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      After four lonely years, music professor Gus LeGarde is still
reeling from the death of his wife Elsbeth. To deal with the loss, he plays endless
Chopin etudes on his piano and lavishes love on his grandson and dog, but
nothing lessens the pain.


      


      Life spirals out of control when Gus heads for the
snow-covered hills on an early morning skiing excursion to find a mute child
shackled to a bedpost in a cabin. Gus rescues the child but the kidnapper, Baxter,
escapes into the woods to stew in hot revenge.


      


      Unexpectedly thrown together with
Camille, a social worker who takes the child into her own home, Gus falls hard.
The first woman who’s stirred his soul since his Elsbeth, Camille is polite
enough toward him -- but her own dark secrets have her pulling away despite the
mutual attraction.


      


      When Gus’s little grandson goes missing, he fears the worse.
Does Baxter have the little boy? Does he want to trade for the mute child? Gus
braces for the fight of his life, struggling to protect Camille and his family
before time runs out.
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Chapter 1


 


We’d been skiing across the snow-covered field for twenty minutes when I heard the howl. The sound echoed over the frozen landscape, sending chills down my spine. Was it a coyote? A wolf?


I turned to Siegfried, my best friend and brother to my deceased wife. “Did you hear that, Sig?”


He slid to my side in a white spray of snow, courtesy of the fresh powder that coated the two-foot base. It had been swirling white since we started out in the murky dawn, hoping to get some exercise before we started our busy Saturday.


He slowly shook his massive head. “No, Professor. Was hörten Sie?”


At six-eight, Sig was taller than me. With broad shoulders, huge hands, and tree trunk legs, this man who’d stood by my side since childhood appeared a gladiator among normal men. But I knew his secret. He was an angel on earth, put here for the animals and children, sent to teach us how to be better people. I loved him fiercely, and he’d been my friend since I was five.


We listened at the crest of the hill. I pulled back my hood, but the biting cold of the January gusts sliced into my face and neck, numbing my skin. This windy ridge, which overlooked the east side of the gently rolling Genesee Valley, boasted the most beautiful view for miles. Today I was almost too cold to notice.


“I’m not sure, buddy. It was a—”


The cry came again. This time it was louder, more plaintive.


Siegfried’s sea blue eyes widened and he pointed with his ski pole toward the woods. A wisp of long blond hair escaped from his hood, fluttering about his face. “Mein Gott. It sounds hurt.” When my friend grew worried, his German accent thickened. “We must help.”


Resolved, he lifted his poles, pushing hard in the direction of the cry.


As if to emphasize the urgency of the moment, a red-tailed hawk shrieked, gliding in circles overhead. I tightened my grip on my poles and hurried after Siegfried, who’d already put some distance between us.


I caught up when the hill sloped downward, and met him at the edge of the woods. He snapped out of his skis and stopped to listen again. I did the same, pulling my wool cap down around my ears.


A whimper came from the deepest part of the woods. Siegfried spun toward the sound. “Auf gehts.” He headed straight for the sound, crunching through the two-foot layer of snow that blanketed the forest floor, softly connecting silver birch to maple to oak. The silence was broken only by another wail from the troubled animal.


We had to tromp one step at a time, our feet sinking to the ground and snow up to our knees. We found her fifteen minutes later, lying in the flattened snow.


“Mein Gott,” Siegfried whispered. “It’s a dog.”


The golden retriever lay in the snow with her hind leg clamped in a rusty trap. Spots of red soaked the snow beneath her. She raised her nose in the air when she saw us and thumped her tail against the frozen ground, whining.


I approached her, holding out my hand. “Shh. It’ll be okay.” She sniffed my glove and began to lick the fabric. I pulled off the sweaty glove and reached for her ears, stroking them. When I ran my hand down her side, I realized she was pregnant. Her sad brown eyes searched mine and she lapped my hand.


Siegfried knelt by the trap, his brow furrowed. “Easy, now. Good dog.” He inspected the mechanism. “She is very cold. We must hurry.”


He’d studied a lot about the treatment of injured animals in my daughter Freddie’s veterinary clinic. I’d learned to listen to him.


The cold penetrated deep into my limbs and the exposed fingers of my hand were starting to burn. It was different when we were skiing across the fields—we worked up a sweat no matter what the temperature. “Sig? Can you get her out of that thing?”


“Ja. Hold her collar. On drei, okay?”


I slid my hand beneath her worn leather collar. She turned her big brown eyes to me, instantly melting my heart. “Careful. Don’t hurt her.”


“I will be careful.” Siegfried spoke softly, but with purpose. “Eins, zwei, drei.” He applied his muscle to the contraption. After several nerve-wracking seconds, the jaws snapped open.


The dog jumped up, hanging her rear foot. Siegfried unwound his scarf, gently wrapped it around the shaking dog’s leg, and lifted her into his massive arms.





Chapter 2


 


I drew on my glove, flexing my fingers to get the blood moving. We were about four miles from home, as the crow flies. With each step through the forest, we sank to the bottom of the pack. We both tried to follow our tracks to minimize the exertion, but poor Siegfried couldn’t see over the bundle of fur he carried. Soon he gave up, and simply trudged forward, one slow step at a time.


He couldn’t ski the dog home, it would be impossible to hold her and steady himself with his ski poles. What we really needed was snowshoes. Or a friendly helicopter.


We made our way slowly through the woods. The sky brightened slightly, making it a bit easier. And at least the trees cut the stiff wind whipping with fury over the open fields.


I stopped to catch my breath and turned to Siegfried. “Did you bring your cell phone, buddy?”


He ignored me and nuzzled the dog’s fur with his face. “I’m going to call her Sheba.” She lapped his cheeks enthusiastically.


I couldn’t help the smile stealing onto my lips. “Um, Sig? Your cell? I left mine on the charger.”


He dragged his attention from the dog and shrugged. “It is on my bureau, Professor. Sorry.”


“We’ll have to get a ride. You can’t walk all the way home with her. It’s too far.” I pointed to the dog, who flapped her tail against him and wiggled with joy in his arms.


He glanced briefly in the direction of home. “Ja. It is a long way.”


When we made it back to our skis and the edge of the field, I glanced around the lonely landscape, pointing to a rundown house in the distance. “I think that’s the Hatfields’ tenant house. They probably have a phone.”


Faint wisps of smoke floated from the chimney. I figured I could make it there in ten minutes on skis. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. I’ll ski over there, call Freddie, and have her meet us on Twin Bridge Road with the Jeep.” I motioned toward the road at the top of the hill.


Siegfried twisted around to look for a landmark, squinting against the rays of sun creeping over the horizon. “Up there?” He indicated a tall grove of pines.


I nodded. “That’ll work. Are you sure you can carry her all the way?” The half-mile trek was mostly uphill.


“Ja. Naturich.” With a determined look on his face, Siegfried repositioned the dog in his massive arms and began to stagger through the deep snow. 


I stepped back into my skis and made my way across the field, stopping halfway to check on Siegfried’s progress. He’d climbed about a quarter of the distance to the road. Although my nose and cheeks were frozen, now I was soaked in sweat beneath the layers. I unzipped my parka, repositioned the wool cap over my ears, and pushed ahead.


When I reached the backyard of the ramshackle house, I circled around to the front and clicked out of the skis, leaning them against the hull of an abandoned farm truck. The only other vehicle was a rusty Dodge, wedged into a small shoveled rectangle in the driveway.


The curtain moved briefly in the window. I pulled off my hat and tried to smooth my sweaty hair. I didn’t want to scare the occupants by showing up at their front door way too early in the morning, looking like some wild-eyed monster with spiky hair.


In spite of the heavy blanket of snow, I could make out shapes of junk littering the yard. An old bicycle lay across the pathway, half-buried. I stepped over it and nearly fell into two truck tires catching myself on a dilapidated wrought iron railing. The muffled sound of cursing came from inside. I slowed and glanced up and down the road. Although I’d rather not bother an already ticked off guy, there were no other houses in sight. I had to get to a phone. I checked Sig’s progress, noting he was more than halfway to the road. I had no choice but to disturb the man behind the curtain.


I knocked once on the storm door.


“Go away.”


 I banged with my fist this time. No way was I leaving my buddy stranded up on the road with an injured dog.


The door was flung open. A guy with red hair stood in the doorway wearing a ragged plaid bathrobe, long johns, and orange wool socks. His bushy red beard stuck together in clumps as if it hadn’t been brushed in days. He stood eye-level with me. I estimated he was six-one and weighed about two hundred and eighty. He glared with flat gray eyes.


“Whaddya want?” His breath smelled of cigarettes and stale beer. “I told you to go away.”


I held out my hand. “Gus LeGarde, from up on Sullivan Hill Road.”


He ignored my extended hand. “So?”


I lowered my arm. “Sorry to bother you, man, but I need to use your phone. It’s an emergency.”


He scowled, looking me up and down.


I brushed damp hair from my brow. “Listen. We were skiing in the fields over there,” I pointed to the hill, “and found a dog caught in a trap. My friend is carrying her up the hill to Twin Bridge Road, but I need to call my daughter to pick us up—”


Expelling a stinky breath, he glowered at me. “Emergency? What a crock. God damned bleeding heart.” The door slammed in my face.


I stared at the door for a few stunned seconds, wondering if he’d come back.


I was about to hammer on it again when he reappeared with an old-fashioned grimy beige rotary phone. He threw open the storm door and let me inside a few feet, stretching the cord as far as it would go. “Make it fast. I haven’t got all day.”


I stepped inside and was hit full force with the odor of garbage. Overflowing trash bags piled beside the refrigerator. A pyramid of empty beer cans towered in one corner. Dirty dishes covered the countertops. An ancient nineteen-inch color television flickered from the opposite side of the small room, tuned to an infomercial. And a sleeping bag had been thrown over the couch from which I had obviously roused the man.


“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll just be a second.” I took the phone and dialed as fast as my frozen fingers would go. While I waited for someone to answer, a muffled sob erupted from the other side of the room behind a closed door. The mournful sound mirrored the wail of the retriever we’d released from the trap. I glanced toward it.


Red-beard practically ran to the television to turn up the volume.


I plugged my ear with one finger and reluctantly pressed the greasy receiver closer to my head.  


When Freddie picked up on the third ring, her voice thick with sleep. “Hello?”


“Honey, it’s Dad.”


“What?” She cleared her throat. “Where are you? I thought you were going skiing this morning.”


Red-beard casually covered a small pair of red sneakers with the sleeping bag. I scanned the room. A box of shotgun shells sat open on the dusty windowsill, a half empty bottle of Bud stood on the coffee table, and a roll of silver duct tape lay on top of the dusty television.


“We were skiing, honey, but we’ve got a problem. Can you pick us up on Twin Bridge Road?”


“Dad! Did you break something?” Since the death of my wife and her mother four years earlier, Freddie worried excessively about me. It was endearing, and I loved her for it.


Red-beard walked closer to me and reached impatiently for the phone.


I held up a finger. “Please. Just a second.” Talking faster now, I turned back to the phone. “We’re okay, but I’ll have to explain later. Look for your uncle by the tall pine grove, about halfway up the road—and bring your bag.”


Red-beard grabbed the phone and slammed the receiver onto the cradle. His mouth tightened. “You’ve made your call, now go.”


“Look…” I backed away from his pungent breath. “How ‘bout I pay you for your trouble? How’s ten sound?”


He shrugged and grunted. “Makes no difference to me.”


“Okay.” I reached for my wallet and came up empty. Damn. “Er. I left my wallet in my other pants.”


His scowl deepened. Crowding me with his big belly, he forced me outside. “Forget about it.”


I thought I heard another sob just as he closed and locked the door.


His voice thundered through thin walls. “Shut the hell up!”


My heart twisted. Was it a child, or his wife? Had he hurt her? With a nagging feeling of guilt, I pocketed the concern and headed back to the snowy fields to rejoin Siegfried.





Chapter 3


 


On the way back to our meeting point, I couldn’t help wondering about the sob behind the door. Was it an animal? The television? Did I imagine it?


And who owned those little red sneakers? They didn’t seem like something a big burly redneck would have sitting on his couch. 


By the time I reached the pine grove, Freddie had dressed the retriever’s wound and made her comfortable on the back seat of the Jeep. Siegfried went back to get his skis, and after he settled in beside the dog, we headed home.


Freddie looked exhausted. She wore rumpled flannel pajamas, furry boots, no socks, and a heavy parka. I watched her drive with skill on the snow-covered road. With her fair hair stuffed into a soft white hat, she peered out the frosty windshield.


I glanced back at the dog lying across Siegfried’s lap. “Will she be okay?”


Freddie nodded, shifting into third gear when we reached the top of the hill. “I think so. She’s dehydrated and cold, but with a little tender care, she’ll be fine. The leg should heal just in time for her puppies to arrive.”


“When do you think she’ll deliver?”


She tucked back a loose lock of honey blond hair. “Probably in the next few weeks.”


Siegfried crooned and stroked the dog’s ears and ruff.


I turned up the defroster to warm the foggy windshield. “Looks like your uncle is pretty taken with her.”


“I know.” Freddie smiled in the rearview mirror, swirling her coat cuff against her side window to clear a spot. “Do you recognize her, Dad? I noticed that she didn’t have any tags.”


I looked back at the dog and shook my head. “First time I’ve seen her. Looks like she’s been traveling, though. She’s loaded with burrs and her coat’s a mess. She must be hungry, poor thing.”


We reached the top of Sullivan Hill Road, and Freddie turned into our dirt road. I’d plowed it the night before, but it really needed a second pass. We wound our way up the wooded drive and emerged into open fields. Just ahead, our house—built in 1811—looked like a Currier and Ives winter scene. Designed in the Greek Revival style, it featured rambling wings and porches and stood proud across from the monstrous green barn and attached carriage house, surrounded by post and board fences in need of another coat of whitewash. Fortunately, the snow hid the shabbiness of our fences, making everything look pristine.


Freddie downshifted to first gear to make it through one particularly high drift of snow. “We can put an ad in the paper and call the local shelter. Her owner must be worried sick.”


I didn’t want to voice my concern that she’d been abandoned because she was pregnant. Mostly it happened with cats around our way. City folks would drop off pregnant mother cats all the time in our lonely stretch of country. It’s how we got most of our barn cats over the years. I hated that people were like that, but did the best I could to care for their drop-offs.


We slowly bumped over the snow-clogged driveway and pulled up beside the barn. Freddie hitched the parking brake. “Uncle Sig? You know you can’t keep her until we make a good effort to find her owner, don’t you?”


Sig didn’t reply.


“Uncle Sig?”


He unfolded his large frame from the backseat and then leaned over to lift the dog from the car. Straightening, he stood before us as she licked the side of his face. “She is lost. She needs me.”


Freddie chuckled. “We have to try to find her owner. Now. Where shall we keep her in the meantime?”


I reached over and patted the dog’s head. “Max might be jealous if we bring her in the house—”


I caught Siegfried’s expression of hope. His eyes lit up like a child’s.


I glanced toward his apartment in the converted carriage house. “Would you have room for her in your digs, buddy?”


He nodded enthusiastically. “Ja, naturlich. I will take care of her.” His face wreathed in smiles, he turned toward the carriage house and carried his charge inside.


Freddie and I linked arms and walked to the back porch.


“Thanks for the rescue, sweetheart. Sorry to wake you so early on a Saturday.”


“It’s okay, Dad. I was awake anyway.” She pecked my cheek.


I knew she was fibbing, but let it go.


The kitchen door opened and a tousled little head peeked through the storm door. We climbed the steps, stomping our boots on the gray porch boards to shake off the snow.


“Opa? You out der?”


My two-year-old grandson pressed his nose against the storm door. In spite of my French Canadian heritage, the German word for grandpa had been assigned to me when Johnny was born. Siegfried began calling me Opa, and the name stuck.


A small circle of fog clouded the surface where the boy’s warm breath met cold glass. I opened the door and scooped him into my arms. He wore his yellow blanket sleeper and clutched Eeyore tight in one hand. The tattered blue stuffed animal was his favorite. He didn’t go anywhere without him.


Had there been a child in Red-beard’s house? Had he spanked the child before I’d arrived? Did he have a little blue stuffed animal, like my grandson?


“Hey buddy. Whatcha doin’?”


He laid his pink cheek against my shoulder and collapsed his weight against me, snuggling readily into my arms. “Opa.”


Freddie kicked off her boots and tossed her coat onto a chair. She ruffled Johnny’s honey-colored hair and leaned over to smooch his cheek. “Mornin’, baby. Where’s Daddy? He’s supposed to be watching you.”


Johnny pointed upstairs. “Sleepin’.”


I grimaced and carried Johnny to the coffee pot, shifting him to my left side. Freddie’s husband had rubbed me the wrong way from the start. She’d fallen hard for him, and I’d hated his smarmy lawyer guts. It was all I could do to hide it around my daughter.


The anger had been escalating lately. Every time he said a cross word to his son, or invalidated my daughter, or let the dog sit at the door whining until someone else walked by, it curdled my blood.


Sometimes I felt like I’d burst and go jungle man on him or something. The thought of whomping on him with my fists made me smile. Then I pictured myself as Tarzan, swinging on a vine with Harold under my arms. I dropped him in a big lake. And watch his surprised expression as he went down, down, down.


I smiled again. I was getting pretty rotten in my old age.


But what if Johnny had walked outdoors by himself? What if he’d fallen down the stairs? Or tried to turn on the stove? The bastard was supposed to be watching his son, not laying in bed snoring.


Johnny rubbed one eye, laid his head against my shoulder, and popped his thumb in his mouth. I measured the coffee and added the water one-handed, flipped on the switch, then maneuvered my charge to the refrigerator. My stomach rumbled. I grabbed a dozen eggs and a stick of butter, waltzing both child and food to the farm table in the center of the kitchen.


“I’m going up to get changed, Dad. Then I have to make a quick trip to the clinic.” She paused halfway through the kitchen. “Can Johnny hang out with you for a while?”


I looked forward to spending time with my favorite little sidekick. The week had been so full of commitments, and we hadn’t spent our usual time together. I’d missed him. “Sure, honey. Take care of your patients at the clinic, and when you’re done, we’ll head up to church.”


The East Goodland United Methodist church was broke. Out of desperation, we’d decided to hold a pork barbecue in the dead of winter. It was a novel attempt to raise funds, because the coffers were empty and a huge oil-heating bill was due next month. I looked out the windows at the sunny winter scene and hoped the roads would be plowed by afternoon.


Freddie kissed my cheek. “Thanks, Dad. By the way, what time do we have to be there?”


I set the eggs and butter on the table. “Reverend Hardina said to show up around two. The barbecue man is coming at three, and we’ll open the doors at four.”


“Okay.” She headed up to the bedroom she shared with her husband.


I sat down on one of the Hitchcock chairs at the table with Johnny now on my lap, and kicked off my ski boots. My feet still ached from the cold. I vowed to wear two layers of socks the next time Siegfried and I decided to brave the wintry elements at six in the morning. Both of us had been yearning for some time on the snowy hills, but knew the day’s hectic schedule would preclude it if we didn’t head out before dawn.


“Can we watch T.B.?” Johnny mumbled.


I bent down to kiss the top of his head, inhaling the scent of Johnson’s baby shampoo. He raised his big brown eyes to mine and looked up at me from his inverted soup-bowl haircut.


“Maybe in a bit, buddy. How about some breakfast first?”


My stomach rumbled again. Johnny giggled. “Your tummy’s grumbling.”


“Yeah. I’m starving. How ‘bout you, honey?”


He slipped from my lap and toddled to his high chair. “I hungry, too.”


I picked up the spatula and took down the black cast iron pan from its hook over the stove. “Okay. Let’s eat.”





Chapter 4


 


Siegfried pushed back from the table. He’d joined us earlier and had eaten an omelet the size of a Frisbee, six slices of sour dough toast, and half a pound of bacon. He’d also downed four huge glasses of orange juice.


I poured myself another half glass. “More juice, Siegfried?”


“Nein, I’m stuffed.” He laced his fingers over his stomach and a contented smile spread over his face. “It was good. Danke.”


Max sat patiently on the brick-patterned linoleum, blue eyes riveted to mine. His head swiveled with each bite I took. Finally, tired of waiting, he uttered a low “woof.”


I leaned over and scrubbed behind his ears. His brindled gray coat was wiry, courtesy of his mother, a wire-haired dachshund. His father, a Siberian husky, had been responsible for Max’s coloring and his bright blue eyes.


“What’s the matter?” I slipped him a piece of toast. “Jealous I didn’t make you eggs, too?”


A half hour earlier, I’d scrambled four eggs for the retriever and had mixed them with several cups of Max’s kibbles. While Sig watched Johnny, I’d taken a plate over to the carriage house. After a long drink of water, she’d downed it ravenously. Shortly thereafter, she'd fallen asleep on Siegfried’s bed.


Max took the toast gently from my hands and crunched it with eyes closed and tail thumping slowly on the floor. I patted his sides and looked through the archway into the great room, waving to Johnny. He’d finished breakfast first, and now lay wrapped in a quilt on the couch. Tristan, our hefty seal point Himalayan cat, lay beside the boy, purring loudly. Johnny patted his head and made squeaky noises at his face.


I leaned on the table with my chin on my hand, recalling the morning’s expedition. I’d been troubled since the visit to Red-beard’s house and kept replaying the scene in my mind. Was it a sob I’d heard? Could it have been an animal?


No. It had to be a person. Otherwise, why would the creep have yelled “Shut up!” after he closed the door?


I took another sip of cooling coffee and sighed. A shadow of unease had tickled at my subconscious since the incident.


Siegfried interrupted my train of thought. “Ist alles okay, Professor?”


I stood to refill my cup with warm coffee. “Just an uneasy feeling about that place this morning, Sig. I—”


We were interrupted by the appearance of Harold. I groaned and pushed down my intense dislike. But it rumbled and rolled and threatened to break through my semi-civil façade.


When he didn’t greet us, I tried to force him an acknowledgment. “Morning, Harold.”


He walked straight to the coffee pot without saying a word. A curt nod in our general direction was his apparent substitute for civility.


He grabbed his travel mug from the dish drainer and filled it with hot coffee. When he dribbled some on his blue and white pinstriped suit, he swore, scrubbing it hard with a wet paper towel. The man reeked of cologne, and I wondered for the thousandth time where he went on the weekends all dressed up like that.


Yesterday, Harold had begrudgingly promised to help serve at the church dinner. Now he shows up in his suit?


I couldn’t help myself. “Pretty fancy getup for a barbecue.”


His face froze; his eyes looked anywhere but at me. “Sorry. Something came up. I’ll be at the office all day.”


Something came up?


Siegfried looked from Harold, to me, and back again, a worried look on his gentle face. “I will help.”


Harold snapped the lid on his coffee mug, grabbed his keys from the hook on the wall, and brushed past Siegfried. “You would.”





Chapter 5


 


The church kitchen was packed with women. As usual, Siegfried and I were the only guys except for the reverend. The heavy jobs were ours, and I’d been sweating at the potato station for the past hour.


 “Watch out. Hot potatoes coming through.” I hefted the stockpot from the old black stove in the church kitchen and carried it toward the double-wide sink, where Lillian and Abigail Philips were washing dishes.


They tittered and trotted backwards, flattening themselves against the wall so I could make it through the tight quarters. We’d been choreographing this maneuver many times over with multiple batches of salt potatoes.


I poured the potatoes into the colander. Steam billowed from the sink, and I had to back up fast to avoid being scalded. The two elderly sisters giggled again and returned to their post, washing silverware needed for the eat-in barbecue. 


“Nice job, Gus.” Pink spots blushed from Lillian’s cheeks, and her eyes sparkled. “Those spuds look good enough to eat.”


I grinned at her and lifted the colander out of the sink, walking it over to the warming tray. “Sure hope so.”


Lillian's trim white curls clustered about her head in a soft cap, a distinct duplicate of her sister’s hairstyle. The spinster twins had been members of the church since they were girls. These two—the most dedicated church ladies in East Goodland—had been digging eyes from the potatoes, filling small containers with applesauce, and baking dinner rolls since nine in the morning.


I added handfuls of dried parsley and dill to the melting pot of butter and sprinkled a generous amount of garlic and onion powder to the mixture. Lifting the pan from the stove, I turned to Patsy Hatfield who sat at the long table filling small containers with homemade coleslaw. “Hey, Patsy. I’ve got a question for you.”


She looked up from her work with playful brown eyes. Patsy lived with her parents on their dairy farm on Lewis Road. She was a chubby, pretty girl with short brown hair that she wore in a poodle perm. “Shoot. I’m all ears.”


I poured the butter over the potatoes and replaced the stainless steel lid on top of the warming tray, looking over my shoulder. The question about who was shut behind that door at Red-beard’s house was driving me nuts. Although I had been suitably distracted all morning, it still niggled at me. Especially that lonely, mournful sob. “What do you know about that guy who’s renting your parents’ tenant house?”


She scooped out another spoonful of coleslaw. “Not too much, Gus. I think he’s from the West Coast—Oregon, or somewhere near there. Dad said he’s an ex-cop. Guess he was injured or disabled in the line of duty. Lives on some kind of pension.”


Remembering how he ran to turn up the TV, I wondered what type of injury he’d sustained. He didn’t look disabled. Then again, he might have a bad back or heart. I turned up the heat under the next batch of raw potatoes. “Does anyone live with him?”


She shook her feathery hair back and forth and pushed back from the table. “Nope. Far as I know, he’s all alone in there.”


My heart beat a little faster. “Really? Have you been over there?”


She tilted her head to the side. “Not lately. Why?”


I hesitated, doubting my own memory. “Oh, nothing really—the place is just kind of a mess, that’s all. He’s not the neatest camper in town.”


She issued a merry laugh. “That place has been a mess for years, Gus. Dad just keeps renting it to whomever he can. This guy paid six months in advance, so Dad doesn’t ask any questions. I don’t think he’s spoken to the guy since last fall.”


I nodded. Her father’s dairy farm was facing financial difficulties. The tenant house used to be provided for farm hands when the farm was fully functioning, but had stood empty for quite a few years until they’d decided to rent it out.


I leaned over and pulled a small Dixie cup from the water cooler dispenser. “Do you know his name?” I filled the cup and downed it in one gulp.


“Yeah,” she said, “I do. It was a funny name. Let me think for a second…” She scrunched her face and looked toward the ceiling. “Oh! I’ve got it! It’s Baxter. His name is Edward Baxter.”





Chapter 6


 


By five-thirty, the place was packed. Twelve church people whisked back and forth between the tables, stove, sink, and dining area. One crew dished out plates of food and the other waited tables. I glanced out the large window through which we passed dishes into the fellowship hall and whistled. The room was jammed.


“We need more potatoes out here!” Freddie shouted from behind the serving table.


Siegfried picked up two potholders, and lifted one of the stainless steel warming trays. He hurried toward Freddie and emptied the hot potatoes into the bin.


My stomach growled. The aroma of spicy barbecued pork ribs had tantalized me for the past few hours. I could hardly wait until the last customer was served. That’s when we'd all sit down and enjoy our own feast.


The crew who had worked so hard all afternoon—mostly elderly ladies who lost their husbands years ago—trotted from task to task.


Reverend Nahum Hardina poked his head into the kitchen. “We’ve already reached three hundred and fifty! Good job, people, good job.”


Our goal for the entire afternoon had been four hundred dinners. I looked nervously at the potatoes and hoped we’d have enough to last another hour and a half. Apparently the idea of a summer-like barbecue in winter hadn’t been so crazy after all.


A voice called out from the main hall. “We need some help with the pies! Can you spare anyone in there?”


I looked around at the ladies who were busily working. Siegfried and I had been sharing the duties of lifting the heavy pots. I turned to him. “Can you handle the workload in here, buddy?”


He nodded good-naturedly. “Ja, naturlich. Go. It is no problem for me.”


I squeezed through the crowd queuing in the main serving line and made my way to a long cafeteria table on the side of the room covered with colorful wedges of pies. Lucy Barrington looked flushed, taking orders from diners who had finished their meal and come back for dessert.


I slid behind the table and stood beside her. “How can I help, Lucy?”


She frowned at her watch. “Colton’s due at the airport in a half hour, Gus. I’m sorry, but I have to go and pick him up. I’m already late.”


A teenage boy was next in line. “What kinds do ya have?” He eyed the rows of homemade pastries with near-lust.


Lucy ran through the list. “Lemon meringue, pecan, apple, cherry, raspberry, chocolate mousse, peach, pineapple, blueberry, and custard.”


The boy chose apple and squeezed through the line to return to his seat. I shooed Lucy away and turned to handle the next customer in line.


“Well, well, well. Look who’s serving pies.”


I glanced up at the familiar voice. Madeleine, or Maddy as we called her, stood before me toying with a large gold medallion hanging from her neck. Encrusted with colored glass, it flashed against her silky dress that accentuated her full figure. The fabric—fluorescent lime and pink flowers on a black background—reminded me of a 1950s bathroom decor. She accessorized in pink. Dangly earrings, pumps, and clinking plastic bracelets completed the pink accents. She let the medallion go and ran her fingers through her short blond, wavy hair.


“Hey, Maddy. You made it.”


She winked at me. “Of course I made it; I told you I’d be here. You folks make the best food in all of western New York. Everyone knows that.” She smoothed her hands over her ample hips. “Besides, I have to keep up my girlish figure. Can’t get too scrawny, you know.”


I loved Maddy’s flamboyance. She’d been my first choice from the pool of applicants for secretary I interviewed over twenty years ago, when I accepted the position of music professor at Conaroga University. She’d kept me laughing ever since. In spite of her boisterous ways, she’d proven to be a skilled and industrious assistant.


I had just opened my mouth to list the pie varieties when I glanced up and noticed the woman who stood at her side. Maddy linked arms with her and dragged her forward. “Gus. This is my daughter, Camille. I don’t believe you two have met.”


She knew very well we hadn’t met. She’d been trying to set us up for the last three years. Camille had been divorced for at least that long, and I’d been avoiding the setup with all my might.


The loss of Elsbeth four years earlier had shattered me. I’d been alone since her death, and couldn’t picture dating anyone. I just wasn’t ready.


I controlled my exasperation and glanced up. Maddy nudged her daughter with an elbow. “Isn’t he cute? I told you he was cute.”


I studied the halo of dark tendrils that escaped her messy ponytail. She had clear, expressive eyes and high cheekbones that heralded a wide smile. Petite and about five-two, she wore no makeup, old jeans, a pale salmon-colored flannel shirt, and snow boots.


Time stopped. I stared into her chestnut eyes.


“Well for Heaven’s sakes, Gus. Say hello to my little girl.”


I reached forward to take her hand in mine. Her fingers were small and warm.


She looked down briefly, her cheeks washed with pink.


“Nice to meet you, Camille.”


“Same here.” She laughed with a lovely tinkling sound, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Sorry about this. Mother is always doing this to me.”


I couldn’t help but chuckle. Having a matchmaker for a mother must be hell.


Several people had lined up behind Maddy and Camille and were craning their heads to look at the pies.


I released her hand slowly. “Well, guess I’d better get your pie. The crowd’s getting restless.”


Camille chose blueberry and Maddy took pecan. While I dished up wedges of pie for the next hour, I found myself stealing glances at Camille. Somehow I’d envisioned Maddy’s daughter as a younger version of her mother. I’d pictured fingers bejeweled with rings; eyebrows carefully penciled into thin arches, loud floral print dresses, and brightly colored stiletto heels. I smiled to myself, realizing my vision of Camille had been seriously flawed.





Chapter 7


 


The kitchen clean up went quickly and most of the crew left by seven forty-five. Outside in the biting cold air of the parking area, I slid behind the wheel of my trusty brown Volvo sedan, bone-weary. The car had served me well since I’d bought it used fifteen years ago. I refused to care that it was over two decades old, in spite of the fact that I was constantly urged to spring for a new vehicle by friends and family.


The pork ribs and potatoes sat heavy in my stomach. And I seriously regretted having that second piece of lemon meringue pie.


I turned the key in the ignition, welcoming the reliable purr of the engine. Freddie tapped on the window. I rolled it down and she leaned into the car. “I’m going over to pick up Johnny at Oscar and Millie’s and then I’ll meet you at home. Okay, Dad?”


I flipped on the windshield wipers. They slowly swished away the light snow that had blown onto the windshield. Siegfried emerged from the building and headed over to Freddie’s minivan, his arms loaded with leftover pies.


“Okay, sweetheart. But I’m making a quick stop at the Hatfields’ place first. There was something that bothered me this morning.”


She raised one eyebrow. “Like what?”


I shrugged. “I don’t know. Just a weird feeling I had.”


“Aren’t you too tired to worry about this, Dad?”


When I didn’t answer, she rolled her eyes, waving to Siegfried to indicate she’d be right over. “Okay. But don’t be late. See you in about a half hour, then?”


I patted her hand. “Don’t worry so much, sweetie.”


Freddie leaned over and pecked my cheek. “You know I can’t help it, Dad.” She turned and jogged to the van.


The roads were clear except for isolated drifts that had blown across from the wide-open fields. I slowed and pushed through a particularly bad one, sending the sugary snow scattering in clouds. In seconds, I turned down Lewis Road and finally reached the ramshackle house.


Baxter’s car was still parked in the only clear section of the driveway. I pulled in beside the mailbox on the side of the road and switched off the engine. The car door swung shut with a satisfying thump. Straightening, I pulled a ten out of my wallet, stuffing it in my coat pocket. The front door opened before I reached it.


Baxter glowered in the entrance, his bulk silhouetted by the flickering blue light of the television. A cigarette dangled from his thick lips. He wore the same bathrobe, long johns, and wool socks from the morning.


“What now? You wanna use my bathroom?”


I took a deep breath. “Baxter. I’m not here to ask another favor. I’m here to pay up.” I figured I could use the money as an excuse. Why else would I be back there?


His expression softened ever so slightly. He looked sideways at me as if doubting my intentions. “Ten bucks?”


I nodded and stood still for a moment, waiting to see if he’d invite me in out of the frigid night air. But he stood his ground, staring at me expectantly.


“I know it was only a local call, but I did disturb your peace this morning, so I wanted to make good on my promise.”


He rolled his eyes and held out his hand. “So. Pay up.”


I pretended to fumble in my coat pocket. “So, Baxter, I hear you were in the police force? Oregon, wasn’t it?”


He narrowed his eyes. “Who told you that?”


“Just the locals.”


I looked past him into the living room. Something flitted across the room behind him. The blur moved quickly, making no sound. Baxter shifted his body closer to me, blocking my view entirely.


He clenched and unclenched his hands around a roll of duct tape. “Well, yeah. I was on the force in Portland. Injured in the line of duty. Retired now.”


He shifted from one foot to the other. I studied his small gray eyes and got the distinct impression he was lying.


“So, is there a Mrs. Baxter?”


His face darkened. “No. I came out here to be alone, goddamn it. Why do you think I chose this backwoods hellhole?” He repeatedly stabbed his thick forefinger into my chest.


I backed away with my hands spread. “Hey, man. No harm intended.” I pulled out the ten. “I didn’t mean to—”


Before I could finish my sentence, a loud crash sounded behind me. Baxter’s face transformed to a mask of fury. “Stupid cat!”


I craned my neck to see behind him. “You’ve got a cat?”


“Yes, I’ve got a cat, you nosy son of a bitch.”


Abruptly, Baxter plucked the money from my hand and slammed the door in my face. I heard his muffled comment. “And don’t come back!”


My eyes widened. After a few seconds, I stuffed my hands in my parka pockets and walked back to the car, wondering if his cat wore little red sneakers.


 





Chapter 8


 


When I returned home, it was nearly eight-thirty. Upstairs, Freddie sat on the edge of the tub watching Johnny play with his flotilla of foam toys and plastic men.


He squealed and jumped up when I sat down on the chair that propped open the door. “Opa!”


“Hey, buddy. Better sit down there. You gettin’ nice and clean?”


He nodded, wet hair tightly plastered to his head. “Yup!” He laughed and splashed, making the toys bobble in the suds.


I touched Freddie’s sleeve. “Harold’s not home yet?”


Her lips tightened. “No. He’s still at work.” She leaned over to dab around Johnny’s face to remove the suds that had splashed near his eyes.


A twinge of empathy ran through me. How did she stand it? “I’m sorry, honey.”


She smiled and blew a loose strand of hair from her cheek. I was sure she knew I meant I was sorry about much more than Harold’s late return. The whole marriage had been a mistake. Freddie had struggled to make it work for the last three years in spite of Harold’s apparent lack of interest.


“It’s okay, Dad. It’s just that this case is taking a lot out of him. We really don’t get to see much of him anymore, and when we do, he’s—well—”


Johnny raised suddenly somber eyes to mine. “Mean. Daddy’s mean to Mommy.”


Freddie’s face worked with emotion for a brief moment, and she loosed a brittle laugh. “Oh Johnny, Daddy’s not mean. He’s just been grumpy ‘cause he’s so tired. Speaking of Grumpy, can you name all of the Seven Dwarfs, little man?”


The fact that Harold had not returned was not surprising. He spent as little time as possible with his family, habitually blaming the situation on whatever case he was working at the moment. The Delano and Perkins law firm had not been thriving, and had recently welcomed a high profile defense case for a drug dealer who had purposefully mowed down a police officer. Harold thought the case would throw the firm into the limelight. I grimaced and walked down the wide pine board hallway.


“Grumpy, Happy, Dopey, Bashful, Doc, Sneezy—Sneezy—Sneezy—” Freddie and Johnny sang out the names, but got stuck on the last one.


Just before I reached my bedroom, I spun around and called out, “Sleepy.”


I flopped onto the white chenille bedspread. In four long years, I still couldn’t get used to sleeping without Elsbeth, although Max had tried hard to comfort me and had gradually crept from the foot of the bed up to Elsbeth’s place over the last year. I really didn’t mind. The pooch was one of my best friends. Sad, but true.


Tonight he lifted his head from Elsbeth’s pillow and looked at me with half-closed, drowsy eyes, thumping his tail on the bedspread. I ran my hands along his soft ears. He moved languorously toward me, stretched, and then inched himself up onto my stomach, laying his head down on my chest.


I stroked his sides. “What a good dog. You tired, buddy?” I turned my head a little when he scooched up to my face and started to clean me up. I didn’t know if he thought I was extra dirty or if he smelled remnants of the church dinner. I imagined he got a good whiff of eau de barbecued pork.


After a few moments of paying attention to Max, I got undressed in the adjoining bathroom. I pulled on flannel pajamas and brushed my teeth, staring for a minute at my reflection in the mirror. Bits of silver had just started to populate my wavy black hair. Hazel eyes stared back at me. The faint smudges beneath them were a reflection of the long, remarkable day. I yawned and stretched both arms above my head. Time for bed.


As I walked back into the bedroom, I stopped at the mantle, kissed my fingertips, and touched them to the silver frame that held Elsbeth’s photograph. She stared at me with her beautiful, dark brooding eyes. For the first time in four years, I felt a twinge of guilt. I’d been undeniably attracted to Maddy’s daughter, in spite of the promise I’d made to myself to remain faithful to Elsbeth’s memory. I’d vowed I’d never love another woman. Ever.


How could I? How could anyone replace a lifetime soul mate? Elsbeth and I had known each other since I was five and she and Sig were four. We'd been close friends in our youth, and had married when she’d turned eighteen. It had seemed out of the question that any other woman could fill my life the way she had.


And yet…there had been a certain pull when I met Camille today. An undeniable pull.


I sighed and got into my side of the empty bed. A melancholy mood enveloped me. I looked longingly at my copy of John D. McDonald’s The Empty Copper Sea, and sighed. Too tired to read.


Switching off Elsbeth’s mother’s antique cranberry glass lamp, I settled back against the pillows, wishing I could talk to her as I had done late at night for over two decades in this very same bed.


Flitting visions of Baxter, Maddy, the church kitchen, the golden retriever, and Camille flickered across my pre-sleep vision. I finally drifted off into a fitful slumber, wondering idly about the roll of duct tape that Baxter had clutched in his hand.





Chapter 9


 


Elsbeth filled my dreams in the pre-dawn hours. It was summer: sun-bleached, blazing summer. We lay on a lavender blanket, deep in a field of wildflowers. Thousands of blue lupines nodded their heads in unison in a meadow of ubiquitous buttercups. It was clear Elsbeth was content. Her radiant smile spread and grew in warmth until I felt cocooned in her love. I reached up and plucked a luscious, ripe peach from a groaning branch hanging heavy with fruit above our heads. Peach-fuzz tickled my lips and sugary juices ran down my chin when I bit into the tangy-honeyed flesh.


I returned her smile, leaned back, and lay my head on her lap, gazing up at her. She ran her fingers through my hair in the comforting motion I’d grown to love. I felt enfolded in her essence and certain of her love. The sunlight glistened through her dark curls and they danced above me with a musical, wind-chime sound.


A mahogany sideboard, laden with delicacies, stood next to a black locust tree. Groaning with gourmet dishes of gargantuan proportions, it stood in the field of flowers and winked at me. Almost time for dinner, I thought in the self-satisfied understanding of the dreamer.


I stirred under the thick down comforter. Shafts of light poured into the room and thawed the frosty air. Max licked my cheek one more time and whined softly.


I mumbled to Max and stretched my limbs.


Filled with a sweet sense of warmth and delicious anticipation, I rolled back over and snuggled into my pillow. I lay there, toasty warm, eyes closed. A faint memory tickled at the back of my semi-consciousness.


Elsbeth. I’d dreamed of Elsbeth when I most needed her comforting touch. I yearned to return to the dream and tried to wish myself back to the field of flowers. My brain functioned slowly, and I wondered if this visit with Elsbeth had been some form of ghostly contact, or my own feeble attempt at self-comfort. I half-smiled with my eyes closed, wistfully hoping it had been the former.


Max stuck his cold nose under the comforter and pushed it under my hand. I scrubbed my fingers slowly behind his ears, and resigned to get up.


I glanced at the clock. Only seven. I sighed, realizing that sleeping in on Sunday morning wasn’t going to happen. I hurried over the cold floorboards to the bathroom, dressed and brushed my teeth, and went down stairs.


Max danced at the kitchen door.


“Okay, buddy. Here you go.” I opened the door and stared at the sparkling landscape, breathing in the chilly, sunlit air.


Chains of frosty crystals hung from the porch steps and gutters. The structures resembled snowflake-icicles. Tree branches were sugarcoated with frosty white sugar. A faint memory rose to the top of my brain.


Hoarfrost.


The last time I’d seen such a phenomenon was ten years ago when Elsbeth and I were on vacation in Switzerland. An onslaught of rain, sleet, and snow had passed over the slopes of Grindlewald, a tiny village nestled at the foot of the Eiger Mountain. I thought back to the day it happened, remembering the temperatures had hovered at the freezing mark. There had been a loud and violent bout of lightning during the night. By morning, the air loomed thick with fog and enormous snow crystals had formed on every surface. Trees, fence posts, power lines, roof gables. The town had become a winter wonderland overnight.


I looked out at the surreal scene; thankful Max had woken me early. Grabbing my 35mm Pentax camera from its hook on the mudroom wall, I walked around in my pajamas, parka, and snow boots and snapped dozens of photographs of the scenery, finally focusing on the formations of crystals that hung from the antique lantern on the front porch. Each line of crystals followed the contour of the lamp from top to bottom and trailed down, waving in the chill breeze. Strong rays of sun shone through the hoarfrost, causing iridescent, flickering reflections that bounced between the green glass and the ice. I took half a dozen shots, watching the red-orange sun creep onto the horizon.


Finally satisfied, I went inside to meet the wakening household.





Chapter 10


 


“Opa, look! I carry him.” Johnny marched into the kitchen with Tristan struggling in his arms.


The cat was nearly as long as Johnny was tall. His five-inch ruff stuck out around his dark face like a clown’s collar, and his sapphire blue eyes met mine with quiet indignation. I chuckled, realizing Johnny had probably already used up all his best behavior that morning in church. He’d been pretty good while we sat through the introductory hymns, but by the time his teacher had led him away, he’d been itching to misbehave. I’d seen it in his eyes, in his legs that drummed the pew with regularity, and with his twitching little body that couldn’t sit still.


“I pick him up.” Tristan’s hind legs flailed in the air. With a giggle, the boy unceremoniously dumped the poor cat on the floor. Tristan scrambled, landing on all four feet. He walked away with his tail twitching, trying to reclaim his dignity.


“Wow. You’re getting to be a big boy, aren’t you?”


He grinned with pride and scampered to join me at the table. I sat with my favorite knife and wooden carving board, chopping red cabbage into fine slices. Sliding the broad square knife of the cleaver under a mound of shredded cabbage, I added it to the skillet simmering on the stove. The aroma of apple cider and vinegar rose from the pan. I stirred the mixture with a wooden spoon, pushing around pieces of already purple-blue apples.


Johnny climbed onto a chair and watched. “What you doin’, Opa?”


I put the cover back onto the sweet and sour red cabbage and turned to him. “Cooking dinner. You hungry?”


He nodded enthusiastically. Siegfried emerged from the cellar door with a basket of carrots. He carried them to the sink and began to rinse off the sand.


I walked over to inspect the products of our cold cellar. They’d been packed in sand back in October. “Do they still look good?”


Siegfried lifted one carrot to his mouth and took a huge bite. He smiled and offered a small one to Johnny. “Ja. They are still good, Professor. Juicy,” he said. He took another bite and smiled at Johnny, then leaned down and reached for the well-worn Velveteen Rabbit discarded under the table. “Bunnies like carrots, Johnny. Here is one for him, too.”


Johnny eagerly grabbed the carrot and put it up to his beloved rabbit’s mouth. “Num, num, num.”


I peeled carrots, watching the gentle giant and his pint-sized sidekick play. Siegfried’s childlike nature complemented their friendship, and they spent many an hour together in easy company. Sometimes I felt a little jealous and wished I were five again.


I grabbed three purple and white turnips. My mind drifted back to the boating accident that had sealed Siegfried’s fate and left him mildly brain damaged as a youth. The promising young Siegfried had been slated for college courses at the age of twelve, having shown amazing talent as a precocious mathematician. Mr. Baker hadn’t seen the boy swimming across the lake at dusk, and the when the prow of Baker’s boat struck Siegfried’s head, it nearly killed him. Comatose for three months, Siegfried struggled to regain his physical and mental functions, and after years of therapy he barely graduated high school at the age of twenty-one. In spite of his limitations, Siegfried had developed into a gentle companion without whom the family would be lost.


I combined the chopped turnips and carrots into a saucepan and filled it with water. Upstairs, a bedroom door slammed and footsteps hurried down the stairs.


Harold burst into the room, his face flushed. Johnny and Siegfried shrank from his seething gaze.


“I told you not to feed him between meals!” He directed the cold, angry words to Siegfried.


Siegfried blanched and laid a protective hand on Johnny’s shoulder. His eyes widened in alarm. “I—”


“Can’t you remember anything?” Harold grabbed the carrot from the boy’s hands.


Johnny’s face crumbled and a fat tear rolled down his cheek.


Anger boiled inside me. I turned from the stove and herded Harold into the next room, whispering furiously. “I gave the carrot to Johnny, you arrogant prick. There’s no harm in a little healthy snack before dinner.” I took a deep breath, clenching the fist I ached to push through his jaw. “It’s good for him, for God’s sake.” Years of repressed anger spewed from me, threatening to escalate. For three years, I’d been defending Siegfried against this revolting man. The dam had finally burst. “Don’t take your troubles out on Johnny again, you understand?” I poked my finger into his chest, just the way Baxter had done to me. “Or on my daughter, for that matter. And the next time you refer to Siegfried’s intelligence in that condescending tone, I’m gonna wipe that supercilious look right off your face.”


His face tensed and a cold expression froze his features. “Well, well. A threat of violence from Mr. Perfection. Your opinion is finally aired. Don’t you feel better, Opa?”


I stared at him in mild shock, surprised at the level of malice shooting from his eyes.


“I’m serious, Harold,” I pressed closer to him, smelling his aftershave. “The family won’t tolerate your behavior much longer. If it doesn’t stop, you’ll have to leave.”


He smiled wickedly at me and winked. “Don’t you think that’s up to Freddie?” He spun, grabbed his coat, and slammed the door on his way out.





Chapter 11


 


I met Freddie at the bottom of the stairs, worried that Harold might have hurt her. Aside from a tight expression on her face, she seemed unharmed. She avoided me and picked up Tristan, burying her face in his white fluff.


I stood by her side. “Freddie?”


Her voice caught. “Yeah, Dad?”


I slid my arms around her shoulders, but she still avoided my eyes. Tristan purred happily between us. “Is there something I can do to help?”


She shook her head. “Not really.”


“Honey, you can’t live like this much longer. He seems to be getting worse, not better.”


Her head bobbed up and down once. “I know.”


Over the last three years, I’d constantly promised Freddie I wouldn’t interfere in their relationship, especially during two periods of Harold’s infidelity when I’d been about to bounce him out of the house. I took a deep breath and continued to break the promise. “Tell you the truth, sweetheart, I’m starting to wonder how far he’ll actually go the next time he fights with you.”


She was silent.


“He hasn’t hit you, has he?”


She shook her head. “No, Dad. He’s not like that.”


I studied her when she finally lifted her eyes to mine, praying she was right.


An expression of defeat lurked behind her faltering smile. Her normally lively eyes were muted with a dull tarnish, reflecting major loss. The poor girl had fallen hard for Harold while she’d been in veterinary school at Cornell. He’d been suave and charming. The courtship had been fiery, but brief. His true colors began to leak from his well-polished exterior shortly after they married and she'd announced her pregnancy ten months later.


Tristan jumped down. I hugged Freddie tight, keeping my voice low. “I know it’s been hard, honey, I’m so sorry.”


She nodded her head against my chest.


“Maybe you could try a separation, or marriage counseling? I hate to say it, but for Johnny’s sake, something has to be done.”


She lifted her face to mine and stared straight into my eyes with a look of determination that hadn’t been there before. “I know. Just give me some time to sort it all out. I’ll handle it soon, I promise.”


“Okay, princess.” I smoothed her fine honey-colored hair back from her forehead.


She took a deep breath and gave me a small smile. “Can I help with dinner?”


I didn’t answer right away. Although she’d founded and managed a thriving veterinary practice, Freddie was the world’s worst cook. “How about setting the table? Everything’s under control in the kitchen.”


She barked a laugh and walked to the china cabinet. She knew I was trying to keep her as far from the food as possible. “It’s a deal. Hey, can we use the Limoges today? We haven’t eaten off this set in ages.”


Freddie’s great, great, great, great grandmother had brought the fine bone china to New York via covered wagon in the late seventeen hundreds. Miraculously, we’d broken only one delicately flowered teacup since it had been bequeathed to us.


“Why not? It doesn’t do much good sitting behind glass, does it?”


She reached up to the stack of plates. “How many are we having today?”


I counted off on my fingers. “There’s you and Johnny, Siegfried, me—that’s four—and Oscar and Millie, that’s six—Reverend Hardina, if he can make it. Oh! Mrs. Pierce said she’d be home early today. Better set it for eight.”


Freddie set the long, trestle table in the dining room and I jogged to the stove to turn down the carrots and turnips. They’d nearly boiled over. I tested them with a fork. Tender. Ready to mash.


Siegfried had lifted Johnny down from his chair and was giving him a horseback ride around the kitchen floor. The tears had disappeared and were replaced with squeals of delight each time his mighty steed raised his front hooves and neighed.


A crunch of gravel on the driveway announced the arrival of Oscar and Millie Stone. I looked out the kitchen window and spotted their late model Lincoln parked close to the porch. Siegfried heard it too, and after safely depositing Johnny onto the linoleum, he hurried outside to help with Millie’s wheelchair.


