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Prologue


    I needed a mother-daughter talk. The heavy dew on the grass sparkled in the early morning sun. I could almost hear her lilting voice say, “Mommy! Look at all the diamonds.”


    I wondered where the caretaker was, certain he was watching over his kingdom, protective of every grave and visitor.


    I greeted my daughter, Jillian, by tracing her name etched into the granite stone and whispering, “Hi, Baby Girl.”


    I didn’t expect an answer; I knew she was gone—her soul too pure and lovely to be held captive by anything earthly. If there was a heaven, she was delighting whatever deity lived there.


    “Look what I brought you.” I held the two dozen Shasta daisies and one dozen sunflowers in front of her headstone before placing the bouquets in the vases on both sides of the cement base.


    “Morning, Miss Olivia.” Deacon’s voice scratched across the still air.


    “Hi, Deacon,” I greeted the caretaker. I knew his wife had died, but his striped overalls and white cotton shirt looked freshly pressed. Deacon’s burgundy tie was knotted and in place. His bald head looked polished, and he always removed his beat-up Twin’s baseball cap when a lady was present. As a younger woman, I might have laughed at his old-fashioned ways, but in this place, I appreciated his gentle manners.


    We’d met when I returned to Jillian after her funeral luncheon five years earlier. The weathered man was there, gently raking the earth smoothly over her. He introduced himself and asked, “You want to help me tuck her in?”


    I’d stepped out of my high heels, and took the other rake he offered me. Before I knew it, the front of my designer dress was damp and muddy—a mix of my tears, sweat, and dirt. The old man seemed to understand; I wanted to do one more thing for my little girl. This strange act quieted some of the chaos in my mind.


    When we were done, he poured some water into a white cotton handkerchief and handed it to me. He repeated the process in another one, and wiped it over his face and neck. I copied him. Then I noticed his cheeks were wet again.


    “You didn’t know her. Why are you crying?” I asked.


    “Two of our babies rest beside my Ella over that way. I know a little about your pain.”


    “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Deacon.”


    “Me too, Missy. And, I’m sorry for yours. I promise to take care of your daughter for as long as God gives me the strength.”


    His soft words rattled in the dry, hollow place in my heart then collided with my disbelief.


    My face tensed as I said, “Please do not speak to me about God. Ever.”


    His eyes filled with tears again, and he said, “Then, we aren’t going to talk. He’s the best part of me, and I talk about Him the way other folks do their favorite people.”


    Not wanting to jeopardize my daughter’s care, I said through clenched teeth, “Fine. You go ahead and talk about Him, but don’t expect me to believe in Him. And don’t try to convince me either. Got it?”


    He nodded, took off his gardening glove, and offered me his hand. “Okay. Unless, of course, you ask me about Him.”


    I shook his hand to seal the deal. When pigs fly.


    Changing the subject I asked, “Why the white shirt and tie?”


    “Well, I was a preacher for a while and never got over dressing for the people I care for. The overalls are required. This is my way of showing the folks who visit here my respect for them and their loved ones. Now that I’m doing my own laundry, I sure do appreciate my wife more. Washing the sweat and grime out of my shirts is almost as much work as pulling the weeds from around these stones. Even when she got sick, my Ella never complained.”


    “Jillian was the same way. I don’t know how that was possible. She said God helped her. She really believed in Him . . . for all the good it did her.”


    “Well, I’ll let you get back to your visit with your daughter. I hope to see you again soon.”


    I didn’t care he knew I was an atheist, but I didn’t want him thinking I was also crazy, so I said, “Mr. Deacon, I know she can’t hear me. These talks are all one-sided.”


    His rich chuckle rippled its way across my heart. “I understand. I do the best I can to schedule my lunch hour by those graves on the other side of that pine tree. I tell those three everything. And you can call me Deacon, everyone does.” His grin gave me a glimpse into the little boy he once was.


    “Okay. Deacon, would you mind if next time I come I bring something to sit on?”


    His grin widened into a smile. “Missy, I thought you’d never ask.” He pulled a lawn chair from behind the seats of his golf cart, and opened it up for me. “You leave it here when you’re done; I’ll pick it up later.”


    From that day on, moments after I reached Jillian’s stone, I’d hear the soft hum of Deacon’s electric golf cart on its way to me. That day was no exception.


    “Morning, Missy.


    For some reason, I treasured his nickname for me, which is strange. I was easily irked when it came to stuff like this. At least since I’d met Alan. Nicknames and terms of endearment were forbidden.


    “Hi, Deacon. How do you always know I’m here?”


    “I see you drive in.”


    “You sure do keep a close watch on this place.”


    “It’s part of my job, and it’s so flat here I can see the entrance from anywhere. It’s nice because I can bring our visitors the things they might want to make them more comfortable. Here’s a chair and a bottle of water for your flowers.”


    As Deacon returned to his duties, I placed the chair he’d handed me near her stone and sat leaning forward. I had so much to tell her.


    “Baby, I can hardly believe it; your daddy is going to come and hear me speak at the Kids Fighting Cancer fundraiser. He’s always generous and so is his family, but he’s never attended.”


    I took a breath, realizing my whispers sounded like a giddy teenager sharing a big secret with her best friend. I couldn’t stop myself.


    “Several of us moms are going to tell our stories, and we decided to wear evening gowns. Mine is red. Honey, you would love it. There are sequins and pearls across the bodice and hem. I’m going to wear my hair up, just like a princess. That surprises me more than your daddy coming. You know this girlie-girl stuff isn’t like me. I’m trying not to get too excited, but I have this feeling something big is about to happen between the two of us. He’s never said he’d leave Michelle, and I’ve always accepted my place in his life, it’s just that he’s never acknowledged me this way before. This could be it; the moment he claims me as his own.”


    I sat quietly for a little while, remembering. I’d worn red the night I met him. In my mind, it was our color.


    “Jillian, the only ones who have loved me openly were my granny, Pete, and you. I’ve always been what my mother would call a ‘kept’ woman—a dirty secret in a rich man’s life. And before that, Gus. Well, you don’t need to know about him, but I can’t help but ask myself what it would be like to be the legitimate woman in Alan’s life.”


    An excited giggle slipped out of my mouth. I pulled the petals off one of the daisies I’d brought her, silently playing, he loves me; he loves me not. About halfway through the blossom, my phone alarm reminded me it was time to leave. Glad my petal picking ended on he loves me, and excited about my errands, I told Jillian, “I’ve got to pick up my dress, but I’ll be back soon to tell you all about it. I wish you were here so you could cross your fingers for me the way my little sister used to. If you have any influence where you are, maybe you could ask the angels to put in a good word for me.”


    As always, about halfway back to my car, I turned, blew her a kiss, and waved. The flowers in her vases gently nodded in the breeze. The beauty of the moment brought a fresh run of tears. I looked heavenward, almost believing.


    A man who looked like the homeless guys I’d seen on street corners stepped out from behind a tree and interrupted the moment. He looked at Jillian’s grave and then at me. I couldn’t see his eyes, but something dangerous emanated from him.


    I stepped back just as I heard Deacon headed our way in his cart. The stranger turned and walked away. My daughter’s keeper folded up the chair and then tipped the bill of his worn baseball cap in my direction. I wondered if Deacon was Jillian’s guardian angel or mine.


    In the quiet of my car, I reminded myself, “The dead don’t need guardian angels, and if they are real, only the good among the living get them.”


    Gus told me I’d been bad from before my birth. It was hard to believe a baby could be so terrible, but he assured me every molecule in me was evil. Maybe that’s what I’d recognized in the dirty wanderer who now watched me partially hidden behind a tree. Red-hot anger caused an ache in my throat. Was I so bad even my visits with Jillian had to be ruined by a stranger and bad memories?


    I started my car and pulled forward. Leaving was always the hardest part.


    The grungy guy stepped onto the driveway in front of me. I applied the brakes. He didn’t look at me as he crossed, but every time he put one foot in front of the other, it felt like a step across my soul.


    After he was safely across, I gunned the engine, and turned the radio to my favorite oldies station. The Hollies sang, Long Cool Woman in a Black Dress. So what if mine was red; the heavy, sensual beat of the song eased the fear away. Michelle’s reign was over. It was my turn.

  


  




  

Chapter 1


    I was ready for my Cinderella night. I had the dress, the hair-do, and a pair of shoes that looked like glass slippers but were carefully crafted soft, clear plastic decorated with rhinestones. All of us moms were wearing them. Janni, the leader of this pack had princess in her DNA, and had talked us into wearing the fancy dresses with her. She, of course, would also be wearing a tiara.


    She’d used a photograph of all of us in all the promos, including on a billboard by the Mall of America, and it worked. Pre-party donations increased one hundred percent the first day it was up. From then on I was a committed princess mommy. I looked at my bare wrists and wished I had Ma’s rhinestone bracelet, but stopped the thought before it could ruin my evening. There were just some places I never wanted to go again.


    Security called to let me know the private elevator was out-of-order, and I was told to use the public elevator. That had never happened in the ten years I’d lived there, but then neither had the night ahead of me.


    A black stretch limo waited at the curb to take me to the ball. And I did it all without a fairy god-mother. Who needed a fat little old lady with a wand and a warning? Not me. No way.


    Not until I found the dead guy anyway.


    Lloyd, the building security guy, called to tell me my ride was waiting. When the elevator doors whispered open, I stepped in with a practiced little swish. I say practiced, because I had taken three trial runs and added what I thought might be an elegant little entrance move.


    The guy in the elevator didn’t notice. He stood in the corner with his chin on his chest and his eyes half-closed and with a Twins cap sitting off-kilter on his head. What a stiff.


    When the doors shut, our descent began with a slight shudder, and the man lurched forward and fell face-down near my feet.


    “For crying out loud, man, it’s too early to be so drunk,” I muttered.


    When the doors opened, I called out to the head of security who was seated at the front desk, “Can you help me with this guy?”


    Lloyd, a former marine, rolled the man over, then jumped back. “Olivia, this man is dead.”


    I gasped and stared at the guy and noticed his eyes were empty—devoid of life. His face, neck, and scalp were severely scarred. His cap now lay on the floor beside him. I assumed he used it to cover his face which looked tight and melted.


    Instead of screaming or fleeing I went to my secret place; the one deep inside me I’d discovered the first time my father came to my room. I hadn’t been there in a long time, but I let the calm flow over me as I shut the door to my feelings. Besides, I had someplace to be, and losing it was not an option.


    “Lloyd, I have to get going. You can handle this, right?”


    “No. You are a witness and may have evidence on your dress or the bottom of your shoes.”


    “Can you please get me out of here?” The body was blocking my exit, had ruined my elegant entrance into the foyer of the building, and was going to make me late for the evening.


    Lloyd raised his hand as I tried to explain why I had to get out. He was already on his cell phone, telling someone Mr. Lyons would not appreciate it if the St. Paul police department didn’t send someone over “pronto.” When he hung up he looked at me and said, “Stay put.” He left no room for argument so I stayed with the guy. The very dead guy.


    Within minutes, a swarm of police and other officials had the area cordoned off with yellow tape, and hustled around like bees in a hive. At first glance, it seemed chaotic, but their movements were strategically choreographed.


    And there was a coroner. I’d always pictured people who work with the dead all looking like old Dr. Frankenstein: gaunt and grisly. This guy was movie-star handsome. “Hello. I need your corner.” His voice sounded so warm it could melt an iceberg. “Would you mind stepping onto these slightly sticky sheets of paper? They will catch any particles from your shoes we might need.” He offered me his hand and helped me step over the dead guy onto large sheets he placed on the elevator floor.


    I have no idea what came over me, but I heard myself say, “Thank you, kind sir,” and I curtsied. Maybe it was the dress.


    Whatever it was, it must have been contagious because he bowed slightly and said, “My pleasure, lovely lady.”


    “Olivia, are you okay?” Lloyd’s bushy eyebrows nearly met in the middle as he narrowed his eyes at me. His voice sliced through the air, ruining a fun moment, and I felt myself stand a little straighter. I squelched the urge to salute and swallowed a giggle.


    Instead, I took a deep breath and said, “I suppose I’m a little shocked, but this night is important. I have to go. Please help me . . . it’s for Jillian.”


    Lloyd walked over to an officer in regular clothes and pointed at me. They talked for awhile and she made a couple of calls. When she hung up, she walked over to me and said, “I’m detective Harper, Homicide Division. I understand you have an important event to attend tonight. I’ve talked to my boss, and Mr. Alan Lyons, who vouched for you. Both said you can leave if you allow me to inspect the bag you are carrying. I also want to meet with you tomorrow at time decided on by me. Do you agree with these stipulations?”


    “Sure,” I agreed.


    After she inspected my clutch and tucked a card into the pocket, the detective said, “Your driver is waiting.”


    I walked toward the handsome doctor of the dead and heard him say, “The body is still in the elevator. I’d like to get it out of there so your team can look for evidence.” I noticed him look in my direction. As I turned, my dress swished just so. Funny the things that matter at a crime scene and when a handsome man might be watching.


    The driver who held my door open looked familiar, but I had no idea from where. He wore reflective sunglasses that wrapped around his eyes almost to his temples.


    Something about him made my nerves jangle. Just like the homeless guy did at the cemetery. I wrote it off as anxiety from looking into the eyes of a dead man.


    I opened my clutch and took a moment to apply powder to my face and freshen my lipstick. The little beaded purse held those two items, along with a credit card, my key cards, and my cell phone. I looked at the card the detective had tucked inside. On the back was her cell phone number under the words, Talk to you soon.


    Relief she’d let me go washed over me. My exhale was evidently noticed by the way-too-nosey driver who lowered the window between us and asked, “May I do anything for you, Ms. Morgan?”


    I put on my best haughty face and said, “Yes. Please put the window back up, and shut off the intercom.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    I didn’t like him on a gut-level.


    Refocusing my thoughts was easy, as long as I kept one corner of my mind in my safe place. After all, I was on my way to speak on behalf of sick children to honor Jillian’s memory, and to see Alan. A dead guy in an elevator wasn’t my problem; there were dozens of officials taking care of him. It was my night to shine, and a stranger was not going to tarnish it.


    When the driver opened the door for me, a reporter shouted out, “Ms. Morgan, did you know the dead man at your building?”


    A camera flash blinded me, and I felt myself being escorted into the convention center.


    I heard my driver say, “Move it,” and then someone asking who was going to pay for the broken camera.


    Alan’s driver, Butch, met me just inside the door. My heart raced a little because this meant Alan was already on the premises. Butch, a bull of a man with a bald head, one grumpy-looking eyebrow, and a carefully trimmed beard, growled at the driver, “What are you doing here? Mr. Lyons fired you.”


    “Driving the diva,” he said sounding like a smart-aleck teenager.


    “Get out of here before the boss sees you, and stay away from her. You’ve been warned about this before.”


    “Whatever you say Butchie-boy. I’m just keeping an eye on Mr. Lyons lady,” the driver said.


    Butch took a step forward. “Leave now or this will get very bad for you. Ms. Morgan, step away from him. Now.”


    The driver left, but first tipped his hat in my direction. “Until we meet again.”


    “There will never be an again, idiot. Never,” Butch said through clenched teeth.


    Startled by Butch’s words and tone, I asked him, “What was that all about?”


    “Nothing. He’s just a driver Mr. Lyons has used before and doesn’t like. I’ll be calling for a different one to take you home. You’re early. Why?”


    “I need to make sure everything is ready. Would you mind letting Mr. Lyons know I’m here?”


    “He already knows.”


    “Of course he does.” His constant “knowing” had always bothered me. So had Butch. It felt like I lived under surveillance.


    “Any news on the dead guy in the elevator?” I asked.


    “Who am I – your personal assistant?” Butch growled.


    I shrugged off my annoyance and let myself get lost in my daughter’s face. Life-sized pictures of her and the other children were strategically placed on easels all over the foyer.


    I walked over to the one I cared about most and whispered, “Hi, Baby.”


    In the reflection of a large mirror beside her poster, I thought I saw Butch’s eyes soften, but when I looked again, I realized I was wrong.

  


  




  

Chapter 2


    In the ballroom, the lights over the round tables were dim and there were spotlights on the posters of children hanging onstage. The tables were set with plain but elegant china, and servers were lighting the battery-operated candles on the tables. At last count there would be over one thousand flickering lights representing the little ones gone too soon.


    For a moment, I dreamed of dancing with Alan. He’d look deep into my eyes, and say my name.


    “Olivia.” I turned toward the voice of the man I loved. Before I could say a word, I saw her. Michelle stood beside Alan. They were both beautiful, and together they were breathtaking.


    “We have to talk. Now.” His voice was stern and cold. My Cinderella moment turned Titanic in that second.


    Michelle looked at me with what I thought might be pity. She motioned to her left, and said, “Would you join us in the small reception room over here?” The door was ajar, and a shaft of harsh light shone into the ballroom through the opening


    I followed them in dread-filled silence as if someone had punched my mute button. My dress didn’t swish and instead felt limp as my heart emptied itself of my dreams for the night. Each step felt like I was walking through ankle-deep swamp mud.


    “Can I get you something to drink?” Michelle asked as she slid the door shut. Her voice sounded kind and confident while the one rattling around in my head sounded like static.


    “No. What is this about?” I asked.


    “It’s over, Olivia,” Alan said.


    “What’s over? The evening hasn’t started yet.” My heart raced as fear and rage battled for first place in my heart. The truth slammed into my brain giving me sudden clarity. “You’re breaking up with me here, and in front of her?”


    He said nothing, and looked bored.


    “Really, Alan? After ten years and a child, you’re dismissing me?” I realized I had crossed the room when I saw my polished, artificial nail poking him in the chest. When I glanced up, I noticed he looked a little less detached.


    “Yes. Now stop this childish behavior. You know how much I detest emotional outbursts. Michelle, could you please handle this situation? I need to check on Mother.”


    “Alan, I love you.” I said.


    “Olivia, begging is unattractive and serves no purpose,” Alan said as he turned and left me alone with his wife.


    The nerve endings in my finger-tips, toes, and face prickled. Dizzy, I grabbed the edge of a highly polished bar.


    “Would you like a drink now?” Michelle’s voice cleared the fog from my brain.


    “He’s a jerk,” I said.


    “He is,” she agreed.


    “Do you know who I am?” I demanded as if my position in his life were more stable than hers.


    “Yes, Olivia. I’ve known about you for years.”


    I climbed onto one of the bar chairs and said, “Really.” I still felt superior to her as I asked, “So what do you know?”


    She filled two tumblers with crushed ice and ginger ale. For a few seconds, we watched the golden bubbles bop and pop between the frozen crystals.


    “You came into Alan’s life when he was feeling bored in our marriage, something that happened before you and has happened since as well. You gave birth to his daughter, and she died from cancer. Alan made sure you had a great job, a place to live, a nice car, designer clothes, credit cards, and a large investment account he tells me has done extremely well. You are a much-loved teacher. You gave up your family and all potential friends to be with Alan. Most of the world thinks he is your mentor—a great man investing in the life of a younger woman who needed guidance and wisdom. Only a few of us know that, in reality, you are his favorite mistress. He has never acknowledged your relationship, and tonight you were hoping that would change. Do you want me to continue?”


    “How long have you known about me?”


    “I saw you the day he moved you into the apartment.”


    “Why is he leaving me now?”


    “I’m sick of sharing him with you. I’ve tolerated you and the others during my entire married life.”


    “Others?”


    “Many.”


    “That’s disgusting. Do I need to get tested?”


    “Yes. I do regularly. So far, I’m okay, but you need to be sure.”


    “I know Alan. Why is he obeying your ultimatum?”


    “The same thing that motivated him to marry me—my money. He has a lot. I have more. My father hated the Lyons family and required me to have a pre-nuptial agreement long before they were popular. Alan wanted me bad enough when I was eighteen that he signed away my fortune and half of his own, due-upon-demand should I divorce him, or he me.”


    “You won him with a financial threat?”


    “I never lost him. Now I have purchased his promise to be at least partly faithful. After twenty-five years of marriage, fidelity to him, and tolerating ten years of you, it’s simply my turn.”


    “Do you believe he’s really going to be a one-woman man from now on?” I heard the volume of my voice rise in the quiet room.


    “No. I only required he remove you from our lives. When he came home from being with you, your perfume lingered on his clothes and you joined us at our dining room table. When he was too tired to be intimate with me because he’d been with you, you joined us in our bed. When he smiled for no reason at a benefit I knew he found boring, you joined us in public. He will continue to cheat on me as long as he can, but he will no longer do that with you.”


    “I’m a real threat to you, huh?”


    “No. I’m just sick of sharing my marriage with you. The others are all one or two-night stands. You are the only one he cared enough about to keep.”


    “How do you know he’s really done with me? He might not have meant it. He could be saying what you want to hear.”


    “He’s either done with you or done with my money. You know Alan. Which do you believe he will choose?”


    I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror behind the bar and saw a fake princess. I wanted to disappear, and suddenly the idea of a fairy god-mother became appealing. Or I could flee like the other Cinderella did. An image of me running barefoot on the shores of Lake Superior flashed across my mind. I saw myself running toward the icy water and rocks.


    “Olivia, listen to me. Don’t let Alan ruin tonight. I have invited several people willing to make large donations to Kids Fighting Cancer. I told them about Jillian.”


    “You talk like you knew her.”


    “I did. Alan prevented me from having children by demanding I get a hysterectomy before we were married. My father agreed that there needed to be fewer Lyons in this world. I loved him and did as he requested.


    “He is a man with many faults—some of them nearly unforgivable, but he loved Jillian. When he told me about her diagnosis, I knew I only had a little time to get to know his child. You will never know how I regret giving away my chance to be the mother of his children. Anyway, I became a volunteer in the children’s cancer ward, which I still do to this day. I read her stories while she sat on my lap. Olivia, I confess, I stole time with your little girl, and she captured my heart. I wondered if I would hate her because she was yours. Instead, I loved her for who she was. I know your time with her was too short, but you were given a great treasure. Tonight let your aching heart work on behalf of the children suffering now and for the sake of Jillian’s memory. Feel sorry for yourself later.”


    “He didn’t want Jillian,” I whispered.


    “I know.”


    “I waited until it was too late to do anything before I told him, but he didn’t ask me to get an abortion.”


    “He wouldn’t. He doesn’t have many convictions, but when it comes to abortion, he stands with the church,” Michelle said.


    “Maybe it would have been better for Jillian if I had aborted her. She wouldn’t have suffered the ravages of cancer,” I said looking straight into Michelle’s eyes.


    She shook her head. “And she would never have laughed, twirled, or branded her goodness on the hearts of all of us who got to know her.”


    “Alan made sure there wouldn’t be others. I took pills, and he, well, you know.”


     



    The foundation president, Claire Worthington, chose that moment to step into the room to escort me to the head table. Her husband had been Jillian’s doctor, and she too had spent time with my daughter. Her sapphire-colored gown shone like a living gem. Claire stopped beside me, and then Michelle in her gold gown stepped to my other side.


    “I’m glad you two are talking,” Claire said. “Olivia, as you can hear, I have a terrible cold. I asked Michelle to MC tonight’s event. With her influence and gentle charisma, and our beautiful mothers, I believe we will more than double our donations.”


    This time when I looked into the mirror, I saw three determined women. The south might be full of steel magnolias, but that night, three northern lights touched the hearts and checkbooks of some of Minnesota’s wealthiest citizens.


    * * *


    Claire caught up with me just before I left and said, “Olivia, we didn’t double our donations.”


    “I’m sorry. I think everyone did their best. It all looked and sounded perfect to me.”


    “It was. There’s nothing to be sorry about, my dear. Giving tripled!”


    We shared a giddy moment that included a hug before I noticed Butch. He tipped his head at me in that way men sometimes do when they mean, “Come here.”


    I obeyed because it was my only option.


    When I arrived front and center, he said, “It’s time to go.”


    Before I left I turned and blew a kiss at Jillian’s poster.


    “Come on. Mr. Lyons is waiting for you to leave,” he grumbled.


    “Oh my goodness. I’m hindering the man of the hour from exiting the building?” I asked while pretending to fan myself as if overheated.


    “Just come on, would ya?”


    When Butch escorted me to the limo and took the driver’s seat, I asked, “I’d really like to know who the other driver was. Do you know his name?”


    “It’s like I told you—he’s a guy Mr. Lyons hired and didn’t like. He won’t get into a Lyons car again, I can assure you.” Then he closed the clear divider between our seats. I’d been put in my place by one of Alan’s hired hands.

  


  




  

Chapter 3


    Lloyd was waiting for me when I entered the foyer. “Ms. Morgan, because of the evening’s events, I’ve been asked to escort you to the apartment in the private elevator.” We rode up in silence.


    I’d just stepped inside the apartment when my cell phone chirped. Alan’s text said, “Can I see you?”


    I smiled, and typed in a simple, “Yes.” As I stood by the private elevator door located in the living room, I was amused by Alan’s earlier show for his wife. He was good; I’d give him that.


    As the door slid open, my surge of confidence evaporated. He wasn’t alone. I felt my skin heat up and redden. Not the gentle pink of embarrassment, but the blaze of shame.


    Michelle in all her amber beauty was with him. He escorted her to my favorite chair, took his, and motioned for me to sit on the couch.


    “Olivia, we have details we need to discuss.”


    “This couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”


    “No.”


    I sat down and arranged the skirt of my gown carefully as I let the mask of anger slip onto my face. I have no idea what that looks like, only that every muscle in my face tensed as my jaw clenched, and I felt my eyes harden. Then I internally stepped back into my safe place.


    I waited for him to continue without responding verbally. There would be no discussion; there never was. I remember thinking, He is just like Gus. Maybe all men are.


    “It will take you some time to find a new place to live, and we’ve decided to give you up to twelve months to relocate. If you decide to stay here, there will be some restrictions. You will no longer have access to the private elevator or exercise room. Would you please get your key card and give it to Michelle now? The authorities have promised the public elevator will be in use in a few hours.”


    My bag was on the table, and I quickly removed the item he requested and handed it to him before sitting back down, ever the obedient mistress.


    He accepted it and said, “My cell phone number has been changed. If you need to contact me, please do so through my secretary, Justine.”


    He took a bored breath before continuing his emotionless dismissal. “Your investments have done well, and unless you want to, you will never have to work again. It would be wise to open a new checking account soon. I’ve also taken the liberty of submitting your resignation to the school. As president of the board, I have also accepted it, and we will start the process of interviewing potential replacements on Monday. I expect your complete cooperation.”


    “When did I create and sign that document?” I whispered as a tingling numbness danced across my face and took possession of my limbs for the second time that night.


    “I took care of it for you. I sent the letter to the board in an email from your account. I’ve always had complete access to your school computer. I assure you, it is all taken care of. The board of The Lyons Academy of Fine Arts and Music accepts your resignation, and wishes you the best in your future endeavors. You will be receiving a packet with our referral letters in a few days, along with a list of schools in the nation looking for an art teacher of your caliber. A generous severance check will also be deposited into your account. You will be teaching to the end of the year, which is two weeks away.


    “When you decide on a position, please let Justine know. She will then provide you with a real estate contact in that location. Your car is leased in my name, and will be available to you for as long as you live in this building. The parents of your students have also been notified, and we’ve asked them to send you any positive comments they have for you as well. They understand you will want to use them in your resume and will include their contact information. Mine will be included in the package we’ve assembled.”


    Michelle placed her hand on Alan’s arm. “I’d like to give Olivia my phone number as well. Then if she has any questions, I can relay them to you immediately.”


    He nodded. She glided over to the desk, picked up my pen, and wrote on one of my notepads, as if she owned the place, which of course, she did.


    Then she walked over to the private elevator and pushed the button. Alan rose and joined her.


    “Olivia, tomorrow when the police question you about the deceased, please cooperate with them fully. If you feel at any time you need an attorney, let Michelle or Justine know. Keep my family’s name out of your comments. It’s bad enough having a murder connected to the building.”


    I’d followed them toward the elevator the way one does with guests. I felt like a polite robot.


    Before the door whispered shut, I saw Michelle slip her hand into his.


    As the mantel clock struck one, my mind and body went on auto-pilot once again, and did the normal late night things; I made sure the door was locked, and the lights were off. I tucked my new gown into the bag it came in. It had a special pocket for my princess shoes. As I walked across the cold, wood floor, feeling returned to my bare feet. By the time they hit the ceramic tile in the bathroom, I was no longer numb. I watched my reflection in the mirror, fascinated by the bright-red blotches of shame mixed with anger staining my neck and face.


    When the eruption came, it was sudden and loud. As if in slow motion, I saw my mouth open and heard a scream so piercing it caused me to jump. At the same moment, I heard something glass shatter in the hallway outside my front door.


    A fury I’d only felt twice before in my life took over. I opened the door and when I saw no one, I stepped into the hallway. A piercing pain in my foot caused me to look down. Broken glass and water shone in the dim light, and a single red rose, the color of blood, rested in the shimmering ruins.


    The water was soaking into a note that read, Remember? Other than the mess, the oak paneled hallway was empty. “Remember what?” I said as I closed the door with the note in my hand.


    Picking the glass out of my foot, I wondered which thing the visitor wanted me to recall; someone who knew about the rapes, or the one who knew I was a murderer. Whoever it was, my scream had startled them badly enough they’d dropped their cruel gift on the intricate parquet floor I’d always detested. Alan said his father had preferred wood to a hallway sound-proofed by carpet. That night I was thankful for the old man’s paranoia. A wild giggle escaped from my throat into the quiet of the room. I found it extremely enjoyable that the enemy in the hall had been startled by my scream instead of causing it.


    I thought briefly about the dead guy in the elevator and the handsome doctor of the dead before slipping into a dream-frenzied sleep.


    As the sun came up, I realized I was no longer a kept woman. A strange freedom rose up in my spirit only to be pulled down by the chains of my secrets.

  


  




  

Chapter 4


    The old lady’s visit came as a surprise.


    My only warning of her arrival was the quiet swish of the private elevator door opening. She gave me the once over with piercing eyes, and then she sailed across the room. I guess my ponytail, burgundy sweat pants, Gopher’s tee-shirt, and white athletic socks were beneath her. I remember thinking, La-te-da! It went unsaid.


    She walked without a cane, and her posture was military straight. Alan’s mother, the grand dame herself, sat in the same chair Alan preferred, and once again, I was invited to sit on the couch.


    Although not an attractive woman, her navy dress complemented her sterling hair laced with icy strands of white and her forget-me-not blue eyes.


    She surveyed the room. “I haven’t been here in years. Not since my husband’s death. Walter kept his long-term women here too. You’ve taken excellent care of his things. Thank you.”


    Instead of a reply, I sat on the edge of the couch, hoping her stay would be short. The women in Alan’s life seemed to enjoy letting me know I wasn’t the only other woman he was involved with. Ma called that rubbing your nose in it; a crude saying that fit my current situation perfectly.


    “I have an inventory of the things I left here after Walter’s death. If anything is missing, I will know and will take legal action to get it back; is that understood?” she demanded.


    “Yes.”


    “I’m surprised you left this place the way it was. Are you still using the monogrammed china as well?”


    “Yes. Your son allowed me to change the décor in the master bedroom and the room that was our daughter’s. All the things from those rooms were carefully placed in storage. I will have them brought up for you before I move.”


    I was trying my best to keep the chill in my voice as strong as the one in hers, but mine sounded wobbly at best.


    “That’s very thoughtful of you. Did you paint any of the walls?”


    “I painted Jillian’s a soft butter crème yellow. It was her favorite color.”


    In silence, we observed each other for a moment, and I realized she was homely. Her nose and chin were large, and her eyes had a bit of a bulge to them. Her only assets were her slender build, expensive clothing, and aristocratic carriage.


    My face must have betrayed my thoughts, because she said, “He married me for my money. To his credit, he turned what I brought into the marriage into far greater wealth. In turn, I have my son. It worked well for both of us.”


    I didn’t know what to say, so I waited for her to continue.


    “Alan prefers beautiful women,” she said.


    The back-handed compliment caught me off guard.


    “I knew her—your Jillian.”


    Her words stunned me. “How? Alan had strict rules about keeping you and her apart.”


    “No, he had strict rules about keeping you in your place. He allowed me to visit her in the hospital. Of course, she didn’t know who I was. I dressed down a bit, and went to see her as one of those volunteers—what did they call them? Ah yes, ‘visiting angels.’ During those hours I read to her, and she told me all about you.” In those few words, her tone of voice changed from a haughty dowager to a grandmother. “She loved you very much. You and Jesus.”


    “What did she say about me?”


    “Jillian told me about your inner beauty and your talent as an artist. She also said you kept that part of your life a secret because her daddy didn’t think it was important. Jillian loved him too. She had a gift for knowing the worst about people and loving the best in them.”


    I nodded in agreement. In the face of this woman, my normally abundant supply of words disappeared.


    She stood and said, “I’ll be going now. If you have something of Jillian’s you wouldn’t mind leaving with me, I’d be grateful. I have never been loved by anyone the way she loved me, and I have never loved anyone the way I will always love her.”


    As the elevator descended, I reached for my phone and texted Michelle, “Please ask Mrs. Lyons not to visit again without calling first. Thank you.” It was my first step in taking my life back.


    Moments later Michelle’s text arrived. “I will let her know.”


    Then I did what seemed to be the next right thing. I ate a big bowl of peppermint bonbon ice cream I’d had Lloyd send up. As I consumed the frozen treat, my emotions thawed. I spent the rest of the day doing something Alan would consider undignified, and would never have allowed. I cried.


    Because I could.

  


  




  

Chapter 5


    I cried and ate ice cream the next day too. This time strawberry covered in chocolate sauce. I justified my flavor option by telling myself it counted as fruit and dairy. Lloyd replenished my supply of junk food and tissues. When he rang the doorbell, I let him in, and thanked him for cleaning up the rose and broken glass from the hallway.


    “I didn’t clean anything up. There was nothing out there.”


    “Someone delivered a single rose in a crystal vase the other night and dropped it. If you didn’t clean it up, who did?”


    “Olivia, are you sure you’re okay? Only Mr. Lyons, you, and I have access to this floor. I saw Mr. Lyons leave with his wife. No one else used either elevator. I have the security video to prove it.”


    “I cut my foot on shards of the crystal. I know it happened.”


    With his eyebrows raised nearly to his neat crew-cut hairline, he said, “You haven’t asked about the dead man in the elevator.”


    “I’m sorry. It’s been a whirlwind of change for me around here as I’m sure you know. Do you know who he was?”


    “His name is being withheld by the police pending notification of his family. How did you get him in here?”


    “I didn’t do anything with him. He was there when the elevator door opened to take me down to the lobby. I have no idea how he got there. There are other floors above this one; he was probably up there doing something for Alan. Why don’t you ask him?”


    “The only way to use the elevator is with a special key card like the one you have. Mr. Lyons mentioned an old back entrance that has been blocked off for many years. He also said it was possible there had been a spare to the door here in your apartment. Do you have that key?”


    “I have the key to this door. That’s it.”


    Lloyd’s phone rang and he said, “I’ll activate the elevator.” Then he turned to me and said, “The police are on the way up with a search warrant.”


    He walked into the living room to the private elevator and slid his card into the special slot added to the old brass button plaque.


    “Hey! Couldn’t the killer have used the stairs like you just did?” I hollered at him.


    Standing by the door waiting for the elevator door to open, he said, “Yes, but that still doesn’t explain how the victim got into the building in the first place. He didn’t use the front door, and there is no sign of him on any of the security cameras. Without a key, he had to have permission and know the security key codes to get beyond the foyer.”


    “It wasn’t me,” I said with my teeth clenched almost as tightly as my fists.


     



    The police arrived, and I let them in. I invited Harper to sit at the dining room table while she asked me questions, and her team commenced the search. I sat down, more worried than scared. I liked Lloyd, and it bothered me he knew I was newly un-kept, and he seemed to think I was also crazy and might be capable of murder. I didn’t know until then how much it mattered to me what he thought. I also wondered if he’d already shared his opinions with the cops before now.


    I asked her, “Are your guys going to sift through my underwear drawer?”


    “Yes. Does that bother you?”


    “A little bit. It’s weird to think strange men will see my stuff.”


    “It’s not personal, and they are professionals.”


    It felt grossly intimate to me, but she had a list of questions, so I focused on them.


    “We’re looking for an old wooden box with brass corners and a lock that takes what they sometimes call a skeleton key. Mr. Lyons told us his father kept a spare key in a secret drawer located inside the box. It used to sit on the buffet.”


    “As long as I’ve lived here, I don’t remember seeing a box. That world globe has always been where it is now. What door does the missing key open?”


    “I was told it was an old coal chute door that’s been locked for years. When they stopped using the old coal-burning furnace, the senior Mr. Lyons had it cleaned out and sealed with some kind of bonding material,” she said.


    “Have you seen this door?” I asked.


    “Yes. It hasn’t been used in a very long time, and the keyhole was also filled in with some kind of putty.”


    “There are no other doors?”


    “Not that we know of or could see.”


    The officers didn’t find a box or a key or anything else they thought looked suspicious but told me they might be back to question me as the investigation continued. I was warned to stay in town and to be available.


    Whatever. I had no reason to go anywhere, because this time I hadn’t done it.


     



    Lloyd called and asked if he could do anything. I ordered a variety of ice creams—those gourmet kinds that come in small cartons. Later, I wished I’d asked him to bring me some potato chips too. With dip. Popcorn with extra butter and salt would have to suffice. What else does a woman with a broken heart do? Besides, I got great pleasure knowing my binge would have ticked off my former keeper. I toasted the air with a root beer float. “This one is for you, Alan!”

  


  




  

Chapter 6


    Alan sent a press release to the local news stations stating my shock, and asking my privacy be respected as law enforcement officials looked for the murderer. He also requested reporters keep a decent distance from their building so business could be conducted with as little interruption as possible.


    They complied for a few days.


    After that, I left the building through the emergency exit in the underground parking garage so I could walk to work without shouts or invasive questions.


    The apartment was located four blocks from the prestigious facility for college-age students gifted in the arts. Every time I stepped past the huge brass anchors standing like sentinels beside the walkway, up the stairs, and through the tall glass doors, a sense of privilege gripped my heart. I’d never gotten over the honor of teaching the students at The Lyons Academy of Art and Music.


    As I entered my office, my assistant, Caroline, greeted me with tears in her eyes. “Olivia, you are going to be so missed. We had no idea you wanted to pursue other interests. We didn’t even know you had any beyond teaching.”


    Alan required that of me. No friends outside of the school, and I could only talk to my co-workers at work. No family. No art other than what I taught, and what I could sneak in when he was with Michelle.


    I hugged her and said with conviction I didn’t know I felt. “It’s time. I will miss you all though.”


    She nodded and said, “Now you go see what your students and their parents left for you while I brew you a mug of tea.” She’d started the daily tradition on my first morning on the job. My Lady Grey was brewed strong and sweetened just right with honey.


    On my desk were two piles of envelopes. Letters from students were separated from those of their parents. If I was going to hold it together, I’d have to look at them later.


    Carrying in the steaming brew, Caroline said, “There’s going to be a special assembly sometime before you leave—a farewell party. Your students are in charge of it. I thought you should know they might be a little distracted.”


    “I wish they wouldn’t do that.”


    “They love you, Olivia. You need to love them enough to let them do this for you.”


    She was right as usual. I looked at the envelopes and sipped my day starter. Alan had truly tied up all the loose ends I had become in his life. How very nice for him.


    The truth was I’d had more years with Alan than I should have expected. With that thought, I slipped back into the memory of my journey into his life.


    I’d read in the paper about a party being held to honor businessman Alan Lyons for his dedication and generosity to a private art school started by and partly funded by his family. Using a computer in the public library, I did my homework on him. He was handsome, in great physical shape, rich, generous, and nothing like Gus.


    After checking the list of former students, I chose the name of a girl who had graduated, and moved to Africa to teach art to children as a volunteer with some special organization. After taking a look at her public records, I knew she wouldn’t be attending because she was leading some kind of seminar in Zimbabwe. It also helped that her first name was Olivia, and she had blond hair, blue eyes, and was about my age. All of this made my game easier.


    The event was by invitation only so I dressed up in a simple navy blue suit, plain white blouse, and black heels I found at the local Goodwill that looked like something a missionary would choose, and went to his office to get myself invited. Justine believed every lie I told her about being the former student, and wanting to thank Mr. Lyons myself for making my future brighter. She wrote the other student’s name in beautiful calligraphy on an embossed invitation and handed it to me.


    More brazen than brave, I entered the ballroom in a red dress I’d also found at the Good Will that covered most of my skin and still accentuated all of my curves. I was confident I was going to leave with him, and I did. He spoke to the admiring crowd, told them his wife was suffering from a headache, and apologized for her early departure. As the applause faded, he brought me a glass of champagne I didn’t drink, and told his assistant he was needed at work. He told the few guests who noticed us leaving he wanted to catch up with my work in Africa and talk about a possible position at the school. A few minutes later, I was in the backseat of his limo.


    The next day I took a taxi back to the motel to get my suitcases and a couple of boxes containing the only stuff that mattered to me—the designer clothing cast-offs given to me by the rich women whose houses I cleaned, a sketch pad, some pencils, and a picture of my sister and me. And my portfolio with the drawings, and photographs a college professor had helped me compile into an impressive presentation. I’d graduated with honors and degrees in teaching as well as art. My resume was interesting and included some important names.


    College at the U of M demanded I work, so I opened my own house-sitting business called The House Nanny. I started with a couple of my professors and the college dean before graduating to their rich and generous friends. My belongings were stored in a suitcase, backpack, and a locker at the local Y. I had full-time work and places to stay rent-free. I walked their dogs, changed their cat’s litter boxes, slept in their guest rooms and in some cases, guest houses.


    Gaining and keeping their trust meant I never took anything they didn’t give me and never partied on their time or in their homes. They gave me the keys and security codes to their properties and paid me more than my friends who waited tables.


    This not only kept me off the streets, and allowed me to pay cash for my education, it kept me off the radar—address-wise. My student file had the address of a family in the city with the last name of Morgan. No one followed up with them. I didn’t want any connection to my real family.


    With very little effort, I had a handsome, rich lover who couldn’t get enough of me and provided all the benefits I had dreamed of: a job as an art teacher at a prestigious school, a fabulous apartment, a BMW, designer clothes, expensive make-up and hair cuts. He taught me how to walk, talk, and act like I belonged. Together, we created a new past for me and a future that included an exaggerated resume and references from people who owed him favors, which included two governors, a mayor from a nearby city, and a couple of State Representatives. I’d never met any of them.


    I brought a few things to the deal: excellent grades that didn’t have to be forged, a gift for teaching, and artistic talent. These treasures remained mine alone.


    I was confident that while he’d never leave his wife, he’d never leave me either. I let myself believe I fit into his world. Looking back through the glasses of my new reality, gray rather than rose-colored, I knew he’d seen an easy mark—a girl eagerly offering herself up onto the altar of his lust. By the time his addiction to me lessened, we had a daughter.


    Somewhere along the way I’d accepted we could only be seen together in public once a week at our mentoring meetings in my office. Since he met with the rest of the staff too, our secret was safe. He limited my access to most other places, although I could visit the museums any time I wanted to and twice a year went to the Mall of America to get a new wardrobe. I got my hair and nails done and bought my make-up in the salon just off the main lobby of the Lyons Shipping building where my apartment was located. I worked out in his private exercise room adjacent to his office. The credit card I used for expenses was in my name, but all the charges were monitored by Alan and paid by his accountant. My groceries were delivered to the security desk and brought up to me by one of Alan’s men. He deposited my checks from the school, and invested a portion of each one for me. While I loved my luxurious lifestyle, there was one negative. For five glorious years, Jillian interrupted my loneliness.


    My cell phone alarm beeped, drawing me back into the present day. Soon, the school’s warning song would sound, and I liked to be the first to arrive in my classroom. Other places had bells. We had Beethoven, Bach, Wagner, and Schubert.


    I walked down the hallway to my classroom, where for an hour, we’d consider the art and genius of Leonardo da Vinci, and then we’d spend another two hours sketching. Several of my students were fascinated by his habit of using mirror-image cursive for his notes. The mystery that was the man held our attention as no other artist we’d studied together. His legacy is one I never tired of teaching.


    When I opened the door, my students were already there with questions, tears, and hugs. As unprepared as I was for Alan’s rejection, nothing could have readied me for their acceptance.


    All but one student sat down. Evan glanced at me briefly. He started to rock back and forth on his feet. We all accepted his Asperger’s Syndrome. His mother taught us what he needed from us. We were part of his team, and he was part of ours. We respected him and were in awe of his gifts. His great joy was his art, the feel of his pencils, the paper, and the sight of his hand placing what his mind saw there. Evan rarely spoke and was unsettled by any change. My news threatened to throw him off-kilter. He needed facts – nothing more. None of us moved, but we were all ready to support him if he needed us. Although his rocking increased, he held on. He usually retreated to his easel even when I lectured—it was his safe place—but he didn’t miss a word I spoke. That day, he stood in front of his peers and asked me, “What are you going to do?”


    Until I looked into that courageous young man’s eyes, I had no idea. Somehow he would know if I lied. As the plan took center stage in my brain, my stomach did a double backwards somersault of excitement mixed with fear.


    “Thank you for asking, Evan. I’m going to do art. I’m going to draw trees, and flowers and faces. I’m going to take photographs of whatever fascinates me, and I’m going to write poetry. I might teach again someday, but for a while, I will do what I tell you to do every day we’re together: I’m going to be me in and through my art.”


    The students clapped and hooted. Evan covered his ears until the others were quiet again, and then he said, “I think that’s a great idea.” He gave me a partial high-five, where we raised our hands toward each other, but didn’t touch. He walked to his easel and sat on his stool. I wondered if I’d ever love a student as much as I loved him at that moment.


    Then I taught da Vinci as I never had before. My passion for the man’s talent, curiosity about his life, and respect for his brilliance could no longer be restrained.


    Nor could I. That day, a boy trapped inside himself had set me free. The cocoon was off and I was emerging, wet and bedraggled but full of possibility.


    * * *


    Instead of crying the night away, I went to the basement storage room Alan had assigned me when I moved in. I hadn’t brought much but hoped the little I did was still there. I discovered it wasn’t just my stuff down there. Broken antiques, cardboard boxes, and wooden crates were everywhere. The dust made me sneeze, and in some spots, the dust bunnies huddled together and looked like they were morphing into something bigger. On top of an old table, I found my art portfolio.


