the trainer told us about the wolf's name. "Itabi means “to howl” in the native American Choctaw language – a name that suits him well. Whenever a train horn sounds or the other wolves start howling, the sanctuary trainer told us that Itabi eagerly adds his voice to the chorus."

Later during this visit, when Beanie was walking through the sanctuary with Terry and out of earshot, the trainer told me what they'd been able to deduce about Itabi's background. "Itabi and his species are considered critically endangered. Once extinct in the wild, there are only 62 known red wolves left in the wild. A hiker had discovered Itabi caught in a bear trap in North Carolina. The hiker had called animal rescue, and Itabi had been successfully treated and was now completely healed and a prized resident at the Wolf Sanctuary. "

I stood there gazing at Itabi in his habitat. What a brave animal he was. It horrified me to think of the pain and terror he must have endured while trapped. Thank heavens someone had found him in time.

Finally, Beanie was ready to go. He and Terry joined me outside Itabi's habitat. We said our farewells to the wolf and promised to return soon. Itabi now had a mate, and the trainers were hoping for a litter of pups in the pair's future.

As we headed to the front door of the restaurant, someone called out my name. 

“Margo? Margo Ramsey? Is that you?”

I looked around, trying to see who had called my name but I didn’t see anyone that I knew. Then a slender, attractive woman came up beside me and said, “Margo? It’s me – Laura Devon.” She reached out a hand and I automatically reached out my hand to shake hers.  

The name was familiar but the face certainly wasn’t. I couldn’t see any vestige of the woman who, 10 years earlier, had been a paralegal at our law firm. The woman standing in front of me was at least 100 or 150 pounds less in weight than Laura had been. Her once round face with its double chins was no longer recognizable. She now had a beautiful face and a beautiful body. I did my best to hide my shock at her appearance but I’m not sure how well I accomplished that.

I turned to Terry and introduced him and Beanie to Laura. We chatted a moment and then I said to Terry, “I’ll be just a minute. Why don’t you two go on out to the car?” 

After Terry and Beanie left, Laura and I stood talking for a few minutes, filling each other in on what had been going on in our lives. She told me she and her family had returned to Rivermont a few months ago from California. Ten years ago, she and her new husband had moved to the Los Angeles area for her husband's job. 

"Jon and I decided to move back to Rivermont to be closer to family. We also wanted to provide a small town upbringing for our children." Laura showed me a picture of their two children on her phone, and I told her how darling I thought they were. 

Then she addressed the 600 pound elephant in the room. “I guess you can tell that I’m half my former self. Once Jon and I were married and settled in our new life in California, I decided I wanted it to be a really new life. I pretty much stopped eating or at least eating too much, and this is what happened.” She gestured to her body. 

I smiled and said, “You look absolutely wonderful, Laura. I’m so happy for you.”

“Thank you." Then Laura reached out and took my hand, tears springing to her eyes. "I was so sorry to hear about Mike. He was the best, you know.”

I felt a lump in my throat as I nodded and murmured, “Yes, yes, he was.”

We talked for a few more minutes, then I gave her my card and asked her to call me so we could have lunch and catch up on everything. Back in the car, I explained to Terry who she was and how I hadn’t recognized her. “I’m shocked at the change in her appearance. She doesn’t look like the person I knew at all.”

Terry said, “I’ve seen that before. Losing such a huge amount of weight can completely change a person’s appearance so that they’re no longer recognizable. The department had an interesting case a few years back that involved someone whose appearance changed radically due to an enormous weight loss.” He inclined his head toward the back seat where Beanie was intent on his iPod. “I’ll tell you about it later when…” he let his voice trail off.

“I’ll remember to ask you about it.” I appreciated how careful Terry was about what he said about his former police work around Beanie.

As we drove toward the wolf sanctuary, I thought, “I can’t wait to tell Mike about Laura Devon.” Then I did a double-take as I realized what I was thinking. This happened to me every once in awhile – thinking about telling Mike something only to realize once again that he was gone, and I’d never be able to tell him anything again.

Beanie was jumping with excitement when we arrived at the wolf sanctuary. Our first stop, of course, would be Itabi’s home. As usual, we took the stairs down to the wolf area, bypassing the elevator because of my claustrophobia. 

Downstairs, each of the wolves had its own miniature “habitat,” designed to reflect the forests and open fields where wolves live. Visitors to the sanctuary could make arrangements with the gamekeepers to sit just outside the wolf's habitat. Beanie went with one of the gamekeepers, a young woman wearing her floppy ponytail pulled through a ball cap and sporting a big grin, into one of the visiting rooms. 

Terry and I stayed in the hall by the visiting room, telling Beanie we’d join him in awhile. As usual on our adventures, we tried to give Beanie time to do things on his own, rather than having his grandparents hovering. 

“Should we walk around and see what’s new?” I asked Terry. He agreed, and we set off into the display areas.

Something popped into my mind, and I asked Terry, “Have you heard anything more about Eleanor Vance?”

Terry stopped walking and said, “Well, I told you that I had gotten notification that she was released from prison a year or so ago.”

“So you don’t know where she is now or what she’s doing?”

“Why do you ask?” When I didn't immediately answer, Terry said, “Do you want to know where she is and what she's doing?”

I hesitated, wanting to say ‘yes,’ but also not wanting to say ‘yes.’

Finally, after a long silence, I answered, somewhat reluctantly saying, “No, thank you. I don’t want you to know anything about her. I need to let this go once and for all.”

“Margo, are you sure? Would it put your mind at ease to know where Eleanor Vance is and what she’s doing.”

I briefly reconsidered my refusal for him to find out about the woman but decided to stick to my earlier decision. “Again, thank you, Terry, but I’ll just let sleeping dogs lie.”

We walked on in silence. I tried to clear my mind of thoughts about Eleanor Vance but it was no use. She’d been one of the last clients I represented before I stopped working full-time at the law firm. We’d lost her case, and she’d spent the past 10 years in a southern Illinois Federal prison. Terry had known how much the woman and her case bothered me, and had, bless his heart, arranged to be notified when she was released from prison.

When we lost her case, Eleanor of course blamed me, instead of her own culpability. Following the guilty verdict, she'd had a meltdown in court, screaming at me and trying to attack me. The deputies had to restrain her, and it scared me to death. She fired me and hired another attorney, someone I’d never heard of. I’d heard that her first appeal and all subsequent appeals were turned down. 

Over the years, I’d done my best to put Eleanor out of my mind but she had been a difficult woman with a difficult case.

In a way, she’d reminded me of Laura Devon. Eleanor had been overweight also, even more so than Laura. In addition to her weight, she’d been a plain, homely woman. She wore her mousy hair in no particular style, and I’d never seen her with a touch of make-up, not even lipstick. Large, dark-framed glasses hid her eyes and half of her face. When she first came to me as a client, I guess I felt sorry for her. In addition to her unattractive appearance, she’d gotten herself into deep trouble and there didn’t appear to be any way to get her out of it. 

Mike hadn’t wanted me to take her case. At first, I was convinced of her innocence. But as time went on, I discovered evidence that pointed to her guilt. I’d eventually come to believe that Eleanor was indeed guilty of the crime she was being tried for. But that had no impact on my efforts on her behalf. My responsibility as her attorney was to provide her with the most rigorous defense possible.

In my heart, I knew that Eleanor was one of the deciding factors in my retirement from the firm. I struggled with accepting the fact that I was defending a criminal that I clearly knew was guilty.

Eleanor was an independent financial advisor who over a period of several years had embezzled millions of dollars from her clients. She certainly didn’t fit the prototype of the slick, wheeler-dealer financial wizard. Her clients had trusted her, even though that trust had been wildly misplaced. Her victims for the most part were elderly men and women who had outlived their families and had no one watching out for their best interests. 

She’d finally made the mistake of targeting a woman who wasn’t actually alone in the world. The woman had a son who made his home in Australia and seldom came to visit. But one holiday season, he did show up. His mother had insisted on introducing him to the wonder woman who was handling her money. And the son had gotten bad vibes from Eleanor. He’d done some digging, and not liking what he discovered, had dug even deeper. Eventually, the son went to the police, and provided them with sufficient evidence to arrest Eleanor.

When she came to me for representation, she claimed that the son was the culprit, and that he was framing her and blaming her for what he himself had done. I’d done some investigating of the son and found that he’d been involved in some shady dealings in Australia and that led me to believe in Eleanor’s protestations of innocence. 

But the prosecution had uncovered evidence of other embezzlements from other clients, and as the evidence piled up, I gave up my belief in Eleanor’s innocence. One mystery that remained and one that the authorities hadn’t stopped trying to solve was what had happened to the millions of dollars Eleanor had stolen. She’d indeed been a financial wizard, at least when it came to hiding her haul.

“Margo?” Terry’s voice penetrated my thoughts.

“Huh?” I looked around and realized that Terry and I had been walking around the display area of the wolf sanctuary for several minutes now, with me lost in my thoughts of Eleanor Vance.

“Where were you?” Terry asked. “You certainly weren’t here at the sanctuary.” 

I shook my head, then said, “I’m embarrassed to confess that I was obsessing over Eleanor Vance. I don’t know what it was about that woman but she really got to me.”

“Hmmm,” had been Terry’s only response. In a few moments, he said, “Let’s go see what our boy is up to.”

I nodded and followed Terry as he headed toward the habitat where Beanie was visiting with Itabi. 

Chapter 3

Tuesday, October 20

Terry and I drove Beanie home and went in for a few minutes to visit with Kate. It was early evening but Pete wouldn’t be home from the hospital for another hour or so, Kate said. She thanked us for taking Beanie to the wolf sanctuary and invited us to stay for dinner. Terry said he had to get home to let his beagle Bonnie out, but I accepted the invitation. Kate suggested Terry go get Bonnie and bring her back and then stay for dinner.

I was surprised when Terry hesitated, thought about it, and then still refused the invitation. Beanie loved when Bonnie came to visit, and Terry, who admitted his kitchen skills were limited to the basics, was always up for a home-cooked meal. 

He thanked Kate again for the invitation and said, “I have a few things I have to take care of.” Then he must have remembered that he had driven and that I didn’t have my car. He said to Kate, “I was going to take your Mom back home. Will you or Pete be able to give her a ride home?”

“Sure,” Kate said, “we can take care of that. Sorry you won’t be able to join us for dinner. It’s Kung Pao Chicken, and I seem to remember that’s one of your favorites.”

“Come on, Pop-Pop,” Beanie said, “please stay for dinner. And pretty please, can we go to your house and get Bonnie?”

When I heard Beanie’s plea, I knew it was a lost cause for Terry. Within minutes, they were out the door. Before they left, Terry asked if I wanted to accompany them on their adventure but I declined. I’d decided this would be a good opportunity for some time with Kate to discuss a few business matters. I told Kate my plan, and she said I could join her in the kitchen and talk to her while she prepared dinner.

In addition to doing Kate’s legal work, I had also designed her website. I didn’t do her daily website maintenance; we used a free-lancer who also maintained the website I’d designed for the law firm. Years ago, I’d become fascinated with the Internet, and as a hobby had learned how to develop websites. I must have had a recessive artist gene somewhere in my make-up because the whole idea of using images and colors to present the client with the face of a law firm – or an author – had been fun for me. Mike had indulged my whims but had eaten his words when he saw the end results and had learned what we would have had to pay a professional web design firm to do what I had done for free. Of course, Mike had teased me, saying I could have been using that time on generating billable client hours – but he’d said it with that irresistible, mischievous smile of his.

I wanted to talk to Kate about her starting a blog about her writing. She was currently doing a monthly newsletter that we e-mail to a list of fans but I wanted her to be able to communicate on a more timely and as-needed basis. I’d done some poking around on other mystery writers’ websites, and most of them were now blogging on a regular basis. I was also going to see if we could get Kate spots on some of the general author blog sites. 

Her messages in the monthly newsletters were done in an open, conversational style that I thought would lend itself well to a blog. I’d already implemented a weekly blog on the law firm’s website. I used David and Lane’s names on the blog but I wrote most of the messages. I ran the messages by them, of course, but they were more than willing to let me be their ghost writer. They much preferred generating billable hours, shades of their beloved father.

As Kate prepared the Kung Pao Chicken, I shared my ideas with her. She was surprisingly easy to convince and agreed to start on her first blog the next day. While she cooked, I got on her laptop and logged on to the law firm’s website. I was a bit concerned about a series of anonymous, critical messages the firm had been receiving over the past couple of weeks. One of my recent enhancements to the site had been a comments section on the home page. I’d coded the section so that messages could supposedly be posted anonymously. Actually, there was a way to track the sender by his or her IP address although it took some time and effort to do so. But one of our commenters had evidently figured out a way to post a message without leaving an IP address.

The messages were critical of the firm and of me in particular. That surprised me because it had been quite some time since I’d tried a case or even represented clients other than Kate. Whoever nursed this grudge against Margo Ramsey and The Ramsey Group must have had some connection to the firm at least 10 years ago. So far, I’d kept the existence of the messages to myself and hadn’t shared them with David or Lane, and not with Kate either. But the content of the messages had become increasingly inflammatory and now verged on downright vitriolic.

I don’t know if I’d yet categorize the messages as threatening but they certainly were getting there. As I was staring at the latest message on Kate’s laptop, engrossed in the words, Kate walked up behind me and evidently read the message over my shoulder. 

“Good heavens, Mom! What is that?” 

I groaned at my carelessness in letting Kate get a glimpse of the message. I knew it would concern her and that’s why I hadn’t shared the existence of the communications with her.

I was tempted to close the laptop and pretend the message didn’t exist. If I’d thought I could get away with it, I would have done just that. But my Kate would never just let it go. I knew I would have to tell her the whole story. And that’s just what I did.

After I’d finished telling Kate what I knew about the messages, she, of course, insisted on reading each and every one of the messages, 12 in all. She also insisted on printing them out. 

“We have to do something about this, Mom. These are awful. It brings back creepy memories of what happened to me.” She paused, then asked, “Is that why you didn’t tell me about them? You were afraid they’d remind me of what happened to me?”

I nodded and said, “Yes, that’s partly it. I didn’t tell David or Lane either. I didn’t want to worry anyone. I had hoped they’d go away, that the sender would find something better to do with his or her time. But so far that hasn’t happened.”

Kate took the stack of paper from the printer on the counter and flipped through the pages. “And there’s no way for you to trace the sender?” she asked.

“No, whoever is doing this is smart. They’re sending e-mail from a public computer, like in a library or a coffee shop. Nowadays, places like that have stopped requiring sign-ups with users’ names and addresses. It’s pretty much all anonymous if you want it to be.”

I watched Kate as she went back through the stack of messages and read each one again. “The tone of these seems to be getting increasingly violent. So far none of them have been outright threats but they’re beginning to verge on threats.”

Kate reached into one of the cabinets by the laptop and pulled out a manila file folder. She took a black marker and wrote MESSAGES on the file tab and put the messages inside. Ever the organized one, I thought. That's my daughter.

“What are you going to do with that?” I asked, afraid that I already knew.

“I’m going to show them to some people, including Pete, Terry, David and Lane. But the most important thing I’m going to do with them is show them to Detective Barnstable.”

I knew Jared Barnstable well. He’d been the detective who worked on the case of Kate’s stalker Riley Jones a few months ago. 

“Kate, no, that’s not necessary. The messages are not overtly threatening. They’re just the rantings of a disgruntled former client. I don’t want to make a big deal out of this.”

Kate reached out and put a hand on my arm. “Mom, I know how you feel. But we need to do something about this. Pete should be home any time now, and we’re going to tell Terry the whole story when he and Beanie get back. We can send Beanie and Bonnie upstairs while we talk.”

I started to protest, then hesitated. After what Kate had been through, perhaps she was overreacting to the current problem. But perhaps not. Maybe she was right. And what harm could it do to talk it over with Pete and Terry? 

Finally I gave in. “All right,” I said, knowing that my voice held a bit of reluctance.

Terry, Beanie and Bonnie came through the back door then, followed by Pete. I took all of their coats and hung them in the utility room while Kate ushered Beanie and Bonnie upstairs to play for awhile before dinner. Pete went upstairs with them to change out of his suit and tie. Kate gave Terry a quick, whispered overview of what she wanted to tell him and did the same with Pete when he reappeared in the kitchen. 

At Kate’s suggestion, we all went into Pete’s office next to the kitchen, and Kate shut the door quietly behind us.

To my surprise, after we were all seated, Kate turned the floor over to me. Somehow, I had expected her to take the lead in telling Pete and Terry what was going on. 

Without preamble, I began. “A couple of months ago, I added a comments section to the law firm’s website. A lot of websites are adding them, especially if the sites feature blogs, which ours does. We started getting critical messages in the comments section. Fortunately, the way I coded the section, the comments are directed to an administrator – that would be me – rather than being automatically posted. So when I saw what the messages were saying, I obviously didn’t post them to the site. The fact that his or her messages weren’t being posted evidently infuriated the poster and the messages became more and more vicious.”

Kate had brought the file folder with her, and she handed it to Terry. He skimmed through the messages, then handed the folder to Pete. 

Once Pete had finished reading, he handed the folder back to Kate. Kate put it on Pete’s desk and began to pace back and forth in the office. “Mom didn’t want any of us to know about this. She hasn’t told David or Lane either. I’m concerned, especially after what happened to me.”

She stopped pacing and came over to kneel beside my chair. She reached up and took my hand, and said, “Mom, you have to let us do something about this. We could be dealing with someone as whacked out as Riley Jones was.”

I patted Kate’s hand and shook my head. “I’m sure it’s just a disgruntled client looking for an outlet for his or her displeasure.”

“Maybe,” Kate agreed. “But it won’t do any harm to have Detective Barnstable check it out.”

Terry added, “I agree. Jared is putting together a new technology crimes team for the Rivermont Police Department. If anyone can get to the bottom of this, it’s Jared.”

Reluctantly, I acquiesced. “All right, we’ll contact Detective Barnstable.”

Terry stood up and retrieved the file folder from Pete’s desk. “I’ll stop by the police station tomorrow and get him started on things.” He turned to me and said, “Jared will need to talk to you about how the comments section is set up. I’ll let you know when and where.”

I nodded and stood up also. I looked around at my family and said, “Even though I don’t think this is necessary, I appreciate you all looking after me. I’m lucky to have you as my family.”

We left the office and went back into the kitchen. Terry went upstairs to get Beanie and Bonnie. I started setting the dining room table for dinner. I heard Pete and Kate whispering together in the kitchen but couldn’t make out what they were saying. I’m sure they were talking about the messages. Later, when I got a chance, I’d ask Kate what Pete thought about all this. He hadn’t said anything while we were in the office but I was sure he had an opinion about it.

Dinner was delicious. Kate’s Kung Pao chicken was cooked to perfection and even Beanie, ever the picky eater had a second helping. I didn’t get an opportunity to talk with Kate alone but decided I’d call her later  in the evening or tomorrow morning. 

Terry and I said good nights all around and went out to his Jeep Wrangler. His first vehicle after his retirement had been a tricked-out Hummer and to my way of thinking, the Wrangler was a great improvement. I’d only ridden in the Hummer a couple of times and that had been a couple of times too many. I felt like I was in the Army, making my way through hostile territory. Beanie¸ of course, had loved the Hummer and had been disappointed when Terry traded it in on the Wrangler. Terry said the Hummer ate up half his retirement checks in gas costs and had to go.

I looked forward to the drive home with Terry, wanting to pick his brains about Jared Barnstable’s new tech crimes team. Bonnie curled up on my lap as we drove, making herself at home. Terry offered to move her to the back seat but I told him I was fine with her on my lap. I’m more of a cat person but Bonnie is a sweet dog, and I’d formed an attachment to her.

“Tell me about Detective Barnstable’s new team. You know how fascinated I am by anything high tech.”

Terry laughed and said, “Yes, Margo, I know you’re a closet nerd.”

I laughed in return and said, “Not so closet really.” 

“Well, Jared’s always been interested in computers and computer crime. The department applied for a state grant to start the high tech crimes unit and found out a few weeks ago that they’d received the funding. Jared had a plan in place ready to go, and he’s hit the ground running.”

Terry paused for a moment, then continued. “I’ll give him a call in the morning and talk to him about these messages you’ve been receiving. I’ll let you know when we can set up a time for you to talk to him.”

“Terry, do you really think that’s necessary?” I asked, determined to give it one last try to dismiss the situation. 

Terry nodded and said, “Yes, Ms. Margo, I think it’s absolutely necessary. With Kate, you saw firsthand what a stalker can do to his or her victim.”

For a moment, I let my mind go back to the horror our family had gone through with Riley Jones and her vendetta against Kate. “All right,” I said reluctantly. “I know you’re right. It can’t do any harm to talk to Detective Barnstable and see what he thinks. I just don’t like making a fuss.”

“I know,” Terry agreed. “But better safe than sorry.”

“Right,” I said with resignation in my voice. “Better safe than sorry.”

We’d reached my house by then, and I noticed that the house next door to mine, Georgia’s former house, was ablaze with lights. “Hmm,” I said, “the new neighbors must have moved in.”

“And I’ll make sure I call the sheriff in the town your former neighbor moved to.” Terry chuckled as he added, “You’re certainly keeping me busy, Ms. Margo.”

I laughed in response and said, “Someone has to keep you busy in retirement so you don’t get bored.” I moved Bonnie off my lap and onto the front seat as I got out of the Wrangler. As I stepped out, I said to Terry, “Do you want to come in for coffee or a drink? Bonnie's welcome, too,"

Terry smiled and said, “That sounds great but we'd best get home. I have a busy day tomorrow, thanks to you.”

I gave an unladylike snort and got out of the car. Before closing the door, I leaned my head in and said, “Thanks for the ride home, and thanks for today with Beanie. I think he had a great time.”

“I did too,” Terry said. “I’ll call you tomorrow and give you an update.”

“Right,” I said as I closed the door and headed up the sidewalk. Terry backed out of my driveway and I stood on the sidewalk for a moment, watching the taillights of the Wrangler disappear up the street. 

I looked over at Georgia’s former house, trying to catch a glimpse of my new neighbor. But despite all the lights, there was no one in sight. I turned and headed to my front door, key in hand. A lot of my neighbors never locked their doors but I always locked mine, front and back. At night, before going to bed, I put on the deadbolts. The subdivision was a gated one and safe but the thought of coming home to a house that I’d left unlocked scared me. Earlier in the day, I’d left the porch light on so it would be easy to unlock the front door.

As I started to put the key in the lock, I saw to my shock that the door wasn’t completely closed. I stood there for a moment, not knowing what to do. I was sure I’d locked the door when Terry came to pick me up earlier in the day. I started to push the door open, then stopped. What if someone had broken into the house and was still in there?

I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and started to dial 911. Then I reconsidered and called Terry instead. He answered on the first ring, and my first words were to apologize for bothering him.

“Not a bother. What’s going on?”

I told him about finding the door slightly ajar, and bless his heart, he immediately went into cop mode. “Don’t go in the house. I’ll be right back. Can you go to a neighbor’s house?”

“Yes, I’ll go the Martins’ house. It’s the one on the other side of Georgia’s.”

“I’ll be there in a minute. Now you skedaddle.”

Inwardly, I laughed at Terry’s word – it was such an old-fashioned one. But somehow it made me feel better. 

And skedaddle, I did. I hurried past the well-lit new neighbor’s house over to Jeff and Liz’s house and rang the doorbell. As I waited on the porch, I noticed that the house was dark. Did that mean the Martins weren’t home? Or had they gone to bed? I glanced down at my watch but it was too dark to read the time. I rooted through my handbag searching for my phone but couldn’t find it. Then I remembered shoving it in my coat pocket after I called Terry. I pulled the phone out of the pocket and looked down at the time on the display. It read 9:30 p.m. That seemed early for the Martins to go to bed so I assumed they’d gone out for the evening. 

I stood there, trying to decide what to do. It was cold outside, in the low 20’s according to the read-out on my phone. Terry should be here shortly so I probably could wait right here on the Martins’ porch till he arrived. 

Then I had what seemed like a good idea. The new neighbor’s house was ablaze with lights. I could go there and explain my situation and ask to wait inside till Terry arrived. This would provide the perfect opportunity to meet the neighbor and see if I could find out anything about Georgia. 