I drained the vegetables and whipped them with butter and saffron, covered them, and placed the bowl on a hotplate. The pork chops sizzled from the skillet. I flipped them over and added some more fresh thyme and garlic to the pan, then reached into the refrigerator to gather the salad ingredients.


Oscar held the kitchen door open so Siegfried could push Millie’s wheelchair up the homemade ramp and over the threshold.


I set the Boston lettuce, radicchio, and French endive on the table and approached my adopted parents. “Hi Millie. So good to see you.” I kissed Millie’s soft cheek, gently patting one of her twisted, arthritic hands. I knew she was in pain—she always was, according to Oscar—but she’d never let on.


She kissed me back and smiled through twinkling hazel eyes. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Gus. It smells heavenly.”


The strain of the morning’s confrontation with Harold began to melt.


Oscar closed the door and replaced Siegfried behind the wheelchair, his silky white hair ruffled by the wind. He reached up and smoothed a stray lock straight back from his forehead and leaned down to help Millie with her coat. I watched the couple interact, and a lump formed in my throat. They’d been married forty-seven years. Oscar treated his wife like a new bride each day, tending to her needs assiduously and rarely leaving her side since she’d become chair-bound. He’d nonchalantly given up traveling as a world-renowned nature photographer, busying himself instead with local photography and a renewed interest in the history of the Genesee Valley. By default, Oscar had become the local resident historian and had begun to amass enormous amounts of material about the region that he’d catalogued for posterity in the Historical Society’s cobblestone house in the village of Conaroga.


Oscar tucked Millie’s gloves into her coat pockets. “Do I smell homemade applesauce?” His blue eyes flashed.


“Indeed you do, my friend. I made it with Golden Spies from the cold cellar. With cinnamon, brown sugar, and lemon, just the way you like it.”


He shrugged out of his own coat and answered with a faint English accent. “That’s my favorite, don’t-you-know.”


Oscar and Millie Stone had been dear friends of my parents and were part of our extended family. Since the death of my parents and the loss of their son, William, in Vietnam, the natural progression had been a sort of mutual adoption. We spent a great deal of time together and had grown especially close over the years.


Siegfried hung the coats in the mudroom. Oscar pushed Millie’s chair into the living room with Johnny chattering at their side. I laid a cobalt blue glass salad bowl on the farm table with two heads of Boston lettuce. Methodically, I shredded and tossed the pieces into the bowl. My thoughts drifted back to the experiences at Baxter’s house.


The whimper from yesterday morning replayed in my brain. I chopped a small head of radicchio and struggled to imagine how an animal could have made the sound. It certainly hadn’t sounded like a cat. 


Reaching over for the French endive, I began to slice them into thin rings. Troubling thoughts rambled through my brain.


If there is a child in the house, isn’t it my duty as a citizen to ensure that he or she is safe?


I rinsed a package of red grape tomatoes under the sink and dumped them into the blue bowl.


What if the child had some sort of deformity? What if he was sick and tired of people staring or ridiculing the poor thing? Maybe Baxter was defending his own privacy. After all, it was his right.


I shook my head and minced cilantro leaves, rejecting the idea. He wouldn’t have gone through so much trouble to lie about having a child in the first place—and he hadn’t come across as the most sensitive guy in town. There’d been a callous quality about him and a look of ruthlessness in those small gray eyes.


I could drive by the place and take another look. What harm could that do?


I emptied a can of black olives into the bowl and then added the crumbled feta cheese. After I mixed the salad with wooden tongs, I decided I’d take a drive past Baxter’s house after dinner.


With the issue temporarily settled, I turned my attention back to the duties at hand. Siegfried helped set up the dishes of food on the buffet in the dining room. We’d discovered it was the most expeditious manner in which to feed our tribe. When we were ready and had called the family to dinner, a set of light footsteps clattered across the porch.


Mrs. Adelaide Pierce pushed open the kitchen door with a flourish, her cheeks pink from the cold air. “Oh my. It’s frigid out there,” she twittered, breezing into the house.


During the week, Mrs. Pierce lived with us while she kept house and tended to Johnny. Her grandmotherly tendencies suited our family perfectly. She usually visited her sister, Eloise, in Syracuse on the weekends when the roads were clear enough for travel. A transplanted Floridian, Mrs. Pierce had never become accustomed to the cold and snow.


I smiled broadly when she bustled into the kitchen. “Welcome home.”


She removed the scarf from her head and trotted into her first floor bedroom to hang her coat. When she returned, she tied a yellow apron around her waist. “Well, it looks like I just made it.” She inspected the lemon squares baking in the oven. The timer went off and she removed the Pyrex dish, inhaling the aroma with apparent glee. “Oh, they smell so good.”


I leaned over her to turn off the stove. “Dinner’s ready.”


She straightened and patted the neat gray bun at the base of her neck. “Thank you, Gustave. I’m ravenous.”


***


Mrs. Pierce wagged a finger in my face. “Don't you even think about it, Gustave.”


I rinsed a dinner plate and slid it into the dishwasher, watching the taillights from Oscar’s car disappear down the driveway. The company of old friends had been cathartic.


“Adelaide Pierce, it's your day off. We don't expect you to come home on a Sunday evening to wash dishes, for Heaven's sake.”


She pouted and pushed me aside. “The dishes are my territory. Besides, what else do I have to keep busy? You know I hate being idle. You just run along, now. I’m sure you have plenty of chores left on your list.”


She pointed to the list I kept on the refrigerator under a magnet shaped like a head of broccoli. “Go on. Shoo!”


 “Well, I do have to pick up a few things at the market. Maybe I’ll just run out and—”


She soaped up a pan and had already started singing a Jeannette MacDonald song in her thin warbling voice. “When I’m calling you—oooo—oooo.”


I grabbed my parka and car keys and slipped out the door.





Chapter 12


 


The clock on the dash flipped to five-fifteen when I turned down the road to Baxter’s house. I rounded the curve and saw the beat-up Dodge Omni was gone.


I cruised past the driveway and stared in the windows. The lights were on in most of the rooms, in spite of the fact that Baxter was out. I made a K-turn a half-mile past the house and drove back again, wondering if someone or something was still crying inside.


I can’t park near the house. If he comes back and sees the car, he’ll go ballistic.


Ideas sizzled through my brain. I drove home and parked near the barn where I’d stored my ski apparel. After changing into my woolen socks, waterproof pants, and ski boots, I stowed my skis and poles in the car. I got back in, closing the door softly. I didn’t want to explain to the family that I planned to trespass onto Baxter’s property and unwrap the mystery of that tiny sob.


Within minutes I’d pulled along Twin Bridge Road where Freddie had rescued us the previous morning. Coasting a bit farther, I stopped near a dense patch of pines. The car would be invisible from Baxter’s house, in spite of the fact that a full moon silvered the snow in the field I planned to cross. I glanced around and snapped into my skis. The light from the flour-white moon bounced off the snow pack. Tree branches snapped in the frigid wind, causing black shadows to twist across the glassy field.


I glided over to the passenger side of the Volvo and popped open the glove box, pocketing my multi-purpose Leatherman tool. On impulse, I grabbed my cell phone and shoved it in my pocket.


After closing and locking the car, I skied across the gully on the side of the road and slid down the steep hill that merged with the field. Following the well-broken trails I’d made the day before, I made my way toward Baxter’s house. The tracks had solidified and were dusted with a half-inch of fluffy new snow. I moved smoothly over the terrain. Within fifteen minutes, I’d crossed the massive fields and slid to a stop behind a thicket of blue spruce trees on the corner of Baxter’s place.


I laid my skis and poles on the ground and kicked them under a wide spruce branch. Creeping around the windbreak, I peered into the driveway. The car was still gone.


I followed my footprints from the day before, cut along the back of the building, and flattened myself against the aluminum siding. The smell of wood smoke filled the air, puffing from the round steel pipe in the roof. I shuddered, feeling visible in the moonlight, then took several deep breaths and forced myself to relax.


He’s not home. Just take a quick look.


Standing on my toes, I peered in the kitchen window. The light was on in the adjoining living room, illuminating twelve boxes of macaroni and cheese lining the shelf beside the stove. The same trash bags as the day before lay next to the refrigerator, and more dishes had been piled on the counters around the sink next to an empty Jack Daniels bottle. I noticed three police scanners blinking red lights from the bookcase in the living room. I hadn’t seen them before, because they were behind the door Baxter had guarded. Also behind the door stood a tall shotgun, and a black holster and revolver hung from a nearby hook.


Disappointed I didn’t see any evidence to support my suspicions, I moved to another window, this time stepping on an upturned bucket to get a better view.


The bed barely fit inside the narrow room. Clothes draped over chairs and lay in a heap on the floor. Crumpled cigarette packs littered piles of unwashed dishes beside the bed. I strained to see the titles on magazines stacked nearby, and after a moment's concentration made out two titles: Soldier of Fortune and Playboy. Not surprising.


I worked my way to the opposite end of the house, staying in the back to avoid detection if Baxter suddenly returned.


The next window revealed a bathroom. Although darker than the other rooms because its door was closed, a nightlight glowed from an outlet beside the sink, illuminating articles on the porcelain. A black comb, a bottle of Excedrin, a crumpled towel, a bottle of liquid dishwashing detergent, and a clear drinking glass cluttered the sink. I looked closer, and saw the glass was a toothbrush holder. My heart thumped faster. Two toothbrushes stood in the glass. The tall adult toothbrush leaned next to a child’s toothbrush.


Cold adrenaline rushed through my body. There is a child in the house.


I moved to the last window. It had been boarded over with a large piece of plywood and was secured on all four corners by wood screws. I pulled off my glove and took out the Leatherman tool. The cold metal joints resisted when I pried out the screwdriver and began to untwist the screws. By the time I’d removed the first one my hand was a block of ice. I reached for my glove, and dropped the screw into the snow.


Damn.


I felt for the screw in the crusty snow. Finally my fingers closed around it and I stuffed my hand and the screw into my pocket, waiting for the throbbing in my stiff fingers to subside. I put the glove back on, afraid I’d get frostbite, and then clumsily removed two more screws.


I swung the panel down, but needed more height to see over the plywood. Using the bucket again, I looked inside.


The boy lay shackled to the bedpost, his left leg locked in adult-sized handcuffs. He faced a small television set with a blue screen. A movie had popped out of the ancient VCR. The thin child seemed to be around four or five. He wore jeans, a flannel shirt, and red sneakers. I couldn’t see his face, but his black curly hair was cut raggedly above his ears. 


Anger pooled in my stomach. I had to get inside. I stopped when I realized I couldn’t carry the child while I skied back to the car. Oddly, the dilemma paralleled the situation of yesterday morning, when Siegfried carried the dog up the hill.


This departure from my usual law-abiding behavior caused my heart to hammer against my ribs. I’d rarely broken the law, having only skirted against speed limits from time to time. And there was that one daring midnight raid on a blueberry farm when I was eleven. My life had been pretty tame. But tonight, the vision of the poor little child tethered to the footboard and the haunting sound of that single cry galvanized me into action.


While I was formulating a plan, lights flickered from the road and Baxter drove into the driveway. I heard him bang the car door closed and stomp up to the house, muttering. I slammed the plywood panel back into place, struggling to reach one of the elusive screws that hid in the bottom of my parka pocket. With gloves on, it was impossible. I stood on the bucket, held the panel in place, and leaned against it, pulling off my glove with my teeth. Finally, I found one screw and started it in the hole after jiggling the plywood around until the hole in the board lined up with the hole in the window frame. I twisted the cold screw into the hole with my bare fingers, and heard Baxter plod into the boy’s room. His booming voice traveled easily through the thin wall.


“Did you behave yourself this time? No more nutso escape tactics? You know you’d die out there, you idiot.”


The furor built within me.


The screw was back in the hole and would hold. I pulled my glove back on and listened.


“I’ll take off the cuffs, but you stay put, understand? I’ll put your movie back on, and then you can have some mac ‘n cheese.”


Either the child didn’t answer, or his little voice was too soft to be heard through the wall.


“Fine. Don’t talk. Suits me just fine. But don’t think it’ll fool me next time someone comes around. You still get the duct tape.”


Baxter coughed. I pictured him looking at the boy with his fish-cold glare. “I don’t know why the hell your freakin’ mother fought to keep you for five whole years. You are one screwed-up kid. I can’t believe you’re mine. Hell,” he snorted. “Maybe you aren’t.”


I’d heard enough. I raced back to the trees where I’d stashed my equipment and slid the cell phone out of my pocket.





Chapter 13


 


I punched in the numbers with stiff fingers.


“Nine-one-one emergency, what’s the nature of your problem?”


I spoke softly, certain if Baxter was alerted he’d take off with the boy. “This is Gus LeGarde, from East Goodland. A child’s in serious trouble. Can you send someone immediately?”


“Do you need an ambulance, sir? Was there an accident?”


“No. No accident, but you’ll need to send several officers to overpower an armed man who’s keeping a child handcuffed to a bed.”


The voice on the other end of the line hesitated for a second, continuing without emotion.


“Give me your exact location, please.”


I looked up and down the road, having no idea of the street number.


“It’s the Hatfield tenant house on Lewis Road in East Goodland. First house on the left, about a half-mile down from Goodland Road. There’s an old Dodge Omni parked out front.”


“Okay, sir. Now, you said there’s no medical emergency?”


I spoke quietly into the phone. “I don’t think so. You just need to get that child out of there.”


I heard the woman conferring with someone on the other end of the line. Finally she came back. “Sir, how do you know this child is being abused?”


This was taking far too long.


“I looked in the window and saw him,” I admitted. “I’m standing outside right behind their house.”


I knew as soon as I said it, I’d lost her. She’d think I was some crazy guy who was spying on an innocent family and making up stories to get back at them.


“I’m sorry sir, but you really ought to talk to Child Protective Services and lodge a complaint. I can give you a hotline number. We don’t handle child abuse cases unless the individual is in imminent physical danger.”


Imminent physical danger. How about constant physical and psychological danger?


“Listen. The kid is handcuffed to the bed. I saw him. The guy won’t admit he has a kid in there. He puts duct tape on the boy’s mouth when anyone comes around so he can’t scream. But I heard him crying, which is why I looked in the windows. I know it sounds crazy, but I really need some help here. Can’t you just send someone down to investigate?”


She hesitated and conferred again. “Okay, sir. Just sit tight. We’re going to patch this down to your local police station and ask them to send out a car to take a look.”


I thanked her, sighed with relief, and stomped my feet to get the blood flowing. I was freezing and needed to move. As an unwelcome complication, large snowflakes began to fall from the sky. I pulled my parka hood over the wool cap and snapped it tight, then pulled my scarf over my nose. My breath sifted through the wool and emerged in frozen puffs. I forced myself to walk back and forth on a short path for fifteen minutes, trying to stave off the cold, and constantly scanning the road for the sign of a police car.


The front door slammed and a light snapped on in the garage. I moved back behind the trees. A small engine started up. Baxter revved it several times until it smoothed out. The garage door screeched open, but I couldn’t see what was happening from my vantage point behind the windbreak. I held my breath, wondering what the hell he was doing.


A snowmobile pulled around the back of the garage and idled beside the house. Baxter had wrapped the boy in a quilt and held him on his lap. He eased the vehicle around the debris that littered the yard and stopped in front of me, directing the vehicle’s headlight into my eyes.


“I knew you’d be trouble, you son of a—”


Rather than finish his sentence, he zoomed toward me.


The bastard was going to mow me down.


I lunged sideways and tripped over the leg of a submerged lawn chair. One of the skis on the vehicle scraped my thigh. Warm moisture oozed from my leg, and Baxter took off with a roar.


I looked at the gouge in my leg, feeling no pain. I fumbled for the phone again, this time dialing the number of the local police station. It was ingrained in my memory since Elsbeth became ill six years ago. Rather than call 911 and have any ambulance from around the county be routed to our house, I’d gotten to know the routine and had found I received an even quicker response if I reached one of the local officers at the village station. They’d usually send a couple of men out who would help me safely transport Elsbeth to the hospital. I should have called this number in the first place.


“Conaroga Village Police. How may I help you?”


My phone beeped. I tried to explain to her that Baxter had fled with the child on a snowmobile. I figured, too late, that he must have intercepted the call to one of the patrolmen on his police scanner. I talked through dozens of beeps.


Staring at the phone in disbelief, I cursed myself for not charging it last night. The battery was nearly dead. I tried again, but was greeted with the same polite response. The drone of Baxter’s snowmobile dwindled to a faint mosquito buzz.


“Conaroga Village Police. How may I help you? Could you please speak up?”


A muted crash echoed across the valley. My heart sank into my boots. I peered through snowflakes and saw smoke spiraling into the sky in the distance. The sound of the snowmobile had stopped with the crash.


I tried once again to make the call, but the damn thing was dead.


There was no sign of a squad car. No sirens. No lights. I ran to the front of the house and pushed on the door. Locked. I kicked it four times until the wood splintered around the lock. Flipping on the light, I searched for a phone. I found it and frowned at the dead line. Of course. Baxter had cut the wires.


Thoroughly ticked off, I grabbed a hunk of Kleenex from a dusty box on the windowsill and held it against the blood trickling down my leg. I secured the Kleenex with duct tape, then taped up the hole in my ski pants and pushed back out into the cold.


If the crash had come from the snowmobile, the child could be lying helpless on the cold ground. He could be injured, or knocked unconscious. If someone didn't get to him soon, he'd freeze to death. I prayed the poor little boy hadn’t been killed in the crash.


I clicked into my skis and began plowing over the tracks made by the snowmobile. A snow squall blew from the west, and the full moon emerged from behind clouds, its light limning the ground. The wind had picked up. Icy crystals spit against my face. I pushed and pulled myself over the field toward a plume of smoke billowing toward the stars, and followed the snowmobile trail leading down the west slope of the Genesee Valley. When I reached the ridge, I realized what happened and stopped dead, breathing hard. Baxter hadn't known about the gorge carved by the wide river below.


I moved cautiously to the edge of the slope and looked down, fearing the worst.


A ball of fire burned at the base of the cliff one hundred feet below, spewing black acrid smoke. The river sparkled black in the light of the moon, winding through the floes of ice jamming the shores. The snowmobile had landed fifty feet from the edge of the water.


My heart sank. I watched the fuel-fed fire crack and spark below. The poor little child.


The wind pushed the smoke into my face, stinging my eyes. I began to second-guess my behavior over the last few days, wishing I’d acted sooner and lamenting the fact that I hadn’t confronted Baxter in the house instead of calling the police. Any of these options might have saved the little boy.


The smoke cleared.


Out of the corner of my eye I saw something flutter in the breeze. Glancing down along the slope of the steep ravine, I saw him.





Chapter 14


 


The boy lay twenty-five feet below, lodged against a small thicket of shrubs on the cliff. The quilt was still partially wrapped around his little body. One bare hand lay extended from the bundle. I took off my skis and crept to the edge, searching for movement. Is he alive?


His hand moved.


I cupped my hands around my mouth to help project my words in the wind. “Don’t move, son. I’m coming to get you.”


I grabbed my old wooden ski poles, thinking fast. If I tried to go for help, the boy would freeze to death before I returned. I had no choice but to go down after him.


One at a time, I snapped the twenty-year-old bamboo ski poles against the base of a nearby pine. I broke off the top third of each one, leaving foot-long sticks with nylon loops attached to the top. I pulled the tie string from my hood, lashed it around both of the sticks, and bound them tightly together. After winding the nylon hand straps within each other to keep them from separating at the top, I slid one hand through the double loop. I hoped it would work as a pick with which I could stab the snow on the way down the slope.


Jabbing with my handmade pick, I carefully lowered myself over the ledge, praying that it would hold. When my feet found a purchase, I dug the heels of my ski boots into the ground and packed a small wedge into the snow. Testing it, I found it would hold. I pulled the pick out and moved my hand down to waist level, spearing the snow beside me. Encouraged, I repeated the action once again. It worked.


The ball of fire had lessened below, but smoke continued to pour into the night sky. I slowly worked my way down the hill and called to the child, repeating similar phrases in case he could hear me. “You’ll be okay, sport. Just hold nice and still.”


When I was ten feet from the boy, he raised his face to mine. His eyes were wide with fear. He shivered violently.


Our eyes connected and I spoke in a soothing tone. “Almost there, now. Just hang on. Put your hands in your pockets if you can, they’ll be warmer that way.”


He drew his thin arm back under the quilt.


“Good. Good job. That’s ri—”


The pick slipped and I started to slide. Snow scraped against my cheek and I plummeted toward the gorge. A cry of fear came from the boy. And maybe there was one from me, I don’t remember. But God must’ve decided he needed me this day, for my descent was halted when my scrabbling hands caught the base of a thick shrub. I hung onto the bush and jammed the pick hard into the snow pack beside it. The moment I transferred my weight to the pick, the bush’s roots pulled out and it tumbled toward the fire below.


I figured my adrenaline had been at peak levels before, but now it flooded my body into survival mode. I kicked into the side of the hill to form another wedge.


Drenched in sweat now in spite of the frigid wind, I worked in reverse, climbing thirty feet up to the boy who had been sobbing and watching the whole thing. When I finally reached him, I feared for his life. He’d been out in the cold for over a half hour and was shaking badly. I pulled myself up onto the deeper section of the ledge of honeysuckle bushes where he lay. I held out my arms, struggling to catch my breath. “C’mon, little guy. I’m not gonna hurt you. Can you move over here toward me, buddy?”


He nodded and squirmed along the ledge, leaving the more precarious section of the outcropping. Thankful he could move—apparently he hadn’t broken any bones—I held out my arms to him. He hesitated for a moment. Fear washed over his face.


Is he afraid of me?


“It’s okay, little fella. I have a grandson who’s just a little younger than you. His name is Johnny. Would you like to come see him?”


His face still registered fear.


“Don’t worry, son, I wouldn’t hurt you for the world. C’mon over here so I can warm you up, and then I’ll bring you back up the hill to safety, okay?”


The child finally capitulated and wormed his way over to me. I put my arms around him for a moment and his little body shivered beside me. Baxter hadn’t taken the time to dress him in a coat and hat. Beside the thin quilt, he wore only his jeans and a flannel shirt. I quickly wrapped the quilt around his head and body, and then tucked it around his legs. He was a tiny little thing, and probably weighed no more than forty pounds. I unzipped my roomy parka and enfolded him against my body, zipping up the thigh length coat around him. I struggled to figure out how I’d get back up the hill, finally deciding to tighten the drawstring at the bottom of the coat, which created a small hammock where he sat, knees drawn up and arms wrapped around my middle. I spoke to him, maneuvering him into the tight but warm cocoon, assuring him that soon we’d be in a cozy house drinking hot chocolate.


With his weight in the front, the climb was tough. I lay against the cliff on my back and dragged myself up the hill, inch by inch. When we finally reached the top of the ledge, he had stopped shaking and lay quietly against my chest. With one final thrust, I pulled us over the edge and flopped onto the deep snow pack.


“You okay in there, little man?”


He didn’t speak, but I could hear his breathing and felt his head nod up and down twice. The perspiration ran down under my wool cap and froze on my eyebrows as I lay on my side on the ground, trying to catch my breath and to still the tremors that ran through my legs. The wound on my thigh smarted and had begun to bleed again. I felt the warmth of the pool of blood widen on my skin.


Sitting up, I listened to sounds of the night and tried to formulate a plan. But I didn’t have to wonder for long. A distant thrumming sounded across the valley, growing louder and more rhythmic in its approach. I turned my head and saw lights hop up and down. A patrol of snowmobiles was on its way.





Chapter 15


 


Two officers rushed me, guns pointed at my head. The older man shoved me and growled near my ear. “Hold it right there, Baxter.”


I sat stone still on the cold snow. “Baxter is at the bottom of the hill. I’m the guy who called you. I’ve got the boy.”


They aimed their high-powered flashlights at my face, blinding me. I squinted in the harsh light, holding one gloved hand in front of my face.


“Where’s the child?” the younger man asked, still wary.


I slowly unzipped the front of my coat, revealing the boy’s tousled head wrapped in the quilt. “He fell from the snowmobile and was stuck on the side of the cliff.”


The older policeman squatted in the snow beside me, his reservations gone. He peered from his fur-edged parka with a beefy face. I recognized him from the village, having seen him at various events over the last few years.


He walked to the edge, stared down at the ledge, and came back. “You climbed down there and got him from that ledge?”


“Yeah.” I couldn’t manage much more. I was tapped out.


“Nice work.” He gripped my hand. “Lieutenant Joe Russell,” he said. “This young fella over here is Deputy Adam Knapp, my partner.”


I nodded to them both and zipped the coat up again.


Patrolman Knapp leaned closer. “Is the boy okay?”


“He’s been out in the cold too long, but I don’t think he broke anything.”


Joe looked up at Adam. “Better get hold of Rusty. Have him meet us back at Baxter’s house. And call Doc Mattson. Tell him it’s a case of exposure. And get the rest of the department down to take care of that mess at the bottom of the ravine. They’ll probably need a ‘copter to get at it.”


“Yes, sir.” Adam briskly carried out his orders, conversing in shorthand on his radio.


A sudden stab of concern struck me. I’d been away from home too long. They were probably worried sick. “Guys, what time is it?”


Joe pulled up his jacket sleeve and squinted at his watch. “’Bout seven forty-five.”


“I need to call my family, but my phone’s dead. Any chance you could get word to my daughter Freddie? She thinks I went to the store almost two hours ago.”


Adam Knapp hung up. He punched in the number I gave him, handing me his phone. “Go ahead, Professor LeGarde.”


I looked curiously at him when I spoke to Freddie, surprised he knew me by my profession. “Honey, it’s Dad.”


“Dad? Where the heck are you? Did you break down somewhere? You’ve been gone forever. Mrs. Pierce said you were going to the store to pick up a few things.”


I explained what had happened.


“Let me see if I’ve got this right. You skied over to this monster’s house, followed his snowmobile on skis? And climbed down a cliff to save the boy? And now you’ve got the child?”


“Sort of, honey. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you more later. But I’ve got to get the boy to safety and then I’ll be home as soon as I can, okay?”


After a worried sigh, she responded. “Okay. But let the professionals do their job.  They’ll know what to do to help the poor little one.”


After a few more attempts to allay her fears, I handed the phone back to Officer Knapp.


“Thanks.” I studied his vaguely familiar face. “Officer Knapp? Do I know you?”


He looked embarrassed and glanced down. “I ran cross country with your daughter in high school, Professor. I was a year behind her. And—” he said, sounding unsure if he should continue.


“Yes?” I stood up awkwardly with my arms supporting the boy who snuggled against me.


“I listen to Noteworthy every Sunday morning on WRLN,” he said. “I play a little piano myself. I particularly liked the program you did two weeks ago on the Chopin Preludes. I’m trying to learn the—”


Joe put his arm around Adam’s shoulders and interrupted. “Can we finish this weighty conversation in a warmer locale, gentlemen?”


My young fan snapped to attention and expeditiously removed the tarp from the trailer tethered behind his snowmobile. “Yes sir, no problem sir.”


“You both can ride in here,” he said, motioning to the trailer.


I unzipped the boy from my coat and wrapped him in the thick woolen blankets Adam handed to me. After settling him in the two-seater, I squeezed beside him and nodded to both men. “We’re ready, gentlemen. Get us out of here.”





Chapter 16


 


I sat in the back of the cruiser with the sleeping child. He’d resisted when I tried to remove his arms from my neck and buckle him into the seatbelt. After convincing him I’d be right beside him, he finally dropped his arms and let me buckle him in. The poor boy fell asleep in minutes en route to the doctor’s office.


When we got there, we sat in the parking lot waiting for Doc to show. We talked for a while in semi-whispers, but I don’t think a bullhorn would have woken the boy. He was out.


I leaned forward. “Lieutenant Russell?”


He swiveled around. “Yes, Mr. LeGarde?”


“Please call me Gus.”


“Okay.” The snow had begun to fall again and had partially covered the front windshield, obscuring our vision of the lot. He switched on the wipers for a few passes. “So, what’s your question?”


I looked at the child and back at both men. “If Doc Mattson says he’s okay, what happens to him?”


Officer Knapp joined in. “If the doc says he doesn’t need to go to the hospital, then we’ll call Child Protective Services and they’ll put him in a foster home.”


Russell turned down the heater and unzipped his parka. “It’s just temporary until we find out who he is and where he belongs. If he’s got a mother somewhere as you suspect, we’ll get hold of her as soon as we identify him. If he doesn’t start talking by morning and tell us his name, then I’ll start the search of the missing child database for a boy around his age and try to match it to any records of an ex-cop named Edward Baxter.”


I sighed. “It’s Sunday night, though. Is Child Protective Services open this late?”


Officer Knapp said, “There’s a local lady we call who works in the department. She’ll take him into her home tonight, and find a foster home tomorrow.”


Naïve as it was, I’d envisioned bringing him home to our family and setting him up on a cot in Johnny’s room. I guess it was a dumb idea.


The boy stirred a little when Doc Mattson’s old Toyota pickup pulled in beside us. Doc stepped out of his truck and approached, clapping his hands together. Officer Knapp opened his window and Doc stuck his head in, looking with interest at the little guy who slept beside me.


“Colder ‘n hell tonight, isn’t it gentlemen? Hold on a sec. Let me open up the place and get the heat going. I’ll wave when I’m ready, okay?”


We watched Doc climb the three cement stairs leading to his front door. The clinic was a long, low building built in the seventies. Although lacking architectural charm, it served the doctor’s patients well and provided an invaluable service to the community. Doc Mattson was something of a hero to me, having acted like a minor emergency room countless times for my family. Although a rare bird in the twenty-first century, the good doctor continued to practice privately and had insisted on maintaining the practice as his father had done, even following the shocking tradition of making house calls on occasion.


After several minutes, Doc waved us in from the front door. I gently shook the boy awake and covered his head with the woolen blanket, carrying him up the front stairs. The wound on my thigh smarted when I climbed the steps. I must have broken it open again, because I felt wetness spreading on my thigh. Doc showed us into an examining room and motioned us over to the table. The boy panicked and clutched me, his eyes staring in fear around the room.


I tried to console him, recognizing behavior I’d seen in Johnny quite recently. “Don’t worry, little guy. You’re not getting a shot. Is that what you were worried about?”


He looked up at me and nodded, his mouth trembling.


His response sent relief flooding through me. He understood what I’d said. I was afraid everything we were saying had gone over his head and that he was locked inside his mind in a world of his own.


“It’s okay, sonny,” Doc said gently, walking over to him. “I promise I’m not gonna hurt you. I’ll explain what I’m doing every step of the way, and when we’re done…” Doc stepped out of the room, grabbed a glass jar of lollipops, and brought it back in to show him. “…you get a sucker. How’s that sound?”


The child nodded, his lower lip trembling slightly.


“All right then,” Doc began, “can you unbutton the front of your shirt for me?”


For the next fifteen minutes, the doctor examined the boy. He listened to his heartbeat, checked his fingers and toes, and evaluated his responses. After completing the exam, he pulled me into the next room.


Adam Knapp stayed with the child, assuring him I’d be back in a few minutes when he’d begun to cry and cling to me. I heard him whimpering quietly in the next room and my heart twisted for the poor little guy.


“Take off your pants, Gus. Let’s get a look at that wound.”


I kicked off my ski boots and peeled down the extra pair of wool socks I’d worn. Unzipping the ski pants, I slid out of them carefully, finally getting down to my jeans. The blood had dried in a caked mess, causing the jeans to stick to my skin.


“What the hell happened to you?” Doc watched me carefully pull the fabric away from the wound.


“I tangled with the guy who kept that poor kid shackled to a bedpost,” I said. I finally stepped out of the jeans.


The wound began to bleed again.


“Get up here and lie down. I’ve gotta clean this up and pull you back together again.”


“Stitches?” I asked, knowing the answer before he responded.


“Yup. I’ll numb the area first. It won’t be so bad.”


He swabbed my thigh with disinfectant.


I winced. “Okay. Do what you have to do.” While he worked, I explained the situation to him, focusing on the boy’s behavior. “At first I thought maybe he was mute, Doc. But he yelled and cried a few times, so I can’t imagine—”


“No. He’s not mute, Gus. He’s traumatized. We don’t know how long he’s been like this, but the child has been through hell and back. It’ll take him a long time to recover. He’ll need special therapy, lots of love, and a safe place to live. If they locate his mother, then that’ll be the ideal situation, of course. But meanwhile, he needs a warm bed, a good meal, and someone to speak softly to him.”


The doctor injected my thigh in several places with a numbing agent. I shivered on the cold vinyl table.


“What about the exposure to freezing temperatures? Any long-lasting effects?”


He gathered up soiled swabs and disposed of them, then opened a drawer to select some surgical tools. “He was pretty lucky. Although he was out there for quite a while, there appears to be no permanent damage. Normally we would have used re-warming methods such as inhaled warmed humidified air, thermal blankets, warmed intravenous fluids, and even irrigation of the stomach and colon with warm fluids.”


I felt the needle and thread pulling on my skin and concentrated on the ceiling tiles, gritting my teeth.


Doc Mattson continued to explain the procedures. “The most aggressive techniques involve peritoneal dialysis which involves instilling warmed fluids into the abdominal cavity until the patient has been warmed up into the low to mid 30s Celsius.”


“Whoa, Doc. Can you please switch to English?”


He laughed and looked down at me through the magnifying glass attachment that made his eyes bulge like an owl. “By cocooning him against your body, Gus, you provided enough warmth to bring him back from the point of danger. He may have a slight case of frostbite on his cheeks and fingers. When he’s out in the cold again, he'll probably notice isolated spots that’ll turn white. But it won’t hurt him. Just be sure that whoever takes him keeps him bundled up well when he’s outside.”


After stitching up the wound, the doctor placed a large sterile pad over it, and then covered it with white tape. I dressed in my jeans and boots and joined Adam and the boy in the next room. Joe had called the woman from the agency and was in the process of letting her in the front door. The boy stopped crying when I sat down beside him.


Adam said, “Gosh, Professor, the little guy sure is attached to you.”


I ruffled the child’s hair. “He latched onto me when I carried him back up that cliff and hasn't wanted to let go, poor little fella.”


A melodic voice came from the doorway. “I didn't know you had such a way with children, Gus.”


I glanced up and melted. There she stood, once again in casual jeans and flannel shirt, her ponytail messy, her eyes dancing. What was it about those deep brown eyes that was so alluring?


Camille approached the child and bent down to his level, taking his hands in hers. “Hey there—” She looked up. “What's his name?”


My cheeks flushed. I felt wobbly-kneed, like a teenager with his first crush.


What’s wrong with me?


Finally, I found my voice. “He hasn't spoken to us yet.”


She leaned down again and whispered to the boy. “Can you tell me your name, honey?”


He pushed his face into my shirt, throwing his arms around my middle.


She straightened and patted his curly hair. “It's okay. You don't have to talk if you don't want to, sweetie. How would you feel about coming to my house for a while? I've got some spaghetti and meatballs all ready for you. And how about a nice, soft bed?”


The child buried his face in my side, barely peeking at her.


“Perhaps you'd come if Gus came, too?” she asked softly.


My heart skipped beats when she spoke to the child in her singsong voice. She seemed so gentle and kind. The boy's little head nodded furiously in response to her question.


It seemed I was going to Camille’s place.


She turned to me. “Would it be possible for you to come along for a little while? Just until he's comfortable? I'd hate to tear him out of your arms when he's been through so much.”


“I'd be delighted.” I immediately kicked myself for sounding so ridiculously formal.


Officer Russell joined us. “Sounds like a good plan. Let's get you three to Camille’s. And we’ll pick up your car, Gus, so you won’t have to separate from the little guy again.”


Camille flashed a brilliant smile in his direction. “Thanks, Joe.”


So they were on first-name terms?


We thanked the doctor and got back into the squad car, following Camille's classic VW bug along North Road. When we stopped at my old Volvo, I tossed Adam the keys. He got out of the squad car and started up my trusty old car.


We started up again and headed for Camille’s house, and Joe’s radio squawked.


“Russell here.” He was silent for several minutes. “All right then, we'll form a search party in the morning. Thanks, Giorgio.” He glanced at me in the rearview mirror.


I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to make it look less like I’d just been shocked with electricity. “What is it, Russell?”


He hesitated, scratching the top of his head. “Um, I'm afraid the party you thought was, ah, out of the picture—isn't. There's no trace of the—ah—remains.”


Baxter wasn't dead? Impossible, unless he’d purposefully jumped from the snowmobile before it careened over the edge of the cliff. If that was the case, then he’d let the child fall over the cliff on the vehicle, knowing full well he'd probably die.


The guy was more of a monster than I’d imagined.


It had been sheer luck when the boy was thrown from the vehicle and landed in relative safety on the outcropping where I'd found him. I shuddered, feeling a cold sinking sensation in my gut. I knew Russell was trying to be obscure for the sake of the boy, so I tried to learn more without alarming him.


“What? No trace at all? Were there tracks?”


His eyes flicked to the boy again. “Yeah, but the snow covered them before they realized the party in question wasn't among the wreckage. The trail’s vanished.”





Chapter 17


 


Joe and Adam drove away after dropping us at Camille's place. I scanned the yard, looking for signs of Baxter. Although I knew there was no way he could possibly know Camille was going to shelter the boy, or especially where she lived, I still felt wary. He was out there. Somewhere.


What if he’d gone back to his house and heard something on the police scanners again? I’d have to mention that to Russell in the morning—somebody needed to confiscate Baxter’s weapons and scanners, if they hadn’t already.


The snowmobile accident occurred less than two miles away. I covered the boy’s head with the blanket and hurried after Camille up the front walk. When she found her keys and opened the door, staccato barking erupted inside.


A longhaired mini-dachshund poked his nose out of the door.


“It’s all right, Boris.” She leaned down and patted his sides. “These are friends.”


The little dog glared at me and growled. Camille held the door open and I carried the boy into the foyer. Boris’s toenails clicked after me. He sniffed at my ankles, his tail whipping like an out of control metronome. Trying not to step on the dog, I carried the boy into the living room and placed him on the couch. He stretched and looked down at the dog with a grin.


Another milestone. The child could smile.


I imagined he probably hadn’t done much of that lately.


Boris circled my legs, inspecting every inch of my ski boots and socks. His cold nose poked at my bare leg above the socks and he nearly climbed up my pant leg.


“That’s enough, Boris!” Camille bent down easily and picked him up. He tried to lick her face, but she managed to contain his washing to one cheek. She plopped down beside us on the sofa. “Pretty exciting, hey, Boris? You love company, don’t you, boy? Can you be a good dog while I go heat up some spaghetti?”


The dachshund stared at Camille, taking in every word she said. I felt a bit like the dog myself, captivated by each word falling from her lips. Shaky and lightheaded, I wondered if it were due to tonight’s events or the giddy feelings I experienced because of the proximity of this woman.


I tried to analyze the situation.


What the hell is wrong with me? I hadn't felt this way since boyhood.


I had to face it. My psyche had shrunk to that of a fourteen-year-old.


I pushed down the fluttery nerves that raced around my body, and took a deep breath.


Relax, you hardly know this woman. Control yourself, for Heaven’s sake.


I focused on the child, unwrapping the blankets from his small body. He sat quietly beside me on the couch, his little hand clutching mine.


“Shall we feed him first, then?” I asked.


She jumped up, setting Boris down on the carpet. “Let’s. Would you like some spaghetti, too? You must be hungry.”


“Thank you, but I don’t want to put you out. You’ve got enough to take care of tonight.” Although the words fit the scenario, they came out stiffly. I felt like an idiot.


She dispelled my awkward sensations with her own genuine response. “Don’t be silly. It’s no trouble at all. Matter of fact, I’ll join you. We’ll all have a bite to eat, and then I’ll take this little guy up to the bath. After that, we’ll tuck him into bed and you can stay until he falls asleep. How does that sound?”


“Sounds fine.” I smiled like an idiot again. My grin was so wide I figured it would make her run for the hills. Instead, she just smiled back.


I tried to make my face neutral. “Would it be okay if I used your phone? It’s getting late, and I don't want my daughter to worry.”


She nodded and pointed to the phone on the kitchen wall, then started to heat up a covered pan on the stove.


The child’s eyes followed me from the room, but he was soon distracted by Boris, who nuzzled him. The boy slid off the couch and sat beside the dog on the floor, patting and hugging him.


I made the call to Freddie, then hung up and wandered back into the living room, stopping to examine some of the titles of books lining the wall.


Volumes on Mediterranean cooking, French Impressionist art, and a bountiful assortment on child psychology filled the shelves. I relaxed a little, running my fingers along the book bindings. On the second shelf was a complete collection of the mysteries of John D. MacDonald and Rex Stout. The CD set spanning the entire third row was chock full of Broadway musicals and also featured a well-rounded blues collection. My interest in Camille intensified.


 I stole a glance at her while she arranged plates on the kitchen table. She was a lovely woman, so full of grace and competence. She seemed so comfortable in her own skin, and yet the incredible attraction I’d felt for her initially had more to do with a certain quality in her voice, a look of depth veiled behind her eyes.


I turned my attention away from the bookshelf and settled in a well-worn green leather chair on the far side of the room by the unlit fireplace, boy, and dog. “You two getting to know each other?”


The child sprawled beside Boris. Not too far away from them, a huge orange tabby snoozed quietly on a pile of magazines on the hearth.


I offered my hand to the enormous cat, thinking he’d sniff it and recognize the odor of my own menagerie. He reached up, sniffed halfheartedly, and rubbed his head forcibly against my palm. A few loose orange hairs floated up and attached themselves to my sweatshirt. I lifted him up, knocking the Smithsonian, Country Living, and Arts and Antiques magazines to the ground. “You’re a big bruiser, aren’t you?” I settled him on my lap, and within a few seconds he began to purr.


The child looked up with interest and trotted over to me. He copied my motions, and patted the tabby's back. The cat emitted another long string of purrs.


Boris made his way over to us with his ears perked and tail wagging. His back was a mere eight inches from the ground and the seventeen-pound tabby actually dwarfed him in size. He snuffled at my hand when I lowered it to him, and then let me scratch around his soft, rust-colored ruff. His round, expressive eyes closed in satisfaction and he slowly wagged his plume.


I ran my fingers down his soft and droopy ears and wondered how Max would react to the little fellow. When I went back to patting the cat for a minute, he nosed my free hand.


“You’re jealous, aren’t you, boy?”


My new friend trotted to the corner, disappeared around a planter, and brought a treasure to my feet: a soggy rawhide chewy. He looked at me with anticipation, dancing in place. The child had climbed up onto the chair beside me and laid his head on top of the cat.


“You want to play, Boris?” I picked up the chewy and tossed it across the room.


The boy watched in fascination.


Boris chased after the deformed piece of rawhide, his short legs pumping furiously. His body seesawed up and down when he ran. He brought the toy back to my feet and looked up at me in satisfaction. Apparently, I had passed inspection.


After several more rounds of fetch, Camille returned. She bent down to ruffle Boris’s ears. “I see you’ve been entertaining my guests.”


The cat rose up to greet her. She reached over to pick him up.


“What do you feed that cat?” I asked. “He’s a moose.”


“She’s a moose, and I spoil her rotten. Her name’s Ginger. She loves sliced turkey and dressing. And as you can see, she appreciates my cooking. And that,” she smiled, motioning to the chair where I sat, “is her chair.”


 I chuckled. “I’m honored, Ginger, that you let me sit here.”


Camille set the cat on the floor and brushed her hands together. “Okay. Enough dilly-dallying, men. Let’s eat.” She held out her hand to the child.


He reached up this time and accepted it, walking side-by-side with her into the kitchen. Over her shoulder she cast me a delighted smile, forming a silent word, “Wow.”





Chapter 18


 


We sat around Camille's kitchen table and ate our spaghetti. The sauce was homemade with large chunks of tomatoes, mushrooms, onions, and meatballs. I was relieved to find the pasta al dente. I hate mushy spaghetti.


I sprinkled Parmesan cheese over the boy's pasta and refilled his glass of milk three times. I wondered when he'd last had the pleasure of enjoying the beverage.


We both watched the child eat and chatted about Camille’s musical collection. I soon discovered she’d studied drama along with her child psychology and social work program. She’d performed in a number of musicals, volunteered as dramatic director for the local high school drama club, and was an active member of the community theater group.


She patted a napkin to her lips. “Were you ever on the stage, Gus?”


I finished chewing a bite of garlic-flavored meatball. “Well, not as an actor. But I’ve accompanied quite a few shows on piano. The college drama club asked me to play for Into the Woods last spring.”


“I love that show!” she gushed, passion glowing from her eyes. “The music is so…” She stared at the ceiling for a second, seeming to choose her words carefully, “…beautifully dissonant, if you know what I mean.”


Even to me, a veteran student of music, the tunes had sounded harsh at first, with their unusual harmonies that departed from traditional Broadway musical format. “I know exactly what you mean. It took a while for the show to grow on me, but after the last performance, I couldn’t stop hearing the songs in my head, even in my dreams.”


Her eyes searched mine. “Isn’t that strange,” she said slowly, “that’s exactly what happened to me.”


The boy put down his glass of milk and shook his head when Camille asked if he was still hungry. Pleased that he'd eaten a full meal, she cajoled him upstairs and drew a bath for him. I rinsed the dishes and put them in the dishwasher, then hunted around and found containers in which to store the leftover spaghetti and sauce. I'd just finished washing the saucepan when Camille called me upstairs.


The child sat in a tub full of bubbles, his face shiny clean. A fresh pair of pajamas with trains on them was laid out on the chair in the bathroom.


Camille had a funny expression on her face when I joined her at the tub side. “Could you keep an eye on my little guest for a minute? I want to pick out some different pajamas.”


Confused, I fingered the flannels with trains. “What's wrong with these? They’re very nice.”


She picked them up and held them to her chest. A half smile played about her lips. “They're fine for a boy. But our little guest is a girl.”


I looked at the child in the tub. A thick layer of frothy bubbles winked and sparkled around her. Her short curls and boy's clothing had certainly deceived me. I figured Baxter had chopped off her hair and dressed her in boys’ clothes purposefully, intending to fool anyone who’d happened to come in contact with her.


“Well, what do you know?” I caught the little girl’s eyes with mine. “I'm sorry I kept calling you a boy, honey.”


The child looked back at me with tired eyes. She was ready for bed, no doubt about it. Camille came back with pink ballerina pajamas.


I chuckled. “You've got quite an assortment of clothes here.”


She nodded and unfolded a towel. “I pick them up at yard sales in the summer and try to keep an emergency supply on hand. I never know when I’ll be called to harbor a child for a night. That’s usually all it entails, we generally locate a foster home the next day.”


“Does it happen often?”


She held out the soft yellow towel. I turned my back to give the little girl privacy.


“Well, it’s not like in the city, where there’s a new case every few days, but it happens more often than you’d realize. Sadly, there are folks out there who have enormous problems. Even in this neck of the woods. Sometimes they just get all caught up in themselves and forget that they’re on this planet to care for their little ones.” Her voice caught when she uttered the last few words, and she lowered her eyes.


When the little girl was dressed, she pulled on the hem of my shirt and raised her arms to me. I picked her up and followed Camille to a small room at the end of the hall. I sat with her, watching Camille make up a twin bed with fresh linens and a soft pink comforter. Toys lined the windowsill. I reached down and found a Velveteen Rabbit, not unlike the one I’d given my grandson last Christmas. “Looks like he has lots of love left in him.” I pressed it into her eager hands.


Camille glanced sideways when I spoke with the girl about the rabbit, making up a story about his past and emphasizing that he needed someone to love. The girl squeezed him to her chest and began to suck her thumb. We got her in bed and tucked her in, drawing two child-sized chairs up to either side. I sat down in one tiny chair, wondering if it would hold my weight. The wound on my thigh had begun to throb again, and I winced involuntarily when the fabric of my jeans pulled against the bandage.


Camille noticed. “Are you okay?”


The guy part of me hated to admit to pain, so I told my first fib to her. “I’m fine.”


She stared at me for a moment, then shrugged, apparently convinced. Leaning over to speak to the little girl, she whispered, “Good night little princess. Goodnight little— what's your name, honey? I can't say goodnight properly without knowing your name, can I?”


The child gazed at Camille with sleepy eyes. Her little voice squeaked, “Sadie.”


Camille’s eyes flashed with joy. “Well then,” she said evenly, “Goodnight, little Sadie. Sweet dreams.”


A feeling of warmth crept over me. We sat quietly on either side of the bed until Sadie fell asleep. I watched her lying safe in the bed, probably for the first time in weeks. Where’s her mother? And how long had she been missing her sweet little girl?


If Baxter said he came from Oregon, he probably really came from Maine, or Texas or a million miles from there. His name probably wasn't even Baxter.


Where was he? Lurking outside in the cold night? If he’d even survived.


I tried to imagine where he would hole up for the night. Perhaps he’d found a barn, or might have climbed into a parked car. I prayed the police would locate him in the morning, lock him up, and throw away the key.





Chapter 19


 


Classes moved quickly Monday. I’d heard nothing from the police about the capture of Baxter, in spite of the ongoing manhunt. And although I tried to focus on teaching, my thoughts constantly turned to Sadie and Camille, and the fantastic set of circumstances that had brought us together.


By late afternoon, I stood before a class of freshman engineering students determined to share my passion for Mirella Freni’s lyrical voice, which currently soared over the sea of upturned faces. I had them hooked. The show-me-the-data crowd actually seemed enraptured by this opera, my favorite of all time.


“Mario, Mario, Mario” sang Freni, in the role of diva Floria Tosca. Pavarotti shone in the role of Cavaradossi, Floria’s secret lover in this heart-wrenchingly beautiful rendition of Tosca.


They were good kids, but most of them had been forced to take the class as the only available liberal elective in the three o’clock time slot. At first, they’d been a tough crowd to tame, but finally, after sharing the most beautiful and poignant stories and arias from my favorite operas, I’d captivated them. Even sarcastic troublemaker, Ronny Kuczynski, had finally settled down. Sarah Little sighed in the front row, a quixotic smile spreading across her face. She sank down into her seat with a dreamy look in her eyes.


I shifted to my good leg, favoring the throbbing spot on my thigh. I had downed two extra-strength Advil at noon, but it was wearing off.


Luciano Pavarotti's strong, clear voice rang out in lover’s anguish in E lucevan le stelle. I had enjoyed this recording dozens of times. Each time I heard it anew, electric chills raced along my spine.


The aria ended, and I continued with the lesson. “This is the final scene of the opera. Cavaradossi’s lying on the ground. He was supposed to be shot with blanks, lie still, fake his death, and finally escape with Tosca, who’s hiding in the background.”


I scanned the attentive faces, pleased they’d fallen for the wonderfully preposterous story. “The guards leave the scene, and Tosca emerges from her hiding place. She calls to her lover to arise. He doesn’t move. She edges closer and discovers that real bullets have been used. Her sweet Cavaradossi is dead.”


Sarah Little chirped a disconcerted, “Oh, no.”


I walked across the front of the classroom, trying not to limp too badly. “The opera ends when Tosca’s enemies approach. Overwhelmed with grief, she runs to the top of the battlement and soars into the air in a self-sacrificing leap.


“Of course,” I paused and finished with a flourish, “she can be happy only in the afterlife, with her beloved Cavaradossi.”


I pointed the remote at the sound system and clicked the CD to the final aria in Act III. The students listened with wide eyes, especially the girls. The cloying, beautiful melody surged out of the speakers in the dramatic finale. From the looks on their faces, I figured the entire class was imagining Tosca racing up the stairs to leap to her death. Even Ronny Kuczynski sat with a pensive expression, his eyes cast down.