    When I turned to go, I noticed under the stairs lay an old wooden box with brass corners. I left it where it was, intending to tell Lloyd or Justine in the morning where to find it.


    Back in the apartment, I stared at the oversized case holding work I hadn’t seen in years. The black plastic was cracked and gray with dust. I didn’t open it then, but I wiped it off with a damp paper towel and put it in Jillian’s closet with my old backpack and a large tote that now held the letters from my students and their parents. I knew in order to move forward, I would have to take a brief look back, but that would have to wait. I was tired and decided to sleep in Jillian’s canopied bed under her ruffled comforter.


    Before I fell asleep, I remembered one of Jillian’s favorite lines, “Mommy, I think it takes a princess to make a princess so if I’m one, you must be one too.”


    I whispered to the room, “I wish.”


    * * *


    I woke up, certain I heard someone walking away from me and then the click of the front door closing. Afraid to move, I stayed as still as possible until dawn. I got up and acted like nothing was bothering me. If someone was there, I’d run screaming. It wasn’t much, but it was my plan. A single rose in a vase on the bedside table shattered my courage. The attached note said, “I remember you.” I grabbed my cell phone and called Lloyd.


    “Someone has been in the apartment. Get up here now.” As I felt the bile rise in my throat, I demanded, “Let yourself in.”


    Lloyd and his sidekick Merle found me throwing up in the bathroom. “Olivia? Are you okay?”


    “No. I mean yes, but someone was here. Look at the rose,” I said pointing at the bedside table.


    It was gone.


    “Maybe you had a little too much to drink last night?”


    “No. It was there, and I heard someone.”


    “I think you’re mistaken. Maybe a little hot coffee and an aspirin will help.” Although Lloyd’s words were kind, they felt condescending as they scratched across my heart.


    His cell phone rang, and he stepped out into the hall. I heard him say, “She’s fine, Mr. Lyons. I think she’s a little hung over and may have had a nightmare. It looks like she slept in the little girl’s bed.”


    Merle watched me the way one might an alien, as if expecting me to spew green slime while I reached out to strangle him with the strength of a boa constrictor.


    “Get out! Both of you. Now!”


    “We’re leaving. Call us anytime you need us.” Lloyd said.


    I sat down on the edge of the bed, and something crackled in my pocket. The note. I’d grabbed it before heading to the bathroom. I’d hidden the first one underneath the bottom shelf in the medicine cabinet. There was a slender space there I’d always used to hide my birth-control pills.


    After a hot shower, I placed both of them in a plastic bag. On my lunch hour, I’d go to the bank near the school, open a new account as requested by Alan, and rent a bank box. Until then, the baggie would be pinned to the inside of my waistband.


    I watched my pills head into the sewer system in a swirl. I don’t think I waved, but in my state of mind who knows.


    My reflection in the mirror didn’t reveal a wild woman on the verge of a meltdown. At least that’s not what I saw. “No one else had to believe me, but I know I am not crazy. Scared, alone, and sad, yes. But not crazy. Or nuts. Or bonkers,” I said out loud to myself.


    * * *


    On my way out of the building, I decided not to use the private exit because it was a little too secluded for me. That meant I had to pass Lloyd’s desk. “Olivia, any time you want to see the security video for the last few days let me know. No one went in or out of your apartment through your door, nor was anyone recorded on the stairs or in the elevator. I have no idea how an intruder could get there. It is impossible.”


    “Your guess is as good as mine,” I said, wishing for a statement a little less clichéd, but it was all I had and I followed it up with my best glare.


    Merle held open the door for me. When he smirked, the urge to kick him in the shin was nearly more than I could bear. A businessman in an expensive suit and designer sunglasses stood on the sidewalk in front of me. He adjusted his reflective shades, nodded his head, and refused to move. I walked around him and muttered, “What? You think you own the sidewalk?”


    He stared at me, and his presence rattled me. I thought he looked familiar, but as my paranoia grew, I felt that way about all men wearing sunglasses. Hurrying away, I struggled to get a grip on my emotions before they took over. I envisioned myself in a mental institution, rocking in place and ranting about my fears. Taking a deep breath, I told myself, “You have three options: someone is stalking you, you are insane, or both.” Nothing comforting there.


    I only had a few days left at the school, and I was not going to let an invisible enemy who wrote notes, a couple of security guards on the Lyons’ payroll, or men hiding behind silvered sunglasses ruin the time.


    Well, not much anyway. It was getting harder to stay in my internal safe place. It felt like the hinges were loose and the lock broken.

  


  




  

Chapter 7


    On my last morning at the school, my current and some past students lined the sidewalk heading into the building and then escorted me to the auditorium where they shared memories of our time together.


    They sang, danced, painted, and performed a skit. They were funny, deep, wise, and clever. I was so proud to have been their teacher.


    Then Evan stole the show. He stood with his back to the crowd in the center of a soft spotlight on an otherwise dark stage. He thanked me quietly for accepting him as he was and unveiled his most recent master piece—a sketch of me teaching with the faces of every student in the school surrounding me, and a small self-portrait of him at his easel off to the side in Norman Rockwell style. He exited stage left, where his mother waited for him. When she returned to the stage with him, we all did what she had taught us, we gave him a silent high-five. He returned it, nodded to me, and quietly followed his mom out of the room. When the floor lights went on, the rest of the students burst into applause and chanted my name.


    I hadn’t prepared a speech which, for a moment, felt like a mistake. Then I realized the lights were bright enough I couldn’t see my audience well. The silence allowed me to pretend I was alone, and I let my heart show.


    “You are here because you are talented,” I said. “But that’s not enough. Between today and the time you walk between the brass anchors out front after graduation, you have to find the courage to release your talent into the world. Not everyone will appreciate the beauty flowing out of your hearts, and that will hurt, but it’s also okay. You don’t need or want everyone’s acceptance or approval. You will be appreciated by the ones who matter most—the ones who will find something captivating and profound in your work. If you stay true to what you’ve been given to do, you will have lived well. I came here an unknown teacher. Today I am known by a few . . . by you. That is how I define success. You aren’t just enough, you are more than enough to keep my heart full and my creative juices flowing. I love you all dearly. I am grateful you are my students—the students of my heart.”


    The next thing I knew, the lights swiveled into the auditorium. Students, parents, teachers, staff, and the board stood to their feet, clapping. In the far back, I noticed Stan, the janitor wiping tears from his eyes. At that moment, mine tipped over my lower lids onto my cheeks.


    After a few moments, the administrator and the board filed up to shake my hand and wish me well.


    Alan and I pretended we were barely acquaintances one more time. I watched my ex-lover walk off stage with his admirers as if he were some kind of royalty and wondered if I’d ever hated anyone as much as I did the Lyons king.


    I had. Right before I decided to kill him.

  


  




  

Chapter 8


    The lonely dialogue with myself started after supper on that last day of school. Without friends or family, I was all I had. After a meal of canned spaghetti and cheese curls, I paced the long hallway in the apartment. During my solitary walk, I decided I needed to start moving my life ahead. There were a few keepsakes in my room, the things from my desk at school, and special items in Jillian’s room I could pack in preparation for my move. I needed boxes and newspapers.


    Using the private elevator was out of the question, and Alan had also decided I was no longer welcome in the basement. That meant I had to depend on others for assistance. I called the front desk and was surprised when Lloyd answered.


    “You’re working overtime?” I asked.


    “Something like that.”


    His voice left no room for more questions. “What can I do for you?”


    “My new restrictions now extend to Mr. Lyons’ store room. However, he also told me if there are any more empty boxes down there, I am free to use them, and you have access. Do you have time to look for me?”


    “I didn’t see any others down there, but I’ll check again. If not, I’ll get you some. Will you be ready for them in about an hour?”


    “Yes. Thanks.”


    The minute I hung up, I remembered I’d seen a wooden box down there.


    Irritated by Alan’s limitations on me, I texted Harper. “You asked about a wooden box with brass corners. I remember seeing one in a section of the basement where I’m no longer allowed to go.”


    “I’ll be over in a couple of hours. If it’s of interest, I’ll call the FBI. Did you touch it?”


    “No.”


    “Good. See if a family member or representative can join us,” she texted back.


    I sent Michelle a text letting her know what I’d remembered and that the police were coming over, but I didn’t hear back from her.


    While I waited, I cleaned out the refrigerator. There wasn’t much, but there were some plastic containers with leftovers that had green-gray fuzzies growing here and there. I tossed them into the wastebasket, bowls and all. It smelled ripe, so I triple bagged it and put it by the door.


    Lloyd rang the bell. I was still annoyed with him for assuming I’d been drunk. Before I opened the door, I looked out the peep hole, mostly to be silently sarcastic. The view of the long hallway in the dim light initiated an unwelcome flashback. Lloyd’s voice saved me from that vortex of humiliation.


    “Olivia, please open the door.”


    I did, wishing I had the energy for a snitty smile. Instead, I knew I looked as undone as I felt.


    “I found more than empty boxes. There are two with your name on them, and a couple of others, I thought you’d want to see,” Lloyd said.


    I stepped back, and he pushed in one of those flatbed carts. As he rolled it past me, I noticed a couple of boxes with Jillian’s name written in Alan’s careful, all-capital-letter printing.


    He must have seen the questions in my eyes I couldn’t ask. “I brought you Jillian’s things too.”


    My daughter had loved Lloyd and he was devoted to her. He still had a picture on his bulletin board I’d taken of the two of them one morning when he’d let her go to work with him for a couple of hours. She’d been interested in his job and fascinated by the man. He had the carriage of a general. That morning, I’d asked him if he was ex-military and Jillian answered, “Mom, Lloyd is a marine. Others might be ex-military, but once you’re a marine you’re always a marine.” She’d ended the quote with her version of their famous Ooh rah! Which came out “who ya!”


    He had not corrected her mistake and nodded at her in respect. She felt safe enough with him not to cover her bald head. That earned him a lot of points with me. She’d smiled up at him and said, “He made me an imaginary marine.” They’d high-fived and Semper Fied each other before hugging.


    While I remembered, he stood in his normal “at ease” stance waiting for me to tell him what to do with the boxes.


    “You were one of her heroes,” I stated.


    He nodded and looked down. “And she was one of mine.”


    “Would you mind putting hers in her room and the others in the living room?”


    While Lloyd carried out his duty, I stayed by the door, thinking he had more right to be in the apartment than I did.


    “Olivia?” Lloyd interrupted the start to my pity-party. “Would you like me to take your garbage down?”


    He’d gotten the drop on me. I’d thought I’d hand him the bag as he was leaving, the way one might when dismissing a mere servant.


    “Yes, thanks,” I muttered, disappointed he’d gained the upper hand with kindness.


    He shut the door carefully then checked to be sure it had locked behind him. His act should have calmed my frayed nerves, but instead the nasty voice inside my head was back and asked in a hiss, “Does he want to be sure I’m safe or is he making sure I’m locked in like a criminal?”


    My phone buzzed with a text. We’re all busy on two new murders tonight. Either special agent Newman from the FBI or I will be over to see the box tomorrow. Is it secure?


    I typed in the answer. Lloyd is on the job and can be trusted.


    Our texting ended there, and I wondered how they lived with so much death on their minds. I knew from personal experience it wasn’t easy.


    Lloyd had left the bedside lamp on in Jillian’s room. As I walked over to shut it off, I took a detour toward the boxes the way a June bug is drawn to a light bulb. The first one was full of her favorite stuffed animals; Winkin, Blinkin, and Nod, her teddy bear trio, Taxi the bumblebee, and Gill, her Nemo look-alike, were wrapped carefully in white tissue paper.


    Next came her doll box. She only had one, a dimply, life-sized, round baby girl doll she named Merry the moment she’d unwrapped her. Along with the doll were the clothes I’d bought to go with her; real baby onesies, footie pajamas, frilly dresses, and matching shoes. My favorites had always been the soft suede baby moccasins with Native American beading. Jillian had asked, “Mommy what dress do these go with?” The rebel in me rose up, and I said, “All of them.”


    In the bottom of the box lay a pair of little pink leather cowgirl boots wrapped in the doll’s favorite blanket. Jillian fell in love with the boots and wore them with all of her frilly dresses.


    Alan’s words rang in my memory. “Olivia, I do not think cowboy boots are acceptable footwear for my daughter.”


    My response hadn’t pleased him, although it felt great to me. “That may be true, Alan, but they are perfectly acceptable for my daughter.”


    He tried to end the conversation by saying, “Is that what white trash wore in your day?”


    I momentarily bested him when I said, “Dang straight.”


    It was the closest I’d ever come to swearing at him. I’d promised myself I’d never sound like my ma or Gus or any of their foul-mouthed friends. Over time, most of the pledges I made to myself had been broken, but not this one or the one not to drink. I’d kept those two no matter what Lloyd and the police detective might think. Cussing wasn’t just crass; it represented them. Drinking alcohol could be deadly, as Gus surely knew in the last moments of his life.


    Alan had taken the opportunity to put me in my place. “Olivia, crude language isn’t necessary. It’s really beneath who you’ve become,” he said before leaving.


    I’d accepted his discipline, but thought, Buddy, you have no idea what crude sounds like.


    I studied the boots again. Alan had hated them, but he’d loved Jillian enough to save them, which probably meant he wasn’t all bad. Maybe.


    The third box held the photo albums Alan had taken away from me. He’d threatened to destroy them if I didn’t buck up. Then he said he’d return them to me when I was handling her death better. He’d lied. Perhaps he’d kept them boxed away for his own sake. That was far more likely than out of any concern for me.


    The final box held her drawings, paintings, and other art projects. Near the top was the plaster cast of her tiny hand. I pressed my fingertips into the indentations and missed the way it felt when her fingers held onto my hand. In the first and last Valentine’s Day box she’d decorated were her love notes to me. I couldn’t read a single one of them then, but when I opened it, I smelled glue, colored paper, and color crayons, as fragrant as any expensive perfume to my shattered heart.


    As I tucked the box covers back together, I noticed the garment bag hanging on the closet door. I gasped as I slid the zipper down. There was her flannel nightgown, two of her fancy dresses, and the blanket given to her by a “visiting angel” she loved and had been wrapped up in when she died. I lifted it carefully to my nose, afraid it would smell like cancer and death. Instead, it held the faint scent of fabric softener. I was grateful for someone’s kindness. The quality of the material and the perfection of the stitches made me wonder if it had come from Alan’s mother.


    I lay down on her bed and hugged the blanket. Just before the black velvet of sleep took me captive, I decided Alan was a jerk, but he’d saved the best of what remained of our little girl.

  


  




  

Chapter 9


    “Olivia, the homicide detective is here to see you again. She wants to see the box you saw in the basement,” Lloyd said.


    “Good. I’ll be right down. Would you consider coming along as a witness for the family? I texted Michelle, but I haven’t heard back from her.”


    “I think that’s a good idea,” he said. “Merle is on duty and can watch things up here.”


    “Thanks, I’ll be right down.”


    When I stepped into the foyer, Harper was dressed in her normal uniform; jeans, a white blouse, and a black leather jacket. Her red hair was cut in a funky wedge, and her lipstick was a rich shade of copper. Nothing about her screamed cop, although everything about her said tough, loud and clear.


    She intimidated me. From the startled look on Lloyd’s face, I thought he might be feeling something similar.


    We rode the elevator down to the basement in silence. The box was still there, dust laden with a cobweb stretched across the top. The tiny strands were covered in fine gray particles as well. It had been abandoned long ago by its eight-legged creator.


    Harper called the FBI. “Newman, I think I’ve got what you guys are looking for.” She went on to describe the box. “She’s with me. You can ask her when you get here. If you guys are going to be in charge of this case, you’re going to have to start talking to her. I understand, but if she didn’t kill your guy, she might be able to help you find out who did. I know what it’s like to lose one of your own, but don’t let your need for justice mess up your chances of getting it. No, we’ll be right here staring at it. I’ll let building security know you’re on your way and to send you down.”


    When she slid her cell phone into her jacket pocket, I said, “Sounds like he doesn’t like me already.”


    “The dead guy was an FBI agent. If you were a suspect in one of my detective’s deaths, I wouldn’t either. How would you feel about someone implicated in the death of one of your students?”


    I nodded. I understood better than she knew. When Gus started looking at my little sister in that way, I suspected he was up to evil, and learned I was capable of greater hate. I’d give the FBI guy a break.


    A few minutes later, Lloyd came back down with an FBI agent and a tech. Harper introduced us.


    “Special Agent, Newman, this is Olivia Morgan. Ms. Morgan, this is the FBI who will likely be heading up this investigation once the dust settles.”


    We stared at each other in silence.


    “It would help us all out if you two would play nice.”


    I ended the stare-down by glancing at Harper. Agent Newman scared me, and he knew it.


    In a quiet show of support, Lloyd came over and stood beside me. “The Lyons family and Ms. Morgan have asked me to stay as an observer,” he told the officers.


    “Just stay out of the way,” Newman said. He instructed the woman with him to photograph the box from several angles while he put on a pair of gloves. “Looks like this hasn’t been touched in a while.”


    After the photographer was done, Newman snagged the cobweb and picked up the box. “Looks like a captain’s chest to me. Bag it,” he instructed.


    “You’re not going to look at it here?” I asked.


    “No, I’m not. Our people will help me with that later. Since it belongs to the Lyons family, I will notify them we have it. Have you ever seen this box before?”


    “No. I haven’t spent a lot of time down here.”


    “I don’t suppose you have.” His sarcasm irked me.


    “Agent Newman, I know you have good reason not to like me, but if you think I killed the guy in the elevator, you are wrong.”


    His smirk more than irked me.


    “You and I are on the same side,” I added. “I want you to find the killer as much as you do.”


    “I doubt that,” he muttered.


    “Finding the real killer will get all of you off my back. Believe me, I want that.”


    He turned to Harper and said, “This area is now off-limits to everyone, including the Lyons’ family and staff. I will notify Mr. Lyons.”


    Looking at me, he continued, “This is no longer a police investigation, although we’re working with them. In the future, call me at this number before you call Harper and then Lloyd. In case you have any more ‘intruders’ put me on your speed dial.” His next instructions were for Lloyd. “The Lyons family tells me you are not only the head of building security, but also of Ms. Morgan’s safety. There is a chain of command, and I’m at the top of it. Got that?”


    “Yes, sir.” Lloyd’s response was sarcastic.


    I sighed. Testosterone seemed to fill the space between them. A peeing contest was the last thing we needed.


    Newman noticed and he said, “You two don’t have to like it, but it would be in your best interest to cooperate. I’m sure Mr. Lyons would agree. Here’s my card. It might be a good idea to enter the number into your cell phone contacts,” he instructed.


    He acted like Lloyd was a technical doofus. I knew better. I’d seen all his gadgets from a distance. Lloyd accepted the card in silence.


    I, on the other hand, sighed dramatically and said, “Fine.”


    Newman said to Harper, “I will call you every step of the way. You are welcome to every shred of evidence we find or any other crime scene we investigate.”


    One again he turned his gaze to me. “Don’t forget to call me first.”


    “So if I’m in any danger, you’re my 911.”


    That brought him up short. “No. If you believe you are in imminent danger, call emergency assistance. We’re done here.”


    Before we left the basement, Newman had a few private words with Harper. I wished I could read lips. When they were done he said, “Let’s go.”


    He got the last word. I was getting really tired of that from the men in my life. When the elevator doors opened, Newman and his team left without a word. Courtesy wasn’t his strong point. Curious about the detective and not ready to go back to the apartment, I asked Harper, “Can I buy you a cup of coffee? There’s a Caribou around the corner.”


    “Sounds great,” she said.


    * * *


    Sitting with our hot brews in our hands, I waited as nervous as I used to get giving a book report in sixth grade. Just getting to the table had been an experience. First, I dropped my change, then my chocolate-covered coffee bean rolled off the cup lid, and finally, I burned my tongue on the first sip. I silently considered becoming a nun and wondered if there were any convents for atheists.


    “The report says you don’t know the guy in the elevator,” Harper said.


    “Yes. I mean no, I don’t know him.” I lowered my eyes, embarrassed by my verbal fumble.


    “Then why did he have this in his pocket?” she asked, showing me my name and address scribbled on a piece of notebook paper.


    “I have no idea. Does Newman know you have that?”


    “Yes. He gave this to me to show you. Although you two are going to have to talk, he has decided I’ll handle questioning you for now. He has a lot of rules, but only one involves you directly: if you have new information, call him first, and then me. Do not break this rule.”


    She took a sip of coffee and then said, “The victim also had this photo of you,” she said as she placed another plastic bag on the table.


    “It looks like he printed that off of the school’s website.”


    “That’s right, but it proves he was looking for you. Are you sure you have no idea why?” she pressed.


    “None.”


    “Where did you live before you moved to St. Paul?”


    Even though I knew the hard questions would come, now that they’d arrived, they were worse than I thought they’d be.


    “Oak River.”


    “Any relatives there who can verify who you are?” her interrogation continued while my coffee got cold.


    “Maybe my ma if she’s still alive.” I knew calling her “Ma” made me sound like a Minnesota redneck, but that’s who she was to me.


    “What’s her name?” she asked.


    “Why do you need to know? I haven’t seen her in ten years.”


    “I just do.”


    “Mary Smith.”


    “Is Morgan your real last name?”


    “It is now. I had it legally changed when I moved here.”


    “Why is that?” she asked, her pen poised over her notebook.


    I sat there staring at the checkerboard design on the table, feeling my coffee go even colder in the cup. I detest cold coffee, so I pushed it away.


    “Morgan was my middle name, and my mother’s maiden name. With a past like mine, a background check using my original last name would have meant no job as a teacher at a prestigious art and music school.”


    “Who helped you change it?” she asked.


    “Alan Lyons. He’s been my mentor since I came here.”


    “Your mentor?” She said it in the way people say stuff when they already know, but want the person to admit it.


    “That’s what he called it,” I said as shame rose up in my heart like a flash of heat lightning in a midnight summer sky.


    “So, you changed it to Morgan from?”


    “Smith.”


    “Smith?” she asked, her voice tinged with disbelief.


    “Olivia Morgan Smith.” I rattled off my old address, phone number, date of birth, and social security number.


    “Any trouble I should know about?”


    “No shoplifting, speeding tickets, or bad grades. If you want a list of my teachers, I’ll compile that for you.”


    “Did you work?”


    “Sure. Back in Oak River, I babysat, bagged groceries, cleaned houses, and was a companion to a nice old lady or two. Here in St. Paul, I put myself through college by running my own business.”


    “Did you pay your taxes?”


    “Yes. My company was listed with the state of Minnesota. I had a Tax ID Number, and paid all the required taxes. I’ll get the paperwork for you if you’d like. I also have references from every one of the homes I worked in. Some of them were very wealthy and influential people whose names you would know.”


    “Did you take anything that didn’t belong to you?” she asked, leaning forward.


    “No. Not even as a kid with big needs. I was what some call white trash, and I was determined to escape the stigma. With that goal front and center, I wasn’t even tempted.” I said with conviction, knowing a long-ago murder was the stain that could ruin it all.


    “The name of the man in the elevator is Mickey Olson. Does that mean anything to you?”


    I looked into her eyes, stunned to hear his name. It had been so long. I felt dizzy, and a lump that felt like I had a golf ball lodged in my throat made talking difficult, but I said, “Yeah, I knew him. He was my best friend when I lived in Oak River.”


    “But you didn’t recognize him the other day?”


    “The guy on the elevator was Mickey?” I felt a little faint.


    She nodded.


    “No. When I knew him, Mickey didn’t have those scars on his face. As a kid, other than a few freckles, his skin was clear. He didn’t even have pimples.”


    “You didn’t talk to him the day he died?”


    “No. I haven’t talked to him since I left Oak River,” I said, staring down so hard the table started to blur.


    “Seems like he might have been here to see you. Any idea why?” she persisted.


    “None. When I left that life, I left the people in it. All of them.”


    “Did you know there was a fire in your house the day after you left?”


    “No!” My sister? Ma?” I grabbed my cup as if it could keep me from losing it all together.


    “Olson got your mother out. Your father died in the fire. The newspaper clippings in Olson’s hotel room indicated your sister was living with a neighbor at the time of the fire. Olson went back in for Gus Smith. Doctors thought he wasn’t going to live, but he did.”


    “How did Mickey die?”


    “He was stabbed.”


    “It’s so wrong Mickey is dead,” I said wiping tears away with my fingers.


    “And your father?”


    “I never cared much for him,” I said watching my fingers twist a paper napkin. To avoid talking about Gus, I changed the subject by asking, “I don’t understand what Mickey was doing in the elevator. No one from back there knows where I am.”


    “Olivia, finding you was the easy part. Your picture is in newspaper archives with your students and cancer fundraising. If he knew your middle name, all he needed was access to a computer. Plus, he was FBI and those guys have resources. The thing we need to figure out is why he died and who killed him,” Harper said.


    That truth made me sad because it meant Ma and Pete could have found me and chose not to.


    “Do you think Mickey died because of me?” I asked my voice and body shaking.


    “It’s possible, but we don’t know why.”


    I had to be sure. “So the old man died in the fire? You’re positive?” The question caused a shiver to run up my spine and over my scalp.


    She nodded. “He hurt you bad, huh?”


    Her phone rang and she listened before saying, “I’m with her now. We’ll be right down.”


    “That was my partner. They found the murder weapon. It’s a butcher knife with the Lyons’ crest on the handle. Would you mind coming down to the station with me to identify it?”


    “Why not ask one of the family members to do that?”


    “There’s only one set of prints on it, and they’re yours.”


    “How do you know that?” The second I asked, I knew; when I’d been hired by the school, they’d required I give them my fingerprints for a criminal background check.


    She didn’t answer, but asked, “Do you want to call a lawyer?”


    “Do I need one?” I asked as another shiver rippled its way upward on my spine.


    “I don’t know, do you? I’m not going to arrest you without more evidence. It will look better to the DAif you cooperate.”


    “Where did they find the knife?”


    Her answer stunned me. “In his gut.”


    Her cell phone rang again. “Harper here. I’m with her now, Mr. Lyons. Would you like to speak with her?”


    She handed her cell phone to me.


    “Alan?”


    “You are on speaker phone with Michelle and me. Are you uncomfortable answering the detective’s questions without an attorney?” he demanded.


    “No.”


    “Any time that changes, call Justine, and I’ll send ours over. Do the best you can without incriminating yourself or embarrassing my family.”


    “You think I did this?” I asked as bile rose in my throat. I swallowed hard waiting for his answer.


    “Well, he was in the elevator when you got on and the knife has your prints on it; you have to admit it looks bad.”


    “No, Alan. It looks easy. If this detective is as smart as she must be to have gained her position, she knows that too. A negotiator and take-over expert like you knows there is always more to the deal than meets the eye. All it takes is one person to look a little deeper in the right place.”


    “Just cooperate. It will be better for you in the long run,” he said.


    Tired of him, I clicked off and said to Harper, “Okay. Let’s do this.”


    I walked a block with her to the blue Impala parked by the curb. “I parked back here so no one from the Lyons Shipping building would witness this if I had to take you in. Your coffee offer made this a lot easier on all of us. I’m sure the press has been alerted,” she said pushing the unlock button.


    I stood by the door, not sure what to do. “Sit up front,” she said. “You’re a person of interest, but not a suspect.”


    As she started the car, I smiled and a crazy thought skipped across my mind. I guess it showed because she asked, “What?”


    “I feel a little like Rizzoli and Isles,” I said.


    “You wish,” she said as she pulled away from the curb.


    The ride was quiet from that point on. I thought about the blond kid with the green eyes I grew up with. Mickey had been a good friend. We had a fort and hid there from the world. When I had time, I would grieve his death, but right then, I was relieved. Gus was dead, and the fire destroyed what I’d always feared: the proof of what I’d done to the man who raped me on my sixth birthday.


    Before we got out of the car, I said, “It’s perfect you know—Mickey’s job. When we were kids, he loved to watch re-runs of Columbo, Starsky & Hutch, and Kojak with his mom. He wanted to be one of the good guys. I’m glad he was.”

  


  




  

Chapter 10


    The detective interviewed me in a plain conference room with a two-sided mirror, a guy with a video camera, and two other officers standing along the wall, glaring at me. We sat on heavy metal chairs around a long stainless steel table that was anchored to the floor.


    At first glance, an observer might have assumed no one was in charge and that our exchange was a friendly meeting, but they would have been mistaken. Harper had complete control over everyone in the room.


    She reminded me of a symphony conductor, and I imagined her tapping and then raising her baton, expecting we’d all play our parts without error. I was the only one without sheet music. She’d be watching my every move, and I had no idea what I’d be revealing.


    I felt a butterfly invasion rise up in my stomach. Mickey was dead and there were people in this room and on the other side of the mirror who believed I’d done it.


    I watched Harper quietly manage the team, organize the evidence, and sip her own coffee. Every move was both graceful and efficient. The men’s immediate responses to her requests proved their respect for her. She wasn’t part of some equal-opportunity quota. She was the real deal. When she sat down across from me, she signaled the guy with the camera to begin recording.


    “Olivia Morgan, although you’re not under arrest, you are being questioned regarding the murder of FBI agent Mickey Olson. The FBI has requested that I take the lead on this part of the investigation. You’re here without an attorney in a spirit of cooperation, and have agreed to have this interview recorded. You are not under arrest. Do you agree, and are you ready to begin?”


    “Yes,” I said answering both questions. I wondered if my agreement would make or break me. There was no way of knowing for sure.


    She nodded and looked into my eyes. There wasn’t a smile or any manipulation using good cop/bad cop. It was her team, me, and the truth. A strong calm emanated from her into the space between us and into my mind. The woman had powerful vibes.


    “Do you recognize this knife?” Harper asked.


    “The design on the handle is the Lyons family crest, and it looks like it matches the set in the apartment where I live.”


    “Are you missing a knife?”


    “I don’t know. Although I cook for myself, I don’t use the knives very often. I live alone and buy my meat and vegetables in small portions, ready for cooking. Besides the one in the apartment is especially sharp; I’m always afraid I’m going to cut myself with it.”


    “When is the last time you used a knife like this one?”


    “I don’t remember exactly, but I did dust one like the one you’re holding a week or so ago. Mr. Lyons is not fond of finding dust on the family’s belongings.”


    “How did you dust the knives?”


    “I wiped them off with a damp dish towel.”


    “Using this knife, block and dry rag, show us exactly what you did.”


    When I inserted the knife into the wooden holder Harper said, “Let the record show the angle Ms. Morgan demonstrated matches her fingerprints on the knife and do not match the angle the victim was stabbed.” She turned to me and said, “That’s all for now, Olivia. Thank you taking time out of your day to help us. One of my officers will take you home.”


    “Would it be okay if I call a cab? I’d like to run a few errands on the way home.”


    “Sure. Thanks again.”


    “This is it?’


    “For now.”


    “Can you explain in greater detail why you’re releasing me?”


    “I can. The way your fingerprints are on the knife and the angle in which Mickey Olson was stabbed don’t match. Although his blood is also on the knife, it looks like it was put there and left for us to find.”


    “Why?”


    “I’m not sure. Perhaps the murderer wanted to distract us for a while.” She held the glass door open for me. “It’s likely I’ll be calling you in a day or two to talk again. You will be available?”


    “Yes.”


    I called for a taxi from the entrance to the station. I couldn’t do anything about Mickey’s murder and wanted to distance myself from everything. The only way I knew to do that was to immerse myself in some art. Years of creating in secret meant I had only a few tattered sketch books and some worn-down pencils. I was going to need an hour or two in an art supply store where I could pick up drawing paper, the really good stuff, some quality pencils, maybe a few Copic sketch markers, chalk, paint, brushes, and an easel. Maybe I’d even replace my old 35mm camera with a digital version. Of course, then I’d need a new printer, extra ink, and a boat load of photo paper.


    To top off my art binge, I’d stop in at Barnes & Noble. I’d buy some big, beautiful books full of photographs of other people’s art and some poetry books for inspiration.


    On the way home my taxi driver mentioned we were being followed at what he called a ‘discreet distance’ by two unmarked cars. “So lady, you want me to ditch them?”


    “No, that’s okay. They’re my body guards.”


    “Wow. That’s cool. You somebody famous?”


    “Yes, secretly famous and if you keep quiet about it, there’s a big tip in it for you.”


    He grinned at me and drove the rest of the way in silence.


    I decided to try and relax. It was simple: Harper’s men were watching.


    After Lloyd helped me get my packages out of the taxi and up to the apartment, I told him to expect a delivery guy from the nearby Chinese restaurant. Then I called in my supper order.


    Lastly, I phoned Harper. “The guys you have following me need some work in hiding themselves,” I told the detective.


    “Guys?” she said. “I have one man on you, and he wasn’t supposed to hide. I wanted you and your stalker to see him.”


    “There are two of them. One is in a black Dodge Charger, and the other is driving a dark blue Ford Taurus.”


    “The guy in the Dodge is ours. The other guy isn’t. Can you see the street from one of your windows?”


    “Yeah.”


    “You should be able to see my officer. Do you still see the other vehicle?”


    I peeked out the window and saw one not-so-undercover cop in what Mickey would have once called a muscle car.


    “The other guy isn’t where I can see him.”


    “Okay, I’ll let my officer know he hasn’t been out there alone. How do you know so much about cars?”


    “Mickey was a car guy. He loved them, especially the classics, and talked about them all the time when we were hanging out. We didn’t date, but he took me to car shows and was always showing me pictures from car magazines. I can’t remember anything he told me about engines, but I never got out of the habit of seeing cars. I still notice makes, models, and sometimes know the years.”


    I took a deep breath.


    “Harper, I haven’t seen Mickey since I left home, but I’m really going to miss him. Until now, I always knew he was out there somewhere and on my side no matter what. You know?”


    “Yeah. I had a friend like that too. Are you going to be okay?”


    “I’ll be better when my spring rolls get here.”


    “Did you order enough for two?”


    “Yes. Are you hungry?”


    “Yeah. I’m also wondering if you can help me. Since you’re an artist, do you think you could sketch the car you saw today?”


    “I used to be pretty good at it. I gave Mickey drawings of cars for gifts. They were all I had to offer him.”


    “Great. I like to combine my meals with police work.”


    Her words brought me up short: girlfriends, we weren’t.

  


  




  

Chapter 11


    Harper arrived first. I’d just let her in when Lloyd announced over the intercom my delivery guy was at the desk.


    “Send him up.”


    “Busy around here tonight,” Harper said.


    “Not my norm, I assure you. It’s usually just me, and from time to time Alan would visit. If it weren’t for you cops I’d have no friends at all.”


    “You need a life.”


    “I intend to get one someday soon,” I said.


    We stood in the open doorway waiting for the food. A teenager stepped out of the elevator carrying a black delivery bag. It took me a second to notice that wasn’t all he had.


    “Where’d you get that rose?” I demanded in a harsh whisper so forceful it hurt my throat.


    “A dude at the curb offered me twenty bucks to bring this to Olivia Morgan,” he smiled and offered me the bag and the vase.


    “What dude?” Harper asked, slipping on a pair of latex gloves.


    “The one in the blue car.”


    “Did you see his face?”


    “No. All I could see was the money.”


    Harper took the vase. She set it on the hall table and asked the kid for his contact information. Then she asked him for the twenty given to him by the stranger. She replaced it with one of her own. “If this guy offers you a twenty again, take it, and do your best to get a better look at him. If you can give us a description of him, I’ll give you another twenty. But do not let him know you’re working with the police. Got it?”


    “Yes, ma’am,” he said, accepting her business card.


    “Did he give you a message for me?” I asked.


    “Oh yeah. He said, ‘Tell her I remember everything.’”


    I took the bag of food into the kitchen while Harper sent the kid on his way, an extra ten dollars in his hand as an expression of her gratitude. Tingly numbness was wrapping me up in its tentacles again.


    “Olivia, who sent you this rose?” The edge in her voice shook me out of my shock.


    “I’m not sure, but I’ve received two others.”


    “What did you do with them?” she asked.


    “I put the notes in my bank box.” I said, my throat felt dry and my hands were shaking.


    “What did you do with the roses and vases?” she asked.


    I explained they had appeared and disappeared then my stomach rumbled.


    “We’d better eat before what’s in there escapes,” Harper joked.


    I was grateful the restaurant had carefully wrapped the butter lettuce in a chilled container, and the other ingredients in an insulated, but disposable foil container. While I arranged things on a china platter, Harper set the table with the paper plates and plastic utensils from the bag. We filled up our lettuce with savory chicken, vegetables, and peanut sauce.


    We sat down and after her first bite she said, “I’m going to have to check and see what building security has for us. There must be cameras all over the building.”


    “There are, but Lloyd tells me there’s no evidence anyone but myself and the Lyons have been up here.”


     



    “Huh. That’s strange. Does it bother you?”


    “Sure. It makes me wonder if someone tampered with the cameras.”


    “How well do you know the security guy?”


    “Well enough to know that although he doesn’t believe me, he’s a good guy.”


    After supper, she said, “Draw the car you saw. Any details will help.”


    I took an antacid tablet, and drew the car Harper hadn’t sent to follow me. In the process, I remembered the license plate number. All she said was, “Nice detail. You’re talented with a pencil.”


    I felt a silly grin nudge itself onto my face. “Thanks,” I mumbled. It was pleasantly strange having someone see and appreciate what I could do.


    “This calls for a celebration,” she said. “Where can a woman get a piece of cheesecake in this part of town?”


    “In the coffee shop in the lobby. It’s one of their specialties,” I said.


    “Well, let’s go party ourselves through some calories.”


    She bagged the vase and rose then called someone to meet her in the lobby.


    “Lead the way.”


    A uniformed officer stood at Lloyd’s desk, and he took the vase from Harper. “Don’t let anything happen to that,” she told him.


    Merle was on duty. Harper told him she wanted a copy of the evening’s security video. When he resisted, she said, “Mr. Lyons promised he and all of his staff would assist the FBI and my office in every way they could. I’d like to be able to let him know how much I appreciate your help.”


    He promised to get her a copy in the morning. She said, “No, I’ll be in the coffee shop for the next hour or so, you can burn a copy of what you have now onto a DVD and give it to me before I leave. I will not forget your help on this case, Merle. When you reapply to the force, I will be sure your application gets a personal review.”


    He stood a bit taller and promised to deliver the DVD to her promptly.


    Harper had blueberries on her cheesecake, and I had chocolate, caramel, and pecans. My police escort raised her right eyebrow and asked, “That kind of night, huh?”


    “You betcha. For the first time in my life, stress is making me hungry. Normally, I starve,” I said.


    She pushed her plate away and asked, “Do you have a weapon?”


    “No. Why?”


    “The notes and the roses are real. You’re feeling threatened and someone has easy access to you. That bothers me. I’d like to know you can protect yourself.”


    “What do you suggest?”


    “I’m not sure, but you need to be able to stop anyone interested in attacking you.”


    Her words should have stolen my appetite, but instead they increased it. I ate with a vengeance.


    “You don’t always eat like this do you?” she asked.


    “No. Alan would never have allowed that.” As my answer slipped out into the open, I was as surprised as she was. I sounded like Ma—an abused woman.


    “He never hit me or anything,” I hurried to tell her. “He just wanted me to be a woman of class, elegance, and beauty. That meant thin, quiet, and in my place. That’s all.”


    “Have you ever been to a zoo and watched a tiger pace her space as if in constantly looking for a way out, knowing there is none?”


    I nodded.


    “How do you feel watching them?” she asked.


    “Sad for the animal. Why?”


    “That’s how I feel watching you,” she said before taking a bite of her cheesecake.


    “You see a tiger?”


    She swallowed and said, “I see a captive. The big cat is beautiful, thin, and well-cared for. On the surface, it has everything it needs to survive, except the freedom to thrive.”


    Merle entered the coffee shop and walked up to the table. “Detective Harper, here is the DVD you requested.”


    “Thank you, Merle,” she said with a nod.


    He quickly returned to his post.


    When our plates were empty, she escorted me to the elevator and said, “Good night, Olivia. Be very careful.”


    In the apartment, I re-drew the car from different angles, and something else appeared on the page—a round bumper sticker I’d seen on the trunk. The car was a rental. I called Harper with the news.


    “Hello.” She sounded a little groggy.


    “Did I wake you up?”


    “I’m usually in bed at this time unless there’s a new crime scene.”


    I looked at the clock and said, “Wow. Two-thirty. I’m sorry. I have another drawing for you.”


    “Do I need to see it now?”


    “No. It can wait.”


    “Okay. Keep it somewhere safe so it doesn’t disappear like the roses.”


    “You believe me?”


    “I do until you prove me wrong.”


    I tucked the drawing under Jillian’s mattress before snuggling back under her blankets.


    “Mickey, wherever you are, I wish I was still drawing cars for you and not the cops,” I whispered.


    My tears dampened my pillow as I grieved the loss of my only pal.

  


  




  

Chapter 12


    The next morning, I left the apartment early with the drawings carefully tucked into my bag. It felt like an omelet kind of morning. Eventually, I was going to need a new wardrobe. My size four clothes were a little on the tight side, and I was more than filling out my a-cup bra.


    Pulling into the Perkins just off France Avenue and I-494, my mouth started to water. What was it about eggs, ham, vegetables, and cheese with dark, rich, black, hot coffee that gave me such a homey feeling?


    I asked to sit in a full-sized booth because the art book I intended to study was large. When the waitress served my food, I was set. Then an art moment arrived.


    To my left sat four women who were probably around Ma’s age. It was evident they knew each other well. They could finish each other’s sentences without appearing rude. One said, “Do you remember when we tried ice fishing?” The memory had been shared many times, and yet as each retold their own portion of it none of them were bored or tried to hurry the other story along. As I watched them, I noticed when one of them added coffee to her own cup she also topped off the rest of them as well. They’d been doing life together for a long time.


    I took my little sketch book out of my bag and a couple of pencils. The women’s voices were rich, their smiles engaging, but it was their hands that captured my attention. Wrapped around their mugs, resting on each other’s arms at different times, or moving through the air while talking, I saw not only the ravages of age, arthritis, and hard work, but a deep beauty I hoped I could capture.


    Certain I wouldn’t have time to do the drawing justice, I did something that would have caused Alan terrible embarrassment but brought me great pleasure; I introduced myself, told them I was an artist, and asked if I could take a couple of pictures of their hands. I ended up quickly snapping a couple dozen.


    The vibrant redhead asked if I’d be willing to send her a copy if one of them turned out. I asked them all to write their contact information down on the back of the sketch I’d started. I looked at their names. Tia Hernandez, Ruby Gunnarson, Fern McKenna, Jubilee Carter, and Lin Smith.


    I returned to my table and tried not to eavesdrop, but our close quarters allowed me to hear them anyway.


    Fern’s phone rang and she said to her friends, “It’s Mitchell.” The others nodded and were quiet. “Hello son,” she said with such joy, my heart ached. She listened for a moment and then said, “Thank you for letting me know you’re involved in the case. It’s nice to know before I hear it on the news.” She nodded again in listening mode. “I’m with the ladies now. We will pray for you. You know we all love you.” She grinned and said, “Good-bye for now. We’ll see you this weekend.”


    She turned her focus back to her friends and said, “He’s the ME on the case of the murdered guy in the elevator. It will be officially announced on the news tonight. He wants us to keep this quiet, but he believes in time the evidence will prove the woman suspected of the killing is innocent. He doesn’t want us to worry, but he’s pretty sure there’s a killer on the loose in St. Paul. He’d appreciate our prayers.”


    Ruby said, “That’s our cue, girls. Let’s go.”


    I was glad my ponytail and glasses hid my identity from them. I hadn’t disguised myself on purpose. My contacts had been bothering my eyes, so I’d taken them out and put on my back-ups—inexpensive magnifiers from the drugstore with leopard patterned frames that sat halfway down my nose.


    When the ladies got up, Tia slipped me her business card and invited me to lunch at her restaurant, Tia’s Casa located on Main Street in Oak River. I promised to stop in when I was in town.


    I continued to sketch while I ate the best omelet I’d ever tasted. Food and art are a delicious combination. Adding the fact that, although it was a secret, the handsome ME was on my side, made it even better.


    Later, I drove across the highway to the Mall of America, where I picked up a couple of magazines at Barnes & Noble and then window-shopped for a while. Tired and ready for a break, I stopped in at the third-floor Caribou snuggled nicely into an out-of-the-way corner. With a grande dark roast, I settled in to look at the pictures in the photography magazines I’d purchased and to write ideas in my new Moleskine journal. As I wrote the date, time, and place across the first page I added the life-changing words: In this tiny corner is a quiet contentment I have not known since Jillian left.


    A searing pain wrenched its way across my heart, followed by a flood of warmth that reminded me of the way I felt when my granny held my hand as a little girl. Except for my sister and daughter, she was the only one whose touch was tender, kind, selfless, and safe. In that transitioning moment, it felt like Granny was holding my wounded heart in her gentle embrace. Thinking about her, I felt a knot-like lump in my throat. As I sipped my coffee, I remembered something she’d said to me the last time I saw her. I was five, and she was in the hospital dying.


    I’d crept into the room behind Ma, and Granny said, “Please put her up here.” Ma balked for a moment, but then the nearly gone old woman in the bed said, “I’ll never ask you for anything again.”


    Ma put me on the bed and left the room as if disgusted by the sight of her mother and me together.


    Granny held me to her side, with my back away from the door in case Ma lingered nearby and whispered into my ear, “You are the second most beautiful child I’ve ever held. The first was your mother. She’s not who I’d hoped she would be, but a long time ago she was as innocent and lovely as you are now. Forgive her if you can, and remember you were loved by me. The only one I have loved more than I love you and your mother is Jesus.”


    We stayed curled together for a few minutes, and then she said, “I’m going now, Olivia.”


    In that moment, everything in her went still. She was cold by the time the nurse took me from her. I walked out of her room with her love warming the broken parts of my heart. Her words did their magic every time I let them.


    That day was no different. I didn’t believe the Jesus part, but her faith was part of who Granny was, so I let that part of the memory linger too.


    “Miss Morgan?”


    I jumped back into the present, and looked up into the faces of four of my students. Kelsey, Nick, Stephanie, and Jordan stood by my table holding cups of their favorite Caribou beverages in their hands. “Can we join you?” Kelsey asked.


    “Of course,” My delight at seeing them could not be contained.


