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Hidden Lives
1
I yawned, without covering my mouth, and thought, Mom would be mortified. I stretched my cramped arms over my head and then yawned again. I'd been sitting at my computer far too long. The clock on the office wall behind my computer told me it was past six. What it didn't tell me that it was a wintery Friday evening in December, and I was late meeting my friends at our regular Friday happy hour.

I noticed that line after line of search results had started streaming down my computer monitor.  A few minutes ago, I'd done a search on a Vietnam war battle that I was researching for Tom Dailey. Officially, he's Colonel Thomas Dailey of the United States, Retired, but he's asked me to call him Tom. He calls me Les, short for my eHe cllHe name, Leslie.

Tom was a current client and one of the firm's most demanding. The Vietnam war battle was just the latest in a long string of research we're doing for him. Now that he's retired, he's writing his memoirs, and he's of course a stickler for details. He doesn't trust his memory on dates and numbers, and he's having our firm research the details of every page he writes.

I was the senior-most research librarian at the small firm of Data Incorporated, also known as DataInc. or DI. I'd been there five years, having worked at the Rivermont University Library before that. My rowdy friends teased my unmercifully about my profession. I was the rowdiest of the rowdy and didn't fit the stereotype of Marian the Librarian. But I came at it from my own unique perspective. I love the adventure and excitement of tracking down elusive bits of information. I fancied myself a knowledge detective and didn't care when people razzed about my approach. I love what I do -- I've found my niche in life and who could ask for more. Well, I could and did ask for more, but I'm a happy camper and know how fortunate I am.

I debated whether to begin printing and archiving the search results for Colonel Dailey or wait until tomorrow -- no, wait that's Saturday and I didn't want to come in on a Saturday if I could avoid it. With a small sigh, I began printing and saving the documents. As I did, I skimmed through them, getting a sense of what the research consisted of. Once they were printed, I would go through them more carefully so that I could synopsize the data into usable chunks for the Colonel.

I couldn't decide what to do about happy hour. I thought about joining my buddies for a few drinks and a few hours and then heading back here to finish up this particular part of Tom's research. I knew he was anxious for the statistics, and I was accustomed to pulling late-nighters when business called for it. 

The bar was just down the block from the firm's loft / warehouse space. I could walk there in five minute ro drive in one. My cell phone vibrated and I looked down to where it lay on the desk. The LCD screen showed Marilee's name. She was a co-worker at the research firm and one of the friends I was meeting. I picked up the phone, pressed the send button, and said "Yo."

"Kid, where are you? It's not a party without you."

I hesitated a moment, not knowing how I wanted to answer. "Hi there -- what's going on?"

Marilee answered with a chipper, "Everybody's here -- we're just waiting for you."

I was still torn between wanting to join my friends for our regularly scheduled Friday night revelry and wanting to wrap up this portion of Tom's research.

Deciding to have my cake and eat it too -- one of the things I loved to do -- I told Marilee that I had a couple more minutes of work and then I'd be there.

She protested at my delay, being an instant gratification junky, but finally rung off, knowing that the sooner she left me get at it, the sooner I'd show up at the Watering Hole.

After some indecisiveness waffling, rather than coming back to the office after happy hour or coming in on Saturday, I had decided to save Colonel Dailey's search results on one of the servers so I could access the data from my laptop at home this weekend. 

It took 15 minutes, longer than I'd anticipated, because there was more data than I'd expected. When I'd finished, I logged off my computer. I was the only left in the loft but that didn't bother me. This was downtown but a relatively safe part of Rivermont, a Midwest city on the Mississippi. We were near enough St. Louis to have all the cultural and business benefits of a big city, but far enough away to have the benefits of a less frenetic smaller city.

I'd lived here all 38 years of my life and my Mom and Dad had grown up here too. My Mom still lived here, in the same area I did, Edelweiss, a gated community on a lake. My Dad had died three years ago, and my Mom Katherine and my brother David and I still kept expecting him to walk in the door any minute. He'd been the most alive, vibrant person I'd known, and it didn't seem possible that he was gone.

Dad was an FBI agent and that made for a very exciting life for little kids, imagining our father chasing the bad guys. He never talked much to us kids about his cases but he told our Mom everything and my younger brotherDavid and I were professional eavesdroppers so we knew pretty everything Mom did.

Dad's name was John Jerome Carleton but everyone called him Jack. He was tall and rangy. quite handsome, with dark, wavy hair, sparkling azure eyes, a real show-stopper. He had an infectious laugh and full and deep enjoyment of life.
He was in no way your stereotypical FBI agent. He was more outgoing and friendly than his colleagues and those traits stood him in good stead when he worked with suspects.  They trusted him and usually opened up to him.

