1/31/06 -- 312

2/1/06 -- 220

                641

544 - 2/2/06

 1185

508 --2/3/06

1693

504 -- 2/4/06

2197

584 --2/5/06

2781

521 -- 2/6/05

3302

597 -- 2/7/06

3899

520 -- 2/8/06

4,419

549 -- 2/9/06

4,968

1,558 -- 2/12/06

6,526

522-2/13/06

7,048

507-2/14/06

7,555

Sam Notes -- 2/12/06

Layers in writing -- people and things are more than they appear on the surface --Peel back the layers like you would an onion -- people and things are more complex and interesting and intricate and complicated than at first glance. I love writing in the living room -- I think this may be where I write. The heighth of the computer keyboard tray is better than the laptop on the table in my office -- also known as the little bedroom. I love being able to look out the window at the trees. I'll take the laptop to the little house and write there also. I'm absolutely amazed at how good my first 5,000 words are. It's very good, very smooth -- not like my previous writing, even 5 years ago. Now I'm going to read through what I've written so that I can fix it and my notes for consistency. Then I'm supposed to write 1500 words today to catch up -- I think I'll let myself count these words -- or maybe not.

I turned the lights on the deck on, for optimal writing ambience as Mike and Ellen would say. I'm going to light a fire and candles soon. I love this house -- I think Johnny loved it too and I'm so glad we bought it, despite everything. I haven't decided yet what I'm going to do tonight -- movie or read or both and exercise.

Characters:

Lee Cunningham - heroine -- 39 -- widow -- she's acting as guardian of her niece and nephew

Casey Cunningham -- Lee's husband who died two years ago

Suzannah Trent -- Lee's sister who was murdered six months ago

Jack Trent -- Suzannah's estranged husband who is suspected of murdering Suzannah. They were separated at the time of her death. Jack is the one who has the twins at the mountain cabin. Lee and Jack were childhood sweethearts until Suzannah stole Jack away from Lee. Suzannah lied to Jack, telling him Lee was in love with someone else, then seducing him and falsely claiming she was pregnant.

Jody and Toby Trent -- Suzannah's and Jack's 10-year-old twins

Mitchell Lawson is the bad guy -- he murdered Suzannah and framed Jack -- He an Suzannah were embezzling money from her father's Senate campaign fund. Mitchell ran the St. Louis office and Suzannah worked there as a volunteer. Mitchell and Suzannah were having an affair.

Senator Warren Walters -- Republican senator from Missouri -- died 6 months ago shortly after his daughter was murdered -- he had found out about the embezzlement and money laundering. He committed suicide but did his best to make it look like an accident.

Elise Walters -- Lee's and Suzannah's mother -- she has a heart condition -- she still lives in Washington but plans to move back to St. Louis as soon as she sells their Georgetown home.

Paul Washington -- Lee's police partner when she was on the city police force and a good friend -- he's big and black and would do anything for Lee.

John Travis -- Principal of Parkhurst Elementary School on Watson Road

Art Perkins -- 5th grade teacher of the twins at Parkhurst

Amy Wildwood -- a childhood friend of Lee's and Suzannah's -- now Lee's best female friend

Lee is a stay at home aunt -- work at home -- mistaken identity. But she's trying to hide something. It's starting to snow. She's making a cake with butter. It's almost time to pick up the kids from school. The boy and girl are her sister's children. Her sister is dead. Her husband is dead. Her sister's name was Suze -- short for Suzannah -- Suzannah was divorced from Jack Trent. Lee's husband, Casey Cunningham is dead but Lee still thinks about him all the time. 
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Went to a writers workshop at Barnes and Noble and it was wonderful --

Here's my jacket blurb:

Crazy Quilt

Where are the twins? Lee's niece and nephew have disappeared from their elementary school. Just as Lee is about to call the police to report that they're missing, she receives a text message on her cell phone saying, "Don't call the police. You know why."

Why would someone take the twins?  What secrets is Lee protecting?

Who is Mitchell Lawson? What does Jack Denton, the person who contacts her, want? Is he on the side of the good guys or the bad?

Layer after layer of secrets and surprises unfold. What is the elaborate plot behind the disappearance of the twins?

Lee can't cooperate with the police because of her secrets. The quest is to get her niece and nephew back. The quest is also to come to grips with  all the secrets.