    After pushing tables together and gathering up enough chairs, they caught me up on their lives, and when they asked me what was new with me, I showed them my starter sketch of the women’s hands. Soon, they were showing me their recent work as well.


    Kelsey asked someone from another table to take our picture, and then she asked me where she should email it. When I admitted I didn’t have a personal email account, that my laptop had stopped working, and I was in the market for a new phone, they escorted me to the Apple Store in the mall.


    They left me in the capable hands of another former student. Patrick helped me choose a laptop, and an iPhone. Before I left his expertise, I had software purchased and loaded, had opened an email account, and had entered several of my former students’ contact information into the address book of my new cell phone.


    When I called Kelsey to let her know where to send the picture, she whooped from excitement that I had finally stepped into the current decade. She told me to check my email on my phone in a couple of seconds. Patrick helped me open the picture of the five of us and then set it as the picture I’d see whenever I started my laptop. I asked a customer to use my camera to take a picture of Patrick and me, and he put that one on the screen of my phone. I pulled out detective Harper’s business card and had Patrick walk me through adding a contact on my own.


    “You know her?”


    “I do,” I answered cautiously.


    “She’s really famous. I think she came from New York or L. A., but you know that since she’s your friend.”


    I wondered if any of them had seen the news and decided it was unlikely. Most of my students thought anything that didn’t enhance their creativity was a waste of time. I knew my reprieve would be short because news like murder had a way of getting to everyone.


    Then he launched into another lesson that involved Google, Twitter, and Facebook apps. I didn’t have the courage to tell him I had no idea what he was talking about.


    Instead, I asked him what he was doing artistically. He mentioned graphic arts, software programs, and then showed me a dragon he’d drawn on his computer. I expected the creature to fly off the screen with a piercing scream. I’d known Patrick was talented, but this was stunning.


    “She’s a female dragon, isn’t she?” I asked.


    “Yeah, how’d you know?”


    “She has the look of a threatened mother in her eyes.”


    “You’re right, but how did you get that from one glance?”


    “I think my heart looked like her when cancer took my daughter.”


    He looked down, “I remember when you brought her to school. She was beautiful.”


    “She was. I’m grateful you got to meet her. Jillian thought you were very cool. Tell me about your dragon,” I said.


    “Her name is Maia. It means brave warrior.”


    “She’s beautiful.”


    “Thanks. This is part of a series we're doing for a graphic novel. Patina's doing the writing and I'm doing the art.


    I remembered the beautiful girl who’d chosen a new name that matched the tarnish found on metals. Her dad was a congressman, and she dyed her hair copper and then added patina highlights, so she would be excused from family campaign photos.


    As I was leaving, Patrick said, “Ms. Morgan, I’ll send you a tweet to get you started and a couple of links about hashtags.


    “Sure,” I said, hoping he didn’t notice my deer-in-the-headlights look. He’d tweet me? I had no idea what that meant, but decided I’d Google it later. Evidently, that was where everyone did their research.


    In the car, I took a moment to catch my breath before leaving the parking lot and heading into traffic. My daughter was gone, and no one could replace her, but I had kids in my life who wanted to be with me, and that made me richer than Alan ever could.


    I decided to try out my new phone and called Harper. When she answered, I said, “Hi Harper, this is Olivia Morgan. I have a new cell phone number, and I thought you should have it.”


    “That’s a good idea. I’m glad you thought of it.”


    “Why?”


    “Well the number won’t be accessible to very many people from your recent past, and for right now that could be important.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes. We need to talk. Can you come back to the station?”


    “Now?” I asked.


    “Yes.”


    “What’s up?”


    “Olivia, I want to believe you are innocent, but we need to talk. Newman is on his way here too. I know he makes you uncomfortable so you might want to call your attorney.”


    “I’ll be there as soon as I can be. I’m at the Mall of America.”


    “Will you be calling a lawyer?”


    “No. I don’t have one, and I want to know who killed Mickey as much as they do. I have nothing to hide.”


    When an officer escorted me to Harper’s office, I was surprised to find Michelle Lyons waiting for me.


    She rose from the chair like a goddess, all fluid grace and beauty.


    Harper said, “I thought you weren’t calling your lawyer.”


    “I didn’t. Michelle what are you doing here?”


    “Someone alerted Alan that there was news about the case, and he asked me to contact one of his lawyers. It’s likely you don’t know this, but I’m a criminal attorney. Alan has never let me practice, but I assure you all my credentials are in order. My experience is in the background, but I’ve worked successfully on several high profile cases in this state. I’d like your case to be my first public case.”


    “Why”


    “I believe you’re innocent.”


    “I’m guilty of being your husband’s mistress for the last ten years. Isn’t that a conflict of interest?”


    “It could complicate things, but for right now, I’m on your side, and it looks like I’m all you’ve got.


    She had me there, and I had an attorney.

  


  




  

Chapter 13


    The DA told us that all of the evidence that lead to me was circumstantial. She explained that unless that changed, I was a person of interest and nothing more.


    “It would be a good idea if you let agent Newman or detective Harper know if you plan on leaving town,” she said slipping some paperwork into her briefcase.


    “That won’t be a problem,” I assured her.


    The news should have been a relief, but I was unsettled by Newman’s unwavering stare, and the fact that I would remain under his determined scrutiny.


    On the way home from the station, I stopped by to talk to Jillian.


    I wasn’t quite to the grave when Deacon buzzed over with my chair. After putting it in place for me, he rested his hand on my shoulder.


    “Hi, Deacon, what’s up?”


    “I’m sorry about your friend, Missy,” he said quietly.


    “How did you know?”


    “You haven’t seen the news?”


    I shook my head.


    “There was just a press conference. That lady DA, some detectives, the ME, and the FBI held a joint press conference. A reporter says he saw you leaving the building and is already casting you as a potential suspect in the case. He’s a good news man, but in this story, these days it’s all about the headlines. Seems out of character for him, but I guess you never know.”


    “What did they say?” I asked.


    “Just that the murdered FBI agent had been a childhood friend of yours. The red-headed detective also said you and your lawyer were working with the police and FBI to solve the case.”


    “Did the ME have anything to say?” I knew I was being way too curious, but wanted to know.


    “No, he was quiet. I think he was there to give the group more clout. Those people sure do use a lot of initials,” Deacon said.


    “Do you know anything about the ME?” I asked.


    “He sometimes comes to the funerals of the people whose bodies he’s explored. He seems to understand that caring doesn’t end when someone dies. I’ve seen him attend the services of the homeless folks who have no one. Last time I saw him, he was the only one there except for the grave diggers. Seems to me that makes him a man with integrity.”


    “So, he’d be a good guy to have on my side?”


    “Yes. I’d say so.”


    At that moment, the scruffy guy from before drove by on another golf cart.


    “What’s he doing here?” The words sounded harsh in the hushed air of the cemetery.


    “He’s been hanging out, sleeping by the stones, so I put him to work. The committee gave me permission to hire him for a few hours each week. He’s a different fellow, but does what I ask him.”


    “Where does he live?” I asked.


    “The lady at the shelter owed me a favor. He’s got a room there for now.”


    “You’re a good man, Deacon.”


    The older man shook his head and said, “He makes me jumpy in my soul. This is my way of keeping an eye on him. You get back to your visit. I’ll talk to you next time.”


    Looking back at Jillian’s headstone, I nearly screamed. A single red rose rested on the top, and a note fluttered in the breeze.


    Taking deep breaths, I hit Newman’s number on my cell phone. He said he’d be right over. Then I called Michelle. “I’m at Jillian’s grave. Please call Harper and come. There’s another rose and note.”


    I watched the velvet red petals as if I expected them to evaporate until I heard their voices coming up the hill behind me.


    “Well, Baby, here comes my posse,” I whispered.


    Newman bagged the rose and note. Deacon joined us and told the detective the only visitor to the grave was a stately woman. His detailed description convinced me the elder Mrs. Lyons had paid her granddaughter a visit. Every time I looked at Newman, he was looking at me.


    Finally, he said to Michelle, “You and Ms. Morgan can leave now. Detective Harper and I will take it from here.”


    I reached over and touched Jillian’s stone and said, “Deacon is watching over you, Sweet Girl. I’ll be back when agent Newman says it’s okay. I love you.”


    At the car, I turned and blew the grave a kiss. I’d cooperate, but nothing—not even the homeless guy on his electric cart watching with a smirk on his face, a secret stalker, or grumpy FBI guy were going to stop me from giving my daughter wind-carried kisses.


     



    Lloyd was at the front desk, and I asked him to do me a favor. “If there are any more boxes in the storage room that belong to me, could you bring them up? I also need a few empty boxes to pack up Jillian’s room.”


    “Sure. Merle should be here any time to relieve me for a while. I’ll go down there and see what I can find.”


    By the time Lloyd rang the doorbell, I had changed into my sweats, brushed my hair into a ponytail, and had a pot of blackberry tea steeping.


    On a dolly, he had four new empty boxes and two that looked sort of ratty. “If you need more, let me know. Here’s some tape to close them with and a marker to label them.”


    As he uploaded the cart, I pointed at the boxes with my name neatly written in capital letters. They were taped shut, but one had a rectangular hole cut into the top.


    “What’s this?”


    Lloyd looked at his feet as if ashamed. “Mr. Lyons requested I throw away all the mail addressed to you that wasn’t from the school or your bank. There are laws against that, so I put them in this box.”


    “I’m pretty sure there are also laws about withholding mail intentionally.”


    “I did the best I could, Olivia. Like most people, I need my job.”


    “Where are the letters from?”


    “Oak River.”


    Trying to ignore the goose bumps on my arms, I pointed at the other box and asked, “What’s in this one?”


    “I don’t know. It’s the first box he had me put down there for you.”


    “When was that?”


    “Right after you came to live here.”


    I knew then it contained the hand-me-downs I’d collected from my wealthy clients. It was unlikely I’d ever look at them again.


    Do you want me to bring up the boxes of things you packed up that belong to the Lyons’?” Lloyd asked.


    “No thanks, but I’ll let you know when I’m ready for them,” I said.


    After Lloyd left, I drank my honey-sweetened tea, paced the living room, and eyed the boxes from my past. I knew that everything I’d brought with me was in there. I decided to avoid them for the time being.


    As much as I dreaded packing Jillian’s treasures, the boxes with my stuff in them reminded me of Deacon’s words. They made me jumpy inside. I tucked them into one of the bigger empties and slid it into Jillian’s room. I’d put the things of hers I wanted to keep on top of them.


    The mantle clock chimed eleven as I sealed the last give-away box. Dresses, shoes, stuffed animals, books, games, and puzzles Alan hadn’t taken away from me and the room when she died were all packed and ready to go. I’d washed the sheets, and now took her comforter off the bed. Maybe Deacon would know of a little girl in need who would treasure them the way Jillian had.


    I did something I never thought I’d do. I texted Alan.


    Would it be okay with you if I give Jillian’s bedroom furniture away? It’s time.


    He replied immediately. You’re right. It is. If you need them hauled, let Lloyd know.


    I found a drawer full of the home videos Alan had hidden in her dresser. I’d taken them of her birthdays, Christmas, dancing around the apartment, and playing at the park. I watched them all. Once again, her sweet words, songs, and laughter surrounded me. Suddenly, they were over, and a familiar emptiness wrapped itself around my heart like a gray woolen shroud. I put them in one of the boxes still not sure how I was going to live without her. Even after five years of my heart beating after hers stopped, I didn’t think I could. Then I did.


    My stomach snarled. I poured the Lucky Charms I’d had added to my regular grocery delivery into a soup bowl and covered them with milk. I usually preferred Shredded Wheat, but that lonely morning demanded Jillian and my sister’s favorite. Oh, how they would have loved each other.


    I held up the bowl and said, “To Jillian and Pete. Cheers.”


    Those way-too-sweet marshmallow treats were slightly salted by my tears. I set the empty bowl on the coffee table and closed my eyes. As the sun lightened the morning sky, slumber ambled its way over me, I worried briefly about the dish leaving a milky ring on the surface. My last thought was, big whoop.

  


  




  

Chapter 14


    Michelle called to let me know we needed to talk and that she was at Lloyd’s desk.


    Feeling snarky, I said, “Fine. Come on up. I guess when someone else owns where you live, your time isn’t your own either.” I clicked off before she could respond.


    When I opened the door for her, I wasn’t done. “You can’t call before you come?”


    “I was already at Alan’s office. He wanted me to contact you from there, but I refused. When I call you, it will be between you and me and no one else.”


    “Since we’ve both shared everything with him in the past, that must be a bit of a change for him.”


    A smirk showed briefly at the corner of her mouth. “Yes. It is.”


    “Wouldn’t it be better if we met at your office?”


    “I don’t have one. Yet. Do I smell coffee?”


    As I poured coffee into the almost transparent china cups with the Lyons’ family crest on them, she rested her hand on the counter by the knife block. I shoved the carafe back into the coffee maker. The empty slot made me nervous.


    “What is so important you had to see me today?” I asked.


    “Alan wants you out of here.”


    “Not as much as I want to be gone.”


    “So you have any idea where you want to go?” she asked.


    “Not far. I love St. Paul, but don’t want to be in the hub of the city all the time. My own place with a studio is all I want.”


    “You want to stay in Minnesota?”


    “I do. I might like to live in a small town. Do you know where Oak River is?”


    “Yes. It’s between here and Rochester. Isn’t that where you’re from?”


    I nodded.


    “Well, you could start looking online to see what’s out there. It takes time to find the right place. Do you really think you can go back?”


    We sat surrounded by a comfortable quiet as I considered her question. When the wind blew and rattled the old glass in the window above the kitchen sink, I shivered. A moment later, the sun disappeared behind a cloud, and the wind roared around the old building again.


    “I’m not sure, but I don’t want to be here. At all. This is not my home and never has been.”


    Michelle looked into her coffee cup and said, “I don’t blame you. I’ve always hated it up here. It’s elegant, and the view is great, but it’s ‘off’ somehow. I can’t explain it.’


    We both pondered her words, and then she said, “When you move, you’ll need new dishes.”


    “I’ll need new everything. I’m leaving with the stuff I brought, plus a few new things I’ve purchased for myself since Alan’s ultimatum.”


    “What about your clothes? I’m sure you’ve been wearing the best. Alan wouldn’t have had it any other way.”


    “Designer clothes don’t fit the future I hope to have. I’m thinking about bagging them up and giving them away.” I said.


    “Good for you. There’s a local woman who helps poor women get a new start in life that includes interviews for jobs. I donate my cast-offs to her twice a year. I could take yours to her too.”


    “You mean Claire Worthington?” I asked.


    “I forgot you know her,” Michelle’s tone was tinged with practiced superiority.


    Her reminder of my place in the Lyons’ scheme of things hurt more than I wanted it to. It wasn’t a stab exactly, more like a jab to an almost healed bruise. I felt one corner of my mouth rise in a sarcastic grin.


    “Olivia, I’m sorry about the way that sounded.”


    “No problem. I’d appreciate it if you took them to her. How soon would you like to start this project?”


    “Anytime that works for you.”


    “What about right now? I have some big black garbage bags. We could hang them over the hangers to keep the clothes clean in the transfer. Whoever is on duty downstairs could help you take them to your car. It won’t take long and I can cross that off my list,” I said.


    She stood and said, “Let’s get started.”


    As she followed me down the hallway to the bedroom, I felt hot and a little shaky. “This is really weird.”


    “What’s weird about it?” she asked


    “You helping me pack up clothes your husband bought . . . in the room where I was with him. Doesn’t that bother you? Because it’s bothering me big time.” I’m sure I sounded as rattled as I felt.


    “I’ve been called weird most of my life. What bothers me about this whole thing the most is the way Alan used you and the way I let him. I’ve always known the money was my power card, and I chose not to play it.”


    “So Alan felt like he owned me, and now you feel like you owe me?” I asked.


    “Yes.”


    “As your client, I’m really just a charity case?”


    “No. I see you as an eagle that was wounded, held in captivity, and is now about to be released into freedom,” she said with the conviction of an idealist.


    I couldn’t resist. “And you’re the wind beneath my wings?” I asked.


    “No. It’s far more selfish. I’m the desperate housewife who wants you out of the neighborhood. And I can’t wait to tell Alan and Mother about this at dinner tonight. I can hardly wait to see him squirm. You’ve heard the saying, ‘Beware the woman scorned’?’”


    I nodded.


    “I am proof that sometimes the woman who wins is far more dangerous than the one who seems to have lost. Every time he looks at me, he has to live with what he’s done to both of us.”


    “That’s nice, and I appreciate it, but there’s something I have to know. You still believe I’m innocent, right?”


    “Yes. That’s why I can’t let you go to prison for a murder you didn’t commit. If I didn’t believe in your innocence, your past position in my husband’s life would make me your highly motivated adversary.”


    Patrick’s second girl dragon rose up in my memory. Her red-gold wings spread wide, iridescent smoke escaping flared nostrils, and a righteous anger erupting in her topaz eyes. He called her Valiente, Spanish for “brave one.”


    “I need to send one of my former students a text and then let’s do this.”


    Hello Patrick, May I purchase Valiente from you? She will be a gift for a brave woman I know. I will pay a lot for her.


    His response was immediate. $250 and she’s yours.


    I’d pay more. She’s worth it.


    Nah - $250 is good.


    Okay.


    I’d find a way to double my payment. Maybe I’d have him pack it up and deliver it. That could add at least $250 to the bill.


    When I put my phone down, Michelle said, “I’ll call Lloyd and see if there are any old garment carts somewhere. There used to be at least one for when business guests stayed on the third.”


    While she talked to Lloyd, I walked into the closet and started to pull out the clothes of the longest temporary resident the apartment had hosted.


    We bagged most of the clothes Alan’s money paid for. Designer suits, dresses, cashmere sweaters, wool slacks, linen slacks, silk blouses, and expensive scarves filled the cart. We boxed designer purses, and my little-used brief case.


    “I know a gal who is wonderful at helping women choose the right style, colors, and pieces for clothes, make-up, hair, and accessories. Her name is Jill Swanson. She owns Beauty Made Easy. I’ll text you her contact information.”


    “You think I need a makeover?”


    “At times we all do. I see her for yearly updates. She’s fabulous.”


    “Where is she located?”


    “Rochester, but she’s willing to come up here when a client needs her.”


    “Okay, I’ll call her when I get settled.”


    She pointed at the bag with my Cinderella dress and asked, “What are you going to do with that?”


    “Give it away. It’s my break-up dress. Who wants that memory hanging in their closet?”


    “Good idea,” she said.


    I glanced into the nearly empty closet. She’d talked me into keeping three pair of slacks, three silk blouses, two blazers, a simple black dress, and a navy suit with a skirt, plus one pair of black flats and a pair of nude-colored pumps that would go well with all the pieces.


    She stood with her hands on her hips and a pleased look on her face. “Looks like it’s time to call Lloyd to come and get the cart.”


    My exodus had begun.


    A sharp knock at the door startled us both. I opened it to find Harper, Newman, and Lloyd in the hallway.


    “Hello, Lloyd. You didn’t call,” Michelle said.


    “No, Mrs. Lyons I didn’t. They informed me their search warrant and Mr. Lyons’ promise to cooperate were all they needed. The detective here made it sound like those things trumped my position.”


    “She’s right, Lloyd. Thank you. I’d appreciate it if you stayed. When the officers are done, we have a few things we’ll need taken down to my car,” Michelle spoke to him, holding out her hand for the paper in Newman’s fist.


    “Everything is in order,” Michelle said. They want to take your red evening gown, and shoes as well as any other clothing you’re willing to part with.”


    Harper led the group in and said, “I see you’ve done our work for us.


    “I’d like to take all of these clothes with me, if you don’t mind,” Newman said, eyeing the bags the way a parched man would look at a glass of water. Anything he said irritated me, so I nodded at Michelle and let her take the lead. She gave him explicit instructions about what to do with the items when they were done with them.


    Once Newman and Lloyd were on the elevator, Harper said, “I need to talk to you two. I know it’s late, but I could really use a cup of coffee.”


    We rode the elevator in silence, not uncomfortable, just quiet. Once we sat down, Harper asked, “Does Michelle know about the roses and vases?”


    “No. I haven’t had time to fill her in,” I answered.


    “Please do now,” Harper said. “We all need to have the same information.”


    I told Michelle about the roses, the notes, and the ghost-like way in which they came and went.


    “Someone knows too much about Olivia’s past and has easy access to the apartment,” Harper said.


    Michelle said very little, but she took notes on her legal pad. I found her action reassuring and official. Lawyers who believe in someone should do that.


    When our cups were empty, Michelle got up to leave. “Here’s a business card for a realtor I trust, Olivia. Tell her exactly what you want, and if there’s anything close to it in the state, she’ll find it for you. If what Harper says is true, a move sooner than later will be good for both you and Alan. I know this feels like we’re pushing you out, and you do have up to a year to vacate, but Alan’s reasons for pushing this are the constant presence of the press and the visits from law enforcement might make clients nervous. If you leave, they might take their business elsewhere. I know that’s not your problem, but I promised him I’d bring these things to your attention. ”


    Then she turned to Harper. “From now on, if you want to talk to Olivia, keep me in the loop.”


    Harper accepted the business card and asked me, “Is that the way you want to work this?”


    “No. Michelle, I’ve been under the control of the Lyons family for too long. If Harper needs to see me or calls with an update, I’ll call you for advice.”


    “Fine. Be sure you do.”


    * * *


    As soon as Michelle was gone, I crumpled up her realtor’s business card.


    “You don’t want to move?” Harper asked.


    “I do, but I do not want the Lyons’ realtor looking for me. I want to do this on my own.”


    Harper nodded and then asked, “What’s up with her?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “She seemed more nervous than you are. Her face twitched a little when you mentioned the vases,” Harper said.


    I shrugged and said, “Michelle was abrupt, but this whole thing is wrapped in stress.”


    “I think moving is a great idea,” Harper said.


    “You do?” I arched my eyebrows and hope rose inside me.


    She nodded and said, “There’s something I don’t like about that apartment. Someone knows you live there, knows how to get in, get out, and is watching you. I’d really like to get Newman’s team in there to search for bugs. Are you open to that?”


    “I am.”


    The thought of being listened to and maybe even watched terrified me, but the urgency to flee wiped out the hope moving away brought. At least here I had Lloyd and his guys watching me. Moving meant I’d be on my own.


    “Okay. I’ll let the FBI know what Alan is requesting you vacate the premises, and about my concerns regarding the apartment. Do yourself a favor and call Newman. Tell him everything in your own words. Call him tonight.”


    “I will,” I said.


    “I’ll update him on everything up to this point,” she continued. “But he needs to hear your side of the story. He likes to read people so be an open book. When he wants back into the apartment, ask Michelle to be present, but let him and his team in. You may not like each other, but he’s an excellent agent. No matter how sarcastic he gets, remember he doesn’t want to convict the wrong person. He wants the real killer.”


    She cleaned up the table, then held the door open for me and said, “Have you thought any more about what you’d do in a confrontation with your stalker?”


    I must have looked as startled as I felt because she said, “That’s good. Be afraid—very afraid. Between the circumstantial evidence and proof we have that you’re being threatened, it looks to me like someone is diligently trying to frame and frighten you.”


    I let her walk away before I called out, “Hey Harper. Would you do me a favor?”


    “What?”


    “Would you also take the knife rack into custody?” I asked.


    “Newman didn’t take it?”


    “No. The thing seriously creeps me out. A stranger stole that knife and used it to kill Mickey. It’s a grisly reminder. I’m afraid if I hide it, Newman will think I’m up to something. The guy doesn’t miss a twitch.”


    She took the rack and knives with her, wrapped in a black garbage bag.


    I called Newman and told him everything I hoped he needed to know. I flung my words all over him, giving him no opportunity to ask questions. When I was done, he said, “Thanks,” and hung up.


    The couch looked like a good resting place. At first I kept the lamp on then decided if someone was watching, the light would make that easier.


    My nightmares were full of eyes, ears, and me running down the shores of Lake Superior in my red evening gown, trying to escape into the open. Someone was chasing me, but I didn’t know if it was the murderer, my ghost stalker, Gus, or Newman. It really didn’t matter – they were all terrifying on some level.

  


  




  

Chapter 15


    A week later, as I turned down the heat on a pan of macaroni, Harper called.


    “I’m in the lobby. We need to talk. Can I come up?” she asked.


    “Is it safe to talk up here?”


    “I have some questions about your childhood and would like to talk to your unofficially although you’re welcome to call your attorney.”


    Momentarily shaken I asked, “What do you need to know?”


    “A little more about you and Mickey as kids.”


    I invited her to lunch, and called Michelle to let her know if she had time she could join us. My attorney was unavailable and urged me to wait. Instead, I told her I wanted to cooperate as often as possible and agreed to call her later.


    Harper watched me drain and then rinse the macaroni before stirring in the powdered cheese. Holding the blue box she said, “Wow, going all out, huh?”


    “Sort of. This was Mickey’s favorite lunch. I fixed it for him and my sister a lot. We all loved it. That and canned pasta with hotdogs with a side of cheese curls.”


    “Don’t you sort of miss the bread that smelled a little bit like plastic and came out of those white bags with the polka-dots?”


    “Yeah. Two pieces with bologna and mayonnaise.” I said.


    “And fried SPAM sandwiches.”


    “Now that was some good eating.”


    As I put the sticky orange pasta in two bowls, I smiled.


    Harper asked, “What are you thinking?”


    “In my memory, I could hear my sister giggling at Mickey while he made fart sounds with his hand and armpit.”


    “Easily entertained, huh?” Harper said with a grin.


    I served our lunch with grape juice in the Lyons’ crystal goblets.


    “Are we celebrating?”


    “Sort of. As kids we pretended our juice was wine and we were pirates reliving a conquest of some kind or another. We made toasts to each other and raised our wooden and tinfoil swords in victory. Mickey even had an eye patch and a beat-up stuffed parrot he carried on his shoulder. I want to honor his memory.”


    Harper and I sat down. Before we took out first bite, I held up my goblet of juice and toasted the memory of my friend. “To Mickey. You didn’t die a pirate my friend, but you did die a hero. I just know it.”


    “Why pirates?” Harper asked, taking a bite.


    “Because they sailed the ocean blue and could go anywhere anytime they wanted. And they were never afraid.”


    “They also stabbed people,” she said.


    “They did, but I didn’t stab my friend,” I answered, looking straight into her eyes.


    We stared at each other for a moment and I finally said, “I honestly love this stuff.” Then I filled my mouth full of the yellow-orange main course.


    Harper nodded. “Me too, but if I ate like I did as a kid, I’d need triple-bypass surgery.”


    My mouth was full again, and a response wasn’t required beyond the goofy smile I felt smudged across my lips.


    “I have something I want you to see and now seems appropriate.”


    She set a small photo album on the table. “We found this in Mickey’s things. I need to keep it in evidence, but I was hoping you’d tell me about these photos.”


    The green plastic cover had the stamp from the drug store in our town. “Mickey and I both got one of these at what they used to call a Crazy-daze sale. The stores all put their marked down merchandise on the sidewalks; and some of the businesses offered cheap, but to us, cool stuff for free. Mrs. Dawson helped us fill them with pictures she took of us. Somewhere along the way, I lost mine.”


    Opening the cover, I grinned at two first graders who had lost their front teeth the same Christmas. “I remember when this was taken. Mickey and I squinted while trying to smile as big as we could at his mom. She said she loved our toothless grins and taught us how to sing all we wanted for Christmas were our two front teeth, which of course wasn’t true. I was dreaming about Barbie dolls and he wanted race cars and a track.”


    Shoving my empty bowl to the side, I began the verbal walk down memory lane for her.


    The second picture was of three kids and an old lady in front of an aqua and white trailer.


    “Mickey lived in the trailer two doors down from ours. He had a really cool mom and no dad. His mom worked a lot so this lady, Mrs. Dawson, watched him. When things got messy at my house, we met in the middle at hers. She bought windmill cookies for us. They were the best. Mrs. D. put rouge on her cheeks in bright pink circles and always wore flowered dresses and aprons. Her hair was starting to gray. She wore perfume she called ‘toilet water’ and since it was yellow . . . you know what Mickey thought. She was the only person in our neighborhood who didn’t smoke and always had time for kids. We adored her.”


    “Who is the other little girl?”


    “My sister.”


    “Where is she now?”


    “I don’t know. I lost track of her when I moved away.”


    The next two pages held those little pictures that came in a school photo package. One was Mickey, and the other was me. My pigtails were uneven, and I had a black eye.


    “Where’d you get the shiner?” Harper asked.


    “My father. It was the only time he hit me where it showed.”


    I flipped to the next page. It was a baseball card Mickey loved—Kirby Puckett. On the page next to it was a picture of the two of us with a Minnesota Twins pennant flag.


    “That’s the only professional baseball game I’ve seen live. Mrs. D. got tickets somehow and took us. We rode the city bus. She bought us each a hotdog and a coke, and we shared a box of popcorn. The Twins won, and I felt like they’d done it just for us and we were their good luck charm. On the way home, we raced to the last seat on the bus, and we sat with Mrs. D. in the middle of us. We fell asleep with our heads resting on her generous, but extremely comfortable thighs. I hadn’t slept that good in a long time. It was one of the best days of my life. Ever.”


    There was a picture of the tree house we built in Mrs. Dawson’s side lot, the two of us on our bikes, and one of me sitting on the back steps of our trailer, wearing a pair of black-framed sunglasses I thought made me look like a movie star.


    I was fine until the last picture. It was of Mickey, me, and a mutt. I burst into sloppy tears—the kind that ran hot down my cheeks and caused my nose to run almost immediately.


    “What’s wrong?” Harper asked.


    “That’s Tootsie. She was the best dog in the whole world. She showed up in the park one day and Mrs. Dawson adopted her. I don’t know what breed she was, but she was brown and looked like a tootsie roll.”


    “What happened to her?”


    “Gus killed her.” I said.


    “How?”


    “He hit her with a piece of wood.” I whispered, sorrow hitting harder with each word.


    “Why?”


    “Because I’d been bad.”


    “What did you do?”


    “I tried to make him stop hitting my mom.”


    “He was abusive and no one knew.”


    “He was worse than that. He was evil,” I whispered. “I know people knew, but they did nothing. It’s like that for a lot of kids.”


    Her next question shocked me out of the almost robot-like trance I’d slipped into—that mental place where it felt like I was wrapped in a thick, almost suffocating fog, and everything sounded monotone with a bit of an echo.


    “Do you want to talk about the fire?” she asked.


    “No! Why?” I asked slamming the little album shut. “What does all of this have to do with anything? I wasn’t there. I can’t tell you anything about it.” My voice sounded raw, and the saliva in my mouth tasted like metal – the way it always does when I’m afraid.


    “Probably nothing, but since Mickey had it in his pocket the day he was killed, I thought it might be significant.”


    Shaking with anger, I cleared the table.


    “I need to head back to the station. Olivia, I’m sorry I upset you, but if I’m going to find Mickey’s killer, I have to know everything I can about him and you.”


    “I know, but I don’t have to like it.”


    “Agreed,” she said.


    “When you’re done with his things, can I have them?”


    “You’ll have to ask his mother.”


    Shock tingled along my hairline and over my scalp. “She’s still alive?”


    “Yes. And so is Mrs. Dawson. They’d both like to see you.”


    “Where do they live?”


    “Oak River. So does your mother.”


    “Does Ma live alone?”


    “No. Your sister lives with her. They’d all like to see you.”


    “That is not going to happen, Harper,” I said.


    “So you’re not going to Mickey’s memorial service?”


    “As Mickey would say, ‘No way in H-E double toothpicks!” I heard a hysterical giggle in the room and knew it came from me.


    “Are you okay?” she asked, her shapely eyebrows raised.


    “Yes, although I’d like you to go now, please.”


    I heard the door click shut just before more red hot tears hit my cheeks. “Mickey, wherever you are, you’re just going to have to understand,” I said knowing that if the dead could hear, he’d forgive me.

  


  




  

Chapter 16


    Harper called me from the town that haunted my memories.


    “Olivia, we need to talk. I just left Mickey’s funeral, which was nice by the way, and something has come up.”


    “Can it wait until tomorrow?”


    “No. The press is going to run with what I have to say so I’ll tell you now. We have solid information that you’re the only beneficiary to Mickey’s estate. He didn’t live like a rich man, but there’s a one million dollar life insurance policy, a house, and some personal property.”


    “What? Why?” My legs felt funny, and I sat down hard on the couch.


    “His mother says it’s because you were the love of his life.”


    The pause must have lasted more than a couple of seconds because Harper asked, “Olivia, are you there?”


    “Yes. I just have no words.”


    “This is good for your bottom line, but bad for you in light of the murder. It could be seen as motive.”


    “But I didn’t know.”


    “Can you prove that?” she asked.


    “What kind of proof do you need?”


    “Maybe we’ll find it when we go through his house. The FBI has a search warrant and they are already on the scene. These joint investigations are always tense. Newman has asked me to be your direct liaison because we’ve already established a connection, but I have to warn you, this man has the tenacity of a bulldog. And he’s still sure you’re guilty.”


    “Great.”


    “Yeah. So I called Michelle. She should be trying to get in touch with you any minute. She’s coming to Mickey’s house in case anything turns up. I think it would be good if you were there as well in case Newman wants to ask you something directly.”


    I told her I’d do what Michelle thought was best and soon found myself seated in the back of my lawyer’s limo.


     



    An eager young agent allowed Michelle and me to enter the house. He used his cell phone and with a grin on his face and in his voice told Newman that we’d arrived. He listened, lost the smile, and said, “Yes, sir. I’ll bring them in.”


    As soon I was inside I knew I was going to have to keep my emotions in check. Newman and his team would be watching my responses, looking for guilt.


    It was a small two-story built in the 1930s. I tried not to react as I took mental photographs of Mickey’s home to think about later. There was a screened-in front porch, a wooden front door with beveled glass, and it was likely around 2000 square feet. His living room held a single recliner, a small flat screen TV, an oak bookcase overflowing with comic books, James Patterson thrillers, and notebooks full of Mickey’s hand-drawn comics.


    Standing in the middle of the room, I said, “This is more than he had as a kid.”


    “What do you mean?” asked Harper.


    “The trailer he lived in was really a pull-behind camper. He slept in the bunk above his mom’s bed in the back. On hot summer nights she’d fold down the kitchen table for him.”


    “What about in the winter?” Newman asked, startling me. I hadn’t seen him standing in the kitchen door way.


    “One of the families his mom cleaned house for had a huge heated garage that also had electricity. They let her park the trailer there in the winter time. They had horses, cows, and a bunch of kids. Sometimes, they’d come and get my sister and me and we’d go sledding. They had extra snow pants, boots, and mittens for us. Their mom rubbed our cheeks with petroleum jelly to keep them from chapping too much. She’s the one who taught us to make snow angels. Mickey loved winter.”


    It’s likely I’d have rambled on except I looked up. There on the only end table Mickey owned was a framed picture of me and him on our bikes. Tootsie was sitting in the basket of mine.


    “Oh! I love this picture. Is there any way I can have it?” I asked.


    “Eventually, but right now, it’s in the custody of the FBI.” Harper said.


    “That picture is the most important item in this house.”


    “I’ll see what I can do,” she promised.


    I swallowed the lump in my throat, and looked into the tiny kitchen where there was a small table with one empty chair, and peeked into his bedroom with a single bed and the old dresser he had in his room as a kid. All the while, the young agent kept his eye on me.


    Stepping back into the living room, I saw Harper standing back taking in the big picture. Michelle, whose gaze was focused on the photo of two misfit kids and a stray dog, stood beside her. For the moment, Newman was out of sight.


    I heard one of the investigators holler, “We’ve got a bunch of stuff up here!”


    Harper signaled for us to stay put and she followed the agents up the narrow stairway.


    While they rummaged through my friend’s personal belongings, I picked up one of his notebooks. He’d drawn a story about a pig who was also a man. It was disturbing stuff. I didn’t see much before another agent asked for it.


     



    When they came back down, Newman stood in the middle of the living room and said, “My guys are packing up his papers. There are years of case notes, personal journals, and photographs.”


    He took a deep breath, looked at me and continued, “It’s all old except for new pictures of you. Looks like he was following you around.


    “We also found his life insurance policy. It’s official,” he said. “You are the sole beneficiary of one million dollars. Here’s the insurance agent’s number. His will was open and in one of the files. I will have his attorney contact you, but he left his entire estate to you, Ms. Morgan. We have also checked out his bank account, and there’s a substantial balance. I have no idea when it will all be released to you.”


    “We may have a bit of a media problem. The news about your windfall has been leaked to the press by an anonymous source. It’s possible one of the reporters hounding Mickey’s mother weaseled the information out of her. We’d appreciate it if you don’t comment publically for now.” Newman stared hard at me.


    “I haven’t talked to the press. If they contact me, what do you want me to say?” I asked.


    Michelle interrupted my conversation with Newman. “Let them know you have ‘no comment’ and direct them to me.”


    I wanted to be calm, but instead I burst into tears and said, “I don’t understand any of this. What about his mom? She deserves all of this.”


    “It’s common knowledge around town that he took care of her financially years ago. When I talked to her, she was more than happy to brag about how good her son had been to her,” Newman said. “We’ll know more when my team sorts through all his stuff. He was pretty organized.”


    “How can that be? I didn’t think cops or FBI agents made that kind of money,” I said, wishing I didn’t need to blow my nose badly. Harper handed me a tissue.


    “Mickey knew how to invest. If the guy bought a stock, it went his way. As you can see, he was also on the thrifty side. He also bought and sold old cars. The guy always made a profit,” Newman said, his voice full of admiration.


    “That sounds like Mickey. You should have seen his baseball card collection. He kept every card in pristine condition. Even as a kid he knew which cards to keep and which ones to trade.”


    “You know about the collection?” Newman asked with an eyebrow raised as if surprised.


    “The one he had as a kid. We’d sometimes get an extra nickel, or when we’d saved up enough pennies we found on the ground, we’d go to the store and split it up. I’d get as much pink bubble gum as I could and he’d get baseball cards. He loved the Twins but collected other ones too. I wonder what ever happened to those old things.”


    “We found them. The collection has grown a bit since you were kids.”


    I smiled and said, “I’m glad.”


    The FBI guy frowned and said, “I bet you are. They’re worth a bundle. When they’re released to you, you’ll want to get them insured.”


    “Really? They’re baseball cards. How valuable can they be?”


    “Very, but maybe you won’t need to worry about them if you go to jail for murdering him.”


    “I didn’t kill him, Newman,” I said as I slid my hands in my pockets hoping he wouldn’t see them shaking.


    “He talked about you. He was always saying, ‘She’s something!’”


    “He talked about me at work?” I asked puzzled that Newman knew so much about my friend.


    “No. But sometimes we’d go out for a burger or to a Twins game together. We had some good times,” Newman said quietly.


    “I had no idea.”


    “He was right. You’re something else,” Newman said with a sneer before he walked away.


    The sudden tone change scared me as much as Mickey’s death. This was a lawman on a mission. I hadn’t killed his friend and mine, but there was Gus. There was always Gus.


    When Michelle said it was time to go, I followed her without a comment. Harper stuffed a handful of fresh tissues in my hand.


    Before she instructed the driver, Michelle asked me, “Do you want to visit Mickey’s grave?”


    “No. I’m not ready yet.” I knew I’d be back, but I’d come alone.


    “I suppose you’ll want to list the house as soon as the FBI releases it,” Michelle said.


    “It’s a cozy place,” I said. “And, Mickey wanted me to have it. I think I’ll hang onto it for awhile.”


    On the way back to St Paul, in the hushed interior of the limo, I fell asleep watching the wife of my ex-lover take notes on how to keep me from being charged with murder.


    As the ebony velvet of sleep took me prisoner, I dreamed about pink bubblegum, sticky summer skin, the smell of wet dog, and a dug-out fort in the field where Mickey and I shared secrets, dreams, and our first and last clumsy kiss. But in the blurry dream the bubblegum got caught in my throat, the kiss was given to me by a ghost-like adult Mickey, his scarred face morphing into a skull, and the field around us was on fire and there was no way out.


    I woke up crying and far more tired than I’d been when I fell asleep.


    “Bad dream?” Michelle asked.


    I nodded and tried to stop the tears. This was almost worse than drooling in my sleep and her seeing it.


    “Are you okay?”


    “I don’t know.” I said.


    I told her about the dream, and then my stomach growled.


    “Do you want to stop and get something to eat?”


    “No thanks.” I had an unopened box of Trix and a fresh half gallon of milk waiting for me at home. I kept that part to myself.

  


  




  

Chapter 17


    After two bowls of cereal and another nightmare, I was up and in the shower before the sun came out. My jeans were a little harder to zip, and I knew it was almost time to give up my new eating habits. I wasn’t just consuming the cereals I’d loved as a kid; I was adding sugar to each pre-sweetened bowl of artificially flavored and dyed crunchy goodness.


    Sometime in the night, the idea of living in Mickey’s house arrived and felt right. My friend wanted me to have it, and by accepting his generosity, I’d be able to move out of the apartment sooner than later. The possibility energized me, and I decided to go furniture shopping soon. I’d need a bed, table, and comfortable chair. I was deep into drawing the rooms and adding furniture when Lloyd called to say Harper was on her way up.


    When I let her in, she said, “I stopped by to give you this.” She handed me the photo I’d asked for that once sat by Mickey’s chair. The cheap metal frame was tarnished and dented in one spot.


    I hugged it.


    “The FBI took out several boxes of his stuff and his computers. He kept written journals too, and according to his recent entries, we know you hadn’t been in contact with him,” Harper said.


    “Is that the proof Newman needed?” I asked.


    “For now,” she said. “Did you go to the cemetery?”


    “No. I’m not ready,” I said.


    She put her hands in her pants pockets in true Harper style and said, “We’re never ready.”


    She turned and opened the door to leave. “It’s your choice, but until you do, your future will be tarnished by whatever it is you’re afraid of.”


    Her words hung in the air like an unfinished song waiting for the final chords. I shut the door behind her without a response.


    The phone rang. When I answered it, Michelle said, “Hi Olivia. Alan and I were talking about your upcoming move, and he’d like to know if you’ve started looking.”


    The question irritated me. “Alan said I have time, and it looks like it might be awhile before I make a decision.”


    “Have you considered moving into Mickey Olson’s house?” she pushed.


    “I have. The house needs a lot of work, and we both know it’s in the custody of the FBI until they decide it’s not. I need time to figure it all out, and I’d rather Alan didn’t know I’ve considered moving into Mickey’s house.” I said.


    “That’s understandable. I told him I’d ask.”


    “Harper was just here,” I said, determined to change the subject.


    “What did she want?” Michelle asked, her voice switching to attorney-mode.


    “She brought me the photograph I asked for and advised me to go to the cemetery.”


    “Are you going?”


    “Why is this such a big deal?” I asked as I switched into drama-queen mode.


    “I guess we both want you to have a measure of closure.”


    “And I’ll find that in a cemetery?” I demanded.


    “No, but you might find it in honoring your friend’s memory.”


    She was good.


    “What part of the cemetery is he buried in?” I asked.


     



    As I pulled off the gravel road and onto the grassy driveway, I saw two elderly ladies walking to an old Lincoln Continental. They held hands and looked so worn down by life I wondered where they got the energy to take the next step. They stopped, looked back, and hugged each other as they cried.


    When they got in the car, the driver pushed on the gas, and a plume of smoke came out of the tailpipe. An irreverent thought crossed my mind in a voice that sounded like Mickey, “Hey look, Ollie, two old birds in a boat!”


    Only Mickey and Pete called me Ollie. Suddenly the childhood nickname meant more to me than any other.


    As their car pulled away, I parked mine in their spot and waited for the courage to get out. I’d brought him daisies.


    I stood beside the mound of over-turned earth, not sure what to do. A wreath with drooping flowers lay across the top. Big clumps of clay-like dirt were nestled in here and there. I had the urge to separate them and pat the earth smoothly over my friend. The grounds keeper here was far less efficient than Deacon.


    “Ms. Morgan?” a man said from behind me. I turned and there stood one of the Twin Cities’ most famous reporters. He’d retired and only did what they called “investigative” stories now. His eyes and voice were professionally kind. When he held out his hand, I refused the friendly gesture.


    “You followed me here?”


    “Sort of. We were on our way here to take a picture of your friend’s house and to see what we could find out about him from the locals. I saw you pass us and told the van driver to follow you.”


    “Why?”


    “There’s a story here, and I’d like to tell it.”


    “You won’t get your story from me. Please leave.” My finger nails bit into the palms of my hands, and I felt the words grind out between my tightly clenched teeth. “This is a private moment, and I’m not going to share it with you or anyone else.”


    “Why didn’t you say hello to his mother and yours?” he asked with the precision of an archer.


    “How do you know who they were? Have you talked to them?”


    My fingertips tingled, bile burned in my stomach, and I shivered as goose bumps danced up my spine. That old woman was Ma?


    “I have.”


    “Leave me alone,” I said.


    “No problem, Ms. Morgan.” He left, his step determined, almost like a march.


    Sitting on the dry ground beside Mickey’s mound—he’d have loved that— I talked to my old friend.


    “Hi, Mickey. I can’t believe it! Those old birds in the boat were our moms. They’re so old and fragile looking. They remind me of my faded jeans with patches holding them together. Remember those? At first we were so embarrassed by our poverty and the teasing we took at school, we almost cried. Then your mom told us that in her day, only the really ‘in’ kids dressed like us – she called them hippies. From that moment on, we were cool whether the other kids thought so or not.


    A robin sang in a nearby pine tree.


    “They found your journals. Knowing you, they know all about your heart and life by now. You always had to release the words inside you. I’m glad you kept drawing cartoons, although the one I saw reminded me a lot of that book we read and talked about in the fort—Animal Farm. It looked like you made it into some kind of graphic novel. The pig-guy looked just like Gus.”


    The truth hit so hard it took my breath away. “You knew what he did to me. The pig-guy is Gus. You knew I was ruined, and you still loved me? How can that be? When did you know?”


    Again, the robin filled the silence where on another day Mickey would have responded. Big, hot tears raced over my lids and down my cheeks. I dug the tissues I’d brought with me out of my purse and blew my nose.


    Although we had no time left, it felt like we had all the time in the world. So I told him about Alan, Jillian, my students, Harper, Michelle, and I apologized for not knowing him in the elevator.