He'd been a field agent all his career, never wanting a desk job or a management position. Fortunately, the Bureau recognized his value as a field agent and made sure that he received regular promotions and salary increases.
Three years ago, Dad had been out in San Diego on a case. He and two other agents were flying up to La Jolla in a small plane. The plane went down somewhere near Coronado Island. NO trace of the plane or the pilot or the three agents was ever found. 

For these three years, Mom, David and I have lived in hope that this was all some kind of silly mistake or government snafu. I guess when we're honest with ourselves, we know that Dad is gone. But we manage to conjure up plots involving the witness protection program and enemy agents and major plots. I'm the most avid developer of far-fetched plots whose essence is that Jack Carleton is still alive and living somewhere in hiding with a new identity.
I tell myself every day that it's possible, stranger, more bizarre things have happened. But I'm empathetic enough not to share my wild imaginings with my mother. She's still having a hard time with this. She visits Dad every day at the Jefferson Barracks national cemetery, rain or shine, sleet or snow.  David and I aren't sure how healthy these daily visits are but neither of us wants to broach the subject with Mom so we stay silent.

Briefcase, laptop and purse in hand, I set the alarm, turned off the lights and then locked the large double doors of the loft behind me. When I left the building, I noticed it was beginning to snow. Flurries swirled around me and a couple of times I stuck out my tongue to catch them, laughing at my childishness.

I stopped by the parking lot and put my laptop and briefcase in the back seat, ready to walk to the bar. Then my common sense kicked in, and I decided to drive the two blocks to the Watering Hole rather than walking. 

I drove slowly up the deserted street and reached the bar where my friends waited, probably not so patiently, but definitely welcomingly, I thought.

Inside the smoky, dimly lit bar, it took a moment for me to spot my friends. Marilee saw me first and waved her arms over her head, calling out, "Les, we're over here!" I cringed a little because now all eyes were on me as I made my way to the far side the room to join my friends. 
The Watering Hole was a newish hangouts in town, done up in a Western motif to go along with its name. For years, the place had been named Panama Red's and was the bar of choice for my pack of friends. Then the new owners had changed it into an entirely different ambience. We hadn't decided yet what we thought about it. Bar hoppers have two major attributes -- one, a fierce attachment and loyalty to places we like, and not much loyalty when a place morphs into something we don't like.

I reached my friends and they shuffled chairs and drinks around and I found myself sitting next to a guy I thought looked really familiar but I couldn't place him. The bar was so dark that it was difficult to see much of anything. .

Everyone was talking at once, including our waitress, Tammi. "Your usual?" she asked. I nodded and in what seemed like immediately, she was back with a Bud Light. 

"No tab tonight, Tam. I have to get home. It's started snowing out there." 

I handed her a five and said, "Keep the change." She gave me a grin and went back to the bar.

The stranger sitting next to me leaned over and said, "Leslie?"

I turned to look at him more closely and was suddenly dumbstruck. "Riley? Is that you?"

"That it is," he said in the fake Irish brogue I remembered from so many years ago.

"Oh my God, Riley -- I can't believe this.'"

He laughed and asked, "You're not thinking of still calling me God after all this time?"

I groaned at his sophomoric humor and said, "Tell me what you're doing here."

"Having a beer after, work, ma'am, just like you."

"How long has it been?" I asked him, thinking I might get a straight answer to a simple question. No such luck.

"Too long, my lady. Tell me what you've been up to."

At that moment, there was one of those silences that sometimes happen in a bar. In the midst of the moment of silence, a Journey song started playing on the jukebox -- "When You Love a Woman" -- one of those songs that brought back long-forgotten high school prom memories. That jukebox is my main attraction to the Watering Hole. The owners had my same addiction to '80s and '90s music and kept it stocked with a constantly rotating selection of the best of the old pop groups. I loved them for that.

Riley looked as surprised as I felt. That song had been one of the songs we'd danced to at our senior prom -- one of those memories that stayed with you, all the details, the sounds, sights and aromas as fresh and familiar as the moment they happened.

Neither of us spoke, just looked at each other. Then the spell was broken when Marilee noticed that I wasn't talking to her and edged her way over to my side to interrupt us. "I see you've met Riley -- he's a friend of Trent." She nodded toward one of the men at the far side of the table.

For some reason, neither Riley nor I volunteered that we'd known each other years ago.