I retraced my steps and stopped at the sidewalk to the neighbor’s house. I walked up the sidewalk and on to the porch. It looked like every light, both inside and outside, was shining brightly. I hesitated, trying to decide what to tell the new neighbor. I didn’t want to alarm him or her by saying I thought someone had broken into my house in case that wasn’t what happened. I thought quickly and came up with what I thought was the perfect excuse for ringing the neighbor’s doorbell. I’d tell him or her that I’d lost my door key and that a friend was on the way to rescue me.

I took a deep breath and pressed the doorbell. I could hear the chimes sound from within the house but I didn’t hear the sound of footsteps. I waited a few moments, then rang the bell again. This time I did hear footsteps. It sounded like high heels clicking on a hardwood floor.

The front door opened a couple of inches, and I saw the deadbolt chain across the opening. I heard a woman’s voice say, “Yes? Who is it?”

I cleared my throat, suddenly and unexpectedly nervous. When I spoke, my voice sounded gravelly and hesitant. 

“My name is Margo Ramsey. I’m your next door neighbor. I’m sorry to bother you but I’ve lost my door key and…” I stopped speaking as the chain was removed and the door opened to reveal the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. For a moment, I was speechless, stunned at the sight of such beauty.

“You were saying,” the woman said. as I stood there mute. 

I shook my head and continued my speech. “A friend is on his way to rescue me but I wonder if I might wait inside till he gets here. It’s really cold out here. I tried my friends the Martins next door but they must be out for the evening. I saw your lights and thought you might be kind enough to let me wait inside.” I took a deep breath, feeling foolish for my rambling.

The woman gave me a look and then stepped aside, gesturing me inside. I glanced around, trying to get a sense of the house. It was stunning, as stunning as the woman who stood beside me. It was as different from Georgia’s decorating scheme as possible, I thought. Georgia's home had been comfy and cozy but with no style. 

The great room was now done in black and white with touches of red here and there throughout the room. The cathedral ceilings and windowed walls added to the drama of the décor. I must admit I was impressed by the combination of the woman’s knock-out looks and her gorgeous decorating scheme. 

As I stared around, I said. “Your home is beautiful, and it takes my breath away.”

The woman gave me a faint smile as she said, “Thank you.”

“I didn’t get your name.”

With that faint smile again, as if she were saying, “I didn’t give you my name,” the woman said, “I believe you said your name is Margo Ramsey?”

I said, “Yes, Margo Ramsey is my name. I live next door, to the left of your house. As I said, I tried my friends, the Martins, who live to your right, before I came here.” 

The woman said nothing, just looked at me. She certainly had unusual social skills. She hadn’t told me her name yet, and her demeanor was less than welcoming. But perhaps my barging in was not to her liking.

It felt awkward, standing there in the entry foyer. The woman had made no effort to welcome me into her home, and she hadn’t asked me to have a seat while we waited for my friend to arrive. I could only assume that I was intruding, and it would be best for me to beat a hasty retreat. I hated to do that because I’d been so curious about the new neighbor and this was my chance to find out more about her. 

Finally, I turned toward the door and said a low-voiced, “Thank you for letting me wait inside. My friend should be here by now,” as I reached for the doorknob. 

I opened the door and started to walk out when the woman spoke. “It was a pleasure to meet you. Margo Ramsey. My name is Harper Smith, and I’m sure we’ll seeing one another again.”

At the sound of her voice, a shiver went up my spine. For a moment, it seemed that somehow I’d heard that voice before but I knew I’d never seen the woman before. I would have remembered someone so beautiful. I turned back to the woman and held out my hand. She reached out and shook my hand.

“Thank you again,” I said. I heard the honk of a horn, and then the slam of a car door. I looked out the open doorway and saw the Wrangler parked in my driveway and Terry coming up the new neighbor's sidewalk.

I turned back to Harper Smith and said, “My friend is here. Let me introduce you.” I wanted Terry to get a good look at this woman. There was something about her that didn’t sit well with me. 

“Terry¸ thank you for coming to my rescue. Please come meet another of my rescuers.” I held out a hand to Terry who gave me a puzzled look as he took my proffered hand in his. I knew I was going to have some explaining to do.

I smiled up at Terry and said, “This is my new neighbor Harper Smith. She was kind enough to let me wait for you inside.” I could hear the phoniness in my tone but couldn’t seem to help myself. “The Martins weren’t home so I decided to try my new neighbor and here we are!”

Terry held out his hand to Harper and said, “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Smith. Thank you for taking care of my friend.”

“My pleasure,” was Harper’s reply. I listened carefully to her voice, trying to identify where I’d heard it before but it was no use. The voice was familiar but it could have belonged to anyone I’d run into over the years.

Terry took my arm and said, “We’ll be on our way. Again, thanks, Ms. Smith.”

“Not a problem, Chief DeAngelo.”

I was almost out of the house when it struck me that I hadn’t given Terry’s name to Harper Smith, and I certainly hadn't told her that he was the former police chief of Rivermont. I turned back to the woman and asked, all phoniness now gone from my voice, “How did you know his name?”

Harper Smith gave me a slight smile and said, “Everyone in Rivermont knows Chief DeAngelo. Or should I say, former Chief DeAngelo.” With that last comment, Harper Smith closed the door with a firm thud, and Terry and I were left standing there on her porch. 

Terry took my arm and led me over to the still-running Wrangler parked in my driveway. He opened the passenger door and I got in, grateful for the warmth of the car’s interior. Terry leaned in and said, “Lock the doors. I’m going to go check out your house.”

I did as he instructed, locking the doors and then watching as Terry headed up the sidewalk and through my front door. I sat there impatiently waiting for Terry’s return. I was tempted to get out and go in the house but knew Terry would not be happy with that. And he was right. There could still be someone prowling around inside, and I certainly didn’t want to encounter any uninvited guests.

After what seemed like an inordinately long time, but was probably only 10 minutes, Terry reappeared. He rapped on the window and I unlocked the car door and got out.

“Well?” I demanded. 

Chapter 4

Tuesday, October 20

I was glad I hadn’t followed my inclination to follow after Terry into my house. From the glowof the streetlight, I could see that he had a frown on his face and that couldn’t be good. 

“I’m fairly certain someone was in your house. There’s no one there now. I searched thoroughly. But I smelled  an unusual smell, cinnamon or some such spice, nothing like your house usually smells. And the house just felt wrong. Things seemed out of place, as if someone had randomly moved things around. Come on, let’s go in and you can look around and see what you think. I couldn’t tell if anything was missing or out of place.”

I followed Terry into the house, amused by the fact that he’d noticed how my house “usually smells.” As I stepped in the front door, I immediately noticed the cinnamon aroma Terry had mentioned. I’m allergic to cinnamon and take care to avoid it. I hoped that just the aroma of the allergen wouldn’t set off a reaction.

I walked from room to room, turning on all the lights as I went. Terry was right. In addition to the faint smell of cinnamon, things were slightly out of place. It was as if someone had moved through the house, touching this, moving that, picking things up and then putting them down in a different place. 

I ended up back in the living room, where Terry stood by the fireplace waiting for me.

“Well?” he asked.

“Yes, there was definitely someone in here. Things have been moved around just enough that I would notice. I didn’t find anything missing so it probably wasn't a robbery. I had some cash in my desk drawer, and it’s all still there. My laptop, iPod and iPad are where they belong, and none of my jewelry is gone.”

I sat down on the sofa, still in my coat, not knowing what to do next. The house that I’d loved so much felt alien to me. Terry sat in a chair across from me, and asked, “What do you want to do? It’s up to you but I think that because of those computer messages you received, we should call Barnstable and have him come check things out here. The two things might be connected.”

I sighed and shook my head. “You’re probably right. I just hate to have to go through all that.”

“I know, Terry said, “ but it’s better…”

He let his voice trail off, and I finished the sentence for him, “to be safe than sorry. Go ahead and call him. I’ll put on some coffee.”

I stood up but kept my coat on. I was feeling cold and shaky and wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and pull the covers over my head. As I went into the kitchen, I felt Sissy, my Himalayan winding her body around my ankles.

“Oh, Sissy, I’m so sorry,” I told her. “I forgot all about you. You must have been terrified to have a stranger roaming around your house.” I pecked her up, took her into the kitchen with me and gave her a treat, then started a pot of coffee. 

A few minutes later, Terry joined me in the kitchen. “I reached Barnstable. He was still at headquarters and said he’d come by here on his way home.”

“Isn’t it rather late for him to still be at work?” I asked.

“Jared is more than an 8 to 5 kind of fellow. This new high-tech unit he’s creating is taking a lot of time and effort, and Jared is more than willing to give it his all.”

Half an hour later, Jared was at my front door. I gave him a hug, somewhat to his embarrassment I realized. He’d been so helpful in the situation that Kate went through, and I was grateful for all that he’d done for us.  

The three of us sat around the kitchen table, drinking coffee and hashing out the evening’s events and the threatening messages I’d received. I’d set up my laptop so I could show the messages to Jared. He promised to have his technical guy delve into the source of the messages. As for the break-in in my house, he said he’d have the CSI unit come and dust for prints and other evidence of an intruder.

“In the meantime, I don’t think you should spend the night here. Can you go stay with Kate and her family?” Jared asked.

I shook my head and said, “I’d rather not bother them. I can stay at a nearby hotel. Not a problem.”

“Nonsense,” Terry interjected. “You can come stay with me.”

“No, Terry, that’s not necessary. I wouldn’t want to intrude on you.”

Jared stood up and said, “Actually Margo, that’s a good idea. We don’t know what’s going on here, and it would be better if you weren’t alone. And you couldn’t ask for better protection than being with the chief.”

Just then, the doorbell rang, and Jared said, “I’ll get that. It’ll be the CSI unit.”

I turned to Terry and said, “Really, I’ll be fine. I don’t need a babysitter.”

“I know you don’t, and I know you can take care of yourself. But I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to you. You’re a good friend, and I want to make sure you’re safe.”

I heard the voices of the CSI unit as they moved through the house. I thought about why there were here and what they were doing. Finally, the reality of what had happened this evening hit me, and I knew Terry was being sensible and helpful. 

I stood up and said, “I’ll get my things.” I started toward my bedroom as Terry said, “Good girl.”

I turned back to Terry and said, “Is it all right if I bring Sissy?”

“Of course,” Terry answered. "Don’t worry about bringing a litter box –she can use Tony’s.” I smiled to myself at what I knew about Terry’s cat. Terry claimed that the cat, a slinky black number, looked like a mobster, hence the name Tony.

“Thanks,” I said, with a big grin on my face. “I’ll just be a minute.”

Chapter 5

Tuesday, October 20

As we drove to Terry’s house, I was holding Sissy in a kitty carrier on my lap, and every once in awhile, I murmured a reassuring word to her. 

“Have you called Kate to tell her where you’ll be tonight?” Terry asked, following one of my reassurances to Sissy.

“No, I decided not to call and worry her tonight. I’ll call her in the morning. I wish I could just not mention it to her. This episode is going to bring back memories of what she went through with Riley Jones.”

“I know,” Terry said. “I thought about that. Things were just getting back to normal for Kate and Pete. But hopefully, this is just a one-shot deal and not another stalking incident.”

“From your lips to God’s ears,” I said. “I’ve got to say, I’ve never understood how people can do criminal things, how they can commit murder or steal or stalk.” I hesitated for a moment, then asked, “That reminds me, has Pete told you about the psych department’s new research project?”

“You mean the one studying criminal tendencies?” Terry said.

“Yes, it’s a fascinating concept. Pete is convinced that criminals have a different mental make-up from non-criminals. The approach the project is exploring is whether it’s a physical anomaly. Is there some kind of genetic marker like some cancers have?”

“The whole idea of a “crime gene” is controversial,” Terry said. “The research on a “crime gene” was something I kept track of for years when I was chief. I'm stil interested in the subject. Pete has promised to keep me up-to-date on their research.“

“What’s your opinion?” I asked. I was interested in finding out if Terry believed there was perhaps a genetic cause for murderers to murder and thieves to steal.

To my surprise, Terry hooted with laughter, then said, “I assume that’s a trick question. If I say I don’t believe genetics are responsible for criminal acts, then I’m in direct opposition to my son’s research. If I say I do believe it, then I’m saying my son doesn’t need to do the research, that it’s already true.”

I laughed at his answer and said, “I think we’re both going to have to do some more reading on this subject. It sounds like you know a lot more about it than I do.” I asked Terry to recommend some books for me. He agreed and said he’d also recommend some journal articles for me to read. 

When I heard that, I said “Journal articles? You read medical research journal articles?”

“Sure. I’m no dummy. Or at least not that much of a dummy that I can’t read journal articles.”

We both chuckled at that and then fell into a companionable silence. 

As we neared Terry’s house, I realized that I’d never been there. We had driven to the other side of Rivermont from my house and now entered a wooded area and followed a road that wound around and upward into the hills.

I knew where the house was located but somehow I’d never visited him there. I wondered what the house looked like and was looking forward to seeing it. 

I knew that Terry had moved after his wife Mary’s death, just as I had eventually moved after Mike’s death. I wondered if Terry’s move had been generated by the same reason as mine – too many memories. Terry and I had never discussed his wife, just as we’d never discussed Mike. As I thought about it, I realized that as well as I thought I knew Terry, perhaps I didn’t know him that well at all. 

The exterior lights of the house were lit, and I could see that the house was surrounded by woods. It was made of logs and stone and had a rustic look. A circular driveway was in front of the house, and Terry stopped the Wrangler by the front door. He retrieved my overnight bag from the back seat, and we went into the house, with me carrying Sissy’s pet taxi. 

It was pleasantly warm inside the house and smelled of cedar and apples. I wondered if the aroma came from the wood or from air fresheners. Whatever it came from, it was a welcoming atmosphere. I stood in the entry foyer and looked around, liking the openness of the floor plan. 

Terry gestured to the staircase and said, “I’ll take your bag up. You’ll be in the first room on the right. The litter box is in the laundry room if you want to get Sissy settled.” He gestured in the direction of the kitchen and disappeared up the stairs. I headed into the kitchen and then into the laundry room. I let Sissy out of the cat carrier, and put down her food bowl next to what I assumed was Tony’s food bowl. Sissy did her winding thing around my ankles, then went to her food bowl and began to eat. I heard a loud meow and turned to see a sleek black cat standing in the doorway, as if to ask, “What’s going on here?”

I’d only met Tony once before when Pete and Kate kept him for a few days while Terry was out of town. Tony moved toward me, and I reached out a hand to pet him, a gesture he willingly accepted. He and Sissy did the usual hissing and sniffing that cats do and then began to ignore one another. Cats are so delightful, each with his or her unique personality. But I hoped we wouldn’t have any cat wars in the middle of the night.

I turned toward what I assumed was the family room / living room and wandered around looking at photos and other memorabilia. It seemed impossible that with all the years I’d known Terry I’d never been to his house. Come to think of it, tonight was one of the few times he’d been to my house. We usually saw one another at Kate’s and Pete’s house or at restaurants and other family members’ homes. 

My initial impression was that I liked Terry’s house and thought it felt comfortably homey. It was masculine, but not aggressively so. I sat on the sofa in front of the fireplace and leaned back, consciously trying to relax and let go of the evening’s tension. As I sat there, waiting for Terry’s return, I decided to bring up the issue of Kate’s and Pete’s matchmaking attempts with Terry. I wanted to let him know that I knew what they were up to, and that he didn’t have to worry that I had any designs on him. I'd been thinking about doing this for awhile, and it was just a matter of gathering up enough courage to raise a delicate subject. 

Terry came downstairs and into the family room. "How about a fire?" he asked.

I answered, "Definitely. May I help?"

"Sure," he said. "The firewood is on the front porch. You can help me carry some in."

We went outside and each carried in an armload of wood. Terry put some kindling on the grate, lit it and then put two small logs on top. I sat on the sofa and leaned back again, once more trying to relax.

"Can I get you something to eat or drink?" Terry asked. 

I thought about it and said, "A glass of ice water would be good." He nodded and went into the kitchen. A few moments later he returned, with my water and a beer for himself. He'd included a slice of lemon in the water, an unexpected nice touch. Terry sat down on the sofa next to me and stretched out his legs. 

"Thanks so much, for everything," I said. "You've been a lifesaver."

"You're more than welcome," Terry said. "I'm sure you'd do the same for me. But it really bothers me that you don't want to let Kate and Pete know what's going on until the morning."

"I just don't want to worry them tonight. There isn't anything they can do but I'm sure Kate would insist on coming out here or insist that you take me to their house. Tomorrow morning is soon enough to disrupt their lives."

"Okay, I'll go along with you but under protest. And I'll be sure to let Kate and Pete know I wanted to tell them."

I laughed at that, then drank a long sip of water and set the glass on a coaster on the coffee table. Taking a deep breath, I gathered my courage to broach the subject of Kate's matchmaking attempts. 

"Umm, Terry, there's something I've been wanting us to talk about." I knew my voice sounded tentative but I was feeling tentative.

"What's that?" Terry asked, swallowing the last of his beer and setting the bottle on a coaster on the coffee table next to my water glass.

"Well, I'm sure you've noticed that Kate is always trying to throw us together. I'm sorry about that. I've talked to her about it, asking her not to play matchmaker. But I don't seem to be able to get her to stop. I just wanted to let you know you don't have anything to worry about. I don't have any designs on you."

To my surprise, Terry hooted with laughter. He shook his head, trying to stop laughing, then said, "I'm sorry. That wasn't a good reaction."  He shook his head again, then said, "Here's the thing. I know very well that you don't have designs on me. But I guess I wish you did."

To say I was surprised at Terry's words would be an understatement. It might be more accurate to say I was shocked. "You..." my voice trailed off. I honestly didn't know what to say.

"Yes, you heard me right. I wish you did have designs on me. I think you're a great person, and I'd like to get to know you better. That's all I meant."

"But..." Again, my voice trailed off. I didn't seem to be able to make any sense. I reached out for the water glass and took another long drink. I put the glass back but stayed perched on the edge of the sofa. I didn't know what to say, and I didn't know what to do.

Terry cleared his throat and said, "Margo, I know Mike was the love of your life. You probably don't think there's room in your life or your heart for another man. For a long while, I felt that same way about Mary. But eventually I realized that Mary wouldn't have wanted me to live out the rest of my life alone. She would want me to find someone to love, someone to live my life with."

I still didn't seem able to speak. Slowly I shook my head, then leaned back into the sofa and closed my eyes. I sat there for a moment, then said, "I like you a lot, Terry. You're a good person and a good friend." I paused, choosing my words carefully. "When Mike died, part of me died too. We were so much a part of one another. I felt very blessed to love him and to have him love me."

I laughed a little and then said, still with my eyes closed, "Not that we were the perfect couple. We had our share of arguments and disagreements. But underneath it all, we had a deep and abiding love for one another and complete trust between us."

"Sounds a lot like Mary and me," Terry murmured softly.

"Mmm, that's what I thought," I said. I thought for a moment, then opened my eyes and abruptly stood up. I began to pace back and forth in front of the fireplace, my thoughts racing, my mind a jumble. Finally, I stopped pacing and turned to Terry. "It's not that I don't think the world of you, Terry. I do. I just haven't thought about you in -- in this context. I haven't thought about anyone but Mike in that way for almost 40 years. He was my college sweetheart and probably the only man I've ever loved."

I sat down in a chair adjacent to the sofa, as if to slightly distance myself from Terry. He looked at me, a faint frown on his face. "Margo, I've upset you and that was the furthest thing from my mind. I have only the highest regard for you and no desire to make you feel uncomfortable or ill at ease. Please, let's just drop this and forget it ever happened. 

I laughed and said, "Chief DeAngelo, you know as well as I do that that's impossible. This awkward conversation is going to be with us from now on." I sighed, thought a moment, then continued. "How about this? Let's put aside any awkwardness and continue to be friends and family. I'm not closing the door completely on something between us. I'm just saying it's not something I've thought about, despite Kate's rather obvious matchmaking attempts. I had assumed you considered yourself still married to Mary, just the way I consider myself married to Mike."

Terry nodded and said, "I'm all for putting aside any awkwardness. You're a good friend, and I don't want to lose that friendship."

And that was how we left it. Terry stood and said he was going to let Bonnie outside. I stood and said I was going upstairs. We said good night, and I left the family room and went up the stairs, glancing around the house as I did. I liked the house and thought that Terry had done a great job of making it warm and welcoming. His wife would probably approve also. I hadn't known Mary well. She'd died shortly after Pete and Kate got married. As I entered the guest room and turned on the light, I thought, not for the first time, how sad it was that she'd never known her grandson. 

The guest room continued the warm and welcoming feeling. Terry had put my overnight bag on the queen-sized bed. I saw that the room had an adjoining bathroom; its privacy was a really nice touch.

I took my night clothes into the bathroom and decided to run a bath. I'd take my usual shower in the morning. A bath would relax me and perhaps help me to sleep. I was tense and on edge , and my mind was a mass of whirling thoughts.

I lay back in the tub, soap bubbles floating around me. I'd found a couple of candles and lit them with a fire-starter that was in the bedside table, then turned out the overhead light. My iPhone was on the counter, playing classical music. I was doing my best to chase away the cobwebs but could still recognize the terror I'd felt at the open door to my house. 

As the water cooled, I got out of the tub and wrapped myself in an oversized bath towel. When I was dry, I put on my nightclothes, blew out the candles and went back to the bedroom. Sissy was curled up in the middle of the bed, and I went over and gave her some reassuring petting. "Hi, girl. I'm glad you're here to keep me company."

I yawned, sighed, turned off the overhead light and turned on the bedside lamp. I'd packed my iPad and a paperback mystery I was currently reading. I propped myself up in bed with pillows and checked my e-mail on the iPad, then checked the website at the law firm. The comments section showed another message from my critical fan. I didn't read it but moved it to the drafts folder and told myself I'd deal with it tomorrow. I was proud of myself for ignoring the message. I had no desire to fill my mind with its vitriol tonight. Kate's website had also received a message but not a time-sensitive one, and I would leave that one till the morning also.

I played a couple of games of solitaire on the iPad, my favorite time-wasting and unproductive vice, and then opened the mystery. It was written by a friend of Kate's, and she'd recommended it to me. I read for half an hour, then when I could no longer keep my eyes open, I closed the book and turned off the bedside lamp. The clock on the nightstand read almost midnight, and I hoped I'd fall asleep quickly.

But I was not so lucky. As I lay there in the dark, I could hear the wind whipping around the house. The weather forecast called for a snowstorm day after tomorrow, and it sounded as though the wind wanted to get a good start on the bad weather.

It took awhile but I finally fell into a fitful, restless sleep. I awoke several times during the night and checked to make sure Sissy was still sleeping next to me. She seemed to be adjusting to a strange place better than I was.

After the last time that I woke up that night, I had a dream about Mike. I didn't dream about him often, much to my disappointment. The next morning when I awoke, I remembered bits and pieces of the dream. I tried to hold on to the dream but it floated away as dreams do. All I could remember was that in this dream, it seemed as if Mike was sending me a message. I could hear him say the words, "It's time to let me go." I didn't want to hear those words or think those thoughts. I assumed that the dream had occurred because of the conversation Terry and I had the night before.

Chapter 6

Wednesday, October 21

I did my best to dismiss the dream. I didn't want to let Mike go, and I wouldn't do it. I lay there in bed for a few minutes, eyes tight shut, trying to escape my thoughts. I opened my eyes to check the clock on the bedside table. It showed a little past six. I made my mind a blank and tried to go back to sleep. But it was no use. My mind was whirling with more thoughts than ever. 

I got out of bed, trying not to disturb Sissy. I took a quick shower and dressed in the jeans , cable knit sweater and low-heeled boots I'd brought with me last night. I applied my usual make-up, a dusting of powder, lipstick, mascara and eyeliner. I'm fair skinned and have light-colored eyelashes and eyebrows, and without make-up, my face just sort of disappears. Hence, the quick daily make-up routine to prevent that disappearance.

I quietly left the room, leaving the door open so Sissy could get out when she finally woke up. She liked to sleep in in the morning so it would be awhile before she appeared.

I walked downstairs and into the kitchen and was surprised to see Terry sitting at the kitchen table, reading the newspaper and drinking coffee.

"Good morning," I said. 

"Good morning." Terry echoed. "Help yourself to coffee, and I'll share the paper with you."