    “They told me you were badly burned after going into the fire looking for Gus. Even though he was really bad, you went back for him. That’s who you were. They also said you loved me the way a man loves a woman. I’m sorry Mickey—really sorry. I didn’t know you loved me except as a friend. Feeling that way about you never crossed my mind even after our kiss. I didn’t even know about the fire. I’m sad and angry that you’re dead. Who would kill someone as good as you? I’d try to help, but your friend, Newman, is on the case. He will find whoever did this to you. I missed you after I left home, but now I’m lonely for you. Before I knew you were out there; now I know you’re not.


    “Have you met Jillian yet? I hope if there is more to life than this one that you two find each other.


    “They gave me the picture you kept by your chair. I miss Tootsie so much. Those bikes were old when we got them. Remember hiding from Gus under the old train trestle? We rode out there and hid our bikes under that pile of brush. I held my breath when he walked the tracks above us, threatening to kill me. I wished he’d fall into the water below and die. You promised me it would be okay someday. I’m sorry. I didn’t believe you. Life would not be okay as long as he was alive. I didn’t tell you everything he did to me or what he told me he was going to do to Pete. I’m really sorry you got hurt trying to save him. He wasn’t worth it.


    “Do you know who started the fire? I went to the fort before I left. Did you ever find the note I left for you? I wonder what happened to all the stuff we hid under that big old rock. Remember when we found that huge flat sandstone boulder in the field? You said we could dig out the earth under it and you started in right away with an old shovel. Then, you and that old guy who worked at the gas station brought in those old beams you found by the railroad tracks to reinforce the rock roof. You swore him to secrecy somehow. Then you figured out how to get the smoke from our fires to go out without suffocating us. What were we thinking? It was like a huge badger’s den or an underground version of the Flintstones’ house.”


    A steady stream of tears rolled down my cheeks and into my mouth as I kept talking.


    “I was told you left me your whole estate. Why did you pick me? Newman is not happy about it. Maybe someday they’ll give me back your journals, and I’ll know you as well as they do. You were my best bud ever, Mickey. I didn’t start the fire, but I did something and Gus died. I wish I’d called you. You would have stopped me. Did you find out about that somehow? Were you coming to warn me or arrest me? Either way, I’m so proud you were my friend and honored you loved me.”


    I looked into my lap and realized I’d pulled the petals off of every single daisy I’d brought my friend. “You loved me and I loved you not. At least not that way. I’m sorry.”


    When I walked back to my car, I noticed Harper’s officer parked a safe distance away and waved at him. Since I hadn’t had any recent strange encounters with the stalker, he was going back to regular duty soon. That made me feel good and bad. He was an intrusion, but also a security blanket against whatever danger seemed to lurk on the edges of my life.


    On my way out of town, I drove past the trailer park. It was time to get home, finish off my box of Trix, maybe open up the Captain Crunch, and draw until I fell asleep. When this box of children’s cereal was gone, I’d be out and promised myself I’d get back to eating right.


    Or maybe I’d just buy bigger jeans.

  


  




  

Chapter 18


    Michelle and I sat in an old Victorian mansion-turned-teahouse. When we’d entered, the hostess had shown us to our table, already set for lunch. The china was decorated with delicate blackberries and pink blossoms. One tea pot held a strong English tea and in the other my favorite, Lady Grey.


    “All the evidence is circumstantial at best, Olivia,” Michelle said. “But a lot of people have been convicted on less.”


    I let the words sink in. It felt like my heart landed in my gut.


    “Alan keeps asking me where you’re going to move and when. So far, I’ve held him at bay by telling him you’ve been a little busy. Do I have your permission to tell him your plans? I think if he knows you have a plan, he’ll back off. If you’re still not ready for him to know, I will continue to keep the information confidential.”


    “Tell him whatever you think he needs to know. I’m beginning to like the idea of moving into Mickey’s house. I also like that Oak River is located between St. Paul and Rochester. I’d have shopping and dining options not far away.”


    “Do you really want to live in a dead man’s house?” she asked.


    Her words bounced around in my brain like a super ball gone wild. I could only hope she couldn’t see that in my eyes or body language.


    Not ready to go there with her, I said, “It’s a convenient option. I wouldn’t have to look at dozens of houses trying to find one. It’s small and manageable for one, and it could be my transition house—my way out of the apartment while looking for the right place.”


    We were served a variety of tiny open-faced sandwiches topped with cucumbers, curled strips of carrot, and halved tomatoes on lovely tasting breads lined with delicious versions of mayonnaise. I took small bites and focused on the delicious combinations of flavors.


    For a few minutes we ate in a comfortable silence. Each sandwich was the size of a soda cracker, and tiny bites followed by a sip of tea seemed to be the correct mode of intake.


    “I’ve never had a place of my own. A space I could be truly at home. I don’t even know what I want. “Do you think Alan can pull a string or two, with someone powerful—someone with connections inside the FBI? If they release the house sooner than later, I could get started with the renovation and vacate the apartment.”


    After taking a sip of her tea, Michelle said, “That might work.”


    “Have you ever walked into a place and knew you were home?” I asked.


    My lovely lawyer nodded. “I feel that way every time I walk into the foyer of our house. I’ve loved it since Alan carried me over the threshold.”


    “How romantic.” The words came out of my mouth far more sarcastic than I’d meant them to, but I wasn’t done. “What did the Dowager think? Neither she nor Alan seem to be romantics.”


    My cheeks reddened as I let loose the name I called Alan’s mother in my mind. Plus, I had entered a place I’d never belonged—my ex-lover’s marriage.


    Michelle smiled at my slip. “You’re right about them, but Aggie believed strongly in tradition, so to please her, he reluctantly scooped me up and deposited me in the foyer. I’d been there many times, but as a guest, not a high-ranking member of the family, let alone as the new ‘lady of the manor.’”


    “Isn’t that still your mother-in-law’s position?”


    “I let her pretend sometimes, but deep in her heart she knows better.”


    “Who is Aggie?”


    “Alan’s nanny. She adores him.”


    “She’s still alive?”


    “Yes. She’s ninety-five and lives in a care center. I wish he’d go see her more often, but he says he’s too busy. He takes me now and then, and he always goes at Christmas and for her birthday. Now, back to you. You’re sure about trying to live in Mickey’s house?”


    Suddenly, I was.


    “I am. I want to feel the way you do about a place.” A sense of purpose chased away the fears she’d raised. “For the first time in my life, I will have a place that is mine where I feel safe. No abused mother and no drunk father who made nightly visits to my room, no rapist, and no one else’s husband possessing my space. It might not be forever, but it will be a good place to go for right now. It was Mickey’s gift to me, and I want to accept it.”


    At that moment, Claire Worthington stopped by to say hello. The hostess stood a discreet distance away, waiting to seat her latest guest.


    “Claire! It is wonderful to see you. Would you join us?” Michelle’s gladness proved irresistible. Claire sat down between us, and the hostess brought her a matching place setting and a small plate of sandwiches.


    Watching the two friends get caught up on what was new in their lives, I thought Claire looked different. Still beautiful, but some of her radiance seemed to have dimmed. Losing Dr. Jack had been hard on her. He’d died last year when a drunk driver hit his car head-on. I’d been so wrapped up in me the night of the fundraiser, I hadn’t noticed.


    She reached over and touched my hand and asked, “How are you, my dear?”


    “Other than being a suspect in a murder investigation, I’m good.”


    “We know you didn’t do it. They’ll find the guilty person soon. What’s new with you besides that?”


    I told her about Mickey’s gift of the house and my decision to live there.


    “It’s really a cozy house,” Michelle said. “With Olivia’s artistic talent, she can transform it.”


    “This sounds wonderful. What kind of furniture do you like best?”


    “Well, I have to wait. It isn’t fully mine yet.”


    “That’s okay. Let’s dream for a while.”


    I was up for some of that. “It’s a small three-bedroom house. It has great woodwork that looks a little bit like walnut. There are two corner hutches built into the dining room. The old glass is pitted, and I love it. The kitchen is tiny, but has that ‘just right’ feel to it. The downstairs bedroom would make a wonderful studio. I’ve been sketching out the way I’d like the rooms to look.”


    While I described the simple design, she smiled and said, “I know just the woman who can assist you with these ideas and the others that will pop into your head in the coming weeks.”


    Michelle’s cell phone rang, and she excused herself to take the call in one of the old-fashioned wooden telephone booths that lined one wall. There she could talk on her phone without interrupting the quiet and personal atmosphere of the dining room.


    Claire took a sip of tea and then asked, “I’m delighted to know you’re drawing again.”


    My stomach somersaulted the way it used to when I got caught doing something wrong.


    “Oh yes, I knew your secret. I am a visiting angel and often visited Jillian in the hospital. She was very proud of your talent and showed me the small book you created for her to keep under her pillow. What did you call it?” she asked.


    “Sweet Dreams to You From Me.”


    “Yes, that’s it. I remember a main character named Jillian who was the Dream Catcher Princess, a contented looking moon, smiling stars, and three teddy bears that spoke only to the princess, and kept all of her secrets. The sketches were beautiful and so were the words. Jillian shared it with everyone who came to see her when you weren’t there. At first I didn’t understand why it had to be hidden from her daddy, so I asked her. She told me he wanted you to teach art, but not to do it.”


    “Did others know that?” I asked, my heart awash in shame. If the napkin in my lap had been paper instead of linen, it would have been a pile of confetti.


    “Perhaps, but she swore us to secrecy. No one she told would have broken her confidence. I assume he never knew about the book.”


    I nodded and took a sip of lukewarm tea. I let the honey-sweetened goodness soothe the lump in my throat. My daughter knew. That truth slid over the wound in my heart, easing some of the searing pain that had lived there for so long.


    “Besides your house sketches, are you working on anything else?”


    “I have more sketches started, and hope to do a little painting.”


    “Photography too?”


    “Jillian confided in you a lot.” The sting of jealousy rose up in my heart.


    “She was so proud of you and wanted us to watch over you for her. We promised her we’d pray for you. That satisfied your little one. She loved you so much.”


    The kind words eased their way over my envy the way white paint washes over black. Although it didn’t cover it completely, the dove gray result was comforting.


    “Would you show me your work sometime? Perhaps after you get settled into your new home? I’m part of the art tour for this part of the state. I’ve been to Oak River many times. Did you know they have a lovely gallery there?” she asked.


    I hadn’t, and to hide my ignorance, I asked, “You’re really welcoming me into your world? Even with a potential murder charge in my present and my former mistress status marring my recent past?”


    “Olivia, you did not kill that man. I know it in my bones. And your romantic relationships are not something I’d hold against you.”


    “But you’re religious, like Jillian was.” I wondered how a sophisticated woman would hang her heart on myths.


    “Like your daughter, I am a believer, and I’ve received the forgiveness of Jesus; but know this—I am far from perfect. When I came to Him, He had a lot to forgive.”


    Her God-talk stung me inside like the times I’d get a sliver deep in my finger from the old teeter-totter in the trailer park.


    Just when I thought I’d have to say something to stop it, Michelle returned to the table but didn’t sit down. “That was Mother Lyons, and I’ve been asked to return home. It seems she’s not feeling at all well. Olivia, we didn’t get to talk much about your case, but I will call you if something comes up later. Tea is on me today, and I’ve asked them to bring the dessert tray over in a few moments. Please, both of you enjoy something delicious for me.”


    I watched her walk through the tearoom, stopping to greet a few people with grace, her beautiful face showing genuine interest in each one.


    “She’s so kind,” I said to Claire.


    “You sound surprised.”


    “I am. How many women would be kind to their husband’s ex-mistress and volunteer to defend her if there’s a murder trial?”


    “Not many,” she admitted.


    “You surprise me too. Most of the rich people I’ve met are like Alan and his mother.”


    “Your students are from wealthy families. Were they unkind to you?”


    “No, and most of their parents were very nice, but there was the board. What a bunch of status-greedy scoundrels.”


    “That sounds prejudiced, Olivia.”


    “It probably is. I’m judging all of the wealthy in the world based on my personal experience with a few. I know my past also colors my view. Where I lived, the rich often scolded us poor kids just for living. If something got stolen, it was assumed we did it even when we’d seen their offspring do it. As my friend Mickey would say, ‘If they held their noses any higher, the next rain would drown them.’”


    “But doesn’t your recent inheritance put you in a new income bracket?” she asked one eyebrow raised slightly.


    “You’re right. It does. So does my recent past if I’m honest. I’d really like to blame Alan. He required that I forget where I came from, and I willing did as he asked. I guess that makes me a bigger snob than anyone I’ve ever met,” I admitted stunned by the truth.


    “What do you need for your move?” she asked.


    I was grateful for the change in subject. “Furniture and everything it takes to make it my home.”


    “Do you have a list?” she asked.


    I got my sketch pad out of my over-sized bag and showed her my drawings. On each page, I’d also made a short shopping list of things I’d need for each room.


    “There’s a shop called Small Spaces owned by a young woman who specializes in helping people furnish homes and condos that are 2000 square feet or less.”


    “I’m not sure what the square footage is, but my guess is it would be close to her maximum.”


    “Even if it’s a little bigger, she will be delighted to work with you.”


    “How do you know?” I asked.


    “The owner is my daughter.”


     



    A couple of hours later, we entered Small Spaces, and a beautiful woman greeted us. “Mom! It’s great to see you.”


    After they hugged, she turned to me and recognition washed over her eyes.


    Her mother introduced us and Marissa Erickson offered me her hand as she said, “I’ve seen your picture on the news. My condolences on the loss of your friend.”


    She looked like her father, my Jillian’s beloved Doctor Jack. Tall, thick blond hair, sky blue eyes lined in long, dark lashes, and from her mother, the liquid grace of a dancer.


    I heard what sounded like toe-nails on the old wood floor and found myself delighted by the arrival of a gray dog with a tightly curled tail. He wagged his way over to Claire. “Hello, Leif!”


    When it appeared the dog was headed my way, Marissa said, “Leif, sit.” He did.


    Then she asked, “Is it alright if Leif greets you?”


    “I’d be delighted.” He decided to stay beside me. While I scratched behind Leif’s ears, I enjoyed his acceptance and the softness of his fur. When he tenderly licked my hand, I wondered if I should get a dog. Mickey’s back yard was fenced. When the dog wagged his tail at me again, my heart soared.


    Claire explained the reason for our visit. “Olivia is about to become the owner of a small house in Oak River. Go ahead dear, show Marissa your drawings.”


    I worried a little what she might think of my ideas and my talent.


    Marissa looked for a long time and finally said, “This house has real potential. I love the porch. Is the screening in good shape?”


    “I didn’t look closely, but what I did see looked great.”


    “Is the woodwork original?” she asked, not looking up from the pages.


    “Yes, and so are the light fixtures, doors, the light switch plates, and the door knobs.” I was starting to get excited.


    “You did these drawings?”


    “I did.” The question caused a jolt of fear in my stomach.


    “They’re amazing.”


    “Thanks,” I said.


    “Mom, can you get us a cup of coffee?”


    Claire smiled at me while Marissa beckoned me to sit in one of four chairs in a friendly nook.


    “Let’s start with the room that matters the most to you.”


    I told her about the room on the main floor with full-length windows on two walls. She took a few notes on a small tablet.


    “Is there a closet under the stairs?”


    “No. That space is the nook in the kitchen where a small booth might fit nicely,” I said.


    “I’ll need a place to put all my art supplies.”


    Marissa got up and motioned for me to follow her. “Come with me.”


    We went out to a garage behind her shop. “I found this at a school auction. They were renovating the building into office space and selling everything from old chalk boards to this.”


    I walked toward the much-used cupboard full of nooks and crannies for paper, pencils, paints, brushes, and jars. “My art class had one just like this,” I whispered. “It’s perfect. Is it for sale?”


    “It is. I’ll hold it for you. We’ll need to measure the room. In case you like to know the history of things, this came out of a small room in the Oak River elementary school basement.”


    Tingles danced up and down my spine. “I can’t believe it. I went to school there. Mrs. Brewster was my teacher. I adored her.”


    “Look at this,” Marissa said.


    On the back, in what was once called ‘penmanship,’ were these words: I will teach what I love—without reservation or apology. I will love those I teach and show it by offering them a place to create. I will give each student the respect and dignity children deserve, but are rarely given. They will discover both the freedom and discipline that is art. We will draw and paint joyfully.


    Naomi Brewster—Oak Ridge Elementary School—1955.


    As I ran my hands over the smooth top, in my mind I was already putting away art supplies.


    “Marissa, this is personal,” I whispered.


    “That’s exactly how it should be. When I bought this piece, I knew I had to bring it here so someone else could take it home,” she said.


    “She had a matching desk; it was quarter-sawn oak.”


    “Did it look like this one?” Marissa asked, pointing to the far corner.


    “Yes! I’ll take them both. No matter what. If the room is too small, I’ll rent space to create somewhere else. These two pieces are part of my past and they will help me redefine my future,” I declared.


    “We’ll know more once we have the dimensions, but I’ll mark them sold right now.”


    Back in her shop, she said, “I have some catalogs you can borrow.”


    “Those two pieces are Stickley furniture. Would that style be a good option in the rest of the house?”


    “Yes. It’s got that old feel without being ornate. It’s easy to use different upholstery with it—from leather to geometrics, most anything goes.”


    Claire walked in carrying a tray with three cups and a plate of what looked like blueberry scones with lemon frosting drizzled across the top.


    They were delicious.


    We ate and talked about colors. I wanted a vivid home, and since it was so small, I wanted each room similar enough that nothing clashed.


    “What are your favorite colors?” Marissa asked, flipping crumbs on the floor for Leif.


    “The colors of the Northern Lights,” I answered.


    “That sounds wonderful. Is there a story behind this desire?” Marissa asked.


    “There is. My friend, Mickey, loved the sky almost as much as he loved baseball. We’d go to the library where I’d check out art books, and he chose books with pictures of clouds and the night sky. One book had fantastic photographs of the Aurora borealis. I loved the deep blues, greens, purples, pinks, yellows, and sometimes orange against the black or midnight blue canvas. If I can find geometrics in those colors—or any pattern—I’d be thrilled.”


    “Let me put the word out and I’ll see what I can find,” she said.


    By the time I was ready to leave, I had a gift bag full of catalogs, worksheets, and what Marissa called dream sheets with lots of room for more sketches and notes.


    “Can I make copies of these?” my new designer asked about my original sketches.


    “Sure.”


    “If you write down your e-mail, we can keep the brain storming going during the time it takes for the house to be yours.” Marissa said.


    Before saying goodbye, Claire asked me, “Did you keep the original art from the book you wrote for Jillian?”


    “Yes. Why?”


    “I was thinking perhaps you could frame them for your new home. If I remember right, the art on those pages was full of the wonder and colors of the Northern Lights.”


    “For someone who doesn’t know me very well, you seem to know me. And you have a great memory.”


    She smiled and pulled me into a gentle hug. “Your art left an impression in my heart, Olivia,” she whispered.


    Her affection didn’t surprise me at all, but my response to it did. I hugged her back, and it felt as natural as breathing.

  


  




  

Chapter 19


    The next morning, I answered my cell phone expecting a legal discussion.


    “Mother Lyons is extremely ill and she’s asking to see you.” Michelle said, her voice tinged with panic. “Will you come?”


    “Is this okay with Alan?”


    “Yes. He said to send a car to get you so you don’t have to bother with security or the press waiting outside the building for a glimpse of you.


    “When?” I asked.


    “How soon can you be ready? She’s extremely anxious to see you.”


    I hesitated. “Are you sure? This seems odd to me.”


    “I agree. It is odd. But she said she wants to talk to you about Jillian. She will understand if you decline. I hope you won’t. Please, Olivia. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think it was important.”


    “Okay. When do you want me to come?”


    “Does now work for you? I feel a tremendous sense of urgency.”


    “Sure,” I agreed.


    “Thank you. I’ll tell Lloyd and send the car to the private garage. Lloyd will escort you down.”


    When the private elevator doors closed in front of us, Lloyd said, “I know things are tense between us, but I’m not your enemy, Olivia. If you ever need me, I’m here for you.” He handed me his business card, and I noticed a hand-written phone number on the back.


    “That’s my personal cell number.”


    “I thought your loyalties were to the Lyons family.”


    “They are,” he said gruffly. “But Jillian was one of theirs and you are hers.”


    I looked at him, expecting to see him watching the numbers the way people do in elevators. Instead, he was looking at me.


    “You promised her?”


    He nodded and said, “I did.”


    “I couldn’t protect her, but she was determined to protect me. That’s not a child’s job,” I said.


    Lloyd nodded. “Jillian had a gift I’ve seen in others whose time on this earth is short, but who are sure of their place in the next.


    “What do you mean?”


    “She knew she was leaving, was at complete peace, and had an unearthly understanding of what that would do to you. Those things are normal for the dying, but she also had the gifts of mercy and communication. That’s the one she deployed on those of us who loved her. I heard her tell one person, ‘Please be kind to my mommy.’ To others she said, ‘Please hug my mommy because she’s going to miss my hugs.’ To me she said, ‘Please protect my mommy because she’s mostly alone.’”


    His kind words pierced my heart with a mix of pain and joy. Jillian’s love always did that to me.


    When the elevator doors swished open, I saw the driver standing outside of an older black Cadillac—the kind with fins and chrome. “Wow. Mickey would have loved this,” I said.


    “Mickey?” Lloyd asked.


    “Yeah, the dead guy in the elevator.”


    “You did know him?”


    “Yeah, but that’s not public knowledge yet,” I said before adding for good measure, “I knew him, but I didn’t recognize him. And I didn’t kill him.”


    He nodded. “Mrs. Lyons wanted you to ride in style I guess,” Lloyd said as he admired the pristine car.


    Before the driver shut the door I asked, “Lloyd, are you a religious man?”


    “No, I’m not. I have a simple faith like Jillian’s.”


    He closed the door, leaving me alone with the weight of his words ricocheting around the empty walls of my heart.


    The car was more glide than ride. It smelled of leather cleaner and pine, as if when not in use one of those cardboard air fresheners hung from the rearview mirror. The leather seats were so polished when I’d gotten in I thought if the other door had been open I’d have slid right on out.


    At the entrance to the Lyons’ estate, the driver pressed a button, and the gates swung open. The mansion was so big, I expected to see Tinker Bell touch her wand on the top turret. When the driver opened the car door for me, Michelle stepped out of the big front door.


    “Thank you for coming,” she said. “The doctor just left. He says she has very little time. I’ll take you to her.”


    I followed her up the stairs, taking in as much as I could without tripping. The house contained a lot of heavy wood trim that matched the banister under my hand. On the second floor, we passed many gilt frames with grumpy old faces in the hallway. The military blue carpet beneath my feet ran down the center of the floor, leaving a small amount of wood showing on each side.


    “Olivia is here, Mother,” Michelle said as we entered a room where the centerpiece was a hospital bed. The smell of cancer shocked me. The chemical cocktail of drugs, internal decay, and a metallic scent mingled with antiseptic was so strong, I could taste it.


    The woman in the bed was a withered version of the one who had visited me not long ago. Her hair had thinned, her skin yellowed, and the veins stood tall on the hand she held out to me. The large stones set into the platinum settings slid to the palm-side of her hand.


    I knew each move and word required a sacrifice of energy, so I took her hands when she offered them as a welcome. When she released them, I carefully rearranged her rings so she could see them.


    “I should take them off, but he gave them to me, you see.”


    I nodded not understanding. The only piece of jewelry I’d ever really cared about was Ma’s bracelet and then only because it was a pretty bauble. I’d never been given a ring from a man so I couldn’t understand her emotional attachment. That’s the way it sometimes is with wannabes.


    “They’re beautiful,” I said.


    “I’ll leave you two alone,” Michelle said before kissing the old woman’s forehead.


    “Don’t go far,” Mrs. Lyons requested, her vulnerability revealed in every word.


    “I won’t. I’ll be waiting on the couch at the end of the hallway.”


    The old woman nodded and then focused on me.


    “This isn’t my room,” she said. “Mine is through there.” I turned to look in the direction she pointed and saw a small inside hallway with a closed door at the end. “My husband rang for me when it was time for a marital visit.” A blush spread across her sunken cheeks. “As you can see he loved boats and shipping,” she said changing the subject.


    Burgundy, gun-metal gray, and true navy-blue must have been his colors. Brass sailing spy-glasses and other items rested on masculine furniture. The wooden floors were partially covered in thinning Persian rugs. “It’s sort of a replica of the apartment,” I said.


    She nodded and reached for my hand. I wished I could will health into her body. It hadn’t worked with Jillian, and it wasn’t working with her either.


    “I am leaving this world and wanted to be where he was when he died.” The tone of her voice was a strange mix of sentiment and harshness.


    “You loved him,” I said.


    “At first I did, but it didn’t last. From the moment we were introduced, I knew I wasn’t his type; I was as gangly as a newborn foal and about as graceful. The only things that attracted him to me were my family’s money and political connections. With me as his wife, he could do more, be more. That was a driving force in his life. I think you’ll understand when I say I miss what I could not have.”


    I nodded and said, “His son is very much like him.”


    She whispered, “Yes. He is.”


    After taking a deep breath she said, “I’m not here out of an act of love. What you see is an old woman in full rebellion. I can be here any time I want to now.”


    “You’re sort of giving him the finger?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them.


    She chuckled. “I am—both fingers.”


    After a brief moment, I laughed out loud. She only had enough energy left for a crooked grin.


    “I brought you something.” I reached into my large bag. “This was Jillian’s favorite blanket at the end of her life.” I clutched it one last time before handing it to the frail woman.


    She held it to her withered cheek and started to cry. “I gave this to her. Thank you.” Her words were a raspy whisper.


    “You’re welcome. I had a feeling it came from you—from someone Jillian loved very much.”


    “I don’t miss him, but I miss her,” she said. “Do you think it’s strange I have no feelings left for him?”


    “Was he unkind to you?” I asked.


    “He was a terribly cruel man,” she said. Regaining some of her composure, she redirected our conversation. “I didn’t ask you here to reminisce about him. I want to talk to you about Jillian. But first, I’m thirsty. Can you help me?”


    I poured fresh water into a crystal goblet before adding a bendable straw cut short to accommodate the ornate drinking glass.


    She drank a few sips and then, winded by the activity, lay back on her pillows, reached for my hand again, and closed her eyes. Soon puffy little breaths exited her lips. I sat watching her, knowing each exhale could be her last. Not certain if it was the right thing to do or not, I tucked Jillian’s blanket around her. One frail hand gripped the same corner my daughter did in her sleep.


    Steeling myself against the tenderness creeping into my heart, I decided to go find Michelle, but before I could stand, a man in nurse’s scrubs entered the room through the inside hallway.


    “It’s time for her pain meds,” he whispered to me.


    He checked the label on the syringe the way nurses do. At his touch, the old lady’s eyes opened.


    “It’s you!” she gasped.


    “It is,” he said. “I promised I’d come back.”


    His words made it sound like he was one of her favorite caregivers, but the look in her eyes told another story.


    “Get out!” she demanded.


    “Not until I give you your injection.”


    “It’s too soon. I had one just before Olivia came.”


    “Mrs. Lyons, your visit will be much more pleasant when your pain is gone. With the number of prescriptions you’re on, it’s difficult to remember who gave you what and when. That’s why you have us.”


    “I recognize you even in that costume. You are not a nurse, you are his. . .” The rest of her words came out in a whispered snarl I couldn’t hear as she tried to grab the IV line to pull it out.


    “Would you mind helping me?” he asked softly, looking at me as she became more combative. She tried to cry out, but no sound came from her parched throat.


    He handed me the syringe and I took it. He removed Velcro restraints from his pants pocket, fixed her hands to the sides of the bed, and then reached for the medication. She watched his every move, tears filling her eyes.


    When he reached for the syringe, I glanced at him, and his profile seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place him.


    “Please Olivia, get Michelle!” Mrs. Lyons said, her eyes, voice and mind momentarily clear.


    I went out in the hallway and found the couch was empty. I called out to Michelle, but heard no response. Afraid to go far from Mrs. Lyons, I walked to the top of the stairs and did the next best thing. I hollered. “Michelle, help!” There was silence except the gong of a clock striking the time in a room downstairs, the sound muffled by the distance.


    When I returned to Mrs. Lyons’ room, she was alone, her hands no longer restrained, but fear spread tightly across her face.


    “Ask Aggie. Please, ask Aggie.” She whispered. “Olivia,” her eyes suddenly shone with something else, a strange unearthly joy, and she said, “Jillian was right.”


    “About what?” I whispered back.


    “Everything,” she said right before she shuddered, gasped, and her body went still.


    Terrified, I ran to the top of the stairs and screamed, “Michelle! Help!”


    She came running from a room down the hall, followed by a female nurse. They entered the room, and then I heard the nurse say, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Lyons. Your mother-in-law is gone.”


    I watched from the doorway, feeling trapped. I couldn’t leave since I had no idea how to summon the driver. The nurse turned to me. “What happened?”


    I told them what I could remember. Time seemed to have shifted and the moments before already seemed like distant and blurry memories.


    “A male nurse?” Michelle asked. “Mother didn’t have any male nurses. She didn’t trust men other than Alan.”


    The nurse pointed to the syringe lying on the bedside table. “What’s this doing here?”


    “It’s the medicine he gave her,” I said.


    After checking it out and looking at the chart, the nurse said to Michelle, “I gave Mrs. Lyons the pain meds she needed right before Ms. Morgan arrived, She wasn’t due for more. The label says this one is twice the prescribed dosage. There wouldn’t have been time to save her even if I’d been in the room. Nothing about this is an accident.”


    The impact of her words caused me to back from the doorway. Michelle’s voice carried into the hallway as she talked to a 911 dispatcher and then to Alan.


    I heard her say to her husband, “Alan, my gut tells me there’s something terribly wrong here. Olivia says there was a male nurse here and that Mother knew him. You know that’s impossible.”


    She joined me in the hallway and guided me to the couch. Before she could question me, I said, “Michelle, I touched the syringe. My fingerprints will be found on it. The male nurse wore gloves.” I told her how Mrs. Lyons resisted the man and the medication. “She pulled against the restraints he used as hard as she could. I’m sure there will be bruises on her wrists.”


    She returned to the body of her mother-in-law shortly before Alan raced up the stairs, past me, and into his father’s room.


    A moment later I heard Alan said to Michelle, “Keep your eye on Olivia. I’m calling the police.”

  


  




  

Chapter 20


    “Stay right where you are, Olivia,” Harper said, her words sounding sharp and staccato in the tomb-like hallway. She ordered the officer with her to stand guard. “No one in or out unless it’s okayed by me,” she instructed him.


    I have no idea how long I sat there, but the sunlight from the stained glass window above the couch dimmed. Someone turned the hallway lights on. The sconces cast long beams of yellow light onto the walls, leaving murky shadows in between. The lifeless stares of the grumpy ancestors felt fierce, their lips stern and brows condemning. One old codger holding a spyglass like the one in Mr. Lyons’ room looked like he was about to point a bony finger at me and to cry out, “Guilty!” The brass buttons on what might have been a naval jacket made me think his next sentence might be, “Walk the plank, you wretched woman!”


    I tried to banish death penalty thoughts as police officers and the coroner came and went. I couldn’t shut out the words, “suspected homicide” and “autopsy.” Finally, a gurney with Mrs. Lyons in a body bag appeared through the door.


    I watched them carry her down the elegant staircase, angrier at the man who killed her than I ever was at her.


    “Olivia, I need to take you to the station for questioning,” Harper said.


    “Am I under arrest?” I asked.


    “Should you be?”


    “No,” I heard myself say with quiet conviction. “I didn’t kill her.”


    “You are not under arrest yet, but you are the only witness to the death of Mrs. Lyons, and we have to get to the bottom of this.”


    I stood and heard Alan say from deep inside his father’s room, “Detective, could you please come here?”


    “Sit down,” Harper instructed me before saying to the young officer standing nearby, “Same rules apply.”


    When I sat down, I felt nausea stretch across my stomach along with a slow cramp of pain. “I think I’m going to be sick,” I told the guard.


    He looked at me and pointed to the floor. “There’s a wastebasket beside the couch. Use that if you need it.”


    I tucked the brass urn between my feet, deciding it would be better to puke into an antique than onto the carpet.


    Alan and Michelle came out of the bedroom. Before escorting his wife downstairs, he looked me straight in the eyes and said, “You have always been more trouble than you were worth.”


    Harper walked out into the hallway and said into her phone, “Call Brett in. We need him tonight. Yes, we may have found video evidence and the family is signing it over to us. I’m also bringing in the only eyewitness we have in the case, Olivia Morgan.”


    I used the spittoon.


    “Seems like you throw up a lot, Olivia,” Harper said.


    “I do . . . ever since the first time Gus . . .”


    “Gus what?” she pushed.


    “Visited my room. I’ve learned to vomit quietly, but even that doesn’t help in public.”


    “Sorry. But look at it this way; when is the last time you puked into an antique that could be worth more than my monthly salary?”


    “Wow, lucky me,” I said, not enjoying her joke as much as she apparently did.


    “Yeah, well let’s hope your luck lasts,” she said.


     



    I was escorted to the same barren and mirrored interrogation room. A female officer brought me a bottle of water. “If you need anything, push that button.” The door shut with the kind of click that let me know a lock engaged.


    She hadn’t been gone long when I pushed the button embedded in the table.


    The female officer returned. “What can I do for you?” she asked with her hands on her substantial hips.


    “Do you know how long detective Harper will be?”


    “No idea. She’s reviewing some new evidence.”


    “Can you ask Harper if I can have a pencil and some paper?”


    “What for?” she asked.


    “I want to draw what I remember.”


    “Yeah, like that’s going to happen,” she said.


    She returned a few minutes later with a stack of copy paper, two pencils, and a pen.


    A few strokes into my first drawing was like stepping back into the room where Mrs. Lyons had died. In my mind it had become a sinister place. In my memory, I heard her ask for a drink, and I was suddenly parched. Thankful for the water, I took a long drink.


    I sketched Mrs. Lyons face when she greeted me, when she saw the male nurse, and as she spoke her last words to me. I drew her hands before the attack and then cruelly embraced by the restraints. Next came the syringe. Finally, I drew him from his head down. When I finished, I said to the wall-sized mirror, “Harper. His shoes. They weren’t the kind a nurse would wear. They were brown penny loafers. That seems odd to me. “


    Harper and Michelle entered the room a few minutes later.


    “Do you remember his face?” Harper asked.


    “Only his profile. He never looked directly at me, but I felt like I’d seen him before.”


    “Where?”


    “I don’t know . . . maybe the hospital when Jillian was sick, but that doesn’t feel right.”


    After both had looked carefully at my sketches, Harper said, “You’re one lucky woman,” She collected my drawings, and added, “I’ll keep these if you don’t mind. You’re free to go with your attorney.”


     



    In the limo Michelle and Alan filled in a few of the blank spaces for me.


    “My mother was a bit on the paranoid side these last few weeks,” Alan started. “She convinced her main nurse to secretly install small video cameras in strategic locations in her room. Only the nurses knew about them and the laptop they used to record and save what the cameras captured. They were live except when she was being bathed.”


    When he paused, Michelle picked up where he left off. “Alan turned them over to the police. While you were waiting, both agent Newman and detective Harper viewed them. We’re told they show the exact scenario you described.”


    “And the police officer still on the scene found a latex glove in the little hallway between the rooms. They will check it for fingerprints,” Alan said.


    As I exited the car I asked, “Alan, right before your mother died, she mentioned Aggie. Is that important?”


    “They were close. It’s natural Mother would think of her, and no, it’s not important,” he said and shut the door.


    I heard the car window slide down and Michelle said, “Olivia, call me if you remember anything else or if you need to talk.” The window slid up, and the car moved ahead before I could think of a response.


    Lloyd was waiting. “I’m here to make sure you get to the apartment safely, Olivia,” he said.


    We rode the elevator in silence as I tried to wrap my mind around his words.


    After unlocking the door to the apartment, I said, “Lloyd, I’m scared.”


    “That’s wise. Someone let you witness the murder of Mrs. Lyons and set you up to take the blame. That was the strategic act of a killer with a plan. He may or may not be done.”


    I made it to the bathroom just before the dry heaves drove me to my knees.

  


  




  

Chapter 21


    Sleep evaded me so I did what I do best when something nags at the edges of my mind. I drew. That night, it was the shoes over and over again; something was wrong and I needed to get it right. Then I saw it—the way the heels were worn as if the person scuffed the outside of his heels with each step he took.


    I’d seen shoes marked like that before.


    Dizzy with fear, I called Harper. She sounded groggy, but my manners seemed to have been misplaced. “Harper! He wore penny loafers with a worn heel,” I shouted.


    “Olivia. Do you know what time it is?”


    “No. The rapist—he wore the same shoes as the guy who killed Mrs. Lyons.”


    She cleared her voice and said, “What rapist?”


    “The man who raped me here in this building over ten years ago.”


    “You’d better call Michelle. I’ll be over after I shower and have at least one cup of coffee. And I’m going to need food.”


    After I called Michelle and got a similar response, I dressed and put on a pot of water to boil. My stomach needed peppermint tea. I didn’t have much food on hand, but found three raspberry muffins in my freezer that would microwave nicely. I rinsed off some green dinner grapes and sliced Havarti cheese.


    When the two women arrived, I asked, “Is it safe to talk here?”


    “Why wouldn’t you be?” Michelle asked.


    “I don’t feel safe here,” I said as a shiver ran up my spine ending in a shudder.


    “We don’t have a lot of options. I don’t have an office, Alan is at home, it’s not appropriate to use Harper’s home, and although you want to talk about the case, this isn’t an official police call,” Michelle said.


    Harper added, “I’m uncomfortable talking here, but I agree. We don’t have another option. Are you willing to take the chance, Olivia?”


    “I need you to know these things, so yes, I’ll risk it. There’s something I have to show you, but I have to find it first.” They followed me down the hallway to the master bedroom. I opened the closet door and carefully touched a spot on the wall. At eye level, a notebook-sized section of the wall opened with a soft click.


    “What’s this?” Harper asked.


    “I don’t know what you call it, but I discovered it one day when I was switching out my fall/winter wardrobe for my spring/summer one. When I found it, there was an empty removable jewelry box-like insert. After taking that out, I used the space to hide my sketches.”


    “Why did you hide them?” Michelle asked.


    I felt the red of shame on my face and neck as I said once again, “Alan didn’t like me to do my art. Besides, a girl has to have secrets, right?”


    My attempt at levity was obviously poorly timed.


    I pulled out an old sketchbook and a small journal. “Without this release, I think I would have lost my mind after the rape,” I whispered.


    They followed me to the kitchen where I fixed us all cups of tea.


    “I’m not a tea drinker, Olivia,” Harper said. “But the smell of this makes me want to reconsider.” She took a sip and smiled, the way nice people do when they don’t like what they’ve been served, then pushed it away.


    Michelle was wearing the same look when she said, “I like English black tea, but not herbal.”


    While the coffee brewed, I put out the food, and opened the sketchbook. Michelle said, “This is the hallway of this floor. The pattern of the wood is distinct.”


    “Yes, he raped me out there.” I felt time slip away and I became the narrator of my own story as I turned the pages.


    “I hadn’t been given access to the private elevator yet. When I exited the public elevator, I saw a dark red rose in an ornate vase—like the ones that have been left lately—outside the door. He came out of the shadows. I heard his shoes make the kind of sound my sixth grade teacher’s did on the school’s wooden floor. A new leather squeak followed by a scuffing sound.”


    While I talked, Harper paced then asked, “Can I take a look in the hallway?”


    Michelle and I waited in silence.


    When Harper returned, I continued my story. “He said, ‘Olivia, at last you will be mine. I will ruin you for him forever.’ He wore a mask.”


    After the sketch of the hallway with every detail recorded, each following page contained one piece of my personal puzzle—up close. The pages revealed the details branded into my memory; the hallway was bathed in a soft gloomy light from the same kind of wall sconces lining the walls in the Lyons’ mansion, the intricately carved door, the rose and vase, his shoes, his gloved hands, eyes through the slits in the black mask, and his shoes.


    “What’s with his eyes?” Michelle asked.


    “They were different colors. One was very dark brown and the other was hazel-colored in a way that was both green and gold.”


    “I think the coffee is done,” Harper said stretching her arms above her head.


    I filled three cups with the strong, black brew and brought them to the table on a tray with the sugar bowl and the creamer.


    Harper put something on the table. “I found this in the hallway. It was in a dark corner,” she said.


    A large piece of crystal from one of the vases glistened in the light.


    “That’s a piece from the last vase,” I said. They all have the same cut design in the glass, but they have all been shaped slightly different. This piece looks like it came from the angled rim.”


    “Someone missed a piece in the last hurried cleanup,” Harper said as she bagged it and removed her gloves. “The coffee smells good,” she said, shifting my attention from the crystal to the present.


    “What color was his hair?” Michelle asked. “I can see it’s light, but light brown or dark blond?” She seemed mesmerized by the drawings.


    “Just a minute,” I said. “I’ll show you.”


    I returned to the table with my new extra-soft colored pencils. I started adding colors and blending them. Within seconds I was lost in the art and the past.


    When I finished, Harper asked, “How did he rape you?”


    I handed her the journal without opening it. “This is where I used words to record his act of violence against me.”


    “Does Alan know about this?” Michelle asked, her voice barely a whisper.


    “Yes.


    “Has he seen your drawings?” she pressed, her green eyes full of tears.


    “Yes, he’s seen them and told me to destroy them . . . he said it was the only way to get past it. I disobeyed,” I whispered.


    “Did you report it?” Harper asked.


    “No. Alan didn’t think the police would believe me—a young woman from a trailer park in the care of an older, rich man. He made it sound like telling anyone would ruin my future and damage his. At the time I felt like he was protecting me from more hurt.”


    Harper went back to the picture of the shoes. “Michelle, I’m no expert, but these look expensive, maybe even custom-made.”


    Michelle stared at the sketch as if in a trance. “Yes. They do.”


    “Do you know any shoemakers in the area?” Harper asked.


    “I’ll get you a list,” Michelle said.


    “Olivia, is there a place you can put these for safe-keeping outside of this apartment?” Harper asked, pointing at the journal and sketch pad.


    Before I could answer, she said, “Don’t say where. Just take them there.”


    “I have no idea where to put them,” I said, feeling my head shake slowly back and forth as if to reinforce my helplessness.


    While Harper mentioned a few options, like a bank box, Alan’s safe, or my attorney’s office, Michelle scribbled a message on a sticky note which she handed to Harper. After reading it, the detective handed it to me. It said, On your way out, give them to Lloyd. He knows a place and can be trusted.


    Harper nodded and asked, “Are there any more hidey holes in the apartment?”


    “I know of a couple, but as far as I know they are empty. The one in Jillian’s closet is more like a cubby. We made it into a little fort. The other one is right here,” I said, standing.


    By the front door, I pressed on one of the wooden panels. It clicked softly then opened to reveal a small, eye-level cubbyhole that was empty except for some dust.


    “We have one like that at the house,” Michelle said. “Mother Lyons’ said it was where her husband hid a pistol for protection. If someone was at the door he didn’t trust, he could access it quickly. I’m told he was quite paranoid. Perhaps you could put the notebooks here. It looks like they’d fit.”


    I looked at her wondering if she’d lost her memory and noticed her finger was on her lips as if warning me to say only what I wanted to be heard.


    “That might work,” I agreed quietly. Fear, with a touch of my own paranoia, caused me to lower my voice.


    From the looks on the faces of my attorney and the detective, I realized it was contagious.

  


  




  

Chapter 22


    Lloyd called to see if I needed anything before he finished his shift and left the building. His kindness scared me. He’d want some kind of payback; people always did. I declined his offer.


    After filling the tub with warm, bubbly water, I let my body soak up its fragrant warmth hoping for a dreamless night.


    It wasn’t to be.


    As the velvet blackness pulled me into sleep, evil enveloped me. I felt his hands gripping my throat, smelled his cologne and sweat, and heard the ragged breaths he released into the hallway as he violated my body and my very essence. I begged my brain to wake up, but felt compelled to remember. To look again.


    I willed myself back into the dream.


    He punched me in the face and stomach first, and then threw me down. I felt myself attempt to curl my body away from him even though I knew it was futile. I saw his hands coming at me yet again. He wretched me into position.


    When he was done, I felt a pull at my wrist. I watched him remove the rhinestone bracelet I’d once been so proud of and loved wearing. It was worthless to anyone but me. Somehow he knew and had decided to take it as some kind of souvenir. A fluid, searing anger surged through my veins in the dream and I woke up.


    To chase away the darkness, I turned on the light. To evict the fear, I grabbed my sketch pad and started to draw his gloved hand removing my mother’s bracelet. I saw him hold it up to the light and let it dangle as he laughed. I drew that moment too.


    I wrote the words he’d said as I heard them again in my mind.


    “This is the perfect representation of you. You are nothing but a cheap thing. Alan will never want you now that you’ve been had by me.”


    He sounded just like the nurse.


    Wide awake I screamed, “No!”


    After the sun rose, I conference called Michelle and Harper, and told them, “Two bad guys just morphed into one.”

  


  




  

Chapter 23


    When my cell phone rang, I was delighted to see Nick’s name on the caller ID.


    “Hey, Ms. Morgan! We’re meeting at the Perkins off of 494 tonight. Want to join us?”


    “Yes, what time will you be there?”


    “Seven o’clock. That way Patrick can join us after he gets off work. We usually get the back corner and they let us rearrange the tables. Since they’re open 24/7 we stay pretty late.”


    I promised to be there with at least one new art project to share. Which meant I had some sketching to do.


    I saw I had a missed call from Lloyd. He’d left a message saying he had a couple of packages for me. “I know you’re tired of the constant invasion of your privacy. Give me a call if you’d like me to send them up using the dumb waiter.”


    I texted him. The dumb waiter is a great idea. Send them up when you can.


    Alan used the mini-elevator for surprises he had sent up for Jillian. I hadn’t used it since her death.


    A few minutes later I heard the dumb waiter on its way up. When it stopped, I took out the packages and sent it on its way back down. Turning away from it, I realized it was clean although it hadn’t been used in years. I wondered if it was strong enough to carry a human up and down the old cables.


    I texted Lloyd. Thanks for cleaning out the dumb waiter before sending the boxes up.


    He responded. I didn’t clean it – I just put them in and sent them up.