Marilee leaned down, took my arm and half-pulled me from my chair. "I have to talk to you!" she half whispered, half hissed in my ear. I could tell that she was well on her way to getting drunk, her usual Friday night pastime. Reluctantly, I let her drag me off to the rest room. Like the jukebox with its '80s and '90s music, the ladies room was another attraction at the Watering Hole that had my admiration. It was large and light and clean and decorated like a bordello in an old Western movie.  The owners had installed the type of lighting that was so flattering to a girl's complexion, so that you always felt prettier in there.
Marilee's reason for dragging me off for a private talk turned out to be Trent, the latest guy in her life. She went through men like Kleenex and with as little regard for her castoffs. I listened intently for a while, which is what she required of me. I made a few encouraging comments, then said we really had to get back to our friends. She agreed, grumbling about how we never had any quality time together anymore, now that I was spending so much time doing endless research for that "army guy" -- as she called Colonel Dailey. 
Sometimes Marilee annoyed the hell out of me. She could be incredibly needy and demanding. And it was mostly always all about her. On the positive side, she would do anything for me, and I know she really cared about me. But at times, like tonight, the clinginess got to me.

Back with our friends, I was surprised at how disappointed I was to see that Riley Cox was no longer sitting with them. I'd been looking forward to catching up with him. Back in the day, he and I had been quite an item. At the time, I think in the back of both our minds, we thought we had a chance at a lifetime thing. But a series of mistimings and misunderstandings had driven us apart and so that lifetime thing hadn't happened.

I said my good-byes amidst the group's protests and promised to see everyone next week, if not sooner. We sometimes had midweek happy hours, not confining ourselves to Friday nights only.

My car was covered with a light blanket of snow but the defroster and windshield wipers quickly cleared the front and rear windows. I drove more slowly than usual, my mind on Riley. I truly had expected to spend some time talking with him. I wondered if he was visiting or if he was back in Rivermont. I'd lost touch with him and so had my friends from high school so I had no idea what he'd been doing the past 15 years.
As I drove, I fiddled with the CD player, trying to decide whether I wanted music on books on CD. I'd started a Vietnam-related mystery novel that Tom Dailey had recommended and so far it was fascinating listening.
But instead I drove in silence, my thoughts roaming around remembrances of Riley.  I decided that tomorrow I'd call Trent and find out how he knew Riley and what the story was. That made me feel better and my thoughts turned back to the research I was doing. Before I started the project for Tom, I'd known very little about the Vietnam war. He'd served three tours over there and had participated in or been in the area of several major, well-known battles. We'd been researching each battle separately and in order to have some context for my research, I'd read a couple of books Tom recommended. I now felt I had sufficient knowledge of the chronology of the war to understand the battles we were researching.

As I'd worked with Tom, I was surprised to find out from him that he and my Dad had been in the Army together. He would only say that they'd both been green young lieutenants, fresh out of Officer Candidate School. He told me how much he'd liked my Dad and that they'd stayed in touch off and on over the years. But he wouldn't tell me anything more than that, despite my pestering him for information. He'd said he'd just rather not talk about it. I found that strange but didn't know how to get past the wall he'd put up around the topic of his friendship with my father.
When I asked my Mom about Dad knowing Tom Dailey she said she didn't remember Dad ever talking about Tom Dailey.

"But I guess that's understandable," my Mom said. "Your Dad never talked about the war. What little he said led me to believe that it had been so horrific for his men and him that the only way to deal with it was to forget it."

That thought bothered me a little. From all the pop psychological reading I'd done over the years, it didn't seem that burying bad memories was a productive, healthy thing to do. I wish I'd tried to draw my Dad out more than I had. But I thought he'd always be there and that someday we'd have those heart-to-heart talks, those father-daughter bonding moments.
My Mom was the most grounded, psychologically healthy one in the family. Dad had his secrets, evidently, and my brother David and I were okay but we had our quirks, of course.

I was proud of Mom and how she had coped with Dad's death. But that's where I had to turn off my thoughts. I flicked on the CD player and immediately buried myself in the Vietnam mystery novel.
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On Saturday morning, after coffee and a run, followed by a bagel, I set up my laptop in the spare bedroom I used as an office. I began accessing Tom Dailey's search data stored on the external server. 

There was so much that I knew it would take many hours to synopsize it all. I debated where to start, then decided I'd let Tom make that decision. I went into the kitchen to get my cell phone out of my handbag. Tom's cell number was stored there and I accessed it and called him.
He answered on the first ring, almost as if he'd been waiting for a call.

I explained my dilemma over the massive search results, and there was silence at the other end of the line. 

"Tom? Are you still there?" 

He gave a low murmur of assent, then there was silence again.

Finally, I said, "Tom, if this is a bad time, why don't you call me back when it's more convenient. You have my cell number, don't you?"

This time he responded immediately. "Les, I'm sorry. I was just stunned to hear that there was so much data. To be honest I didn't  think you'd find much of anything. I'm trying to get my mind around this."
Again, there was a silence, then Tom starting questioning me about what I'd found and where I'd found it. I answered the best I could but it was the kind of data that he needed to see to understand, and I told him so.

