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Prologue

 

The Stories

 

Perhaps a word before we begin would help set the stage for what is to come, for the recluse storyteller is not so easily comprehended and frequently misunderstood. People think they know the type and consider her standoffish ways to be nothing more than her being inhospitable, awkwardly social, or even a little off the rails. While each of those descriptions may perfectly depict our storyteller to one degree or another, they fall short in truly understanding who she is.

Margaret. That is her name. She has been bottled up from the world for a number of years. Not by anyone’s choice—not even her own. It just is. A casualty of our age, perhaps. She lives secluded in her second floor apartment 2B, flanked by Michael Cheevers on her right in 2A, Mrs. Trumble directly opposite in 2C, and the Johnson family down the hall in 2D. Mrs. Trumble remains her biggest pest, if a recluse can indeed have a pest. The Johnson family has adorable twin girls named Sam and Pam whom Margaret often peeks at through the keyhole or a discretely cracked door. These are the characters that complete the second floor occupancy in the drab, dimly lit, well-worn apartment building where Margaret weaves her stories. They are the characters—at least to her—that inhabit the four tales she continues to tell as a master craftswoman, constantly chipping and buffing, ever refining and redefining the heart of the stories which have become her only obsession or worthwhile possession.

So who is this storyteller precisely? She is not a writer because she never writes anything down. She is not a raconteur because she speaks to no one but herself. But the stories are real, and they surround her at all moments, so, when the time is right and the familiar feeling comes heavily upon her shoulders, she releases them into the air, and they hang over the apartment like a heavy perfume that cannot be easily whisked away—seeping deep into the furniture, into the walls, entrenching itself inside the very being of the apartment. She can’t escape them, nor, so it seems, would she want to. 

“Red Hat.” Cheevers wears this red baseball cap that seems to mesmerize Margaret every time she hears the thud of his door and his heavy plodding steps, which tepidly fade out of earshot only to see him emerge on the street corner below donning the familiar colored hat. Her eyes have followed him for years, scouring the darkened crevices of the hallway, understanding his past all too well. He, too, is somewhat of a recluse—a jovial, cynical one for that matter. But he keeps to himself and tries to forget the past. Margaret cannot forget, and so she tells his story with ever increasing frequency. It is a story that Cheevers needs to hear. 

“On the Ridge.” In the bottom right drawer of her computer desk sits a large stack of letters bound with a silver ribbon. They are from Reverend Davies with whom she hasn’t spoken for many years—not since her mother was alive. But he persistently sends her a letter or card from time to time. Margaret cares little for their content, but they serve as a reminder of the horrific tale of war which still hasn’t quite come to its end. What does Margaret know of war? Perhaps more than most recluses. The ridge, overlooking the quiet village of To Hap, has been seared in her mind over the years; the clues, the reminders, the memories, pieced together like a fractured piece of stained glass—each colored shard telling its own story, fracturing the light in its own unique way, making truth elusive. But not to her. She knows the truth and often wonders what would happen if she ever decided to talk with Reverend Davies about the ridge, but that thought never lasts long. A recluse is content with idleness—or so she keeps telling herself.

“The Mark Across the Sky.” Then, of course, there are the sweet twins. If ever there were any two people who might entice Margaret out of her well-barricaded cocoon, it would be the twins. She sees their goodness, and the rare smiles which pass across Margaret’s face are typically brought on by catching a glimpse of the two in the hallway—badgering each other with sisterhood. It reminds her of a lonely tree on a hill that hangs against the canvas of a darkening sky, a warning to all who might pay attention. If only they could hear the story of the single tree and the strange mark that flashed across the sky, perhaps they would understand a little better why certain inexplicable events have to happen. She loves their innocence. She remembers it. She longs for it.

“Blinding.” Finally, the light of morning perhaps speaks the loudest into her solace. It greets her each dawn with such brilliance that Margaret often feels faint and blind in its presence—trapped by some higher purpose or some alternative calling not yet understood. She stands on the brink, dizzy in despair, ready to sacrifice everything, knowing that nothing can save her from the light, and so she thinks of Janice who will give her all for the light. It pains her greatly.

These are her stories. She would sacrifice everything for them. Perhaps she already has. Day in and day out, she watches her muse, the movings of her apartment block, and she tells their story which her eyes can’t help but see—perhaps even better than they see it themselves. For this is, indeed, their story, and they are about to embark on a journey of self-discovery courtesy of the gifted storyteller and her magical stories.

But unbeknownst to Margaret, this is also more than just their stories. It is also her story.

This is the story of the recluse storyteller.

 

Chapter 1 

 

Stories in Walls

 

“Red Hat.” 

Margaret heard Cheevers shuffling his feet in the hallway, so she quickly scampered to the door, put her ear flush against the wood, and listened intently as he plodded down the steps.

“Ttu, ttu, ttu.” 

She mimicked the sound of his footsteps descending the stairwell. 

“Out the door, out the door.”

She ran to the window and waited for Red Hat to exit. A few seconds later, he stood on the street corner, computer bag strapped over his shoulder, and hailed a cab. He wore a red baseball cap. 

“Red Hat takes flight.”

She placed her face up against the window pane and squinted northward as the cab turned onto Birch about a block down and drove out of sight. She felt the nudge, and the words soon followed. She had become almost a prisoner to them, and so she closed her eyes and imagined the team in place on the roof of the Hetchworth Building ready to take out Red Hat if the team leader would only give the order.

 

* * *

 

“‘Red Hat on the move. Delta team. Do you copy?’

“‘Delta copy. From the roof of the Hetchworth Building, we have a clear visual. Do you want us to take the shot?’

“‘No.’

“‘Are you sure?  We may never—’

“‘I said “no”.’

“He had never spoken with such conviction. He had to be tough on this one. Every piece of flesh and bone in his body called out for him to give the kill order. It would have solved a lot. Actually, it would have solved everything. But he knew it would have been the wrong thing to do.

“Delta team lowered their weapons and watched as Red Hat traveled the seven blocks of Birch and disappeared into the tunnel. It was over.

“‘What’s going on?’ Delta commander inquired.

“‘Just come back.’

“‘But—’

“‘It’s over. Let him go.’

“Williams stood at the window almost shaking his head, himself slightly confused by his own actions, contradicting the wealth of head knowledge he had accumulated from years of experience on the force. He knew many people wouldn’t understand, but he had his orders. He didn’t care what others thought, except he worried that his wife, an injured teller from the terrorist plot earlier in the day at the Chester Waltz Bank, would not understand why he chose to do what he did. Just as he pondered his wife’s response, Agent Morris walked in with little Meagan. Meagan had taken a liking to Williams and boldly approached as he continued to stare out the window.

“‘Mister Will,’ she pleaded, looking far up at Williams’ face, not unlike a puppy wanting to jump but trained not to. 

“‘Yes, sweetheart.’

“‘Was my Daddy a bad man?’

“‘Why do you say that?’

“‘Before he left, he said he was never coming back.’

“‘I suppose that’s true. I don’t think he’ll be back.’

“Williams knelt down on one knee and put his right hand behind her head.  

“‘But you are going to be fine.’

“‘I’m scared. I want my Daddy to be here.’

“‘I know. You have to be brave. Do you think you can be brave?’

“Little Meagan swooped her head up, brushing against Williams’ arm. He wanted to hold her tight and comfort her, but heartache beckoned her and would follow the rest of her life. He couldn’t be this close.

“‘Go play in your room. Your mother just needs to be alone for a little while.’”

 

* * *

 

Margaret stopped. Her eyes had glossed over, and she sighed deeply. She had spent the last five years in this apartment alone. She watched everything and everyone, knowing their stories well—too well. They had become so personal to her that sometimes they hurt her deeply. But the stories also comforted her and kept her company. Her nose was red from all the window rubbing, and her eyes continued to stare out over the street not looking anywhere in particular. She continued to imagine Williams’ broad shoulders blocking the double-framed window while little Meagan walked solemnly into her room to sit on the purple, upholstered spin chair. Margaret’s eyes grew large as she looked around at her empty apartment. Her face was tired, her hair was graying, and the wrinkles around her eyes dug deeper than before. She stopped at the mirror to admire her mother’s locket, which hung around her neck, fastened to a black woven band. Margaret had always been able to talk to her mother. She missed her terribly.

Her apartment looked sparse but neat. A simple couch with three throw pillows marked the center of the room. The pink pillow had ‘Margaret’ embroidered across the middle, outlined by a heart that was stitched around it using red thread. She sat with it on her lap every time she watched TV. A breakfast bar separated the kitchen area from the living room, and her refrigerator stood tall and wide—a Frigidaire from a previous generation. She had inherited most of her furniture and appliances when her mother passed away five years ago and had lived here by herself ever since, writing technical labor manuals over the Internet when she wasn’t telling her stories—when she didn’t feel the presence. The stories would come at all times and take her in many directions to the most bizarre of places. They were her past, her present, and most definitely her future. They were her friends, her acquaintances, her faith, and her demons. They were her pets, her hobbies, her lovers. They were her family. She held them dear, yet they weighed heavily upon her heart.

There was a sudden knock at the door. Margaret sprinted to the wood-framed entrance and leaned into it with her shoulder as if preventing someone entry. The words came. She felt a prodding as if someone had tapped her on the shoulder and made her remember. Margaret started forcefully speaking into the air.

 

* * *

 

“‘They are coming. They are coming for me,’ said Janice. She stared intently, willingly ready to leave it all behind for the good of mankind.

“The phone rang and Jennings answered, ‘Yes? Yes, Mr. President. Please hold.’

“Janice didn’t blink. She already knew what he was going to say. 

“‘Janice.’

“‘Yes, Mr. President.’

“‘Janice, there are no words to express our gratitude for what you are doing here today. Your sacrifice is great, and your country is greatly indebted to your service.’

“‘I know what must be done.’

“‘God go with you,’ pronounced the president solemnly.

“Janice hung up the phone and stared unflinchingly at the massive metal door. She gently nodded her head, and the chains snapped once as the metal gears clicked into place, slowly beginning its ascent. With each passing second, a vibrant white light began to pierce the hall with such intensity that she had to close her eyes as tightly as possible just to dim its force. The observation room behind her shielded itself with titanium blinds to ward off any ill effects of the bright light which moved closer and closer to Janice who bravely stood, willing to give her life.”

 

* * *

 

The door knocks grew louder outside of her apartment, suddenly jolting Margaret from her trance. 

“Ms. Pritcher? Are you in there?” yelled a gruff, female voice from the hallway.

Margaret quickly unlatched the door and cracked it open to see Mrs. Trumble holding an envelope. 

“Ms. Pritcher. What was all that ranting? Are you all right? Who were you talking to anyways?”

Margaret gave her usual non-response without even cracking a hint of emotion.

“I received this envelope of yours by mistake. It’s for apartment 2B—yours, not 2C. Honestly, I don’t know what is wrong with our postman. Always confusing us.”

Margaret reached out through the crack and snatched the envelope from her hand. She then quickly closed the door, re-latching it without saying a word. Mrs. Trumble stood on the outside, shaking her head and mumbling something about ungratefulness. But this behavior was something Mrs. Trumble had gotten used to. She could never understand Margaret and the patently rude way that she refused to interact with anyone on the floor. 

Mrs. Johnson from 3D and her identical twin girls came out at that moment and saw Mrs. Trumble standing flat-footed in front of Margaret’s flat.

“Hello, Mrs. Johnson,” said Mrs. Trumble. “I’ve been strung up again by the recluse.”

“I wouldn’t think much of it. She’s a nice enough lady in her own way.”

“Well, why does she have to be so rude?  I was doing her a courtesy. Well, never mind,” she said, turning to the girls. “How are Sam and Pam today? You are looking lovely in those floral dresses. What’s the occasion?”

Mrs. Johnson looked down at the girls prodding them to respond.

“It’s our birthday,” replied Sam. “And we are meeting some of our friends for a dinner party.”

“Well, it’s nearly our birthday. The actual day isn’t until next month,” interrupted Pam.

“How delightful,” replied Mrs. Trumble, who was more pretentious than sincere. 

On the other side of the door, Margaret continued her reconnaissance with her ear pressed tightly against the center panel, listening to every word. 

“Stolen envelope retrieved. Birthday party downtown.”

“Did you hear that?” Mrs. Trumble scowled and looked at 2B. “She’s listening to our conversation. She said ‘birthday party downtown.’”

“That’s right, Margaret. Birthday party downtown,” said Mrs. Johnson with a loud voice. “Would you like to join us?”

Margaret’s eyes grew big and her mouth formed an oval as she realized she had spoken that out loud. She rested her hair against the door so that it cascaded down over her face like a weeping willow. She hoped the four of them would move quickly on without noticing her, even though she realized how absurd that thought was with a wooden door separating them.

“No response. You’re too good to her,” complained Mrs. Trumble.

“No matter. My mother used to be friends with her mother when she was alive. Well, we have to go. Mrs. Trumble, that invitation stands for you, too.”

“Oh, don’t be silly. You two darlings have a wonderful birthday, you hear?”

She reached down and pinched both of their cheeks in the over-bearing manner of an unwelcome great aunt.

“Thank you, Mrs. Trumble,” replied the girls simultaneously, trying to pry their cheeks away from her.

Margaret listened as they finished their pleasantries and exited the hallway. She turned her face away from the door and leaned her head back, resting against it. As she thought of the twins, the words came again as they always did.

 

* * *

 

“A single dark cloud hung over Harper’s Hill, making its lonely crab apple tree look like an umbrella prepped for work. Georgia reached the peak first and stood beneath the tree, looking eastward down the rolling hills of alfalfa. Gwendolyn trudged from the west through the high grass still thirty yards from the peak.

“‘You see him?’ she yelled. It reverberated throughout the hollow.

“‘Hurry up,’ Georgia shouted back. ‘Hurry. I see a wagon.’

“Gwen quickened her steps and goose-necked over the peak, hoping to catch a glimpse at the earliest possible moment.

“‘See?’

“‘Is it him?’

“‘I can’t tell.’

“Georgia wiped a drop of sweat from her brow. 

“‘I hope it’s him. I’ve missed him so.’

“‘Me too. He did promise that he’d be home by our birthday.’

“‘Yes, but perhaps he’s been delayed.’

“The wagon in the distance crawled along the hollow road, plodding slowly but purposefully. Two horses, in perfectly-timed steps, continued to encourage hope as the two spell-bound onlookers watched them weave along the winding road.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret was still leaning against the door, clutching the envelope that Mrs. Trumble had given her. She looked around and then slowly walked over to the couch, picked up her heart pillow and placed it on her lap. She carefully placed the envelope in the middle of the pillow so the embroidered heart pointed directly at her first name in the address line. “I heart Margaret,” she said aloud and smiled. The letter was from Reverend Davies. Her head lifted upwards in a muse-like state. She knew the story of the reverend very well.

 

* * *

 

“The reverend watched as his daughter, veiled in radiant white, hid her smile and tears as she proceeded down the aisle, one gloriously painful step at a time. Quan, her Vietnamese husband-to-be, stood on the reverend’s left. She was marrying a good man. That comforted him, but it did not take away the pain of his little girl flying away. Quan’s tuxedo looked two sizes too big for him, but he gazed at his bride-to-be with loving eyes. It was hard for him to imagine his life arriving at such an unbelievable junction. It was a tall order marrying into this family, but he was determined to make it work because he loved Nicki very much. As the bride approached the midpoint of the processional, she stopped just as they rehearsed the night before. The music paused as the reverend addressed the crowd.

“‘Ladies and gentlemen, I will now ask the father of the bride to escort her the rest of the way to the altar.’

“At that point, the reverend stepped out and handed Quan his Bible.

“‘That would be me.’

“Delightful sighs could be heard throughout the sanctuary as Reverend Taylor walked toward his daughter with tears streaming down his face. Flashes lit them up on all sides as he took his daughter’s hand and placed it through his arm.

“‘Shall we?’

“She nodded in approval, and the music began right on cue as they proceeded towards Quan, bridging culture, generations, and war—uniting two families together in a bittersweet mix which amazed even the most casual onlooker.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret stopped her narration and looked down at the envelope. 

“I’ll put it with the rest,” she said and walked over to her desk drawer, placing the unopened envelope on top of a stack of others that had never fulfilled their intended purpose.

“Time for bed,” she said as she turned off the lights, pulled down the blinds, and jumped into her unmade bed in the little room off the kitchen. It was ten o’clock in the morning.

 

Chapter 2

 

A Can of Beans

 

“Red Hat crouched down against the wall, the door-jamb leading into Quinn’s office flush against his nose. He heard Quinn inside and knew that he would have to make this quick and brutal for it to be effective. He didn’t think at all of his wife or little Meagan. He rarely did. 

“Red Hat took a deep breath and cocked his head around the corner so that he could see Quinn, who sat calmly behind his desk with stacks of papers strewn all over. The office was messy beyond repair, with boxes stacked on boxes, and half-open cupboards full of crumpled papers. Red Hat suddenly changed his mind and decided to do it the direct way. He slid his back up the wall into a standing position. He cocked his head once, straightened his shirt, and walked directly into the office to confront the shady accountant who had long meddled in his affairs.

“‘What are you doing here?’ inquired Quinn. Red Hat stood silently, hands in his pockets, emulating his best Eastwood impression. ‘Collins said you were taken care of.’

“‘I’m a persistent bastard,’ Red Hat said with calm authority. ‘Give it to me.’

“Quinn put his hand up to his face like he was rubbing his sinuses then made a quick move for his top-right drawer. Red Hat flew over the desk, belly-flopped on the desk-calendar, and clasped his hands around Quinn’s neck. Red Hat’s momentum flipped the desk chair backwards, and the two of them flailed back and forth on the floor in writhing knots. Red Hat lifted Quinn’s head, knocking it senseless on the floor. He then got up on his knees and punched him four times. Quinn’s nose bled, and he flopped his head over to the right, leaning his cheek against the cold tile floor. He was unresponsive.

“Red Hat stood up and looked inside the open desk drawer, revealing the small caliber handgun that Quinn had wanted to use. It didn’t interest Red Hat, who began to look around the room, trying to find the one place where Quinn would have hidden the key. He noticed a leather strap hanging off of Quinn’s belt that went into his front pocket. Red Hat reached down and pulled out the strap, which had three key chains holding about seven keys. He slid his hand into his front pocket, retrieving a pocketknife, cut the leather strap in two, and put the keys into his pocket. Quinn slowly came to and glanced at Red Hat as he started walking out the door.

“‘Collins is going to kill you for this. Do you realize that? You’re dead.’

“Red Hat knew one thing for certain. Quinn was wrong.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret stopped. An email notification from the computer jolted her back to reality.

“Open,” she said, clicking on the mail symbol.  

 

Margaret,

 

We received the revisions you sent us on the HVAC revised manual. This is excellent work. We appreciate your attention to detail. This was a big help for us. Your compensation has been forwarded to your account. I have another task I’d like you to work on. I’m meeting Stanley in personnel in the morning, and I’ll have a better idea of its scope and breadth after that. I’ll be in touch shortly. 

 

Chester Tomsey

 

“You’re welcome,” she said out loud without emitting any emotion.

She had woken up around six p.m., had a quick breakfast, and spent the last several hours working on manuals on her computer. She had just started narrating about Red Hat when the email came in. It was now eleven thirty p.m.  

