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Rockledge

1. Elise
Friday, November 20, 2009

5 p.m.

Elise Carpentier stood looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows of her downtown Rivermont office. It was 5 p.m. on a Friday in late November. She was waiting for the arrival of one of her two best friends, Cara Lassiter Carpentier, who was also her sister-in-law. Elise was afraid she knew what her friend wanted and Elise was going to have to say no to Cara's request.
It looked cold and damp outside, and the downtown lights were shrouded in fog. Next week was Thanksgiving and Elise was planning to invite Cara to join her family for Thanksgiving dinner. She knew the upcoming holidays were going to be difficult for her friend, and she wanted to be as supportive as possible.
Cara's husband Kevin had committed suicide almost a year ago, and Cara was still struggling daily with the loss. She'd been in therapy with a grief counselor and also participated in a grief support group affiliated with Rivermont Memorial Hospital.
But despite these efforts, as far as Elise could tell, her friend was not doing any better. She was still mired in the depths of mourning
Elise was afraid that Cara was going to ask if she could start seeing Elise for counseling. And Elise was going to have say no. Treating a friend or family member was totally against the code of ethics she followed. Counseling needed to be an attachment-free, emotion-free relationship.
Elise's heart went out to her friend. Having a loved one take his or her own life had to be one of the most difficult deaths to cope with. In addition to the grief, there was also the guilt.
"What did I do wrong?"
"What could I have done to prevent this?"
"Is this my fault?"
"How can I ever get over this loss if I don't understand what happened?"
Elise knew with a certainty that for Cara the list of questions and the self-remonstrations were endless.
After Kevin's death, day after day, Elise had spent time with her friend, holding her while she sobbed out her sorrow and guilt. For the first two weeks, Elise had stayed at Cara's house, looking after Cara and her 12-year-old son Matthew who had Down syndrome. 
To add to the sorrow of her friend's life, a month after Kevin's death, Cara found that she was unable to care for the boy alone. She hadn't realized how much she'd depended on Kevin for help with Matthew's day-to-day needs. Matthew didn't understand why his Dad was no longer came home every night. Cara tried to explain but Matthew insisted that Kevin had to come home. When she tried to explain about death and heaven, Matthew, filled with fear and anger about what he couldn't understand, would throw a tantum and then would dissolve into uncontrollable tears. Cara was beside herself, her heart breaking for her son and for her loss.
Despite her best efforts, Cara had to have Matthew go to live at Bayview, a full-service care facility for Down syndrome patients on the outskirts of the Midwest city of Rivermont. Elise knew that Cara visited Matthew every day and also visited Kevin's grave daily on her way to or from Bayview. Cara's life was pretty much taken up with her daily visits to Matthew and the cemetery and her counseling and grief support group.
Before Kevin's death, Cara had been a principal in a high-powered venture capital firm located in downtown Rivermont, just a block away from the high-rise where Elise and her partner had their counseling practice.
When Kevin died, Cara lost the ability to do anything but grieve. She fell to pieces and left her job abruptly and refused to consider returning to work. Elise remembered Cara's description of what Kevin's death felt like. "It's as though I've lost an arm or a leg. Something is missing and I'll never get it back. I feel as if there's a knife twisting in my heart and the constant pain is unbearable."

Elise had given Cara the names of counselors she trusted and contacts for the grief support groups in the area. It had broken Elise's heart that she hadn't been able to accept her friend as a patient, but that would have been bad for both of them.
Now, standing there at the window, looking down at the rain-damp streets, with the snaking trails of headlights and taillights of rush hour traffic, Elise thought, "I wish Cara would get here. It's been a long day and I'm so ready to go home."
She left her outpost at the window and walked over to her desk, a glass-topped beauty that had been an office-warming present 10 years ago from her husband, Jeb. She picked up her Blackberry and flipped through the calendar to see what she had scheduled for this evening.
"Wow," she whispered. There were no soccer games, no music lessons, no school open house, no youth group meetings at church. Her calendar was completely open this evening. She sat down at her desk and logged on to her laptop. When she opened Jeb's calendar on Yahoo, she was amazed to see that his calendar was open also. This was a gift - a quiet evening at home with the family, maybe a fire in the fireplace, a movie on TV, some popcorn. Elise smiled and sighed, thinking what a wonderful evening it would be.
She pulled her handbag out of one of the bottom drawers in the oak credenza behind her and poked around looking for her make-up bag. She'd put on her usual make-up this morning but hadn't done any touch-ups during the day, and she could only imagine what she was going to see in the mirror of her oversized compact.
She groaned at the sight of a pale-faced, 43-old blond who needed lipstick, eyeliner, and mascara to keep from looking like death warmed over. It never ceased to amaze her what a difference a touch of make-up made in her appearance and more importantly, in her mood. She thought it was vain but necessary and totally understandable.
Her Blackberry began vibrating and had almost vibrated itself off her desk before she grabbed it. The caller ID indicated that it was Cara calling. Elise punched the send button and greeted her friend with a cheery, "Hi there."
"Hi there, yourself," Cara replied. "I'm so sorry but I'm running late. Is there any way you can wait for me? Or if that won't work, could I stop by your house for a minute?"
Elise felt a stab of disappointment that her evening would be interrupted by Cara and then felt a wave of guilt wash over her. What kind of friend was she? Best to not answer that.
"Sure," Elise replied, trying to put some enthusiasm in her voice. "Whatever works for you —just let me know what you want me to do."
There was an empty hum on the line and Elise wondered if they'd been disconnected. "Cara? Are you still there?"
2. Cara
Friday, November 20, 2009

5:30 p.m.
Cara Carpentier took her cell phone from her ear and looked down at it, lying dead in her hand. 

"Rats!" she exclaimed. "I forgot to charge the dratted thing again."
She was just entering the highway that wound its way around Rivermont and eventually snaked past Elise's office in the downtown high-rise, and she needed to concentrate on maneuvering Kevin's Pathfinder rather than worrying about a dead cell phone. She never understood how people could handle talking on the phone and driving at the same time, much less texting. She needed both hands and all her wits to successfully navigate.
It took Cara less than five minutes to reach the exit ramp by Elise's office. Five minutes after that, she was snugly parked on the lower level of the parking garage next to Elise's building. The lower level was a dark, dismal place to park but that meant there would always be spaces available because visitors to downtown avoided the damp, depressing area.
Cara took a moment to connect her phone to the charger in the cigarette lighter. She flipped down the visor, flipped open the mirror, and got out her make-up bag from her purse in the passenger seat. As she applied lipstick and mascara, she thought about how she never really looked at her face in its entirety. She just concentrated on one section at a time and actually ignored what her face looked like as a whole. Somehow that worked for her.
Finished with the touch-up, she put the make-up back in her purse and picked up the file folder next to the purse. She knew its contents by heart but nonetheless flipped through the pages, one by one.
This was what she wanted to talk with Elise about. Cara trusted the wisdom of her best friend / sister-in-law more than anyone else she knew, except perhaps for Jeb Carpentier, Elise's husband and the brother of her dead husband.
She thought back to earlier today and how she had gotten the folder. After his death, Kevin's administrative assistant at the bank had packed up the contents of his office and sent the boxes down to one of the bank's basement storage areas. Eventually, Tom Blackwell, the bank facilities person, had arranged to have Kevin's belongings moved to an off-site storage facility and had sent the key and the paperwork to Cara. She'd ignored the whole thing for awhile until she needed some financial statements for Kevin's and her accountant. She was unable to find them in Kevin's office at their home and decided he must have kept them at the bank office. She'd called the administrative assistant who'd directed her to the facilities person, who'd gently explained what he'd done and that he'd sent the key and paperwork for the storage facility to her a few months ago.
Embarrassed at her forgetfulness, Cara had thanked the man profusely and had gone in search of the materials he'd sent.
Cara had been unable to find the key and the paperwork for the storage facility. She'd searched everywhere and finally ran out of places to search. She could only assume that somehow she'd thrown them out. She felt embarrassed at having to call the facilities man back but she had no choice.
Tom Blackwell been most understanding and had said he'd get duplicates of the key and the paperwork. Once again, she'd thanked him profusely and had volunteered to come to the bank to pick them up. Tom had said he could have the materials delivered to her home but Cara had insisted she wanted to pick them up. She didn't tell Tom that she wanted to come to the bank so she could thank him in person. He had agreed to give her a call when he had the key and the paperwork ready for her to pick up.
Tom had called Cara two days later and left a message on her answering machine. That had been first thing this morning, and as soon as she heard the message, Cara had grabbed her handbag and car keys and driven to the bank's downtown headquarters. It was the first time she'd been back to the bank since Kevin's death and when she first arrived at the building, she drove around the block a couple of times, trying to get up the courage to park and go in. 

The bank was one of the tallest buildings in downtown Rivermont, a green-glass sphere of a building that glistened, rain or shine. The Carpentier family had been proud, and rightfully so, of the building. The original bank building had been a small square brick building located down on the riverfront. It now belonged to the city, donated by the family along with an endowment for its upkeep. It served as a mini-museum for Rivermont's banking industry. There was a library of old banking books and a gallery of artwork that had hung in various city banks. Kevin had been particularly proud of this preservation of his family's heritage. One of his favorite displays was a series of bank safes and vaults, gathered from banks throughout the city. Tourists and school groups and the public in general also seemed to enjoy the vault display. 
As she circled the block, unable to enter the bank's parking lot, she told herself that she hadn't thought this through. She should have accepted Tom Blackwell's offer to deliver the key and the paperwork to her. Finally, gathering up her courage, she turned Kevin's SUV into the bank's parking lot. It was early, about 9 in the  morning and the lot was crowded. She drove up and down the rows, looking for a vacant parking space but the only one she could find was in the farthest row from the side entrance of the bank. It was cold, a damp cold, and the spitting rain made it seem even colder as she hurried through the parked cars.
She went in the side entrance of the bank, and at the reception desk, she asked the guard there to direct her to Tom Blackwell in Facilities. She thought the man had looked at her oddly but maybe that was just her imagination.
"Please have a seat over there, ma'am and I'll call Tom to let him know you're here. May I have your name?" Cara hesitated briefly and then said, "Cara Carpentier."
The guard had stared at her and his face reddened. "Oh, Mrs. Carpentier, my apologies. I didn't recognize you. And my deepest sympathy at the loss of your husband. He was a great man, and we all really miss him."
Cara could feel the sting of tears in her eyes, and she blinked rapidly a couple of time to in an effort to keep the tears from spilling over.
"Thank you," Cara said and nodded. Head down; she walked toward a leather sofa in the foyer area. She heard the guard make a phone call but she didn't look at him.
Even after a year, she always felt on the verge of tears at any mention or thought of Kevin. It had been thoughtful of the guard to express his sympathy but it was hard for her to hear the words.
As she waited for Tom Blackwell, Cara tried not to let the memories overwhelm her but wasn't having much luck.
During the years Kevin had worked at his family's bank, Cara had visited often. The venture capital firm where she was a partner was just a few blocks from the bank's headquarters, and they often met somewhere downtown for lunch.
Cara had thought she knew Kevin better than she knew herself. She'd realized he had been not quite himself for a couple of months before his death, but she hadn't thought it was any big deal. He'd been quieter than usual and had seemed a bit down but nothing that had raised any alarm bells with her. It was unthinkable to her that he had committed suicide. For months after his death, she would dream that he was still alive and that she would run into his arms, saying, "I knew all along it was mistake. I knew you would never kill yourself." She would awaken abruptly from the dream, with tears of sorrow streaming down her face as she accepted that it had only been a dream and that Kevin had supposedly really taken his own life. It was that "supposedly" that had continued to drive her crazy.
At home, she'd been through every scrap of paper in Kevin's belongings, looking for a clue as to why he'd done what he'd seemingly done. But she'd found nothing. Kevin hadn't kept any kind of journal or notes. He had been a straightforward, practical man who seemed to know exactly what he was doing and why at all times, which was one of the many reasons she was convinced there was something she didn't know.
Sitting now in the waiting area of the bank, Cara berated herself for not following up sooner on Kevin's personal belongings at the bank. "How could I have forgotten?" she thought. "Of course, if there's anything to be found, it would have been in his office." 