Another few moments of silence, and then he cleared his throat and said, "Les, I hate to ask this of you, but would it be possible for you to come to my home and show me the data? I'd come there but I have some work men here renovating the kitchen and I can't leave."

I thought about my plans for a relaxing, indulgent Saturday after I'd finished with the data work and thought, oh well, there'll be another time.
Putting a smile into my voice, I said agreeably, "Of course, Tom. I'd be happy to do that. Can you tell me how to find your house?"

Tom said he'd e-mail a Yahoo map to me and I said I'd pack up the laptop and be there shortly. 

My e-mail dinged the announcement of new mail and I opened Tom's message. I viewed the map on screen and was surprised to find that Tom lived fairly close to Edelweiss, somewhere at the outskirts of the huge nature preserve that wrapped around Edelweiss and Rivemont. I printed the map and put it by my briefcase to take along.
I quickly showered and put on jeans, a tee-shirt and a heavy down jacket. The snow had stopped but it was cold outside.

I went out to warm up the Jeep and when I came back inside to get my laptop, my land line was ringing. It had to be Mom. She was the only one who called me on the land line. 

I looked at the caller id and sure enough, it read Katherine Carleton.

"Hi, Ma!" I chirped. "What's up?"

"Hi, sweetie," she said, her voice low and warm. I love my Mom's voice. It always makes me feel loved and taken care of. I love my Mom, too, of course. She's the best.

"Are you interested in going to the show?" Both of us burst out laughing then. We have a running joke about certain words that she uses, ways that she says things differently than I do. Show is one of them. She means the movies but she always says show. I think it's a boomer thing.

"What movie are you talking about?" I asked, laying heavy and obvious emphasis on the word movie.

She mentioned a flick that I hadn't heard about but which sounded interesting. We made plans for the early bird special Sunday afternoon at the theater nearest Edelweiss. 

"I'll pick you up," I offered. She said thanks and then started in on another topic.

I interrupted as gently as I could. "Mom, I'm sorry but I was just on my way out to meet with a client at his home. I have to go."

That piqued her interest. I hardly ever saw clients on Saturdays and when I did, it was always at the office.

"What client?" she asked, probably knowing I'd probably refuse to tell her. I felt that our clients had the right to their privacy. They didn't need to have it broadcast to the world that they were getting research done. Then I remembered I'd already told Mom about Colonel Dailey because he'd said he'd known my father. She'd said   she hadn't known Tom, which at the time had surprised me because my parents had been close and knew each other's friends.

"Colonel Tom Dailey. Remember, I told you about him knowing Dad."

There was a silence at the other end of the line. I waited for some response but when there was nothing after a long minute, I said, "Mom? You still there? Have I lost you?"

When she answered, that low, warm voice had turned cold and distant.

”Leslie Ann, I told you that man did not know your father. I knew everyone your father knew, and I did not know a Tom Dailey."

I was taken aback by her tone. Mom just never talked like that. There was something going on here, and I intended to get to the bottom of it. But that would have to wait. Right now, I had another priority.

"Mom, I have to go. I'll talk to you later." I hung up quickly, not giving her a chance to say anything.

I packed up the laptop, grabbed my briefcase and was almost out the door when the land line rang again. 
I groaned out loud, "Oh, Mom." I was so tempted to let the answering machine pick up the call but my conscience got the better of me, and I picked up the receiver and said, "Hi there," just as I noticed that it wasn't my Mom. Oh rats, I thought when I saw the blocked number indicator on the caller id, it's a telemarketer. 
But it wasn't a telemarketer and it wasn't my Mom. On the other end of the line, I heard the still-familiar voice of Riley Cox.

"Hi, Les.  This is Riley. Am I catching you at a bad time?"

I'd always loved Riley's manners. Even as an 18-year-old, he'd  been polite and considerate. My parents held him up to my brother as a role model, but David had blithely ignored them.

"Actually, I was just on my way out the door. I have an appointment with a client this morning."

"Well, then I won't keep you. I just wanted to say it was good to see you last night and that I'm sorry I had to take off like that without us having a chance to catch up and without even saying good-bye. Let me give you my number and you can give me a call sometime if you want."

He paused a moment, waiting for my response so I said, "Go ahead and give me your number -- I have something to write with."

We were silent for a moment, probably both thinking of our long-ago running-joke about neither of us ever having anything to write with.
Riley gave me his number, then said good-bye. I stood there for a bit, just holding the phone and thinking about what had just happened. Evidently, Riley and I still had some kind of connection, even after all these years.

I tucked the scrap of notepaper with Riley's phone number into my wallet -- or billfold, as Mom would say -- another of those words we joked about.