Precisely at midnight, after eating some soup with buttered bread, Margaret walked out into the hallway with her purse strapped over her shoulder. Everything was quiet, except for the sporadic sound of the laugh-track from a sitcom coming from Michael Cheevers’ apartment. She thought about him sitting in front of his TV, donning his red cap. He wasn’t, however. Mrs. Trumble’s room remained dark and motionless, as was the apartment of the Johnson family and the twins. Margaret thought of them all as she slowly and quietly descended the staircase and went out into the brisk autumn night. Full Brands Market—open 24 hours—was only three blocks away, and it only took Margaret seven minutes to reach it due to the frantic way she traipsed. Every Tuesday night she did her shopping in the same manner at the same time. She hadn’t had a run-in with someone she knew in over two years and that was only the electrician who rewired her kitchen. Margaret felt safe out on Tuesdays. 

Her shopping went without incident, and she checked out without saying a word. She had strapped her two bags onto her portable luggage trolley, and with head down, was walking towards the exit when unexpectedly, Reverend Davies approached her with a broad grin across his face.

“Margaret. It’s so good to see you,” he said with genuine concern in his voice.

Margaret stopped, nervously looked around but refused to look him in the eye. She did not reply.

“How have you been? You look good. Did you receive the letters I sent you?”

“Letters,” Margaret replied.

“Yes, letters. I’ve been concerned about you, I—”

“Letters. Yes. Received.”

She put her head down and quickly scampered toward the door with the speed and intensity of a child on the last day of school, or in this case, perhaps a sinner after a sermon. 

“Margaret,” Reverend Davies called after her, feeling undaunted by her brush-back. “I’d really like to talk to you sometime. Do you think I can come over?”

Margaret streaked down the block at a near run. One of the sidewalk cracks jolted a can of beans out of her bag, and Reverend Davies, who trailed behind her like an eager parent trying to protect a wobbly toddler, picked up the rolling can, shouting for her to stop. Margaret went right through a ‘Do Not Walk’ signal and sprinted over the crosswalk on Straits Street. Reverend Davies stepped off the sidewalk into a green light and a near head-on collision with an on-coming patrol car making its midnight run. When the officer saw the good reverend shouting at the lady who continued down Prescott toward her home sanctuary nary a block away, he flashed his blue lights, stopped the car, and quickly jumped out of the driver’s side.

“Hey buddy, what’s going on here?”

“She dropped her beans.”

The officer curled his lip up wryly, thinking that he had another midnight wise guy to deal with.

“She dropped her beans, huh?  I think you’re full of beans. Why are you are chasing after that lady at one o’clock in the morning? Can I see some identification?”

“Officer, look. Beans,” he held up the can.

“You really do have beans.”

“Yes, I’m Reverend Davies. That’s Margaret, one of my church members.”

“You a reverend?”

“Yes.”

“You been drinking?”

“No,” replied the reverend indignantly. “I …”

“All your parishioners run away from you this quickly?”

“Very funny. I’ve been trying to talk with her for a while, but she keeps avoiding me. I saw her in Full Brands, and … Well, let’s just say she has some issues.”

“She has issues? You are yelling at a woman at one o’clock at night with a can of beans in your hand, and you say that she has issues?”

“Look, officer.”

“Nothing further, Reverend Davies,” said the officer as he handed back his driver’s license. Margaret was long gone. He hadn’t talked with her since her mother’s funeral more than four years ago. He had tried everything to correspond with her but nothing ever worked. He was disappointed that this encounter didn’t go well. He walked back towards Full Brand with the can of beans in hand.

Margaret nearly slammed the door behind her when she reached the safety of her home. She took one deep breath, let go of her luggage cart, and started in immediately with her Vietnam story.

 

* * *

 

“Reverend Taylor shook with emotion as the large, white Land Cruiser jolted up and down like a carousel pony. The small dirt road hadn’t changed much in nearly forty years. There was a scattering of houses-on-stilts distributed throughout the rice fields, each one shaded by a cluster of palm trees. The road itself was lined with trees, and there were patches of banana-tree-clusters, whose large leaves would somewhat cover the road itself. Reverend Taylor’s daughter, Nicki, sat beside him. She watched the vivid expressions on his face and tried not to say anything at all. She could tell that he was reliving some intense moments—Vietnam moments that continued to haunt him to this day.

“Vietnam drove him to faith. After his tours, faith haunted him like a VC in the jungle—he heard it breathing, felt its presence, and feared its next move. Faith gave life to his fears and nightmares, made sense of the senseless, and strengthened his resolve to become a better person. He would be dead without his faith. He was sure of it. But even all the prayers, all the years of Bible reading, and all the weeping and intercession could not help him escape the internal hell that Vietnam had wrecked on his soul. At least once a week, he would wake up screaming in a cold sweat, holding his phantom rifle, and standing over a young Vietnamese boy ready to shoot him to hell. He couldn’t shake the dreams, the visions, or the reality of what happened there. 

“He had pastored a small, successful church for the past fifteen years. He baptized the repentant; he dedicated the infants; he prayed for the infirmed; he comforted the families of the dead. He believed, sincerely, in what he was doing. But he couldn’t shake the pain, the doubt, and the sin of his own life. The nightmares had only become worse over the years. On a whim, a church elder asked him if he had thought about going back to Vietnam to ‘set the demons free’, so to speak. With some prodding from his wife and the encouragement of his college-aged daughter, he finally decided to do it, and he knew exactly where he needed to visit. He and his daughter flew into Ho Chi Minh City, took the train to Nha Trang, and hired a Land Cruiser with driver to deliver him to the source of his nightmares—a tiny village in Dak Lak named To Hap. 

“‘Daddy. What are you thinking?’

“‘I don’t want to tell you what I’ve done.’

“‘Daddy, it’s OK. It was a long time ago. We know what war is like.’

“‘It’s not war that I’m concerned with. It’s humanity.’ He paused, his hands clenched together tensely as he looked out over the peasants in conical hats going about their daily lives. It was just a day like this when it all happened. The memories flooded thick, overwhelming his emotional state. He sighed like a man caught in a tempest. ‘Am I even human?’

“‘Daddy!’”

 

* * *

 

Margaret stopped and looked down at the groceries on the floor. She went over to her work desk, opened the center drawer, and picked up the stack of about twenty envelopes from Reverend Davies. All of them remained unopened, and they dated back nearly four years. She felt it sitting heavy on her shoulders. The presence.

 

* * *

 

“The Land Cruiser stopped in a village of about a dozen houses spread out over an area half the size of a football field. Mesmerized as he walked into the past, Reverend Taylor stepped out and surveyed the familiar surroundings. He scoured the ridge on the northern end of the village which led to an elevated rice field built into the side of a small mountain which towered over the village. He panned south, past the thatched-roof houses, out over the waffle-ridged, flat rice fields which fanned out in both directions. His eyes trailed the dirt paths balanced delicately on grids made of earthen mounds which separated the paddies. Everything looked like it did forty years ago. His heart pounded, and his stomach nerves nearly bent him over in anxiety. His ears couldn’t hear his daughter’s questions. His eyesight kept drawing him back to the northern ridge. 

“‘Daddy, are you all right?’ queried his daughter, breaking through his psychological gridlock, her hand resting on his wrist.

“‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m being pulled in all directions.’

“At that moment, he sprinted twenty yards up the side of the ridge and stood hunched over staring down below. He lifted up his phantom rifle and pointed it downward. He saw the figment, the shadow, the boy intent on killing him. He yelled in a rage which frightened his daughter terribly. She had never witnessed her mild-mannered, jovial father so intensely express himself. He clicked the trigger over and over and in his mind heard the shot echo again and again like a church bell reverberating for an empty village. 

“‘Daddy!’”

 

* * *

 

Margaret jolted forward. She had been sitting on the couch for quite some time thinking and talking when a loud knock at the door had startled her. It was nearly five a.m. Only one person ever came to the door at this hour.

 

* * *

 

“Janice backed away from the light as far as she could. Her back rested on the observatory glass behind her. A calm inevitability spread over her whole body as she prepared herself to willingly release her being into the light’s charge.”

 

* * *

 

“Margaret,” a voice from the hallway whispered. “Open up.”

Margaret rubbed her face and slowly dragged her feet across the floor as if a member of the chain gang not too eager to start working. 

“The light was so bright,” Margaret said aloud.

“Margaret. Please let me in.”

Margaret opened the door widely—not at all how she treated Mrs. Trumble’s many intrusions. She barely looked at the visitor at all, but turned around with the door wide open, walked back to the couch, and sat down.

 Janice, Margaret’s aunt, walked in, closing the door behind her. She had been charged with doing her best to make sure that Margaret was taking care of herself in a satisfactory manner. She would visit every couple of weeks, always stopping by in the wee hours of the morning, knowing for sure that Margaret would be home and awake. Janice was in her early 60s, about twenty years older than Margaret. 

“Your groceries. You didn’t put them away yet. I’ll do it.”

Margaret shook her head, jumped up, and grabbed the two bags which continued to sit on the floor next to the door. She carried them to the small kitchen counter and started to put each item in its place. Janice watched, wanting to help but knowing not to try. She walked around the apartment and noticed the stack of letters on the desk all with the return address of Reverend Davies.

“Margaret. All of these are from Reverend Davies, and they are unopened. What is all this?”

Margaret quickly lunged towards the desk.

“Some of these are dating back years.”

Margaret scooped them all into a neat stack in her hand and put them away inside the drawer, closing it with a bang.

“Margaret, why don’t you open those letters?”

She didn’t respond and turned back towards the kitchen counter.

“Reverend Davies is a good man. He helped your mother through many hardships. You don’t need to shut him out.”

Janice moved over to the kitchen bar.

“You don’t need to shut me out either. Why won’t you talk to me? You can be whomever you want to be, but you can still have friends. It’s just you and I. There is no other family. Why do you have to be so stubborn?”

No response. Margaret just wanted her to leave. Part of Margaret didn’t really understand why she wouldn’t talk to her aunt. A pinch of stubbornness, mixed with fear and years of isolation, left her an   unchartered island, and that’s the way she wanted to keep it. She tolerated Janice’s occasional intrusions, but she welcomed no one else into her home.

“Are you still working for Hartford Corporation?”

Margaret nodded, a virtual novel of expression.

“Mr. Tomsey still your contact?”

Another nod, adding in an epilogue.

“All right then. You know my number if you need anything. Have a good day, Margaret.”

Margaret stood stone-faced next to the door and opened it wide for Janice to leave. Janice stopped in front of Margaret and slowly reached out to touch her cheek.

“The human touch isn’t all that bad, you know? Goodbye.”

As soon as she walked out the door, Margaret slammed it shut and latched all four bolts. She leaned back against the door, feeling its overwhelming presence touching her from all sides. She continued. Aunt Janice stopped as usual on the top step and quietly walked back to Margaret’s flat, listening to the storyteller on the other side.

 

* * *

 

“Janice was picked for a reason. She never had a father. Her mother had long since passed, and she never established a family of her own. She had double majored in bio-engineering and astrophysics and was summarily tapped by the government to do clandestine research at some desert facility. Her work was her life, and she would give her life for her work. Literally. But she had no idea, nor did the country, what that would really mean until the lights began flashing in the sky. Nothing would ever be the same.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret stopped. Aunt Janice could hear nothing more.

“Poor Margaret,” she said in a whisper and left.

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

Lies and Signs

 

“Red Hat,” Margaret scampered back to the door to listen to the footsteps of Michael Cheevers as he left his apartment and descended the stairs. It was exactly seven a.m. She rushed over to the second-story window overlooking the street, and watched as Cheevers exited wearing his red baseball cap that had become a regular fixture at his consulting job. He crossed the street to a small newsstand which claimed another foot of sidewalk every year, bought a cup of coffee, and walked down towards Birch Street to catch the subway to work.

 

* * *

 

“Red Hat overlooked the street with the smug stare of a man who was ready to cash in his poker chips. He jaywalked across to Antonio’s and sat in his usual spot in the sun.

“‘Hey, Antonio. The usual. It’s a beautiful day today.’

“‘Yes, sir, it is. How’s the wife and child?’

“‘Never better,’ Red Hat lied. ‘I patted the little darling on the head this morning, and you know what she said?  She said, “Daddy, why does time fly?  Why doesn’t time bug or spider?” Aren’t they the precious things?’

“‘Out of the mouths of babes,’ said Antonio, who had been serving breakfast to Red Hat going on four years.

“Red Hat hadn’t even seen Meagan this morning. His wife had suspected that something was going on for quite some time. He spent more and more time away at the office, and his face had this permanent, cocky ‘I know something you don’t’ smile on it that really annoyed her. In fact, she didn’t love him anymore and wanted him to leave for good, but Meagan still wanted to spend time with her father.  

“Red Hat was halfway through his omelet when Montleone showed up. He had a strong, straight jaw with a slight Italian accent, but he didn’t have the Mediterranean look to him.   

“‘So?’ started Red Hat.

“‘Yeah. It’s in place.’

“‘I wasn’t sure Collins was going to go along with it.’

“‘It has nothing to do with Collins. We’re taking his action out,’ said Montleone, as he pointed to the waiter. ‘Cup of coffee.’

“‘So how is all of this going to go down?’

“‘Just like we planned.’

“‘And we still have a fall-back?’ Red Hat asked.

“‘We are all going to walk away from this. Don’t you worry about that. And we might even be congratulated.’

“‘All right. Heroes in the making. I like the sound of that.’

“‘And your wife?’

“‘She knows nothing. I actually think she’ll be happy that I’m gone.’

“‘Your child?’

“‘I have nothing here,’ Red Hat said, sipping on his coffee. ‘It is a beautiful day, though.’

“Montleone glanced at his watch.

“‘Is that Italian?’ Red Hat smiled at him.

“‘Swiss movement, Italian leather. Play the part well, I always say.’

“‘Quinn at ten. I’ll meet you at Lansing Station at eleven.’

“Montelone nodded and stood up to leave.

“‘You should get yourself a new hat. Why do you wear that ragged Reds hat?’

“‘It reminds me of my childhood.’

“‘Now that is funny, my friend. See you at eleven unless you can’t handle Quinn.’

“‘Get out of here, you joker,’ Red Hat smiled at Montleone, who threw two bucks on the table and took off.

“Directly across the street, a curtain in a third-floor window opened slightly, and little Meagan peeked out, looking directly at her father. She tapped lightly on the window and yelled out for her Daddy who was too preoccupied with his coffee to notice her. He eventually looked up and saw her waving furiously down at him. He stood up and blew her three kisses. Meagan blew back, and Red Hat pretended to catch them in his hand and plant them on his cheek. One kiss caught a wind current, and Red Hat chased it over to the next table, where he stretched out as far as he could and caught it with his pinky. Then he placed it delicately on his cheek to the delight of Meagan who kept blowing her love into the glass pane. Red Hat bowed theatrically, smiled at his little girl, and walked up the street heading to Quinn’s place. Everything was now in motion.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret heard the twins leaving their apartment. It was seven-thirty a.m. She ran to the door and listened intently to Mrs. Johnson calling back Pam, who had forgotten her scarf. Margaret opened the door, peering at Sam standing only a couple feet away. Mrs. Johnson noticed Margaret from her apartment door.

“Good morning, Margaret.”

Pam came running out of the apartment with her scarf on and stood beside Sam. They were dressed in identical red and yellow plaid jackets with dark-blue pants underneath.

“Say ‘hello’ girls.”

“Good morning, Mrs. Pritcher.”

“No girls, it’s Ms. Pritcher,” Mrs. Johnson corrected them.

“Ms. Pritcher,” they repeated in unison.

“Good morning,” said Margaret.  

Mrs. Johnson looked over at Margaret almost in disbelief because of this rare moment of verbal interaction.

“Well, the girls are off to school this morning. It does look like a lovely day, doesn’t it?  Do you have anything planned, Margaret?”

No response. Margaret kept looking at the twins and their beautifully identical mannerisms. She thought deeply about how she would like to talk with them, but knew she couldn’t and so continued with the eye contact—the girls remaining oblivious to Margaret’s prying eyes.

“Have a good day, Margaret. Let’s go girls. You did remember everything, right?”

They chattered back and forth as they descended the staircase. Margaret said nothing more but closed the door and stood against it in her regular position. She felt cold, and a shiver crept up her spine making her shrug her shoulders in perplexed anxiety. She felt the presence. It was heavier than before, and it always came from behind her, but she knew it couldn’t be real because her back was against the door. She thought for a moment and then started.

 

* * *

 

“Daybreak remained far away. Georgia couldn’t contain her excitement and rose from the crude wooden bed covered with flax sacks, which barely served as cushions at all. She swung open one end of the wooden shutter and gazed out into the dark night, where the swirling wind seemed to make the stars dance more than usual. She stared expectedly, as if waiting for a revelation.

“‘So beautiful. I want to be a glittering jewel in the dark night air,’ Georgia whispered into the dark in a soft, dramatic voice.

“Then she saw it. A bright trailing light, with a tail as long as a slithering snake, painted bright white, reflecting light in all directions across the night sky. 

“‘Oh my! Gwen,’ she whispered. ‘Gwen.’

“Gwen didn’t move at all, a perfect sleeping statuette in repose.

“‘It’s a sign. A sign from the heavens. Light coming home. It must mean Papa is coming home today. Gwen!’

“Gwen remained firmly entrenched, snug and warm under the heavy down blanket.

“‘Wake up or I’ll put a snake down your gown.’

“Gwen mumbled something and rolled over.

“‘Today’s the day. I just saw this light in the sky. It’s a sign. We have to get our chores done. Today is the day.’

“‘Just ten more minutes.’

“‘Get up now,’ Georgia said as she jumped on Gwen’s stomach, ripped off her night cap and tickled her.

“Gwen shrieked loudly and laughed.

“‘Georgia, stop!’

“‘Shhh. You’ll wake up Ma and the baby. Come on, sleepy head. You should have seen what I saw. We have a big day. Pa’s coming. Come on.’

“‘How do you know Pa is coming?’

“‘I just do. I saw the sign in the sky. It was a note from God written on the stars, lighting the way for Pa to come home. Today’s the day.’

“They changed from their sleeping gowns by the light of one small candle.

“‘This is what the streak in the sky looked like.’

“She swung her hand over the flame and watched it flicker back and forth.

“‘Except it was the whole way across the sky.’

“‘Georgia, stop telling stories.’

“‘I’m not. I saw a sign.’

“‘Shhh.’

“Gwen motioned that she was ready, and they quietly tip-toed across the house to be greeted by faithful Buster, rubbing his nose into Georgia’s leg and wagging his tail. Their ma heard the entire escape and smiled to herself, not wanting to move too much lest she wake the baby. Once they were outside, Georgia couldn’t contain her words any longer. She was the talkative one of the pair.

“‘I couldn’t sleep all night. Pa said that when two full moons had passed that he’d be back. Remember? Did you see the moon last night? It’s nearly full. And then I saw this bright light that trailed the whole way across the sky. It was like a slithering snake with glass on it, reflecting light in all directions. This has to be the day. It just has to.’

“Gwen listened in contentment to Georgia’s talk. She enjoyed listening to her most of the time.

“‘I think we should have some sort of performance or song or something to surprise Pa with. He deserves something special, so for the last two hours I’ve been thinking up this rhyme. You want to hear it?’

