Legacy Of Death

Chapter 1 - Sara

Clack-clack, clack-clack.  The monotonous noise of the windshield wipers echoed in Sara’s head, overriding the steady engine throb of her small Renault.  Inching her way along the deserted suburban road, Sara Levering Ransome felt completely cut off from the rest of the world.  What had begun as snow flurries just an hour earlier, had now reached blizzard proportions.  Even with the bright lights on, Sara could barely make out the road ahead through the wall of swirling snowflakes.  She’d traveled this road many times on her way to her father and stepmother’s house but the blanket of snow from yesterday’s heavy snowfall disoriented her. Familiar landmarks lay shrouded in white, and drifts at the side of the road were her only guide.

How stupid of me to come out on a night like this, Sara thought.  But I must see Julia—I must hear her tell me that Gregg was lying.

Sara assumed she was getting close to Julia’s home but that was only a guess.  Her head had begun to ache from the strain of trying to see the road through the curtain of snow.  It seemed as if she’d been driving for hours, although it had only been about 40 minutes since she’d left her and Gregg’s condominium in midtown St. Louis.

Driving with one hand, Sara groped in her purse for her cigarette case.  Tucked in a pocket of the case was a tiny lighter, her husband’s present to her this past Christmas.  Gregg had had it specially made, using a gold medallion that her father had given her last spring, shortly before his death.  When Gregg gave her the lighter, he said he wanted his first Christmas gift to her as her husband to be one she would always cherish.

As she lit a cigarette with the medallion lighter, Sara grimaced, remembering the turmoil Gregg’s Christmas present had caused.  One day about a month before Christmas, Sara had noticed that the medallion was missing from her jewelry case.  After searching every conceivable place, she told Gregg that the medallion was lost.  She’d been reluctant to tell him because she’s misplaced or lost so many things in the three months of their marriage.  Gregg had been growing increasingly impatient with what he at first termed her “absent-mindedness” and finally “carelessness.”

When she told him of the medallion’s disappearance, Sara had been pleased but rather puzzled at his reaction.  Gregg had only smiled absently, murmuring something about it eventually turning up the way most of those other things had.  Between then and Christmas, Sara had continued to look for the medallion.  Because she been so close to her father, all of this gifts to her had great sentimental significance, and she was distraught to have lost his last present to her.

On Christmas morning when she opened Gregg’s gift, any pleasure she might have felt was overshadowed by a burning anger at Gregg and his thoughtlessness in putting her through a month of worry.  They were spending Christmas at Julia’s—stepmother to Sara and sister to Gregg—and for that reason, Sara managed to mask her anger.  Even so, the tension between her and Gregg was only too apparent, and the Christmas celebration had been a farce.  Sara still bristled whenever she thought about what Gregg called his charming little deception.

Charming, hell! Sara fumed now.  It was sadistic and it was typical.  She’d begun to realize that this marriage to Julia Levering’s younger brother just wasn’t working out.  Gregg Ransome seemed to have become an entirely different person since their marriage.  But... he said the same thing about her.

Sara sighed and flicked on the radio, hoping its sound would give her a few moments’ respite from the thoughts pounding in her head.  Minutes later, the music gave way to an emergency weather broadcast.

The honeyed tones of the announcer told Sara what she already knew too well—”Driving conditions are extremely hazardous and travelers’ warnings have been issued by the Missouri Highway Patrol.  Motorists are advised to exercise extreme caution and to drive only if absolutely necessary.”

And here I am, thought Sara, creeping along this back road for no good reason—except an overwhelming need for Julia to tell me Gregg was lying tonight when he said my mother’s death 15 years ago was suicide.

Music poured forth once more from the radio but it was bland background music calculated to encourage thinking rather than to drown out unwelcome thoughts.

At least Julia isn’t expecting me, Sara consoled herself.  She’d be pacing the floor from worry if I’d called to tell her I was coming.

Then Sara realized that Gregg was certain to have phoned his sister as soon as Sara had stormed out of the apartment.  Even though she’d left without saying where she was going, Gregg would have known that Julia was the only person to whom she could have gone to ask about her mother’s death.

How dare he say my mother committed suicide, Sara raged.  She died in a freak automobile accident—that lovely, laughing woman just could not have killed herself the way Gregg claims.

Their argument that evening had had the usual innocuous beginnings but its climax was anything but innocuous.  Sara could still hear Gregg accusing her of being just like her mother had been—unbalanced, unstable—a neurotic with suicidal tendencies--a death wish, the psychiatrists call it.

Demanding that he explain himself, Sara had listened in enraged, unbelieving silence to what she knew were lies about her mother’s death.

“She drove her car into the concrete abutment of a highway overpass going 60 miles an hour and was killed instantly.  Afterward, you father found a letter she’s left for him in this desk drawer.  In it she said she couldn’t go on—that not even her daughter could make life worth living.  Your father destroyed the note and let the police consider her death just another tragic traffic fatality.  Years later, after Julia and your father were married, Bill told my sister the truth.  Julia didn’t tell me until after your father died.  By that time, she knew we were planning to marry, and I suppose she felt I should be fully aware of your background.  Perhaps she feared that you might follow in your mother’s footsteps.”

At that, Sara had flung on her coat, grabbed her handbag, and escaped into the snowy night.  Now here she was, heaven knows where.  In a remote corner of her mind, she realized she should be alarmed at her predicament but her anger at Gregg left little room for any other emotion.

Then suddenly and forcefully, she was alarmed.  The rear end of the small car skidded to the opposite side of the road.  Frantically, Sara spun the steering wheel in the direction of the skid, but the car was already off the road, halfway into a ditch.  Fortunately, it seemed to be a shallow ditch, and the Renault, although tilted precariously, didn’t turn over.

For a moment, Sara’s mind went blank—then awareness came flooding back, leaving her trembling and shaken.  Hands clenched on the steering wheel, she bowed her head against it for a second.  The thudding of her heart seemed to sound out in the small confines of the car.  When she loosened her hands from the steering wheel, they tingled from her fierce grip on the wheel.  Mechanically, she switched off the headlights and the ignition and put the keyring in her pocket.

“What on earth am I going to do now?” Sara moaned out loud.

She decided she’d better get out of the car fast before the gusting wind blew it over.  As she started to gather up her purse and scarf and gloves, Sara hesitated—then raised her hands to remove the bobby pins holding up her long coil of hair.  She smoothed the blonde strands around her ears to help shield them against the wind and snow, wrapped the scarf around her head, and turned up the collar of her long coat.  Drawing on her gloves, she picked up the purse and, holding her breath, cautiously moved across the seat to the passenger side.  As she did so, the car swayed and her heart began its pounding again.  When the car stopped swaying, moving very carefully, she took the flashlight from the glove compartment, then opened the door and edged out of the car into the snowy night.

With the wind raging around her, Sara stood by the car for a moment, trying to get her bearings.  The snow coming down around her was so thick that even with the flashlight she could only see a foot or two in any direction. Fortunately, her slacks and boots gave her some protection against the storm.

Well, hell, I can’t stand here all night, Sara thought.

Lifting up her shoulders and hunching her head down into her coat, she took a deep breath of frosty air and set off, following as best she could drifts at the side of the road.  It was slow going—the snow seemed to hold onto her feet with each step she took.

She was enveloped in a cold, shivering fear that completely dissipated her earlier anger at Gregg.  This road to Julia’s was a particularly deserted one with long stretches of farmland and no houses.  Sara’s mind was filed with all the stories she’d ever heard of people dying from exposure in the cold and snow.  She knew that unless she found a house or a car came by very soon, her chances of survival were nonexistent.

Her face was beginning to feel numb from the wind and show even though she tried to keep her head down as she walked.  After what seemed like hours of plodding through the snow, the flashlight showed up a hump at the side of the road.  When she reached the hump, Sara discovered it was someone’s snow-covered mailbox.  Eagerly she swept the snow off the side of the box and nearly wept with relief when the faint light of the flashlight showed the familiar name “Haven.”

“Thank God,” Sara murmured.

The Havens were good friends who lived less than a mile from the Levering place, and Sara knew them well.   She and Paul Haven had played together as children, had even waited at this same mailbox for old Gus, the mailman. Then, later, when they were older... Sara quickly banished that train of thought. She hadn’t seen Paul in years, but his mother, Lucienne, and Julia visited one another frequently—even more so now that they had their widowhood in common.

Paul had married the daughter of his boss at the newspaper’s Paris bureau seven years ago and had a son Toby.  About eighteen months ago, while Paul and his wife were on vacation in California, Paul’s wife had been killed in an automobile accident.

Shortly afterward, Paul had quit his job as assistant bureau chief for the Post’s Paris bureau, and he and Toby had come back to St.  Louis to live with Lucienne.  Paul now did free-lance writing and public relations, but Lucienne had told Julia that he wasn’t adjusting to his wife’s death. He blamed himself for the accident and couldn’t seem to shake off his burden of guilt.

The Haven’s house was set back off the road about a hundred yards and the driveway was just to the side of the mailbox.  As she followed what she approximated to be the driveway, Sara peered ahead, trying in vain to see a light from the house.

She’d begun to fee lightheaded and was staggering more than walking.  Once she stumbled and fell face down in the snow, dropping her purse and the flashlight.  For a few moments, she was certain she couldn’t get up—in fact, didn’t want to get up.

Then, with a reserve of energy based on the knowledge that help was only steps away, she groggily stood up.  Brushing the snow from her face, she looked around for her purse and flashlight and found them both just a few feet in front of where she’d fallen.

Dazedly Sara trudged on, hoping she was going in the right direction but afraid she was going in circles.  Just as she felt she could go no further, she saw a faint, flickering light ahead and then the vague outline of the house.

Slowly she climbed the steps of the broad veranda that encircled the house.  Her arms were stiff from the cold, and it was an effort to raise her hand to the knocker and pound it on the door.  As she waited for someone to answer, Sara noticed that the light she’d seen had come from several candles setting close to one of the front windows.  Evidently, the snowstorm had put the power lines out of commission.

The door opened and Paul Haven stood silhouetted against the dim interior of the house.

“Good Lord, who are you?  Never mind, never mind—come in out of the storm.”

“Paul, it’s me, Sara Levering,” she managed to gasp before collapsing into Paul’s arms.  She’d automatically used her maiden name, not even realizing what she’d said.

Paul picked her up and kicked door shut behind him.  As he carried her into the living room, he shouted up the stairs,

“Maman, come down here quickly.”

Paul carried Sara across and gently laid her on the sofa in front of the blazing fireplace He unwound the snow-encrusted scarf from her head and loosened her coat.  He had to pry the strap of her purse and flashlight loose from her tightly gripped fingers.

“Paul, what is wrong?”  Lucienne Haven stood in the living room’s arched entranceway.

“It’s Sara Levering—I mean Ransome.  She’s half frozen and I think she’s fainted.”  Paul turned towards his mother as he spoke.

“Mon dieu!” Lucienne exclaimed as she came over to the sofa.  Frowning, she bent over the motionless young woman and lifted Sara’s limp wrist.

“I also think she has fainted,” Lucienne said, her French accent becoming more pronounced, as it always did in times of stress.  “Paul, if you will please get the smelling salts form the medicine cabinet, I will get a cover for our Sara.”

Moments later, they were both back at Sara’s side.  With Paul’s help, Lucienne awkwardly removed Sara’s wet coat and soaked boots and then laid a heavy red afghan over her.  Taking the smelling salts from the coffee table where Paul had placed them, Lucienne passed them under Sara’s nose.  Sara snorted and twitched her head from side to side, then blinkingly opened her eyes.

“Tante Lu,” she mumbled and attempted a smile.

“Hush, ma petite.  Do not try to talk just yet.”  Turning to Paul, Lucienne said, “Perhaps some of the cognac would be good for her.”

Paul nodded and left the room, returning shortly with a brandy snifter half-filled with a dark golden liquid.  He raised Sara to a sitting position on the sofa and put the glass to her lips.  She coughed and sputtered over the first sip.

Lucienne chuckled and said, “Such a reaction to my prized cognac.”

Sara smiled slightly and took the glass from Paul, holding it tightly with her still stiff fingers.  After a few sips, her eyes began to lose their glazed look.

Lucienne sat down on the edge of the sofa, beside Sara and Paul angled himself into an adjacent wing chair.

“Well, Sara, how do you feel now?” he asked.

“Better.”  The word came out in a hoarse croak.

“Now tell us, whatever were you doing out on a night like this,” Lucienne said, as she slipped a comforting arm around Sara’s shoulders.

Sara lowered her eyes and sipped at the brandy, hesitating before replying.

“I was on my way to Julia’s.  There was something—something very important that I wanted to talk to her about.”

“And it had to be tonight?” Paul asked.

“Yes,” Sara said shortly, then softened her brusque answer with a small smile.

“Back down the road a bit, my car skidded into a ditch and I had to walk here.”  Sara sipped at the nearly empty brandy glass, then continued. “I had no idea where I was, and I was so very relieved when I finally came to your mailbox.  I was beginning to think—well, you can imagine all the things I was beginning to think.”  Sara’s chin trembled, and she closed her eyes to hide the tears welling up in them.

“Well, you’re warm and safe with us now,” Paul said firmly.  “We do have one problem, though.  Besides the electricity being out, the phones aren’t working either so there’s no way of letting Julia—and your husband—know that you’re all right. They’ll be out of their minds with worry.”

“I suppose they will be wondering where I am,” Sara said slowly.

Paul and Lucienne exchanged a quick, puzzled glance at what seemed to be such an understatement.

Lucienne removed her arm from around Sara’s shoulders, stood up briskly, and asked, “May I get something for you to eat—perhaps a sandwich or a nice bowl of hot soup.”

Sara started to shake her head and say no but then, in a surprised tone of voice, she said, “Why, Tante Lu, I do believe I’m hungry.  I haven’t had any appetite lately but hot soup sounds wonderful to me.”

Paul stood up as Lucienne headed for the kitchen.  He reached for the brandy glass that Sara was still clutching tightly and asked, “More brandy?”

“No, thank you—I’m feeling a little lightheaded as it is.”

Paul moved over to the fireplace and stood looking down into the fire.  He picked up a poker and idly prodded the burning logs.

Sara sat watching him, feeling comfortable and at home in this snug and peaceful room.  It reminded her of a rustic French farmhouse, with its weathered beams and exposed brick walls.  Sara suspected that this was the effect that Lucienne had wanted--a little bit of France to lessen her homesickness for her homeland.

Paul turned towards Sara with a questioning look, then turned back to the fire.  Clearing his throat, and still with his back to her, Paul asked, “Sara, how are you really?”

Paul’s question startled Sara out of her cocoon of warmth and safety.  She paused a moment before replying brightly, “Why, I’m fine—just fine.”  She knew her answer didn’t ring true and briefly she was tempted to confide in Paul.  She remembered so well how kind and understanding he had been towards her when she was only ten and had come to him grieving over the loss of her mother.  Although Paul was barely five years older than Sara, he had comforted her with a maturity far beyond his years.

How long ago that way, and yet just now, Sara felt ten again and wanted to pour out all her fears and misgivings—to unburden herself of the troubles of the past few months.

With a great effort, Sara killed the urge to talk to Paul—somehow still feeling a certain loyalty to Gregg and their marriage.  But she also felt that washing her dirty linen in public would lessen Paul’s respect for her—although she wasn’t sure why his good opinion should matter so much.

Lucienne returned, bearing a tray laden with food.  Paul cleared a space for it on the coffee table, took the tray from his mother, and set it down in front of Sara.

When Sara saw the great amount of food Lucienne had prepared for her, she exclaimed, “Tante Lu, I couldn’t possibly eat all of this.”

Besides a bowl of what looked like and smelled like Lucienne’s wonderful and well-remembered home-made vegetable soup, there was a large roast beef sandwich, and a cup of hot chocolate.  Sara laughed when she noticed the two marshmallows floating on the chocolate.”

“Paul, do you remember the way we used to fight over the marshmallows?”

Paul smiled and said, “Well, this is one time I’ll let you have all the marshmallows you want.  But if my son Toby were awake, he’d give you a run for your money.”

Surprisingly, Sara found she was ravenous and that she could eat all that Lucienne had brought her.  Paul kept Sara company as she was eating, while Lucienne went upstairs to get the guest room ready for Sara.

Later, as Sara lay sunken in the feather mattress of the four-poster bed, she was unable to fall asleep, despite her exhaustion.  Thoughts darted up and down, up and down in her mind, and she felt as though she were on a wild roller coaster ride.

Deliberately, she relaxed first her body, then her mind.  As she was finally drifting off to sleep, she realized that it was time to do some serious, purposeful thinking about things—beginning with Gregg’s ridiculous version of her mother’s death and ending with Gregg himself and their floundering marriage.

Chapter 2 - Sara

By late afternoon of the next day, Sara was back in her and Gregg’s condominium.  Sitting at her dressing table in the dressing room off the master bedroom, she rather lethargically put the finishing touches on her make-up while Gregg showered.  

To Sara’s chagrin, they were going to Julia’s this evening for dinner.  Although Sara was not looking forward to an evening with Gregg and his sister, perhaps she could at least get this misconception about her mother’s death cleared up.

This morning, when she’d awakened at the Havens, Sara found that Paul had already been up for hours making various arrangements.  The electricity and the phones were back in working order and Paul had called both Gregg and Julia to let them know Sara was safe.  Then he’d called a nearby service station and had them come tow Sara’s car out of the ditch and bring it up to the Haven’s house.

The snowplows and salt trucks had been out during the night and by midmorning the roads were completely clear.  Paul insisted on driving Sara home in her Renault, telling her he thought she was still shaken up from her experience of the previous night.  She’d tried to dissuade him, asking how he’d get back home, but Paul said he’d take care of that when the time came.

The drive home was both pleasant and unpleasant to Sara.  The bright sun and the beautiful snowy countryside were the perfect backdrop for Paul’s bantering small talk.  He reminisced about their childhood, saying nothing serious and expecting only those comments Sara felt like making.  But all the while, her mind was gnawing on the recurring dread of facing Gregg.  They’d parted in such anger the night before, and knowing Gregg, he had probably kept his anger alive and burning brightly.  At least Paul would be there for those first few awkward minutes, the most difficult ones, and surely Gregg would put on an act for Paul’s benefit.

Which he did, of course.  Gregg was very much the concerned husband, grateful for his wife’s safety, effusive in his thanks to Paul, all smiles and affability.  Sara tried to follow his lead but knew by Paul’s puzzled expression that her efforts had fallen flat.

After Gregg had tucked Sara into bed, he insisted on driving Paul home, over Paul’s protests.  Sara was relieved at the temporary respite in confronting Gregg, although she knew the scene would be inevitable.

As soon as Paul and Gregg had left, Sara got out of bed and ran a hot tub for herself.  She soaked a long while, trying to get rid of her aches and pains from the ordeal of the night before.  She felt logy and suspected she was coming down with a cold.  When she finished her bath, she went back to bed and called Julia from the extension on her nightstand.

Julia was all concern and solicitude, but when Sara brought up the matter of her mother’s death, Julia became distant and evasive.  She told Sara they’d discuss it this evening.  Gregg had stopped in after taking Paul home, was still there in fact, and had agreed that he and Sara would come for dinner, if Sara felt up to it.

She didn’t feel in the least like going out this evening but put aside her objections since Gregg had already accepted Julia’s invitation.  Anyway, Sara rationalized, she wouldn’t have to spend an uncomfortable and possibly ugly evening alone with Gregg, and once and for all Julia could settle this matter of Sara’s mother’s death.

Sara took a short nap after she finished talking with Julia.  She awoke to find Gregg standing over her, barely visible in the afternoon dimness, staring down at her with a blank expression on his face.

“Welcome back, darling,” he said, and only Sara’s knowledgeable ears could detect the faint sarcasm in his voice.

Sara decided to pretend innocence or ignorance, whichever was called for.  “Hello, Gregg.”  She sat up in bed, then swung her feet over the side.  “What time is it?”

“Time for you to be up and about, lazybones.  We’re due at Julia’s in less than two hours.”  There was a phony veneer of affection and lightheartedness in his tone.

So that’s the way we’re going to play it, Sara thought.  Last night’s clash just never even happened and all is right with the happy young Ransomes.  For a moment, Sara felt nauseated at playing yet another of Gregg’s devious little games.  But somehow she couldn’t yet bring herself to a showdown with him, perhaps in fear of what he would do if she said she wanted out.  Gregg had never been violent, but Sara sensed a force within him just waiting to erupt.

They both kept conversation to a minimum while they dressed, avoiding each other as much as possible.

During the drive out to Julia’s, Sara was grateful for their continued silence.  They had taken Gregg’s sports car and the roar of the engine made any talking difficult.

Several times, Sara flicked her eyes in Gregg’s direction, but he didn’t notice.  He was staring fixedly ahead, hands clenched on the steering wheel.  His profile was a strikingly handsome one, almost too pretty for a man, Sara thought.  His face was narrow and olive-skinned, and his dark hair had a slight wave.

I know him so well, thought Sara, and yet I don’t know him at all.  Or perhaps understand is a better word than know.  Whatever I once felt for him is gone and I don’t even care.

In a flash of insight, Sara suddenly realized that Gregg had never felt anything but lust for her.

I mistook want for love and refused to recognize that until now.

Her mind seemed to be functioning better today that it had the past few months, and Sara seemed to see things more clearly than usual.  She’d been worried, seriously worried, about herself and the state of her mind.  In these past several months, she’d found herself flying off the handle with Gregg over the least little thing, which both frightened and bewildered her. She’d always considered herself a stable person, able to keep her emotions on a fairly even keel. Her father’s death had rocked her, and she still grieved for him—but in a normal and understandable way. It was all the other things that bothered her.

Right after Christmas, Sara had finally gone to see Amos Walsh, her old family doctor, for a check-up. She remembered now how difficult it was to tell Doc Walsh what was wrong. She ticked off what she’d told him again in her head: I misplace things; I’m forgetful; my appetite has disappeared—I’ve lost ten pounds I couldn’t afford to lose; sometimes I’m a bundle of energy and other times I’m so lethargic all I can do is sleep; my emotions roller coaster between highs and lows till I don’t know which end is up.

He’d been unable to discover anything organically wrong with her other than a slight anemia, for which he’d prescribed iron and something to pep up her appetite.

Doc Walsh had talked to her for quite awhile, and Sara could tell he was gently probing around to see whether he problem could be an emotional disturbance rather than a physical one. At one point, he rather indirectly asked if she’d been taking drugs of any kind and had seemed relieved at her firm denial.

As she was leaving his office, Doc had put his arm around her shoulders and said, “Sara, I brought you into this world, and I’m the first to admit it isn’t a perfect one, but it’s all we have. Now here you are, young, attractive, reasonably healthy, intelligent, you have a husband who loves you and whom you love. I can’t find a medical reason for the way you’ve been feeling and acting, but I can’t bring myself to think it’s mental. Perhaps I should advise you to visit a psychiatrist or a psychologist, but my instincts tell me that isn’t the answer. All I can say is come back in a few weeks and we’ll see what’s what.”

That had been a couple of months ago but Sara hadn’t gone back. Her condition had gotten steadily worse and Sara knew if she told Doc Walsh, he’d go to Gregg and together they’d send her to a psychiatrist.  Actually, Gregg had been urging her to see one for months now, which infuriated her. Sara knew she had to do something but was at a loss as to what.

They finally reached Julia’s house, bringing Sara out of her reverie.  Gregg let Sara out at the front door and drove the car around back. In spite of her precarious emotional state, Sara experienced a flicker of her customary pleasure at visiting her girlhood home. It was an old house—an old farmhouse actually. Bill Levering had been born here and it wasn’t new then. When Bill’s law firm had begun to prosper, he’d done extensive remodeling both inside and out. The house now had all the modern conveniences while still retaining its rustic, old-fashioned charm.

Sara hoped Julia would have a fire in the large greystone fireplace in the living room—she felt in need of all the cheer-inducers she could get.

Sara entered the house without ringing, using her own key as Julia had insisted she do. Soon after Bill Levering’s death, Julia had said to her, “Sara, your father would want you to feel that this is still your home, as well as mine.” Even now, after her marriage to Gregg, Sara felt more at home here than in their apartment. Julia had invited Sara and Gregg to live here but it had been too great a distance for Gregg to commute to his classes at the university.