    I shivered and texted, Okay. Thanks again. I carried the boxes to the kitchen counter wondering why there was no dust in the dumb waiter after not being used for years. Since Lloyd wasn’t responsible for it, I assumed the cleaning company who took care of the building was.


    Opening the package from J. C. Penney, I was surprised the black skirt I’d ordered was so short although it was possible I didn’t remember my legs being so long. It barely touched the top of my knees. I realized that having my clothes tailored to Alan’s specific and conservative standards had left me out of touch with my body.


    The other box was from Shepler’s. The black cowboy boots with the pointy toes fit perfectly and felt at home on my feet. I walked across the room, and confidence rose from somewhere deep inside me—a place I thought Gus had killed. It wasn’t rebellion or conceit. Wearing the boots was like walking into Mrs. Dawson’s trailer. I was at home.


    A memory of a photograph rose up in my mind. I stood at the kitchen counter and drew a little girl about five years old in various stages of a twirl. I framed the four segments like an old thirty-five mm film. Her blond ponytail sat high on her head and her arms were out to her sides. She wore a Cinderella t-shirt, denim cut-offs, and both knees had band-aids on them as did one elbow. One front tooth was missing, but her smile was full and her eyes sparkled. On her feet were red cowboy boots. Off to one side was the face of a boy and on the other, the face of a beautiful toddler.


    There was a row of trailers on either side of the gravel road on which she stood. They were muted in my mind and on the page. I filled in a few details with colored pencils. The last frame showed her full face, hands on her hips, feet firmly on the ground, and her dimples.


    Her beauty startled me.


    The little girl was me. Gus hadn’t touched me yet.


    I remembered telling Mickey that day as I danced in the dust, “Dolly Parton would love these boots!”


    “Dolly Parton wears boots?” he’d asked.


    “Yep. Besides singing, that’s what she’s famous for,” I said with certainty.


    Mickey couldn’t stop laughing at me. I stood my ground and said, “I’m telling ya, Ma and Gus watched her on T. V. the other night and Gus said, ‘Look at them boots!’ I did and they were beautiful, just like her!”


    That sent Mickey into another laughing fit. I’d called him a dork.


    As I signed the sketch, something I told my students was an essential element in art, a piece of myself that had been off-kilter for a long time shifted back into place.


    I titled it, Unstolen Innocence.


    The apartment was suddenly too enclosed for my cowboy boot clad feet. They needed to hit the road. So did the skirt. With black pantyhose and a vivid blue turtle-neck sweater, I looked like a country girl ready for line dancing at a country bar.


     



    On my way to meet my students, I pulled into the cemetery, eager for some time with my daughter. I wanted to show her the drawing first.


    I was delighted when Deacon pulled up and said, “Hi there, Missy. It’s been lonely around here without you.” He pulled out my chair and said, “Nice boots.”


    “I don’t look like a brazen hussy?”


    “Oh Missy, Jezebel would have looked brazen while wearing the most modest of clothes. It’s all about this,” he said tapping his chest. “You look like the nice woman you are.”


    “But surely you’ve read about me in the papers or heard about me on the news.” In my mind, I compared my grungy story to the goodness in the man I was talking to. My blush was red hot. Heat started in my chest and rose all the way to my hairline.


    “Olivia, this old man learned a long time ago not to believe everything he hears or sees in the media.”


    “Thanks,” I whispered looking straight into his eyes to see if there would be a lie in his words. There wasn’t.


    He smiled, nodded, and touched his fingers to the brim of his baseball cap and rode away.


    I arranged the flowers I’d brought, and talked to my daughter’s headstone. I kept the bad news to myself thinking Jillian had endured enough in her very short life. She didn’t need to carry my burdens in death.


    The one-sided conversation ended at the same time the smell from a cigarette warned me I wasn’t alone. Turning, I saw the homeless guy leaning on a tree a few graves over, taking a drag from his smoke. He wore his sunglasses and a smirk. I heard his walkie-talkie crackle and Deacon’s voice asking him to return to the office.


    The stranger scared me. I wished I could be more compassionate like Deacon. Instead, I wanted him gone.

  


  




  

Chapter 24


    It was great to see my students. They had a fun system for their art dates. We each drew a number written on tiny pieces of paper out of Jordan’s beret. Then in numerical order, we each shared our new art for a couple of minutes. I was last, which was a relief at first, and then not. I showed her to them, and for a second, they were silent. I thought I was going to be sick.


    Kelsey said, “Ms. Morgan! She’s amazing. Who is she?”


    “How do you know she’s real?” I asked, wanting to avoid the truth.


    “I can feel it,” she said.


    “Yeah, me too, Jordan said.”It’s like she’s so full of life the paper can’t hold her.”


    “She’s you,” Patrick said quietly as he looked into my eyes.


    So much for the lie my brain was scrambling to create. “She is.”


    “Did you use a photo?” Nick asked.


    “No. My new boots inspired a memory.”


    “This is amazing. What else do you have?” Patrick asked.


    “Not much.”


    “You need to show this to Claire Worthington. She is part owner in the Oak River Gallery. These are worthy of a show,” Nick said.


    “No. . .”


    “Remember what you always told us!” Jordan demanded.


    Then in unison they said, “Never withhold your art from the world. It may hold the power to heal a heart or be the gift someone has been waiting their whole life to receive.”


    “This has power,” Kelsey said.


    Patrick’s stomach growled like a caged lion, saving me from responding to their challenge.


    Biscuits and sausage gravy never tasted so good.

  


  




  

Chapter 25


    My phone made a zippy little noise signaling me I had a text message. It was from Patrick.


    Ms. M – have u seen the news? There was a news bulletin a second ago. It was about u. There’s going to be an update in a couple of minutes.


    I had to find the remote to turn on the television, and when I did, there was Alan looking into the cameras from behind a microphone-filled podium in front of a large downtown building famous for the number of attorneys who practiced law there.


    “Lyons family is saddened by the recent violence that took place in our building. The authorities are looking into all the evidence and possible suspects. It appears the man found dead in our elevator may have been stalking one of the teachers employed at the Lyons School of Art & Music who lives in the Lyons Shipping building. We have no idea who ended his life. The name of the deceased has been released by the FBI, and sadly, he is one of their own agents.


    “While the Lyons family draws no conclusions from what little information is available to us, the term ‘rogue agent’ has been used by at least one expert. We want the community and our clients to know we are working voluntarily and closely with both local police and the FBI. We are told by these authorities the building has been searched and deemed safe. This is excellent news for Lyons Shipping as well as those businesses who rent space in the historic building my grandfather built. Our security systems have been updated, and our staff has received the latest training from the law enforcement agencies working to solve this crime.


    “It has come to our attention that our attempts to protect the identity of the person who found the body have failed. Olivia Morgan is a long-time resident of the building, a former teacher at the school started by my recently deceased mother. She has recently left the employ of the Lyons Academy of Art & Music, and has indicated her desire to change her residency. The Lyons family is committed to protecting our soon-to-be-former resident.


    “My wife, Michelle Lyons, has agreed to be Ms. Morgan’s attorney should one be needed. Although the FBI and police still consider Ms. Morgan a person of interest, we are certain she is innocent. If you have further questions, I direct you to agent David Newman of the FBI, and detective Margaret Harper.


    “The news station has told me they are providing you with the telephone numbers of both agencies on the screen and on their websites. As you know, the Lyons family is also grieving the death of my mother. We are deeply saddened by our loss, and although we are also concerned that her murderer remains at large, we are confident her killer will be found and brought to justice. We ask that you respect our privacy at this difficult time. I will not be taking any questions today. I do want you to know if you ignore this request, any future releases from Lyons Shipping or the Lyons family will not be shared with your news program. Thank you.”


    Alan nodded, turned, and left a strangely quiet crowd of reporters as a man in an expensive-looking suit held the door for him.


    Rage is a funny thing. It can be ice cold or red hot. Mine was on the chilly side. How dare he imply Mickey was a rogue agent? Could he say his last name just one more time? Was he really using Mickey’s death to get his company free advertising?


    My phone sang out again and Patrick had typed, r u okay?


    I’m fine. Thanks for the heads up.


    No prob.


    Before I could text him again, my phone rang. It was Harper.


    “Keep your answers to yes and no. Do you understand?” she demanded.


    “Yes.”


    “Have you seen the Lyons press conference on television?”


    “Yes.”


    “Were you aware of it before you saw it televised?”


    “No.”


    “We’re downstairs. Meet us in the Caribou. Get your own coffee and join us ASAP.


    “Okay.”


    She hung up.


     



    I joined an angry detective and a sullen FBI agent hunkered down over their beverages at a corner table. They were seated so one could watch the window and the other the door. I noticed Harper nod to someone behind me and knew I’d been followed. She had my back.


    “Know what they call those pointy-toed boots in Texas?” Newman asked.


    “Yeah. Roach killers,” I said.


    He raised a surprised eyebrow and one corner of his mouth twitched briefly.


    “Have you talked to your attorney yet?” Harper asked.


    “No. Why?”


    “Seems strange she wasn’t present when her husband made his grandiose announcement this morning.”


    “Not really. Alan Lyons is a lone wolf. He doesn’t need his woman by his side to make the press or the public listen to him. He’s got that thing most politicians wish they had.”


    “What’s do you mean?” Harper asked.


    “That JFK kind of charisma,” I said.


    “So, he’s a one man show, huh?” Newman asked.


    “No. He’s a brilliant business man with a great deal of personal power as well as political clout. He’s got enough class, wealth, and confidence that this move leaves you eating his dust, Agent Newman. You’d do well to remember that in the future. You want him on your side.”


    “My client is right,” Michelle’s voice startled us all.


    She pulled out the fourth chair, sat down, and got out her yellow legal pad. “Is there something you wanted to ask my client?” she asked, looking from Harper to Newman.


    “I left you a message,” Harper said to her.


    “I was already on my way over here for a meeting. And for your information, Special Agent, I didn’t know my husband was going to make a statement to the press. It would have been more tasteful to have waited until after Mother Lyons’s funeral, but Alan has a mind of his own and did not ask for my counsel. Although when you consider the circumstances of his mother’s death, I’m sure you understand why he wanted to speak out. He’s a man of action. Waiting leaves him feeling helpless.”


    We all nodded. Like her husband, she was both captivating and in control. That could come in handy if I ended up in front of a jury for something I hadn’t done. Or for something I had.


    “It might be a good PR move on your part,” she continued, “if you release a statement and support his comments. You don’t have to mean it, but you’d win the public and with the politicians you are most likely facing behind the scenes. I know he’s called in all the top brass to pressure you into closing this case quickly. That can’t be pleasant on your end.”


    “Michelle, who gives a rat’s butt about pleasant?” The words came across my tongue as a hiss.


    I surprised them all which I found strangely satisfying.


    Newman snorted. Harper choked on her tea. Michelle asked, “Can we talk about this later?”


    “No. Now is good,” I said determined not to let another Lyons get the best of me.


    “Fine, but keep your voice down,” she instructed.


    “How dare he imply that Mickey was a ‘rogue agent?’” And he told the world I’m a person of interest, which I know I am, but what gives him the right to manipulate the facts to suit his agenda? I’ll never get a new job teaching with this on my public record. Even now he’s orchestrating my life to the score he’s writing. He lied about the best person I have ever known. I feel like he just murdered Mickey again,” I said.


    Newman cleared his throat as if to speak, but Michelle beat him to it. “We can sit here all day and bemoan the way this complicates things for all of us. Or we can make this work for us. It’s up to the three of you.”


    “Okay, fine,” Harper said. “But do you have an office? We cannot do this in public.”


    “My office is being renovated. I’ll see if we can use Alan’s. She made a call and then said to us, “Let’s go.”


    “Do you guys really need me to be part of your power talk?” I asked. A blanket of exhaustion was trying to take my mind hostage.


    “No, we’ve got this covered,” Michelle said.


    Harper nodded her agreement. Newman couldn’t resist asking, “Where are you going?”


    “Not that it’s any of your business, Special Agent Newman, but I’m headed for a cup of tea and my couch,” I said quietly.


    As I rode up the elevator to the apartment, I felt like I’d fallen into the deep end of the pool and there was no lifeguard on duty. That’s a terrible feeling for a woman who couldn’t swim.

  


  




  

Chapter 26


    I was on my way up to the apartment when Newman called. “Harper thinks there might be some kind of surveillance at your place. We’ve looked once, but she wants us to take a better look.”


    “If it’s okay with the Lyons family, it’s fine with me,” I said.


    “Mr. Lyons gave us the go ahead.”


    “When do you want to do this?” I asked.


    “Early tomorrow would be good.”


    “Do you need me to be there?”


    “Not if you don’t want to be, but you might want to ask your attorney.”


    “Do you think I’m in danger?”


    “No. I think you’re guilty of killing one of my best agents, and using a past incident to gain the sympathy of your attorney and detective Harper,” Newman said, his voice laced with certainty.


    “In that case, my attorney and I will both be present.”


    “Yeah. That’s what she said.”


     



    When I unlocked the door to the apartment, I knew something was off. Fear danced along my spine like a spider doing the rumba. In the dim hallway light, I saw the little door to the hidden cubby was open.


    I tip-toed toward the opening and peeked in. A piece of paper and a single red rose laid inside. I realized the moment the scent from the blossom hit my nostrils that while I used to love roses, I now hated them. I leaned on the wall as an assault of dizziness and nausea washed over me.


    Obeying the chain of command, I called Newman and said, “Get here, now.” In my panic, I hung up and continued to call for back-up.


    “Lloyd!” I realized I was shouting into my cell phone, but I could not stop myself. “Someone was here. There’s a note and a rose. Please hurry!”


    I didn’t stop to listen, but clicked off and dialed Harper. Similar words were shouted at her, and I heard her say, “I’m on my way,” before I moved on to Michelle’s number. I left her a message and let her know Lloyd and the others were on their way.


    As fast as I could, I took pictures with my cell phone. I knew since my hands were shaking, they’d be blurry, but I had to do something. The urge to scream rose up in me, but I was afraid if I started I wouldn’t be able to stop. I swallowed hard, trying to force the terror down.


    The head of building security entered the apartment with his gun drawn. I had no idea what kind it was, only that it was bigger than the one I’d seen strapped to Harper or Newman’s sides. The theme song from The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly started up in my brain just as the private elevator door slid open. Alan and Michelle stepped out.


    “Olivia, what’s going on?” Alan demanded as he watched Michelle walk over to the open cubby door.


    Lloyd’s phone rang and I heard him say, “Yeah, Merle, send them up.” To Alan he said, “The FBI and police are on their way up.”


    “Who called them?” Alan demanded.


    “I did,” I said. “It’s Newman’s rule.”


    “Why? Because you left a little door open?” Alan’s voice was not sarcastic. It was demeaning.


    “No, because you said to cooperate with them . . . to tell them everything,” I said.


    “There’s more to this, Alan,” Michelle said in a calm voice. “We will explain it as soon as they get here.”


    He paced in the living room while the rest of us stood guard over the little door in the hallway.


    Harper took pictures I knew would be clear then Newman collected the evidence.


    “What does the note say?” I asked afraid to know, but more afraid not to.


    “You can’t get away from what I know,” Harper read.


    “What does that mean to you, Olivia?” Alan asked.


    “I don’t know,” I said.


    Michelle explained to Alan about the rape, the door, the message we tried to give my secret intruder, and about the other roses and notes. “We’re not sure how, but they all seem connected,” she concluded.


    “How is this connected to the murder?”


    “We don’t know that it is,” Harper said.


    “It seems to me the common denominator is you,” he said pointing at me angrily, the veins on his neck standing at attention.


    I felt myself shrink inside. The way I always did when one of the men in my life was angry.


    Alan glared at me and said, “You told them about a ten-year-old rape?”


    His disdain unleashed the storm brewing inside me. “Yes. Because someone who knows all about that is stalking me. Someone who has access to this building. Someone I can’t see, but who can see and hear me. Someone who knows what only the rapist, you, and I know. Someone who can evade security cameras and guards. Someone like you!”


    “Don’t be stupid, Olivia,” he yelled as he stepped forward.


    Michelle touched his arm, distracting him briefly. In fear tinged with defiance, I walked over and stood beside Lloyd.


    “This is ridiculous,” Alan said, the volume of his voice rising.


    “No it’s not, Mr. Lyons,” Harper said. “Think about it. Until now, only three people knew these details.”


    “Are you sure about that?” Alan asked. “Olivia, what did you tell your stalker FBI friend before you killed him?”


    Following a momentary silence, Newman said, “Mr. Lyons, I would appreciate it if you and your wife would please return to your private office and wait for me there.”


    “That’s a good idea, Alan,” Michelle urged. “But Agent Newman, I’m Ms. Morgan’s attorney and will be staying.”


    “Michelle. . .” Alan’s voice was a growl.


    “Alan, go.”


    Man, I wished I’d said that.


    “Mrs. Lyons, in view of your husband’s obvious anger, I have to ask, isn’t your representation of Ms. Morgan a conflict of interest?” Newman asked.


    She stood a little taller and said, “It is unusual, but it is not a conflict. My family supports my involvement as does my client. I would appreciate it if you don’t read more into my husband’s outburst. He’s been through a lot lately.”


    “Well, it certainly keeps the family in the loop, doesn’t it?” Newman asked.


    “If you are questioning my wife’s integrity. . .” Alan started.


    Michelle interrupted her husband and said, “My client’s confidentiality is secure. You don’t have to like our arrangement, but you do have to respect it. If you choose not to, I will follow the chain of command and see that you are removed from investigating your friend’s murder. So far, that is the only conflict of interest in this case.”


    Alan turned toward the elevator and the agent backed down.


    “A sweep of the apartment is scheduled for tomorrow morning. Is that correct, Agent Newman?” Michelle asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Would it be possible to call your team in sooner?”


    “No. I don’t have an overtime budget,” Newman said, leaving no room for negotiation.


    Michelle decided it was time for a plan. “Fine. I think it’s essential that we provide Ms. Morgan with protection at least until the sweep is concluded. Lloyd, I’ll be sure you’re paid over time if you’re available to stay downstairs and monitor the building.”


    He nodded.


    “What do you say, Harper?”


    “I’ll stay with Olivia,” the detective said.


    “Great. That means you can go home, Agent Newman. I’m sure Mrs. Newman would appreciate that.”


    “There is no Mrs. Newman,” the agent said.


    “Well, perhaps you should remedy that,” Michelle said sweetly, but with one eye brow raised. “You do have an unseemly edge that could be eased by the love of a good woman.”


    The tall FBI guy’s eyes widened as if he’d been sucker punched. With him neutralized momentarily, Harper headed for the living room, putting note pads and pens on the coffee table. Michelle steered Alan into the elevator, escorted me to the coffee maker.


    I watched Newman take notes, bag the paper and rose, and was grateful when Harper volunteered to stay, citing it would be easier than calling in another officer or agent.


    Lloyd promised to stop by with fresh cinnamon bagels in the morning.


    Before he left I said, “Lloyd, I am beginning to believe there is good reason Jillian trusted you. Thank you for staying. ”


    He looked at me with a mix of surprise and sadness. “I’m grateful for Jillian’s confidence in me,” he said. I saw the door close and heard it click shut behind him, and I shuddered. The room felt less safe with him gone.


    “Ms. Morgan,” agent Newman’s voice had a demanding edge to it. “Please bring the other notes you have from the intruder to me tomorrow.”


    “Gladly. Can I drop them off with your assistant or do you need to be there?” I asked.


    “Hand them directly to me. Call first to be sure I’m there,” he said.


    “I’ll do that. Now, I believe we’re done for tonight.” I said as I opened the door for him. My slight act of assertiveness felt great.


    I shut the door behind him with a little more pressure than needed.


    “Lloyd is hot in an old west Matt Dillon sort of way,” Harper said as she kicked off her shoes.


    “You watched Gunsmoke?” I asked.


    “Yeah. When my dad got off work, we’d watch the reruns together.”


    “Well, just remember, Miss Kitty, Old Matt was never tamed.”


    “Well there’s that,” she said with a flirty grin on her lips. I got the feeling she didn’t mind a romantic challenge at all.

  


  




  

Chapter 27


    “Ida Louise Lyons was a strong woman, fiercely protective of her family and close friends. Besides us, her only other love was the art she collected and created. She was greatly loved and will be deeply missed.”


    Michelle’s eulogy caught me off guard. The Dowager was an artist? Maybe I’d heard her wrong; the sound wasn’t great in the cathedral balcony.


    I’d come in early and stepped over the velvet cord that had a sign hanging from it that read, Reserved for the Choir. I hoped that was for Sunday services and not for funerals.


    The service had all the heavy ritual I’d expected and the burial wasn’t much different. I by-passed the slow processional to the cemetery, and wearing my casual suit and sunglasses, watched from the passenger seat of Deacon’s golf cart.


    The priest’s voice traveled around the headstones on a warm breeze full of the fragrance of floral arrangements. I resisted the temptation to focus on Alan’s grief and watched the panoramic view. He and Michelle stood together, his hand resting on the handle of a wheelchair. In the chair sat an old woman, her back rounded from age. She wore a simple black dress, a small hat with a veil, and black gloves. I assumed she was Aggie.


    Michelle had told me that the nanny was a small woman who loved her charge and had a special friendship with the Ida Lyons. When she told me about the relationship, I’d snorted and said, “What did Aggie have on her?”


    Michelle had resented my comment. “Neither Mother Lyons nor Aggie had secrets from the family.”


    “We all have secrets, Michelle. Even matriarchs and nannies,” I’d said cynically.


    The priest read from a small book, prayed, and did something with his hands—a sort of crossing motion. Then the mourners began the trek back to the waiting limos. Across the way, the homeless guy watched. His gaze seemed to fix on Alan and the little woman in the wheelchair. As if sensing something, Alan looked up, and the scruffy guy nodded at the grieving son. My former lover stumbled, but quickly regained his balance. The old one said something, and Alan must have given her an answer explaining his lack of grace. When I glanced back up, the other uninvited guest was gone.


    At the car, Alan said something to Michelle and then walked back to his mother’s casket. There, he stood alone, his hands behind his back, head down. He took my breath away when he slipped a pink rose out of the spray that rested on his mother’s casket and placed the flower on Jillian’s grave.


    Age and sorrow had made him more attractive. I’d never seen him look so handsome. I longed for him in a way that was beyond romantic, and might have been considered spiritual if I believed in myths.


    At the car, Michelle waited beside the uniformed chauffeur. She held out her arms and Alan walked straight into them. Their embrace was tender and extended. They wiped the tears from each other’s cheeks before getting into Ida Lyons’s shiny black Cadillac.


    “Well, Missy, I got to get the boys busy on filling Mrs. Lyons’ grave. I’ll take you back to your car now,” Deacon said.


    “That’s okay. I’ll walk,” I whispered through my tears.


    “You sure?”


    I nodded and sniffed.


    “Here you go,” he said, handing me a handkerchief.


    Accepting his kind gesture was easy. Navigating my way through the peace of the cemetery while truths I’d ignored for years gnawed at me was hard.


    I’d always been the other woman—the one he used. She’d always been the wife—the one he loved.


    I opened my car door and the scent of rose assaulted me. My scream sliced through the quiet of the place. On the leather passenger side seat of my car sat a rose in a beautiful crystal vase. In bold letters a note said, “I am always watching.”


    About the time Deacon pulled up beside me, I heard another car roll to a stop, and Harper said to someone, “Please get Newman and come to the lot by the caretaker’s office.”


     



    I was back on Deacon’s cart when the unmarked car pulled up and the occupant lowered the window. “What were you doing here?” Newman demanded. “Your presence was a blatant act of disrespect to the Lyons family.” He shut off the car and got out.


    “Oh for crying out loud, Newman,” I started. “You just don’t get it do you? I was Alan Lyons’s mistress for ten years. The little girl buried beside Mrs. Lyons is my daughter, her granddaughter. Besides, who cares about protocol right now? There’s another rose, vase, and note. Please, do your job without judging me. And for your information, my attorney knew I wanted to attend and asked only that I stayed a discreet distance away from the family, which I did.” I wasn’t yelling. What I heard come out of me sounded like a snake whispering a deadly warning before striking. He must have heard it too because he stepped back.


    Not done yet, I asked, “What are all of you doing here?”


    “Mr. Lyons asked us to be here. He thinks it’s possible the murderer is actually after him and not you,” Newman stated as if it were the truth.


    “Really?”


    “It’s a possibility that needs to be proved or eliminated,” Newman said.


    “Is there a rose and a note in his limo?” I asked.


    “Not that I know of,” Newman muttered.


    “Newman, take care of this crime scene. Olivia, get in my car. Now,” Harper commanded.


    Before I could move, I heard Deacon say to Newman, “Agent, there are things about the lady you don’t know.”


    “You’d be surprised,” he sneered at my kind friend.


    “I’ll be okay, Deacon. I’ll stop by as soon as I can to catch you up on things.”


    “You’ll be most welcome, Missy.” Determined to do all he could for me, he turned back to Newman and said, “I’m going to ask you again. Please be kind to her. She’s been through an awful lot. I’d consider it a personal favor from one military man to another.”


    “You served?” Newman asked.


    “Korea,” Deacon said. “Spent some time as a prisoner of war. I notice things others might not.”


    “I’ll do my best, sir,” Newman said and followed his words with a brief salute.


    My friend returned the act of military respect and said, “That’s all we can ask, son.”


    Newman walked up to Harper’s car and looked at me. “You talk to your dead daughter?”


    “I do. Do you talk to Mickey?”


    “I make him all kinds of promises,” he said.


    “I promise you something, Newman.”


    “What?” he snapped.


    “I promise you I did not kill Mickey.”


    He stared at me and although I couldn’t see his eyes, I knew the look. I was getting sick of talking to men in mirrored sunglasses.


    Harper asked, “You feel like drawing?”


    “No. Why?”


    “Your friend Deacon said something about a homeless guy that makes his soul itchy. He said you’d seen him too. I need to find a way to ID the guy. Deacon saw him running away immediately after he heard you scream. The old man said the guy smiled as he took off at what was a ‘pretty good clip.’”


    A tap on the car window nearly landed me in Harper’s lap. There stood my friend and protector. Harper lowered the side door window and asked, “What’s up, Deacon?”


    “There’s just one more thing. It always bothered me; the homeless guy wore leather shoes . . . you know, the kind with a slot for a penny on the top.”


    “Penny loafers,” Harper offered.


    “Yes. These were dark brown with thick black thread. I knew an old shoe cobbler once who taught me a thing or two. Those shoes looked handmade.”


    Harper thanked Deacon and assured him that his observation had been important to the investigation. I sat still, but my insides were shaking.


    “Olivia, are you okay?” Deacon asked.


    “No.”


    Before I could say anything else, Harper asked, “Deacon, did you get any information on this guy when you hired him?”


    “No. He’s homeless,” Deacon answered. “Those folks don’t have official identification and they rarely use their real names. If you ask them, they lie or move on. He did what I told him, we paid him with a little cash, gave him a sack lunch every day he showed, up and he had a room at the shelter to sleep in every night.”


    Harper thanked Deacon and added, “This man is dangerous. Please be on guard. Do not approach him or speak to him if you can avoid it. I doubt he’ll be back, but if you even think you see his shadow, call me.”


    “I will for sure, detective. Missy, you come back when it’s safe. I’ll keep an eye on your girl for you.”


    As we pulled out of the cemetery, Harper said, “You need to call your attorney.”


    “Can it wait until tomorrow?”


    “No.”


    “Harper, I cannot call her today. For right now, can that be your job?”


    She made the call.


    Then Newman said, “Things are escalating. I’d like to put more eyes on Ms. Morgan, and the Lyons Shipping building.”


    “Worried about me, Newman?” I asked, feeling snarky.


    “Not so much. I just want you around to pay for what you did to Mickey.”


    “If you were a dog you’d be a pit bull, Newman.”


    “Thanks, but make that a pit bull with lock jaw. I’m not letting go.”


    “I’m glad, Newman. Really glad,” I said. And I was.


     



    Back in the apartment, Harper wandered around making sure I was alone. She called Lloyd and asked him if he wanted some extra hours. He said he’d be over in about an hour. Harper decided it would be wise to stay until he got there, just in case. She asked him to bring supper for three—whatever he wanted.


    When he walked in with a couple of pizzas, I felt suddenly dizzy and plopped down on the couch. Harper brought me a large glass of cola over ice, and I drank it like I’d been lost in the desert for a week. She took my glass and refilled it.


    After eating a single piece, I announced I was going to bed and they could work out my security issues.


    When I woke up the sun was peeking over the horizon. I walked out to the living room and found them where I’d left them. Lloyd stretched out on the couch and Harper in one of the wing-backs with her stocking feet on a footstool. Their jackets hung over dining room chairs. Seeing their holstered guns, I felt a little relief that any bad guy wanting to hurt me would have had to go through them first.


    It wasn’t wise, but when I hit the coffee grinder button, it was funny. My granny would have said, “Those two moved liked they’d been shot out of a cannon!”


    And they did.


    They reached for their guns, but caught themselves before any damage was done, except to their pride. When I lifted my finger from the grinder button the only sound in the room was my laughter. It was a little on the hysterical side, but it felt good.


    “Good morning,” I said. “Harper, you know where the bathrooms are. There are extra tooth brushes in each one. I don’t want my heroes to have furry teeth.”


    I fixed scrambled eggs and toast as a peace offering. Over our first cup of coffee for the day, I asked, “Which one of you is going with me to the bank and then to Newman’s office?”


    Lloyd stretched and volunteered. “It’s my day off. I’ll go with you before I head home.”


    “Thanks,” I said.


    “Good idea. We can’t have someone attacking you for the notes,” Harper said.


    “I hadn’t thought of that,” I said.


    “Why did you think you needed someone to go with you then?” Harper asked.


    “Newman,” I said. “He’s like a blood hound on the trail, and the only scent he can recognize is mine.”

  


  




  

Chapter 28


    “Ms. Morgan.” Newman’s voice held no mercy.


    “Yes, Agent Newman. How can I help you?” I asked.


    “We need to meet, and you will likely want your attorney with you. Can you arrange that for some time today?”


    “If Michelle is available, what time works best for you?”


    “Two o’clock this afternoon.”


    “Either she or I will call you at the number on your card to confirm.”


    “Fine.” He clicked off, leaving me ticked off.


    I took a few deep breaths before calling Michelle. It was my feeble attempt to curb both my fear and my anger.


    I expected her to be in the throes of grief, but she said she was working from Alan’s office and would contact Newman.


    “Two o’clock is fine on my end. What about you?” she asked.


    “I’m free then.”


    “Good. I’ve been meaning to call you. How are you weathering the stalker’s latest invasion?”


    “Between Harper, her people, Lloyd, and even Newman’s eagle eyes on me, I’m feeling confined, but safe. Except for when my imagination is working overtime.”


    “That sounds normal. You’ve been through a lot in a short period of time. If you’d like to come down a few minutes early, please do. I’m alone in here today. The workers are in my space, Alan didn’t have any meetings, and Justine is at a training conference out of town. There’s a temp at the front desk, but I’ll let her know you’re coming.”


     



    It happened every time I walked into Alan’s office. The air seemed weighted to me. I imagined the walls were heavily insulated to buffer any distracting noises, but the quiet always felt like a hand pressing the air out of my lungs.


    The office door was open, and Michelle was sitting on the couch, talking to the temp who was seated on a chair across from her.


    Michelle didn’t jump up when I walked in. Instead, she rose, her movements a beautiful combination of fluid grace and confidence. “Thank you for the conversation, Ms. Beck,” she said to the other woman. “And please email me your resume. Claire Worthington recommended you highly. I trust her opinions and look forward to seeing if your goals and my needs mesh.”


    “I will, Mrs. Lyons. Thank you.”


    “When special agent Newman arrives, please show him in, and would you mind bringing in a beverage tray as well? The coffee is made and set up on the tray. I think it would work nicely if you follow him in with it, if possible.”


    “Certainly,” Ms. Beck said before closing the door.


    “Thank you,” Michelle said. Her gratitude was genuine, but was also a gracious dismissal.


    “Please come in, Olivia. Thanks for coming early,” she said, turning her focus to me.


    She motioned for me to join her. “Let’s sit here. Would you prefer a chair? I find couches so uncomfortable. Perhaps we could leave that space for Newman?” There was a hint of sarcasm in her voice. Her grin revealed her amusement.


    I sat on the edge of the leather chair, ready to spring up the moment he entered.


    “Are you afraid of Newman?” Michelle asked.


    “He makes me nervous.” My response came out in a whisper. “I have no idea what he thinks he has on me now. His conviction that I am guilty of something criminal scares me.”


    “He has that way about him,” Michelle admitted and then asked, “Do you mind if I give you some advice?”


    “Give away.”


    “First, sit back a ways in your chair. It’s okay not to sit all the way back or relax fully, but try not to perch. When he arrives, we will both stand up. I will take a couple of steps toward him as I greet him. You can stand and face him, but stay in front of your chair. Make him come to you, and when he does, offer to shake his hand. We will respect his position and concerns, while we refuse to be controlled or intimidated by him. He may not like it, but he won’t be able to criticize our civility and unity.”


    I nodded. On the surface I agreed, but felt a red hot anger rise momentarily as I wondered to myself when I was going to stop obeying a Lyons.


    “Are you okay, Olivia? Your face looks a little flushed.”


    “I’m fine, just a little flustered by this whole thing,” I lied.


    She looked at her watch and continued, “Body language is important, but it’s not something we can force. You will be nervous, and it will show. That’s okay. It would be unnatural if you weren’t unsettled being questioned by him. Don’t worry if your palms are sweaty; that doesn’t mean you’re guilty, only that you’re uncomfortable being the focus of an FBI inquiry. Unless he has evidence of something criminal, you have nothing to worry about. If he crosses a line, I’ll be the one to stop him. If you are unsure about responding to a question, don’t hesitate to look at me. If you don’t want to answer something, let him know you’d be glad to get back to him at a later time with your response. The most important thing you can do is breathe.”


    There was a gentle knock at the door, and then Ms. Beck opened it to announce and admit Newman. After he entered, she pushed an elegant cart in behind him. Her presence forced him to move in our direction. I realized each movement was as carefully choreographed as a ballet. Michelle welcomed him with an outstretched hand and a brisk welcome. He shook my hand too, his eyes reminding me of the way I felt the time Gus had pointed his double-barreled shotgun at me.


    Michelle interrupted his attempt at intimidation by asking if he wanted something to drink. He declined. I asked for a glass of water, although the shaking in my stomach made it impossible for me to take a sip.


    “Please have a seat,” she said, indicating the couch with her open hand. He sat down all the way back, very comfortable in his own skin if not on the furniture. And very sure of his agenda.


    “How may we help you today, Special Agent Newman?” Michelle asked.


    He lifted one side of his mouth.


    “You can take a look at these,” he said as he slid a file folder across the polished coffee table in my direction.


    Without hesitation Michelle reached for it. I watched her flip through the pages in silence with practiced ease as if she had all day.


    “Those are some copies from Mickey’s journals and some of his old files. It now appears he was building a case against you in the death of your father, Gus Smith.”


    Before I could respond, Michelle asked, “Are these all of Mickey’s journal entries?”


    “No. Just a few to give you an idea of why I’m pursuing this private investigation into Ms. Morgan’s past, and why I believe it is her motive for killing Mickey.” He leaned toward me and asked, “He knew too much, didn’t he?”


    I took a breath, looked at Michelle and she asked, “I notice you said private investigation. Does this mean FBI has decided not to pursue Ms. Morgan as a suspect in agent Olson’s death and that you are investigating Mr. Smith’s demise on your own?”


    “My boss believes there is no case against Ms. Morgan. I disagree,” he admitted.


    “I need you to clarify the FBI’s official position on this, Agent Newman. Are you saying Ms. Morgan is no longer a person of interest in this case?”


    “That’s correct,” he admitted.


    “Thank you for coming to tell us this news personally. We appreciate it. Is it reasonable to assume that Mickey’s personal property will be released to his beneficiary?” Michelle said, her tone sugary sweet.


    “As soon as the paperwork is complete, yes.”


    “And the items you took from his house?”


    “Against my protests, because Ms. Morgan is no longer being officially investigated, anything not directly related to this case will be released to her,” he said.


    “This is excellent news for my client,” Michelle said with a bright, but professional smile.


    “You don’t see a problem with the sentences I highlighted for you?” Newman demanded.


    Michelle took a moment to glance at the pages he handed her. “Not at all. Mickey writes of his deep concern for his friend. Nothing more and nothing less. Is this all you wanted us to know?” she asked.


    “Yeah. And I’m supposed to ask where Ms. Morgan wants the boxes delivered.”


    “She or I will notify you when that’s decided. My client is in the process of finding a new residence so it may take us a few days to get back to you. Was there anything else you wanted to discuss with us?” Michelle asked, standing.


    I didn’t trust my legs so didn’t mirror her action. He stood, turned to me and said, “I know you had something to do with that fire.”


    Adrenaline surged through my body. I rose to my feet. I looked up at him and said, “I had nothing to do with that fire.” Relief washed over me as I spoke the truth.


    Michelle’s voice turned sharp as she said, “Agent Newman, the FBI frowns on what I believe they call ‘rogue agents.’ If you do investigate her without the backing of the FBI, threaten, intimidate, or in any way pressure my client from this point on, I will notify your superiors, and your inappropriate behavior will be on the record. I understand your determination to solve your friend and co-worker’s murder. However, I will not let you abuse your power or the laws that protect the innocent in this country. We both offer you our condolences in the loss of your agent and friend. I know your loss is great. Agent Olson was a credit to the FBI and a faithful friend. As a fellow agent, you don’t want this case to grow any colder than it already is. If you focus your considerable determination and talent as an agent on the case, you will find Mickey’s killer. If Ms. Morgan and I can help in any way, we will. We want justice to prevail as much as you do.”


    He said, “Right,” and walked away without shaking her outstretched hand.


    She followed him to the door and as he walked though, she said, “Good luck in your other investigations, Agent Newman.”


    He said nothing.


    She closed the door. “I hate it when men pout, don’t you?”


    Her phone rang and after listening for a moment, she said, “It’s Alan. May I tell him what just happened here?”


    I nodded, and she returned her attention to her husband.


    “Go ahead, Alan,” she said.


    Her face tightened. “I’ll be right there. Olivia is here with me. We just met with Special Agent Newman. Although the FBI and the police are still looking for Agent Olson’s killer, Olivia is no longer a person of interest in his death. Yes. She’s been here for the last half hour and was in the apartment before that. I’m leaving now.”


    She turned to me. “I have to go. Aggie is in critical condition. They think she was accidently given a medication she is allergic to.” Michelle talked while packing up her briefcase and handing me the file folder Newman left.


    “I hope she will be okay.”


    “Alan said she had been transferred to the hospital but was expected to recover. I love that old woman. Another personal loss right now might be too much to bear.”


    I turned to leave when Michelle said, “I am going to ask you a personal question. You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. I ask not as your attorney, but as Alan’s wife.”


    “Sure. . .?”


    “I am spending a lot of time in this office while mine is being worked on, and this question keeps nagging at my mind. Did you ever have sex with Alan here in the office?”


    “No. Only in the apartment. No place else. Ever.”


    “Okay. Good. That’s a relief. I’m truly embarrassed I asked, but I had to know.”


    “No problem.”


    Ms. Beck knocked and opened the door. “Mrs. Lyons, your driver is here.”


    “Thank you. I’ll be right out.” She turned to me and asked, “Will you walk with me?


    “I’m sorry our afternoon ended on this note. We need to talk again soon. There are some things I want you to know about Mother Lyons. She wasn’t always the ruthless woman she portrayed in public.”


    I didn’t say anything, so she continued, “I think our meeting with Newman went well. Do you have any questions or concerns?”


    “What should I do with Mickey’s things? The house isn’t ready for me to live in yet, and the apartment doesn’t feel safe.”


    “You’re right. I’ll contact John Bowman, Newman’s boss, and let him know we aren’t ready to collect them until after you get settled.”


    The lady had friends in high places, which seemed to be in my best interest.


    “If all goes well, are you free this evening?” Michelle asked when we reached the foyer.


    “I am. What do you have in mind?”


    “Alan is flying out tonight for some big meeting, and if possible I’d like to show you some things while he’s gone. Hopefully, I’ll be able send the car for you around eight thirty. While we walked she fussed with her cell phone. “I just sent John Bowman, head of the FBI office here in St. Paul a text, so that’s taken care of. Expect a call from me soon regarding tonight.”


     



    “I’m so glad you could come,” Michelle said as she led me up the stairs. Instead of stopping on the second floor where Mrs. Lyons had died and where those frowning old fogies looked down on all who passed, we kept climbing.


    “This was where Ida Louise Lyons was free to be herself,” Michelle said, opening the door to a large room full of easels, canvasses, brushes, and a worn palette. The wood floors had paint spattered on them, as did the walls.


    Michelle wandered around the room and narrated. “She loved to paint and often did so in her nightgown with her hair hanging free. Did you know her hair went to her waist?”


    A shake of my head was the only response required.


    “She kept it pinned up most of her life as requested first by her father and then her husband. But never here. And she painted in her bare feet,” Michelle’s voice broke, but after taking a deep breath, she was back on track.


    “During the day this room is full of what she called ‘the right light.’ She played the classical music that best fit her mood.” She pointed to one of the paintings. “That one was done to Ride of the Valkeries by Wagner. He was always the one she chose on her darkest days.”


    A canvas full of blacks and blues rested on one easel.


    “Where is that?” I asked.


    “It’s our backyard. She hated it out there although she never said why. When we dined out there, she often shivered and said she felt like she was being watched. She hated the boat house most of all. She said there was evil out there. This is the house she was born in and she must have played out there as a child. No matter how often I asked, she refused to tell me why she felt that way.”


    Michelle walked over to two large paintings mounted on floor-level easels. “There is no way to prepare you for these. One of them is for you. The other is for Alan. I cannot spare you the pain you will feel, and I will not refuse you the joy. Please come around here.”


    I have no idea what I said, if anything at all. I felt steadied as a strong arm went around my shoulders so it’s possible I swayed. In one life-sized portrait, Jillian twirled in her pink ruffled nightgown, arms up in the air as if reaching for a hug.


    In the other, the artist had captured her praying. She stood bare footed, her face slightly raised, her hands clasped in front of her heart, and her mouth looked as if she were singing. She wore a different ruffled night gown—one in a buttery yellow I had bought for her. Her short, dark curls shimmered. I’d been surprised that her hair had grown back in quickly after her chemo treatments. This moment had to have taken place immediately before her death – when there were no more treatment options left.


    “As you can see, Mother Lyons had an eye for detail.”


    My daughter looked so alive, I nearly reached out for her, but resisted.


    “Did she name them?” I asked.


    “Yes. She called this one, ‘Dancing for Daddy’ and the other is ‘Praying for Mommy.’ Mother said she personally witnessed both moments just days before Jillian left.


    “She was especially radiant then,” I said. My hopes had soared although Dr. Jack tried to warn me the dying are often given a short time of inexplicable joy before they depart. Until this moment, the truth of his words had seemed cruel. Now, seeing her this way, I felt a deep, unexplainable comfort.


    “Are you okay?” Michelle asked.


    “Yes and no.”


    “Mother did many sketches of her. Would you like to see them?”


    I must have nodded.


    “They’re in this book. Maybe you’d like to sit on the couch, and we can enjoy Jillian’s beauty together.”


    I sat down and Michelle handed me the sketch book and a photo album.


    “This has some photographs I took of Mother Lyons when she wasn’t looking.”


    The sketches were as breathtaking as the paintings. She’d captured my daughter’s hands, profile, and smile. The one of Jillian’s hand resting on an old woman’s hand nearly undid me. It was full of intimacy and peace.


    “Can I have these?”


    “Yes.”


    “Alan won’t mind?” I asked.


    “No. He’s seen them and believes they belong to you.”


    “Where will he hang his portrait of Jillian?” I asked, knowing it was none of my business, but needing an answer.


    “He’s going to place it in the boardroom at the school,” Michelle said.


    I stood up. “So she doesn’t deserve a place in one of the hallways here among her ancestors?” It sounded like my voice bounced off the wooden floor, to the walls and finally back to me. My hands were planted so tightly on my hips, I was hurting myself.


    “Do you think she fits in with those old curmudgeons in a hallway full of shadows and secrets? Or would these memorials to her spirit and beauty be better where art and music flourish? In the place she would have loved to go to school?” she asked.


    Her questions eased my fears that she would be forgotten by her father.


    I sat back down and opened the photo album out of gratitude for all Michelle had just given me.


    “She’s beautiful,” I said, feeling bewildered. “She resembles the woman I met, but that’s about all.”


    “This is the woman I knew. Mother let me into her heart and her secret world because she had a feeling my life would be very similar to hers. I took naps right here, wrapped in this ragged old quilt from her childhood, drank gallons of tea with her, read books, and told her about my dreams. This room was our haven. Her love and arms were the cocoon I wrapped myself in as often as Alan let me. When he was with you, I was with her. We didn’t speak against our husbands, even to each other. We weren’t avoiding our circumstances; we simply accepted our marital choices. It was how we were raised, with an expectation placed on us by ancestors we never met. Both of us took the responsibility seriously and treated it with great respect.”


    Michelle paused to give me a chance to respond, but I had no words.


    “She was in here almost every day of her adult life. It had been the nursery she grew up in. When she was pregnant with Alan, she prepared a suite closer to her bedroom and away from the staff’s rooms. Although she had Aggie’s help, she participated more in Alan’s life than her parents did in hers. Sometimes she fell asleep in the rocking chair she pulled up to his crib.


    “After he was born, she came here to capture his face and his father’s. Eventually, she did landscapes and the portraits of others she cared about. Sometimes when both men were away with others, we’d sneak out in costume. Many times we fed the birds in the park as two straggly looking women. Ida preferred wearing dresses, and the only times I saw her in pants were when we volunteered at a homeless shelter. Now and then, we sat silently in the back pews of churches. Everywhere we went, she sketched so she could paint. Mother didn’t stop creating until a few months ago. Did you ever wonder who did the many unsigned paintings that hang at the academy?”


    “Sure. It’s always been a mystery.”


    “Now you know,” she said.


    “Why the secret? Her talent was amazing.”