The major antagonist is the person who took the twins to use them as leverage with Lee to get her to reveal the secrets. He does questionable things for reasons that he thinks are right.

January 31, 2006

Crazy Quilt

Chapter 1
Lee opened the oven door a crack to peek at the cake -- it was her special recipe for a melt-in-your mouth butter cake. "Almost done," she thought, with a glance at the wall clock on other side of the kitchen. "Good thing," she continued her inner monologue. "Time to scoot and pick up the twins." She got the cake rack out of the cabinet next to the stove and placed it on one of the long counters.

Pot holders in hand, she once again opened the oven, this time lifting out the cake and setting it down gently on the cake rack to cool.

She smiled, thinking how Jody and Toby, her niece and nephew, would whoop and holler when they saw the cake waiting there for them, as she had promised on the way to school this morning.

Lee took her keys from the key rack and her parka from the coat rack and went through the laundry room into the garage. She put on the coat and patted the right-hand pocket to make sure her cell phone was there. But before she got into her Grand Cherokee, she stopped abruptly, said, "Rats," turned around and went back into the house.

"Forgot to turn off the oven," she announced to Tassy, the twins' fluffy-haired gray cat, then added, "Again."

With the oven safely off, Lee started toward the door again. She paused to scoop Tassy up in her arms. The tabby had been purring and winding herself around Lee's ankles, looking for attention. "Wanna go for a ride?" Lee asked. Interpreting the answering "Yow" as yes, Lee first stopped to set the alarm by the garage door. She carried Tassy out to the Jeep parked in the two-car garage, picking up the cat carrier on her way. Tassy would have preferred to ride loose but because she had a tendency to settle in right between the accelerator and the brake, Lee preferred to keep her in the carrier.
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With Tassy safely settled in her dreaded cat carrier, Lee started the Jeep and backed out of the garage, thinking how glad she was that Casey didn't know that once again on her first try she'd forgotten to turn off the oven and turn on the alarm. Or maybe he did know.

Out on the driveway, Lee looked around in amazement at the heavy snow. Somehow she hadn't noticed that it had started snowing heavily. It had been a mild winter so far and this was the first significant snowfall for the St. Louis area this year. The twins were going to be ecstatic -- they loved building snow forts and staging snowball fights -- no sissy snowman-building for them. Their elementary school was just five blocks from home, and it usually took just a couple of minutes for Lee to drive there. But the snow made for slow going and this time the trip took fifteen minutes. Lee glanced at the clock on the dash and frowned. She was really late and prayed that the twins hadn't started walking home on their own. 

Following their mother's murder six months ago, when Lee came to take care of them, she had laid down the law to the twins -- no walking to or from school, no accepting rides from anyone, no going over to their friends' houses. She would drive them every morning and pick them up every afternoon -- no exceptions. They hadn't protested -- they understood why.

Pulling up under the covered portico in front of the school, Lee saw that hers was the only vehicle in the drive. And there were no twins waiting. She'd expected to see them right by the door, either inside or outside, grumbling loudly about how late Auntie Lee was. 

She shoved the Jeep into park, and leaving the engine idling, she got out and walked toward the entrance. But there was no sign of the twins. 

Her heart began to pound as she walked quickly to the school office. No one was in the outer office -- not the secretary, not the principal, no crossing guards, no twins. 

Lee stood there in the middle of the main hall, at a loss. She called out, "Hello, is anyone here?" but there was no answer.

She decided to look through the building for the twins, for anyone. The twins' 5th grade classroom was on the second floor, at the other end of the building. She'd try there first. She took the steps two at time, suddenly frantic and in a desperate hurry to find the twins.

She hesitated at the threshold of the twins' classroom. There was no light in the room, and it didn't seem that there was anyone inside. But Lee thought she had to at least look around. She stepped into the room, and flipped up the light switches, flooding the room with light. As she'd expected, no one was in the room. Just to make sure, she walked over to an alcove room where the teacher stored extra desks and chairs but there was no one there either.

She looked at row after row of desks until she found Jody's desk. Toby's was right across the aisle. Feeling slightly guilty for intruding on their privacy, she went through the books and papers in Jody's desk. She had to smile at the conglomeration she found. Crisp papers marked with A's -- a well-read copy of a Nancy Drew mystery, The Secret of the Old Clock -- one of Lee's childhood favorites -- textbooks stacked neatly in the shelf under the desk. She put Jody's things back in her desk and walked across the aisle to Toby's desk, which was another matter altogether. The books were flung in any old way and the cover of one of them was hanging loose, about to come off. Papers were shoved in, helter-skelter, and were crumpled into balls. When Lee smoothed the papers out so she could read them, she saw that Toby's grades were C's and D's. 