“They had already entered the barn door and lit two lanterns. Gwen would milk Betsy; Georgia, Bessy. Gwen felt the coldness on her fingers unlike Georgia, whose excited talking pumped her blood to the point of developing an immunity to the brisk air.

“‘All right. Ready? It goes like this: “Silent we waited out in the cold, Eager to see our Pa come home.”’

“‘Home doesn’t rhyme with cold,’ said Gwen.

“‘Yes, it does. “Co-”,  “ho-”, see, the beginning is the same.’

“‘But it’s the endings of the words that have to rhyme. Not the beginnings.’

“‘Well, I think it sounds just fine. All right, what about this one? “The house is alive with joyous delight, cause Pa will come home tonight.”’

“‘The rhyming is better, but each line has to have the same number of syllables or it doesn’t sound right.’

‘“Old Betsy misses the hands of father, she won’t give milk to any other.’

“There was no stopping Georgia.  

“‘For once I was blind but now I see the light in the sky, now I can see that Pa’s coming home for you and me.’

“The songs, some good and some not, kept rolling off of Georgia’s lips all morning. They amused Gwen for the most part. Georgia always had a vibrancy about her which made Gwen, in comparison, rather docile and dull. Practical and simple might be the better description. But Georgia brought life to the family. Her ardor certainly got her into trouble from time to time, which is why their mother usually relied on Gwen to look after the baby.

“They finished their barn chores by the time the sun started pouring over Harper’s Hill. Their mother had breakfast ready as they walked in, and Buster lay beside the baby, who was sprawled out on a blanket at his feet.

“‘Ole Buster misses Papa something sore, he can’t sleep right without Papa’s snore.’

“‘Georgia, stop your caterwauling. Gwen, Mrs. Thompson is picking me up in her buggy any moment to take me into town. You’ll need to watch over Benjamin for me until the afternoon. There’s plenty of soup and biscuits so you won’t go hungry.’

“‘Yes, Ma,’ said Gwen.

“‘But Ma, we were going to up Harper’s Hill today to look for Papa. It’s nearly a full moon.’

“‘Georgia, you’ll do no such thing. You’ll be here with Gwen to help watch Benjamin. And bring that chopped wood from around back. We’ll need more in a couple of days. I need to pick up a few supplies in town.’

“‘Wasn’t Papa supposed to be back by now? I’m sure today is the day. I saw a sign written in the sky.’

“‘Stop with your fantastic stories, Georgia. He will return when he can. In the meantime, we can’t have you wandering off all over the countryside.’”

 

* * *

 

Margaret felt exhausted. She put her embroidered heart pillow behind her head and fell asleep on the couch.

 

Chapter 4 

 

Casualty of War

 

Two days later, Margaret received a small, plain parcel in the mail with no return address. She held it in her hands and turned it over on all sides, trying to unlock any clues as to the sender. When shaken, it made a slight ‘thud’ against the ends. She decided to open it, so she slit the packing tape along the crease with a pair of scissors. Then she turned the box over and a metal can fell through her fingers, landing right on the big toe of her left foot. She screamed in pain and started hopping around, reaching down to rub her wound, reminding her of the badly injured Quinn.

“The pain ripped through Janice like she had never felt before. Quinn lay on the floor half-unconscious, head throbbing, unable to relieve the pain that raced through his mind.”

The can had since rolled the opposite way right under the couch and out of sight. Margaret picked up the box and looked inside but it was completely empty.

“Quinn started coming around, his head bobbing up and down as he tried to shake the cobwebs out of his mind and concentrate on what Red Hat had done.”

She went over to the tall kitchen cupboard and grabbed a broom. She got down on all fours, reaching, broomstick-first, under the woven couch flap until she felt the resistance from the can. She whacked it once towards her, and it rolled right out into her hands. A can of beans. On the blank metal top, someone had written these words in permanent marker: You dropped your beans. God Bless. Reverend Davies. She sat down on the couch, still feeling her toe with her right hand. Her mind slowly drifted to Reverend Taylor and the little village in the highlands of Vietnam.

 

* * *

 

“‘Hello,’ said a voice in English behind Reverend Taylor’s daughter. She turned to see a tall, young Vietnamese man with a pleasant and rather full looking face.

“‘Hi.’

“‘I’m Quan. Is that your father?’

“He pointed over to Reverend Taylor, who continued to hold the phantom rifle, looking down over the ridge. Tears streamed down his face, and he shook, even though he seemed paralyzed.

“‘I’m sorry. I’m Nicki,’ she said, wiping a tear away from her eye as well. ‘My father was in the war a long time ago. It is very emotional for him to come back here. Something happened, but he never says anything about it.’

“‘War is difficult to re-live,’ said Quan in excellent English. ‘I know what happened here. My father told me.’

“She looked at him in disbelief.

“‘Come, we can sit over here. I think we should leave your father alone for a while.’

“‘What happened here?’ she asked as Quan unstacked two miniature plastic stools and set them down on a patch of dirt. A dozen chickens clucked in all directions at the base of a small house-on-stilts which stood twenty feet away. Nicki kept her eye on her father, who had sat down on the ridge just a couple hundred feet away. Quan yelled back into the nearest house attempting to get someone to service their thirst. 

“‘Please, sit.’

“‘Thank you.’

“‘Is this your first time to Vietnam?’

“‘Yes, it’s a very beautiful country.’

“‘Yes, it is. But we are very poor.’

“A small, gray-haired woman came walking out of the house, carrying a hot water thermos and a small ceramic tea pot. She smiled and nodded in a hospitable way at the foreign guest, and Nicki did the same in return.

“‘And this is the first time your father came back to Vietnam since the war?’ Quan asked as he poured the hot water into the tea pot, which already had some loose green tea leaves in the bottom.

“‘Yes. He’s been having nightmares about the war for a long time. A friend suggested that perhaps it would help if he came back to the source of these nightmares.’

“‘I see.’

“‘I don’t know if it is a good idea or not. I’m worried for him.’

“‘He needs time to grieve.’

“‘I don’t understand. What happened here?’

“‘There was only one thing that happened in this village during the war. I will tell you.’

 

 

“Reverend Taylor sobbed.

“‘Oh God. Oh God. Forgive me.’

“He could remember every detail. Every step he took. Every second was accounted for and perhaps that is what made it sear so deeply into his mind. His consciousness refused to sweep it away, remaining ever present, reminding him how one step to the left or right of righteousness, whether an inch or a mile, is depravity. He swam in it. He bathed in it. He begged it to swallow him, but it refused. He replayed the scene in his mind like it happened yesterday.

“Humidity hung in the air like solid sheets of wet linen you had to brush away with your hands. Sweat drenched every inch of their uniforms even before the rain came. Taylor and his platoon scattered themselves out on the hill overlooking the village. Shots kept ringing out from below. Around a hundred yards to the front was an earthen ridge at the edge of the village.  

 

  

“‘The VC were down there in the rice fields, and the Americans were up there on the hill,’ Quan said. ‘We didn’t trust either side in the war. We just tried to stay alive. We were afraid of the Americans because they were the foreigners. Vietnam had lived under the French for many years. They were very brutal towards us, so we were not trusting of foreigners so much. Especially those carrying weapons. But we really feared the communists and what the communists would do to us if they suspected we sympathized with the Americans. We were caught in the middle.’

 

 

“Shots continued to ring out from below. We estimated about twenty VC had spread themselves out in the fields on the other side of the village. By the time we could have arrived there, they would have disappeared into the night. The squad leader split us in two with seven of us hanging on the side of the hill, firing sporadically into the hazy fields quickly fading from our sight as the sun set behind us. The other half of the squad flanked the VC shooters to the south. Jackson and I both saw some movement just over the ridge about 100 yards in front of us. The ridge led to the village and the village to the vast expanse of paddies which hid the VC who continued to fire on us. It was starting to look like a trap. Some VC hid over the ridge, not firing on us, just waiting, but luckily for us they showed their hand by their careless movements. A trail of thick brush to the right of us would be a perfect cover to sneak up on them. I pointed to Jackson and belly-flopped down behind the bushes and started snaking my way toward the ridge to lay waste to the VC scheme.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret thought of Reverend Taylor hiding under the bushes as she reached down and slid the can of beans back under the couch flap, camouflaging it.

“VC cannot see the beans now.”

The empty cardboard box sat beside her on the couch.  

“You wounded my toe,” she said as she picked up the carton, and put her head back in her normal, trance-like state.

 

* * *

 

“‘The villagers felt trapped in the middle,’ continued Quan. 

“Nicki kept sipping on the tea even though the strong bitterness forced her to squint her eyes and tense her mouth at every sip. She kept her eyes on her father sitting on the ridge. 

“‘There was little they could do. The communists were all over the rice fields, and the Americans came at the village from two angles—down the hill towards that ridge and from the south over there. There was nowhere for the villagers to go. Some stayed in their houses. My father was about twenty-five at that time. He had a bad knee and a permanent limp. That’s why he hadn’t joined the army. My grandfather told him to chase our two water buffalo out away from the house. He was afraid they would get shot. Then my grandfather gathered all seven of his children and told them we had to find a place to hide.’

“‘Where did they go?’ asked Nicki, who listened intently on every word.

 

 

“After ten minutes, I had worked my way down to about five yards away from the top of the ridge. I kept my eye on the ridge-line and saw from time to time a couple of pith helmets, which would occasionally bob up and down over the horizon. I motioned to Jackson that we would go on my count. After I counted down with my fingers held to the side so Jackson could see them, we both got to our feet, head down, rifles aimed, hearts pounding, hatred boiling, and ran to the top of the ridge, opening fire on everything that moved. Screams rang out all over, but I could only see pith helmets and battle fatigues. I yelled and cursed at the demons who lay in-wait to trap us. Jackson yelled and yelled at me. Something I couldn’t understand. I just kept shooting until he took the butt of his rifle and whacked me in the ribs, knocking me to the ground.

 

 

“‘My grandfather brought all the children and two of our neighbors’ families back behind that cement shed against the ridge, near to where your father is sitting.’

“‘What happened?’ Nicki reluctantly asked.

 

 

"When I stood back up, I heard crying and wailing. I looked down over the ridge and the battle fatigues and pith helmets were missing. On the ground lay half a dozen people, including an old man whose head leaned against a cement wall—his chest ripped open, his eyes unmoved. A young girl of about seven weaved her head back in forth in semi-consciousness, her left leg under her kneecap nearly severed. A teenage boy lay face down in the side of the earthen ridge—a communist pith helmet politely propped up on the side of his back. In his lifeless right hand he held a small American flag, the type that GIs liked to hand out to children. My mind could not comprehend what I saw. I stood tall on that ridge, an easy target for the VC. I wanted them to take a shot. I wanted them to shoot me. I needed someone to take revenge. But Victor Charlie was nowhere to be found. The VC had scattered into the distance as soon as our attack commenced. No one would take my anguish. No one wanted my pain. No one acted against my blame. I stood naked and guilty before God.

 

 

“‘I don’t know exactly what happened, but ten villagers who were against that ridge were slaughtered. The Americans came down the hill. The communists were there. Shots were fired and many villagers died. I suppose it doesn’t really matter where the shots came from. My grandfather died that night along with one of my uncles and one cousin.’

“Nicki placed her hands over her face and started crying. All of these years her father had to live with the truth of such a tragedy. She felt sorry for him. He was such a good man.

“‘I’m so sorry, Quan.’

“‘No. The past is forgotten. We must think of the future now.’

“‘How do you speak such good English? You have an American accent.’

“‘I’m lucky. I received a scholarship to study in America.’

“‘That’s great.’

“‘I just finished my degree, and I’m home visiting my family.’

“‘I’m so glad you are here.’

“‘So am I. More tea?’ he asked as he filled her cup. She smiled politely and looked admiringly into his well-featured face.

“‘Where did you graduate from?’

“‘Mt. Goshen College.’

“She looked up at him, startled that they had the same alma mater. 

“‘That’s where I went. I graduated last year. You mean, we never ran into each other there, but we meet by chance halfway around the world?’

“‘Actually, I’ve seen you around.’

“Nicki’s face turned white, and her stomach curled with fear-driven curiosity. Something was going on here.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret grimaced once and looked down at her toe which had turned black and blue.  

“Casualty of war,” she said, putting her head back on the couch, falling fast asleep.

 

Chapter 5

 

A Flying Flower Pot

 

Margaret heard the knock at the door. Her eyes lit with inquisitiveness, and she thought about poor, battered Janice standing stripped-bare against any want of future or family as she willingly sacrificed herself for the bright, shining light.

Another knock.

“The door. They’re here.”

She went to the door to peer through the peephole, but before she could, Mrs. Trumble’s bombastic voice shattered Margaret’s thoughts of Janice and the light.

“Margaret. Margaret. I have some mail for you.”

Margaret began knocking from the inside in Morse Code.

“Margaret, what are you doing? Just open the door so I can give you your mail.”

Margaret continued her syncopated rhythms. Tat – Tat – Tattattat – TAT – Tatat – Tat.

Mrs. Trumble could have very easily just slid the advertisement under the door to be done with it, but she could be as obstinate as Margaret. To prove the point, she started knocking louder and louder.

“I’m not going away until I give you your mail.”

Finally, they both stopped, and Mrs. Trumble could hear Margaret unlatching her locks one by one. The door creaked open about four inches, but Margaret kept her entire body out of sight behind the door.

“Well, I have never seen someone so ridiculous in all my years. Margaret, it’s just nonsense that you won’t open your door and interact with me like a normal neighbor. I know you can talk. I hear you go on and on about just crazy nonsense. I honestly cannot understand you in the slightest. Here!”

Her delicate hand slowly reached through the crack.  

“A document,” Margaret said to herself aloud.

“It’s not a document. It’s a Full Brands ad. Page two has some wonderful coupons,” Mrs. Trumble replied in an almost civilized manner.

Like the sudden flash that blinded Janice against the wall of the glass observation room, Margaret snatched the flyer and slammed the door shut, catching two of Mrs. Trumble’s fingers in the door-jamb.

“Owwwwwwwwwwwww!” Mrs. Trumble screamed. “Owwwwwwwww! Margaret. The door. Owwwwwww! My fingers. Owwwwwww! The door. Open the door.”

I won’t fall for that trick again, thought Margaret as she began looking at the Full Brands ad.

“Owwwwwwww! Open. Open. Open the door,” Mrs. Trumble yelled and screamed and pounded fiercely as Margaret calmly read the ad.

“Two for one on soup. Must remember that.”

“Owwwwwwwww!”

By now, Mrs. Johnson had stumbled into the hallway with an electric mixer in her hand. Chocolate batter dripped all over.

“What’s going on?”

“My fingers are stuck in the door! I’m going to faint. I’m going to fain–”

Mrs. Johnson yelled once for Margaret to open up, then reached down to grab the door knob which turned, easily swinging open the door and releasing Mrs. Trumble’s fingers.

“It wasn’t locked,” said Mrs. Johnson.

Mrs. Trumble recoiled her hand back into her chest and started gently rubbing her badly bruised fingers.

“Oh, she’s a monster. She tried to cut my hand off.”

Mrs. Johnson peeked inside the apartment and saw Margaret calmly standing in the same spot reading the Full Brands ad.

“Margaret, what’s going on? Is everything okay?”

“Two for one on soup,” Margaret replied calmly, as she kept her head down in the circular.

Mrs. Johnson closed the door and turned back to Mrs. Trumble.

“Oh, that doesn’t look so good. Come over to my apartment, Mrs. Trumble, so I can take a look at it.”

“She’s a devil. I was just trying to be neighborly, and she deliberately attacked me. I will not stand for this.”

“Come on, Mrs. Trumble. Watch the chocolate drops. Oh, look at this mess. I got chocolate all over the place.”

She shut the door.

Margaret heard the silence.

“She was afraid. Very afraid.”

She leaned her back up against the door and reached over to her left to latch the three locks. She heard the voice this time, not audible, but hearable none the less. It reminded her: “Be brave.”

 

* * *

 

“Janice stood in visceral fear, nearly hunched over from the knot in her stomach. She completely shut her eyelids with great intensity, yet she felt as if she stood wide-eyed on a summer afternoon at the beach, trying to shield herself from the most brilliant reflection coming from the powder-white sand. She became convinced the brightness would swallow her, obliterating all traces of herself into a non-entity. Perhaps that’s what she was hoping for, complete disintegration. Record of life expunged. No good times. No bad times. No record of wrongs. No pain. No memories. She felt ready.”

 

* * *

 

Mrs. Johnson decided it would be best for Mrs. Trumble to see the doctor at the clinic around the corner. She prepared the twins to stay at home by themselves and quickly scurried away with Mrs. Trumble, who was moaning on and on about her vain attempt to find relief. As soon as the ladies began descending the steps, Margaret opened the door and looked over at the Johnsons’ apartment at the end of the hallway. Pam and Sam both had their heads outside the door frame, watching their mother go out of sight. They saw Margaret staring at them.  

“Hello, Ms. Pritcher,” said Sam.

“Hello, Ms. Pritcher,” said Pam.

Margaret nodded back at them. Sam walked into the hallway and came over near Margaret’s door.

“Sam, where are you going? Remember, Mom said to stay in the apartment,” asked Pam, who was the shier of the two.

“I just want to ask Ms. Pritcher a question. Ms. Pritcher, did you slam Mrs. Trumble’s hand in the door on purpose?”

“No,” said Margaret. “Do you want to come in?”

“No,” said Sam. “I’ve never been in your apartment.”

“Sam, come back here. Now.”

“Did you know my Daddy’s a policeman? He catches bad guys all the time. Did you see the robbery on the news last month? My Daddy chased the robber all over town until he finally caught him by the yoghurt stand down near the park. He caused three accidents, but he caught his man. He always catches his man. He’s away on business right now. I miss him, though.”

Pam had walked over to Sam, trying to pull her back to the apartment.

“Pam, just leave me alone. I’m talking. Have you ever been to afternoon tea? My grandmother takes us to the English House every time she visits. She always buys us new dresses. Last time, we had matching yellow dresses with puffy sleeves and light purple bonnets. I felt like I was on TV on one of those shows before they had cars and things like that.”

By this time, Margaret had completely opened her door and stood there admiring the beautiful, young girls.

“Sam, we shouldn’t be here.”

“Ms. Pritcher doesn’t mind, do you?”

Margaret shook her head.  

“We were served this three-tiered tray of cakes and scones, and we each had a large cup of tea with lots of real cream. It made it so smooth and delicious.”

“Do you like ice cream?” Margaret asked, exerting a great amount of energy.

“Why sure, we love ice cream, don’t we?” Sam said as she nudged Pam in the stomach.

With that, Margaret left and walked over to the kitchen, leaving the door completely wide-open. 

“Pam, I think she’s getting us some ice cream.”

“Well, we can’t eat it. Mom wouldn’t want us here. Let’s go back. She already hurt Mrs. Trumble today. Nobody knows what she is like.”

“She told me she didn’t mean to do anything to Mrs. Trumble. Besides, she’s always nice to us.”

Margaret came back into view carrying a tray with two half-pints of unopened chocolate-cherry-swirl. She set down the tray on the coffee table in front of the couch, and she sat in the arm chair across from it. Without even looking at the girls, she gestured for them to help themselves.

“Come on, Pam. I love chocolate-cherry-swirl.”