I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat down across from Terry. He slid the front page section across the table to me. We sat in a companionable silence, reading the paper. After a few minutes, Terry stood up and announced, "I'm going to whip up some breakfast. How about some scrambled eggs and toast."

"Sounds good to me," I responded. "May I help?"

"Nah, I've got it under control."

I went back to reading the paper but out of the corner of my eye, I watched Terry moving around the kitchen. In short order, he had our breakfast ready. The eggs were light and fluffy and the toast was the perfect brown. He put out a selection of jelly on the table, along with butter, catsup and a bowl of strawberries. I was impressed at his efficiency and accomplishment. 

"Well done, Chief or should I call you Chef," I complimented him.

"Well, I've been on my own for quite awhile now." He paused, then added, "Mary taught me the basics of cooking for myself when she got sick. She wanted me to be able to fend for myself."

"She did a good job, it looks like," I said softly. We ate in silence, and I thought about how much we had in common, both losing the loves of our lives. Part of me was beginning to understand Kate's matchmaking attempts. She'd seen two slightly lonely people whom she loved, and she wanted them to come together.

When I'd finished eating, I gathered up my dishes and put them in the dishwasher, then did the same for Terry's. "You didn't need to do that," he said.

"You cooked, I clean up. That's the rule." 

"Sounds like a good rule to me." 

My cell phone vibrated in my jeans pocket, and I pulled it out and saw that it was Kate. "Hi sweetie," I said into the phone.

"Mom, what are you doing at Terry's house? What's going on?"

"Darn it!" I thought to myself. I had forgotten about that WhereRU app that Kate and I had on our phones. Pete had it also, as did Beanie. I wondered if Terry had installed the app, too. Kate must have used the app to see where I was this morning, and when she saw I was at Terry's house, had immediately called to find out what was going on.

I sighed and began my explanation. "I didn't want to worry you last night. When Terry dropped me off, I found my front door open. It scared me so I called Terry, and he came back. It turns out that somebody had been in my house. Terry called Detective Barnstable, who called the crime scene people. Anyway, Terry invited me to spend the night at his house. I guess he knew I wouldn't get any sleep if I stayed in my own house."

"Mom, why on earth didn't you call and tell me?"

"Like I said, I didn't want to worry you. There wasn't anything for you to do, and Terry was kind enough to invite me."

"Let me talk to Terry, please," Kate said in a determined voice. 

I started to protest but knew it was useless. I handed the phone to Terry. "It's Kate. She wants to talk to you."

I stood up and headed over to the coffee pot. I listened to Terry's side of the conversation with Kate but it consisted of a series of noncommittal "Mmhmms" followed by a concluding "Right!" as Terry ended the call. So much for eavesdropping. I hadn't learned a thing. I walked back over to the kitchen table and sat down.

"So?" I said expectantly.

"So," Terry responded, drawing out the word. "Kate will be on her way over as soon as she drops Beanie off at school."

"Great!" I thought but didn't say out loud. As I sat there, I managed to convince myself that I was grateful that my daughter was concerned for my welfare. I noticed Terry watching me with a slight smile on his lips. 

I smiled back and asked, "What?"

"I'm reading your mind here," Terry answered. "I'm thinking you're trying to convince yourself that you're lucky that Kate cares so much about you."

I was surprised that Terry had indeed read my mind. For a moment, I was tempted to deny that he'd hit the proverbial nail right on the head. But my honesty forced me to admit he'd been right. "Yep, you're right," I conceded with a grin.

"We're both fortunate that we have kids who care about us. But I venture we both wish they didn't worry so much. After all, we're both grown-ups who can take care of themselves, right?"

I laughed and nodded and said, "You're reading my mind again, Chief DeAngelo."

Terry chuckled and joined me at the kitchen table. "It's possible that Kate is overreacting because of what happened to her last year. I would imagine she's still not completely over being hunted down by Riley Jones."

"I think you're right," I agreed. "Kate puts up a good front but inside I'd guess she's still healing from that trauma. I think Beanie is recovering better than his Mom. Children seem to sometimes be more resilient than adults. Children also tend to live in the present and to let the past slide off them. Not like adults, who drag their past around with them."

I saw Terry watching me closely but not saying anything. I wondered what he was thinking and wished he'd share his thoughts with me. But Terry has a tendency to keep his counsel, to listen but not to talk as much as other people might. I suspected that might be something ingrained in him during his years in law enforcement. He spoke when he needed to but didn't fill the air with unnecessary words. Not that he was taciturn -- he could tell a good story with the best of them. And I'd heard Terry and Beanie chattering away like two magpies. But when he spoke, I'd learned that his words were worth listening to. Pete was much the same way. Whereas Kate and I chit chatted from morning till night, always finding something to say. As I sat there watching Terry, I thought back to Mike and realized he had been somewhere in the middle. He could keep his counsel when the situation called for it but he also liked to talk and to tell story after story. I felt a sting of tears in my eyes, still missing Mike as much as I had the day he died. 

I blinked away the tears and turned my thoughts back to Terry. Terry also had a trait that I'd heard called "the thousand yard stare." I'd seen it in action during the Riley Jones disaster. When the stalker had at last been apprehended, Terry's demeanor with her was something to behold. 

He'd let Jared Barnstable and several other Rivermont officers deal with her. But I'd seen the former chief shining through. A cop might retire from the force but he or she never retired from law enforcement. I had the highest regard for Terry DeAngelo and felt myself lucky to call him a friend.  

Two hours later, Kate had come and gone. I love my youngest daughter madly but she does sometimes exhaust me. She went on and on about how she was concerned about my safety and almost demanded that I stay with her and Pete and Beanie for the indefinite future. 

Fortunately, Terry had been able to deflect the whirlwind that was Kate. Thinking on his feet, he told Kate that he and I were taking a road trip to Springfield, to check on my friend Georgia. I almost gave it away by sputtering but turned the sputter into a cough and excused myself to go find a Kleenex. EDITMARK When I returned to Terry's kitchen, Terry had just finished explaining about Georgia's disappearance and my concern for my friend. Terry said he'd called his friend, Felicia Dawson, the police chief of Springfield, to ask her to discreetly check into Georgia's well-being. But he’d learned that Felicia was out of town for a conference and wouldn't be back until next week. When Terry explained to the deputy who'd answered Felicia's office phone what he was calling about, the deputy had volunteered to check up on Georgia. Terry gave the deputy his contact information and thanked him for his help.

After Kate left, I thanked Terry profusely for his diversion. "You think fast on your feet," I told him. 

Terry laughed and said, "I knew how Kate was going to react, and I knew we needed to find a way to handle her worrying about you. So this road trip will serve two purposes – first, to ease Kate's mind because you'll be out of town and out of harm's way, and second, to give you an opportunity to find out what's going on with your friend Georgia."

“Well, thank you for that,” I said as I poured us each a cup of coffee and settled myself at the kitchen table. "So when is this trip taking place?"

"If it’s not too soon to get ready, I thought we could leave this afternoon. That is, as soon as we handle the logistics of our pets. I do believe your daughter volunteered to keep them for us."

I laughed and said, "Beanie's going to be in heaven having all the pets stay with him and his kitty, Mr. Whiskers." 

We finished our coffee, and Terry put the cups in the dishwasher before we began to round up the pets and their equipment. It took awhile to locate and then contain my cat Sissy and Terry's cat Tony into their pet carriers. Bonnie the beagle was right there with us every step of the way so we had no problem corralling her. I loaded the canine and felines, along with the requisite food, leashes and toys, into Terry’s Jeep Wrangler while Terry packed a duffel bag for himself. 

Finally, we were on our way to Kate's to drop off the pets. After that, our next stop would be my house so I could pack an overnight bag. 

As we drove, I said to Terry, "Liz and Jeff Martin would probably like to go with us." I knew my voice sounded tentative and a bit pleading but I couldn’t help it.

Terry's response was a low "Mmhmmm."

"Would that be all right with you?" I asked, fingers crossed. 

"Sure," Terry said. "The more the merrier."

His tone sounded okay but I wondered if he really meant it. Jeff and Liz were among his closest friends but maybe I was missing something. I hesitated a moment, then said, "If it's really all right with you, I'll call Liz and see if they want to go with us."

"It's really all right with me," Terry said, and this time I almost believed him. 

I punched in the Martins' landline number and waited as it rang one, two, three, four times. Just when I thought I was going to get their answering machine, a breathless Liz picked up and said, "Yes?"

“Hi, Liz – it’s me, Margo.”

Liz said, still breathless, “Oh, hi Margo.”

“Liz, I wanted to ask you something. Would you and Jeff be interested in a last minute road trip this afternoon? We’d be returning home sometime tomorrow?”

Silence on the other end of the line. "Liz? Are you there? Did we get cut off?"

"I'm confused," came Liz's voice. "Road trip? What road trip? Where? Is this some kind of joke?"

"No, Liz, it's not a joke," I said in the most soothing voice I could muster. I should have remembered that Liz didn't react well to surprises or new things. I should have eased into talking about the road trip rather than leading with it. "Terry and I are going to Springfield to see what's what with Georgia. We're leaving this afternoon. I thought you and Jeff might want to go along." I paused, letting my words have time to register with Liz.

Liz and Jeff were in their early 60's but over the past few months, I'd noticed that they'd started having slight mental problems. Liz was becoming more and more of a recluse, seldom leaving the house. I suspected that her introversion was connected to Jeff's increasing memory problems. I was concerned about my friends but the situation was a touchy one, and I didn't want to overstep my bounds. 

A month or so ago, when I'd been visiting the Martin home and Jeff was elsewhere, I'd tried some gentle probing with Liz about Jeff's forgetfulness. Liz confided that she was worried about Jeff and had tried to get him to visit the doctor. But Jeff could be obstinate, and Liz said he absolutely refused to go to the doctor. Then to my surprise, she'd changed the subject and made an excuse about needing to go somewhere, effectively ending our visit. I'd tried to bring up Jeff's condition a couple of times after that but Liz had deflected my inquiries

Now, after a moment's pause, Liz said, "You're going to visit Georgia?"

"Yes," I answered. "We're going to drive down to Springfield this afternoon. I thought you and Jeff might want to go too. But if it's not possible for you to go, that's all right."

I was sure that Liz was going to turn down my last minute invitation so imagine my surprise when she said, "Let me talk to Jeff, and I'll call you back." She hung up without saying good-bye, a habit of hers that annoyed me but that I'd learned to accept.

I sighed and put my phone back in my jacket pocket. I turned to Terry and said, "She'll call back to let me know if they want to go."

Then I added, "That was the strangest thing." I thought for a moment, then decided to share my concerns with Terry. I said, "I'm worried about Liz and Jeff. Liz has become a hermit. She never wants to leave the house. And Jeff is becoming more and more forgetful." I stopped, hesitant to put my fears into words. But it had to be said. "I think he could be exhibiting signs of Alzheimer's."

"I know," Terry said, sadness in his voice. "Over the past few months, I've hardly seen Jeff. It's as if Liz is guarding him. I'm fairly certain she knows what's going on with him but is hiding from it."

Terry had known Jeff most of his life. They'd gone through grade school and high school together, and for 20 years or so, Jeff had served under Terry on the Rivermont police force. I remembered that Jeff had retired a few years before Terry, right about the time that Jeff and Liz moved into my subdivision. 

Terry cleared his throat, then said, "You know, for a couple of years after Jeff and I were both retired, we palled around together. Then somehow, Jeff drifted away and now I hardly see him. I guess his memory problems might explain him distancing himself from me." Terry seemed to consider for a moment, then continued.

"You may not know this but for years, Jeff was quite the character. For about 10 years or so, he was my second in command at the department. He had quite the rep. I kind of set him up as the go-to guy for the media on high-profile cases. He liked doing it, and I liked having him deal with the media circus. After he retired, I had to be chum for the marauders and boy did I miss Jeff."

I laughed at Terry's description. "I remember seeing Jeff on the evening news all the time."

We rode in silence the rest of the way to Kate’s house, both lost in our thoughts. When we arrived at Kate's, an exuberant Beanie met us at the door, taking Bonnie's leash and leading us into the family room. He'd just gotten home from school. It had been a half day session because of an afternoon teachers’ meeting. As I’d expected, Beanie had been excited to hear from Kate that his grandparents’ pets were going to have a sleepover at is house that night. 

Kate and Terry carried the cat carriers into the laundry room where Mr. Whisker's litter box was located.  Beanie and I took Bonnie into the back yard for her to do her business.

“Nanaw,” Beanie said, using his name for me. “Where are you and PopPop going?” PopPop was his name for Terry. I wondered if the day would come when he switched to Grandma and Grandpa. I hoped not. I liked the special names he’d started calling us when he was a toddler and made up his own words.

I chose my words carefully, wanting to tell Beanie the truth, as always, but not wanting to cause him to worry, something he unfortunately did too much of. Beanie was a thoughtful child who cared about everyone and everything. 

“PopPop and I are going to visit a friend of mine that moved away. Maybe you remember her? Miss Georgia, my next door neighbor?”

“Yeah, I remember Miss Georgia,” Beanie said, enthusiasm in his voice. “She gave me a brownie once when we went to visit her.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Anyway, she moved away before I had a chance to tell her good-bye so that’s why we’re going to visit her.“

“Well, I’m glad you are because that means Bonnie and Sissy get to have a sleepover with me and Mr. Whiskers.”

“Mr. Whiskers and me,” I corrected automatically, accompanied by Beanie’s equally automatic groan, and then his repetition of “Mr. Whiskers and me.”

Chapter 7

Wednesday, October 21
Fifteen minutes later, Terry and I were back on the road. As we drove, I took my cell phone out of my jacket pocket, looking for a possible missed call from Liz. Seeing nothing, I turned to Terry and said, “Still no word from Liz. I suppose I’d better call her again.”

I hit the speed dial number on my cell phone for the Martins’ landline. It rang four times, then went to the answering machine. I frowned and left a brief message, asking Liz to call me. I left my cell phone number because Liz could never seem to remember it.

The skies had darkened and black clouds filled the horizon. I turned to Terry and asked, “Is it supposed to rain?”

Terry shook his head and said, “It wasn’t in the last forecast I checked but that was a couple of hours ago. Can you look it up on your phone?”

I took my iPhone out of my pocket again and opened the Weather Channel app. It seemed that an unexpected and unforeseen squall was headed our way. I read the forecast to Terry then shoved the phone back into my jacket pocket. 

“If we can get on the road in the next hour or so, we might be able to get out ahead of the storm,” Terry said. 

“That’s not a problem for me – I can pack in just a few minutes. But I don’t know about Jeff and Liz.”

"While you're packing, I'll go over to their house to see if they are going with us," Terry offered.

"That sounds like a plan."

A few minutes later, Terry pulled the Wrangler into my driveway. I went into the house, and Terry walked over to the Martins' house. It took me longer to get ready than I'd expected because evidently the washer had overflowed last night, and I had a mess to clean up in the laundry room. I knew better than to leave the washer running when I wasn't there but I'd done it anyway -- silly me.

I kept listening for Terry to come in and let me know about Jeff and Liz but heard nothing. Finally, I had the laundry room cleaned up and my overnight bag packed. I went into the kitchen to get my vitamins and blood pressure medication ready to put in my bag. As I stood by the sink, I looked out my kitchen window and saw something that surprised me. Terry was standing on the sidewalk of the house next door, talking to my new neighbor Harper Smith. 

I watched as the two talked, both with wide smiles on their faces. Harper was wearing a long red wool coat, very stylish. She had one of those puffy scarves around her neck, quite the fashion plate. I was surprised at the animation I saw on Terry's face. He looked as though he was really enjoying this conversation. 

Then I had another surprise. I was feeling something I didn't understand. Could it be jealousy? Was I jealous of Terry's obvious interest in Harper Smith. I couldn't be. I didn't have feelings for Terry. I didn't want to have any feelings for Terry, for anyone. 

I turned away from the window and picked up my vitamins and medication. I tucked them into a side pocket of my handbag and then slung my overnight bag over my shoulder. Unwillingly, I turned back toward the window, and stood there, my thoughts swirling around in my head.

Why was Terry out there talking to Harper Smith instead of checking on Jeff and Liz? My faint feeling of jealousy was being supplanted by a stronger feeling of anger. I took a deep breath and told myself I was being foolish. It was none of my business if Terry wanted to talk to my neighbor, if he was so obviously enjoying their conversation. Terry was a friend, nothing more. 

I took another deep breath, held it for a moment, then slowly exhaled. This was one of the tricks I used for calming myself down. But it wasn't working. I could still feel the wave of anger, with a faint touch of jealously around the edges. What was going on here? This wasn't like me at all.

I'm always on a level emotional keel. The only time my emotions had gotten the better of me was when Mike died. It had taken a long while for me to regain my balance after that blow. I'd never let the kids know how much their father's death had devastated me. I thought I needed to be strong for them, to give them someone to lean on and depend on. 

Because I pushed down my grief, because I didn't allow myself to feel my loss, I came close to a nervous breakdown. And still I hid all this from Kate, David and Lane. At first, I also hid from them the fact that I began seeing a psychotherapist. That was finally the right thing to do.

I saw Grace for almost two years. Dr. Grace Peyton, Ph.D., helped me get back on track and for that and for our resultant friendship, I will be eternally grateful to her. The deep breath trick was one she taught me, along with others. 

Now, watching Terry chatting up Harper Smith, I moved on to another one of Grace's calmative tricks. I closed my eyes and visualized a peaceful scene, a lake, a beach, the twilling of birds, the warmth of summer sunshine. Gradually, I felt the anger and jealously dissipating. Slowly I opened my eyes and looked out. Terry and Harper Smith were no longer in my line of sight. I walked closer to the window and looked again. No sign of them.

I headed to the front door, just as it opened and Terry came through. At the sight of him, I felt the return of the anger and jealously. Rats! My tricks weren't working.

I took a deep breath and said, "So what did my new neighbor have to say?"

Terry grinned at me and said, "So I assume you saw me talking to Miss Harper Smith?"

"Yes. Yes I did. And?"

Terry laughed, then said, "And, it was just a friendly chat."

I wanted to know what they talked about, and it looked like Terry didn't want me to know. I'd have to figure out a clever way to worm that information out of him. Maybe on our long road trip I'd have better luck.

To give myself a moment to regain my missing composure, I readjusted the overnight bag hanging over my shoulder and then did the same with my purse on the other shoulder. "Did you talk to Liz and Jeff?" I asked, putting a somewhat fake smile on my face. 

"Yes. Yes I did," Terry said, echoing my earlier answer to him. I hoped he wasn't mocking me. Surely not. That certainly wasn't Terry's style. 

"And?"

"They'll be right over, or so they said half an hour ago. I guess we'll have to go rattle their cage."

"Definitely, I said. Terry opened the front door and I turned the lock and the deadbolt and shut it behind me.

Terry reached out and relieved me of my overnight bag. He opened the passenger door of the Wrangler and I got in. He opened the rear hatch and put my overnight bag in the back area of the Wrangler. He got in the Wrangler, backed out of my driveway and drove in to the Martins' driveway. Terry gave the horn a light tap, and we sat there waiting for a few minutes. 

Finally, with a sigh of exasperation, I said, "This is ridiculous!" I got out of the Wrangler and walked up to the Martins' front door.

I rang the doorbell and then rapped sharply on the glass storm door. After what seemed like an inordinately long wait, the front door slowly opened and Liz stood there. She had a rolling suitcase behind her and as I opened the storm door, Liz came out of the house and joined me on the front porch.

She looked like she'd been crying and I immediately wanted to comfort her. But I knew better. Liz prided herself on her outward strength and endurance. She refused to accept concern or pity from anyone, even her closest friends. Georgia and I had learned that lesson early on. So we all pretended that Liz wasn't devastated by Jeff's condition. In fact, Georgia and I had pretended that Jeff's condition barely existed. 

I took the suitcase handle from Liz and said, "I'll take this out to the car while you see if Jeff needs any help."

I could see the flash of anger in Liz's expression, as if she wanted to lash out with, "Why would Jeff need help?" But she said nothing, just turned and walked back into the house. 

Terry had gotten out of the Wrangler and was walking up the Martins' sidewalk toward me. He took the suitcase from me and rolled it to the car. He put it in the back of the Wrangler and came back to where I stood. He gave me a quizzical look and asked, "Is everything okay?"

I shook my head and said, "I'm not sure."

Terry nodded and said, "We'd better go in and see if there's anything we can do."

We walked into the Martins' house and stood for a moment in the entry foyer, looking around for Jeff and Liz. I could hear voices from the back of the house and motioned to Terry to follow me. I didn't want to go back there by myself, afraid of what I would find. 

Jeff and Liz were in the master bedroom, both standing at the far side of their king-sized bed. An open suitcase lay on the bed in front of them. Liz was removing the contents while Jeff watched in bewilderment. 

Jeff looked up as we came in the room and said, "Hello, folks. We'll be just a moment. My bride has decided I packed the wrong things for our trip."

I was shocked to see how thin Jeff was. I realized that I hadn’t seen him for several weeks, and during that time, he had dropped what must have been close to 20 pounds. His face was almost gaunt, and I noticed that his hands were shaking.

Terry and I watched in silence as Liz removed a small toolbox, two hairdryers and plastic bags filled with mystery contents. Once the suitcase was empty, she went to the chest across the room and brought back underwear, socks and pajamas from various drawers and deposited them in the suitcase. Next, she went into their walk-in closet and returned with a shirt and a pair of slacks, which she folded neatly. Her final stop was the bathroom, from which she emerged with a variety of toiletries and what looked like medications. Everything was tucked tidily away in the suitcase. Liz gave everything one last look, then zipped the suitcase shut and put it on the floor. It too was one of the rolling kind of suitcases. 

My heart broke as I watched my friends, Liz busy with packing the suitcase and Jeff standing helplessly next to her. Jeff had always been the larger than life character in our group of friends. He'd been the war hero, the outstanding policeman, the public spokesperson for the Rivermont PD. And he'd done it all without ego, without making an ass of himself. He'd been, and probably still was, despite his condition, one of the most universally revered citizens of Rivermont. 

I felt rather than saw Terry looking at me. I turned to him and said, "Let's take the suitcase out to your car while Liz and Jeff finish getting ready." I'd just barely made it out of the Martins' bedroom before tears started to stream down my face. Blindly, I reached out and held onto to Terry's arm. 

Terry led me out of the house and down the sidewalk to the Wrangler, the suitcase trailing behind him,. He helped me into the passenger seat, leaving the door open, and then put Jeff's suitcase in the back storage area, next to  my overnight bag and Liz's suitcase. He came and stood by the passenger door, then leaned down and asked, "Are you all right?"

I shook my head and blubbered something I realized was unintelligible, then said more clearly, "No, I'm not all right. I can't bear seeing Jeff like that. He was the proudest, most capable, imposing man and now look what he's reduced to. It's not fair, it's just not fair."

Somewhat helplessly, Terry patted my shoulder and said, "I know, I know."

I looked up at him and said, "Terry, it may be a bad idea for the Martins to go along with us on this road trip. I don't Jeff's up to it. And if he isn't up to it, Liz isn't either."

"Should we go back in and talk to them?" Terry asked.

I started to say yes when Liz and Jeff came out the front door and down the sidewalk. "We're ready," Liz announced in a cheery tone, all traces of tears and trouble erased.

Terry looked at me, and I shrugged my shoulders, then said in a whisper. "Maybe it will be all right?"

Terry said nothing in response, just opened the rear passenger door for Liz and Jeff. Liz got in first and slid across the bench seat, making room for Jeff. Jeff got in more slowly, almost tentatively, as if he wasn't quite sure where he was or what he was doing. I felt a knifelike pain in my heart as I watched this once proud man reduced to a shadow of his former self.

Terry got in the driver's seat and backed out of the driveway.

"We're off!" Liz said in a phony, cheery voice.

"Yes, indeed we are," was Terry's quiet response.

Chapter 8

Wednesday, October 21
Terry's Wrangler was equipped with a built-in GPS system, similar to the portable system I used in my car. As we drove out of the subdivision, I asked him if he wanted me to program in our destination.

He looked over at me with surprise in his face. "You know how to do that?" he asked. 

I felt a bit of pride as I answered, "Sure, I have a system like this in my car. Portable, not built-in, but I'm pretty sure they work the same way."

