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      When Gus LeGarde agrees to play piano for the high school drama club’s production of “Spirit Me Away,” a sixties-style musical he wrote in college, he doesn’t expect to face a series of menacing pranks played on his fiancée Camille and the drama club. Who’s sabotaging the show? And what do they have against Camille? 


      
Is it sex-crazed Armand, the Latino teen infatuated with her? Something happened last year that Camille won’t talk about, and it has to do with Armand. Gus wants to know what happened, but she’s not talking. 

Could it be Superintendent Marshall, whose past holds horrific secrets related to one of the worst crimes of the 20th century? And why did someone break into Camille’s home to steal her intimate undergarments and her beloved mini-dachshund, Boris? 

Gus must unravel the mystery before the backstage saboteur stakes his final, deadly claim. 
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Reviews



You’re about to dive into Upstaged
, book 2 in the LeGarde Mystery series. If you enjoy it, I hope you’ll consider leaving a review. It doesn’t have to be long or fancy—just a few lines about what you liked best or how the book made you feel is perfectly fine.



Authors really do read the reviews and love to hear what their readers think and feel about the characters, the story, or the writing. It’s validating, especially if you enjoy what we work so hard to produce!



Thanks in advance for taking a few minutes to write a review ;o)



- Aaron Paul Lazar




Cast of Characters



Primary Cast




Gus LeGarde:
 Professor of music at Conaroga University. Focal point of a large group of friends and family as well as unusual, often harrowing, events.




Camille Coté:
 Social worker and troubled victim of a brutal ex-husband. Gus’s fiancée.




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 five years before the events of this story, but survives as an unforgettable memory in Gus’s mind. Elsbeth was Gus’s first wife.




Freddie (LeGarde) Delano:
 Gus’s daughter. Ex-wife of Harold Delano, now imprisoned, and mother of Johnny, a precocious two-year old.




Maddy Coté:
 Camille’s flamboyant mother and Gus’s secretary in the Music Department at Conaroga University.




Adelaide Pierce:
 Housekeeper of the LeGarde household.




Joe Russell:
 Lieutenant of the local police and a close friend to Gus.




Adam Knapp:
 Joe Russell’s partner who is romantically 
interested in Freddie.




The Stones:
 Oscar and Millie took the bereaved Gus under their wings as he suffered one loss after another in his family.





Performers in the Play and School Personnel




Lou Marshall:
 School superintendent, a man with secrets.




Molly Frost (Celeste Freespirit):
 Lead singer with a lovely soprano voice.




Lisa Bigelow (Rikki Mudd):
 Young actress always cast in second place to Molly, portrays Broadway “wannabe.”




Candy Price (Minnie Shaw):
 Plays Porter’s younger sister who wants to escape her Catholic high school and go to Woodstock. Candy is very artistic and the school photographer




Randy Sherman (Damian Firebrand):
 Cocky actor in rock star role.

Maurice Potter (Porter Shaw):
 Portrays a war veteran suffering from unrequited love.




Takeema Billings (Lana Canberra):
 A free spirit in both play and reality.




Armand Lugio:
 Originally cast in a role, he was dismissed from participation and expelled from school for his unbalanced and dangerous behavior.




Nelson Santos (Emilio Juarez):
 Gay and occasionally the victim of narrow-minded people.




Agnes Bigelow:
 Unstable stage mother, somewhat mended with medication. The assignment of her daughter, Lisa, to a 
secondary role, is a severe trial.




Cindi Fox:
 One of the helpers on the set. A gentle young woman with Down Syndrome.




Jonesy:
 On the janitorial staff, a moody and quiet man.




Frank Swensen:
 Head janitor, lanky with honest brown eyes.





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, Drama Club mascot.




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.




Tinkerbell (the Stones):
 Sheba’s mongrel pup who replaced the beloved Jasper.




Ginger (Camille):
 An orange tiger cat who snoozes as much as she eats.




Dunster (Joe Russell)
: A tri-colored collie, now dead, but alive in his owner’s memory.








Chapter One



W
hen 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



T
he 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



“O
kay, 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



F
our 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



W
hen 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



C
onaroga 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



A
fter 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



L
auren 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



T
he 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



W
e’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



A
t 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, Bab
y



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 solve
d



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



C
amille 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



P
ower 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



B
oris’ 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



O
n 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



O
n 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



O
n 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.



“Dank
e.” 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



O
n 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-Tw
o



A
rmand 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-Thre
e



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



B
y 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



“D
ad, 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



B
efore 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



C
amille 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



R
ehearsals 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



C
amille 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



T
he 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



W
e 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



C
amille 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



T
he 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



C
amille 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



O
ne 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



T
he 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 online, 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-Eigh
t



J
ust 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-Nin
e



“C
amille, 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



W
e 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



“I
t 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



W
e’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



T
he 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-fiv
e



R
ehearsals 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-Si
x



“O
kay! 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 thrill
s



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



M
olly, 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 wif
e



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 awa
y



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



C
amille 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



R
ehearsals 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



L
ong 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



F
reddie 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-Tw
o



C
amille 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-Thre
e



T
winkling 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



T
he 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



T
he 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-Si
x



T
he 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-Seve
n



T
he 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



I
t 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



T
he 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



O
n 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



J
ohnny 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



M
addy 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, 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



O
n 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



T
he 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



F
reddie 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 past. “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



B
y 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 believe 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-Eigh
t



“O
kay 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-Nin
e



W
e 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



O
n 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



W
e sat around the trestle table in the dining room and sipped coffee. They 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 a 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



W
hen 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



T
he 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



J
onesy 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



J
onesy 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



J
onesy 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



J
onesy 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



“P
rofessor, 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



T
he 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-Thre
e



S
pirit 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



A
t 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 nam
e



‘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



W
ithin 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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What’s Next?
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Chapter One



P
ine 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



T
he 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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