“Sam, no.”

“You can stand out here in the hallway if you like, but my taste buds are about to be happy.”

She walked into the room and sat on the couch, picked up one of the half-pints, and tore open the top.

“Ms. Pritcher, this is one of my favorite kinds of ice cream. Come on, Pam. Ms. Pritcher doesn’t bite.”

Margaret muffled a laugh. She thought that was very funny. Of course I don’t bite, she thought. Only dogs bite.

“Oh, this is fabulous. I bet they use full cream in this. Yes, look at the ingredients. Milk, cream, sugar. My Daddy says you can tell a good ice cream if those are the first three ingredients. Pam, stay there. I want to eat yours, too. Ms. Pritcher, don’t you want some?”

“No.”

“Okay. It’s all for me.”

“I’m coming,” said Pam reluctantly, as she came into the apartment, sat down beside her sister, and began tearing into the carton.

“So what do you like to do, Ms. Pritcher?”

“Stories.”

“Oh, I love stories, too. What type of stories do you like to read?”

“Tell.”

“Tell? You like to tell stories? I’m rather surprised, Mrs. Pritcher. I didn’t think you liked to talk very much, so I never thought you would be a storyteller.”

“Would you tell us one of your stories?” asked Pam, finally warming up to the situation.

Margaret smiled at the twins she admired so much. She sat back in her chair, closed her eyes, and let her mind drift off to another set of twins she hadn’t thought of in a couple days.

“I guess she wants to take a nap,” whispered Sam. “That’s okay by me. Me and my ice cream are doing just fine.”

Margaret began.

 

* * *

 

“Georgia chattered all morning about how they should be standing on Harper’s Hill, serving as lookouts for father, but Gwen wouldn’t listen. She knew her duty was to her baby brother, who had just begun to walk.  

“‘You know, I didn’t just make up the sign in the sky. It was there. It had to mean something about Papa,’ said Georgia, once again making her plea. 

“‘Georgia, no. We cannot go up there—not with Benjamin. He’s too small.’

“‘I’ll carry him.’

“‘No, because we are not going.’

“‘Well, what are you going to tell Papa when he comes? There was nobody waiting for him? Nobody believing in him?’

“‘Georgia, he’s not coming, so stop your foolish nonsense about seeing signs in the sky.’

“Georgia’s heart now seared with anger. She walked right over to Gwen, who had been sitting on a wooden bench outside the house. Benjamin napped happily on a blanket beside her.

“‘Why do you have no faith in your father?’ Georgia asked, pushing Gwen right off the bench onto the ground.

“Gwen knew how to give as well as get once Georgia ruffled her feathers enough. The bird prepared herself for a counter-offensive and lunged from the ground, bringing down Georgia hard and fast. 

“‘You can’t boss me around,’ yelled Gwen.”

 

* * *

 

Sam and Pam sat wide-eyed, mesmerized at the storyteller weaving her tale, as the chocolate-cherry-swirl continued to melt all their thoughts away.

 

* * *

 

“Buster, the dog, could never resist a good romp on the ground. He jumped right on top of Gwen and began barking and licking his way all over the two resolute faces, each trying to put the other in her place.”

 

* * *

 

“Pam, what does ‘resolute’ mean?” asked Sam.

“But no matter how much they …”

“I don’t know. Ms. Pritcher, what does ‘resolute’ mean? You said they had ‘resolute faces’. What does that mean?”

Margaret had never been interrupted before. She stopped talking and slowly lifted her head to look at the ice cream eating twins.

“Resolute. Strong-willed. Determined. Bold. Adamant.”

“Oh, I see,” said Pam.

“But what does adamant mean?” asked Sam.

“Adamant. Resolute. Strong-willed. Determined.”

“Oh, I see,” said Sam. “And by the way, I very much like your story so far. I can picture Buster jumping up and down on the two girls as they are fighting. Sisters sure know how to fight.”

“How to fight,” repeated Margaret.

“Oh, please continue with the story,” said Pam. “We still have a lot of ice cream left.”

Margaret put her head back in the chair.

 

* * *

 

“Before long, the sister-against-sister civil war turned into nothing more than a rollicking play-time with Buster.

“‘Buster, stop! Buster …’ yelled Georgia.

“‘Ahhh! He licked my nose,’ said Gwen sitting on top of her sister, swatting away dog tongue and tail like a swarm of mosquitoes on a summer night. They laughed and laughed as Buster couldn’t get enough of either of them. He played the role of peace negotiator with the gusto of a general and the courage of a child. After another minute, they were both sitting up and petting their common ally.

“‘Good, Buster. Good, boy.’

“‘Georgia, I’m sorry I pulled you down to the ground.’

“‘And I’m sorry I pushed you off the bench.’

“‘Perhaps a little walk would do us all some good. I’m sure I can carry Benjamin a little ways,’ Gwen said looking at her brother, who was sprawled out on a blanket.

“‘Excellent. Let me go pack us a few items, and we’ll make a picnic out of it. A picnic to Harper’s Hill,’ Georgia said, standing up like a marching soldier and high-stepping into the house as Gwen attended to the cooing Benjamin.”

 

* * *

 

Someone began ascending the apartment block steps at the same time as Mr. Cheevers from the first apartment closed his door and began descending.

“Hello, Mr. Cheevers,” said Mrs. Johnson.

“Hello, Mrs. Johnson.”

Pam and Sam dropped their half-pints in a hurry.

“We have to go,” they said in complete unison and quickly scooted to the door, peeking back towards the stairwell.

The two neighbors continued chatting in the hallway. Pam looked back at Margaret and gave a quick wave and then followed Sam, who with head-down, made a fast break for their apartment. They made it without incident. In the meantime, Margaret had made her way to the door, shutting and bolting it tightly, but not before she saw Mr. Cheevers in his red cap talking with Mrs. Johnson. Margaret went to the window overlooking the street and waited for his appearance.

“Red Hat leaving the building.”

She looked on eagerly until she decided to get an even better view from her small, intimate balcony that was big enough for two people and a smattering of clay potted plants, which always looked half-dead. She peered over the railing just in time to see Cheevers exit the building. Her hand suddenly slipped from the railing, knocking one of the flower pots off the ledge on a collision course for the red hatter. As Cheevers stepped off the bottom doorstep, the pot bristled his clothes and smashed loudly on the pavement directly behind him. Shards of clay and clumps of dirt flew all over the back of his pants, and he jumped wildly out of the way, not knowing what had nearly hit him.   

He twirled around to see the plant wreckage, then scoured the apartment building, looking where it came from. Margaret quickly pulled her head back from the balcony railing, so that Cheevers only caught a glimpse of movement, but no firm sighting. He did, however, determine where it came from. As he started wiping off his pant leg, Margaret scurried back into the house, sat on the couch, put her head back, and allowed her story to take an unexpected turn.

 

* * *

 

“Red Hat had not walked two feet out of Quinn’s apartment building when a flower pot hit him squarely on the head. He stood frozen in the sympathetic realm of time that gives accident victims a split second to allow the brain to understand that pain is coming quickly and that he is about to lose control. Then he fell, face first onto the pavement—unconscious.

 

* * *

 

“‘He’s coming to.’

“Red Hat started slowly moving his head, feeling like someone had crushed it with a hammer. He heard voices jousting back and forth with one another at some highly animated level, yet he couldn’t make out what they were saying.

“‘That’s quite a lump. Perhaps we should have called the doctor.’

“‘Don’t be silly. We have to talk our way out of this one ourselves. Sir, are you all right? Sir?’

“Red Hat opened his eyes to see two wide-eyed grandmothers staring down at him with a heavy dosage of concern on their faces.

“‘Where am I? What happened?’

“‘Oh good, he is alive. I didn’t know what we would have done if we had killed him,’ said the one who was one year older and one inch taller than her younger sister.

“‘Where am I?’ Red Hat repeated.

“‘Don’t worry. We’re taking good care of you. You were the unfortunate victim of a flying flower pot.’

“‘Most unfortunate. We haven’t hit anyone in years. It was most careless of us.’

“‘What? Who are you?’

“‘Oh, for land’s sake, sister, we have been very rude to our guest. We haven’t even introduced ourselves.’

“‘What would Mama say, indeed!’ said the younger.

“‘I’m Priscilla, and this is my sister, Florence.’

“‘Where am I?’ Red Hat persisted in a very disoriented manner. He thought nothing of Quinn, or the key, or the daughter he left behind that morning. 

“‘You are in our apartment, of course.’

“‘3C.’

“‘We thought about calling the ambulance.’

“‘And police.’

“‘Police?’ Red Hat perked up and raised his head from the couch. ‘Ouhhhh!’ he murmured, putting his hands on his head. He felt woozy and somewhat sick to his stomach.

“‘No, don’t try to get up. You’ve had quite the head trauma.’

“‘Three and half pounds of earth from the third floor. It was a dirty business.’

“‘Oh, sister. You are too funny. I love your earthy sense of humor.’

“They both shrugged their shoulders in identical full-body giggles. The groggy Red Hat lifted his head slightly.

“‘Wait, what happened?’ Red Hat looked more dazed than ever, staring at these two eager old ladies who rollicked like school children at the adventure in which they were currently embroiled.

“‘Priscilla, you tell it.’

“‘All right. I was repositioning the petunias on the balcony ledge when sister here came out with the broom and dust bin. She had just swept up a marble.’

“‘Marble?’ Red Hat asked, looking more perplexed than ever.

“‘I’ll admit it. I wasn’t being very careful, said Florence with a sheepish grin on her face.  

“‘She backed out and—’

“‘This is where it gets a little ridiculous. It’s a small balcony, but I bragged to Priscilla that I could still hit a marble with a broom stick. It’s something we used to do as kids all the time.’

“‘I shouldn’t have doubted Florence. She was a softball champion back in the day. Could have hit a pea out of a canon.’

“‘Sister, stop exaggerating so.’

“‘Anyways, she picked up the marble and—’

“‘She swung with all her might and hit the darn thing. It went flying across Fifth Avenue. But—’

“‘My back-swing was reckless. The broom swung around and hit Priscilla in the back of the head. She lost her balance and pushed against the ledge, which hit the flower pot, sending it sailing through the air.’

“‘And hit you right square on the head.’

“‘I was really hit by a flower pot?” asked Red Hat still rubbing his head.

“‘That’s right. It was terrible. I thought you were dead. You just fell right over like a love-sick puppy.’

“‘We rushed down to help and found you there lying alone.’

“‘Shameful how people just walked right by without saying a word.’

“‘How did I get up here?’ asked Red Hat, still trying to piece together the madness.

“‘We carried you. It was no small feat. You could stand to lose a few pounds.’

“‘We did wonder about the ambulance. But sister was sure you were okay and just needed to rest. And look, she was right.’

“‘We were quite frightened for a moment when all the police showed up at the building.’

“‘Police?’ Red Hat finally inched his way up and leaned his back against the sofa arm.

“‘Why, yes. We thought for sure that they were coming for us.’

“‘We blamed Mrs. Tinsle in 3A. We thought she saw us carrying a strange man into our apartment.’

“‘That does sound scandalous,’ said Priscilla.

“‘Indeed, it does,’ concurred Florence.

“‘But soon the buzz came around the building about the murder.’

“‘What is this neighborhood coming to?’

“‘Murder?’ asked Red Hat. ‘What murder?’

“‘Poor old Mr. Quinn from the first floor. Murdered.’

“‘Quinn? Wait, wait. It’s coming back to me,” said Red Hat as he stood up. ‘Quinn.’

“‘Did you know Mr. Quinn?’

“Red Hat quickly remembered his change pocket and reached in to feel if the key was still there. It was.

“‘Quinn and key and … What time is it?’ snapped Red Hat.

“‘It’s one-thirty.’

“‘One-thirty! I’m two hours late.’

“He quickly went to the door of the balcony, which had hosted the famous pick-up marble game, and looked down over the ledge. Three police cars blinked their lights out front. He turned around and walked back into the apartment, holding his head the entire way.

“‘Is there another way out of this building?’

“‘No, just the front door.’

“‘And the fire escape, of course.

“‘Well, I can’t use the fire escape. Think. Think. What am I going to do? Think.’

“‘Now Mr., ahh, Mr … What is the problem? Perhaps we can help.’

“‘We do owe you. We really don’t want you to tell the police on us.’

“‘That’s not likely,’ said Red Hat as he continued pacing around the room, trying to think of a way to make up for lost time. Montleone would not be pleased.  

“‘That poor Mr. Quinn. And to think that he is our neighborhood security liaison. I mean, really.’  

“‘Maybe this is just the beginning. Take out security in preparation of the big attack,’ said Priscilla.

“‘Oh, you do let your imagination run wild, sister.’

“‘Quinn was the neighborhood security liaison? With whom?’ asked Red Hat skeptically.

“‘The police, of course.’

“‘Think. Think.’ Then Red Hat came up with a brilliant idea. ‘Okay. Can you two play the part of my long-lost aunties?’

“‘Do you mean like pretend?’

“‘I haven’t done that since I played Martha Washington in the community Fourth of July celebration when I was in third grade.’

“‘This does sound exciting. What should we do?’

“‘All you need to do is escort me, arm in arm, right out the front of the building.’

“‘And then you will forgive us for hitting you with a flower pot?’

“‘Yes, I will most definitely forgive you for hitting me with a flower pot. Just walk me out onto the sidewalk, past the policemen, and just so long there are not any other old ladies on balconies, I should be fine after that.’

“‘Let’s do it,’ said Priscilla giddily.

“‘And mister. Don’t forget your red hat,’ said Florence. ‘I shouldn’t be so nice to a Cincinnati fan, but I’ll forgive you.’

“‘Thank you,’ said Red Hat.  

“‘But only because I hit you on the head with a flower pot,” she hunched over a little and let out a loud giddy laugh.

“He put the cap on his head, and then thought better of it, shoving it into his back pocket. ‘Let’s go.’

“The two old ladies each grabbed one of Red Hat’s arms and whisked him out the door, past the scornful, prying eyes of Mrs. Tinsle, and down to the landing on the first floor outside Quinn’s apartment.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret felt exhausted, and as they stood outside Quinn’s apartment, waiting to see what would happen next, she fell fast asleep.

 

Chapter 6

 

Cornered by Cans

 

Mrs. Trumble was not about to let it go. She called up Margaret’s aunt Janice, recounting in four different ways the incident at the door, which in her words “inflicted irreparable physical and emotional harm.” She demanded reparations, which to Janice seemed strange if her wound was, in fact, irreparable. 

“She’s a menace to the whole neighborhood. Mr. Cheevers just told me that she threw a flower pot at him from the balcony. She’s going to kill someone.”

“Mrs. Trumble. I find that highly unlikely that Margaret threw a flower pot at Mr. Cheevers. She is not a violent person at all. She just keeps to herself.”

“Not violent?  What about my broken fingers? Tell each of them that she’s not violent.”

“I’m sure it was an accident. She must not have realized that your fingers were caught.”

“Not realized?  Mrs. Jowarski, if you will not take this incident seriously, then I will have to talk to the authorities.”

“Mrs. Trumble, that is completely unnecessary.”

“To you maybe, but not to me. What will it be?  Are you going to act or am I going to call the police?” asked the determined and passionate Mrs. Trumble.

“No, don’t call the authorities. Let me talk to her.”

“Talking isn’t enough. I want action.”

Aunt Janice was getting tired of putting up with the ridiculous accusations and tried to think of something to placate Mrs. Trumble.

“What if we do this? Margaret has a very small circle of people that she interacts with. Why don’t I ask them all to come together for a meeting to see if they think the same way as you do? How would that be?”

“Okay. I can accept that.”

“Good. I’ll call everyone today and try to set it up for some evening this week. I’ll be in touch,” Janice said as she hung up the phone without saying goodbye.  

There would be a meeting.

 

* * *

 

Reverend Davies had a hunch, so on Tuesday night at eleven-thirty, he told his wife that he was going shopping for a lost parishioner. She rolled over in a half-daze and went back to sleep. The reverend snuck out, arrived at Full Brands Market at 11:45, and started walking the aisles over and over with his empty shopping cart hoping to get lucky.  

Margaret entered the store at 12:10 and started her speed shopping. Reverend Davies was making his third sweep through the canned food aisle when he finally sighted her. Now he wondered how to proceed. He didn’t want to have another chase down Grand Street, so he thought he would try something a little more subtle. He picked up a can of corn and purposely rolled it towards Margaret who was stooped over, looking at the bottom shelf. The can hit Margaret in the shoe, and she quickly looked down and picked it up.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Reverend Davies said, purposely not looking directly at Margaret. “It slipped out of my hand.”

Margaret had picked up the can and handed it back towards the reverend when she finally recognized who it was.

“Thank you very much ... Oh, it’s you! Margaret. I’m sorry to hit you with the can of corn. Thanks again.”

He turned his cart around and started walking away. Margaret kept her eyes on him until he finally turned back around and walked a couple of steps toward her.

“You know what’s funny? This reminds me of the can that you dropped. And now I’ve dropped one, and you gave it back to me. I guess we are even. Have a nice night.”

He smiled at her, turned around, and started pushing his cart in the opposite direction. As Margaret watched him walk around the corner of the aisle, she could think only of Reverend Taylor on the ridge looking at the dead bodies. As he went out of sight, Margaret backed right into a shelf full of cans and closed her eyes. She had wondered if the presence could be felt elsewhere, and now she realized that it could. Cans started falling in all directions, smacking the floor with a spattering of ‘clunks’. Smack. Smack. Smack. She felt each one as they loudly echoed off the floor, jolting her into her storytelling state.

“Jackson had quickly slid down the ridge and attended to the little girl. He yelled for me to call for the medic, but I froze in fear and shock at the destruction I had caused.”

One of the Full Brands employees quickly arrived on the scene thinking she had had a heart-attack and collapsed up against the shelves.

“Miss? Miss? Are you all right? You’re knocking the cans onto the floor.”

“My rifle butt was against the ground, with the barrel pointed directly up at me. I stared into the small dark hole that could bring me relief with one quick flick of my finger.”

“Miss?” said the female employee shaking Margaret’s arm, trying to wake her from her trance. Margaret flung her arms back into the shelf which sent another dozen cans falling onto the floor. One hit Margaret right on the foot—the same place as the can of beans Reverend Davies sent her.

“Pain. Make it go away. One quick flick of my finger and it is all gone.”

The employee grabbed her walkie-talkie and called up to the front.

“Mr. Shorter. We have a situation here in aisle three. A lady is in some sort of trance or something, and all of these cans are flying on the floor.”

“Jackson kept yelling towards me. But I didn’t listen. I couldn’t listen. I was no longer on this earth.”

Some commotion up front, led by the store manager quickly entering the canned food aisle, caught the attention of Reverend Davies, so he decided to have a look. As he glanced around the corner, he saw Margaret leaning up against the shelf with her head back and eyes closed. He thought the worst and went running down the aisle behind the store manager.

“Miss, are you all right? Should we call an ambulance?”

“Or the police,” said someone else.

“Miss, are you okay?” asked the store manager.

“I wanted to die. I wanted to change places with the old man who had been shot to hell; his lone solace being this—his opened wounds masked their embarrassment by being covered up with a conical hat, placed there by a small girl in bloodied clothes. I wanted to be like him. Insides lain bare. The dead are honest. The dead tell the truth.”

