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Primary Characters
Gus LeGarde: Music Professor at Conaroga University. (Father to Freddie, grandfather to Johnny.) Gus mourns the loss of his first wife, Elsbeth and plays endless Chopin etudes to soothe his soul.
 
Siegfried Marggrander: A giant of a man, deprived of his enormous mental ability early in life by an accident. He survived as a genial, fearless and loyal companion to Gus.
 
Elsbeth (Marggrander) LeGarde: Siegfried’s twin sister who died four years before the events of this story, but survives as an unforgettable memory in Gus’s mind. Elsbeth was Gus’s first wife.
 
Camille Coté: Social worker/teen therapist and troubled victim of a brutal ex-husband.
 
Maddy Coté: Camille’s flamboyant mother and Gus’s secretary in the Music Department at Conaroga University.
 
Freddie (LeGarde) Delano: Gus’s adult daughter who runs a veterinary clinic in town. Married to Harold Delano and mother of Johnny, a precocious two-year old.
 
Harold Delano: lawyer, husband to Freddie.
 
Johnny Delano: Freddie and Harold’s son; Gus’s grandson. Two-year-old and one of Gus’s best pals.
 
Adelaide Pierce: Housekeeper of the LeGarde household.
 
Joe Russell: Lieutenant of the local police.
 
Adam Knapp: Joe Russell’s partner.
 
The Stones: Oscar and Millie took the bereaved Gus under their wings as he suffered one loss after another. They are his “adopted” parents and long-time family friends.
 
The Animals (and owners)
 
Max (Gus): Half husky/half wire-haired dachshund.
 
Sheba (Siegfried): Golden retriever rescued from hunter’s trap.
 
Boris (Camille): A longhaired mini-Dachshund.
 
Tristan (Gus): A Himalayan cat with the instincts of a thief.
 
Diablo (Gus): A Morgan gelding with visions of a steeple-chasing career.
 
Maggie (Gus): A dainty Morgan mare.
 
Rascal (Gus): An ill-tempered rooster who rules the barn.
 
Jasper (The Stones): Beloved old collie who passes away early on in the story.
 
Tinkerbell (The Stones): Sheba’s mongrel pup who replaces their beloved Jasper.
 
Ginger (Camille): An orange tiger cat who snoozes as much as she eats.
 
Dunster (Joe Russell): A tri-colored collie, alive in his owner’s memory.



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.
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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.



Chapter 41
 
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. 



Chapter 42
 
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.” 



Chapter 43 
 
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.



Chapter 44
 
“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.”
 



Chapter 45
 
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.”



Chapter 52
 
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.



Chapter 53
 
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.”
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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
 
When the first scream came, it was long and shrill. 
The students sitting in front of the stage shot up from their seats and began to babble and twist around, looking for the source. 
I wondered where it had come from, too. Pushing back from the piano, I stood and listened for an encore. I waited a few minutes, and then turned to my fiancée, Camille, who was in charge of auditions this afternoon. “Miss Coté?” 
Brow furrowed, she turned to the teens who crowded around her. “Does anyone know where the scream came from?”
The teens shook their heads and chattered even louder. 
Molly Frost, who’d been auditioning on stage with a lyrical rendition of Gershwin’s “Someone to Watch Over Me,” stared down the dark hallway leading to the prop room. “I think it came from the back.”
Camille took control, clapping her hands. “Okay, now. Everyone settle down.” She turned to me, her eyes clouded with worry. “Professor LeGarde? Would you mind checking—”
The scream came again, louder this time. Definitely from backstage.
The hairs on the back of my neck rose. Who’s back there? Everyone auditioning for the musical should be sitting right here 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 had 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 thrust 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. I stepped back 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. The thing slipped out right beside me.” Her shrill voice rose to a painful pitch and she hugged herself.
The bevy of teenagers in the doorway whimpered, chattering and pointing up at the catwalk. 
Nelson Santos shimmied closer to Camille. “Is it poisonous?” His face had drained to flour-white. 
Camille dragged Nelson backwards. “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 further into the hall. 
Agnes locked eyes with 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 creep took off in the direction Mrs. Bigelow indicated, we’d never catch him.
I walked to the wall panel and flipped up all of the switches, flooding the room with bright light. It would be futile to chase the phantom through a dark building. And he’d 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 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 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. “Sure. 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 when 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’d grown into a staunch family defender and would always be my best friend. Our family relied on him for everything from caring for our horses and chickens to chopping wood, all of which were done after his job at the clinic, of course.
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.”
I smiled at my behemoth friend and released a long sigh. “Thanks, Sig. I’m glad you were here.” 
“Ja. Me, too.” 
The bag moved as the snake squirmed inside. Siegfried lifted it from the floor. He walked toward the door, speaking consoling words in German. 
Hearing these words transported me back in time. Siegfried’s murmurs of solace brought to mind 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 were still 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 undulating as she rocked our baby. She whispered soothing German words while nuzzling her cheek. 
The images coalesced in my brain and a thought flitted through me. The melancholy hit me hard, as if punishing me for ignoring it when 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, was standing so close to me. It was a crazy sort of duality. I’d loved my first wife with all my heart, but she’d been gone for five years now. Still, I felt guilty for having found my new love Camille, and yet felt equally guilty when I longed for Elsbeth when I was with Camille. A therapist would probably have a ball trying to figure me out. 
I shrugged inwardly and waved in the high school maintenance crew, who followed Camille into the room armed with mops and shovels. 
I recognized Frank Swensen, the lanky senior member of the group, from Freddie’s years at Valley High School. Floppy 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 saluted in Camille’s direction and backed away from the door. Jonesy and Cindi followed him, flashing their lights side to side.
Camille watched to be sure they’d left before she approached me. I took her in my arms and she laid her head against my chest, sighing. 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.



Chapter Four
 
“Okay, it’s all over. Let’s settle down.” Camille clapped her hands, trying to corral the students who raced up and down the aisles. 
The hubbub didn’t let up. 
She shouted louder this time. “Time to get back to business, folks. Quiet down, please.”
A few of the students took their seats. Agnes Bigelow ran a brush rapidly through her daughter's hair, her watchful eyes following Camille’s every move. 
Lisa grimaced and pulled away. “Mother, geez. Stop already.” She jumped up and trotted to Camille. “It was my turn, Miss Coté.” 
Molly Frost hadn’t finished her audition, of course. Lisa knew it. Camille knew it. The whole auditorium knew it. 
Camille started to roll her eyes, but caught herself and turned to Lisa with a neutral expression. I went back to my piano bench and lowered it half a turn.
The swelling enthusiasm that had been crackling through the air before the snake incident intensified. The room buzzed with electricity. The older students joked and chattered. They kicked off their shoes, lounged casually in their seats, and flaunted their carefully cultivated “I don’t care” attitudes. Most of them expected to be chosen for lead roles in the musical, since they’d starred in so many shows over the past years. They were the Drama Club Veterans, and, according to Camille, a number of them planned to go on to study theater in college.
Molly Frost sat with the advanced group of young actors. Her boyfriend, Armand Lugio, nuzzled her ear. She giggled and pushed him away. 
Seventeen-year-old Randy Sherman stood in front of Molly, grinning. “Hey, Molly! Whaddya think?” He pulled off his wool cap to reveal a mass of black curls. 
Yesterday, his hair was fluorescent orange. 
A few kids in the back oohed and ahhed. Two freshmen girls giggled and one of them yelled, “Sexy!” 
Molly tossed him a polite smile. “Nice, Randy. It works.” 
Now that he had everyone’s attention, Randy began to parody one of the leads in the musical, Damian Firebrand, a handsome rock star. He gyrated his hips and pretended to hold a microphone, cavorting close to Molly. Next, he leaned over and crooned in her face, singing suggestive lyrics from one of the Spirit Me Away songs entitled “Free To Love.” 
I cringed. When I’d written the musical in my days as a student at the New England Conservatory in Boston, it had been intended as a poignant satire about the hippie world. I hadn’t imagined this twist on the words. He’d taken some outrageous liberties and had substituted his own creative debauchery. I pretended to cough to mask a laugh that erupted unexpectedly from my mouth. 
Maybe if I’d been more daring with the content, like Randy here, the show wouldn’t have fluttered into the dusty abyss of long-lost musicals.
Randy sang another verse, this time worse than the first, and Molly turned away, blushing furiously. 
Armand scowled and stood. He stepped toward Randy, closing in on him until their noses nearly touched. “Back off, pretty boy.” Armand's dark eyes glowered. 
Randy made a face at him, gyrated a few more times in defiance, and plopped into a seat on the other side of Molly. 
Camille shepherded the rest of the kids into their seats. She shooed Lisa back to her place, whispered something that apparently placated her, and hopped onto the stage. She shaded her eyes with her hand and looked out into the crowd. “Come on, now, guys. Let’s get focused.”
Molly was the favored soprano who starred in numerous community theater productions throughout her childhood. Poised and well practiced, she’d been the first to audition for the lead role of Celeste Freespirit, the flower child with no memory.
Camille had already dismissed a number of hopeful actors who’d tried out on the previous day. Today she would whittle down the crowd even further and finally decide which role to award to each youngster. “Molly?” she said. “You were interrupted, dear. Want to try ‘Who Am I’?”
Lisa Bigelow sighed and pouted. She flounced back to a seat beside her mother, who cast a furtive glance in Molly’s direction. An expression of unguarded loathing flashed from Mrs. Bigelow’s eyes. She caught me watching her, masked the anger, and began to furiously braid her daughter’s hair.
“Sure.” Molly jumped back onto the stage and nodded to me.
I played the introduction to “Who Am I?” the opening piece to Act 1, in which Celeste Freespirit is discovered wandering aimlessly in front of Ma and Pa Baker’s diner with her guitar case clutched in her hand. She has lost her memory, and as she sings on the bench overlooking the Boston Commons, the servers, short order cook, soda jerk, and customers inside the diner watch her and echo her questions in a syncopated chorus. 
Her strong, lyrical voice floated over the crowd.
  
Where do I come from? 
Is it near?
Does anyone miss me?
Far from here?
 
A stranger looks out,
From the looking glass
Questions in her eyes,
Yet no one asks...
 
Who am I?
What will become of me?
Will I drown
In this sea of humanity?
 
She rendered each note perfectly, with pure tones couched in a controlled, lovely vibrato.
Although several other girls would try out for the part, Molly’s performance was absolutely flawless and I suspected Camille would once again cast her in the lead role.
When she finished, Molly went back to her seat. A smile played around her lips. She knew she was good, and everyone in the auditorium knew it galled Lisa and her mother to compete with such perfection. 
Sitting in the back row, Camille remained impassive, scribbling notes on the clipboard on her lap. “Thank you, Molly.” When the enthusiastic applause was over, she looked up. “Lisa? Do you want to go next?”
Lisa Bigelow vaulted onto the stage before Camille finished her sentence. She wore the yellow tie-dyed skirt her mom had found in the prop room, a white peasant blouse, and a blue bandana. She pranced toward the back of the stage and turned to the audience. 
I restarted the introduction to “Who Am I?”
Lisa twirled, ran with open arms downstage, and began to deliver a strong but slightly nasal version of the song. She projected well and her expressions were animated. But she missed a few of the high notes.
Polite applause followed when she strutted off the stage, slightly breathless. 
“Bravo! Bravo!” Lisa’s mother beamed and clapped so loud, I wondered about her emotional stability.  
When she arrived at her seat, Agnes tried to hug her. Lisa pushed her mother away and glared. “Geez, Mom. Back off a little.”
Agnes sniffed, smoothed her hair to hide her embarrassment, and settled into her seat to keep a watchful eye on the competition.        



Chapter Five
 
Four more girls auditioned for the role of Celeste, but none came close to Molly’s performance. For the rest of the auditions, my fingers flew as I re-learned the music I’d written so long ago. 
Five young men, each funnier than the last, wanted to try out for the Damian role. I fought to remember the fun but preposterous storyline I’d made up in the tradition of operatic plots featuring circles of unrequited love and implausible coincidences. 
Damian, a pompous egoist who resembles the leather-clad, writhing, lead singers of the sixties, falls for Celeste Freespirit. Celeste, a sweet-voiced folk singer, holds a special place in his heart and travels from city to city with the band. 
When Celeste confides to Damian’s manager that she thinks she’s pregnant, he dumps her from the tour bus on their way to Woodstock. Damian discovers her missing, and is distraught when his manager lies to him, telling him that Celeste left him for another man. Damian is desolate, because he did love her in his own limited fashion. Celeste falls when thrown from the bus, hitting her head and losing her memory. She remembers nothing of Damian or her suspected pregnancy. 
I sighed and smiled sadly, remembering how the fanciful story line had mimicked the great operas in its mad scenarios, but had actually been based on a much grittier, sadder truth.
I dragged myself out of the reverie and continued to play for the boys Camille asked to dance in a group. Some of them parodied Jaggeresque movements or growled like Morrison, while others used Elvis gyrations to accompany the song. 
One by one, Camille ask the boys to sing. Randy Sherman, with his mane of dyed black curls, was prepared better than most, having learned the dialogue and song lyrics by heart. He brimmed with cocky confidence, delivering his rock star caricature. The kid was a natural.
The character of Damian was coveted second only to the part of Porter Shaw. Armand and chubby, freckled sophomore Maurice Potter contested for the role. 
Porter Shaw, the male lead, is a short order cook who also falls hard for Celeste Freespirit. He’s a hardworking ex-Marine with shorn hair and a lopsided smile. Porter sports a brave front, but reels with the worst case of unrequited love known to man. Porter rescues Celeste from the streets, and is actively involved in helping her discover her past. Alas, Porter is not “cool,” and thinks Celeste would not be attracted to him because he doesn’t have long hair or wear bellbottoms. 
I favored Maurice Potter for the role. His fresh view of the song “Spirit Me Away” was accompanied by soulful expression and tearful dialogue. He actually brought a lump to my throat. 
In this scene, Porter watches Celeste sing near the campfire on the side of the road leading to Woodstock. He stands behind the trees watching her sing for her long lost love, and echoes the words, wishing she would return his affection.
As the evening wore on, it was clear that the alto role of Lana Canberra would be awarded to Takeema Billings, a nubile black girl who danced fluidly and sang in a pleasant, raspy contralto. She moved with the grace and flexibility of a professional ballet dancer and belted her tunes with confidence. The character of Lana, an exotic dancer who frequented the diner, provides comic relief to a somewhat poignant story line. Of course, Porter doesn’t know that the salty dancer has a crush on him. 
And thus the world of unrequited love revolved through the musical.
Takeema finished her song, and Camille took to the stage again. 
“Thank you all for coming. I’m thrilled with the turnout this year.” She glanced at her clipboard. “Those of you who are here today will all have a role in the show, whether it’s in one of the two choruses, or even if it’s in costumes or props, you’ll be an important part of the show. So please don’t be upset when I don’t call your name to stay.”
A few groans came from the crowd.
“I’ve got to figure out the principle roles now, and I need only a few of you to stay.” She explained that those who didn’t receive principal character roles would be assigned to the large chorus to be divided into two groups. The first would play the diner customers. The second would make up the “hippy chorus” that gathers on the Boston Commons and the audience for the Free Love Festival. She began to call out names and a rustle of papers and thumping of backpacks ensued, with excited conversations floating between the remaining group of kids. 
I stopped for a second to remember the people who had actually inspired this rather light-hearted treatment of a very serious set of circumstances. Elsbeth and I encountered our own flower child while attending the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston. We struggled to help our own “Celeste” find her way back from a situation beyond her amnesia, and were there when she faced her half-brother who kept her drugged and sold her favors to patrons in Cambridge. The ending hadn’t been as well resolved as it was in Spirit Me Away. Our flower child discovered a horrible truth about her stepfather and spent many a night lamenting her lost childhood.
I sighed, pushing the surprisingly vibrant memories away, and settled down to play the last few songs. 
Camille finally turned her attention to the final contestants for the lead roles. She switched several of the favored contenders into various combinations, evaluating the group dynamics and watching them interact. After what seemed like endless permutations, she was done. She thanked the group for their patience, and promised to post the cast list on the chorus room door the next morning.



Chapter Six
 
When the students had gone home, Camille and I headed out to the school parking lot, where her Volkswagen Beetle sat waiting. It was almost six. A temperate September breeze rustled the overhead leaves. Several cross-country runners jogged past on their way back to the locker rooms, faces flushed from exertion and tank tops plastered to their bodies. I waved when they passed, slightly envious of the endorphin rush gleaming in their eyes.
Agnes Bigelow lingered near Camille's car, waiting to pounce on her. She wedged between us, nearly pinning Camille to her car. 
“You can tell me,” she said. “Who got the part of Celeste?”
“Sorry, Mrs. Bigelow.” Camille deftly extracted herself from the woman. “It wouldn't be ethical for me to discuss this until I've posted the results tomorrow morning. Besides, you have to let me go so I can sort it all out.”
I slid my arm around my bride-to-be, admiring her skills. I hadn't seen her like this before, and was impressed with the way she handled Agnes. 
Agnes huffed and pulled her sweater tight around her. “I certainly wouldn’t tell anyone, Ms. Coté.”
Camille’s smile tightened. “I’m sure you wouldn’t. But I haven’t decided yet. I’ll see you soon.”
We got into her VW, ignoring protests from Agnes. Her eyes narrowed, and she stared when we pulled away. 
Usually we drove separately, me to the University, where I taught music, and Camille to her day job as social worker for the county and counselor for the school, where she helped troubled students. It seemed there were plenty of kids in need these days, more than I ever remembered in my boyhood. 
This afternoon she’d picked me up after my classes ended and we’d gained a little extra time to discuss the show on the drive in. 
I buckled my seatbelt and she shifted into first gear, starting up the long drive leading to Route 60. 
“Camille?”
“Mmm?” 
I knew she was preoccupied with the cast list. I could practically hear her brain humming. “How about a bite to eat? Want to go out?”
She glanced over, pulling up to the stop sign at the end of the school driveway. “Um...sure. Where to?” 
“How about The Elderberry Inn?”
She answered immediately. “Okay.” With a sideways smile, she released the clutch, and headed for Main Street.



Chapter Seven
 
Conaroga University students swarmed Main Street, crossing back and forth between the historic buildings overlooking the Genesee Valley. The institution was famous for its superior programs in early childhood education, art and design, and agricultural science. At six o’clock on a Thursday evening, all the parking spots were full. Camille drove up and down the street twice, searching for a place to park. Just as we were about to give up, a white minivan backed out in front of the Elderberry Inn.
With a victorious, “Yes!” Camille scooted into the empty space and triumphantly hitched up the parking brake, turning to me with a grin. “It’s serendipity.”
We climbed the broad stone steps to the 1826 building and pushed open the heavy wooden door. 
Paulo, always the gracious host, greeted us by name, but with a puzzled expression. “Professor LeGarde? Miss Coté? Do you have reservations?” He thumbed rapidly through his book as if he’d committed a social abomination by not anticipating our arrival.
I tried my most charming voice on him. “No, Paulo. No reservations. We just thought we’d take a chance you could fit us in. Are you booked solid?”
Paulo pounced on the book again, murmuring to himself and looking back and forth between the beautifully decorated rooms that led from the elegant hallway. 
While we waited, I noted that the vestibule had been repapered with a sage green and white horse-and-buggy scene. The wallpaper rose above the wainscoting and reached to the twelve-foot ceiling, anchored by gleaming pinewood floors covered with Persian rugs. A collection of tall brass girandoles with suspended prisms sparkled from a marble tabletop beside us. 
“Aha! Here we go! We had a cancellation, but it wasn’t erased from the book. I can seat you in the Livingston Room.” With a flourish, he gestured to the doorway on our right. “Right this way, please.”
We followed Paulo through double doors to a table near the fireplace. A fire crackled beneath the massive cherry mantle. We took our seats, placed crisp linen napkins on our laps, and ordered a bottle of Red Knight, a smooth merlot from the Seneca Shores Winery. 
Ordering from local Finger Lakes wineries was my new passion. Our local vineyards produced some of the finest wines in the world, and I intended to sample every one. 
Our waitress, Lauren, filled our water glasses with an expert flair, and took our order for baked Brie with raspberries and almonds. 
When she trotted off to the kitchen, Camille tapped my arm. “Gus?” 
I looked up from the menu, unable to decide between the crock of French onion or the wild rice and mushroom soup. “Huh?”
She rested her hand on my arm. “Do you think the snake incident was sour grapes from yesterday? Could it have been someone I cut from the first round of auditions?”
I remembered. There had been a bevy of untalented girls who'd left in tears and several boys who'd sworn and slammed out of the auditorium.  
I laid the menu down and took a long drink of water from the crystal goblet. A slice of lemon floated above the ice cubes. “It’s certainly possible. Some of them seemed humiliated. Really angry.”
I paused for a moment when Lauren delivered the Brie. When she left, I approached Camille’s question from another angle. “How well do you know Agnes Bigelow?”
She rolled her eyes. “Argh. Too well. She’s obsessed, Gus. Stage mom personified. She means well, and she’s devoted to her daughter, but she’s constantly trying to get on my good side. I’m sure it’s to curry favor, and it’s so darned obvious.”
Camille poured the wine. I swirled the ruby liquid, inhaled the bouquet, and sipped. Perfect.
“Our conversations are always so one-sided! She never asks me how I’m doing. Remember when Mom was in the hospital last February with her asthma? She barely waited for me to answer about Mom’s condition before she started pumping me for information about the summer theatre production.”
“Is she really that fixated?”
“Yes.” Twin pink spots appeared on Camille’s cheeks.
“She calls me all the time. Emails me with every new photograph of Lisa. It’s actually hard for me to divorce myself from my feelings for her and evaluate her daughter fairly. I’m afraid I’m a little biased against her at this point.”
She spread Brie on a thin sesame cracker and took a bite. “Don’t get me wrong. Lisa is very good. She’s a great little actress and her voice is passable if she stays within a certain range. I’ve cast her in wonderful roles in the Community Players’ productions and she's done well for me. But Molly’s better. It’s as simple as that. Her voice is superb and she’s a more reliable performer. I have to choose the one who will do the absolute best, right? I can’t pick actors just to be fair. The public expects a quality performance, and I’m determined to give it to them.”
She paused as our efficient waitress returned to take our order. Camille chose broiled haddock and I selected pecan-crusted chicken. After Lauren quietly swished away, I returned to the topic of Agnes Bigelow.
“Do you think there's any chance Agnes planted the snake and screamed just in time to sabotage Molly’s audition? Would she stoop to that level?”
Camille hesitated. “I don’t know...If so, then she’s a better actress than her daughter. She really seemed terrified, didn’t she? And the snake was injured, which makes me think he actually was dropped from above.”
“Good point.” I remembered the unguarded look of loathing Agnes had directed at Molly. “You don’t think she’d hire someone to drop the snake near her, do you?” 
She shook her head. “I don't think she'd go that far.”
I grimaced and smeared a cracker with Brie, hoping she was right. 



Chapter Eight
 
After several minutes of thoughtful silence, I leaned across the table, took her hand, and smiled. The flickering candlelight in the darkened room soothed away the tension. “Change of subject?”
She brightened and looked up with interest. “Okay.”
“Let’s talk about us. I know we've discussed getting married in June, but lately I’ve been thinking about May. How does that grab you?”
“May?” She dipped a cracker in raspberry sauce. “May would be wonderful. June does seem awfully conventional.”
Encouraged, I released her hand and helped myself to more Brie. “My classes at the university are done on the fourteenth. Would you be able to get away then?”  
She looked thoughtfully into the distance, dabbing her lips with her napkin. “I'd have to get another counselor to fill in at the school. But to be honest, I’m a little uncomfortable leaving the troubled kids, even for a few weeks. I’ve worked so hard to earn their trust. I’d feel kind of guilty about turning them over to another counselor.”
“Couldn’t you break in another therapist over time? May is a long way from now.”
“I could. I’m sure most would do fine. And who knows? By then, they might have straightened out. Let’s see...My usual caseload at the office could probably wait 'til I returned. And if I got the kids involved early with another counselor, it could work.” Her expression softened. “I'm sure May would work out fine, honey. But, you know what? I really don't care when or where we hold the ceremony. Long as I’m marrying you.” 
My heartbeat kicked up a notch. 
The reflection from the candles danced in her dark-lashed eyes. Mahogany hair framed her delicate, heart-shaped face, curling above her high cheekbones and tumbling down to the creamy hollow in her neck. 
I slid my fingers beneath one lock that had strayed from the rest, and tucked it behind her ear. 
She smiled, lowering her eyes. 
“You’re too much, Camille. You bowl me over.”
She looked down at her hands, embarrassed by my sudden rush of emotion. “Oh, Gus.”
“Then it’s settled,” I said. “I’ll have four weeks of vacation left by May. As long as I schedule it in advance, the department can’t say no. So, let’s go for it.” I sighed contentedly and squeezed her hand. 
After a few moments, she frowned. “Mom's been pushing me to plan an elaborate wedding. I honestly don’t want all those trappings, Gus. My wedding with Greg cost a fortune, and look where that got me.” She shook her head. “I just want something simple.” 
Camille divorced Greg five years ago. The years of physical and emotional abuse had destroyed her, and lately she’d started divulging bits and pieces to me about the extent of her suffering. I couldn’t believe she’d stayed with the monster as long as she did.
Dragging myself back to the conversation, I leaned sideways to pick up my dropped napkin. “You know, I always felt a little guilty that Elsbeth and I eloped. Sorry for her, I mean. She never had a proper wedding. Although she never said it out loud, I think she regretted it later in life. It didn’t matter to me, of course. I’d rather put the money toward one helluva honeymoon.”
“Amen.” A broad smile eased onto her lips. “That’s exactly how I feel.”
I took a sip of wine. “How do you feel about a small ceremony in my church?”
Camille attended the Conaroga Presbyterian Church with her mother Maddy, and hadn’t yet visited our Methodist parish in East Goodland. Maddy also happened to be my secretary in the music department at the university. It was odd to picture her becoming my mother-in-law in the near future.
She tilted her head as if considering it. “It’s a pretty little building, right? A historic site?”
Lauren deftly deposited the chilled bowls of salad on the table. 
I took a bite of escarole. “Right. It was built in 1829,” I said. “Reverend Hardina could perform the ceremony. You have to meet him, Camille. He’s so warm and funny.”
“Can’t wait to meet him.” Camille stabbed a cherry tomato with her fork and popped it in her mouth. When she finished it, she patted her mouth with the corner of her napkin. “We could limit the invites to family members and a few friends.”
“I’ll bet the ladies from the church would help with a potluck dinner if we donate a new refrigerator. That old Frigidaire is on its last legs.”
“That’d be great.” 
We finished our salads. Lauren returned to clear the plates and to place shallow soup bowls before us. We’d both chosen the wild rice and mushroom. I blew across the steaming spoonful before taking a sip. The broth was excellent and tasted of fresh woodland mushrooms.

Camille dipped a corner of her bread into the broth and took a bite. She smiled at me, embarrassed.
“Sorry, I always do that. Can't help myself.”
“Nothing wrong with that.” I copied her and grinned, enchanted by her candor and loving that she felt comfortable enough around me to be herself. 
She sipped her wine. “Anyway, about the honeymoon. I seem to remember a promise of Vienna, Professor LeGarde.”
I thought back to the family feast we had in August. I’d blurted out the marriage proposal in front of the entire family, rather than wait for the previously imagined romantic moment. The proposal came courtesy of her mother’s persistent teasing, when she suggested “You two lovebirds should go to the Caribbean for a vacation.” 
I smiled, remembering the moment.
I had spontaneously suggested we go to Vienna instead, if Camille would have my hand in marriage. Camille’s eyes had lit up. She’d flashed me a conspiratorial look and had casually accepted on the spot, silencing her mother for the first time in decades. 
I dragged myself back to the present. “I’ve been thinking a lot about that, honey. What do you think about flying to Paris for a few days, and then onto Vienna for two weeks?”
She grabbed my hand and squeezed. “I love it. I love the whole idea! We could have a simple, stress-free ceremony and spend time alone in two of the most romantic cities on the planet. It’s perfect. Let’s do it, Gus.” She leaned across the table to drop a soft kiss on my lips. 
The deal was sealed. 



Chapter Nine
 
Lauren placed our entrées before us. 
We switched to the topic of the cast list and spent the remainder of the meal deciding on the actors’ roles. I was glad to discover that Molly Frost would play Celeste Freespirit opposite Randy Sherman, who Camille chose for the Damian Firebrand character. 
The parts of Porter and Lana were given to sophomore Maurice Potter and Takeema Billings, as anticipated. Camille had chosen Lisa Bigelow for the wonderful teen role of Rikki Mudd, which minimized solo singing, but would take advantage of her acting skills. The character of Rikki was a Broadway wannabe who worked as a waitress in the diner. It seemed perfect for Lisa. 
Molly’s boyfriend, Armand, wasn’t given a principal part, but he’d play the minor role of a beat cop. Camille had vaguely referred to an “Armand incident” last season that had upset her. She mumbled something about trust and dependability. I didn’t push to find out more, and she didn’t offer. I realized she knew these kids well and let it go at that. 
The mission was completed during tangy key lime pie and coffee. Camille smiled with satisfaction and said she’d post the list on the chorus room door the next morning.
When she dropped me at home at eight-thirty, I waved and ambled across the gravel driveway toward the old house. Built in 1811, the two-story Greek revival had been home to my family for generations. I looked toward the renovated carriage house beside the barn. White light from Siegfried’s bedroom spilled onto the grass below. I opened the screen door to the darkened kitchen, and wondered if he’d brought the injured snake home to live in his terrarium. Smiling at the thought of my gentle friend and his frequent animal rescues, I hung my jacket on a hook in the mudroom and went upstairs. My daughter Freddie’s bedroom was dark. Soft snoring sounded behind her door.  
Following my nighttime routine, I peered into my grandson’s room and crept toward his crib. I looked forward each night to watching Johnny sleep, pulling up his covers, softly stroking his hair, and whispering a little prayer of thanks over him. His very presence helped diminish the pain of Elsbeth’s death. 
Soft blankets bunched around his tattered Velveteen Rabbit. A startled Eeyore stared at me with widened eyes. His furry tail was detached again, ready to be pressed on via Velcro with Johnny’s chubby fingers. I lifted the blankets to locate my grandson, but he wasn’t there.
Where is he? 
I raced to the wall and flipped on the light, looking around the room. My heart began to pound. 
He probably crawled into Freddie’s bed after a nightmare. 
I hurried down the hall to Freddie’s room, pushing the door open so the hall light illuminated her bed. She lay alone in the king-sized bed with one long leg thrown out from her comforter. I checked around to be sure he hadn’t climbed into a chair or was curled up on a blanket on the floor. 
No Johnny.
Now I was really getting worried. I turned and headed to my room. Outlandish thoughts of kidnapping raced through my brain, courtesy of an event that happened eight months earlier. Johnny was missing for nearly an entire day. We were frantic with worry. Thankfully, he showed up unharmed, but remnants of the knife-like fear from that day stayed and resurfaced whenever he wasn’t exactly where he was supposed to be.  
I pushed the thoughts away, moved swiftly across the room, and switched on the lamp beside the bed. A cone of light flooded the area, illuminating the sleeping figures of boy and dog. 
Relief poured through me. I sat down on the edge of the bed and laid the back of my hand against his cheek. 
Johnny lay on my pillow with his arm flung around Max’s neck. The dog lazily opened one blue eye, and then closed it again, his tail thumping slowly on the bedspread. I smiled with relief and decided it was time to speak to Freddie about a youth bed. The crib rails had lost their effectiveness months ago.
Johnny’s glossy hair hung like an inverted-soup-bowl over his angelic features. His pudgy lips formed an open circle that alternately opened and closed. One pajama leg was pushed up, exposing his leg from knee to toes. The wrinkled pajama top had risen halfway up his back. I straightened his nightclothes and removed a well-worn book from his hand. It was his favorite, Disney’s Mickey Meets the Giant. 
Feeling guilty for missing our bedtime story hour, I carried him to his crib. He stirred, but didn’t wake, sagging against my shoulder.  
“There ya go, buddy.” I laid him next to his Velveteen Rabbit, pulled the blanket over him, and tucked it beneath his cold little feet. “Sleep tight.”
I changed into my flannel pajamas and slid under the covers with Dress Her in Indigo, by John D. MacDonald. Max had moved to the foot of the bed and was snoozing on his back against the footboard with all four paws in the air. I shifted around to get comfortable, and something poked into my thigh. 
Reaching beneath the covers, I pulled out Max’s rawhide chewy. He’d been burying his bones around the house since he was a puppy, and now he was burying them in my bed.  I chuckled and tossed it next to him. 
My eyelids drooped. I sat up straighter and fought the urge to sleep. After reading only a few paragraphs, my eyes closed. A kaleidoscope of images flashed through my mind. I fell asleep to the visions of prancing, frolicking teenagers, followed by a transformation of Agnes Bigelow into the Wicked Witch of the West.



Chapter Ten
 
The next morning I sat on the edge of my desk and faced my students. Twenty-four juniors tapped their feet and drummed their fingers to the profound blues rhythm sweeping across the room. The CD played, and my mind drifted back to last night’s high school auditions.
My admiration for Camille had risen yet another notch. I’d never seen her in this role. When she bustled around the stage and managed that throng of hormone-crazed adolescents, I sat up and took notice. My beloved had surprised me with her brisk commands and take-charge attitude. Not that it was a bad thing, mind you. I actually quite liked it. She was such a multi-dimensional woman—I wondered if I’d ever peel all her complex layers.
I compared our roles. Here I stood, watching my own well-behaved students. Most of them had abandoned childish high school antics long ago, and had moved into some semblance of their adult personas. I rarely had to discipline them. I surveyed the group with pride, and a smile crept onto my lips. I really am spoiled.
Music pounded across the classroom, and to my surprise, the hall door opened. Maddy Coté shifted quickly from one yellow high heel to the other, waving to catch my attention. A dozen silver bracelets clattered up and down her arm.  
I motioned to my teaching assistant, asked her to take over, and strode quickly to the back of the room. We stepped into the hall and I closed the door.
“Sorry, Gus. There’s a call for you in the office. She says it’s an emergency. I didn’t recognize her name, but thought I’d better get you, just in case.”
I followed my secretary across the hall to the office, wondering if there had been an accident at home. Maddy passed me the phone. 
I pressed it to my ear, my pulse racing. “LeGarde here.”
“Mr. LeGarde? It’s Agnes Bigelow.”
Not Professor LeGarde, Mr. LeGarde. Was it on purpose? “Mrs. Bigelow? What’s wrong?”
“I’m sorry to bother you. Your housekeeper gave me your number at work. I hope I’m not disturbing you?”
“Actually, I was in the middle of teaching a—”
She rode roughshod over my words before I could finish the sentence.
“I need Camille’s cell phone number. I’ve tried her office over twenty times and she won't answer. I really need to talk to her.”
I bristled at the woman’s gall. “Mrs. Bigelow, she’s probably counseling a student. What’s so important that it can’t wait until rehearsal tomorrow?”
The state and the school had joined hands in recent years. Although Camille officially worked for the County Mental Health department, her counseling skills were sorely in need in the understaffed high school. She had been assigned on-site duty for three days of the week, sharing her time with the Child Welfare Bureau on alternate days. 
Agnes huffed dramatically. “Lisa just called about the cast list.” Her voice cracked. “She’s done it again, Mr. LeGarde, and it must be stopped!” 
“Mrs. Bigelow, what are you talking about? Who are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about Camille. She gave Molly the part of Celeste Freespirit! I’m talking about favoritism. I’m talking about that snotty Molly Frost and how unfair it is that she always takes the lead role away from my Lisa.” Her voice rose to a shrill pitch and she began to sob. 
I pulled the phone a few inches away from my ear, waiting for her to collect herself. “Mrs. Bigelow? Are you all right? Perhaps you should wait to talk to Camille when she’s not working. You know, after hours? I’m sure she’ll address your concerns. I could give her a message to call you, if you’d like.”
Agnes snuffled into the receiver. “All right. But I may have to discuss this with the superintendent. I’m very unhappy.” She hung up. 
I stared at the receiver in surprise. Shaking my head, I placed it on the cradle.
“Gus? Everything okay?” 
My future mother-in-law looked at me anxiously, smoothing the skirt of her sparkling green and yellow polyester dress.
“No emergency, Maddy.” I pressed my fingers against my eyes. “It was the mother of one of Camille’s drama kids. A stage mother in the worst sense of the word, I’m afraid.”
Maddy clucked in sympathy. 
I glanced at her desk. It was covered in exam books, schedules, and a newly delivered box of office supplies to be distributed among the other secretaries in the building. Beneath the box was a tattered copy of the September issue of Bride magazine. 
She followed my gaze. Her lips compressed into a pout. She tossed her head and then ran her manicured fingertips through her well-coifed hair. “Camille called me this morning, Gus. She told me about your decision to keep the wedding simple.”
I sensed the disappointment in her voice. She turned to her desk and picked up the magazine, opening it to a dog-eared page.
“See this? I’ve decided when I meet Mr. Right, it’ll be me in this gorgeous satin number.” She poked at the figure of a slim model in the voluminous white gown and veil, raised her face toward the sunny window, and struck a pose like the bride in the magazine.
Maddy was an attractive woman at the age of sixty-two. Although she filled her flamboyant outfits quite amply, she was a loving, upbeat soul who had actually received many offers from potential suitors. Problem was, none of them measured up to her Stanley. Ten years of widowhood had built Stan’s reputation to monumental proportions. 
I placed an arm around her shoulders. “Maddy, you’d look smashing in that dress.” 
She twirled around a few times with a coquettish expression on her face. “I know,” she answered brightly, mincing down an imaginary aisle.
The phone trilled from Maddy’s desk, disturbing the whimsical moment. Suddenly all business, she headed for it with her high heels tapping along the linoleum. “Music Department, Professor LeGarde’s office.”
She moved over to the other side of her desk and perched on her seat, playing with her rhinestone medallion. “Hi, honey! How’s it going? Your beloved is standing right in front of me.” She paused, listening. “Oh, okay, sweetie. Here he is.”
I picked up the extension from my desk and sat down on my rolling chair. “Morning, love.”
“Hi, Gus. Sorry to bother you at work. Any chance you could break away early?”
“Sure. My last class is over at one-fifteen. What’s up?” My interest piqued. I imagined a romantic drive down to the Keuka Lake wineries. A vision of a walk among the vineyards, followed by a scrumptious dinner as the sun set over the lake, flashed through my mind.
“Could you meet me at the school? I’ve been called down to the superintendent’s office at three o'clock. It’s Mrs. Bigelow. She’s complaining again.” 
My heart sank. Crazy Agnes Bigelow had actually followed through with her threat. Camille sounded nervous. I assured her quickly that I’d be there. “Don’t worry. I’ll meet you in your office a few minutes before three.”
“Thanks, Gus. I really need your moral support. Love you.” 
“Love you too.”
We hung up, and I strolled back to my class, wondering what sly tricks Agnes Bigelow had up her sleeve this time.



Chapter Eleven
 
I arrived at the high school early, where a long line of orange school buses queued at the curb. I parked my new LL Bean Edition Outback and headed inside against a tide of students streaming out of the building. On the way to Camille’s office, I dodged children of all ages in the corridors. Nelson Santos and Takeema Billings danced by, waving as they giggled over some apparently juicy bit of gossip. I pushed through the crowd, passed the cafeteria, and took a left. Cindi Fox stood by the freight elevator near a cart holding two trashcans overflowing with lunchroom debris. She smiled sweetly, waved, and when the elevator door opened, turned back to her task. 
The door to Camille’s office was closed. A loud, male voice came from inside. I casually glanced through the window in the door. 
Camille sat at her desk, her face ashen, but her expression resolute. Armand Lugio, Molly’s beau, faced Camille on the opposite side. He leaned toward her, his hands pressed hard against the desk. A chair was toppled on the floor beside him. Camille’s lips moved, but I couldn’t hear her. Her eyes flickered toward me, but instantly returned to the boy. Armand straightened, ran his right hand through his thick black hair, and shouted again. “It isn’t fair! He’s a damned sophomore, for crying out loud. He’s a stupid little sophomore!”
Camille spoke softly, trying to calm him down. I couldn’t make out her words.
Armand dashed his hand across the desk, sweeping papers, pens, and picture frames onto the floor. He yanked the door open and shoved past me, knocking me into the wall. 
I started to grab him, but Camille called to me. 
“Gus? Let him go. I’ll deal with him later when he’s calmed down.”
“What’s up with him? What a jerk.” I walked into her office and stooped to help her pick up her things. 
Her hands shook when she rescued the framed picture of her little dog, Boris. The glass had broken.
“We don’t name-call in school, Gus.” She spoke as if to another student, her face a carefully composed canvas that I feared would crumple any minute, based on the quaver in her voice.
“Er…sorry.” I began to pick up the shards of glass scattered over the floor, wishing I could have pushed Armand up against the wall and called him some more names. “Are you okay?”
She kept her head down and grabbed some papers that had flown to the back of the office. “Uh-huh. Just a little shaken. He’s got such a temper. He wasn’t very happy with the small part I gave him.”
“He expected the lead, didn’t he?”
She walked back to her desk with her eyes downcast. “He did.”
“You’re going to report him, aren’t you?”
She stopped what she was doing and finally looked at me. Her troubled eyes puddled tears. “I’m afraid I have to this time. I tried so hard to help him last year, when his father was deported.” Her lower lip trembled. She sighed again, pulled herself together, and sat down in her chair.
“Last year? What happened?” 
I thought she wouldn’t answer, but after a few seconds of silence, she did.
“He was going through a great deal at the time. His father was extradited to Brazil, and his mother was trying to support the four boys on a meager salary. He worked two jobs, attended school, and tried to stay in the play. It wasn’t working. He kept missing rehearsals, and finally he—”
Before she could finish, Molly Frost breezed into the room. She wore a black cashmere cardigan and a crisp khaki skirt. Her blond hair gleamed when she flung it over her shoulders. “Miss Coté, thank you so much! I’m really happy with the part, and I promise I won’t disappoint you.”

“You're welcome, sweetheart. You'll be a perfect Celeste. I'm sorry I can't chat right now, I'm due for a meeting in a few minutes.”
Camille shooed Molly out of the room, locked the door, and we hurried down the hall toward the superintendent’s office. Although I asked again, Camille deferred my questions about Armand. When we reached our destination minutes later, his secretary was ready for us and motioned us inside.



Chapter Twelve
 
We’d been sitting the meeting for fifteen minutes when Agnes Bigelow finally stopped her rant. 
Like a deflated balloon, Superintendent Lou Marshall hunched at the head of the table and twirled a yellow pencil between his stout fingers. His bristly white hair, shorn in the style of a 1950s crew cut, transported me back to the fifth grade. My pals and I had carried little black combs leftover from picture day in the back pockets of our chinos.
We’d wetted the combs under washroom faucets and spiked the front of our hair straight up. Marshall, in his mid-fifties, looked as if he’d been combing his hair in the same style ever since. His bulk filled the wooden armchair, slouching against the table with an expression of strained tolerance.
Agnes sat across from Camille, her eyes red-rimmed from crying. Lisa, according to her mother, had been too distressed to attend classes and was resting in the nurse’s office. 
Marshall harrumphed and attempted to speak again, having fortunately been given a break by Mrs. Bigelow noisily blowing her nose.
“As I’ve been trying to say, Mrs. Bigelow, Miss Coté volunteers for this activity. It’s not a paid position. She has complete control of the production and reports to no one in this capacity. It is through her dedication that our school has been honored with the Rochester Broadway Theater League’s Stars of Tomorrow awards. You may know that we've won ‘Best Musical’ in our class now for four out of the last five years. We have absolute faith in her ability to choose the appropriate cast members and don’t intend to interfere with her selections.”
Agnes turned sullen. Wisps of black hair escaped from a stringy ponytail. She pulled her baggy gray sweater tighter around her chest and sniffed. In an unsteady voice, she started in again. “My daughter practiced these pieces for six months. I paid over four hundred dollars for singing and dance lessons. Molly told Lisa that she picked up the music one week before the auditions! One week! In my opinion, Lisa outperformed Molly in every facet of the performance. There was no question in my mind that she’d get the part of Celeste. I was flabbergasted when she called me this morning. Simply flabbergasted.”
Camille spoke gently to the troubled woman. “Agnes. Please. Lisa did a fine job, she’s a great little actress. But Molly honestly is better suited for the part. Lisa will have a ball as Rikki. It’s a wonderful role.”
Agnes shot a steely glance at Camille. “I know favoritism when I see it, Miss Coté. I know it well. And this fiasco smacks of it!” She paused momentarily, smoothing her sweater. Her eyes drifted around the table. “I’d like a second opinion. My daughter is so distraught. This will destroy her. It will simply destroy her.”
Again, her voice rose to an unsteady pitch that made me wonder what was wrong with her. Was she on drugs? Was she unstable? Well, that part was certain. Maybe she needed drugs.
The superintendent shifted in his chair and met my gaze, playing with a loose button on the yellowed cuff of his white shirt. 
“Mrs. Bigelow, this isn’t a medical issue. Second opinions are not an option. But perhaps Professor LeGarde would offer us the benefit of his opinion? After all, he is a music professor. You must have heard his radio show, Mrs. Bigelow? It’s on WRLN Sunday mornings at eight.”
Agnes’s head snapped up, and she stared at me with widened eyes. “Professor LeGarde?” She looked worried, then snorted. “I thought you were just the piano player.” 
She delivered the words “piano player” as if they were an insult. Apparently she hadn’t paid attention when Maddy answered the phone earlier. 
I decided to speak up. “Mrs. Bigelow. I volunteered to play piano for the auditions. And I wrote the musical, albeit many years ago, so I have a pretty good understanding of the roles. I’ll continue to provide the service for free during the rehearsals, until the orchestra comes on board. In addition to being the piano player and the composer, I’ve taught for nearly twenty-five years at the University and am currently the chairman of the Music Department. I believe I’m qualified to offer you a second opinion.”
I pushed my chair back from the table and took a deep breath. Agnes seemed to calm down, nodding in my direction. I spoke up in my lecture-hall voice, overdoing it a little, but rapidly losing patience.
“First of all, the choice of cast has always been and always will be the unique decision of the director. Who the director chooses is her option. The decisions are final and must not be questioned by the participants. The cast must trust in the instincts of the director or seek acting opportunities elsewhere.”
Agnes opened her mouth to interrupt, but I barreled on.
“I agree wholeheartedly with Miss Coté’s decision. Her instincts are superb. Lisa is a talented young woman, but her vocal range precludes her from the high B flat required in many of the solos. She’s much better suited in the comedic role of Rikki. To tell the truth, I would have cast your daughter in the hippy chorus and would have chosen the Williams girl for the part of Rikki. But that is of no consequence, because it’s not my decision.”
The color drained from Agnes' face. Her eyes narrowed and her lip curled. She resembled an emaciated Doberman, expelling a long, sour breath.  Erupting from her seat, she seethed across the table. “Well, sure, you’d side with her! You’re screwing her, aren’t you?” She hurled the words across the table, knocked her chair to the floor, and bolted from the room sobbing. 
I looked at Camille. Her eyes widened and her lips parted. She looked at me, and then at Marshall. 
Marshall spoke first, looking very uncomfortable. “I am so sorry, Miss Coté, Professor LeGarde. I truly apologize for this, for this, uh—unusual situation.”
In addition to the fury, I felt a powerful urge to defend my fiancée's honor. Aside from a few tentative romantic interludes, Camille and I had maintained a rather Victorian relationship. As much as it killed me, we’d agreed to wait until we were married to sleep together. I knew Camille’s soul was still tender because of her ex-husband’s abuse. And in spite of my love for her, and the wild surges of desire that rose within me, sometimes I felt clumsy and even a little guilty when I was in her arms. 
Elsbeth was supposed to have been my lifetime soul mate, and although it had been five years since her passing, it felt as if she’d fallen from the Letchworth Gorge cliffs just yesterday. Waiting until Camille and I worked through our personal issues had been the right choice for us.
I stopped the jumble of thoughts Agnes’ sordid comments had triggered, and turned to Marshall. “Superintendent. Marshall, I just want you to know—” 
He dismissed my attempt with a brief hand wave. “She had no right to speak to you that way. Please don't give it a moment's thought.”
Jonesy was just outside the door, pushing a wet mop in large “S” patterns across the linoleum. He raised his head from his work, looked dully at each of us, and turned his attention back to the floor. 
Marshall touched Camille’s sleeve with an expression bordering on affection. “Miss Coté?” 
Camille face flushed and she studied her hands. “Yes?” 
“I hope you won’t let this affect your decision to continue with the show. We need you. We need your talent. The work you do with these children is exemplary. It’s one of the best and healthiest outlets they have. Don’t let the words of a—” he hesitated and lowered his voice, “a lunatic—stop you. Please?”
The strained expression melted from her face. “Thank you, Mr. Marshall. I won’t. I don’t plan to give up on them. They’re a great bunch of kids.”
Marshall beamed at both of us, shaking our hands. “Well then, we’ll be just fine now, won’t we?”



Chapter Thirteen
 
At quarter to nine on Saturday morning I headed for the high school in heavy rain. Thunderstorms had swept into the valley at dawn and hadn’t let up. Angry black clouds rolled through yellow ochre skies, releasing torrents of cold rain. My windshield wipers struggled to keep up with the downpour. 
I drove carefully over the slippery roads and finally reached the school, parking as close to the entrance as possible. After searching unsuccessfully for my umbrella, I finally realized I’d left it at home. Shrugging, I tucked the music score under my jacket, grabbed a bottle of water, and timed a dash inside between flashes of lightning. 
Once inside, I followed a trail of wet footprints toward the auditorium. My jacket and shoes were soaked and the rain had seeped under my shirt collar. I peeled off the sodden jacket, thankful that the music score was just a little damp, and turned into the auditorium. The hairs on my arms still tingled from electrical charges in the atmosphere. 
On the first day of rehearsal, the air in the auditorium quivered with excitement, much like the ozone charges I’d felt seconds earlier. 
Giggling teenagers filled the halls and swooped up and down the aisles. Nelson Santos pranced around the stage with a blue boa wrapped around his neck. Clearly, he was in his element. It seemed the drama environment provided him a comfortable place to enjoy his “regal” tendencies without causing too much ridicule. 
He crooned “Who Am I?” in a surprisingly good falsetto, spoofing the role of Celeste. Had life in the small country school been different, I figured Nelson might actually have enjoyed the part of Celeste over his assigned role of Emilio Juarez, the acerbic writer. 
When he finished the song to a splutter of applause, Takeema Billings circled around him, twisting and pulsing in an erotic tribal dance. She placed her legs apart with her knees and feet turned slightly outward. Her head snapped back and forth and she leaned forward, hips undulating. She wore a vivid pink and yellow head wrap and a matching short, satin dress that rode up her thighs. 
“I needed some nourishment for my roots,” she said to Nelson, who clapped in approval, “so I took these fabulous African dance lessons up at Eastman this summer.”
She continued in her earthy demonstration while Randy Sherman locked his hands on the edge of the stage and bucked like a bronco. His legs flew high; it appeared his target was Armand, who sullenly ignored him from the front row beside Molly. 
I set the score on the piano and cracked open the bottled water. Cindi Fox walked past, carrying paint cans and brushes. I smiled at her and she beamed in my direction. Camille told me Cindi was thrilled to help with the set and costumes. 
Camille quieted the group and began an upbeat speech about responsibility and teamwork. When finished, she asked Molly to hand out the scripts. The noise level rose and the group started acting up again. Lisa sat quietly in the front row, thankfully without her mother. I felt a pang of empathy for her. The poor girl had her share of troubles with a parent like Agnes.
“Everyone, please take a seat! Make sure if you are a principal, you have a black folder. Everyone else needs a blue folder with choral music. Mike? Could you please go up to the booth and give us more light up here?”
Camille’s melodic voice rang out across the room, and the youngsters scrambled back into their seats near the stage. 
“Now, I know for some of you, it’s your first show, and some of the terms I use might be confusing.”
She smiled down from the stage at a small group of junior high students. They clustered together uncertainly, watching the older teens in awe.
“Let’s start with some basic definitions. Stage left is to your left as you stand on stage and face the audience. Stage right is to your right. Downstage is toward the audience. Upstage is toward the curtain.” She paused for a breath and jumped down from the stage. “Understand?”
The newest members of the club nodded their heads eagerly. The seniors lounged in a group, yawning to display their boredom. Armand whispered in Molly’s ear, his hooded eyes gleaming. Molly’s eyes bulged, and she whacked him on the arm. 
Camille glanced at him, ignoring the interruption. “Okay! We have a lot to do today. You won’t be busy all the time, so if you remembered to bring your homework, you’ll be ahead of the game. I’m going to start with what we call blocking a scene. That means we’ll go through the scene bit by bit and I’ll basically tell you where to stand and what to do with yourself while you’re moving around. We’ll choreograph a few dance steps, and then try to put it all together with the music. Okay?”
She clapped her hands and the babble of voices rose to a crescendo. I played a section from the intro to Act 2, and she herded ten girls on stage for the beginning of the “Free To Love”
number. Camille sang the song to give the girls a feeling for the scene. She jumped up on stage, singing in a clear, soprano voice.
 
Winds will kiss your soul
If you let your hair grow
Just open your arms wide 
And join us in the tide
You’re free to love, Baby
Toss out the rules, lady
Dance ‘round the knoll
Make your spirit whole 
 
You’re free to love, Baby
Toss out the rules, lady
Dance ‘round the knoll
Make your spirit whole 
 
Winds will kiss your soul
If you let your hair grow
Just open your arms wide 
And join us in the tide
You’re free to love, Baby
Toss out the rules, lady
Dance ‘round the knoll
Make your spirit whole 
 
When I wrote the music, I’d never expected that my soon-to-be second wife would stand before me on stage and wow me. Her voice was as pretty as Molly’s, but of course more mature. Again, I watched in fascination. Another surprise.
She bounced from girl to girl, singing as she assigned names to each of them. For the next forty minutes, she positioned the girls in two groups that wound around the stage, doing spins, jazz squares, shimmies, and striking classic sixties poses. Cindi carried a box to the stage at Camille’s request. She handed out brightly colored granny glasses to each girl and a black beret to Nelson, who reached for it from the auditorium floor below the stage.
The boys came next. Camille taught them the twirls, head snaps, and spins that would complement the girls’ movements. They were handed multi-colored, tie-dyed headbands. 
Nelson revealed a wonderfully sardonic voice, singing the dark refrain from “Woodstock or Bust” that bounced beneath the upbeat melody the girls sang. 
 
They think they have evolved
That their problems will be solved
 
Wait ‘til they arrive
In Woodstock.
 
And fight for their lives
At Woodstock.
They think they have evolved
That their problems will be solved
 
Wait ‘til they arrive
In Woodstock.
 
And fight for their lives
At Woodstock.
 
He wore a black turtleneck and slim black chinos, flitting about the stage in the black beret and waving a pipe in the air. Although no one else had dressed so fully for their parts, he seemed perfectly suited for the role of the erudite, pompous writer. 
After two hours, the teens knew their moves and positions fairly well. I figured the weeks ahead would strengthen the actions and draw out the showmanship needed to polish the performance.
Superintendent Marshall arrived at noon with five sheet pizzas and six liters of soda. I helped him serve the cast while Camille bopped from group to group, chatting and joking with them. 
When lunch was over, Camille drew me into the chorus room and closed the door. Her eyes shone with excitement. “This is going to be the best show, ever.” She threw her arms around me.
I held her close and kissed her softly on the lips. She kissed me back enthusiastically; underpinning my control. Heat invaded my body and without thinking I started to walk her backwards toward the wall, kissing her deeper and holding her tighter. 
Jonesy burst into the room. He stopped dead, opened his mouth, shut it again, and peered at us through his thick glasses. 
Camille whirled away from me and busied herself with music on the desk. 
Jonesy looked from Camille, to me, and back again to Camille. “Sorry,” he mumbled. He lowered his eyes and backed out of the room. 



Chapter Fourteen
 
Camille and I returned to the auditorium and went back to work. We blocked the next scene between loud thunderclaps. 
Surprised we could hear the storm so well from inside the brick building, I glanced up when it intensified and the structure actually seemed to tremble under the assault. 
Lou Marshall flew through the back doors and strode to the front of the hall, waving his arms to get everyone’s attention. “Folks! Listen up! We’ve just had an advisory from the State Police.” He stopped when no one paid attention and practically screamed the next words. “I need you to listen!”
The room full of teens finally quieted down. 
“There’s an advisory to stay indoors for the next thirty minutes! Do you hear me? Stay inside. No exceptions. There have been several bad lightning strikes in the area, and someone just reported a small twister in Nunda.”
The group gasped. Tornados were extremely rare in Upstate New York. Lou walked toward the back of the hall and turned one more time to the subdued gathering. “Okay. Carry on. I didn’t want to—”
Before he could finish, the overhead lights flickered and we were thrust into darkness. A few of the girls screamed. 
Lou struggled to make himself heard over the uproar. “Everyone, please. Stay exactly where you are! Nobody move. We don’t want anyone getting hurt.”
I sat motionless on the piano bench in the pitch black, wondering when the generator would kick in. Scurrying feet raced down one aisle, followed by a thud and a curse.
Camille raised her voice above the din. “Who’s that running? Come on now, you heard Mr. Marshall. We need you to stay put.”
The room was still. Low, raspy breathing came from my right. The footsteps suddenly resumed, running faster. It sounded as if the joker had jumped onto the stage. 
A low voice whispered, “Bitch!” 
Camille’s surprised cry rang out, followed by a crash. 
Had the sicko pushed her? I shot to my feet. “Camille?” 
No response. 
I groped along the piano and started in the direction of the stage. 
The students quickly became hysterical, crying and calling to each other in the darkness. 
Raising my voice, I called to the superintendent. “Marshall!”
He answered from the back of the auditorium. “That you, Professor?”
“Yes. I think Camille fell. We need some light.”
Before Marshall could repeat the request, Randy Sherman peered ghoulishly behind the flame of his lighter. He handed it to me and gasped when he saw Camille crumpled on the floor.
I ran to her side and knelt with my heart slamming beneath my ribs, trying to assess the damage. She’d fallen three-and-a-half feet from the raised stage and had landed on a music stand on the floor below. A trickle of blood ran from her temple. 
I couldn’t rouse her.
Marshall quickly joined me, panting from his downhill sprint. He leaned over, his face working with emotion. 
In the recesses of my mind, I idly wondered how deep his feelings were for her. 
After a few seconds of shock, he roared into action. “Which one of you kids has a cell phone?”
A dozen voices piped up and they all began searching in the dim light of the single flame for their backpacks. 
The first to reach hers was Molly Frost. “Got it!” she shouted, jogging down the aisle to Marshall’s side.  
Marshall turned to her, grabbed the phone, and dialed 911. A few more teens turned on their flashlight apps on their cell phones and formed a semicircle around Camille. Much as I hated the fact that so many kids were single-mindedly attached to their cells these days, I was glad for the light. 
She lay still. Her breathing was shallow, but regular. I lifted one of her wrists and found her pulse. It was steady. 
Flickering lights shone from the back of the auditorium. The school janitors played their heavy-duty flashlights over the room, moving closer. Frank Swensen, the supervisor, shouted to Marshall. 
I stemmed the trickle of her blood with my shirt, catching pieces of conversation around me. It appeared the backup generator was on the fritz and that we’d be in the dark until the power lines were repaired.
Marshall herded the teens into a group and told them to gather their belongings. Frank offered to walk them out to the lobby where they could call their parents for rides home or carpool with those old enough to drive. The buzzing group shuffled out of the theatre, and emergency workers rushed past them down the aisle toward Camille.
I brushed a loose curl from her brow and called her name. “Camille? Honey? Can you hear me?”
Her eyes fluttered open when the EMTs arrived at her side. My pounding heart subsided. I backed away and watched the experts examine her under the wavering beam of a high-powered flashlight.



Chapter Fifteen
 
Power was restored to the school by the time the ambulance crew finished evaluating Camille. Against their advice, she refused the ambulance ride to the hospital. She did, however, begrudgingly allow me to drive her to Doc Mattson’s office. He advised an x-ray of her ribs and a CAT scan to rule out a skull fracture, but finally settled on twenty-four hours of bed rest with close observation after her stubborn refusal to get any tests run. 
After tucking her into bed at her place, I drove two miles down the road to my garden to pick vegetables. I hugged my grandson, patted my canine buddy, Max, tasted Mrs. Pierce’s homemade cobbler, and sorted through the mail. Finally, I grabbed a basket and made my way across the drenched lawn to the garden. 
Clouds rolled across the clearing skies and shafts of sunlight burst through, filtering to the ground. The warmth flooding the air was restorative. I paused to soak in nature’s therapy. It would have to last a long time. September was nearly over, and with the busy rehearsal schedule for Spirit Me Away, my days in the garden would be numbered.
I stood hip deep in tomato plants, surveying the bountiful crop of cherry red, streaked purple, yellow-orange, and spotted green tomatoes. An avid seed collector, I loved to experiment with new varieties. I found a cluster of plump yellow tomatoes, and pulled the warm fruit from the vines causing raindrops to splatter to the black plastic at my feet. Next, I moved to a row of Blue Lake green beans. I pulled up my small garden scooter, wiped off the seat, and slid along the row, collecting the most tender of specimens. 
A boyish sense of excitement shot through me and I laughed out loud.

I really want to impress her.
In minutes, a mound of beans filled the basket beside the tomatoes. Next, I gathered cucumbers, dill, and aromatic cilantro leaves. Taking one last look, I picked up the heavy basket and headed for the car. 
On the way back to the driveway, I thought about Camille’s avoidance of the hospital. I sympathized and shared her sentiment. Having practically lived at the hospital during Elsbeth’s depressive crises and my father’s unsuccessful battle with cancer, I was loathe to set foot there again. Dr. Mattson understood this and had been a port in many a storm for us.
I hefted the overflowing basket of produce into the passenger seat of my Outback, and checked over the remaining groceries I’d hastily packed into a brown paper bag. Satisfied, I got in and started the engine. 
I started to worry about Monday night—our next rehearsal. Would she be up to it? I snorted and chuckled at my ridiculous thought. Even if she were trussed in traction, Camille would find a way.
I reached her driveway in three minutes. Ginger jumped down from a red bud tree and trotted toward the car. I slowly pulled up close to the garage and opened the door. Before I was able to swing my legs around, The hefty orange tabby plopped into my lap.
“Well, hello there, kitty.” I laughed and stroked her fur. 
Ginger stood in my lap on her hind legs, placed her front paws on my chest, and began to lick my chin with her sandpaper tongue. She purred, rhythmically kneading her claws into my shirt. 
“Okay, okay, Gingerella,” I said. “That’s enough!” I set the enormous cat on the driveway. She immediately vaulted back into the car, bounded over me, and then settled on top of the brown bag of groceries.
“Wait just one second. That’s not for you.”
She’d started to sit on the bag, but stopped midstream and began to sniff around the edges. Her whiskers twitched and her tail curled into a striped orange question mark above her body.
“That’s our dinner, Ginger.” 
She looked at me as if she understood, licking her paws to hide her embarrassment. I moved her again and managed to gather my produce and close the door before she could sneak back into the car.



Chapter Sixteen
 
Boris’ sharp bark echoed through the house when I came in through the back door and dumped the overflowing basket and packages on the kitchen table. One stray tomato bounced out of the basket and rolled along the wooden floor toward the dining room. Boris flounced after it, his long, soft ears flapping. The mini-dachshund maneuvered his little body to the treasure. He nosed around it with his tail whipping like a metronome. Finally bored with it, he trotted into the kitchen and looked up at me expectantly, his tail still wagging. 
“What is it, buddy? Do you want something?”
Boris waved his sable plume and stared at me. He’d been outside an hour earlier, but I asked him again just to be sure.
“Do you wanna go out, Boris?”
He stayed still, his eyes riveted on me. 
“Do you want some water?”
No response. I glanced at his water dish. It was full. He’d eaten an hour ago, just before I’d made the quick jaunt to my garden. His bushy tail wagged rapidly back and forth, but his focus stayed on me. 
Suddenly, I had it. “Want a chewy, boy? Is that it?”
Boris began to dance in circles. His toenails tapped on the linoleum floor. He bounced over to a cupboard door, sat down, and stared at it. I opened the door and took out a new, chicken-basted rawhide chewy. Boris took it gently from my hand and trotted to the braided rug under the dining room table, where he vigorously worked on his treat.
I skipped up the stairs two at a time to Camille’s room. “I’m back. Are you comfortable? Do you need anything?”
She smiled at me from her pile of pillows and dropped the September/October issue of Country Living onto the white bedspread. “I’m okay, Gus. Please don’t go to any trouble.”
“It’s no trouble, my love. I’m glad to be here.” 
She tried to smile, but winced instead, shifting against the pillows. 
I hurried to her side and helped her sit up. “Where do you hurt?”
Camille raised the hem of her pajama top, revealing yellow and purple bruised ribs. It had worsened since I’d settled her in bed earlier.
“Whoa. You’re turning every color of the rainbow. How about some Advil?”
“Okay.” Her face tightened and she lay back against the pillows. 
I brought her the pills and sat on the edge of the bed, holding her hand. Anger surged through me when I thought about Armand Lugio and his vile temper. 
It must have been Armand. Who else would have done such a thing?

Although it could’ve been one of the boys who were cut from the show, they hadn’t been on the set. Who else harbored such powerful anger toward Camille? I ached to grab him by his Brazilian neck and punch his handsome face. After picturing the satisfying scene, I drew in a deep breath and decided this wasn’t the time to discuss him.
“I’m going down to make supper. Will you be okay up here?”
She nodded and tried to smile. I kissed her hand and picked up the magazine that had slipped to the floor. Although the attack on her had been horrible, I found myself eager to take care of her. 
I bounded down the stairs and into the living room where I selected highlights from “Carmen” to cook by. A large pot of jasmine rice steamed as I prepared the Gaeng Kua Sapparod. It had recently become one of my favorite Thai dishes and I was eager to share it with Camille. 
After opening a can of shredded pineapple, I poured it into the pan with coconut milk, red curry paste and fresh shrimp. I washed the fresh-picked cilantro leaves. The best flavor was attained if the pungent pieces were added to the mixture in the last few minutes of cooking. While the shrimp simmered, I started the beans in the steamer. In ten minutes, they were ready, sitting under a pat of butter in their covered dish. I chopped the tomatoes, cukes, and dill and set them in a bowl to marinate while the remainder of the meal cooked. Last of all, I peeled and sliced two ripe mangoes and arranged them on a cobalt blue plate with two forks.
Boris continued to work on his treat, grabbing it between his stubby legs and chewing on the rawhide. Ginger had fallen asleep on top of the refrigerator.
When it was ready, I placed two servings of beans onto dinner plates, spooned the shrimp and curried pineapple over mounds of fluffy rice, and scooped out two portions of the tomato-cucumber salad. Cracking ice cubes into tall glasses, I filled them with sweet well water from the tap and set them on the tray. Finally, I placed the plate of mangoes between the two dinner plates and hoisted the tray onto my shoulder. Ginger woke from her nap, dropped down to the kitchen floor, and circled around my ankles, purring loudly. 
“Sorry, kitty. This isn’t for you.”
The tabby had already polished off her can of tuna and demolished her dish of kibble. I balanced the tray and walked up the stairs, and the cat wove in and out of my legs, nearly tripping me on several occasions. When we reached the bedroom, she leapt onto the windowsill and perched on the ledge with white lace curtains billowing lightly around her. She closed her eyes halfway and began to snooze again.
I placed the tray on Camille’s bureau and passed her a yellow dishtowel. She tucked it obediently under her chin and sat up. “Mmm. Is that curry?”
I nodded, handing her the plate. “It’s a Thai red curry paste.”
She brightened, pulling herself up and reaching for the fork.
I pulled a spindle-backed chair to the nightstand and set up my own place beside her. 
The cozy room was a study in whites. Camille had decorated with white walls, white painted furniture, white lacy curtains, white bureau scarves, and a white bedspread. A large crystal vase of white cosmos from her flower garden complemented the pure white of the bureau. The curtains fluttered at the windows and a late summer breeze wafted into the room.
Her dark hair formed a striking halo against the pillows. Although her complexion was wan, the lively spark in her eyes encouraged me to believe she’d be back to normal in no time. 
Between mouthfuls, she commented on the meal. “I didn’t know I was so hungry. Gus, this is fantastic.” 
I smiled, leaned back in the old chair, and took another long drink of cold water. The antique creaked when I shifted my weight. “Thanks. Glad you like it.” 
Her eyes shimmered. “Like it? Good heavens, Gus, I may just have to devote my life to you now.” 
I stabbed another piece of mango from the blue plate. “Good. The plan’s working. That was the intention all along, Miss Coté. All along.”
She tilted her pretty head to the side. Her eyes watered. 
I was surprised by the swift transition from light humor to near tears and reached for her hand. 
She looked down and spoke in a suddenly husky voice. “Just try to get rid of me, now, Professor.”



Chapter Seventeen
 
On Monday night, I picked up Camille for rehearsal. As expected, she insisted on going to work during the day and to rehearsal at night in spite of her pain. 
“How’d school go today?” I asked. 
She rolled her eyes. “It was a zoo. Lou Marshall and the cops had meetings all day about the attack on me. They dragged in student after student, and asked me questions over and over again. You know, trying to get leads on who might hate me enough to knock me off the stage.”
“Did they confront Armand?” I asked.
Camille shifted her weight gingerly and pulled the seat harness away from her sore ribs. “They interviewed him for an hour.” A soft sigh escaped from her pursed lips.
“Did he admit it?”
She shook her head and stared at the trees rushing by the window. “No. He flipped out. Denied it, over and over again. Said everyone in this country was out to get him, just like they persecuted his father. He got pretty violent, I guess. Tried to take a swing at Marshall. Told them he was quitting the show, anyway, since he had such a crummy role.” 
“What did they do to him?”
She turned back to me with a sad smile. “He's been expelled. Permanently. It's such a shame. He was a pretty good student until his father was deported last year.”
We drove in silence, and I digested what she'd said. It had to have been Armand who attacked her. The guy was truly unstable. I began to worry about Camille's safety in general. What if he lost it and attacked her at her home? 
I pulled into the parking lot and my mind flipped through potential solutions. Camille could move in with us until it was resolved. 
But what would constitute “resolved?” Would getting Armand deported, like his father, solve the problem? And what would be required to get him kicked out of the country? Catching him in a violent act? 
I still hadn't learned what Armand had done last year to upset Camille. She'd quickly changed the subject each time I asked. 
I was about to slip into a free space when an old, rusty yellow Camaro careened past, narrowly missing our fender. The driver revved his engine, his tires screeched, and he almost hit two young boys who were jogging along in their football gear. Armand's face leered out the window.
I slowly pulled into the parking spot, and the car sped away. 
Molly stood on the sidewalk, looking alarmed. Her hand fluttered to her mouth. I figured that Armand had dropped her off for practice. 
On the verge of tears, she clutched a notebook and she waved to get Camille's attention. “Miss Coté!”
I walked around to help Camille get out. She grimaced in pain, got up slowly, and turned toward Molly. 
The words spilled out of Molly's mouth in a jumble. “He didn't do it, Miss Coté. He was sitting right beside me, I swear.” Tears streamed down her face. “You've got to fix it for him, please.” She looked from Camille to me, wringing her hands.
Camille placed an arm around her shoulders, leaned into her face with concern, and answered, “Honey, calm down. Please, calm down. What are you trying to tell us? That he wasn't responsible for—for pushing me off the stage?” 
“Yes, oh yes! Please, fix it. His mother will send him back to Brazil and I’ll never see him again. He was right beside me the whole time. I swear. I would take a lie detector test, Miss Coté, I swear to God.”
We began to walk into the school. I supported Camille's left arm and the tearful Molly clung to her right. A few students who lingered in the school stared at Molly while we walked Camille to her office and closed the door.
“Please Miss Coté, please listen to me. You know me. I wouldn't lie.” Fresh tears slid down her cheeks.
Camille guided Molly to a chair. I grabbed a pillow from the old sofa that stretched across the far wall in her office, placed it behind Camille's back, and helped her settle down behind her desk. “Do you want me to stay, Miss Coté?” I asked.
She looked at Molly and pushed a box of tissues across the desk. 
The girl wept freely now. “It's okay. He can stay.” 
I grabbed a chair and pulled it up to the corner of Camille's desk.
Molly hiccupped a few times and finally controlled her tears.
“Molly?” I asked gently.
She looked up from her wad of wet tissues.
“Can you be sure Armand didn't leave your side even for a few minutes? It was pitch black in there. How could you tell for sure?”
Molly's color faded. She looked at Camille with soulful eyes. Pushing back a lock of blond hair, she drew herself up in the chair as if summoning courage. “I couldn't tell this to Superintendent Marshall. It was just too embarrassing.” 
Camille got up slowly, grabbed the pillow, walked gingerly around the desk, and pulled up another chair so she could be close to the girl. She took her hand. “Sweetie, you can tell me anything. Whatever you say stays right in this room. I promise.” 
“Same here.” I smiled and nodded at Molly.
“Okay.” The girl inhaled and closed her eyes. “When the lights went out, we were sitting together about halfway back in the auditorium. Armand started to—to become amorous with me. He started to—well, he—”
She looked down at her hands in shame.
“It's okay, honey. You don't have to give us the gory details,” Camille whispered.
Molly shook her head. “No. I want you to believe me.
He—he reached under my skirt and I was afraid when the lights came on that everyone would see! It happened exactly that way, Miss Coté, exactly!”
I believed her. I believed her and was stunned. She’d spit the words out quickly, as if they were distasteful. 
I exchanged a surprised look with Camille.
If Armand had his hand up Molly’s skirt the whole time, then who pushed Camille off the stage? Maybe one of the boys who were cut from the show had been lingering backstage.
It was possible, but not probable. It sounded as if the footsteps clattered down the aisle from the back of the hall toward the stage. Of course, in the dark, it was easy to get disoriented.
I helped Camille calm Molly. We both assured her we’d try to intervene for Armand. The boy obviously had anger issues, and needed some good therapy. It seemed as if being unjustly accused had broken him. 
I realized he probably was humiliated, too. Losing the lead role to a sophomore must have stung, particularly when his girlfriend was playing the female lead and his rival, Randy Sherman, was to play a major role opposite her. In the musical, “Damian Firebrand,” the rock star, takes advantage of Celeste’s innocence. The gyrating, leather-clad Damian is older, dangerous, and a bad influence. The thought of Molly playing out this scene with Randy probably drove Armand crazy. Perhaps that, on top of his escalating family problems, was enough to push him over the edge. 
Another thought occurred to me. I'd almost forgotten about it, but the snake incident happened the day before Camille posted the audition results. Armand hadn't been disappointed yet, and didn't have reason to try to sabotage the show, or frighten the actors. So who in the world had dropped the snake from the rafters?
We walked with Molly to the auditorium, and I vowed to help set the record straight.



Chapter Eighteen 
 
On Tuesday morning, I called Lou Marshall from my university office.
“Marshall here.”
“Lou? It's Gus LeGarde. I'm calling about Armand.”
He didn't hesitate. “It's all straightened out, Gus. Camille saw me first thing this morning and explained what she learned from Molly yesterday. Looks like he couldn't have done it, huh?” 
“Right. He's a troubled young man, but he couldn't have been responsible for what happened Saturday.” 
“I've already spoken to his mother. They're both coming in this afternoon for a conference. I'm going to apologize to him for the accusation, and then offer him a three-day suspension instead of expulsion. He still deserves some disciplinary action for letting that nasty temper of his go wild. Camille told me what he did in her office the other day, and I swear to God, I really thought he'd hit me yesterday. I hope it teaches him a lesson.” 
“What about therapy, Lou? The kid obviously needs some help.”
“I know. The family can't afford a psychiatrist on the outside, that's for sure. Even if you're assessed to be in an acute state of depression, in most health care programs these days, the co-payments are at least fifty bucks a session. I'm going to recommend that he sit down with Camille two or three times a week. She's agreed to try to help him.”  
I didn’t like it. “Really?” 
“Something wrong with that, Gus?”
“I just worry about him being around her with that temper of his. But if she feels she can handle him, I trust her judgment.” I said the right words, but didn’t mean it. I didn’t want that volcanic young man anywhere near Camille.
“So that leaves us with no one to blame for Camille’s accident,” Lou mused.  
“Exactly. I’ve been trying to figure out who could have been responsible. When you combine that with the snake incident, it doesn’t make sense.”
Lou expelled a loud breath. “It’s been bothering me, too.”
“And somebody’s got to be very sick, I mean really disturbed. Who else would do stuff like that?” 
“I know. I’m worried about the kids in the show.” Lou paused for a long minute. “Gus?”
“I’m here.” 
“Since you're there every night, would you mind keeping your eyes open for me? Let me know if you hear or see anything unusual?”
“Count on it, Lou.” We hung up and I went back to classes, grateful that my students weren’t surrounded by such insanity.



Chapter Nineteen
 
On Tuesday night, Siegfried was in charge of set building and Camille worked on costume sorting. The sound of the circular saw filled the air as students and their parents bustled about, assisting with the carpentry and costumes.
I called to Lisa’s father, who’d been sawing lumber in the corner. “Mr. Bigelow?” 
George Bigelow turned off the skill saw, pushed his safety goggles up, and turned to me. “Yes?” 
“Could you give us a hand for a minute? We need to stand this platform up.”
George nodded, wiped his hands against his overalls, and jogged toward us. Siegfried and I stood at opposite corners of the platform lying on its side. The deck spanned eight-by-ten feet and would tower over seven feet high when upright. I turned to the crowd of teens waiting to be measured for costumes. Lisa, Molly, Candy, Nelson, Takeema, Randy, Maurice, and others chatted excitedly, queuing around Camille and her mother. Maddy recorded numbers while Camille whipped the tape measure up and down arms and legs. 
I called over to the group. “Randy. Maurice. Come up here for a minute, would you please?”
Both boys snapped to attention, bounded over several rows of seats, and leapt onto the stage. I turned to Siegfried and motioned for him to begin.
Siegfried spoke softly in German accent, addressing each of us. “Gus, you please lift on that corner, nicht wahr? Herr Bigelow, you please stand in the middle. Boys, you please stand between Herr Bigelow and the corners.”
We obediently moved into position. 
“Das ist
gut. Now we will lift when I count to drei. Lift up as far as you can, then we will hold it while three of you move around to the front to bring it down.”
We all nodded, ready to lift.
“Eins, zwei, drei!”
The gargantuan structure rose, slowly lifting from the stage floor.
I muttered through gritted teeth while we struggled to right the platform. “Keep your backs straight, men.” 
When we had raised it as high as possible, Siegfried directed the two boys and Mr. Bigelow to move to the opposite side to help pull it down toward the stage floor. Had Siegfried not been a six-foot-eight man of steel, I doubted whether he and I could have held it in place without being crushed. 
They pulled down. It tottered for a moment, but settled securely on the floor.
“Danke.” Siegfried beamed, admiring the first of two mini-stages. It would be used for Act 2, the scene set on the Cambridge Commons when Celeste, Porter, Rikki, and Lana attended a Free Love Festival. Twin platforms would mimic the performance stage of the concert bands and the bleachers where the hippie chorus would sing and dance.
The boys jumped off the stage.
Mr. Bigelow motioned to me. “Could I please have a word with you, Professor?”
Curious, I followed him through the opening in the thick curtain and into the hallway leading to the maintenance department. I expected a question on saw blades or drill batteries.
Mr. Bigelow turned his spectacled, portly face to me as if to speak. He lowered his eyes, wrinkled his forehead, and rubbed the bridge of his nose. 
I waited. 
After a moment of obvious internal struggle, he began. “I’d like to apologize for my wife. You know, the other day, at the Superintendent’s office?”
I nodded in understanding. “Oh. Right.”
“My wife has been, well, ah—she gets carried away sometimes. She hasn’t been feeling well and has been seeing a doctor for some time now. We’re trying various medications to see if they help, but so far we haven’t had much luck.”
He paused briefly. His voice caught in his throat. “Would you please extend our apologies to Miss Coté? My Lisa just adores her, and was mortified when she heard what her mother had done.”
I looked him square in the eyes. “It’s okay, George. I’ll pass it on to Camille. Please don’t give it another thought.”
He grabbed my hand, shook it firmly, and jogged back onstage. 



Chapter Twenty
 
I walked back to Siegfried. “How about a little break, buddy?”
“Ja. Okay.”
He didn’t listen. 
As soon as I turned my back, he dragged a set of stairs over to the raised platform and started hammering. I shook my head, smiled at his boundless enthusiasm, and walked down the steps to the floor level of the hall.
Taking my seat at the piano bench, I reached for my water bottle, downed half of it in one long pull, and surveyed the scene around me. 
Rainbows of vividly colored costumes were spread across the auditorium. Tie-dyed tee shirts, faded green army jackets, crushed velvet dresses, patched denim bellbottoms and jackets, peasant blouses, satin Nehru jackets, leather pants, fringed suede jackets and vests, waitress uniforms, short order cook aprons and hats, and dozens of other sixties-style costumes were draped over the seat backs. 
Agnes Bigelow stood at one end of a long row of costumes, bent over a pile of shoes. She raised her head to look at me and gave me a sheepish smile. I hesitated for a split second, then smiled back and gave her a brief wave. She brandished a small, apologetic wave, returning to her task of sorting sandals, moccasins, and short, black leather boots.  
The maintenance crew had offered to help as well. Frank and Jonesy prepared buckets of black paint in the back, and Cindi sewed missing buttons onto costumes. She sat contentedly next to a pile of clothes. 
Camille’s little mini dachshund, Boris, dozed on her lap. 
I wandered over to the gentle woman and reached down to pat the dog, who had quickly become the drama club’s mascot. “Looks like you’ve found a friend, Cindi.”
Boris rested his head comfortably on Cindi’s knees. His feathery tail wagged slowly.
She looked at him and grinned. “He likes me. And I like him.”
I leaned over to scrub behind his ears. “He sure does.” 
Cindi reached around and massaged her lower back, wincing. The woman was a testimony to the abilities of the “disabled.” In spite of her mild case of Down Syndrome, she kept a small apartment, worked at the school, and still volunteered to help with the costumes at night. 
“Lots of missing buttons?” I asked.
The pile of clothes was enormous. She bent over a blouse, working the needle and thread with persistence. “Yeah. Lots of work. But I like it. It’s fun. My father says it’s good to keep busy.” She looked up at me with honest green eyes.
“That’s sound advice,” I said. “Gives you a chance to baby-sit Boris at the same time, right? I know Camille appreciates it.”
Cindi chuckled softly and took a moment to pat Boris’s back. “Yeah. I like baby-sitting him. He’s a good boy.”
I traded glances with Camille who was in the process of assessing the black leather jumpsuit Randy modeled. I’d been worried that she needed more rest. Although there were still hideous bruises on her ribs, she insisted she could manage the job and was busy proving the fact to all of us. She smiled at me and turned back to Randy.
The jumpsuit had silver studs running down its legs and across the belt. It was a snug fit, and I wondered if there would be complaints from some of the more prudish folks in the audience. 
After taking measurements, Camille began to toss outfits to the teens. One by one, they emerged on the stage from the dressing rooms. They held their arms out to their sides, awkwardly entering the room. 
In contrast, Molly Frost waltzed out wearing a long, royal blue velveteen granny gown that fit perfectly. Totally comfortable, she twirled around and around and laughed. Delighted, she pranced over to Maddy who checked the dress for fit.
I finished my water and headed backstage to check on the paint. Camille had asked us to base coat the wooden sandwich board that would be planted at the entrance of the school to draw in the audience. 
The tall janitor, Frank, carried a can of the black paint from the tool room. 
“How’s it going, Frank?”
He looked up at me with a mellow expression. “Got the paint. All we need now is the paint trays and rollers. I asked Jonesy to fetch ‘em, but I’m not sure what happened to him. It’s been about twenty minutes since he went for them. They’re in the back hallway.”
I offered to get them. In the back hallway, I found Jonesy sitting on an upturned bucket with the paint trays and rollers in a pile at his feet. His nose was buried in one of the cast books as he turned the pages and mumbled to himself. He seemed spellbound.
When he heard me approach, he stood up abruptly. The bucket rolled across the floor and the manuscript fluttered to the ground. His face flushed and he stuttered. He righted the bucket and stooped for the book.
“I—I’m sorry. They left this here. I was just reading it. I didn’t hurt nothin.”
Surprised by his reaction, I tried to calm him. “It’s okay, Jonesy. It’s no big deal. Are you interested in the show? Do you like it?” I picked up the rollers and trays.
He muttered some more and finally looked at me. “Yeah. I kinda do.” He shuffled his feet and stared at the floor. 
“Okay,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Well, then, I’m going to help Frank paint the sign. Siegfried might need help out front, if you want to check. It’s up to you, of course.”
Jonesy nodded briskly, grabbed his bucket, and scurried away.
I carried the paint trays and rollers into the vestibule between the chorus room and the immediate backstage area. Frank had left the area, and it was surprisingly quiet. I found a screwdriver in the tool room, and leaned down to pry open the can of paint. When I lifted the lid, two voices whispered from the darkened alley behind the stage. 
“He did?” the first voice murmured. 
It sounded like a girl's voice, but I couldn't be sure. 
“Yes—” The second voice whispered. “He drew me right up against him and kissed me full on the mouth.”
I didn't recognize the second voice. 
“What did you do?” voice number one asked.
“I turned and ran,” whispered the other, “but I can't stop thinking about him. It's driving me nuts. I'm going to another frat party Friday night. I hope he’ll be there.”
The voices trailed off into the distance as the two walked away. I shook my head, hoping some young girl wasn't about to be taken advantage of by a randy college man. With a sigh, I began to paint the sandwich board. 
By nine-thirty, the costumes had been selected, sorted, and the rejects were repacked into the prop room. The sign was painted black, and when dry, would be decorated with fluorescent orange glittering letters. The wheels of the Spirit Me Away train were in motion.



Chapter Twenty-One
 
On Wednesday afternoon, my last class finished at two-thirty. The sun beckoned through dusty old windows and lured me outdoors. It teased across the pile of papers that I’d begun to grade, dappling the pages. I held out for a good fifteen minutes before I stood up, stuffed a sheaf of papers in my briefcase, waved goodbye to a startled Maddy, and gave in to temptation.
I emerged from the ivy-covered building and started across the brick courtyard on the north end of the campus. Built in 1810, the Wilson building had housed the school children of the Genesee Valley until the late 1970s, when the new sprawling Valley High School was constructed north of the village on Route 60. At that point, the university moved the music and art departments into Wilson. 
Although my colleagues often snickered at the ancient heating system, the archaic electrical network, and the drafty windows, I found the building with its massive mahogany doors, marble floors, and elegant banisters to be comfortably familiar. The stately antique stood as a unique and solid citizen, nestled among its eclectic neighbors and newer structures that multiplied as the university grew in national popularity. 
Rolling up my shirtsleeves, I crossed the courtyard, enjoying the warmth of the afternoon sun. I wove my way between the buildings toward the parking lot. Flowerbeds flourished around the walkways. Gold marigolds, red dianthus, pink sedum, and tall blood-red grasses waved in the afternoon breeze wafting up the eastern slope of the valley. 
Silver-blue dragonflies flitted about the grounds. I stopped for a moment when one landed on my bare forearm. Her fragile legs whispered against the hairs on my arm. I lifted her to the level of my eyes and examined her gossamer wings. They glistened and winked metallic in the warm sun. I waited patiently until she tired of her perch and flew over to a wooden bench. 
I entered a long arbor that ran between the courtyard and the grassy commons. Boston ivy graced the metal structure, rising from flowerbeds of white cosmos, and miniature pink roses cascaded and dangled from the roof, reminiscent of an Italian pergola. I walked briskly in the sunshine, swinging my battered old briefcase and smiling at the students who passed.
When I reached the car, I tossed my briefcase into the backseat, and drove up the narrow road that merged with Main Street in the village of Conaroga. 
Sidewalks and mature trees flanked the wide boulevard running north/south through the village. The university spread over the western side of the street, rolling down the hillside with over twenty-five buildings that covered almost two hundred acres.
Quaint storefronts lined Main Street on both sides on the southern end. When the village had been awarded “historic town” status ten years ago, most storeowners had replaced their modern signs with gilt, custom-made boards. Some had followed in the tradition of European villages and had hung golden symbols representing their craft. The bakery featured a gilt pretzel suspended high above the door. The bookstore boasted a three-dimensional library shelf with rounded, gilt book bindings protruding from the board. 
The merchants had carefully restored their storefronts to maintain historic appearances, and yet had also artistically enhanced them to attract students and townsfolk. The owner of the antique shop, for example, had chosen the interesting color combination of cobalt blue, sky blue, and vermillion. Although not historically accurate, it was especially attractive when combined with the gold lettering above the window. 
Gargantuan antique homes lined the north end of Main Street. Many of them boasted three stories. Although the village was founded in 1820, a portion of the homes had been updated to the Victorian style in the late 1800’s. Gables, spires, wraparound porches, and picket fences were common. The homes were carefully tended and sat on large grassy lawns, complemented by weed-free, mulched, and color-coordinated flowerbeds. Many of these expansive homes housed students, art galleries, or businesses.
I waited behind a line of cars at the intersection of School Street and Main. Throngs of students paraded around my car. The glorious weather, the packed streets, and the general feel-good atmosphere thrilled me. I’d rolled down both windows and was drinking in the sultry breezes, waiting for a break in the traffic, when I saw them.



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Armand pushed Molly against the wall of an alley separating the Yellow Moon Chinese Restaurant from the student laundry building. He kissed her on her neck and face, thrusting his pelvis against hers. 
Molly pummeled his chest, trying to scream, but he shoved his hand over her mouth. He groped her, and when she twisted away and tried to run, he grabbed her and raised his hand as if to strike her.
I shut off my engine and reached him in seconds, grabbing his collar with one hand and his arm with the other. I yanked him off her, slamming him against the opposite wall of the alley. He reeled around and fell to the ground, landing on his backside. 
“What the—” When he looked up, he recognized me. His expression changed from surprise, to rage, to cagey neutrality. 
A cluster of students had stopped to watch. 
“What’s wrong with you?” I yelled at him, turning to the shaking girl. I knew Camille wouldn’t approve of my approach, but didn’t care. 
Molly wiped her tears with her sleeves and straightened her clothing. Her hands shook badly.
My instinct was to put my arm around the girl and walk her to safety, but I didn’t dare touch her after what I’d seen. It might push her over the edge. “Are you okay, Molly? Do you want me to call the police?”
She took a deep breath, looked down, and shook her head. “I’m okay.” 
“You bet she’s okay.” Armand’s expression oozed confidence. “We were just playing around, right, Molly?” His tone challenged her to back him up. 
She seemed to collect herself, stood taller, and looked me in the eyes. Traces of fear still flitted across her face, but she held it back. “Yeah. I’m fine, really, Professor LeGarde. It’s okay.”
Armand approached her with an arrogant, self-satisfied smile. 
He was about to drape his arm across her shoulder to claim his prize, but I couldn’t let him. I shoved his arm away and forced him up against the wall again. Fury boiled within me, born both of the outrage I felt for the girl, and fired by anger toward Camille’s ex-husband, who had similarly abused her years ago. 
“That’s no way to treat a woman, Armand. You’re a vile, selfish bastard. If I ever hear that you’ve tried to force yourself on Molly again, I’ll personally see to it that you’re prosecuted for assault and attempted rape. In prison, you might find time to reflect on your behavior when you fight off the same kind of attention you’ve been giving to this fine young woman.”
Armand backed down. His muscles slackened and he looked away. I thought I saw his lower lip tremble, but it passed so quickly, I wasn’t sure. Molly recovered her poise and came to his rescue just as the horns started to honk where I’d abandoned my car.
“It’s really okay, Professor. He didn’t mean anything by it.”
She linked her arm in his, stroking the side of his face with the back of her hand. I searched her face for the truth, and felt my stomach drop. She wanted this jerk so much she’d tell lies for him and take his abuse. 
I felt sick, shot Armand one last warning glare, and ran back to clear the traffic jam.



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
I arrived home depressed. After parking the car, I walked through a surprisingly quiet house and changed into my comfortable old tee shirt, khaki shorts, and flip-flops. It felt like summer again, but I wished my glorious mood when I’d left school hadn’t been ruined by what I’d seen.
I discovered our housekeeper, Mrs. Adelaide Pierce, in the backyard with Johnny and Max. She stood over a wicker laundry basket hanging sheets in the soft breeze. Although we had a commercial size dryer, Mrs. Pierce preferred the fresh-air method. 
She waved to me and mumbled through the wooden clothespins clamped in her teeth. “You’re home early, Professor!”
“Couldn’t stay cooped up any longer on this gorgeous day, Adelaide.”
Johnny and Max burst through a billowing sheet and nearly knocked me over. My grandson hugged my legs and squealed. Max barked and jumped up on me. 
I plopped down on the grass and hugged them both. 
Max licked my face and Johnny talked a blue streak about his day. His warm brown eyes shone when he spoke. The boy would be three in January, and had begun to speak in paragraphs that astounded me. 
“We played wid marbles, ‘n we made a pwaydough kitty, ‘n we drew pictures, ‘n we gave Max his vitamin—” 
Max began to bark and run in circles. Johnny spoke louder, continuing to list his daily activities. 
Mrs. Pierce brushed a lock of gray hair away from her face. The strengthening wind had dislodged it from its usual neat state. I tossed her a smile and received a sweet chuckle in return.
The woman had been a blessing to our family since we hired her. When Elsbeth’s cancer progressed to its last stage, Mrs. Pierce was brought in to manage the household duties so that Freddie, Siegfried, and I could spend more time nursing Elsbeth. At first, Mrs. Pierce just worked on household chores, but after a while, she helped us nurse my dying wife. 
After Elsbeth’s passing, we asked Mrs. Pierce to stay on as housekeeper, and she moved into the downstairs bedroom shortly thereafter. When Johnny was born, she blossomed as a nanny. While Freddie and Siegfried were busy at the veterinary clinic, and I was deluged with classes and students, we felt comfortable knowing Johnny was in Mrs. Pierce's capable, loving hands.
I grabbed Johnny and kissed his cheeks over and over again until he finally squirmed out of my grasp and tried to climb over me. I lay back on the grass and he straddled my stomach. He flopped down on top of me and shrieked when I tickled his neck. The depression I felt after seeing Armand’s awful treatment of Molly slowly dissipated. Playing with my small companion on the warm grass was incredibly therapeutic.
“Hey, little buddy. Wanna ride on the tractor?”
The bare whisper of anything to do with vehicles inevitably stopped my grandson in his tracks. His head popped up and he jumped to his feet, pulling my hand to help me get up. “C’mon, Opa. Let’s go!”
Siegfried had assigned the German word for “Grandpa” to me when Johnny was born, in spite of my French-Canadian heritage. Johnny tugged my hand and ran toward the barn. I followed along beside him.
“Don’t let the wind catch you, Johnny! Don't let the wind catch you.” 
He squealed and laughed, pumping his little legs as hard as he could, enjoying the game our family friend Millie Stone had taught me many years ago when she babysat me as a little boy. 
“Don’t let da wind catch you, Opa.”
We arrived breathless. I slid the barn door open, started up the old lawn tractor, and hooked it up to the garden cart. Johnny rode on my lap and we bumped along the lawn toward the gardens that ran the length of the horse paddock. 
The main vegetable garden was forty-five by a hundred and twenty feet, and was packed with every available color and variety of vegetable. I’d become a collector, craving the new and exotic varieties as well as the tried and true old standbys. What we didn't freeze or eat fresh out of the garden, we gave away to friends. Gardening, and the giving of the excess produce, had become one of my favorite pastimes since Elsbeth’s death. 
The herb garden grew in a corner of the paddock fence, along the west side of the plot. The mint had taken over. Like a fool, I’d planted every type of mint I could find—apple, ginger, pineapple, orange, and chocolate. I had squeezed them in between the thyme, oregano, tansy, Chinese lanterns, and sage. In my ardor to collect them all, I’d forgotten about the frenzied, spreading nature of the herb. I’d have to do some aggressive thinning in the spring.
Johnny helped me pull two-dozen dark red beets from a wide row flanking the corn patch. 
“Are dose beets?” he asked. 
I brushed the dirt from them. My little sidekick had absorbed a great deal of gardening lore from me. I often described the vegetables to him in a running commentary, including the Latin names and tidbits of information about each variety. “Yup. They’re beets, buddy.”
“Dey long beets?”
I stopped and looked into his serious little face. “What?”
“Long beets, Opa. Dey long beets?” he asked insistently.
The light dawned. Of course! Long season beets. I put the beets down and crouched down beside him.
“That’s right, Johnny. They’re long season beets. They grow really big, and they last a long time in the root cellar.”
He beamed at me and then wrapped his arms around my neck. I hugged him for a long time, drinking in the comfort of his embrace.
Finally, I kissed both of his cheeks, ruffled his hair, and finished the job.
We piled the beets into an old wooden box in the cart and then drove the tractor down to the potato patch. I’d planted three long rows of potatoes, one each of Red Pontiac, Yukon Gold, and Kennebec. I dragged a rolling plastic seat to the row of Red Pontiacs and sat on it, stretching my legs. Carefully, I dug into the mound with my hand tool. About eighteen inches long, it featured a spade on one side and a fork on the other. 
Johnny gestured toward the mound of dirt. “Opa dig da ‘tatoes.”
“That’s right. I’m digging the potatoes. Do you see any yet?”
He crouched down, rested on his haunches, and studied the ground carefully.
I dug in from the side of the mound and carefully revealed a red-skinned orb of buried treasure. 
“Der’s one, Opa! Get dat one.”
I laughed and carefully loosened the potato. “Here you go.”
He took it from me and immediately placed it in the basket. He knew the routine.
“Git more, Opa.” 
“Okay. Let’s see if we can find another one.”
We repeated the process with the sun warming our backs. After a while, a fine coating of earth covered our hands and clothes. It wasn’t the cleanest of tasks. When the basket was filled, we headed back to the house to prepare dinner. 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
By five-thirty, dinner was well on its way. The top round roast—dusted with garlic powder, onion powder, and salt—cooked rapidly on the convection roast setting in the oven. The beets boiled on the stove. With Johnny's help, I'd washed the potatoes and dried them. I'd just finished slicing them in their red skins and layering them on a baking sheet with butter, thyme, and paprika when Mrs. Pierce bustled into the kitchen.
“Smells mighty good in here, Professor.”
She walked briskly to the oven, peeked inside, and lifted the lid on the pan of beets. Nodding in approval, she brushed her hands on her housedress. “How about a nice chocolate cream pie for dessert?” 
“Choclit pie? Yum!”
I popped the baking sheet into the oven.
“Just what I was going to say, Mrs. Pierce. Sounds delicious. I'll be out of your way in two shakes. I'm going to practice a bit for my show, make a few calls, and then I'll be back in a while to add the mint, sugar, and vinegar to the beets.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Really? Okay, Professor. I'll keep an eye on things for you.”
I smoothed Johnny's hair when I passed him and grabbed my briefcase with the sheet music and CDs I'd borrowed from the school library. I’d decided to feature Armenian composer Aram Ilyich Khachaturian on this week’s radio show. Born in 1903 to an Armenian family in the town of Tbilisi, located on the Kura River, Khachaturian had died in Moscow in 1978. He'd been one of the most successful composers of the Soviet period, along with Prokofiev and Shostakovich.  
I looked at the illustrations I'd collected of him. He was shown with wavy silver hair, heavy black eyebrows, and brooding dark eyes. After being raised in a non-musical family, Khachaturian realized his passion and attended the Gnesin School of Music in Moscow with the help of his theatrical older brother. Finally, he entered the Moscow Conservatory as a cellist at the late age of twenty-three. Shortly thereafter, his skills as a composer were recognized as extraordinary.
I played through some of the Children's Pieces for Piano and ruminated about the composer. The prolific Khachaturian had turned out some delightful pieces rarely performed in the last half century. His Armenian background had given him a taste for bold, exotic harmonies reminiscent of the folk music of Armenia, Georgia, and the surrounding regions. I turned to his Armenian Dances and began to play through the melodies. I renewed my appreciation for this fine composer and decided to prepare a series of three programs that would highlight his lesser-known works. “The Sabre Dance,” from his ballet, “Gayane” (1942), was his most popular work. It been performed in a multitude of cartoons and as background music for many a Soviet “plate-spinner” on the Ed Sullivan Show, back in the sixties. I would start with that, to whet the audience's appetite, and then delve into dozens of his rarely performed works. 
I worked through the sheet music I'd collected, examining various options, and started to speculate about writing a Khachaturian biography. It would be a fascinating research project, and perhaps would lead to a trip to Moscow and its outlying regions. I sighed, wishing I had more time to devote to writing. Finally, I tabled the idea, realizing I'd have to wait until I'd completed my current effort, which was a complete analysis of the works of Frederick Chopin, if I ever finished it. I’d been working on it for over a year and needed to get focused if it were ever to see the light of day.
The roar of a mechanical beast shook me from my reverie. I pushed back from the piano and walked to the back window of the great room. Pulling aside the voile curtains, I peered outside.  
Outside, a four-wheeler careened into the yard. The intruder wore a black nylon jacket and a black helmet with a tinted visor over his face. He turned in circles on the soft lawn beneath the clothesline, splashing mud on the fluttering sheets. I tapped on the window in a ridiculous effort to get his attention and tell him to move along. Realizing he couldn’t hear me, I stormed through the kitchen and out the back porch. 
Mrs. Pierce stared out of the kitchen window. Her mouth dropped open in shock. 
I ran down the porch steps and the interloper revved his engine maniacally, taking off in the direction of the barn. He skidded to a stop beside my new Subaru and threw something at the car. The paper bag catapulted toward the windshield and splattered suspicious looking brown matter across the glass. 
“What are you doing?” I raced toward him.
He wheeled the machine in a few tight circles, as if taunting me, and then took off through the garden and escaped along the horse fence into the woods. 
I passed the Outback and ran toward the garden, worried about what he’d crushed when he plowed through my carefully tended plot. I reached the garden and had bent down in a futile attempt to straighten the damaged eggplants, when Siegfried and Freddie pulled into the driveway. 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
“Dad, what in the world happened?” Freddie got out of her Toyota van and stared at my car. 
Siegfried bolted toward me with a worried expression. “Kuch mal!” He whistled loudly, surveying the damage
Four eggplant bushes, six yellow banana pepper plants, and several Brussels sprout plants had been flattened. I stared at the demolished vegetables and then back at the woods where he’d disappeared. 
Could it have been Armand? 
I shook my head. It could have been any young hooligan. Much as I disliked Armand, there were plenty of possible culprits. 
Then again, I did just humiliate him in front of his girlfriend and half the town. 
My mind whirled. Freddie made her way slowly toward me. 
I thought about calling Camille before rehearsal to fill her in on the afternoon's events. Perhaps she could find out if Armand had a four-wheeler.
My daughter raised one hand to her face and placed the other on her abdomen, as if in a subconscious effort to shield her unborn child from what had just happened. Siegfried shook his head and walked back to the clothesline. He began to stomp on the huge divots torn out of the lawn. 
Freddie touched my sleeve. “Who did this, Dad?”
I shrugged. “I'm not sure. It could have been a student of Camille's. I reprimanded one today in front of other students. Or, maybe it was just some delinquent. I honestly don't know.”
Freddie slumped against me, her eyes fluttering into her head. I grabbed her and held her up. Siegfried bounded toward us. 
“Just tired,” she mumbled.
She’d been working long hours at her practice, in spite of her advanced pregnancy. My private theory was that she buried herself in her work in an attempt to forget about the murderous ex-husband who'd fathered her child. 
Earlier in the year, Harold Delano was prosecuted for the murder of his law partner and had been implicated in the death of my wife, Elsbeth, and the embezzlement of her retirement funds. The family had been shocked to realize the true nature of the young lawyer who had swept Freddie off her feet when they were students at Cornell. 
Although their marriage had been in trouble for a long time due to Harold’s infidelities, his conviction for murder in the first degree finally ended it for good. The divorce became final two months ago. Harold would be incarcerated for the next twenty to twenty-five years. In addition, various unsolved murders were brought to light from Harold's days at college. The information he bragged about to one of his lovers backfired, and the cases were being re-opened. 
If it were up to me, I'd throw away the key.
My giant brother-in-law reached down to scoop Freddie effortlessly into his arms. Her head rested on his shoulder and her pale gold hair fluttered in the breeze. He shifted her to a comfortable position and began to walk into the house.
She muttered, “The spaniel needs sutures. Can't leave it 'til tomorrow…”
I walked beside Siegfried, holding Freddie's hand. Mrs. Pierce met us at the door and instructed Siegfried to bring Freddie into her first floor bedroom. Like a good soldier, Siegfried followed orders and laid my daughter on Mrs. Pierce's flowered bedspread. I grabbed a clean dishtowel from the kitchen shelf and ran it under cool water. 
When I returned to the bedroom, I found Siegfried stroking Freddie's forehead and speaking softly to her in German. Mrs. Pierce sat at her side and held Freddie's limp hand. I handed the cloth to Siegfried. He dabbed at Freddie’s ashen face and her eyes fluttered open. 
She tried to sit up, but I hurried to her side and eased her back down onto the pillows. “Whoa there, baby cakes. You almost passed out. You've got to take it easy.”   
She sighed and leaned back on the pillows. “I'm okay, guys. Really.”
My paternal instincts kicked into overdrive. “You have to slow down, Freddie. There's no question about it. You need help at the clinic.”
She dismissed me with a weak hand wave. “Not yet, Dad. It's too soon.”
The baby was due in the end of November, less than two months away. Siegfried drew a yellow afghan from a chair and draped it over Freddie's legs. 
I pushed the issue harder. “You're going to have to find someone to help with the practice, anyway, when you have the baby. Might as well get them started now. Promise me you'll get some help, sweetheart. Promise?”
A half smile crossed her face. She knew I was right. “Okay, Dad. I’ll look into it tomorrow.”
Mrs. Pierce brought Freddie her dinner on a tray and the rest of the family ate quietly at the kitchen table. After dinner, she spent an hour in forced recuperation. 
Johnny lay beside her with his toys and books. Siegfried slipped outside and cleaned off my windshield before I could protest that it wasn’t his responsibility. His boundless generosity staggered me, particularly when I thought back over the events of the day.
I seriously considered asking Camille to cancel rehearsal, but my family wouldn’t hear of it. Finally, after reassurances from them all that Freddie was in good hands, I gave in and headed for the school.  



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Before rehearsal, I pulled Camille aside and told her what had happened. After I assured her Freddie was okay, she said she’d find out if Armand owned a four-wheeler. In addition, she hoped to instill some sense into Molly and pledged to try to get to the bottom of her insecurity. 
It killed me that such a bright and talented young girl would give in to an aggressive moron like Armand. Why would any girl do that?
I knew Camille could probably read me study after study about societal pressures on the female teen population, and how their self-esteem was intimately tied with having a boyfriend. Logically, I knew this, having seen Freddie go through it for years. But it was just so wrong, and so bad for the girls. Why couldn’t they feel successful and self-satisfied just to be themselves and have great friends? To pursue their dreams? To excel in school and sports? Elsbeth and I had tried hard to teach Freddie that she didn’t need a man to define her. Now, many years later, she finally seemed to get it.
Then I remembered the desperate look on Molly’s face and my heart broke a little more for her. 
I thought about the four-wheeler, and after considering Armand's dirt-poor family, I wondered if he could possibly own such an expensive toy. I'd seen plenty of neighborhood boys ride over local fields and roar along the roadsides. Of course, Armand might have borrowed such a vehicle from one of his friends. 
I sighed, frustrated beyond belief. 
I’m driving myself nuts. 
I decided to forget about it and focus on rehearsal. I settled at the piano. 
Molly arrived a few minutes late. Her expression was guarded when she passed me. She plopped into the front row next to Candy, whose red curls shook with excitement when she grabbed Molly’s arm and started whispering to her. “Did you hear about—”
Molly shushed her, looked around the room, and huddled beside her. They whispered back and forth with their heads bowed in a tittering tee pee. 
Lisa Bigelow flounced down the aisle and sat directly behind them. “Secrets, secrets.”
Candy and Molly turned and stared at her, resentment written on their faces.
“C’mon, who are we talking about?” Lisa asked.
Candy turned around, made a face at Lisa, and dragged Molly down the row, ten seats away from Lisa. They returned to their surreptitious conversation. 
Lisa tossed her head. “Idiots.” 
I busied myself with my music, wondering if they’d been talking about her.
Lisa stood, stretched seductively, and motioned to Maurice with a crooked finger. 
The plump sophomore blushed and hesitated. 
She beckoned again, smiling. “Come here, ‘Porter!’ Or are you too shy?” she teased.
As rehearsals had moved forward, the actors began to call each other by their character names. Maurice’s character, Porter Shaw, was the decorated Marine who was painfully shy around women and had not yet divulged his love to Celeste. Porter struggled throughout the show to help Celeste uncover the truth about her past as his love grew for the ethereal flower child.
Maurice stood up and shuffled toward Lisa. She prattled on about the show, and he hung on her every word. Leaning toward him, she placed her lips near his ear as if to whisper her own secrets, but raised her voice instead of lowering it. “I’m going to New York City this summer, Porter. An acting program at NYU. Doesn’t that sound dreamy?” Her eyes swiveled over to Molly.
Molly paled and stared at Lisa. The coveted program in the university was something she’d been talking about for the past week. She rolled her eyes and slumped into her seat.
Randy Sherman burst out from the stage curtain, raced across the stage, and jumped to the auditorium floor. He perched on Molly’s armrest and leaned an arm over the back of her seat. The joke he cracked must’ve been a winner, because it sent Molly and Candy into peals of laughter. 
Armand was still suspended, and would likely not return to the show. Randy had taken full advantage of this turn of events. He flirted outrageously with both girls, but his eyes were glued on Molly. 
Nelson walked gracefully across the stage toward Camille with a frown on his face, his right hand poised in the air. Baggy black jeans and a short tight black tee shirt exposed part of his midriff when he walked. 
Two football players, Gene and Nathan, who’d been assigned small roles in the chorus, lounged in their seats on the auditorium. They pointed at Nelson and snickered.
Takeema snorted and marched over to the boys, leaning into their faces. She kept her voice low so Nelson wouldn’t hear, but I could make out every word.
“You homophobic Neanderthals! When are you going to join us in the twenty-first century?”
The jocks slouched in their seats, cowering. “Sorry,” they mumbled. 
She smacked them on the back of their shaved heads like an irritable, elderly grandmother who’d come to straighten out her misbehaving children. The dull boys each rubbed their heads in a strange mirror-image parody of each other, bowing beneath her rage. She railed at them some more, finally straightened, smoothed her royal blue and yellow sarong, and strolled back to her seat with her head held high, making me think of an African princess.
On stage, Nelson stormed closer to Camille. “Miss Coté.” He seemed close to tears. “This has got to stop!” He held up a tangle of useless strands. The black button-down shirt he’d been going to wear during the first scene hung in shreds. “Yesterday, my sandals were tied together and thrown up onto the catwalk, and today—this!” His voice shook. “I can't take it anymore!”
Camille took the shirt and examined it. She raised a hand to his shoulder and squeezed it gently, whispering something in his ear. 
My beloved turned to the teens who lounged in the audience with something close to furor in her expression. I waited to see how she’d handle it, and wasn’t disappointed.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
Camille yelled toward the teens lounging in the audience. “Everybody, up on stage!” 
It was clear she meant business. I’d never heard her scream that way, and I didn’t think the kids had either, by the way they dropped everything and scrambled onto the stage.
The hall thrummed with their speculative conversations. 
Camille jumped down to the floor and paced from left to right. “Sit down and be quiet!”
The hubbub stopped immediately. The kids shrugged and exchanged confused glances with each other. 
“I’m not going to mince words, kids. This has got to stop!” She spoke with burning conviction and her eyes bored mercilessly into the faces of each teenager. She swept her glance across the crowd. 
Jonesy and Frank entered, maneuvering a large rolling table through the side door. Camille had requested it earlier and told them to put it next to the stage. They stopped briefly, looked up nervously, and pushed the table into place. They drifted into the back of the auditorium.
She held up Nelson’s shredded shirt. “I don’t know who’s doing this, but they don’t belong in our show. If I find out that one of you is responsible—you’ll be tossed out of the show so fast, your head will spin.”
She closed her eyes for a minute, collected herself, and continued in a calmer voice. “We try to cultivate a community of tolerance and professionalism here. This isn’t a middle school locker room. We are here to get a job done, and someone has been taking great pains to sabotage this production.”
Takeema turned her head completely around and gave Gene and Nathan a pointed look. 
Camille started pacing again. “I’m not just talking about today, although this is about the last straw. I’m talking about that snake, about the coward who shoved me off the stage, and about the person or persons who have been taking things from my desk. Yesterday, I found my office stapler on the hood of my car. Today, the missing Drama Club CD player was found beneath the desk in my office.” 
I looked at her in surprise and she nodded at me with a grim expression. She placed her hands on her waist, winced when she hit a sore spot, but kept going.  
“It’s got to stop, guys. These ‘pranks,’ or acts of sabotage as I see them, are not funny. They’re destructive.”
She plopped down in the front row, facing the stage. The group remained silent, looking collectively ashamed.
“Now, I’m not positive it’s coming from inside our group, but I haven’t seen many loiterers around the set, and it’s becoming less and less likely it’s an outsider.” She paused for a moment and then looked directly at Molly and Candy. “Another thing. This bickering and immature sniping among my seniors has got to stop. In order to have a successful production, we must behave as a unified team. I will not tolerate these juvenile behaviors any longer. I don’t care who you are, or how important your role is in the show. You can always be replaced. Remember that.”
Molly hung her head, looking mortified. Lisa didn’t look at Molly, but a small smile played about her lips. It quickly dissolved when Camille looked at her with a warning.
“Last of all, people,” Camille’s expression turned steely when she looked directly at Gene and Nathan. “Last of all, I cannot tolerate bigotry of any kind. This is America, folks. We celebrate uniqueness here, we support people’s rights to be who they are, exactly how the good Lord made them, without grade school teasing, I might add. If that’s too much for you to grasp, you can leave the set right now. Do I make myself clear?”
Gene and Nathan looked at each other and then down at their hands. I doubted whether her speech would change their intolerant ways, but at least their behavior wouldn’t be tolerated by the drama club.
“Okay. If anyone has anything to tell me after rehearsal, I’ll be here for a few minutes to talk. Now,” she breathed in deeply and stood up, “let’s get back to work.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Rehearsals were thankfully uneventful during the following week. Camille's stern lecture appeared to have had an effect on the ensemble and the petty bickering had lessened. No pranks were played and a phantom-like whisper of hope passed through me.  
Maybe it’s over.
Act I progressed rapidly and was shaping up well. The actors had begun to memorize their lines and dance steps. To their credit, the kids were working hard to nail the details. On the following Friday night, the cast, crew, and all willing parents were asked to assist with the final painting, costume fitting, and prop organization. I picked up Camille and Boris at seven-fifteen and drove to the school under a darkening evening sky. 
When we reached the school, we found Cindi waiting for us in the lobby. She wore baggy purple sweat pants, a yellow plaid cotton shirt, and lime green sneakers. Her spiky red hair was still damp from the shower. 
Boris began to wag his tail and pull on his leash as soon as he saw her. Cindi smiled, crinkled up her nose, and laughed. Her green eyes shone when she leaned down to greet him. The dachshund licked the air in anticipation and danced on his hind legs until she scooped him up in her arms. He lapped her chin enthusiastically. 
Camille and I exchanged smiles. 
“He sure loves you, Cindi,” Camille said, handing the loop end of the leash to her. 
Cindi kissed Boris on the top of his head and flashed a wide grin at Camille. “I know.”
Her response, refreshingly child-like and honest, was pure and simple. Why offer false protests? Most people would have lowered their heads and denied it, insisting how very much he loved his owner. Not Cindi. It warmed my heart to see her enjoying the little canine. 
She held him up in front of her like a baby and nuzzled the fur along his neck with her face, making cooing noises at him. “Aren't you a good little doggie? Yes, you are. Little Boris.” She pronounced the “r” in Boris like a “w”. 
“Do you think you could keep an eye on him tonight, Cindi?” Camille asked, “He'll need to be walked around eight-thirty. And of course, he'll need some fresh water.” 
“Of course!” Cindi grinned, beckoned to us, and started walking down the hall with the dog cradled in her arms. “C'mon! I wanna show you something.”
We followed her down the hall and into the auditorium. In the front corner, Cindi had fashioned a small cardboard box, cut down to Boris' size. Inside was a thickly folded flannel sheet. Beside the box were a dish of clean water and a new box of dog biscuits.
“Here you go, Boris.” Cindi laid him in the box. 
Boris sniffed the flannel thoroughly, turned around several times, and lay down. 
Cindi squeaked happily. “He likes it! Look, he likes it.”
Jonesy meandered over and looked down at Boris. He grunted, crossed his arms, and almost smiled. It was the first time I'd seen Jonesy react with another entity in the school in a semblance of normalcy. Usually, he walked slowly along, head down, avoiding eye contact, pushing his broom, or cart, or mop. 
“Fits him,” he mumbled to Cindi. 
“Yup,” she said, nodding sagely.
Camille looked at me suddenly as an idea bloomed in her eyes. “Cindi? Do you have a pet at home? The family that sold Boris to me has puppies right now.”
Cindi looked up, shaking her head. “They don't let us.” Tears welled in her eyes.
Jonesy spoke up again. “No pets at the Heights,” he said curtly. He added, “I live in the same place as her. Conaroga Heights Apartments. No pets allowed.”
Camille placed a gentle hand on Cindi's shoulders. “I'm so sorry. Well, you can hang out with Boris any time. Any time at all. After all, he's our mascot now, right?”
The girl looked up and smiled, wiping the tears from her eyes. “Okay.”
She knelt beside the dog and began talking to him. Jonesy wandered away and Camille and I climbed the stairs to the stage. 
Siegfried emerged from the back of the stage with a large toolbox. He'd driven separate from me so he could visit the hardware store. He bought more screws and a few sets of castors to install on the rolling platforms that would be hidden behind glitter curtains suspended from the overhead deck. With quiet authority, he issued directions to the parents and students who milled about on the stage to help with the set. 
Lisa's father, George Bigelow, began to cut two-by-fours with a skill saw. Candy Price’s father carried the finished pieces of wood from the sawing station to the other side of the stage where Siegfried screwed them together with a cordless drill. 
Maddy arrived breathless with a cowboy hat perched on her head and two vintage, metal-and-vinyl kitchen chairs under her arms. I ran to help her with the heavy load.
“Look what I found at the flea market yesterday. There's a matching Formica table, too!” 
Nick Sorriani, the seventh grade boy who played Ma and Pa Baker’s young son, ran up to her. 
“Is that for me?” he asked, pointing at the hat. He wiped his hands across his jeans, smearing wet pink paint onto his back pockets.
Camille intervened, greeted her mother, and then turned to the boy. “Great finds. Yes, Nicky, it's for you. But you can't touch it with those hands! Why don't you go back and help Candy with those poster boards, and I'll put this away in the prop room.”
Candy Price had drawn oversized portraits of Jim Morrison, Mick Jagger, John Lennon, and Jimmy Page that would hang over the set from the catwalk. She painted the background in hot pink, while the portraits were rendered in black paint covered with glitter glue. 
“Okay.” Nick made a disappointed face, sighed, and went back to his job. 
Nelson and Takeema were in charge of applying fresh coats of black polish to dozens of pairs of boots. They worked on the auditorium floor, kneeling on newspapers. 
Takeema blasted a CD by Yacub Addy, the Ghanaian drummer/musician. The strong rhythms were provocative, and the unusual harmonies intrigued me. I stopped to study the CD cover between trips back and forth to the prop room and thought I'd feature Mr. Addy on one of my future radio programs. 
Maddy had picked up much more than a Formica kitchen set at the flea market. She'd also found an old cash register, several stools, and some wonderfully tacky pictures for the diner’s walls.  
At eight forty-five, Camille stopped in the middle of hanging glitter curtains beneath the platforms. With a worried expression on her face, she cocked her head to the side and listened. “Did anyone else hear that?”



Chapter Twenty-nine
 
Camille waved her hands at Takeema so she’d turn down the CD. “It sounds like someone yelling.”
Siegfried paused his electric screwdriver, and Mr. Bigelow shut off the circular saw. 
A loud pounding came from the back of the stage. 
I jogged to the back, followed by Camille, Siegfried, and several teens, and then pushed through the curtain and into the back hallway. The noise came from the back doors that I'd used to haul furniture in from Maddy's station wagon. They'd been propped open with a metal wedge all evening, but now stood closed. The cast and crew commonly used the back door, as it was closer to the parking lot than the lobby.
The banging continued. I bounded up the cement steps to the double metal doors and pushed one open. Cindi stood before me, tears streaming down her face. Her purple sweat pants were covered in dirt.
“Let me in!” She tumbled into the room with Boris in her arms and sagged onto the steps. The little dog raised his snout to her face and licked her cheeks. Camille raced past me to calm her. 
“Cindi, honey, what happened?” she asked gently, motioning the crowd of teens away. 
“Someone locked me out!” she sobbed. “And pushed me down. He tried to get Boris, but I didn't let go.” 
“Oh, you poor thing. Are you okay?” Camille asked.
Cindi nodded, but it was clear she wasn’t okay. 
“Cindi?” I said. “I’m so sorry this happened. But did you see who it was?” 
Her weeping slowed a bit. She looked up at me, her eyes large with fright. “No. He had a mask on. It looked like—” Her eyes widened further. She pointed to a papier–mâché mask of the Devil's face discarded in the corner. “Him! That's it!” She began to cry in earnest again, hugging Boris to her chest.
Camille picked it up and looked at me. “It's the mask from the Neil Simon play, God's Favorite. We performed it two years ago.”
She handed it to me. I turned it around in my hands, wishing I had access to the tools of the trade that police investigators used on crime scenes. I was sure there would be DNA samples on the inside of the mask where the culprit had pressed his face. But I knew they wouldn’t do those expensive tests because someone pushed Cindi, and maybe tried to kidnap Boris.
Camille helped Cindi up and brought her back into the auditorium. Molly offered the still shaking woman a bottle of iced tea she bought from the vending machine. Cindi accepted it gratefully. Frank and Jonesy gathered around their coworker and spoke to her with their own brand of comfort. It wasn't elegant, but it seemed to help. 
I looked around the room, trying to remember who might have been missing when Cindi took Boris for his walk. It was impossible. People had flowed all over, running back and forth between the tool room, the back hallway, and the stage when Cindi walked out the door with Boris. 
“Honey? Can you tell us what happened?” Camille sat beside her with an arm protectively around her shoulders.
“Okay, I c-can try.”
Cindi’s trusting expression melted my heart. Who in God’s name would try to scare or hurt someone so innocent? A nasty, evil someone. And maybe the same one who’d been trying to sabotage the show all along.
“Just do the best you can,” I said.
“Okay.” She took a deep breath and expelled it slowly as if summoning her courage. “Well, I took Boris to the grass near the playground to do his business. He was a good boy,” she glanced at Camille with a proud expression, “he went near the bush and I cleaned it up with the baggie you gave me.” She closed her eyes, continuing. “I put his poopies in the big yellow dumpster. When I shut the lid, I heard a loud clang.” 
The metal doors shutting.
“I started to come back in, and a man came out of the dark.” Tears spilled from her eyes, but she soldiered on. “He was the devil, and he made scary noises.”
Camille held up the mask and spoke in soothing tones. “Honey, this is what he wore. We know he wasn’t the real devil, right? Just a mean man.”
Cindi hugged Boris again, who remained in her lap, and finally nodded. “I guess so. Well, after that I started to run and Boris ran beside me on his leash.” She trembled and let out a little sob.
“Take your time, Cindi. We’re here for you.” I sat on one side of the sweet woman and put my hand on hers.         
Camille flashed me a grateful smile and encouraged Cindi to go on. “Then what happened, honey?”
“Well, then the devil—I mean the man—pulled on my jacket and knocked me to the ground. He took Boris' leash and tried to take him from me. Boris barked, didn’t you, boy?” She nuzzled the dog again and his tail wagged like an out of control metronome. “I ran after him and threw myself over Boris so he couldn’t take him. I pulled hard on the leash, and the bad man tried to take me off Boris.”
“What happened next, sweetie?” Camille brushed a lock of hair back from Cindi’s eyes.
“A car came and scared him. The lights were on us, so he ran away.” 
Cindi hadn't noticed height or weight, but had been fairly certain that her attacker was male. 
Camille thanked her sincerely for saving her dog after confirming she was unhurt. Although it had been a traumatic experience for the woman, she seemed proud that she'd protected little Boris. Siegfried offered to drive her home, and she accepted. 
Camille stood up and faced the kids. “Okay. That’s it. Tonight’s over. We’ll reconvene tomorrow and if anyone has any idea who’s behind this vile action, or if you saw anything at all, see me before you go home.”
After cleaning up the paint brushes, putting away the newspapers and drop cloths, and sweeping the stage, Camille and I walked out through the back doors and locked them. 
She carried Boris close to her chest and sighed in exasperation. “I can't take much more of this, Gus. When's it going to stop?”
I stopped next to the Outback and wrapped my arms carefully around her. Although they had begun to heal, her bruised ribs were still painful. Boris snuggled between us. 
“I don't know, honey. It’s escalating, that’s for sure.”
She shuddered. “Should we call the police? Would they work on things like torn-up clothing and dog-nappers?”
Camille sagged on the hood of the car. “Oh. I don’t think I could’ve handled working the clutch in the VW tonight with these ribs. I’m glad you’re driving me home.”
I guided her to the passenger door of the Subaru. “Of course, honey. Do you need more Advil?”
“I’ll get some at home. Thanks.” She got in, buckled up, and slumped in the seat. “This is so crazy. My ribs hurt. My eyes hurt. I’m starving. And I’ve got a psycho weirdo doing things behind the scenes.”
I started up the car and drove out of the lot. “Well, we can fix the hungry part. How about the diner?” 
She smiled and nodded. “Sounds good.”
“And I’ll call Joe in the morning. Maybe we should’ve involved him when you were pushed off the stage last week.” 
Joe Russell was a police lieutenant who’d helped us in the past year during very traumatic times. He and his young partner, Adam Knapp, rescued my family from the clutches of a murderer last year. We’d become good friends, and both officers were frequent visitors at our family dinner table.
She leaned her head down onto Boris, resting her cheek against his fur. I drove up the hill, took a right on Route 60, and made my way toward the village. 
“How about a break, Camille? Would you like to head down to Hammondsport tomorrow? It’s Saturday.”
Her eyes glistened and she let out a long sigh. “I really am stressed. That would be so nice. Let’s do it.
I didn’t schedule a practice tomorrow night because of the homecoming game, so we’re free.”
We dropped Boris at her house, and turned back to head for Clara’s 
Diner, where we had a late supper of Hungarian goulash and salad. On the way home, I wove through crowds of college kids with my Outback. Groups of students spilled out of the tavern and the frat houses, partying on the steps and sidewalks in hordes. They thronged in the streets like amoebic entities. Music blasted from the houses and vehicles. Some shrieked loudly and waved beer bottles in the air. Others hung on each other, laughing, joking, and dancing to the music. 
I stopped the car to allow a swarm of students to cross, recognizing Nelson Santos among the group. He walked with a crowd of brightly clad young men who laughed and cavorted around the fountain centering the intersection of Main and Elm. An older boy, tall and blond, wrapped his arm around Nelson’s waist. He leaned down, nuzzled Nelson’s neck, and then pulled him closer. Nelson looked up at him with stars in his eyes. The boy lifted Nelson, stood him on the ledge of the fountain, and then boosted him to his shoulders, dancing across the street, surrounded by his romping friends. 
Camille and I exchanged a surprised look. With a start, I realized the voice I’d heard whispering about the kiss and frat parties last week might well have belonged to Nelson.
“Be careful, Nelson, honey,” Camille whispered. 
I accelerated slowly past the boys, saying a little prayer for his safety. 



Chapter Thirty
 
The next morning, I picked up Camille at her house. Next door, an old gentleman was burning leaves in the gutter. The scent whisked me back to my childhood. I inhaled the frosty air, reveling in the cool sensation. Images of Halloween flashed across my mind. Spooky-faced pumpkins, mulled cider, sourdough donuts dangling on a string, tumbling with pals through mountains of crunchy leaves—the images bubbled up from deeply-rooted childhood memories. 
After taking Boris for one last walk in the back yard, we locked him safely back into her house. Siegfried had promised to stop by in the afternoon to let him out and check his water, so we knew he’d be fine.
“You ready for this?” I asked, opening the car door for her. “Do you think you can handle one day without teenagers?”
She snorted a laugh and slid inside. “Heck, yeah. I’m really ready for a break.”
We buckled up and headed down Twin Bridge Road toward the valley, snaking smoothly through the winding, hilly roads. Flanked by fields of golden straw, the trees flashed occasional patches of cranberry, orange, and saffron, hinting of changes to come. Purple asters, goldenrod, and red sumacs clustered together in the roadside gullies and along stonewalls, creating a vibrant palate of color.  
In just a few minutes, we reached the Interstate onramp. A cobalt blue horizon beckoned and we flew south on Route 390 toward Hammondsport. 
Anticipation charged the air between us. I leaned over to squeeze her hand and was rewarded with an excited smile. “We’re gonna have so much fun.”
“I can’t wait, Gus. Especially for those antique shops.”
I chuckled. No one in the world was a more zealous shopper than my girl. 
The sun poured through the windows, making red highlights glisten in her hair. She brushed back a lock, exposing the cut from her fall off the stage. It was healing well, according to Doc Mattson, and shouldn't scar. 
She reached over to turn up the volume of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. I detected the faint scent of vanilla. Glancing at her, I found her watching me with a sweet, contented expression. 
My spirit soared. I steered through the open road stretching before us, flanked on either side by the pastoral hills of the Genesee Valley. 
Isolated bits of red flamed on the hillsides. By mid-October, the trees would blaze in fiery colors, attracting hordes of foliage tourists to the region. In contrast, newly-sprouted winter wheat coated the undulating fields in a rich, green fuzz.
In forty-five minutes, we reached the turnoff for the town of Bath. Following the Keuka Lake road signs, we worked our way toward the small village of Hammondsport at the south end of the lake. Reminiscent of a New England town, the village square was a broad expanse of grass anchored with a white-steepled church on one side of the square. A Victorian gazebo promised endless evenings of band music.
Tourists jammed the sidewalks, quaint restaurants, gift shops, and antique stores lining the main street. I was pleased to see a bustling art fair underway on the square. Dozens of booths boasted paintings from local artists. 
We finally found an open parking spot beside a small grocery store, and walked back up the hill. Wandering through the displays, my attention was quickly drawn to an elderly woman who had set up several easels around the tailgate of an old wood-paneled station wagon. She sketched quietly in a lawn chair. Her pure white hair shone in the sunshine and she bent low over her work. I wandered over and was captivated by a trio of winter watercolors, including frozen streams, white-blanketed forests, and tumbling stonewalls. Behind the winter scenes was another stunning watercolor depicting a silver fox. He raised his intelligent face above a field of waving bluebells, as if sniffing the air. The sense of place was strong. 
“Did you find something you like, Gus?” Camille slipped an arm around my waist. 
I kissed the top of her head and showed her the watercolors I’d discovered. “Look at these. They’re unbelievable.”
The tiny woman seated in the folding chair looked up from her sketchpad, eyes twinkling. “Your husband has good taste. Those pieces are some of my best work.” 
Camille laughed. “Well, he won’t be my husband ‘til next spring, but you are right, he does have exquisite taste. I must say,” she said, focusing on a set of pen and ink studies, “I have to agree with him. Your work is gorgeous.”
“Do you take Visa?” I asked.
She chuckled. “You bet, sonny.”
On a wild impulse, I bought all four watercolors from Miss Lillian Watson for her asking price. I didn’t even try to bargain with her. Camille snapped up a pair of diminutive pen and ink drawings of loons gliding side by side in a cove. The detail was intricate. I wondered if the artist had drawn the scene live and wondered where the beautiful cove was located. Miss Lillian handed us her card and issued an invitation for a visit to her studio, so we could see the rest of her collection someday. 
Happy with our finds, and much lighter in the wallet, Camille and I walked back to the car to safely store them. The temperature had risen to sixty-five degrees. I slipped out of my tweed blazer and wrapped it around the watercolors, sliding them carefully onto the floor of the backseat.  
We wandered in and out of several antique stores, digging among the potpourri of items. Camille pounced on a hand-colored children’s picture book, dated 1835.  She blew the dust from its cover and opened it reverently, studying each illustration with delight. She bought it after bargaining with the storeowner. She was much better at that than I was.
In the fourth store, she found three glass paperweights. She carefully picked each one up and turned it around in the light, admiring and pointing out its dazzling colors. The first was sapphire blue filled with small air bubbles that created a pinpoint pattern reminiscent of stars in the sky. The second featured a green, brown, and orange design set in the bottom of the globe resembling a hilly landscape. The last was a clear amethyst, with swirling white patterns that rose from the bottom in decreasing circles. 
After another hour of looking around, I discovered a bundle of sterling silver soupspoons with smooth, deep bowls. Buried in a box of old doorknobs and hinges, they were fastened together with a ragged rubber band. None matched, but each had lovely designs on its handle. I bought the whole lot for eight dollars. 
I was hungry by the time we’d covered both sides of the street. Camille looked longingly into the last antique shop in the row.
“Oh, this looks like a good one, honey. Are you sure you want to eat now?”
My stomach growled in response. I tilted her chin up to mine and locked eyes with her. “Sweetheart, I’m starving. Can we please find a spot to eat?” I leaned down and kissed her. 
My sweet shopaholic slipped her arm through mine after gazing with longing at the store window. Suddenly, she brightened and ushered me toward the car. “Okay, Gus. I’m a little hungry, too. Maybe we can stop back on the way home?”
I gave a noncommittal little nod, groaning inside. I enjoyed poking around in a store or two, but after five or six I felt as if I’d lose my mind. The love of my life was just getting warmed up when I was ready to call it a day.



Chapter Thirty-One
 
We walked back to the car, carefully packed our finds, and started up the west side of Keuka Lake. I headed left for the Bully Hill Winery and Restaurant. We maneuvered up the steep hill and followed the narrow dirt roads until we reached the summit of the west ridge. 
Neat vineyards blanketed the hills. Row upon row of grapes hung heavy from the vines, bursting with juice, and ready for harvest. 
We parked in the gravel visitors’ lot at the base of the establishment, with the car facing the lake sparkling in the sunlight four hundred feet below. The warm breeze freshened, making whitecaps dance over the water and multicolored sails flutter across the blue-green surface.
We got out and stood still for a moment, soaking in the atmosphere. The sumptuous scent of grapes was intoxicating. 
A narrow paved path led up to the restaurant and winery, rising at a steep angle. We wound through beautifully tended patches of perennials and rough-fashioned stockade fences. Golden rudbeckia, shasta daisies, purple asters, and patches of nasturtiums adorned the walkways. Purple and white butterfly bushes and trumpet vines festooned the doorway. We ducked under the dripping flowers and walked past the porch rockers at the entrance. 
A plump brunette in her late twenties approached us, menus in hand. “Would you like to sit inside or out?” 
Camille and I answered at the same time. “Outside, please.”
She led us to the deck, where white and yellow umbrellas fluttered over each table. Almost every spot was taken. We followed the waitress to the southeast corner of the deck, pleased to see that our table had a view of the lake.
After ordering lemonade, we studied the menu. Gorgonzola and pecan chicken salad, dill encrusted salmon with pan fried red potatoes, turkey with cranberry mousse, grilled eggplant on sourdough, marinated lamb chops with wild rice—each entrée looked more tempting than the last. Camille finally settled on the chicken salad and I ordered the salmon.  
The lemonade arrived in chunky quart-sized mason jars. Square ice cubes clinked against the sides when the waitress set them down. 
I took a long drink and cleared my throat to get Camille’s attention. “Honey?”
“Mmm?” She swiveled around, pulling herself from the panoramic view. 
The palms of my hands began to sweat. I wiped them with a linen napkin and took a deep breath. “I’d like to ask you something. Something important.”
She smiled candidly at me. “Ask away, Gus. What is it?”
A honeybee nosed around red trumpet flowers adorning the deck railings. He disappeared into a blossom. The buzzing was softly muted when he went in to gather the nectar.
“I want to ask you about children.” 
She tilted her head to the side. “Children?”
“Yes.” I took her hand. “I already have a daughter, a grandson, and another grandchild on the way. But you’re young and have never had any children...and you still could. I mean, when we’re married, we could—” I finally stopped stammering and blurted out what I had been trying to ask her for weeks. “Camille, would you like to have a child with me? Should we start a new family when we’re married?”
Her eyes widened slightly and a pink flush rose across her cheeks. She breathed in deeply and didn’t speak for a long, uncomfortable moment. Finally, she squeezed my hand once and pulled hers away. “We never discussed children, did we?” She looked out over the lake. “Do you really want to start all over again, sweetheart?”
I leaned back in my seat. What did I want?
I cherished my grandson Johnny and enjoyed helping Freddie raise him. Nevertheless, sometimes I felt a sense of relief when I returned the little monkey to his mother’s arms. On top of that, Freddie was conspicuously pregnant with my second grandchild. The house would soon be ringing with two young voices.
“Honestly, I’m not sure. I was thinking of you. You love kids, and you’ve never had the chance to have a child. I really think I could be happy either way.”
The waitress approached with plates balanced in both hands. “Here we go, folks.  Enjoy. Make sure you leave room for dessert, now. We’re offering a seven-layer lemon chiffon cake today that’s to die for!”
Camille smiled and thanked the waitress, but I sensed a veiled sadness beneath her polite façade. I wondered what had upset her about the topic of children, and hoped I hadn’t stumbled onto an undisclosed medical condition. 
What if she can’t have children? What if I opened up a painful wound? 
She took a bite of her salad and buttered her bread. Her face had tightened and her chin trembled. 
I thought she might break down if I kept going. “You know what? We can talk about this subject any old time. Why don’t we just enjoy our meal?”
She smiled at me with moist eyes, deliberately chewing her bread. 
I broached new topics, and Camille gradually came back to her old self. She laughed and shared humorous stories about Boris and Ginger. We discussed our honeymoon in Vienna and dreamed together about the Spanish Riding School and the Vienna Woods. By the time we split a piece of the lemon layer cake, things seemed to have gone back to normal.
After two commercialized wine tastings, we happened upon a modest white farmhouse and barn on the northeast side of Keuka Lake. A wooden sign read “Springwater Winery” in unpretentious black and white letters. The cool white barn was pleasant and inviting. Rather than being subjected to a show, we were simply given a list to pick from. We enjoyed our no-pressure tasting outdoors, sitting on white Adirondack chairs. 
The breeze from the lake was warm and infused with the aroma of grapes. Camille and I selected a Chardonnay, a Riesling, and a Pinot Noir. We purchased a case of each and loaded them into the back of the Outback. I tried to ignore the money I was blowing, but realized it was the first time I was able to really show Camille a good time, and let the concern go. I’d tighten the belt again next month.
I closed the back door to the wagon, and gazed into the hills that stretched above us. “Honey? Do your ribs hurt a lot today? Could you handle a walk? There’s a hiking trail over there.”
“Good idea.” She looked at me and smiled, but the sad expression had returned to her eyes. “Anyway, they don’t hurt too much. And I really need to walk off that huge meal.”
She headed briskly across the parking lot and kept to the trail, leading the way. We wound through woods and along rows of grapevines without saying much. After an hour of steady hiking, we stopped at a weathered bench. It faced the lake view with an attached wooden crucifix rising high above the seat back. A plaque with the Lord’s Prayer was mounted to the base of the cross. 
We sat in silence, soaking in the peaceful vista spreading before us. A goldfinch chirped from a wooden fencepost nearby laden with white grapes. 
Camille let out a long sigh and turned toward me. “Gus? I have to tell you something. It’s time. Actually, it’s long overdue.”