It had been a year of not very clear thinking for her, and she still wasn't her old self. "I'll never be my old self again," she thought. "My old self was partnered with Kevin, my soul mate, the love of my life. That's gone forever."
She looked down at her watch and saw that she'd been sitting here waiting for almost half an hour. Cara stood and walked over to the guard desk. "Excuse me," she said as he looked up at her. "Did Mr. Blackwell indicate when he would be able to see me?"
3. Elise
Friday, November 20, 2009

5:30 p.m.
Elise hit the send button on the Blackberry to call Cara back but her call went straight to voice mail. She left a brief message, asking her friend to call her back.
"Now what?" she thought. It was almost 5:30 and she didn't know whether to wait for Elise or to leave for home. With the rain-impacted rush hour traffic out there, it was going to take her almost an hour to get home.
She called Jeb's cell phone but to her annoyance got his voice mail also. She thought what a pain cell phones and voice mail could be but then shook her head at her grumpy attitude. She left Jeb a cheery message letting him know they might have a relaxing evening at home.
She packed up her briefcase with some patient files she wanted to review over the weekend, along with her laptop and the latest issue of one of the psychology journals she and Tory subscribed to. The thought of Tory reminded Elise that she owed her counseling partner and the other one of her two best friends a follow-up phone call.
"Rats," she said out loud. Her life was an unending series of things to do, things she'd forgotten to do, things she had to do that she didn't want to do. She longed for the good old days when she had to invent things to do to keep herself busy and not bored. That thought made her grin and then laugh out loud. The good old days had actually never existed. She'd always been a multi-tasker who took on more responsibilities than she had time to do..

Tory was taking a few days off and was staying out at Rockledge, her family's trout ranch resort. She too was feeling overwhelmed with the necessities of daily life and had decided to give herself a reprieve.
Elise dialed Tory's number and inevitably, once again got voice mail. "Hi Tory. It's me making that call you've been waiting for. I have an update on the patient you were concerned about. Patrick showed up late for his appointment today with no excuse or explanation. I think it was a subconscious protest at your absence and at being shuffled over to a far inferior replacement therapist. But it was an interesting session. I taped it, with Patrick's permission, and I overnighted the tape to you. I think you'll find it helpful going forward. I got the feeling that his resentment of me made him more open and honest in his comments. Bye for now, sweetie. Give me a call when you can. It's after 5:30 and I'm still here in the office, waiting for Cara. She said she had something urgent to talk to me about but we got cut m her cell phone and now I don't know whether she's coming or whether I should just go home. Anyway, talk to you soon."

Elise disconnected and stood there puzzling over what to do next.
She tried Cara's cell, but again it went straight to voice mail. She left another message saying, "Hi there, kid. Well, I'm heading home. You've more than welcome to come by this evening, if that's convenient for you. Wonder of wonders, I think we have a free evening and will be chillin' by the fire. Bye - see ya."
She flipped the phone closed and dropped it in the pocket of her suit coat. She had on one of her favorite outfits - a navy chambray pants suit with a one-button jacket that fit her slender shoulders more than perfectly. She was a "suits" person and over the years had gathered a collection of classic suits, both skirted and pants, that would probably still be in style at the next millennium.
She retrieved her all-weather coat from where it was hanging on an antique brass coat rack in one corner of the office. She debated whether to put the coat on or drape it over her arm. It was warmish in her office but the parking garage would be cold so she opted for putting it on. The coat, a Christmas present last year from Jeb, was an elegant black sued London Fog coat with a heavy zip-in fleece lining for cold weather. She loved the coat and tried to wear it sparingly so that it would last forever. Jeb had amazing taste and the clothes he bought for her always suited her more than the ones she bought herself.
She slung her briefcase over one shoulder and her handbag over the other, and reached down to turn off her desk lamp. Just as she headed for the door, her desk phone rang. She halted, debating whether to answer the call or let it go to voice mail.
Based on her infuriating experience this afternoon with everyone else's phones going directly to voice mail, she defiantly decided to ignore the call and head out the door. Then, changing her mind out of guilt because it might been a patient who needed to talk to her, she went back to the desk. She saw that the LCD readout said "Unavailable" and as she reached for the phone, the ringing had stopped She waited a few seconds, with her eye on the voice mail button, to see if it lit up red, indicating a message but it stayed black, Whoever had been trying to call her hadn't left a message so it couldn't have been too urgent a call. 

She hoped it wasn't her phantom caller, who called at random times, breathed a little, then would hang up. It sort of spooked her but she hadn't taken it seriously. The number always showed up as "Unavailable." She hadn't mentioned the hang-ups to Jeb because he would more than likely overreact. He was protective of his family and would insist on escalating the issue to the Rivermont police.
Once again she headed to the door and this time managed to make her escape. She turned out the overhead light in her office, locked the door behind her, then turned out the light in the reception area. She looked towards Tory's closed door, thinking how much she missed her office partner. It was comforting to have her there, nearby, to confide in and laugh with. Tory had taken a few days off for some R& R. Unfortunately, Tory had been out of sorts for more than a month now and Elise knew that what was wrong couldn't be solved in a few days off. Elise missed her old buddy and wanted her companion back.
She had tried to talk with Tory about what was bothering her but had no luck. In fact, Tory had recognized what she was doing and had gently but firmly said, "I don't want to talk about it." And that had been that.
4. Cara
Friday, November 20, 2009

5:45 p.m.
Cara sat in the parking garage at Elise's building, charging her phone so she could call Elise to let her know she'd arrived. The building closed at 5 p.m. and it was almost 5:45 now and Elise would have to come down to the entrance to let her in.
As she waited for the phone to be ready for her to call Elsie, she thought about what had happened this morning when she'd realized how long she'd been waiting at the bank for Tom Blackwell and had gone to ask the guard again.
She'd stood there at the desk for a minute, looking expectantly at the guard, a tall black man whose post was the security desk at the side entrance to the bank. She kept waiting for him to answer her question about when Mr. Blackwell would be able to see her but the man had stared up at her with a look of bewilderment on his face.
Finally he said, "I'm sorry ma'am. I thought the message from Mr. Blackwell's office was that they would be here right away. But I guess no one came?" he ended on a questioning note.
Cara had been waiting in an alcove of the entrance space and she assumed the guard hadn't been able to see her sitting there.
"No one came that I'm aware of," she said slowly. "Could you please call them again?"
The guard nodded and picked up the receiver from the phone console that occupied a good portion of the desk space in front of him.
He gave Cara's name to the person who answered his call, then listened intently, saying, "I see," a couple of times. Finally, he said, "Yes, I'll let her know. Thank you."
"Umm, Mrs. Carpentier, I think there's been some kind of misunderstanding." 

"What kind of misunderstanding?" Cara asked.
"Mr. Blackwell's administrative assistant says he was called away unexpectedly. She thought he'd brought you whatever it was you were here to pick up. But she went into his office and found the materials there. So she'll be right down with it."
Cara took a deep breath and nodded. She decided to stay right there at the guard's desk so that the administrative assistant couldn't possibly miss her. She was sorry she wouldn't be able to thank Tom Blackwell in person but she'd send him a thank you note.
It seemed to take inordinately long for the administrative assistant to arrive. Finally, the elevator door opened and a young woman pushing a delivery cart appeared. She stopped at Cara's side and said, "Mrs. Carpentier?"
Cara answered, "Yes, I'm Mrs. Carpentier."
"I'm Terry, Mr. Blackwell's assistant. Here are the materials he was going to give you. My apologies -1 thought he'd taken care of it but evidently not."
Cara stared at the cart. It was piled high with cardboard storage boxes, and she wondered how she had misunderstood. She thought she was coming to pick up a key to the storage facilities, not what was stored there. She started to question the young woman standing in front of her but thought better of it. It was what it was. Either she'd misunderstood what Tom Blackwell had told her or there had been some change in plans. Best to just handle it and move on.

"Thank you, Terry. I appreciate your help. I wonder if I could ask the two of you for a little more help. My car is parked at the other side of the parking lot. Could you please wait here while I get the car?"

Terry hesitated, then said, "Of course, Mrs. Carpentier. I'll be happy to help however I can."

The guard nodded and said, "I can help get the boxes out to your car."

Cara thanked them both then hurried out the door and across the parking lot. She was glad she'd brought Kevin's SUV instead of her little Mustang. There wouldn't have been room in her car for all the boxes but they would fit easily in Kevin's.

She drove to the side entrance of the bank and parked directly in front of the broad glass doors. She got out and opened the back door. As she turned to go in to the building, she saw Terry and the guard coming out the doors, the guard pushing the delivery cart. They helped her load the boxes in and Cara thanked them profusely. As they went back into the bank, Cara called after them. "My husband would have been very grateful to you for helping me." As she said the words, she felt a flush on her face. She tried not to embarrass people with her loss and here she'd said something that was sure to make them uncomfortable. To her surprise, the guard and Terry turned around and walked back over to where she stood.

"Thank you for saying that, Terry said. "Howard and I," she nodded toward the guard, "were just talking about now much we had liked Mr. Carpentier and what a loss his, his death was to the bank and to all of us. He was very much liked by the bank employees, and we wanted to tell you how sorry we are about his death. And please feel free to come back any time and we'd be glad to do whatever we can for you."

Again, Cara felt the all-too-familiar burn of tears in her eyes and for a moment, was unable to speak. Then she smiled at Terry and Howard in turn and said, "Thank you for saying that. I know how much Kevin loved the bank and the people he worked with. He would have done anything for the bank and the employees," her voice trailed off as the words stuck in her throat. She shut the back door of the Escalade and turned toward Terry and Howard.

"Again, many thanks. I appreciate your help and your kind words."

She got into the SUV and drove off with a backward wave to the man and woman standing there at the bank entrance. As she turned on to the street, she felt the tears begin to stream down her face. At first she thought she could continue to drive, but then her blurry vision and gasping sobs scared her enough that she pulled to the curb and put the SUV in park. She let the tears flow, not trying to stop them.