"Have at it," Terry said. He turned to the back and asked, "How's the temperature? Warm enough for you two?"

Liz answered, "Feels good to us."

I wanted to say something to her, anything, but felt so awkward I just kept my mouth shut and worked on putting Georgia's new address into the GPS system. The address was in Springfield, the small town about 100 miles from Rivermont where Georgia had moved, at least according to Gus the mailman.

Terry turned again to his back seat passengers and asked, “What’s your pleasure for radio listening, folks?”

At first, his question was met with silence, and I turned in my seat to look back at Liz and Jeff. They were sitting close to one another. Liz had her hand resting on Jeff’s knee, and she was gazing fixedly out the side window. Jeff’s eyes were closed, and I wondered if he had dozed off. 

Terry, the patient one, waited for a response to his question from Liz. Finally, she gave her head a slight shake and said in that phony cheery tone, “How about classical? They say it’s good for the brain.” She gave a sniff and turned to look at Jeff. “Isn’t that right, sweetheart?”

Jeff opened his eyes and looked around in apparent bewilderment. “What? What did you say?”

“Never mind,” Liz said, patting his knee. “It doesn’t matter.”

Terry tuned the radio to classical music on Sirius, and he and I settled back for what we hoped was an uneventful trip. But as it happened, the drive to Springfield was tedious and nerve-wracking and seemingly interminable. 

It turned out that both Jeff and Liz had weak bladders, necessitating bio stops every hour or so. What should have been a three hour drive turned into five hours of torture. I'd brought along a picnic lunch of sandwiches and chips and fruit. But Jeff got it into his mind that we had to stop at a Cracker Barrel and nothing would do but that we should stop. 

I knew Liz was mortified at Jeff's obstinate insistence that we have lunch at Cracker Barrel. As we entered the restaurant, Jeff began a discourse about how authentic the restaurants were. He told us how he and his father had once gone on a father and son adventure, driving from Rivermont to San Antonio, Texas, stopping only at Cracker Barrel restaurants. I saw a look of dismay cross Liz's face and wondered what that was all about. 

For lunch, Jeff ordered what seemed like half the menu. Terry and I stuck to sandwiches, and Liz said she had no need to order, she would just share Jeff's ginormous lunch. While we waited for our food, I asked Liz if she wanted to accompany me to the restroom. She quickly rose and headed toward the back of the restaurant where the restrooms were located. Once we were inside the bathroom, Liz looked around to make sure we were alone, and then she began to cry.

"Margo, it's awful, just awful. There's something terribly wrong with Jeff, and I don't know what to do about it. I don't know why he ordered all that food -- he won't eat any of it. He hardly eats anything anymore. Have you noticed how thin he's gotten?"

I was patting Liz on the back as she talked and cried., and I said, "Yes, I noticed."

"And he makes up stories. He never took a trip to Texas with his father. His father abandoned the family when Jeff was seven. So there was no Texas trip and no eating at Cracker Barrel restaurants along the way. I'm so scared." Liz turned away and grabbed some paper towels to wipe away her tears.

"What does the doctor say?" I asked, afraid that I knew the answer. 

Liz gave her head a quick shake and said, "He won't go to the doctor. I'm ready to beg Doc Cole to come see Jeff at our house.  I don't know what else to do. When I try to talk to him about going to the doctor, Jeff gets furious. Sometimes he really scares me. He's never been violent with me, never, but there's always a first time."

"I'll tell you what," I said. "I'll talk to Terry and get his advice. He and Jeff are good friends, and I'm sure Terry can talk some sense into him, and give him some good advice."

"That would be great," Liz said. "I'm at my wit's end. And I'm so worried that it's..." her voice trailed off and I knew what the unspoken word was. Liz and I shared the great fear of others our age. We all feared the onset of Alzheimer's. I couldn't bear the thought of that vicious disease robbing any of us of our lives, and especially not Jeff, who'd been the strongest man I knew.

A few minutes later, Liz and I headed back to the table. I was surprised to see that Terry and Jeff were no longer sitting at the table. As Liz and I sat down, our waitress approached the table. She gave us a tentative, somewhat tremulous smile as she said, "Ladies, I'm sorry but there's been some kind of problem with one of the gentlemen. They -- he -- wants you to meet them -- him -- out in the car. " After delivering this message, the waitress backed away, leaving Liz and me sitting there bewildered and literally with our mouths open.

We stood and quickly left the restaurant. At the car, we could see Terry and Jeff standing next to the open rear passenger door, talking intensely to one another. Terry saw us coming and touched Jeff's arm, as if to warn him we were on our way. I was shocked to see Jeff jump back at Terry's touch and then raise a fist as if he was going to hit Terry.

Liz hurried up to Jeff and placed her hand on his forearm. I was too far away to hear what she said to him but whatever it was, it seemed to settle him down. As she guided him into the back seat and closed the car door, Terry headed in my direction. I could see from the look on his face that things were not going well at all. I knew I had to tell him what I'd learned from Liz in the rest room, and I wasn't looking forward to that.

Terry pointed to the rocking chairs on the wrap around porch of the restaurants and followed me up the steps. We sat in the nearest rockers. I waited for Terry to speak, to tell me what brought him and Jeff out to the car.

Terry slowly shook his head and began to explain. "When the waitress brought our food, something happened to Jeff. He stood up and started to yell at her. I tried to calm him down but it was as if I wasn't even there. He just kept shouting at her. Then he started throwing the plates of food on the floor. That's when I grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him toward the door. On our way out, I handed the waitress all the cash I had. I hope it was enough to cover the cost of the food. I know it certainly wasn't enough to cover the cost of her humiliation."

Terry rubbed his hair and sighed, then continued, "I don't know what's going on with Jeff but it's really bad."

"I know," I answered. "Liz talked to me when we were in the rest room. She's been trying to get Jeff to the doctor but he refuses to go. She says she's ready to beg Dr. Cole to make a house visit. She thinks it's Alzheimer's and so do I, as I told you earlier."

“What do we do now?” Terry asked, although I was sure we both knew the answer to that question.

“Let’s go to the car and see how he’s doing,” I said, heading in the direction of the car. Terry followed behind me, saying, “You know, we’re going to have to go back home.”

Head down, I said, “I know, I know.”

Back at the Wrangler, we found Jeff and Liz sitting in the back seat. They were holding hands and chatting. Jeff looked up as Terry and I got into the car, and said, “Hi there. Ready to get on the road?”

Terry and I looked at each other, and I was sure my face mirrored the surprise I saw on Terry’s face. Terry looked back at Liz and said, “Margo would like a word with you, Liz.”

Liz nodded and climbed out of the back seat as I got out of the front seat. We met in the front of the Wrangler, and I reached out and took Liz’s arm, noticing that she was trembling.

“What’s going on?” I asked,

Liz shook her head and said, “I don’t know. Once we got in the car, Jeff was suddenly okay, actually back to his normal self.”

“Terry and I think we have to head back home. You’ve got to get Jeff to the doctor.”

“I know,” Liz said. “I think I’m going to need some help with that.”

“Whatever you need, we’ll be there.”

Liz gave me a hug, then said, "You know, Jeff is determined to continue on with our road trip. He told me he's fine now. It's as though he knows he freaked out before but now everything is okay." She shook her head and said, "I just don't know what to do."

I patted Liz's arm and said, "Let's go talk to Terry. He'll know what to do." We walked back to the Wrangler and when we got in, I saw that Terry was turned toward the back seat, talking to Jeff. He nodded to me and asked, "Things okay?"

I shook my head no, and asked, "Things okay here?"

Terry shook his head in response and said in a half whisper that only I could hear, "Jeff says he's fine. And he does seem to be his old self. I really don't know what to think."

I considered our options for a moment, then suggested, "Let's try the trip. I really want to find out what's going on with Georgia. We're almost there and maybe things will be okay."

Terry seemed to be waging an inward debate. I knew I was being somewhat unreasonable and impractical but I truly hoped he'd go along with my bad idea. Knowing Terry, who always chose the sensible path, we would soon be on our way back to Rivermont.

Terry turned halfway in the seat and said to Liz, "What do you think, my lady? Should we go back home or should we continue on our quest?"

Liz gave him a warm smile, seeming to appreciate his quixotic question. She reached out a hand to Jeff and asked, "Sweetheart, do you want to go back home or should we go find Georgia?"

Jeff patted Liz's hand and said, "Let's go see Georgia. I'm worried about her. It isn't like Georgia to leave without a word to us."

Terry and I exchanged glances and Terry announced, "Springfield it is. Fasten your seat belts, everyone. We don't want to get a ticket."

I said a silent "Bless you, Terry," at his decision. I knew Terry was as concerned about Georgia as the rest of us, even though he hadn't said so. Georgia had been his secretary while he was chief, and they were as close as brother and sister. When Georgia's husband died, Terry stepped in and handled the arrangements and held Georgia's hand, both literally and figuratively, throughout the ordeal. Georgia often told me how grateful she was that he'd stayed in touch with her over the past few years. I'm sure Terry must have been as surprised as I was that Georgia had left town without a word. The only thing that could have caused Terry to cancel our trip would have been worrying about Jeff's condition and state of mind. I figured Terry must have convinced himself that Jeff  might be okay for the short time it would take us to check up on Georgia.

Chapter 9
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An hour later, we were pulling into the driveway that encircled the retirement home where Gus the mailman said Georgia had moved. Terry parked near the entrance, next to a long series of handicapped parking spaces. The four of us got out of the Wrangler and headed toward the main entrance of the retirement building, a sprawling one-story building with attractive landscaping. Other one-story buildings surrounded the main one. The grounds were beautiful and well-kept. Georgia had certainly selected a splendid place to live. I was happy for her and happy that she'd been able to afford this retirement home.

Just inside the front entrance was a semi-circular reception desk, manned (or in this case, womanned) by an impressive looking individual. She was an older woman, perhaps in her sixties or even her seventies. Her hair was what I called battleship gray. She wore horn-rimmed eyeglasses and no make-up -- altogether a formidable non-welcoming committee type.

She looked at us in turn, then evidently deciding Terry was the one in charge, said to him, "What can I do for you?" I thought her choice of words was interesting. No greeting. No words of welcome. Just a straightforward, no-nonsense question. I sort of liked her approach. 

Terry, ever the gentleman, reached out his hand for a handshake, as he said, "Good afternoon, ma'am. My name is Terry DeAngelo. My friends and I are here to visit one of your guests."

The woman let go of Terry's hand, raised her chin and said, "And who would that guest be?"

"Georgia Davis."

It might have been my imagination but it seemed to me that the woman flinched ever so slightly at hearing Georgia's name.

"What was that name again?" she asked, her voice firm and business-like. 

Terry hesitated a moment, then repeated in a louder voice. "Georgia Davis." The woman made no response, and Terry continued. "We're friends of Georgia from Rivermont, outside of St. Louis."

"And what was your name again?" the woman asked. 

"Terry DeAngelo," Terry said, in that same loud voice as before.

The woman made a note on a notepad on her desk, then turned to her computer, tapped some keys, looked at the monitor, then tapped more keys. With a final look at the monitor, she turned back to Terry, and said, "Well, Mr. Terry DeAngelo, you and your friends have come a long way for nothing. We don't have a guest named--" she hesitated, then said firmly, "Georgia Davis."

"I beg to differ, ma'am. According to the Springfield sheriff's office, you do have a guest by that name."

The look of surprise on the woman's face was priceless. She sat up straighter in her chair, cocked her head, and asked, "What are you talking about?'

Terry gave her a smile and answered, this time his voice at a normal level. "The sheriff is a friend of mine, and even though she's currently out of town, she had one of her men check, and he found that Georgia Davis is a guest here."

The woman stood up, and I saw that she was almost as tall as Terry's 6 foot 2. She was quite the formidable gatekeeper for the retirement home.

She reached for the phone and punched a couple of buttons. She spoke into the receiver in such a low voice that it was difficult to understand her words.

"Mr. Blankenship, there are some people here who insist we have a guest named Georgia Davis." She listened for a moment, then frowned and said, "Yes, sir."

She hung up the receiver and said to Terry, "The director will be out to talk with you."

The four of us stood by the desk, not speaking. After a minute or so, one of the doors down the hallway opened and a man emerged. A short man, he wore a suit and tie, a white shirt, and polished black dress shoes. He came up to us and looked from one to another, then spoke to Terry. For a moment, I was taken aback by the fact that both the receptionist and the director had assumed, correctly, that Terry was the one in charge. What was it about that Terry that gave him his undeniable air of authority? Whatever it was, I wanted some of it.

"What can I do for you?" the man said, echoing exactly the receptionist's words to us a few minutes ago.

Once again, Terry extended his hand to the man and said, "My name is Terry DeAngelo. My friends and I are here to see one of your guests. And your name is?"

The man shook Terry's hand, then said, "I'm Harold Blankenship, director of  the Springfield Retirement Community. What was the name of the guest you wanted to visit?"

I could imagine what was going on it Terry's mind in reaction to Mr. Blankenship's question. The receptionist had already given him Georgia's name so he knew full well who we were looking for.

But bless Terry's heart, he kept his cool and his counsel and said calmly, "Georgia Davis. My friends and I are here to visit our friend Georgia Davis."

Blankenship raised a finger, then walked around the reception desk and began to tap on the keys of the reception computer. After a few moments, he looked up and said to the group at large, "We don't have a resident named Georgia Davis. You must have the wrong address."

Terry leaned over the counter of the reception desk, bringing his face close to Blankenship. :"As I told the receptionist here," Terry nodded in the direction of the receptionist, "according to the Springfield sheriff's office, you do have a guest by that name."

I must admit Blankenship looked flustered at Terry's pronouncement. He sputtered for a moment, then drew himself up to his full height, 5 foot 2, maybe if he was stretching, and said "I beg to differ. And now, I must most respectfully ask you to leave." With that, walked around the reception desk and down the hall to what I assumed was his office without a backward glance.

Terry looked at me and shrugged. In a low voice, audible only to me, he said, "Let's go outside and reconnoiter."

"Lead the way," I said, and he did.

Outside in the parking lot, Terry unlocked the Wrangler and Jeff and Liz climbed into the back seat. Terry and I stood by the front passenger door, and I said, "What now?"

"Well, I'm not sure," Terry answered slowly. We stood there in silence for a moment, then one of the things Blankenship said echoed through my mind: 'You must have the wrong address.' I fumbled in my handbag for the small leather address book I carried with me. Leafing through the pages, I found the note I'd made from what Gus the mailman told me was Georgia's address. As I'd thought, the slip of paper contained a building name and an apartment number. Georgia's full address was apartment 249 in the Lincoln Building. 

I showed the slip of paper to Terry. He read the address aloud, then grinned. "Aren't you the clever one? So what do we do now, Madame Detective?"

"Let's drive around the corner and figure that out." Terry and I got into the Wrangler, and he drove out of the parking lot and down a side street where he parked under a tree. I pulled out my iPad and Googled the Springfield Retirement Community. As I'd hoped, up popped a Google map of the complex, complete with building names.

According to the map, the Lincoln Building was located on the far side of the complex. I handed the iPad to Terry, and he studied it for a moment, then nodded. "I think this side street will get us where we want to go," he said.

A few minutes later, Terry located the Lincoln Building. It had its own small parking lot, and Terry parked in one of the spaces farthest from the front entrance. We sat there in silence for a moment, then Terry asked, 

"Now what?"  reading my mind. I'd been thinking of possibilities as we'd driven to the building, and I thought I had a plausible way for us to get in to see Georgia.

"I have an idea. I'm assuming there's a reception desk in the Lincoln Building similar to the main building. You and I can go in and tell the receptionist that I'm Georgia Davis's attorney. The receptionist will call Georgia and tell her that her attorney is here. This is the crucial point in our subterfuge. Hopefully, Georgia will say send him up . If she doesn't, if she says she's not expecting her attorney or whatever, then we have to lie. We'll tell the receptionist that Georgia's memory is slipping and that it's imperative that we see her." I paused in my narrative and looked at Terry to see how he was reacting to my plan.

He nodded his head and said, "It might work. Let's give it a try."

I turned in my seat and said to Liz and Jeff, "We're going to try to get in to see Georgia. I'm afraid you two will have to wait in the car."

"Not a problem," Liz answered. "We'll be fine. Good luck with your playacting."

I grinned at her and flashed a thumbs-up. As I started to get out of the car, I had an idea. I said to Terry, "Do you have anything with you that could pass for a brief case or a legal looking folder." Terry thought for a moment, then smiled and nodded. He got out of the Wrangler and walked around to the back of the car, and I did the same. 

He opened the back and rooted through the various suitcases and bags piled there. In the back of the pile, he found what he was looking for and pulled it out. I recognized it as a soft-sided Land's End briefcase that had seen better days but would certainly work for what I had in mind. 

Terry asked, "Will this do?"

"Perfectly," I said and took it from him. I slung the strap of the bag over one shoulder, then dug in my handbag for my glasses. They were horn-rimmed and very professional looking. I put them on, then looked down at what I was wearing. Fortunately, I wasn't in my usual jeans. I had on a jacket and slacks and looked reasonably well put together. I thought I could pass for the professional woman I once was.

"Okay," I said, "Let's do this. Just follow my lead, and whatever you do, don't laugh at me." Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Terry give me a quizzical look but I didn't take the time to explain what I intended to do and why that might cause him to laugh.

I tapped on the rear window of the Wrangler and gave a wave to Liz and Jeff, then marched off to the front entrance of the Lincoln Building. As I'd expected, the lobby of the building contained a reception desk similar to the one in the main building, although a bit smaller. Behind the desk sat a young man rather than an older woman. I strode through the lobby and toward the elevator, Terry trailing behind me. 

At the sight of me, nearing the bank of elevators, the young man behind the desk stood up and called out, "Ma'am? Ma'am, stop! You have to sign in."

I shook my head and punched the up button of the elevator. "This is an emergency! I don't have time to sign in."

"But ma'am," the young man said, "who are you going to visit?"

Now came the tricky part. I didn't want him to know where I was headed in case the director contacted him about some crazy people who'd wanted to visit a "non-guest." The elevator door opened, and I mumbled a name that sounded like gobbledygook then got on the elevator, Terry close behind me. The door shut and I pushed the button for the third floor.

Terry said "Three? I thought we were going to the second floor."

"That's what I want the receptionist to think," I told him. "We'll get off on three and walk down the stairs to the second floor."

Terry chuckled and asked, "Are you sure you weren't some kind of a secret operative in a former life?"

I ignored him and concentrated on keeping my breathing slow and easy. My heart was pounding, and I was sure a security guard was going to grab us the moment the elevator doors opened on the third floor.

The elevator dinged, and the doors whooshed open. Terry and I quickly stepped off the elevator, thankfully to an empty floor. We glanced around looking for an Exit sign and a stairway, and found it a short way down the hall from the elevator.

Terry opened the door to the stairs, then motioned for me to go through. We quickly made our way down the concrete steps to the second floor. In the back of my mind, I noted that the stair well was bare and rugged, in comparison to the luxurious-ness of the more public parts of the buildings in the complex.

Terry slowly opened the door to the second floor and looked up and down the hall. Once again, the hall was empty, and we walked through the door. It took a few moments to figure out which way to go to find apartment #149 but finally we found it. Georgia's apartment was at the end of a short hallway that branched off from the main hall.

Outside the door, I hesitated, trying to decide whether to announce myself. Probably not, I decided. If Georgia knew it was me, she might not let me in. I motioned to Terry to stand back. I rapped sharply on the door and stood back, away from the door's peephole. A moment later, I heard Georgia asking, "Who's there?" 

I mumbled something unintelligible, then repeated it when Georgia asked again who was there. There was a long silence from inside the apartment, then I heard the click of a lock and what sounded like the unfastening of a door chain. The door slowly opened inward, and I saw Georgia's head emerge into the opening. She saw Terry first, and she seemed to instinctively draw herself back into the apartment. 

I quickly reached out to hold the door open to keep her from slamming it in our faces. Georgia backed into the apartment as Terry and I entered. 

The three of us stood in the small entry foyer, staring at once another. Suddenly, Georgia burst into tears and buried her face in her arms. I reached out and put my arms around her. For a few moments, the only sounds were Georgia's gasping sobs. Terry took charge and guided the two of us into the living room and onto one of the two long sofas that faced each other. I kept my arm around Georgia and let her cry. Finally, her sobs lessened as she seemed to lose steam. I pulled some Kleenex out of my handbag and handed them to Georgia. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose but still hadn't looked at me. 

Terry was still standing beside the sofa where Georgia and I were sitting. He murmured something about getting a glass of water for Georgia and left the room. I realized he was giving Georgia and I time alone, thinking that she might feel more comfortable with me. I wasn't sure that was true, based on their long working relationship but I trusted Terry's instincts.

I patted her shoulder as I said, "Georgia, it's so good to see you. We've missed you." I didn't say what I was really thinking: "Why on earth did you leave Rivermont without a word to me or Terry or anyone else? We've been worried about you."

Georgia hiccuped and started to cry again. "There, there," I soothed, patting her shoulder again. "It's all right. Everything is all right."

"No, no it isn't," Georgia moaned. "Nothing's all right."

"Tell me what's wrong, sweetie. Maybe I can help -- or Terry..." I let my voice trail off as Terry returned to the living room and handed Georgia a glass of water. She took a few sips, then set the glass on the coffee table between the two sofas. Terry sat down on the sofa opposite us and said, "Georgie-girl, tell us what's wrong."

I smiled at Terry's nickname for Georgia. She was anything but a Georgie-girl, but that's what he'd called her, almost from the first day she started working for him at the police department.

Georgia lifted her head and looked into Terry's eyes for the first time. She still hadn't met my eyes. "It's all ruined," she said, then started to cry again. Terry stood up and joined us on the sofa, sitting down on the other side of Georgia. He draped his arm around her shoulders and said, "What's all ruined?"

It took a moment before she answered, between sobs, "My life. My life is ruined. You weren't supposed to find me."

Terry looked at me over Georgia's head, then turned his attention back to Georgia. I couldn't imagine what was going on with her. It was as though her world had come crashing down around her. Gradually, Georgia's sobs lessened. She wiped her eyes once more, then reached out for the glass of water on the coffee table. She took a couple of long swallows, then put the glass back on the table. With a deep sigh, she looked first at Terry, then at me, finally meeting my eyes for the first time.

Terry removed his arm from Georgia's shoulders and said, "Okay, Georgie-girl, time to 'fess up. Time to tell your two best friends what's going on."

Georgia nodded, gulped, gave one last sob and said, :"Okay." She took a deep breath and continued. "Two months ago, I received a phone call from an attorney who told me he had a client that desperately wanted to buy my house. The attorney wouldn't tell me why the client wanted the house and wouldn't tell me anything about the client, not even their name. The attorney said the client was willing to pay three times the current market value of my house." Here, Georgia gave another sob and turned to Terry. 

"I've been so worried about money. Eddie's illness ate up all of our savings, and the past year or so, I'd been just hanging on. My pension from the department and my Social Security are barely enough to cover my expenses. I've been so afraid of running out of money and going into debt. So when I got that offer for my house, it was like an answer to my prayers." 

Georgia paused to empty the glass of water, then continued. "I never met the client and only learned when I signed the final papers that the buyer's name was Advance Corporation.

The name Advance Corporation intrigued me. Why would a corporation buy a residential property? There was something super peculiar going on here. Why a corporation? Terry and I exchanged looks, and I understood that now wasn't the time to express any of my questions and concerns.

Georgia evidently hadn't noticed the by-play between Terry and me as she continued with her story. "I guess I didn't care who was buying my house. I just was happy to get the money." Georgia paused again and said, "The only problem was that I wasn't supposed to say a word to anyone about the buyer or the fact that I got so much money. I was sworn to secrecy, and I had to sign some kind of nondisclosure document." 

Again Georgia paused, then slowly shook her head. "According to the document, if I revealed any of the terms, including the name of the seller, the deal would be null and void, and I would have to return the purchase price in full."

At that, I gave a snort of laughter and said an emphatic "No way! Georgia, that's not a legal or binding document. Unfortunately, someone took advantage of you."

Georgia began to cry again, and Terry picked up the empty glass and left the room. I assumed he was going to refill the glass. I put my arm around Georgia again and patted her shoulder. Between sobs, she managed to tell me how sorry she was not to have said goodbye to us. "I couldn't, don't you see. I couldn't." I just kept patting her shoulder and saying, "There, there."