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
I sat up and looked intently at Camille. “Whenever you’re ready, hon. What’s this all about?”
She lowered her eyes, bit her lower lip, and began. “At lunch, you said I’d never had a child.”
I wondered where the conversation was leading. “Right.” 
“Well, it’s not true. I did have a baby. Fifteen years ago. A little girl. We named her Shelby.”
My heart sank. I sensed bottomless sorrow in her voice. “Was she yours and Greg’s?”
“Yes. It was early in our marriage. We had Shelby when I was twenty-three. She was such a beautiful baby.”
She reached into her sweater pocket and drew out her wallet. Flipping it open, she pulled out a worn photo. She sat silently, gazing forlornly at the picture. After a moment, she held it out to me.
The toddler was dressed in a blue-and-white flowered sundress. Dark curls covered her head. Shelby reached with chubby hands to pick a purple verbena from a garden bursting with flowers. Her lips pursed in concentration. The photo was a profile in innocence. A lump formed in my throat.
“She’s two and a half in this picture. It happened when she was six.” She closed her eyes for a moment and took a long, deep breath. “It was a Monday morning. Greg was late for work, and rushed out of the house, leaving the door ajar. I jumped out of the shower and was toweling my hair dry when I heard Shelby call to her kitten, who slipped out the door behind Greg. I shouted to her and told her to stay inside, saying I’d find Mittens for her. Seconds later, I heard the door shut. I ran into the kitchen and out the door into the yard. Mittens was running full speed across the street, with Shelby close behind.” 
Camille paused again, barely able to maintain her composure. Her voice trembled. “A delivery truck backed out of the neighbor’s driveway. He didn’t see her. I screamed at him to stop, but he didn’t hear me. The kitten made it, but Shelby was hit.” 
I reached for her. She leaned into me, sobbing quietly against my shoulder. Murmuring soothing, meaningless words, I stroked her hair and rocked her.
She slowly collected herself and finally sat up, digging a Kleenex from her pocket. She blew her nose and breathed a long sigh of relief.
“I’m so sorry, Camille. I don’t know what to say.” 
“There’s more. I need to tell you the rest.”
“Was Shelby—?”
“Killed?” she asked. “No. She wasn’t killed. She was badly injured, but not killed. She fell into a coma and never woke up.” 
“What did you do?” I asked, wondering when the poor child had died.
“Do? I waited by her side, day after day, year after year, as my husband turned into a hateful, abusive drunk. After two years, the doctors advised us to ‘let her go.’ But, Gus, she still had brain activity. That’s what kept me going. Her brain kept on dreaming inside her little head. I couldn’t allow them to shut off the machines while she still had active brainwaves, could I?”
I shook my head. “Of course not.”
“I know I told you about Greg last winter, but I didn’t quite give you the whole story. Remember I said he got laid off and started drinking?”
I remembered back to the wintry day we’d sat outside by a stream on a log and she’d told me about Greg’s abuse. “Right. You said he tried rehab but it didn’t take.”
“Well, that part was true. But Shelby’s accident also made him feel so guilty he couldn’t live with himself. He tried rehab twice, and then stopped. He gave up on himself, Shelby, and me.”
“Is that when he started to hit you?”
Her face remained calm. “Yes. I landed in the hospital several times before I finally decided to leave him. I couldn’t take the abuse anymore. The last time I was hospitalized, the law took over and stuck him in that prison. He’ll be there for three more years. I know I waited too long in that horrid situation, but I was afraid to lose the financial support I needed to keep Shelby going. I had her moved to a private facility, and it was exorbitantly expensive. Still is.” She rose from the bench, thrusting her hands into her pockets, facing the panoramic scene below.
“Wait. What?” I glanced at her in surprise. “Still is?”
She turned back to me, grimaced, and lowered her eyes. “I know I should have told you. I don’t know why I didn’t. It was really stupid of me. The longer I kept the secret, the harder it was for me to bring it up. I just feel so damned responsible. If I had only been watching her more closely. If I had run faster, yelled louder...” her voice trailed off into silence. 
“Honey, you can’t take responsibility for an accident. The door wasn’t shut, the kitten escaped. It was nobody’s fault. It just happened. You can’t blame yourself.”  Although I actually did blame Greg for bolting out the door without ensuring his daughter’s safety first, I held back. I’d already shown enough hatred toward this guy I’d never met, and now wasn’t the time to place blame.
A tear fell, tracing her cheek. “That’s what Mom keeps telling me. I’m still trying to come to terms with it. I went through therapy for years, but still haven’t been able to forgive myself.”
I wiped her cheek with my sleeve. “Where’s Shelby now?” 
“At the Woodruff Long Term Care Center, in Lakeville.”
“Is that where you go when you say you’re seeing your girlfriends?”
She nodded. A guilty expression crossed her face. “I’m sorry I lied, Gus.”
I took her hand and squeezed it gently, then pulled her to me and enfolded her in my arms. I stroked her hair, nuzzled my face into her mass of curls, and covered her neck and cheeks with kisses. A part of me couldn’t believe she’d lied to me for the past nine months like this. But I let it go. “It’s okay. I understand, and I’m so sorry. You’ve been through so much. But now that I know, we can move forward, right? We have our whole lives ahead of us. Our whole lives.”
A faint sense of hope filled her eyes, as if she were brushing against feelings of redemption for the first time in fifteen years. I reached for her again and we held each other on the now breezy hillside. 
“Ready to go home?” I asked.
She nodded, hugging me one last time. “Uh-huh. Thanks for understanding.”
We strolled arm-in-arm down the hill, at a much slower pace than our ascent. I tried to accept the idea that Camille’s fifteen-year-old daughter lay comatose in a hospital bed less than ten minutes away.  



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
Camille slept all the way home to East Goodland. I figured that the wine, exercise, and the stress of revealing her secret to me had simply knocked her out. 
She stirred when our tires crunched over the gravel driveway. “Are we home?” she mumbled.
“We are, honey.” I pulled up the parking brake and let out a weary sigh. It had been a long day.
“What time is it?” She seemed confused, rubbing her eyes.
“About eight.”
She raised her seat back and yawned. “Oh my gosh. I can’t believe I slept through the whole ride home. I’m sorry. I wasn’t very good company, was I?” She smiled ruefully and pushed open her door. 
The memory of her confession still lingered heavily in the air between us and it pulled at my heart. “Not to worry, my love. I had fun watching you sleep. You made the cutest little expressions on your face all the way home.” 
An embarrassed laugh burst from her lips. She stuck out her tongue, and then started to collect her drawings, antique book, and paperweights. For a moment, I was afraid she’d cross the fragile border between laughter and tears, but she stayed calm and walked around to the back of the car, watching me mix and match the wine from three cases. 
A smile blossomed on her face. “You’re giving me wine?”
I laughed. “Of course I am. You’ve got to have the good stuff to pour when you make me dinner next time, right?”
She chuckled. “You’re assuming quite a lot there, Professor.”
“I’m just saying…” I lifted one of the boxes to carry into her house.
She closed the Outback’s tailgate. “Hey. We never stopped back at that last antique store, did we?”
I didn’t tell her I was glad she’d been asleep when we passed it. “Next time, sweetheart. It’ll be a good excuse to go back there.”
She unlocked the front door and held it open for me, and I maneuvered the carton through the doorway. I carried it through the living room and toward the kitchen, but a sense of unease hit me. 
Where’s Boris? It’s too quiet in here. 
Camille pulled her keys from the front door and joined me in the kitchen. “Boris! I’m home, baby. Come here, boy.” She turned to me, smiling. “Poor little guy, I’ll bet he missed us.”
The house was still. Ginger hopped down from her perch on the refrigerator and meowed, reaching up to the counter with her paws.  
Camille whistled once more for Boris, and then leaned down to pat Ginger. “Where is that little monkey? He must be sleeping.” 
Ginger cried again and rubbed against Camille’s legs.
“Oh, kitty, are you hungry, girl?” She opened a small can of tuna-flavored cat food and emptied it into Ginger’s dish. 
“I’ll find him,” I said, feeling more worried by the minute. If Boris really was sleeping when we walked in the door, it was very strange that he didn’t wake up when we called him. And I never knew a dog to sleep through his owner’s return after a long day of absence. Usually, they were waiting by the door the minute they heard the car come into the driveway. 
I searched unsuccessfully through the living room, where he normally slept on his bed by the fireplace, but no Boris.  
When I passed through the dining room, a billowing curtain caught my attention. I walked over to shut the window and stopped. Broken shards of glass covered the floor. The window was up and the screen was missing.
Someone had broken in. 
I stiffened and called to Camille. “Honey? Can you come over here?” 
She joined me in seconds. “Did you find Boris?” Gasping, she raised her hand to her mouth when she spotted the broken window. “Who did this?” She looked around nervously and skittered behind me. “Oh my gosh, Gus. Do you think they’re gone?” 
“If he was still in here when we came in the driveway, we probably scared him off.”
“I sure hope so,” she said in a low whisper.
“But I’d rather be safe than sorry.” I slid one arm around her waist. “Can you call the cops? See if you can get Joe to come over. I’ll check out the house.”
Camille dialed the police station, and I looked around for a weapon. The fireplace utensils were lightweight and not heavy enough to use in self-defense. I eased open the foyer closet door, looking for both the intruder and something that could be used as a bludgeon. I poked my head inside, looking for the light switch. “Camille? I’m looking for something to use—like a baseball bat.” 
She thumbed off her phone and reached around me into the side of the closet. “Joe’s on his way.” She pulled something long and silver out of the corner. “Here. Take one of Greg’s old golf clubs. I guarantee you, it can knock a person out.” 
I closed my hand around the iron and grimaced, thinking of the torment she’d endured at that bastard’s hands. “Thanks. I’ve got to check out the rest of the house.” 
“You’re not leaving me alone, mister.” She followed two steps behind me. We searched all of the rooms, but the house was empty.
Joe Russell arrived ten minutes later, dressed in casual clothes. I felt guilty, because it was Saturday and he’d probably been relaxing at home. His young partner, Adam Knapp, pulled up in his cruiser seconds later. They approached the house together, hands resting on the butts of their weapons. 
I opened the door and waved them inside. “Come on in, guys.”
Joe marched up the front steps, his voice booming. “Did you see anyone?”
“No,” I shook my head, still gripping the golf club.
“Are you sure he’s gone?”
“Pretty sure. We checked all the rooms down here and on the second floor.”
Adam clicked on his flashlight. “I’d better check out the cellar. You never know.”
I hadn’t thought of that. “Good idea.” I pointed to the cellar door and he disappeared down the stairs.
Joe followed me into the dining room and examined the glass on the floor beneath the window, shaking his head. “Wonder what they were after. Any valuables missing?”
“Yeah, but not the kinds of things you’d expect, like jewelry or her laptop.” I showed him to the table. “Have a seat and I’ll give you the details.”
He sat, pulling a stubby pencil and steno pad out of his jacket pocket. 
Camille slumped on the other side of the table with her head buried in her arms. Her shoulders shook. 
Joe shot a concerned look at her. “Camille? Are you okay?”
She raised a tear-stained face. “Not really, Joe.”
“They took a few pieces of Camille’s clothing,” I said quietly. “There were some, ah, underclothes that were hanging on the shower rod.”
Joe grimaced and started to write down the particulars. 
I waited until he paused and looked up. “The weirdest thing is they took her dog. They took Boris.”
Joe looked doubtful, and turned back to Camille, speaking gently. “Are you sure he didn’t get out? Have you looked in the yard?”
She nodded. “We looked already. We can’t find him.”
I added, “We searched all around the yard, Joe. And he’s not a wandering type; he’s a housedog. He would’ve come back up onto the steps if he got out.”
“Cellar’s all clear.” Adam returned from the basement, and then walked around the outside of the house. Returning through the kitchen door. “Well, it’s not rocket science. Looks like he got in through this broken window, and left through the kitchen door. You said you found it unlocked, right?” 
Camille nodded. “Yes. I locked it before we left.”
Joe stood. “Pretty cut and dry, then.”
Camille stood and gripped his hand. “You’ll find my Boris, right, Joe?”
He gave her a small smile. “We’ll do our damnedest, Camille. Just hang in there.”



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
The next morning was Sunday. Instead of going to church, I rose early and drove to Camille's. To be sure that Boris hadn't been let out by the burglar yesterday, and somehow become lost in the woods, we decided to search for him in the nearby woods and fields. We knew it was unlikely that we’d find him, but we couldn’t assume anything when it came to Camille’s baby.
She made a few phone calls and word spread quickly. By noon, most of the cast and crew congregated in her backyard, including a very distressed Cindi Fox. Adam Knapp volunteered to partition the land and organize the volunteers into groups. Cindi, Randy, Takeema, Nelson, Lisa, and Candy were in our group. 
Adam assigned us to the hills east of Camille's property. We were to search the woods and fields bordering Goodland Road and work our way south until we reached the Frediani property. Adam headed west with another party of searchers, spreading them out in a long line, each person separated by only a few feet. Mr. Bigelow herded a third party down the valley, beginning in the recently harvested cornfield to the north of Camille's property line. The plan was to walk for an hour in each direction, and to reconvene at Camille's. If we were unsuccessful, we'd turn in the opposite direction, cross Twin Bridge Road, and send out the three-arm search crew in the eastern direction. 
I led our group through Camille's backyard, taking up the position on the leftmost wing. 
“Boris!” I cried. 
Soon the whole gang joined in, their voices singing in unison. “Here, Boris!”
Cindi's voice rang among the others as she hurried along, calling the loudest and walking the fastest. “Come out, Boris. It's okay. Nobody will hurt you,” she shouted. When she walked, she carried a few dog biscuits in her hand, waving them in hopes they’d attract the missing dog. 
Camille walked between Cindi and me, her voice laced with concern and her face resolute. I knew she held back the tears for the sake of the teens who had so generously offered to help with the search. 
The morning fog had evaporated, leaving a coating of dew on the grassy paths. Tall maples, beech, and black walnut trees rustled overhead, their leaves partially transformed from brilliant green to vermillion and gold. The sun heightened the vibrant colors, dancing through the leaves that glowed as if lit from within. If circumstances had been different, it would have been a perfect fall day.                        
We reached the edge of the woods and came upon a recently harvested field. Tractor tire tracks wove uniformly up and down the field from east to west. Although the
harvesting process had been mechanical and nearly automatic, they'd missed some of the crop. Twenty feet from the edge of the woods, a broad patch of beets stood defiantly in the morning sunshine, their tops glistening with dew. 
Seven deer raised their heads from the middle of the field, feasting on a banquet of beets that had fallen from one of the trucks. They froze, watched us for several seconds, and cantered toward the woods. 
A pair of mourning doves lamented from the branches overhead. 
Cindi looked up, and then scuttled closer to Camille, looking nervously toward the treetop. “What's that sound?” 
Camille pointed to the birds perched on a stout branch, smiling at Cindi. “Not to worry, dear. It's just sweet little birds singing sad songs.”
“I thought it was ghosts.” Cindi heaved a sigh of relief. “But why are they sad? Do they know Boris is missing?”
Our teenage companions smiled indulgently as Camille explained that the birds always sang this poignant refrain. I was pleased to note their tolerant, amused, and affectionate reaction to Cindi's childlike comments. It boded well for them as adults, and shored up my faith in their generation. In spite of too much television, too little time with family, and the soul-deadening influence of the current pop culture, a sign of genuine decency shimmered in the eyes of our young allies.
We decided to stop for a break and found damp seats on a stone wall in the sun dappled woods. I broke out a pack of orange cream Lifesavers and passed them down the line. A quiet sense of camaraderie descended upon us. 
A black walnut fell from the tree above, bouncing near my feet. I picked it up and rubbed my fingers over the green shell. The grainy texture felt like fine grit sandpaper and the citrus aroma whisked me back to my childhood. I knew the sharp, fresh scent would linger on my fingers until bedtime. I remembered pelting the nuts across the fields with Siegfried and Elsbeth when we were kids. I raised the shell to my face and inhaled again, remembering the feeling of running over bumpy nuts nestled in the grassy spreads beneath the trees. It had been like running over a field of small baseballs. I sighed and sat back in the sun, marveling at the brain’s complexity, marveling that one simple scent could summon long-buried memories. 
Nelson sat on the other side of Camille. He turned to her with a hopeful expression in his eyes. “Maybe the other groups found him, Miss Coté. Or maybe one of your neighbors picked him up.”
Camille forced a smile. “I suppose.”
“Did he have his tags on?” 
“He did.”
He tentatively slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Well, then, that's good. If someone found him they can call the dog officer and they'll look up your name. Maybe there will be a message on your machine when you get home.”
I was touched by Nelson's concern for Camille. She smiled tremulously. Patting his arm, she whispered a teary thank-you, and then walked to the edge of the field and stopped with her back to us. Shading her eyes against the strong morning sun, she gazed across the field, searching among the hillocks of soil for her missing companion. 
A vast field of sunflowers flanked the harvested beet field to the east. Heavy heads nodded in the breeze, their yellow petals swelling in a saffron sea. The field stretched across gently sloping hillside for hundreds of acres. 
Takeema rose from her perch beside Candy and Lisa. “Should we look in there? He might have gotten lost in all those flowers.” 
I stood and stretched. “Good idea, Takeema. We can each take a row and spread out until we cover the whole field. Then we can meet up at the far end and head back south.”
With a renewed sense of energy, the group prepared for the next phase of the hunt.



Chapter Thirty-five
 
Camille brushed tears from her eyes and joined the group again. We spread out, covering the entire length of the field. The rows were clearly marked, so if each of us walked straight along to the other side, no one should get disoriented.
I took the leftmost position. Camille, Cindi, Nelson, Molly, Candy, Takeema, and Randy took their places, each separated by twenty rows. I tossed an encouraging smile at Camille just before we disappeared into the yellow ocean of flowers. Striding along on my own path with renewed vigor, I could hear the others, but could see only sunflower stalks and bobbing flower heads.
The narrow trail running between each row of plants was about the width of a large tractor tire. I turned my upper body sideways to make my way through without damaging the flowers. The dinner plate-sized flower heads bowed and swayed in the light breeze. Several bent across my path. I lifted them out of the way and moved forward. Fine bristles covered the thick stems and prickled my hands. 
I heard Camille calling Boris’s name. The other voices were fainter, but persistent. 
Between the sunflowers, errant groups of goldenrod had sprung up and the warm air was heavy with the sweet smell of earth. Bumblebees buzzed about the weeds, landing on frilly golden heads in search of nectar.  
We'd been walking and calling for Boris for about ten minutes, when the roar of a four-wheeler came from the west, headed in our direction. Under normal circumstances, I would have ignored the sound, assuming a neighbor boy was speeding along the sides of the field or down one of the wooded pathways. But circumstances had been far from normal over the past few weeks. I froze, hoping it wasn't the same rider who’d vandalized my property a week ago. 
The rumbling increased as it grew closer. Now there was no question, the vehicle was definitely headed in our direction. Adrenaline coursed through my blood and crazed thoughts raced through my brain.
Is it the same crazy guy? Does he know we're in here? Was he watching us, maybe waiting to attack when we were separated, alone, and vulnerable? 
All the while I wondered who “he” was. Could Armand still be angry? Was it he who broke into Camille's house? Or was there some other predator out there, hiding in the background and hoping we'd attribute his misdeeds to the suspended teen?
The noise stopped. The engine idled, and it sounded close to the point where we’d entered the sunflower forest. 
The growling resumed and accelerated. From the sound of it, the bastard was crashing through the sunflowers, getting closer by the second. 
I ran toward Camille's row. Sprinting through the flowers, I called her. “Camille!”
I pushed aside the heavy stalks, smashing flowers underfoot. I heard her calling me back and finally reached her row. She froze about fifteen yards from me. We both saw the tops of the flowers going down beyond her. 
He’s coming.
“Watch out!” I raced in her direction.
The engine growled louder. I ran with all my might, pushing my legs until they burned. I grabbed her arm, pivoted, and dragged her away from the sound of the approaching monster. We flew along the row of flowers; the noise became deafening. I turned and pushed her behind me just as the vehicle crashed through the flowers and into view, heading straight for us. 
The man in the black nylon jacket and the shaded helmet came at us at full throttle.
Temporarily paralyzed, I watched as the gap narrowed between us.  
My God. He's going to run us over.
At the last second, I shoved Camille aside and leapt after her just as the vehicle flew past. Acrid exhaust filled the air. 
The rider kept going, flattening the crop in a straight line. He didn't stop, or turn around. I lay across Camille, my arms and legs akimbo and my face mashed into the dirt. I pushed myself off her and shook my head. She sat up and rubbed her forehead. 
“Is he gone?” she asked with a shaky voice.
I helped her up and glanced down the wide trail he'd left behind. “I think so. Are you okay?”
She brushed herself off. “No. I'm far from okay.” Her face crumpled and she began to cry into her hands. 
I wrapped my arms around her. 
She sobbed and her shoulders heaved. Her breath came in great, gasping gulps. “What if he comes back?”
I smoothed her hair and rubbed her back. “He's gone now. It sounds like he's very far away. Listen.”
The roar had become a faint buzz. 
She raised her tear-stained face to mine. “What's he trying to do, kill us?”
I hushed her. “He couldn't be really intent on it, Camille, or he would've circled back. I think he's just trying to scare the heck out of us.”
She sniffed and looked in the direction he'd fled. Reaching into her jeans pocket, she pulled out several worn tissues and wiped her eyes. “Well, it's certainly working.” 
Several of the teens had reached us, babbling questions with fear stamped on their faces. She calmed them down, then pocketed the tissues and linked arms with me, leaning her head against my shoulder. “Boris isn’t out here, Gus. Will you take me home? I just want to go home.”



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
One week later, Boris still hadn’t been found. In order to handle it, Camille had thrown herself into her work. But it hadn’t really helped, and from what she told me, she spent many a night crying herself to sleep. 
On this first Sunday in October, Maddy—ever the rescuing angel—had offered to take Camille shopping to help her forget about Boris and the unsettling events that’d plagued us over the past few weeks. I wasn’t sure it would help, but hoped for the best.
A frost was predicted for the coming night. At ten in the morning, I stood at the edge of the garden with Max at my feet, watching Johnny chase a fat toad around the garden. 
I’d managed to get promises of help from the family. We needed to harvest the last of the tomatoes and peppers, and if I had help, we had a chance of getting it done before the frost hit. I looked out over the rows of red Russian kale, Swiss chard, and lacey dill that stretched forty feet along the short end of the garden, bordered by full rows of collard greens and Brussels sprouts. Most of these plants would be fine in the cold, and some—like the collards—would sweeten with the frost. 
We’d picked the last of the Silver King sweet corn weeks ago. Wheat-colored cornstalks stood upright in neat rows, their leaves rustling with a papery-brittle sound in the breeze.  
I stepped over the vines and fruit of the knobby Blue Hubbard squash, on the way to the tomato patch. We’d have enough green tomatoes to last for a few months. Wrapped in their nests of newspaper, they’d ripen slowly, deep in the cold cellar. As the season progressed, I’d eventually be forced back into buying hothouse tomatoes. 
I planned to stock the ripe tomatoes in the freezer for use later in the winter in spaghetti sauce, chili, soups, and crispy dishes of tomato scallop.
Siegfried ambled out of the barn wearing a red and black checked woolen jacket and a tranquil expression on his face. Sheba, his adopted golden retriever, frolicked close behind. She licked his hand and ran circles around her savior.  
“Guten Tag.” Siegfried waved, causing Johnny to shriek his name. 
The boy raised his head from a bushy plant, plopped a cherry tomato in his mouth, and ran to his great uncle, arms outstretched. “Up, up, up!” he squealed, dancing up and down impatiently. 
Siegfried feigned ignorance, casting his gaze around the garden. “Do I hear something?” he teased in his strong accent. “I hear something, but I think it must be a bumblebee.”
Johnny locked his arms around Siegfried’s tree-trunk legs and continued with the familiar game. “It is a bumblebee, it’s me, your kleine bumblebee!” he rhymed, never tiring of the game they invented together.
Siegfried pretended to be surprised, lowering his arms to swoop the tiny boy into the air. “Bzzz Bzzz Bzzz—”
He held Johnny horizontally, like a miniature airplane, twirling around and around while Johnny alternately giggled and buzzed with glee. Finally, Siegfried lifted the child onto his shoulders and approached me. 
“I’m up, Opa. I’m up high!”
I reached up and squeezed his pudgy hand. “Yes, you are, you little bumblebee. You made it, didn’t you?”
Siegfried gently lowered the boy to the ground, ruffled his honey-colored hair, and looked around the garden. “Professor?”
“Yeah, Sig?”
“I think you planted too many tomatoes this year.”
“Sig.” I locked eyes with him. “You know you can never have too many tomatoes.” 
When he rolled his eyes and laughed, I chuckled too, knowing I’d overdone it. A hundred and twenty plants was forty more than my usual, but I’d been unable to resist the lure of the great varieties our local garden store had offered like Purple Cherokee, Brandywine, Papa Joe, Yellow Pear, and Beefmaster. We started to pick, and gently placed them in baskets and ultimately into the tractor cart parked on the side of the garden.
Freddie trotted out of the house without her coat, braving the cold with her arms wrapped around her stomach. She’d missed her last three ultrasounds, saying it was a waste of time and that she felt perfectly fine. We still didn’t know the sex of the baby, but were told it was still expected around Thanksgiving.
 She’d expanded much faster than predicted, and still experienced difficulty accepting the fact that her flexibility was impaired. Her doctor insisted she needed to slow down, and she’d reluctantly hired an assistant so she could reduce her hours at the clinic. 
“Dad?”
I placed a plump Brandywine tomato in the basket and looked up. “Hi, sweetheart. Aren’t you cold?”
She brushed off my concern. “I’m fine, Dad. Will you stop worrying about me?”
I chuckled. “Not likely, hon.”
“Oh, Dad.” She blew up a wisp of hair. “Do you know where Mrs. Pierce keeps the freezer bags?”
I looked at my daughter shivering in the crisp autumn air with the child of a murderer growing inside her. A pang of sympathy rushed through me. Over the past few months she'd gradually begun to show small signs of recovery. The soft nightly crying had diminished in frequency, and color had started to come back into her cheeks. 
“They’re under the sink, sweetheart. Next to the trash bags.”
“Oh! I didn’t even think of looking there.”  
I laughed, slipping my arm around her shoulders. Freddie was a brilliant veterinarian and a good mother to Johnny, but she was lost in the kitchen. The last time she tried to cook for us, we had eaten charred grilled cheese sandwiches and lumpy tomato soup.
“We’ll be in soon, sweetheart. Just hold on and we’ll all pitch in, okay?”
She smiled, nodded in relief, and hurried back to the house. 
My attention was drawn to the garden, where Max and Sheba raced noisily through the pepper plants, chasing each other. “C’mon you guys! Out of the garden!” I groaned. “At least wait ‘til we’ve picked the peppers.” 
Both dogs flew over the asparagus bed, oblivious to my commands. After several more rounds of tag, they both collapsed on the yellow leaves under the maple tree with their tongues lolling and eyes shining.
Siegfried, Johnny and I piled the vegetables into baskets in the back of the tractor cart. When it was done, Johnny climbed onto my lap and enjoyed his ride back to the house. Siegfried walked beside us with long-legged strides. 
Once we moved the production into the kitchen, each person was assigned a job. Johnny sat on the floor, wrapping green tomatoes in newspaper and carefully placing them in a wooden crate. Freddie stood at the sink, washing the ripe tomatoes. I dropped them whole with their skins into freezer bags with sprigs of oregano and basil. No blanching for me. It entailed so much work, and I’d probably not freeze if I had to go through all that trouble. Luckily an old farmer down the road had given me this tip, and I’d popped them fresh into freezer bags for years now, with great success in later months when I made chili, tomato soup, or scalloped tomatoes.
Siegfried carried the last of the heavy cartons down to the freezer and to the cold room, and we adjourned to the great room to watch a family favorite, Corrina, Corrina. Mrs. Pierce returned at four-thirty from her weekend stay at her sister’s home in Syracuse and sat beside the fireplace with her knitting, updating us with the latest gossip. At five-thirty, we dined on corned beef and cabbage. It had been simmering since early afternoon and was melt-in-your-mouth tender.
The phone rang just as we finished. Mrs. Pierce resumed her housekeeper duties and answered with her typical greeting. “LeGarde residence. How may I help you?” She paused for a second. “Hello, Camille. I’m fine, thanks. ‘N you? Are your ribs better? Oh, I’m so glad to hear it. Yes, he’s right here.”
She handed me the phone and I placed it to my ear. “Hello?” I was surprised to hear from her since she planned to spend the day shopping with her mother.
“Hi, Gus! How did your freezing go?” She sounded like herself for the first time in a week.      
“Just fine, sweetheart. We finished up around three-thirty. How about you? Have fun shopping?” I smiled into the phone when she answered enthusiastically. 
“Oh gosh, yes! We found everything we needed and even stumbled onto a few incredible sales.”
My attention wandered when she started to reel off each item, in painstaking detail, with original price, marked down price, and final slashed-to-the-bone price. 
“Gus? Are you there?”
I tried to recoup. I had tuned her out for the last few items. “Of course, honey. That’s nice. Um, what were you saying?”
“Oh Gus, you’re hopeless!” she laughed. “I asked if you’d like to come visit Shelby with me tonight? I think it’s time you meet her, don’t you? Rehearsals will begin running every day pretty soon, and I won’t have much time to see her during the next few weeks.”
I agreed readily. I’d been thinking a great deal about Shelby, and was anxious for an introduction.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
The long brick building sat primly behind well-manicured shrubs. Bronze and burgundy chrysanthemums lined the walkways in neat triads. Strategically placed pumpkins smiled from the middle of each floral group. Young maple trees, cloaked in yellow leaves, bordered the parking lot in straight rows. In the gloomy gray afternoon light, they resembled pop-up book figures. 
Camille and I walked along the predictably boring walkways. I thought of my own chaotic gardens and the satisfaction I’d found in the sprawling, spontaneous plots of color. The tidiness and rigid designs of corporate landscapes made me yawn.
We passed through polished glass doors and stood in the front vestibule, entering a world of gleaming antique furniture and Oriental rugs. Original oil paintings of forests and fields covered the walls, feeling oddly familiar. Pastel colors glimmered from the dark walls. I wondered if Lillian Watson, my new favorite artist from Hammondsport, had painted them.  
We approached the front desk and checked in. The pretty black woman who assisted us had a voice as soothing as the rich décor. Camille introduced her as Amelia. I shook her hand and murmured an appropriate greeting. 
Camille chatted with Amelia for a few minutes. I continued to admire the paintings on the wall while I waited for her, wondering how much this upper class place charged to house a comatose patient.
We headed down a marble-floored hallway toward the west wing of the facility. Camille stopped in front of the closed door for Suite 201 and slowly pushed inside. Lights blinked from the bank of elaborate devices that dimly illuminated the inside of the room. She flipped a light switch and headed for the bed.
The girl lay in a narrow hospital cot attached to various monitoring devices. Her hair had been recently brushed. She wore a clean nightgown and her delicate hands lay still on the crisp white sheets. The room was comfortably warm. I realized in a flash why Camille had chosen this particular facility. The place was immaculate.
She pulled two chairs to the side of the bed. I sat beside her, noticing the striking resemblance between mother and daughter. Shelby’s heart-shaped face, high cheekbones, dark curly hair, and the pretty little mouth were nearly identical to her mother’s.  The likeness was remarkable. I wondered if she had Camille’s chestnut eyes, but didn’t have the courage to ask. 
“Shelby,” Camille said. “I want you to meet someone. This is Gus. You know, the one I told you about?”
I glanced at Camille, not sure what she wanted me to do.
“Go ahead, Gus. Just talk to her. It’s part of her arousal therapy. I’m convinced that she hears us.” She took my hand. “It’s been documented that some people in comas can hear and feel everything, they just can’t respond.”
I smiled uncertainly and turned to her daughter. “Um, hello, Shelby. Your mom’s told me a lot about you.”
Camille took my hand and placed it on Shelby’s hand. “Go ahead, honey. They say touch is an important part of making contact with the person locked inside.”
I nudged my seat closer and picked up Shelby’s warm, limp hand. What did one say to a fifteen-year-old who had only experienced six years of life on this earth? I hesitated, and then went for safe ground. “Well, Shelby, what should we talk about? Would you like to hear about my grandson, Johnny?” 
I glanced at Camille. 
She smiled encouragement, and rose to switch on a CD player. Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony filled the room. 
I spoke for fifteen minutes, relating funny stories about the two-and-a-half-year-old tornado who lived in my house. I patted the back of her hand as I spoke, squeezing it gently every so often. 
Camille nodded toward the equipment. “She’s breathing by herself now, and has opened her eyes and blinked occasionally. I’ve researched her condition on-line, Gus, and there are actually several documented cases of patients reawakening after many years of being comatose.”
I saw Camille’s hopeful expression and was saddened. It had been nine, long years since the accident. Siegfried had come around three months after his childhood catastrophe. I couldn’t imagine anyone emerging from a coma after such a long period of time, and I wondered about the integrity of the hospital staff that encouraged such hope, particularly when substantial sums of money were involved.  
I sighed and turned back to Shelby. Her angelic face looked peaceful. The resemblance to Camille was so strong, I began to feel a connection to her. I sat quietly watching mother and daughter together, and the cynicism playing in my mind began to fade. The girl looked so alive, so real, so very much in the present. I realized if the decision had been mine to make, I would have waited for her to wake up, too. If there was the slightest possibility that Shelby could recover...
After an hour of reading from a Nancy Drew mystery, repeating multiplication tables, and giving a filtered synopsis of current events, Camille bent over and gave Shelby a long, warm embrace. She kissed her snow-white cheeks and lovingly rearranged her hair. I heard her whisper in Shelby’s ear. “Come back to me, baby. I miss you so much.”
A lump formed in my throat when we rose to leave. I turned off the lights and pulled the door shut. Walking arm-in-arm down the hall, I felt humbled in Camille’s presence. Such strength. Such optimism. 
The woman continued to amaze me, and I marveled that God had seen fit to grace my life with her. 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
Just before I woke the next morning, a dappled gray Andalusian mare charged into my dreams with her neck arched and nostrils flaring. 
I finished filling Diablo’s water bucket and turned off the spigot in the corner of the barn, when I felt her warm breath on my neck. I turned to face her. “Where did you come from, girl?”
The mare snorted and stepped closer. She nodded, her curly black mane shimmering. Luminous gold and gray dapples flecked her steel-colored coat; they glistened and swirled as if animated. I realized that the mare had just shed her winter coat and the summer sun had not yet bleached away the vibrant sheen of spring. 
I offered my hand to her, palm up. Her velvet muzzle wiggled against my skin and her short whiskers tickled my hand. 
To my surprise, a slender child appeared on her back, dressed in a white nightgown. Her curls lay loose on her shoulders. She smiled. I couldn’t resolve the color of her eyes, because they shifted from jade, to azure, to yellow ochre. She waved, and then dissolved into hundreds of sky-blue butterflies that flew up and hovered overhead, forming a living, fluttering dome above us.
The mare nudged me again, pushing against my arm with her muzzle. Her big eyes searched mine, as if asking an unspoken question. Something about the deep molasses-colored eyes was familiar. I strained to recall the memory, but a persistent buzzing shattered my dream.
I reached up, flapped at the snooze button, and rolled over to try to get back inside my dream. 
Of course, it was futile. It occurred to me that the mare’s eyes were Elsbeth’s. I wistfully wondered if she had finally found peace in the afterlife and if she would approve of my new union with Camille. 
Of course she’d approve. She’d want me to be happy, wouldn’t she?
I rolled onto my side and glanced at her picture on the mantle. Pre-dawn, taffy-pink clouds illuminated the photograph. 
Maybe my dream was a means of self-comfort. Or, maybe it was her way of letting me know she was okay.
I was certain the child was Shelby. In my post-sleep stupor, I imagined it was her way of contacting me, telling me she was very much alive inside that still body. 
When I began to wake fully, I laughed at my romantic musings, throwing back the covers to embrace the cool morning. With a joyous laugh, I suddenly remembered that the high school and university were both closed for Columbus Day. I rose and quickly accomplished the morning chores, looking forward to the ride that Camille and I had planned for ten o’clock.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
“Camille, can you toss me the towel?” Diablo pushed his head against me when I brushed his snarled forelock. His coat had thickened as the days grew colder. By December, he’d resemble a sixteen-hand-high wooly bear caterpillar.
Camille rose up on her toes and threw a white terry cloth over Maggie’s back. I caught it and began to polish Diablo’s neck and flanks. The deep copper color had lightened as his winter fur came in, but it still shone brilliantly. I thought back to the strange dream I’d had earlier about the horse. I figured it was probably due to how much I was looking forward to today’s ride with Camille. 
“Gus, Maggie won’t pick up her feet!”
I watched her struggle with the headstrong little mare, and then wrapped Diablo’s lead rope loosely around the fence rail and stepped over to help her. “She’s testing you, honey.” I stroked Maggie’s dark brown face. “Are you giving my woman a tough time? I thought we had a talk about that.”
Maggie rubbed her head up and down my side, satisfying the need to scratch her ears. I took the hoof pick from Camille and assumed my professorial voice. “The key to picking hooves is balance. You need to push her onto her other three legs so that she’ll give up and lift this one.”
I faced Maggie’s tail, pushed my left shoulder firmly against hers, and bent down at the waist with the hoof pick in hand. Running my hand down her leg, I pinched the tendons above the fetlock. 
Camille knelt down on the grass beside me. She leaned in and watched closely, resolute in her desire to master the technique.
“Now, say to her, ‘Pick it up, girl.’” 
Maggie lifted her petite hoof. 
I supported it with one hand while scraping along the frog with the pick. Carefully, I pried out a large clump of mud and a small stone wedged into one of the channels. “See? It’s all in the technique.” 
After several tries, she had it. Maggie lifted each foot obediently, and Camille worked her way around the mare.
I slid the Steuben saddle over Diablo’s withers with a front-to-back motion to smooth the hairs beneath the saddle pad. He took a deep, gulping breath and held it. “Look. He’s blowing. Ever hear of that? The horse takes a huge breath while you're tightening the girth, and then when they finally let it out, the girth is loose around his middle.”
She looked at me like I was crazy when I kneed his side. He suddenly let out the long-held breath, and I yanked the girth tight.
In retribution, Diablo turned his head and shoved me. This was our normal routine, and we were both used to it.
Having shown his displeasure, he was a bit more contrite now, and he opened his mouth to let me slip the bit inside. I buckled the throatlatch and hooked the curb chain, noticing that Camille had finally mastered the art of bridling. Maggie’s little Cobb-sized bridle was firmly in place, with each strap snugly buckled. I attached the brimming saddlebags to the D-rings behind Diablo’s saddle, and we set out for our ride.
We clip-clopped down the sunny driveway and headed for the woodland path that connected to the Genesee Valley Greenway. Camille and I walked side by side onto the cinder-covered trail.
“Gus? Didn’t you say this used to be an old railroad bed?”
I urged Diablo closer to Maggie and leaned over to swat a mosquito on the mare’s flank. 
She skittered a little to the side, and then settled down. 
“Yup. It was a railroad that ran from Rochester to Pennsylvania from the 1880s to the 1970s. That's what Oscar told me. He’s pretty fascinated by this stuff, you know.”
Oscar and Millie Stone had been dear family friends since I was a boy. After the death of my own parents, and the loss of their only son, William, we’d grown closer and they were now frequent diners at our table. Millie suffered with crippling arthritis and was wheelchair-bound, but she stayed upbeat in spite of her pain. Oscar’s worldwide nature photography had been widely acclaimed. Although he’d curtailed his travels in recent years due to Millie’s limited mobility, he still traveled about the East Goodland back woods, taking breathtaking photographs. His fascination with history and nature were a perfect match, and over the years he’d assumed the role of the East Goodland historian.  
“What was the purpose of that overgrown ditch over there?” she asked.
The trench spanned twenty feet and ran parallel to the trail. 
I ducked to avoid being strangled by a looping grapevine before summoning up the details Oscar had uncovered during his investigations. “It’s the remnants of the old Genesee Valley Canal. It was actually here before the railroad. They worked on it from the 1830s to the 1850s to create a waterway that would link the Erie Canal with the Allegheny River in Olean, near Pennsylvania.” 
I struggled to remember the facts that Oscar had shared with me during his two-decade long study of the canal. “I think that’s what Oscar said. He found some of the old locks, all overgrown with weeds and trees. His curiosity piqued, and he began his investigation in the eighties, if I remember correctly. This path we’re on now was originally the trail the mules walked on when they pulled the barges down the canal. When the railroads became popular in the 1880s, they laid the tracks right over the mule trails and the railroad flourished up until the 1970s.”
Camille looked up and down the trail with renewed interest. 
“It’s so beautiful now, Gus. Like it was made for a bridle path. What happened to all the rails and ties?”
“I heard they were stripped and sold off for scrap when the railroad died in the seventies.” I went on to explain that after twenty years of neglect, nature had reclaimed the pathways until the Genesee Valley Greenway volunteers cleared the trail, leaving cathedral-like trees that arched overhead to create a golden tunnel.
Diablo suddenly took the bit and moved ahead of Maggie. He loved to lead. He stretched out his neck and barreled into an extended trot. His long legs thrust forward and backward at nearly horizontal levels. I could barely keep up with him, posting briskly to the racing rhythm. Finally tired of working so hard, I urged him into a canter and relaxed when he settled into his rocking chair gait. 
Maggie followed close on his heels, cantering smoothly behind us. We reached a dip in the trail where a bubbling stream had eroded the railroad bed. It meandered across the track in a three-foot watery spread. 
Diablo pulled on the bit and increased his speed, anticipating the jump. I leaned forward and grabbed his thick mane, preparing myself for his powerful thrust. He over-jumped the stream, pushing his thirteen-hundred pounds into the air, and leapt high enough to clear a four-foot fence. Although he’d always been used for trail riding, I knew he was, in fact, a frustrated steeple chaser. 
We landed, and Diablo surprised me with a happy little buck that unseated me. I pulled him to a stop, shifted back to the center of the saddle, and reinserted my foot in the dangling stirrup. 
Camille slowed Maggie to a trot and hung on while the mare hopped carefully over the stream. 
The cool, fresh air brought color to Camille’s cheeks. Her hair hung loosely, framing her delicate face in curls. Breathless, we both stopped for a moment to enjoy the splendor of the landscape.
Clumps of purple asters nestled against scarlet-orange spikes of sumac, accenting the trail with vivid color. The golden needles of the tamarack trees contrasted with clear cobalt skies. We inhaled the crisp air and the horses lowered their heads to grab a few mouthfuls of grass. Although experts warned against horses to eat with the bridle on, we frequently broke protocol and let the horses graze while we enjoyed the beauty of the woods. We’d clean the grass from the bits later. 
I gently pulled Diablo’s head up, collected the reins, and squeezed his sides. He pricked his ears and trotted eagerly along the towpath with Maggie close behind.
Alternating between walking, trotting and cantering, we talked when possible and concentrated on the path when necessary. We maneuvered through several more washouts. After an hour and a half, we turned down a small path leading to a grassy meadow. 
Dismounting, we loosened our horses’ girths. I pulled the reins through the stirrup leathers, looping them around the irons. It was important to keep the tension to prevent tangling hooves with reins, and at the same time to provide enough slack to allow them to stretch their necks down to graze. Both horses had begun to chomp on the blades of short green alfalfa when my stomach growled.
“Hungry, Gus?” Camille cast me a saucy glance.
“Always, Camille.” I shot a grin back at her and dug into the saddlebacks.



Chapter Forty
 
We settled on a log at the edge of the woods and munched on deviled ham, carrot chips, and gherkin pickles. The coffee in the thermos was still warm, and tasted wonderful in the autumn air. For dessert, we enjoyed two buttery Bosc pears with slices of cheddar cheese. Camille rose when she finished the last of her pear and offered her core to Maggie. The horse daintily plucked it from Camille’s hand and chewed it happily with her eyes closed. 
Camille returned to sit beside me. “Gus?”
I fumbled with a napkin to wipe the dripping pear juice from my chin. “Yes?”
“Do you think I’ll ever see my Boris again?”
I gave Diablo the pulpy remains of my pear, and then turned back to her with a sad half-smile. “I honestly don’t know.” I sat down beside her. “It’s been two weeks since the break-in, hasn’t it?”
She nodded, her lower lip trembling slightly. “What do you think happened to him, Gus? It’s killing me, not knowing if he’s dead or alive. I just need some closure,” she said. “What do you think really happened?”
I looked at the pained expression in her eyes and felt my heart twist. I took her hands in mine. “Do you want to hear my crazy theory?”
She shook her head. “It can’t be any crazier than everything I’m imagining. Please, tell me.”
I let go of her hands. My arms rested on my thighs and I bent my head down toward the earth. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot, sweetheart, and it’s been driving me insane. There’s someone out there who really dislikes you. Someone who has a major grudge, who has access to the school, and who knew we were going to be away that day at the wineries.” 
“You get all that from one break-in, Gus?”
I could tell I’d frightened her a little, but I had to go on. “Bear with me here. Put everything together that’s happened to you since we started the production. Consider the snake, being pushed off the stage, the attack by the four-wheeler, and the break-in. Plus the sabotage that’s been going on backstage, Nelson’s ripped shirt, the attack on Cindi and attempted theft of Boris, the movement of your office supplies. Everything that’s happened has been something that could disrupt the show to discredit or upset you. I hate to say it, but I have no doubt that you’re the common factor behind all of these incidents.” 
She leaned forward. “But what about the four-wheeler who dug up your yard? He’d obviously planned ahead to deface your car. And he might have been aiming to kill both of us in that sunflower field.”
“I know. At first, I thought it might have been a wayward delinquent, but after the chase in the sunflower field, I’ve changed my mind. I’ve been wondering if he’s jealous of me, and it was some kind of retaliation for being in a relationship with you. Or—” I hesitated, “if it was someone I’d recently disciplined in public.”
“It could be,” she said. “Do you still think it’s Armand?”
I looked at her, studying her worried expression. “Except for the snake incident, everything else could have been him. Armand was sitting in the auditorium when the snake dropped and hadn’t been cast in that minor role yet. Of course, it’s possible there’s more than one deviant who’s out to torment you.”
“Not too likely, though, is it?” she asked.
“No. Not very. But it’s the stolen underclothing that bothers me the most,” I said
“What do you mean?” She looked uneasy.
“I mean he or she must be obsessed with you, Camille. Sexually obsessed.” I grimaced. The whole idea made me crazy.
She stared at me, unwilling to take it in. I could see her trying to push the distasteful concept away. 
I tested out my ideas on her. “Let’s start from the beginning, just clear the slate, and open up all possibilities. We can come back to Armand later.” 
She looked reluctant. “Okay. I guess it’s a good idea.”
I took a deep breath. “Let’s go through the list. Who could possibly have a grudge against you?” I counted off on my fingers, listing the potential people. “First, there’s Agnes Bigelow. Or her daughter, or maybe even her husband.”
Camille looked at me with an incredulous expression. “The Bigelows?” she said. “I know Agnes and Lisa might have reasons to resent me, but Mr. Bigelow?”
“Well, I know he’s kind of a teddy bear, but it’s possible he’s hiding his real feelings from you, and just covers them up really well. There certainly is deep resentment lurking in that family, so you never know.” I paused. “Somehow the idea of Agnes wanting your underwear and pantyhose is too much of a stretch, though.”
She rolled her eyes. “Right.” 
“Second, there could be any number of boys, or even girls, who had a crush on you before the auditions and were outraged that you 'rejected them’ when they weren’t selected for the show.”
Again, she nodded, as if accepting this theory more readily. “I suppose so, Gus, but why mention girls?”
“We have to keep an open mind, Camille. Some girls get crushes on their woman teachers, you know. It happens. It’s possible a large girl might have been mistaken for a man on the four-wheeler or even outside in the schoolyard when Cindi was attacked.”
She nodded hesitantly. “I suppose so.”
I stood up, ready to expound on number three. “Third, is the unknown element. The person who’s in your life all the time at school. Pick anyone. It could be someone on the cafeteria staff, the librarian, or even the principal. There could be someone who has developed an obsession over you from any walk of life, Camille, and who has it in his or her head that you have rejected them somehow. Otherwise, why would their retaliation be so brutal?” I paused again. “Did anyone from the school ever ask you for a date?”
She started to shake her head, and then stopped and locked eyes with me. “Superintendent Marshall asked me to join him for coffee at the donut shop one afternoon. But that was to discuss a student. I had a conflict, so I couldn’t make it. I really don’t think he has any feelings for me, Gus. He’s married!”
I recalled the affection for Camille I’d seen on Lou’s face earlier in the month. I wasn’t sure I was right, but I had trouble imagining Marshall breaking into Camille’s house. “Okay. Anyone else?”
“Well, there was Mark Parker, the Algebra teacher. But that was over three years ago and he’s since gotten married to Lucy Mendoza.”
She looked at me with a question burning in her eyes.
“What?” I asked.
“It’s ridiculous, I suppose. You don’t think that Cindi would have taken Boris, do you?” She looked at me doubtfully. 
I paused for a moment to consider the notion. “I know she loves him, Camille, but I can’t imagine her breaking into your house. She’s such a gentle soul. Someone tried to pry him out of her arms in the schoolyard, before the actual abduction, and she’s been genuinely broken up about it. No, she hasn’t got it in her to be so devious. Plus, she’s really been a wreck since it happened. Remember the search?”
Camille looked at me and replied quickly. “I know. It was a stupid idea. I must be losing it. She’s been so nice to me.”
I continued. “It’s okay to consider the absurd. It might spark another idea that leads us to the truth. Of course, we still have to consider Armand. We know he’s angry with both of us. He has such a dark and violent personality.”
Camille’s mood shifted. Her shoulders slumped. She leaned forward and rested her chin in her hands. “There was that incident last year.”
“I didn’t think you were going to tell me about that,” I said. “I was almost afraid to ask.”
She turned to me. Her eyes searched mine with a haunted expression as she began to speak the unspeakable.



Chapter Forty-One
 
“It was last November. Right after his father was deported.” Camille looked at me hesitantly. Pain flickered in her eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s hard to talk about.”
I reached for her hand and squeezed it. “Take your time, honey.”
She sat up straighter and looked into the woods, her eyes growing unfocused. 
A red hawk floated overhead and screeched. 
“It happened during the last month of production of Sondheim’s Into the Woods. With his smooth tenor voice and good looks, I knew Armand would make a perfect Prince for Rapunzel. But he missed too many rehearsals and couldn’t remember his lines. He was irritable and unruly, and often arrived late, when he did show up.”
Her voice broke, but she gathered herself and kept going. “I asked him to stay after rehearsal one Saturday night. I needed to tell him he had to straighten up or I’d have to kick him out and assign a last minute replacement. I didn’t want to do it, but he was jeopardizing the whole production. He agreed to meet me afterwards.”
Maggie snorted. Camille glanced at the horses, lowering her eyes. “He came in when I was in the prop room checking out the Milky White cow costume that had just come in on loan from the college. Everyone else had gone home by then.”
She paused for a moment and took a deep breath.
“I didn’t hear him come in at first. He approached me from the back, circled his arms around my waist, and ran his hands up and down my front. I turned around, but couldn’t break away from his grip. I yelled at him, asking him what he thought he was doing. He pushed me up against the wall and began to kiss me. Forcing me. Feeling me all over.”
Her voice had cracked on the last word and I sensed the impending tears. She stopped to collect herself. 
Rage boiled in my gut. I pushed it down, letting her continue. “Sounds exactly like what he did to Molly in that alleyway. The bastard.”
She wiped a few tears from her eyes, speaking faster now. “I pushed him away. He grabbed me again and pinned me against a rack of costumes. The woolen coats on the rack itched my back. I don’t know why I remember that…” She shuddered. “He pulled up my blouse and rubbed his black stubbled chin all over my skin, licking and kissing me. I think I was screaming at that point, but I don’t remember. He kept telling me he knew I wanted him just as much as he wanted me. He whispered to me like a love-crazed lunatic. Said he knew I’d give in eventually, and that when I invited him backstage, he knew it was a sign from me.” 
She put her head in her hands and rubbed her eyes.
“What’d you do next?” I asked. What I really wanted to do was get on my horse, gallop to his house, drag his sorry ass outside, and pummel him into mush.
“I kept pushing and yelling at him, telling him that he was mistaken, that I didn’t invite him back for romance. When he reached down there and tried to touch me, I finally found my strength and shoved him across the room.” 
“I screamed ‘No!’ at him, as loud as I could. I was hoping someone like the janitors might hear me, but no one came. He landed against the rack of vintage fur coats and toppled it over. He fell down. I was braced for him to get up and start in again, when he started to cry.”
“What?” 
“Uh huh. He sobbed and sobbed. He talked about how no one loved him, about how I was the only one who cared about him. How he adored me, had loved me since tenth grade. He went on and on about his father leaving, about his family problems. They had no money, no food, and his mother was so busy caring for his little brothers that she couldn’t give him a second thought.”
“I melted listening to his sad story. My heart broke, and I found myself counseling him. I walked over and patted his shoulder. He vented and sobbed for a half hour. Begging me not to turn him in, he promised to do better, and assured me he now realized he’d been mistaken about my feelings. He apologized, in what seemed to be a most sincere manner.”
“So you didn’t report it?” I asked.
She raised her eyes to mine, looking broken. “There’s something wrong with me, Gus. It was always the same way with Greg. After the beatings, it took me years to realize the sad stories he gave me would only lead to another pounding later in the week. I’m flawed. Seriously flawed. I should have turned Armand in, had him prosecuted, or at least arranged to have him put in therapy to help him deal with his loss of control.”
“But you didn’t. You let him stay in the show and didn’t say a word to anyone.”
I tried hard not to sound judgmental despite the fact that she’d let Armand get away with what I believed was a near-rape. He’d escaped from that situation, only to try it on Molly. And who knows on how many other girls?
Now the tears began. They spilled down her cheeks in a gushing, steady stream. She’d held them back for too long and collapsed in my arms with shoulders shaking. Between gulping sobs, she continued to blame herself for weaknesses that went too far beyond her forgiving nature. I disagreed with her gently, telling her it was over, that she couldn’t help being such a kind, trusting soul, and that I loved her. 
God, I love her.

My heart broke as I kissed her wet cheeks. I ached to alleviate her suffering. She clung to me, trembling. We held each other as the horses munched quietly beside us. Finally, after a long time, she settled down and looked up at me. “How can you love me?” 
I searched her clear brown eyes. “It’s impossible not to love you.” I felt a catch in my voice. “You’ve drilled deep down into my soul, woman. You’ve enveloped me. Completely. I love your spirit. I love your sweetness. I love your fire. Nothing will ever change that.”
Her eyes searched mine for a moment. It seemed she saw the truth behind the words, because she laid her head against my chest with a giant, heaving sigh. “Thank you.”
I held her for another ten minutes, rubbing my hand in small circles on her back. The horses chomped on the green grass. Finally, we got up, picked up the remains of lunch, and walked back to the horses. I tightened the girths, untangled the reins from the stirrups, and boosted Camille onto Maggie’s back. She landed lightly and arranged her reins and stirrups. I swung over Diablo’s broad back. He raised his head in anticipation and we continued down the trail in the direction of Dansville.



Chapter Forty-Two
 
We’d been walking along quietly, lost in our thoughts, when it happened. The raspy sound was incredibly loud, and mechanically steady.
Whoosh, whirr. Whoosh, whirr.
It sounded like the heavy breathing of a giant animal. But it was strangely rhythmic, and seemed to be approaching fast.
“Gus? What the heck is that?” Camille yelled.
I was about to swivel around in the saddle to tell her I had no clue, when Diablo stopped dead. He raised his head high, his ears flicking nervously back and forth. 
The odd breathing sounds grew louder. I imagined absurd sources. Could it be a very large bear? Or a moose? 
Before I could reject the ridiculous notions, Diablo pivoted around, clamped the bit between his teeth, and plunged past Maggie in the direction of home.
Whoosh, whirr. Whoosh, whirr.
Diablo bolted. His normally responsive mouth turned to steel, and he accelerated faster and faster until he was in a full gallop. His big muscular body flew over the ground and he thrust ahead in a steady, one-beat stride.
I heard Maggie galloping close behind. 
Camille shouted for her to stop, but her mount played follow-the-leader, close on Diablo’s tail. The little mare could really move.
The breathing continued, and the unfathomable noise followed.
Whoosh, whirr. Whoosh, whirr.
Realizing there was no way I’d stop him, I abandoned the idea, leaning against his neck. I caught sight of a low hanging branch ahead and shouted back to Camille. “Get down!”
I plastered myself against Diablo’s body, hanging on tight. Leaves slapped against my back when we flew under the branch. I looked back and saw Camille made it through unscathed. Maggie was five inches shorter than Diablo, which gave her an advantage when it came to avoiding low hanging vines and branches. 
Sweat broke out on Diablo’s neck, rippling his thick coat in waves. Without warning, he veered into the field where we’d stopped for lunch and raced across the meadow. I slipped sideways with the sharp turn, but dragged myself back onto the saddle. He continued to gallop for another hundred yards. 
Finally, he tired and let me pull him up. Slowing to a walk, he shuddered and snorted, head still high, ears pricked toward the sound. Maggie cantered behind us and stopped at her stable mate’s side. Camille and I turned in the direction of the noise, now louder than before.
Whoosh, whirr. Whoosh, whirr.
The creature clearly came from the trail we’d just left. What the hell was it? 
It was closer now, almost upon us. Both horses danced in place, nervously swiveling in circles in spite of our struggles to control them.
Over the tops of the trees came a gigantic red, white and blue hot air balloon. Its fire pulsed loudly and rhythmically.  
Whoosh, whirr. Whoosh, whirr.
It passed overhead, its billowing shadow playing over the field.
Camille looked at me with one raised eyebrow. Her lips twitched. 
We both exploded in laughter and collapsed on the necks of our equine saviors who quieted and dropped their greedy mouths to the grass. Tears rolled uncontrollably down our faces and we gulped and laughed hysterically. When we thought we were done, we chanced a look at each other and started in all over again, roaring with mirth until our sides ached.
Finally, with every drop of energy wrung from our bodies, we picked up the reins and started home. 
“Oh, Gus. Now that’s a story for our grandchildren.” She shot me a brilliant smile, her eyes still damp from laughing so hard.
“It’s a keeper,” I grinned, maneuvering Diablo closer to Maggie. 
The horses clopped along side by side under the gold and green archway. The only sounds that broke the still silence was the occasional chuckle that escaped our lips, and the clinking of our stirrup irons bumping against each other.



Chapter Forty-Three
 
I poured a generous amount of Absorbine Junior liniment on a rag and handed the bottle back to Camille. She blinked and wrinkled her nose, holding the rag at arms length. “What in the world is this stuff?” 
I laughed. “Think of it as Ben-Gay for horses, honey. It’s good for their muscles after a hard workout. Focus on Maggie’s legs, okay? We worked them pretty hard today.”
“Okay.” She wiped liniment down the mare’s legs, speaking softly to her the whole time. 
Diablo pushed against my hand when I stroked the rag along his neck. He loved a rubdown. I worked my way over his back, focusing on the saddle area, and then re-soaked the cloth and vigorously massaged his legs. He munched contentedly on hay from the hanging basket, standing quietly in the crossties anchored on the walls of the barn aisle. Short pieces of rope extended from the walls and clipped to the metal rings on either side of his halter.  
Camille continued her one-sided conversation with Maggie as she worked. After we let the horses into the pasture, we gathered our saddles and bridles and lugged them into the tack room. In spite of feeling tired after the ride, we sat at an old card table and spent half an hour soaping the tack and cleaning the grime from the soft leather, chuckling over our adventure with the hot-air balloon. 
We picked up the sheepskin saddle pads and girth covers and carried them into the house to throw in the washing machine.
“I still can’t believe it was a hot air balloon. How weird was that?” Camille said.
“I know, I actually imagined some giant animal chasing us down the path.”
We kicked off our boots on the porch and wandered into the kitchen. 
Mrs. Pierce stood over the stove, stirring a pot with a large wooden spoon. She wore a lavender paisley apron fastened around the waist of her yellow housedress. Her hair lay in a neat bun at the nape of her neck. She turned around to peer at us over her bifocals. “Nice ride?”
Camille answered first. “Wonderful!”
We exchanged glances and almost burst out laughing again. 
“Remind us to tell you about our adventure over dinner.” I lifted a lid from one of the pots and leaned over to take a closer look. “What’s cooking?” The faint aroma of ginger and marmalade wafted up.
She tapped the back of my hand with her long wooden spoon. “Tut-tut! Don’t touch! It’s my Columbus Day surprise for you. Something even you haven’t made before, my dear Professor. And no, there is no cilantro in this one! My goodness Gus, sometimes I think you’ve totally forgotten about the good old standbys. Today, I’m using mint leaves. So there.” She shot me a challenging look, followed by a grin.
“Guess I’ve been properly chastised. But seriously, would you like some help?”
She looked at my dust-covered clothes and wrinkled her nose. “Take your showers and come back down. You can play some music to cook by, okay?” She turned to Camille with a smile. “Dearie, you can shower in Freddie’s bathroom. Did you bring a change of clothes?”
“Of course. I wouldn’t subject you to this smell for the rest of the day.” Camille laughed and trotted off to get her bag, then headed up to Freddie’s bathroom. 
After showering and changing into fresh jeans and a comfortable chamois shirt, I sat down at the piano bench, calling to Mrs. Pierce from the great room. “What would you like to hear, Adelaide?”
She poked her head through the doorway. “Something light and jazzy. How about some Gershwin or Scott Joplin?”
I thumbed through the messy pile of music covering the top of the old Mason and Hamlin piano. The Joplin book was near the top, since I’d played a number of rags for a recent edition of my radio show. That particular episode of “Noteworthy” had thankfully generated new pledges for our struggling public broadcasting station during its recent fund drive. I set it aside temporarily and continued searching until I found the Gershwin and opened it up to a jaunty little tune called “Walkin’ the Dog.”
Mrs. Pierce trilled from the kitchen. “Oh, yes! That’s a good one!”
My fingers jumped lightly over the keys. I thought back over the morning, realizing how much I’d missed riding in the woods. Now I felt unusually exhilarated. One part of my brain automatically processed the music, and the other began to analyze the sensations streaming through my body. 
I knew exercise could induce an endorphin release, but I hadn’t felt this good since before Elsbeth died, in spite of all of my long walks and concentrated workouts. Exposure to the fresh, fall air could explain some of the feelings of revitalization, but there was a new element soaring above and beyond the usual sensations born of a crisp, autumn day. 
Turning the page to finish the piece, I had an epiphany. 
It’s Camille.
It has to be. 
She was responsible for the euphoria. 
Laughing with her until we both cried was amazingly cathartic and had somehow freed my soul from the occasional guilty feelings I’d felt since I proposed to her. 
The woman was my savior. She’d lifted me from an abyss when I’d met her ten months earlier. Although I consciously acknowledged the fact that it was healthy to move forward in our relationship, there were nights when I wondered, what in the world am I doing? 
She’d almost shocked me when she accepted my marriage proposal. I questioned what she saw in this slightly used Renaissance man with the ready-made family. 
When I finished playing through the piece for a second time, I decided that the lofty sensations were simply due to flat-out adoration. 
There’s no question about it. I’m mad about her. 



Chapter Forty-Four
 
The entire family converged when I turned to “Rhapsody in Blue.” Siegfried and Freddie breezed in from their long day at the veterinary clinic. Freddie had been behind in her work, and had kept the clinic open for the holiday to try to catch up. They chatted about a spaniel and a parrot who caused a ruckus in the waiting room. 
Camille slowly descended the staircase with my sleepy grandson in her arms. Her damp curls were pulled back with a clasp and her complexion glowed with a soft rosy hue. She had changed into a pale green flannel shirt and an old pair of jeans, but wore no shoes. She cuddled Johnny, walking slowly down the stairs and into the room. The toddler sagged against her shoulders, still groggy from his afternoon nap.  “Somebody wants his mother,” Camille said.
Freddie trotted over to take her son into her arms. “There’s my boy. How are you doing, sweetie?” She plopped down on the couch and snuggled with him. 
Camille sat beside me on the piano bench and loosed a long, sad sigh. 
My heart wrenched for her. Her expression was wistful when she released the boy to Freddie, and I knew how desperately she missed mothering a responsive child. She rested her head on my shoulder. 
With a start, I realized the scenario I imagined of this divine creature rescuing me from the depths of sorrow had been quite one-sided. She’d been struggling equally with her own troubles, from the years of abuse by her ex-husband, to the loss of Shelby, to the assault by Armand in the prop room. I realized there was a distinct possibility that she had needed a bit of saving, too.
A sense of contentment washed over me as I played through the book of Joplin rags. Camille stayed by my side. I smiled sideways at her and received a blinding smile in response. 
A strong urge ran through me. I wanted to pick her up and carry her up to the bedroom. The sensation ripped through me, tantalizing me with images of eager passion. Before it got out of hand, I pushed the impulse down, ready to be resurrected on our honeymoon night in May. 
I talked myself out of it. I knew I needed to respect her wishes, and understand her fears. As much as I wanted her—oh so badly—I had to help her get past her demons. As hard as it was to wait, I realized it would make me stronger. At least that’s what I told myself every time I had to pull back.
Siegfried wandered into the kitchen and bantered with Mrs. Pierce. After the loss of his parents, his sister Elsbeth had taken over the role of mothering her twin brother. Since Elsbeth’s death, Mrs. Pierce had happily assumed the task, establishing a warm camaraderie with the gentle man. Siegfried offered to set the table and Mrs. Pierce accepted. The clinking of dishes and silverware soon followed as the two prepared for the voracious appetites of our family.
By the time I’d finished Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Rag,” Johnny had woken enough to start his usual twirling around the coffee table. The boy had an innate love of music and often danced about the room in rhythm to the melody, singing with made-up, little-boy lyrics. When I turned to the last page of the piece, the tantalizing aromas from the kitchen completely filled the room. My stomach growled and I hurried through the last few measures. 
The buffet groaned with steaming dishes Siegfried had placed on protective hotplates. Special occasion china and a white linen tablecloth adorned the long trestle table. Siegfried had filled the water glasses and garnished them with slices of orange. I poured a bottle of Heron Hill semi-dry Riesling into five wine glasses and set them at our assigned seats. 
Mrs. Pierce had arranged haddock smothered in orange salsa on a turkey platter. Beside it, in a shallow green dish, were bundles of steamed young asparagus. Fluffy, yellow couscous formed a succulent mound in a blue ceramic bowl. A casserole of scalloped tomatoes made with a crunchy, crumb crust rounded out the fare. Finally, a batch of fresh buttermilk biscuits filled a basket covered by a red-and-white checked cloth. 
She clapped her hands and summoned the family. “Well, come on, everybody. It’ll get cold.” 
When the noisy gathering was seated in front of their heaping plates of food, I said grace and we dug in.
“Mrs. Pierce, what did you put in this salsa?” I spoke through a steaming mouthful of flaky haddock. “It’s fantastic.”
She smiled a prim little smile. “Well, first of all, no cilantro.” She winked at me. “Chopped mango, diced ginger, marmalade, and mint leaves.”
“Let’s put this one in the book.” I smiled across the table at her. “It’s a keeper.”
She beamed, her cheeks turning pink. Competing for unusual and scrumptious recipes was a long-standing pastime and today she’d clearly succeeded. The tangy combination of ingredients smothering the fish was both exotic and piquant. 
After the main course was devoured, Mrs. Pierce pulled a dish of piping hot lemon grape-nut pudding from the oven. We enjoyed a cup of fresh coffee and talked quietly for a half hour. After a few games of Scrabble by the fireside, the family slowly wandered off to bed. 
I walked Camille to her car and embraced her after our lingering goodbye kiss. 
She mumbled over my shoulder, and I stepped back. “Gus? Tomorrow, we’re back on track for the show. It’ll be longer nights and we’ll be pushing up against the schedule. Are you sure you don’t regret offering to play for us?” 
I searched her eyes. Of course it had been a substantial commitment of time. Almost every evening had been devoted to the show, and I felt guilty about spending less time than usual with my grandson and hurrying through some reviews of my students’ term papers. “I do feel a little guilty about taking time away from the family. But Camille, I love it, and I love watching you work. When the orchestra comes on board, I’ll have more free time, and then maybe I can bring Johnny to some of the weekend rehearsals. That is, if he can behave.”
She smiled up at me. “That would be fun.”
After one final kiss, I reined in my torrid thoughts and took a step backward. She jumped into her car and drove slowly down the driveway. In spite of her fears in the romantic department, in spite of my own ridiculous feelings of guilt when I longed for her, I seriously wondered how I would wait until spring. It was killing me. 



Chapter Forty-five
 
Rehearsals started up again the next night. Camille winced, hopping up the stairs and limping to the front of the stage. She carefully eased into a sitting position and dangled her legs over the edge. Clearly, the previous day’s ride had taken its toll on the infrequently used muscles she had needed for posting and staying glued to Maggie’s back. I commiserated with her silently, stretching my legs to a more comfortable position under the piano.
“Okay, everyone. Seats, please. We have a lot to do tonight.” 
The group promptly filled in the first few rows of auditorium seats. Molly Frost and Lisa Bigelow sat side by side. Some of the younger children perched on the aisle steps beside the high school girls and boys, chatting amiably. The intermingling Camille had predicted had finally happened. A sense of teamwork had evolved and had broken through the boundaries of the cliques.
Several students wolfed down fast food dinners, filling the room with the aroma of pizza and burgers. Two of the boys had wet hair, having rushed over from a swim meet. Agnes Bigelow sat in the back of the auditorium, pretending to work on a crossword puzzle, but absorbing every detail with her darting eyes. 
Lou Marshall strode up and down the aisles, shaking hands with the students and chatting briefly with each. He moved to the front of the stage and said a few words to Camille, placing his hand on her shoulder. His eyes danced. 
I did a double take. Was he flirting with her? 
She joked with him, her musical laugh ringing across the auditorium. 
His gaze slowly changed to an expression of puppy love. 
A stinging pang of jealously raced through me. 
What the hell?
Marshall does have a crush on her. 
He ambled back through the auditorium, smiling broadly, and exited through the double doors. 
I closed my mouth and tried to quiet the green monster.
Candy Price sat behind Lisa Bigelow. She combed Lisa’s hair into a French braid. They giggled softly while Camille tried to command attention from the energetic group. 
A door flung open at the back of the auditorium. Maurice Potter burst into the hall, churning down the aisle. “Sorry I’m late, Miss C. My mom’s car wouldn’t start again.”
The students good-naturedly kidded the boy who had become Porter to us all, as he scurried into place and plopped into the front row. 
“Yeah, right, Porter. That’s what you said last time!” The kids guffawed for a few minutes, punching Maurice good-naturedly.
Jonesy and Cindi pushed carpet cleaners along the back of the hall, their attention riveted on the activities up front. 
Loud footsteps thundered backstage. Randy Sherman burst through the curtain and clambered up the platform ladder in his heavy combat boots. He struck a Damian Firebrand pose on top of the platform, gyrated his hips Elvis-style. “I’m here!” 
He leapt like a long-legged bullfrog from the edge of the platform, landing eight feet below amidst catcalls from his friends. 
I held my breath until he landed safely and stood, bowing to his audience.
Camille turned to catch him in the act. “Randy, that was dangerous! You could have broken your ankle. We have just six weeks to put this show together, with no time to spare. We can’t have Damian hobbling around stage as he tries to dazzle the girls, now, can we? Can you imagine him swiveling his hips with a cast on his foot?”
Randy slumped into a seat and affected a sheepish grin. “Sorry,” he muttered. “It won’t happen again.”



Chapter Forty-Six
 
“Okay! Let’s get started. Tonight, we’re going to do several things. We’re going to continue to block Act 2 and run some of the musical numbers. We’re also very lucky to have Wanda Petrewski with us tonight. She’s from the college and will help choreograph Lana’s big dance number.” 
A petite Asian woman bobbed quickly from her seat on the side of the hall and issued a dainty half-wave toward the group. Takeema Billings scampered to Wanda’s side and linked arms with her.
We had to tame down the dance from the original. This was high school, after all. In this scene, Lana Canberra, the exotic nightclub dancer who is in love with Porter Shaw, takes over the diner for one shining moment, performing a sensuous number in a last ditch attempt to win his affection away from Celeste Freespirit. When it fails, Lana feels sullied and unworthy, and slinks away to her nightclub. 
I roused myself from my thoughts and listened to Camille directing the cast. She nodded toward Takeema and Wanda. “Wanda and Takeema will be working in the outside hallway. When we’re ready, we’ll roll the dance into the act.”
While Camille worked with the students blocking Act 2, I pulled Molly Frost, Lisa Bigelow, and Candy Price into the chorus room to practice their trio. One of the most challenging pieces in the score, it was entitled “Goodbye to Society” and involved three-part harmony between Celeste, Rikki, and Minnie Shaw, Porter’s little sister who was played by Candy. The piece followed the Free Love Festival scene, when the girls dream of the envisioned sanctuary of Woodstock. Much more than a musical festival, they imagine Woodstock to be nirvana, a safe haven, and in Celeste’s case, the end of the road where she hopes to learn about the elusive lost love of her life. Candy stood to my right, Molly behind me, and Lisa to my left. I started the music and Lisa began the stanza.
No war, no tears
No need to pray
For deliverance 
From our fears 
 
I corrected one of her notes that was a half-step off, fixed some timing issues, and then allowed the girls to move into the three-part harmony refrain.
 
Freedom from the man
Dancing hand in hand
Spirits in the hills
Laughter, love, and thrills
 
The harmonies were tricky in this section. I worked with them for a bit, and then allowed Candy to sing her solo. She seemed nervous, and twirled her short, red curls with one finger while singing. In spite of her young age of sixteen, she hit each note perfectly. She’s been practicing, I thought. She’d need to increase her volume, but that would come with experience as she built her confidence night after night at rehearsal.
 
No cash, no trash
No need to pay
For a place to crash
 
I nodded and the girls repeated the difficult refrain. 
 
Freedom from the man
Dancing hand in hand
Spirits in the Hills
Laughter, love, and thrills
 
Last of all, Molly opened up with her smooth, pure voice and sang her stanza so magnificently that my hands almost stopped, suspended above the keyboard.
 
My love, my past
I’ll see your loving face
Finally, at long last
 
We moved back into the refrain. This time they worked harder on the vexing harmonies until they mastered them.
 
Freedom from the man
Dancing hand in hand
Spirits in the Hills
Laughter, love, and thrills
 
I played the final arpeggio that raced up the scale with a sensuous, wild-abandoned flourish.
“Yes.” I said enthusiastically. “That’s it!”
Candy laughed and mimicked me. “By George, we’ve got it?”
The girls giggled happily when I nodded with approval. “You’ve got it all right. Nice work, ladies. But we’d better get back in there.”



Chapter Forty-Seven
 
Molly, Lisa, Candy and I rejoined the cast in the auditorium.
“Professor LeGarde?” Camille called from the stage.
“Yes, Miss Coté?”
“We’re ready to run ‘Spirit Me Away.’”
I waved to her from the back of the auditorium. “Be right there, Miss Coté.”
I jogged to the piano and flipped to the accompaniment for the song. Molly, Takeema, Maurice, Randy and most of the hippie chorus scampered onto the stage. Randy, playing the heartbroken rock star, Damian, hopped up on the stage left platform, high above the others. The lights, although not ready until tech week, would be white and ethereal, providing a dream-like quality. The hippie chorus would wave their arms in silent adoration beneath him when he sang. Molly, in her role as Celeste, sat sideways beside a mock campfire on the stage right platform, gazing up at the stars in Damian’s direction. She could see his face only in her imagination. Maurice, playing the love-sick Marine, Porter, watched her from behind a stand of trees on center stage. Finally, Takeema completed the circular quartet of unrequited love as Lana, perching on the back bumper of the fake VW van the stage crew had nearly finished constructing. It sat to the right of the theater, extending into the hallway that led to the prop room. 
I started to play and Molly sang, her voice pure and sweet. She stood and looked longingly toward the stars.
 
I walk this Earth like a ghost
With no memory of my life
I can’t recall if I was 
a mother, sister or wife
 
But then you came to me 
like an angel from afar
Wanting nothing but 
To kiss away my scars
 
The hippie chorus sang the refrain, in a haunting, sing-song manner.
 
Spirit me away
Take me in your arms
Keep me safe from harm
Spirit me away
Show me how to love you
 
Maurice emerged from behind his “tree” and gazed up at her, starting his song. His expression was one of near zombie-like rapture. 
 
I spent my time in ‘Nam
Killing for Uncle Sam
Now I haunt this ground
Not feeling lost or found
But then you appeared
As from Heaven above
Bringing life to me
My celestial, tortured love
 
Camille stopped them for a moment and rearranged where Maurice stood. She added a few angry gestures to the first part of his verse, and then let him try it again, softening the words toward the end. 
The hippies repeated the first chorus. I stopped them, and reminded them how the words differed from the first refrain. They nodded, and quickly made the correction.
 
Spirit me away
I'll take you in my arms
I'll keep you safe from harm
Spirit me away
Show me how to love you
 
Jonesy walked by in the back of the stage, pushing a broom. It was a strange sight, in the middle of such a dramatic song, to see his profile moving across the floor. 
Takeema stood on the bumper of the van, took a deep breath, and astonished us when she belted out her piece.
 
You look through me
As if I weren't here
Invisible always
No one sees my tears
I've just wanted you
To look behind the mask
To see the love that shines
You only have to ask
To see the love that shines
You only have to ask    
 
She stood beside the van and sang with a heartbroken, chip-on-her-shoulder attitude, her eyes remained trained mournfully on Maurice. The last verse trailed off into a soft, muted cry. I exchanged glances with Camille. Takeema was miraculous. I hadn’t envisioned it being sung like that, but afterwards, I’d never be able to imagine it any other way. 
The hippie chorus swayed and sang the chorus again.
 
Spirit me away
Take me in your arms
Keep me safe from harm
Spirit me away
Can't you see I love you?
 
Finally, Damian, who had been singing silently to the crowd at his feet, began his verse.
 
I see you and

Touch your skin of cream
But then I wake and
Find it was a dream
Oh, my love, 
Where are you now?
I’ll find a way
Somewhere, somehow
 
The entire stage erupted now, singing at the top of their voices. I heard a few of the other cast members singing along in the audience. It was a catchy tune.
 
Spirit you away
I'll take you in my arms
I'll keep you safe from harm
Spirit you away
Show me where you are
 
The chorus quieted, and Damian took over, preparing for the final rousing verse of their duet stanza. Celeste and Damian looked across the stage, invisible to each other, but staring directly at each other as he sang to her. 
 
Oh, were it true
That you were here with me
I would break the bonds
That would set me free
 
Molly leaned over the stage platform railing and began to sing Celeste’s response. She tossed her blond hair, spun carefully atop the platform, and sang to the imaginary audience. 
 
Spirit me away
Take me in your arms
Spirit me away
Take me in your
arms—
 
Suddenly, her voice cracked. She stopped dead, surprised at the unholy sound that erupted from her golden vocal chords. She tried to start again, but seemed to have forgotten the rest of the lyrics. 
Mortified, she leaned forward on the guardrail, apologizing profusely to Camille. The railing splintered and broke away from the post. Molly’s surprised scream echoed through the auditorium. She plummeted over the edge of the platform and landed in a crumpled heap on the stage floor. 



Chapter Forty-Eight
 
Camille raced to Molly’s side. The girl lay unconscious on the stage, her left arm twisted. The end of a white bone protruded through her torn muscles and tawny skin. 
I shook myself and grabbed my cell, dialing 911. I spoke with the emergency operator, watching Molly briefly regain consciousness. When she turned her head and saw the cracked bone poking out of her arm, she fainted again. 
Agnes Bigelow stood behind Camille, wringing her hands and making appropriate remarks of horror. For a split second, I detected a faint, unguarded gleam of satisfaction. I glanced at Camille to see if she’d noticed, but couldn’t tell. 
With disbelief, I looked back at Agnes, realizing the expression had vanished. 
Had I imagined it?
She shrugged out of her bulky pink sweater, bunched it up, and offered it to Camille to use as a pillow for Molly. 
The emergency workers arrived in fifteen minutes and began working on Molly’s arm. 
In twenty, Molly’s father stormed the theater. Mr. Frost, an attorney-at-law for the Village of Conaroga, hurried down the aisle. “Who the hell’s responsible for this?” 
He charged up to me. Before I could answer, he hollered, “Where is my daughter? Whoever built that set is going to be sued for all they have! Who’s accountable for this mess?”
Frost’s eyes bulged out of his head and he roared in my direction. Before I could answer, Siegfried pushed through the curtain carrying a bolt of black fabric. He looked at Molly, and then at her beefy-faced father who had just repeated his questions to anyone who would listen. The color drained from Siegfried’s face. He dropped the fabric and strode toward me. 
Siegfried questioned me rapidly in German. I slowed him down and explained what happened. We both skirted the EMTs, who were in the process of loading Molly onto a stretcher, and walked over to examine the set. Scrutinizing the splintered pieces of railing on the end that had broken apart, we realized the screws on one side of the platform were missing. 
“I want to know who built this monstrosity!” Mr. Frost barreled around the stage. His red face spit at anyone who would listen. 
Finally, Siegfried stepped in front of him and placed one giant hand on Mr. Frost’s chest. “I built it, Herr Frost. I did. I cannot imagine how this happened. I was very careful to make it strong. I am very sorry.” Siegfried’s voice caught in his throat as he looked again at the immobile girl in the stretcher. 
“Why, you damn Nazi, I ought to punch your lights out!” Frost screamed. 
I ran to Frost and grabbed his arm before he could throw a punch at Siegfried’s midriff.
“Hold on there, Frost. Just hold on! It wasn’t Siegfried’s fault at all. Take a look at this.” I dragged the flustered father over to the railing Jonesy had begun to lug away from the crowded stage. “Just a minute, Jonesy. Leave it alone, please. We need to call the police.” 
Jonesy stopped with an astonished expression on his face. He rubbed his bald scalp and bowed out of the way, staring at me sideways through his glasses. His lower lip drooped and he stood back and watched.
I knelt beside the two-by-fours that should have been fastened together with long wood screws and pointed to the corner posts. “Look. The screws have been removed from one corner. This side didn’t fracture, or break loose, or pull out. There are no screws in this at all. The other side splintered off from the pressure.”
I looked up at Mr. Frost’s doubting face. He continued to sputter nonsense.
“Take a look for yourself, Mr. Frost. Someone tampered with this railing over the weekend. It was fine on Saturday. I checked it myself after the rehearsal. We’ve been very careful about these platforms, Mr. Frost, very careful.”
Frost knelt down, and then looked futilely all over the stage for the missing screws. Finally, he stopped his harangue, flipped open his cell phone, and dialed. “Police? This is Attorney Frost. We need your best men at the school, pronto.”
Officer Adam Knapp and two of his fellow officers arrived shortly after Molly was whisked to Rochester Memorial Hospital. 
“Adam, thanks for coming. I’m glad they sent you.” I shook his hand.
A faint blush rose on his face. Since he’d begun showing an interest in my daughter Freddie, our relationship had changed. 
I realized he might feel uncomfortable and tried to smooth the way for him. “You’re the man for the job, son. We need someone with an eye for detail here.”
A half-smile crept onto his face. He straightened and stood tall in his uniform. “Thanks, Professor LeGarde. So, what’s going on? A student fell from the platform?”
“She fell, but it wasn’t an accident. Someone’s been trying to sabotage this show from the beginning. Whoever he is, his antics are heating up. I’ve got a really bad feeling about this, Adam. Molly could’ve been killed.”
Adam and I crouched down to investigate the rails. 
“I’m afraid several of us have already handled the pieces, Adam. Of course the kids’ fingerprints will be all over the wood.”
Adam flashed his light into the screw holes, squinting and moving his head around to catch the light. “You’re right, Professor. The holes aren’t stripped. The fasteners were definitely unscrewed from the holes. Just these few corner screws, though. Just enough to make it break away when someone leaned on it.” 
A heavy feeling of dread settled in my stomach. I had been avoiding the idea that the kids in the show might actually be in danger. I hadn’t wanted to believe the situation could spiral to such a level. 
Adam took pictures of the set and together we checked out the remaining structures. After ten minutes of close inspection, we found the railings on the stage left platform similarly sabotaged.  
“Gus? Can you give me a list of everyone who has touched this railing over the past few weeks? I know it’s a long shot, but I’m going to have both rails dusted for prints. We’ll probably get a mish-mash, but, if we are very lucky, we might be able to isolate one set that doesn’t match your list. At the very least, we’d know if he’s one of your group or not.”
Camille shepherded her troops into the cafeteria while the police dusted and took more photographs. We rolled over the TV/VCR from the chorus room and inserted a Woodstock documentary into the set. 
Before long, Adam’s fingerprinting technician arrived. She began to help Adam record smudges of all ten fingers from each child on a newly designed digital system. She entered the name, age, and address of each student into a laptop. Next, Adam placed their fingers, one at a time, over the mini-scanner that recorded the whorls and swirls of each fingertip. I added to the list of people whose prints might be found on the rails, including the janitorial staff and parents who had helped build the set. The list was extensive. The possibility of discovering the identity of the saboteur seemed fragile at best.



Chapter Forty-Nine
 
Rehearsals were suspended for three days while the police investigated the attempted murder. Camille and I seized the opportunity to visit Shelby for three nights in a row. I also took special time to play with Johnny before dinner each night. We read mountains of books and he seemed satisfied. 
On the third night, Friday, I'd become accustomed to the new routine.
We entered the nursing home that evening around six, and I greeted the receptionist with familiarity. “Evening, Amelia. How are your boys?”
She looked up from the desk. Her cappuccino complexion glowed and her eyes sparkled when she talked about her sons. For the last three nights, we'd swapped stories about her two boys and my grandson. Amelia's youngest, Leroy, was the most mischievous. She smiled broadly, recounting events from her day.
“—and Matthew passed that science test, Lord be praised. But Leroy buried Matthew's game boy in the garden! They were still out there digging for it when I left for work. Leroy couldn't remember where he'd hidden it. My husband was so mad when he came home.” She paused for a breath, raising both hands in the air. “I thought he'd bust when he saw all those holes in his garden. He'd just mulched it for the fall. It looked like some kind of war zone out there.”
Camille and I chuckled over the story. I handed Amelia a grocery bag full of beets I'd dug for her that afternoon. 
“Goodness gracious, Gus. You didn't have to do this. I know I said I haven’t had beets since I was a little girl, but this is too much.”
“It's my pleasure, Amelia. I always grow far more than we need.”
She accepted the bag and patted the back of my hand in thanks. Suddenly, she stopped, leaned over the bag, and inhaled. “What else is in there? What's that I smell?”
Camille and I exchanged smiles.
“I threw in a few stalks of apple mint. We're overrun with it.”
We finished our chat and walked down the hall to Shelby's room. Camille carried an armful of new books and videos to share with her silent child. I rolled the TV cart in from the nurse's break room, having been assured that they rarely found time to use it. 
I plugged it into the wall and arranged it to face Shelby's bed. Camille organized the books on the nightstand and lowered the bedrails so she could perch on Shelby's left side. She smoothed Shelby's hair and leaned over to hug her.
“Hi, baby. Gus and I brought you some new books and a movie. We're going to watch it with you, and I'll explain what's happening so that you can imagine the pictures in your head, okay?”
I pulled an armchair over to Shelby's right side and touched her arm. “Hi, sweetheart. It's me.”
She breathed regularly, didn't twitch a finger, or purse her lips. Her alabaster eyelids did not flutter. Her expression remained serene.  
Camille opened the first book. It was an elementary French primer. We began with a few simple phrases, and then repeated questions and answers back and forth so that Shelby might gain understanding.
“Comment allez vous, Mademoiselle Coté?” I asked for the fourth time.
Camille responded, “Je vais bien, merci, Monsieur LeGarde.”
I hoped that it was true, and that this precious time we'd been granted with Shelby over the past few days had been as beneficial to her as it had been to me. As much as I loved helping with the show, it had been a relief to concentrate on Shelby instead of anticipating the catastrophe du jour. 
I'd done some research online over the past few days and had consulted with one of my college friends who practiced neurology at the children's hospital in Rochester. I was relieved to hear him tell of documented cases of patients who had indeed reawakened after years of comatose existence. Shelby's case fit the profile of those who had awakened. I began to believe it was possible and joined Camille in the search for knowledge to share with her frail teen. 
When we'd finished with the French lesson, I opened up a pop-up touchy-feeling book for very young children. I moved closer to Shelby, lifted her thin hand, and placed it on the book. I rubbed her fingers gently over the many pages of exotic animal tails with textured inserts. There were feathery, velour, and rubbery tails that I prayed would stimulate Shelby's tactile senses. As I moved her hand from page to page, I thought that I felt a slight flutter, the faintest of movements in her fingers. 
Am I imagining it? Should I say something to Camille? 
I was conflicted. If I’d imagined the movement, I might give false hope. I finished the book and decided against it.
After a short session on multiplication tables, we popped Walt Disney's “Pollyanna” into the DVD player and settled back for an enjoyable romp through delightfully innocent times.



Chapter Fifty
 
Long practices were scheduled for the following Saturday and Sunday to make up for the time lost on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday.
Although Molly hadn't been killed, the police took the sabotage very seriously and treated the incident as attempted murder. No one jumped out as a prime suspect, including Armand, who apparently had not been seen on the set by anyone since his suspension. They interviewed most of the cast and crew. Joe Russell and Adam Knapp reviewed guidelines with the students, describing situations that would warrant the reporting of unusual behaviors or even mildly suspicious activities. 
A security checklist was produced. Lou Marshall and I performed the checks before and after each practice. 
We inspected the platforms rigorously, pushed and pulled on each railing, and even checked inside some of the props for items that might threaten the actors or crew. Each time I reached inside a sneaker or shoe, I imagined the worst. A tarantula? Acid? Razor blades? I tried to put myself in the mind of our resident psychopath and found it painfully distasteful. 
On Saturday, after cooking Spanish omelets and home fries for the family, reading with Johnny for an hour, and helping Siegfried with some of the barn chores, I showered and drove to the school. Camille and Maddy had gone in earlier to adjust costumes and to stick the final strips of contact paper on the long diner counter and booth tables that were used for most of Act 1.
I walked down the auditorium aisle toward the piano and overheard Agnes Bigelow talking to Camille. She had literally cornered her, leaning intently into her face.
“So you see, Lisa knows all of Molly's lines and has practiced her solos for months. I'm sure she'd be happy to fill in for poor little Molly until she comes back.”
My beloved exerted extraordinary control. I saw her tensed jaw, her half-closed eyes, and her fists clenching at her sides. She took a deep breath and simply raised her hand as if she were stopping traffic. 
Agnes halted midstream, her mouth opened in surprise.
“Thanks for the offer, Mrs. Bigelow, but I don't think it will be necessary. Molly's coming back this morning.”
Agnes’ mouth dropped open and all craftiness and hope drained from her expression. 
As if on cue, Molly Frost entered through the backstage door. She sported a fluorescent green cast and was dressed in comfortable white fleece sweats edged with thin yellow piping. Her loose ponytail was held back with a yellow kerchief. She laughed and smiled broadly when Candy, Nelson, Maurice, Takeema, and Randy descended on her. I was surprised to see her exchange a quick kiss with Randy. He wrapped one arm around her shoulders, then stepped back as the others congregated around Molly. Lisa hung back, exchanged a devastated look with her mother and then walked over to greet Molly.
“Welcome back, Moll-girl,” Takeema chirped and gently hugged her.
The group chattered and each embraced Molly in turn. 
Finally, it was Lisa's turn. She took a very deep breath. When she exhaled, it seemed as if she expelled all aspirations of ever becoming Celeste Freespirit. “Hi, Molly. How's the arm?”
Molly shrugged and smiled. “It really hurt at first, but now all I feel is this awful itching.”
Lisa laughed and gave her a good-natured hug. “Your dad let you come back? I thought he'd forbidden it.”
Molly flashed her a conspiratorial smile. “He did. But Mom helped me talk him into it. He's really just an old softy, especially when we both gang up on him.”
Agnes Bigelow slinked to the back row of the auditorium where she began to sew beads onto a fringed white suede vest. Her shoulders slumped and her face drooped. 
Cindi Fox swept sawdust from the stage. She wore green and red plaid pants, a floppy white sweater, and a mournful expression. Siegfried had worked all morning to reinforce the railings around the platforms with double two-by-fours, extra screws, and wood glue. He joked with Cindi while collecting his tools. “Why did the chicken cross the playground?” 
“What?” She glanced up at him as if confused. After a second’s hesitation, she realized what he had asked. “Oh. I dunno. Why did the chicken cross the playground?”
Siegfried answered in his strong German accent. “To get to the other slide.”
She stopped sweeping, digested the information, and looked up at the towering Siegfried. A smile slowly crept across her face. “Good one,” she said. 
Rehearsals went smoothly Saturday and Sunday. By the following week, the orchestra had joined the troupe. They began to integrate into the production, and I used the free time to monitor the set. I walked back stage, checked doors to be sure they were locked, and wandered back and forth over the long catwalks that spanned the theater. Adam Knapp and Joe Russell stopped in frequently, sitting in the audience and chatting with the students. The peaceful interlude continued uninterrupted until Halloween.



Chapter Fifty-One
 
Freddie finished drawing black whiskers on Johnny’s face at six o’clock on Halloween evening. She straightened, rubbed her back with a moan, and smiled at her little tiger. 
Johnny wore a caramel-and-black-striped fleece costume. On his hood were round white ears and an appliquéd tiger face. Astounded by his patience, I watched him stand quietly when she applied the makeup. 
As soon as she was done, he broke away from her and crawled across the kitchen and under the table, growling. “Grrr!”
Candles flickered inside three jack-o'-lanterns Siegfried, Freddie, and I had carved. They sat on the kitchen table among the leftovers from dinner. Mrs. Pierce swept away the remnants of the chicken corn chowder and I snapped dozens of pictures of Johnny while he chased Tristan around the kitchen. Max followed Johnny, barking happily and racing in circles around him. 
A tentative knock at the door stopped both boy and dog. Max sped to the door, switching to his watchdog bark. Freddie grabbed his collar to calm him down, and I opened the door to reveal three trick-or-treaters. 
The Wilson girls shivered on the porch, their hand-decorated brown paper bags held wide open. The family lived about a mile down the road and attended our church. The oldest, Elise, nine-years-old, was dressed as a bride. She smiled at me with a gap-toothed grin. “Trick-or-treat.” Her sisters joined in the greeting.
The middle girl, Regina, was six. Looking much like a gypsy, she’d apparently raided her mother’s collection of costume jewelry and scarves. She wore too much rouge and lipstick, seemingly applied with her own hands, since the circles she’d drawn on her cheeks were lopsided. Her younger sister, Katrina, was Johnny’s age. She held Regina’s hand and wore a padded pumpkin costume with bright green tights. Her thin legs shook in the frigid air. 
I waved to their father, who chatted through the open car window with Siegfried, and then beckoned the girls inside. Mrs. Pierce brought over the bowl of miniature chocolate bars. Elise carefully took only one candy bar, choosing an Almond Joy. Regina looked at her sister and did the same. Katrina, on the other hand, reached in and grabbed as many candy bars as she could fit in her chubby fist. Before Elise could stop her, she’d dumped them in her bag. Johnny crawled over to them and began growling at their feet while the two sisters struggled over the candy.
“It’s not polite, Trina. You took too much.”
Mrs. Pierce intervened when Elise tried to grab the candy from the obstinate little pumpkin. “It’s okay, girls. We wanted you to take as much as you like. You know you’re the only little ones we get on Halloween, anyway. Come now, Elise, Regina, please take some more. Help yourself.” 
The girls dug into the bowl. “Thank you!” They ran down the steps to their father’s waiting car. 
Freddie released Max, although he’d been furiously wagging his tail once he realized they were friends. I knew he’d wanted to lick the girls to death. He watched them drive away, still wiggling with excitement.
I walked to the mudroom to get my coat. I’d promised to chaperone the Drama Club Halloween party with Camille. Freddie planned to bring Johnny to “trick-or-treat” at Siegfried’s apartment in the carriage house and then they were both going to take Johnny to visit Oscar and Millie Stone down in Goodland Station at the bottom of the hill.
“I don’t know how long this party is supposed to last, ladies, but it probably won’t go past eleven.”
Mrs. Pierce looked at the clock. “Well, we’ll be fast asleep by then, Professor. That’s for sure. Just be sure to lock up when you come in.”
“You bet. Happy Halloween.”
Johnny wrapped himself around my legs when I headed for the door. I picked him up and hugged him close, careful not to disturb his makeup. “I’ll bring you something good, okay, buddy?”
He looked at me, smiled, and nodded in excitement. “Grrr!” He raced around the table again when I put him down. 
I jogged to the car and drove to Camille’s place, watchful of goblins and ghouls on the sides of the road.



Chapter Fifty-Two
 
Camille emerged from her front door and hurried to my car. Beneath her winter parka, she wore a cream brocade gown that fell to the ground in graceful swirls. My mouth dropped open when she slid onto the front seat. She drew back her hood and revealed a fancy up-do, complete with banana curls and tiara. She wore mascara, blush, lipstick, and glittery, silver eye shadow. It was the first time I’d seen her in makeup. 
I stared at her, speechless.
She smiled, and my heart thumped harder. 
“Meet Glinda, Good Witch of the North. Welcome to Munchkin land.”
I took her hand. “You look gorgeous, Camille.”
She laughed with a self-deprecating chuckle, leaned in to press her soft lips to my mouth, and poked a finger at my chest. “And where’s your costume, Professor LeGarde?”
I looked at her blankly. “I didn’t know we were—” 
She laid a finger on my lips, stopping my excuse midstream. Smiling forgiveness, she motioned for me to drive to the school. “It’s okay. We’ll find you something to wear when we get there.”
When we arrived, the parking lot was full of life. 
Although it was only forty-five degrees outside, Maurice Potter ran down the sidewalk in an oversized diaper, tee shirt, and baby bonnet. He chased a tall boy dressed as a vampire who waved a giant pacifier above his head. “Give me back my binky!” Maurice shouted.
The party was open to the entire high school. Cars jammed the parking lot and teens streamed into the lobby. Camille shepherded Maurice and the vampire inside and we headed for the cafeteria. 
George Bigelow sat behind a school desk at the cafeteria entrance. Dressed as a clown, he sported blue hair, a wide ruffled collar, and a red nose. White face paint with green diamonds above and below his eyes completed his ensemble. “Two? That’ll be eight dollars, please.”
I fished a ten out of my wallet and handed it over to George who returned two wrinkled dollar bills, chuckling. “Nice costume, Gus. What are you supposed to be, a college professor?” 
I rolled my eyes. “I suppose I should go look in the prop room, huh?” 
Camille and George answered in unison. “Uh huh.”
I pocketed my ticket, gave Camille hers, and wandered through crowds of ghosts, witches, and hobos toward the backstage.  
I searched through racks of costumes. After a few minutes, Jonesy pushed a mop and bucket into the room. He looked up in surprise, his owl eyes peering through thick glasses. He grunted a greeting in response to my hello, hummed a tune from the show, and continued mopping while I looked for something to wear. After a few half-hearted swipes with the mop, he backed out and started down the back hallway.
I finally found a costume that fit. The black pants were a little short, but when covered with long black riding boots, they worked just fine. I put on a frilly white shirt, short black jacket, and black cape. Finally, I donned the black half-mask and hat and looked in the mirror at Zorro. I laughed at myself, grabbed a fake fencing sword, thankfully without a snake attached to it, and walked back through the crowds of teens who raced along the hallways and spilled in and out of the cafeteria.



Chapter Fifty-Three
 
Twinkling orange pumpkin lights dangled across doorways and over windows throughout the darkened room. The lunchroom tables and chairs were pushed against one wall. Fake spider webs formed filmy threads along the walls and across the ceiling. Tissue paper ghosts hung from the strings of lights at regular intervals. Hand-carved Jack-o'-lanterns flickered from tables lining one side of the room. They would be judged at the end of the party, along with the best costume. 
Agnes Bigelow served punch and cookies, dressed as a jaded Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz. She wore a short blue-and-white-checkered dress with a square white apron. Her braided hair hung in shiny blue ribbons, and on her feet were ruby red slippers with short white socks. Her face was excessively made up with garish red lipstick and dark blue eye shadow. Her eyebrows were drawn in far too high so that she exuded an unpleasant image unlike Dorothy and more like the astonished hooker from Oz. 
I avoided looking at her and switched my gaze to Lou Marshall, who stood at one end of the room under a spotlighted disk jockey station, inviting the kids to dance. He wore a snug ringmaster costume and seemed to be having a wonderful time grabbing the mike, snapping his whip, and joking with the audience. A gangly boy with a bad case of acne played the CDs and announced each selection in a surprising baritone. 
I found Camille over by the windows, chatting with Takeema and Nelson. 
“Well, look at you,” Camille said, curtsying before me. 
I couldn’t resist. I swept off my hat and bowed. “M’lady.” 
Takeema and Nelson giggled and hung on each other, watching us flirt. Takeema’s cat costume included a tight black leotard, furry pointed ears, and a long tail. Her face was painted purple with yellow, white, and orange whiskers. The fur lines and cat-shaped eyes were drawn with delicate precision. 
Nelson came as a circus acrobat. He wore a shiny, lavender body suit and black silk slippers. His slicked back hair emphasized the white makeup on his face. His eyes, eyebrows, and lips were highlighted in various colors. He carried fluorescent orange juggling rings and wore silver chains around his neck. A small silver ring sparkled from his right ear. 
The music blared again. Takeema grabbed Nelson and tossed his juggling rings onto a chair. They danced across the room, parodying a polka. Whirling and twirling around the room, they pitched from side to side in perfect unison. The crowd applauded and made room for them in the center of the dance floor. 
I glanced around the cafeteria and tried to recognize the drama kids. Two of the seventh grade girls, featured in the hippie chorus, were off to the side, dancing by themselves. They were dressed as a nurse and a scarecrow. Gene and Nathan, who had dressed up as Godzilla and Frankenstein, hung around the snack table.
Lisa Bigelow wore a long black wig, swirling crimson skirt, lacey black blouse, and sparkling black shoes. She clicked her castanets, laughed happily, and threw her head back, dancing around Maurice Potter in his diaper. The admiration of a boy two years her junior had clearly bolstered her confidence. She glowed, stepping in circles around Maurice, who returned her gaze and appeared completely captivated.
Candy Price ran from person-to-person, snapping photographs. Her short red curls bobbed and she laughed constantly, catching her friends by surprise. She followed Lisa and Maurice for a while, flashing the camera several times. Finally, she ran up to us, breathless and laughing. “C’mon Miss Coté. It’s your turn. You and Professor LeGarde.”
We stood stiffly beside each other, our shoulders barely touching. 
Candy let the camera hang around her neck. She put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes. “C’mon, now, can’t you get in a little closer?”
I obliged, slipping my arm around Camille’s soft shoulders. On sudden impulse, I leaned over and kissed her cheek. The camera flashed. Candy laughed gleefully, thrilled to have caught us in such a position, and then raced off after Takeema and Nelson. 
Camille whacked me on the arm, laughing. “Gus! You shouldn’t have!”
I shrugged. “Sorry. Must be that costume, Glinda.”



Chapter Fifty-Four
 
The party had been in full swing for an hour when Molly Frost and Randy Sherman made their grand entrance. Molly wore a clingy, scarlet dress with a slit on the side revealing one long, black-stockinged leg. The back was cut low and she wore a black silk scarf knotted at her neck. Her hair—parted on the side—was plastered to her head, pulled back in a low bun. Thin straps on her black high-heels wrapped her ankles. A new, flesh-colored cast was on her arm, but she seemed to barely notice it. All that was missing was the long-stemmed rose that should have been clamped between her teeth. 
She trotted into the room with Randy, who wore a white tuxedo and black bow tie. They darted to the young boy at the DJ stand, handing him a disk. He obliged, slid it into the player, and turned up the volume.
The crowd parted, and Molly and Randy began to tango, gliding across the room to perform the sensual dance. I’d heard they were taking dance lessons. Randy held his arms up, squarely positioned, and Molly did the same. They looked deeply into one another’s eyes, snapping their heads from side to side and moving gracefully across the floor. Randy twirled Molly away from him, but didn’t let go of her hand. Next, he pulled her back, raised her left arm up high, and gently ran the backs of his fingers down her arm and side. She sighed, looked lovingly into his eyes, and spun away from him again. 
He danced around her and pulled her back, flush to his chest. She wrapped one long leg around his waist and let the other trail on the floor as he dragged her across the room. They teased each other with their movements, working their way down the length of the room. 
When they reached the windows, Randy snapped Molly to his side, and slid his left arm around her waist. She placed her hand on his shoulder, and they both turned to the side, cheeks together. The music swelled, and Randy grabbed Molly’s hand with his, raised them high in the air, and strutted with her across the floor in the traditional well-known signature move of the tango. 
Lou Marshall drifted over to us. “Do you tango, Miss Coté?” he asked with a shy smile.
She looked up at him with a smile. “Why, yes, Mr. Marshall, I do.”
He looked at me like a little boy asking for ice cream before dinner. “Do you mind if I borrow her, Gus?”
I nodded, but a jealous itch wiggled beneath my polite smile. He led her to the dance floor and moved in beside Molly and Randy, performing a more sedate version of the piece. 
I lounged against the wall, wishing I’d taken the dance lessons Camille had suggested in July. I could manage a reasonable slow dance, but not much more. 
Camille startled me with her graceful, sensual steps, and Lou Marshall was surprisingly light on his feet. The green demon knocked again, louder this time. I shoved the feelings back down and scolded myself. 
Stop it. She’s marrying you, not him. 
Nelson and Takeema watched their teacher in awe.
“Wow!” said Takeema. “She really does know how to move, doesn’t she?”
I nodded and sighed. Nelson dragged Takeema out to the floor. They mimicked Randy and Molly's movements. Several other teens started to copy them. Before long, a large group of dancers huddled around them, trying to tango. 
I poured myself a cup of punch and took a sip, watching the crowd. A tall student, dressed as either a bunch of grapes or a Fruit-of-the-Loom guy, leaned against the far wall with a sullen expression and his arms crossed. Something about him seemed familiar. I tried to place him, but couldn’t. Purple makeup covered his face and he wore a body suit to match with a tight hood that hid his hair.
When Randy and Molly twirled past him, he pushed off from the wall and flung himself toward them. 



Chapter Fifty-five
 
The boy in purple tugged Molly away from Randy. She shrieked and fell into a heap at his feet. With one fluid motion, he spun to attack Randy, shoving him to the ground. He straddled Randy’s waist and pummeled him. He seemed to be yelling at him, but the deafening music obliterated the words. 
I raced toward them. On the way, I stopped Lou and Camille and pointed toward the brawling boys. “Get the lights and turn off the music. I’ll break it up.”
Marshall trotted to the DJ stand and I dashed toward the fight. Something told me the boy in purple had to be Armand Lugio. 
By the time I reached them, Randy’s lower lip was split and bleeding. His right eye had already puffed up, and blood covered the front of his tuxedo. 
Molly was trying to separate them, but she hadn’t managed to make any progress. “Armand, get off him!” She grabbed Armand’s shirt from behind, yanking at it. Her hair had come undone and she’d lost one shoe. The tango music still blasted in the background. She stepped aside when she saw me. “Help him!”
“Come on. Break it up.” I leaned toward Armand to pull him off Randy. 
In a flash he raised a knife in the air, ready to thrust it into Randy’s neck. 
I lunged forward and locked my fingers around Armand’s wrist, twisting it sideways.
Armand struggled and turned to me, eyes burning. Jerking the Zorro mask down over my eyes, he knocked me back, sitting astride me this time and screaming words in his native language. I still held his wrist, but with my free hand, I ripped the mask off of my face. 
The knife swept back and forth, inches from my eyes. I flipped over and knocked him off, rolling sideways to my knees. I lost hold of him, and he rushed at me with the knife extended. 
I jumped up and feinted to the left, avoiding the sharp blade. With a stroke of luck, I caught hold of his arm, spun him around, and shouted his name. “Armand!” I yelled. “Armand, stop.”
He jerked out of my grip and came at me again, his eyes sparking hatred. 
I avoided a few thrusts of the knife, and tried to catch him again, but I missed. I was just starting to tire when Gene and Nathan galloped toward us. With one swift motion, they pinned his arms behind his back and slammed him to the floor. 
In spite of their lowbrow mentality when it came to Nelson the other day, there definitely was something to be said for their brawn. 
The music finally stopped and the lights came up. Nathan took the knife and cautiously placed it on the table. Gene sat on Armand’s back with his full two hundred and fifty pounds. He held the crazed boy in a vice-like grip and slammed him to the floor each time he tried to get up. 
Finally, when he realized escape was impossible, Armand began to cry.
I looked away, suddenly feeling drained. Molly applied a wet paper towel to Randy’s bleeding lip. Tears streamed through her black mascara. “I’m so sorry, Randy. I should have known. I’m so sorry.”
Adam Knapp arrived with a fellow officer and snapped handcuffs on Armand, who had finally slumped into a purple defenseless lump, disconnected from the world. He didn’t respond to Adam’s questions, but looked straight ahead, his eyes unfocused and his mouth slack. The paint on his face ran down his cheeks in streams of tears. Adam tugged the hood off of his head, revealing curly black hair plastered to his scalp. 
I spoke quietly with Adam for a few moments before he walked the lamb-like Armand out to the patrol car. 
The boy would need some earnest attention, and would probably end up in an institution for a while. 
Camille rushed to my side, concern flashing across her face. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” She stood breathless beside me, her warm brown eyes searching mine.
After a long embrace, she looked me over, inspecting for wounds. She cried out when she noticed a cut on my forearm where the knife had sliced through my jacket and shirt. “Gus, oh my gosh. You’re bleeding.”
I pulled off the jacket and rolled up the shirtsleeves. It wasn’t bad, and had already begun to bead over with congealed blood. 
“I’m fine, honey. It’s nothing.”
I rolled down the shirt and rubbed my right shoulder where I’d wrenched it during the fight, realizing I’d been very lucky to escape with such minor injuries. I’d have to remember to thank our two football gorillas for their bravery.
I managed to reassure Camille, and then draped my arm over her shoulders. Glancing at my watch, I was surprised to see it was only nine. 
Lou Marshall took to the microphone again, settling the crowd down and trying to instill a renewed spirit into the group. The party continued after the shock wore off, and by the time the jack–o-lanterns and costumes were judged, it had reached full swing again. Maurice and Takeema won for their unique costumes. Finally, most of the crowd headed home.
I wandered into the prop room to change. I'd left my clothes folded on a shelf in the corner, but didn’t see them. I searched on, above, below, and around the shelf, but they were gone. Who would want an old pair of jeans and a golf shirt? After five minutes, I gave up looking, tired of dealing with what was probably another prank from our nameless tormentor. 
I drove home as Zorro, and after dropping off Camille, locked the kitchen door, climbed the stairs, and fell into my bed with visions of purple men and scarecrows dancing a mad tango.



Chapter Fifty-Six 
 
The day had passed quickly, and I’d been grading papers for my students when I fell asleep in my chair. 
In my dream, the streets were shrouded in mist. Wet cobblestones felt slick beneath my bare feet and the fog whispered moist threats as I hurried along. Rustling, evil words pushed me faster and faster, and an overwhelming sense of urgency pulsed through my body. I began to sprint in the darkness. 
Black tree branches swayed over the streetlights, casting dancing shadows on the cars parked haphazardly along the road. I collided with the bumper of a 1963 Cadillac convertible and paused to rub my shin.
A dog barked in the distance. It sounded like Boris, echoing remorsefully through the town. 
Agnes Bigelow materialized out of the hazy vapors swirling through the air. She had rounded a corner, vigorously pushing a baby carriage toward me. The antique fabric peeled from its sides and the rubber wheels disintegrated as it rolled, leaving pieces of rubber that came alive as swarms of white ants. With each passing revolution, the carriage jerked up and shimmied sideways. In the confused fog of my dream, I prayed her child was a sound sleeper.
Still dressed as Dorothy, Agnes stared straight through me, continuing on her purposeful march. I looked in the carriage and was horrified to see Boris neatly tucked under a pink blanket. He sniffed the air anxiously as she whisked him away.
A three-story brick mansion loomed in the murky night, set behind an intimidating wrought iron fence that ran for miles. White gingerbread trimmed each window and spiky lightning rods protruded from the peak of the steep slate roof. 
Mystified, I noticed the owner had fastened stuffed versions of her cats onto the fence. I moved closer, and was horrified to see she’d preserved only the faces of her dead pets, mounted with twist ties to the wrought iron bars. Yellow tabbies, black coons, tigers, and white angoras—hundreds of furry faces stretched along the fence. 
In horrified fascination, I moved forward to inspect them. Abruptly, their eyes popped open in unison and they shrieked like banshees. “Open your eyes!”
I opened my eyes. Max lay beside the woodstove, snoozing comfortably. My reading glasses had slipped down the bridge of my nose and dangled precariously on the end, ready to plop into my lap. Blue exam booklets lay in a heap at my feet. The B+ that I had scribbled on a student's paper had turned into a long, red scrawl. 
I looked at the mantle clock. Five o’clock. I had been dozing for over twenty minutes. What day was it? Sunday, I assured myself, the third Sunday in November. One more week to Thanksgiving and the expected birth of my second grandchild. Less than two weeks to the Spirit Me Away production. 
The aroma of chili filled the room. I rushed to the kitchen to stir the pot. Thankful it hadn’t burned, I relaxed and headed back into the great room to grade more papers.
I’d made my way through three papers when Max lifted his head from the hearthrug. His ears perked up and his eyes widened. Barking hysterically, he shot toward the front door, racing in small circles. 
“It’s okay, boy. Let’s see who’s here.” With a sigh, I heaved myself from the chair and headed for the front door. 



Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
The brass doorknocker lifted and dropped three times before I reached the front hall. Max whined and scratched at the door. I straightened my clothing and cleared my throat before I opened the inner door, still feeling disoriented from the nap.
Cindi Fox stood on the porch wringing her hands and glancing fearfully behind her. A ragged red splotch resembling a handprint covered one cheek. 
Grabbing Max’s collar, I opened the storm door, wondering who in the world had slapped her. “Cindi? What’s wrong?”
Her ten-speed bicycle was propped against the side of the barn. Apparently, she’d pedaled uphill all the way from the village. She didn’t answer, but looked back at the woods apprehensively, still breathing hard from the exertion.
“Cindi? Did you ride your bike all the way up here?”
She shuffled and looked at the woods again. Max pulled hard and sniffed at Cindi’s hand. 
“What’s wrong, dear? Would you like to come inside and sit down? I’ll get you a drink.” 
She looked up at me with a start. “I have something to tell you. It’s very important. It’s about Boris.” Swinging her worried expression toward the woods again, she twisted her hands back and forth. Her short red hair stuck out from her pale brow, and I noticed that she was perspiring heavily in spite of the chill in the air. 
I held the door open, but she didn’t budge. “I know where he is,” she whispered. “I know where Boris is.”
I began to ask, “Where?” but was interrupted by the roar of an engine tearing across the lawn. 
A loud crack filled the air. Cindi spun around, wobbling against me. The four-wheeler raced past in a blur and disappeared into the woods. She crumpled to the wooden floor of the porch. Blood oozed from the gunshot wound beneath her ribs. 
Max broke away from me, racing across the lawn in pursuit of the vehicle.
I dropped to my knees and cradled Cindi’s head on my lap, pressing the heel of my palm against the bleeding hole in her side. Blood seeped through my fingers and ran onto the porch. 
She looked up at me with her forlorn eyes, trying to speak. “He took Boris—” Her eyes rolled up and her head slumped to the side. A wet breath escaped her lips. One green-sneakered foot twitched and her head slumped sideways. 
I checked her pulse. A faint beating met my fingers. Hurrying now, I grabbed my cell phone and called 911. With heart drumming beneath my ribs, I relayed information to the unruffled voice on the line, pressing my hand against the bleeding body of the woman who risked her life for the sake of a little dog.



Chapter Fifty-Eight 
 
It seemed the whole world had shown up for Cindi Fox’s funeral. I walked up the brick pathway to St. Anne’s church. Dead oak leaves fluttered across the ground, inviting me to enter the vestibule. A line had formed at the door.
The scent of incense and lilies filled the air. When I entered, my attention was drawn to the ceiling. Dark timbers arched overhead, accenting a vaulted white dome. At the front of the church, silver organ pipes covered one wall. An intricately carved wooden statue of Christ hung behind the altar. 
I followed the crowd of mourners who edged into the sanctuary and spotted Joe Russell sitting in the center section, about twenty-five rows back. I sat beside him on a purple pew cushion. 
He looked at me with a cagey expression. “Hey, Gus. You ready for this?”
“I guess so. Is everything set?”
Joe raised his right hand from his lap and twisted it side to side. “We’ve got video cams stationed at all entrances, and a few up there.” He nodded toward the choir loft.
“How’s she doing?” I whispered this part, knowing he wanted to keep the fact that Cindi was recuperating in a local hospital a secret. His plan had been to fake the funeral and flush out the killer. I’d seen things like that in movies, but apparently the tactic wasn’t just a Hollywood idea. According to Joe, killers often take pleasure in basking in the aftermath of their destruction. Things were escalating, and Joe wanted to nab the bastard before he tried to kill anyone else.
“She’s holding her own.” He peered around me. “Where's Camille?”
“Home with the flu. She's got a 103 temp. She argued with me, tried to make it, but I wouldn't hear of it.”
More people shuffled into the pews around us. Some genuflected and made crosses on their chests. I felt a little nervous about the protocol of the unfamiliar service and turned to Joe. “You’re Catholic, right?”
A puzzled expression crossed his face. “Yeah. Why?”
“Can you help me through the mass? I haven’t been to one since I went with Jimmy Murray in the third grade.”
Joe pushed a meaty hand through his silvery black hair, carefully scanning the pews around us. “No sweat, Gus. It’s probably not all that different from your church, anyway.”
“Thanks.” I looked ahead to the altar; amazed to see it was as spacious as the stage at the school auditorium. An older man and woman sat in high-backed chairs on either side of the pulpit. I opened the program and noted that a deacon, Mr. Thomas Long, and a lector, Mrs. Ariel Breatnich, were listed. A small raised podium stood to the right of the altar next to the organ. Behind it, a woman with long, blond hair stood quietly waiting with her hands folded on the stand.  
When the organ began to play, celestial music swelled through the church. The woman at the podium began to chant in a strong, pure voice. I searched the bulletin and found a reference to the cantor, Evelyn Reece. I rose with the rest of the congregation when the priest entered, bumping my ankles on the padded kneeling bench at my feet.
A priest in white robes welcomed the community and addressed the family. I wondered how Joe had prepared them. Of course he’d had to tell the family the truth. It occurred to me that they must be real troopers to agree to go through with the emotionally exhausting pretense of burying their beloved Cindi. Of course, if it worked, their daughter would be safe from such evil in the future.
Everyone but me traced crosses on their chests in one fluid motion. It happened too fast for me to try to mimic them. 
Cindi’s seven brothers and sisters lined the front row, all with red hair. Mr. and Mrs. Fox sat in the front row corner, closest to the altar. The gray-haired father draped his arm around his wife’s shoulders. Although Cindi wasn’t dead, she’d been through a great deal in the past few days, with two surgeries and a close call with death. How must this family feel that their sweet and innocent daughter/sister had been targeted by a madman? And how awful to have to pretend to bury one’s child. 
My heart ached for them.
The organist announced a hymn. Two different hymnals stood in the slotted shelf in front of me. I searched the program for a clue and finally noticed a “W” scribed next to hymn number 579. Joe picked up the red book with a “W” pasted to its binding, and I copied him. 
Joe was good. Although he went through the motions of the service, I saw him carefully scan the church constantly, slowly, purposefully.
Was there anyone new in the crowd? Anyone unexpected? Would Cindi’s killer come to gloat? Would we find it was one of us? Someone from the show or school?
We sang a hymn I didn’t know and sat down. The service progressed, and I cast my eyes around the crowd. Students from the school gathered in one section. Quiet weeping came from all corners of the church. Frank and Jonesy sat three rows ahead of us. They bowed their heads in sorrow, and I saw Jonesy’s shoulders shake a few times. 
The cantor began to sing short chants, followed by responses from the audience. Some of them were familiar phrases from hymns sung in our Methodist service. The priest lead “The Lord’s Prayer,” and I recited along in unison until we reached “forgive us our trespasses—” section. I waited to see if they used “trespasses” or “debts.” The congregation continued with “trespasses” and I followed along. To my horror, just before the end of the prayer, the whole church stopped and the priest added a few words of his own. Thankfully, Joe silenced me with a nudge in the side. With the prayer finally finished, the congregation sat down again.
The male deacon moved forward and presented a number of items to the priest. Next, the priest performed some curious actions over a hanging pot. He chanted, swinging the incense back and forth around the altar. The exotic scent from the sacred ritual calmed me. I watched the smoke spiral to the vaulted ceiling. Joe knelt several times during the service, but I was uncomfortable with the whole thing, so I perched half on and half off the edge of the pew. 
Communion was offered. I was hesitant. Is a baptized Christian approved for communion in a Catholic service? I didn’t think so, so I stayed in my seat while Joe walked to the front of the church to join the line of people waiting to receive the sacrament. Our church’s version of communion involved small white chunks of bread and grape juice served in vials. I watched the congregation cup their hands to receive a wafer from the priest. Joe walked along behind the crowd to return to the pew, placing the wafer in his mouth. He folded his hands and came back to sit beside me.
As the hour passed, my thoughts flew back and forth from the past to present, from my father’s funeral to Elsbeth’s and back again, to this mock funeral. A former teacher of Cindi’s came forward with a touching eulogy. I half-listened to the glowing speech, but in private, I mourned for my loved ones all over again. 
When the cantor finally rose to sing “Ave Maria,” the entire congregation broke out in fresh weeping.
I wiped a few renegade tears from my eyes and saw Joe glance sideways at me. Pain etched his face. He leaned toward me and whispered, “Too damned many funerals between the two of us.”
He pressed his beefy hand over mine, holding it there for a few seconds. I'd lost my wife, parents, and grandparents all in recent years. I knew Joe had buried a brother last year and he’d lost his wife, Jeanne, in a car accident ten years earlier. He confided the story of his wife's death to me during our flight to Maine earlier in the spring to arrest Elsbeth’s murderer. 
Joe’s wife Jeanne had been killed when he’d drunk too much on that fateful New Year’s Eve ten years ago. He’d lost control on icy roads. Whether it was due to his slowed response time, or a cruel twist of fate, the car slid on a patch of ice and went over the side of the road, plunging into a lake. He pulled Jeanne out of the water, but it was too late. Joe blamed himself and had soberly co-existed with the guilt for ten long years.
I sat up and returned my attention to the service. When it was over, we joined the line of mourners waiting to console the family. 
Someone touched my arm. I turned around and was surprised to see Camille. 
“You're supposed to be in bed!” I whispered.
Her feverish eyes confirmed my theory that she should have stayed home. She’d pulled back her hair and wore a black dress with long sleeves.
“I couldn't stay away, honey. I had to come.” 
Although she’d been taken into Joe’s confidence too, she knew her students would wonder why she hadn’t shown up. She stifled a cough, and we followed Molly Frost and Lisa Bigelow down the line. Both girls leaned on each other, sobbing as they passed the casket. A picture of Cindi stood on top. She looked about sixteen years old and very happy.
After several minutes of shuffling forward, we faced Cindi’s mother and father. Mrs. Fox's face well-worn face met me, and I recognized Cindi’s gentle nature in her green eyes. 
Camille took her hand and spoke softly. “Camille Coté, Ma’am. I’m so sorry about what you’ve had to go through this week.”
Cindi’s mother lowered her voice to a whisper. “It’s been tough, Miss Coté, but we’ll make it.” Raising her voice to a normal level, she played the charade well. “Cindi spoke very highly of you, dear. She said you and the professor were very kind to her. She especially liked the little dog.” 
Camille squeezed. “We were very fond of Cindi, Mrs. Fox. And so was Boris. He was always a good judge of character.”
Cindi’s father leaned closer to Camille. “Would you please thank the Drama Club for the flowers? They were beautiful.”
We nodded and moved on, following Joe’s broad back into the parking lot. A cold downpour drenched the earth. The leaves plastered the walkway in slippery layers. 
I carefully hurried Camille to her car. “Promise you'll go right back to bed?”
She smiled at me through fever-bright eyes, coughed into the crook of her elbow, and started the engine. “I promise. Don't worry. I'll be fine.”
Joe and I faced each other with rain dripping down our faces. We watched Camille drive away.
“Joe, can we talk somewhere?”
Joe turned up his coat collar. “How about right now? It’s as good a time as any, and it’ll take my techs a while to process all the video. I’ve got some ideas to toss around, too. Why don't we meet over at the station?”
I nodded and we both dashed to our cars, seeking refuge from the storm. 



Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
The Conaroga Police Station was quiet. I walked up to the front desk, and Joe spotted me, motioning for me to come around the counter into his office. 
Adam Knapp sat on a rolling office chair, slowly pushing back and forth between the desk and the wall. He looked up and tossed us a smile. “Any leads?”
Joe shook his head. “Not sure yet. No one stood out to me, but we’ve got lots of video to study. The guys should be bringing it over soon.” He turned toward me. “Coffee, Gus?”
“Please.” 
Joe made the coffee, and I glanced at the photo standing on the shelf behind his desk. A woman crouched beside a big, tri-color collie. It had to be Jeanne. Her arms wrapped around the dog’s neck and her cheek pressed his fur. Affection for the man behind the camera sparkled from her eyes.
My mind gravitated toward a slippery precipice, and I tried to push against the dark thoughts. 
Poor Jeanne. 
Poor Elsbeth. 
My father. My mother. My grandparents.
All four of them.
An unexpected shudder ran through me. I forced myself to stop the morbid train of thought before I could say, poor me.
I dragged my eyes away from the photograph and looked at Joe, who had followed my fleeting glance at his wife’s portrait. I wondered what had happened to the dog. He never spoke of a pet. 
Had the dog died, too? 
“Is that Jeanne?” I asked gently.
Joe took the picture down and dusted the frame. “Yeah. That’s my Jeanne with Dunster. He was a great dog. A wonderful friend.” His mouth tightened and he swallowed hard. 
Realizing we were in dangerous territory, I looked away.
It would be better not to talk about such things today. 
Joe must have agreed with me. “Two creams, no sugar, right?”
“Right.”
He poured coffee into three chipped cups from the shelf behind his desk, motioning for Adam to join us at his desk. I took a sip and pulled up a chair, and Adam rolled over next to me. 
Joe sat down, laced his arms behind his neck, and put his feet on the scarred desk. “So, what are we going to do about this mess, gentlemen?”
Adam cleared his throat. “I’ve started digging into the profiles of each suspect. For the adults, that includes criminal, work history, military, and high school records. For the students, I searched juvenile records, previous schools attended, and hobbies. The data’s just starting to come together, but I’m going to need help to compile it all and make more phone calls.”
“You got it, kid. Good job.” Joe sat up in his chair and massaged his forehead with one meaty hand. “I can’t believe it went this far. From a few rough pranks to attempted murder—and a sharpshooter at that. Checking military history is a good idea, Adam. Oh, and add in gun club memberships. This guy was one helluva shot.”
Something he said sparked a memory. It was something Cindi had whispered just before she passed out. 
“When Cindi went down, she said ‘he took Boris’. Does that mean we can eliminate the female half of the list?”
Joe and Adam exchanged glances. 
I continued with my thoughts. “I know we've gone through this before, but Cindi was really scared. Correction, she was petrified. I think she'd been recently threatened and slapped by the guy she was about to accuse of kidnapping Boris.” I remembered the ragged, red, blotchy handprint on her face and felt sick. “She must’ve confronted him and told him she was going to blow him in. So he followed her to my place. But what doesn’t sit right, what doesn’t ring true, is why in the world he would kill her to hide the fact that he broke into Camille's house.” 
Joe looked up from his notebook. “Maybe that’s not all he was hiding. But if he had been discovered, he might have been charged for more than vandalism and breaking and entering. We might have bagged him for attempted murder on the stage platform. Or in that field of sunflowers. He tried to mow you down, didn’t he?”
I nodded, I’d forgotten about that.
“Lord knows what other crimes he's hiding,” Joe said softly. 
I paused momentarily, sitting up straighter. “Armand is still in the county jail, right?”
“Yup. He’ll be there until the trial. His mother couldn’t make the bail money. There's no way he's the shooter, Gus.” He stood and walked to the window. “What about the show? I'd hate to recommend canceling the whole thing after all the work the kids have put in so far, but if Cindi's death is related to the pranks played on the cast...”
I scooted closer to Joe’s desk, leaning toward him. “I know this is probably out of the question, but is there any chance you could post some men at the school until the first weekend in December? That way the show could go on and the kids would be protected.”
Joe and Adam talked for a minute, discussing personnel schedules. 
Adam looked up at me. “I could do the night stints, Gus. I don’t have a hell of a lot going on right now. If Joe can rotate the other three men in the department, we’d be covered.”
Joe frowned. “Normally, I’d have to laugh at such a request. It’s big bucks, Gus. All the overtime, you know. Tell the truth, though, we’ve had a pretty light caseload this season. A couple of guys escaped from the minimum-security prison, a girl was assaulted at the college, and we’ve had several drug arrests, but it’s all been wrapped up. We’re in pretty good shape right now for manpower.”
We agreed to the plan. Joe filled our cups again, and Adam changed the subject back to the suspects. 
“Professor, did you see anything at all when the guy who shot Cindi drove past you?”
I started to say “No,” but stopped myself and cast my mind back to Sunday. “It was such a blur.” I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the wall. “My attention was on Cindi, because she was about to divulge a name to me. Then there was the roar of the engine, the sound of the gunshot, Cindi fell down, and a black blur whizzed by the barn. I'm pretty sure it was the same guy who dug up my lawn and tried to mow us down in that field. Of course I couldn't see his face, because of the visor. The rifle was slung across his back.”
Adam looked relieved and sighed. “Good. I mean, it’s not good that you can’t identify him, but it’s good that he won’t think you can. I was a little worried about you and your family. If you'd seen his face he might have…” His words trailed off and a worried scowl creased his brow. 
His concern touched me. Adam’s relationship with my daughter, Freddie, seemed to have flourished as rapidly as the baby who had grown inside her. This decent man kept coming around, in spite of the new child that was due any day. More impressive was the fact that he didn’t care that the child belonged to another man. I watched him rather fondly as he scribbled notes on his pad of paper. 
Joe cleared his throat and leaned forward. “I need to ask you something, Gus. I want to tap into your subconscious observations. You’ve been in the vicinity and you’ve seen him in action, so to speak.”
“I’m listening,” I said.
“Do you think all of this has been aimed at Camille? Is there any question about it being an act of hatred against her personally, or could it have been a broader attack on the school?”
I sat for a moment, reviewing my own theories. I had rejected the idea of a general attack against the school because of the break-in at Camille's, the tearing up of our lawn, and the assault in the sunflower field. These actions had been too personal to have been driven by generic hatred. I assumed the reason I was privileged to join the ranks of the tormented was because of my relationship with Camille. I went over these ideas with Joe and Adam.
“It’s too personal to be against anyone but Camille, Joe. Everything has centered on her. The pranks in the school are about the show, her pride and joy, her one chance to shine in front of the community.” I paused for a moment, digging down deep into the pool of dark thoughts swirling beneath the surface. “The thing that scared me the most was the sound of his voice when he pushed her off the stage. He must have been lingering, waiting for an opportunity to act. He moved so quickly when the lights went out, that the emotions had to have been building inside him for a very long time. When he swore at her, it was with such venom. Such hatred. He sounded very disturbed, if you know what I mean.”
“You mean he’s a real sicko,” Joe said.
“Yeah,” I sighed. “A real sicko.”



 Chapter Sixty
 
On Thanksgiving morning I woke up at quarter to six. After a quick shower, I headed into the kitchen. It was still pitch black outside and freezing cold downstairs. I stirred up the woodstove and added some logs, then flipped on the lights, turned on a lemon-scented essential oil diffuser, and opened the refrigerator. I poked at the twenty-four pound bird sitting on the lower rack, glad it felt soft. After defrosting in the refrigerator for four days, it was ready to roast.
I lugged the bird to the sink and removed the plastic wrapper. Just like my parents had done many years ago, I ran cool water over the surface, fishing out the giblets and remaining chunks of ice crystals. Whistling the tune for “Free to Love,” I patted the bird dry with paper towels and hefted it into the roasting pan.
After coating the skin with extra virgin olive oil, I dusted it with poultry seasoning and slid four large sprigs of fresh thyme and lemon slices under the skin. I popped two oranges and three lemons into the cavity to keep the bird moist and to infuse the meat with a citrus flavor. Into the oven it went.
I melted two pounds of butter to go with two boxes of Bells
stuffing, and mixed it all with chopped onions, celery, pecans and a little extra Bell’s seasoning. The stuffing went into two Pyrex baking dishes. Our family liked the crunchy texture it developed when cooked outside of the turkey. 
I slid the pan into the oven and heard a faint “plop, plop, plop” on the stairs. Tristan, our seal point Himalayan cat, waddled imperiously into the kitchen. He lifted his whiskers in the air and sniffed. Pulling back on his haunches, he prepared to launch onto the table.
“Don’t even think about it, buddy.”
Tristan looked at me as if I dared imply that he, of all creatures, would have considered such an ill-mannered deed. His huge turquoise eyes crossed slightly, and he began to lick his long, cream-colored ruff. The four-inch fur was so long it stuck to the end of his tongue even after he moved his neck through its entire range of motion. He lifted a paw to pull the ruff from his mouth. 
The cat finished his bath and walked to the door. “Rowl.” He turned to look at me, waiting for me to obey his command. 
I washed my hands and opened the back door. He hesitated, looked around carefully, glided over the threshold, and scampered toward the garden. A chill filled the air and stars glittered in the black sky. 
Lights in the barn shone yellow through the stall windows, and hens squawked inside the barn. Siegfried uttered a loud German curse, probably aimed at Rascal, our moody Rooster.
I shivered and closed the door when Tristan streaked back into the house, eager to reclaim his warm place beside the wood stove. 
Once the bird was in the oven, I headed to the barn to help Siegfried with the rest of the chores. 
The sun rose, and with it came the awakening household. Mrs. Pierce invited her sister, Eloise, for the holiday. She’d stayed the night, sharing her sister’s large bed on the first floor. Camille recovered from her bout with the flu, and arrived with Maddy around ten. The rest of the guests were due to appear at noon.
Camille wore jeans with a yellow turtleneck and a blue sweater. I’d been admiring her for the past few minutes from my vantage point at the stove. She looked so pure, so lovely, so… Camille. I found it hard to believe she’d be mine in the spring.
She caught me staring and blushed, then gave me a little shove. “What are you staring at?”
I slid my arms around her shoulders and kissed her gently. “My future wife. Is that okay with you?”
“Seriously, mister. We have work to do. Now, how many potatoes do we need? Ten?” 
I smiled indulgently. “We have twelve people coming, honey. Better double it for the big eaters. Plus we’ll need leftovers for the week. We’d better peel the whole twenty pounds. And I’m not sure that’ll be enough, to tell the truth.”
Her eyes widened. “Really?”
“Really. Remember, we’ve got Siegfried, Adam, and Joe, all who have hollow legs.”
“Wow. I don’t know how you do this every Sunday.”
While Camille and Eloise peeled potatoes, Maddy sorted through silver and china, searching for matching sets of one dozen each. “Don’t you have anything that matches here, Gus? My gosh. They’re all different.”
“Heck no, Maddy. That would be way too conventional. Those are all hand-me-downs from my parents and most of them came from antique shops. But we do have matching glasses.”
She muttered something that sounded like “I can’t believe it,” and went about rewashing matching ruby goblets until they shone on the trestle table covered with a silvery white tablecloth. 
Mrs. Pierce took her last pie out of the oven at eleven—a mock cherry made with cranberries and raisins—and Freddie and Johnny arranged the cornucopia, pickle dishes, and thin mints. 
“Look, Opa!” Johnny walked into the kitchen, balancing a round wooden tray full of mixed nuts still in their shells. 
I patted his soft hair and he scrunched up his face.
“How do we eat dem?” 
“You need the nutcracker.” I rummage in a drawer and found one. “Here you go. Let me show you how it works. You need an adult to do this for you though, buddy.”
I cracked open a pecan, broke the halves into smaller pieces, and placed the meaty nuggets into his outstretched palms. He happily munched them, his head bouncing from side to side. “I like dem.”
“Chew them carefully, buddy.”
“Okay. Can I pwease have more eggbob?” he asked.
“Of course you can.” Chuckling, I poured a small amount of eggnog into his Winnie the Pooh cup. He drank it greedily, tossed his plastic cup on the floor, and skipped into the great room to find his mother.
The aroma of roasted turkey and spices filled the house. Siegfried loped out to the garden to pick the last of the Blue Hubbard squash. He dashed it onto a sharp rock, and it broke in half. Repeating the cracking process, he kept at it until the broken sections were small enough for single servings. The tradition had worked for years in my family and was much easier than trying to saw through the tough hull with a knife. 
Mrs. Pierce washed and covered the jagged pieces of orange flesh in butter, brown sugar, and cinnamon and added them to the oven. “Better check your leeks, Professor. They’re almost boiling over.”
I ran to the stove and turned them down, then poked them with a fork. They’d started to soften, and should be ready by the time the squash and gravy were done. I went through my mental checklist of jobs. “Oh, no.” 
Mrs. Pierce looked up with a question in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“I forgot the stuffed celery.”
She chuckled. “I was just about to remind you.”
While humming Spirit Me Away, I washed two bunches of celery and combined the cream cheese, grated onion, milk, and seasonings until they were blended into a creamy dip. I spread the concoction in stalks and sprinkled them with paprika. Satisfied, I arranged them on a platter, and slid it into the refrigerator to set.
Oscar and Millie Stone arrived just before noon. Oscar pulled his sedan as close to the back door as possible. 
I walked outside to greet my surrogate parents. “Hi, guys. Happy Thanksgiving.”
“Same to you, Gus.” Oscar lifted the wheelchair from the trunk and skillfully maneuvered his arthritic spouse into the red leather seat. 
Millie patted my arm with her arthritic hand. “Happy Thanksgiving, honey.”
“May I do the honors?” I motioned to the wheelchair ramp Siegfried made a few years back. 
She giggled like a schoolgirl. “If pushing my chair up that rickety ramp is an honor, then by all means, Gus. I’d be pleased to have your help.” She turned back to wave to Oscar.
“Daddy? The cranberry bread is in the back seat, dear. Would you please bring it in?” 
“Yes, Mother. We wouldn’t want to forget that, now, would we?” He reached into the back seat for the bread and followed us up the ramp.
The seventy-five-year-old lovebirds still called each other “Daddy” and “Mother” years after their only son had left home. William died in Viet Nam, leaving them alone in the world. The natural progression had been for us to adopt each other, particularly after my parents passed away. Oscar and Millie were expected at every family gathering and we often visited their treasure-packed farmhouse in Goodland Station.
I wheeled Millie up the homemade ramp, and Oscar followed close behind. When I reached the porch, he touched my sleeve. “Have the police learned any more about the shooter?”
I had to tell them the truth about Cindi a few days earlier, because they knew the family and both of them would have been devastated if they thought Cindi had been killed. How could I lie to Oscar and Millie? But both were the soul of discretion and I knew there would be no leaks from their camp.
I shook my head. “Nothing concrete yet. But they’re digging pretty deep into everyone’s past. They might come up with something.”
He pursed his lips and frowned. “I won’t feel comfortable until they’ve arrested the villain and jailed him for life. That poor woman and her family. I know her parents well. They’re worried sick that he’ll try again if he finds out she’s really alive.”
“I know. Me, too. Thank God he didn’t succeed. Now, if she can make it through the aftermath of those surgeries…” I maneuvered the chair into the kitchen, but something didn’t feel quite right. I looked back at the car. “Wait a minute. Where’s Tinkerbell?” 
Tinkerbell, one of Sheba’s puppies they’d adopted after their dog Jasper passed away, frequently rode in the back seat with the couple when they drove around town and usually came with them on visits to our place. 
Millie’s hazel eyes twinkled as she looked up at me. “We didn’t quite trust her in the back seat with the cranberry bread, don’t-you-know.”
Oscar took over and wheeled Millie into the great room. The Thanksgiving Day parade commentary blasted from the television. Johnny dashed over to Millie, his face beaming. “I saw pwetty horses in da parade.”
“By golly, those are my favorite. May I watch with you, Johnny?”
Delighted, Johnny pulled his little rocker beside her wheelchair and began to rock and chatter. A twinge of sadness hit me. How Elsbeth would have adored this little boy, how she would have spoiled him and played with him. She would have been a great grandmother.
I brushed aside the sad feelings and got busy again. It usually worked.



Chapter Sixty-One
 
Johnny and Millie chatted like best friends reunited after being separated for a lifetime. Oscar snapped photos at all kinds of crazy angles with his venerable old Leica camera. Documenting our family gatherings had been his role for decades. Although we didn’t print photos as much as we used to and the last time we’d put together a family album was sadly years ago —even Oscar received digital files along with his processed negatives—we still shared slideshows on our smart phones and tablets. Even Millie had signed up for Facebook, which seemed to be the easiest way now to share photos within the family. Oscar kept talking about upgrading to a new digital SLR, but he hadn’t made the plunge yet.
Mrs. Pierce tapped into the room wearing her Sunday best pumps. Like her sister, she wore a Thanksgiving apron decorated with pilgrims and turkeys. “I’ve opened the wine, Professor. The Chardonnay and the Riesling. Do you think four bottles will be enough?”  
Eloise looked up from the biscuits she was arranging on a baking tin. “Good Lord, Adelaide. Do you think we’re a bunch of drunks?”
Both sisters burst out laughing, covering their mouths in school-girlish delight. It was a side of Mrs. Pierce I’d rarely seen. 
I sidled up to Eloise. “You need to come see us more often. You’re gonna be the life of the party.”
Eloise lifted one hand to her blue-tinted hair and blushed. “Well, I don’t know about that.” 
The kitchen door opened and Lieutenant Joe Russell stuck his head in the room. “Hungry men coming in. Gang way.”
“C’mon in, guys. It’s almost ready.” I waved them inside, glad they hadn’t been delayed by some cop emergency. 
Adam Knapp followed Joe into the kitchen. His eyes traveled around the room, and I assumed they were searching for Freddie. 
He shook my hand. “What can I do to help?”
I drew him into a quick hug. He hugged me back with surprising enthusiasm.
“Would you start a fire in the great room fireplace? Freddie’s trying to start it herself. Not a good idea, in her condition.” 
“Sure.” His expression brightened. “I’d be happy to help.” He disappeared in seconds.
Joe hung his coat on a hook in the mudroom and joined me at the stove, freshly showered and smelling like Old Spice. “Got a job for me, Gus?”
“You bet. I need four hands to get the bird on the platter so I can start the gravy.” I lifted the roaster out of the oven and heaved it onto the kitchen counter. “This is one big turkey.”
Joe and I slid long forks under the bird and lifted it onto the platter next to the pan. The skin was brown and crispy, the juice ran clear, and the legs wiggled easily at the joints. Perfect. A half-inch of drippings remained in the bottom of the pan, ready for the gravy.
Eloise put the rolls in the oven and I stirred the gravy, adding spices and a cornstarch paste to thicken the drippings. 
Joe blended the cooked giblets and we added them to the pan. He bent his head toward my ear. “Can I speak to you later? There have been some developments.”
I looked sideways at him, my interest piqued. “Sure, Joe. After dessert?”
“Sounds good.”
Hot dishes covered the buffet. Maddy made place card holders out of white linen stationery. She’d carefully written everyone’s name with her newly learned calligraphy skills and drew a small turkey or pilgrim in the corner of each nametag. I noticed Joe’s name card sported the most elaborate and colorful drawing and that she had put him right beside her. I watched her curiously as she flounced about the room. She had toned down her usual wild colored outfits and wore a cranberry crepe dress with sterling silver jewelry. 
Very elegant, I mused, intrigued by this new turn of events.
Oscar wheeled Millie to her place at the table and filled her plate with small portions of each dish. I carved and placed moist slabs of the turkey on everyone’s plates as they worked their way down the buffet. Freddie poured the wine, and Siegfried filled the goblets with ice water. Finally, everyone was seated, ready for me to give the blessing.
“Dear Lord, thank you for the sumptuous feast that lies before us. We are blessed to be together with such loving friends and family. Most of all, thank you for providing us with a safe haven in which to celebrate this holiday and for Your gracious love.” 
I waited patiently while Freddie whispered to Johnny. He suddenly looked up from his folded hands and shouted, “Amen.” 