When she'd cried as much as she could cry, she dug a packet of Kleenex out of the console between the front seats and tore it open. Using the tiny tissues, she mopped her face and blew her nose. She stuffed the wads of used tissue in her jacket pocket. Then, out of habit, she pulled her make up kit from her purse and put on lipstick, eyeliner and mascara to replace what her tears had destroyed. She shook her head ruefully as she realized what she was doing. There was no one at home to see her ravaged face so she didn't know why she even cared. But care she did. And she supposed it was a healthy impulse, to want to put her best foot forward. She remembered the first few weeks after Kevin's death, when she'd not used any make-up at all. She'd been a zombie, unable to eat or sleep or function much at all. Her two best friends Elise and Tory had taken turns staying with her, keeping her going. She'd gradually returned to a minimally functioning state and had been able to send her friends back to their families. She would never forget their love and kindness and concern. She'd felt cared for and cherished, something that Kevin had always done for her.

For the past year, she'd been hanging on, but not much more than that. It had been devastating for her to have Matthew go into the care center. It had broken her heart but he seemed to have adjusted to his new living arrangements. Each day when she went to visit, he had stories about what he had been doing to share with her. Gradually, it had become easier to accept that this was the best thing for Matthew. 

Now, sitting at the side of road in Kevin's big SUV, she took a deep breath and started the engine. She decided to stop at Bayview now rather than waiting till later this afternoon. She'd stop by the cemetery also. Then she'd go home and unload the boxes and look through them for the documents her accountant needed. Part of her dreaded the thought of going through more of Kevin's things. Another part looked forward to it, hoping that touching what he'd touched would make her feel closer to him. 

So far, she'd kept all his belongings. His clothes still occupied half of their walk-in closet in the master bedroom.His fishing gear still hung on the walls of the garage, his tools still occupied the work bench in the basement. She'd been unable to get rid of anything and doubted that she'd ever be able to. She hadn't shared that fact with anyone, for fear they would think she'd lost it or had become a dotty flake, obsessed with her dead husband. -- which she supposed she was, actually.

After stopping at Bayview and the cemetery, she drove the short distance to her home. One by one she carried the cardboard storage boxes into the house, stacking them neatly in the room Kevin had used as his office. 

Surrounded by boxes, she stood there in the middle of the room, the room that Kevin called the den and she called his lair. She smiled as she remembered teasing him about his "lair." They'd had fun together, she thought, in spite of the challenges that Matthew had presented.
It was almost noon and even though she'd only had a cup of coffee and half a piece of toast for breakfast, she had no desire for lunch. But then she had second thoughts. She was planning on an afternoon of going through multiple boxes and soup and a sandwich might make the job easier.
Cara went into the kitchen and fixed a ham sandwich and a bowl of vegetable soup. She put them on a tray, along with a bottle of water and a napkin and headed back to Kevin's den. She placed the tray squarely in the middle of the desk. Then, on an impulse, she went over to the fireplace and lit the fire laid in the grate. She also lit a couple of candles on the mantle and for good measure, turned on the classical music station broadcasting from downtown Rivermont.
Back at the desk, she dug in to the soup and sandwich, enjoying the ambiance she's created for herself. "I should do things like this for myself more often," she said aloud to the empty room. Thinking about it, she wondered why she didn't do things for herself. Then, with a start, she realized that she did know why.
She felt too guilty all the time - Elise had once called it her survivor's guilt, and Cara supposed she was right. She felt that she would be betraying Kevin and his memory if she did nice things for herself. She felt guilty for being alive when the love of her life was no longer here.
The rational part of her mind told her this was nonsense but somehow the irrational part seemed to be mostly in charge. She shrugged off these heavy thoughts and concentrated on enjoying her lunch and the cozy atmosphere of the den.
To her surprise, she'd eaten all the soup and sandwich, something she hadn't been doing much of lately. She took her dishes back to the kitchen and put them in the dishwasher. On the way back to the den, she stopped at the pantry and took a couple of sugar cookies with her.
In the den, she surveyed the mound of boxes and tried to decide the best way to go about things. She didn't know what she was looking for but she knew she would know it when she saw it.
Actually, she thought, I sort of do know what I'm looking for. I'm looking for some explanation of Kevin's death. I just can't believe that he would take his own life. He'd seemed a little down, preoccupied and distracted, for a few weeks before his death, but not anything that I would call suicidal. When I asked him what was going on, he'd brushed me off, saying nothing was going on.

She'd thought he'd been happy with working at the bank. Right after graduating from college, he'd joined his father and brother in the family business. At the time of his death, Kevin had been the bank president, his brother Jeb was one of the senior vice presidents, and their father, Carlton Carpentier was chairman of the board. Kevin's death had devastated his father and his brother and to this day, neither of them was the same man he'd been before.
Shortly after Kevin's death Mr. Carpentier had begun actively seeking a buyer for the bank. Prospects had flocked to the opportunity. The First National Bank of Rivermont had a strong client base, extremely high deposits, and no bad or even weak loans on the books.
The family had never been interested in a sale or a merger but Kevin's death had changed everything. He had been the heir apparent all his life and had easily settled into the top position at the bank. Cara had often wondered how Jeb felt about his younger brother being selected as president, but would never have asked the question. She did remember Elise saying that Jeb enjoyed his role as head of marketing and human resources.

Elise had once said to her, "Jeb is definitely more of a people person than a finance person. His strength is the personal interaction he has with employees. Numbers don't really interest him."
Mr. Carpentier had eventually found a buyer and the sale was now in the works. Cara wondered if Jeb would stay with the bank or take a different path. The last time she had dinner with Kevin's parents, Mr. Carpentier had said he would be stepping down as chairman as soon as it was a done deal, but he hadn't said anything about what Jeb's plans were.
Now, surrounded by boxes that represented Kevin's career, Cara was glad he wouldn't have to suffer through the dismantling of the family business. But that would have been a moot point because she knew Mr. Carpentier would never have sold the business if Kevin were still alive.
Time was ticking away and not knowing where to start, she decided she'd better just dive right in, so she opened the box closest to where she stood, and started removing the files. Each folder was clearly labeled and it looked as though she'd opened the box containing copies of the bank's yearly business plans, going back almost 20 years. She flipped through them, then decided they wouldn't be what she was looking for. One thing that was missing from the boxes was any kind of label or indication of what each box held. She thought that might be the best first step for her to take, to open each box to determine its overall contents and then to label the box.
She rummaged around in Kevin's desk, going through drawer after drawer till she found what she was looking for, -one of those label makers that let you type the text of the label on a tiny keyboard and then print out the label on plastic adhesive-backed strips. She'd come across it awhile back when she'd been going through Kevin's papers and belongings here at home.
She practiced making a label and had to do it twice before she figured out the correct way. She threw away her failures, then put the first label on the first box - Bank Business Plans.
She took a moment to count the boxes -- there were ten of them. This was going to take awhile she thought, as she opened the second box. Inside she found memorabilia -- baseball caps, family photos, and a plaque recognizing the bank's softball team for winning some local competition. She carefully put the things back in the box, and with a smile on her face, made another label --Kevin's Treasures.

She worked her way through box after box. There were two boxes of memorabilia and these she labeled Kevin's Treasures-1 and Kevin's Treasures-2. She stopped for moment to go into the kitchen and make herself a cup of tea, which she brought back to the den.

She opened another box and saw that it was crammed tight with file folders. She made a label that said files -- she might make another label once she'd determined what was in the files.
[t was slow going because each file had page after page for her to go through. Most of the files in the box were related :o a bank project she remembered Kevin working on shortly before his death. The files seemed bank-related, and she wondered why they had been included in his personal materials.
In one of the files, she found some notes in Kevin's familiar handwriting that caused her to pause and stare at his words. The note had no name, just the salutation "Hi." She held it against her chest for a moment, then took a deep breath and read the note.
"Hi. I need to talk with you asap. There seems to be something wrong with the account. Kev"
She began to go through the pages and soon identified the "account" as the account belonging to the Community Outreach project that Kevin was heading up on behalf of First National. He'd been so proud of the project.
She remembered the fund raiser they'd hosted last year in the bank's three-story atrium area. The space had been filled to overflowing with the movers and shakers of Rivermont. First National was sponsoring and funding Community Outreach but also wanted support from the wealthy donors in Rivermont. She couldn't remember the exact amount raised but knew it had been a big number and Kevin had been beaming at the end of the evening.
He'd been such a good guy, she thought. He'd been born with every advantage yet cared about those who didn't have his advantages. He'd been selected "Man of the Year" that year, partially because of his success with the Community Outreach program. Unfortunately, after Kevin's death, the project had fallen apart. She never heard the details of what happened to end the project but she knew Mr. Carpentier had shut the whole thing down.
She put the note aside and went back to reading the files. The point of the project was to provide home loans to low-income families. The loans were made at the lowest interest rate available and Cara knew the bank was underwriting part of the cost. As she sat there, she decided to follow up with Mr. Carpentier and see if she could find out what happened.
One of the file folders contained bank account statements for the Community Outreach. The account had started with a healthy balance that continued to grow through the months. Then the balance began to decrease as money for the loans was paid out to various title companies. She read down the list of borrowers who'd received loans. As she flipped through the pages, she was surprised to see a familiar name, an usual name. The most unusual thing was that the name belonged to someone who had been dead for more than 10 years. It was the woman who lived next door to Cara when she was growing up. Her name was Helga Lillian Keplar. The list had an address, date of birth and place of birth, all of which agreed with what Cara remembered. As a child, Helga Keplar had been Cara's surrogate grandmother. All of her grandparents had died before she was born and it had been great to have a pretend grandmother. Helga had entered a nursing home about 15 years ago and had died of Alzheimer's five years later.
Helga's money had disappeared by then and her nursing home expenses were covered by Medicaid. Cara had paid for her funeral and her cemetery plot and had been glad to be able to do so.
What on earth was Grandma Helga's name doing on a list of mortgage loans dated 10 years after her death? Cara wondered. The loan was in the amount of $250,000, a humongous, unrealistic amount. Cara put the list on Kevin's desk with a post-it note stuck by Helga's name, then went back to the box of files. As she combed through them, her mind kept going back to the list with Helga's name on it. It bothered her enough that she went back to Kevin's desk, sat down in the leather swivel chair and picked up the list. She read through the list of names again, this time more slowly but none of them seemed familiar.
She sat there for a few moments, thinking, then turned and booted up Kevin's laptop. She seldom used it - she had a desktop computer in the kitchen and that was the one she most often used for e-mail and the Internet.
As she waited to get online, she tapped her fingers on the desk, wondering if she was going off half-cocked.
Once the laptop had accessed the Internet, Cara went to Yahoo and searched for the site she'd heard about but had never visited. It was the Social Security Death index. It took a few tries to find what she was looking for. Sometimes she got so annoyed with the Internet - especially with the pop-up ads but also with the seemingly illogical ways things were linked and named and presented. You had to be a detective, actually, to find the things you wanted.
On the death index site, she found the locator box and typed in the first name on the list. When it asked for state, she used Missouri, assuming that was the state where the person on the list was buying a house and arranging for a mortgage.
To her shock, the name came up quickly, with a date of death five years previously.
"What's going on here?" she said aloud. Her heart began to pound as she typed the second name on the list into the site. That name too came up with a date of death of eight years ago.
How could these people have applied for and evidently received a mortgage when they were dead? Well, the obvious answer was that they hadn't.
Cara typed in more names with the same results. Every name she typed in belonged t someone who had died years ago.
This is some kind of scam, a fraud. She couldn't bear to think that Kevin had been involved in anything fraudulent. He had always followed the highest standards of ethical conduct. But there was clearly something wrong here.
Like most people, she'd read a lot about identity theft. But she'd never known anyone who'd experienced that. And this was a weird kind of identity theft - stealing the identity of someone who was dead and who had no credit cards or bank account that could be stolen. Why would someone do this?
She got out Kevin's solar calculator with its huge keypad - a joke present she'd gotten for him after he started wearing bifocals.
"There's no way you can misread the numbers on this calculator, old buddy," she told him laughingly.