At least no more F's like last semester, Lee thought. One of the few uncrumpled papers was a picture that she assumed Toby had drawn of a cabin in the woods. Lee knew what house it was, and she wondered why Toby had drawn the picture, so carefully with so much attention to detail, down to the plume of gray-white smoke rising from the chimney.

At the sound of footsteps approaching from down the hall, Lee quickly returned Toby's papers to his desk, and turned toward the door. Just as she reached the doorway, a tall, broad figure loomed in the opening.

"What's going on?" came a growl of a voice.

Lee lifted her chin and said, "I'm looking for my niece and nephew, Jody and Toby Trent. I came to pick them up after school but they're nowhere to be found."

The figure entered the room and Lee saw that it was a broad-shouldered black man.

"May I ask who you are?" Lee said. 

"I'm Art Perkins," he answered, as he came up close to her and stuck out his hand for her to shake. "I'm Jody's and Toby's 5th grade teacher. As I remember, they left at the same time as the rest of the class. Do you suppose they got a ride with a friend?"

Lee slowly shook her head, saying, "No, they wouldn't do that. They're under strict orders to wait here for me and not to go anywhere else."

"Well, unless they're hiding in some clever place, I don't think they're in the building. Mr. Travis, the principal?.."

Lee interrupted, saying, " Yes, I know who Mr. Travis is. Please continue with what you were saying."
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"I started to say that Mr. Travis and I just went through the classrooms to make sure everyone had left. The snow is really coming down and he wants to lock up the school and leave -- and I'm right there with him. The twins aren't here."

"I don't understand," Lee said slowly. "They have to be here."

She heard footsteps out in the hall and turned toward the classroom door to see John Travis, the principal of Parkhurst Elementary, standing there.

"Mrs. Cunningham? Is there something I can do for you?" he asked.

"Yes, please," Lee answered somewhat breathlessly. "You can tell me where Jody and Toby are."

"You don't know where Jody and Toby are?" he asked. 

Art Perkins spoke before Lee had a chance. "I came up here to do one last check and found ...Mrs. Cunningham is it? here, looking through the twins' papers."

"I was a few minutes late getting here this afternoon to pick them up," Lee explained, hating the note of defensiveness in her voice. "They weren't waiting in the usual place, under the portico. I came in to go to the office to ask about them but no one was there. So I came upstairs to see if they were still in their classroom. I just started looking at the things in their desks -- I didn't know what else to do."

"And I assume that Mr. Perkins just told you that the twins aren't here?" the principal asked.

"Yes, that's what he said. But I don't understand. The twins would never leave with someone else -- they'd know to wait until I got here..." Lee's voice trailed off.

"Mrs. Cunningham, I assure you they're not here." Travis' tone was so firm and final that it sent a chill up Lee's spine.

She hesitated for a moment, then spoke decisively, having made up her mind about her next steps.

"I'm going to have to call the police," she said, determination in her voice.

"The police? What on earth for?" Travis asked.

Lee spoke slowly and deliberately, even as she took her cell phone out of her coat pocket. "As I'm sure you already know all too well, my niece and nephew have been through some trying circumstances and for very good reasons, they would never go off with someone. The fact that they're not here makes me sure that something has happened to them."

She turned away from Travis and Perkins as she tapped in 911 on the cell phone. The call was answered almost immediately and Lee began speaking urgently. 

"My name is Lee Cunningham and I'm at Parkhurst Elementary on Watson Road. My 10-year-old niece and nephew are missing. I'm here with the principal, John Travis, and one of the teachers, Art Perkins. Can you please send a policeman right away?" Lee listened for a moment, then handed her phone to the principal. "The dispatcher has asked to speak to you."

Travis took the phone and listened briefly, then spoke. "No, ma'am, I don't believe anything has happened to the twins. But their aunt says she's knows that they would never leave with anyone, and I can say for certain that they're no longer in the school building. So yes, I would say you should send a policeman."

Travis handed the phone back to Lee, whose frown expressed her irritation at the 911's operator's bypassing her opinion in favor of the principal's. "I assume you're now sending a policeman?" she said to the operator.