Terry returned with the water, and we eventually got Georgia calmed down again.

"Georgia," I said softly, and my friend turned to look at me. I patted her hand and said, "I promise you, I will make sure there are no repercussions for you -- not financial and not legal."

Georgia said a soft "Thank you, Margo." 

I took a moment to tell Georgia that Liz and Jeff Martin had made the trip to Springfield with Terry and me and were waiting out in the car. "How about dinner with us?" I asked. 

A few minutes later, a smiling Georgia was sitting in the back seat of Terry's Wrangler between Jeff and Liz. As we'd left the Lincoln Building, she'd signed out at the reception desk with what seemed like a defiant flourish. 

At the restaurant, Georgia began to seem like her old self, outgoing and delightful, and Liz seemed happy to see her friend. They chattered away, catching up. They'd belonged to a quilting club and had spent hours together with other quilting devotees, stitching away, which was definitely not my thing.

I noticed that Jeff seemed to be drifting back into forgetfulness, oblivious to his surroundings. I nudged Terry and whispered, "I think we'd better be on our way. I don't think Jeff is doing well." Terry nodded and signaled the waitress for our check. 

Liz turned to Georgia, patted her friend's hand and said, "Georgia, I've missed you so much. Would you be interested in coming for a visit with Jeff and me?"

I could see tears appear in Georgia's eyes, and I felt the smart of tears in my eyes. What a sweet thing that was for Liz to suggest. Georgia nodded, and said, "I'd like that."

Liz turned to me and said, "Margo, come to the rest room with me."

I stood and followed Liz as she wound her way around the tables in the crowded restaurant. Outside the ladies room, she stopped and said, "I don't really have to go. I just wanted to talk to you alone."

I felt a wave of concern wash over me, wondering what Liz wanted to tell me. 

"What would you think if I invited Georgia to come live with Jeff and me? She's all alone here, and I miss her so much. Jeff and I have more than enough space. She could have our whole downstairs area as her own private apartment."

I hesitated and considered this for a moment, not sure if it was a good idea, considering Jeff's tentative mental condition. Before I could respond, Liz said, "I know what you're thinking, and I understand. It's obvious that Jeff isn't doing well but it would help me to have a friend around." As I listened to Liz, I thought, "So evidently Liz realizes the seriousness of Jeff's condition after all."

I turned my attention from my thoughts back to Liz as she continued. "You and I both know there's going to come a time when Jeff won't be able to stay in the house..." Liz's voice trailed off, and I knew her mind was caught up in the unthinkable. 

I took a deep breath and said, "Why don't you take it one step at a time? Have Georgia come back with us now for a visit and see how that goes. You don't have to decide anything right now. Give it a little time."

Liz considered my advice and nodded, saying, "That's probably a good idea. I can always count on you for level-headed advice."

I laughed at that and said, "What? Good advice from your goofy friend?"

Liz joined in my laughter, and the two of us made our way back through the restaurant to our table. At the table, Liz talked with Georgia about the proposed visit to the Martins. I noticed that Jeff was in a world of his own, staring off into space, as if the rest of us weren't there. I hoped we wouldn't have a repeat of the Cracker Barrel incident. Terry leaned over and whispered a question in my ear. "What did Liz want?"

I whispered back, "She wants Georgia to come live with her and Jeff."

Terry shook his head and whispered, "Jeez, that doesn't sound like a good idea."

"I know," I whispered back. "I think I convinced Liz to try it out with the visit and not say anything to Georgia yet."

Lunch finished and check paid, we all filed out of the restaurant to the Wrangler.

Chapter 10

Wednesday, October 21

An hour later, we were back on the road, heading home to Rivermont. It hadn't take long for Liz and me to help Georgia pack a bag for her visit and sign out with the receptionist. I was a bit surprised that no one protested Georgia leaving. After the difficulty we'd had in getting in to visit her, I'd expected problems with her leaving for a trip to Rivermont but no one said or did a thing. 

It had been a long day, and instead of spending the night in a hotel as we'd planned, we were heading home. It would be after midnight when we finally got back to Rivermont but Terry seemed to think we should get Jeff back to his familiar surroundings. When we left the retirement home, I had offered to drive but Terry said he was fine.

On the drive back to Rivermont, Georgia once again sat in the back seat between Liz and Jeff. Jeff still seemed in a world of his own and had nothing to say. He stared out of the window into the darkness while Liz and Georgia chattered away. Terry and I kept our conversation to a minimum. I think both of us were concerned about Jeff's condition and the situation with the new neighbor's outrageous purchase price for Georgia's house. I wished that Terry and I had had a few minutes alone to talk about this surprising development bu that was not to be. 

I tried my best to stay awake to keep Terry company but despite my efforts, I kept nodding off. During one of my wakeful moments, I saw that Georgia and Liz had finally dozed also. But to my surprise, Jeff stayed awake, still staring out the window.

It was a surreal drive back home. I was worried about what would happen if Jeff had another of his episodes. while we drove. Now that I knew Liz was admitting to his condition, I hoped that she would quickly get him to the doctor for an actual diagnosis and treatment. I didn't want to think the worst but there was definitely something seriously wrong with Jeff.

When we arrived back in Rivermont, Terry was the only one still awake. Even Jeff had finally fallen asleep, head lolling back, mouth open, snoring. We all awoke when Terry pulled into the Martins' driveway and stopped the Wrangler. It only took a few minutes to get Liz, Jeff, Georgia and their luggage into the house and settled in for the night. 

Terry and I got back into the Wrangler and he moved the car from the Martins' driveway to mine. I stared at Harper Smith's dark house and wondered why in the world she had paid such an exorbitant amount for Georgia's house. There was something truly strange going on here.

Terry turned off the engine and looked at me, saying "Well?"

"Well. yourself," I responded. "Whatever is going on here?"

"I don't know," Terry answered, "but I don't like it one bit."

I opened the car door and said, "Come in for coffee -- decaf, of course -- and let's talk about this."

Terry hauled my suitcase out of the back of the Wrangler, and we walked up to the front door. My heart was racing a bit as I walked onto the porch. I was afraid the front door would once again be ajar. But fortunately the door was closed and locked. I used my key to open the regular lock and the deadbolt. As we entered, I thought again that I should get an alarm system installed. I made a mental note to call someone tomorrow, then realized I should ask Terry's advice. 

I turned to him and said, "I need some advice about an alarm system," just as Terry said, "Margo, I think you need to get an alarm system installed."

We both began to laugh, and I said, "Great minds and all that."

We left my suitcase in the entry foyer and went into the kitchen. I put on a pot of decaf and fixed a plate of chocolate chip cookies that Beanie and I had baked a couple of days ago. I set the cookies on the breakfast bar and put out coffee mugs. When the coffee was ready, Terry and I sat at the counter sipping the coffee and eating the cookies.

Finally, Terry said, "Okay, where do we go from here?"

I shook my head and said, "I'm not sure." I thought for a moment, then said slowly, "I think it's time to do some research on this Advance Corporation. I Googled it on the drive back but came up with zilch. I think I'll see what I can find in the various databases the law firm subscribes to."

I was surprised at the thrill of anticipation I felt at the prospect of doing some research. Maybe I'd let my mind lie fallow too long. Something to think about when I had time.

"Let me know what you find out. I can ask someone at the department to look into it also." His phone was vibrating, and he picked it up to access the text message coming through.

Terry stared at his phone and mumbled something incomprehensible. I waited a moment, thinking he might clarify what he'd said but he was silent, still intent on reading whatever was on his iPhone. Patiently I waited, hoping he'd eventually tell me what was going on, if he could. I knew that in his role as consultant, he was sometimes still involved in certain cases at the police department and wasn't able to share details of his work.

I topped off my decaf and reached for another cookie, then stopped. Terry was looking at me with a worrisome look. "What?" I asked.

He cleared his throat, thought for a moment, then handed his phone to me. I glanced at the screen but couldn't make out what it said without my reading glasses. I stood, trying to remember where I'd last had them. I thought they were in my handbag, which was on the entry foyer table. Without a word to Terry, I went into the foyer and retrieved my glasses and returned to my seat at the kitchen counter. I could sense the tension in Terry and wished he'd just tell me what the message said. But evidently that wasn't the way it was going to be. He was expecting me to read what was on his phone for myself.

The phone was open to Terry's e-mail and on the screen was a densely worded e-mail from Jared Barnstable, the detective who'd worked on Kate's stalker case and who Terry had involved in my robbery, if that's what it was. 

My heart began to pound as I struggled to read and comprehend the words on the phone's small screen. What immediately grabbed my attention was the name Eleanor Vance. My nemesis, the woman whose actions had haunted me, was now missing.

I put the phone down, took a deep breath and a swallow of coffee, then picked up the phone again. I read the message through to the end, then read it again. Out of the corner of my eye as I read, I saw Terry stand, pour himself the last of the decaf, then begin to pace around the kitchen.

Finished with the second read through of Detective Barnstable's e-mail to Terry, I once again put the phone down, then turned to watch Terry's pacing.

Echoing my earlier words of the evening, I said, " Whatever is going on here?"

Terry sat back down at the counter and reached out for his phone. "Evidently, Eleanor Vance has done a vanishing act. You know she was released on parole almost a year ago. I've had Jared stay in touch with her parole officer."

I hadn't known that and shot Terry a quizzical look. He shrugged and said, "Just a precaution. I don't trust that woman."

Neither did I and with good reason. 

"Jared got a call from the parole officer saying that the Vance woman had missed her last check-in visit. He went to her apartment and found it cleaned out. The landlord didn't know anything about her leaving and told the parole officer she'd paid in advance for the apartment and was paid up for another three months."

"That's sort of  odd," I said. "People don't usually pay rent in advance like that do they?"

"Well, Eleanor Vance is not your normal person." Terry's voice was distracted. He was looking at the phone message again, as if he'd missed something. Finally, he said, "I think I'll give this parole officer a visit tomorrow and see what he knows."

"I'd appreciate that, Terry." I took a deep breath and said, "It gives me the creeps to think of that woman out there in the world. When she was first released from prison, I couldn't sleep at night, afraid that she was going to break into my house and kill me. At one point during her trial, she threatened just that."

"I heard about that from Kate," Terry said. "Your daughter was so worried about you. I remember she wanted you to come stay with them and couldn't understand why you refused."

I shook my head and said, "I didn't want to give Eleanor Vance that power over me. I appreciate you keeping her on your radar. I wish I'd known that. It might have made me feel safer."

Terry shook his head and said, "I thought it was better not to tell you. I didn't want you to think I didn't have confidence that you could take care of yourself."

"No matter," I said, getting up to put dishes in the dishwasher. 

Terry left a few minutes later, after offering to stay the night if I needed him to. He promised to call about the alarm system and to let me know about his visit to the parole officer. As I stood at the front door, watching Terry drive away, I thought again what a good friend he was. I was fortunate to have him in my life.

Unfortunately, all of that didn't enable me to have a good night's sleep. Thoughts of Eleanor Vance keep me awake most of the night. Very few people in my life had affected me the way she did. But there was nothing I could do at the moment about her. Hopefully, Terry would have news of her tomorrow. 

After an hour of tossing and turning, I got out of bed to do some surfing on the Internet. Once again, I tried to gather information on the mysterious Advance Inc. but had no luck. There were a couple of firms with similar names but none of them had a Rivermont connection that I could find. 

Despite myself, I started Googling Eleanor Vance. I wish I hadn't. I thought I knew everything there was to know about the woman but such wasn't the case. One of the first links in the page of search results led to an in-depth article on the Vance woman, written by one of the gossip monger journalists so prevalent on the Web.

I knew better but still I read the article, feeling chills of dread as the words rolled through my mind. 

"Financial Wizard Makes Your Money Disappear"
Picture a somewhat overweight fairy godmother who's minding your money. Her voice is soothing. Her charts and graphs are reassuring and encouraging, but not overly so.

Meet Eleanor Vance, an independent financial advisor, who at the time of this interview was serving an eight to 10 year sentence in a Federal prison located in southern Illinois. Following is an edited version of our Q & A session. It was surprising to this reporter that Ms. Vance agreed to an in-depth interview; as you'll see, she was amazingly open and candid, admitting her guilt and expressing remorse over her crimes. 

The interview took place a month before Ms. Vance's initial parole hearing. I can now report that she had been granted a conditional parole and is currently residing in Illinois. She works as a data entry clerk in a medical billing company. Most of the clerks employed by the firm work from home. But because of her criminal record, Ms. Vance works in the firm's small office, along with two other parolees. Ms. Vance declined a follow-up interview.

Eleanor Marjorie Vance grew up in a suburb of Chicago, the oldest daughter in a middle class family of a father, mother and a younger daughter and son. Vance's father was a postman, and her mother was an elementary school teacher. Vance was identified early on as a math whiz. Her parents permitted her to be transferred to a charter school in the city that specialized in math prodigies. 

Vance shared with me that she resented the transfer and had wanted to stay in her grade school with her friends. She admitted that she began to "act out," as she called it, getting into scrape after scrape with other boy and girls in her class. She was a stand out student in the charter school, and despite her bad behavior. her parents and teachers had high hopes for her. Eventually, according to Vance, she curbed her misbehavior and went on to graduate at the top of her class. She won a scholarship to the University of Chicago where she earned her undergraduate degree in less than three years. 

Her next stop was a master's degree program at Stanford University. But Stanford is evidently where the wheels began to come off the wagon in earnest. Inexplicably, she began to gain weight and was soon 100 pounds overweight. The excess weight gain curtailed her social life and sent her into a depression. 

Vance says it was somewhat of a miracle that she managed to keep up her studies and to earn her master's degree, despite her depression. She says she's not sure how she did it but she did. 

Her parents were unaware of the situation because Vance refused to come home for visits. Finally, when Vance was scheduled to graduate, her parents made the trip to California, in spite of Vance's insistence that they not come. Her parents were shocked to find an overweight, depressed daughter, a far cry from her former self. Her parents tried to get her to return to Chicago but she absolutely refused. 

I stopped reading the article but book-marked it in case I had the stomach to finish reading it sometime. 

After Vance's initial breakdown in court when she'd tried to attack me, I'd worried that she'd somehow get loose and attack me again. But of course that hadn't happened. She'd remained in prison during her subsequent appeals, and I'd managed to shove her to the back of my mind. Now here she was, front and center again. 

As I sat in front of the computer, I thought back to my various conversations with Terry about Eleanor Vance. I tried to remember his exact words when we'd discussed her and realized he'd talked around the subject. He'd never denied that he was keeping track of her but he'd also never told me he had Jared keeping an eye on her. For a moment, I felt a sense of betrayal, then realized that Terry had done this to protect me, not to deceive me. He was a good guy, and once again, I felt glad he was my friend. 
I briefly considered taking a sleeping pill but decided against it. I didn't like the fuzzy day after mental state sleeping pills gave me. I hate warm milk so that wasn't an option.  I finally resorted to my dependable method of relaxation -- playing solitaire on my iPad. 

Chapter 11

Thursday, October 22
The next morning I awoke to a ringing phone. I never used my landline, and usually the only calls on the landline were telemarketers. I let the call go to my answering machine, but grabbed the receiver when I heard Kate's voice saying, "Mom, Mom, pick up."

"Hi, baby," I said. "What's up?"

"Did I wake you? You sound half asleep."

"Umm," I began, then decided to go with honesty. "I couldn't sleep last night. What time is it?"

"After nine. You never sleep this late. It must have been a rough night."

"It was," I said, swinging my legs over the side of the bed and looking at the alarm clock on the bedside table. Then I asked, "What's up?"

Kate didn't answer immediately, and I wondered if something was wrong. Then she said, "Um, well, you know Beanie has a half day today, and I thought the three of us could do something this afternoon."

This was a break in our usual routine where Kate took Beanie to school, and I picked him up, and he and I hung out till dinner time when I deposited him at home. Usually when he had half days or whole days off, he spent his free time with me so that Kate could write. 

I thought I knew what was going on. "Has Terry talked to you this morning?"

Again, there was a hesitation before Kate answered. Then she said, "Yeah, busted. He's concerned about you and wants me to hang with you till he figures things out."

"Sweetie, that's thoughtful of Terry but it isn't necessary. I'm fine. And I'll be fine. No need to mess up our routine. Besides you have that deadline."

The final, final edits on Kate's next mystery were due at the end of the week, and I knew she was anxious to get them completed. 

"Mom, I'm worried about you. Terry told me that the Vance woman has vanished. I think we need to be concerned. I want you to come stay with us for a few days, till this is settled."

I didn't want to disrupt Kate's life, especially not when she should be worrying about her deadline and not about me. I quickly considered my options and then suggested, "Let me see if I can convince Terry to come stay here for a day or two, as long as it takes Jared and him to locate that woman." I hoped that would satisfy Kate. "And as for this afternoon, Beanie and I are planning to go to a Lego event at the library."

That got Kate's attention. "A Lego event? What in the world is a Lego event?"

I grinned into the phone. Success! I'd managed to distract my daughter. I proceeded to tell Kate about the Lego contest that one of the librarians had devised. Beanie was eager to participate in the building of weird and wonderful Lego contraptions, using the thousands of Legos the library provided. I was surprised he hadn't told his mother about it.  

"Well," Kate said. "I guess there's no need for both of us to go with Beanie to the Lego event." She paused, then continued, "I'm making crockpot lasagna for dinner. Why don't you stay and eat when you drop Beanie off?"

"That sounds great," I said. I wished her luck on her editing, and we said our good-byes. I sat there on the edge of the bed for a moment, thinking on the one hand how fortunate I was to have such a caring daughter. And then on the other hand, she was such a worry wart when it came to me and my safety. Well, you can't have one without the other. 

I got out of bed and went to the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. My next stop was the shower. Then I got dressed in slacks and a blouse, foregoing my usual jeans and tee shirt because of this afternoon's Lego event at the library. 

I poured coffee and got out yogurt and strawberries. I took my make shift breakfast into my home office and sat down at the computer to eat and surf. The object of my search was again going to be Eleanor Vance. Before starting, I called my daughter Lane's direct number at the Ramsey Group law office. 

"Hi, Mamacita," she said. "What's up?"

I explained that I was going to do some work on the Internet and was checking to see if the passwords had changed for the online databases the firm subscribed to. 

As I'd expected, the ever-curious Lane asked, "What kind of work are you doing?" Fortunately, I had an answer ready for her question.

With figuratively crossed fingers, I told my white lie. "Oh, just a bit of research for Katie-girl. She's finishing up some last minute edits and had a few facts that needed checking." I knew that answer would satisfy Lane's inquisitiveness. Anything to do with her sister Kate's writing was revered by Lane.

"Oh, of course. Hold on a minute." Lane put me on hold, something which the irritated the heck out of me but which she always did. At least the office had an upbeat, not too terrible hold music. A minute later, Lane was back, saying, "Here are the passwords for the databases." She began to rattle off the obscure password configurations, and I carefully wrote them on a 3 by 5 card, then read them back to Lane for verification.

I thanked Lane for her help and was surprised when she said, "See you tonight at Kate's" and hung up before I could ask what she meant. Then I realized what she meant. Kate had most likely invited her sister and brother to join us for dinner. The plot thickened. Evidently, Kate was calling in reinforcements and intended to getting Lane and David to join her in her attempts to keep me corralled and safe.

Feeling a bit grumpy, I turned my attention to the computer and found the bookmark for the first database I wanted to search. It had been awhile since I'd used the databases, hence the need for the updated passwords.

An hour later, I stood up from the computer, stretched and grabbed my coffee cup to take it to the kitchen for a refill. And what a productive hour it had been. I now thought I had a handle on Eleanor Vance. It was amazing what information those private databases the law firm subscribed to could provide. I now had tax records, health records, prison records, the whole kit and caboodle, to use one of my old-fashioned descriptors.

I'd printed out page after page of search results to read later but I'd managed to glean the high points of my efforts. I'd learned that evidently Eleanor Vance had been somewhat of a model prisoner during her years of incarceration. She'd worked in the prison library and had also taught math courses to prisoner students in the "school" a forward-looking warden had instituted. Vance had received glowing evaluations from the students and various prison administrators. That whole thing irritated me. This woman was a criminal and here she was getting accolades. It just didn't set right with me. I tried to talk myself out of my irritation, saying that rehabilitation was a good thing but didn't make much progress.

Vance's health records had some interesting information. She'd had a mild heart attack toward the end of her prison term and had been put on various medications and health routines. The prison doctor had insisted she undertake an exercise routine and a healthy diet. Her records indicated a slow but consistent weight loss and improvement in her blood pressure, cholesterol, triglycerides, and blood sugar readings.

I was particularly interested in the section of the health records that dealt with her psychotherapy. When she'd entered the prison, she'd been diagnosed with a low-grade depression and had been assigned to weekly therapy sessions with the prison psychiatrist. The health records contained notes from the sessions, and I printed the first few months out to see if it was worth going through what looked like thousands of pages of notes. I skimmed a few of the pages and saw that the psychiatrist had identified her as having a borderline personality disorder and tendencies to sociopathy. 

I was in complete agreement with the psychiatrist's diagnosis. Toward the end of Vance's trial, I'd noticed personality tendencies that gave me pause. It wasn't that I was exactly afraid of her. It was just that I felt something was seriously askew in her mental realm, and I preferred to not be alone with her. When I met with her, I had one of the firm's paralegals accompany me, just for my own comfort level. Mike eventually figured out what I was doing and began to accompany me himself. He urged me to drop Vance as a client but my sense of legal ethics wouldn't allow me to do so. She had the constitutional right to the best defense possible, and I had signed on to provide that defense.

On a lark, I printed out the notes from Vance's last session with her therapist, just prior to her release from prison. To my surprise, the psychiatrist expressed concerns about Vance's mental state. The doctor said Vance had developed coping skills that hid her mental instability. In fact, the doctor had argued against Vance's parole, saying she wasn't ready to rejoin society. But the positive recommendations Vance received from staff and other prisoners overrode the psychiatrist's concerns.

Reading the psychiatrist's final evaluation gave me pause. All those years of therapy hadn't "cured" or even improved Vance's mental instability. I didn't like the idea of her being out and about in society. I didn't necessarily think she was an imminent danger to me but it was always possible. 

I got out several file folders and organized the printouts into categories -- health, prison records, etc. I stacked the file folders by my computer and sat there thinking for a few minutes. The phrase "Know thy enemy" kept running through my mind. I felt as though I knew my enemy better than I had before my database searches but I had a hunch that there was still more to know. 

At 11, my cell phone rang, and I saw that it was Terry. It turned out that he'd contacted Bell Security, one of the leading security and alarm firms in Rivermont and had arranged for them to install a system that afternoon. I told him that Beanie were planning on going to the library, and Terry volunteered to come to my house while the installer was there. Grateful for his help, I thanked him profusely and checked to make sure he still had a key to my house. He did and said he'd be there at 1 o'clock when the installer was scheduled to arrive.

I spent the remainder of the morning catching up on household chores and making a surprise cheesecake to take to Kate's house for dessert. Then it was time to pick Beanie up from school. I parked in the lot across the street from Beanie's school and made a mad dash across the street. When Beanie and I returned, the cross walk was manned by the regular crossing guard, a retired Rivermont fireman who was one of Beanie's heroes. 

Beanie was so excited about the Lego event. He asked me, "Nanaw, do you have your iPhone so you can take pictures of what I build?" I assured him that I did indeed have my phone with me and was ready to shoot as many pictures as he wanted. I'd also brought my iPad along to entertain me while sitting there watching a gaggle of elementary school boys meticulously building wild and wonderful Lego creations. 

Beanie's Lego invention was a truly impressive space station, and it took second place in the contest. Beanie was delighted with the outcome and proudly carried his ribbon and certificate out of the library. 

I told Beanie we had to stop by my house so I could pick up the cheesecake I'd made earlier in the day. 

"Oh yum. I love your cheesecake," Beanie said.

"I know you do. That's why I made it."

As we drove to my house, Beanie informed me, "I'm going to build the same space station with my own Legos when we get home."

"I'll come watch you after dinner. By the way, your Mom invited Aunt Lane and Uncle David so it's going to be a big family thing."

"What about PopPop?" Beanie asked. 

What about PopPop, I thought, wondering if Kate had also invited Terry. Knowing her and all her plans for Terry and me my safety, I was sure she had.