Chapter Sixty-Two
 
I slouched in the leather chair before the hearth, the mock cherry pie and whipped cream sitting heavily in my stomach. In keeping with tradition, we had all eaten far too much. Freddie headed the cleanup crew, since she preferred washing dishes to cooking. Needless to say, I liked that arrangement, too.
Although her baby belly kept her arms from barely reaching the sink, she insisted on washing the pots and pans. Adam and Camille offered to help and busied themselves clearing the table and loading the dishwasher. Siegfried and Maddy sat on the couch with Johnny, listening to Oscar’s familiar but always thrilling stories of his worldwide photographic adventures. 
Oscar perched on the edge of a small Hitchcock chair next to Millie’s wheelchair, his arm draped around her shoulders. A well-worn photo album lay on his lap. She beamed at him while he retold the favorites, appearing excited in the right places, in spite of the fact she’d heard them dozens of times. Oscar’s blue eyes flashed, his face grew animated, and he ran one hand through his silky white hair. While retelling his classic tales, he flipped through the album and pointed to each photograph. Johnny’s mouth dropped open frequently, and Siegfried and Maddy oohed and ahhed each time he flipped a page.
Far enough from the family to preserve a bit of privacy, Joe sat next to me in a high-backed wing chair. We both pulled our seats up to the crackling hearth and propped our feet on the bricks. 
He took a sip of coffee. “We’ve been doing a lot of research. There are a couple of odd things that have come up that I’d like to run by you.”
I settled deeper in my chair, feeling sleepy. Must be the tryptophan. “Good. I’d like to hear what you’ve got.”
“First of all, I checked out Camille’s ex-husband, Greg Robinson. He’s still in prison for assault and battery, up for parole in nine months. They say he’s had a few fistfights over the past years, but lately has seemed to settle down. Not many visitors.”
He looked up at me as if to explain. “I thought we should look at revenge first. Even though he's not on the school grounds, he might have hired someone. Maybe a kid he met on the Internet who goes to the high school, or something like that. Since Camille had him arrested and put in prison, I thought he’d have the biggest grudge against her.
Trouble is, he’s found religion and has organized all these prayer groups in his cellblock. According to the warden, he seems to have turned around. Might have become somewhat of a fanatic, but my instincts tell me he’s not involved.” 
The group across the room exploded into laughter. Oscar mimicked the orangutan who had stolen his backpack in Brazil. 
Joe continued. “I also checked out your son-in-law, Harold Delano.”
“Ex-son-in-law.”
“Right. Ex. According to my source in the prison, Harold is still bitter about being caught, but I think if he were going for retribution, he’d be attacking you or Freddie, not Camille. Again, he’s had no known visitors who have any relationship to the school.”
Joe stretched his legs and laced his hands behind his neck. “That pretty much leaves people at the school, as we originally thought. Students, faculty, administrators, and other employees. We’ve started with the group directly involved with the show, and those who were cut from the auditions, of course.”
He hesitated, appearing unsure of himself for one brief moment. “You know that I’m telling you this in the strictest confidence, right? But I’m doing it because if you’re forewarned, you and Camille will be more alert and ultimately safer. You understand? I could get in some pretty hot water if my boss knew I was sharing all this stuff with you.”
“I understand.”
He sat forward and clasped his hands in his lap. “Okay, well, let’s see. One of the boys who were cut at the auditions has a history of violence. I’m not going to give you his name, because he was supposedly in a swim meet at the time of the attempted murder. So his friends say, anyway. There’s a slight possibility he could have slipped out of the meet after his race and followed Cindi from the school, but getting access to a four-wheeler would have been tough. Two years ago he was accused of raping a sixteen-year-old girl in the last school he attended. He got out of the charges, and he’s in therapy and is being monitored. Guess he was a pretty poor student, with troubles at home. You know the type. Known to have fixations on people. Reportedly, he was furious Camille didn't pick him for the show. Although he’s very troubled and fits the psychological profile, I don’t think he’s had the opportunity, so let’s put him aside for now.”
“Okay. Who else is there?” I asked, draining my coffee cup.



Chapter Sixty-Three
 
Maddy got up from the couch to refill her coffee cup and brought the pot to us. She fluttered her eyes at Joe. “More coffee, Officer?”
Joe’s cheeks reddened. He straightened and held out his cup. “Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled. “Thanks very much.”
She sashayed back to the kitchen. He stared at her, caught himself, and turned back to me.
I suppressed a smile. “You were saying, Joe?”
“Yes. Um. Yes. Well, next of all, there are the kids in the show. You know the boy who plays the rock star character, Randy Sherman? We’ve busted him once or twice for possession of marijuana. Spent a night in jail the last time at his parents’ request. Nothing bigger, though. Typical teenage stuff. The rest of the kids seem okay, as far as we can tell from records and interviews with teachers and friends.”
Joe pulled a small notebook from his back pocket and flipped it open. 
“Oh, yes. The parents of that girl, Lisa. The Bigelows. Had some problems over the years, that’s for sure. You knew about the mother being on medications for, um, mental problems, right?”
“Mr. Bigelow told me about it when he apologized for her behavior the other day.” 
“Yeah, well, she’s had some doozies in the past, Gus. Stuff like turning in her daughter’s nursery school teachers for bogus crimes just because they didn’t pay the proper attention to her daughter. She’s definitely got some monster paranoia working there, coupled with obsession over her kid. She’s been in the psych unit at Rochester Memorial more than once. Most of it was over five years ago though, and her doctors say she’s been stable. There were no reports of sexual deviancy that could explain the stolen undergarments. That’s the main reason why I think she’s out of the picture, Gus.”
“I know, Joe. That part bothered me, too. I could see her getting some hood to break in and steal the dog, though. Maybe he took the clothes?”
“It’s possible. I hadn’t thought of that.”
Joe wrote the suggestion down in his book. “But she would have had to hire someone to chase and kill Cindi, too. That seems pretty far-fetched. Her husband could have been roped into the scheme, but somehow I really doubt that.”
I pictured Mr. Bigelow with his cherubic face and honest eyes. Even though I’d forced myself to consider him, I’d dismissed him as a suspect in my own mind weeks ago. “No way. You’re right, Joe. Unless all of the activity up to the attack on Cindi was Agnes, and Cindi’s attempted murder was something else altogether. Maybe she knew something about some other crime, or someone had been after her for another reason.” 
I paused for a second and a bizarre thought occurred to me. “Or, maybe they weren’t after Cindi at all. Maybe they were aiming at me.”
Joe looked at me. “I did consider that, Gus. That’s why I looked into your son-in-law. It could’ve been him. But it’s more likely that it’s still linked to Camille and the show.”
“Okay. What else do you have in that notebook of yours?”
“We’ve almost cleared Frank and Jonesy. Only thing is, Jonesy was in the military. He was a sharp shooter and a weapons specialist. He could have made the shot from the four-wheeler with his eyes closed. We’re still trying to get his school records. But the school has been closed for fifteen years.”
I tented my fingers and leaned back in my chair. “Jonesy does have a funny way about him, Joe. He reminds me of a little weasel, the way he’s always sneaking around and watching us. I know it’s not fair to judge him by that, but a couple of times I’ve caught him sweeping up around the girls’ dressing room and I’ve had to ask him to leave to protect the girls’ privacy. He gives me the creeps.”
“Okay, I'll do a sexual deviancy search on him, just to be sure.” He stirred uncomfortably in his chair. “The last issue has to do with your superintendent, Mr. Marshall. This is the hardest one to believe.”
I sat up. “Marshall?” 
“Yeah. Mr. Marshall is hiding something. Could be totally innocent, don’t get me wrong, but he underwent a name change twenty-five years ago. No records of a Louis Marshall exist prior to that. Nothing, nada. Not even a birth record.”
“What if he’s in some kind of witness protection program?”
“I asked him that. He got really defensive and flustered when I talked to him. I’d never seen him that way. Practically threw me out of his office, saying ‘How dare you question my integrity!' It shocked the hell out of me. We’ve requested a court order to open some sealed records in the County Clerk’s office, since there is a possibility that he could be involved in attempted murder.”
I looked at Joe, dumbfounded. “Seriously?”
“I know, Gus. But you didn’t see his face! He was transformed. I have to check him out. Camille did say he asked her out for coffee and that she refused, right?”
I sat back heavily in the chair, suddenly feeling very tired. “I think he has a crush on her.”
Joe looked at me with interest, sitting still. “Hmm. Well, having feelings for someone doesn’t convict them. We’ll keep prodding in that direction, as well as the others. We’re still working on it. We’ve got lots to do yet. Fingerprints from the railing came back with all the kids’ prints on it, and of course yours, Siegfried’s, and the janitors’. No surprises there. We analyzed the bullet that hit Cindi. It came from a pretty high-powered rifle. We’ll keep on digging. It may go on for a while though; there are so many damned possibilities.”
We both sighed and looked into the fire for a while. Finally, Joe stood and stretched, massaging his lower back. 
Maddy approached us. “You gentlemen ready for another piece of pie? Joe, you didn’t try my pecan yet. Made from scratch, you know.”
Although he’d already loosened his belt after the meal and said he was stuffed to the gills, Joe smiled. “Sure, Maddy. But just a sliver. I’m afraid my uniform won’t fit in the morning if I eat much more.” 
Maddy slipped her arm through Joe’s and tossed her head over her shoulder. “Sorry, Professor. I’m taking him over now.” She laughed a tinkling, girlish laugh and minced beside him.
“It’s okay, Maddy. We’re all set, anyway,” I said to myself. She ignored me and chatted with Joe all the way to the kitchen.



Chapter Sixty-Four
 
On Thanksgiving night, after a long and delightfully overindulgent day, I slept heavily and tossed and turned through wild dreams. Although I wasn’t a downhill skier, in my dreams I had mastered the sport. I was skiing with great skill down a powdery hill when someone shook my shoulder. 
“Dad?”
I rolled over and looked up at the shadow above my bed.
“Dad, it’s time.”
“Time? Wh—” The words made no sense. I didn’t have to get up for work for another three days. And it was still dark out.
“Dad, the baby’s coming. It’s time.”
“The baby?” I leapt out of bed, adrenaline spurting through my bloodstream. My eyes felt gritty and my mouth was dry, but my heart pumped like a metal street sign in a hurricane. 
Max woke, stretched and yawned, and then jumped off the bed. He trotted to Freddie and licked her hand. 
She ruffled his ears. 
I leaned on the bedpost, rubbing sleep from my eyes. “Are you okay? Do you need an ambulance, or can I drive you?”
“You can drive me. I called Dr. Patel and he said to wait until the contractions were five minutes apart. I’ve been timing them for the past two hours and the last few were five minutes apart. He said it would probably be hours before the baby comes, though. Don’t worry, Dad. I already asked Mrs. Pierce to watch Johnny. We’ve got plenty of time.”
Still nervous and not quite awake, I started to walk toward the stairs. 
“Dad?”
“Yes, honey?” I stopped and turned to find her smirking at me.
She pointed to my pajamas. “We’ve got time. You can get dressed.” 
Max shook his head, jingling his license tags. His tail wagged in anticipation as he looked back and forth between us eagerly, pleased that the morning was starting so early. 
Chuckling, I shuffled toward the closet. “Okay. I’ll get changed. Where’s your hospital bag? I’ll bring it down in a sec.”
“It’s in the van. I brought it out when I started to feel the contractions two hours ago.”
I changed quickly and met Freddie in the kitchen by the back door with Max close behind. She leaned on the table, her face twisted in pain. I started toward her, but she waved me away. Max whined and licked her hand again. She doubled over and concentrated, breathing through the contraction. 
When it had passed, she let me help her up. “Should we leave a note for Sig?”
“He came out when I put the bag in the van. I told him not to worry, just to hang tight until we called. You’d better let Max out, Dad. He’s really gotta go.”
Max danced circles around me. I opened the door to let him out into the rain. He hesitated, and then rushed toward the mock orange bush which held the dubious pleasure of being his favorite. He sniffed a few times and raised his leg. The rainwater flowed over the gutters and splattered in the flower gardens around the porch. 
Max cantered back to the porch, shook himself, and returned to the warm kitchen.
The sump pump kicked on down below us in the cellar, grinding away as it sucked up the rainwater and pumped it out to the backyard. It was coming down hard. 
I grabbed our coats from the mudroom and helped Freddie into hers. Noticing her waterproof moccasins, I hurried to the shelf where I kept my rubbers and yanked on my black Totes. “Ready?”
“Never been readier, Dad.” She smiled briefly and took my arm. 
We walked down the slippery porch steps toward the van. Siegfried’s bedroom light shone from the carriage house. I waved to his silhouette, and he waved back. I doubted if he’d be able to get back to sleep, knowing how excited he would be about the new baby. 
Freddie lay in the back seat, and I lengthened the center lap belt to wrap around her hips. 
I patted her hand and ran around to the driver’s seat in the driving rain. “Let’s do this.”



Chapter Sixty-Five
 
The rain pelted hard against the windows of Freddie's minivan. Fog coated the inside of the window and I strained to see the familiar curves of our driveway. Turning the wipers to a faster speed, I twisted the temperature knob to hot. The defroster started to clear a patch at the bottom of the windshield. Before we had reached the stop sign at Long Point Road, Freddie had another contraction. 
When she finished, I glanced at the clock, ready to time the next one. 
3:10 A.M.
“How are you doing back there, hon?” I accelerated and rolled through the deserted intersection.
“That one really hurt. I don’t remember it being like this with Johnny.”
Praying nothing was wrong with the baby, I pressed down harder on the accelerator.
“Dad? We forgot to call Camille.”
Freddie and Camille had attended childbirth classes together. She’d offered to be Freddie’s coach and they’d worked hard together to master the techniques.
“No problem. I’ll call her right now.” I reached into my pocket for my cell, but it wasn’t there. “Damn. I left my phone on the bureau.”
“Don’t worry. I can call—” She went into another spasm. 
I looked at the clock on the dash. 3:13 A.M. Frowning, I concentrated on the wet roads. 
When she was done, she fumbled around in the back for a minute. “Oh, no. I left my purse on the kitchen counter. I don’t have my phone either.”
“Don’t worry. We can call her when we get there. It won’t be long. Just hang in there, baby cakes.”
Heavy rain streamed across the windshield. Very few vehicles were on the road at three in the morning, and we were practically alone on the dark highway. By the time we passed the Avon exit, we’d been on the road twenty minutes and the contractions were coming every two and a half minutes. 
I forced myself to relax. “Do you want some music?”
“Okay, Dad. Find something peaceful.”
I leaned forward to turn on the radio and noticed the temperature gauge had pegged onto the hot side of the dial. Surprised, I tapped the gauge. The needle didn’t move. Steam erupted from the hood, hissing and billowing in a blinding cloud. I pulled over to the side of the road and got out. Hot water gushed onto the wet road. 
Freddie cried out when another contraction hit. “What’s going on, Dad?”
“I think a radiator hose burst. Where’s your flashlight?”
“In the glove compartment. Please hurry, Dad. They’re coming faster now.”
“I will, honey.” I popped open the glove box and yanked out the flashlight. I flicked on the switch and a strong yellow beam emitted from the bulb.
I released the hood latch and ran outside, opening the scalding hood carefully to let the steam puff out. When it had cleared, I played the light over the hoses and located the culprit with the split. Rather than a natural tear, the hose had been neatly sliced. 
I looked nervously up and down the road, sticking my head in the front door. “Do you still have that old tool box in here?”
“It’s in the back. But, hurry, Dad! They’re coming every two minutes now. I think the doctor was nuts. This baby really wants out! I can feel him moving down.”
“Just try to hold on a little longer.” I raced around to the back of the van and opened the door. Under the back seat was the old toolbox I’d given Freddie for emergencies. I rummaged around until my hand closed over the prize. Duct tape. A whole roll of silver duct tape. 
I grabbed a rag and ran around to the front again. The billowing steam had stopped. Balancing the flashlight on the metal chassis, I dried the sizzling, hot hose as well as possible and wrapped the tape around the fissure. It would hold for the time being.
“Dad! Please. The baby’s coming. Daddy?”
She hadn’t called me Daddy in a decade. “Just one more minute. I have to get some water for the radiator.” I frantically searched for a vessel to fill with water. 
A small stream bubbled in the ditch at the bottom of the embankment, but I found no coffee cups in the holders. No juice boxes left in the backseat. I felt underneath the seats in vain, searching for something to collect the water. The sweat dripped down my forehead and mingled with the rain on my face. 
With a start, I looked down at my Totes. I leaned against the van and tugged off my rubbers, then stumbled down the bank and submerged them in the frigid water. They filled quickly. After three more trips, I had filled the radiator with enough water to get us to the hospital. The temperature gauge dropped when I started the engine, and we sped through the dark night. 



Chapter Sixty-Six
 
Freddie wailed again from the back seat. I’d just pulled up to the emergency department entrance, and the contractions were coming every minute. 
I yanked open the doors and yelled into the busy room. “The baby’s coming! Please help.”
A nurse and attendant raced out with a gurney between them. The nurse poked her head in the van and pushed Freddie’s skirt up, assessing the situation. “Holy St. Peter. It’s crowning. Rodriguez, help me get her on the gurney. Watch out, mister, you’re in the way. Who’s her doctor?”
I jumped out of their way. “Dr. Patel. He’s supposed to meet us here.” 
They maneuvered her onto the gurney, and she cried out again, louder this time.
The nurse hollered to the desk nurse when we raced passed. “Call Sanjay Patel, now! Tell him to get down here. No time to get her up to the fourth floor. This baby’s coming out.”
A red-haired intern emerged from an exam room curtain and began to question the nurse and me as she ran alongside.  “You the husband?”
Surprised, I shook my head. “No. I’m her father.”
“Does she want you in there?”
Freddie screamed again. “Dad? Don’t leave me!”
“Uh, yeah. I guess she does.” 
A young doctor caught up with Rodriguez and took his spot on the gurney. 
“Get that man a mask and some booties. He’s coming with us.”
Rodriguez jerked open a cupboard and pulled out several blue paper items. “Hurry, man. Put these on.”
I struggled to determine how to tie the strings around my face. By the time I had put on the mask, Freddie was already in the room. I hopped up and down on each foot, trying to fit the paper booties over my shoes as I skipped along the hallway. 
“Dad! Where are you?” 
I’d never heard Freddie scream so loud, or seen her in such a state. I hadn’t been allowed in the delivery room when she’d been born. There had been complications with Elsbeth, and they’d locked me out. Harold had been there with Freddie when Johnny was born. 
The entire scene scared the hell out of me. I raced to the head of the bed to hold her hand. She squeezed with the strength of two men when the next contraction came.
Dr. Patel skidded around the corner of the door. “Mrs. Delano? Ah! There you are!”
Freddie gritted her teeth. “I’ve got to go back to my maiden name. I can’t stand being called by Harold’s name.” The scream went on forever. 
“Well, well, well. Just in time to catch the little—girl!” Dr. Patel said with a grin.
The tiny child cried out in surprise when she emerged from her mother’s body. A fine, white powder covered her delicate skin. Dr. Patel acted as though this were the most mundane moment of his life when he clipped the cord and waited for the placenta to deliver. I felt dizzy when they removed a pan of bloody fluid from the table.
A nurse laid the infant on Freddie's chest, covering her with a white blanket. 
The child's eyes and fists closed tightly and she cried vigorously. 
Freddie reached her hand around the tiny girl and stroked her soft, wet hair. Tears streamed down her face. “It's okay, little girl. Mama's here. It's okay, little darling.”
I ran the back of my hand against the baby’s soft cheeks, smiling from ear to ear, and completely overwhelmed. The baby stopped crying and blinked against the bright light.
“My baby granddaughter,” I said with a catch in my throat. “So tiny. So perfect.”
Freddie's expression changed. Her smile vanished. “Dr. Patel? Something’s happening. I’m not done.”
The doctor looked bemused. “Of course you’re done, Mrs.—” He looked between Freddie’s legs. “Okay, everybody. Second baby on the way. Keep pushing, dear.” 
I stared in shock at my daughter as she began to struggle anew. A nurse whisked the little girl from her chest and placed her in a tiny bed. Within seven minutes, the second baby girl emerged. 
Dr. Patel said, “This one has beautiful red hair.” He placed her on Freddie. 
The baby’s damp, thick hair was indeed a copper-blond. I was torn, wanting to see both grandchildren. 
The nurses worked on the first little girl, putting some medicine in her eyes and taking a blood sample from her heel. 
Dr. Patel came to the head of the bed and touched Freddie’s arm. “Nice job, well done. I’m just surprised that this one didn’t show up on the ultrasound.”
Freddie smiled weakly and finally let her head drop off to the side. She hated the idea of ultrasounds and had only one in the very beginning. Neither of us reminded the doctor of the repeated appointments she’d canceled at the end. 
She stroked the baby’s back, rubbing her hand in small circles to comfort her. Sighing happily, she glanced toward the firstborn twin, tears still streaming down her cheeks. “I’m okay, Dad. Go to her.”
Freddie’s hair lay damp against her forehead. I brushed it away from her flushed cheeks and kissed her. “Great job, baby cakes.”
I walked over to the little cart that held my oldest granddaughter. She shrieked and thrashed her arms when the nurse took footprints and attached a diminutive plastic bracelet labeled “Baby A.” 
“It’s okay, little girl. Opa’s here.” 
The nurses finished their tasks with Baby A and laid her in my arms. I carried her to Freddie, rocking her and trying to calm her. She looked up at me for a moment with her hazy, new vision and started to cry again. 
The nurse was about to remove the baby from Freddie’s chest to attend to the necessary rituals, when Freddie stopped her. “Can I hold both of them together for a minute, please?”
She still wept with joy. The nurse smiled. “Okay. Five minutes, sweetie. Why don’t you sit up so you can hold them easier?”
She lifted the back of the bed and stuffed a pillow behind Freddie’s head. I lowered the baby to Freddie’s waiting arms. Now reunited with her mother and twin sister, Baby A stopped crying and opened her eyes a slit. 
I watched my dear daughter with her two baby girls, and a second wave of emotion washed over me. I teared up. 
My family. My sweet girls. 
I wiped the moisture from my cheeks. “They are gorgeous, honey. Just like little angels.”
I reached down to each little one and held their tiny hands in mine. They simultaneously opened their fists and wrapped four fingers around each of my index fingers. I was surprised at their strength and their instincts to grip and hold.
Freddie smiled up at me, still beaming with joy. “Can you believe it, Dad? Twins! I had no idea.”
The nurse came back for the second baby girl. “It’s a double blessing.”
I leaned in close to the babies. “Welcome to the family, little girls.”



Chapter Sixty-Seven
 
By 10 A.M., the whole family had arrived at the hospital. Mrs. Pierce took Johnny to the gift shop after he visited for a few minutes with his new sisters. Camille sat on the side of the bed next to Freddie, holding one baby. Freddie held the other. 
“I still can’t believe I missed it.” She made soft squeaking noises toward the little girl in her arms.
Freddie frowned briefly. “I know. Me, too. I can’t remember we both left our phones at home. We worked so hard on all those exercises together, you know?”
“I know, but even if you hadn’t forgotten the phones, I still wouldn’t have made it in time.”
I sat in a chair in the corner, filling out the baby books Camille brought as a gift. Until Freddie chose names, I lightly penciled in “A” and “B” on the inside covers of the pink, padded books. 
The girls weighed in at four pounds thirteen ounces and five pounds five ounces. Both measured almost nineteen inches long. They each had a tiny bit of soft hair on their heads, one with brown and one with red. Freddie had already nursed them both three times, and had been receiving tips from the nurses as to how to manage the feeding schedules. 
While the two women conversed, I dozed in the chair the nurses had brought to me at 5:00 A.M. I tried to ignore the questions that bumped up against my very tired brain. 
Why had the maniac sliced the hose on Freddie’s van? Had he done the same to my car? Did he know enough about my family to know how important transportation was to us and that Freddie was about to deliver? I certainly hadn’t kept quiet about it. I’d probably told everyone I’d come in contact with over the past few weeks.
Did the anger he harbored extend beyond Camille and me, to include those in my immediate family? The thought chilled my blood. I pushed the idea away. I couldn’t handle it. I had snoozed on and off for several hours, but my eyes felt gritty. I needed more sleep.
The sound of Camille and Freddie’s conversation was soothing. They giggled and cooed and clucked to my granddaughters. I slept for about ten minutes, then opened my eyes, sat up straighter, and watched the two excited women with the babies.
Freddie’s complexion was pale. Her hair lay stringy and damp on her shoulders, but her eyes glowed brightly. 
Camille helped her brush her hair and throw on a pretty yellow bathrobe when she discovered Adam Knapp was on his way over. Siegfried was on his way to Wal-Mart to buy another bassinet and car seat, and said he’d be up later. 
I still found it difficult to believe Freddie would need two of everything. Johnny still rode in a car seat, which meant she’d have three car seats lined up in a row when she carted the babies around town. 
The girls were so tiny. Baby “A” had a red mark on her left cheek from the delivery. Baby “B” had benefited from being delivered second, since her sister had prepared the way for her. The nurses had tightly wrapped both in thin pink blankets. Their nightgowns had mittens to cover their fingernails to prevent scratching. Two pink caps covered their downy soft hair. 
Twins. Wow.
Adam walked hesitantly into the room, dressed in his police uniform, grinning when he saw Freddie. He held his hat in one hand and a bouquet of pink carnations in the other. Camille placed the second baby gently beside her mom and backed away from the bedside to give them time together.
“Two babies, Freddie?”
“Yeah. Two little girls, Adam. Who would’ve thought, huh?”
Adam moved closer and hesitantly patted the tops of their pink caps.
 “Amazing. What are you gonna call ‘em?”
“I’ve been thinking about it all morning. I don’t want them to have cutesy pie matching names, you know? Something pretty, but elegant. I want people to know they’re girls, but none of this unisex stuff.” She consulted a piece of scratch paper by the bedside. “I’ve been thinking of Vanessa Elsbeth and Celeste Madelaine. But I’m still working on it. I’m also fond of Meredith and Natalie.” 
Adam looked unsure of himself as he shuffled from foot to foot. His expression brightened when he admired the babies more closely. “Nice names. Y’know what? They look just like you. I can see your face in theirs.”
Freddie beamed. Camille tugged my arm and dragged me out the door. I heard her responding to him, clearly relieved that someone other than dear old dad had confirmed the opinion that they resembled their mother instead of their father. We walked slowly toward the corridor and I heard her say, “Would you like to hold one, Adam?”



Chapter Sixty-Eight
 
“Okay folks, quiet down.” Camille clapped her hands, and the cast and crew settled into their seats.  
“Tonight is the first night of production week. We have only three practices left to get the costumes, props, mikes, and lights ironed out and to fix the last of the acting details.” She gazed affectionately at the students. “Don’t get me wrong. The show’s gonna be a smash. You are fabulous and there’s a good chance you’ll be nominated for an award again.”
Randy emerged from the side door with his cape awry. Camille hopped down to arrange it for him, then turned back to the teens. “Thursday and Friday will be recorded. Saturday the judges will be here from the Stars of Tomorrow board.” She scanned the group of energized kids and smiled once more. “Okay, go ahead and get into your places.” 
The actors scurried backstage and the crew melted into the background in their black attire and headphones. Adam Knapp looked out from behind the curtain and gave me the thumbs up sign. I sat in the back of the theater, keeping watch. We’d double-checked the props and set. Doors were locked that needed to be locked. No one who shouldn’t be there could possibly get onto the set.
Another officer patrolled the auditorium doors and corridors surrounding the set. By Thursday night, Joe Russell had promised to join us to lend an extra hand. Between the three officers, Siegfried, and me, there should be very little opportunity for anyone to upstage our production. 
On opening night, officers would be stationed outside the dressing rooms and backstage. I would observe from the front row, during all three shows.
The orchestra began tuning up. The musicians had a few remaining rough patches to repair, but had been improving steadily and should be ready by Thursday evening. Most of the members were high school band and jazz students, but two adults from the university played the lead guitar and keyboards. 
Siegfried had offered to help with the crew, and now pushed a rolling wagon platform out from under the raised deck overhead. He arranged the chairs and tables to match their tape marks on the floor, and then disappeared behind the silver glitter curtains hanging from the platform above.
The lights went out and the hall quieted, bristling with anticipation. The orchestra began the overture. 
Someone settled in the seat beside me, but my eyes hadn’t yet adjusted to the dark.  
“Professor LeGarde?” A whiff of whisky filled the air nearby. He leaned close to my ear. “It’s me, Lou Marshall. Can I talk to you for a minute?”
I hadn’t recognized Marshall’s voice at first. The words slurred together in an alcoholic porridge. I leaned toward him and whispered. “Sure, where?”
“In my office. It’s a private matter, Professor.”
The lights went up slowly, illuminating Porter flipping burgers behind the counter. Celeste walked onto the set with her guitar case. 
“Okay, let’s go,” I said.



Chapter Sixty-Nine
 
We crept up the aisle and slipped out the door. I held it until it latched so it wouldn’t interrupt the actors on stage, and then turned to glance at Marshall. His flushed face and glazed eyes revealed the most. He stood unsteadily before me. 
“Are you okay, Marshall?” I already knew the answer, of course. 
“Do I look okay?” He scowled and abruptly motioned for me to follow, tottering toward the central office area. The lights in the hallway were off, but a small slit of light glinted from under his office door. He shoved the door open and walked to his desk, vaguely waving his hand at one of the chairs lining the wall. 
“Have a seat, Professor.”
I dragged a chair toward the desk and sat down. He opened a drawer and pulled out a bottle of Jack Daniels. Next, he filled a small paper cup and pushed it across the desk toward me. Then he filled his coffee mug halfway and took a deep swallow.
“What’s going on?” I didn’t really want the drink, but I took a sip of the burning liquid anyway, trying to make him feel comfortable. Maybe he’d open up if he considered me a friend. The fire trickled down my throat and settled in my stomach. 
“I’ll tell you what’s going on.” He tilted his chair back and nearly toppled over, caught himself, and righted the chair. “I’m being persecuted. That’s what’s going on.” He took another gulp from his mug and set it down hard on the table. 
“Persecuted?”
“Yeah. By your friends at the police station.”
Now it made sense. He must be talking about the court order to open his sealed records.
Lou leaned forward, placing both palms on his desk. “You’re pretty close to those guys, aren’t you, Gus? Joe Russell, in particular?”
I settled back in my seat. “Joe and I have become pretty good friends. What’s this all about?”
Lou sighed deeply. “I need you to ask them to back off. They’re invading a part of my life that’s been dead and buried for decades, and which has absolutely nothing to do with this fiasco, nothing to do with it! I’ve spent the last thirty-five years rebuilding my life, and those cops are about to tear down my family all over again!”
Marshall screamed the last three words and pushed his body halfway across the desk. 
Adam Knapp stepped into the doorway. “Everything okay in here, gentlemen?”
I looked at Adam, and then back at Marshall, who was beginning to sputter about prying officials.
“We’re okay for now, Adam. It’s under control.”
“Just holler if you need me,” Adam said softly, backing out the door.
“God-damned-Nosy-Parker-cops!” Marshall slurred the words together as if he was very familiar with the phrase. I suspected he’d been using it frequently over the past weeks. 
I turned back to him. “Do you want to tell me about it, Lou?”
The use of his first name brought him up cold. He stopped mumbling and looked at me with a sad, hangdog expression. Expelling a long sigh, he lowered his eyes. “If I tell you, and you agree it has nothing to do with this psycho who’s stalking Camille, will you ask them to back off?”
I looked across the table at the man who held such a prominent position in our community. He served the school well and demonstrated unwavering civic responsibility in many arenas. Lou led the Crop Walk for Hunger for the last three years, was the primary backer for the institution of the Food Pantry in Livingston County, and sponsored many a young cancer victim in Camp Good Days and Special Times. My gut feeling told me that he was a good man, a man who could be trusted.
“Okay, Lou. If it’s unrelated, I’ll ask them to back off. I can’t guarantee they will, but I’ll try my damnedest.”
Marshall nodded, laced his fingers together, and focused his bleary eyes on me. He took a deep breath. “My name isn’t Lou Marshall. Mein Name ist Heinrich Grossenmaier.” 
I had suspected the name change part, but was stunned by his switch to German. I stared at the distraught man. Grossenmaier? The name was vaguely familiar. I tossed it around in my mind, repeating it over and over again. In a few seconds, I had it. It was Elsbeth who had discussed this man with such fire when he was apprehended. Field Marshall Dieter Grossenmaier. Arrested and evicted from Latvia. Tried, convicted, and hanged the year after. The man had been hunted down due to the abominations he had inflicted on the Jews in Buchenwald. 
Buchenwald. 
The name sent shivers down my back. It was the concentration camp where Elsbeth’s mother’s family had been tortured to death. Her mother had barely survived the horrors as a child and had spent the rest of her life trying to overcome the trauma.
“Good Lord, Lou. Was Dieter Grossenmaier your father?”
Marshall nodded slowly, unable to meet my gaze. He wiped his fingers across the corners of his eyes, trying to stop the tears that puddled and threatened to spill over. “Yes. He was my father. We were born right after the war. I was the eldest of three. We were raised under the name of Wagner in Latvia and were not told of Father’s connection with the Nazis. When he was discovered in Latvia, we were all deported to Germany, where he was tried and hung. My mother moved us to America. We lived there with her sister. Shortly thereafter, a local journalist discovered our family secret, and we were “outed”, so to speak. That’s when I learned who my father really was.” Lou stopped for a moment to regain control, then went on. “My mother was killed in an anti-Nazi raid on our house. After that, my aunt and uncle changed their names to Marshall, adopted us, and moved the family to Chicago. We became American citizens and started over. I attended college in Rochester and met my wife Daisy during senior year.” He stopped again and met my eyes with burning honesty. “I’ve been trying to atone for that bastard’s crimes ever since.”
“Oh my God, Lou.” 
He shot a panicked look at me. “She doesn’t know about all this, Gus. Daisy doesn’t know I’m the son of a filthy Nazi.”
My heart twisted for the man sitting before me. His obsession with philanthropy was now self-evident. “Okay, Lou. Take it easy. I understand. I really do. Let’s see if we can convince Russell to drop the court order and let sleeping dogs lie, okay?”
Marshall looked at me as if he wasn’t sure he could believe me. He looked ready to pass out. 
I got up and went to his side of the desk. “C’mon, buddy. Let’s get you home. You’re in no shape to drive, anyway.” I helped the unsteady man into his overcoat and walked with him out to the lobby. 
Adam joined us and looked at me curiously. “Is he okay?” he mouthed from across the room. 
I left Lou’s side for a minute and spoke to Adam as quietly as possible. “He’s had a little too much to drink, Adam. I’m driving him home. He’s got some pretty heavy baggage to carry, and it’s really tearing him up inside.”
“Is it about the murder, Gus? Did you learn anything useful?”
I looked back at the miserable man who slumped against the wall. “No, Adam. It’s not about the murder; it’s got nothing to do with it. He’s not our man. Matter of fact, he’s one of the good guys.”



Chapter Seventy
 
On the day of opening night, I left the university early and drove to Palmer’s Fish Market in Rochester to buy scallops for dinner. The trip was always worth the drive. On the drive back to East Goodland on Route 390, I turned up the volume on the radio.
“Expect more of the same this afternoon. Snow showers, up to six inches in the northeast corridor along Lake Ontario. Whiteouts and strong winds will prevail. Temperatures will fall into the teens by evening, with wind chills below zero. Button up, Rochester, winter’s coming! This is Bartholomew Chancellor, from the WRLN Weather Center, saying it’s gonna be a cuddle-up-with-your-sweetie-night.”
I reached over to turn off the radio.
What a forecast for opening night. Wind chills of below zero. 
The air temperature had finally warmed in the Outback, although the wipers struggled to clear the snow that pelted and smeared against the cold windshield. I flipped the switch back to defrost, slid off my hood, removed my leather gloves, and checked the time on the console. It was quarter to three. 
I mentally reviewed the schedule for the rest of the day. Home by three-thirty, dinner with Camille and family at four-thirty, drive to the school by six, curtain opens at eight. A flutter of nerves danced in my stomach. 
The sun burst from a cluster of clouds on the western horizon. Shafts of light played over the sugarcoated landscape with heavenly promise. I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw a swirling black veil hovering over Rochester. The landscape brightened considerably as I traveled south along the slippery road. Broad expanses of rolling fields flanked the expressway. The corn and wheat had been harvested months before, and the earth lay barren, waiting for the sweet warmth of spring. 
Small white tornadoes of sparkling snow whirled across the fields. Dozens of mini-cyclones twisted like manic tumbleweeds, flying over the frozen turf. I watched in fascination, plowing through the white drifts that had collected in irregular frequencies between bare patches of pavement. 
A strong gust of wind pummeled the car and pushed it into the passing lane. I struggled to bring it back into the travel lane and gripped the wheel for the rest of the ride home.
After thirty minutes of battling the snow and wind, I finally turned off the highway. Conesus Lake shimmered from the southeast. A bundle of tumultuous clouds rolled over the valley that cradled the long, narrow body of water. From my high vantage point on the crest of the hill, I could see contrasting patches of black sky next to blue. I figured the bizarre condition was due to a localized lake effect. I stared at the remarkable sky painting; my fingers itching for a camera. 
The cell phone rang, startling me out of my trance. “Yes?”
“Hi, Gus. Almost home?” Camille’s voice bubbled with excitement.
“I’m just turning onto Lakeville-Goodland Road. Be there in exactly eight minutes.”
“Should we start the potatoes? Mrs. Pierce said you wanted the little red ones in the skins?”
I glanced at the package of scallops that lay on the car seat beside me.
“Good idea. I’ve got three pounds of fresh bay scallops. They look unbelievable. Just slice the potatoes in their skins and put them under the broiler with a little butter and paprika. I’ll pan fry the scallops when I get home and we can pull together a salad and some green beans if you’d like. Let’s keep it simple, okay?”
“Sounds good to me, Gus. I’m so excited!”
“Me, too. By the way, did you remember your photo albums? Johnny’s really looking forward to the pictures.”
We both had decided to share some quiet time with the family before bustling off to the show.
“I’m looking at them as we speak. Pictures of me, when I was young, and Shelby’s baby pictures.” Her voice cracked a little. I knew it was hard for her to talk about Shelby's life before the accident, but she seemed ready to share, and I’d encouraged her, hoping it would be healing for her.
“Okay, great. See you in a few minutes, Camille.”
“You bet. Love ya, Gus.”
“Love you, too,” I said to the dial tone.



Chapter Seventy-One 
 
We sat around the trestle table in the dining room and sipped coffee. The were out of this world. Flavor burst from their light, crunchy coating with an agonizingly delicious taste that transported me back to summers in Maine. 
Lobster rolls. Sandy feet. Suntan lotion.

We all looked longingly at the empty platter, having collectively decided I should bring home four pounds instead of three next time.
Johnny squirmed down from his high chair and made a beeline to Camille’s side. “Is it time?” He gave her an impish grin.
“For what, sweetie?” She rubbed his back and leaned toward him. 
“I wanna see da baby. Opa said you have baby who’s been sleepin’ for long time.”
I exchanged sad smiles with Siegfried. Camille had told him about Shelby the previous weekend.
“Well, Johnny, she’s not a baby anymore, but she has been sleeping for a long, long time. Would you like to look at the pictures now?”
Johnny nodded vigorously, his long locks bouncing.
I gently pulled Camille aside. “Are you sure you want to do this?” I circled my arms around and leaned down to kiss her lips. 
She kissed me back and then slid her arms around my waist, laying her head against my chest. “I’m sure. It will be good for me, you know, to talk about her and keep those early memories of her alive.” She looked up at me wistfully, and then smiled through shimmering eyes. 
I hugged her and leaned down into her softly scented curls. “I just worry about you.” 
“I know, Gus. I’m glad you do.”
We parted slowly and walked into the great room. The family assembled on the couch around Camille. Freddie and Mrs. Pierce had just returned from taking the babies up to their bedroom for their evening baths and bedtime rituals. I sat on one side of Camille and Johnny sat on Freddie’s lap. Mrs. Pierce settled into the Lincoln rocker with her crocheting, and Siegfried pulled an armchair up to the coffee table across from us. 
“Okay. Well, then, let’s start with the Shelby book.” Camille opened a red bound album. Her voice quivered. “Here’s Shelby when she was just born.” She pointed to a tiny infant in a car seat. 
Johnny sat up straight and looked at the photo with interest. 
Camille turned the page. “And here she is at her first birthday party. Do you like her cake, Johnny? It had kitties on it.”
Johnny slid from his mother’s lap and moved closer to the picture. He ran his fingers over the picture of the cake. “Mmm. Yum. Is it all gone?”
Camille laughed and hugged Johnny’s shoulders. “Well, the cake’s been gone for a long time, but I could make you one just like it if it's okay with your mother.”
Johnny looked happily at Camille. “Now?”
“Well, not today. But how about next week some time, after the show’s over?”
“Okay. Who’s dat?” He pointed to a picture in the book.
“That’s Shelby when she was older. Just before she went to sleep nine years ago.”
Johnny looked confused. “How many nights is dat?” he asked.
Siegfried sat forward without a second’s hesitation and answered, “Drei tausend, zwei hundert, funfundachzig.” He shook his head as if in apology. “I mean, three thousand, two hundred and eighty-five.” 
Johnny’s mouth dropped open. I looked across the table to my gentle friend, remembering the math genius he’d been at twelve. Brief spurts of the pre-accident Siegfried occasionally burst forth, usually when we least expected it.
“Will she wake up soon?” Johnny asked. 
He turned his head up to me, but before I could answer, Siegfried looked off in the distance and whispered. 
“Ja. She comes back soon.”
I had told Camille about Siegfried’s occasional premonitions. He would often predict the outcome of a situation based on his intuitive nature. He had proven to be correct more often than not. 
Siegfried tossed his ponytail over his shoulders and smiled broadly at Camille and Johnny. “We hope. We hope the little girl wakes up soon. Nicht wahr?” 
“Right.” I squeezed Camille’s hand. 
She squeezed back. “We sure do.” With a brave smile, she flipped to the next page in the album, taking us through the years of pre-school and kindergarten. As always, Johnny asked a thousand questions, and before we knew it, it was time to head up to the school.
 



Chapter Seventy-Two
 
When we reached the school that night, we parked and headed through the falling snow toward the school. Right in front of the entrance a patrol car idled with Joe Russell and Adam Knapp inside. He’d told me earlier that by parking his patrol car right out front, he hoped to deter our would-be murderer from daring to misbehave on opening night.
Joe lowered his window. “Big night tonight, huh?”
Camille leaned toward him. “Hi guys. Yeah, we finally made it to opening night.”
Adam raised a hand in greeting. “Camille, Gus. Break a leg.”
Camille smiled. “That’s what we say in show biz. Thanks, Adam.”
Joe added his well wishes, cautioning us yet again. “Be careful. Remember the game plan. Report anything that strikes you as weird or different.”
“We will, Joe. We’re going to head in now, it’s freezing out here.” I shouted against the windy gale. 
“We’ll be in soon. Just wanted to see who’s arriving and let them see us.” Joe gave us a mock salute. “See you inside.”
Siegfried pulled up in Harold’s Jeep and parked near the building. After the show, Camille and I planned to make a short appearance at the cast party. Siegfried had decided not to go—mostly based on his shy nature—so he drove separate from us in the vehicle that he’d basically inherited from Freddie’s murderous ex-husband. Together, we hurried toward the building, heading for the stage door instead of the lobby so we could get inside faster.
We scuffled with the metal door, fighting the wind. Finally, we entered, secured the door, and turned on the lights. Frank and Jonesy appeared minutes later, mops in hand.
“All cleaned up and ready to go?” Camille asked.
Frank bowed with pride. “Yes, Miss Coté. The lobby floor is sparklin’. You could eat off that floor.”  
Jonesy snickered beside him, apparently taking great pleasure in his cohort’s joke.
Within fifteen minutes, the entire cast and crew had assembled in the chorus room filled with tables, chairs, wigs, costumes, and makeup kits. The air felt electrified. Jittery students began to apply makeup and comb their hair into sixties-style hairdos, laughing and chatting with each step. 
I wandered out to the lobby just in time to see two more uniformed officers arrive.
Joe briefed the men gathered around him. “Marvin? You cover the back entrance. Peter? Front entrance and lobby. Gus, stage front. Back stage and cat walks, Adam and Siegfried. I’m going to wander between all of your stations and make the rounds up and down the corridors, okay?”
We all agreed. I fingered the radiophone Joe had handed me. Press to talk. Release to listen. 
My cell vibrated. I slid it out of my jeans pocket and checked the display. My heart sank. It was home.
I excused myself and swiped the screen. “Hello?” 
Mrs. Pierce sounded tense when she answered, “Oh, Gus. I'm so glad you answered.”
“Adelaide, what’s wrong?”
“I’m sorry to bother you. The horses are running all over the yard. The fence is down near the barn. I’m afraid they’re going to run down to the road and cause an accident. Freddie is bathing the babies upstairs and can’t leave them. And I don’t trust myself with two little ones in the tub and Johnny running—”
“Don’t worry about it, Adelaide. I’ll send Siegfried straight home. We have almost two hours until show time. He’ll round them up and lock them in the barn.”
“Oh my goodness! The brown one just ran into the path by the woods. I hope she stops before she gets to the road!”
“Don’t worry.” I was equally worried about Maggie galloping down the trail and colliding with a truck on the other end. “Siegfried’s on his way. Just stay inside with Johnny, okay?”
Siegfried had already come to my side.
“Professor? Was ist los?” His brow knotted and his eyes danced with worry.
“The horses are out. Can you run home and catch them, Sig? Just lock them in their stalls until tomorrow. We’ll figure out how they got out later.”
“Ja. I’m going. I’ll be back soon.”
When I turned back to the group of officers, Joe’s radio buzzed.
He walked away from the noise to answer the call. His face darkened.
Adam’s radio went off at the same time. Joe exchanged a worried look with Adam, who began talking into his mike. When he signed off, his face drained of color. He and Joe spoke urgently for a minute.
“Walk with me,” Joe barked and gestured toward me, striding toward the lobby.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Bomb scare at the nursing home. Gotta evacuate over one hundred elderly folks in this bitter cold. They need every available hand.”
Adam looked shocked. “Nursing home? I just got a report that there’s been a bomb threat at the police station, Joe. They’ve called in an explosives expert to examine an apparent bomb that’s been placed at the back door of the station. They said it looks like enough TNT to blow the whole building up.”
“What the...” Joe stuttered for a moment, unable to comprehend two such heinous events occurring in his peaceful town. He looked up at me. “I’m sorry, Gus. We have to go. Keep your eyes open, my friend. The whole town’s gone nuts.”
Before I could voice my deep misgivings, every police officer on watch vanished into the snowy night. 



Chapter Seventy-Three
 
I walked back to the chorus room, wondering how in just five minutes our powerful security team had been reduced to one man: me. On top of the loss of manpower, I had no weapon.
Shaking my head in disbelief, I skirted around Jonesy and sat down at the piano to process the information.
The nursing home. The police station. Whoever he was, how had he done it?
Molly Frost joined me on the bench, tapping my shoulder. “Professor LeGarde? Could we please run ‘Woodstock’ a few more times? The girls are a little nervous about that middle section.”
I dragged myself from my dark thoughts and turned to her. “Sure, Molly.” Her arm cast was gone. She wore patched, faded bellbottoms, an embroidered blouse, and a white suede, long-fringed vest. When she moved, the beads that Agnes Bigelow had sewn onto the fringe glistened and clattered. 
Orange granny glasses had been fitted with her own prescription and her hair was permed to fluff it up in cascades of wild curls down her back, parted on the side. She wore a silver locket shaped like a half moon, with small red rubies and pearls encrusted along the edge of the crescent. Reportedly, it was her mother’s when she was a young girl in the late sixties. Sterling silver rings of various designs graced her fingers and on top of the vest, she wore five strings of crystal beads. A strange thrill trickled through me as I was momentarily transported to my own youth. The outfit reminded me of those that Elsbeth had worn after we “adopted” our own flower child in the sixties. It was pleasantly eerie. 
“Professor? Should I call the other girls over?”
“Sure thing. Let’s do this.” 
Unbidden, worry clenched my stomach. I glanced around uneasily, shuffling through the sheet music.
Is he watching? Is he waiting in the wings? Will he do something to disrupt the show? What if he’s hidden a bomb under the stage? Or plans to start a fire?
God forbid...
I set aside my fears for the moment and realized, for the time being, I was probably best able to protect the group from within the room where they were all gathered. 
Molly motioned to Lisa and Candy. They both trotted to the piano, ducking under the ladder Jonesy had dragged into the middle of the room. 
At the top, he unscrewed a burned out bulb. “Watch out there, girls. It's bad luck to walk under a ladder,” he said with a chuckle. 
The girls looked up at him and shrugged, evidently unconcerned about such superstitions. 
I glanced up, surprised to hear him say anything. Jonesy normally was pretty quiet. 
He casually screwed in a fresh light bulb and slowly climbed down the ladder, collapsing it and dragging it toward the back storage area.
Candy Price wore a bright red-and-green plaid jumper with white knee socks and sensible brown shoes. Her character, Minnie Shaw, begrudgingly wears her Catholic school outfit during the day, but secretly longs to escape to Woodstock for an idealized Bohemian life. There wasn’t much Camille could do to change her short, red curly hair, so rather than put a wig on her, Camille had pinned little bows into her hair. She also wore heavy, black-rimmed glasses. 
Lisa, in her role as waitress/Broadway wannabe, Rikki Mudd, was dressed in a pink uniform with white shoes and short, white socks over nylons. She wore a marvelous pair of heavy, red plastic glasses sparkling with mini-rhinestones. The frames turned up into garish cat-eyes. Her hair was pulled back into a hair net that formed a ball at the back of her neck. 
I played the introduction, and Molly began to sing. 
 
“It’s calling my name,
Woodstock…
It drives me insane 
Woodstock…
We’ll build an empire 
In Woodstock…
Released from this mire
Please, Woodstock…
 
Lisa and Candy joined in, singing the refrain that featured the troublesome harmony. 
 
And there ain’t no Establishment in Woodstock.
No, there ain’t no Establishment in Woodstock.
   
Lisa took over and sang her stanza.
 
We’ll set our roots down
In Woodstock…
In the magical town
Of Woodstock…
We’ll know only love
In Woodstock…
And worship the dove 
In Woodstock…
 
The girls joined in again.
 
And there ain’t no Establishment in Woodstock.
No, there ain’t no Establishment in Woodstock.

 
A chill ran down my spine. Their young voices intertwined in gorgeous harmony. They’d mastered it, and I smiled at each in turn. “Excellent job, ladies. That was perfect.”
They beamed at each other, their eyes shining in pre-show excitement. They floated back to their makeup stations.
Nelson Santos had donned a long blonde wig and wrapped a paisley shawl around his waist like a skirt. He moved from actor to actor, spoof-singing and prancing around the room. 
 
Spirit me away
Take me in your arms
Keep me safe from harm
Spirit me away
Show me how to love you
 
He grabbed Randy, pretended to examine him from head to toe, tossed him aside, and started on Maurice.
 
You look through me
As if I weren't here
Invisible always
No one sees my tears
I've just wanted you
To look behind the mask
To see the love that shines
You only have to ask
 
He rejected Maurice, sighed loudly, and moved onto the next victim, continuing his song. 
The cast laughed uncontrollably with tears running down their faces. 
Nelson minced from group to group, singing in his falsetto voice, pretending to search for the perfect, elusive boy to “spirit him away.” Apparently finding none, he removed the wig and handed the shawl back to Takeema with a huge sigh. 
She leaned over to him and kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t worry, Nelson. One of these days, you’ll find your dream boy.”
“Promises, promises,” said Nelson, skipping over to Molly’s side. 
Jonesy muttered to himself and began to re-mop the entrance to the chorus room.
I wondered about his obsession for cleanliness and noticed he’d placed orange cones in the hallway to discourage people from walking on the slippery floor. Does he have some form of pre-show jitters like the students? Does he deal with his nerves by cleaning and re-cleaning the floors? It was entirely possible. 
Agnes Bigelow perched on a stool, applying the final touches to Lisa’s makeup. She looked unusually peaceful. I wondered if she had experienced another pharmaceutical adjustment. 
Randy Sherman held up his black leather jumpsuit and frowned. “Holy shnykees! There’s a rip in my costume. My butt’s gonna hang out all over the stage. Who can fix this?”
Agnes looked up and meekly raised her hand. “I can help you, son,” she said. “Bring it over here.”
Camille smiled at Agnes, thanked her, and raised a can of hair spray to Maurice’s head. “Now sit still and cover your eyes, Porter. Hold your breath.” She sprayed the cloud of noxious fumes around Maurice’s hair until she was satisfied that it would hold. Gagging and coughing, Maurice pretended to fall down from the chemical assault. He lay still for a minute and then popped his head up. “I’m dying here. Doesn’t anybody care?”
One of his cohorts walked over and pretended to kick him. “Yup, he’s dead. Hey Miss C., I’ll take his part. I know all of his songs.”
I checked my watch as the students continued to joke with each other. Twenty past six. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Jonesy return from the back corridor where he had stowed the mop and pail. He moved more swiftly than usual with a purposeful look in his eyes. Swiveling around, he closed the doors to the backstage area, placing a steel bar through the door handles. 
I wondered if he was trying to keep non-production folks out of the area before the show began. 
As if galvanized to action, he raced to the front door and did the same thing. 
Both sets of doors were now barred from the inside. 
Before I could raise my voice above the din of student's voices to ask what he was doing, he reached under the music cabinet and drew out a long, sniper rifle.
I froze for a millisecond, and my brain finally connected the dots. 
Jonesy.
No longer paralyzed, I lunged toward him. I was nearly upon him when he twisted around and shoved the muzzle into my chest.
“Back off!” he howled. Raising the rifle to the catwalk, he fired once.
The cast screamed. 
He fired again, then turned and aimed the gun at Camille. “Shut the hell up, you morons! One more sound from you, and I’ll blow your director to pieces.”
He turned to me, shouting directions. “Open the cabinet and take out the duct tape. Now!”



Chapter Seventy-Four
 
The guy was serious. I saw his finger twitch on the trigger. He was nuts. Clearly nuts. And he had the gun aimed at Camille.
I glanced at her terror-stricken face. She motioned for me to follow his directions, and although I wasn’t sure it was the right move, I had no idea how to disarm a madman.
I raced to the cabinet. Jerking open the door, I found three rolls of duct tape on top of the music scores. I grabbed one and walked stiffly toward Jonesy.
“Hurry up!” he shouted. “Don’t waste time, Professor. The game’s about to begin.”
His eyes were alight with maniacal fire, and his words—especially when he addressed me by my title—dripped with venom. 
Is he on something?
Like a stage curtain slowly revealing the set, his face twisted from eager anticipation to loathing. He glared at me and grumbled something unintelligible, motioning toward the students with his rifle. “Tape their hands together. Start with the boys. If one person gets loose, LeGarde, they’ll be the first to die. Got it?”
Camille lost it. She screamed and ran toward him. “Why are you doing this? They’re just kids, for God’s sake!”
“Just kids? Well, that’s too bad.” He shoved her sideways, viciously twisting her arm. “I’ll deal with you in a minute, my lovely.”
Without thinking, I launched myself at him, dragging him away from Camille. The gun went off, and a bullet embedded in the wall. 
Somehow, he twisted deftly out of my grip and faced me once again with the gun barrel inches from my face. “Back off, hero. Over there, finish the job I gave you.”
My stomach twisted. What the hell does he want? 
Reluctantly,
I began to tape Randy’s wrists together, hoping Jonesy wouldn’t catch on that I’d taped them in front so he’d have a better chance of escaping. 
With frequent prodding from the tip of Jonesy’s rifle, I worked on securing the boys’ hands. He walked around the room, swinging his weapon from side to side, pointing it at each student as if trying to decide which one to shoot first. 
When he got to Lisa, Agnes Bigelow emitted a thin howl and shrieked, pushing her daughter behind her. “What do you want? These kids haven’t hurt you! Why are you doing this?”
Jonesy shot a steely glance at her. He slowly raised the rifle to her face, sneering at her from behind the scope. “You!” He sneered at her. “You, I’d like to do first. One more word out of you and I’ll shoot your snotty kid.” 
Lisa squealed, hanging onto her mother. Agnes’ face drained of color but she didn’t back down. She stretched out her arms with palms facing backward as if to protect her daughter. 
Jonesy ripped a piece of duct tape from the roll in my hand, grinned wickedly, and plastered the tape over Agnes’ mouth. Her wild eyes rolled and she backed away from him, pushing Lisa toward the wall.
“Good,” Jonesy said. “Now, any more troublemakers wanna challenge me?” 
I wanted to bash his head in with the butt of his rifle, but I needed to wait for the right moment. If an ill-timed move on my part got one of the kids killed, I’d never forgive myself. I watched and waited.
Molly and Takeema whimpered and held each other. The boys stood together in an uncertain cluster beside them, their hands taped in front of them. Fear etched their faces, eerily emphasized by the theatrical makeup. Their eyes widened and color bled from their complexions. A few shot menacing glances toward Jonesy, but I warned them with my eyes. They could be the first to be killed if the lunatic felt threatened. 
I finished taping the boys’ hands and turned to Jonesy. “The girls won’t give you any trouble. Can’t they just sit down quietly over here against the wall?”
“Already trying to negotiate, huh?” He sneered at me, and his glance traveled over each of the quaking young women, apparently inspecting them for signs of courage. He tapped his finger against his chin, searching their faces. His snake-like eyes moved swiftly back and forth under half-closed lids.
Without warning, he ran at the girls huddled in a group by the piano, pointing the gun at them. “Move!”
They scuttled toward the wall and collapsed onto the floor with the other girls. The older students pushed the seventh graders behind them, shuddering and weeping while Jonesy waved the rifle in the air.
“If one of you moves, I’ll shoot the girl next to you. Got it?” He smiled at the trembling group. 
They whimpered quietly, their eyes filled with fear.
“Got it?” he screamed again, placing the rifle against Takeema’s temple.
The girls screamed “yes” and madly bobbed their heads. He turned and marched to the front of the room. Takeema’s legs buckled and she slumped against Molly.
“You, Mr. Boyfriend! Get back up here. You’re part of the game, you high and mighty bastard.”
He grabbed Camille, pushing her into the chair behind the desk. I tried to catch her eyes to comfort her in some way, but he blocked her. 
Jonesy’s cruel eyes glittered. He dragged a stool toward the front of the room. 
I met him halfway and he raised the rifle to my face. 
“Sit!” he commanded.
I rested one hip on the stool, just a few feet from Camille. 
She stared at Jonesy, her eyes reflecting horror. 
He grabbed the back of her chair, wheeled it out from the desk, and rolled her to the front of the room. He stopped for a moment, lifted her dark curls and held them up to his face, inhaling and rubbing the hair across his cheek. “Smells nice, Camille. What kind of shampoo do you use? Oh, wait a minute! I know, because I’ve been in your bathroom. Wasn’t it strawberry?”
Camille’s hand flew to her mouth. He turned back to his captive “audience” and began to speak.
“Well, now. Things are going smoothly, aren’t they? Too bad all of your police friends are going to be busy for a long time, tonight, eh? Don’t expect any help from them soon. Delicious, isn’t it?” Jonesy cackled, reveling in the idea. 
“Where’s Frank?” I asked.
“I ask the questions, Professor,” he snapped. “He’s outta commission for a while, the nosy bastard. Almost as nosy as that freakazoid, Cindi.”
Camille mouthed Cindi’s name in my direction. I tried to keep him talking to draw his attention away from Camille and the kids.
“Jonesy, let us help you,” I said, trying to calm him. “What do you want? I’m sure we can get it for you.”
He walked toward me, smiling maliciously. “Is that so, LeGarde? Is that so? Well, excellent. Because you already have what I want.” 



Chapter Seventy-Five
 
Jonesy turned with a flourish back to Camille. “Let’s start with the rules, shall we? The game is about to begin. I ask the questions of you,” he leered inches from Camille’s face, and then pointed to me. “He gets the punishment or reward.” He waved a finger in the air. “Depending on your answers, of course.”
My heartbeat quickened. Jonesy’s mustache twitched in delight when he said punishment. 
“Question number one,” he screamed suddenly. “What happened to you, Camille, during your college years at Simmons?”
Camille’s face went blank. She answered in a near-whisper. “I earned my master’s degree in Psychology?” 
Jonesy bleated like a buzzer on a game show. “Aaaannnntttt! Wrong answer.” He strode toward me and slammed the rifle stock into my shoulder. Sharp pain radiated down to my fingertips.
The students cried out with renewed terror, their voices shrill with fear. 
Jonesy snarled at them, and they whimpered more quietly. He turned to the teens. “Sorry, my fault. I forgot to tell you. There’s a penalty for audience assistance. Three penalties and someone gets shot.” His eyes raked the group of quaking youngsters. “You! Nancy-pants. Get over here.”
The crowd parted, and Nelson walked to the front of the group. He closed his eyes, speaking in a surprisingly calm voice. “Go ahead, shoot me. Just get it over with.”
Jonesy pointed the rifle at him. “Bam!” he cackled. “You’re dead. Ha, Ha, Ha. Nope, not yet. Get your skinny butt over here, boy. I need an assistant.”
Nelson’s eyes widened and he scurried to the blackboard where Jonesy held out a piece of yellow chalk. Nelson tried to take it, but his taped wrists made it impossible. Jonesy reached down to his right boot and drew out an evil-looking, serrated knife. I realized now that if our school had followed the trend of the city schools, items like the rifle and knife would have been caught at the metal detectors. But who could ever have imagined such weapons showing up in Livingston County, where we hardly ever locked our doors and slept peacefully through each night?
Nelson closed his eyes while Jonesy sliced through the duct tape and freed his hands.
“Okay. You mark the penalties. Hurry up, or I’ll give you another penalty, Vanna.”
Nelson quickly scribbled “Penalties” on the board, underlined it, and placed one hash mark beneath it. His hand shook as he wrote. When he was done, he leaned against the wall for support.
“Good.” Jonesy turned to Camille. “Okay. Since you didn’t get the first answer, I’ll give you clue number one.” He moved closer and leaned into her face, fingering her hair and stroking her cheek with his free hand. He ran his fingers down her chest, purposefully lingering over her breasts. 
I twitched on the stool, aching to smash him against the wall, but he now pressed the knife tip against her cheek and I couldn’t risk him cutting her.
“What happened to you during your college years that terrified you?” He moved away from her and smiled with pleasure at his audience.
Camille’s eyes registered understanding, and her jaw dropped. Her complexion turned ashen. “The break-in?” She quickly folded her arms to protect herself from his roaming fingers.
Jonesy nodded and grinned. An evil glimmer danced in his half-closed eyes. “Tell the audience what happened.”
Camille shuddered. “A man broke into my dorm room.” She took a deep breath and lowered her eyes. “He cut off my hair while I was sleeping.”
Jonesy grabbed her hair in one hand, twisting hard. The knife had gone back into his boot, but one finger remained on the rifle trigger. 
I held the stool seat harder, forcing myself to wait for the right moment.
“What else? Don’t you remember any of the good details, my pet?”
She winced and nodded. “Y-yes.”
He let her go and stepped back, prodding her with the tip of the rifle. “Go ahead. Tell us about it.”
“I…I woke up to find him standing over me with a knife.” She looked down toward the knife in Jonesy’s boot. A single tear ran down her face. “I thought he was going to kill me, but he leaned down, kissed me, laughed, and disappeared out the window.”
The kids gasped, whispers of horror passing through the group.
I stared at her with my heart pounding, wondering why she’d never told me.
“Good job, you remembered, didn’t you? Did you ever wonder what happened to your lovely ponytail?” Jonesy laughed heartily, enjoying the moment. 
Camille whispered, “Yes.”
He reached inside his shirt pocket and pulled out a large plastic bag. Inside was a curly dark ponytail, wrapped with a pink ribbon.
“That was you?” Camille recoiled, looking at him with renewed horror. “But why me? I didn’t even know you.”
He froze, leaning into her face. “You knew me, all right, you uppity princess.” Turning to the audience, he shouted, “Next question!” He switched to a singsong game-show-host-voice and grinned. “Now, here’s an easy one. What high school did you attend?”
Camille answered automatically. “Willow Central.”
“Good job, you got that one right.” His face twisted in mock concern; he turned toward the teens. “Hey, where’s the applause?” He walked to the group of girls who huddled on the floor. “Hello, girls, you have a new job. The boy’s hands are kinda tied right now—Ha, ha, ha!” He paused, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “Every right answer, you clap. Understood?” 
The girls didn’t move. 
His face darkened. “Now!” 
They put their hands together and clapped softly, still crying.
“Good.” He sauntered back to Camille. “Now. Next question. What was the name of my high school?” His voice took on an unpleasant edge when he asked the question. 
Camille looked at me. Fear crept into her eyes. “How could I know that?” she whispered in a shaking voice.
“Time’s running out. Five, four, three, two, one. Aaaannnntttt.”
Jonesy was about to thrust the butt of the rifle into my ribs. I reached out and tried to grab it, but he maneuvered away from me, swiveled into a crouch, and instantly delivered a painful kick to my stomach. 
It knocked me off the stool. Air rushed from my lungs. I doubled over in pain, wondering where he’d learned such skills.
“Interference,” he screamed. “Penalty for interference!”
He turned to Nelson who reluctantly scribed another hash mark on the board.  
“Next time you try that, you big, freakin’ hero, I’ll kill your lady-love over there. Got it?” He leaned close to me, his eyes burning into mine. 
I nodded and got back on the stool. I had to be more careful. The guy had more skills than I’d given him credit for. 
He reached inside his shirt pocket and brought out a bottle of pills. Flipping open the cap, he tossed several down his throat. Satisfied, he re-pocketed them and turned back to Camille.
The outer door shook as someone tried to enter. A loud knocking followed. 
Lou Marshall’s voice echoed in the hall. “Hello! How are you folks doing in there?”



Chapter Seventy-Six
 
Jonesy put a finger to his lips and looked wildly around the room. He dragged Camille from her seat and rammed the point of the rifle into her back. 
“Say everything’s going fine and that you’ll open the doors when the cast finishes dressing. Tell him to go away. If you aren’t convincing, I’ll open the door and shoot him.” He followed her to the door and kept the rifle at her back.
She leaned against the door, speaking clearly. “Everything’s fine in here. Is that you, Mr. Marshall? The kids are still dressing and we’re reviewing some final scenes. Can you please keep everyone away for a while? We need quiet to get ready, okay?”
Marshall sounded disappointed. “Okay, Miss Coté. It’s too early for arrivals yet, anyway. I’ll just be in my office if you need anything.”
Camille slumped against the door, hanging onto the handle. “Thanks, Mr. Marshall.”
Jonesy grabbed her arm and dragged her back to the chair. “Nice work. I may give you a bonus round for that. You get one free wrong answer, how about that? Can be used at any time during the game.” Smiling, Jonesy walked toward me. “See, I’m not the monster you think I am.”
He assumed his game host voice again. “Okay. Same question. You get a clue with this one, since you missed it last time. What high school did I attend whose school colors were maroon and white?”
Camille looked up in sudden understanding. “Our school colors were maroon and white. Did you go to Willow, Jonesy?” 
“Good job, the lady gets a prize. Applause! But the game’s not over yet.” He paraded in front of the room, trotting from side to side holding the rifle above his head.  
Camille spoke up. “I didn’t know you then, Jonesy. Did you graduate before me?”
His face blackened. “You knew me, you snotty little princess. You knew me. Next question!” he screamed, becoming more agitated. “What happened during my senior prom?”
She looked vacantly at him. “I didn’t go to any proms in high school, Jonesy. How could I know what happened?”
“Aaaannnntttt!” Jonesy slammed the rifle into my back before I could brace myself. Pain radiated up my spine and flamed in my neck.
Maurice shouted in protest and ran toward me. He moved awkwardly, with his taped hands held in front of him. 
“Do you want a penalty, fat-boy?” screamed Jonesy. “Three strikes and you’re out!”
Maurice backed away, mouthing the words I’m sorry.
My back burned from the blow, but I caught my breath and tried to ignore it. Where the hell is Siegfried? He should be back by now. He’ll know something is wrong. He’ll get the police. What had Jonesy done to keep him away? I began to worry in earnest about my family and animals.
Jonesy strutted to the front of the room, sidling up to Camille. “Okay! This is
going well, now, isn’t it? Bet you never thought a janitor could upstage your fancy little show, did you? Ha!” He barked a lecherous laugh, running his hand down Camille’s arm. “Still so pretty,” he whispered. He moved her hair back and ran the tip of his tongue along the rim of her ear. He’d drawn his knife out again, and held it to her throat.
I shuddered, boiling with rage. It was all I could do to stay put, knowing what he was doing to her. Humiliated, I fumed on my seat. 
“You don’t remember me yet, do you, princess?”
She looked up at him, trying to reason with him. “I don’t remember anyone who was named Jones in my school. Are you sure you don’t have me confused with someone else?”
He snarled at her and walked back to the music cabinet, picking up a small wooden box. He lifted the lid, withdrew a yellowed greeting card, and then thrust it into her hands.
“What kind of card is that, princess?”
She answered quickly. “It’s a Valentine.”
“Excellent! Now open it.”
She flipped open the card.
“Read it. Let’s read it to the whole class, shall we? Why shouldn’t you all suffer with me?”
Camille began to read in a tremulous voice.
 
My dear Camille,
I adore you, sweet princess.
Please come to the Senior Prom with me?
Without you, I am nothing.
Monty





 





She stared at Jonesy. “Monty?” Recognition dawned in her eyes.
“Cecil Jones Montague, at your service, madam.”



Chapter Seventy-Seven
 
Jonesy made a mock bow in her direction. “What’s wrong? Are you looking for a head of curly blond hair? I lost it all by the time I was thirty. Glasses too thick? What if I take them off, recognize me now, princess?” He leered at her.
“Yes,” she said quickly, “I recognize you, Monty.”
“Next question!” he bellowed. “What did you do with the Valentine, princess?”
She lowered her eyes and her voice softened. “I gave it back to you.”
“Correct! And how did you answer my question?”
“I said no, that I didn’t want to go to the prom with you.”
“Correct! But how did you deliver this juicy piece of news, princess?”
“I don’t remember,” she said timidly.
“Aaaannnntttt!” he shrieked, elbowing me in the jaw.
I tasted salty blood where he smashed my cheek against my teeth.
“I’ll remind you, Miss Prissy Princess. You told me in front of three of your giggling girlfriends that you would never go out with the likes of me. That you had no interest in me, and that I needed to leave you alone!” His voice cracked as he continued in a lamenting wail. “I loved you. I poured my heart out to you. You were my life. I lived to see you everyday. I worshipped you.” 
Camille’s cheeks reddened and she raised her voice. “But Monty, I was only fourteen years old. I was a freshman. You scared me. You followed me home every day, never speaking, just watching me. I was just a child. And you were a senior, for God’s sake.”
Jonesy strode to Camille and backhanded her. Her head shot back from the blow. 
I leapt from the stool and launched myself at him, knocking him down and getting in several good punches on his jaw and nose. Blood gushed from his nose, but his moves were quick and efficient. My schoolyard fighting tactics didn’t seem to be enough, but I struggled against him with all I had. I remembered that unlike me, he’d seen combat. As hard as I fought, he had me pinned in minutes.
He slammed my head against the cement floor shrieking, “Penalty for interference!” 
Breathing raggedly, he looked up from the ground and nodded to Nelson to draw another mark on the board. The pain in the back of my head surged and a goose egg began to swell.
“Oh my, Professor. Three penalties. You lose!” He stood up, smiling wickedly. Pressing the tip of the rifle against my left calf, he fired. 
Hot pain seared my flesh. I barely heard the screams of Camille and the students, staring in disbelief at the hole in my pant leg. Blood gushed out, quickly soaking the fabric. Jonesy grabbed a sweatshirt from the desk and threw it at me.
“Here,” he said without emotion. “Wrap this around it. I still need you for leverage. If you pass out, it won’t be as much fun.”
I pulled the sweatshirt tight around my leg and tied it in a knot. I felt dizzy, but dragged myself back to the stool when he repeatedly jabbed me with the rifle.
A red welt formed on Camille's cheek. Her face worked in horror. She stared at my leg, and I thought she might lose it. 
I mouthed the words, “I'm okay,” although I wasn’t sure it was true.
“Do you want to know what happened to me that night, Princess? After you and your bitchy friends laughed at me?” He grunted when she didn’t answer. “Well, I’m going to tell you anyway.” Jonesy pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. Then he lowered his head and screamed in her face. “It was the worst day of my life! You taunted me mercilessly in front of the whole school.” 
Camille looked at him in surprise. “What? I—”
“I skipped out and took off in my car. I was so humiliated; I pushed the pedal to the metal until I wrapped myself around a tree. The car was totaled and I was in the hospital for three months. Three whole months! I never graduated; I didn’t go back to school. I didn’t get to college. Eventually, the military took me, but just barely.” His voice cracked. “And all I could do when I lay in bed in that hospital was think of you—think of you and how you had rejected me.” He hiccupped a ragged sob and covered his eyes with his hands. 
Camille’s expression changed. She sat up, and spoke with a soothing, sweet quality. “I remember hearing about your accident, Monty. I’m so sorry. I had no idea you were that upset. You just turned and walked away from me and that was the last time I ever saw you.”
She reached out a hand to place on his shaking shoulder. 
He shook it off violently, the words exploding from his lips. “It’s too late for apologies!”
“But Monty, I was fourteen. Girls can be cruel at that age. I know. I remember how mean they were to me, too. But I was really afraid of you, Monty. Maybe you should’ve talked to me instead of following me around and scaring me.”
“Aaaannnntttt! Wrong answer!”  
He turned and kicked the shin of my good leg. The sharp pain paled in comparison to the throbbing in my wounded calf.
Camille raised her voice. “Monty! You didn’t ask me a question. That’s not fair.”           
“Fair?” he shouted. “It’s not fair? I make the rules, princess. It’s my game, remember?”

He tossed another handful of pills down his throat, and then turned toward me. “What’re you looking at, hotshot?”
I tried to avert my eyes from his, but couldn’t. They bored into mine with loathing. His voice turned to a wheedling whine. “I finally found her again, after she went off and married that first retard. When she changed her name to his and moved to Rochester, I lost her for seven long years. I found her when she went back to her maiden name and registered online in the white pages. By the time I’d landed a job at this school, you had stolen her from me, you academic, fascist bastard!”
His voice rose to a crescendo when he walked back and forth between Camille and me, becoming more and more agitated as the pills took effect. In the back of my mind, I idly wondered how he had put together academia with fascism, but let the thought evaporate when I noticed the front doors jiggle. 
I glanced at Jonesy. He hadn’t seen it. His voice had risen to a fever pitch during the last tirade. 
Maybe someone heard the shot. 
I glanced up at the clock. It was quarter to seven. The audience would be arriving soon. 
Jonesy followed my gaze and looked back at me with a calculating expression.  “You’re right, Professor. They’ll be coming any time now. Let’s turn up the music to muffle the noise, shall we?”



Chapter Seventy-Eight
 
Jonesy smirked at the teens. “Hey! I have a great idea. Why don’t you guys sing to me? A private show. Yeah. I want that sexy dance number. C’mon, where are you, ‘Lana?’”
Jonesy walked through the crowd of cowering girls and dragged Takeema forward. She wore a short, red satin dressing gown with a feathered boa around her neck. In the first scene, she is shown off to the side of the stage, in her “dressing room,” getting ready to perform in the exotic dancer club. 
“You! Big hero,” he pointed at me. “Get off your butt and play the piano.”
My head spun, but I dragged myself to the piano bench. I opened the score to the dance number, and began to plunk out the notes, trying to make sense of the bizarre feeling of playing while blood seeped from my leg and a psycho killer held a gun to my beloved Camille’s head.
“C’mon,” he screamed. “Dance.”
Takeema began to move slowly and mechanically, working through the number. Her face twisted in fear, her performance understandably lackluster. She made no sound, but tears streamed down her cheeks.
He leaned back on a chair against the wall, eyes drooping. He rested the rifle against the wall and leered at Takeema. When she passed near him, he grabbed her. He pulled her to him, fingering the hem of her dressing gown and snickering. My heart dropped when he wrapped his arm around her waist. He drew her closer and tap-danced his fingers down her bare arm as if in anticipation of pleasures to come. 
I took a deep breath, ready to lunge at him if he dared to go farther. 
With a snort, he released her and let her continue with the dance. 
I played through the piece, gritting my teeth against the throbbing pain in my calf. Finally, it was over. As if bored with the pastime, Jonesy pushed Takeema back to the group of girls. “Ah, you’re jailbait, anyway.” 
Although I knew that his combat skills far exceeded any tricks I had learned in high school scuffles, I watched for a chance to jump him. In spite of the pills he swallowed, he held the rifle firmly before him again, prowling back and forth between the front door and Camille.
“You!” He approached me rapidly with eyes rolling wildly. “Back on the contestant’s stool.”
I limped to the stool. 
Jonesy approached Camille. His heavy-lidded eyes were almost closed and he tilted his head to the side with a faint smile. “It’s getting late.” He stood before her with his hand under her chin, raising her face to his. “So pretty. How’s about a kiss, sweetheart?”  
The staccato beat of my heart pounded in my ears as I sensed his mood shifting. He was about to do something final, something foul. I could feel it.
He leaned toward Camille’s lips. 
She looked sideways at me when she raised her arms to embrace him, her eyes urging me to act while he leaned into her. 
He moved closer, lips puckered.
Simultaneously, Gene, Nelson, and I lunged toward his back. Although Gene’s hands were still taped, the weight of our combined force knocked Jonesy over and he tumbled past Camille’s chair to the ground. He reacted with lightning speed, striking at us. Nelson was catapulted toward the blackboard. I scrambled for the rifle and felt Jonesy do the same. His head cracked against mine, delivering a blow that sent stars wheeling across my field of vision. 
The rifle fell to the floor. Jonesy quickly retrieved it. He tossed Gene aside with a shove and turned back to me, ready to take me on with the rifle in one hand. 
He leered happily at me. “C’mon, fancy-pants. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
He swung the rifle back and forth, moving closer. I feigned exhaustion, and when he was about to slam me with it, I grabbed the end of the rifle and pulled. I swung him around and slammed him into the wall. Encouraged, I forced my bloodied leg to act and bolted for him.
It was then that Jonesy revealed his true fighting skills. As soon as I reached him he ducked, pivoted, and slammed a fist into my jaw. My head flew back and I lost my balance, struggling to stay up on the leg that seared with pain. Before my vision cleared, he tackled my knees and had me on the ground, pummeling my face with his iron-like fists. 
I felt woozy and confused and watched him in triplicate. 
He picked up the rifle and pointed it at Gene, who crept toward us. Nelson stood by Camille with his arms wrapped around her. Tears ran down his face. 
The sweet kid is trying to protect her. 
I rolled over onto my knees and hopped up again with renewed vigor. Crouching, I moved in a circle. 
Jonesy played with me, ducking, swiveling, and poking me with the rifle.
Don’t give up. Get the bastard. 
Anger streamed through me. I pictured him kissing her, taunting her, manhandling her. Adrenaline surged through my veins. 
I’m ready. 
I lowered my head and lunged toward the fiend with all my strength.
The rifle stock slammed against my head and the room instantly blurred. I sank to the floor, disoriented. The steel toe of Jonesy’s boot connected with the flesh beneath my chin. I reeled backwards and fell into a black void.



 Chapter Seventy-Nine
 
I lay on my back on the cold cement floor. Someone was talking, but the words made no sense. I struggled to understand, but couldn’t drag myself from the mire. My face ached on both sides. I tasted blood on my tongue. An inferno burned in my calf. 
A cold metal object jabbed into my ribs. 
Several girls screamed. 
A voice snarled close to my ear. “It’s all over now, Lover Boy.”
Camille yelled, “No!”
I tried to pry myself from the mental bog that held me captive. My eyes opened halfway and I saw Jonesy’s cruel face above mine, grinning as he prepared to shoot me. 
His eyes—bloodshot and heavy—narrowed to slits. His breath reeked of stale cigarettes. He straightened above me and repositioned the weapon over my heart. My flesh pounded against the metal, and I lay motionless beneath it. 
In a flash, an angel appeared overhead. He descended from the heavens, his long, blond hair spread about his body in a golden halo. 
My vision clouded. I lost my tenuous grip on consciousness and feel back into the blackness.



Chapter Eighty
 
“Professor, please wake up.”
My eyes opened slowly. 
Siegfried knelt over me, patting my face. An ugly bruise had formed above his left eye, and his split lower lip beaded with blood. 
My body throbbed in a dozen places. The fire in my calf threatened to make me lose consciousness again. My eyes closed as I lay still, trying to remember.
“Professor, Bitte!”
“Sweetheart, wake up,” Camille whispered.
I opened my eyes again and stared up at the catwalk, remembering the snake that had been dropped from above into the prop room. In a giant whoosh, it came flooding back to me. 
Jonesy. Camille. The kids.  
I looked into the troubled face of Siegfried and realized that the angel who had dropped from the heavens was my gentle friend. 
Camille wiped a cloth across my brow and caressed my cheek with the back of her hand.
“Did you actually jump down from there?” I mumbled, trying to sit up. The room swam. I decided to stay down until I could muster more strength. 
Siegfried nodded. “Ja.”
Camille said, “He sure did. He’s our hero.”
Siegfried touched my hand. “He was going to shoot you. It was the only way.”
I turned my head to see the students milled around, hanging on each other and crying.
“Go,” I said to Camille. “Help them.”
“You sure?”
“Of course.”
“Okay, honey. You stay here with Sig.” Camille hurried to her kids. Instantly, the boys and girls descended on her, some babbling, and some crying. 
She dabbed at Nelson’s forehead with a wet cloth, still glancing over at me with concern from time to time. 
I forced a weak smile to console her. The kids needed her more than I did.
Siegfried had called the police, as I’d hoped. Joe Russell and Adam Knapp arrived in minutes. They expertly rolled Jonesy over and snapped cuffs on him, answering my unasked question about whether or not he was alive. I guess he was still breathing, or they wouldn’t have restrained him. 
He lay so close to me; the acrid odor of sour cigarettes rose in a stench. My stomach rolled when I looked at his pasty face and the pair of broken glasses askew on his nose.
I finally sat up and held my head in my hands. The throbbing in my jaw was excruciating where Jonesy’s steel-tipped boot had connected with the bone. I wondered if it was broken. I tried to stand. The pressure caused fresh, warm blood to seep down my leg. 
“Careful.” Siegfried helped me up and settled me into a chair. I looked down at the blood-soaked sweatshirt I’d wrapped around my leg and felt woozy.  
Jonesy lay three feet from me. Inert. No longer a threat. 
He’d been beside us the whole time, and we hadn’t seen it. Why hadn’t I seen through him?
I had the urge to stomp on him, kick him, destroy him. As I gently probed my swollen jaw, I looked at him and realized that if the opportunity had arisen, I would have killed a man tonight. 
The thought chilled me. I looked toward the hallway where I heard the sound of gurneys rolling down the hall accompanied by hurried footsteps. 
Paramedics pushed through the double doors and Joe directed them toward Jonesy and me. 
Adam knelt by my side. “Are you okay, Professor LeGarde?”
I tried to smile. “How did everyone get here so fast?”
Adam nodded toward my brother-in-law. “You should thank Sig.”
Siegfried leaned closer. “I listened at that door when it wouldn’t open and heard him saying those…those awful things to you. I called 911, and then climbed up there, waiting for a good time to jump.”  
I squeezed Siegfried’s massive hand. “Thank you, my friend.” It wasn’t the first time he’d saved my life.
The throng of weeping and chattering students embraced Camille. As the EMTs asked me questions and examined my leg, I heard her trying to calm them. She reached out and hugged each one in turn. A lump rose in my throat when our eyes met. 
She mouthed the words, Are you okay?
I nodded. I’ll be fine.
She cast me a fleeting, loving glance, and then returned to the kids who needed her. One of the attendants poked and prodded my wound. “Bullet passed clear through. Just in and out of the flesh. Bone’s okay.” 
The emergency workers spoke to each other in rapid shorthand, applying disinfectant and bandages. They tried to force me onto a gurney, but I held my ground. They finally left me alone when I promised to get medical attention on my own.
Lou Marshall walked in through the back doors, supporting Frank Swensen, who limped into the room. He placed him in the chair next to me. One of the paramedics rushed to his side. Lou explained that he had found Frank trussed up and unconscious in a locked closet. There was blood on his temple, and Jonesy had smashed his kneecap.
Lou hovered above Frank until the paramedic took charge. He approached Camille. 
I looked at the clock. 8:10 P.M.
“Miss Coté?” he asked gently, parting the crowd of students. His look softened when he found her. 
She raised her face to his, assuming an I’m fine, I’m the teacher look. But I could tell from the tremble in her voice that she was all but fine. “Yes, Mr. Marshall?” 
“Would you like me to announce that the show will be postponed?” 
Camille looked uncertainly at the group of children surrounding her. They glanced at each other, and then back at Marshall. 
I felt a sudden pang of empathy for him, knowing his crush on Camille would never be voiced. Then, with a more realistic slant, I hoped his marriage would remain healthy in spite of his schoolboy feelings for another woman. 
Nelson spoke up before Camille could answer. “We can’t let Jonesy win! He wanted to ruin the show. It was his plan all along, wasn’t it?” He still looked pale and shaky, but his eyes burned with passion. The small cut on his forehead had begun to congeal. He nudged Takeema, who slumped on the piano bench with her head resting on her arms.
She raised a tear-stained face, looked at Camille, and glanced around at her fellow thespians. She didn’t speak immediately, but waited until the room quieted. “Nelson's right. We can’t give in to him.” She cleared her throat and grabbed her water bottle from one of the make-up tables. Her face was drawn, but her expression slowly transformed to one of resolve. After taking a long drink, she said, “He scared the hell out of us for three long months. First, he dropped that awful snake down from the catwalk. Then, he hurt Miss Coté and nearly killed Molly by unscrewing the platform railings. And he killed poor Cindi. We can’t let him win. No way.” Her voice cracked. She turned and looked at the frightened faces of her friends. 
I felt bad that everyone in the room except Camille and me thought Cindi had died. We’d have to remedy that soon. But now that Jonesy was out of commission, she could come out of protective custody and live her life without fear. I assumed he would be charged with something like terrorism, at the least, and would be put away for a very long time, hopefully life.
Molly stood beside Takeema, wrapping her arm around her shoulders. “Takeema’s right.”
Molly had matured in the past few weeks. She’d officially dumped Armand, began dating Randy, and seemed to find a new sense of self-respect accompanied by a gentle glow of confidence. She held her head high, looked around the room with encouragement. “I say if everyone’s okay, we delay a half-hour so we can pull ourselves together, and then put this show on in Cindi’s honor.”
A murmur of agreement rippled through the group. They stood straighter. Lisa took out her hair net. Her mother went over to the table and got a brush. Randy and Maurice had finished removing the tape from all of the boys’ wrists, and the whole group began to show traces of the excitement they’d shown before Jonesy had begun his tirade.
I watched them closely. A transformation had taken place, one which I wasn’t sure I could have done in their situation.
“Are we all okay?” Camille asked, examining each teen carefully. “Gene? Nelson? You were thrown around quite a bit, boys. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”
Camille checked them out; but seemed convinced that they were not seriously harmed. She helped Maurice reposition his microphone and took particular care with the young seventh graders, hugging each of them again, and inspecting them thoroughly.
Finally, Camille turned to Agnes. “Mrs. Bigelow? Are you okay, dear? Can you still help with costumes?”
Agnes rubbed her mouth where the duct tape had been. Her mouth twisted for a split second. She drew in a deep breath. “I’m fine, Miss Coté. I’ll be fine.” 
Lisa ran to her mother and hugged her. 
Camille turned to Siegfried. He answered before she could ask. “Ja, Ja, I can do the props. It’s just a little cut, I’m okay.”
She smiled at him gratefully, and said to Marshall, “Don’t send anyone home, Marshall. We’ve got a bunch of survivors here. Please tell the audience we’ll go on at 8:45. Apologize for the delay, but don’t alarm them. Just tell them that we had a minor setback that we’re dealing with it, and not to worry. Those parents have devoted so many hours to set-building and rides for their kids, they deserve to enjoy the show.”
Marshall smiled tenderly at Camille and sighed. He looked at the group of youngsters who had begun to move around the room in preparation. His eyes danced with pride. “Okay, then. If you’re sure. The show must go on.”



Chapter Eighty-One
 
I made it back to the school during intermission after Adam dropped me at the local doctor’s office. Doc Mattson met me there, and after receiving a few stitches in my calf, pain pills, a prescription for an antibiotic, and bandages for various wounds, he kindly drove me back to the school. My jaw wasn’t broken, but would be sore for a while. I wandered backstage to see how the rest of the crew had fared, and Joe Russell motioned to me from the chorus room. 
“Gus! I’ve been looking for you. My men just called from Jonesy’s apartment.” He dropped his voice and looked around. “It was loaded with weapons and explosives.”
I limped toward him on the cane that Doc Mattson lent me. 
He looked at my leg in concern, and put his mouth to my ear. “One whole wall was devoted to Camille, Gus. Photographs plastered all over the place. Really creepy. A real sicko, just like we thought.”
I exchanged a grave look with Joe, shook my head in disgust, accepted his arm, and hobbled into the chorus room beside him. 
The room smelled of pizza and hairspray. I leaned my aching body against the wall. The pills started to take effect, and I began to feel groggy.
Joe pushed me toward a chair. “You okay, buddy? Adam will be here any minute. He’s got something to show you and Camille.”
I wondered what new atrocity Adam had discovered about Jonesy. Monty, I corrected myself. 
“What about the nursing home and the police station? What happened?”
He nodded. “We bussed the seniors to the armory, and transported a few in ambulances as well. The bomb was defused an hour ago and most of them have been returned to their rooms. The National Guard was holding drills this weekend and helped us manage the whole thing. Thank the good Lord they were in the area.” 
“I’m glad no one was hurt. Pretty scary stuff. What about the station?”
Joe passed a handkerchief over his forehead. Exhaustion showed in the deep smudges beneath his eyes. “We weren’t so lucky there. Shortly after he made the call, Jonesy detonated the bomb at the back door. Two officers were injured and the whole back entrance of the station collapsed. We’ll have to rebuild. I think he set that one up as a warning so that we’d take him seriously over at the nursing home.”
“Unbelievable. Did the one at the nursing home have a timer on it?” I asked, wondering if Jonesy was cruel enough to risk the lives of hundreds of senior citizens.
“No. No timer. But it was real enough and could have been detonated remotely at any time. The bomb squad took care of it in about an hour, but it was very cleverly designed. Not a cut and dry situation, to be sure. Apparently he picked up some of these skills in the Gulf. Pretty devious bastard. What a way to get us out of the school, huh?”
“Incredible,” I said. 
My beloved stood at the far end of the room. She held bobby pins in her mouth, re-pinning for the third time the mike threaded under Maurice’s costume, behind his ear, and into his hair, where it hung suspended in the air about three inches from his mouth. She worked intently and her hands flew. 
Molly, Candy, and Lisa stood before the mirror fixing their hair, their cheeks flushed with excitement. Takeema and Nelson sat on the small loveseat salvaged from the living room of last year's production of God's Favorite. The hungry cast and crew had attacked several boxes of pizza. Enthusiastic laughter filled the room. I marveled at the resilience of the troupe.
Adam’s voice echoed from the doorway. “Anyone recognize this fella?”
He stood in the entrance with a small bundle in his arms. Boris began to yip frantically when he recognized Camille. Her head shot up when she heard him. A wide smile spread across her face. “Boris!” she yelled. “Oh my gosh, you found my baby!”
She climbed over the students who were sprawled about the room and ran toward the little dog in Adam’s arms. Boris whined and barked alternately, unable to contain his excitement. He looked thinner. His deep brown eyes were riveted on Camille with an expression that seemed almost haunted. Poor little guy must have thought she deserted him forever.
Adam passed the wiggling canine to Camille. 
She plopped onto the floor and held him on her lap. Boris raised his head to her chin and licked her face. She ruffled his ears and hugged him to her. “Gus!” she said, “Boris is back! Can you believe it?”
I smiled with my aching face muscles and limped toward her. She took my hand and held it against her cheek, looking up at me. “Are you okay, honey?” she asked. “How’s your leg?”
“Just a flesh wound.” I said. “The bullet passed right through. Doc said I’ll be riding horses again in the spring.”
I leaned on the cane and helped her up from the floor. We embraced with Boris snuggled between us. She laid her head against my chest and let out a huge sigh. “Thank God it’s over.”
“I know. I still can’t believe it, Camille. Unassuming, quiet, Jonesy. I mean...Monty. He was like the invisible man, wasn’t he?”
In seconds, a throng of fussing actors surrounded us. Dozens of arms flailed in the air, reaching over to pat their mascot’s soft fur. Several of the girls cried when they stroked his ears.
“How did Act 1 go?” I asked.
They exploded with answers, all reporting positive results. I recognized the hollow look lurking behind their brave expressions and the stamp that terror and pain had caused. I was tremendously proud of them. They were a courageous bunch. 
Two members of the crew walked into the room, calling “Five minutes!” for Act 2, scene 1. The black-clad figures murmured into their headsets and melted through the back doorway. The cast stood and shuffled toward the stage, ready to resume the show. 
Camille thrust Boris into my arms. I shifted him to the crook of my left arm and leaned on the cane with the other. His tail wagged madly against my side.
“Could you possibly—” 
“Sure. I’ll hold him. He’ll probably sleep through the whole act anyway.”
She turned to go, then spun back toward me. She raised herself to her tiptoes and placed a fluttery, light kiss on my sore mouth. Gently touching my lips with her forefinger, she whispered, “You know you’re my hero, honey. You and your remarkable brother-in-law.” 
With a sweet smile, she turned on her heels and trotted toward the backstage door. My heart dissolved into mush.



Chapter Eighty-Two
 
The cast party was held at Molly’s big colonial on Crossett Road, a sprawling new home that hugged a circular driveway. In the back, I heard the sound of kids laughing and horsing around. 
Camille carried Boris—no way was she leaving him behind again—and I hobbled beside her. 
She stopped a few feet from the door. “You sure you’re up for this?”
“I’ll be good for a little while. We should at least make an appearance. You know they’ve got gifts for you, right?”
She pouted. “They shouldn’t do that. They’re the stars tonight, not me.”
“It wouldn’t have happened without you, hon. Come on, let’s get inside.” I limped up the recently shoveled walk using Doc’s cane. We entered a high ceilinged room with a chandelier embraced by an elegant, curving staircase. Camille set me on a couch with Boris, a bowl of nuts, and cup of punch. 
In seconds, her students surrounded her, pulling her over to the table where they’d piled the cards and gifts. 
We had just finished the fourth round of teary-eyed speeches and gift giving when the doorbell chimed. Joe Russell was let in by Nelson Santos, and a hush fell over the room when Joe held up his hand to speak.
“Folks, I have something to say. I know this will come as a bit of a shock, but we did what we had to do to protect her.”
A flurry of quizzical looks and who’s he talking about? whispers sizzled around the room.
Joe went on to explain about the unusual process of sheltering a victim and faking death to protect them from their predator. By the time he was almost through, Cindi burst into the room with Adam at her side. 
Takeema started to cry. Nelson slumped against the wall and went white. Molly shrieked and ran toward Cindi, and when the shock wore off, the entire room gathered in a chattering crowd around her. 
When they finally got their fill of hugs, Cindi’s voice high above the others. “Where’s Boris? Where is he?”
I realized that as much as Cindi wanted to see the kids, she really had come for her new best friend. She found him with me, settled beside me, and started to pat the little dog whose tail whipped back and forth rapidly. 
I gently moved him over to her lap. 
She took a dog biscuit from her pocket and held it in her palm. “There’s my good doggie. There you are. I knew you’d come back to me.” 
Boris looked at me as if to say do I have to? He’d been spoiled on dried duck filets over the past year and had graduated from biscuits long ago. But to please her, he picked it up in his mouth and practically smiled. She hugged him again and again. 
“I tried to tell you where he was,” she said to me. “I saw him at Jonesy’s apartment.”
“You did, Cindi, and that was very brave.” I smiled and watched her for a while. “How are you feeling now? Are you recovering from your injuries?”
“I’m better.” 
“That’s good. Miss Coté and I were worried about you.”
A few tears slipped down her cheek. “I know. My mother told me.”
Molly and Takeema sat on the couch beside her, but now the tears were falling in earnest. 
Takeema grabbed her hand. “Cindi? What’s wrong?”
Cindi hiccupped her answer, all the while stroking Boris’s fur. “I—I missed the show!”
Takeema shushed her and handed her a tissue. “No, honey. No you didn’t. Tonight was just opening night. We do this again two more nights and once on Sunday afternoon.”
Cindi stopped crying, lifting her face to the girls beside her. “Honest?”
Molly leaned over and chimed in. “Honest to Pete. We’re counting on you to be there.”
With that settled, the party continued. I dozed on the couch for a while, and was startled awake when Camille gently shook my shoulder, whispering in my ear.
“Time to go home, honey.”
I looked up, bleary-eyed and still dopey from the drugs. “Okay. I’m ready.
Safely settled in the car, she hummed a few tunes from Spirit Me Away while navigating the snowy roads. 
Watching her, seeing the light in her eyes and the satisfied expression on her face, I knew she’d never been happier. 
Neither had I. 



Chapter Eighty-Three
 
Spirit Me Away was pronounced a smash by the local papers, and we’d heard rumors that the Stars of Tomorrow committee, who’d been in attendance Sunday afternoon, were highly impressed and considering multiple nominations. 
The story of what happened backstage became the subject of a major news feeding frenzy. We ducked reporters for days, but also packed the house every night for the remaining nights of the show. Jonesy had certainly not upstaged the show—he’d ensured that every seat had been filled.
The month of December marched rapidly toward Christmas, and our family slipped back into a comforting rhythm blending hectic childcare with large family dinners and boisterous laughter. 
Winter break began after the third week in December. I spent hours with Johnny, re-affirming our relationship and making up for lost time. In between feedings, I held my granddaughters, Marion and Celeste, for warm, soothing hours each day. I began to look forward to their personalities maturing, and wondered what kind of little girls they would be at two, three, and four years old. I looked forward to taking them outside in the garden next summer, and introducing them to the delights of nature. 
Siegfried and I took advantage of an unusual two-week warm spell that followed a major windstorm, and caught up with the outdoor chores. We split and stacked wood, finally moved the porch furniture into the barn, planted the tulips I’d just about given up hope of getting into the ground, and staked the young apple and cherry trees blown over in the high winds. We gathered hundreds of branches that had fallen to the ground, raked up leaves, and burned everything in the campfire pit. 
Jonesy—or Monty—had been jailed and was doomed to life behind bars. We all dreaded the trial predicted for next spring, and wondered which of us would be called upon to testify. Although the memory of the ordeal began to fade ever so slightly, each time I crossed over the bumpy lawn near the clothesline where he’d driven the four-wheeler, a faint, cold tremor passed through me. 
It had been so close. 
Joe Russell and his department got some flack from locals over faking Cindi’s death. But eventually, the joy of discovering her alive outweighed their complaints, and she settled back into her routine at the school.
Oscar and Millie Stone, Joe Russell, Adam Knapp, Cindi, Maddy, and even Lou Marshall and his wife Daisy visited often. The Marshalls had apparently repaired whatever marital problems they'd had, and to my great relief, Lou refrained from looking at Camille with those puppy dog eyes of his.
We spent many an hour in good company, enjoying roasted chickens, homemade applesauce, and Mrs. Pierce’s shortbread biscuits. The healing had begun, and although I was left with a limp, Doc Mattson said it would eventually be gone with regular therapy and exercise. 
Camille and I visited Shelby every few nights. We educated her, treasured her, and simply sat by her side. But she remained the alabaster china doll who lay in the big white bed in a room full of buzzing, whirring equipment. 



Chapter Eighty-Four 
 
At seven-fifteen on Christmas Eve, I held Celeste Elsbeth in my arms, gathered around the baptismal basin with the family. She and her twin wore long white dresses for the christening. We’d spent the first half hour of the service singing Christmas carols and taking turns reading the story of Jesus’ birth. Fortunately, Celeste and Marion had both slept through most of the service.
Johnny leaned against his mother’s leg and tugged on his new dress shirt and necktie.  He’d be three in January, and this was his first Christmas where Santa’s visit caused a real stir. We took him to the mall the day before. His eyes had sparkled when he sat on Santa’s lap, spilling all of his secrets about what he hoped Santa would bring. He asked where the reindeer were, and looked around for the sleigh. 
Freddie circumvented the questions; completely satisfying his curiosity. I decided in a few years it’d be time to bring all three children to the North Pole near Lake Placid. Elsbeth and I took Freddie there when she was seven, in the long-standing tradition of our family. 
Freddie leaned down and whispered in Johnny’s ear. His eyes lit up and he stood straight as a soldier. Freddie, too, straightened, and carefully watched Marion as Reverend Nahum Hardina sprinkled water over her hair. 
Siegfried stood proudly by Freddie's side. Watching him, a wave of gratitude stole over me. If he hadn’t come back to the chorus room, climbed up the catwalk, and jumped at the right time…I flashed him a smile and he returned it with a wide grin.
The aroma of pine needles rose from the wreath attached to the back of the sanctuary. I breathed in the scent, savoring the moment.
“Marion Brigit LeGarde, I baptize thee in the name of Jesus Christ, our Savior.”
The Advent candles flickered on the altar, sending reflections over the water in the basin and sparkling in the eyes of my family. I ran a finger over Celeste’s fine, copper hair. It was still damp. She stirred in my arms, pursed her lips into a tiny cupid’s bow, and fell back to sleep.
Johnny piped up in a loud voice, “Mari doesn’t like da water, Mummy.”
As if to agree, Marion began to wail. The congregation chuckled. Reverend Hardina handed the baby back to Freddie. She lifted Marion to her shoulder, bounced her up and down, and shushed her softly, but the crying persisted. Siegfried stood across from me on the other side of the baptismal basin with his hands folded before him. He held out his arms for Marion, and Freddie placed the baby in his massive arms. He rocked Marion from side to side, smiling and clucking to her. She finally settled down and fell back to sleep, and the reverend concluded the ceremony. 
We headed for our seats in the front row pew. Mrs. Pierce and her sister Eloise, Oscar and Millie Stone, Adam Knapp, Joe Russell, and Maddy took up the rest of the row. I saw Doc Mattson and his wife in the back, and nodded to them when we sat down. Although most of our friends attended various churches in the area, they had accepted the invitation for the baptism on this special night. I handed Celeste to Camille and settled back down on the hard pew to listen to the rest of the service. 
Two dozen red, white, and bi-color poinsettias flanked the altar. Their velvet petals and ribbons glimmered in the candlelight. Garlands stretched along the sills of the stained glass windows beneath the glass chimneys protecting the flickering candles and the railings enclosing the choir chairs were laced with twinkling white Christmas lights. White silk ornaments were fastened in strategic locations along strands of garland, prisms of color danced on the purple altar cloth, and candlelight reflected in the crystal vases filled with holly sprigs on either side of the piano.
A pile of wrapped presents filled the space beneath the tiny, leafless tree that the children of the parish had decorated for those whose Christmas would likely be empty without our help. After the service tonight, they’d be distributed to the needy in the community. 
We rose to sing, “What Child is This.” Lillian Philips, our elderly church organist, played the first strains of the chorus on the piano. 
When we sat down after the hymn, Johnny squirmed out of his seat, dropped to the floor, and crawled over to me. He placed one hand on my knee, whispering loudly, “Opa. I’m hungry.”
There were chuckles from the pews behind us, and the reverend indulgently smiled down at him. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a roll of peppermint Lifesavers. His eyes lit up when I unwrapped the roll and pushed one of the white candies into his eager hands. He popped the Lifesaver into his mouth and smiled. I ruffled his hair and patted the empty seat to my left. He crawled up onto the bench and sat beside me, kicking his feet back and forth and making loud sucking noises with his candy. 
“—May the Lord bless you and keep you on this special and holy night. And now, will you please form a circle around the sanctuary so we can sing ‘Silent Night.’”
Reverend Hardina’s melodic voice carried over the congregation. He raised his hands to bestow the final blessing on the crowd and we rose to form a circle around the church. The Wilson girls—the sweet trick-or-treaters who had visited our home on Halloween—handed out short white candles and paper rings. The circular guards would prevent hot wax from dripping on our fingers. 
Reverend Hardina lit a short candle from the tall, white Christmas candle on the altar, and in turn lit the candles of the parishioners at his left and right. Each person lit the candle of the person standing next to him. The room lights were turned off, and the circle of light began to stretch around in two, flickering semicircles. Finally, the circle was complete. Lillian played the first note of “Silent Night” to get us started, and then rose to join the circle as we sang a cappella. Siegfried lit her candle and we both made room for her in the circle. 
The strains of the beautiful hymn undulated through the church, rising to its old tin ceiling. Our voices combined in harmony. Siegfried sang in German, in his strong and agreeable tenor voice. We exchanged smiles. My mind flew back in time, remembering Christmas when Siegfried, Elsbeth and I had been children in this very same church, standing in this very same circle, and singing this very same hymn.
I was moved simultaneously through mountains of joy and valleys of sorrow, cherishing those I loved, and at the same time, dreadfully missing those who were gone. 
I thought of my dear Elsbeth, so fiery and brooding, and pictured her floating above us, content that I found someone to love in her absence. I envisioned my mother, Gloria LeGarde, the apple-pie-baking, PTA-attending lady who was taken from us ten years earlier. I imagined her standing beside me, singing in her sweet soprano voice, and remembered the peppermint Lifesavers that she doled out to me in this very church when I was Johnny’s age.
Colorful visions of my grandparents rushed before me. I recalled Christmases past in the snow-bound cabins in Maine. A sense of their loving presence suffused the air in the sanctuary. 
Lastly, I thought of my father, André LeGarde. My father, who displayed such fine examples of tolerance, patience, and love during his life before it ended two years ago. My father, who would rather be reading a Rex Stout novel by the fire or fishing for perch in his rowboat than attending a social event. 
I pictured our last fishing trip on the placid lake. The bass were biting when dusk settled over the water. Although I missed him daily, I took comfort in the fact that someday we would meet again.
A deep sigh escaped me, and I stopped singing. The churning fusion of joy and melancholy rose in one emotional surge and threatened to break through. My throat tightened.
Camille sensed my mood, shifted Celeste to one arm, and reached down to squeeze my hand when we reached the last verse. I began to sing again, guessing that Camille was thinking of Shelby and her own father as I read the sadness in her dark eyes. I squeezed back.
We sang the last verse twice, to make the magic last. When it was finally over, the room lights were turned up low. Everyone blew out their candles and began to shake hands and embrace. Making our way slowly to the vestibule, we finally bundled up the children, buttoned our coats, and piled into the cars for the drive home. 



Chapter Eighty-Five
 
I parked the minivan in front of the barn and helped unbuckle the children from their car seats. The white lights we’d strung around the spruce trees and along the porch glistened under a new coat of fresh snow. The Christmas tree in the great room sparkled through the window. Marion and Celeste had fallen asleep, in spite of Johnny’s constant chatter all the way home about Santa and baby Jesus.
Siegfried carried Johnny, Freddie took Celeste, and I lifted Marion into my arms. We hurried through the cold night air toward the house. 
Halfway to the porch, Siegfried stopped and looked up to the sky. He pointed north, where glittering stars filled the heavens. “What is up there?”
Johnny’s head swiveled up. “What?” His eyes scanned the horizon.
Siegfried whispered loud enough for us to hear. “Something flew over. I think it was reindeer.” 
Johnny stared at the sky, his eyes sparkling. Clear, cold air puffed from his lips. “Santa!” he squealed. “Santa’s up der!”
“Ja. He comes soon, Johnny. He comes soon.” Siegfried’s grin was contagious.
“Let’s get these babies in the house,” laughed Freddie, holding Celeste closer and hurrying toward the porch, “so they can get to bed and Santa can slide down the chimney.”
Siegfried’s golden retriever, Sheba, had been invited in for the holiday from her usual place in the carriage house. Max and Boris greeted us inside the kitchen door, barking and jumping on us. The rest of the caravan arrived in moments. Mrs. Pierce and her sister Eloise, Adam, Joe, and Maddy stamped their feet and rubbed their hands from the cold, chattering and stowing their coats in the mudroom. 
Oscar skillfully maneuvered Millie’s wheelchair through the snow and up the ramp into the kitchen. He leaned over to help her out of her coat. Snow glistened in the long white lock of hair that had fallen over his forehead. He removed her coat and gloves with care and covered her legs with a blue plaid blanket. 
“Thank you, Daddy.” Her eyes sparkled at the love of her life.
“You’re quite welcome, Lady. It’s my pleasure, don’t-you-know?”
Oscar wheeled the chair into the great room and the crowd migrated with him toward the fireplace. Adam got the fire going again, causing sparks to fly up the chimney. The tree stood in the corner of the room, draped with colored lights and hand-blown glass ornaments passed down from Siegfried’s family. The red glass Santas dominated. Crafted from thin, translucent glass, the rounded little men boasted frosted, sugary sparkles. At the top of the tree perched a crystal angel, whose wings flowed backward in a delicate, lacy fabric, protecting the tree below as she blessed the home. My paternal grandmother, Odette LeGarde, had given her to us.
The aroma of cloves and cinnamon mingled with the scent of pine from the tree. Mrs. Pierce served mulled apple cider and sugar cookies, and I took my place at the piano. 
I opened the well-worn Fireside Book of Folksongs and turned to the section with the Christmas carols. We decided to sing favorites that hadn’t been squeezed into the church service that evening. We sang “Hark the Herald Angels Sing,” a shortened version of “The Twelve Days of Christmas,” “Joy to the World,” and “Angels We Have Heard on High.” 
Johnny sat beside me, his eyes alight with excitement. Freddie discreetly nursed Marion under a blanket. I closed the book and played from memory. We sang “Rudolph, The Red Nosed Reindeer” and “Santa Claus is Coming to Town.” Johnny sat up straight and sang some of the verses along with us, his head bobbing from side to side.
When we finished, Freddie and Siegfried carried the twins upstairs. Siegfried came down shortly thereafter, after settling Marion into her crib. While we waited for Freddie to feed Celeste and put her to bed, Johnny, Siegfried, and I took turns building towers with his blocks. Within a half hour, Freddie joined us. 
She walked over and smoothed Johnny’s hair, smiling when the tower we built toppled and fell over. 
Siegfried groaned, then laughed. “Oh, well. We can build it again, Ja?”
“All set upstairs, honey?” I asked.
She nodded and looked at her watch. The next feeding would be in three or four hours.
“They’re both asleep, but it’s getting late. We’d better have you read the Christmas story now and then get a little someone to bed.” She nodded toward her son who had begun to build another tower with Siegfried. 
“Good idea.” I walked to the mantle and flipped the switch on the baby monitor.
Johnny followed and we settled into the leather armchair by the fire. Adam placed another log on the fire. Maddy and Camille sat together on the couch next to Oscar, who perched beside Millie’s chair. Joe pulled up a couple of side chairs so that everyone would have a seat, and when Freddie and Siegfried had joined us, I began to read the traditional Christmas story. 
‘Twas the night before Christmas, and all through the house
Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse—”
“Do the micees get Christmas presents, Opa?” Johnny squirmed on my lap.
“Sure they do. If they were good little mice.” I continued as he lay back on my chest and smiled up at me.
 
“The stockings were hung by the chimney with care
In hopes that Saint Nicholas soon would be there.”
 
My grandson suddenly sat up straight on my lap and flopped onto his stomach with his head resting on the padded arm of the chair. He wiggled his legs until he became comfortable. I rubbed his back in slow circles and continued with the story.
 
“When, what to my wondering eyes should appear
But a miniature sleigh, and eight tiny reindeer
With a little old driver, so lively and quick
I knew in a moment it must be Saint Nick.
And more rapid than eagles his reindeer all came
As he shouted, ‘On Dasher’ and each reindeer's name.
And so up to the housetop the reindeer soon flew
With the sleigh full of toys and Saint Nicholas, too.”
 
Without warning, my grandson blew raspberries against the arm of the leather chair. The sound was loud and rhythmic, and remarkably like an inappropriate-to-the-moment bodily function. 
I looked down at him and burst out laughing. Everyone roared with laughter, guffawing as they wiped their eyes and held onto each other’s shoulders.
“Den he comes down da chimbly and gives us presents, right Opa?”
I wiped my eyes. “Right, little man, right you are. Want me to finish the story?”
He turned around in my lap, eyeing the fireplace worriedly. 
I knew he was concerned about Santa’s descent. “Don’t worry, sport. The fireplace will be cool when Santa comes. I’ll make sure of it, okay?”
He nodded with relief, and then leaned back against me.
 
 “More rapid than eagles his coursers they came
And he whistled and shouted and called them by name
‘Now, Dasher! now, Dancer, now Prancer and Vixen’
So up to the housetop the coursers they flew
With the sleigh full of toys and Saint Nicholas, too.”
 
Camille’s cell phone trilled from her handbag. She slid the phone from her purse with an apology, and walked toward the kitchen. “Hello?” The quizzical expression on her face froze, quickly transforming into a mask of concern.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Dropping her phone into her purse, she stumbled to the kitchen table. 
I kissed Johnny goodnight, handing him into Freddie’s waiting arms. She headed up the stairs with him leaning heavily on her shoulders.
I found Camille standing in the kitchen looking dazed.
“Who was it?” I asked.
“Um, it was Amelia, from Woodruff. The doctors need to see me. Right away.”
“What for, honey? What’s going on?”
“She wouldn’t say.”
I looked at the kitchen clock. It was 10:40 P.M. “Get your coat. I’m driving.”



Chapter Eighty-Six
 
Within three minutes we were underway, headed for the village of Lakeville. We wound through dark country roads and the heater quickly warmed the car. I unzipped my parka and loosened my scarf, glancing sideways at Camille.
She sat beside me drumming her fingers on the armrest, her face drawn and her eyes closed. After a few unsuccessful attempts, I gave up trying to talk with her and let her wrestle with her fears in silence.
We reached the facility in fifteen minutes. I drove into the deserted parking lot and pulled up the parking brake. 
Camille sat still for a moment, unmoving. She turned toward me, her eyes rolling in panic. “What if I need to make a decision? What if she’s taken a turn for the worse and they want to shut off her—” Abruptly, she turned away. 
I squeezed her shoulder. “Sweetheart, listen. We won’t know what’s happened until we go inside. Let’s find out, okay? We’ll deal with it together, whatever it is. I’m here for you. I love you.”
She nodded through glistening tears, took a deep breath, and opened her door. Together, we walked up the slippery brick path. Salt had been scattered during the day, but fresh snow covered the stones. They’d begun to ice over again. 
I offered my arm to Camille. She accepted, slipping her arm through mine. Our warm breath puffed in frosty feathers and evaporated, cooling and atomizing into the cold night air. 
Blue Christmas lights hung over the hedges by the entrance. Two white wreaths with red crabapples hung on the double glass doors. I opened the door for Camille, and she stared at me, fear etched on her face. After a second’s hesitation, she went inside.
Her fingers trembled against my arm when we approached the desk. Amelia looked up and flashed a small smile of recognition, then glanced at her computer screen. She wore a fur-trimmed Santa hat and a green woolen dress with a red corsage pinned above her shoulder.
I tried to read her expression when she tapped at the keyboard, but it was veiled. 
“The doctors are waiting for you in Shelby’s room,” she said quickly, avoiding our eyes.  
Her reaction alarmed me. Normally so garrulous and open, Amelia had barely looked at us. She was hiding something.
Camille and I walked down the long, clean corridor. My boots squeaked on the marble floor tiles. In spite of the cool air in the hallway, beads of sweat broke out on my brow. 
Camille gripped my arm tighter. My heartbeat quickened. Our steps slowed when we reached Suite 201.
Two doctors bent their heads together over a chart in the far corner by the window. Nurse Regina leaned over Shelby, blocking our view of her face. A second, unfamiliar nurse unplugged a monitoring machine and placed it squarely onto a rolling cart. 
On a wall shelf, lights on a white and gold ceramic Christmas tree winked off and on. One of the garlands we’d hung had come undone. It blew back and forth in the breeze from the heating vent.
The hospital administrator stood in the corner, clipboard in hand. I looked back and confirmed the nightmarish vision. 
The hospital administrator stood in the corner, on Christmas Eve, an hour before midnight. 
My heart fell to my feet. Camille’s grip on my arm tightened. In slow motion, I watched the nurse as she unplugged more machinery. The doctors turned and looked at us, their faces unreadable. Camille started to collapse against me when Regina faced us, speaking softly and in neutral tones. It reminded me eerily of the mannerisms of a funeral director. 
“Ms. Coté. We’re so glad you’re here.” 
Regina backed away from the bed. Camille straightened, regaining her balance. We moved closer to Shelby. The girl lay absolutely still. Her long, slim body was covered in a crisp, white sheet neatly tucked in either side of the bed. Her arms lay outside the covers, straight to her sides. Camille leaned forward and rested her hand on Shelby’s thin arm where the I.V. shunt had been removed. A tan, fabric Band-Aid covered the puncture.  
“Shelby!” Camille cried. She sobbed and fell forward.
Shelby's dark eyelashes fluttered open. 
My jaw dropped. 
Camille sucked in a huge, gasping breath, and then cried out, “Shelby!” 
The girl looked up at her mother with confusion on her delicate face. Unable to speak, she mouthed the word Mommy and stretched out her thin arms. 
Camille fell into her arms. She embraced her child and smothered her pale cheeks in kisses, murmuring her name over and over again.
Dizzy with joy, I collapsed onto a chair by the bed. I watched in a daze and tasted salty moisture on my lips. 
Mother and daughter remained locked in each other’s arms, and Camille’s shoulder’s shook softly. 
The doctors and nurses rolled away the equipment that had been connected to the child and backed out of the room, in deference to the long-awaited reunion. 
Tears pricked my eyes. 
Regina leaned down and whispered in my ear. “We wanted it to be a surprise, being Christmas Eve and all—”
I nodded, unsure of the wisdom of their tactics, but happy to forgive any such transgressions in light of the miracle that played before us. 
The room grew quiet and Camille’s sobbing slowed. Finally, she sat up and reached her hand in my direction. 
I walked to the bed, taking her hand. 
Shelby looked up. Her large eyes were wide and inquiring. The question I’d pondered when she’d slept for months was finally answered. Her eyes were the same shade of cinnamon brown as her mother’s. 
Shelby looked from Camille, to me, and around the room at the Christmas decorations that Camille and I had hung. Soft snowflakes began to fall outside, shimmering and sliding against the windowpane. 
Shelby’s dark curls fell forward when she tried to lift her head from the pillow. They framed her heart-shaped face, just like her mother’s. 
Camille’s voice was taut with emotion. “Oh no, darling. Don’t try to get up yet. You’ve got to get strong again before you can do that.”
The girl relaxed back against the pillow. She looked back at me and lifted one frail hand in my direction. I enclosed it in mine. 
“This is Gus,” Camille said. “Do you remember him? He read stories to you, and told you about his grandson, Johnny.”
Recognition glimmered in Shelby’s eyes. I reached down and gently moved a stray lock from her face, sliding it behind one delicate ear. “Hi, Shelby. It’s nice to see you awake, sweetheart.”
A tremulous smile appeared on the girl’s lips, whose contours followed the exact shape as Camille’s. The full lower lip, the curvy bow on the top. I studied her, amazed to see my love’s face so beautifully replicated in this angelic child.
Her eyes fluttered, drooped, and her grip on my hand slackened. She breathed softly, evenly, her chest rising and falling in perfect rhythm.
“We’d best let her sleep now,” Regina said. 
Camille didn’t want to let go, but stayed at her daughter’s side, stroking her hand.
I slid one arm around her waist and waited. And waited. 
Finally, when the nurse turned down the lights, she let go and buried her face in my chest, quietly weeping again. 
I walked her out to the hallway, drying her tears with my fingers. “Merry Christmas, hon.” 
She sniffled and mumbled, “Best Christmas of my life, Gus. But I can’t go home with you. I can’t leave her now. Not now.”
I lifted her chin, searching her eyes. “Of course not. You stay here. But I’ve gotta fly. We need a present for Shelby for tomorrow morning. Do you think Wal-Mart is still open?”
She fumbled in her pocket. “Here. Take my house keys and go into the spare room closet. I’ve bought her presents every year for her birthday and Christmas since she fell into the coma. Bring a few of them back with you tomorrow, okay?”
I pocketed her keys, then cradled her hands in mine, bringing them to my lips. I kissed her cold fingertips, pulling her to me again. “You’ve got a deal, sweetheart.” I pressed my lips to her soft mouth, and then held her at arms’ length. “Now go back to your daughter. She needs you.”
I turned and walked slowly down the marble hall, whistling the refrain from “Joy to the World.” 
Amelia shot me a teary-eyed smile. “Merry Christmas, Gus.” 
“Merry Christmas, Amelia.” 
I buttoned my coat and headed out into the night. Tasting snowflakes on my tongue, I stopped for a while to let them melt on my tongue. Stars sparkled overhead, and I swore I saw the flash of a red sleigh racing across the horizon. 
I ambled toward my car. With a deep sigh of joy, I settled behind the steering wheel and headed down the snow-covered road for home.
 
-- The End --



Afterword
 
We writers aren’t often able to resurrect our dead.  
For years I’ve regretted murdering one particularly sweet character early in my LeGarde Mystery Series, specifically in the second book, Upstaged, which you’ve just read. 
The victim was originally named Ethel Fox. She loves dogs, is a high school janitor, and volunteers to help with the drama club’s productions. Ethel also happens to have Down Syndrome. Looking back now, I realize I probably cast her as a victim to rile up my readers with righteous anger, and to make the villain scream “evil.” 
Now, years later, I’m lucky to have the chance for a “do-over.”
My cardinal rule includes no killing of main characters—after all, these folks carry the series through its ten plus books. I’ll never kill Gus or Camille, or Siegfried, even if you might worry that they’re dead in some books (wink). But the featured characters, who change from book to book, are always fair game. 
When my publisher, Lida Quillen at Twilight Times Books, expressed interest in re-releasing my first two books as the “author’s preferred editions,” I was overjoyed. Now I could repair some of those newbie-writer awkward phrases, get rid of the excess adverbs and adjectives, and tidy up the prose. Besides, after writing sixteen books (I have three mystery series now), my skills have improved. It’s only natural to look back at one’s first books and grimace. So, after securing rights from the first publisher, I signed the new contracts and started the rewrites.
I didn’t change much in Double Forté, except to clean up the prose, add a bit more spice to a few scenes, and delete a bunch of excess words. 
But when I started to polish Upstaged, I remembered an embarrassing and awkward experience I had last year, and was consumed with the idea of tweaking the plot. 
While working at a facility for physically and intellectually challenged adults who love music, art, writing, and theater, my daughter Melanie invited me in to help during their summer festival. I arrived feeling quite virtuous, since I took a vacation day to volunteer, but instead of “helping” the folks there, I spent the day being humbled, time after time. The individuals radiated joy, and were delirious with excitement because they were about to put on a musical show for their visitors. Family and friends crowded the facility, and although I saw evidence of serious physical and intellectual “disabilities,” I was convinced these lovely people did not in any sense of the word feel disabled.
They danced and sang in the hallways, held hands and giggled, painted gorgeous pictures from wheelchairs (some of which were displayed in local art shows), and delighted in the costumes in which they’d been dressed for the celebration. 
While I snapped pictures for their scrapbooks, I fell in love with the people and teachers, was suitably humbled, and realized that after eight hours of fun, I had received much more than I’d given. A few days later, I donated Upstaged to one of the higher functioning members of the writing class, knowing that she loved musicals.
So, a year passed, and the writing teacher asked me if I’d come in and give a talk to her students who loved books and writing. We had a blast, and talked for almost two hours. They asked great questions, and I delighted in their company. It was after the class while I was donating more books that I suddenly remembered I’d killed off a character with Down Syndrome in Upstaged. 
What had I been thinking? Why did I donate the very book where I let the villain kill a character who represents so many people at this arts center? Was I insane? To be honest, it had been so long since I’d written the book, I really hadn’t remembered about Ethel, but when I did, I kicked myself. Repeatedly.
It was this experience that made me bring Ethel back to life. Not only did I prevent her murder in a way that didn’t goof up the original plot, but I gave her a cuter name. What kind of a name is Ethel for a sweet, helpful, loving lady? Her new name is Cindi. I think it fits her. Don’t you?
The Lord keeps me humble. It’s a good thing. There’s nothing worse than a bigheaded fool. But frankly, he doesn’t have to work very hard at it. I give him lots of help.
 
Aaron Paul Lazar
 
aaron.lazar@yahoo.com
http://www.lazarbooks.com
 
Thank you for picking up Upstaged. Please join my mailing list to find out about the latest new releases, book sales, and special subscriber-only offers.
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The Songs
 
You can listen to real songs written by my daughter, Melanie Lazar (formerly Melanie Carbonneau), that match my lyrics with gorgeous sixties-style music. I’m in love with these pieces and I used them in the audiobook version of Upstaged, too. Here’s the link for her CD: https://guslegardemysteries.bandcamp.com/
 
Thanks for supporting this starving artist! Like father, like daughter. ;o)
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Chapter 1
 
The Boeing 747 bucked and shuddered, sending shouts of alarm up and down the aisles. 
I tried to ignore the panicked voice in my head that kept telling me our European honeymoon was over before it started. When the wings finally stopped dipping, I started to breathe again. 
Camille sat beside me, terror flaring in her eyes. She already hated flying, and this tumultuous trip had exhausted her since we took off eight hours ago from Dulles Airport on the same day we’d become man and wife.
I tried to relax and shot her a reassuring smile. “Almost there, honey.”
She acknowledged me with a nod, but didn’t smile back.
As if flaunting its massive power, blue lightning flared against the plane’s window, blinding us. Seconds later, the right wing plunged, then suddenly leveled out as if nothing had happened. 
I waited with bated breath while thunder boomed around us. 
We’re almost there, almost to Paris. Just a little bit longer.

When the next gust of wind battered us sideways, I seriously began to wonder if we’d make it safely to the Charles de Gaulle Airport.
With another massive shockwave, the plane veered to its side. Overhead bins snapped open, disgorging travel bags and paraphernalia into the aisle. More cries of alarm filled the air. Cold sweat popped on my brow. 
“Gus?” Camille grabbed my arm and locked eyes with me. “I don’t know if I can do this.” Her complexion waxed sickly green. She brushed damp curls from her forehead, leaning back with eyes squeezed shut. 
“You’ll be okay.” I held her hand tightly. “We’re almost there.”
Another bolt of lightning burst against the window and the aircraft wobbled its way through black clouds. Like a beacon from below, a field of twinkling lights broke through the clouds. I sighed with relief. We’d passed over the Atlantic and were now flying over solid ground. No watery death for us. Now all we had to do was reach the airport and put down safely. 
“Look.” I pointed to the lights. “We’re over land.”
She blinked. Hope glinted momentarily behind her long lashes until the plane quaked again. 
I wondered how I’d ever get her back on a flight for the return trip to East Goodland, New York. 
I twisted the overhead air vent, letting tepid air ruffle my hair. With a deep breath, I collected myself and tried to sound calm. “You’ll love Paris. It’s so full of color and motion and…people. An amazing variety of people.”
Her eyes darted to the window. “Uh-huh. Keep talking, Gus.”
Fiercer now, another bolt of lightning blazed. I braced myself as the plane rocked sideways. The wing quivered in counterpoint to my heartbeat, its metallic stutter reverberating outside our window.
“Well, uh, let’s see. Notre Dame is spectacular, dark and mysterious. The view from the bell tower is incredible. It’ll take your breath away.” 
 The plane stabilized for a moment, giving me hope that the worst was over. 
Camille shifted in her seat and shot me a glance. “You were there with Elsbeth, right?”
I looked into her eyes. No jealousy lurked there. “Yes. Ten years ago. For our anniversary.”
My throat tightened. Elsbeth, my soul mate, my fiery partner, had been murdered five years ago—shoved to her death from the Letchworth Gorge cliffs. It still hurt to think about it, and I didn’t think I’d ever get over the pain of her loss.
In a rush of empathy, Camille kissed her fingertips and gently pressed them to the side of my mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you sad.” 
“It’s okay.” I flashed a half smile. “I’m fine.”
She sat up, feigning interest in the tourism topic. “Let’s talk about Paris.” 
I took her hands in mine, trying not to think of my first wife. “What’s the first thing you want to do when we arrive?”
She forced a playful smile. “Besides kiss the ground?” 
I laughed. “Yeah. Besides that.”
High winds splattered rain against the window, making it dance in parallel conga lines across the glass. 
 She took a deep breath, as if continuing to ignore our plight was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do. “I want to walk along the Seine and find a nice little outdoor café where I can order a cup of café au lait. I was actually craving fresh croissants and strawberries before my stomach started to flip flop a few minutes ago.”
 A sudden gust caught the aircraft, sheering it sideways. Camille froze, plastered against her seat back. She reached again for my hands, mouthing my name. “Gus?”
I reassured her with words I didn’t mean, and when the plane settled, I reached over to tighten her seatbelt. “That’s better.”
How much longer can this go on? 
The captain’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker. “Folks, this is Captain Wilcox. Sorry for the bumpy ride. I’m going to try to fly above the storm. Meanwhile, please remain calm. Observe the seatbelt sign and stay in your seats. As soon as it’s safe to move about the cabin, I’ll let you know.”
Camille took another deep breath and let it out slowly. “So, where’s our hotel again? Aren’t we close to some famous places?” 
“We are, it’s a great location on the right bank. We overlook the Seine, just around the corner from Notre Dame. We’re walking distance to the Musée D’Orsay, the Louvre, and the Jardin de Tuileries.”
Without warning, we plunged downward, diving through the clouds. A volley of flames erupted from the engine outside our window. Camille’s eyes widened and a sob burst from her lips. My head snapped against the headrest and the force of the descent pinned me to the seat. 
Oxygen masks dropped and dangled elusively in the air. I pried one hand from the armrest and fumbled for my mask. Reaching for it, I snagged it and stretched the elastic strap around my head. Camille caught her mask, placed it over her mouth, and looked at me. Terror flamed in her eyes.
I clutched her hand as a kaleidoscope of images flitted through my brain: Camille in her wedding dress, my grandson’s impish smile, our dogs, Max and Boris, asleep by the fire. 
We plummeted through a time continuum that blended slow motion with eternity. I struggled to remember the crash position and my heart drummed beneath my ribs. The captain’s voice thundered over the loudspeaker, words muffled beneath the roar of the descent. Craning my head against the heavy force, I faced Camille. It was surreal. A dream. A nightmare. 
Abruptly, the aircraft leveled out. A stainless steel coffeepot rolled down the aisle and lodged against my foot. The fire in the engine snuffed out and the plane soared forward as innocuously as it had hours earlier from Dulles Airport.



Chapter 2
 
The air filled with the clamor of voices in multiple languages. The nearest attendant unsnapped her belt and walked the aisle, scooping up items that had become airborne during the dive. She skillfully comforted passengers, as if our near crash was just a routine occurrence in her life. I marveled at her rapid recovery, although I did notice a slightly haunted expression lingering in her eyes.
The captain’s voice blasted through the plane’s speakers. “We’re okay now, folks, we’ve made it through the worst of it. If you need help, press the call button for your attendant.” He cut off for a minute, and then came back on the loudspeaker. “I apologize for that drop. We had some minor mechanical failures, but nothing we can’t handle. Just breathe normally and ignore your oxygen masks until we come around to repack them into the consoles. We’ll be touching down in about an hour. The temperature in Paris is sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit.”
I shook my head to clear it. Was it really over?
Camille trembled and leaned into me. I stroked her back and inhaled the familiar scent of her. Relief flooded me when I realized we really were going to make it. Fat raindrops slid along the glass, intertwining in black ribbons that pelleted and split in the wind.
After a while, she settled back in her seat. Her eyes glazed over; she stared into the black night. With sudden resolve, she sat up. Strength and purpose returned to her eyes. She smoothed her hair back and refastened her ponytail.
The plane banked slowly to the right and a meadow of lights twinkled below.
“We’re almost there,” I said. 
She snaked her arm through mine and I reached for her hand, needing the closeness of her touch. Gently, I rubbed my thumb across the soft skin on her palm. She felt warm and real. Alive.

For a few quiet minutes, we settled against our seatbacks and watched the rest of the plane return to a semblance of normalcy. The aroma of coffee filled the air, making me crave a cup of the brew. 
Without warning, the giant figure across the aisle sat up, tossing his blanket aside. “Professor? What happened?” Siegfried seemed confused, and his usual German accent thickened as it normally did when he was nervous. 
I felt bad, realizing I should have roused him so he could put on his oxygen mask when we were diving toward the earth. The guy could sleep through anything. But at the time I’d felt pinned to my seat and had lost all sense of what to do. I thanked God that it had all ended up okay.
He pushed his long blond ponytail over his shoulder and rubbed huge fingers over his eyes, resembling a child waking from a nap. 
I turned to face Elsbeth’s twin brother and smiled. “A little turbulence, Sig.”
The word wasn’t in his vocabulary. I raised one hand in the air and mimicked a plane flying rapidly up and down. He nodded briefly and flashed a drowsy half-smile, closing his eyes again as he snuggled back under his blanket. While the passengers queued at the restrooms, I decided to follow his example and closed my eyes. Memories of the bizarre phone call that prompted Siegfried to join us on our European honeymoon panned across my brain like a flickering eight-millimeter movie.
Frieda Hirsch, Siegfried’s great aunt, summoned Sig to Germany when her cancer worsened. Her doctors gave her only months to live, instigating the middle-of-the-night phone call that shocked me from my sleep.
“Siegfried must come to Germany,” she’d pleaded. “I have something very important to give him.” Her stumbling English was translated with the help of her grandson, who sat on the extension. After the long and complicated call, Camille and I agreed to bring Siegfried to Germany, since we were flying in that direction anyway. We knew traveling by himself would have been too great a challenge for our dear Siegfried, whose life had revolved exclusively around our farm and my daughter’s veterinary clinic where he cared for the animals. 
I tried to shake myself from the reverie, but couldn’t wrench open my eyelids. They were weighted closed, sealed as if with sticky taffy. The plane’s engines thrummed with a steady whir, as if to deny we’d been plunging toward the earth moments earlier with fireballs erupting from the engine outside our window.
Across the aisle, Siegfried began to snore. I enjoyed the quiet rhythm of the sound, and drifted off to a troubled sleep.



Chapter 3
 
“Sir?” The flight attendant tapped my hand.
Disoriented, I slowly opened my eyes. “Um, yes?” I glanced down at my watch. Almost eight A.M., Parisian time. I’d been sleeping for twenty minutes. 
“Here you go.” She held out a steaming face cloth using a pair of tongs.
Smiling my thanks, I tossed it from hand to hand to cool it, and then swiped it across my face. The warm, moist heat felt soothing. 
Camille did the same with her towel and stretched as if waking from a long nap. Smiling, she reached for her toiletries bag, slipped past me, and headed for the tail end of the plane. 
I decided to follow her example. When a restroom became free, I washed my hands with fancy eucalyptus-scented lotion soap and brushed my teeth. Feeling a bit more human, I wiped out the sink with paper towels and looked in the mirror. 
The fellow who stared back at me appeared haggard. Smudgy gray circles beneath his eyes reflected the hectic days before the wedding and our more recent near-fatal ocean crossing. 
I wet my comb and pulled it through my wavy black hair, inspecting the crop of silver sprouting at my temples. Definitely more than last month. I shrugged. 
After straightening my clothes, I opened the door and collided with a pale-eyed blond in a black leather bomber jacket. 
He stumbled and fell against the bulkhead, cursing in German. “Scheiße!” 
I’d heard the same swear from Siegfried when he accidentally hit his thumb with a hammer or stubbed his toe. I apologized and reached down to help the guy up. The cuff of his jacket slipped up his arm, revealing a swastika tattoo on his wrist. 
I let go of his hand as if it burned my fingers. 
“Thanks for nothing.” He spat the words in a guttural German accent and glared at me. With an angry hug, he shoved past me into the restroom. 
Black bomber jacket? Swastika tattoo? What the hell, is he playing at being a Nazi? 
It had been over sixty years since World War II and the horrors that had invaded Germany and its surrounding countries. But I’d heard there were still followers of the hateful Nazi beliefs, although I found it impossible to comprehend. I shook the thought from my brain like a dog shaking off bathwater. 
Probably just a rebellious teenager who thinks it’s cool. The idiot.
I returned to my place to find Camille perched sideways on the arm of my seat, chatting with Siegfried across the aisle. I leaned against the seat back and listened to her explain our plans to him. 
Most of Siegfried’s life revolved around our hometown of East Goodland, New York. Located in the Finger Lakes region of the Genesee Valley, the quiet farming town was flanked on one side by the valley and on the other by Conesus Lake. North of the village sprawled the historic college town of Conaroga, where I ran the music department at the university. 
The idea of traveling abroad had frightened Siegfried. So, when Camille and I offered to go with him, he’d gratefully accepted. The last time he’d flown, his family had barely escaped from behind the Iron Curtain in East Germany. He and Elsbeth had been four years old.
But the fraternal twins had thrived in East Goodland. They lived next door to us and had immediately become my best friends. At the age of twelve, however, our small world changed. A boating accident left Siegfried with diminished mental capacities. Eventually, and with much difficulty, Siegfried graduated from high school, in spite of having lost most of his knowledge of the English language. When his parents passed away years later, he moved in with us and began to work with my daughter Frederica in her veterinary clinic. His gentle spirit and love for animals made him perfectly suited for the job, and I couldn’t imagine our lives without my dear friend. 
Camille’s musical voice interrupted my reverie. “We’ll spend a couple days in Paris together, seeing the sights, then we’ll drive you to Denkendorf. Once you’re settled with your Aunt Frieda, Gus and I will head for Vienna.” She smiled and her eyes flirted with mine. 
A worried look crossed Siegfried’s brow. 
“What’s wrong, buddy?” I asked. 
His frown deepened. “You were just married yesterday. I don’t want to be—to be in the way.” He glanced at me with apprehension. 
I reached over to comfort him. “Don’t worry, Sig,” I said. “We want to spend time with you. You’re part of the family.”
He looked to Camille for reassurance. 
“We wouldn’t have it any other way,” she said.
The big man brightened with relief. As Camille reviewed our itinerary, I lounged beside them on the armrest of an empty aisle seat, observing the passengers around us. They bustled about, gathering belongings and drinking coffee. My gaze connected with an elderly man three rows behind Siegfried. He flashed an ethereal smile and reached to take his wife’s hand. I returned his smile, and a lump formed in my throat. 
Would all of our lives change after this near-death experience today?
The Nazi wannabe scowled two rows behind the seniors. Rooting around in his knapsack, he finally popped ear buds into his ears and began banging his head to the beat of whatever he was playing on his iPod. I frowned, thinking about his probable choice of music.
Wait a minute.
Who am I to judge? Maybe he’s a really decent kid.
We’d been granted a second chance at life today. Silently, I vowed to make it count. 
“Sir? Excuse me, sir; you’ll need to take your seat now. We’ll be landing soon.” The flight attendant politely shepherded me into my seat and continued down the aisle, asking passengers to raise their seat backs and return their trays to their upright position. 
I gathered my personal belongings, including the first five chapters of the book I had begun to write on Frederick Chopin. It was to be a complete analysis of his works, and I hoped to squeeze in some research as we worked our way from Paris to Vienna. I zipped the briefcase and shoved it under the seat. 
Camille nudged me gently. “Seatbelt, Gus.” 
I snapped the belt into place, linked arms with her, and whispered in her ear.  “Thanks, honey. What would I do without you?”



Chapter 4
 
We hailed a cab at the airport, piled into it, and held our breath while our Turkish driver zoomed maniacally through the city streets. He didn’t speak with us, but constantly laid on the horn. He maneuvered through heavy traffic, scooting around rotaries and whisking us through side alleys to avoid congested main streets. Siegfried closed his eyes and dozed, while Camille and I drank in the scenery, occasionally catching a glimpse of The Eiffel Tower in the distance.
We’d driven for a half-hour when the driver screeched to a stop at a busy intersection. As he inched forward in jerky increments, I glanced out the window and scanned a few posters tacked onto a wooden fence surrounding a park. 
Nestled between advertisements for the Moulin Rouge and Louvre flapped a poster touting a red flag and black swastika. The text was in German and French. I made out a few words, but before I could fathom the meaning of the disturbing image, once again the tires squealed and we plunged back into the flow of traffic. 
I forced myself to push the unsettling thoughts away and leaned close to the window so I wouldn’t miss any of the sites. 
Minutes later, we pulled up at the hotel entrance. The driver leapt from the taxi and opened our door with a flourish. Siegfried roused from his nap and we all emerged to gaze at the façade of the Hotel Victoire. Its cream-colored stucco walls rose eight stories high, flaunting pink ivy geraniums cascading from dozens of window boxes. 
The meter read forty-five euros. I gave our driver sixty and was rewarded with a bright smile. 
He flashed gold-capped teeth. “Merci beaucoup.” With a tight little bow, he hopped back into the taxi and sped away.
Inside, the plush lobby was wallpapered in navy blue fleur-de-lis designs. Although small and dark, its polished mahogany furniture and elegantly upholstered silk chairs made it feel luxurious.  
I approached the man behind the desk and tried to communicate with my schoolboy French. Although I’d been studying my English-French dictionary for the past few months, I found myself tongue-tied when he pinned me with his piercing black eyes. After I tried repeating a few stuttering sentences, he gave in and switched to perfect English, clucking his teeth as if to take pity on the poor, dumb American. 
When the check-in was complete, he returned our passports, calling to the bellboy. “Marcel! Vite-vite!”
A lanky teenager in a too-tight uniform trotted out of a room behind the desk. He ushered us around the corner and piled the bags onto a cart. We all squeezed into the narrow lift and he pushed the button for the top floor. Siegfried yawned all the way up. His room, 801, was located three doors down the hall from ours. We left him to unpack and followed Marcel to the honeymoon suite.
The room included a small sitting area, a four-poster bed, a changing room, and a bathroom with a large tub and separate shower. Pale blue silk covered the walls trimmed with elegantly carved white molding. 
Marcel spoke rapidly in French, showing us the controls for the television, the hidden door for the mini-bar, and the light switches. A large basket of fruit, wrapped in yellow cellophane, rested beside a bottle of champagne on the coffee table in front of an embroidered settee. After whirring around the room like a top, pointing to each article in turn, Marcel stopped and backed toward the door with his hand held out in front of him, palm up. 
I reached into my pocket and pulled out five euros. “Here you go. Merci beaucoup.”
“De rien.” Apparently satisfied, he shared a toothy grin and vanished.