Just then, a text message appeared on the cell phone display. The words were in capital letters and said, DON'T CALL THE POLICE. YOU KNOW WHY.

Lee gasped when she read the message, then turned her attention back to the 911 dispatcher still on the line. 

"Never mind," Lee said to the dispatcher. "It's all right -- I suddenly realized I know where the twins are. This is just a big misunderstanding."

"Don't hang up, ma'am," came the insistent voice of the dispatcher. "Let me speak to the school principal again."

Lee closed the phone, effectively disconnecting the call.

She glanced at Travis and Perkins as she put the cell phone back in her coat pocket. 

"Sorry for the confusion," she said, her tone brusque. 

With that, she turned and left room before the men could react. She ran down the stairs and out to her Jeep.

The engine of the Jeep had died, having been left idling too long. Lee quickly started the engine again and drove off in the heavy snowfall. Fortunately, she'd left the defroster and the windshield wipers, front and rear, on while she was in the school so she had no problem seeing out the windows. In the rear view mirror, she could see the school principal and the 5th grade teacher standing in the doorway, watching as she sped away.

Tassy had let out a loud yowl of welcome when Lee got into the Jeep, and now Lee reached over to put her fingers in the wire mesh door of the cat carrier.

"There, there, baby, everything is going to be all right," Lee soothed.

Her cell phone rang, and she fumbled for it in her pocket. The display said Not Available. Lee hesitated, not knowing whether or not to answer the call. But she knew she had no choice, not with the twins missing.

"Hello?" she said.

"Ma'am, this is the 911 dispatcher. I asked you not to hang up. We're required to send out a patrol car in response to your call. Please remain at the school until the policeman arrives." 

"Sure," Lee answered untruthfully as she ended the call. Aloud, she said, "I'll certainly wait there for the police to arrive when the twins are in danger and it's all my fault."

She drove as quickly as the snow allowed. "I've got to get home," she thought, then, "This isn't my home. It was my sister's home, it's the twins' home. It's not my home."

Finally there, she used the automatic opener for the garage door. In side, she once again used the opener to shut the garage door and got out of the Jeep, taking her large handbag in with her.

No time to lose, she thought as and went into the house through the laundry room, remembering at the last moment to turn off the alarm. Lee had never much liked Susannah's house, although she didn't know exactly why. The house a spacious story and a half, open and spacious and light and airy. The great room had cathedral ceilings and the back wall had a sandstone fireplace and a wall of windows. Behind the house were woods and the snow-covered trees looked beautiful but Lee paid them scant attention. Somehow the house was too pretentious, too ostentatious, too everything for her taste.

She went to the bedroom at the back of the house that she had been using during her stay and opened the door to the walk-in closet. On one of the top shelves were several cardboard cartons, along with her luggage. She pulled down two of the boxes and one of the suitcases. putting everything on the queen-sized bed. Hurriedly, she began transferring items from the cartons into a black canvas suitcase, one of the larger ones that had wheels. She carefully drew a small-caliber pistol in a black leather holster from one of the boxes and put the holstered gun in her over-sized handbag. 

She went down the hall, first to Jody's room, then to Toby's room, gathering up changes of clothing for each of them, along with their IPods, Game Boys and a couple of books. She dumped it all in the suitcase, then went into the great room. In one corner was a small pine toolbox. From inside, she took out two flashlights and extra batteries. Back in the bedroom, she added them to the suitcase. She put changes of clothing for herself in the bag, then went into the bathroom and grabbed several toothbrushes still in their cellophane wrapping, along with toothpaste, make-up, deodorant and other assorted toiletries.

She closed the suitcase, then stood staring at it. She was furious. She was positive she knew who had the twins and why and she was going to take care of it.

Her cell phone vibrated, indicating that she had another text message. She looked at the display and saw two words: STAY PUT.

She muttered, "Like hell I will," as she erased the message.

She hoisted the suitcase off the bed, slung her handbag over her shoulder and went down the hall to the kitchen and then out into the garage to put the suitcase and her handbag into the Jeep. Back in the kitchen,. she took a small cooler from under the sink and grabbed a variety of snacks and bottles of water to put in the cooler. She added paper plates, napkins, paper towels, plastic silverware and a few white plastic trash bags that smelled amazingly enough like baby powder. Eyeing the cake cooling on the counter, she wrapped it in foil and put it in the cooler also. She'd promised the twins a cake and a cake they were going to get. 

