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Night’s End

1996 -- AGE
Lane flung the green loden cape around her shoulders, then gathered up her billfold, glasses, car keys and paycheck. Shrugging her arms into the cape, she stuffed her billfold in one outer pocket, her paycheck, deposit slip and glasses in the other. She went out the apartment's front door and shut it firmly behind her. She then inserted the door key in the dead bolt lock and tried to turn it. As she stood there fumbling as usual with the recalcitrant lock, she muttered softly under her breath. Nothing was going right for her today.

How could she have forgotten to stop at the ATM to deposit her check on the way home from work? And now, the predicted blizzard had already begun ... A few minutes ago, when she realized she had to go back out, she’d hoped to beat the storm. But the spit of snow and the gusts of wind coming through the apartment breezeway told her she’d lost the race before she started.

She hated the idea of driving in the blowing snow but the state of her checking account had reached emergency status -- she was running on fumes as her roommate Trish would so elegantly phrase it.

Finally managing to get the door securely locked, she flipped the hood of the cape up on her head, then retrieved her gloves from an inside pocket. She ran down the flight of exposed stairs leading to the apartment's parking lot. As she left the shelter of the building, she was hit by gusting snow. Taking a deep breath, she put her head down and pushed forward toward her car.

When she reached her car, Lane grimaced at the snow already accumulated on her four-year-old red Jeep Cherokee. She’d left the Jeep just half an hour ago but already it was covered with snow. How could it have built up so quickly? she wondered under her breath.

She unlocked the driver’s side door, slid into the seat and started the engine. After she turned the heater and the defroster on to warm up the car, she reached behind the front seat for the snow brush and scraper. 

Taking a deep breath, she got out and began to clear off the snow, concentrating on the windshield and the rear window.

“What a pain!” she grumbled. “Why couldn’t I have remembered to deposit my paycheck on the way home? And to make things worse, I’m almost out of gas so I’ll have to stop somewhere and fill up the tank.”

With a few last vigorous swipes, she finished clearing off the snow. Brushing the snow from her cape, she got into the Jeep. She pulled her glasses from her pocket and put them on. Her limited distance vision made them mandatory, and in fact, they were a restriction on her driver’s license.

She put the car into gear, switched on the headlights and started to back out of the parking space. A slight slipping of the wheels reminded her to shift the Jeep into four-wheel drive. As she drove slowly off the snow-covered lot, she paused a moment, thinking she saw something off to one side, out of the corner of her eye. But when she swiveled her head around, there wasn’t anything there. 

“This was getting old,” she thought, “seeing things out of the corner of my eye that turn out not to be there.” She shook her head in disgust -- “I’m getting paranoid -- seeing shadows where none exist -- thinking someone’s watching me but there’s never anyone there.”

The heater had quickly brought the interior of the Jeep to a toasty warmth, and Lane finally stopped the shivering that had started while she was clearing away the snow. She pulled back the hood of the cape and shook her short blond hair loose.

The headlights of the Jeep created cones of light into the veil of snow falling down around her. There were no other cars on the road, although after a few minutes when she looked in the rear view mirror, she thought she could see two tiny pinpoints of light far behind her.

Lane turned on the radio, searching up and down the dial for a weather forecast. If the snow continued at its current rate, the roads would be nearly impassable by morning. And unfortunately, St. Louis drivers were not at their best in a snow emergency. In fact, Lane had read somewhere that according to some survey they were among the worst in the nation. 

At one end of the spectrum of St. Louis drivers were those daredevil speed demons who reacted to snow as the driving challenge of their lives. They sped, they passed, they weaved in and out, all the while terrifying other drivers with their foolhardiness.

At the other end of the spectrum were the scared-rabbit drivers who crept timidly along at 10 miles an hour (or so it seemed). Despite their slow speed, they still managed to slip and slide every which way, making driving in their vicinity extremely hazardous.

When she finally found a weather forecast on the radio, the chipper female weather forecaster told Lane what she didn’t want to hear: The snow would continue through the night, with an accumulation in excess of six inches.

“Well, Gram,” Lane murmured to herself, “this is quite a pickle your little Laney has gotten herself into this time!”

Lane’s grandmother, who had raised her from infancy, had been in a nursing home for the past two years. Since childhood, Lane had developed the habit of talking to Gram silently in her mind -- as a talisman and as a way of always keeping Gram close to her.

Under normal driving conditions, Lane’s bank was only 10 minutes away from her and Trish’s apartment. But tonight, she had a treacherous half hour of driving before she finally reached the bank, where its well-lighted ATM awaited her. There were no other cars on the snow-covered parking lot surrounding the bank -- not even any tell-tale tire tracks telling her someone else had been as foolish as she to come out in this wretched snowstorm.

Lane parked the Jeep as close as she could to the ATM. The snow had covered up the lines of the parking spaces and Lane had no choice but to ignore the formality of parking spaces. Turning off the engine, she started to get out but first paused to put up the hood of her cape and take off her glasses so they wouldn’t get spattered by the snowflakes.

She stepped down out of the Jeep into a blinding swirl of snow pellets. Head down, she walked the few steps to the ATM, pressing her body against the wind. As she reached the ATM, she thought she heard something in the silently muffled world around her. Looking up, she saw a car stopping at the far edge of the parking lot. It stayed there, several hundred yards from where she stood. The headlights were on high beams, shining directly at her. Then, suddenly, the headlights went off, and she could barely see the car. A shiver went through her, a cold feeling that had nothing to do with the winter storm blowing around her.

Why was the car just sitting there, with no lights on? she wondered. Her hands started to shake as she drew her paycheck, deposit slip and billfold out of the various pockets of her cape. With fumbling fingers, she withdrew the ATM card from inside the billfold. All she wanted to do was deposit her check and get out of here as fast as she could. That dark, motionless car hovering at the edge of the parking lot was really starting to spook her.

She said a silent prayer to her grandmother’s God, as she always did in times of trouble -- “Gram’s God, please just help me get away from here safely, and I promise I’ll never take such a stupid chance again.”

A combination of fear and the cold weather made her hands shake so badly she had difficulty inserting the ATM card into the proper slot. She took a deep breath and tried again. This time it worked. She punched in her pin number and the type of transaction. Putting the check and deposit slip into the bank envelope, she slipped them in the slot. Then, breathing a sigh of relief, she reached for her deposit receipt and ATM card. As she did so, she heard a car start its engine. She looked up to see the car, still with no lights on, heading straight for her. For a moment she stood there frozen, unable to move, unsure what was going on. Then she realized she had to move and to move quickly.

But where? The way back to her car would lead her directly into the path of the oncoming car. Going anywhere else seemed to offer no refuge. Finally, in desperation, Lane ducked down and knelt behind the free-standing ATM machine -- somewhat out of sight of the driver heading her way.

As the car sped past, Lane slipped back around the ATM and ran to the Jeep. Fortunately, she’d neglected to lock the door so she was able to get in immediately, without having to waste precious seconds fumbling with the key and the lock.

Once again her hands were shaking so badly that at first she had difficulty getting the key into the ignition. Finally, she managed to get the key in, but then ground the ignition so hard that it screeched. Heart pounding furiously, she shifted the Jeep into reverse, then frantically glanced around, looking for the other vehicle.

It had turned around at the opposite edge of the parking lot and was now heading back toward her, although it had slowed down to a crawl. The bright lights shone in her eyes so that she couldn’t tell exactly what kind of car it was -- although its boxish shape told her it was some kind of van or sport vehicle.

With tires spinning, she sped out of the snow-packed parking lot. In the rear view mirror, she could see the vehicle following her, although  at a distance. The snow was still coming down around her, hiding all but the lights of the trailing vehicle. She didn’t know what to do now. Should she get home as fast as she could and call the police from there? Should she try to flag down a policeman? Should she call the police on her cell phone? That last option seemed best. Her flip phone was buried somewhere at the bottom of her shoulder bag which was -- at home in her apartment! Stupid of her! -- she’d forgotten to bring it.

Okay, the next best option would be to try to flag down a passing police officer, if she could. Otherwise, she’d call the police from home. As she drove, she kept one eye on the road ahead of her and one eye on the rear view mirror. The boxy vehicle was still behind her. Its bright lights blazed into her rear view mirror and her side mirror, making it difficult for her to see.

She drove down the deserted four-lane street, glancing around, searching for the familiar bubble-top of a police car. But as always, when you wanted one, there was never one around.

What would she do if she got all the way home without finding a cop? There was no way she was getting out of the Jeep if that creep was still following her. Well, she’d just keep driving. But at that thought, she remembered the state of her gas tank -- the needle was now hovering below the E. 

Great! Lane felt a quick burn of tears in her eyes. My life is out of control and chances are I’m about to even worse trouble because of my own stupidity and ineptness. I know better than to let the gas tank get empty. I know better than to go out late at night to an ATM. I know better than to leave the house without my phone. For God’s sake, that was the reason I got the phone in the first place -- to protect myself in case of emergency. 

“I’ve gotten myself into this predicament and now I’ve got to get myself out,” she thought. 

Lane took a deep breath, blinked back a tear, and looked once again in the rear view mirror. The twin beams were growing larger, as the trailing car narrowed the distance between the two vehicles. 

The road had narrowed into two-lanes, with a broad shoulder on each side. She wished she knew this area better. Or that she’d paid closer attention the few times she’d come this way. She had no idea what was along this road.

Lane’s thoughts raced as she tried to decide what to do. Then, up ahead, through the swirling snow, she thought she saw the red flashing lights of a police car. Relief flooded her body. She sped up the Jeep, trying to catch up with the red lights revolving off in the distance. But the police car, if that’s indeed what it was, suddenly disappeared -- evidently turning off somewhere. 

Panic-stricken, Lane didn’t know what to do. The streets were empty -- after all, it was almost 10 at night, with treacherous road conditions. No one in their right mind would go out on a night like this. Except for stupid Lane and her would-be murderer.

She glanced back in the rear view mirror and was enormously relieved that she could no longer see her follower’s headlights. 

Get a grip! Lane admonished herself. She was letting her imagination run away with her. Whoever had been behind her was probably totally innocent of any malicious intentions. And now whoever it was, was gone.

Feeling somewhat better, Lane mentally shook her head at her foolishness. Okay, the thing to do now, was to find a gas station and solve that problem. 

This particular stretch of road in the county was mostly deserted and had a definite lack of service stations. Then a lmost imperceptibly, her worst fears were realized as the Jeep began to slow down. Lane kept going down the road as long as she could, then started looking for a safe place to pull off to the side. There was a fairly wide shoulder at this point so Lane was able to pull completely off the road -- or at least she thought so. With the snow covering everything, it was impossible to tell where the pavement ended and the graveled shoulder began.

There were no houses or buildings or street lights anywhere close, that Lane could see. The heavy snow had reduced visibility to just a few feet or so in any direction, so it was difficult to tell what was nearby.

She didn’t know what to do -- get out and start walking to find a gas station or a house or some sign of life? Or sit tight and hope someone, someone safe, that is, would come along and rescue her. As she sat there debating her course of action, Lane glanced in the rear view mirror. To her horror, two headlights had once again appeared behind her -- and they were moving off the road, in behind her Jeep. 

Frantically, Lane checked to make sure the Jeep was securely locked. She looked around for something, anything, that she could use as a weapon -- but nothing seemed even remotely possible. Then she remembered the steering wheel guard stored under the front seat. As a semi-joke, for Christmas, Trish had bought her one of those things you put through the steering wheel to help prevent car theft. Lane had taken it out of its clear plastic packaging, tried once to figure out how to use it, then had shoved it far under the front seat, and promptly forgot it existed -- until now.

She reached under the seat, fingers feeling around amidst the paper scraps and discarded ball-point pens, till she found the heavy steel bar. She dragged it out, feeling slightly better at having something in-hand to use against whoever it might be in the vehicle behind her.

She turned around to her left, the better to see behind her. The vehicle just sat there, about 50 feet behind the Jeep, bright lights still blazing. She hadn’t seen anyone get out and there didn’t appear to be anyone walking toward her. The seconds dragged by as she waited to find out her fate. The Jeep was beginning to get chilly, from the heater being off. If her follower didn’t get her, the cold weather would probably do her in. She felt a hysterical chuckle welling up in her throat and suppressed it. “They’ll cart me off to the loony bin laughing,” she thought. “Or the morgue,” she added, with a shudder.

As she was watching behind her, she sensed a light in front of her. She turned around to see an oncoming vehicle approach, slow down, then make a U-turn in front of her vehicle. As it pulled to a stop, flashing overhead lights appeared.

Relief flooded through her. 

It was a policeman, and he was parked right in front of her. She started to unlock her door and get out, ready to rush into safety. But then she paused, remembering wild tales of police impersonators. “I guess I’d better let him come to the Jeep and present some ID,” she thought.

She glanced backwards, only to see that the vehicle behind her had dimmed its bright lights to normal, and was slowly edging its way back onto the highway, but had turned around so it was going in the opposite direction.

She wanted to scream out “Hurry,” to the approaching police officer -- “He’s getting away!” But the figure in front of her was trudging methodically through the calf-deep snow and it was slow going.

Finally, Lane could wait no longer. She unlocked the door, opened it, looked for any oncoming cars, then got out. 

The figure in front of her stopped, and called out. “Just a minute, there!”

It was a woman’s voice and Lane felt another surge of relief at it being a female police officer who’d come to her rescue. She stopped and called back, “Thank God you’re here! I ran out of gas and someone was following me -- he stopped back there but now -- now he’s gone.” Lane’s words rushed out, then ended in a faint sob, and once more, she started walking toward the figure ahead.

The two women met just a few feet in front of the Jeep. The police woman had a flash light in one hand, and she flicked the beam up under Lane’s face, avoiding shining it directly in her eyes but still it was bright enough to be disconcerting and to cause Lane to blink several times until the officer moved the light downward toward the snowy ground.

“Let’s get in the cruiser,” the police woman said in a flat, noncommittal tone. She stood there, waiting for Lane to precede her. 

“I feel like some kind of criminal,” Lane thought. “She doesn’t want have me walk in back of her, for God’s sake! -- as if I’d attack her or something.”

The two women walked quickly to patrol car. Lane got there first and went around to the passenger side. She pulled at the handle but the door was locked. 

By now, the police woman had unlocked the driver’s door and flipped the switch to unlock the passenger doors.

Lane got in, warily, never having been in a police car before. She glanced around at the blinking lights of the police radio/scanner, the mobile phone, the rifle upright in its stand, the stuffed koala bear hanging from the rear view mirror ... the stuffed koala bear? Lane hastily stifled a giggle at this unprofessional accouterment to the official vehicle. Maybe there was hope for this policewoman after all, she mused.

The policewoman picked up the microphone and radioed her location and status to the dispatcher -- or at least that was what Lane assumed she was saying. All that ‘code this’ and ‘code that’ made absolutely no sense to her -- listening to it made Lane think of one of those police procedurals on TV.

Finally, the police woman put down the microphone and turned in her seat to face Lane. “Now, let’s start from the beginning,” she said. “What’s going on here?”

Lane tried to be succinct but comprehensive as she described the events of the past hour or so. As she told her story, she wondered whether the police woman thought she was overreacting or letting her imagination run away from her. The woman made no comments as Lane spoke -- she just listened with an expressionless face. Finally, she drew a ball-point pen and a small black fake leather notebook from her jacket pocket, flipped through a few pages, and started to make some notes.

Lane hoped perhaps this meant the woman believed her, at least to the point of being willing to write something down.

The police woman asked to see Lane’s driver’s license. Lane fumbled through the various pockets of her cape till she found her billfold, then drew out the small square with its unflattering picture of her. The police woman wrote in the notebook for a moment then handed the license back to Lane.

“Officer...” Lane paused, realizing she didn’t know the police woman’s name. 

The police offer supplied a brisk, “Officer Stoddard.”

Lane nodded her head and said, “Officer Stoddard, what do you think? Am I making something out of nothing?” Lane paused, waiting for a reply. 

Officer Stoddard gave a slight shrug of her shoulders and said, “It’s hard to tell. Whoever you saw certainly was behaving oddly, but there’s no way of knowing if that behavior was aimed specifically at you or if it was just some nut out there trying to scare a stranger.”

“Let me ask you this,” Stoddard continued. “Has anything like this happened to you before?”

Lane thought for a moment, wondering if she should mention the feeling she’d had the past few weeks that someone was watching her.

Deciding that complete disclosure was probably best, Lane responded with, “Well, I don’t know what, if anything, it means, but for several weeks now I’ve had the weirdest feeling that someone is watching me. I’ve not seen anyone that seemed to be watching me or anything else specific -- it’s just a creepy feeling but with no visible reason for the feeling.”

“Hmmmm,” Stoddard murmured. She looked consideringly at Lane, then asked, “What do you do? I mean, what is your profession.”

Lynn hesitated a long moment, somewhat reluctant to reply. She finally said in a soft voice, “I’m a clinical psychologist.”

“Oh? Indeed!” Stoddard responded with obvious interest. “And where do you work?”

“At St. Sebastian,” Lane answered. “It’s located--.”

Officer Stoddard interrupted with, “Yes, of course, I know where it’s located. Everybody in the St. Louis metro area knows where St. Sebastian is located.”

Lane nodded with a slight grimace on her face. She hated the reputation that St. Sebastian had developed over the years. It was known as the premier loony bin in the St. Louis area and as a holding place for the criminally insane, rather than as a place of cures.

“All right,” Stoddard said briskly. “Let’s deal with this one thing at a time. I have a gas can in the trunk -- we’ll put some gas in your tank, enough to at least get you to a nearby service station. Then I’ll file a report about a suspicious looking vehicle in the vicinity.” The officer paused for a moment, then added, “Look, if anything else happens, call me immediately.” She reached into a jacket pocket and pulled out a holder full of business cards and handed one to Lane. Lane responded by giving Stoddard one of her own cards from her billfold.

The two women got out of the cruiser and put a gallon or so of gas into Lane’s jeep. The snow was still falling heavily around them, and by the time they were finished, each woman's shoulders were covered with snow.

“I’ll follow you to the nearest station,” Stoddard offered.

Lane started to protest that wasn’t necessary then paused in mid-sentence. “Thanks, that would make me feel a lot better, I think.”

Stoddard told Lane where the nearest gas station was, about a mile up the road, on the right. Lane had some difficulty at first starting the Jeep. But then finally the engine roared to life, and Lane pulled out onto the street, followed by Stoddard. But a few hundred yards down the road, Lane noticed Stoddard’s flashing red lights in her rear view mirror and then saw the officer make a rapid U-turn in the road. Soon, the police vehicle was out of sight.