A feeling of melancholy wafted over me, catching me unaware. It stabbed me with growing pangs of depression. Familiar sorrow migrated into my throat and gripped me hard.


I’d often related Tosca’s leap to her death with that of my wife, Elsbeth. Although it had been four years now, the pain of the loss still killed me. It felt like yesterday.


Pushing away the thought, I struggled to forget the vision of Elsbeth lying broken and battered at the bottom of the Letchworth Gorge.


She’d been so much like Tosca, with her own diva-like personality.


Exchange the battlement parapet in the opera for the craggy Letchworth Cliffs, and there was the appalling parallel.


The music continued. I turned my back to the class and fiddled with the stereo system, struggling to regain my composure, and wondering if the proximity of a warm, loving woman last night had stirred up the fresh feelings of loss. Camille had been so genuine, so warm, so… real.


Dismissing the possibility that I was ready for a relationship, or that Camille would be remotely interested in a widower nearly ten years her senior—I couldn’t imagine such a scenario—I shook my head and focused on the opera.


The vision of Elsbeth returned. I pictured her plunging from the cliffs, her white nightgown flapping around her as she tumbled through the night air.


The music ended and a final thought hit me. It was true that an awful analogy existed between Tosca and Elsbeth, but there was one huge exception. Tosca leapt toward her love, whereas Elsbeth had left me, very much alive and very alone.





Chapter 20


 


The bell rang to signal the end of class. My students scraped back their chairs and slowly gathered their books and backpacks. Several of the girls gathered around me, asking questions about the recording. I handed the CD to Sarah Little, who had begged to borrow it for the evening. She’d been my most prized convert, having stated categorically at the start of the semester that she hated opera and didn’t know how she’d make it through ten weeks of screeching sopranos.


“Enjoy it, Sarah.”


She slid it into her backpack. “I will, Professor LeGarde. Thank you so much.”


She left chatting with her friends, eyes still shining. Gratified I’d been able to open the world of classics to my young class, I switched off the power for the stereo system and wandered back down the hall to my office.


Maddy was on the phone when I arrived. I gently lowered myself onto my office chair and flipped open my laptop.


A box of Kleenex sat by her phone. She fluttered her fingers in a friendly wave. The stubborn woman had used up half the box in one morning, refusing to stay home for what she termed a “pesky little head cold.” She spoke in a nasal tone, twirling three long strands of white pearls that hung down over the bodice of her yellow dress. A matching bracelet with six strands of pearls slid up and down her arm when she gestured in the air. She pointed one long chartreuse fingernail at the picture of Camille on her desk, winked at me, then blew her nose again, tossing the crumpled up Kleenex into the metal trash can under her desk. The photo showed a pigtailed twelve-year-old, sitting bareback on a fat white pony. I assumed she was talking to the girl, now fully grown and a most intriguing woman.


Maddy laughed and raised her eyebrows, her eyes widened in surprise. “He did?” She bubbled over with enthusiasm. Her eyebrows rose to the ceiling and her jaw dropped. “No kidding. I don’t believe it.” She spun on her chair, filling the room with a familiar, comfortable ambiance.


I had just started to scan my email when the phone rang. I picked up the receiver, at the same time clicking on the first message in my inbox. “LeGarde here.”


“Gus? It’s Joe Russell.”


“Any news, Joe?”


“Yeah, but not what you want to hear. We’ve searched the entire area, from the river all the way up to Goodland Ridge. We’ve found absolutely nothing. The bastard vanished.”


I sat still, digesting his words. “Whoa.”


“Adam thinks he may’ve hitched a ride on 390. He could’ve walked down to the highway from here. Some truck driver might’ve taken pity on him.”


An uneasy feeling crept over me. “And what do you think?”


“I can’t imagine him just taking off when his little boy—oh, sorry—little girl, is still here. He went through an awful lot of trouble to keep her concealed. From what you overheard last night, it’s possible his wife had a restraining order on him. I’m thinking he kidnapped Sadie, possibly out of spite. We’re still trying to match records with the Missing Child Bureau, but so far haven’t had any luck.”


I turned my back to Maddy and lowered my voice. “Could you tell whether or not Baxter intentionally sent Sadie over that ledge, Joe? Did he intend to kill her?”


Joe chewed on the idea, quiet for a moment. “We’ve gone over it several times now, Gus, but it’s hard to tell. The theory right now is that he was surprised by the drop, jumped off with the girl at the crest of the ledge, and she tumbled down to the outcropping of brush. Whether or not he landed farther below her or managed to hang on at the top of the ledge is unclear. It’s possible he was either knocked out or disoriented and could have wandered into the woods before he thought to look for her. Either that or he knew the law was on its way and wanted to avoid us. He had his police scanners all tuned to law enforcement stations. That’s how he knew we were coming. He heard the call routed through the scanner.”


I thought back to the militia magazines, the shelf of scanners, and the weapons hidden behind the door and shuddered, thinking of Sadie imprisoned there.


“Where’s Sadie now, Joe? Did they find a foster home for her?”


He cleared his throat. “I’m afraid not. All of our usual standbys are either on vacation or full. Camille offered to keep the little girl for a few days until she locates a suitable home. She said the child had a rough night—that she kept waking up with nightmares.”


I looked over my shoulder and stole a look at Maddy, who was still on the phone.


“I’m not surprised, considering what she went through.  Has she spoken today?”


“No. She hasn’t said a word since last night. Camille told me she answered with her name just before she fell asleep. Some kind of automatic response, I guess. She’s withdrawn again into her own little world.”


Joe paused for a minute. “Camille was hesitant to ask you this, but do you think you might be able to drop in for a while? Since Sadie bonded with you, she’s thinking it might help.”


I brightened and sat up straight. “Sure. Anytime. Should I call her, or will she let me know when she wants me to come?”


“Why don’t you give her a call?” He cleared his throat. “Gus? I need to ask you something.”


The way he hesitated, I thought it was going to be about Elsbeth. Or my obvious infatuation with Camille. Or something equally difficult. In spite of my reservations, I urged him on. “What is it?”


“Um. Did you introduce yourself to Baxter?”


A faint chill tickled the back of my neck. “Yeah. Not only did I give him my name, but I told him I lived on Sullivan Hill.”


“Damn,” he said.


“You don’t think he’d—”


Joe finished my sentence. “Come after you?”


I swallowed hard. “Something like that.”


“If he’s still in the area, I’d be very concerned. I imagine he’s pretty ticked at the guy who discovered his secret and separated him from his child.”


A flash of nerves skittered across my chest. “My housekeeper’s home alone with my two-year-old grandson.”


“Oh, crap. I didn’t know you had a kid in the house, Professor. That does complicate things.”


My heart pounded faster. “Complicate things? What do you mean?”


Joe seemed to choose his words carefully. “It’s probably a long shot, but if Baxter is still in the area, he might be craving a little revenge. You know, tit for tat.”


Tit for tat?


I pictured my grandson at the hands of the angry maniac and started to sweat.


“Don’t worry. I'm deciding as we speak to post a man at your place until we flush him out. I’ll send a car over right away.”


“Thanks, Joe. And what about Camille and Sadie? Do you think they’ll be safe?”


He didn't hesitate. “Doc Mattson, Adam Knapp, and I are the only people who know where Sadie is. We purposefully didn't record her location or discuss it with anyone else on the force. With his background as a police officer, I’m afraid he might have a way of using the system to his advantage. I have a feeling that guy would do just about anything to get the kid back.” He stopped to take a breath. “No. Camille and Sadie are both safe. No question about it.”


We hung up, and I glanced at Maddy who was still gabbing with her daughter. I was about to power down the computer and head for home when I noticed a new email from Freddie. I clicked and opened it.


 Hi Dad. Tried to call, but your phone’s busy. Sorry I missed you this morning. I had to go in early to handle an emergency. The clinic is jammed and I’m swamped. Gotta make this short.


Uncle Siegfried was up all night, tending to Jasper, Oscar and Millie’s dog. Poor old Jasper is on his last legs; don’t think he’ll make it. Anyway, Uncle Sig’s a wreck and I don’t think he should drive home on such little sleep.


Could you please stop by the clinic and pick him up on the way home? I’d do it, but I’m probably gonna be here until at least 8:00, the way things are going. Hope you get this; see you around 4:30?


Love,


Freddie.


I looked at my watch. Damn. It was already four fifteen.


Maddy hung up and stared, shaking her finger at me. “Gus,” she scolded, “why didn’t you tell me?” Her voice rose to a near shriek. “I’m working for a gosh-darned hero and I didn’t even KNOW it? By golly, you are something, my man. Something else altogether.” She beamed at me.


 My cheeks flushed. “Anyone would’ve done the same thing, given the situation,” I said, locking my desk. I slipped one arm into my jacket and started to leave.


My attempt to escape was thwarted when she blocked my egress, standing firmly before me with arms folded across her ample bosom.


“Camille said you were pretty amazing, Professor. I’m proud of you. Job well done.”


She rose up on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on my cheek.


My face reddened and I weathered the praise. “Thanks, Maddy.”


Her expression darkened momentarily and she rested a hand on my arm. “Do you think that monster is still around here, Gus? Could he find out that Camille has little Sadie?”


I shook my head, sounding more confident than I felt. “There's no way, Maddy, absolutely no way he'd find out. The police consider that information strictly confidential.”


She relaxed a bit. “Well, if you say so. He's probably left the area, anyway, don't you think?”


I smiled at her convincingly. “I'm sure he has. The police are out in full force right now, checking out every possibility. I'm sure if he's got any brains he's long gone. Don't worry about it for a minute, okay?”


She flashed me a relieved smile. “Okay. I won't.”


“Good. See you in the morning.”


I slipped past her and rubbed my hand across my cheek, removing the smear of pink lipstick.





Chapter 21


 


The drive across town to Freddie’s clinic took five minutes. I turned down Elm toward the neat white building. The clinic's parking lot was jammed. Easing past the turn for the clinic, I scanned the road for a parking space. An SUV pulled out, leaving an empty spot. I parked the Volvo and walked back to the clinic. Eyeing the crush of vehicles filling the lot, I knew my poor daughter would probably be tied up for hours.


I opened the outer glass door stenciled with the name “Conaroga Veterinary Clinic,” and stepped into the vestibule. A cacophony of yowls, screeches, and yips came from within. Bracing myself, I entered the waiting room and maneuvered around a rambunctious young German Sheppard who hopped up and down eagerly, trying to lick the face of the young boy sitting beside him on the floor.


Two old timers dressed in grimy farm coveralls sat together on one of the deacon benches. Apparently they had rounded up all the barn cats. They hunched over three tattered cardboard cat carriers, and the distinct odor of cow manure rose from their clothing. A chorus of meows echoed from the carriers, and several orange and black paws poked through the air holes on the sides. 


A prissy blonde sat beside them, wrinkling her nose and nervously patting the black Pekinese sitting on her lap. The dog looked around the room through half-closed eyes, as if unimpressed. He was totally uninterested in the mêlée that erupted around him.


Frustrated patrons filled every seat. A mother and young daughter stood crowded against the wall with a frightened, longhaired silver tabby, who desperately tried to climb onto the woman’s shoulders. The faded yellow and white towel with which they tried to restrain her was a poor substitute for a harness or carrier.


I scanned the room once more. Freddie really needs to hire an assistant.


Carol looked up from the receptionist’s desk and seemed relieved to see I wasn’t a customer. She adjusted her glasses and gave me a frazzled smile. “She’s in the OR with a young spaniel. Hit by a car. That’s why we’re so backed up.” 


The phone rang again. I mouthed a “thank you” and ambled toward the back of the building.


The smell of antiseptic filled the air. Siegfried stood in the back corner of the spacious treatment room, leaning over a table working on a dog. I looked more closely, and recognized Jasper, the Stones’ old companion. If Freddie was right, the poor dog didn't have long to live. A wave of empathy washed over me when I pictured dear Oscar and Millie without their furry friend. The dog had filled a gap in their lives after the death of their son, William. I sighed and leaned against the wall, silently watching my brother-in-law adjust the IV tube.


Siegfried reminded me so much of my Elsbeth. Not physically, of course. She’d been petite and dark, while he was tall and fair. The memory was drawn from our shared childhood. We’d been inseparable as children. Our parents had called us “the three Musketeers of Sullivan Hill.” We had shared dreams, traumas, and adventures as we had grown into adulthood.


My thoughts streamed back to our childhood. I remembered how dramatically life had changed when the two young German twins had moved into the white farmhouse half a mile down the road.


The Marggrander family belonged to a group of one hundred and forty-four thousand refugees who escaped from the Soviet Communist rule in East Germany. Our small United Methodist Church enthusiastically assisted them in their relocation, organizing clothing drives and bake sales to raise money to help with travel expenses.


Mr. Marggrander was a talented electrical engineer who immediately found employment at the Eastman Kodak Company in Rochester. Mrs. Marggrander was an icon of courage and strength. She’d been imprisoned in Buchenwald when she was ten years old, during the last few months of the Holocaust. She had suffered deeply, losing her entire family in the camps. My Yankee, apple-pie baking, PTA-attending mother had been inexplicably drawn to Brigit Marggrander. They’d quickly become friends and had spent many an afternoon together, indulging in deep discussions over coffee and strudel.


Elsbeth and Siegfried were four years old. I was five. I’d yearned for siblings and jumped at the chance to adopt the twins as my own. Within nine months, the bright children were speaking English as well as me.


The neighbors were amazed twins could look so dissimilar. Mrs. Marggrander was often heard to say in her very strong accent, “Dey are Zwillinge, Ja, but chust like brudder und seester who are born at de same time.” It was her way of describing fraternal twins. Two different eggs fertilized on the same day.


Standing in the white room watching Siegfried work, my mind drifted back to the day I had first proposed marriage to his twin sister.


It was a blistering hot summer day. Siegfried and I stood stupefied on the side of Sullivan Hill Road watching Elsbeth wave her hands wildly at an approaching truck. The vehicle had screeched to a stop. Dust clouds flew up from the dirt road and the driver had gesticulated furiously behind his windshield. Petite, eleven-year-old Elsbeth crouched over a titanic snapping turtle, hefted him up with her strong slim arms, and deposited him securely on the other side of the road.


After the rescue, we’d wandered down to the creek and waded in the cool, swirling water. We selected sparkling rocks of various colors from the streambed and laid them out on a massive boulder. Afterwards, we’d sprawled barelegged on the hot rock and admired our collection. Siegfried’s tawny hair shone in the bleaching sunlight. His sister’s mass of dark curls sprang from her head in a lustrous cascade. She removed the rubber band that held it captive and shook it loose into its chaotic, natural state. It was at that moment I realized I was in love.


I lazed beside the twins on the warm boulder. “Elsbeth?”


She raised her head from her brother’s comfortable lap. “Mmm?”


“Will you marry me someday?”


She’d looked at me, seriously considering the offer. Her forehead had drawn into a tight little frown. “I suppose so, Gus. Someday.  But first, I have to return to my homeland. I have work to do, you know.”


Siegfried had looked at me, grinning. “My sister wants to start a revolution to take down the Berlin Wall.”


I repeated the question I’d asked many times in our young lives. “What happened behind the wall, Elsbeth? Why do you have to go back?”


An anguished expression crossed her pretty face and her mouth tightened. She shook her head and rested it on her knees.


The poor girl harbored memories of terrible atrocities, most of which she hadn’t divulged to me until we were married.


To help ease the pain, she’d thrown herself into her musical studies. Although we’d taken piano lessons from the same octogenarian in the village, she’d progressed more rapidly than me. Her father had said it was “her calling.” He was right.


With her encouragement, I, too, had finally mastered the piano and had developed a deep affection for the instrument. One year after our wedding, Elsbeth had been on the verge of beginning a worldwide piano concert tour. She was nineteen when she’d discovered she was pregnant with our child. She’d given up the career and had devoted her life to Freddie, allowing me to plug along in the university, where I eventually discovered that teaching music was my true calling.


Shaking myself back to the present, I entered the room and sat on a plastic chair by the wall.


Siegfried tossed his long blond ponytail over his shoulder and looked around. “Grüß Gott, Professor,” he said softly.


“Hi, Sig.”


He turned back to the dog, stroked the fur around his neck, and reverently pulled a sheet over the still form. Siegfried’s broad shoulders shook several times before he regained control and turned back toward me. “He’s gone now.” He wiped the corners of his eyes.


I walked over to him and lifted my hand to his shoulder. “He was an old dog, Sig. Maybe it was his time.”


“Ja, but it is so hard, Professor. We have known Jasper since he was a puppy. Millie and Oscar will be so—” He looked up with a childlike expression in his eyes. “So—”


“Devastated, Sig. They’ll be devastated,” I said.


“Ja. They loved Jasper like a child.”


Freddie breezed into the room with flushed cheeks.


“Hi, Daddy.” She gave me a strong hug, looked up at Siegfried’s solemn expression, and glanced over at the still bundle under the sheet. She walked over to the dog and Siegfried slumped onto a nearby chair.


“Poor old Jasper,” she said. She walked back to Siegfried and laid her arm around his shoulders. He sat in the chair, looking lost.


“At least he's out of pain, now, Uncle Siegfried. You must be so tired, why don’t you let Dad take you home?”


Siegfried took one last look at the still form under the sheet. Finally, nodding his head in agreement, he got his coat from the closet and slowly walked out to the car with me.





Chapter 22


 


I drove down Goodland Road slowly, trying to help Siegfried work through his sorrow.


“Will Freddie call Oscar and Millie?” he asked.


“I’m sure she will, Sig. She’ll let them down gently.”


We drove past the turnoff for Lewis Road, and the memories of the previous night flooded my brain. Little Sadie tied to the bed, my insane desire to break in and rescue her, the snowmobile racing off into the distance, and the perilous climb down the ledge to save the little girl. My eyes scanned the darkening horizon. I saw no movement or sign of life.


If Baxter were out there, he'd need access to a heat source or he'd die. A fire would produce smoke, and would be visible from miles away. I wondered if he’d prepared for the day the law would come after him, and had some alternate hideaway in the woods.


The sun had gone down a half hour ago, leaving pink fingers of dusk stretching across the frozen fields under the indigo sky. Seven deer browsed around the edge of the road, picking at the shrubs that pushed up out of the snow pack. We drove past them, and they all lifted their heads simultaneously, poised for flight.


“Professor?”


I looked at him briefly, downshifting to second gear to help the old car climb Goodland Hill.


“Yes, Sig?”


“Maybe the Stones will want a puppy.”


I thought about it for a moment. “You know, that’s not a bad idea. Sheba’s due soon, right?”


There had been no answers so far from the ad that we’d placed in Sunday’s paper, and Siegfried had grown fonder of the displaced canine with each passing day.


“Ja. The puppies should come soon.”


“I think I’d wait a while before asking, but next weekend when they come to dinner, you might take them out to the carriage house and introduce them to Sheba. She’s a beautiful dog. By the time the puppies are old enough to be placed, Oscar and Millie might be ready. Good idea, my friend. Excellent idea.”


He flashed a half-smile and settled down to gaze at the passing scenery.


The clock on the dash read five o’clock.


“Do you mind if we catch the news, Sig?”


He shook his head, still watching the fading colors as night crept slowly over the land. “Nein.”


I pushed the preset selection to WRLN and turned up the volume. “Maybe we’ll hear something about Baxter.”


The NPR announcer from Washington described continuing fighting in the Middle East, another stock market plunge, and a blizzard that paralyzed the state of Nebraska.


Transitioning smoothly, the well-schooled voice of local reporter Rhonda Tuttle whispered over the airwaves. “And in local news, one of Rochester’s up and coming lawyers has been reported missing.”


I turned up the volume.


“Bob Perkins, of the DeLano and Perkins Law Firm, has been reported missing by his wife, Linda. According to reports, Mr. Perkins left for a business trip in Chicago last Thursday and hasn’t returned as scheduled. Chicago police have been notified and flight schedules are being examined to see if the lawyer did indeed make the trip back to Rochester on Saturday evening.”


An audio clip of Linda Perkins followed the announcement. Her voice trembled with anxiety. “This isn’t like Bob! I know something’s happened to him. He always calls me just before he boards the plane and when he arrives in Rochester. I’m frantic with worry. If anyone—”


The clip ended there. Rhonda continued with the local news coverage.


“The residents of the Park Road Home received donations for their new furnace, partially funded by the Home Heating Oil Fund of New York. And finally, the search continues for the suspected former police officer who reportedly kidnapped his own child and was holding her hostage in the small town of East Goodland. And now, here’s Lincoln Fielding with the traffic report.”


I turned off the radio and exchanged surprised glances with Siegfried.


“Are they talking about our Bob Perkins?” he asked.


I nodded in his direction as I spun the wheel to the left for the final climb up Sullivan Hill Road. “Uh huh. It’s Harold’s partner. Weird, huh?”


Siegfried looked at me with wide eyes. “Ja. Very strange. Considering I picked him up from the airport last night before I went to the clinic.”


I turned to look at him briefly. “What?”


“Ja. When you were helping the little girl last night, he called and said he could not get through to his wife, the phone was busy, or off the hook. His plane had been cancelled the day before because of bad weather, and he had just gotten onto the plane in what-do-you-call-it, standing mode?”


“Standby?”


“Ja, standby.”


“Did you drive him home?”


“No. I left him at his office. That is where he left his car, Professor. I dropped him next to his Mercedes.”


The color drained from Siegfried’s face. “I saw him drive away. I wanted to be sure his battery was good in the cold weather. Do you think he was in an accident, Professor? The roads were schlecht.”


“It’s possible. We’ll have to call the police when we get home.”


We drove in silence up Sullivan Road. I turned into the drive, bouncing over the snowy ruts. I parked by the carriage house, hitched the parking brake, and we both got out. On the walk to the porch, I spotted a police cruiser parked on the far side of the barn.


I motioned to the cruiser and told Siegfried I was going to have a word with the officer. Siegfried nodded and headed for the house.


I ducked my head down to avoid the strong wind and jogged to the squad car. The driver’s side window was misted on the inside. I couldn't recognize the occupant. The power window swished down, revealing Officer Adam Knapp.


“Evening, Officer Knapp.”


He smiled. “Evening Professor. Please, call me Adam.”


“Right. Adam. Quiet so far?” I scanned the land around the barn.


“Yep. Haven't seen anything 'cept a few deer and rabbits.”


“Were they in the garden? They've been feasting on the winter corn salad greens I planted in September. Nice and tasty if they can get at them through the snow pack.”


“I think so. They were over there, next to those old corn stalks.”


I looked out at the garden. In the dusky light, I could just make out the outline of the cornstalks. Their papery leaves rattled in the breeze long after we'd harvested the Silver King sweet corn. I turned back to him and shivered when a cold gust of wind stole down my neck. I pulled my parka closer.


“Yup. That's the corn salad. Oh well, it doesn't matter. I haven't been out there lately to harvest it, anyway.”


Adam shifted in his seat and reached over to take another sip of coffee. I recognized a mug from the house and realized Mrs. Pierce had been out to see him. The remains of corn muffins were wrapped in a red-and-white checked napkin. It was clear our mother hen had been at work.


“We haven't got any news on Baxter, Professor. He's either left town, found a friend to hide him, or doing some pretty nasty winter camping out there.”


I sighed and looked toward the woods. “You think he's taken off, don't you, Adam?”


“Yes, I think he's probably long gone by now. But there's no evidence to support my theory, so it's best we play it safe.”


“I hope you're right. By the way, Freddie will be coming home around eight. She drives a silver Toyota Sienna. Will you keep an eye out for her?”


“You bet. I’ve already spoken with your housekeeper about who lives here and your family vehicles. Don’t you worry, Professor. We’ll find him before long. Just go on inside and relax. I’ve got it covered.”


“Thanks. Let us know if you get hungry.”


He pointed to the muffins. “Mrs. Pierce is taking good care of me in that department.”


“Okay. Good night, then.” I turned back to the house, hoping Adam’s intuition was correct. Just in case, I planned to double-check all the locks on the doors and windows tonight.





Chapter 23


 


I dropped my battered briefcase onto a Windsor chair in the mudroom, shrugged out of my parka, and hung it on a hook. The air filled with the aroma of bubbling mozzarella cheese. Siegfried had already joined Mrs. Pierce at the old farm table in the kitchen, and painstakingly chopped an orange pepper for the big bowl of salad sitting before him. Johnny and Max were sprawled out on the linoleum before a pile of tinker toys that we’d dug out of the attic a week ago.


“Lasagna tonight, Professor,” said Mrs. Pierce in her singsong twitter.


“Smells great, Adelaide.” I walked over to ruffle Johnny’s hair. He concentrated on a creature made with tan sticks and green joiner pieces. Max’s tail thumped on the linoleum. He jumped up and stood on his hind legs with paws planted on my chest. I patted his sides briskly and rubbed behind his ears. Satisfied, he lay back down with his head on his paws. Only his eyes moved to follow my progress around the room.


Johnny tore himself away from his project to look up at me. “I makin’ a robot.”


I crouched down beside him and examined the creation. “Nice job, Johnny. I like it.”


I straightened and turned back to Mrs. Pierce. “Freddie won’t be back ‘til eight. She’s swamped tonight.”


Her kindly, weathered face pulled into a knot of concern. “That poor girl. She works so hard. Well,” she said, adding crumbled feta to the salad, “I’ll save her a nice plate for later.”


“She’ll be starving by then, thanks.” I nabbed a piece of feta cheese before she could catch me. “Do you need any help?”


“No, Siegfried's helping me finish up. I’ll just pop the garlic bread in when we're done with the salad. It should be ready in about fifteen minutes.”


“Okay. I’ll be back down in a few.” I climbed the worn, wooden stairs to the second floor and picked up the phone from the nightstand. Dialing the number I’d memorized years ago for the Conaroga Police Station, I sat in Elsbeth’s favorite wing chair by the window, and looked into the backyard. The low moon partially illuminated the snow-covered grounds. I picked out the outline of the vegetable garden and once again scanned the fields that lay beyond the fenced horse pasture.


“Conaroga Police Station. How may I help you?”


“Lieutenant Russell, please.”


“One moment.”


Russell came on the line almost immediately. “Russell,” he barked.


“Gus LeGarde, Joe. Glad I caught you.”


“Everything all right out at your place?”


“Yes, Officer Knapp is in place and everything’s quiet. I’m calling for a different reason altogether. It’s about my son-in-law’s partner, Bob Perkins. You know, the lawyer who’s missing?”


I went on to inform him about Siegfried’s contact with Bob Perkins the night before. He explained that the Rochester Police Department was handling the case, but he’d contact them and let them know what happened. He warned that they’d probably come out to question Siegfried in the morning, and he’d accompany them if they did.


We hung up, and I reached down to grab the Southern Tier White Pages. Flipping to the Conaroga listings, I looked up Coté. Maddy’s number was listed. Beneath it was a listing for C. Coté, on Twin Bridge Road. I dialed the number. A heavy pulse began to throb in my throat and my nerves bunched in my stomach.


“Hello?”


I cleared my throat and tried to sound casual. “Hi Camille. It’s Gus.”


A teakettle whistled in the background. She didn’t answer immediately, so I tried again.


“Gus LeGarde. From last night.”


“Of course, Gus, could you hold on one second?”


I waited for her to return.


“Okay, I’m back. I had to turn off the kettle. How are you?”


“Just fine. More importantly, how are you and Sadie making out? Joe Russell said she hadn’t spoken since last night?”


Camille sounded worried. “No. Not a word. Did Officer Russell mention—”


I rescued her, sensing her reluctance to ask for a favor. “I’d like to pay a visit to Sadie. Would that be okay?”


“Of course! I hoped you’d come.”


“I wanted to see how she was doing, anyway.”


“Good.” Relief poured from her voice. “I really think it will help her, Gus. She’s withdrawn right back into her shell, poor little thing. A child psychiatrist evaluated her this morning, and she said she’s reacting as any child would to a series of traumas. It’ll take time for her to recover. Time, and of course the reunion with her family when they locate them.”


I explained about our family’s involvement in the Perkins disappearance, and told her I expected tomorrow would be tied up with police interviews. I planned to take the morning off from school, but needed to be back at the university for a staff meeting at one o’clock. We finally agreed to meet at her house tomorrow after dinner, at seven. I hung up feeling energized, and rejoined the family in the kitchen.


Harold hadn’t returned from his law offices, per usual, so I quickly explained to Mrs. Pierce the news we’d heard about Bob Perkins. She raised her hand to her mouth and looked down at Johnny, who was still captivated with his tinker toys. She moved over toward the living room, whispering, “What in the world is happening out there, Professor? First, this awful Baxter character, and now Harold’s partner is missing? It feels like the whole world is falling apart.”


I patted her shoulder. “Try not to worry too much. We have protection outside, and Bob Perkins may just show up in a local hospital if his car ran off the road. I’m sure they’ll find him.”


Siegfried finished setting the table for four and we sat down to eat. The lasagna was smothered with bubbling mozzarella, filled with layers of ground beef and ricotta cheese. I dug into it ravenously and enjoyed the piquant flavors of spicy tomatoes, cheese, and parsley. The garlic bread was prepared from hunks of French bread Mrs. Pierce had made in her machine. She’d used real butter and had topped it with garlic powder and paprika.


Johnny chattered nonstop about his day, describing the pictures he drew, the walk he took with Mrs. Pierce to the mailbox, the red squirrel they saw, and the gingersnap cookies they made together.


Siegfried brightened. “Cookies?”


Mrs. Pierce turned to him and smiled, dabbing at her mouth with a napkin. “Yes, Siegfried. We made four dozen. I’ve put up a tin for you to take over to your apartment.”


He beamed at her. “Vielen Dank, Frau Pierce.”


I bit into the crusty bread and wondered about Baxter. Would his anger drive him to stick around and exact revenge? Or would self-preservation take over and make him scatter to the winds? I tried to put myself in his position, but found it impossible. How did one put themselves into the brain of a lunatic?


“Opa?” Johnny tugged on my shirt sleeve. “Will you play my dancin’ songs?”


From the whine in his voice, I figured he’d already asked me a few times. I pulled myself out of the reverie. “What? Oh! Sorry. Sure I will. Right after we finish up with dinner, buddy.”


He smiled. “Good.”


Our customary after-dinner music hour involved me playing piano and him twirling around the room.


He took a noisy drink of milk from his yellow Winnie the Pooh cup. “I like dancin’.”


When we’d worked our way halfway through the meal, Freddie arrived. She dropped her coat and bag in the mudroom and carried a plate of lasagna into the dining room to join us. Johnny slid down from his antique high chair and ran to her, hugging tightly onto one leg, making her totter under the force of his assault. She put the plate on the table and reached down to pick up her little boy.


He flung his arms around her neck and laid his head on her shoulder. “I miss you, Mummy.”


Freddie sat at the table with Johnny on her lap and placed her forehead against his, looking closely into his big brown eyes. “I missed you, too, little man.” She kissed his forehead and smoothed his hair from his eyes. “You need another haircut, sweetie pie.”


He screwed up his face in dismay.


She laughed at him and hugged him close to her. “Maybe we can wait a little while, funny bunny. How about a butterfly kiss for your Momma?”


He nodded and leaned closer to her, aligning his eye with her cheek. He closed his eye once, then reopened it, allowing the long lashes to softly brush against her skin.


“Thanks, baby. Wanna finish your dinner now?”


“Okay.” He slid from her lap, and climbed back into his high chair.


“You're home early,” I said. I wondered how she'd handled the packed waiting room. It was only ten minutes past six.


“Yeah. I finally told them all to go home and that they could come back free of charge any time this week. They'd been waiting forever and I just about ran out of steam after the phone call from Harold.”


She took a large bite of lasagna, chewed it quickly, and followed it with a huge swallow of milk.


“So you know about Bob Perkins?” I asked.


“Uh huh. Harold called me. He's beside himself, imagining all kinds of foul play. He said Linda's off her rocker with worry. He's hanging out around her place for a few more hours until he can settle her down.”


A look of concern flashed across her face, but she quickly covered it. “I don't know what to think, Dad. I also heard about that madman Baxter. They never found him?”


“Not yet.” I got up and poured myself a cup of coffee. “Guess they're still on the lookout for him, but there was absolutely no clue, no trail at all. He just disappeared.”


She stabbed a cherry tomato with her fork and lifted it to her mouth. “Adam's still out there in his cruiser. I asked him in, but he said he's got the best vantage point from the field behind the barn. Said the second shift starts at midnight.”


I took another sip of coffee from my chipped WRLN mug. I'd received it as a gift when one of the Beethoven Sonata Series programs had brought in a substantial amount of cash to the station during a fund drive last year. Mrs. Pierce had tried to throw it out on numerous occasions, but I’d successfully rescued it and finally convinced her I wanted to keep it.


Johnny slid down from his high chair again and was pulling on my hand. “Opa, Opa, come on!”


I smiled indulgently at him and pushed back my chair. “Okay, buddy. Let's go play some Chopin.”





Chapter 24


 


Johnny followed me to our antique Mason and Hamlin upright piano in the great room. I pulled out the piano bench and slid onto the smooth wooden surface as I’d done thousands of times in the past. He pointed to the thickest book on the piano. “Dat, Opa. Dancin’ songs.”


I’d played all of Chopin’s little gems for Johnny over the course of his short life. The nocturnes, waltzes, preludes, and etudes were commonly chosen as our evening entertainment, but it was the mazurkas that had him hooked.


I felt a twinge of sadness when I opened the dog-eared book. This particular collection had been Elsbeth’s. I’d found the set of old books in an antique bookstore. Published in Paris by A. Durand & Fils in 1926, they contained excellent revisions of the ballades, impromptus, mazurkas, polonaises, and waltzes edited by none other than Claude Debussy. Each book was heavily bound with thick cardboard covers layered with brown and cream marbleized paper and sealed on the edges with papery thin leather. The titles were stamped in gold lettering.


I carefully opened one of the books, reading the inscription I’d written to Elsbeth. We’d both known that the set of books belonged in a controlled museum environment, but had chosen to use them as they were intended, rather than turning them into dusty old collectibles.


“Opa! Hurry! My foots are ready.”


I laughed out loud at the little tornado by my side, watching him hop from side to side, demonstrating his readiness. “Okay, Johnny.”


I turned to Opus 7, No. 6, and began to play. The day’s tensions trickled from my fingertips as they danced over the keys. Johnny dashed around the room, following his usual pattern of skipping in a large circle centered around the coffee table. Next, he twirled around, falling down repeatedly—deliriously dizzy.


The sweet minor tunes evoked images of Slavic peasants frolicking in the town square around a roaring bonfire. I secretly fantasized that Johnny’s love of music would transcend the generations and drive him toward the career his grandmother had never been able to realize. I finished the piece and flipped to the next, Opus 68, No. 47.


The music automatically flew from my fingers, and my mind wandered. A familiar feeling of loss returned. I imagined how Elsbeth would have adored Johnny. She’d died a year before he’d been conceived.


I continued to play for the next hour, realizing that sharing Elsbeth’s passion for Chopin would be one of the most precious gifts I could give my grandson.


When the last strains of the music faded in the air, Johnny climbed up and sat on my knees. He pushed a finger toward the music score. “P!” 


“Yes, that’s the letter p, buddy.” I exchanged smiles with Freddie, who had just flopped down on the couch and kicked off her shoes. She'd been working with Johnny on his letters all week.


Johnny looked over at his mother, pride written all over his expression. “What dat say, Opa? P is for pig.” 


I hugged his small shoulders. “That’s right. But there are no pigs here. P stands for ‘pianissimo’. It means to play the music softly and quietly.” I lowered my voice to accompany the words.


“Ohh—” His big brown eyes, fringed with long lashes, stared up at me. 


I flipped forward one page to No. 48 and pointed to the page. Turning his attention back to the music, he pointed again. “F! Two Fs, Opa. What’s two Fs?”


I spoke louder to correspond with the definition. “F stands for forte. It means to play the music LOUD. Two Fs in a row mean double forté. That’s really, REALLY loud.”


He shrieked with delight, definitely in double forté, and jumped back down to the floor, rolling around and yelling. “Dubbew forté! Dubbew forté!” He shrieked and rolled farther until he finally bumped into the couch, where he grabbed his mother’s hand and pulled himself up to sit on her stomach.


He began to hop up and down on her middle. “Dubbew forté!”


She protested, laughing when he slid back onto the floor and ran around the room again. “C’mon now, honey. Give your Momma a break. You’ve got to settle down for bed soon.”


The phone rang, interrupting our pleasant moment.


Mrs. Pierce’s voice trilled from the kitchen. “Professor? Lieutenant Russell’s on the phone for you.”


I slid from the bench and started over to the phone on the desk. Johnny continued to frolic, and yelled, “Dubbew forté!” racing around my legs.


I leaned over and caught his whirling little body. “Johnny. Pianissimo.”


He looked up at me, nodded, and continued to run around the room, whispering loudly, “Pinanimo. Pinanimo!”


It was a tough word to pronounce for the best of us. I picked up the receiver. “Gus LeGarde, here.”


“Gus? It’s Joe Russell. I’ve spoken with the guys downtown. They want to question your brother-in-law. Can you send him down to the Conaroga station in the morning?”


I shuddered, remembering the time I’d spent in the small room with one-way windows after Elsbeth’s death. The questions had been endless. “Joe? I’d like to go with him, if you don’t mind.”


He paused for a split second. “Fair enough. Eight o’clock?”


“We’ll be there.”





Chapter 25


 


I sat with Joe and Detective Sweeney from the Rochester Police Department watching Siegfried from the wrong side of the observation window. I asked to be in there with him, helping, but of course they’d refused. They’d been questioning him for an hour and a half, with various detectives approaching from so many angles and with so many questions that he’d seemed very confused.


Graffiti was scribed into the surface of the massive oak table. For what seemed the hundredth time, I traced my forefinger around the letters of the name Bonnie that was carved into the tabletop. A cup of bitter coffee cooled before me in the brutally hot room.


Joe Russell sat to my left with Detective Sweeney. They studied my brother-in-law through the one-way glass.


“What’s wrong with that guy, anyway?” Sweeney said. “Is he a little touched, or what?”


He tapped his finger on his right temple and sneered.


I felt my ire rising as it had in high school when the juveniles of Conaroga had tormented my brother-in-law in the streets and in the schoolyard. I’d protected him then and had done so ever since.


“He’s not ‘a little touched,’” I said. “He had brain damage after a boating accident when he was twelve years old.”


Sweeney smiled at me again. “Brain damage, huh? Can he remember anything? Looks to me like he can’t remember squat.”


My cheeks flushed in anger. I leaned closer to Sweeney, my eyes hard and narrow. “Siegfried functions at a very high level. He drives, holds down a good job, pitches in around the farm, and is a trustworthy member of our family.”


Sweeney turned and stared at me for a long time. Sweat broke out on my brow, slid down my temples, along my jaw, and dripped down under my shirt collar. 


“What relation is he to you, anyway, Professor? You seem pretty protective of him. You guys together?”


Before I could answer, Joe quickly explained. “Detective Sweeney, please. Siegfried is Gus’s brother-in-law. His deceased wife’s brother. Right, Gus?” He turned to me for confirmation.


I took a deep breath and consciously pushed the anger down. “Right. We grew up as friends, and then I married his sister.”


Sweeney pushed back on his chair and balanced on the two rear legs, picking his teeth with a wooden toothpick. The damned thing had been dangling in his mouth all morning. He bored his black eyes into mine. “Has he ever been in trouble before? Any penchant for violence?”


I stared at him, wondering why he was pushing so hard. In spite of my attempt to control myself, I spat out the words, returning his glare. “Siegfried is the gentlest soul you’ll ever know, Sweeney. His view of the world can be childlike, but that youthful attitude brings with it an innocence you probably haven’t seen or felt in a very long time.”


He picked again at his teeth, still rocking on the chair. His eyes continued to drill into mine. “So what happened to your wife, Professor? How’d she die?”


I felt the blood drain from my face, surprised he would ask me about Elsbeth. I hesitated for a moment, deciding to keep the real reason to myself. “She died in an accident.”


Joe glanced sideways at me. He knew I was lying, but he kept silent.


“Ah. Sorry to hear that,” Sweeney said with absolutely no sincerity.


He lost interest in me and turned his attention back to Siegfried.


I sensed fear in Siegfried’s voice, even though it was distorted through tinny speakers on the wall. I turned to watch him, and my heart went out to him when he put his head in his hands and began to speak German again.


Sweeney plopped his chair back on the ground. “What’s with his switching languages, LeGarde? Cute way to get out of answering questions, as I see it.”


I looked toward Joe for help. He didn’t see me. His eyes were riveted to the one-way glass.


“Listen, Sweeney,” I began. “Siegfried was born in Germany. He learned German first, and then English when he moved here as a child. After the accident, he completely reverted to German, losing all of the English he’d learned previously. When he gets nervous, he goes back to his native tongue. He can’t help it. It’s not a ruse to confuse you, trust me.” If I gritted my teeth any harder, they’d crumble.


“Is he Jewish, then?”


“Half.” I wondered where he was going with the questioning.


He slapped both hands flat on the table and leaned toward me. “Interesting. So what’s with the ponytail? Leftover from his hippie days?”


I realized he was trying to bait me to see if he could push me into blurting out some hidden tidbit that would help him solve the case. I forced myself to speak calmly. “You’re questioning his hairstyle? Is long hair against the law in your precinct?”


Joe’s lips twitched a little. He covered his mouth with one hand and coughed to hide the smile.


“Okay, Sweeney,” Joe said with authority. “Enough is enough. We’ve got the general idea, don’t we? Let’s stop harassing these poor people until we’ve got a body to worry about. The guy might’ve hooked up with some old girlfriend at a bar and could be staying with her, or fell and knocked himself out on the ice. We haven’t even finished our search of the local hospitals, have we?”


Sweeney shook his head. “Not yet, Russell. But there’s one thing that really bothers me.” He stood and leaned against the one-way mirror, staring with malice toward Siegfried.


“What’s that?” Joe asked.


“This guy says he dropped Perkins off at his office building and saw him drive off—”


“So?”


Sweeney turned toward us, hissing the words. “Then why is Perkins’s car still parked in his office lot?”


I swallowed hard, realizing this jerk actually thought Siegfried could have had a hand in Perkins’s disappearance.


Joe answered immediately. “Hell, he could’ve driven back to pick up something he forgot at the office. Maybe he met someone there after Siegfried left, and went for a drink. There are a thousand explanations that don’t involve the good man in the other room. If you’re not going to charge him, it’s time to let him go.”


Sweeney’s mouth tensed.


“I could call my lawyer if it would speed up the process,” I warned.


The detective shook his head, retreating. “That won’t be necessary, LeGarde. We just wanted to find out what happened Sunday night. Your brother-in-law was the last person to see Perkins, and we thought maybe he’d have a clue.”


I pushed back my chair and stood up. Sweeney pressed the intercom button and spoke into it, instructing the men in the other room to bring Siegfried out. We joined them in the hallway.


Siegfried’s face was ashen and the muscles around his mouth were tight. Joe followed us down to the coat rack and stood silently beside us while we got our coats. My concern for Siegfried deepened. His hands shook when he tried to zip up his parka. After a moment of struggle, he finally zipped his coat and looked at me. His expression resembled that of a wounded animal.


Joe cleared his throat and put his hand hesitantly on the giant man’s arm.


“I’m sorry you had to go through this, Siegfried. They just need to know what happened, that’s all. Thanks for cooperating.” He nodded at both of us. “We appreciate you both coming down and I’ll be in touch about Baxter. Soon as I hear anything, I’ll give you a buzz.”


Siegfried didn’t say a word. I thanked Joe for getting us out of there and walked with Siegfried back to the Volvo.





Chapter 26


 


I stepped on the clutch and turned the key, firing up the old four-cylinder engine. Shifting into reverse, I backed out of the police station parking lot.


Siegfried stared quietly out the window, looking drawn and worried.


“It’s still only nine thirty,” I said. “Would you like to get some breakfast?”


“Ja, okay.” He continued to gaze into the distance.


We drove in silence to the diner that had been around since the early 1950s. Clara’s parking lot was packed. I squeezed the Volvo between two pickup trucks and we headed inside to find a booth. The place was jammed. Every booth was filled and the stools around the counter supported a goodly portion of the townspeople of Conaroga. Farmers and old friends chatted with the waitresses and each other as we stood waiting patiently by the coat rack. Siegfried was silent.


An elderly patron waved to me. “Over here, young man!” She slipped into her long plaid winter coat and wrapped a flimsy scarf around her head. Siegfried and I hurried to the booth, waiting as she finagled her husband into his overcoat.


He looked embarrassed. “This old woman insists on buttoning me up like a two-year-old. C’mon, Yvonne. Let’s get the hell out of Dodge so these nice young men can get some breakfast.”


They ambled away, leaving a meager tip on the table.


Hattie, our favorite waitress, swished over to us and wiped off the table with a wet dishrag. “Morning men. Coffee?”


We both nodded. “Coffee would be wonderful, Hattie,” I said.


She stood beside us in her black pants, blue shirt, and short black apron. After sliding the order book out of her apron pocket, she looked at us expectantly. When Sig didn’t reply in his usual boisterous manner, she tossed me a questioning look. “Everything okay, guys? You need a few minutes?”


“Thanks. We’ll just take a look at the menu.”


She winked at me and hurried to the next customer. She knew we didn’t need the menu. We always ordered the same thing.


I slid the black vinyl folders out from behind the jukebox. “Sig.”


He lifted his startling blue eyes to mine. “Ja?”


I laid one hand on his. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”


An expression of deep sadness poured from his eyes when he began to speak. “Danke, Professor. Alles ist okay.”


Hattie brought two steaming mugs of coffee and glanced briefly at each of us. She almost took the pencil out from behind her ear, but seemed to notice Sig’s expression and backed away. “Just holler when you’re ready, guys.”


I passed the stainless steel pitcher of cream to Siegfried, who picked it up and poured a generous dollop into his mug. He slowly stirred three teaspoons of sugar into the brew. “I have a bad feeling about Bob Perkins, Professor.”


I’d learned not to ignore Siegfried’s intuition over the years. After the accident, he’d lost a great deal of common knowledge and learned skills, but he’d also acquired a new talent. Whether it was some derivative of ESP or a finely tuned intuition, he frequently saw through charlatans and quietly denounced them. Occasionally, he displayed a flash of his pre-teen brilliance. Usually it involved estimating a complicated math sum. Whereas it took him three years to re-learn his multiplication tables after the accident, oftentimes he would pronounce the total of the grocery bill ahead of the cashier, under his breath, precisely to the penny.


I’d learned to heed the giant man’s insight. “What is it, Sig? What do you think?”


Siegfried stirred his coffee and sighed. His face drooped a little more. “He’s gone, Professor. Bob is dead.”


I slid both menus back into their slots. “Pretty strong feeling this time?”


“Ja.”


We sat together drinking our coffee and reflecting on Bob Perkins. Although Siegfried had given no idea of how, where, or why, I believed in his intuition, having seen it confirmed on many occasions over the last few decades. Bob’s wife, Linda, would be devastated. I wondered how long it would take the police to locate the body, and how he had died.


“Are you gonna be okay, big fella?”


A faint half-smile crept onto his lips. “I will be okay, Professor. But I am very hungry. Can we order now?”


I chuckled and waved briefly at Hattie, who passed us balancing three platters on her arms.


She whisked by us. “Be right back, men. Just a sec.”


“You want your usual, Sig?”


“Ja, of course. But will you order for me, Professor?”


“Sure, buddy.”


Hattie arrived in seconds, order pad in hand. “Okay guys, what’ll it be?”


She directed the question at me, familiar with our routine. “Siegfried will have the Hungry Farmer’s Special,” I said. “Scrambled eggs, double order of home fries, and a side of bacon, extra crispy.”


She looked surprised. “What about his two English muffins instead of white toast?”


“Oh, right. English muffins. And I’ll have the same, without the extras. Scrambled, raisin toast, bacon, home fries.” 


“Juice?” she asked.


“Yes, please. Two large mugs of orange juice.”


She flipped the order book back around and stuck the pencil above her ear, shouting to Clara in the kitchen. “Got some hungry men out here, Mom. Start up a coupla Farmers’ Specials.”





Chapter 27


 


We said goodbye to Hattie and Clara and walked out into the cold. The wind had been blowing hard, shifting dunes of snow from side to side on the roads. I picked up the cell phone and tried Maddy at the office for the second time in five minutes. I left a second message on her voice mail, letting her know that I’d still be able to make the one o’clock staff meeting.


“Maddy’s not there?” Siegfried asked.


“Maybe she’s finally decided to stay home. She had a nasty cold yesterday. She’s so damned stubborn when it comes to taking care of herself.”


Siegfried smiled. “Ja.” The hot meal seemed to have helped, providing the familiar comfort of bacon, eggs, and friendship.


I drove carefully, fighting through new snowdrifts. The snowplows were out, but the wind whipped so fiercely over the open fields that foot-high dunes bridged the road.


We rounded a curve and I backed off the accelerator, tapping my brakes. No anti-lock brakes on this old car.


Glare ice met us. I barely managed to keep the car on the road. Continuing around the bend, I was shocked to see Camille’s blue Volkswagen bug in the ditch. She stood beside it, stomping her feet and waving her red mittens in the air.


An alarming thought flashed across my mind. What if Baxter had jumped out from the woods, caused the car to slide from the road, and had taken Sadie?


The bug was jammed nose-first in a snow bank. I pulled in beside it and practically leapt out of the car.


She ran to me, her voice trembling. “I’m so glad it’s you!”


“Are you all right? Is Sadie okay?”


Anxiety flooded her face and she seemed close to tears. “It’s Mom!” She pointed to the car. “I was taking her up to the emergency room for her asthma. The cold’s gone right down into her lungs. I think it’s bronchitis, and her inhaler isn’t working anymore. Sadie’s with us, too. I was going to drop her at my friend’s, you know, the child psychiatrist who spent time with her yesterday? I’ve got to get Mom up to the hospital, Gus.”


Siegfried had joined us. Without hesitation, he slid down to the car and opened Maddy’s door. I followed him into the ditch and peered inside. Maddy climbed slowly out of the car, but stopped to hang onto the fender, stooping over and struggling for breath. She wore a completely inadequate short white fuzzy jacket and no hat or scarf.


Sadie cowered on the far side of the back seat. She was bundled in a down coat with the hood tied tightly around her. A green scarf, wrapped around the outside of her hood, partially covered her face.


I knelt on the backseat with my arms open. “Climb up here, Sadie,” I said. “Let’s get you into a warm car, okay?”


She looked at me in surprise, scrambling up the seat and into my arms. I hugged her briefly, relieved she was okay and that my fears about Baxter were unfounded.


When Maddy recovered her breath, Siegfried lifted her into his arms like a child, carrying her to the Volvo. He set her down gently and she slid into the back seat, hunched over.


I backed out of the car and carried Sadie through the biting wind. Camille squeezed between her mother and Sadie in the backseat. I restarted the engine, cranking up the heat.


“I’m okay if I sit up,” Maddy apologized, wheezing heavily.


I looked at Camille. Maddy’s breathing sounded terrible.


“It’ll take about ten minutes for an ambulance to get here,” I said. “We’ll save time if I drive you.”


Camille nodded, still shivering. “What about the bug? Is it okay to leave it there?”


Siegfried spoke up. “If you give me the keys, Fraulein Coté,” he said softly, “I will take care of it. You can leave me at Sam’s gas station and I will ask him to tow it out of the ditch.”


She looked at her mother, and then at me. “Do we have time?”