Sara stood in the entrance hall for a moment, steeling herself for the evening ahead and for the ordeal of questioning Julia.  As she hung her coat in the foyer closet, she heard the sounds of voices and laughter.  Frowning, Sara entered the living room and saw several people at the far end of the room, standing grouped around the fireplace.

“Oh no,” Sara muttered under her breath. Besides Julia, Doc Walsh was there, along with Walter Bennett, her father’s former law partner, and Walter’s wife, Lisa.

Just then, Gregg appeared at her side. He grasped her elbow firmly and propelled her into the room, into the midst of the group.

“Gregg—Sara darling,” Julia turned and welcomed them with kisses that faintly brushed their cheeks.

Everyone greeted everyone else, and in the confusion, Sara shot reproachful looks at Gregg and Julia, which they both returned with benign smiles.

‘Damn,’ Sara swore to herself. ‘They knew I wanted to settle some things tonight and yet here we are with a dinner party.’

Sara made an effort to hide her anger and managed to chat with Doc and Lisa, while Gregg went over to the bar to fix drinks. Julia murmured and “Excuse me,” and slipped out to the kitchen to see how Elsah was coming along with dinner.

Gregg sauntered back to Sara and handed her a strong-looking Scotch and soda, then drew Walter aside as though for a private conversation.

Sara sipped at her drink and glanced around the room. Julia had transformed it into pastel elegance and although it was beautiful, Sara had preferred it in its former colonial, homey, comfortable style. But since Bill Levering’s death, Julia had thrown herself into completely re-decorating the house.

“It isn’t that I don’t like Early American, dear,” Julia had once said to Sara. “It’s just that I have so little to do—let’s just call it occupational therapy.”

Sara had gently suggested a few volunteer projects Julia could have done.  But Julia made a moue of distaste and protested, “But that’s so depressing—can you see me emptying bed pans or something like that? It’s much more pleasant and enjoyable to re-do the house—besides there’s something to show for it this way.” Which was the end of that.

Gregg’s voice filtered through Sara’s thoughts and she heard him asking Walter Bennett,

“What do you think of Sara’s plan to set up a scholarship foundation with her inheritance from her father?”

Sara undisguisedly eavesdropped on their conversation but Walter and Gregg seemed unaware that she was listening.

“Why, it’s very commendable—quite a good thing to do,” Walter answered. “It’s what Bill had wanted to do with that money, anyway—he’d always considered it ‘found’ money and I don’t think he ever felt entitled to it or reconciled to it.”

Walter changed the subject then and Sara stopped listening.

All along, Gregg had thought she was unrealistic and idealistic and overly noble in her desire to give away the money left to her by her father. Sara had begun to rather cynically suspect it had less to do with criticism of her than a greedy desire on Gregg’s part to have a share of her million dollar windfall.

Actually, the inheritance was stock, not money—stock in a firm called Holcott Electronics.  Many years ago, Bill Levering had lent several thousand dollars to an Army buddy, Rafe Holcott, to help Rafe set up his own electronics business. Rafe had insisted on giving Bill a quarter interest in the company, against Bill’s wishes.  But Rafe had agreed to Bill’s condition that the holding be put in his small daughter’s name rather than his own. For years, Holcott Electronics had just barely survived. The profits on Bill’s share (Sara’s, really) had just managed to pay back Bill’s original investment.  Then, two years ago, Rafe, always the inventor, had come up with an electronic innovation that had earned him a fortune, with more in sight. Bill had been aghast when Rafe came up from Texas to tell him about the change in the business. Once again, Bill had tried to turn his share back over to Rafe, but Rafe had been adamant.

“Listen, ole buddy, if you hadn’t lent me that money to begin with, there never would’ve been a Holcott Electronics. So stop talking about giving back your share. Matter of fact, it isn’t rightly yours to give back—it’s in Sara’s name so don’t try giving away your daughter’s uh—whatchamacallit—dowry.”

Bill had laughed at Rafe calling the then 25-year-old Sara his “little daughter.” Rafe and Bill had dropped the subject then but after Rafe’s return to Texas, Bill had brought it up with Sara.

Sara had agreed with her father that they had neither the right nor the need for all that money. Bill’s law firm was quite prosperous and Sara was doing very well with the computer newspaper she edited and published. Bill was proud that his daughter had developed his own “take-it or leave-it” attitude toward wealth. Off and on during the months before his death, Bill and Sara had discussed the best use to which they could put the money. They’d finally settled on Sara’s suggestion of a scholarship fund.

Then before Bill had accomplished more than the preliminary groundwork in setting up the foundation, he suddenly died. Sara had let the matter rest, grief rendering her unable to follow through on it. Just recently, she had gone to the law office to see Walter Bennett and they’d taken up the arrangements where Bill had left off.

So Gregg still disapproves, Sara thought to herself now. They’d only discussed it once—right after her appointment with Walter.

“Sara, that’s too big a chunk of money just to throw—I mean give away,” Gregg had said. “Think what we could do with it—think of the life we could live—traveling, doing whatever we wanted, having whatever we wanted.”

Sara had tried to explain her feelings about the money—how she didn’t feel entitled to it and how she didn’t need it or want it. But she wasn’t able to make Gregg understand.

Julia returned from her trip to the kitchen and announced, “Now darlings, you have time for one more drink—but make it a short one.  Elsah says we absolutely must sit down to dinner in ten minutes.”

Chuckles greeted this pronouncement—it was well-known that in certain matters, Elsah ran Julia rather than the other way around.

In precisely ten minutes everyone drained their glasses and paired off into the dining room. Doc Walsh escorted Sara, asking in an undertone how she’d been. Then, not giving her a chance to answer, he whispered a scolding for her not coming back to see him.

Sara patted his arm and said soothingly, “Now Doc, you’re busy enough with patients who really have something wrong with them. Don’t worry—if I don’t feel better soon, I’ll be camping on your doorstep demanding that you do something.”

As she sat down at one end of the long table, Sara marveled at Julia’s dining room. A huge chandelier glistened over the table—its reflection repeated over and over in Julia’s china and crystal. Perhaps this is where Gregg gets his expensive tastes, Sara thought. Julia certainly does insist on only the very best.

Elsah began serving the soup—a creamy clam chowder that was her specialty.  Just as she finished and returned to the kitchen, the phone rang. She was back in a moment to tell Doc Walsh the call was for him.

After Doc left the room, Julia frowned and said, “Do you know how many dinners that man has left half finished? He’s always getting emergency calls. What a pity doctors can’t have 9 to 5 hours.”

Everyone laughed at Julia’s remark, and Gregg said, “Now Julia...”

Doc returned with a rueful smile on his face. “Julia, my dear, I know you won’t forgive me but I must leave—an emergency again.”

Julia rose from the table as Doc said his goodbyes and walked with him to the front door.

“If you’re finished early enough, come back,” Julia said.

Doc agreed to do that and kissed Julia on the cheek by way of apology.

Dinner continued uninterrupted and Sara was delighted to find an appetite for Elsah’s cooking. Coffee in the living room followed dinner, and after that, Sara managed to get her stepmother upstairs—on the pretext of seeing the new draperies in Julia’s bedroom.

After perfunctorily admiring the drapes, Sara confronted Julia with what had been preying on her mind for the past 24 hours.

“Julia, what is this ridiculous story of Gregg’s about my mother committing suicide?”

Julia reddened but made no reply. She fumbled at her dressing table and ended up lighting a cigarette. Julia seldom smoked and it was a sign of how upset she was.

“Julia, please answer me,” Sara demanded, beginning to feel more and more annoyed.

“Sit down, dear.” Julia gestured towards the loveseat. Sara grudgingly sat down while Julia remained standing.

“Sara, I’d always hoped this matter would never come up. I’m furious with Gregg for having said anything. Now, I realize he let it slip unintentionally, in the midst of a quarrel. But I had told him in confidence and there’s no excuse for his betrayal of that confidence.”

“Are you trying to tell me that it’s true—that my mother did take her own life?” Sara asked incredulously.

“You’ll never know how sorry I am, my dear, but that’s exactly what I’m saying. And I’m heartbroken that you’ve found out.”

Sara stood up and placed herself squarely in front of Julia. Glaring at her, she said, “Julia, I can’t imagine why you and Gregg would concoct such a story but it’s a cruel and hateful thing to do to me.”

“Sara, please. I understand how you must feel. And I realize how overwrought you’ve been these past months. Then to discover this—well, it’s enough to rock even the most stable person...” Julia let her voice trail off.

Speechless with anger, Sara turned her back on Julia and covered her eyes with one hand, trying to gain enough control of herself to be able to speak.

Finally, through a grimly set mouth, she said, “Please go away—please leave me alone for a few minutes.”

Julia murmured something that Sara couldn’t hear, and left the room.

Sara walked over to one of the windows, shoved the drapes aside, and pressed her burning forehead against a cold pane of glass. Off in the distance, she could see the glow of St. Louis’ night skyline. ‘Oh how I wish I could talk to Daddy,’ she thought. ‘I wish I could talk to someone.’

She looked off to the right, trying to find the lights of the Haven’s house but their house wasn’t visible from Julia’s bedroom.

‘Perhaps I could talk to Paul or Tante Lu...’

Deciding she’d better repair her make-up and get back downstairs, Sara went into the bathroom adjoining Julia’s bedroom. As she flicked on the light, Sara gasped at Julia’s redecorating. The bathroom had been re-done in deep purple with pink accents.

‘How godawful—what was she thinking of? Or was it that silly decorator’s idea?’

Shaking her head, Sara put on lipstick and smoothed her hair back in its coil.  Reluctantly she started downstairs, pausing halfway down the staircase to listen to the voices coming from the living. She thought she’d heard her name mentioned. Yes, there it was again. Very quietly, she went the rest of the way down the stairs and stood in the foyer just outside the living room and just out of sight.

Evidently, Julia had told Gregg and Walter and Lisa that Sara was upset and wouldn’t be down quite yet. Gregg said he’d go up to see how she was but Julia said no, Sara had asked to be left alone.

Gregg protested. “But she’s alone too much these days. That’s part of the problem. She never wants to see anyone or go anywhere. She spends every evening and weekend in that apartment—I’m the only person she sees. Tonight is the first time we’ve been out in over a month. I’m really getting worried—I’ve begged her to see a psychiatrist but she refuses and...”

At this point, Sara burst into the room, face flushed and eyes blazing.  “That’s enough, Gregg,” she shouted. “I will not be discussed behind my back.  I want to go home and I want to go now!”

Gregg came over to her and made as if to put his arm around her shoulders.

“Don’t touch me,” Sara screamed at him. “I’ll be waiting in the car.” She left the living room, grabbed her coat from the foyer closet, and slammed out of the house.

CHAPTER 3 -SARA

The next morning, Sara stayed in bed, feigning sleep until after Gregg had left for the university. When she heard the faint click of the front door shutting, she got up and went into the kitchen. Gregg had left the coffee pot on for her so she poured a cup of coffee. While it was cooling, she drank some orange juice, automatically picking up and gulping down the packet of vitamins Gregg was always insisting she take. Lighting a cigarette, she picked up her coffee and went into the living room. For a moment she stood looking out the front window that faced the park.

The condo was directly across from Forest Park; the  view was breathtaking—trees stretching out as far as the eye could see.  Towering over the treetops, the high-rises of downtown St. Louis were framed by the Arch.

‘What am I going to do?’ Sara asked herself.  She sat down on the sofa, setting her coffee on the glass-topped coffee table and stubbing out her cigarette in a bubble-design crystal ashtray, angry with herself for having started smoking again.

She slowly twisted her combination engagement/wedding ring around and around her finger with her thumb. The ring was gold with diamonds studded half-way across the wide band.

* * *

Gregg had surprised her with the ring at dinner one evening at the Tenderloin Room. They’d finished eating and were having coffee when Gregg pulled a small wrapped package from his jacket pocket and placed on the table in front of her.

“Go ahead—open it,” Gregg said.

Sara picked up the package and turned over a couple of times in her hand.  “What’s this for? It isn’t my birthday or some holiday.”

“Just open it,” Gregg had said, with a smile.

Sara fumbled with the ribbon and paper and finally uncovered a small burgundy velvet box. Inside was a beautiful, dazzling ring.

“Well?” Gregg asked.

“Well...” Sara replied, not smiling. “Gregg, I just don’t know. It’s too soon after Dad’s death—I’m just not ready for this.”

“There couldn’t be a better time, sweetheart. Now is when you need me most.”

Sara felt the pull of Gregg’s charm—he was such an attractive and compelling man—almost too much so.  It would be very easy to get lost in his movie star good looks and the physical chemistry between them.

Somehow, she hadn’t said no, and they had drifted into an engagement that drifted into a September wedding.

The past six months were a blur in Sara’s mind.  Right from the start of the marriage, her physical and emotional health had gone steadily downhill.

More and more, Sara felt she was married to and living with a stranger.  She and Gregg were growing further apart rather than closer.

* * *

Sara stood up and walked over to the wide window looking out over snow-covered Forest Park and the awesome downtown skyline. She leaned her forehead against the cold window pane for a moment and then straightened up. In a soft voice, she spoke aloud to an unseen audience beyond her window the words that had been repeating themselves over and over again in her head...

“I don’t think this marriage is going to work.”

In the midst of her reverie, the private unlisted line rang and Sara went into the bedroom to answer the phone. It was that terrifying call again—the screeching, high-toned electronic noise—like a fax machine or a computer bulletin board and then the sing-song computer voice chanting over and over again, “Sara, Sara, Sara.”

Knees shaking, Sara sat down on the edge of the bed. She’d been getting these calls for months now, but never when anyone was around. Gregg humored her when she told him about them but by the look in his eyes, she knew he thought she was imagining them or exaggerating them.  But he’d finally promised to call the phone company to see if they could have the calls traced.

Going into the kitchen, Sara poured herself another cup of coffee and took it to her desk in the study. She pulled out the notebook in which she wrote sporadically and idly flipped through the pages.  She’d begun this particular journal last June, several months after her father’s death and several months before her marriage to Gregg. The entries following the marriage became fewer and fewer as the months progressed, dwindling to one or two a month. In fact, the most recent of Sara’s entries was right after Christmas, over two months ago. Sara skimmed over a few of the later entries, appalled at the scrawling handwriting and disconnected, disjointed thoughts.

She’d never intended her journals to be literature but at least they had always been literate and legible.  Sara felt a chill of fear.

What’s going on here? she asked herself.

More carefully, she read back through the journal. As nearly as she could tell, the erratic entries started in the weeks following her marriage to Gregg in September. Prior to that, what she’d written had been distant and restrained, mirroring her grief at her father’s death.  Sara had blocked off her emotions when Bill Levering died.

“I’ve had my share,” thought Sara.

She reached up on the bookshelf over her desk and pulled down her journal from the year her mother died.

Sara had been 14 at the time, a very adult 14. She’d already been keeping a journal (or diary, as she’d called it then) for four years.

Sara turned to the entry following her mother’s death and slowly read the words that the long-ago teen-aged girl had used to say farewell to her mother.

“Mama, losing you is unthinkable and unbearable. I’m going to have to do what I did when Pansy got hit by that car. I’m going to have to block it all out because that’s the only way I can handle it. In my mind, I’m going to pretend you’re on a trip to New York to see your publisher. Somehow, I know you’re still with me, and I won’t ever let go of you.”

A tear slipped down Sara’s face and she quickly brushed it away.

The diary continued—

“Pansy and Mama both in car accidents—well, I just won’t think about any of that. I’ll go downstairs now and be with Daddy and Tante Lu and Paulie.”

Sara sat blank-minded for a moment, then replaced the one journal and pulled out another—the one from her sophomore and junior years in college.

She knew all too well the entries in the last part of this journal. She had read them over and over again, trying somehow to make her peace with all that had happened.

“It’s best that Paul take the internship at the Paris bureau of the newspaper—there’s no way he can turn down an opportunity like this—it’s the chance of a lifetime.”

Right after his graduation from Mizzou’s Journalism School, Paul had been offered an internship by the major daily newspaper in the city because of his fluency in French and his college record. Paul’s mother was a native-born Frenchwoman and he was bilingual.

Sara desperately wanted to go with him but she still had two more years of college and she knew that a new young wife was one extra thing for Paul to contend with. So the two young lovers became engaged and very maturely pledged to wait for one another, or so they thought.

“It’s over—it’s really over. Paul has married another woman and is out of my life forever. Oh God, I don’t think I can bear it.”

There was a stretch of months with no entries, then—

“I haven’t written in my journal for a very long while—actually, I haven’t done much of anything for a very long while. Daddy and Doc Walsh say that it wasn’t’ really a nervous breakdown, it was just my heart taking some time out to heal. Well, now it’s time to get on with my life—to finish college and just get on with it. I’m happy with my decision to finish my degree here in the city rather than going back to Mizzou. I think there would be too many reminders of Paul there.”

With a rough, jerky movement, Sara shoved the journal back on the shelf.  Looking through her journals had triggered a memory in Sara.  Her mother, Mary Kate, had also kept journals—that’s how Sara had gotten into the habit of writing down her thoughts and feelings and observations. After Bill Levering’s death, Julia had given Sara all of her mother’s personal papers but Sara hadn’t looked through them. She’d put the sealed cartons into the storage area of the condo without so much as opening any of them.

I wonder what my mom’s journals say right before she died, Sara thought. One thing for sure is that they’ll show what a lie it is that she committed suicide.

She Sara put on jeans and a sweatshirt and then went to the storage room to start digging through the boxes.  The room was windowless and airless. Sara left the door wide open. At times, she had a problem with claustrophobia and she felt more comfortable with the door open.

I really don’t want to do this, Sara thought, but I really have to.

The boxes were labeled in her father’s scrawling writing—he’d taken such care with Mary Kate’s things. Sara spread the boxes out around her and looked at the labels—here was one labeled, photographs—another labeled mementos and keeps sakes, then mementos and keepsakes/Sara and a mementos and keepsakes for Jimmy.  One that said MK’s childhood.  Here was another that said, Escape from Mount Rusk, her mother’s first mystery. Here was the one labeled, Journals.  Sara pushed it close to the door and looked at the other cartons.  One box for each of Mary Kate’s three subsequent books.  There was one labeled simply, Bill and that label seemed the most poignant of all.

Sara couldn’t imagine how her father could have borne to go through her mothers’s things and organize them so seemingly logically and methodically.

I want to look at every piece of paper in every box, thought Sara, amazed that she hadn’t wanted to do it long before this. Also, I want to get my father’s papers from Julia and do the same thing with them that he did for mom’s things. To think that a person’s life can be bundled up in a few boxes and that’s all that’s left. No, that’s not true. I’m left and I’m a result of my mother’s — and my father’s—life.

Sara pulled at the heavy tape sealing the edges of the box marked Journals and opened one flap and then the other. A sheet of newspaper covered the stacks of notebooks. She glanced at the date of the yellowed newspaper and saw that it was about 6 months after her mother’s death—right around the time of her own 15th birthday.

She’d never known that her Dad had packed up all of her mother’s things.  Through the years, every once in awhile he would give her something that had belonged to her mother which in some small way seemed to keep Mary Kate very much with them.

One by one, Sara lifted out the journals and gently stacked them on the floor next to their carton. 36 years of living packed into a few thousand pages—but still much more of legacy than most people left.

I have to do this, Sara said to her reluctant self. I have to.

She picked up her mother’s final journal and started reading from the beginning.

A phrase here, a word there, brought a slight smile to Sara’s lips and brought back memories of her mother’s cadence and rhythm in speaking, her innate poetry evidencing itself even in everyday conversation.

This journal had started just before Jimmy’s death, at a time when life was very good for the Leverings. They lived on several acres of land in south county, and had just started keeping horses for Jimmy who was 17 and Sara who was 13. Bill loved practicing law, plus being very financially successful.  Mary Kate, at 36, had already published two mysteries and one collection of poetry, besides free-lancing articles for local magazines and newspapers.

Mary Kate mainly used her journals for writing about day-to-day happenings, but every once in awhile she would jot down the beginnings of a poem or the fragments of an idea for a mystery novel.

Sara puzzled over an obscure entry and decided it must have been a scrap of fiction for one of her mother’s novels:

“I don’t understand that young man. And other people have doubts about him too. Lu thinks he’s psychotic and she should know. I don’t know what if anything I should do about it.”

For the most part, the entries detailed the lives of a busy, happy family with a variety of interests and activities. Sara read slowly, dreading what was to come. Her beloved older brother, Jimmy had drowned that summer in the lake adjoining the Levering property.

Sara skimmed over her mother’s grief, reading only a word here and there, feeling as though she were intruding on something personal and private.  Jimmy’s death had stunned the three of them and their circle of friends.  Mary Kate had done her best to take care of Bill and Sara and to be as strong as she could. She only let herself grieve openly in her journal, seeming to know that she needed to grieve but not wanting to burden her already overburdened family with that grief.

The next few months were quiet ones, as the Leverings tried to pick up the pieces of their lives. That September, Mary Kate was supposed to go to New York to meet with her editor and publisher about her second poetry collection and about going on tour with the book. She had convinced Bill and Sara to accompany her.

The journal ended abruptly a few days before the proposed New York trip. Mary Kate had been driving home from the library in a September thunderstorm and had crashed into an overpass abutment on the highway just two miles from home.

Bill and Sara had been overwhelmed—Sara blocked out all her emotions, walled off her feelings. Bill buried himself in his work and in Sara.  They became very close to each other for the next couple of years till Sara went away to college.

Sara forced herself to go back and read the last few entries more carefully.  These were not the words of someone contemplating suicide.  These were the words of a strong and brave woman who was trying to salvage a life for her family out of tragedy.

Sara carried the journals, stack after stack, carefully into her study and put them on an empty shelf in the bookcase over her desk. Somehow she finally felt strong enough to live with her mother’s death and to have reminders of her mother in her life.  She put things back the way they were in the storeroom, feeling that she had made great progress in determining the truth about Gregg and Julia’s version of her mother’s death.

Sara cut through the kitchen on the way back to the study. She poured a glass of milk and grabbed an apple and took them back to her desk.  Once again, she picked up her current journal and started writing.

“I need to get my thoughts—and my life—organized.  Things are going very badly for me and it’s time to fix them.”

Sara took a big bite of apple and continued.

“First, I’ll go to see Doc Walsh and then Walter. Also, I'll call Paul and see if he can come in to newspaper office tomorrow and talk about doing some free-lance work until I have everything under control.”

Sara finished the apple, drained the glass of milk, and went back to writing.

“So, my first step is to make some phone calls—maybe I can convince Doc and Walter to see me this afternoon.”

Two hours later, Sara was driving to Amos Walsh’s office downtown.  She had managed to cajole him and Walter into squeezing her into their afternoon schedules.  Paul had agreed to come by the newspaper tomorrow morning.

Sara had dressed warmly and practically in slacks and boots and a long coat.  The streets and sidewalks had been cleared but there were puddles of slush and piles of snow to navigate around.

Amos had his office in the same high-rise as Walter. He was one of the few physicians still officed downtown—most of them had re-located to the suburbs.  But recently a downtown medical center had opened and predictions were that more and more physicians would open offices downtown as a convenience to the thousands of workers.

Amos’ waiting room was pure Amos—comfortably padded chairs with arms, good, bright reading lights, and an assortment of reasonable up-to-date reading materials—including, Sara was glad to see, copies of the latest issue of her computer newspaper.

The receptionist said it would be just a few minutes. Sara sat on the edge of the chair nearest the door to the inner sanctorum as she always thought of it.  She had been coming to Amos for as long as she could remember.  When she was a baby, she had a pediatrician but as soon as she started school, Mary Kate switched her to Amos.

Sara smiled when she thought of how she dreaded the feeling of helplessness and powerlessness doctors and dentists gave her. No matter how adult and in charge she felt elsewhere, put her on an examining table or in a dentist’s chair, she turned into mush.

Sara could hear a high-speed dot matrix printer in the office area beyond the waiting room. Automatically, she thought, I wonder when Amos will upgrade to a laser printer. Smiling to herself, Sara answered her own question—only when he absolutely has to and only when the price comes way down.

The receptionist opened the frosted window and told Sara she could come in now.