For a moment, Lane was puzzled, then realized that Stoddard must’ve gotten a radio call dispatching her somewhere else.

Well, evidently, she was on her own again. So be it. At least she could get to a gas station. Lane vowed to herself never to get so low on gas again and never to go out late at night like this again. It was time to get control of her life -- no doubt about it.

The gas station, so fancy that Lane wondered if it could still be called that, was one of those 24-hour mega-plexes with multiple covered pump islands, a restaurant, a separate movie video rental annex, a video game annex, and a car wash -- almost a mini-city of its own. 

At the pump, Lynn thumbed through her billfold to see how much money she could spare for gas. If possible, she wanted to avoid using her credit card -- she’d been trying diligently for a year now to pay down the unexpected and monumental car repair bill that had run up her balance into several thousand dollars. Well, $5 worth of gas would have to do until she could cash a check at Schnuck’s. She’d meant to withdraw some cash at the ATM but her run-in with the mystery car had wiped that intention completely from her mind.

She got out of the Jeep, locked the door and went to the cashier’s cage to pay her $5 in advance. What was the world coming to when you couldn’t be trusted to pay for your gas, so you had to pay in advance before they would turn on the pump. She handed her crumpled $5 bill to the young guy manning the cash register and said a loud “Pump 7,” to him. He had headphones on and was dancing to some unheard music and she wondered if he had heard her. But evidently he had, or at least read her lips or something because he reached over and switched on pump 7.

She walked out of the convenience mart, the wind gusting around her and blowing the ankle-length cape every which way. Back at the Jeep, she put gas in the tank, anxious to get out of the cold wind and back into the relative warmth of the car. The catch on the pump that held it automatically in the gas tank was broken so she had to stand shivering outside and hold the nozzle into the tank. 

“This has just not been my evening,” Lane mumbled. “Or my day, actually,” she thought as she remembered how bad her day had been.

Part of Lane’s duties at St. Sebastian included testing and assessing newcomers to the facility. She had had a real doozy this afternoon. The new admission had been unmanageable and was the main reason she’d forgotten to stop at the bank or the gas station on the way home. His behavior had so unnerved her that it wiped everything else from her mind. When she left the office for the day, she was already an hour past her usual leaving time and all she wanted was to get home and immerse herself in a long hot bath and eat something sinfully delicious and sinfully bad for her. Instead she was out here dealing with the elements and some criminally-minded kook. 

“I wonder if my tracker friend could be someone who was once at St. Sebastian,” Lane mused. She dismissed that thought because few, if any, of the clientele at St. Sebastian were ever released directly back into society. Usually they became long-term tenants or they were shipped off to either higher- or lower-security facilities.

The guy this afternoon was definitely destined for a higher security mental institution. While he was in her office taking one of the zillion psychological profiles required of new patients, he’d first tried to strangle her and then, when she’d managed to press the buzzer summoning help from one of the attendants, he’d proceeded to jump out the window. Fortunately, Lane’s office was on the first floor so he hadn’t seriously hurt himself from the fall, although he suffered a few cuts from the glass as the window broke around him.

Lane had been fairly shaken up from the episode and was angry with herself for not insisting that an attendant be present during the testing process. Because St. Sebastian was chronically short-staffed, Lane had gotten in the habit of conducting her testing sessions alone in her office with the patient. But she certainly wouldn’t do that again, no matter how supposedly innocuous the patient was purported to be.

She’d spent the last hour of her day there trying to calm herself down. She’d had to move to a different office while the maintenance staff did a hasty emergency board-up of her window. They promised that tomorrow first thing, they would have a glazier out to replace the glass. But Lane had no hope that the matter would be dealt with that quickly and efficiently. Her experience with the maintenance function at St. Sebastian had been one of frustration bordering on disgust. So far, the non-profit world had no Protestant work ethic that she could discern, or at least it was a rather undeveloped one.

Working in a space other than her own meant to all intents and purposes that she couldn’t work at all. She ended up returning a stack of phone calls that had piled up all week--a most frustrating endeavor because as usual hardly anyone was around late on a Friday afternoon. In call after call, Lane left her name and number for a return call and knew that on Monday the messages would start piling up again.

Lane’s last call of the day had been to Trish at their apartment. Wonder of wonders! Trish was home -- but not for long. She was working a flight to New York later this evening and would be leaving for Lambert International momentarily. They chatted for a few minutes, catching up on each other’s activities.

Trish’s job as a flight attendant with St. Louis-based Trans Con Airlines kept her constantly on the move. She loved flying and routinely bid for as many flights as FAA regulations allowed. 

Lane Compton and Trish Mitchell had been friends since childhood and had been roommates for two years now. They were a couple of months apart in age -- Lane had just turned 30 and Trish was fast approaching that milestone birthday.

The Mitchell family had lived a few streets over from Lane and her grandmother. The two families had become close over the years and in many ways, Lane felt as though she were a member of the Mitchell family.

Now, on the phone, Trish was telling Lane the latest news about her big brother -- her only brother -- Jeff. He’d recently moved back to St. Louis from Chicago and was temporarily living at his mother’s home. For several years, Jeff had been a hotshot reporter on a Chicago daily -- before it went belly-up. He’d free-lanced for a couple of months in Chicago but had decided to come back home and try for a job at the Post-Dispatch. Several of his classmates from Mizzou’s Journalism School worked there, and since his return, he’d been doing the networking thing with them and with a few other people in the newspaper business to whom they’d referred him.

Trish was bubbling over with enthusiasm because Jeff had been offered a job as a reporter for a new start-up business publication. The paper was still only in the late planning stages and the job wouldn’t actually start for a few more weeks but according to Trish, Jeff was really excited about the possibilities. Trish was planning a party for him to celebrate his new job, and she wanted Lane’s help.

Lane was so glad to finally hear a note of happiness in her friend’s voice. Trish had been through a hellish year but it seemed as though she was at last emerging from her depression.

Last winter, Trans Con Flight 888, from St. Louis to Madrid with a stopover in New York, had gone down in a bay just outside New York City, killing all 248 aboard. Among the victims were more than 50 Trans Con pilots, flight attendants and other employees flying non-revenue. It had been a horrendous happening for the airline. Trish had been particularly hard hit because she’d worked closely with many of the crew and standby crew members killed. What made it worse was that Trish had originally been scheduled to work the flight. At the last minute she’d traded off with Tracy Alleman, an old friend and one of the flight attendants with whom she’d gone through training. Trish hadn’t really had a good reason for trading -- it had just been a whim -- and look at the results.

Following the crash, Trish had been overwhelmed with guilt. “It was supposed to be me -- not Tracy.” The past year had probably been one of the most difficult Trish had ever faced. It had taken a long while for Trish to put aside at least some of her feelings of guilt and remorse, but Lane didn’t think Trish would ever fully recover from the tragedy. 

Several years ago, Trish had trained to be part of the trauma response teams set up by the airline. These teams were put in place to help the families of victims of incidents (as airlines euphemistically referred to crashes). Until the 888 incident, Trish hadn’t been called upon to use her trauma response training.

Once the full extent of the 888 tragedy was obvious, Trish had arranged for Lane to volunteer her time and psychological expertise to help the victims’ families with the grief process. Lane had joined Trish, who’d already been in New York for almost a week. The two roomed together at a Ramada near the airport but rarely saw one another. Trauma response was an 18-hour-a-day task, and the only respite was the few hours of sleep you could manage to snatch. Once all the victims had been found and the families had departed for their homes, the trauma response team members had also returned to their homes.

Back in St. Louis, Lane had continued to worry about Trish. Her friend had changed from a loving and lovable laughing woman into a haunted shadow of her former self. Guilt and grief had intermingled, creating an emotional maelstrom that wreaked havoc on Trish’s outlook on life. 

At one point, Trish had even gone through a period of wanting to leave her flight attendant job. She was convinced she wanted to go back to grad school and get a degree in clinical psychology, like Lane, so she could help others.

Lane had bided her time, listening to all of Trish’s plans, ready to step in to help her friend in any way necessary. Fortunately, Trish gave up her idea of becoming a psychologist but still wasn’t sure she wanted to continue working for the airline, especially after the cause of the crash was uncovered. And uncovered turned out to be the operative word. Searchers plowing through the mounds of debris at the bottom of the bay where 888 went down (another airline euphemism for crashed) had uncovered evidence pointing to malfeasance on the part of Trans Con Airlines. Bypassing safety regulations and skimping on expensive-to-instigate safety precautions, the aircraft had been transporting highly volatile cargo -- chemicals that had not been properly packed or handled during flight. Those chemicals had spontaneously ignited, leading to a catastrophic fire and subsequent explosion on 888. 

Trish had been thoroughly, almost terminally, disillusioned by her airline’s problems but when new management was brought in, she felt hopeful that such a tragedy would never again occur.

Lane had expressed her concerns to Mary Mitchell, who was also worried about her youngest child. 

Mary had told Lane, “Trish is a strong woman, and I’m sure she’ll get through this all right. But I know we’ll both keep an eye on her and give her whatever support we can.”

And Mary had been right on target, although it took Trish longer to recover than they’d expected.

So Lane was happy to hear Trish making plans for Jeff’s party and was more than happy to give Trish some ideas for the party and to volunteer to help with the work. Lane wanted to foot part of the bill but Trish wouldn’t hear of it. Trish made good money flying -- but only because she flew way more than the minimum hours.

“It’s enough that you’re going to help with the work.” Trish was silent for a moment, then said, “You know, I’ve been thinking about fixing Jeff up with one of my flight attendant buddies, and this might be a good opportunity. What do you think?”

Lane was surprised to feel an instant aversion to the idea of Jeff and one of Trish’s flight attendant friends. Where did that come from? she wondered. Trish didn’t seem to notice that Lane’s answer was carefully noncommittal. Trish burbled on about party plans and Lane kept thinking about her reaction.

What was going on here? Lane remembered back to the major crush she’d had on Jeff when she was a girl. He was almost ten years older than she and Trish and at the age of 12, that had seemed like an insurmountable age difference. For one whole summer, Lane had mooned over Jeff, excruciatingly careful (or so she thought) to not let him or Trish or anyone know about her infatuation. Jeff had spent the summer at home that year job hunting, following his graduation from Mizzou. He had a lot of free time and managed to spend some of it with his baby sister and her best friend. Afterwards, Lane thought it was the most wonderful summer she’d ever known.

Jeff had gone off to Chicago in the fall to take an entry-level reporting job at a struggling dai ly newspaper, and Lane had only seen him intermittently after that, mainly when he came home for Thanksgiving and Christmas. For a couple of years, during his brief two-year marriage, she’d not seen him at all. The woman he married had not been big on family celebrations, at least not Mitchell family celebrations, so the couple had not visited St. Louis.

Trish had heartily disliked Jeff’s wife but managed to keep her opinion hidden from the big brother she worshipped. Once the divorce was final, she had vented all her pent-up feelings, much to Jeff’s surprise.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me how you felt?” he demanded. 

Trish replied, “Because I didn’t want to hurt your feelings by telling you what a dumb mistake you were making. Besides, you wouldn’t have listened to me. You were so head over heels for Cindy that you couldn’t see anything but what you wanted to see.”

Jeff had pondered that for a moment, then agreed.

Trish had told Lane that since the divorce Jeff had dated around but wasn’t interested in getting serious again soon, if ever. Trish said the marriage to Cindy had disillusioned him about women in general, despite him having the greatest mother in the world, three super sisters and one super surrogate sister.

Neither Trish nor Lane had yet married, although both had come close once or twice. At the moment, neither was involved in a relationship -- Trish just having ended one and Lane having ended one about a year ago.

After hanging up from the call with Trish, it was almost 6 p.m. Lane had stopped by her office, with its boarded-up window, to pick up her briefcase, then left St. Sebastian for the day. All in all, it had been a failure of a day, one that she wouldn’t ever want to repeat. For some reason, the movie Groundhog Day popped into her mind, and she knew that if that scenario ever happened to her, this would probably be the day that repeated endlessly unto eternity.

She walked out of St. Sebastian and across the large parking lot that sprawled in front of the facility. Although facility was a misnomer. St. Sebastian looked like a castle. It looked like a castle because it actually was a castle. Huge, almost gargantuan in size, it was an imposing presence on the horizon of its location just at the city limits of St. Louis, set in the midst of 20 or 30 acres of park-like, heavily wooded grounds

The castle had been transplanted from Czechoslovakia at the turn of the century by one of beer barons of St. Louis. It had come from the region of his immigrant ancestors, although in no way had it been an ancestral home. His family had been part of the lower lower class and had only come up in the world since leaving their homeland for the promised new land.

Situated on a hundred acres of land, surrounded by wooded, park-like grounds, the castle was dark red, almost brown stone. The roof was a greenish color, the color that copper tile turns after centuries of weathering. Turrets and crenellations and towers and balconies and spires jutted willy-nilly from every side. But put it all together, and it made for an imposing sight. 

As Lane glanced back at St. Sebastian, she thought again how fortunate they all were that the beer baron hadn’t replicated the moat that purportedly surrounded the castle when it was back in Czechoslovakia. However, a little-known fact was that underneath the castle was a vast labyrinthine network of underground caves, huge limestone caverns that had been used to store the beer brewed at the baron’s brewery in the city.

Lane had learned of the existence of the caves underneath St. Sebastian only accidentally. For some reason, the administration didn’t want anyone to know about them. One day, she’d gone down to the lower level in search of the facility’s janitor and general handyman, Harry Kramer. She’d needed a bulletin board hung in her office and the easiest way to get anything done around St. Sebastian was to go directly to the person who did it, rather than through the regular administrative channels. Harry, an odd guy if there ever was one, had agreed to come up to her office that afternoon and hang the bulletin board.

Then, as she started to get back on the elevator, he’d cocked his head sideways at her and said, “You know, Miss Lane, there’s something I could show you if you want.” Harry always called her Miss Lane instead of Miss Compton. At first she’d corrected him a couple times, then just let it go. 

“What’s that?” Lane had asked politely. She felt sorry for Harry and always went out of her way to be kind to him.

“Well,” he’d said slowly, “I know about something that most folks don’t. I could show you, but you’d have to promise not to tell.” 

Lane hesitated, unsure whether it was a good thing to encourage Harry in whatever he was talking about. But before she could decide what to do, Harry had started talking and what he was saying was so interesting that she couldn’t resist listening.

“A long time ago, when that beer baron, his name was Adolphus Schmitt, built this castle, most people didn’t know that he picked this particular piece of land because of what was under the land.” Harry paused here to see what Lane’s reaction was, then continued.

“He knew that this land along the river bluffs was full of caves and that’s exactly what he wanted. He built his castle over the caves, then built entrances into the caves from the cellar here, plus some other places that no one knows about. I’m still looking for those entrances but I can show you where the entrance is here in the cellar. And I could take you on a tour, if you want?”

Lane thought the idea of caves under St. Sebastian was fascinating but she wasn’t the slightest bit tempted to take a tour of them. 

“Harry, I wish I could see them but I have a problem with claustrophobia,” she paused, then asked gently, trying not to talk down to Harry, “Umm, do you know what I mean by claustrophobia?”

Harry shook his head back and forth, then said, “No, I don’t think I do.”

“Well, it means that I’m afraid to be in closed-in spaces, like a cave or a closet or something like that. I even have trouble flying because of how closed-in I feel in an airplane. I always have to take a tranquilizer before I fly or else I panic and can’t do it,

Lane explained, matter-of-factly. 

“Gee,” Harry responded disappointedly. “I really wanted to show the caves to you -- they’re so ... so... beautiful.” The word seemed to lie unfamiliarly on his tongue. “Come on, Miss Lane, I can take care of you so you won’t be scared.”

Lane shook her head and said, “Thanks, Harry, but I really can’t.” She had been holding the elevator all this time and the alarm bell had started sounding. “I have to go,” she said hurriedly, getting on the elevator and pushing the button for the first floor.

“But...” Harry protested as the elevator doors closed. 

Lane felt an absurd sense of relief at getting away from Harry. Funny, she’d never reacted to him that way before. She knew a little of his history and that knowledge had never affected her attitude toward him prior to this. But once back in her office, she thought about what she’d been told concerning his past.

Harry had been one of the last orphans in the Sisters of Immaculata orphanage. He’d been nearly 17 when the orphanage had closed, almost at the age when he would’ve had to leave anyway. He’d gone into the Army and had been sent to Viet Nam after basic training. It had been just at the start of heavy American involvement in the conflict there. 

But Harry had not adjusted well to the military. He’d had what could only be called a complete and catastrophic breakdown in Viet Nam. He’d been sent to a mental institution on the West Coast and had then transferred to St. Sebastian at his own request. He’d spent several years as a patient. As he’d gradually recovered, he’d started doing odd jobs around the facility. In many ways, he’d become indispensable because he knew the place so well. 

When the time finally came for his official discharge, Harry had been lost at the thought of leaving the only home he’d really ever known. Coincidentally, the janitor at St. Sebastian had mysteriously disappeared and the administrator was frantic to find someone as an immediate replacement. Harry had volunteered for the job. Although the administrator had initially had misgivings about hiring a former patient, she’d eventually overcome her reservations and had hired Harry.

Harry had been the janitor at St. Sebastian for almost five years now, even before Lane had joined the staff. For some reason, he’d formed an immediate attachment to Lane, treating her like a younger sister, even though she thought they were approximately the same age.

Lane felt sorry for Harry, for the somewhat restricted and limited life he seemed to lead. She thought he lived somewhere close although she didn’t know exactly where. But he always seemed to be at St. Sebastian -- he was there when she arrived in the morning and still around when she left in the evening. Some of the other staff members complained behind Harry’s back that his behavior was too weird for someone working in a mental institution. When pressed for details, however, no one could really pinpoint just exactly what their objections were -- they only knew they felt uncomfortable around him.

Lane, on the other hand, tried to be as friendly and supportive to Harry as she could. For some reason, he reminded her of an old man who lived near her and Gram when Lane was growing up. They both had a childlike approach to life -- somewhat out of touch with adult reality. Sometimes Lane thought perhaps she had gone overboard in her kind treatment of Harry because he seemed to have formed a very strong attachment to her. She didn’t want him becoming too dependent on her good will. Twice he had asked her to intercede on his behalf with the St. Sebastian administrator, Martha Cook, a hard-nosed, no-nonsense sort of woman. Lane had gently demurred both times, saying it wasn’t appropriate for her to interfere in administrative matters.