I nodded. “It’s on our way. Won’t take fifteen seconds, Camille. We can drop Siegfried at Sam’s and Sadie at your friend’s and still beat the ambulance.”


She looked at Siegfried, embarrassed that she didn’t know his name. “Okay, thanks, Mr—”


“Mein Name ist Marggrander,” he said with a shy smile. “But please, call me Siegfried.”





Chapter 28


 


The Rochester Memorial Emergency Room was a madhouse. Camille and I had used a wheelchair to move her mother from the car to the ER and settled Maddy in a seat near the admitting booth. She hunched over, her shoulders heaving. She struggled to breathe after the exertion of standing and walking a few steps to the chair.


Disoriented people dodged gurneys and looked around in confusion. A young black couple stood near the exit, holding each other. Tears streamed down their exhausted faces. Three young teens sat quietly together, praying. Several babies cried loudly and an exhausted young intern whisked past the throng of bewildered people to meet an ambulance that screamed up the driveway.


The impact of the memories flooding back from my past was physical. I pictured Elsbeth in one of the many little curtained rooms, pale, attached to a dozen wires, and still. Elsbeth, after they forced a thick charcoal solution down her throat to purge her system, courtesy of an intentional overdose. Elsbeth, sobbing hysterically. Begging to be left alone, to be allowed to die in peace. My stomach twisted viciously and a lump formed in my throat.


Camille and I stood together at the desk.


A black woman with short gray hair looked up. “How can I help you, folks?” Her voice was so kind and empathetic; she seemed strangely out of place in the clinical environment.


Camille leaned forward, her face a study in anxiety. “My mother can’t breathe. She needs help. Please.”


The woman looked up and nodded toward Maddy. “Okay, sweetie. We’ll take care of her. Let’s just fill in a few of these questions for insurance and I’ll have a nurse take her in right away.”


She picked up a cell phone and pushed a preset number. “Vera? We’ve got an asthmatic out here. I need you stat.”


It took about two minutes for Camille to answer the questions.


A bracelet was produced and Vera burst through two swinging doors to attach it around Maddy’s shaking wrist. “How much of that albuterol did you take, dear?” She pushed her toward the double doors.


Camille leapt up and followed them, answering questions for her gasping mother.


I worked my way through the mass of people toward the far corner of the waiting area. It was quieter there. I sat down on an upholstered chair. They’d redone the waiting room since I was there two years ago.


Candy wrappers and plastic cups were strewn about the side table. A crumpled up Kleenex was in the chair beside me. Sighing, I shifted in the seat and tried to force myself to relax.


I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the host of dreadful memories that boiled in my brain. A kaleidoscope of bizarre images darted across my mind’s eye. Maddy: struggling to draw a breath. My father: sick with cancer; tossing and turning in the narrow bed while they administered more morphine to ease his pain. Elsbeth: pale face, tired eyes, and slurred speech from an overdose of sedatives. An ambulance wailing down the road away from our house, with Elsbeth strapped inside. In the end, Elsbeth had struggled with life as hard as my father had fought against his death. The images all mixed together in a maddening, contorted mélange. I opened my eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.


Concentrate.


Everything will be fine. She’s in good hands.


I swallowed in momentary panic, feeling an insane desire to run from the building. I detested being in the E.R. again, but was surprised at the immediate, visceral reaction lurching through my body.


My mind reeled. Ridiculous thoughts swam across my brain. How long had I been sitting here? Five minutes? An hour? I checked my watch. It had been thirty minutes. I looked up and checked the entrance doors. A steady stream of people came and went. 


From the inner sanctum of the emergency room, the double doors pushed open and an intern in hospital greens emerged. She looked exhausted, and young enough to be in high school.


Everyone in the room quieted, looking expectantly at her, hoping she’d call their name.


She looked up from her clipboard. “Quackenbush?”


An elderly man rose and approached her. She put her arm around his shoulder and delivered some apparently horrible news in the far corner of the room. He crumpled onto a seat and began to sob.


My throat constricted and I couldn’t breathe. I’d been informed of my father’s death in the very same room. I hadn’t been at his side when he’d passed. He hadn’t regained consciousness. I hadn’t been able to say goodbye.


A woman wearing a nun’s habit floated into the waiting room, located the elderly gentleman, and helped him walk toward the private room where he could grieve without a host of onlookers. She carried a Bible and a small box of Kleenex under one arm. When she grew near, I looked into her eyes and realized she was the same woman who had helped me through the death of my father. She’d spoken in a serene, warm voice and had patted my hand while I sat in that little room by myself.


I smiled weakly at her, and a brief look of recognition flashed over her face. She nodded and smiled back.


I leaned back against the seat and clasped my shaking hands together behind my head.


What is wrong with me?


All of these feelings belonged to the past. I’d struggled hard to suppress the painful memories over the last few years, trying instead to remember the good times, focus on the present, and throw myself into my family and my work. Apparently, they’d been lurking just beneath the surface, waiting for a catalyst to set them free to torture me once again.


I got up and walked into the restroom. Leaning over the sink, I splashed cold water on my face and neck. I pulled four paper towels from the box on the wall, dried my face and hands, and then looked at my watch. It was one o’clock. I wondered how long Camille would stay with her mother, and if Maddy would be admitted for treatment.


Slowly, I walked back to my seat in the waiting room, glancing over at the doors every time they opened. Finally, after another half hour, Camille emerged. She appeared calmer now, and a hint of color had returned to her cheeks. She smiled at me from across the room, sending a dizzy spiral of joy through my body.


I rose to meet her halfway.


She looked up at me apologetically. “I’m sorry you had to wait so long, Gus. It took forever for the doctor to see her.”


“That doesn’t matter, Camille. I’m here for you. How’s your mother?”


She took a deep breath and relayed the information she apparently memorized. “She’s got a bad case of pneumonia which—” she searched for the right word and found it, “—exacerbated her asthma. When the inhaler didn’t help enough, Mom kept taking it. According to the doctor, if you take too much of the inhaler, it has an opposite, or ‘rebound’ effect. It began to close up her airways even more. They’re starting her on massive doses of prednisone, antibiotics, and some new inhalers that are supposed to be taken every day as a preventative. They’ll minimize the swelling of her lung tissue and,” she hesitated again as she recalled the exact words, “reduce the reaction to her next case of bronchitis and every day cold-and-exercise-induced asthma.” She expelled a deep breath and looked up at me from her petite height of five-two.


“Wow. That’s a lot to remember. Will they keep her tonight?”


She nodded. “Yes, thank God. At least for a day or two. They did an x-ray on her chest to confirm the pneumonia. Apparently she has quite a bit of fluid built up in there. Then they gave her a nebulizer treatment to help relieve the immediate symptoms. She seems to be breathing a little bit better now.”


“Good.” I looked toward the double doors. “They’ll take excellent care of her here.”


“Have you been here often, Gus?” She asked the question with innocence. Apparently Maddy hadn’t filled her in on my distant past.


I grimaced and avoided her eyes. “Way too much.”


“Really?” She hesitated for a few seconds then quietly added, “Me too.”


Startled, I saw her avert her gaze from mine. Suddenly, she reached out for me. Her legs wobbled and she pitched toward me. I helped her to a seat.


She pressed fingers to her eyes and put her head down. “I’ll be okay. I just need a minute.”


I sat down beside her. “Would you like some water?”


She sat up slowly. “No, I’ll be okay. Thanks. This place just gives me the willies.”


“So, you’ve been here a lot?”


Her eyes darkened. She turned away from me and her mouth tightened. “Yes. It was a long time ago, but I can’t seem to get past it.”


I waited to see if she’d elaborate, but she fell quiet and sat silently beside me.


I decided to change the subject. “When did you eat last? Maybe you just need some food in your stomach.”


She turned to me with a faltering smile. “I didn’t have a chance to get breakfast, but I really don’t think I could eat anything.”


“What about Sadie? When do you need to pick her up?” I’d already missed my staff meeting but shrugged it off as inconsequential.


She looked at her watch. “Let’s see. It’s one forty-five. I told Marilyn I’d try to pick up Sadie by four.”


“Do you want to stay with your mother? We could watch Sadie.”


“I wanted to, but the doctor said Mom needs to rest, and she insisted I go home to Sadie. So—I guess I’ve got about an hour and a half to grab a bite, if you’re hungry.”





Chapter 29


 


Camille expelled a soft, low sigh and settled down in the seat, her cheek resting against the cold window. In silence, we drove two miles to one of my favorite restaurants in the city, The Thai Dragon. 


As usual, the place was filled. College students, local business clientele, and the general populace kept Boon Mee and Tukata Sinn occupied daily from 11 A.M. to 11 P.M.


“Hello sah, how are you today sah?”


I flashed a half-smile. “I’ve had better days, my friend. Can you find a quiet table for us today, Boon Mee?”


“Of course, sah. Right dis way, sah.”


He led us to a dark corner. Boon Mee offered a raised eyebrow when he saw Camille. Since I’d lost Elsbeth, I hadn’t dined in the company of any women other than my daughter or secretary, both who he knew by name.


I drew out a high-backed, carved wooden chair for Camille. She settled in the seat and I sat down across from her, passing her a menu.


“Thanks, Gus. At the risk of sounding helpless, would you mind ordering for me? I’m afraid I can’t think straight anymore.”


“You bet. Just relax. And listen. Your mother’s going to be fine. She’s too stubborn to be in that place for long.”


It won a small smile from her. “Yeah. You’re right.”


I poured her a cup of fragrant jasmine tea and ordered from memory. Boon Mee filled our glasses with iced lemon water.


We started with the meekrob shrimp, a fine and crispy noodle flavored with a sweet red sauce, pan fried tofu, and tiny shrimp. I offered the dish to Camille who reached over and spooned some onto her plate.


She lifted a forkful of the delicate noodles to her lips and looked at me in surprise. “Oh my.” Her eyes widened and she took another forkful, chewing it slowly. “This is incredible. It’s almost like…cotton candy.”


I laughed. “I never thought of it that way, but you’re right. It just kind of melts in your mouth, doesn’t it?”


For the first time since I’d met her, Camille looked at me with a hint of interest. My heart melted. Could she possibly find me attractive? Me, nine years her senior? Me, battered and bruised and feeling quite unlovable and just plain…worn out?


“What else did you order for us, Professor?”


I winked at her. “The delicacies you’re about to experience are beyond compare, Camille.”


A grin slowly spread across her face. “All right, I’ll be patient.”


I refilled both teacups and added a quarter pack of sugar to my own, stirring until it dissolved.


“Gus?”


I took a sip and set the cup back on the glass tabletop. “Yes?”


“You said you’ve been in the E.R. many times. Um. Were you sick?”


I sat silent for a moment, trying to decide how much to divulge.


She reached for her napkin, suddenly embarrassed. “Oh, I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t—”


I interrupted her gently, briefly touching her hand. “It’s okay. It’s just that being in the hospital again dredged up a lot of painful memories. But I actually would like to tell you about it.”


“I’m ready to listen.” She took another sip of tea. “It’ll be a good diversion for me. Maybe it’ll take my mind off Mom.”


Boon Mee set two bowls of hot soup on the table. The strong flavor of basil and coconut milk rose in the steam.


I leaned over and inhaled. “Divine, as always.”


“Yes, sah.” He grinned and backed away, hurrying toward the kitchen.


“Okay, here goes. We’d been up to the E.R. a fair amount during my childhood, you know, for the common breaks and sprains.”


She watched me over her soup spoon and took her first sip. “Uh huh. The usual stuff?”


“Right. But the worst times involved my wife Elsbeth, and most recently, my father.”


She put her spoon down and laid her hands in her lap. “I’m sorry. Did you lose your dad?”


I swallowed hard. It had only been two years, but it felt like yesterday. “Cancer,” I said. “Esophageal.”


Camille laid her hand over mine. “I lost my dad when I was in my twenties. He went fast, though. It was a heart attack. I can’t imagine handling a prolonged illness like that. Did he suffer for very long?”


I took a spoonful of the soup, scooping up a basil leaf and a thinly sliced fresh mushroom. “He was diagnosed in January. The chemo and radiation were done by March. They pronounced him fit and ready to resume his life. He had a marvelous summer and we spent a lot of time together, fishing, gardening, and cooking. It was one of our best summers ever.”


I put my spoon down, overcome by emotion. I hadn’t spoken of this in over a year.


She sat quietly and empathetic tears formed in the corners of her eyes.


“In late August, he had some new symptoms. We thought it was pneumonia, like your mother, but within two weeks, they discovered the cancer had returned. This time it was his lungs. It took him quickly. He was gone by mid-September.”


“I’m so sorry, Gus. I know how hard it is.” Her gentle eyes searched mine. “But at least he’s in a better place.”


“True. I picture him up there catching giant fish and growing all kinds of new and colorful vegetables in a garden that doesn’t have weeds.” I chuckled at my own vision.


A strange expression crossed her face. She spit a hard circle of lemon grass onto her napkin. “What IS this?”


“Sorry, I forgot to tell you—that’s usually too tough to chew. It’s just in there for the lemon flavor. Watch out for the Thai ginger, too.”


She looked at me skeptically.


I pointed to the stringy slice of galangal that still floated in her soup among the chicken, fresh tomato chunks, and cilantro. “I wouldn’t recommend biting into that, either.”


She smirked and then laughed out loud, covering her mouth with her hand.


My eyes met hers and I joined her, laughing until tears ran down my cheeks and I gulped for air. We whooped and hollered over our soup. The cathartic laughter grew unusually loud and we earned a few stares from neighboring diners. The day’s stress evaporated across the candlelit table.


I apologized to no one in particular and picked up my napkin from the floor. The couple beside us smiled indulgently.


Dabbing at our eyes, we sighed simultaneously when Boon Mee swept away the remains of the soup.


“Everything okay?” he asked, referring to the meal, and not our states of mind.


“Splendid, as always.” I tried to contain the urge to laugh, exchanging a glance with Camille.


She looked away and covered a smile with her napkin.


Boon Mee placed two fried shrimp spring rolls on the table with a shallow dish of orange duck sauce.


“Try one of these, Camille. The whole thing is edible.”





Chapter 30


 


I bit through the crunchy layers of the spring roll, and decided to tell her about Elsbeth. I’d rarely confided about my wife’s illness to anyone, but it felt so good talking to her, I wanted to keep going.


“Delicious!” She chewed on the crisp vermicelli, cabbage, and carrots. “I love that sauce. It’s wonderful.”


Boon Mee immediately returned with the main course dishes and laid them before us with a flourish, removing each domed stainless steel cover briefly and identifying the items within. “Chicken Phat Thai. Green Jungle Eggplant. Shrimp Kang Phet.”


I spooned some of the steamed rice onto an empty plate and scooped off a generous portion of the Phat Thai. Camille did the same with the eggplant. We switched dishes and repeated the process until we each had servings from all three dishes.


“Bon appetit,” I said.


Boon Mee had piled the Phat Thai high with succulent pieces of chicken and translucent rice noodles topped with bean sprouts, ground peanuts, and lime wedges.


I speared a crispy piece of eggplant. “Camille?”


“Mmm?”


“Would you like to hear about Elsbeth?”


She gazed at me with her clear, brown eyes. “Of course.”


I took a deep breath. “Elsbeth died four years ago.”


“Mom told me. She said it was brain cancer?”


“Yeah. The big C again. It sounds kind of melodramatic, like a soap opera, but brain tumors exist, and she had a bad one. It had begun to grow long before we realized she had it, and it caused all kinds of problems with the part of her brain that controls mood. It got into her temporal lobe, Camille. It just took over.”


“When did it start, Gus?”


“About ten years ago. She began to have mood swings. Manic highs and suicidal lows. Most of our trips to the E.R. were to save her life after she’d tried to overdose. That was just about the worst of it. She’d changed from an admittedly highly-strung, but loving woman, into someone obsessed with dying.


“No one could get through to her. Not me, not Freddie, not Siegfried, nor a host of psychiatrists or medicines. At first, they thought that she had bipolar mood disorder.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Bipolar?”


“Otherwise known as manic depression.”


“Right. Wasn’t lithium supposed to be the miracle cure for that?”


“It was very popular twenty years ago. But now they have a whole barrage of new meds, supposedly effective in regulating mood swings. Sometimes they couple these with antidepressants, anti-psychotic meds, anti-anxiety meds, you name it. They tried them all on Elsbeth.”


She looked at me with sympathy again. My emotions churned in response.


“They didn’t work?”


 “None of them. Not a one.”


“How did you handle it, Gus? It must’ve been just awful.”


“Somehow we managed, dealing with one crisis at a time. Eventually, when they realized her thought processes were becoming even more bizarre, they did an MRI and found the tumor. By then, of course, it was too late.”


Camille rested her forearms on the table and gave me her undivided attention, waiting for me to continue.


“In her final six months, she became a different person. Almost uncontrollable. Siegfried, Freddie, and I took shifts watching her. We didn’t want to hospitalize her. She hated it there and wanted to be with us. Besides, she was still mobile and could walk the grounds, do a little gardening, and even play the piano. We didn’t want to take that away from her in her last months.”


Camille looked at me with renewed respect. “Most people wouldn’t have done that. That took a lot of courage.”


“Of course it wasn’t easy, but it was the right thing to do. I had a lot of help. That’s when we hired Mrs. Pierce. She did a lot of the physical care. But Elsbeth’s brother, Siegfried, was amazing. He could talk to her in their native language for hours, calming her down like no one else could.”


“He’s Elsbeth’s brother?”


“Right. Fraternal twin brother,” I added. “In the end, Elsbeth took matters into her own hands. She became very calm over the last few days, almost like her former self. But the pain had escalated and she was terribly uncomfortable. She kept apologizing for the things she’d say to us in anger, and then would go on to say something else that was worse than before. When she was lucid, it tore her apart. She had a fiery personality since she was a child, but it had been tempered with an unusually high sense of justice and kindness. She’d never hurt anyone or anything intentionally, when she was well. It just about killed her that she could turn so venomous in the blink of an eye.”


I told her about the night Elsbeth had died. My mind flashed back to the next morning, when Siegfried and I discovered her missing. We’d all gone to bed after having an unusually quiet evening. Elsbeth had been in a docile mood, smiling and thanking us for every little courtesy.


The note on the table was carefully composed, directing us to the Letchworth Gorge. She apologized for her illness, her behavior, and every little transgression that had occurred over her life. She told us how much she loved us all, and that she was doing this for all of us. In the end, she’d signed it, “’Til we meet again, Elsbeth.”


Siegfried and I had driven like maniacs to the state park and found Elsbeth’s red Camry in the north parking lot. It sat forlornly skewed next to the fence with the driver’s side door gaping open as if in surprise. I remembered stumbling forward in dew soaked slippers through the path that led to the overlook, with Siegfried at my side.


She had lain like a broken doll at the foot of the ravine, two hundred feet below. Her white nightgown spread out around her as if arranged by an artistic, ghostly hand. One leg was folded beneath her body, clearly broken. Although her long dark curls had partially covered her face in their characteristic tangles and we couldn’t see her face, there was no doubt she was dead. No one could survive such a fall.


I remembered the feel of the cool painted post against my cheek, the moisture of the moss-covered ground soaking into my bathrobe, the look of quiet agony on Siegfried’s face as he leaned over the stone wall, tears streaming down his cheeks.


I dragged myself back to the present. Camille sat frozen before me. I realized I’d gone into far too much detail and had been talking for a good ten minutes without taking a breath. “Sorry. That was probably more than you needed to know.”





Chapter 31


 


Camille leaned forward, her eyes full of empathy. “Elsbeth jumped off that cliff to spare you more trouble, didn’t she?”


I nodded once, unwilling to trust my tight throat muscles.


“What an amazing woman,” she whispered.


I looked at her in surprise. Most people thought Elsbeth had simply gone crazy in the end. Camille’s insight was rare.


After a moment of quiet reflection, we resumed our meal, chatting about lighter topics. When we reached the mangoes and sticky rice, she took one nibble and held up a hand. “I can’t eat another bite. It’s so good, but you have it.” She pushed the dish toward me.


I was stuffed, too. But Boon Mee had already brought an empty container, knowing I usually bring dessert home for Freddie. “Thanks for listening,” I said. “I’m sorry I went into such detail back there. I’m afraid I gave you the long version of the story.”


“I’m glad you told me. Sometimes we just need to say it out loud. It’s therapeutic.”


Boon Mee placed the bill on the table and piled dishes onto his arms, hurrying back to the kitchen.


I laid my Visa card on the table, catching her eye. “You never said why you were in the hospital.”


The sadness returned to her face, and I was sorry I’d asked.


“Maybe another day, Gus. I think we’d better get going. It’s almost three-thirty.”


Although disappointed, I realized she was right about the time. I needed to check in at home to be sure everyone was okay, and she had to get back to Sadie.


I held her coat for her after paying the bill, and left a generous tip on the table for Boon Mee. We headed for the exit.


Camille nudged me and nodded toward a couple sitting in a corner booth on the opposite end of the room. “Isn’t that your son-in-law?”


I didn’t think she’d ever met him, but I figured she recognized him from the clips they’d shown on television relating to his partner’s disappearance.


I looked closer. It was Harold all right. He sat next to a long-legged woman, leering into her face and laughing hoarsely. She responded with a tinny, hollow giggle.


Snuggling a little closer, she linked her arm through his with a possessive smile when we approached.


He followed her gaze and started coughing violently when he recognized me. His left hand deftly covered the hotel room key on the table and slid it to his coat pocket. He extended his right hand to Camille. “Harold Delano, here.  You must be—”


“Camille,” I said woodenly. “This is Camille Coté.”


They shook hands briefly.


I nodded to the woman, fists clenched at my side. “Gus LeGarde. I don’t believe we’ve met.”


The woman paled and removed her arm from his, shrinking back into the booth. “Oh. Hello, Gus.”


Harold glared at me. “Surely you remember Vicki, Gus. She does our filing and answers the phone from time to time.” He inched away from her.


I nodded to Vicki. “Right.”


“Vicki helped a lot on this last case and we’re sort of, uh, celebrating a recent victory.”


Right. Celebrating when your business partner has disappeared. How thoughtful. Perfect time for a fling with your latest bimbo. I stared into his flat black eyes.


He didn’t flinch.


Finally, Camille pulled gently on my coat.


When we backed away I heard Vicki ask, “Are you in trouble, Harry? Do you think he’ll tell her?”


We drove home in silence. I was too tired to deal with the issue of Harold and his infidelity. It wasn’t the first time, and wouldn’t be the last, until Freddie summoned the courage to kick him out of her life.


Actually, kicking him sounded appealing right about now. I imagined shoving him out of the booth, knocking him on his butt, and kicking the smirk right off his face. And I felt only a little guilty for enjoying such a lovely fantasy.


After we picked up Sadie, who much to my relief seemed just as happy to see Camille as me, we stopped at Sam’s garage and found her VW had been towed and delivered to Camille’s house. Sam handed me the keys and we headed for Camille’s. Her driveway had been freshly plowed, probably by Sam, and the bug sat neatly by the garage.


“Thanks so much, Gus.” She pulled up Sadie’s hood and tied it snugly under her chin. “I don’t know what we would’ve done if you hadn’t come along when you did.”


“Looks like it was fate,” I said.


She laughed half-heartedly, and the veiled expression returned to her eyes. “I guess.”


I’d gone too far, implied too much. I retreated fast. “Or maybe just good timing, huh?”


She lifted Sadie from the seat, settling the girl on her hip. “Maybe. Or Someone was watching out for us, up there.” She pointed to the sky.


Sadie laid her head on Camille’s shoulder.


“Either way, I’m glad we came along when we did.” I got out and brushed Sadie’s cheek with the back of my hand. “We’d better get her inside. It’s too darned cold.”


I walked them to the door. Camille let us in, and Sadie wandered to the couch where Boris had been sleeping.


Camille turned to me, but her face seemed closed off. She wouldn’t meet my eyes and muttered thanks for the meal.


“Not a problem. It’s just about my favorite place in the city.” Should I tell her how much I enjoyed her company? Or will it send her running for the hills? I didn’t want her to pull back more than she already had. “I’m sorry about your mother. I hope she pulls out of this fast.”


“At least she’s safe.” She toyed with a button on her coat. “About tonight—”


I sensed the exhaustion in her voice and remembered we had originally planned to get together to work with Sadie at seven. “How about a rain check?”


Her shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch and she seemed to relax. “Okay. Let’s wait and see how Mom’s doing.”


“Okay. ‘Night Sadie. See you soon.”


I drove home feeling disappointed. Chastising myself, I realized I’d let my high school fantasy of Camille actually “liking me back” take over. She’d never given any sign of being interested in me that way. She’d listened with the openness and acceptance of a gentle friend, but nothing more.


I sighed and turned into the driveway. If she were offering friendship, I’d take it. I’d have to roughly squash those embarrassing feelings.


Harold’s behavior infuriated me, but I didn’t feel up to approaching Freddie with yet another disgusting case of infidelity. Did she already know about Vicki? I decided I’d wait until morning, and gently break the news.


The police car was parked in its usual spot beside the barn. I waved to the occupant and went inside, unsure if he saw me, but too tired to make small talk with whomever Joe Russell assigned to protect us for the next eight hours.


After declining Mrs. Pierce’s ham dinner because of our late lunch, I made excuses to the family and went up early. I needed a relaxing night to rest and read. I switched on the cranberry glass lamp and sat down on the bed Elsbeth and I had shared, feeling despondent. I read for a few hours, trying to lose myself in Travis McGee’s life, and it was partially successful, although I stalled and reread some of the pages over and over again when the day’s thoughts interrupted.


The phone rang just as I finished changing into my pajamas and brushing my teeth. I picked up the receiver by the bedside and looked at the clock. Although it felt like midnight, it was only eight forty-five.


“Hello?”


“Gus? It’s Joe. Sorry to call so late, but I wanted to warn you.”


“Hey, Joe. Warn me about what?”


“There’s been a break-in over at Suzie and Bill Thompson’s place. A guy was living there for the past few days. He ran out the back door with a rucksack full of supplies when they returned from their Hawaiian vacation tonight. Guess he was ready to fly at a moment’s notice. He stole a bunch of outdoor survival stuff. Took their tent, cook stove, and most of their camping gear. I’m thinking maybe he stashed a bunch of it out in the woods in advance. It would’ve been a lot to carry. By the time we got a car over there, they lost him. He walked into the woods and disappeared. Again.”


My shoulders slumped. “Baxter?”


“There’s no proof yet, but that’s my guess. I’m putting another man out at your house tomorrow, just in case. We’ll step up the search, of course, at daybreak.”


“Thanks, Joe. I appreciate the call.”


We hung up and I headed downstairs, checking and rechecking the locks on the doors and windows. As hard as it was, I shared the unwelcome news with my household. Freddie suggested Mrs. Pierce sleep upstairs in the spare room, so she’d be with us on the second floor. The sweet woman jumped at the idea and hurriedly began to collect her things from her bedroom.


I phoned Siegfried across the yard in the carriage house, and warned him as well. He said he’d keep an eye out from his vantage point and that Sheba would help, that she’d turned into a good watchdog.


After saying good night to Mrs. Pierce and Freddie, I tiptoed into Johnny’s room to check on him. He stirred under his comforter and clutched his Velveteen Rabbit. I kissed the top of his head and stroked his soft cheek. I loved the boy so much it hurt. Thinking of a stranger breaking in to take him from us pushed my adrenaline up another notch.


When I returned to my room, Max raised his head from my pillow and looked at me, his tail slowly thumping on the bedspread. I sat down and extended my hand to him. He licked it several times, rolling over to have his belly scratched. I made the usual “What a good dog” fuss over him, patting his brindled wiry coat and pulling my hands along his soft ears.


Later, as I lay in the dark with the light of the moon slashing through the windows, jumbled images of Baxter, Harold, Camille, and Elsbeth flashed across my brain in the moment before sleep took hold. It had been a trying day, and when my weird dreams finally arrived, the relief was welcomed.





Chapter 32


 


Something clattered on the porch beneath my bedroom window.


Max jumped off the bed and trotted through the hallway toward the stairs, whining softly. I sat up and pulled back the heavy down comforter, allowing chilled air to steal over my body. Wondering if the noise had been part of a dream, I waited, listening hard in the hushed darkness. Max's toenails clicked on the stairs as he descended and whined again from the first floor—louder this time.


A muffled thud came from the porch.


Baxter.


I leapt to my feet, crossing cold floorboards to the foot of the bed. Grabbing my bathrobe, I threw it on and hurried to the window overlooking the parking area and barn. My breath fogged on the glass as I peered outside, and my heart beat staccato against my ribs.


A shadow flickered at the edge of my vision. Startled, I scanned the border between the woods and the horse pasture. I strained hard to see, but found nothing amiss. The stirring could have been a nocturnal animal making its meticulous way across the frozen ground, or a heavy fir branch swaying in the wind. Beside the barn, a plume of exhaust puffed into the darkness. The police cruiser was still in position.


Leaving the lights off, I felt my way downstairs. Deep orange coals glowed through the glass door on the woodstove. I searched for Max, finally locating him on the far side of the great room near the front door.


Moonlight reflected from his wiry gray coat and he pressed his nose to the crack at the bottom of the door. I stole to his side, barely breathing.


“What is it, boy?”


His tail wagged once, but he didn’t budge from his vigil. I patted his back and felt hackles rise beneath my fingers. A low growl emerged from his throat.


Icy fingers tap danced down my spine and a shot of adrenaline surged through my bloodstream. I ran to the mudroom, sliding my bare feet into a pair of felt-lined galoshes, then grabbed Max’s leather leash from the hook on the wall. He remained glued to the door.


I scanned the room for a weapon. Max growled again, issuing a short, warning bark. I sprinted to the hearth and felt among the fireplace utensils, closing my hand around a cast iron poker.


Max pulled hard when I snapped the lead to his collar and opened the door.

A rush of cold air invaded my lungs and my bathrobe flapped in a gust of wind. Max strained hard at his leash, nose in the air. We stepped onto the porch and he immediately pulled to the right, barking wildly as he dragged me toward the corner of the house.


Baxter stood in silence, his face a mask of fury. He wore a red parka and a black ear-flapped hat too small for him, probably stolen from Bill Thompson. Ice crystals had formed on his beard and mustache. His gray eyes glittered and he stepped toward me, clenching and unclenching the axe in his fist. My stomach lurched.


“Baxter.” The name rushed from my lips in a harsh whisper.


He spit words with malice, his eyes narrowed to a slit. “Where’s my daughter, LeGarde?”


Max lunged toward him, snapping and growling.


I held him back, keeping the leash taut. “She’s not here. She’s in a foster home in the city.” I lied without hesitation, hoping to divert him from the knowledge that Sadie slept soundly in a bed two miles away.


The light in the carriage house snapped on and Sheba barked in concert with Max. The carriage house door slammed.


He took two steps toward me, brandishing the axe in the air. “Tell me where she is or I’ll haunt you, LeGarde. I’ll take out your family one by one, just like you took my girl.”


Footsteps approached. Siegfried? Or the cop?


He growled like an animal and swiveled toward the noise, simultaneously hurling the axe at me.


I sidestepped. It sailed past and thumped heavily onto the porch boards.


“Professor? Who is there?” Siegfried called from the snow-packed lawn, fully dressed and brandishing a baseball bat.


I turned to answer, but Baxter tackled me before I could get a word out. The force of his body knocked me over the porch railing and into the snowy ground below, out of sight of Siegfried or the police cruiser.


I landed on my face in the snow, pinned under Baxter’s weight. Max barreled around the porch, leash flapping. He raced toward us, barking hysterically. Baxter leaned into me, pummeling my head with his ham-sized fist. He jumped up and kicked my ribs, hard. Max attacked him, tearing at his leg and I tried to rise, in spite of swimming vision, but my legs had tangled in Max’s leash.


“This is just a teaser, LeGarde. If I don’t get Sadie back, expect more. Much more.”


I landed one good punch on his jaw, but his head tipped back only briefly. He kicked me again, this time under the chin. I flew back, landing with a thump on my back.


Baxter took off toward the woods.


Sitting up slowly, I brushed crumbs of snow from my hair. The leash had wound itself tightly around my leg. Max pulled on it, trying to follow Baxter. I unwound it and held him back, rubbing the chafed skin on my exposed calf.


“Are you okay, Professor?” Siegfried arrived breathless. He offered me his hand.


A light snapped on from an upstairs window. Harold frowned at me from his bedroom.


I pulled my pajama pant leg down over my scraped skin, stood up with Siegfried's help, and dragged Max to his dog run, clipping the lead to his collar. He streaked to the end of the seventy-five foot run, continuing with frenzied barking.


I didn’t recognize the police officer who appeared at my side.


“Mr. LeGarde, what happened?” The officer rested his hand on the butt of his revolver, looking poised for action. I cinched the robe tighter around my waist and looked toward the woods, fingering a large lump forming on my temple.


“It was Baxter. He went that way.”


The young deputy snatched the phone from his belt, shouting into it. I shivered in the biting wind, and walked with Siegfried into the kitchen.





Chapter 33


 


The search through the woods proved infuriatingly futile. Joe Russell and his company of men spent four hours combing the fields and outbuildings within a five-mile radius, after finally giving up and coming into the kitchen at Mrs. Pierce’s invitation. 


Six police officers sat around the farm table with my family, drinking steaming cups of coffee and eating homemade blueberry muffins. I watched Mrs. Pierce bustle around in her glory, making small talk and refilling coffee cups as quickly as they were drained.


“He must have found another place to dig in,” Russell said over the chatter.


I moved my chair closer to him, wincing. A purple bruise had formed on my ribs where Baxter kicked me, and the stitches from the three-day-old wound on my thigh pulled and smarted. I tried to ignore it and looked into Russell's frustrated eyes. “Have you learned anything about him yet? About Sadie’s mother?”


He rubbed his hand over his chin and looked sideways at me.


“C’mon, Joe. I need to know. The safety of my family is at stake here.”


Joe glanced at Freddie. Johnny sat on her lap, head resting against her breast, sucking his right thumb. His pajama top was buttoned wrong and he clutched his Velveteen Rabbit to his chest. I had no idea where Harold was.


Joe scraped his chair back from the table. “Come into the next room.”


Freddie looked up at him, and then turned her attention back to Adam Knapp, who was reminiscing about their high school cross-country adventures.


I followed Joe into the great room. He stood silently for a moment, staring out of the west window with his hands thrust in his pockets.


I sat on the couch and waited for him to speak. Finally, he turned and grimaced. “We’ve just identified him. It came over the wire late last night.”


“Go on.” A sense of disquiet drifted through me as I watched him struggle for the right words.


“His name is Baxter, all right, but it’s his given name, not his surname. Baxter Charles Benedict. Born in Dover, New Hampshire, where he grew up, graduated, and married Laura Beth Morgan. He served in overseas conflicts, was injured, and was pushed to a desk job in North Carolina. He resigned from the army, joined the local police force and stayed with them until his wife divorced him five years ago. She took their infant daughter with her back to New Hampshire. He fought the court order for three years, and then fell apart. Retired early and began to drink very heavily, so the reports say.”


Joe walked over and sat on the couch beside me, relaying the facts he’d memorized from the file.


“He followed his ex-wife back to Dover and began to stalk her, even after she tried to disappear over the border into Vermont. Kept coming around when it wasn’t his allotted time, threatening her if she didn’t let him see the child. She took out several consecutive restraining orders against him, which he promptly disobeyed. He lost all visitation rights at that point, which sent him into an alcoholic rage.”


Joe stopped for a moment and looked toward the noisy kitchen, making sure that no one could hear him.


“What happened to Sadie’s mother, Joe?”


He sighed, relaying the horrible story in a low murmur. “Baxter, or Benedict, or whatever you want to call him, decided he’d had enough of the courts. He worked out the plan well in advance, renting out that tenant house of your neighbor’s before he went after the child. He paid up front, bought an old car, registered it in this state under the name of Edward Baxter, and set about to kidnap his own daughter.”


Joe shifted on the couch, looking toward the kitchen. “He tried to break in when they were asleep, but was unprepared for the fight Laura Beth put up for Sadie. She died in the struggle, Gus. The bastard killed her. They think Sadie may have witnessed the whole thing, but won’t know for sure until they question her.”


“Question her?” I said. “Who wants to question her?”


“The FBI. It’s their case. They’re sending in several investigators today. They’ll be taking over the search as soon as they arrive.”


“What about family? Doesn’t Sadie have any family who can raise her?”


Joe shook his head. “There’s an aunt, but we haven’t been able to locate her. Sadie will be placed in a suitable foster home until we do, and as for Baxter, well, now we know he’s violently dangerous. I think he’d do just about anything to get that child, Gus, just about anything.”


I stood up and walked in a quick circle around the room, thinking furiously. “Who knows Sadie’s at Camille’s house? Is it common knowledge on the force now? Is there any way he could discover her location?”


“We’ve kept it very quiet, but if Camille’s been seen around town with Sadie, the word could be out.”


I thought of yesterday, when we stopped at Sam’s garage. Several people saw us in the car. And then there was Camille’s friend who watched Sadie yesterday. Who had she told? And with how many people had they gossiped?


“Gus, the only good thing is Baxter can’t allow himself to be seen, so he’s effectively cut off from those kinds of rumors. We’ve got to assume he’ll try to find out through you. You’re his link to Sadie.”





Chapter 34


 


Over the next few weeks, the weather turned uncharacteristically mild due to the influence of the strange weather pattern wreaking havoc up and down both coastlines. Reminiscent of the El Niño disruption of the ocean atmosphere system that pummeled the country during the late nineties, it brought floods, brush fires, and drought. Upstate New York experienced heavy rains and the temperatures hovered in the 40s and 50s. Winter sports enthusiasts pined away for snow and cold. The ski resorts couldn’t manufacture snow due to the mild temperatures and prayed for the return of winter.


I sat at my desk in the university, and Maddy chatted in the hallway with the secretary of the art department. She’d fully recovered and had returned to work anxious for her daily dose of the university gossip. I’d taught my last class of the day and was finishing up with the obligatory email correspondence that flew between professors and departments to the point of lunacy. It tethered me to my computer at least an hour each day. I missed the days when we just walked down the hall and spoke with people in person.


My mind wandered and my fingers slowed over the keyboard. I couldn’t stop thinking about the events of the past few weeks.


Russell had invested in several police officers every day to guard our house. The FBI brought in search experts and combed the entire region with helicopters and snowmobiles. It was an absolute madhouse. Patrolmen went door-to-door, searching homes and barns. The FBI’s first theory was that Baxter might have broken into a local home and taken its occupant hostage. After a search that included a seven-mile radius, they scratched that theory and began to think he’d left the area.


Joe had discussed the possibility of withdrawing the guards, and the FBI widened their search area, pushing out into neighboring communities, and finally extending the search nationwide. A younger version of Baxter’s face was plastered on post office walls and his description had been disseminated to state police departments nationwide along with an all points bulletin.


The family settled down as each day passed without incident, although I continued to wonder if Baxter was just playing it safe until we dropped our guard. My own reservations built, remembering Baxter’s threats to hurt my family. I’d seen his face, and had found it difficult to forget the look of madness smoldering in his eyes.


Siegfried had been deliriously preoccupied since Sheba’s puppies arrived in the middle of the night the day after Baxter attacked me on the porch. She’d given birth to eleven multicolored pups. My gentle friend constructed a sturdy whelping pen set up in one of the empty horse stalls. Its rough board walls were eighteen inches high and portable. Fresh pine shavings piled on one side and blankets filled the other side. The pups quickly learned to use the shavings for their intended purpose. Not a soul had answered the ad for Sheba, much to Siegfried’s delight. He thrived in his new assignment as nursemaid to a litter of puppies.


I heard Maddy in the hallway, discussing the Bob Perkins case. The story had been featured on the evening news again, and had escalated as each day passed without a clue to his fate. The man had vanished.


His arrival via American Airways had been confirmed on the night of his disappearance, but that was where the trail ended. No one had come forward to offer information about his reappearance in town or possible activities that might have occurred after Siegfried dropped him off at his car.


Linda Perkins wailed in more news clips, begging for information about his disappearance. Harold grumbled about the double workload in the office. I wondered if he missed his partner at all, or was worried about him. It was impossible to tell with him.


 I’d screwed up my courage to discuss the delicate situation regarding Vicki with Freddie, but learned he’d confessed about the relationship and begged for forgiveness the night Camille and I saw him with Vicki.


She’d given him one more chance.


Maddy had spent the day bustling about, answering the phone, assisting students, and daydreaming out loud about her upcoming vacation to Florida. She sported a yellow and electric-blue ensemble with gold accessories. Her eyebrows were drawn in a bit too high today. Her ears jingled when she turned her head and her heels clicked on the linoleum floor when she marched about the office. I smiled to myself and thought again how decidedly different Camille was from her mother.


We’d spent many evenings together, encouraging Sadie to speak. Camille had remained warm and friendly, but maintained a distance that made me to realize she didn’t feel that way about me, and probably never would. I found myself tormented and lonely, pining away for the love I’d shared with Elsbeth and simultaneously mooning over my affection for Camille.


As much as I told myself to forget about a relationship with her, I fell for her more and more deeply each time our paths crossed, and the emotions coursing through my body slowly transformed from infatuation to deep affection. My soul soared when she was near. I found it difficult to get through an hour without thinking of her.


I was completely besotted.


The veiled expression that crept across her face continued to reappear when I casually asked about her past or allowed even a whisper of my passionate feelings to show. I felt her retreat into the shadows, and quickly learned to internalize the love, forcing myself to act in a friendly fashion without threatening the poor woman with my adoration. The last thing I wanted to do was to drive her away in fear of the crazy professor who obsessively doted on her.


Although Sadie had progressed, she hadn’t regained her speech. Camille had been taking her to the Livingston County ARC in the village of Conaroga, where they worked with her for four hours a day. The organization featured a well-rounded staff of speech, play, and trauma therapists, each who had their allotted time with Sadie while the police continued to search for her aunt. She began to calm down and relate better to her teachers and classmates, but hadn’t responded to the speech therapy, much to their collective chagrin.


Maddy finished her hallway conversation and clicked back over to her desk. She flipped through my appointment book, licking her forefinger as she turned each page.


“Professor, you haven’t forgotten about the WRLN fundraiser Friday night, have you?”


I looked up with a blank expression on my face.


She tut-tutted and tapped her pencil on the edge of her desk. “You did forget! Shame on you. Who are you going to get to go with you at this late notice, Gus? It’s only two days away.”


The decision of who to bring to these functions was becoming increasingly tiresome. Freddie and Maddy had both pinch-hit for me a few times, but I’d begun to feel uncomfortable about asking either of them again. I fantasized briefly about asking Camille, but decided against it.


Maddy read my mind. “Why don’t you ask Camille? She hasn’t been on a date in five long years. I think it would do her a world of good.”


I hadn’t revealed my feelings to Maddy, but I suspected she knew how I felt about her daughter. She seemed to know all when it came to love.


“I really don’t think she’d want to go to such a stuffy old function with me, do you?”


“Well, you won’t know ‘til you ask. For heaven’s sakes, what have you got to lose?” She sat at her desk with her arms folded across her ample bosom. An expression that bordered on a challenge came over her face.


“I suppose you’re right, Maddy,” I said reluctantly. 


She nodded in satisfaction, scribbled Camille’s phone number on a Post-It note, and waltzed over to my desk. “Here. Call her now, I know she’s home with Sadie this afternoon.”


My palms began to sweat. I fingered the yellow square of paper in my hands, but I didn’t want Maddy to know I’d memorized Camille’s phone number the first time I’d returned one of her calls about Sadie.


“Go on, Gus! Just do it!” Maddy practically shouted. She looked at me with the devilish look of the matchmaker she was born to be. I sighed and picked up the receiver, dialing the number with trembling fingers.


Camille answered on the second ring. “Hello?”


I forced myself to speak calmly, although I feared the words would emerge in a pre-adolescent squeak. “Hi, Camille. It’s Gus.”


“Oh, hi, Gus. I was just going to call you.”


I smiled into the phone. “No kidding? Must be telepathy.”


“Guess so,” she chuckled.


I laughed with her, enjoying the repartee and glad for the excuse to procrastinate. “So. What were you going to call me about?”


“Oh! It wasn’t much. I was just thinking Sadie might want to take a look at Sheba’s puppies. She loves animals, you know. It could be good therapy for her.”


Maddy frowned because I hadn’t brought up Friday night. She lifted one hand in the air and moved her fingers in my direction as if she was shooing away a bug, urging me to get down to the task at hand. I turned away from her and kept talking.


“Good therapy, or just plain fun, Camille. I think it’s a marvelous idea. Why don’t you bring her over on Saturday morning? Siegfried and I will both be home. He’d love to show off the pups.”


“Okay. Sounds like a plan.”


Her musical-mellow voice sent a thrill through me. An unsettling combination of elation and trepidation coursed through my body. Yet, the sound of her voice moved me to heights of bliss that nearly doused the tremors of nerves flitting from my gut, across my ribs, and up to my throat.


She waited a second for me to respond. I didn’t.


“So why were you calling, Gus? Sorry, I kind of monopolized the conversation.”


I stuttered a little. “Don’t be silly, Camille. I just wanted to ask you—”


I hesitated.


“Ask me what?”


I swallowed hard and pressed on. “There’s this WRLN fundraiser Friday night. I was just wondering if you—if you don’t have any plans—I mean, would you like to go with me?”


The ensuing silence felt like a knife in my heart. She sat mute on the other end of the line. The stillness drew out into a long, painful pause. I agonized through the moment, feeling as if my heart would explode.


Finally she spoke. “Gus? I think it’s time I shared some stuff with you. I don’t date. I’m sorry. It’s not you, Gus. You’re a dear, sweet man.”


My heart thudded to the bottom of my feet.


“Something happened to me a while back that feels as fresh as yesterday. I’m working on it, Gus, but it still keeps me up at night and I don’t feel comfortable getting close to men. I haven’t starting dating yet, and I’m sorry, I really don’t know when I will. Or if I will. Ever. Please don’t take it personally. I don’t mean to hurt your feelings.”


I mumbled into the phone, feeling shattered. “It’s okay. I understand.”


“I don’t think you do, Gus. Maybe Saturday when we get together—”


I didn’t respond.


“Gus? Do you still want me to come over with Sadie on Saturday?”


Maddy stared at me.


I turned my face away from her and pulled myself together. “I’m sorry, Camille. Of course. We’d love to have you. They’re predicting a foot of snow tomorrow night. Winter’s supposed to make a comeback, can you believe it? Maybe we can go sledding with Sadie. It could be lots of fun.”


“Okay, Gus. We’ll look forward to it. And I’m really sorry about Friday night, I’m just—”


I summoned up some gallantry and made an effort to smooth things over. “Don’t say another word. Your friendship means more to me than anything. We can still be friends, can’t we?”


Her voice caught in her throat as if I had completely surprised her. “Friends? Why…yes. Of course. Friends it is, Gus.”


We settled on seven o’clock Saturday morning and hung up.


Maddy looked at me expectantly, one penciled-in eyebrow arched higher than the other. “Well?” she asked nervously. “What did she say?”


I swallowed my pride and looked into her worried eyes, hating the fact that Camille had called me a dear, sweet man. She thinks of me as a damned uncle, I thought. “No dice, Maddy. She’s not interested.”


Her face fell and she looked almost as disappointed as I was. “Oh, sweetie. I’m so sorry. But don’t take it personally. Keep trying. I really think you, of all people, have a chance with her. I’ve seen signs, Gus. Signs of life that haven’t been present since—” Her eyes clouded over and her mouth tightened. “Well, I suppose she’ll have to tell you in her own time.”


I stared at her. My feelings of deep disappointment were suddenly laced with intense curiosity.


“Okay. Thanks. I’ll go solo Friday. I’d skip it altogether, but I’m doing a short lecture on the Brahms violin concerto. Matter of fact, I’d better get busy on it. I haven’t even started my notes yet.”


I turned to my computer and pretended to look through files of notes. Instead, I wondered what in the world happened to Camille to upset her so—and what or who was responsible for the trauma.





Chapter 35


 


The phone call came in the middle of the night. I'd set the alarm for 5:00 and when the insistent ringing sounded beside my pillow, I pummeled the snooze button, trying to make it go away. When that didn’t work, I fumbled for the phone.


“Hello?” I croaked. The alarm clock's blue display read 4:12 A.M.  No one answered. I sighed loudly. Max raised his head from the foot of the bed.


“Hello?” I repeated.


Silence. I was about to hang up when a chilling scream pulsed through the receiver. I pulled the phone away from my ear. The scream was prolonged. It didn't sound human. After it trailed off, the sound of dripping liquid followed. I morbidly wondered if it was blood.


“LeGarde?” a gravelly voice beckoned.


I pressed the receiver to my ear. I recognized him immediately. “Baxter?” Anger built in my gut. “What in God's name—”


He interrupted. “God has nothing to do with it, LeGarde. Tell me where Sadie is or the next throat I slash will be your grandson's…”


Damn. He knew about Johnny.


“…or your daughter's. You can pick when the time comes. Your choice.”


Cold dread rippled in my stomach. I couldn't reveal Sadie's location, and tried to think of a way to stall the madman. “I don't know exactly where she is, Baxter. That's God's truth. But I can find out.”


There was silence for a moment, and then he spoke in a steely, quiet tone. “If you're lying, LeGarde, you'll pay. You'll pay in blood.”


I sat on the bed, my heart thumping wildly. “When I call you back, you'd better have the information.”


“When will y—”


He hung up.





Chapter 36


 


I'd been on the phone with Joe Russell for over a half hour when the alarm clock buzzed at 5:00 A.M. Officer Giorgio investigated the phone records by pulling departmental strings with the phone company, and had confirmed the call came from somewhere in Wisconsin. The FBI was notified and would take over the search of phone records in the morning, hoping to pinpoint Baxter’s location. A wiretap was planned for our phone and would be set up as soon as possible.


I relaxed slightly upon hearing the news, glad Baxter wasn't in the immediate vicinity.


In spite of the unsettling experience, I assured myself that the family was safe for the time being and turned my attention to the visit with Camille and Sadie. I indulged in a long shower and then stoked up the woodstove. Next, I dug out the thermos, rinsed it, and found a backpack that would serve as a carrier.


With plenty of time left, I plowed the driveway, then decided to make a soup. Today it would be Punjab Split Pea. I started to boil the peas in a pot of beef stock and bay leaves, then chopped onions, carrots, and potatoes. I sat at my comfortable kitchen table, with the old scarred chopping board, and felt lost. Since the demise of Elsbeth, bouts of overwhelming, choking loneliness routinely crept up on me in the most unpredictable moments.


Four long years had passed and the raw-edged sadness had lessened only slightly. I’d worked hard to hide it from my family and friends. They seemed to think I should be getting on with my life. I hesitated to admit the truth to anyone. As the onions reddened my eyes, I felt great gulping sensations of real tears trying to break through.


I miss Elsbeth now more than ever. I miss her warmth, her touch, and her fire. And it doesn’t look like anyone else will ever be interested in loving me, that’s for sure.


The house echoed with emptiness. Johnny had slept over with Siegfried in the carriage house when I attended the fundraiser the night before. They’d taken care of the puppies together and had brought several Disney movies to watch with their Friday night popcorn.


Mrs. Pierce had left early yesterday afternoon for her routine weekend visit with her sister in Syracuse, to avoid the storm. Freddie stayed overnight at the clinic with a critically ill Burmese cat. And Harold, my least favorite person on earth, was visiting one of his favorite resorts, the Turning Stone Casino. It was no wonder the man kept asking for loans. Money slipped through his fingers like water.