“I’m going to call an ambulance,” said the manager.

“No, no,” said Reverend Davies who crowded in beside him. “I know her. I’m her pastor. She’s fine. Just let me talk with her. Please. Could everyone just back away? Just back away a little bit.”

The crowd around her started to move back a few steps. Margaret had since stopped narrating and had opened her eyes and stood up straight. She jumped back slightly when she saw Reverend Davies coming towards her, but she really felt threatened when she saw the large circle of people gawking at her.

“Margaret, it’s okay. I think you just passed out or something, and you knocked a few cans onto the floor. But everything is all right.”

Margaret looked down and saw the cans lying about on all sides.

“Reverend Taylor. Reverend Taylor,” she said twice.

“No, Margaret. I’m Reverend Davies. Remember? I used to visit you and your mother in your apartment. Are you okay?”

“Okay. Okay. Home.”

She quickly grabbed her cart and pushed it out of the canned foods toward the dairy. Reverend Davies turned towards the store manager.

“It’s okay. I’ll keep my eye on her to make sure that everything is all right and that she gets home safely.”

“Are you sure she is all right? She was saying some strange stuff about the dead, and guns. It was kind of creepy.”

“I’m sure everything is going to be fine. Thanks for your concern. I’ll look after her.”

“All right, just make sure she doesn’t make any more messes.”

“I’ll make sure.”

Reverend Davies had his doubts about her mental state. He kept out of Margaret’s sight-line for the rest of her shopping trip as she proceeded as if nothing at all had happened. She checked out as normal and walked the three blocks home in the middle of the night. The reverend stealthily followed her from a block behind and watched her go into her apartment building, hoping another night patrol wouldn’t see him stalking her. Then he walked back to his car and drove home. Something seemed very wrong. Reverend Davies wasn’t so confident that everything would turn out all right. He felt the need to intervene. 

After Margaret put away her groceries, she logged on to her computer and whipped off another brilliant update of the Hartford Corporation’s employee handbook. By morning, she was exhausted and fell asleep. Reverend Taylor continued to look into the barrel of his rifle. Red Hat was trying to exit the building with his adopted great aunties. The twins began their long trek up Harper’s Hill, and Janice shielded her eyes from the blinding white presence which quickly engulfed her. Over her shoulders in her dream, she felt his presence stronger each day.

 

Chapter 7

 

Escape from the Margaret Meeting

 

The Friday evening meeting commenced, and Janice started.

“First, I’d like to thank Mrs. Johnson for hosting us here this evening. I’ve called all of you together, so we could talk freely about my niece, Margaret. Each of us knows her in one way or another, and I wanted to get an opinion from all of you about Margaret and how you think she is doing.”

“Might I ask what prompted you to call us all together to talk about another person? I’m not really comfortable with that,” asked Reverend Davies, who sat next to Michael Cheevers, who crunched his way through a bag of potato chips.

The rest of the room consisted of Mrs. Johnson, Mrs. Trumble, and Chester Tomsey.

“Mrs. Trumble, would you like to address this issue?”

“Yes, I most certainly would. Now I’ve never been one to speak ill of someone without cause, and I’ve been greatly tolerant of being the recipient of coarse manners from Margaret, but I have seen her behavior become much stranger and, should I even say, violent recently.”

“Oh, come now,” interjected Chester Tomsey. “We all know that Margaret does not have the most heart-warming of personalities, but she is anything but violent.”

Reverend Davies did not like the start of this. He kept thinking about what Margaret had said when leaning up against the supermarket shelves.

“Mr. Tomsey, is it?” Mrs. Trumble inquired.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“And just what is your relationship with Margaret?”

“My firm employs her on a job-by-job basis. She writes and revises technical manuals for us. Actually, she’s a verbal genius.”

“Verbal genius! I think you are talking about the wrong Margaret,” belted out Cheevers with his mouth half-full of chips. “She’s no Margaret Queen of Scots.”

“That was Mary,” said Reverend Davies.

“That’s right, Reverend. She’s no Mary Mother of God either.”

The reverend exhaled heavily and rolled his eyes in Cheevers’ direction as did everyone else.

“Perhaps I shouldn’t have said verbal genius. What I meant was that she has a way with words—written words. I can’t tell you how much grief and stress that she has eliminated from my life. I think you are sorely mistaken if you think she is violent,” said Tomsey, trying to clarify his point.

“And how many times have you actually met her?” pressed Mrs. Trumble.

“None. I’ve never talked with the woman. We do everything over the Internet.”

“Well, I hardly think that makes you an expert on her character and behavior.”

“I’m basing my judgment on the quality and judicious nature of her work. She has an impeccable work record. Punctual. Detailed. Insightful. Any company would be lucky to have her. I know her character because it comes through in her work. If we are to suggest that she is anything but a wonderfully productive member of society, then we are mistaken.”

“And what exactly are we suggesting here?” Cheevers added. “Mrs. Johnson, do you have any beer?”

“No.”

“Mr. Cheevers, please be patient. We are trying to get to the heart of the matter. Mr. Tomsey, your opinions about her work habits are duly noted, but I would like Mrs. Trumble to continue,” voiced Janice with a slight hint of annoyance. 

Mrs. Trumble stood up and started addressing every incident and run-in that she ever had with Margaret. Everyone sighed with resignation that they would just need to wait it out. As the address continued, Sam and Pam crawled along the living room wall on all fours. The only person who could have seen them was Mrs. Trumble but not in her state. Sam reached safety first behind the kitchen island and waved Pam over. By the time they reached the door, Cheevers had a small window of opportunity to see them between the corner of the island and the wall of the hallway which led to a spare bedroom, but he was busy licking his fingers and sticking them back into the bag, trying to pick up the last few crumbs on his saliva-wet finger tips. Sam reached up and unlatched the door, quietly opening and closing it. They had spent the whole dinner hour planning their escape once they heard that the meeting was on. Pam even volunteered to cook her world-famous three-egg omelets so that their mother wouldn’t be in the kitchen. As Pam cooked, Sam got the WD-40 out of the hallway drawer and sprayed the front door hinges, so they wouldn’t squeak during their escape. They made it safely into the outdoor hallway.

“I hope she’s home. Your omelet wasn’t very good. I’m still hungry.”

“My omelets always taste good.”

“Not as good as chocolate-cherry-swirl.”

“Almost as good,” resigned Pam with a hint of haughtiness in her voice.

They stood in front of 2B and knocked. After a few seconds, Margaret answered the door and smiled slightly at the pair.  

“We are sorry to bother you, Ms. Pritcher.”

“Yes, very sorry to bother you,” Pam mimicked her sister.

“But if you aren’t busy …,” said Sam. “… we were wondering if you could continue your story. My mother is having a dreadfully boring meeting at home.”

“Okay,” said Margaret and left the door wide open. 

The girls scooted to their spot on the couch, and Margaret went directly to the freezer, grabbed two pints of chocolate-cherry-swirl with two spoons, and delivered the goods to the eager birds who nearly had their mouths wide-open, awaiting the juicy cold morsel to be placed gently inside. 

 Mrs. Trumble finally got around to the most recent historical incident. 

 “Well …” Mrs. Trumble continued. “… as I said, I have had my run-ins with her over the years, but lately things have been different. You may have noticed that my fingers are bandaged. Well, Margaret did it.”

“That was nice of her to bandage your fingers,” jested Cheevers.

“That’s not what I meant! A Full Brand flyer of hers had gotten into my mail, and I wished to return it to her. I knocked on the door—”

“Why didn’t you just put it in her mail box?” asked Mr. Tomsey.

“I was just being neighborly.”

“One person’s neighborly is another person’s harassment.”

“Hear, hear,” said Cheevers.

“Let her finish,” said Reverend Davies. He very much wanted to hear what had happened.

“Margaret opened the door partway, and as I put the flyer in, she slammed it right on these four fingers. I started screaming and screaming, but she wouldn’t open the door to release my fingers. She kept pushing harder and harder. Mrs. Johnson heard my screams and came out.”

“Yes,” said Mrs. Johnson. “I heard her, and I came into the hall and saw her fingers being crushed in Margaret’s door. I started pushing in and yelled for Margaret to ease off on the door.”

“And finally that beast let go long enough for me to extract my fingers,” interjected Mrs. Trumble.

“Well, Mrs. Trumble ...” Mrs. Johnson hesitated, looking at her in a somewhat disapproving manner. She felt uncomfortable as if she was about to betray someone, but she felt compelled to be completely honest. It was, after all, someone else’s life that may be in the balance. “To be fair, the door was unlocked.”

“This is ridiculous,” shouted Mr. Tomsey. “This whole evening would be completely moot if she would have just checked the doorknob and opened the door. To think that we have been sitting here all night. Leave the poor woman alone.”

“Hear, hear,” said Cheevers looking desperately around the coffee table to see if there were some nuts or something else to munch on.

“Well, I panicked. I didn’t know how to react. And whether the door was unlocked or not is beside the point. She recklessly and deliberately sabotaged my fingers.”

“Sabotaged fingers. Ridiculous,” whispered Tomsey under his breath.

“And you, Cheevers. How could you take his side?” questioned Mrs. Trumble, pointing firmly towards Tomsey like a prosecuting attorney. “What about the flower pot?”

“Can we all just try to focus here?” Janice interjected, trying to calm the waters.

Reverend Davies sat silent, continually playing back the grocery store scene in his mind. He couldn’t let it remain unsaid.

“Well, if this is all we have to go on, I think this evening has been a waste of time,” Tomsey said as he stood up to leave.

“Wait,” Reverend Davies stood up. He had a frown across his face, and he stood frozen in thought. “Mr. Tomsey, please sit. I have something to add. Something quite disturbing. I don’t think Margaret is in her right mind.”

 

* * *

 

“Thank you, Ms. Pritcher. The ice cream is excellent,” said Sam.

“As usual,” added Pam.

Margaret sat opposite, admiring the two lovely ladies. She loved watching them lick every last drop of cream from the spoons just like she used to do as a small girl.

“Could you continue the story about Georgia and Gwen?”

“Yes, please. They were going on a picnic to—”

“Harpers Hill stood high and tall in the distance—lovely under the towering sun of late morning,” Margaret started as she leaned her head back on the headrest of her chair, closed her eyes, and went into her normal oral rhythms. She could feel the strong presence beckoning her on. 

 

* * *

 

“Georgia could hardly contain herself, constantly running ahead, yelling back at Gwen, who struggled to keep up with her baby brother in her arms. Buster would trot ahead of both of them and circle back around in his lovingly protective way.

“‘Gwen, hurry up!’

“Georgia was a hundred feet ahead and continued sprinting up the steep incline, further distancing herself from her sister. Gwen walked a ways, then put the baby down to rest. He could barely stand on the uneven ground, and the alfalfa came up to his chin, almost covering him as if he was another sapling growing in a green forest. Gwen was furious that Georgia would not wait, so she boycotted the trip more than once by sitting down and putting the baby on her lap, thinking that she would just turn around and go home.

“Georgia kept her sights on the lonely crab-apple tree as she approached the summit—a truly special place for her. She had spent many summer afternoons under the shade of that tree, pretending she was a princess or an heiress with all the expensive trimmings that life could afford. Gwen would come occasionally, but she usually ruined the fun by putting too much realism into make-believe.”

 

* * *

 

“See Pam, you need to lighten up. You do the same thing as Gwen.”

“I do not. I know how to make-believe just fine.”

Margaret lifted up her head and smiled at the girls.

“Remember when I was trying to be a ballerina, and I put Mama’s stocking on?”

“Well, ballerinas don’t wear brown stockings and especially not ones that go up to your armpits. You looked ridiculous.”

Margaret put her head back and pretended she heard nothing.

 

* * *

 

“Today was different. Georgia sensed it. A strange feeling overcame her as she reached the grassy knoll that led up to the tree with its twisted and irregular branches reaching out in all directions. She smelled something too. Something familiar. Then, she noticed an object sticking out from behind the tree. A table. Clearly, it was a table, for she could see its leg and the sharp angle where the table-top jutted out from the tree. As Georgia edged forward, she caught a glimpse of a simple wooden chair, pushed away from the table, and a man, dressed in a rugged workman’s overcoat, sitting and staring out the opposite way into the rolling plains which seemed to carry on eternally to the end of the horizon.

“Georgia tilted her eyes and cocked her head, cautiously approaching the tree but keeping her body tucked behind the trunk, so she could not be seen by the man. When she reached the crabapple, she put her back against it and looked down the valley. Gwen was nowhere in sight, hidden behind one of the rolling bluffs which weaved their way the entire length of the climb.  

“Quietly and slowly, Georgia leaned around the tree and peeked at the man. He looked so familiar from the back that she couldn’t take her eyes off of him. Suddenly, as if his head had always been looking in her direction, the man stared right at her. She gasped in disbelief, and he flashed that warm, familiar smile in her direction.

“‘Georgia. My sweet Georgia. Come closer.’

“‘Papa? Papa?’

“She couldn’t believe her eyes. Tears streamed down her face as she leapt like a jackrabbit into his arms.

“‘Oh, Papa. I’ve missed you so. I’ve missed you.’

“He caressed her gently. Low-rolling thunder shook in the distance. The leaves of the crab apple whispered softly in the breeze. Georgia could sense it all. She was in tune with her surroundings like never before. She sat in his lap but felt distant from him. It felt like she was embraced by her surroundings, a gentle touch from a branch, a longing stroke from the wind, a peaceful serenade from the insects who busily climbed up the legs of the table beside them. Georgia felt a burning in her heart. A happiness, a warmth, but a burning none the less. It ached. She leaned back in her father’s lap and looked directly into her father’s face.

“‘Are you real?’

“‘Come. Sit at the table. Let me look at you.’

“‘Where is Starling and the wagon?’

“Georgia looked around. He had no possessions; no mode of transport; he sat with only the clothes on his back, and they were ragged clothes she didn’t recognize.

“‘You look so pretty.’

“‘Have you seen Mama yet? She will be so happy. And Gwen and the baby. They’re coming up the hill now. Let me get them.’

“‘No, Georgia. We don’t have much time, and I want to look at you. I’ve missed you so.’

“‘Papa, I don’t understand.’

“He looked over at her with a blank stare but finally smiled and reached out his hand. She reached over and put hers in his.

“‘Papa, where did you come from?’

“‘Up there,’ he said, lifting his forehead toward the sky.

“‘I don’t understand.’

“‘I am like the wind. I come and go, but I will always be near you. Whether near or far.’

“‘Papa, I’m afraid. This morning, I woke up and I …” her voice trailed off, afraid to speak the rest.

“‘What did you see, my child?’

“‘Papa, how did you know I saw something?’

“‘What was it that you saw?’

“‘A light. A bright and powerful light. It lit up the sky like a dozen shooting stars all at once. And—’

“‘It was beautiful, wasn’t it?’

“‘Yes. You saw it, too? Oh, Papa. I knew I wasn’t making things up. Gwen didn’t believe me. She never believes me.’

“‘This is about you, Georgia. What do you believe?’

“‘I believe that I saw a special light in the sky. At that moment, I knew you were coming. I don’t know how I knew, but I knew. That’s what I told Gwen. That’s why I said we had to come to Harper’s Hill today. We just had too. And now you are here. Wishes do come true.’

“Georgia’s father looked intently at her as if he wanted to remember every last hair, the exact placement of her dimples, and the precise shape of her earlobes. A single tear came down his face.

“‘Papa, why are you crying?’

“‘Georgia, listen. You have to listen, and listen carefully. And you have to do exactly what I say. Do you understand?’

“‘Yes, Papa.’

“‘I need you to be brave, braver than you’ve ever been before. I am putting you in charge. You have to do it.’

“‘Do what, Papa?’

“‘It’s up to you.’

“‘Papa, I don’t understand. Wait for Gwen to arrive. You can tell both of us, and we can both be brave.’

“‘No. There is no time. I cannot stay here.’

“‘Papa, Gwen is almost here. I’ll go get her.’

“‘No. You mustn’t. It was you who saw the vision last night. That is why I am here. To say goodbye. It is you who must be brave.’

“Georgia paused for a moment. She wanted to ask one more question but was afraid of the answer she might receive. But she had to ask. She might never be given another chance.

“‘Papa, why did you leave us?’

“Her father squirmed around on the seat for a moment and then reached deep down inside his overcoat pocket and pulled out something that he hid inside his fist.

“‘Hold out your hand, Georgia.’

“She held out her hand, trembling as one should never have to tremble in the presence of a loved one. His hand brushed over hers like morning dew vapor that dances in the breeze. She felt something cold and hard placed in her palm. It was a gold locket with a thin gold chain. It looked familiar to Georgia.

“‘Open it.’

“She unclasped the chain and opened it to see an ink portrait of Gwen and herself.  

“‘Do you recognize this?’

“‘Yes, this is Mama’s locket. Why are you giving it to me?’

“‘Ours is not to ask why. But there is something you must always remember. This locket shows that no matter what happens, your mother and father always love you, and that’s what’s important. You keep this, always.’

“‘But it belongs to Mama.’

“‘You keep it.’

“Georgia looked down at the locket. She stopped everything for a moment and stared right at her father. Her breathing picked up, and with every exhale, she sensed emptiness around her. She sat on a chair, at a table, with her father in front of her. The tree rustled in the wind, and a lonely crabapple leaf fluttered unevenly, picking up every wind-powered rip current that twirled it uneasily until it gently landed on the table in front of her. Georgia heard it scraping across the table like a team of horses screeching to a halt. She started rubbing her thighs as her breathing intensified.

“‘Papa, I saw a light this morning. Across the sky.’

“He nodded. She panted loudly.

“‘Papa, you came from up there?’ she asked in a tired whisper of a person nearly breathing her last breath.

“Her father nodded again softly.

“‘I must get Gwen,’ said Georgia as she drunkenly stood up, staggered away from the table, and quickly started running around the tree.

“‘Georgia, be brave. Be brave,’ admonished her father.

“‘Gwen! Gwen! Papa is here. Come. Come quickly!’”

 

* * *

 

Margaret yelled out the last line with the force of a stage actress, while Sam and Pam sat mesmerized on the couch, a half-eaten pint making them sick to their stomachs.

“Ms. Pritcher,” asked Pam. “Is Georgia’s father for real?”

Margaret adjusted the collar on her shirt and wiped a lonely tear from the corner of her eye. She didn’t want to open her eyes, or turn around because she was afraid nothing was there. Finally, she glanced briefly at the girls, smiled, and put her head back to rest, waiting for the next round of inspiration.

 

* * *

 

“I knew it. She’s out of her mind,” said Mrs. Trumble, who naturally was the first to indict Margaret once Reverend Davies told the complete tale of the grocery store incident.

“Come on, now,” interjected Janice. “I’ll admit it is a little strange, but you have to understand that she’s a storyteller. She tells stories at random times.”

“At the supermarket? She doesn’t know what she is doing,” Mrs. Trumble scrunched up her nose, unwilling to give any concessions. “I thought she could barely communicate. How can she tell stories?”

“No, she’s an excellent communicator,” Mr. Tomsey said in her defense. “Superior, in fact.”

“That’s written language.”

“It’s still communication, so let’s be clear here. You said she couldn’t communicate, which is not true.”

“Actually, I’ll admit that I have heard some of her stories before. I have listened from outside the door to her imaginative ranting from time to time. She is quite eloquent,” said Janice.