Chapter 5
 
“Let’s check out the view.” With great fanfare, Camille drew open the blue silk drapes on the bay window overlooking the Parisian cityscape. Sunlight flooded the room, glinting on the mirrors and crystal wine glasses next to the champagne bottle. 
I slid my arm around her waist. We stood close together, quietly gazing at the scene below that swarmed with pedestrians strolling the city streets. The gray-green water of the Seine flowed beneath an elegant arched bridge spanning the river. Houseboats, tugboats, and tour boats crowded the waterway. To the south, the buttresses of Notre Dame rose in graceful arches. A pearl blue sky stretched over the city, tinged with gray as it kissed the horizon.
“I can’t believe we’re actually here, Gus. Paris.” From her lips, the word sounded alluring, steeped in glamour and spoken with worship. 
“I know.” I leaned down to kiss her. “It seems unreal, doesn’t it?” 
“It’s just wonderful.” After a few minutes, she sighed happily and stepped back to face me. “I’m going to unpack. Do you want to shower first?”
“Sure,” I said. “I need to wash off that airport grime.” 
 She disappeared into the dressing room and in seconds, I heard her suitcase zip open. 
Hot and sweaty, I couldn’t wait to shower after flying all night. I walked into the bathroom and turned on the water, then unwrapped both of the fancy little cakes of soap sitting on the counter. I left one by the sink, and laid one on the shelf in the shower. I had to squint under the light to tell which of the tiny bottles were shampoo, conditioner, body wash, and lotion, but I finally figured it out. Shedding my clothes, I stepped into a warm spray of water and soaped up to the scent of lavender and roses. 
The fragrance was a little feminine for my taste, but it felt good and I stood under the stream of water for a long time, leaning on the wall to let the heat seep into my lower back.
“You almost done in there?” Camille asked. She didn’t pull back the curtain, although I’d hoped she might be inspired by the romance of Paris to join me.
When she didn’t say more, I straightened and turned off the spigot. “All set.” I wondered if maybe she’d be willing to start our honeymoon in the bright light of morning. I’d been longing for her for the past year, but because of her history of abuse at the hands of her ex-husband, Greg Robinson, I’d waited. And waited. And waited. 
Because of that history, we hadn’t pursued our physical relationship beyond a few tentative romantic overtures. Her first marriage had deteriorated into a hideous sham after the near fatal injury of their daughter, Shelby. Although it had been several years since Greg was imprisoned for abusing Camille, her emotional scars lingered. I tried to be patient, and was also dealing with my own occasional feelings of guilt. My marriage to Elsbeth had lasted almost three decades, and although she’d been gone for five years now, sometimes my new relationship felt like a betrayal of her memory.
Camille needed time, she’d said. She wanted to be close to me, but she needed time. 
But now that we were officially married, I wondered what would happen, and when. Sometimes I felt I couldn’t wait another second. And then I looked into her frightened eyes, and felt ashamed. I needed to step up, and to be more than just a lustful male animal. I needed to be a man who loved and respected her. Yet still…
I dried off, wrapped a towel around my hips, and walked into the dressing room to find some clothes. 
“I unpacked your stuff. You’ve got the bottom two drawers, okay?”
“Sure, thanks.” I dug out some khaki slacks and a polo shirt, and then grabbed some fresh underwear and socks, carrying them into the bedroom to change. 
She glanced sideways at me when I dropped my towel, and hurried into the bathroom. 
Maybe the honeymoon wouldn’t start this morning.
When she emerged, she sat at the vanity to dry her hair. 
I watched her, mesmerized by the graceful movements of her slim arms and the gentle ripple of her breasts beneath her white camisole.
 “You’d better check on Sig,” she said. “He’s probably wondering where we are. It’s been an hour already.”
Reluctantly, I stood up. “Okay. But I was just enjoying the view.” I smiled at her reflection in the mirror, but she didn’t seem to get my point. Was it on purpose? Or was she just so excited about seeing Paris that her mind was on another track?
“When Sig’s all set, let’s go for a walk and get some lunch. I know it’s early, but I’m starving,” she said. 
I couldn’t help myself. When she shut off the hair dryer, I sidled up to her and pulled her mass of dark hair back, kissing the side of her soft neck. Desire swept through me, swelling like a spring river surging the shore. For the first time ever, she arched her back slightly and lifted her mouth for a kiss as if she wanted me, too. I caught the hairdryer as it started to fall and fumbled it onto the dressing table.
In the warm glow of the Parisian sunshine, I reached for her and pulled her up into my arms. I kissed her deeply. “Do we have
to wait until tonight?”
She blushed and pushed me away, laughing with a nervous undertone. “Siegfried’s probably starving. And what would he do with himself for the rest of the afternoon? He’s doesn’t speak French, and—” 
Her voice trailed off when I found her lips again. After a moment, she continued, looking at me as if I were a naughty child. “He must be a little scared being in a strange place, don’t you think?”
I sighed. She was right; Sig needed us. We’d have to wait for nightfall. “One more kiss?” 
Her eyes softened. “Okay. Come here.”
For the next moment, I lost myself in the sweet ripeness of her mouth. When she gently disengaged, I relented and headed down the hall to Siegfried’s room.



Chapter 6
 
I knocked on Sig’s door and in seconds received his answer. 
“Come in. I hope that it is you, Professor.”
“It’s me. But you really should lock the door and check before you let anyone in, buddy.”
“Ja? But who else would want to come in?” He sat on the bed surrounded by piles of shirts, pants, socks, and sweaters. His thick blond hair, damp from the shower, hung loose over his white tee shirt. His gargantuan legs stuck straight out, reaching halfway to the dresser. In spite of his huge presence in the small room, he seemed forlorn, vivid blue eyes staring at the mess around him in distress. 
“Bad guys,” I said, joining him on the bed. “That’s who. But you lucked out this time.” I tossed him a grin, but he didn’t seem to get it. “Okay. Can I help you with this stuff?” I stood again and opened the dresser drawers that he hadn’t yet filled. “Here, look. This bureau hash plenty of drawers, and I’ll bet you’ll find hangers in that closet.” 
He brightened, and jumped up to check the closet. “Ja. Lots of hangers.”
We began to stow the items.
“Sig?” I asked, setting a pair of socks into a drawer.
“Ja, Professor?”
“Will this room be okay for you? Are you comfortable here?”
He pushed aside a lock of hair and nodded. “Ja. It is nice.
There is a refrigerator. I will buy juice or milk and keep it like at home, nicht wahr?”
“Great idea. Hey, when we’re done here, do you want to get some lunch?”
His eyes lit up. “Ich habe grossen Hunger, Professor.” As if to prove the fact, his stomach growled. “See?” He chuckled and patted his belly.
I echoed his laughter, snorting through my nose. “Yeah. Me, too. Come on. Let’s see if Camille’s ready.”
***
We began to wander the Parisian streets under a bright yellow sun that pinned a cerulean sky. The aroma of fresh bread wafted from bakeries, mingled with the sharp scent of gasoline and wet flowers. Within ten minutes, we capitulated, stopping at an outdoor café boasting cool green and white awnings and a mouthwatering cuisine. 
Camille found a table with three chairs on the sidewalk and ordered a crispy baguette, a round wooden container of fresh Brie, a box of strawberries, and three cups of café au lait. Exhausted from the flight, we let the warm sun bake us into a state of contentment while we savored the delicacies and watched the people go by. 
After eating my fill, I leaned back in the metal bistro chair, soaking in the atmosphere of the city. The air caressed my skin, lulling me into a deep sense of relaxation. Honking horns mingled with the sounds of passersby and the rumble of trundling buses. 
Pedestrians waltzed past us in lazy hordes, spouting pleasant French phrases. I caught a few words, but for the most part the conversations went too fast for my tired brain. Glancing at the gorgeous façades of buildings lining the street, I observed each unique stucco edifice. The structure directly across the street was painted yellow with rounded, black iron balconies gracing each window. Prominent rococo designs, with curves of contrasting colors, bordered the windows on the top floor. A pair of pink curtains fluttered from a window on the top story. 
My eyes closed. I nearly gave in to the drowsy tug of sleep when Camille caught me.
“Gus, wake up. We just got here. You can’t sleep yet. Look.”
I opened one eye and she gestured behind me.
“See those beautiful scarves?” 
Reluctantly, I turned to look at the outdoor display. The silken fabrics blew in the breeze, beckoning with a tempting kaleidoscope of azure, gold, and scarlet. I paid for our lunch and followed my beloved to the store with Siegfried. 
After determining that the price for each scarf was a mere twelve dollars, Camille went in for the kill. “Let’s get this turquoise one for my mom, the gold for Mrs. Pierce, the rose for Millie, and…”
Camille piled the scarves on my arms. Long and silky, their brilliant colors swirled in unusual patterns. I nodded in agreement with each of her choices. In all honesty, they were all beautiful and it would be hard to go wrong no matter which ones she chose for our family. I knew immediately that our housekeeper, Mrs. Pierce, and our long time friend, Millie, would love them. 
I pulled a pale green and white one out of the mix. “How about this one for you, sweetheart?” 
She draped it over her forearm, examining it in the light. “Oh, it’s really pretty.”
I exchanged amused smiles with Siegfried, who stood just inside the shop, inhaling perfumes at the counter. He lifted a jade bottle in the air and tipped it back and forth to get my attention.
“Professor. For Freddie?” 
I handed Camille the pile of scarves and walked inside to the counter. 
The saleswoman passed the perfume stopper beneath my nose from the bottle Siegfried was considering. She chattered as she waved it in the air, smiling at me with a beguiling expression. About seventy-five years old, with carefully coiffed white hair and a calf-length black dress decorated with a string of blue pearls, she presented an elegant figure. “Monsieur, pour votre belle femme, n’est-ce pas?
I expected to be put off with a heavy scent. Generally, I found perfumes overwhelming and their artificial scents no match for the sublime bouquets of nature. I preferred the sweet smell of wood smoke or the chaste scent of the mock orange. 
This one was different—faintly alluring and vaguely sweet. It reminded me of something familiar, yet difficult to place. I sniffed again, and queried the woman behind the counter. “Qu’est-ce que c’est?” I was trying to say, “What is that?” and wasn’t sure if I’d said it right, until she smiled and nodded.
“C’est les concombres,” she said.
I looked at her blankly. She tried to explain, stretching her hands out along an imaginary object, pretending to chop and eat something, and finally spilling out a lengthy explanation. I stood dumbfounded, and then remembered I’d slid my pocket dictionary into my back pocket before we left. 
I looked up concombres and smiled. “Cucumbers,” I said. “I think it’s perfect, Sig. You’ve chosen the only scent in the world that Freddie would probably wear.”
He nodded happily, looked at the saleswoman as if to pronounce something very important, and said in measured German words, “Wie viel kostet das?”

Without hesitation, she gave him the price, but answered in francs. After a few moments of confusion, we finally figured out it was within Siegfried’s budget, and he bought the bottle, gift-wrapped for free. 
Camille approached the counter glowing, her arms draped with scarves. I took out my credit card, realizing this was just the beginning. The saleswoman carefully packed each scarf in thin, long white boxes with tissue paper. Camille smiled, thanked her profusely in French, and we wandered back into the sunshine.



Chapter 7
 
We ambled along the cobblestone street and located a toy store filled with stuffed animals, dolls, and wooden goods. Browsing among the wares, I found a beautiful brunette china doll that reminded me of Camille’s daughter, Shelby. 
The doll wore a pale yellow satin dress, black cloth shoes, and a lacy cap. According to the tag, her name was Jeannette. Her dark hair fell to her shoulders in braids. I held her up for Camille to see from across the store, and she nodded enthusiastically. I chose two more dolls for my baby granddaughters Celeste and Marion, although they’d be put away until they were much older.
Siegfried found a wooden dump truck for Johnny, my grandson. Painted in bright colors, I knew he’d love it. We purchased our items and left the shop with arms full of packages. I shifted them in my arms as we crossed the street in Camille’s wake, feeling tired and ready for a nap.
“If we keep shopping at this pace, we’ll have everything bought on our first day,” I mumbled. My complaint was lost on her. 
“You’re right! Isn’t that grand? The only person we haven’t found a present for yet is Oscar. Keep an eye out for him, okay?”
Oscar Stone, a close family friend, enjoyed photography and history. 
My eyes, feeling gritty, again longed to close for a few hours of sleep. Camille, on the other hand, was invigorated. Her eyes shone as she pulled us along the Quai de la Corse. 
Artists lined the street on both sides. Those who hawked touristy, mass-produced paintings wore the garb of the American vision of French artists—painter’s smocks and black berets. They enjoyed a brisk business as they held out palettes daubed with fresh oil paint. Postcard and souvenir vendors lounged behind tables along the sidewalk. I steered Camille and Siegfried away from them, whispering that I thought we could do better a bit farther from the crowds. As we moved along the street, legitimate artists began to emerge with their completed works and current canvases-in-progress set up along the Quai.

An artist who painted uncomplicated line drawings in black and monochrome tones caught my attention. I stopped to watch him create a portrait in blue and black. Featured were a couple at a table, beside a window looking out on the French cityscape. I looked at him while he worked, totally oblivious to the tourists who gawked over his shoulder. Young and bearded, he wore jeans and sneakers. 
I cleared my throat. “C’est très belle.”
He turned to look at me, squinted in the sunlight, and smiled. “Thanks, man.”
Surprised, I looked at him with interest. “American?”
He nodded. “Yep. Chicago. Studying at the Sorbonne this semester.”
“I really like what you’ve done here.”
He peered at his drawing and nodded. “Thanks. I’m trying something different. I want it to stand out, but with originality that comes from passion, not just...just to be different, know what I mean?” 
“Well, it works,” I said. “That’s why I stopped. Are you selling any of these?”
He laughed and shook his head. “Nah. I can’t part with them yet. I’m too close to them. Someday, though. When I’m out of school, or need the cash.”
I was about to give him my email and ask him to contact sometime in case he changed his mind, but Camille tugged at my arm, distracting me. 
We walked away, but I called to him over my shoulder. “Good luck. You’ve got a great start.”
He grinned, flourished a brush, and turned back to his work. 
Camille cried out as if she’d had an epiphany. “Gus! An antique store.”
Siegfried and I groaned, shifted our packages, and followed her across the busy intersection.
***
At dinnertime, we dropped our mountain of parcels at the hotel and headed back outside to a nearby restaurant recommended by our concierge. Brass railings lined the sidewalk beneath a blue awning, wrapping back into Le Brasserie and around the room, separating it into mirrored quadrants. We joined a long line, which stretched out to the street and moved slowly. Eventually the line oozed into the building and I looked up to examine gorgeous artwork overhead. Paintings of pastoral scenes covered the ceiling: castles on hilltops, fields of sheep, and winding dirt roads. Gaudy gold frames, molded into the ceiling, surrounded each painting. 
We shuffled for thirty minutes until we reached the head of the line. Before we could speak, the maître d’ hurried us to a table and gestured at the white board in the corner of the room. 
We settled in our seats and tried to read the illegible menu board, scrawled in a spidery handwriting. I looked around the room. I saw no menus, just an abundance of dogs. Most pooches sat on laps, in a booth, or at their owners’ feet. I laughed out loud, earning a few curious glances from our neighboring diners. 
Siegfried held out his hand to an Irish Setter, whose tail thumped while he kissed the back of Sig’s hand. A lavender Weimaraner slept beneath a sideboard near the host’s podium, oblivious to the chaos around him.
The waiter strode toward us. Wiry and bald, his short waistcoat fit snugly around his middle and his patent leather shoes gleamed. He spouted words in rapid-fire French and looked expectantly at us. 
“Je ne comprends pas,” I said apologetically. 
He rolled his eyes, shrugged, and pointed again to the illegible menu.
Siegfried squinted at the board, and muttered, “Ich verstehe nicht.”
The waiter brightened and spoke with Siegfried in broken German, pointing at the choices and explaining. 
“Was empfehlen Sie?” Siegfried asked the man to recommend something. 
The waiter rattled off several items, scribbled in a small notebook, and turned quickly on his heels.
“What did you order?” Camille asked.
Siegfried turned to us. “I have no idea. I could not understand him.” He grinned and shrugged.
Uncontrollable laughter gurgled in my throat. Exhaustion dissolved the usual barriers between brash behavior and decorum, and I completely lost control. When I looked at Camille, it was all over. My laugh broke through as a loud snort, scaring the dog beside us and causing the man who balanced a meatball on his fork to lose hold of the morsel. The meatball bounced to the floor and rolled toward the Weimaraner, who immediately woke, gobbled it, and laid his head back on his paws, big eyes searching the room for more tidbits that might come his way. 
As we struggled to control our near-hysterical laughter, the waiter brought three wine glasses and a bottle of Beaujolais. I tasted it, approved, and our glasses were immediately filled. 
At least I know how to do this part. I wiped the tears from my eyes and drained half of the wine glass.
Within minutes, he returned with three massive crocks of stew and a basket of warm bread. Chunks of chicken, onions, mushrooms, and red potatoes, seasoned with paprika and marjoram, swam in a creamy broth. Thanking him, we smiled with relief and dug into the delicious meal. 
Somehow, Siegfried managed to order a large glass of milk and downed the whole thing in one thirsty gulp. For dessert, the waiter brought bowls of crème brulée. Each creamy custard, topped with a brittle and sweet crust, filled a bowl big enough to satisfy a whole family. Siegfried finished his entire dish, and I did my best to follow his lead.
Completely satisfied, we returned to the hotel after a quick stop at a market. Siegfried stowed his juice in his minibar, and wished us goodnight.



Chapter 8 
 
Camille entered the bathroom behind me. “Excuse me, honey. I need to brush my teeth.” Smiling, she maneuvered past me to reach for her toothbrush. 
I stood at the sink, wearing only a towel and swishing spearmint mouthwash. All I could think of was our bed, and what might or not might happen in the next half hour.
She avoided my eyes.
It wasn’t looking good. 
Was she avoiding me? Would she plead exhaustion? Or would she say she just wasn’t ready yet?
I splashed warm water on my face and dried it with a hand towel, stealing frequent glances; consumed by her beauty, her emotional frailty, and her smooth-skinned femininity. 
What does she want? Is she ready to face her fears?
My question was answered when she finally lifted her eyes to mine. This time, I saw no fear in them. I felt her unspoken answer—warm and genuine, a reflection of my love. A faint blush rose to her cheeks.
God, I love her.
She returned her toothbrush to its case and patted her mouth dry. 
Unable to wait, I reached for her hand, enfolding it in mine, and drew her to me. “Camille, I love you so much.”
She blinked, hitched a small ragged breath, and met my mouth with tenderness. “Me, too.” She laughed nervously. “I mean, I love you, too.”
“I knew what you meant, sweetheart.” I started to walk her backwards out of the room, but she stopped me after a few steps. 
“Just one second,” she said. “I’ll meet you in there. I have to go.”
I chuckled and a flush of pleasure spread through me, washing warm in my veins. “Okay. I’ll be waiting.” I hoped I hadn’t scared her with that laugh. Had it sounded evil? Lustful?  
I shook the thought away. This is it. Our first time.
Streaking into the bedroom, I tossed the towel to the floor and jumped into bed. Hastily, I switched off the bedside lamp, and lay back against the pillows to wait, heart pounding. Amber rays from the streetlight filtered through the window, painting the room with a murky glow. Sounds of the city rang below—the unique siren of the French ambulance, honking horns, and strains of music blasting from a nightclub down the block. 
Hesitating, she stood in her slip, silhouetted in the doorway. 
My breath caught in my throat. 
Her hips flared from her waist in perfect proportion, sloping to slim legs and petite feet. Her luminous eyes glimmered beneath a curtain of dark curls. She looked more beautiful than I’d ever seen her.
Unbidden, visions of Elsbeth flashed before me. The last time I’d been in bed in Paris had been with my dear first wife, before she grew ill, before the cancer invaded her brain. And before she’d been murdered. A lifetime ago.
Elsbeth’s hair was darker, almost black with reddish tints, and it sprang wild from her head, thick and unruly. Her eyes burned with a fire I didn’t see in Camille’s, where only soft passion flared. A strong woman of great beauty, Elsbeth had harbored a lust for life, in bed, and in every little detail of her daily activity.
I’d never forget her. But tonight was about the present, about Camille and me. We were about to start our new life together, and somehow, I knew Elsbeth would approve.
The memories of distant years receded, evaporating when Camille finally flipped off the bathroom light and started toward me. She approached the bed slowly, bare feet sliding along the carpet. 
My heart tripped staccato and although I barely dared to breathe, the air rushed in and out, quickening. 
Without a word, she slipped under the covers and laid her head on my bare chest. Her hair rustled against my skin, shooting quivers through my body. 
I reached for her and ran my hands across her soft shoulders, lightly caressing her skin. 
She stiffened, and I froze. 
Had I already done something wrong? 
“Are you okay?”
“Just a little nervous,” she said. “Can we take it slow?”
Protective instincts reared within me and my anger surged, thinking of her ex-husband and the awful things he’d done to her.
If only I could get that bastard alone. Five minutes. That’s all I’d need. 
I pushed the thoughts aside and focused on loving my wife. She needed my assurance, to know I would never hurt her. “We can stop any time,” I said. “Tell me what you need, honey.”
“Okay.” Her voice was small, barely audible. 
She lifted her face to mine and I leisurely kissed her forehead, cheeks, neck, and lips. I placed small, fluttery kisses along her mouth from left to right, and continued to her ear. Kissing along the upper rim, I brushed thick curls away from her neck and started along the smooth skin that led to her shoulders, where I lingered, occasionally sliding down her upper arms. Running my fingers along her spine, I gently flipped her over and massaged her back and shoulders, kneading her tense muscles. 
She shrugged out of her slip and I continued the massage. She stretched and moaned, now from pleasure, then rolled to her back, limbs relaxed and skin pale in the faint light. I sought her lips. She kissed me back tentatively, running her fingers through my hair and along my jawbone, stopping at a sandpapery spot above my chin. 
“You missed a spot,” she mumbled, rubbing her finger across the small cluster of hairs beneath my lip. She touched her finger to my mouth and I kissed it. Twice, three times. 
I moved from her fingers to her palm, to her inner arm, and upward until the soft curve of her breasts brushed my cheek. She relaxed and pulled me closer, flexing one leg and pointing her toes.
I let my hands slowly drift below her neck, where I stroked the hollows of her collarbone with my fingertips. After a long time, she moved my hand lower. Her breathing came faster and faint purring sounds punctuated her whispers. 
My fingers and lips grew more familiar with her body, discovering her most intimate desires. Finally, tentatively, she reached for me. 
The small fire kindling between us grew to an inferno. Our enthusiasm swelled, breaking boundaries shaped by the past. The sweet smell of soap and perspiration moistened the sheets. As we ascended the heights of pleasure, I surrendered myself to the night and to the woman whose soul and flesh enveloped mine completely.



Chapter 9
 
I woke to the sound of pigeons warbling on the windowsill. Camille’s hand lay across my face, smothering me in sweet softness, smelling of rose and lavender soap and a faint hint of our intimacy. I gently rearranged it and snuggled closer to her, nuzzling her from the back. She mumbled something unintelligible and pulled the covers over her head.
Chuckling, I slid out of bed and headed for the shower.
Steaming hot water pulsed steadily against my muscles, vibrating with sensuous memories of the night before. I soaped up and shampooed, rinsed off, and then turned off the spigot. In spite of the lack of sleep steadily accruing each day, I emerged rested and feeling ridiculously happy. 
I dressed in comfortable clothes—navy Dockers and a white polo shirt—and returned to the bedroom. 
My wife stirred and opened one eye to the soft rays of Parisian sunshine. She closed it again and smiled. “Come here, husband.”
I sat on the side of the bed and reached for her. “Is that my new name?” 
She snuggled against me, arms wrapped around my waist. “Yes. It is, husband.”
I kissed the top of her head. “I like the sound of it.”
She raised her lips to mine and kissed me briefly. “Just a quick kiss. I haven’t brushed my teeth yet.”
“I have,” I said. “I’ve been up for hours.”
“Sure you have,” she said. “Liar.”
“Okay, so maybe it’s only been a half hour.” My voice turned husky. “Camille, last night was...” 
She blushed and tucked her head into my shoulder. “It was wonderful. Thank you for being so tender.”
“I’ve dreamed about us being together so often, Camille. Loved you for so long, wanted you for so long. But I never imagined it would be such a spiritual experience.”
“Spiritual?” Her eyes widened. “You’re right. It really was. I’ve never felt like that before. Ever.”
We held each other for a few minutes, soaking in the warmth and breathing against each other as one. 
She raised her head suddenly. “Oh! I forgot to tell you, I dreamt about Shelby last night. I want to call her; I want to hear her voice.”
She gently disengaged and backed up to the headboard. As if suddenly remembering her nakedness, she quickly drew the sheet to her chin. A faint ripple of embarrassment flickered in her eyes. I draped her bathrobe around her shoulders. 
She slipped into it and reached for the phone. “Thanks. What time is it in East Goodland, anyway?” 
I glanced at my watch, and subtracted six hours. “It’s, um, only four in the morning. Might be a little early.”
Disappointed, she dropped the receiver onto the cradle and moved to the table beside the window. She rummaged inside her purse until she found her wallet, then flipped it open to a picture of Shelby. The girl sat on Camille’s front steps with Boris on her lap. Long, dark pigtails framed her heart-shaped face. She was caught laughing when the little dachshund licked her chin. 
Camille slowly rubbed her fingertips across the image. “I still wonder if I should have left her, Gus. It’s only been five months since she came out of that coma. My God, for all those years she lay in that bed, hearing everything we said, but unable to move or speak. Maybe we should have postponed the honeymoon.”
The delivery truck hit Shelby when she was six, sending her into a coma for many years. Camille visited her religiously, reading books aloud by the hundreds. She repeated addition, subtraction, and multiplication facts to her unresponsive child. Somehow, Shelby retained the knowledge and shocked the entire hospital staff when she awakened by reeling off reams of facts and figures. She recognized the nurses by their voices, calling them by name. The consistent physical therapy, upon which Camille had insisted, had prepared Shelby’s legs for walking. After six weeks of rehabilitation, Shelby had been released to her mother, walking on crutches, but able to maneuver with relative comfort. 
“I know, sweetheart. I feel the same way; I already miss the whole family. But I trust your mother to look after her, don’t you? After all, she raised you. Look what a great job she did.” I imagined Maddy, Camille’s mother and my secretary in the university music department, running the show at home. She’d have no trouble at all keeping everyone in line.
She managed a half smile. “I guess. It’s just so hard being away from her.”
“How about we call in a few hours?” 
“Okay.” She smiled and was about to kiss me when the phone rang. She reached for the receiver, conversed and laughed for a while, then hung up. “Sig,” she said. “He’s been waiting for breakfast for three hours. He’s still on East Goodland time, I guess, poor guy. Give me ten minutes to shower and I’ll meet you boys in the dining room, okay?”
I stood and headed for the door. “Deal. See you down there in a bit.”



Chapter 10
 
I smeared strawberry jam on a steaming croissant and took a huge bite. I’d forgotten how a night of passion could increase my appetite. Buttery flakes melted in my mouth and I washed the second croissant down with café au lait, glancing across the table at Siegfried. He was working on his third pastry after devouring a massive plate of eggs. When it was gone, he sat back in his chair and sighed, patting his stomach. 
I looked up in surprise. “You’re done? Really?”
He shook his head. “Nein. Just resting, Professor.”
Wiping his hands on a napkin, he walked up to the buffet for a fourth croissant, a dish of pears, and another serving of eggs. 
That was more like the Sig I knew.
Our Paris guidebook lay open to the picture of the Notre Dame Cathedral and the Île de la Cité. The stained glass windows of Sainte-Chappelle piqued my interest. Although I’d been to Notre Dame with Elsbeth over twenty years ago, I’d never seen Sainte-Chappelle. Our trip had been short and we’d foregone many of the sites due to lack of funds.
This trip would be different. 
Over the next few days, we planned to visit Notre Dame and Sainte-Chappelle, plus the Musée D’Orsay, the underground Catacombs, and the Versailles palace. 
Also on the list—if we didn’t wear out our shoe leather—was the Opera House, Napoleon’s tomb, Chopin’s last Parisian residence, and the library of the Société Historique et Littéraire Polonaises which housed many of the pertinent historical records of Chopin’s life in Paris. If time permitted, I also planned to stop by the music division of the Bibliotèque Nationale. 
Camille joined us and seemed ravenous. Her appetite nearly rivaled Siegfried’s, which was saying a lot for a five-foot-two gal. 
I drank café au lait while she ate, exchanging intimate glances with her that triggered my senses to the point I wanted to bag the tourist stuff and return upstairs to the suite. The memories of the night flashed before me, rolling through my body and mind like segments from a movie. I watched as she patted her lips with her napkin and suddenly remembered her kisses with pangs of pleasure. 
She began to pore over the guidebook with enthusiasm. We finished brunch and headed out to the Quai de la Megisserie. Business people and tourists packed the sidewalks, jockeying for position at the crosswalks and skirting around the café tables populating the sidewalks. Birds chirruped from garden treetops—I thought I heard finches and robins. Sounds of the city filled the air. The May sun warmed the asphalt, its bright white light reflected from building and automobile windows. Hordes of bicycles jingled their bells, maneuvering through the crowds. 
Roses bloomed along the Quai, overhanging flowers that blanketed the ground in succulent bursts of color. 
Camille linked arms with us and we strolled three abreast through masses of humanity. We turned left on the Pont Neuf bridge, and left again at the Place Dauphine, and soon passed the rounded stone turrets and gabled windows of the Conciergerie. Even in bright sunshine, dark history loomed from the small-paned windows. I’d read earlier in the guidebook that nearly twenty-six hundred prisoners were sent from this prison to the guillotine in the late eighteenth century, including Queen Marie Antoinette. It was hard to believe that the period of terror in 1793 was also the same year the Louvre Museum opened. 
We continued past the Conciergerie and along the Quai de la Corse until the splendid façade of Notre Dame rose behind the L’Hotel Dieu. Lush trees and bushes lined roadways filled with artists and their easels. Postcard and tee shirt vendors hawked their wares on the sidewalks leading to the great structure. 
Siegfried stopped, creating a roadblock for the crowd surging behind us. A puzzled look crossed his face when he gazed at the massive church. Pedestrians streamed around us like a river branching about a promontory.
“Professor? I know this place.”
I began to speculate that perhaps he’d seen it in the guidebook or on television, but before I could get there, a light dawned in his eyes and the joy of discovery spread across his face.
 “Ja! I know,” he said, oozing with pride. “It is at home. Johnny has a movie about the hunchback. It is the same place, nicht wahr?”
Camille and I laughed with him. His grin broadened. The Disney animators responsible for The Hunchback of Notre Dame had flawlessly replicated the church in the video. My grandson Johnny counted it among his favorites. 
Since it was Monday, we had missed Sunday Mass, but discovered the church was open to visitors. When we entered into the dark nave through the Portal of the Last Judgment, Camille slipped her arm through mine. 
“Wow,” she whispered. 
The quiet vestibule was packed with delicate statues and vibrant paintings—all museum quality. We moved forward into a small chapel and lit a candle before a porcelain statue of Mary, dropping a few coins in the receptacle. The soft golden glow reflected on Siegfried’s hair and skin, bestowing him with a rich aura that cast him in an angelic light. 
“All you need is a halo,” Camille said, taking his arm. 
Confused, he laughed to be polite, but didn’t get it. 
I snapped several pictures of them in the low light of wavering candles, instinctively realizing they would become family classics.
“I wonder if Quasimodo is in the bell tower?” Sig asked, seeming half-serious. 
Inappropriate laughter came from the rear of the church, followed by the sound of boots clattering up the stone stairs. 
Were they laughing at Siegfried? 
I realized they were probably too far away to have heard Sig’s playful comment. Still, their raucous behavior was completely out of place.
Some people, I thought. No social graces.
 I secretly hoped they weren’t American tourists.
Continuing with our exploration, we wandered into the great transept and gazed at the brilliant stained glass window to the north. 
The south window, equally as vivid, displayed Christ in the middle of saints and angels. Reds and blues vibrated with color when the sun’s rays burst through the glass. 
I checked the guidebook and read aloud. “A congregation of nine thousand can fit in here. Can you picture that many people?”
Camille looked at me as if she didn’t believe me. “How many?”
“It says nine thousand. And the cathedral was constructed between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. Wow. We’re talking seven to nine hundred years ago, guys.”
Siegfried said, “Our church is almost two hundred years old, Professor.” 
I laughed. “Yeah. It’s just a baby compared to this one.”
Siegfried found the stone stairway that wound up to the tower and balcony overlooking the entire city. I paid a few euros and we climbed hundreds of scooped, worn stone steps until we reached the bright white sunlight. Groups of tourists congregated around us, snapping pictures and hanging over the balconies, pointing to the Eiffel Tower and other landmarks. They were peaceful and well behaved, unlike the earlier group. 
I wondered where they went and suddenly pictured them morphing into the stone gargoyles that guarded the church along the guide walls. I laughed at myself, and then unsnapped my old-fashioned camera case while Camille took out her Canon digital camera, a wedding gift from her mother. We took dozens of shots of each other with the gargoyles and Paris in the background. 
To please Siegfried, I suggested we climb the last staircase to the bell tower.
“Maybe it will look like the movie,” I suggested. 
Grinning, Siegfried took the lead, bounding up two steps at a time. We barely kept up with him, climbing the narrow staircase through its twists and turns. As we neared the top, a group of youths in black leather jackets burst around the corner and shoved past us, slamming into us as we flattened against the wall to avoid their swinging arms and treading black boots. The last one nearly knocked Camille to her knees. 
I grabbed the kid and thrust him against the cold stone wall. “Hey, watch where you’re going, son.” 
He cursed in German and sneered at me. “You, again!”
Startled, I backed up a few inches and loosened my grip on him. 
The Nazi from the airplane. The kid with the swastika tattoo.
Shocked, I did a double take, and then recovered as he struggled against me. 
“Apologize to the lady,” I said. 
“Dieder, wo bist Du?” his hooligan friends called up the stairs.
“I apologize to no one.” He scowled and pulled away in fury, storming out of view.



Chapter 11
 
I shrugged off the unpleasant coincidence and followed Camille and Siegfried into the bright light of the Parisian afternoon. That’s all it was, right? A coincidence? And didn’t visitors of Paris always go to Notre Dame, one of the most popular tourists sites? It was just chance, that was all. 
After a long phone call to Shelby and the rest of the family, we headed for the Pont Neuf. Camille pointed to a tour boat docked at the riverside. A small crowd of tourists queued at the pier, ready to board. 
“Come on, guys. Let’s go for a boat ride.” She dragged us toward the stairway leading down to the river. 
The temperatures soared, blistering our backs. I wiped perspiration from my brow and followed her. Siegfried clumped down the stairs behind me in his size fourteen sneakers.
“Let’s try up on the open deck,” I said. “There might be a breeze up there.”
 Honeysuckle vines cascaded in profusion and perfumed the air along the river walkway. I drank in the nectar, feeling at home. Our own woods were peppered with honeysuckle bushes, and similar vines grew along my garden fence. For one brief moment, I was transported home.
“Come on, Gus. Stop daydreaming,” Camille laughed. 
I hurried after them. We bought tickets and boarded behind a crowd of mixed nationality tourists. Siegfried found an empty bench on the second floor deck near the stern. A tour group from Japan packed the first half of the deck and a voluble Italian family gathered behind us.
I settled on the hard wooden bench between Camille and Siegfried and reloaded my camera with fresh film. Everyone in the world had digital cameras, or so it seemed. I felt like a dinosaur, but loved my old Pentax. I knew it couldn’t last forever, it was getting nearly impossible to find film and to locate places to get it processed, but I held onto my old ways. 
Camille chattered about the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre, gesturing in the distance. She drew her digital camera out of her purse and began to snap photos even as we idled at the dock. After a few more customers straggled on board, the boat’s mooring lines were flung aside and we began to churn down the Seine. 
A welcome breeze blew as we followed the course of the river. Within minutes, we passed the elegant buildings of The Louvre, the greenery of the Jardin de Tuileries, and the old train station that had been transformed into The Musée D’Orsay. I looked longingly at it, aching to get inside and renew my spirit with the works of my favorite artists. 
As we floated toward The Place de la Concorde, a group of men gathered around a red bus in the parking lot, wearing black clothing and jackboots. I stared at the group, starting to believe I must be inventing Nazis everywhere I looked. Was I going crazy? Imagining these devils around every corner? 
As we grew closer, my suspicions were confirmed. The van, painted with black swastikas, disgorged another crowd of leather-jacketed men. My stomach dropped as I stared in disbelief. It was one thing to see a youth with a swastika tattooed on his arm; yet another to see crowds of them swarming in a parking lot. 
Memories of Hitler’s atrocities hammered my brain. Bits and pieces flashed at me, from movies, from books, but most of all from Mrs. Marggrander’s first-hand experiences of her family’s internment in Buchenwald. She frequently shared the details with Siegfried, Elsbeth, and me when we were young, so we would never forget. 
We hadn’t. 
The tour boat edged closer to the bus and its bizarre group of jackbooted men. 
“What’s wrong?” Camille asked, rubbing my shoulder. 
I pointed toward shore. 
She frowned. “What the heck? Are those swastikas on that bus?”
I nodded. “I think they might be neo-Nazis.”
Her brow furrowed and the words slipped out of her lips in disbelief. “Oh my God. I don’t believe it.” 
We stared as our boat went by the parking lot. The bus started up and pulled away from its passengers, heading for a cluster of similar red buses parked in a shady distant corner of the lot.
“It’s hard to believe, but I’ve heard they’re in the States, too. Groups of young fanatics who get all wound up by a cult leader. They’re the hate groups of the twenty-first century. Anti-everything, except white people.” I lowered my voice in response to the horrendous topic. “Horrible, isn’t it?”
She laid her head on my shoulder. “I hate thinking about it,” she whispered.
I took her hand in mine. “Me, too.” 
Siegfried had moved to the port railing. He smiled. I was glad he hadn’t seen the buses.
The engines rumbled as we meandered downriver. The sun blazed, heating the varnished wooden benches and railings. For a moment, the smell of the diesel fuel rose from the stern and settled in the air between us. When the boat rounded a curve, the breeze dispelled the stench and freshened the air. As we continued past amazing city structures, our mood lightened, and we began to anticipate the appearance of the Eiffel Tower.
Siegfried saw it first. He pointed in the distance. “There. There it is!”
We chugged past the metal structure. Its simple, curved lines shot up to the sky. Legions of tourists surged at the base, teeming in colorful multitudes. Although I had seen the Eiffel Tower over two decades ago, it had been from the ground. The boat slowed as we passed the tower, swung around, and motored back up the river. 
By the time we returned to the platform at the Pont Neuf, my lower back had stiffened. I stood and stretched, then stooped to pick up my camera case. Siegfried smiled, looking off in the direction from which we’d come with a dreamy expression on his face. Camille buttoned up her camera and took my hand as we disembarked. The last to emerge, we exchanged contented glances with each other, sighed with the rapt satisfaction of still new-to-the-city tourists, and resumed our tour.



Chapter 12
 
We stood in the warm breeze on the River Seine’s cement footpath. “What’s next?” I asked. 
Camille bit her lower lip and reached into her pants pocket. Her chestnut curls blew around her face in the faint breeze that had just begun to cool the air. Smiling, she brandished a long list and looked at us with a mischievous expression.
“Shopping,” she said. The light dancing in her eyes shimmered with reverence.
Siegfried and I exchanged eye-rolling glances. Although we both enjoyed poking around a shop or two, neither of us was a match for my sweet shopaholic wife. 
She laughed with a musical, tinkling sound. “Come on, men. Where’s your stamina? We’re in Paris! Everyone shops on The Avenue des Champs Élysées. And I really need a new little black dress.”
The thought of my wife in such an outfit spurred me on. 
We took the Metro orange line to the
Champs Élysées/Clemenceau stop, surfaced to a crowded avenue, and browsed through a few shops. After an hour of buying, Camille dropped us at a roadside café and continued down the road in search of the elusive bargain and the perfect dress. 
Siegfried ordered orangeade and a pastry, and I asked for lemonade. We sat at a small metal table, sipping our drinks with our legs stretched out on the cobblestones. The bottoms of my feet throbbed from all the walking. I nearly took off my shoes, but realized the odor would probably make the crowds part like the Red Sea. 
A speckled brown-and-white bird hopped toward us, cocking his head in our direction. Siegfried pulled off a piece of his flaky pastry and tossed it to the bird. The tiny critter pecked at the flake until it was gone, and looked up for more. Siegfried laughed out loud and tossed another crumb. 
I had just decided that I should have worn sneakers instead of my leather shoes, when a CNN news van pulled up beside the café. The bird flew away when the side door slid open. The crew emerged and began to set up on the sidewalk. 
The sound of beating drums throbbed from the direction of L’Arc de Triomphe. I craned around to see. Blue lights flashed in the distance, and it seemed a police procession was queuing in the distance at the end of the avenue.
“What is it?” Siegfried asked with a frown. His vivid blue eyes darted with apprehension. “I have a bad feeling, Professor.”
Siegfried’s intuitive feelings often portended serious trouble for us. Before I could answer, however, a stylish gray-haired man in his sixties started to speak before the CNN camera. 
He stood close to our table and spoke in a clipped British accent. “Controversial demonstrations, challenged vigorously in Germany, are now infiltrating the City of Lights. In just a few moments, this belligerent group of neo-Nazis, who call themselves the New World Delegates, will pass us, led by the infamous Kirk Müller. 
“The man who preaches violence as a solution to world order has been harassed in his own country. In response, he’s descended on neighboring countries, trolling for new converts who thrive on hate and intolerance. Mr. Müller promotes the advancement of the white race and has been quoting liberally from Hitler’s Mein Kampf. Previously recognized for isolated incidents of violence, the New World Delegates organization has recently expanded and gained power. Since the arrival of Mr. Müller, it has incorporated a number of small, elitist parties within its ranks. There is fear that his burgeoning group will become a legitimate German political party in the months to come.”
We watched the swelling noisy crowd and the approaching police brigade. Officers lined the streets at discreet intervals. Several shoppers stopped in their tracks, stared in disbelief, and retreated into the sanctuary of the stores. 
“What is it, Professor? What did he say?”
I looked at my friend and sighed. “It’s a demonstration, a kind of parade. But it’s not for fun. There are a lot of angry people who are marching. They’re the kind who killed your mother’s family, Sig.” 
I spoke carefully, quietly. I feared upsetting my gentle friend, but wanted to warn him at the same time. 
His eyes widened in alarm. “Nazis?” he asked with a haunted rush of breath.
“Let’s see if we can go inside. It might be safer there,” I said.
Siegfried stared toward the surging mob. We rose to head indoors, but were met with doors slammed shut, locks snapped, and shades yanked down. 
I rapped on a few doors, to no avail. Unsettled, I turned back to watch the loud procession surging in our direction. I scanned the streets for Camille, but didn’t see her. A nervous chill chased along my spine.
Shouts of “Heil Hitler!” and “Heil Müller!” rang in the air. 
The blood drained from Siegfried’s face and his lips compressed as he stood with his eyes fixed on the mass of demonstrators. As the horrific words echoed along The Champs Élysées, a stone cold sensation settled in the pit of my stomach. I felt sick. Nauseated. Surreal. We backed up to the building, next to the news crew. 



Chapter 13
 
 “Heil Hitler! Heil Müller!”
The reporter had to shout into his microphone when the clamor in the street reached a high-pitched crescendo, punctuated with raucous shouts and hate-filled slogans. 
“As you can see, the demonstrators are wearing jackboots and leather bomber jackets, recently banned in Germany due to the Nazi connotation. The marchers are also upset at the latest crackdown on so-called “hate” websites. Under mounting international pressure, a growing number of Internet providers are refusing to host the website of this particular group and others like it.”
The satanic parade surged closer. Most of the members had shaved heads, an abundance of piercings, and swastikas tattooed on their bodies. Some wore camouflage uniforms, as if ready to skirmish. 
I didn’t see any weapons, but their war-like attitude chilled my blood. 
Angrily, they waved red and black swastika signboards at the crowds, who jeered from the sidewalks. Tension built, and the police nervously intervened as bystanders began to throw stones and ridicule the marchers. 
Now we’re protecting their right to demonstrate? Is this what we’ve come to? Allowing murderers to troll for converts in the streets of Paris? 
Siegfried stood with his back to the granite façade of a building. Fear etched his face. 
The CNN reporter gestured toward the mass of obscene crusaders. “Here comes Mr. Müller now, riding in a black Jeep. He can be recognized by his shaved head and trademark long, braided beard. Müller is reported to have amassed millions of dollars in support, from undisclosed sources. He…um, he appears to be stopping directly in front of us.”
Müller emerged from the vehicle and jumped on its hood, keenly aware of the cameras zooming in on him. He wore black jeans, tall boots, a leather jacket, and a red and black tee shirt. Preening, he sized up the crowd and spoke in a forceful, persuasive tone, his braided beard swaying as he shouted. Swiveling to address both sides of the street, he shouted first in French, English, and finally in German. His hooded gray eyes glistened and he beckoned pedestrians who remained on the sidewalks. 
“Friends and neighbors! It’s time to support our cherished heritage and fight the enemy. The filthy immigrants and corrupt Jews who still plague this continent will destroy us, if we don’t eliminate them. Come, join us. We will protect you from the evil diluting your pure heritage. Join us!”
Several of Müller’s deputies worked the crowded sidewalk, handing flyers to those who would accept them. A pale-eyed youth marched up to Siegfried and shoved a flyer at him. I recognized him as the kid from the airplane and the Notre Dame stairwell. 
When he saw me, steel shot from his eyes.
Siegfried’s face darkened. He pushed him away, bellowing, “Nein, go away!”
The guy pushed back, and the cameras turned to follow the action. Müller jumped down from his perch to investigate. Several policemen started to approach the scene, but Müller waved them away.
“There’s no problem here, officers. Pas de problems, messieurs. I will handle this.”
Müller strode toward Siegfried. Because Siegfried dwarfed him in height, he climbed onto a chair and leaned into his face.
“Come now, my friend. There’s no trouble here. You’re German, aren’t you? With that fine yellow hair and those blue eyes? Wouldn’t you like to see your children’s future safe and secure from the infidel Jews? Come, join us, friend. We need people like you. Fighters!”
Müller’s lackeys formed a circle around us. He turned to look at the camera and smiled with greasy confidence. 
Siegfried erupted, eyes blazing. “Nein! You are evil. My grandparents were murdered by Nazis. You killed my family.”
Müller looked shocked, and shook his head in disbelief. He put an arm around Siegfried’s shoulder, grinning at the camera. “No way, man...we only killed the Jews.”
Siegfried grabbed Müller, shaking him violently. “My mother was Jewish.
Her family died in Buchenwald.” 
Angered that his ploy for airtime backfired, Müller turned away from Siegfried and leapt onto the sidewalk. He pretended to leave, but instead swiveled and delivered a flying kick toward Sig. “Dirty half-breed!”
In milliseconds, my friend sidestepped and crouched into a fighting position, missing the kick. When I closed in to help him, Müller’s second crushing blow missed Siegfried, but caught me just below the kidneys, knocking the air out of my lungs. I doubled over in pain. 
The crowd howled as several more fights broke out. Windows opened overhead; residents emitted defiant yells and threw garbage onto the mass of demonstrators below. 
Bottles flew through the air, bystanders jumped into the fray, and screams erupted from both sides. The police scattered to cover a dozen brawls exploding along the street. 
Siegfried noticed me struggling to catch my breath, and then roared at Müller, knocking him to the ground. Both men rolled on the sidewalk and finally into the street. Müller’s lackeys formed a partial barrier around them, screaming words of encouragement to their leader.
I hobbled after them. “Stop!” 
Müller was surprisingly tough for a small man. He lay atop Siegfried and grabbed fistfuls of his long hair with both hands. I pushed through Müller’s men as he brutally pounded Siegfried’s head against the pavement. Siegfried lay still, momentarily disoriented. 
Grinning viciously, Müller pulled a switchblade from his boot. Just as he raised it high above Siegfried’s chest, I broke through the human barricade and raced toward him. 
Müller glanced at me in surprise. 
I grabbed his wrist, twisted it hard, and kneed him in the ribs. The weapon clattered to the asphalt. 
Two of Müller’s thugs grabbed me from behind when I had partially dragged Müller off Siegfried. Scrabbling for Müller’s oily braided beard, I wound my hands around it and pulled. He howled in pain and tumbled from Siegfried. I hung onto it as they dragged me away; towing Müller behind us until one of them finally hacked at my arm until I let go of the disgusting appendage. 
Siegfried sat up halfway, rubbing the back of his head, and kicked the switchblade into the gutter. I tried to catch his eye, but the two goons dragged me backward, spewed words of hate in my face, and slammed me against the side of the news van. 
The world dimmed and I vaguely noticed Müller and Siegfried grappling each other again.
Sliding to my knees, my brain shouted at me. Get up! 
Lurching to my feet, I shook my head to clear it, and started back through the fray. Two policemen tried to break through, but were knocked to the ground and buried in the mêlée, pinned under six of Müller’s men. 
The camera crew followed Müller and Siegfried into the street. A throng of demonstrators gathered, shouting threats at Siegfried. 
Blood drained from my face. I listened in disbelief.
 “Töten Sie den Juden! Kill the Jew! Töten Sie den Juden!”
In spite of his Germanic appearance, my half-Jewish brother-in-law was a poster boy for their hatred, the perfect example of the dilution of the race.
Sig battled Müller with renewed fury. They rolled over and over, each struggling to gain control. Greasy oil stained their clothes, and blood smeared Siegfried’s jaw. 
I pushed through the crowd to get to them, but two hoodlums held me back. “Let him go! Get off him!” I cried, struggling violently against the arms that held me back. 
 Müller’s driver jumped from the Jeep and drew a gun, aiming it at Siegfried’s back. He fingered the trigger, but Siegfried suddenly gained control and flipped Müller over. Müller bucked and thrust Siegfried to the side. They grappled again, rolling over and ending in the gutter. I surged forward, shouting a warning to Siegfried. The shooter swung his gun nervously, trying to hit the moving target.
“Sig, watch out!” I yelled.
The driver squeezed the trigger. 
The report was louder than I’d imagined, echoing through my bones and slamming against my eardrums. Horrified, I gaped at Siegfried and Müller. They both collapsed, unmoving. My heart hammered staccato in my throat and the world spun and blurred. 
My God. Siegfried. 
Siegfried lay beneath Müller, his face a frozen mask. A puddle of blood leaked out and pooled on the ground. 
“Siegfried,” I shouted, struggling to make my way to his side. 
I feared the worst. My throat tightened and I tasted bile. 
My captors loosened their hold on me and stared at the two men lying in the street.
Slowly, my giant friend opened his eyes and looked at the body sprawled on top of him. Anger flared in his face. He pushed Müller off and tried to get up. I squeezed through the temporarily subdued crowd to help him. 
Someone screamed, “Müller ist Tot! Müller is dead!”
The cry rang out, reverberating over the packed boulevard, repeating in echoing waves as word spread. A policeman finally made his way through the thronging mass. He took Siegfried by the arm and spoke rapidly to him in French, trying to steer him away.
Three skinheads jumped them. Two more roared at me, brandishing tire irons and heavy sticks they’d pulled from the back of the Jeep. A CNN cameraman and the gray-haired announcer abandoned their posts and tried to intervene. I landed two punches and was immediately smashed in the knee. One Nazi held me, while the other swung at me. I fell forward onto the street, smelling gasoline and the metallic odor of my own blood. 
I heard Siegfried cry out in pain, and forced myself to get up. A dozen more police officers arrived and tried to break up the brawl. I wove through them to drag a stocky man off of Siegfried’s back. Whirling around, I slammed him into a gaslight pole. He crumpled to the ground. I swiveled back around, breathing hard. Siegfried lay unconscious on the ground with blood oozing from several stab wounds and blood dripping from a swollen jaw. 
I raced to his side, only to be pulled off by an officer. “No!” I shouted. “He’s my friend.” 
He understood and let me go. I knelt beside Siegfried on the hot dirty street, pressing my fingers deep into his wrist, feeling for a pulse. An ambulance siren shrieked in the distance and a group of officers finally surrounded us in a protective circle. 
When the ambulance arrived, two attendants lifted Siegfried onto a stretcher and slid it into the back of the vehicle. An officer shoved me inside and slammed the double doors behind us. Hoards of demonstrators crashed against the windows, rocking the truck and hurling curses at us. 
We pulled out of The Champs Élysées and headed for the Hôpital Americain de Paris in Neuilly with the eerie wail of the siren blasting a path through the crowded Parisian streets.



Chapter 14
 
Camille burst into the hospital waiting room, followed closely by a dark-haired man in a crisp white shirt, striped tie, and dark blue suit. She threw her arms around my neck so tightly I nearly choked. “Gus. Oh my God.” 
 “I’m okay. It’ll be all right, sweetheart.” I wasn’t quite sure I believed my own words, but they spilled from my lips automatically. 
She searched my face for answers. “What happened? Where’s Siegfried? Is he okay? I couldn’t find you! They let us all out of the shop when the police said it was safe. I searched for both of you, and then I panicked. I took a taxi to the American Embassy and waited for an hour to speak with someone. Eventually, they called the police, who told me you’d been brought to this hospital.”
She choked on the last words and hugged me again. After a few minutes, she wiped her eyes and turned to the man who waited patiently beside us. 
 “This gentleman offered to bring me here. He’s from Britain and works for Interpol. Bryce, this is Gus LeGarde; Gus, meet Bryce Willoughby.”
We shook hands and sat on the beige vinyl seats lining the waiting area. 
Camille squeezed my hand hard. “Where’s Sig? Is he okay?”
I tried to act calm, but my insides thundered in fear. “We don’t know yet. He’s in surgery. The doctor came out once. Said there are two stab wounds. One nearly punctured his liver; the other hit an intestinal wall.” My voice cracked as I reeled off the list of injuries. “There’s a possible concussion, four cracked ribs, a number of contusions, and possibly a fractured jaw.”
She paled when I described the damage to our dear friend, and then reached up to touch the bandage on my head. “My God, Gus. Are you okay? What in the world happened out there?”
“I’ll be fine.” I was glad she couldn’t see my swollen knee and bruised body. 
Willoughby cleared his throat and spoke. “Actually, Mr. LeGarde, that’s why I’m here, I’d like to know what happened, too. We’ve been keeping a close eye on these fanatics for a while now. The death of Kirk Müller is of substantial consequence. Substantial consequence,” he repeated. “We’re not certain what kind of reaction will be touched off by this, but it could lead to an inflammatory response from the terrorist community.”
He stopped momentarily, walked to the nurse sitting behind the desk, flashed his identification badge, and leaned down with a question. She nodded to him and motioned to a door on the other side of the room. After he led us into the small chamber with crosses on the wall and tissue boxes on the table, we settled into the comfortable upholstered seats I realized must be intended for grieving family members.
He continued. “Please tell me what you remember about the fight. It’s essential that we have as many details as possible.”
I cleared my throat and leaned forward. Willoughby activated a small cassette recorder. 
              “Well, first of all, one of Müller’s own men shot him. It wasn’t Siegfried’s fault. The murderer was aiming at Sig. But they flipped positions just as the shot was fired. It was his own man that fired,” I said again, for emphasis. 
Camille gasped and raised one hand to her mouth. 
I closed my eyes and pictured the scene. “Siegfried was approached by Müller, who was trying to convert him, to draw him into their parade. Müller heard him speak some German, saw his blond hair and blue eyes, and must’ve assumed Sig would be perfect for induction.” 
I shifted to relieve the pressure on my knee and Willoughby continued to listen intently to my account.
“It’s all on video. CNN has the tapes, I’m sure of it. When Siegfried denounced Müller on live TV, Müller freaked and attacked him. One minute he was cajoling Siegfried to join the cause, the next minute he spun around, throwing a Kung-Fu-type kick. He got me instead, and that infuriated Siegfried.” 
I ran my hand along my side where it still throbbed.
“His gang started to jump us and even attacked the policemen. The odds were really bad. There were at least three of them to each of us.”
I relayed the rest of the story to Willoughby and Camille, answering questions and probing my memory. I got up several times to check on Siegfried’s progress. The woman behind the desk answered in broken English. She patiently indicated that the doctors knew where I was and would speak to me as soon as they were finished. 
After two hours, Willoughby seemed satisfied. He called the CNN office and arranged for copies of the videos. Before he left, he set up a police guard for Siegfried’s hospital room, saying he was afraid of possible retribution from the fanatics. “We can’t be too sure, Mr. LeGarde, but it’s possible he may be in some danger. I think it would be safer to move him out of here as soon as he’s able.”
The surgeon knocked on the door and entered. His scrubs were soaked in sweat and a surgical mask dangled beneath his beard. Frowning, he began to speak in perfect English. “Mr. Marggrander is out of surgery, but there was significant internal damage. He cannot be relocated. It will be days, possibly weeks, until it is safe to move him. He is still under the effects of the anesthesia and should not be disturbed until morning.”
Camille spoke up. “Can’t we see him today? He’ll be frightened here. He doesn’t understand much French and…”
The doctor looked puzzled when she described our behemoth friend as “frightened.” 
I hurried to explain. “Mr. Marggrander is a special case, Doctor. He functions at a high level, but he experienced head trauma when he was a boy. He had to relearn all skills at the age of twelve. Don’t misunderstand; he’s totally capable of working, driving, and the like, but my wife is right. His experience has been limited to life in a small town in upstate New York. He’s an innocent, Doctor. A very special person, and he means a great deal to us.”
“D’accord,” the surgeon said, nodding in understanding. “You may visit him briefly when he wakes up, but it will very likely be many hours from now. I suggest you go back to your hotel. We will assign you a pager, and when he wakes up, we will alert you. Will that be okay?” 
I was amazed that the French hospital system included such things as pagers. I’d been given pagers at crowded fancy restaurants whose clientele scattered outdoors to wait for tables, or at our local pharmacy when waiting for a prescription to be filled, but never imagined a hospital might do the same. 
We agreed to his plan. I clipped the pager onto my belt, and with heavy hearts we caught a cab back to the hotel.



Chapter 15
 
 
Camille and I leaned back on the plump pillows of our hotel bed. Remnants of gâteau de saumon, gratin dauphinois, and salade niçoise sat on a small cart beside us. In spite of our ordeal earlier, we ate as if we’d fasted for days.
The pager still hadn’t beeped. I checked it again, wondering if the batteries were okay. 
Camille laid her empty plate on the bedside table. She slid closer to me and rested her head on my shoulder. Her hair fell on her shoulders in damp ringlets, still wet from the shower. “What time is it, honey?” She sounded exhausted.
“Almost midnight,” I said.
“Do you think we should call? How long has it been?”
I lifted my fork and took one more bite of the cheesy potatoes, surprised and somewhat guilty that I felt hungry under the traumatic circumstances. “We left there at nine. It’s been about three hours. And remember, the doctor said Siegfried might sleep through the night.”
She sat up abruptly; determination set her features. “I think we should call. Where’s the number?”
I nodded and drew out my wallet. The card Willoughby had given me had several numbers scribbled on it. The doctor had circled the phone number for the nurse’s desk near the recovery room. I pointed to it. “This is the one,” I said.
She plucked it from my hands and leaned over to pick up the phone. Punching in the numbers, she spoke in halting French with the nurse, and gratefully switched over to English when the nurse we had spoken to earlier came on the line. After a brief conversation, she hung up. “He’s okay,” she said. A sob caught in her throat, but she pulled herself together. “They were able to wake him up after surgery, and his vitals were good. He’s sleeping now. They think we should just wait until morning to call again. She suggested eight o’clock.” 
“Okay,” I said. “But I think we should head over there earlier, instead of calling. We’re too far from him. What if the night nurses don’t speak English or German? He’ll be so confused, Camille. I’m worried about him.”
“I know. Me too,” she said, playing with the hem of my tee shirt. I looked at the pile of greasy and bloodstained clothes in the corner and shuddered, recalling my encounter with the neo-Nazis.
I climbed under the covers and clicked on the remote. My kneecap throbbed, although the hot bath I took earlier had helped reduce the swelling. I shifted my leg to ease the pain, and then began to scroll up and down the channels. 
I found a BBC headline news station. Several stories covered the recent upsurge in violence in Jerusalem. Shaking my head in disbelief, I wondered if the fighting would ever end. I’d begun to doze when the sound of Kirk Müller’s voice startled me awake. 
The CNN video from the afternoon replayed the entire scene. There we were, Siegfried and I, on the television, fighting with neo-Nazis in the streets of Paris. They showed Siegfried shouting, “My mother was Jewish!”
as he shoved Müller across the sidewalk. Next, they cut to the lifeless body of Müller lying face down in the street. 
The caption under the picture read, “Holocaust retribution?” 
The newscaster didn’t mention the fact that the gunshot came from one of the demonstrators. 
Camille sat bolt upright beside me, her mouth half-opened in surprise. She turned to me with confusion in her eyes. “Is that what happened?” 
“Hell, no,” I said. “It’s not. But everyone will think it is, after this botched coverage. Siegfried and I were defending ourselves. Those bastards jumped us. And like I said before, one of Müller’s own people fired the shot. If they hadn’t flipped over in that precise millisecond, Siegfried would’ve been the one lying dead in the street.”
She looked at me with alarm, her brow furrowed. “Everyone’s going to think it was his fault. Including those fanatical Nazis.” 
“I know,” I said. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
The phone rang ten minutes later, with a panicked Freddie on the other end. She’d seen the news coverage at the same time we had. I comforted her after a long explanation, focusing on her uncle’s heroism and discounting the new coverage as grossly exaggerated. After reassuring my daughter that all was well, I hung up and went to bed, feeling slightly guilty for white washing the whole thing.
After two hours of tossing and turning, I fell asleep, in spite of the visions of shrieking neo-Nazis chasing me down the streets of Paris.



Chapter 16
 
We sat side by side on the subway, headed for the Port Maillot station near the hospital. The train swayed and accelerated toward the next stop. I took a final bite from a tasteless Macintosh I’d grabbed from our complementary fruit basket when we dashed out of the hotel at six-thirty in the morning. Rhythmically chewing on the tough apple skin, I worried about Siegfried.
The roar of the train echoed through the subterranean tunnels. Our car whipped along and I looked out the grimy windows at mostly blackness. I leaned my head back, closed my eyes, and felt the gritty exhaustion play beneath my eyelids. 
“Four more stops,” Camille said under her breath, reading the Metro map on the wall. 
I nodded. The train slowed for the next stop. Although our car had been nearly empty when we originally boarded, it rapidly filled with passengers bound for their daily jobs. I opened my eyes to observe the newcomer who entered and sat across from us. 
In his sixties, he held a battered leather satchel stuffed with papers and books. A mini-umbrella protruded from one side of the bag. The hot, yeasty aroma of a fresh baguette rose from a side pocket. 
As I observed the gentleman, he looked directly at me with friendly, deep-set brown eyes. He wore a burgundy turtleneck, camel-colored suit coat, and gray slacks. His neatly trimmed goatee matched his slicked back silver hair. He wore it shaggy-long and it flipped over the neck of his jacket. The symphony-conductor hairstyle emphasized his prominent nose and the benign expression with which he held my gaze. 
A rare I-think-I’ve-known-you-all-my-life whisper passed through me as we exchanged smiles across the aisle. I was oddly comforted. Connected.
In his hand, the man carried a black beret and a pipe. I looked away for a moment, but soon met his gaze again. He nodded, raised the pipe to his lips, and lit the bowl with a wooden match that he scratched on the bottom of his brown leather shoes. 
Camille’s eyes widened while she watched the gentleman happily puffing away directly beneath the no smoking sign. Just as the aromatic smoke began to spiral toward the ceiling, the train slowed and he rose to disembark. 
He stopped in front of Camille, briefly laid his hand on her shoulder, and looked into her eyes. “Vous êtes très belle.” He smiled at her and then at me. 
She lowered her eyes and stuttered a shy, “Thank you.” 
The train squealed to a stop. 
The gentleman shifted his gaze to me and added in a strong French accent, “American, eh? Take good care of this one. She is special, n’est-ce pas?” 
I said, “I will.” 
He glided out of the subway car. Donning his black beret, he gave us a brief wave and strode toward the stairs. 
I watched him with interest until the train pulled out of the station and wondered about the chance circumstances under which two souls can meet, experience a wonderfully strange camaraderie, and then—poof—be separated, never to cross paths again. 
I mused over the encounter as the train accelerated and the walls became dark again. Red and green lights flickered outside as the car rattled and zoomed beneath the streets of Paris. 
This man made an indelible impression on me. Had we known each other in another life? Was he a music professor, on his way to teach the glories and complexities of the music of Ravel, Saint-Saëns, or Debussy to a room full of students? I had experienced one brief connection, probably never to be repeated, in a world turned upside down by hate-mongering fanatics.
Before I could continue with my philosophical wanderings, Camille said, “Next stop, honey.” 
“Okay. Nice fellow, huh?”
She blushed and flashed a funny half-smile. “I guess so. I was a little embarrassed, though.”
I leaned over to kiss her cheek and squeezed her hand. “Why? He was right.”
She ducked her head and smiled sideways at me. “Oh, Gus.”
We got off at the next stop and caught the number eighty-two bus to the hospital.



Chapter 17
 
Camille and I walked straight to the Intensive Care Unit without being challenged. Once on the floor, we peered through the windows into the multi-bed facility. 
“Can you see him?” she asked.
“No. I don’t see him anywhere.”
Camille inhaled sharply. “You don’t think—”
“No. I’m sure he’s just been moved to another room.”
A tap on my shoulder brought me face-to-face with a scolding nurse. She pointed to the visitation hours sign and spoke rapidly in French. 
I spoke apologetically in my schoolboy French. “Je sui...désolé. Où est Monsieur Marggrander?” 
“Marggrander?” she repeated. She nodded curtly in recognition and checked the list. All business, she marched to the security guard who entered the hall cradling a steaming cup of coffee. 
He looked guilty for leaving his post, put down his cup, and walked toward us with his hand on his weapon. “Are you the relatives?” he asked in stilted English, still looking warily at me. 
I nodded. “Yes.”
“Identification?” He glared at us, his moustache twitching as he stood ramrod straight with one hand resting on his weapon. 
We both drew out our passports. He checked the names against a list that he removed from his breast pocket, and nodded. “D’accord,” he said, returning the passports. “In here.”
We entered the Intensive Care area, turned a corner, and were led to the far side of the room where curtains wrapped around a bed. 
When a doctor emerged rubbing his eyes, I recognized the man who met with us the day before. I wondered if he’d been there all night.
“Ah, Monsieur et Madame LeGarde. I’m glad to see you. Siegfried’s been asking for you.” 
“Thank you, Dr. Daneau,” Camille said.
He drew back the curtain and backed away. 
Siegfried lay in the narrow cot with his eyes closed. White bandages swathed his midriff. A large dressing encircled his head, nearly hiding his right eye. Ugly purple and black skin bulged over a large contusion on his bruised jaw. 
I walked up to his side and laid my hand on his, careful to avoid the IV. My voice caught in my throat. “Good morning, my friend.” 
Siegfried’s blue eyes fluttered open. A weak smile spread across his face, quickly replaced by a painful wince. He cupped his jaw and grimaced. “Hello Professor,” he said. “Guten
Morgen, Camille.” 
She squeezed past the monitoring equipment and slipped to the other side of the bed, leaning over to deposit a kiss on his undamaged cheek. “Morning, big guy. How are you feeling?” She laid the bag with his toothbrush and clothes on the table by the bed.
“Nicht so gut,” he said. His expression was almost apologetic as he looked at me with concern. “You are okay, Professor?” 
“I’ll be fine, Sig. You got the worst of it.” I patted his hand again. “I’m so sorry this happened. Some vacation, huh?”
He whispered in a weak voice. “You must see the pictures. The beautiful pictures with the trains.”
I didn’t answer, puzzled by his statement. “Trains?”
After a few seconds, Camille brightened. “Do you mean the Impressionist paintings in The Musée D’Orsay?” She looked at me and smiled. “Remember? That’s the museum built in the old train station, Gus. I told Siegfried all about it yesterday.”
He managed a tired half-smile. “Danke. Ja, you must see these pictures. I will sleep, and you come back tonight, okay?”
Dr. Daneau reappeared in the curtained room. “He does need his rest. I will administer more medicine for the pain and it will put him to sleep for most of the day. Do you still have the pager? Bon. We will page you if anything unusual arises. Otherwise, please plan to visit again tonight for about fifteen minutes. At six o’clock would be fine, d’accord?”
Camille and I exchanged glances. Siegfried had already fallen asleep.
“Okay. We’ll do a little sightseeing and come back around six o’clock. Will he still be here in Intensive Care?” I asked.
“Oui. We will not move him to a private room until tomorrow at the earliest. He will be well cared for, please do not be concerned.”
Although worry pooled in the pit of my stomach, I tried to think positively. I took Camille’s hand and led her outside into the diaphanous Parisian sunshine. 



Chapter 18
 
We entered the Orsay Museum when the doors opened at nine. After paying for our tickets, we sauntered hand in hand through the grand light-filled building to the Impressionist collection on the upper level. 
I was surprised to find the hall eerily quiet. I had expected this collection of unequaled masterpieces to be mobbed at all hours of the day. 
Maybe everyone’s headed to the Louvre to see the Mona Lisa?
I chuckled inwardly, but quickly forgot my quirky inner thoughts when I spotted one of my all-time favorites, Jeune Filles au Piano by Pierre-Auguste Renoir.
Two charming sisters leaned toward sheet music propped on a piano. Long, silky locks rippled down their backs. Pastel bows fastened their hair, capturing the slim plaits whispering across their cheeks. The golden-haired sister perched on a piano bench, her graceful right hand on the keyboard. She bore a faint resemblance to my daughter, Freddie. The pretty brunette leaned over her sister’s shoulder, inspecting the music. Their faces were delicately drawn, their skin creamy white. Innocence leapt from the page. The soft whirls of Renoir’s paintbrush had captured youthful virtue so succinctly that I was unable to tear myself away. Even the background enchanted me. Feathery oranges and greens depicted heavy drapes providing a soft backdrop for Renoir’s subjects. I knew this painting well and had enjoyed it from many a source, but the immediacy of standing directly before the original dazzled me. 
Camille touched my arm and brought me back to earth. “Look,” she whispered reverently, The Swing.
We sidestepped to the next offering. Renoir’s depiction of a sun-dappled afternoon hung before us. Two young men in straw hats and jackets flirted with a young lady who stood on a wooden swing. I imagined the drops of sun playing across her long white dress as she swung slowly back and forth. She wore pale pink flowers in her upswept strawberry-blond hair and responded coyly to her suitors’ teasing with downcast eyes.
We meandered slowly through the rest of the Renoir exhibit, enjoying each piece as one greets an old friend. We paused at Le Moulin de la Galette and enjoyed the sun-speckled depiction of the outdoor café, where companions socialized and danced in the splendor of the afternoon sun. Ornate, white-painted iron gas lamps stood in the background, offering their delicate glass globes to the heavens.
We shuffled slowly past the La Danse à la champagne and La Danse à la ville, both painted in 1883. Just before we left the Renoir exhibit, I stopped before an unfamiliar work. 
It was clearly Renoir, but the bucolic riverside view had never found its way into the Impressionist calendars or coffee table books in my collection. I moved closer to the painting, dazzled by the sense of movement flowing from its vibrant brush strokes. Golden-green grasses swayed by the riverside, distinctly undulating in the moist river breeze. White clouds rolled overhead across the outlet where the blue river merged with the sea. I wondered if Renoir had picnicked on this airy riverbank as he captured the scene for all eternity. 
Spellbound, we moved into the Degas gallery and stopped to admire the bronze figure of the ballerina, Grande Danseuse, sculpted in 1881 by the master. A cast bronze corset anchored an authentic taffeta skirt. The young dancer’s proud face thrust forward in a nearly arrogant expression as she positioned her slim arms behind her. 
We strolled to paintings of vivid horse races, marveling at the artist’s ability to capture the excitement of the racing field. Dancers and bathing women covered the walls. Degas worshipped each woman through his honest depiction of her daily activities. 
We reached the hall that featured our mutually favorite artist, Claude Monet. We lingered for a long time before the paintings of the artist’s gardens in Giverny, France. 
Hypnotized, I stood before the works of the genius who so deeply loved nature and light, turning to Camille. “You know the large perennial garden on the south side of our house?”
“Mmm hmm,” she said.
Her eyes were glued to the painting as she luxuriated in the flow of colors bathing her senses.
“Elsbeth and I designed it to match this painting. Grape-colored bearded irises and red poppies. Of course it’s not even close, but that was our intent.”
“I can see it,” she said graciously, tilting her head. “I thought it looked familiar.”
Our short visit ended with massive water lily studies sparkling from the walls. I imagined floating in a rowboat past the dripping weeping willows and sliding beneath the delicate Japanese bridges spanning the sun-drenched lily pond. 
“Next time,” I said, “we need to allow several days to spend here, and then we’ve got to visit the gardens in Giverny. They’ve redone them, you know, and have replicated the original designs that Monet planted. Lily ponds and all.”
“Really?” she asked. “I’ll bet they’re gorgeous.” 
Her stomach growled, causing a few heads to turn. She blushed. We’d been gazing at the precious artwork for five hours—it had seemed like minutes. But a quick recheck of the time showed it was nearly two o’clock. We still planned to visit Chopin’s residence and take a short tour in the famous Catacombs that snaked beneath the city. 
“Hungry?” I asked. 
She laughed. “Starving, actually.”
“Me, too.”  I took her arm and we headed out in search of lunch.  



Chapter 19
 
Camille and I devoured bagel sandwiches stuffed with tarragon chicken and a plateful of fries, huddled at an outdoor cluster of tall red metal tables amidst dozens of German tourists. 
Half an hour later, we stood before a brick building at number 12 Place Vendome, wondering which apartment had been Chopin’s. I searched the deep-set small paned windows and pictured Chopin standing behind one of them, suffering from the illness that zapped his health. Still tasting salt from the fries on my lips, I mused about the great genius who died at thirty-nine in this very building. 
I thought about all of the music he might have composed, had he not come down with tuberculosis. 
In August of 1849, Chopin ordered his friend, Wojciech Grzymala, to throw all his uncompleted or unpublished works on the fire. I wondered if this indeed had happened, and if so, what ethereal melodies had drifted to the heavens in the floating cinders of the fire. I pictured trills, cadenzas, and chords evaporating into whorls of flame.
The elderly woman who answered the door explained in French that the house was not open to tourists. She clapped her hands with finality, as if this was the last time she would bother to explain to stupid tourists what the sign on the building clearly stated.
We thanked her and stood in the street, feeling foolish. I had hoped to see and touch his furniture, the keys on his piano; to imagine sitting at his dinner table. I wanted to see the bed he dreamed in, the table where he ate his croissants, and the bench where he composed. 
Camille seemed to sense my disappointment. She grabbed my arm and gave it a squeeze. “Can you believe he actually lived here, Gus? Just think—over a hundred and fifty years ago—imagine the horses, the carriages, and the clothing.”
I shielded my eyes from the strong sun, but continued to focus on the building while my imagination ran wild. “This is where he composed his last mazurka, Camille.” 
Although I was still disappointed, we agreed to move on and headed for the Metro. I mused about the master composer while we walked in silence.
It doesn’t matter that we couldn’t see inside the building. It’s not the end of the world, for Heaven’s sakes.
Even if they had preserved his piano, his tables and chairs, or his clothes, it wouldn’t have mattered. 
The music matters. 
I realized that when I sat at home in front of my old Mason and Hamlin piano and lost myself in one of Chopin’s melancholy nocturnes, I was closer to his genius than when I stood in front of this old building in Paris.
We sauntered arm in arm along the streets, flushing flocks of pigeons and remarking about the unique styles of architecture and automobiles. Women in haute couture flounced along the sidewalks, old men in hats and well-worn suits trundled back and forth, and hordes of noisy children scrambled after balloons that swished and swayed in the freshening breeze. 
Ten minutes later, en route to the Parisian Catacombs, we waited on a bench in the underground Metro station for the next train to the Denfert-Rochereau station. 
“What’s so interesting about these tunnels, anyway?” Camille asked.
I opened my guidebook and began to quote. “Well, let’s see. The word Catacomb, Latin CATACUMBA, Italian CATACOMBA, translates as a subterranean cemetery composed of galleries or passages with side recesses for tombs. The bones of five to six million people are buried under this city.”
“Where did they all come from? Five to six million? That’s a lot of bones.” 
She shivered and drew closer to me as three skinheads clomped down the stairs and sat beside us. They spoke in loud German and played deafening music on their boom box. 
I exhaled with relief when the train pulled into the station. We waited for them to board, and stepped into the second car in line. I continued to read aloud to Camille in the noisy Metro car as we sped toward our destination.
“Originally, quarries were developed underground to provide stone for building construction. This occurred around, well, it doesn’t say when, but in medieval times when the city was first growing. Then, in 1786, over a period of about fifteen months, King Louis XVI ordered the cemeteries of Paris to be systematically dug up and the remains moved below ground, into the existing quarries. The practice of storing human remains continued right up until around 1860. It was a matter of hygiene, I guess. Looks like they built the cemeteries upward until a lot of them stood eight feet above street level. Not too sanitary, and disease was somehow transmitted back to the living through these overflowing graveyards. So, they worked under cover of night until all the bones were safely stashed.” I studied the book for a few seconds. “Wow, it’s over sixty feet underground. Even below the city sewers.”
She looked at me apprehensively. I turned to assure her that it would be fun, and was surprised to see one of the skinheads staring from the window of the first car. He gestured to his friends, and quickly turned away when I glanced at him. 
The loudspeaker blared something that resembled, “Denfert-Rochereau.” 
We rose quickly to disembark. I slung my freshly loaded thirty-five millimeter Pentax over my shoulder and adjusted the strap on the Canon digital camera. I’d downloaded the previous day’s photos from the Canon’s picture card onto my laptop and locked it in the hotel safe. The clean card was ready to document the underground historical horror as well as the divine beauty of the city.
“There it is,” I said, pointing to an unassuming building across the street. I checked all around and didn’t see the skinheads. With a sense of relief, I took Camille’s arm. “Ready for this?” 
She gave me a nervous smile. “I guess.”
Tours of the Catacombs were offered only during a few hours of the day, and it seemed we’d just made the last tour. Several dozen people queued at the entrance where we bought our tickets, and we followed them inside, shuffling after our assigned tour guide. 
Our guide spoke in English and French. He repeated some of the history I’d already read to Camille from the guidebook, and led us down a dimly lit stone corridor to a descending spiral stairway. I’m not sure why I counted, but there were eighty-three steps. 
“The Catacombs were used by the French Resistance in World War II,” he said. “They provided an excellent hiding place for the rebels and also gave them a secret meeting area to plan strategies.” 
At the bottom of the winding stairway we looked down a long, cavernous hall. I didn’t see any bones. I felt along the cool, damp stone wall and noticed that bundles of wires routed along the top of the eight-foot high corridor fed the dim lights. In spite of the slowly rotating fans placed strategically along the way, thick green algae coated the ceiling. The air smelled like a combination of pond scum and old fish tanks. I wondered how healthy it was to breathe the stuff as we followed close behind the group.
 “Remember, people. Do not depart from the tour pathway. There have been many lost in these halls over the years.” He laughed sadistically and again warned us to stay together. 
The hall opened up. Curved walls, peopled with femurs and skulls, surrounded us. Leg and arm bones were stacked tightly together, facing into the walls so the gray bone ends stuck out in a pebbly fresco. Camille clung tighter to my arm and we edged closer to examine one of the many skulls that had been stacked along the way in patterns of crosses, arches, or skull and cross-bones. 
I shivered involuntarily and noted that one of the skulls had a hatchet-shaped hole in it. “No question how this one died, huh?” 
“Guess not,” she said, looking curiously behind us into the crowd. 
I turned to follow her gaze and she nudged me in the ribs. 
“Not now,” she hissed. “Pretend you don’t see them.”
“See who?” I asked.
“Those guys from the train station. The neo-Nazis, or whoever they are.”
I casually stooped to tie my shoelace and caught a glimpse of one of the skinheads as he dawdled behind the crowd. “They must’ve slipped in just after we started down the stairway,” I whispered.
“What do you think they want?” Her hand trembled as she brushed away a loose lock of hair. 
“I don’t know—maybe they just want to take the tour. Could be coincidence.”
We rounded the corner and entered a huge cavern. Mountains of bones and skulls piled to the ceiling. Several tunnels led into the distance, roped off with Do Not Enter signs. The crowd dispersed and the members spread around the hall to examine the artifacts. 
I turned to ask Camille a question and came face-to-face with one of the skinheads. 
He swung an arm over my shoulder and leered into my face, flashing uneven yellow teeth. His breath stank of cigarettes. “Well, hello there. I believe I know you,” he said in excellent English. 
One of his partners approached Camille and shoved his revolver in her back. Horror washed over her face. The bald man laughed and pretended to have found a long lost friend. No one noticed. The guard moved further down the hall with the rest of the group.
The man leered into my face. “You and your giant friend killed Kurt Müller.” 
I shook my head and whispered through gritted teeth, “No. One of you fired the shot that killed him.” 
The sharp tip of a knife pushed against my side. 
“Horst wouldn’t have done that if your friend hadn’t attacked and threatened Herr Müller, would he? He was defending the Master and your friend rolled over at just the right time. Very convenient.”
“Look, we’re just tourists. We just happened to be there when your group marched by. It wasn’t intentional.” 
His foul breath nearly suffocated me. He squeezed my shoulders tighter, and laughed out loud again, feigning a reunion. “How long has it been, my friend? Too long. Don’t you remember good old Werner?” 
The tour guide ushered the crowd past us again and back toward the stairs to the exit. The guide gestured from thirty feet away for us to follow. Straining in the dim light to see what kept us, he emphatically pointed to his watch. Frustrated, he finally walked back, ready to shepherd us back out into the light. 
Werner pointed to something on the wall. The guide squinted and bent down to take a look. One of his pals slammed the butt of his gun into the guide’s neck and sent him sprawling. He flopped facedown onto the stone floor. 
Werner whispered to his friends. “Come on.” 
They thrust us toward one of the forbidden passageways. I made a vain attempt to get the attention of the rest of the tour group, but they’d disappeared around the corner.
“She gets it if you try anything. Now, move.” He jammed the gun into Camille’s back.
We ducked under the tape and shuffled down a hall identical to the one we had followed into the cavern. Tens of thousands of stacked bones lined the walls. The corridor faded into blackness in the distance. 
“What the hell do you want?” I asked. 
Werner shoved me. “Shaddup. Jew-lover. Murderer.” 
No longer afraid of discovery, his tone rang harsher and louder than before. 
A thought slammed into my head. 
He’s going to kill us. 
Tit for tat, my crazed brain said as we walked along, turning left and right until I was totally disoriented. The skin crawled on the back of my neck and I desperately tried to figure out an escape plan. I thought I might stand a chance if I twisted from Werner’s grip and fought him for the blade, but fear that they’d shoot Camille in the back stopped me. 
We walked for another half mile or so, heading deeper into the labyrinth. Sweat trickled down my temples and soaked my shirt in spite of the cool subterranean temperatures.
I feigned a stumble, dropped to my knees, and groaned. Werner reached down to drag me up and I lunged for his jaw with everything I had. He catapulted backwards. His weapon clattered to the ground. 
Without hesitating I jumped up, fumbled for the bundle of wires hanging from the ceiling, and yanked on them. They detached at the far end of the corridor, sparking and dancing with fury. 
“Come on.” I seized Camille’s arm and dragged her toward the end of the pitch-black hall.



Chapter 20
 
When the circuit breaker in the main terminal tripped and cut the power, the corridor went black. I held Camille tight, listening for our hunters. We’d scrambled about fifty yards away from them before complete darkness enveloped us. 
I whispered in her ear. “Be absolutely still.”
She nodded and shivered. Boots scuffed the stone floor, followed by raspy grunts. It was difficult to tell how close they were. 
“Grab my hand and get ready to run,” I said.
One of them cursed; it sounded like he banged against the wall. 
Camille stiffened. “Oh, God,” she whispered.
“Scheiße!” One of the men muttered. 
Werner quickly silenced him. 
I fumbled for the bony wall, pulling Camille behind me. 
Werner lit a match and a pale flare of light illuminated the tunnel, simultaneously revealing our backs.
“Move!” I cried. 
We sprinted hard. Two shots clipped the wall nearby, shooting bone splinters into the air. Thankfully, the match light died and the dark void returned. 
Another shot ricocheted on the floor behind us. We dashed faster into the blackness. My fingers rubbed across knee-bones and eye sockets, and I used the skulls and femurs to steer us along the corridor. 
The light flared again. We’d gained over forty feet. This time, the shots hit farther back and we lost our pursuers around a curve in the hall. 
The wall ended abruptly, throwing me off balance. I recovered and tugged Camille into a tunnel that veered to the left. The floor changed from stone to dirt; the echo of our ragged breathing reverberated loudly. The corridor seemed to have shrunk. Reaching up, I touched the ceiling with my fingertips. 
Another match flared, illuminating our backs to our gleeful pursuers. 
“There you are!” Werner screamed. The trio streaked closer. 
How many bullets are left? How many matches? Is Werner thinking about how he’ll return to street level when he’s used them all up? 
We pounded through the tunnel with our hunters approaching fast. Abruptly, it ended in another T.
I had to choose. Without hesitating, I maneuvered between match flares into the right hand tunnel with Camille in tow. The floor rose in a steep slope. Breathing the heavy, dank air was difficult now, and my exhausted lungs ached with each gasp. Another passageway presented itself to the left. I groped frantically and we flung ourselves around the corner into the opening. When the next match flared, we were temporarily hidden.
“Wo sind Sie? Where are you, my little tunnel rats?”
We stood motionless, breathing hard against each other, fearful of making a sound. My heart pounded in my ears. I was sure Werner and his gang would hear it. 
He issued directions in German which I thought meant for the men to separate. I swore I heard him doling out matches. 
We hastened along the new tunnel. In seconds, I slipped and fell, pulling Camille with me. Slick mud covered the floor, which now sloped downward. We scrambled to our feet and kept going, wordlessly communicating through touch. Although the muddy ooze made it treacherous and I wanted to slow down, a match flared in our tunnel, and to my horror, I realized Werner was closing in on us. 
We scurried faster, slipping and sliding down the subterranean hill.
“I’ve got them!” Werner shrieked. His voice reverberated with an insane thrill. “This way!” 
Feet thudded behind us. The walls grew slick with algae. My fingers found another opening and I swung Camille behind me, thrusting her into the new corridor. Running water splashed in the distance. 
Werner appeared around the corner. I glanced back, and the match flickered, illuminating his cruel features. The floor steepened and grew impossibly slippery. 
We slid down the hill and were instantly launched into a deep abyss. 
The sound of Werner’s maniacal laughter mocked us as we plummeted into the darkness. 



Chapter 21
 
I drifted toward consciousness and felt frigid water streaming over my legs. 
Where am I? What happened?
I opened my eyes, but was blind in pitch-black dark. The air was cold, dank. I shivered, and when I tried to sit up my body ached in too many places to count.
Pushing down the panic, I tried to focus, and in a blinding flash, it all came rushing back to me. 
The Catacombs. Werner. The chase through the tunnels. 
The fall into the darkness. 
Where was Camille? Had she fallen beside me? Was she okay?
Both camera cases dug into my ribs. I pushed myself to a sitting position and listened. The sound of running water was predominant. I listened harder, searching through the splashes of water for the sound of my wife’s breathing. “Camille?” I risked a low whisper, unsure how long I’d been lying in the blackness. Had Werner given us up for dead, or was he lurking nearby?
“Gus?” Her voice trembled with relief. It came from above me. 
“Are you all right?” I whispered.
“I’m all in one piece,” she said, “but I don’t dare move. I’m on some sort of ledge.” 
I turned toward her voice. “Are they gone?” I drew my legs back and out of the stream of water. 
 “I think so,” she said. “You’ve been out for a long time. The only sound I heard was him laughing, and then their voices became fainter. He couldn’t see us; we’re so far down. I think he gave us up for dead. My God, Gus, I thought I’d lost you.” Her words trailed into a soft sob.
“Don’t move.” I spoke normally now, relieved to hear they’d given up on us, but alarmed at Camille’s mention of a “ledge.” How far up was she? And how long had she been stuck up there, thinking she’d be lost forever in the dark? Thinking I’d died? She must have been going insane.
My heartbeat quickened when I remembered the cameras hanging around my neck. “Hey, wait. I have an idea.” 
I fumbled in the darkness with the Canon’s case and opened the clasp, carefully removing the camera. Feeling around the camera body, I located the switch that turned the camera to automatic mode, and searched for the small LCD monitor button. A dim glow rewarded me as the menu screen lit up in the darkness. I couldn’t see my wife, but the LCD’s glow illuminated an area about three feet in each direction. 
“I’m gonna flash the camera.”
“Okay. Good idea.” Her voice echoed off the walls, sounding eerie and far away.
I pressed the shutter release. A blinding flash filled the cavern. A millisecond of light exploded in the dark, revealing a grotto the size of Grand Central Station.
“Oh my gosh! I saw you, Gus. You’re right below me.”
I hadn’t seen her. I looked at the LCD screen on the back of the camera and saw the photo of my feet and the subterranean riverbed. I pointed the camera in the direction of her voice this time, watching carefully when the flash went off. 
“I see you!” I said, getting excited, but my mood quickly deteriorated when I realized where she was stranded.
The ledge was at least thirty feet above me. I glanced down at the screen to see more details. Her back was pressed against a wall, but the ledge was only about four feet wide. One side broke off down a steep slope that appeared to fall into nothingness. The other side sloped toward me and the rushing river that licked at my feet. 
“Honey?” I said. “Don’t move until I say so. Keep your back to the wall and just stay put. I’m coming up to get you.”
I worked my way over to the wall of the cavern, using the flash sparingly to minimize battery drain. I’d read the camera instructions in the airport at Dulles and knew we should be able to take about two hundred shots on the rechargeable battery. Fortunately, I’d charged it in the hotel with the 50/60Hz converter the night before. The Pentax remained snug in its own case, and it had a flash, as well. I might get another thirty or so flashes from that one. 
I flashed one more time when I reached the wall and tried to pull myself up the steep slope. Each time I reached up, I received a handful of mud as a reward before sliding back down half the distance I’d covered. 
I’d climbed about ten feet when Camille spoke up.
“Gus?” She sounded surprisingly calm.
“Yeah?” I panted, trying to grip onto a stone outcropping. 
“This isn’t going to work. You have to let me slide down by myself.”
I paused for a minute, knowing she was right. What the hell had I been thinking? How could I have helped her, even if I made it to the ledge? “Camille, it’s a long way down. You might break something and we’ve got a long walk back.”
“I know. But I could fall just as easily, even if you made it up here. You can’t climb and hold onto me at the same time. Why don’t you go back down and stand there at the bottom. Flash the camera just before I start down.”
I agreed and let myself slide back down. A fresh scrape stung my right knee and sticky blood oozed under my jeans, wetting the fabric. 
I ignored it and took a deep breath, bracing myself directly under Camille. “Okay. Are you ready?”
“I guess,” she said.
I pushed the shutter button, illuminating the side of the slope. She lowered herself over the ledge; her legs scrabbled on the rocks and mud. Darkness filled the cave again. 
“Are you okay?” 
“Yeah,” she said. “I just have to convince myself to let go.”
I flashed again, and she did it. The sound of her rapid slide shot my heart into my throat. I was about to call up to her, when she caught herself and stopped the slide.
“Phew. How far do I have to go now, Gus?”
I flashed again. “Not too far. About fifteen feet. You can do it.”
She eased herself down the muddy incline. When she was about eight feet from the bottom, I reached up and felt the toe of her shoe. “Almost there. I can catch you now.”
She worked her way down a few feet, then lost her grip and plummeted toward me. I caught her, but we both fell to the ground. She landed on top, knocking the wind out of me. We shook ourselves off, rose, and felt around in the dark for each other.
“Right here, honey,” I said. 
We embraced fiercely until we both stopped shaking. When we’d calmed down, she moved back a few inches, still hanging onto my shoulders. 
“Nice catch, Gus. Thanks.” She wore her bravado like a flimsy nightgown—transparent and beautiful. 
“You’re welcome, honey. Now, let’s figure out how to get out of here.”



Chapter 22
 
Crouching with our backs to the muddy wall, we assessed the situation. 
It didn’t look good.
No light. No map. No idea where the hell we are.
I tried to focus on our immediate needs, things I could control. The air, damp and cool, chilled me. I leaned forward to wring out my wet pant legs. 
There. Something concrete. Something I could do. But when I was done, I felt empty, almost hopeless. How the hell would we get back to the surface? 
Camille laid her cold hand against my cheek. “Gus? Are you really okay? You fell a lot further than I did.”
Blood seeped from numerous cuts and scrapes all over me. My left hand suffered the worst, as it brushed the sharp edges of skeletal remains in our desperate flight. Three fingers felt stiff and swollen, and I wondered if I broke them in the fall. My right shin throbbed, and the lump on my forehead had mushroomed to the size of an egg. I felt it with sore fingertips. “I’ll live, sweetheart. How about you?”
“I have one monster bruise on my hip. And some scrapes along my arms and legs, but they’re not too bad. Actually, I think it was a miracle we both survived that fall.”
“I know. If we’d fallen in the opposite direction—” I took a deep breath and let the thought drift into the darkness. The drop-off on the other side of the ledge seemed to yawn into nothingness. “Okay,” I said with more conviction than I felt. “We need a plan. We can’t get out the way we came in. So, let’s check out this cavern.”
“How far up do you think we climbed when we ran through the tunnels with Werner chasing us? One of them was really steep. It felt like miles.” 
I thought back to the chase. We climbed for quite a while in one of the tunnels, but came back down again in the last leg of the hunt. 
“I’ll bet we’re still about sixty feet below the surface. This last fall might have brought us back to the level where we started.”
We both stood up, ready to move on. I pressed the shutter release once again and illuminated the cavern. 
“What about the stream, Gus? If we follow it, won’t it lead us back to the surface?”
“Good idea,” I said. “If not to the top, it might at least lead us to the sewers. From there, we should be able to climb out.” I hoped.
The idea of sunlight was like an aphrodisiac—filling me with desire to see the outdoors again and spurring me on. 
We shuffled in the dark until our shoes dipped into the bubbling stream. Flat bedrock flanked either side. 
We started to follow it, careful not to slip on the wet rocks. I used the flash sparingly. It illuminated our path for about thirty feet. We alternated flashing the light and walking forward, counting out thirty steps for each interval. After forty minutes of walking, the stream grew wider and filled the channel from wall to wall. We slogged through the frigid water, fortunately only four inches deep, and continued the uphill trek. 
“Gus? Can we take a break? I need to catch my breath.”
We found an outcropping and sat on a jagged wet rock. My shin splint throbbed and my swollen knee ached. Grateful to sit for a few minutes, I leaned against the wall and jumped when a loud beep echoed in the darkness.
“What the hell?” My tired brain tried to make sense of the disturbance. 
“Isn’t that the pager?”
I felt along my belt until I reached the small black case. I unclipped it and brought it up to my face. The green light flashed. I pressed the large button next to the panel and the sound stopped. 
“The hospital’s trying to reach us.”
We sat in silence for a moment, contemplating the possibilities. Camille grabbed my hand and squeezed. 
“We have to get out of here. Come on. Let’s keep going. We must be getting closer to the surface if the signal reached us, don’t you think?”
We jumped from the ledge and sloshed through the chilly water. After more flashes, the Canon’s batteries died. I switched to the Pentax. The depth of the water increased and the slope leveled out. We trudged farther, and it felt like miles. After an eternity, light limned the edges of the rock walls and faintly bounced off the surface. Was it real? I closed my eyes and opened them again. Yes. There was a blush of light, which meant we must be closer to street level. 
The roar of rushing water came from farther up the tunnel. After a few more minutes of toiling through the river, the sound became deafening. I gripped Camille’s hand and stared at the scene before us. 
We stood behind a subterranean waterfall. The light was brighter now, vaguely illuminating the cascading sheets of water dancing before us. I shivered in the damp air, breathing in droplets misting from the powerful falls. They
sealed off the vision of whatever lay ahead and the strong current in which we stood strengthened as we approached the drop-off.
“I don’t believe it,” Camille whispered, sounding desperate. “We’ve come so far.” A sob caught in her throat. She collapsed against me, shaking from the cold.
“Hang on, there. It might not be as bad as it looks. Let me creep out onto the edge and I’ll see how far the drop is.”
“No! You might be pulled over, Gus. Wait a minute. Let’s tie something to you, and I can hold onto you.”
Because it had been such a hot day, neither of us had worn a sweater or coat. I thought for a moment, and had an idea. “Maybe we could tie the camera straps together.”
“Yes!” She detached the gray nylon band from the Canon. I unfastened the leather strap from my Pentax case on one end, but left it attached on the other end so Camille could more easily hang onto it. We knotted the two straps together.
Camille grabbed hold of a rocky outcropping. She placed the camera case under her arm, wrapped the strap around her hand, and braced herself. 
I twisted the strap around my hand and inched forward into the sheeting water. The icy liquid streamed down with surprising force. I backed up and steadied myself. Taking a deep breath, I moved forward again, this time on my knees, inching ahead slowly. I held fast to the nylon strap; but was sure it would run out soon. With groping fingers, I felt for the edge. 
There it is.
I plunged my head into the water, straining against the camera straps. Camille leaned back on her end, holding the strap tight. 
My head burst through frothy bubbles, and I balanced over the ledge. A huge cavern surrounded the falls. The waterfall ended in a pond shimmering twenty feet below the edge. The far side of the pond ended at a rock ledge that seemed to head toward a lighter tunnel.
I pulled back. “I see light! There’s a way out.”
She drew in a sharp breath. “But how do we get past the waterfall?” 
I took her cold hands in mine. “We jump, honey. We jump.”



Chapter 23
 
Camille gripped my hand with cold fingers and her voice shook, brittle with fear. “Jump?”
“It’s not too bad. Looks like about a twenty-foot drop. There’s a big pond beneath, and I’ll bet it’s deep. You’re a good swimmer. You can do it. Besides, it’s our only chance.”
I could barely make out her eyes in the murky light, but knew they were filled with doubt.
“It’s the only way?”
I hesitated. 
What if the pond is shallow? What if the force of the water pushes us under? What if it dashes us against the sides of the cavern? Should I chance it with my beloved bride?
I had an idea. “How about this? I’ll jump, swim toward the light, and get help. We can come back for you, with a life preserver, and ropes, and a small boat, if necessary.” 
She shook her head. “No! There’s no way I’m staying here alone. We jump together, Gus, or not at all.”
After wavering for a second, I agreed. I picked up my Pentax. It wouldn’t do to swim with cameras hanging around our necks. The water would ruin them both, anyway. On a whim, I rolled back the film and took it out in the semi-dark, tucking it into my pocket. The water would probably ruin it, but somehow it made me feel better about leaving my old friend behind. Camille popped the card out of her camera, inserted it into its plastic case, and did the same. If the water didn’t destroy it, we’d have some astonishing pictures to share when we got home. 
 “We’re going to have to take a running leap to distance ourselves from the edge. That’ll give us the best chance of making deep water. Take a deep breath just before we get through the waterfall, and hold it. When you hit the bottom, or when you stop going down, kick your feet like mad and swim up.”
I sensed her resolution and the calm that spread with her smile. “Shouldn’t we take off our shoes?” 
I looked down and laughed. “Oh. Good idea.”
We kicked off our shoes and socks, rolled up our pant legs, and moved back into the tunnel. I drew Camille into my arms and kissed her deeply. She felt so cold. 
Holding hands, we ran in bare feet toward the waterfall. We burst through the curtain of water and launched ourselves over the precipice. 
My legs flailed in the air, and I lost my grip on her hand. Screams ripped from our throats. Our voices echoed through the cavern, and we plunged into the green water. 
Numbingly cold, the descent through bubbles lasted forever until, finally, I hit bottom and pushed up to the surface, stroking hard and kicking my legs. My lungs felt as if they would burst, and before I broke through, I inhaled water. 
I pushed up to the surface, coughing and sputtering, and desperately looked for Camille. The light was much stronger here. I saw my legs moving in the water beneath me—but didn’t see Camille.
Something grabbed at my leg. I dove down and dragged her up from the depths. She choked and gulped for air. I held her to me and scissor-kicked, then with her in tow, swam away from the roiling water at the base of the falls. 
For a few minutes, she coughed raggedly. I fought to keep her head above water until she stopped. 
“I almost didn’t make it,” she sputtered. “I kept going down and down and lost my bearings. When I hit bottom, I panicked.” Her voice hiccupped with a sob.
“It’s okay, sweetheart. You did make it. Now come on, we’ve gotta get out of this freezing pond.”
“I don’t think I can do it. I can’t feel my legs. It’s too cold.”
Her aplomb, so resolute minutes before, had vanished. I held her two hands in mine while kicking the water. “It’s okay,” I said. “We’re gonna make it. Look at me. Camille. Look at me.”
Her breathing regulated. She gradually raised her eyes to mine. I appealed to her once again.
“I didn’t marry you to lose you. And Shelby’s waiting at home. Come on, now. Let’s swim.”
“Okay.” She nodded and pushed away from me. 
We stroked toward the light, side by side and reached the end of the pond in a few minutes. I pulled myself onto the sharp ledge that rose two feet above the pond, then leaned down and dragged Camille up beside me. Our clothes clung to us as we shivered in the semi-dark. We sat on a rocky surface on the side of the stream that ran into the pond and embraced for a long time, warming each other and resting our limbs. 
She looked up at me with a half smile. “We made it.”
“We did.” I hugged her to me, and then held her at arms’ length. “Come on. Let’s go find that light.”
As we trudged toward it, the streambed became smoother and the water was shallower. We toiled onward. After about ten minutes, we reached a section lined with paving stones.
“Feels like this is man-made. I think we’ve reached a milestone,” I said.
We walked forward and I felt along the walls of the enclosure. My hand closed around a rounded metal pipe when we turned a sharp corner. The smooth walls of a cement-lined tunnel with walkways and handrails greeted us. With whoops of joy, we climbed out of the cold water and onto the walkway, padding in our wet feet against the blessed cement. 
“We must be close now, Gus. I think I hear something.”
I listened hard to distinguish any new sound from the bubbling of the water. In moments, I heard it. 
Traffic. 
Muted horns honked, heralding the welcome sound of civilization. My heart leapt and I grabbed the railing with one hand and Camille’s hand with the other. “Come on. We’re almost there.”
The light brightened as we moved through the tunnel, clarifying our vision. Soon, shafts of sunlight poured down into the subterranean drain from overhead street grates. We walked another five minutes in the comfort of the diffused light and found an iron ladder rising toward the surface. 
“Let’s see if I can open it,” I said.
“Okay.” Her face, smudged and scratched, was a vision of loveliness, a testimony of courage and spirit. 
I grabbed and kissed her, even more enamored by her spunk. 
“Gus! I’m a mess.”
“I don’t give a damn. You look so good to me. I missed your face.”
Despite my throbbing knee, I flashed a grin and climbed the rusty iron ladder, reaching the top in a few minutes. A rounded manhole cover sat firmly in place above my head. There appeared to be no lever or means of releasing a lock, so I pushed against it. It didn’t move. I pushed again, harder this time. The plate didn’t shift. Finally, I shoved my hands and shoulder against it with every ounce of strength. It didn’t budge. Another try yielded the same results. Disappointed, I climbed back down.
“No dice. Must be blocked. Who knows? Maybe there’s a building over it. But there are bound to be plenty more along the way. Let’s go find a clear one.”
We walked briskly for fifteen minutes, arriving at a junction where the tunnel split. Each choice looked identical, except brighter light appeared to be shining from the one on the right. The side walkways ended, so we slogged through the stream one more time, heading for the tunnel on the right. 
Camille pulled on my arm. “Listen,” she whispered. “Birds.”
We hurried forward, following the stream as it curved to the left. The tunnel ended in an open archway.
Light. Sky. People. Hot showers.
Trees and grass beckoned from the banks of a small sparkling stream. The chirps of red-winged blackbirds greeted us, and we emerged into the blinding sunlight of the Bois de Bologne.



Chapter 24
 
At the top of a grassy hill, a young couple stared at us in horror. 
We walked into the sunlight, and I figured from their reaction that we must look like stumbling apparitions emerging from Hell. 
Their spaniel barked as if aliens had invaded Paris, twirling in circles as he alternately growled and yapped. The man dropped his half-eaten apple; it rolled down the hill and landed at my feet. The woman stood and shrieked once, fluttering her hands and gathering the blanket. 
I held up my hands as if to offer peace, trying to calm them with a smile and the words, “C’est d’accord.” I wasn’t sure if putting together “It is” and the term for “okay” would work, but she slowed in her frantic flight, now methodically packing. Her partner picked up their noisy little dog and urged her to hurry. 
Camille and I turned to look at each other, and then peered at our reflections in the clear water. We burst into laughter, tinged with a bit of hysterical relief.
“I guess we do look pretty scary,” she said, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. “I still can’t believe we made it out of there.”
“I know,” I said, turning my face up to the sun. “It was a miracle, really.”
The couple and their dog trotted away, the picnic basket hastily stuffed and swinging in the woman’s hands. They glanced nervously over their shoulders and disappeared into trees. 
We spent a few minutes washing the grime from our faces with the help of the clear water in the stream. Camille took a small comb from the nylon pack she wore around her waist. She pulled out a few soggy tissues and helped me wipe away most of the dried blood from my face and hands. I did the same for her, dabbing carefully around one especially deep cut on the palm of her left hand. Except for our muddy, soaked clothes, we transformed from creatures of the black lagoon to barefoot, scraggly tourists. 
We climbed the grassy bank, surprised to see the park crowded with people. I patted my front pocket nervously, relieved to find that my wallet survived our subterranean nightmare. Cash, hotel keycards, credit cards, license—all there. I sighed with relief, and limped after Camille on a dirt pathway toward a bank of public phones. She dialed the hospital’s number. I checked the time. Almost six. Sig expected us in two minutes.
She hung up and smiled. “No problem. I told them we’d been unavoidably delayed, but not to alarm Sig. I said we’d make it around eight. They informed Sig and he’s fine with it.”
My exhausted nerves relaxed. Barefoot, we walked arm-in-arm toward the Metro station on the corner of the Avenue Foch. 
Camille stopped dead. She paused for a moment, staring at the Metro entrance. “Gus?”
“Mmm?” 
“I’ve had enough of the underground for one day.” She gave me an endearing smile. “Let’s treat ourselves to a taxi, okay?”
I looked into her divine, smudged face. “Excellent idea. Let’s stay above ground for a while.”



Chapter 25
 
After being turned down by three cabbies in a row, the fourth stopped, but let us in only after I flashed a fistful of cash at him. We reached the hotel lobby a few minutes past seven. The concierge raised his eyebrows, staring down his nose at us when we walked past, barefoot and muddy. 
I shrugged. “We slipped on a riverbank.”
He readjusted his bifocals, gave us a plastic smile, and returned to the elderly couple who waited at his desk.
When we finally limped into our hotel room and collapsed on the bed, Camille ordered a meal for us from room service. 
She hung up, and then handed the phone to me. “You’d better call Willoughby. He needs to know what happened, and someone needs to rescue that poor guide.”
I nodded, ashamed that I’d forgotten about the man. Reaching into my pocket, I fished Willoughby’s card from my soggy wallet. I perched on the edge of the bed, massaging my sore knee, and dialed his cell. 
He picked it up on the second ring, answering in his cultured British accent. “Willoughby, here.”
“Willoughby? It’s Gus LeGarde.”
“Mr. LeGarde, is everything all right?”
The preposterous events of the day filtered back into my brain. As we struggled with survival in the dark caves, I had pushed the truth away, concentrating only on the next step and the next flash of the camera. 
“No, Willoughby, I’m afraid it’s not.”
I relayed what had happened to him as quickly as I could. 
He asked some short, pointed questions, then paused as if to digest it all. I heard papers rustling and a keyboard clicking. Finally, he said, “LeGarde? You still there?” 
“Of course.”
“Listen. It’s really important that you answer this carefully. Let’s go back over the first time you noticed these three men. Do you think they discovered you by accident? Do you think they recognized you from the news broadcast? Do you think you were being followed? If it was the latter, you know, we need to get you out of that hotel immediately.” He didn’t pause between questions for me to answer.
“Let me think back on it.” I closed my eyes and summoned the memory. When we left Chopin’s house, we were alone. The quiet side street had been deserted. We’d walked about a half-mile to the subway station, and sat down on the bench to wait for the next car to arrive. 
“I think it was accidental. They happened to sit with us on the bench while they waited for the train. They were playing their music and laughing a lot when they came down the stairs. As I recall, we’d been there for about five minutes when they arrived. I don’t think they recognized me until we all got up to board. Then they began staring and gesturing from the window of the adjoining car. When we got off the train, they followed us into the Catacombs. I think they must have recognized me from that botched CNN footage, like you said.”
“Right. I’m looking into getting that pulled from the networks. By now it’s all over the Internet, so it’ll be hard to stop. But if you’re right, and they did just recognize you by chance, that’s the best scenario. If they’d been following you, it would put us on a higher alert.”
“I see what you mean,” I said. I hadn’t even thought that someone could have been tailing us when we left the hotel earlier.
“Right. So, if that wasn’t the case, we’re better off. Regardless, we have to get you folks out of the city. It’s crawling with demonstrators, so it could happen again, anywhere, any time. They’re all over the place. And the violence is escalating. They attacked a Jewish dry cleaner’s shop this afternoon. Broke the front window and harassed the owner.” He paused for emphasis. “LeGarde? Are you hearing me?”
“I’m listening.”
“You need to move on. Get out of Paris.”
“Okay, fine. I get that. But we’re not leaving without Siegfried.”
“Of course not, he needs to get out of here most of all. Where will you go? Back to the States?”
“Well, we’re supposed to take Siegfried to his great aunt’s in Germany, and when he’s settled, Camille and I planned to spend our honeymoon in Vienna.” I took Camille’s hand and squeezed it. The idea of a honeymoon seemed so foreign now. 
“That might not be such a good idea,” he said.
“Maybe not, but we’re not giving up on our honeymoon, Willoughby.”
“If it’s too dangerous, maybe you should reconsider. And if you leave Siegfried in Germany, someone might spot him. He’s not exactly the kind of guy who blends into the scenery.”
“I know, but this visit to his Aunt Frieda is really important. He could lie low there, not go out in public. By the way, she’s dying, and she doesn’t have much time left.”
“Is Siegfried very close to Frieda? ”
“He hasn’t seen her since he was a child. She’s the one who raised his mother after she was released from a Nazi concentration camp. She desperately wants to meet with Siegfried; says she has something of great significance to give him.”
“I see.” Willoughby cleared his throat. “Well, let’s see how he progresses in the hospital. But tell me, have you shared these travel plans with anyone in Paris? Anyone at all? At your hotel or at the hospital?”
I thought for a moment. “No. We haven’t had time to think about it since the demonstration. I haven’t even arranged a car yet.”
“We’ll help with that,” he offered. “I’d rather you didn’t rent a car in your name or his. It’ll be safer if I find you an agency vehicle.”
His extreme precautions made me more nervous. “Thanks,” I said. “I think.”
“One more thing. Would you review some photos for us? See if you recognize any of the three men who attacked you in the Catacombs?”
“Of course,” I said. “I’m sure I’d recognize Werner.”
“Werner. Hmm. Do you think it was his first or last name?”
“I guess it could be either. I don’t remember him calling his cohorts by their names. But he did mention the man who shot Müller. Called him Horst. That’s a first name, I believe.”
“Horst,” repeated Willoughby. I could hear him tapping the keyboard rapidly. I wondered if he was taping the conversation, as well.
“When do you want us to take a look at the photos?”
“How about tomorrow? Could we pick you up in the morning?” Then, as an afterthought he said, “That is, if you’re both up to it? I’m sorry, I didn’t stop to ask if you were okay.”
It was nice to hear he had a human side, after all.
“We’re pretty banged up, but we’re mobile. Tomorrow will work, but after we visit Siegfried. Could you pick us up at the hospital, say around nine?”
“Right. Nine it is. But don’t linger outdoors. Wait in his room and we’ll come up to get you, all right?”
We agreed and hung up. Camille laid her palm against my cheek. I rested my head in her hand, suddenly exhausted.
“Honey? Why don’t we get you in the shower now? Here, let’s get that wet shirt off.”
Suddenly exhausted, I let her help me undress. She unbuttoned my shirt and helped me out of my pants. I followed her to the bathroom, where she started the shower and slipped out of her own clothes, beckoning me to join her. 
No longer shy about standing naked before me, she smiled and pulled me inside.
The experiences of today had changed her. It had changed me. And now, being together like this was an affirmation of our very existence.  
Hot water ran down our bodies, washing away the grime and soothing our throbbing cuts and bruises. The soap and water streamed down her skin, intimate in its contact, curving along her hips and down her thighs to her feet. We lathered each other, and a mad desire to celebrate life consumed me. 
My lips touched hers. She hesitated for a moment, looked up at me through long, wet lashes, and kissed me back.
This was different from the first time, almost frantic now. There was no shame in her eyes, no lingering ghosts from the past. I sat on the molded corner seat and drew her atop me, sinking deep inside her. Although some of my injuries ached when we joined, the warm, moist coupling washed away the blood and pain. 
When it was over, we stayed seated, embracing beneath the spray. Without warning, she began to shake. I recognized the hot burst of emotion that seared and welled in her eyes. 
I fluttered sweet kisses over her mouth. She circled my waist with her arms, and kissed me back urgently. Dark hair streamed down her back as the water flowed through her sodden curls. She rested her cheek on my shoulder and held me tight. 
I was convinced we would forever embrace life as one. Facing death repeatedly over the last few days had welded us together, dispersing all demons. 
After a while, she pressed her lips against mine and murmured through the drops of water sheeting between us. “I love you, baby.”
I returned her words, feeling them deeply. This woman with whom I would share the rest of my life had rapidly become an integral part of me, like Elsbeth. I’d been unsure if the feeling of intertwined souls would be as tightly integrated as it was with Elsbeth. I needn’t have worried. 
She got out of the shower and began to towel off. I slumped against the fiberglass wall, curiously spent and refreshed at the same time, my mind reeling with a strange combination of images and sensations. After a few moments I returned to my senses, and shampooed my hair twice, taking care to avoid the goose egg blossoming on my forehead. As I stepped out of the stall, I wrapped myself in a robe and joined her on the bed. 
“Better?” she asked as she finished applying a bandage to her hand.
“Much,” I said. 
She flashed a glance replete with understanding and took my hand. “Oh, honey. Your fingers.”
Her emergency first aid kit snapped open. She applied ointment to my wounds, covering several large cuts with gauze and tape. Next, she wrapped sterile pads around two of the fingers on my damaged left hand and taped them together. Her tender touch comforted me. 
After dressing in clean clothes, I answered a knock on the door and within minutes we were feasting on the entrées she’d ordered. I devoured the grilled turbot topped with brandied fennel and she dug into her baked leg of lamb with artichoke hearts. We demolished the green beans and roasted red potatoes in minutes, and polished off a bottle of Burgundy wine. At seven forty-five, we went down to the lobby and won a relieved smile from the concierge.
I flagged down a taxi with no problems. Our silent Greek driver sped toward the hospital, dropping us at the entrance in seven minutes.



Chapter 26
 
“Professor? Was ist los? What is wrong?” Siegfried sat up straight, looking much more alert than he had that morning. 
I casually brushed a lock of hair over the lump throbbing on my forehead, trying to hide it from Siegfried’s worried eyes. “More problems, my friend. But we’re okay now.” 
Camille squeezed past me to gently hug him. I dragged a chair to his bedside. 
She kissed his forehead, and perched on the opposite side of the bed. “How are you feeling, Sig?” she asked, hoping to divert his attention from our sorry state. 
“I am better.” His voice was strong and his eyes bored into mine with clarity not present earlier in the day. 
Although we tried to play down the Catacombs incident, Siegfried insisted we explain what had happened. 
He listened attentively, and then sat in silence for a while, looking back and forth between us, holding each of our hands. “We must leave here, Professor. There is danger. I feel it. Soon. We must leave very soon.” 
I looked at Siegfried’s worried face and took his warning seriously. His finely tuned sense of intuition had proven to be accurate too often to ignore. “Okay. Willoughby agrees with you, Siegfried. Did you meet him yesterday?” 
He shook his head. 
I leaned forward. “Bryce Willoughby is an agent of Interpol who was very interested in the details of our experience during the demonstration. He’s been after Müller and his gang for a long time. His job is to stop the neo-Nazis, put them out of commission. He said he’d help us get out of here.” 
“Gut,” he said. Could we leave now, Professor? Right now?” 
I looked at Camille, then back at him. “As soon as Dr. Daneau agrees you’re ready to travel.”
As if on cue, the doctor entered the room. “Your Interpol friend was on the phone with me this afternoon, Monsieur Marggrander. He’s very anxious to get you out of Paris. I told him I’d release you tomorrow morning. Against my will, but perhaps in the greater interest of safety, considering the danger you face. I need to run just a few more tests to be sure you can be safely moved. By the way, where will you be going? Home to the States?”
I looked at him, trying to judge his character in a split second. Praying my instincts were sound, I decided to confide in him about our trip to Germany.
With his help, we placed a call to Frieda Hirsch’s house and discovered she already had a twenty-four-hour nursing staff in place for her at home. Eberhardt Hirsch, her grandson, offered a bed for Siegfried and the nursing care to go with it. The doctor took the phone and spoke in English to the nurse on duty. Siegfried’s overseas health care coverage was part of a network that spanned Europe. After providing Siegfried’s policy number to the nurse and relaying his medical situation, he handed the phone back to me, satisfied Siegfried would be well cared for. 
I continued the conversation, explaining our situation to Eberhardt, including the danger posed by the neo-Nazis. He astounded me by standing firm in his offer. 
Speechless, I hung up. “They’re willing to take us in. Matter of fact, Eberhardt insisted. He was horrified to find out about the demonstration; he saw the coverage on CNN. But you know what? He said he was proud of your bravery, Siegfried. Fiercely proud. He said to tell you that you have your mother’s courage, my friend.”
A humble smile crossed Siegfried’s face. “Ja? He said that?”
I nodded slowly, thinking how strongly I agreed. I remembered sitting in the Marggrander’s country kitchen many years ago, listening to stories somberly told to us by Elsbeth and Siegfried’s courageous mother, Brigit, who taught us about the horrors of the Holocaust. 
After another call to Willoughby, we changed plans and agreed to be picked up in the morning by private car at the hotel, bringing all of our own bags with us. We’d get Siegfried from the hospital at nine, flip through the pictures of suspects, and then hit the A4 Autobahn toward Stuttgart by ten. 
At least that was the plan. But so far, nothing in Europe had followed our plan, from the moment we stepped foot on the airplane. I hoped the trend didn’t continue. 



Chapter 27
 
At eight forty-five the next morning, Camille and I were ready for Willoughby to pick us up at the hotel. 
The manager ushered us furtively to the back door, where he glanced nervously up and down the cobblestone alley. “We will wait here, s’il vous plait.” He puffed on a cigarette and paced beneath the overhang. 
I held my breath and moved away from his fumes. 
Camille followed me, waving at the air and grimacing. “This is one thing I won’t miss about Europe,” she whispered.
We ambled toward a corner of the small parking area. Hidden from the street, a narrow alley curved into the tiny lot. Two old Fiats crammed against the building, leaving just enough room for a full-sized car to pull in and circle around. Three odiferous rubbish bins pressed against the back wall next to a bicycle rack. So it was either smell the rubbish, or the stench of the manager’s cigarette. Lousy choices, and we ended up halfway between them. 
We watched a dozen pigeons pecking at breadcrumbs scattered on the cobblestones. They cooed in near-harmony and their wings glinted metallic purple-green in the sunlight. 
Three hotel maids appeared on the other side of the small courtyard, giggling and smoking their ubiquitous cigarettes. Now we were surrounded by the noxious fumes. The anxious manager finally ground out his smoke with the toe of his shoe. He stayed by our side, repeatedly checking his watch. He shooed the maids inside at eight-fifty, five minutes before the Interpol vehicle rolled into the courtyard. 
Willoughby got out and shook our hands solemnly. I stared at the sleek sedan, a Mercedes Benz S600 with a 5.5L 36 valve V-12 engine, and shot him a surprised glance, running my fingers over the glossy black metallic finish. “Nice.”
He flashed a half-smile. “My contact was called out of town. It’s his. There was nothing left in the fleet this morning.” He helped load the suitcases into the cavernous trunk. “Will it suffice?”
I grinned. “It will do very nicely.” 
He opened the back door for us and motioned us inside. Camille slid over the soft leather seat matter-of-factly, unaware of the stature of the vehicle. Willoughby took the front passenger seat and introduced us to his partner, who sat behind the steering wheel. 
Duke Harrington turned and smiled, shaking our hands. His ebony skin glowed with health, and his eyes were shielded behind dark glasses. He spoke with a British accent that hinted of another country.
Morocco?
Both men exuded a sense of competence, discussing the morning’s plans without any small talk. Willoughby handed me a map, pointing out the route they recommended to Stuttgart. After several minutes, Harrington started up the powerful engine. It purred to life and he backed out of the alley, easing into the busy street. 
When we had joined the flow of traffic, Camille leaned forward. “Mr. Willoughby? Mr. Harrington? What about the future? Will these fanatics be able to trace us to our home? How hard will it be for them to discover our names? We can’t spend the rest of our lives looking over our shoulders. We’ve got children back in the States.”
Harrington looked at her in the rearview mirror. “We’ve taken care of it, ma’am. Your hotel records have been eliminated, both computer and paper versions. We’ve spoken to the hotel manager, who was anxious to comply with us due to a slight history of a felonious nature.”
Camille and I exchanged knowing glances, recalling the jumpy demeanor of our host. 
Harrington continued. “We’ve erased your airline travel history. We’ll assign new tickets when you go home, under different names, of course. Mr. Marggrander’s hospital records have been eradicated.”
Camille’s eyes widened. “Really? Wow.”
“They never took down a proper address for Siegfried at the hospital, and he was mistakenly recorded as a Swiss citizen, so even if someone talked, they’d be searching in Switzerland long after you’d safely returned to the States. The hospital administrators gave us hell, but we finally convinced them that Siegfried’s life was in serious danger. They don’t have a lot of sympathy for these Nazi terrorists, by the way.” 
Camille leaned back in the seat and looked at me skeptically. “What about the news crews, Mr. Willoughby? Haven’t they been trying to identify him?”
Willoughby turned to answer, peering at us through his own dark glasses. “We’ve put out the word that he was indeed a Swiss tourist. Plenty of German-born Jewish families migrated to Switzerland, so it’s entirely plausible. I’ve called my contacts at the news bureaus and have asked them to stop digging, for the safety of your friend. They’ve agreed to do so for the cause, or maybe because they know I’ll feed them news tidbits in the future as a reward, if they comply. There’s a great deal of fear out there now; fear of these fanatics organizing and gaining some political momentum. The whole thing has escalated over the past few years. It’s not just a few crackpots anymore. There are thousands of them.”
The import of his words hung heavy in the air between us. 
Thousands of them. 
It seemed impossible, yet Siegfried and I had been face to face with a contingent of the New World Delegates. We’d inhaled their fetid breath and had witnessed maniacal hatred smoldering in their eyes. The thought of hundreds more of the same extremists pooling their energies and plotting to grab political power almost turned my legs to jelly. 
“By the way,” Willoughby said, “we found the three men who chased you through the Catacombs. One was dead, and the other two were wandering in the caverns. They weren’t as lucky—or ingenious—as you two were.”
“Which one died?” I asked. 
“Karl Werner,” he said matter of factly. “We found him at the bottom of a deep chasm. The other two have been detained. Indefinitely.” 
Camille and I exchanged knowing looks. 
Werner’s dead.
My brain tried to assimilate the news, but a bad taste spread in my mouth and I pushed it away. 
There’s been too much violence, too many sordid surprises.
I tried to distract my mind
from the images of Werner’s dead body lying beneath the city streets while the car whisked us through the Paris streets. In a calculated diversion, I turned my mind to my thwarted plans to study Frederic Chopin’s life and works. It would have to be shelved until another visit. In spite of the horror reigned on us by the visiting neo-Nazis, the city of Paris still beckoned. I yearned to spend another few weeks visiting Monet’s gardens in Giverny, digging into the city libraries, and traveling to a wine chateau or two. 
Maybe someday.
Sighing inwardly, I absentmindedly ran my good hand over the bandages on my damaged fingers. Stiff and swollen, they had turned bright purple. Camille had re-bandaged them after we showered that morning. I hoped they’d heal by the time I returned to my Mason and Hamlin piano at home. I missed playing, although it had only been a few days. Most days I played Chopin’s mazurkas, nocturnes, waltzes, and even the nearly impossible etudes for the way they made me feel, as if my soul were being cleansed as my fingers danced over the ivories.
Camille and I had woken up early that morning, aching all over, with monstrous bruises everywhere. Her hip was now black and yellow, tender to the touch. My knee was less painful than it had been, but it still throbbed when I walked. Our remaining bumps and gashes were annoying, but not life threatening. We’d heal, given time.
I leaned back against the soft leather seat and thought back to Chopin’s initial journey from his village of Zelazowa Wola, twenty miles west of Warsaw. At the tender young age of twenty-one, he began a journey which, in strange irony, mirrored much of our planned vacation. Chopin traveled from Warsaw to Vienna, then on to Stuttgart, and finally to the romantic center of Paris where he remained until his death, except for various vacations and short-term stays in London. 
We planned to drive from Paris, to Stuttgart, to Vienna, although we wouldn’t be going on to Poland and were traveling in a decidedly more convenient fashion than horse and carriage. I decided to allow myself an afternoon of research in Stuttgart, after we settled Siegfried with his relatives. Chopin had rested in Stuttgart for several days during his long and arduous journey to France. The plan satisfied the academic part of my brain. 
I sat back and closed my eyes against the noise and congestion outside.



Chapter 28
 
After a while, I opened my eyes again and stared into the heavy traffic jamming the street. Camille smiled at me and took my hand. She looked tired. Our sleep had been restless the night before, punctuated with the downing of painkillers and the application of hot compresses made from hotel face towels run under warm tap water. 
Willoughby’s cell phone chirped from his vest pocket. He answered it, and in seconds his tone sharpened. Leaning sideways, he spat a few words to his partner, who quickly accelerated along the Rue de Rivoli.
“What’s going on?” Camille asked. She clung to the armrest when we turned on two wheels and the Mercedes roared down the Avenue des Champs Élysées.
Willoughby spun around, pulling a gun from his arm holster, and quickly motioned for us to buckle up. “It’s the hospital. There’s been an attack. The Nazis. We’ve got operatives on the way, but I’m not sure what’s happened. We can’t raise the guard at Siegfried’s station.”
Fear crackled in the air between us. Camille gripped my hand and shot me a panicked look. Harrington opened his window, placing a flashing blue light on top of the vehicle. He rapidly maneuvered the car in and out of traffic. 
We flew around another corner and I leaned hard against the window glass. With stomach churning in worry, I faced strange, fleeting vignettes of Parisian street life. An organ grinder’s monkey, dressed in a magenta silk jacket, screeched at a passing poodle. A small boy reached for an orange at an open market. His mother tapped his hand and stopped the theft in progress. A young brunette in a flouncy red skirt and floppy hat was surprised when a breeze whipped her hat away. It rolled and bounced along the congested sidewalk like a ball skittering in a roulette wheel.
Harrington braked to a sudden stop behind a massive traffic jam. He craned his head left and right, and then drove right up onto the sidewalk, laying heavily on the horn. He turned down a tiny side street and squeezed the Mercedes through piles of debris. 
A homeless woman in tattered clothing emerged from a cardboard box. Rheumy eyes peered at the mechanical monster daring to snake down her alleyway. She shook her fist at us and cursed before re-entering her flimsy home. 
The sound of ambulances filled the air when we neared the hospital and police vehicles already lined the streets in front of the facility. Instead of joining them, we whipped past the entrance and pulled into the back of the building beside three black sedans where two men in dark suits and glasses waited. 
Willoughby and Harrington jumped out and consulted with them briefly. Willoughby returned and stuck his head in the back door. “Stay here. Don’t move. Those two men will protect you if anything happens.” He slammed the door and raced with Harrington toward the hospital. 
Camille and I exchanged glances, leapt out of the car, and following them into the building at a dead run. 
A pall of fear froze Camille’s face. Her urgently whispered words matched my thoughts, exactly. “Siegfried. Oh, dear God. Siegfried.”
My knee throbbed, but I managed to follow Willoughby and Harrington with Camille at my side. We dashed up two flights of stairs and exploded into the corridor. On the Intensive Care floor, we were met with a terrible sight.
A security guard sat in a pool of blood outside the Intensive Care Unit. He cradled his shattered arm, moaning. A nurse hunkered on the floor near the central desk. She pressed a blood-drenched cloth to her head and looked up at us in fear. A custodian lay stunned beside his mop and pail. He sat up and shook his head as if trying to dispel impossible images, then tried without success to rise.
In the distance, four policemen tried to subdue two struggling skinheads, one of them hateful the pale-eyed Nazi from the airplane and Notre Dame. 
He screamed with a shrill voice. “Kill the Jew! Heil Hitler! Heil Müller!”
As they thrashed and shouted, the police dragged them through the corridor toward the elevator. I didn’t think they saw us standing breathless behind Willoughby and Harrington. 
Willoughby took off his sunglasses and swung around to look at us, irritated we’d followed. “Dash it all, LeGarde!” He flashed an annoyed expression at me, and hurried into the Intensive Care Unit. We stayed close behind.
Several patients had been ousted from their sickbeds and had apparently fallen or been thrown to the floor. Pale-faced nurses scurried through the ward, assisting them and reconnecting IVs. Fear welled in my throat when we crossed to Siegfried’s bed in the far corner. 
Harrington yanked the curtain aside. 
The bed was empty.
Willoughby dragged the sheets around that lay in a heap at the side of the bed and searched beneath the cot, then behind the curtains. He exchanged a puzzled glance with Harrington and mouthed the words, “What the bloody hell?” 
We tore back into the hall, searching the corridor as emergency personnel tended to the wounded lying on the floor. I gripped Camille’s hand. Fear chilled my spine and I imagined the worst. 
Siegfried. Oh, please, let him be okay.
Willoughby grilled the police officers about Siegfried’s location. They, in turn, queried the nurses. We followed Willoughby toward the back of the building. 
He called over his shoulder as we plunged down the stairway toward the basement. “Siegfried is downstairs, in Radiology, getting an MRI. They’re calling ahead to let them know we’re coming for him. Stick close by, you two. There are more Nazi bastards around. They’ve been spotted in the lobby and outside of the Emergency Department.”
We burst through double metal doors at the bottom of the stairwell and raced along a deserted basement corridor. Several technicians looked at us curiously as we passed, apparently unaware of the chaos raging overhead. After we rounded one more corner, we reached Radiology. 
Harrington pushed his way into a back room, leading with us close behind. 
Siegfried lay on the bed of the MRI machine. His turquoise hospital gown barely reached his knees. He sat up with a confused smile. “Professor?” 
I hurried to his side. “Time to go, buddy.” 
Willoughby and a technician helped Siegfried into the wheelchair. They threw a white blanket over his long legs and propelled the chair out of the room. Siegfried looked back in alarm as we sprinted several feet behind him. 
“It’s okay, Sig. Just hang on. There’s been trouble upstairs. We have to get you out of here.”
While we stood anxiously waiting for the elevator, I massaged my throbbing knee and noticed that Siegfried’s IV had been removed. A large wad of gauze covered the back of his wrist. The IV had bruised half his hand and his skin had turned sickly yellow. 
Camille ran her fingers ever so lightly in a feathery motion over the bruise. “Does it hurt, big guy?”
He nodded and tried to smile through his bandages. “Ja. A little bit.”
The elevator doors opened and we rushed into the car. As they started to close, I spotted another skinhead in the corridor. 
He pushed the end of his revolver between the doors. “Here he is! I’ve got him! I’ve got the swine!”
Harrington pulled Siegfried’s chair out of the line of fire milliseconds before the gun spit into the elevator wall. 
I smashed my fist onto the arm that held the gun. It clattered to the floor and the intrusive arm retreated with a howl as the doors whooshed shut. Willoughby jabbed repeatedly at the button. The elevator rattled, then rose with creaks and groans to ground floor. 
We flew down the corridors, bumping into police and hospital staff who jammed the area. Once outside, Willoughby thrust Siegfried none-too-gently into the back seat of the Mercedes. Camille and I jumped in beside him, and Harrington took off with tires screaming, rocketing through the streets of Paris.



Chapter 29
 
The Mercedes purred to a stop outside the city limits. Willoughby and Harrington jumped out, conferring with their colleagues who met us at a roadside gas station. After several minutes of intense head nodding and gesturing, they returned to the car. Siegfried sat quietly beside me, face ashen and eyes closed. 
I touched his hand. “Are you okay, buddy?”
He nodded, but didn’t open his eyes.
Camille’s eyes filled with empathy. She leaned toward him, speaking softly. “I know you’re hurting, big guy. Try to hang in there. We’ll get you to a nice soft bed in Denkendorf—soon.”
He opened his eyes slowly. “It hurts, Ja. But I worry about the people in the hospital. Did they hurt the nurses?”
“The bad guys tried to find you,” I said. “They did hurt several nurses and a policeman, but I think they’ll be okay. As far as I could see, no one was killed. It was close, though. I’m glad Dr. Daneau decided to schedule your MRI at the last minute like that. It may have saved your life, my friend.”
He closed his eyes again and nodded. “The MRI was scheduled for early in the morning, so I would be ready when you came to get me. But the man who ran it had a problem with his car. He was two hours late to come to work, so the MRI was not on time.”
“Thank God,” I said.
Siegfried slowly rubbed the bandage on his jaw. He leaned back against the seat, tensing with each movement. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. 
I put my hand on his. “Alles ist okay, Siegfried. Rest now. We’ll take care of you.”
His head moved with a barely perceptible nod. 
Camille and I exchanged pained looks. She grabbed my hand and mouthed the words, “Poor baby.” 
When the agents returned to the car, Willoughby stared with concern at Siegfried. “All right, folks. This is how it will work. You’ll drive this car to Stuttgart. We’re not going to move Siegfried to another vehicle; he’s certainly not in any shape to be disturbed. We’ve also circulated the story to the hotel, hospital staff and the Parisian police force that Siegfried has been spirited away to the airport where he caught a charter flight to Zurich.
“We want to learn more about the New World Delegates. I’m assuming they’ll keep looking for you, in spite of the story we spread. They’ve got members all over Germany, Austria, and France, and your photos have been well publicized thanks to CNN. So you won’t be safe until you get out of Europe.” He handed Camille a cell phone and charger. “It goes without saying that we’ll protect you until you return to the States. Use this to call me if you have any concerns. My number’s already in there.” He brushed his short-cropped hair with a steady hand. “We’ll check in frequently. Once Mr. Marggrander reaches safety, we’ll contact you about your trip to Vienna. We will assign protection in both locations, as a precaution. You probably won’t recognize our operatives, but if you need anything, you’re to phone me. No hesitating, right?”
Siegfried opened his eyes. The three of us nodded in mute agreement, surprised by the thorough arrangements. I’d assumed once we left Paris, we’d be safe. I’d been wrong about that one.
We climbed stiffly out of the back seat. We shook hands and said goodbye to the agents, who joined their colleagues and sped away minutes later. We helped Siegfried lay down in the back, bunching up one of his large sweatshirts from the trunk as a pillow. He moved stiffly across the leather, but managed a small, “Danke.” 
Camille tucked a blanket around his long legs, and then gave him three extra strength painkillers from the stash in her purse. He swallowed the pills without water. When he was settled, we glanced around to be sure no one was watching, and then accelerated onto the highway in the direction of Denkendorf, the little village near the city of Stuttgart, where we prayed no villains laid in wait to ambush us. 



Chapter 30
 
We made the trip to Denkendorf in six hours, with Siegfried sleeping fitfully in the back seat and occasionally letting out a frightened shout in his troubled dreams. Camille dozed beside me through the countryside of France and most of Germany.  
I maneuvered the Mercedes through the heavy, fast-moving traffic, and it responded effortlessly, gliding over the road with ease. I pushed hard, for Siegfried’s sake. And I had to admit, I was secretly thrilled to be behind the wheel of such a magnificent vehicle. I knew it was a once in a lifetime experience, and in the part of my mind that wasn’t worried about neo-Nazi’s chasing us all over Europe, I let myself enjoy the hell out of it. 
Located about twenty minutes southeast of Stuttgart, Denkendorf was a charming village with tightly clustered, half-timbered, stucco houses. Some homes boasted barns in their basement that open onto narrow paved roads curving through town. One house we passed featured a pungent manure pile steaming on the sidewalk. I had to brake suddenly when a tractor careened out of a barn and headed off to the fields and forested hills surrounding the village. 
The town was chock full of orange-tiled roofs covering solidly constructed dwellings. Most featured window boxes dripping with pink ivy geraniums. Unscreened, open windows fluttered with eiderdown comforters set out for their daily “airing.” 
Willoughby’s directions were good. Except for a few wrong turns I made in the village itself, we eventually located Frieda Hirsch’s home and at four o’clock, I pulled the Mercedes into the driveway of Landistrasse thirty-seven. 
The front door opened immediately and a small man with curly gray hair hastened toward us. “Come! Drive through here, please.” He gestured rapidly, pointing to a narrow lane on the side of the property leading to tall wooden doors.  He trotted to the gate and dragged the doors open. 
I shifted the car into reverse, backed into the street, and snaked the Mercedes through the opening dividing the Hirsch home from its neighbor. The car barely fit through the narrow passageway. Moving slowly, I turned right and parked next to a tiny Fiat in a carport shielded by trellises on three sides. Pole beans wound around interlaced strings hiding the cars from neighbors. A flourishing vegetable and flower garden filled the rest of the backyard enclosed on all sides by a stout brick wall. 
I sighed with relief and turned off the Mercedes. We’d made it.
Our host bounded toward us and opened my car door. “Eberhardt Hirsch, here. Hello and welcome!” He vigorously shook my hand before I’d even stood up. “Sorry about the subterfuge, but we believe it would be best if your visit is kept secret, considering all the news coverage.”
Camille got out, stretched, and came around to my side, holding out a hand to Eberhardt. 
He opened his arms and gave her a warm embrace. “Welcome to our home, Mrs. LeGarde. We are so pleased to have you here.”
Camille’s face bloomed in a smile. “Oh, no, please. We’re the ones who are thankful. I don’t think poor Siegfried could have made the long flight home. He’s in a great deal of pain.”
While they exchanged pleasantries, I got out and opened Siegfried’s door, helping him unfold from the confines of the back seat. He leaned on the car and smiled weakly at Eberhardt, who rushed to his side and eased a shoulder under the big man’s arm. 
“My dear Siegfried, welcome to our home. Here, please let me help you.” With me on the other side, he gently guided Sig toward the house. 
We helped him limp through the back door into the kitchen, and then set the ailing giant on an embroidered armchair in the corner of the room. 
Eberhardt bent down close to Siegfried’s pale face, taking one massive hand in his own. “I am Eberhardt Hirsch. Frieda, your mother’s aunt, is my grandmother. I believe they would call us second cousins? It is such a pleasure to know you.”
“Vielen Dank, Herr Hirsch.” Siegfried muttered, slumping sideways. Without warning, his eyes rolled back in his head. 
Alarmed, Eberhardt grabbed him and called into the next room, “Hilde!
Come here, bitte! 
A brunette in a nurse’s uniform swished around the corner. Before we could say a word, she backed a wheelchair out of the corner and scooted it up to Siegfried’s side. “Herr Hirsch! What are you doing? My patient needs this wheelchair.” She glared with disapproval at Eberhardt, who cowered before her authoritarian manner.
“I’m sorry. I forgot about the wheelchair in all the excitement, Fräulein. Let’s move our guest into his room, shall we?” 
Between the three of us, we maneuvered the nearly comatose Siegfried into the chair and wheeled him through a corridor to a brightly lit, clean room. The wooden floor shone from fresh polishing. A hospital bed was set up in the middle of the room, and an IV and various other pieces of monitoring equipment stood ready and waiting. 
“This is wonderful, Eberhardt. Very impressive,” I said.
“Ah. It is the least we can do for family. After all, we have waited to see Brigit’s son for a very long time. And your Doctor Daneau was quite specific. He requested all of this.” He waved his arms briskly. “He faxed orders for medicine to our attending physician. Nurse Hilde has her instructions and the medications are ready for Siegfried. Rest assured, he will receive the very best of care.”
Camille entered the bedroom, rolling Siegfried’s suitcase behind her. Eberhardt took over and placed the bag on a trunk near the dresser, then introduced Camille to Hilde. 
She shook hands with the competent young woman, said a few words, and then walked over to Siegfried. Leaning over him, she gently pulling his long blond hair away from his face. “You gonna be okay, Sig?” 
He gave her a frail smile through tired blue eyes. “Ja.” 
Nurse Hilde quickly took over and skillfully hooked up the IV. She spoke in German to Siegfried with a soothing, melodic voice. I relaxed, realizing he was in good hands. As the medication kicked in, Siegfried’s pain eased and he soon fell asleep. 
When we left the room, Hilde said goodbye and dashed up a steep set of stairs to the right of the kitchen. 
“Frieda is upstairs,” explained Eberhardt, motioning toward the stairway. “Tomorrow you will meet her. Hilde will care for both patients. Frieda is able to walk, but will come downstairs only for special occasions. Right now she is resting.” 
I sensed a deep well of sadness behind his words. “We were so sorry to hear of Frieda’s illness,” I said. “This must be hard for you.” 
“It is not easy, as you have guessed, but we have a very good nurse, and that makes all the difference.”
“And the rest of the family?” I asked.
He looked pained, and I instantly felt bad for asking. 
“My wife is gone now. We lost her five years ago to lung cancer.” 
Camille and I offered our condolences and said the trite words you say that mean so little, but are intended to console someone who, in truth, probably can’t be comforted. I knew how that felt, having lost all of my grandparents, my parents, and Elsbeth in the last decade. It was horrible. It still hurt. And no sweet platitudes anyone offered made a difference, although I always appreciated the kindness behind them. 
He thanked us and looked into the distance, pulling himself together. “It’s just Frieda—we call her Oma—and my son now. But he’s away at University for a time. He’s been a bit of a trouble for me, so I—” He stopped abruptly, seemed to realize he’d been rambling, then wrung his hands and walked us back out to the car. “Let’s get you settled in your room, shall we? You’ll be downstairs, and I am in the upstairs apartment with Frieda. We used to rent the downstairs, but haven’t done so for many years now.”
Camille went inside to make a long distance phone call to Shelby and to unpack, and I wandered around the backyard some more with Eberhardt. 
I answered his questions about my family and our life in East Goodland, New York. I complimented his garden, told him a little about my own plantings, and he quickly brightened when he discovered that I loved to work the soil just like he did. 
He hadn’t wasted a square centimeter of soil, using raised beds to grow nearly as many vegetables as I did in ten times the space. Climbing vines of ivy, trumpet vine, honeysuckle and roses covered the seven-foot-high brick walls surrounding the garden. He’d created an idyllic oasis. Shielded from all angles, it included a small water garden graced with a rustic wooden bench. I felt completely at home, and told him so. 
He put his arm around my shoulders. “Gut. Now. Let us go inside and eat, shall we?”