Max lay at my feet, sleeping. I reached down to stroke his funny gray ears and he sat up. He raised his muzzle in the air, trying to lick my face. At least he still loved me, I thought, allowing myself to wallow a bit more in the melancholy moment.


“Good dog,” I murmured. “What a nice boy.”


His gray and white wiry tail thumped happily against the red brick pattern of the linoleum floor and he jumped up to place both paws on my lap. I wrapped my arms around his solid canine neck and gave him a quick hug. With his quota for attention satisfied, he settled back down on the floor.


I stood up and pulled back the kitchen curtains, looking at the wintry landscape. The sky had lightened in pre-dawn softness, revealing over a foot of soft, fluffy snow that fell overnight. My breath formed a circle of fog that quickly turned to frost on the window. I scraped the frozen moisture with my fingernail, and wondered if it were possible to recover from the loss of a lifetime mate. The loneliness began to close in on me again, and I stood in the quiet house, sorely wanting for human contact.


I walked back to the table, picked up the chopping board and utensils, and carried them to the sink, thinking about Camille. I rinsed off the board, and gazed out again onto the broad expanse of fields and woods blanketed with fresh snow. A muted orange light reflected from the surface when the sky lightened. The beauty of the scene was cathartic.


Methodically, I dried the dishes and returned them to their appropriate cabinets and drawers, then walked over to stir the soup. 


A spark of resolve fluttered into my throat, and an inner voice spoke to me. It was reminiscent of the steady counsel my father had given to me over the years. I’d loved Elsbeth more than life itself, but she was gone. For four long years I’d languished, wafting back and forth between anger and depression. I’d woken sad in the mornings, fallen to sleep at night longing for her touch, and had tried to fill the days with family activities that would drive away the sorrow.


As I thought more deeply about my situation, I realized it was possible God had seen fit to offer me a chance at salvation. I had been drowning, and he had offered me a life vest of sorts, a flotation device in the form of Camille’s friendship. Although it was questionable whether she would return my deep affection, perhaps in time she’d learn to trust me. A whisper of hope passed through me.


I turned the soup down and placed the cover on the stockpot, tilting it slightly to the side to allow the steam to escape. It was almost seven, and Camille would be arriving any minute.


The hot chocolate was ready. I re-rinsed the inside of the thermos with boiling water and then filled it to the top with cocoa. Next, I stuffed five disposable cups into the backpack with the thermos, zipped it up, and placed it on the chair by the door.


Mrs. Pierce’s bread machine stood with its cover open on the counter. Taking the recipe booklet down from the shelf of cookbooks, I flipped through it, and finally decided on a recipe for oatmeal bread. I began to follow the instructions carefully, and had just added the molasses and yeast when I heard Camille’s VW pulling up beside the barn. I pushed the start button, selected the French setting with dark crust, and hurried to the mudroom to get ready for sledding.





Chapter 37


 


I pulled on my winter gear and slung the backpack over my right shoulder. I’d decided not to tell Camille or Siegfried about the phone call until after our day on the hills. It would be useless to worry them. 


Camille had unbuckled Sadie from the back seat and was helping her out of the car when I reached her side. The little girl was bundled so heavily she could barely raise her arms. Siegfried and Johnny both emerged from the barn similarly dressed for sledding. Siegfried pulled two long toboggans behind him.


“Morning, men. Ready for some fun in the snow?” Camille asked.


“You bet! Hi Sadie.” I bent down to her level and squeezed her mittens.


Only her eyes showed above the lavender scarf covering her nose and the hood pulled down over her forehead. Her eyes crinkled with smiles. I took her hand and walked her to Johnny, who danced impatiently beside Siegfried.


Johnny threw his arms around my neck when I crouched beside him. “Mornin’, Opa.”


I hugged him close, enjoying the feel of human contact. Straightening, I turned to both children. “Would you two like to ride on the toboggans while we climb the hill?”


Sadie and Johnny hopped over to the toboggans. I pulled Sadie’s sled and Siegfried grabbed Johnny’s rope. My ribs still ached where Baxter had so strategically placed his boot during the attack on the porch, causing a slight fracture on two of the bones. The thigh wound from the snowmobile, however, had healed nicely over the past few weeks, allowing me to regain my former strength as I trekked through the wintry landscape.


Johnny squealed with delight when Siegfried trotted a few steps. The big man exploded in laughter, then slowed and waited for us to catch up, matching our pace.


Camille walked between us. “So how far is this famous Thrill Hill, Siegfried?”


“Not so far.” He tossed his long blond ponytail behind him, leaning forward to pull the sled. We reached the bottom of the ridge and started to ascend the west side.


“About a fifteen-minute climb.” I flashed a smile in her direction.


She smiled back with flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes.


My insides whirled in spirals and a fluttery warm feeling trickled down to my toes. Whether I’d imagined it or not, we’d connected for a brief moment, exchanging smiles on that cold hill. My spirits soared.


The rising sun scattered pink and blue clouds in the eastern sky. Streaks of orange and purple slashed through the red sphere when it slowly crept above the horizon. Our goal had been to make the top of the hill by sunrise. We crested the ridge and stood quietly for several moments, inhaling the beauty of the landscape.


A perky male cardinal chirruped from a branch, heavily bowed in a snow-covered spruce high above our heads. “Weeka, weeka,” he twittered.


Johnny began to chatter, excited about the prospect of his first adventure in sledding. The sun continued to rise, as it’s been known to do, transforming from a reddish-gold orb to a blinding white ball of fire in a cobalt blue sky.


Siegfried rode with Johnny and began the gentle descent to the bottom of the hill. The dips and bumps formed by the glacier thousands of years before were enough to sufficiently slow their progress from breakneck speed to a controlled, enjoyable ride. Camille settled in the other toboggan with Sadie in front of her, straddled by her legs. She looked at me expectantly. “Aren’t you coming, Gus?”


I practically ran to sit behind her, tucking my legs around hers and anchoring them on the boards of the toboggan. Holding the rope, I pushed off with my hands and we began the thrilling ride down the snowy slope. I rested my head against Camille’s soft blue wool hat and felt her hair blowing against my cheeks as we rushed down the hill. The spray of the snow stung my cheeks. We landed safely at the bottom of the hill twenty yards from Siegfried and Johnny.


The smell of wet wool was almost intoxicating. We trudged up the hill and sped down again, changing partners frequently and laughing as the path became well-packed and the sleds flew more quickly. Johnny was unafraid, and we plunged down the slope again and again.


The air warmed and the sun grew stronger. Dazzling in its early morning splendor, light sparkled through crystalline frosty structures trimming the trees overhead. Sadie seemed to bond with Siegfried and accepted rides with him several times.


When we’d all had our fill, I opened the bag and poured hot chocolate into the cups. Siegfried sat sideways on his toboggan between the two children, enchanting them with a story about a snow prince. I marveled at his ways with the children. He spoke with quiet tones and raised his eyebrows slightly when he got to the exciting parts of the tale.


Camille walked over and spoke to him, then motioned for me to follow her to the creek bubbling at the edge of the field a hundred yards away. I put down my cup and caught up with her in three long strides.


“Care to join me for a walk?” she asked, heading toward the creek.


“Sure.” I walked beside her, happy to be in her company.


We tromped through the deep fluffy snow, making twin parallel paths. After a few minutes of hiking, we found our way to the edge of the creek and sat side by side on a fallen tree trunk. The water bubbled through the snow banks, slid over submerged stones, and created a pleasant murmur in the background. If the cold continued, it would freeze over in a matter of days.


Camille stretched her legs out in front of her. “I know I’ve acted a little strange over the last few weeks, Gus.”


I started to disagree, but she held one gloved finger to her lips.


“Just let me get it out. I don’t know if I’ll ever get up the courage again, okay?”


I shifted around to face her. “Okay.”


She expelled a long, warm breath into the chilled air, and began to speak. Her eyes focused on the bubbling stream. “I was with Greg for ten years. We were married right after college. He swept me off my feet and we settled in Rochester where his new corporation had their headquarters. I found a job in the psych ward of the old Genesee Hospital, working with troubled teens. In the beginning, everything was very exciting. We worked hard and saved enough for a down payment on a small house. It all seemed so perfect, until his company laid off half of their workforce six months after he started with them. Greg was a software engineer, so he didn’t have too much trouble finding a new job. But then it happened again. It was a tough time in the industry, anyway, but each time he’d just about get settled, they’d let him go. After the fourth time, Greg began to drink.”


My eyes riveted on hers. She looked away and her face crumpled. I reached over to rest my hand on hers. She composed herself slowly, and then turned back to me.


“At first it was mostly verbal abuse. He’d say something horrible. I’d become angry. We got into terrible arguments. He was furious his life hadn’t turned out like he expected. I was disappointed he’d turned to alcohol for comfort, instead of to me. It just got worse from that point.” Pain etched her face.


“Did he hit you, Camille?”


She looked at me, then turned away. “Yes—that’s why I got so shook up in the emergency room, Gus. I stood the abuse for four long years. I was in and out of the E.R., and every time I go near there it brings back the memories.” She brushed a stray lock of hair away from her face and smiled weakly. “I kept thinking I could reach him. We tried rehab several times. He’d start out with great resolve, and then some little thing would set him off again. Of course, he couldn’t find work after that. We had to depend on my income, sell the house, and go down to a dingy little apartment. That just about killed him. He was angry at life, angry at me for being the breadwinner, jealous each time I went to work or came home a second late.”


She paused for a moment and her voice trailed off.


“I’m so sorry, Camille. I don’t know what to say. No one deserves to be treated like that.”


She looked at me with a sad smile. “Thanks, Gus. The last time he attacked me, the police convinced me to press charges. He was jailed within six months and is still there. Of course, I divorced him shortly thereafter.”


I gazed into her eyes; she lifted them to mine, facing the sun. Wisps of cold vapors puffed from her lips. Her creamy complexion had taken on a rosy glow from the cold. I felt drawn in by her cinnamon eyes. In rapt fascination, I noticed they weren’t pure brown. A narrow flare of pale green circled the iris. As I looked closer, I noticed a remarkable, star-shaped spot of gold in her right eye. I continued to stare, captivated.


“Your eyes…” I whispered.


She cast them down in embarrassment and lowered her head. I gently lifted her chin. “They’re dazzling.”


She looked worried. “Can you see the scar?”


I shook my head. “What scar?”


She pointed to a spot above her left eye. There was a thin, faint white ridge under her left eyebrow. It extended an inch, left to right. I removed my glove and ran my index finger lightly over the proud tissue. She didn’t pull away.


“How did you get it?”


She hesitated, winced, and answered softly, “Greg. That one put me in the hospital for a week.”


I longed to kiss the scar and hold her to me, enfolding her in arms that wouldn’t hurt her. Instead, I kissed my fingertips and briefly, gently touched them to the scar.


Her eyes searched mine. I sensed an infinitesimal shift in her mood. She relaxed slightly. The confession of her past was complete.


A chickadee landed beneath a red-berried bush, several yards from our feet. We watched him for a few moments together in silence.


“If I had known you then, Camille, I would’ve knocked him to the moon.”


A smile spread slowly across her face and her already pink cheeks grew a shade deeper. “Thanks, Gus.”


She laid her hand on my arm and left it there for a long time. I sat still beside her, enjoying the quiet company until we rose and rejoined Siegfried, Johnny, and Sadie at the hill.


We returned home after another hour of sledding. Although we sweated beneath the layers of clothes, our noses and cheeks were freezing. We all stomped into the barn to deposit the sleds. Sadie slid her hand into Camille’s and watched Johnny chase one of the barn cats down the aisle.


“Thanks so much for sharing your toboggans with us, Siegfried. I think Sadie loved it,” Camille said. She brushed a stray curl from her flushed face and looked down at the little girl who tugged on her hand. “What is it, honey? What do you want?”


Sadie looked pleadingly at Camille, and then at me. Siegfried crouched down before her and looked into her eyes. “We talked about the puppies. Maybe she wants to see them, Ja?”


Sadie’s head nodded vigorously. We followed Sig down to the far end of the barn. The whimpering and barking of the puppies grew louder as we neared them.


Siegfried lifted a fuzzy yellow pup. Sadie sat on a bale of hay, and Siegfried placed the puppy in her arms. Her face lit up in ecstasy. I brought out another pup for Johnny, who lay on the straw on the floor of the stall as the black and white pup licked his face and kissed him, sending him into peels of laughter.


Camille leaned over and patted Sheba’s head. The dog lapped her hand. “What a good momma dog you are.”


After a moment, Camille stepped into the whelping pen and sat down on the blanket. The puppies tumbled around her in a soft, whimpering pile and clambered onto her lap. “Oh Siegfried, they’re magnificent.”


Siegfried grinned, bursting with pride. “Ja. They are good dogs.”


After twenty minutes, Camille accepted my offer for lunch. We walked up to the house and hung our wet clothing on the rack by the woodstove. I stacked the boots on a rubber mat beside the stove, hoping they’d dry by the time Camille and Sadie went home.


The aroma of fresh baked bread wafted out from the kitchen. I walked over to the bread machine and lifted the cover, pleased to see a rounded, tall loaf of bread. It didn’t always come out that way.


I sliced the steaming hot loaf with an electric knife, and laid twelve pieces on a plate. Siegfried got the butter from the refrigerator, and Camille ladled the thick pea soup into the white soup bowls. Freddie arrived home just in time to join us for lunch and we chatted happily in our state of post-exercise euphoria.


We each drank several glasses of cold milk with the meal. For dessert, we munched on crisp Mutsu apples from the cold-cellar. Afterwards, we played games in the great room and watched The Little Mermaid. When the movie was over, Siegfried urged me to play the piano. It was the first time I’d played for Camille, and I chose my favorite Chopin waltzes. Johnny dragged out the tinker toys and asked Sadie to help him build another robot.


The afternoon flew by. At six o’clock, I escorted Camille and Sadie out to the Volkswagen. The air temperature had plummeted. Camille buckled Sadie into the back seat, and then closed the car door gently. The sky had darkened to an indigo blue, and shimmering white stars peppered the heavens above us. She was about to open the driver’s side door, but I touched her arm. She looked at me with an inquisitive expression.


I wrapped my arms around her and drew her toward me, hugging her briefly.


To my surprise, she lifted her lips to mine and deposited a small kiss on the side of my mouth. “Thanks for a marvelous day, Gus.”


Before I could respond, she’d ducked into the front seat and closed the door. I stood and watched for a long time after the VW bumped down the rutted drive.


Had the kiss been a friendly, thanks-for-the-fun-day kind of kiss, or the beginning of something more intimate? Unsure, I finally turned around. With my hands in my pockets, I walked back up to the house, tasting her cherry ChapStick on my lips.





Chapter 38


 


The second phone call came a week later. The FBI had been in our home with their bewildering assortment of wiretapping and recording devices for seven long days. Mrs. Pierce had tended to them in her motherly manner, furnishing the men with sandwiches and coffee as needed. I'd tired of the routine and longed for my life to return to normal. Although I felt a sense of submerged terror based on Baxter’s threats, I also seethed with anger. The monster had turned my life into a circus and my family into prisoners in our own home.


The plan was for me to “reveal” the location of Sadie to Baxter. A house in Rochester had been identified as the point of contact. If the wiretapping effort were unsuccessful in identifying Baxter’s hideout, then the FBI would catch Baxter in the act when he tried to reclaim Sadie.


When the phone rang, the men in the room raced to their positions and signaled for me to answer. All week we'd received innocuous calls, and I was beginning to tire of the routine. Out of habit, I repeated the address of the city house under my breath. Forty-eight fifty Clinton Street. 


“Hello?”


The voice on the other end of the line was unmistakable. I waved my hand in the air rapidly, alerting the men to the call.


“You know who this is?”


“Yes.”


“No messing around, LeGarde. Where's my kid?”


“I've got the address. Hang on a minute while I grab my notes from the other room.”


I'd been instructed to stall Baxter as long as possible to facilitate the tracing of his location. Although several of the fellows on the force were doubtful he'd buy the ruse due to his history on the force, I'd been encouraged to try it, regardless. Adam Knapp sat beside me, encouraging me with his eyes.


“No. Wait!” Baxter yelled.


“It's in the kitchen,” I said. “It'll just take a second.”


“I'll give you ten seconds, LeGarde. If you don't come—”


An electronic whine came from Adam Knapp's walkie-talkie. Adam fumbled with the controls, but everyone—including Baxter—heard the strident announcement asking for all available officers to report to a robbery in progress at a gas station in Lakeville.


Baxter hissed in my ear, his voice seething with anger. “You’re dead, LeGarde.”


The phone went dead.


Adam Knapp turned pale. Joe Russell and every agent in the room glowered at him. 


“Did you get it?” I asked. “Could you trace him?”


The agent on the laptop looked first at his supervisor, then at me.


“I couldn't pinpoint the exact location, but it looks like he's somewhere near Buffalo.”


Two hours away. He’s coming for us.





Chapter 39


 


Monday morning dawned cold and gray. Over the past few days, our home had become a madhouse of policemen and agents. There were discussions of moving Sadie elsewhere, and of moving my family out of our home in fear of Baxter’s retribution. In the end, they decided to increase the FBI agents hidden around Camille's house as well as ours, and to step up the manhunt between Buffalo and East Goodland.


The agents in charge seemed on edge, anticipating an imminent move by Baxter. I'd been encouraged to stay away from the university for a few days, because protecting me would be difficult on campus. We'd cancelled classes, and Maddy moved in with Camille and Sadie until Baxter was caught. If Baxter was caught.


I drove to Camille’s house with Agent Silverman on my tail, my nerves on edge. I pictured Baxter raging with anger, furious at me for trying to trap him. With his background in the service and the police force, he had a great number of skills at his disposal. His ability to slip in and out of state lines, hide undetected in our very woods for weeks, and evade capture was extraordinary. Would he slip past the agents and show up on my porch again, or break into my home and start torturing my family until I told him where Sadie was? A chill rippled down my spine, recalling his smoldering gray eyes.


Since I faced the long days ahead with no classes to teach, I'd offered to drive Sadie to the ARC for Camille. Although we had discussed keeping her home, and had actually been pressured by the agents to do so, Camille fought like mad against their advice and insisted Sadie continue her therapy. She claimed it had done wonders for Sadie's development, although the child hadn't yet regained her speech. A routine was important, she insisted, for the sake of stability. Of course the feds had assigned a man to follow us to the school. He kept an eye on Sadie the whole time.


I felt safer knowing Camille and Maddy were well-protected at home, and not exposed to the public eye. If Baxter linked Sadie to Camille, even briefly, it opened the possibility that he might discover her location. After all, he already knew where I lived.


I picked up Sadie and hurried her into the Volvo. The agents at Camille’s place watched from two separate vantage points, and Agent Silverman’s car idled in the street, waiting for me to back out. The temperature hovered in the low twenties, and the wind blew hard from the west. I slid into the driver's seat, buckled up, and smiled at my little charge. “Wave goodbye to Camille, honey. See? She's looking out the window.”


Sadie sat up straighter in her seat and raised her hand, wiggling her fingertips. A quick little smile crossed her face, followed by an expression of doleful concern. Agent Silverman waved from his dark sedan, ready to follow per usual.


I backed out of the driveway and started up the icy road, wondering how much the child had heard. Did she know she was in danger? Was she worried about Camille? If her little brain was functioning as well as I expected, then she probably understood a great deal more than we thought. The fear of her father's return probably terrified her.


“Are you worried about Camille, Sadie?” I spoke gently, glancing at her in the rearview mirror.


She met my gaze with her big brown eyes and nodded.


My heart melted. I stretched one hand over the seatback and patted her mittened hands. The poor little waif had been moved from location to location with her mother, trying to escape the evil of Baxter. That, in itself, would have been deeply traumatizing. But then, she’d witnessed the horrific murder of her mother. It was possible she feared the same thing would happen to Camille, who had become like a mother to her.


“It'll be okay, honey. Camille will be just fine. Don't you worry now, little one. Okay?”


She slumped down farther in her seat, apparently unconvinced.


I turned left on Goodland Road, heading down to the village. The ARC was located on the outer edge of town, bordered by the fields and woods. It was a peaceful location, punctuated by colorful playgrounds and long, low brick buildings. We had all agreed that Sadie was probably safer at the school than she would be at home. It would be the last place Baxter would expect to find his daughter.


“How about some music, sweetheart? Would you like to listen to something pretty on the way?”


She nodded and turned away from me, looking out the window. Her new pink and blue backpack lay on her lap. The Velveteen Rabbit’s head poked out of the zippered top. She sighed softly.


We rounded a curve, and I noticed Silverman didn’t follow. Normally he stayed pretty tight on our tail. I slowed, and switched on the radio for Sadie.


Had he skidded off the curve? The ice had been bad back there.


I was tempted to look for a spot to pull over and do a U-turn when a battered Chevy pickup approached from the rear. It pulled directly behind us, riding far too close for comfort and weaving slowly from side to side. I couldn’t pull over unless I risked getting rammed by the truck.


On the radio, Ziba Edinger introduced a Bach fugue. The car filled with the orderly precision of the music.


We rounded a corner, facing a huge bank of snow blown in from the vast fields to the west. A gargantuan drift stretched across the road. I backed off on the accelerator and steered through the white dune, spraying snow behind us. The back wheels of the car slid. We drifted to the left, sliding halfway into the oncoming lane. Fortunately, there was no one coming in the other direction. We made it through, and I redirected the Volvo back into our side of the road. I started to doubt the wisdom of my drive today, and wondered again if I should just slow down gradually and turn into someone’s plowed driveway.


The truck behind us burst through the drift, zigzagging across the road. I glanced at Sadie in the rearview mirror. She continued to stare out the window. I checked behind us again. No sign of Silverman.


We were very close to the school now, only another minute or two. I figured I’d look for him on the way back. He must’ve slid into a field near one of the drifts. And thanks to the cowboy in the truck, I couldn’t see much anyway. He was back on my bumper again. I slowed from 35 mph to 30 mph, hoping he would pass. The roads were too icy for such cozy driving. His front bumper nearly touched mine, and he tried to bully me into going faster.


I breathed a sigh of relief when we came to the end of Goodland Road. I eased the car down to the stop sign at the intersection, pulling into two, wet tracks where the salt had melted down to the bare tarmac. The traffic was fairly heavy along South Street. I took a left, hoping the truck would turn right or cross straight over to Temple Hill.


The conditions were much better on the well-traveled route. Wet pavement prevailed, and where there was snow, it was slushy brown from the sand. I glanced in my mirror again when I started down the hill. The truck turned left and caught up with us. I sighed and concentrated on the turnoff for the ARC.


To my horror, the truck stayed glued to my rear bumper. We both turned into the winding curves that led to the school.


Cold sweat trickled down my neck. Warning bells clanged in my head. I picked up the cell phone and scrolled down to Joe Russell's pre-programmed phone number. 


“Russell.” He answered on the first ring.


“Joe? It's Gus. I’m driving Sadie to school, and we’re almost there. Silverman disappeared a few miles ago. I think he slid off the road. I might be overreacting, but there's a truck that's been follow—”


The pickup pulled out into the left lane, accelerated madly, and careened in front of us. I dropped the phone and tugged the wheel to the right, trying to avoid a crash. The truck screeched to a stop in front of us. I slammed on the brakes. The Volvo pivoted and fishtailed, stopping just short of the truck's passenger door.


Sadie screamed when Baxter leapt from the truck and ran toward her door. He jerked it open, quickly released her seatbelt, and started to pull her out. I lunged over the seat and tried to separate them.


“Baxter!” I yelled, grabbing a fistful of beard and yanking hard. “You're hurting her!”


Sadie wailed, her eyes wide with terror.


Baxter elbowed me in the face, knocking me back into the front seat. A trickle of blood came from my nose. I quickly swiped at it and reached for him again. He pulled the shrieking child out of the car. Pausing for a split second, he glared at me, eyes wild with hatred. “What's mine is mine, LeGarde. I told you to stay out of it!”


I leapt out of the car and ran toward him. He shoved Sadie into the truck's cab.


I hooked onto his jacket and yanked him out of the truck, separating him from Sadie. She scooted away and slid toward the driver's side.


Baxter roared and turned on me, his fury unleashed. With red features contorted in a mask of pure rage, he charged me, walloping me with his bare fists. I slipped onto the snowy road and he landed astride me, pummeling my head and body. I got a few punches in and nearly bucked him off me, but he grabbed my hair with both fists and slammed my head against the road, disorienting me. I scrabbled at a bare patch of gravel, searching for a weapon. There was nothing. 


I scraped up some gritty snow and gravel with one hand and pushed the mess into one of his eyes. I followed it with a hard dig from each of my thumbs into his eyes.


Baxter roared and reached for his face. In the distance, a siren wailed. Sadie screamed in the background, her voice loud and clear.


Baxter roared away, still holding his face. I stood and swung at him, aiming for his chin. The punch landed on his jaw. His head snapped back, but he didn’t fall. Shaking his head like a St. Bernard with jowls flapping, he squinted at me, his eyes still tearing. An evil smile played across his face. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a hunting knife.


I backed up two steps.


He waved the knife before me. “Hold still or I’ll kill you both.”


I backed up a few more steps, but tripped on a rock and went down, landing on my knees. Before I could jump up, he reached one big arm around my neck, placing the tip of the blade at my jugular. He moved faster than I expected.


I breathed shallowly, and tried to divert him. “How did you know where to find us, Baxter? Nobody knew Sadie was in East Goodland.”


He grabbed a handful of hair and jerked my head back. “I’ve still got contacts on the force. Everywhere. But I wasn’t expecting the kid today. I was after you.” He held the knife at my throat, pressing harder. His voice deepened to a sickening level and the eagerness dripped from his sour words. “It's gonna feel real good to get even.”


Three black FBI vehicles and two police cars careened around the corner and screeched to a stop. I thought Baxter would use me for leverage to escape with Sadie, but instead he started sawing at my throat.


The knife tore at the fabric of my black turtleneck and just as I felt it scrape my skin, a gun went off. Baxter was apparently hit, because he swore and collapsed beneath me. Agents swarmed us and jumped him, cuffed him, and read him his rights. I ran to Sadie’s side inside the old truck, and let her bury her head in my coat. She shook, sobbing against me.


Just as they were about to shove Baxter into the back of a cop car, he glared at me, malice shooting from his eyes. “Next time, LeGarde, you won’t be so damned lucky.”


I ignored him and fended off an ambulance attendant who seemed to appear from nowhere, reaching for Sadie. “Not yet, please. I’ve got her.”


I whispered to her and rocked her back and forth. “It’s all over now, little one. You’re safe. You’ll be safe forever.” I prayed I was right, and hoped they’d lock away her father for life.


The attendant backed off with a gesture from Joe Russell, who stood beside me, watching the car take Baxter away. “You gonna be okay, Gus?”


I stroked Sadie’s hair and held her tight, locking eyes with Joe. “We’ll be just fine, given time. Right now I’d just like to get her home to Camille.”


Joe peered at the blood on my face and neck. “Sure you don’t need someone to look at that?”


I shrugged. “No. I’m good.” I patted Sadie’s back and turned to Joe, whispering. “Now that Baxter’s in custody, maybe life can go back to normal.”


I must’ve been delusional.





Chapter 40


 


I lazed in bed, recalling the past few weeks. Baxter was locked up in the Livingston County jail awaiting trial, safely out of our lives. Sadie—as expected—experienced a severe setback, and retreated further into her cocoon, barely acknowledging her surroundings. She responded to Camille's requests to sit, eat, or sleep, but gazed into the distance and refused to make eye contact. Rightly concerned, Camille redoubled her efforts to reach the traumatized child, increasing visits to the psychologist and doubling the time Sadie visited the ARC.


The police unsuccessfully searched for Bob Perkins, and Harold persisted in whining about his double workload at the office. 


Much to my delight, Camille and Sadie had frequently accepted my dinner invitations. But it wasn’t as good as it sounded. Camille was sweet and personable, but acted the same way to Freddie, Mrs. Pierce, Siegfried, and me. Much to my disappointment, she hadn’t offered any signs of encouragement. There were no more kisses, and no brilliant smiles. I sensed she was struggling with her own memories, and wondered if talking about them with me had stirred it all up again. Needless to say, it killed me.


I looked past Max toward the little figure who lay under the covers on Elsbeth’s side of the bed. At two in the morning, Johnny had wandered into my room, having been ejected from his parents’ room by his father. When he tearfully recounted his nightmare, I offered to let him stay with Max and me until morning.


Johnny stirred briefly and Max opened one eye. The dog had squirmed his way beneath the comforter and lay with his head on the pillow beside my grandson. I patted both human and canine heads and slipped out from beneath the warm covers. Johnny began to snore evenly again, so I tiptoed away. The wide pine floorboards froze my feet. By the time I reached the bathroom and found my slippers, the bottoms of my feet were numb. Deciding it was far too cold to get changed, I stayed in my pajama bottoms and tee shirt and slid into an old red chamois shirt. I crept down the stairs, taking care not to wake the household.


The copper boiler beside the stove was empty. I usually stocked it full of dry wood at night, but hadn’t filled it the night before. Mad at myself for letting it go, I opened the kitchen door and walked four steps across the porch to the stack of wood leaning against the house. Although protected by the porch roof, the top layer of logs was covered with a fine dusting of snow. I checked for prints approaching the house, a habit I’d adopted since watching for Baxter. Laughing at myself, I shrugged and smiled and thanked God it was over.


After several trips from the woodpile, I’d brought in enough to last the day. I knelt before the woodstove and shoveled the gray powdery ashes into a coal hopper. After setting it outside in the snow about twenty feet from the house, I crisscrossed five sticks of fat wood and arranged three small chunks of wood over it. The fatwood was great kindling, and it lit on my first try. I clanged the glass door shut and watched the flames lick hungrily around the wood.


Last night, Mrs. Pierce had backed her old Plymouth out of the barn for her weekly two-hour drive to her sister’s in Syracuse. The weekend visits with Eloise rejuvenated both sisters, who attended church events, tag sales, dined out on Sunday, and exchanged gossip about their mutual friends. By the time she returned on Sunday evening, Adelaide would be ready to nurture our family for another week.


I glanced over at the refrigerator and noticed a neatly handwritten note fastened with a calendar magnet from Sam’s Garage.


Hi all,


Orange cinnamon rolls in the refrigerator, ready to bake. Enjoy your weekend. See you Sunday night.


Love,


Adelaide Pierce


I opened the refrigerator and took out the cookie sheet. The rolls had been covered in plastic wrap and were neatly positioned in four rows. The sugary icing she’d made from scratch was in a plastic bowl neatly labeled “orange icing.” I marveled once again her affection for us and thanked God for the kindly soul. She’d been hired when Elsbeth’s cancer became incapacitating, and we’d kept her on ever since, virtually adopting her into the family.


I preheated the oven to three hundred and twenty-five degrees and began to thumb through my binder of well-worn, food-spattered soup recipes. Vegetable beef barley, lemon chicken, navy bean chowder, little meatball with escarole, clam chowder, tomato chicken. I examined them all, waiting for one to strike my fancy. Finally, I decided on a hearty beef stew.


I flipped on the cellar light at the head of the stairs and started down the creaking steps. Using my arm as a machete, I pushed aside stray cobwebs and descended into the damp basement. Tristan tripped lightly down the stairs behind me. The cat loved the dark recesses of the cellar where he pounced on real and imaginary mice and chased his own tail across the dirt floor. Often he’d return from his explorations with cobwebs strung across his whiskers, and a self-satisfied glint in his huge turquoise eyes.


In addition to meat, the freezer held tomatoes, strawberries, beans, and corn from last summer’s overflow. I rummaged around until I found two packages of Black Angus beef and one pack of paste tomatoes. I laid them on the stairs and headed toward my cold-room, where the potatoes and carrots were buried in sand buckets. I lifted and swung open the heavy wooden door, ducked down to enter under the low sill, and reached for the light switch string. The door latch was tricky, it had to be pulled inward and then lifted so the Norfolk-style cast iron thumb latch would release. I’d been meaning to fix it for months, but life had been full of so many more interesting ways to spend a spare afternoon that it lingered at the bottom of the “to do” list. 


I dug potatoes and carrots from the sand buckets. Finally, I took a few large onions and a cluster of garlic from a metal bin. Because I’d forgotten to bring down a basket, I used the bottom hem of my oversized tee shirt to make a sling for the vegetables. 


A voice called down from the kitchen. “Opa? Opa! You down der?”


I jumped up, afraid Johnny would try to navigate the steep stairs. “Right here, buddy. Stay where you are. Opa’s coming. Don’t come down the stairs, okay?”


“Okay.”


I added the beef and tomatoes to the pile, and scrambled up the stairs with the tee shirt hammock full of vegetables knocking against my thighs. I made a mental note to turn off the cold-room light after I moved Johnny to safety. I was forever afraid he’d try to go down the treacherous stairs and kill himself.


When I cleared the cellar door, Johnny locked his arms around my legs.


“Opa. Play wid me.” His bare feet danced up and down on the cold floor.


I managed to totter to the kitchen table with Johnny still attached and unloaded my vegetable cargo on the butcher-block countertop. “Sure thing, little guy. But first you need some socks, shoes, and breakfast.”


I hefted him onto my right hip and we walked to the laundry room where various baskets of clean clothes had yet to make their way up to the bedrooms.


“Aha!” I located a clean pair of little gray socks with trains on them. A few minutes later, I found a scruffy pair of small moccasins in the mudroom and a sweatshirt lying over the back of the couch. 


“There ya go, buddy.” I maneuvered the squirming boy into his clothes.


Holding my hand, he chattered all the way back to the kitchen. I lifted him onto his antique high chair, slid him up to the table, and tied a bib around his neck.


His eyebrows drew into a tight frown. “Bibs are for babies.”


“You know, kiddo, you’re right.” I ruffled his hair. “After all, you are two years old now. Let’s try this.”


I untied the bib and tossed it aside. In its place, I tied a clean blue and white cotton dishtowel.


He smiled. “I like dis.”


Problem solved.


I checked the oven. The cinnamon rolls were almost done. Another five minutes at best. I got out the chopping board and worked on the potatoes and carrots while we waited.


“I had nightmail, Opa.”


“You mean a nightmare, right, Johnny?”


He nodded. “Yup. It was scary.”


He pronounced the “r” in scary as a “w”. I laid down the cleaver I’d been using to scoop vegetables into a stockpot. “Do you want to tell me about it?”


He bit his lip. “Okay.” After a pause, he mumbled, “Daddy was a monster. A scary monster.”


“Is that what woke you up last night?” I asked.


He nodded again.


“Johnny, it was just a dream. Daddy’s not really a monster.” I swallowed hard. I’d just lied to my dear grandson for the first time in his young life. 


“He had green eyes an' sharp teef.” His lower lip quivered.


I walked to him and stroked his downy cheeks with the back of my hand. “If you’re scared, it’s okay to come see me.”


He looked at me with worried eyes. “Daddy says I’m too big to come in bed wid dem.”


“Well, I don’t mind, buddy. You can come in any time. Max likes the company, too.”


Johnny changed the subject on his own and started talking about the puppies in the barn. He reeled off silly names for each. “Buffy, Little Sheba, Rosy, Pink-nose, Cutie-pie, Funny-bunny, Wiggly-toes.” The names went on and on, each sillier than the next. He dissolved into peals of laughter, eventually interrupted by the buzzer on the stove.


The cinnamon rolls were ready. I pulled them out of the oven and set them on the table. After smearing the hot crusty tops with Mrs. Pierce’s orange glaze, Johnny and I munched on them together, enjoying the quiet warmth of the kitchen.
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Two hours later, Johnny and I lay on the Oriental rug in the great room with remnants of our playtime strewn about us. The aroma of stew filled the air.


“Can we play Night and Day again, Opa?”


I was prepared to pull the afghan over our heads for what seemed the hundredth time to create “night,” when Freddie padded down the stairs. Johnny shot across the room and leapt into his mother’s arms, nestling his head against her neck. She smiled as she passed me, whispering special words only she and Johnny shared. His chubby hand waved to me when they left the room.


My thoughts drifted to my list of chores. More firewood to move up to the porch, lesson plans to finish, and three tangos to practice on the piano for my upcoming radio show featuring Brazilian composers.


Max clambered down the stairs and whimpered at me.


I reached down and patted his nose. “About time you got up, Max.”


He pushed his cold nose into my hand.


“Wanna go out, boy?”


He ran to the front door, wiggling in anticipation.


I grabbed my parka and laced up my work boots. I needed a break, too.


He danced impatiently.


“Let’s go, boy!” I snapped on his long leather leash and opened the door.


We followed one of the trails that wound through the back woods. Although it had started out cold earlier in the morning, the temperature had miraculously soared into the mid-fifties by the time we’d hit the trail. The ground was muddy where the snow began to melt and the air felt cool and fresh. A few green leaves poked through the snow in areas along the creek, eager for the warmer weather April would bring.


We walked farther into the woods and the temperature surged. I ripped off my gloves and unzipped my jacket. A robin hopped across a melted patch of snow, searching for worms. After another half mile of tromping through trails, I stopped and watched a pair of hawks soaring over an open meadow in wide circles. Around us, birdsongs were gloriously deafening, resonating from all directions in the forest.


Max jumped up and planted his muddy paws on my denim shirt, panting happily. I ruffled his ears and his blue eyes shone with rapture. Next to a warm supper of leftovers and kibble, this seemed to be his favorite thing in the world. 


We traced our path back to the house, and moved more quickly this time, since apparently all of the interesting scents had been thoroughly sniffed out.


Harold’s Jeep was gone. Fresh muddy tracks curved down the driveway. I sighed in relief, glad the morning would be peaceful.


Johnny’s toys were still strewn about the floor, and I suspected he and Freddie were upstairs watching cartoons in bed. I could hear the television faintly from the second floor. Max hopped up onto the couch and I sat at the piano for the next hour, working through the complex rhythms until I felt satisfied that I had mastered the tangos.


The fresh air and exercise lightened my mood, and promises of spring renewed my determination to win Camille’s affections. I decided to call her, and was rewarded by her immediate acceptance of my invitation for lunch.


She surprised me and came without Sadie.


“Where’s your little shadow?”


She came into the kitchen and slid the cover from the beef stew, inhaling the aroma. “She’s with Mom. We decided to try something different, since we haven't had much success lately. They’re going to MacDonald’s and then to the mall. I hope Sadie can keep up with my mother, Gus. She’s a marathon shopper.”


I pulled two bowls from the cabinet, noting the two dirtied bowls Freddie and Johnny had deposited in the sink. I figured they’d eaten while I was on the trail with Max.


“Any word about her aunt?”


“Uh huh.” Camille’s eyes clouded and she slumped into a kitchen chair. “They called me yesterday. Her aunt is finishing teaching a semester at the Sorbonne. She’ll be back at the end of April.”


I was surprised, to say the least. It had taken so long I didn’t expect they’d really find her. As each day passed, Camille and Maddy had bonded more and more with the child.


Camille drew a deep breath and smiled bravely. “It’s a blessing, really. To have a blood relative who will raise her and love her. I’m sure she’s a wonderful person.”


I wondered how well Camille would handle the loss of the little girl who had so consumed her life for the past few months.


“I knew it was temporary, Gus. I’ve known all along that I’d have to give her up eventually.”


We talked for another ten minutes about Sadie. When the conversation petered out, I cut two thick slices of French bread and dished out the stew. “Change of subject. Did you plant any bulbs last fall?”


She wore her hair in the usual thick ponytail. I sat contentedly across from her, thinking how absolutely lovely she looked in her red wool shirt. The feelings that I felt for Camille continued to be far deeper than friendship, and for the thousandth time, I reined in my desires and tried to smother them with small talk about gardens and springtime.


She blew on her spoon and took a careful bite. “I planted six dozen white tulips along the driveway and some more narcissuses by the front steps. Can you believe they’re already starting to come up?”


She brushed loose breadcrumbs from her hands. Her mood brightened when she talked about her plans for a spring garden. We’d found a common interest and had shared seed catalogues over the past few weeks, circling our favorite varieties of flowers and vegetables. 


Without skipping a beat in the conversation, we both rose to clear the table. She washed the bowls by hand, and I dried them and returned them to the cabinet shelves. Max sniffed around under the table and chairs, performing his job as vacuum cleaner.


When we finished, Camille leaned against the sink and looked out the kitchen window.


“What is it?” I asked.


She turned to me slowly. Her eyes searched mine with a new intensity. “I don’t know how you’ve put up with me, Gus.”


I took her arm and moved closer to her. “I’m happy when you’re around, Camille. It’s as simple as that. You help me forget my…past.”


She looked up at me, and I melted under her gaze.


My insides turned to jelly when she stroked her fingers across my morning stubble.


“I’ve started to feel the same way about you, Gus. I just wanted you to know that you’ve become very important to me, and I think maybe I’m finally ready to—to consider—to perhaps be able to—”


I couldn’t help myself. I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers, pulling her slowly toward me. She wrapped her arms around my waist and kissed me back. My spirit floated up and around the room like a whirlwind as I pressed on, kissing her with the passion unleashed by her words. Finally breathless, we parted.


“There’s just one more thing, Professor,” she said, laying her head against my chest.


I stroked her soft hair and whispered in her ear. “What’s that?”


She backed up a step, raised her hand to my cheek, and smiled. “You really need a shave.”


In the middle of our laughter, Freddie came down from her bedroom in rumpled pajamas, frowning slightly. She looked around the kitchen and then into the adjoining laundry room. “Where’s Johnny?”


I backed away from Camille and hung a damp dishtowel over the back of the chair. “I thought he was upstairs with you.”


She poked her head in the mudroom again. “Uh huh, he was watching cartoons with me. He came down here to wait for you to come back from your walk. Didn’t you see him?” 


Her voice rose at the end of the sentence. “I fell back to sleep.” She crossed and uncrossed her arms across her chest. “I shouldn’t have gone back to sleep.”


“Maybe he went with Harold?”


“No, Harold was called away on his case. He won’t be back until tonight.” 


She threw her bare feet into her boots by the door and grabbed a jacket. “He’s not in here. I’ve looked all over the house. I’m going to check with Siegfried.”


Freddie hurried outside just as the kitchen phone rang.


I picked it up. “Gus? It's Joe. We're on our way over. Baxter escaped from his cell early this morning. I just heard. There's a manhunt organized. They're starting up in the village. Keep an eye out and don't let anyone outside, okay?”


I stood rooted to the spot, stunned. “Joe?” Fear clawed my throat. “We can't find Johnny. You don't think—”


I heard Joe swear and put on his siren. “Hang tight. We're almost there.”


I quickly told Camille about Baxter. She blanched and we bolted outdoors together.


He’s gotta be with Siegfried.


We raced to the carriage house. Neither Johnny nor Siegfried was there. We briefed Freddie, and she called frantically around the back of the house. Camille and I searched the barn, and finally found Siegfried in the back, chopping wood. When he heard Freddie’s shouts, he bounded out from behind the shed and in four long strides was upon us.


“Was ist los?”


“We can’t find Johnny,” Camille and I answered at the same time.


Siegfried’s face darkened and he looked anxiously around the yard. “Should you call the police?”


“They're on their way,” I said. I quickly scanned the woods around the house. I was trying to resist the fear growing in my gut when Camille tugged on my sleeve.


“Could Baxter have gotten into the house while you were on your walk? Was the house locked?”


I thought back to the morning. Freddie had come downstairs and taken Johnny away with her, Max had followed her down the stairs, and I’d taken him for his walk. The blood chilled in my veins. I hadn’t locked the door when I’d left.
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Four police vehicles arrived in minutes. Within three hours, fifteen cars filled the yard. Dogs yelped throughout the woods and multiple crews searched the area.


Johnny’s name echoed from every corner of the forest. Teams of volunteers continued to arrive as the day wore on, and our kitchen once again became the communication center for the heart-stopping event that unfolded around us. Freddie had become hysterical in the first hour. We called Doc Mattson in the hopes he could help her cope with the anxiety—the very same anxiety that threatened to overwhelm each of us. I had to keep moving to stay sane. Camille and I took Max into the woods, hoping he might sniff out Johnny's trail. I waved the Velveteen Rabbit in front of Max and then followed him when he pulled us quickly around the woods with his nose to the ground. In my inner mind, I clung to the hope that Johnny had wandered off and become lost. It was too horrific to face the possibility of a kidnapping by Baxter. By late afternoon, our voices were hoarse from shouting.


Although Harold had told Freddie he would be at the office, he was unavailable throughout the entire day. Sadly, we weren’t in the least surprised. We both privately suspected he was keeping company with another lover.


Camille and I stayed together with Max at our feet. Police and volunteers combed the area nearby. As the light dimmed, so did our hope that Johnny would be found wandering around close to home. His winter coat and boots were still in the mudroom. By four o’clock in the afternoon, a gnawing fear had devoured my resolve. Horrible thoughts raced through my mind as we continued to slog through the woods in wet boots.             My stomach ached in fear. If Baxter had taken Johnny, without his coat or boots, without signs of some sort of vehicle—my mind spiraled out of control. I walked beside Camille in the waning light, shouting Johnny’s name into the cold void.


The sounds of the baying hounds sharpened and increased to a high-pitched yipping.


“Lieutenant!” someone yelled, “Over here! They’ve found something.”


I sprinted toward the sound of the voices. The painful, ragged breath tore at my parched throat. Camille followed close behind with Max. After several wrong turns, we came upon a group of officers. They were huddled around a partially buried figure at the base of a gully.


We stood on the crest of the hill, breathing hard, peering at the group of officers below.


My heart pounded against my ribs. “Russell!” I yelled. 


He looked up at us, shading the last strong rays of sun from his eyes. “Gus?” He started up the hill toward us.


Camille clung to my left arm. I pulled my arm away from her and started down the hill to meet him. Trepidation welled in my throat. My face froze in a mask of fear. I couldn’t breathe. Tree branches loomed above in a surreal dance against the darkening sky.


“Is it—”


Joe interrupted me quickly. “No, Gus. It’s not your grandson.”


I expelled the breath I had been holding. Relief washed over me. Camille caught up with Max straining at the leash.


“Thank God,” I said. “What is it?”


He ran his hand over his chin and looked back down at the lump on the ground at the bottom of the gully. His complexion grayed. “It’s a man, Gus. An adult.”


I looked into Joe’s grim face and wondered how many times he’d been witness to gruesome discoveries of this type.


He continued. “We’ll have to check, but it could be Bob Perkins.” He looked into the distance.


The fact that a human being had been lying dead beneath the snow in our woods sent a shock through me. I shook it off. “Joe? What about Johnny?”


“We’ll just have to keep looking.” He nodded in Camille’s direction. “Why don’t you take the lady home and wait for us. Maybe someone will call.”


He was referring to Baxter, of course. Perhaps he’d call for a swap. One two-year-old little boy for the location of his daughter. I nodded to Russell, and looked at Camille. She seemed frozen, blowing on her stiff fingers with blue lips. We hadn’t dressed for a chilly spring evening. I wrapped my arms around her trembling figure and kissed the top of her head.


Joe turned and walked slowly back down the hill. 


A cold wind rustled through the pine branches above. When Camille stopped shaking we both headed home, our footsteps as heavy as the dread in our hearts.


***


Dr. Mattson’s red Toyota pickup truck was parked in the driveway, skewed among the cop cars. As we approached the house, he emerged with his black bag in hand. I looked into his dark eyes.


He spoke first. “Any luck?”


I shook my head.


“Listen. I had to give Freddie a sedative. She’s sleeping now, in Johnny’s room. There’s a police officer keeping watch in the kitchen and monitoring phone calls. You might want to check on her in a few hours and give her another one if she needs it. I left the bottle on the kitchen table. One every four to six hours as needed.”


He paused, rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry, Gus, but I’m needed back at the hospital. I have to get back to Mrs. Anderson. She had a stroke this afternoon; her family is expecting me.”


I pictured Agnes Anderson. She was sweet, eighty-five years old, and wore her white pigtails curled into a bun at the nape of her neck. Always smiling, she dressed to perfection in dark tailored dresses with neat white collars. Agnes was a fixture at every musical event that took place in our county and was one of my biggest fans.


“Will she be all right, Doc?”


He shrugged his shoulders as he opened the truck door. “Hard to tell, Gus, hard to tell.”


“Please send her family our regards.”


He grabbed my hand, pressing it. “You bet. Good luck, Gus. God bless.”
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I sat at the kitchen table in the semi-darkness with my head in my hands. The house was quiet, except for the crackle and ping of the cooling woodstove. Camille had gone home to Sadie, but promised to come back in the morning when the search for Johnny resumed. The anticipated phone call from Baxter hadn’t come and Freddie still slept heavily on Johnny’s bed. I’d given her another dose of sedatives at ten o’clock and then went down to the kitchen to sit in the darkness, rebuking myself for my carelessness. Because Baxter had been imprisoned, I'd merrily dropped my guard.


If I’d only locked the damned door.


I slumped in the chair, leaning forward with my elbows resting on the table. I noticed a slim shaft of light radiating through the crack at the bottom of the cellar door.


The lights, I thought heavily. I forgot to turn off the lights.


I got up with a groan and plodded to the cellar door, starting down the precarious steps. The damp air of the cellar swirled up around me and sent a chill down my spine. I shivered on the way to the cold-room, feeling numb and tortured at the same time.


Johnny, where are you?


The cold-room door had swung shut again and the infernal latch was jammed in its usual condition. I wiggled it open after pulling it hard toward me. I straightened and reached for the light fixture string, sensing movement in the corner.


There on the floor, wrapped in a dusty, old quilted coat, were Johnny and Tristan. Johnny was wedged into a corner, sleeping with Tristan in his arms. Dried, muddy tear marks streaked his cheeks. The cat rhythmically extended each paw, one at a time, into the air, claws protruding and retracting in a cycle of pure joy, purring loudly. My grandmother had called it “knitting.” It was the same action baby kittens made against their mother’s furry undersides when they nursed.


Johnny stirred and opened his eyes. He blinked a few times. A huge tear welled in the corner of his eye. It was soon followed by another and yet another until the dried tear tracks were once again flowing with salty moisture.


He held his little arms out to me, too upset to get up. His lower lip trembled and I lifted him from the floor. I crushed him against me until he begged for air.


“Opa! You hug me too tight.”


I released him a little, with Tristan circling around my feet. It was difficult to talk. My voice came out in a half-choke half-sob. “What are you doing down here, buddy?”


He tilted his face up toward me, rubbing his eyes with dusty fingers. “Kitty meowed, like dis—” He made a mewing sound. “You were wid Max. I wooked for you, Opa, but da kitty couldn't git out. I try to help him. Da door closed. I called and called, Opa, but you didn't come. I called you and Mummy, dubbew fortay—” he sobbed.


Fresh droplets formed in his eyes. I murmured apologies in his ear and carried him back upstairs. His arms circled my neck in a tight squeeze, and released only when I brought him up to the kitchen and gave him a glass of chocolate milk.


He drank it greedily and ate half a bowl of stew. I dabbed at his face and hands with a washcloth. He nearly fell asleep at the table, so I carried him up to his bedroom and placed him on the narrow bed where Freddie lay asleep. She awoke after several shakes and enfolded the boy in her arms.


I pulled the covers over them, and he snuggled into her embrace.


***


The long day was over. I sat on the side of my bed, reflecting on the horrible absurdity of it all. After I’d run outside to tell the cop on duty that I’d found the boy, I told Siegfried. He’d broken down with relief. Next I phoned Joe, who couldn’t believe we hadn’t checked the basement. In the confusion of the search, he’d assumed we’d looked there. I thought Freddie had checked the entire house. And she probably couldn’t imagine in a million years that he’d try to go down to the cellar. Or that I’d have locked the cat in the cold-cellar. The thick wall insulation that kept the room at forty-five degrees made it quite soundproof to the whimpers of a child, even in double forté.