From the back of the side-by-side freezer-refrigerator, she took a package that looked like a box of frozen cheese garlic bread. Actually, the box contained a foil-wrapped package of money -- $10,000 to be exact -- her "mad" money as she referred to it. She deposited the package of money in her purse.

She took the cooler out to the Jeep to join the suitcase and her purse in the back seat. She also put a small battery-operated generator and battery charger in the back of the Jeep, along with a lantern-flashlight she found on the shelf next to the battery charger. Her last task was to retrieve her laptop from the office in the lower level of the house.

With a final glance around Suzannah's house, Lee set the alarm system and walked out. She'd left several lights on throughout the house, including the front porch light.

In the Jeep, Lee put the laptop on the back seat, then took the charger for her cell phone out of the console and plugged it into the cigarette lighter. She debated for a moment about what to do with Tassy, waiting patiently in her cart carrier. Deciding she had no choice but to take her along, Lee quickly grabbed a small unopened bag of cat food and a couple of disposable litter boxes from a shelf in the garage. Tassy was going on a road trip.

Once again, Lee used the opener to raise the garage door. She drove out and shut the door. The snow was coming down so heavily that the tracks the Jeep had made coming in were already completely covered.

"Thank heavens for four-wheel drive," she thought, especially where she was going.

Chapter 2

Lee drove quickly out of the subdivision, passing a local patrol car, lights blazing and sirens blaring, entering as she was leaving. Tassy let out a yowl and Lee reached in the cat carrier to calm her.

"Wonder if they're after us, Tass? What do you think?" There's a faint mew from inside the carrier as Tassy responded to her name. A small smile played around on her mouth as she thought about how the neighbors must be reacting to the onslaught of the local police, if indeed the patrol car had been headed for Suzannah's house. She'd never much liked this neighborhood or Suzannah's house so she didn't mind that she probably wouldn't be coming back, at least not for awhile.

Lee turned on the police band scanner on the dash of the Jeep and left it tuned to the local frequency. It was currently silent, with just an occasional crackle of static. She turned on the Jeep radio and tuned it to a 24-hour news station. Hopefully there would be no mention of the wacky aunt searching for her niece and nephew at a practically deserted grade school.

Lee glanced at the gas gauge and saw that just under half a tank. She wanted to put some miles between her and the police so she decided to wait until she'd gotten on the interstate. Once she'd passed some of the small towns along the highway, then she could stop for gas. 

Nothing mattered to Lee but finding Jody and Toby and getting them somewhere safe. Her cell phone rang and this time she recognized the 202 area code followed by the familiar number. It was her mother, calling from her home just outside Washington, D.C. 

Elise Walters called every afternoon around this same time, to chat with her daughter, to share her day's activities, and especially to talk to the twins. 

Lee hesitated, not knowing whether or not to answer, not knowing what to tell her mother about what was going on. She finally decided she wouldn't be able to tell her anything -- her mother would be frantic and beside herself with worry if she knew Jody and Toby were missing. To Elise, the sun rose and set with her grand-twins as she called them.? So the answer to how Lee was going to tell her mother about the twins was that she wasn't. Hopefully, she'd be able to handle this situation quickly and efficiently and her mother would never need to know.

Lee let the call go to voice mail, knowing there was no way she could explain this afternoon to her mother. Seconds later, the phone buzzed and vibrated, indicating that she had a message.

Juggling the phone and the steering wheel, Lee listened to the message. Angela's message was brief and to the point -- and sent a chill down Lee's back.

"Darling, I just received the most puzzling phone call. Some strange man called to say not to worry about the twins, that they were safe, as long as you did what he asked, then he disconnected. What on earth is going on? Please call me the moment you get this message."

The message ended and Lee exited out of voice mail. She debated what to do. She needed to tell her mother not to worry, even if it wasn't true.

Deciding to bypass actually speaking with her mother, Lee dialed directly into her mother's voice mail box and left a reassuring if slightly vague and rambling message and hung up the phone.

"Sorry about that, Mother," Lee said silently. Then aloud, "Not to worry --I have everything under control," eliciting a "Yow" from Tassy.

She turned on the Jeep's navigation system and chose her destination. Two hours travel time, if she was lucky and if the weather cleared up, which so far it showed no signs of doing.