    “Father Lyons thought it was a waste of her time, a frivolous hobby. When she insisted on funding the school, he was terribly cruel, but she had a large amount of money set aside he couldn’t touch. I have no idea how she did it, but she convinced him the school would benefit the family name and their bottom line. In exchange, she respected his request that no one in his lifetime would know about what he called her silly infatuation with painting and all of the arts.


    “That’s about to end. Alan and I are planning a special event at the school to reveal the mystery artist’s name and the hundreds of other paintings she completed. Sales of the pieces Alan is willing to part with will fund scholarships for years to come. All of her art will be on exhibit, except for the two of Jillian, the sketches, and the dark one of the yard.”


    Michelle continued. “Just before I learned you were pregnant, I was determined you had to go. Mother agreed to help and went to the academy to get you fired. She had your lectures recorded, and she asked board members to sit in your classroom to audit you. You never once messed up. She had your office searched and found your secret art stash. That’s when she discovered your talent and refused to have you removed as a teacher. She said we had to keep you for the student’s sake. One night we sat right here, and she said it was likely you were as sad as I was. She told me she knew Alan treated your talent the way Father Lyons treated her art. I cried myself to sleep with my head in her lap. She was so very kind.


    “Jillian saw that immediately. In fact, your daughter was deeply insightful. She asked Mother if she could call her Grandmother. She told me later that moment was the highlight of her life. Her whole life, Olivia. Even the birth of Alan. She adored him. You stole a lot from me, but I will always be thankful for what you gave her through Jillian.”


    I left the portrait and album in Michelle’s safe keeping. I don’t remember leaving the house or the ride back to the apartment. It was like I was wrapped in a thick fog. Lloyd met me in the garage and rode the elevator up with me, ready to leave me in Harper’s care for the night. They smiled at each other like teenagers.


    “If you two would like to take your time catching up on things, there’s a new bag of coffee beans in the cupboard. I’m tired.” I was amused to think my protectors liked each other in that man-woman kind of way.


    When I closed the door to my room, I heard the coffee grinder whirring. Soon the clink of cups and the quiet murmur of voices intentionally softened were the only noises in the apartment.


    Getting ready for bed, I felt disjointed in my heart and disconnected from my body. Chaotic thoughts tumbled around in my head as if someone was playing a mean game of pinball in the confines of my skull.


    When I did sleep, an evil pig-man chased me around a black and blue back yard. I woke up wishing I never had to sleep again. I must have screamed because the light in my room went on, and there stood Harper and Lloyd, guns drawn. It was one of those almost-over-the-edge-moments, and I started to giggle.


    “What’s so funny?” Harper demanded.


    “You two look like you were either sleeping or making out,” I said.


    As they re-holstered their guns, I noticed a slight tint of red on both their faces. Lloyd left the room to get us all a cold drink.


    “You know he stayed here one other time, and there’s something you should know,” I said to her.


    Her eyebrows raised.


    “He snores, Harper. Is that okay with you?”


    “Yep,” she said, heading down the hall. “Come on. You need to tell us about your dream. There might be something hidden in there we need to know.”


    I told them about the boat house and Mrs. Lyons’s aversion to it. I mentioned the dark painting that was part of my nightmare. I left out the pig-man. He wasn’t part of this case, so what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt me.

  


  




  

Chapter 29


    A few days later, Michelle called and asked if we could meet in the coffee shop. She was in the building to check on the progress of her office renovation and didn’t have a lot of time but wanted to catch up.


    We got our coffees and cinnamon scones, and sat down at a small high-top table. I was more than a little annoyed when another customer turned on the television. In a couple of seconds the voice of Alan Lyons filled the room as he gave another press conference.


    I watched Michelle cross her arms and clench her jaw. I felt red blotches of rage exploding on my throat. It was getting to be a familiar and annoying response.


    A reporter with lovely blonde hair and red lipstick asked, “Mr. Lyons, is it true that your nanny is recovering from what might have been an intentional attack?”


    “Sadly, yes. It looks like Aggie was given an injection of a medication she is extremely allergic to, and that the dosing was intentional.”


    “Your mother died because of a lethal injection, didn’t she?” the reporter asked.


    “Yes, she did,” Alan said, lowering his voice.


    “Wasn’t Olivia Morgan a suspect in the death of your mother?”


    Alan looked a little startled, but answered, “Ms. Morgan was a witness, but never a suspect. There is no evidence other than coincidence tying her to any of the recent crimes against my family. Both the FBI and St. Paul Police Department cleared her of any wrong-doing.”


    “I understand Ms. Morgan has recently left teaching at the prestigious Lyons Academy of the Arts. What led to her resignation?”


    Alan looked helpless as the reporter continued her assault, but managed to say, “Ms. Morgan recently told her students she is leaving to spend more time on her own art.”


    From there it snowballed out of his control.


    “Wasn’t she with your mother when Mrs. Lyons was murdered?”


    “Yes. My mother invited her to our home, very likely to encourage Ms. Morgan in her plans.”


    “So, Olivia Morgan is no longer a suspect in any of the murders or the attempted murder of your former nanny, Aggie Bailey?”


    “Not that I know of.”


    “Isn’t it true that your wife is Olivia Morgan’s legal counsel? Why would your family be involved in helping the woman who may have murdered your mother and your nanny?”


    “Let’s not jump to any conclusions. As I’ve said, there is no evidence linking Ms. Morgan to these crimes. I have mentored Ms. Morgan for several years, even when she became an unwed mother. My wife is representing her so that if she is involved in any way, she will be represented by the best,” Alan said.


    “Ms. Morgan has been given so much by your family and the Academy. Doesn’t her leaving at this time leave any doubt as to her innocence? After all you’ve been through with her and have done for her, would you still recommend her as a teacher and risk putting young people in her care?”


    “As I told you before, Ms. Morgan has not been found guilty of anything nor is she a suspect. The FBI has officially removed her from their list. Our family is certain of her innocence. Let’s not convict anyone in this interview. My family, the school board, the adult students at the academy, and their parents have confidence in the investigators of this case as well as in Ms. Morgan’s character. You’ve interviewed several of the families yourself and know that the students were never at risk.”


    “What do you know about Ms. Morgan’s past? Isn’t she a runaway from Oak River who knew the first victim? And didn’t her daughter die? It seems like a lot of the people who come in contact with her are dead. Doesn’t that bother you?”


    Finally, Alan’s mind cleared.


    “Olivia Morgan’s daughter died from childhood leukemia. She has worked tirelessly since then to raise money that has gone toward giving thousands of sick children a chance for a cure. You are mistaken about her past. Ms. Morgan graduated from college with high honors, told her family about her plans to move to St. Paul to teach, and then did so. The man in the elevator was a childhood friend, but more than that he was an FBI agent. We have no idea why he was there or how he got there.


    “Now Ms. Young,” he said giving her his most winning smile, “let’s get to the reason I called this press conference. I’m here to ask the public to call the authorities if they have seen or heard anything that would lead to the answers my family needs for closure. Surely someone saw something,” Alan pleaded as he faced the camera.


    “We will be showing the numbers viewers can call on the screen below and on our website,” the reporter said. “Mr. Lyons, isn’t it true that Ms. Morgan is the only person of interest the police and the FBI had in this case? And isn’t it also true that, although circumstantial, all of the evidence so far connects her in some way to both murders and the attack on Aggie?”


    “I have no comment,” Alan hedged.


    I noticed Michelle reach for her phone and stab a button.


    “One final question, Mr. Lyons, do you know where Ms. Morgan was at the time of the attack on Aggie?”


    “No, I don’t.”


    The reporter’s persistence made Newman look like my BFF.


    Alan’s cell phone jangled. He looked at the screen and said, “This call is from my wife. I must take it. I’ll let you know as soon as there’s any news.”


    He turned from the microphones, but the television audience heard him say, “Michelle, darling, what is it?”


    What they couldn’t hear was the icy voice of my attorney saying, “Alan. What in the world do you think you’re doing?”


    She listened for a moment and then said, “Her only intention was to get information on Olivia and sensationalize the case, nothing more. To her, this is a career maker. You are getting old, my dear husband. You fall far too easily for the charms and flattery of beautiful younger women. You’re no longer using them. They’re using you. Don’t you find that embarrassing?”


    Again she let him respond before saying, “Enough. You have likely damaged the case for the authorities, and in different circumstances I’d be hauling you into court on slander charges.”


    She took a breath before saying, “Alan, stop whining. You blew it. That new yacht you ordered? As of this moment, it’s on hold. So is everything else you want now or will ever want. Do. Not. Mess. With. Me. If you don’t do something to make this go away, the personal price for you is going to be very high.”


    She listened briefly before saying, “I’ve been quiet for far too long, Alan. It’s my turn.”


    She quietly clicked her phone off and turned to me. Her eyes looked over my shoulder. “Harper. Welcome. Won’t you join us?”


    Harper held her cell phone toward us. “Mr. Lyons, I have you on speaker phone. I have a question for you, Olivia. Where were you when Aggie was attacked?”


    “With my attorney.”


    “Is that true?” Harper asked Michelle.


    “Yes, it is,” Michelle said.


    Harper asked her phone, “Mr. Lyons, did you hear that?”


    His voice came from the phone. “Yes. I did.”


    “Did you know this before your press conference?”


    “I may have. Why do you ask?”


    “Because instead of telling the reporter you knew Ms. Morgan could not have hurt Aggie, you manipulated the public and inferred guilt on your wife’s client. That is not only unprofessional, sir, it’s unwise. It might lead a cop to call her own press conference, and at that time she might let them know that the person of interest now at the top of the list is you. She might also lead them to wonder where you were at the time of your nanny’s attack. After all, Mr. Lyons, you would know what medications would endanger her life, wouldn’t you? And you had easy access to the women and to all the buildings, including Meadowview.”


    “Do I need to call my attorney?”


    “I don’t know, Mr. Lyons, do you?”


    “No,” he said.


    “Good. I would advise you to call your favorite blond reporter and let her know you’d like to clear up any misunderstandings your interview might have caused. Tell her Ms. Morgan has a solid alibi for the time of the attack, and you and your family are convinced of her innocence. You can also let them know she is not a person of interest in the case and that as of this time, she has been cleared of all suspicion by the St. Paul police department and the FBI. If you choose not to comply with this request, I will call her. Are we clear?”


    “Fine,” he said his voice a combination of growl and grumble.


    “And, I think it would be advisable to have your wife by your side when you get in front of the camera again. She’s very photogenic, and it would be wonderful if you’d let her speak for herself and her client. You, sir, have said entirely too much on the subject to date.”


    “I will take your suggestions under consideration, Detective Harper,” he said.


    “Sir, from the look on your wife’s face, you will do more than consider it.” Harper said before she hung up on him.


    “Now I’ll join you,” Harper said to both of us.


    “Olivia, are you okay?” Michelle asked.


    “Will I ever teach again?” I asked.


    “Yes. You will. I promise. Alan will not hide your talent ever again. He will not do what Father Lyons did to Mother.” Michelle gave a genuine smile.


    Her phone rang and she listened for a moment. “Yes, I can meet you in your office shortly.”


    She smiled at Harper and said, “Wow. He’s ready to make amends publically. The leggy reporter and her camera guy are on the way over. This should be fun. I have just enough time to change into my new suit which is hanging in Alan’s office closet. The skirt is a little short and my heels are a little high. I wonder how Miss Television will like the competition.”


    The second Lyons news conference of the day was stellar. Michelle was classy, sassy, and her legs looked better on the screen than the reporter’s. My favorite part was when she said, “My husband means well. He wants the murderer of his mother and Aggie’s attacker caught, no matter who he or she is. His goal is to be open to all possibilities and show no favoritism. However, we are both completely certain of Ms. Morgan’s innocence. She has our trust and confidence. When these crimes are solved, we will all be greatly relieved. We hope that you, Miss Young, will use the power of the press and your many connections to seek the truth and not practice shock journalism.”


    Then she dropped her own bomb.


    “A few minutes ago, we were able to view the video footage from Meadowview where Aggie is a resident. An unknown male can clearly be seen in the footage entering and exiting the building on the day and at the time Aggie was attacked. He shows a striking resemblance to the man we know killed Mother Lyons. The police will be releasing the video to the press in a few hours with the first exclusive going to you, Ms. Young. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we are on our way to visit our beloved Aggie. We are delighted to tell you she is recovering nicely and will be returning to Meadowview when the person who attempted to kill her is in police custody. We want you to know we do not hold the care center responsible for the attack. We hold only one person accountable—the perpetrator of the crime.”


    I turned to Harper. “Did you know about the video and the guy?”


    “Yes. The chief of police was waiting outside for Michelle. He wanted to show it to her himself. Everything was on schedule until Alan decided to hold yet another side show. You’d think he had political goals. He really likes the press. Has he always been a jerk?”


    “He has. I guess that makes me a fool.”


    “Nah. We’ve all fallen for one or two jerks in our days.”


    “So what category does Lloyd fall into?”


    She smiled and said, “He is the one in a million.”


    Before we could continue our discussion, Mr. Million walked in to see how we were. They tried to act professional, but from my ring-side seat they were both goners.

  


  




  

Chapter 30


    The more I thought about Alan’s press stunt, the more I detested him. It was no longer enough that he was Jillian’s father. She got the good in her from me and from, of all people, her grandmother, but not him.


    I pondered and mumbled as I returned the Lyons’s possessions back to where they were when I moved in. I’d taken photographs so it was easy to put the heavy brass pieces and model ships encased in glass where a lonely wife had once placed them for her mean and womanizing man.


    Afraid I’d do it wrong and damage the family heirlooms, I’d sent the brass out to be professionally cleaned and had the bill sent to Alan. The charge would be substantial, and although he’d probably never say anything, it would bug him no end.


    I was savoring my small victory when Michelle called. “Olivia, I’m in the lobby with Lloyd, and I’ve called Harper. She should be here soon. We have to talk. Now.”


    “Sure. Come on up,” I said and then started pacing in the hallway. This couldn’t be good.


    When I opened the door, Michelle entered first, her normally gracious gait hurried and staccato. Harper was followed closely by Lloyd.


    “Can I get any one anything to drink?” I asked.


    “No. Not now. Well, maybe water. I don’t know!” Michelle was definitely not herself.


    Lloyd got her a glass of water while Harper and I waited for her to catch her breath which was difficult for her. When she looked up, we could see she was near tears.


    I did what worked with students terrified of tests. I sat beside her on the couch with my body turned toward her. I asked her to sit back and take three deep breaths.


    “Count with me, Michelle. One, two, three,” I said, my voice just above a whisper. “That’s good. Now take a sip of water. When you’ve had enough, put the glass on the coaster.”


    As she did everything I asked, her breathing returned to normal.


    “Are you ready to tell us what happened?” I asked as if inquiring about the weather.


    “Is it safe to talk here?”


    Her question knocked me in the gut and Lloyd said, “No. Let’s go to my office. I swept it for devices this morning.”


    We left the apartment single file with Lloyd leading and Harper last.


    Off to the side of his office stood a small round table and four wooden chairs. All of it had seen better days. That seemed to get Michelle’s attention and she said, “Lloyd, when all of this is done, I’m going to have this room redecorated too.”


    He nodded.


    She told us, “I went to visit Aggie today. She’s being released from the hospital. Lloyd, are you sure no one can hear us? I need to be absolutely certain.”


    She shivered and clasped her hands in her lap. Watching her, bile started to back up in my gut.


    “This little room was restored a few years ago; other than the door, this room is pretty much separate. The heating is in the cement floor so the brick walls can be visible. The ceiling is a flat piece of twelve-inch concrete. I’m not sure why, but it was built like a bunker. I put the sheet rock up myself, so I know the inside walls are good. There are no listening or video devices in the room. I also installed the windows. Nothing has changed since we finished it. It has always felt like what I imagine a “safe” room might be like.”


    “What’s a safe room?” Michelle asked.


    “A place where someone like old man Lyons could come and be sure no one could hear his conversations. I added the window so the room would be legal.”


    She brushed an invisible something off her slacks and began. “I visited Aggie this morning. She will be released from the hospital in a day or so. We are taking her to an undisclosed location. Harper, you will be notified, but no one other than Alan, myself, you, and her caregivers will know. We believe she is still in grave danger. There is some concern that we are all in danger.”


    She stopped and I noticed her eyes darting around.


    “It’s understandable you’d be upset for Aggie. How can we help?” Harper’s voice was softer than I’d ever heard it as she validated Michelle’s obvious concern for the old woman.


    “That’s not all. When I was talking with her today she asked about her vases. She said they were her only valuables and she’d left them in Mother Lyons’s care when she had to go to Meadowview. She described them in great detail and told me how they had been in her family for years. I guess her grandmother and great aunts had each been given one vase as a wedding gift. Aggie was the only girl born into a large Irish family, and the women decided she should have the whole collection. I’ve never seen them in the house, but listening to her describe them, I think they are the ones being used against you, Olivia.”


    “Is it possible they were stolen from the house at some point?” Harper asked.


    “Why would someone come into a house full of far more valuable treasures and take vases that were stored away in some box in the attic?” Michelle whispered.


    “How do you think the stalker got them?” Lloyd entered the conversation.


    “Someone had to know they existed and where Mother put them. Until now, I was never privy to that information. Aggie said she’d been told they were in a cubby hole in the attic. There are several of those little hideaways up there, and they are full of old things the family wanted to keep.


    “Aggie said, ‘Ida hid them for me herself. She told me exactly where they would be waiting until I’d decided who my heir would be.’ About three months ago, she called our attorney and bequeathed them to me. I didn’t know about this until today . . . I swear. I wasn’t supposed to know until Aggie’s death. Before I called you, I went home to the cubby hole she told me they were in, and all I found were empty boxes and packing paper. Alan came up to see what I was doing. He was extremely upset the vases were gone. He knew all about them and where they’d been hidden.”


    “Does Aggie know they’re missing?” Harper asked.


    “No, and I don’t know how I’ll tell her.”


    “Why not wait a few days to let her adjust to the move as she continues to heal? Then we can take Olivia’s drawings to her and explain the vases have been misplaced or broken, and we can ask her if the ones in the sketches are similar to hers.”


    “Thank you, Harper. That is a wonderful idea.”


    “Michelle, what are you afraid of besides the missing vases?” I asked.


    “She was terribly nervous around Alan. I don’t know why, and he seemed anxious around her.”


    “Maybe they realized how close they came to losing each other and don’t know what to say,” I said.


    “I get the feeling there’s more to it than that. When she described the intruder, she watched Alan as if she was waiting for him to respond,” Michelle said.


    “Did he?” Harper asked.


    “No.” Michelle said, rubbing her temples. “He just listened, looking back at her. It was like they could read each other’s minds.”


    “How did she describe her attacker?” Harper asked, switching to interrogation-mode.


    “She said he was a nurse who wore sunglasses and a wig. When he spoke to her, he used a fake Irish accent as if mocking her. He told her he knew he was administering a drug that would kill her. She’s on strong medications so the sunglasses part could be fiction.”


    I swallowed hard and said, “Unless his eyes are two different colors.”

  


  




  

Chapter 31


    The next day, Claire called and asked me to lunch. She said to dress casually. We met at a little café that had plastic red checkered table cloths and wooden booths with no padding. Years of scuffs marked the wooden floor. Metal stools covered in red vinyl lined the counter, and a jukebox lit up a dark corner while the Carpenters sang about Rainy Days and Mondays. It was worn-out and retro at the same time.


    I nearly missed Claire. She wore jeans that had seen better days, an old flannel shirt, and scruffy deck shoes. Thank goodness she waved at me from the back booth.


    “Olivia! I’m so glad you could make it,” she said as I slipped into the seat across from her.


    “Me too.”


    “I’m not sure what kind of food you like, but they serve the best chicken dumpling soup in town.”


    The waitress came over, smiling at us. “Hey, Claire! Welcome back.”


    “Hi Angie. It’s good to see you. I’d like you to meet my friend, Olivia.”


    We said hello and then Angie asked, “Well then girls, what can I get you? It won’t be long before this place will be hopping.”


    Claire ordered the soup and an iced tea with lemon. I followed her lead.


    Our soup was served in large bowls and dumplings bobbed on a golden broth. Our tea was served in curvy old-fashioned Coca-Cola glasses.


    “I saw both of Alan’s press conferences,” Claire said.


    After a deep breath I asked, “What did you think?”


    “I saw a man in a panic. His mother and I were close friends, and I’ve known him since he was a little boy. Alan has always had a tendency to melt down on the inside and try to look great on the outside. He usually pulls it off better than he did this week.”


    “What was he like as a little boy?”


    “He was always the center of his mother’s life. If he thought it was funny, she’d laugh for his sake even if it meant foregoing her normal social graces. He was a beautiful baby and a handsome child. I know he strove to please his father, as Ida did, and that he was terrified to fail so he rarely did. I don’t know the details, but punishment was swift and painful for both mother and son.”


    “The senior Mr. Lyons abused them?”


    “In his way. So Ida protected her son and Alan did the same.”


    “You mean he protected her?”


    “No. I mean he protected himself. He lied. Covered things up. Blamed others, including his mother who was, after all, just a woman. His father could see through it all, but he respected those qualities in his son.”


    “You knew all of this and did nothing?” I asked.


    “Not at the time. Ida had to get old and sick before she said anything negative about either of them. I know it’s hard for younger women to understand, but she came from a different time when men ruled. There were days I thought she’d been born one hundred years too late. I’m twenty years younger than she was, and my generation didn’t have the freedoms you do, but we had far more than she did. Ida would have denied herself the freedom, no matter what, for the good of the family right to the end.”


    We had just finished our meals when the noon news came on. Someone turned up the sound on the television mounted behind the counter. The now bustling café, full of guys in work boots and dirty jeans, who had been flirting with our waitress, became strangely quiet when a familiar anchor said, “For the last few months, the Lyons family has endured two murders and an attack on their nanny. While these atrocities seem unrelated on the surface, my investigative report will reveal that a woman with close ties to the Lyons family has a history that involves the mysterious death of her father, Gus Smith. Is Olivia Morgan as innocent as law enforcement claims or has her past caught up with her? Join us tonight at 10 for a closer look at this art teacher who accepted the Lyons family’s generosity and may have repaid it with murder. What really happened in Oak River?” My picture was photo-shopped over a picture of our trailer house in flames across the screen behind the anchor’s head.


    Somehow I made it into the bathroom stall before I lost my dumpling soup.


    After flushing my lunch away, I opened the door to find Claire ready for me. She handed me a small paper cup, a tiny bottle of mouth wash, and said, “Here honey. Swish, spit, and rinse.”


    I did, then watching her in the mirror, I said, “You come prepared.”


    Angie stood behind her with her hands planted on her hips and said, “No, but I do. You never know around here. Did you kill those people?”


    “No. I did not. I refused to give that reporter my life story. This is my payback. Why?”


    “Ida Lyons used to come here with Claire. She was kind to me. Really kind. That doesn’t happen very often in a place like this to a woman like me. If you hurt her, I will do all I can to help that reporter get you. If you didn’t, we’re good.”


    “Angie, there is no evidence linking Olivia to any crime that I know of. I loved Ida; she was my friend. Do you think I’d be friends with anyone I thought could be guilty of her murder? Ida called Olivia to her side when she knew she was dying. There were things between them that needed to be said. That’s all.” Claire’s voice was kind with an edge of passion.


    “What about this guy from Oak River who’s dead?” Angie demanded.


    “He was my father and there was a fire. He died.”


    “Geez. That reporter made it sound like you started the fire. Did you?”


    “No. I’d left the day before.”


    “That seems a little coincidental don’t you think?”


    “I’d been planning to leave for weeks. It wasn’t a secret; my family knew. So did my employer, my favorite teacher, and my best friend.”


    My cell phone rang. “I need to take this. It’s my attorney, Michelle Lyons. That reporter might not believe me, but the Lyons family does.”


    “Fine. I gotta get back to work.”


    “Olivia, where are you?” Michelle asked.


    “In the bathroom at some café with Claire. We just saw the news. Does Alan have anything to do with this?”


    “No. Do you have your car?” she asked.


    “I walked over. Why?”


    “Can Claire drive you to the police station? We need to meet with Harper now. When Newman hears about this new development, he’ll be on your trail again. This reporter seems to have a vendetta against you. I’ve invited him to join us.”


    Claire agreed to take me just as Angie returned.


    “A guy in the diner called the reporter and said you were in the back booth. He’s on his way over. Come on, you have to get out of here,” Angie said. She opened the door, looked both ways, and signaled for us to follow her. We ended up in a smelly alley full of dumpsters. We hurried to where Claire had parked.


    In the relative safety of Claire’s car, I asked, “Why did Ida Lyons come here?”


    “We met here about once a month. She loved to ‘dress down and go slumming.’ Those are her words, not mine. In her own way, she loved the people she met, and when she really trusted them the way she did Angie, she let them in on her secret. She was herself in these places and more at home in her skin then in the world in which she lived. Being here and the other places she went transformed her. Sometimes Michelle joined us. It was sort of our ‘girl’s lunch out.’”


    “I guess she was a captive too,” I said.


    “Ida’s wealth came with expectations. Her husband added to them. On the surface, she played her role with excellence. When she let the role fall away, she was Ida: generous, funny, talented, wise, and strangely beautiful. Not as defined by society. Her beauty came from deep within. Remind me to tell you about the time she sang and danced with a young street musician. By the time we left, his guitar case was overflowing with money and a hand-written, but always honored scholarship to the academy.”


    “Here you go,” she said handing me a tin of extremely strong breath mints. “Take a couple of these before you go in to your meeting. The return of your lunch is still on your breath. You’re feeling sick again aren’t you? Have you seen a doctor about this?” she asked, parking in front of the law enforcement center.


    “I’ve done this since I was a kid; it’s my response to stress I guess.”


    “It still wouldn’t hurt to see if there’s something that can be done.”


    I nodded as I chewed one of the mints immediately. I thought my tongue was on fire. She smiled and said, “They might help with your upset stomach. You might want to keep one in your mouth at all times. Tuck a few into your pocket. Now off with you, my dear.”


    Michelle was waiting in the lobby for me. “Harper wants us in her office,” she said.


    Newman and reporter Ron were waiting in Harper’s office when Michelle and I arrived. My jaw clenched and the mints floating around in my mouth were crushed between my molars, clearing both my sinuses and my mind. My nerves were jangling. No one shook hands. Harper directed us down the hall to the conference room.


    She asked if she could record our conversation. I nodded at Michelle and she agreed. She continued, facing Michelle, “I understand you invited Ron to this interview; is that correct? You and your client are also aware that the FBI continues to investigate the case and that special agent Newman is also present.”


    “Yes,” Michelle said, answering both questions.


    “I want you to know that you are not under investigation by either department, Olivia. However, with the public announcement made by a local television station, we have some questions for you.”


    I looked at Michelle who nodded. “I’m glad to help, if I can,” I said.


    Harper questioned me first. “Olivia, what do you know about the fire in Oak River that took the life of your father?”


    “I didn’t know anything about it until you told me after Mickey’s death.”


    “How can that be?” Newman asked.


    “I left Oak River the day before on a Jefferson bus.”


    “Why did you leave?” Harper asked.


    “I had my teaching and art degrees. I wanted to live and teach in the city. In my dreams, that was New York. However, I had saved only enough to get to St. Paul, rent a cheap room, get my resume copied at Kinkos, and have enough to live on for about two weeks. I met Alan Lyons the second night I was here which, from what Harper told me, is when the fire happened. Alan seemed to understand my dreams. The next day he gave me a job and a place to live.”


    “Can he verify this?” Harper asked.


    Michelle answered for me. “I have his verification with me.”


    “What kind of proof will he give?” Newman asked.


    “He had a courier deliver Olivia’s resume and application to the academy board members that very day.” She pulled a folder out of her brief case. “The date on the receipt is the morning after the fire in Oak River. In addition, here are three photos from the gala Olivia attended the night of the fire where she met my husband. You can clearly see her in them. When he learned of her dire straits, he escorted her to the room she had rented and then took her to the company apartment where she has resided for the last ten years. You will find her signature on this time and date stamped security form just below my husband’s. This conclusive evidence proves she was not in Oak River, and, therefore, could not have started the fire. It also cancels out the validity of your story, Ron. It will be in the best interest of the station and your career to rework your investigative report to reflect the truth and not some made-up drama. If you and the station choose not to change your story, libel and slander charges will be filed tomorrow morning against the station and you personally.”


    “You don’t by any chance have your Jefferson Lines ticket stub?” Newman asked me.


    “Right here,” Michelle said, pulling the old ticket from the file as well.


    The folder felt like a magician’s hat and that stub of paper represented my rabbit, but it also irked me. “Where did you get that?” I asked.


    Michelle lowered her head. “When you first moved in, I went to the apartment and snooped through your things. I had to know who you were. There was a small envelope on the nightstand. I took it and kept it. I don’t know why except when I took it out to look at it, I felt superior to you.”


    “Superior how?” I asked, fascinated by her confession.


    “I have always ridden in limos. You rode a bus. I reveled in that.”


    The reporter’s cell phone rang, and he took the call. “Yes, sir. Of course. I’ll get right to work on it.”


    We’d forgotten about him.


    His face was red when he turned to Michelle and said, “Your friend, my boss, needs me back at the station to redo the update. This is censorship, and you know it.”


    “No, this is the truth—something you have always pursued in your brilliant career. We’ve only edited out the lies,” Michelle responded. “At first I had no idea why you’d compromise that, so I did a little fact checking of my own. Ron and Newman here have been friends since you were kids. Maybe you owed him a favor or perhaps he promised you an exclusive. For two guys with stellar reputations and records, you are on the wrong team this time. Everyone in this room knows Olivia did not start that fire. We also know she did not kill Mickey, Mrs. Lyons, or attack Aggie. That means there is at least one very dangerous person out there planning another crime. That is what should be driving you on this story—not my client.”


    She looked at Harper and said, “Are we through here?”


    “We are.”


    As we got up to leave, Harper said, “Newman, you’ve gone too far. I’m going to report this to your boss.”


    An idea flashed across my mind. “Can you wait on that for a little while, Harper? If the bad guy thinks one of the good guys is on his side that could work in our favor, couldn’t it?


    “Maybe.”


    I turned to Newman. “What if you changed your focus and took another look at all the evidence you have in Mickey’s case as if I was the victim? Would you see it differently?” This is a tactic I often took when a student was stuck in an art project. I asked them to see it from the opposite perspective. It had proved to be a powerful tool in the lives of my students. I could only hope it would work here too.


    “You up for that, Newman?” Harper asked.


    “How does that work?” he asked.


    “Every time you see my name instead of thinking ‘villain,’ you replace that word with ‘victim,’” I replied.


    “But what if you really are the villain?”


    “I’m sure you learned this a long time ago in your training. Once you remove me as a suspect from your head, you’ll see the evidence without your current prejudice. Then you’ll be able to see the case with more clarity.”


    “What if it leads me back to you?” he asked.


    My stomach rolled violently, and I reached into my pocket for another mint.


    “It won’t,” I muttered.


    Harper said to Newman, “I have an idea. What if you and Michelle meet me back here around seven tonight with all our notes and evidence? We can use these white boards to organize what we have. That may show us something we’re missing now.”


    “I can’t come?” I asked, knowing the answer but hoping.


    “No. We need the evidence to speak for or against you. I won’t be able to cover your guard detail until later tonight. I’ll call Lloyd. Does this work for everyone else?” Harper asked.


    Everyone nodded but me. I wasn’t required to answer. Only obey.


     



    Later, sitting on the couch in the apartment with Lloyd, we ate burgers and fries and watched old reruns of Gunsmoke I’d bought from Amazon. I almost laughed when the question crossed my mind that if Lloyd was Matt Dillon, and Harper was Miss Kitty, did that make me Festus?


    When Harper arrived at eleven, I asked how things went.


    “I think Newman is starting to see the case differently, but it’s hard for him. The evidence didn’t change or reveal the identity of the real killer. Something is missing. Something important. This case is going cold fast. We need a break soon because we have others to work on as well.”


    I woke up from a dream at four in the morning, fear gnawing at me. There was one thing bothering me more than the rest— where was the stalker? He hadn’t showed his presence in my life for a while. I was relieved, but what did that mean? At that moment something on the table next to my bed shimmered in the moonlight.


    I did the only thing I could. I screamed loud enough my throat hurt. I heard Harper scrambling to get to me. At least I hoped it was her. For good measure, I screamed again.


    When Harper turned on the light, I pointed to the vase on my nightstand. This time it held a dead rose as black as the midnight sky behind it. The note beneath it read, “Soon.” There were blood splatters on the paper.


    “Harper!” I eeked out. My throat felt raw.


    Harper put her finger to her lips and then she bagged the thing. I nodded to show her I was coherent enough to understand what she believed she could not say.


    “How did he get in here?” I asked.


    “I have no idea. I am very sorry. I fell asleep,” she admitted.


    “You’re supposed to sleep. I just don’t understand how he can get in and out without us knowing. It’s like he’s invisible or able to walk through doors without being seen or heard. Do you think that is blood on the paper?”


    Harper took a long breath and said, “No. It was put there to represent your blood. We’ll have it tested. Sometimes these guys use animal blood.”


    “You mean like a dog or a cat?”


    “Yeah.”


    She called for an officer and back up. When they arrived, she gave them the vase with the dead rose with strict instructions to book it all into evidence with extra care.


    As we settled into the living room chairs, I said to Harper, “Sometimes what you don’t know can hurt you. In fact, it can be deadly.”


    A comforting comment would have been welcome. Instead, she agreed.

  


  




  

Chapter 32


    My phone played the William Tell Overture. Patrick was calling. I let it go to voice mail. Even with the news station’s restatement of the facts, I couldn’t imagine the kids or their parents welcoming me back into their midst. Not able to stand it, I checked the message.


    Hey, we're meeting tonight at Perkins. Can u join us? We have something for u. U know the deal; bring a new project.


    I texted him back. I’d love to come. Are you sure? The press lately has been less than positive.


    We trust u. Nothing they say will change that. So…?


    I’m in.


    Epic!


    Harper and Lloyd were both tied up with their day jobs so an off duty female cop was on guard duty. She was young, had the body of a ballerina, and was about five foot seven. I know this because I could look her straight in the eye. She took my raised eyebrows as a question, and told me, “I’m a second level black belt, a master marks-person, and I’m fast.”


    “She’s one of my best,” Harper said.


    Her name was Sarah. She had a laptop and backpack with her. “I hope you don’t mind if I work on a personal project while I’m with you,” she said. “I’m studying to be a profiler. There’s a lot to learn if I want to get in to the training.”


    “No problem. It will be better for both of us if we’re busy.”


    That afternoon, under the watchful eye of my new guardian, I sketched the hands of the women I’d interrupted at Perkins. The sound of my pencil on the paper was like music to me. Each drawing seemed to have its own song. I worked on the collage first in my big sketch book. Then I did the individual “hand portraits” as 5x7s. Standing back after several hours, I pondered each hand. Who were these women?


    Looking at each piece I knew I’d have to do another set because parting with this one would not work for me.


    Hurrying to get ready, I realized I had forgotten to eat. My stomach complained all the way to the restaurant, and I knew a Granny’s Omelet was in my near future.


    My petite protector slid into a booth that allowed her visuals of our tables, the front door, the kitchen door, and the bathrooms.


    Patrick was the last to arrive, and he carried a large package wrapped in paper designed to protect art from light, heat, and humidity. When he propped it against the wall, I assumed it was his current project and could hardly wait to see it. Since we were all hungry, we decided to order right away and catch up before we began our “show and tell.” We were all into eggs and muffins that night.


    “It’s time, Patrick. Show her,” Patina said, pushing her plate away.


    The others nodded and the mood switched from easy to formal. My hands gripped and twisted my napkin.


    “We were helping out at the school because it was the janitor’s birthday, and he’s not one to take gifts. Stan is a diabetic so we couldn't get him a cake." He shrugged, "Instead, we asked him if we could do his job for one day. He could tell us what to do and check out our work. He agreed.”


    Patrick took a breath and Nick picked up their story. “We found an old closet. It wasn’t locked, and we were curious.”


    Kelsey jumped into the tale. “We found a gold mine. It is full of paintings. They need some cleaning, but they are amazing. They remind me of the ones in the hallways done by, you know, the mystery artist.”


    “Did you look at them all?” I asked.


    “Yeah,” Patrick said. “Most of them are of two women and two little boys in a nursery of some kind. It’s kind of like a series. We brought one to show you. Since you know the Lyons family, we thought you might want to let them know. These are incredible.”


    He unwrapped the painting that might be considered stolen to some. It took my breath away. In the hands of a man wearing white, blood-soaked gloves, was a baby so brand new the umbilical cord was still attached to his tummy. A woman’s hands were underneath the man’s as if a hand-off were taking place. Something in my gut told me I knew this baby, but that was impossible.


    Stephanie’s eyes glistened as she said, “You know how it is when a piece of art is so true it feels like something supernatural touched it? That’s how I feel about this. They came from the artist’s core.” Then a tear escaped the outer corner of her eye.


    I nodded, thinking that the very proper Ida Lyons would be quietly and elegantly thrilled her work touched the heart of a young woman with tats, piercings, black lipstick, and tonight, purple hair.


    “Are the other paintings similar?” I asked.


    “Yeah. They are of the same two women and boys from newborn to maybe ten years old. They are very close in age. One woman has flaming red hair and green eyes. The other only reveals her hands,” Patrick said.


    “We believe she is the artist, “Stephanie said. “She painted only what she could see.”


    “Even though I’m not into material stuff, the rings she wears tell part of her story. They're beautifully crafted Platinum with a large well-cut stone. The woman has to be very wealthy.” Patina said.


    “One boy has strange eyes,” Nick added.


    “What do you mean?” I asked.


    “They're two different colors.”


    My ears started to ring as if trying to blot out the words I’d just heard. “Patrick, please wrap this up again for me,” I said. “Where is this closet? I’d really like to see more of these pieces before I alert the Lyons family about this find. They will know what to do with them. Do you think Stan would let me into the building for old time’s sake?”


    “I think he’d be glad to see you. The closet is near your old office. There’s a brass plaque on the door that says, “Storage.”


    “I remember that door. It’s still unlocked?”


    “Yeah.”


    Denying my desire to go to the school immediately, I said, “I’d appreciate it if we kept this to ourselves until I’m able to see what’s there and let the family know what we’ve discovered. As you know, they’ve been through a lot. I’d like to see the pieces before we get their hopes up about their value.”


    “Cool,” Patrick said.


    And with that, we switched gears. It was show time and my fellow artists had been busy. There were new dragons, a lemon colored dahlia with an abstract background, a series of three antique cars from a collection owned by Nick’s grandfather, an oil of a maple tree in the fall so detailed I expected to feel the breeze on my skin that carried the leaves twirling gracefully to the ground. I pulled out my hand collage hesitantly. Showing one’s art is a fearsome thing.


    Patina carefully took the piece and studied it for a moment. “You must know these women well. You somehow captured part of their essence.”


    “I agree,” Patrick said. “Are they family?”


    “No. They were four women I saw sitting at the table over there one day. They are total strangers to me, but watching them talk with their hands, pour each other coffee, and holding their cups, captivated me.”     


    “You're practicing what you taught us,” Patrick said.


    “What do you mean?” I asked.


    “You’re looking for the beauty to be found in what others might consider ordinary,” he quoted.


    “The details are amazing,” Stephanie added. “Their rings, the way they each hold their cups differently, their hands reaching to help or touch each other, and the knobs of arthritis seem to make it all more beautiful. Are you going to sell them?”


    “No. This is the practice piece. I’ll do another one for the ladies. One of them owns a yarn or craft store in Oak River. I’ll give them the next sketch and the ones I’ve done of each hand as my thanks for letting me save that moment in their lives.”


    “That is so cool. And generous. I love that about you,” Patina said, her black-lined eyes glistening as if I’d done something great.


    “What are you going to do with your pieces?” I asked. “They are wonderful.”


    “We’re going to ask the school board and Claire Worthington if we can do a fundraising gala for the school with art from all the students on display and for sale. The orchestra could play, and we could have solos and a dance routine so each of the main art departments are covered,” Nick said.


    “Evan wants in,” Patrick said.


    “That's a great idea. Let me know how I can help. I know my current notoriety means I’d need to participate in the background, but that’s fine with me. And yes, you’re all adults, but are your parents on board?” Excitement rose up in me. I had no idea if I’d actually be allowed to be part of their project, but I’d encourage them every chance I was given.


    “Yeah. They're ready. They wanted us to invite you to join the team.” Nick said.


    “Will the money raised go to the school or for a cause?” I asked.


    Patina’s eyes shone as she said, “The proceeds would be for a scholarship to an as-yet-undiscovered talent. We want to contact all the art teachers in the Twin Cities and ask them to nominate one student and send us a piece of his or her art or a video of the student performing. Based on specific criteria, developed by my brother, a student will be chosen.”


    “How is your brother?” I asked her.


    “He’s good. Always focused on numbers, stats, and stuff I can’t even begin to understand,” she answered.


    “Ms. Morgan, what’s the name of your sketch?” Patrick asked.


    “I was going to call it ‘Old Friends,’ but some women would rather not be called old. I think I will let them title it.”


    My students nodded their approval. It was nearly midnight when the waitress brought us our last pot of coffee. We raised our stout white mugs, toasting each other with enthusiasm that could have been part caffeine overload.


    Something was bothering me about the old painting. “Patrick, on that painting is there a title anywhere? Sometimes artists put them on the back of the canvas.”


    “In faded pencil it says, ‘The Butler’s Delivery’ which would explain the white gloves. I guess those guys had to know how to do more than open doors and announce guests, huh?”


    “Yeah,” was all I could manage, hoping my smile covered my fear. There was so much more here I didn’t understand but knew on a gut-level was important.


    We talked for a short time before I yawned. It was time for the day to end.


    I hugged everyone good-bye and headed for the bathroom. A lot of coffee does that to a bladder just over thirty-five.


    Sarah joined me a moment later. “Those kids are really talented and so are you,” she said.


    “They are,” I agreed, “but how do you know that?”


    “You don’t have to be an artist or an art critic to know something is good when you see it. Most of the art in this world is owned by people like me who can’t draw a decent stick figure. We know it’s good when it touches us on a level some call their hearts, but is really far deeper. Your sketch of the hands did that to me. That’s powerful and beautiful.”


    I thanked her, grateful for her kind and knowledgeable response.


    Back at the apartment we opened the door to the smell of death. Sarah shut the door, escorted me back into the elevator, and took me to Lloyd’s office. She informed Merle something was “off” in the apartment, had him stand guard at the front desk, and then she called both Lloyd and Harper.


    I heard her say, “It looked like a dead cat to me. A small one. Smelled like it had been that way for a while. There’s a note stuck into the creature with a jackknife. Also, the apartment is extremely warm like someone turned the heat way up.” After listening for a moment, she said, “Okay.” She stuck her phone in her pocket, took out a hand gun of some kind, and told Merle, “I’ve been instructed to go back up there. Do not let Ms. Morgan out of your sight. Are you any good with your side arm?”


    “I am,” he said.


    “Good. Unholster it.”


    Merle obeyed with about the same amount of finesse as Barney Fife.


    Lloyd escorted me to his office where I watched the action through the bank of windows that were the front wall of the office. As the elevator door closed on her, Sarah nodded at me as if to let me know it would be okay. I felt less safe without her. For a little woman she had a strong presence. To give him credit, Merle took his role seriously. He stood at the security desk with his feet apart, his mouth set, and his hand on his holster. He was ready, willing, and able to do whatever would be required of him.


    Lloyd arrived on the scene first and instructed Merle to stay on guard and told me to stay put. He looked dapper in a black suit and a blue tie. Harper rushed in behind him looking very much the lady in a little black dress, high heels, and a tiny, shiny, black beaded purse.


    The dead thing had ruined their date.


     



    Soon there was a circle of techs, cops, and the press in the lobby. A certain leggy reporter hung out on the fringe to one side of the elevator, and a TV anchor took notes on the other. Now and then one of them would use his or her thumbs on the keyboard of his or her cell phone. The other would look at his or her phone and repeat the process. Sometimes they’d nod at each other and return to watching or note-taking.


    A camera man tried to get a shot of me, but Merle blocked the guy and told him to take his equipment and go outside. His voice boomed across the marble room giving him the sound of authority. The camera man obeyed without question, and Merle stood a little taller.


    The dead animal was carried out in a black bag by the handsome coroner I’d met the night I wore my red dress. I ducked my head, hoping he hadn’t seen me. Looking around for the nearest wastebasket, just in case the rumble in my stomach became more, I wondered if the animal had been road kill or an intentional victim of the murderer. Either way, I didn’t like the message being sent.


    My cell phone rang. It was Michelle. “Olivia, I have you on speaker phone. Are you all right? Harper called to inform us about the problem at the apartment. Do you need us to come?”


    “I’m fine. Unless the police need you, I think you can stay home,” I said, not wanting to give Alan yet another reason to get after me.


    “You can’t sleep there until we get it aired out. I’ll call the St. Paul and get a room for you. Ask Harper to bring you whatever you need for a couple of days.”


    “Was this done while you were in the apartment?” Alan asked.


    “No. I had an art meeting tonight and was out late. The apartment was empty for several hours.”


    “We were told there was a note. Do you know what it said?” Alan asked.


    “No. I haven’t talked to anyone officially. I can only tell you what I’ve overheard. I’m in Lloyd’s office, and most of the voices are muffled.”


    “Don’t worry about the details right now,” Michelle instructed. “After they get everything listed into evidence, we’ll all know more. Who is staying with you tonight?”


    “One of Harper’s off-duty officers. I’m in good hands. Right now Merle is my guy and he’s doing a great job. Lloyd is in charge of crowd control.”


    “Olivia,” Alan interrupted. “I was able to get you a room at The St. Paul for the next five days. I’ll have the cleaners up there as soon as the police give the okay.”


    “If you’d like you can call me when you’re settled for the night,” Michelle offered.


    “That’s okay. If you don’t hear from me, you can assume all is well,” I said. I wasn’t up to checking in. “Besides, I’m sure Harper or Lloyd will call you with an update.”


    We hung up just as Harper walked into the room and said, “You cannot sleep up there, Olivia. I brought you down some clothes and stuff. We need to get you out of here.”


    I let her know my destination and she directed Sarah to take me there immediately. She and Lloyd walked us out to the squad car, carrying two suitcases, my drawing supplies, camera, and laptop bag.


    “You’re going to need to air out your clothes a little bit,” Lloyd said.