So far, Lane hadn’t confided her dilemma about Harry with anyone but Trish, and then only in vague generalities. She wished she had some sort of confidant here at St. Sebastian. The turnover at the facility was so high that everyone who’d been there when Lane started was now gone, off to greener, saner pastures. Lane had stopped trying to make friends with the new people, knowing that they too would be gone soon. She often wondered why she stayed. Inertia, mostly -- and not knowing what direction she wanted to take with her career.

She tried to put Harry out of her mind, not knowing what if anything she should do about him. She’d never had a problem like this before and she didn’t know how to handle it.

As she walked toward her car she noticed how black the sky was, and how dim the lights on the parking lot were, making for a very depressing time of day, Lane thought. 

The exterior of St. Sebastian itself was interestingly lit with an arrangement of spotlights and recessed lights. That lighting scheme had been one of the final improvements made by the beer baron’s descendants before the castle was donated to the Sisters of Immaculata, 30 years ago. The Archdiocese had run the facility as a Catholic orphanage for a decade or so, then had closed it. The building stood vacant for over a year, until the state had contracted with the Archdiocese for it to become much-needed state mental institution. The facility was still owned by the Archdiocese with the state paying only a nominal lease amount. The cost for upkeep and general running costs of the facility more than made up for the reasonable lease amount.

The few remaining members of the Sisters of Immaculata order were still very much in residence, however, serving in various capacities as an adjunct to the state-employed staff members.

Lane was continually amazed at the tangles of state bureaucracy permeating St. Sebastian or SS as its intimates referred to it. She’d been there almost five years now and she could only shake her head in chagrin at the gyrational paper trail hoops that state regulations forced upon the workers at SS.

For example, to each patient who came through the initial processing, Lane was required to administer a battery of tests that would intimidate anyone. Most of the tests were non-standard ones and seemed almost experimental in character. Lane sometimes suspected that someone somewhere in the state mental health hierarchy was using St. Sebastian as a proving ground for his or her doctoral thesis. 

It would be five years in January since Lane had first come to St. Sebastian as a regular staff counselor, not as an intake counselor. But she’d become burned out after several years of dealing with hard-core mental cases who showed no hope for improvement. When the intake position was created, Lane had been first in line to apply for it and had won it hands down over the other applicants.

She’d felt an enormous sense of relief at being off the firing line -- accompanied by an equal feeling of guilt at shirking front line duty. Doing the testing had seemed like a vacation compared to her previous duties. 

Except for times like today when a newly admitted patient went berserk. Well, everything couldn’t always be perfect, Lane thought now as she finished screwing the gas cap back on and prepared to drive home from her emergency gas station stop.

In the back of her mind was the nagging worry that her tracker would once again appear in her rear view mirror. What concerned her most was arriving back at the apartment and having to get out of the Jeep and expose herself as she crossed the parking lot. If the tracker showed up there, she didn’t know what she would do. 

“Well, I could always just sit there and honk my horn until someone came out to investigate the annoyance,” she thought. 

Feeling better now that she had the semblance of a plan, Lane drove out of the gas station and carefully got back onto the snow-packed road. She was glad she’d invested in a four-wheel drive vehicle. Even though St. Louis had only two or three major snowstorms a year, in addition to several so-called “dustings,” she felt confident and secure knowing that she wasn’t going to slip and slide and end up stuck in the snow.

The trip home passed much more quickly than the trip to the bank. Part of that was because Lane didn’t want it to go quickly -- that reverse psychology syndrome. As she neared the apartment complex, she noticed that the stop signals weren’t working and the street lights were out. Then she realized there were no lights anywhere -- not in any of the houses or businesses along the road and, worst of all, none on the parking lot of the apartment building. All of the hundreds of apartments in Rainbow Cove seemed to be dark as well, although through the still-falling snow, Lane thought she could detect the flicker of what was probably candle light in a few nearby windows.

Lane pulled into the parking lot. She couldn’t see any lines for parking spaces so she pulled into a fairly wide open area close to the stairway leading to her apartment.

“What do I do now?” Lane asked aloud She dreaded getting out of the Jeep and sat there, the engine still running, debating with herself. With Trish gone on a flight, the thought of a dark and deserted apartment didn’t appeal to Lane at all.

If only Gram still had our house and wasn’t in the nursing home -- I could go spend the night with her. When Gram had to go into the nursing home, she’d sold the little house she’d owned for so many years. At that same time, Lane and Trish had gotten an apartment together.

Trish’s mom lived just a few minutes away, and Lane debated with herself whether or not to drive over to the Mitchell house and see if they had electricity -- and see if she might spend the night. She glanced at the dashboard clock and saw that it was a couple of minutes before ten p.m. 

“Well,” she thought, “if I’m going to go there, I’d better do it before it gets any later.”

She shifted the Jeep into reverse and drove back onto the road. For a moment, she thought she saw headlights from another vehicle at the other end of the parking lot, but then decided it was just her imagination.

She drove the few miles to the Mitchell house quickly and mindlessly. This was the area in which she had grown up and she knew it intimately, even in the pitch blackness and with shrouds of snow covering familiar landmarks.

As she turned onto the Mitchell’s street, she noticed that once again there were street lights and lighted windows in the houses she was passing. The power outage must have been just in an area surrounding the apartment complex.

She pulled into the driveway, glad to have reached a safe haven and glad to see the house had lights on in almost every window. Besides Trish’s mom, Mary Mitchell, one of Trish’s two sisters also lived there, along with Jeff, the recently returned only-male member of the Mitchell clan. The father had died many years ago, when Trish and Lane were just youngsters.

Lane turned off the engine, took the keys out of the ignition and put them in her cape pocket. She guessed she should feel awkward dropping in like this at this time of night but she didn’t. Mary Mitchell had treated her like another, much-beloved daughter, ever since that long-ago day when Trish had brought Lane home for the first time.

The girls had been kindergarten classmates. That first day, Lane had been terrified. She was an only child and lived with her grandmother in an isolated, sparsely-populated part of the County. She wasn’t accustomed to other children, unlike Trish who had two older sisters and an older brother. Somehow, the five-year-old Trish had sensed Lane’s discomfort and had latched onto the frightened little child, extending her friendship without reservation. When Lane’s grandmother picked her up after the first day of kindergarten, a very grown-up Trish had solemnly extended an invitation to Lane’s grandmother for Lane to come home with her the next day, after Trish had asked permission of her mother. Mrs. Snyder had just as solemnly agreed, telling Trish she would take them both to Trish’s house tomorrow and then pick up Lane later in the afternoon.

Lane had been so excited she was barely able to go sleep that evening. She’d never had a friend before and the prospect filled her with delight. She’d spent a solitary although not lonely childhood. Gram was a wonderful companion and they had loads of fun together, but it wasn’t the same as having a friend your own age with whom to play dolls and stuff.

Lane locked the Jeep behind her and trudged through the snow toward the front door of the Mitchell home. She couldn’t tell where the sidewalk was so she just took the most direct route.

She rang the doorbell. When no one came, she rang it again, then knocked firmly on the door. Somewhere in the distance she could hear the barking of Mary Mitchell’s beagle, Howard. What a name for a dog, Lane thought for the umpteenth time. Leave it to Mary to come up with something like that.

Mary Mitchell was a moderately successful mystery writer and a thoroughly delightful woman. Lane had always envied Trish her wonderful mother, her interesting sisters and her captivating brother. 

Lane loved her grandmother dearly but always wished her parents hadn’t died when she was a baby so that she could’ve perhaps had a regular family. Although, the Mitchells weren’t exactly what you would call a regular family. 

Mr. Mitchell had died even before Lane first met Trish, and Mary Mitchell had managed somehow to support her brood of children through free-lance writing. Along with her free-lance technical work on software manuals and computer help files, she’d written her mystery fiction on the side and had eventually become published. She wasn’t a best-selling author like that other Mary -- Higgins Clark, that is -- by any means, but she did manage to provide herself with a comfortable home and a pleasant life style.

Still no one answered the door so Lane pounded even harder. There were lights both downstairs and upstairs, and she knew someone had to be home.

Finally, she heard the clicking of the lock and the door opened. Standing there silhouetted in the light behind him was Jeff Mitchell. He reached over and switched on the porch light so he could see who was at the door.

“Lane? Lane, is that you? What on earth are you doing out on a night like this? Is anything wrong?” He opened the storm wide, and gestured her in, saying, “Come in out of this awful weather.”

“Gladly!” Lane said as she came into the house. Jeff shut the door behind her firmly, then held out his hand, saying, “Here, let me take your coat -- or cape -- or whatever.”

Lane grinned at him as she disengaged the cape from around her shoulders. “It’s a cape, doofus -- and be careful with it. Trish brought it back from Frankfort, Germany for me. It’s a real German treasure -- at least to me it is. Trish says it’s some kind of authenticate mountaineering cape or something.”

Jeff gently took the cape from Lane and hung it with exaggerated reverence on the curlicue brass coat rack in the corner of the foyer.

“Okay, come on in by the fire and tell me what you’re doing out in this storm,” Jeff said, stepping slightly to one side to let Lane precede him into the family room that ran the length of the back of the house.

Lane walked quickly over to the fireplace and stood there warming her hands. Jeff came up beside her and said, “Well?”

Again, Lane grinned up at him and said in a teasing voice, “Nice night for a ride?”

Jeff made a playful feint in her direction, then threw up his hands in defeat. He took a step backwards and plopped himself down in the nearest chair. “I give up. I guess you’ll tell me when you’re good and ready.”

“Good and ready for what?” came a question from the entrance to the family room. Mary Mitchell stood there, hands on her hips. 

“Hi, Mary,” Lane said smiling over at the woman she’d loved since she was five years old. 

At the same time, Jeff said, “Come sit down with us, and see if you can get this renegade to tell us what she’s doing out in a snowstorm.”

Mary shook her head back and forth once and said, “How about if I fix her some hot cocoa first?”

Lane protested, “Please, Mary, don’t bother -- I don’t want you to go to any trouble...”

Jeff interrupted with, “That’s a great idea, Mom. In fact, we’ll come help.”

“No, you two stay in here by the fire -- I’ll only be a minute -- I’m just going to fix some of that prefabricated stuff.” Lane and Jeff both snickered at Mary’s choice of word. Through the years, Mary had developed a reputation with her children and her surrogate daughter for a most unusual and quite unique application of vocabulary.

Mary went off to the kitchen and Lane looked around the family room with a slight smile. This had always been one of her favorite places in the whole world. Over the years, the furniture and drapes and wallpaper had changed several times, victim of Mary’s periodic re-decorating fits, but the atmosphere and the warmth of the room had always been retained.

Lane sat down on the long overstuffed sofa that faced the fireplace. She leaned her head back on one of the high pillows and gave a deep sigh. 

“Ah, heaven,” she murmured. 

“What?” Jeff asked

“I said this is heaven,” Lane replied. “I’m in one of my favorite places, with some of my favorite people, and I ‘m warm and dry and most importantly, safe!”

“Why wouldn’t you be safe?” Jeff asked in puzzlement. “What’s not to be safe?”

Lane hesitated, debating whether or not to share her evening’s adventure with him. Just then Mary returned with a tray of hot cocoa and three cups and a plate of what turned out to be Mary’s homemade chocolate chip cookies. For the next couple of minutes, the three busied themselves with cups and cookies. Once they were settled, Jeff asked again, “Why on earth wouldn’t you be safe. And by the way, for the umpteenth time, what are you doing out in this storm?”

At hearing the word “safe,” Mary looked quizzically first at her son and then at Lane, who was sitting beside her on the sofa. But then she reached over and patted Lane on the knee, saying, “Ignore my son’s manners.” She turned to Jeff and said in an overly patient tone, “Lane will share what she wants with us when she wants, dear.”

Both Lane and Jeff had burst out laughing at that, both well aware that Mary wanted to know about Lane more than Jeff did. Her novelist’s curiosity was blatantly well-known in the family, and at times, her children had delighted in keeping secrets from her just because it drove her up the wall to not know something.

“Okay, guys, I’ll tell you -- but let me warm you first that you’re going to be very skeptical about what happened to me. In fact, I ‘m skeptical myself.”

Lane proceeded to detail her evening’s activities, starting with forgetting to deposit her paycheck and ending with the power outage at the apartment complex. She tried to be matter-of-fact and straightforward when she told them about the vehicle on the parking lot and then the vehicle pulling up behind her on the shoulder of the road after she’d run out of gas.

But Mary immediately said she knew how terrified Lane must have been. She reached out an arm and encircled Lane’s shoulders. “You poor baby,” Mary said in soft voice, “that must have awful.” She paused then, and it was obvious her fertile mystery writer’s mind was shifting into overdrive. “In fact, perhaps it would help you to tell me exactly what your emotions were -- exactly how you felt -- what you were thinking --”

Jeff interrupted. “Mom, that’s enough. Lane is not fair game for your writer questions.” 

“Sorry,” Mary said. “I got carried away -- you know me.” She shook her head in a rueful, self-deprecating way, then said, “Forgive me?”

“Oh, Mary, there’s nothing to forgive. Besides, I’m always glad to share whatever I can with you.” 

Lane was obliquely referring to the many conversations she and Mary had had on various psychological topics for Mary to use in her mysteries. Lane always found Mary’s approach to the abnormal human personality interesting thought-provoking. But she was glad she herself only had to deal with them peripherally now that she was doing the admission testing rather than the actual counseling or therapy.

“So what now?” Jeff asked. “I assume the police won’t be able to help?”

“No, I guess not,” said Lane. “In fact, I’m not sure that woman officer even believed my. She probably thought I was making a mountain out of a molehill or even inventing the whole thing.”

“Anyway,” she continued, “would it be all right if I spent the night here? I don't know if our electricity is back on yet, and besides, I really would rather not spend the night alone in an empty apartment.”

“Of course you can spend the night,” Mary assured Lane. “You can use Trish’s old room -- if you can stand all the old Duran Duran posters plastered over every inch of wall space.

By the way, where is my youngest daughter off to this trip?” Mary was fascinated with Trish’s flight attendant career, just as she was with Lane’s counseling career and Jeff’s journalistic endeavors. Mary made use of everybody and everything as grist for her novelist’s mill, which no one ever seemed to mind because Mary was such a great, empathetic and active listener. Lane had always thought it was very seductive to have an intelligent, interested woman hanging on your every word.

“Trish is on the St. Louis to LAX run tonight,” Lane answered. “That’s Los Angeles -- I’m getting so accustomed to Trish using airport codes that I use them myself sometimes.”

“Hmmmm,” Mary murmured, “airport codes. Do you think I could get a list of those? Would Trish have a list?”

Lane laughed as she said, “Sure, Mary, Trish can give you a list. It’s so amazing to see your mind work -- I’m sure we have another mystery in the making with airport codes as a part of it.”

Mary nodded absent-mindedly, then arose from the sofa and went over to a small desk in one corner of the family room. She perched on the edge of the chair at the desk. picked up paper and pencil and began writing.

Jeff shook his head, saying, “There she goes. We’ve all learned not to interrupt her when she’s in one of these creative fugues of hers. It really wouldn’t do any good to try and interrupt anyway -- she tunes everything out.”

Lane smiled in response. “I know. When I was a little girl and first met your mother, I didn’t understand why she was always walking around mumbling to herself and writing things down anywhere she could find a scrap of paper. I guess I was ten or eleven before I finally realized what she was doing. That was the summer that I decided I too would be a writer and I dogged her every step, trying to be just like her. And she was so unfailingly patient and kind with me. She read my poor pathetic attempts and never belittled or discouraged me. But I was such an awful writer that she must have given a massive sigh of relief when I gave up my authorial aspirations. I think I discovered boys and that put an end to my fledgling writing career.” Lane blushed furiously as she remembered that was when she’d started having that life-threatening crush on Jeff. Hopefully, he’d never known of her infatuation.

“Discovered boys, huh?” Jeff teased. He started to say something else but broke off. “Umm, you want some more hot cocoa or anything?”

“No, thanks,” Lane answered, wondering why she felt so uncomfortable all of a sudden. Her intuition told her that Jeff had been about to ask her some kind of personal question but had then thought better of it.

“Heaven knows when Mom is going to surface from her writing -- can I get you anything? Toothbrush, pajamas...” Once again, Jeff broke off, this time with what Lane could’ve sworn was a blush.

“Well, there’s probably something in Trish’s old room that I can find to sleep in, but if you could find me a toothbrush?” she asked.

“Sure, come on upstairs. Mom keeps a supply of stuff in the linen closet. Let’s go see what we can find. Jeff stood up, stretched, then waved Lane in front of him. They walked single file to the staircase and then up the steps to the second floor of the Mitchells’ three-story home.

Half an hour later, Lane was comfortably ensconced in Trish’s old room. She’d found an a tee shirt from their high school days that served very well as a night shirt. Face scrubbed, teeth brushed, Lane was ready for a good night’s sleep. But lying in Trish’s queen-sized bed, she found sleep elusive. Her mind kept returning to the evening’s misadventures and her tracker. Her stomach was churning and her head was pounding -- from tension and fear and apprehension, she assumed.

For almost an hour, she tossed and turned, using all the sleep-inducing tricks she’d accumulated over the years, but to no avail. Finally, she gave up. She reached over and flicked on the bedside lamp. She piled the pillows against the headboard and brought herself up to a sitting position. For a few minutes, she sat there, thumbing through an old Cosmopolitan magazine she found on the nightstand. It brought back memories of the days when she and Trish thought of Cosmo as their bible, striving to be the ultimate Cosmo girl.

What a long time ago that seemed, Lane thought. Trish was a lot more successful at being a Cosmo girl than I was. Somehow, she could put it altogether -- but I never looked coordinated or sexy or anything -- I just looked like Lane no matter what I did. she smiled to herself, remembering the frustration of seeing Trish looking like a million dollars and barely noticing it.

Tiring of the old magazine, Lane put it back on the nightstand. For a couple of minutes, she sat there, debating whether or not she should try to fall asleep again. Maybe a glass of milk would help. She got out of bed and went over to the closet, looking for something that would serve as a robe. The nearest she could come was one of Trish’s old raincoats -- a mauve London Fog that Trish had treasured for years. 

Lane wrapped the coat around her, laughing at how long it was -- Trish was four or five inches taller than her. The trench coat was a long one anyway and on Lane it reached almost to the floor.

It was almost midnight and Lane tried to be as quiet as possible as she made her way down to the Mitchells’ kitchen. To her surprise, there was a dim light coming from the direction of the kitchen. She stood in the doorway and made a light tapping noise on the doorframe. She didn’t want to frighten whoever was in there.