Chapter 31
 
The next morning dawned cool and clear. Stirring under a thick eiderdown comforter, Camille and I woke to the smell of fresh bread and coffee. Her eyes shimmered with pleasure. She closed them again and stretched torpidly, her white nightgown whispering under the crisp white sheets. 
In spite of my throbbing knee, swollen fingers, cuts and contusions, I ached for her once again. I slid closer, running my hand lightly along her cheek and onto her shoulders. 
She smiled; eyes still closed, and snuggled close to me. “Honey, everyone’s up already. We can’t.”
I knew she was right, but now that the flooding waters had breached the dam, so to speak, I was physically invigorated to the point of perpetual desire. It had been so long, I had pushed down the needs so habitually, that my body’s response when unleashed was overwhelming. I bore an uncanny resemblance to a prurient nineteen-year-old. In spite of our mutual injuries, the night had been filled with passion.
Smiling, I whispered against her ear. “I’m really disappointed, but I guess I can wait.” I didn’t play fair. I kissed the rim of her ear and nibbled her neck.
She groaned, stretched, and started to arch her back. 
“You’re sure we can’t?” I asked.
She shook her head and pushed back from me. “Rain check for tonight?”
With a giggle, she folded down the covers and ran to the bathroom adjoining our room. The shower ran for ten minutes, and within fifteen, she emerged fully dressed and ready to go. I followed her example, cut the shower to six minutes, shaved, brushed my teeth, and dressed in dark green gabardine slacks and a white cotton shirt. I slid into my old scuffed shoes, bemoaning the loss of the new pair in the Catacombs.
In the kitchen, the round table groaned beneath platters of sliced cheese, bread, and wurst. A deep bowl of plain yogurt mixed with fruit cocktail sat next to a dish of granola. Triangular wedges of cheese spreads and jellies spilled out of a wicker basket. Oranges and bananas filled a glass bowl. Ceramic pitchers, decorated with brown and white smiling cows and full to the brim with whole milk and orange juice, sat on the side of the buffet. Sparkling drinking glasses, napkins, and silverware lined up neatly beside them.
Eberhardt turned from the counter and held out two coffee mugs. “Kaffee oder Tee?” he asked. 
Camille and I answered in unison. “Coffee, please.” 
Eberhardt bustled around the kitchen with excitement and I wondered how long it had been since he’d entertained guests. He set two mugs of steaming coffee on the table, explaining the traditional German breakfast. “Please. Eat. Or, if you would prefer a more American breakfast, I have cold cereal or eggs.” 
Camille flashed a brilliant smile and leaned forward to examine the feast. Her creamy complexion shone, complemented by the deep apricot-colored blouse she wore with her faded jeans. She turned to Eberhardt. “Please sit and join us. It looks scrumptious. And you’ve gone to so much trouble. You really shouldn’t have.”
We each took a plate and chose dishes from the spread. Eberhardt beamed at us, and we dug in. It seemed as if the question of what to feed American visitors for breakfast troubled him more than the fact that he housed a man who was currently being hunted by neo-Nazi terrorists. 
I sliced open a roll. The steaming aroma of fresh yeast rose from its soft center and the flaky crust broke apart. I spread soft cheese on it and layered several varieties of cheese and meats inside. 
I took a huge bite. 
Damn the cholesterol, this is fantastic. 
Eberhardt sat with us and filled a bowl with yogurt. “Siegfried ate a good breakfast. It seems his appetite is returning. Hilde spent the night on a cot in his room and reports he rested very deeply. She is encouraged by his progress and feels a visit with his great aunt today would be acceptable. Oma
asked for some time just before dinner, around five o’clock. She would like to join us in Siegfried’s room, and then, if she still has strength, we will dine together.”
As if on cue, Siegfried’s door opened and Hilde emerged with a breakfast tray. Her glossy dark hair was pulled back in a thick ponytail beneath her nurse’s cap. The no-nonsense expression from the day before had softened. She smiled through deep green eyes and deposited the tray on the counter. “Mein Gott!” she gushed. “Can that man eat! If he eats like that when he’s sick, I wonder how he eats when he’s well?”
“Siegfried’s always had a good appetite,” I said with a chuckle. I rose to refill my coffee from the pot on the kitchen countertop. “How’s he doing this morning?”
She joined us at the table and reached for a roll, speaking with a superb command of English and a vocabulary indicative of a high level of education. “He is stable and the night’s rest has done wonders. I plan to change the dressings shortly. The sooner he is out of bed, the better, of course. For a few days, we will keep him confined to the bed, and eventually we will move him to the wheelchair. By the end of the week, I expect he will be sitting in the garden.” 
I drained a tall glass of orange juice. “Is it okay to see him now?”
“Of course. We are not a hospital, Professor LeGarde. You may see him any time he is awake.” She turned to Camille and began an animated conversation about American film stars. 
I wandered into Siegfried’s room. His blond hair, freshly brushed, was pulled back into his usual ponytail. A faint flush of color spread across his cheeks and his blue eyes sparkled. The bruising on his jaw had subsided slightly. It looked less grotesque and colorful than the day before. A clean pair of pajamas lay on the side of the bed, ready to wear after his dressings were changed. 
“Guten Morgen,” he said, smiling. 
I was thrilled that his voice seemed stronger and his eyes appeared less clouded. “Well, well, well.” I dragged a chair to his bedside. “Look at you. You seem better today. Must’ve been that big breakfast, huh? Or, maybe the pretty nurse?” I teased, grateful to be able to joke again with my friend. 
To my surprise, Siegfried blushed. “She is very nice, Professor. So kind to me. Her name is Hilde.” A wide smile spread across his face. “We speak auf Deutsch,” he said contentedly. “It reminds me of my mother and father, how we used to talk in the language of our homeland. I understand everything she says.” 
“I’m glad to hear it, Sig. Must feel good to speak German again, huh?” 
“Ja.” He nodded, and that same sweet smile lingered on his face.
I wandered over to the window, admiring the view of the garden. Birds splashed in a birdbath beneath hanging feeders, twittering happily. I cranked the European style window latches and opened the window wide. There were no screens on it, and a cool, fresh breeze blew into the room, filling the air with scents of spicy roses and fresh earth. 
“We’re meeting with Frieda this afternoon. She’s coming downstairs to speak with us. Are you up for the visit?”
“Ja, of course,” he said, snuggling deep under his comforter, seeming to enjoy the breeze that blew across his skin. “I am very happy to meet with Frieda. I have waited a long time for this day, Professor. Almost my whole life.”
I turned back to him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I know, my friend. It will be a big day for you.” 
“I will rest first,” he said, his drowsy voice barely forming the words. “Just a little while.”
I watched as his face grew slack and his breathing steadied. He was asleep in two minutes.  



Chapter 32
 
After a day filled with exhaustive talking, a review of family photo albums, and plenty of nervous laughter, five o’clock finally arrived. Frieda was due to visit us so she could share her family secrets—secrets we’d only speculated about. 
What was this priceless object she was going to give to Siegfried, reportedly from his mother? Why hadn’t she sent it to him earlier in his life, instead of waiting until she was about to die? And why was it so important? 
We sat in Siegfried’s room on chairs Eberhardt had moved in from the kitchen. He also dragged in a stuffed chair for Frieda and placed it near the window. The late afternoon sun poured into the room and sparkled on silver picture frames of family portraits adorning the top of the highboy. An old hand-painted wooden chest sat on a table next to Frieda’s chair. From its crude wood and trapezoidal profile, I figured it was over a hundred years old. Maybe even older. 
We glanced up expectantly when the stairs began to creak and Frieda limped down to the first floor, leaning heavily on a cane with Eberhardt’s assistance. 
The old woman entered on his arm, looking fragile and tiny. She was no taller than four foot eleven, but stood ramrod straight. 
Smoothing her lavender housedress with arthritic hands, she searched the room for Siegfried. When she found him, she turned a bright smile in his direction. “Oh, Siegfried.” Moving forward with a few halting steps, she touched his face with one trembling hand. “My poor, dear Siegfried. What they have done to you?”
She spoke in German, so Eberhardt quietly translated for us. 
Sig took her hand in his. Tears pooled in his eyes. He tried to speak, but seemed to be too overcome with emotion to form the words. 
“Call me Oma,” she said. “It will be easier.”
“Oma,” he said with a catch in his voice. “I am glad to see you again.”
Although they spoke in rapid German, Eberhardt kept up with the conversation, rapidly whispering the English words to us. 
Frieda released her hand and patted the side of his face once more. “You look just like your father, Siegfried. See.” She hobbled to one of the silver-framed photos on the bureau and handed it to him. “Here you are just before you left for America. See how much you resemble him now? You and Elsbeth were just four years old.”
Siegfried studied the photo. His eyes watered again.
Frieda shuffled to the armchair. She stopped along the way to greet each of us. I understood some of the German, but the dialect and accent were confusing, so I was grateful for Eberhardt’s help. 
After a few more conventional niceties, Frieda began to tell her story in a soft, low voice. “When Brigit moved to America, Elsbeth and Siegfried were so little, it didn’t occur to me that I would never see Elsbeth again. She was actually the one for whom this chest was saved.” She pointed to the old chest on the table. “The chest and its contents, and the story that goes with it have been passed down to each surviving female member of our family since 1831. But now, my dear Siegfried, it must go to you. When you marry and have a daughter, you must pass the story on to her.”
Siegfried looked up, confused. “But there is another girl. I have a niece, Oma. She is Elsbeth’s daughter.”
Frieda turned to me with wide eyes. “What is this? Elsbeth had a child?”
Ashamed that we hadn’t kept in touch with her over the years, I croaked out the answer. “Um, yes, Frieda. Elsbeth and I had a little girl. Well, not so little now. She’s a grown woman with three children of her own. She has a boy, three years old, and twin baby girls, born last fall. Her name is Frederica.”
“I did not know this.” Frieda’s face crumpled and she burst into tears, weeping into a handkerchief she pulled from her sleeve. 
Camille and I exchanged puzzled glances and turned to Eberhardt for an explanation. He held his hand in the air momentarily and waited for his grandmother to collect herself. 
“I am sorry.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks and sniffled. “I didn’t realize. Of course. Elsbeth followed the tradition, she named her daughter Frederica.” 
She looked at each of us in turn. “Please forgive me. Time is short for me. You must promise to tell this story to Frederica. It’s important the custom be followed.”
Still puzzled, I offered to record the story so that Freddie could hear it in person, and Frieda agreed readily as I ran to retrieve the mini-cassette recorder from my briefcase. I’d planned to use it to document stories about Chopin from musicologist colleagues in Paris and Vienna, and I was glad I brought it along.
I set it up and pushed the record button. “Okay. Go ahead, Frieda.”
“Danke.” She straightened and took a deep breath. “I was born in 1914. My mother bore me when she was forty-two; I was her only child. She was born in 1872, and her mother was born in 1832. It was this woman—my great grandmother, Etta Wagner—of whom I wish to speak.” 
“Etta was a good woman who ran a small guesthouse in Stuttgart. Her husband was lost in the war several months before this story takes place. After he died, she ran the inn by herself, cooking and cleaning for her guests. It was in 1831 that she met him. He stayed for only a week in his travels from Vienna to Paris, but it was a week filled with heartbreak. Russia had just overtaken Warsaw. The young man went mad with grief during this time. My great-grandmother cared for him, although he was a stranger, just passing through.”
I stared at her and my heartbeat quickened. It couldn’t be. “Who was this young man, Frieda?” 
She looked back and forth between Siegfried and me. “I’m talking about Siegfried and Elsbeth’s great, great, great grandfather. I’m talking about a composer named Frederic Chopin.”
My jaw dropped and I tried to process the information; blood pounded in my ears. Before I could collect myself, Frieda motioned for me to open the old wooden chest. 
Great, great, great, grandfather? What was the woman talking about? Was she delusional?
“It is essential that this information is kept close to your hearts. The reputation of the master is at stake, as well as the reputation of Etta. She was not a woman of ill repute, mind you. She was a gentle lady who came to the aid of a mentally unstable young man during a crisis in his life. It was a time when he needed love and understanding, something she needed as well, having grieved so recently for her own lost husband.”
I finally found my voice. “My dear Frieda,” I said. “Chopin didn’t have any children. He never married. He lived in relative celibacy his whole life. How could this be?” 
“I know what the history books says.” She motioned to the chest. “Look inside, please.” She pointed to several packets of letters tied in faded blue silk ribbons. “Let me see those.”
I picked up the top packet and handed it to her. 
She untied the ribbon and fanned the letters on her lap. “These are the letters the master wrote to Etta after he moved to Paris. Although he fell in love with her, it was considered inappropriate for a woman in her situation to take a lover as young as Frederic, particularly so soon after the loss of her husband. He respected her, and moved on with his life, never learning of their child. Frediana was raised as the child of Etta’s deceased husband. Although unaware of the child they shared, Chopin wrote to Etta for many years, recounting amusing stories and anecdotes of his life in Paris.” 
“His associates were many—George Sand, Franz Liszt, Felix Mendelssohn, Eugène Delacroix, Franz Schubert, Robert Schumann, Richard Wagner—some of the most creative and artistic geniuses in history.” She motioned to the trunk. “These letters and the gifts he sent over the years are what remain of their relationship. Your children, Professor LeGarde, and now your grandchildren, are Chopin’s legacy. They have the blood of a genius in their veins.” 
She flashed a sweet smile at Siegfried. “Before she left Germany, I asked Elsbeth to name her first daughter Frederica. I had no idea she would remember this request, or that she would consider honoring it. Perhaps her mother reminded her. You knew that Elsbeth and Siegfried had an older sister who died, did you not? She was named Freda, of course, after the tradition. Frieda, Frediana, Freda, Frederica, all names that honored the master.” 
Siegfried looked at me and nodded as if he did remember an older sibling. I vaguely remembered Elsbeth telling me about the tragedy when we were very young. The child had died of leukemia in East Germany before her family escaped to the United States. They had kept a picture of a pretty, dark-haired girl on the mantle in a silver frame. 
Freda.
“Elsbeth was a wonderful pianist,” I said. “She’d planned to tour the world as a concert pianist before we realized she was pregnant with Freddie. Of course, that changed everything.” I smiled at Siegfried, who adored Freddie. “And she was mad about Chopin. She encouraged me to study piano, too, and I’ve always loved Chopin’s music, partially because Elsbeth was so crazy for it.” I sat back and sighed. “What you’ve told us today is just incredible. How did you keep this secret for so many years?”
Frieda gave a sly smile. “We did what we had to, to protect our family name.”
While we absorbed the enormity of what she’d just told us, I thought back to my own studies of Chopin, realizing I started my research project when Elsbeth died as a testimony to her, and as a healing mechanism for my own grief. The biographies I studied always portrayed Chopin as a brilliant, but somewhat neurotic genius, who had dozens of passionate, platonic relationships, but none of a lasting physical nature. His manic bipolar swings pushed him from closeted seclusion with close friends for days at a time to all night parties with the rich and influential artisans and figures of the time. When prodded, he would perform in public, but only did so reluctantly on approximately thirty occasions during his short life. 
I reached back into my memory to recall what little I could from his initial trip from Warsaw to Paris when he was twenty-one years old. The stay in Stuttgart had been documented as “several days.” His surviving diary from that period showed a severe mental deterioration bordering on schizophrenic hallucinations after he learned of Russia’s overpowering of Warsaw. While his friends and family stayed behind and fought the intruders, he continued on his journey to the most romantic and creative center of the world. In Paris, he would publish blazing compositions that were far more effective in bolstering Polish patriotism than had he returned to fight against the enemy with his weakened, tuberculosis-ridden lungs. 
I leaned toward Frieda. “Please tell us more. What happened in Stuttgart?”
Frieda pointed to the chest. “The diary. Can you pass it to me? Yes, that’s it.”
I handed her a marbleized journal with faded gilt edges. 
She opened it carefully, running her hands down the pages with affection. “This is Etta’s diary,” she began. “I will read you some of the passages.”
As she read, Eberhardt continued to translate, and I flipped over the cassette in the recorder.
“A charming young man has come to my inn this evening. He is from Poland, but speaks excellent German, as well as French and Polish. He is well-educated and studies music. I’ve put him in the green room with the piano. He was here no more than ten minutes before he began to play. Such lyrical and lovely melodies are coming from the room, it is hard for me to walk by the door and not stop to listen.”
Frieda flipped forward and ran her finger down the page until she found the next passage.
“My young guest is writing music. His papers are everywhere, very messy, with erasures and scribbles on each page. He says each note must be perfect, or the piece cannot be complete. Yesterday I brought him soup and bread and stayed to listen and talk for four hours. The other guests must be wondering what is wrong with me, but I cannot keep away. There is something very sweet and needful about this young man, and I’m drawn closer to him each time we speak.”
Frieda appeared to be speaking from memory. I wondered how many times she’d read these pages. She flipped ahead in the diary.
“My poor young Chopin is in agony. Today we heard news. The Russians have overtaken his homeland of Warsaw. He is uncontrollable, sobbing and lamenting now for hours. I sit with him as he lays his head on my lap and weeps for his family. Are they safe? Should he return? Fight in the war himself? He is inconsolable. Now he scribbles in his diary as I do mine. His eyes are tortured and brimming with fire. I fear he is going mad, poor boy.”
Frieda looked up from the diary, recounting the tale from memory.
“They spent the next few days and nights together. She consoled him and he played piano as a madman, writing a fiery etude for Poland that completed his series. A tender love evolved in the few short days they spent together. Etta helped him face and deal with his hellish fears. From their tumultuous ardor came a child. A child who was kept hidden as a secret from the poor young man to spare him further worries. My great grandmother, Frediana, was born.”
We leaned forward in our chairs, hanging on each word. Siegfried lay back against his pillows, eyes wide in amazement. Camille squeezed my hand and smiled at Frieda. I gazed at the wonderful old woman and let the story sink in. My doubts evaporated. She seemed so genuine. The letters could easily be authenticated, if one felt the need to do so. 
I took another bundle of letters from the chest. Opening the top letter carefully, I scanned the page of fine, swirling penmanship down to the final signature, Frederyk, with the Polish spelling of his name. My heartbeat kicked up a notch when I recognized the authentic signature. I had seen it countless times in my own research. 
Could it be true?
“Frieda,” I asked in a daze, “do you want us to take the chest to America? To Freddie?”
Eberhardt translated again and she nodded. “Ja. To America. To Frederica. So she can tell the story to her children.”
“Of course,” I said, still stupefied by the knowledge that hammered through me. “I think we should ship it home. We’ll pack it in a sturdy wooden crate and insure it. When we return in a few weeks we can open it together with Freddie and play the tape for her.”
Frieda smiled at me through tired eyes. “Do you have a photograph of her? I would love to see her.”
Embarrassed that I hadn’t thought of it earlier, I reached into my wallet and pulled out the small pack of family photos. The first showed Freddie as a child with her mother. I walked to Frieda’s side and spoke in rudimentary German. “Here are Elsbeth and Freddie. She was eleven years old.”
Frieda looked at the photo and sighed. “Little Elsbeth.”
I brought out another shot of Freddie as an adult, taken at the opening of her veterinary clinic. She sat on the steps of the clinic in her white coat, surrounded by dogs and cats. “Here’s Freddie a few years ago. She’s an animal doctor.” 
Frieda looked surprised. “She’s not a pianist?”
I laughed. “Hardly. She took lessons as a child, but was much more interested in science than music. But her son may be interested in piano. He has a fascination for it and is always asking questions about pieces I play for him. I’ll start his lessons in a year or two. His name is Jonathan. We call him Johnny.” I showed her a picture of my impish three-year-old grandson, sitting proudly on the garden tractor with a huge grin. 
Lastly, I drew out a picture of my twin granddaughters, Marion and Celeste. Sadly, I realized Freddie might have tried to carry on the tradition of naming one of the girls after Chopin, had she known the truth last fall when they were born. I felt badly that we hadn’t visited Germany to meet Elsbeth’s extended family. We discussed it dozens of times, but for one reason or another, it never happened. 
Frieda rose slowly and I hurried to her side to help her with her cane. 
Her hand trembled on my arm and fatigue poured from her quavering voice. “I’m sorry, but I will go now. Some days the pain comes suddenly. I must lie down.”
She walked toward Siegfried and reached for his hand. “Brigit’s boy. You have grown so handsome.” She stopped and leaned toward him, resting her hands on his shoulders and locking eyes with him. “I know what you did. I have seen you on the television news now, many times. I saw your anger and your courage. Never forget how they suffered, my dear boy, for evil still lurks and must be stopped. I am very proud of you, as your mother would have been,” she added emphatically. Leaning forward, she kissed his forehead.
Tears streamed down Siegfried’s cheeks. He took her hand and kissed it. “Danke, Oma.” 
Frieda shuffled out of the room with Eberhardt at her side, her steps slower than when she’d entered. When the extraordinary woman left us, the room seemed smaller, dimmer. We heard her cane tapping along the stairs and across the ceiling until she reached her bed, and the house grew silent.



Chapter 33
 
On Saturday morning, Camille and I walked arm in arm through the narrow pathways winding through Denkendorf’s communal gardens. Acres of gardens surrounded the village center, spreading toward the hills and linking with the bicycle and hiking paths that crisscrossed through woods and fields. 
We strolled in the warm May sunshine, smiling at fellow passersby who greeted us with the cheerful words “Grüss Gott.” Neat plots of black radishes, turnips, carrots, onions, tomatoes, and potatoes lined the footpath. The crops were at least one month ahead of my gardens at home. Roses, in glorious full bloom, lined hedges and walkways, perfuming the air. Women in black kerchiefs and flowing housedresses bent over their tracts, intent on pulling each tenacious weed from the soil. The gardens—so perfectly aligned, so well prepared—demonstrated a reverence for the soil and a respect for the limited space each household was assigned. 
In upstate New York, I was spoiled. I could choose from acres of fields flanking our house. If I wanted a new strawberry patch, I picked the spot and plowed it up. A grape arbor, a swimming pool—I had simply to designate the new location. But here, the residents cherished each tiny plot of property they tended. I almost felt guilty about my acreage.
The houses in Denkendorf were also clustered tightly together, although broad expanses of farmland and woods encircled the town. This strategy, practiced widely in Europe where land was at a premium, provided very little yard space, but allowed multiple adjacent gardens to be tended in the common area outside the town.
According to Eberhardt, most Germans used the pathways for spazierengehen, or “going for a walk.” This popular family tradition often happened on Sunday afternoons and was dutifully attended from the youngest to the oldest family members. Camille and I had enjoyed several walks through the village gardens over the past two days.
I leaned down to inhale the spicy-sweet scent from a cluster of white Asiatic lilies. The flower heads nodded in the spare breeze.
“Hey Gus, wait a minute.” She laughed and stooped to pick a bright yellow buttercup. Holding the flower under my chin, she checked to see if my skin reflected yellow. “You like butter,” she said.
“I do.” Suddenly, my stomach growled. I pictured the creamy butter we’d smeared on fresh rolls at Eberhardt’s table that morning. “You’re making me hungry again, Camille.”
She chuckled. We’d been indulging in such decadent foods since we reached Europe; I wondered how we would ever go back to a healthy diet when we got home. 
The buttercup triggered memories of my childhood with Siegfried and Elsbeth. Images flooded my brain. Walking on our tree-lined dirt road, I scuffed along in my worn sneakers and we discussed deep and exotic topics, such as how Mr. Morgan, the gym teacher, kept his toupee from falling off when he demonstrated tumbling.
We’d often stopped to pick thick bundles of buttercups for our mothers, who’d inevitably exclaimed over our offerings as if they were gifts from God. I smiled and remembered holding the bright yellow petals beneath the delicate, pale skin of Elsbeth’s throat. She always tossed back her dark thick curls and said, “Everyone likes butter, Gus!” She’d laugh and trip along the road, finding her own treasures, such as flakes of shiny mica from our favorite boulder in the middle of the creek. 
Siegfried, in his pre-trauma, near-genius days, would try to analyze the reflective properties of skin. I recalled a bizarre theory he’d worked up about the angle of observation versus the angle of sunlight. He’d called it his “Buttercup Reflectance Theory.” 
I shook myself back to the present, grabbed Camille’s hand, and swung it as we sauntered along the path. We reached a crossroads and chose the path on the left. 
An elderly man in a red cap pedaled past us. “Grüss Gott!” he said.
We returned the greeting and waved. 
The chrome on his bicycle sparkled in the sunlight, spotlessly clean, as was everything in Germany. 
Eberhardt habitually swept the sidewalk in the mornings after he mopped down the stone steps and entryway in his house. A virtuous cleaner, he attended to these tasks religiously each day before he left for his job as a pharmacist at the local drugstore. 
Camille tugged on my arm. “Honey? Do you think Siegfried will be ready for us to leave on Monday?” 
Siegfried seemed to be healing well and was in excellent spirits. We’d seen no ominous figures trailing us around the village, nor had we observed any skulking terrorists in the neighborhood. I’d started to let down my guard, realizing that it was very unlikely anyone would spot us in this little village. 
“I think he’ll be okay, Camille. Somehow I don’t think he’ll mind, as long as he’s with Hilde.”
She began to swing my arm, flashing a conspiratorial glance. “I know what you mean. Have you seen the way he looks at her? I’ve never seen him like this before. He’s absolutely besotted.” 
I agreed with her, but felt worried for his tender heart. “He’s in love. Totally infatuated. I don’t know what he’ll do when we have to go back to the States in a few weeks. I think it’s the first time in his life he’s felt this way. He can’t take his eyes off of her, poor guy.”
“I know, Gus. But what about her? Do you think she knows how he feels?”
“How can she not know?” I said. “He’s so obvious. He follows her everywhere with those puppy dog eyes. Has she said anything to you?”
Camille had spent several evenings in conversations with Hilde, discussing common interests and comparing women’s issues in America and Europe. 
“She’s not married, Gus. Her husband left her for another woman three years ago. I haven’t asked her how she feels about Siegfried, but she seems to be quite fond of him, you know, how she brings him special treats all the time and stays up with him, reading. She’s unusually devoted, if you ask me.”
I sighed, thinking it was unlikely that she’d return his affection. Although we adored our gentle giant, most women in Siegfried’s past were put off when they discovered his diminished mental capacities. It was another form of bigotry, and it drove me insane. “Does she know about his past? You know, about the accident?” I asked.
Camille stopped to pick a bunch of wild white violets, and then glanced over her shoulder at me. “I told her about his history. His limitations. She seemed to take it in stride.” 
“You don’t think—” 
“That she likes him back?” She stood and slipped her arm through mine. 
“Yeah.”
“I don’t know, it’s hard to tell. How could anyone not love Sig? But if I’m totally honest with myself, I guess I’d have to say she’s probably just doing her job. You know, taking good care of her patient.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Someday, my friend would find a woman to love. Meanwhile, our family’s affection would have to suffice.
We reached the end of the path and turned down a small lane leading to the Konditerei Ettischer
where Camille and I had been stopping for Kaffee und Kuchen every afternoon.
We walked into the shop and were greeted boisterously by the woman behind the counter. 
A stocky blond in her fifties, she wore a bright green apron and sturdy black shoes. Her face crinkled into smiles when she saw us, and she nearly leapt in the air when we walked through the door. “Herr und Frau LeGarde!”
Camille presented the violets to Frau Ettischer, who scooped them up in delight, popping them into a small glass vase. We stood in front of the glass-fronted display of delicacies, nearly drooling while we agonized over the choices and exchanged greetings with her. Raspberry tarts, mile high strawberry meringue tortes, marzipan cakes, chocolate fudge cakes, seven layer lemon tortes, and dozens of sweet rolls and cookies beckoned. Finally, we each made our selection and ordered coffee. 
The ebullient Frau Ettischer had become attached to her new American customers, asking questions about the States and telling us how very much she wanted to visit New York and Los Angeles. We tried to explain to her that our bucolic corner of upstate New York wasn’t the same as New York City, but it proved impossible. To Frau Ettischer, New York was New York. 
 We sat at our table sharing a decadent chocolate strudel and a raspberry torte. The coffee was dark and strong. When the customers thinned out, Frau Ettischer joined us at the table and traded stories. 
After a lively conversation and shared family photos, we exchanged names and addresses and promised to send Christmas cards. I invited her to visit us if she did make it to the States, and her eyes lit up in excitement as she bubbled over with plans to see the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building, Hollywood, The Grand Canyon, and Disney World. I privately wondered if she knew how large our country was, but was unable to voice the thought as she jumped up to wait on the young mother of three who came through the door with a baby carriage and two young boys. 
Camille and I laid our napkins on the table after taking a final sip of coffee, we thanked Frau Ettischer and waved goodbye, starting back down the street. Totally sated, we were most definitely in need of another brisk walk through the gardens of Denkendorf.



Chapter 34
 
On Sunday evening I sat with Siegfried in his bedroom playing gin. He’d graduated to the wheelchair and rested comfortably in white cotton pajamas. His size fourteen feet nestled in the slippers I’d given him for Christmas years ago. Pilled and shapeless, they barely held together, but he loved them. His flaxen hair hung loose on his shoulders, freshly washed and dried, courtesy of Hilde. 
The huge bandage that’d been wrapped around his head in Paris was now reduced to one small plaster over his right eye. His jaw, though significantly less swollen, still shone like burnished indigo. 
I waited for him to make a move, but he looked toward the door, expectantly. “It’s your turn, buddy.” 
He turned to me, smiled an apology, and picked a card from the pile on the table. He looked at it absentmindedly, then slid it into the huge pack of cards fanning out in his hands.
“Don’t forget to discard,” I prodded gently.
“Ja. Okay.” He looked toward the door once again and nodded without discarding.
“Sig?” I asked. “Are you expecting someone?”
He flushed and came back to earth. “Ja. Sorry. I thought Hilde would come to say goodnight,” he murmured. Pangs of love rolled over his face like swelling and retreating surf on a golden beach. He exhaled a deep sigh and his shoulders drooped. 
My friend was suffering, and I was helpless. “You think she’s nice, don’t you?”
He nodded, looking down at his hands. “She is…” his face almost crumpled as he struggled to get the words out. “She is...most wonderful. It is the first time I have felt...I feel...”
I tried to help him. “You care for her deeply, don’t you?”
He looked at me gratefully and nodded twice. A teardrop formed in his right eye and trickled down his face. He brushed it away and choked out the next sentence. “But I do not think she feels the same way. I am afraid it will not work between us.”
I laid my hand on his. “I know she’s fond of you, Sig. But the distance would be a problem, wouldn’t it? She’s German, and you’ll return to East Goodland soon. Maybe that’s the problem. She can’t let herself feel for you, or one of you would have to give up your family. Either way, it would be a tough situation.”
He looked at me hopefully. “Ja? You think that’s it? It’s not that I am...that I do not...”
I shook my head with assurance. “Absolutely not. I’m sure if you both lived in New York, it would work out just fine. Any woman would be lucky to find a catch like you, my friend. You’re one in a million, Sig, one in a million.”
Siegfried checked the door again and looked down at the cards in his hands.  “Okay,” he said, seeming to accept my theory. As if struck by a sudden thought, he straightened and began to rearrange his cards. After a few seconds, he slapped down eight pairs and one straight flush. “Gin,” he said. “I win.”
I snorted a laugh and folded my deck. A sense of relief washed over me. He’s gonna be just fine.



Chapter 35
 
Early Monday morning, an Interpol agent arrived in Denkendorf, courtesy of Willoughby. 
The taciturn red-haired man in the dark suit provided us with a dark silver VW sedan, wasting no words on social etiquette. “Here are the keys and a map. We’ve outlined the best route for you.”
I reached for the keys and unfolded the map, noting the roads they’d selected. “Thanks.”
“Willoughby asked me to assure you that we will maintain our surveillance of you and your brother-in-law. But you must continue to be watchful. Remember, Mr. LeGarde, you were also shown on the news clip. You are at just as much risk as Mr. Marggrander is.”
“I understand. Thanks, again.” I shook his hand and watched with disappointment when he backed the powerful Mercedes out of the courtyard behind Eberhardt’s house. 
Camille and I double-checked Siegfried’s medications and orders, assured ourselves that he had everything he might possibly need, gave him our hotel phone number in Vienna, and left him in the capable hands of Hilde and Eberhardt. 
After exchanging long goodbyes with Siegfried and his German family, we rolled onto the Autobahn toward Vienna. The Volkswagen was a nice vehicle, but I noticed the difference between it and the Mercedes instantly. We drove and chatted as fields and villages flew by. The mountains grew higher the farther east we drove. 
We’d been on the road for six hours and were passing the signs for Salzburg when I experienced another pang of guilt. “Do you think Sig will be all right?” 
An orange truck spewing black smoke sputtered up the steep hill in front of us. I quickly passed it to avoid a sedan bearing down on us from behind. The Jaguar screamed past and disappeared from view. 
Camille laid her hand on my forearm and squeezed. “I hope so, Gus. He’s so vulnerable right now.”
We exchanged a quick, worried glance, and sighed in unison. 
“We’ll call him often, to see how he’s doing,” I said.
She nodded. She’d become deeply attached to Sig in the last year, treating him as a favored younger brother. He’d responded, as Siegfried was known to do, by performing small, unexpected kindnesses for her. 
For Christmas, he’d built her a wooden birdhouse. She loved the rustic gift, and they decided to paint it together. They base-coated the feeder cobalt blue. I pictured them laughing over our kitchen table, which was
covered with newspapers and pots of paint. They were trying to decide if they should decorate it with flowers or birds. Flowers won, and they both chose a side. Camille’s was covered in clusters of tiny, white flowers that resembled forget-me-nots. Siegfried’s side boasted one huge, fabulous sunflower. 
Their emerging relationship helped calm my concerns that Siegfried would somehow feel betrayed when I remarried. Although it had been five years since Elsbeth’s death, she was his twin, and the three of us had been inseparable as children. I needn’t have worried.
Camille found trusting men difficult after her traumatic experiences with her ex-husband, but Siegfried’s gentle nature blended well with hers and the relationship blossomed. 
I settled back down to the comfortable speed of a hundred and twenty-five kilometers per hour to avoid being run over by most of the cars, and rubbed a hand over my tired eyes. A migraine threatened with a persistent, dull pounding, hammering behind my eyes. I prayed it wouldn’t get worse.
Trying to ignore it as we drove in silence, I thought about Willoughby’s renewed warnings about the increasing violence of the neo-Nazis. I was flabbergasted that such malice had survived World War II and had moved into this century. 
“Sandwich, Gus?” She opened the sack we’d packed in Eberhardt’s kitchen that morning. 
My stomach growled. “Sure.” I lifted a bottle of mineral water from the cup holder and took a lukewarm swig.
She rummaged around in the bag. “Salami?” 
“Okay. Got any of those little pickles?”
“You bet.” Camille laid out the spread on the tray between our seats. I reached for the sandwich and took a bite from a crusty roll. We’d made it with a soft dill cheese spread and had stuffed it with thin slices of spicy salami. 
“Delicious.” As usual, my spirits rose after eating. Food always did that to me, as primal and embarrassing as it was. 
So, in spite of my continuing thoughts about Siegfried and the nasty guys who stalked him, I assured myself that the best agents of Interpol were monitoring him back in Germany. Willoughby had guaranteed their vigilance. They’d keep a close eye on the Hirsch home. So, I let it go and tried to look forward to our honeymoon.
The homemade pickles were preserved in piquant herbed vinegar made with ingredients from Eberhardt’s garden. Crisp and delicious, I ate four and then risked a glance at my wife. “Thanks, honey. How about some Milka chocolate? Just a few squares will do.”
“This stuff is addictive,” she said. “I could eat a whole bar.”
I smiled without taking my eyes from the road and maneuvered past a double tractor-trailer struggling to climb the hill. 
She unwrapped the lavender paper, handing me a section of chocolate. I snapped off a large portion. The texture was so rich and creamy I knew I’d never be satisfied with another brand. I planned to buy several boxes and ship them home. Any old grocery store chocolate would never taste the same again.
The scenic hills flew past as we approached Vienna. Within another two hours, we reached the outskirts of the city, and by six o’clock we were driving at a crawl through the old section in search of our hotel. 
It wasn’t easy. I got us lost immediately. Camille had the map spread out on her lap and tried desperately to figure out where we were. There were no places to pull over, every parking spot was full, and the streets were so narrow I was nervous of navigating through them without hitting the parked cars. 
Nevertheless, I tried to follow Camille’s instructions. Our VW bumped over endless cobblestones, and I continued to take one wrong turn after the other. At one point, I nearly headed the wrong way down a one-way street. Just as I recovered and pulled back onto the proper road, a tall blue streetcar bore down on us from behind. I scooted ahead out of danger and was almost about to give up, when Camille shouted. 
“Look! The Saint Stephansdom Church. Go that way, the hotel’s right behind it.”
I took a tight turn around the corner of an ancient building and swung past an enormous church with the steepest roof pitch I’d ever seen. I slammed on the brakes when a quaintly dressed cabby suddenly pulled his horse and carriage in front of me, revealing a sign for the Hotel Braunnerschmidt.
With a huge sigh of relief, I pulled the car into a tiny cobblestone space in front of the building and handed the keys to the valet. Looking back at the car, I sighed. The Volkswagen was a spunky little vehicle, but it was definitely outranked by the Mercedes that I still couldn’t get out of my mind. 
After checking in, we carried our own bags and located our room on the third floor. I thought it strange that there was a valet and no bellboy. But then again, with the parking problems around the city, I figured they probably would have no customers if they didn’t provide that service. 
I collapsed onto the double bed and stared at the tin ceiling, trying to still the migraine that had worsened in the past half hour. Lights flickered at the corners of my vision and a faint sense of nausea hit me. “What a drive. I’m whipped,” I said, stifling a moan. I closed my eyes and pressed my fingers against them. “Where’s the ibuprofen?” I tried massaging my temples, but it didn’t help.
Camille reached into one of her bags and popped open the cover of the bottle. “One or two?”
I raised two fingers. The black hole in my vision began to spread.
“Is it a bad one?” She opened a bottle of water and handed it to me with two gel caps.
I nodded and swallowed the capsules. “I should have taken the pills sooner.”
Camille pulled the drapes shut and turned down the room lights. She unlaced my shoes, slid them off my feet, and then pulled a blanket over me. Slipping a thin feather pillow under my head, she kissed my forehead and walked into the bathroom. Water ran briefly. I heard her close a squeaky tap before she laid a cool facecloth over my forehead. It smelled of eucalyptus, apparently the most favored bathroom scent in Europe. 
“Why don’t you try to sleep?” she whispered. “I’ll go down and see about local tours and recommendations from the hotel for restaurants. And I might even do a little shopping. I saw an antique store across the street. Is that okay with you? I could be back in a few hours.”
“Okay,” I murmured. “But be careful.”
I couldn’t shake the feeling that neo-Nazis were spying on us from every angle. At each rest stop, I’d scrutinized other travelers, trying to spot Interpol agents who were supposed to be protecting us. 
I could sense her smile as she ran the back of her soft hand across my face.  “Didn’t you read the guidebook, Gus? Vienna’s one of the safest cities in Europe. I’ll be fine. I won’t go far, anyway. You sleep now, sweetheart. Just sleep.”
I grunted and pulled the brocade spread over my shoulders, turning onto my side, and giving into the sticky-taffy-dragged-down urge to slide into deep sleep.



Chapter 36
 
In my dream, the heart-wrenching strains of “Una furtiva lagrima” resonated from the corner of the room. 
I sat on a piano bench and turned to see Luciano Pavarotti singing the purest, most plaintively beautiful melody ever written, from Donizetti’s opera, L’Elisir d’amore. 
A crowd of admirers listened in the salon, waving their oversized white handkerchiefs in time to the music. They swayed back and forth on walnut rosette chairs, perching on lavender velvet seats. 
The guests were dressed fashionably in long black frock coats, crisp white blouses, and colorful silk cravats. I knew they were all there—Liszt, Mendelssohn, Rossini, Schubert, Schumann, Berlioz and Wagner—all of Chopin’s musical contemporaries. 
I swiveled around, searching for Chopin, and caught my reflection in the mirror. My normal-looking nose had transfigured into a prominent patrician beak; my black wavy hair had grown long and wheat-colored, rippling in the light of the flickering candelabra. 
I sat on the hard wooden seat and stared into the mirror at the reflection of Frederic Chopin. I glanced down. Slim fingers that were not my own flew over the keyboard as I accompanied Luciano in his aria. Suddenly I began to weave a clever impromptu variation on the theme that built until it was so beautiful, even Pavarotti stopped singing and listened in open-mouthed amazement at the gorgeous melodies rising from the keyboard.
Gentle fingers kneaded my shoulders as I played. I realized it must be Etta, my savior, and the angel who rescued me from the schizophrenic depths of despair in the spring of 1831. I felt her hair whisper against my cheeks and her soft lips move against my ear. Her satin gown rustled behind me. Somehow, I knew it was ocean blue and draped to the floor over layers of pure white petticoats. She continued to rub my shoulders and I played until smoke spiraled from the smooth ivory keys. 
My fingers froze. I sat in the perfumed mist swirling about the room. A large, black raven fluttered in through the open window and settled on the bench beside me. His lustrous feathers looked soft and thick, and his eyes shone with intelligence far beyond that of a common, earthly bird. 
The raven’s beak moved out of synchronization with his voice. “What kind of a honeymoon is this, anyway?” he squawked.
The images dissolved when I woke in our darkened hotel room. Camille lay beside me, her sweetly scented hair gleaming inches from my face. The headache was gone. I chuckled, amused at my bizarre dream. 
Feeling ravenous, I slipped out of bed and opened the mini bar door. A sliver of light spilled into the room and I rummaged around inside. Camille stirred lightly, but didn’t waken. The paper sack with Eberhardt’s sandwiches lay beneath a box of Neapolitan cream cakes Camille must have bought after I fell asleep. I dug out the last sandwich, hoping the deli meat contained enough preservatives to have kept it fresh after our eight-hour road trip. After polishing off the sandwich, I ate one of the flaky, custard-filled Neapolitans and washed it down with a five-dollar bottle of hotel grape juice. 
Finally sated, I crawled back into bed, thinking the raven was absolutely right. Falling asleep with a migraine on the first night of our official honeymoon was decidedly unromantic. Determined to show her a remarkably idyllic day tomorrow, I vowed to make it different, and drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep.



Chapter 37
 
We spent Tuesday morning in bed—languishing, making love, and snoozing until hunger finally drove us to shower and dress. After a late lunch, I called Freddie. It was only 7:00 a.m.
in the States, but I knew the family would have been awake since six.
She answered on the third ring. “Hello?” 
“Hi, sweetheart. How are you?” I shifted the old-fashioned receiver to my right ear.
“Dad! I’m glad you called. We miss you so much. How’s Siegfried? How’s the honeymoon going? Are you and Camille in Vienna yet?” 
The words gushed out of her in one typically large whoosh. I smiled into the phone and felt a pang of homesickness, sorely missing Freddie and the children. 
“We’re in Vienna now, honey. Just got here yesterday. As you know, Siegfried’s staying with Frieda and her grandson in Germany. They’re amazing. You’d love Frieda. If your children weren’t so young, I’d recommend you fly over to meet her. Maybe when we get back, we could babysit and you could get away for a while. You should meet her before she passes away, Freddie. She has an incredible story to tell. Absolutely unbelievable.”
“Oh Dad, I really want to meet her. Oma Brigit told me so much about Frieda. How much longer do you think she has?”
I was silent for a moment. “The doctors said within the year, but they really don’t know. She’s still moving around on her own, but she’s weak. I’d say you should try to make the trip within a few months, if you could.”
Squeals came over the line, accompanied by banging pots and pans. Freddie covered the mouthpiece and shushed them.
“Sounds like your own home-grown orchestra.”
She laughed. “Johnny’s teaching the twins how to beat drums. Oops! No Johnny, not Opa’s antique wooden spoon. Sorry, Dad, he’s getting into everything these days. I’ve gotta watch all three of them. Johnny’s a big help, but he’s still only three.” 
I recognized Mrs. Pierce’s shrill voice in the background, saying “No, no, no!” and smiled picturing her trying to protect her favorite kitchen implements while a circus of babies crawled around her ankles.
“Oh, I almost forgot,” I said. “Keep an eye out for a large crate. We sent it a few days ago. It may take over a week to get through customs, but it’s something you don’t want to leave out on the porch. It’s heavy, honey, so make sure you get Adam to help you.”
Adam Knapp had been a constant fixture around the house for the past year while he courted my daughter. A quiet, hardworking deputy, he offered rock-solid comfort and companionship—a striking contrast to Freddie’s ex-husband, Harold.
“Okay, Dad. He’s been around quite a bit anyway, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”
I imagined her smiling over the phone. 
“What’s in the crate, Dad, a cuckoo clock or Hummels?”
“Neither, Freddie. A surprise from Frieda. A tremendously valuable surprise. Don’t open it ‘til we get home, okay? I recorded her explaining the whole marvelous story.”
“Wow. You’ve really piqued my interest. Can’t you give me a clue?”
I hesitated. “Okay. It has something to do with your great, great, great grandfather.” 
“How many greats was that, Dad?”
“Three. We’re talking early 1830s. Neat, huh?”
I heard Max bark in the background and pictured him playing with my grandson in the kitchen. I missed the little mutt fiercely. “How are things going at home? Is everything okay?”
“It’s been hectic, but we’re doing fine. Celeste just cut another tooth and was up all night, poor baby. She and Marion will be seven months old next Thursday, can you believe it? Johnny drew a beautiful picture of a tomato family for you. Papa tomato, Mama tomato, and three baby tomatoes. The babies are the yellow grape variety, by the way. You’ve already turned him into a garden connoisseur, you know. Let’s see, the nursery school concert was great. Johnny’s class sang some cute songs. Except he kept running off the stage to come down and hug me, the little monkey. Oh, and Rascal got out and Max chased that darned rooster all over the yard. The stupid bird nearly pecked me to death when I finally caught him,” she said.
I chuckled, picturing the scene. “Siegfried’s the only one who can handle that ornery bird.” 
“I know! Oh, and a friend of yours from Boston called. A Mr. Byron Cunningham. Didn’t ring a bell, but I told him you’d call him when you returned. Said something about a concert he wants you to do with him this fall.”
I hadn’t seen Byron, a classmate from the New England Conservatory, since graduation. I’d been his accompanist during our six-year stay at the institution. An accomplished tenor, he had headed up the Voice Department at the school for years. We’d graduated in the same class, but had corresponded only sporadically over the years. 
“Mrs. Pierce is making lasagna and garlic bread tonight. She’s letting me make the salad, big risk taker that she is.”
Mrs. Pierce’s laugh trilled in the background.
“We’ve invited Joe and Adam, Oscar and Millie, and of course Maddy and Shelby. The whole gang, you know. But it’s not the same without you three, Dad. We really miss you.”
“I know, honey. It’s only been a week, but we feel the same way. Is my little buddy around?”
“Sure, Dad. Let me put him on. Johnny? Come here. It’s Opa! Come talk to Opa.”
The phone line crackled when the receiver was handed to my grandson. His delightful voice sang out. I pictured his impish face grinning beneath his shiny honey-colored hair. “Opa! Where are you? When you comin’ home?” His little voice trembled with his shouts. 
“Hey, buddy. We’re in a place called Austria. It’s a real pretty country. We’ll be home soon. Not too long now. How are you doin’, are you taking good care of Max for me?”
“Yup. Mummy lets me sleep wid Max in your room, Opa. So’s he won’t be too lonely. Tristan sleeps wid us, too. He follows me an’ Max around da yard.”
I laughed and pictured the parade. Tristan, our colossal Himalayan cat, often waddled around after me when I walked through the gardens, pulling weeds or picking vegetables and flowers. It warmed my heart to think of my grandson following the same pathways with Max and the cat.
“That’s great. What else have you been up to?”
“I sang a song on da stage and Mummy made cookies but dey were hard-as-a-rock, and I gave a bug to Marion an’…” He had blurted out all of his news just like his mother in one giant breath, and then suddenly stopped. “Opa, when you gonna plant dat garden? Little peas are comin’ up, but you gotta put in dose other ones. I made a picher of tomatoes, Opa. It’s on da ‘frigerata. I want some corn, Opa. When will we have corn?”
“Slow down there, sport,” I laughed. “There’s plenty of time. We’ll be home before Memorial Day and that’s when we’ll put in the rest of the plants. Don’t you worry. You’ll have your corn this year. Lots of corn, Johnny. Plenty of corn. Okay?”
I heard a diminutive sigh and pictured his little chest heaving up and down in acceptance. “Okay,” he said. “You come home soon, awright?”
I had feared that our trip would be hard for him. We’d never been apart for more than a few days. “I promise, Johnny. We’ll be home before you know it. You keep an eye on those peas for me. I’ll call you in a few days and you tell me how big they are, okay? Take care of your little sisters, too. Mommy needs your help. And make sure you brush Max’s coat. You know how scraggly he gets.”
His voice brightened as he accepted the tasks with pride. “Okee dokee, Opa. I’ll take care of dem.”
“Bye Johnny. Love you, buddy.”
“Lub you too, Opa.”



Chapter 38
 
After arranging for tickets through the concierge, we started out on foot for the Spanish Riding School in The Michaelerplatz. We soaked in the majesty of the Stephansdom church when we passed, hoping to return later to explore the interior, and then headed down the long cobblestone street, The Kärntnerstrasse. The weather had cooled significantly and a low misty fog crept around the buildings, swirling around our ankles. Camille grabbed my hand and pulled me along through the pedestrian-only shopping area packed with new buildings and top-of-the-line stores. 
Another shoppers’ paradise. I suppressed a groan and kept walking.
Camille glanced at the ladies who strode past with concentrated purpose, trailing clouds of perfume, and then peered in a shop window featuring expensive handbags. “Gus?” 
Recoiling in shock from the price tags, I turned to her. “Yes, hon?”
“Do you think we’re a bit underdressed for Vienna?”
Except for a few groups of Japanese tourists, who wore sensible sightseeing clothes, she was right. Women pranced past us in swirling dresses, high heels, long raincoats, and jingly bracelets. Men wearing tailored dark coats and Italian shoes walked briskly past, eyes forward, umbrellas tapping, and briefcases swinging. They seemed to look through us.
I looked down at my clothes. Jeans, light blue tee shirt, dark blue chamois shirt, and white sneakers. Camille wore her favorite khakis, a white hooded sweatshirt, and sneakers. They were comfortable clothes for a walking tour of the city. It made sense to me. But she was right. We stuck out like sore thumbs.
“You may have a point. Guess we’ll just have to shake up the upper crust and forge ahead. But honestly, I think we’re dressed fine for walking around town and visiting some horses.”
We leaned against the gray stone facade of the building and observed the scene around us. I took advantage of the pause to unfold the street map and
get my bearings. 
Camille’s smile faltered when she spotted a passing duo of women in tight knee-length dresses, high heels, and small round veiled hats. They looked like they’d stepped out of an Audrey Hepburn movie. The pair stared at us, raised their eyebrows, and looked down their noses as if they’d discovered a dog’s mistake on their kitchen floor. Snorting, they walked on. 
A smile played around Camille’s lips, soon exploding into a laugh. “I don’t believe this.” She leaned against my chest until we both stopped laughing. “Come on. Let’s keep going and shock the heck out of them.” 
Intensely proud of my beloved, I kissed her on the lips, lingering a little too long for propriety. I didn’t care. Not one bit. 
We continued down the street and stopped to admire a bakery store window. I ached for my camera, wishing to capture the colorful images. Row upon row of sweet confections lined the shelves: chocolate cookies shaped like devils with red candy eyes, carefully decorated hazelnut truffles, small heart-shaped macaroons, cream-filled donuts, and entire shelves of tall, frosted tortes. Noting the shop location, we promised ourselves to return later. We walked along a series of side streets that led from the Kärntnerstrasse to the Michaelerplatz. I later realized it would have been shorter to walk down the Graben and then Kohlmarkt, but Camille had been interested in seeing the shops along the Kärntnerstrasse, so the longer route had been for her sake. She’d loved it, exclaiming over each new fashion and then—thankfully—rolling her eyes at the ridiculous prices. I was glad she hadn’t gone inside any of the shops, fearing she would have been tempted to buy something she just couldn’t get in The States. 
We approached the stunning buildings of the Spanish Riding School, dodging horse drawn carriages and pedestrians. Cabbies congregated in a small group beside the school wearing long, woolen coats. They smoked in a small huddle, as if trying to warm themselves. Their white and dappled gray horses stood quietly in harness, waiting for the next romantic couple to climb aboard. 
We passed an English tour group and caught snatches of the leader pontificating. 
“Built between 1729 and 1735, the Spanish Riding School was located on the site of the old Rosstumblplatz. From the outside, the building blends into the imposing Hofburg Palace through flying buttresses. On your right, is the Stallburg, which houses the famous Lipizzaner stables. It rises high in the air, and is one of Vienna’s most perfect examples of Renaissance architecture, with its graceful arches and stone porticos.”
After passing through the entrance and jostling with fellow enthusiasts up a flight of stairs, we found our seats for the performance. 
Tourists packed the long, rectangular hall. Those who hadn’t purchased seats crammed against the white balcony railing on the second level and craned their heads in anticipation of the opening number. 
The luminous ballroom stretched one hundred and fifty feet in length and fifty feet wide. Forty-six elegant white pillars arched gracefully from ceiling to floor in an airy, two-tiered, open-architecture design. The building was reminiscent of a white wedding cake, with swirling designs dripping down the walls and across the ceiling tiles. Outside, it was attached to the Hofburg Imperial Palace through flying buttresses. 
“My childhood dream was to become a riding student here. After watching Disney’s Airs Above the Ground, I was hooked,” I whispered. 
Camille slid her hand through my arm and snuggled close to me. “You would’ve been so handsome up there. I can just see you, wearing those breeches and long black boots.”
Her eyes caught mine and I detected a flash of desire. I melted, leaning over to plant a soft kiss on her lips. 
The show began with a parade of stallions. The riders sat tall astride their mounts, wearing bicorn hats and high-necked, double-breasted waistcoats. Buckskin trousers, specially designed for comfortable riding, tucked into well-polished black leather Wellington boots with integrated leather spurs. To top off the uniform, the men wore white leather gloves. 
The lights dimmed. I sat forward in my seat, spellbound.
The performance was much like ballet on horseback. A white stallion balanced on muscular rear legs, poised to leap forward in the gravity-defying capriole. His satin coat glistened under the light of the chandeliers and he lunged gracefully into the air. The rider sat effortlessly astride his mount, toes barely touching the stirrups. He sent nearly invisible signals through the pulse of a finger on the reins, or a slight shift in his weight. The animal landed on the sandy arena floor to thunderous applause, and rejoined his team as twenty-four white Lippizans began to side step in two weaving diagonal lines, performing the pas-de-deux. 
Each animal bore flowing silver manes that rippled in the light and curled into fluffy, cascading forelocks. Slim leather martingales, gleaming with sterling trim, prevented the saddles from slipping backward. One by one, the equine athletes and their human partners passed before us, performing the levade, the passage, the piaffe, the sidepass, and the courbette. Each movement, richly choreographed, pulsed with precision and power. 
I watched with the eyes of an innocent, drawn back to my childhood fantasies.
“Gus?” Camille said. “Why are those two horses brown?”
Two of the stallions stood out among the crowd of white dancers. Both shone with seal brown coats. They resembled their brothers in all but color.
“They’re the younger stallions. The foals are born black and their coats lighten as they grow older. In a few years, they’ll be as white as the others.”
She looked doubtful, but I nodded to let her know I was serious, and her face lit up in a smile. “That’s amazing.” 
When eight of the most experienced white stallions performed the final School Quadrille, we sat quietly in our seats after the crowds dispersed. The magical mood slowly faded, and after a happy sigh, we rose and headed outside.
When we emerged into the yard of the Hofburg, I did a double take. The man from the subway in Paris, who smoked beneath the no smoking sign and wore a beret, lounged against a building, reading a paper. We passed him, and he casually folded up his paper and began to follow us. 
Could he be from Interpol? Had he joined us on the subway as a subtle introduction in Paris?
I nudged Camille and she looked at him, recognizing him immediately. He smiled in our direction and touched his beret with two fingers. We nodded politely, and ducked into a store. He stopped outside and calmly waited for us to emerge. Resigned to being followed, we continued our walking tour of the magical city. 
The old section of Vienna looked like an open-air museum. Gilt statues of exquisite beauty lined the streets in strategic locations. The parliament building resembled a Grecian temple, flanked by gold sculptures. We ambled around the city, passing the Burgtheater, museums, parks, and cafés. We finally returned to the Kärntnerstrasse to once again pass by shop windows draped with exclusive women’s fashions. 
After strolling over the cobblestone streets, we discovered a small Chinese restaurant tucked in a back alley not far from our hotel. We ordered steamed jasmine rice with a broccoli, mushroom and almond stir-fry. The food—simple and delicious—satisfied our appetites. After a pot of tea and some almond cookies, we spent the rest of the evening wandering hand-in-hand through the brightly lit city streets before returning to our room for an evening of passion.



Chapter 39
 
On Wednesday morning, we purchased tickets for a bus tour of the Wienerwald and strolled to the entrance of the Stadtpark, where a tour bus waited to bear passengers to the Vienna woods. Once again, in the middle of the bucolic park, we were surprised to see a tall golden statue of Johann Strauss playing his violin. We admired it for a while, and then hurried toward the queue of people boarding the bus. 
With tickets in hand, Camille and I approached the tour guide, an enormously wide man who stood proudly in a stylish suit and dark blue topcoat. The weather wasn’t cold enough for such clothing, but the impression he gave was one of elegant competence. His big head sat squarely on his shoulders, obscuring any sign of a neck. He pursed his lips and punched our tickets, winking with bulging, watery-blue eyes.
“Good Day. Gerhart Fischmann, at your service.” He spoke with a distinct British accent.
“Gus and Camille LeGarde.” I shook his beefy hand.
Herr Fischmann possessed a dry wit and entertained us for the next three hours with comical stories from history, showing us a mist-enshrouded section of the Vienna woods, Schubert’s home, the underground waterways of the Seegrotte, and the Heiligekreuz Kloster. 
After a full day of sightseeing, we were delivered to a quaint restaurant where we dined with our host and fellow travelers on potato pancakes and Wiener Schnitzel. When the group broke apart, we wandered back to the hotel through bustling streets, completely satisfied, and anticipating a night of pleasure.
Our expectations were shattered when we arrived to find Bryce Willoughby sitting in our room with a severe expression on his face.



Chapter 40
 
I closed the door and stared at Willoughby, surprised to see him in Vienna and wondering how he got into the room without a key. 
“You’d better sit down,” he said.
We obeyed, perched side by side on the bed.
Camille clutched my hand. “Willoughby, what’s going on?”
He looked into the distance and didn’t answer for a moment. Finally, he shifted his attention back to us. His shoulders heaved in resignation. “I’m afraid there’s been an accident,” he said. “A bad one.”
Camille’s fingers tightened on mine. 
I stopped breathing.
Perspiration formed on Willoughby’s forehead. He mopped at the drops with his shirtsleeve, leaving short, damp spikes of hair plastered to his forehead. “It’s Denkendorf. There was a gas explosion at the Hirschs’ home.”
The blood drained from my face. 
He kept speaking as police sirens aptly screamed outside our hotel window.
“Frieda took a turn, and couldn’t manage to walk that morning. She needed extra help to get to her doctor’s appointment. Eberhardt and the nurse went with her. I’m sorry to say, Siegfried was home alone when it happened.” He paused for a moment, looking sorrowful. “It was made to look like a gas leak, but we believe it was the terrorists. The whole house was leveled.” His voice thickened. “I’m so sorry.”
Camille looked at me, then at Willoughby, her face frozen. “Are you saying that Siegfried is…” Her voice broke.
Willoughby turned toward the window and focused on the towering spire of the St. Stephansdom cathedral. “I’m afraid we’ve lost him.”
A veil of shock settled over me. It drifted from my head to my feet in a vaporous black shroud. The sensation cloyed about my heart and felt oddly familiar.
Ah yes, it was like this when Elsbeth died.

I rose and mechanically picked up objects and put them down again. I felt, rather than heard, the vibrations of conversation around me, and idly wondered why my wife was sobbing.
In the background of the blinding fog, I heard Willoughby say he would be back later to make arrangements for our return to Germany. The Hirsch family had already planned a funeral two days from now. I wondered who had died, and stubbornly pushed away the thought that it was someone I loved.
The fog deadened my senses. I looked down at Camille, who clung to me, seeking comfort. I patted her back and murmured gibberish to calm her. I watched the world as if from inside a maelstrom. The noise of bubbling insanity obliterated all sensations. After some time, my wife detached herself and began to pack our suitcases, her shoulders heaving as she broke into fresh sobs every few minutes. I stood still, numb, and dead as I looked out over the rooftops of old Vienna. 
The beauty of the scene galled me when I finally let the truth into my consciousness. 
Siegfried is gone.
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Two days later, I sat in the front pew of a church with my wife at my side. Unchecked tears streamed down my face. In spite of the desire to appear strong in this place full of strangers, I was couldn’t stop. I bent over in my seat and pressed a soggy Kleenex to my swollen eyes, trying to collect myself. Camille rubbed my back in slow circles. 
I didn’t understand much of the German service, but knew what they must be saying—that Siegfried had been a hero. A fierce family defender. A gentle, behemoth child-man. That he had loved us with all of his heart and soul and had asked for nothing in return. 
They were saying he was gone. Gone forever. 
My best friend.
A sticky, black lump hung in my throat and a gaping hole ached where my heart used to be. My ribs hurt from the wracking sobs that had consumed me the night before the drive back to Germany. Willoughby had driven us to Denkendorf, stashing us in a “safe house” until we could attend the private funeral. I barely remembered the drive or the house. What I did remember was holding a pillow over my face at night in the bathroom, while I lost it. I hadn’t wanted to wake Camille with my anguished cries.
I’d grown up with this gentle man. We’d been friends since I was five and the very best pals ever since. How would I handle it?
I knew the answer, of course, having lost Elsbeth. But I felt like I couldn’t face yet another loss, and it seemed impossible that I’d be able to move forward without being forever damaged.
The priest murmured about a man he had never known, and I straightened, tightening my grip on Camille’s hand. I needed to pull myself together.
I had underestimated the long reach of the terrorists, and had trusted too willingly in the protective abilities of the good guys. Now I knew we’d been in serious danger from the moment Kurt Müller was shot and that blasted CNN video had gone viral. 
Eberhardt’s son returned from college the day we left for Vienna. Defying his half-Jewish roots, he had been drawn into one of the many neo-Nazi groups on campus. It was this disturbed boy’s ties to the neo-Nazis that compromised Siegfried’s cover. 
The boy revealed Siegfried’s location on Monday. On Tuesday, when the rest of the family was out, they’d blown up the house. The youth was being detained and questioned by Interpol, and would most likely be imprisoned for acts of terrorism. 
I felt awful for Eberhardt. Here was yet another tragedy for him, too. 
Frieda sat on my right. Her frail body shook as she wept. Eberhardt, to her right, reeled under the double loss of Siegfried and his son. Next to him sat Nurse Hilde. All three had expressed their feelings of responsibility. Hilde dabbed at red-rimmed eyes. 
My throat tightened when I remembered Siegfried’s feelings of adoration for Hilde. Now, he would never experience the love of a woman. 
Never is a long time.
The smell of lilies permeated the air. 
I’m going to throw up. 
I wanted to run away. Anywhere but here. 
I chastised myself and tried to anchor myself in the pew. I held tight to the wooden seat, counting to ten. 
Music soared through the church, bringing fresh grief with its stinging beauty. Frieda had chosen Chopin’s Funeral March. 
I struggled to regain my composure, picturing Sig as a boy. I remembered our joint vacations in Maine with the Marggrander family. Images of walking to the corner store for comic books and penny candy passed through my mind’s eye. I remembered the nutty buttery flavor of the taffy and the sweet burning sensation of the fireballs we’d bought, and imagined us once again walking barefoot along the dusty dirt roads. We’d wandered back to the docks at Loon Harbor afterwards and had lain on the rough, warm planks, reading comic books in the blinding white sunshine and chewing on our sweet confections. 
Well, my dear friend, you’re with Elsbeth now.
I prayed he would find peace, reunited with his twin. My mind drifted back to the phone call I’d made to my daughter. 
There’s been a terrible accident, Freddie. It’s your uncle. No, there’s no body to ship home. 
The explosion had reportedly pulverized our gentle giant.
When we return, we’ll have our own service. Talk to Reverend Hardina. Plan it for a few days after we get back. 
I’d called her a few times since then, as much to comfort myself as to console her. Adam Knapp and Millie Stone had come by to help her and bring food to the family. Maddy and Camille’s daughter, Shelby, moved in for the week. Poor Mrs. Pierce was as broken up as any of us, and Freddie told me she was endlessly polishing sets of silver in an attempt to dispel her misery. 
Our family would never be the same. 
I pictured Siegfried in the barn, throwing hay to the horses. Twirling Johnny around like a bumblebee, playing their special game. Cavorting with Sheba in the backyard. 
And then I saw him sitting helplessly in Denkendorf while I deserted him to frolic in Vienna on my honeymoon. 
I should have found a way to get him home immediately. I should never have left him.
The guilt flowed in an endless stream, and I sat frozen in place on the wooden bench. 
The congregation rose to sing a hymn in German. I couldn’t stand or summon my singing voice, but managed to croak out a few words as I tried to read the German lyrics and follow along. 
Abruptly, the service ended. An attendant shepherded us to the front of the church where we stood, shaking hands with Frieda and Eberhardt’s friends. Willoughby and Duke Harrington stood at the back of the building, hands clasped behind them, looking vigilant. Dozens of protectors waited outside the church. Someone lifted my hand to shake it. I turned my attention toward him and found myself staring into the face of the man from the subway in Paris. He wore the same clothes, but had removed the beret. 
“I’m so sorry for your loss,” he said, his sincere brown eyes watering. “It is a great tragedy.”
Curiosity temporarily pushed aside the anguish. As if from afar, I heard myself speak to him in a hoarse voice. “May I ask who you are, sir?”
“A friend,” he said. “A friend from Interpol. I wanted you to know that we tried to protect both of you. I am deeply sorry we failed.”
With that, he melted back into the crowd, nodding to Willoughby and Harrington as he slipped away. 
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In the crowded airport lounge, we prepared to board our flight home with the fake IDs Interpol made for us. It felt weird lying to the security men when we went through the lines, but for some reason I had a feeling Willoughby had already greased the skids, because they didn’t glance once at either one of us. Willoughby and his men stood guard on the other side of the security area. I guess they had special passes for getting through without tickets. He shook our hands with eyes downcast, clearly uncomfortable with his unit's failure. 
We said our goodbyes, and then trudged down the long skywalk to our plane. 
Frieda’s perfume lingered on my clothing from our prolonged embrace in her hotel suite. Because her house had been destroyed, the family was assigned protection in a venerable hotel in Stuttgart, not far from the airport. We’d met them there earlier before our flight for the United States to say a somber goodbye. 
The poor woman had barely been able to stand in her weakened state. Eberhardt—totally destroyed—had held me in a bear hug that almost squeezed the life out of me. I could still feel his itchy wool sweater on my neck. And Hilde’s eyes had flooded when she’d gripped my hand and slowly pumped it up and down, full of tender apologies. 
We found our seats and settled into the aircraft. I sat like a lump beside Camille, itching for the plane to take off and fly us home. Home, where I could embrace my daughter and grandchildren and never let them go. Home, where Siegfried would never again flash his gentle smile or toss his long blond ponytail over his broad shoulders. Home, where I lost Elsbeth, my parents, and grandparents. Memories of the losses freshened in my brain and my heart clenched and unclenched in renewed agony.
We taxied to the runway and abruptly stopped. I assumed we were waiting for the next plane to take off, but saw no planes in the vicinity. 
After an interminable time, the captain made an announcement in English, French, and German. “I’m very sorry to inform you that the pilots and crew are now on strike. Negotiations will begin today with officials, but it is likely that all flights will be delayed with this airline for several days. We’re terribly sorry for the inconvenience. We’ll be heading back to the terminal shortly, and apologize for any trouble this may cause. Please remain seated until we reach the gate. You may arrange to fly with any of the alternative airlines today.” 
Camille and I exchanged horrified glances.
Not now. Not today. 
When the plane taxied to the gate, we disembarked in the swelling crowd of over two hundred travelers. Willoughby was gone, of course, having assumed we’d been safely whisked off to America. We stood by the gate and got in line for the phones. 
A group of skinheads with swastikas on their clothing lingered nearby, and I swore I saw them send furtive glances in our direction. 
Had I imagined it? Was I super sensitive now that we’d gone through the trauma of losing Siegfried to their friends?
Nervous that they might be with Müller’s group, I turned away and pulled up my collar, watching the flight crew march out of the gate. Three pilots and a long line of attendants walked briskly past the queue of waiting passengers, each rolling a bag behind them. The woman at the gate behind the desk picked up the microphone as our flight on the display board suddenly flipped to “cancelled.” 
She announced the strike with what sounded like an insincere apology. With that, she grabbed her jacket and strode away.
The waiting passengers ran toward the neighboring airline’s counter. I looked at Camille, rolled my eyes, and moved up in line for the pay phone.
I tried to dial Willoughby’s number, but was politely told by a recording that I needed to swipe my card or enter my card number first. I swiped the pre-purchased calling card I’d been using to call Freddie and received the message that my minutes had been depleted. Frustrated, I tried my MasterCard, with no luck. I dialed “zero” for an operator, but instead received the same message to enter my card number. Finally, I hung up the phone in disgust and walked back to my wife. “I can’t get through. These new pay phones are impossible these days.”
“I’m sorry, Gus, but I can’t stand the idea of waiting in another line. Look at that crowd!” She motioned to the line at United Airlines. “What should we do? Doesn’t Willoughby have to arrange our new flight? And I don’t think I can face the Hirschs again, not after that painful goodbye this morning. It was too hard.”
I glanced at the remaining people lounging in the area. The tattooed skinheads loitered nearby. “Come on. We’re not waiting. We’re getting out of here.” I grabbed Camille’s hand and wove through thronging masses toward the Auto Rental desk. The crowds hadn’t yet reached this counter, since they were still trying to get booked on alternate flights and weren’t about to drive across the Atlantic. 
“What about our bags, Gus?”
“Forget about them. We can come back later, or have them sent to the Rochester airport. Sounds like the ground crew is on strike, too, and we may have to wait hours for them to be unloaded. Besides, we’ve got the essentials in our carry-on bags, right?”
Camille nodded, although her manner hinted of doubt. Dark circles loomed beneath her eyes. She couldn’t take much more. 
“Luxury, mid-size, or economy?” said the young man behind the desk.
“Economy,” I said automatically, sighing inwardly. The luxurious feel of the Mercedes was still fresh in my mind. But that experience was a one-time event, and it was over. I had to get used to real life again.
After signing for the vehicle, I accepted the keys and found parking spot L37 in the adjacent lot outdoors. A green Ford waited for us among the other vehicles. 
I unlocked the doors and stowed our bags in the back seat. As I settled behind the wheel, I looked at the pedals. “Oh. Automatic.” Just one more disappointment.
I unfolded the map we received from the desk clerk and tried to summon the details of a location I read about in one of the travel magazines. My finger followed the Autobahn south toward the Tyrol area of southwestern Austria, and I found it. 
The alpine lake called The Plansee was situated near the intersection of Germany, Switzerland, Italy, and Austria. We’d drive down to the shores of the lake; find a room to rent, and rest until we could get back in touch with Willoughby to arrange another flight home, preferably from Italy or Austria. 
“Where are we going?” Camille asked. 
“To a restful mountain lake. To a place where we can take walks and relax in the quiet countryside for a day. Does that sound better than waiting at the airport or finding another hotel room in the city? We can call Willoughby when we get there. It should only take a few hours. Besides, I don’t like hanging around in such a public place. I had a feeling those skinheads were watching us.”
“Me, too,” she said, looking across the parking lot. Her voice trailed off and her attention swung across the road to the taxi stand. “Isn’t that the same group of neo-Nazis who were inside? Look, right over there.”
I peered out her window, startled to see one of the men staring at me from across the road while he talked into a cell phone. He quickly turned his back, pretending to be talking with his companions. A large swastika bloomed across the back of his denim jacket. I hurriedly turned the key in the ignition, tossed the map to Camille, and backed out of the parking spot. We followed the signs for the Autobahn in the direction of Ulm.
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The traffic moved steadily. For a change, there were no accidents on the Autobahn. The sun warmed us through the Ford’s windows and Camille soon fell asleep. We flew south toward Ulm, where I turned onto A7 and headed toward the mountains of Tyrol. 
Although I mechanically drove the car, a clammy mantle of grief seized me. It squeezed and throbbed and hurt like hell. The skin around my eyes was tender and red. It stung when I mopped away the renegade tears. I drove in heavy silence, and the cathartic act of moving, of accelerating, of doing a simple, physical task, was soothing. I needed to get away. Away from the pain. Away from Siegfried’s murderers. 
A faint touch of madness raced through my blood, to be quickly followed by paranoid thoughts that drifted in and out of my brain when I scanned the rearview mirror. I sensed we were being followed, but chastised myself when the cars in question would turn off the highway after having trailed us for about a half-hour. 
Suddenly a bit more suspicious, I wondered if the neo-Nazis could have an elaborate system of alternating “tails,” and realized it would be simple if one had a fleet of cars and drivers and a ready supply of cell phones. 
I imagined they had both. 
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat as the fourth car with darkened windows pulled away from our bumper. It had been tailing us for exactly thirty minutes. Another vehicle pulled in, similar to the first. 
Deciding to test the theory, I pulled into a rest stop. The car followed, idling in the parking lot about fifty feet from us. I drove around behind the restaurant and stopped near a bank of telephones. The black Audi followed and nosed around the corner to keep us in sight. My pulse quickened. What I’d tried to dismiss as the overwrought imaginings of a very tired brain had turned into alarming reality. 
I pulled back onto the Autobahn and thought hard. 
If I’d purchased another phone card, or if I’d brought my cell phone on vacation, or could find a police station nearby… 
The Audi followed as we rolled down A7 toward Füssen. After turning down several smaller routes toward the Plansee, the countryside grew more rural. Expansive emerald green pastures flanked the road, backed by tall mountains dotted with quaint chalet-style houses. 
I looked in the mirror. Still there, the Audi trailed us from a safe distance. Camille woke slowly when I turned off the exit onto a narrow road leading to the village of Reutte. 
“Honey?” I said, gently touching her arm.
 “Hmm?” She was still groggy, rubbing her eyes and yawning.
 “I’m afraid we’ve got company. They’ve been tailing us since Stuttgart.”
 “Interpol?” she asked innocently.
 “Could be, but they’ve been quite obvious. Very unlike the mostly invisible Interpol tails that we knew were there, but hardly ever saw.”
 “Oh no.” She turned around to glance at the Audi that sped up and moved closer to us. “What are we going to do?”
“I’m going to drive into the busiest part of the village and start honking the horn. If I can find a police station, we’ll park and run straight into the building. Be prepared to sprint, sweetheart. Put your shoes on, okay?”
She slipped into her shoes and drew her purse strap over her head and shoulder, the way she’d been wearing it since we arrived in Europe to discourage thieves from a grab-n-go robbery. 
We approached the sparkling waters of The Plansee and the road turned from pavement to gravel. I noticed with heart thumping that there were few homes, and absolutely no sign of a village. 
Yellow larch trees reflected in the aquamarine color of the narrow glacial lake flanked by forested hills on either side—normally a sight that would have instilled wonder in our hearts, but now all too remote.
I slowed down to pass an old woman leading a cow on the side of the road. She wore a loose dark dress and a black kerchief on her head. A bell dangled beneath the neck of her pretty light brown cow. Any other time, I would have gasped at the perfect image of “rural Austria.” In the lunacy of the moment, however, I heard yodeling in my brain and suddenly craved hot chocolate. 
The Audi passed the woman and cow and closed the gap between our vehicles. 
I sped up, and so did they. 
A dust cloud chased us, partially obscuring my view. The road curved gently to the right, following the contours of the lake. I pushed down on the pedal again. The plucky engine of the Ford lurched forward. 
Without warning, we were jarred by a sudden impact when they rammed our rear bumper. 
Camille sucked in her breath and the Audi struck again. 
I broke into a sweat and studied the winding dirt road, pushing harder on the gas pedal. I accelerated to sixty miles per hour, dangerously rocking the vehicle around each curve. The lake shimmered on our right and pastures flanked our left. Drawing closer, the Audi pulled out and nudged our left fender. Abruptly, it crashed into our side. I nearly lost control as our right wheel slipped into a gutter. Miraculously, I brought it back onto the road. The path veered again to the left. 
“They’re trying to push us into the lake,” Camille cried.
“I know,” I said. “But they haven’t done it yet. Hang on, honey.” I accelerated again, pulling away from them. 
A vision flashed through my brain from one of the evening magazine shows. I couldn’t remember which program had aired the special, but it dealt with survival in a water crash. Frantically, I searched my memory for the steps they’d stressed to increase your chances of staying alive if your car went underwater. 
They surged up beside us and banged against the left side of our car again. I wrenched the car back onto the road. 
“Camille, listen carefully.”
She stared at me with a strained expression, clinging to the armrest. “Okay.”
“I’m going to try to drive into one of the fields, to get away from the water’s edge. But if I can’t do it, if we go in the water, I need you to follow these directions, okay?”
“Of course.” Resolve flooded into her eyes. “Tell me what to do, Gus.”
I straightened the car once again and wondered if the tire was about to blow. The steering had gotten a lot harder since the last time they struck us.
“Leave your seatbelt on until we hit the water. As soon as we connect with the lake, unbuckle it. That’s the first thing.”
A huge green truck appeared in the distance, coming at us from the opposite direction. The Audi dropped back to allow them to pass. I wondered if they had seen us get rammed and if they’d turn around to help. 
No such luck. They kept going merrily along their way and didn’t slow down, not a bit.
I glanced down at the window crank and was relieved I hadn’t chosen a luxury vehicle with power windows. The Ford’s windows opened with mechanical hand cranks that wouldn’t be affected by the water.
“Next, roll down your window. It will let the water in, because otherwise you won’t be able to open the door because of the pressure. You probably can just slip right out of the window and swim up.”
“Okay.” She nodded, listening intently. “What else?”
The Audi pulled up on our left and knocked violently against our side. The left rear tire blew, causing the Ford to skew violently across the road. I gritted my teeth as I fought the wheel, realizing I’d lost control. “Don’t wait for me. Get out as soon as you can. Try to swim to the opposite shore, because they’ll be waiting for us on this side. I’ll meet you there.”
Our front fender hit a tree and the car spun into the air, rolling in a dizzying circle. Airborne and twisting like a top, the Ford landed with a loud splash in the pristine mountain waters of The Plansee.
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The Ford settled for a moment at the surface, floated like a surprised mechanical insect, and began to slip nose first beneath the cold mountain water.
“Gus. Seatbelt! Undo your seatbelt.”
I reached down to release the latch. The belt slipped into its retractor. Trying to stay focused, I rolled down my window as Camille did the same. Water poured into the vehicle.
“Go! Get out now, before we go under,” I shouted.
The water reached the middle of the steering wheel. Camille seized the window frame and pulled herself out. I watched to be sure she made it, and then reached for my window, ready to make my escape.
To my horror, the car suddenly rolled on its side. The driver’s side now faced the bottom of the lake. Escape through my window didn’t look like a good idea any more. 
I craned my neck to inhale one last gulp of oxygen from the air pocket near the car’s roof. Grabbing the steering wheel, I pushed toward the passenger side window. 
Completely submerged now, I felt disoriented. But I watched the bubbles rise up, seeking the surface. I followed them, gliding along the dashboard. 
Something snagged my jacket. I glanced down to find my pocket caught in the rearview mirror. I fought with it, but it wouldn’t come free. Yanking harder, my lungs began to burn and my vision blurred. The car sank deeper. 
I willed myself to stay calm and unzipped my jacket, breaking free from the heavy material. Seconds remained before I’d be silenced forever on the cold floor of this glacial lake. I could feel death’s cold tentacles reaching into my brain. The thought panicked me further. I forced myself to slide across the front seat and finally slipped out the window. 
Frantically, I swam through the frigid water toward the light. Consciousness began to dim. My lungs burned as I kicked against the cold. I almost gave up and let myself fall back to the comforting depths of the lake, but at long last, I burst through, gasping for oxygen. I choked and coughed, searching wildly for Camille. Soon, I stopped coughing and flailing and swam in place, greedily drinking in the fresh air. 
Camille. Where is she?
I spotted her, floating twenty feet from me, her face awash with relief. 
“Gus!” she sobbed. She wasn’t stroking toward the opposite shore as planned, but treaded water instead. I followed her worried gaze, shocked to see a dozen men in camouflage uniforms pointing automatic weapons at us. 
The closest man screamed words I couldn’t make out and motioned us toward him with the tip of his gun. We hesitated, and were rewarded with bullets sprayed across the surface, not far from Camille. 
Exchanging terrified glances, we stroked toward him. 
The green truck had apparently turned around, because there it was, parked by the riverbank. It appeared to be a military vehicle, covered by a forest green tarp. As we approached the shore, I realized the vehicle must have carried the troops that now threatened us. 
So much for their help.
I reached the shore seconds before my wife and was roughly pulled onto the bank by the nearest soldier. He planted the tip of his weapon against my chest, knocking me backwards. Camille arrived seconds later and was shoved beside me. Without another word, we were hustled into the back of the truck, blindfolded, and pushed to the floor. 
The rough wooden planks smelled of kerosene and onions. I felt around in the dark for my wife and pulled her toward me. She laid her head on my lap and we inched back into a corner, sitting up. Thudding boots hit the floor as the rest of the men jumped aboard. Strangely enough, they didn’t say a word. I thought it odd and wondered if they’d been instructed to keep silent. 
The truck backed around and ground into gear, picking up speed. I tried to envision our direction and thought we might be heading north. As we bounced and jarred on the bumpy road, I stroked my wife’s soft curls and held her close. Feelings of desperation and fear for her safety vied with the depression I felt over the loss of Siegfried. 
Anger coursed through me when I put it together—the bastards who’d just apprehended us could be Siegfried’s murderers. 
A hopeless feeling of impotence followed the rage. 
The trip continued for hours. It seemed that the driver was staying on back roads, because we never reached highway speeds and only rarely did we hear the sounds of passing traffic. Occasionally, a motorcycle passed the truck. 
At one point, we stopped for a dinner break. The bed of the truck rose as most of the men clambered off. At least one man stayed behind, because the tip of a rifle poked me in the chest several times as a reminder to be still. 
“Do not talk,” he said in a strong German accent. 
When the crew returned, I smelled sausage and onions on their clothing and breath. My stomach turned in spite of the gnawing hunger rolling in my belly. 
Paper crinkled when the guard nearest us unwrapped a package of food. He shoved a thick, crusty sandwich into my hands and muttered, “Essen Sie.” Sounds of him devouring his own sandwich followed.
Well then, this one only speaks German, or else he didn’t think we were worth translating for. 
I realized it was possible he was Austrian, German, or even Swiss.
In spite of my nausea, I broke the sandwich in two, pushing the half of it into Camille’s hands. I began to chew on the tough bread and pan-fried veal. 
Why are they feeding us when they just tried to kill us? 
I swallowed the dry food, feeling parched. Perhaps they had been ordered to stop and detain us, but hadn’t expected the car to actually go into the lake?
Then why had they tried so hard to push us over? 
They could easily have shot us in the water and been done with it. 
The questions rattled in my brain as I sat blind on the floorboards of the truck. Someone pushed a bottle of water into my hands. I handed it first to Camille, who drank thirstily for several seconds. After she drained half of it, I finished it off. The water was stale and tasted of chlorine. In spite of the almost bitter taste, I welcomed its cooling relief on my dry throat. 
Within minutes, it was all too evident that the apparent kindness of giving us a drink was actually a ruse to drug us. An overwhelming sense of drowsiness took hold of my already exhausted brain, and I slipped into a dead sleep.
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The back of my head throbbed and my tongue felt like sandpaper. I tried to swallow, and was rewarded with a gritty, aluminum taste. Slowly, I opened my eyes to murky darkness. 
Pale shafts of moonlight filtered through a small barred window. I lay shivering on a narrow cot in a jail cell. A thin woolen blanket smelling of mothballs was folded at the base of the cot. I shook it out and wrapped it around my shoulders. Sitting up, my head reeled and the walls pulsed.
The room was about ten-by-twelve feet. I stumbled to the opposite wall and stubbed my toe on the corner of a metal toilet. As my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, I made out the shape of a sink. Feeling around in the dim light for a faucet, I located it. Surprised to find it worked, I let the water run until it turned hot, then splashed my face and washed my hands. I turned it back to cold again and cupped both hands under the stream. I slurped five handfuls of the cooling liquid that emitted a strong chlorine taste. A stiff towel hung on a hook. I grabbed it and ran it over my face and hands. 
Out of the darkness came a soft whisper. “Gus? Is that you?” 
My heartbeat quickened when I realized Camille was in the cell next to mine. I walked toward her voice and whispered back. “Honey? Where are you?”
Her voice caught in her throat when she answered. “I’m right here. The next cell over from you.”
“Are you okay?”
“I guess so, aside from feeling really drugged. I have a bad case of cotton mouth.” She reached around the corner with her hand. 
I twisted my hand through the bars and grabbed her cold fingers. 
“Where do you think we are, Gus? Are we in a military prison?”
I thought back to the skinheads who had been watching us at the airport, and to the unmarked green truck that arrived full of soldiers. “I don’t think it’s an official military group. The truck was unmarked. It must be some kind of homegrown militia. Probably related to our friends in the demonstration in Paris.” I gently rubbed the back of her hand with my thumb.
“Oh my God,” she said. “We’re being held by a group of neo-Nazis?” 
“Possibly. But maybe you’d better lower your voice, honey. We don’t know who’s listening.”
 “Okay. But, Gus, I’m so tired,” she whispered. “I can barely keep my eyes open.”
“Me, too,” I said. “Maybe we should try to get some sleep, to keep up our strength.” 
“Okay. But I wish you were beside me.”
“Me, too.”
“’Night,” she murmured, taking her hand slowly from mine.
“Night, sweetheart. We’ll figure out what to do in the morning, okay?”
“Okay.” She didn’t sound too hopeful, but I had to say something to help her get through this, even if it might have been a little farfetched. 
How the hell could we figure out what to do, when we were locked in barred cages like prisoners? 
I padded across the cold cement floor and collapsed onto the cot, listening to the sounds of crickets outside my cell window. It was a long time before I drifted off into a restless sleep. 



Chapter 46
 
I woke in the pre-dawn light to the sound of boots crunching on gravel outside my cell window. Voices muttered orders. I did a double take and listened harder. Were they actually speaking English? 
I remembered where I was and stood up, shivering in the damp morning air.
The cell window, two feet above my head, spilled pink light into the room. I dragged the cot to the wall and jumped onto the bed, peering out the bars at a gauzy, cloud-speckled horizon. Boisterous birds swooped and sang in the woods, deliriously happy and patently unaware of our predicament. I made out eight barracks perched on acres of rolling hills filled with obstacle courses and shooting ranges. 
I watched an orangey-red disk slowly rise above the treeline in the east, and with the sunrise I was able to see more clearly. I stared at paper targets hanging on frames at the far end of the range. Caricatures of what I guessed were supposed to be a Jewish man covered posters hanging on the stands. A chill chased down my spine when I saw bullet holes riddled across the images. 
A group of men marched around the corner of the building and assembled to my left. From the location of the rising sun, I determined they were to the west. The training range spread to the north, and the buildings sat to the east. With a sinking feeling, I realized it didn’t matter in what direction anything was positioned. Aside from lending me a fake sense of control by grasping tidbits of knowledge, I didn’t even know what country we were in. We could still be in Austria, or we could easily have crossed the border into Italy, Germany, or even Switzerland. 
The troops appeared well-schooled, standing in neat rows at attention. One of the nearby barracks doors burst open, dramatically slammed against the outside wall. A man in his late forties stepped out, wearing a black military uniform and carrying a riding crop. He resembled a cross between a cat burglar and Teddy Roosevelt. As no horses were to be seen, I assumed the crop was for show. 
The leader approached the troops and addressed them. He spoke in a singsong, charismatic voice. I had expected him to bark orders in German, and when he spoke in English, it confirmed my original impression. My gut twisted when I realized he was American. 
What the hell? An American leading neo-Nazis?
He strode back and forth in front of the men, speaking volumes. I heard brief snatches of conversation when he faced my cell window. “We are preparing for the big event…People from all over the world will be joining us…We must show them we’re ready…Be prepared to be good hosts to your brothers and sisters from our neighboring nations.”
During his address to at least two hundred soldiers, several trucks rolled past my window and blocked my view. When the dust clouds settled and I could see again, I listened to the man finish his speech. He shook the hand of every man in the company. He spoke and acted as if he were conducting a seminar on Achieving Success in Your Life and I half-expected to see a table of self-help books for sale on the sidelines.
I was startled by the noise of a cart rolling along the cement floor in one of the corridors beyond my cell. Quickly, I jumped down and shoved the bed back against the wall. It made a low screech. I heard cell doors open and the clink of trays and dishes. The sounds seemed to originate from quite a distance away. A sudden thought occurred to me.
We’re not the only prisoners here.
I tried to peer down the corridor, but could see only the cell opposite mine and the first few feet of two adjoining cells. No one was in the cell across from mine. 
Sounds filtered down the hall. This time, I recognized German. After several minutes, Camille’s cell door opened and the voices of two guards startled her awake with crude laughter. Camille was a heavy sleeper, so I wasn’t surprised she’d slept through the early morning noises of the compound. 
Fear raced through me when I heard them taunting her. I pictured the worst and was about to shout to distract attention away from her, when her door clanged shut and they rolled the cart in front of my cell. 
Two men loomed huge in the doorway. A hefty blond with a ruddy complexion trained an automatic weapon at my head, and the other guy unlocked the door. The darker man looked as if he hailed from the Middle East, but he sneered in German, “Guten Morgen.” 
 I stared at the breakfast on the tray. Not exactly gourmet, but it wasn’t gruel, either. 
“Why are we being held here?” I asked in English.
The blond answered. “Eat. You must keep up your strength. You need to be healthy for the games.” He laughed and his course features distorted with sadistic pleasure. The dark-haired man pointed his free hand at me and simulated a pistol with his thumb and forefinger. “Bam, bam!”
They closed the door and continued, much farther down the hall. More doors clanged open, more muttering was heard until they completed their task and all that was left was sound of clattering utensils on china plates.
I rushed to Camille’s side of the cell. “Honey?”
Her voice came from just around the corner and she slipped her hand out to meet mine. “I’m right here, Gus.”
I took her fingers and held them tightly. “There are others,” I said.
She squeezed back. “I know. I counted nine cell doors opening after I woke up. What did you get?”
I stopped short. “I didn’t count. But I think I heard German, and possibly Russian being spoken.” 
“Do you think the food is drugged?” she asked.
“I’m not sure. But since they have us jailed, they probably wouldn’t need to drug us. We can’t go very far.”
“Makes sense,” she said. Heaviness laced her words.
“Let’s try it and see. We have to eat to stay alive, anyway.”
“Okay. Bon appetit, my love.”
Reluctantly, we parted. I picked up my tray and examined the food. Scrambled eggs, toast, and small, brown sausages. Orange juice and coffee. The cook had to be American, or at least taking orders from one. This kind of breakfast didn’t exist in Europe. 
I dug into the eggs. They were cold, but tasted fine. The toast was sliced from a German rye bread and was pre-buttered. The butter had congealed, but the bread was fresh. I downed the meal in minutes and felt full for the first time in days. We hadn’t been hungry after the funeral, and hadn’t had the strength to go to a restaurant in Stuttgart. We’d ordered small snacks from room service as we moped about the hotel room and mourned for Siegfried. 
Finished, I stacked the dishes on the tray and laid it beside the cell door. I waited until I heard Camille do the same and then whispered to her again. We needed to form an escape plan. As alien as the thought was to me, I realized that I might be called upon to kill a man or two.



Chapter 47
 
That afternoon, a cold lunch of tuna sandwiches and pickles was served, and now the whole place was silent except for the occasional shuffle or cough.
Who were these other people incarcerated with us? Had they somehow stood in the way of the neo-Nazi’s agenda, too? What could they have done to warrant being kidnapped and imprisoned? From that perspective, what exactly had Camille and I done to deserve this insane treatment? They’d already killed Siegfried, who they mistakenly blamed for their leader’s death. And all I’d done was stand next to my friend while he defended himself in a fight with their leader. I’d jumped in and fought them off to try to help him. But Camille had been in a shop, locked behind the closed door.
The whole thing was insane.
What did they plan to do to us? Keep us here for bargaining chips? Were they going to try to get prisoners of war released somehow? Would we be the prize assigned to the US government for an exchange? And what the hell did that guy mean by “the games?”
***
Two weeks later, I counted the hash marks I’d scribed on the walls for each day that passed. Fourteen marks marred the stone over my bed. Fourteen days and nights passed with nothing but diner-style food and the observations we made each day, watching the troops mass outside.
My clothes hung looser. I estimated I’d dropped ten pounds. The black and gray beard that covered my chin was beginning to get bushy, and not surprisingly, requests for a razor had been ignored. 
Camille and I managed to keep clean with sponge baths, but I longed for a real shower, or at least a bottle of shampoo and a change of clothes. Washing one’s hair with a bar of rough soap was nearly impossible. It felt stiff and sticky no matter how many times it was rinsed. We laundered our single set of clothes in the same way each time, wearing the sheets from our beds while our clothes dried on the cell bars. 
Aside from the danger and discomfort, we managed to find techniques to keep ourselves occupied and relatively sane. After lunch each day, and for long hours through the night, we’d sit beside each other in the closest corner of each adjoining cell and talk about the past. We had favorite themes, and entertained ourselves by digging deep into our memories, competing to remember new details. We mourned dear Siegfried, and talked about him frequently to ease the pain. 
Tonight I sat on a folded wool blanket next to Camille’s cell. Although it was a poor substitute for a pillow, it was softer than sitting on the hard cement floor. I reached through the bars and offered my hand to my wife. She laced her fingers through mine and we sat for a few moments in silence. 
We gave up whispering and didn’t have any luck enticing the other prisoners into a conversation. I suspected they didn’t speak English. When the door at the end of the corridor clanged open, we always pulled our hands back into our cells and spoke in whispers until the guards were gone.
“Camille?” I said. “Why don’t we talk about the wedding again? We haven’t done it since last week.” 
“Good idea. Then tonight, I want to relive Thanksgiving. Unless you think it’ll torment us too much. You know, thinking about all the good food?”
We’d been fantasizing about food a great deal lately. Although it was a form of self-torture, it took up our minds and gave us something to look forward to if and when we ever returned home. 
When we returned home, my stubborn brain insisted. “Okay, honey. Do you want me to start?”
“Yes. And I’ll chime in when I remember something new, okay?”
We released each other’s hands. The angle that we held our arms at was awkward and we couldn’t keep it up for very long. I slid back against the stone wall, pulled my knees up to my chin, and leaned my head on my folded arms. 
My mind drifted back to our wedding day, and I began to retell the story to Camille and whoever else cared to listen in our cellblock. 



Chapter 48
 
The morning of our wedding dawned silvery clear. Before breakfast, I wandered among my gardens, brushing beads of moisture from flower petals with my fingertips, causing pelleted drops to burst and spread when they hit the ground. Swinging in the warm breeze, white bleeding hearts rained on the earth below. The forecast had been for showers, but it had cleared up overnight and the sun shone defiantly. 
A catbird mocked me when I walked beneath her nest. Laughing out loud, I watched her cock her head to the side and scold me. Red-winged blackbirds, sparrows, grackles, robins, and mourning doves swooped through the trees, chirruping under the azure sky. 
My heart skipped a beat when I thought ahead to the ceremony. In spite of the fact that it was my second wedding, I was a little nervous. 
Wandering into the barn to see Siegfried, I found him in the loft. He’d just tossed a dozen bales of timothy to the floor and clambered down the wooden ladder to join me. The horses munched on hay in their stalls and the air smelled of pine shavings. 
“Guten Morgen, Professor,” he said. “Today is the big day, nicht wahr?”
We joked around, and I helped him stack hay bales against the walls in the walkway between the stalls. Afterwards, we headed inside for Mrs. Pierce’s hearty breakfast.
Mrs. Pierce, our wonderful housekeeper/cook/nanny, squeezed fresh orange juice for the occasion and twittered all morning as she attended to the tasks at hand. She served crispy home fries with piping hot poached eggs served over whole-wheat toast.
My three grandchildren had slept until the very unusual hour of eight o’clock. By the time Freddie came downstairs with a twin tucked under each arm and Johnny rubbing his eyes behind her, we were ready to help with their breakfast.
I offered to feed Celeste, Freddie took Marion, and Siegfried sat with Johnny. He helped tie a cloth around the boy’s neck and poured him a small glass of juice. At six months old, the twins had graduated from baby food to bits of adult food. I chopped up a well-done poached egg into small bites and reheated a piece of toast for my little granddaughter. She preferred her white “sippy cup” to her sister’s yellow cup. I nearly made the mistake of switching cups, but caught myself before committing such an egregious crime. 
She looked at the egg with a frown, and then directed her attention to me. “Ohs?”
Freddie translated for me. “She wants Cheerios, Dad. Just pour a few out on the table for her.”
I did so, and was rewarded when she allowed me to spoon-feed her a few bites of eggs between her mouthfuls of toasted oats. Her cherubic cheeks shone pink. 
After breakfast and baths for the grandchildren, we showered and dressed for our noon wedding. Reverend Hardina stopped by to announce that the church ladies had finished attaching white lilacs and bleeding hearts to the sides of the pews. Every flower had been fresh cut from parishioners’ gardens that morning. I had promised to hand pick Camille’s bouquet from my own gardens just before we left for the ceremony. 
The smell of Mrs. Pierce’s Italian bread and Boston baked beans filled the house. Each member of the church was to bring a dish-to-pass for the lunch to be served in the fellowship area immediately after the ceremony. 
Just as we were about to pile into Freddie’s mini-van, Johnny developed an unquenchable thirst for grape juice. When no one answered his pleas for help, he opened the refrigerator door and helped himself. The purple juice overflowed and spilled down his white shirtfront. Freddie shrieked when she saw the accident in progress, causing him to swivel around and splash the last of the bottle onto the bottom of her white skirt. 
With Mrs. Pierce’s help, Freddie rinsed out her skirt and changed Johnny into a clean blue shirt. His little black “Sunday best” suit was unharmed, and after a slight delay, we drove to the white Methodist church that had been our second home every Sunday morning since we were children. 
The quaint church looked festive with its floral adornment. Flowers dripped from every surface, filling the air with a heady, sweet scent. 
Maddy met us at the side door, her face flushed with excitement. She wore a turquoise Japanese kimono and had pinned white lace butterflies in her short blond hair. Striking a pose by the door, she winked at me. “What do you think, Professor? Pretty chic, eh?”
I lifted Johnny and walked toward her. She pecked both of us on our cheeks. 
I reeled when her overpowering perfume hit me. “New perfume, Maddy?” I asked, suppressing a cough. 
Johnny screwed up his face. “What’s dat smell?”
“It’s called Elizabethan Evening. Enchanting, don’t you think?” she said, and without waiting for our answer, she trotted over to the rest of the family to smother them in scented kisses.
We walked into the church as Maddy returned and chattered by our side. The invitation list included the church parishioners and a few friends. 
Joe Russell stood by the back door, tugging at his tie. The fifty-nine-year-old policeman was a family friend and newly announced amour of Maddy. He caught Maddy’s eye and hurried forward to sit with her. 
Adam Knapp, Joe’s young partner, waited expectantly in the family pew for my daughter, Freddie. He smiled at her and reached for Johnny. I wondered how long it would be before he asked her to marry him. 
Oscar and Millie Stone sat in a special place of honor in our pew. Although they weren’t technically family, they had long been surrogate parents to me and were de facto LeGarde family members. Oscar rose when we entered, nodded to me, and took his place at the back of the church, ready to escort Camille down the aisle because she’d lost her own father years ago.
Beside them was Shelby, Camille’s fifteen-year-old daughter. She smiled brightly and touched the flowers in her hair while looking around behind her to watch the guests arrive. Johnny wiggled down from Adam’s arms and jumped up next to her. I headed to the altar. 
Siegfried, my best man, came forward with me. He stood solidly beside me, imparting serenity and strength. His long blond ponytail lay neatly on the collar of his suit jacket. Freddie, Camille’s maid of honor, slid to the other side of the altar and waited for Camille to come forward. I rotated my cufflink in the buttonhole and I shot a glance at Siegfried. 
“Professor? Are you nervous?”
He knew me so well. “A little,” I admitted. 
He grinned. “You will be fine. I know this. And look.” He pointed to the back of the church when Lillian Philips began to play the wedding march on the old church piano. 
The congregation swiveled around to admire my betrothed floating down the aisle on Oscar’s arm. She wore a simple white dress with small white beads sewn into the neckline and waist and held the bouquet of white lilacs and late season tulips I’d picked earlier in the morning. When she smiled, the entire room lit up. Her eyes shone beneath loosely brushed dark curls. She wore no veil, but had braided several white satin ribbons into her hair. My breath caught in my throat as I watched her. 
In spite of my ridiculous jitters, I got through the simple ceremony without messing up my words or dropping the ring. Camille’s eyes drew me in until I felt we were alone in the church. When given the cue to kiss her, I pulled her to me and soaked in the soft suppleness of her lips, lingering perhaps a bit too long, but loving the feel of her against me…her subtle perfume, her strawberry-scented hair. 
We parted lips to a rush of happy chatter and laughter, and then ran out the front doors into a rain of birdseed. Brushing the seeds from our hair and clothing, we stood together on the steps, while Oscar snapped dozens of pictures of us together and with various family members. 
After far too much posing for my taste, Maddy finally broke us up by shooing everyone down to the church fellowship hall in the basement for the celebration. 
Camille hung onto my hand as we trotted outside across the lawn and down the hill to the outer door of the fellowship hall. The aroma of meatballs, fresh bread, and apple pie filled the air. My stomach growled. 
“Are you hungry, honey?” She laughed with the tinkling wind chime sound that drove me wild. I grabbed her and kissed her again, just as Adam opened the door to let us in. The room exploded in applause. 
Camille pulled away, laughing with embarrassment. “Come on. We’d better get inside.”
Her eyes shimmered, melting my resolve. I tried hard to pull myself together and act natural, in spite of the fact that I wanted to bring her to my bedroom and pass up all the festivities. I was hungry, yes. But not for food. 
Straightening, I walked into the festivities with my new wife on my arm. 
A buffet table lined one end of the room, covered with dishes brought in by the church ladies and guests. White paper covers rustled in the breeze sifting through open windows. Each of the dining tables was graced with a small bud vase filled with multicolored snapdragons. A few streamers of pink and white were strung across the ceiling. In one corner, a string quartet began to play Vivaldi, barely audible over the hubbub. 
Maddy and Mrs. Pierce stood together behind the food line, doling out scalloped potatoes and ham. Joe carved the turkey, placing slabs of meat on each guests’ plate. Macaroni and potato salads, meatballs, corn bread, spinach salad, watermelon, and a dozen hot casseroles covered the tables. Shrieking and twirling like a little tornado, Johnny ran up and down the length of the room, bursting with excitement. 
I stood with Camille in the doorway, watching in delight. It was perfect chaos.
Millie surprised us with a beautiful homemade wedding cake, decorated with candied pansies and violets, dried and sugared just for the occasion. I gobbled two pieces after eating far too much turkey, mashed potatoes, and salad.
After partaking of hearty home-cooked specialties, we danced to the music of the string quartet until we were totally exhausted. Camille and I whirled round and round, dizzy with joy and elated to be officially united. 
Joe spun Maddy across the rug beside Adam, who slow-danced with Freddie whether the music called for it or not. The babies crawled everywhere, scooped up by loving ladies who pressed them to their bosoms and smacked their little cheeks with perfumed kisses. 
Siegfried danced with Shelby, dwarfing her with his height of six-foot-eight. She smiled up at him and flashed a flirty smile at a cute boy who lingered against the wall by the punch bowl.
When the festivities died down, Siegfried, Camille, and I returned to our homes to change and gather our bags and tickets. Adam drove us to the airport and we boarded the flight to Washington, D.C. where we planned to catch the connecting redeye flight to Paris.



Chapter 49
 
“Well, what do you think? Was it accurate?” I asked.
Silent for a moment, Camille shifted against the cold wall and sighed contentedly. “It was perfect. Even better than last time. But you forgot one thing.”
“I did? What’s that?”
“Max. You forgot to mention how he was bathed for the occasion and wore a black bow tie on his collar, and sat up front by the family pew. It was so cute. But Boris was darned jealous when I told him.” She stifled a small sob. “I miss that little guy so much. And God knows, the whole family must be worried sick about us. Do you think they’ve contacted Interpol yet? You did tell them about Willoughby, right?” 
“I did. When I called home about Siegfried, I gave Freddie his name and number in case of emergency. She probably called him when she found out our flight was canceled and especially when we didn’t show up or call her with new plans.”
Although Freddie had probably called Willoughby, I didn’t hold out hope for a rescue from Interpol. How would they possibly find us? Our car was at the bottom of an alpine lake, and I there had been no witnesses to report the “accident.” It wasn’t going to happen.
I drew a deep breath. No. No one else was going to save us. Our salvation had to come from me, and I was determined to get us out of this hellhole.
Shifting against the wall, I mentally polished our escape plan one more time.  After struggling for days to identify a weapon in my sparsely furnished cell, I finally settled on the sink stop lever. 
When pulled up, the lever lowered the stopper to plug the water basin. With the help of a fork that I held back from a tasteless lunch, I managed to disconnect the lever from the sink. Every day since, I’d honed it on the rough stone surface of the walls, slowly shaping the end into a sharp point. 
On several occasions, our guards had been reduced to just one man. I patiently waited for the next time when there would be only one in attendance. I planned to disable him, knock him out with the butt of his rifle, grab the keys, unlock all of the cell doors, and make a run for it. 
Dinner on Sundays seemed to be the best opportunity, because that was often when they lowered security to one guy. The camp was normally quiet on Sundays, and the impending evening darkness would provide us with some measure of cover as we ran through the woods. 
We had both been obsequiously obedient and cooperative. I wanted him to be totally unprepared when I lunged at him with my weapon.



Chapter 50
 
As days passed, the camp atmosphere changed. Fifty-five trucks arrived during the week, disgorging dozens of men each. The leader with the riding crop greeted and ushered all of them to their barracks. 
Momentum built daily. They were preparing for something, and it had to be huge. 
Who’s their target this time? An entire city? An airport? 
Training increased to a frenzied level, with multiple groups in identical black and green uniforms rehearsing military skills from dawn until dusk. Target practice continued. 
It was on the twenty-first day of our captivity that the first hint of our destiny occurred outside our windows. I wondered if it had been planned that way, to instill more fear in those of us who were watching. 
Two soldiers dragged a young man from our building into the courtyard. He shielded his eyes from the blinding sun and was shoved toward the leader, who stood before him surrounded by several hundred of his newly trained soldiers.
“Today we begin the essential exercise of searching for enemies in the deep forest. We have a fine young Jew who has volunteered to be the first in line for the hunt.”
The thin young man wore ragged clothes. I wondered how long he’d been held captive. Terror turned his face ashen. Clearly, he hadn’t volunteered, and sensed the end was imminent. 
The man in black continued. “Let me introduce myself,” he shouted in a Southern drawl. “My name is Billy Cummings. I’m the leader of this facility. I promise if you indeed survive the hunt, you will be allowed to live for at least another month in your cell. If they catch you, then so be it. You’ve given your life for The Cause. Just as Karl Müller did.” 
Cummings looked at my cell and glared. My heart sank when I realized he really was directing his comment to me. 
Billy Cummings. I remembered hearing about him on the news. There was controversy surrounding a compound in Utah. The leader of a white supremacist group, he claimed responsibility for the murders of several local Jewish citizens. He’d fled the country shortly thereafter. My blood ran cold, and it suddenly clicked. 
Billy plans to launch his own version of the Holocaust. 
“You’ll have a one-hour head start. Sixty minutes to find a hiding spot or run like hell for the border. Of course, you won’t escape; the nearest town is over twenty kilometers away. We’ll find you, eventually.” He tapped his crop on the side of his tall leather boots. “However, if you survive twenty-four hours, we’ll grant you an extension on your life. For a while, anyway, until your turn rolls around again.”
Cummings walked over to the quaking man and grabbed his chin in a gloved hand. “You see,” he leered. “I’m being very fair. I’m giving you a head start, so go!”
Cummings pushed him to the ground with his boot. The young man scrambled to his feet and began to race west, toward the edge of the forest. Cummings made a show of raising his wristwatch to his face and proclaiming the hour. “At exactly nine-twenty, you may begin the hunt. Remember, on foot only, no mechanized vehicles. This is a training exercise. The winner will receive an award and the opportunity to dine with me in the main hall tonight.”
Cummings turned toward the masses, extended his hands to the heavens, and screamed. “Long Live the Führer! Heil Hitler! Heil Müller! Heil Cummings!”
The crowd erupted with repeated choruses of “Heil Cummings!” 
I sank to the floor and began once again scraping my weapon against the cell’s rough wall.



Chapter 51
 
“One ninety-eight, one ninety-nine, two hundred.” I fell back on the cement floor and let my heart rate return to normal. The sit-ups were now part of our twice-daily ritual. Camille and I performed calisthenics for hours each day, convinced our chances of survival would increase with improved physical fitness. We ran in place for forty-five minutes each morning. Besides keeping us fit, the exercise passed time and established a schedule that added a small measure of order to our days and nights. 
The young Jewish man did not return alive that day. At two o’clock in the afternoon, one soldier, followed by a cheering maniacal crowd, dragged the man’s body back to camp. The same event happened the next three mornings, with each victim falling prey to the crazed militia let loose on their trails. 
Time was running out. 
The clanging of each victim’s cell door grew louder and closer every day as they dragged them kicking and screaming outside for the hunt. Everyone knew what it meant, now, whether they spoke English or not. It was impossible to ignore the scene that played out each afternoon when the bodies were dragged out of the woods in a celebratory frenzy. I realized with horror that Camille could be pulled out before me, and soon, if they continued at their current pace of one victim per day. 
My primary plan involved faking illness and lunging with my weapon at the unsuspecting guard. Of course, the whole idea was decidedly risky. The chance that I could knock him out swiftly and quietly while grabbing his keys, unlocking prisoners’ cell doors, and escaping before the alarm was raised was slim, at best. We had evolved a number of plans, but this one kept floating to the top of the list. 
I got up from the floor, smelling my own perspiration, and longing—once again—for a shower. Standing on top of the bed, I looked out at the commotion that had been escalating for the past hour. More trucks and more troops arrived. I had been keeping track and estimated there were now somewhere in the vicinity of five to six thousand men in the encampment. Hundreds of trucks were parked in the far field, each having received a coat of dark green and brown camouflage paint. For the past five days, crates of weapons arrived. I tried to read the writing on them, but looked like some kind of Arabic lettering. The event for which the soldiers were training was close at hand. I could feel it.
If I trusted the crude calendar I’d scratched on the wall, it was Saturday morning. I had only hours to prepare for our escape the next day. I leapt down and jogged around the cell in tight circles. In the next cell, my wife counted off jumping jacks. I prayed for the souls of the poor men who had been tracked and killed, and pleaded with God to give me strength to get my dear wife out of this vile prison.
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Late Sunday afternoon, the sound of the food cart rumbled through the stone corridor. It was show time.
Sprawled on the cold floor with eyes closed, I forced my muscles to go slack and tried to slow my pounding heart. In my left hand, I clenched the steel shaft, hiding it under the blanket I pulled from the bed when I “passed out.” 
The smell of beef wafted into my cell. My stomach rumbled loudly and I wanted to burst into hysterical laughter, courtesy of badly frayed nerves. Instead, I steeled my nerves and lay motionless on the gritty cement.
I heard Camille thank the guard for her meal. When he responded, I recognized the voice of the ruddy-faced blond. She’d played up to him all week, weakening his resolve and nearly succeeding in making friends with him. The “baby talk” German I taught her as we passed long hours was paying off. Today he asked her how she was doing and even laughed when she made a small joke. 
Good. He’ll be off guard and relaxed when he gets here.
Closing and locking her cell, he slowly pushed the dinner cart toward my door, swearing when he saw me. “Scheiße!” Fumbling with the keys, he unlocked the door. His feet scuffed along the floor and he grew closer. 
I tensed, ready to make my move.
Sharp reports of gunshots erupted outside. The guard ran past me and to the window. I watched him through slit eyes as he jumped on the bed and observed the scene. Alarms filled the air and what sounded like a battle escalated in ferocity and volume. 
What the hell was happening out there?
This time, it didn’t sound like a drill. The smell of smoke began to filter into the cell and men’s screams rang throughout the compound. 
Stay still. Focus. It’s almost time.
I didn’t budge. He jumped down, swore again, and ran to my side. Crouching, he felt for a pulse in my neck. “Wachen Sie auf!” he shouted. 
I forced myself to lay still. He slapped my face with a rough hand. 
As planned, Camille screamed. Loudly.
“What’s going on in there? Is something wrong with my husband?”
When he turned to respond, I raised my left hand and plunged the steel shaft into his back. He reeled in pain, dropping his rifle and reaching over his shoulder to grab at the embedded rod. I spun around to get his rifle, and then slammed the butt of it against his head. 
Miraculously, he slumped to the floor. 
I pulled his belt from his trousers and flipped him onto his stomach. The homemade stiletto stuck out of his back, sunk deep in his flesh. After binding his hands behind his back with the belt, I placed one foot on his broad back, fought back waves of nausea, and yanked the bloodied shaft from his body.
The fighting outside increased. Hopping onto the bed, I chanced a quick look. SWAT teams swarmed into the area, spraying automatic weapons at the Nazis. The militia responded to Billy Cumming’s leadership and formed ranks on the east side of the compound, shooting at the intruders from behind the training pavilion’s wooden turrets and scaffolds. 
“Gus? Gus! Are you all right?” Camille shouted. 
I jumped down from the window and raced to the guard on the floor, searching for the key ring. “I’m okay, honey. It worked. Hang on one minute and I’ll have you out of there.”
“Hurry. I smell smoke.” 
An explosion shook the far end of our building. Frantic for the keys, I flipped the unconscious guard onto his back and searched his pockets. Finally, I glanced over at the cell door and realized they were still dangling in the lock.
Black smoke crept along the floor and began to fill the air. I hurried to the corridor, grabbed the keys, and fumbled with Camille’s lock. A stranger looked at me from behind the bars. 
Gaunt cheekbones protruded from her face beneath untidy hair and haunted eyes. I realized that my appearance probably had the same effect on her, but right now we had far more serious issues to deal with than hygiene. 
“Hurry, honey!” She coughed and raised her shirt over her mouth and nose. 
I tried several keys and finally found the master—the same key that had unlocked my cell. I thanked God I wouldn’t have to shuffle through the whole ring of keys when I unlocked each prisoner’s door. 
The sound of fire crackled from the far end of the corridor. As Camille rushed through the open door, we both looked in horror at the blaze creeping toward us. Terrified voices rang out from the cells further down the passageway. 
I darted to Camille’s sink and drenched her towel with water, then stripped off my shirt and did the same with it.
“Breathe through this, Camille. Stay right here unless the fire gets too close. Work your way toward the far end, but don’t go outside unless you’ve got no choice. If you get caught in the cross-fire, you’ll be killed.”
“Where are you going?” Her voice rang with hysteria. 
I looked down the hall in the direction of the fire and she followed my glance. “I have to let them out.” 
Collecting herself, she straightened and nodded. “Of course. Go! Hurry.”
She let go of my arm and I sprinted to the end of the long corridor. The fire had nearly reached the first cell. A woman’s frantic sobs greeted me. I battled toward her door through fierce heat. Holding the sodden shirt to my face, I quickly unlocked her cell. A thin woman in her fifties slipped out and stumbled in Camille’s direction, away from the blaze. As the prisoners realized I held the keys, the uproar increased as each beseeched me to unlock his door in languages I didn’t understand. I systematically worked my way down the hallway, releasing each man or woman as rapidly as possible. 
One of the men smashed out of the exit door leading into another building. The group of prisoners I’d already released swarmed after him. 
I dragged the unconscious guard into the same doorway they’d all run through. He came to, gasped in alarm at the blaze that had consumed half of our hallway, and muttered swears under his breath, limping away with his hands still tied behind him. 
The fire had spread by the time I reached the last cell. Black, choking smoke billowed around us. Camille hovered near me with the towel pressed over her mouth and nose. “One more door, Gus. Just one more, and we’re out of here,” she sobbed. 
I unlocked it with shaking fingers. The man inside lay on his bed facing the wall. His body covered the entire cot and his feet hung over the end. He wasn’t moving.
I dashed toward him and shook his shoulder, wondering if he was alive. 
He stirred and turned slowly toward me, trying to sit up. A mass of scraggly, long blond hair surrounded his face. He looked at me through groggy, startlingly blue eyes. “Professor?” he croaked. “Is that really you?”
I jumped back and sucked in a lungful of smoke, staring at him. Tears flooded my sooty cheeks. Finally, a huge grin spread across my face. “Siegfried! Is it really you?”
He rose from the bed and embraced me in a chest-crushing bear hug. Camille called to me from the door. “Hurry! The fire’s almost—”
 She gawked at the gentle man who towered above us. Staggering toward him, she touched one hand to his face. “Sig?” she whispered. 
“Ja, it is me,” he said. 
“Oh my God. You’re alive!” She hugged him fiercely, and then backed up fast when the crackling of the inferno rose. 
A rafter crashed into the hallway.
“Come on,” I shouted, fighting hysterical tears of joy that bubbled in my throat. Fear won out over the urge to enjoy the reunion, and I moved them toward the open doorway, handing Siegfried my soaked shirt. 
“Hold this to your face. Breathe through it. It’s time to get out of here.” 
I took a deep breath and led them through burning columns of fire and blinding smoke. I smelled burning hair, realizing it came from my own body. Blisters covered my right arm and searing pain throbbed with each rapid pulse.
We hurried through the door at the end of the hall, climbed a set of stairs, and emerged into an adjoining building already on fire and filled with rolling black smoke. I gagged on the foul air and ran toward a shattered window. Releasing the latch, I pushed open both sides and cleared away the shards of glass. Fresh air wafted inside. 
More gunshots and automatic weapon fire erupted nearby, while crowds of men battled not fifty feet away from the building. 
We’ve got no choice. It’s either jump, or get incinerated.
The windowsill opened eight feet above the ground. Easing myself through the opening, I hung from the sill and dropped to the ground, then lifted my arms to catch Camille. Siegfried lowered her through the window, holding onto her wrists until I had her in my arms. Last of all, Siegfried squeezed through the opening and thudded to the ground beside me. 



Chapter 53
 
We huddled against the outer wall. Armed men poured from the north and east woods, attacking the Nazi troops from both sides. Some fighting had spilled over to the western edge of the woods as well. Closest to us, men engaged in hand-to-hand combat; knives and bayonets flashed in the late afternoon sun. 
We slipped around the building and looked toward the southern horizon. Here, the dense forest seemed relatively quiet. We snaked around several groups of fighting men, certain a stray bullet would hit us, but emerged unhurt and streaked toward the rear of the complex, propelling Camille between us. Just as we were about to reach the edge of the clearing, a neo-Nazi spotted us and swung his rifle in a menacing arc toward us. 
Siegfried shouted, “Get down!” He shoved us both to the wet grass. 
The bullets sprayed over us, zinging close to our heads, but mercifully missing us. In the next moment, a soldier from the attacking force engaged the shooter, freeing us from his assault. 
Scrambling to our feet, we raced toward the woods. Near the forest, a meandering stream separated the trees from the complex. We splashed through the foot-deep cold water and had nearly crossed when Camille skidded on a rock and flew into the air. I watched her fall in what felt like slow motion. 
She landed on her back in the stream. Her head hit a large boulder, knocking her unconscious. 
I dropped beside her, frantically holding her head above the water. 
A bullet screamed across my shoulder and my stomach spasmed in fear. 
We can’t get recaptured. I’m not going back. 
Siegfried firmly pushed me aside. “Hurry, Professor! Auf geht’s!” 
He scooped her in his massive arms, tossed her over his shoulder, and we continued our race to safety. 
I followed, bending low beneath the occasional burst of gunfire. Dashing through the water, we scrambled up the grassy bank and shot into a woodland pathway strewn with pine needles. 
The massive trees on either side of the trail reached fifty feet into the sky. Sunlight filtered through the branches, causing patterns of light to dance along the forest floor. In a remote corner of my frenzied brain, I noticed a carpet of white trillium blanketing the ground nearby. A pang of homesickness washed over me in the middle of our crazed rush. Trillium grew wild in our woods in East Goodland and an oddly detached portion of my brain pictured home and family with intense longing. 
After careening along the trail for ten minutes, we stopped beside a large granite boulder. I leaned against its lichen-covered surface, chest heaving, trying to catch my breath. Siegfried laid Camille gently on the ground. She moaned and started to come around. Kneeling beside her, I examined the back of her head. 
“Ouch!” she cried when I found the lump. 
It was a good-sized goose egg, but thankfully, it wasn’t bleeding. Relief flooded through me. “Can you walk?” I asked.
Although unsteady, she leaned on Siegfried’s hand to regain her balance. After taking a deep breath and managing a few steps, she looked at us with determination. 
“I’m okay. A little woozy, but I’ll manage. I’m not going back to—” Her words were interrupted by voices coming from the path we’d just traveled. “What now?” she said. 
I glanced down the path, wondering whether friends or enemies were following us. I couldn’t see anyone through the trees yet. But we sure couldn’t take a chance that they weren’t neo-Nazis. We had to hurry as the voices were growing louder. “We’ve gotta keep moving. Can you manage, honey?”
“Of course. Come on. It sounds like they’re getting closer,” she said, confirming my own fears.
We headed down a smaller path that forked off the main trail. I wondered if the rest of the prisoners had done the same thing as us, had run down these very paths, and prayed they’d either been rescued by the good guys or had escaped. We jogged through the heavily scented pine forest, and I wondered who the guys were who’d been dressed like a SWAT team. 
Were they Interpol? The CIA? The local country’s military? 
I also wondered again what country we were in. If and when we emerged into civilization, we’d have to hope for some understanding civilians. We looked like crazed hermits and would likely scare off our potential rescuers when we burst out of the woods. The situation was eerily reminiscent of our experience in the Catacombs when Camille and I had emerged from the tunnels into the sunny park.
The sound of boots crunching along pine needles grew louder. Voices, shouting in English, seemed alarmingly close. Racing faster now, we burst into a clearing with a small tranquil pond. We paused to regain our breath, and I spotted a gleam of metal in the distance, hoping it was the sun reflecting off a car bumper, and not a rifle that would shoot at us. Behind a group of white birches, something moved. I looked more closely. People had gathered on the other side of the tree line. 
We began to sprint again, skirting the edge of the pond. Blue dragonflies darted over the water, skipping along the surface with their metallic wings twinkling in the sunlight. Bullfrogs hopped from the pond’s edge, rippling lily pads that lined the shore. As we slipped and stumbled along, our hunters materialized into the clearing. I glanced back and froze. 
There he was. Billy Cummings and two of his drones stood at the edge of the forest with their weapons trained on us.
“Stop!” one of the men shouted in a gravely Bronx accent. “Stop or you’re dead, you slimy bastards.”
We exchanged glances and stopped dead, arms raised over our heads. I grew cold inside when I saw the fear etched on Camille’s face. Turning my head slowly, I looked toward the other side of the woods and detected motion. Hundreds of soldiers milled about, moving closer, and I was almost certain they were dressed in combat gear. A glimmer of hope passed through me. 
Could it be the good guys?
I took a chance, and purposefully raised my voice to attract attention. 
“What do you want, Cummings?” I yelled. “Haven’t you killed enough people today?”
I motioned discreetly to Siegfried and Camille. Their eyes widened in surprise when they caught movement behind the tree line. Cummings closed the gap between us, followed by his lackeys. “Can’t never snuff out enough of you Jew-lovers,” he spat, moving closer and shoving the tip of his automatic weapon in my face. “’Specially you and your half-breed friend, here, Müller’s assassin.”
Surprised at how short Cummings was, I stood my ground, enduring his aggression with gritted teeth. 
Flat black eyes bored up into mine from his height of five-two. It was strange, but his bravado and bellowing had made him seem colossal when I’d watched him from my cell window. His breath reeked of tobacco and beef jerky. He leaned closer and a mad look skittered in his eyes, veiled by calculated cleverness. 
I tried to keep him talking, hoping the nearby soldiers would come to our rescue. Raising my voice, I spit the words at him. “You know it wasn’t our fault. Müller attacked us. We were bystanders, damn it, confronted by him for his own purposes. He saw the television cameras and went after Siegfried, thinking he’d be an easy mark. Well, he was wrong, wasn’t he?”
Had I gone too far?
Cummings’s face darkened. With eyes narrowed, he spit out a wad of chewing tobacco. The disgusting lump landed an inch from my shoe. I moved my foot back and looked directly in his eyes, waiting for the next assault.
Handing his weapon to his next in command, Cummings reached down to unbuckle a sheath hanging from his belt. He withdrew an eight-inch hunting knife and waved it in the air two inches from my nose. “I don’t care what lame excuses you two make up. I saw the news coverage with my own eyes, jerk-face. I saw you and your retarded sidekick here in action. You’re gonna pay, buddy boy. You’re gonna pay.”
I bristled when he referred to Siegfried that way. It shot me back to our high school years when I’d repeatedly defended Siegfried’s cruel tormentors in our high school hallways.
“You saw excerpts of the truth, patched together to make a sensational news story. And by the way, my friend here isn’t retarded. He’s smarter than you and me put together.” I stepped closer to him, hoping to shield Camille and Siegfried from the threat of the blade. 
He pointed the tip of the knife at my neck and sneered. “Well, what’s he gonna do to get you out of this one? How smart is he now, huh?” He pressed the point into my skin. 
Siegfried began to move forward. 
“Stay back, Sig. Watch Camille.” 
Siegfried hesitated, unsure of his next move. 
Cummings’s two thugs circled us, pointing their respective weapons at my wife and brother-in-law. 
A tinny voice vibrated from a loudspeaker in the woods. “You are surrounded by agents of Interpol. Drop your weapons immediately, or you’ll be shot. This is your first and final warning. It’s over, Billy. It’s over.”
Cummings grabbed me, clamping my back to his chest, and pressed the blade against my neck again. 
I couldn’t move without being cut. He screamed to the agents who began to race across the field toward us. Within seconds, troops surrounded us. Dozens of weapons were trained on Cummings and his two men. 
“You rotten bastards can come and get me! But not before I’ve spilled some blood of my own.”
The reports of three high-powered snipers’ rifles stunned me. Billy’s head snapped back, and the knife fell away from my throat. He crumpled to the ground. 
I stared in shock at both of Billy’s dead cohorts, who’d been picked off by the snipers and now sprawled beside him on the ground. 
Camille fell into my arms, sobbing. 
“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s over.”
We backed away from the carnage and moved toward the pond. I exchanged a deep, relieved look with Siegfried. 
My gentle friend wrapped his arm around my shoulders and squeezed, smiling through tired eyes. “Professor?”
“Yeah, Sig?” I wiped tears from Camille’s dirt-streaked face with my fingers.
“Bitte. Can we please go home now?” 
Camille smiled at him, reaching for a hug. He bent down gently and embraced her. When she released him, she linked her arms with us, looking back and forth between us. Tears streamed from her eyes. “I can’t believe you’re back, big fella,” she said. “We thought you were dead.”
He seemed bewildered. With a shake of his head, he said, “I did not die. They took me from Frieda’s house. To this place.” 
I wrapped my arms around both of them and pulled them to me. After a long embrace, Siegfried pulled back and wiped his own tears from his sooty cheeks. Camille took my hand and gently gripped Siegfried’s, smiling at us through her tears. 
I grabbed Siegfried’s massive hand in mine, closing the link in the circle between us. “It’s over, guys. Everything’s going be okay now.”



Chapter 54
 
Two figures approached, skirting the edge of the pond. I recognized the taller of the two. Willoughby. Beside him, in full combat attire, walked a smaller person. As they came closer, I realized it was a woman. She lifted the visor on her helmet and strode rapidly toward Siegfried. Her glossy black hair hung in two thick plaits. The words Interpol blazed across the back of her jacket.
Siegfried’s eyes lit up when he recognized her. “Hilde?” 
She unzipped her bulletproof vest and ran toward him. Her eyes danced and welled up. “Mein Gott, Siegfried, is that really you?” She rested a hand on his arm and beamed at him. “You’re alive!”
“Ja.” He smiled and ducked his head. 
Willoughby stared at him in equal surprise and pumped his hand with uncharacteristic enthusiasm. “By George, old man, we thought we’d lost you.”
Siegfried studied the insignia on Hilde’s jacket, and confusion spread across his face. “I thought…but you are a nurse, aren’t you?”
“I was a nurse, many years ago. For the past twelve years, however, I’ve been working with Interpol. I was assigned to protect you, Siegfried.” Shame filled her eyes and she glanced down at her boots. “I didn’t do a very good job, did I?”
Siegfried smiled forgiveness as the rest of the team swarmed around us, asking questions and offering assistance. “You did a fine job, Hilde. See? My wounds are healed and I am okay.”
“Thank God for that, at least.” Shame darkened her face once more. “I need to tell you that we’re all very sorry for what you’ve been through, my dear Siegfried. It should never have happened that way. We shouldn’t have left you alone.”
A faint blush rose on his cheeks, but something was different in his expression when he looked at her. The sentimental infatuation had burned out; his clear blue eyes were filled with the pain of discovery. He’d viewed mankind’s seamy underbelly over the past month. He’d been terrorized and ripped from his family. He’d witnessed senseless deaths. And he needed to go home. 
As if reading my mind, he turned to me. “It is okay, Hilde. And now we are going home. Right, Professor?
I nodded and gripped his hand. “We are, my friend. We’re going home.” 



Chapter 55
 
“Higher! Higher!” Johnny leaned back on the swing, grinning toward the bright blue sky. 
“Okay, little man.” Maddy pushed him until his toes pointed to the treetops. A gentle breeze fluttered her green-and-white checked pantsuit. Her laugh—a melodic twitter—chimed in syncopation with a rose-breasted grosbeak singing from the sugar maple.
I found it difficult to believe that my faithful secretary of twenty years was now my mother-in-law, but I knew in time I’d get used to it. 
She chuckled with pure joy and gave Johnny another big push.
I looked across the table at Camille, still feeling unworthy of her love and stunned that she actually loved me. How could she? She was so special, so precious. And so beautiful, just like Shelby, who sat beside her looking so much like her mother. And I was just…me. The whole thing blew me away.
I sat at the head of the picnic table, fondly surveying my friends and family. The mid-June sunshine warmed the back of my neck and the pungent scent of peonies perfumed the air, their heavy blossoms nodding in the gentle breeze. Forty-five plants of deep magenta, pink, and white shouted for attention from the driveway borders and perennial gardens. Elsbeth and I had planted them ten years ago. Orange and salmon poppies waved over the bed of Johnson’s Blue Geraniums. 
I’d overindulged in fresh vegetables and homemade fare for the past few weeks and was well on my way to replacing the weight I’d lost at the compound. The grilled salmon, roasted red potatoes, maple baked beans and garden salads were delicious. A sugary taste of watermelon lingered on my lips, and I lazily contemplated another slice. 
A ladybug landed on the edge of the bowl of baked beans. Mrs. Pierce reached over and nudged it aside, pulling the plastic wrap tighter over the bowl. “Fly away, fly away, fly away home,” she sang, reciting the last verse of the childhood rhyme. 
My good friend Officer Joe Russell grunted and pushed back his lawn chair. “Damn good to have us all back together. Been way too long.” He ran his fingers through his curly salt and pepper hair and lifted a bottle of lemonade for another swig. The condensation ran down the side of the bottle and pooled beneath it when he set it down. He hadn’t had a drop of alcohol since his wife died eleven years ago in the accident, when he’d been driving drunk. He’d never forgiven himself and it was miracle that he finally allowed himself to love again. He and Maddy made a perfect couple. 
Oscar Stone—my surrogate father—raised his glass of iced raspberry wine and seconded the motion. “Joe’s right. We’ve missed you around here, don’t-you-know?” He smoothed his mane of white hair and reached over to pat his wife’s gnarled, arthritic hand. Millie sat quietly in her wheelchair with Celeste on her lap. The baby, fascinated with Millie’s necklace, fingered the black and white cameo with her tiny hands. 
Johnny hopped down from the swing and ran in circles around the yard, shrieking at the top of his voice. “I’m a bumblebee! A kleine, kleine bumblebee.” He spread his arms like wings, pumping them up and down as he ‘buzzed.’ 
Max leapt up from his place beneath the table to frolic with him. The dog’s blue eyes shone and his tongue lolled. He followed his playmate in circles around the huge trunk of the maple tree. I’d missed that mutt so badly it had hurt. And I knew the feelings had been mutual, because every night since I’d returned, he’d slept up on the bed with Camille and me, squeezing as close as he possibly could against my legs. And he hadn’t left my side during the day, no matter where I went or what I did. I had even gotten used to him coming to the bathroom with me. 
Siegfried stood and stretched, shielding his eyes from the late afternoon sun. He began to play along with my grandson in the game they had invented together. “Do I hear buzzing? Is there a bumblebee here?”
Johnny continued to buzz around the table, while Siegfried pretended not to see him. My grandson’s legs pumped furiously, weaving in and out between the guests. Siegfried leaned over, scooping Johnny into his arms, and wheeled him around. The boy straightened his arms and alternated delighted squeals with persistent buzzing. 
I caught Camille’s eye and enjoyed her warm teary smile. A lump formed in my throat. Since arriving home, this had occurred regularly. Each time I experienced a poignant family moment, my throat closed and my eyes welled with unshed tears. I guessed it was sort of like a post-traumatic reaction, and that with time, I’d become less emotional. I hoped so, because at times it felt a little embarrassing.
Camille reported similar feelings, and had burst into tears on several occasions. She sat next to Shelby, playing with her braids and whispering in her ear. While we were gone, Shelby worked hard in her physical therapy sessions and had graduated to walking unassisted. She’d demonstrated her recovery at the picnic earlier in the day, and had walked unaided into her mother’s embrace. That’s when just about everyone in the yard lost it, and tears had flowed freely all around.
I stretched and looked up at three turkey vultures soaring in lazy circles overhead. Their finger-like feathers fluttered against the cobalt sky. Gray-green needles in our crooked pine tree complemented the emerald green of the sugar maple and the bronze of the copper beach. I soaked in the splendor of the vivid colors. 
“Dad?” asked Freddie. She sat on the hammock where she discreetly nursed Marion beneath a blanket.
“Yes, honey?” I carefully pushed away a small inchworm dangling on a silver string over my head.
“Can we open the chest tonight?”
The wooden crate had arrived today after being held in customs for weeks. We’d all breathed a sigh of relief when the delivery truck had trundled up our driveway and two men had set the heavy carton on the porch.
I sat up straighter on the bench, excited about the prospect. “Great idea.” I said. “Let’s do it right after we clean up the kitchen.”
Mrs. Pierce’s singsong voice rang out as she walked toward the porch steps with a tray of glasses. “Don’t you folks worry about the dishes. I’m in charge of them and I’ve already drafted young master Knapp to help me in my duties.”
Adam looked up from his place at the table and nodded. “It’s all settled. Mrs. Pierce and I are the cleanup team. You folks go ahead and explore that trunk. Much as I want to know what’s in there, you can fill us in later.” He flashed Freddie a puppy-dog-in-love smile, and she returned it with a grateful series of blown kisses. He caught them and pressed them to his heart, and I tried not to let on that I’d seen it. 
It warmed my heart to know she might have a really decent man with whom to share her life, especially after the hell her first husband had put her through. 
Siegfried lowered Johnny to the ground and ruffled his shiny honey-colored hair that hung like an inverted soup bowl over his eyes. 
The boy ran to his mother. “Celeste’s hungry, Mama. She needs a turn.” He ran back to Millie, patted the top of Celeste’s head, and zoomed to my side. “See, Opa? I’m takin’ good care of my little sister. Just like you said.”
I pulled him to me and hugged him tight. His arms snaked around my neck and held me close, nuzzling his head against my shoulder. 
“You’re a good big brother, little buddy. I’m proud of you.”
He leaned back and looked deeply into my eyes. “Will you push me on the swing now, Opa?”
I snorted a laugh. “You bet I will, Johnny. Come on. I’ll push you as high as the sky.”