I wondered what Mom would say about Riley. She and Dad had been sad about our drifting apart. I think in their minds they'd had us married off and producing grandchildren.

I decided to wait before telling Mom about Riley. I wanted to get the lay of the land so to speak before I told her anything. I knew she still had hopes for my marital and maternal future, and I didn't want her setting up expectations about things that weren't going to happen.

Once again I picked up the laptop, etc. and this time made it out the door. The Jeep was still running and fortunately, I'd opened the garage door when I started the engine or else the garage would have been filled with carbon monoxide.
The sun was shining brightly, reflecting off the light blanket of snow we'd received during the night. I was a little disappointed that the snow would be gone in an hour because it was lovely to look at. However, I was glad it had been such a light snowfall. Citizens of Rivermont and the surrounding areas didn't react well to snowfalls. Drivers went into panic mode at the first snowflake and either drove like snails or like race car drivers, both of which caused traffic snarls and fender-benders.

As I drove to Colonel Dailey's, I thought about my mother's weird reaction. It hadn't been like her at all. It was almost as if she resented Tom Dailey. Or she resented not knowing everyone my father had known. I noodled on this for a while longer, then gave it up. I'd need more information before I could figure this one out.
I found Tom's house fairly easily and only had to refer to the map once. I parked in his driveway next to a dirty white pick-up that had long extension ladders on the side. I speculated that the pickup belonged to whoever was working on Tom's kitchen.

The house was a massive log house, stained cedar, with a stunning green tile roof. I was a little awestruck by the beauty of the exterior of the house. I had had no idea that Tom lived in such a wonderful house.
I lugged my belongings out of the back seat and up the front walk. Tom met me at the door before I had a chance to ring the doorbell. He greeted me and with a wide grin, he reached over and took my laptop and brief case. He held the door open for me, then followed behind.

"I thought we could set things up on the dining room table to give us plenty of room. I moved one of my printers in there that we can use."

A few minutes later, we I had the laptop set and the printer plugged in to it. My laptop accessed tom's wireless network, which was connected to the Internet, and we were good to go.

Tom had brought coffee in, and we were settled at the table, me in front of my laptop and Tom sitting right next to me so he could see the screen..

I started showing Tom the data I'd aggregated from various paid database services. When Tom hired the fimr, he had said not to worry about expense so I'd done an extremely  thorough search of the appropriate databases, plus a few that I thought might have some interesting data.

Tom had me print out some of the reports that he found most intrigung.

"You were being honest when you said there was a lot of data. I had no idea. This wasn't what I expected at all." 
I looked at Tom as he spoke those words, hearing an odd tone in his voice, wondering what that was all about.

"If you select some of the data, I can get started on going through it more closely and doing a synopsis of the data on the basis of your priorities."

Tom shifted in his chair and started to respond, but then hesitated and cocked his head to one side as if listening for something.
Just then, there was a faint clatter of footballs on the staircase that exited into the front entrance hall. A tall woman about my age came into the dining room, a smile on her face, and her hand outstretched to shake hands.

I stood up and took the woman's hand, saying, "Hello, I'm Leslie Carleton. I'm doing some work for Colonel Dailey."

"Yvonne Dailey," the woman responded with a grin, "the Colonel's daughter."

I gave an answering grin and turned to Tom, saying, "You never mentioned a daughter, much less that she was here with you."

Both Tom and Yvonne started to speak at the same time and Tom nodded at Yvonne and said, "Ladies first."

"As if!" Yvonne retorted.

"I think we were both trying to say that my presence is a very recent thing. I just arrived last night and I was quite a surprise for Dad. I called from Lambert to say I was here so he only had about an hour's notice. Although I will say he reacted graciously."

I looked from Yvonne to Tom and back at Tom. Just as I had felt rumblings and undercurrents with my Mom, so was I feeling something off here with the Daileys, father and daughter..

Yvonne walked around to the side of the table where her father and I were sitting and started to go through the stack of papers on the printer. Tom stood up and firmly removed the papers from her hand. "Dear, I don't want to get these out of order."

That was strange, I thought. The pages were all numbered and would be easy to reorder if necessary. I  think he just didn't want his daughter to see what we're working on. From the glare in Yvonne's eyes, I thought she was probably thinking that very same thought.

Yvonne gestured toward the coffee service on the sideboard, and said, "If you have no objection, I'll join you."
She poured herself a cup of coffee, added cream and sugar, and came to sit at the table across from us.

She looked at the two of expectantly, evidently thinking we would explain to her what we were doing sitting at a laptop in her father's dining room on Saturday morning.

Yvonne turned her attention on me. I thought, uh, oh, she thinks I'll be an easier nut to crack than her father -- and she's probably right. I looked down at the computer screen and managed to ignore Yvonne's gaze.
"Father?" she questioned.