The police scanner crackled to life and Lee turned up the volume. She heard her address -- evidently the patrol car they had dispatched to Suzannah's house to check on the twins was reporting that there was no one there. "Good luck and good-bye," Lee wished them.

Tiring of the crackle of the police scanner, she turned it off and turned on the CD player, to a book on CD that she'd been listening to -- a mystery that she thought she'd already solved.

When she left Suzannah's house, Lee had put the Jeep in four-wheel drive to handle the torrent of snow. So far, she'd had no problem on the highway despite the fact that the road crews hadn't plowed or salted yet. Front and rear wipers were clacking back and forth, just barely keeping up with the snow. As she drove along, the narrator's voice pulled her into the story and lulled her into a false sense of peace, so that she could put the trouble she and the twins were in on hold until she reached her destination and could take care of things.

Hers seemed to be the only car on the highway at the moment. All around her it was pitch black and her headlights reflected against the sheets of snow. The warning light on the gas gauge began blinking and Lee turned her attention to finding a gas station. Another couple of miles along the interstate she spotted an exit with a sign for a Shell station. 

The snow was still coming down furiously. She wondered if it was ever going to stop. At the gas pump, Lee put up the hood of her long wool coat and put on her gloves. She filled the tank and went in to pay for the gas and get coffee. She also bought a Payday candy bar and some Doritos -- something to keep her going till this problem was solved. 

She moved the Jeep over to one side of the lot to take care of Tassy. She set up the disposable litter box in the rear of the Jeep and put Tassy back there. She also put out some cat food on a paper plate and opened one of the bottles of water and poured some onto a paper plate. Then she got out her handbag and went to the rest room. As a rule she avoided public rest rooms whenever possible, but this one wasn't bad -- relatively clean and smelling of apple-cinnamon air freshener.

She splashed cold water on her face, then quickly reapplied lip gloss, mascara and eye liner. "A fat lot of good make-up is going to do," she said under her breath.

She shook her head at her appearance. Her hair looked as though she'd been running her hands through the short dark curls, which she had been. There were faint circles under her eyes and a stern look on her mouth. "I look older than 39 and change," she thought. "It's a good thing Casey can't see me. Or maybe he can."
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Back at the Jeep, she put Tassy back in the carrier and brought her back to the front passenger seat so they could keep each other company.

Before she started off, she checked her cell phone for a message -- voice or text -- in case she'd somehow missed it but there was nothing.

On the road again, she reached for the coffee -- a tall cardboard container of French vanilla cappuccino, and took tentative sip. "Mmmm," she murmured, "just the right temperature and delicious."

The snow was coming down even heavier, she thought, if that was possible. Finally, she saw salt trucks up ahead and she thought there was a snowplow in front of them. She stayed in the far right lane, and kept her speed moderate. With four-wheel drive, she didn't mind driving in snow. But she did mind the recklessness of some of the other drivers and did her best to stay out of their way.

She turned the police scanner back on and idly flipped through the channels. Nothing of much interest. Fender-benders caused by the snowfall seemed to be occupying most of the highway patrol's time and resources.

Her phone buzzed and vibrated and she checked the display, which read "Not Available." She hesitated, debating whether or not to answer the call. "I'll let it go to voice mail," she thought. Moments later, the phone buzzed and vibrated again, the LCD display indicating that she had a message.

She pressed the voice mail button and the phone dialed the message center, which announced mechanically in her ear, "You have one new message." 

"I wonder who records those stupid voice prompts," Lee thought as she waited for the message to play.

Surprisingly, it was another message from her mother. "Why did it show up as "Not Available?" she wondered as she listened.

This time her mother's voice was high-pitched and she spoke more quickly than usual.

"Lee, please call me back. I'm really getting concerned about you and the twins. Where are you? What's going on?" The message ended abruptly as though someone else had hung up the phone.

Lee knew she had to call her mother back-- it was thoughtless to leave her mother in limbo like this.

She slowly dialed her mother's home phone number and waited for an answer. But there was no answer. The phone rang and rang. After about 20 rings, it finally went to voice mail. "Very puzzling to say the least," Lee thought. One eye on the highway and one eye on her phone, she looked up her mother's cell phone number in her phone's address book. She pressed Send and waited as the phone rang and rang. 