She began adding the loan amounts. After the three pages of names and numbers she'd reached the unbelievable number of $4.5 million. At first glance, it looked like someone had created enough false identities to bilk the bank ut o $4.5 million dollars.

Cara sat there at Kevin's desk, the paper and calculator in front of her, Kevin's laptop to her left, logged on to the Internet. After a minute or two of thought, Cara went once again to Yahoo and began searching on identity theft. An amazing total of 35,789,769 results showed on the screen.

She skimmed down the first page of results. Her experience was that in most cases, she'd find what she was searching for in the first page the search engine returned. Sometimes she'd move on to page two but that seldom happened. 

She opened the first result and began reading a Wikipedia article on the topic of identity theft. It made for fascinating reading. When she finished the Wikipedia article, she moved on to the next and the next. By the time she’d read the articles on the first page of search results, she had a good idea of how to go about stealing someone’s identity. One of the articles was a step-by-step guide of the ways to steal someone else’s identity.

As she read, she made a few notes on the ubiquitous note cards that Kevin had used. Everywhere he went, he took a stack of cards with him, handy for any note taking.

Evidently the perpetrator of this identity theft had obtained copies of birth certificates of deceased persons. He or she had then used the birth certificate to obtain additional proofs of identity – they’d applied for a Social Security card, credit cards, state identity card in lieu of a driver’s license. 

Or -- as several of the articles indicated -- it was relatively easy and inexpensive to obtain false identity documents from forgers. With the amount of money involved, that would have been the smart, efficient way to quickly put together a list of bogus mortgage borrowers.
Cara sat there, feeling a sense of dread creep over her. She couldn’t bear the thought that Kevin had been involved in a theft of bank funds. But why else would he have these incriminating documents. She hadn’t known much about the day-to-day details of Kevin’s job at the bank as CEO. He shared interesting job-related stories or anecdotes with her and she reciprocated in kind, sharing stories about applicants for venture capital funds. But she would assume that Kevin had known as little about the actualities of her job as she did about his.  Most married couples were probably the same, she thought. Unless a married couple was in the same profession, their separate jobs represented the unknown. 

Cara felt a shiver of frustration. What had been going on in Kevin’s mind? She’d thought they had a good, solid marriage, one that was in better shape than most of the couples they knew. But maybe not. Actually not, obviously not, based on Kevin taking his own life and on the documents she’d just found. Cara couldn’t bear the idea that Kevin had been a thief, an embezzler, a liar. It went against everything she knew and loved about him.

As she sat at Kevin's desk, she thought that perhaps there could be no greater betrayal and disavowal of a marriage than one of the spouse’s committing suicide. So did she even know Kevin at all? Perhaps not.

She put the list in a blank file folder and set it on the side of the desk, then went back to the box of files to see what else she could find. The files were related to the Community Outreach project. There were individual files for each borrower, and at first and second glance, seemed to be legitimate loan files.

What should she do? Cara mulled the question over in her mind. As was often the case, her first impulse was to see what Elise and Tory thought. She trusted the judgment of her two best friends and decided that would be her course of action. She tried Tory first and got her voice mail saying she was out of the office for the next week and to call Elise Carpentier if the call was an emergency. Cara remembered Tory mentioning the last time they talked that she was thinking about taking a few days off so she must have done so.

Cara was disappointed to not be able to reach Tory because Tory's husband -- well, her estranged husband was a detective on the Rivermont police force. Cara thought Tory would have asked Ben what Cara should do, but with Tory out of touch, Cara wasn't sure what to do. She finally called Elise and arranged to stop by her office later than afternoon.

Cara had been more than upset when Tory told her and Elise that she and Ben were separated. She broke the news to them when the three of them had been having lunch at a restaurant near the building where Elise and Tory had their office. Since Kevin's death, Elise and Tory tried to have lunch with Cara every week or so, to give her their love and support.

Cara got the impression that Elise already knew about Tory and Ben's separation or at least suspected that something was up. That made sense because Elise and Tory were partners, and Elise would have picked up on something from Tory.

Tory said they were just on a temporary hiatus. Over the years, Tory she had shared with her friends her frustration at Ben's workaholic tendencies. He was totally immersed in his job with the Rivermont police force and spent long hours on the job. That left Tory with too much time alone. Cara thought more than once that this would never have happened if the Madisons had been blessed with children.

Tory and Ben had been unable to have children and although they'd applied to several adoption agencies, somehow that had never worked out. Elise and Jeb's children, Caitlin and Paul, had become the Madisons' surrogate son and daughter. In years past, Tory and Ben had spent time with them whenever they could. Ben had taught Paul to play chess and the two of them had spent many hours in competition. Caitlin and Tory shared a love of books and had exchanged reading recommendations and books on a weekly basis.

With the separation, Tory and Ben had still been seeing Caitlin and Paul, but separately, rather than together as they used to.
Cara remembered that Tory told them Ben was staying with his mother and that made her smile every time she thought about it. Margaret Madison was probably Tory's biggest advocate so if she had anything to say about it, her son would soon be back with his wife where he belonged. 

Ben was a 6 foot 2 hunk of a man and Margaret was a full foot shorter but there was no doubt who was in charge in the mother-son relationship. Before his retirement, Ben's dad Cliff had also been on the police force, rising to the rank of captain. When he retired, he had been overseeing the child protection department of the force. His heart had really been in his job and it was difficult for him to leave but retirement at age 65 was mandatory. Cliff now worked for a private security firm headquartered in the Rivermont suburbs and according to Tory, he was doing really well but missed his old responsibilities.

5. Cara
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Now, sitting in her car in the parking lot outside Elise's building, Cara looked down at her cell phone and saw that she had enough of a charge to try to reach Elise. She tried Elise's cell phone and then her office voice and got voice mail with both. She left her name on both voice mail systems, then saw that she had a voice mail message waiting on her phone -- two in fact. She listened to the messages and was surprised that both were from Elise.

Well, the bottom line was that Elise was no longer at her office and was on her way home. Cara tried to decide what to do. Elise had said she could come by the house but Cara hated to barge in on Elise's family like that.

But the more she thought about what she'd discovered, the more she felt the need to talk with someone about it. One thing she wanted was for someone to convince her that Kevin couldn't possibly have been involved in any kind of fraud. She knew it but wanted confirmation from someone she trusted, like Elise.

Deciding to take Elise up on her invitation to drop by, Cara started the car and turned the heater up full blast. It had gotten cold sitting in the parking lot without the heater on.

Before leaving the parking lot, she tapped in the speed dial for Elise's cell phone. Elise answered on the first ring, not saying hello but instead, "Cara, where on earth have you been? I've been trying to reach you."

Cara smiled into the phone, glad to at least speak to her friend.

"Hi, sweets. I've been trying to reach you, too. Listen, I'll apologize in advance for the intrusion, but I'm going to take you up on your offer to drop by your house tonight. There's something really important, drastically important, that I need to talk to you about it."

"What is it?" Elise demanded. "Don't leave me in suspense like that."

"It's too complicated to try to explain on the phone. Besides, I have some show-and-tell papers that you need to see. Are you sure it's okay for me to come by? I won't stay all evening."

“Cara, don't worry. You're always welcome and you will stay as long as you want. We're just having an at-home night. Wonder of wonders, no one has plans to go anywhere. I got a message from Jeb that he's bringing home a couple of pizzas from that place outside Edelweiss that we love so much."

Jeb and Elise Carpentier lived in Edelweiss, a gated lake resort community on the outskirts of Rivermont. It was a beautiful, wooded enclave of 500+ acres. The Carpentiers had a Swiss chalet on one of the larger lakes. Their home was surrounded by trees, many of them pine and fir, so that even in the winter when tress lost their leaves, their home was hidden from view by the surrounding evergreens. 

As Cara drove toward Edelweiss, she decided to stop by Bayview and say goodnight to Matthew. It was on her way, and it would make her feel better to kiss her son goodnight. No matter how often or how much Matthew’s doctor told her that she was doing the right thing in entrusting Matthew to a full-care facility, she couldn’t completely avoid the guilt she felt at no longer taking care of him herself.

She called Elise back and told her she was stopping to see Matthew before coming to Elise’s house.   “Give my godson a jug and kiss for me and please tell him that Jeb and I will be there to visit him on Sunday, and we’ll bring Caitlin and Paul along with us.”

Elise’s words brought tears to Cara’s eyes. Elise and Jeb were wonderful godparents and a wonderful aunt and uncle to Matthew. They treated him like one of their won and never let his disabilities affect their love for him and how they treated him.

Cara parked her Mustang in the visitor parking lot of Bayview and went in through the side door. The receptionist greeted her cheerfully, saying “Another visit today? Matthew will be happy to see you.”

Cara gave her a grin as she signed the visitor log and then a wave as she headed down the hall toward Matthew’s room. At the door, she tapped gently and heard his soft, “Come in?”

She opened the door and saw Matthew sitting in frong of his computer, joystick in hand, playing one of his video games.

“Mama!” The joy in his voice was palpable and once again tears came to Cara’s eyes. “I’m becoming a regular old faucet,” she thought.

She came and sat in a chair next to Matthew and listened to his excited description of the game he was playing. She thought again that she loved him so much, Down syndrome and all. 

When it came time to leave, they both stood up and cara reached up to pat his cheek and then gave him a kiss. He was now several inches taller than she and she couldn’t wrap her mind around that. For 17 years, hed been her baby boy and now he towered over her.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, sweetheart. It’s Saturday and you don’t have class so we’ll do something fun. Oh, and I forgot to tell you. Aunt Elise and Uncle Jeb are coming to see you on Sunday, and maybe Caitlin and Paul can come, too.”

“Oh,  

Mama, that will be good.” He gave her an awkward hug and smiled as she left.