“Well, of course. You’re her relative. You’re clearly going to support her,” retorted Mrs. Trumble in a searing voice.

Janice shook her head and snapped a quick glare towards Mrs. Trumble.

“Well, if you think I will be anything but fair here …” Janice replied indignantly.

“Okay, let’s not jump down each other’s throats,” soothed the reverend.

“Just let her be,” said Cheevers, rolling his eyes in boredom at the over-zealous Mrs. Trumble.

“Hear, hear,” seconded Mr. Tomsey.

“Well, you weren’t there at the grocery store,” replied Mrs. Trumble.

“Neither were you!” blurted out Cheevers.

“I’m just saying that Reverend Davies wouldn’t have brought it up if he didn’t think it was important.”

“She’s right,” said Reverend Davies. “Before Margaret’s mother died, she asked me to help Margaret in whatever way I could. I’ve written her letters. I’ve tried to call her and visit her. She just hasn’t responded.”

“Maybe she just wants to be left alone,” said Mr. Tomsey, also getting tired of what the apartment grudge match.

“I think that’s the problem,” continued the reverend. “She’s alone all the time. She has, perhaps, created this alternative world that she uses as a means of escape. And that’s fine and all, but she’s crossing the line. Things are getting blurred, and now it’s affecting others. We can’t just turn a blind eye to people in need.”

Everyone sat quietly—the first lull in quite some time.

“How many people in today’s world have become completely cut-off from others? Our society has created a generation of people who are afraid to be vulnerable, afraid to offend, afraid to cause inconvenience that we don’t even bother to get know our neighbors. Our society has become so ‘me’ driven that we are losing our sense of neighborhood, let alone our sense of community. How many times have you heard about someone who has been dead for weeks, being found in their apartment or house—usually by some bill collector or meter reader? It’s a sad, sad testament of our society. Look, Margaret is lucky. She has a group of people who care about her, or at least I think so, or you wouldn’t have shown up tonight. We need to do what is right for her, and we can’t be worried if we have been slighted or hurt by her actions. Our actions must be driven by her best interest. Nothing else should matter.”

Reverend Davies sat down, and everyone fidgeted around, squirming like a group of school children in front of a principal — even if Reverend Davies didn’t mean it to come across so.

“Good sermon, Reverend. I always thought being a meter reader would be a terrible job,” said Cheevers.

Janice rolled her eyes.

“Thank you, Reverend. I think we all want what’s best for Margaret. I’m sure you do, too, right Mrs. Trumble?”

“Of course,” she said indignantly, shaking her head from side to side at such an insinuation.

“Okay. We have a couple people who think we need to be proactive and a couple who think that nothing should be done. What can we all agree on?”

They all started talking at once. It would be a long night.

 

* * *

 

“Well?” the twins peered at Margaret with expectant eyes.

“I have more ice cream,” Margaret said.

“I’m so full,” said Pam, echoed by Sam holding her stomach. “But we’d like you to continue the story.”

Margaret smiled. She loved looking at the twins on her couch. She obliged.

 

* * *

 

“Georgia ran full-tilt, headlong, torso forward, mouth open, cartoon-legs spinning, trying to keep up with her upper body momentum.

“‘Gwen!’ she yelled forcefully. Gwen had been resting with the baby in the tall grass halfway down the hill’s peak. She stood up abruptly and peered like a wild cat through the tall strands of alfalfa.

“‘Georgia! I’ve had to do all the work,’ admonished Gwen bitterly.

“‘Come quickly. Come! Father is here—at the top of the hill, waiting for us.’

“‘Papa?’

“Georgia panted loudly, trying to talk without any air. Her breath kept sucking the words back into her mouth.

“‘Papa? Georgia, what are you talking about?’

“‘Papa is here. He’s waiting for us. Oh Gwen, it’s what we’ve been waiting for. He’s come back. He’s come back. I told you. I saw the sign in the sky. The bright light. Come on!’

“Gwen’s heart melted. Her eyes sunk and her cheeks followed, as if the strong, brave-faced girl no longer needed to be so strong. Her defenses fell, and she started crying as she saw the genuine hope and love in Georgia’s face. She picked up the baby in one arm and reached out to Georgia with the other. The two cats who fought incessantly were at peace. All territories and boundaries finally torn down — united in their determination that their family would move forward—that mother would once again be happy. Gwen smiled widely at Georgia, a rare occurrence indeed.

“‘Take me to him.’

“Georgia tugged on her arm, and they sprinted up the hill. Each step burned Gwen’s elbow as the baby wriggled up and down, but she didn’t care. Georgia was nearly laughing. She refused to let go of Gwen’s hand and pulled her along like Starling pulling the carriage.

“‘We’re almost there. We’re almost there.’

“They reached the summit of Harper’s Hill, panting wildly. The tall wide-spread crab apple stood motionless, witnessing the unfolding drama. Georgia let go of Gwen’s hand and surged forward toward the tree. She brushed against it with her hand.

“‘Papa! Papa! Gwen’s here. Gwen’s here.’

“The patch of grass behind the tree winced at Georgia, ashamed to be so empty. The table was gone. The chairs were gone. Papa was gone. Georgia stood expressionless, her heart barely beating, her lungs barely breathing, her eyes barely seeing. She felt confused and destitute. She fell to her knees and wailed in silence, unable to make a sound as tears streamed down her face. Gwen jutted around the trunk of the tree, baby in hand, hope in her heart, and nearly ran over Georgia, who knelt like a pilgrim at an altar or a widow at a funeral.

“‘Papa? Where’s Papa?’ Gwen asked.

“Georgia remained silent — tears in her eyes.

“‘Georgia,’ Gwen voiced in a tone quickly becoming cynical. ‘Georgia, you evil girl. Papa isn’t here. How could you? How could you do this to me?’

“Georgia stood up immediately and whirled around into Gwen’s face.

“‘He was here,’ she yelled hoarsely. ‘He was here. There was a table, and two chairs, and he was here. Papa. Papa,’ she lapsed into a melancholy whisper.

“‘You liar! How dare you! I hate you! I hate you!’ Gwen saw only red.

“‘I’m not a liar. He was here,’ Georgia screamed right back.

“The baby started crying.

“‘I will never speak with you again,’ Gwen said with desperate tears on her cheeks, stabbing Georgia with heartbroken glances of betrayal. She knew of no one else on the entire earth who could be as cruel as Georgia.

“Georgia’s temper rose quickly, having little patience with Gwen’s accusations.

“‘I am not a liar. Papa was here. Right here.’

“‘Stop it, Georgia. Stop it!’

“‘I will not stop it.’

“Georgia grasped Gwen’s arm and shook it up and down.

“‘Stop it. You are just evil. You’re hurting Benjamin.’

“Georgia, in a mindless rage that consumed every inch of her body, could only think about Papa and the table. She couldn’t accept being a liar. Not this time. Not with the stakes this high.

“‘I’m not a liar. Papa was here!’

“Georgia pushed back against Gwen. Gwen caught her clog on a crab apple root. Her knee buckled, and she slipped backwards, caught in gravity’s rapturous pull. With her hands spread wide, she tumbled over, counting every second, reaching and reaching and reaching for the baby, who flew headlong out of her grasp. Her arms, flung over her head, could not catch him as he plummeted toward the tree. Gwen landed hard, squarely on her back. Benjamin shrieked loudly and then fell silent. Georgia looked on, helpless, as the baby came to rest at the base of the tree. He lay lifeless, blood flowing slowly down his soft, white cheek. Georgia stood in a dream, unable to move, unable to react, unable to speak. Gwen bent her neck backwards as far as possible to view baby Benjamin. Pain ripped through her back as her motherly instincts longed to hold her precious bundle.”

 

* * *

 

The meeting dragged on into the realm of the inconsequential. Mrs. Johnson decided to stand up and clear her head a little bit by picking up everyone’s coffee cups and taking them into the kitchen. She rinsed them lightly in the sink and yelled into the twins’ room to see what they were up to. No answer. She yelled again. Silence. She walked down the hall and into the room only to find it empty. She quickly back-traced her steps into the bathroom. Nothing. She went across the living room as Mr. Tomsey and his booming tenor tried to make a convincing counter-point. She peeked into the the master bedroom. They were gone. She quickly ran out of the room and anxiously announced her discovery.

“The twins. They’re not here.”

Everyone turned on cue and looked at Mrs. Johnson, whose face had gone completely white.

“They aren’t in their room?”

“They’re gone. They’re not in the apartment,” she said as her voice faltered and quivered and her eyes welled up with moisture.

Cheevers was the first one up. He was a decent man, who cracked jokes non-stop but had a tender side to him that made him very protective of everyone weaker than himself. This is why he had very little patience with Mrs. Trumble’s bullying.

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Johnson. We’ll find them.”

Cheevers barreled out the door, chest high, arms in motion like a superhero on a life or death mission. Mrs. Johnson followed, and everyone else trailed behind.  

“Pam! Sam!” yelled Mrs. Johnson.

“Pam!” echoed Cheevers.

The Pritcher door was one-third of the way open, and Cheevers glanced through the crack between the hinges and the door, catching a quick flash of someone. He poked his head around the open entrance.  

Pam and Sam sat wide-eyed on the couch, tears welling in their eyes as Margaret stopped to catch her breath. She, too, felt emotionally spent. 

“What are you doing?” Cheevers belted out at Margaret.

The girls screamed, caught half between Benjamin’s bloody head and Cheevers’ unexpected entrance. They jumped into each other’s arms and turned their faces on the man with the red hat.

Margaret calmly looked over at Cheevers.

“Red Hat. Red Hat. Red Hat came too soon.” She looked down at the floor in an uncomfortable manner.

The rest of the meeting-goers stood over Cheevers’ shoulder. Mrs. Johnson let out a scream and ran over to her girls, pulling them into her arms.

“What’s wrong, my darlings? Are you okay? Are you hurt? Did she hurt you?”

“Mom, you scared us,” said Sam. “We didn’t mean to sneak out.”

“Yes, we did, Sam. It was premeditated sneaking,” replied Pam, who always straightened out Sam’s lies.

“Well, we didn’t mean to get you upset!”

“Margaret, what is going on here?”

Mrs. Trumble broke through the huddle and came right up to Margaret’s side. Janice followed her, ready to block if necessary.

“See, she can’t be trusted. She lured these girls into her apartment to do only God knows what? Look at these poor, poor girls. She’s frightened them out of their minds,” said Mrs. Trumble, who was sure that this would vindicate her argument.

“Now just calm down. We need to find out what’s going on,” interjected Janice.

Reverend Davies stood by the door and reserved judgment. Cheevers was starting to think that maybe Mrs. Trumble was right. Mr. Tomsey stood silently.

“Are you all right, children?”

“Mom, we’re fine.”

“Go home now. Margaret, these girls are never to be in your apartment again. Do you hear?”

“Mom, why are you—”

“I said go home.”

“Mom, we just had some ice cream.”

“That’s what they do. Lure them in with something sweet. The fly in the ointment,” said Mrs. Trumble gleefully.

“The ant in the honey,” added Cheevers.

“Now, just calm down, everyone. Margaret, what are the twins doing here?” asked Janice.

Margaret shook her head from side to side.

“Ice cream. Ice cream. Chocolate-cherry-swirl.”

“Mom,” cried Sam.

“Sam, go! Now!”

“But, Mom, nothing happened,” Pam tried to get through. “We just had some ice cream.”

“Margaret, did you make them cry?” asked Janice, her support of Margaret showing signs of weakening.

“Yes,” Margaret replied matter-of-factly.

“What did you do to them?” Janice insisted.

“Ms. Pritcher did nothing to us,” Sam boldly blurted out. She had yet to obey her mother and continued to stand next to the couch. 

The gentlemen at the door looked on like decorations on the wall.

“Sam!” her mother yelled at her.

“It was Benjamin. He fell and started bleeding. And then Mr. Cheevers walked in and yelled, and he startled us,” said Sam.

“Benjamin? Who’s Benjamin?”

“Margaret, who is Benjamin?” Janice looked intensely down at Margaret, trying to get her to talk. Her worst fears began to well-up inside of her. Could Margaret really be a harmful person?

“This is getting out of hand,” said Mrs. Trumble.

Pam tried to clarify the story, but no one was listening. Everyone started talking over top of each other. Each layer of language built upon the presuppositions of the others, and Margaret sat accused of the most vicious of crimes with only Janice hanging precariously in her corner by a thread of common-sense-doubt, which at the moment seemed silly. Margaret sat quietly, intermittently glancing over at Cheevers, who clutched his red hat in his hand. She also kept looking at the empty cartons of ice cream on the coffee table.

“Well, we need to find out who this Benjamin is,” said Mr. Tomsey, who took this sort of thing seriously.

“But Benj—” started Sam only to be cut off by her mother.

“I want both of you out of here. Now!” demanded Mrs. Johnson.

Sam and Pam decided to go. They would make their pleas at a later time when the grown-ups were more open to listening to the truth. They walked toward the gentlemen and turned back to Margaret before exiting the door.

“Thank you, Ms. Pritcher,” said Sam.

“Yes, thank you,” said Pam as they both walked down the hall and into their own apartment.

Mrs. Johnson looked over at Margaret with burning eyes.

“Who is Benjamin?”

Everyone added a random form of the same question in unison, but Margaret remained silent in her chair. She noticed how Cheevers kept gripping his red hat tightly and then let it go, giving it a small flip into the air. She also noticed how Reverend Davies looked down at her, much like Reverend Taylor overlooked the Vietnamese village.

“I think we should call the police,” said Mrs. Trumble.

“For what possible purpose should we call the police?” said Janice. “There is no evidence whatsoever that anything illegal has happened here. Apparently, the girls snuck out of the apartment and had some ice cream. That is hardly a federal offense.”

“What about bloody Benjamin?” said Cheevers.

“Exactly!” concurred Mrs. Trumble.

“If there is a hurt little boy somewhere, we need to find out,” reflected Reverend Davies calmly.

“Margaret, who is Benjamin?” asked Janice. “Come on. We need you to talk. Who is Benjamin?”

“Benjamin. Laying by a tree. Hurt his head.”

“A tree? She never even goes out of the apartment.”

“That’s not true. She goes shopping once a week. I know. I’ve seen her,” said Reverend Davies.

“Well, there’s about three trees from here to Full Brands. If there is a bloody Benjamin laying by one of them, he shouldn’t be hard to find,” said Cheevers.

“We need to call the police. She can’t be trusted,” insisted Mrs. Trumble.

Janice was beginning to think the same thing. She nodded her head. Reverend Davies said he would go down to street level and look over the trees on the way to the market. Mr. Tomsey said he could call a policeman friend of his and see what should be done. The long night was about to get much longer. Mrs. Johnson thought about her husband and wished he was there. She worried for the girls and wanted to go back to the apartment to comfort them, but she wanted to see this through. If Margaret was guilty, she would pay for messing with her girls.   

 

Chapter 8 

 

Tears and Truth

 

The whole group, every last one, cowered in the middle of Mrs. Johnson’s living room as the policeman reprimanded them.

“Was it too much to think that at least one adult would have asked the girls what happened? Ice cream and storytelling. Sounds like a good babysitter to me. Chester, I’ll see you later.”

Mr. Tomsey nodded his head as his policeman friend exited the apartment. They all felt somewhat ashamed, except for Mrs. Trumble, who was convinced that the policeman had been too hasty and certainly overlooked something.

“I’m going home,” said Cheevers and walked out the door.

“Goodnight, Mrs. Johnson. Janice,” nodded Reverend Davies and walked out after Cheevers.  

“What about Margaret? What about my hand?”

“Mrs. Trumble, I would suggest that you not put it in between a door and door frame anytime soon,” said Mr. Tomsey as he exited.

Cheevers walked right past his apartment and headed down the steps followed by Reverend Davies.

“You’re not going home?” inquired the reverend.

“I need a drink. Want to join me, Reverend?”

“Oh, no. I think not.”

“I certainly need one after this evening.”

“Well, I don’t blame you at all,” smiled the reverend wryly.

Janice walked by Margaret’s apartment, hesitated a little, and then continued on down the steps. She would talk with her about the whole incident another day, but for now, she just wanted to go home, shower the venomous talk off her body, and go to bed. 

Margaret stood at her window and caught a glimpse of Red Hat and Reverend Davies as they parted. She remained completely unaffected by the evening’s events, but the red hat grabbed her. It mesmerized her. She felt afflicted by the muse all around her. She thought of the red cap of her childhood, and once more fell into her hypnotic trance, alone in her world, unaffected, unattached, and relentless. Where would she begin?

 

* * *

 

“Priscilla put on her best face and proudly clutched Red Hat’s arm like a Homecoming Queen. She hadn’t been this close to a man since she turned down Richard Hopkin’s wedding proposal in college. She calculated that she couldn’t bear to be with a statistician far from her dear sister Florence, who had also settled in firmly at Red Hat’s right.

“‘Calm and cool,’ said Red Hat. ‘You got it.’

“‘Oh, this is exciting,’ said Florence, who squeezed tightly on his arm. Twice he had to break away to restore circulation.

“They descended the steps and began to walk past Quinn’s door at the end of the first floor hallway when an officer stopped them.

“‘Excuse me, ladies, sir. Do you live here?’ asked the officer.

“Priscilla jumped in first. She had a knack for pretending.

“‘Why, yes, officer. I’m Priscilla, and this is my dear sister, Florence. And you just must met our nephew—’

“‘Bartholomew,’ piped in Florence. She had always been the creative one.

“‘Yes, Bartholomew is from Key West. He flew up to celebrate our birthday with us. We are twins if you can’t tell.’

“‘Well, almost twins,’ clarified Florence in a confusing way.

“‘I see. Bartholomew, how long are you here?’ asked the bemused cop.

“‘I’m actually leaving today.’

“‘You have something wrong with your head?’

“‘No, no. I’m fine.’

“‘I see it’s bleeding.’

“‘Bleeding? Oh, well …’

“He quickly pulled his red hat out of his pocket and put it on his head.

“‘I’m afraid that’s my fault, officer,’ said Florence. ‘You see, I was playing baseball with a marble on my balcony, and it hit him on the head.’

“‘That’s right. When the flower pot fell,’ said Priscilla.

“‘Flower pot?’ asked the policeman. He had a skeptical look on his face as he glanced over the threesome.

“‘Yes, the flower pot hit him in the head.’

“‘I thought you said a marble hit him?’

“‘Well, no, not a marble,’ said Priscilla.

“‘Priscilla, don’t you remember. It was a marble. I can’t play baseball with a flower pot,’ Florence scolded.

“‘Sorry, officer. They are a little out of their minds. Don’t listen to them,’ Red Hat said, trying to quickly back out of this conversation that headed towards a confrontation.

“‘How did you get that blow to your head?’ inquired the officer.

“‘Does it matter? I have to go.’

“‘It matters, Bartholomew,” the officer facetiously added. ‘We have a dead body here. Can I see some identification?’

“‘Officer Monroe. Our poor nephew didn’t want to say anything. It’s rather embarrassing,” Florence said as she poked her head in close to the officer’s chest. ‘He was on the toilet and quickly stood up and hit his head on the marble flower pot on the shelf in front of the throne, if you know what I mean.’  