Sara thought, I’ve been here hundreds of times and Doc Walsh is family to me and still I’m leery of coming here. It must be something about the medical mystique. There’s this feeling of helplessness and vulnerability that I bet even the most self- assured people get when put through their paces by a physician.  Or maybe I’m just plain chicken.

Amos met her in the hallway and gave her shoulder a squeeze.

“My dear, I’m so glad you came to see me. You can’t know how worried I’ve been about you, especially after last night.”

Sara looked at him questioningly and he said, “Yes, Julia told me what had happened. I came back after I finished with my patient, but of course you and Gregg had gone by then.”

Amos opened the examining room door for her, then followed her in.

Later, Sara sat opposite Amos, looking at him across his cluttered desk.

“Well, Doc?” Sara questioned.

CHAPTER 4

Amos smiled at Sara and said, “Well, my dear, I’m still not finding any major malfunctions in your apparatus, other than the anemia and that’s coming along.  I think the time has come for me to presume upon my closeness to you and your family and insist that we call in a psychotherapist. Now, now, don’t look like that.” Amos rose from his desk and walked around it to where Sara was sitting and patted her on the shoulder.

“Obviously, you’re not yourself and I can’t find a physical reason for that.  You seem to forget you’ve suffered quite a few losses in the past ten years or so—losing your parents and your brother and P...” Doc stopped there but Sara filled in the unspoken name.

“Paul. It’s okay—you can say it. And I’m over the loss of Paul. I know I’m not over the loss of my family but I don’t think that’s anything you ever get `over’—maybe you just get beyond it.”

“Sara, I realize you don’t want to see a therapist but would you at least consider talking to Lucienne Haven.  She’s been like a second mother to you and I know how much you love and trust her. I realize that since her husband’s death she’s not in private practice except for a couple of long-time clients. Would you be willing for me to call her and explain the situation and see what she thinks?  She might not even agree to see you on a professional basis because of your closeness.”

Sara hesitated for several moments and when she finally answered she spoke very slowly and carefully, with a long pause between each sentence. “Doc, I just don’t know what to do.  I’m really at the end of my rope.  I guess it can’t hurt to see what Tante Lu says.  I’ll go see her professionally if she agrees.”

Amos nodded approvingly and said, “I’ll call her this afternoon and then let you know what she says.”

“All right, but I won’t be home this afternoon—I have an appointment with Walter in a few minutes to talk about a will and the scholarship foundation.  Could you call me this evening.”

As Sara left Doc Walsh’s office, she had to admit to herself that she felt somewhat better, somehow relieved that she was taking some kind of action.

She rode the high-rise express elevator to Walter’s office on the 38th floor.  Because the office brought back memories of her father, Sara had avoided coming to see Walter here, and he very understandingly transacted Sara’s legal business at her home or her office or at his home.

Sara gave her name to Walter’s new receptionist, a seemingly pleasant but plain, older woman.  Sara smiled to herself, thinking that Lisa must have had something to do with this.

Lisa had started out at the receptionist in the Bennett & Levering law office several years ago, had moved up to being Walter’s secretary, and had then received the ultimate promotion to wifedom, having displaced the incumbent.  Evidently, Lisa wasn’t anxious to see a repeat performance of her own career ascension.

While waiting for Walter, Sara stood at one of the windows that overlooked the Arch and the riverfront. She remembered all the Fourth of July fireworks demonstrations she’d watched from this window.

‘I wonder where I’ll be this coming 4th of July,’ Sara thought.

Just then, Walter came out to greet her. “Hello, Sara, dear. You know I would’ve stopped by your home or the newspaper office.”

“No, Uncle Walter, this is fine. I’m fine.”

“Well, come along into my office and tell me what’s on your mind.”

Sara followed Walter into his conservative, traditionally furnished office.  It was very “East Coast” legal—with dark paneled walls, dark mahogany desk and credenza and bookcases and burgundy leather chairs.

“Coffee?”

“No, thank you,.”

“Let’s get down to business then. What can I do for you?”

Walter pulled out a chair for Sara at the round conference table in one corner of his office and sat down opposite from her. On the table were several file folders marked with her name.

“There are a couple of things I want to get started on—a will is one but the main thing is the scholarship foundation. I want to get that off the ground.  This is something that I know Dad really wanted.”

“Yes, your father and I had discussed it briefly before he — before his death, and I had done some groundwork.” Walter gave one of the files to Sara, saying “Here are some preliminary ideas based on what Bill said. Why don’t you take this information home with you and look it over—it’s an extra copy I had made for you.”

Sara flipped quickly through the pages and was pleased to see in them many of the ideas she and her father had come up with during the year before his death, after they found out just how much money the sale of Holcott Electronics had brought.

“Sara, I want to tell you what a commendable thing this is that you’re doing.  Most people would consider your windfall “found money” and proceed to spend it all.”

“Uncle Walter, bless your heart, I know you’re too much a gentleman to say what you’re probably thinking—Why does she want to give away $2 million dollars? I think the answer is that it is “found money” and neither Dad nor I felt in any way entitled to it. Besides, I have a good job and Dad left me some money, and I just don’t need it or want it. And as you know all too well, I’ve seen some instances pretty close to home where people have let inherited or unearned wealth destroy their lives.”

“I understand what you’re saying, and I know Bill concurred totally.  Why don’t you look over the plans and let me know what you think. Now as to the will, I’m so glad you’re finally doing this. I tried to get you to do it after your father’s death but I didn’t want to push too much.”

Walter reached for a yellow legal pad, and said, “Now, tell me what you want the main provisions to be and then we’ll work it up with all the proper legal mumbo-jumbo and jargon.”

Sara hesitated and then said, “Uncle Walter, this is really difficult to talk about, but I think I want to leave everything to the scholarship foundation.”

Walter looked at her questioningly. When she didn’t say anything else, he asked, “What about Gregg?”

“Things aren’t going well there, and I think I don’t want to make a will leaving things to Gregg.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, my dear. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do. You’re not thinking of filing for divorce?” Walter let his voice trail off with the question mark.

“No, it hasn’t quite reached that point yet. But I just somehow don’t feel right about leaving my inheritance from Dad to Gregg.”

Walter didn’t say anything in direct response, just smiling warmly and assuring Sara that he wanted to help in any way she wanted him to.

Sara gathered up her things, including the file on the foundation, and retrieved her coat from the rack where the kindly looking receptionist had hung it.

Walter accompanied her to the elevator, and gave her a gentle pat on the shoulder. “Now, call me after you’ve had a chance to look at that file and we’ll set up a time to meet.”

“Thanks, Uncle Walter. I’ll be in touch.”

Driving home, Sara was amazed at how much better she felt. It was as though she needed to take some action, to take control of her life.

‘I hadn’t realized how out of control my life was getting,’ Sara thought.

Sara’s route home took her past the law school Gregg was attending; she decided to take a shortcut through the campus to avoid some of the rush hour traffic. The campus was beautiful in the snow, the old limestone buildings frosted with a dusting of snow on the dead ivy vines, framed by huge evergreens with a heavy blanket of snow.

As Sara was turning out of the campus she saw Gregg standing by his car, with Lisa Bennett in his arms.

It was unmistakably Lisa, her mass of red hair standing out against the kelly green of her down jacket. And just as unmistakably it was Gregg, coatless and hatless as usual, with only a muffler hanging around his neck.

Sara watched in shock as Gregg leaned down to give Lisa a lingering kiss. When the kiss was finished, Lisa turned to the car parked next to Gregg’s. Gregg gave her a pat on the rear and helped her into the car, and stood watching while she drove off in the opposite direction that Sara was going.

Sara quickly drove away, fairly certain that Gregg hadn’t seen her.  She got on the interstate and started driving west, with no destination in mind.  The further she got from the city, the angrier she became.

How dare he!  How dare she!

Her thoughts raced, jumbled and confused. Her mind felt as though it were on autopilot, looking back over the past months, adding things up, making connections, figuring things out.

The steady motion of the car had a tranquillizing effect on Sara and she started trying to think rationally. She was amazed to see how far she’d driven without realizing it. She was over halfway to her Dad’s A-frame at Edelweiss—no, it was her A-frame now, left to her by her father.

She decided to spend the night at Edelweiss—she knew she didn’t want to go back to the condo and face Gregg. She picked up the receiver of the carphone and called the answering service she used for the newspaper to leave a message for Gregg that she would be spending the night at Edelweiss.

“Please call my home number later this evening and make sure that Mr.  Ransome gets that message,” she told the young woman who worked on the service.

She was amazed to discover how distasteful it was to think of having to see Gregg again.  It was as though her mind had added up a multitude of bits and pieces and had formed a serious indictment and judgement of him.  She was also amazed to discover how furious she was that Lisa Bennett would do this to Walter.

“But I’m not surprised,” Sara said aloud.  Poor Walter, he wasn’t the first middle-aged man to be captivated by a sexy young beauty and he wouldn’t be the last.  And poor Aunt Elaine—losing Uncle Walter to that little opportunist.

The hills in the countryside on the way to Edelweiss were breathtakingly beautiful—snow could create an almost new virgin world.

Sara stopped at the all-purpose convenience store just outside Edelweiss’s miniature entrance lodge to pick up milk and bread and eggs and some fresh fruit. She kept a supply of frozen food and canned goods in the cabin, along with her weekend knockabout clothes.

Sara exchanged a few words with the old woman at the convenience store.  She’d worked there forever, it seemed to Sara—at least as long as the Leverings had had a place at Edelweiss—20 years now.

Old George at the entrance gate waved her in, shouting a welcome to her. He’d been one of the rotating guards on Edelweiss’s 7-day, 24-hour staff for years and was one of Sara’s favorites.

The gravel roads only had one narrow lane cleared but Sara’s Renault had no trouble with the hills and turns. The Levering cabin was off to the west of the complex, about two miles from the entrance and about the same distance from the golf course and recreational area. Edelweiss was dotted with lakes, large and small, and the Levering place was located up a hill from one of the medium-sized lakes.

Sara pulled the Renault into one side of the carport attached to the cabin.  As she carried the bag of groceries up the steep staircase leading to the main entrance of the A-frame, she remembered how it felt coming here as a little girl, so excited at this magical spot in the woods, where she and her big brother Jimmy could explore to their hearts’ content.

The cabin was cold and Sara quickly turned up the thermostat and put a match to the fire already laid in the fireplace (she had done that the last time she was here, about a month ago). Before she put the groceries away, she started a pot of coffee, and then turned on the radio to fill up the silence. She also unplugged the phone, not wanting to talk to Gregg if he called.

It was almost dark outside now but because Edelweiss was so well-guarded and well-patrolled, Sara felt no fear or apprehension at being alone here.

The cabin was comfortably but rustically furnished, mostly with re-cycled furniture from the Leverings' house in St. Louis. Sara poured a cup of coffee and sat down with it on the floor in front of the fireplace.

“Well, well, well,” she said to herself. She wondered why she wasn’t more surprised at Gregg and Lisa. “I guess I’ve always known there was something wrong with our marriage.”

Sara sat in front of the fire, drinking coffee and smoking, letting her thoughts drift like the smoke from her cigarette.

After a couple of hours, she started getting sleepy and decided to go to bed.  Tomorrow and the next day and the weeks after that were going to be very messy and she would need all her wits about her to handle the chaos her life had become.  She put the screen up in front of the fire and turned off the coffee and the radio. Up in the sleeping loft she quickly changed into a warm flannel night gown and crawled under a heavy down comforter.

Later, rising up from the midst of a deep sleep, Sara heard a pounding noise somewhere off in the distance. At first, she rolled over and buried her head under the pillow and the comforter, but the pounding continued. She got up, wrapping the comforter around her, and went over to the window to look down on the front porch. There was a parka-ed figure there, pounding on the door. Sara debated what to do but then noticed Gregg’s Toyota parked off under the trees.

“Rats!”

Dragging the comforter behind her, she went down the stairs to the front door.

“Gregg, go away. I don’t want to see you,” she shouted.

“Sara, what’s wrong with you? Let me in—this is ridiculous—I’m freezing out here—let me in,” he shouted back.

“Gregg, I’m serious, if you don’t leave, I’m calling the security guards to come and make you leave.”

“Sara, if you don’t let me in, I’ll break this door down. There’s something emotionally wrong with you and you know it!”

“Gregg, forget your act. I saw you kissing Lisa on the parking lot on campus today. This marriage is over and you’ll just have to accept that.”

There was a momentary silence on Gregg’s side of the door. Sara waited, wondering whether he’d go now or whether he’d start pounding again.

Instead, he said quietly, “Sara, let me explain. That wasn’t what you thought...”

Sara interrupted and said just as quietly, “Gregg, I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to hear anything. I just want you to go away. I’m going back to bed now.”

She went back up the stairs, not waiting to hear if Gregg answered.  Much later, she heard the car start up and drive away. It was a long while before she fell back asleep.

She awoke at dawn the next morning, feeling as though she hadn’t slept at all.

If it weren’t for the appointment with Paul at 11 this morning, she thought, I’d spend the day here. But I have to try and convince Paul to help me out with the paper.

CHAPTER 5 -  Paul

Paul was up at dawn that morning also. His mother and Toby were still fast asleep and Paul was careful to make as little noise as possible as he fixed coffee for himself. While the coffee was brewing, he put on his coat and walked the quarter-mile down the driveway to the mailbox to get the morning paper.

It always amazed him that no matter how early he got up, the paper was there waiting—all those people working all night while he slept.  During his time at the Paris office of the paper, he’d been on a fairly regular daytime schedule except when something newsworthy was happening so he wasn’t accustomed to the idea of night time work.

As he sat drinking coffee and flipping through the paper, Paul kept thinking, ‘What am I going to say to Sara about working for her?  At the moment, I’m so bored from not working that I’ll take any job.  But after what I did to her, I don’t see how she can stand to be around me.  I can’t believe she’s willing to put that all behind us, despite what she said the other day when I drove her home.’

That day, Sara had been reserved and distant towards him, although cordial. Paul understood the boundaries she was establishing between them and respected her reasons for those boundaries.

Paul took a fresh cup of coffee into the family room and sat looking out on the snowy woods behind the Haven house. Well, ole buddy, he said to himself, what now?

Out loud he said, “Take it as it comes and steady as you go.” Giving his head a firm nod, he drained his coffee cup and went upstairs to shower and shave.

Later, in the car driving to the city, Paul’s interior monologue was a mixed-up jumble of thoughts.

First things first. I’ll go see what Sara has to say. And I won’t go with any preconceived ideas or pre-made decisions. Toby and I are here, at least for awhile, so I need to do something about working—and I know I don’t want any part of the Post—not right now, not yet.

He thought back to a puzzling conversation his mother had initiated the night before. After dinner and after Toby had gone to bed, Lucienne and Paul had been sitting together in front of the living room fireplace.

“Paul, I need to talk with you for a moment about Sara, but it will be a not very clear talk for you to understand. There are some things, some professional matters, that I am not completely free to discuss, that concern our Sara.  I will tell you as much as I feel comfortable with and then I must trust your good judgement and your very good common sense.”

Lucienne paused and then continued slowly, choosing her words carefully, “Amos Walsh is most concerned with Sara’s well-being, both physical and mental. He has been trying to get her to see a therapist but until now has been unsuccessful. She has agreed to talk with me, if I am willing, and I think I am, at least to get her amenable to the idea of a counselor.

“I know that tomorrow you’re going into the city to talk with Sara about helping her out at her newspaper. Perhaps it is not fair of me to try to influence your decision, but I would hope that at least temporarily you will try to be of some assistance to Sara. I think she is for some reason in need of all the help she can get.

“There—that’s as much as I will say—except that I love you very much, I trust you totally—and I feel so very blessed to have you and Toby with me for a brief time.”

With that, Lucienne had brushed her lips in the direction of Paul’s forehead and had gone upstairs.

Now, as he drove into the city, he thought he understood what his mother had been trying to communicate. Lucienne wanted him to help Sara with the paper but she was also subtly warning him that doing so might not be so simple or uncomplicated.

I hope someday there will be a way for Sara to know the truth about what happened seven years ago, Paul thought as he drove towards the city.

* * *

He had been in Paris for almost a year, loving his job, but missing Sara so much that it felt like an ache that would never stop, a nagging sense of not-rightness.

They wrote to each other almost daily—the letter-writing had become part of each day’s routine. In the past year, by this steady exchange of letters they had somehow revealed themselves to each other in ways that being together day by day would not have done.

Sara was now in her senior year at Mizzou—they planned to marry right after her graduation and Sara would join Paul in Paris.  Paul had managed a trip home at Christmas—that was their present to each other, with Lucienne and Bill’s contribution also.

Paul’s boss at the Paris bureau was Ben Adams, a veteran newspaperman whom Paul liked and respected enormously and who taught him new things every day. Nowhere else, Paul was convinced, could he have gotten this kind of experience and apprenticeship.

Ben was gruff and rough-seeming but with a compassion and caring that he kept hidden. Ben was a widower with a daughter, Marla, a couple of years younger than Paul. She had been raised in a helter-skelter fashion after her mother’s death and had become a handful for Ben. He had tried several different schools and had even once put her in a convent school in Switzerland—she was expelled from there after only two weeks for trying to seduce the handyman. She was bright and capable but everywhere she went managed to fail most of her courses, almost deliberately it seemed.

She had been traveling around with a group of friends during Paul’s first year in Paris. She returned that summer, burned out and bored with her friends and her life. Ben arranged for her to work at the bakery located at the street level of the building in which the newspaper had its office. Surprisingly, she seemed to settle into the routine of the job and seemed agreeable for the first time in years.

Marla was extremely attractive and took every opportunity to flaunt that attractiveness Paul’s way. She came to the office almost every day and initiated a relationship with Paul that consisted of heavy flirting on her part and heavy indifference on his part. Marla made no secret of that fact that she was attracted to him and her teasing flirtatiousness made him very uncomfortable.

One day when Ben was out of the city, Marla came by at noon swinging a wicker picnic hamper and wearing a big grin.

“I wangled the afternoon off from Jean Paul and he even gave me some goodies for a picnic lunch. I’ve come to kidnap you and I won’t take no for an answer,” Marla said to Paul as she leaned against the doorframe to his office.

“I can’t, kid. Your dad’s gone and I have to mind the store.” Paul knew he wanted no part of Marla and her picnic.

“Therese can do that,” Marla responded, referring to the young Frenchwoman who functioned as secretary, bookkeeper, and aspiring newspaper reporter.

“No, she can't,” Paul replied, “she’s out sick today.”

“Well, that’s a kick in the head. I was determined to get you out of this stuffy old office and into the park across the way.”

Marla walked into the reception area and set the picnic hamper down on the round table there. Turning towards Paul’s office, she said loudly, “We’ll just have our picnic here.”

Marla removed the magazines and newspapers strewn across the table and spread out a yellow striped table cloth on it.  Out of the hamper she took a bottle of wine and two glasses, sandwiches made with Jean Paul’s big flaky croissants, apples, and cheese.

Paul felt a warning bell go off in his head. ‘What’s going on here,’ he asked himself. Marla was up to something.  She was being so charming and pleasant and not teasing or flirting—not like her usual self at all.

“The picnic is served,” she called. “Come and get it.”

They sat eating, not talking.

“Jean Paul’s croissants are the best,” Paul said as he helped himself to a second chicken sandwich.

“Mmmmmmmm,” Marla said with her mouth full.

They sat chatting a bit after they’d finished. The wine was gone and Paul was feeling very relaxed and open. He started telling Marla about Sara, in hopes of discouraging Marla’s interest in him.

Marla listened very quietly, making no comments or interruptions.

When Paul stopped talking, Marla looked down at her empty wine glass and said, “You must be very lonely, just like me.”

Paul didn’t quite know how to answer so he just murmured a noncommittal “Mmmmmmm.”

The phone rang and Paul went over to Therese’s desk to answer it.

Marla watched him as he talked, not understanding the conversation in French. He was writing down some notes and glancing at his watch, all signs that this respite was over and Paul would have to go back to work. She slowly packed up the picnic hamper.

Paul finished the conversation and said as he took his jacket off the coat rack just inside the door, “That was someone from the Embassy—I have to go over there right away. Can you lock up?”

“Certainement,” Marla said, mispronouncing one of the few French words she knew.

That impromptu office picnic had marked the beginning of a new phase in Marla’s campaign towards Paul. She made it a habit to drop in the office everyday, bringing croissants or pastries for everyone, and being on her best behavior.

Ben Adams had realized immediately what his daughter was up to and was torn as to what to say to Paul without being disloyal to Marla. He kept procrastinating and ended up saying and doing nothing.

Slowly, Paul became accustomed to Marla’s presence and his attitude towards her was that of an older brother to a slightly annoying younger sister.

As a lark, Marla had enrolled in a creative writing class at a branch of an American university in Paris and would periodically ask Ben and Paul for help on her assignments.  Sometimes after working on one of the assignments, the three of them would have supper at a cafe around the corner.

One morning a fraternity brother of Paul’s called to tell him he was in Paris for a few days and would like to get together. Paul enthusiastically invited Ted to join him for dinner and a night on the town.

They met at one of Paul’s favorite restaurants and then on to a few nightclubs. Ted had been a fairly heavy drinker in college and still was. At first, Paul tried to keep up with him but soon found that to be a losing cause and settled back into sipping a single glass of wine at each bistro they visited.

Towards the end of the evening, Ted was really showing the effects of the drinks he’d had.

As they were walking down one of the narrow streets, on their way to Ted’s hotel, Ted put his arm across Paul’s shoulders, swaying a bit, and slurringly said, “You know, ole buddy, this has been really some night. You sure know how to show a guy a good time.”

They walked on, with Ted gently staggering and stumbling into Paul everyone once in awhile. At one point, Ted stopped walking and looked up at Paul with a very serious expression on his face. “There’s somethin’ I keep thinking I should tell you but I don’ want to.”

He started walking again and Paul followed.

Ted started mumbling, as if to himself, “You’re just such a great guy and I don’ know why old Sara’s doing what she’s doing.”

Paul stopped in the middle of the street, put his hand on Ted’s arm and turned to face him. “What are you talking about?” he demanded.

Ted hesitated, wary of the harshness he heard in Paul’s voice and matched by the severe look on his face.

“I mean, well, I heard she was seeing some other guy—in fact, that she was engaged to someone—not anybody we know.” Ted said the words lightly, in an offhand way.

“That’s bullshit,” Paul shouted. “Sara’s engaged to me—there’s nobody else.” He strode away, leaving Ted standing there in the middle of the street.

Paul’s face burned with anger and his hands were clenched into tight fists. True, he hadn’t gotten a letter from Sara in almost ten days but it was finals and he knew how hectic it must be for her.

Paul hurried back to his pensione, determined to telephone Sara immediately. When he placed the transatlantic call to Sara’s number at the dorm at Mizzou, the overseas operator told him that all the circuits were busy and that it might be several hours before the call went through.  Too agitated to sleep, Paul tried to read but couldn’t concentrate. He got out the short story he’d been working on but couldn’t keep his mind on the characters. Finally, he stretched out on his bed, not thinking he’d be able to sleep. But he’d had enough alcohol to drink that he soon fell asleep. The transatlantic call never came through.

The next day  Paul tried the call from the office. When the operator finally called him back, she told him his party wasn’t at that number.  Paul gave her Sara’s home number. By the end of the day, the operator still hadn’t been able to reach Sara.

Paul, feeling totally frustrated and trying to push back a mounting panic, was irritated when Marla came in just as he was getting ready to lock up the office and go home.

She smiled sweetly at him and said, “I really hate to ask you to help with this paper but Dad’s out of town and it’s due tomorrow.”

“Why did you leave this till the last minute?” he asked her in an annoyed tone of voice.

Marla paused before answering, surprised at the anger in Paul’s voice.  “I’m sorry—I got the dates mixed up and I thought I had another week.  I didn’t realize it was due tomorrow till just this afternoon.”

Marla started to leave, saying, “Don’t worry about it—I can handle it myself.”

Paul sighed and said, “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to snap at you. I have a lot on my mind and it’s been a really rough day. Come on, let me have a look at it.”

Marla hesitated briefly and then spread her papers out on the table in the reception area. Paul read through what she had already once and then read through it again.

He put the papers down, and said slowly, “Marla, I could be wrong but I think maybe you missed the point of the assignment. What it says here in the syllabus is to do a character sketch using the techniques you’ve learned in previous assignments: concrete description, original language, and unique comparisons. What you’ve done is just a vignette about your father, not using any of those techniques.”