Back in the car, she sat there for a moment, fighting back tears and angry with herself for her weepiness. Matthew was happy, and there was no reason for her to cry on his behalf. Her tears were for herself, for her loneliness. She missed his presence at home, missed his companionship. She blew her nose and started the car, determined to put the tears behind her.

As she drove to Jeb and Elise’s home, she was surprised at how many houses were already decorated for Christmas, lights blazing. It was still a week before Thanksgiving so why was everything so decorated. Christmas seemed to come sooner every year. 

She felt an ache begin in her heart as she worried about how she'd ever get through this first Christmas without Kevin. They'd spent the past 27 Christmases together. She'd met him when she was junior in high school and he was a freshman at Washington University in nearby St. Louis. A mutual friend had a New Year's Eve party and each had come with a date. They'd spent the evening exchanging glances and smiles and a few words but that had been the extent of it. The following summer, at another party, this one a pool party at the Carpentiers summer home, they'd talked and flirted again. A few weeks later, Kevin had called and invited her to a Wash. U football game. And from that first date, they'd been together ever since, at least mostly, until Kevin's death. 

They were each other's soul mates and had both felt blessed by the relationship. Even the sadness of Matthew's condition had been a shared sadness. They'd been partners, a strong twosome and both knew how rare their connection was.

She hadn't told anyone, not even her best friends Elise and Tory, that she still felt Kevin's presence with her. She felt protected and watched over and though of him as her guardian angel. It was because of their past relationship and the current way she felt his presence that she refused to believe that he could have taken his own life. She was determined to get at the truth of his death. Because of what they'd been through together, because of what they'd meant to one another for so many years, it was impossible to think that Kevin would kill himself, would deliberately destroy her that way.

Cara had done her best to mask the depths of her grief from her friends and family. They knew she still mourned Kevin deeply but she didn't think anyone realized that she was just barely surviving. Her determination to prove that Kevin had not committed suicide was what kept her going. She knew things for her would never be okay again. What had been was gone and would never come again. She knew how fortunate she had been and she clung to that as her lifeline.
It took only a few minutes to reach Jeb and Elise's home. The outside lights were blazing, regular lighting and colored spotlights, not Christmas lights, as if in welcome. That was her friend, Elise, always thinking of things that would make people feel good.
Cara pulled into the circular drive in front of Jeb and Elise's home, turned off the Mustang's engine, then sat there a moment, taking a couple of deep breaths and planning how to approach Elise. She knew that eventually she would take her story to Jeb but she wanted to explore things with Elise first. She admired Elise's brilliant, organize, perceptive mind more than anyone else's. She saw the front door open wide and Elise stood there, silhouetted in doorway, the house's bright lights framing her.
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Tory didn't feel like going down to the lodge dining room for dinner but she hadn't brought food with her and the chalet cupboards were bare. She debated whether to drive into town, but that was almost 20 miles away and it was dark and rainy and cold.
"Time to suck it up, kid," she said aloud and laughed when she heard an answering mew from her cat Paws, also known as Tucker. She'd brought him along, although he hadn't been too happy about that. He'd caterwauled all the way from Rivermont out to Rockledge, her family's trout fishing ranch. Tucker was the only companion she could currently tolerate. He was almost a year old now - he'd been a surprise Christmas gift from Ben for last Christmas, back when things were still really good for them. Tucker had come from the humane society but he had beautiful Siamese markings. His four cream-colored paws were his most distinctive feature, hence his nickname of Paws.
Tory's life had been steadily deteriorating over the past months until finally she'd felt like she'd explode unless she got away. So this morning she'd left a message for Elise telling her she was taking a few days off and would be at Rockledge. She and her husband of 20 years, Ben Madison, were taking a "time-out," as they called it, from one another.
It seemed that every part of her life was in a shambles - her marriage, her counseling practice, her inability to have children, her constant health challenges. At times, she felt a bit like Job, with one thing after another. She knew she was exaggerating and knew she was feeling sorry for herself. But she'd gotten herself trapped in an endless loop of complaints and recriminations and self-pity and was unable to break free.
She'd never in a million years dreamt that anything could go wrong with her and Ben's marriage. But go wrong it had, and in a big way. It seemed that with each passing year, Ben had become more immersed in his job as a detective on the Rivermont police force. His long hours became even longer and somehow their schedules kept them from seeing much of one another. For awhile, for as long as she could, Tory pretended that everything was fine, just fine, between her and Ben. She'd lied to her friends and family, without shame or remorse. It really wasn't any of their business anyway.
Ben had been living with his mom during their separation, while Tory stayed in their home by herself. They lived in Edelweiss, a couple of blocks from where Jeb and Elise Carpentier lived. The Carpentiers had moved there first, and the Madisons had loved their friends' lakeside chalet so much that they'd begun searching for one of their own. After a year of not finding the house they wanted, they decided to build, a decision they later came to regret. The old saying about building your own home certainly proved true for them — whatever can go wrong, will go wrong. Their first builder went bankrupt halfway through the project, and they just barely got their money back. The workmanship of their next builder left much to be desired.
Finally, they found someone who could understand their vision, whose skills and those of his workers, were above reproach, and who was as honest as they come. His name was Ted Sturges and he built their dream home for them and made it a fun experience at the same time, something they hadn't believed possible. He'd become a friend and the friendship had eventually been one of the troublesome things in the Madison's marriage. Ben had become jealous of what he thought of as the excess of time Tory that spent with Ted.
Tory found herself depending on Ted, turning to him in Ben's absence. Nothing much had happened between them, but Tory had the feeling that something could have. Ben had been convinced that something had happened, and that was what sent him raging out of their home and to his mom's. Ben had walked into their living room on what he considered a compromising scene: Tory wrapped in Ben's arms. He'd refused to listen to her explanation - he'd just yelled at both of them and stormed out of the house.
Tory had tried to talk to him but he wouldn't talk to her. Ben's mother Margaret had also tried to convince him to give Tory the opportunity to explain but to no avail.
Tory dreaded the upcoming Thanksgiving holiday. Since the first years of their marriage, Tory had hosted Thanksgiving dinner for Margaret and Ben and any extended family members they could drag in. Tory's parents were divorced and she divided her time and attention at holidays between them but it always felt awkward and contrived. This year was going to be the pits.
She stood there by the door of the Rockledge ski chalet, shaking her head at her negative thoughts. "I'd better go be around some people. My own company leaves much to be desired," she told Paws. She picked him and gave him a kiss on his cold black nose. "I'll see you soon, little fella. I promise to bring you a treat."
She put Paws down in his cat bed and started out the door. But it was colder outside that she had expected, so she came back inside and put on a heavier coat, plus a scarf and gloves. She debated whether to drive down to the dining lodge or to walk. The roads were well lit at Rockledge, and it was only about half a mile. She'd been inside all day and was feeling especially grump and out of sorts, so she thought exercise might do her good.
Outside, she looked up into the night sky, to look at one of her favorite things at Rockledge - a sky filled with the diamond-like bright light of stars. She started down the winding asphalt road that ran past the ski chalets down to the dining lodge.
The ski chalets were a relatively new addition to the Rockledge family's trout ranch. For many years, the lodging consisted of motel rooms, and several houses for use by families. Then one of their regular guests had made an interesting observation, followed by an equally interesting suggestion.

The guest was one of what Tory's Mom Janine called a "high roller." Ed Mannion was the president of a fairly large mechanical engineering firm headquartered in St. Louis and he regularly brought a group of his employees, along with some of his best customers to Rockledge for an all expense paid weekend of trout fishing, bonding and, of course, drinking.
Ed had been one of the last to leave a weekend a few years ago, and he and Janine and Arthur Rockledge had been sitting over coffee and Danish in the lodge dining room.

Ed said, "You know, Art and Janine, you could get a lot more business if you upscaled your sccommodations. I'd love to bring my wife here and I know the guys that just left said the same thing to me. But our wives would find the motel rooms a little too rustic for their taste. They'd love the dining room and the swimming pool and the trail rides, but the rooms just wouldn't measure up to their standards. Even the houses aren't the fancy accommodations they're accustomed to."

Ed had stopped talking for a moment to take a bite of cheese Danish. He took a drink of coffee, then continued. "You know, last winter, my wife and I took the family out to Colorado on a skiing vacation. We stayed in these magnificent ski chalets up on the mountain. My wife went gaga over it. They were two stories, built of cedar, with a wraparound deck, fireplaces in each room, a modern kitchen that she said was to die for. I had to agree that it was a snazzy place to stay. So what I'm suggesting that you think about is to develop some similar accommodations here. I guarantee you my wife and I would be first in line to stay in them. And you could charge an arm and a leg to stay in them and still you'd have to turn people away."

Tory's parents had called a family conference the next day with Tory and her brother Jack, and presented the idea to them. Jack worked at Rockledge and lived there with his Mom, in the house he and Tory had grown up in. Their parents had divorced years ago but still managed to run the place together, relatively amiably.

Their Dad had built himself a log cabin on the other side of the property and seemed happy to live there in semi-isolation. Of course, Jack had told Tory that there wasn't a lot of isolation involved. 


"Sis, Dad has women there, actually more like girls, there all the time. He's still a good-looking guy and I guess some women -- or girls -- go for that rugged, bearded woodsman thing." 

The result of the Rockledge family conference was the decision to build half a dozen upscale, elegant ski chalets. They'd had to borrow a chunk of money from the bank, but they also had enough cash on hand to cover more than half the cost of construction.

Jack had volunteered to oversee the project, and his parents had gratefully accepted his offer, for more reasons than they admitted. Jack had been injured in a car accident when he was a teenager and had been paralyzed from the waist down ever since. He got around amazingly well in his top-end motorized wheelchair, but his parents always welcomed opportunities for him to do "normal" things. Overseeing the construction project was a logical thing for Jack to do. He handled the facilities responsibilities at Rockledge and this was a natural extension of those duties.

Tory thought about how good the project had been for Jack. He'd seemed happier than at any time in his life since the accident.

She reached the dining lodge and looked back up the hill at the ski chalet she was staying in. She'd turned on all the lights, inside and outside, and the place glowed like a castle on a hill. She loved the way the chalets had turned out and then laughed at herself. The reason she loved the chalets so much was that they were modeled after the Colorado-type home she and Ben had built at Edelweiss. 

In fact, if she remembered correctly, Jack had talked to Ben about borrowing the architect drawings from their house. At the time, Tory had been engrossed in the adoption process and had paid little attention to anything else going on around her. 

Somewhere in the back of her mind, she'd known but been unwilling to admit that her desire for a child had become an obsession and was no longer the healthy expression of a woman's nurturing nature.

As she stood looking up at the chalet, she thought, "It's no wonder our marriage is on its death throes -- with me obsessing over a baby and Ben escaping from my madness by burying himself in his work."

Tory felt a knife-like pain shoot through her heart as she thought about how much she missed Ben, how much she loved him. She didn't want this marriage to end but she didn't know what to do about it. Ben had made it abundantly clear that her desire for a baby was destroying his love for her. And she'd been just as demanding to him, telling him that his long hours, his inattention to anything but his job, was destroying her love for him.