Beanie came in with me to play with Sissy while I packed up the cheesecake. Just as we were getting ready to leave the house, my cell phone rang, and I saw that it was Terry.

"Hi, Chief," I said into the phone.

He laughed in response and said, "Hi yourself. Have you left for Kate's yet?" I was surprised that he knew my dinner plans, then realized that Kate must have invited him also -- of course. She was calling in all the reinforcements.

"Beanie and I were just on our way to out to the car," I said.

"Want a ride? I'm in the neighborhood."

I hesitated, a bit annoyed, thinking, 'I'm a big girl. I can take care of myself. I don't need a babysitter.' Then I banished those thoughts and made myself feel grateful that I had caring friends and family.

"That would be great. How soon will you be here."

"Well," Terry drawled out the word. "Actually, I'm just pulling into your driveway. I'll come in and show you how the alarm system works. It's so easy that even The Bean will be able to do it. "

I told Beanie that PopPop was going to drive us to Beanie's house but that first he was coming in to show us how to use my new alarm system. I made a quick detour to my computer where I grabbed the stack of Eleanor Vance file folders and shoved them in my carryall bag. I also put Beanie's portable DVD player in the bag, along with one of the Star Wars DVDs. 

Beanie had gone to the front door to let Terry in. I went into the entry foyer, and Terry gave us a lesson on how to turn the alarm on and off. He was right. The mechanics of setting the alarm were incredibly simple. I tried it a few times with success, and then Beanie had a great time setting it and disarming it. Finally, Terry called a halt to the alarm training and said it was time to go. 

I set the alarm then the three of us went out the front door, and I made sure to lock the dead bolt behind me as we left. I noticed a car in the driveway of the new neighbor's house. It looked like a Mercedes, quite an upscale vehicle for my middle class neighborhood. Beanie got in the back seat of Terry's Wrangler and I got into the front passenger seat. After saying hello, I asked, "Is that a Mercedes in the neighbor's driveway?"

Terry nodded and said, "Yeah, I noticed it. Sweet ride." Terry turned around and ruffled Beanie's hair and said, "Hi, sport. What's up with you?"

Beanie proceeded to tell his grandfather about the Lego event and his second place ribbon in the contest. "Nanaw took pictures. We'll show them to you when we get to my house. I'm going to build a space station at home just like the one I built at the library."

"Maybe I can help you with it?" Terry offered.

"That would be great!" Beanie said.

I pulled the DVD player and the Star Wars DVD out of my carryall bag and handed them back to Beanie. He was immediately engrossed in the movie. 

We drove along in silence for a few minutes, then Terry asked in a low voice, "Have you seen anymore of your new neighbor?"

I shook my head no and said, "Nope. Nosy that I am, I keep looking out my kitchen window, hoping to catch a glimpse of her but so far no luck."

Again, we drove along in silence for a few minutes, and then in a voice that only Terry could hear, I broached the subject of my Vance searches. Terry listened as I detailed what I'd found. He seemed particularly interested in Vance's weight loss.

"How much weight did you say she'd lost?"

"I didn't say but I can look it up." I pulled out the file folders and flipped through them to the one labeled "Health." I looked at what I'd printed out and found the page with Vance's weight record. "It looks like she lost 142 pounds."

"That's quite a weight loss," Terry said.

"You were going to tell me a story about someone you knew who lost weight like that. It was when I didn't recognize Laura Devon because of all the weight she'd lost. Remember?"

"Right," Terry said. "it's quite a story. He glanced at the dashboard clock and then back at Beanie who was engrossed in his movie and wearing the ear buds. said, "I think we have just enough time for me to do the story justice."

I couldn't help myself. I laughed out loud and got a quizzical look from Terry. He asked, "What's the laugh for?"

"Terry, don't you know you're famous, or maybe it's infamous, for your story telling." He gave me a faux indignant look as I said "Please, go ahead and tell me the story. I'm on the proverbial tenterhooks." 

He shook his head grinned but began the story. "A couple of years before I retired, we arrested a man for burglary. He'd broken into a computer store after hours and hauled away thousands of dollars worth of computers, printers, scanners, phones, game consoles, everything he could get his hands on. Fortunately, the store had a video security system that caught him on camera. The store owner recognized him as someone who came in and browsed but never bought anything. He didn't know the man's name but one of our unis knew him from  questioning him about some petty crimes in the neighborhood. We brought him in and made a definite identification from the video. He was arrested, arraigned and released on bail -- quite a high bail, in fact. $500,000 if I'm remembering correctly. His trial was scheduled for a date six months away.

"Oh, the most important part, the thing I didn't tell you is that the man weighed over 300 pounds -- we didn't have a scale that could weigh over 300 pounds. He was just a big blob. So the time approaches for his trial, and his attorney won a continuance based on medical issues. Finally, a year or so after the actual crime, the perp goes on trial. But lo and behold, he's lost major weight. Turns out he had one of those stomach stapling ops and he lost more than 150 pounds. 

"And another lo and behold, because of the weight loss, it turns out that he's no longer recognizable from the surveillance video. His attorney was able to get the charges dismissed. Amazing."

"So he just goes free?"

"Well, it seemed that way," Terry answered. "But sometimes justice has the last word. He was arrested again the next month for another burglary and this time the charges stuck, and he's currently serving a 10-year sentence in a California prison." 

Our conversation turned to other topics but in the back of my mind I kept thinking about Eleanor Vance and the possibility that because of her weight loss, she might now look so different that I wouldn't recognize her if I passed her on the street.

Chapter 12
Thursday, October 22
Three hours later, dinner at Kate's and a pleasant evening of time with the family, I was back home, courtesy of my daughter Lane who insisted on driving me home, despite Terry's assumption that he was taking me home. Lane came in for a few minutes to give us time to catch up. We hadn't had a chance to talk at Kate's.

It turned out that Lane had an agenda and that was the reason she'd been so insistent that she be the one to drive me home. 

We settled ourselves at the kitchen table with cups of decaf tea, and I said, "Okay, baby girl. What's on your mind?" 

As Lane toyed with her tea, I looked at my middle child. Lane was a natural beauty. Even without make-up, her face glowed. She had long, dark eyelashes and shapely eyebrows. Her auburn hair fell in waves around her shoulders, and she seemed to exude health and well-being. Kate and I sometimes commiserated that what little beauty we were able to achieve and which took us so long, came easily and naturally to Lane.

Then I saw something I'd never before seen in Lane's eyes -- fear and sadness. My heartbeat began to speed up, and I automatically reached out to take Lane's hands in mine.

"What's wrong, sweetheart?" I asked.

Tears came into Lane's eyes, and she lowered her head and didn't speak. Then she lifted her head, squeezed my hands and said, "I have breast cancer, Mom." My heart rate accelerated even more at hearing her words.

"Oh baby." I stood up and went to hug her. For a few moments, we clung together. Then I took a deep breath and instead of bombarding her with all my questions, I said a soft, "Tell me about it, sweetie," as I sat back down across from her.

"I do those regular breast exams that Dr. Deb recommends," Lane said, referring to the ob/gyn that Kate, Lane and I saw. Last month, I thought I found a lump, small but there. I went to the doctor, and she ordered a mammogram, which was inconclusive. Then she ordered a breast sonogram. That showed a lump in my left breast. She did a biopsy, a frozen section they call it. It turned out malignant so she did an immediate lumpectomy. But now I have to do 12 weeks of chemotherapy, followed by six weeks of radiation."

I wanted to ask what Dr. Deb's prognosis was but couldn't bring myself to say the words. I reached out my hands again and said, "You're a strong woman. I know you're going to be all right."

"That's what Dr. Deb tells me," Lane said. "But in the meantime, I have to take a medical leave from the firm. I've talked to David about it, and we agree that we want to ask you to come back on a temporary basis, until I'm done with treatment."

At first, Lane's words made no sense to me. Then I realized what she was saying, what she was asking. "But.." I started to say, then stopped. I couldn't refuse my daughter. Despite everything, I had to do this. I'd been happy to retire, happy to take on a new career of helping with Beanie and helping Kate with the legal requirements of her writing career. But now Lane and David needed my help. There was no way I could refuse Lane's request.

I swallowed my reservations and said a warm, "Honey, of course, whatever you need." Meanwhile my head began to spin at the thought of once again taking on the role of full-time attorney.

As if reading my mind and understanding my qualms, Lane said, "It would only be part-time and just till the treatments are over, and I'm back on my feet."

"Not a problem,:" I said, despite the protests raging through my mind. I loved my new life helping with Beanie, leaving behind the day-to-day hassle of the law firm, free to mostly do what I wanted when I wanted. I took a deep breath and vowed to keep my wayward thoughts and feelings under control and hidden from Lane. She needed my support, and I wanted to provide it, no matter what it meant to my life.

Tears rolled down Lane's cheeks and she brushed them away as she said, "Thanks, Mom. I knew I could count on you."

We began to discuss logistics and timelines. Lane said, "I start chemo day after tomorrow. I thought maybe you could come by the office tomorrow so I can brief you on the cases I'm currently handling. David has already taken over a couple of them so that should help keep your work load manageable. And of course, I know you'll want to continue to help with Beanie and take care of Kate's legal matters."

"Does Kate know?" I asked.

Lane hesitated, then admitted, "Yeah, I told Kate and David at the same time. I wanted to make sure they thought it would be all right to ask you to help out. I was hesitant about imposing on you but they both agreed you'd be more than happy to help."

"Kate and David were absolutely right -- they know me well." I thought about my schedule for tomorrow, then said, "I'll come in to the office after I drop Beanie off at school. You can brief me, and I can get things started before it's time to pick up Beanie."

"Kate said she'd be able to help with the drop off and pick up duties whenever necessary," Lane said. 

I nodded and said, "That's good to know. There may be times when I need her to do that."

"Thank you so much, Mom. You're the best." Tears came into Lane's eyes once again, and this time I handed her a napkin and said, "Here you go."

She wiped her eyes and blew her nose. I stood up and went to get the tea pot. After I'd topped off each of our cups, I sat back down at the kitchen table and reached out for Lane's hands. "Now, let's have the details of your treatment."

Lane proceeded to tell me what the chemotherapy entailed and where she was going to be treated. She followed that with the small amount of information she knew about the radiation. "The one bright spot," she said with her trademark grin, "is that neither the chemotherapy or radiation will cause me to lose my hair. Science has at last made that progress."

I grinned back, knowing how much Lane treasured her beautiful blond hair. I was happy that at least that wouldn't be a casualty of her treatment. 

We talked for a while longer, then Lane said she had an appointment with a client and had to leave. I hugged her good-bye and promised to see her bright and early the next day. I stood at my front door, smiling and waving as she drove away. When her little VW was out of sight, I leaned against the door jamb and began to sob. I'd held in my tears while Lane was there but now let my distress over my daughter take over.

After a few moments of uncontrolled weeping, I brushed away my tears and went into the powder room to blow my nose. I stood in front of the mirror, surveying the damage to my face. My make-up was gone and my hair had managed to come undone from its neat pony tail. No need for repairs, I thought. It's time for bed.

I went back into the kitchen and gave a patiently waiting Sissy her bedtime snack. I opened the refrigerator, surveying its contents but found nothing to my liking. From the pantry, I took a couple of Oreos and turned out the kitchen light.

Half an hour later, I was tucked in bed, iPad on my lap, a game of solitaire underway. As usual, I felt a twinge of guilt at my obsession with playing solitaire on my favorite device. Surely there was something more productive and worthwhile that I could do with my time. But playing solitaire relaxed me and eased me into a good night's sleep. I know the authorities, whoever they are, recommend against staring at electronic devices before bedtime, saying it interferes with sleep. In my case, staring at a device has the opposite effect, making me sleepy.

As I moved the cards around on the iPad screen, the back of my mind was hard at work, planning how the next few months of my life would play out. By the time, I'd won two games, I had organized my thoughts and quieted my concerns. My eyes fell closed and the iPad slipped from my lap to the bed, and I was out.

Chapter 13

Thursday, October 22
The next morning, I was up early. I'd awakened in the middle of the night with frantic thoughts about my wardrobe. Since retiring, I lived mainly in jeans and a variety of tops -- sweaters and sweatshirts in the winter and tee shirts and blouses in warmer weather. I'd donated most of my suits, my professional wardrobe, to an organization who outfitted less advantaged female job seekers. After obsessing over what to wear to the office, I'd managed to fall back asleep, vowing to check out my closet first thing in the morning.

And so I did. The alarm went off, and I leapt out of bed and headed to the bathroom for a quick shower. My next stop was my walk-in closet. Once crammed to capacity, the closet was now organized and not crammed with clothes. From my collection of work clothes, I'd kept a couple of suits, some dress slacks and blazers and a few dresses. I had enough to get me started but clearly a shopping trip was on my horizon. I dressed in my favorite suit, a navy wool pants suit that I paired with a white silk blouse. I considered heels but settled on flats, knowing I'd have to ease back into the uncomfortable shoe routine.

Sissy and I ate breakfast -- cat food for her and Margo food for me -- yogurt, berries and a gluten free croissant. I packed my briefcase with my laptop, a notebook and a few snacks. I had no idea what kind of food David and Lane kept in the office now so I wanted to be prepared. 

I set the alarm on the keypad by the garage door, gave Sissy a last pat on the head and went out into the garage. I put my briefcase in the back seat, then got in the front seat. I opened the garage door with the automatic opener and sat there for a moment, thinking about the day ahead of me. This felt so normal and yet so foreign. I used to do this every day but it had been years now since I'd done it. I took a deep breath and backed out of the garage and down the driveway, almost forgetting to close the garage door. 

I had to take Beanie to school before I headed into the office. A few days ago, Kate had asked me if I could drop Beanie off at school because she had an early morning doctor's appointment. When I pulled into Kate's driveway, Beanie was waiting at his front door for me. I loved seeing him there and loved the idea that he seemed to look forward to my arrival. As I came up the sidewalk, Kate joined Beanie at the door. She opened the door and folded me in her arms. 

She whispered in my ear so Beanie couldn't hear, "I'm so sorry I couldn't tell you about Lane. I really wanted to. I needed to talk to you. But she made me promise not to say a word. She wanted to be the one to tell you." Kate held onto me as she whispered.

"Hush, baby. Everything will be all right," I whispered back. To my surprise, Beanie joined in what he must have considered a group hug. I reached down and squeezed him, then separated myself from Kate. I stood back and surveyed my grandson. "It looks like the Bean is ready for school." I turned to Beanie and said, "Please go grab your backpack, and we'll be on our way. We don't want to be late."

Being late to school was a particular horror of Beanie's. It had never happened but I knew Beanie worried about it every day. Just like his Uncle David, I thought. Lane and Kate could have cared less. They never worried about anything connected with school. David had been our worry wart, and now it looked like Beanie might following his uncle's footsteps.

Beanie ran upstairs to get his back pack, and Kate took advantage of his absence to talk to me. "I didn't realize you were going to the office today. I could have dropped Beanie at school."

I smiled, pointed to my suit and said, "Yeah, I'm going in today -- hence the office uniform."

"It's not a problem," I told her. "It's on my way, and I didn't want you to be late for your doctor's appointment. What's that all about, anyway?"

To my surprise, Kate blushed, then smiled. "The appointment is with Dr. Deb." She must have seen the look of alarm on my face and quickly added, "I might be pregnant."

I gave out a whoop of joy and hugged her. We stood there for a moment, then Kate said softly, "How did Lane seem to you?"

"Good, I said. "She seemed good. She's a strong woman, and it sounds like she has all her ducks in a row."

"Oh, Mom, I'm so worried about her. Cancer..." Kate's voice trailed off as Beanie returned to the entry foyer, fumbling to get his backpack on. 

Kate accompanied Beanie and me out to my car. As Beanie strapped himself in, Kate asked

"I know Lane and David appreciate you filling in. And I can do whatever you need as far as Beanie is concerned. I know there will be times when you can't do the drop off or pick up."

"Not to worry. We'll work things out." I was doing my best to keep my thoughts and words positive. My kids need me to be strong. Feeling sorry for ourselves or commiserating over this unfortunate turn of events would serve no good purpose.

I got behind the wheel and started the car. "I'll let you know about picking Beanie up from school. I think I'll be available to do it. I can't imagine having a client appointment that soon."

Chapter 14

Thursday, October 22
But it turned out I was wrong about that. To my surprise, I did end up having a client appointment in late afternoon and had to have Kate pick up Beanie at school. 

The day started out well. Lane and I met in her office for her to fill me in on the pending  cases she was turning over to me. By the time we finished up, it was noon, and I was starving. By 10 o’clock, I’d already eaten the snacks I’d brought with me, plus an apple from Lane. 

I convinced David and Lane that we should go out for lunch rather than ordering in, which was what they wanted to do.

I laughed and said, “I’m going stir crazy in here. I’m sued to  being out and about. I need to see the sun.”

David and Lane finally caved, and we headed to a nearby pizza place. During lunch, David and Lane continued my orientation. I would have preferred to talk about anything but work. However, I knew they were concerned about the firm and wanted to make sure the transition was a smooth one.

When we got back to the office, Rachel, our receptionist handed me a message, saying, “You have a potential new client!” 

“Oh? A new client for me?”

“Yes.”  She pointed to the slip of paper in my hand and said, “Her name is Ms. Harper Smith.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Who?” I admit my voice was shriller and more demanding than it needed to be. “Why on earth would this woman make an appointment with me?” I demanded.

Rachel reacted by taking a step back and saying in a soft voice, “The woman said her name was Harper Smith. Like it says on the message.” She gestured at the message again, then got up from her desk and left the reception area. 

“What was that all about?” David asked. 

I shook my head and said, “I’ll apologize to Rachel. I didn’t mean to take my shock out on her. Harper Smith is my new next door neighbor. I was just surprised to hear her name.”

I looked down at the message Rachel had handed me and saw that besides the name Harper Smith, it contained two phone numbers and an address, right next door to me. I couldn’t figure out what was going on here. I just met the woman once. How could she know I was back in the office. None of this made sense.

I looked at David and then at Lane and said,  “I’m sorry that I upset Rachel. I’ll go find her and apologize.”

I found Rachel in the break room, drinking a cup of coffee. I stood by the table where she sat and said, “I’m sorry if I upset you, Rachel. I was just so shocked at hearing Harper Smith’s name. She’s my new next door neighbor, and I’ve only seen her once for just a moment. I couldn’t understand how she knew I back working in the office. Hardly anyone knows.”

“I overreacted, Mrs. Ramsey. I’m not upset. Please, can we just forget this whole thing.”

I sat down at the small table across from Rachel and patted her arm. “Forgotten. Thank you for understanding.” I stood up, smiled at Rachel and walked out of the break room. 

I met Lane and David in Lane’s office, now mine. “I think Rachel’s fine. At least I hope she is.”

David nodded, then offered, “Do you want me to take the appointment for you?”

I thought a moment, then said, “Thanks, but I’m fine with it. Why don’t we sit down for a moment, and I’ll tell you about my former neighbor Georgia. ”

I gave them the details of Georgia’s move, what little I knew about that. Then I told them about our road trip to Springfield and bringing Georgia back to Rivermont for a visit with Jeff and Liz Martin. I mentioned my one meeting with my neighbor but didn’t say anything about the intruder. However, David interrupted my narrative to say, “Mom, Kate told us that someone got into your house and that Chief DeAngelo had a detective and CSU check things out.”

“Of course Kate told you. I should have known she would. I just didn’t want to worry you two for no reason, And that’s especially true now...” I let my voice trail off, not wanting to mention Lane’s condition.

David and Lane let that go. Lane stood up and came over to hug me. “Mom, I’m going to leave now,” she said. I have some errands to run. I’ll call you tonight.” She turned to David and said, “Please, call me with any questions. And I’ll be back here, hard at work before you know it.”

I stood up and hugged Lane. “I can take you to your chemotherapy session tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Mom, but Kate’s got this one. I’ll be taking you up on your offer eventually.”

“Don’t forget your brother’s always available,” David said, putting his arm around Lane’s shoulders. 

David and Lane left what was now my office, Lane promising to talk to me soon. I went to sat behind Lane’s desk and looked around the room. Lane had filled it with things special to her: photos, artwork, knickknacks on the shelves. It was a warm, comfortable place, and I had no desire to change it. I was only the temporary occupant, and I wanted to preserve it for Lane, to welcome her back to her life when she was through with her ordeal.

I opened the laptop and scrolled through the various programs and features. Because of my ongoing connection to the law firm's website and the legal work I did for Kate, most things were familiar to me. I did notice one feature new to me: the laptop was tied in to the firm’s security system. I could see video from the surveillance cameras throughout the office’s public areas. The system also had an option for cameras to record each office, either video or audio only. But those had to be manually operated. I knew this was because of privacy concerns and client confidentiality. Permission had to be obtained from clients to record the client/attorney meetings, 

I thought about that for a moment, then tested out the recording system. I did a playback and saw just Lane’s office with me sitting at the desk. So at least I knew how to correctly operate the system. I decided I would ask Harper Smith for permission to record our meeting. 

For a few minutes, I just sat there, eyes closed, thinking how my life had changed, literally over night. I was more than happy to do whatever I could for Lane but I was going to miss my life with Beanie and the freedom it afforded me. Trying to find the upside of my new situation, I told myself that once things were back to my normal, I'd be much more appreciative of my life. 

I heard a light knock on my office door and said, "Come in?" The door opened and a tall, red-haired young woman stood there, looking in at me. I thought I recognized her as the new associate David and Lane had hired a few weeks ago. I'd met her in passing during one of my visits to the office. But for the life of me I couldn't remember her name. 

I put on a warm smile and said, "How may I help you?"

"I wanted to welcome you to the office, Mrs. Ramsey. My name is Sophie, Sophie Wellington. I'm the new associate. We met briefly one of the days you came into the office."

"Of course, Sophie. Come in. Is there anything I can do for you? Have a seat."

"Thank you but I have to get back to my desk. It's piled up with work. There's so much to learn, being new and all."

"I'm sure you'll do fine," I told her. Then I had a sudden thought. "Sophie, do you have anything on your calendar at 3:30 this afternoon? I have a new client coming in, and it might be helpful for you to sit in on the meeting. You can see how we interview a client, and you could take notes for me. I've been away from this for awhile, and I might be a bit rusty."

Sophie hesitated, then said, "I don't have anything on my calendar. It would be great to sit in on the meeting. And I'd be happy to take notes."

"Good, good. I'll see you at 3:30 then. And thank you. I appreciate it." The young woman gave me a wide smile and backed her way out of my office. I thought, "What a pretty girl," then berated myself for the word "girl." She was a woman, not a girl. I tried to remember what David and Lane had told me about her background but the only fact I could come up with was that she had a sister on the Rivermont police force who worked with Jared Barnstable. 

I spent the rest of the afternoon before the meeting with Harper Smith skimming through the files Lane had turned over to me. Lane specialized in family law, probably the most emotional aspect of the legal business. The stack of files included divorces, estate settling, adoptions, and even one emancipation case. That one was fascinating. A young teenage girl wanted to be emancipated from her parents because they were trying to send her to a church camp that did mental work on gays. I put that file into a special pile, ones that I wanted more help from Lane on.

At 3:15, I stood up, stretched and went to the rest room. I touched up my make-up, then stopped in the break room to get a cup of coffee. I thought about having a snack but wasn't hungry. Our lunch had been both delicious and filling. 

As I left the break room, I met Sophie in the hallway, heading toward my office.

"Hi there," I said. "Come on in." Sophie followed behind as I went into my office. I left the door open and headed toward the small round conference table in one corner of the room. The table overlooked a floor-to-ceiling window, that in turn overlooked a small lake. The Ramsey Group offices were located in an industrial park in the center of Rivermont. The wooded park had several small lakes, with fountains in the center. Walking trails crisscrossed the grounds, along with picnic tables and park benches. Locating the office there had been Mike's idea. He thought the woods and the lakes added a peaceful ambience to a profession that was anything but peaceful. 

I gestured toward the table and said to Sophie, "Please, have a seat. I thought we'd sit at the table. It's a little less imposing than me seated behind the desk."

I sat in the chair next to Sophie and began to tell her that our new client was. "I've only met Harper Smith once, very briefly. She's my new next door neighbor. I have no idea why she set up an appointment with me. I wasn't even aware that she knows that I'm an attorney. And there's no way she knew I had come back to the office. But all of that aside, she's going to be here at 3:30."