Chapter 56
 
Maddy and Joe swung on the porch glider outside, flirting and drinking Mrs. Pierce’s strong coffee. Oscar and Millie had returned to their farmhouse in Goodland Station, tired from the long afternoon and anxious to let their dog, Tinkerbell, out for a walk. Laughter burst from the kitchen as Mrs. Pierce, Adam, and Shelby worked their way through mounds of dishes.
After the twins were put to bed, Siegfried pried the planks off the enormous shipping carton with a crowbar. When he’d finished, we removed some of the Styrofoam peanuts, then each grabbed one end of the chest so we could lift it out of the container. After we gently placed it on the floor, we gathered around it. I could feel the excitement buzzing in the room. We’d waited so long to share the story with Freddie, and we hadn’t had time to explore the rest of the trunk’s contents in Denkendorf, either. I wondered what other family secrets awaited us. 
When viewed from the side, the chest was trapezoidal, sided with fourteen-inch boards. The wood, dark and covered in wormy trails, had once been painted with yellow and blue flowers along the top and sides, but they’d faded to smudges. The hinges, fashioned from hand-hammered iron, squeaked when Siegfried lifted the cover. 
I picked up the tape recorder that I’d stowed inside and set it on the coffee table. I plugged it into the wall, certain the batteries would be dead by now.
Freddie sat with Johnny on the couch. Siegfried perched beside her, ready to translate or clarify if the tape became unclear. I took my favorite chair and pushed back gratefully against the aromatic leather. The scent reminded me of saddles and bridles. Impulsively, I yearned to take my Morgan gelding, Diablo, on a ride.
Camille sat in the rocker and propped her feet on an ottoman with Boris on her lap. 
Siegfried turned to Freddie. “Ready?”
“Ready,” she said, squeezing Johnny’s hand. He cuddled beside her on the couch. 
Sig leaned forward and pushed the play button. 
Frieda’s frail voice wavered from the small speakers, underscored by Eberhardt’s translations. 
We listened to the amazing narrative. Freddie’s face glowed and her eyes widened in wonder. The story had seemed fanciful when I first heard it. If I hadn’t been present for the historical, no-nonsense presentation by Frieda and the physical proof that the trunk provided, I surely would have doubted its authenticity. Even now, I struggled to accept the fact that before me lay a trove of letters and artifacts from one of the most talented musicians to grace the planet. 
When Frieda reached the discussion dealing with Elsbeth and the historical naming protocol, Freddie looked at me, stunned. I was certain she was going to cry, but she held it in and hugged Johnny instead. 
Frieda’s voice trailed off at the end of the tape and we all sat in silence for a few minutes.
Johnny finally hopped up from the couch and peered into the chest. “Any toys in der?” he asked. 
I held out my arms for him. He climbed into my lap. “Nope. No toys, sport. But some pretty important stuff. Family stuff. From long, long ago. We have to treat it very gently, okay?”
Disappointment shadowed his eyes. I planted a kiss on top of his head, inhaling the scent of baby shampoo.
“Why you kissin’ me so much, Opa? Did you miss me?”
“Yeah, buddy. I missed you a lot,” I said with a catch in my voice. 
He hugged me hard, then squirmed to the floor, scampering to the kitchen. 
Max rose and stretched. I stroked his soft ears and he shoved his head against my hand. “Okay, Max. I missed you, too.”
His ears perked up when I spoke his name, and his tail thumped against the side of the chair. He looked at me with dancing blue eyes.
“You really need a bath, boy.” A decidedly doggy odor arose from his coat. He licked my hand in response and then flopped onto the Oriental rug.
Freddie finally spoke. “Dad?” 
“Yes, honey?”
“Is it true? Do you believe this?” 
I locked eyes with her. “I do.”
“But it seems so impossible! How could they keep a secret for this long? Isn’t this a significant historical fact? Shouldn’t the world have access to this information?”
I looked at her earnest face and answered carefully. “I know where you’re coming from, believe me. But Frieda and her ancestors thought it was really important to keep the secret. Now she’s asked us to do the same.” I leaned toward the couch and took her hand in mine. “She trusted us with this information, Freddie. Although I’d love to share it with my musicologist friends, I think we need to respect her wishes.” 
I paused for a moment and looked into the distance, imagining the accolades I might have received if I’d published a paper on the subject or added new chapters to Chopin’s biography. “Whatever we learn from this chest has to stay in our family, Freddie. In honor of Etta. It’s simply a matter of respect.”
“Okay, Dad. I totally understand.” She gazed with renewed curiosity at the trunk. “Can we look inside now?”
I nodded, anxious to do the same. 
We started with Chopin’s letters to Etta, handling the faded and brittle pages with care. Siegfried painstakingly translated the spidery artistic handwriting, and we worked our way through several packets. 
Chopin shared humorous stories about his contemporaries, the Parisian nightlife, local operatic developments, and frequently dropped names of famous political and artistic figures. Although he continued his correspondence with Etta throughout his life, the frequency and length of the letters dwindled during his long relationship with the French writer, George Sand. 
After listening to Siegfried struggle through several letters, we put aside the remaining packets for another day and explored the rest of the items in the chest. 
Freddie picked up an intricate quilt. A note, pinned to the fabric, described the history of the material. After much pondering, Siegfried finally announced that the dark red material came from a shirt Chopin had left behind in Etta’s rooming house. The blue fabric was cut from the dress she had worn when she first met him. We marveled at its condition, because it seemed to have been made just yesterday. No moth holes or ragged edges could be found. I figured it was because no one had ever actually used it to keep warm or swaddle a baby. Etta must have made it and put it reverently away for her heirs, all of whom now felt its soft fabric and oohed and ahhed over the fine workmanship. Freddie carefully folded and placed it on the couch. 
Next, she unwrapped a silver brush and mirror set, a small beaded purse with a drawstring, a miniature porcelain painting of Chopin framed in a scrolling rococo design of gold-painted balsa wood, and a large, leather bound notebook.
“Dad, these items should be in a museum. It doesn’t seem right to keep this from the world, just for our eyes. Do you think I should ask Frieda about it when I visit her next month?”
“I’ll leave that up to you, honey. You can decide when you meet her.”
I reached for the leather folder. A faint sense of sorrow lurked in the back of my mind. Elsbeth would have been delighted to be a part of these discoveries. Her passion for Chopin’s music, whether it was instilled in her as a little girl from her own mother due to her heritage, or whether she inherited the deep love and understanding of the pieces genetically, was genuine. Her fascination had been contagious. 
The tooled leather folder had been oiled recently. I wondered if Eberhardt did this as part of his ritual to maintain the integrity of the binding. Gingerly, I flipped open the cover and stared at three pages of music written in a spidery penmanship. 
I carried the yellow parchment to the lamp on the table near the piano. My pulse quickened. Penned at the top of the page was the word “Mazurka.” Beneath it was the dedication, “Für Etta, Christmas, 1845.”
I scanned the first few measures. My hands trembled when I held the precious manuscript under the light. The melody was definitely unfamiliar. This mazurka was not one of the many previously published by Chopin. 
The piece was completely original and unpublished, apparently sent as a gift to Etta. 
I floated to the piano and carefully laid the music against the stand. Flipping on the light, I slid into position. The notes were not easy to read, but after a few false starts, I was able to work my way through it. 
Camille joined me on the bench, transfixed by the music. Sweet and melancholy melodies wafted through the air in alternating states, flitting from joyful, minor dance tunes, to despondent passages mimicking coloratura inflections of an operatic diva. Camille sat still and silent beside me, the significance of the moment hovering in the air between us. 
When I’d played through it several times, the last strains of the mazurka settled over the hushed room. 
Johnny rejoined us with Tristan dangling in his arms. He unceremoniously dumped the cat on the floor and trotted to the piano. The seal-point Himalayan stalked to his favorite corner of the hearth and began to wash his coat as if trying to repair the damage and reclaim his dignity. 
My little grandson climbed onto the piano bench beside me. He reached his arms around my neck and laid his head against my chest. 
Freddie joined us, standing behind me. She rested her hand on my shoulder and smiled. “He really missed you, Dad. We all did.”
Johnny popped his head up from his restful pose and looked directly into my eyes. “When you gonna teach me pinano, Opa? You said you would soon. Is it ‘soon’ yet?”
The word piano had always been “pinano” to my grandson. I didn’t have the heart to correct him.
“We could start on some scales next week if you really want to, sport.”
“Can I play dat one?” He pointed to the yellowed manuscript.
“In a few years, maybe,” I said.
Freddie tousled his hair. “You’d better learn that one, son. Some day. After all, you’ve got to carry on the family tradition, you know. Now let’s get you off to bed. It’s way past your bedtime.”
Reluctantly, I released my grandson and kissed him goodnight. The kitchen crew had long since wandered off to their respective beds. I also felt the deep tug of sleep. 
Camille and I returned to the couch and sat down on either side of Siegfried, who still wrestled with the translations. He looked at us with a furrowed brow, then pushed back his long blond hair and rubbed his eyes. The thin, purplish scar on his jaw was all that remained of our exploits in Paris. 
Willoughby had called earlier in the week to explain that the surviving neo-Nazis from the compound were in various stages of prosecution. The siege that saved our lives had been courtesy of Hilde. She learned about the compound through her watchful presence in the Hirsch household. Eberhardt’s son had planned to participate in the massive gathering, but was persuaded to stay in Germany and resume his schooling. Exchanges were made. His record was miraculously cleared after he provided key details leading the authorities to the compound, and the grateful town of Düsseldorf was spared a massive assault from six thousand terrorists. 
We hadn’t been surprised to learn that Hilde’s feelings for Siegfried were merely sisterly, after all. Although her cover story had included no spouse, Hilde was actually happily married to an engineer who worked at Siemens. 
With a silent sigh, I wondered if my friend would ever find someone to love.
“Tired, Sig?” asked Camille.
“Ja, a bit.” He covered a yawn and laid the letter he’d been reading on the coffee table.
“Plenty of time to work on this tomorrow, my friend.” I stood and extended my hand to Camille. 
She eased herself from the couch and slipped her arm around my waist. 
Siegfried looked up with a wrinkled brow. “Professor?”
“What is it, buddy?”
His voice was tentative, uncertain. “Ah, I have a question.” 
“Go ahead. Ask away.”
He looked down at his hands. “Was it a good honeymoon? Did you have a nice time in Vienna?”
I smiled and turned to look into Camille’s eyes, remembering the two sensational days we’d had before the neo-Nazis had turned our world upside down. “Yes. For the most part, it was marvelous, Sig. Thanks for asking.”
“Ah. Gut, ” he said. He rose and walked toward the door leading to the yard between the main house and his carriage house apartment. Hesitating, he looked at me earnestly, his brilliant blue eyes steady. “Professor?”
“Yes, Siegfried?”
“I want to say...Danke.”
“For what?” I asked, surprised.
A dark expression blackened his gentle features. “For unlocking the door in the jail cell. For getting me away from those awful people. And for saving me from the fire.”
My heart twisted when I imagined the torture he had endured at the hands of the fanatics. He’d revealed terrible secrets to me in the past few days, and they hadn’t been pretty. The man had suffered deeply in that compound, because they believed he represented a true threat to their cause. I still could barely stand the idea of it. My gentle friend, tortured by lunatic terrorists…
“It’s okay.” My voice came out raspy, but I went on. “Besides, you’ve done the same for me, my friend. Many times.”
With a nod, he reached for the kitchen doorknob. “Ja. It is all good, now that we are home. Gute Nacht.”
“’Night, Sig. See you in the morning.” 
Max and Boris looked up from the rug expectantly. The two dogs had grown accustomed to each other since we’d moved in together, and they seemed to look forward to their bedtime ritual now. I let them out for one final walk. 
Fireflies and peepers filled the June night with light and summer sounds, and the fruity smell of garden-ripe strawberries drifted on the air. When the dogs scampered back into the kitchen, I closed the door behind them. They shared a lap of water from a bowl on the floor, and looked up at me, waiting for the cue to go upstairs.
“Okay. It’s time for bed. Let’s go.”
They bounded toward the staircase. Camille followed them up the creaky stairs to our bedroom. I stood for a moment at the bottom, watching my beloved step lightly toward the second floor. 
She glanced back at me, cocking her head to the side. “You coming up, honey?” 
My chest heaved with an intense sigh of satisfaction. “Yup. I’m right behind you.” I slid my hand over the smooth wooden railing and slowly climbed the stairs listening to my tired brain chant the words from “The Wizard of Oz.”
There’s no place like home.
I rounded the top of the staircase and headed for the sanctuary of our bedroom, anticipating the comfort of our old bed and the feeling of Camille’s head resting on my chest. 
There’s no place like home. 
 
-- The End --



Afterword
 
Year ago I accepted an engineering assignment for Kodak in their Mülhausen manufacturing plant nestled in the Schwäbian Albs in southern Germany. I settled with my wife, three baby daughters, and in-laws in the charming town of Denkendorf, near Stuttgart. We soon fell in love with the village and its people, and the affair changed our lives, fostering a passion for all things European. 
Every other weekend my wife and I took road trips to Switzerland, France, Austria, or outlying areas of Germany while my in-laws babysat. We pioneered through cities in advance, creating maps of places to stay, dine, and tour. Then, on alternate weekends, I cared for my daughters while my wife treated her parents to the same trips we’d completed—a perfect arrangement.
I can still feel the mist from the waterfalls of the Schwarzwald (Black Forest), taste the crispy, hot croissants in Parisian cafés, and imagine frost on my breath while cross-country skiing at the base of the Eiger Mountain in Switzerland. Most vibrant, however, is the memory of the glacial green water in The Plansee, an Austrian lake that still beckons. Life was good, and we were blessed with this exotic adventure before our life crumbled with numerous heartaches to follow.
My love for Chopin encouraged the historic link with the great master. I’m crazy about his mazurkas, nocturnes, waltzes and more, admittedly influenced by my father and grandfather’s passion for his work. And although there’s no seed of truth in this fanciful story, I enjoyed studying his past and relating it to Gus’s travels in Europe.
When my daughter Melanie performed in “The Diary of Anne Frank,” my hatred for Nazis deepened. So, I threw in a few of the worst villains I could imagine. It’s not surprising that they became neo-Nazis. 
Since then, the visions, tastes, aromas, and tantalizing details of Europe branded in my brain have begged to be released. And although in this book I’ve strayed only temporarily from East Goodland where the LeGarde family lives, I felt compelled to transport Gus, Camille, and Siegfried to Europe—for at least one visit. 
Thanks for supporting the LeGarde Mysteries and for your allegiance. I pray you enjoy this romp through Europe. 
 
Auf Wiedersehen,
 
Aaron Paul Lazar
www.lazarbooks.com



What’s Next?
 
If you enjoyed this story, you might like the other books in the LeGarde Mystery series, most of which are set in East Goodland, New York with the same characters. (see complete book list following this). And if you enjoy the style of these books, check out The Green Marble Mystery series or the author’s “adult only” romantic suspense and his love stories stories at http://www.lazarbooks.com. 
 
Please consider hopping over to Amazon to leave a short review if you enjoyed the book! Thanks. 
 
- Aaron Paul Lazar 

 
Following is an excerpt from FireSong, available on Amazon as a Kindle eBook. It is also available in print and audiobook. 
 



Sample Chapters: FireSong: a Gus LeGarde Mystery
 
Chapter One
 
Pine branches slapped at the stained glass window to the left of our pew. I glanced up from the church bulletin, wondering if the old glass would hold under the assault. The storm had come up quickly, although menacing black clouds had been brewing in the north a half hour earlier when we left the house.
My wife nudged me and pointed through one clear section of glass. “Gus, look.” 
I followed Camille’s gaze. Dirt devils skittered across the parking lot like mini-tornadoes. I leaned sideways to get a better look. “Whoa.”
She slid her arm through mine and hugged me sideways. “You don’t see that every day.”
We’d been waiting for the sermon to start, trying to keep Johnny still for the past three minutes. A daunting task, at best. My grandson caught sight of the whirling dust balls and shrieked at the top of his voice. “Dorothy!” He stood on the seat and pointed outside. 
I knew Johnny was referring to The Wizard of Oz, but Mrs. Dorothy Mason, who sat behind us, apparently didn’t.
“It’s not polite to call your elders by their first name, Sonny.” Her voice was sweet on the surface, but her tone implied that someone hadn’t raised this boy right. 
Before I could explain, the lights flickered, and in a sudden gush, hail clattered on the roof. 
“Santa Claus.” Johnny’s whispered words made me smile, but no one heard him. All eyes snapped to the tin ceiling rattling under the assault.
Behind the pulpit, Reverend Nahum Hardina shrugged and smiled, smoothing his wispy gray hair. “Maybe the Lord wants to deliver his own sermon this morning.” 
A titter ran through the crowd. A few stragglers hurried in, rustled to their family pews, and chatted with their neighbors about the wild winds.
The air felt heavy and hot on this Sunday morning in East Goodland, New York. Already perspiring, I wiped beads of moisture from my forehead and fanned myself with the church program. It sagged in my hands.
While the reverend prepared his books and props for the sermon and chatted with our organist, our darling Johnny, almost three years old now, squirmed beside me. He blew his forelock in boredom, then pushed his nose into a pig snout, snorting so loud everyone turned to stare. 
“Johnny!” I spewed a laugh and patted his knee. 
The reverend climbed the pulpit and smiled at the congregation. “Welcome, brothers and sisters.”
Johnny squealed and grunted like a pig again. 
I cringed and whispered apologies to anyone who cared to listen, but the noise of the storm washed my words away. Before I could catch him, my grandson flung his arms over the back of the pew and gawked at Dorothy Mason. A grin appeared on his angelic face and he shouted, “Your hair is blue!”
A sigh escaped her lips. “It’s not polite to—”
In a blink, he pitched one leg over the backrest and nearly toppled onto her.
Sweating, I stood and locked my arms around the struggling boy to lift him back to his seat. 
His big brown eyes glinted with hints of mischievous deeds to come. 
I settled him on his seat and lowered my head to his level. “Sit.” 
My words must have come out sterner than I intended for he slumped against me, his mouth turned down in a pout. 
Reverend Hardina shot me a glance of empathy, raising his voice over the wail of the wind. “And now, let us turn to the quiet temple deep in our hearts. Prepare to worship the Lord from this region of inner peace. May the radiance of the Lord flow into your hearts and minds as our acolyte comes forward to light the candles.” 
Johnny recovered in a flash, hopping to his knees and flailing his arms toward the window. “Why’s it night out?”
I followed his gaze and felt a prickle of concern. Daylight had indeed disappeared. “It’s just a storm, buddy. Don’t worry.”
He quickly lost interest in the diminishing sunlight and turned his palm up, wiggling his fingers for candy. I unwrapped the third peppermint Lifesaver of the morning and pushed it into his sticky hand, wondering if the roll would last until the Sunday school exodus. He popped it in his mouth and plopped down on the pew. 
Camille pressed close to me in her yellow sundress. I sensed her skin’s warmth and drank in the scent of her freshly washed hair. Memories of passion from the previous night skated across my mind’s eye. Soft skin. Sweet perspiration. A mew-like cry that meant I’d done something right.
Heat rose within me accompanied by totally inappropriate stirrings of desire. 
I tried to refocus and stared at the wart on the bald head in front of me.
That did it. 
My wife’s dark curls tumbled forward when she bowed her head to pray. I reached for her hand and bowed my head as well, rubbing my thumb across her wedding band. We’d been married in this very church, although with all that had happened since our marriage last May, it seemed like a lifetime had passed.
I glanced up when Camille’s daughter passed us on her way to the pulpit. Shelby waved a long brass candle lighter over the wicks until they sputtered and caught. Johnny sucked on his Lifesaver, drumming his feet against the pew. I touched the back of his hand in gentle warning. “Shush, now. Be still, buddy.”
He scrunched his face in protest, then turned to rummage in his little backpack for a toy. Brandishing a black police car, he raced it up my arm and onto my shoulder. “Vroom, vroom!”
There it idled. Although the storm wailed outside, his voice made heads turn. I ignored Elliot Newman’s glare and clamped down on the urge to burst into hysterical laughter, then slid my arm around Johnny’s shoulders and pointed to Shelby. “Look. There’s Shelby. Wave to her.”
He waved like a flagman at the speedway and shouted her name. She started to laugh, but caught herself and wiggled her fingers at him instead. Shelby extinguished the lighter, hung it on the side of the pulpit, and rejoined us, sliding into the pew beside her mother. 
“Shall we rise and sing the opening hymn? Our first selection is on page one forty-five.”
A rustle filled the church when the parishioners reached for their hymnals. Reverend Hardina nodded to Miss Lillian Phillips, who did her best to play the introduction for “Morning Has Broken” on the out-of-tune piano. She winced with every cracked note, but soldiered on with determination. The organ stood silent, a victim of the church’s sad state of affairs. Badly in need of an overhaul, it squeaked out its last note years ago. Now it lingered on top of the repair list. 
I leaned forward to peel the back of my wet shirt from the pew. Because of the varnish that never completely cured the last time it was refinished, it made an unholy ripping noise. Again, laughter bubbled close to my lips and I reined it in, although for a minute there, I nearly lost it. 
Camille’s mouth twitched. I looked away, suppressing the laugh threatening to burst from my lips. The congregation clunked and shuffled to their feet. As one, the human wave rippled, stood, and began to sing. The storm worsened and the wind whipped tree branches harder. In the churchyard beyond the window, a pair of young elm trees bent over so far, I thought they’d snap.
We managed our way through the first verse in spite of the gale’s fury. But when the second stanza began, the wail rose to a screech, drowning our voices. A crack exploded in the churchyard. The congregation swiveled in their pews and exchanged worried glances. I suspected a tree limb had fallen in the parking area.
Hopefully, not on my new Toyota Sequoia. 
For a moment, there was a lull in the wind. Lillian started playing again, and when we sang the last verse, sweet rain splashed against the windows. The heavy drops slid down the panes and pooled on the windowsills. A buzz of satisfaction filled the air; everyone chattered and sighed in relief. The shriveled corn stalks would be quenched—at least for today—and hopefully the rain would prevent a rash of failed crops in Livingston County. 
We finished the hymn and took our seats. Reverend Hardina stepped from the pulpit and reached for a bucket of props for his children’s message. 
Johnny removed his carton of crayons from his backpack, choosing a red one. I gave him my church bulletin to scribble on, but before he could attempt to draw the wheels on a tractor—his favorite image—the crayon slipped from his fingers and rolled under the pew in front of us. I tried to nudge it back with my shoe, but Johnny slithered to the floor and disappeared. 
His head popped up. Covered in fine dust, he clambered back onto the seat and grinned. “I got it, Opa.” 
I whispered to him with one finger over my lips. “That’s good. But try to be quiet, now, honey. Just a few more minutes and you can go to Sunday school.”
He drew a waxy red circle on the paper, supporting it with my hymnal.
The reverend arranged a jump rope, star-shaped candle, and a tomato on the front table. I wondered what kind of message he had planned for the children with his odd assortment of items. 
Nahum’s eyes sparkled. “And now, would the youngsters please join me up here for—”
Siegfried burst through the vestibule doors to the right of the pulpit, blue eyes flared in panic. He breathed hard, and stared straight at me.
The reverend swiveled toward him. “Siegfried, what is it?”
My deceased first wife’s brother answered in his strong German accent. “Oscar Stone called. He says there is a twister coming up the hill. A big one.” His massive hands shot out in opposite directions, flapping in the air. 
We sat in stunned silence until the winds picked up again.
The Reverend shot a puzzled glance at Siegfried, who shouted to be heard above the storm.
“We should go where it is safe, Ja?” 
Acid slid from my stomach to my throat. A tornado? Although my brain couldn’t process the facts, I jumped up and corralled my family, heading for the door where Siegfried stood. 
The pastor hurried down from the pulpit and waved his arms in an attempt to gather his flock. “Okay, everyone, follow Siegfried. Down to the basement. To the common room. The walls are strong there. Hurry!”

Pushing through the door, they scrambled down the stairs into the basement. Most were elderly, and with flushed cheeks and terror in their eyes, they held to the railings and moved as fast as they could manage. Lillian Phillips stumbled on the last step. 
I helped her up. “Are you okay?” 
She stopped short and turned back toward the sanctuary. Her eyes popped in panic. “My pocketbook! I left it by the piano. My medication’s in there.”
I watched Siegfried and Camille move the children to safety, and then spun and ran back up the steps. “I’ll get it. Go down with the others.”
I pushed through the double doors into the sanctuary. As if a veil had been dropped, the light dimmed. I glanced outside and saw black. At ten thirty in the morning. A hungry roar eddied debris outside, escalating to a frightening pitch. 
I found Lillian’s oversized leather purse beside the piano and snagged it, racing down the aisle and stairs to the cellar with it banging against my leg. When I reached her side, she accepted the bag with grateful tears.
A sea of confused people looked to Reverend Hardina for guidance. He summoned his fire and brimstone voice. “My dear people! We must try to be calm and trust the Almighty will protect us.”
A boom of thunder shook the walls, and the Reverend dove to the floor. “Everyone get down! Take cover!”
The winds screeched, increasing to a deafening roar. Siegfried grabbed Johnny and Shelby and slid beneath a stout table, holding them close. Johnny whimpered once and plastered himself against Siegfried’s chest. I held my wife tight, leaning back against the wall beside them. She locked eyes with Shelby, reaching for her hand to assure her. On the other end of the table, Dorothy Mason’s blue hair poked out, reminding me of a figurehead on the bow of a ship. 
My mind played its usual tricks, saying goofy things to me. Was she the symbol of some dreaded doomsday ship headed for a bizarre netherworld where the Wizard-of-Oz tornadoes sailed through a tiny farming town in upstate New York?
I pulled Camille closer and backed nearer to the cement wall, trying to still my thumping heart. 
Then—in the safest place I knew on earth—all hell broke loose.



Chapter Two
 
I leaned back against the cold cement wall. Camille shivered in my arms, staring outside at the branches flying across the churchyard. Black clouds eclipsed the sun and plunged the hillside into darker night. The wind shrieked with ungodly force, like ghouls unleashed from the devil’s den. 
Built into the side of a hill, our fellowship room featured windows on three of the four walls, overlooking the valley. Most of the congregation huddled on the inside wall, away from the windows. Reverend Hardina gathered his courage and rushed forward to close an open window. Its curtain flapped hard against the ceiling until he wound it shut. 
The lights flickered and went out, plunging us into dingy gray touched with an eerie ochre blush. The ozone-filled air throbbed in concert with the maelstrom outside, pulsing with our collective fear. 
Johnny whimpered and began to cry. Siegfried patted his back and whispered comforting words in German.
Lillian Phillips dug in her suitcase-sized purse and drew out a small yellow box. She yelled above the roar of the storm. “I have something that might help.” With trembling fingers, she slid a bottle of tincture out of the box and held it up for us to inspect. “Bach’s Rescue Remedy,” she said. “Made from flowers. Want me to put some on the children’s wrists?”
I stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. “What?”
She exchanged a knowing glance with her sister, Abigail, who huddled beside her. “It’s good for the nerves. Supposed to be calming. Just a few drops is all it takes.”
Camille extended a hand. “Let me see it.” She squinted at the label and held it for me to read. 
The tiny writing blurred before my eyes. “Don’t have my glasses, hon.”
Camille nodded as if she should have known better, then scooted over to dab a few drops on the children’s arms. 
“Give me some of that,” I said. 
She chuckled and squeezed a few drops on my wrist.
“Thanks, Lillian.” Camille returned the bottle and scooted back over to my side.
The roar of the wind grew louder.
Without warning, half of the aluminum roof tore from the house trailer across the road. It smashed against the side of the church, obscuring one window, and vibrated as it beat against the glass in a tortured metallic song. 
I shot Siegfried a worried look. He returned a grimace.
“Opa!” Johnny cried, his eyes welling with tears. 
Siegfried held the boy flat against his chest, cupping his sweaty head. The child extended his hand to me. “Opa!” 
“It’s okay, buddy. It’ll be over soon,” I slid sideways and reached for his hand, trying to calm him further. 
We moved as close as possible to Siegfried and the children. 
Camille reached over to squeeze Shelby’s hand again, then pulled back and looked at me when the noise outside turned deafening. Her eyes flared wide. “I can’t believe this.” 
I knew exactly what she meant. Tornadoes usually touched down on the hot flat fields of Kansas and on the Science channel. They had no business screaming across the hills of our little town. I shifted on the scratchy carpet and kissed the top of Camille’s head. “I know.” I tried to steady my voice. My insides felt like the warped shingles flying past the windows. “It’s surreal. Like a dream.”
She stopped shivering and leaned back against the wall, locking eyes with me. “More like a nightmare.”
Lillian crouched beside her sister, like two old hens keeping warm in a henhouse. She patted her short white curls and raised her voice against the gale. “Reverend? Would you lead us in prayer?” 
Nahum perched in the stairwell, his eyes glued to the horrific scene unfolding outside. Shaking off the terror, he crawled to the middle of his flock, standing on wobbly legs as if trying to establish his sea legs on a rocking boat. His arms flew toward the heavens. “Dear Lord—”
The sound of exploding glass came from the floor above; a window shattered in the vestibule above us.
At that moment, Abel Hargrove clutched his chest and slumped sideways to the floor, the color drained from his face. 
The crouching members of the congregation parted like the Red Sea to let the Reverend scramble through. He shrugged out of his suit coat and balled it in a pillow beneath Abel’s head. 
Patsy Brown, the only member of our church certified in CPR, scooted toward him, her face clamped in steely resolve. She gently pushed Nahum out of the way and began to work on Abel. 
The pastor stood in the middle of the room and again raised his arms to Heaven, yelling above the roar of the tornado. “Dear Lord. Your humble flock sits before you, asking for deliverance from this frightful storm. Give us strength to endure the fury of nature’s wrath.”
I closed my eyes, squeezed Camille harder, and listened as the wail of the winds screamed an eerie counterpoint to his words.



Chapter Three
 
The twister’s intensity soared, hammering the building. I wondered how the old section of the church would withstand the assault. Its timbers had been hewn by hand in 1829 and had weathered many storms, but never in the history of record keeping had it experienced fury like this.
The floor and walls vibrated, humming with dark fury. Angry clouds tumbled past the windows, brandishing objects snatched from the earth. Shrubs, a wheelbarrow, a twisted drainpipe, and a child’s toy jeep hurtled through the air. Earsplitting metallic screeches crashed outdoors, sounding like a pileup on the New York State Thruway.
A horrific crash shook the building. Something huge had slammed into the west wall. Instantly, the winds stopped, and the twister extinguished as if God had wet his thumb and forefinger and snuffed out a flame. 
I relaxed my grip on Camille and looked around the room. Abel sat up; the color slowly washed back into his face. 
Patsy reassured everyone in her matter-of-fact tone. “He’s okay. Just a touch of reflux, I think.” The diagnosis was met with collective sighs of relief and mumbled prayers.
Reverend Hardina stood in the middle of the room looking confused. His thin gray hair hung in an untidy screen over his eyes. He took a deep breath and slicked it back as if regaining control of his life. With well-practiced skills, he began to soothe the flock. “Indeed! Praise the Lord. All right. Let’s settle down and see if everyone’s okay.”
The sunlight returned, shining through the windows on the bewildered souls who clambered to their feet. The younger members hurried to help their elders.
Siegfried appeared at my side with Johnny and Shelby. Shelby flew into her mother’s arms and I picked up my grandson, hugging him close. 
“You okay, buddy?”
He nodded, but clung to me with eyes squeezed shut and his legs clamped around my waist. I snuggled him until he relaxed and started asking lots of questions, which was always a good sign.
Camille dug out her cell phone and called her mother. With a sudden rush of fear, I dialed home to check on my daughter, Freddie, and my twin granddaughters.
Her sleepy voice answered. “Dad? What are you talking about? What tornado?”
Relieved the twister hadn’t reached our house, I quickly explained. 
She listened for a minute, then interrupted me, rushing her words. “Is Johnny okay?”
“He’s fine,” I said, shifting him to my left side. “The storm’s over, and he’s right here with me.”
 “Thank God.” She asked a dozen questions and then paused, covering a yawn. “Sorry. I’m a wreck. Only got about two hours sleep”
“Teething again?”
“Yeah. Celeste has a molar popping through. Kept me and her sister up most of the night. They’re sleeping now, but man, do I need coffee.” 
A stab of empathy hit me. She worked so hard, and now with three little ones, my poor daughter was perpetually exhausted. “Why don’t you just climb back into bed? Get a little more rest. God knows you need it.”
“What about you and the church folks? How wide was the damage?” 
I heard the worry in her voice and watched Siegfried gesturing at the window. “I’m not sure yet. Nobody here was hurt as far as I can see. We’re about to step outside and take a look. If we need you, I’ll call.” 
Siegfried motioned for me again. 
I started to walk toward him. “Freddie? I’ve gotta go. I’ll bring Johnny home soon.” We hung up and I turned to my brother-in-law, who pressed his nose against one of the windows. 
“Mein Gott, Professor!” He swiveled his big head toward me. “Look.” 
I snapped the cell phone shut and handed Johnny to Camille.
The Spencers’ house trailer had been ripped from its foundation across the road and now lay crushed against the church windows. Its corkscrewed frame exposed the insides of the kitchenette. Water still dripped from disconnected sink pipes hanging upside down from the ceiling like a stalactite. 
Cold fear pooled in my stomach. I prayed the Spencers hadn’t been home when the tornado hit. “We’d better get out there, Sig.”
Sirens wailed in the distance. We wove through the prattling congregation and hurried out the back door with Nahum close behind. Brilliant sun shone over the landscape and the air temperature had dropped at least twenty degrees, feeling more like May now than late June. Wet leaves dripped overhead. We stood still, trying to absorb the alien scene of destruction. 
The twister had torn up the valley, cutting a clear swath of devastation through the woods up to the crest of the eastern ridge where the church stood. The Johnsons’ red barn lay in splinters beyond the wheat field, but their farmhouse stood intact. 
Two dozen cars, previously parked on Barker Hill, had been thrown hundreds of feet into the cornfield on the opposite side of the road. They lay in various states of shock. Several rested with their wheels up, still spinning, and a pair of minivans stood in a bizarre car teepee in a ditch. The all-way stop sign, usually cemented into the street corner, lay at our feet. 
Relief washed over me when I recognized Mr. and Mrs. Spencer standing across the street; he in jeans and no shoes, she in a housecoat. She sobbed through her hand, staring at the pile of jumbled foundation blocks. Mr. Spencer cradled her shaking shoulders. Patsy and her sister pushed past us, hurrying across the street to help.
We stumbled over the stop sign and turned to stare at the church. The parishioners followed, cautiously peeking out the doorway before venturing into the foreign landscape. Wringing hands and leaning on each other, they scanned the area with dropped jaws and wide eyes. Neighbors appeared, gawking at the damage like Munchkins staring at Dorothy’s house when it landed in Oz. I looked at the nearby houses with relief. Except for a maelstrom of debris, it seemed they had survived the onslaught of the tornado.
I jogged to the front of the building with Siegfried and Nahum close behind, and we searched the parking area for signs of anyone pinned beneath branches or vehicles. Thankfully, there were none. 
A pair of green garbage cans rolled down the slope beside us, lodging against the church steps.
Fat drops of water splashed on my face from sodden branches overhead. I wiped away the moisture and studied the grounds, noting that my Sequoia had been spared along with all the cars in the front lot. I’d had more cars wrecked in the last few years than I cared to admit. Selfish as it was, I didn’t think I could face another new car salesman. A small sigh of relief escaped my lips.
Roofing tiles covered the ground. Two antique stained glass windows lay shattered, leaving glass shards of fractured holy scenes strewn on the grass. Dozens of trees and branches littered the ground and the white pine that had graced the churchyard for two hundred years lay uprooted, blocking one side of the circular driveway.
A porch chair sat on the church roof, pitching in the light breeze. It compounded the bizarre atmosphere of the morning, as if nature’s specter rocked above us, surveying the devastation she had wrought. 
Most of the roof shingles had been ripped from the surface, exposing blackened pine planks. 
Siegfried assessed the damage, shading his vivid blue eyes that squinted at the roof. Wisps of fine hair escaped from his long blond ponytail, blowing across his strong face. “Mein Gott, the steeple held.” 
I nodded, shocked that it hadn’t been ripped off in the wind. From the focused expression on his face, I wondered if Sig was calculating how many shingles would be needed to repair the roof. 
I watched him for a moment, realizing we owed our lives to him. Earlier in the morning, quite true to form, Siegfried had rolled up his Sunday best sleeves to fix a leaky pipe in the women’s restroom while we attended the service. Skilled in carpentry and home repairs, he often volunteered to help with church projects. If he hadn’t been elbow deep in plumbing at the time Oscar called, he wouldn’t have heard the office phone ring.
And if the Stones hadn’t been home, instead of in their usual pew at church, Oscar wouldn’t have called in the warning. 
I shuddered, more of an aftershock, I figured, and stood beside my childhood friend, silently thanking God for his sure, calm presence. 
Twin brother to my first wife, Elsbeth, he’d been a rock to us over the years. And of all the people I’d ever called friends—from fellow college professors to chatty neighbors—this strong gentle giant was still the best friend I had on earth.
Although he’d barely managed to graduate high school, his occasional flashes of math genius were tinged with a startling sixth sense originating from childhood. The young Siegfried had been destined to attend college in the fall of his twelfth year. After a devastating boating accident rendered him comatose for months, he’d only partially recovered from the brain damage and endured various forms of physical and educational therapy for years afterward. After much difficulty, he graduated from high school at the age of twenty-one. 
Later, when his parents died, my daughter Frederica hired him to assist with her veterinary clinic. His gentle nature and tireless devotion to animals made him an invaluable addition to her hospital. 
Nahum leaned down to pick up a hymnal that had landed on the lawn in a sprinkle of broken glass. He shook it off and slid it under one arm. 
I linked arms with Siegfried and surveyed the building. “What’s the damage?” I held my breath before my giant friend pronounced the verdict, because very little remained in the meager church coffers. We’d barely scraped together enough cash for the electric bill. Fortunately, the Chicken Barbecue had been moderately successful, and the Reverend’s June salary had already been paid.
“For the roof, about Ein Tausend drei hundert Dollar
(one thousand three hundred). And if we find salvage windows, we could save some money. Perhaps.”
“Wait a minute. Wait just one minute!” The Reverend’s worried brow relaxed and an expression of hope played over his weathered features. He looked up to the heavens and clasped his hands. “We’ve got insurance. I’m quite sure we paid the bill last month, and I believe it covers storm damage.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder.  “Gentlemen, for the first time in years, we may not have to worry about funding.”
We moved around the north side of the church toward the ancestral graveyard. Several headstones had been plucked from the earth and lay shattered on the ground, their 175-year-old inscriptions forever lost. A deep trench gutted the wheat field below the cemetery, tracing its way down the valley. Nearly ripe stalks of grain lay flattened for acres on either side of the ditch. 
A handful of parishioners bent over the furrow, yelling and gesturing in our direction. From our vantage point on the hill, I caught a glimpse of muddied orange fabric close to the disturbed ground. Dread rose in my throat. Siegfried and I raced toward them, struggling to keep our footing on the soaked wheat stalks. 
I’d expected to find someone who’d been caught up in the tornado and killed a few minutes ago. Instead, a man’s hunting coat and pants lay in the trench, loosely wrapping skeletal remains. The victim lay face down beside a rifle. Sunlight reflected on the smooth pale surface of the back of his skull. A hunting license—pinned to his jacket—was only partially visible from above. I gathered my courage and took a few steps down into the hole to read the tag, then stumbled back out, suppressing the urge to vomit. The name I’d seen on the tag shook me, and I reeled back onto the wet stalks of wheat and loose clumps of dirt scattered beside the trench.
Siegfried motioned the other folks to step back and leaned down to help me up. “Who is it, Professor?” His blue eyes flashed into mine. He steadied my arm.
I stared at the remains of the man who’d been missing from our little town since the previous fall. “I’m afraid it’s Colin Springer.”
A collective gasp went up among the small crowd gathered at the edge of the trench. 
I stood rooted to the spot, staring into the trench unearthed by the most unexpected means. An electric tingle of weakness flooded my body. I moved back a few feet to take stock and replanted my feet on the wet wheat to steady myself. 
The mystery surrounding Colin’s disappearance had been laced with much speculation and a good measure of spiteful comments. There had been talk of money being mishandled, and people often whispered about Colin having deserted his wife, with further gossip of him living in the Caribbean with another woman.
The only companion he lay beside now was the cold steel of his hunting rifle.
How had a day hunting in the woods turned so tragic? And who had buried him in this field? 
I swiped at a buzzing horsefly that persistently tried to land on my head, and shuddered to think his body had been buried only a few hundred yards from our church the whole time. 
Had it been a hunting accident? Maybe someone panicked and buried him out here at night, figuring no one would ever find him.
Until a rogue twister touched down.
I shivered, nodded to Siegfried, and we trudged back to the church.
 
***
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Chapter 1
 
It hadn’t rained in weeks. Cornfields stretched withered leaves to the heavens, our lawn crunched underfoot, and the ponds on our hill had dropped four feet in a month.
We sat in the stifling sanctuary, waiting for Reverend Hardina to begin the Sunday service. I was already sweating, and my shirt stuck to the back of the old wooden bench, making ungodly ripping sounds when I leaned forward to peel it away from the sticky varnish. The Building and Grounds committee refinished six pews last weekend, but for some reason they’d mixed the stuff wrong, because it still wasn’t completely dry.  
Outside, a storm raged. It had come in fast, with menacing black clouds rolling fast over the eastern ridge of the Genesee Valley. We’d left the house a half hour ago, but as I watched the pine branches slapping against the stain glass windows, I wondered how wise I’d been to push through the rising winds and rain.
Camille nudged me and pointed to the window. “Gus, look.” 
Outside, dirt devils skittered across the parking lot like mini-tornadoes. 
I leaned sideways to get a better look. “Whoa.”
She slid her arm through mine. “What’s going on out there?”
“It looks like little cyclones. Weird, huh?”
She nodded. “Really weird.”
My grandson, Johnny, caught sight of the whirling dust balls and shrieked at the top of his voice. “Dorothy!” Leaping up onto the seat. “Toto!”
We’d been trying to keep him quiet for the past few minutes, and it was never easy, especially in church. 
“Dorothy!” he shrieked again.
I knew he was talking about The Wizard of Oz, but Mrs. Dorothy Mason, who sat behind us, apparently didn’t.
“It’s not polite to call your elders by their first name, sonny.” Her voice was sweet on the surface, but her tone implied someone didn’t raise this boy right. 
Before I could explain, the lights flickered, and in a sudden gush, hail clattered on the roof. 
The congregation froze, listening to the tin ceiling rattle under the assault.
Behind the pulpit, Reverend Nahum Hardina shrugged and smiled, smoothing his wispy gray hair. “Maybe the Lord wants to deliver his own sermon this morning.” 
A titter ran through the crowd. A few stragglers hurried in, rustled to their family pews, and chatted with their neighbors about the wild winds.
I wiped beads of moisture from my forehead and fanned myself with the church program. It sagged in my hands.
While the reverend prepared his books and props for the sermon, Johnny, almost three now, squirmed beside me. He blew his forelock in boredom, then pushed his nose into a pig snout, snorting so loud everyone turned to stare. 
With an embarrassed laugh, I patted his knee. “Buddy. Come on, now.”
The reverend finally ascended to the pulpit and smiled at the congregation. “Welcome, brothers and sisters.”
 Johnny squealed and snorted again. 
I cringed and whispered apologies to anyone who cared to listen, but the noise of the storm washed my words away. Before I could catch him, my grandson flung his arms over the back of the pew and gawked at Dorothy Mason. 
A grin appeared on his angelic face and he shouted, “Your hair is blue!”
A sigh escaped her lips. “It’s not polite to—”
In a blink, he pitched one leg over the backrest and almost toppled onto her. Sweating, I stood and locked my arms around the struggling boy to lift him back to his seat. 
His big brown eyes glinted with hints of mischievous deeds to come. 
I settled him on his seat. “Sit.” 
My words must have come out sterner than I intended, for he suddenly pouted and slumped against me. 
Reverend Hardina shot me a glance of empathy, raising his voice over the wail of the wind. “And now, let us turn to the quiet temple deep in our hearts. Prepare to worship the Lord from this region of inner peace. May the radiance of the Lord flow into your hearts and minds as our acolyte comes forward to light the candles.” 
Johnny recovered in a flash, hopping to his knees and staring outside. “Is it night time, Opa?”
“No, pal.” I glanced toward the window and felt a prickle of concern. Daylight had indeed disappeared. “It’s just a storm, honey. Don’t worry.”
He quickly lost interest and turned his palm up, wiggling his fingers for candy. “Opa? Can I have another one?”
I unwrapped a peppermint Lifesaver and pushed it into his sticky hand, wondering if the roll would last until Sunday school. He popped it in his mouth and settled down. 
Camille pressed close to me. Through the fabric of her yellow sundress, I sensed her skin’s warmth and drank in the scent of her freshly washed hair. Memories of passion from the previous night skated across my mind’s eye. Soft skin. Sweet perspiration. A mew-like cry that meant I’d done something right.
Heat rose in me accompanied by totally inappropriate stirrings of desire. 
I had to stop thinking like this. 
For goodness sakes, man. You’re in church.

I tried to refocus and stared at the wart on the balding head in the pew in front of me.
That did it. 
My wife’s dark curls tumbled forward when she bowed her head to pray. I reached for her hand and bowed my head as well, rubbing my thumb across her wedding band. We’d been married last May in this very church, but with all that happened to us since then, it seemed like ten lifetimes had passed.
I glanced up when Camille’s daughter passed us on her way to the pulpit. 
Shelby waved a long brass candle lighter over the wicks until they sputtered and caught. 
Johnny sucked on his Lifesaver, drumming his feet against the pew. 
I touched the back of his hand in gentle warning. “Shush, now. Be still, buddy.”
He scrunched his face in protest, and then turned to rummage in his little backpack for a toy. Brandishing a black police car, he raced it up my arm and onto my shoulder. “Vroom, vroom!”
Although the storm still wailed outside, my grandson’s squeals made a few heads turn in our direction. 
I ignored Elliot Newman’s glare, clamping down on the urge to burst into hysterical laughter. Sliding my arm around Johnny’s shoulders, I pointed to Shelby. “Johnny, look. There’s Shelby. Wave to her.”
 He waved like a flagman at the speedway and shouted her name. She started to laugh, but caught herself and wiggled her fingers at him instead. Extinguishing the lighter, she hung it on the side of the pulpit and rejoined us, sliding into the pew beside her mother. 
“Shall we rise and sing the opening hymn? Our first selection is on page one forty-five.”
A rustle filled the church when the parishioners reached for their hymnals.
Reverend Hardina nodded to Miss Lillian Phillips, who did her best to play the introduction for “Morning Has Broken” on the out-of-tune piano. She winced with every cracked note, but soldiered on with stoic determination. 
The organ stood silent, a victim of the church’s sad state of affairs. Badly in need of an overhaul, it squeaked out its last note years ago. Now it lingered on top of the repair list. 
The congregation clunked and shuffled to their feet. As one, they opened their hymnals and began to sing. 
The storm worsened and the wind whipped tree branches harder. In the churchyard beyond the window, a pair of young elm trees bent over so far I thought they’d snap.
We managed our way through the first verse in spite of the gale’s fury. But when the second stanza began, the wail rose to a screech, drowning our voices. A crack exploded in the churchyard. Everyone swiveled in their pews and exchanged worried glances. It had sounded like a tree limb had fallen in the parking area. I prayed it hadn’t landed on my new Toyota Sequoia. 
For a moment, there was a lull in the wind. Lillian started playing again, and when we sang the last verse, sweet rain splashed against the windows. A buzz of satisfaction filled the air; everyone chattered and sighed in relief. The shriveled corn stalks would be quenched—at least for today—and hopefully the rain would prevent a rash of failed crops across the Genesee Valley. 
We finished the hymn and took our seats. Reverend Hardina stepped from the pulpit and reached for a bucket of props for his children’s message. Johnny took a red crayon from his backpack. I gave him my church bulletin to scribble on, but before he could attempt to draw the wheels on a tractor—his favorite image—the crayon slipped from his fingers and rolled under the pew in front of us. I tried to nudge it back with my shoe, but Johnny slithered to the floor and disappeared. 
His head popped up. Covered in fine dust, he clambered back onto the seat and grinned. “I got it, Opa.” 
I whispered to him with one finger over my lips. “That’s good. But try to be quiet, now, honey. Just a few more minutes and you can go to Sunday school.”
“Okay.” He drew a waxy red circle on the paper, supporting it with my hymnal.
The reverend arranged a jump rope, star-shaped candle, and a tomato on the front table. I wondered what kind of message he had planned for the children with his odd assortment of items. 
Nahum’s eyes sparkled. “And now, would you youngsters please join me up front for the children’s—”
Siegfried burst through the vestibule doors to the right of the pulpit, blue eyes flared in panic. He breathed hard, and stared straight at me.
The reverend swiveled toward him. “Siegfried, what is it?”
My deceased first wife’s brother answered in his strong German accent. “Oscar Stone called. He says there is a twister coming up the hill. A big one.” His massive hands shot out in opposite directions, flapping in the air. 
We sat in stunned silence.
The Reverend shot a puzzled glance at Siegfried, who shouted to be heard above the storm.
“We should go where it is safe, Ja?” 
Acid slid from my stomach to my throat. A tornado? Although my brain couldn’t process the facts, I jumped up and corralled my family, heading for the door where Siegfried stood. “Downstairs,” I said.
The pastor hurried down from the pulpit and waved his arms in an attempt to gather his flock. “Okay, everyone, follow Siegfried. Down to the basement. To the common room. The walls are strong there. Hurry!”

I got my family situated on the safest wall, then went back to help the others. 
Pushing through the door, they scrambled down the stairs into the basement. Most were elderly, and with flushed cheeks and terror in their eyes, they held to the railings and moved as fast as they could manage. Lillian Phillips stumbled on the last step. 
I helped her up. “You okay, Lil?” 
 She stopped short and turned back toward the sanctuary. Her eyes popped in panic. “My pocketbook! I left it by the piano. My medication’s in there.”
I spun and ran back up the steps. “I’ll get it. Go down with the others.”
Through the double doors I ran, back into the sanctuary. I glanced outside and saw black. At ten thirty in the morning. Debris eddied outside, spinning at a frightening pitch. 
I found Lillian’s purse beside the piano and snagged it, racing down the aisle and stairs to the cellar with it banging against my leg. When I reached her side, she accepted it with grateful tears.
A sea of confused and cowering people looked to Reverend Hardina for guidance. He summoned his fire and brimstone voice. “My dear people! We must be calm and trust the Almighty will protect us.”
A boom of thunder shook the walls, and the Reverend dove to the floor. “Everyone get down. Take cover.”
The wind increased to a deafening roar. 
Siegfried grabbed Johnny and Shelby and slid beneath a stout table, holding them close. Johnny whimpered and plastered himself against Siegfried’s chest. I held my wife tight, leaning back against the wall beside them. She reached over to hold Shelby’s hand. On the other end of the table, Dorothy Mason’s blue hair poked out, reminding me of a figurehead on the bow of a ship. 
My mind played its usual tricks, saying goofy things to me. Was she the symbol of some dreaded doomsday ship? Headed for a bizarre netherworld where Wizard-of-Oz tornadoes tore across a tiny farming community in upstate New York?
I pulled Camille closer and backed nearer to the cement wall, trying to still my thumping heart. 
Then—in the safest place I knew on earth—all hell broke loose.



Chapter 2
 
I sank against the cold cement wall. Camille shivered beside me, staring out the window at branches flying across the churchyard. The wind shrieked with ungodly force, like ghouls unleashed from the devil’s den. 
The fellowship room was built into the side of a hill, with three walls overlooking the valley. The fourth was solid cinder block. Most of the congregation huddled on the inside wall, away from the windows. Reverend Hardina gathered his courage and rushed forward to close an open window. Its curtain flapped hard against the ceiling until he wound it shut. 
Seconds later, the lights flickered and went out, plunging us into eerie gray. The hairs on my arms stood straight up in the ozone-filled air.
Johnny whimpered and began to cry. Siegfried patted his back, cuddled him closer, and whispered comforting words in German.
Lillian Phillips dug in her suitcase-sized purse and drew out a small yellow box. She yelled above the roar of the storm. “I have something that might help.” With trembling fingers, she slid a bottle of tincture out of the box and held it up for us to inspect. “Bach’s Rescue Remedy,” she said. “Made from flowers. Want me to put some on the children’s wrists?”
I stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. “Excuse me?”
She exchanged a knowing glance with her sister, Abigail, who huddled beside her. “It’s good for the nerves. Supposed to be calming. Just takes a few drops.”
Camille extended a hand. “Let me see it.” She squinted at the label and then held it for me to read. 
The tiny writing blurred before my eyes. “Don’t have my glasses, hon.”
“Oh, right.” Camille smiled as if she should have known better, then scooted over to dab a few drops on the children’s arms. “It certainly can’t hurt if it’s made from flowers.”
“What the heck. I’ll take some,” I said.
She chuckled and squeezed a little on my wrist, and then on her own. “Smells like roses. Nice.” Camille returned the bottle with thanks and scooted back over to my side. 
The roar of the wind grew louder.
In a sudden monstrous gale, the aluminum roof tore from a neighboring house trailer and smashed into the church, obscuring one window. The metal sheet vibrated as it beat maniacally against the wall. 
I shot Siegfried a worried look and received the same in return. An elderly couple lived in that trailer. 
“Uncle Sig!” Johnny cried, his eyes swimming with tears. 
“It is okay, little one.” Siegfried held him tight, rubbing his back. 
When the building shook, the boy squealed again and extended his hand to me. “Opa!” 
We slid even closer to them. “It’s okay, buddy. It’ll be over soon,” I held his hand, trying to help calm him. 
Camille’s eyes closed. “Oh my gosh, Gus. I can’t believe this.” 
I knew exactly what she meant. Tornadoes usually touched down on the hot flat fields of Kansas and on the Science channel. They had no business screaming across the hills of our little town in Western New York. 
I shifted on the scratchy carpet and kissed the top of Camille’s head. “I know, love. It’s surreal. Like a dream.”
She snuggled closer to me. “More like a nightmare.”
Lillian crouched beside her sister, like two old hens keeping warm in a henhouse. She patted her short white curls and raised her voice against the gale. “Reverend? Would you lead us in prayer?” 
“Of course. Excellent idea, Lillian.” Nahum crawled to the middle of his flock, standing on wobbly legs as if trying to establish his sea legs on a pitching boat. His arms flew toward Heaven. “Dear Lord—”
The sound of exploding glass came above. Had a stained glass window shattered in the vestibule?
At that moment, Abel Hargrove clutched his chest and slumped sideways, the color drained from his face. The congregation parted like the Red Sea to let the pastor scramble through to his side. Our leader shrugged out of his suit coat and balled it beneath Abel’s head. 
Patsy Brown, the only member of our church certified in CPR, scooted toward him, her face set in steely resolve. She gently pushed the reverend out of the way and began to work on Abel. 
Shouting above the roar of the tornado, Reverend Hardina stood in the middle of the room and again flung his arms toward Heaven. “Dear Lord. Your humble flock sits before you, asking for deliverance from this frightful storm. Give us strength to endure the fury of nature’s wrath.”
I closed my eyes, squeezed Camille harder, and listened as the wail of the winds screamed in eerie counterpoint to his words.



Chapter 3
 
The twister hammered the building and I wondered how the old section of the church would withstand the assault. Its timbers had been hewn by hand in 1829 and had weathered many storms, but never in the history of record keeping had it experienced fury like this.
The floor and walls vibrated, humming with dark fury. Angry clouds tumbled past the windows, brandishing objects snatched from the earth. Shrubs, a wheelbarrow, a twisted drainpipe, and a child’s toy jeep hurtled through the air. Earsplitting metallic screeches crashed outdoors, sounding like a pileup on the New York State Thruway.
A horrific crash shook the building. Something huge had slammed into the west wall. A car? Just when the horror seemed impossible to stand for one more minute, the winds stopped, and the twister extinguished as if God had wet his thumb and forefinger and snuffed out a flame. 
I loosened my grip on Camille and looked around the room. Abel sat up; the color slowly washed back into his face. Patsy reassured everyone in her matter-of-fact tone. “He’s okay. Just a touch of reflux, I think.” The diagnosis was met with collective sighs of relief and mumbled prayers.
Reverend Hardina stood in the middle of the room looking confused. His thin gray hair hung in an untidy screen over his eyes. He took a deep breath and slicked it back as if regaining control of his life. With well-practiced skills, he began to soothe the flock. “Indeed! Praise the Lord. All right. Let’s settle down and see if everyone’s okay.”
The sunlight returned, shining through the windows on the bewildered souls who clambered to their feet. The younger members hurried to help their elders. Siegfried appeared at my side with Johnny and Shelby. Shelby flew into her mother’s arms. 
I scooped up my grandson, hugging him close. “You okay, buddy?”
He nodded, but clung to me with eyes squeezed shut and his legs clamped around my waist. I snuggled him until he relaxed and started asking lots of questions, which was always a good sign.
Camille dug out her cell phone and called her mother. With a sudden rush of fear, I dialed home to check on my daughter, Freddie, and my twin granddaughters.
Her sleepy voice answered. “Dad? What are you talking about? What tornado?”
Relieved the twister hadn’t reached our house, I quickly explained. 
She listened for a minute, and then interrupted me, rushing her words. “Is Johnny okay?”
“He’s fine,” I said, shifting him to my left side. “The storm’s over, and he’s right here with me.”
 “Thank God.” She asked a dozen questions and then paused, covering a yawn. “Sorry. I’m a wreck. Only got about two hours sleep.”
“Teething?”
“Yeah. Celeste has a molar popping through. Kept her sister and me up most of the night. They’re sleeping now, but oh, boy, do I need coffee.” 
A stab of empathy hit me. She worked so hard, and now with three little ones, my poor daughter was perpetually exhausted. “Why don’t you just climb back into bed? Get a little more rest. God knows you need it.”
 I heard the worry in her voice. “What about you and the church folks? How wide was the damage?” 
I watched Siegfried gesturing at the window. “I’m not sure yet. Nobody here was hurt as far as I can see. We’re about to step outside and take a look. If we need you, I’ll call.” 
Siegfried motioned for me again. 
I started to walk toward him. “Freddie? I’ve gotta go. I’ll bring Johnny home soon.” We hung up and I turned to my brother-in-law, who pressed his nose against one of the windows. 
“Mein Gott,
Professor.” He swiveled toward me. “Look.” 
I thumbed off the cell phone and handed Johnny to Camille.
Across the road, the Spencers’ house trailer had been ripped from its foundation and now lay crushed against the church windows. Its corkscrewed frame exposed the insides of the kitchenette. Water still dripped from disconnected sink pipes hanging upside down from the ceiling. 
Cold fear pooled in my stomach. I prayed the Spencers hadn’t been home when the tornado hit. “We’d better get out there, Sig.”
Sirens wailed in the distance. We wove through the prattling congregation and hurried out the back door with Nahum close behind. Brilliant sun shone over the landscape and the air temperature felt like it had dropped at least twenty degrees, feeling more like May now than late June. Wet leaves dripped overhead. We stood still, trying to absorb the alien scene of destruction. 
The twister had torn up the valley, cutting a clear swath of devastation through the woods up to the crest of the eastern ridge where the church stood. The Johnsons’ red barn lay in splinters beyond the wheat field, but their farmhouse was intact. 
Two dozen cars, previously parked on Barker Hill, had been thrown hundreds of feet into the cornfield on the opposite side of the road. They lay in various states of shock. Several rested with their wheels up, still spinning, and a pair of minivans stood in a bizarre car teepee in a ditch. The all-way stop sign, usually cemented into the street corner, lay at our feet. 
Relief washed over me when I recognized Mr. and Mrs. Spencer standing across the street; he in jeans and no shoes, she in a housecoat. She sobbed through her hand, staring at the pile of jumbled foundation blocks. Mr. Spencer cradled her shaking shoulders. Patsy and her sister pushed past us, hurrying across the street to help.
We stumbled over the stop sign and turned to stare at the church. The parishioners followed, cautiously peeking out the doorway before venturing into the foreign landscape. Wringing hands and leaning on each other, they scanned the area with dropped jaws and wide eyes. Neighbors appeared, gawking at the damage like Munchkins staring at Dorothy’s house when it landed in Oz. I looked at the neighboring houses with relief. Except for the debris scattered across their lawns, the homes had escaped damage.
I jogged to the front of the building with Siegfried and Nahum close behind. We searched the parking area for signs of anyone pinned beneath branches or vehicles. Thankfully, there were none. 
A pair of green garbage cans rolled down the slope beside us, finally lodging against the church steps.
Fat drops of water splashed on my face from sodden branches overhead. I wiped away the moisture and studied the grounds, noting that my Sequoia had been spared along with all the cars in the front lot. I’d had more cars wrecked in the last few years than I cared to admit. Selfish as it was, I didn’t think I could face another new car salesman. A sigh of relief left my lips.
Roofing tiles covered the ground. Two antique stained glass windows lay shattered, leaving glass shards of fractured holy scenes strewn on the grass. Dozens of trees and branches littered the area and the white pine that had graced the churchyard for two hundred years lay uprooted, blocking one side of the circular driveway.
A porch chair sat on the church roof, pitching in the light breeze. It compounded the bizarre atmosphere of the morning, as if nature’s specter rocked above us, surveying the devastation she had wrought. 
Most of the roof shingles had been ripped from the surface, exposing blackened pine planks. 
“Mein Gott, the steeple held.” Shading his eyes, Siegfried stared at the roof. Wisps of fine hair escaped from his long blond ponytail, blowing across his strong face. 
“It’s a miracle,” I said.
I watched him for a moment, realizing we owed our lives to him. If he hadn’t been elbow deep in fixing the restroom plumbing at the time Oscar called, he wouldn’t have heard the office phone ring. And we would have felt the fury of that tornado while still in our church service.
I realized, too, that if Oscar and Millie Stone hadn’t stayed home due to Millie’s stomach virus, instead of sitting in their usual pew, Oscar wouldn’t have called to warn us. 
I shuddered, more of an aftershock, I figured, and stood beside my childhood friend, silently thanking God for his sure, calm presence. 
Twin brother to my first wife, Elsbeth, he’d been a rock to us over the years. And of all the people I’d ever called friends—from fellow college professors to chatty neighbors—this strong gentle giant was still the best friend I had on earth.
Although he’d barely managed to graduate high school, his occasional flashes of math genius were tinged with a startling sixth sense originating from childhood. The young Siegfried had been destined to attend college in the fall of his twelfth year. After a devastating boating accident rendered him comatose for three months, he’d only partially recovered from the brain damage and endured various forms of physical and educational therapy for years afterward. With much difficulty, he graduated from high school at the age of twenty-one. 
Later, when his parents died, my daughter Frederica hired him to assist with her veterinary clinic. His gentle nature and tireless devotion to animals made him an invaluable addition to her hospital. 
“I think this is salvageable.” Nahum leaned down to pick up a hymnal that had landed on the lawn in a sprinkle of broken glass. He shook it off and slid it under one arm. 
I linked arms with Siegfried and surveyed the building. “What’s the damage, buddy?” I held my breath and waited.
My giant friend pronounced the verdict. “For the roof, about Ein Tausend drei hundert dollars (one thousand, three hundred). And if we find salvage windows, we could save some money.”
Very little remained in the meager church coffers. We’d barely scraped together enough cash for the electric bill. Fortunately, the Chicken Barbecue had been moderately successful, and the Reverend’s June salary had already been paid.
 “Wait a minute. Wait just one minute!” The Reverend’s worried brow relaxed and an expression of hope played over his weathered features. He looked up to the heavens and clasped his hands. “We’ve got insurance. I’m quite sure we paid the bill last month, and I believe it covers storm damage.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Gentlemen, for the first time in years, we may not have to worry about funding.”
We moved around the north side of the church toward the ancestral graveyard. Several headstones had been plucked from the earth and lay shattered on the ground, their hundred-and-seventy-five-year-old inscriptions forever lost. A deep trench gutted the wheat field below the cemetery, tracing its way down the valley. Nearly ripe stalks of grain lay flattened for acres on either side of the ditch. 
A handful of parishioners bent over the furrow, yelling and gesturing in our direction. From our vantage point on the hill, I caught a glimpse of muddied orange fabric revealed by the disturbed ground. 
Dread rose in my throat. What had they found?
Siegfried and I raced toward them, struggling to keep our footing on the soaked wheat stalks. 
I peered over the trench and saw a man’s hunting coat and pants, loosely wrapping skeletal remains. The victim lay face down beside a hunting rifle. Sunlight reflected on the smooth pale surface of the back of his skull. A hunting license—pinned to his jacket—was only partially visible from above. I gathered my courage and took a few steps down into the hole to read the tag, then stumbled back out, suppressing the urge to vomit. The name I’d seen on the tag shook me, and I reeled backward, falling to my knees.
Siegfried motioned the other folks to step back and leaned down to help me up. “Who is it, Professor?” His blue eyes flashed into mine. He steadied my arm.
I stared at the remains of the man who’d been missing from our little town since the previous fall. “I’m afraid it’s Colin Springer.”
A collective gasp went up among the group. 
I stood rooted to the spot, staring into the trench unearthed by the most unexpected means. I moved back a few feet to take stock and planted my feet firmly on the wet wheat to steady myself. 
The mystery surrounding Colin’s disappearance had been laced with much speculation and a good measure of spiteful comments. There had been talk of money being mishandled, and people often whispered about Colin having deserted his wife, with further gossip of him living in the Caribbean with another woman.
The only companion he lay beside now was the cold steel of his hunting rifle.
How had a day hunting in the woods turned so tragic? And who had buried him in this field? 
I swiped at a buzzing horsefly that tried to land on my head, and shuddered to think his body had been buried only a few hundred yards from our church the whole time. 
Had it been a hunting accident? Maybe someone panicked and buried him out here at night, figuring no one would ever find him.
Until a rogue twister touched down, that is.
“Let’s go back up to the church.” I nodded to Siegfried, and we trudged back up the hill.



Chapter 4
 
“Ready to go?” Camille leaned in to buckle Johnny’s car seat, then brushed back her hair and turned to me. “The kids are exhausted.”
I dug my keys out of my pocket. “Of course. Let’s get them home. Sorry I took so long out there.” I cocked a thumb toward the field. “It was kind of a shock.”
She slid into her seat and buckled up. I climbed in, started up the van, and backed out of the parking spot slowly. 
With a backward glance at Shelby, who had plugged her iPod into her ears already, Camille lowered her voice and leaned toward me. “What did you find back there?”
I looked in the rear view mirror. Johnny’s eyes were already drooping, and in seconds his head fell to his chest. He couldn’t hear us. 
“A body,” I said. “Or bones, to be exact. Looks like it’s Colin Springer. Or what’s left of him.”
She snapped her head toward me. “What?”
“Yeah. No tequila sunrises on a beach for him.”
“He’s been there the whole time?” She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “That’s just…horrible.”
I swerved around broken branches and rolling garbage cans, but in less than a half mile, the ridge returned to normal. We passed fields of oats, tall corn, and gently rolling wooded hills. The entire area to the north of the church—at least what we could see from the car—appeared to be undamaged. 
When we arrived, Johnny was still asleep. Shelby was restless, and immediately raced upstairs to her room to call her best friend, Emma. I lifted my sleeping buddy from the car. He flopped against me in that way only sleeping children do, his head lolling on my shoulder with damp ringlets on the back of his neck. I carried him upstairs and laid him in his bed. He mumbled and stirred, but thankfully fell back to sleep. I watched him with envy for a few minutes. A nap sounded good right now.
Camille emerged from the bathroom in shorts and a lightweight cotton shirt, carrying her sundress over one arm. She hung it in the closet, looking back over her shoulder at me. “I’ve gotta call Mom back. I told her I would when we got home safely.” 
I could just imagine the jitters Maddy would be going through. In addition to being my mother-in-law, she also doubled as my secretary in the music department at Conaroga University. She was nosy, flamboyant, and bossy. And I loved her. “Okay. You’d better, or she’ll be climbing the walls.”
She approached me from behind and slipped her arms around my middle. “I love you, Gus LeGarde.” She repeated those words several times since we reached the safety of our bedroom. 
I turned to hold her against me, kissing her forehead and cheeks. “I know, baby. And I love you, too.” I backed up a few inches. “But I’ve gotta head back and help. There are people with no vehicles now who need rides. And God knows what else they’ll need me for.”
She smiled and smoothed the fabric on the front of my shirt. “I know. You do what you’ve gotta do. I’ll see you when you get home.” She picked up her phone and padded down the hall in bare feet. I heard her light step on the stairs. The screen door opened and closed. 
For a few seconds, I just stood and stared, watching from our bedroom window. She ambled around the backyard with the phone clamped between her shoulder and ear and with both arms gesturing in grand sweeping motions. Her melodic tones wafted up to the window. Every so often, I heard the words “twister” and “winds.” 
With a heavy sigh, I shook myself out of the daze. I changed out of my good pants and shirt into jeans and a tee shirt, then poked my head into my daughter’s room. Freddie and the twins still lay asleep on the queen-sized bed. Celeste sprawled sideways across her mother’s legs and Marion curled in a ball beside Max, my beloved mutt, who didn’t wake when I stood and listened to their collective breathing, silently thanking God for sparing them. My heart hammered hard when I thought of what might have happened. 
I forced myself to stop thinking like that and focused on Marion’s little chest as it moved up and down. When her breath puffed from her lips, Max’s fur lifted. One hand curled around the dog’s front leg, pudgy fingers loosely holding him, lest he escape. Escape, however, seemed the furthest from the pooch’s intentions. He lay sound asleep and I swore I saw him smile. 
I backed away and headed downstairs. When I was outside, I waved to Camille, who sat on Johnny’s swing with the phone clamped to her ear, pushing back and forth. Her bare feet dusted the ground and untidy hair tumbled over her face. I resisted the temptation to join her. It would be so nice to sit on the grass, my head in her lap, the sun on my face.
Instead, I headed back to the church to chauffeur stranded parishioners. 
Two hours later, the temperature had soared back to eighty. I cranked the air conditioner in the Sequoia to its max setting. My stomach was starting to roll with embarrassing gurgles by the time we arrived at Lillian and Abigail Philips’ place. Their rusty 1987 Oldsmobile still lay upside down in the cornfield. 
My stomach rumbled again. “Ugh. Sorry, ladies.”
“No problem, Gus,” laughed Abigail. “I’m pretty darned hungry, myself.” 
When they pulled themselves together to disembark from my vehicle—dresses smoothed, hair patted, handbags retrieved—they tottered around to my side.
“This has been such a trying day,” Lillian said, sniffing at her scented hanky. “Abby and I can’t thank you enough for your kindness, dear Gus. Thank you so much for the ride.”
“My pleasure,” I said.  
Abigail leaned toward me. “Would you like us to make you a sandwich, Gus?”
I loosed a tired smile. “No, thank you. I’m heading home soon. And don’t forget. Call me if you need a ride, or need anything at all.” 
Lillian and Abigail answered in unison; their heads dipping like bobble-head dolls. “We will. God Bless.” They wiggled their fingers goodbye. 
I watched them hobble up the flowered walk to their bungalow, leaning on each other. The strain of the morning slowed their steps. 
The little cottage needed paint and the porch railing sagged, but the yellow hollyhocks and purple coneflowers lining the walkway stood healthy and weed free, bordered by luxurious masses of lavender violas. I watched until they safely let themselves inside, and headed back to the church. 
The place teemed with people. I recognized some of the men from the East Goodland Volunteer Fire Department who were helping to clear away debris. Emergency vehicles lined the street, and a National Grid crew was picking over the spot where the house trailer had been ripped from the ground. Word had it that with the help of a band of parishioners, Mr. and Mrs. Spencer had gathered what they could of their mangled belongings and joined their son in his farmhouse a mile down the road.
Siegfried, now stripped down to his tee shirt, had gathered a large pile of brush at the end of the church driveway. Several buckets of spent shingles sat neatly beside it. Dark smudges dappled his cheeks and forehead, and his muscles rippled across his broad back when he bent down to raise one end of a heavy tree limb to his shoulder. 
I hurried to his side. “Sig, wait. Let me help you.”
He hoisted the timber and straightened. “Kein
Danke,” he said. “It is no problem.”
My gargantuan friend dragged the limb with little effort to the pile at the end of the driveway. Returning to my side, he wiped perspiration from his brow and pointed toward the field behind the church. “Joe Russell is over there, Professor. He has been asking for you.” 
Joe’s police vehicle sat skewed on the roadside near the wheat field, its red light flashing. My heart sank. I really didn’t feel up to facing the horror of Colin’s death again. I’d successfully pushed it out of my thoughts while dealing with the simple job of chauffeuring all morning, but now the dark thoughts began to filter back into my consciousness. Splintered bones. A skull. Scraps of clothing. Bullets that had torn through flesh and stopped the life of a decent man.
An ambulance and the coroner’s van gathered farther down the hill. Reluctantly, I continued toward them. I chastised myself, trying to buoy myself out of the funk. It wasn’t as if Colin and I had been best friends for life, or anything like that. Although we had been buddies during junior prom, and we’d driven to the dance together. And we’d served on endless church committees for the past decade. 
On second thought, I had a right to be upset. The death of a good man was certainly grounds for such feelings. 
Squaring my shoulders, I walked down to the murder scene.



Chapter 5
 
Joe’s police cruiser was parked a short distance from Colin Springer’s remains. He waved and met me at the car. His beefy face reddened when he leaned in and pulled out a roll of paper towels. He mopped his face and grunted at me. “Hey, Gus.”
The paper towels were Joe’s trademark. He never traveled without them, often expounding on their many uses, from mopping bird poop from his car windows to sopping up his frequently spilled coffee.
“Hey, Joe. Some morning, huh?”
Joe ran a hand through his curly salt and pepper hair. “Helluva mess. It’s a miracle no one was killed.” He motioned to the body, then swatted at a horsefly that dove at his head. “Except Mr. Springer, of course. You knew him?” 
The horsefly came after me and stung me hard. I smashed my hand against my shoulder, flattening him. He fell off, but a blotch of red stained my shirt. I refocused on the skeleton in the trench, and then backed up a few paces as if it could actually distance me from the horror of the discovery. “Yeah, I did. Since elementary school, actually.” 
Joe moved from Rochester to East Goodland, New York, three years ago—a relative newcomer to our parts. It would be years until he was accepted as a true East Goodlander. In fact, he’d probably always seem like a newcomer to most of the residents whose families had settled in the area in the late seventeen hundreds. 
Joe often relied on me to fill him in on people and news of the area. And I, in turn, relied on Oscar Stone, the town historian. Although I’d lived there my whole life, I stayed to myself and avoided local politics. I’d rather be in the garden with my grandson or cooking for the family than to consider stepping foot into a town meeting. 
Oscar, on the other hand, delved with glee into all happenings, thriving on the scuttlebutt he heard at town gatherings and making notes of births and deaths in his town notebook. 
I stopped and stared at the bones again. Now Oscar would have another death to add to the ledger.
An investigator bent over Colin’s bones, snapping photographs while two medical examiners waited to transport the remains to the morgue. 
“So what do you think, Joe? Was it a hunting accident someone tried to cover up?”
Joe grimaced and shook his head. “Someone tried to cover it up, all right, but it was no accident. The shot went straight through the back of his head. His hands were tied behind his back. See that baling wire around the wrist bones? I suspect they made him kneel in his grave and let him have it. And it wasn’t a hunting rifle that put that hole in the skull, Gus. It was a revolver.” He held up an evidence bag with a bullet. “Found this in the trench near the skull.”
I blanched. Colin had disappeared in November. Almost eight months ago. According to Oscar, there’d been talk of Colin mishandling the town’s funds, accompanied by rumors of him fleeing to save his own skin. I hadn’t believed it at the time and had wondered where in the world he’d gone.
No doubt about it now. 
I looked into the shallow grave. Could those bones and fragments of clothing really be all that was left of Marybeth’s vibrant husband? He’d played trumpet in the high school band with me and had been in my eighth grade 4H club. 
Colin lived his whole life in East Goodland and had been a wonderful town superintendent over the past twelve years. I trusted him, and until his disappearance last fall, the whole town had trusted him, too. 
Joe hitched his pants beneath his bulging belly and looked into the distance. “Marybeth was right all along. She knew he wouldn’t just up ‘n leave her like that. Kept hounding me to search for him. Said she knew something was wrong.”
“Something was wrong,” I said. 
I backed up some more and moved aside to let the photographer climb out of the trench. He passed Joe with a loose salute and slung his camera to his shoulder. “All set, Joe. They can move him now.”
Joe thanked him and turned away from the grave, draping his arm around my shoulder. We plodded back to the church. “I shouldn’t be tied up much longer, Gus. Are we on for dinner? I’m not sure if you still feel like cooking.”
I checked my watch. Almost noon. “I’m not canceling. It’ll be good for us to get together and talk things over, anyway. How’s three o’clock sound?”
He looked at his own watch and frowned. “I think that’ll work. I’ll call if I’m gonna be late.”
I tossed him some incentive. “Maddy will be there.”
His eyes snapped to mine and he smiled broadly. When he realized he’d shown too much enthusiasm, his cheeks pinked and he cleared his throat. “Um. Er. That so? Good, I…uh…need to return her casserole dish.” 
I raised one eyebrow and grinned. Her casserole dish? Things between my mother-in-law and Joe had been progressing faster than I’d realized.
Avoiding my eyes, he pivoted back to the crime scene and flapped his hand over his shoulder. “See you at three, then.”



Chapter 6
 
I left Siegfried working hard in the churchyard. He’d driven the Jeep that morning—which had also miraculously been spared—and promised to be home by three. 
Our house sat on a ridge two miles north of the church, east of the five corners and a half-mile up Sullivan Hill, a rutted dirt road that wound through woods and along farmers’ fields and from which we could almost see Conesus Lake itself. What we could see was the Conesus valley, its beautiful tree-covered hills, and the voluminous puffy clouds that sailed overhead. To the west lay the bucolic splendor of the Genesee Valley, home to no lake, but to the meandering ribbon of the Genesee River, which travels all the way to Rochester and spills into Lake Ontario. And if we traveled a short distance west on East Goodland Road, we could glimpse a part of the dam and gorge at Letchworth State Park.
 I passed the destruction near the church. Someone’s garage door had been ripped off and hung from one hinge. A swing set lay upended, and a blue doghouse sat on the side of the road (thankfully without its resident canine). I continued north on the winding hilly roads. Beyond the perimeter of the tornado’s damage, the late June wheat crop stood intact, ready for harvest. 
I never tired of drinking in the beauty lining the streets between the church and our house, or those that curved and dipped from Sullivan Hill up to the village of Conaroga, where I worked. I slowed a little to soak it in.
Heavy-headed stalks waved in the breeze, creating great expanses of undulating patterns. A hint of green whispered beneath the golden-pink surf that rippled over the fields. 
I reached Sullivan Hill and began the short drive up the dirt road. I turned into the driveway and bumped along until I arrived at the house. Built by Dr. David Hill in 1811, the Greek Revival structure featured several wings and porches that were added over the years. 
Max lay on the porch, his head cradled in his paws. When I pulled to a stop beside the barn, his ears pricked up and he bounded toward me.
The friendly assault nearly knocked me over. “Whoa there, boy.” Crouching beside him, I ruffled his wiry gray coat around his ears, making a fuss over him as he licked my hands and tried for my face. “Good dog. Okay, I’m glad to see you, too. Come on, now. Let’s go, boy.”
He frolicked beside me and ran in circles, blue eyes shining. Max’s wiry gray coat came courtesy of his wire-haired dachshund mother, his coloring and eyes from his husky sire. When we reached the porch, I sagged onto the steps and let him flop on my lap while I patted him and stroked his ears. “What a good dog. Good boy.” 
He pushed against my chest and licked my face. The ordeal of the morning melted away as I sat on the hot porch steps and enjoyed the simple company of my dog. He nosed behind me and grabbed his favorite toy, a fuzzy black and white soccer ball. He sunk his teeth into it; the ball squeaked when he clamped down on the center. After a few playful chews, he lay down on my lap and continued with the self-comforting squeaking ritual until his eyes closed and he fell asleep with the ball in his mouth.
The spicy scent of dianthus floated on the air. I breathed it in and smiled. My first wife, Elsbeth, had planted the perennials just before she died. 
A familiar wave of loss rolled over me. Although it had been five years now, the hole in my heart still hadn’t completely healed, in spite of my new union with Camille. 
I lifted my face to the warm sun, to the heavens above, certain she could see me, and confident she would be glad I’d found someone with whom to share my life. 
Max still snoozed on my lap and I stroked his ears, inhaling the scent of mini-carnations flourishing near the border of the plot. Elsbeth would have been pleased with the results of her work. The fringy red carnation blossoms crowded around the base of tall red monarda that, in turn, were flanked by yellow sundrops and bright pink groundcover roses. 
A lime-throated hummingbird flitted into the mass of red blossoms and hovered over the flowers, siphoning nectar from each. I scrubbed under Max’s ears and let my gaze wander across the lawn to the vegetable garden. The corn stood waist high, but dry. The morning’s rain hadn’t reached our hill. Most of Livingston County had seen tropical heat and drenching storms in May, but not a drop of rain since.
I sat up and shook off the melancholy. The Lincoln peas were ready. I needed to pick and shell them for dinner, and was about to move Max from my lap when the screen door opened behind me. 
“Opa! The babies are cryin’.” 
I turned to see Johnny’s worried faced mashed against the screen. “Coming, sport.” With a sigh, I eased Max off my lap and headed for the kitchen.



Chapter 7
 
Johnny held the door open and motioned for me to hurry. “Opa, hurry!”
Siegfried had referred to me as Opa, the German equivalent of “Grandpa,” since Johnny was born. The name stuck ever since, in spite of my French Canadian heritage.
“On my way, buddy. Opa’s comin’.”
Celeste’s pitiful wail alarmed me. Johnny and I scrambled to the second floor and found Freddie rocking the baby in my grandmother’s Boston rocker. 
“Is she okay?” I patted the soft copper down on her head. Red-faced from crying, the baby whimpered and sucked on her fist.
Freddie got up and bounced on her toes, patting the baby’s back. “Not really, Dad. She was up from two to six, slept through the morning, and then woke up an hour ago. It’s her front bottom teeth. I think all four are coming in at once, poor little pumpkin.” 
Freddie looked at me through heavy-lidded eyes and tried to stifle a yawn. “Is everyone okay at church? It’s been all over the news. Did they really find Colin Springer in that ditch?”
She still wore her rumpled pajamas, and her fine golden hair hung loose about her face. I answered her last question first. “I’m afraid it was Colin, sweetheart. Awful as it is, at least now we know what happened to him.”
She sank into a nearby chair and bounced Celeste on one knee. “Oh, Dad. How horrible.”
“It was a heck of a shock. But at least we can thank God the twister didn’t kill anyone. It did destroy a lot of property, though. The Spencers’ trailer is history.”
“Oh, no.” Freddie’s face twisted with empathy.
I told her about the damage, from the shingles that flew off the roof to the shattered gravestones. 
She groaned and her eyes widened. “I can’t believe it, Dad. It’s insane. This isn’t Kansas.”
I leaned down to pick up a baby blanket that had slipped to the floor. “It was a monster twister.” I paused momentarily and shook my head in disbelief. “The worst we’ve ever had around here is a small one. You know, the kind that rips off part of a roof, or the side of a barn. But even that has happened only once in a blue moon.” I draped the blanket over the side of the crib. “But maybe there was a reason for it. We never would have discovered Colin’s remains if it hadn’t happened.”
 Freddie looked thoughtful. “Maybe. You never know the reason God lets these things happen.”
Marion stood in her crib watching me, her lower lip pushed out. She looked as if she’d been crying, too. Her dark brown hair and eyes reminded me of Elsbeth, Freddie’s mother. She reached for Johnny, then let out a loud squawk and began to bounce up and down, shrieking in his direction. Freddie laughed in spite of her exhaustion. “Looks like somebody needs attention, Dad. Do you mind?”
“Maybe if you twist my arm a little.” I smiled and walked to the crib, lifted her up high, then lowered her down fast. She arched her back and wiggled, then began to chatter nonstop when I carried her into my bedroom. Johnny trailed close behind us. 
I grabbed the down comforter from the bed and spread it on the wooden floor. Johnny followed with an armful of books and dumped them onto the blanket. 
“I read to her,” he said. He grabbed two pillows from the bed and plopped down on one of them. I settled Marion on the floor beside her brother and closed the door so she couldn’t escape into the hallway. 
Johnny began to paraphrase one of his favorite children’s stories, Salt Hands by Jane Chelsea Aragon. Marion crawled to him, enraptured by his singsong voice. Her big eyes were fixed on her brother and her rosebud mouth parted slightly as she listened. When he turned the page, he flipped the book around to show her the picture of the deer eating fallen peaches in the moonlight. She chortled with glee, clapping her hands and bouncing on her knees. 
I smiled, recognizing his words. He’d picked up on all the remarks I made when reading to him and repeated them to his little sister. I stroked his shiny honey-colored hair, grabbed a pair of jeans and an Old Navy tee shirt from the bureau, and slipped into the bathroom to change. 
A yellow post-it note was stuck to the mirror over the sink.
Gus, Went to pick strawberries with Mom and Shelby. Back soon. Love, C.
With a smile, I touched the note with one finger. Warm, fresh strawberries. Perfect. Now all I had to do was to convince Maddy to make the shortcake, and dessert would be covered.



Chapter 8
 
 Marion tired after a few stories. I picked her up and held her close to my chest. She fussed and whimpered, rubbing her eyes with her fists and drooling on her yellow terry cloth sleeper. Johnny tried smoothing her damp curls and making funny faces. 
No luck. 
Next, I bounced her on my knee for a while, singing “Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” and “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad.” 
Again, no dice. She gummed her fist again and cried fresh tears.
“Baby, what’s the matter? Do your teeth hurt? Huh?”
In the bathroom, I found a tube of Anbesol in the medicine chest, rubbed some on her bumpy little gums, and found her pacifier. I laid her on my bed and stretched out beside her, rubbing her back in small circles. Finally, she rolled on her back and started to suck her thumb. In a few minutes, her eyes closed and her breathing regulated. 
Johnny trotted to his room to play with his trucks. I wondered if he needed another nap, too, but decided to let him enjoy the alone time. I carefully picked up Marion and laid her in her crib. Freddie curled on her bed with Celeste nestled beside her, drinking from her Sippy cup with her eyes closed. My daughter put her fingers to her lips to caution me, and then waved when I used sign language to tell her Marion was asleep and I was headed outside.
For the next twenty minutes, I picked peas in the hot sun. I rolled along the wide row of bush peas with my garden scooter, carefully snapping crisp peas from their stems and tossing them into two large baskets. The back of my neck burned, and I longed for a dip in the pool, but time was growing short. I pushed on until both baskets were brimming, and then toted them to the porch where Camille and her mother hulled strawberries. The baby monitor blinked from the opened kitchen window. 
“Freddie’s sleeping,” Camille said, noticing my glance at the monitor. “I told her I’d listen for the girls.”
“Good idea. She’s exhausted.”
I overturned the first basket of pods onto the porch table. 
“Hey, Gus.” Maddy leaned forward with a grin and swept a pile toward her. I still found it odd that my faithful secretary of twenty years had become my mother-in-law a few months ago.
I plopped into a chair. “Hi, Maddy. Hot enough for ya?”
She snorted a laugh. “It’s never hot enough for me. You know I love the sun, Gus.”
Camille smiled at me, scooping her own pile of peas toward her. 
I smiled back. A sense of desire pulsed through me. She sat across from me in the dappled sunlight, skillfully removing peas from their pods. In an old pair of white cut-offs and a pink tank top, she looked ravishing. Her chestnut hair hung in an untidy ponytail that curled halfway down her back. 
Our eyes met briefly, but the intensity of our exchange went far beyond mere desire. Her eyes sought mine, searching deep for understanding. She acted normal in front of her mother, but I knew what she was thinking. 
How can we be here sitting in the sun on our safe porch, when just hours ago we could have been snatched up in the tornado and dashed to bits?

Her warm brown eyes probed mine, stirring my soul. I impulsively reached across the table to take her hand.

Maddy glanced at us, rolled her eyes, and chuckled. “Don’t you two lovebirds ever give it a rest?” 
“Oh, Mom. Stop.” Camille’s cheeks blushed pink and she shoved her mother’s shoulder, causing a few peas to drop to the porch.
Boris, Camille’s longhaired mini-dachshund, snuffled under the table like a vacuum cleaner, inhaling the sweet peas. The dog loved vegetables and was famous for devouring very un-doggy foods, such as fresh tomatoes or asparagus. 
“I’ve got the perfect shelling technique,” Maddy beamed. “My Grandma Coté showed me the secret.”
Camille grinned at her mother, amusement twinkling in her eyes. “Why don’t you share it with us, Mom? Show us.” 
Maddy brightened and sat up straight. A jeweled medallion nestled in the low cut neckline of her blouse and sparkled in the sunlight. She combed her fingers through her short blonde hair and grabbed a pea pod. “Okay. You hold the pod like this, see?” 
She held it up with her thumb placed at the curve of the outer shell, about a half-inch below the stem. 
“Now, you apply pressure like so, and voila! The pod pops open.” Her lips pursed in a smug smile. “Next, you run your thumb down the line of peas and presto! You’re done.”
The pod squeaked as she demonstrated her expertise, but several of the peas flew into the air and landed in her ample bosom. She leaned forward and flicked the errant peas from her plump crevasse into the bowl on the table. 
I snorted a laugh. Camille and her mother exchanged glances and their giggles bubbled into hysterical laughter. The tears rolled down our cheeks. We exploded, pointing at each other and at the peas and were barely able to breathe. Maddy collapsed on the table, gulping salty tears and trying to catch her breath. “And that’s how it’s done, my pets!”
After a morning filled with disaster and gruesome discoveries, the therapy of a good belly laugh was cathartic.
“What’s so funny up there?” The voice came from the driveway. We’d been laughing so hard we hadn’t noticed Joe’s police car pull into the drive. 
I grinned at him and nearly burst into laughter again. “Come on up, Joe. We could use some help shelling these peas. Be sure to ask Maddy to show you her technique.” 
He smiled indulgently, scraped back a chair, dropped onto the seat, and adjusted the belt under his belly. He had been home to shower and shave. The aroma of his aftershave drifted across the table. 
Maddy assumed a demure expression. 
My lips twitched. Seeing these two together always made me smile. But I tried not to react so I’d avoid upsetting the delicate balance of the new courtship, and instead concentrated on the mountain of legumes that covered the table.



Chapter 9
 
It took us a half hour to shell enough peas to fill a saucepan. When we were done, the ladies scattered and I tossed the hulls on the compost pile by the barn. 
Back on the lawn beside the porch, I squirted lighter fluid on charcoal in my rusty old grill to get it ready for the turkey sausages. After it erupted in a six-foot blaze, I watched the flames calm, and then headed inside to start the vegetables. 
By three o’clock, the rest of the family was awake, and the trestle table stood laden with our feast. We didn’t have our usual large crew. The Stones stayed home because of Millie’s virus, and Nahum was still busy dealing with the aftermath at the church. 
But my wife, daughter, three grandchildren, mother-in-law, Siegfried, and Joe Russell gathered around in a hubbub of noisy laughter. The morning’s grisly discovery played on my nerves, but focusing on the food and good company helped block out the flurry of images playing across my mind like a bad movie. 
I sat between Marion and Johnny. My dark-eyed granddaughter started with her juice, draining half a cup while I stabbed a salt potato and lifted the steaming forkful to my lips. The tender skin slid from the glossy morsel while I tossed it around in my mouth until it was cool enough to chew. 
“These potatoes are really good,” I mumbled. “But wait ‘til I dig my own in a few months. Now those will be something.” Closing my eyes, I savored the buttery chunks. 
A chorus of lip smacking erupted around the table. 
I scooped a forkful of Lincoln peas, careful not to let the sweet green spheres roll off my fork, then put a few on Marion’s high chair tray. She picked them up one at a time and mushed them between her fingers, smearing them on her bib.
“Try one, honey. They’re good.” I showed her how delicious they were by taking one from my plate and popping it in my mouth, oohing and ahhing over it. “See? Nummy. Now you try.”
I nudged a few peas toward her. She picked one up, looked at me with a mischievous grin, and pitched it across the table at Joe.
“Whoa, incoming!” Joe ducked and picked the pea off the tablecloth. “See what you’re missing, little one?” He tossed it in his mouth.
Laughter skittered around the table and we dug in with renewed gusto.
I reached for a second grilled turkey sausage and dropped it on my plate. The table went remarkably quiet aside from a few groans of pleasure.
Joe grabbed his third deviled egg and downed it in one bite. “These are great. Anybody want the last one?” He looked around the table, but missed Siegfried’s expression of near-lust when he eyed the plate. 
Maddy lifted the platter in his direction, batting her eyes. “You go right ahead, now, Joe. After all, an officer of the law needs to keep up his strength.”
Siegfried stared with longing at the last egg when it disappeared in Joe’s mouth. 
I hid a smile. “Sig? There are more deviled eggs in the ‘fridge. Help yourself, buddy.” 
His eyes lit up. Pushing back from the table, he hurried to the refrigerator and pulled the second platter of deviled eggs from the top shelf, devouring two on his way back to the table. 
I alternated feeding myself and tending to Marion. She particularly liked the little bites of potatoes, which were easy to handle with few teeth. When I finished, I fed her another bite. She gummed it and grinned, splashing in the puddle of juice she’d spilled on her high chair table. 
Johnny tugged my sleeve. “Opa! Help me.” He pointed to his napkin on the floor. 
I reached down to snag it. His lower lip pushed out in a stubborn pout. 
I leaned closer to him. “What’s wrong, sport?”
He stared at his lap, silent.
“Hey. Wanna help me bring out the dessert? Maddy made shortcake.”
He nodded once and marched into the kitchen. I followed him, balancing dirty dishes on my arm. I laid them in the sink and turned to him. His chin slumped to his chest, so I lifted him up and sat him on the edge of the kitchen table. “Okay buddy. What’s up?”
Fat tears spilled from his eyes and trickled down his chin. His lower lip trembled. I reached for a dishtowel and dabbed at his cheeks. After a few seconds, he managed to choke out the words. “You like my sisters more.” 
The hurt in his eyes stabbed into my heart. I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tight, swaying back and forth and whispering in his ear. I kissed both of his cheeks, over and over again, and ran my hands through his shiny hair. “No way, pal. I love you all the same. But you are my only grandson. My special buddy. We go back a long way, don’t we?”
Johnny snuffled into my shirt. I consoled him, wondering why we hadn’t seen signs of jealously before. It had been seven months since his sisters were born and he’d been a little trooper from the start. With the exception of grabbing toys from the girls once in a while in a fit of three-year-old anger, he’d been pretty good. Of course, in addition to the birth of the twins, there had also been the prior incident with his birth father, Harold. Harold had killed my Elsbeth, and had tried his best to add me to the list of his victims. When he’d been tried and imprisoned for life, Johnny had lost the only man he’d ever called Daddy.
The boy had clung hard to me since his father was convicted and I’d pinch-hit in grandfatherly duties, but now it was almost a full time job that I treasured.
“Hey, sport? How’d you like to stay up until dark and catch fireflies?”
I stepped back. He looked at me. Hope flickered in his big brown eyes. “Real late? Just us?” 
“Later than you’ve ever stayed up. Just us. You and me, pal. Okay?”
“Okee dokee, Opa. Fireflies. Just you ‘n me.”
Johnny carried the shortcake into the dining room while I followed with the strawberries and whipped cream. I dished out generous portions and asked Camille to take over feeding Marion so I could pay extra attention to my grandson. When I leaned down to pick up his napkin for the third time, Freddie spoke up. 
“We ought to save some for Mrs. Pierce. She’ll be hungry when she gets in.”
Mrs. Pierce, our trusted housekeeper, visited her sister Eloise on weekends after a long week of tending to our family. She usually returned from Syracuse just after dinnertime on Sunday evening. I always saved a plate for our mother hen.
I looked at the dark circles under my daughter’s eyes. She held Celeste on her lap, rubbing her finger over the baby’s lower gum. Celeste chewed industriously, happy to relieve the pressure of the emerging teeth.
“Don’t worry, honey. I’ll save her a plate.”
“Amazing meal, Professor, it really hit the spot,” Joe said. He wiped his chin and turned to Maddy. “I’ve never tasted such tender shortcake in my life, Maddy. Honest.”
She blushed, then fussed with her napkin and took a sip of water. “Thank you.” She curled her hair around one finger.
Joe’s complexion reddened. He turned to me. “Gus? Can we talk? I’d like to ask you about...” He looked around cautiously, as if trying not to upset the family. “About this morning, if you don’t mind. You have a minute?”
I pushed my chair back and started to clear the table. “Sure thing. I’ll meet you for coffee by the pool in ten minutes.”
Much to my surprise, my blustery friend insisted on helping with the cleanup. He collected most of the dirty dishes, but was shooed outside by Maddy shortly thereafter. 
We headed out to the deck to discuss the topic I had hoped to avoid for the rest of the day. Or the week. Or forever.



Chapter 10
 
Joe sat beside the pool and dragged another chair close to plop his feet on. Settling back, he took a sip of coffee and laid his mug on the glass-topped table. The eastern sky had darkened to indigo and the birds’ songs softened and faded. Bats swooped overhead, feeding on mosquitoes. The clear turquoise water shimmered beside us, gurgling from the return line that spit air every few minutes.
“Let’s get right to it, Gus.”
I leaned forward. “I’m all ears.”
“Good. Well, first of all, I don’t want to upset you by suggesting things about your friend Colin—”
I frowned. “Wait a sec. I knew Colin pretty well, and I liked him. Quite a bit, actually. But don’t hold back on my account.”
“Okay. Good.” He tented his fingers and closed his eyes halfway. “In spite of all the good reports we’ve had about Colin’s character, there’s this matter of fraud. Money’s missing from the town funds, and we think he took it. Been looking into it since he disappeared last fall.”
My eyebrows shot up. I stood and jammed my hands into my pockets. “I don’t know, Joe. I don’t buy it.” I paced back and forth beside the pool. “He really was a straight shooter. In all the forty years I’ve come in contact with him, he never struck me as—”
Joe grabbed my arm to get my attention. “Being in the same town or school as a guy your whole life doesn’t mean you really knew him.”
I paused and looked across the yard to the first star that blinked on the indigo horizon. “True, but I can’t picture him stealing. He just wasn’t that kind of guy.” I sat down again and leaned toward him. “Remember the flooding in Allegheny County last year? He took off work for a whole week to help those people. Gave up his own vacation to cook food, pump cellars, stuff like that. He was a really good person.” 
A sense of heaviness settled in my chest. 
Joe sipped his coffee in silence, seeming to ponder what I’d said. Darkness stole over the yard, chilling the air and blurring the edges of the trees on the horizon until they melted into the sky. I shifted in my seat until I got comfortable again, and gazed over the pool toward the garden. The bullfrogs from Conaroga Creek had begun their evening hymns. In another twenty minutes, the fireflies would be out. I glanced at Joe through the dimming light. “Tell me about the fraud. How’d you find out about it?”
He cleared his throat. “Well, we used the department’s forensic computer geek to get at the data. He did his magic on Colin’s PC and retrieved a bunch of deleted files and transactional records.”
“Computer forensics? I’ve heard about that.”
“Right. Just like a dead body, they go through the system and find stuff that was supposedly deleted and…Oh hell, Gus. You don’t wanna know all those details.” He swatted at a mosquito, turning back to me. “Anyway, it goes back to last November. Just after he disappeared. When his wife called us and reported him missing, we started checking out his office for clues. While we were digging around his desk, Mabel, the town clerk, got chatty. We had a talk, and she dropped a few hints about Colin. So we searched through the town’s paper records and discovered an unscheduled withdrawal of seventy-five grand. Of course, the town accountant authorized it.” He lowered his brow and stared at me. “That would be your straight shooter.” The underwater lights in the pool reflected in Joe’s serious eyes. “There were no legit plans for purchases. No big capital expenses in the budget. Colin signed the slip.”
I stared at him. “Considering where we found him this morning, don’t you think we ought to take a closer look at that signature?” I looked toward the house and lowered my voice. “Isn’t it possible someone killed Colin, then forged his name? Or forced him to sign it, then killed him?”
Joe kneeled down beside the pool and wiggled his fingers in the water. “Hmm. Still warm.” He climbed back into his seat. “Yeah. I’ve been wondering about that all morning. But there were also those computer records that went back over the last five years.”
“What records?” 
“Our forensic geek contacted some of his elite banking buddies, and they traced suspicious withdrawals back over the last five years. Each week there were transfers from town funds to an overseas account. It was a small amount, but it added up to around twenty-seven thousand. The account was closed the day before Colin disappeared.” He laced his fingers together and laid them against the back of his neck, stretching his legs at the same time. “It’s pretty damning evidence, Gus. Goes back a long way. All together, there’s about a hundred grand missing.”
I sat still for a while, thinking it over. “A hundred grand? Not exactly enough to retire to a tropical island, is it?”
Joe shook his head. “Probably not. But still…”
“Any evidence of unusual spending habits before he disappeared? Seemed to me he lived a pretty simple life.”
“Not that I could see. He had his share of loans, of course. They were still paying off his son’s college loans. But there were no lavish vacations, or anything like that. ‘Course his wife was laid off several years ago and hasn’t worked since. He might’ve felt the pinch and could have been pilfering small amounts to live on.”
I turned the idea around in my head. “It’s possible. But it’s not in character.” I tapped my fingers on the plastic chair arm. “Maybe Colin discovered someone else stealing from the town. He might’ve threatened to turn them in. They followed him when he was out hunting and… You fill in the blanks.” 
Joe’s eyes lit up. “Or, maybe they planned to take that seventy-five grand anyway. Either they set him up to look like he took the money and ran, or they used his death to frame him after the fact. We didn’t start digging into his records until several days after his disappearance. They might’ve come up with the idea after he was gone.”
I frowned and shook my head. “That would only work if they
knew he was dead. They either saw him killed or killed him themselves. They’d have to be opportunists of the worst kind if they witnessed the murder, and then kept quiet so they could pull funds out of the account and blame it on him.” I sighed and leaned back. “I think you need to talk with those folks at the town office.”
He grunted. “You got any ins down there? They’re a close-knit bunch. Don’t take kindly to me nosing around, I’ll tell you that.”
I shook my head. “Heck, no. I never got involved in any of the town meetings, and I’m embarrassed to say I’m pretty much in the dark when it comes to that stuff. The only way I hear anything is through Oscar. He’s the one you should ask.”
 “Good idea. I’ll give him a call.” He compressed his lips. “I know this sounds melodramatic, but did Colin have any enemies? Did anyone have a grudge against him?” 
I sat for a moment and thought back over the town’s history retold by Oscar at our Sunday dinners. According to him, there had been some rip-roaring fights over the last few years at the town meetings. The largest had involved the involuntary shutdown of the flooded salt mine and the recent events to reopen the mines in a new location. 
The town was split over the mine issue. Hundreds of local salt workers were out of work since the initial disaster. On the other hand, dozens of families lost their well water as the underground lake expanded and sucked the water out of the aquifers while the whole western section caved in. The local environmentalists had been against any new digging, and the Native Americans were in an uproar over the disturbance of Indian burial grounds. 
I explained some of the history to Joe, but couldn’t summon all the details. We’d need Oscar to explain it fully to us.
“Colin supported the mine,” I said. “Both of his brothers were miners and their families have suffered since its collapse.”
Joe’s eyes widened. “Tell me more.”
“Because Colin fought so hard for it, the new mine project was pushed through.”
“So when does this new mine open?”
“Next week, I think. They’ve got all sorts of groundbreaking ceremonies planned from what Oscar said. But to tell the truth, I haven’t paid very close attention to it. You know I’ve never been much of a joiner. I’d rather be home.”
He poked me in the side. “Well, you’re usually pretty busy on Sundays. Got more on your mind than local politics.” 
I smiled, thinking of the family feasts I cooked each weekend and the calculated chaos that usually followed. “I guess. But if anyone noticed animosity against Colin, it would be Oscar. Nothing slips by him.” 
Joe stood. “Okay, I’ll call him tonight, try to set up something for the morning. Wanna come with me?”
I nodded. “Sure.” 
He stood up and reached around to massage his lower back. “Looks like I’d better go now, anyway. Somebody’s waiting for you.”
I twisted around to find Johnny pressing his hands and face against the screen door. 
“Opa? Is it time? Did the fireflies come out yet?”
Glad for the excuse, I hopped up and closed my mind from the ugly topic at hand. “Coming, buddy.” I tossed a wave to Joe. “See you in the morning.”



Chapter 11
 
“I got one!” Johnny shrieked. He clamped and twisted the metal lid over the pickle jar, and then peered inside. The green glow of the firefly’s light pulsed and reflected in his eyes.
“Good job. You did it. Wanna get another one?” 
His head bobbed and he handed the jar to me. “You get one now, Opa. Then we let ‘em go.”
The cool grass soaked my flip-flops. Crickets sang in full chorus. I took his little hand in mine, and we wandered through the field toward the road. The goldenrod had begun to bloom, and I felt my nose itch when we went through a big damp patch that nearly reached Johnny’s shoulders. 
A circus of fireflies flitted in the air by the edge of the woods, spiraling up to the sky and then back down again to the wet earth. We crouched like Indian braves and crept toward them. They flickered fluorescent lime green. 
I unscrewed the lid and held it ready to capture another one. 
“Get that one. Over there,” whispered my little ally.
I leaned down and lifted the lid just enough to scoop him inside, without allowing the other one to escape. 
“You got it!” Johnny squealed. He never tired of the ritual.
I looked up when a sound came from the dirt road. Three large panel vans rumbled passed our driveway entrance. 
I stared at the unexpected sight. On any given day, a neighbor or two might pass to and from work, but the road was so rough and so less direct than the asphalt roads, that few people used it. 
Someone in the lead van opened their window and tossed out what looked like a MacDonald’s soft drink cup and a crumpled bag.
Johnny grabbed the hem of my tee shirt and leaned his whole weight against me. I ignored my indignation and turned to my companion, who rubbed his eyes with his fists. Glancing at my watch, I did a double take. Almost ten. “Hey pal, you tired?”
He stifled a huge yawn. “Nope.” 
I released the fireflies, scooped him up, and walked back to the house. His chatter turned monosyllabic, and by the time we reached the bedroom he slumped like a sandbag on my shoulder. 
I laid him in his bed and decided to let him sleep in his tee shirt and swim trunks. I didn’t have the heart to wake him to change into pajamas. Stifling a yawn of my own, I pulled the comforter up over his legs and arms and tucked his well-worn Velveteen rabbit on one side and his blue Eeyore on the other. 
I kissed his forehead, turned off the light, and slowly backed out of the room. “Night, Johnny,” I whispered. 
I was so focused on my quiet retreat that I stepped on my daughter’s toes. 
“Careful, Dad!” she said. She grabbed my arm to balance and hopped on one foot. 
“Sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t see you.”
“I’m okay.” She leaned against the doorjamb and kneaded her toes. “I just wanted to ask you something. A huge favor.”
Celeste whimpered from the bedroom. A worried expression flashed across Freddie’s face. “We’ve run out of Baby Tylenol. I was sure we had an extra bottle, but I can’t find it. She’s still suffering, Dad, and her teeth are still really bothering her. I’ve gotta go pick up some more. Is there any way you could keep an eye on the kids?”
I was exhausted, but I couldn’t allow Freddie to drive to our Wegmans superstore, alone and tired, at this time of night. I was on summer recess from college, so had the luxury of being able to sleep in. Freddie didn’t. 
I walked with her a few steps down the hall. “I’ll go, hon.”
“Really? Oh, Dad. You’re my hero. I have to get up so early tomorrow.”
“And when I get back, if Celeste is still awake, I’ll take over so you can get some sleep.” 
She smiled and cocked her head, then reached up on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek. “Thank you. Have I told you I love you lately?” 
I peeked around the corner into the twin’s room. “Is Marion okay?”
“Yeah, she’s fine. She’s been sleeping like a baby.”
I chuckled at her joke, squeezed her hand, and hurried into my bedroom to put on a clean tee shirt. 
***
The roads were quiet, except for the whap-whap of a pair of helicopters flying overhead. I wondered if the Army Reserves was performing night exercises while I turned the corner into the shopping center. I passed five lone cars and parked next to a panel van, close to the entrance. 
I automatically rolled the cart to the medicine aisle and plucked the Tylenol package from the shelf. After a moment’s hesitation, I took two more boxes and dropped them in the basket. I wheeled around the store, and then remembered we were out of orange juice and grabbed a gallon jug. A red plastic ball and a package of rawhide chewies caught my attention. I tossed them in the cart and whisked past the other “buy me” displays. With toys in hand for grandson and dog, I rolled to the checkout behind two other customers.
The first in line—a college student—dropped his bag of chips and a container of dip on the belt while flirting with the young woman at the register. The oversized Conaroga University sweatshirt hung on his bony frame. He wore baggy sweatpants and sneakers with the laces undone, as if he’d just slipped into them to satisfy his intense craving for chips. When he pulled out a credit card to pay, the customer who was wedged between us sputtered with annoyance. 
The man stunk of garlic. He wore a stained dark jumpsuit and scuffed black boots coated with dust. His curly black hair hung in a two-inch ponytail over his collar. With a snarl, he turned to look for another checkout aisle, fuming when the boy’s card didn’t go through on the first try. 
Gathering his collection of matches, Duct tape, and four packages of D batteries, he spun and motioned for me to back up so he could get out. I couldn’t help but notice his bushy beard climbed like black ivy up his pitted face and nearly connected with his eyebrows. 
Catching myself staring, I backed up my cart and apologized when I accidentally ran one of the wheels over his boot. 
His dull black eyes bored into mine and he exploded in my face. “Dios maldita sea!”
My eyebrows shot up. “Excuse me?”
He mumbled something else in Spanish and shoved past me, reeking of cigar smoke. Just as he settled in the aisle three rows down, the young man’s card worked and I moved forward to check out. 
I tried not to smile.
The young cashier looked familiar. I checked her nametag. Kim Milgate. I had a vague memory of her family attending our church several years back. 
“Jeepers,” she said under her breath. “Some people have no patience at all.”
I nodded in sympathy and maneuvered the cart forward, swiping my debit card through the reader. “Yeah. Strange guy. Is he a regular?”
Afraid he’d overhear, she lowered her voice to a soft whisper. “Nope. First encounter of the strange kind,” she giggled. “Hope I never see him again, either.” She rolled her eyes. “What a creep. It’s bad enough being on the night shift without having to deal with rude people.” 
She finished scanning my purchases and sweetened her voice. “That’ll be thirty-one fifty, please.”



Chapter 12
 
We pulled into Oscar and Millie Stones’ driveway at eight o’clock the next morning. My stomach growled in anticipation of the hearty breakfast Millie had promised us. The twenty-four hour grippe had released its hold on her, and she told us on the phone that morning that she was feeling almost human again. 
On the way to the porch, the sugary perfume of the American Yellowwood blossoms engulfed us. The muted buzz of thousands of bumblebees filled the air; they massed around drooping clusters of white flowers swaying in the warm breeze. 
Oscar crouched over something on the porch, pursing his lips around a thin straw. He cradled a pale object in his hands and his white silky hair rippled in the morning breeze, lifting up high from his scalp and whirling above his head. I was surprised to see he wore only a tee shirt and blue-and-white striped boxers. 
Joe stopped and cocked his head. “What the hell’s he doin’ up there?”
I strained to see what Oscar held in his hands and shrugged when I couldn’t make it out. “I can’t tell.”
Oscar turned toward us, straightened, and waved. His face crinkled into a prim smile, and he welcomed us as if he wore his Sunday best. “Mornin’ gents. Fine day, isn’t it?” 
We climbed the steps, and he bundled the mysterious objects into a thick piece of cotton batting. 
“Whatcha got there, Oscar?” Joe asked, craning his head to get a look.
“These?” His eyebrows arched. “Come on inside and I’ll show you. They’re quite fragile, don’t-you-know?”
In the dining room, Oscar laid the bundle on the table and unwrapped the treasures, one by one. “They’re ostrich eggs,” he said. “I’ve just removed the yoke and whites from the shell through these pinholes.” He carefully lifted one of the eggs to the light and pointed out two tiny holes on either end of the shell. I stared at the eggs, puzzled.
“Oscar? How did you get the egg out without cracking the shell?”
“Practice, my dear boy. Lots of practice. It’s quite the art, isn’t it, Mother?”
Millie called out from the kitchen. The aroma of bacon and raisin toast filled the room. My stomach growled again.
“Yes, dear. Shall we tell them how many eggs you lost when you first tried?”
Oscar shook his head and laughed when Millie wheeled into the dining room. She stopped her chair in the doorway and gaped at her husband. “Daddy?”
“Yes, Lady?” Oscar answered without turning around, still fussing over the eggshells.
“You might want to put on some trousers, dear. We’ve got company.”
Oscar looked down at his shorts. His mouth formed a perfect “O,” and he chuckled as if he’d just heard a mildly humorous joke. Straightening his undershirt, he combed his hair with his fingers. “Oh my. Why don’t you show the boys what you’ve been up to with these eggshells, Mother? I’ll go put on some clothes.”
He patted her gnarled fingers when he passed. She smiled up at him, her eyes twinkling as the love of her life headed into the first floor bedroom to find his trousers.
“My Heavens,” she said, “it’s difficult to teach them social graces these days, don’t-you-know?” She rolled to a mahogany display case in the corner of the room, twisting the key in the lock to open the door. 
I followed, laying one hand over hers. “You feeling better, Millie?”
She smiled. “Much better. Thank you, dear. Now, here we go,” she said, carefully lifting a sparkling item onto her lap. “It’s my version of a Fabergé egg.” She wheeled back and cupped it in her hands, offering it to me.
The egg was varnished and papered with scenes from what appeared to be an antique Christmas card. A winter scene was affixed to the interior wall of the egg and two little doors were cut from the shell, mounted by hinges glued to the fragile edges. A light coat of glitter sparkled from the inside and the ornament stood on a gold rococo stand, with a decorative crystal attached to the very top. On the floor of the egg, Millie had glued tiny wooden skating figures on a pond made from a miniature mirror. 
“I carved every one of those figures with my woodworking tools and a magnifying glass.” 
A tiny park bench, trees, and mounds of snow completed the Currier and Ives scene. Pearl beads and gold braiding decorated the outer shell. In spite of her arthritic fingers, Millie had created an extraordinary work of art. 
Joe leaned over the egg and let out a long, low whistle. “Unbelievable, Millie. Where’d you learn to do that?”
“Oh, it wasn’t all that difficult, my dear. Just takes patience. And a very large eyeglass,” she added. “My next three scenes are going to be a crèche, a mother deer with twin fawns, and kittens playing with balls of yarn. I’ve got it all planned.” Her eyes sparkled with passion and self-satisfaction. “As long as Oscar can keep me in a supply of eggshells, I’ll keep making them.”
Joe’s eyes lit up and he scratched his chin. “What’ll you charge for ‘em?”
I could imagine the wheels turning in his head. He was probably thinking of a Christmas gift for Maddy. 
The familiar scent of Old Spice aftershave preceded Oscar’s entrance as he rejoined us, fully clothed, with his hair freshly combed. “They’re not for sale, Joe. They’re going to stay right here, up on this shelf beside the window. The sunlight will make them sparkle in the mornings.”
Joe looked disappointed, shrugging his shoulders. “Can’t say I blame you.”
Oscar took the egg from me and gently put it back in the cabinet. We moved into the kitchen where he had set up folding chairs and a card table for our breakfast. Millie and Oscar typically ate in the living room with TV trays, with Millie in her wheel chair and Oscar in his wing chair. 
Joe looked at the soft-boiled eggs and frowned. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
He looked at Millie. “These aren’t ostrich eggs, are they?”
“Oh, dear, no,” she chuckled. “They’re just plain old chicken eggs.”
We demolished the eggs, raisin toast, and crispy bacon, laughing at Oscar’s dry wit and Millie’s anecdotes about their dog, Tinkerbell. 
Oscar opened the back door to let Tinkerbell inside when we were done. She sniffed around the black and white checkered linoleum floor for tidbits, then circled the table and pushed her nose into each of our hands. When she arrived at my chair, she put one big paw on my lap and licked the back of my hand. I wondered if she remembered that she’d been born in our barn, one of eleven wayward pups. 
With the pleasantries out of the way, we moved into the living room with our coffee. Although I knew it was coming, I tensed when Joe steered the conversation toward the topic of Colin Springer.



Chapter 13
 
Joe settled in a chair beside Millie’s wheelchair, and I perched on a horsehair settee, the least comfortable place to sit in the room. But I loved the piece, particularly the ornately carved rosewood arms that felt so smooth beneath my fingers. Beside me, light sparkled on pink glass in the special unit Oscar had built directly into the wall separating the living room from the front parlor. Years ago, he’d carved a six-foot section out of the wall, boxed it in with white shelving and moldings, and had strategically hidden lights within to display Millie’s collection of ribbon glass and various other pink glass pieces. 
Oscar stood with his back to us, gazing out the living room window with his hands in his pockets. “Colin was an excellent superintendent. We called him ‘bipartisan’ because he didn’t take sides for the sake of party. He handled the town affairs quite well and always chose the most logical path, independent of who proposed it. That’s why we kept re-electing him, of course.”
Joe took out his notebook and scribbled in it.
Oscar turned to straighten the blonde wig on a French fashion doll. Her blue glass eyes gazed across the room from another century, enhanced by delicate bisque features. 
“There was one particular issue, however, that began the controversy.” 
Joe looked up from his notebook. “Controversy?”
Oscar nodded and shuffled to his favorite wing chair covered with worn gold and navy tapestry. The down-stuffed cushion expelled a single feather when he sat. It floated in the air for a moment and circled until it landed by his right shoe. He picked it up, adding it to a pile of feathers on the side table. “Indeed. The biggest event to rock this gentle valley since the Sullivan invasion in 1779.” He peered at Joe, emphasizing each word. “The collapse of the salt mine.” 
Joe exchanged a knowing glance with me, but didn’t let on that I’d told him much about it. I imagined Oscar hitching his thumbs beneath suspenders while he continued with the lesson. 
“Established in the 1800s, the mine produced salt for winter roads and food preservation, providing jobs for over a hundred years. It was the second highest salt producing mine in the world.” He sighed and laced his fingers over one knee. “But greedy practices eroded its base and triggered the collapse.”
Millie inched her wheelchair forward to pick up her crochet needles and a ball of yellow twine from the TV tray. She settled back in her chair with a weary smile, as if she’d heard the story too many times. The needles clicked and her curled fingers began to fly. 
Joe sat forward. “Greedy practices? Like what?” 
Oscar opened the drawer beside him for a pad of paper. He pulled a ballpoint pen from his shirt pocket and began to draw. “The salt is mined in chambers. Rooms, if you will. Thousands of feet underground, by the way.”
I tried to picture the world that existed underground. Oscar sketched some more.
“To maintain integrity of the roof structure, the miners leave supporting pillars in the rooms, spaced equilaterally to prevent collapse. They’re called salt pillars.”
“Salt what?” Joe asked. 
“Salt pillars. You know, like columns.”
Oscar held up the drawing. Millie’s needles clicked faster. “When the economy took a turn for the worse, purse strings tightened, gas prices went up, salt prices dropped, and the overall cost of business skyrocketed. Those in charge decided it might be okay to skim some salt from the sides of the pillars. It’s called ‘pillar robbing.’” He scratched the tip of his nose and frowned. “Although some of the more experienced miners objected, it’s said that the senior officials assured them the practice was sound, and they started skimming the salt in the section of the mine right beneath our feet.” Oscar jabbed a finger toward the floor. “Come, I have something to show you.”
When he rose from his chair, a flurry of feathers lifted from the pile on the table, swirled into the air, and settled on the floor. He looked mildly annoyed, but gestured to us to follow him out the back door. “Back in a little while, Mother.”
Millie’s frail voice followed us to the door. “See you boys later. There’ll be lemonade for you when you come back.”
Oscar grabbed his Leica camera from a hook on the wall and slung the worn strap over his neck. We walked beside him and made our way through the field behind the house, traipsing along the hedgerow that led up the side of the valley toward the woods.
“Where are you taking us?” I asked. Mildly curious, I actually didn’t care where we were headed. Millie’s heavy breakfast had lulled me into a sense of lazy pleasantry, and I needed to get myself moving before I fell asleep, even on the uncomfortable horsehair couch.
“You’ll see. Just follow me.”
Shocking pink sweet peas and tangerine daylilies tumbled in clouds of color along the stonewall. Oscar stopped to snap a few shots of the vivid scene, while Joe and I helped ourselves to plump black raspberries growing along the wall. A catbird squawked from the brush, scolding us for coming too close to her nest. I picked stubborn seeds from my teeth with purple-stained fingers and headed up the hill with Oscar. Joe scooped a final bunch of berries into his mouth and jogged to catch up.
We stopped at the base of the woods. The tornado’s path cut an ugly gash through maple and beech trees flanking a wide trench of churned earth. Twenty feet down from the broken trees stood an enormous turquoise water tank.
Oscar pointed up the hill. “See that tank? The salt mine had to install them all over the county. Thank the good Lord the tornado missed it.” 
Joe scratched his head, staring at the tank. “Why water tanks? I don’t get it.”
I jumped in, having heard the story from Oscar before. “When the mine collapsed, it breached a water aquifer. Right, Oscar?” 
We turned around and began the descent to Oscar’s fields. 
He glanced sideways at me and smiled as if proud of a bright pupil. “Precisely. The water was always sweet and plentiful, except for a few sulfur deposits. Then the mine began to flood.” Oscar picked up a crooked stick and waved it in the air to emphasize the import of the information. “Thousands of gallons per hour poured into the salt caverns beneath our feet. One day, Millie went to put on a kettle for tea and nothing came out of the faucet.” 
Joe grunted in sympathy and swiped at his brow with a wrinkled paper towel. I hadn’t realized he’d replaced his handkerchiefs with them, but wasn’t surprised. 
He stuffed the paper towel back in his pocket. “No water? Wow. That had to be a shock.”
Oscar gazed into the distance as if picturing the scene. “It was. And it happened all over the valley. Dozens of farms and families were affected. Took the owners of the mine a while to step up to the plate and install these tanks,” he pointed toward them with the stick. “And meanwhile we all had to call the waterman to dump water into our wells so we could get by. The Walkers’ cow farm almost went under.” He pointed ahead of us toward a tall field filled with Black-eyed Susans. The gold petals surrounded cocoa-colored centers, massing everywhere. “Cows need a lot of water to make milk, don’t-you-know?”
Joe stopped in his tracks. “So, is that what everybody got upset about? Whether to open a new mine? The miners who needed their jobs back versus the folks who lost their water?”
Oscar nodded. “Indeed.” 
We forged ahead and traipsed through high sweet grass to another field. Queen Anne’s Lace, purple liatris, asters, and yarrows lined the path. 
“And Colin supported the rebuilding effort. His two brothers were devastated by the shutdown.” Oscar stabbed the stick into the soft ground and balanced on it with both hands. “There were seven children between the two of them and not a penny left for shoes or electric bills. We all pitched in as best we could, but it wasn’t nearly enough.”
Joe cast me a sideways glance. “A good man might be tempted to dip into town funds if his family was starving. Might push him to do something illegal—something against his nature.”
I tasted the idea and felt my resolve about Colin’s integrity crumble. Just a little. 
Oscar stopped to tie his shoelace. I lent him a hand to help him up. 
“Thanks, Gus.” He straightened his camera strap and continued down the path. “Anyway, it was largely due to Colin’s efforts to gain financial support for the mine that the re-drilling came about. The folks who live near the new drill sites were against it, of course. It was the ‘not in my backyard’ syndrome.” He wiped one hand across his brow, sweeping his hair back. “There were some pretty spirited town meetings, I’ll tell you. Vicious, actually.” He shook his head in disapproval. “Colin got the worst of it, but kept on pushing for the new mine to open. And he finally did it. The ceremony’s next week, of course. There’s a groundbreaking ceremony today, and they start the real digging a week from today, next Monday. Too bad he won’t be here to see it.” 
We arrived at a large pond. Water bugs skittered across its surface and bullfrogs croaked from hidden havens beneath the reeds. 
Oscar swept one hand toward the pond. “This is one of the sink holes. Used to be pastureland, but it dropped way down and filled with brine water. Useless for drinking, of course.”
Joe raised an eyebrow. “Whoa. Weird.”
We ambled along the narrow path toward the Walkers’ farm, stopping at the edge of their cornfield. A tall flame roared skyward at the edge of the field. 
Joe shaded his eyes and squinted toward the fire. “Are they crazy? Burning trash during this drought?” His face reddened in anger. 
In spite of the short burst of rain yesterday, it hadn’t been enough to lessen the risk of fire. The dusty weeds crackled when we stepped on them. We needed days of gentle rain to replenish the water level and give a boost to the parched vegetation.
Oscar chuckled. “Relax, Joe. That isn’t trash, it’s a gas burn. Purposeful. When the mine collapsed, it opened up pockets of natural gas that leached into wells through cracks in the ground. That one over there is Harry Walker’s old water well. They had to set it on fire to minimize the danger to livestock and family. It’s been burning for two years now. Never goes out.”
Joe whistled, gazing at the inferno. 
“Unbelievable. Just unbelievable. So what’s all the hullabaloo about now? The company took care of your water, right? Aren’t you folks all set?”
We started the trek back to Oscar’s farmhouse.
“For now, our water problem is solved, but folks are still mad about it. They don’t like having to depend on the good graces of a corporation for their drinking water. As I said, the new salt mine sites are being excavated next week. But there’s a problem with the location they’ve chosen.” He stopped and turned, his face dark with emotion. “It’s on a historic Indian burial ground. Right smack dab in the middle of it. The local Native Americans and the conservationists are in an uproar, and rightly so.”
Joe put a finger up for us to stop. He pulled his notebook out and jotted down some notes. “Gotta get this down. This is important.”
When he finished, we retraced our steps to the Stones’ house and pushed through the battered screen door with peeling green paint and a patched screen. It creaked and closed with a satisfying thud. Joe and I plopped down on cane chairs in the kitchen while Oscar brought out the lemonade Millie left chilling in the fridge. We each drained two tall glasses, then wandered back into the cool living room. In the short time we’d been gone, Millie had created a two-inch circle of delicate lace. I leaned over and took a closer look at it, fingering the intricate knots. “Beautiful. Who’s it for?”
She pointed to a three-foot tall Jumeau, the tallest of three dolls in a glass case. The doll stood as tall as a real child, with a hauntingly lifelike bisque face and dark brunette banana curls that tumbled over her pale lavender shawl. Oscar had let it drop that she and her two bisque sisters were valued at over one hundred thousand dollars each. 
“It’s for Emily. Lace cuffs for her blouse. I’m afraid the originals are falling apart. Can’t let our little girls go about dressed like ragamuffins, now, can we?”
I smiled at Millie and reached down to pat Tinkerbell, who lay at her feet. Her plumed tail thumped on the Oriental rug. 
We had just settled back in our seats when Joe’s cell phone trilled. He plucked it from the clip on his belt and barked into it. “Russell here.” His face tensed and he stood. The crowded room didn’t stop him from pacing.
“How many are there?” He frowned and listened. “Okay. Call the state police and sheriff’s department and get a dozen troopers over there. And call Adam Knapp.” His face darkened. “I don’t care that he worked the late shift, wake him up.” He reattached the phone to his belt and looked at me. “I’ve gotta go.”
Oscar’s forehead creased. “What’s going on?”
“It’s weird, but you were just telling us about that Indian burial ground. Looks like the tribes from all three upstate reservations are gathered at the site, trying to stop the drilling that’s supposed to start next week. Sounds like things are getting tense. Gotta run, but we’ll be back. Thanks again, folks.” He strode toward Millie and took her hand. “Sorry I have to leave like this. The breakfast was great, haven’t had such a good one since I was a kid.” He swung his heavy head toward me, all business. “You coming?”
I figured I might be able to help, so I quickly kissed Millie on the cheek and hugged Oscar. “I’m right behind you, Joe.”
I bolted toward the door after Joe’s disappearing back, but Oscar hailed me at the last minute. His pale blue eyes turned serious, brimming with concern. “Be careful up there, son.” 
With a brief wave, I hurried after Joe, tossing the words over my shoulder. “Thanks. I will.”



Chapter 14
 
Joe flipped on his siren and light, and we sped north in silence. When we passed the old mine entrance, I noticed fresh tracks in the overgrown grass and wondered if the local teens had been using it as a lover’s lane or a drinking hangout. I
decided to ask Oscar if he’d noticed, since it was practically in his backyard. The last thing he needed was a bunch of broken beer bottles or kids starting campfires in the tinder-dry woods.
Joe’s radio squawked with increasing frequency. He gripped the wheel and sought the horizon with steely eyes, answering the calls with terse sentences. When we rounded the last bend, he took it a little too fast, and his rear wheels skidded onto the shoulder. It didn’t faze him, although I felt I was riding in one of the cop movies of the sixties and started to doubt the intelligence of my decision to tag along. He corrected the vehicle, apparently unconcerned. “Hold on. We’re almost there.”
Scores of pickup trucks and cars jammed both sides of the road, stretching in two long snaking lines. A dozen men in hardhats and a few in suits gathered at the entrance of the chained gate with shovels in their hands, their backs pushed against the sturdy metal chains. 
Heavy equipment vehicles rested at the edge of the woods, ready to dig in a week. I imagined the smoke billowing from their tailpipes when they roared to life, digging into the sacred ground that held the ancestral remains of Native Americans. I didn’t blame the protestors, although I completely understood the importance of private property rights. The situation presented a tough dilemma, one that I imagined would be cause for controversy for many years to come.
Hundreds of demonstrators blocked the roadside, pumping signboards and chanting. From the words on the signs and tee shirts they sported, the group seemed to be a mix of Green Peace and Native American protestors. 
A firearm discharged when Joe’s patrol car skidded past the entrance gate. The crowd blurred and panicked, hunkering down and pointing. Heads swiveled; apparently searching for the shooter. Joe swerved to a slanted stop in the only clear spot—a steep hillside—and barked into his radio. “Russell here. Shot fired.” He paused for a second. “Right. I see them coming over the hill.”
Police lights flashed from the direction of Conaroga village. Five squad cars careened toward us, sirens screaming. Joe hurried out of his seatbelt and flung open the door. Checking the gun on his hip, he turned to me. “Stay put.”
I nodded. Adam Knapp pulled up beside us, waved some hand signals at Joe, and then sprinted toward the gate. Joe and three officers followed, guns drawn with muzzles pointing skyward. Another shot rang out. In the next minute, a second slug of cars from the County Sheriff’s department pulled up, blocking the road from the north.
I watched the panic-stricken scene in what felt like slow motion. The crowd swelled one way, then another. Screams filled the air. Frightened faces passed the squad car where I sat, feeling useless. Someone must have called an ambulance as a precaution well before the shots rang out, because in seconds a red and white vehicle screeched to a stop only twenty feet away from me. I watched the action, wishing I could help. But I had no weapon, and certainly no authority. 
Another shot erupted within the mob, and a frenzied wave rippled toward the edges, where people started to race for safety. Men, women, teens, and a few children scrambled away from the front gate, streaming past me with terror-stricken faces. I started to open my door to offer sanctuary to them, but I couldn’t push it open against the hillside where it was jammed shut. I slid down to Joe’s door, but before I could get it open, the faces disappeared.
Paramedics rushed into the throng with a gurney; jostling it deep into the mob. Another ambulance arrived and its crew followed the first. I sat and waited as the crowd spread out. Faces passed me, streaked with tears. Images of the Columbine High School shooting raced across my mind’s eye. Three shots had barked into the warm summer morning. 
Where had they come from? Had anyone been hit?
Before long, I had my answer. Both stretchers returned with a sheriff’s deputy strapped to one gurney and a woman on the other. 
Several die-hard protestors, now angered beyond reason, dropped their placards and surged toward the workmen in hardhats who queued near the gate. One man in a suit grabbed a shovel and threatened the approaching protestors. A shoving and shouting contest followed, the shovel flew in the air, and dust rose from the noisy scuffle. 
Another wave of angry young men headed toward Joe’s cruiser, where I sat. Five of the teens followed a leader, seeming to hang on his every word and waiting for his direction. Images of high school washed through my mind. 
There he was. The big bully and his crowd of sycophants.

Those bastards had always seemed to appear in our lives, particularly to torment poor Siegfried with their harsh words and taunting. I bristled as they approached the edge of the crowd, pointing back into the melée. I rolled down Joe’s window to hear what they were saying. 
The gawky young leader wore his spiky hair dyed pure white laced with green streaks. He pointed at Joe, whose beefy face appeared at the edge of the crowd. “Anna Foxtree was shot! That cop did it. The pig shot her.” 
 My heart flip-flopped in my chest when I realized they were blaming Joe for the gunfire. It was insane. The shots certainly hadn’t come from Joe’s gun. I rolled up my window when they approached the cruiser with red-faced fury.
Spiky hair, wearing a new Green Peace tee shirt, planted his hands against my window, screaming “Kill the fuzz!” Three silver studs pierced his eyebrow and a thick plug glistened from one ear. I started to open the door to get out and try to calm them—possibly one of my stupidest instincts yet—but his band of wild-eyed friends joined him, slamming into my door and rocking the car.
I tried again to open the door to stop the hooligans, but when I reached for the handle, the car began to pitch. Fearing the worst, I buckled my seatbelt and yanked it tight. 
“Pigs!”
I grabbed the armrest. “What the hell—” 
They rocked it again, this time more violently. One more time, and the car lurched and rolled over. I grabbed the steering wheel and the side of my seat. Dirt and sky tumbled over until the car landed upside down on its roof. I dangled there, suspended by the belt digging into my hips. A thunderous cheer arose from the teens who spit and screamed at the windows.
“Dirty cops!”
Bracing myself, I released the buckle and landed in a heap on the ceiling. The dome of the courtesy light mashed my cheek. I tried the door handle, impatient to get out and yell at the little bastards.
Jammed. I kicked at it. A wave of claustrophobia threatened. 
Joe and Adam loped down the hill, waving their arms and yelling. The boys scattered, not so brave now. The door on the upside of the hill opened, and Joe’s head poked in.
“You okay?” he asked. His breath came in ragged gasps. A film of sweat coated his forehead. He reached an arm toward me and helped me out. I straightened slowly, rubbing the throbbing lump on the back of my head. 
“You okay?” he repeated. 
“Yeah,” I hedged. A wave of dizziness hit me. “I’m fine. Should have seen that coming, I guess.”
He seemed to catch his breath and leaned heavily against the upturned vehicle. He scanned the crowd. “They’re really riled up.”
“I know.” I swiped at my sweaty temples with my sleeve. “They said the woman was shot by a cop. You.”
 “That’s crazy. Far as we can tell, both shots came from up on the hill. From the woods. One hit Deputy Hunter and the other hit this Native American woman, Anna Foxtree. Hunter was luckier than Foxtree, though. She’s in rough shape.”
We both watched the ambulances scream away from the scene, heading north toward Rochester.
Joe looked back at the crowd. Someone had started a bonfire with the wood from the sandwich boards. Flames leapt high in the air, scattering embers to the dry weeds in the ditches by the road.
“Shit.” He motioned to Adam, who ran toward the blaze.
“Well, then, if you’re okay…”
“Go. I’ll walk back to Oscar’s. He’ll give me a lift home. Don’t worry about it. Better get over there before someone else gets hurt or they set the whole area on fire.” 
He waved a hand back over his shoulder and jogged toward the crowd. I straightened my shoulders and began the two-mile trek to the Stones’ house.



Chapter 15
 
I followed a dusty trail on the side of the road, heading south toward Oscar and Millie’s place. The sun beat hot on my head and back. Weaving around lines of parked cars by the wooded hillside, I noticed some gaps, indicating some of the protestors had already abandoned their cause. 
Maybe they were the kids that flipped the car. Getting the hell out of Dodge.

And rightly so, if they were caught they’d be charged with something. Vandalism? Destruction of property? Knocking a music professor onto his head? Whatever it was, they’d deserve it. 
I felt my temper rise with the temperature. 
Little pricks. How dare they? 
It had climbed at least ten degrees in the past hour, making the walk unbearable. I plucked at my sticky shirt, wishing I’d stayed at the Stones instead of jumping in the squad car with Joe. 
What was I thinking? I should’ve known I’d be in the way when the cops tried to quiet the demonstrators. 
I trudged under the searing sun and was startled when a blue heron burst into the air from the scrub brush on the side of the road. I followed his trajectory eastward, shielding my eyes from the glare. He passed close overhead, his gray blue feathers clearly visible with long legs tucked neatly beneath his body. The bird shot up the hill and disappeared behind the tree line.
A flash of metal glinted behind a thicket of woods near the bird’s landing spot. Although I couldn’t see anything, I sensed a ripple of dissonance that occurs in a forest when a stranger trespasses. The birds screeched and a frightened deer bolted across the road. 
Someone’s up there.
I walked a bit farther, but stopped when I heard a car door slam and an engine start up. A mushrooming dust cloud rose from the trees, accompanied by the sound of crunching gravel. Someone was driving down the side of the hill. Toward me. I’d nearly reached the dirt road turnoff when a warning exploded in my head. 
It’s the shooter. 
I stepped into the bushes, ducking to avoid being seen. I felt foolish, but realized if the gunshots had come from this particular hillside, the owner of the weapon would not welcome me witnessing his escape. I crouched beside a thorny wild rose bush. Perspiration dripped from my forehead and ran down my neck; a lump on my head throbbed like hell. My wet tee shirt plastered against me, and my pulse quickened while I waited for the vehicle to emerge. 
Nearby, a bumblebee nosed into a clump of orange daylilies. My back groaned and my thighs ached from the awkward position. 
Where the hell is he?

The sound of crunching gravel stopped. I wondered if there was another turnoff on the hill and was about to stand when the sound of a roaring engine erupted nearby. A dark panel van barreled onto the main road, its license plate splattered with mud. I wondered how the driver found mud in this dusty environment, and then realized he must’ve found a live creek. Peering through the rose bush, it occurred to me that the van resembled the one parked at the supermarket when I went for the Baby Tylenol. Both had big dents in the rear bumper. 
Could it be the same one? 
And if so, why do I care, and why the hell am I crouching here like an idiot? Maybe that guy was just lost up there, or taking photos, or having a picnic.
I memorized the make and color and emerged from my hiding place, rubbing new scratches on my legs. 
No. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was that the shots had come from the hillside.
I thought about hiking back to the demonstration site to tell Joe what I’d seen, when the same blue heron fluttered from the woods and crossed back over the road. The childlike sector of my brain wondered if it had been a sign. 
A sign to pay attention? To beware?
I stopped and looked at the cobalt sky. The clouds stretched in tendrils, pointing ghostly cotton fingers toward the valley.
Is Elsbeth up there? Watching out for me? Warning me not to be seen by the shooters?
I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head. I’m losing it.
I continued to Oscar’s, knowing full well I’d have to call Joe with the new information. No use trying to get his attention in the middle of the fracas that was probably still going on up the road. With that settled, I squared my shoulders and began the hot walk down the hill.



Chapter 16
 
The next morning at the crack of dawn I sat across the kitchen table from Camille. We’d both tumbled out of bed early and hadn’t showered or changed yet. I yawned, still tired from the long conversation I’d had with Joe the night before that had kept me up until midnight. He’d been stuck at the demonstration site for most of the day, and had rolled into his yard around ten. We’d discussed the panel van and its possible link to the shooting, and he’d taken down the particulars I remembered.
My wife switched on the little television we kept on the kitchen counter. “Let’s see if there’s anything on TV about last night.” She came back to my side and gently touched the lump on my head. 
I pulled back. “Ouch.”
“I think you should have it looked at, honey. You might have a concussion or something.”
Laughing, I smiled and pulled her toward me. “I don’t have a concussion. It’s just a bump.” I kissed her lips softly, but was distracted when the old set warmed up and the news came on.
Glenda Mitchell, a local news correspondent, adopted a serious expression, but her voice and eyes were infused with a sense of poorly disguised relish. “Vandalism was reported last night at the historic Civil War cemetery in East Goodland, New York.”
We both watched the screen, drawing closer to the television. It wasn’t often our little town headlined the Channel 13 news. Glenda continued, her heavily made up face rigid under a forced grim expression. 
“General Lee Silver’s grave was desecrated by robbers, who stripped the skeleton of its uniform and sword. It is believed that a recent upturn in the value of Civil War collectibles has prompted this heinous new twist on treasure hunting.” 
The camera swung to a cemetery shot and then back to Glenda.
“On another topic, the demonstrators at Upstate Rock Salt, also in East Goodland, have resumed their protests. Hundreds of people gathered yesterday, interrupting the ground breaking ceremonies near the Indian burial grounds.” 
A film clip followed where the camera panned the surging crowd, who pumped their slogan placards at the lens. I spotted the same group of kids who’d tipped the cruiser and winced, gingerly touching the lump on my head.
“Authorities are anticipating another day of clashing forces today.” The Channel 13 newscaster shook her head with disapproval and shifted gears seamlessly. Her expression transformed to an idiotic grin.
 “And now, let’s take a look at some of the local Independence Eve Celebrations. Last night’s fireworks at the High Falls Light Show were spectacular, as you can see from this clip.” 
Fireworks filled the screen, bursting green, pink, and white against shafts of light that played on the cliff walls of the Genesee River in downtown Rochester. The camera moved back to her face, which darkened and became somber. “A young boy was hurt in a backyard fireworks display. The eleven-year-old is in Rochester Memorial Hospital in guarded condition.”
The picture-in-picture video of a boy being wheeled into the emergency room was quickly replaced by a live shot of the New York State Thruway entrance in Henrietta.
“And the roads are packed with travelers, so be careful out there. As for me…” she turned and flashed an engaging smile at her cookie-cutter co-host, “I’m going to our annual family picnic.” 
“She’s such a dimwit,” I said. 
Camille tittered. “That’s one way to describe her.”
I reached over and turned down the volume. Camille refilled our coffee cups and sat across from me. Her hair hung in loose curls about her peaches-and-cream cheeks, disheveled and pretty. I’d come to adore my wife’s early morning expressions. A sweet sense of innocence played about her face. 
“Better get started. We’ve got lots to do.” I got up, opened the fridge, and grabbed a plastic bag of green beans I’d picked the day before. I had plenty of work to do before our July Fourth feast. I started snapping beans, tossing the ends into one bowl and the beans into another. After a few minutes of quiet, I rinsed the pile under cool water at the sink.
“Sweetie?” Camille reached around me to grab a bean. She chewed on it with a thoughtful expression. “Where is that Civil War cemetery?”
I dumped the beans into a steamer basket and turned on the burner. “We pass it when we ride the old tow path.” I glanced at her over my shoulder. “Not far from Livingston Road. You know that little wrought iron fence that’s sort of falling down?” 
“I think so.” 
“Dates all the way back to the early 1800s. Matter of fact, the doctor who built this house in 1811 is buried there. Dr. David Hill.”
“Was Dr. Hill married? Did he have any children?”
“I honestly can’t remember. But my father’s album is in the cabinet by the piano. There’s lots of info about the house and its history, if you want to check it out.”
She wiped a bit of spilled coffee from the kitchen table, balled up the napkin, and tossed it into the garbage can like a pro basketball player. “Yes!” With a proud grin, she turned on her heel and slipped into the great room.
I heard rummaging. Doors closing and opening. “Can you find it?” 
She answered by returning to the kitchen, waving the folder in the air. “Got it.”
I grabbed the balsamic glaze from the cabinet and started to chop some fresh dill. I planned to marinate the green beans for a few hours so they’d be tangy and tart by the time our guests arrived.
Camille sat down with my father’s folder and grabbed my cheapo drugstore glasses from the ceramic jug on the counter. She started to read. “Dr. David Hill, born in 1790 in Boston, Massachusetts. Moved to East Goodland in 1811, built this house over the winter of 1811/1812. Wife, Mary Bennett Hill,” she looked up and smiled. “Succeeded by two sons, Emmett and Lucas.”
Camille flipped through the pages, captivated by the old news clippings and photocopies of deeds. “Hey, there’s a mention of the East Goodland Methodist Church in here. Mary and David were married there, just like us.”
I opened the fridge and reached for the carrots. I’d just started peeling them when Camille plunked down sideways on my lap, draping her arms around my neck. 
“Do you think David and Mary were like us? Were they madly in love?”
She nuzzled my neck. Her warm breath tickled my skin and she ran a hand lightly down the front of my tee shirt. 
I dropped the peeler and carrots and slid my hands around her. 
She swung her leg around to sit facing me and lightly pressed her lips to mine. “Do you think they made love in our bedroom every night?”
One of the carrots rolled across the table and plopped onto the floor. I searched her eyes, still amazed that she loved me. Really loved me. 
She pushed a lock of hair back from my forehead. Her fingers felt soft and cool on my skin. Urgent hunger rippled through me. I pulled her closer, and we kissed in the quiet of the early morning on the spindly old Hitchcock chair; its fragile joints creaking under our combined weight. I slid my hands beneath her tee shirt and began to stroke the soft swells of her breasts. 
Her breathing quickened. I lifted her and started to walk her backwards toward the laundry room, kissing her hard now, and wondering if Siegfried had fixed the lock on the door that Johnny had jimmied with his fork last week. Did we have time? Would we be discovered?
The distinct plop, plop, plop of Max’s paws came from the stairs, immediately followed by Boris’s pattering. Camille laughed and sighed, kissed me once more, then started to push back. 
I kissed her some more.
Max and his sidekick trotted into the kitchen, toenails clicking on the red brick linoleum floor. Max whimpered and Boris danced in place. 
She gently disentangled herself from me. “Baby. They’ve gotta go out.” She pouted, and then smiled, opening the screen door for the dogs. 
I swung away, trying to calm my body down. 
“Come on, guys. There ya go. Good boys.” She pulled her hair into a ponytail, securing it with the elastic on her wrist, smoothed her rumpled tee shirt, and pointed to the ceiling. “They’ll be getting up any minute now.”
I slumped against the wall. “You’re killing me, Camille.” 
She flashed a sly smile at me, followed by a broad grin. “I know.” She stooped to pick up the carrot that had rolled all the way to the refrigerator. When she handed it to me, her hand lingered on mine. “How about a date tonight, mister?”
I winked at her. “You’ve got a deal. Meet you upstairs at ten? I know a place we can be alone,” I said. “As long as you don’t mind a couple of dogs in the audience.”