Marla held her breath for a moment, then expelled it in a rush and said, “That’s what I thought. I know I was trying to do those things but it just wouldn’t work. It sounded phony whenever I tried—I couldn’t get the words to come out right.”

“Well, let’s what we can do.”

As the two of them sat hunched over Marla’s paper, the room darkened perceptibly till they could barely see what they were doing.

“Hey, it’s so dark in here I can’t see anything. Reach over there and turn on the lights,” said Paul.

Marla stood up to turn on the lights but nothing happened. “Paul, the lights won’t go on.”

“Oh, the electricity must be off again. Well, what do we do now?”

“If it’s all right with you, we could go back to Dad’s and my house—if you have time, that is,” Marla answered.

“I really have to make a phone call but I guess I won’t be able to do it here without any electricity. Would it be all right if I made the call from your place?”

“Sure, let’s go.”

The Adams lived in a narrow three-story house on a cul-de-sac just a short distance from the newspaper office. Ben and his wife had found the house soon after moving to Paris fifteen years ago. From time to time after his wife’s death, Ben thought about moving but could never bring himself to leave the last home they’d shared. With Marla away at school so much of the time, he rattled around in the house but knew he’d stay there.

Paul had been to Ben’s house many times over the past year but always on business, dropping things off or picking up something. He’d never been there socially—Ben kept his private life just that.

Marla put her notebooks and papers on the dining room table and told Paul she’d fix for them to eat.  Paul wandered idly around the living room and dining room, looking at titles of books in the bookcases lining the walls. Ben certainly was a reader.

Paul smiled as he said to himself, now how do you know it’s Ben and not Marla who reads all these books? I just know it’s Ben.

Marla returned with crackers and cheese and grapes and a carafe of wine, which she put on the dining room table.

“Come sit down,” she said.

“I was just looking at all of your Dad’s books. I thought I read a lot but he has me beat.”

Marla murmured “Mmmhmm,” as she poured two glasses of wine.

Before they started working on Marla’s writing assignment, Paul asked, “Would it be all right if I made that phone call now?”

“Sure,” Marla answered, “you can use the phone in Dad’s study there.” She pointed to a small room across the hall from the dining room.

Paul went into the study and placed two calls, one to Sara’s dormitory at Mizzou and one to her home. He gave the operator the Adams number and she said she would call back as soon as she’d made either connection.

Paul came back into the room and said in a very discouraged tone of voice, “I don’t think I’ve ever had this much trouble making a transatlantic phone call.”

“Is there something wrong?” Marla asked.

“Well, yes,” Paul said, “but I really can’t talk about it.” He sat down at the table and picked up her writing assignment. They worked on it for the next hour or so, drinking wine and eating the food. At one point, Marla refilled the wine carafe and replenished the basket of crackers.

When they finished with the paper, Paul was surprised to see how late it was—after eleven—and still no phone call. He was also surprised at how much wine he’d had to drink. He didn’t have much of a head for alcohol and this was two nights in a row when he’d gone way past his usual quota

“Wooo,” Paul whistled, “I think I’ve had too much to drink.”

Marla looked at him, and said quietly, “Oh, really?”

“Yeah, my head is spinning around—do you think I could go lay on the sofa before I fall down?”

“Of course, here—let me help you.” Marla put her arm around Paul as he stood up, and walked over to the sofa with him.

He stretched out on the sofa, and Marla spread a lightweight afghan over him, and sat down on the floor beside the sofa.

“I really apologize,” Paul said. “I didn’t realize how much wine I was drinking and I don’t think I ate very much today.”

“Not to worry, Paul. Besides, I know you’re upset about something.”

“Well, yeah, there’s something wrong about Sara and I can`t get hold of her to find out what’s going on.”

“Just lay there and rest—I’m sure the operator will call back soon.” Marla reached up and gently brushed Paul’s hair off his forehead. She left her hand on the side of his face and laid her head down on his chest. After a few minutes of laying like that, Marla moved and kissed Paul lightly on the cheek. The she brushed her lips against his. Paul tried to draw away but was wedged into the sofa. Marla continued kissing him and he was too drunk to put up more than token resistance.

In later years, thinking back about that night, as he did so often, Paul tortured himself for not putting a stop to Marla’s seduction, drunkenness or not. He just lay there and let her seduce him. He didn’t participate very actively in their sex act--it was mainly her doing it to him—but he didn’t try very hard to stop her.

When it was over, Paul shuddered with self-loathing and turned his face away from Marla. How could I have done that? He felt sick to his stomach and was trying to disentangle himself from Marla‘s arms and legs when the front door opened and Ben walked in.

“What in God’s name is going on here?” he demanded.

CHAPTER 6 - PAUL

Paul’s thoughts about the past were halted by a traffic jam on the highway. He slammed on his brakes just in time to avoid running into the car in front of him. Four lanes of northbound traffic had come to a standstill just outside the city, only a short distance from Sara’s office.

As Paul sat there, his again thoughts drifted back over well-worn grooves. He’d gone over those memories so many times, each time wishing for magic to change what had happened.

After Ben had walked in them, he had quickly turned on his heel and strode out of the room. Paul and Marla had hastily straightened their clothes—Paul left and he never knew what she and Ben said to each other after he was gone.  He’d never asked and she’d never volunteered.

Ben made no mention of the preceding evening in the office the next day and, following his lead, neither did Paul.  Ben said very little at all to Paul for the next several weeks.

Paul felt so guilty about what he’d done that he stopped trying to call Sara—he wasn’t sure what he would say when he talked to her. He found himself wondering if Ted had been right—if indeed she’d found another fellow—and then he’d tell himself that was nonsense.

Things went on this way for several of weeks, with no word from Sara and with Paul so guilt-ridden that he was unable to call or write her.

During these weeks, Marla had continued to drop by office either before or after her work at the bakery but no longer did she ask for Paul’s help with her writing assignments. She and her father seemed on better terms with one another, but neither of them talked very much with Paul, and he was feeling lonely and isolated.

One day, Marla came in at the end of day and asked Paul where Ben was.  She seemed quieter than usual and very serious.

“He’s interviewing someone at the ministry—he said not to expect him back today,” Paul told her.

“Oh,” Marla sighed.

Feeling obligated, Paul asked “Is there anything I can do?”

“No, there isn’t anything anyone can do.” And with that, Marla burst into tears.

Paul stood there, bewildered, at a loss as to what to do. He finally shoved the box of Kleenex from Therese’s desk at her.

“Marla, what’s wrong?”

She didn’t answer and just sobbed louder.  Paul half-led, half pushed Marla to the sofa in the reception area and eased her down onto it.

Still she cried. Paul got a glass of water from the drinking fountain for her and she drank sips of it between sobs. Eventually, her crying quieted, leaving her face red and blotchy, her nose running, and her eyes bloodshot.

“I’d better get home,” Marla said in a hoarse voice.

“Can’t you tell me what’s wrong?” Paul asked.

“No,” Marla answered and got up off the sofa, picked up her purse, and started to walk out the door.

“Well, at least, let me see you home, “ Paul said.

“No,” she said and continued out the door.

Paul stood there, puzzling over her odd behavior.

The next day, Ben asked Paul to stop by the house on his way home from work that night.

Paul worried all day, afraid that he was about to lose his job.  Deservedly so, he thought, as he heaped misery and guilt on his head.  Never had he experienced such a sense of shame and such a feeling of worthlessness.

Finally, 5 o’clock came. Ben had left earlier in the afternoon; Therese was still there as Paul walked out the door—her cheerful farewell followed him down the corridor.

Outside, the spring flowers were in full bloom, their sweet aroma filling the air, but Paul took no notice of them or of the balmy evening as he walked the few blocks to Ben’s house.

Paul lived close enough to the bureau to walk to work each day; Ben also lived within walking distance of the office. Paul had an old Renault that he’d bought very cheaply when he first arrived in Paris.  He used that for sightseeing in the city and for exploring the surrounding countryside on weekends and on his few days off.

Ben answered the door right after Paul rang the bell, as if he’d been standing there waiting.  He didn’t say anything to Paul, but just waved him in with his arm and headed towards the living room, as if he knew Paul would be close behind.

Once in the living room, Ben shut the double doors leading into it and then turned to face Paul.

Without preamble, Ben said, “Paul, I cannot tell you how disappointed I am in you. I never would’ve dreamed that you could have betrayed all of this way—Marla, your girl Sara, me, but most of all yourself.’

“Sir, I’m so sorry about what happened. I feel terrible about it and would give anything for it not to have happened. If there were anything I could do, I would.”

“Well, Paul, there isn’t anything you can do to make it not have happened but I think there is something you’re going to have to do,” Ben sighed heavily and sat down in one of the two wing-back chairs flanking the fireplace. After a moment he motioned Paul into the other one.

“I don’t know what you mean, sir.”

“It seems my daughter has just learned that she’s pregnant.” Ben took in Paul’s shocked gasp and his “Oh, no!”

“Oh, yes.” Ben paused, as if waiting for Paul to speak.

When Paul said nothing, Ben said, “What are you going to do about this?”

“Do?” Paul questioned.

“Yes, do.” Ben rasped.

Paul buried his face in his hands, as if by covering his eyes he could shut out reality.

But as it turned out, there was no shutting out reality. Paul and Marla were married a week later at the Embassy by one of the officials there who was empowered to perform marriage ceremonies.

Before the wedding, Paul had written a brief letter to Sara to tell her he was getting married—but that was all he said—he didn’t explain any of the circumstances.

And so in the space of a few short weeks, one life ended for Paul and another began.

The blaring horn of the car behind Paul on the highway brought him back to the present. He’d been so lost in his memories he hadn’t notice that traffic had begun to move again.

He and Marla had endured a loveless but civil marriage for six years, made bearable by their joy in their son, Toby.  

He found out later, years later, that several weeks before that miserable mistake of love-making, Marla had written Sara a letter, saying that she and Paul were in love, but that he couldn’t bring himself to tell Sara. Paul had withdrawn even further from Marla, staying with only for Toby's sake.

Then one day last summer, the three of them had gone for a holiday in the country.  Paul had been driving too fast, there was an accident, and Marla lost her life. Once again, Paul assumed a full mantle of guilt, again taking on a burden that had been lifting over the years. He and Toby had stayed in Paris for awhile but when Ben decided to come back to the States, Paul and his son returned also.

Ben was currently in Washington, D.C. on a temporary assignment but would be coming to St. Louis sometime within the next few months.  Paul had asked for and received a year’s leave of absence from the paper, with Ben’s approval. Amazingly, Ben held no rancor or animosity towards Paul—he was able to accept Marla’s death as a tragic accident.

Paul got off the highway at the exit closest to downtown. On a whim, he first drove past the newspaper office, wondering if he would ever work there. He’d gone straight from college to Paris—he’d never worked at the main office. He’d only been there a few times for all the personnel red tape. Sara’s office was a couple of blocks from the newspaper—in one of downtown’s newest and grandest high rises.  He parked in the underground garage, double-checked the building directory for the suite number of Computing News, and took the elevator to the eleventh floor.

The office was at the east corner of the building overlooking the Mississippi River and the Arch. The magazine office was an open and airy, a high-ceilinged arrangement. Sara had told him she worked pretty much by herself—she contracted with an ad rep agency to solicit advertising for the magazine and used a business services firm to handle all the financial matters. Her secretary Jennifer (actually more of an assistant) helped her stay on top of the administrative details, and had also become quite adept at doing paste-up work on the magazine.

Paul went through the door bearing a bright red Computer News sign.  The office didn’t have an entry area or receptionist—when you walked in, you were there—it was all open, with no offices or cubicles. The only closed-in area was a storage room along one of the two non-windowed walls.  The office’s main focal point was a series of 6-foot long wood-grained lay-out tables strung together in a maze-like pattern, snaking over at least half of the floor space.

Paul didn’t see Sara and he called out. “Hello, is anyone here?”

“Just a second, I’m in the storeroom—I’ll be right out,” Sara said.

Paul headed in the direction of her voice and met her as she emerged from the storeroom adjacent to the entrance, carrying an armload of grid boards.  She plopped them down on the nearest table, brushed her hands together in attempt to clean them off, and extended her arm in a handshake.

“Excuse my dusty hands—I’ve been digging in the storeroom. Let me give you a quick nickel tour and then we’ll sit and have a cup of coffee.”

Sara’s tone of voice was cordial but she was wearing a slight “lips-only” smile, and once again Paul felt her distance and her coolness.  She led Paul around the loft-feeling space, pointing out the lay-out tables, the light table she used for paste-up, the ancient drafting table that she never used, her computer, laser printer, scanner, and modem. The walls were covered with framed issues of the magazine, dozens of colorful splashes against the white walls.  File cabinets stood against one wall. The storage rooms held back issues, extra kiosks for holding the magazine, all the archived materials.  Scattered here and there were tall and healthy green plants that looked large enough to be called trees.

When they finished the tour, Sara took Paul into an area that held a refrigerator, sink, microwave, coffee maker, and table and chairs. They sat at the table, and over coffee, Sara outlined her current situation in greater detail than she had in her previous conversations about it with Paul.

“I need someone to help with the editing duties on the magazine right now—for several reasons. One is that I just haven’t been myself lately—and because of that I’m having difficulty concentrating and difficulty in putting out the magazine. Another is that I’m in the process of buying out the owners of the magazine and that’s going to change things considerably.

“As I explained the other day, I started the magazine a couple of years ago as part of my marketing and writing job at the computer training school. The school has been increasingly successful and the two owners are going to try to franchise it on a nation-wide basis. For simplicity’s sake, they’ve decided to sell off the magazine and gave me first right of refusal. All along I’d felt I owned it anyway because it was my creation so actually buying it was the next logical step.”

Sara paused to pour more coffee and then continued.

“What I would like you to do, if you’re interested, is to take over the editing of the magazine for the next few months—six months if you’re willing to make that long of a commitment. I need to concentrate on getting myself in order and on finalizing the purchase of the magazine.”

Sara stopped talking and looked at Paul with a very clear “Well?” in her face.

When Paul finally responded, he sidestepped giving a direct answer, “I’ve not done much actual editing. Most of my experience has been on the reporting and writing end.”

“Yes, I realize that. But I can teach you what you need to know in a day’s time, maximum. And reporting and writing are very much a part of the job. In addition to editing, I’m also the chief writer. Jennifer has learned lay-out and paste-up so she’s doing most of that—in a crunch we both might have to help her out.”

Paul had felt a stirring of interest as Sara described the situation and the job. He’d been drifting mentally and professionally for over six months now and hadn’t realized how bored he was and how much he’d welcome a challenge.

“When do I start?”

“Oh, Paul, that’s wonderful!” Sara grinned widely and reached out her hand to him.

“Seriously, when do you want me to start?” Paul asked.

“How about now?” Sara replied. “And I’m serious, too. The sooner we get started teaching you the nitty-gritty of what we do the better.”

For the next several hours, Sara walked Paul through the details and steps involved in creating Computer News each month. At noon, she microwaved a pizza from the freezer and they continued working while they ate.

At one point, Sara raised the subject of salary, saying unfortunately she couldn’t match what he had probably been making in Paris but the figure she named was totally acceptable to Paul.

In the middle of the afternoon, Sara’s private line rang and she excused herself to answer the phone. It was that terrifying call again—the screeching, high-toned electronic bulletin board noise and then the sing-song computer voice chanting over and over again, “Sara, Sara, Sara.”

Sara slammed down the receiver, hands shaking and heart pounding. She stood by her desk for a few moments, with her back to Paul. She took deep breaths to try to calm herself down and to cover up her panic.

Paul watched her covertly, waiting for her to say something about the call and why it was upsetting her. But in a short while Sara came back over to where he was standing and continued with her orientation as if nothing had happened.

Towards five, Sara said they’d knock it off for the day and that she’d see him bright and early the next morning.

As they were going down to the parking garage together, Paul asked Sara if there was anything else he could do to help her.

Sara said, “No,” in a tone of voice and with a finality that made it obvious that her personal life was not part of their new arrangement.  “See you tomorrow.”

CHAPTER 7 - GREGG

On his way back to the condo from Edelweiss, Gregg vented his fury on the highway, driving at 80 and 90 miles an hour through the black night. His hands gripped the steering wheel, clenching and unclenching as he went over and over in his mind the confrontation with Sara.

“That little bitch,” he hissed out loud.

All of his plans were falling apart. He thought he had it so well laid out, a fool-proof scheme.

What rotten luck for Sara to drive through campus at the precise moment he was kissing Lisa. The fates were against him—in that one time-space slice of the continuum, two events converged and resulted in disaster for his plans.

Well, so much for that—he’d have to do a new plan and a new timeline.

And it’ll have to be a much more immediate timeline, Gregg thought.  God knows what Sara would do now—probably file for divorce and make a will cutting me out entirely. That means I’ll have to take care of her right away.

Things were going along according to plan until I opened my mouth with that lie about her mother committing suicide. But at the time it seemed such a clever thing to say.

At least she doesn’t suspect anything about me wanting to get rid of her. She thinks she’s just dealing with a case of an unfaithful husband—she has no idea of what I’ve been trying to do to her the past six months.

Gregg’s brand-new red sports car sped along the highway, which snaked through snow-covered fields shining white and bright in the moonlight. He really loved the car, a symbol to him of power and control, the things that were almost as necessary to him as breathing.

How stupid to have kissed Lisa on the campus parking lot—up till that moment they’d been so discreet—careful so that neither Walter nor Sara didn’t suspect anything. And now one lousy kiss had messed things up.

Well, he’d been getting bored with trying to drive Sara crazy or at least make her and others question her sanity.  She was stronger and stabler, mentally and emotionally, than he’d thought.

And Julia wasn’t any help. What a farce. All these years her pretending to be his sister when she was really his mother. But at least I’ve managed to use that knowledge to my advantage, Gregg gloated.  She has no idea that I know but I’ve certainly played on her guilt and on her motherly love.

Over the years, Gregg had managed to piece together for himself the truth about his conception and birth. In one of his snooping forays, he’d found a series of letters Julia and her mother had exchanged with veiled but easily understandable references to Gregg and to the circumstances of his birth. At one point, he’d rummaged through some of the keepsakes that Julia thought she had so well-hidden and found some crinkled and faded photographs of the professorial-looking man. Gregg deduced that the man had been his father.  From the letters, Gregg knew that the man had been a teacher at a small private school that Julia had attended when she was a teenager.  His name was Gerald Manning and he taught English literature and creative writing.  Julia had developed a seemingly burning desire to write, along with a devastating crush on the young but married/with child instructor. Her adoration and devotion quickly seduced him and their affair had resulted in Gregg’s conception.

When Julia found she was pregnant, Gerald beat a hasty retreat back into the unsuspecting arms of his wife. Julia finally went to her parents with her dilemma. The Ransomes were, understandably, angry and upset and ashamed. In their minds, there was no possibility of Gerald being involved in the resolution of the problem. Abortion was considered but dismissed as smacking too much of cold-blooded murder.

Mrs. Ransome devised a scheme whereby her husband would arrange for a temporary transfer to a remote location of the aerospace firm where he was an executive. She and Julia would accompany him, Julia would have the baby, and they would pass it off as belonging to the Ransomes, as Julia’s baby brother or sister.

Everything went according to plan, and a year and a half after leaving St. Louis the Ransomes returned, supposedly the proud parents of a baby boy named Gregg. In the interim, the Ransomes had arranged for Gerald Manning to lose his job at the private school in St.  Louis.  But because they were not totally vindictive, they also arranged for him to be offered another position in California.  He and his wife and child left the city, never to be heard of or from again.

Something deadly and permanent had happened to Julia’s emotional state as a result of Gregg’s birth. She became obsessed with the child, but all the while looking to the world like a doting, devoted older sister.  Mrs.  Ransome was more than happy to leave the raising of her bastard grandson to his mother. The Ransomes as a family ceased to exist. Mr.  and Mrs. Ransome made sure they had little or nothing to do with Julia or Gregg, leaving them to live in virtual isolation in one wing of their large house in the south county suburbs of St. Louis.

When Gregg was 10, Mr. Ransome took early retirement from his engineering position at the aerospace complex. He and Mrs. Ransome moved to a condominium in Florida, with Julia and Gregg staying behind in the house in St. Louis.

Julia had no life other than Gregg. She hovered and smothered and created a psychopathic monster. Gregg had learned at a very early age to manipulate and control her—to always get his way and to always get what he wanted.

He was an intelligent child and very adult, as a result of spending most of his leisure time in Julia’s company. He was reading by the time he was four; and was promoted to higher grades twice during his elementary school years. He didn’t have any friends but Julia seemed to neither notice nor care—it just meant more time for her to spend with him.

Things changed when Gregg entered high school—he discovered sex, and girls discovered him. He had always been a very attractive child, with his dark wavy hair and olive-toned complexion, topped off by his dark-almost black penetrating eyes.

Soon he was spending little or no time at home. Julia was desolated but Gregg had grown beyond her control years ago.

The Ransomes had died several years after moving to Florida. Mrs.  Ransome had died of cancer and Mr. Ransome had had a stroke shortly after her death and had lingered for a week. They left all their money to Julia, although it was encumbered by some fairly restrictive trust provisions—as if they knew that unless Julia were in some way controlled she would let Gregg squander their inheritance.

However, Gregg was always able to make sure he had a jazzy car and an abundance of spending money. Gregg’s grades at school rollercoastered, based on whether or not the subject interested him.  For the most part, he was bored with classes and attended as few as possible. He played around with drugs and alcohol but was clever enough to control what he did with them rather than be controlled by chemicals.

One area in which Gregg excelled, and almost effortlessly, was track.  By some genetic fluke,  he was extremely lithe and agile, a fast runner, and good at both the broad jump and the high jump.  His track prowess was the only thing that got him into college because his academic record was so spotty.  A large Midwestern state university turned a blind eye to his poor scholastic performance and gave him a track scholarship. He managed to last out the five years it took him to get a degree—cheating his way through most of the courses he was able to pass. He joined a fraternity and was pushed and shoved to a degree by his fraternity brothers. His main interests at school were girls and money—and his favorite thing was a rich girl. At one point, hard up for ready cash, he dabbled in drug sales but soon gave that up when he saw how dangerous it could be. Gregg was not a risk-taker unless he knew it was a sure thing.

After college, Gregg drifted around the country, being supported by a combination of rich women and Julia. Whenever he needed money and couldn’t make a connection with some woman, Gregg would come home for awhile and sweet talk Julia into funding one of his adventures. He seemed to have no ambition other than to find gullible women to support him. He golfed and played tennis—he also developed a taste for gambling—grooving on the excitement, but always risking someone else’s money.

As he approached thirty, Gregg was beginning to get really bored with his gigolo life-style. He was tired of playacting, of being dependent on women for his livelihood. What he wanted was one big score—enough money to be independent.

At about this time, he came home for Julia’s wedding to Bill Levering. Gregg was fascinated by the possibilities inherent in that arrangement. Bill seemed to fairly well-fixed and of course there was still the money from Julia’s trust being dribbled out on its steady but restrictive course.

Gregg decided to hang around and see what happened.  He thought there might be real possibilities with the lovely Sara, especially when he learned about the money she had gotten from Holcott Electronics. 

He hadn’t found out about Sara's and Bill’s plans for the scholarship foundation until after he married Sara.

Gregg had met Lisa right at the beginning of her affair with Walter Bennett, when she was still working at the law firm. He’d been immediately attracted to her, somehow knowing they were cut from the same cloth. Each of them was an opportunist and they recognized and accepted that. For the first time in either of their lives, they had found someone with whom they could be totally honest. It was an exhilarating experience.

Together they plotted for the future: Lisa would marry Walter and milk him for all she could; Gregg would do the same with Sara.  At first, Gregg had no plans to kill Sara. But as time went on, he knew that was the only way he was going to get any of her money. She personally wanted no part of the Holcott money and was determined to use it to establish the foundation.

Things were going according to Gregg and Lisa’s plans: Walter divorced Elaine, his wife of 25 years, to marry the young and beautiful and sexy Lisa Cameron. Gregg convinced Sara to marry him—he had turned on the full force of his charm and managed to penetrate the shell/armor/fortress/wall she’d created to isolate herself from the world.