When it finally went to voice mail, Lee left a more truthful message. "Mom, you're right, there's something wrong -- the twins are missing. I'm pretty sure I know who has them and where they are. I'm on my way there now. Please don't worry -- you know it isn't good for your heart and it's certainly not going to help the twins if something happens to you. And please don't call anyone or try to do anything."

The CD ended and she inserted the next one. When she found herself not paying any attention to the story, she switched over to the radio and scanned through the stations, looking first for a weather report and then for some background music to drive by. She stopped on one of the high-powered St. Louis stations to listen to a newscast. Thank heavens there was no mention of her odd behavior or the missing twins. Hopefully, the 911 dispatcher had written it off as a family misunderstanding. She replayed in her mind the encounter with the principal and the twins' teacher. "Not a positive experience," she thought, and wondered why they'd been so uncooperative towards her.

Her pulse quickened as she saw the sign indicating the next highway exit -- this was where she would get off.

As she exited from the highway, and turned onto the outer road, she started to plan what she'd do when she reached her destination. She was heading toward Suzannah's and Jack's cabin in the hills. Her instincts had told her that the only person besides herself that the twins would trust enough to leave with would be their father, Jack Denton. 

Lee sometimes wished that she'd been honest with the twins about what their father had been accused of. But she'd hesitated to take away their only remaining parent. Suze had been gone for six months now and the twins were just beginning to be able to cope with their day to day activities. Lee had hoped she could protect them from the truth about their mother's death and keep them from knowing about their father's involvement. 

Lee turned off the outer road onto a winding gravel road, managing to see the sign just in time to turn. As she drove farther along, the road began to narrow and steepen, taking her up into the hills. Lee had turned on her bright lights, and she inched along so that she didn't miss the turnoff to the cabin.

Jack and Suzannah had bought the cabin 12 years ago, before they had the twins or had even thought about having children. Over the years, Lee and Casey had visited on an infrequent basis, their lives busy, and Lee feeling uncomfortable around Suzannah and Jack because of her past history with Jack. She'd always taken care to not let Suzannah or the twins know her true feelings. 

Lee slowed almost to a stop, thinking that the turnoff was just ahead -- and yes, there it was. Carefully she turned the Jeep left, onto another, even narrower, snow-covered gravel road. It was pitch black, her headlights probing through the sheets of snow. She was high in the Ozark hills, mountains the locals called them according to Suze, but they were still hills to Lee. The cabin was in an isolated area with no neighbors for miles and a trek of 10 miles to the nearest store or gas station.

She was sure the cabin was around the next bend so she turned off her headlights and pulled off to side of the gravel road, the Jeep almost in the woods. She turned around to the back seat and opened the suitcase, getting out the larger of the two flashlights she'd brought along.

"I'll be right back to get you, Tass," she promised and was rewarded with a soft Yow. She stepped out into the snow, almost knee-deep now, glad that she put on her fur-lined waterproof boots when she wet to pick up the twins. She stayed to the side of road, moving carefully, with the flashlight pointing down in front of her so she could see where to step next. She didn't allow herself to think about what she'd do if the twins weren't there -- if Jack wasn't there. They had to be there -- it was the only thing that made sense.

Chapter 3
The man standing next to Elise took his cell phone from her hand and hung it up. Elise slowly brushed a strand of hair back from her forehead, despair in the gesture.

"Mitchell," she said, "Will you for God's sake tell me what's going on?"

Despite her fear and concern for Lee and Jody and Toby, there was still a note of imperiousness in the woman's tone. She was after all the widow of the once senior Senator from the state of Missouri. 

Mitchell Lawson frowned down at the white-haired woman sitting in the chair behind Senator Walters' desk. He'd always disliked the Senator's wife. He had the feeling she thought him inferior, that she resented Walter's dependence on his chief assistant.

For years, Mitchell had run the Senator's Washington office, and Elise had been forced to spend time in his company. Then, when Mitchell had assumed responsibility for the St. Louis office, Elise had had to see him only infrequently and was glad of that.

Her younger daughter, Suzannah, had worked in the St. Louis office also, handling public relations and constituent relations even before Mitchell came onboard. Suzannah became very supportive of Mitchell, much to Elise's disapproval. She had never understood their partnership and apparent friendship. surely her daughter had better judgment than to align with a slease-ball like Mitchell Lawson.