Chapter 17
 
I lifted the grill cover and poked at aluminum packs of fish and chicken with a long-handled fork. In spite of the fact that I was surrounded by the happy sounds of family and friends on an absolutely beautiful Independence Day, thoughts of Colin Springer’s death plagued me. 
Why was he killed? Who shot him? 
No. 
Who executed him?
 I tried to push the thoughts away, but the persistent images continued to run through my brain. I particularly hated the image of his wrists bound with baling wire.
The drama club and years of musicals panned before me. “Bye Bye Birdie.” “Quilters.” “Annie.” “Grease.” Colin had worked the props behind the curtain, and I’d played piano to accompany the singers and dancers. He’d been a great behind-the-scenes guy.
 I pictured the high school prom. Colin had brought his childhood sweetheart and bride-to-be, Marybeth. Elsbeth and I had picked them up in my father’s cantankerous Oldsmobile station wagon, and we’d driven to the dance together. I remembered his black tux and red carnation. It had matched Marybeth’s red dress. Funny, but I couldn’t remember what I wore. I did remember my dear Elsbeth, however. She’d been radiant in a soft pink gown with her hair swept into a pearl-laced coiffure.
I flipped the grilling food over and tried to stop the parade of images, but they persisted.
Our church meetings… The building and grounds committee. The youth leaders committee. I smiled when I remembered that Colin had always been late to each session, but he’d also always been the last to leave after cleaning up and locking the church. He worked hard on every committee, and except for his tardiness, had set a great example for us. 
The aroma of the sizzling meat filled the air. 
Reverend Nahum Hardina tapped me on the shoulder and held out a heavy-duty paper plate. “What’s cookin’, Gus?” 
I roused myself from my maudlin state of mind and managed a smile. “Fish and chicken,” I said. “It’s just about ready. What’ll it be?”
“Do you have plenty of both?”
“Yep. We have lots. Name your poison, Nahum.”
I held out my hand to warn Siegfried and Johnny away from the grill. They raced around with their sparklers and laughed so hard I was afraid they’d crash into anything in their path. Although it wasn’t yet night, the two “boys” couldn’t wait to light them. Oscar followed close on their heels, snapping dozens of pictures with his trusty old Leica.
Nahum grinned and held his plate high to avoid Johnny’s sparkler when he whisked past us again. “Okay, then. Chicken please. And I’ll have one of those zucchini boats. What’s in ‘em?”
“Portabella mushrooms, red onions, poultry sausage, Parmesan cheese, and lovage.” I shoveled a small packet of chicken onto his plate. He struggled to balance the uneven load. “The potatoes are in the blue dish on the table. Freshly dug this morning, by the way. And the cold green bean salad is in that yellow dish over there. Help yourself to cukes, too.”
He glanced toward the table, his eyes betraying the hunger he’d so politely hidden when the meal was delayed by an hour. I’d discovered there were only a half dozen charcoal briquettes left in the bag. Maddy offered to go for more, but had been stopped by a long-time friend for a forty-minute conversation in the Wegmans parking lot. We'd all been ravenous by the time the coals glowed orange.
“Gus? I have a huge favor to ask.” The Reverend held his plate steady to accept the zucchini boat I plopped on his plate.
“Ask away, Nahum.” 
“It’ll keep. Let’s sit down first.”
I motioned with the spatula to Oscar. He shook his head to indicate he wasn’t ready to eat yet and leaned over to catch a shot of Millie and Maddy laughing like schoolgirls. I respected his passion, and looked forward to the new family classics he would create.
After I filled everyone’s plates, we all sat down at the picnic table. Nahum took a seat in front of the bowl of potato wedges. I joined him, still waiting for his question, not without a bit of dread. The requests came frequently from my dear reverend, and I found it very hard to say no. I stabbed a few long cucumber spears and lay them beside the flounder packet on my plate. 
“Well, it’s two favors, actually.” He smiled primly.
“Uh huh.” I nodded, getting more worried by the moment. I scooped two crispy potato wedges and placed them beside the cucumbers. 
“Lillian’s granddaughter is about to give birth. She’s flying to Atlanta tomorrow to help the family. Means I don’t have a piano player for Sunday. Could you fill in?”
Relief flooded me. This I could do. I’d offered to backfill for Lillian whenever needed, but had been careful not to step on the toes of the eighty-year-old woman who had accompanied hymns since she was sixteen. The church piano was a wretched instrument with the ivories missing from at least a dozen keys. It gave off a tinny, insubstantial sound that made me wince with every note. We’d been tolerating it until we could raise enough money to replace the dilapidated organ. “No problem, Nahum. How long will she be gone?”
“Three weeks at most. But this is also my week to run the service down at the prison. Would you come with me and play for them?”
Realizing that most of my Sunday would be lost, I looked into Nahum’s worried eyes and sighed. “Is that all you wanted to ask?”
He smiled.
I gave in. “Okay. I guess I could go with you.”
His shoulders relaxed as he sat back on the picnic table bench and laughed. “Well, actually there is one more thing. It’s good news, though. Marvelous news.”
I looked into his clear gray eyes. He took a swallow of iced tea and smiled mischievously. “The insurance agent from down state called me last night.”
 “Oh?” I tried to look interested, in spite of my rumbling stomach. Why didn’t he just get to the point?
“Well, everything we thought would be covered from storm damage will be taken care of, including the stained glass windows. They’ll replace them all, even with the inscriptions of the original donor families on the bottom. That usually costs extra, you know.”
I couldn’t wait another minute and tore open my steaming packet of flounder, onions, carrots, and melted Lorraine cheese.
“Good news,” I mumbled, tossing a hot bite of the fish around on my tongue.
“That’s not all.” He took a dramatic pause. “She said they would also cover the organ. Because the window blew in on it, crashing into the old frame and letting all that rain run inside it.”
I looked up, confused. “But...”
“I know, I know. I told her it hadn’t worked in years. The policy is what she called a ‘replacement value’ policy. Regardless of the condition or age of the item in question, if it’s damaged due to a fire, or in our case, a tornado, it is replaced. Period. I actually argued with the agent, but she insisted. They’re going to buy us a new organ. Imagine that.”
My eyes lit up. Nahum’s expression turned impish. He knew he’d surprised me, and went in for the kill. “How would you like to lead the committee to find a new one? With your musical background, you’d be a perfect candidate.”
I groaned inside, but managed a smile. 
Another church committee? Another meeting to add to the rest? 
I took a deep breath. “Okay. Sure. I’ll do it.”
He reached across the table and patted the back of my hand. A crafty expression glimmered in his eyes. “Thanks, Gus. I knew you would.”



Chapter 18
 
Maddy ladled peaches onto the shortbread in my bowl and topped it with a dollop of whipped cream. 
Camille wagged a finger in the air. “Careful, Mom. Not too much whipped cream. Gus’s cholesterol was a little high at his last checkup.”
 I grimaced. “Thanks, honey.”
Maddy rolled her eyes and added another spoonful of cream. “Enjoy, Professor. It’s my best yet, by golly. I added a little lemon juice and cinnamon to the peaches this time. Gives it a bit of a kick. You’ll love it.”
I smiled at her, but my stomach groaned. I wasn’t sure I could eat another bite. I raised a spoonful to my mouth.
“Wait!” she shrieked. “I forgot the raspberries.” She minced toward me in her sparkly high-heeled sandals, popping little divots of lawn in her wake. As always, they were totally inappropriate for a summer feast in the backyard. But again, as always, they suited her perfectly. Her matching silver caftan flowed in the hot summer breeze. She dropped six plump raspberries over the cream and grinned. “There. Now you can eat.”
I added a raspberry to the bite I had been about to take and savored the tangy sweet combination. “Maddy, you’re a genius.”
She beamed at me, and then at Joe, who had lost all concentration with his head bent over a fast moving spoon. Within minutes, he held his bowl out for seconds. She pranced over to him, so happy I could almost hear her singing her favorite Lawrence Welk love songs in her head. The courtship had been moving along at a leisurely pace. And I, for one, was delighted that the two lonely souls had found each other.
“Shh!” Oscar hissed at us and flapped his arms for attention. 
We stopped jabbering and held our breath as a ruby-throated hummingbird hovered over the bank of red monarda. The fluorescent lime-colored male had enjoyed the flowers every day, becoming bolder as the season progressed. 
Oscar snapped a dozen photos. The little bird flitted away to sit on the branch of the blue spruce. We all breathed again, and the hubbub ensued.
Oscar finally put his camera away and settled at the table across from Camille. He swiped his wispy white hair from his forehead and allowed me to serve him. 
Camille sat with Celeste on her lap. She swung her cameo necklace to the back of her neck to avoid the sticky little fingers that repeatedly clutched at it. “When did photography get its start, Oscar? Was it early twentieth century, or before that?”
Oscar took a large forkful of marinated green beans, chewed, swallowed, and looked into her eyes with interest. “Why do you ask, dear?”
She shifted Celeste to her left knee. The baby lay back against her body, totally relaxed. I leaned over and patted my granddaughter’s soft, chubby knee and was rewarded with a smile. All four teeth had finally broken through, and the poor little girl was finally out of pain.
“Gus and I have been discussing Dr. Hill and his family. I was wondering if there would be any photographs of them, or if it was too early for that sort of thing?”
Oscar’s eyes sparkled. He straightened and assumed an aristocratic air. “Daguerreotypes were experimented with in the 1820s. There are indeed photographic records of this town and its citizens dating all the way back to the 1830s. I’ve seen photos of the Hills. Quite a striking family, I’d say. And a prominent family, at that. Dr. Hill was the only physician around here for miles. I believe he covered most of the county in his day.”
Camille brightened and sat up with interest. “Really? You’ve seen them? Where?”
Oscar rested his fork on his plate and nodded in the direction of Conaroga. “At the historical society, of course. But you don’t have to go that far anymore, my dear. A young history professor from the university just finished putting all of our material up on the computer. You know, the web. You can examine them right in the comfort of your home.”
I stared at him. Oscar never mentioned technology, and I assumed he would always comfortably ignore all modern contraptions. 
He smiled devilishly at Camille and took a sip from his iced tea. “I’ll give you the website address if you want, dear.”
***
The strong flow from the pool filter pushed me in lazy circles under sparkling stars. I floated on my back, completely relaxed. July Fourth had been a success in all respects, from the meal to the conversations over the dinner table. Although the bump on my head still hurt and my back ached from working in the kitchen for so long, the angst of the last few days washed away. I’d seen no more panel vans, and the demonstrations at the mine site had fizzled out. According to Joe, there were only a handful of people who had picketed on the holiday.
Camille’s float bumped into me. I twirled her around, gave her a push, and sent her gliding across the pool under the starlight. Fireworks boomed across the valley, resonating with deep thunder and high-pitched squeals. The Ring of Fire on Conesus Lake was in full force. A spray of green sparks filled the eastern horizon and tickled the purple-black sky.
A garbled sound traveled through the water. I lifted my head and touched bottom, dislodging the water in my ears with my finger. “What’s that, Sig? Did you say something?” I turned toward my brother-in-law who had ducked underwater and crossed the length of the pool to surface a few feet behind me. 
“I said, ‘It was a good day,’ Professor. Sehr gut. Especially the food.”
I stroked a few lengths toward the deep end of the pool, flipped onto my back, and floated with my face to the heavens. “Thanks, buddy. You and Johnny sure had fun with those sparklers.”
“He is a good boy, Professor. But mein Gott, can he run! I am so tired.” He rolled over and backstroked toward me. The gentle giant had played for two straight hours with my grandson.
“He adores you. You’re so good with him. And I know what you mean about his running. Who knows, maybe he’ll be a cross-country star like his mother. Wouldn’t that be cool?” 
Siegfried did an underwater somersault, breaking through the surface like a sleek merman. His long blond hair floated in a lacey ring around him and rivulets of water ran down his muscular chest. Another high display of pink fire filled the sky, shooting sparks in the distance. He smoothed his hair back from his eyes and swam toward me. “Ja. What about the Olympics? Maybe he will win a gold medal.”
Camille slipped off the float and dog-paddled to us. She’d never learned a more advanced stroke, but somehow managed to stay afloat. “You men are crazy. He’s just a baby. You ought to let him master his potty training before you enter him in the Olympics.”
Siegfried and I exchanged sheepish glances and laughed out loud under the black velvet sky. Cool water lapped at our bodies, soothing and refreshing. The fireworks finale exploded in full force, and the horizon filled with vibrant sprays of color. When it was finally over, my wife reached underwater for my hand, pressing gently on my fingers. A ripple of anticipation washed through me. All I could think of was promised pleasures. 
“Wanna go in now, honey?” she asked.
“I do.” My eyes didn’t leave hers. “’Night, Sig.”
“Guten Nacht. See you in the morning.”
We headed to the house, leaving two sets of wet footprints evaporating on the deck floor.



Chapter 19
 
Sunday dawned stifling hot. In the week since the tornado tore into our little town, temperatures hovered in the high eighties, and had already reached eighty-five by nine in the morning. Thunderstorms—promised for days—continued to elude Livingston County. Lawns were brown and brittle. Tempers flared. The heat wave sizzled, drying the cornfields to near-desiccation. 
I’d just finished running through the hymns for the ten-thirty church service on my old Mason and Hamlin piano. I closed the Methodist hymnal and rose. 
Camille hunkered over the computer on the opposite side of the great room. After getting the historical society’s website from Oscar, she’d been at it for an hour, consumed with her research on David and Mary Hill.
I turned on the radio, planning to listen to this week’s pre-recorded episode of my radio show, “Noteworthy.” The NPR newscaster was just finishing up the news. 
“And finally, the infamous Morty Callahan, recently convicted drug lord, has been transferred to an upstate New York facility. Now, please stay tuned for Professor Gus LeGarde, who will take us on a musical tour of the nineteenth century French Salons.”
I recorded the program several months ago, to give myself the summer off. I loved preparing the shows, but I hated hearing my voice on the radio. It didn’t sound like me. “The show’s coming on,” I said.
Camille didn’t look up.
“Honey? Don’t you want to hear it?”
She didn’t turn, but mumbled “Huh?” and clicked the mouse, staring at photos on the screen. I walked over and rested my hands on her shoulders. “Too involved in this to stop?”
She didn’t answer. I planted a kiss on her neck. Still no response.
She jabbed at the screen. “Look at this, Gus. It’s unbelievable.”
A woman in the cracked sepia photograph stood in front of a white farmhouse. 
Our house. 
Wisteria twined up the porch trellises and reached for the sky, hanging in beautiful clumps that I knew must be purple. She wore a long, dark dress and a bonnet, and leaned casually against a hitching post from which a lantern hung. I wondered who she was smiling at, and figured it was probably Dr. Hill.
“Mary Hill?” I asked.
“Yes. And look! I don’t believe it. Look. A lantern is hanging from the hitching post.”
“That’s nice, honey.” I patronized her, straining to hear the Saint Saens waltz I was playing on the radio.
She turned in her seat and frowned up at me. “Gus! Don’t you get it? There’s a lantern on the hitching post. It was a universal sign to mark a particular house as a station.”
“A what?”
“A station on the Underground Railroad. Mary was a conductor! She hid slaves from the authorities and helped them on their way to Canada.” She spoke with the wide-eyed expression of a child. “Right here in this house.”
I squeezed one eye shut and twisted my head to the side, staring at the image on the screen. “Are you sure? What if she just hung that lantern there for—”
 “No!
Look. Don’t you remember your history lessons?” She swatted my arm. “Sometimes they painted one chimney brick a different color than the rest to signify the house was a station, too. See?”
She zoomed onto the photo near the chimney. There it was. A light-colored brick nestled between the darker stones. 
“Look.” She clicked on another open window, her words escaping with a breathless whoosh. “Here’s the route of the suspected Underground Railroad lines. One of the major routes went right through our area, from Pennsylvania, toward Buffalo, and finally into Canada. According to the websites I’ve found, there isn’t much hard evidence of conductors from our area. Nothing was written down because it was extremely dangerous and of course, it was illegal to help the slaves. It was a well-kept secret, even after the Civil War and the act that freed them.”
She swiveled in her chair and looked up at me. Her eyes shone with a bright intensity. She squeezed my arm with her fingers. “Where do you think she hid them, Gus?”
I stopped breathing for a moment as ideas flew around my brain. The Underground Railroad? In my house? The house I’d lived in since I was a kid?
It seemed impossible.
I leaned down to hug my wife, but looked over her shoulder to scan the high ceilings and painted wooden panels lining our walls, wondering where Mary had hidden her precious cargo over one hundred and fifty years ago.



Chapter 20
 
Later that morning during church services, Camille and Siegfried started to walk the collection plates down the aisle, first passing them to parishioners in the front row. I watched from behind the piano, waiting for my cue to play the Doxology. Substituting for Lillian Phillips had been a breeze so far, and much to my surprise, I’d actually been enjoying the experience, especially when I’d played for the children’s choir in the first half hour.
Camille wore a linen sundress that rippled at the hem when she moved. Her hair was drawn back into a thick braid, clasped at the top with a pearl encrusted barrette. When she leaned down to accept the plate from Abel Hargrove, a wayward curl fell over her eyes. She swept it back and glanced back at me, filled with tenderness. My heart swelled and I couldn’t help but remember the sweetness of the night before.
Light streamed in one of the stained glass windows that had miraculously survived the tornado, dancing pastel hues over the oak pews and polished floorboards. The broken windows remained boarded over for now. Siegfried mirrored my wife, matching her pace as they worked their way down the aisle. He stood tall in his light brown suit and white shirt; his face reflecting pious purity. Freshly brushed, his long blond ponytail hung neatly down his back. 
I watched the money and envelopes going into the plate, hoping we’d collect enough to make the Reverend’s salary for July. 
When they reached the end of the aisle, I straightened and began to play the Doxology. The congregation rose to sing “Praise God from Whom all Blessings Flow.”
 Sig and Camille slowly stepped in time to the front of the sanctuary, almost as if in a wedding march. The Reverend collected the plates to begin the prayer of offering. After reciting in unison, the congregation took their seats. I rejoined my family in our pew and Reverend Hardina smiled over his flock, preparing to deliver his sermon. 
“Will you join me in a short prayer?” 
Everyone bowed their heads.
“Dear Lord, may the words from my lips be pleasing to you as we travel on the road to spiritual enlightenment. Help us open our hearts to your love, through my words, or in spite of them. Amen.” 
I treasured Nahum’s expressions. His humor and humility drew the congregation back, week after week. The man’s gentle, knowing nature charmed the entire community, from toddler to octogenarian. I secretly harbored the fear that if another church discovered his wonderful nature, they’d snatch him out from under us in the beat of an angel’s wings. 
Probably pay him a lot more, too. 
The Reverend began, speaking in a lilting, melodious voice.
“Ever wonder how a flock of birds moves through the air, almost as one organism? That’s one of the blessings I feel when I drive out here from the city each day. I get to see those birds a lot more than I do on East Avenue in Rochester. It’s fun to watch them, especially the sea gulls. They move in these amazing formations, almost playing ‘leap frog’ with each other, following behind the farm equipment, harvesting the abundance of insects the plow has just unearthed.
“It’s easy for me to see why the image of a bird, a dove, is used to represent the Holy Spirit. For just as those flocks of birds move through the air, seemingly as one body, floating this way and that, its direction known only to itself,” Nahum moved his hands elegantly through the air to mimic the flight of the birds, “so, too, is the nature of the Holy Spirit.”
I squeezed Camille’s hand and settled in to enjoy the story, particularly fond of Nahum’s nature sermons.
“Have you ever been close enough to actually hear the sound such a flock makes when it rises up from the field? Have you ever heard that rushing sound their wings make? If you have, it is very unique, a very distinctive sound. Try to imagine that sound in your mind right now. It’s almost like water rushing—but not quite. It’s almost like the sound of a breeze billowing through the branches, but it’s different.”
I glanced sideways across the congregation. All eyes were glued to Nahum’s face, alert to every word. Nahum took a deep breath.
“A week or two ago I was listening to a radio interview of a scientist who studies monarch butterflies. He was describing their annual migratory patterns to Central America. He said that one of the most captivating experiences he sees each year is when he goes to the very place—somewhere in Mexico, I believe—where millions of these monarch butterflies settle each year, covering the branches of a particular type of tree, much like a blanket of snow.”
I closed my eyes for a moment, imagining the sight. The sound of mourning doves floated in through the boarded-up window to my left. I relaxed to a deeper level and let Nahum’s words wash over me.
“The scientist went on to describe the distinctive sound these millions of butterflies make as they rise off the trees, off the fields where they have lighted, almost as one being, just like those flocks of birds we sometimes see. It’s a sound much more subtle, however, even more unique than the sound of birds rising in the air. It’s a sound unique unto itself. The scientist said it’s a sound unlike anything he’s ever heard on earth. There’s a name for it; the name of the sound is ‘sursurance.’” 
Nahum paused for effect, and then repeated the sound again, letting it roll off his tongue in a soft whisper. “Sursurance.” He paused. “Isn’t that a lovely bit of onomatopoeia?”
He looked into the distance, then back at his own flock. “This morning, we were ministered by the young people of this church when they led us in worship with song. We heard talented young musicians, listened to tentative readers, and observed uncertain candle lighters. During that moment, we all heard the spirit. We heard the very unique and delicate sound of the Holy Spirit in our worship through the actions and voices of our young. We heard the ‘sursurance.’ The spirit moved in its own subtle, unique, and totally unpredictable way, and we witnessed it.”
A wave of nodding heads rippled across the sanctuary. 
“When the tornado hit, we had ample warning. We were saved from its wrath by God’s love.” Nahum looked at Siegfried, who sat with his head bowed beside Camille. “And by the good judgment of our friend Siegfried, who by the grace of God stopped to answer the phone. Thank you, Siegfried. We all thank you.”
Siegfried’s cheeks turned pink. He flashed a brief smile and looked down at his hands. 
“We may not be a mega-church in the Bible belt with eighty-six different ministry programs. We’re not wildly popular, like the Eastside church up the road. But we are a church, after all. A church full of the Holy Spirit, fed by its love and its ever-flowing abundance. God loves you, my people. God is always with you and will protect you, my sisters and brothers. Feel his love this week as you watch your children play, drive to work, or help a friend in need. Spread that love, my friends, because that’s what God wants. Share the love. Hear the sound. Sursurance.”
I breathed a deep, cleansing breath and an incredible feeling of inner peace bloomed within me. Stretching my legs, I wiggled my feet to promote a little circulation. I was glad I’d agreed to join him today at the prison. Maybe in some small way, I could spread the love, hear the sound—
Camille elbowed me and whispered in my ear. “Gus! Aren’t you going to play the hymn?”
Startled, I looked up from my reverie. Amused and curious sets of eyes followed me when I darted to the piano to play the introduction for “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” In spite of the horrible condition of the piano, I played with great feeling and a sense of adoration. Nahum was a great preacher, and I prayed we’d be allowed to keep him in our tiny parish for the rest of my lifetime.



Chapter 21
 
After the service, the congregation streamed outside, stopping along the way to chat with the Reverend who shook hands and beamed at them as if they were the most beloved creatures on earth. 
I helped Freddie buckle the kids into their car seats, and then leaned against the chalky white paint on the side of the building to wait for Nahum, grateful for the cool breeze swaying tree branches overhead that dried my damp shirt. The white sun felt warm, not scorching, and I secretly regretted that I couldn’t go home and play in the pool with my grandson. I watched Camille drive her mother, Siegfried, and Shelby down the rutted dirt driveway, trying not to feel too jealous. Nearby, Freddie finally slid behind the wheel of the minivan after retrieving favorite toys, binkies, and blankies. 
She lowered her window and leaned out. “Nice job on the piano, Dad.”
“Thanks. Glad you had a chance to hear the sermon today. That rotating schedule for the nursery was a great idea. At least you don’t have to be stuck down there every single Sunday.”
Johnny shrieked from the back seat. “Mummy, I’m hot! Let’s go!”
“We’re going in a sec, buddy,” she said, adjusting her rear view mirror to look at him. She cranked the AC to the maximum setting.
Marion began to cry and wrestled with the straps on her car seat. Her arms and legs beat a furious tango on the back of Freddie’s seat. My daughter slid the seat forward without blinking. 
Celeste copied her twin, adding wails to the baby choir.
“Okay, okay! Just hold on, guys,” she said. She popped in a Raffi CD. “How long do you think you’ll be at the prison, Dad? And when do you want to eat dinner? I can start it, if you want.”
Raffi’s lilting voice filled the van, quieting the children as he sang, “Shake Your Sillies Out.”
“Nahum said we’d be back around three-thirty. Plan on four, just to be sure. But I’ll be back in plenty of time. Don’t worry about it, honey.”
“Okay. See ya soon.” She shifted the van into reverse, and backed around. With the volume cranked, she rolled down the driveway with her needy crew. I was relieved I’d escaped her offer to cook dinner. My daughter’s talents did not lie in the kitchen. 
The Reverend’s voice rang out from the crumbling church stoop. “Ready, Gus? Service starts in twenty minutes.”
***
“Any metal in your pockets, sir?”
I stood with my arms extended and legs apart. The security officer waved his wand down one leg and up the other. A loud alarm buzzed when he reached my left pocket. 
Oh, crap. My Leatherman tool. 
“Sorry,” I mumbled. Palms sweating, I dug out my metal all-in-one tool and handed it over. I received a churlish glare in response.
“You can’t bring knives into a prison, sir. You’ll have to leave that with me.”
My cheeks flushed and the woman in line behind me snickered. I apologized to the officer, explaining that it was my first time. He ignored me, made me sign a slip for it and ushered me through the doors where I rejoined Nahum. 
He flashed a weak smile. “Don’t worry about it, Gus. Happens to the best of us.” He slid an arm through mine and guided me to a dreary room where ten men sat on folding metal chairs. An electric piano was wedged in the corner beside cement block walls painted institutional gray. Yellowed acoustic tiles and flickering lights covered the high ceiling. Half the bulbs were burned out. A crooked plywood podium stood alone at the front of the room. Bubbled gray paint peeled from the surface where Nahum would lay his Bible.
Nahum worked the room, greeting each man and shaking hands while simultaneously introducing each of the rough-looking bunch. One inmate in the front row boasted colorful tattoos over every inch of his exposed skin. The stocky fellow next to him sported a scar shaped like a lightning bolt on his cheek. When I shook his hand, his smile revealed a mouthful of tobacco-stained teeth. An enormous black man hunkered on the outside seat of the second row. I speculated that he might be even taller than Siegfried. 
Although I believed people should pay the price for breaking the law, I also thought that with proper rehabilitation, a man could change his ways. I truly hoped these men could find salvation and return to productive lives in society.
The Reverend handed out bulletins, set his worn Bible on the makeshift lectern, and began to repeat the service he’d delivered at our church earlier. We plodded through the hymns and prayers, their gruff and off-key harmonies joining in a chorus of alleluias and amens. During “Joys and Concerns,” the men told riveting personal stories. It was actually more of a therapeutic sharing session than the traditional request to add names to a prayer list or give thanks for family blessings. Although some of these men’s families had abandoned them, a few fortunate inmates said they were expecting their children to visit that afternoon. 
The story that broke my heart came from the humongous black man in the second row. Slim Crawford carried at least three hundred pounds on his seven-foot frame. His gentle demeanor reminded me of Siegfried. I listened to the rumble of his low voice and wondered what crime he’d committed. He spoke of his little niece who’d contracted leukemia and asked for prayers. My heart went out to him when he bent his head, shoulders shaking during the prayer. As the Reverend prayed with the group, he wandered around the floor, resting his hand on Slim’s shoulders until he regained control.
When the service was over, the inmates thanked us and asked Nahum when he’d be back. The depth of his compassion astounded me. I hadn’t realized he visited the prison during the week in addition to preaching here on Sundays. 
Just as we turned to leave, Slim cleared his throat and made a quick gesture to call us over. We moved closer while he watched the crowd dissipate, assuring they were out of earshot before he would speak.
“I could get in big trouble for this, Rev. But, I gotta tell ya. You watch your back. Don’t stay in that church after dark.” He lowered his voice. “There’s trouble brewin’. I can’t say more, ‘cause I’d be done for.” He looked around nervously. “But you be careful, you hear?” His deep voice growled with concern. 
Nahum’s brow creased. “Um. Can you be a bit clearer about that, Slim?” 
The prison guard came back in the chapel and gave Slim a rough shove toward the door. “Service is over, Crawford. Move.”
When the guard propelled him toward the door, Slim swiveled, his red-rimmed eyes boring into Nahum’s. “All’s I can say is watch your back, Rev. You be careful, y’hear?”



Chapter 22
 
Black smoke billowed from the muffler on Nahum’s ancient Pontiac. He pulled out of the prison parking lot, bumping over ruts and potholes. Fiddling with the radio knob, he found WXXI FM, where Les Mélodies du Japon—a haunting Saint-Saëns cello and piano duet—laced the air between us. We drove for at least five minutes without talking before reentering Goodland Station and passing the Stones’ farmhouse. 
I readjusted the seatbelt strap that dug into my neck and turned to face Nahum. “What do you think Slim was talking about?”
He spun the wheel to the right and started up Barker Hill Road, frowning. The old car chugged up the hill. “I haven’t the slightest idea.” 
I sensed that Slim’s words of warning had been consuming his thoughts like they had mine.
Nahum swerved to avoid a pothole. “I just can’t make sense of it.” The car ascended the first rise, belching smoke. He reached over and turned off the radio, as if the melodies softening the air were too much competition for the turmoil of his thoughts.
“Has Slim confided in you?” I asked. “Maybe he said too much? Told you about a crime he should’ve kept quiet about?”
He thought for a moment, shaking his head. We pulled up behind a red tractor and Nahum slowed to twenty miles per hour. Grassy clods of earth pelted Nahum’s rusty front bumper and one splatted against the windshield. An attempt to pass would be dangerous and probably outside of the realm of possibility for his old vehicle. We sputtered up the steep hill in low gear.
“Slim has ‘confessed’ his crimes to me many times. Nothing that wasn’t in the public record, though.”
My morbid curiosity got the better of me. “What did he do, Nahum?” Shame filled me the minute I asked the question.
Nahum glanced sideways at me. “It’s okay. It was all over the papers, anyway. He murdered the drug dealer who killed his son. Don’t you remember the story?” He pulled the car out to try to sneak past the tractor, and then quickly edged back when another car topped the crest of the hill. “It was about three years ago. His son was involved in drugs, owed money to a drug king pin, and got killed for it. Slim plotted and carried out the execution of the guy who ran the drug ring.”
I whistled. “Wow.”
“I know. Just like the movies, isn’t it? Anyway, in retribution, the drug lord’s lackeys kidnapped Slim. They handcuffed him outside the police station with a note pinned to his shirt, attributing the murder to him. Naturally, they prosecuted Slim. Never caught the other guys, though.”
Images from the newscast whipped across my brain. Of course. There had been a huge ordeal over the unfairness of it all. At the trial, demonstrators shouted out how dutifully the system persecuted the virtuous and innocent, but how they failed to catch the true criminals. Sadly, the law prevailed. And Slim had been packed off to prison.
Nahum parked down in back of the church with the motor running. He stepped on the parking brake and turned to me. “I’ll be right out. Just have to pick up my briefcase and turn off the lights.”
While I waited for Nahum to return, I thought of poor Slim and his dilemma. My stomach churned when I imagined his rage. I’d felt the same way about my ex-son-in-law, Harold, when I discovered he’d murdered my first wife, Elsbeth. The fury had boiled within me like an uncontrolled flow of lava. If Harold hadn’t been several states away at the time, I might have fallen prey to the same righteous anger that put Slim behind bars. 
Nahum came out of the church, turning to lock the door behind him. He settled back in the car and buckled his belt. “I’m wondering if old Slim is losing it.”
I waited for more. He started up the car and backed out the driveway, musing out loud. “Maybe his niece’s leukemia pushed him over the edge. It could be too hard for him to handle one more trauma.”
I studied the cracked vinyl on the dash and rubbed my finger in dusty circles. “I don’t know, Nahum. He was distraught, but it was a very specific warning. Why would he mention staying away from the church after dark? Seems like he took quite a chance to warn you.” I met his sideways glance. “I’d take it seriously.”
We bumped up the dirt road to Sullivan Hill. Nahum nodded.
“All right. But I’ve still got my job to do. I’m not staying away from my—”
A dark panel van tore over the crown of the hill and nearly collided with us. Nahum swung the car to the right, then dragged it back out of the ditch before the wheels got stuck. He slammed on the brakes, slumping over the steering wheel while he tried to catch his breath. With a racing heart, I craned my head to get a look at the van, certain it was the same one I’d seen on the hill during the demonstrations. When the dust cloud settled, I turned around. 
A furry gray lump lay on the side of the road, fifty feet ahead of us.



Chapter 23
 
I unbuckled my seatbelt and burst from the car, racing along the dusty road toward the injured animal. My heart clenched when I neared him.
No, no, no!
Skidding to a stop, I hunkered down beside him on one knee. 
Max lay still. A drop of blood moistened the soft tissues of his mouth. His twisted paw looked broken. I ran my hand lightly over his fur, hoping to feel the rise and fall of his lungs. “Max. Oh God. Max.” 
Just as the grief welled in my throat, he opened one eye. His tail rose and fell slowly, thumping once. His ribs hitched and moved, and…he breathed.
He’s alive.
Nahum drove up beside us and parked. He swung open the back door.
“Get him inside.”
I slid shaking arms beneath my dog, cradling him. He whimpered and went limp. Gently, I laid him on the seat while my heart slammed beneath my ribs. “Hurry, Nahum. I think he’s unconscious.”
Nahum floored the gas and the car lurched forward, spitting gravel. The worn tires squealed and we thundered toward the driveway. Freddie looked up from the clothesline, crib sheets flapping like sails in the breeze. She dropped the laundry on the grass and ran toward us. An alarmed expression crossed her face. “Dad? What’s wrong?”
I threw open my door and gestured inside. “It’s Max. He’s been hit.”
Her hand flew to her face. “Oh, God. I need my bag. Just a second.”
I stood helplessly over my beloved pet, watching his chest rise and fall. He was breathing too fast, then shuddered once and began to shake. “Hurry, Freddie. Please.”
I backed out of the way when she returned in seconds with her bag. Her fingers flew, manipulating a syringe and stethoscope. After a moment, she looked at me.
“I think he’s bleeding internally. We’ve got to get him to surgery. Now. You drive,” she said with authority that strangely comforted me. “I’ll stay in the back with him. Reverend? Tell my mother what’s going on. She’s watching the kids. And send Siegfried to the clinic. I’ll need his help.”
Nahum handed me the keys and backed away, nodding rapidly. “Of course. Go! God be with you.”
***
The animal hospital waiting room smelled faintly of disinfectant. One row of seats lined the far wall, facing the doors of two waiting rooms and the receptionist’s station, which was surrounded by several computers and a printer. Patient records were jammed into the built-in shelves behind the secretary’s desk. Another wall sported special Iams and Science Diet dog foods and treats, bags of cat litter, bones, bowls, and collars. A circular display offered leashes in every color and fabric. 
I flipped through a dog magazine, trying to ignore the tightness in my chest. Photos flew by without entering my brain, but my hand worked as if I were actually taking it all in.
A muted beep came from my pocket. I dug out the phone and flipped it open. “Hello?”
Camille’s voice greeted me. “Honey? Any news yet?”
My voice grew thick with emotion. “No. They’re still in there.”
I glanced at my watch. It had been nearly two hours since Freddie and Siegfried started the surgery. I shifted on the seat and tossed the magazine aside.
“Do you want me to come down and wait with you?” 
I hesitated. It would be good to have her near. “If you want. I’d like–”
The door to the operating room swung open, and Freddie shuffled out, dropping onto the seat beside me. She stripped the rubber gloves from her hands and slid an arm around me. 
I grabbed her hand. “Is he okay?” 
A weary smile eased onto her lips. “Yes.” 
She stretched her arms over her head and stuck both legs straight out. “I wasn’t sure if he’d make it, but all those prayers you’ve been muttering must’ve helped, Dad.”
Siegfried popped his head out of the door and nodded to me. “Max is okay, Professor. You want to see him?”
I shot across the room, feeling a tad dizzy and disoriented. Remembering Camille’s call, I quickly told her he was okay and hung up, promising to call her later with details. Leaning on the door, I peered around Siegfried. “Is he awake?”
“Ja. He just woke up,” Sig said. 
Freddie followed us into the room, cleaning instruments and putting things away.
“He’s just coming out of the anesthesia, Dad. Sig will have to watch him for a few hours to be sure he’s stable. But he can come home tomorrow if all’s well.”
“I will stay tonight, Professor.”
I didn’t process his words. My beloved pet lay on the stainless steel table, with wires poking out of shaved skin and a fresh cast on his foreleg. I gently stroked his wiry gray fur and felt relief whoosh over me.
“So he’ll be okay?” I asked again, trying to hide the tears that welled behind my eyes. I swiped at them and took a deep breath. 
Freddie smiled indulgently. “Yeah, Dad. I really think he’ll be fine. But now he needs rest. Can I drive you home?”
Home.
I’d forgotten about our planned family meal, and wondered who had shown up and what they’d eaten. 
Damn! The bastards in the panel van had not only almost killed my dog, but they’d ruined our Sunday routine. And now I’d have to go home and figure out what to feed everyone. My loathing for whoever was driving these vans around town was escalating. Fast. 
I leaned down to kiss my dog on the head. His tail thumped once. “You rest now, buddy. Sig’s gonna take good care of you.” 
I also realized I’d have to bring my brother-in-law a meal if he was going to spend the night on the cot in the back, tending to my dog’s vitals, and had already begun to calculate what I could defrost and cook up fast. Maybe my frozen lasagna? 
I stroked Max’s silky ears once more, reluctant to leave. 
“He really needs to sleep, Dad.” 
I kissed Max and hitched a sigh. “Okay. Sorry. I know you’re right. See you in the morning, Max.”



Chapter 24
 
The next afternoon, I sat on the couch in the great room, stroking Max’s soft ears and murmuring silly doggie nothings in his ear. He licked the back of my hand and dropped his head onto the old quilt; his big blue eyes rolled up to mine as if to tell me something. How much it hurt. How tired he was. Or maybe how much he loved his owner? 
His front leg lay rigid in a cast and the stitches on his soft, shaved belly looked gruesome, like a swollen train track. We’d pampered and cared for him like a sick child all day. And to my surprise, Maddy had actually taken over yesterday when I’d run out of there without saying a word. She cooked and served a nice meatloaf to our guests. Plus fixings. 
I looked up to find Mrs. Pierce, our trusted housekeeper, walking toward us. Her pale pink apron swished with each step. She’d arrived home last night from her usual weekend visit to her sister in Syracuse. “Here you go, fella.” She laid a shallow dish of water near his paws. 
He raised his head and sniffed it, then looked at me as if for directions.
“Go ahead, boy. It’s okay.”
He obediently lapped a bit of water, then stopped, laid his head back on the quilt, and closed his eyes.
“Guess he’s had enough. Thanks.”
She bent over and picked up the bowl. “Poor little guy.” She patted his head and frowned at me. “What about you, Professor? You haven’t eaten since breakfast. How about a nice grilled cheese sandwich?”
I shook my head. Although I should be ravenous, my stomach was still twisted in knots. I’d had some coffee an hour ago, but hadn’t thought about food since breakfast. “Maybe later. Thanks.”
Mrs. Pierce tut-tutted and shuffled back to the kitchen on her stout, black pumps, mumbling something about me not taking care of myself. Camille perched on the edge of the leather chair near Max. She had his favorite toy in her hand, and squeaked it once. “Here, boy. Here’s your soccer ball. Want your ball?” 
Max raised his head and took it from her, closing his eyes as he rhythmically squeaked it. In minutes, he was asleep.
“Works every time, sweetheart. Thanks. Freddie said he’ll need a lot of rest.” 
Camille slid next to me on the couch, laying her head against my shoulder. “Poor baby.” 
I wasn’t sure if she meant the dog or me. Either way would have been apt. 
She continued, clarifying the object of her concern. “I’m so glad he’s okay. Thank God.”
I smiled at her and patted Max once more. “Me, too.”
She spoke in soothing dulcet tones that caressed me like silken sheets, smoothing the ragged edges of the past few days. I leaned back against the couch, letting my eyes play over the kaleidoscope of family photos on the mantle that Oscar had taken over the years. Images rotated and spun before my eyes, merging into impossible visions. My eyes started to close, feeling heavier with each second. I sank lower into the cushions. Camille stroked my arm, murmuring something I couldn’t comprehend, and I surrendered to sleep.
***
I awoke to find Camille standing on a stepstool, running her fingers along the painted panels near the fireplace. She stood on her tiptoes, just to the left of the Dutch oven, and probed the wall a few feet below the ceiling.
I whispered, careful not to wake Max. “Honey? What in the world—” 
She dropped to the floor and turned. Eyes sparkling, she scampered to my side and grabbed my hand, dragging me to the wall. “Do you see it, Gus? Look! Check out this panel and tell me what you see.”
I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. Although I still felt groggy, I obeyed her. She pointed to three clusters of small bumps at the top, middle, and bottom of the panel, all on the left side. 
I sat up, fully awake. 
The triangulated holes resembled the placement of hinge screws. Three sets, at the top, middle, and bottom of the wall. Had the panel once been a door? 
I ran my fingers over the little protrusions. “Wow.”
She nodded with the wide eyes of a child. “Could there be anything behind it?”
I mentally estimated the space needed for a hidden room. If I used the spot where the dining room wall started, then extrapolated back into the great room…I tried to control the excitement welling inside, unwilling to get her hopes up without more evidence. “It might have been a door at one time. There could be space for a small room behind there.”
My eyes darted to the closet on the left, adjacent to the panel. Camille and I exchanged a glance and she spoke rapid fire. 
“Do you think we could–?” 
“You get the flashlight, I’ll get the hand drill.” I said, rushing for my toolbox in the laundry room.
I grabbed the tools and brought them into the closet. Camille cleared bottles of herbs, china vases, and a sterling silver tea set from the shelves. I chose a location at eye level, then slowly turned the handle of the old auger drill my father had used on fence posts many years ago. Thin curls of wood spiraled off the drill bit. The spicy smell of wood filled the air. I finished the first hole, then moved eight inches to the right. 
“Come on, Gus. Hurry up!”
I finished quickly and moved to make room for her. “Done. You go first.”
She didn’t argue. I moved to the side of the closet and held the flashlight over one of the drilled holes. Camille splayed her palms on the wall and eagerly pressed her eye over the other hole, then stood silent. Her jaw dropped a half-inch. Finally, she backed away. An expression of awe washed over her features and a faraway look settled in her eyes. She mechanically changed positions with me, taking over the flashlight. “Take a look,” she whispered.
I pressed my eye against the hole and squinted into the dark. Camille snapped the light on, revealing a large spider web and a hand-hewn beam. “Do you see it?” she asked.
“Move the light around, honey. All I can see is a corner beam.”
She cocked the flashlight and played the light across the space, moving it from right to left. In seconds, I saw it. The shape of a chair loomed from the dark. A dull shine reflected from a glass pitcher and the spindle of a turned bedpost was briefly illuminated. 
 I whistled. “I can’t believe it. This is incredible.” My voice croaked. “All these years...”
She flicked off the light. “I know,” she giggled, sounding a little like one of the lovely loons from our camp in Maine. “Gus, this room has probably been sealed up since the 1860s.” She tensed her shoulders and held her tightly clenched fists beneath her chin, trying to control her excitement. “Now, how do we get inside?”



Chapter 25
 
Oscar popped another roll of film into his Leica camera and casually plucked a cobweb from his hair. Chet, the Channel 13 cameraman, leaned in beside him, capturing an amber pitcher and drinking glasses on video while Oscar snapped more shots.
Some light shone through the gaping hole in the back of the closet, but not much. I scanned the twelve-by-twelve room and shifted on one of the cane chairs I’d brought in for Camille and me to sit on. We watched Oscar and Chet slowly document artifacts under spotlights set up on tripods on the far side of the room. My wife gripped my hand, squeezing it every few minutes. I knew her so well; I could tell it was all she could do to control herself. She wanted to handle each treasure and turn it in the light, imagining its history and the links to Mary Hill. 
Frankly, I felt the same way.
The stale air smelled like the moth-eaten woolen blankets tucked around the mattress on the narrow bed. A Windsor armchair and three matching side chairs were in perfect condition, as was the amber set of glasses. A pair of gold-framed reading glasses lay on the side table next to an old candlestick. I wondered if they had been Mary Hill’s. Had she read to her special guests when they rested through the daylight hours, waiting for darkness when they could emerge from hiding and resume their journey, following the stars to freedom?
I tried to imagine what it was like for those brave souls who had escaped the horrors of plantation slavery to this northern outpost. So close to freedom, yet still in mortal danger. I knew that for the thousands of slaves who made it to the Canadian border, there were just as many who had been caught and killed or tortured. 
I shuddered, focusing on the porcelain bowls stacked on the table with tarnished silver spoons beside them. A pile of cloth napkins—still intact—lay beside them with dark charcoal and pale pink stripes going in both directions. Had she woven these on her loom? Or bought them at the general store? Or had they been passed down by her mother? My mind wandered over the possibilities while we watched and waited.
Camille sneezed from the dust. 
“Bless you,” I said. 
She sniffled and rubbed her nose. “Thanks.” She answered automatically, her eyes still glued to the antiques.
I scanned the tabletop and wondered if Mary had ever served the weary travelers hot bread and stew in this room. Studying the perfect glass pitcher, I imagined her filling it with fresh water from the well so her guests wouldn’t perish of thirst in the hot summer. 
Glenda Mitchell stuck her head in the doorway and wrinkled her nose in disapproval. Plaster dust covered her navy blue suit and a long sticky cobweb roped down her back. 
I tried to control the chuckle threatening to burst from my lips. 
Glenda had recorded her spiel from the front porch, asking Chet to “get some good shots of the old junk.” Although she seemed completely unaffected by the importance of the find, he recognized the significance of the moment and had agreed to Oscar’s request to help him thoroughly document it.
“Aren’t you done yet, Chet? How much footage do we need, anyway?”
“Keep your pants on, Glenda. I’m almost done.”
“Fine! I’ll wait outside.” She flounced around, banged her perfectly coiffed hair against the edge of the ragged hole in the wall, and cursed. I caught Chet smirking.
“Ouch.” She rubbed her head. “Well, make it snappy.” She bent down to squeeze through the opening and stomped away.
I stood and stretched, then glanced at my watch. Nearly five-thirty. The historical society members were due at six. We hoped they’d corroborate the theory that this room was used as a station in the Underground Railroad. If they did, we planned to contact the Frederick Douglass Museum and Cultural Center in Rochester. 
“I’m going out for a breath of fresh air,” I said. Camille mumbled something and waved a hand at me, like I was a mosquito buzzing around her head. 
I wandered outside and leaned against the porch wall, behind Glenda who had been peering into a compact and fussing with her hair.
She turned suddenly. “Oh! Professor LeGarde. I didn’t see you.” She pasted a smile on her freshly lipsticked mouth. “We’ll probably air the clip at eleven. But I need you to do me a favor. Can you do that?” 
She changed from narcissistic drone to gushing female. She actually batted her eyes at me. Taken aback, I hesitated.
“Er…”
Sidling up to me, she tapped my arm with her pink manicured fingernails. 
“It’s nothing at all. Will you just give me a call and let me know the consensus of the experts?”
I nodded with reluctance. “I guess so.”
“Great! Until I hear from you, I’ll use the words, ‘suspected Underground Railroad station,’ okay? But if your experts tell you otherwise, I want to know.”
It was more of a demand than a request. 
“You said you wouldn’t mention our names, right? We don’t want any uninvited guests showing up here.”
She hesitated. A warm breeze blew across the lawn, infusing the air with the sweet spicy scent of Asiatic lilies growing in the border by the porch stairs.
All business now, her face reflected steely resolve. “I won’t use your name, but I do want to refer to David and Mary Hill. Most people won’t link you up with them, will they?”
I shook my head. “I guess not. There are only a few people around here that even remotely know the history of the region. Go ahead and use Mary’s name. She deserves some long overdue credit.”
Without another word, she dismissed me and turned back to her compact. I shrugged and reentered the secret room.
Oscar knelt down, shining a flashlight under the bed. He let out a long, low whistle.
Camille scurried to his side. “What is it?” Her eyes widened in excitement. She dropped to her knees and peeked under the bed beside him.
 “Well, what do you know?” he said. He reached in and withdrew a dust-covered baby cradle. Camille’s hands fluttered to her mouth. She nearly bounced in place.
After Oscar painstakingly photographed it, he removed the cobwebs and examined the contents. He took out a stuffed toy with a long, dark tail that swept to the ground. The hand-sewn monkey smiled at us with button eyes and a red embroidered mouth. He wore a short gold vest and a pair of purple trousers. Camille held him while Chet shot more footage. Oscar laid him on the table when they were done and snapped a dozen photos.
I wondered if the monkey had been left behind by one of Mary’s guests, or if she’d made it for the children to play with in their dark hiding place. 
With Camille beaming at his side, Oscar unearthed a spinning top, a furry toy bear on wheels, and a tiny picture book.
I stared at the collection of toys, never having pictured children traveling the Underground Railroad. I wondered if the families had needed to stay silent in this tiny room, as Ann Frank’s family had been required to do during daytime hours. How had they kept the little ones from crying? Or shrieking? Or laughing?
Had Dr. David Hill been Mary’s cohort in this dangerous but laudable venture? If not, I imagined it would have been impossible to keep the secret from him. What had she done when visitors suddenly arrived at her house? I looked at the collection of toys and realized they might have been an absolute necessity for the survival of the families she sheltered. Somehow, the children had to have been entertained. One scrape of a shoe against the floor, one whimper of a child from behind the wall…
Chet interrupted my reverie. “Well, that’s it, then. All I need is that website from you, Mrs. LeGarde. I’d like to include a picture of Mrs. Hill in the report tonight.”
“I bookmarked the site,” she said. “I can get it for you in a sec.”
We crawled out of the newfound chamber and extinguished the lights, returning the room to the blanket of darkness it had known for over one hundred and fifty years.



Chapter 26
 
Much later, I lay beside Camille in our bed, struggling to sleep. The muggy air in our darkened bedroom was hard to breathe and coated my skin with sticky perspiration. I struggled to free my feet from the entangling sheets, and then kicked my legs around, gently dragging one corner out from under Max. With my feet finally liberated, I wiggled my toes in the relatively cooler air. 
Disturbing thoughts wafted through my brain while I drifted in and out of restless semi-sleep. Max lay on the side of the road, but his body morphed into Colin Springer in the ditch. Panel vans roared toward me, with ghoulish drivers who had no eyes. I stared out from a tiny jail cell, while three green-skinned jailors taunted me and pointed to my Leatherman tool that had grown from pocket to piano size.
I groaned and jerked awake.
The window fan whirred on high. Fresh warm air blew over my body. The sound of the fan nearly lulled me to sleep again with its white noise, when the bedroom door opened.
Boris, Camille’s mini dachshund, raised his head from her feet and sniffed the air as if he had his nose out a car window. Max stretched out his good leg and poked me in the calf with his claws. I sat up and looked toward a noise in the hall.
Johnny stuck his head in the doorway, his sleepy face awash with fear. “Opa? You in there?”
I called him in. He pattered across the pine floorboards in his bare feet and threw his arms around my waist. 
“I had a bad dream, Opa. Can I please stay with you? Mama has babies in her bed and there’s no room for me.”
Camille opened one eye and lifted up the sheet to welcome Johnny into bed. He clambered over me and snuggled between us, sucking his thumb and thumping his right leg back and forth on my ribs in a pre-sleep ritual. I tried to gently disengage his thumb from his mouth, but each time it popped back. After two tries, I gave up and lay back on my pillow. Within seconds, he was quiet.
The windup clock ticked away. It was only ten thirty, but felt like midnight. We had retired early after the eventful day. The Historical Society members finally left at seven o’clock, jubilant in their find and convinced they had discovered one more piece of the puzzle of the Underground Railroad route. After a quick supper of toasted deviled ham sandwiches on pumpernickel, we helped Freddie give the children their baths and settled down to watch Disney’s Pollyanna. Shelby was particularly enamored with the young Haley Mills and asked questions throughout the night about the show, the era, and particularly the main character. For the rest of the evening, she walked around the house, picking up objects and saying, “Oh Nahncy, it’s gohhhrrrgeous,” in an excellent imitation of young Pollyanna’s British accent. As she pranced from room to room, it became evident she inherited her mother’s talent for drama. 
I lay awake, thinking about Shelby and her miraculous progress. Locked in a coma for nine years after the accident, a brain stem blockage had kept her from responding to her surroundings, until one day, last Christmas, she woke up. Internally she’d been alive and functioning. Lately, my fifteen-year-old stepdaughter had been flooded with teenage hormones and emotions and the strange combination had been puzzling to watch. 
Mathematically, she’d been working her way through fourth grade material, although her tutor was astounded at her capacity to learn and retain information. Her brain was a sponge, seeking and longing for tidbits of data. In three short months, she’d mastered addition and subtraction facts and had begun her multiplication tables. Shelby’s reading skills advanced to a fifth grade level, although verbally she was nearly at age level, having heard conversations around her daily, including the long hours that Camille spent with her, reading and holding deep, one-sided conversations about life. 
Camille hired a private tutor for the summer to help her catch up. He turned out to be an excellent choice. During the school year, he worked for the Al Sigel Center for Children in Rochester.
Finally, I felt my arms and legs begin the dance of pre-sleep twitches. Images of cloth monkeys and cradles flashed across my mind. I had just tumbled into the depths of a lovely dream, when the sound of crashing and twisting metal pierced the night air. I woke with a start. 
Camille sat up. “What was that?”
“Sounded like a car crash.” I ran to the window. Smoke rose from a car mangled against the copper beech in the sharp bend of our driveway. 
“Call 911.” I pulled on a shirt and rushed down the stairs, sliding my feet into my shoes as I hopped along the porch. Siegfried met me halfway to the wreck. The light from his apartment in the converted carriage house spilled into the darkness, illuminating the grass with an eerie silver mist. He pulled ahead of me, his long legs eating up the ground as he plunged into the lead. I slowed when I realized with a start that the car was Nahum’s old Plymouth, but I sped up again and nearly caught up to Siegfried.
“It’s Reverend Hardina!” Siegfried shouted over his shoulder.
 Smoke poured from the creased hood. Siegfried tried to open Nahum’s crumpled door, but it wouldn’t budge. I reached him just in time to see a flame dart out of the fender. The engine sizzled. 
I froze. “Sig! Can you get it open?”
He grabbed the handle and pulled with all his might. When it came off in his hands, his eyes blazed with terror. The passenger side front and rear doors were crushed against the tree. I ran behind him and tried the door to the back seat. 
It opened.
I reached forward to unlock Nahum from his seatbelt, and lowered the back of his seat all the way. Black smoke poured into the car, searing my lungs and stinging my eyes. I coughed, trying to pull Nahum from the driver’s seat, but my strength waned and my vision dimmed. 
Flames licked at the steering wheel. Choking and blinded by the thick smoke, I hooked my arms under Nahum’s armpits, but couldn’t budge him. His leg was pinned by the steering wheel. 
“Professor. Move!”
I backed out and slumped to the ground, dizzy and nauseated. Siegfried stormed into the car and somehow moved the steering wheel off the Reverend’s legs. Nahum slipped from the front seat, and Sig slung the unconscious man over his shoulder, urging me toward the edge of the woods. 
With a sudden boom, the car erupted in flames, flooding the dark night with a flaming orange ball.



Chapter 27
 
The Rochester Memorial Emergency Room felt hot and stuffy. Siegfried shifted in a hard plastic chair, stretched out his long legs, and pulled at the big wet patch on the front of his white tee shirt. We’d tried to wash out Nahum’s blood, but only partially succeeded. 
Nahum had been in the trauma unit for three hours. I walked to the desk for the fourth time to ask about his condition.
The receptionist slowly shook her head before I said a word. “Sorry, sir. The doctors are still with him. We’ll let you know as soon as we hear anything.”
I looked at my watch again, smiling with an apology. “So sorry to keep bugging you. Any idea how much longer?”
She tilted her head to the side as she broke character for a moment and put aside her clinical façade. “I’ll try to find out for you, but it’s been a madhouse tonight. There’s a bad batch of drugs circulating. They’ve brought in four cases already.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “So far we’ve lost all of them. Plus there was a pileup on the Thruway. Tractor-trailer jackknifed and fourteen cars crashed behind it. The doctors are still operating on some of them.” She glanced at her clipboard. “But I see your friend doesn’t need surgery, so that’s a good thing.” Her voice took on a therapeutic tone. “I realize it’s difficult, but we must tend to the ones who are the most critical first. It probably won’t be much longer.” She placed her hand on my arm. “Why don’t you watch some TV? Might be a good distraction.”
I thanked her and trudged past dozens of people who wore the same exhausted, worried expressions. The television hung from a ceiling mount in the corner of the room where Siegfried and I had been waiting. I reached up and pushed the power button. The screen snapped on, showing rehashes of the eleven o’clock news. I glanced at my watch and was surprised to see it was already one-thirty in the morning. 
The heavy glass sliding doors opened and Camille walked into the waiting room with a tray. She gave Siegfried his hot chocolate, then handed me a steaming cup of coffee. “Anything?” 
I shook my head. “Not much. All we know is he won’t require surgery. When the doctor’s ready, he’ll come out to talk with us.”
She sat beside me and sighed. “Well, that’s good news.”
Siegfried took a sip of his foamy hot chocolate and brightened a little. “It is good. Danke.”
We turned toward the television when we heard the familiar voice of Glenda Mitchell. She spoke from our porch steps, smiling into the camera. “An amazing find has surfaced in a small town in the Genesee Valley. I’m standing in front of a Greek Revival home, originally built in 1811 by Dr. David and Mary Hill.” 
Glenda turned to indicate the doorway behind her with a well-practiced wave of her manicured hand. “Today a secret room was discovered behind the fireplace in this home. It is believed that this room was a stop on the Underground Railroad route that wound from Pennsylvania to Canada. It’s also believed that Mrs. Mary Hill was primarily responsible for hiding the slaves and helping them on their journey to freedom.”
A picture of Mary was displayed on the screen. Her small, gloved hand rested on the lantern hung from the hitching post. Her hair was pulled back in an austere bun, but a single wayward curl hung over her cheek in defiance. A look of weary worldliness simmered in her eyes. I wondered if she had been up the night before, transporting her “packages” to the next station.
The camera hovered over the treasures Oscar had found beneath the bed, panning the room to showcase the furniture.
The antiques faded and Glenda’s face came back on the screen. She sat behind her news counter with an expression turned somber. “We interrupt this story with an important announcement. Officials are asking all residents of Livingston and surrounding counties to lock their doors and be extremely vigilant. There has been a prison breakout. Drug lord Morty Callahan and three additional prisoners escaped from the maximum security wing of the prison tonight.” 
A few mug shots flashed across the screen. 
“Again, there has been a prison break at the Livingston Prison facility. Four prisoners are on the loose and considered dangerous. Please maintain care and do not—I repeat—do not approach suspicious looking characters. Dial 911 and lock all doors. We’ll keep you posted, so stay tuned.”
A hand reached around the news desk and laid a new sheet of paper in front of her. She picked it up and frowned. “This just came in. There’s been more violence at the site of the new salt mine in Livingston County. A pipe bomb was set off tonight in one of the new mine entrances, causing a cave-in that will delay the project another two weeks. Officials have not yet made arrests, but Channel 13 has learned that police are questioning the Southern Alliance for a Green Environment, or SAGE.” 
Glenda slid a paper behind another and read from a script. “Spokesperson Amber McGraw denies responsibility, but admits her group is grateful for any delays in what she calls an environmentally unsound project.” 
Camille put her coffee down and reached for my hand. “Escaped prisoners and a cave-in at the mine? I don’t believe it. That project has been jinxed from the start.”
“It’s just incredible. This entire night has been—” 
I stopped mid-sentence when a young Indian resident surged through the double doors and scanned the chart in his hands. The entire room quieted and listened for their name to be called. “Hardina?” he said, stifling a yawn.
We hurried toward him. 
“I’m Doctor Patel. You are family?” he asked, clearly exhausted.
“We’re his friends, and we’re all he’s got. He’s the minister from our church,” Camille said. 
The doctor raised one eyebrow, hesitating. “A minister?” he repeated. “How very unusual.”
Camille and I exchanged puzzled glances. 
 “Will he be okay?” I asked.
Doctor Patel shepherded us to a quieter corner in the waiting room. We followed him in anxious silence, wondering what horrible news he was about to impart. 
“Your, er…minister has taken a nasty blow to the head. We’ve stitched up the worst of it, but still need to do some testing to rule out a possible skull fracture. We’ll do an MRI in the morning, provided he’s stable. It was touch and go at first, but at this point we’ve upgraded his status and are hoping for recovery. That is, assuming he wakes from his coma.”
I looked at him, not sure if I should be relieved or worried.
“He’s in a coma?” I asked. “From the head trauma?”
“A coma?” Siegfried turned to me with a worried look in his gentle blue eyes. He’d suffered severe head trauma at the age of twelve and worked for the rest of his young adulthood to reclaim his faculties. The idea of his reverend being in a coma, too, would be hard for him to swallow.
The doctor shuffled his feet and wouldn’t meet my gaze. He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger and answered reluctantly. “No. The coma isn’t from the accident,” he said. He dropped his hand to his side and now stared directly at me. “He went into the coma before the accident. That’s what we believe caused the crash."
I stared at him, confused. Camille and I exchanged bewildered looks.
“What are you saying?” Camille asked.
The doctor lowered his voice a notch. “I’m afraid your friend has a serious drug problem, ma’am. He’s in a drug-induced coma. His bloodstream is full of heroin.”



Chapter 28
 
The week dragged. We slogged through long days and nights, sick with worry and full of unanswered questions. Nahum remained in the coma, unable to explain why he’d been en route to our house so late on a Monday evening, or to explain why heroin surged through his bloodstream. We spent days at the hospital, dealing with his doctors and trying to keep track of the tests they ran. The MRI had revealed a hairline fracture on the left side of his skull that would heal with bed rest. 
According to the news reports, the escaped convicts from prison were still at large, but were assumed to have left the area since the massive manhunt had turned up zero drug lords hiding in the Livingston County woods. We slowly relaxed our vigilance. Siegfried and I eventually stopped staring out the windows, watching for intruders. 
By Saturday morning, I called a meeting with the Parish Council. We needed a temporary pastor and we had to deal with the rumors floating around about the drugs. I was unsure how any of this could have reached the public ear, as my family remained mute on the subject. Still, the information somehow spread around the town. I’d already received calls about it from concerned church members who were first and foremost concerned with Nahum’s welfare, but their second question always led to the subject of the heroin. 
The rumors had shattered the sursurance. 
The soft and holy cocoon had been torn. 
While Nahum hung in the twilight of the coma, the everyday issues of the church organ and other storm-related repairs needed attention. Given the current situation, someone had to keep the ball rolling so the roof would be replaced before the fall rains began. The “Organ” and “Building and Grounds” committees consisted of subsets of the Parish Council committee. It was that way with almost all of our committees, due to the pitifully small size of our church. I set up the meeting for one o’clock Saturday afternoon in the Pastor’s Library.
***
The members of the Parish Council hunkered around a polished mahogany table in the church library, pondering the news of Nahum’s condition. They sat in various states of repose, some looking skeptical, and others concerned. Abel Hargrove dozed in a high-backed Jacobian chair at the head of the table. 
Lillian Phillips scooted her chair closer and frowned. “So what you’re saying, Professor,” she said, patting her tight curls, “is that we don’t know if he’ll recover and we don’t know how the drugs got into his bloodstream?” Her blue eyes darted nervously around the table. 
I couldn’t tell if she was suspicious or sympathetic. I shifted in my seat, scanning their faces, pausing to look into the eyes of each of them in turn. Many of the council members avoided my gaze. They retracted and pulled away like one giant offended amoeba.
I huffed. “Don’t tell me you folks really think Nahum’s a drug addict?”
Patsy Brown and Abigail Phillips joined together with vehement headshakes. “Of course not!” 
But several of the members remained stone-faced with eyes slit in suspicion. Two of the men had exchanged dubious glances when I described the heroin. Anger boiled in my stomach. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
Elliot Newman toyed with a button on his shirt, refusing to meet my gaze. I knew he’d be trouble. From the beginning, he’d tried to get his cousin the job as our pastor. This included perpetually throwing roadblocks in front of Nahum. I singled him out from the council members. When he finally looked up, our eyes locked.
“Look folks, Nahum has been counseling prison inmates. Constantly. He’s there on Sundays for service, and goes back throughout the week to help them out. One of them warned him the other day. Told him not to hang around after dark in this church.”
I waited, letting it sink in with a long pause. “Something crazy’s going on here. Can’t you see it? For heaven’s sakes, Elliot, what about you? Have you ever seen needle marks on our pastor’s arms?” 
Elliot shook his head with reluctance. “No.”
“Of course you haven’t.” I leaned forward. “We’ve seen him roll up his sleeves to rake leaves, wash dishes, and help the victims of the flood. If he were addicted to that stuff, he wouldn’t have done these things. All he’s ever done is give of himself. Completely. Selflessly. He’s never shown any behavior other than exemplary conduct. Has he?”
No one answered.
“Well…has he?” I repeated.
Several of the older ladies murmured to each other, their cheeks flushed. Elliot sat with his elbows on the table, his palms pressed together with thumbs supporting his jaw, his fingers straight up, touching his nose. He gave a sly sideways glance to his brother, Andrew. 
Lillian spoke up again, this time more sure of herself. “By golly, Gus is right. We should be ashamed of ourselves. Clearly, Nahum’s been framed. Someone’s trying to get him out of the way, don’t you think? Taking him out of commission, so they can carry on with their devil’s work?”
The air suddenly felt hot and thick. An eerie atmosphere settled over the group. We were getting way off course. I jumped in to steer them back to business. “Why don’t we settle down and figure out what we’re going to do for the time being? Lillian, do you have that list of guest pastors? We should start making some phone calls.”
Lillian nodded, excused herself, and walked over to Reverend Hardina’s desk. She pulled a key from the master ring in the closet and unlocked the top drawer. Her hand flew to her mouth. After a few moments of silence, she slumped onto the chair. “Oh dear. You’d better come over here, Gus.”
Elliot shoved past me, knocking the notepad out of my hand. He peered into the open drawer. I sat on my haunches to pick up the dropped papers. Looking up, I noticed Elliot’s expression. A slow smile crept across his face. I got up and hurried to the desk, joined by the rest of the committee. My heart sank when I saw the hypodermic syringes, white powder, and burned spoons littering the drawer beside the Pugh Bible and address book. Elliot sneered, smug satisfaction stamped on his face. “So. ‘Trust him,’ eh, Gus? ‘Exemplary conduct’?”
Thoughts raced across my mind and shivered down my back. Who in the world had been inside our church? Inside the Reverend’s private office?
Elliot spit his words at me. “I’m calling the cops.”
I returned his stare, boring my eyes into his. “Do it. Call them. But don’t touch a thing. The person who drugged him and planted that stuff in his drawer must’ve left some evidence. Fingerprints. Skin fragments. A hair. Something.”
Elliot flushed. “Well, we’ll see about that.”
I stood my ground and let it fly, even though we stood in a holy building. I couldn’t help myself. “Yeah, Elliot. You’re damn right we will. And I’m standing guard until they show up.”



Chapter 29
 
That evening, I’d prepared an easy dinner of spaghetti and salad and had mechanically worked my way through it, but my mind filled with thoughts of predators wielding needles and drugs. There was a lot to think about, and I’d been unusually pensive during the meal. When most everyone had scattered, I stood at the kitchen sink, hands deep in sudsy water, scrubbing the pots and pans.
My daughter still sat with Marion at the trestle table, trying to coax her to eat. The baby had refused her food, preferring to play with her spaghetti rather than eat it. 
Freddie lifted a spoon to Marion’s lips. The baby took a big bite of chopped spaghetti and gummed it with a greasy smile. When she was ready for more, she rocked wildly in her seat and tried to grab the bowl Freddie kept just out of reach. Her twin, Celeste, crawled on the floor, chasing after our seal-point Himalayan cat, Tristan, who twitched his tail in irritation and leapt to the windowsill before he could be caught. 
I watched the scene, marveling at my daughter’s ability to multi-task. She took a bite from her own cold plate of food, inserted a spoonful into Marion’s mouth, then ran to get Celeste before she climbed up on Johnny’s dump truck to reach the cat.
“Want me to take one of them?” I rinsed the suds from my hands and hung the dishtowel over the back of a chair. “I’m done with the dishes.”
Freddie blew a honey-colored lock from her forehead, shaking her head. “Nope. I’ve got it, Dad.” 
She offered another bite to Marion, who grinned while clamping the rubber-coated spoon tightly between her new front teeth, shaking her head like a little terrier. 
“She won’t let go!” Freddie laughed, trying to disengage the spoon.
The baby smiled, giggled, and held it even tighter between her teeth. Her mother wiggled the spoon again, and finally it popped out of her mouth. Freddie dipped it in strained green beans and the process began again. 
Marion clamped the spoon between her teeth again. Her big brown eyes danced back and forth between her mother and me. 
Outside, Johnny and Siegfried ran in circles with tablecloths tied around their necks. I watched through the kitchen window, mesmerized by the pure joy they radiated. Their homemade capes billowed behind them in the evening breeze, and they laughed and frolicked around the lawn. Siegfried had been playing Superman with Johnny for the past half-hour and seemed to enjoy the sport as much as my grandson. Max and Sheba barked and chased them in circles and happy bedlam ensued. Even with his cast, Max had learned to run in a funny offbeat gait. Boris sat safely beneath the picnic table. 
Celeste crawled into the great room and approached Camille, who was absorbed by new data she’d found on the computer. The light from the screen washed her face like blue moonlight. She mentioned at dinner that she’d been researching more historical facts about the mid 1800s and Livingston County. 
When Celeste tried to pull herself to her feet by hanging onto Camille’s pant leg, my wife finally broke concentration and noticed her. “What are you doing in here?” She crooned to the baby, and then picked her up and covered her cheeks with kisses.
I grabbed a set of plastic measuring cups and joined them in the great room. Celeste squirmed on Camille’s lap and stretched her arms toward the cups I dangled near her. 
Camille lowered the baby to the carpet. I tossed the cups to her. 
“Any news from the hospital?” she asked.
“Not much, I’m afraid. Nahum’s still unresponsive. They said to call again tomorrow. They’ll be running another MRI and should have the results by three o’clock.”
She looked disappointed and swiveled in the computer chair to face me. “What about at the church? Did Joe find anything?”
Officers Joe Russell and Adam Knapp had responded to the call earlier. They took photos, fingerprints, and questioned everyone on the council. The fact that the keys were normally hung inside the library closet made it difficult. Anyone who knew about them could have opened his drawer and planted the stuff. 
“Nothing yet. Fingerprints are being run, but naturally there were dozens of different prints. Thank God they dismissed the idea that poor old Nahum is a drug addict. Such a ridiculous notion.”
She looked up at me, her eyes melting with concern for Nahum. “Doesn’t it just kill you? Who would want him out of the way? You don’t think it’s anybody from the church, do you?”
“I don’t know, honey. Elliot and Andrew Newman have had it in for Nahum since the beginning, but I can’t picture them sticking a needle in his arm and injecting heroin,” I said. “That’s got to be the work of a lunatic or a drug addict. After all, where would you get paraphernalia like that unless you were a junkie?” 
“Unless a member of our congregation lives some kind of double life, I can’t believe they’d be involved. I still think it’s something to do with the prison. Maybe something Nahum overheard. Maybe he knows something he doesn’t realize is important. Yes. That has to be it.”
Celeste made a right turn at the piano and headed for the fireplace again. I rushed to grab her. This time, I pointed her in new direction. I wound up a battery powered mouse and lured her away from the flower vase on the coffee table. 
We need to do a better job of baby proofing. I began to tick off the list of items that had to go, while following my energetic granddaughter around the room. Camille swiveled around to face the computer again. “I just wish we could ask Nahum, Gus. If he wakes up…I mean, when he wakes up, he’ll be able to tell us everything.”
My chest tightened and an uneasy feeling washed over me. She’s right. As soon as he wakes up, he’ll be able to identify the person or persons who shot him full of drugs. 
Another thought jolted me. What if the bastards try to silence Nahum before he wakes up? 
I needed to call Joe Russell.
Celeste had reached the couch and pulled on the quilt draped over the back. A pile of Life in the Finger Lakes magazines fell to the floor, startling her. She turned to me, her lips briefly pouting. Her mouth opened wide in a silent scream, but was soon followed by a wail. 
Camille jumped up and scooped her into her arms, smoothing the dome of Celeste’s curly head and comforting her with baby talk. She waltzed to the rocking chair, settled comfortably, and sang a soft lullaby. My heart melted as I watched her work her magic.
I smiled at my wife and patted Celeste’s silky copper-colored curls, glancing at the computer screen to see if Camille was still online. A page from Ebay was displayed. We were still in the Stone Age with dial-up service. It didn’t cost as much as cable, but tied up our phone line, which was a pain. I’d just put my cell phone on the charger with a dead battery, so I needed to use the landline.
“You almost done here, honey? I need to call Joe to suggest a guard for Nahum. You made a good point back there about ‘when he wakes up.’ Someone may have the same idea. Someone might try to make sure he doesn’t wake up.”
She looked up from the rocking chair and lifted the baby onto her shoulder, rubbing her back in slow circles. An expression of alarm crossed her face.
“Oh, Gus. He could be in danger right now. Just bookmark that page before you log me off, would you? I’m looking into the resale of artifacts. I can’t believe how much they’re getting these days for Revolutionary War items. The Civil War stuff really moves, too. I wondered if there would be a listing for the items stolen from General Lee Silver’s grave, but haven’t found anything yet. Maybe there’s a black market.” Celeste stuck her tiny thumb in her mouth and rested her head on Camille’s shoulder. “But I’m really afraid for Nahum. Hurry, Gus. I can search the Internet later.”
I bookmarked the page and disconnected. After all that, I ended up having to leave an urgent message for Joe to call me back. I rejoined Camille and Celeste. 
Camille moved to the couch and lay the baby on a quilt. Celeste was still sucking her thumb and her eyes started to close, her long lashes sweeping her pink cheeks. 
Freddie poked her head in the doorway, holding Marion, who wailed in her arms. The baby repeatedly launched herself away from my daughter in a back-arching protest. 
“I’m putting her up to bed,” she said, lifting the flailing child to her shoulder and struggling to hang on to her. “It’s her turn for teething now, poor little thing. Thanks, Camille. I’ll be back in a minute for Celeste.”
Camille smiled and nodded. “It’s okay. I’ll bring her up in a little bit.”
Freddie flashed a grateful smile and continued up the stairs with Marion.
I aimed the remote at the television and powered it on. The six o’clock news was still in progress. I was just about to switch the station to search for a good movie, when Joe Russell’s face filled the screen. I sat bolt upright. Camille’s eyes widened and we both stared at Glenda Mitchell. 
“I’m standing in front of the nineteenth century cemetery located off Lewis Road, near the Genesee Valley Greenway, where another incident of grave robbing has taken place. Let’s see if Lieutenant Joseph Russell from the Conaroga Village Police station will share information with us.” The camera panned to the left. “Lieutenant, would you please tell us what’s happened?”
Joe leaned forward to speak into the mike. The tops of his ears were red, a sure sign of nerves in my normally unruffled friend. He cleared his throat. “Uh, yes. We’ve been after these guys for some time now, Glenda. I’m just glad those two young fellas noticed what was going on and called us, otherwise we wouldn’t have stopped the robbery in progress.” 
The camera panned again, this time to two smiling ten-year-olds who straddled their bikes in the background, and then it swung back to Joe.
“Lieutenant, can you tell us what you found?”
“Er…yes. We believe the two men in custody are part of a larger ring of grave robbers based in Rochester. We think they might be responsible for a string of robberies that have occurred over the summer. These particular graves were apparently targeted based on the recent link with the Underground Railroad. I imagine they thought they’d get more money for artifacts because of that.”
“The Hills?” Camille said.
The camera panned to the old tombstones that we’d ridden past on many occasions. Two headstones were upset, and two huge holes gaped in the earth. Glenda asked one more question and the camera zoomed into the grave on the right. “And what did you find that was so unusual, Officer?”
The camera returned to Joe. His eyes shifted, revealing his discomfort. “Well, Dr. David Hill’s remains appear untouched. The skeleton is intact within its original clothing. A gold watch is still in the casket; along with the sword and war medals. We’re not sure what’s going on with his wife Mary’s casket, however. Talk about a cold case.” He nodded toward the grave. “We found no bones or clothing in there. Just three old sacks of sand.”



Chapter 30
 
On Sunday afternoon, I sat on the edge at the shallow end of the pool, dangling my feet in the cool liquid. Water lapped around my calves, seducing me to forget about the chores on my Sunday list. The noon sun sparkled on the surface, shooting bright reflections in all directions. 
Johnny grinned and dog paddled toward me. When he reached me, he grabbed my ankle. “Come play with me, Opa.” Brown hair plastered his forehead and dripped down his eyes and cheeks. 
Sorely tempted to jump into the beckoning blue lagoon, I leaned down and smoothed back his hair. “I’d love to, sport. But I have to shuck corn for lunch. Maybe we could take a swim together after we eat. Would ya like that?”
His face fell. “No. We have to wait ninety hundred minutes after we eat.” 
I laughed. “Just twenty minutes. I know. But it goes fast, buddy.”
He shook his head and frowned. “No it doesn’t. It takes a forever time.”
I looked at his disappointed face and reached down to run the back of my hand over his soft, cold cheek. 
He rubbed against my hand like a kitten rubs against his mother for affection. My heart squeezed with love for him. He raised his big brown eyes to mine, and my resolve weakened. 
Who cares if lunch is a few minutes late? 
I grabbed the beach ball and tossed it into the middle of the pool. 
“Beat ya to it!” I said. I yanked off my tee shirt and jumped in the water after Johnny, who already churned after the ball, laughing with near hysterical joy.
Earlier in the morning, we suffered through an emotionless sermon from a guest preacher. The good man droned on and on about an obscure Bible passage that didn’t make sense to me. I kept picturing moths flying out of his mouth. 
Talk about sacrilege.

I loosed a guilty smile and swam after Johnny, who’d already reached the ball and hugged it as if it were his lifeline. 
I pretended to grab at it, causing a new wave of giggles. 
While we splashed around, I couldn’t help thinking about Nahum, still lying in the hospital bed in a coma—albeit now under guard—and lamented how much I missed his sermons. I needed to be transported to those lofty places each week. Nahum’s inspiration fortified me for the days ahead, and I actually felt like I wanted to be a better person after listening to his words.
Following the morning’s boring sermon, I ran an equally boring Organ Committee meeting. We discussed various alternatives, and argued about pipes versus electronic organs. I stood in favor of an authentic pipe organ, but some of the members had seen electric versions that they swore sounded “just as good.” Somehow, I couldn’t picture it. 
It quickly became apparent that we needed an expert to coach us. I took the action to invite reps from three different companies to come to the church to explain the options and prices.
Mrs. Pierce was visiting her sister in Syracuse—as usual—which meant I was in charge of meals for the weekend. Freddie had accepted an offer from Adam Knapp to visit his parents. I was pleased their relationship was moving steadily forward. Meeting the parents was a big step, and Freddie had admitted she was afraid they’d disapprove of a woman with three young children and a felonious ex-husband. 
They took the twins with them, but let Johnny stay home and swim after he begged for fifteen minutes straight. He seemed to relish the time he spent alone with adults, especially since his sisters demanded so much time from his mother. I’d readily agreed to watch him for the afternoon.
He splashed around some more, tossed me the beach ball dozens of times, and finally, with a little coaxing, clambered up the cement stairs with me. After I put on my shirt, he grabbed the back of it and rubbed his wet face back and forth on it, leaving a damp patch on my back. Peeking under my arm with his tousled hair, he giggled.
“Where’s your towel, buddy?” I spied it lying in a heap on the other side of the pool.
“You’re better than a towel,” he said. He threw his dripping arms around my neck and hugged me, soaking me. Laughing, he finally scampered to his towel, wrapped himself up, and ran back to me. Fat drops of water plopped from his red swimsuit into a little puddle around his feet.
“Can I help with the corn, Opa?” He squinted up at me in the bright sunlight. 
I grabbed his flip-flops and positioned them. He slid his water-wrinkled toes into them, making a squeaking sound on the cement.
“Okay, pal. But let’s get your shirt on first.”
His blue tee shirt lay on the table beside us. I turned it right side out to expose Daffy Duck on the front. 
I looked up when Siegfried hollered from the grove of fruit trees beside the barn.
“The plums are ready, Professor. How many do we need?”
Johnny squirmed his way into the shirt. I picked up an empty garden basket from the table, took his hand, and we headed for the plum tree. 
Golden globes of Shiro plums hung heavy on laden branches, like flowing bunches of giant grapes. I picked one, rubbed it in circles on the front of my soggy tee shirt, and held it up to the light. The lemony skin stretched taut over the meat inside. I bit into the tangy skin and the juice spurted out, dribbling down my chin. The plump fruit was honey-sweet, but the skin tasted unbearably sour. I loved the combination.
Johnny pulled on my shirt. “Opa!”
Feeling guilty that I’d eaten one before him, I chose a huge plum from the branch over his head and wiped it off, polishing it like an apple. He grabbed it and took a bite. The tart skin screwed his face up tight, but he recovered and went in for the sweet flesh. I looked at Siegfried, who towered above us. He stood barefoot in his cutoff jeans and white tee shirt, his hair neatly tied behind his back in the customary ponytail.
“I think a half-basket will be plenty, Sig,” I finally answered. I planned to make a golden plum sauce to serve over homemade pound cake and vanilla bean ice cream.
He smiled, nodded, and stretched his long arms for the fruit nearest the top. Sig was the only one who could reach that high, and it was tradition for him to start at the top while Johnny picked from the bottom. I found a branch nearby and began to pluck the ripe fruit. 
Two goldfinches swooped through the air and landed on an overgrown thistle while we picked plums and laid them carefully in the basket. The soft downy silks from the thistles swam on the air like dancing fairies while the industrious birds thrust their beaks into the plant to extract tiny black seeds.
“Professor?” Siegfried asked.
“Yeah?” I bent over and picked up the basket. 
“Can Johnny and I camp in the woods? We haven’t gone camping in a long time.”
Johnny looked up with widened eyes. “Camping?” he mumbled. “With a tent?”
I looked from my grandson to my brother-in-law and back again. They both had such hopeful grins on their faces that I laughed out loud.
“You’ve gotta ask your mother, Johnny. But I’m pretty sure it’ll be okay.” Johnny jumped in place. “We can give her a call if you want. If she says yes, you two could plan your camping trip while I go down to Oscar and Millie’s. I’m bringing them some corn ‘cause Millie’s not feeling well.”
Siegfried lifted Johnny onto his broad shoulders. They had stopped listening at my tentative “okay.” Sig danced around in circles, whooping and hollering. I smiled at the huge man and little boy who were such good friends and then handed Siegfried the basket. He maneuvered Johnny toward the tree. The boy reached to the very top, picked a plum, and dropped it into the basket.



Chapter 31
 
I headed for the compost pile behind the barn with a basket of corncobs in one hand and a bulging rubbish bag in the other. At lunch, we’d devoured five-dozen ears of buttered Silver King sweet corn, eight ripe tomatoes, and three cucumbers. Siegfried polished off nearly two dozen ears himself. I still tasted the golden plum sauce on my lips from dessert. I’d eaten far too much, and as a result, I felt totally sated and ready for a nap. 
After tossing the cobs on the compost pile, I walked toward the rubbish area and tilted a trashcan toward me to inspect the bottom, wondering if any rain had collected from the thunderstorm last night.
In the bottom of the barrel lay a gray furry creature. I leapt back, momentarily shocked, then tossed the trash bag onto the grass and leaned over to look inside.
A possum. 
His dull brown eyes stared at the barrel walls, unblinking. I refocused, wondering if he was dead. His fur looked almost cat-like, but the long pink hairless tail resembled that of a giant rat. I stared for a moment at his lifeless body and was startled when his sides heaved. They bellowed out and in, and then froze again. I stepped back.
“Now I get it.” A grin spread across my face. “You’re playing dead. Playing possum.”
I guessed the critter had crawled into the trash barrel to look for food or water and then had become trapped. Peering over the rim, I jiggled it gently. He slowly moved his head in my direction, looking up at me with his big eyes. 
“Okay, little guy. I’ll get you out of there.”
I tipped the barrel onto its side, taking care to quickly step away as I felt particularly vulnerable in my sandals and shorts. After about a minute, he waddled out and headed toward the woods, looking back over his shoulder once before he disappeared into the brush. 
I laughed all the way back to the house, dying to tell someone about my find, but the house was empty now. Siegfried left a few minutes earlier to take Johnny grocery shopping for their upcoming campout. Camille had gone to the movies with Maddy and Shelby. I planned to deliver corn and vegetables to Millie and Oscar, then rendezvous with Camille at five to check in on Nahum.
I grabbed my keys and the basket of vegetables, and whistled for Max. “Come on, boy. Wanna go for a ride?”
The dog heaved himself from the floor and trotted a bit slower than usual, but still made a beeline for the car. He managed to leap through the open window into the passenger seat, eyes shining. The cast looked a bit worse for wear, dirty and shredded. But he walked with less of a limp now and seemed to be healing. 
“Feeling better, buddy?” I patted his head, stowed the vegetables in the back seat, and started down the drive. Max’s tail wagged when he stuck his head out the window, inhaling the scents of summer from the passing woods and fields.
On the way, I noticed two contractors’ trucks parked at the church. I pulled in to watch them. Two men crouched on the partially completed roof. I was surprised they were working on a Sunday, but heard they’d been putting in a lot of overtime since the tornado. Max stayed in the car while I wandered over to the one of the men on the ground.
“Gus LeGarde,” I said, moving forward to shake his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”
“Bob McVean. We spoke on the phone.” He grinned and gripped my hand in a vice that nearly dropped me to my knees. I gritted my teeth and smiled back, unwilling to be the first to release.
We’d discussed the roofing job on the phone a week ago. After some haggling, with me bemoaning the church’s financial situation and McVean complaining about the rising cost of gas and raw materials, we’d settled on the price, style of shingles, and the work schedule. 
“Looks like you’ve made good progress,” I said.
“Been a good season for roofing, with all this dry weather. Driest summer in a century, some folks say.” Bob tipped a liter-sized bottle of Lipton green tea to his lips and drained half of it. 
“That so?” I nodded and shielded my eyes from the sun while peering at two men on the roof. 
McVean took another slug of tea and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “We’ve stripped off the old shingles and planks. The load of new lumber was delivered last night.” He gestured at a strapped pile of wood in front of the cemetery. “With luck, we’ll be done tomorrow, before the rains come.”
I followed his gaze to the roof and watched the man pulling the Boston ivy away from the brick chimney. We’d decided to cut the vine back to the base of the building and allow it to climb up again next year.
Bob explained the details. I mechanically responded to his chatter. We moved closer when he pointed out the roof pitch and discussed the benefits of the interlocking shingles. I squinted in the afternoon sun and gazed at the exposed chimney bricks. 
One white stone nestled among the rough collection of red bricks. 
It shone like a beacon, welcoming desperate travelers to the comforting shelter below.



Chapter 32
 
I stepped over the brittle grass in Oscar and Millie’s front yard, followed closely by Max, who stopped to sniff a few bushes along the way. Although I saw the white farmhouse, the roses on the trellis, and the gardens in the back, I didn’t take it in. My mind filled with visions of Mary Hill and her involvement in the Underground Railroad.
Not only had our home been a haven for fleeing slaves, but our church was probably involved, too. Mary had been a parishioner, and we’d seen her marriage records that proved she’d been wed there, as well. 
The thoughts swirled in my brain like the hot breeze that blew through the leaves of the American Yellowwood tree. Faded white blossoms whirled and settled in the brown grass below. As we approached the porch, a curtain pulled aside. Oscar’s face peered from behind the glass.
I knocked briefly and opened the screen door. “Oscar? Millie? Got your veggies here.”
Max scooted past me and ran ahead into the living room. I hurried behind him, worried about his wagging tail and the delicate bisque treasures in the room.
“Come on in, Gus.” 
Oscar sounded subdued. I turned the corner to find Millie in her wheelchair with a lavender handkerchief pressed to her face. She looked up with reddened eyes when Max began nosing around her elbows and licking her arms. 
I glanced at Oscar, who stood quietly by the window. He turned toward me with a sad expression. 
“Oscar? Millie?” I put the basket down and moved closer. “Everything okay?”
Oscar scowled and pushed his hair back from his forehead. “Not really, Gus. We need to talk.”
Max’s tail whipped back and forth, precariously close to the French fashion doll on the table by the window. 
Oscar reached down to pat him. “Let’s put Max out with Tinkerbell. She could use a good romp with him. Then we’ll tell you all about it.” He picked up a white bone-shaped dog toy and squeaked it once. Max’s ears perked up, and he followed Oscar through the back door to Tinkerbell’s fenced-in yard.
When he returned, I sat beside Millie and laid my hand over hers.
Oscar walked to the windows again and pulled back the curtains, looking toward the road. “There’s been more trouble, Gus. They found a skull fragment at the mine that might be from the ancient burial site. The environmentalists and the Senecas are back up there, demonstrating. I heard there’s a scientist from the university coming down later to examine it. Digging’s been halted again. Another delay for the miners.”
He backed away from the window and dropped onto the Victorian couch, his arm draped over the backrest. “You okay, Mother?”
Millie sniffed into her hanky. “I’ll be fine, Daddy.” She looked at me apologetically. “Sorry, Gus. I just don’t know what to do.”
I patted her hand again and waited. She peeked at Oscar over her soggy handkerchief and received an encouraging nod.
“Well then, I guess I’d best come right out with it.” She dabbed her eyes and sat up. “Yesterday we had our quilting group. You know, with my friends who are married to the miners?”
“Oh?” I knew she was part of a quilting group, but hadn’t realized they were mining families.
“Something came out in the conversation. I was asked not to repeat it.” Her voice thinned and rose to a high pitch. “It was told to me in confidence, you understand, from very good friends. I’ve been thinking about it all night and day. And I’ve decided that I have to do the unthinkable.”
I looked into her tormented eyes. “The unthinkable?”
She blew a whispery sigh and leaned back in her chair. “Something I’ve never done before,” she said. “I have to break a confidence.”
***
I wondered what kind of information Millie could have heard from her quilting bee friends. She began to weep, her voice quivering. “I’m so sorry.”
I patted her hand. “It’s okay. If you don’t want to talk about it, I’ll understand.”
She looked up and sniffled. “No, no. I need you here, Gus. It’s important you hear this.”
After a moment, she began to speak. “It was Elizabeth who spilled the beans. You know, Colin’s sister-in-law?”
“Of course,” I said. “She married Colin’s brother Bob, right?”
“Yes. She was very upset about the new mine being delayed again. She’s had nothing but trouble since the old mine collapsed…nothing but trouble and all those bills she couldn’t pay.”
I encouraged her with a half smile. “Go on.” 
Millie laid her crumpled hankie on the table and turned to look me directly in the eyes. “It’s about Colin,” she said. “I don’t think you’ll like it, but what I heard might impact Joe’s investigation.”
I leaned toward her. She took a deep breath and continued. “Colin was giving money to his brothers for two years before he disappeared. Enough to help them pay their mortgages and prevent foreclosure. Each mortgage was about a thousand dollars a month.”
She paused for a moment to let it sink in.
“That’s not all. He paid off Susie’s mini-van loan, and gave them two hundred dollars a week for groceries. It wasn’t enough to keep all the creditors at bay, but it kept their heads above water. Just barely, so they said. They had some pretty terrible debts.”
I sat back and looked at Oscar. After a quick calculation, I figured Colin had given his two brothers and their families over eighty grand in two years. I whistled, long and low.
“So, he had plenty of reasons to need extra money, didn’t he?” My shoulders sagged.
Oscar didn’t answer, but instead looked at Millie. “There’s more, Gus. A lot more.” 
“Go on.” I leaned forward and laced my fingers together, resting them on my knees.
“Colin didn’t get the funds from the town. Joe will have to figure out exactly who that thief was, but it wasn’t Colin, at least as far as his sisters-in-law knew. He got the money from another source.”
I sent him a puzzled glance. 
Millie touched a cameo brooch on her blouse and went on. “After the mine was shut down, a man from Columbia approached Colin and asked about using it for storage. They didn’t know his first name, but had heard Colin talk about ‘Jaramillo’.”
Immediately, I pictured a character in a guerrilla outfit with a machine gun hanging on one hip and a bag of white powder in his hands. 
 Millie stuffed her hanky in one of her long sleeves. “Although Colin had no right, he showed this stranger how to access the mine’s caverns, then let them cut a road through his back woods.”
My eyebrows shot up. “What?”
“They paid him well. The girls weren’t sure what was going on down there, but they suspected it was illegal. They weren’t positive, of course, they were just guessing. But they were afraid their children would go hungry if they reported it. Of course, they’d also get Colin in trouble. And he was their savior.”
I spun toward Oscar. “Remember the panel vans?”
Oscar kneaded his bristly chin. “Of course. The one on your hill that almost killed Max?” 
My mind raced with disconnected images that were fitting together like puzzle pieces. “Right. And I saw a few driving by in the dark last week. Plus, there was one on the hillside when Anna Foxtree and the deputy were shot.” 
“I’ve actually seen panel vans going by at all hours.” Oscar tented his fingers and rested his chin on them. “What if they belong to Jaramillo?”
“Could well be. But what would he be transporting?”
Oscar leaned forward. “Something he needed to hide. Something so risky that he had to store it underground.”
I shivered. Images of nuclear bombs panned my mind’s eye. “What if he killed Colin to keep him quiet?”
My brain whirled as I began to make rapid-fire connections. “Colin disappeared around the time the new mine was approved. I’ll bet the news shook up that Colombian bastard. With the new mine in operation, there would be tons of people around, and they might even go into the old mine to move some equipment. Probably threatened the hell out of them.”
 Oscar whistled. “Which would mean they’d benefit from any disturbance in the events scheduled for the mine opening.”
I shot him a glance. “Like shooting into the demonstrators? Or setting off pipe bombs?”
He nodded. “Right. Anything to slow the progress of the mine.”
Oscar ran his hand down his cheek to his chin, and then stroked his long fingers back and forth along his jaw. “Who knows? Maybe they’ve been financing the lawyers for the environmentalists? You know, the ones who’ve been throwing countless suits against Upstate Rock Salt?”
 “I wonder if we’re going off the deep end here, or if there’s any truth to it.”
“Hard to say,” Oscar said.
Millie had been silent throughout our discussion. She seemed drained. I turned to her. “Thanks for telling me about Colin. I know it was hard.”
I followed her gaze. Oscar peered out the window. I joined him. “What are you looking for?”
“As if this town hasn’t seen enough drama,” he said. “I’m watching for escaped convicts, Gus. They still haven’t found Morty Callahan. Just keeping my eyes open, that’s all.”
The convicts. I’d totally forgotten about them. “Don’t you think they’re long gone by now?”
“Not sure.” He took another look out the window. “They could be holing up somewhere nearby, until the pressure’s off. Or until someone creates a diversion, like the demonstration up the street.”
My brain spun in circles. How could I have grown so lax? Siegfried’s camp-out would have to be delayed until the fugitives were caught. I’d have to deliver the bad news as soon as I got home.
I patted my pocket for my cell phone, realizing I’d left it at the house. I looked at my watch, then back at Millie. “Can I use your phone? I really should let Joe know about this.”
Just as I was about to lift the receiver, the phone rang. I answered it, prepared to hand it to Oscar or Millie.
“Gus! Is that you?” Camille sounded excited.
“It’s me. What’s up, honey?”
“The hospital just called. Nahum opened his eyes.” The words gushed out in one huge breath. “They think he might be coming out of it.”
I relaxed and smiled. “Thank God.”
“Are you almost done?”
“Just about ready to head home.” I looked at Oscar, who nodded, then decided to call Joe later. “I’m on my way, Camille. Be there in ten minutes.”



Chapter 33
 
I reached home in minutes. Camille sat on the porch with her mother, Johnny, and Shelby. Her sweater and purse lay on her lap, and she glanced at her watch when I trotted up the porch steps.
“You made good time.” She smiled and kissed me briefly. “Ready?” 
I nodded. “Ready.”
The baby monitor blinked from the open kitchen window. 
“Mom’s staying with the kids ‘til Freddie gets home.”
I nodded thanks to Maddy, who rocked on the glider between the two children. A few peepers had started their evening songs and the air felt a bit cooler.
“My pleasure. You know I love these little munchkins.” She swooped Johnny and Shelby into her arms and smacked their cheeks, leaving ruby red lip prints on their skin. A bright yellow scarf encircled her neck, accenting the purple terry cloth jumpsuit and the jeweled gold sandals. Boris sat beside Shelby, tongue lolling. His big brown eyes widened each time the glider moved toward him. 
“That’s what I’m good at, by golly. Taking care of my little sweetie pies.”
Shelby rolled her eyes, pulling away and scrubbing the lipstick from her face. “Geez, Gramma.”
Maddy ignored her. “Hey. I’ve got a good one for ya. What’s the smallest room in the world?” 
Johnny screwed up his face and pursed his lips. “Umm…” 
“Hmmm…” Shelby knitted her brows together and leaned down to stroke Boris’s red fur.
“Come on, you two. Can’t you guess?” Maddy asked.
Johnny piped up. “A little bathroom. A bathroom for Mickey Mouse.”
Shelby jumped up. “I know! How about a dollhouse room, Gramma?”
Maddy peered at them. Boris’s tail whipped furiously back and forth.
“Good guesses. But that’s not it.”
The children stared, eyes wide with expectation. 
Maddy grinned. Give up?”
Two heads nodded. I nodded, too. 
“The littlest room in the world is a MUSHROOM!” she shrieked. 
It took a few seconds for the joke to sink in. Shelby rolled her eyes and allowed a smile to creep over her lips. “Oh, Gramma. You’re so corny.”
Camille laughed. “I suffered through Mom’s jokes when I was your age.”
Johnny bolted straight up when the light dawned. He doubled over in laughter, giggles escalating. “A mushroom? A mushroom! A room for little mushes?”
Maddy grabbed him and squeezed him to her ample bosom, nearly suffocating him in her embrace. He finally came up for air, still laughing.
Camille leaned down to hug Shelby goodbye, and then kissed both her mother and Johnny. We hopped in the Sequoia and sped to the hospital to welcome Nahum back to our world.
***
At the hospital, I pushed the button for the fourth floor and leaned against the elevator wall, watching the indicator. Camille slipped her hand into mine and squeezed. The car stopped and the doors whooshed open. We stepped into the corridor and approached a familiar nurse at the station.
“Evening, folks. Hear the good news?”
I leaned on the counter and grinned. 
Camille reached for her hand. “Hi, Nancy. We heard. Isn’t it exciting?”
“You betcha. Things are looking up. Nahum opened his eyes for five whole minutes around noon. Been sleeping ever since.”
She pointed to the guard at the door, a young officer from the Rochester City Police Force. Camille gave him a long, appraising look, probably because he resembled an Adonis.
Several red lights flashed in Nancy’s console, and a loud beep came from a room down the hall. “Oh, gosh. It’s been a madhouse here. We’re short staffed today. Like every day.” She punched a few buttons and grabbed a chart. “Coming. I’m coming.” She hurried past us, throwing the words over her shoulder. “That rookie’s been here forever. I think he’s hungry, poor kid. And there haven’t been any shady characters lurking in the hallways, Mr. LeGarde.” With that, she disappeared down the hall.
Her teasing had become a ritual. She’d doubted the need to post a guard at the door from the beginning, and wouldn’t let me forget it. 
I flashed a good-natured smile, and then approached the cop, shaking his hand. “Quiet day?”
“Yes, sir. No problems.”
His hospital security badge said Deputy Ryan Merrill. The young man’s stomach gave a loud growl. A faint blush crept onto his cheeks and he glanced down at his feet.
“When did you eat last, Officer Merrill?” 
“Um. Last night, I guess.” He swayed a little.
“Whoa. Steady there.” I reached out to help him, but he shrugged my hand away. 
“Thanks. I’m fine.” He glanced at his watch. “I was supposed to get off at noon, but my replacement had a family emergency.”
“So you haven’t eaten all day?”
“Er, no. I ate a burger late last night, before I came on duty at midnight.”
Camille joined us at the door, overhearing the last few sentences. She peeked into the room and glanced at Nahum, who lay asleep in his bed. “You poor man. You must be starving. Why don’t we go down and get a bite to eat, officer? Gus can keep an eye on Nahum.” 
A wave of jealousy whipped through me, smacking me with its green fronds. I stomped on the emotion and turned to Camille. “You read my mind, honey.” I slid my arm around her shoulders. “Sound like a plan, officer? I can have the nurse page you if anything comes up.”
A doctor in a white coat strode by, smelling of garlic, with his head buried in a chart. The overhead speakers blared a message about coffee and donuts being available in the newly unveiled birthing center on the first floor.
Officer Merrill hesitated. “I don’t know.”
I tossed him a smile. “Look. If you don’t get a break, you’re gonna fall on your face. That’s not going to help, is it?”
He shifted uncomfortably and nearly dropped again. I studied his face and realized he had to be just out of the academy. Maybe twenty or twenty-one years old?
“You sure it’ll be okay?” he asked, as if he barely dared to imagine the possibility.
“I’m positive. Go. Get some sustenance.” I leaned down to brush my lips against Camille’s. I guessed it was some sort of weird macho “claiming my woman,” action. I laughed inside, embarrassed by my ridiculous behavior. Camille peeled away from me and headed for the elevator. 
Officer Merrill trotted after her like a puppy on the run. “Thanks, Mr. LeGarde. I’ll be right back.” 



Chapter 34
 
I sat beside Nahum for a while, talking quietly to him about the church, the roof, and the search for the new organ. Sweat coated my skin, soaking my collar and wetting my back. It had to be eighty in that room. In spite of this, Nahum’s hands were cold. His eyelids didn’t flicker, but because he might be able to hear me, I kept babbling. After a while, I picked up the King James Bible Camille had left on his table and began to read Psalm 30. 
“I will extol thee, O LORD; for thou hast lifted me up, 
And hast not made my foes to rejoice over me.
O LORD my God, I cried unto thee, and thou hast healed me.
O LORD, thou hast brought up my soul from the grave: 
Thou hast kept me alive, that I should not go down to the pit. 
Sing unto the LORD, O ye saints of His, 
And give thanks at the remembrance of His holiness.”
 
Nahum moved his right hand. I watched the fingers flutter, then stop. His head turned on the pillow. I kept reading from the Bible and watched him, hoping for further signs of awakening. The bandage that had covered his inner arm the day before was gone, exposing a purplish-yellow splotch that ran down the inside where the heroin had been injected. I averted my eyes, feeling sick. 
Being in Rochester Memorial dredged up painful memories of Elsbeth’s emergency room visits. She’d been hospitalized for suicidal depression five times during our marriage. In those dark days, before we knew the awful impulses were due to tumors in her temporal lobe, the fear grabbed me by the throat and shook me to the core. She’d nearly died in that ER, several times. 
My stomach twisted and the visions played across my mind. I sat in the quiet room, listening to the faint sound of the ventilation system humming overhead. Finally, I shook myself and picked up the novel I’d stashed in Nahum’s bedside drawer. I began to read The Empty Copper Sea by John D. MacDonald. 
I finished chapter four, then reached around to massage the back of my neck. 
What was taking Camille so long? 
I stood with the book in hand and peered into the hall toward the nurse’s station. Nancy waved. A patient down the hall screamed in his sleep, disturbing the quiet of the evening and sending Nancy scurrying to help. I closed the book, feeling a little queasy. 
Hospitals did that to me. I poked my head into the corridor. No one was walking the halls, but I couldn’t give up the watch even for a moment. But an urgent signal from my bladder made up my mind. I knew it was against the rules for visitors to use the private toilets, but I broke the rules anyway and hurried into Nahum’s bathroom, closing the door behind me. 
After using the facilities, I quickly washed my hands. I didn’t want Nahum to be alone any more than necessary. But a dizzying sensation washed over me and I broke into a cold sweat. It had happened before in this very hospital. Too many bad memories. Too much fear and trauma.
The room swam. Steadying myself on the porcelain sink, I shook my head. The feeling persisted as I swayed before the sink. Finally, after several minutes, it lessened. 
I turned on the cold water and splashed my face. Once. Twice. Three times. 
The dizziness passed. I used the white paper towels to dry my skin, then straightened and opened the door.
A doctor in a white coat hovered over Nahum’s IV, ready to inject something into the line. An overpowering smell of garlic and cigar smoke permeated the air.
***
Cigar smoke? 
A warning drilled up my spine. 
“Hey!” I yelled. He pushed the needle into the receptacle and was about to depress the plunger. “Wait a minute!” 
He froze.
The man wore a blue surgical mask. A short black ponytail was tucked beneath his collar and his black combat boots looked scuffed and dirty.
I raced toward him, but had taken only two paces when he whirled and growled, springing for me. The weight of his muscled body slammed me hard into the wall, leaving a sizeable dent in the plaster and causing stars to swim across my vision. Pain radiated across my chest.
He spun back to Nahum, ready once again to depress the plunger. His thumb moved. 
I shook off my woozy feeling and dove into him. Crashing into his back, I rammed him toward the window. The impact drove the air from my lungs when we hit the windowsill. 
We both fell, tangled in mini blinds that ripped from the window and rattled against us. The syringe flew to the floor. 
He bounded to a crouch, whirled around, and sneered. “Filthy American.” The mask strap burst, revealing a black beard curling like ivy up his pitted cheeks. 
I sucked in my breath and scrambled to my feet when I recognized the swarthy customer from the grocery store. “Jaramillo.”
It was a wild guess, but the surprised expression on his face confirmed my suspicions. He was the Colombian who bribed Colin to use the old mine. 
I glanced toward the hall. The door to Nahum’s room was firmly closed and probably locked, apparently by the very angry guy who swung his curled fist toward my head.
I ducked, but not soon enough. He caught me around the throat and dragged me toward him on my knees. I kicked my legs frantically, trying to gain purchase. With his free arm, he lurched toward the floor beneath the bed and grabbed at the syringe, fingers scrambling on the slippery linoleum. 
I struggled to breathe, but managed only a husky wheeze. The iron grip around my throat tightened, choking air from my windpipe. As the world grew dark, I reached up and went for his eyes with my thumbs, shoving them deep into his sockets. 
Jaramillo roared with pain. His hands flew to his face and he released me. 
I gulped sweet air and the room swam into focus.
Nancy yelled from the hallway, pounding on the door. “Professor LeGarde? What’s going on in there?”
Eyes streaming, Jaramillo roared, somehow snagged the syringe, and came at me in a blurred rage. He walked unsteadily, and I knew it was because I’d nearly blinded him. 
I stuck my leg out and tripped him, then shoved with all my might. When he rolled to his knees, I grabbed him from behind. With one arm throttling his thick neck, I grabbed for the syringe with my free hand. “How does it feel, Jaramillo?”
Anger consumed me. I crushed his neck, using my elbow like a nutcracker. The fingers on my other hand dug into his hairy wrist; shaking with the intensity of the grip. 
Even so, he didn’t drop the syringe. He staggered onto his feet and cracked me against the wall, knocking me off. 
Pain blazed through the back of my head, radiating toward my eyes. One arm tingled and went numb. I slid to the floor.
He turned and came at me. 
I pushed myself to my feet and swung hard, connecting with his black beard. 
His neck snapped back, but he shook if off. Growling, he lunged toward me, snagged me, and pinned me against him. Raising his hand, he jammed the needle into my arm. 
I struggled violently, but couldn’t break free. With all my might, I pushed and twisted against his inhumanly strong arm. The needle stayed in place. It stung, and hurt like hell when I struggled. 
When he lifted his thumb to depress the plunger, I rammed my elbow into his stomach. 
He sputtered and doubled over. I pulled the syringe from my arm and pitched it away. He faked hugging his stomach in pain, but out of the corner of my eye I saw him slide a knife from his boot. Charging, he thrust it toward me.
A jiggling sounded at the door. Hurriedly unlocked, it burst open. Two shots rang out. Jaramillo jerked backwards and fell heavily to the floor.



Chapter 35
 
Jaramillo lay on the floor, staring at the blood flowing from his leg. Shaking his fist, he snarled at Officer Merrill, who trained his gun on him. “American pig!” He glanced sideways and scrambled for the syringe that now lay inches from his hand. 
Merrill stepped toward him, gesturing with his gun. “Get your hands in the air.”
I slid over and snatched the needle before Jaramillo could consider it again. 
Several policemen crowded the room. An older, burly officer cuffed him while reading him his rights. 
 “I am a citizen of Columbia. Release me at once.” Jaramillo struggled hard when he was dragged to his feet. 
I stared at him. This was the man who had tried to kill our dear minister. Who had coerced Colin to open the mine for his mysterious purposes. My eyes bored into his. 
Am I looking at Colin’s murderer?
The cops pushed him against the wall and searched for weapons. Nancy walked briskly to Nahum, inspecting his IV and monitoring equipment. She looked at me with concern. “Did he inject anything into the line?”
I finally remembered to breathe. “No. But it was close.” I laid the syringe on the table beside the bed, knowing the cops would want to analyze the contents, even though my fingerprints would be all over it.
I touched Officer Merrill’s sleeve when he reached over to bag it. “Thank you, young man.”
He flushed and smiled. “No problem, sir. Just doing my job.”
With a glance, Nancy determined that Nahum and I weren’t in imminent danger. “Move over, guys. Let me take a look at this scumbag.” She mumbled when she approached Jaramillo, whose leg gushed blood. “Don’t want him to die before they can prosecute him. That’d be way too good for him.” 
He struggled against the two men who held him, lurching toward her with a leer. 
“I’ve dealt with worse than you,” she said, directing them to lay him on the empty bed next to Nahum. “Hold him down.” The blood flowed freely and soon drenched the sheets. She stemmed the flow and wrapped his leg.
I slid into the chair on the far side of Nahum’s bed. I clasped my trembling hands together, trying to get past the adrenaline rush. 
Nahum’s hand opened and clenched. He sighed. 
“Nahum?”
His eyes scanned the room, stopping on the Colombian strapped to the neighboring bed. “What—” His voice cracked. He waggled a finger at the water pitcher on the table. 
I poured him a cup and brought the straw to his lips. 
He drained the cup, speaking again in a low whisper. “What’s he doing here?”
Camille entered with a loaded tray in her hands. Her jaw dropped and the tray tilted, spilling a soft drink and sandwich. She hurried to my side. “Oh my God.” She paled when she saw the fiend protesting in Spanish on the bed beside me. “Is that…” 
“It is. But he can’t hurt anyone now.” I briefly told her what happened. 
She leaned toward me, checking me all over and gently probing the bruise on my forehead. A trickle of blood warmed my inner cheek and I tasted it on my tongue. The hole where the bastard had jabbed me with the needle smarted and a thin stream of blood dribbled down my arm. Every muscle in my body screamed.
Camille grabbed a wad of Kleenex from the bedside table and handed it to me. “Hold this against it, honey.”
I accepted the ministrations from my worried wife and glanced at Nahum. He lay in the bed, his eyes darting around the room. “What on God’s green earth is going on here, Gus?” He stared at the Colombian for a moment and tried to pull himself up in the bed. 
Camille reached to help him, adjusting his pillows to give him some support. She poured him another cup of water.
Nahum took another sip and pointed a shaking finger at Jaramillo. “I found him loitering in the church basement. He overpowered me and injected something into my arm. I tried to call you, Gus, but no one answered.”
I remembered back to the night Nahum crashed into our copper beech tree. We’d disconnected the phone because reporters kept calling about the hidden room and waking the twins.
“I tried to drive to your house. But I couldn’t see straight. Everything got blurry and I must’ve…passed out, I guess.”
When the officers lowered the Colombian onto a gurney, he lunged at us, gnashing his teeth. They forestalled the attack by wheeling him quickly away. Jaramillo’s protestations rang through the corridor, slowly fading away.
Nancy left and returned with a young aid armed with a mop. She motioned toward the bloody patch on the floor. “Well, look who’s awake,” she said. She picked up the sandwich on the floor, tossed it in the trash, and scrubbed her hands at the sink in the corner. She approached Nahum and smoothed his hair back from his forehead. “Are you okay, Reverend? Want some more water?”
He smiled as if he’d just seen an angel. “Thank you, my dear.”
Her cheeks pinked. She tucked his sheets around him and plumped his pillow, then tended to me. She flipped my arm over and checked the bleeding. It had slowed. Next, she tilted my head back and pressed on my bruise. 
I winced.
“You’ll live,” she said, dabbing some orange ointment on both spots. “By the way, it looks like I owe you an apology. I guess Nahum did need a guard.”
“Thanks. It’s a damn good thing Officer Merrill came in when he did.”
After a half hour of visiting with the good reverend and getting him up to speed with all that had happened, his eyes grew heavy. We said goodnight after answering a few more questions and we promised to check in the next day. Deep shadows circled his eyes. It would be a while before he returned to the pulpit, preaching to his flock. We edged away from the bed as the nurse busied herself taking his vitals.
“Gus? We ought to call home,” Camille said. A worried expression filled her eyes. “They’ll wonder what’s going on.”
We hurried to catch the elevator. 
“Good idea, I’ll call from the car.” With all that had happened, I couldn’t fight visions of escaped convicts sneaking into my home and threatening my family. When the elevator stopped at the parking garage, we hastened to the car, and I slid my cell phone out of my pocket before we slid inside. Camille fished the keys out of my pocket with a don’t-you-dare-argue-with-me expression. She skirted the car and opened the driver’s side door, looking at me over the roof of the car. “I’ll drive.”
I didn’t argue.



Chapter 36
 
Camille was slowly working her way down to the ground level of the parking lot when Mrs. Pierce picked up the phone. “LeGarde residence.”
 “Adelaide. I’m glad you’re home. How’s your sister?” 
“Oh, poor Eloise. She’s had quite a week. But she’s on the mend. Breathing more freely. I made her a nice corn chowder with some homemade biscuits.”
After a few more pleasantries, I started to fill her in on the escaped prisoners, intending to warn her to lock all doors and windows. 
“Didn’t you hear?” she said. “They caught those awful men in Ohio. That drug lord, Morty Callahan—or whatever his fool name is—is locked up again. It was on the news.”
A sigh of relief escaped me. I whispered to Camille. “They caught the convicts.”
“Thank God,” she said. She handed the parking attendant a five and exited the garage. We headed south on West Henrietta Road.
I heard Mrs. Pierce clinking dishes in the kitchen. 
“I made grilled cheese and tomato sandwiches for Siegfried, Maddy, and the children.”
“Bet they loved it.”
She chuckled. “They ate up every morsel. And we just heard from Freddie. She’s on her way back from Adam’s parents’ house.”
“Did she say how it went?”
“She sounded happy, but I didn’t get any details. I’ll quiz her when she comes in.” She chuckled. “You can count on that. Oh! Joe called. Seems anxious for you to call him back. You have his cell number, right?”
“Right.”
“And how’s the poor Reverend? Any change?”
I gave her the good news about Nahum, but left out the fact that the Colombian tried to murder him. And me.
“By golly, that was a long haul. I’m so glad he’s come around.”
“Me, too.” I relaxed against the seat and watched the scenery fly past.
“Are you on your way home?” she asked.
I checked my watch. “Yup. We’ll be there in about forty-five minutes.”
“Well, just take your time, dear. Everything’s under control here.”
***
Camille turned onto Route 390 south and merged with the traffic. I was glad she’d taken the wheel, since I felt bleary-eyed. I dialed Joe’s cell. Slumping down into the comfortable seat, I waited for him to pick up. He answered on the second ring.
“Russell here.”
“Hey, Joe. We’re on our way back from the hospital.”
“Gus. How’s the old man doing?”
“Nahum’s come out of it. He’s gonna be okay.”
Joe sputtered. “’Bout time that fox came back to us. When does he get out of there?”
“Don’t know. The doctors have to check him over. You know the drill.”
I heard him crack open the top of something fizzy. He chugged, and then covered a burp. “Sorry. Heard you were quite the hero tonight, buddy. What made you think you could tangle with a two-hundred-pound Colombian?”
“Where’d you hear that?”
He laughed and guzzled some more of his beverage. Probably a cream soda, his favorite. With his history of drinking problems years ago, he avoided all booze. “I have my sources, y’ know. Daniels from downtown called me a few minutes ago. Knew about our troubles down here. Told me that Nahum identified the guy as the jerk who broke into the church. He wondered if he might have something to do with the fugitives, since the prison’s so close.”
I stopped and thought for a minute. 
“But they just captured those guys, right?”
“Yup. Pretty much eliminates that connection.”
“Okay. So, do you think the Colombian was looking for something to steal? Or a place to sleep at night? Tell you the truth, I can’t imagine why he’d be lurking around there. There’s not much of value.” 
Joe hesitated. “What about sabotaging the mine? Maybe he’s the one who set up the pipe bomb. He could’ve been camping out in the church at night, or looking for food, if he was lying low. You guys do keep quite a stash of food down there, don’t you?”
He was right. The church kitchen was packed with food. We’d frozen the rest of the ham from the recent church dinner. There were mashed potatoes, corn, fruit juices, and cookies galore. The place was usually empty by dinnertime, except for the occasional late nights that Nahum worked on his sermons. 
“Oh, damn. I almost forgot,” I said. “Millie found out Colin was dabbling in some really bad stuff. A Colombian named Jaramillo paid him for access to the old mine through Colin’s property. I’m pretty sure he’s the one who tried to kill Nahum tonight.”
“Hold on, Gus. I already heard. Oscar called. We talked over your ideas from this morning. That was an awful lot of money. Must’ve been something really big. Either a drug ring, or a depot to stash stolen property.” 
“Do you think they murdered Colin? Maybe he threatened to expose them.”
“Could be. What’d Colin do with the money, then?”
“Gave it to his brothers. Paid their mortgages,” I said.
“Figures.” 
Camille reached up and readjusted the rear-view mirror. I loved watching her serious expression while she concentrated in the dusky August twilight and accelerated into the passing lane.
“It’s a shame, though,” I said.
“What d’you mean?” 
“I mean, it’s too bad he got involved with those guys. He could’ve helped his brothers get new jobs or get some training. All better options than dealing with the likes of that Colombian.”
Joe chomped on something crunchy. It sounded like potato chips, his favorite, in which he frequently indulged in spite of his high cholesterol. “Sometimes it happens. Good folks are tempted. They don’t have the stamina to do the hard thing, the right thing, when push comes to shove. Happens all the time. The money turns ‘em.” He crunched again. 
A huge craving for chips hit me hard and my stomach growled. The sandwich Camille had bought for me lay in the hospital trash can. 
Joe mumbled. “Sad, isn’t it?”
I sighed, disappointed in Colin. “Yeah. He’d be alive today if he hadn’t taken that payoff.”
Camille passed a large Wal-Mart truck and slid back into the travel lane.
Joe paused a minute. “Wait a minute. I wonder if Marybeth knew about this Jaramillo? Maybe I’ll have another talk with her. She might know more than she thinks. I’m heading down there in the morning anyway, to investigate the old mine. She’s just around the corner.” 
I thought about the three panel vans I’d seen and the men who had been behind the wheel. 
“You’re taking reinforcements, I hope?” I didn’t want to imply that Joe couldn’t handle it, but after my tangle with the Jaramillo in the hospital, I worried about Joe running into a gang of his thugs.
“’Course I am. I’ll take Adam. Maybe we’ll get the sheriff’s guys to come along. Could still be a whole operation underground, I suppose.” Joe cleared his throat. “Anyway, Oscar said he hasn’t seen the panel vans in a couple of days. Maybe they’ve cleared out.” He paused for a minute. “Wanna come with us? You’d have to stay back while we investigate. Can’t have you getting shot, now, can we?”
I pictured myself stuck in his cruiser and getting tipped over. It wasn’t exactly a heroic moment. 
 Joe continued. “Hey. I don’t mean you can’t handle it. It’s just I’d be in big trouble with Camille if something happened to you. Ya know?”
I glanced at my wife who seemed lost in her own world. “I know.”
“But one thing you could really help me with is talking to Marybeth. You’re good at that. Folks trust you.”
I darted a glance again at Camille, feeling guilty about the answer I was about to give. She’d never approve. “Okay, Joe. I’ll be there. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”



Chapter 37
 
When Joe arrived the next morning, I cut across the lawn toward his new patrol car. He parked beside the barn to avoid my Sequoia, Freddie’s van, Siegfried’s Jeep, and Mrs. Pierce’s beat up old sedan. 
A thin coating of dew wet the grass beneath my feet. I pictured the plants desperately absorbing every atom of moisture. It was probably the most they’d seen in days. Although a slight possibility of stray thunderstorms was predicted, more hot, dry weather was expected for the next few days. 
“Mornin’, Gus.” Joe shoved a roll of paper towels from my seat, adjusted his stocky belly behind the steering wheel, and restarted the engine. 
“Morning.” I slid in and buckled my seatbelt, scanning the interior. “Nice,” I said, running my hands over the new vinyl dash. 
Joe grunted, trying not to look pleased. “Lots of bells and whistles I don’t need. But it’ll do.”
He turned the car around and headed down the driveway.
“What’s that? A computer? Built right into your dash?”
“Yeah. It’s a docking station. You push these two levers here to release the laptop, which lets you carry it out to your office or home. Cost a fortune, but it’s hooked up to a satellite link, so I can do searches online from my car. Pretty cool, huh?”
The dust rose behind us when we swung onto Sullivan Hill Road. Even the roadside swells of blue cornflowers had begun to droop. 
“What’s George gonna do now that you can look up your own stuff? He’ll be pretty lonely without all those calls from you.”
George manned the computer in the station, accessing massive databases to research automobile registrations, outstanding warrants, and similar information.
“Oh, we’ll still keep him busy. I’m the only one on the force with this newfangled thing, anyway. Probably still be easier for me to call him. You’d–”
A massive tremor rocked the ground beneath us, and a cloud mushroomed in the basin below, spiraling high in the air over the valley.
Joe’s expression changed from chit-chatty pal to no-nonsense cop. He switched on his siren and sped down Sullivan hill, careening around the corner onto Barker Hill Road. He peered across the valley toward the site as he drove. “Oh, crap. Looks like it’s the old mine site. Someone got there before us. Hang on.”
***
Adam Knapp arrived before us. We skidded to a stop at the entrance of the old mine beside his cruiser. Sirens screamed in the distance. The sheriff’s contingent was on its way. 
Adam appeared out of nowhere, loping toward us, his gangly legs flying in all directions. He panted and leaned into Joe’s open window. “They blew up the mine. The entrance is caved in.” 
Joe launched himself from the car and shaded his eyes from the morning sun. “Damn. There goes our evidence.”
I joined them, staring at the smoke that still rose from the ground. A tall figure ambled toward us from the woods on the far side of the explosion. Adam started to draw his weapon, but I held up my hand.
“Wait.” I peered through the dust cloud. “It’s Oscar.”
Oscar approached, his camera swinging from his neck. “I’ve lost my hat,” he said. “My good one.” 
He leaned against the car and flapped at his pants, causing dust to puff from the fabric. 
“Are you okay?” I placed a hand on his shoulder and came away with gritty dust.
He looked down and fussed with his camera case. “Fine and dandy.” 
We stared at him. 
“Did you see anything? Did you see who did it?” Joe asked.
Unwinding the camera from his neck, Oscar set it gently on the hood of Joe’s new cruiser. He stared inside the vehicle before he answered, examining the interior. “Very nice, Joe.”
Joe sputtered and exchanged glances with me. “Oscar? Did you see anything?” He repeated each word slowly, as if he thought Oscar hadn’t heard or understood him.
Oscar turned back to us when two sheriff’s vehicles skidded to a stop nearby. “I’m not deaf, Joe.” 
I stifled a laugh. 
“I was photographing two baby foxes and their mother a few minutes ago, over there in my woods. I happened to be pretty close to the old mine entrance.” Oscar gestured to the woods behind the dust cloud. “I heard voices and car doors sliding shut and turned to see some pretty rough characters getting out of a panel van.” He leaned against the cruiser and swiped at his brow with a white handkerchief. “They spoke Spanish and were armed. Definitely not the type of guests you’d invite for dinner.” He pointed toward the woods. “I watched from behind that old cedar and those honeysuckle bushes.”
He pushed his long white hair back over his forehead, and then pursed his lips in his trademark smile. We hung on his words.
“So, to answer your question, Officer Russell. Yes. I saw them. I captured their homely faces and their license plates with Kodak 100 speed film.”
He patted the case of his old Leica camera. 
Joe’s jaw dropped. 
“The hooligans raced from the mine entrance, jumped into their van, and drove away in a most imprudent manner. About three minutes later, the explosion knocked me off my feet. That’s when I lost my hat.” Oscar patted his head. “I really loved that hat.”
Adam was already on his phone, alerting the authorities to look for the panel van. Joe looked down in surprise when his cell phone rang. He answered it, turned away for a moment to converse. He snapped it shut and returned it to his belt clip.
“Wow. You won’t believe this.”
We looked expectantly at him. 
“It’s that Colombian of yours, Gus. Jaramillo.” 
“What?” My brow furrowed. “He’s not my Colombian, Joe.” 
“Well, regardless. He’s dead.”
My eyebrows shot up. “How?”
“Shot from a passing vehicle when they were transferring him from the courthouse back to the station. Late model Lincoln. Slippery bastards. They got away.”



Chapter 38
 
After watching the experts pick through debris and catalog clues, we left the scene an hour later and turned up Woodbine Road toward Colin and Marybeth Springer’s house. Up ahead, the railroad lights flashed from the spur recently laid for the new mine. Joe stopped about twenty feet from the tracks when the crossbars came down. In the distance, a whistle bleated.
“I’m surprised they’re already using this. I thought it was just for salt deliveries,” I said.
The train whistle screeched again.
 Joe poked at some buttons on his computer. “Maybe they’re delivering construction materials.” 
I squinted east toward the train, trying to get a better look, but could barely make out the headlight. “Could be cheaper than trucks, I guess. Especially if the materials are coming from up north.”
The train rumbled closer, with such power and force it vibrated the squad car. I opened my window to get a clearer view. Gritty yellow dust from Sullivan Hill already coated Joe’s new car windows. I was momentarily distracted by a small white-tailed rabbit, who hopped out of the brush to my right. He sat up and twitched his whiskers, then went back down on all fours about ten feet from us, freezing in the open grass in a deluded attempt at camouflage. 
Something flashed in the woods beyond the rabbit, followed by a scurrying sound. I strained to see what it was. 
It rustled again. 
I turned to Joe, who peered out the front window watching the windshield wipers smear yellow grime across the glass.
“Damn,” he said. “Out of fluid already.”
I glanced at the dirty windshield and then out the window again. Another movement in the woods startled me, putting me on guard. “Did you see that?” 
Joe turned his gaze to the woods, where I pointed. “I don’t see anything.”
The train approached. The engineer blasted the whistle again. Another crackling came from the woods and this time I caught a glimpse of legs and arms moving fast.
We got out. Joe came around to my side and we stood still, our eyes trained on the woods like bird dogs. The train was nearly on us.
I pointed. “There!” 
Marybeth Springer shot out of the woods and ran toward the oncoming train, sobbing wildly. Tears streaked her cheeks, obscuring her vision. Stumbling over the bumpy ground, she fell to her knees. A cold sensation slid into my stomach as my slow-as-molasses brain finally forced my body into action. She got up and ran for the train again.
I sprinted toward her, pushing my legs with every ounce of strength, flying over the grass. Pumping my arms and legs, I tried to cover the remaining distance in the seconds that remained. 
The train’s horn was long and loud, filling the air with an ominous blast. It loomed huge now and bore down rapidly. I saw the engineer’s face in the window; he stared with horror at the woman running toward his train.
Marybeth had almost reached the tracks when I tackled her around her knees. We slammed onto the ground, sprawling a scant two feet from the locomotive that barreled past. She stretched her arm toward the iron monster while I held her down in the bank of gravel. The sharp stones bit into my arms and face, and the sound of screeching metal breaks filled my ears. 
She struggled hard, twisting back and forth in my grip. A loud rush of air whooshed over us. Joe appeared at my side in seconds, breathing heavily as he helped me hold her. 
“Let me go!” Marybeth screamed, struggling in our grip. “You have no right!” She wailed and wildly pummeled my shoulder with her clenched fist.
The brakes squealed again, and the train finally stopped a quarter mile down the track. 
“You don’t understand!” She gazed with desperate regret at the train that had passed. “You don’t understand. I was supposed to be under…that…train.” Her chest heaved and she sobbed hysterically. She kicked her feet and sent the gravel flying. 
I tightened my grip around her waist and tried to talk to her in low soothing tones to tame her wild frenzy. “No, no, Marybeth. You’re okay now. We’re here for you.” I smoothed her hair and murmured words meant to comfort.
All at once, her body went limp. She curled into a crescent and lay beside us, weeping uncontrollably.
It was over.



Chapter 39
 
The shrill whistle of the teakettle came from the kitchen. I left Marybeth’s side and headed for it while Joe tried to make small talk in his own clumsy fashion. 
Shutting off the burner, I stared out the window at nothing at all. This entire situation felt bitterly familiar. Marybeth’s despair over the loss of Colin resonated in my gut. I’d been there five years ago. Folks had gathered, patted my shoulder, and murmured words of kindness. 
A lump formed in my throat and I tried to push away the memories.
 In spite of the deep, tender love that I shared with Camille, there were still moments when the reality of Elsbeth’s loss hit me square in the face. There were plenty of black nights when the memories resurfaced and tormented me. 
Steam spit from the teakettle, hissing impatiently. I slid it off the burner and searched in the cabinets for a teacup. I could feel myself slipping into the role of the soother, and it felt all too familiar. I had spent many a sleepless night calming Elsbeth when she reached suicidal lows during her most depressed periods. I’d learned the techniques well. 
Sighing, I tried to gather my reserve for the long road ahead. 
I opened another cabinet door and located the teacup and sugar cubes. I added a teaspoon of Taster’s Choice instant coffee to a mug for Joe, and poured scalding water over it. The foam sizzled in the cup as I thought back over the events of the last hour. 
Marybeth had talked and we’d listened. I gave her my full attention, opening to her pain. She needed for us to know how difficult it was, how much she hurt when she was told Colin was really dead, and how there seemed to be no solution other than ending her pain through death. The old scars in my heart reminded me that talking about it would help her, as tough as it was to share such thoughts.
The room resounded with her pain. Rather than imagining Heaven as her resting place after she’d thrown herself as planned under the train, this dutiful, church-going woman revealed her deepest secrets. She had lost faith in God. She now claimed Heaven was a myth, that death would be an empty void, that the nothingness would be a soothing balm for her soul. She whispered her pure agony to us as tears bathed her cheeks.
I poured boiling water over a bag of chamomile, using one of Marybeth’s porcelain cups decorated with lavender flowers. Stirring the mug of instant coffee for Joe, I added two cubes of sugar, the way he liked it. I took a package of Saltines from the cupboard and a jar of plum jam from the refrigerator and placed them on the tray beside the tea. Earlier, I’d gulped down a tall glass of cold water from the faucet. Still thirsty, I refilled the glass to the brim and drained it before I returned to the living room.
“Here we go.” I set the tray on the coffee table. “Nothing like a hot cup of tea to make you feel better.” I hoped I was right. It sounded so trite.
Marybeth lifted her cup gingerly, placing both hands around it as if they were cold. “Thanks. Sorry I don’t have any cookies,” Marybeth said, suddenly ashamed of her lost sense of hospitality.
“These will do just fine,” Joe said kindly, reaching for the jam and crackers.
“Okay.” Marybeth’s voice shook, and I thought she might break down again. The cupboards were absolutely bare. She hadn’t been shopping in weeks. Maybe more. Laundry was piled sky high in the adjoining washroom. Refuse was stacked up a foot above the overflowing trashcan and dirty dishes towered on the counter. 
This normally fastidious woman was in serious trouble.
I tried to catch her eye. “Marybeth, talk to us. Tell us how we can help.”
She peeked at me over her tissue and shook her head, then squeezed her eyes shut and began to cry again. 
I tried once more. “It’s normal to be depressed when you lose someone you love. I know how you feel. I really do.” I reached over and put a hand on her shoulder. “Please don’t be embarrassed.” 
She inhaled deeply, her breath catching, and breathed in short bursts. After a few moments, she exhaled long and slow. Her shoulders slumped. “It’s not just that,” she said, sniffling as she blew her nose. “I’ve known Colin must be dead since he disappeared. Finding him was just the confirmation, you know. I’ve been grieving ever since he didn’t come home that day. I knew he was in serious trouble. And I couldn’t get anyone to listen!”
“I remember,” said Joe. “You suspected there was foul play.”
She hesitated. Emotions stirred in her sad eyes. “I didn’t just suspect it, Joe. I knew it. Colin would never leave me like that.” She hiccupped and a single sob shook her shoulders. “He’d never just walk out on me.” She cupped her cheeks with her hands, shaking her head from side to side. “We were married twenty-five years and dated seven years before that. You get to know someone pretty well after all that time together.”
Joe looked at me. I could tell he wanted to press further. I reached for a cracker, put jam on it, and offered it to Marybeth. She accepted it but didn’t take a bite.
“Marybeth?” Joe said. “Did Colin ever say much to you about how he helped his brothers?”
She looked up as if she’d been expecting the question. She put the cracker back on the plate. “You mean the money, right?”
Joe nodded.
“Suzie and Elizabeth came by yesterday and told me, Joe. I suspected something wasn’t right, but Colin tried to shield me from all that. Thought I was delicate or something.” A bittersweet smile played across her lips. “After today, I guess maybe he was right. They told me about the mine and those horrible men that Colin dealt with. I must say, I was shocked.”
She played with the locket at her throat and stared into the distance. “And then this morning the man from the bank called again. They’re going to foreclose on the mortgage.”
“When?” I asked.
“I’ve got two weeks to find an answer. Then they kick me out of my own house.” She pressed the tissue against her eyes. “Colin took out a second mortgage last year and used the money for our son’s college tuition.” She pointed to a picture of her son on the mantle. “Now I’ve got another fifteen years to go on a mortgage that was supposed to be paid off this winter.”
“Oh, Marybeth. I’m so sorry,” I said. 
Joe murmured his sympathy.
I looked at the good woman before me who had been an excellent wife and mother for the past two and a half decades. She’d been active in the church, helped out with the Ladies Committee, and had always been the one to organize the Chicken Barbecue. It broke my heart.
She looked up at us, her wet eyes filled with sorrow. The corners of her mouth quivered. I didn’t think she’d had a job since high school when she worked at the local drugstore for a few summers.
“Didn’t he have life insurance?” I asked.
She looked up with a confused expression in her eyes. “Well, yes. He did. But I didn’t think—”
I took a bite of the cracker. “There must be some sort of death benefit.”
“Do you really think so? I thought they wouldn’t pay if he was murdered.”
Joe looked at her, surprised she hadn’t checked it out. “I think that they will, Marybeth. It’s not his fault, you know, that he was killed. Why don’t you give me the agent’s number and I’ll give him a call for you?” 
“Would you do that?” She looked at Joe as if he were an angel from Heaven, then collected herself and went over to pick up her purse, fishing out her address book. Opening it, she handed it to Joe who moved over to the phone and dialed. 
I picked up another Saltine and smeared some jam on it, trying to keep my voice casual. “You see Doc Mattson, don’t you? How ‘bout I give him a buzz and see if we can get you in for a consult?”
She drew back with fear in her eyes. “He’ll think I’m nuts! What if he tries to have me committed?”
I swallowed the last bite and put my hands on hers. I could feel them trembling. “You’re not crazy. You’ve been through hell and you need help dealing with it. I’m sure Doc can help. He can get you someone to talk to or prescribe something to help you sleep. You don’t have to go through this alone, you know.”
She looked up through grateful tears, sat up straighter, and blew her nose again. 
“I suppose you’re right. This morning I just felt so…overwhelmed. I didn’t know where I’d live or how I’d survive. I haven’t had grocery money in weeks.”
“Why didn’t you call me?” I asked gently. “You could’ve stayed with us for a while, or eaten from my gardens at no cost. I have so much extra.” 
“I…I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking straight, I guess.”
“We would’ve found a way to help you. And we will now. You’re a strong, intelligent woman, Mary. You could go back to school, earn a degree. Get a good paying job.”
She flashed me an incredulous look. “Me? In college?” She seemed to turn inward, as if considering the idea, and then turned back to me with a dreamy expression. “I always wanted to be a nurse.” 
“Well, now’s your chance.” Joe replaced the phone on the cradle and sat down beside her. “They just need a fax of the death certificate. When he was missing last fall, it was a whole different situation. Now that he’s been found…well, they said the policy should pay out. You should get a nice chunk of money that’ll help you pay off the house and more.” 
He handed the address book to her, awkwardly patting her shoulder. Marybeth took one of his hands and held it for a minute, trying to regain her composure before she spoke through fresh tears. She managed to squeak out a small “thank you” before she broke down again, this time from relief.
I called Doc Mattson and made an appointment for eleven A.M., then convinced her to let us take her to her sister-in-law’s place. Joe called ahead to Elizabeth and gave her the briefest explanation, emphasizing the need for Marybeth to be in a safe location. Elizabeth quickly accepted the request, saying she was grateful she could help. 
After helping Marybeth pack a bag and lock up the house, we dropped her off and began the drive back up the ridge.
“Think she’ll be okay?” Joe asked. He adjusted his rear view mirror and accelerated up Barker Hill Road. 
“I hope so, Joe. I sure hope so.”



Chapter 40
 
Siegfried spread a canvas tent on the grass beside the barn, squinting in the hot afternoon sun. Max and Sheba sprawled side by side under the white pine, their tongues lolling. The cooler lay tipped on its side, freshly hosed off from its dusty spot in one of the empty horse stalls. A swirl of brown grass curled limp in the puddle beneath it. 
I looked up at the sky. Clear and cloudless. “Got all the parts, Sig?” I righted the picnic cooler, dried it with an old towel, and placed a pan of frozen chili inside. The chunk of frozen chili would keep the neighboring foods cold like a bag of ice, then could be cooked up for dinner on the campfire. 
“I think so,” he said, counting up the tent rods. 
It had been a long time since the camping equipment was used. I tried to think back to the last time and was surprised to remember it had been Freddie and Harold, her murderous ex-husband, who had taken the tent for their honeymoon trip to the Rockies five years ago.
The screen door slammed. Johnny marched across the lawn with a bag of groceries, concentrating while he balanced his heavy load. He nearly made it to the opened back of the Jeep, but tripped over his flapping shoelaces and tumbled onto the gravel driveway. A package of hot dogs, four apples, two jars of salsa, a bag of shredded cheddar cheese, a jar of crunchy peanut butter, several grape juice boxes, a half gallon of orange juice, and a large bag of taco chips scattered over the ground. 
Siegfried reached the surprised boy before I did and lifted him from the ground in his massive arms. He dusted off Johnny’s overalls and rubbed his thumb across the boy’s cheek to remove a smudge of dirt. Johnny’s expression of shock quickly changed to a smile. He set the boy down on the driveway. He scampered around the ground, picking up the groceries. 
I helped them pack perishables into the cooler and the remaining items into a box in the back of the Jeep. “Think you’ve got enough food here for a whole day, buddy?”
“Yup.” He danced in circles around his great uncle. “Uncle Sig. I wanna help make the tent. Can I?” 
Siegfried crouched beside him and looked directly into the boy’s eyes, speaking softly in his heavy German accent. “Did you pack your pajamas and toothbrush? Ja? Then go get your backpack. I will fold the tent, and then you can help me put it up when we get there, okay?”
The screen door slammed. Freddie walked toward us, with a baby tucked under each arm and her son’s backpack slung over her shoulder. She moved slowly, trying to manage the twins while Marion flailed her arms and giggled.
I darted toward her and reached for Marion. 
“Thanks, Dad. She’s a little wiggle-worm today.”
The baby shrieked with joy when she saw her older brother and nearly hurled herself out of my arms in an effort to reach him. I held her tight, then put her down on the grass to crawl to Johnny, who hunched down to greet her.
“Johnny, honey? I’ve got your bag here. Sweat pants and sweatshirt, toothbrush, clothes for tomorrow, extra socks, and your yellow flashlight.”
Johnny looked up from the game of “catch me if you can” that he was playing with his little sister. A concerned expression crossed his face.
“Mummy?” 
“Yes, sweetie?”
“Do you have Eeyore?”
“Of course, honey. He’s right on top.”
She shifted the bag from her shoulder and pulled it around toward the front, laying it on the ground beside her son. Eeyore’s fuzzy blue head and sad eyes looked out from the zippered hole of the pack. Johnny smiled with relief and Marion squealed, trying to reach the little donkey first. He raced to the pack, picked up Eeyore, and held it extra tight, out of Marion’s reach. 
“No Mari,” he said. “He’s mine.”
Siegfried finished tying up the tent and slid it into the back of the Jeep with the cooler. 
I swung my gaze to the woods where chatter and laughter came from the trees. Minutes later, Camille and Shelby emerged with Boris. The dog had to take four steps with his short little legs for each of their human strides, but he looked deliriously happy. Shelby picked him up and joined us. He licked her chin and wagged his reddish-brown plume of a tail. 
I tugged one of Shelby’s braids. “Have a nice walk, honey?”
She smiled, lowering her new best friend to the ground. “Oh, yeah! And Boris loved it. He tried to chase a rabbit.”
An expression of childish delight danced in her eyes. The look was more closely aligned to that of a six-year-old than a girl of fifteen. It warmed my heart to see her smile. Her development had been intriguing to date. I’d grown incredibly fond of the child/teenager in a surprisingly short time. 
I exchanged smiles with Camille, who seemed slightly winded. A sheen of perspiration glazed her forehead and neckline. Her pulse throbbed gently in her neck.
“I could hardly keep up with these two.” She laughed, trying to catch her breath. “They scurried up that last hill like nobody’s business.” 
An unexpected sense of lust flashed through me. I listened to her breathy voice and inhaled her fragrance—a blend of vanilla and honey—then leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips. I tried to shove the untimely amorous images into the back of my brain. 
Camille kissed me back, smiling with a hint of her own mischief in her deep brown eyes. She winked at me, and then joined Siegfried. She leaned down and hugged Johnny. “You guys almost ready for your adventure?” 
Siegfried closed the Jeep’s tailgate and turned to her, smiling down at her from his height of six foot eight. He dwarfed my wife, who stood just a few inches over five feet.
“Ja,” he said, flipping his long blond ponytail over his shoulder. “We are ready.”
“Where are you setting up camp?” she asked. 
Siegfried pointed to a spot up on the eastern hills. 
“There. We camped there as Kinder. It is only a five minute drive, but easier than walking with all of this stuff.” He pronounced “stuff” like “shtuff.” 
Johnny ran to his mother and hugged her neck, then kissed Celeste on the forehead. He bent over and ruffled Marion’s fine brown hair and hugged her when she tried to clamber up his legs. She popped down on all fours again and scooted toward the driveway.
“Oh no you don’t.” I ran after her and scooped her into my arms. She wiggled, and then squawked to be let down. Handing the squirming baby to Camille, I took my own turn saying goodbye to Sig and Johnny.
I lifted Johnny and hugged him tight against me. He had sprouted substantially over the summer and looked more like a young boy than a toddler now. He’d be turning four next January and his legs dangled down below my knees. I wondered if he’d inherit Siegfried’s height. I squeezed him a little longer, then whispered in his ear. “Be a good boy for Uncle Siegfried. Okay, sport?”
He looked at me with solemn eyes. “I will, Opa.”
I set him down. He scurried to the Jeep and climbed into the back seat, snapping the buckle on his car seat. I closed the door for him. Siegfried slid into the driver’s seat, secured his belt, adjusted the mirror, and started up the engine. I shot my hand in the air. 
“Wait! Take this with you. In case of an emergency.” I dug my cell phone out of my pocket.
Siegfried frowned. I’d worried him. My poor friend had had far too many experiences with emergencies. 
“Just in case, buddy. You know, like if you run out of hotdog rolls or something like that.” 
The worry in his eyes softened a little. 
“I can bring you anything you need. Don’t worry, okay? I’m sure you’ll have a ball.”
He nodded, looking relieved. 
Just as he was about to shift into first gear, Mrs. Pierce trotted out of the kitchen. She carried a large paper sack in her hands and minced over the grass. “Yoo hoo! Yoo hoo! Don’t go yet, boys. I’ve made you a treat.”
The aroma of brownies followed her to the car. Siegfried and Johnny both looked expectant when she thrust the bag into Siegfried’s open window. She caught her breath. “Brownies. Lots of nuts,” she panted. “Just the way you like ‘em.” 
My stomach growled.
In unison, Siegfried and Johnny said “Vielen Dank.” I stared at Johnny with amazement. Siegfried shrugged and smiled, then shifted into first gear and released the clutch. The Jeep rolled along the rutted path at the edge of the alfalfa field, heading toward the track leading to the campsite. 
I watched until they disappeared into the woods, idly wondering how much German my grandson had absorbed from his giant playmate.