Gregg had confided his plans for Sara to Lisa, expecting her to throw a fit. But she’d accepted them almost nonchalantly. She asked if they were going to kill Walter also but Gregg said probably not—they couldn’t have too many deaths. Besides, he thought they could get enough money through a divorce settlement.

Gregg was amazed at how comfortable and at ease he felt with Lisa.  She was the first person he’d ever known with whom he was being totally honest. She seemed to have the same lack of morals and ethics as he did, to be as conscienceless as he.

One night Lisa had told Gregg a little about her childhood and her teenage years. She’d never known who her father was or anything about him. Her mother had died when Lisa was ten; her stepfather, whom her mother had married when Lisa was baby, was an abusive alcoholic, who would beat Lisa and her two younger half-sisters regularly.  Lisa tried to take the brunt of the beatings. As she grew older, Lisa turned into a pretty girl with a shapely figure that didn’t escape her stepfather’s notice.

Soon in his drunken moments he began pawing Lisa.  One night, at his drunkest, he came into the room she shared with her sisters and raped her. The next day he acted as though nothing had happened.  Lisa endured his nocturnal visits for as long as she could. She wanted to run away but couldn’t bear to abandon her girls, as she called them.

Late one afternoon, when Lisa was almost 16, she came home from the store to find her stepfather undressing the girls in preparation for a “bath” in the kitchen sink. Enraged, Lisa grabbed a heavy iron frying pan from the stove and swung it at her stepfather’s head. He tried to duck out of the way but the side of the pan caught him squarely across the forehead, killing him instantly.  The girls were hysterical; Lisa tried to quiet them and think about what to do at the same time. She finally hit upon the scheme of making her stepfather’s death look like an accident.

She sent the girls to their room and told them to shut the door and to not come out till she told them.  She waited until dark, and then dug the car keys out of her stepfather‘s pocket. She went outside and managed to drive her stepfather’s old wreck of a car into the garage adjoining their rundown house. She dragged his limp and heavy body out the kitchen door and into the garage.  Opening the passenger door, she dragged the body up onto the seat.

Then she got in the driver’s side and slowly inched the car out of the garage and down the driveway. They lived at the dead end of a little-traveled road on the outskirts of one of the poorer sections of the suburbs. A short distance from their house was an old abandoned rock quarry that over the years had filled up with water.  Lisa drove the car off the road and about 100 yards to the edge of the rock quarry. She stopped the car, put on the emergency brake, and got out, then reached in and dragged her stepfather’s body towards her into the driver’s seat.  She released the emergency brake and pushed with all her might till the car started moving slowly forward.  When she was sure it would continue to move, she slammed the driver’s side door.  The car moved down the embankment and over the edge into the rock quarry, splashing water high into the air.

Lisa had walked back to the house very slowly, trying to decide what to do. She knew there was no way she could take care of the girls on her own. What to do?

When she got home, she swore the girls to secrecy. She fixed some dinner for them and put them to bed. She was awake most of the night trying to figure out what she could do. She finally decided to call the social worker that visited them periodically and tell her that their stepfather had disappeared. Lisa knew they’d be placed in foster homes and she wanted no part of that. The girls would be okay but she knew she couldn’t stand it. So she would see that the girls were in a safe place and then she’d take off. Somehow she’d get by.

And that’s what Lisa had done. She’d scratched and scrambled and managed to get by, mostly by using sex. Somewhere along the way, she lost her soul and ended up as amoral and unethical and conscienceless as Gregg, although perhaps with more reason and more direct cause.

Even together, Gregg and Lisa kept themselves walled off—with no feelings and no attachment to other people. They trusted each other as much as they were ever able to trust others, but that was minimal.

Gregg and Lisa were enjoying the fruits of their marriages—living the good life as far as cars and clothes and homes. So far neither of them had done much traveling and that was one of the things they were really looking forward to once this was all over. They spend a great deal of money on recreational drugs, cocaine in particular, especially Lisa. Gregg indulged only occasionally and only to prove that he was in control and not the other way around.

Lisa had picked up Walter in a bar, hiding from him anything about her background or the real way she supported herself. In addition to being attractive, Lias was very bright and saw at once that Walter was her prime opportunity for the respectable big time, for a life of leisure. She managed to parlay the high school typing course she’d once taken into a receptionist position at Walter’s firm, moving up to his secretary, and then to wifedom, the crowning summit of her professional climb.

Greg had come into the office one day while Lisa was still stationed at the front desk. It had been a case of instant attraction, followed by instant recognition that they were two of a kind. They met for a drink when Lisa got off work and ended up in bed in the apartment Walter was providing for her.

Gregg had encouraged Lisa in her quest to snare Walter, and had even been able to offer helpful hints on how she could maneuver Walter out of one marriage and into another—with her. With Gregg’s help, Lisa was able to accomplish her mission in record time. All the while, Lisa and Gregg maintained their relationship. Lisa had concurred with Gregg’s plan to wed the wealthy (or so they thought) Miss Levering.  Gregg hadn’t confided his ultimate intentions about Sara to Lisa until just recently. Till then, Lisa had assumed that Gregg would do as she was doing, milk the victim of every penny possible.

Lately, Walter’s ex-wife Elaine had been calling Walter at the office or stopping by the house evenings and weekends. She always had a valid reason for her visits, or so it seemed—either something about the trust funds for the Bennett’s two grown children or wanting advice on her investments.

Since the divorce a year ago, Elaine had trimmed down and shaped up.  She’d re-vamped her once staid hairstyle and updated her wardrobe. In a gradual, non-spectacular way, she had transformed herself into a stunning woman, perhaps looking her 45 years, but stunning just the same.

Walter seemed to enjoy Elaine’s visits. Sometimes, if Lisa was there, they asked her to join them, which she never did. Lisa felt too uncomfortable around Elaine, certain that the older woman could see right through her.

Lisa was getting fairly fed up with Elaine—with Walter, too, actually. She was ready to begin the ending of the marriage. But Gregg kept saying it was too soon—to wait awhile longer.

Life was too boring for Lisa. Her only way of coping with life was through constant activity and excitement. At first, Walter had delighted in showing off his young and beautiful sexpot of a wife. He had willingly and eagerly let her drag him to one after another of the city’s hottest dance clubs. But gradually the thrill wore off for Walter and his age caught up with him. More and more, Walter begged off the nightclub circuit.

By that time, Lisa had cultivated a circle of like-minded partiers who spent most evenings out on the town. Walter would join her once in awhile but no longer got any pleasure out of the nightlife Lisa enjoyed so much. He could feel the marriage disintegrating right before his eyes and he knew of no way to halt the deterioration.

At one point, Lisa, just for kicks, had made friendly overtures towards Sara. In a civil but very definite manner, Sara had always had other plans when Lisa suggested they do something together. Sara felt too close to Elaine to ever be more than minimally polite to Lisa.

Periodically, Elaine and Sara would have lunch together at the press club downtown, close to the Sara’s newspaper office. Sara was delighted as she watched the steady transformation of this old family friend.

Sara and her father had grieved over the break-up of the Bennett’s 25-year marriage. Sara now rejoiced in Elaine’s recovery from that break-up.

The morning after Gregg’s middle of the night visit to Edelweiss, as soon as he thought Walter would’ve left for the office, Gregg phoned Lisa at the Bennett’s south county estate.

“We’ve got trouble.”

“Hello, there. Good morning. How are you? I’m fine.”

“Cut the crap, Lisa. I said we’ve got trouble. Sara saw us kissing on the parking lot yesterday afternoon. She’s left me—she’s staying out at Edelweiss.”

“Oh, Gregg—what should we do?”

“Well, for one thing we’ll have to speed up my plans for her. Now, listen, here’s what I want you to do.”

CHAPTER 8

Sara awoke early, before dawn, on Thursday morning at Edelweiss. Unable to get back to sleep, she decided to go into the office. It was barely 7 a.m.  when she arrived downtown, having made record time on a highway almost totally clear of the usual morning crush of traffic.

Coming in early would give her an opportunity to get things lined up for Paul. She found herself humming as she set up a work area for him, and stopped, surprised and somewhat dismayed that she was anticipating his arrival with such eagerness.

Promptly at 8 a.m., Paul showed up at the office door, with a big grin on his face.

“Wow, I can’t tell you how good it feels to have a job to go to,” he greeted Sara. “I hadn’t realized how bored I was till this minute.”

“Come in, don’t just stand there in the doorway—and welcome. I’m just as glad to have you here as you sound at being here.” Sara smiled in return.

The two of them spent the next couple of hours reviewing the status of the upcoming issue of Computer News. Sara told Paul his first order of business would be contacting all the writers who were scheduled to do articles for this issue and make sure they got them in by next Wednesday’s deadline.

“That’ll give you a chance to start getting acquainted with some of them. We use about fifty or so writers on a rotating basis. These are experts in various facets of the local computer industry who want the exposure that an article in our publication can give them.”

Sara set Paul up at a desk that had  a phone and a computer, over by one of the windows, and turned him loose on the authors on the story list.

As Sara turned back towards her own desk, the phone rang and she answered it. The caller was someone Sara had been trying to woo as a writer.

Automatically, she picked up a pen and started doodling and making scraggly notes on her desk pad as she talked. Years ago, in college, crotchety old Professor Ingersoll, who’d been teaching in the journalism school forever, had drummed note-taking into each of his students.

First he’d write the statements on the blackboard, breaking the chalk with his vociferousness. Then, at the top of his lungs, he would shout them, “Don’t ever trust your memory.  Always write it down!” His belief was that a good reporter always took notes, especially on phone calls.  Both Sara and Paul had taken his credo to heart.

When she’d finished the phone call, Paul came over to her side with a big grin on his face.

“You still take notes on the phone, the same way I do. I wonder if old Ingersoll ever realized what an impact he had on his oh so naive journalism students.”

Sara laughed and said, “It’s probably the most-ingrained habit I have.  The minute I pick up a phone, I start writing, even if it’s a wrong number or one of those horrible sales solicitation calls.”

“Yep, I know.” With that Paul turned back to his desk and Sara to hers.

She set to herself to digging through the accumulation of mail, some opened, some not, plus the pile projects in progress—all heaped helter-skelter on her desk and spilling over onto the attached credenza.

It was on the credenza that she found the odd looking piece of mail—the envelope was a large manila 9 x 12 addressed her using her name and the name and address found in the magazine.

In the back of her mind, it occurred to her that that was a rather unusual way to address an envelope. As she ripped open the flap, a large dead roach felt out onto her desk. She let out a noise of disgust that Paul heard and said, “Sara?”

The only thing left in the envelope was a scrap of paper with words pasted on it—words that looked as though they’ve been put together from letters cut out of headlines from the magazine.

YOU CAN BE SQUASHED DEAD LIKE THIS BUG.
“Oh God, what now?” Sara muttered to herself.

Paul heard her and instead of saying anything, came over to her and took the scrap of paper out of her hands. He looked at it and then looked down at the dead roach on her credenza.

“Sara, what’s going on here?”

For a few moments, Sara gave no reply. “It’s some kind of prank or practical joke,” she finally answered. She unobtrusively took a deep breath to calm herself down and continued, “I’ve gotten a couple of others like it.”

“Have you shown them to anyone or talked to anyone—like the police—about them?” Paul asked.

“No, not really. I threw both of them away right when I got them. I told Gregg about the first one and he thought I should report it to someone but I felt silly about it, especially since I didn’t have anything to show anyone, so I didn’t.  When I got the second one, I didn’t tell anyone.  But now, maybe I’d better do something.” Sara looked at Paul questioningly.

“Yes, I think so. First, tell me about the other two.”

“Each of them came in a manila envelope addressed the same way as the one I just got.  The first one said, ‘HERE TODAY, DEAD AS A DOORNAIL TOMORROW.’ There was a huge rusty nail in with the note.  The second note said, ‘DING DONG, THE WITCH IS DEAD’ and there was a child’s Halloween trick or treat bag with a witch’s picture on it.”

“Sara, I really think we ought to call the police about this.” Neither Sara nor Paul noticed that Paul was accepting this as a joint responsibility and was taking charge of the situation.

“I guess you’re right. What should we do?” Sara asked.

“Let me think. By any chance, do you know anyone personally on the city police force. That would make it easier.” Paul said.

“Well, there’s Steve Cochran. He went to our high school—a couple of years behind you and one year ahead of me. He’s a detective for the city police.”

“Let’s try him.” Paul looked up the phone number of their precinct and called.  “Detective Cochran, please.”

Told that Cochran was out of the office but expected back later in the day, Paul left Sara’s name and phone number.

“Sara, what’s going on with you? Maybe it’s none of my business, but I think there’s something wrong, in addition to these weird notes you’re getting.”

“Paul, I know you mean well but I’d really rather not talk about it, please.” Sara said the words gently but they felt like a slap in the face to Paul.

Paul nodded curtly and went back to his desk without another word. Sara once again began to sort through her accumulated mail.

At noon, they stopped for lunch. Sara suggested they go down to the deli in the lobby of the building. “They have great pastrami on rye, and I think I remember you having a thing for pastrami,” she said.

“Imagine you remembering that.”

After lunch, they continued working, neither of them able to concentrate very well. Every time the phone rang, Sara jumped and then answered it anxiously.  By 4 o’clock Cochran still hadn’t called.

Finally, at 4:30 p.m., the phone rang and both Paul and Sara grabbed at it. When the caller identified himself as Detective Cochran, Sara gestured to Paul to do the talking.

“Steve, this is Paul Haven. I don’t know whether or not you remember me from high school but...”

Cochran interrupted with, “Paul, sure I remember you. What can I do for you?”

Paul replied, “It’s a problem with some anonymous notes that Sara Levering—perhaps you remember her also—has been getting in the mail.  Would you be able to stop by her office this afternoon? We’re just a couple of blocks from your precinct headquarters.”

‘Yeah, sure,” Cochran replied. “Give me the address and I’ll be over in half an hour or so.”

Paul gave him the address and then he and Sara both hung up their phones.  Paul walked over to Sara and they sat down at the small conference table by her desk.

“I guess this is the right thing to do. I thought it was just some kind of harmless prank but it’s starting to feel creepy, especially with the ...,” Sara stopped short.

“Especially with what? Is there something else going on?” Paul asked.

“I’ve been getting some weird phone calls—really weird. I remember I got one yesterday when you were here. For a moment, I thought I’d tell you about it but then decided not to.”

“What are the calls like?” Paul asked.

“It’s difficult to describe exactly. Do you know what an electronic tone sounds like, for a computer bulletin board or a fax machine?” At Paul’s nod and grunt of assent, she continued. “That’s how the call starts—with that high-pitched tone and then the roary noise that signifies a connection has been made. Then a sing-song computer-quality voice chants over and over again, ‘Sara, Sara, Sara.’ The chanting just goes on and on till I hang up.”

“Sara, this isn’t someone playing a prank, this is serious. We need to tell Cochran about the calls also.”

Just then the office door opened and Detective Cochran walked in. Sara and Paul recognized their former classmate immediately—his tall blond athletic good looks hadn’t changed a bit. They both rose to greet him.

Cochran shook hands with each of them in turn. “Paul, Sara—good to see you again.  Sorry it has to be on bad business, so to speak.”

Sara led the three of them back over to the small conference table and they sat down.

Cochran pulled a small black notebook out of his briefcase, flipped it open to a blank page and said, “Okay, now what’s this all about?”

In answer, Paul shoved the note and the dead roach across the table towards the detective.

Cochran read the note without touching it—he then took a plastic bag from his briefcase and using his handkerchief, picked up the note and envelope and roach and put them in the plastic bag.

“Is the only one you’ve gotten?” Cochran asked.

Sara shook her head no and said, “This is the third one but I didn’t save the other two. I threw them away right after I got them. I thought it was some kind of foolish prank or something. As a magazine editor, I get unusual things in the mail all the time.”

Cochran asked her to tell him exactly what the other two notes had said, and he wrote it down, word for word.

“Do you have any idea who might be doing this?”

“Not a clue,” Sara replied.

“Tell him about the phone calls,” Paul interjected.

“Phone calls?” questioned Cochran.

“Yes, I’ve been getting weird phone calls,” Sara answered. She described the calls to Cochran in the same way she had to Paul —the electronic tone, the sing-songy computer voice repeating ‘Sara, Sara, Sara,’ over and over again.

“You haven’t reported the calls to anyone?” Cochran asked.

“No, I haven’t,” Sara said slowly.

“May I ask why?” Cochran asked.

Sara hesitated a moment before answering. “I guess I thought the calls were some kind of a prank also. I told Gregg—my husband—about them and he didn’t take them very seriously. He seemed to think I was either exaggerating them or even imagining them.”

At this comment, Cochran frowned imperceptibly and flicked a glance toward Paul, who gave a slight shrug to his shoulders.

“Sara, I don’t understand why your husband would think you’re imagining the phone calls.” Cochran said.

“It’s a long story, but in a nutshell, I haven’t been quite myself for the past few months. I seem forgetful and I misplace things and I either fall asleep at inopportune times or I’m so energetic I can’t sleep at night. I’ve been to my family doctor—you know Doc Walsh—a couple of times but he can’t find anything wrong.  Anyway, the bottom line is that Gregg thinks the phone calls are all in my mind.”

“I see,” Cochran said as he stood up. “I’ll run this latest note by the station and have the lab take a look at it for fingerprints and postmark information. Why don’t each of you give me your home phone numbers in case I need to get in touch with you after working hours.”

Paul rattled off the Haven’s phone number and Cochran wrote it down and then turned to Sara.

“I’ll give you my answering service number,” Sara said. “I...I’m staying out at Edelweiss temporarily, but I don’t know when I’ll be there and when I’ll be here at the office.”

Once again, Cochran and Paul exchanged quick questioning looks but neither commented on Sara’s living arrangements.

Paul walked out to the elevator with Cochran. Sara could hear the murmur of their voices but couldn’t understand any of their conversation. Under her breath she said to herself, ‘I can just imagine what they think.’

Paul strolled back in the office, with a noncommittal smile on his lips.

“Hey, boss lady, what say we close up shop and get a drink at the bar down off the lobby.”

Sara said sure, okay, and started packing up her briefcase. Paul did the same and in five minutes they were out of the office and in the elevator.

Seated in the dimly lit bar, Paul ordered a beer for himself and a diet soda for Sara, calling her the last the big-time drinkers.

After they got their drinks, Paul raised his glass in a silent toast, and then said, “Well, kid, you want to tell me what the hell’s really going on with you.”

Sara twirled the red and white striped straw around in her glass, and said “I guess I owe you that.”

She took a sip of soda and then continued.

“I didn’t want to tell you any of this. I don’t like crying on anyone’s shoulder—especially not yours.” She said the last with a faint tone of defiance in her voice.

Paul looked away from her, feeling a tide of guilt and shame wash over him. Head bowed, Paul mumbled, “I know, God, I know.”

For a moment, neither of them said anything then they both spoke at once.

“Sara, I—”

“Paul, please—”

Paul held his hand out, palm up and said, “Truce for now? Till we get this mess of yours straightened out?”

“Okay,” Sara agreed.

“I don’t quite where to begin,” Sara continued. “There really isn’t any beginning—it all sort of flows together. Some of it I’m sure you know but I’ll just give you the highlights.”

Sara proceeded to tell Paul about her father’s death and how she came to marry Gregg because at the time she couldn’t think of any good reason not to.  Paul listened with his head down, hands around the mug of beer, not looking at Sara as she talked.

She told him how rotten she’d felt for the past several months—her tiredness and depression interspersed with periods of exuberance and incredible energy—her forgetfulness—her mood swings—her loss of weight—how Doc Walsh couldn’t find any organic problem other than a slight anemia which he was treating.

Every once in a while Paul murmured “Go on” or “I see” but never looking at Sara.

She told him in detail again about the anonymous phone calls and notes and then ended with the part about Gregg’s claim that Sara’s mother had committed suicide.

“The next part is the hardest to talk about but I guess you’d better know everything.” With some embarrassment, she told him about seeing Lisa and Gregg kissing on the parking lot and about subsequently leaving Gregg.

“So that’s the deal,” Sara concluded. She added, “You know, saying it all at one time like that makes me sound like some kind of whacko.”

Paul laughed and then said thoughtfully, “No, not really. But there’s definitely something very wrong here. Sara, I don’t think you’re whacko—but I do think someone may be doing some whacko things to you.”

Just then the waitress came by and Paul ordered another beer and another diet soda. Neither Paul nor Sara continued talking till after the waitress brought their drinks.

“I don’t like the idea of you going back out to Edelweiss by yourself.  Isn’t there anywhere else you can go?”

Sara said, “I’ll stay at a hotel.”

“No, that’s silly. Let me go call my mother—I’m sure she’ll insist that you come stay there for awhile.”

Before Sara could say anything, Paul got up and went towards the pay phone at the back of the bar. Sara watched him weave his way between the tables and the milling happy hour crowd and thought what a handsome man he was.  She felt her eyes stinging with unsheddable tears as she realized once again that she’d never gotten over her love for him and probably never would.

He came back to the table smiling and said, “She’s delighted to have a house guest and Toby wants to know if you’ll play some computer games with him.”

Sara turned her head away so Paul wouldn’t see the tears or the pain.

“Well, let me go by the condo and pick up some clothes and things.  Gregg has a class on Thursday night so hopefully he won’t be there—if he is, I’ll have to drive out to Edelweiss to get things.”

“Fine, okay, but I’m going with you. We’ll go in my car and leave yours here,” Paul said.

CHAPTER 9 - LUCIENNE

Lucienne hung up the kitchen phone, then stood beside it for a moment, thinking about Paul’s call asking if Sara could spend the night.

Once upon a time, her dearest wish in the world would’ve been for Paul to be reunited with his Sara. But now it was all so complicated, with Sara married to Gregg and Paul still guilt-ridden over Marla’s death.

Shaking her head slowly, Lucienne walked briskly up the back stairway to the guest bedroom Sara had slept in a few nights previously. The Havens’ twice a week cleaning lady had put fresh sheets on the bed just yesterday so there wasn’t anything Lucienne needed to do to get it ready for Sara.  She turned on the bedside lamp to give the room a warm and inviting look.

Lucienne went next door to her study and sat down at the massive desk that took up almost one whole wall of the room. In the center of the desk was a slip of paper with the notes from yesterday’s phone conversation with Doc Walsh about Sara.

Lucienne smiled at her cryptic jottings, confident that no outside eyes could ever decipher the combination of French scrawls interspersed with English shorthand. But Lucienne didn’t need her notes to remind her of yesterday's talk with Amos.

“Lucienne, our Sara is in trouble. I don’t know how to help her but I’m hoping you can.”

“Of course, Amos, whatever. Tell me what you wish me to do.”

“Just talk with her, as a therapist, not as a friend. She’s agreed to see you on that basis, if you’ll agree.”

“Well, it’s not accepted practice for psychologists to treat one’s friends. . .” Lucienne said slowly, letting her voice trail off.

“I know, I know. But Sara refuses to see any other therapist—she’s fairly adamant.”

“Je ne sais pas,” Lucienne murmured, so faintly that Doc didn’t hear anything.

“I don’t know,” Lucienne repeated in English.

“What harm can it do? You and I both took an oath to do no harm but this couldn’t be harmful—you know that as well as I do.”

“All right. Tell Sara to call me.” Lucienne had capitulated, albeit reluctantly.

Now, as Lucienne sat at her desk, she gave a deep sigh. There was almost too much history between Sara and her for her to have much objectivity and detachment but Lucienne was determined to try her best.

“Grandmere, what are you doing?” Toby stood silhouetted in the study doorway, his blond hair shiningly back-lit in the bright hall light.  He was already in his pajamas, fashioned like the baseball Cardinals uniform (except for the rubber-soled feet in them).

“Just thinking, mon petit. What is it you’re doing?”

“I just finished doing my spelling homework on my computer, so is it okay if I play games on it now?”

Lucienne smothered a laugh and answered Toby’s request with a loving smile on her face.

“But of course, cheri.” She was constantly amazed at her seven-year-old grandson’s precocity. Or perhaps all of today’s youngsters were so technically adept. One of these days she would ask Toby to give her some computer tutoring. Who would’ve ever dreamed, she mused.

“Toby, Sara—you remember her—is coming to spend the night again. Your papa is bringing her home soon.”