“‘That’s right. That’s all there is to it,’ added Priscilla. ‘That flower pot is extremely close to the toilet. We’re short, though. Very short. Doesn’t bother us.’

“‘How embarrassing it was to find Bartholomew face down on the floor,’ said Florence, leaning close to whisper into Officer Monroe’s ear. ‘And he still had his pants down.’ They both giggled.

“Red Hat had about had enough and so had the officer who quickly called for backup into his shoulder-com-unit.

“‘They’re fruity officer,’ said Red Hat, motioning the crazy circle with his left hand. ‘That’s why I come here and visit them. They’d go batty without sane companionship from time to time.’

“‘Okay, people. I don’t know what you are trying to prove, but I need to see some identification, and now.’

Red Hat glanced quickly to each of his ‘aunties’ who smiled widely, feeling so proud of themselves for such a clever excuse. Then he reached back with his right hand and landed a solid punch on the officer’s jaw. Monroe tripped backwards against the wall and flopped onto the floor. The ladies stood by, laughing giddily at themselves. From Quinn’s apartment, another officer saw the punch and quickly headed their way.  

“‘Run, Bartholomew. Run,’ yelled Florence, who felt an amazing rush of adrenaline overtake her. She hadn’t felt anything like it since throwing a no-hitter in high school.   

“Red Hat took her cue and headed down the hall and out the door. Priscilla put out her foot, and the officer from Quinn’s room tripped and fell face-first onto the wooden floor. He quickly grabbed his com-unit and yelled into it.

“‘Perpetrator on foot, leaving the building, wearing a red hat. I repeat. Wearing a red hat.’

“Red Hat immediately saw the troopers scurrying in front of him. He had an open corridor straight ahead of him across the street, but he no longer had transportation since he had planned on hailing a cab.  

“He ran between two police cars as several officers converged behind him. Across the street, diagonally situated beside a convenience store, sat an idling Yo-Yo Yoghurt truck, as the driver unloaded some plastic cartons from the back.  

“Red Hat leaped up through the open door and into the vacant driver’s seat. He clutched, shifted into first, and tore off. Cartons of Yo-Yo came crashing onto the pavement as the driver ripped off some profanities. One officer drew his weapon and tried to shoot out the back tire but only managed to puncture a few more cartons, which spewed their milky-goodness onto the street, leaving a clear yoghurt trail to follow. They scooted to their vehicles to begin the hot pursuit as Red Hat nearly tipped over the panel van heading onto 9th Avenue, avoiding three cars and beeping incessantly. He was three hours late, but he wouldn’t fail. No flower pot in the world would prevent him from unlocking that box with Quinn’s key.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret was leaning face first against the window overlooking the street. The street lamps created shadows against the corner of the small vacant café where Red Hat often ate his breakfast. Cheevers sat at McHeely’s down the street, tipping back a pint with his buddies. Reverend Davies was at home with his wife and kids, and Pam and Sam had been snuggling in their beds for hours by now. Margaret thought over the whole evening. She knew she wasn’t crazy in the clinical sense. She knew how she loved the twins. She would surely stock up on ice cream the next time she went to Full Brands—but even the thought of that made her feel nervous. She always went on Tuesday at midnight, but now Reverend Davies knew her schedule. She wasn’t sure if she would have the strength to change it. She thought of how the Reverend Davies stared at her this evening in her apartment like she was guilty of something. He disapproved. He always disapproved. She thought of her mother who had long left her alone.

“My rifle butt leaned against the ground and the barrel pointed directly up at me. I stared into the small dark hole that could bring me relief with one quick flick of my finger.”

Margaret saw him sitting on the edge of the village. His mind held the image of forty years past. He looked right down the barrel, wanting to end it all. Off to the side, some two hundred feet away, she saw Nicki and Quan still sitting on the small plastic stools, sipping the strong green tea. She had to find out what this was all about.

 

* * *

 

“Nicki lifted her left hand and rubbed her forehead for a moment.

“‘Are you all right?’ asked Quan, genuinely concerned for her quickly changing mood.

“‘Yes, I’m just hot.’

“‘Do you want to go into my house? There’s a fan there.’

“‘No,’ she replied quickly. ‘How did you choose Mt. Goshen College?’

“Quan paused for a moment.

“‘Your father.’

“‘You know my father?’ asked Nicki incredulously. 

“‘Yes. I’m sorry. I do. Without him, I never would have gone to college.’

“‘I don’t understand.’

“‘He helped me a lot, and I am very grateful for him. Without him, I would have never learned English, or gone to America, or have been able to provide for my family.’

“‘I still don’t understand.’

“From the side, Reverend Taylor jumped into the conversation. He had climbed down over the ridge and had silently approached them. It was time to set the record straight.

“‘I killed Quan’s grandfather. Right here. Right from that ridge.’

“‘No,’ Quan stood up immediately and tried to shield the reverend from having to divulge any more information.

“‘Dad, what do you mean? Quan told me there was a battle here one night. I know you were here, but … You don’t have to relive the past.’

“‘That’s right.’

“‘It was me,’ the reverend said, staring out over the rice expanse. ‘Only me. I stood there and opened fire. And I fired and fired, and I slaughtered them all. Everyone last one. I killed Quan’s grandfather. And uncle and aunt.’

“Tears streamed down all of their faces.

“‘War is hell. Everything about war is hell. It doesn’t matter,’ said Quan.

“‘I never even got a reprimand. My commanding officer reported that the VC slaughtered the villagers in the dead of night for providing assistance to us. It was one big lie after another which covered up the whole incident. I walked out of the army a decorated war hero, but I couldn’t face anyone when I arrived back home. I swore I would make it right.’

“He wiped his face of all the sweat and tears.

“‘It’s been my obsession. All those times I was away on conferences, I was tracking down information about this village. I scrimped and saved and shaved off earnings and went out of my way to help the people I hurt. I worked my way onto the board at Mt. Goshen College simply for the reason of setting up a veteran’s scholarship fund. That’s how I found Quan. Nicki, I’m sorry for not being completely forthright with you.’

“‘Did you know Quan was going to be here?’

“‘Yes. We planned it.’

“‘And does Mom know any of this?’

“‘No. I was going to tell her, but she decided not to come, so I didn’t.’

“‘Dad, what is going on here?’ Nicki snapped at her father. She couldn’t imagine her father doing things behind her mother’s back. ‘Where did you get the money to send him to school? What about me? Why did you even want me to come? Was it just to get me on your side?’

“Reverend Taylor looked down. The hardest part remained; the good intentioned secret that would shatter the trust his family had in him. But the timing was finally right. 

“‘Nicki, Quan is my adopted son.’

“She looked at him, tilting her head slightly as if to defend herself from his bluntness. 

“‘Not my biological son. But I adopted him when he was seventeen, so he could have the advantage of an American schooling.’

“‘And Mom doesn’t know this?’

“‘No.’

“She peeled back a few steps, nearly staggering to comprehend the scene which crashed down around her.   

“‘Nicki, let me explain.’

“‘No. I don’t want to hear your explanation.’

“The reverend had tears in his eyes. He felt sorry for Nicki. He knew that she would probably find out on this trip, and he was willing to live with the consequences. In a way, he felt relieved to get everything out in the open. He had spent too many years obsessed with hiding his action on the ridge and his desperate maneuvering to cover up his attempt to make-up for his past. 

“‘And you,’ she said, looking at Quan. ‘How could you go along with this? You pretend not to know me when you’ve been stalking me from a distance for years? This is just too weird. Do whatever you need to do here, Dad. Don’t let me get in the way of your cathartic soul cleansing. I’m going back to the hotel.’ She turned toward the taxi on the other side of the village but swiftly recoiled in her father’s direction. ‘Mom has been nothing but supportive of you all these years. She’s been understanding. She’s been the good preacher’s wife, willing to endure a lot of pain and ridicule because of a husband who had a scarred past. But you’ve broken her trust. How could you do that?’

“He finally understood. There in the sun and sweat it finally made sense. There by the miniature plastic stools where a westerner’s knee comes mighty close to his jaw, it came to him like an upper cut from a heavyweight boxer. He felt as if he had, for the first time, stepped outside himself to view his surroundings as the foreigner he was. Nicki, his dear, sweet Nicki. She was real; she was what he yearned for. He had spent so many years chasing after a demon ghost that didn’t exist except in his own mind. He had lived too many nights replaying the ridge games, the dangerous games that toy with emotions and make one yearn for things that were never there for the taking. The palm trees, the dirt paths between the houses-on-stilts, the banana leaf-wrapped rice cakes, the stools—the tiny little plastic stools which sat next to the green tea seller—the bitter pungent green tea—all of it twirled in his mind and vanished when he thought of Nicki getting into the taxi and driving away. His life had been going through the motions on its own without him for far too long. It was time to let go of the past. It was time to make things right with his own family.

“‘I have to go after her,’ he said to Quan. ‘Can you get me some transportation?’

“‘My uncle can take you on his motorbike.’

“‘All right. Please hurry. I must go after her.’”

 

* * *

 

Margaret felt a little more melancholic than usual—a little more self-aware. She stood at the large window pane overlooking the street, her arms lifted high, covering the glass like a potted plant with two sprouts trying to take root and grab hold of the curtain rod. Her chest leaned hard against the glass, so tightly that a gentle breeze behind her might send her crashing through the shards which barely held together. She wondered if this was it. She was used to being alone, but for the first time she felt alone—alone in her head and trapped in her mind. She didn’t feel anything behind her. There were no words to express what she felt about this night. All she had were her stories, and they haunted her with the truth. They provided no escape, no magical adventure, no moment of solace. They provided her with only a new perception of reality—a bolder one that made her the embodiment of self-pity.

 

* * *

 

“Janice. The light. It’s too bright. It’s piercing my eyes. Blinding light. Bright. Bright that blots out all darkness and all shadows and all shades. A brightness so clear that figments no longer exist—distinction obliterated. A brightness that makes darkness a well-lit noon.

“She saw her there—standing as the hatch began to crack open. She saw the observatory behind her—reinforced glass with electro-chromatic elements that shielded the general and other onlookers.

“But all the high tech gadgetry in the world couldn’t stop the blinding force of the light. The on-lookers cringed in pain like a dog wailing from a high-pitched tone. Janice felt weak in the knees. She was ready to give up. It was the only thing left to do.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret immediately removed her arms from the window, went over to the couch, put her head between her knees, and started to cry softly.

 

Chapter 9

 

The Light Calls

 

Three p.m. Margaret jerked straight out of her sleep, covered her eyes, and cowered down into the comforter as a shrieking noise like a bulldozer ripping through walls of glass reverberated throughout her bedroom.

“Red Hat!” she cried in response.

Horns beeped; voices bellowed below the balcony, signaling a disturbance on a great scale. She rocked back and forth for a moment, trying to drown out the craziness below, but she eventually jumped out of bed just in time to glimpse Cheevers attending to an accident victim who was pinned inside a car by an SUV. He wore his familiar red cap.

 

* * *

 

“The Yo-Yo Yoghurt truck nearly keeled over as it ran a red light on Soho Avenue and turned towards Midway Park, which stood just two blocks in the distance.  

“‘Almost there. Almost there,’ Red Hat said as he caught a glimpse of two pursuing police cars in his rear view mirror. 

“The Chester Waltz Bank lay snug between the Catway Bakery and the Spare Change Landromat directly across from the park. Red Hat, yoghurt doors flying in the wind, was on a perpendicular street and would have to make a sharp left turn to get to the bank. But he knew that wouldn’t work, not with two police cars on his tail. Plus, he was two hours behind schedule, thanks to the aching bruise on his head, planted by that flying flower pot, courtesy of his long lost ‘aunties’. In a moment of panic, he decided what he must do.

“As the perpendicular came to a dead end, Red Hat barreled right across the street, smashing the front and rear of respective cars, which were parked in front of the vast green park. He crashed up over the sidewalk and directly onto the green. The police cars cautiously stopped traffic on the avenue by parking their cars diagonally across the double-yellow line. Red Hat drove about one hundred yards then turned around, facing the officers like a bull staring at the matador’s red cape. He revved the engine and stared down the cops, who had their guns pointed in his direction. They called frantically for backup using their shoulder-coms. The officers started clearing the streets, letting the backed up traffic through while newly arrived uniforms cordoned off the street for one block in each direction. Red Hat thought it was perfect. Just one minute more and he would make his move.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret watched as an ambulance showed up. It looked like no one was seriously hurt, but a lot of broken glass lay on the pavement.

 

* * *

 

“He revved the engine one last time, shifted into drive, and took off directly towards the officers. They waved at each other and retreated back behind their vehicles ready to shoot as soon as Red Hat came within range. Suddenly, he veered sharply to the right and headed for an open parking spot—a clear path to the Chester Waltz Bank. He picked up speed as he whizzed towards the opening, pedal to the floor, all the power and get-with that could be mustered from a yoghurt truck. The front end jolted down as he came off the curb. The tires hit hard as he bumped up over the other cement curb in front of the bank. Within a second, the Yo-Yo Yoghurt truck, headlong, full bore, top speed, all force, smashed through the stone walls and the picturesque glass display, barreling into the bank, spraying glass and stone chunks in all directions. The van ripped right through the service counter and clanged to a stop against the massive vault door, which led into the safety deposit box area. Tellers told a different story that day. Several of them lay in pain on the floor. The security guard had shrapnel down his leg reminding him of a VC attack in ‘Nam. The bank manager stood in his office, untouched and detached by the scene as if watching a movie. He immediately hung up his phone call with the CEO who, feeling miffed on the other end, would soon enough understand the abruptness. Red Hat, doubly groggy, moaned as he stumbled from the panel truck. The second concussion of the day made him feel weak, but his resolve remained. He grabbed the first employee within his reach, a woman in a business suit, who had been forcibly sent to the floor by the breaking of the service counter.

“‘You. Do you have a key to the security deposit boxes?’

“She breathed heavily under the weight of a pending panic attack.  

“‘You! Keys! Now! Unless you want to die.’

“Red Hat pretended he had a pistol in his jacket pocket and pointed it at the lady. Everyone in the bank, who was coherent enough to grasp reality, let out a series of disconcerted gasps and shrieks. 

“‘Yes. I have the keys here.’

“She looked down at the front of the shattered counter. 

“‘I had the keys. Now, I can’t get at them. You knocked over the counter.’

“‘Get them now! Someone! I need the safety deposit keys, or she dies.’

“‘I have them,’ said the bank manager, holding up a large metal ring which held dozens of keys.

“‘You,’ Red Hat pointed at the man. ‘Come with me.’

“The manager made his way through the maze of debris over to Red Hat, who constantly rubbed his head and wanted nothing more than a bottle full of aspirin. 

“‘Come on! Come on!’ said Red Hat, as the ring-bearer reached the scene of the misplaced truck. As they turned to walk around the back of the truck to the vault opening, two officers appeared in the cavernous wall opening, guns raised, pointed at the stoic Red Hat, seemingly unconcerned.

“‘Freeze! Stop right there!’

“Red Hat grabbed the manager and put him in a choke-hold, pointing his pretend gun in his pocket back at the two cops who dared to stand in the line of fire.

“‘Back away, coppers. If you want someone to die here, that’s up to you. I suggest you go back outside and take a gander down to that coffee shop on the corner. I hear they have great fried dough.’

“‘There is no way out of here. Just put down your weapon, and we can talk about this.’

“‘Fat chance, losers. I’m going to walk right out of here. You’ll see.’

“Red Hat backed right into the vault with the manager in-tow. Once inside, they turned toward the safety deposit room, and Red Hat let go of the man, who wanted nothing more than to phone his wife and tell her to gravely worry.

“‘What do you want?’

“‘Just a little personalized service.’

“‘You want me to break into a box for you? I can’t do that. I only have one of the keys.’

“‘I don’t want to break-in, and I’m offended at your tone. What do you take me for—a common criminal? I have a key. Here. 217B.’

“‘You didn’t have to crash through the wall. If you have a key, I would have opened it for you, no questions asked.’

“‘Let’s just say I’m a little behind schedule and didn’t have time to wait in line. Stop with all your questions and open it.’

“The wiry manager, who thought he would die, inserted both keys into 217B, unlocking its contents, which had remained untouched for quite a few years. Red Hat couldn’t believe it was all coming to an end. He never would have thought that yoghurt would have played a supporting role.

“‘Hurry up.’

“‘There. It’s open.’

“‘Good. You can leave. Just leave. I don’t need you anymore.’

“The manager looked at him incredulously. 

“‘But, aren’t I your hostage?’

“‘What are you, an idiot? I gave you a free pass out of jail and you are questioning it? Do you have a death wish?’

“‘No, no.’

“‘Then what is it?’

“‘Why don’t you want me as a hostage?’

“‘Look, buddy. Don’t get all psycho-analytical on me. You can either leave on your own accord, or I’m going to shoot you in the arm so that you go get medical treatment.’

“‘Okay, okay. I’ll leave.’

“As the manager turned the corner, the two cops, who had made a perimeter in the outer room of the vault, pulled and pushed the confused boss out of the crime scene and came in close to Red Hat, who had just removed two items from the safety deposit box—a key and an odd looking metallic device about the size of a loaf of bread.

“‘All right. We have you surrounded. There is no way out,’ yelled the cops. ‘Let’s not have any more bloodshed. Put your hands in the air.’

Red Hat felt cocky. He smiled through the pain of his smashed-in head. He finally had it. After all this time, he finally had it in his hands and nothing the cops said would matter anymore. No amount of prison time would be too long, if he did indeed end up in prison.”

 

* * *

 

The computer chimed familiarly, notifying Margaret of incoming mail. She lazily slid over and glanced at the sender.

“Mr. Tomsey.”

She didn’t open it and went over to the window, looking down at the motoring souls below—everyone in their own way fulfilling their dreams and desires whether voluntarily or forced. Margaret had neither. She had no destination, no planned vacation around the corner that made the mundane tasks bearable. She only had stories that haunted her.

The twins, both sets, wouldn’t leave her mind.

In the apartment down the hallway, Pam and Sam felt bad about their escapade that had made everyone on the second floor of their building leery towards Margaret—or at least more leery than usual. They wanted to make it up to her, but they knew that their plan must be fool-proof. 

One evening, when their mother was out at a PTA meeting, they decided to make their move. Once their mother cleared out of sight into the bustling city, both of them went over to Ms. Pritcher’s and rang the doorbell. Margaret peaked through the spy-hole and suddenly swung the door wide-open, like a mother hen greeting her chicks. She almost had a smile on her face.

“Ms. Pritcher,” Sam started. “We just wanted to apologize for last week. We didn’t mean to get you into trouble.”

“Yes,” added Pam. “We really enjoyed ourselves.”

“And the ice cream,” added Sam to which Pam glanced over, rolling her eyes. “Didn’t we, Pam? Didn’t we enjoy the ice cream?”

“Yes, of course.”

Margaret remained unmoved but happy. She could have stared at these two all day long. Their lovely faces entranced her but also twirled her into that familiar melancholic mood.

“And we would love to hear more of your story.”

“Yes,” said Pam. “We’re very worried about poor Benjamin laying there by the tree. I can only imagine what Georgia and Gwen are thinking.”

“But I don’t understand,” added Sam. “Why didn’t Gwen see her father? Was he really real? Or did Georgia just imagine it? I’m quite confused about the whole thing, and I’ve been thinking about it all week.”