In spite of the late hour, I called Camille. We spoke quietly for a few moments, and a new sense of intimacy fluttered between us. After fifteen minutes of soft chatting, we hung up, promising to call each other the next day.


The mantle clock chimed midnight by the time I undressed. I passed Elsbeth’s photograph and imagined her eyes following me as I walked back and forth from the bathroom to the bedroom. Finally, I stopped before the picture and looked into her brooding dark eyes, realizing how ridiculous my thoughts were. Elsbeth had loved me and would not want me to suffer alone. She would approve of Camille, I was sure of it. I smiled at her image. “Goodnight, sweetheart. Sweet dreams.”


I lay awake, still feeling responsible for the day’s debacle. I should've checked the basement. I should've locked the doors. After a long bout with insomnia, I finally fell into a fitful sleep, dreaming of babies, dozens of babies, crawling in every room in the house. Up the stairs, under the tables, over the couch they crawled, seeming to multiply as each moment passed. I ran about in the dream in a harried state, trying to feed and diaper them all. The more I accomplished, the more they cried. The entire household and the Conaroga Police Department stood around with their arms folded across their chests and watched me, clucking with disapproval when I failed in my efforts to control the teeming mass of children.


Even in sleep, I could not escape judgment.
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“Opa? You up?” Johnny marched into the room with a foot-high stack of books balanced in his arms. He carefully laid the pile at my side and clambered onto the bed. Seemingly unaffected by the previous day’s trauma, he slid under my arm with easy familiarity and handed me the first book.


Max lumbered in behind him, slowly wagging his tail. He leapt onto the bed and laid his head on his two front paws. I rubbed my fingers under his ears. His tongue lolled and his eyes closed in ecstasy. I patted him briskly on his sides, then turned to the first book. I read aloud to both of them, my dear grandson and my dog, and Max lay motionless on the covers, his eyes moving back and forth between us. Johnny sprawled on my lap, his head against my shoulder.


My voice was hoarse by the time we completed the stack of books with the final selection, Mickey and the Giant. I played all of the vocal parts for Johnny, representing Mickey Mouse with a squeaky, high voice. I chose an Irish brogue for the policeman and a booming bass for the Giant. The latter was his favorite, and as usual, it brought forth delightful chimes of child-laughter that warmed my heart. I marveled at his recuperative powers. 


My stomach growled fiercely. I tried to ease myself up from the bed without disturbing the moment of pleasure we three shared.


Before I could get up, he tugged on my pajama shirt. “Opa, can we pwease see Bambi? An’ Thumper? I love dem.”


I stroked his soft hair and kissed his forehead. To think I could have lost him… I smiled into his eyes and we rubbed noses, exchanging Eskimo kisses. “Sure thing, buddy. Long as you’re not too hungry.”


He nodded happily and ran to the pile of videos on my bureau. He picked out the right one, slid it into the VCR, and pushed the play button.


Constantly astonished by his intelligence, I clicked on the power for the TV from the remote, and we settled down for adventures with Bambi.


By the time Bambi had met Faline, Johnny’s stomach was growling almost as loudly as mine. The tantalizing aroma of sizzling ham wafted up the stairs, and I sat straight up in bed, wondering if Mrs. Pierce had come home early.


Johnny and I exchanged glances, deciding we could come back to Bambi later. Freddie was sound asleep in Johnny’s bed, and there was no sign of Harold in his bedroom. I helped Johnny find his bathrobe and slippers, and we headed downstairs, followed closely by Max.


Siegfried stood with his back to us, facing the waffle iron. A small stack of blueberry waffles sat on a plate. Steam rose from the stack. Ham spattered from the heavy black cast iron skillet, and a cold pitcher of orange juice sat on the table with several small glasses grouped around it. 


Siegfried turned to us, smiling. “How’s my favorite bumblebee?” He reached over and swooped Johnny in the air.


Johnny squealed and hugged his great uncle’s huge neck. Siegfried hugged him for an extra long time. I could sense the emotion in his voice when he spoke to his little sidekick. He shifted Johnny to his left side, turned off the waffle iron, and removed the skillet from the stove. “Are you hungry?”


We both nodded toward the meal with widened eyes and sat at the table for a belated brunch.


When we were almost done devouring the delicious meal, Siegfried touched my sleeve. “Professor? Could we bring the puppy to Oscar and Millie’s today? Maybe Johnny could come with us?”


“I, uh…” I walked to the door and looked outside, suddenly remembering we still faced the threat of Baxter. A cop car still idled, waiting for Baxter to attack us. I wondered, though, after yesterday’s massive manhunt if it would have scared him off for a while. If he was out there, he probably thought they were looking for him.


“Professor? The puppy?” Siegfried looked at me with eyes that were distinctly puppy-like.


Relaxing a little, I figured we’d probably be safer at the Stones than anywhere else. “Why not? How old are they now?”


After they’d lost Jasper, the Stones had been desolate, but when Siegfried offered them a puppy, they’d gratefully agreed and had asked us to “pick a nice one, a female this time.” I’d left that up to Siegfried, and he’d chosen the largest, sweetest pup of the lot. She was a golden color with white paws and a blaze that ran straight down her snout.


Sig gulped down a glass of orange juice, looked at his watch, and then answered. “Sixty three days, ten hours, and three minutes. They have all of their shots, they have been wormed, and they are eating very well, Professor. They are doing good with their paper training, too.” He smiled like a proud papa. I translated his momentary math brilliance into approximately nine weeks old.


“Okay, Sig. You’ve got a deal. Let’s take the puppy down there today.”
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We arranged to visit the Stones after lunch, although the sky threatened with gray clouds piling angrily overhead. A sharp wind blew from the west, and it definitely felt too cold for mid-March. Our sadistic local weatherman jubilantly predicted snow flurries.


After breakfast, Freddie came down, pajamas awry and eyes bleary. She hugged me for a long time, apologizing for falling apart the day before.


I shushed her, kissed her cheek, and tucked a stray wisp of her honey-colored hair behind her ear. “It’s okay, baby cakes,” I said, using her childhood pet name. 


She smiled back at me, eyes glistening, hugging Johnny for ages. After that, she sat with him in the great room, reading books and playing games.


At one o’clock, we bundled Johnny into winter clothes and boots until he fussed and squirmed his way out of our clutches. Siegfried, Johnny, and I headed out to the barn to pick up the Stones’ puppy.


The manhunt apparently continued for Baxter, because a fleet of police cars had reappeared in our driveway. I spoke to the officer in charge and told him where we were headed. He nodded, and called in on his walkie-talkie to report our activities. 


Inside the barn, Johnny squealed and laughed when puppies crowded around his legs. We searched for “Little Sheba” among the throng of fuzzy bodies. Sheba thrust her nose under Johnny’s heavily bundled arm and licked his chin. He screeched in delight. I reached over the pen to lift Little Sheba. Her mother looked up at me with concern in her big brown eyes, but she thumped her tail against the clean newspapers in the pen when Siegfried stroked her soft fur to calm her. She’d lost weight with the onset of her large crew, and would benefit from one less hungry pup at her belly.


We settled Johnny in his car seat in the back of the Volvo with Little Sheba in a blanket-lined carton beside him. He crooned over the pup’s box and reached down to fondle her ears. She licked at the air happily, trying to reach his face with her pink tongue. We headed out with a wave to the police officers milling around the yard. 


Oscar and Millie Stone lived in a small white farmhouse at the base of the valley in Goodland Station. The house was set back from the road, with a dilapidated two-car garage nestled beside it. The garage had been taken over by wisteria decades ago, and had been nearly consumed by voracious vines. A tall grove of white pines grew on the south side of the property and an American Yellowwood towered nearby. When we drove into the yard, the heavy branches swayed in the increasingly harsh wind.


Sleet stung the side of my face when I carried Johnny up the brick path to the porch. The gray porch boards creaked with each step, screened by geometric-shaped trellises flanking both sides of the porch. In a few short months, the climbing red rose bushes would grace them in cascades of color. I chuckled, remembering it often smelled of roses in the house, since Millie’s favorite talcum powder was Summer Rose.


Oscar’s face appeared behind the storm door. He flashed his usual prim smile and pushed it open. “Come in, gentlemen. It’s too cold to dilly-dally today.” He spoke in a faded English accent and pushed back a silky lock of long white hair from his forehead.


We bundled inside and he closed the door behind us.


“I was photographing the squirrels in the birdfeeders.” He pointed to the proliferation of feeders beneath the doublewide windows and knelt beside Johnny, his bright blue eyes sparkling. “I caught the young red squirrel hanging upside down, eating from the sunflower seeds.”


Oscar stood over six feet, slightly stooped, but brimming with vitality. An old Leica camera hung around his neck. The crinkled leather strap had seen years of worldwide nature photography.


He ushered us inside, and Millie wheeled in to join us in the front room. Her smile was warm and tender, and her hands flew to her mouth with a smile when she noticed Johnny and the new puppy.


Siegfried gently laid the puppy on her lap. Little Sheba rolled onto her back and went limp in Millie’s arms.


She stroked the side of the puppy’s neck with her curled, arthritic fingers and her hazel eyes twinkled. “Well my goodness. She’s a butterscotch color, don’t-you-know? Look, Daddy. She has a splendid little blaze.”


My heart ached when I heard the emotional tremor in her voice. She’d suffered a great deal in the past years with her advancing arthritis. The losses of her son, William, and most recently, her best friend Jasper, had been difficult.


The puppy’s eyes started to close, and she drifted off to sleep in Millie’s lap. 


“Is she always this quiet?” Millie laughed.


Johnny piped up, “No. She jus’ sleepy.”


I glanced around at the surrounding rooms packed with glassware and collectibles. Cabinet after cabinet held French fashion dolls with delicate bisque faces and intricately sewn silk costumes. Pink glass bowls with edges shaped like ribbon candy glistened on the white mantel and the lighted shelves separating the front and living rooms. The air smelled of Millie’s rose talcum powder and gherkin pickles. Remains of Oscar and Millie’s lunch sat on trays in the small living room, abandoned when Oscar had spied the errant young squirrel.


I held tighter to Johnny’s hand, fearful that a wrong step would end in shattering one of the treasures.


Outside the wind howled, and snow started to fall heavily. I wondered how they’d train a puppy in such weather.


As if to answer my question, Oscar picked up the puppy and started toward the kitchen. “Let’s take her in here, Mother. She’s had a pretty long ride, don’t-you-know? Might have to do a little business, mightn’t she?”


We followed Oscar into the homey kitchen. A small, childproof gate blocked the doorway, newspapers lined one corner of the room, and a fresh bowl of water glistened beside the blue blanket folded neatly against the far wall. The back door opened to a dirt-floored shed, which led to an enclosed pen. 


Millie watched Oscar gently place the puppy on the blanket. Still sleepy, she tottered over to the papers. After squatting for a few seconds, she took a long drink from the water bowl. The pup sat on the linoleum, cocked her head, and looked expectantly at her audience.


  Johnny sidled to Millie’s wheelchair and put his hand on hers. He looked up at her face, whispering, “See? She's a good doggie.” 


Siegfried knelt beside Millie’s chair. “What will you call her, Frau Stone?”


Millie didn’t hesitate a moment, obviously having given the issue some thought before we arrived. “We’re going to call her Tinkerbell,” she said with a sweet smile. “I know she’ll be the light of our lives.”


We spent an enjoyable afternoon chatting, admiring photographs taken by Oscar, and laughing at Johnny’s antics playing with Tinkerbell in the kitchen.


After several hours, Johnny and I followed Oscar up the narrow stairway to the second floor while Siegfried stayed behind with Millie and reminisced about Jasper. We parted the heavy velvet purple drapes that separated the room from the hall and entered a room packed with Victorian treasures. 


Oscar slid behind one of the dollhouses crammed into the room and emerged bearing a nineteenth century kaleidoscope. I smiled, remembering being shown this treasure as a child. Paper-thin, soft leather sheathed the body of the kaleidoscope. A miniature wooden ship’s wheel was fastened at the far end of the tube. When turned, it jostled the pieces of colored glass into endless arrays of exquisite designs. Johnny looked through the eyepiece as Oscar carefully positioned the device in front of a lamp and slowly turned the wheel. I held my breath, but my rambunctious grandson stood miraculously still. He seemed to realize this was a special honor. 


When they were done, he looked seriously into Oscar’s eyes. “Tank you.”


Oscar’s smile lit up the dark room. “It’s my pleasure, boy.”


We followed him back to the first floor where Johnny rejoined Tinkerbell in the kitchen.


With his bright blue eyes searching mine, Oscar pulled me aside. “How are you doing, son? You must’ve had quite a scare yesterday.”


Oscar had been the one person I had confided in after Elsbeth’s death. He’d followed my progress carefully, and with his fatherly concern had helped me through several rough patches over the past four years. When my parents died, we’d sort of mutually adopted each other, since they’d been family friends before I was born.


I closed my eyes briefly. “I kept imagining the worst scenarios. I still can’t believe he was in the cellar the whole time.”


He slid an arm around my shoulders. “Thank goodness you found him unharmed.” Checking to be sure Johnny wasn’t listening, he turned his back to the kitchen and lowered his voice. “They identified the body from the woods—it was just on the news. It was Bob Perkins, Gus. They say he was…murdered. Do you think it has anything to do with that Baxter character?”


“I don’t know, Oscar. But now that he's on the loose again, we're right back where we started.”


He pulled open a window curtain, peering at the accumulating snow. “It’ll be getting warmer soon. Easier for him to move around undetected and survive in the wild. Don’t let your guard down, son. Stay vigilant.”


I met his worried eyes with mine. “I will, Oscar. Thanks.”


Johnny’s favorite activity at the Stones’ house was always reserved as a reward until just before we left. He sat on the fifth stair of the plush carpeted stairway, holding the bottom of the simple wooden railing, and “bumping” down each step in rapid succession. The deep red and blue Oriental carpet was soft and rich, and made a slide of sorts. It had been my favorite thing to do when I was a child in this house, and I laughed in pure pleasure, watching Johnny.


He squealed, completing his tenth trip down the stairs. “Bump, Bump, Bump.”


“Okay, buddy. That’s enough for today.”


Johnny squirmed and reluctantly let me bundle him up again. Siegfried buttoned his canvas farm coat up to his neck, and I pulled on parka hood and scarf. We left the cozy old home to brave the snowstorm.





Chapter 46


 


We trudged out to the car, stunned by the amount of snow that had accumulated in the past three hours. The drifts piled over a foot high. Siegfried helped Johnny through the path filled with heavy, wet snow. I hesitated for a moment, looked back at the house, and questioned the wisdom of ascending Goodland Hill in this mess. After a second’s indecision, I plunged through the snow and decided I was being ridiculous. After all, it was only seven miles and my snow tires were practically new and boasted a deep tread.


The car slipped coming out of the driveway, but I managed to gain traction when we’d reached level ground at the roadside. The snowplows hadn’t been by in a while, and the tracks they made earlier were disappearing rapidly. I slowly turned the old brown Volvo east up Route 21 toward Church Street, the shortcut that merged with Goodland Hill Road. The descent was steep. I kept the car in second gear, and crept along, sliding sideways every few minutes but fortunately able to correct our direction each time.


Visibility was no farther than ten feet by the time we reached the summit of the ridge.  My hands were cramped from gripping the wheel so tightly, and drops of sweat trickled down the side of my face. Thankfully, Johnny had fallen asleep.


Siegfried peered through the frosty windshield.


Tombstones loomed from the eighteenth-century cemetery on our right. Only four miles to go, I thought, grateful we’d made it through the worst part of the climb. A red fox darted across the road in front of us. Siegfried looked at me, concern for the animal written all over his face.


I tapped the brakes to slow the heavy car, pulling the wheel to the left. But the car skidded in the same direction. The fox made it and disappeared, leaping lightly over a stonewall into the white-blanketed forest beyond. I got us back on track.


Siegfried exhaled, a grim half-smile crossing his face. “She made it.”


The inside of the windshield was freezing in sheets of frost, making it difficult to see. Siegfried chiseled the buildup with a small ice scraper and I polished the windshield with my right coat sleeve.


What was I thinking? This is nuts.


The road dipped down and then back up again as it followed the natural contour of the ridge. When we rounded a sharp curve two bright headlights appeared in the distance. A yellow light winked through the white onslaught.


A snowplow. Thank God. 


As the plow moved closer, I saw it had crossed over to our side of the road and was sliding straight toward us.


I cranked the wheel to the right and stomped hard on the brakes. We headed into a spin. I tried to rhythmically pump the brakes, fighting the steering wheel. On the second tap, the pedal shot straight to the floor. The brake pressure was gone and the Volvo sailed toward the hillside as the snowplow grazed us on the left rear fender. Siegfried braced himself against the dash and looked back at Johnny in alarm. We slid down the steep hillside. Tree branches slapped the windows. Our bodies were thrust against the restraints of the seatbelts. The last thing I saw was Johnny in the rear view mirror, his eyes blinking awake in fright. In a dizzying spiral, we tumbled downward.





Chapter 47


 


I woke to the sound of crying. The interior of the car came slowly into focus. The Volvo was upright, but tilted at a thirty-degree angle with the passenger side shoved tight against a large tree trunk. I shook my head a few times and rubbed my eyes. My left temple throbbed. I reached forward and turned off the engine.


“Opa!”


I turned to see Johnny, still snugly buckled into his car seat. His cheeks flamed red from crying in the cold air.


My muddy brain wondered how long we’d been sitting there. Siegfried moaned and tried to shift away from the door with a useless right arm.


“It’s okay, Johnny. Opa’s here. We’re gonna be okay, little man.”


I grabbed his mittened hands and gave them a squeeze. He snuffled a little and nodded. “Why you do dat, Opa? The car went bump, bump, bump.”


I grimaced, grabbed a Kleenex from the dispenser, and gently wiped the moisture from his cheeks. “I’m so sorry, honey. It was an accident. Are you okay?”


His mouth turned down, but he nodded slowly.


Twisting back to the front, I looked at Sig’s arm. “Are you okay, Sig? Is it broken?”


The color drained from his face as he forced a smile. “Ja, I think it is broken, Professor.”


I smiled grimly at my friend and patted his shoulder. “Hang on for a minute. Let me see if the door still works.” I shoved open the heavy door, got out, and immediately sank to my knees in snow.


Shouts came from the top of the hill. I waved up to the snowplow operator and he skidded down to our position, swinging from sapling to sapling until he reached us.


He shouted, expelling a long plume of frosty air. “You guys okay?” An orange wool cap covered his head. He ducked down and leaned into the car, looking at Johnny and Siegfried with worried gray eyes. I opened Johnny’s door and checked him. Aside from the horror of the experience, he seemed to be in one piece.


“I guess we’re okay.”


“Can you fellas walk?” He looked at Siegfried and then peered into the car again at Johnny.


Siegfried slid over to the driver’s side, trying to maneuver over the stick shift without banging his broken arm.


I reached in to help him.


I held his good arm and helped him steady himself once he got out. He was slightly off balance at first, but then seemed to find his center and he stood unaided. Siegfried exchanged a few words with the driver about his broken arm.


I opened Johnny’s door. “Could you give us a lift?”


He blew his nose into a red handkerchief, then turned back to us. “Sure. No problem.”


I unbuckled my grandson.


“Up,” he said in a little voice.


I gathered him into my arms and held him tightly to me, kissing his cold little cheeks and mumbling comforting words. I felt responsible for both traumas my dear little friend had undergone in the past twenty-four hours. I wondered if he’d ever be able to forgive me, deep down in his little-boy heart.


He pushed back and looked at me intently. “Opa?”


“What is it, sport?”


“I hungry.”


A brief laugh barked from my lips, tinged with relief and near-lunacy. I collected myself and shifted him onto my right side. “It’s almost time for supper, isn’t it? Let’s get out of here.”


The driver introduced himself as Pete. He held Siegfried’s good arm, helping him climb, apologizing all the way up the hill. “I don’t know what happened. I just started sliding out of control. There was nothing I could do. There must’ve been a big patch of ice under the snow. Been driving this rig for thirty-five years and never saw the likes of this.”


We managed to drag ourselves up the hill, struggling through the deep drifts. I carried Johnny, who clung to me fiercely with his face buried in my neck. When we reached the plow, Pete climbed inside. I lifted Johnny up to him. After helping Siegfried up to the passenger side, I pulled myself up and we all squeezed onto the black vinyl bench seat.


It was an old rig. Stuffing poked out from splits in the fabric and insides of the side windows were coated with a yellow, smoky glaze. I found the middle lap belt in the crack between the seat and back, amidst empty packs of tobacco and gum wrappers. I helped Siegfried buckle up.


Siegfried stifled a moan of pain when Johnny accidentally knocked against the broken arm. I lifted him up and placed him on my lap to give Siegfried more room.


He forced a weak smile in my direction. “Danke,” he whispered.


I lengthened my seatbelt and buckled my grandson in with me. I realized that even if I’d brought the car seat up the hill with us, it wouldn’t have fit. The driver slowly turned the vehicle around to head back up the hill. 


The truck smelled strongly of wet wool and pipe tobacco. My feet were numb and soaked and small balls of snow clung to my gloves and pants. The heat blasted out of the vents and started to warm us. I reached up and rubbed the tops of my ears, which felt hot and tingling. Johnny leaned his head against my chest and sighed. It was the sound of a baby who had seen far too much in his short little life. My heart ached for him. As the cab warmed, I pulled back his hood and I stroked his damp hair. We talked of home, Max, and comforting things.


Pete made his way slowly toward Sullivan Hill, and almost didn’t make it through the mountain of snow at the edge of our driveway. After several scooping motions to move the pile to the side, he finally pushed through and drove us up to the back porch. We thanked him and waved goodbye, disembarking for our warm hearth and the healing powers of Mrs. Pierce’s hot chocolate.





Chapter 48  


 


The plows worked around the clock to keep the roads passable, and the snow finally stopped at six. Freddie wrapped Siegfried’s arm until we could find an orthopedic doctor the next morning. We’d decided that an attempt to make it to the E.R. in the aftermath of the storm would have been more dangerous than leaving Siegfried’s arm uncast for one night. Harold had not returned, and had not called. It was a new low, even for him.


The next morning, after much finagling and a personal call from Doc Mattson, we finally got an appointment and Siegfried’s arm was set. We had just returned from the orthopedic surgeon’s office, when Siegfried’s face went white. He stood looking out the window, his arm hanging heavily in the sling. The cast reached all the way from his wrist to his elbow.


“Professor?” he said.


I looked up from the pile of mail I’d been sorting. “Yes, Sig?”


His eyes widened in alarm and he collapsed onto the chair nearest the window. “I have a bad feeling—”


I joined him at the window and glanced down the driveway. Two police cars screeched to a stop, their lights flashing rhythmically. Uniformed men poured out of them. I didn’t recognize any of the officers, but was surprised when Harold emerged from the back seat of the second vehicle with Detective Sweeney from the Rochester Police Department. He stomped resolutely up to the front porch, followed by the group of four men.


The kitchen door slammed against the wall. Four officers and Detective Sweeney followed Harold into the great room and stood for a moment, glaring at Siegfried. “There he is! There’s the retard. He’s your man.”


He emphasized the word “retard.”


I stood rooted to the spot, trying to figure out what was going on.


One of the men began to read Siegfried his Miranda rights. I tried to intervene, but Sweeney pulled me aside, holding me back.


Siegfried looked confused and nervous, seeking me out among the slew of people. “Professor?”


The officer continued to recite the routine words.


“It’s okay, Sig. We’ll figure this out,” I yelled over Sweeney’s wiry body.


He pushed me into the dining room. “Do you want to be charged with interference, LeGarde?” he sneered and shoved his hand hard against my ribs.


I stopped and caught my breath, staring at him. “What in God’s name are you doing?”


Sweeney narrowed his eyes and lifted the corner of his mouth to a faint smirk. “What do you think we’re doing? We’re arresting the monster who murdered Bob Perkins.”


I looked past him. An officer attached a pair of handcuffs to Siegfried’s good arm and then scratched his head, wondering how to proceed.


“What are you talking about?” I whispered fiercely.


He pulled a transparent bag from his pocket and waved it at me. “Recognize this?”


I took the evidence bag from him and turned it over, recognizing it immediately. It was the wristwatch Elsbeth had given her twin brother twenty years ago. I blanched, examining the bag, and turned it over to read the inscription to Siegfried. “Where did you find this?”


He took the bag back and stuffed it back into his pocket with a smug look on his face. “Where do you think? Under the body of Bob Perkins, right out in your very own back woods.”





Chapter 49


 


One of the officers tossed Siegfried’s coat around his shoulders and led him out the front door. The rest of the officers trudged after them.


Harold watched with a grin on his face, then opened the refrigerator and took out a beer. He twisted off the top and took a long, thirsty gulp.


“Where is everyone?” He spoke as if nothing had just happened.


I stood frozen to the spot, clenching my fists, dying to smash them into his face. It was the first time Harold had been home since Friday morning. Instead, I answered his question, fury burning through my words.


“Mrs. Pierce and Johnny are at the grocery store. Your wife—” I said, emphasizing the word wife, “is at the clinic. She’s been worried sick about you. The question we all had for you is where have you been for the past three days?”


Harold took another swig of beer and walked up closer to me. He hadn’t shaved in several days and his eyes were bloodshot.


“For the past twenty-four hours, I’ve been at the friggin’ police station,” he said through gritted teeth.


I noticed that he didn’t explain Friday and Saturday night. I didn’t bring up Johnny’s disappearance, knowing full well that he’d turn it all around and blame Freddie or me for leaving the child unattended.


“Go on.” I glared at him.


“When they found Bob’s body Saturday night, they hauled me in for questioning Sunday morning. Some jerk up there dug up information about our practice’s financial status and got it into his big head that I’d done him in to cash in on his share. Stupid idiots—”


He walked over and ripped open a package of Fritos, tossing a handful into his mouth, chewing on them hungrily. I waited for him to elaborate.


“They finally sorted through all the objects that were found at the scene this morning and came up with that goon’s watch.” He smiled at me with great pleasure. “I knew he’d been responsible all along. He’s just one big, psychopathic loony tunes, anyway.”


I stepped toward him, itching to shove his unworthy carcass across the room. “What did you tell them, Harold? Did you lie about Siegfried?”


He barked with a short, derisive laugh. “They tend to believe lawyers up there. Not sure why, but I just told them what I thought about that demented misfit. You know, things I’d observed around the house. The way he’s always hanging around my son—”


Anger boiled up like volcanic lava, flowing and threatening to spew. I shoved past Harold, knocking him into the side of the kitchen table. He tripped and fell, growling.


I hovered over him, ready to smash my fist into his face. With a disgusted sigh, I stopped myself. “Damn it, Delano. You aren’t worth my time.”


I grabbed the phone from the wall and dialed Freddie’s number.


Harold got up and rubbed his side, glaring at me. “Better watch out, LeGarde, or you’ll have a suit against you, too.”


He walked quickly past me and up to the bedroom, slamming the door behind him.


I heard my pulse pounding with a staccato beat in my ears.


“Conaroga Veterinary Clinic, Carol speaking.”


“Carol? I need to speak to Freddie. It’s an emergency.”


“Is that you, Professor? Okay, hold on just a minute. She’s doing a consultation right now, but I’ll go and get her.”


I waited for thirty seconds. My blood boiled while I waited.


“Daddy?”


I launched right into the subject without sugar-coating it. “I need your help, honey. Your uncle’s been arrested for the murder of Bob Perkins. They just took him away.”


She laughed. “You’re joking, right? Dad?”


“Harold has been spewing all kinds of nasty talk about him, Freddie.”


 “Harold was in the police station? Good God. Why didn’t he call me?”


“I don’t know. But they had your husband in for questioning for the past twenty-four hours. And—and they found your uncle’s watch with the body.”


“That’s impossible. Totally impossible. He came directly home and spent time with us after he dropped Bob at the office. Besides, he hasn’t worn that watch in years. Remember? The band is too small for his wrist now. He kept it in his box of treasures, remember?”


“Of course I remember,” I said impatiently. “I just wanted to find out what time he got home that night. I was over at Camille’s, if I’m remembering right.”


She didn’t skip a beat. “That’s right. I remember because Sig and I watched a program together that night. You called around nine-thirty from her house, didn’t you?”


“Right.”


“Well, we’d just finished watching Tom Hanks in Big on cable. You know, with all those annoying commercials. I remember thinking that we should buy the movie, so that we could watch it straight through. Anyway, it ran from seven-thirty to nine-thirty, and I’d just brought Johnny up to bed when you called. Siegfried got home about fifteen minutes before we started the show, which made it around six forty-five. It would’ve taken him at least an hour to get home, because the roads were bad, remember?”


I nodded into the phone, glad she had such a clear memory. “That means he had to have dropped Bob at the office around five forty-five or six. Do you remember what time Bob called him for the ride from the airport?”


She thought for a moment. “He called our phone line because Siegfried was still with us after dinner. You had just left to go to Baxter’s house. I remember the call coming in when you drove out of the driveway.”


“It was at five. I left at five, Freddie.”


Her mind worked quickly. “Then he’s safe, Dad. There’s no way in the world he could’ve made it up to the airport and back, murdered Bob, and dragged him all the way out to the woods that night. That’s at least a half hour walk up and back. Then he’d had to dig the hole, bury the poor man, and come back here. He’d have to change, because when he returned he was clean as a whistle, and had the same clothes on that he left in. There’s no way. They don’t have a case.”


I knew there was never a question of Siegfried’s guilt, but I’d been concerned the legal system might be blind enough to react to a piece of planted evidence.


I relaxed slightly. “Good. Now I just have to get hold of Joe Russell, and maybe a lawyer. We have to get Siegfried out of there, honey. He won’t be able to handle it.”


“I know. I know. Let me call Sue Vanderstein while you call Russell, okay? She’s an excellent attorney. I’m closing down the office and I’ll be on my cell phone. I should be there in a half hour.”


I cleared my throat. “There’s one more thing, Freddie.”


“What’s that?” She sounded breathless as she walked around the clinic with the portable phone.


“Harold’s home. The police questioned him and he said some…er…nasty things about Siegfried. He implied stuff about your uncle that would make you pass out.”


She was silent.


“I’m sorry, Freddie. I thought you should know.”


“It’s okay. We’ll sort it all out. The important thing is to get Siegfried out of there. See you soon.”





Chapter 50


 


Russell’s squad car sped along Route 390 toward Rochester. I sat in the front seat beside him; Attorney Sue Vanderstein and Freddie sat in the back. Sue scribbled notes as Freddie and I discussed the timetable in fine detail.


“So, Gus,” Sue said. “You left the house at five?”


“Right.”


 She back-calculated and did the same math Freddie and I had gone through earlier regarding the evening I'd rescued Sadie from the cliffs.


She tapped her pencil on the paper. “There’s no way he could’ve done it. No opportunity, no motive, and he has a perfectly good alibi.”


“Precisely,” I said.


Joe Russell passed a slow-moving truck, turning to join the conversation. “Okay, then. Once we get your statements on record, there’s no way in hell they can charge him. I’ve been talking to Sweeney, and he’s reluctantly agreed to wait to process him until we get there. The only question that’s left is who the hell killed Perkins and why did they plant that watch beneath the body?”


Joe and I exchanged glances. I’d wondered about Harold and asked what kind of alibi he had. Joe migrated down from the Rochester Police Force three years ago, and still had a number of close connections in the department. He’d been on the phone with several of them as we’d sped toward the city. “Harold was suspected at first because a detective unearthed some information about questionable business practices going on in the Delano and Perkins Law Firm. Apparently Perkins had flown to Chicago to investigate for himself, having just discovered what was going on behind the scenes. It’s not a big deal, but the investment banker he visited in Chicago said he was pretty angry when he left. That’s why they pulled Harold in yesterday.”


Freddie went silent. She turned away from Sue and watched the scenery flying by the window.


Sue leaned forward, resting an arm on the back of the seat. “Why did they let him go, then? Was it because of the watch found under the body and the negative testimony Harold gave them about Siegfried?”


“No, it was more than that. They corroborated his alibi.”


Joe glanced back at Freddie. “Sorry, Mrs. Delano. It’s not pleasant news.”


Freddie continued to look out the window. In a low steady voice, she finally answered, “It’s okay, Joe. I know what kind of a man I married. Which one was it this time? Vicki? Or Stacy?”


Joe hesitated for a moment. “Er, neither one, ma’am. It was Linda Perkins, Bob’s wife.”


Freddie’s jaw dropped. She hadn’t known about this one.


“Did Bob catch Harold and Linda together?” I asked, remembering that Siegfried had said Perkins planned to “surprise” his wife.


“Apparently. They’ve both submitted sworn testimony that he arrived home around six, caught them in the act, and then slammed out of there, saying he was going back to the office to sleep. They were interviewed separately, and their stories matched exactly.”


I looked back at Freddie. The defeated look on her face tore at my heart.


Sue spoke up, asking the question that lingered in the air. “So if it wasn’t Harold, who the hell would want to destroy Siegfried so badly they’d plant his watch beneath a corpse?”





Chapter 51


 


Joe worked steadfastly for our cause while Sue managed the legal aspects of the situation. Freddie and I both gave our depositions, confirming the timetable. Time of death had been certified between six-thirty and seven-thirty in the evening. The cause of death had been described as “blunt trauma to the head,” according to Joe.


Siegfried had been fifteen minutes from home at six-thirty and was sitting on the couch at seven-thirty. The warrant for arrest was revoked, and my exhausted and bewildered brother-in-law was finally released from the holding tank in which they’d locked him.


While we’d sat and waited for most of the day, I’d discussed the possibilities with Joe. Assuming Harold was off the hook, my mind automatically drifted toward the possibility of Baxter.


Could Baxter have killed Perkins and then planted evidence at the scene to begin to fulfill his promise to damage my family? Was it the revenge he’d promised? It would be a clever way to disrupt our family, but the timing didn’t gel. Perkins had died and supposedly been buried on the same night I’d rescued Sadie from the cliff. Baxter would have had to have stolen a car immediately after he left the snowmobile, have somehow run across Bob Perkins, killed him, dragged him down to our woods, and buried him. And where would he have found Sig’s watch in time to plant it under the body? He would’ve had to have broken into the carriage house beforehand.


He hadn’t threatened me until several weeks later. It was impossible.


Joe suggested that maybe Baxter had been out in the woods and had witnessed the burial of Perkins. We turned that idea over in our minds for a while, analyzing the possibilities. Perhaps sometime over the next few days he stole into Siegfried’s quarters, took the watch, and later placed it beneath the body.


We both dismissed that theory as well, realizing it seemed ridiculous. If Baxter had gone so far as to break in, why bother to take a watch and hope that someday a member of my family would be implicated in a murder? How could he have known that Perkins’s body would ever be found? He would most likely have come into the main house to threaten me again were he in the vicinity. We gave up after several hours of discussion and decided to think about it some more.


At five o’clock, Freddie and I linked arms with Siegfried, walking back to Joe’s squad car. My giant friend lumbered slowly with his head down. Appearing dazed, he kept looking between Freddie and me as if waiting for an explanation.


“Everything’s gonna be okay now, Uncle Sig,” Freddie said.


Siegfried’s steps slowed when he saw Joe’s police car.


I squeezed his arm. “You’re not in trouble anymore, buddy. This is Joe’s car. He’s giving us all a lift home.”


Sue sat in the front with Joe, leaving the back for Siegfried, Freddie, and me. I leaned over and helped Siegfried buckle his seatbelt, since he struggled with his one good arm. The top of his head brushed the ceiling and his knees pushed up against the back of the seat. When we were ready, Joe pulled out of the police parking lot and headed south.


My giant friend sat still in the middle seat, breathing deeply. His ponytail had half fallen out, and his clothes were rumpled. He faced forward with glazed blue eyes. The tight muscles around his eyes and mouth gave evidence to the strain of the day. I longed to comfort my friend, knowing his gentle spirit had been tarnished by the nature of the questions they must have asked him.


As if reading my mind, he turned to me. His blue eyes searched mine for a moment and he struggled with his words. “Why…why did they ask me those questions, Professor?”


I figured he was referring to the preposterous implication Harold had made about Siegfried and children. As if explaining evil to a child, I tried my best to calm him. “Sometimes the police make mistakes, Sig. There are a lot of very nasty people out there, and the police have to deal with them just about every day. It hardens them. Sometimes they suspect innocent people of horrendous crimes. They made a huge mistake with you, my friend. Huge.”


He continued to look at me, his sad eyes still troubled. “I helped Mr. Perkins, nicht war? I gave him a ride. I didn’t hurt him.”


I lifted my hand onto his shoulder. “I know, Sig. I know. You did nothing wrong.”


Freddie slipped her arm through Siegfried’s. “It’s over now, Uncle Sig. It’s all over.”
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In the weeks that followed Baxter’s escape, we'd heard absolutely nothing from him. We received no phone calls and no sudden attacks. We tried hard to continue with our usual routine, and were informed there was evidence he'd headed out of town and had been spotted somewhere near Cleveland.


Although I remained cautious, as each day progressed I relaxed more and more. By April, our lives had nearly gone back to normal.


I pulled back the corner of heavy-duty black plastic sheeting covering the ground. The dried vines from tomatoes that grew in this spot last summer lay in a heaping pile on the side of the lawn bordering the garden. In spite of last summer’s near drought, the tomatoes had flourished.


The soil was black, rich, and dry beneath the sheet of mulch. Although it was only the first Saturday in April, Elsbeth and I had always found a way to plant the peas during this week, even if a few stray spring snows followed. The hardy peas thrived in the cold.


The garden patch ran seventy-five feet along the white board fence enclosing the horse pasture and stretched toward the house another forty feet. Maggie nickered at me through the fence boards, tossing her thick black mane.


I approached her and let her lick the salt from my palm with her rough tongue, scratching behind her left ear with my free hand. She was the prettier of our two horses, a fifteen-hand bay Morgan. Her stable mate, Diablo, stayed in the middle of the pasture devouring fresh, new grass. The gelding’s stomach was always his first priority.


Elsbeth had adored Maggie. I made a fuss over the little mare, realizing I’d been subconsciously avoiding the horses, dodging the sweet but painful memories of our rides together. “I know, girl, it’s been a long time since we’ve gone for a ride. Pretty soon.”


She pushed her nose firmly against my hand as if sealing the deal.


Back at the picnic table, I started to go through the box of Stokes seeds. The air was warm. In the tradition of the fickle nature of the northeast, we’d enjoyed a three-day spell of seventy-five-degree weather. The gold finches swooped through the air with abandon, reveling in the arrival of spring.


I sorted through the one-pound packs of seeds I’d ordered. There were Sugar Daddy, Oregon Giant, and Lincoln peas to be planted. My spirits soared. The sun filtered through the still-bare branches of the maple tree and played on the worn cedar surface of the table. The magnificent tree stood proudly near the garden. It was close enough to provide some shade at the edge of the patch for lettuce and cucumbers, but far enough away to allow full sun most of the day for the rest of the heat-seeking vegetables.


I walked back to the barn and pulled out the ten-year-old, five-horsepower front-tine tiller. Visions of a fire engine red, rear-tine tiller crossed my mind. I’d dreamed of one for years, but hadn’t been able to part with the huge chunk of change it would cost. Someday, I mused. I pulled the cord hard, three times.


The engine sputtered to life, expelling a small black cloud and racing too hard. I closed down the choke and set the throttle to a slow speed before walking it across the lawn toward the garden.


Johnny waved to me from the tire swing behind the house. Harold was giving him pushes. Good for him. At least he was trying. He’d been coming home every night since the Siegfried incident and seemed to have actually made an effort at reviving his marriage.


I worked back and forth through the garden, slowly churning the soil into a fine, aerated powder. I reached down to pull out stones that surfaced, tossing them aside in a pile to use later in the season. They’d come in handy to anchor the plastic sheet that would hold tomatoes, peppers, Brussel sprouts, collard greens, and the like that would be set in the ground on Memorial Day weekend. The stones would hold down the sheet when the wind whipped up the west side of Sullivan Hill.


After using my metal rake to outline long, wide rows, I knelt beside the first row to push the Sugar Daddy seeds into the soil. Two inches apart, one-and-a-half inches deep. I heard Elsbeth’s voice advising me from years gone by. After each section was completed, I patted the soil firmly and moved on to the next. As always, there was a pure, cathartic nature to the work. I plunged my hands into the bag of pink powder-coated peas for the next handful.


Three hours later, I straightened and massaged my lower back, surveyed my work with satisfaction. I’d planted three varieties of peas, long season beets, mixed field greens, carrots, Boston lettuce, and finally, Brite Lights swiss chard. If the weather held, I’d plant the onions and potatoes the following weekend.


I turned to start back to the house, enjoying the feel of the sun on my back. A crunching of gravel from the direction of the driveway caught my attention. Camille parked her little bug close to the garden and walked toward me, her smile warmer than the sunshine. I hastened toward her and waved.


“Hi, honey! What are you up to?” She motioned toward the garden.


She called me honey, I thought, and smiled insipidly. “Just getting a head start on the garden.” I explained what I’d planted.


She reached her arms around my middle and squeezed, laying her head against my chest. “It’s so good to see you, Gus.”


I squeezed back, reeling with pleasure. I inhaled the clean, sweet scent of her hair and closed my eyes.


She looked up at me. “I haven’t started my garden yet, but I have the seeds.”


I kissed the top of her head. “I’ll help you put in your garden. How about next weekend?”


Her eyes crinkled when she smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that.”


We walked over to sit at the picnic table, facing the garden. Maggie had ambled back to join Diablo in the center of the pasture. Her tail swished rhythmically as she nibbled the grass daintily.


We watched the horses for a while in contended quiet. Robins chirped overhead, their melodious songs filling the air.


I took her hand and kissed it. “Can you stay for lunch?”


“I’d love to, but I have to get to Wegmans. I’m out of everything.” She looked at her watch. “Oh! It’s almost noon.” She smiled at me and placed her hand lightly on my arm.


Dizzy with pleasure, I basked in the sweetness of her proximity.


“Mom’s staying for the weekend. She wanted to spend a few days with Sadie, since it’s her last week with us. Can you join us for dinner? I’m cooking Gujarati.”


“Indian?” I asked.


“Yup. Well, my version of it. My friend, Gangaram, gave me the recipes. He’s quite a dear fellow.” Her eyes flirted with mine.


“Who’s this Gangaram guy? And how dear is he?”  


“Oh, Gus. He’s just a good friend. And he happens to be seventy-two years old. You know I go for older men, but I think he might be a little out of my reach.”


I laughed, feeling like an idiot. We linked arms and walked back to her car.


“Sorry I have to run, honey. Can you make it around seven?”


She tilted her head for a kiss. I obliged, barely tasting the sweetness of her lips before she pulled away quickly and hopped into her car. As the VW headed down the winding dirt driveway, a smoldering ache rushed through me. I wanted her, more and more each day. It took every ounce of my control to play the gentleman. I lingered for a few moments at the edge of the driveway, watching her car disappear. With well-practiced skills, I pushed back the longing and headed inside.
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I spent the rest of the afternoon helping Siegfried clean the barn. His arm had begun to heal, but he still needed help lifting heavy bales of hay and mucking out the stalls. When we finished, I headed up to my bathroom, stripped down, and jumped in the shower. I lathered up with the Oil of Olay bar soap that was Elsbeth’s favorite.


Four years later, and I still bought the same brand of soap.


After shaving, I picked out a pair of dark charcoal Dockers, a light gray turtleneck, and my well-worn, red chamois shirt. I turned to the mirror to comb my black wavy hair and inspected my face. The wisps of gray around my temples had multiplied over the past year.


Hazel eyes stared back at me from the mirror. I was startled to recognize my father’s face in mine. I’d been graced with the same full head of hair that stayed with him throughout his life. Whispers of silver had started at the temples and sideburns. He’d lost very little hair, but when he died, the black had been completely laced with gray.


A pang of sorrow hit me. I thought back to the dreadful time two years ago when I’d lost him. He’d fought cancer as bravely as he stood up to the Germans on D-Day in Normandy. Just before we learned that the disease had returned to claim him, we’d shared one final, peaceful day fishing on Hemlock Lake. I pictured the calm, flat waters and the yellow perch biting as the sun sank behind the tree line. The sound of our deep discussions and laughter rang in my memory. Although my life had been saturated with a rich tapestry of childhood experiences, I deeply cherished that final day on the boat with my father and often remembered the details of our conversation as we pulled in the fish, and then released them. I polished up the memory and turned it around in my mind one more time.   


I ran the comb through my hair, and noticed the card from Sam’s garage stuck in the corner of the mirror weeks ago. The Volvo was still waiting behind the long line of other storm-related metal victims. The garage promised to look at it next week, but I’d decided to lower my expectations to two weeks as I passed by each day and saw the old relic still sitting at the back of the lot, sixteen deep in similarly damaged vehicles. Although the insurance company pronounced it totaled, I held out hope that Sam might find it salvageable. I dreaded making the decision to either save the Volvo or start a search for another.


I poured a small amount of American Crew aftershave into my palm and rubbed both hands together. Patting my face, I inhaled the bracing scent and walked back into the bedroom to get some socks from the bureau. A soft knock sounded at my bedroom door.


Freddie entered with her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She stood next to me in her pink angora wool sweater and khakis. Her eyes had dark smudges beneath them. She reached up and planted a small kiss on my cheek, and then followed me over and sat next to me on the old sea chest while I pulled on my socks.


“Looks like someone has a date tonight,” she said, smiling. “You haven’t worn that aftershave in years, Dad.”


I glanced at her, worried she’d disapprove. “Yeah. I guess it is sort of a date, although Maddy and Sadie will be joining us for dinner.” I walked over to the side of the bed and slid my feet into my boat shoes. On the way back, I took Freddie’s hands in mine. “Does it bother you that I’m seeing Camille?”


“Are you kidding? I’m relieved. Now I can stop worrying about you. You were sad for so long, Dad.”


I looked at her pretty face and saw bits of Elsbeth in her high cheekbones and bow-shaped mouth. “I tried not to let it show.”


“Don’t be silly. It was completely normal. Something would’ve been wrong with you if you hadn’t mourned for Mom.”


I sat down beside her and we both glanced up at Elsbeth’s photograph. After several minutes, I sensed Freddie’s mood shifting.


She drew in a deep breath, turned to me, and clasped her hands together. “I have something to tell you.” She flashed a small, conspiratorial smile.


I gave her my full attention. “What is it, honey?”


She just blurted it right out. “You’re going to be a grandpa again. I’m due around Thanksgiving.” Her smile widened and she grasped my hand.


I pulled her over and hugged her. “I’m so happy for you, baby.” 


We sat together for a few more minutes, and I ignored the questions I wanted to ask about Harold. He’d seemed repentant lately, and although I found the change in his temperament difficult to swallow, I let the doubts drift away. A new baby would be joining our household. I found myself wistfully hoping Freddie would have a little girl this time, and that she would give her mother as much pleasure as Freddie had given Elsbeth and me.
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I parked Freddie’s minivan behind Camille’s VW and got out. Yellow shafts of light beckoned from the windows of her small Cape Cod, and the air still held traces of warmth from today’s record-breaking temperatures. Walking slowly up the driveway with my hands in my pockets, I mused over the news that Freddie had just shared, and smiled, envisioning Millie Stone’s reaction. She’d be thrilled and would probably start crocheting little booties and pastel-colored afghans.


I lifted and dropped Camille’s lion head doorknocker three times. Staccato footsteps approached from inside accompanied by sharp barking. The door was flung open.


Maddy grabbed my hands and dragged me indoors. Boris pattered over and sniffed my shoes, his tail whipping rapidly back and forth. Ginger galloped over to join the fray and wrapped herself around my ankles. I felt quite welcomed, but almost tripped over the cat.


“Professor, my goodness. You know you don’t have to knock. Right, Camille?” Maddy swiveled to raise an eyebrow at Camille, who was in the process of pulling a baking sheet from the oven. Without pausing for an answer, Maddy spun me around and started to pull off my chamois shirt. She hung it in the closet, chattering the whole time.


Sadie sat at the kitchen table, swinging her legs from her chair while she finished up a bowl of Spaghetti-Os. Over the past few weeks, she’d started to come around and had been interacting with us again. The therapy she received at the ARC—plus a healthy dose of time passing—started to work, although she still hadn’t spoken yet. A tentative smile hovered on her lips and her bright eyes twinkled, following Maddy around the room.


Maddy flounced up to me, touching the back of her hand to my cheek. “By golly, it looks like you saw some sun today.” She didn’t let me answer. “Doesn’t he look handsome, ladies?” Again, without waiting for a response, she dragged me into the kitchen and pushed me toward her daughter. I felt like a third grader getting set up by my teacher. 


Camille brushed her flour-dusted hands on her jeans and embraced me sedately, talking to her mother over my shoulder. “Now, Mom. You said you wouldn’t embarrass Gus tonight.”


Maddy threw her arms in the air and waved them around. “But love is in the air, my darling! It’s so refreshing to see you two together—even if I was the one to set things in motion.” She twirled around the room several times and leaned back against the refrigerator in a showy, dramatic pose.


Sadie giggled, holding her little hand over her mouth.


Maddy’s flowered caftan flowed around her bare legs. She pointed one slipper for emphasis, raising it onto a kitchen chair. “How do you like my new slippers, Gus? They’re supposed to be Persian, you know, like The Arabian Nights.”


On anyone else the purple velvet slippers with the curled toes and sparkling rhinestones would have looked ridiculous. On Maddy, they were perfect. Before I could answer, she glided to the stereo and turned on a blues piano collection. I recognized a piece by Henry Gray entitled “Lucky, Lucky Man” and started to relax, feeling decidedly lucky.


The air was redolent with Indian spices, and the baking sheet Camille placed on the kitchen counter was full of Indian flat bread, freshly baked and piping hot. Maddy pushed a cold bottle of Narragansett beer into my palm. She’d grown up drinking Narragansett with her husband when they’d lived in Bangor, Maine. It wasn’t a local beer, but she’d always managed to locate a six-pack or two in one of the Beers of the World stores in Rochester.


“Drink up, Professor. Tonight is a night to celebrate life and enjoy your close friends.” She wiggled her eyebrows at Camille when she said close, hardly able to contain her excited laughter.


I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Camille caught it and chuckled.


This may be a very long night. I just want to be with her, to touch her hand, to kiss her soft lips. I want her to pour her heart out to me, to cry on my shoulder, to let me carry her off to the bedroom.


I chastised myself, realizing how fruitless my thoughts were. None of that’s happening with her mom and little girl in the house.


The dining room table was set for two. I sent a questioning glance at Camille.


She returned a demure look, but before she could explain, Maddy jumped in, smiling devilishly. “Sadie and I have already eaten. I always eat at five you know, and Sadie wanted Spaghetti-Os. Anyway, you don’t need an old lady boring you at dinner, do you?”


Maddy was the farthest from an “old lady” that I could imagine. And never boring. I turned to her with a hopeful glance I tried to hide. “So you two aren’t eating with us?”


She propelled me to the fireplace, chatting as we went. “I’ve had my share already, dear boy. Besides, I can’t miss my programs! Lawrence Welk is on at seven-thirty. I never miss dear Lawrence. Now you start the fire, while Camille finishes up with dinner, that’s a good boy.” 


She dimmed the dining room lights, prancing over to the kitchen and singing along with Henry Gray at the top of her not-so-melodic voice.