“Yo,” came Jeff’s voice. “Who goes there?”

“Me,” Lane called back as she walked into the kitchen.

Jeff was perched on a high stool at the breakfast bar, surrounded by bread and cheese and packages of lunch meat and jars of pickles and mustard and mayonnaise. In front of him was a tall sandwich, with things falling onto the plate on which it sat.

“What on earth is that?” Lane asked in wonderment. “That can’t be a sandwich just for you?”

Jeff pretended to be offended as he said, “What do you mean? Of course, it’s a sandwich just for me -- and a rather interesting one, if I do say so myself.” He tried to pick up the sandwich to take his first bite, and the whole thing fell apart and spilled onto the counter top of the breakfast bar.

Lane started giggling and couldn’t stop. Jeff threw her a mock glare, then joined in the laughter.

He got up, took another plate out of the cupboard, and proceeded to put half of the so-called sandwich onto another plate, which he then slid over to Lane, who was now perched on the high stool next to his at the breakfast bar.

“Let’s see if you still want to laugh when you taste how good my creation is,” Jeff said.

Lane looked down at the plate in front of her, as if puzzled by what to do with it. She looked up at Jeff and said tentatively, “Perhaps a fork?”

Jeff nodded and went over and got silverware out of a drawer in the hutch at one side of the Mitchell’s huge country kitchen.

For the next few minutes, the two old friends munched away in silence.

Lane finished her plate of sandwich first. She hadn’t realized how hungry she really was. Dinner the night before had consisted of a banana. Then she’d had a few cookies when she got to the Mitchells, but other than that her food intake the past 12 or 14 hours had been minimal.

“Well, Jeff, a thousand apologies,” Lane said. “That was absolutely delicious, and I’m sorry I made fun of your culinary skills. How about a glass of milk to wash it all down?”

“Sounds good to me,” Jeff mumbled around a mouthful of sandwich.

Lane poured them each a tumbler of milk and sat down to join Jeff once again at the breakfast bar.

They drank their milk in a companionable silence. Jeff finished off his food and pushed the plate away from him. He leaned his elbows on the counter, always a no-no in the Mitchell household until the meal was over.

“Lane, I have two questions but you don’t have to answer either one if you don’t want to.”

At Jeff’s words, Lane felt her stomach drop. For a moment she couldn’t answer and she wondered what was going on with her. She’d always felt comfortable and ease with Jeff, except of course for that disastrous summer when she had such a major crush on him. Now she felt skittish and awkward -- like a 16-year-old instead of like a supposedly mature 30-year-old woman.

“Fire away,” Lane finally managed to squeak out.

“Well, like I said, don’t answer if you don’t want because it’s kind of personal-- but 

the first question is -- why on earth do you have on that stupid old raincoat?”

Lane laughed and shook her head. “It’s doing duty as a robe, silly. Why else would I have a trench coat on inside the house in the middle of the night?”

“Well, that’s what I thought, said Jeff, but I just wanted to double-check.”

“Okay, said Lane. “Now, what’s your second question.”

This time Lane was caught unaware when Jeff responded with, “I guess I’ve always wondered why you’ve never married?”

Lane felt herself blushing and was glad that there was only one dim light on in the kitchen so hopefully Jeff couldn’t see her scarlet face.

“Ummm,” Lane stammered, then said, “I don’t know why I haven’t married. I’ve been engaged once and one other time, I was close. But somehow things just didn’t work out. I guess I haven’t met the right person yet.” As she said those words, her face flamed again because in her head she added, “At least that’s what I always thought until this moment.”

Jeff looked down at the countertop and said, “Hmmm.”

Lane added, “You know, I always thought Trish and I would be among the first ones to get married and have kids and but look at us -- career women with no husbands and babies in sight.”

“Well, I thought when I got married, it would be forever,” Jeff said slowly. “But it didn’t turn out that way.”

Lane murmured, “Oh?” not knowing how to respond.

“I met Cindy in Chicago. She worked for a TV station there as a weather girl --excuse me -- weatherforecaster. That was one of her hot buttons -- being called a weather girl. She was really ambitious -- much more than me as it turned out. She was always looking for that big break that would take her to the network. When it finally came, she didn’t hesitate and she didn’t look back. I didn’t want to follow her to New York so I stayed at my job on the paper in Chicago and we tried one of those commuter marriages for awhile. But we both soon realized that it wasn’t going to work.”

Jeff paused, then gave a short, bitter-sounding laugh. “Who am I trying to kid? What really happened is that she started an affair with a network bigwig and she dumped me faster than you can say goodbye.”

Lane said instinctively, “Oh, Jeff, I’m so sorry.”

Jeff looked at her and smiled ruefully, saying, “Well, as it turns out, I’m not sorry. It was the best thing that could’ve happened to me. I was dazzled by Cindy’s beauty and style and her fascinating career. But after it was all over, I realized that she had no substance. She was all sizzled and no steak. It would have ended anyway -- it just ended more quickly because of her overriding ambition. Thank God, we never had children. I wanted them but she didn’t -- she was too afraid it would interfere with her climb up the ladder. Plus it would have ruined her figure.”

Jeff paused, then continued. “You know, I feel like such a damn fool. How could I have been so blind to what she was really like. After the fact, Trish and Mom both told me what they really thought of her. I told both of them I wished that they had told me sooner but I know I wouldn’t have paid any attention. I was too overwhelmed by her.”

Jeff shook his head, then said, “Well, enough of that. Come on, young lady, it’s time we went to bed.”

Lane blushed furiously and Jeff noticed, giving her a wide grin. He picked up the plates and glasses from the breakfast bar counter and quickly and efficiently put them in the dish washer. Lane watched in admiration, then sang in a slightly off-key voice, “It’s so nice to have a man around the house.”

Jeff made a playful swat at her, then offered her hand to help her down from the bar stool. Lane could tell from the surprised look on his face that he felt the same electrical tingle she did when their hands touched.

Lane bowed her head, not wanting Jeff to see the gleam in her eyes and the flush on her cheeks. Jeff turned away and toward the door to the hall, standing aside to let Lane precede him. He flicked out the kitchen light and followed Lane up the back staircase to the second floor of the Mitchell’s house. Lane could feel his presence behind her and she was glad he couldn’t see her reddened face.

They parted company at the head of the stairs, Jeff turning to the right and Lane going to the left.

Once back inside Trish’s old room, Lane quietly closed the door and leaned against it for a few moments. 

“Gosh,” she thought. “All those old feelings for Jeff are back and stronger than ever. What am I going to do about this?”

She sighed and shook her head, then took off the ridiculous trench coat she’d been using as a robe. She got back into bed and this time fell asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow.

At dawn, Lane awoke briefly from a horrible nightmare. Someone had been chasing her down a long tunnel that kept getting narrower and narrower. She woke up just when she’d gotten herself wedged immovably in the tunnel. 

Well, I guess I know where that dream came from, she thought. First, Harry wanted to show me some tunnels and caves. And then somebody was following me tonight. Put them together and voila! what a nightmare. She yawned, plumped up the pillow, and fell back into a deep sleep.

The next day back at her apartment, Lane found that the electricity still just come back on an hour or two before her return. The apartment was still freezing from the heat being off.

She heated up some water for a hasty washing up -- there was no way she was going to take a cold shower. There were showers at St. Sebastian and she would take one as soon as she got to work. She packed up her clothes and started to leave the apartment. But first she looked at Trish’s schedule posted on the refrigerator to see when she could expect her roommate back. Trish had a layover last night in New York and should be back home this evening.

Good, thought Lane. I really need to talk to her about these feelings I’m having for Jeff. I need someone to help me figure out what’s going on and what I should do about it.

Out in the Jeep, Lane looked around the parking lot, now cleared of snow, for any suspicious-looking vehicle. Nothing caught her eye, but nevertheless, she was very observant and on guard as she drove to St. Sebastian.

The road crews must have been out working all night long, she thought. The roads were plowed and salted and traffic was moving along at an acceptable pace. It was a good thing the snowstorm hadn’t occurred during either the morning or evening rush hour. Lane had spent many an hour sitting in a snow-induced traffic jam, panicking about running out of gas.

Well, worrying about running out of gas is never going to happen again, Lane thought, as she remembered her resolve to get her life in order and stop being so disorganized and such a procrastinator.

Lane’s day was long and uneventful, compared to the previous day’s madness. Even Harry seemed to have vanished. Lane had wanted a bulletin board moved from one wall to another in her office and when she tried to call him, she got Lucille, the administrator’s secretary, instead.

“Harry called in sick this morning,” Lucille whined. “I don’t know what we’re going to do without him. Well, you can be sure I won’t be the one to run around taking care of everyone’s maintenance problems.”

Lane got off the phone as quickly as she could without being rude. Lucille was a major pain -- the only reason she still had a job was because one of the high muckety-mucks in the state government was her husband’s brother. Therefore, she had a guaranteed job for as long as she wanted. No one like her but they all had to tolerate her because of her connections.

Lane tried to remember the last time Harry had been out sick but she couldn’t. As far as she knew, this was a first. Well, more power to him. There comes a point where job dedication becomes an obsession.

The hours seemed to drag by. Lane was anxious to get home and talk to Trish about Jeff. She even went so far as to call and leave a message on the answering machine in the apartment telling Trish she needed to talk her that evening about an urgent matter and volunteering to bring pizza and all the trimmings home with her.

Later that afternoon, Trish returned Lane’s phone call but Lane was in a testing session and the receptionist took a message indicating Trish’s willingness, availability and hunger.

Lane grinned when she saw it, knowing her roommate’s deep love of pizza. There was a special place near their apartment that served what Lane and Trish considered the best pizza in St. Louis. It was in a little run-down tavern that had been around for 20 or 30 years and was one of the best-kept secrets in the city. Almost everyone did carry-out -- DJ’s was not the kind of atmosphere where you wanted to eat.

At five o’clock on the dot, Lane left St. Sebastian, not able to wait one more minute. She’d called DJ’s and ordered a large deluxe, along with two house salads and a double order of cheese garlic bread. The thought of the delicious food made her stomach growl in hunger and she realized that she’d forgotten to eat lunch that day. She’d had a doughnut in the morning from the communal donut stash and a piece of birthday cake in the afternoon but that had been the extent of her food intake.

“No wonder I ‘m so tired and grouchy,” Lane thought as she walked out to the Jeep. The sky was black already was the snow clouds had cleared off and she could see a few faint stars twinkling above her.

“I’m so sick of cold weather and of it getting dark so early,” she thought. I can’t wait until spring and summer.”

When she and Trish were kids, they’d counted the days until Daylight Savings Time started -- which meant they could stay out playing longer. The only good thing about winter was the possibility of sufficient snow to cause school to close -- which unfortunately didn’t happen often enough to suit them.

Before getting into the Jeep, she stood for a moment surveying the parking lot. There were still quite a few cars around -- most of the day staff at St. Sebastian didn’t leave on the dot of five and there were almost as many who worked later shifts so at any given time, chances were that the parking lot was fairly well full of vehicles.

Lane looked for any unfamiliar vehicle -- she was on the lookout for her tracker friend of the evening before. But she didn’t see anything or anyone out of the ordinary. With one last glance around, she used the security alarm and door lock on her keychain to unlock the door.

For a moment, she just sat there, leaning back in the driver’s seat, letting a wave of relaxation envelop her. Thank God, it was Friday, she thought. I really need this weekend to counteract what has most definitely been a hellish weekend.

The rush hour traffic was in full force when she swung onto the highway so it took about half an hour to reach DJ’s. Her stomach was starting to growl as she picked up the food and she decided to sample the cheese garlic bread to keep her stomach in check. Mouth-watering good, was her pronouncement on the bread. Despite her best efforts, she managed to get crumbs everywhere, plus a glob of cheese on her beautiful loden cape. Rats, she muttered, I’ll have to do something with this spot the minute I get home so it doesn’t set. 

When she got to Rainbow Cove, she noticed that most of the apartments were blazing with light. Friday nights were swinging times at the complex, with its superabundance of young unencumbered professionals. Trish and Lane’s apartment was on the back side of one of the end buildings in the complex so Lane couldn’t see it from the parking lot. She’d often wished they overlooked the parking lot rather than a huge wooded area that ringed the perimeter of the apartment complex. For some reason, even in the winter when the trees were bare of leaves, the woods were foreboding to her.

Getting out of the Jeep, Lane managed to juggle the pizza box, the paper bag with the cheese garlic bread, her briefcase and her shoulder bag without dropping anything. She quickly made her way up the open stairway to their second floor apartment. At the door, she used a kick of her booted foot to announce her arrival to Trish, because she had no hands available to ring the doorbell or use the knocker, and she certainly had no available hands to unlock the door and turn the handle.

Trish seemed to take an inordinate time getting to the door and Lane wondered if she’d run out somewhere for a minute. But at last, Lane heard the clicking of the door lock and her roommate opened the door wide to let Lane and her burdens pass through.

“Food -- I need food!” Trish cried, grabbing the pizza box out of Lane’s hands. 

Lane followed behind Trish into the living room, struck as always by how beautiful, model- or movie-star-beautiful her friend was. It had taken Lane a long while to accept the fact that while she herself was pretty, Trish was drop-dead gorgeous. Even before she began her flight attendant career, with its emphasis on professionally polished good looks, Trish had been a knock-out.

Once she went through the make-over process each neophyte flight attendant was required to undergo, Trish had emerged as even more striking. She was tall and slender, with superb posture that made her seem even taller and more slender. Somehow the flight attendant uniforms added to the effect of height and willowness.

Trish’s naturally blond hair had been styled into a becoming frame for her face, turning under slightly at the tips and brushed off to the sides. Its sleekness had complemented her high cheekbones and wideset blue-green eyes. She’d learned to apply a professional patina of make-up that looked completely natural but which highlighted her good points and camouflaged what few minor insufficiencies she had. 

Since childhood, Lane had tried to emulate Trish’s appearance but to no avail. Lane’s hair was blond also but had so much natural curl that there wasn’t much she could do with it, other than a basic wash and wear process.

Lane also carried a few more pounds than Trish and a few less inches, so tall and willowy was never going to be an option for her. And despite sporadic healthy-eating kicks, Lane always felt chunky when she was around Trish. Particularly since Trish was such a fitness and work-out fanatic. Several times a week, Trish religiously spent an hour or more in the apartment complex’s workout room, using the treadmill, the Nordic track, the various abs paraphernalia. She relentlessly badgered Lane to join her but Lane routinely refused to join in on what she termed those torture sessions.

This evening, even in a tee-shirt and jeans, Trish looked as though she belonged on model’s runway or up on the silver screen rather than the living room of a Rainbow Cove apartment.

Lane was amazed to see that Trish had set placemats, plates and silverware on the chrome and glass coffetable that faced the fireplace, where a fire burned brightly. Several lit candles of varying sizes, shapes and colors adorned the table. 

“Trish, sweets, you always do everything with such flair,” Lane said as she placed the garlic cheese bread on the table next to the pizza. 

She shed her cape onto a nearby chair, then noticing Trish’s faint frown, made a face at her neat and tidy roommate. Obediently, Lane walked over to the tiny entranceway of the apartment and hung the cape on the brass coat rack in the corner.

“Good girl,” Trish said, nodding approvingly, “I’ll soon have you whupped into place.”

“Gram tried for years to change my messy habits and got nowhere,” Lane said. “So far, you’re doing better than she did.”

“Beer, wine, soda?” Trish asked in her best flight attendant voice.

“Give me a break, stew,” Lane teased, using the hated nickname. “I think I would like a glass of wine. How about you? And I’ll get it. You do enough serving.”

Trish grinned back at her and plopped down on one of the cushions in front of the coffee table. “How about a white wine spritzer for me, young lady?”

Lane went off to the kitchen to get the wine while Trish opened up the pizza box and put a slice on each of their plates, along with hunks of crusty cheese garlic bread.

Lane came back with two frosty tumblers of wine spritzers. She put one at each place, then went over to the CD player and thumbed through their joint collection. Turning around to Trish, she said questioningly: “Eagles or Springsteen?”

Trish thought for a moment, then said, “Eagles, definitely. I’m not in the mood for the Boss.”

The haunting strains of “Hotel California” eddied into the room, as the two friends dug into their pizza.

They ate in silence until their initial hunger was satisfied, then nibbled here an there on a pizza crust and slices of garlic bread. At one point, Lane got up and went to the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. She and Trish had developed a taste for the various gourmet coffees now ubiquitously available. Tonight she chose vanilla cream.

As they were enjoying their coffee, Lane glanced up and found herself looking at Trish in a whole new light, as the sister of a man she was very much attracted to -- as an adult, rather than as the child she’d been at the time of her first crush on Jeff Mitchell.

Taking a deep breath, Lane gathered enough courage to broach the subject of Jeff with her roommate.

Lane spoke hesitatingly, saying, “There’s something I would like to talk to you about, kid. It’s semi-heavy, so if you’re not in the mood I can postpone it.”

“Heavy?” Trish said in mock horror. “I don't do heavy.” Then she grinned widely, and said, “Just kidding, of course. Fire away -- I can handle anything.” Trish paused, then added, “Except criticism of the way I clean the house.”

“Doofus -- I would never criticize that -- you’re the original Mrs. Clean. No, this is something fairly personal.” Seeing Trish’s quizzically raised left eyebrow, one of her quirks, Lane quickly added, “Personal about me, not you.”

“That I can handle beautifully -- you know how I like gossip and such.” Trish ended with a mock leer. Then, seeing the serious look on her roommate’s face, Trish continued, “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were serious. Come on, tell me what it is. I promise to behave.”

“I know you will. But this is really difficult for me because it’s very personal and because it involves Jeff.,” Lane said softly.

“Jeff? What about Jeff?” Trish asked in bewilderment.

“Well,” Lane began, “like I told you on the phone today, I spent the night at your mom’s house last night because the power was off here. Jeff was there, of course, and we spent some time talking, for the first time in years, or really, maybe ever.”

Trish nodded slowly, a faintly puzzled look on her face. She sipped her coffee but didn’t say anything.

Lane continued. “I don’t know if you know this, but once upon a time, centuries ago, I had a major crush on Jeff. It started when we were just kids -- that summer after he graduated from Mizzou. It was a crazy infatuation but it lasted for years. I guess I thought I was finally completely over him when he got married but --”

Here Trish interrupted with a low chuckle. “Sweets, I could’ve told you that you weren’t over Jeff.”