"Yvonne, this really isn't any of your concern."

"Daddy, you mean it really isn't any of my business, and I beg to differ with you. You're up to something and it most definitely is my business."
"Yvonne, come with me to my office." The Colonel's tone was harsh and brooked no disagreement. Yvonne rose and with a small nod to me, she followed her father down the hall, going to his office, I assumed.

I sat unmoving for a moment, wondering about the apparent disagreement, even hostility, between the father and daughter.
I thought I could hear raised voices coming from the direction of the hall but that could have been my imagination. I don't remember whether I mentioned that I have an extremely active imagination. I've even been told on occasion that I have an overactive imagination. People who thought this of me were usually right.

However, in my line of work, an overactive imagination is a definite advantage. It meant that when I was researching something, my imagination sometimes led me down paths that might seem unusual but that sometimes turned out to have a touch of genius.

I wondered what the issue was with the father and daughter. My mother, the mystery writer, would have invented a complicated plot for the distinguished ex-Army colonel and his striking daughter. The more I thought about the woman I'd seen so briefly, the more intrigued I was by her. She was strikingly beautiful, with gorgeous brunette hair and glittering topaz eyes. She was taller than me, and thinner, of course -- it always feels like everyone is thinner than me.

More than her looks, which were extraordinary, it was her presence that made such an impression on me. She was arrogant, self-assured, self-confident. Her haughtiness came across even in just the few minutes I 'd been around her. 

As I thought about Colonel Dailey's daughter Yvonne, I realized that I didn't like her. I knew I shouldn't make snap judgments but I couldn't help her. There was something definitely off-putting about the woman.

In a few minutes, Tom Dailey reappeared, not accompanied by his daughter. 

"Sorry about that," he said brusquely, his eyes not meeting mine.

I felt uncomfortable and almost embarrassed for the man. I wished I was anywhere but here. I made some kind of noncommittal murmur and continued to tap away at the laptop keyboard.
"Now, where were we?" Tom asked in a tone that was just a touch too jovial. He was overcompensating for the incident with his daughter, and he certainly wasn't going to give me any explanation. I was sorry about that because Yvonne had certainly piqued my curiosity. I couldn't think of any tactful way to find out what was up with his daughter so I decided I'd best leave it alone.

But sometimes my mouth paid no attention to the decisions of my mind. And what came out of my mouth was, "So, tell me about your daughter Yvonne."

Tom's head jerked towards me and he looked at me with a glare that must have been quite effective with the men in his command. But it had no impact on me. I just smiled pleasantly at him and waited for an answer.

He grimaced, then said, "Oh hell, why not."

He got up to pour us more coffee from the coffee service on the long sideboard across the dining room.

When he'd set the cups down in front us, he sat, cleared his throat, and said, "Since you were the unfortunate witness of that scene, I should tell you what's going on."
Now I wasn't sure I wanted to know what he was about to tell me. I liked Colonel Dailey but I didn't want us to get bogged down in his family problems.

But I had asked for it so I didn't know how to stop him from talking about his daughter.

"As you could tell, Yvonne is not very happy with me at the moment."

He paused, and I thought to myself, Well, that's understatement. I think she could have gladly broken a baseball bat over her father's head, in one had been handy.
The colonel drained his coffee cup, then set it down with a clatter, somewhat more forcefully than necessary, I thought.

"Yvonne, her mother and her brother did not agree with my decision to retire and write my memoirs, and they take every opportunity to express their extreme displeasure with me about my decision and me in general. Yvonne is here as their emissary to once again threaten me about writing my memoirs."
I didn't say anything in response to that -- after all, what could I say. It was much more than I wanted to know 

Colonel Dailey didn't seem to notice my lack of response. He continued, "Today's Army is different than the Army I joined 40 years ago. It's all about politics and computers and funding. They've seemed to have forgotten what the purpose is: to protect our country from all enemy forces. It's as though the enemy forces are now within our own borders."

He got up and poured himself another cup of coffee. I had the feeling that he'd forgotten I was there, that he was just talking to himself now.

"I wasn't too tactful or politically correct in expressing my opinions. I've been passed over for promotion several times, and I know now I would've never made general, no matter what I did. I finally decided to pack it in. My family was not happy. They'd grown accustomed to the perks of military life and were not willing to give them up. My son is a major in the Criminal Investigation Division, and Yvonne was engaged to a captain stationed at the Pentagon. My wife, now my ex-wife actually, had built a career on being an officer's wife, and when I retired, she didn't know what to do with herself. She was so furious with me for destroying the life she knew and loved that she divorced me."

I finally decided to interrupt his confessions, for that's what it felt like to me. I was really sorry for my ill-advised request for him to tell me about his daughter.  