But that wasn't really true in her case, she thought now. "I don't think there's anything that could truly destroy my love for Ben -- mess with it, maybe, but definitely not destroy it," she thought.

She still hesitated outside the dining lodge, reluctant to go it. She seldom ate alone there, and many of her memories involved meals shared there with Ben. Going in and sitting down at one of the tables was going to bring all those memories flooding back.

But she was starving and the aroma of fried chicken and grilled steak was wafting out toward her and she opened the door and strode through the general store area outside the entrance to the restaurant.

Jinny was the hostess this evening and she greeted Tory with a big grin and a "Howdy, Miss Tory. How's it going?"

"Going okay," Tory answered, sorry to lie to the girl but knowing that dumping the truth of her failed personal life on the girl was not the way to go.

"Your brother just came in for dinner. Do you want to sit with him?" Jinny asked with a wide smile.

7. Jack Rockledge

Friday, November 20

6:30 p.m.
Jack looked up in surprise at the woman heading toward his table at the fireplace side of the restaurant. He hadn't known his sister Tory was here.

"Sis, good to see you. Have a seat. Join me for dinner. How are you?'

"Whoa, slow down boy. One thing at a time." Tory leaned down and kissed her brother on his cheek, careful to not bump his wheelchair as she moved toward him.

Jack was slightly fanatical, almost obsessive about this wheelchair and most people understood that because they understood that it was his lifeline, replacing the freedom that a functioning set of legs provides for most other people.

"You're not lookin' so good, Sis," Jack said gently, now that he'd gotten a closer look at his sister.

"Gee, thanks," had been Tory's tart remark.

She sat down in the chair across from Jack, the one with its back to the fire. She knew she didn't want to sit there staring into the flames and thinking about the romantic evenings she and Ben had spent in front of a blazing fire, both here and at home.

Jinny came over with menus and asked what they would like to drink. They both asked for coffee and glasses of water. Neither of them drank anything alcoholic, having seen their father cause irreparable damage and incredible pain to his wife, his son and daughter and most of all to himself.. Alcohol had destroyed their parents' marriage and their family, and Jack and Tory were not going down that path.

"So what brings you here?" Jack asked, but he was afraid he already knew the answer. Their mom had mentioned in passing that things were amiss with Tory's marriage. Jack hadn't pumped her for information, preferring to get it from the horse's mouth, so to speak, Janine Rockledge had a tendency to exaggerate trouble. She wasn't quite a doomsayer, but she edged close to it.

Tory played with the napkin and then her silverware, reluctant to drag her brother into her messy life. He was the older by two years but ever since the accident, Tory had felt she had to take care of him, to look out for him.

But she loved him and because she wanted only honesty between them, she shared a cleaned-up version of the truth.

"Ben and I are taking a little time-out, nothing serious. We have some disagreements about our lives and our marriage. Things are going to be okay so please don't worry about it."

"Sis, this is me you're talking to. Number one, I can see right through the bullshit you're feeding me. And number two, Mom already told me about it, with her usual great delight, I might add."

Tory shook her head and said, "That's Mom for you." then added, "Why did you ask if you already know?"

"Because you need to talk to someone, who's not Mom, and I'm a good listener."

Tory felt a brief sting of tears in her eyes and reached across the table to pat her brother's hand.

"And you're the best brother in the world."

Tory proceeded to provide Jack with the few gory marital details she could stand to divulge. Jack knew about her obsession to have a baby but he hadn't known about the extent of Ben's escape into his job. That part particularly bothered him, although he didn't reveal the depth of his concern to Tory. She had enough to deal with.

"Sis, trust me when I say, this is just a temporary thing. You and Ben have one of the great loves of all time and you'll get through this and be stronger and more in love."

"From your mouth to God's ears." Tory said the words in her bad Jewish imitation.

"Have you and Ben talked about this, really talked about it?" Jack asked.

"No," Tory answered. "And that's part of the problem. Whenever I've tried to talk to Ben about our problems, he accuses me of using my professional psychobabble and walks out of the room. Being a psychologist is not an advantage in times of marital stress."

Jack was silent for a moment as he thought over what Tory had just said. He could see Ben resisting "talking" about it because that was what Tory did for a living, and she could very easily and unknowingly bury Ben in words.

"I can see how that could happen," he said softy.

Tory saw the love and understanding in his eyes, and she was tempted to ask him if he would talk to Ben for her. But she abandoned that thought before it had a chance to become words. That would be taking unfair advantage of Jack and Ben both. They were good friends and Tory didn't want to mess in their friendship. She knew how much she would resent it if Ben tried to get Jack on his side. And somehow she was sure that Ben hadn't done that and wouldn't do that. If there was one thing that she knew for certain about Ben was that he played fair. He would never use his friendship with her brother to get any kind of scoop on her.

"Any advice?" she asked lightly, not expecting any.

But to her surprise, Jack took her absolutely seriously. Just as he was about to speak, Jinny approached their table and asked if they were ready to order. Tory could've hit her over the head with the menu. What lousy timing. Chances are she never be able to bring Jack back to the point where he'd offer her serious, heartfelt advice. Jack was mostly a kidder and a teaser and the times that he was serious were rare, few and far between.

Tory tried to hide her annoyance from Jinny and thought she did a pretty good job of it. But she knew Jack the perceptive one, would be able to see right through her.

They both ordered the night's special, deep-fried jumbo shrimp with side orders of French fries and slaw and handed their menus back to Jinny.

Their food arrived in just a few minutes, an indication that things were slow in the kitchen on this cold November night.

Jack cleared his throat and tried to be casual with the question he wanted to ask.

"So have you talked to Cara lately? How's she doing?"

Tory kept her head down and her eyes on her food as she answered. She knew why Jack was asking, and it broke her heart.

8. Cara Carpentier 

November 20, 2009

Friday Evening
At the sight of her friend standing in the doorway, Cara turned off the ignition, picked up the file folder lying on the seat next to her, and got out of Mustang. Elise headed toward Cara and wrapped her in a hug before bringing her into the house, saying, "It's so good to see you, sweetie. I've missed you."

Cara gave Elise's arm a squeeze as they entered the foyer. She loved Elise and Jeb's home. It was big and open and filled with light, day and night. Just walking into this lovely home could put you in a better mood. She and Kevin had talked off and on about building a place out here near his brother and sister-in-law's home but nothing ever came of it, and now it was too late.

Cara hung her long red winter wool coat on the coat rack in the corner of the foyer, then followed her friend into the great room. A fire was blazing cheerily in the floor-to ceiling stone fireplace, and Cara went over to stand in front of it, rubbing her hands together and breathing in the smoky wood smell.

"Come sit down here next to me," Elise invited, sitting down on one of the long sofas that stretched in front of the fireplace, and patting the cushion next to her.

"Where are Jeb and the kids? I thought you were all going to be home this evening."

"They're downstairs in the family room, setting up a new computer that Jeb bought today. The kids are so excited because it's state-of-the-art and can do most everything, except mash potatoes, I think. We'll go down and see them in a minute. I just wanted to talk with you alone, just the two of us. You were coming to see me this afternoon to ask me something, and I wanted to give us some privacy."

"You're a good friend, Cara said, smiling at Elise. "You always know what I need." She opened the file folder on her lap, glanced at the top page, then closed the folder and handed it to Elise.

Elise took the folder and asked her friend, "What's this?"

"You tell me," Elise answered. "This is what I wanted to talk to you about."

Elise took in a quick breath, surprised at what Cara was saying. She'd been so convinced that Cara was going to ask her to be her therapist that it took a moment for her to wrap her mind around the fact that that wasn't what Cara wanted.

Elise glanced at Cara and saw how serious she was. Elise opened the file and began going through the papers. She finished thumbing through them and went back to the beginning and did it again.

"I don't understand. This looks like a fairly straightforward list of First National Bank mortgage holders?" Elise said questioningly.

"I know that's exactly what it looks like. I thought the same thing at first. I was at home going through files from Kevin's office at the bank -- I'll tell you how that came about in a moment. I was about to put the list back in the folder and go on to the next file when a name on the list jumped out at me." Cara paused, waiting for her friend's expected response but it didn't come. "Aren't you going to ask me what the name was?" Cara's tone held the slightest bit of annoyance.

Elise gave her a big grin and shook her head, saying, "Nope! I know you're going to tell me, and you don't need my help getting there." 

Both women laughed at that and then Cara said, "You're right, as usual. Okay, since you didn't ask but I know you're dying to know, the name was Helga Keplar." She said the name as though she expected Elise to recognize it. When Elise gave her a quizzical look, Cara said, "Don't you remember? That was the woman who lived next door to me when I was growing up. She'd been my surrogate grandmother. All my grandparents had died before I was born, and it had been great to have a pretend grandmother Helga. She meant a lot to me and over the years, I stayed in touch with her. She entered a nursing home about 15 years ago. What little money she had, had disappeared by then, and her nursing home expenses were covered by Medicaid. She died of Alzheimer's five years later."

Cara paused for a moment, then continued. "The list had an address, date of birth and place of birth, all of which agreed with what I remembered about Grandma Helga. But what on earth was her name doing on a list of mortgage loans dated 10 years after her death? The loan was in the amount of $250,000, a humongous, unrealistic amount. The incongruity of it bothered me enough that I went on the Internet to do some research. I checked most of the names on the list against the Social Security Death Index, and guess what?" She looked at Elise and saw that her friend was frowning.
Cara said, "Yep! Every one of them had died before the date of the mortgage."

Elise stood up and said, "Stay right here. Don't move. I'll be back in a minute with Jeb."

8. Jack Rockledge

Summer, 25 years ago
Jack Rockledge was on top of the world. He was an 18-year-old freshman at Washington University in St. Louis. He was desperately in love with the most beautiful girl in the world, Cara Lassiter. Cara was one of his sister Tory's best friends. She and Tory and Elise, the other good buddy, would all be seniors at Rivermont High.

Jack was lounging by the over-sized swimming pool at his family's trout ranch resort outside of Rivermont. It was a hot summer Saturday afternoon, and Jack was hosting a pledge party for his fraternity. There'd been a lot of underage consumption of beer that Jack had tried, somewhat successfully, to hide from his parents. Most of the guys were a bit over the edge, and no one was really sober. But the party included sleeping accommodations for anyone who wanted to stay overnight, and Jack was determined that no one would be driving drunk on his watch.

Although Jack had had a couple of beers, he considered himself the soberest one of the bunch. A lot of good-natured horseplay was going on in the pool, along with a somewhat disorganized game of water volley ball was the source of a lot of shouts and even some swearing.

On an impulse, Jack decided to take a road trip to Cara's house. He hadn't seen her for a couple of days -- she had a summer job working at one of the local animal hospitals and she'd been putting in extra hours for a couple of techs who were on vacation.

He picked up his towel, dried himself off, then went into the cabana to change into street clothes. He'd hoped to sneak out without anyone seeing him, but one of his buddies, Pat Bennett, caught up with him and asked where he was going. Jack hesitated, not sure whether to confess that he was missing his girlfriend or to just pretend he was going on a beer run. Then he remembered Pat pining over his own girlfriend who was going to summer school in Maine and decided on the truth. 