“You mean you knew about my crush?” Lane asked incredulously, a faint flush on her cheeks.

“Sure, I knew -- and no, I never mentioned it to Jeff, ever.”

Lane then asked, “What about your mom? Did -- does she know?”

“Well,” Trish answered slowly, “yes, Mom knows. In fact, she was the one who figured it out first. It took me longer to realize how you felt about Jeff. But Mom and I have only talked about it once or twice -- we didn’t think it was any of our business.”

Lane smiled sheepishly at her friend. “So much for me thinking no one knew.” She paused a moment, then a look of horror washed over her face. “You don’t think Jeff knew -- knows -- whatever?”

Trish shook her head vigorously. “No, I’m sure he has no idea -- men are sort of dense that way, you know. Besides, Jeff has never fancied himself as God’s gift to women so it would never dawn on him that you -- that you liked him.”

“Oh, good,” Lane said in relief. “I would be mortified if I thought he knew.”

Trish waited patiently, knowing her roommate had more to say but not wanting to push her into talking.

““More coffee?” Lane asked. At Trish’s refusal, Lane nodded and began to talk about Jeff again .

“Jeff and I had a really good conversation last night -- in the middle of the night, actually. Neither one of us could sleep -- I’ll tell you later why I couldn’t sleep,” she added as an aside. “Anyway, after I went back to bed, I realized that I really still have feelings for Jeff, although it’s more than just that girlish crush I had on him. I’ve always thought he was a great guy -- and that feeling has intensified after our talk last night. So....” she paused a moment, then said, “What should I do? How can I let him know how I feel? Or should I? Maybe I shouldn’t do anything?” 

Lane halted and looked at Trish to see if she had any advice.

Trish reached a hand across the table and patted her roommate on the arm. “I guess I think you don’t have to do or say anything, just let things take their course. I won’t try to fix Jeff up for the party -- we’ll just sort of let you be his date, without telling him that. We’ll work it out -- trust me.” Trish grinned widely and added, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if something really came of this? Then you could actually be my sister, or at least sort of.”

Lane grinned back at her roommate, gladdened by her enthusiasm. “You don’t think this is a foolish fancy on my part?”

“Not at all,” Trish responded forcefully. “The only thing that bothers me is why I didn’t think of it myself, sooner. Just think of all the years you and Jeff have wasted -- well, we’ll certainly have to make up for lost time.”

Trish stood up and started gathering together the dishes and silverware from dinner. “I’ll have to do some thinking about my party plans to accommodate this new ingredient. Maybe I’ll scale back on the size of the guest list to make it more intimate and manageable -- to give you and Jeffie-boy a chance to spend some time together.”

Lane shook her head in mock despair, saying, “Watch out, world, Trish the mover and shaker is going into action.” She thought for a moment, then said tentatively, “Ummm, Trish, could you, would you, sort of soft-pedal this. I mean, please don’t say anything to Jeff or scare him off. This could make him head for the hills, but fast.”

“Not to worry,” Trish answered in a soothing voice. “Trust your old friend Trish to handle this with tact, diplomacy and great skill.”

The two women worked together cleaning up the remainder of the supper dishes. The phone rang while they were loading the dishwasher, and Trish reached over to answer it. 

“Ma! How ya’ doing, kid?” Trish greeted her mother. Lane pantomimed for Trish to go sit down and talk her mother and indicated that she would finish the cleaning up.

Trish took the cordless phone into the living room and sprawled out on the sofa. Lane grinned at her roommate. Trish had bought the sofa with its matching chair and hassock when they first moved into the apartment. It had been a major deal. The two women had traipsed through every furniture store and furniture department in a 20-mile radius. The only selection Trish really liked was at Dillard’s where the furniture cost twice as much as she’d budgeted to spend. But she bit the bullet and charged the furniture to her already overburdened credit card because she’d fallen in love with the green and white striped furniture.

At first, Trish had been reluctant to let anyone to sit on the furniture. Then she finally relented and bought hunter green throws to protect it (along with the Scotch guarding process she’d arranged for ). Now, the throws were a thing of the past and anyone could sit anywhere they liked, anytime they liked. And to Trish’s surprise, the furniture had held up beautifully and still looked practically brand-new. 

As Lane finished straightening up the kitchen, she half-listened to Trish’s conversation with her mother but wasn’t able to figure out what they were talking about. In contrast to Trish’s usual ebullious talkativeness, her comments were monosyllabic and low-key.

Lane turned off the kitchen overhead light and walked around the divider into their combination living room/dining room. The fire had started to die down so Lane put on another log and poked around to get the flames going again. Restlessly, she walked around the apartment, looking out the window, straightening up newspapers and magazines, waiting impatiently for Trish to get off the phone so they could continue the conversation about Jeff. 

Suddenly, Trish’s voice got Lane’s attention. It sounded as though she was winding up her phone call with Mary Mitchell.

“Now, Ma, can I count on you to help me make this party a surprise for Jeff? I’ll need your help in getting him over here somehow.” There was a pause, then Trish said, “Thanks, Ma, I knew I could count on you...Well, I’ll talk to you --” Trish broke off her farewell and said, “Wow, I nearly forgot. I want to invite Mary Kate but I don’t know if that’s appropriate. What do you think?” Trish listened for a moment, then said, “You’re right, that’s what I’ll do. Again, thanks. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Trish clicked off the cordless phone and put it on the table next to the sofa.

She leaned forward with a faint frown on her face, and said, “Well, here’s the deal. Ma is going to help get Jeff over here for the party. And I remembered that I wanted to check with her about inviting Mary Kate. She says I should but I should understand if Sister Mary Kate declines.” 

Lane nodded in understanding and the two women sat silent for a moment, thinking of the Mitchell daughter and sister who had entered a convent at age 17 and who was about to take her final vows. Mary Katherine Mitchell was now assigned to an order in Washington, Missouri, a small town just southwest of St. Louis. She discouraged contact from her family, just because she knew her withdrawal from the world and from them was still a burdensome for her family.

There were three girls and one son in the Mitchell family: Jeff was the oldest, at almost forty. Then came Mary Beth (Mary Elizabeth) who was 35, an attorney married to an attorney, the mother of three small children who ran her in circles; then came Trish (Mary Patricia), then finally Mary Kate (Mary Katherine), the nun, who was 25.

The family hadn’t been able to figure out how Mary Kate had become interested in committing herself to the Church. None of them had really seriously tried to talk her out of it, but through the years, they had all expressed their concerns and reservations. Because of the relaxation of the stricter of Church regulations, the Mitchells had been able to see Mary Kate more frequently than would have been true in the past. Every two months or so, Mary Kate would come home for a day and just about as often, all or part of the family would drive down to Washington to take her to lunch in one of the several quaint riverfront restaurants.

Mary Mitchell had done her best to be understanding and encouraging about her youngest daughter’s vocation, while at the same time pointing out to Mary Kate the many pitfalls and drawbacks to the life she’d chosen. None of the Mitchells had ever been that devout, although all had been regular attendees at Sunday morning mass at St. Mark’s and St. Michaels cathedral near their home. Periodically, Lane had accompanied Trish to church but had never understood what was going on. She’d much preferred Gram’s special little church, also in the neighborhood.

When they were children, Mary Kate had worshipped Lane and Trish and had followed them around everywhere. Trish and Lane wanted to ignore the younger girl but instead had grudgingly permitted her to tag along. The five or so years age difference had been enough for Mary Kate to worship the two older girls.

“So probably Mary Kate won’t attend,” Lane said. She paused a moment, thinking back to that sweet little girl who had trailed behind her and Trish on so many adventures. the, thoughtfully, she said, “Hey, Trish, has anyone in your family ever tried to discourage Mary Kate from entering the convent, or for that matter, from taking her final vows? That’s coming up soon, isn’t it?”

“Mmm-hmm,” Trish said. “I think it’s sometime in the next couple of months. And no, none of us ever tried to talk her out of her vocation, at least not that I know of. I guess we felt it had to be her decision. And I do know that the Church does a pretty good job of trying to present an accurate picture of what life as a nun is.”

“By the way, Ma asked what was going on with you and Jeff? He was asking all kinds of questions about you this morning at breakfast and she didn’t know what to think.”

Lane could feel her face blush beet-red. She stood up from her perch on the arm of the sofa and walked over the fireplace to give the fire an unneeded poke. 

Trish gave a low chuckle, and said, “Well, kid, we don’t need to worry about coming up with a strategy for getting Jeff’s attention -- I think you’ve already gotten it.”

Lane came over and sat down next to Trish on the sofa. She leaned back, closed her eyes, and permitted herself a small grin. “Sounds wonderful to me,” she said softly.

“Okay, you’re taken care of -- now what about your roomie? If you’re going to get all serious and squishy about someone, I guess I’ll have to also.” Trish paused, then added with a smirk, “Actually, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

Lane sat bolt upright and looked at her roommate. “Have you been holding out on me?” she demanded.

“I guess you might say that,” Trish answered. “Really, I just wanted to make sure of my feelings and his feelings before I said anything to anyone. I’ve been through so many aborted relationships that I wasn’t sure whether this was anything or not.”

Lane shook her head and said, “Wow, I wish I could keep things to myself like you can -- I had no idea. And if it had been me, I couldn’t have kept my mouth shut. So, come one, tell, tell.”

Trish pulled her knees up to her chin and wrapped her arms around her legs.

“I met him on a flight, of course. Where else do I meet people? Fortunately, it was on an STL/LAX flight and he lives here in St. Louis. He’s the owner/editor of a small weekly newspaper on the outskirts of the Metro area and he knows some of the same people that Jeff does. I mentioned him to Jeff and although Jeff doesn’t know him, he’s heard of him and says he has a great reputation in the newspaper business.”

“I need details -- What’s his name? How old is he? What does he look like?”

“Whoa, slow down, one question at a time,” Trish said. She gave Lane a wide grin, then continued. “His name is Ned Sommers. He’s in his late 30s -- I think he’s about Jeff’s age actually. He graduated from Mizzou a year before Jeff but they didn’t really know each other there. As for looks, he’s nice looking but not drop-dead gorgeous, which is fine with me. I’ve had enough of handsome men so full of themselves that’s all they think of.”

“I know what you mean,” Lane interjected. “Remember Tony -- and how impressed he was with his appearance. Drove me crazy! Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” 

Trish shrugged her shoulders, then went on. “Let’s see -- what else about Ned. Oh, I didn’t finish describing his appearance. Like I said, he’s not blatantly handsome -- he’s about my height, with medium-brown hair. He wears glasses, usually with gold frames. He says he’s tried contacts but doesn’t like putting things in his eyes -- reminds me of a certain backward roommate of mine.”

Lane made a slight face at the dig but said nothing in response, wanting Trish to continue talking about this Ned Sommers person.

“I guess you could say Ned is sort of academic-looking -- I don’t know how else to describe him. He’s a widower -- his wife died several years ago, of breast cancer. It’s a really sad story -- she’d been pregnant with their first child, found out about the cancer and refused treatment during the pregnancy. But she miscarried and by then the cancer had advanced so far there wasn’t much that could be done. So the poor man lost his wife and his unborn child and was left all alone in the world. And I do mean alone as far as family is concerned. He was an only child and his parents have been dead for years. Evidently, there wasn’t much family -- he’s really anxious to meet the Mitchell clan -- and even though we’re not really that big a family, he thinks we are.”

“So when do we get to meet him?” Lane asked, assuming and rightly so that she was included as at least a peripheral member of the Mitchell clan.

“Well, at first I thought I’d bring him to Jeff’s party -- and I definitely still will do that. But that’s probably too hectic an event for meeting the family. So maybe I’ll get Mom to cook one of her rare Sunday dinners soon, before Jeff’s party, and invite Ned and Mary Beth and her family and you and Jeff -- and maybe Mary Kate, if she can get a pass or whatever it is she gets. How do you think that sounds?” Trish asked.

“That sounds like a good idea. I can’t wait to meet this Ned -- he sounds great.”

Trish smiled and said in response, “You’ll really like him, I’m sure. I’m sorry it took me so long to tell you about him -- but I’ve been burned so many times that I wanted to make sure of him and my feelings for him before I said anything. It’s the same with Mom and Jeff and everyone -- in fact, you’re the first one I’ve told. I’ll tell Mom tomorrow -- we’re having lunch together to make plans for Jeff’s party. And I’ll ask her then about Sunday dinner.”

Lane stood up, stretched, yawned, and said, “I think I’ll turn in.”

Trish gestured at her to sit back down and said, “Not so fast there, kid.”

Lane looked quizzically at her roommate but obediently plopped back down on the sofa.

“Okay -- what’s the deal?”

“In my phone conversation with Ma, she also told me about your adventure last night, or misadventure, I guess you could call it. Were you planning on telling me about it?”

Lane shook her head slowly back and forth, saying, “I’m sorry -- I didn’t want to worry or upset you. I guess sometimes I keep things to myself too much when I don’t really need to. I only told your Mom and Jeff about it because I wanted to spend the night there.”

“Well, now that I know about it, you can give me the details,” Trish said in her reasonable voice. Then she spoiled the effect by saying, “Gimme da details, kid!” in a poor gangster imitation.

Lane laughed and then proceeded more seriously to tell Trish exactly what had transpired the preceding evening.

When Lane had finished her story, Trish reached over and patted her roommate on the forearm, saying, “Well, for once Ma wasn’t exaggerating. When she told me about what had happened, I assumed it was her novelist’s overactive imagination fueling things. But she didn’t exaggerate at all, I guess.”

“I never did hear anything back from the police. I thought they might contact me today but they didn’t.”

Trish nodded and said, “I don’t imagine there’s much they can do. There wasn’t much to go on, was there?”

“No,” Lane agreed. “The only thing I know for sure is that from now on, I’m going to be super-careful. And I certainly won’t go out alone late at night like that ever again.”

Trish responded with, “What a sorry state of affairs it is when you’re not safe going out at night. Makes you want to crawl in bed and pull the covers over your head and never come out.”

Lane looked at Trish with a faint frown on her face. Since the airline disaster, Trish had flirted with a low-level depression and Lane was on the look-out for any flare-up. 

Trish caught the frown and gave Lane a quick reassuring smile. “Not to worry,” she said. “I’m not going to sink into some kind of depression. But I definitely am going to keep an eye out for you. What a spooky thing to happen to you. And this has always been such a safe part of the County -- if anyplace in the world can be considered safe today, with all the kooks out there.”

“I know. And I’ve learned a really valuable lesson from this whole thing. I’ve let my life get out of control -- for no good reason at all. I forgot to deposit my paycheck, and I let myself get too low on gas. So from now on, I’m going to be more organized and efficient so I don’t get myself into messes again.” Lane shook her head in emphasis.

Trish tried to hide a grin but was unsuccessful. 

Lane confronted her with, “Oh, Miss Smarty-Pants doesn’t think I can change my ways, huh?”

Lane thought a moment, then said, “I guess you’re thinking that you’ve heard all this before? That you think I can’t change? That I’ll never be as organized and in control of my life as you are?”

“Well, no, I wouldn’t quite say that. It’s just that for the 25 or so years that I’ve known you, organization has never been, shall we say, your strong suit.” Trish managed to duck as Lane through one of the sofa pillows at her head.

Saturday morning dawned sunny and bright, a beautiful contrast to the snowy weather of the preceding week.

Lane lay in bed, luxuriating in her weekend. She had nothing much planned and was looking forward to two days of sloth. Although there were the usual and never-ending cleaning, laundry and shopping chores. Usually, she tried to wrap those up by the middle of the afternoon on Saturdays, which still gave her ample leisure time.

The night before, Trish had told her she would be gone on a flight when Lane got up Saturday morning. She said she had bid the new route to Phoenix and was really looking forward to exploring a brand new city.

Lane lay there, trying to remember when Trish had said she would return but her mind was a blank. Perhaps Trish hadn’t said. Well, she could always check the refrigerator where Trish posted a copy of her flight schedule.

The morning passed quickly but unpleasantly. Lane disliked mandatory household tasks such as laundry and cleaning and errand-running. 

As she returned to the apartment from grocery shopping, she heard the phone ringing. But by the time she’d managed to unlock the door and get inside, juggling grocery bags and keys, the phone had stopped ringing. 

“Rats,” Lane thought. “I forgot to turn on the answering machine. Well, maybe whoever it was will call back.”

She quickly put the groceries away and finished up the laundry and the cleaning. Saturday afternoons and Saturday dinners were always reserved for Gram and were one of the high points of Lane’s week. She also visited Gram a couple of times during the week, having lunch or dinner with her at the nursing home. Periodically, she would take Gram out on an adventure but wrestling with the wheelchair was always such a hassle. And Gram always said she enjoyed Lane’s company no matter where they were, so staying at the nursing home was fine with her.

In her morning errand-running, she’d purchased some of Gram’s favorite things -- the special chocolate cream cookies she loved, the nacho chips and peanuts. In her room at the nursing home, Gram had a small refrigerator and a microwave for when she wanted a snack or didn’t feel like going into the dining room.

Gram also had something none of the other residents had: a computer. Lane had insisted that Gram move onto the Information Superhighway and had given her a state-of-the art system as a combination Christmas and birthday present last year. Gram had vociferously protested at Lane’s extravagance and had then protested that she was too old a dog to learn such new tricks. But Lane had ignored all protests and had proceeded to teach Gram all she know about using the computer, especially accessing the Internet. Now Gram was a true computer addict and had become somewhat of a high-tech guru at the nursing home. 

Gram had a phone line in her room that she used both for regular phone calls and to access the Internet. She’d developed an interest in the online chat groups and sometimes when Lane tried to call her, the phone line would be busy incessantly. Lane always knew that Gram was either chatting or surfing, both of which delighted Lane. 

Sometimes Lane and Gram ate in the nursing home dining room and sometimes Lane brought food in and they ate at the small table in front of the window in Gram’s room. Lane had decided that Saturday’s dinner would consist of the only thing she was good at cooking-- homemade lasagna. During her morning sortie to the grocery store, she’d stocked up on all the necessary ingredients. Now, at 2 in the afternoon, it was time to get cooking, so to speak. 

She put a classical music CD into the player -- the Peer Gynt Suite -- one of her all-time favorites. Lane was a music aficionado, loving all kinds of music, except for opera. She alternated among classical and country and rock and jazz. Usually she said she’d never heard music she didn’t like -- with the glaring exception of opera. For some reason, operatic voices really grated on her nerves, like fingernails screeching down a blackboard.