“Oh, goody. She’s the computer magazine lady.  Maybe she’ll play computer games with me.”

“Well, we’ll see, cheri. Would you like to have some hot chocolate while you’re playing with your computer?”

“Mais, oui,” Toby answered, giggling, knowing how his grandmother enjoyed speaking French with him, but which they rarely did.

“Un moment,” Lucienne responded, putting her notes about Sara in a desk drawer that she then locked.

“Now, my fine young man, come help your old grandmere prepare le lait chocolat chaud.”

“Okey-dokey,” Toby said, his trashy American slang eliciting a look of disdain on his grandma’s elegant face.

By the time Toby was settled up in his room with his hot chocolate, Sara and Paul had arrived. Toby came to the top of the stairs to shout hello to them and to commandeer Sara to play computer games with him for the half hour left before his eight-thirty bedtime.

Paul stayed in the kitchen with Lucienne while she straightened up.

“Paul, I need to ask your help in something fairly sensitive and confidential. I need to get Sara alone to talk with her. At 8:30, could we both go up to Toby’s room and you can tuck him in while I take Sara into my study for a little while.”

“Sure, Maman, but why...”

“Please don’t ask any questions, my dear, because I can’t answer them.”

“Okey-dokey, whatever you say.”

Lucienne chuckled. “So that’s where Toby picked up that ridiculous word.”

A short while later, they carried out their plan, despite Toby’s protests to the contrary, reinforced by Sara’s reluctance to go off alone with Tante Lu.

Shutting the study door behind her, Lucienne waved Sara to a comfortable chair that was part of a pair in the middle of the room.  Lucienne sat in the other.

“Now, ma petite, let’s see what we can do for you.” Lucienne reached out and patted Sara’s hand.

All of a sudden, without warning, Sara burst into tears. Lucienne retrieved a box of tissue from the top of her desk and gently put it in Sara’s lap. After a minute or two, Sara’s crying stopped and she wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

“I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to do that. It’s just that I’ve been feeling so lost and alone and you’re so warm and comforting, just like my mother was.”

“Ah, dear Mary Kate—my best and dearest friend. I still miss her terribly, you know. I always will. She was a very special person—your father, too. I think their being such special people must make the loss of them that much harder for you to bear.”

Once more, Sara began crying, and Lucienne patted her hand again.

“I think you’ve not cried enough about all your losses. I think you need to do some crying.”

Sara dried her eyes and said, “I know Doc wants me to talk with you and I think that’s what I want also. This evening, I told Paul all of the things that’ve been going on in my life the past few months and when it’s all laid out that way, I really sound whacko. Although, Paul seemed think otherwise. He thinks someone is doing whacko things to me.”

“Oh?” Lucienne frowned. “How do you mean?”

“Paul thinks someone is out to get me in some way.”

“Why don’t you tell me what’s been going on.” Lucienne leaned back in her chair, as if making herself ready to listen.

Sara proceeded to  tell Lucienne the same things she’d told Paul earlier that evening. She added one thing that she hadn’t told Paul—that she had no feelings other than anger and disdain for Gregg’s seeming liaison with Lisa.

“I don’t seem to care about Gregg at all. I know I never loved him but at least I was willing to work at the marriage. Now, I don’t even want to see or talk to him anymore. It’s finished.”

“I see,” Lucienne said. She saw even more than Sara was saying.

It seemed very possible that she had never gotten over Paul, although Sara might not be aware of it.

Lucienne sat silently for a moment, reviewing what Sara had told her, sorting through it all.

“Cherie, my first reaction to all of that is that’s it’s bizarre and almost unbelievable. But of course I do believe it—every word of it. I think we need to include Paul in this discussion. I do not believe that you in any way need a therapist, despite what Doc Walsh says. Had you told him the story you’ve told me, he wouldn’t have suggested a therapist—he would’ve suggested the police!”

Sara sighed a huge, deep sigh of relief. “Thank you, Tante Lu. You can’t know how worried I was about my sanity. I really thought there was a possibility that I was going out of my mind.”

“Now, you go freshen up while I retrieve Paul from Toby’s clutches.  We’ll go sit downstairs in front of the fire and see what’s to be done.”

Several minutes later, Toby tucked protestingly in for the night, the three of them sat around the fireplace.  Lucienne had filled Paul in and now she directed a question to him.

“Do you think we need to tell that detective, Steve Cochran I think you said his name is, more of this story?”

Paul looked to Sara, who nodded, and then he said, “Yes, obviously we should. Sara only told him part of it this afternoon. He needs to know every detail. I’ll go try and call him now.”

Sara leaned her head back on the sofa, feeling more relaxed than she had in months. It felt so good to have friends to help her.

Paul came back, with a grim look on his face. “Cochran’s on a murder assignment right now that has priority over everything—a 6-week old baby has been killed, for God’ sake.”

“How awful,” said Sara, Lucienne murmuring her agreement.

“I left word for him to call me as soon as he has time,” Paul said.

“Tante Lu, Paul, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll go on up to bed now.  I’m exhausted. Would it be all right if I talked with Cochran tomorrow?” Sara asked.

“Of course, Sara,” Paul answered. “I’ll set up a time for us to see him tomorrow.”

“Speaking of tomorrow,” Lucienne interjected. “I have a favor to request. I have a dentist’s appointment in the morning—would it be possible to leave Toby with the two of you at the magazine office for an hour or two. I’d drop him off about ten or so and pick him up by noon. There’s no school but I didn’t realize that when I made the appointment. If it’s a problem, I can re-schedule...” Lucienne let her voice trail off.

“That wouldn’t be a problem with me at all,” said Sara. “In fact, I’d enjoy showing Toby around the magazine office.”

“He’d certainly get a kick out of that,” said Paul. “Okay, Ma, it’s settled—we’ll entertain Toby.”

“Paul, please do not call me ‘Ma’—you know I do not like it.”

“Sorry, just teasing you, because of your comment about me teaching Toby ‘okey-dokey’.”

Sara smiled slightly at their interchange and then quietly excused herself to go to be before she fell asleep on her feet.

CHAPTER 10 - SARA

The next morning, Sara and Paul arrived at the magazine office a little after eight. Sara made coffee and they both set to work, knowing that they were up against a fast-approaching deadline.

A little before ten, Sara, remembering that Toby would soon be joining them, stopped what she was doing. She went over to one of the office’s other computers, one with a color monitor, and set it up with some new games that had come in for review.

“The little fellow ought to enjoy these—they’re not even on the market yet.”

Paul heard Sara’s remark and came over to see what she was doing. She showed him a couple of the game packages and he grinned and said, “Toby is going to be in heaven—especially this one.” Paul pointed to one game involving a space shuttle, astronauts, and some “Dark Force.”

“Do you ever play these things?” Paul asked.

“Heavens, no! Well, hardly ever. Only in the line of duty, of course, for review purposes. Now this one in particular,” Sara started the game and showed Paul some of the strategies. They were intent on the monitor when Lucienne and Toby came in, red-nosed from the sub-zero temperatures morning had brought the city.

Toby zeroed in on the computer and picked right up on the game.  Lucienne kissed the top of his head, shrugged her shoulders and said goodbye to Paul and Sara. After spending a few minutes watching Toby play his game, and they went back to their work.

Lucienne smiled as she left the office, amused at her grandson’s growing attachment to anything and everything to do with computers.  Toby was a fine boy—Marla, whatever her failings, together with Paul, had done a superb job of parenting.

Lucienne tried but never fully succeeded in separating her professional psychologist outlook from her roles as mother and now grandmother.  Considering all the circumstances of his short seven-year life, Toby was an amazingly well-adjusted and thoroughly delightful child.

As she got off the elevator in the lobby of Sara’s building, she noticed Gregg getting into one of the elevators a little further down from hers. He didn’t see her. He had an obviously grim and determined set to his face. As always when confronted with Gregg, Lucienne felt a fraison of dread, a cold shiver. She could never pinpoint exactly why.  Her analytical mind had rooted around with it for years now, since Gregg was just a boy.

She walked the two blocks over to the newly-opened, newly re-furbished downtown medical center. Her dentist had recently moved his office there from an office in a depressed section of town that was becoming more and more of a ‘combat zone.’

It had gotten so that Lucienne dreaded going to the dentist as much for the unsafe location as for the usual dentist dread.

She took the elevator to the eighth floor at the top of the quaint old building that had been gutted inside and transformed into a first rate medical clinic combined with office space for dentists, optometrists, and other assorted practitioners of the healing arts.

She’d been coming to Dr. Mackey for years and years, since she and her husband first settled in the St. Louis area.  Once settled in the comfortable and well-equipped dental chair with its breathtaking view off to the south of the city, she let her mind wander. She had discovered that the best way to deal with the unpleasantness of dental work was to concentrate very hard on something totally unrelated to it.

This time, as Dr. Mackey started the root canal work that she had postponed for so long, Lucienne let her mind drift back to seeing Gregg in Sara’s building. What a strange man he was—and what a strange boy he’d been.

Years ago, both she and Sara’s mother, Mary Kate Levering, had speculated time and time again what it was they didn’t like about the Ransome boy. He was too bright and too charming for his own good. There was something unreal, phony, about him. In plain language, he gave both of them the creeps.

Mary Kate had once confided in Lu that she had patterned one of her psychopathic killers after Gregg. Laughingly, Lucienne had told Mary Kate she would be interested in hearing how she defined psychopathic.  Very seriously, Mary Kate had gone into a long dissertation on the syndrome, impressing Lu with what had obviously involved a great deal of comprehensive, in-depth research.

Filtering through her thoughts, she could hear the dentist’s instructions to his technician, “Let’s have some irrigation.”

Lucienne blocked out Dr. Mackey and his assistant once again and went back to thinking about Gregg.

“In a nutshell,” Mary Kate had summarized, “I use the term psychopath to describe a person characterized by emotional instability, lack of sound judgement, perverse and impulsive, and often criminal, behavior, inability to learn from experience, amoral, and asocial feelings, and other serious personality defects. I think one word sums it up best for me: conscienceless. And I think Gregg Ransome exhibits all those traits. I’ve started trying to discourage Jimmy from spending so much time with him. But my hard-headed son is not cooperating. I don’t want to push it too much because that’ll make Jimmy all the more determined to hang around with Gregg.”

Tragically, Jimmy died shortly after that conversation. He and Gregg had been swimming in an old abandoned lake at the far edge of the Ransome’s property, which was strictly forbidden. Jimmy had been diving off a log and hit his head on an old tractor that someone had dumped in the lake. Gregg said he had dragged Jimmy to shore and had tried to revive him but it was too late.

The Leverings, thunderstruck by grief, had pulled in on themselves, the parents unable to accept the loss of their son and Sara devastated at the loss of her hero older brother.

It took them many months to get back into living again. And it wasn’t too many years after Jimmy died that Mary Kate was killed in the automobile accident. Lucienne often wondered how Bill Levering was able to go on. She had surmised that Sara was the only thing that kept him going.

She heard Dr. Mackey say, “There, that ought to do it.” Within minutes Lucienne was out of the office and on her way back to the newspaper office.

At about 11 the office door opened and Sara looked up from her desk expecting to see Lucienne back but instead it was Gregg.  Sara stood up, frowning.

Gregg walked over to her, nodded to Paul across the room, looked questioningly at Toby.

“I see you’ve found that help you were looking for,” he said in a friendly, conciliatory tone of voice. “Who’s your youngest worker?”

Sara said quietly, “Gregg, I’d like you to meet Toby Haven, Paul’s son and my new friend.”

Toby came over and put out his hand for a handshake. “Pleased to meet you, sir. Would you like to see my computer game?”

“No, thanks, not right now, Toby. Some other time.”

Toby nodded and went back to his computer.

Sara hissed at Gregg, softly enough that Toby and Paul couldn’t hear her, “Come out into the hall where I can talk to you in private.”

Sara walked quickly out of the office with Gregg close behind.

“What are you doing here? I don’t want to see you or talk to you—I thought I made that clear.” Sara spoke briskly and determinedly.

“Sara, you can’t just end things this way. I told you I can explain about Lisa. She’s going through a bad time and she came to me for help and I was just...”

Sara interrupted. “Gregg, I don’t want to hear your lies. Please just leave.”

“But Sara...”

“No, Gregg, no more and I mean it. I’ll come get the rest of my things sometime next week while you’re in class. I’ll talk to Walter next week also—about a divorce—not about Lisa. Now please go.”

Sara turned around and walked back into office, trying not to slam the office door behind her.

Paul looked up at Sara but she didn’t return his look so he went back to his work. A few minutes later, Lucienne came back from her dentist’s appointment. She invited Sara and Paul to join her and Toby for lunch at the deli in the downstairs lobby.

Both of them were glad of the invitation, glad to get away from the office and the lingering aftermath of Gregg’s visit.

Toby was entranced with the old-fashioned, New York style delicatessen with its long glass-fronted cases offering an assortment of sandwiches and salads and desserts.

The adults watched as the small boy paced up and down before the cases, weighing his choices. His final decision was a long hero sandwich chocolate-covered cream-filled eclair.

When all of their orders were filled, they took the food over to one of the wrought iron table and chair arrangements in front of the huge glass window fronting onto a busy downtown street.

Lucienne reported gleefully that after finishing the root canal, the dentist couldn’t find anything else wrong with her teeth, not even one tiny cavity. Of course, there was the routine teeth-cleaning, but nothing else.  

When Toby waved at someone outside, Paul asked who he’d seen. Toby hesitated a moment, and then answered, “I don’t remember his name but it was that man Sara jug talked to—the one who said he would play computers with me sometime.”

Sara asked, “You saw Gregg out there?”

“Yuh, that was his name, I think. He just walked by and waved to me,” Toby lost interest in the conversation and gave his attention to his hero sandwich.

When they’d all finished eating, Lucienne thanked Sara and Paul once again for their babysitting chores. She and Toby left first, followed in a few moments by Sara and Paul.

Sara and Paul spoke very little the rest of the afternoon.  This evening, Sara insisted on driving out to the Havens in her own car, rather than riding with Paul.

“I have an appointment first thing in the morning before I come into the office, so I’ll need my own transportation.”

Just as they were getting ready to leave, the phone rang. Sara picked up the receiver and when she heard the electronic tone, said to Paul, “Here, listen, this is one of those calls.”

Paul took the receiver from her and put it to his ear just as the sing-songy voice started saying, ‘Sara, Sara, Sara’ over and over again.

The call disconnected at the other end and Paul hung up, saying, “As soon as Cochran gets back to us, we’ll ask him to arrange a tap on this line to trace these calls.”

They drove home in separate cars but stayed together on the highway, sometimes driving side by side in tandem and sometimes behind one another.

Sara had the oddest feeling of intimacy toward Paul as they drove down the highway. She could only see his outline in the car but she felt as though she could trace every part of his face.

“I’m still in love with him,” Sara said to herself, the thought bringing tears to her eyes.

She brushed away the tears while keeping one hand on the steering wheel.  “I thought I was pretty much over him—at least it felt that way. I guess not.”

Sara drove on, staying behind Paul, feeling an increasing attachment to him as they neared his mother’s home.

“I wonder if there’s a chance he has any feelings left for me.”

Sara thought back over Paul’s behavior towards her the past few days and couldn’t identify any action of his that was any more than just friendly.

“Well, we’ll just take it one day at a time and see what happens.”

Lucienne greeted them at the front door, thanking them once again for their babysitting duty.

“Now, I have a treat for you, mes petits.” Lucienne was all smiles.

“Elaine Bennett dropped by this afternoon with two tickets to the Symphony that she wanted me to use. I told her I already had plans—this is the evening that Toby and I do volunteer work at the Community Center. But I told her that the two of you might like to make use of them. I tried to call the office but you had already left.”

Lucienne looked at the two of them expectantly as they took off their coats and hung them in the front closet. Sara and Paul exchanged questioning looks with each other, and both started to speak at once.

“I don’t...” Sara said.

“I’m not...” Paul said simultaneously.

“Go ahead,” Paul said, “ladies first.”

Sara paused briefly, grinned widely, then said, in a pretend-child’s sing-song voice, “I’ll go if you’ll go.”

Paul and Lucienne both laughed and Paul said, “Sure. Now let’s get this all coordinated. We have to have a bit to eat and change. Maman, what time does the concert start?”

“Let me get the tickets.” Lucienne turned to the small hall table that served as a catch-all/repository for mail and mittens and car keys and other miscellany.

After retrieving the tickets, Lucienne started searching the tabletop for one of the several pairs of glasses she kept strategically located throughout the house.

Paul gently patted her on the shoulder and relieved her of the tickets, saying, “Here, Maman, let me read the time—hmmmmm—8:30—good, that gives us a decent while to eat and dress.”

“I have a wonderful chicken and vegetable casserole for dinner that’s ready whenever we are,” Lucienne announced.

An hour and a half later, Sara and Paul were fed and dressed and on their way in Paul’s car back downtown to the Symphony.  The view of the city in the distance was beautiful with the shimmering lights of the tall buildings reflected in the graceful legs of the Arch.

Sara leaned back in the seat, trying to relax but finding it difficult to do so in light of her re-discovered feelings for Paul. Neither of them spoke much. Paul had tuned into a classical music station on the radio, “To get us in the mood for the Symphony,” he said.

When they finally reached Powell Hall, they only had a few minutes before the Symphony began. Paul asked Sara if she wanted a drink but she said no, perhaps something at intermission.

They walked up the red-carpeted stairway to the second level amidst all the other late-comers. The usher directed them to their seats just as the house lights dimmed.

Almost at once Sara felt swept away by the music, as the orchestra filled the air with melody. She smiled at Paul when, at the end of the first movement, a rustle went through the hall as latecomers were shown to their seats.

During the second movement, less engrossed in the music, Sara’s mind started wandering. She thought back to the one other time that she and Paul had attended the symphony together. Paul had been a freshman at Mizzou and she was a junior in high school. It was one of their first official and “real” dates, and first, they’d eaten a delicious Italian dinner at one of the restaurants on the Hill.  That’s more than ten years ago, Sara thought. How things have changed since then!  Almost beyond belief.

Paul stared straight ahead at the orchestra, trying not to give in to his overwhelming compulsion to take Sara’s hand in his. He too had remembered their other time at the Symphony and how different his and Sara’s relationship had been then.

At the pause after the second movement, Sara smiled to herself about how people saved up all their coughs and clearing of throats and stirring in their seats till the pauses or intermission.

At intermission, they stood up and started to go down to the balcony where the bars were. But before they could get out of their row, their usher came up to Paul and said, “Mr. Haven?”

Paul quickly answered, “Yes, what is it?”

“We have an emergency phone call for you in the office. If you’ll just come with me.”

Both Paul and Sara followed the usher downstairs to the office where they had Paul take the call at the manager’s desk.

It was a frantic Lucienne.

“Paul, Toby is gone...”

“What? What do you mean ‘gone’?”

“He’s gone from the community center. He and I were here, playing with the children, and all of sudden he was nowhere to be seen. The staff and I searched everywhere. We’ve called the sheriff’s office and they sent some men over. They’ve started searching the neighborhood. I think you’d better come as quickly as you can. You know where the center is?”

Paul said briskly, “Yes, I know where it is—we’ll be there as soon as we can.”

Paul thanked the manager and then took Sara’s arm and abruptly ushered her out of the office and out of Powell hall.

Sara had overheard enough of Lucienne’s part of the conversation to understand what was going on and she didn’t ask Paul for any more details till they were in the car, on the highway heading towards South County.

Paul repeated exactly what Lucienne had said. He also explained to Sara that one night a week, Lucienne did volunteer work with children at a nearby community center for disadvantaged families. She read to them and played games with them; lately, Toby had started accompanying her, wanting to do ‘volunteer work’ just like Grandmere.

The ride home was a silent one, the hum of the motor and the tires on the highway the only sounds inside the car. Sara was sick about Toby—she couldn’t even conceive of what Paul must be going through. For the first time, she understand the quotation about one’s children being hostages to fate.

Paul made the drive to the local community center in record time. Two sheriff’s cars were parked at the front door, lights flashing. Paul and Sara found Lucienne just inside the front door, standing with the deputies.

Once again, Lucienne, wringing her hands and with her voice shaking, told the story of Toby’s disappearance.  “Toby was playing hide and seek with the children while I put things away.  According to the children, Toby was ‘it’ but he never came to find them. After awhile, they got tired of waiting for him and came back here into the common room to find me.  The children and the center’s staff members and I searched the building from top to bottom and one of the center’s security guards searched outside the building.  But no one found a trace of Toby.  That’s when I decided to call the sheriff’s office, and then we called you.”

The youngest of the two deputies, introduced himself as Bob and his partner as Mike.

“Sir,” said Bob, “Mrs. Haven gave us a photo of your son that she had in her wallet and we sent that over to our headquarters to get it reproduced so we can circulate it around. Is there anything you can think of that could help us in our search?”

Paul rubbed his forehead, trying to think of something helpful to say or do but he was at a loss. Toby was not a thoughtless or careless boy, and even at only seven years of age, understood that he wasn’t to wander around by himself at night.

Finally, at midnight, the deputies suggested that the Havens and Sara return home and try to get some rest. The deputies agreed to call the Haven home as soon as they had any news.

“After 24 hours, the FBI generally joins in the search, under the assumption that a kidnapping has occurred, so unless we find Toby by tomorrow evening, you can expect to be hearing from them,” Bob said.  “Please feel free to call us at any time and we’ll stay in touch with you.”

Mike added, “Now don’t you folks worry. Statistics show that lost children usually turn up within 24 hours of their disappearance.” Mike’s voice had a note of hopefulness in it.

The deputies accompanied them out to their cars. Lucienne asked Paul if he could drive her car home, as she felt a little shaky. Sara drove behind them in Paul’s car, feeling so helpless and so scared for little Toby. The thought of a little boy out in the cold and dark of the night was terrifying. Where could Paul’s son be?

CHAPTER 11 - LISA

After Gregg told her about Sara spying on them at the University, Lisa decided she’d better take steps to protect herself and her current “investments.”

Several months ago, unbeknownst to Gregg, Lisa had started a very lucrative sideline of her own. Somehow, she’d foreseen the day when she might need ready cash, particularly if the divorce from Walter weren’t as profitable as she and Gregg anticipated.

Lisa’s brainstorm had its genesis a year or two back, when she first learned from Gregg, in an offhand, oh by the way manner that Julia was his mother, not his sister. Lisa had subsequently officially verified that fact by snooping through Julia’s legal files in Walter’s office. She’d even Xeroxed a copy of Gregg’s real birth certificate and kept it with her private papers, just on the off-chance that it might come in handy someday.

It was just before Thanksgiving last year that Lisa had phoned Julia and invited her to lunch, just the two of them for a girl-to-girl chat. Julia couldn’t think a way to refuse Walter’s upstart young wife’s invitation without offending her dear old friend.

They’d had lunch in Lisa and Walter’s formal dining room, the two of them seated at one end of the long table.

They were halfway through the salad, when wordlessly, Lisa had taken the copy of Gregg’s real birth certificate out of her jacket pocket and laid it on the table in front of Julia.

“Where did you get this?” Julia said in a low, growly voice.

“Oh, I just found it somewhere one day,” Lisa said lightly, but with a sneering smile on her lips.

“Have you...did you show it to Gregg?” Julia asked.

“No, not yet. I thought perhaps we should discuss it first.”

Julia paused and then said, “What do you mean, ‘discuss’ it?”

“I thought it might be worth something to you that Gregg not find out that his devoted sister is really his mother, and that she gave birth to a bastard.”  Lisa’s voice roughened.

“Worth something?” Julia questioned, although she now fully understood exactly what Lisa was up to.

“Yes, I thought perhaps you would be interested in investing in an information project of mine—or call it an information-withholding project,” Lisa smiled, rather liking her creative description of blackmail.

“How much?” Julia asked.

“I think, oh, $10,000 to start with—as a good faith payment.”

Julia gritted her teeth and said tightly, “If you’ve been snooping through Walter’s office, then you’re well aware that I don’t have that much ready cash.”

“Yes, of course I know that,” Lisa added, “I’m not dumb, you know.”

“I certainly realize that.”

“I have a plan. Now, what you can do,” Lisa continued, “is to gradually start selling your stock—tell Walter you’re planning to invest in a real estate venture that Gregg is involved in but that you don’t want Gregg to know you’re one of the investors.”