"Sir, I really think we should get back to our research."

Colonel Dailey had been standing close to the sideboard, looking out the window that looked out over a broad expanse of cedar trees, interspersed with the leafless branches of deciduous trees.

His head turned towards me and I could have sworn he was surprised to see me sitting there at his dining room table. He gave his head a shake and frowned. 
"My apologies, Leslie. I didn't mean to go on like that. Chalk it up to my dismay at my daughter's unexpected intrusion in my life."

I didn't say anything because after all, what could I say. We went back to the data, and began to plow through it.
I left about an hour later. We had identified selections of the data that Colonel Dailey wanted me to synopsize, and then I was on my way home.

As I drove back to Edelweiss, the Colonel's words looped through my mind. I wondered what he'd said or done to be passed over promotion. I wondered what exactly he was going to reveal in his memoirs. It sounded as though his family was vehemently opposed to him telling whatever it was he intended to tell.
It was 1 p.m. and I was starving. The Colonel had invited me to stay for lunch but I think both of us wanted me out of there. It would take some time and distance for us to get back on our comfortable footing. 

There was a Steak 'n' Shake on my way to Edelweiss, and I went through the drive-through. Food in lap, I munched on the French fries, hungry enough to be unable to wait until I got home.
At home, after a semi-civilized devouring of the steakburger and chocolate shake at my kitchen table. I sat there brooding for a few minutes, wondering about the mystery of Colonel Dailey. With a sigh, I got up and took my laptop into the office, ready to do what I'd avoided since I first met him.

I was going to google Colonel Tom Dailey, his wife, daughter and son and see what I could discover about this family into whose midst I suddenly found myself.

Two hours later, I leaned back in the ergonomic desk chair that had been a Christmas present last year from my Mom. I rubbed my tired eyes, stretched my arms over my head, then yawned a couple of times.
My brain was fried from all the information, some factual, much gossip, rumor and innuendo, I'd gathered on the Dailey family, one and all. I sat there, trying to make sense of it all, when I heard pounding noises.

A little taken aback at the unexpected interruption, I headed in the direction of the noise coming from my front door. Through the sidelight I saw my brother David and his family, wife Sally, sons Todd and Scott and daughter, Penny -- five of my favorite people in the world.

I put aside my distraction and preoccupation with Tom Dailey and his decidedly screwed-up family and opened the front door to welcome my decidedly unscrewed-up family.

"Hi guys! What a wonderful surprise!" As they came in the door, I managed to hug, pat or kiss each one, depending on their proximity and their proclivity. Todd and Scott were of an age where the only permissible greeting was a punch in the arm. -- go figure.

I gathered up coats and hats and piled them haphazardly on the bed in my spare bedroom.

In the great room, the kids made themselves right at home on my circular couch. Todd, the oldest and the one who usually determined the Carleton's kids activities, turned on the TV and surfed through the satellite channels, settling on a classic Jack Black flick, "School of Rock."

David, Sally and I went into the kitchen, an open area at the far end of the great room. I looked at each of them and then asked, "To what do I owe the pleasure?"

"Of our mass intrusion?" David said.

"Right!" I grinned at him, then winked at Sally. I love my brother and I love his wife as if she were my sister. And my niece and nephews, don't even get me started on them. In my mind, they hung the moon and stars.

"We're on our way to Mom's. The kids are spending the night there. Sal and I have a big party to go to tonight."
"Party?" I asked, always interested in people's social lives.

"Yeah," David said. "It's my department's annual Christmas party! We're doing something special this year -- taking the excursion train down the banks of the Mississippi to Cape Girardeau and back."

"Wow!" I responded enthusiastically. "That should be neat I've always wanted to take the excursion train. Friends of mine have ridden the train, and said it's a great experience and the food is phenomenal."
"That's what we're hoping," David said, always one for good food.

"Do you have time for coffee?" I directed my question to Sally, knowing she was the de facto decision-maker in this group.
"Sure," she grinned at me. "We're early for your Mom's and we don't want to run the risk of interrupting her writing time.

Our mother, Katherine Carleton was a suspense writer who's had a respectable success. David and I both love her books but can't fathom that this gentle, petite lady who raised us can invent spine-tingling, nerve wracking adventures that terrorize us. To look at her, you'd think she was a southern belle who'd faint at the sight of a spider. Not!
Even Dad had been bewildered by his bride's penchant for gory tales of murder and mayhem. Time after time, I'd seen him shake his head and say, "Where on earth do you get this stuff? Sometimes, Kat, you really scare me."
I started the cappuccino maker and put on a pot of hot cocoa for the kids. I laid out chocolate chip cookies on serving plates, glad that I'd done some holiday baking earlier in the week so I'd have treats for my family.