    “When you check in, ask the concierge to have your clothing laundered immediately. He or she should be able to return them to you by morning,” Harper instructed.


    I must have looked surprised, because she said, “What? You’re not the first person I’ve had escorted to an exclusive hotel for protection.”


     



    The heavy gold and red brocades of my suite were formal, but the sheets were cool and crisp. Sarah told me she’d catch up on some work in the overstuffed recliner while another police officer stood guard outside the door.


    My apprehension must have been evident because Sarah said, “You’re safe, Olivia. Go ahead and get some sleep.”


    I pulled the sheets and heavy spread up knowing anyone who needs two police guards and has a squad of detectives and techs in her apartment is anything but safe.

  


  




  

Chapter 33


    Where the drapes didn’t quite meet, I saw the morning break through a sky the color of tarnished silver. My thoughts had been full of dead animals and hidden paintings that told stories some might kill to keep secret. The possibility that I might be the target, sent shivers up and down my spine, and chased sleep away.


    I swung my feet onto the plush Persian-like carpet and said to Sarah, “I will be in the shower if anyone calls.”


    The hot water felt good, but did little to ease the knot of fear in my stomach. Neither did brushing my teeth and getting dressed.


    I re-entered the room with my hair still damp.


    “Mrs. Lyons just called. She left a message for you to call her immediately,” Sarah said.


    “Thanks. It’s your turn,” I said, nodding toward the bathroom.


    “Nah. I’ll get a chance later at home.”


    “It’s an ‘I-can’t-let-you-out-of-my-sight-kind of day?’” I asked.


    “Something like that,” she said.


    I picked up my cell phone and called my attorney. “Michelle. You called.” The brittle tone of my voice surprised me.


    “Olivia, I have terribly sad news for you,” she said.


    “Someone else died?”


    “Not yet. The janitor from the academy was attacked in his home last night and left for dead. He’s hanging on, but doctors are not giving his family much hope. I know you were fond of him, and in spite of your tense circumstances, I wondered if you’d like me to take you to see him. He’s unconscious, and we’ve called the best doctors and because the police department is extremely busy, we hired a private security company to keep him as safe as possible. I’d like to visit with his family to assure them that the board is going to do all we can to support them financially in this difficult time. Do you want to join me?”


    “Yes! When?”


    “How about in an hour? Lloyd is coming to relieve Sarah and we can come together. It’s not safe for you out here, but Stan’s wife mentioned it would be nice if we notified you. She said you were friends.”


    I agreed, but shivered because Stan knew about the paintings and so did some of my students. Were they in danger too? It was bad enough when I thought it was just me, but having them in the sites of violence was worse. Much worse. I raced back to the bathroom, threw up, and brushed my teeth again.


     



    Lloyd held the door to the limo open for me. We nodded. Words seemed like too much work.


    “On our way back from the hospital, we will stop by to see Harper. She can update us on what happened last night,” Michelle said.


    “Sounds good,” I said.


    We rode the rest of the way in silence, each of us looking out our own window.


    In the elevator I had a thought. “Michelle, do you think I could go to the academy tomorrow and visit the students? I know some of them are very close to Stan as well. A personal update from a former teacher and someone who has seen him, might go a long ways toward comforting them.”


    She called Alan for permission, and he agreed that would be an acceptable gesture, as long as I let them know he’d sent me.


    “Is that understood, Olivia?” he asked.


    Being treated like a student earned him an immature answer. “Whatever you say, Alan.”


     



    Stan’s family and friends were glad to see us. His wife greeted Michelle politely, and gave me a hug. “Mrs. Lyons, I hope you understand, but the doctor has ordered only one visitor with me in Stan’s room at a time.  Michelle nodded and said, “Of course.” Marge took my arm and escorted me to his bedside.


    “He talked about you all the time. He thought you were wonderful with all the kids, but especially Evan. My goodness, how my man loves that boy!”


    She walked to his bedside with the confidence born of years of love and belonging. “Honey, Ms. Morgan is here to see you. If you’d like to wake up and talk to her, now would be a good time. I know she’d love to hear your big old voice. I know I sure would.”


    She motioned for me to join her. Stepping up to the bed, I realized I was shaking. This big burly guy was a friend of sorts. I’d never known him to take a sick day, but there was nothing healthy about the tubes, blinking monitor lights, and the bandages around his head.


    Although in terrible condition, Stan wasn’t on life support. Breathing on his own had to be a good thing under the circumstances.


    “Go ahead and talk to him.” Marge said. “I have a feeling he can hear us, and even if he can’t, talking to him helps us. I’ll be right back. I want to thank Mrs. Lyons again before she leaves. He’s a little hard of hearing so you might want to get close to his right ear – it’s his good one. He always said you were looking for the beauty in life. If you see anything in this, will you let me know? I need a little something.” Marge’s eyes were puffy and red from a combination of crying and exhaustion. She kissed his cheek and stepped back wiping her eyes.


    “Go ahead now. Hold his hand and tell him what’s on your mind,” she said, nudging me closer.


    “Hi Stan, it’s me—Olivia,” I said directly into his good ear.


    The door swished quietly as his wife left.


    “I talked to some of the students last night. I’m sorry I missed your birthday. I’ve been busy, but that’s not much of a reason. You were such a gentle person. Who would want to hurt you? I don’t understand. I’m not a praying woman, but I know someone who does a lot of it, and I’ll ask him to say a few words for you. His name is Deacon James, and I think you’d like him. You have a lot in common. He maintains the cemetery where Jillian is buried, and you maintain the academy. Both of you take care of the kids I love, and in a way, me. I don’t know if I’ve ever thanked you for that. I’m truly grateful.


    “If you don’t mind, I’m going to sit over here and sketch for a while. Your wife needs a little break, and it’s likely someone out there will talk her into eating something. She won’t be gone long.”


    Marge came back, slipped off her shoes, and curled up on the couch. “I had a pack of those little crackers with peanut butter in them and a cup of coffee. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m just going to close my eyes for a little while, dear,” she promised. “I’m glad they gave us this nice big room. I’m worn out.”


    “I’ll stay until your eyes are rested,” I promised.


    That seemed to give her the confidence she needed to rest. She didn’t wake up when I placed an extra hospital blanket over her.


    A couple of hours later, my cell phone played The William Tell Overture, waking Marge and interrupting my pencil.


    “Hi Patrick. How are you?”


    “Hey, Ms. Morgan. Did you hear about Stan?”


    “Yes. I’m in his room right now. I’m going to be stopping by the school tomorrow. Can we talk then?”


    “Sure, but there’s something you should know before you get here. The closet where the paintings were is empty. They're all gone.”


    A cyclone of anger and fear rose up in me. Not wanting to upset Stan, Marge, or Patrick, I tried to talk normally. “That’s strange. Do you still have the one you borrowed?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Good. When I come, Michelle Lyons will be with me. We’ll give it to her.”


    “We’re all pretty upset about Stan. Tell him that for us okay?” Patrick asked, a tiny catch in his voice.


    “I will.”


    I turned back to the man in the bed and said, “Stan, the kids are really missing you. Please try to wake up. We all want you back. Hey, you know those paintings the students found? They’re gone. I think that’s a terrible loss for the school. They were likely worth a small fortune. If you saw anyone strange around the school, you need to open your eyes and tell us. You were there for me when Jillian was born and again when she died. I’m here for you now.”


    His hand squeezed mine. “Stan! Can you squeeze my hand again?”


    He did, and I pushed the nurse’s call button.


    Marge held his other hand, squeezing hard, holding her breath.


    I told the nurse what he’d done, and she explained patients in a coma sometimes respond involuntarily. “No. I specifically asked him to squeeze my hand and he did.”


    “It could be a coincidence. I’ll tell the doctor, but please don’t get your hopes up.” She left to put in the call to the medical team.


    I said to Marge, “I think he’s trying to come back to us.”


    She nodded her head. “I need to tell the others.” She removed her hand from Stan’s and walked toward the door. “You two wait here and I’ll be right back,” she instructed.


    I hurried back to his bed. “Stan you have to do that again when the doctor gets here. You have to be okay. Do you hear me? Now squeeze my hand.”


    He did.


    “Coincidence, my fanny!” I mumbled to my friend. “I know you’re in there!”


    I stepped away as the doctors entered the room. “Take his hand,” I demanded. “You take his other hand,” I said to the second doctor. They obeyed, a little startled by my certainty.


    “Stan. Do it for us, buddy—now!”


    He squeezed both of their hands.


    One doctor started ordering tests while the other started testing Stan’s eyes and reflexes. When Marge returned, she stood there crying and kissing his big hand.


    “Do not let that guard go to the bathroom without someone you know being in this room with him,” I said to her.


    “I’m not leaving him,” she promised.


    “You have to take breaks now and then. But when you do, make sure the guard is there. And when he’s gone, you be here. Please?”


    “I promise,” she said.


    I guess a little of Harper had rubbed off on me.


    Leaving the hospital was hard. I wanted to stay and keep my eyes on my friend, but I had school in the morning and needed to sleep. Marge hugged me tight and said, “Honey, I’m praying for you too.” I returned her hug and instead of defending my disbelief, I said, “Thanks.” It wasn’t a compromise of my non-faith, I was just being nice to her.


    No visitors invaded my room, but I can’t say the same for my dreams. A stranger chased me through abandoned hospital hallways to the chaotic sounds of sirens and monitor alarms. The walls were rose red.


     



    On the way to the academy I told Michelle and Lloyd about the painting I’d seen and the closet. Lloyd escorted me to the main office, and then with Michelle’s permission he headed for the closet.


    The secretary called Patrick’s class and asked him to join me and Michelle in my former office. He handed the painting to me and said he’d be back to talk later.


    I unwrapped the treasure. Michelle gasped and said, “It’s one of hers, and that’s Alan.” I’ve seen his baby pictures—she captured him perfectly.”


    She asked me to set it on an old easel I’d left behind in the corner.


    “Those are her rings,” I said, remembering the way I’d carefully arranged them on her finger in her last moments of life.


    “You said there were others?” she asked, gazing on the baby’s face.


    “The students said there were several more.”


    She nodded and said, “I always wondered if our children would have looked like him only with a hint of strawberry blond hair instead of their father’s chestnut brown. Jillian’s hair was so blond, like yours must have been as a child.” She paused, caught herself and said, “Listen to me. What a sentimental fool. I need to speak to the students who found the paintings. Can you have them brought here?”


    I did as requested and they quietly filed in.


    They told her about the two women, the boy with the stunning blue eyes and the one with different-colored eyes. Then Patrick said, “The one with the mean-looking old guy wearing the patch was scary. He was watching both boys, and it felt like he had a cruel heart.”


    “He reminded me of a pirate,” Patina said.”Not the Jack Sparrow kind you find strangely charming. He was more like you think they’re really like . . . evil to the core. Capable of plundering and murder for the fun of it.”


    “Do you remember what he was wearing?” Michelle asked.


    “A navy suit with brass buttons.”


    I’d been watching Michelle closely and when Patrick mentioned the suit, my attorney shivered.


    “Thank you all very much. You can come and talk to Ms. Morgan any time today. I believe she’ll be here until the last bell. We’ll make an announcement about when you can start signing up for short appointments with her.” Michelle told them, her voice gentle, but firm. Although emotions would be high, things would happen in an orderly and dignified manner.


    They filed out in silence, and she called Harper. “Can you join us at the school immediately? Oh good. Your timing is perfect as always.”


    Harper walked in the door as Michelle put her phone down on my desk.


    “We have to talk before Alan gets here,” Michelle said. “There are some things I haven’t told you. Things you need to know, but I’m terrified to say it out loud. Harper, this has to be off the record because I will not implicate my husband in a crime, and I will not testify against him if you do. Is that clear?”


    Caroline, my former assistant chose that moment to offer us a tray of coffee and tea. She set it down and quietly closed the door behind her.


    “Are we clear, Harper?” Michelle asked.


    “Yes. Go ahead,” Harper said, pouring herself and Michelle cups of coffee while I fixed myself a cup of tea.


    Harper and I sat down while Michelle paced and talked. We sipped while she spoke of family legends and shipping secrets.

  


  




  

Chapter 34


    A knock at the door interrupted the silence that filled the office after Michelle had finished.


    We jumped in unison.


    From the other side of the door Newman asked to be admitted.


    “How’d you get in here?” Harper asked.


    “I flashed my badge and asked specifically for you.”


    “Great. They think you’re one of the good guys,” I said.


    “What if I am?” he asked.


    “Since you’re here, you may as well tell us what’s on your mind,” I said while pulling a folding chair out for him to sit on.


    “I did what you asked,” he said looking at me. “I looked at the evidence as if you were the victim. I talked to your mother, a neighbor, a teacher, and a woman you worked for. Three of them mentioned they believe you were sexually abused by your father. You understand that can be a strong motive for some women to hate and even kill men?” he asked.


    Shame from what Gus did nearly choked me. They’d told Newman. About that. What else had they said?


    “Did you ask them if they think I’m capable of murder?” My words came out in a raspy whisper.


    “No. I let them tell me who they thought you were and left it at that. I’m not investigating you, but I did ask them questions about Mickey. You were a natural extension of that discussion. To be honest, I got the feeling they liked you.”


    “All four of them?”


    “Yeah. I have to admit the change in perspective was clarifying. While I’m not 100 percent sure about your innocence in the Gus Smith case, I believe you are in the others. You have to give me a break here. These kinds of murders and attacks are personal, and you seem to be the only link to all of them. We’re missing something. Whatever Mickey knew that we don’t, got him killed. I’m not part of this investigation, so I’m leaving. If this new way of thinking turns anything up, I’ll let Harper know.”


    “Thanks,” I said and offered him my hand. He shook it and left.


    While I was relieved to know the FBI guy was now sort of on my side, I was more anxious to hear from the students. Lloyd was assigned as my bodyguard, Michelle headed off to tell her husband what she’d done, and Harper left to get search warrants for the academy and Stan’s home.


    Caroline came in to tell me she’d set up ten-minute appointments with fifteen students. She was sure there would be more after lunch. “Also, Evan’s mom kept him home today. He’s coming down with a cold, and she wants to protect him from the news about Stan for as long as she can.”


    For the rest of the morning, students came in and out bringing their tears and fears to my old desk.


    Because their grief had a panicked feel about it, at lunch I asked the other teachers if they would be willing to call an emergency assembly. I proposed we could let the kids use the microphone as they wanted. We’d invite them to bring their laptops for writing and their sketch pads. Others could play the piano, sing, or even dance to express themselves. It would be a free and open place for them to be who they were for their friend, Stan. Everyone agreed. The staff would stand or sit in the back of the room. The students could come to us for help if they chose to.


    The secretary made the announcement, and the students joined us in the auditorium, eager to release some of their fear in a community setting. It was a beautiful afternoon spent honoring a man we all loved.


    As the last note rang, the kids left the room in a respectful silence. Each one stopped by me with a note to deliver to Stan when he woke up.


    I went into the hallway to face a red-faced Alan and a red-eyed Michelle. “Who authorized this assembly?” he demanded.


    “The staff did. The handbook clearly states that in an emergency of this kind, they have the authority to arrange a supportive assembly,” I answered. “It’s likely tomorrow morning you will be getting a lot of phone calls from grateful parents. Stan is loved by many of them as well. If you get any complaints, please give them my number,” I said.


    “Oh that will be great. Give them the number of a former staff person who has recently been a person of interest by the police and the FBI. No thanks,” he said through gritted teeth.


    “Would you mind if we have this discussion somewhere else?” I asked.


    “That won’t be necessary,” Alan said and turned to go. Michelle shadowed him, but he wasn’t quite finished. “Michelle agreed to be your attorney so we could keep a close eye on you. It’s possible you fell for her act, Olivia, she’s really quite a good actress. Since you no longer need her professional services, it’s best for you to know she was an excellent source of information in our home. When you’re a Lyons, it’s all about family. Never forget that.”


    She stood her ground facing me for a moment, tears flowing down her porcelain cheeks, her head shaking no. “He’s lying, Olivia. I have never broken your confidence,” she said and handed me a file folder.


    “Michelle!” his bark echoed in the high-ceilinged hallway, causing us both to jump. Watching them walk away, I felt a little sorry for Alan. He was in so much trouble.


    Harper and Lloyd joined me in my old office where I picked up my purse.


    “So, Michelle Lyons isn’t who you thought she was,” Harper commented.


    “I disagree. I think she is exactly who she said she is. Alan has no idea what he is about to face. She’s hurt right now, but she will rise strong and steady. He will be strategically confronted in a way that he won’t soon forget. Besides, having her as my attorney kept him in my orbit as well. While I didn’t know what he was up to, with her in my corner, he couldn’t do as much damage,” I said.


    “Wow. So you were both setting each other up?” Harper asked.


    “No. Wasn’t it the Godfather who said, ‘Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.’ And Lincoln said, ‘The best way to destroy an enemy is to make him a friend.’ That’s what we were doing. And although it may not look like it now, it worked. That woman is not done.”


    “How can you be so sure?” Lloyd asked. “She looked devastated.”


    “Because she gave me this before she left,” I said, holding up the folder. I opened it and said, “This sticky note says, ‘Have Harper or Newman run these social security numbers.’”


    I read the second sticky out loud. “The paintings tell the whole story. If we never recover them, there has to be a sketch book somewhere. She always painted from a sketch. They hold the key to everything. I’ll be looking here at the house.” Harper held out her hand, and I gave everything to her.


     


    Harper called Newman and told him to meet her in his office.


    “Lloyd, please take Olivia to The St. Paul. I’ll call Newman, and we’ll get on these numbers. Lloyd, are you free for supper? I’d like to catch up a little.”


    “Call me with the details.” Lloyd smiled. “Come on, Olivia, we need to let security shut this building down for the day.”


    “When will the police search the school?”


    “My guess is tonight when they have the place all to themselves.”


    “Can we stop by McDonald’s on the way to the hotel? I need a coke to settle my stomach.


    “Sounds good. Let’s give them a thrill and use the drive-thru. I bet they don’t get many limos through there.”


    The kid in the window asked the driver if he had someone famous in the back. “That’s top secret,” he said, his voice deep and serious. The teenager nodded sagely as if he’d just been entrusted with information from the CIA.


    Back on the road Lloyd asked, “So you don’t think Michelle Lyons has been destroyed by all of this?”


    “Devastated, yes. Destroyed? No. You’ll see.”


    “If you’re right, she needs to write a book and go on Dr. Phil to tell other abused women how to heal.”


    “You watch Dr. Phil?” I asked, unable to hide a snarky smile.


    “Yeah. Doesn’t everyone?” he asked.

  


  




  

Chapter 35


    Newman’s call surprised me.


    “Can we talk?” he asked.


    “Sure. I’ll have my body guard with me. She’s one of Harper’s.”


    “You trust her?”


    “Yes. Why?”


    “I need to ask you some hard questions.”


    We set up a time to meet in the coffee shop at Lyons Shipping before my appointment to do a walk-through in the apartment. The cleaning crew had been there, and as current resident, my approval was required.


    We went downstairs, and I bought Sarah a mocha cooler and myself a black, grande dark roast, and then we joined Newman at his table.


    “So, what’s up?” I asked.


    “You want me to jump right in? No niceties?”


    “We can skip those,” I said. After all, he’d never engaged in niceties before.


    “Good. Do you know a woman named Carrie Dunford?”


    “I knew a Carrie in school. Her last name was Simpson.”


    “That’s her. She said you and Mickey were physically involved as teens and that your father caught you fooling around. She said you were ‘livid’ and that no old man was going to tell you what to do.”


    He waited for my response which was slow in coming since I’d burned my tongue on my brew and choked on her lie.


    “Carrie had a huge crush on Mickey. She was pretty in a hard kind of way, but she had a mean mouth and was known by the boys in town as the girl who liked to make-out whether she was your girlfriend or not. We had homeroom together our senior year. Mickey was resistant to her ‘charms’ and that made her angry. I always felt a little sorry for her. I don’t think she drank or did drugs, but she was hooked on boys and sex.”


    “So you didn’t like her?” he asked.


    “I don’t know how to explain it. I didn’t like or dislike her. I avoided her because, even though I was poor white trash, I didn’t want the boys to think I was like her.”


    “Were you and Mickey messing around?”


    “No. We had this one kiss. It was clumsy and goofy and we never tried it again,” I said.


    “So, she lied. Does that bother you?”


    “Newman, a lot of things about my life bother me right now. Her story is a waste of her time and yours. Don’t you think it’s more than a little sad that after all these years, she’d lie to you, hoping to pin Mickey’s murder on me because he liked me and not her?”


    “You believe that’s the way it is?” he pushed.


    “Yes.”


    “So do the four women I spoke to in Oak River. One of them said you were a lot of things, but you weren’t a slut.”


    “That would be my ma.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “Because the other three would never say that word. Is Carrie still married?”


    “Not to the guy she’s living with.”


    “That makes me sad. I’ve just spent ten years being ‘mentored’ by a man who used me and recently decided to void our relationship. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone—not even Carrie.”


    He sat back and nodded. “Do you hate Mr. Lyons?”


    “Still looking for motive?”


    He grinned. “Yeah.”


    “I don’t like Alan Lyons, and I hate what I let him do to me, but he is the father of my dead daughter. I would never kill him for that reason alone.”


    “Does anyone else know her family connection?”


    “It’s not public knowledge, but more people than I thought know. She died from cancer when she was five. She loved him deeply. That’s enough to keep him safe from me.”


    “Why are you telling me all of this?”


    His question jolted me. “I have no idea, and it’s probably stupid on my part.”


    “You’re a lot of things Olivia Morgan, but stupid isn’t one of them,” he said.


    “What kind of woman leaves her father’s abuse behind only to intentionally become what all of those women you talked to would call a ‘kept woman’? I call that stupid,” I argued.


    He stood up letting me know our conversation was over. “I’d call that vulnerable. Most of the girls who leave a home life like yours end up prostitutes. You were lucky.”


    “Newman, the only difference between those girls and me is that they landed on a street corner, and I ended up in a fancy corner apartment.”


    I left before he could say anything.


     



    In the elevator Sarah asked, “Do you really believe that about yourself?”


    “We both know what I did for my perks and benefits. My life was just cleaner and safer and my clothes were more expensive.”


    “I think you’re being too hard on yourself. You loved him and were faithful to him. You had his child. There’s a big difference between that and a few minutes in a car or a half an hour in a dirty motel.”


    “Maybe, but I was still always his girl on call.”

  


  




  

Chapter 36


    I was sitting with his wife, playing solitaire when Stan woke up. We were convinced he’d been trying for days. The medical team urged caution. The only hope they offered was that the bleeding in his brain had stopped and the swelling was less. They continued to tell us his movements were the involuntary kind.


    His return to us wasn’t dramatic. His breathing changed, he sort of groaned, and he made a couple of funny faces before opening his eyes and then closing them again. The on-duty nurse was in the room at the time and she quietly said, “I’m going to alert the team.”


    We stepped up to the bed and Stan opened his eyes again. This time he focused and was awake long enough to say to his wife, “Woman, I’m tired.”


    This time I was ready. Patrick had taught me how to use the video function on my phone and I captured this stellar moment.


    The doctors stepped in and asked us to leave. Marge was not going anywhere, but she sent me to the family room to tell the others.


    The lead doc said, “Keep them out there until we can run some tests.”


    It was an order I was not sure I could obey. “There are over a dozen people out there, Doc. How am I supposed to keep them away?”


    “That’s up to you, Ms. Morgan. You are teacher of creatives, aren’t you?”


    He turned away from me before I could ask how he knew about me. The nurse who held the door open for me whispered, “We see a lot of TV in these rooms. You’re a bit of a local celebrity.”


    Oh great.


    When I told the folks in the family room that Stan was awake, they cheered, laughed, and cried. In unison. Then someone said, “Let’s pray.”


    I slipped out into the hallway because someone had to guard the door in case one of them tried to escape.


    I also called Harper. It was fun to share the good news. She said she’d be right there, and that she needed to talk to Stan ASAP. To her it was a case.


    “Olivia!” Marge’s voice had a song in it. “Stan wants to talk to you right away. The doctor said it’s okay if you only stay a minute or two.”


    Stan’s usual robust greeting was frail, but his eyes shone with determination. “I hid them,” he whispered.


    I knew immediately what he was talking about.


    “The secret panel in your office.”


    “Why?” I asked.


    “Even I could tell they were valuable. Years ago I’d helped Mrs. Lyons—the old one—put a bunch of paintings in that closet. I told her I’d change the lock, and she told me to keep it unlocked because new brass on an old door would stand out. She asked me to keep it a secret, and I gave her my word. I don’t take that lightly.”


    He took a deep breath, and I could see this was wearing him out.


    “Stan, can you save the rest of this for the police? detective Harper is on her way.”


    “Sounds like a good idea.”


    He closed his eyes, and I stood guard at the foot of his bed, delighted when a snore that was more of a snuffle escaped his air passages. I found myself breathing in rhythm with him.


    Harper was admitted by a nurse who woke Stan up by letting him know he had another visitor.


    “Are you up to a few questions, Stan?” Harper asked.


    “Sure,” he said, trying to sit up taller in the bed. He winced as broken ribs rebelled against the effort.


    “We can do this later,” she said.


    “No. I don’t know that we can. This is about those paintings. I’m not even sure they’re still where I left them.”


    “Did the person who attacked you want the paintings?”


    “Yeah. He kept asking me where I’d put them. I was going to tell him—no amount of talent, paint, and canvas would be worth dying for, at least not to me—but he just kept hitting me and demanding answers he never let me give. I blacked out before I could tell him. I guess he thought I was dead and left.”


    “Do you remember anything about his appearance?” Harper asked.


    Stan nodded and took a sip of water from the cup Marge held before continuing.


    “Would it be possible for you to describe him to Olivia? I know she’s not a forensic artist, but she’s good, and it might speed things up a bit.”


    “Oh I know how good she is. Sometimes I got a glimpse of the art she hid in her office at the school,” Stan said.


    My stomach clenched. He knew about my deception. I thought I’d been great at keeping my own secrets. Now it seemed like the only one in the dark was me.


    I sat down and pulled out my small sketch pad. Stan took a few deep breaths. In order to remember the kind of details we’d need, he knew that in his mind, he had to go back to the scene of the attack.


    “He was slender, but in a deceptive way. He was strong, his fists large and hard. His face was on the long side, and he had a deep dimple in his chin so deep it looked like it needed a little putty. His lips were thin, the top one nearly invisible. He had blondish hair that had a little bit of curl. Do you remember the old cartoon where the good guy was called Dudley Do-Right?”


    We both nodded.


    “He looked like Dudley only evil.”


    “Can you remember anything else?” Harper asked.


    “He might be blind in one eye.”


    “Why do you say that?” I asked, nearly choking on the lump that was suddenly lodged in my throat.


    “When he pushed his way in the front door, he was wearing a pirate’s patch. In the scuffle, you know I fought back at first, right?”


    We nodded. We’d all seen his puffy and bruised hands. Harper said they were defensive wounds. I called them evidence of Stan’s bravery.


    “Good. Anyway, in the scuffle I grabbed the patch. That’s when he got the upper hand. I’d never seen anyone with two different colored eyes, and they distracted me from fighting for a second. That’s all he needed.”


    And that was all I needed to hyperventilate.

  


  




  

Chapter 37


    Out in the hall while I breathed into a bag one of the nurses handed me, Harper answered her phone.


    “Yes, Dr. McKenna. I’m glad you called. What did the dead cat reveal?”


    She listened, nodded, and finally said, “Can you e-mail me a report today?”


    He must have agreed because she said, “Thanks,” just before ending the call.


    Alan and Michelle stepped off the elevator at that moment. I took one last breath from the bag and said, “Road kill, right?”


    Every one paused, and I said, “The cat.”


    “No. She was a kitten someone strategically tortured. Her death was slow,” Harper said.


    I felt the familiar rise of bile in my throat. This time I was able to swallow it.


    “Harper, who kills an innocent kitten?” I asked.


    “Someone who loves to kill and who wants to send a message,” she said, looking me straight in the eye.


    “What’s the message?”


    “I’m going to call Newman in if you don’t mind. The FBI has a few more resources than we do, and I’d really like to get his take on this guy.”


    She walked down the hall to make the call and Michelle asked, “How’s Stan? We heard he woke up.”


    “He did,” I said.


    “Does he remember anything?” Alan asked.


    “Yes. His memories are vivid, and his mind is strong,” I answered.


    “Good,” Alan said, but there was a hesitation in his voice.


    “Can we see him?” Michelle asked.


    “Well, hello Mr. and Mrs. Lyons!” Marge said. “Would you mind if we postpone your visit until Stan is released? The police have more questions for him, and our family has been waiting all this time to welcome him back. I’m sure you understand.”


    She’d left them no tasteful alternative. They offered her kind words, their support, and a greeting for Stan before getting back on the elevator.


    “Harper! You need another search warrant for the school,” I said.


    “The one I have is still good. Why?”


    “Can you take me there? I have something to show you. Call Newman and see if he can meet us there.”


    In her car I broached another subject. “What do you think of the coroner?”


    “You interested in a new man, Morgan?” It was the first time she’d called me that, and I liked it. I felt like one of the guys on her team.


    “No. Just curious,” I mumbled.


    “He’s great at his job. There’s too much work for the ME’s office . . . so much death. Somehow he stays cool and still cares. I’m not one for hunches, but he has instincts about dead people that make the people he works with nervous. They call him Spook behind his back. He knows and detests it but tolerates it.


    “Most of the women cops I know call him McKenna the Magnificent because he’s handsome, brilliant, and on our team. You should see him in jeans and a t-shirt. He’s quite the distraction.”


    “Got a thing for him, huh?” I asked, amused.


    “No. He’s not my type.”


    “I see. You’re more into tall, graying, and military?”


    “Something like that.”


    “Don’t you mean someone like that?” I asked.


    “Let’s get this straight. You do the sketching. I do the interrogating. Okay?”


    “Yep. I did a sketch of Lloyd the other day. Maybe you’d like to see it.”


    “Maybe,” she said.

  


  




  

Chapter 38


    Back in my former office at the academy, I inhaled. I’d always loved the scent of old polished wood, and this room was full of it. The oak floor was a mellowed gold, and one wall was full of walnut floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. The ornate cherry desk was more like an antique dining room table. There was only one small pencil drawer. Everything had been recently polished. Very recently. It hadn’t been this clean the day of the assembly. That seemed strange since Stan had been in the hospital. All the books had been moved to the back. I’d kept them lined up on the very front edge.


    “Harper, we need to know who’s been in here.”


    “Why?”


    I explained the subtle changes, and she immediately called Alan and left a message.


    Harper asked Caroline to join us.


    “Has this office been cleaned recently?” Harper asked.


    “Yes. Mr. Lyons hired a cleaning agency that’s been working in the building since Stan’s attack. One of the crew said he’d been assigned this office. I’d been informed the new teacher would be stopping in to see his space soon. It made sense it would be cleaned before then. Did I do something wrong?”


    “No, not at all,” Harper assured her. “Can you describe the person who worked in here?”


    “He was blond, had a deep dimple in his chin, and wore an eye patch. He worked the wood with a lot of energy—even the floor. He did a lot of tapping. It was weird, but I thought he had a nervous tick. I have to be honest with you. The guy gave me the creeps. I can’t explain it. Maybe I was just missing Stan. He took such good care of this room for Ms. Morgan. Anyone else felt like an intruder.”


    “Thank you, Caroline. You’ve been a big help. I’ll call you if we need anything else.” Harper said.


    “You’re welcome,” Caroline said then turned to me. “Olivia. I love my job, but I miss you.”


    “I enjoyed working with you too.”


    As always, she closed the door quietly.  


    “What do you need me for?” Newman asked, walking in as if he owned the place. I’d called him with Harper’s permission. I wanted him to see my innocence, and thought the more he was with us, the better.


    “Let me show you,” I said pulling the pencil drawer out of the desk. A quick click to the fake bottom caused them both to draw closer. Under the thin piece of wood was an old skeleton key.


    I turned toward the book cases and pushed on one of the shelves. The panel swung open to reveal an old door. I used the key to open it. There in the darkness we could all see what looked like a stock pile of canvases.


    “We’re going to need a dolly-thing,” I said. “There should be one in Stan’s closet at the end of the hall.” I pointed in the general direction, and Newman left the room.


    Harper and I waited in silence. We knew we’d just found at least some of the answers we were looking for.


    When Newman returned, Harper asked, “Do you have gloves on you, Newman?”


    “Yeah.”


    She handed me a pair of her own. Both of them snapped their surgical-like gloves on. I tugged at mine, and when the first one finally snapped on, it stung badly.


    Newman raised an eyebrow and said, “Rookie.”


    “Duh.” I knew I sounded like one of my students. Instead of a cutting remark, he grinned. It was a nice moment.


    “How long have you known about this secret closet?” Harper asked.


    “Stan showed it to me the first week I worked here,” I told him. “He’d found some of my sketches in the wastebasket, and thought I might like to put my art away for safekeeping.”


    “Are any of these yours?” Newman asked.


    “Yes. I forgot about them in my hurried exit. But most of them are not mine. I believe they are the work of Ida Lyons. Hers will be protected. Mine won’t be. For now, just bring hers.”


    The carefully wrapped paintings were placed on the dolly for transfer. “I’ll need to make more than one trip,” Newman said. “Where do you want these?”


    “Let’s take them to the library. There are at least a dozen long tables in there we can use to lay these out,” I said.


    Once in the library with the paintings, I could not bring myself to leave them. Harper and Newman returned to the secret cubbyhole while I started to unwrap Ida’s art. On each paper-wrapped piece was a single number written in a bold calligraphy. Each of the paintings were 36 inches by 36 inches.


    Michelle walked in as I unwrapped the last painting, and a notebook fell onto the table. She rushed forward and said, “There it is! You will find notes, likely names, dates, and other personal notations along with her initial sketches here.” She seemed to hold her breath as Harper bagged the notebook. “You will return this to Alan when you’re finished with it?”


    Harper nodded. “Of course.”


    First I ordered them by number, laying them on the tables. I ran out of room before Harper and Newman returned with the rest. We found more tables and set them up.


    Once the paintings were all laid out in sequence, we realized that number one was missing. “I think it might be this one,” I said, adding the one Patrick had returned to me.


    Nothing prepared us for the story we unraveled. So much beauty, anguish, and passion were revealed. Seeing her work again, proved to me Ida Lyons was not a hobby painter. She was as gifted as most of the greats. We could only guess the story and would need someone to confirm our assumptions.


    We needed Aggie, and to get to her, we’d have to go through Alan. I stood there mesmerized as once again, her art left me breathless. I knew there was a possibility he would refuse. The paintings would be in police lock up until his attorneys found a way to get them released. Then they would be his to keep or destroy.


    With Aggie’s health weakened by her attacker, I wasn’t sure Alan would allow anyone near her. I wouldn’t blame him.


    Harper answered her phone and said, “I understand, Mr. Lyons.”


    She turned to us and said, “He wants to consult with Agatha Bailey before giving us access to her.”


    “Newman,” I said. “None of this brings us closer to what Mickey was up to.”


    “That bothers me too,” he said.


    “I hate loose ends,” I muttered.


    “So do I,” he said, looking at me like I’d just become his number one suspect. Again.


    I rewrapped the paintings. Harper called a team from the department to take them all into evidence. Newman watched.


    When his cell phone rang, I jumped. It was the theme song to The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. That was one of Ma’s favorite movies and the ringtone fit the man. Newman was sort of a Dirty Harry kind of guy.


    “You want to take a ride to Oak River?” he asked me.


    “Why?”


    “I’d like to walk through Mickey’s house one more time. I’m told the painters have just left. This might be a good time.”


    “You had someone watching the house?” Harper asked.


    “Just the neighbor across the street. She’s a nice little old lady with a great pair of binoculars—quite the bird watcher I’m told.”


    “Yeah. Sure. Whatever,” I said.


    “Mind if Lloyd and I tag along?” Harper asked. “I’d like to see the place again.”


    The three of us followed Newman in Lloyd’s Tahoe with my paintings carefully wrapped and stowed in the back. We’d found an old bolt of wrapping paper and some tape. With all of us working, it hadn’t taken long. I left a note on Caroline’s desk, asking her to bill me for the supplies.


    “After all the wrapping, I feel like we should be singing Christmas carols,” Harper said.


    “What? Like Blue Christmas?” I asked sarcastically.


     



    I’d had the walls painted a primer white. As soon as I saw them, I knew what I had to do.


    “Do you guys mind if I do a little sketching while you explore the house?” I asked.


    I think they assumed I was going to draw some designs for the biggest room that would be my combined living and dining rooms.


    I heard Lloyd say, “Let’s start with the garage.”


    I grabbed a piece of charcoal out of my art bag, and on one wall did a quick sketch of the Lyons Shipping building. I drew in a near frenzy, but every line and detail felt true. Sweat ran down my back and sides, and into my eyes. I’d never sketched so fast.


    Then I moved to the next wall where I drew the academy. On the third wall I sketched what I remembered from the Lyons’s home.


    Finally, I moved back to each and filled in details as they came to me, stopping twice to get new charcoal when the piece in my hand was nearly gone.


    “You’re good, Morgan,” Harper said.


    Her voice brought me out of my art trance. “How long have I been at this?” I asked suddenly thirsty.


    “Three hours,” Harper said.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take so much of your time,” I said as I stepped back from my work.


    Harper followed Newman around the room. She stopped in front of the Lyons Shipping building. “You were fascinating. I’ve never seen anything like it. You went from wall to wall as if your life depended on what you were doing.”


    “Well, it might,” I said.


    Newman stood and looked at the walls as if at an art exhibit. I’d seen critics stand in the same contemplation.


    Someone knocked on the door, and I nearly jumped into Newman’s arms. Lloyd looked out the tiny peep hole in the door and said, “It’s a little old lady with a plate of cookies.”


    “Ah. Mrs. Bowman’s curiosity got the best of her,” Newman said.


    “Let’s meet with her on the front step. We were just leaving, weren’t we?” Harper asked.


    Newman introduced us. I thanked her for the cookies that were covered in plastic wrap on a lovely antique dish. “You can return the plate when you get moved,” she said to me in a melodic voice. “That will give us an excuse to get acquainted, and you can meet Hansel and Gretel. They’re my adorable miniature dachshunds. You three are going to love each other. “


    Worn out, I could only agree.


    “And bring your handsome friend with you. Mr. Newman, you are what they call eye-candy for this old lady.”


    He blushed, and the rest of us burst out laughing. I was pretty sure I was going to like her after all.


     



    We were almost to the St. Paul when it hit me. “Harper, there is something off in all three of the Lyons’s buildings. Can you get the original floor plans for all three of those buildings? I’d like to see the infrastructure and know who built them, who owned them first, and so on.”


    She said, “I know a guy who can help with that.”


    Lloyd said, “You know a guy, huh?”


    They smiled ‘that way’ at each other.


    Sarah met me just outside the doors to the building. “I’ve done the inspection and everything smells fine. You ready to sleep in your own bed tonight?”


    “I am,” I said, secretly wondering when that would happen. I was tired of sleeping in a Lyons’s bed. My last thought was of agent Eye Candy. What a hoot! I’d find a way to use that one in the future.


    My nightmares were of walls that moved and whispered their deadly secrets to a man who wore an eye patch and held roses in his bony grip.

  


  




  

Chapter 39


    While I waited for Harper to contact her guy, I unpacked the box of old mail Lloyd had saved.


    He’d taped it shut and cut an opening in the top where he could stick new stuff into it quickly. The man was honest and efficient. It reminded me of my boxes for Valentine’s Day in elementary school. We’d each bring in a shoe box and wrapping paper, cut-out hearts, and glitter and then write our names boldly on the end. I never had a box, since my shoes were second hand. My teachers knew and there was always one on my desk. On the day of the party, we lined them up on a table and stuffed them with the cards we’d filled out at home the night before.


    Most years, my teachers would slip me a box of cards to give away he or she had purchased. I resented being a charity case but hated being without the cards more. Every year I overcame my pride and signed the back of each and carefully wrote the names of my classmates on the envelopes. We had Room Mothers in those days who brought in treats and led us in goofy games where somehow everyone was a winner.


    I remembered one boy in the fourth grade had signed his card, “Love, Brad.” I thought it was gross. When he walked me home and tried to kiss me, I kicked him hard in the shins. He asked for his Valentine back. I was happy to oblige him. I tore it up and threw it at him. Good riddance.


    On my walk down Memory Lane, I’d carefully cut the taped sides of the box of mail with a steak knife. The smell of Winston cigarettes, coffee, and old food attacked my nostrils. It was as if I was back in the trailer eating sauerkraut and sausage while Ma smoked as if it were an Olympic event and started in on her evening pot of coffee. She was both a three pack a day smoker and a three pot a day drinker.


    Not willing to start reading right away, I organized the envelopes by the date on the postmarks. A few had the words Do Not Bend – Photos Enclosed in capital letters across the bottom. A few were the size of birthday cards. Most of them were regular-sized, plain white, and I knew the paper would be the inexpensive lined tablets Ma could buy for under a dollar at Ben Franklin. As I sorted, I wondered if she’d used her favorite old Bic pens to write. She usually chewed them so badly the little plug things at the top fell out.


    When they were in order, I stared at them, wishing they’d vanish. Lloyd, who was on guard duty, walked in and said, “Mrs. Lyons just called and wants us to meet her in her office now. She sounded upset.”


    I put the letters back in the box and taped it shut once more. It wasn’t time, but it was getting close. Lloyd picked up the box and said, “I’ll take this with us. I have a feeling it’s better that way.”


     



    We found Michelle standing in the middle of her future office, staring in shock at a hole the size of a tall man in the wall. Where there should have been only studs and a brick wall, there was space.


    Her phone rang, startling her. She answered and said, “Harper, get over here now.” After a pause she said, “Yeah, bring your architect.”


    Her renovation team waited in the outside office. One of them asked, “Do you need us to stay?”


    “Yeah,” Lloyd responded. “Why don’t you guys go get something to drink on me in the coffee shop downstairs. Stay close because I know detective Harper is going to want to talk to you.”


    They nodded and headed out the door, slapping their pants to dislodge the white dust that covered them.


     



    Harper arrived in a flurry with Newman and a man dressed in a navy golf shirt with a gold emblem of a drafter’s compass, creased khaki slacks, round wire-rimmed glasses, and expensive-looking loafers.


    “This is exactly what I was telling you,” he said. “These old buildings are full of hidden passageways.”


    He went right to the wall with Harper. Michelle walked across the debris-filled floor in her heels, looking a little wobbly.


    “Are you okay?” Harper asked her.


    “No. I’m not sure why, but I find this terribly unsettling.”


    Newman gallantly took her elbow. “Why don’t you wait over here, Mrs. Lyons.” He led her to a dusty folding chair by a card table where the guys had the blueprints for the changes she’d requested.


    “Why would anyone build hidden passageways into an office building?” she asked.


    The architect was delighted to share what he knew with her. “These were used for a variety of reasons, Mrs. Lyons. Depending on the age of the building, they could have been part of the Underground Railroad. I think it’s more likely, because of its proximity to the river and shipping lanes, these could have been used to hide and move bootleg whiskey during Prohibition. It’s also possible they’ve been used to hide and transport other illegal items over the years. There may even be small rooms hidden along the passageways. They were very often cleverly concealed so the missing space wasn’t noticed.”


    He faced the hole as he spoke, his yearning to step into the world beyond the wall evident in the gleam in his eye and the rubbing together of his hands. He looked like a man who had hit some kind of pay-dirt.


    Michelle shivered and asked, “Is it possible there are the same kind of passageways in the mansion?”


    “Oh yes. I believe from the blue- prints I was able to find, there are.” He could barely contain his growing excitement. “I can show you if you’d like.”


    “We’d all like a look at them,” Harper said. “For now, we need either permission from the family or a search warrant to investigate further. Mrs. Lyons, what do you suggest?”


    Harper’s professional attitude brought Michelle back from her fear. “I’ll call my husband and do what I can to get you the permission you require.”


    The architect rocked back and forth on his toes and heels, an activity that bugged me. Then I noticed something. “Where did you buy your shoes?” I asked a little rudely.


    He stopped his rocking and said, “I order them from a shoe maker near here.” As he spoke, he got out his wallet and handed me a business card. “The man in your life will love them.”


    I had a sick feeling the man trying to end my life already had at least one pair.


    “Alan is on his way over. He’d like to see what’s going on before he allows a search. He was in some kind of meeting and said he’s also bringing in a young attorney I might like to mentor,” Michelle said.


    I realized Harper and I had moved to stand side-by-side in front of her as a kind of shield from the mess and the others.


    “Mentor?” Harper asked.


    Michelle nodded.


    “Isn’t that his M.O. when he finds a new woman?” Harper asked me in a whisper.


    “Yes, but he’s never asked me to mentor one of them before,” Michelle whispered back.


    No, but he’d allowed her to represent one of them.


    “It’s likely she needs a place to live,” Michelle said.


    “Well, I heard there’s an apartment available soon,” I whispered.


    “Well, I have a maiden aunt who has first dibs. She’s a very young seventy,” Michelle replied as she sat down on a metal folding chair.


    “Really?” I asked.


    “You betcha,” she said with a smile. “Auntie Lorraine, my mother’s sister can hardly wait to see it and start redecorating.”


    The two of us sat down on a couple of other folding chairs. If Michelle could dust up her designer suit, we could join her.


    Lloyd brought us coffees and drank his while standing by the wall, watching the others while guarding us.


    Alan rushed into the room. “What is going on here?”


    Harper stood and showed him the workmen’s discovery and introduced him to the architect.


    “I can’t see why this matters, Detective,” he said.


    Before Harper could respond, the architect said, “Mr. Lyons, this amazing and historical discovery makes this building far more valuable financially. Think of the publicity Lyons Shipping will get—all free. It could go national. Maybe even international.”


    Harper interrupted, “It’s possible these passage ways hold the answers to unsolved crimes. That means negative press.”


    “That will only increase the interest, and, therefore, the value. It can all be reported in the right light. In cases like this, the bad news can be very good news,” he said, a huge smile across his face.


    “Even if it involves stalking, rape, and murder?” Michelle asked.


    “That would be even better. And if there is any connection to prohibition or any shipping crimes committed long ago, well . . . honestly this could be the best news Lyons Shipping has received in years.”