And that’s what Julia had done. Walter had no choice but to accept what Julia wanted. Lisa had received her $10,000 just a few weeks after that lunch.

Now it was time to go back to Julia for more money—major money this time—say, half a million. To get that much money, Lisa knew that Julia would have to sell every last remaining share of stock she had inherited from her parents, and probably some of her real estate holdings.

Lisa debated about the best way to go about contacting Julia. It was crucial that Gregg not discover she was blackmailing Julia—in effect, Lisa was stealing Gregg’s money. She shuddered to think what Gregg’s reaction and action would be in if he ever found out.

There was a part of Gregg that frightened Lisa—a part of him that reminded her of a child pulling the legs off a fly just for fun.  As conscienceless as she considered herself, Gregg was even more so.

That next morning, after Walter had left for downtown, Lisa phoned Julia.

“I have something I must talk to you about.” Lisa’s voice was curt, with not even a semblance of civility.

Julia’s trembling response was, “Oh, Lisa, please no more.”

“Be here in an hour.” Lisa hung up the phone without waiting to hear what Julia said.

Lisa dressed extra carefully, in a red China silk suit, taking extra care with her make-up and hair—to make herself look as beautiful as she could.  She needed to feel as self-confident as possible to handle this session with Julia. This money was to be her insurance policy, her “retirement” plan, so to speak—in case, Gregg’s intricate plot blew up in his face.

Lisa heard Julia’s car in the drive that circled in front of her and Walter’s sprawling home. She opened the front door to Julia just as she rang the bell.

“Come in, Julia. This way, into the library.” Lisa stood tall and walked precisely into the book-lined room off the main hallway.

Julia still hadn’t said a word. Her face looked pale, even though she had on make-up, had done her hair up in its usual neat French twist, and had seemed to have also very carefully chosen her outfit.

The two women stood in the library, silent, each waiting for the other to speak. Lisa finally broke the silence.

“Shall we sit here on the sofa?” Lisa gestured to a nearby couch and then sat down. Julia did the same.

“Julia, I won’t stall around. I want more amount of money—in return for my continued silence about your and Gregg’s true relationship.  This time the sum is a bit more—a half million, to be exact.”

Still Julia didn’t speak. She reached in her handbag for a cigarette and lighter. After lighting a cigarette, she said, “Lisa, you know as well as I do that that’s ridiculous. I don’t have that kind of money—and even if I did, I’m through being blackmailed by you. I’m going to go to Walter and tell him exactly what you’re doing.”

Lisa laughed. “And while you’re talking to Walter, I’ll be talking to Gregg. And then the son that you adore is never going to speak to you again, and you know it.”

Julia stood up and shoved back her chair. She reached into the handbag at the side of her place at the table and drew out a small black revolver. Lisa’s only reaction was a deep intake of air and then gradually breathing it out.

“Lisa, I don’t really have very much lose by killing you—and I would do it just out of spite. You’ve an evil, worthless human being and you don’t deserve to live. You stole Walter away from Elaine, and neither of them deserved that.”

Lisa stood up also, and tried to determine what her chances were if she ran or if she tried to grab the gun out of Julia’s hand.

Julia put the revolver back in her handbag and walked out of the dining room into the hall. She took her coat from the hall closet and walked out the front door, without another word to Lisa. 

Lisa had followed Julia out of the dining room, and after she’d left, stood at the front door for a moment, watching her drive away. Then, the cold air getting to her, she shut the door loudly and went upstairs.

Lisa tried to call Gregg but got the answering machine playing Sara’s brisk, no-nonsense message.

“Hi, Gregg, call me as soon as you can. It’s important.” He’d probably be furious at her for leaving a message—always before he’d forbidden it, afraid that Sara would find out about them. Well, now she knew, and it didn’t matter anymore.

Things are really falling to pieces, Lisa thought to herself.

Julia thought the same thing as she drove the two miles between the Bennett house and the Levering home. The ground was still deep in snow and the sky had darkened considerably during the time she was at Lisa’s. It looked as if they might be in for a repeat performance of the other night’s snowstorm. The clouds ahead of her were slate gray and billowy, reminiscent of the tornado-clouds that so terrified her in spring and summer.

As soon as she got in the house, Julia tried to call Gregg and she too got Sara’s voice on the answering machine.

“Gregg, it’s me. Please call me as soon as you can. It’s an emergency.” God, how I hate talking to those machines, and nowadays they`re everywhere.

Julia realized she’d forgotten to check the mailbox down at the road in her haste to get to the house and call Gregg.

Throwing her mink coat around her shoulders, she went back out to the car parked in the front drive. She drove down to the mailbox at the end of the driveway, retrieved the day’s mail, and went back to the house.  Inside she sorted through the stack of letters and magazines and bills—as usual, most of it was junk. Except for one very odd looking piece of mail. It was addressed to her using letters cut out of a newspaper or magazine.  It frightened her and she debated with herself whether or not to open it. Curiosity won out and she used the letter opener on the hall table to slit the top of the envelope.  From the envelope, she took a single sheet of paper. At first glance, she saw that it too had the odd cut-out letters. The message was short and simple.

“I know your secret.”

This is more of Lisa’s dirty work, I’m sure, Julia thought to herself.  But why is she sending me something in the mail when she knew she’d be seeing me in person. That doesn’t make any sense.

Julia went into the study at the end of the hall and over to her desk. Sitting down at the broad expanse of mahogany that once belonged to Bill Levering, Julia placed the odd letter on the blotter centered on the desk’s top.

She unlocked the center drawer, using the key she kept in a wooden box with a hidden bottom.  From the drawer, she drew out a bulging manila file folder. She opened it and spread the newspaper clippings it contained across the top of the desk. The articles were datelined Chicago, five years ago. It was a murder case, a man convicted of killing his very rich wife. His method had been a clever, unique approach. Through a variety of stratagems, he had succeeded in convincing his wife that she was losing her mind. He had provoked her to the brink of suicide. When she had hesitated at killing herself, he had taken matters into his own hands and had pushed her off the terrace of their penthouse on the 20th floor.

One article in particular interested Julia, headlined “Chicago Man Convicted of ‘Gaslight’ Murder.” The headline had referenced the classic Charles Boyer/Ingrid Bergman movie in which a husband had attempted to convince his wife she was going insane.

Julia had found the folder of clippings in one of the boxes Gregg had left with her for storage. Before he and Sara were married, Gregg had been staying with Julia. He had taken most of his belongings but had asked if she minded if he kept a few boxes of old keepsakes and mementos up in her attic. Julia had of course agreed and hadn’t thought anything more about it. Then one day, a few weeks ago, she had been searching for a beaded evening bag that had belonged to her mother. The local women’s group to which she belonged was a holding a Roaring ’20s Flea Market and Julia wanted to donate the bugle-beaded bag to it. The bag had been quite an expensive one, as Julia remembered, and it could be one of the specialty items that was put up for auction.

She’d searched through her own drawers and closet and in the storage area on the second floor. Unable to find the bag, she almost decided to give up on that idea. Then she remembered the attic. She had moved many of the things from the old Ransome house to the Levering attic when she and Bill married. Perhaps the bag was up there in one of those old steamer trunks that her mother had cherished and hung onto over the years.

And sure enough, it was in one of the trunks shoved under the eaves, along with some other items Julia could donate: two slightly molting but still presentable feather boas and several long strands of beads. As she closed the trunk, she noticed that behind it, wedged under the eave, was a cardboard carton that had GR marked on one side.  Puzzling over it, she ripped off the packing tape. Inside she found an orderly row of file folders, each bulging with newspaper clippings, each neatly labeled with city names and in alphabetical order: Chicago, Los Angles, New York, Portland, San Francisco, Washington, D.C.

Julia recognized Gregg’s very neat, very precise hand lettering, that he learned in a drafting course many years ago and which he had adopted as his own writing style.  The cities represented places where Gregg had lived for at least a short while, during his peripatetic, nomadic life over the past seven or eight years. He bounced from place to place, and job to job, seemingly unable or unwilling to settle down

The files contained various kinds of news stories, with one common thread: all had to do with a husband murdering his wife. Julia’s hands shook as she sorted through clipping after clipping, file after file. What was this all about? Why would Gregg save these awful news articles—why would he even cut them out of the paper.

For a few moments, Julia sat on the floor, the file folders and clippings spread out in a fan-shape all around her.  She felt a cold chill on her shoulders. No, oh no, she moaned to herself.

What is wrong with Gregg? I can’t believe this.

Very carefully and methodically, she returned each clipping to its proper file folder. The Chicago file had been marked on the outside with a big star and some of the clippings had stars in the margins.  Evidently, this one particular file seemed to be of most interest to Gregg. Julia returned the folders to the carton, careful to maintain them in alphabetical order, as they’d been. With some hesitation, she didn’t return the Chicago file to the box. She laid it on the floor near her, then shoved the box way back under the eave, out of sight.  She tugged her mother’s big steamer trunk over to where it completely hid the carton from view. She’d taken the file downstairs and locked it in her desk drawer.

Once or twice over the ensuing months, she’d removed the file and carefully read each clipping. Her fondest hope was that somehow this was all tied in to Gregg’s pursuit of a law degree, his interest in legal matters. Or perhaps, she told herself, he even might be saving ideas for a novel.

Now, with the file out on the desk in front of her, Julia let the full horror of what she had known all along wash over her. Gregg was plotting to kill Sara. He’d been plotting it even before he’d married her—oh not her specifically, perhaps. But he had been planning to marry a wealthy woman and then get rid of her.

Julia buried her face in her hands and let the tears come. All these years she’d shut her eyes to what Gregg was. She’d loved him dearly and spoiled him—given him everything he’d ever asked for and many things that he didn’t ask for. Somehow he hadn’t turned out to be the son—brother—whatever—she thought he would.

Just as she was re-locking the folder in the desk’s center drawer, the phone just at her elbow jingled quietly.

“Hello,” Julia said faintly into the receiver.

“Julia? Hello, is that you?” Doc Walsh’s voice penetrated her clouded mind.

“Yes, Doc, it’s me. How are you?”

“Just fine, my dear. I have two reasons for calling—one to thank you again for the dinner party and the two, to remind you that you’re way overdo for your annual check-up, including a Pap smear and mammogram.”

“Oh no,” Julia groaned. “You know how I hate that.”

“Yes, and that’s exactly why I’m calling you and that’s exactly why we’re going to schedule the appointment right now and I’m not letting you postpone this anymore. I’ll go into my litany of horror stories about women neglecting their health and you know you don’t want a repeat performance of that.”

They finally settled on the next day at 11 a.m. Julia hung up the phone and sighed. Doc was such a worrywart sometimes.

CHAPTER 12 - SARA

Back at the Havens, neither Paul nor Lucienne made any attempt to go to bed. They sent Sara off to her room—although she hadn’t wanted to go, she thought perhaps they would feel more comfortable in their worry without her. Throughout the night she tossed and turned and woke and slept fitfully.

Sara finally got up at first light, throwing on jeans and a sweater and hurrying downstairs. Lucienne and Paul were each asleep on a sofa in the living room, with afghans flung over them. The fire had died but the lamps were still lit—a sign that neither of them had anticipated being able to sleep.

She tiptoed into the kitchen and put the coffee on to perk. Rummaging through the freezer, she found a frozen coffee cake and frozen croissants. She put them out on the counter to thaw. She’d warm them in the microwave later, when Lucienne and Paul awoke. Feeling antsy, she made some fresh orange juice and set the table that overlooked the woods that surrounded the Havens’ property.

The gentle jangle of the phone startled Sara and she lunged at it, hoping to prevent it from waking Paul and Lucienne.

“Hello?” she said softly.

“Sara?” a distant voice asked.

“Yes, who is this?”

As she talked, Sara’s hands automatically picked up the pencil lying on the kitchen counter and started scribbling on the message pad next to the phone.

“It’s me, Gregg, but don’t let anyone know I’m on the phone.”

“Why not?” Sara demanded.

“It has to do with Toby,” Gregg answered.

Forgetting to keep her voice down, Sara said demandingly, “What about Toby?”

“I can’t talk about it on the phone. I have to see you. Meet me at Edelweiss in an hour. But Sara, listen closely. It’s vital for Toby’s safety that you tell no one—and I mean no one. You mustn’t take any chances with Toby’s life.” With that threat, the connection was broken.

Sara glanced down at the words she’d scribbled on the message pad—Gregg—Toby—Edelweiss. Crumpling the paper into a ball, she threw it towards the trash basket under the counter, not noticing that it fell behind the basket.

She paced back and forth in the kitchen, pausing to pour herself a cup of coffee. She forgot to let it cool for a minute before taking a sip and burned her tongue on it.

How was Gregg involved in Toby’s disappearance? And why did he want to see her? None of it made any sense. Gregg didn’t make any sense.  Sara was starting to feel even more frightened than before.  Gregg was up to no good, of that she was sure.

Somehow this just has to be a ghastly misunderstanding.

Quietly, Sara went up the back staircase to her room to get her purse, her heavy parka, and snowboots. At the desk there, she wrote a short, cryptic note to Paul and Lucienne saying she had an emergency to take care of and she’d call them as soon as she could. She hung the note on the refrigerator with one of the magnets scattered across its front, feeling a sting of tears at the sight of Toby’s drawings that were hung on its surface.

She let herself out the back door and walked through the snow to her car.

She said a silent prayer,” Please let it start, and let it start quietly so I don‘t wake them.”

Her prayer was answered. The little Renault’s engine turned over on the first try and rumbled softly as Sara drove away.

She was low on gas and she doubted that much was open yet—it was only 6 a.m. Probably she had enough gas to get across the bridge and on that side of the river, there were a few 24-hour service stations.

The sky was gray and overcast—huge dark clouds hovered on the horizon, a harbinger of another snowfall, Sara surmised.

She hadn’t allowed herself to think about Gregg’s phone call while she was maneuvering herself out of the Haven’s house and on the road—all she could concentrate on was getting away without Paul and Lucienne hearing her.  For whatever reason, her instincts told her that Gregg wasn’t kidding when he threatened her about not telling anyone. As the miles sped past, she finally let herself think about what was going on.

As far as she could remember, Gregg didn’t even know Toby. No, wait a minute. He’d met the boy yesterday at the paper when he stopped by. But how could he know anything about Toby’s disappearance unless he...No that’s too ridiculous.

The thought wedged itself in Sara’s mind and wouldn’t go away.

“Gregg is the one who kidnapped Toby.”

But why would he do it? It doesn’t make any sense. The Havens never did anything to Gregg. And they certainly didn’t have the kind of money for ransome that kidnappers were interested in.

I’m the only one that Gregg is angry with—is he doing this to get back at me for leaving him? Does he think that somehow this can make me change my mind. No, that’s crazy.

Wait a minute! I’m refusing to talk with Gregg or see him. Could this be his way of forcing me to talk to him—forcing me to see him? Sort like an inhuman arm-twisting technique.

Sara gritted her teeth together in anger and frustration.

Whatever he’s doing, if he took Toby—there’s no forgiving that. And I’ll encourage Paul and Lucienne to press criminal charges against him, no matter what.

Sara shuddered, feeling a chill that had nothing to do with the winter weather. I don’t know this man at all.

She crossed the Missouri River and took the exit just past the bridge.  About a mile down the outer road paralleling the highway, there was a huge one-stop everything plaza—24-hour gasoline service included.

Sara hesitated as she drove in, trying to decide between “Self-Serve” and “Full-Serve.” Usually she pumped her own gas, but this morning it just felt like too much of a hassle.

“Fill it with unleaded,” she told the fresh-faced young girl who waited on her.

What a sign of the times, Sara thought, as more and more girls were working service stations. I like seeing it but I don’t think I’d like doing it—just because of St. Louis weather—broiling in the summer and freezing in the winter, without much in-between.

Sara bought a pack of cigarettes also, even though she kept trying to quit.

“This is not a good time to quit smoking. I’ll do it when my life is back to normal—God—will that day ever come?”

Deep down, Sara knew that her procrastination about quitting again was just a delaying tactic—that her life would never be normal—there would always be some stress. One of these days she would just have to bite the bullet and do it.

She got back on the highway and saw that the morning rush hour traffic had started in earnest, thankfully going in the opposite direction.

This side of the river had mushroomed as far as residential development but almost everyone had to commute into St. Louis for employment.

She got to Edelweiss just an hour after leaving the Haven’s house.  Pulling into the carport attached to one side of the A-frame, she looked around for Gregg’s car but saw no sign of it, not even any tire tracks.  Evidently, there had been another small snowfall out since Sara had stayed here night before last.

Inside, the cabin was just as she’d left it. She turned up the heat and put on a pot of coffee. The wood bin next to the fireplace was empty. Going out to the woodpile, she filled her arms with small logs and placed them in the stone fireplace.

Sara picked up the phone but couldn’t get a dial tone. Something must have knocked out the service again. “Or someone,” she said softly.

Awhile later she tried again and this time there was a dial tone. It gave Sara a feeling of security and reassurance.  At least there was the possibility of help at the other end of that thin line.

“This is really stupid of me,” thought Sara. “I should’ve wakened Paul and Tante Lu.” She reached towards the phone, thinking she’d call them.  It rang just as she put her hand on the receiver. Picking it up gingerly, she said, “Yes?”

“Good girl, Sara.” Gregg’s voice came through the phone, sounding as if he were next door.

“Where are you, Gregg? Where is Toby? Is he all right?

“He’ll be just fine as long as you keep your mouth shut. You are alone there, aren’t you?

“Yes, Gregg. I did exactly what you told me. Now what should I do?”

Gregg didn’t answer immediately. Sara wondered if he was thinking or if he was just toying with her.  “Just sit tight till you hear from me.” With that, Sara heard a click as Gregg hung up the phone. She, too, hung up.

She started pacing the floor of the A-frame’s living room, not knowing what to do or what to expect.  The more she paced, the more confused she became. Back and forth she went over what Gregg had said. None of it made any sense and the more she thought about the crazier her thoughts got. She was beginning to feel that she made a tremendous mistake in not telling Paul what had happened. He must be getting more and more frantic about Toby. At least I could tell him what’s going on.  It might give him a little hope.

She walked back over to the phone, thinking to call Paul, but stopped short of picking up the receiver. Suddenly in her head she heard Gregg’s voice again, heard over and over the words he’d said, threatening Toby. She finally took it seriously—and she finally admitted to herself just how evil Gregg was. Withdrawing her hand from the phone, she stood there for a moment, not knowing what to do.

Finally, she went over to the fireplace and put some kindling in  on top of the small logs she'd put there earlier. She struck one of the tall matches she kept by the side of the fireplace and lit the kindling. When it was blazing away, she put the brass screen across the front of the fireplace.  She opened the drapes across the sliding glass door that looked out on the cabin’s wooden deck. Beyond the deck, out into the woods as far as the eye could see was snow—stretched in a white blanket out over the trees.

Sara loved the cabin in the winter best of all. At first that hadn’t been the case. Bill and Mary Kate had bought the A-frame the summer Sara was six and she had had so much fun romping in the woods with Jimmy, going down to the lake to swim with the whole family, going for rowboat rides on the lake with Daddy, learning how to fish (and finally after what seemed like years of trying, catching her first fish and having to throw it back because it was too small). She hadn’t thought anything could match summertime at Edelweiss.

But the first time they came after a snowfall, Sara fell in love with it all over again. It became an enchanted castle to her, all covered with glistening coverlet. She loved to go hiking through the woods, her boots crunching in the snow, making tracks that no one might ever see.

One Christmas, Bill and Mary Kate had acquiesced to Sara and Jimmy’s pleas to spend the holiday at the A-frame. They’d chopped down one of their very own pines for a Christmas tree (although at first the children had been a bit reluctant to kill a

living part of their fairyland). On Christmas Eve, they’d each taken a flashlight and gone for a moonlit walk up and down the snow-packed gravel roads, the only humans in Edelweiss that night.  At one point, Jimmy spotted a white-tailed deer and whisperingly pointed it out—they all stopped walking and watched till the deer caught their scent and bounded up the wooded hill.

Sara remembered one particular bad time for her at Edelweiss when she almost drowned in the swimming lake. She had been about 7 and had wandered just a step or two beyond the roped off “toddlers’ area.” There was a narrow ledge with an abrupt drop-off and suddenly Sara plunged deep down into the lake. Terror-stricken she screamed and frantically waved her arms and flailed her legs. The water rushed in her mouth and up her nose. She couldn’t breathe. She felt as though the weight of the earth were bearing down on her. She couldn't see anything in the murky darkness, and resisted when something strong grabbed at her arms and then her legs. She tried to fight whatever it was off but didn’t have the strength.

It turned out that Bill and Mary Kate had both seen her head bob under the water and raced over to her and yanked her back to shallow water and then onto the sandy beach.

Sara didn’t want to swim anymore that day and they took her back up to the cabin and put her to bed. She didn’t want to swim the next day either, but very gently Bill and Mary Kate explained to her about not giving into fear. They walked down to the lake hand in hand with her and stayed with her in the shallowest part of the water. They did this each day for the rest of their week’s vacation at Edelweiss. By the time they left, the had helped Sara conquer her terror of the water.  But she always retained a claustrophobic fear of having her head covered, of not being able to breathe. She refused to play water tag or other water games for fear being dunked and being out of control of her body in the water. To this day she also couldn’t bear to have anyone playfully throw a blanket over her head or push a pillow over her face.

Sara added another log to the dying fire. She sat at one end of the sofa for a few minutes and then swung her feet up. For awhile she lay there, not thinking, just letting her mind float and then she drifted off into a light sleep.  When she awoke it was past 4 in the afternoon and getting dark.  And she still hadn’t heard from Gregg.

Completely baffled as to what to do, Sara walked over to the phone and picked up the receiver. She held it to her ear, listening for a dial tone, but there wasn’t one. The line was completely dead. Slowly Sara replaced the receiver. Her heart started to pound in fear. She went over to the sliding glass doors and closed the draperies.

Her stomach was growling with hunger—she hadn’t eaten anything since dawn. In the pantry was an assortment of canned goods, and she absently opened some tuna and ate it right out of the can.

She felt trapped and helpless. If she left, if she went back to the Havens or went to find a phone to call them, she might miss Gregg and whatever he had planned for her and Toby. Somewhere during her fitful nap she’d come to the realization that Toby’s disappearance was Gregg’s way of getting her out here.  She also realized that she’d make a serious mistake in not telling Paul and Lucienne. Her judgement call was totally wrong and off-base.

Sara thought she heard a noise outside and went to the door to look out. It was pitch black now, and all she could see were a few snow flurries that had begun to fall.  Shutting the door, she went over and flipped on the TV, tuning it to the 24-hour continuous weather broadcast.

“Another winter storm is approaching the bi-state area, with projected accumulations of up to an additional ten inches.” The weather forecaster’s monotone didn’t do justice to the severity of the storm warning.

Sara started to feel panicky. She didn’t know whether to stay here and risk getting snowbound or whether to leave now and miss finding out what Gregg was doing with Toby.

She decided to leave and try to find a phone to call Paul. Whatever Gregg was up to was beyond her being able to cope with anymore. Her gut feeling was that his evil streak was deeper and meaner than she had ever imagined.

Sara put on her parka and boots and thrust a flashlight into her coat pocket. She went out to warm up the car before dousing the fire and locking up the cabin.  But the Renault refused to start. The battery would turn over but that’s all.  Sara kept trying, but stopped when the smell of gasoline told her she’d flooded the engine.  And the battery was starting to sound weaker. She decided to stop and try again in a few minutes.

As she started back in the house, she noticed footprints in the snow that were larger than hers. Going back to the Renault, she turned on the flashlight. The engine hood had a dusting of snow from the flurries—but it looked as if someone had opened the hood recently. And the large footprints were concentrated around the engine. Sara opened the hood but, not knowing engines, couldn’t tell if anything had been tampered with. She slammed it shut in frustration.

The snowfall was getting heavier as Sara walked back into the cabin.  Here she was, stranded, with no way out and no way to let Paul and Lucienne know what was going on.

Wait a minute, Sara thought, what about the car phone? No, the engine had to be running in order for it to be operational. Besides, Edelweiss was beyond the range of her cellular service.  Somewhere in the back of her mind, Sara had the nagging notion that she was forgetting something important, but for the life of her she couldn’t think what it was.