Sally insisted on taking the tray of cocoa and cookies in to the kids, while David and I perched on stools at the breakfast bar, sipping cappuccino and nibbling on cookies. Well, I was nibbling. David was chomping and shoveling.

Sally joined us and said to David, "David, sweetie, you wanted me to remind you to ask Les about that Army guy."

"What Army guy?" I asked but knowing it had to be Colonel Dailey. He was the only Army guy I knew.

David had a mouth full of cookie and couldn't speak for a moment. He chewed, swallowed, took a drink of too-hot cappuccino and yelped.

When he had recovered from a coughing fit, I again asked my question. "What Army guy?" 
"A retired Army Colonel is going to be at our party tonight. My boss knows him from somewhere. I think they used to work together at the Pentagon before Walter came to Boeing. Anyway, I mentioned his name to Mom and she went off the deep end. Started raving about some kind of conspiracy. I finally got her calmed down and she told me you'd been grilling her about the man and she didn't want to hear his name again. Swears that Dad didn't know him, she didn't know him, and she didn't want to talk about it anymore. I'm telling you, Sis, it was really weird."

I thought a moment before responding to David. "She sort of reacted that way with me when I asked her about Dad knowing Colonel Dailey. She didn't lose it though. The first time, she just denied any knowledge of him, in an offhand way. But then the next time I mentioned him, telling her I was going to his house this morning to work on some research, she turned frosty and distant. Not Mom's usual style at all."
The three of us sat there in silence for a minute or two, puzzling over Mom's odd behavior.

"Tell me about this Colonel Dailey," David said.

With David, my automatic reaction has always been to do whatever he asked. And that's just what I started to do, before I remembered that Tom was a client and there might be some confidentiality or privacy or conflict of interest issues.
I said something about that to David and he hooted in derision. "Okay, Sis, this is me, your brother. I'm the closest thing to a father confessor or confidant that you have. Don't you think I can keep my mouth shut?"

I considered that for a moment, knowing that David definitely could keep his mouth shut. He's proven that to me many times over the years. I did trust him, and I did want to talk to someone about Colonel Dailey. And it goes without saying that I trusted Sally in the same way.
"Well," I said tentatively, dragging out the word. "Here's the deal. This started out as a simple research assignment from my boss, Jeremy Riegel -- you know about him, I think?"

David nodded tentatively and said, "Sort of -- give me the 30-second overview."

I laughed at that, because David knew I couldn't do anything in 30 seconds. Sally laughed with, apparently accustomed to David's ADD and short attention span, then said, "I'd like the longer version. I actually don't know anything about him and his company."
"Okay -- here's the Clif Notes version of Jeremy Riegel. He's considered something of a boy wonder in these parts. He made a name for himself at Rivermont University about 10 years ago. He graduated at 19 with a bachelor's degree, and then got his master's and his doctorate in record time. His area of expertise was computer science. Somewhere along the line, he got involved in information research and compilation. As a side job while he was still in college, he started offering research services to students who thought they didn't have time to do their research themselves."
I went over to the coffee-maker for more cappuccino, asking David and Sally if they wanted any but they both refused.

"Anyway, he built himself a lucrative little business and a great reputation. So he incorporated -- did all those legal things you have to do, and the rest is history. Data Inc. is probably the best-known, most financially successful research firm in the country. A little place of excellence here in the Midwest, you might say. I knew Jeremy from my time at the University and then working in the University library, and he was always after to come work for him. But it took years for him to convince me that his company was here to stay, that it wasn't some fly-by-night operation that would be gone tomorrow."
David raised a hand to gently interrupt me. "Sis, I know all that. I want to know about Dailey."

Sally and I exchanged glances, shaking our heads at David's impatience. 

I'm getting there. Evidently, Data Inc. was recommended to Colonel Dailey by one of his military friends. It turns out that, unbeknownst to me -- isn't unbeknownst a great word? -- the firm has a standing research contract with the Army to do research on top secret projects. Jeremy only told me about this contract the other day when he assigned me to the Dailey project."

I stopped talking and looked at David to see if this is what he was looking for. Evidently, it was because he said, "Go on, Sis. Tell me about the project you're working on for Colonel Dailey."

Now I really hesitated. There weren't any confidentiality agreements or anything like that. There was just a tacit understanding amongst Data Inc. employees that we wouldn't go blabbing about our clients' research projects. It's not like we're working on anything top-secret or sensitive. In fact, the majority of our work, and a very lucrative part of our work, is providing research services to authors -- fiction and non-fiction. A best-selling writer can't afford to spend his or her time researching what kind of silverware the wealthy folks used in 1930 in New York City. They were better off paying firm of someones to do that research for them.
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