Sadie climbed down from her chair and joined me in the living room. I knelt beside the fireplace, smiling at her while I crumpled up a few sheets of newspaper. I asked her about her week, and told her about mine. Although she hadn’t answered, we’d worked out a system of head nods and shakes that worked just fine over the past weeks. When I stood to look for matches, the child tugged on my shirt. I turned to her. “What is it, honey?”


She shot a furtive glance at Maddy, speaking in a wispy, hoarse voice. “I don’t wanna watch Lawrence Welk. I wanna see Winnie the Pooh.”


Camille nearly dropped her mixing bowl. Maddy’s mouth fell open. Both women walked slowly into the living room.


My heart pounded rapidly. “I think that would be just fine, sweetie.”


Maddy—speechless for the first time in years—nodded and smiled, her eyes sparkling.


Camille crouched beside the child and wrapped her arms around her. “Sadie, Sadie, Sadie—you can watch whatever your little heart desires! Is there anything else you want, honey?”


Sadie grabbed her hand and dragged her over to the kitchen, pointing to the cupboard. “I’d like an Oreo, please.”


Camille ripped open the bag of Oreos and tossed some on a plate. “You can have as many as you want, sweetie. Just let me know, okay?”


Sadie took the plate from her and sat at the kitchen table. “May I have a glass of milk?”


Maddy lunged for the refrigerator, yanking a gallon of milk from the door. She poured a glass, spilling it over the top. I grabbed a dishtowel and mopped it up. We gathered around Sadie and simply watched her.


When she was full, Sadie pushed the plate away and drained her milk. “I’m tired, Camille. Can Maddy take me up to watch TV?”


Camille nodded, we both hugged Sadie goodnight.


Maddy led her up the stairs, singing at the top of her voice. “Goodnight, my dears. Bon soir, mes amis!”


When she rounded the top of the staircase and closed the door to the guestroom, I finally took a breath and turned to exchange glances with Camille. She came toward me, smiling broadly. I held her close, simply inhaling the wonder of her.


“Can you believe it?” she whispered. “Sadie hasn’t spoken one word since that night she told us her name.”


“It’s like a miracle, Camille. I wonder what triggered it?”


Camille laid her head on my shoulder. “Maybe she was just ready. She’s been silent for so long.”


“Or maybe she’s just plain tired of watching Laurence Welk,” I said.


Camille pushed back from me and chuckled, smoothing her hair with one hand. “That’s it! Tonight, we celebrate Mr. Welk for his ability to get a young girl to use her voice. And now, Professor, let’s get dinner on the table.”
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Camille dropped fresh cilantro into the skillet and stirred it with a large wooden spoon. “My mother—what a beaut she is, huh? Always plotting.”


I picked up a wet dishcloth and slid behind Camille to rinse it under the faucet. Her hair brushed my cheek. I breathed in the fragrance of strawberries and felt my soul stir. Smiling sideways at her, I hung the dishcloth over the faucet to dry. “She's one in a million, that's for sure.” I lightly caressed her cheek with the back of my hand and searched her eyes with mine. “I'm glad they both went upstairs, though. Selfish as it is, I’m looking forward to spending time alone with you. It seems we’re always surrounded by people.”


She smiled nervously and lowered her eyes.


The situation was new to both of us. We hadn’t been together without Johnny, Sadie, or Siegfried tagging along, except for a few dinners in public places. I empathized with the uncertainty in her smile and decided to move to safer ground.


“The food smells incredible.”


She glanced at the handwritten recipes on the counter and gestured at the cast iron skillet she currently tended. “This one’s called Vagan Beteta nu Shak. It has eggplant and potato and is seasoned with curry and cilantro.”


She opened the oven door and pulled out the rack, lifting the glass cover from a casserole dish. The scent of Indian spices rose through the air. My stomach growled in response.


“This one is sort of like refried beans, but made with red lentils and seasoned with garlic, turmeric, cardamom, cumin, and ginger.” She closed the oven door, and the timer went off.


“How can I help?” I asked.


She reached over and turned off the oven, nodding toward the living room. “Could you get the fire going?”


“You bet. I was kind of interrupted before.”


I wandered back into the living room and added more crumpled newspapers to the pile, balling them up and stuffing them under the grate. Next, I grabbed some kindling and crisscrossed it over the papers. Finally, I laid three split birch logs on top of the kindling. I searched for the matches, but had no luck.


“Camille?”


She answered before I asked the question. “The matches are in the cupboard over the mantle.”


“Got ‘em. Thanks.” I knelt before the hearth, then held the flame to the papers and watched the fire roar around the dry wood. Instead of a cozy, atmospheric fire, I had created a bonfire.


I drew the screen across the hearth and walked into the dining room to light the two white candles in the middle of the table.


Camille brought a tray of flatbread to the table and glanced at the bonfire, politely reserving comment. She raised one eyebrow and chuckled.


“Guess I got carried away, it should die down in time for dessert,” I said.


“No matter. It’s nice.” She lifted the skillet from the stove and turned to me. “Would you open the wine, honey?”


“That I can do.” I grabbed the bottle of Riesling from the fridge, noticing that the blues CD had stopped.


Camille put on a new CD, the score from Miss Saigon. I smiled approval and helped her carry the dishes to the table.


The flatbread lay next to a bowl of a green condiment. We sat down, and she pointed to it.


“This is called Hari Chutney. It’s made from blended cilantro leaves, garlic, ginger, almonds, green chilies, coconut, and cumin.”


I reached over to take a spoonful of the chutney and smeared it onto a piece of the bread. The fiery flavor was incredible. I tore off another piece of bread and eagerly took another bite. “Excellent, Camille. Your friend Gangaram is a genius. Is this his native cuisine?”


“Mm-hmm. He came over from India for college and settled here. He’s told me so many interesting stories about his boyhood. It’s fascinating.”


She spooned the two main dishes onto our plates, and we began a long and animated conversation that covered Gujarati customs, Sadie’s amazing breakthrough, and our common interest in musical theater. Lea Salonga’s pure voice decorated the air while we moved from topic to topic, savoring the food.


“So, you played the part of Annie in junior high?” I refilled our wine glasses for the second time. The bottle of Dr. Konstantin Frank’s semi-dry Riesling was nearly empty.


“Uh-huh. Eighth grade. It was so much fun. Nearly all the other kids in the show were in high school, except the other orphans, of course. The older kids really spoiled us.”


I looked at her, trying to picture her at that age in a red wig. “I’d love to see pictures.”


“Mom has tons of albums from all the shows I've been in. I'm sure she'd show them to you. Only problem is you might not be able to get away for hours.” She took another sip of wine and smiled. A faint blush crept onto her cheeks.


I studied her dark-lashed eyes as we talked, realizing I’d never seen her wear makeup. Elsbeth had been trained in the rituals of foundation, eyeliner, mascara, and lipstick. Although I’d never seen the need for it, she always spent a half hour each morning applying the ingredients that made her feel presentable to the world. I hadn’t understood. Elsbeth was a stunning woman who would’ve turned heads with messy bed-hair and pajamas—not that she ever believed me when I told her that.


Camille’s natural beauty shone, needing no adornment. She wore a soft pale blue cardigan sweater with pearl buttons and a faded pair of jeans. Her long, curly chestnut hair fell loosely around her shoulders, glistening in the candlelight. When she spoke about her love of theater, she waved her fork in the air and laughed, sharing funny stories from her drama club experiences. She said she'd been directing the high school and local community productions for the past several years and asked if I'd be interested in playing piano in the fall for the upcoming production. I accepted, eager for an excuse to spend more time with her.


I finished the last bite of eggplant and put down my fork. “That was delicious. You are one heck of a cook.”


She laughed off the compliment and stood. “Thanks, but I just followed the recipes. Do you have room for dessert?”


My stomach protested, but I gave in to gluttony. “Sure.”


She whisked away my plate and set a glass bowl before me. “Mango pudding.”


I lifted a spoonful to my mouth, moaning with pleasure. “This is perfect.”


I devoured it, then helped her clear the table and wash the dishes.


The bedroom door upstairs opened, emitting the sound of Tigger bouncing in Rabbit’s garden. Two sets of footsteps crept quietly toward the bathroom and closed the door. The water ran briefly, and Maddy and Sadie crept back toward the bedroom, giggling like co-conspirators.


Deciding against coffee, we walked arm-in-arm into the living room. Boris snoozed on the rug near the fireplace, and Ginger had settled on her usual spot in the green leather club chair.


We’d progressed to a recording of Louie Armstrong. The room was semi-dark and the fire had finally burned down to glowing embers. I added another small log to the fire, stirred the embers with a poker until the flames grew, and then extended my hand to her. “Care to dance?”


She accepted willingly, slipping her arms around my neck.


I slid my hands around her waist and rested my cheek against her fragrant hair, enjoying the soft, silky feel of it against my face. Louie Armstrong’s gravelly voice was soothing and melodic. We danced slowly in place, and I brushed my lips against her forehead. She lifted her face to mine, her eyes still closed. I applied soft fluttery kisses to her eyelids, cheeks, and to her neck just beneath her ear. Her skin was soft and smooth. My heartbeat quickened when she drew my face toward hers. We stood motionless together before the fire, kissing long and deep until I felt a stirring within that had previously belonged only to Elsbeth.


I pressed my hand against the small of her back, pulling her tight against me. Passion flooded through my body.


She rested her head against my chest, listening to my pounding heart. “Your heart’s beating so fast, Gus.”


I felt myself melting into her eyes. “Yeah. It’s all your fault.”


I sensed her mood shift. She laid her head back against my chest, but stopped moving.


“Gus?” She took a step back and looked at me, her eyes searching mine.


I took both of her small hands, pulling her close. “What is it, honey?”


“I'm…afraid.” She said it softly, almost in a whisper.


“Afraid?” I stroked her hair. “Afraid of us?”


I wanted her to say, No! Of Baxter, or Greg, or of the dark.


Her dark eyes flooded with anxiety. “Sort of—” she whispered, “but mostly I keep remembering Greg and the things he did. It’s so ingrained in my memory it’s hard for me to keep everything straight. I know you aren’t Greg, but most of the memories of him involved this kind of romance at first. You know, the physical stuff. Can you possibly understand?”


I wanted to drive away the demons that haunted her, erase them from the past, and assure her I’d protect her from them. I wanted to say and do the right thing, to calm her, and let her know I’d never hurt her. I paused for a moment, trying to find the right words.


“Gus? Have I upset you?”


I led her over to the couch. We both sat down.


“Honey,” I said. “I’m crazy in love with you, and I’d do anything to erase those horrible memories. We don’t have to follow a schedule. We can go as slow as you need. It’ll take time for you to learn to trust again—to trust me.”


She nodded, her eyes wide. Her lower lip trembled.


I squeezed her hands. “I’m happy just to be with you, Camille. I don’t care about the physical stuff—if, or when, it ever happens. It’s okay with me.”


She looked confused.


“Well, that’s not exactly true. I’m so attracted to you I feel dizzy when you’re around. But it’s scary for me, too. Elsbeth was the only woman that I ever held or loved, and I’m a little conflicted, too. I know she’s gone, but I still get these awful twinges of guilt and depression. Am I nuts? Is it normal?”


Empathy filled her eyes. Our roles suddenly switched, and she began to comfort me. “How many years were you together? Even before you were married?”


“Over thirty, since we met as children.” I felt the familiar feeling of sadness creep up on me.


“That’s a long, long time. It’s understandable. It’ll take us both time to adjust.” She held out her arms and embraced me, holding me close. “We’ll help each other, then.”


I hardly moved, enjoying the warmth and comfort of her arms.


An insistent ringing sounded in the background. Boris’s head shot up from his nap and he trotted to the kitchen. The telephone stopped ringing and Maddy called down the stairs in her singsong voice. “Professor, it’s for you. It’s Lieutenant Russell.”


We parted slowly. I picked up the receiver from the wall phone in the kitchen, glancing over my shoulder to exchange a smile with Camille.


“LeGarde here.”


“Professor? Sorry to disturb your dinner. Your daughter gave me this number.”


I sighed a deep sigh, hating to relinquish time with Camille. “It’s okay, Joe. What’s up?”


“Sam put your Volvo up onto the lift late this afternoon. He asked me to come by and take a look. Baxter was very clever.”


“Baxter?” I repeated.


“I’m sorry, Gus. I’m afraid someone tampered with your brake line. The most likely candidate is Baxter, of course.”


I stood quietly, letting it sink in.


“Gus? You there?”


“Yeah, I’m here. What did you find?”


“Lots of little holes punched into the rubber tube that extends off your brake line. All concentrated together in a tight cluster. Very clever, as I said. Small enough not to cause a catastrophic failure right away, but as time went on, the area got weaker and weaker, until it finally gave way that day in the snow storm. Who knows when he did it? It could’ve been months ago.”


In shock, I stood in the kitchen. Finally, I mechanically asked the same question I had been asking over and over again since the day Baxter had threatened to exact revenge. “Any leads yet, Joe?”


I fully expected the same answer I’d been getting for months, which was we’re workin’ on it.


Instead he said, “That’s the real reason I called. A report just came in that he may have been spotted over in Erie, Pennsylvania. We’re getting videotapes from the gas station where a clerk was shot a few hours ago. He robbed the cash register and took off, heading east.”


My pulse raced. I estimated the distance from Erie to East Goodland. By car, it would take about four hours nonstop. “What’s the plan?”


“I hate to say it, Gus, but I think you should get your family and Sadie out of there until we confirm his intentions. He seems to be on the warpath. Is there some safe place where you folks could go?”


I thought for a moment. “Yes, there is. I’ll call you back with the details, okay? And Joe?”


“Yeah?” he answered.


“Thanks.”





Chapter 56


 


The trip to Maine took eleven and a half hours with our caravan of two packed vehicles. I drove Harold’s Jeep with Camille, Maddy, Sadie, and Johnny. Boris sat on Sadie’s lap. Siegfried followed in Freddie’s minivan with Harold, Freddie, Mrs. Pierce, Max, Tristan, and Ginger. Although Harold protested that he really shouldn't leave the office, he finally gave in when I explained his family might be in danger. He'd been extra cooperative over the past few weeks, and had actually been coming home to dinner on a regular basis. I assumed it was due to the news of the impending birth of his second child. Grumbling, he'd helped with the packing and had actually offered to let me drive his vehicle since the Volvo was still in the shop.


The two cats were in carriers, and Max slept on the bench seat in the back of the van. Oscar Stone had graciously promised to care for the horses and Sheba and her remaining pups until we could return. 


We drove through the night, having revealed our destination only to Joe Russell. We finally reached the long, rutted dirt road leading back into the woods surrounding Great Pond. My father’s parents had established the rustic resort in 1925, and the family made regular pilgrimages there ever since. 


Johnny’s head bounced against his car seat with each bump in the track, and he woke up. Sadie still slept beside him.


“Are we der yet, Opa?”


I turned left into the driveway, pulled up to the main office and parked the Jeep.


“Yes, honey. We’re here. It’s almost time for breakfast, can you believe that?”


He gave me a crooked smile and looked at me through sleepy eyes. “Can we go swimmin?”


“Not this time, sport. It’s still too cold. But we’ll come back in the summer, that’s a promise.”


The camp was normally closed until Memorial Day, but Sid, the long-time caretaker, had been pleased to hear from us when we called from the interstate the day before.


Sid swung open the office screen door, a soggy cigar clamped firmly between his teeth. He ran one hand through his shaggy gray hair and reached for my hand with his other. My father had hired Sid to manage the camp after my grandparents passed away, and he had been a phenomenal find. Not only did Sid excel in management, advertising, and bringing the guests back year after year, but he also presented such a simple north-woodsman image that he was easily trusted. Sid was a treasure, and I was glad he was there to provide a snug harbor for my family.


We decided to open two cabins. The first was actually a fully equipped house with its own dock. It would do fine for Mrs. Pierce, Freddie, Harold, Johnny, Siegfried and me. The second was assigned to Camille, Sadie and Maddy. It was a smaller cabin located on the hill between the house and office.


We’d removed sheets from the furniture, swept dusty wooden floors, and had restored water and electricity to the cabins by ten. Maddy and the recently reborn Harold went off to do extensive grocery shopping. In spite of my exhaustion, I took a short tour around the grounds.


I’d spent many idyllic childhood summers at Loon Harbor, running happily through the wooded pathways and leaping from the docks into the clear water. It had been magical.


I walked over the root-filled trails, breathing in the sharp, clean scent of the balsam trees. I felt restored.


Maybe Camille would agree to retire here. Of course, that all depended on if she’d marry me. I wasn’t so sure, knowing how scarred she was from her first marriage.


I watched the choppy water, mesmerized. The greenish-gray color was laced with frothy bubbles of yellow pollen, lapping against lichen-covered granite boulders under the protection of white birches. We hadn’t visited the camp since before my father died two years earlier.


I sat down on the creaking wooden dock and dangled my legs over the side. Sid’s aluminum motorboat swayed back and forth on its mooring. A loon giggled from the far end of the lake. I rubbed my fingers over tired eyes, and relief washed over me. The family was safe. For the first time in months, I didn’t have to worry about Baxter jumping out of the woods.


Baxter. The damned lunatic. I was tired of Baxter and the fear he’d instilled in us, sick of dancing at the end of his string. Although he’d left us alone for a while, we’d still been prisoners, fearing his return. Cold rage circled in my gut. Enough was enough.


Resolve fluttered in my throat. It was time to end this fiasco of fear and face the devil himself. I stood up and put my hands in my pockets. I began to walk back to the cabins, formulating a plan.


I’d go home and draw him out, help capture the bastard, and be done with it.





Chapter 57


 


After a few hours of sleep, and amidst protests from Freddie and Camille, I dropped my suitcase in the Jeep and began the long trip back to upstate New York, leaving the family in the capable hands of Sid. Max accompanied me on the grueling ride home. He sat upright on the passenger seat of the Jeep with his nose glued to the crack in the window, sniffing the exotic breezes that blew his ears straight back. 


We reached Sullivan Hill Road by midnight. I rolled slowly past the driveway and pulled into a small dirt road three hundred feet past the property line. Following the narrow trail, I pulled over to the side and parked. If Baxter were laying in wait for me, he wouldn’t expect me to show up from this direction. I planned to creep up on the property and into the back of the barn. If all looked clear, I’d slip into the carriage house without turning on any lights to advertise my arrival, sleep in Siegfried’s apartment, and then call Joe Russell in the morning to fill him in.


I turned off the lights and sat for a while in the dark interior of the Jeep, listening and waiting. Was Baxter already out in the woods, watching for signs of life in the house? My heartbeat quickened when I realized I should’ve called Joe before I made the long trip home. My cell phone needed charging, and I was unarmed and unprepared to defend myself against the great hulking brute with the foul breath and the matted red beard.


I was about to open the door when a sharp crackling came from the left. Max sat at attention. The hairs bristled on the back of his neck. Someone was approaching. Fast. My heart hammered fiercely in my chest. I pictured Baxter bursting through the woods toward the Jeep with a machete—or worse, a shotgun pointed at my forehead. I reached for the ignition key, ready to restart the engine. The noise grew louder.


Before I could turn the key, a figure loomed out of the woods and stopped at my window.


I looked into the eyes of a huge buck. Curls of vapor whooshed from his nostrils in a steady rhythm. He stood frozen beside the vehicle. Finally, he backed up a few steps and leapt over the hood of the car in one graceful swoop, crashing through the brush on the other side. He disappeared into the shadowy night.


A loud volley of laughter burst from me. I patted Max and shook my head, embarrassed at my reaction. Lack of sleep had pushed me over the edge, accentuating the nerves that coiled and recoiled in my tired body.


Max nosed toward the window and woofed to be let out. I got out and stretched my sore muscles, grabbing my bag, then followed Max along the trail home. We walked in the pastel moonlight. After ten minutes, we reached the edge of the woods. I grabbed Max’s collar and stood quietly, listening.


The grounds were quiet and the house appeared dark and still. The absence of cars in the driveway should have discouraged Baxter—had he returned.


I released Max. He ran into the horse paddock, raced around Maggie and Diablo, and systematically marked his territory along the hedgerow and fence posts. The horses simultaneously raised their heads from their pile of hay and nickered at me from the paddock.


I walked toward the barn, preparing to slip quietly into the back door. Without warning, Sheba began to bark from inside the barn, quickly followed by mimicking barks from her pups. I’d forgotten she’d still be guarding her territory, and hurried to the stall to quiet her as my eyes adjusted to the inky darkness of the barn. She licked my hand in apology and her tail wagged briskly. The three pups who jumped on the walls copied her. A shaft of pale moonlight glimmered from the surface of the water bucket and the pen smelled of clean pine shavings, a testimony to Oscar Stone’s faithful promise to care for the animals while we were away.


Suddenly, Max let out a few shrill barks from the yard. Someone was out there. I stiffened, and felt Sheba’s hackles rise. She loosed a low growl. I felt my way along the main aisle of the barn and carefully eased open the door facing the house.


Something slammed against the back of my head when I emerged, sending me sprawling onto the muddy lawn. Before I could rise, a heavy body landed on my back and wrapped one strong arm around my neck, pinning my arm behind my back with his other.


Adrenaline rushed through my veins. I rolled over and smashed the heavy man against the side of the barn, loosening his hold from around my neck. I jabbed my elbow into his middle, forcing him to let me go. He sucked air, wheezing a little. I pulled away from him and swiveled around to face him, breathing hard.


“Gus?”


 I stared into the beefy face of Joe Russell. “Joe? What are you doing here?”


“Sshh,” he whispered, dragging me back inside the barn. “I was gonna ask you the same thing. You’re supposed to be in Maine with your family for crying out loud.”


I brushed crumbs of mud from my shirtfront and peered at him in the dim light. “I know, but I couldn’t stand it, Joe. I thought maybe I could help lure the bastard out.”


I made out the vague outline of his head shaking in disapproval.


“Geez, Gus. You should have called me. We could’ve really hurt you.” He rubbed his gut tenderly, then pushed the button on his radio and talked into his collar for a minute.


“We?” I asked, wondering who else was on the property.


Max ran into the barn, running from area to area and sniffing everything to see what had changed. After his rounds, he came back to us, wagged his tail at Joe, and shoved his muzzle into my hand.


 “Yeah. Adam’s in the house tonight, and I’m on the grounds. Good thing you didn’t try to go inside. You might’ve gotten shot.”


“Sorry, man.” I rubbed the lump rising on the back of my head. “I should’ve called you.”


“Let's get a look at that head of yours, Gus.” We climbed the stairs to Sig’s one room apartment.


“Can we turn on the light?” I asked.


Max jumped onto Siegfried’s bed, circled three times, and flopped down.


“Might as well. We haven't seen any sign of Baxter tonight, anyway. But he's definitely in the area. He’s driving us nuts. Each time someone spots him, he vanishes right out from under our noses. He walked right into a grocery store up in Rochester last night. Bought two six-packs of Bud and a bag of chips with a stolen credit card. Shot the teller when she asked for identification. Thirty-two-year-old mother of three, now in intensive care.”


“What?” The man’s lunacy was escalating. “He shot her for that?”


“Yup. Vanished before we got there. We’ve put up more posters, using the picture from the video at the Mobil station in Erie. My guys combed the state land next to your property, and we're pretty sure he’s not camping nearby. Wherever he’s hiding, it's a damned good spot. We're going house-to-house tomorrow morning.” 


I looked out Siegfried's front window, surveying the landscape. “Where did you guys park, anyway?”


“Behind that stand of lilacs. You can just barely make it out from here.”


I let my eyes roam across the bushes on the far side of the house, and saw the faint outline of the squad car. On the way back to the kitchen table, I slumped into a chair, feeling dizzy.


“You okay?” Joe asked.


I waved my hand to dismiss his concern, attributing the sensation to lack of sleep rather than a possible concussion. “I'll be okay as soon as I get a little sleep.” I closed my eyes and rubbed my gritty eyelids. “By the way, what did you hit me with? It really packed a wallop.”


He grimaced. “It was one of those old wooden croquet mallets from the wall by the door. Er, sorry about that Gus. You sure took me by surprise.”


At fifty-nine, his curly salt and pepper hair covered his entire head, having receded only slightly at the temples.


“Want some coffee?” I asked.


He raised a meaty hand to his chin and rubbed the sandpaper stubble that had emerged on his face over the past day. “Sure. Why not?”


I started a small pot in Siegfried’s coffee maker.


“You should put some ice on that lump, Gus. It’ll take down the swelling.”


“I know.”


The coffee machine began to grumble. While it worked, I dumped half an ice cube tray into a clean dishtowel, wet it, and pressed it gingerly to the lump on the back of my head. Leaning against the kitchen counter, I pulled down a mug from the cabinet, and then waited for the coffee to drip into the pot.


“You take it black, right?”


“Right.”


“Doesn't your wife mind you pulling these all-nighters, Joe?” I moved the ice pack over my throbbing bump.


“She used to,” he said softly.


I glanced sideways at him, sorry I'd asked.


He shifted in his seat. “I lost Jeanne ten years ago,” he said, “in a car accident. It was a drunk driver.”


“I'm sorry, Joe. I shouldn't have—”


“It's okay. I should be used to it, and I know—I know you're in the same boat.”


“It'll be five years in August.”


His eyes shifted down and we sat silent for a while. The coffee brewed noisily on the countertop and dribbled into the pot. Finally, I pulled out the carafe and filled the mug to the brim.


I placed the mug in front of him. “Joe?”


“Yeah?” He looked at me with a sad, haunted expression, sipping his coffee.


“Does it ever get any better?”


He knew precisely what I meant and flashed an empathetic half-smile. After a few seconds, he answered. “In some ways, it gets a little easier. The pain lessens as the years pass. But it never goes away completely. That awful emptiness, the sadness—it's always there, lurking in the background, ready to jump up and grab you when you least expect it.”


I searched his eyes and recognized the expression in them. I nodded, unable to trust my voice.


 He cleared his throat. “Uh. I guess I oughtta be going.”


 I gave him another mug of coffee for Adam, locked the door behind him, and collapsed next to Max on the thick down comforter on Siegfried’s bed.





Chapter 58


 


I awoke at eight with a start, completely disoriented. Finally, I remembered I was in the carriage house apartment and sat up on the edge of the bed, still fully dressed. Another cop car was parked by the lilacs, and I suspected a new set of eyes and ears were posted somewhere on the property.


I was sick and tired of the game. Wanting my own room back, I clomped noisily down the stairs and marched into the barn. I poked my head into the puppies’ stall and noted they were slurping at a watered-down bowl of puppy chow. Glancing out the stall window, I saw Oscar drop four flakes of hay for Maggie and Diablo. I walked out of the barn in the cold drizzling rain and hailed him.


He looked at me in shock, recovered deftly, positioning the garden hose into the large outdoor water tank. He pulled up his raincoat hood and peered at me through what had quickly turned to a downpour. “Back already?”


I nodded. “Just me, Oscar. I parked out there.” I motioned to the woods.


He walked to the side of the barn and turned on the water spigot. Water gushed out of the hose and the level in the tank began to rise. He came toward me, his eyes full of concern. “Is everyone all right?”


“They’re all safe. But they still haven’t found Baxter.”


A patrolman in a black slicker walked around the corner of the barn to investigate the sound of our voices. He waved when he saw us, and then retreated.


The air felt cold and raw and a low mist swirled at the edge of the woods. We watched water spill over the edges of the tank. I turned off the spigot and followed Oscar to his car. Siegfried’s rooster Rascal perched on the fence post under the protective eaves of the barn. He ruffled his feathers and cocked his head when we passed him. The gummy red waddle at the base of his neck quivered slightly and his beady black eyes tracked us.


Oscar’s blue eyes twinkled. “That’s some mean bird you’ve got there, Gus. He and I had quite a tussle yesterday.” He ran his hands through his unruly white mane and smiled at me. “Being wiser, I naturally defeated him and was able to successfully cross the threshold of the territory he strove so valiantly to protect.”


I chuckled. “The hen house?”


He smiled primly. “The very same, my boy, the very same. Retrieved a nice basket of eggs in the process.”


He stopped beside the car and turned to me. His smiled disappeared. “You won’t be needing me to help with the chores then?”


“I’ve got it covered, Oscar. Thanks so much.”


He gripped my hand and stared into my eyes. “You be careful, now, son. Don’t do anything foolhardy.”


I assured him I wouldn’t, thanked him again, and stood watching as his car bumped down the rutted driveway.


The policeman met me halfway to the house. We agreed that Max and I would stay indoors for the morning and that he and his partner would patrol the outside. I whistled to Max and walked into the kitchen. After preparing a large bowl of kibbles and canned beef chunks for him, I cooked and ate a hearty plate of scrambled eggs, onions, and cheese. I downed two large glasses of grape juice, and finally felt full. Upstairs, I showered, changed, brushed my teeth, and put the dirty clothes in the laundry basket.  I checked with the family up at Loon Harbor, and went downstairs and scanned the yard from a window, finding nothing amiss.


Gingerly, I fingered the bump on the back of my head. It had risen to a lump of respectable size, but throbbed less than the night before. After downing a few liquid gel caps of extra strength Advil, I sat on the couch and fumed.


I pulled out the bench at the Mason and Hamlin and sat down at the piano, deciding that a good hour of practicing would be therapeutic. I needed to keep my wits about me, and elected to play my favorite Chopin etude. I worked the piece slowly at first. As my fingers limbered up, I increased the tempo until they flew furiously over the ivory keys. I pictured Elsbeth sitting beside me, nodding in approval.


“Nice job, Gus. But you’re too stiff. Give in to the music, honey. Just let yourself go.”


I relaxed my back and wrists and felt the connection between soul and fingertips strengthen as they danced over the keyboard. My mood soared ridiculously high. Resolve flooded my being. I’ll get through this. I’ll beat the bastard.


The piece ended with a crescendo that finished in three brilliant A-major chords.


“Double forté,” I said to no one.


A pang of loneliness hit me. I missed the family, and longed for the simple company of each person I’d left behind in Maine—except, I admitted to myself with a small smile, Harold.


Seconds after the last chord resonated in the air, the phone rang. I scraped back the bench and ran to grab the receiver on the third ring. “LeGarde here.”


“Gus? It’s Joe.” His voice sounded thick and stilted.


“Joe? Shouldn’t you be sleeping right about now?”


“Later, Gus. Any chance you could come over here? I thought maybe we could go through the plans to trap Baxter.”


“Sure I can. Are you sure you’re not too tired, my friend?”


He forced a laugh and answered. “I’ll be fine. I can sleep when we’ve caught him.”


I agreed to be there in half an hour. The hunt was on.





Chapter 59


 


The Hatfield barn loomed out of the thick fog. Joe’s dirt driveway was the next track on the left. The temperature had risen after the cold rain drizzled throughout the morning, and a heavy gray cloud blanketed the hill. I slowed down, peering into the woods for the landmarks Joe had described to me weeks ago when we chatted about his property. Max whimpered softly and tried to lick my hand when I pulled the Jeep into the driveway.


Exactly as Joe had described, a battered blue mailbox stood crookedly at the entrance, flanked by a twenty-foot pine tree stripped of its lower branches. Over twenty sets of antlers were nailed to the bare tree trunk. Joe inherited the questionable landmark when he’d purchased the property three years ago.


I downshifted to first gear and guided the Jeep up the rutted road.


A rusted yellow house trailer appeared out of the gloom. Two or three abandoned vehicles sat on flat tires, parked sloppily on the far side of the property. I imagined Joe had inherited these as well. In surprising contrast, a cherry red Dodge Sport Silverado was parked under a cluster of spruce trees in the small backyard. Surprised, I tried to envision Joe behind the wheel of the truck and smiled. I hadn’t pictured him driving anything except his police cruiser, which sat by the front door with the trunk lid popped open.


Strange.


Maybe he brought in groceries and forgot to shut it?


I pulled up next to the cruiser and opened my door. Max tried to climb over me to escape, but I caught his collar. “Stay, Max. Be a good dog. I won’t be long.”


He lay down on the seat, resting his head on his paws. I leaned over and lowered his window about six inches. The moist fog poured eagerly into the car.


I shivered and turned to Max. “Be back soon.”


He thumped his tail on the seat. I ruffled his ears, closed the door carefully, and walked up to the trailer.


The door opened and light spilled into the eerie gray morning.


“You in there, Joe?”


A muffled sound came from within.


I climbed the stairs and peered inside. “Joe?”


Baxter’s huge body filled the door. He stared with his bloodshot gray eyes. Dressed in a police uniform, he had shaved his red beard, revealing a weak chin and pudgy cheeks. His breath reeked of beer.


With a wicked smile, he waved me inside, brandishing a revolver.


I hesitated.


“Move!” he shouted.


He grabbed my wrist, dragged me indoors, and shoved me toward the kitchen sink, pressing the revolver against my temple. “Hesitate again and your friend dies,” he growled.


Joe sat on the seedy plaid couch. Duct tape immobilized his ankles, arms, and wrists. His head hung to the side, bloodied and bruised. The left side of his mouth was badly swollen, accounting for the thick sound of his voice on the phone.


“I’m sorry,” he mouthed.


Baxter mimicked him. “I’m sorry I’m such a hick cop screw-up,” he taunted, lowering the gun from my head. He barked a laugh. “Dick head.”


I didn’t know if he was talking to Joe or me. “How did you—”


“How did I know where he lived?” He took a long swig from a bottle of Bud. “These guys are such amateurs.” He burped and sneered at me. “It was simple. Once I reached your property, I realized you’d run away to hide. There were no cars in the yard, for Crikey’s sake. It had to be a setup. I watched for a while, figured out the routine, and then I took a ride in the trunk of his ancient police car at the end of his shift. Simple lock. Not even a challenge.”


Baxter leered in my face and shoved me, knocking my head against the sharp edge of a kitchen cabinet door. The room swam.


He grabbed my arm and pushed me into a sagging armchair. “So now it’s your turn.” His face darkened. “This sonofabitch wouldn’t tell me squat after a nighttime of fun and games. Refused to call you, until I told him what I’d do to your entire family if he didn’t get you over here.”


He sat on the edge of the couch with the gun loosely held in his hand, and leaned over and cuffed the side of Joe’s head. Joe's mouth tightened. His eyes closed in pain. The gash on his temple opened, causing fresh blood to rise to the surface and drip down his face.


“What do you want, Baxter?” I knew the answer, but hoped to divert him from Joe.


“What do I want?” He stood, staggered to the refrigerator, and pulled out another bottle of beer, cracking it open on the edge of the countertop. After downing half the bottle, he belched and leaned close to me, his face inches from mine. “I want what’s mine, LeGarde. I want my kid, and I want a little revenge—if that’s not too distasteful a concept for you to swallow.” His voice rose in pitch and volume. His red hair no longer stuck out in a messy bush around his face, but was closely cropped against his skull, effecting a very distinct change in his appearance. His small gray eyes bulged wildly.


He exhaled putrid, beer-drenched breath in my face. I tried not to breathe it in.


“I want Sadie, LeGarde. And you’re gonna tell me where she is, or your friend here is done for.”


Joe shook his head, staring at me with determination. His eyes said, “No!”


“She’s days away from here, Baxter. Well-protected and living with a family none of us know.” I hoped he’d believe the lie.


Baxter approached me, swigging down more beer. “You expect me to believe that crapola?”


I counted three empty bottles on the counter and a fourth in his hand.


His voice had begun to thicken, and he wobbled when he stood up.


I sat still, watching him get drunk.


He pushed the gun against my chest. Suddenly, as if in afterthought, he brought the gun up to his face, squinted down the short barrel, and flipped open the chamber to check the bullets. Smiling wickedly, he walked back to Joe and slammed the butt of the gun against his temple, knocking him over sideways on the couch. Joe’s eyes fluttered into his head, and he promptly passed out.


“You forget I’m a cop.” He jammed the gun in my chest. “I know she’s still in this county, waiting to be taken away by that freakin’ aunt.”


I looked at him in surprise. “How did you—”


He shoved the gun under my chin, knocking my head against the chair. “I ask the questions, LeGarde. You answer them.” He stumbled and lurched toward the mantle, peering at an old black and white photograph of a uniformed police officer. “I have contacts, you know, throughout the netherworld.” He said the words dramatically, flapping his hands like a goblin. “There are lots of people who owe me big from my days on the force. Lots of people who would hide me, tap into the system, and find out what’s going on in this damned cow town.”


I sat up, flattening my hands against the seat, readying myself for the attack.


He drained the last of the bottle, wiped the froth from his chin, and turned to me. “Okay. No more time for games. Tell me exactly where she is, or I’ll just blow a hole in your friend’s head. After that, I’ll start on you, one limb at a time. And if you don’t come through, my dear LeGarde, I’ll go after your family until I find Sadie.” He grabbed my chin, yanked it toward his face, and pushed it away. “Understand?”


Adrenaline coursed through my veins. I slid to the edge of the seat, ready to jump up. He walked to Joe’s inert figure and jammed the barrel of the gun against the back of his head.


My pulse quickened. “Baxter.”


He turned his big head in my direction.


I held up a hand. “Back off from him, and I’ll tell you.”


He spat out an evil chuckle, swiveling to face me. Tottering a little when he turned, he steadied himself with one hand on the wall.


I bunched into a tight ball and rammed my shoulder into his bulging stomach with all I had. He wasn’t expecting the attack and the gunshot went wild, lodging itself into a prefab wall above the kitchen sink.


The explosion was deafening in the small trailer. Max barked nervously from the Jeep. Under normal circumstances, I might not have had the advantage, but Baxter’s reflexes were slowed due to the beer, and he toppled heavily onto the orange shag rug, knocking hard against the glass-topped coffee table.


I jumped up and ran to the door, hoping to draw him away from Joe. I yanked open the trailer door and tumbled down the front steps. The Budweiser beer jingle ran crazily through my head.


This Bud's for you.


Max barked furiously, his whole head pushed through the car window.


“LeGarde!” Baxter bellowed.


I scrambled toward the woods.


He jumped off the front stoop in one huge leap. I turned to see how close he was and felt a bullet whistle past my ear.


Move! I pumped my legs as fast as I could and headed into the woods above the trailer, crashing through the underbrush. The branches stung my face as I pushed wildly through them. I heard Baxter behind me, breathing heavily. The cloying fog swirled around and distorted my sense of direction. I slipped on a patch of wet leaves and almost went down, but caught hold of a tree trunk at the last moment and kept running through the mist-shrouded forest. 


“LeGarde!” Baxter screamed again. “Hold still. I wanna get off a few good rounds.”


Another bullet sang past me, this time embedding itself in a pine tree inches from my head.


Damn, he’s a good shot. I was panting loudly and the muscles in my legs started to burn. I broke through into a clearing. The fog was blinding, its cold tentacles reaching down the sweaty back of my collar and up my jacket sleeves until I shivered in spite of my exertion. I hesitated for a split second, and then decided to head downhill through the open field. If I headed down, there was a slight chance that I might run into someone who lived along the road. I picked up speed in the open, lengthening my lead slightly.


I could hear Baxter behind me, thundering along the grassy hummocks, cursing. The visibility was about fifteen feet. My lead was no more than ten. He fired another shot, and I felt a scalding pain rip along my right biceps. 


It’s nothing. Move!


I pumped my legs furiously, then zigged and zagged left and right, knowing this was the clearest view of my back he’d had since we burst out of the woods. I reached the edge of the field within seconds. A low, wet area bordered the grass just before the woods began. Muddy, water-filled tractor tracks along the edge of the clearing. I leapt over the four-foot obstacle, almost lost my footing when I landed, but stayed upright and kept running toward the cover of trees.


I heard Baxter go down seconds later, and with a wet smacking sound he landed in the muddy mess. His howl was feral. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up straight, but I resisted the temptation to look back, and kept racing into the fog.


My hands bled from the cuts I’d sustained pulling myself through dense branches. Each breath rasped from my lips and my lungs ached. The injured arm throbbed.


I can’t keep up this pace much longer.


The fog was impenetrable. I lost my sense of direction, particularly without Baxter’s thundering feet behind me. I decided to use the fog to my advantage and ducked behind a three-foot-wide tree trunk. I burrowed next to the base of the tree, under a thicket of wild black raspberry bushes. The thorns raked my face and hands. I crouched on the wet ground, trying to still my loud breathing.


“LeGarde! Give up! You can’t escape. I’ll find you. It’s over, LeGarde. Give yourself up.”


Baxter sounded like he was trying to talk down a criminal surrounded by the police.


My heartbeat hammered in my ears. His voice grew louder. He was getting close, too close. Just as I was about to decide if I should run again, I saw him. Lunging up, I tackled him around the waist and knocked both of us into the brush.


We tussled and the gun went off several times before he wrapped me in a bear hug and crushed my windpipe.


His attention broke momentarily as a family of raccoons scurried noisily across our path. I twisted violently to the left and shrugged out of my jacket, breaking free and racing back into the woods.


The terrain grew steeper; I skidded down the muddy slope. The ground leveled out and my feet hit tarmac. The road!  I looked frantically up and down the street. The billowing fog rolled noiselessly past me. I could see nothing. No cars passed, and no lights shone out of the gray cloud.


Another shot zinged past my head.


I heard Max barking hysterically nearby. Joe's house can’t be too far from here. Had I been going in circles?


His bark echoed up and down the street, but I couldn’t tell which way to turn. If only I could make it back to the Jeep, but there was no time to decide. Baxter was right behind me. I plunged across the road and back into the woods.


The hill turned steep, getting tougher to travel without falling. I ducked under a huge tree trunk blocking my way. As I skidded farther down the slope, the fog thickened. Visibility had shrunk to two or three feet. I was panting loudly again, the perfect prey for a cop trained to follow noisy escapees. Another shot rang from a tree branch beside me.


Keep going downhill.


I tried to quiet my breathing, sliding farther down the side of the valley with Baxter close on my trail.


I slammed into something metallic. It was the post for a waist-high chain link fence. Without hesitating, I grabbed the post and swung my legs over the fence.


The ground disappeared.


I grasped at the fence post, dangling over a sheer precipice. A hundred feet below roared the springtime torrent of the Genesee River. I stuck one hand through the links on the chain mesh and wrapped the other around the post. The sharp edges of the thick wires dug into the skin on the back of my hand. I tried to maneuver my way back over the top, hooking one foot over the top rail. I was about to pull myself up when I heard him.


He stood three feet away, breathing heavily and glaring at me through his bushy red eyebrows. He pointed the gun toward me.


I froze.


Suddenly, he laughed a short, nasty bark. His upper lip curled. “Well, well, well. Lookit you.”


His face darkened again and he aimed at my forehead. “Guess I’ll have to go after your daughter, after all.”


“Baxter, no! I’ll take you to Sadie.”


He scratched the side of his head and turned his flat gray eyes on me. They hardened as if sealing my fate. “I’ve had it with you. You’re too much damned trouble.”


His finger twitched on the trigger, seconds from sending the bullet into my brain.


Out of the dark mist, a gray figure launched at Baxter. A deep snarl came from his body and Max knocked Baxter off balance. The shot grazed the metal post to which I clung. Baxter went down hard, his head thudding against a boulder. 


I clambered over the fence onto safe ground. One shivery sigh escaped my lips.


Max was all over me, licking blood from my face and hands, his tail whipping vigorously back and forth.


I sat propped up against the fence with my dog on my lap. “Good dog. Good boy.”


I couldn’t believe he’d pushed through the opening in the car window and had followed our trail through the woods; calling him a good dog was the understatement of the year. I wrapped my arm around his stout neck and held him to me, feeling his heartbeat against my hand.


Baxter lay still beside the fence, his head in a pool of blood. His eyes were open, staring toward the sky. I walked cautiously toward him and picked up the gun. Leaning over, I laid two fingers against his throat.


There was no pulse.


Max shoved his muzzle into my hand and looked at me with his clear blue eyes. I ruffled his ears once more, and we turned to climb the muddy hill.





Chapter 60


 


I froze in my boxer shorts sitting on Doc Mattson’s red plastic bench in the examining room. He’d graciously agreed to treat us at the office after I'd explained the circumstances. I'd found Joe awake on the couch when I'd returned to his trailer. After releasing him from the duct tape, we'd both decided to avoid the hospital and once again call upon the good graces of Doc. Officer Adam Knapp summoned the appropriate resources to find Baxter’s body on the edge of the gorge. Fortunately, the chain link fence proved to be a good landmark. It stretched for only forty feet over one particularly precarious section of the gorge.


Joe had been treated for bruises and cuts and was resting in the waiting room when I took my turn on the examining table. The normally packed office had been unusually quiet, which had facilitated our treatment at the hands of the benevolent doctor.


My arm ached and the blood had dried into a hard, messy crust over the gunshot wound. Dr. Mattson swabbed the spot with a disinfectant. I shivered involuntarily.


“Hold still now. Just a little pinch.”


I steeled my resolve and concentrated on holding still while he numbed the area with a local anesthetic.


Scratches covered my hands, ankles, and face. One particularly nasty cut on my cheek throbbed rhythmically. I’d twisted my ankle and it was starting to swell. I couldn’t shake the picture of Baxter lying face up, staring lifeless at the sky. I pictured his gray eyes turning to a cold gel.


“You really ought to go up to the hospital, Gus. You know that.”


He said the words mechanically as he worked. He knew I wouldn’t face another emergency room unless I was clearly dying. I mumbled a reply and jerked back as he started to dig into the wound.


“I know, Doc. You’re a Godsend. And you could go to jail for treating a gunshot wound, couldn’t you?”


“Who’s going to report me, our local police department?” He motioned toward the waiting room where Joe waited. “I hardly think so. And besides, there’s no bullet in here. How was I to know it was a gunshot?” His eyes sparkled. There was nothing he liked better than bucking the system.


I focused on a small ceramic container filled with old-fashioned glass thermometers. They stood against each other in a teepee in a pink antibacterial solution.


“Take a deep breath. I’m going to close this up now. Just lie back.”


The thin paper rustled beneath me when I shifted around on the table.


He picked up a sterilized needle. “Are you and Joe friends, then?”


I didn’t hesitate. Although our relationship had been mostly professional over the last few years, we’d recently grown closer, particularly after the conversation we shared in Siegfried’s apartment. “We are.”


He pulled a few stitches through the edges of the small, ugly hole. I tried not to grimace each time he made another swipe at the area.


“He’s a good man, Gus. No stranger to hardship, that one.”


After applying a cotton pad and tape over the wound, he examined and disinfected the scratches and bruises.


“He told me about losing his wife ten years ago. Did you know her?” I asked.


“No, but I met Joe when I was doing some volunteer work up in the city. He was still in the Rochester P.D. Right about the time he lost Jeanne.”


He began to probe my swelling ankle. “I think it’s just a strain. Take it easy, try to rest it. If the swelling doesn’t come down in a couple of days, come back in and we’ll order an X-ray. Sit up now while I check out the rest of you.”


He touched the bump on the back of my head. “Pretty big contusion you’ve got here, Gus. It must’ve been a hell of a trauma to the skull. Any blurred vision or other symptoms?”


I shook my head, wincing when he pressed around the area. My eyes watered in response to the pain. “No, that one happened last night when I surprised Joe at the house. He thought I was in Maine and was lying in wait for Baxter.”


“Hmm. I thought you said you were friends?” He chuckled and then turned down the lights, beginning the neurological exam. “Follow the light with your eyes, please.”


I endured the routine of follow-the-lights, shrug-your-shoulders, and touch-your-finger-to-your-nose until he was satisfied I hadn’t sustained any serious damage.


When done, he washed his hands and threw all the soiled pads into the waste container. I pulled on my jeans, eased into my shirt, and picked up the mud-smeared jacket I’d miraculously recovered from the woods on the way back to Joe’s trailer.


He walked me out to the waiting room. “When will you head back to Maine?” he asked.


“Tomorrow morning. I’ll rest up today, and then pick up the entire gang tomorrow.”


 “Good. Rest that foot. Lucky that it was your left, or you wouldn’t be driving to Maine for a few more days.”


I didn’t tell him the Jeep was a standard.


Doc called to Joe, who sat in the chair reading a battered copy of People magazine.


Joe turned to us. “Yeah, Doc?” The left side of his face was swollen and had begun to turn a pale purple. It looked awful.


“Don’t forget to sterilize that cut again tonight.”


He winced when he got up. “Sure. I won’t forget.”


“Think you’ll be up for tomorrow night’s meeting?” Doc asked.


Joe nodded, looking exhausted. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


I looked at both of them, wondering what meeting they were talking about. Neither offered an explanation, so I tossed the question into the back of my tired brain and let it go.


Thanking him again, we walked back out to the Jeep. Max lay sleeping on the front seat, all of his energy expelled in the crazed chase through the woods. Joe and I were quiet on the drive back to his trailer. The police entourage that had been scouring the woods for the last few hours had retreated, but Adam Knapp’s cruiser was still parked near the trailer.


“Got everything you need?” I asked.


He grabbed the paper bag of bandages and cotton pads Doc had given him. “Guess this’ll do me,” he said. “This and a nice big steak. Adam offered to grill some sirloin tonight, so I’ll be in good hands. Care to join us?”


I was tempted to accept, but didn’t. “No thanks. I’ve got to feed the animals and call the family. They’ll be worried.”


“Okay. It’s your call. Good luck on the long trip tomorrow, Gus. Thank God it’s over, huh?”


I reached for Joe’s hand, pressing his fingers. “Yeah. Maybe life will go back to normal now. Thanks for all your help. You and Adam were remarkable.”


He got out slowly and turned back to me for a moment. “Just part of the job, my friend. Just part of the job.”





Chapter 61


 


After feeding the horses, barn cats, my hero Max, and the rest of the brood, I called Camille’s cell.


She answered on the first ring. “Hello?”


“It’s me.” I tried to find a comfortable spot for my injured arm, but it wasn’t easy.


“Gus!” Her voice trembled. “You’re okay?”


“Yup. It’s over. It’s finally over.”


“Did they catch him?” She sounded genuinely surprised, but relieved at the same time.


“Sort of. He’s dead.” The words felt strange on my lips.


“Dead?” I could hear her breathing. A few short sobs followed. “What happened?”


“He tried to outsmart the cops and surprised Joe at his trailer. I walked right into his trap.”


Her voice tightened up again. “What trap?”


I explained what had happened in short hand, leaving out the gunshot wound and the fact that I’d nearly gone over into the gorge. She sat silently on the other end of the phone, absorbing it all.


“Camille? Are you all right? I’m coming to get you tomorrow. Can you sit tight?”


She started to softly cry. “Promise? I really need to see you.” She blew her nose and collected herself, explaining that she hadn’t slept at all since I’d left. She’d been out of her mind with worry.


“I promise, honey. I’ll be in Maine tomorrow by suppertime. Is everyone else okay? Are the kids having fun?”


She laughed with a sweet, melodic tone, causing my heart to swell with joy.


“They’ve been having a ball. It’s really lovely up here.”


“Tomorrow then?” I said.


“Okay, Gus. Tomorrow.”


She paused and then whispered, “I’m afraid I really love you, Gus LeGarde. I’ve got it bad.”


A prickle of moisture crept into the corners of my eyes and my breath caught in my throat. “I love you, too, Camille. It’s for keeps.”


We hung up at the same time, and a honey-sweet essence lingered in the air.





Chapter 62


 


After the phone call, I took out a container of homemade clam chowder from the freezer. While it defrosted in the microwave, I made a small batch of chicken salad to go with it. I sat at the farm table in the kitchen and ate my fill as my heroic friend enjoyed a bowl of leftover turkey soup mixed in with his kibbles. He emptied his entire bowl of fresh water and I downed two tall glasses of orange-tangerine juice, finally feeling sated.