    I couldn’t seem to help myself when it came to this guy. “This is kind of like finding King Tut’s tomb for you, isn’t it?” I asked.


    He released his glee. “It is! How wonderful you understand. Perhaps we could meet for coffee later and discuss this,” he said.


    Before I could respond, he’d turned back to the hole in the wall.


    Shocked, I looked over at Michelle, who grinned. Had he just hit on me? Was he kidding? Did he really think I’d go? These questions tumbled around in my brain while I was vaguely aware that Alan had signed the permission forms and Harper called in her forensics team.


    After a few minutes Alan asked Harper, “Can Lloyd take Ms. Morgan back to her apartment? I think this is a police and family matter.”


    “Alan!” Michelle said. “By the way, where is your new mentee?”


    “She thought it best for us to be free to focus on this situation without a stranger present. I agreed.”


    I turned to Harper and said, “Actually, I’d be glad to return to the apartment with protection. I have no need to know what’s going on until all the information is in.”


    On the way to the office, Lloyd had put my box in the safe that was more like a small vault located in his office. “Is it secure there?” I’d asked him.


    “Yes. I had that added when we renovated the room. Only I have the combination, and the room has its own security system, including a concealed video camera.


    “Are you a little paranoid?” I asked.


    “With all the stuff going on around here the last ten years? I’m cautious.”


    “You knew about the rape?” I asked, my heart sinking to my toes.


    “I knew you’d been attacked. Mr. Lyons made it out to be a mugging gone wrong on my watch.”


    When we walked into the apartment, Lloyd motioned me back and got on his phone. “Harper, come to the apartment—now. It’s been broken into.”


    I tried to step around him, but he asked me to stand back until he knew it was safe.


     



    Harper arrived with more officers to help investigate the damage done to everything in the apartment, including my clothes. The only things left untouched were Jillian’s things and my hidden art. I was relieved and a little creeped out by that. And glad I hadn’t brought my new clothes, laptop, camera, and art supplies back into the apartment.


    There were obscene words painted on the walls and what looked like knife stabs.


    On the refrigerator someone had written in what looked like permanent marker, You all think you’re so smart. You’re not and this is not over.


    Turning away from the message I heard Lloyd say, “Harper, look at all this white dust.”


    There were white boot prints across the floor. Harper hit a button on her phone and said, “Send someone up here with a camera.”


    “It feels like this guy wants us to find him,” Lloyd said.


    “It’s like he has nothing to lose.” My words scared me—bad.


    A hidden door stood open at the end of the hallway revealed where my enemy had entered and had most likely escaped in the past. Thanks to Lloyd’s carefully placed videos, and an app on his phone, we watched as a man wearing an eye patch, dressed as one of the renovation workers smiled up at one camera, gave it the finger, and walked out.

  


  




  

Chapter 40


    On our way to The Saint Paul, we took a detour and went to the Mall of America where I purchased new clothes, underwear, pajamas, and a few personal items. Being out in the open was frightening, but I refused to let it rule me. I insisted we eat at a table by the windows at Ruby Tuesday’s.


    “You’re a brave woman,” Sarah said.


    “Not really. I’m shaking, sick to my stomach, and scared.”


    Newman walked up to us at that moment. “Harper sent me over. May I join you?”


    “Sure,” Sarah said. “It’s always good to have another gun at the table.”


    The table had a bud vase with three miniature roses in it. My laugh sounded as hysterical as I felt.


    My body guards looked at me with their eyebrows raised.


    “It’s not every day I can say I had supper with Guns and Roses.” I heard the near-hysteria in my voice, and knew I was on the verge of losing it completely. For me, that would mean crying until all I had left were hiccups.


    The waiter joined us and we ordered burgers all around. I usually preferred their salad bar, but I was no longer sure my legs would hold me up.


    “Maybe you need a shot of brandy in that coffee,” Newman suggested.


    “No! I do not drink. At all. Ever,” I said.


    “Why is that?” he asked.


    “Gus and Ma drank. She ended up in a stupor and Gus in a rage. I will not be like them. I don’t cuss either because that’s almost the only language he knew. That and crude words about women and sex.”


    My hysteria had evolved into non-stop babble.


    Sarah graciously interrupted and asked Newman, “Are you married?”


    He seemed stumped by the question. Or maybe it was the way we females can turn a conversation corner at the speed of light.


    “Um, no. Why?”


    “Just wondering how marriage works for people like us—people in law enforcement.”


    “I was engaged once. She died.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Sarah said.


    “It was a long time ago. We were teenagers. At your age it’s normal to be curious about relationships. It can work, but the person you marry has to be as married to the job as you are.”


    I watched and listened. At first I thought they were flirting, but as I continued to observe her asking, and his responses, I saw a man offering wisdom to a younger woman, not as a ‘mentee’ but the way a trusted uncle or older brother might. The way Mickey and I might have.


    They continued to talk while we ate burgers perfectly done. I did what worked for me when I was nervous about an art project. I took deep breaths and focused on the flavors in my supper. This time I let my companions handle the social stuff.


    I was just about back to normal when Newman turned to me and said, “How are things going at Mickey’s house?”


    “Good. They are supposed to remove the old carpet soon, and then the painters will come in and cover up my artwork from the other night.”


    “Your talent is impressive,” Newman said.


    “Thanks. But you still think I killed someone, don’t you?”


    “I’m not as sure as I used to be, but there’s something I can’t let go of. Something Mickey was onto cost him his life. I need to find that, and you keep turning up in the middle of it all.”


    I nodded. His words should have caused me to tremble, but that didn’t happen. Instead of a verbal response, I yawned.


    “Are you okay?” Sarah asked.


    “Sure. I’m just really tired. You know the way when your head and legs feel thick and heavy. Like when you take too much cold medicine,” I said.


    “Let’s get you home,” Newman said.


    I put my head on the table while the waiter processed our payment. I heard Sarah say, “She’s exhausted and on the verge of shock.”


    “That or she’s resigned to me finding evidence against her,” Newman said under his breath.


    He still didn’t trust me. That was information I needed if I was going to stay out of jail for the rest of my life.

  


  




  

Chapter 41


    Michelle and Alan hosted us all for breakfast in their home the next morning. We’d received the invitation in a joint text. An immediate response was requested so the cook could prepare for us. Not sure what else to do, I hit “reply to all” and accepted.


    Scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, and pastries waited for us on an extra-long, ornate antique buffet.


    Feeling terribly out of place, I took a croissant, strawberry jam, and some eggs. When the server poured coffee from a silver pot into an almost translucent china cup, the contrast between where I’d come from and where I was caught me by surprise.


    “Olivia, are you okay?” Michelle asked.


    “Yes. I’m fine,” I assured her, reaching for the small knife I hoped was the appropriate one for putting jam on a croissant. My hand shook and I looked up to see if anyone noticed. Newman had. The question was annoying me, but they all seemed so concerned. So I was a little shaky. Seemed like my new norm.


    When we were finished with our meal and the uncomfortable surface pleasantries the Lyons’s household demanded, we were invited to the library. There, over more coffee, Alan, Harper, and Newman began to reveal what they’d learned.


    Alan began. “Lyons Shipping, the academy, and the house we live in all have secret passageways. I knew about some of them as a child. Another boy and I discovered them one day while playing in the nursery. We’d outgrown the toys and had read some book about false walls in castles. We started a systematic search and found one. My nanny, Aggie, caught us, and went to my father who had the passageway sealed by a contractor.”


    Harper picked it up. “Last night Mr. Lyons showed us where that passageway is. We were all stunned to find out it had been unsealed and used recently.”


    Michelle shuddered. I wasn’t the only one who’d been stalked and watched.


    The three of them continued to talk, but I tuned them out the moment I noticed the painting above the huge brick fireplace. It was a portrait of Alan’s parents in formal attire.


    I don’t remember standing up, but that’s what I did. I also pointed at the painting and said, “That’s him, only older. That’s the man who raped me!”


    When they say the room spins as one faints, I can attest that it does. I didn’t feel my body slump to the floor, but I awoke to a terrible smell and Michelle fanning my face.


    “Olivia! Thank goodness I found Mother’s smelling salts. Are you okay?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Do you need medical attention?” Alan asked while Newman and Lloyd helped me up.


    “I don’t think so, but I’d prefer a chair to the floor if no one minds.”


    “Please sit here; this was Mother’s chair in this room,” Alan said.


    Newman held my elbow and walked with me to a wing-back chair like the ones that had recently been attacked in the apartment. I wanted to push off his assistance, but my shaking knees said I needed it.


    “She couldn’t sit in any chair she wanted to?” I asked. I knew the question was illogical, but it distracted me from the reality of the moment.


    “No,” Alan replied. “Father was very particular about where we sat. It was his way.”


    “When did your father pass away?” Harper asked facing Alan.


    “Twelve years ago.”


    “So, he died before you met Olivia – is that correct?”


    “Yes. He’d been gone a couple of years by then,” Alan said.


    Harper turned to me. “Olivia, is this the man who raped you, or does he bear a strong resemblance to him?”


    I returned my eyes to the man in the portrait. “He was younger, otherwise he is identical to him.”


    “Mr. Lyons, do you have a relative that bears a resemblance to your father?” Harper asked turning our attention back to the portrait.


    He turned to her and said sternly, “No. I have no siblings or cousins.”


    “You mentioned a boy you played with in the nursery. Who was that?” Newman asked.


    “He was the child of an employee.”


    “Who would that be?” Harper asked opening her notebook and clicking her pen.


    “I don’t recall,” Alan said. The way he flinched when he said it revealed he’d lied. His face reddened. “I think we’re finished here. The police have been given full access to the passageways. It’s been discovered that an underground tunnel leads to the boat house. This may mean my grandfather was involved in some kind of mysterious shipping activity. I’m sure it will all be revealed in time.”


    As he spoke, his voice changed. He was excited about the prospect of fame and a little more fortune.


    Michelle graciously escorted us to the door and she walked out to the driveway with us.


    “Olivia, what was it that Mother Lyons said to you about Aggie before she died?”


    I looked at her and said, “Ask Aggie.”


    “Yes, that’s it,” she said. “Please do. I’ll call ahead and make sure you three are granted access. You should be cleared for a visit in a couple of hours. Detective, you know where she is. Please go before four o’clock. I know Alan is planning on seeing her then.”


    “Michelle, what color were your father-in-laws eyes?” I asked.


    “Ask Aggie,” she said as she turned and walked back into the house.


     



    “That woman knows something,” Newman said once we were all in the car.


    “Yes, something she wants us to know,” Harper responded, and turned to me. “Are you okay? You’re not going to throw up or anything?”


    “No, Other than feeling a little dizzy, I’m fine. Of course that can change in an instant.”


    “You’re okay going to see Aggie?” Newman asked.


    “Yes. I want to know what she knows. I am wondering what we’re going to do for the next couple of hours. Have any ideas?”


    “What if you draw whatever crosses your mind, and we watch?” Harper asked.


    “I could do that. What do you want me to draw?”


    “How about the Mickey you remember?” Newman asked. “I’d like to know the kid-side of my friend.”


    “Great idea,” I said, my fingers and heart suddenly wanting very much to draw the kid with the great smile, wearing his baseball glove.


     



    A slender nurse named Darla introduced us to Alan’s old nanny. “Good afternoon, Aggie. Your guests have arrived.”


    We sat in a semi-circle in front of her wheelchair. She wore a beautiful lace shawl over her shoulders and had a quilt tucked around her legs. Her gray hair was pulled up, and there was enough of it that she looked like an aging Gibson girl.


    “Welcome. Michelle called and told me you’d be coming.”


    “Did she tell you why?” Harper asked gently.


    “Yes.” She looked at me and said, “You must be Olivia. Jillian looked very much like you, my dear.”


    “Thank you,” I whispered.


    She reached a thin, veined hand out to me. “We mothers have an understanding.”


    I took her hand in both of mine as if I’d been doing it all my life. “You have children?” I asked.


    From that point on, everyone else seemed to fade, and it was just Aggie and me.


    “I have a son. The words Ida said to you at her death free me to reveal our lies.” She let go of my hands and reached into her sleeve, pulling out a lace-trimmed hankie.


    “He was conceived in violence and was born with more than a vague resemblance to his father.” She took a deep breath and looked into my eyes.


    “I’d been sent to the boat house through an old underground tunnel that ran there from the kitchen. The walls were dark and damp. I didn’t know why I was to go, only that Mr. Lyons would be waiting for me there. When I’d been introduced to him, I hadn’t liked him. Not a whit. My instincts were right. As I climbed the stairs into the boat house, he grabbed me by my hair, slammed me into a chair, tied a gag around my mouth, and then he threw me on a musty old bed. There he brutally raped me. Up until that moment I’d been untouched by any man. To this day, he’s the only man I’ve known in that way.”


    Tears raced down her face and mine.


    She took a deep breath as if inhaling courage and continued, “He left me locked in the boat house, promising to return later. He tied me to a commode-like chair that faced out one of the windows. He strode across the lawn. Not able to bear watching him, I glanced up at the house and saw Ida Lyons in an upstairs window, one hand pressed to the glass, the other across her mouth as if holding back a scream. In the next few days he returned often, bringing me enough food and water to survive so he could use me again and again. I was so bruised and dirty I didn’t know how he could stand me. The room smelled of my filth and still he didn’t stop.”


    She wiped her eyes with her hankie, and I blew my nose into the one offered to me by Newman.


    “When he was finally finished, he sent me back through the tunnel to the house. Cook was waiting for me. She had two black eyes and one arm in a sling. He’d beaten her into silence. I was told a hot bath waited for me upstairs and following that I was to go to my room and not come out until my bruises healed. She promised a pot of tea and bowl of soup would be served soon after I’d had time to clean up.


    “In the bath, the dirt was easy to scrub off, but I knew I could never get rid of the damage. There is not enough water in all the world for that. Someone had added the scent of lavender to the water. Beside the sink were various creams and lotions to put on my injuries. I soaked until the water was cold then I applied them all.


    In my room, a new nightgown was waiting for me on my opened bed. I put it on and slid under the covers just as someone knocked at the door. I was terrified. Ida’s voice asked if she could come in. I remember answering, ‘Yes, Mrs. Lyons.’ She came in with Cook who carried a tray with a pot of tea, two cups, sliced bread spread thick with butter, and two bowls of potato soup—my favorite. When Cook left, I was told, ‘Aggie, my name is Ida. Please, from now on when we’re alone, call me that.’ She sat down on my hard, wooden chair—the only one I had. No padding for a lady’s bottom. Ida ate with me, knowing it was the only way I’d eat.


    “Then she apologized for her husband’s abuse and told me her secret. She held her hand over her slender stomach and said, ‘I’m pregnant. It is the only reason I am not fighting for you. I must protect my child. I say it is my child because although he believes otherwise, it is not his child. I’ve been a foolish woman and in my longing to be loved, I willingly had a tryst with Gerald. If you’d like a position in another household, I will help you make that happen. It is unlikely Walter will rape you again; he has done the damage he intended.’”


    The old woman in front of me took a breath, squeezed my hand, and continued. “I asked her if he’d raped her too. She said no because her money and social position required a bit of sexual decorum on his part. That’s what she said. I could have been offended, but that’s just the way she was. Brutally honest in all her ways except one. She did tell me when he called for her his treatment was brutal. She was relieved when he demanded relations with her the day after her very short affair. If she was pregnant, she could claim the child was his. He didn’t touch her when he found out she was going to have a baby. He wanted an heir and showed restraint during the pregnancy.


    “A month later when I missed my first period, I went to her and asked her to help find me a different home to work in. She explained it was too late; her friends wouldn’t hire an unwed woman with a child growing in her womb. Ida went to him for me. I was certain my child was dead and that he might not let me live either. She came back to me, surprised by his arrogance. He’d said, ‘Well, two women have been planted with my seed. One will be my heir, and I’ll have another bastard. What a man I am!’


    “He was proud of his ability to get women pregnant. We’d both noted the use of the word ‘another’ bastard. I asked her if she knew about the others. She’d nodded and said simply, ‘I hate the boat house.’”


    He left us both alone, and, in fact, insisted I use only the back stairs. I’d been hired to clean, but Ida remembered my training had been in child-care. I was a nanny at heart, and her pregnancy gave her the chance to give me a better position, pay grade, and place to raise my son.”


    Until then, I’d been quiet.


    “Your son?” I asked. “You said he bears a resemblance to his father?”


    “Yes. He has his father’s eyes – one green and one hazel, indented chin, and evil heart. No matter what I did, I could not rid him of the last. When he abused a small girl who was visiting the family, I wanted him castrated. I know that sounds cruel, but it is nothing compared to what he did to others—to you. When his father took him to the boat house for training, I wanted to die.”


    “You knew I was raped and who the rapist was?”


    She nodded and seemed to fold in half, her face in her hands, and her tears coming from a place of deep sorrow. I rubbed her rounded shoulders and let my sobs mingle with hers. From somewhere I didn’t know existed inside me, I said, “Rape victims have an understanding too.”


    A few minutes later she caught her breath, wiped her face, and blew her nose. “There’s more,” she said. “Although I couldn’t castrate him without his father’s notice, when he had a severe case of the mumps, Ida and I celebrated. We’d searched the libraries for potions that might eliminate his chances of impregnating his victims, and found only wives tales. We hoped mumps was the miracle we’d been hoping for.


    He had his tonsils out when he was thirteen. Ida went with me to the clinic to secure payment since we didn’t have insurance, and I asked her to come into the consultation with us. The doctor asked about other illnesses and I told him about the mumps. He warned me in front of Alex that he might be unable to father children. I’m sure he saw what the doctor didn’t – my relief and Ida’s. Alex seemed to hate both of us more from that moment on. I wonder, could that motivate a man to kill?”


    She ended her story with, “If he lives, he will succeed in ending my life. I’m terribly sorry for what he’s done to you. I wish I had given him up the day I saw his eyes. Instead, I hoped a mother’s love could undo his father’s violent streak. I was wrong.”


    “Does Alan know he is not the rightful Lyons heir and that your son is?” Harper asked.


    “No. I think he knows my son Alex was his father’s bastard child, but he has no idea he is not his father’s son. Walter Lyons died not knowing. Ida made a deal with the old man. She’d give him all her money and complete control of everything but the school if he’d promised to never take her boy to the boat house or anywhere else he tortured women. He agreed, although he taught Alan to disregard the female gender, to use them, and to throw them away easily. Alan never raped anyone as far as I know.”


    “Who is Gerald?” I asked.


    “He was the family butler and served the Lyons until his death a few years ago.”


    The nurse returned to check on Aggie. We rose to leave and she grabbed my hand. “I’m sorry,” she said again.


    I leaned over and whispered in her ear, “It was never your fault.”


    “Thank you, my dear. When my God sends for my soul I will leave gladly. Until then I will live in the peace of your forgiveness. When Alex returns for me, he will not be able to take away the precious gift your Jillian told me about.”


    “What gift?” I asked.


    “Ida and I served her together as volunteer grandmothers. She had us read to her about Jesus and in the words meant for a child, I found my salvation.”


    “I’m glad you found comfort in Jillian,” I said, standing.


    She reached out her hand for mine one last time. “Please come again. I’d like to know her mother better.”


    I nodded, realizing that small action was a promise.


     



    In the car, I lost it. My giggles became hysterical again as I said, “In this case, the butler really did it!”


    Harper burst out laughing while Newman blushed. He looked quite attractive in red.

  


  




  

Chapter 42


    “You’ve got to stay here,” Michelle said. “At least until he’s apprehended.”


    Harper and Michelle were sitting in the two wing-back chairs, and I sat cross-legged on my bed. Sarah sat at the desk, studying.


    “This room is getting really small.” I sounded whiny even to me.


    “Aren’t you going to ask how Alan’s visit with Aggie went?” Michelle asked, dangling her carrot out in front of our noses.


    “We didn’t want to push,” Harper said, then quickly corrected herself. “Actually, Olivia didn’t want to press. I’ve been wondering when I could start the interrogation.”


    Michelle smiled. “I took him to see her after your visit, and asked her to tell us everything she told you. At first he was livid you’d been told everything before him, but Aggie explained that was the way she wanted it. Right now, he’d do just about anything for her. It was difficult for him to hear and he’s in denial which is good.”


    “How is that good?” I asked.


    “He went on a mission to prove Aggie wrong. He gave Harper and her team immediate access to the boat house and the tunnel. The forensic specialists tore the building apart. Sadly, they found evidence of the crimes she said took place there. And a few Alex may have committed more recently. They found animal bones, and human bones and teeth for sure. I won’t go into more detail until the authorities can prove it all, but it’s much worse than Aggie imagined.”


    “Is he relieved old man Lyons’s blood doesn’t run in his veins?” I asked, hating the fact that Gus’ ran in mine.


    “I don’t think he’s gotten that far. Right now he’s driven by a need to find the truth and do the least amount of damage to the family name. It’s going to be tarnished and he worries about what that will do to business.”


    “What happened to his mother’s art?” I asked out of genuine concern that it be preserved.


    “We took it all to Claire. She has it in a safe place, and an appraisal is being done. She’s also planning a gallery showing for a year or so from now. I can hardly wait to see Mother’s work given the honor it deserves.”


    I looked at Harper. “Did you ever find the shoe-maker?”


    “We did—right where the architect said he would be. He recognized the drawing you did of Alex. He’s been a regular customer for years.”


    “Where was he when he wasn’t here?” I asked Michelle.


    “Alan had him committed after you were raped. He was in a maximum-security mental health home for several years. Then a new doctor came on the scene, declared him mentally fit, and released him. Alan wasn’t notified until after he’d been out for two weeks.”


    “Are you saying that all these years Alan knew who my rapist was?” My head started to ache, and my right eye started to twitch, and then throb. I felt my throat tighten and face redden as rage and pain battled for first place in my heart. He knew, and said nothing. He just put Alex away and let that be enough. How convenient for him.


    “Yes. He’d been raised to protect the family and the name at all costs. He took that seriously.”


    As much as I hated their ways, I liked it that she didn’t apologize for him. Or the family.


    “I’m angry, Michelle. Very angry. He knew. He protected a rapist who, it turns out, is also a murderer. And it’s possible more women were violated or worse. He could have made this right, and instead he made it worse!”


    “He did and he’s going to have to live with that the rest of his life,” she said.


    “But he covered up the crimes of a dangerous person,” I insisted. “Isn’t that illegal? Doesn’t that make him an accomplice? He endangered others to protect the Lyons name.”


    “It doesn’t look like Alan knew about what went on in the boat house, so he couldn’t have reported them. His mother had it sealed off when her husband died, and Alan couldn’t have cared less. He is guilty of convincing you not to report the crime against you.” Harper said.


    “That is not my fault. He was very persuasive. You cannot imagine,” I said, my voice rising to an unnatural pitch.


    “Did he threaten that if you went to the police, harm would come to you?” Harper asked.


    “No, he did not,” I said, knowing I’d lost my case against Alan.


    “Then he didn’t prevent you from reporting the crime. Yes, you were afraid. Yes, you wanted to please your keeper—the man you loved. But you are the one who didn’t report it. That was never up to Alan. The buck has to stop somewhere, Olivia. In this part of the case, it stops with you.”


    I started to cry. “I don’t want it to be my fault. I didn’t rape me. I didn’t use me. I didn’t cover it all up.”


    “No, but you stayed and you said nothing. Were you a victim? Yes. Did you have to stay one? No. You could have come to us.”


    “The police would never have believed a girl over a millionaire with strong political allies. We all know that,” I insisted.


    “You don’t know that. You didn’t try,” Harper said. “We’ve had a rape unit for over twenty years. One of those officers would have listened. You never gave us a chance.”


    The truth was difficult to battle. “Is there a statute of limitations on rape?” I asked.


    “There is. Depending on the criteria, you have three, six, or nine years from the date of the assault to report it.


    “It’s too late,” I said in defeat. I was hot, breathing hard, and sweating. Michelle helped me take deep breaths while we walked up and down the hotel hallway. When we got back inside the room, I said, “I either need to get out of here, or I need something to do.”


    “I agree. That’s why I called Lloyd. He’s bringing over your box of old mail. You told him you were ready to start reading,” Harper said.


    Her cell phone rang. It sounded like the theme song to Hawaii 5-O. It was Lloyd. He was on his way up.


    He came in and announced, “Newman called. I guess there’s something going on at Mickey’s place . . . I mean your house, Olivia. He wants us to come right away.”


    Sarah volunteered to stay with my box and we went in Harper’s car. “That box means a lot to you?” Harper asked.


    “It might. It’s full of letters from Ma and my sister. It’s the only connection I have to them. I don’t want to lose it in all the stuff going on around me. I hope if I read them I’ll find my way home.”


     



    Newman sat on my front steps.


    “Where are the carpet guys?” I asked.


    “I let them go,” Newman said.


    “Who gave you that authority?” I demanded.


    “I didn’t think you’d want a crowd to see what they found,” he said.


    “Who called you?” Harper asked.


    “The neighbor lady. She’d just delivered cookies to the workers, and they showed her their find. She had my card, and I came right over. I know I should have called, Harper. Sorry. I didn’t touch anything. I just let the guys go, and I’ve been watching the house.”


    “You’d better show us,” Harper said.


    We followed him in and he said, “There’s a false stair here. When they pulled up the carpet, the stair top lifted.”


    “What’s inside?” I asked.


    “A shoe-box wrapped in duct tape,” Newman said.


    “That’s so Mickey,” I whispered to him, the only other person in the room who’d known him.


    His FBI friend nodded.


    “Can I see it?”


    “It’s your property. Anything not found in a search has to be volunteered to the police. I would appreciate if you’d wear gloves when you open it, and after you’ve looked at it, give me permission to take this into evidence,” Harper said.


    “I have no idea what’s in here, but I have a feeling it’s literally my get-out-of-jail card. I want to open it in some official way—with all of you present. Can we do that, Harper?” My words came out much stronger than I felt.


    She directed Newman to get an evidence bag for the box. Across the silver tape in thick black letters were the words, For Olivia.


    “Sure. Let’s take it to the station,” Harper said. “That way you can open the box in a safe environment that won’t contaminate the evidence.”


    “Good idea,” Newman said. “We don’t know if this will clear you or implicate you in his murder.”


    “Do you have time to do this now, Michelle?”


    Michelle asked me, “You’re sure?”


    I nodded and said, “Yes.”


    Before we could leave, Alan called Michelle. Harper and Newman stepped away and were discussing something quietly. When Newman glanced my way, I started to sweat.


    Michelle talked to Alan for a few minutes and then she said, “I’ll tell her.”


    “Tell me what?” I asked.


    “I meant Harper,” she said.


    “Can you and Newman join us for a moment? I just talked to Alan, and there’s something you should know.”


    The two investigators joined us. “Alan was visiting with Aggie,” Michelle said, “when she asked him what happened to the nice FBI man who was looking into a local case. The description she gave Alan sounds like it could have been Mickey.”


    “How did he gain access to her? Doesn’t that take special permission from the family? If he wanted to see me, why talk to Aggie?”


    “It does now. Before the attack, Aggie was free to decide who to see and who not to. She was brought to the front desk, introduced to him, liked what she saw, and invited him to have coffee with her,” Michelle said.


    “We need to open this box,” I said. “Now.”


    Newman’s phone buzzed and he looked at the screen. “It looks like Agatha Bailey told us the truth. Seems that a few years ago, the ladies had DNA tests done on both boys, themselves, Gerald, and Walter Lyons. They are all on file and official. Both Alan and Alex’s are on file twice. Alan had his parentage to Jillian proved privately. Alex’s was done again when he was committed.”


    “Can we please go?” I begged. I had to know what my friend knew.


     



    The box was full of newspaper clippings, old photos of the Lyons home and building, and pocket-sized notebooks. Mickey’s notes confirmed his meeting with Aggie.


    “Listen to this, Olivia,” Harper said while reading one of the notebooks Mickey had written. “A.B. said she overheard A.L. tell his mother O.M. had been brutally attacked in the hallway but was alive and was not going to the police. A.B. said, ‘It was all about protecting the family name. God, forgive us all.’”


    “I found something too. I’ll read it to you,” I said and took a deep breath before reading.


    “I was in taking a look at the building and met a janitor in the alley. He says he can get me into the building tomorrow at 3 p.m. I know what I’m doing is illegal and will likely cost me my job, but I have to do what I can for Olivia. She has to know she didn’t do it.’ Later the same day, he wrote, ‘A. B. called and said she is sure she is being watched and is afraid. I will do what I can for her after I’ve spoken to Olivia.’”


    I couldn’t take anymore. I fell apart.


    “Olivia, what can we do for you?” Harper asked.


    “Get me out of here,” I said. “Take me to the hotel. I can’t do this.”


    Michelle agreed to take me.


    Before we left, I turned to Newman and said, “I’m abandoning Mickey again. Please forgive me. I didn’t kill him. You’ll know that, because somewhere in all of this, in his own handwriting, he will tell you that.”


    He just looked at me.


     



    When Michelle shut the hotel room door behind us, I lost it completely. I curled up in the hotel bed and bawled. Hours later, Sarah changed the pillows for me, Michelle brought me two Benadryl tablets, and I slept.


    It was two days before I could face anyone other than Sarah. I spent the time with ice packs on my eyes, Vaseline on my lips and cheeks, and sleeping. Wishing I could die.


    Michelle mentioned calling a doctor. I refused, took a shower, and told her to tell the others I was ready. There were stipulations. Although Mickey’s stuff was mine, I didn’t want to look for myself, and I didn’t want details.


     



    Harper called and asked if I’d meet with her, Michelle, and Newman. I said yes and we met in her office.


    “If it’s okay with all of you,” I said, “all I want is a brief report about what you’ve found, then I’ll seal the box up and put it back under the secret stair tread.”


    Everyone agreed.


    “From everything we know right now, Alex killed Mickey to keep him quiet about what he’d learned about the Lyons men,” Harper said. “Especially what one of them did to you.”


    “What do you mean?” I asked. “No one but Alan knew about the rape, and he didn’t do it.” I felt dizzy and it must have shown. Harper helped me into a chair. Someone gave me a bottle of cool water. I held it to my cheek.


    “Olivia,” Michelle said. “You need to take a few deep breaths.” Then she counted them for me.


    It felt like someone had just turned off my auto-pilot, and I was in a dive.


    I’d known who my rapist was since Aggie told me, but I’d put that fact somewhere in a dark corner of my brain. My rapist had a name—Alex Bailey. What Alan had carefully swept away, was out in the open.


    I heard Harper talking and tuned back in to the discussion.


    “During his visit with Aggie, he mentioned you, Olivia. She didn’t release her secrets, but she did warn Mickey you were in grave danger. That was all he needed to hear.”


    She took a look at me. I nodded at her, and she continued.


    “It turns out in a group session, Alex bragged about what he’d done to you. He used your first name and Alan’s full name. A nurse overheard the session and then Mickey’s discussion with Aggie. He contacted Mickey and told him everything. Then the guy got scared and told Alex what he’d done. Right after Alex was released, the nurse was found dead in his apartment with wounds similar to the ones inflicted on the kitten left in the apartment.


    “Mickey’s notes say he was sure you were blaming yourself for the fire,” Newman said. “He was determined to prove you didn’t kill Gus, and that the fire was an accident and not tied to you in any way. When he started looking for you so he could deliver the evidence, he found what he called ‘dangerous information’ about the Lyons family that had him worried about your safety.”


    “Does his proof satisfy you?” I asked him.


    “I’m getting there,” he said.


    As mad as he made me, I respected him for that. I was also pretty sure I wouldn’t be free much longer. I didn’t start the fire, but that wasn’t the whole story . . . not by a long shot.


    A moment later Harper received a call from Deacon. Alex was at the cemetery holding the caretaker hostage at gun-point. Chaos erupted in the room.


    Harper said to Newman, “You’re going with me.” She said to Michelle, “You and your assistant can start organizing Mickey’s notes.” She turned to me and said, “You, sit there. Do not move unless you have to go to the bathroom, and then you will ask one of the female officers to escort you. Do you understand? You are not safe. I want someone’s eyes on you all the time.”


    I nodded.


    The profile of Michelle’s assistant caught my eye. She looked familiar.


    I sat down where Harper had pointed and got out my small sketch pad. Soon the chaos around me was muffled as I drew my friend, Deacon.


    A female officer brought me a cup of coffee. “Is it as bad as the TV cops say it is?” I asked before taking a sip.


    “No. I sent one of the guys on a Starbucks run. It’s good. Black okay?”


    “Perfect. Any news on the hostage? He’s a friend of mine.”


    “I can’t say,” she said, turning back into the noise.


    I drank my coffee and cried. Deacon was not just a friend of mine. He was my best friend and the guardian of my only child. If he died where would we be?


    The female officer returned and gave me a report. “I don’t know all the details, but Harper said to tell you they can prove your innocence, and they found the murder weapon. It was in the boat house. Turns out it was a Lyons family knife, but instead of from the kitchen in the apartment, it was from Michelle and Alan Lyons’s set. As Harper suspected, the first knife was a decoy.”

  


  




  

Chapter 43


    A few minutes later, a male officer came over to me and told me Harper and Newman were on their way in. He didn’t give me a chance to ask questions, but it wouldn’t have mattered. The cops were all pretty tight-lipped around me.


    Harper walked in, tilted her head at me and then toward her office. Newman went to the door Michelle and her protégé were in and said something to them I couldn’t hear.


    When we were gathered around her desk, Harper said, “I have a lot of information to release to you, but for now, I’ll just hit the high points. Olivia, some of this is going to be a shock for you. I’m sorry, but there’s no easy way to say this. Alex is dead. He was holding Deacon James hostage, but when we stormed in, he put the gun in his own mouth and pulled the trigger.”


    She paused a moment to give me a chance to absorb her words. Instead, I slipped into my safe place again. I would take in the facts, but I would not feel their impact. Not now, anyway.


    Harper continued, “Deacon is giving his statement and will be waiting to see you a little later. In Alex’s pocket was his birth certificate that listed his father as Mr. Lyons and Agatha Bailey. The investigators at the house and both buildings found evidence that Alex had been living in the tunnels for a long time. He had placed tiny spy glasses with the lense caps painted to match the walls in strategic locations so he could watch you almost twenty-four-seven, Olivia. They were also located in your bedroom and bathroom. I’m sorry to inform you of this, but I thought it would be better coming from me than anyone else.


    She took a breath and watched me. “Olivia, are you okay?” she asked.


    “No. I’m not, but please continue. I need to know,” I answered.


    She nodded and went on, “We also found that Alex kept souvenirs from his victims. Your bracelet is among them. It has to stay in lock-up for now, but it will be released to you in time. Before he killed himself, he proudly confessed to the murders of Mickey, Alan’s mother, the guy from the care center, and the attempt on Aggie’s life. He also said there were many others. The journals found in the tunnels hold names, burial locations, and detailed notes on his ‘kills.’ It appears he was very proud of every crime he committed. We will complete the search of the evidence found in Mickey’s home. It will likely match what we heard today. Newman and I will continue that now. If you’d like to stay, Michelle, you and your assistant are welcome. Olivia, an officer will be taking you and Deacon home. I think first, he will take both of you to get something to eat. Deacon mentioned breakfast at Perkins would be nice. I hope you agree.”


    Relief bordering on euphoria washed over me. My new best friend was alive and my worst enemy was dead. I was suddenly hungry. I knew the emotional high wouldn’t last and I’d crash, but for now, I’d ride the wave. “It would be great to spend some time with Deacon. Your officer can drop us off at the Perkins on 494.”


    “How are you going to get home?” Michelle asked.


    “I’ll call a cab,” I answered feeling safer than I had in years.


    When Deacon and I walked into Perkins, I saw my students were gathered around a group of tables in our favorite corner. “Hey! Ms. Morgan! You got my message,” Patrick said gesturing for us to join them.


    “No, I didn’t. I was busy and didn’t hear my phone.”


    I introduced Deacon to the kids, and they invited us to join them. Deacon said that would be just fine.


    “I don’t suppose you brought any art?” Patina asked.


    “I did some sketches today,” I said.


    I showed the drawings of Deacon to them and they were impressed.


    Deacon said, “Missy, you sure know how to make an old man look good.”


    My students showed him their art and were thrilled that he cared for the cemetery and about the remains buried there. They listened intently to his stories and accepted his invitation to a tour of the cemetery with a full history lesson of the folks buried there long ago.


    My friend had steak and eggs. I had the Farmer’s Omelet. By the time I was delivered back to The Saint Paul and Sarah’s watchful eyes, my stomach was full and so was my heart.


    As I sunk into the downy mattress and pillows, I felt relief pour over me like sunshine on the first warm day of spring.


    The next morning, Sarah told me I was out like a light and snored like her grandpa.

  


  




  

Chapter 44


    After a cup of coffee and glass of orange juice, Sarah took me to the police station where Harper, Newman, Michelle, and her assistant were gathered.


    Harper said, “Newman has something to tell you, Olivia.”


    “First, I owe you an apology,” he began. “I am certain you are completely innocent in all the deaths that have been under investigation. The Fire Marshall’s reports are clear and prove the fire in the house that night started when Gus dropped a cigarette on the carpet where the alcohol that had been spilled in that area over the years acted as an accelerant. Your father’s body was burned beyond recognition. Your mother told the authorities that he’d taken several prescription-strength sleeping pills before chasing them down with the new six-pack she’d purchased that day. She said he’d done this before and had been okay. This time it looks like he lost count of the pills and took more than his body could handle.


    “Your mother tried to wake him up, and when she couldn’t, she also tried to put out the fire that engulfed him and the room. Mickey rescued her and went back in for Gus. He had to be sure there was no hope. There wasn’t, but in the process, the fire attempted to make him its next victim. It injured him, but failed to kill him. Your mother’s hands and legs were slightly burned from trying to pat out the fire on her slacks. She says there were letters she wrote and sent to you telling you everything. No one seems to know where those letters are, but I believe if found they will only confirm what we already know from your mother’s eye-witness account of the events and Mickey’s journals and notes.”


    “What about Pete?”


    “Who’s Pete?” Newman asked.


    “My little sister. She was living with a friend, but she could have stopped by the house,” I said.


    “Who names a girl Pete?” Newman asked.


    “It was my nickname for her. I thought if I called her a boy’s name and if she dressed like a boy, Gus would never touch her the way he did me. Her real name is Patsy. Ma always called her Patti-cake.”


    “You were trying to protect her using what could be called child’s psychology,” Harper said.


    “I was always trying to come up with ways to hide her or change his perception of her,” I admitted. Then I did what I never thought I’d do. “Am I really innocent?” I asked.


    “Yeah. Why?” Harper asked.


    “Because I wanted him dead and planned to kill him. I spiked his beers with this poison a boy at school said would do the job, but wouldn’t be able to be tasted.”


    “Why would you do that?” Newman asked.


    “He raped me almost daily for six years. When he was afraid I’d get pregnant, he stopped that and beat me, leaving bruises no one could see.” My voice rose to a near yell. Then I heard myself whisper, “I did that for my sister . . . for Pete’s sake.”


    The young assistant stepped forward. “Your mother told us she found the beer bottles and knew they’d been tampered with because she’d seen you do it. She asked Mickey to get rid of them, and had Mrs. Dawson take her to get him a fresh six-pack. The pills Billy gave you were sugar pills.”


    “How do you know that?” I asked.


    She smiled. “Mickey was always hanging out at the police station, running errands, asking questions, and the cops all loved him. Even the coroner, who did Mickey a favor and sent one of the bottles to a private lab after taking up a collection from the cops all the way up to the Chief. The results confirmed it was three-two beer with extra sugar. Your mother’s letters will tell you the same thing.”


    “How do you know about the letters?” I asked.


    “Because you wanted him dead for me.”


    My fingertips and lips tingled. I watched her turn to the others, and I heard her say, “My full name is Patsy Morgan Smith. Better known in Oak River as Pete.”

  


  




  

Chapter 45


    It took me a few minutes to catch my breath and for the dizziness to pass.


    Pete showed me the old scar on her knee from where Gus had thrown her down the front steps. She’d needed stitches, but a butterfly bandage applied by Mrs. Dawson was all she got. I remembered the day and the injury well. I’d cried harder than she had.


    “Is this your sister, Olivia?” Harper asked.


    “It is,” I said as I stood. Pete and I hugged the way people do when they are afraid to ever let go again.


    My phone rang and my contractor informed me my house was move-in ready. Another call followed from Marissa. My furniture was in.


    “If it’s okay with everyone here, I can move into Mickey’s place tomorrow,” I said.


    From the clapping and hoots, I concluded it was more than okay.


    I was given a new room at The St Paul—one with two queen-sized beds. My sister had brought her overnight bag to town, intending to stay until I was cleared. We opened the box of letters, and spent most of the night reading Ma’s letters and cards. Included were my sister’s school pictures so I got to see a little of the years I’d missed. Many of them proved what the police already knew, but Pete said she’d make copies and give them to Harper later. I watched my little sister fall asleep and smiled. Her curls were a tangle of beauty on her pillow, and one foot was outside of the covers. Just like always.


    The next day, my moving team arrived at the house bright and early. Harper, Newman, Lloyd, and Michelle who looked marvelous in an old t-shirt, well-worn tennis shoes, and jeans, put furniture where I directed and hung pictures where I placed the nails. Around noon, a big old boat of a car pulled up in front of the house, and two old ladies got out.


    We were going to order pizza when Mrs. Dawson called out, “We need some help getting this food in the house.”


    Everyone but me headed for the car. I could only see my ma. Thin and small, she simply said, “Hello, Olivia.”


    “Hi, Ma.”


    “Can I come in?” she asked, looking as scared as I felt.


    “Please, do.”


    I held the door open for her.


    The others followed closely behind. A few minutes later I was handed a paper plate, and the crew waited for me to enjoy my first meal in my home. I took a ham sandwich, and then added potato salad and what Ma called Turtle Soup onto my plate along with green olives, dill pickles, and bread and butter pickles. There were other things, but these were truly my favorites.


    I was finishing up when Ma brought me a cup of coffee and a piece of cherry pie. “I know rhubarb is your favorite, but this was all I had on the shelf. I hope it’s okay.”


    “It’s great, Ma. Thanks.”


    “You’re welcome,” she said, tears flowing down her face. “I knew,” she said. “I knew.”


    “I know,” I said. “I want to forgive you, but it’s going to take some time. Okay?”


    “Yes,” she whispered, tears spilling onto her cheeks. Then she rubbed her chest, and Mrs. D. got out a bottle of pills from Ma’s purse.


    “Here you go, take your nitro, Angela.”


    Newman urged her to take his chair, and she melted into it.


    Ma carefully placed the tiny pill under her tongue.


    When she started to breathe normally again, I asked, “Ma, what’s wrong?”


    “Just a little angina now and then. Probably a little blockage. I take some kind of medication for my cholesterol. This doesn’t happen often.”


    I touched her scarred hand. “Ma, I didn’t know. I’m so sad you got hurt.”


    She patted my cheek. “It’s okay; the skin is a little tight, but it still works pretty good.”


    After lunch I continued directing where I wanted furniture and boxes, but I kept my eye on Ma and caught her more than once keeping her eye on me.


    I asked Pete to stay.


    “I have to get home,” she told me.


    “Where is that?” I asked.


    “With Ma. I bought a little house for us a few blocks over on Maple Street.”


    “How did you manage that?”


    “I’ve been an attorney for a couple of years now. I work with E.M. Jacobson. Remember him?”


    “He’s still alive?”


    “Yep. He’s eighty-nine and still comes to work every day. E.M. and I read about Mickey and all the stuff with the Lyons. Finally, he cooked up this mentor idea.”


    “So you live with Ma?”


    “She doesn’t really need me anymore, but for a while we really needed each other.”


    “Rough times?”


    “Yeah. I’ll tell you about them sometime.”


    “Okay.”


    “I do have a question for you,” Pete said. “Is Newman married?”


    “No. Why?”


    “He seems like a good man. I’d like to know him better. He’s also pretty easy on the eyes. Is he taken in any way?”


    “No.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Someone I know asked him when I was there,” I said. “You asked because you wanted to know or because you wanted to know?” I asked doing my best Groucho Marx eyebrow imitation.


    “I asked because I’m still insatiably curious. We’re already like obnoxious siblings when we’re together. You might as well try and make it official.”


    Ma entered the kitchen. “I’ll wash, Pete can dry, and you can put your brand new dishes in your cupboards.”


    While I said goodbye to the others, Ma ran hot water in the sink, Mrs. D. took a seat at the kitchen table, and Pete found the towels.


    The ladies told me about my neighbors, when the best time to buy groceries was, and about the small gas station on the edge of town where the attendant still pumped your gas for you and washed your windshield and head-lights.


    “And there’s the art gallery,” Pete said.


    “Oh, and the county coroner, Dr. McKenna,” Mrs. D. said, “just bought a house down the road from Harold and Denise’s—the couple who own the gallery. She said he’s tall, dark, and handsome in a dreamy way, like some kind of Disney prince or something.”


    “What’s he doing here?” I asked.


    “He still works in St. Paul, but on his days off, he comes here to relax and to be near family.”


    “Denise said all the women who see him sort of lose themselves and get all flirty.”


    All I could think was, No way.


    Then I looked at Ma washing my dishes. “Ma, we’ve come a long way between here and there and here again.”


    She smiled and nodded. Pete did what she always did. She snapped me with her soggy towel.


    I snapped back, missing the way I always did.


    Ma started to cry. I watched tears get hung up in wrinkles and felt a new kind of fear. I wondered how long we’d have. I knew I wanted more than I’d had—a lot more. Would she live long enough for me to forgive her?


    “Hey! Who wants to go with me to see Jillian tomorrow?” I asked. They looked at me like I’d lost my mind.


    “I know she’s not there, but I go to talk to her anyway. It helps. And I want you to meet my friend Deacon.”


    Everyone agreed to let me pick them up after lunch the next day.


    Before she left, Ma turned to me and said, “I’m glad you changed your last name to Morgan. It’s a good name. Your grandfather would be so proud. I know I am.”


    “By the way, Gus wasn’t your real father. There was someone before him,” Ma said. “I lied.”


    I cannot explain the terrible relief I felt.


    As they walked down my sidewalk toward the car, Ma turned and said, “Honey, somewhere between the lies is the truth. I hope we can find it together.”


    “Me too, Ma.”


    I shut the door, leaned against it, and there it was. That feeling I’d been yearning for.


    I was finally home.
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