Just then there was a buzz, and Rachel's voice came over the intercom. "Ms. Ramsey, your 3:30 appointment is here."

I stood up and went over to the intercom. I pressed the button and said, "Rachel, could you please bring her back to my office?"

I found myself feeling a slight dread at the thought of the woman coming down the hall to my office. I hadn't liked Harper Smith when I met her. I couldn't explain why I didn't like her, I just didn't. I wondered if I might arrange to have her become David's client rather than mine, as he'd offered. That was always a possibility.

As Harper Smith came through my office door, I heard a barely audible gasp from Sophie. "Drat," I thought. I'd forgotten to tell Sophie what an absolute knockout Harper Smith is.

Rachel closed the door behind Harper Smith, and I walked over to shake her hand. "Ms. Smith. How good to see you again." I turned to Sophie, then said to Harper Smith, "Let me introduce one of our associates, Sophie Wellington."

Sophie held out a hand to shake Harper Smith's hand. I could see that the young woman was trying not to stare at Harper Smith. It was obvious that anyone who met the woman was going to be bowled over by her absolutely perfect beauty.

"Let's sit down," I said to Harper Smith. She took a seat directly across from the chair I took. Sophie sat next to me, her eyes still glued to Harper. 

"Now," I began. "How can we be of service?"

Harper placed her handbag on the table and drew out a thick sheaf of papers. As Harper began to arrange the papers in front of her on the table, I cleared my throat and said, "Ms. Smith, if you don't mind, may I ask how you knew I was an attorney? And how you knew I was back in the office?"

She looked at me with a slight frown and said, "Why, Chief DeAngelo told me you were an attorney the other day when he and I spoke. And I assumed you'd be at your office. Have you been away?"

I hesitated before answering, then said, "Yes, I've been away, but I'm back now." I didn't see the need to explain my retirement and subsequent return. I was surprised at the dislike I felt for this woman. My usual reaction to new people is to like them unless they give me a reason not to. I didn't think Harper Smith had done anything to annoy me but I certainly felt annoyed at her. It was probably her beauty that was irritating me. 

I took a deep breath and tried to reign in my negative emotions. "Now, Ms. Smith, what is it you need?"

Harper Smith handed me the file folder on top of the pile. I flipped through the folder and saw that it was a will dated two years ago. 

Harper said, "First, I would like to update my will. Next, I would like to set up a trust and third, I want to establish a charitable foundation."

I glanced over at Sophie who was sitting there still open-mouthed, as if enthralled with this woman. That added to my annoyance, and once again I made an effort to control my feelings. I made a few notes on my legal pad, then remembered that I'd wanted to video tape the meeting. I stood up and looked down at Harper Smith, saying, "Ms. Smith, if you have no objection, it would be helpful if I recorded our meeting." I stood there waiting for her reply. She looked somewhat taken aback at my request but finally nodded and said, "Of course. I don't see a problem with that."

I walked over to my desk and with a few keystrokes on the computer set up the recording. I went back to the table and reached for the stack of papers in front of Harper. One by one, I went through them, handing each to Sophie as I finished with it. I noticed with approval that as Sophie skimmed through each document, she wrote something on her notepad. I glanced over and saw that it was a list, an inventory of the documents. I made a mental note to compliment her on the idea of the list and to ask her to type it up.

As I went through the papers, I was surprised to see how wealthy this woman was. I was also surprised that she was living in what was a relatively inexpensive house in a middle class subdivision. With her wealth, she could be living somewhere much more upscale than River Bluffs.

The most interesting of the documents was the one that outlined the charitable foundation Harper wanted to establish. I read the proposal a second time before passing it along to Sophie. I made a couple of notes about the foundation, then said to Harper, "Tell me about the foundation." I thought I saw a hint of surprise in Harper's eyes as she considered her answer.

She cleared her throat and looked around, saying, "Could I have some water?"

Sophie stood, as if to fulfill Harper's request. I nodded and gestured toward a mini fridge in one corner of the office. Sophie opened the fridge and took out three bottles of water and brought them back to the conference table. Harper opened hers and took several long swallows, then put the cap back on the bottle and leaned back in her chair. Neither Sophie nor I touched our water.

"My foundation is designed to support women who have been paroled or released outright from prison. The foundation would offer a halfway house where the women could live as long as they needed. It would give them training in finding a job, writing a resume, interviewing, how to dress, all the necessary skills and support to get them back into society."

"I notice that you've designated the name of the foundation as the "Harper Smith Charitable Foundation," with no indication of what the purpose of the foundation is," I said.

Harper nodded and said, "That was deliberate. I see no reason for the foundation's beneficiaries to advertise the reason or background of their assistance."

Once again, I noticed Sophie writing on her notepad. This time it appeared that her notes were much lengthier. I wondered why the foundation had evidently gotten more of her interest.
I was curious as to why Harper Smith had chosen ex-convicts as the beneficiaries of her foundation. I tried to think of a non-threatening way to ask the question, when Sophie did it for me.

"Helping formerly imprisoned women regain a place in society is quite an admirable cause, Ms. Smith," the young associate said, with what sounded like genuine admiration in her voice. I wondered if she was sincere.

"Yes, I decided that it's a cause I want to support," Harper said.

Sophie continued with, "How did you come to choose it?"

I watched both women carefully, glad that Sophie was taking the lead on this line of questioning so that I could observe our potential client. Part of my mind was shouting, "I don't like this woman. I do not want her as a client." But another part of my mind was fascinated with the woman and wanted to know what made her tick, what brought her to my doorstep, why she was doing this foundation, and most of all, how did she become so freaking beautiful.

Harper gave Sophie a thin smile and answered the question with a shrug and the words, "Who knows? It just seemed to speak to me."

I knew instantly that the woman was lying. She had a reason for her choice but didn't want to share it. I debated with myself on how to proceed. I didn't want to take on Harper Smith as a client but was hesitant to refuse her business outright. The whole situation felt uncomfortable. With my dislike for the woman, I felt I wouldn't be able to give her full representation.

Sophie sat forward in her chair and opened her bottle of water. I wondered if the young woman was sensing my dislike of Harper Smith and my reluctance to take her on as a client.

Sophie put the cap back on the water, then said, "Ms. Smith, would you be willing to leave your paperwork with us so that we can go over it more thoroughly?"

Harper nodded and said, "Of course. Not a problem. I have copies."

I sat there silently, in my mind applauding Sophie's approach. Rather than refusing the woman outright, Sophie was buying us time. 

Sophie stood up, followed by Harper Smith. I stood also, watching the interaction between the two women. Sophie stretched out her hand to Harper and said, "Thank you for coming in, Ms. Smith. We'll be back in touch." The two women shook hands, and then Harper turned to me with her hand outstretched. I was surprised at how much I didn't want to shake her hand. I was puzzled by my negative reaction to this woman. It wasn't normal for me. My usual approach is one of acceptance. Trying to hide my reluctance, I shook hands with Harper.

Sophie said, "Let me show you out." The two women left my office, leaving the door open. I sat back down at the conference table and took a long drink of water and waited. Somehow I knew Sophie would be returning. Finally, the young woman stood in my doorway. "Come in," I said, and Sophie came in, closed the door behind her and sat down across from me. For a moment, neither one of us spoke. 

Then Sophie said, "I hope I didn't overstep?"

I shook my head and said, "No, not at all." I took a deep breath and said, "I think I owe you an explanation. I'm not sure why I've taken such an instant dislike to Harper Smith but I have. I really don't want to take her case. It feels awkward having her as a next door neighbor and a client."

"I did pick up on your reluctance." Sophie paused, then continued, "I think perhaps Ms. Smith did also. On the way out, she asked me to put in a good word for her with you. I made some noncommittal comment, pretending I didn't know what she was talking about."

I smiled at Sophie and said, "Thank you. That was perceptive of you."

"So what are we going to do?" Sophie asked.

I thought for a moment, then said, "Well, the firm certainly doesn't need the business. We have more than enough clients to keep us busy. I think we'll refer her to another firm, one with experience in establishing foundations. We can tell her that isn't one of our areas of expertise."
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"Do you want me to handle notifying her about the decision?" Sophie said.

"Thanks, Sophie, I appreciate the offer. But this was my decision and it's something I have to do myself." As I said the words, I wished my conscience would let me foist this chore off on Sophie but no such luck.  The young woman stood up and said, "Is there anything else I can do for you?"

"No, thanks. That's all for now. Sorry for the waste of your time." 

"Not a problem," Sophie said.

I picked up the sheaf of papers Harper Smith had left with us. "Could you messenger these back to Harper Smith tomorrow morning, please? I'm going to call her this afternoon to let her know we won't be taking her on as a client. When I talk with her, I'll give her the names of a couple of attorneys who specialize in foundation work."

"I'll arrange for the messenger," Sophie said as she left my office. 

I stayed seated at the conference table, mulling over the past hour. In all my years as a practicing attorney, I hadn't ever having turned down a client. Mike had turned down two clients whose ethics or lack thereof he couldn't stomach. It had turned out that he was right to turn them down. Both of them had ended up in jail.

I was surprised at my negative reaction to Harper Smith. But it was water over the bridge, or something. I stood up and went over to my desk.

I flipped through Lane's rolodex till I found the names and contact information for the two attorneys I was going to refer to Harper Smith. I was tempted to handle this whole client refusal chore through e-mail. I dreaded talking to the woman. That was enough to convince me that I had to do it in person, no matter how much I hated the idea. 

I decided there was no time like the present. I packed up my briefcase and left my office. On the way out, I ran into Sophie, who was also leaving for the day. She gave me a questioning look, and I said, "I'm going to drop by Harper Smith's house to give her our decision -- " I shook my head, smiled and said, "My decision."

"I'm going with you," Sophie said.

"That's not necessary. I can do this by myself." But I felt a sense of relief and hoped that Sophie insisted on going along -- which she did.

"I'm going with you," she repeated. I nodded and went to say goodnight to my son. David's office door was open, and I stood in the doorway to say, "I'm out of here."

David stood up from his desk and came over to the office door. "So how was your first day?"

"Interesting, very interesting. I'll tell you about it tomorrow. I think you'll enjoy my tale. I know your father would have."

David gave me a hug, and I joined Sophie at the front door. I gave her directions on how to find Harper Smith's house, and we walked out the front door together.

Chapter 15

Thursday, October 22
Twenty minutes later, I pulled into my driveway with Sophie close behind. We got out of our cars, and Sophie walked over to where I stood. She asked, "Did you call Ms. Smith to let her know we were coming?"

I felt the flush of embarrassment on my face as I said, "Well, no, I didn't. If she isn't home, I'll do it another time." By the light of the street lights, I could see the slight frown on Sophie's face, but chose to ignore it. With me leading the way, we walked down my driveway and up Harper Smith's sidewalk. I was relieved to see the house was ablaze with both outdoor and indoor lights. I rang the doorbell and waited for some sound from inside. After a few moments, I once again rang the bell. This time, we heard a far off voice say, "Coming."

The front door swung open, and Harper Smith stood framed in the doorway. She'd changed out of the business suit she'd worn earlier at the office and now wore a multi-colored caftan that swirled around her legs. She looked surprised to see us, as I'd expected. But it didn't look like it was a pleasant surprise to her. She definitely looked irritated. Her greeting to us was a brisk, "Yes? What can I do for you?"

I gathered up my courage and said, "We're so sorry to come by without calling. Would you have a few minutes to talk with us?"

Without a word, Harper stood aside and gestured to us to come in. I went in first, followed by Sophie. I knew it had been rude for me to not have called Harper to request a few minutes of her time. But for some reason, talking to her on the phone seemed even more disagreeable to me than just dropping by. Harper led us into her living room, and I couldn't help staring at the decor. She'd taken Georgia's comfy, homey residence and made it into a showplace. Done in black, white and red, the living room was stunning. The fireplace was now black tile, and two elegant chandeliers hung over the dining area. Two long white sofas stretched out in front of the fireplace, and red cushions were scattered on the sofa. I wondered how I'd missed seeing all this furniture delivered, given my habit of watching neighbors' houses out my kitchen window.

Harper sat down on one of the sofas and motioned for Sophie and me and to sit on the other. She looked at us intently and repeated the words she'd used at the front door. "What can I do for you?"

I hesitated but finally said, "Ms. Smith, I wanted to thank you for considering our law firm. But unfortunately I'm going to have to refer you to another attorney, someone with more expertise in establishing a charitable foundation." I reached into my briefcase and pulled out the paper with the names of the attorneys I was referring to Harper Smith. I stood and walked the few steps to where Harper sat. At first, she didn't move, didn't reach out to take the paper from me. In the back of my mind I interpreted her lack of action as a refusal to accept my decision. Then, slowly, she reached out a hand and took the paper from me. She looked down at the names and read them aloud. She placed the paper on the coffee table in front of the sofa where she sat and looked up at me, not speaking. I moved backward and again sat on the sofa next to Sophie.

The three of sat there in silence for a few beats, then Sophie spoke, her voice tentative. "Ms. Smith, I would be very interested in taking your case. I would have to do some research on charitable foundations but I'd welcome the opportunity to learn." 

I was surprised at Sophie's words. My second reaction was that she was overstepping. Sophie looked over at me, waiting for my reaction but I didn't say anything. I glanced at Harper Smith to see how she was reacting to Sophie's offer. Harper's face was expressionless as she watched me, evidently waiting to hear my thoughts.

Honestly, I was at a loss for words. Sophie should not have offered to take on Harper Smith as a client without clearing it with me first. She was a new, relatively inexperienced associate at the firm with no authority to take on clients. I stood up and turned to face Harper Smith.

"Ms Smith, my associate and I will be leaving now." Sophie stood and followed behind me as I headed for the front door. 

Harper Smith spoke, her voice somewhat loud and demanding. "I'd like to take Ms. Wellington up on her offer to represent me."

I turned and said, "I'm sorry, Ms. Smith but that won't be possible." I walked out the front door, surprised at the wave of anger I felt toward Harper Smith and Sophie Wellington. My first day back at the office certainly wasn't ending well. 

I started toward my house, calling over my shoulder to Sophie to follow me. Inside, after Sophie and I hung our coats on the coat rack in the entry foyer, I instructed her to have a seat in the living room. I went into the kitchen stood at the kitchen window looking over at Harper Smith's house. I drank a glass of water and counted to 100, trying to dissipate the anger I was feeling. I wasn't sure who I was most angry at -- Sophie for overstepping her bounds or Harper Smith for her complicity in that overstepping.

Finally, my feelings somewhat under control, I came into the living room and in a chair across from where Sophie was sitting. I could tell how nervous she was and rightly so.

"Sophie, I assume you're aware of how inappropriate your offer to Harper Smith was. You don't yet have the authority to offer to represent a client. I appreciate your willingness to learn a new area but you absolutely should have discussed the matter with me before saying anything."

Sophie nodded and said, "Yes, you're right. I know. I didn't think before speaking. I was caught up in the moment." Her head was down, and she wasn't meeting my eyes. I waited for her to look at me before answering her.

Finally, she lifted her head and looked into my eyes. I thought I detected a hint of tears in her eyes and wasn't sure what I thought about that. She needed to be tough in this business, she needed a backbone. But she also needed to be aware of what to do and what not to do. 

"That's all well and good, Sophie, but as an attorney, you can't get caught up in the moment. You have a responsibility, an undeniable obligation to the law. At the moment, you are not fully trained in upholding the law. You're dependent on the senior attorneys at the firm to guide your training. You could do a disservice to potential clients and to the firm by undertaking duties you're not fully trained for."

Again, Sophie nodded but didn't speak. 

I stood up and said, "I'm sorry this turned out to be such a difficult situation. Let's put it behind us and start anew tomorrow."

Sophie stood up and said, "Yes, thank you. That's a good idea."

Without another word, she grabbed her coat and left. I stood at the front door and watched her drive away. I knew I would have to tell David about Sophie's actions. I tried to predict what my son's reaction would be but finally gave up.

Chapter 16

Thursday, October 22

Half an hour later, I was seated at my kitchen counter, eating a bowl of soup left over from last night's dinner. As I ate, I realized I wasn't tasting the soup. My mind was so rattled that I wasn't aware of anything but what had transpired with Sophie Wellington. 

I saw a flash of headlights move from the street into Harper Smith's driveway. Ever  the stalker, I stood and walked over to the window to get a better look at who was visiting Harper. To my surprise, it looked like Sophie's car in Harper's driveway. I moved back a bit from the sight line of the window but still was able to see the figure emerge from the car and go up the sidewalk. The light from the street light revealed the red hair and black London Fog raincoat of The Ramsey Group's new associate. 

What on earth was Sophie doing at Harper Smith's house. I wasn't happy at all about this development. Had Sophie left something at Harper's and returned to pick it up? That seemed like the most logical conclusion. Gloves, perhaps? Or a notebook? I thought back trying to remember what if anything Sophie had carried with her into Harper's house. But nothing came to mind. 

For the next hour or so, I stayed in the kitchen. I rinsed out my soup bowl and put it in the dishwasher, then started the dishwasher with its day's accumulation of dishes. I turned on the television set that occupied a corner of the kitchen counter and watched a newscast with one part of my mind while another part kept watch over Sophie's car in Harper's driveway.

All the while, my mind was racing. Sophie had been in Harper's house too long for it to be a simple matter of retrieving something she'd left there. I was getting a bad feeling about this situation. In fact, I was getting a bad feeling about Sophie Wellington. I didn't know the woman well enough to understand what she might be up to. 

Finally, more than an hour after she'd arrived, I saw Sophie come down the sidewalk and get into her car. The lights were out in my kitchen and the television screen faced away from the window so I didn't think Sophie could see me watching her through my kitchen window. She backed out of Harper's driveway and was gone. I stood there at the counter, still looking out the window although there was nothing to see. I couldn't decide what to do. 

Later, as I got ready for bed, I made up my mind to confront Sophie tomorrow morning, albeit in as non-confrontational manner as possible. I would ask her what had caused her to return to Harper Smith's house and what had kept her there for such a long time.

Chapter 17

Friday, October 23
The next morning, as luck would have it, Sophie wasn't in the office. David came by my office to tell me she'd called in sick. 

"Did she say what was wrong with her?" I asked, wondering if it was a real illness or something else.

"I didn't actually talk to her. She left a message on the office answering machine saying she wasn't feeling well and was going to take a sick day."

"Hmm," was my noncommittal response. 

David gave me a quizzical look and said, "Mom, what's going on? Is there something you need to tell me." 

I considered my options, then nodded and motioned for David to have a seat. Rather than sitting in one of the client chairs facing my desk, David perched himself on the edge of the desk and said, "Okay, spill."

And spill I did. I went through yesterday's whole chain of events, starting with the fact that my new would-be client was also my new next door neighbor. David hadn't known about Georgia moving and expressed his surprise. I filled him in on the trip to Springfield and what I'd learned about the exorbitant price Harper Smith had paid for Georgia's house. 

"What kind of legal services does this Smith woman need?" David asked, cutting to the heart of the matter.

"Mostly, the normal estate planning stuff," I answered. "The one difference is that she wants to set up a charitable foundation. And that's what gave me an out, a legitimate reason to not take her on as client."

Again, David gave me a quizzical look. "You turned her down as a client?"

I nodded and said, "I don't like the woman. For whatever reason, I disliked her from the moment I met her. And we certainly can afford to turn down clients we don't want to work with."

David agreed, saying, "That's true. The firm's in great shape. We're super busy and that's the reason we hired Sophie."

"And that brings me to the most difficult part of this situation," I said. "Last night, Sophie and I went to Harper Smith's house to tell her we weren't taking her on as a client and to give her the names of attorneys with expertise in setting up charitable foundations. At the end of the conversation, on her own, Sophie offered to work with Harper, citing it as a perfect opportunity to learn about establishing foundations."

"Whoa," David said. "Sophie definitely should not have done that."

"I know," I said. "I shut it down right away. I took Sophie back to my house, where I let her know in no uncertain terms that she had overstepped the bounds of her authority. When she left, I thought she understood that it was a no-go as far as Harper Smith being a client of the firm was concerned."

"And that's fine with me," David said.

"Except," I said, drawing the word out. "It evidently was not fine with Sophie. An hour after driving away from my house, Sophie was back. But this time she pulled into Harper Smith's driveway. She stayed there more than an hour."

David shook his head and grinned at me. "I see you're up to your old tricks, spying on neighbors out your kitchen window."

I have to admit I blushed a bit at David's light-hearted accusation. I also have to admit that I get a kick out of it when my kids tease me my about my kitchen window activities. I want them to feel comfortable about pulling my chain sometimes.

"This time you should be glad I did. David, I'm concerned about Sophie's visit to Harper Smith. I had planned to talk with her about it today but now she's out sick."

"You can do it tomorrow," David said, then shook his head. "No, tomorrow's Saturday. It will have to wait until Monday."

That didn't set well with me but I knew I had to accept it. One tiny part of me was tempted to confront Sophie at home, sick or not. But my more rational, empathetic side took over and I discarded my confrontation idea. 

After David left my office, I went through the mail and made a few phone calls. It was difficult to concentrate  because my mind was obsessing with Harper Smith and Sophie Wellington. I wanted to know what was going on there. Finally, at noon, I decided to work at home for the rest of the day, until it was time to pick up Beanie from school. I packed up my laptop and a few client files. I'd also retrieved Sophie's personnel file and added it to the stack of files in my computer case. I said good-bye to David and Rachel and apologized to David for my desertion. I explained that I needed a change of scenery to clear my head. 

On the drive home, I tried to talk myself out of my desire to confront Harper or Sophie -- or both -- about their visit last night.

At home, I unpacked my laptop and the files and set everything up on the kitchen counter. From this vantage point, I was easily able to keep an eye on Harper's house. I poked around the refrigerator and pantry, looking for something interesting for lunch but came up empty. Deciding to treat myself, I called Domino's and ordered a small pizza with everything and an order of cheese garlic bread. 

Sissy had made herself comfortable on the kitchen counter, close to the warmth of the laptop. I knew that if I turned away for a moment, she would stretch across the keyboard for the full measure of warmth. My job was to keep her off the keyboard. She'd messed up too many files over the years.

As usual, the sound of the doorbell caused Sissy to leap from the counter and take off down the hall. I paid the pizza delivery man and took the delicious smelling food to the dining room table. I'd brought Sophie's personnel file to the table with me and thumbed through it while I ate my pizza and garlic bread. As I read the file, I was surprised to see that Lane and David had used a recruiting firm when they hired Sophie. I hadn't known that and wondered why. I called David and asked why the recruiting firm.

"It was during the McClellan trial," David explained. "Lane and I were buried in pre-trial preparation. We decided it would expedite the hiring if we let a recruiting firm do the background checks and the first round of interviewing. They presented us with their top three candidates, and Lane and I took it from there."

"I'm not finding anything like a background check in Sophie's personnel file. Did the recruiting firm give you a copy?" I asked.

"Sure," David said. "In fact, I remember it clearly because it was in a red folder and was quite professionally done."

"Hmm," I said. "There's nothing in the file like that."

"That's strange." David was silent for a beat, then said, "I wonder..."

"I do, too," I responded. Both of us seemed to be wondering if Sophie had somehow removed the background check from her personnel file.

"Hey, Mom, I'm going to call the recruiting firm and ask then to e-mail me a duplicate copy of Sophie's background check. I'll forward a copy to you."

I thanked David and hung up. Too antsy to do any work, I decided to make some phone calls. First I called Kate but got her voice mail and left a message. "Hi, kid. Just calling to see how your day is going. Mine has been interesting, to say the least. I'll fill you in when I bring Beanie home."

I called Lane and got her voice mail also. I knew my girls were  together, at Rivermont Memorial, for Lane's treatment. I left a cheery message, then hung up and said a prayer for Lane's health.

Next, I called Liz to find out how the visit with Georgia was going. To my surprise, Liz answered her landline on the first ring. Usually, the phone rang four or five times before she picked up. Liz was usually the one who answered, not Jeff. The other day, when to my surprise Jeff answered my phone call had evidently been the exception that proved the rule, whatever that old saying meant.

Liz said the visit was going well. She and Georgia were going out to dinner that evening. I wanted to ask about Jeff but let it go. I had to trust that Liz would take things into her own hands and get him to a doctor.