As the strains of In the Hall of the Mountain King surrounded her, she started the water to boil and began to brown the Italian sausage. This was one of Gram’s special recipes and the only one that Lane had ever mastered. Through the years, Gram had tried to teach Lane to cook, but lasagna was their only success story. Mostly, Trish was the cook around the apartment, with Lane doing a lot of bringing in of take-out as her contribution. 

Several times, Lane dialed her grandmother’s phone number but kept getting a busy signal. “Chatting again,” she muttered to herself.” She’d wanted to see if there was anything else Gram wanted her to bring. Oh well, she thought, I’ll keep trying. And if I still haven’t talked to her when I’m ready to leave, I’ll call the reception desk and have them tell her to call me.

The phone rang as she was spreading meat sauce on top of lasagna noodles. She put the pan down and reached over for the phone, fully expecting to hear her grandmother’s voice lilting at her across the wires.

To her surprise, Jeff was on the other end of the line. She was momentarily speechless. She’d just been thinking about him and for him to call took her off-guard. But she managed to recover her composure quickly and said, “Jeff, how are you? What’s up?”

“I was wondering if you had any plans for this evening. I was thinking about grabbing a bite to eat and seeing if there was a good movie...” he let his voice trail off.

Lane felt a thrill of pleasure go through her. Trish and Mary Mitchell had been right about Jeff’s interest in her. Yippee! she chortled inwardly.

“Oh, Jeff, I‘m sorry -- I’m going to visit Gram at the nursing home this evening. In fact, I’m fixing lasagna, even as we speak, to take to her.”

“Lasagna?” Jeff said. “I love lasagna.”

Lane laughed and said, “Really? Hmmmm...Are you inviting yourself along?”

“Well, do you think your grandmother would mind?” he asked.

“Mind? She’d be delighted! You were always one of her favorites, you know. Of course, you can go. And she’ll talk your arm off about her computer and the Internet if you give her half a chance,” Lane responded.

“Computer? Internet? You mean Gram is wired?” Jeff said in surprise.

“You’d better believe it. I had to twist her arm to get her to let me give her a computer for Christmas and now she’s turned into some kind of online addict. It’s a hoot, let me tell you.”

“I can’t wait to hear all about this,” Jeff said. Okay, what’s the plan? What can I contribute to this dinner?”

Lane thought for a moment, then said, “How about stopping at Imo’s and picking up some cheese garlic bread and salads?”

“Sure,” Jeff said. “I’ll do that on my way over to pick the lasagna and you up.”

“The lasagna comes first,” Lane teased.

“Of course, I have my priorities,” Jeff said with mock dignity.

They ended the phone call, and as Lane hung up the phone, she began a gleeful dance around the kitchen. In just a few short minutes, her whole life had changed. She grinned widely and shook her head in disbelief.

“Now, what to wear,” she wondered aloud. Her usual garb to visit Gram was consisted of jeans and the sweatshirt of the day, as Gram termed Lane’s somewhat eclectic collection of “message sweatshirts.” Lane debated with herself whether to continue the tradition or to come up with an outfit that was more flattering. The problem with the more-flattering route was that Gram would of course notice and comment and possibly embarrass her in front of Jeff.

So perhaps the best answer was to stick with a message sweatshirt but to find her most becoming one, plus wearing her tightest and most alluring pair of jeans.

Yikes, she yelped as she looked at the clock. He’ll be here soon and I still have to shower and wash my hair and pack up the lasagna and the other things for Gram.

Lane turned off the oven and took out the pan of lasagna. Careful not to burn herself, the usual occurrence when she was cooking, she enfolded the pan in layers of foil wrap.

Just as she finished tucking in all the corners, the phone rang. Again, she was expecting to hear Gram’s voice. But this time, there was no voice. Only a hollow sound.

“Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?” Lane listened intently for a moment, then tried again. “Hello?” Finally, in frustration, she put down the receiver, a little harder than necessary. She hated getting these kinds of calls. It seemed that she was getting one or two every day now, and even at work. They were all the same -- just that hollow sound in the background, that’s all. No sound of breathing, no click indicating that someone had hung up -- just that spooky hollow sound.

Lane shook her head in disgust and headed off in the direction of her bedroom and bathroom to get ready. As she passed through the living room, she clicked on the answering machine so it could pick up any phone calls while she was in the shower.

Half an hour later, she emerged from her room, looking as good as she could in jeans and a sweatshirt. She’d curled her hair and had done the whole make-up routine. She’d found a brilliant red sweatshirt that emphasized her blond hair and blue eyes. On the front of the sweatshirt was a discreet graphic of a small raccoon perched on a tree limb -- the message said, “Welcome to my world, too!”  Her jeans fitted snugly, hugging the curves of her bottom and not doing too shabby job of it either, she decided.

She’d shampooed her blond curls and they glistened springily around her face. All in all, she felt smugly confident about her appearance and ready to take on the world, or at least the Jeff Mitchell segment of the world.

She heard the beeping of the answering machine, indicating a message. At the machine, she saw the numeral 2 in the number of messages window.

The first message was from Gram. “Hi there! I bet you’ve been trying to call me -- and you’ve been getting a busy signal because I’ve been online -- and I bet you’re majorly frustrated. Well, I’m off now and eagerly awaiting your call.” It was always so good to hear Gram’s voice, Lane thought with a smile on her face.

The second message was a totally unwelcome one. It was the hollow-sounding call again. Lane gritted her teeth in anger. She was about at the point where she asked Trish if it would be all right to change their number to an unlisted one. The other option would be to get caller ID. The modem on her computer had that capability so it was just a matter of signing up for the service with Southwestern Bell.

Lane made a snap decision to go ahead an order caller ID, that moment. She reached for the telephone directory and looked up the number for changing phone service. She knew that SWB now had an automated system where people could call in and order service options by using the keys on a touchtone phone. She’d done it a couple months ago to order call waiting.

A series of voice prompts took her through the process. At the end, the cheery recorded voice promised her that her caller ID service would be operational in 24 hours.

Lane hung up with a smile of satisfaction. Now to set up her computer modem to act as a caller ID box. 

She was in the midst of switching phone lines and looking up instructions when the doorbell chimed. In her concentration on the matter at hand, she’d forgotten that Jeff was due momentarily and she’d also forgotten to call Gram back.

She went over and unlocked the front door, opening it wide to admit Jeff. He came in with a flourish, presenting her with a small bouquet of wildflowers and a bottle of red wine.

She felt a tiny smart of tears in her eyes at his thoughtfulness and brushed her hand across her forehead to hide the tears.

“Jeff! How sweet! Come on in out of the cold.” Lane closed the door behind him.

“I apologize for not being quite ready to go. I got involved in something and let time slip away from me...” her voice trailed off.

“Oh?” Jeff said with interest.

“Well,” Lane started, wondering how to explain about the caller ID. She decided just to plunge in. “I ordered caller ID from the phone company, and I was just in the process of setting up my computer modem to act as the caller ID box.”

Jeff went over to the computer, which was located in a small alcove of the living room. Lane told him she had almost finished the setup and he told her to go ahead with it.

“I’m sure I can learn something,” Jeff said.

“I doubt that,” Lane retorted. “From what Trish and your Mom tell me, you’ve become quite a computer expert.”

“In some things, yes -- the things I’m interested in. But in most things, no,” Jeff said. “Why don’t you show me what you’re doing?”

Lane explained how in addition to setting up the modem as a caller ID box, she was also finally configuring the computer to function as an answering machine -- something she’d meant to do ever since she bought the system and realized it could be used as an answering machine. 

Lane walked him through the process step-by-step, consulting the user’s manual a couple of times out of necessity, when the system didn’t work the way she thought it should.

“Usually, I avoid users’ manuals like the plague,” Lane confessed.

“Me, too,” Jeff agreed. “I don’t know what it is about them but my brain turns to mush the minute I read ‘Click on’ or something like that.”

“I once knew someone who wrote software documentation and computer help files and boy was she weird. Her brain didn’t function the way most people’s do. I once accused her of having “If... Then... boxes inside her head,” Lane said.

Jeff laughed. “I think I know what you mean. One of the guys I worked with in Chicago was one of those terminally organized, anal-retentive souls who ran his life with a Franklin organizer.”

“Oh no, not one of those!” Lane protested in mock dismay. “hard as it may be to believe, I once went to that time-management thing. I was a drop-out halfway through the session.”

Jeff laughed again, and shook his head.

Lane ginned at him, then turned back to the computer, ready to record her greeting message. After a few false starts, based on Jeff’s gawking at her, she finally had a message she could accept. Finally, Lane stood up from the computer hutch and stretched. “Time for a  test run.”

She went over to where her purse sat on the narrow table in the entrance hall and dug through it till she found her cellphone. Quickly, she punched in the apartment phone number, then grimaced in disgust as the recorded voice prompted her to “Please enter your four-digit pin number, followed by the pound sign.”

The phone rang, once, then twice. Then, Lane’s voice rang out through the apartment, with the message she had recorded. 

Lane spoke into the receiver, leaving a message for herself, then hung up the cellphone and returned it to her handbag. She went over to the computer and retrieved the recorded message, then studied the modem. There was no indication of a phone number, indicating that so far SWB had not connected caller ID.

“Let me buzz Gram and tell her we’re on our way,” Lane said. She dialed her grandmother’s number at the nursing home, then frowned at the busy signal coming once more across the phone lines. “She must be back online,” Lane said. “Well, I’ll call and leave a message for her with the receptionist.

Lane dialed another number and asked the receptionist to tell her grandmother she was on her way and was bringing a special surprise with her.

Lane got a carry-box out of the utility room and loaded it up with the pan of lasagna. She carefully placed the bottle of wine Jeff brought in one corner of the box, along with a small vase to hold the bouquet of wildflowers. She gently placed the bouquet itself on top of everything.

“I think we’re set,” Lane finally announced. “Oh, what about the salad and bread?”

“In the car, “Jeff said. “I assume there’s some way to warm up the bread there?” 

“Mmm-hmm, sure,” Lane answered. “Gram has a microwave.”

“All the conveniences of home?”

“More than you’ll believe,” Lane promised.

Out in the parking lot, Lane grinned when she saw Jeff’s ‘78 red Mustang convertible. It was the only vehicle completely devoid of snow and polished to a pristine gleam. Trish always teased Jeff about his car and how he loved it far above any mortal. Lane had never ridden in the car and was looking forward to the experience.

Jeff had carried the box downstairs. He set it down on the snow-packed parking lot to unlock the trunk. With their dinner safely stowed inside the trunk, Jeff unlocked the passenger door for Lane. She reached over and unlocked the door for him, thinking how comfortable and at ease she felt around Jeff. 

As Jeff started the car, Lane said, “Wow, this is some car you have! I love it! Maybe this summer you would take me for a ride with the top down?”

“Sure -- glad to. In fact, we could do it right now, if you’re interested?” Jeff reached out a hand to the control for putting the top down.

Lane squealed, “Don’t you dare! It’s 10 degrees out there.”

Jeff laughed, “Okay, you convinced me.”

“You know where we’re going?” Lane asked amiably.

“Sure, St. Sophia’s -- on the grounds of St. Sebastian. Good idea, to make it so convenience for you to visit Gram.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Lane agreed.

Jeff said, “I thought it must have been rough on you both when she went into the nursing home.”

“Rough might be too mild a word,” Lane responded. “We both knew in our heads that it was for the best but in our hearts it was a major tragedy. I don’t think either of us has really adjusted yet, and it’s been over two years now.”

“Mom goes to visit your grandmother every week, I think,” Jeff said.

“I know -- and it means a lot to Gram and to me. Gram has some other good friends that visit too and that helps.”

Jeff nodded, then said, “And Mom tells me that Gram says you visit several times a week and talk to her on the phone each day. That’s great of you.”

“Well, really it’s great for me. I love her dearly, and she’s such a neat, interesting person. I enjoy her company so much.”

They drove along in a companionable silence for a few minutes. Lane was amazed at how smoothly the car rode and how beautiful it was, inside and out. She said as much to Jeff and he accepted the compliment to his vehicle as if the car were a member of his family -- which in some strange way it probably was.

It was pitch black outside, and traffic was light on this early Saturday evening. The interior of the car was dark also and all Lane could see of Jeff was his profile. A nice profile, she thought as she leaned her head back and closed her eyes. What a delightful person Jeff is, she thought. I hope, I really and true hope, something comes of this.

They stopped at a stop sign in a well-lit intersection and when Lane opened her eyes and looked over at Jeff, to find him looking at her, a serious expression on his face.

“What?” she asked.

Jeff gave her a smile and shook his head. “Some other time,” he said.

Lane started to protest, then thought better of it. Whatever it was could wait. They had all the time in the world. She wiggled in the seat, making herself comfortable.

Jeff turned on the radio and pushed buttons until he found some music he liked -- on the oldies station. “Okay?” he asked.

“Sure,” Lane said, and began to sing along with Bob Seger about That Good Old-Fashioned Rock & Roll. She turned sideways in the seat to face Jeff as she sang. She happened to turn her head around and look out the rear view window. Directly behind them, following almost too closely was some kind of van. It reminded her of the boxy-vehicle that had so terrorized her night before last. She reached in her purse and dug around till she found her glasses. Putting them on, she peered back into the blackness behind them. She thought the van was some darkish color but she couldn’t be sure.

“Is something wrong?” Jeff asked.

“I don’t know,” Lane said. She continued to peer out the rear window. “I think that van in back us sort of resembles the vehicle that came after me Thursday night.”

Jeff looked in the rear view mirror, trying to get a good look at the van. “Should I stop or turn in somewhere so we can get a better look at it.”

Lane thought for a moment, then said, “If you don’t mind...”

“Sure,” Jeff said as he swung the steering wheel to the right and made a quick turn into a parking lot. They sat there watching as the van moved by. A moment later, they saw the brake lights of the vehicle light up. Then the van too turned, into what looked like a side street a short distance from the parking lot where they sat.

“Hmmm,” Jeff said. “That looks like the guy might have been following us. Let’s go see what we can find out.”

Jeff pulled out of the parking lot and back onto the all-but-deserted street. Slowly they drove toward the side street. Jeff glanced down the street and seeing a van making a U-turn, said, “Bingo. I think our guy is going to try to find us again. Let’s make it easy for him.”

Jeff turned into the side street and made a U-turn directly behind the van, so that now they were following the van.

The van sped up and at the next intersection made a rapid left turn on a red light. Jeff slammed on his brakes and looked over at Lane. “By any chance, did you get the license plate number?” he asked.

“No,” Lane said. “I put on my glasses so I could read it but he was pretty far ahead of us and besides, it was all muddy and I don’t know if I could’ve read it even if I’d been right on top of it.”

 Jeff said, “And I couldn’t tell much about the van itself except that it was an older model Ford and was either black or charcoal gray.”

“Well, what do you think?” Lane asked. “That was sort of suspicious behavior -- for that van to make such an illegal, not to mention dangerous turn like that.”

“I totally agree,” said Jeff. “I wish we had been able to get enough info to identify the van -- but ....” he let his voice trail off. “So what now? On to the nursing home?”

“I guess so.”

It took only five more minutes to reach St. Sophia’s Nursing Home. The home was on the outskirts of the grounds of St. Sebastian, one of the main reasons that Lane and Gram had chosen it.

Jeff pulled into a parking space near the front door. They loaded up their arms with the box of food, the salad and garlic bread Jeff had picked up at Imo’s and the bags of other treasures that Lane had brought for her grandmother.

As they walked down the hall toward Gram’s room, Lane said softly to Jeff, “Please don’t mention anything to Gram about the guy in the van and who we think he is -- I wouldn’t want to upset her. She worries enough about me as it is.”

When they reached Gram’s room, Lane tapped lightly on the door and waited until she heard her grandmother’s cheery voice call out, “Come in, sweetheart.”

Jeff opened the door and Lane went in first. He followed a few steps behind and was greeted by Gram with a cry of delight.

“Jeff Mitchell! How wonderful to see you! So you’re the surprise that they told me Lane was bringing. Well, I couldn’t ask for a better surprise, that’s for sure.”

Jeff went over to the table where Anna Snyder sat in her wheelchair and put the box of food down on the floor. He then leaned over and gave Anna a kiss on the cheek and a hug.

“It’s great to see you,Gram,” he said, straightening up. “It’s been too long.” 

You’re certainly right there, young man,” Anna agreed.

“Okay, you two, let’s stop already with the mutual-admiration society -- unless I get to be part of it, of course,” Lane said.

Anna and Jeff laughed and Anna reached out a had to her granddaughter. Lane put the bags she was carrying on the floor next to the box of food and gave her grandmother a tight hug.

“Something smells really good,” Anna said. “It almost smells like --” she broke off. “Is it lasagna?”

“

“Right on, Gram. And I made it with your recipe,” Lane said.

Anna looked up at Jeff and said, “Isn’t she a treasure?”

Jeff nodded his head in agreement, but laughed at Lane’s next words.

“Some treasure,” Lane snorted. “Gram, you’re well aware that lasagna is the only thing I can cook.”

“That’s only because you haven’t tried much else,” Anna protested. “Give yourself time and you’ll be able to cook anything you want.”

Lane began getting the food out of the box and Jeff turned to help her. 

Gram smiled at the two of them and said to Jeff, “What about you, Jeff? Do you cook”

“Actually, I do. I sort of enjoy the challenge of making something turn out right. And I certainly enjoy eating the fruits of my labor, so to speak.”

“A man who can cook! A rare find, indeed. Lane, don’t let this one get away.” At those words, all three of them fell silent. Lane blushed and bowed her head to her work, hoping that Jeff didn’t notice her reddened cheeks.

“Okay, guys,” Lane said in a brisk tone. “It’s time to get this show on the road. I’m starving.”

Lane proceeded to delegate the work, having Jeff set the table while she heated up the lasagna in the microwave. To Gram, she gave the task of opening and then pouring the wine. Fortunately, Jeff had had the foresight or forethought to bring a corkscrew along with the bottle of wine.

In fifteen minutes, they were ready to eat. For the next several minutes, they ate in silence.  Finally, the sharpest of hunger pangs assuaged, they began to talk and eat at the same time.

“This is delicious,” Jeff said, “I think it’s the best lasagna I’ve ever tasted.”

“Like I told you, I used Gram’s recipe,” Lane said, “and she’s always been the best cook I’ve ever known.”

“Gram,” Jeff began tentatively, “would it be possible for me to have the recipe?”

“Of course,” Anna said. “I’m sure Lane would be glad to give you a copy. Of course, you’ll have to give her one in return. That’s the way you do it with recipes, you know.”