She toyed with the idea of walking to the front gate or to the highway by way of the back gate but each of them was at least three miles away and with the snow and the temperature approaching zero, she wasn’t ready yet to take that chance. The Edelweiss maintenance crews would be out tomorrow plowing the roads and if worse came to worse she could get help from them.

That morning, a few minutes after Sara drove off, Paul awakened. He had tiptoed into the kitchen, trying not to wake his mother.  He smiled when he saw the coffee made and the bakery goods thawing on the counter—Sara must be up and about somewhere.

When he went to the refrigerator for juice, he saw her note hanging there amidst Toby’s drawings from school.

“What the hell does this mean—emergency,” Paul said out loud.

Lucienne appeared in the doorway, holding on to the doorframe with one hand and rubbing her eyes with the other.

“What is it, Paul? Is there something about Toby?” Her voice was heavy with anxiety.

Wordlessly, Paul handed her Sara’s note. “But I don’t understand this ‘emergency.’ Paul, this isn’t like Sara at all, to leave with Toby missing and all of us so frantic. This makes no sense at all.”

“I agree,” Paul said. “There’s something really wrong here. Sara just wouldn’t up and leave like this. I think it has something to do with Toby’s disappearance. I’m going to call the sheriff.”

Lucienne nodded and said, “I agree.” She sat down at the kitchen table while Paul dialed the sheriff’s office. Neither Bob nor Mike, the two deputies they’d dealt with last night, were available so Paul left the information with the dispatcher and asked that one of the two deputies get back to him as quickly as possible.

CHAPTER 13

Julia’s first thought upon waking was that something was terribly wrong but she didn’t know what. She lay there for a few moments, sorting through her jumbled thoughts, tracking down the dissonance she knew was there.

“Doc Walsh—his visit last night—the test results.”

Julia closed her eyes again in an attempt to shut out the horror.

Cancer, cancer, cancer—the word reverberated through her mind.

Julia felt as though she were on the edge of a precipice, looking down into the vast emptiness that was her future.

Yesterday evening, Doc Walsh had stopped by to see her, unannounced.  After breaking the news to her, he had tried to comfort her. Before he left, he gently scolded her for postponing consulting him.  He didn’t say the words, it’s too late, but she could feel them emanating from him.

She’d felt poorly for months now, even before Bill’s death but had foolishly thought that by ignoring things they would go away.

Julia looked at the bedside clock and could see by the illuminated dial that it was only 7 a.m. Would Gregg be up yet? Should she call him? Should she tell him? Would he even care?

In this dark moment, Julia faced some of the awful truths about Gregg that she’d hidden from herself for so long. Somewhere, somehow, things had gone very wrong with Gregg. He was not a normal, good human being. In fact, there was no humanity in him.

Julia felt the warm tears trickle down her face and felt the absolute aloneness of her condition.

Surprisingly enough, in addition to her old and dear friend, Lucienne Haven, Julia knew Sara was the only other person to whom she felt she could turn, despite the ragged condition of Sara’s and Gregg’s marriage.  From Gregg, Julia was afraid she would get disinterest and unconcern.

Julia sat up in bed, switched on the bedside lamp, and looked at the phone. No, she wouldn’t call anyone yet.

Doc had tried to give her some hope, talking about the experimental chemotherapy research project the University was involved in, but no matter how hard he tried to disguise it, his sense of futility transmitted itself to Julia.

Julia got out of bed and showered and dressed. Downstairs she drank some instant coffee, godawful, but easy and fast. By then it was past 8, perhaps late enough to try Sara at the Havens—although she may have already left for the office.

Julia dialed the Havens’ number. The phone was picked up on the first ring, with Paul saying brusquely, “Yes?”

Julia was taken aback at his abrupt manner of answering the phone, and said questioningly, “Paul?”

“Yes, who is this?”

“Why, it’s Julia Levering,” she answered slowly. “Is Sara there please?”

“No, no, she’s not here.”

Julia paused, waiting for Paul to say where she was but he didn’t continue.

This is very odd, Julia thought to herself.  “Well, do you know how I can get in touch with her?”

“No. I don’t know.”

“Paul, dear, what on earth is wrong?”

He said, “Just a minute.” She heard some murmured voices in the back ground and then Lucienne’s voice saying, “Julia?”

“Lucienne, what’s going on there? What’s wrong with Paul? Where’s Sara?”

“Julia, I can’t talk, I can’t tie up the phone. Please, dear, come over, if you can.”

Julia started to question Lucienne only to hear the disconnect click as Lucienne hung up.

Julia drove over to the Havens by way of the back road which wound past the Leverings' summerhouse at the juncture of the two properties. As she drove by, in the back of her mind, Julia thought, I should check it one of these days to make sure the pipes haven’t frozen. Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw tire tracks leading to the garage at the back of the house but forgot about it as she neared the Havens’ home.

The summerhouse had been part of the original farm property that Bill Levering had bought years ago. It was one of those houses that were at one time called “mother-in-law” houses— a residence where, for example, a mother-in-law could live, close to the family but not part of it.  Mary Kate had romantically called it the summerhouse and Sara and Jimmy had used it as a playhouse when they were children.  For years now, it had sat vacant, untenanted and untouched except for a twice-yearly clean-up by a local cleaning service.

Julia drove up to the Havens’ house, parked the car, and rang the doorbell. Lucienne let her in, the two women hugging one another.

Paul stayed in the study as they went towards the kitchen.

Briefly and succinctly, Lucienne explained to her friend about Toby’s disappearance and the police search. She mentioned Sara’s mysterious departure earlier that morning and their concern over her safety and whereabouts.

“This is not like Sara,” Lucienne said. “She was terribly upset about Toby—I can’t believe she’d go off somewhere without letting us know she was leaving and where she was going.”

“I can’t imagine what emergency she could be referring to. She and Gregg...well, did she tell you anything about that?” Julia asked.

“Only very briefly that they’d separated—that’s why she’s staying with us temporarily.  She may have told Paul more—but I didn’t want to pry.  She’s had more than her share of trouble and tragedy...” Lucienne paused, letting her voice trail off, afraid that her seeming indictment of Gregg might offend Julia, but Julia didn’t seem to notice.

Just then, the phone rang and Lucienne in the kitchen and Paul in the study both answered it at the same time. It was Mike, one of the deputies from the sheriff’s office.

“No, sir, no ma'am,” he answered to their frantic question about Toby, “We haven’t found the youngster yet. We’ve had men out searching the neighborhood surrounding the community center all night, and of course we put out an all points bulletin first thing last night.  We’ve started working with the FBI—they won’t come in officially until Toby’s been missing for 24 hours—but we’ve already notified them and we’re keeping them informed.”

Paul told Mike about Sara’s abrupt departure and about his concern that she may’ve not left voluntarily.

“It’s just not like her to go off like this with Toby missing. It’s not the kind of thing she’d do.”

The deputy took down the information and asked Paul if he knew Sara’s car license number. Paul said no, but he told the deputy the make and model and year of Sara’s car. He also gave Mike Sara’s various addresses and phone numbers—the office, the condo, and Edelweiss—getting help on some of the information from Lucienne and Julia on the phone in the other room.

 * * *

Gregg dialed Julia’s number and let the phone ring and ring, but no one answered. Where was that woman? It was only 9 in the morning and Julia was definitely not a morning person.

He glanced in the bedroom  where Toby lay, sleeping, covered with a well-worn comforter. He’d come with Gregg last night willingly enough, recognizing him from their encounter that morning.

Gregg had told him that his grandmother had an errand to run and had asked Gregg to take Toby home with him for a little while. Gregg told the boy they were going to the neat little playhouse on his sister’s property. Toby said he’d seen it but had never been inside the tiny house.

Once at the playhouse, Gregg fixed some hot cocoa for Toby into which he dissolved two high-dosage sleeping pills. Within a few minutes, Toby was sound asleep and slept throughout the night.

Gregg’s mind was racing in all different directions from the amphetamines he’d been taking the past couple of days, part of his desperate attempt to keep his life from exploding right before his eyes.  Gregg’s plans were still sketchy.  He’d managed to lure Sara out to Edelweiss by kidnapping Toby and threatening his safety to her. Now he needed to deal with Sara once and for all—and Toby, too.

He tried Julia’s number again but there was still no answer.

 * * *

The Havens doorbell jangled, bringing the three of them, Paul, Lucienne, and Julia into the entry hall. Paul said, “I’ll get it,” and went to the door. Standing there were the two deputies, Mike and Bob.

“Is there any news?” Paul asked, as he let them in.

“No, sir, nothing yet. We just came over to get some more information about the boy and about Mrs. Ransome,” Mike said.

Paul showed the men into the living room, with Julia and Lucienne following them. Paul introduced Julia and explained her relationship to Sara.

Mike asked the questions while Bob took notes in a small black notebook.

“Now, I don’t mean this to be offensive, but is there any chance that Mrs. Ransome is in some way involved with the boy’s disappearance?” Mike asked the question in a very placating manner.

“Absolutely not,” Paul answered firmly.

“We’ve tried to contact Mr. Ransome but haven’t been able to locate him. Do you have any idea where he might be?” Mike asked.

Paul and Lucienne looked at Julia, who shrugged her shoulders slightly, and said, “No, I’m sorry I can’t help you. I suppose Gregg could be in class. He’s attending the University but I’m not really sure exactly when his courses are.”

Mike and Bob asked a few more questions and then left, promising to call periodically even if there was no news.

Lucienne and Julia had stayed sitting on the sofa in the living room while Paul walked the deputies to the front door.

“Oh, Lu, I’m so sorry about all of this. I know what you must be thinking about Toby, but please don’t. He’s just got to be okay, he’s too young to have anything happen to him.” Unexpectedly, Julia burst into tears. Lucienne put a consoling arm around her sobbing friend, and said soothingly, “There, there, don’t cry,” but slightly puzzled by the vehemence of Julia’s sobbing.

 * * *

As the two deputies drove off down the snow-packed drive, Mike asked Bob what he thought.

Bob, who was driving, waited to answer till he’d maneuvered the squad car off the slippery driveway and onto the secondary road leading back to the small township where they were headquartered.

“I don’t know what to think,” the young blond-haired officer answered. “There doesn’t seem to be any money to speak of here so that wouldn’t be a reason for a kidnapping—the Havens certainly aren’t rich.  And we haven’t been able to find any other motive for someone to take the boy. Of course, it could be just one of those random things although the disappearance didn’t happen in a particularly dangerous area so...  What do you think?”

“Pretty much the same,” replied Mike. “Except I find it puzzling that this Sara Ransome also seems to have disappeared. I think we ought check that out when we get back to the station.”

“Sure,” Bob agreed.

 * * *

Lisa picked up the phone on the second ring. Walter had left for the office a few minutes ago and she thought this might be him calling her from his car phone with some forgotten message—he often did that. When they first married, he would call her every morning to tell her how much he loved her and how much he missed her.  He hadn’t been doing that lately. The marriage wasn’t going well but neither of them seemed to care much one way or the other.

“Lisa, it’s me—can you talk?”

Lisa was surprised to hear from Gregg so early in the morning. “Yes, I can talk—Walter left a while ago.”

“Lisa, I have something to tell you that’s going to shake you up but you’ve got to trust me.”

“Gregg, what is it?”

“I’ve found a way to get Sara to a place where I can deal with her but I now need your help with something. I can’t tell you over the phone what it is. I want you to come over to the Levering’s summerhouse—do you know where that is?”

“I know it’s somewhere between the Havens’ and the Leverings’ but I’m not exactly sure where.”

Gregg explained to Lisa how to find the summerhouse and told her to come at once.

Lisa protested but Gregg overrode her and said, “Get over here—now,” and hung up the phone.

When Lisa drove up, Gregg was waiting impatiently by the front door of the summerhouse, pacing up and down on the front porch, with no jacket or gloves, rubbing his hands together to keep them warm.

“What took you so long?” he demanded as she got out of the car.

“I got lost. I turned left when I should have turned right. But quit yelling at me—I’m here now.” Followed by Gregg, she stomped through the snow and into the little house, not bothering to knock the snow off her boots.

Inside, Gregg said, “Lisa, listen carefully. I’ve borrowed Toby Haven.” He kept talking despite Lisa’s outcry of “You’ve what?”

“It was the only way I could think of to lure Sara out to Edelweiss.  I’m going out there now finish the rest of my plans.  But I need you to stay here with Toby till I’m done.”

“Gregg, I don’t want any part of this. Why on earth did you grab Paul Haven’s kid? You must be out of your mind.”

“Lisa, hush, and listen to me. It was the only leverage I could think of with Sara. She’s so softhearted, I knew she would do anything to protect this kid—especially since it’s Paul’s.”

Lisa interrupted, “You mean she’s still interested in Paul? I thought she got over him long ago.”

“I don’t think she ever got over him. In fact, she’s staying with them. That’s why I took the kid—I had to get her away from there so I can finish up the rest of my plans.”

Lisa looked away, not wanting to hear about the rest of Gregg’s plans. The less she knew about this, the better.

Gregg put on his jacket. “The kid is in the bedroom over there, sleeping. I’ve been feeding him hot cocoa with 2 sleeping pills dissolved in it. His next batch is on the stove in the kitchen, ready for you to heat up and give to him when he wakes up.”

Lisa protested but Gregg ignored her. “I’m going out to Edelweiss now and I don’t know when I’ll be back. Just stay here and watch the kid.  You’d better call and leave word with Walter that you won’t be home till late—think of some excuse, you know how good you are at making things up.” With that he was gone.

 * * *

When Mike and Bob got back to the county sheriff’s office, they had the data entry operator put the information about Sara Ransome onto the computer network.  A few minutes later, Tracey, the young woman who did the data entry, called them over to her terminal.  She gave them a print-out from the city police network about Sara Ransome’s report of anonymous threatening mail and anonymous phone calls.

“Hmmmmm, this is weird,” Mike said after he and Bob had read and then re-read the report.

“Yeah,” Bob said. “I’m going to call this Cochran guy with the city police and tell him about the Ransome woman’s disappearance and see if he has any new information or any ideas.

Bob reached Cochran on his first try and gave him the pertinent information in a few clipped sentences.

Cochran asked a question or two and then said, “You know, I think all of this might be connected but I don’t know how. Let me see what I can do about finding the husband. I’ll be in touch.”

CHAPTER 14

Lisa stood in the doorway of bedroom, watching Toby sleep, waiting for him to awaken so she could give him more cocoa. His breathing was so faint and so shallow Lisa could barely hear it. Quietly, she entered the room and went over to the bed. Ever so lightly, she put her hand on Toby’s forehead, surprised at how cold he felt. She took an afghan that was lying across the foot of the bed and spread it over him. She had to look closely to see that he was still breathing. Feeling a little panicky, Lisa put her hand on Toby’s shoulder and gently shook him.

“Toby, Toby, wake up.” But he didn’t move or open his eyes.  He just lay there.

She put her arms around him and lifted him into a sitting position and still he didn’t awaken. He slipped out of her arms, back into a prone position.

“Oh, God, I think Gregg gave him too many sleeping pills.” Through her mind flitted the suspicion that perhaps it was intentional, not accidental.

I don’t want any part of this, thought Lisa. She went to the phone and called Julia. Julia had just returned from the Havens’ and picked the phone up on the first ring.

Not identifying herself and speaking rapidly, Lisa said “Listen carefully and don’t ask any questions.  Toby is in the old summerhouse.  Gregg gave him some sleeping pills and I can’t wake him up. And now Gregg’s on his way to Edelweiss to kill Sara.”

“Oh, no,” Julia moaned. She had recognized Lisa’s voice right away but didn’t indicate that she knew who it was.

Lisa said, “I’m getting out of here—it’s up to you to do whatever.” With that she slammed down the phone and ran out of the house.

Julia called the Havens and talked to Paul. She was so upset that at first Paul couldn’t grasp what she was saying.

“Julia, calm down, slow down, I can’t understand you.”

“It’s Toby—he’s at the summerhouse. Gregg...Gregg took him there and gave him sleeping pills and now he won’t wake up. You have to call the paramedics or something. I’m going out to Edelweiss—Sara’s out there and Gregg is going to do something horrible to her.” Julia couldn’t bring herself to repeat what Lisa had told her.

After Julia hung up, Paul dialed 911 for the paramedics and then called the sheriff’s office and reported what was going on to Mike. Paul gave the deputy directions to the summerhouse and said that he would meet them there.

Lucienne had been standing there with Paul and from his side of the conversations managed to understand most of what was going on.

Lucienne had already put on her coat and Paul put on his, saying, “Let’s go—on the way I’ll tell you all the details.

 * * *

Julia drove to Edelweiss in record time, going 15 miles over the speed limit. She, too, had a key to the back gate and let herself in, noticing the tire tracks indicating that one or more cars had already been this way today.

Even though it was only late morning, the storm clouds had darkened the sky so that it almost seemed like dusk. Despite the snow-packed and slippery road, Julia drove recklessly fast on the snow-covered gravel roads, sliding from one side to the other.  The beams of the car’s bright lights shot in front of her, making a tunnel through the darkness and the trees.

 * * *

Again Sara thought she heard something outside. This time, before going out to check, she went up to the sleeping loft and got the revolver she kept hidden under her bed. She knew how to load it and how to fire it but was by no means an expert with firearms. Her father had insisted on teaching her the basics, when she had started spending time alone out at Edelweiss.

As she came down the steps from the sleeping loft, she heard the front door open. Pausing in her descent, she called out, “Who’s there?”

At first, there was no answer, then Gregg’s voice came floating up to her, “It’s me, darling.”

Sara shuddered at the “darling.” What was he up to now?

She came the rest of the way down the narrow steps, hiding the revolver inside her sweater.

“What do you want?  And I want your key back!” Sara growled the last at Gregg, standing squarely in front of him with her hands on her hips.

Gregg reached his hands out to Sara and she jumped back. As she did so, the gun fell from under her sweater.

Gregg moved faster than she did and retrieved it from its resting spot on the rug between them.

“Well, well, what have we here? Annie, get your gun? Surely you’re not that frightened of your loving husband.” He smiled and added, “But perhaps you should be.”

Gregg pressed the muzzle of the gun against the side of Sara’s head and grabbed her arm at the same time.

“Put your jacket on, darling, we’re going for a walk in the woods.” Gregg’s voice had a reminder of its old familiar caressing tone, the voice that used to delight Sara and now sickened her.

When Sara didn’t move to put on her coat, Gregg shoved her and shouted, “Do it, now! I’m not playing around here.”

Sara pulled on her parka, and opened the door to the A-frame, trying to think how she was going to get away from Gregg. If indeed he meant to go into the woods, she knew them like the back of her hand and would have the advantage over him, even with the dark sky and the heavy snow that had started to fall.

Gregg picked up the large flashlight/lantern that was kept on the front porch of the A-frame and gave it to Sara to carry. Grabbing her arm again, he pulled her off the porch and into the woods.

The two of them stumbled through the snow-covered underbrush, as Gregg directed Sara to go straight ahead.  With the falling snow, it was difficult to see more than a few feet in front of them.

Sara moved carefully, not wanted to trip on roots and logs hidden in the snow. If they continued this way, they’d come to the drop-off that formed the southern boundary of the A-frame. It was a rock-faced cliff about 100 feet in high, overlooking the Missouri River.

There was some rustic fencing marking the outlines of the cliff, as a warning, although no one ever wandered this far on the 3-acre lot of the cabin.  Sara began to suspect what Gregg had in mind for her.  Suddenly she remembered Toby. She whirled around and demanded, “Toby, where’s Toby?  What have you done with him?”

Gregg hit her across the face with the barrel of the gun. “Shut up and walk!” he shouted at her.

 * * *

Julia had driven up to the A-frame just in time to see Gregg and Sara disappear into the woods. She quickly got out of the car and went after them, trying to call them but her voice got lost in the noise of the wind.

She followed their footprints, going as fast as she could, in the rocky snow-covered ground, with the falling snow giving very little visibility.

 * * *

Paul and Lucienne arrived at the summerhouse just moments before the paramedics. They all rushed to Toby, still deeply asleep in the small bedroom.  Before giving Toby a stimulant, the senior paramedic asked Paul if the boy were allergic to any medicine.  Paul said no, not that they knew of.

The paramedics moved Toby to a stretcher and carried him out to their life support vehicle.

Before getting in beside the still comatose boy, Paul gave his car keys to Bob.  Bob would drive Paul’s car to the hospital; Mike would take the squad car. Paul and Lucienne would ride in the LSV.

They got to the hospital in minutes. Toby was rushed into the emergency room, where they pumped his stomach. In a just a short while, he was awake—still groggy but blessedly awake.

Paul and Lucienne stood by his bed, arms around each other, tears of relief trickling down their cheeks.

Paul turned to Mike and said, “I’ve got to get out to Edelweiss—God knows what’s happened to Sara. Can you take me?”

“Sure,” Mike answered. “We’ll take you. The Warren County sheriff’s office should be on top of things. We’ll radio them for information on our way.”

 * * *

Out of breath, her side aching, Julia finally caught up with Gregg and Sara.  They’d stopped when Sara asked about Toby and Gregg hit her with the gun.

“Gregg, you can’t—you mustn’t.” Julia shouted at Gregg.

He whirled around, fury in his face.

“You goddam bitch! What are you doing here?”

Julia drew back at the anger and the name-calling. Then, determined, she moved closer to where Gregg and Sara stood.

“Give me that gun.” Julia lunged toward Gregg, grabbing him by one arm.  He reached out and pushed her. The two of them were right at the edge of the cliff, with it’s 100-foot straight down drop-off into the river.  Arms wrapped around each other, they tumbled over the side of the bluffs, their screams echoing through the woods, muted by the sound of the wind.

 * * *

EPILOGUE

“Well, that’s that.” Paul did a symbolic brushing of his hands together as he came into the magazine office. Sara and Toby were hunched over one of the computers, installing some new game software that had just come in the mail.

“Safely in the printer’s hands?” Sara asked.

“Yep, signed, sealed, and delivered, so to speak—my first issue of the magazine.”

Paul stood by Toby, ever so lightly touching his head. It was frightening how close he’d come to not having this blond head around.

“Are you interested in signing on for the duration?” Sara asked with a glint in her eye.

“And which duration are you referring to, madam?” Paul responded, matching her glint with his own.

“The magazine, of course. Are you interested in taking over the editorship on a permanent basis so I can become Ms. Magazine Publisher?”

Paul started to speak, then paused. “What about becoming Mrs. Haven?  Would you be interested in that?”

Before Sara could answer, Toby looked up at both of them, and answered for her. “Sure she is, Dad. Then she could be my mom and we could play computer games all the time.”

Sara laughed and Paul joined in. “I guess that’s settled,” she said.

Lucienne came in the office door at that moment and said, “What’s settled?” and Paul and Sara both started talking at the same time.

“One at a time, please,” Lucienne said.

“They’re getting married,” Toby said excitedly. “Sara and her computers are coming to live with us.”

Lucienne laughed and hugged the three of them in turn. “This calls for a celebration, you know.  Come along with me, Toby, we have some shopping to do to prepare a very special dinner.  And I think we’ll call a few friends to join us.”

“Doc Walsh, for instance?” Paul said, with a smile.

Lucienne blushed slightly but enough for Paul and Sara to notice.

After Lucienne and Toby had left, Paul took Sara in his arms. “Ah, my love, it’s been a long time coming, but we’re where we belong.”

“I know. I’m just so glad all the horror is past. I guess we’ll never know what Julia intended—I can’t believe she’d kill Gregg. I also can’t believe she was his mother, not his sister.”

“I know—what a secret to live with all those years. And then for Gregg to have known all along, almost.”

“I feel so foolish for having married him, for falling for his line.  I don’t know what came over me. I guess Lisa got caught up in that same charm. I wonder where she is, what’ll happen to her.”

Paul hugged Sara tighter. “I imagine she’ll find some other poor sucker to latch onto.  Lisa seems to be a survivor, no matter at whose expense.”

“At least Walter and Elaine seem to be turning to each other again.  I’m glad about that. And Tante Lu and Doc Walsh—that’s the greatest!”

“Now, slow down, you romantic, you. Just because you’ve found your true love, you want to fix up the rest of the world.”

Sara nodded her head and said in a soft serious voice, “No, my darling Paul, just us—for the rest of our lives.”

THE END