Chapter 41
 
At three o’clock in the morning, I woke to a sharp clap of thunder. Lightning sparked, and in seconds, the room blazed with light. It sounded as if something was struck nearby. I sat bolt upright, remembering that Siegfried and Johnny were camping. My skin grew clammy, as an obscure fact from a science program we’d recently seen washed through my brain. 
Tree roots are excellent conductors of electricity.
And Siegfried’s a very heavy sleeper. 
Camille roused and lifted her head from the pillow, speaking in a gravelly voice. “Does Sig know enough to get into the car? Will he wake up?”
A shiver ran down my spine and I threw my legs over the side of the bed. 
Maybe Siegfried didn’t know about lightning and the dangers of camping near tall trees. Maybe neither one of them would wake. Johnny had inherited the same ability to sleep through chaos like his great uncle and frequently slept through the wailing cries of his baby sisters. 
“I’d better go up there. Just in case.”
She nodded and dropped her head back down onto the pillow. “Okay, hon. Be careful,” she mumbled.
***
I ran into the closet and pulled on a pair of jeans and a hooded sweatshirt. Although the day had been blistering hot, the air felt considerably cooler at three in the morning. I shoved my bare feet into my shoes and walked into the hall. 
Freddie met me outside her bedroom. “Dad? Will they be okay up there in this storm?”
 “I’m heading up to the tent now. It’ll be okay. Go back to bed, honey.”
She sighed with relief. “Thanks. But be careful. It looks nasty out there.” She kissed my cheek and turned back into the bedroom. 
I spied two tousled heads in her bed; four arms and four legs were flung every which way across the blankets. 
Lightning bleached the night sky. I stood on the porch, timed my sprint to the Sequoia, and tried to reach the door and slide behind the wheel before the next flash crashed into the trees to the north. It was getting worse, and closer. No rain had fallen. I wondered if it were to be a dry electric storm, but held out hope for the rain for the sake of the farmers. 
I maneuvered my SUV over rutted bumps in the field. Brilliant lightning crashed around me, obscuring my vision and forcing me to stop every so often. The storm was directly overhead. A deafening crack shattered the air just as lightning hit a pine tree overhead. The upper branches shattered into flames, flowering into a titanic orange ball. I swerved off the track to avoid the fire, and then swung back onto it farther down the field. Accelerating into the woods, I followed a rough trail that snaked up the hillside. Another bolt of lightning splintered the tree beside me, vibrating so loud in my bones that I nearly lost my grip on the wheel. The hairs on my arm stood up in the simmering ozone field. 
Thank God for rubber tires.
Overhead, a larch tree exploded into flames. Showers of sparks rained on the hood of the Sequoia. 
I stomped on the gas and flew up the trail.
The closer I got to the campsite, the more my stomach clenched. 
Where were they? And why haven’t I met their Jeep coming down the hill?
I revved the accelerator and pushed the car harder. An orange light flickered in the rearview mirror. I stopped and spun around to get a better view. Cold sweat soaked my shirt. 
Fire had ignited the trail below, fanning through the dry forest like thousands of hungry moths, flitting from treetop to treetop and flaming up into the dark sky. 
Tightening my grip on the wheel, I jerked the SUV around and floored it, outrunning the flames. I could feel the intense heat, even though it was still several hundred feet away. The SUV skidded to a stop beside Sig’s Jeep.
I jumped out of the car and scrambled to the tent. “Siegfried! Johnny! Wake up!”
My nervous fingers fumbled for the tent’s zipper. The fire roared closer, approaching fast. I finally found the metal tab and ripped it open. “Sig! Johnny! Come on, get up.”
Siegfried lay curled in a ball in his sleeping bag. I crawled to him and shook his shoulders. He opened one eye and lifted his head a few inches off his pillow. Johnny woke as well, rubbing his eyes.
“Get up!” I shouted. “Now. There’s a fire!”
Siegfried startled awake. “A fire?” Adrenaline must have coursed into his bloodstream for he jumped up and stuffed his bare feet into his work boots. I grabbed Johnny, and with a sleepy whimper, Johnny grabbed Eeyore. I backed out of the tent. Siegfried followed with a flashlight. A look of horror crossed his face when he spotted the fire only a dozen feet away. Hot red cinders flew in the air, landing on clusters of dried weeds and bursting in balls of flame that licked the ground and crept toward the tent.
“Where are the keys to the Jeep?” I yelled. Our path home couldn’t be on the same road I’d driven up. We might have to travel off-road through the woods to get around the fire. The Jeep was best suited for such a trek. I shuddered when I realized I’d have to leave my brand-new Sequoia in the direct path of the fire.
Siegfried pointed to the Jeep, racing toward it. “The keys are in the ignition.”
I plopped my grandson into his car seat. Siegfried rocketed into the back seat and buckled the boy into his harness while I jumped behind the wheel. Johnny began to cry, looking fearfully at the hot wall of fire closing in on us.
“Opa!” he screamed.
“Schnell!” Siegfried gaped at the flames that almost reached the tent.
I started the engine and shifted into first. The car rocked, but didn’t move.
“Parking brake!” Sig yelled.
I released the brake and gravel spit from the wheels. Thick smoke surrounded us, trying to creep in the closed windows. The tires caught and took hold, hurtling us up the hill toward the ridge. I stuck to the only open trail and sped higher, toward the top of the hill. The hungry fire chased us, aided by the wind that buffeted it through parched tinder. I gripped the wheel with sweaty hands and prepared for the fight of my life.



Chapter 42
 
At the top of the hill I paused, confused. I knew a track must be hiding somewhere in the thick smoke. 
We’d rarely explored this section of the property, except for the occasional cross-country ski expedition. To make matters worse, the landscape looked different at night, especially with the thick summer growth obscuring familiar winter landmarks. The headlights didn’t help at all, casting twin murky yellow beams into the darkness.
Siegfried stroked Johnny’s hand, trying to calm him. He leaned over and placed Eeyore into his arms. 
“Shush now, little one. Eeyore needs help. He is afraid. Can you make him feel better?”
Johnny snuffled and hugged Eeyore. Tears trickled down his cheeks and his eyes opened wide with fear. I didn’t blame him, for my heart slammed against my ribs like the wings of a giant hummingbird.
I glanced down the hill toward Conesus Lake, wondering if it would be a safe destination, but I couldn’t see through the smoke. The fire blistered and crackled, creeping closer. Just as I made the decision to search for the path leading to the lake, I noticed another bright light flickering from the same direction. The blood drained from my face when I realized the fire had either wrapped around or a second fire had started on the other side of the hill. 
I stepped on the gas pedal, twisting the wheel to the left. A small opening between two maple trees looked big enough for the Jeep to fit through, and what I could make out of the brush beyond looked thinner. The tough little Jeep lurched between the two trees. The passenger side mirror snapped off, but we made it. I gunned the gas and we burst through the underbrush, jarring up and down and rolling over logs and rocks. A faint path opened in the distance. We bumped toward it, breaking through on the narrow track. Branches scraped both windows and gouged white paint from the metal side panels with an ungodly screech. 
I maneuvered the vehicle through the trail, hoping it led away from the fire.
Some smoke seeped in the cracks of the windows. Johnny coughed and began to cry again. 
“Opa! I want Mommy.”
“I know, sweetie. I’m going to get you home. Soon. Just hang tight to Eeyore, okay?” 
The path ended in a large clearing. I drove around the edges of the meadow, searching for another way out through the thick forest. 
It didn’t look good. 
Birches and pines grew thick along the perimeter. We were trapped, and the trail we’d come up on was filled with fire.
To the north, I noticed a high ledge a quarter mile away. Eons ago, the glacier that had formed the hills and valleys had cut a slice into the side of the earth, forming a slab-like rise that reached up fifty feet. If we could climb it, the high bluff could be an effective vantage point, which might help us target a new way out. 
The fire moved closer, flaming through the edge of the woods and creeping onto the dry meadow.
I sped to the north edge of the field and parked.
“Come on. We’re walking from here.”
Siegfried sprang from his seat and ran around the Jeep to get Johnny out of his car seat. The boy burrowed his head into the big man’s neck.
Flames erupted on the edge of the clearing we’d just crossed. 
“Schnell!” Siegfried shouted. 
I pointed toward the bluff. The short section of woods through which we had to pass was exceptionally dense. There was no path, but we stumbled through, pushing aside stiff honeysuckle branches and black raspberry thorns to work our way toward it. The smoke blew into our eyes and scorched our throats. We advanced slowly, but we finally reached the grapevine-covered cliff. Siegfried and I exchanged glances. Without a word, he shifted the boy to my arms. We both knew he’d be the faster climber. Sig’s iron arms and legs scaled the side of the hill, hanging onto thick vines that had been growing there for decades. 
He made rapid progress. Within minutes, I saw his boots disappear over the ledge. The fire continued to creep toward us, advancing with a horrific sound that reminded me of the rhythmic roar of a freight train. Trees were engulfed as the white-hot fire leapt hungrily through parched leaves and timber. There was a rhythm to the sound, almost as if the raging percussion section of an orchestra had been given free rein to play an ad hoc solo against the deep, booming single note of the thunder that erupted every few minutes. 
“Opa. I don’t like this. I wanna go home!”
I tried to comfort Johnny with words and hugs, and then shifted him in my arms and stared up at the ledge. If Siegfried identified a clear escape route from his elevated view, we’d start moving in that direction. I hoped we wouldn’t have to climb the hill and that there would be a better option on the far side. If not, we’d have to climb with Johnny’s arms wrapped around one of our necks. His safety would depend on his ability to hang tight during the climb. The flames licked closer and the air had become more difficult to breathe. 
Johnny looked up at me with tear-streaked sooty cheeks. “Opa? Where do we go? The fire’s coming. It’s too close.”
I looked into his worried brown eyes and hugged him closer, whispering in his ear. “I know, honey. We’re trying to find a way out. It’s gonna be okay, Johnny. I’ve got you.” I spoke with more confidence than I felt.
I pointed up to the ledge where Siegfried’s legs appeared. We watched his swift descent and waited to hear the news.
When he passed the halfway mark, he called down to us. “It is all around us! We have no way to go. But higher is better. We should climb the hill.”
He’d almost reached us when the vine he clung to gave way. Siegfried slid down the final fifteen feet of the bank and landed in a crumpled heap. 
“Siegfried!” I set Johnny on the grass beside him and turned Siegfried over to examine his face. A gash in his cheek bled in a slow trickle that matted his blond hair. I patted his face and called his name. “Come on, Sig, wake up.”
Johnny screamed. “Opa! Fix him! His face hurts.”
I shook Sig’s shoulders and called his name again, knowing we were dead if he didn't rouse. I could feel the heat of the fire on my back now, only twenty feet away.
“Opa? What’s that?” Johnny pulled on my sweatshirt hood.
A singing sound whispered from the face of the cliff. 
I looked toward it, puzzled. The music resonated up and down a minor scale and whistled a decidedly eerie tune. I shook my head in denial, and then slapped Siegfried’s face again, harder this time. “Come on, man. Get up, damn it!” 
I yelled the words at his battered face. He didn’t respond. A black and blue bruise had formed on his temple. 
The fire moved closer. 
My heart banged beneath my ribs.
“What’s dat song, Opa?” Johnny asked again.
The whistling grew louder now, a soft chant-like tune, almost reminiscent of an Indian melody. It most definitely came from the hillside. I looked up again, and this time noticed the vines ripped away from the cliff revealed something not of earth or stone. I hurriedly jumped up and examined it. 
Wooden planks lay beneath the vines. 
It looked like a door.



Chapter 43
 
“Stay with your uncle, Johnny.”
Johnny hooked his arm under Siegfried’s arm and pulled. “Wake up, Uncle Sig. Please wake up.”
I ripped the vines from the wall with ferocity, yanking them from old rotting boards. Siegfried lay on the ground, still unresponsive. The fire was nearly upon us. I pulled and tore vines again, finally exposing a decayed collection of planks nailed across what I guessed was an old mine entrance. One swift kick splintered it in a dozen pieces. Encouraged, I attacked it until I made a hole large enough for us to crawl through. 
The flashlight Siegfried brought with him from the tent poked out from his shirt pocket. I dragged his leaden body to the entrance, then grabbed the flashlight and shone it into the opening. It looked dry and seemed to go deep into the hillside. 
“Come on, buddy. Follow me. We’re going inside.” The smoke was so dense now that I worried about Johnny’s breathing. I pulled my shirt up over my mouth. “Pull your shirt up like this. See, buddy? Just like that. Good boy.” 
Johnny stuck close to my side, holding his shirt over his mouth, and coughing. He looked up at me with eyes that pleaded for help. I handed him the flashlight and motioned inside.
“Go ahead. Climb inside. It’ll be safe.”
He disappeared into the cliff. My lungs and eyes burned from the smoke. I dragged Siegfried closer, backing myself feet-first into the opening. I pulled him inch by inch. The fire had started to singe his boots by the time I dragged him completely through the ragged hole. 
I wiped the stinging perspiration from my eyes and took a few deep breaths. 
Johnny clung to me, sobbing. “Are we safe now?”
The fire poked into the hole, starting to eat up the old planks. I glanced around. From the sound of our voices, it appeared we were in an enormous cavern. 
“Not quite, buddy. Come on. You shine the light. Show me the way.”
My grandson held the flashlight with shaking hands. I stuck my elbows under Siegfried’s armpits and hauled him over the soft dirt. When we’d moved in about fifty feet, the air freshened and the smoke diminished. 
I propped him against an earthen wall and motioned for Johnny to climb onto my lap. 
“Opa? I’m scared. And my feets are cold.”
He shivered in my arms and buried his face in my chest. I took off my sweatshirt and wrapped it around his legs, pushing his cold little feet into the hood and tying the string up tightly so that he was covered. He clutched Eeyore, relaxed a little, and leaned his head against my chest again. I looked at Siegfried and prayed he’d been only temporarily knocked out. 
Johnny fingered the flashlight that provided a cone of dim yellow light and snuggled closer to me. “Are we safe now, Opa?” 
I hugged him and brushed his disheveled hair back from his forehead with hands that still trembled slightly in the aftermath of panic. “Yes, sport. We’re safe now.”



Chapter 44
 
The eerie tunes lulled me into a state of semi-sleep. Faint songs seemed to waft on the wind, mystical and bizarre. I dozed on and off for several hours, leaning back against the damp wall; safe from burning flames, but baffled by the musical wind-like tunes that whistled from nearby tunnels. Johnny sagged against me, sighing in his sleep. I prayed he wasn’t having nightmares about our harrowing night and I shuddered to think how close we’d come to dying. My stomach twisted in knots. 
God. It had been so close. 
But how could he not be affected by the terror of the fire? The questions plagued me, roaming through my muddled brain. I went over my actions again and again, trying to replay the scene in a way that would have saved him from the experience. No alternatives came to mind. The only way I could have prevented the torture was to have said no to the campout. 
But who could have known? We’d never had a forest fire in our area. Never. 
I checked Siegfried several times and was relieved to find that he appeared to breathe evenly, his heartbeat was strong, and the bleeding on his head had stopped.
The flashlight went out twenty minutes ago, but the faint lavender and yellow light of dawn finally stole into our safe haven, vaguely delineating the inside of the cavern. 
My head bobbed against my chest. I must have fallen asleep again for I jerked awake in the murky light to the sound of Siegfried’s voice.
“Professor, where are we?”
“Thank God.” I reached out to touch his arm. “Are you okay, Sig?” 
“Ja. I am okay. My head hurts a little, but I am okay.”
I explained about the door in the side of the cliff, how close the fire had come, and how I’d lugged him inside. 
He stared at me. “You pulled me in here?”
“Yeah. It was a close one.” I stroked Johnny’s hair. He wiggled a little and then settled back into a deep sleep. 
Sig sat back and closed his eyes, his face twitching with emotion. “Danke.” 
That single word—and the way his voice croaked—almost made my eyes tear up. “Hey. It was no big deal. You’ve done the same for me a million times, my friend.”
I saw his head bob in agreement, but could sense the overwhelming emotions that engulfed him.
We sat for a while in the semi-darkness while I tried to form a plan. We couldn’t return through the woods, at least until the fire was out. 
How long did fires take to extinguish? Could they go on for days? Weeks? How long could we hold out? My mind swam with possibilities. 
Siegfried bolted upright. “Was ist das?”
“It’s just the wind in the tunnels, I think.” 
Excitement crept into his voice. “Nein! Not that. Listen.”
I leaned forward and concentrated. A soft splashing patter came from outside. I handed my sleepy grandson to Siegfried and made my way to the entrance hole.
Rain streamed down the side of the cliff in great rivers. I stuck my head outside into the downpour and gawked at the steaming, blackened forest. Soaked, it smelled of wet cinders and singed leaves. The rain fell in torrents. Wonderful, blinding buckets full of water dumped from the heavens. The eastern sky had lightened to tangerine and gray. 
I looked at the illuminated dial on my watch. Almost 6 A.M. Dawn had broken behind the full-fledged downpour. The parched earth readily received moisture. It soaked into the dirt and began to puddle in small depressions in the ground. Charred leaves and bits of blackened twigs floated in the pools.
While I stood staring at the desolation and destruction around me, a thrumming broke through the sound of the rain. Beams of light played through the blackened forest. A helicopter skimmed over the stark treetops. I pushed outside and stood in the pouring rain, raising my hands above my head and waving to the ‘copter. I was quite sure he wouldn’t be able to see me, but danced around, flailing my arms anyway.
It circled and passed. The thwap thwap of the blades softened, and then grew louder as they doubled back.
They’re never going to find us.
I turned and grabbed a handful of wet grapevines past the area where Siegfried had ripped them from the cliff face. Tugging hard, I pulled and hung all my weight on them. They held.
Hang over hand, I drew myself slowly up the hill, finding toeholds in the pocked face and sometimes using loops of thick vines. My sneakers squeaked on the wet rock and a blister formed on my right hand. I was soaked to the marrow, not just the bone. The helicopter passed overhead again, missing me. I flailed one arm in the dim light of dawn, but it wasn’t enough. I redoubled my efforts and dragged myself up the slippery cliff, panting and drenched by the time I’d reached the top. 
Doubling over, I tried to catch my breath. Streams of rain poured off my hair and face. 
The helicopter flew in distant circles, and I watched it intently from the top of the flat bluff. 
Come on. Circle back. 
Please.
As if they read my thoughts, the chopper turned and headed back. This time I was ready, waving my arms until they burned. I wished for a moment for a small spark of the fire that had nearly killed us. Anything that would smoke or flare to catch their attention. But I had nothing except my clothes.
My clothes. 
I took off my white tee shirt and waved it in the soggy rain, flapping it back and forth, back and forth until the helicopter stopped and hovered overhead. 
They saw me. 
I skittered backwards on the hard rocky hill and waited for them to land.



Chapter 45
 
Joe Russell and Adam Knapp jumped from the helicopter and ran to my side. I put my tee shirt back on while the rain splattered on our faces, plastering wet hair on our foreheads. 
After dragging me to him in a bear hug, Joe shouted in my ear against the noise of the helicopter. “Where are Sig and Johnny?”
I motioned over the hill. “There’s a cavern down below. They’re safe inside.”
Adam walked to the edge of the cliff and lay flat on his belly, scoping out the situation.
“We can’t land down there. But maybe the basket will reach. Let me ask the pilot.”
After a short discussion with the pilot, and with thick-knotted ropes anchored to the chopper, we clambered down the slick slope. It was much easier going down. 
A rescue basket followed, filled with blankets and a thermos of hot chocolate. As it swayed within arm’s reach, we scrambled to get the contents. 
Joe and Adam both inspected the hole in the side of the bluff. Joe called back up to the helicopter with his two-way radio, asking for high-powered flashlights. A basket was raised and lowered with the cargo.
Adam whistled. “How did you find this, Gus? It looks like it was all covered in grapevines.”
“It’s a long story. But thank God, we stumbled onto it. Otherwise, we’d be toast. Literally.”
Joe’s face paled. “Good God.” He swiped rain from his face. “Okay, let’s get in there.”
Adam grabbed a thermos of hot chocolate and an armful of blankets. We crawled into the cave. 
Once inside, I rested against the wall. My body began to shudder from the cold. Adam unfolded a blanket and handed it to me. I threw it over my shoulders and led them to the far end of the cavern where Siegfried lay with Johnny sleeping in his arms. Sig helped me wrap the blanket around the child, who didn’t wake. 
Adam handed us two more blankets, and Sig and I wrapped ourselves with them. The cavern temperature was cool, about fifty degrees. With drenched clothes, the cold penetrated swiftly to my core. Still shivering, I took a swallow or two of cocoa from the thermos. It blazed a warm trail in my chest. Siegfried followed, draining half of the thermos in two gulps. 
“We thought you guys were goners,” Joe said. “We saw the burned cars and the campsite and almost gave up hope.”
I wrapped the blanket tighter around my shoulders. “It was close, Joe. Too close.”
My mind started working again with the threat of imminent death behind us. I asked the question that had been nagging me since the fire had begun. “How far did it spread? Did it reach my house?”
Joe shook his head and laid a hand on my arm. “No, no. It didn’t reach any homes. Everyone’s fine at your place. It looks like a circle of about fifty acres was burned on the State Land. The rain stopped it from spreading.”
The heavy pressure of anxiety slid from my shoulders and the muscles in my chest and neck relaxed. I drew the damp air of the cavern into my lungs and it circulated through my system. I pictured it cleansing remnants of black smoke from my lungs. 
Johnny woke, rubbed his eyes, and darted a look around the cave. For a moment, his face crumpled. “Opa? Is it still a fire outside?”
I held my arms out to him and he tumbled into them. “No, honey. It’s all over now. It’s raining.”
He looked toward the hole, his face scrunched up as he peered toward the wet weather. “I like rain better than fire.” 
I hugged him for a long time, calming him and answering all of his rapid-fire questions. After a few minutes, Siegfried took him from me and gave him some hot chocolate.
“We are going to ride in a real helicopter, Johnny. Way up high in the sky.” He lifted the boy toward the cavern ceiling, eliciting squeals and yelps.
“I’m flyin’ in a Whirly-Bird!” He hopped down from Siegfried’s arms, danced around our feet, and made whirring ‘copter sounds that echoed in the deep grotto. I stared at him, astounded at his powers of recovery. Or at least at his coping powers. No adult I knew could recover that fast.
Adam wandered toward us, holding up my sweatshirt. Johnny had wiggled out of it when he was let down to run around after he woke up. “This yours, Professor?” 
I nodded, shrugged out of the blanket, and pulled on the thick fleecy sweatshirt, zipping it up to my neck. It smelled like smoke, but at least it was dry. “Thanks.” 
Adam spoke into his radio for a moment, then shut it off and turned to us. “The bird we came in can’t take more than three additional adults. Siegfried and Johnny make up about two men. Why don’t the three of you travel back first, then the pilot can come back for Joe and me?”
I looked at the earnest expression in Adam’s blue eyes. In the midst of all the chaos and our close shave with death, it was odd, but I once again wondered if the blossoming romance between Freddie and him would lead to a more permanent relationship. I hoped so. He was a likeable young man.
“I’d feel much better if you’d go with them, Adam. And after you bring Johnny home, could you bring Sig up to Doctor Mattson’s to get his head injury checked out? I can wait here with Joe.” 
“You sure?” 
“I’m sure. Take care of them first. I’m not going anywhere. Besides, I think I’d like to watch the rain for a while, if you don’t mind.”



Chapter 46
 
The sound of the helicopter faded in the distance, whisking Johnny and Siegfried to safety. Joe and I moved deeper into the cave where the air felt drier, but it was also much darker. We found a sandy shallow alcove that seemed like a good spot to sit and wait. 
Joe folded the remaining blanket on the floor, and we sat side by side against the wall. I twisted the illuminated face of my watch and marked the time. Six forty-five. Estimating flight and unloading time, I figured the helicopter would return within a half hour to fetch us. I leaned my head back against the wall and tucked my knees in, trying to gather as much warmth as I could. I cupped my hands and blew into them. My steamy breath warmed my nose and face, but I longed to be sitting at home before a roaring fire with Camille. I crossed my arms and rubbed my upper arms briskly. Joe handed me the thermos and I swilled the last dregs of hot chocolate. 
Joe ran his hand through his salt and pepper hair. “What a mess, huh?” 
“I know. A wild fire? In our neck of the woods? I still can’t believe it.”
He stared at me in the eerie white light of the high-powered flashlights. “I know. The weather guys keep saying it was the driest summer on record. The woods were a tinderbox. Just waiting for a catalyst. That’s what he said.”
Although his words were matter-of-fact, I read the remnants of repressed terror in his eyes as they lowered and raised, widened and narrowed. I turned off my flashlight to conserve the battery. Joe’s single flashlight scattered a sufficient amount of light for us to sit and talk. As the minutes passed, the morning light radiated softly into the cave with its rosy tendrils, and he clicked his off, too. He smiled a weary half smile and rubbed his chin. I was about to continue the meandering conversation when he sat up abruptly and held a hand out to shush me.
We sat and listened. Through the windy-whistling tunes of dissonance that had been ever-present since I’d dragged Siegfried through the hole in the wall, another tune began to emerge. A frown crept onto my forehead. “What the hell? Is that a…hymn?”
We listened harder. The sound seemed to originate from the back of the cavern.
“Amazing Grace, How sweet the sound…”
We jumped up and dashed toward the darker end of the cavern. I switched my flashlight on, illuminating the eight-foot high wood timber reinforced tunnel that stretched before us. 
Memories of the Catacombs of Paris passed through me, and I felt an uncontrollable urge to run out of there, as far as possible from the dark, toward the comforting light of the morning. Camille and I had visited Paris in April, en route to our honeymoon in Vienna. The long-lasting horror of our misadventures in the underground of Paris had left me with a lingering fear of being trapped underground in the dark. 
I slowed my steps when Joe caught up with me.
“Think it’s safe?” I asked.
Joe pushed on one of the timbers and shrugged. “Seems pretty solid. At least in this spot.”
The singing returned. 
“That saved a wretch like me...”
The ethereal tune spooked me, sending shivers down my spine. Joe and I exchanged glances.
“It’s a live voice,” I said. “He’s a little hoarse and off-key, but someone’s in there.”
Joe pulled his gun and shoved ahead of me. “Come on. Maybe those Colombian bastards left someone behind. Or maybe one of them came back to help himself to their leftover product; whatever in God’s name it was.” His lips wrinkled with disgust. “Drugs, probably.” 
We walked another fifty feet. The singing continued, but the volume ebbed and waned inexplicably. It would abruptly swell in a crescendo, tapering to the faintest whispered song, carried on quivering subterranean air currents. We followed the singing and walked downhill, eventually moving into a more modern tunnel that seemed to be part of the twentieth century mine. 
Pieces of equipment still lay about, hurriedly discarded when the mine was abandoned due to the flooding. From the state of the equipment, I guessed this branch might have been cut off and become inaccessible from the main entrance. 
“What do you think they were doing down here?” I whispered. “Think it was drugs?” 
“Could be. Lots of things it mighta been. Counterfeit cash, stolen artwork, or even some kind of white slave trade,” Joe said. “Who knows?”
My head raced with each scenario while we slowly and carefully made our way through the dark tunnel, following the wobbling light of the flashlights. After twenty minutes, I figured we’d covered about a mile. The mysterious singer continued to warble, but his location eluded us. My curiosity grew. 
Who the heck is this hymn-singing phantom?

Is he real?
I listened to him crooning the same verses over and over, sensing great sorrow. His tone invoked a still, dark sadness. Strangely, the hymns brought images to mind of the slaves Mary Hill had helped spirit away via the Underground Railroad. Their spirituals had been a mechanism of release, of hope, and of deep tenebrous anguish.
The singing stopped.
Joe turned and raised his flattened palm in the air, signaling me to stop. His eyes were opened wide, his ears cocked to the caves inner walls. We stood in place for two minutes, listening to the lonely sounds of the whistling winds. I was about to question whether joint auditory hallucinations were possible when the hymn started again.
“Are ye able, said the Master, to be crucified with me…” 
There was indeed a lonely and desperate tone to the words. The man sounded tired. Or ill. His voice croaked. 
We started up again, moving into more expansive rooms of salt. Great pillars of the white mineral shored the roof overhead. I remembered our discussion about pillar robbing and envisioned the miners shaving away the thick columns. I looked up at the high ceilings, wondering if the support had been weakened in this room. I shivered involuntarily and pictured water flooding the caverns, growing into roaring rivers and lakes underground, submerging the rooms carved out of salt deposits. 
Amber light shimmered in the distance. 
Joe quickened his steps. 
Every fiber in my body shivered for me to turn and get the hell out of there, but I dropped behind him, following his hand signal to move behind. He pointed the gun straight ahead as we slow-jogged toward the light. 
The tunnel ended in an illuminated half-mile long chamber that soared hundreds of feet high. 
Again, we stopped and listened. The singing continued and seemed to be coming from the far side of the cavern. I scanned the area, trying to take in our surroundings and locate the source of the sound.
The cavern must have been the prime staging area for the collected salt, and perhaps the dispatch center for hauling salt and supplies up and down the tunnel. Iron ladders were set into the sides of the walls, reaching catwalks that circled the area at several elevations. Tunnels flowed out of the walls like spokes on a wheel on three levels, from floor to ceiling. Piles of chunky, gray unrefined salt lined the center of the floor beneath what looked like a transport system. 
Four damaged elevators were set into the wall on the opposite side of the cavern not far from a wall of dirt and sandbags that had stopped the flow of water over one collapsed wall. It now separated the cavern from an underground pond. The dam of dirt and sandbags reached about forty feet, but the ceiling rose at least four hundred feet higher than the new reservoir of brine water. 
I pointed to the elevators and spoke close to Joe’s ear. “Do you think yesterday’s explosion did that?”
Joe narrowed his eyes and took in the damage. “Probably. It looks pretty recent, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah. And look how close they are to that dam. It’s a miracle the blast didn’t blow it.”
“We’d be standing underwater now if it had.” 
Opposite the bank of elevators, I noticed what seemed to be a control room carved out of the cavern wall and enclosed in glass. I saw no movement within and began to scan the area again, looking for something dark or moving against the chalky gray walls. 
Large overhead magnesium fixtures cast a yellowish glow on the strange surroundings. Could underground batteries supply the power? Or were they electric? 
The hymns stopped. We stood still; we waited and watched. 
Silence. 
I followed Joe when he moved farther inside. We stuck to the wall and crept forward, only whispering when necessary.
We came to an opened electric panel on the wall. Joe took a quick look at it, pointing to some wires that seemed to be screwed into the box as an afterthought. 
“Lights are electric. But it’s all hot wired up to make them work now. Weird. I’m surprised there’s still current down here.”
We walked farther, and more shapes came into focus. I peered closer at the opposite side of the room. Something moved. Pointing, I motioned quietly to Joe. 
“Look. Over there.”



Chapter 47
 
A disheveled man slumped on the ground against the wall, his clothes grimy with gray salt. He faced away from us; stringy hair hung over his collar in a matted mess. Swaying from side to side, he began to sing. “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot, comin’ for to carry me home…” 
The off-key tune reverberated throughout the grotto, echoing and bouncing with surprising volume. I was struck by the odd coincidence that I’d been contemplating spirituals only a few moments ago. It had been the timbre of his voice that evoked the image, and upon reflection I realized it was entirely appropriate. 
The man was shackled to the wall.
We moved slowly toward him. I purposefully scuffed my feet to sound warning. It wouldn’t due to shock the poor man. We drew closer, and I called out in what I hoped was a soothing tone of voice.
“Hey there, mister. You okay?”
The man turned and stared at us; his jaw dropped halfway to his chest. Scarecrow thin and filthy, he shaded his eyes and sang another refrain from the spiritual. “Comin’ for to carry me home…”
A nagging sense of familiarity flowed over me. I recognized something about this poor soul, but couldn’t quite catch the flitting illusion and pin it down. 
He rose stiffly, obviously in pain. Oddly enough, the tattered hobo continued singing until we reached him, the words winding down in speed and volume until he reached the last verse of the hymn that he croaked out with apparent difficulty. “Swing low, sweet chariot, comin’ for to carry me home.”
His filthy face sported a four-inch long beard. I approached him, holding out my hand. “We’re here to help.”
He reached a grubby hand toward me and grabbed my fingers in a crushing handshake. In a raspy voice, he whispered, “Is that really you, Gus?”
I held his hand in a gentle grip. My eyes narrowed and I tried to figure out how he knew me. An old memory tickled at the back of my brain. It was the voice more than the facial features that seemed familiar. I stared at his face and tried to imagine it clean-shaven, then shook my head in denial when an image floated into my mind’s eye. 
I have to be dreaming. Maybe this whole thing has been just one, long nightmare.
Joe looked at the man, then at me. “You know this fella, Gus?”
I studied him once more when suddenly it clicked. I knew who he was. I stared at him in utter disbelief, then walked over and picked up the keys I’d spotted on the floor, thrown just out of the poor man’s reach in a perverse attempt to torture him. My hands were shaking slightly when I unlocked his handcuffs. “Yes, Joe. We’ve known each other for years.”
I removed the cuffs. 
The man rubbed at the ugly red marks on his wrists. 
I slipped my arm around his scrawny shoulders and turned back to Joe. “Joe Russell, I’d like you to meet Colin Springer.”
***
Joe gawked at Colin, helping me get him into the control center carved out of the side of the colossal cavern. Glass walls faced the cavern, separating the area from the grotto. The room, about twenty by thirty, held eight battered desks and chairs set up with some old office equipment. Old black phones sat askew on each desk, beside tattered desk blotters. A map of the mine was pinned to the wall beneath a Plexiglas cover. File cabinets and gray metal drawers lined the other side of the room. 
Colin flopped on a cracked vinyl office chair, massaging his wrists. He’d been a stout two hundred and fifty pounds when he disappeared, and now the outline of his cheekbones protruded beneath haunted eyes. There wasn’t much but skin and bones on his gaunt body. 
“I’m so damned thirsty,” he said.
I scouted around the office, realizing it had been used much more recently than when the mine had shut down due to the partial collapse. When the Colombian bastards had blown up the entrance, they hadn’t taken time to clear out all of their paraphernalia, including some food supplies piled in boxes by the bank of computers. They must have been in a real hurry. 
I rummaged around through boxes of Nutrigrain bars, Twinkies, Ritz crackers, and canned goods. I also found several six packs of Corona, a case of soda, and bottled water.
“Take this.” I twisted off the cap on a water bottle, noting it was Wegmans generic brand. 
He nodded and reached for it. I pressed it into his shaking hands. He drained the first one in seconds. A look of near-rapture crossed his face. “Never tasted anything so good in my life.” Setting the bottle on the desk beside him, he looked at me hopefully.
“Any food over there?”
I handed him the box of Nutrigrain bars. He ripped into the carton, peeled back the foil from several bars, and devoured them. I put another bottle of water on the desk beside him. Joe and I both took a chair and watched as the dead man came to life before us.
Joe grabbed a bottle of beer and a can of soda. He handed the beer to me and opened the soda for himself. “I think we deserve this, Professor. Too bad it’s not cream soda, though.”
At seven forty-five in the morning, I picked up the bottle of Corona and twisted off the cap. The golden liquid soothed burned tissues in my throat. After taking a final, long pull, I set the bottle down, stretched out my legs, joined the tips of my fingers together beneath my chin, and looked expectantly at Colin.
“I suppose you’d like to know what happened,” he said in a much stronger voice.
Joe and I exchanged a glance, and then turned to Colin. 
I leaned forward. “You bet. Let’s hear it.”



Chapter 48
 
We sat in silence in the abandoned control center while Colin collected his thoughts. I heard running water in the background and idly wondered if runoff from the heavy rain had caused dripping down the walls of the cavern on the other side of the glass. Colin wiped one grubby sleeve against his mouth and leaned forward in the chair. He changed position several times and looked at us with a hangdog expression. 
Joe stared at him with the curiosity of a cop. I knew he’d been filled with questions about the criminal aspect of the situation, but he went for the gold right away. “Looks like those Colombian bastards kidnapped you, Springer. Why the hell did they want you?”
Colin shot him a wry smile. “After I threatened to blow them in to the authorities, they enslaved me, Lieutenant.”
“Enslaved you?” I looked at his raw wrists, reminders of the shackles that had tethered him to the wall. “Why?”
Colin hung his head and stared at his feet. The silence lasted several long minutes.
Joe stood up and paced. “Maybe it would help if we tell you what we know so far. Then you can fill in the blanks.” 
Colin’s eyes filled. “Okay, thanks. That might be easier.”
“Gus? Why don’t you start?” Joe grabbed a box of Twinkies and ripped it open, mushing one cake into his mouth.
I spoke at a steady pace, methodically going over the timeline as we knew it, starting with Colin’s disappearance and the fact that most people thought he’d skipped town after swindling funds from the community coffers. 
He looked up with a frown. “What?”
I shrugged an apology, and continued to explain that we’d slowly discovered more about the underground caverns and about him being paid off by Jaramillo. 
He looked up contritely at that point. “I knew it was wrong. Terribly wrong. But I was desperate to help my family. I gave in to temptation before I knew what was really going on down here.”
I continued with the story, finally reaching the part about the tornado and the grisly discovery that turned up in the wheat field behind the church, including his hunting clothes and license. 
Again, he glanced up in surprise. “After Jaramillo and his crew captured me in the woods last fall, they took my hunting cap and jacket. I haven’t seen it since.”
Joe grunted. “Go on.”
“Couple of the guys down here got into a terrible argument. One of them was Jaramillo’s er…associate. The other was a guy who seemed to have mob connections. Something to do with drug running, I think. They argued—right over there—and the Spanish speaking guy pulled a gun.” He pointed to a spot just outside of the control room. “Shot him in the head.” His voice shook and he closed his eyes. “It was pretty bloody. And Jaramillo went berserk.” 
Joe raised an eyebrow. “The skeleton in the ditch was shot in the head. And he had your hunting jacket on. Just like Gus said.” Joe chewed on his lower lip. “When was this?”
“October.”
“Makes sense. The body had decomposed to bones by the time we found it. The timing would work.” 
I tapped my fingers on the tabletop. “Jaramillo must’ve buried the dead guy last fall, figuring by the time spring came, the farmer would find the bones and everyone would assume it was Colin.”
Joe guzzled some soda, spilling a little on his shirtfront. “Well. It almost worked, didn’t it? But I’ve got one question.”
Colin raised and lowered his shoulders, almost as if in defeat. “What is it?”
“I don’t get why they didn’t just kill you on the spot. Why keep you alive all winter and spring?”
Colin combed his fingers through his filthy hair and looked at his grimy fingernails. “Like I said. They enslaved me.”
I jumped in. “What the hell did they make you do?”
“I helped with the tunnel. Their equipment wasn’t working all the time so they had a number of us digging by hand.”
Joe shot me a puzzled glance. “What tunnel? What are you talking about?”
“You don’t know?” He reached for another fruit bar and ripped open the paper. “No, you couldn’t know, could you?” He devoured the bar and took another long swig of water. “I helped dig the tunnel to the prison. It’s how they got Morty Callahan out.”
My mind flashed back over the recent convicts’ escape from the prison. Morty Callahan. Damn.
Colin wiped his mouth with a dirty sleeve and kicked back in the chair. “It was a pretty big business. They planned to open several escape tunnels, beyond the old hand-dug mineshafts already there. You’d be surprised how many of those old wormholes snake beneath our town. They were going to help the Catalano brothers escape next. You know the two brothers who were convicted for killing that judge?”
We nodded and answered together. “Yes.”
“Jaramillo got paid a lot by that family to find a way to get them out.”
Joe sat quietly and seemed to digest the news. “We thought it might’ve been drugs. Never connected it to the fugitives.”
Colin looked up. “Oh, there were plenty of drugs around. Jaramillo dealt in them daily. Stored some of them down here and distributed them to the colleges in the area, the bastards. Guess the little side business kept him in cash.” He leaned back in the chair. “Jaramillo’s lackeys moved everything in and out by panel van at night.”
Joe tossed me a smug look. We’d been right about the panel vans. 
Colin wiped some sooty dust from his eyes. “When I found out Jaramillo was dealing to kids, I couldn’t keep quiet any more. I told him it was over, if he didn’t clear out I’d turn him in.” He wagged his finger in the air. “He and his buddies took me that afternoon, while I was hunting. Dragged me down here and I haven't seen the light of day since.”
I watched Colin with a mixture of pride and shame. He shouldn’t have gotten himself into the situation, but at least he tried to make it right. 
Colin rubbed his red wrists yet again and expelled a foul breath. “Damn, that hurts.” He grimaced in pain. “Anyway, they knew I could identify them. The only reason they didn’t kill me was for the free labor. Some of the other men they brought in to work were from the orchards up north. You know, the migrant workers?”
I leaned forward. “What?”
 “Yeah. Jaramillo brought the workers in with the drug deliveries by van at night, returning them back to the orchards at dawn. They didn’t speak much English. But they were paid in cash to do it.”
Colin got up and opened the box of cheese crackers. He began to toss several at a time into his mouth. 
“Didn’t they feed you?” I asked, still shocked at his condition.
“Barely,” he mumbled, this time reaching for a beer. “There’s a hole the size of the Grand Canyon in my gut.”
I looked at my watch. Damn. The helicopter pilot would have returned for us over twenty minutes ago at the hole I’d made in the cavern wall. The pilot would sound an alarm if we weren’t there. I felt the sting of regret and kicked myself for not calling in before we disappeared in the tunnels. “Will your phone work in here, Joe?” 
“Doubt it,” Joe said. He punched in the numbers and stared at the phone for a moment. “Nope. Guess we’ll just have to hoof it back. I could run down there and tell them what’s up, if you want to stay with Colin while he gets on his feet. We could send in a stretcher for you, Colin.”
Colin wiped spilled water from his matted beard. “Hell, no. I need to get out of here. Now. I’ve gotta get to my Marybeth. If she thinks those bones in the ditch were mine, I have to set her straight.”
He was right. We had to let her know her husband was alive.
Joe reached toward the phone that lay on the desk. “I don’t suppose this still works?”
 He picked up the receiver and shook his head. “Nope.”
I got up and followed the wires to the junction box on the wall. 
“Wait a minute.” The main line had been pulled from the box. I reached for my Leatherman tool by habit, but was disappointed when I came up empty-handed. I’d left it in my shorts pocket in the bedroom the night before.
The night before. It seemed so long ago, I could barely fathom that it had only been one night since I jumped up in the middle of the night to check on Sig and Johnny at the campsite.
I picked up the cable and started to peel back the white plastic coating. Bundles of multicolored wires emerged. 
Rather than figure out which set of wires went to which phone, I took the nearest phone from a desk and ripped it out of the connector. With a combination of teeth and fingernails, I pinched and removed the thin coatings from a red and green wire.
“Anyone remember which colors are the power?”
Both Colin and Joe shook their heads.
I’d fooled around with the extensions in our house a lot, but never remembered which was which until I started trying combinations. After ten minutes of trying, I finally got a dial tone.
While Joe called the station to relay our story to the pilot, I walked to the door to check on the sound of running water. The trickles I’d imagined running down the walls of the cavern were actually streams. The floor of the cavern shimmered. A shallow pond had formed while we rested in the control center. When I opened the glass door sealing the office from the open expanse, water rushed in and circled our ankles. 
Joe hung up fast. “What the hell’s going on out there?”



Chapter 49
 
Colin sloshed toward the glass door. He walked down two steps to the floor, and stood calf deep in rising water. 
We waded behind him. 
Running his his hands nervously through his hair, Colin stared at the dam. All color drained from his face. “Oh my God. We have to get out of here. The dam’s gonna give out.” He gestured toward it. “Oh, crap. Look! See over there? It’s spilling over the edge. If it breaks, that whole damned lake will pour into this cavern. We’re dead men if we don’t get out fast. And I mean fast.”
The thought of being stuck underground in a watery grave made my blood run cold, and I hurried to his side. “Which way?”
Joe’s face turned grave. “Lead the way, man. Let’s go.” 
“Follow me.” Colin slogged through the pond and led us to the far side of the cavern, where he grabbed a rail on an iron ladder attached to the wall. 
He started to climb. In spite of his horribly thin condition, he moved with the swift strong motions of a man conditioned to hard labor. 
I motioned for Joe to start climbing and ran back to the office area to get the two flashlights we’d left behind. The walk over and back was harder this time, with water already reaching my knees. 
Joe had waited for me at the bottom. His lips pressed tightly together and his eyes glinted with steel.
“Geez, Joe. What are you waiting for?”
He shook his head. “You, you idiot. Now come on. Let’s climb.” He started up the ladder.
I glanced up at Colin, who had already made good progress. Scrambling for the first rung, my breathing quickened, but my hands and legs froze. “Are you sure there’s a way out up there? Where does it go?” I shouted up to Colin. 
Colin’s voice took on an urgent tone. “There are some tunnels up here that link to the surface. I’ve seen the others go into them. Now, move it!”
Joe reached down to grab one of the two flashlights I carried, looped it through his belt, and continued to climb. I followed his example and secured the light in a similar fashion. The water was past my knees when I stepped onto the second rung. I reached up, hand over hand, pulling myself up with the rusty rails. The sound of rushing and gurgling water grew louder. 
When I’d climbed about two hundred feet, a thundering howl filled the cavern. The dam crumbled, and millions of gallons of salty water from the underground lake roared over the rim.
***
“Mother of God,” Joe yelled. “It’s coming! Wrap yourself around the ladder and don’t let go.”
The rush of water turned deafening. I folded my arms around the iron bars and laced my hands together on the other side. Clinging to it, I tucked one foot behind a rung. 
Colin echoed Joe’s words. “Dear God. It’s coming!”
There was no doubt about it. The dam had broken. I spun my head toward the deafening sound, horrified to see an angry wall of water approaching like a black tsunami. 
I took a deep breath and held it. Water pounded my body. The full force of the thundering flood racked me like a giant hammer, trying to fill my mouth, nose, and eyes with stinging salty liquid. My hands began to loosen their grip, and I was buffeted back and forth against the iron rods like a straw doll in a tidal wave. I struggled to maintain my hold. Then, as if the clouds parted and the seas calmed, the flow appeared to slow. I looked down, coughing and choking. The level of the new briny sea had reached my feet. 
“Hurry! Move your butts and get up here!” Colin shrieked from above. 
Joe’s feet clambered above me, slipping and sliding on the wet rungs. I was about to follow him when another crash reverberated and a section of earth gave way around the dam. Again, I sucked in my breath and held on. Another giant wave blasted toward me, this time hitting me with such force that my hands lost their hold. Flung from the ladder, I flipped upside down in a crushing tide, with one foot still tucked behind the ladder. 
Seconds passed, and my brain screamed for air. More seconds without relief, and the world grew fuzzy. I desperately struggled to move toward the light as the air in my lungs threatened to burst from my mouth. In a flash, the light disappeared and the waters swirled in complete darkness. 
Where’s the light?

I clawed at the water in a frenzy and panic set in. I held my breath with lungs that burned, submerged beneath millions of gallons of water in total darkness.
***
I twisted and struggled to free my foot, but it remained stuck beneath the railing. While I was buffeted about, the force of my swaying body wrenched my ankle. 
How long can I hold my breath? 
Not much longer. I wafted like a strand of seaweed in the ocean. 
Twisting in the water, I tried to get loose, but panic welled within me and I couldn’t release my foot.
Calm down. It’s your only chance.
Whether the words came from inside my head or from someone yelling at me, I didn’t know. I tried to still my body. Save energy. I couldn’t panic. 
Straining to pull myself up, I felt around for the railing, finally grasping it. The current had lessened to a gentle ebb and flow. I continued to hold my breath, released my foot, and climbed hand over hand through the murky water toward the top of the cavern. 
A dim light shone above. I vaguely wondered if it were the light at the end of the tunnel and if I had actually died and was about to enter Heaven. 
And now, Elsbeth floated before me, smiling with a radiance that could only be otherworldly. I watched my departed soul mate beckon and laugh. Her dark curls floated in the water and her eyes danced with merriment. “This way,” she said, but her lips didn’t move. 
I climbed up another few rungs and felt her soft touch on my cheek. Her pale hands caressed me. A feeling of rapture flooded my body. Her face floated before me in a gold and rose cloud of light and bubbles. She nodded in approval while I made my way toward the sparkling light. Euphoria filled me and I slowed, nearly drifting away from the ladder.
Strong hands reached down and closed around my wrists, hauling me out of the cold water.
Joe and Colin dragged me over the ledge and onto the catwalk. They laid me down and pounded my back. I wretched and coughed up salty water. Joe’s flashlight shone on my face. 
It hadn't been God at the end of the tunnel, just a few photons of battery-fed light in a dark, dirty cavern. 
I called for Elsbeth, searching frantically for her in the gloom. 
Joe grabbed me by the shoulders and stared into my eyes. “Gus! For God’s sake, stop.”
“Wha…” I struggled to make sense of the past few minutes, still disoriented.
“Come on. We have to get out of here,” he said more gently. “The water’s still rising.”
I focused on the earnest, worried look in his eyes. Pushing myself up from the catwalk, I forced down the moan forming in my throat. 
She seemed so real. 
She was real. 
I’m sure of it.
I shook my head and steadied my nerves. I tried to get up. A series of shivers hit me, and I stumbled on my twisted ankle. “Sorry, Joe. I thought I saw—”
He grabbed my arm and squeezed. “Cripes. What’s with your ankle? Can you walk?”
Gingerly, I tested my weight. “I think so. Which way do we go?”
Colin pointed. “Over here.”
The waterproof flashlight still dangled from my belt. I detached it and handed it to Colin. He snapped it on and lurched across the metal catwalk. “We have to get over there, into that tunnel that goes up the side of the valley. I remember them talking about an exit near Barker Hill Road. Come on. It’s our only chance.”
They hurried along and I limped behind them. My soggy clothes dripped into the vast ocean below. Light from the flashlights jiggled in the darkness. In seconds the water had nearly reached the catwalk. I wondered how long it would be before the water loosened the mounts in the side of the cavern walls. 
Colin disappeared into a tunnel. 
I hesitated. The memory of last spring—being lost in the Parisian Catacombs—once again played my mind. Steeling myself against the fear bubbling in my stomach, I ducked after them into the murky darkness.



Chapter 50
 
Colin moved steadily through the tunnel, leading us uphill. The ground grew dry and dusty the farther we moved from the cavern. When we reached a fork, he stopped.
“Which way?” Joe asked. 
Colin stared at the two tracks. “Let me think.”
I leaned on the wall to catch my breath and felt heat rising from my body through my wet clothes. “Colin, shine your light over there again.” I pointed to a spot on the floor by his feet. “It looked like footprints.”
Colin checked it out like a bloodhound on a hunt. 
“This is the way. There are no prints on the other side,” Colin said. He headed into the chosen tunnel, chasing the trail of footprints I figured had been made by Jaramillo and his pals.
The angle of the floor rose, tracking the profile of the Genesee Valley. My ankle throbbed as if on fire, but I limped after them, pushing on.
Whispering wind chants resumed their songs in the tunnels, playing games with my brain. I thought I heard Elsbeth calling my name, but shook my head in denial. I convinced myself it had to be the wind. 
Colin stopped for a moment, breathing hard while he held up his hand for us to listen. Something scurried toward us from around the corner, feet scratching on the soft dirt. Joe and Colin aimed their beams at the floor. 
I watched for a rat. 
A red squirrel rounded the corner, blinking her eyes from the unexpected light. She clamped a green walnut in her mouth. Her sides bulged sleek and fat. She rubbed her little hands together beneath her chin and cocked her head at us. Finally she turned on her haunches and ran back in the direction from which she’d come.
“We’ve gotta be near the surface,” Joe said.
Colin’s face suddenly looked wan. He sagged against the side of the wall, breathing hard. A raspy sound came from his lungs, and I wondered if he’d developed a case of bronchitis while underground. 
I took the light from his hand and pushed my shoulder under his arm. “Let me help you.” I tried to balance his weight in spite of my gimpy ankle. “Are you okay?” I took the flashlight from him.
“I’ve got something in the old airways. Need an antibiotic, I think. This hill has made it worse.” His wheezing grew louder.
Joe squeezed his shoulder under Colin’s other arm and we plodded forward. The walls changed from dark muddy brown to pale caramel. We climbed past layers of sand and shale, beneath the rich loam of the valley. After several minutes of stumbling in the tunnel, we reached a sagging wooden door. 
“Whoa. Looky here,” Joe whistled.
We lowered Colin to the floor, propping him against the wall. He moaned, but held up a hand when I asked if he was okay.
“I’ll be okay. Just need a few minutes.”
Joe played his light over the gray wooden surface. Squirrels and mice had gnawed through its base and had created several openings. I noticed a pile of nuts stored in the corner between the doorjamb and the wall. 
Joe shined the light while I pulled on one of the wooden bars fastened across the planks and used it to lift the door on its rusty hinges. 
It opened into a small chamber.
***
We stepped through the door into a dusty room with a dirt floor, low ceiling,  and stone walls. Iron pots, stacks of newspapers, empty wooden crates, and old motors littered the ground. Cobwebs strung from walls to boxes and up to the ceiling, obscuring our way, reminiscent of the landscape we’d faced after the ice storm in 1991 when all the branches had cracked and fallen to the ground in a screen of frozen limbs. We’d not been able to see anything from the house, including our barn. 
In the distance, a water pump hummed on for a few minutes, then cycled off.
“Listen! We must be in someone’s basement.” 
“Yesirree Bob!” Joe waved his arms through the webs and moved toward a light that filtered through knotholes on a distant wall. 
I shone my light and noticed a small room to my right, built into the basement corner. Could it be a cold cellar, like mine? Or did it hold treasures, long ago closeted away?
Something silvery reflected through chinks in the door. 
Colin got up and followed Joe to the far end of the room. I glanced over as Joe moved his hands over the walls, searching for a way out. Sure he’d find it soon, I let my curiosity take me to the corner room.
I picked up an old two by four and pushed the cobwebs aside, moving toward it. I knew it probably wasn’t the way out. Nevertheless, I was intrigued and felt the stirrings of curiosity give me a burst of energy. 
The door was padlocked with a rusty antique lock from my side, but the boards had come loose over the years. It was brittle, and with a sharp shove, it gave way, clattering to the floor. 
“I don’t think that’s the way out,” Joe said. “It’s over here. We’ve nearly got it. Come on, Gus.”
I dismissed him with a distracted hand wave. “Just a second, Joe.”
I stepped over the doorsill of the little room and ducked inside. A dull screech came from the other side of the room, where Colin and Joe had pried a board from the false wall separating us from the other side. 
“Gus! Over here.”
I stared at the scene in front of me. “Hold on, guys. There’s something here you’ve gotta see.”
My flashlight wavered across the figure who sat before me, reflecting dully on its dusty skull. Nearly dumbstruck, I stared at a fully dressed skeleton.
The men made their way through cobwebs to my side and gawked.
“Holy crap,” Joe said. “This one’s been here a while.”
With a catch in my throat, I said, “I think we’ve found someone else who needed rescuing, gentlemen. Look at her bonds.”
Kidskin gloves lay folded on the lap of her antique dress, with the bones still filling each gloved finger. A leather-bound book lay on the rough-hewn table before her. 
I shone the light over the dark blue dress. A small silver locket winked in the light. Her bonnet had been fastened around her neck and still hugged the skull, keeping it atop the skeleton. A cloak draped from her shoulders. 
“This poor woman was tied to the chair,” I said. 
A dozen leather straps held her bones and clothes upright. I looked about the room and jumped when I found another skeleton in the corner. 
Colin saw it, too. “Mother of God! Another one?”
We moved over to examine it. The bones were scattered on a tattered blanket. 
Colin shivered when he noticed. “Someone just walked over my grave.” He sagged against my shoulder and pointed to the skeleton with a shaking hand. “That would have been me if you two hadn’t come along when you did.”
Joe helped me steady him and we leaned him against the wall for a minute. “Are you okay, Springer?” 
“Yeah. Just a little dizzy. I’ll be all right.”
I couldn’t help myself. I turned back to the bones I was sure belonged to an escaped slave. 
Joe kneeled beside them. “Looks like his skull was crushed by something very heavy. Look at the ragged hole here.”
I peered over Joe’s shoulders. The slave had worn no shoes. A rusted chain lay draped over his arm bones, tethered to an iron ring on the wall. 
Joe stated the obvious. “Maybe this guy was a slave.”
We stood in silence, absorbing the bizarre sanctity and horror of the scene. The two people who had died here had been murdered: one by blunt trauma to the skull, the other probably by starvation. We’d know for sure when the experts studied the scene. 
I looked around again. The room reminded me of the small hiding place Camille and I had found behind our fireplace; furnished with glasses and dishes, some books, and candlesticks.
I searched for a candle and found only a stub in the silver candlestick that sat on the table. More carefully now, I inspected the remains of the woman and found a strip of heavy linen tied around what had been her mouth. It sagged down onto the collar of her dress.
“She was gagged.” I said the words with reverence, because a strange feeling started to wash through me. 
I know who this is.
I moved to the table and cast my light over the book. Dull gold letters reflected on its cover. I blew a thick layer of dust from its surface. Carefully, I lifted the cover of the Bible and read the spidery inscription written on the front page.
“To my dear wife, Mary: the mother of my children and the fire of my heart. From your loving husband, David.”
A lump formed in my throat. I closed the book gently. A cloud of dust mushroomed in the air, circling in a sparkling puff of light before settling back on the bones of the heroine who sat before me. “We found her, gentlemen. We’ve found Mary Hill.”



Chapter 51
 
Joe led the way out of the hidden basement annex into a storage room. I left Mary’s side and followed him, stumbling into the dimly lit room. Strains of organ music filtered down from the building above us. My overtired brain recognized the song, but it played at the edges of my memory banks, teasing me. Colin started humming along with the music and finally my brain clicked. 
Joy to the World. 
Joe’s mouth twisted in surprise. “Christmas Carols, in July?”
Colin softly whistled the tune as we walked across the room past more old boxes of papers and broken furniture stacked along the wall. Finally, he could take it no longer and began to sing in the same croaky bass that led us to him in the mine. “And Heaven, and Heaven, and nature sing.”
We scuffed along the wooden floor, moving into the building’s main section. 
I looked up and noticed floor joists above. To my right, I found a pile of dusty hymnals. Goosebumps pricked my arms. “This is the church basement. The old section.” My eyes were fixed overhead. 
“Oh my God. You’re right,” Colin whispered.
I pointed up. “Sounds like the new organ came in.” I took Colin’s arm again. “Come on. The furnace room should be this way.”
We ducked under the low opening and emerged in the utility room. I flipped on the light switch and moved out of the darkness into the new fellowship hall where we’d huddled during the tornado that began the recent bizarre string of events. 
We climbed the carpeted stairway to the main vestibule and pushed our way through doors ingeniously fitted with the remnants of the blown out stained glass windows. The sections that were intact after the tornado’s damage had been reframed to fit into doorways in the church halls. 
“Joy to the World” still boomed from the organ. Nahum Hardina sat tall on the bench. His tousled gray hair flipped up and down when he played the same song again, this time adding chords to the bass. 
He stopped abruptly when he noticed us standing in the doorway. His jaw dropped to his chest. 
Plastered in grime and cobwebs, we must have presented a sorry sight. We shuffled toward him and he met us halfway. 
He reached a hand out to me. “Gus? Good Lord! What in the world happened? You look like you’ve been through a war.”
I pumped Nahum’s hand, grateful to be back above the ground. “Yeah. Something like that, Nahum.” 
Joe leaned over and squeezed Nahum’s shoulder. “It’s a long story. We’ve been mucking around in the mine tunnels. I’ll leave you folks to get reacquainted while I call this in.”
I locked eyes with Nahum. “And welcome home. It’s good to have you back from the hospital.” 
He smiled and turned to Colin, posturing as if to introduce himself. “How do you do? My name is Nahum Har–” The reverend’s eyes lit up. “Wait a second. Colin?” He slapped a hand to his heart and stared with goggled eyes. “It can’t be. You’re…”
“Dead?” Colin flashed a wry smile and was immediately crushed in a warm embrace. After a few minutes of confused babbling from all three of us, we got the short version of the story across to Nahum, and then moved into the men’s washroom to clean up. 
Joe joined us a few minutes later. “Got hold of Adam. He’ll be here in ‘bout a half hour.” 
We crowded around the sink and splashed hot, soapy water onto our hands and faces, filling Nahum in on more of the details. He sat on a caned chair in the corner, wringing his hands and shaking his head in disbelief. 
Colin put his whole head under the faucet and dragged a comb through it after rinsing out the first layer of dirt. When he was done, it hung long and damp on his shoulders, but his overall appearance was less bedraggled than before. 
“Better?” he asked, finally taking stock of himself in the mirror. He winced. “Maybe not. I look like crap.”
“It’s an improvement,” I laughed. “Come on. Let’s get you back to the hospital.”
Colin shook his head. “No way. Take me to Marybeth.”
I realized he was right. The hospital could come later. “Okay. Let’s get out of here.” I limped out of the room after them. On the way, I ducked into Nahum’s office to phone Camille, leaving a voicemail to let her know I was with Joe and would be home within the hour. 
We waited for Adam in the sunlight on the church steps. 
Colin slid down against the building and sat quietly in the light, his eyes closed and his face tilted up toward the warmth. 
I sat beside him on the concrete. Steam rose from my clothes when the sun’s rays hit me. 
Glancing at my watch, I was surprised it was only nine-thirty in the morning. The exhaustion I’d been fighting since the predawn took hold. I closed my eyes for a minute, and a comforting orange-red color glowed through my eyelids. The smell of roofing tar still permeated the air from the recently finished job. One of the Johnsons’ cows mooed in the background. I slipped into a comfortable snooze.



Chapter 52
 
My eyes opened reluctantly when a crunch of gravel announced Adam’s arrival. 
He got out and helped Colin to his feet, guiding him toward the police cruiser. Adam politely averted his eyes when he took in Colin’s condition. In spite of the wetted hair, his sickly white skin stretched tight over gaunt bones. His old shirt hung in tatters on his emaciated body. Watching Adam so kindly help Colin made me wonder, once again, if he would someday be my son-in-law. 
Colin got into the backseat of and sat in silence. The atmosphere of quiet anticipation built as trees flew by the window en route to Colin’s house. I tented my fingers and leaned my head back against the seat. My damp jeans squeaked on the vinyl. 
Colin opened his window and leaned his arm on the door. He breathed in a huge lungful of fresh air, drumming his fingers against the armrest.
“Nervous?” I asked.
He looked at me and bit his lip, then ran one hand over the wet scraggly hair that dampened his collar. “Yeah. A little.”
Adam turned down the drive leading to the Springers’ house, bumping over ruts in the dirt road. 
I put my hand on his shoulder. “It’ll be okay. She’s the same woman you married. Just give her a minute to get over the shock.”
Concern flooded his eyes. “I know you told me this already, but it didn’t really sink in. She really thought I was dead?”
I traced a circle on the back of the seat, avoiding his eyes. “Afraid so. We all did.”
He pressed his fingers against his eyes for a moment and leaned forward. “God damn it.” He rocked in his seat, mumbling. “Oh, Marybeth. How she must have suffered.” He looked up at me, as if beseeching me to understand. “The only thing that kept me going was the thought of our reunion. I pictured it every single day. It’s what kept me sane.” He clutched my arm as if I didn’t get it. “What did she have?”
I didn’t dare tell him that she felt she had nothing, that her will to live had crumbled under the pressure, and that although she had a son who would have been devastated by her death, she’d given up. It had only been by chance—or perhaps divine intervention—that she’d survived. 
Adam parked beside the Springers’ garage and Colin shoved open his door before the vehicle had stopped. But he stood rooted to the ground as if he couldn’t move.
Marybeth sat on a porch rocker, a thin jacket draped around her slumped shoulders. She’d been rocking, patting a white cat on her lap. Her head turned slowly when she heard the car door slam. Cradling the cat in her arms, she rose, waiting for us to approach. A lavender print sundress hung on her body. I wondered if she’d lost as much weight from worry and grief as her husband had shed at the hands of Jaramillo. 
We got out and stood beside the car. Joe ran ahead and approached Marybeth, sliding one arm around her shoulders and whispering in her ear. Someone had to prepare her.
Her legs weakened and she nearly dropped to the ground, but Joe caught her. 
I nudged his side. “There she is. Go to her, Colin.” 
He took a few tentative steps toward the house. Marybeth scanned the yard, squinting in the bright morning light. Colin croaked her name and sprinted toward her, surprising me with his speed. Somehow he’d tapped a well of energy fueled by love.
Marybeth dropped the cat, who landed on all fours and strutted off with his tail twitching. The shawl slipped to the porch. Her hands flew to cover her mouth and she stared at Colin. Like a filly at the starting gate, she suddenly flew down the porch steps and raced toward him. Her bare feet scarcely touched the ground. She laughed and cried his name. “Colin!” 
The distance closed between them. 
They leapt into each other’s arms, locked in a fierce embrace. We watched while they danced in a tight circle, laughing and sobbing. With strength summoned from sheer passion, Colin whirled her around. Her bare feet skimmed the grass, and he alternately kissed and hugged her. A lump formed in my throat when I watched them. 
I was blindsided by an urgent desire to return to my own wife. As if I had willed it, Joe’s phone rang from his belt. He answered it and handed it to me. “It’s for you,” he said.
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I accepted the phone from Joe. “Hello?”
“Gus! I’ve been sick with worry.” Camille’s voice quaked with emotion. She barely took a breath, not waiting for me to explain. “The helicopter pilot went back for you guys and couldn’t find you.”
I heard a small sob and regretted not calling home before we disappeared into the cave to follow Colin’s voice. I would have called her from the phone in the control center if the flood hadn’t occurred when it did. I leaned against the side of the cruiser, feeling the hot metal against my ribs. “I’m so sorry, honey. It was really complicated. But yes, we should’ve called. And I’m okay.”
She began to list her fears, the words tumbling out quickly one after the other. “I thought maybe those Colombians came back for you, Gus…and you’d been killed in retribution. Or some wild animal had taken refuge in that cave, too, and dragged you off, or you’d decided to walk home through the burned up forest and were pinned beneath a fallen tree—”
I let her get it all out. Finally, after several minutes of purging, she stopped to catch her breath.
“It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m so sorry I worried you, but I’m fine. More importantly, how are Sig and Johnny? Did they make it home all right?”
She seemed to collect herself. “They’re fine. We just got back from the doctor’s. Sig has to rest for a few days. We just need to watch him for signs of concussion. Johnny’s with his mother and sisters. I’m afraid he was badly frightened.”
While Joe and Adam walked over to see Marybeth and Colin, I opened the car door and sat sideways on the edge of the seat. I slid my feet out of my soggy boat shoes and rested them on the warm dirt driveway. 
“I know. It was horrible. If I hadn’t gone up there and woke them up…” I shook my head and stopped my mind from wandering into the realm of could-have-beens. “It was enough to traumatize an adult. I just hope it doesn’t haunt him for the rest of his life. What an experience.”
She sighed and seemed a bit more composed, concern shifting from her imagined fears to the current situation. “Are you really okay, hon? Did you get hurt?”
“Just waterlogged, with a twisted ankle and a little singed hair on my arms," I said. “But I’ll be okay. By the way, how close did the fire come to the place?”
I closed my eyes and listened to the sound of Camille walking across the kitchen to the back door, which opened and squeaked. 
 “It didn’t get to the woods near the house, but I can still see smoke rising from about a mile away, up the hill toward the high ridge.”
I turned and looked behind me and saw what might have been the same faint wisp of smoke. 
“The smell is everywhere, Gus. The whole town is full of smoke. Thank God it rained. That’s what put it out. Otherwise, who knows how far it might have spread? They said eight inches of rain fell in one hour! A record breaker. Never happened in over the hundred years they’ve kept records. There are puddles everywhere and the sump pump’s been cranking away in the cellar. It couldn’t keep up. There’s at least two feet of water down there.”
“Don’t worry. It’s flooded before. It’ll go down eventually.”
She sighed with relief. “Good. I guess a lot of streams filled up and overflowed, flooding the fields. They say there’s more rain coming later today. You probably ought to get home in case the roads wash out.” She paused momentarily as if suddenly remembering. “Wait. Where are you, anyway?” 
I looked back at the couple on the porch steps with their arms locked around each other. “I found a couple of friends.” I paused for a moment. I still had trouble absorbing the truth.
“Friends?” she asked in a tone of voice that implied she thought I’d lost it. “In the fire or the cave?”
“In the cave. We heard someone singing, of all things, and followed the sound down into the old mine to investigate. We found Colin.”
“What? Colin Springer?”
“Yeah. He’s alive. The bones in the field aren’t his.”
“What? But—” 
“Jaramillo shackled him to the wall and left him to die deep down in the old mine.” 
“Colin’s alive?” she repeated. Disbelief rang in her voice. 
“He is. Honest to God. I’m with Adam and Joe. We just brought Colin over to Marybeth.” 
While I explained his close call with death to her, it dawned on me that the bomb that Jaramillo had set off in the mine earlier might have been meant to breach the dam and kill Colin, in addition to stopping an investigation from the surface.
After many questions, she asked, “You said friends, with an ‘s.’ Who else did you discover down there in that mine?”
I took a deep breath. “Prepare yourself.”
She sputtered a nervous laugh. “Okay. Who’d you find?” 
“I found Mary.”
Stunned silence followed. “Mary who?” 
“I found Mary Hill. The tunnels we followed led up to the basement of the church. She was in there.”
“What? Wait. Our Mary Hill? Our church?” 
“Yeah. There was a small room hidden behind a false wall that led to the tunnels.”
“Tunnels? Underground? Beneath our church?”
“I believe it was another Underground Railroad station, just like our house. I found her and the remains of a man in that room. I think he was a slave, based on the shackles circling his wrist bones.” 
She was silent again, assimilating the information. Finally she spoke. “So that’s why her body was missing from the coffin? Did she die in that secret room, Gus?”
“It looks that way to me. She was bound and locked in there.”
“My God.” She chewed on it for a few seconds. “But why didn’t her husband go looking for her down there?”
“I don’t know. Lots of good questions for the historians. But to me, it looks like someone killed the man she was helping, then gagged her and tied her to a chair.”
“How horrible!”
“It is.” 
She inhaled sharply. “How appalling. To starve to death in the dark with a dead body nearby. That’s nightmarish.”
I straightened my legs and scuffed my toes in the dirt. “Killing this angel of a woman in a church...What an unholy place for a grave.”
“I know, right? But she was a real heroine. Saving all those people over the years. And what about her poor sons? They must’ve wondered their whole lives what happened to her. It must’ve seemed like she disappeared from the face of the earth.” Camille sighed, long and low. 
“I wish we could have known her,” I said. “Wait. Can you hold on a sec?”
Joe and Adam returned to the cruiser. 
“Ready to go home, Gus?” Joe asked.
“Looks like they’ve got some catching up to do.” I gazed at the couple on the porch. “Yeah, let’s go. Take me home, Joe.”
I closed the door of the car and lifted the phone back to my ear. “Honey? I’ll be home in five minutes.”



Chapter 54
 
On the Saturday before Labor Day, the sun blazed like mid-July. I yanked the girth straps up to the fourth hole and let the saddle skirt flop back down against Diablo's smooth side. 
With a powerful thrust, he turned his big chestnut head and nudged me in protest. 
“Sorry, boy.” I collected the reins and twisted the stirrup toward me. Sliding my toe into the iron, I swung up and landed on the soft fleece of the extra pad I'd thrown over the Steuben saddle. I wore swim trunks, an old gray tee shirt, and scruffy boat shoes. The fleece protected my legs from getting pinched by the stirrup leathers. 
Camille finished bridling Maggie and mounted with her usual agility. My wife’s riding skills had improved over the past year and she seemed quite comfortable in the saddle now. She maneuvered the little mare toward the fence, where Shelby waited impatiently on the doghouse roof. It made a great mounting block.
“Hurry, Mom! I'm sweating to death over here.”
Camille held out an arm and Shelby hopped on behind her, wrapping her arms around her mother's waist while Maggie sashayed in mild protest. 
“Maggie! Settle down,” Camille said. 
Shelby laughed and bounced behind her. “Come on, girl. Settle down.” The girl mimicked her mother’s words, with nearly the exact intonation.
Shelby's lithe fifteen-year-old body had strengthened over the summer. She learned to swim as part of her physical therapy and progressed in endurance as the summer months passed. Her speech had improved dramatically thanks to the work of the summer therapist who came twice a week. 
Maggie finally stopped dancing and relaxed into a sedate walk. I turned around and centered the saddlebags attached to D rings on the back of the saddle, redistributing some of the weight to avoid slippage. Both bags bulged with picnic foods and swim towels. Resting my hand on Diablo's withers, I spun to look at my wife and stepdaughter. “You guys finally ready?” 
In response, Camille stuck her tongue out at me and urged Maggie into a slow canter, passing Diablo and heading out into the freshly cut hayfield. The second cutting had been baled yesterday, leaving a nicely cropped surface on which to ride. The fresh scent of timothy hay floated on the air. 
I breathed deeply and let the sweetness invade my senses.
Diablo’s head shot up when Maggie cantered ahead of him. He pricked his ears in response, chasing after the mare at a fast trot. His long stride ate up the ground and he reached her side in seconds. 
I posted low and steady while his legs extended nearly horizontally in powerful thrusts. The gelding could really move. 
“Watch out for holes,” I said. We moved briskly across the field. “Follow the track, honey. It's safer there.” 
Camille urged Maggie toward a well-worn dirt track. Diablo automatically followed the little mare, but I could feel him hunching up in anticipation of passing her. He loved to lead and became antsy when made to follow. 
I settled down in the saddle, lowering my hands on his neck. “Slow down there, boy. Walk, now.”
Diablo responded reluctantly, prancing in place. Maggie continued to canter ahead. As the gap between us increased, Diablo’s desire to move forward grew nearly unmanageable. His hooves tapped the ground with fevered anticipation. He knew what was coming.
I waited until we had a good stretch of ground between us, then slid my right calf a fraction of an inch against his side, barely curled my right finger, and leaned slightly forward to the left. Diablo rocketed ahead, taking his left lead. He bore down on the bit, trying to wrest control. We flew over the grass at a full gallop. Wind rushed against my face and tree images blurred past. I worked the reins, pulling up slowly on the snaffle and gently raising the curb with my little fingers. He finally settled into a rocking chair canter when I sat deep in the saddle, forcing my heels down and gripping tight to his sides. He relaxed, tucked his head, and shifted his center of balance up and back, nicely collected now. 
We caught up when Maggie had reached Potter Hill Road. Both horses slowed to a walk. The air felt sticky and warm and I couldn’t wait to reach the cool water of the pond. Both mounts already showed bands of dark sweat along their necks. 
“Which way?” Camille asked. We approached twin trails that forked the woods on the far side of the soybean field. 
I nodded to the right, urging Diablo ahead of Maggie. “This way. I’ll take the lead; Diablo knows the way.”
We followed the side trail, carefully avoiding the new plant growth. We’d had weeks of rain. Inches of soft, sweet rain that soaked into the parched soil and vegetation and almost erased the signs of the drought. Of course, up on the hill to the west, the forest remained blackened. But even that had started to sprout with the green fuzz of rebirth.
Camille directed Maggie behind Diablo and we trotted forward. The path wound through our forest of maple, beech, and pine, thankfully untouched by the fire. When we approached a fallen log, the gelding began to pick up speed. It had blown across the trail several summers ago after a windstorm and lay directly in our path. The top was ten inches above the ground, but my stadium-jumper wannabe always sailed into the air as if it were a four-foot obstacle.
I leaned forward and grabbed a thick hunk of mane, tightening my legs around his barrel when he thundered forward with ears pricked. He left the ground with a powerful lunge and pushed thirteen hundred pounds over the imaginary steeple jump with amazing skill. I stood in the stirrups, poised over his neck while he soared through the air, and then settled back in the saddle when he thudded to the ground on the opposite side. 
Camille hollered to me from the other side of the log. “Show off!” She let her mount carefully pick her way over the tree trunk. Maggie walked obediently over the log, daintily raising her delicate hooves and sure-footedly placing them back on the ground again. Shelby complained about the prudent crossing.
“Why can't we jump, Mom? I know Maggie could do it.”
Camille trotted up to Diablo and began to follow nose-to-tail behind him. We made our way up a steep hill. 
“Better safe than sorry, honeybunch. We've got to teach you to jump by yourself before putting you to the test bareback.”
I leaned forward and stood in the stirrups to relieve the pressure from Diablo's back. “Your mom’s right, honey. It’s even harder when you’re riding double.”
“When will you teach me, then? Tonight?”
Camille laughed with a musical sound that reflected pure joy. “Not tonight, honey. But soon. Hang on tight now, it's pretty steep here.”
I twisted around to see Shelby lean her dark curls against her mother's back, holding tight to her waist. “We're almost there, Shelby. Are you hungry?” 
“Famished,” she said, mimicking Haley Mills' British accent from the movie, Pollyanna. 
I laughed and shook my head. Diablo lunged over the top of the ridge and moved across the grassy plateau stretching before us. A small pond glistened in the sun. The swimming hole had been dug during the summer by the Newman family and was graded with fresh, soft sand along the shore. A small red rowboat was tied to a tree along the far side. The pond water shimmered clear and blue. 
Once again, in a totally uncharacteristic spasm of weather, solid rain had drenched the ground in the last week of August and topped off the water level. Our cranky parishioner, Elliot Newman, had recently opened the land to the people of the church, saying, “Everyone might as well enjoy it.” 
I was surprised by his generosity and worked hard to squash the feelings of resentment I still felt after he had doubted Nahum’s integrity and had practically accused him of being a drug addict. His arrogant behavior during the crisis in our church bothered me. A lot. What kind of Christian did that? 
I tried to suppress the memory of his apparent glee when we'd found the drugs in the Reverend's drawer as I rode my horse over his property. Perhaps this display of unusual generosity was his way of asking for forgiveness? I mentally shrugged and decided it was between God and him to resolve.
Dropping to the ground beside Diablo, I loosened his girth by three notches. The sweaty sheepskin girth cover hung beneath him in a slack loop. I lifted the saddle up and allowed air to circulate beneath the saddle pad. Diablo thrust his head to the ground and tugged enthusiastically at the sweet new grass growing along the edges of the man-made beach. After lengthening the left stirrup leather to its longest position, I looped the double reins though the leather and over the stirrup iron to keep them from dragging on the ground or becoming entangled in his hooves. 
Shelby dropped lightly to the ground. She unzipped her jeans and slid out of them, revealing the bottom of her flowered swimsuit. With a quick tug, she'd pulled off her shirt and started for the water.



Chapter 55
 
I spread three towels side by side on the sand and stowed the food in the shade of a nearby sugar maple. Shelby and her mother stood in the shallow water up to their knees, crossing their arms in mirror image of each other.
“It's cold!” Shelby squealed, inching into the pond.
I finished arranging Maggie's saddle and reins as I'd done with Diablo, and then pulled my damp tee shirt over my head, kicking off my shoes. It was sweltering in the bright sun. I ran toward the edge of the pond and plunged into the cool water beside the girls. Their outraged screeches were muffled when I dove under and swam beneath the surface for several yards before breaking through into the sunlight. 
“You monster!” Camille cupped her hands and splashed water at me. 
Mother and daughter forgot how chilly they were. They assaulted me with ribbons of water, skimming their palms along the smooth surface. 
I ducked my head under, swam toward them, and grabbed both of their legs while they screamed and danced around in the water. Diablo and Maggie munched contentedly on the shore, ignoring us. 
We frolicked for nearly an hour.
Finally, waterlogged and ravenous, we slogged out of the pond and dried off. Camille unpacked the corned beef and mustard sandwiches, dill pickles, and Fritos. I poured a grape juice/seltzer mixture from a thermos into three plastic cups and set the Lorna Doone cookies aside for dessert.
We sat on our towels in the shade and devoured the food. I was about to eat my third cookie when Diablo raised his head and looked in the direction of home. Without warning, he pivoted toward the trail and trotted away.
“Hey! Diablo?” 
I whistled to get his attention, but he didn’t hesitate and trotted purposefully toward the hill. I jumped up, grabbed my shoes, and began to run after him, hopping on one foot after the other to put them on. “Come on, boy. Hey, where are you going?” 
I whistled again. His rump disappeared over the ridge onto the hillside trail with a swish of his long reddish-black tail. The girls giggled, watching me wave my arms and race after my equine miscreant, wearing only my cutoffs.
I reached the trail and began to slip-side down the steep hill just in time to see Diablo turn the corner. He knew the way home and had taken the appropriate turn on the path. Cursing, I followed him. 
My breathing grew ragged. I stopped for a moment and doubled over, trying to catch my breath. It irked me when I heard the clip clop of his hooves as he continued to trot down the trail. I wondered if I’d have to chase him all the way home. I held out hope that maybe he’d stop to munch grass when he emerged into the green field on the other side of the woods. 
I straightened up and jogged after him again. The heat, even beneath the sheltering trees, was brutal. Perspiration streamed down my back and chest. A swarm of horseflies started to buzz around my head. I swatted at them and my temper flared. “Gosh darned idiot flies. Get away from me!”
I'd just begun to wonder if I should’ve taken Maggie to chase Diablo when I rounded the bend and saw him. 
He stood with his head hung low and his sides heaving. The saddle had slipped beneath his belly. The slapping of the stirrup irons against his legs stopped him in the middle of his mischievous romp back to the barn. He looked at me sheepishly, his ears slack. He turned his head away, attempting to take one more step toward home.
“Going home without me?” I grabbed his reins and pulled his head toward me. He pushed his muzzle against my bare stomach, resting his head on my shoulder as if asking forgiveness. His shorn whiskers tickled my skin. I stood on the pine-needled pathway, scratching behind his ears. Resigned, I forgave the beast his offense and pulled the saddle back up, reseating it and tightening the girth once again. 
“Come on, you deserter.” I remounted and swung him back to the trail, scratching at the horsefly bites on my arms and back. When we took the first turn to the right, a familiar woman’s voice hailed me from above.
“Gus? Is that you?”
Colin and Marybeth Springer walked hand in hand down the trail. Binoculars hung from their necks. Marybeth carried a birdwatcher’s guide in her free hand. Colin had put on several pounds since we’d rescued him and shone with health and vigor. It seemed Marybeth had been taking excellent care of him over the past six weeks. 
“Hi, folks. Bird watching, huh?”
They squeezed hands and exchanged a smile. Word was they’d spent every moment together since the reunion.
“Uh huh,” Marybeth said. “It’s our new hobby.”
Colin reached up to stroke Diablo’s neck. “Hey, Gus. Good horse?”
“Not today,” I said. I shared the story of Diablo’s misdeeds.
Marybeth laughed and patted Diablo’s flank. “You naughty boy.”
A tapping sound came from the woods. She turned suddenly, peered through her binoculars, and pointed. “Oh! What’s that?” She stared for a few seconds, and then flapped a hand in excitement. “I think it’s a red-headed woodpecker, Colin. I’m going to try to get closer.” She hurried in the direction of her find.
Colin’s face melted into a smile. “I wanted to talk to Gus anyway, Marybeth. Go ahead. I’ll catch up in a minute.”
I took my feet out of the stirrups and let them dangle, watching Marybeth scurry into the forest. “She looks good, Colin. Matter of fact she looks…alive again.”
He continued to stroke Diablo’s neck. Colin’s hair was neatly cut and the beard was gone. He pulled at the collar of his new khaki shirt, allowing the air to circulate around his neck. “She’s starting nursing classes at the college. Boy, is she excited.” He stared after her with adoring eyes. 
“It shows.” I leaned down to swat a fly from Diablo’s ear, taking another look at Colin.
He’d been resurrected from below the earth six weeks ago. I wondered how he was dealing with all the repercussions that came courtesy of his rebirth. The town lawyers had been quite lenient with him, in spite of the fact that he’d enabled the Colombians to gain access to property that wasn’t his. He’d broken no laws by leasing his property, but had been indicted on a few minor charges related to the knowledge he’d withheld about their illegal dealings. 
“So, what have you been up to?” I asked.
“Doing my civic duty, I guess.” He smoothed his hair back and squinted up at me. “The judge assigned me to the Hospice House. Helping out the terminal patients.”
“How’s that going?” I studied his eyes, knowing how tough a job it must be to care for dying patients. 
He glanced down at the ground. “It’s horrible. And rewarding at the same time, you know? Some of these people have so much wisdom and their attitudes about dying are almost…healthy. Others are petrified. Rightly so.” He rubbed two fingers over his mouth. “It’s a learning experience. Humbling, actually. And it’s sure different from being town supervisor. I miss that job, I have to say. But I can’t blame them for firing me.”
“How’s the new job at Smythe’s?” I asked. 
“It’s okay. I sold a washer and dryer yesterday.” A grin spread over his face. “Big time salesman, that’s me. But it’s only temporary. ‘Til I find something better.”
I smiled at him. “I’m sure you will. It just takes time.” A thought hit me. “Nahum told me you donated the rest of the money to the drug rehab center?”
Colin looked down and shuffled his feet. “What was left of it, yeah. It was the least I could do, Gus. I felt so damned stupid…and weak. If I’d known there were drugs or fugitives involved I wouldn’t have allowed it for a minute. But, I didn’t try to find out what they were doing, either. I just took the damned money, and looked the other way. I can hardly face people on the street anymore.”
He hung his head in shame. My mind cast back to the Colin Springer I’d known on the debate team. He’d been confident. Cool. A real straight shooter.
“Y’know, Colin, we’ve all done things we’re not proud of. It takes courage to admit a mistake and make it right. You’ve got to start by forgiving yourself, my friend. People understand there were extenuating circumstances. Your brothers’ families were hungry.” I leaned down to pat Diablo’s neck. “You made the wrong choice. But it’s not the end of the world.”
He looked up, blinking in the bright light. “Thanks, Gus. But it’ll take a while for it all to sit right with me.” He rubbed one sneaker on a patch of soft moss. “I’m trying to look forward, find ways to make it up. We’re going back to church tomorrow. Reverend Hardina called yesterday and I promised we’d show up.”
“I’m glad you two are coming back. We’ve missed you.”
Colin’s face tightened with emotion. I kept talking to give him a chance to recover. “Unbelievable about Mabel, huh?”
Colin nodded, swiping a hand over his eyes. 
When word of Colin’s recovery had spread, town clerk Mabel Finnigan had confessed to pilfering the town funds. She had taken advantage of Colin’s disappearance, predating all of the records to make it look as if he’d been milking the system for a long time. The money had been recovered, but her lawyers were afraid that her confession would merely reduce the inevitable sentence she’d have to serve. 
When Colin regained control, he looked into the distance toward his wife’s retreating form and changed the subject. “Did they finally resolve the questions about Mary Hill? Was it really her bones we found in that room?”
I leaned over and squashed a mosquito on Diablo’s neck, thinking back to the series of investigations the historical society performed over the past month. They threw themselves into the research, so excited about the newest link to the Underground Railroad that they’d nearly burst. With help from archeologists, forensic experts, and the Frederick Douglas society, they’d pieced together a theory that best fit the evidence.
“They’ve got a theory about Mary, but there are still missing pieces. Oscar Stone is working on it, digging into the town records. Anyway, it appears that someone locked her in that room after killing the escaped slave to whom she’d given refuge. Just like we thought.”
“Wow. What a horrible way to go.” Colin scratched Diablo’s ears, making the horse bob his head up and down with pleasure.
 “Yeah. They apparently tied her to the chair, gagged her, and locked her up. I just wish we knew what had happened to her husband.”
“I know, it’s pretty strange he didn’t know where to look for her. If he was part of the Underground Railroad, he should have known about this secret room. Right?” 
“Right. So many questions keep running through my brain. Maybe he died before her? I have to ask Camille to look up their death dates. Or maybe someone murdered both of them on the same day.” A cloud obscured the sun momentarily, thrusting us into a murky shadow. It moved on in seconds, pushed by a new, soft wind that freshened the woods.
I looked up at the canopy of pines overhead and breathed deeply. “Maybe Oscar will dig up more info in those old files of his.”
“I hope so. And did you hear? They’re thinking of dedicating a memorial to Mary up in town. Maybe a statue.”
Marybeth started back down the trail. Colin’s eyes darted to her, then swung back to me. “She told me what you did, Gus. About the train and all.”
His voice broke again. His chin trembled, but he forced himself to finish. “I wanted to thank you for saving her life. And mine. If you and Joe hadn’t come along, I would’ve drowned. I owe you big, Gus. Really big.”
I looked at Colin’s tortured face. A feeling of deep compassion washed over me. Diablo reached his head over Colin’s shoulder and ripped a mouthful of maple leaves from a sapling. Colin ducked as the branch snapped past his cheek.
“You don’t owe me anything, Colin. Anyone would’ve done what I did. It was no big deal. But if you really want to thank me, I do have a favor to ask.”
He looked at me expectantly. “Anything. Anything at all.”
I grinned. “Come for Sunday dinner tomorrow after church. We’re having our usual feast. I could use some help peeling potatoes.”
A long-lost smile played across his face, lighting up his features. 
Marybeth rejoined us, beaming at her reclaimed husband. “What?” she asked, looking back and forth between us.
Colin slid his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “We’re going to dinner at Gus’s tomorrow.” He glanced back at me. Gratitude streamed from his eyes. “Thanks. For everything.”
“Not a problem. Now you’d best get back to bird watching.” I winked at them, turned Diablo around, and we trotted back up the hill.



Chapter 56
 
For the first time in months since the car crash, Reverend Nahum Hardina scanned the sea of faces in his congregation. With both feet planted squarely on the ground, he leaned forward and grasped the sides of the pulpit. His gray hair was neatly combed, extra-short from a recent haircut. “My good people. Will you rise to join me in a hymn? Please turn to page three hundred sixty-one.” 
Nahum’s voice sang with rhapsody matched only by the eager light in his eyes. When his doctor had finally pronounced him fit to return to work earlier in the week, he’d called me to report with almost childish glee.
The congregation thumbed through their hymnals and rose with syncopated rustles and thumps. Nahum nodded to Lillian Philips, who perched tall on the bench of the new organ. She pulled stops and rearranged her choir robe to allow her feet freedom to pump the petals, then started the introduction to the hymn. Our voices rose in combined song.
“Rock of ages, cleft for me…let me hide myself in thee.”
Camille and I harmonized as if we’d been singing together forever. The new organ sounded powerful and rich; swells of music rose to the tin ceiling and back, wrapping us in aural beauty. 
Beside me, Johnny thumped his knees and elbows in four-four time against the back of the pew in front of us. Abel Hargrove swiveled around, spied our little noisemaker, and wrinkled his face into a smile. He returned to his hymnal without a word.
Johnny had been wide-eyed and fearful for several days after the fire, but showed signs of recovery with each successive week. We went about our late summer routines. The doctor advised that a return to normalcy, safety, and family would be the best therapy. I realized that the advice wasn’t just for Johnny, and took it to heart. And so it was that my grandson gradually returned to us in welcome, noisy steps. His resilience was inspirational. 
When we reached the second verse of the hymn, I glanced down at Johnny. As if he felt my gaze on his tousled head, he looked up and grinned. A shaft of light filtered through the new stained glass window and dappled colors over his freshly scrubbed face. He sucked noisily on his peppermint lifesaver. 
A familiar lump formed in my throat. It had been so close. 
Johnny leaned his head to the side, resting it on his mother’s hip. Freddie ran her fingers through his hair and gently traced them across his cheek. His sisters were home with colds, under the watchful eyes of Maddy and Joe. Our enthusiastic babysitters had readily agreed to sit for Celeste and Marion. I chuckled inside, realizing Joe would jump at any excuse to be with Maddy, even if it meant dealing with two cranky babies. 
I glanced in the other direction toward Shelby. Camille’s lovely chestnut eyes shone from her daughter’s heart-shaped face. The resemblance was uncanny. The girl had developed rapidly over the summer. I scarcely recognized the comely young creature who stood tall and proud beside Camille, singing her heart out.
Siegfried towered beside her; his long blond ponytail pulled neatly back from his freshly shaved face. The smell of Old Spice wafted toward me, transporting me back to my own childhood. Dad had worn the same scent on Sunday mornings in this very same pew. 
Siegfried carried the tune in a surprisingly good tenor. His stubborn German accent added an interesting twist to the lyrics. His blue eyes caught mine and we exchanged smiles. The purplish lump he’d earned in the slide down the cliff diminished over time and had virtually disappeared. My steadfast friend recovered from his head injury to rise again and pitch in with enthusiasm around the homestead. He chopped and stacked three cords of wood in one week, piling it up on the porch where the summer furniture had been whisked away days earlier. The barn was swept clean and the chicken coop freshened with new straw. He picked up sticks that fell in the rainstorms and collected late season peaches by the basketful, riding around on the lawnmower for hours mowing the high grass that sprouted with vigor since the rains had come. 
We started the last verse of the hymn and I cast my eyes over the rest of the congregation, relieved to see the critics who doubted Nahum finally had come around and welcomed him back into the fold. They’d greeted him sheepishly at first, but relaxed when he expressed genuine joy to see them again. Nahum was enthusiastic about each encounter, and even hugged Elliot Newman; the man who delighted in the notion that Nahum was a drug addict. 
Colin’s brothers and their families sat in the pews in the back of the church. The mine reopened for business after clearing away debris from the explosion, and the miners were finally back at work. Agreements were made to repatriate any remains that might be identified in the Indian Burial Grounds, and the environmentalists begrudgingly agreed to a water table study. Ballistic results showed the shots from the hillside that injured the policeman and Anna Foxtree had come from the gun of Jaramillo, which they later found in an abandoned panel van with his fingerprints all over it. 
After a summer filled with mayhem, life in East Goodland finally began to settle down into its natural rhythm.
The hymn ended. Nahum walked down to the floor in front of the pulpit to begin “Joys and Concerns.” We were asked to discuss items we were thankful for, as well as those deep-down concerns that plagued each of us. Our church had always been an open and candid group, and used this part of the service as a cathartic mechanism to share news and pray together for healing.
As various members of the community extolled praise and thanks to God for the recent rains, the capture of the Colombians, the rainstorm that quelled the forest fire, and the new organ, roof, and stained glass windows, I added my own thanks for the return of Colin.
Nahum smiled at Colin and Marybeth who huddled in the back row with their families close beside them. He spread his arms, palms up, and lifted them to Heaven. “It was God’s will that he be found. And now, let us bow our heads in prayer as we thank God for these gifts and others that may be in our hearts.”
The service progressed through the offering, the children’s message, and finally into the sermon as the little ones trailed off to Sunday school. Johnny followed his teacher toward the double doors, skipping and singing at the top of his lungs. 
Nahum stood before the remaining adults and bent his head in silent prayer for a moment before he began his sermon. He started with a reference to Hebrews 11.1.
 “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” He stopped and looked out at each of us, his mouth held taut to minimize quivering. His eyes flooded with emotion.
“I’d like to talk a bit about faith today, folks, if that’s all right with you?”
A wave of head bobs followed.
“My own faith was tested recently. After the tornado and the car accident, I was actually a bit angry with God. I’d just finished paying for shocks and brakes on my car, and God allowed that drug fiend to inject me with heroin! When I crashed into the tree in the LeGardes’ driveway, I thought I lost everything. My summer's work was halted. My church was still in shambles, and the car was totaled. Although we were blessed with an insurance policy that was in the process of repairing this wonderful old structure, I knew I couldn't afford another car and was angry because I thought I’d lose my position out here. How would I get to East Goodland from Rochester? I’d been calling around from my hospital bed to arrange a loaner until I figured out what to do. Needless to say, I was pretty disappointed in the turn of events.”
He sucked in a big breath and let it out in a whispery sigh. 
“I kept thinking to myself, ‘Why doesn't He just send me a check in the mail if He loves me?’ I could hardly pay the rent, the electric company was threatening to turn off my power, and I was facing some pretty hefty hospital bills. Of course, I wasn't serious about the check, but I was feeling very sorry for myself, I can tell you that.”
The parishioners murmured in sympathy. I squeezed Camille's hand. She squeezed back. 
Nahum continued, “I was determined to take a bike ride on the canal trail last weekend. It was nearly a two-hour ride, but it felt good to be outside in God’s splendor. I had enjoyed a pleasant ride and had almost reached my own street on the return trip when I happened upon a tall fellow who’d stopped along the roadside. He, too, had been riding his bike, but it wasn't a light twelve-speed like mine. His bike was an old one-speed with rusty fenders. He wore a stuffed backpack, had an overflowing gym bag balanced on his corroded handlebars, and a huge doubled black plastic bag thrown over one shoulder. It was hot and he had stopped under the shade of a tree. As I rode by, I heard him say, ‘Food's heavy. Gotta stop for a while.’”
“I realized what I was supposed to do. I turned around and offered to help him. We rode another couple of miles to the road where he lived. He carried the two big bags and I carried only the backpack. It must've weighed twenty-five or thirty pounds alone. Then he said, ‘Thanks. I got it from here. My wife don't like me bringin' anyone near the house. She gets all nervous.’ Then, he continued in the same breath, ‘God is good! Gave us all this food from the church food cupboard downtown. Never lets us down.’” 
“Suddenly, my car dilemma didn't seem so bad. This stranger, who clearly had many problems to deal with, showed me his simple faith in God. I was blessed, not in the way I demanded from God, but blessed nonetheless. God is good!”
 He looked at Abel Hargrove and smiled.
“As far as the transportation goes, Abel offered me one of his old farm cars. It isn't pretty, but it sure runs. The wheels go round and it's gotten me where I need to go, and I'm so grateful for that.”
The congregation remained silent, digesting his words. 
 “And now, let’s turn to our last hymn.”



Chapter 57
 
The aroma of roasted chicken filled the kitchen. Marion and Celeste crawled on the linoleum with Siegfried, who played with them on his hands and knees. The mild antihistamine Freddie had given them had helped, and they wandered and toddled around the room with their usual twin-energy. 
I added four generous shakes of cinnamon to the applesauce. I’d peeled and cooked several dozen twenty-ounce apples from Oscar’s tree in his backyard. 
He and Millie chatted with Colin and Marybeth in the great room. They explored our newly discovered hidden room with enthusiasm. Marybeth suggested that the historical society might sponsor a tour that could include the room we’d discovered in the basement of the church. Donations might be accepted to help with the upkeep, which could take the edge off the continuing fear of having to close the church for lack of funds.
Maddy and Joe went out for a breath of fresh air. Adam Knapp was drawing with Johnny on the trestle table in the dining room. I could hear Adam’s voice as he spoke kindly to my grandson, helping him draw whiskers on an imaginary basket of kittens. There was a calm, capable quality in Adam that had probably been what attracted Freddie to him in the first place. She had found a man as diametrically opposite to her flashy ex-husband as possible. They hadn’t spoken to us of marriage, but I sensed it might be under discussion in their own quiet moments together. Freddie groomed Tristan’s long white fur on the chair beside Adam and Johnny. The Himalayan emitted sharp little protests when she removed the mats, but didn’t try to jump down. He knew the drill.
I lifted the chopped collard greens from the stove and poured them into a strainer in the sink. Last night’s sudden early frost had ripened their slightly bitter flavor into a sweet, musky taste. Nature still played with us. First the tornado and forest fire; then flooding rains in July, and now a frost that came at least one month early. Fortunately, I covered the tomatoes and peppers in advance and they’d been spared.
Camille reached beneath the cabinet to find the electric mixer. “Is it under here, Gus?”
I added a pat of butter to the bowl of collards and covered them with aluminum foil. “Should be behind the blender, honey.”
She leaned in a bit farther, stretched her arm into the dark cupboard, and straightened with the mixer in hand. “Got it. Are the potatoes ready yet?”
I picked up a three-pronged, long fork and poked the potatoes boiling in the large stockpot. I’d dug them from the cold soil that morning and Colin, as promised, had peeled the whole lot. They were fork tender. “Yup. They’re ready. I’ll drain them.”
She went for the milk and butter. “So what’s this surprise Oscar has for us? What’s all the mystery about?”
I yanked back from the steam billowing out of the sink when I dumped the potatoes into the colander. “He wouldn’t say. Said he wanted to gather us all together after dinner.”
She unwrapped a stick of butter and plopped it into the potatoes after I returned them to the stockpot, then began to gather the spices. “Garlic powder, onion powder, salt, pepper, and fresh parsley?” 
“You’ve got it. And don’t forget to heat up the milk in the microwave first.” 
I’d just finished whipping the potatoes into to a huge puffy mound when I heard a car wheezing and crunching up the gravel driveway. I looked out the window and saw Max racing toward the car. 
Camille stood before the stove, stirring the chicken gravy. “Is it Nahum?” 
The aroma was killing me; my stomach gurgled so loud I thought heads would turn. I covered the stockpot with a tight lid and peered out the window again. “I think so.”
Camille poured the gravy into a gravy boat, removed her apron, and rinsed her hands under the faucet. “Well, he’s right on time, anyway.” 
Nahum’s face peered through the glass panes of the kitchen door. Pulling the biscuits out of the oven, I turned to greet him.
My mouth dropped open in surprise. Slim Crawford towered before us. His three-hundred-pound, seven-foot frame filled the room. The last time I’d seen him had been in prison, when he’d warned Nahum about the church. He stood meekly with his hands clasped together and his eyes lowered.
“Slim,” I said. “You’re out!” I grabbed his giant hand and pumped it up and down. 
He looked up with a shy smile. “Yeah. They took another look at my case and found some new evidence that sprung me. The Rev’s drivin’ me home today. Hope it’s no trouble us stoppin’ by.”
I introduced him to Camille. 
She moved closer and rested her hand on his arm. “It’s no trouble at all. Gus always makes enough to feed an army. We’d love to have you join us for dinner. Come meet the family.”
My diminutive wife led the giant black man to meet Siegfried. For the first time in his life, Siegfried tilted his head up to look into another’s eyes. He grinned at Slim and seemed to connect with him, holding his eyes for a moment. Siegfried lifted his grandnieces under each arm, introducing them to the giant who stood before them. “This is Marion, and here is Celeste.” 
They giggled and squirmed and were let down again when they tried to wiggle out of Siegfried’s arms. Camille took Slim around the room, introducing him throughout the family. Nahum helped me carry the food to the sideboard. 
“So they let him out, huh?” I said.
“They did, indeed. Thank the good Lord.”
When we finished bringing out the food, Nahum and I followed the sound of voices into the great room. I stopped in the doorway and leaned my shoulder against the wooden frame, watching the scene before me.
Slim sat in the middle of the couch, flanked by Camille and Siegfried. Max lay curled at his feet. His tail thumped slowly on the floor. Johnny sat on Slim’s lap and held out his new drawing.
“That’s nice, Johnny. Real nice,” Slim drawled. 
He raised his eyes to mine, looking pleasantly overwhelmed. I shot him a smile, then announced that it was time to eat and ushered them to the trestle table in the dining room.
Nahum sat beside Slim, encouraging him to accept seconds when he’d cleaned his plate. He inhaled the food and was finally sated after two slices of apple pie topped with melted cheddar cheese. With hugs and best wishes from all around, Nahum and Slim took their leave, promising to come back for dinner another time.
Oscar smiled mysteriously throughout the meal, apparently anxious to share his surprise with the family. When we finished, he wheeled Millie into the great room and placed her wheelchair at his side. He chose the high-backed wing chair, settling into it with a notebook he’d brought in from the car. “Is everyone ready?”



Chapter 58
 
Shelby elected to listen to music in her room instead of “boring old stories.” Camille and Freddie sat together on the couch, and Adam squeezed on the other side of Freddie, trying to look casual as he draped his long arm around her shoulders. Siegfried sat cross-legged on the floor beside Max. The three children played on the rug in the middle of the room. Maddy and Joe remained in the kitchen, having gallantly offered to do the dishes and no doubt treasuring the time alone the chore would bring. And Colin and Marybeth had drifted home after murmuring their thanks.
An air of hushed expectancy filled the room. Oscar ran his hand over his long snowy locks, pushing his hair straight back from his forehead. “First of all, thank you for waiting to hear the news. I know it’s been hard, especially for some of you.” 
He winked at Camille, who leaned forward like a fan waiting for her favorite singer to croon his first golden notes. 
“So, let me get right to it.” He adjusted his glasses and scanned the room. “You all realize the undeniable impact made on history following the discovery of the secret rooms in this house and the church. The tenuous link that East Goodland had to the Underground Railroad has been solidified. We're on the map, now, so to speak.” He jabbed one finger in the air, as if underscoring his words.
The sound of our cheers and applause made the twin’s heads pop up in surprise. They looked around at the commotion, and then returned to their toys. 
“The discoveries raised a number of questions, and as such, we historians have been scurrying to put the pieces of the puzzle together. Theories have been vocalized from all corners of the world. News travels quickly through historian’s websites, don’t-you-know?” He dabbed a handkerchief across his brow. “It’s warm in here, isn’t it? Or maybe I’m just a tiny bit excited.”
The women giggled. I tossed him a wry smile. From the twinkle in his eyes, I knew he was more wound up than he’d been in decades, and was ready to burst with the news he’d so gallantly kept quiet during dinner.
“Go on, Daddy,” Millie said, addressing him with her pet name.
“Thank you, Lady. Well, the fact that Mary's remains were found hidden beneath the church raised further questions, naturally.” He smoothed the front of his white shirt, flicking a crumb onto the ground. “Why wasn't she found? Why didn't someone search the room? Why did they bury sandbags in her coffin?"
Camille sat up straighter. She'd been an active member of the extended community who’d solicited ideas and information via Internet bulletin boards. She asked folks to review their historical records, family correspondence, and the like in towns surrounding East Goodland for any references to Dr. David and Mary Hill. Very little had been found, with the exception of some birth and death certificates for their progeny.
Oscar looked directly at Camille. “We've been requesting help from various communities and historical societies around the area, but had found very little new information.” He looked down, then up at the crowd. “Until now.”
“Really?” Camille asked. The melodic lilt on the end of the word practically soared to the sky. 
I whistled. “You found something new, Oscar?” 
It had to be good. Oscar’s blue eyes blazed with excitement.
Siegfried leaned back on an oversized pillow with his arm around Max. He absentmindedly stroked the dog’s ears. Oscar opened his mouth to continue, but at the same moment, Marion squealed when Johnny started chasing her around Siegfried and Max's reclining bodies. The dog and the gentle giant lay quietly on the Oriental carpet, both protectively watching the children. Oscar waited until they quieted down. I slid my chair closer, anxious to hear what he’d discovered.
“The information came from a search I've just completed through microfilm records of the East Goodland Sentinel newspaper. The paper flourished between 1830 and 1870.”
Oscar raised his eyebrows, adjusted his bifocals, and opened the notebook on his lap. “My grandmother, Florence Stone, lived from 1840 to 1943 to the ripe old age of one hundred and three. I remember her well. I was seven when she died. She was the author of a notorious gossip column. She was also the town historian. And she collected photographs from the late eighteen hundreds right up until just before World War II.”
He sat back in his chair and exchanged a tender glance with Millie. 
Adam chuckled and winked at Camille. “Guess we know where you got your talents, eh, Oscar?”
“Indeed. It is most definitely in my genes.” A prim smile crossed his lips. “As Millie can tell you, I've been working my way through these records one at a time for the past ten years. We're adding them to the historical society's website. It’s exacting work, but fascinating, none-the-less. I've been typing up the memoirs and trying to match dates to photos for a very long time. There have been days when I don't think I'll ever get through it all.”
 Marion scooted over to her mother’s legs and pulled herself to a standing position, tottering and unbalanced. She banged both hands on Freddie’s knees and screeched. Her mother shushed her gently and leaned forward to play a quiet game of Patty-Cake. Celeste crawled to the couch as well, but stayed on the ground, since she hadn't yet mastered the art of standing unassisted. She started to wail; jealous of the attention her twin was receiving at the higher elevation. 
Adam picked her up, cuddling her to his chest. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She looked at Adam and around the room, sniffling. Eventually she quieted and was satisfied with the toy elephant Adam pulled from beneath the couch. Freddie watched him carefully, and I knew what she was thinking. 
This man will make a good father one day.
Oscar waited patiently for the baby to stop her noise, and then addressed his audience.
“Well, as I said, I've been working my way through the newspapers and finally reached the year 1864.”
He removed a copy of a scanned newspaper article from his sheaf of papers and held it up for us to inspect. The print of the yellowed pages contained old-fashioned fonts and featured a pen and ink drawing of a lady's head at the top of the column. It was titled “The East Goodland Gossip.”
“My grandmother was apparently privy to all comings and goings around town.”
Millie smiled sweetly at her husband. “Not unlike her grandson, don't-you-know?”
Oscar cleared his throat and muttered, “Er, yes. I suppose I have inherited that particular trait. Regardless, there are entries starting in this year that shed light on our mystery.”
Boris woke with a start when Marion crawled to him and flopped on top of his little body. He raised his snout in the air, sniffed as if mortally offended, and scooted over to a safer location behind the couch.
Oscar flipped through the printouts to a page that interested him. He began to read. “‘We have heard scuttlebutt about D.H. and young A.P. The woman is only twenty years old. Appalling. Someone ought to drop by and visit her when his carriage is parked out front.’” 
His long finger moved down the page and he continued.
“‘Word has it that old D.H. was tending her croup, but those pitiful little coughs she made were surely fabricated.’ Of course, she means Dr. David Hill, and has spelled out his name in her notebook. The notorious Dr. Hill was seventy-four years old at the time.” Oscar raised his right eyebrow again and looked over his spectacles at his audience.
Freddie and Camille sucked in their breath and exchanged eye-rolling glances.
“Whoa,” I said. “What a letch! Seventy-four?” 
Camille huffed. “He’d be a letch doing that at any age, Gus.”
“Touché,” I whispered, blowing her a kiss.
Oscar shuffled and read some more. “Next is a headline from the front page titled, ‘Suspected Illegal Activities in Livingston County.’ It reads as follows: ‘Reports arrived from Canada purporting illegal activities in Livingston County. Allegedly, person or persons have been hiding and aiding escaped slaves from the South. Authorities stress the fact that anyone engaging in this criminal activity will be punished via public hanging. Interference of this nature is currently against the law. Until the thirteenth amendment is passed, authorities are bound to act in accordance with law, which strictly prohibits this type of activity.’” 
Oscar grunted in disapproval. 
Millie tut-tutted, shaking her head with a sad expression in her eyes. “That poor woman. What risks Mary took.”
After a moment of quiet reflection, Oscar shifted his papers and opened a notebook. “Now, here's an entry from my grandmother's personal notes. She kept notebooks of background material for her column. ‘Nellie Boonstock told me that Hattie Evermore reported that Stella Farnbuckle said that Mary Hill may have been getting involved in some treacherous activities, something to do with sheltering escapees from the South. They say you can be shot for such treason. I’m not sure if it is envy or the truth. Stella Farnbuckle always had her cap set for Doc Hill.’”
Oscar licked his forefinger and paged ahead. “‘Mary Hill has always been a bit odd. I saw her riding her horse toward the church last night at eleven o’clock! What decent woman would be out alone at night at such an ungodly hour? Who knows what madness she's been pursuing?’ There's an additional note here that says, ‘Don’t use this in the column, will cause too much of a ruckus.’”
I walked to Oscar’s side and looked over his shoulder. “So your grandmother actually saw Mary on the way to the church. Wow.”
“She did.”
Camille sighed. “Oscar. It’s so bizarre to think that your grandmother was alive then. That she knew Mary. That she might have been in this very house. In this very room!”
Oscar glanced at her. “That’s why history is so fascinating, my dear. It’s not just stories from the past. They’re from our past. Mine and yours.”
He editorialized from the next gossip columns. “The comments about philandering D.H. go on for months. Apparently the rumors were flying as he was seen keeping company with a number of unattached young ladies. Anyway, to continue.” Oscar flipped to another page and resumed the story. “Here are some more comments from her notes. ‘Saw M. H. at church bazaar. Dark circles under eyes. Questioned her about her health, she became angry and retorted that she was fine. What’s wrong? She helped a mite, but mostly lingered in the basement, rearranging canned goods we'd stocked for the poor. Imagine she's pretty upset about her husband's indiscretions.’”
Oscar cleared his throat, and crossed one leg over the other. “Let me see. If we move forward another six months we come to Christmas of 1864. Here's something of interest, from the front page. ‘David Hill reported the disappearance of his wife Mary Hill at 9 A.M. Tuesday. Dr. Hill stated that Mrs. Hill hadn't been home that night. He fears she may have been thrown from her horse or been the victim of ill fortune on return from her good work at the church. The constable and his men are searching the area. Reports from sources unwilling to identify themselves say she may have become involved in the Abolitionist activities which may have taken her away from the village, perhaps even down South.’”
Another round of gasps circled the room. 
“Christmas 1864? That’s when she ‘disappeared?’”
Oscar nodded. “It is.”
Johnny piped up out of nowhere. 
“What color horse did Mary have?”
I burst out laughing, unaware he’d been listening. “Probably a white horse, sport.” 
Freddie reached down to pat Johnny’s head and laughed. “Yeah. That’s what all the good guys ride, right?”
“Mary’s not a man, Mummy. She’s a good girl, not a good guy.”
Millie giggled. Oscar took his glasses off and cleaned them with his handkerchief. “Indeed. Thank you, Johnny, for that clarification.” 
Freddie led him into the kitchen for a snack. The twins followed, crawling side by side as if they were being led on a leash. 
“Well, shall we continue? The other headlines all have to do with the Civil War. Let me see. The reports of the war continue. The death tolls rise daily. General Sherman successfully invaded Atlanta. Thousands of boys died.” He read to us for a few minutes, describing some of the horrors of the war.
Johnny returned from the kitchen, balancing a bowl of chocolate ice cream. Freddie settled back on the couch with Adam. I exchanged nervous glances with Camille, envisioning chocolate stains on the Oriental rug. Siegfried jumped up to help Johnny make his way safely to the coffee table where he set the bowl down with a clunk. 
Marion scurried toward Johnny chanting, “Aaa, Aaaa, Aaaa Ceem.” 
Johnny protectively moved the bowl closer to his chest, carefully doling out spoonfuls to his delighted little sister. I tried not to look.
“One for me. One for you.”
Oscar looked up from his notebook when Ginger, Camille's orange tabby, jumped from the top of the buffet to the china cabinet, sending a collection of Freddie’s birthday cards fluttering to the floor. She landed with a heavy thump on Siegfried’s stomach. He uttered a startled, “Oof!” Ginger shook her tail and stalked into the kitchen. 
Oscar remained surprisingly calm, considering the barrage of interruptions occurring in the background. “Okay, here we go. Christmas 1865. The Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery has been ratified. The war is over. Oh yes, here's the last mention of M.H. in the gossip column. ‘It’s been a year since M.H. has disappeared. Although some have accused the bereaved husband of foul play, he has denied any involvement in her disappearance. However, word has it that D.H. is planning to be remarried in the spring.’”
“The lout!” Camille said, her face dark with anger. She slammed a fist into her palm. “How could he?”
“Indeed.” Oscar said. “And from the obituary column, there’s an article about a service held for Mrs. Mary Hill. One year had passed since her disappearance, and at the time she was considered likely to be dead.”
I sighed. “They were right.”
Oscar flashed a grim smile at me. “The service included a complete casket and headstone, in memory of the woman who was loved by her husband and children.”
Camille huffed. 
Oscar closed the book and looked around at us. “So that explains why the empty coffin was buried. Guess the scoundrel wanted to close that chapter before he married one of the many young girls he was courting. He never got the chance, however, because it was reported here in the Goodland Sentinel that a jealous husband killed Dr. Hill three months later, in March of 1865. Isaac Rickmann found Dr. Hill and Mrs. Rickmann in an indelicate position, took his musket from the wall, and finally ended it.”
Camille shifted in her seat and sighed. “So, the good doctor was a sleaze ball after all. The rat. What a horrid man.” She got up and began to pace between the piano and the fireplace. “Do you think he was the only one who knew about the hidden rooms, besides Mary? I wonder if she was the only person in the county who helped the slaves.”
“Her husband had to know about her activities,” I said. “How could she have hidden slaves in his house without him knowing?”
Oscar nodded. “Makes sense.”
“So he probably knew about the hidden room in the church, too,” I added.
Camille stopped and put a hand on my shoulder. “The reverend must have been involved, too, since one of the rooms was right beneath his church.” 
Oscar held one finger in the air and then flipped through his notes again. “Wait one minute. In the obituary column on the same day Mary disappeared, there's an entry about Reverend Styles’ accidental death. He fell from the steeple tower of the church while working on the bell ropes.” 
“Ah ha!” Camille shouted. “That explains why she wasn't discovered.”
I leaned forward. “I wonder if the reverend was the only other person who knew about the room. Besides Mary and David, that is.”
Camille paced past me so fast the sheet music rustled and fell from the piano. 
“Maybe so. Maybe the good reverend was pushed from that tower by the only person who had the most to gain from his death.”
All eyes were on my wife.
“Think about it! Dr. Hill was not only sleeping around, he also had plans to marry another woman shortly after Mary ‘disappeared.’ How could he be sure she and the young slave were never found?” Camille perched on the side of the couch and leaned toward Oscar. “He silenced the reverend.”
Millie clapped her hands together. “Oh dear. I think you’ve figured it out!”
Oscar put a finger to his chin. “Hmm. You may have something there. Perhaps he was pushed from the tower by the diabolical Dr. Hill.”



Chapter 59
 
A quiet atmosphere of final understanding and acceptance filled the room. I let my gaze wonder off into the distance, very disappointed in the good doctor. I'd wrongfully glorified him over the years when I imagined him and his family in our house. I’d pictured him coming up the drive with his black horse and buggy, digging in my garden, and eating wonderful feasts in our dining room. But Mary had deserved all the glory. I should have featured her in my musings from the very beginning.
Adam was the first to break the spell. He carefully handed Celeste to Freddie. My granddaughter was the picture of innocence, asleep in Freddie's arms. Her soft copper-colored hair lay in damp ringlets against her cherubic face. I glanced at my watch and was surprised to find that it was way past the children’s bedtime. 
Oscar folded up his notebook, tucked it under his arm, and turned Millie’s wheelchair around. 
“Thank you, Oscar,” I said. “Thank you so much.”
He smiled and nodded. Camille sat quietly on the arm of the couch, her thoughts apparently still mired in the nineteenth century. Oscar stopped beside her, leaned over, and whispered something that made her look up at him and smile. She whispered back, pecked him on the cheek, and squeezed Millie’s gnarled hands when rolled the wheelchair toward the kitchen door. 
Freddie stretched her legs, shifting her sleeping child to her right shoulder. Adam leaned over and kissed her cheek. She smiled tenderly at him. “’Night, Adam. See you tomorrow?”
“You bet.” Adam backed toward the kitchen, unwilling to take his puppy dog eyes off Freddie. I watched him take his oh-so-reluctant leave, and realized there was no doubt about it: he’d fallen for her. Big time.
When the last car rolled out of the driveway, Freddie sighed. “Time for me to get these little ones to bed.” 
She smoothed her fingers across Celeste's soft brow. The little girl stirred slightly, then slumped back on her mother’s shoulder.
At the mention of the dreaded word “bed” Johnny's head snapped around in concern. He had been wiggling his blue stuffed Eeyore in the air, teasing Marion. She crawled toward it, and he kept it just beyond her grasp. Each time she moved closer, he'd dance away from her, making her giggle and crawl after him.
“Johnny. Bedtime.”
He rushed to his mother’s side. “Can Opa play the moon song for us first? Pleeease?”
Freddie looked at her impish son and wagged her finger, trying to look stern. It was difficult for her since she habitually melted when presented with his angelic little boy face. “All right. Just this once. Then straight to bed.”
Siegfried had fallen asleep as well, with his arm tucked around Max’s neck. He woke and blinked his eyes in surprise. I stepped over him toward the piano bench and picked up the music that had fallen. He stood, waved goodnight, and ambled toward his apartment in the carriage house, rubbing his eyes like a somnolent child. 
I sat down and began to play Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, enjoying the stirring in my soul while my fingers moved from memory through the poignant, profoundly moving arpeggios. 
Johnny abandoned Eeyore on the piano bench beside me and started to twirl in slow circles around the coffee table. Marion sat on the floor beside the wing chair, pulling herself to a standing position. Her chubby hands stroked the blue silk fabric covering the down-filled cushion. She took stock of the room from her new vantage point. Her face lit up when she spotted Eeyore on the piano bench. Boldly, she let go of the chair, tottering in limbo. She frowned in concentration and took a momentous first step. 
Holding out both hands to stabilize herself, she almost toppled over, then steadied once more. She looked again with determination toward the toy. Freddie gestured frantically toward the child, encouraging us to watch her during this baby-milestone. With one final forward thrust, Marion suddenly pumped her legs three times and walked toward the piano, arms outstretched. She squealed and grabbed the blue donkey, clutching him to her chest just before she lowered herself carefully to the safety of the carpet. Burrowing her face in the soft fur, she popped her thumb in her mouth. Immediately, her eyes started to close. 
I finished the piece and reached down to stroke the soft curls on the back of her neck. She looked at me through sleepy eyes, her thumb still stuck in her mouth. 
“Good job, little pumpkin. Good job.”
 I lifted baby and donkey to my shoulder. She sagged against me, snuggling into my neck. A sense of great peace settled in my heart. 
Freddie led the way. “Come on, everyone. Time for bed.”
Camille followed her with Johnny’s hand in hers. We put the children to bed and fifteen minutes later, finally settled in our own bed. I picked up my latest novel, The Devil Can Wait by Marta Stephens. Flipping to my bookmark, I was anxious to find out what Detective Sam Harper would do next. But something niggled at my brain.
“Honey?” I asked. “What did Oscar whisper to you on his way out?”
She slid across the bed to my side, removed my reading glasses, and chuckled. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” She tickled my neck and wiggled closer. My book dropped to the floor. 
“No. Really. What did he say?”
Camille rested her head on my chest and played with the buttons on my pajama top. “Okay. I’ll tell you. He said not to be too discouraged. That not all men are as horrible as Dr. Hill.”
I craned my head to see the expression on her face. A sweet smile played on her lips.
“And? What did you say to that, hmm?”
“I told him I’d met a few men in my life who reminded me of the good doctor.”
“What?” I started to sit up.
“And,” she added quickly, pulling me back down, “that I had one now who seemed to be breaking the mold.”
“Yeah?” I said. “Breaking the mold?”
“Yes,” she said, reaching over me to turn off the light. “Now stop your talking, Professor. You’re interfering with my own nefarious plans.”
I kissed her and obeyed.
 
 
– The End –
 



Afterword
 
FireSong brings Gus LeGarde and his family back to the lush rolling hills of East Goodland, New York. After whisking him back in time to Maine in 1964 in Tremolo, and putting him through hell and back in Mazurka, where he chased all over Europe, it was time to return home to the beautiful ridge that overlooks the Genesee Valley.
Double Forté, Upstaged, and FireSong are both set in Gus’s hometown of East Goodland, a town very much like my own. Some street names are changed, and Gus’s nearby historic college town of Conaroga exists under a different name. But most of what I describe in the series mirrors the actual landscape and even some of the events that have occurred in Livingston County, New York.
The themes that run throughout FireSong merge my past with Gus’s present. The Underground Railroad always fascinated me. I grew up in an eighteenth century colonial with six fireplaces and very crooked lines. I was always convinced there was a secret room behind our fireplace. I took the measurements, mapped it out, and presented my case to my parents. Of course, I was only twelve. They helped me drill the holes in the back of the closet. Alas, we didn’t find a secret room. But we couldn’t really see too well through that little hole. I just wanted to drill a few more. Or a bigger one. Or cut out a section…But sadly, my parents declined. I never found out what was behind that wall. I figured it was time to get a glimpse into that mystery, and let Gus go for it in our parallel universe.
The situation with the salt mine and the Native American burial grounds actually happened. I’ve changed the name of the company to protect them. The collapsed mine was real, as were the wells that ran dry and those that burned with fire. And I make no judgment on either issue. We need salt on our snowy roads to stay safe. And it’s a good thing to respect ancient burial grounds. Complicated issues.
The ghostly songs and extensive tunnels that snake from the church to the prison and back were all figments of my own imagination. Of course, I’ve never really been down in the bowels of the earth beneath our property, so who knows what lies beneath?
My dear Max, Gus’s canine best friend, passed away in 2007. It was especially difficult revisiting the chapter where Max is hit by the panel van when I was editing this book. But of course, you know by now that I’ll never kill off a favorite in this series—I’m too soft-hearted for that. My wife Dale and I have barely started to get over the loss of our dear friend Max, however, we have been blessed with a Cavipoo named Balto who is doing his best to become Max’s successor. And now he’s been joined by a little Bichon-Cavalier King Charles Spaniel mix named Amber, who follows him around with big brown eyes. She’s definitely in love. They both sleep on our bed at night. They’re a great pair, adore each other, and provide wonderful therapy when times get tough.
And last but certainly not least, Gus’s church is loosely based on a wonderful small country church in our area that we attended for many years. I loved this church and the people in it. But all characters I’ve created are unique and none of them represent the actual members of the congregation. The Reverend Nahum Hardina is fictitious—but his two sermons were hijacked from Reverend Thomas A. LeBeau, who graciously allowed me to use them. Tom is a rare and talented minister who’s been moved to a new congregation now, but I know he is still inspiring his flock to be the best people they can on this earth. 
In upstate New York we are exceptionally lucky. Rarely does even a “mini-tornado” touch down. I’ve never seen a forest fire. We don’t worry about earthquakes or hurricanes or mudslides or floods. Usually. But I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if nature really went crazy one summer. And thus, FireSong was born.
I hope you enjoyed this romp through my parallel universe. Many more Gus LeGarde books are in the queue and waiting to be released. You can stay tuned to these and my other mystery series at the www.lazarbooks.com.



What’s Next?
 
If you enjoyed this story, you might like the other books in the LeGarde Mystery series, many of which are set in the same locale with the same characters. (see complete book list following this). 
 
If you are curious about a glimpse into Gus’s youth, you might like to read the prequels, Tremolo: cry of the loon,
Don’t Let the Wind Catch You, Voodoo Summer, or any of the “adult Gus” books in the series where you can join him as a father and grandfather in multiple adventures throughout the Genesee Valley. And if you enjoy the style of these books, check out The Green Marble Mystery series or the author’s romantic suspense stories at http://www.lazarbooks.com. 
 
Please consider hopping over to Amazon to leave a short review if you enjoyed the book! 
 
- Aaron Paul Lazar 

 
Following is an excerpt from Don’t Let the Wind Catch You, available on Amazon, Barnes&Noble, etc. as an eBook. It is also available in print and audiobook. 
 
 



Chapter One
 
We crept toward the old shack on our bellies, crab-crawling over moss and oak leaves. Elsbeth breathed softly to my left, just out of sight. Siegfried took the lead, several feet ahead of me. Behind us, the horses stood tethered to maple saplings; they munched steadily on the sweet leaves with a rhythmic crunching sound, their tails swishing against the sting of deerflies.
 "Gus?" Elsbeth's whisper glanced off the air. "Do you think anyone lives here?" 
I pressed a finger to my lips. "Shh. I think I heard something." I was glad I'd left Shadow at home. That little beagle would've betrayed us, running all over the woods baying at every new scent he found.
Siegfried raised a hand, signaling us to stop. He'd heard it, too. It was a keening sound, a high-pitched wail that was speech but not speech, closer to song, but with no melody I recognized. 
Ice crawled down my spine and tingled in my toes. My heart pounded against the soft earth beneath me. I chanced a look at Elsbeth, whose eyes had gone wide with what some people might think was fear. But I knew better. Excitement lurked behind those big brown eyes. She didn't scare easily now that she was eleven.
Wood smoke escaped the chimney in a lazy tendril, spreading into gray softness that filled the air with the aroma of campfires on cold winter mornings. Whoever lived inside this remote, ramshackle cabin must have just started a cooking fire, for the scent of wood smoke was soon followed by the clanging of a cast iron pan and the distinctive scent of bacon. 
Siegfried glanced back at us, motioning toward a tumbled-down stone wall. He hopped to his feet and scrambled toward the cabin, chest tucked tightly to his knees. Although I was a full year older than the twins, I often let Siegfried lead. He was the one with the compass and the navigational skills, and took us on excursions into the forests behind the Ambuscade. 
While we lay on our bellies watching the cabin, I couldn't help but remember snatches of Mrs. Wilson's history lessons last year. Even though we'd often played around the Ambuscade Monument, which was back in the field we'd just crossed, I really hadn't appreciated the importance of the area until she started telling us the story.
She said Washington sent John Sullivan and his men to fight for the settlers in 1779. They'd attacked the Indians, and had burned villages, cut down apple orchards, and destroyed families. It had been a real slaughter.
But it was hard to know who to root for, because some of Sullivan's men had been later ambushed by British troops and some Iroquois Indians. Fifteen men were massacred very close to where we lay. Two of the officers, Boyd and Parker, were captured and tortured in Little Beard's village in a town we now know as Cuylerville.
A plaque stands there today, marking the spot where they were tortured. Now, in 1965–a hundred and eighty-six years later–I stared at it in fascination whenever my father drove us past it on the way to Letchworth State Park. 
Siegfried poked my side and pointed to the house, where a shadow crossed the window. I nodded and watched. 
Elsbeth lay snug against me behind the stone wall. She nudged me in the ribs and whispered so close to my ear it tickled. "Someone's in there!" 
A one-sided conversation had started up inside the cabin. I strained to hear, trying to calm the heartbeat in my ears that pounded over the words I couldn't make out.
I listened to the deep male voice. Gruff and playful, he seemed to be discussing plans for the day. But no one answered him.
I scanned the area. Siegfried noticed and followed my gaze. No telephone poles or wires. No electricity. Unless he had one of those walkie-talkies like they used in the war, he must be talking to a mute person or to a very soft-spoken person.
I noticed several cracked windows and wondered why the man inside hadn't fixed them. The front door looked solid, made from rough planks, but the roof dipped and waved near the chimney. I imagined when it rained it probably dripped from the ceiling into buckets. Globs of tar and different colored shingles plastered the roof in various spots. A beat-up Ford pickup was parked under the trees in the back. 
Siegfried crawled around the edge of the wall. We followed him, creeping closer to the side of the shack until we were right under the window with two cracked panes.
Now we could hear better. The man's rumbling voice gave me chills. 
"Why don't you want me to go?"
Silence.
"Okay. So come with me. What's the big deal?"
More silence.
The man groaned. "Nobody will see you. You can wait outside."
The twins and I exchanged puzzled looks and moved closer to the window.
 The deep voice spoke again. "What? Who's outside?"
Siegfried's eyes grew round as fireballs. I tensed. Elsbeth grabbed my arm and squeezed. Heavy footfalls thundered across the floor and the window above us flew open. The blast of his voice came milliseconds before his head poked out.
"What in tarnation are you kids doing?"
Frozen in place, we stared at the man, whose grizzled face twisted in fury. A tangled white beard hung six inches beneath his chin, resting on a red-and-white checkered flannel shirt. Black suspenders looped over his shoulders, and his gnarled hands batted the air in front of his face. He yelled louder this time. Three crows cawed and abandoned their perch in the giant cottonwood overhead.
"Well, speak up! What the hell's going on here?"
Elsbeth spoke first, shocked into her native language. "Es tut mir leid." 
When the man squinted his eyes in confusion, she recovered. 
"Um. Sorry, sir. We didn't think anyone lived here." 
We scuttled backwards on our hands and feet, our backsides scraping the earth like bouncing bulldozers. Siegfried jumped up and pulled his sister to her feet. 
I stumbled back against the wall, ramming my spine against the stones. I winced, scrambled to my feet and stared at the ground. "We're sorry, Mister. We were looking for a fort."
The sound of a rifle cocking made me look up again. A long barrel poked out the window, aimed at my chest. 
"If you kids aren't gone by the time I count to five, you're dead meat. Now scat!"
I don't know if he actually counted or not. The blood rushed in my ears and drowned out all sounds. We raced to our horses, swung onto their backs, and galloped down the woodland trail to safety.
 



Chapter Two
 
Pancho thundered beneath me in a steady gallop, close behind the twin’s mounts, Frisbee and Golden Boy. Branches whipped my arms and face. I leaned down on my horse’s neck and twisted my fingers into his thick black mane. Heat prickled beneath my bare legs. I gripped harder. The woods flew by in a blur.  
Pancho passed Siegfried’s piebald, so close Sig and I bumped elbows. When we blew past Golden Boy, Elsbeth shot a smile at me. It was then I realized she wasn’t scared at all—she was enjoying herself. 
Pancho had taken the bit before, but this time we were riding in the direction of home, and he took full advantage. Lowering his head, he hardened his mouth and pulled the reins out of my hands. 
Somehow, I didn’t care. The faster we got away from the bullets I was sure were flying toward us, the better. 
When we reached the clearing near the Ambuscade, I regained control of my horse. I slowed him to a walk, slipped off his back, and flopped to the ground. I dropped the reins on the grass and my trusty black gelding began to graze as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. I rolled onto my back, breathing hard. “Holy mackerel! I’ve never been so scared in my life.”
Elsbeth slid from Golden Boy’s back and tied him to a fencepost. Sig did the same with Frisbee, and they joined me on the grassy hill. 
“Mein Gott! How did he know we were out there?” Elsbeth propped herself up with one elbow and turned to me. “And who was he talking to?”
Siegfried was quiet for a moment, but I could see his brain working furiously behind half-closed eyes. “Maybe he has a prisoner in there. And his mouth was gagged. That’s why we couldn’t hear their answers.”
I sat up. “But he heard the answers, right? He was really talking to someone.”
Sig’s mouth twisted. “Ja. I guess so.”
When Elsbeth turned on her stomach, her dark brown curls fell forward, nearly obscuring her face, her cheeks still flushed pink from our gallop to safety. “I think it was a psychic child, his only daughter who can read minds and make spoons bend. She sensed we were outside and told him. Maybe she told him in his head. She didn’t even need to talk.” Her eyes flashed with excitement, even though Siegfried seemed to dismiss the theory with a half head shake. 
“It could be.” I rolled onto my stomach beside her, finally feeling my breath come under control. “Or maybe he was talking to a ghost. What the heck was that weird singing sound, anyway?”
Siegfried snorted and ignored my question. “Let’s face it. It’s more likely he was delusional. He imagines a friend is with him. He is so lonely he had to make one up. And he has conversations with them on a regular basis.”
“That would make him nuts,” I said. 
Siegfried looked at me as if I were a slow student. “Ja, precisely.”
Elsbeth combed her hands through the deep grass, looking for the elusive four-leaf clover. “There’s just one problem with that idea.”
Sig sat up and challenged her with his startling blue eyes. “What? It’s a perfect theory.”
She pulled her knees close to her chin and narrowed her eyes as if she were about to reveal a secret. “If he’s crazy, how’d he know we were out there?”
Siegfried and I exchanged a glance. I sat up and brushed dirt from my knees. “She’s right. He came right over and found us. And we hadn’t even made a sound. We were so quiet. And he was shouting about us even before he saw us.”
Siegfried was reaching now, and his hesitant words betrayed his doubt. “Maybe he had a trip wire somewhere. We might have crawled right over it and set an alarm off inside.” 
Elsbeth knew she had him. “Nein. We were sitting under the window listening to him talk with whoever it was for quite a while. We didn’t move, remember? And it took at least five minutes for him to realize we were there.”
I looked at Siegfried, who had gone silent. “She’s right. But I still don’t get it. I’m not sure there’s such a thing as psychic abilities.”
Elsbeth jumped to her feet and headed for Golden Boy. She untied his reins, grabbed a fistful of mane, and swung onto his broad back. “We’ll find out next time, anyway.”
Siegfried got up and headed for Frisbee, who skittered away from him for a few feet. Even the horse seemed nervous. “Next time?”
“Ja. When we go back to investigate.”
I chuckled and vaulted onto Pancho’s back. Although I didn’t relish the idea of returning to the shack, I wasn’t surprised at her bravado. She’d been showing signs of feistiness over the past few months that made my heart swell with pride. 
I turned Pancho’s head and squeezed his bare sides with my legs, leaning forward to urge him into a canter. “Come on. We’ll be late for dinner. Race ya to the road.”
We covered the ground where Boyd’s men had been slaughtered, and I almost thought I heard the screams of the men as they were ambushed by the Indians and Brits. I squeezed his sides tighter and pushed him into a gallop. I didn’t want to linger where ghosts walked. 
 



Chapter Three
 
Pancho slowed to a trot when we approached home. He leaned into the curve and automatically turned down our winding dirt driveway. I’d said goodbye to the twins a quarter-mile down the hill. They’d cut across a shorn alfalfa field toward the farmhouse they’d lived in since their family moved to East Goodland, New York from East Germany seven years ago. I still pictured them slipping beneath an iron curtain when they escaped to freedom.
If Siegfried and Elsbeth were late for dinner, they didn’t eat. Their father, a hardworking man, was the strictest father I’d ever known. He believed in spanking–which my parents only pretended to do–and his punishments were severe. When Siegfried forgot his homework one day, although he had an “A” average in every subject except gym, Mr. Marggrander assigned two weekends of backbreaking weeding as a reprimand. Siegfried never forgot his homework again. 
I gazed at our old place with affection when the house, barn, and carriage house came into view. I also felt a bit of guilty pleasure, knowing my parents would never make me go hungry or beat me for a disobedient act. I felt safe and secure in this world, and knew whatever I did–right or wrong–my parents would always stand behind me. 
Pancho headed toward the barn, turning into the main aisle before I had to guide him. I slid off his sweaty back and landed on my once white PF Flyers with a light thump. He lowered his head for me to take off his bridle; and with the reins still around his neck so he wouldn’t bolt for the field, I pulled the leather halter over his ears. He knew it was dinnertime, so he was especially cooperative. 
He nudged me with his big head, pushing into me until I rubbed his ears and scratched inside them where the bugs had bitten him. When he was satisfied, I put him into his stall, which opened into the fenced field beyond. Following my daily routine, I went into the main aisle to scoop grain from the barrel for his dinner. In order to reach the lower level, I had to lean over with my feet flailing in the air.
The sweet mixture of cracked corn, oats, and special vitamins smelled of molasses when I poured it into his bin. “Here you go, boy. Eat up.”
I didn’t have to encourage him. He never hesitated, and this time as always, dove into the corner bucket with gusto, munching with a hypnotized expression of joy in his eyes. I grabbed a ragged terry towel my mother had donated to the barn and dumped some Absorbine Junior liniment on it. In broad sweeping strokes, I ran it over his neck, back, and especially around his legs. He looked fat and sassy, all glistening and plump in just the right places so he was an exceptionally comfortable bareback ride. He liked the feeling of the cloth on his neck, and pushed against me when I stroked beneath his thick mane. 
When he was rubbed down, I refilled his water bucket in the stall as well as the large tub in the pasture, then threw him a few flakes of hay. He didn’t really need it since the field was lush with grass, but I liked to give him a little every day just to be sure. 
“See you in the morning, Pancho Villa. Sleep tight.” 
He stuck his nose in the water bucket and played with the liquid, sloshing it around and snorting. 
“I’ll take that as a thank you.”
Four cats followed me around the barn, mewing and circling my ankles. Momma Kitty, a beautiful longhaired calico, led her three babies to the empty food dish, where she mewed again and looked up at me with recriminating eyes. 
“Sorry, kitty. I’ll fill it up.” I poured the bag of Purina Cat Chow into her bowl until it overflowed and refilled their water dish. 
My stomach rumbled when I ran inside. I felt like I could eat ten hamburgers. “I’m home!” I slammed the screen door and—as usual—forgot to take off my dirty sneakers. Shadow barreled into me, jumped onto my legs, and licked my hands with a snuffling little whine, telling me how upset he was that I’d left him home alone. 
My mother stood at the stove, yellow apron tied around her sky blue housedress. “Go wash up, Gus. It’s almost time. And take those smelly shoes OUTSIDE.”
“Sorry, Mum.”
My father poked his head around the corner from the great room. The evening paper crinkled in his hands. “Gus? Did you rub down your horse?”
I nodded and backtracked to the screen door, kicking off my sneakers and tossing them onto the porch. “Of course, Dad.”
“And did you feed him?”
I rolled my eyes, but just a little. I didn’t want to get into trouble for being fresh. “Yup. And the cats, too. Everything’s done.”
A look of satisfaction swept over him. “Good boy. Okay, do as your mother says. Wash up and come right back down. The roast beef smells good, doesn’t it?”
The aroma had tantalized me since I entered the kitchen. “With mashed potatoes, Mum?”
She nodded, stirring a small pot of gravy with a wooden spoon. “Uh huh.” A glimmer of a smile touched the corners of her mouth. “And fresh-picked green beans.”
I raced upstairs, splashed warm water on my face, lathered up my hands with Ivory soap, and threw on a clean pair of jeans and a fresh shirt. I knew I’d smell way too horsey for the dinner table after riding all day and working in the barn in the morning. I skipped down the stairs two at a time and into the dining room, where both parents already sat with their hands on their laps waiting for me. 
My father said grace—mercifully short—and we dove into the meal. Shadow sat patiently under the table beside my knees. My mother was the best cook in Livingston County, and maybe even in all of New York State. I ate like Pancho, with gusto, slipping a few little pieces of beef and bread to my canine buddy when I could. When I finished my chocolate pudding with whipped cream piled on top, I pushed back from the table and covered a burp. 
“’Scuse me.” I folded my napkin and looked first at my father, then my mother. “Mum? Dad? I have a question.”
They both stopped in the middle of their pudding and looked at me with expectant smiles. 
“Do you know who lives in the woods in that cabin behind the Ambuscade? He’s an old hermit, lives by himself, I think.”
My father took a zealous interest in his pudding. 
My mother went white. She collected herself, exchanged a worried glance with my father, and lied to me for the first time in my life. “No, darling. We don’t know who lives there. But that’s private property. You shouldn’t trespass in those woods.”
***
Read more here: Don’t Let the Wind Catch You
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