“Oh really,” Jeff said. “No, I didn’t know that -- so thanks for telling me.”

“Rats!” When Lane blurted out the word, Jeff and Anna looked at her in surprise.

“What’s wrong, dear?” Anna asked.

“I forgot to bring the dessert. I bought a wonderful cheesecake at Lake Forest -- that bakery you love -- and I left it in the refrigerator.” Lane made a face, then laughed aloud. “Now I’ll have to eat it all by myself.”

This brought laughter from Jeff and Anna. Jeff said, “I would be more than happy to help you with that -- I really like cheesecake, you know.”

Anna offered them some ice cream from the freezer of her refrigerator but both Lane and Jeff declined. “I need to save room for some of that cheesecake in Lane’s refrigerator,” Jeff said. “I certainly wouldn’t want her to have to eat it all by herself.”

A mischievous look appeared on Anna’s face. Lane caught sight of it and said in a determined voice, “Gram, don’t you dare tell Jeff that story!”

Jeff looked from one woman to the other, then demanded, “You can’t say something like that and then not tell me the story. That’s not fair.”

For a moment, neither Lane nor Anna responded, then Lane said grudgingly, “Oh, all right. Several years ago, I was going through one of those emotional upheaval kind of things, and sometimes eating sweets made me feel better, at least temporarily. Well, one night, at the worst part of the depression, on the way home from work I stopped at the bakery and bought myself a luscious-looking German chocolate cake. I brought it home, took it to my room and proceeded to eat the whole thing all by myself, pretty much in one sitting. Gram hinted about how she loved German chocolate cake but I ignored her and didn’t offer her even a crumb. And she’s never let me forget it since.”

Jeff chuckled and said, “I guess she got you back good for not sharing.”

Jeff helped Lane clean up from dinner,  then insisted that Anna give him a demonstration of her computer skills. The three of them clustered around Anna’s computer and she proceeded to show them what she’d been doing with the Internet and with the database projects she’d developed for the nursing home.

While Jeff and Gram were engrossed in their computer talk, Lane sat on the sofa across from them and let her mind drift. She watched Jeff, thinking how time had been been generous with his looks. His hair was still dark, with no gray showing in the crisp curls. His features had strengthened over the years -- as though he’d grown into the high cheekbones, broad forehead, wide-set eyes, aquiline nose that comprised his quite handsome face. Funny, Lane thought, Jeff and Trish looked nothing alike, not like brother and sister at all. What a nice man he was. Gram was enjoying his attention, and he certainly seemed an interested audience.

At a little before 9, Lane interrupted the computer addicts and said it was time to pack up and go home. What she really meant was that it was time for the nursing home aide to come in and get Gram ready for bed, but she didn’t want to embarrass her grandmother by saying that.

Lane kissed her grandmother goodbye and told her she’d be there tomorrow for the church service held in the small nursing home chapel. Jeff gave Anna a hug and promised to come back for another visit soon.

“We can keep in touch by e-mail,” he added. Jeff and Anna both ignored Lane’s laughter at their computer enthusiasm.

When everything was finally transferred from Anna’s room to the car, Jeff and Lane sat for a moment, looking at each other.

“That was really fun,” Jeff said. “Your grandmother is a great lady -- I enjoyed her company.”

“I’m sure she feels the same way. Sometimes I feel so bad about her being in the home but she never complains, never has a negative word to say about anything. She’s got a great outlook on life -- I try to be like her but it never works. Somehow I can’t be the eternal optimist.”

Jeff reached over and put a hand on Lane’s shoulder. “I like you just the way you are,” Jeff said firmly.

Lane grinned and said, “Thanks, that’s nice to hear.” She looked at Jeff and wondered what it would feel like to kiss him. For some reason, she had the feeling that he might be thinking the same thing. But he made no move toward her. Instead, he started the car and drove out of the parking lot. 

On the way home, Jeff told her about his new job, about how excited he was to be starting out on a new adventure. 

“I wish it were starting sooner,” he said. I have a few more weeks to wait and it’s really making me antsy.”

“Patience,” Lane advised. “Six months from now and I’ll bet you’ll look back longingly at this time.”

“You’re probably right,” Jeff said.

When they reached Lane’s apartment, Jeff helped her get the carry-box and other things back upstairs. It was only 9:30 and Lane invited him in. Both of them rather expected Trish to be there, but the apartment was dark.

Jeff set the carry-box down in the foyer and then helped Lane off with her cape. He grinned at her as he hung it on the brass coat tree beside the front door of the apartment. Jeff hung up his parka next to the cape, then picked up the box and followed Lane into the kitchen, where she’d turned on the overhead light.

Lane unpacked the box and put the leftover lasagna into the refrigerator.

“How about a piece of that cheesecake I forgot to bring?” Lane offered.

Jeff said, “Sure, you don’t have to twist my arm.” He went over to the dining alcove and sat down at the table, while Lane served up two generous slices of cheesecake, along with a glass of milk for each of them.

They enjoyed their dessert in silence. When they’d finished, Jeff got up and put their dishes in the dishwasher.

“What a nice guest you are,” Lane said.

“My mother taught me well,” Jeff said. “So, when’s my baby sister expected back?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. I’d expected her to be here. According to her schedule there, her flight got in late this afternoon.” Lane gestured toward the schedule posted on the refrigerator.

Jeff went over and examined the schedule. “Hmmm,” he said. “She must have gotten a better offer.”

A few minutes later, Jeff said it was time for him to go. Lane insisted that he take part of the cheesecake with him for Mary, and when he agreed, she packed up half of the remaining dessert.

Lane walked him to the front door, thanking him for providing his company for her and her grandmother.

“It was my pleasure -- thank you for letting me come along.”

As he turned to leave, Jeff reached out a hand and touched her on the cheek. Lane reached up to touch his hand with hers. They smiled at each other and said good-night simultaneously.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Jeff said. “I’d like to return your hospitality with some of my own. Maybe tomorrow evening you and Trish could join Mary and me for dinner?”

I’d love that,” Lane said. “And I’m sure that if Trish is around, she’d love it too. She always says she never gets to see enough of her family.”

Jeff left then, and Lane stood for a moment, leaning against the door, thinking again what a wonderful man he was. “Please, God, let him be interested in me, too,” she murmured. She locked the deadbolt on the front door and turned out the kitchen light. A few minutes later she was in bed, fast asleep.

Lane awoke late the next morning. It was a bright, sunny Sunday. The sunshine reflecting off the accumulated snow made it seem even brighter. To Lane’s surprise, there was still no sign of Trish. Something unexpected must have happened with flight scheduling. This kind of schedule change had occurred a couple of times since they’d been rooming together, and Trish had told her not to worry. Trish had also promised to try to remember to call Lane and let her know about any changes, but Lane knew sometimes that wasn’t always possible. Besides, Trish was a big girl and could take care of herself and Lane wasn’t her keeper.

Just as Lane was getting into the shower, the phone rang. She threw a robe around her bare shoulders and went over to answer the phone on her bedside table.

“Yo, roomie,” came Trish’s cheery voice across the wires.

“Yo, roomie, yourself. Where are you? I’ve been worrying and wondering.” Lane said the words lightly but inside she realized they were true -- she had been worried about Trish.

“Sorry about that,” Trish said contritely. “I had to pick up someone else’s flight, and I forgot to call and tell you I wouldn’t be home. I know I promised to do that -- I’ll try to be better.”

“And I ‘m sorry to sound like such a nag -- it’s just that I do worry about you. The world has changed -- it’s not the same safe place it used to be when we were growing up. It seems like every time you open the newspaper or turn on the TV news, you hear about his serial killer and that murderer gone on a rampage. You never know what’s going to happen.” When Lane paused for breath, Trish broke in with, “Yes, mother dear. Well, the good news is that I’m here at the airport and I should be home shortly. What are your plans for today?”

“I’m going to the nursing home to the church service with Gram and then I’ll be home. We had dinner together last night, by the way, with your handsome brother.”

“What? Are you serious? Tell me everything.” Trish demanded.

“Later,” Lane said. I was just about to get in the shower so I’m standing here mostly undressed. I’ll tell you all about it this afternoon, if you’ll be here.”

“I’ll make a point of being here,”  Trish said.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Lane said quickly, before Trish could hang up. “Jeff says you and I are invited over there for dinner with Mary and him. I think he might be cooking.”

“Wow, you move fast, kid. I can’t wait to get all the juicy details. See you in a bit.”

Lane hung up the phone and proceeded with her shower.

Later that afternoon, when Lane returned from the nursing home, she found Trish sitting in the living room, staring at a muted television.

“What on earth are you doing?” she asked as she draped her cape over the back of a chair.

“Someone told me that this is a great way to relax and wind down and they’re right. I’ve been sitting here watching muted tennis matches and I’m about to fall asleep I’m so relaxed.”

Trish jumped and said, “I just remembered. I bought you a present in Phoenix but I left it in the car. May I borrow your cape to go out and get your present?”

“Of course, you can. And then you can hang it up on the coat rack where it belongs. I saw that dirty look you gave me when I slung it over the chair. I can’t help it that I’m not an anal retentive like you.” Lane ducked from Trish’s mock punch as her roommate draped the cape around her shoulders and picked up her car keys from the table by the apartment’s front door.

Lane walked over to the door as Trish walked out, calling after her, “What did you get me?”

Trish called back, “You’ll have to wait until I get back -- all of two minutes.”

But in 20 minutes, Trish still hadn’t returned. Lane debated whether or not she should go in search of her roommate but just as she’d pulled a jacket out of the hall closet, Trish burst back into the apartment, breathless and flushed in the face.

“What’s wrong?” Lane cried.

Trish stood there by the front door, shaking. “Oh, God,” she moaned.

“Trish, what is it?” Lane demanded. “You’re scaring me.”

Lane reached out a hand to Trish and led her into the living room and over to the sofa. They sat down together, with Lane holding Trish’s hand.

“Trish, your hands are ice-cold. What were you doing out there for so long?”

“Oh, Lane, it was so horrible.”

“Will you please tell me what happened? You’re driving me crazy!”

Trish took a deep breath, then leaned back against the back of the sofa. “I’d gotten your present out of my car -- oh, it’s gone -- I must have dropped it out there when -- when that guy grabbed me.”

“What guy? What do you mean grabbed you? Tell me what happened.”

Trish gave a half-sob, and said, “I’m trying to tell you but it was so awful. Okay, here goes. I was on the way back to the apartment -- my car is parked way at the end of the parking lot. I decided to cut through the apartment breezeway and as I did, a huge shape leaped out at me and grabbed me from behind. I couldn’t see much -- he had a ski mask on an dsome big bulky outfit -- like those men who work outdoors in the winter wear -- all one piece, some kind of heavy canvas-like material. Anyway, he grabbed me and had me in a stranglehold. I tried to scream, but he put his hand over my mouth. He had on work gloves and I still have the taste of them in my mouth from when I tried to bite him. It all happened so fast. Somehow I was able to kick him hard enough to make him loosen his grip on me, and when he did, I took off like a bat out of hell.” When Trish stopped to take a deep breath, Lane broke in with, “We’d better call the police right now.”

“Somebody already did. One of the guys who lives right off that area came out of his apartment just as I was getting away from that monster. He took me into his apartment and called the police for me. They’re supposed to come here any minute now to take a statement from me.” Trish shivered and Lane stood up and said decisively, “You sit right here while I make you some hot tea. And keep that cape wrapped around you. You’re in shock and you need to keep warm.”

Lane went into the kitchen and put the teapot on. Just as she had the tea ready, the doorbell rang. She took a tray into the living room, quickly poured a cup of tea for Trish, and loaded it up with sugar.

The doorbell rang again, and Lane called out, “Coming.” To Trish she said firmly, “now drink that tea -- it will make you feel much better.”

Lane walked over to the front door and started to open it, then thought better of it. “Who’s there?” she called.

“County police,” came a brusque masculine voice. 

Lane looked through the peephole and saw two uniformed officers standing there.  She unlocked the door and stood aside to let them come in.

“Ms. Mitchell?” the tallest one asked.

“No,” Lane answered. “She’s in the living room.” 

The two officers followed Lane into the living room where Trish lay on the sofa.

“Ms. Mitchell?” the tall one said again.

“Yes, I’m Trish Mitchell,” Trish said in a soft voice.

“I’m Officer Delano and this is Officer Tripp. We had a report of an attack.” 

“Yes,” said Trish. “Someone jumped me out in the breezeway just off the parking lot.”

“Are you all right? Do you need to go to the emergency room?” this came from the shorter officer, the older of the two men.

“No, I’m fine. He didn’t do anything to me, just grabbed me. I probably hurt him more than he hurt me.”

“Officers, please sit down. May I get you some tea or something?” Lane said.

The two policeman said no thank you to the tea but took seats opposite where Trish lay on the sofa. Officer Tripp pulled out a notebook, flipped through some pages, then produced a pen from his jacket pocket.

“Now, Ms. Mitchell, can you tell us what happened?” he said.

In a low voice, Trish told them how she’d gone out to get something from her car and had been jumped on her way back. She gave them much the same details about her attacker that she’d told Lane.

Lane sat at the other end of the sofa from Trish, listening to her roommate and the police officers. This could’ve been really bad, she thought. How weird that we both have had bad experiences within the past few days. She thought about the person following her the other night, and once again felt so grateful that she’d escaped unscathed, as had Trish.

The two officers stood. “We’ll let you know if we find out anything, Ms. Mitchell,” the younger one said. “We haven’t had any reports of muggers or prowlers around here in quite awhile, fortunately. Let’s hope this was just an isolated incident.”

Each of the officers produced cards which they gave to Trish, encouraging her to call them if she thought of anything else.

Lane escorted the two policemen to the front door, then double-locked the door behind them.

She went back to join Trish in the living room. Her roommate was lying there with her eyes closed, hugging the cape around her. Her face seemed much paler than before, and Lane began to get worried.

“Kiddo, do you think we ought to call the doctor or take a trip to the emergency room?”

Trish opened her eyes and gave Lane the ghost of a smile.

“Thanks for worrying about me, roomie. But please don’t -- I’m fine.”

Lane went over and stood beside the sofa. “Tell you what, how about a nice warm bubble-bath? I’ll go run some water for you. I think it would warm you up and relax you at the same time.”

“That sounds great -- but I can do it -- you don’t have to wait on me.” Trish protested.

“Nonsense! It’s my pleasure. After all, what are friends for if not to be there when you need them?”

Lane started towards the bathroom, then stopped abruptly and came back over to stand by the sofa.

“I almost forgot about dinner -- we’re supposed to go to your mom’s tonight. I’ll call and cancel.” Lane reached for the phone but stopped when Trish spoke up, saying, “No, don’t cancel. I’m okay. I just need a little rest and relaxation. We have a couple of hours at least before they’re expecting us.”

Lane stood there, pondering the advisability of Trish going over to her mother’s house 

“I don’t know...” she said finally, “maybe it would be better for you to stay here -- I’ll stay with you, of course.”

“Lane, I’m fine, really I am. And it would be good for me to see Mom -- you know it would.” Trish smiled an angelic smile that brough a hoot of laughter from Lane.

“You con artist!” Lane said. “Well, okay, you win, we’ll go. But I’m driving. And you’re taking that bubble bath first and then a nap. Deal?”

“Deal,” Trish agreed.

Two an d a half hours later, as the two of them were on their way out of the apartment, the ringing of the phone interrupted their departure. Lane said, “I’ll get it.” She ran back into the living room to try and intercept the phone call before it was picked up by the answering machine. But just as she put the phone to her ear, the machine clicked on. Lane turned off the machine and said, a tentative “Hello?” into the receiver. Then, when there was no reply, she said “Hello?” again, this time in a firmer and more determined tone of voice.

When there was still no answer, Lane grimaced at the receiver, then slammed it down.

Trish had followed Lane back into the apartment and she stood now at the entrance to the living room, looking quizzically at her roommate.

“What was that all about?” she asked.

“It was another one of those stupid phone calls where there’s no one there -- just that spooky hollow sound on the other end. I hate it!”

Trish thought for a moment, then said, “Lane, do you think there’s any connection between those phone calls and what’s happened to the two of us in the past couple of days?”

Lane thought about it, then answered, “Hmmm, I’d never considered it, but there might be.”

“I think maybe we’d better notify the police about the calls and have them look into what happened to you the other night. I don’t like this at all. It’s as though someone’s after us.”

“How about if we talk to your Mom and Jeff about it and see what they think?

“Sure,” Trish agreed readily. “But you know they’ll say we should talk to the police.”

“I’m sure they will,” said Lane. “In fact, we can call from there if it’s all right with them. Okay, now that that’s settled, let’s be on our way.” She reached over and turned the answering machine back on. 

The two women left the apartment, with Lane careful to make sure they locked the deadbolt.

Out in the parking lot, they headed toward Lane’s Jeep. As they reached it, Trish said, “Your present! I forgot all about your present. Let’s go over there to the breezeway and look for it.”

Lane protested but Trish insisted. “It was really neat and I really want to find it and give it to you.”

Reluctantly, Lane agreed that they could go look for the present. The sky was pitch black but the night was clear with a half-moon and a canopy of stars.

Trish led the way, walking slowly but determinedly. Lane wondered if her friend was fearful of retracing her steps. She knew she would be. How spooky, she thought, that both of them had encountered scary situations. 

Trish paused at the front of the breezeway, looking around as if to try and get her bearings. The area was fairly well lit but there didn’t seem to be anything lying on the ground. The two women walked around, searching everywhere for a package but there was nothing to be found.

Finally, Trish gave up, saying, “Well, wherever it was, it’s gone now. I hope whoever picked it up enjoys it.”

“I’m dying of curiosity,” Lane said. “Please tell me what it was.”

Trish grinned at her and said, “It was a donkey pinata, filled with candy and toys. There was a little shop by the airport hotel that sold things imported from Mexico and I fell in love with this beautiful donkey pinata. It was made out of brightly colored papier mache and it looked like a chubby, friendly donkey -- I just loved it and I thought you would, too.” Disappointment dripped from her voice.

The two were walking toward the Jeep and now, Lane reached out and squeezed Trish’s arm. 


“Thanks for thinking of me, anyway, sweets.” 

“Next time I go to Phoenix, I’ll see if I can get another one,” Trish promised.

Lane unlocked the passenger door of the Jeep and Trish climbed in, unlocking the driver door once she was situated.

Lane drove slowly out of the parking lot, looking around to make sure no one was following them. 

“This is creepy,” she said. “I’m watching for suspicious looking people or vehicles. I hate this.”