"I'm taking a road trip to see Cara. She's pulling an all-nighter at the animal hospital and I thought I'd drop by."

"Hey, man, are you taking that sweet sports car of yours?" Pat asked.

"Sure," Jack answered. "I'm not taking the ranch pick-up, that's for sure."

"Do you think I could try it out?" Pat asked, a hopeful look on his face. The guys in the fraternity envied his red Corvette convertible, a high school graduation present from his grandparents. Jack was protective of the car and so far hadn't let anyone but Cara behind the wheel. And he'd only let her drive it on the back roads around Rockledge.

Jack tried to think of a tactful way to refuse without sounding like a jackass but came up empty. Then he thought of a compromise that might work.

"Well, here's what we could do. You don't know the way to the animal hospital so I should probably drive once we get to the highway. But you can drive from here to the highway." Jack thought this was a good way to handle it. the back roads around Rockledge had little traffic and his precious red convertible should be safe in Pat's hands for the few minutes it took to reach the highway leading into Rivermont. 

Jack had a thought and asked his friend, "How many beers have you had?"

Pat had grinned at him and said, "Probably not as many as you, old buddy. Not to worry. I'm as sober as a judge."

Jack had laughed at that, saying, "You don't know the judges around here." When they reached the parking lot, he tossed the keys to Pat and got in the passenger side. The car was a thing of beauty and Jack had been blown away by his grandparents' generosity. 

Pat got in the driver's side and adjusted the seat for his height. He was a couple of inches shorter than the long-legged Jack.

Pat put the key in the ignition and gently turned it. Jack grinned at his friend's care with his car, just what he'd wanted to see. The sound blasting from the radio made them both jump. Jack had quickly reached out to turn down the volume.

"Man, you sure know how to listen to music," Pat teased.

Jack had answered back with, "What's the point of music if isn't loud enough to get everyone's attention?"

Pat had driven slowly out onto the road, carefully looking both ways. The car was a stick shift and fortunately Pat knew how how to drive a stick. Jack hadn't even thought to ask. 

Pat eased the car smoothly from first into second and then into third. The sun shone down on them and Jack reached into the glove compartment for his sunglasses. He noticed Pat had pulled down the visor and was squinting into the sunlight.

"You want to borrow my shades?" Jack offered, holding out the sunglasses in Pat's direction.

Pat had turned to Jack, and reached out his hand toward the sunglasses. Somehow they'd missed their connection and the sunglasses had fallen to the floor. Both men had instinctively bent down to pick them up, Pat unthinkingly, Jack, deliberately. In bending down, their heads had cracked together hard enough to send them both reeling backwards. 

In his confusion and disorientation, Pat lost control of the car. It weaved across the road, right into the path of an oncoming 18-wheeler. Jack and Pat both grabbed at the steering wheel and managed to get out of the path of the truck but ended up going off the side of the road into a ravine. 

The car skidded headfirst into a massive oak tree. Neither Jack nor Pat had been wearing a seat belt, and they were both thrown out of the convertible. Pat landed on an outcropping of rocks, hitting headfirst. Jack had landed nearby on a grassy embankment. 

The truck driver had seen the car leave the road and had brought the truck to a screeching halt a couple of hundred yards down the road. Before jumping out of the truck, he'd contacted someone on his CB radio and told them the location of the accident and asked them to call an ambulance.

He'd run up the road and reached the accident in a matter of moments. He'd stopped first to examine Pat and then had moved on to Jack. 

Jack was conscious but was in such a twisted position that the truck driver surmised that he had a serious back injury. 

"How's my buddy?" He'd croaked out the question as the truck driver knelt beside him.

"Umm, he's unconscious so I'm not sure," the man had said hesitantly. "An ambulance should be here soon. I called it in on my CB radio. I'm not going to move you in case you have a back injury. That's what I learned in a first aid course I had to take... " the man's voice trailed off helplessly. 

It took more than an hour for the ambulance to reach them. During that time, Jack had at first insisted that the man check repeatedly on his friend, which the truck driver had reluctantly done. Each time he'd reported that the friend was still unconscious. Jack had eventually lost consciousness and the truck diver sat on the ground next to him, waiting for the arrival of the ambulance.

The paramedics had commended the truck driver for not moving Jack, telling him in low voices that had he done so, Jack probably would have died. As it was, they speculated that he had a serious back injury that might incapacitate him for life. They also told the truck driver that the other victim had hit his head so hard on the rocks that he'd most likely died instantly. 

The nearest hospital with a sufficient trauma center was more than 50 miles away and the ambulance had left immediately, with both Jack and Pat inside.

Jack learned much later that he had sustained a spinal injury that had permanently paralyzed him from the waist down.

He also learned that blood tests showed Pat's blood alcohol level exceeded the legal limit, as did his. He'd had much time to reflect on their lack of judgment but he hadn't thought either of them was impaired enough to not be able to drive. Evidently that wasn't the case. Jack's parents reported to him that at the inquest held a few weeks after the crash, the coroner had testified that Patrick Bennett most likely would have survived the crash had he been wearing his seat belt.

Jack's father had later told him, "And young man, that same coroner also said that you would be up on your own two feet instead of flat on your back in this hospital bed if you'd been wearing your seat belt."

Jack had often thought the accident had been the final nail n the coffin of his parents' marriage. There had been cracks in the relationship for years, but this had been the end of it. His dad was unable to forgive him for his negligence and carelessness and his mom had been unable to forgive his dad for his unforgiveness.

When Jack's doctors finally sat down in Jack's hospital room with Mr. and Mrs. Rockledge to give them Jack's prognosis, everyone was hoping for a miracle. For weeks, Jack had undergone test after test. He had no feeling in his legs and couldn't move any part of them. The doctors had been close-mouthed, refusing to speculate, saying only that they needed more tests.

Dr. Granger was the head of neurology at Rivermont Memorial Hospital and the lead doctor on Jack's case. He stodd by Jack's bed, along with Mr. and Mrs. Rockledge and two of his associates, both young men in their early 30s, on their way to successful medical careers.

Dr. Granger reached out to touch Jack's shoulder, saying, "Jack, I'm so sorry that the news isn't better. We've done every test, and the results are all the same. You sustained severe spinal nerve damage, so severe that it's irreversible and has caused complete paralysis in your lower extremities. I'd give anything to give you a better prognosis but it looks like you're going to be paralyzed for the rest of your life." Dr. Granger had paused then, looking first at the Rockledges and then back at Jack.

"All that being said, I don't want to say medical science won't someday come up with a course of treatment for nerve damage like yours. Anything is possible. But with what we currently know, I can't hold out much hope for you yet."

Dr. Granger had patted Jack on the shoulder, then he and his associates left. The room was silent except for some barely audible sobs from Janine Rockledge. She came closer to Jack and reached down and took his hand.

"We'll never stop looking for a cure, son," she said, and then her tears started in earnest. Arthur Rockledge stood frozen at his son's bedside, unable to speak, unable to move. He couldn't keep himself from blaming his son for the accident, for the death of Pat Bennett. Arthur couldn't find any forgiveness in his heart for his son. A small part of him assumed that his son's paralysis was God's punishment for Jack's carelessness. A larger part of him knew that was nonsense but he had no words of love or support to give Jack. Instead, he turned away and walked stiffly out of the room. Janine gasped at his desertion and turned as if to follow him.

But Jack reached out a hand to stop her. "Let him go, Mom. Just let him go."

From then on, it had been Jack and Janine Rockledge, along with Tory, against the world. Art Rockledge had moved out of the family home a few months after Jack's accident. Art had started living where he still lived, in one of the cabins on the far side of the trout ranch.

From the first few days after the accident, Jack had refused to see or talk to Cara. He ordered his family and the nurses to keep her away from him. Janine had begged him to reconsider but Jack was immovable. Janine had talked with Cara every day, reporting on Jack's condition and advising her to be patient, that he would eventually come around. But he never had. 

And once he'd gotten the diagnosis for his future, he became even more adamant and determined not to saddle her with a cripple.

He spent the next couple of months sinking into an ever deeper depression. Tory and Janine had done their best but nothing seemed to help. Dr. Granger had become attached to Jack and had remained as his primary physician. There came a day when Dr. Granger was giving Jack his monthly check-up when the physician had finally had enough of Jack's downer attitude.

"All right, young man, I know fate has dealt you a rotten hand. But it could be worse. You could be dead, like your friend is."

That comment had enraged Jack. "I wish I were dead. I don't deserve to be alive. It's my fault my friend is dead and it's not fair that I'm alive."

Dr. Granger had stared at Jack, realizing now the depth of his despair and also realizing that this wasn't going to go away on its own.

"There's someone I want you to see," Dr. Granger said.

"Another doctor? I don't want to see another doctor. No one can help me." Jack's voice was emotionless.

"Well, no, it's not another doctor, it's a psychologist, actually," Dr. Granger said.

"Oh, no. You're not shoving a shrink off on me.

"This is a special kind of shrink, Jack. It's a paralyzed shrink, although he prefers to be called a counselor. He was injured in Vietnam and has been in a wheelchair ever since. He's my patient also and I respect him more than most anyone I know. I think he can help you. I think you're finally ready to have him help you."

"Didn't you hear me say I don't want to see him?" Still Jack's voice was emotionless, despite the apparent anger his words intended.

Dr. Granger had just smiled and nodded and left the room. Jack had been fitted with a wheelchair and he'd managed to get around fairly well with it. His mother had bought a special van equipped with a lift for the wheelchair, and she and Tory were easily able to take Jack wherever he had to go. But he never wanted to go anywhere. The only place he went was to his monthly doctor's appointment.

The van Janine bought had also been fitted for a paralyzed driver, in hopes that one day Jack would be willing to venture out on his own.

Jack wheeled himself out into the doctor's entrance area. The receptionist had smiled over at him and said, "Your mother is in with the doctor for a minute. She asked if you would wait here for her."

Under his breath, Jack muttered to himself, "And just exactly what else could I do?"

"I'm sorry, Jack. I didn't hear what you said," the receptionist said in her friendly voice.

"I didn't say anything," Jack muttered, head down and flushing with embarrassment.

It turned out that Dr. Granger had convinced Janine to let his counselor friend visit Jack at his house. The doctor had talked with Janine about Jack's depression, telling her it was understandable and expected but that it had to be handled before it reached the point of no return.

At first Jack had refused to talk with Terry Hirsch but Terry had been amazingly persistent. He had come by Jack's house every day, saying it was on his way home. Jack later found out that couldn't have been farther from the truth. It was way out of Terry's way but he was determined to help this young man through what he himself had gone through. 

Eventually, after a couple of weeks of refusing to see Terry, Jack had relented. He'd realized that the man was as stubborn as he was, perhaps more so.