Mitchell had shown up this evening unannounced at the Georgetown house she and the Senator had bought following his election to his second term in Washington. During the Senator's his first term, they'd leased a smallish townhouse in Chevy Chase. When his future in Washington was assured for another six years, Walter had decided upon an upscale permanent base of operations. 

The girls had visited DC sporadically. Elise was glad they had both been in college when Walter was elected to his first term in office. She wouldn't have wanted to ask them to leave their friends to move to Washington. The move had been hard enough for her, leaving Lee and Suzannah back in St. Louis, both enrolled Washington University.

When Mitchell had appeared at the front door, Elise had tried to turn him, but he had insisted on coming in, almost pushing his way past her into the foyer. She hadn't known he was in DC -- the last she'd heard, he'd taken over the election campaign for one of Walter's former colleagues who was running for Missouri state attorney general.

Mitchell had herded her into Walter's den, not roughly but very determinedly moving her along. Then he'd made her call Lee and leave a message designed to worry Lee enough that she would call back immediately.

Now, Elise gathered up her courage and demanded, "Mitchell, answer my question. What's going on?" Elise stood and glared at him, sounding her usual haughty self. But Mitchell knew he had her right where he wanted for the first time and it felt good.

"Mrs. Walters," Mitchell paused, hating himself for calling her Mrs. Walters instead of Elise. "Elise...you don't need to know what's going on. Now, sit back down in that chair and wait for Lee to call you back."

Again, Elise glared at him but reluctantly sat down in an arm chair beside the desk. She was feeling lightheaded and took a deep, steadying breath. Since Walter's death six months ago, she'd learned that she had a heart condition and it terrified her. So far her doctor was treating her with medication, but had told her to prepare herself for the inevitability of bypass surgery.

As Elise sat there in the arm chair beside the massive mahogany desk that overpowered the den, she thought about how. Walter had insisted on this monstrosity of a desk. then as it turn out, he ended up spending very little time in the den, preferring his office in the Senate Office Building.

Elise's cell phone began to vibrate. It lay in the middle of the desk, and Elise reached over and picked it up before Mitchell could stop her. The display indicated that she had a voice mail message. Ignoring Mitchell's outstretched hand, Elise listened to the message, shaking her head in despair as she heard Lee say the twins were indeed missing. 

Mitchell snatched the phone out of her hand and fumbled with the keypad until he figured out how to listen to the message again.

He grumbled loudly after he listened to the message, then glared at Elise.

She had been clinging to the hope that this was some big misunderstanding and the twins were really safe and sound. But she now had to abandon that hope. She put her head in her hands and began to weep, tears trickling down her cheeks. Lee and the twins were all that she had left in the world and if anything happened to them she didn't think she'd be able to go on.

"Okay, lady, here's what we're going to do. We;re going to St. Louis to see your daughter and figure out what this whole mess is about."

Elise sat up and looked Mitchell straight in the eye. "I don't think so. I'm not going anywhere and you can't make me,.

"I think it would be best if you changed your mind, Mrs. Walters. I know too much about the Senator's death, your daughter's death, your daughter's activities before her death -- trust me, you don't want the press getting wind of even a tenth of what I know."

Chapter 4

As Lee turned the bend in the road, her heart lifted. Through the blinding snow, she could just barely make out a dim light showing through the curtained cabin windows and a spiral of smoke and sparks was coming out of the chimney.

She took a step forward and felt her foot fall into gully. She fell face forward down into a drift of snow, breaking her fall with outstretched arms. The flashlight flew out of her hands and landed a few yards away from where she lay sprawled in the snow. She got up on her hands and knees and crawled over to the flashlight. She picked it up and then tried to stand but her ankle twisted under her and she went down again.

She sat there for a moment, trying to decide what to do next. It seemed her only course of action was to crawl up the incline to the cabin. She held the flashlight in front of her with her left hand and used her right arm to brace herself as she moved slowly and painfully toward the cabin.

When she finally reached the steps, out of breath and freezing cold, she stopped to reconnoiter. She decided the only way she was going to make it up the steps was to scoot up them on her rear. There were four tall steps and it took her a few minutes to get herself up on the porch. She inched herself to the door and leaned against it, using the flashlight as a doorknocker. The hood of her parka had fallen back and her hair was covered with snow. She stopped banging on the door with the flashlight and was shaking her head to dislodge the snow just as the door opened. 

A deep male voice yelled, "What in God's name is going on out here?"
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