I realized how close to death I’d come hanging over the edge of the gorge on that fence. Looking down at my savior, I reached down once more to scratch behind his ears and offered him the crusts from my sandwich. He ate one of them, and then picked up the other, trotting across the red brick linoleum toward the great room.


I followed him upstairs to the bedroom and watched him jump on the bed and bury the crust beneath the comforter, shoving against the fabric with his nose until it had bunched up over his prize. Satisfied he’d done a good job, he wandered into the office. I followed and watched him circle around and around until he found a comfortable position and finally settled down to nap on the braided rug beneath the computer table.


I decided to check my email. While waiting for the computer to boot up, I thought about my old brown Volvo. The Allstate agent had checked out the car, pronounced it totaled, and offered to settle up with a diminutive cash payoff. I was tempted to get the relic restored, but still needed to call Sam and find out how much cash it would actually take to bring the beast back to life. Perhaps it was time to move on, I thought. I answered a few notes from fellow professors and deleted all the junk mail.


The phone rang as soon as I disconnected from the network.


“LeGarde residence,” I said automatically. I looked at the clock on the wall. It was five-thirty.


“Gus? It’s Joe.” His voice sounded heavier than it had when I’d left him a short while ago.


“What’s up, Joe? Everything okay?” He didn’t answer right away. A flicker of trepidation passed through me.


“We’ve had a development, Gus. A big break in the Perkins case.”


“No kidding?”


“I just got off the phone with Frank Muscarella up in the Rochester P.D. They’ve had a confession.”


“A murder confession?” I asked.


He paused again, and then plunged on to deliver the news. “Yeah. Remember when your son-in-law and Linda Perkins both said they were having an affair? Said Bob surprised them in a delicate, uh, situation and left in a rage?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, she's been in the station. Crying her eyes out. Hopping mad that Harold broke it off with her, I guess. She finally confessed the whole thing, and apparently wanted to be sure Harold would be sent to jail. She hoped to get immunity for coming clean.”


My heart skipped a beat. “What’d she say?”


“She said Bob and Harold argued fiercely that night, first about the romantic betrayal, and then about the financial mess for which Harold was responsible. Guess he really put the firm at risk, and Bob was furious. A fistfight followed. She tried to intervene, but couldn’t separate them.


“Harold became enraged, grabbed a lamp, and smashed the base against Bob’s skull. That’s what killed him. They dragged him out of the house, drove him down to the woods behind your house, and used a sled from your barn to drag the body way out. It was Harold’s idea to sneak into Siegfried’s apartment and steal his watch while Siegfried was in the house watching the movie with your daughter and grandson. Apparently Bob told them Siegfried had picked him up at the airport. They planted the watch beneath the body, and then covered him up with snow and leaves. Harold thought Siegfried would be the perfect stooge to pin the murder on.”


I sat still for a moment, digesting the news. Harold had killed Bob Perkins, and the bastard had tried to frame Siegfried? My blood started to boil.


“There’s more, Gus. A lot more. Once Linda got going, apparently she couldn’t stop talking. Harold has quite a history. He was tried and convicted as a youth for murder in the first degree.”


“What?” I could hardly get the word out.


“Harold was convicted of murdering his parents when he was ten years old. Premeditated, calculated murder. Shot them both with a hunting rifle in their kitchen. Got put away for five years, was supposedly rehabilitated, and was then released to a nice foster family who raised him up to be what they all thought was a solid citizen. They encouraged him to go to law school, where he thrived. Problem is the investigators uncovered another two unsolved murders that occurred at his college while he was there. Students. Students who lived in his dorm. Guess he bragged to Linda about how he did it.”


Cold swirled in the pit of my stomach as I pictured Harold sleeping in the same bed with my daughter in the cabin in Maine. The anger bubbled up and threatened to spill over. I thought back to the loans I’d made him, the meals he’d eaten with our family, the extensions in patience I’d given him in the name of forgiveness.


“You okay, Gus?” he asked.


I shook off the rage and answered him. “Hell, no. He’s up there with them as we speak. What if he gets word that she confessed? Or loses his temper?”


My voice trailed off. I tried to squash the mental picture of Harold going berserk and turning on my family.


“There’s one more thing, Gus. This is the hardest part of all.”


“Go ahead.”


“We have to check it out, but Harold bragged to Linda that he convinced Elsbeth to jump off the cliffs at Letchworth. Told her she was dragging down the family, wasting Freddie’s inheritance on medicines that only prolonged the inevitable. Told her she was hurting the family by staying alive, and since she was going to die anyway, convinced her to jump—” He paused to take a breath, and then added, “I’m so sorry, Gus. Apparently he boasted to Linda that he was there when she jumped, and she got the impression that he might’ve pushed her at the last minute when she was starting to chicken out.”


I was stunned. Numb. I couldn’t absorb what he had said.


“Apparently there are financial implications here, too. Wasn’t he the executor of her estate?”


I nodded bleakly into the phone. “Um—yes. He offered to take care of the arrangements since the rest of the family was so devastated by her death. He’d been doing our taxes for the last few years, managing our investments. Elsbeth had trusted him with her inheritance money.”


“Linda claims he drained the funds and invested it for himself. The returns he realized were huge, and he promised to take Linda away to the Islands to live together once the inquiries died down around Bob’s death. He’d already purchased a small house somewhere in the Caribbean, I guess. She just couldn't hold it in anymore, thank God.”


My heart thudded to my feet. I remembered Harold railing on about the high cost of the medical bills, how it had taken all of Elsbeth’s money to handle the expenses. I’d been so shaken with her illness, I’d let him handle the financial end, surprised that her insurance covered so little, but grateful to have one less problem to deal with.


Joe paused, cleared his throat. “We’re going to get him tomorrow, Gus. Adam and I are flying out in the morning and we’d like to invite you along. Thought your family would need you, especially your daughter.”


I agreed to join them at the airport at 5:00 A.M. and hung up, feeling simultaneously numb and outraged.





Chapter 63


 


The Boeing 737 backed away from the terminal at exactly six thirty-five.


Joe sat by my side in the aisle seat. His hands clenched and unclenched in his lap, and a bead of sweat had formed on his brow, in spite of the comfortable temperature inside the plane.


“More air?” I asked.


He nodded. I reached up and twisted open his air vent, directing it toward his face. “Flown much, Joe?” 


“Nope. Not in all my fifty-nine years.” His eyes stared straight ahead, avoiding all contact with the window.


“It’s not bad, when you get used to it. I actually enjoy it. You know, the beautiful views, the clouds. You can see the Genesee River when we head east.”


He looked up with a hint of interest. “Really?”


The plane started to taxi down the runway. Pulling my seatbelt tight across my lap, I leaned back in my seat, ready to enjoy the magnificent thrust of power as the plane took flight. Joe followed suit, trying to smile, and dug his fingers into the fabric armrests.


The windows shook, the engines rumbled, and the plane rolled faster until it finally lifted into the air.


“We’re up,” I grinned. The plane banked in a steep turn. “Look, there’s Frontier Field.”


His fingers released a little pressure on the seat arms when he leaned over to peer out the window.


We sat in silence, watching Rochester swiftly pass below us. The Genesee River glistened below, a silver snake winding between twin ridges of the valley. In minutes, the flat gray surface of Lake Ontario also vanished and the plane ascended into fields of white cotton.


I stretched my legs as far as they would go and sighed. I couldn’t get Linda’s confession out of my head.


Joe turned to me, a questioning look on his face.


I sighed again.


“What?” he asked.


I half turned to him. “I don’t get it.”


The flight attendants began to rattle pots in the adjoining kitchen area as the plane leveled out. The smell of coffee drifted through the air.


“Don't get what?”


“I don’t understand why Harold divulged such damning information to Linda. Why would he take such a chance? He'd been so secretive about his past, even with Freddie. So why now? Why her? And why did he break up with her, especially if he had this Caribbean house all set up as his love nest?”


Joe studied his fingernails for a few seconds before he answered. “I don't know—but some people have an overwhelming need to confess. If not to a priest, at least to a sympathetic ear. She's an attractive woman, maybe a good listener. And remember, he had a lot over her. If she said anything about him, he could return the favor and tell them about Bob’s murder. He probably felt he was safe. And it’s possible she reacted in a way that made him want to…brag a little.”


I thought about Linda Perkins, watching the sun dance across the tops of the clouds with a rosy glow. She and Bob had been invited to our house for dinner several times in the past. She'd been quiet and pleasant, but clearly felt subservient to her husband. I shook my head, surprised once again by man's propensity for foolishness. If she'd fallen out of love with him, she could've just told him. Why sneak around with Harold, destroying the lives of both families and inadvertently sealing the fate of her husband? I speculated that in both cases it might have involved money, and then imagined Harold had probably influenced her from the beginning.


Joe accepted tomato juice with ice from the flight attendant. I asked for ice water, was told there was none, and settled for a bottle of apple juice.


Joe seemed to relax a little more. “As for why he broke up with her—well, there could be many reasons. Guess he told her it was because Freddie was expecting again. But my guess is that since Siegfried was cleared of all charges, he felt that hanging out with her would draw too much attention to the relationship, could cause folks to pause and think again about what might have happened that night.”


“Or maybe he had another girl on the hook,” I said bitterly.


“Yeah. Maybe. Pretty bad track record there, huh?”


I nodded and downed the bottle of juice.


“Speaking of confessions, Gus, I have something I'd like to tell you.”


I put down the bottle and turned to him. “What?”


“Remember when I told you about Jeanne and the drunk driver that killed her?”


He had my full attention.


Joe took a deep breath, placed his hands on the armrests, and opened his soul to me. “It was me. I was driving. I killed her.” His voice trembled when he spoke.


I sat still beside him, careful not to show my surprise. He closed his eyes and went on. “It was New Year's Eve. We'd been to a party. I drank too much, as was my habit in those days. Jeanne offered to drive, but my macho-drunk persona refused. We hit a patch of ice, and my reflexes were too damned slow. It all happened so fast. We went over the bank and into the river. I pulled her out of the car after we'd gone under, but it was too late.”


I sat still, unsure how to comfort him. “I’m so sorry, my friend. But maybe you shouldn’t blame yourself. That patch of ice could’ve done it, no matter how quick your reflexes.”


He finished the last of his tomato juice, swirling the ice cubes in the plastic cup. “I suppose, but I blame myself completely. I was going too damned fast.”


His face tightened and a look of self-disgust flashed in his eyes. His hand clenched and unclenched around the cup.


“Man. That has to be rough.”


He lowered his voice a notch. “I've been going to AA for the last ten years, and I've met folks who have it a lot worse than I do. That's where I met Doc Mattson. He runs the meeting down in Conaroga every Tuesday night at seven. It helps to put perspective back in your life. I've even been sponsoring other folks, you know, taking them under my wing, helping them along.”


The flight attendant walked by with the trash. She took my empty bottle of juice and Joe's cup.


The conversation ended abruptly when Adam Knapp unbuckled his seatbelt and walked back toward us after the attendants returned to the kitchenette. He unfolded a map of Maine and spread it onto Joe's tray table. We went over the details of the Belgrade Lakes.


I explained what I knew of the terrain, tracing the routes with a pen. “We’ll come in here, just off of Route 11.” I pointed to the dirt road that led to the camp. “It’s the only road that comes into this area, but there are hiking trails throughout the woods. Of course, there is lake access.”


Joe and Adam studied the map and asked me about the floor plan of the cabin where we expected to find Harold. Joe picked up the air phone and called ahead to the Oakland Police Department, arranging for an unmarked vehicle to pick us up at the Portland Airport. Joe had the arrest warrant ready. He told me the judge had signed it at eight last night.


The plane bounced a few times, eliciting nervous laughter from the teenagers in front of us. In seconds, the seatbelt sign lit up.


Adam folded up the map and walked back to his seat when a flight attendant gestured toward him with an I’m-serious-don’t-mess-with-me look on her face.


“Sir? You need to get back in your seat.”


“Yes ma’am. On my way.”


The pilot’s lazy drawl came through the intercom. “Folks, we’re coming into a bit of turbulence. It might get a little bumpy, so please stay seated and buckled up. We’re running a few minutes ahead of schedule, thanks to a nice tail wind. Should touch down at Logan around seven thirty-five.”


 The plane shuddered and dove sideways. Rain pelted the windows, smearing the oily dust in translucent sheets.


Joe tensed and gripped his armrests. “Holy crap. Is this normal?”


“It’s okay, buddy. This is pretty common in storms. We’ll be out of it soon.”


“I think I’m gonna be sick.”


I handed him the barf bag and tried to distract him with conversation, and as I promised, the ride smoothed out after a while. Thankfully, his stomach stayed put.


“There’s a loud noise coming. But don’t worry, it’s just the landing gear.”


Like clockwork, two successive whines and clunks followed.


Joe tried to smile through a gray pallor. “Thanks for the warning.”


Logan was mobbed. The Oakland Police Department had arranged for a small private plane to fly us to Portland. It was ready and waiting when we arrived. In the pouring rain, Joe, Adam, and I climbed the metal stairs to the small craft. There were six rows with two seats on one side of the aisle and one seat on the other. When the pilot placed us strategically to balance the load, we all exchanged glances, but he flew us to Portland without mishap.





Chapter 64


 


I guided our borrowed sedan over the rough dirt road leading to camp. Joe drummed his fingers impatiently on the dash, and Adam checked and rechecked his firearm in the backseat. The rain had stopped and the brilliant sun shone through the leaves and pine needles. Moisture dripped from the branches that hung heavy with rain, swaying in dazzling shafts of sunlight. 


A giant horned owl flew in front of us and landed on the branch of a balsam tree. His head swiveled from side to side, surveying his territory and challenging the offensive metallic intruder on wheels. We crept slowly past him, bouncing up and down over each deep rut.


Finally, we approached the entrance. A huge granite boulder marked the dirt track that led to the main office. The sign swayed lightly in the breeze. It boasted a hand-painted image of a pair of loons on the lake.


Loon Harbor Housekeeping Cottages and Resort - Vacancy.


Joe motioned for me to stop before I reached the turnoff. I pulled off the road. Both men got out and melted into the woods. I continued to the camp entrance, just like I would have if we weren’t intending to arrest Harold for murder in the first degree.


I parked at the top of the hill beside a long one-story structure that housed the office, dining room, and Sid’s extensive kitchen. Freshly painted white clapboards covered the side of the building. The trim shutters were painted barn red.


I sat in the car to allow Joe and Adam time to locate the red cabin and get into position, staring wistfully at the solid log house with the inviting porch to my right. I fondly recalled sitting in the cabin with Elsbeth and Siegfried as children. We would sprawl on the scratchy wool rug at my grandparents’ feet and play Tiddlywinks for hours. After a long day of swimming, we’d entertain ourselves while my grandparents enjoyed Maine lobsters and shared a bottle of Narragansett beer. 


A collection of small cabins was sprinkled through the woods. Neatly tucked beneath the giant pines, they sat on the sloping hill that led to the lakeshore. Massive pine trees stood beside the cabins and along the root-strewn pathways. Most of them were over two feet in diameter, having graced the shores for at least a hundred years. They filled the area with a clean, sweet scent and provided shade on sizzling summer days. The most exclusive cabins were situated along the waterfront, near one of the five docks that ran six hundred feet along the shores of Great Pond. 


All was quiet. I imagined Sid was probably fishing for bass, or possibly performing one of the many camp-opening rituals for the early season.


A long rope swing twisted in the breeze, its wooden seat polished from many a gleeful childhood ride. The swing hung from a colossal pine, centered between the dirt parking areas that stretched between what used to be my grandparents’ cabin and the office.


I remembered the thrill when my grandfather hung the swing—just for me. I would soar high in the air, my feet almost touching the treetops. Then I’d jump from the swing when the rope stretched tautly forward and would land lightly on my bare feet. Next came a race down the sandy path toward the shimmering water, and a plunge off the end of the dock into the cool lake. That exhilarating feeling embodied the quintessential joyful shout of childhood.


I got out of the car, walked around to the back, and opened the trunk.


I heard Joe’s voice in my head. Act natural. We don’t want to spook him.


I briefly wondered what I had thrown into my suitcase during the hazy, raging, pre-flight state of mind. I lifted the bag out of the car, slammed the trunk closed, and started down the hill.





Chapter 65


 


I started up the porch steps of the red cabin, my heart banging like a djembe drum beneath my ribs.


Joe’s badge flashed in the sun behind a large honeysuckle bush.


The screen door squeaked when I opened it. I turned the worn brass knob on the door and entered. Everyone except Harold sat around the table. Harold lounged on the couch, reading a magazine with a frown on his face.


The hungry crowd attacked piles of pancakes and bacon. Camille crowded around the table with her mother, Freddie, Siegfried, Johnny, Sadie, Sid, and Mrs. Pierce. When they saw me in the doorway, the loud, happy chatter stopped.


“Gus!” Camille shrieked. “I wasn’t expecting you ‘til tonight.”


Freddie and Camille jumped up to embrace me and Johnny grabbed my knees.


He looked up at me, beaming. “I miss you, Opa.” He chattered without a pause. “I caught a wittle fishy. But we let him go.”


Siegfried reached for my hand. “Ja, it was a white perch, Professor. A good one.”


Mrs. Pierce offered me a plate, but I declined and watched them finish their meal. No way could I eat with the churning in my stomach.


Camille pulled me aside. “Honey, why didn’t you warn me? I look a mess.”


I hugged her again and whispered in her ear. “You look beautiful all the time.”


Her eyes softened and she kissed my lips. “You always know the right thing to say.”


I was afraid she’d pick up on my nerves, so I headed into the living room and let the whole family gather around, peppering me with questions about Baxter.


Harold sat sullenly on the couch, apparently uninterested.


I walked over to the west window and pulled the shade halfway.


In less than fifteen seconds, Joe Russell knocked.


Pretending surprise, I sauntered to the door and opened it.


Joe paused, looking straight at Harold. “Harold Delano. I have a warrant for your arrest for the murder of Robert W. Perkins.”


Harold scowled at Joe. “What is this, a joke?” He shifted sideways on the couch, reaching behind him.


Freddie looked at Harold, then at me. “Daddy?” she asked. Her voice trembled and her eyes grew wide.


Joe motioned Adam Knapp into the cabin. The younger officer held the cuffs in one hand, his gun in the other.


Adam took a step toward Harold.


Harold reached behind the couch and brought up a revolver.


I recognized it as his target practice piece. He must have feared such an event, to keep it at such close quarters.


Harold reached for Johnny.


Freddie grabbed her son from him, fire pouring from her eyes. “No!”


He stopped, twisted left, and seized Camille, viciously pushing the muzzle of the gun into her neck.


She looked at me with horror and my heart did flips. I started toward him, but his crazed eyes glared at me, and he ground the gun harder into her neck. “Stay back, LeGarde, or I’ll kill her. Drop your guns.” He motioned to Joe and Adam. “I’m serious, Russell. Don’t try any heroics.”


Harold held her arm tight and maneuvered past us with the revolver jammed into her throat.


Joe and Adam tossed their weapons onto the rug.


“Kick them over here. Now.”


He stooped to gather the weapons, stuck them in his jacket pockets, and shoved Camille out the door.


I followed slowly with my hands up, and Joe and Adam did the same. The Oakland and Belgrade Police forces parked at the top of the hill shouted through bullhorns.


“Drop your weapon. Release the woman and put your hands in the air.”


Harold started to panic. “Stay where you are! I’ll kill the bitch if you don’t stay back.” He looked around wildly, then dragged Camille down to the dock, shoving her into one of the two aluminum boats.


The motor started after two yanks on the cord. Pounding feet from the backup cops scurried down the hill. We sprinted toward the dock.


Harold sat in the stern, didn’t look back, and headed in the direction of Moosehead Island.





Chapter 66


 


I raced ahead of Joe and Adam. Harold swiveled around and fired. The shot went wild, the boat swerved, and Camille launched herself over the side into the water.


Furious, Harold turned the boat in tight circles and fired twice into the lake. “God damn it!” He fired again, but Camille’s head didn’t bob up.


When he saw me jump into the second boat, he stopped shooting and cranked the motor to full speed, accelerating away from shore. Camille finally resurfaced, unhurt, and stroked toward shore.


My boat was about to clear the dock when Joe jumped in, rocking it violently.


“Go!” he shouted.


I didn’t need the encouragement.


Camille had almost made it to shore. She waved us on with teeth chattering. “I’m okay. Catch the bastard.”


Joe brandished a gun he pulled from his boot. “C’mon, Gus. Move!”


I twisted the throttle to maximum. Harold had a good lead, but we closed the gap quickly. Joe moved to the bow, drew his weapon, and took a shot at Harold.


He missed.


Harold looked back in a frenzy and released two rounds in our direction. One bullet grazed the side of the boat at the helm; the other hit the water near the bow.


If I calculated right, he had one shot left.


Suddenly Harold changed direction. He turned the boat ninety degrees. Aiming carefully, he fired. The bullet whistled over our heads and missed us both by inches.


We carved a swathe through the water toward him. The fine mist from the spray moistened my skin, making me shiver.


Harold threw the gun over the side. Facing his craft at us now, he throttled to full speed.


So, he wants to play chicken.


I held my course, and planned to veer to the right at the last minute. Joe turned and flashed a look of encouragement, his eyes steely with resolution.


I must be crazy. I gripped the wet control bar of the Evinrude, holding our course.


Harold didn’t veer away.


I realized he must be either suicidal or insane. Of course, there was no doubt about the latter.


I cranked the control sharply to the left, veering the boat to the right. Shots were fired from both sides. I’d forgotten about the two guns Harold had thrust into his oversized pockets earlier.


The prow of his boat hit our stern with a sickening thud. Our craft rose in the air at a dizzying angle, tossing me against the port side. The oarlocks dug hard into my ribs. My hands scrabbled frantically along the wet seat; I tried to grab hold of something that wasn’t air.


Balanced in mid-air, the boat now lurched to the left, flipping in the air. I caught Joe’s troubled expression out of the corner of my eye when I went under.


Streams of lime-green bubbles rose before me. The water was crystal clear, but painfully cold. A bass floated by, his flat scales glistening green and magenta in the sunlight.


I was sinking fast. Desperately, I tried to kick my legs while holding my breath, but my right leg was being held by something. Someone? An unearthly hand pulled me toward the bottom of the lake.


I forced myself to focus and looked down. To my horror, the boat anchor and its rope were wrapped around my foot. Visibility dimmed as I sank lower. With my remaining strength, I lifted my foot in heavy slow motion and tried to untwist the rope.


It didn’t work.


I tried pushing off my shoe. It finally fell off and sank lazily toward the bottom. I shook my leg again and my foot broke free. The rope slipped off, and the anchor quickly disappeared with the rope trailing behind it.


With the last vestige of failing consciousness, I pumped my legs and arms in the dark water until I started to move up. Shafts of light filtered through the lake and grew brighter. I broke through beneath the upturned vessel, coughing violently.


A few seconds later, I held my breath again and ducked under the boat. My lungs burned. I gagged and gulped for clean, sweet air. Cold needles of the forty-five degree water penetrated my limbs.


Joe hung onto the upturned boat. An ugly bruise swelled on his forehead. I heard Harold’s oars splash and looked toward the east. His motor must’ve been taken out in the crash. There was a substantial buckle in the bow and a gaping hole in the rear. He headed for the island, but hadn’t made much progress.


Joe’s eyes started to flutter into his head.


“Joe!”


He looked close to passing out.


“Joe!” I let go of the boat and swam to him. His hands had loosened their grip on the aluminum hull and he began to slide under the water.


I grabbed him just as he started to slip under, and pushed away from the boat, realigning my grip under his chin.


Joe’s body floated upward. I stroked toward the island—the closest land—with my free arm. My stitches pulled and the gunshot wound ached. I summoned every ounce of strength, pushed off my other shoe, and kicked hard, pulling Joe’s body and trying to keep his mouth and nose above the water.


The island lay about four hundred yards away. Harold had already covered half the distance to the shore.


I drew closer, churning through the freezing water.


Joe was unconscious, but towing him wasn’t as hard as I’d thought. The bandage covering the lacerations from Baxter’s beating fell off. Water lapped up against the wounds and turned the skin white around the edges. I stroked forward, kicking and pulling, kicking and pulling. Just when I thought my arm would fall off, a wet green plant brushed across my face. A lily pad.


I passed a few massive boulders protruding from the water. My socks had fallen off and my bare feet touched the soft, sandy ripples on the golden bottom of the lake. Soon I was walking, lugging Joe’s body behind me.


I dragged him out of the water and lay him against a massive piece of driftwood.  Like a gift from God, the sun shone in a burst of warmth and the air temperature soared to a mellow seventy degrees.


“Joe?” I shook his shoulder gently. “Joe!”


He stirred and shifted. His eyes opened slowly.


“Gus?”


“It’s okay, buddy. Just relax now.”


“Where’s Delano?”


I wondered the same thing, but needed to tend to Joe before I went after Harold.


The bruise on his head had swollen into a brilliant purple lump, matching the wound on the other side that he’d received at the hands of Baxter. A deep gash on the back of his hand was bleeding badly. Shaking off my soggy jacket, I flipped it inside out and ripped a strip from the silky lining. With care, I wrapped it four times around his hand and pressed his thumb against the knot. “Hold it tight. We need to stop the bleeding.”


He looked toward the lake with a frown. “I lost the gun.”


In the distance, I heard the faint drone of a helicopter. “Don’t worry about it. Help’s on the way.”


Harold would return soon. Once he realized he was trapped on an island, he’d come back for the boat.


Joe’s eyes started to close again. His curly salt-and-pepper hair was plastered to his forehead, and the wounds on his face had begun to bead up with small drops of blood. “Joe. Wake up.”


His head slumped onto his chest. I couldn’t rouse him, but felt his pulse pumping steadily in his wrist.


My anger toward Harold mounted. For Elsbeth, I mourned the time he stole from us. For Bob Perkins, the life he destroyed. He’d endangered Camille, and now Joe—either one of them could have died.


I have to stop him.


I got up and started toward the pine-needled path I’d seen Harold follow earlier. My legs strengthened as I limbered up, and I began to jog, limping slightly due to a swollen ankle. The sandy path cushioned my bare feet. My clothes were still damp, but my body heat rose and I made good progress through the woods.


A small red chipmunk skittered across the trail in front of me, chattering as he climbed into a hole at the base of a blue spruce. In the distance, I spotted Harold’s blue jacket. He stood next to a giant boulder and surveyed the opposite shore. The swim across would take about fifteen minutes if he braved the cold water. My guess was he wouldn’t try it.


I approached him, and he swung around, pointing Joe’s gun at me.


“You never learn, do you, Professor?” He spat the words with hatred, motioning me toward him with the weapon.


I sounded calmer than I felt. “C’mon, Harold. It’s over. The cops are everywhere. Where are you going, anyway? Canada? It’s eight hours north of here. Just give it up, man. Think of your wife and son—do it for them.”


He sneered at me, mocking my words. “Do it for them. I’m sick of doing it all for them. Your daughter’s kicking me out anyway, and I can’t stand that little brat. You all spoil him rotten, and he’s just a royal pain in the—”


I lunged at him. The gun flew into the brush. We rolled toward the shore, each trying to crush the other’s windpipe. I landed on top and slammed his head against the ground. He bucked, knocking me off. I rolled to one side, winded. He rose quickly and kicked my kidneys hard.


The pain crippled me. I tried to get up. Harold started running back through the woods toward the boat. I rose unsteadily, and then pounded after him, hearing his loud, rasping breath and the copter in the distance.


What’s taking them so damned long?


Joe still lay unconscious on the sand. I glanced in his direction, figured he was safe, and chased after Harold, who had one foot in the boat when I reached him. I grabbed his shoulders and pulled him back into the water. He swiveled and slammed an oar at my left temple, clouding my vision. I sank to my knees in the water, but grabbed his legs and pulled him down with me when I went, somehow ramming my fist into his nose, even though I wasn’t sure where his face was at the time.


“Son of a…” He backed up, touched his now-broken nose, and roared at me, snaking an arm around my neck. With his entire body weight, he pushed me under and lay on me while I sucked water.


Pain pierced my lungs. I struggled—oh, how I struggled. When I realized he actually intended to kill me, I started to panic.


I couldn’t budge him.


A voice came from deep within me. Use your anger.


I pictured Elsbeth at the base of the cliffs, broken and dead; Freddie running down the stairs in tears after Harold tore into her; Siegfried’s sad eyes when he was rebuked by this monster who held me down…


I roared out of the water, knocking him over. I held him under for a few minutes, but he slipped out and shoved me down once again. His hands tightened around my neck, squeezing the breath from me. Harder and harder he squeezed, shoving me back underwater. I slammed my arm against his and separated his fingers from my neck for a second, but gulped cold water instead of air. He refastened his steely fingers around my neck. The light began to fade, but through the watery surface I saw the shape of a monster rise, coming toward us. Green lake reeds hung from his body.


Siegfried reached us in seconds, thundering toward Harold. Bellowing in German, he seized Harold’s arms. “NEIN!”


Siegfried spun Harold toward him, causing him to lose his hold on me. I burst out of the lake, coughing and gagging. Siegfried’s face twisted in fury.


I stumbled away, massaging the red welts on my throat. Harold ducked under Siegfried’s arm and ran at me with outstretched hands.


Overhead, the roar of the approaching helicopter caused a rush of wind above us.


“Stop!” Siegfried roared. He grabbed Harold’s head with one hand and his neck with the other. From the look in his eyes, I knew he was about to snap his neck.


A warning shot rang out.


 “It’s all right, Siegfried. I’ll take over now.”


The chopper landed and Adam Knapp jumped to the ground, revolver in hand. Siegfried pinned Harold’s arms behind him and forced him toward the chopper. Adam locked cuffs on Harold’s wrists and shoved the gun in his back.


My son-in-law shot a look of loathing at me. “I should have buried you in the woods, too, LeGarde. You and your whole damned family.”


Knee-deep in the freezing water, I still struggled to catch my breath. I shivered once and stared into his mad, burning eyes. Suddenly, the anger drained from my body, and I turned away in disgust.


Adam prodded Harold’s back with his weapon. “Move.”


Siegfried put his arm around my shoulder, his face alive with concern. “Come, Professor. Auf Gehts.”


We sat on the beach out of the way of the rescue team, watching them load Joe Russell onto a stretcher. He’d regained consciousness a few minutes ago and sent a wan smile in our direction.


I searched Siegfried’s clear blue eyes. “Where the hell did you come from, Sig?”


He looked down at his wet feet, shivered, and then glanced back at me. A proud look crossed his face. “I did it, Professor. This time I made it. I swam all the way to the island.”


I smiled, remembering his aborted swim from our childhood when he’d been knocked unconscious by Mr. Baker’s boat. “You sure did, my friend. You made it.”


Adam came back with two woolen blankets. He handed one to each of us. “You should have seen him, Professor LeGarde. We were going nuts over there. No boats in the water for a half-mile up either side of the shore. Sid had other boats in the boathouse, but the motors weren’t prepped for spring yet and, believe it or not, he was out of gas. The closest ‘copter was miles away. Siegfried, here, jumped into the water and started churning through it like a machine. We couldn’t believe it.”


I looked gratefully at my brother-in-law and best friend in the world. “I can,” I said solemnly. “I knew he could do it when he was ten.”





Chapter 67


 


I leaned down to pluck a Beefsteak tomato from the vine. The plump, warm fruit twisted off with ease. Straightening, I lifted it up to my face and inhaled the heady summer scent. Stepping over the vines toward the Yellow Boy plants, I chose four pineapple-yellow tomatoes and gently laid them in the basket.


“Gus?”


Camille wore white denim shorts and a pale green tee shirt. Her hair was piled on top of her head and the curls spilled disobediently down the nape of her neck. Her radiant smile was contagious. I smiled back at her, enjoying the schoolboy tingle that coursed through my veins along with my adolescent thoughts.


 She likes me. She actually likes me. “Yes, honey?”


“How much basil do you need?”


I tromped through the August-high vines, stepping carefully to avoid the riotous profusion of fruit. When I reached the unruly patches of herbs, I crouched beside her and pointed out two large sprigs of basil, ready to pick. “Those two will be perfect.”


She snapped off the thick stems and placed the pungent leaves in the basket.


“I’m getting some dill, too. We can add it to the cucumber salad.” I pinched off a large handful of young dill. The aroma from the clusters of soft green sprouts filled the air.


“I can’t wait,” she said. “It’s gonna be so good.”


Next, I twisted a long European cucumber from the climbing trellis next to the horse paddock. Running my hand up and down its prickly, long surface, I brushed off the small sharp nubs before I placed it in the basket. Maggie lifted her head from the pile of cornhusks we’d thrown over the paddock fence. She munched contentedly under the blazing August sun.


Our morning ride had been glorious. Riding our gentle beasts had brought me to a new level of closure. I’d ridden the horses I’d shared with Elsbeth, and had not only survived the experience, but also reveled in it.


Camille and I wandered back to the dilapidated picnic table and surveyed our produce. Boston lettuce, tomatoes, cucumbers, and herbs filled one basket. In the other were four-dozen ears of Silver King sweet corn, ready to drop into the stockpot of boiling water.


I cast a glance at the packed driveway. Next to my new LL Bean Edition Subaru Outback was Oscar and Millie’s Lincoln. They’d been frequent visitors all summer. Joe Russell’s red pickup was pulled in beside Adam Knapp’s black SUV. Camille’s little VW bug brought up the rear. She and Maddy had driven over together.


Before we went back to the house with our bountiful harvest, I pulled Camille to me and looked into her gorgeous chestnut eyes. She tilted her lips to mine, and we kissed deeply for a long time. I wanted to forget the whole dinner-with-family thing and carry her into the barn loft. So close. So inviting. Yet her shyness had not recessed over the summer months, and we’d done very little more than necking. Just like high school kids.


Reluctantly, I stepped back and turned arm-in-arm with her to survey the gardens.


“You know, honey, Elsbeth must be proud of you. This garden’s phenomenal.”


“You think so?”


“I do.” She squeezed my arm. “You’ve done wonders out here.”


I looked at her gratefully, then directed my gaze to the heavens. The sky shimmered with undiluted blue from horizon to horizon. A few cottony clouds floated above us. “I’ll bet she’s smiling down right now. I feel her presence—especially out here.”


She gently caressed my face with the back of her soft hand. “I know, Gus. She’ll always be with you.”


The sound of splashing came from the backyard. We gathered our overflowing baskets and strolled toward the swimming pool. As we approached, I reflected on Harold’s fate.


His trial had been fair and swift. It seemed that a crooked lawyer was not looked upon favorably by his colleagues. His sentence for the murder of Bob Perkins had been severe—twenty years. In October, he was scheduled to be tried for the murders of two young college men.


The judge had been very sympathetic toward our family. The house Harold had purchased in St. Croix was promptly sold, having doubled in value. The money was put in Freddie’s savings account for Johnny’s college, minus the cost of the new pool.


Sadie was reunited with her aunt, and lived happily in the outskirts of Paris, where she not only spoke English constantly, but also was quickly learning French. Although she would receive therapy for some time, she spoke to us frequently and laughingly recounted stories of the antics of her new family of brothers and sisters. We missed her dreadfully; we knew it was for the best.


A loud shout came from the pool. Johnny jumped into the water from the concrete walkway circling the pool. Freddie waited with open arms beneath him. He squealed, and they swam together back to the shallow end. The pool was one reward we allowed ourselves as a consolation for the difficult spring we had all endured. I still felt a little guilty spending the money, but after watching my dear grandson enjoy it all summer, the guilt had faded.


“Opa! Is da corn ready yet?” Before I could answer, he shouted, “Watch dis, Opa!”


Johnny had learned to swim in three short weeks. Now, he ducked his head under, surfaced with bulging cheeks, and sprayed water in a long plume into the air. He wore floats on his arms to satisfy his nervous grandfather.


“I’m a whale, Opa!”


We all laughed at the diminutive diver and his antics. 


“Good job, buddy. About thirty minutes, Freddie.”


She nodded and stroked toward the deep end. Johnny ran eagerly around the edge of the pool for another jump.


Mrs. Pierce stirred homemade spaghetti sauce in a deep cast iron pot. It had been simmering all day and filled the house with an exquisite aroma. She sang to herself while puttering back and forth from the table to the stove.


Camille ran the ears of corn under the faucet to remove the silks. I peeled and sliced the cucumber. I added fresh dill, vinegar, olive oil, and sugar to the mix and set the shallow bowl in the refrigerator to marinate.


The conversation from the great room became raucous. Joe, Adam, Oscar, Millie, and Maddy laughed congenially. I checked the refrigerator and decided to put in another six-pack of Seagram’s wine coolers. Joe, who had been marvelous company all summer, stuck to his usual ginger ale.


Adam sauntered out toward the kitchen and poked his head around the corner.


“Need any help in here?”


I beckoned to him. “Sure thing, pal. You can wash and clean the shrimp, if you like.” I handed him a three-pound package of fresh water farmed jumbo shrimp.


He worked quickly. The pale gray shrimp formed a heaping pile in a glass bowl. Mrs. Pierce warmed the olive oil, lemon, and garlic in a large fry pan, ready to transform them into succulent pink morsels.


Adam had become a frequent visitor to our home and had rekindled his high school friendship with Freddie. We soon discovered he’d been infatuated with her as a youth. I wondered if he still harbored some of that unrequited love in his heart, having watched them interact over the summer.


Camille chopped freshly rinsed basil at the table. I joined her and started to crumble the feta cheese. The red and yellow tomatoes were already diced, ready to use as a garnish to the shrimp diavolo.


“You know, Gus, school starts in a few weeks. I’ve been working on the audition material for ‘Spirit Me Away.’ We have so many talented young people in our school; I think we can find a role for most of them. Are you still interested in playing piano for us?” She glanced sideways at me with a coquettish expression, carefully chopping the herbs. “After all, you wrote the musical. You’d be the best one for the job.”


I practically dropped the bowl I was carrying, she looked so pretty and her eyes so inviting. “I’m looking forward to it.” Of course, I didn’t tell her what I was looking forward to. There were countless delights to come, but I’d decided to wait patiently until she was comfortable enough with me to share them.


I walked behind her and started gently massaging her neck. She sighed happily, leaned her head to the side, and kissed my hand. “So am I,” she whispered.


I’d been thinking about proposing to Camille all week. The small, tasteful ring lay in my top bureau drawer, ready for the special day. I imagined an intensely memorable evening over candlelight, or proposing on horseback overlooking a vivid sunset in the valley. I shook my head, deciding I was just a hopeless romantic, a wistful Renaissance man caught in the twenty-first century.


I dropped my hands from her shoulders and headed back to the stove. The corn was ready. After lifting the heavy stockpot from the burner, I used tongs to remove the golden-white ears from the water, piling them high on a large blue and white turkey platter. I leaned over and inhaled the buttery sweet aroma of the rising steam. Of all the scents in the world, the smell of fresh sweet corn steaming on a platter was unquestionably my favorite.


I dropped two pounds of capellini into the second pot of boiling water. The vapor billowed into the room, causing a moist film to coat the cabinets above the stove.


The screen door opened and Johnny bounced into the kitchen with a purple beach towel draped around his shoulders. Freddie followed, scrubbing her son’s hair vigorously with one corner of her own towel. 


I cupped my hands under his cold little chin and smiled at him. “Good swim, buddy?”


He trotted over to the platter of corn. “Yup. Can I have two corns, Opa?”


“You can have as many as you want, kiddo. Run upstairs and get changed. It’s just about ready, okay?”


“Okee dokey, Opa.” 


He scurried up the steps, leaving a trail of small, wet footprints behind him.


The spaghetti was al denté in three minutes. Joe and Siegfried helped carry the heavy platters to the trestle table in the dining room. Millie wheeled up to one end of the table and Oscar helped her place her napkin on her lap. His eyes twinkled, flirting with the love of his life.


I topped each plate of spaghetti with mounds of sautéed shrimp smothered in spicy homemade sauce. Fresh cut red and yellow tomatoes, basil, and crumbled feta cheese garnished the top.


Johnny worked diligently on his ears of corn, humming “Old MacDonald.” The butter glistened from his chin. “This is da bestest corn ever, Opa.”


Camille and I exchanged glances. I nearly drowned in her lovely eyes. My heart did flip-flops and quickly turned to mush. God, how I love her.


Maddy looked back and forth between us mischievously. She spoke in her usual boisterous, singsong voice. “I think you two lovebirds should go on a cruise. You know, just the two of you. What about Bermuda, or Alaska?”


She pronounced each word with her characteristic flair, emphasizing lovebirds and Bermuda. I had gradually become accustomed to her gentle teasing. I took another sip of Johannesburg Riesling, suddenly inspired.


I turned to Maddy. “Actually, I was hoping we could honeymoon in Vienna. That is if your daughter will agree to marry me.”


Maddy’s jaw dropped. I’d never seen her shocked into silence.


Camille’s eyes widened. An expression of disbelief crossed her face, quickly transforming into a sparkling smile. “Sure, Gus,” she said casually. “Vienna will be just fine.”


She twirled another bite of spaghetti onto her fork and popped it into her mouth with relish, and everyone stared in open-mouthed amazement at my bride-to-be.


I squeezed her hand under the table. “Then it’s settled. You’re mine.”


“You’re stuck with me now, Professor.” She leaned sideways to peck my cheek. “For keeps.”


 


–      The End –
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Chapter One


 


The scream came from backstage. Prolonged and shrill, it made the already tense students jump from their seats and brought me to my feet in front of the piano.


Molly Frost, who’d been singing a lyrical rendition of Gershwin’s “Someone to Watch Over Me,” whirled to stare at the dark hallway leading to the prop room.


Camille stood and took control, dropping the clipboard she’d been using to take notes. “Okay. Everyone settle down.” She turned to me, her eyes clouded. “Professor LeGarde? Would you check out that—”


The scream came again, louder this time.


The hairs on the back of my neck rose. Who was back there? Everyone auditioning for the Spirit Me Away musical sat right with us in the auditorium.


“I’m on it.” I raced across the scuffed stage floorboards. Fumbling for the break in the heavy velvet curtain, I finally found it, and flew through the backstage corridor, past the chorus room, and into the prop room.


Mrs. Agnes Bigelow stood with her back to the wall, a yellow tie-dyed skirt crumpled at her feet. Her normally pasty complexion turned flour-white and her face worked in noiseless horror.


Racks of costumes lined the far wall. Cartons of props lay jumbled on the floor. Artificial swords protruded from a bucket and a procession of wigs lined two shelves. I scanned the room carefully, but saw nothing amiss.


I approached her like I would a nervous filly. “Mrs. Bigelow?”


No response.


I touched her sleeve. “Mrs. Bigelow?”


She gulped, sputtered, and stared at me with boggled eyes. Trembling, she pointed toward the bucket of swords. “Over there.”


Puzzled, I walked toward the bucket, seeing nothing amiss. I half expected to find a dead body, but what reared its head was almost worse.


A red and white snake emerged, its head swaying toward me.


My heart skipped a beat and my skin grew clammy. As if under its spell, I stood stock-still.    


The snake’s scales glistened and it corkscrewed around a crude wooden sword.


Camille appeared at the door with her entourage of drama students rubbernecking behind her. “Gus? What’s going on?”


I looked at my betrothed with false bravado. “It’s all right, honey. Just a snake.” I figured if I said it out loud as if it were no big deal, my nerves would calm down. I was wrong.


Camille’s hand flew to her mouth. “Did you say a snake?”


I glanced at the serpent, easing back a step. “Uh huh.”


Her eyes widened, but she recovered and herded the clamoring teens back into the hall. They craned their heads and peered over her outstretched arms.


I surveyed the room. No outside doors or windows; a catwalk suspended overhead. It seemed improbable the serpent had slithered in from the outside. I wondered if maybe it had escaped from one of the terrariums in the elementary wing.


I turned to the teens. “Could one of you please get Mr. Marggrander? Last time I saw him, he was unloading lumber at the dock.”


Tenth grader Candy Price shot her hand in the air, waving it with enthusiasm. She danced from foot to foot; making her short red curls bob up and down. “I’ll go!”


Camille nodded her approval and the girl scampered off.


The snake suddenly rose to the top of the bucket and hissed. A shiver rippled along my spine. I vaguely wondered if it was a copperhead.





Chapter Two


 


The serpent reached toward me again, its hooded eyes glittering. Finally, I broke the trance and backed up to the wall beside Agnes, who slid into a crouch.


She shuddered, her eyes fixed on the snake. “Someone dropped it from the rafters. I heard them walking overhead on the catwalk, and then they lowered that bag. That thing slipped out right beside me.” Her shrill voice rose to a painful pitch and she hugged herself.


The bevy of teenagers whimpered, chattering and pointing up at the catwalk.


Nelson Santos shimmied closer to Camille. “Is it poisonous?” His face had drained to chalk-white.


Camille dragged Nelson back several steps. “Gosh, I hope not. But just to be safe, everyone back up.”


A burlap bag lay on the floor beside a loosely coiled nylon rope. I looked back at the bucket and was surprised to see the snake had vanished. Should I be relieved, or worried? It could have slid down into the bucket again—or—it could be gliding across the prop room floor toward us.


Lisa Bigelow, who had apparently lingered in the auditorium while the scene in the prop room was being played out, pushed through the group and ducked around Camille to join Agnes. “Mother? What happened?” Distracted, she glanced down at the skirt on the floor. “Is this gonna be mine? Oh, I love it!” She held the skirt to her waist and swished it back and forth.


I held my breath, hoping the snake wouldn't drop from it, and motioned for Camille to move everyone out of the room.


Camille propelled mother, daughter, and fellow actors further back into the hallway. Agnes paused for a moment and looked directly at me. Some color had returned to her cheeks, and her voice was a little steadier. “I heard him run away. In that direction.”


She looked up at the catwalk and pointed toward the back of the building.


I peered into the blackness overhead. The double catwalk spanned the length of the stage in two parallel sections and traveled to twin stairways leading back to the basement of the huge building. The network of walkways also connected to small passages that spider-webbed over the theater’s domed ceiling where access to light fixtures eventually led to the lighting booths at the back of the hall. If the devil took off in the direction Mrs. Bigelow had indicated, there would be countless avenues for his escape.


I walked to the wall panel and flipped up all of the switches, flooding the room with bright fluorescent light. It would be futile to chase the phantom through the dark building. He’d have had plenty of time to disappear since we discovered his squirming souvenir.


Siegfried Marggrander’s massive frame filled the doorway. “Professor? Was ist los?


When my brother-in-law and best friend ducked to enter the room, his long blond ponytail swung over his shoulder. He glanced around the room, striding to my side.


“There’s a snake in here, Sig.” I motioned toward the props. “It might still be in that bucket. I'm not sure. Be careful, it could be poisonous.”


Siegfried pulled work gloves from his back pocket and slid his enormous hands into them. He calmly approached the bucket. Bending forward, he slowly reached inside and extracted the three-foot serpent. One hand grasped the snake about the head and the other held the tail. He turned toward me, smiling broadly. “He’s just a little milk snake. Look.” 


Alternating reddish-brown bands and white patches covered the snake's body. I stepped back, unable to ignore the revulsion rolling in my stomach. The serpent twisted in Siegfried’s hands as he turned it around under the light to admire it.


“Mein Gott.” His brow furrowed. He showed me a red gash on the snake’s underbelly.


“It’s a bad cut, Professor. I will bring him to the clinic, Ja?”


I motioned toward the sack on the floor. “Okay. You can use that bag.”


Siegfried worked at my daughter’s veterinary office. His intuitive rapport with animals complemented Freddie’s brisk efficiency. His limited mental capacities, resultant from a boating accident when he was twelve, did not impair his ability to work with animals. The boat had struck him on the head as he swam across the lake at dusk, sending him into a coma for three long months. When he awoke, Siegfried was transformed from a gifted math genius to a mildly brain-damaged youth.


He carefully placed the injured snake into the burlap bag, cinched the rope around the open end, and turned his worried eyes to mine.


“I’ll take care of him, Professor. Kein Problem.”


I smiled at my behemoth friend and released a long sigh. “Thanks, Sig. I’m glad you were here.”


“Ja. Me, too,” he said.


The bag moved as the snake squirmed. Siegfried lifted it from the floor. He walked toward the door, speaking consoling words in German.


I was transported back in time. Siegfried’s murmurs of solace summoned the memory of his twin sister, Elsbeth, cradling our daughter in her arms, crooning soothing words to her. I sighed and felt the familiar touch of nostalgic depression wash over me. It had been five years since I’d lost my wife, but the memories remained vivid. The vision flashed across my brain, feeling so real. I envisioned Freddie at the age of two, in a pink blanket sleeper with wispy golden hair damp from her bath. I saw Elsbeth with her dark curls that undulated as she rocked our baby. She whispered German while nuzzling her cheek.


The images coalesced in my brain as a spurious thought flitted through me. The melancholy hit me hard, as if punishing me for ignoring it as I snatched moments of happiness with Camille. It was heavy, like black sludge that filled my heart. I miss Elsbeth. I miss her so much.





Chapter Three


 


I dragged myself back to reality, feeling guilty for thinking of Elsbeth while my fiancée, Camille, came back into the prop room. The high school maintenance crew, armed with mops and shovels, followed her.


I recognized Frank Swensen, the lanky senior member of the group, from Freddie’s years at Valley High School. Flat graying hair, parted in the middle, fringed his high forehead. His honest brown eyes inspired confidence. I nodded and smiled. He waved back, as if he recognized me.


Frank introduced me to Cindi Fox and Jonesy. Cindi stood at four-feet-ten inches with short, spiky red hair. Her round face hosted a slightly flattened nose and a small pert mouth. Her clear green eyes slanted up with rounded folds of skin on the inside corners, characteristic of Down Syndrome. She smiled broadly, shaking my hand with her wide callused fingers. I liked her immediately.


Jonesy, the newest member of the crew, stood at five-five with slightly stooped shoulders. His shaved, egg-shaped skull reflected the lights from above. Short fragments of wiry black hair poked over his ears where he’d missed a spot with his razor. He sported a squirrelly mustache and thick, horn-rimmed glasses. He nodded timidly and stared at the floor.


Camille glanced nervously toward the props. “Is it still in the bucket?”


The janitors stirred behind her, shuffling from foot to foot and eyeing the room warily.


I patted her shoulder. “No, it’s gone. Siegfried took care of it. It was a harmless variety.”


Relieved chatter washed over the group.


Frank stepped forward. “Must have been a prank, huh? Kids seem awful riled up these days. Never know what to expect next.”


Camille turned to him. “It probably was, Frank. But for safety’s sake, could you folks take a look around? All of my kids are in the auditorium now. If you see anyone loitering in the halls, would you please send them on their way?”


“You bet, Miss Coté.” Frank tipped his red baseball cap in Camille’s direction and backed away from the door. Jonesy and Cindi followed him, flashing their lights side to side while they walked.


Camille watched to be sure they’d left before she came to me with arms outstretched. I took her in my arms. She laid her head against my chest and sighed. I held her and stroked her hair, enjoying this rare moment of privacy. Her chest rose and fell against mine in a comforting rhythm. Pressing together in easy silence, I thanked God for bringing her into my life. After five years of aching loneliness, it felt good to love again. And although our relationship had been slow to start, it was blossoming into a soulful union.


“Quite an auspicious beginning to our production. I hope it’s not a bad omen,” she whispered.


I lifted her chin and reached for her lips with mine. We kissed deeply, and I drew her tighter against me, tasting the honeyed sweetness of her mouth. When we reluctantly parted, I smiled down at her. “Don’t worry about it, love. It probably was a prank, like Frank said.”


Her luminous eyes searched mine. “I sure hope so, Gus.” 


We separated for the sake of propriety and walked side-by-side back to the auditorium.
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