Their first few talks had been stilted and uncomfortable. Jack had responded to Terry's questions and comments with gruff monosyllables.  Terry had settled on a schedule of two visits a week, on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. Janine had made the den available for them and during the winter, she always had fire burning in the fireplace.

Terry was a personable, charming man and Jack did finally fall under his spell. Jack was desperately lonely and scared and afraid to show those emotions to anyone. But Terry had been through it all and understood what Jack was feeling. Terry had had a counselor who'd helped him adjust to the new realities of his life and that's what Terry hoped to do for Jack.

Twenty-five years later, their counseling sessions long a thing of the past, Jack and Terry now stayed in touch as friends, Terry had reached retirement age but was in no hurry to hang up his shingle. Nowadays, he concentrated his energies on counseling the vets at the nearby veterans hospital outside St. Louis. Every day of the week, he made the journey in his specially outfitted van. Sometimes he convinced Jack to come along for the ride so to speak. On the days that Jack agreed to accompany his friend, Terry had included Jack in the group sessions, using him as one of his success stories and examples to the group.

One neat thing that had come out of Terry's counseling sessions with Jack was that he and Janine Rockledge became really good friends and spent time together that had nothing to do with Jack. Tory and Jack sometimes speculated about why the two of them didn't get married but figured it was none of their business.

The one area where Terry felt he'd failed Jack and in which he had had absolutely no luck was with Jack's refusal to see or talk to Cara. She had continued for several years to try to contact Jack, but he wouldn't see her or talk to her. She'd finally given up and had gotten on with her life. 

Unbeknownst to anyone, Jack had kept tabs on Cara as best he could, from newspaper articles and the Rivermont High Alumni Newsletter. From his various sources, especially his sister Tory, one of Cara's best friends, he learned that she'd finished college, with a degree in finance. For several years, she'd worked in management at the First National Bank of Rivermont. When she'd thought about dating Kevin Carpentier, one of the sons of the bank's owner, she'd left the bank and went into partnership with a local venture capital company. 

After two years of dating, Cara and Kevin had married. Tory had been a bridesmaid and as gently as possible whenever Jack was around, she'd shared with her mother details about the wedding and everything leading up to it, including stacks of photos. Tory hadn't known whether Jack still thought about Cara but just in case he did, she wanted to be careful of his feelings.

Even recently when the news that Cara's husband Kevin had committed suicide had been all over television and the newspapers, Jack hadn't mentioned her name. In fact, as far as Tory knew, her name hadn't crossed his lips since before the accident. He had wiped her out of his life and seemingly out of his heart.

9. Jeb Carpentier

Friday, November 20, 2009

10 p.m.
Jeb sat alone in the den, a nightcap of Scotch on the rocks  in his hand. He was settled back in his "Dad recliner," as the kids called it, deep in thought about the events of the evening.

Elise and Cara had filled him in on the mystery of the mortgage holders. Jeb had been astounded at the list and the seeming fraud that it indicated. Cara had left the papers with him and the folder now lay on his lap. He'd been over and over it and couldn't reach any conclusion but that Kevin had been involved in some sort of bank embezzlement. If it were true, it might somehow answer the question that had nagged at him for almost a year now: What could have caused his younger brother to take his own life? Jeb had never understood it, had actually never accepted it, had assumed it was some kind of freak accident, not a suicide.

Before she left, Jeb had promised Cara that he would follow up on it at the bank first thing tomorrow, even though it was Saturday. Jeb planned to go in to the bank and go through the mortgage records and see if he could figure out what was going on. Even though the bank had been sold and no longer belonged to the Carpentier family, Jeb still worked there and retained his title as executive vice president. Ironically enough, he often thought he worked harder than ever to prove that he deserved the job he held.

But that was the most ironic: He didn't want the job that he held. In fact, he'd planned to talk to Elise about that very thing this evening but Cara's visit had prevented that. He supposed he could have still talked to Elise after Cara left but he felt so flummoxed by what she'd found in Kevin's files that his mind was preoccupied with that. There was little brainpower left over for anything else.

Jeb had never been a banker at heart. His secret love had always been history, and from high school on, he'd wanted to be a college professor. He'd majored in history at Mizzou but had minored in banking and finance at his father's insistence. Kevin was the one who'd been the born banker. Their father had recognized that and Kevin had risen in the bank further and faster than Jeb, but Jeb hadn't minded. He loved his younger brother and wanted only the best for him.

Over the past several years, Jeb had once again picked up his interest in history. He'd started working on a master's degree, again with a major in history and a minor in finance, as a way to assuage his father.

He'd never thought he'd have the courage to break away from banking but the sale of the bank now offered that opportunity. As long as the bank was family-owned, Jeb felt it would have been a betrayal of his father to leave. But now, it would no longer be a betrayal of the family. 

Jeb had started quietly investigating his career possibilities, but he wanted to talk with Elise before he went any further. She loved his interest in history and they often included historical sites and sights on their family vacations. They also would read the same history best-sellers and share their thoughts on what they were reading. 

He knew, really knew, that she would be fine with whatever he decided. Even the drastic reduction in income wouldn't be a concern to her. They never spent anywhere near what they earned, putting most of it away for Paul and Caitlin's college and for their own retirement. Their home was paid for, and they could easily live on what Elise earned in her counseling practice and what he could earn as a history teacher at Rivermont High. That was what he'd decided he wanted to do, and he'd been so eager to share his plans with Elise. Well, that would have to wait till another time. His primary responsibility now was to investigate the list of mortgage holders.

After Cara and Elise had shared the problem with him, Cara had asked if he thought they should contact Ben Madison, because of his position on the Rivermont police force.

Jeb had agreed that was a good idea but said he wanted to take a look at the bank files first to get more information about what was going on. He said he could take care of that Saturday morning and once he knew more, he'd call Ben and ask him to come over to the Carpentier house, along with Cara and Elise. Hopefully, they could do that Saturday afternoon.

Jeb heard a sound out in the hall and looked at the doorway. Elise came in to the room, a smile on her face. "You look so comfortable in the "Dad recliner."

Jeb smiled back at her and said, "I am, but I'd be even more comfortable with you here next to me."

The recliner was a double one that Jeb and Elise often shared, sitting side by side reading or watching television.

Settled in next to him, Elise asked, "So, what do you think?"

Jeb knew what she was talking about and didn't ask her to explain.

"I think I don't know enough yet," Jeb answered slowly. "You know, I could never accept Kevin's suicide. I didn't understand it. He didn't leave a note, at least not that we could find. Cara was as baffled as Dad and I were. Kevin had seemed fine, his same old self, the last time we talked. Then two days later, he supposedly commits suicide by carbon monoxide poisoning in his garage."

"I did think it was strange that Robb was the one who discovered Kevin," Elise said. 

Robb Batters had told police that he had an appointment to meet with Kevin at his home and had discovered him in the garage.

Robb Batters was one of Kevin and Jeb's colleagues at the bank. In fact, Robb was the one who negotiated the sale of the bank, and he was now the bank's chief executive officer. Robb, along with the other bank officers, including Jeb and his father, had earned major bonuses as a result of the sale.

Jeb sighed and said, "Yeah, Robb was never one of Kevin's favorite people, nor mine either. Dad thought Robb hung the moon because he was such a go-getter. But neither Kevin nor I trusted Robb. We weren't sure he was operating by the same ethical standards the Carpentier family adhered to."

"Do you have much interaction with Robb now that he's the bank's high muckety-muck?" Elise asked.

"No, not really. He spends a lot of time at the holding company's headquarters in Chicago. I think that's his real goal. He wants to be part of the holding company's management team. First National is small potatoes to him now."

Elise reached over and took Jeb's hand and gave it a squeeze. "Sweetie, let's talk about what's been on your mind these past few weeks." She grinned at him and once again squeezed his hand, then said, "And don't you dare pretend you don't know what I'm talking about."

"I always knew I was married to a good witch of the west, and this proves it. You must be a mind reader." Jeb shook his head, smiling at Elise as he did so.

"So, okay, let's talk about it," Elise said.

"Okay, of course. In fact, I'd planned on us talking about it this evening but then Cara came over and that changed everything." He took a deep breath, then plunged in.

"I'm pretty sure I want to leave the bank." He waited for her reaction.

Elise nodded her head, and said, "That's what I was expecting. No matter what a good job you've done of hiding your unhappiness, I knew this wasn't working out for you. Actually, banking has never been your first love, or even your 10th love. So what is it you want to do?"

Jeb closed his eyes and plunged in. "I want to teach history at Rivermont High." He heard a low laugh from his wife and opened his eyes to see her broad smile and shining eyes.

"Bless your heart!" she exclaimed. "Finally! It's about time you followed your dream." She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, then asked, "What do you have to do to make that happen."

"Well, first I have to get accredited, to get a teaching certificate from the state. Then I have to see if there's a job opening at Rivermont." He chuckled, then continued. "Well, actually, there is a job opening there. The principal plays golf at the club, and we've had a couple of conversations. It's possible I might be able to do this by the first of next year."

"That soon!" Elise said. "More power to you, sweetie." Elise leaned back and sighed. "At least one good thing has come out of tonight."

"Yeah," Jeb agreed. "Maybe tomorrow will tell the tale about Kevin."

10. Jeb Carpentier

Saturday, November 21, 2009

9 a.m.
Jeb got up at 7 the next morning and went for a run. The weather was chilly and damp, just the kind of weather you could expect in November in the Midwest. He took his usual route around Edelweiss, but was so preoccupied with the events of the previous evening that he paid no attention to his surroundings as he ran. 

Edelweiss was a jewel of a place to live. It was a gated resort community, more than a thousand acres in size, located at the edge of Rivermont, overlooking the Mississippi River. The enclave was mostly wooded and was dotted with several lakes, both large and small. Jeb and Elise's home was on one of the larger lakes, and was complete with a boat dock and boat. Just last weekend, Jeb had finally and reluctantly put the boat in drydock, always a sad part of the season. Edelweiss had a variety of amenities, including a heated outdoor swimming pool, a tough 18-hole golf course, and a dining lodge with a gourmet chef at the helm. 

Jeb and Elise had moved from their small ranch starter home to Edelweiss when Paul and Caitlin were toddlers. Jeb's parents had been one of the first families to live there, and it had become a dream of Jeb and Elise to live in Edelweiss also. 

Just last year, Elise's parents, Katherine and Jackson Davis, had sold their sprawling suburban home on the other side of Rivermont and had bought one of the townhouses overlooking the river. Now, as Jeb ran past the townhouses, he grinned at the thought of his in-laws. They were quite a pair!

The Davises had a law practice in downtown Rivermont, with their offices located in the same general area as Elise and Tory's counseling practice and the First National Bank of Rivermont. The Davises were committed to providing legal advice to those who needed it most but were least able to afford it. That usually meant little or no revenue in legal fees but fortunately, the law firm had a few well-paying clients that kept it afloat. Jeb admired his in-laws' altruism and their accompanying concern for the community. 

Elise had grown up in the same kind of stable, loving home that he had. It was a mystery to him how Elise could have become the wonderful, loving, generous person that she had and her older sister Sarah had become what she had.
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