As I waited for the e-mail from David with Sophie's background check, I decided to do some sleuthing on my own. I logged in to the most comprehensive of the databases the firm subscribed to and began a search. I found Sophie's high school records, her undergraduate college records and her law school records. What I didn't find was information about her family. I continued to poke around and finally came up with an adoption record. Evidently, Sophie had been orphaned at a young age and had been adopted by an older couple named Wellington who'd lived next door to the little girl and her mother. So Sophie had taken the Wellington's last name. I searched back through the records, looking for Sophie's birth name. 

I finally found her birth certificate, listing her mother's name as Abby Davis. the father was listed as unknown. That was a dead-end, or so I thought. I kept browsing through the records and found a baptismal certificate for the baby girl. And on this document her father's name was listed. 

What I found shocked me beyond belief. 

The little girl had been born Sophie Vance, and her father's name was Jeremy Vance.

Vance! How could this be? Was it just a coincidence? Was it an unrelated Vance?  What to do now? I sat in stunned silence for a few moments, trying to remember what I knew about Eleanor Vance's family. But as far as I could recall, she had no family. Once again, I turned back to the computer and began another search through the databases.

And sure enough, after much digging through obscure census records, I found that Eleanor Vance had a younger brother named Jeremy. As I dug deeper, I found that Jeremy had died young, a year or so after Sophie's birth. According to an archived newspaper article, he'd been involved in a head-on collision that killed him and the driver of the other car.

I printed out the article, the adoption papers and Sophie's baptismal certificate, then sat there clutching the papers, trying to decide what to do next. 

It couldn't be a coincidence that Eleanor Vance's niece worked for my family's law firm. This had to have been a deliberate action on Sophie's part.

I was upset about the fact that the recruiting firm hadn't dug deep enough to find the truth about Sophie's parentage. The words "snake in the hen house" kept running through my mind. How could we have hired the enemy?

I had to tell David. I had to tell Terry. Who should I call first? What could I do? We had to get rid of Sophie immediately.

As I paced back and forth in the kitchen, I stared out the kitchen window wondering why had Sophie spent so much time with my next door neighbor? 

Then my head nearly exploded. I suddenly knew why Harper Smith's voice sounded so familiar to me.

Chapter 18

Friday, October 23
Harper Smith was Eleanor Vance.

I threw open the kitchen door and stalked out into my side yard, on my way over to confront Eleanor Vance. How dare she move next door to me? How dare she have her niece go to work for my family's law firm?

As I headed through my yard, toward Harper Smith's front door, I reached in my jeans pocket for my phone, intending to call Terry to tell him what I'd discovered. But my phone wasn't there. My mind was all a jumble, and I couldn't remember where I'd left my phone. The last time I'd used it had been to call Liz. I thought I'd been in my office when I'd made that call and could have left the phone lying on the desk.

I stopped walking then, thinking I 'd better go back and get my phone and call Terry. Then my anger surged up again, and I wanted nothing more than to confront Eleanor Vance and tell her what I thought of her machinations. 

In a moment, I stood on Eleanor Vance's front porch. Rather than ring the doorbell, I pounded on the door. It gave me such an exhilarating feeling of power to hammer my hand against the door. At first, there was no answer, and I wondered if the woman was out. What a letdown that would be. 

Then the door slowly opened, and Eleanor Vance stood there. I couldn't believe that obese, homely individual had transformed herself into this sveltely beautiful woman. It seemed impossible.

Vance looked at me, a puzzled, questioning expression on her face.

"You witch!" I shouted, not caring who heard me. "How dare you! How dare you move in next door to me! How dare you have your niece working at my firm! You'll be sorry! I swear you'll be sorry!"

I turned to go but Eleanor reached out and grabbed my arm, wrenching me through the front door and into her entry foyer. The action so surprised me that I did nothing to free myself from her grasp.

She slammed the door behind us and stood there glaring at me. Finally, she asked, her voice gravelly and grating, "How did you find out?"

"That's not important. What's important is that I know. And I'm on my way to notify the police and to fire your niece and to get you both out of my life."

Eleanor gave me a sly smile and shook her head. "I don't think so, Margo." She reached into the pocket of her jacket and pulled out a pistol, a gun small enough to fit in the palm of her hand. I gasped in shock at the sight of the weapon and tried to move to the door but Eleanor still held me firmly by the arm.

"Thank you for letting me know you haven't yet told Chief DeAngelo of your discovery. That makes things much simpler." Again with the sly smile that I wanted to scrape off her face.

I could have kicked myself for revealing I hadn't told Terry yet. Perhaps I could get away with a bluff. "But I called my son David before heading over here. He's on his way."

"I don't think so," Eleanor said, her voice flat. "And even if you did, he'll never find you."

Chapter 18

Friday, October 23
My mind raced as I tried to think of a way to escape from Eleanor and her gun. But nothing came to mind. 

Eleanor poked the gun into my chest and said, "Let's go." She gave me a shove and still grasping my arm, headed me down the hall. She paused outside the door that led down to the basement. Letting go of my arm, she opened the door to the basement and flipped on the light switch. 

"Down," she ordered.

I hesitated, knowing it would be bad news for me to go down to the basement. I thought about trying to overpower Eleanor and throw her down the stairs but was afraid she'd shoot me at point blank range before I could do anything.

Slowly, carefully, I put one foot in front of the other and edged my way downstairs. I'd only been in Georgia's basement once or twice, years ago. Georgia and Eddie had never invested in finishing the basement -- it was still concrete walls and floor. 

Eleanor kept the gun nozzle shoved into the back of my neck as I made my way down the steps. After a slow descent, a terrifying one for me, we finally reached the bottom of the stairs. Eleanor reached up her free hand and pulled the string hanging from a bare light bulb hanging above us. The light revealed the bare walls and open area of the basement. A few cardboard boxes were scattered around but otherwise the space was empty.

"Over this way." Eleanor shoved me toward one of the far corners of the basement. We stopped in front of a metal plate embedded in the basement floor. Once again, Eleanor reached up for a string to turn on a light. The light revealed a small ring on one end of the metal plate. Eleanor bent down and grabbed the ring. She pulled but nothing happened. It was awkward for her trying to keep the gun on me and pull up the metal plate at the same time. For a moment, I was tempted to make a run for the steps. But I realized if she was any kind of a decent shot, she would be able to take me down.

Finally, Eleanor was able to loosen the metal plate. Slowly, she lifted it and peered down into the opening.   followed her gaze and gasped when I realized what I was looking at.

This was the house's sub-basement, the area filled with tons of rocks to stabilize the foundation, just like in my house and in the Martins' house. 

What on earth was Eleanor planning? But I knew. The sub-basement was going to be my new home. Or my grave, my home for eternity.

I felt myself shivering, from the cold and from my dire situation. I stood there motionless.

"Give me your phone." Eleanor's tone brooked no disagreement, She poked the gun even hard into my neck.

Obstinate that I was, I made a pretense of searching the pockets of my jeans and jacket. I shook my head and said a flippant, "Nope! Have to disappoint you. I must have left my phone at home."

Not believing me, Eleanor patted my pockets, not finding anything. 

"Well, that makes things easier," Eleanor said in a self-satisfied tone.

Then, "Get down there," came the raspy command from Eleanor.

I shook my head but knew it was a futile gesture. 

"Now!" came the command. 

I hunched down on the cold basement floor and slowly lowered myself into the opening, holding on to the sides and trying to maintain my balance. I felt myself being shoved, and suddenly I was falling into the opening.  I fell onto the rocks and felt their sharp edges digging into my face. I raised my head and in the dim light coming from the opening, looked around and saw that I was surrounded by rocks, as far as I could see. 

I heard a shuffling noise from up above and then the clang of the metal plate being lowered onto the opening. I screamed out in terror and in pain. I was now completely in the dark, trapped in a subterranean hellhole. How could this be? What kind of monster would sentence me to a slow death of dehydration and starvation? 

And how long would the air last in here? Would I die of suffocation?

I lay there sobbing, scared out of my mind. Finally, slowly, painfully, I sat up. Fortunately, my fall into the opening hadn't caused any broken bones, just cuts on my face and hands, the only uncovered parts of my body, where I struck the rocks. 

I reached up and could just touch the metal plate. It was securely in place and immovable. There was an open space of a couple of feet between the rocks and the ceiling of the sub-basement, which was also the concrete floor of the regular basement. 

For a few minutes, I gave in to my terror and sat there sobbing. It was hopeless. I had to accept my fate. No one knew where I was and would never in a thousand years look in the sub-basement of my new next door neighbor. In fact, hardly anyone knew about these sub-basements.

I thought about my children and Beanie. My disappearance would break their hearts. And the worst part would be the lack of closure -- they would never know what happened to me. They would never know for sure if I was dead or alive. What a horrible fate for them to suffer through. 

And that witch Eleanor Vance would go scot-free. I couldn't stand that thought. This woman was evil incarnate and must be punished. 

My rock prison was pitch black. If I only had my phone, I could have used the flashlight app to look around. And of course, I could have used the phone to call for help. But my phone was somewhere in my house, lost to me. Then I remembered I was wearing my ever present heavy duty sports watch that Mike had given me the last Christmas before he died.. One of the watch's jazzy features was a built-in light that illuminated the watch face and cast a fairly bright light a few feet out. I pressed the button and saw that the light gave me a little relief from my pitch black surroundings. Another one of the watch's features was a compass function. I looked at the compass to get my bearings. I was currently facing south, which meant I was facing the lake. West was my house and east was the Martins' house.

I turned off the watch's light and sat there, once more letting my terror flood through me. My tears eventually stopped, and I again turned on the watch's light and once again surveyed my surroundings. I reached down and picked up one of the rocks. It was gray white with sharp edges. I looked around and saw that the rocks were all sharp-edged chalky white rocks. As I thought about it, I assumed these were the cheapest rocks the construction company could buy. They wouldn't have wanted to fill the sub-basements with high-priced rocks. They would have wanted to use the cheapest filler possible. 

The sharp edges of the rocks made them extremely uncomfortable to sit on. For comfort's sake, I removed my jacket and used it as a cushion to sit on. 

The air in the sub-basement was stuffy and still. I knew it was probably my overactive imagination but I thought I could feel myself having difficulty breathing. 

I turned off the watch's light, not wanting to run down the battery. I sat there and let my mind drift. I'd never been in a situation like this. I'd never been in danger of death. I felt that I wasn't handling it very well and that disappointed me. I'd always considered myself a strong, self-sufficient survivor, and here I was giving up without even trying.

But what could I try? I was trapped. The metal plate was immovable, and I couldn't get out that way. And there was no other way out. But was that true? I thought back to the day when I'd come to watch the builders pour tons of rocks into my sub-basement. My house had been the first to be done, and Jeff Martin had joined me to watch the rocks spilling into a useless basement. What a waste, we'd both said. One good thing for us was that the builder was not charging us for the rocks, nor was he himself on the hook for the cost. The site surveyors were being held responsible for their inaccurate calculations and would be paying for the rocks. Jeff told me he'd heard that site surveying company had insurance that would cover the cost of the rocks. Jeff also told me he'd heard that the rocks for the three houses was costing upwards of $50,000. 

I'd also joined Jeff and Liz to watch when the rocks were poured into their sub-basement. I hadn't been there when Georgia's rocks were poured. Beanie, Kate, Pete and I were gone on a weeklong jaunt to Disney Land, which Beanie said was the high point of his life so far. 

I had no idea where the opening for Georgia's sub-basement had been. The openings for both mine and the Martins' house had been just above ground level on the west sides of our houses. The builder had camouflaged the openings with siding so that it wasn't visible, and I assumed they'd done something similar for Georgia's house.

I sat there on the bed of rocks, trance-like and unmoving for awhile, a bit hunched over, for fear of hitting my head on the ceiling above me. Did Harper Smith, no Eleanor Vance, intend to kill me by slow starvation and dehydration. I couldn't conceive of anyone that vicious. But then, thinking about the woman, I knew she was exactly evil enough to leave me to die without a further thought. 

As I sat there in despair, the thought of Itabi, the wolf Beanie had adopted at the Wolf Sanctuary, popped into my mind. I felt as trapped and despairing as he must have. Yet he survived. Finally, gathering my wits together, I resolved that I too would survive. 

I turned on my watch and activated the compass. It made sense to me that the opening for Eleanor Vance's sub-basement would be in approximately the same location as mine. That meant it would be on the west side of the sub-basement. Moving on my haunches, with my watch's light shining on the rocks, I began to edge myself across the sea of rocks, following the compass heading. It was slow going and wrenchingly painful. I quickly deduced that the human haunches are not designed for extended periods of movement, especially not for a 59-year-old woman, no matter how fit she is. Again, the image of Itabi flashed through my mind, and I thought, "If he can survive, I can, too."

After what seemed an interminably long trek across the field of rocks, I reached the cement wall on the west side of Eleanor Vance's house. My legs burned with pain, and my hands were cut from the rocks. I shone the tiny light of my watch up and down the wall, trying to determine where the opening was. As far as I could remember, at my house, the opening was closer to the lake than to the front of the house. I slowly eased myself down the side of the sub-basement, shining the light along the wall looking for anything that might indicate an opening. 

Then I realized that the rocks were most likely covering any indication of an opening. So I began to move rocks away from the cement wall in the place where I thought the opening would be. It was slow going. My hands ached from the work and the cuts the rocks caused. As I moved the rocks away from the cement wall, I edged my hands over the cement wall, looking for a crease or a crack, anything that might indicate an opening. A couple of times, I found creases in the concrete, and I got excited, thinking I'd found the opening. But the creases were only caused by the forms into which the concrete was poured.

I stopped to rest for a moment, once again sitting down on the bed of rocks. I tried to calm myself with deep breaths and positive thinking but neither was working. I was scared and discouraged and beginning to think this was a hopeless quest. It was cold and damp in the sub-basement, and even with my jacket, I was shivering. At last, I moved back to the cement wall and began to move rocks again. Every few minutes I stopped to rest but each time I started up again. I was determined to find that opening. There wasn't anything else I could do. I wasn't going to give up. I knew that much.

My hands were practically raw when I finally found the opening. It was almost at the end of the wall, several feet under the rocks. Tears streamed down my face when I realized I'd found the opening. I shone the light of my watch around the edges of the metal plate covering the opening, trying to figure out how to get it open. There were hinges on the bottom of the metal plate, and I sat back on my haunches to think about the logistics of how the plate was installed. I assumed that it had been fastened from the outside, after the rocks were poured into the sub-basement. 

I shoved against the metal plate and was surprised to feel it move ever so slightly. I thought about it, then figured it wouldn't hurt to give the plate the hardest shove I could. I settled myself in front of the plate, stuck my legs out and kicked at the plate as hard as I could. To my surprise, an unexpected miracle occurred and the plate moved out a few inches. I grinned and let out a whoop of delight. Once again, I positioned myself, bent my knees and kicked as hard as possible. And once again, the plate moved. Again, it was only a few inches but my heart soared at those few inches. 

A couple more kicks, and I had the plate open enough for me to try to crawl out. It was a tight squeeze and several times, I thought I wasn't going to make it out, that I was going to get stuck in the opening. It reinforced my determination to lose that pesky 10 pounds I'd never been able to get rid of. Once I seemed to be majorly stuck but by sucking in my gut and wiggling and waggling, I managed to make it through the opening. I fell onto the ground a couple feet under the opening and was never in my life so happy to feel myself falling.

I lay sprawled on the ground for a few moments, trying to gather up enough strength to get up and go call 911. I certainly wasn't going to try to confront Eleanor Vance on my own and alone. I was surprised to feel snow falling. I clicked on my watch light and saw that the ground around me was snow-covered. It must have begun to snow while I was trapped in that wretched sub-basement.

Finally, I sat up and looked around, using the tiny watch light. I was in Eleanor's side yard, sitting on the ground close to the bushes planted around the foundation of her house. It seemed that the bushes had hidden the opening to the sub-basement from view. I could only assume that Eleanor was unaware that an external opening existed. Lucky for me! 

I looked up at my house, surprised to see so many lights on in house. I couldn't remember having that many lights on. Oh well, I thought, I must have forgotten to turn them off. I stood up, feeling the aching pain in my legs from having spent so much time on my haunches.  I made my way up the steep hill of the side yard that separated Eleanor's house from mine. It was slow going and slippery because of the snow. I could barely see the ground from the light of the street lamp directly in front of the side yard. I flicked on the watch light but it no longer worked -- I must have used up the battery. 

I finally reached the top of the hill, panting from exertion. But I didn't take time to catch my breath or rest. I had to get to my phone and call 911. Who knows where Eleanor was or what she was doing. I assumed she thought she was safe. Little did she know. I'd make sure she never had another safe moment in her life. 

I stepped onto my front porch, then hesitated. The door was ajar, just as it had been the other night. Was someone in the house? Could Eleanor be in there? Then I decided I must have left the door ajar when I'd rushed out to confront Eleanor.

I pushed the door open and headed for the kitchen counter where I thought I'd left my phone. But it wasn't there. I stood there for a moment, looking around. To my shock, the house was in total chaos. The sink was filled with water and when I looked more closely, I saw my smashed cell phone floating in the water. Underneath the phone, I could make out my laptop; it too was smashed.

My heart began to pound as I realized what must have happened. Eleanor Vance had broken into my house and destroyed my phone and my laptop. I hurried over to the roll-top desk in the entrance hall to use the landline to call 911 and saw that it had been ripped out of the wall. I raced down the hall to my  bedroom only to find that the phone on my bedside table had suffered the same fate. 

Next I ran down the stairs to the basement to check the landline there, only to find the phone shattered on the floor and the wires pulled from the wall. I noticed that the sliding glass doors leading to the lower deck were open and the deck lights were blazing. I walked over to the entrance and peered out. There, at the stairs leading down to the lake stood Eleanor Vance. 

I hurried through the doors and headed for Eleanor. To my relief, she didn't have her gun in her hand. She must have assumed I was still trapped and helpless in her sub-basement. I looked around the deck, looking for a weapon, any kind of weapon, but saw nothing. Deciding I'd have to attack her without a weapon, I raced toward her and threw her against the deck railing. She lost her balance and grabbed on to my arms, sending us both over the railing and into the lake below.

We hit the water at the same time, with Eleanor screaming that she couldn't swim. For a moment, my mind screamed, "Tough!" 

Then my better instincts kicked in, and I began swimming toward Eleanor, who was floundering in the water. She went under, and for a few minutes, I dove looking for her. Just as I was about to give up the search, I felt her body next to mine. I grabbed her and managed to make my way to the shore. She was still kicking and screaming and almost pulled us both under. 

As we crawled onto the bank, Eleanor stood and made as if to run away. I stood also and looked at her. There was only one thing I could think of to do. I faced her, raised my fists and socked her in the jaw as hard as I could. For a moment, she didn't move. Then, wavering, she hit the ground, sprawled out and unconscious.

I stood there panting, trying to figure out what to do next. I had to call the police but first I had to make sure Eleanor didn't regain consciousness and escape. Down the way, at the edge of the lake, I saw a neighbor's rowboat and ran toward it. In the darkness, I could barely make out anything. But i fumbled around in the bottom of the boat and came up with a slimy rope. I grabbed it and ran back to where Eleanor still lay unconscious.

I quickly wrapped the rope around her ankles and then around her wrists, making some clumsy knots that I hoped would hold until the police arrived.

I ran through Eleanor's back yard to the Martins' house and up onto their lower deck. I pounded on the sliding doors that led to their basement, shouting for them to let me in. It seemed to take an eternity for Jeff to come to the door. He turned on the outdoor light and looked shocked at the sight of me standing there dripping wet and shouting at him.

The rest of what happened was fairly straightforward. I called the police and Terry from Jeff's house. The police hauled Eleanor Vance away, and I thought good riddance as the police van left my subdivision. Terry insisted that Pete come check me out to make sure I was none the worse for my swim in the freezing lake. Kate and Beanie came too. Pete pronounced me 100%, and I shooed them all home shortly thereafter. I wanted some alone time, some time to decompress. There would be sufficient time later on for me to share all the details about Eleanor Vance.

Epilogue

Friday, October 30

Happy Night Before Halloween!

A week later, I hosted a casual get together as part of my decompression process. My guests included Kate, Beanie, Pete and Terry. David and Lane were also there, along with Jared Barnstable. I'd ordered pizza, salad,  wings and cheese garlic bread from our favorite pizza place, The aromas of the food floated through my house and reminded me of an Italian restaurant. 

I had a fire in the fireplace and candles lit around the rooms. It had been a difficult week. Jared had come to see me several times, to take my statement, to ask additional questions and to make sure I was doing okay. Twice he brought Terry with him. They told me Eleanor Vance wasn't talking. She had hired an attorney from out of town, someone I didn't know. 

Jared also told me Eleanor was being held without bail. Evidently, she'd stopped checking in with her parole officer several months ago and that in itself meant she was subject to imprisonment. 

"It will be a year or so  before she goes on trial for abducting and imprisoning you," he said on one of his visits. "During that time, she'll be back in prison on the parole violation."

Since her arrest, I'd been living in fear that she'd somehow make bail and come after me again. So her incarceration was a great relief to me. That relief is what led me to invite everyone over for a pizza feast. I'd also invited Jeff, Liz and Georgia to join us Friday evening. But it turned out that they were headed back to Springfield to pack up Georgia's belongings and bring them back to Rivermont. Georgia was going to be staying with the Martins, at least for awhile.

Liz had shared the best news of all with me right before they left for Springfield. She'd come to tell me about Jeff's visit to the doctor.

"He doesn't have Alzheimer's or dementia.  The doctor diagnosed him with something called normal pressure hydrocephalus."

Liz went on to explain that normal pressure hydrocephalus is a brain disorder where fluid accumulates in the brain, causing thinking and reasoning problems, difficulty walking and loss of bladder control. She said the doctor told them that the symptoms of NPH often resemble those of Alzheimer's and other dementias.

Liz finished with, "They drained the fluid and installed a shunt to drain future fluid. Jeff's improvement was almost immediate -- it was like a miracle. The doctor approved his trip to Springfield, with me driving, of course. I think Jeff's driving days might be over but that's fine. I can drive us wherever we need to go."

I'd given my friend a hug and promised that we'd all get together when they returned from Springfield.

Now, surrounded by family and friends, all of enjoying dinner, I felt so fortunate to have come out of this horror unscathed. I was sitting on the hearth next to Beanie, enjoying the fire and eating one of the brownies Kate had brought.

"Mom and I baked the brownies for you, Nanaw," Beanie said with a nine-year-old's pride in his voice.

"They're delicious," I told him. 

I looked out over the great room, seeing my family and friends, thankful for this evening. Kate and Pete were sitting with Terry at the dining room table. Across from them, Lane was sitting next to Jared Barnstable, engrossed in conversation. Lane looked good, a bit pale, but otherwise none the worse for wear for her chemo treatments. 

"Hmmm," I thought to myself, my matchmaker genes kicking into gear. Both Lane and Jared were unattached. "I wonder..." I let my thoughts trail off, leaving that possibility for another time. 

Terry came over to where Beanie and I were sitting and ruffled his grandson's' hair. 

"Well, Sport, what's our next adventure going to be?" he asked Beanie.

Beanie looked up at me and then at Terry. "Well, PopPop," he said, mimicking Terry's words and tone of voice. Both Terry and I laughed at him and waited for what was coming next. This kid had quite the sense of humor. 

Beanie stood up, a serious look on his face. He looked at us in turn, then said slowly, "PopPop, I think you should marry Nanaw so you can take care of her. It's too dangerous for her to be alone anymore."

I gasped at Beanie's words, flustered at their implications. I kept my eyes away from Terry, not knowing how he would react to Beanie's embarrassing suggestion. My automatic reaction was to say, "Beanie, sweetheart, I appreciate your concern but it isn't PopPop's job to watch over me."

Terry cleared his throat, then patted Beanie on the head. "Tell you what, Bean. I'll take your idea under consideration."

I felt a faint flutter somewhere in the vicinity of my heart, then looked at Terry. He had a wide grin on his face and his brilliant blue eyes were sparkling at me. He reached out a hand and pulled me to my feet. 

"How about the three of us go for a walk in the snow?" he said, wrapping an arm around Beanie.

And we did.

The End
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