“I know,” Trish said. “Remember the good old days when you could trust people and not worry about muggers or serial killers or things like that.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence.

“Rats!” Lane said all of a sudden, as she turned into the Mitchells’ street. “I forgot to call Jeff and tell him we were coming for sure.”

Trish giggled, reached into her handbag and pulled out her cell phone. “Drive slowly,” she said. “I’ll call right now.”

Quickly she dialed her mother’s phone number. When Mary answered, Trish said, “Hi, Mom. Lane and I wanted you to know we’re coming for dinner. See you soon.” She hung up and giggled again, saying, “She has no idea how soon,” as Lane pulled into the driveway.

They laughed together, knowing that Mary and Jeff would be surprised to see them so soon. Lane got out of the Jeep and closed the door, starting toward the Mitchell house. Suddenly she stopped and re-traced her steps back to the driver’s door. She opened it and reached in and locked the doors. “See, old habits die hard. I must remember that I need to lock the doors always.”

At the front door, Trish gave a perfunctory ring of the doorbell, then fished in her purse for her key. Before she could get the key in the lock, the door opened wide and Mary Mitchell stood there, a wide grin of welcome on her face.

“You two! I thought you were miles away and one minute later you turn up on the doorstep. Come in out of the cold.” Mary stood back to allow them to pass by her.

“Go on in the kitchen. The master chef is at work there.”

Lane and Trish removed their cape and coat respectively and deposited them on the antique wooden coat rack in the hallway. 

In the kitchen, Jeff was standing over the stove stirring a huge pot from which emanated a delicious smell.

“Hi, ladies,” he greeted them. “Welcome. I hope you brought your appetites with you.”

“Sure did, big brother,” Trish said, going over to give him a semi hug.

Mary stood in the doorway, watching the three of them with interest, a slight smile on her face. 

Lane thought once again that a major part of Mary’s eternal charm had always been the deep and all-consuming interest she felt for everyone and everything.

Trish went over opened the door to the refrigerator. She leaned over, peering inside. After a moment, Mary called out to her daughter, “Close the refrigerator door -- are you trying to air condition the kitchen.” All four of them burst into laughter at this replay of their childhood when Mary had constantly tried to keep them from standing there with the refrigerator door open for an inordinate time.

“I’m just looking for something to drink,” Trish said in an imitation of a child’s whine, causing more laughter.

Mary came over and got a pitcher out of the refrigerator. “I made some sangria for us -- I know how you all like it.”

Trish gave a yelp of delight, saying, “Ma, It’s been ages since I’ve had some of your wonderful sangria. I’ll get the glasses.”

She went into the dining room and brought back four of the brilliant red crystal goblets that had been in the family for years. Drinking sangria out of them had been an initiation into adulthood rite for the Mitchell children and Lane. The sangria that Mary prepared was light on alcohol and heavy on fruit juice. None of the Mitchells were too interested in alcoholic beverages. A glass of wine with dinner was a sign of a special occasion for them. Jeff liked a beer now and then but alcohol was not a major part of their lives.

The three women stood around the the island counter that separated the kitchen proper from the small dining area that looked out over a deck that surrounded three sides of the house. Jeff was still at the stove, his back to them, intent on his chefly duties. 

“This is the way I like to see it,” commented Trish. “The women guzzling sangria and the token male hard at work, slaving over a hot stove.”

The phone rang just then, its unexpectedness startling them. Mary, who was standing closest to the wallphone reached out to answer it, saying a chipper, “Hello?” into the receiver.

A frown crossed Mary’s face as she repeated, “Hello?”

She listened in silence, then said slowly, “Just a moment, please.” She covered the mouthpiece of the receiver with her hand and held it out toward Lane.

“It’s for you, Lane” she said in a soft voice. “But...” Mary hesitated, then continued. “It’s someone really weird.”

Lane took the receiver and said a brisk, “Yes?” into it. At first, there was just dead silence on the other end, then a tinny-sounding voice came across the wires. “Is this Laney?” Lane’s heart began to pound. Her Gram was the only one who ever called her Laney but this was certainly not Gram on the phone. This was too weird.

“Who’s calling, please,” Lane countered in a brusque, no-nonsense tone of voice.

At first there was no response. Then the tinny voice said, “This is your best friend, Laney.”

Involuntarily, Lane gasped, then answered, “Sorry, Jack, my best friend is standing here right beside me. Now who is this and what do you want?”

At that, there was an abrupt click in her ear as the person on the other end of the phone line hung up.

Lane then hung up also, saying, “Well, that was sure spooky. It was someone calling me Laney, which is a name only Gram uses. And the person -- I couldn’t really tell if it was a man or woman but I think it was a man -- said he was my best friend.” Lane shook her head, a puzzled look on her face.

 Jeff turned the burners down under his pots and pan, then turned around from the stove to face Lane.

“Is this the first kind of call like that you’ve received?”

Lane hesitated, thinking, then answered, “Well, yes, the first one like that. I’ve been getting hang-ups and dead air calls for a few weeks now, both at the apartment and at my office. I guess I was hoping they were just wrong numbers or something. Guess I was wrong.”

“Looks like,” Jeff said. “But this is the first time the person ever said anything?”

“Yes, that’s right.” Lane slumped back against the kitchen counter. With her head lowered, she asked the group at large, “Do you think this is connected to what happened to me at the ATM the other night?”

“And to me on the parking lot tonight?” Trish added. 

That comment brought a torrent of questions from Jeff and Mary, which Trish tried to answer as calmly and matter-of-factly as she could.

When she’d finished, Mary said accusingly, “Why didn’t you tell us this the minute you got here?”

“Because I didn’t see any reason to worry you. But now, with this phone call, I think we all need to be aware of everything that’s going on. I think someone is watching Lane and me and is harassing us and trying to frighten us -- maybe even harm us. So that’s why I told you now.” Trish’s words spelled out the harsh facts but her tone toward her mother was soft and gentle. “Don’t worry, Mom. Lane and I will figure out what’s going on here and we’ll take care of it.”

“Sure, don’t worry, you say. How can I do anything but worry?” Mary’s voice trailed off. Then she said, “Of course, I could always take some notes on this.” At that, she went over to a drawer in one of the cabinets, and pulled out one of the omnipresent pads of paper and a pencil.

Helplessly, Trish started laughing at her mother and was soon joined by Jeff and Lane.

“Ma, you’re absolutely priceless,” Trish declared, coming over to hug her mother. 

“Umm-hmm,” Mary murmured absentmindedly. She perched herself on one of the breakfast bar stools and began a rapid scribbling on the pad of paper.

Finally, looking up, she gestured to Trish to join her at the breakfast bar. “All right, young lady, now tell me in detail what happened to you.”

Trish shook her head ruefully, grinned at Lane and Jeff, then joined her mother. “Ma, you’re hopeless, utterly hopeless, but we love you dearly anyway.”

Mary and Trish spent the next 15 minutes huddled together over Mary’s pad of paper. Lane soon wandered into the dining alcove and took a seat at the table there, watching Jeff apply his ministrations to the various pots and pans on the stove.

As she listened to Trish’s recitation of her recent assault, Lane wondered if it had any relation to her ATM disaster the other night -- and did it tie into the weird phone calls. If so, just what was going on here.

At one point, as Mary was questioning Trish about her exact movements, Mary exclaimed triumphantly, “Ah hah!” 

“Ah hah what?” Trish asked.

“Well, I see a definite pattern here. I think someone is stalking and harassing Lane, not you. I think this is targeted towards her.”

This caught Lane’s attention. She got up from the table and joined Mary and Trish at the breakfast bar. “I don’t understand,” Lane said to Mary. 

Mary smiled at Lane and said, “The thing that triggered this in my mind is that Trish says she borrowed your cape when she went out to her car to retrieve the present she’d brought for you from Phoenix. And I remember you had your cape on the other night after the ATM thing. I think someone saw Trish in your green cape and assumed it was you. In addition to the phone calls at home and the one here tonight, you’ve been the one receiving phone calls at work. So I think we need to concentrate on you as the victim and see who in your life could be doing this to you.” Mary gave a firm nod of her head.

Lane felt a shudder of fear ripple through her body. It wasn’t possible that someone she actually knew could be doing this to her. It just wasn’t possible. She started to voice that opinion but hesitated, wondering if perhaps she was indeed mistaken. Maybe there was someone, a patient or someone like that, who resented her for some real or imagined reason and was taking his or her hostility and frustrations out on her by harassing her.

Mary turned the pad to a fresh page and said, “Okay, have a seat here, Lane, and let’s think of some possibilities.”

Obediently, Lane got up on the breakfast bar stool on Mary’s other side. She noticed that although Jeff was still busy at the stove and refrigerator, he seemed to be paying extremely close attention to the conversation going on across the kitchen from where he was working.

Mary cocked her head to one side, and said, “We’ll start with your co-workers. Any problem people there?”

Lane thought for a moment, then said slowly, “Some of the people I work with are what you might call a little quirky --” she grinned and said in an aside, “just like I’m a little quirky.” Then she continued in a more serious tone, “I just can’t see any of them -- at least none of them that I know well -- following me or making weird phone calls.”

“What about other people in your life? Old boyfriends or neighbors or passing acquaintances?” Mary asked.

Lane shook her head slowly, “I just can’t think of anyone I know who would do these things. It can’t be anyone I know.”

“Well, I hate to say this, sweetie, but probabilities are that it is someone you know,” Mary said gently.

Jeff walked toward the three women, potholder in one hand, waving a stirring spoon in the other hand. “Lane, I think Ma is right. I don’t think this is some random kook you don’t know -- I think most likely it’s some kook you do know.”

“So what should we do?” Mary asked her son.

Jeff shook his head, saying, “I think your’re on the right track. You need to make a list of everyone Lane can think of, and then go down the list and decide who’s a possibility. I think we also should talk to the police and tell them that we think the incident Lane had and the assault on Trish are connected.”

“I agree,” Mary and Trish said in unison, then laughed together.

“Do you know the name of the policeman who took the information from you, Trish?” Jeff asked.

“Actually, there were two of them, and their names were...” Trish frowned in concentration and then said triumphantly, “Tripp! And the other one--Rats, I can’t remember!”

Lane said, “They gave you their cards -- I think you put them on the hall table. We can check when we get home. Jeff, you think we should call one of them and give them details on what happened to me and those phone calls?”

“Yeah, I really think you should. I think--” all of a sudden Jeff broke off and whirled around towards the stove. “Ye gads, my pasta!”

In what seemed like one giant step, Jeff was across the kitchen and back at the stove. He quickly removed the pot containing the pasta from the burner to the middle section of the stove. He lifted the lid of the pot, poked at its contents with the stirring spoon he had clutched in his had, then breathed an audible sigh of relief.

“It’s okay -- no damage done. But I’d better concentrate on dinner instead of our criminal case or we’ll never eat. Stop talking about it till we can all sit down together,” Jeff said.

“Aye, aye, sir,” Trish said with a mock salute. “Can I do something to help?” she offered. “What if Lane and I set the table?”

“Sure, go right ahead,” Jeff said. “But just don’t talk about anything important till I can concentrate on that.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were all seated around the dining room table, plates piled high with pasta and chicken and salad. For the first few minutes of the meal, conversation was nonexistent as they dug into Jeff’s meal. Finally, with their initial hunger satisfied, they all began to talk at once. Mary exerted her seniority and took charge of the conversation.

“Okay, here’s what we’ll do,” she said. “After dinner, Lane and Trish will try to contact those two officers and inform them of the other things that have been happening and tell them we think they’re all connected. Meanwhile, we’ll go through Lane’s list of people that she’s going to compile--” at this, Mary gave Lane a severe look, then said, “You will compile such a list.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lane said meekly. 

“Now, let’s put our case aside for the rest of the meal and just enjoy Jeff’s handiwork.

They all agreed and spent the next hour or so doing justice to Jeff’s cooking. Every once in awhile, when Lane looked in Jeff’s direction, she found him looking back at her. It gave her a warm, cozy feeling inside, and she thought again what a wonderful person he was. And what a wonderful family the Mitchells were.

After dinner, Mary insisted on doing the dishes. She sent Lane and Trish off to the den, accompanied by Jeff, to try to contact one or both of the police officers who’d interviewed Trish after her assault earlier that evening. They’d left a message with the dispatcher who promised to track down the officers.

Mary joined them in the den shortly after Officer Tripp called back. Trish had spoken with him and arranged for him and Officer Delano to come by within the next hour.

“Well, we’re making some progress,” Mary commented. Then with a mock stern look at Lane, she said, “Now it’s time to work on that list of yours, young lady.”

Once again, Lane responded with, “Yes, ma’am.”

Mary and Lane sat side by side at the long library table in the middle of den with one of Mary’s ubiquitous pads of paper and began making lists of every name Lane could think of.

Trish and Jeff sat on the sofa off to one side of the room, talking in a low voice so as not to disturb Mary and Lane.

“So how’s life treating you, big bro?” Trish asked with a grin.

“Great, baby sis,” Jeff answered with a similar grin. “And what’s going on with your love life?”

“Funny, you should ask. I was going to ask you the same thing.”

“Not so fast, kid. I asked first,” Jeff responded quickly.

“So you did,”Trish said. She gave him a measuring look, then said, “Okay, I’ll tell if you’ll tell.”

Jeff considered for a moment, then agreed, with a nod of his head indicating that it would have to be outside this room.

Trish smiled conspiratorially at him and they both got up quietly and inconspicuously and went back into the kitchen. Mary and Lane were so engrossed in their list assesstment activities that they didn’t even notice their absence.

Without asking, Jeff went to the refrigerator and took out the Sangria. He poured them each half a glass, then motioned to the breakfast bar.

“Okay, sis, you first,” Jeff said.

“Hmmm, that’s always the way it is with you.” She dodged Jeff’s mock punch, then said, “All right, I’ll talk.”

Trish proceeded to tell her big brother about the beginnings of a romance in her life, hedging the story all around with cautions that it was just at the beginning of the relationship and they were both taking things exceedingly slowly and carefully. 

Jeff nodded every once in a while as Trish spoke, whether in agreement or understanding she couldn’t tell. Ever since she could remember, Jeff had been the keeper of her secrets and confidences. She’d been even closer to him than she’d been to her two older sisters, something the family had never quite understood. Trish supposed it had something to do with the loss of her father when she was so young. She’d just automatically gravitated to Jeff., making him into a surrogate father, minus the discipline factor of a father.

The phone rang once, then stopped. Trish had started to answer it, then assumed that Mary had gotten it on the extension in the den.

“Well, when do I get to meet this guy?” Jeff asked, when Trish had finished telling him about her new fellow.

Automatically, Trish started to respond with “A your party next week.” Fortunately, she was able to choke back the words and not ruin the surprise party for Jeff.

“Ah, we’ll have to see about that. Maybe one of these nights we can go on a double-date. Which brings us to the topic at hand. It’s your turn, big bro, to ‘fess up about your love life.” As Trish spoke those words, she could’ve sworn she detected the faintest of blushes across the back of Jeff’s neck. She was tempted to tease him but thought better of it. She wanted so badly for Jeff and Lane to become a twosome -- she certainly didn’t want to take a chance of screwing things up by razzing Jeff.

“Well, I suppose you’re asking about where things stand with Lane. You probably know that better than I do, knowing how close the two of you are. Tell you what -- I’ll tell you about what I’m feeling and thinking and then you can spill the beans to me about all that Lane has told you about her feelings for me.” Jeff’s self-satisfied smile disappeared as Trish said, “No way, Jose. Lane’s secrets, if any, are safe with me. As yours are, as if you didn’t know that. I’ll do my best to ease this budding relationship into full blossom, but not by telling tales behind Lane’s or your back.”

“Right,” Jeff said gently, a sweet grin on his face. “I know I can trust you, kiddo. Okay, here goes. Lane and I had a great time visiting her grandmother in the nursing home. I really feel good around Lane -- she’s funny and interesting and has a really kind heart. Plus, she’s one good-looking babe.” This time it was Jeff’s turn to dodge a mock punch from Trish.

“Sorry, I just had to say that. But she is incredibly attractive -- you know that as well as I do. Anyway, things are going well for us and hopefully will get even better in time. I think we’re doing the same thing you are -- taking it slowly and easily.”

Just as Trish started to say something, Mary stuck her head into the kitchen, saying “What are you two up to?”

Both of them blushed slightly, involuntarily. “What’s with the guilty looks?”Mary demanded.

Neither of her children answered. Trish stood up and took their Sangria glasses over to the sink. Jeff slid off the stool and walked toward his mother.

“Well, are you two super sleuths finished with your sleuthing for the evening?” he asked her.

Mary looked from her son to her daughter, and said, “Okay, don’t answer my question. I can figure out what you were discussing anyway, so there.”

She gave a ladylike snort of laughter, then said, “And yes, we’re through with our sleuthing, as you call it. By the way, that phone call a few minutes ago was Officer Tripp. Lane gave him all the information we’d talked about -- so hopefully that might give the police a little more to work with.”

Lane came into the kitchen, yawning widely. “So this is where the party is.”

“I’d say you were ready to head for home, roomie. Am I right?” Trish asked.

“Yup,” Lane answered. It’s been a long day -- it’s been a long week. I need to sleep for 24 hours, I think.”

In a just a couple of minutes, Lane an dTrish had gathered up their coat and cape, along with the bag of leftovers that Jeff and Mary insisted they take with them.

“You two,” Trish said. “You both have some Jewish mother in you somewhere.”

That brought a laugh from Mary and an indignant sniff from Jeff. He walked them out to Lane’s car, coatless. As he started shivering in the frigid air, the two women tried to shoo him back inside, but he refused to go until they were locked safely inside the car. He stood there in the driveway, watching as they backed out onto the street. Lane started to give a light tap to the horn in farewell, but thought better of it, considering the lateness of the hour and the fact that it might wake up some of the early-retiring neighbors.

The drive home seemed endless to Lane. She was so tired and couldn’t wait to crawl into bed and pull the covers over her head.

She smiled to herself as she remembered Jeff’s whispered words as he walked out to the car. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he’d said. She hoped he would. It had been a pleasant evening but she’d not gotten to spend much time talking with Jeff. 

She looked over at Trish, wondering why her normally talkative roommate was being so quiet. Trish was sitting with her head turned, as though looking out the passenger window.

Lane cleared her throat, causing Trish to jump. “Sorry.” Lane said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Not a problem -- but I was a million miles away, I guess.”

“Where exactly were you?” Lane asked.