“Ice cream. Come in,” said Margaret.

The delighted girls glanced once more down the hall to make sure no one saw them, and then they walked in, closing the door behind them. They had two full hours until mother was expected home, and they planned on one long, sweet night of cream and storytelling. They sat in their familiar spots, and mere seconds later, each had a pint of chocolate-cherry-swirl in their hands. They clinked their spoons in a high toast, which made Margaret chuckle as she sat down in the easy chair across from them.

“Thanks for the ice cream, Ms. Pritcher,” said Sam. “This is way better than what we had for dinner.” 

After having their heads attentive to their pints for several seconds, Sam glanced over at Margaret and asked, “Can we hear the story now?”

It would be easy for Margaret today. Her inspirations sat six feet away. She leaned her head back against a throw pillow.

 

* * *

 

“‘No. No. No,’ Gwen sobbed, kneeling over the motionless Benjamin. A second later, Georgia knelt beside her, arm flush against her sister’s shoulder with no malice or defensiveness in either of them. Their only concern was for their brother.

“‘Please Benjamin. Please God. Please Daddy. Please. Benjamin. Benjamin,’ cried Georgia.  

“Gwen picked up the precious bundle and swayed him gently back and forth, rubbing off the blood from the cut in his forehead. Georgia hugged her sister and swayed alongside. As they hovered over the root of the great crab apple, a familiar presence stood looming from behind. They could both feel the tingling through their beings. They could feel the warmth and the love of many Christmas Eves, snuggled close together by the family fire. They could feel the warm sunshine and the fragrant flowers that spruced up the dead prairie every spring. They felt it all, but they dared not turn around because they doubted their senses and feared that the other would not feel it.

“‘My children,’ whispered a voice inside their heads. It was a hollow echo, like a sound vapor that faded in and out. It startled them with an equal measure of hope and fear. Gwen could not believe her ears, even though her heart submitted to her hope in agreement. Georgia couldn’t contain herself anymore.

“‘Papa?’ she said aloud, still looking at Benjamin in her sister’s arms. ‘Papa?’

“‘My children.’

“‘Papa?’ said Gwen, slightly turning her head to look behind her.

“‘Don’t turn around, my child.’

“‘Papa, why did you go away? Why, Papa?’ cried Georgia. ‘Gwen so wanted to see you, and then we had a fight. And now Benjamin is hurt. Oh Papa, what should we do?’

“‘Don’t worry, my children.’

“‘But Papa, Benjamin. Poor Benjamin.’

“‘Fear not. Georgia, do you remember the light you saw across the sky this morning?’

“‘Of course, Papa. I knew it was you. I knew it was telling me that you were coming home today. And then I saw you. I knew you were coming.’

“‘No, Georgia. That light was not for me nor Benjamin. But do you remember what I told you? At the table, under the tree, do you remember?’

“‘I will never forget it, Papa. I will never forget it.’

“‘Good. Tell Gwen, and never forget.’

“‘Papa, I’m scared. What about Benjamin? What about Benjamin?’

“‘Don’t worry, Georgia. The light was not for him. I love you, my children.’

“The thickness lifted, and they remained on their knees, begging God for divine mercy on poor Benjamin’s soul.  

“‘Georgia, I’m afraid. Was that really Papa? I don’t understand. What was it he told you under the tree?’

“‘He told me to be brave. Gwen, we must be brave.’”

 

* * *

 

Margaret paused and put her head down to look at the twins. They were enraptured by both her story and ice cream. In unison, they leaned in towards the recluse storyteller and asked with eager eyes what would come next. She put her head back against the pillow.

 

* * *

 

“‘Gwen, we must be brave.’

“At that moment, Benjamin coughed and opened his eyes. He looked dazed for a moment, like he was trying to recognize where he was. Then he looked deep into Gwen’s eyes and belted out the loudest cry that echoed through the valley.

“‘Waaahhhhh!’ he wailed joyously. Gwen and Georgia smiled and cheered and hugged each other. It was a miracle. Their brother had come back to them. They laughed and hugged him as he continued to cry like the colicky baby he was. Every shrill pitch reinforced his vigor and aliveness.  Every teardrop signaled the renewing, cleansing, life-giving flow that overwhelmed their beings. Their brother had returned.

“‘Gwen, I’m so sorry for fighting with you.’

“‘No, Georgia. I’m so sorry for not believing you. You are my sister. I need to trust you. I’m sorry.’

“They hugged each other some more as they rocked the wailing youngster back and forth.

“‘Let it out, Benjamin! Let it out. Ring it through the hillsides!’ yelled Georgia.

“‘Ring it through the valleys!’ shouted Gwen.

“‘Ring it through the world! Our brother’s alive. He’s alive.’

“‘Yes!’

“Their rejoicing continued for a few more minutes. Eventually, Benjamin, exhausted, tucked his head into his wet blanket and fell asleep, occasionally sobbing pitifully like a whimpered cry of a puppy. They laughed each time he hiccuped out his distress only to immediately fall back asleep.

“‘Let’s go home, Georgia.’

“‘Just wait one minute. I want to look at the tree one last time.’

“She walked over to the spot where she had sat on the chair and talked with her papa. She knelt down in the grass and looked out over the vast horizons. Gwen came over and put her hand on Georgia’s shoulder.

“‘Is this where you met Papa?’

“‘Yes.’

“‘I wish I could have seen him.’

“‘You will. I know you will. He’ll come back to us just like he did today.’

“Georgia folded her hands like she did in Sunday School and looked into the sky in the same direction which she saw the flash the night before.

“‘Thank you, Papa. Thank you for taking care of us. Thank you for watching over us. We love you.’

“‘Come back soon,’ added Gwen.

“The girls both had tears in their eyes. Georgia stood up and grabbed Gwen’s hand, and the three of them started their long trek home.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret paused again and sighed. 

“Ms. Pritcher,” asked Sam. “Why do you look so sad?”

“Yes, I love happy endings.” added Pam.

“No ending. No ending.”

“It’s not over? Well, what happens next?”

“Yes, we really want to know. We have a little bit of ice cream left, and our mom won’t be home for another thirty minutes.”

 

* * *

 

“They remained hand in hand the whole way down the expansive hill they had climbed earlier in the day. They traded carrying Benjamin on and off as he continued to snooze like he never had before. When they reached the open meadow near the base of the hill, they saw it for the first time. Smoke. Billows of black smoke rising out over the clump of trees which shaded their small wooden house.  

“‘Fire. Gwen. Fire!’

“Georgia sprinted on ahead, jumping over Poor Man’s Creek and running past their small barn. Their house was completely engulfed in flames. The front door was wide-open and the roaring flames had already penetrated through the roof. Georgia stood, mouth open, crying to the heavens in horror, helpless to do anything. Within seconds, the main beam of the roof came collapsing down. Everything was gone.

“Gwen reached Georgia’s side a few seconds later and stared into the inferno—the unforgiving light which now casted a shadow on their lives. Down the north-side road, the one that their mother had used that morning to go to the market, came the Thompson’s horse and buggy. Mr. and Mrs. Thompson were sitting in the front as they pulled up alongside the girls.

“‘Girls, are you all right?’ asked Mr. Thompson.

“‘Yes, sir. We are not hurt.’

“‘I’m so glad you got out of there,’ replied Mrs. Thompson as they both got down out of the buggy.

“‘We weren’t here. We had a picnic up on Harper’s Hill today, and we just got back and saw the house in flames. Where’s mother?’

“‘You mean you haven’t seen her?’ asked Mrs. Thompson looking concerned. She put her arms around the girls and looked over at sleeping Benjamin.

“‘No ma’am. We haven’t seen her since she left this morning. I thought she went with you.’

“‘She did. We brought her back about an hour ago. Then about twenty minutes ago, Tommy McGuiness came riding over and said that he was up in the meadows and saw the house fire. He came to report it to us since we were the closest neighbors.’

“‘Stay here, kids. Rachel, come,’ said Mr. Thompson.

“They walked over towards the house, keeping a safe distance. As they approached the front of the house with the wide-open door, they saw something strange. A lantern, overturned, sitting beside a pile of wood ash with burning embers.  

“‘Aahhh!’ gasped Mrs. Thompson, as she saw through the smoke a body, badly burned, laying on the floor by the chair. It was motionless.  

“‘Oh my,’ said Mr. Thompson.

“‘The poor girls. What will become of them?’ 

“‘Let’s get them out of here,’ he said, turning toward the girls who had inched closer to them. ‘Come along children. You’ll be coming with us today.’

“‘But what about Mother? Where is she?’ asked Gwen.

“‘Girls, we need you to be brave.’

“If ever a word was overloaded with meaning, ‘brave’ topped the list—an ominous phrase from an apparition, calling them both to heed and endure, triggering inside them emotional fear that would not soon subside. And then Georgia remembered Papa’s other words.  

“‘The light was not for them,’ repeated Georgia. ‘The light was not for them.’”

 

* * *

 

Pam’s cell phone rang.

“Hello? Oh, hi, Mom. Yes, everything is fine. We’re just … watching TV. No, my voice is fine. No, I haven’t been crying. Well, we did see this sad show on TV. You’ll be home in fifteen minutes?  Okay. Love you too, Mom. And Mom, we really do love you. Bye.”

Sam stood up.

“We have to go, but we must know what happens to Georgia and Gwen.”

“Can we come back some other day?”

“Yes,” said Margaret in her robotic manner.

“Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, Ms. Pritcher,” said Pam.

“Goodbye,” mimicked Margaret.

The girls scooted to the door and slyly looked at each way before quickly exiting and returning to their apartment. Margaret stood facing the hallway, and she sighed, looking for relief. 

“Mother is dead.”

She turned around and shut the door behind her, once again leaning up against it. She reached down to the locket around her neck and unclasped it. She stared for the longest time at the two ink portraits inside.

“Twins. Beautiful twins.”

She closed the locket and began to cry.

 

Chapter 10 

 

The Tipping Point

 

Chester Tomsey had been trying to reach Margaret all week, buy to no avail. She spent every waking hour thinking of the bank, the burning house, the bright light, and the ridge of death. She had even forgotten to go to Full Brands the following Tuesday evening. Her house was a little messier than usual, but she had her thoughts—her many thoughts. She often felt the presence over her shoulder, and it reminded her of the past and prompted her into the future. It made her sad.

 

* * *

 

“‘Reverend Taylor. Let me go. I’ll bring Nicki back. I promise. You stay in the village. My father really wants to talk with you,’ said Quan, who pointed to a gaunt old man, shirtless, ribs sticking out like a series of speed bumps, standing next to the entrance to the nearest house-on-stilts. 

“‘But I’m worried about Nicki.’

“‘I know. I’ll bring her back. I promise. But my father really wants to speak with you.’

“‘Okay. That’s why I came here in the first place.’

“Quan looked over at his diminutive father speaking Vietnamese to him in a machine-gun like fashion.

“‘But I don’t know Vietnamese. How will I talk with him?’

“‘My cousin Tran is inside and will translate for you. Go. You need to hear what he has to say.’

“‘Okay. Thanks, Quan. Please bring Nicki back.’

“‘Don’t worry. I will.’

“Quan got on the Honda Dream and sped out of sight while Reverend Taylor’s hand was eagerly grabbed by Quan’s father, leading him up the steps and into the bamboo-floored-dwelling with open air windows and a thatched roof.”

 

* * *

 

The phone rang—a rare occurrence in the house of a recluse. Margaret looked over at the phone, which symbolized nothing more than the awkward link between her inner self and the outside world. She didn’t want to answer it, but she stood up, walked to the desk, removed the receiver, and put it to her ear without saying anything.

“Margaret? Margaret? Is that you?” asked Janice on the other end. “I guess that’s a silly question. Who else would it be?”

Margaret said nothing, glancing lazily around the room as if she heard not a word.

“Margaret? I know you can hear me. Now listen. I received a call from Mr. Tomsey, and he said he’s been having a hard time getting a hold of you. Are you all right?  Why aren’t you answering your emails?”

No response.

“Margaret. I don’t have time for this. Would you please answer me? Margaret? Margaret?”

The recluse storyteller hung up the phone rather methodically, almost petting it once it lay flat across the dial. She walked back over to her couch and took up her familiar residence.

 

* * *

 

“About an hour later, Quan reached the small, mustard-colored provincial hotel, which was run by the People’s Council. It cost nearly a hundred dollars a night for foreigners and had the amenities of a 1950s motel. Nicki lay on the bed with the rattle of the air conditioner keeping her company. She fumed over her father’s behavior and was regretting coming to Vietnam, as she stared at a small gecko on the ceiling overhead and hoped beyond hope that it wouldn’t have a heart attack and fall on top of her. Quan knocked gently on the door.

“‘Nicki? Nicki?’

“She jumped to her feet, surprised to hear her name, but she displayed an understated relief that she was no longer alone. She liked Quan. She also was happy it wasn’t her father. She didn’t feel ready to talk with him yet. 

“‘Nicki? It’s Quan. Can I talk with you?’

“She unbolted the door and opened it part way.

“‘Come in.’

“‘Thank you.’

“‘I don’t want to talk about my father. I’m just exhausted.’

“‘I wanted to apologize to you. You were right. We both should have been honest with you. Actually, I’ve been watching you for about two years. I’ve always wanted to meet you, but your father didn’t think it was a good idea. He’s a good man, you know? A really good man.’

“Nicki nodded. She knew it was true. She knew his heart.

“‘I know.’

“‘I’ve really admired you for a long time. I was sad when you graduated last year.’

“‘I just can’t believe that you know all about me, but I didn’t know anything about you. I suppose I saw you around, but …’

“‘I know. Asian students are always around. But we are hard to get to know.’

“‘No, that’s not what I meant. Didn’t my father come?’

“‘No, I asked him to stay in the village to talk with my father.’

“‘Why?’

“‘Will you come back with me?’ Quan stood up out of his chair and leaned forward towards Nicki. She noticed that he was quite handsome. 

“‘I don’t want to go back there,’ she said, turning away from him.

“‘I think you should. You should hear what my father has to say.’

“‘Why?’

“‘Then you’ll understand.’

“‘Understand what?’

“‘Just come. It’s important.’

“Nicki turned her head, acquiescing with a slight nod.

“‘Great! I have the motorbike out front.’

“‘Motorbike? Oh, no. I’ve seen how you people drive around here. I’m not going on any motorbike.’

“‘You’ll love it. No helmets either. Wind in the hair! Come on.’ 

“Quan grabbed her hand and pulled her out the door. She was on her way back to her father.”

 

* * *

 

A disturbance in the hallway awakened Margaret’s sensibilities, and she went over to put her head to the door to discover the juicy gossip of the day. Mr. Cheevers’ voice boomed throughout the corridor, mixed with the high-pitched, nasal tone of Mrs. Trumble.

“You are unreal,” said Cheevers.

“I’m just trying to be neighborly.”

“Bull. You’re trying to stir up trouble just like you always do.”

“I can’t help it if the incompetent mailman keeps delivering the mail in the wrong place.”

“No, you can’t help that. But you also can’t help wanting to cause problems for Margaret. You were going to knock on her door, weren’t you?”

Silent pause.

“Weren’t you?”

“Well …”

“You are unbelievable. Why don’t you knock on my door so I can slam your fingers in it as well?”

“Well, I’ve never heard a ruder comment in my life. You, sir, are a brute. And you are probably in cahoots with that so called innocent girl standing on the other side of that door.”

She held a few advertisements in her hand and threw them all over the floor. She looked at Cheevers and stuck out her tongue at him, turned around, and disappeared into her apartment across the hall from Margaret. Cheevers picked up the sheets sprawled all over and approached Margaret’s door to slide them under when to his surprise, she quickly opened the door and held out her hand to receive the junk mail.

“Margaret. These are for you. Are you having a pleasant day?”

She looked at him, emotionless, as if she had received a wad of mail from an inanimate mailbox.

“Well, I’ll see you later,” he said, slightly tipping his red cap in her direction.

“Red Hat.”

“That’s right. My father was a Cincinnati fan. I never got out of the habit of wearing one.”

“Father. Red Hat.”

“That’s right. Well, have a good day, Margaret.”

“Red Hat,” she responded in kind. 

Cheevers shook his head a little bit and couldn’t help but wonder about her sanity. Margaret’s door shut tightly as he walked out of sight. The bank waited for her. She saw it vividly. She could hear the policemen from around the corner, trying to get Red Hat to give up. She saw Red Hat smiling like a gambler with an ace up his sleeve. She saw it all, and it all made sense.

 

* * *

 

“The police had reinforced positions inside and outside the Chester Walz Bank. They confidently told their superiors that the bank had been evacuated and the perpetrator was completely contained inside the vault area. Little did they know.

“‘All right. We’re coming in. Put down any and all weapons. You have no chance of getting out of here alive unless you do exactly what we say,’ yelled Officer Galley, who had served two terms in the Gulf War and knew a little bit about urban warfare.  

“Red Hat secured the items in a small backpack and took from the safety deposit box a strange looking device—a smooth metal cylinder, which had a flask set into its side. He was ready to make his move.

“‘Listen up, coppers. I am unarmed but that doesn’t mean I’m not dangerous. You need to drop your weapons, clear a path to a vehicle with keys in it, or you’re going to be in a mess of trouble.’

“‘Can’t do that. You are not getting out of here alive if you plan to defend yourself. Just drop everything and we will get—’

“At that moment, Red Hat walked around the corner, startling the two veteran cops, who fastened their guns on his chest.

“‘Stand down!’ they ordered.

“Hat did nothing of the kind. He held up the device right at eye level of Officer Galley.

“‘You see this? This is your worst nightmare. All I need to do is let this drop to the ground and you got a dirty bomb on your hands. Simple as that. Your move, hotshot.’

“The officers scurried backwards a few feet, keeping their guns aimed at his chest. They didn’t know what to make of the dirty bomb threat, but they weren’t about to take it lightly.

“‘All right. Just calm down,’ said Galley. ‘You say this is a dirty bomb?’

“‘That’s right. A micro-dirty bomb that will do a remarkable amount of damage if this flask breaks. So you shoot me, it falls on the floor, and you and your comrades are dead. It’s a quick way to end it. Shoot me if you like.’

“Galley looked over at his partner, who wavered back and forth, wondering if they should call it in. He glanced briefly at his shoulder-com. Red Hat noticed the glance and encouraged him.

“‘Go ahead. Call it in. This is something that your superiors are going to want to know. In fact, it won’t be long until the whole city, the whole country knows.’

“Galley’s partner called it in and began discussing the situation with the outside perimeter. Red Hat wanted to get out of the vault area as quickly as possible, so he kept motioning for them to back up as he held the device over his head in a threatening manner.

“‘Keep it moving, Officer Galley. You don’t think I want to be trapped in a vault area. This dirty bomb needs that open window to access the outside, just in case you are foolish enough to let it fall to the ground.’

“‘Okay. Don’t do anything rash. What do you want?’

“‘Ahhh. Finally, my demands. Very simple. I need a car. I need a lot of space to maneuver. I need you not to follow me, but I understand your air surveillance will have a hard time leaving me alone. But that’s okay, just as long as I have a clear path on the ground.’

“‘Where do you want to go?’

“‘All in good time,’ he said, backing them up into the open area of the bank near the resting spot of the Yo-Yo Yoghurt truck, which continued to ooze its contents.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret jolted herself out of her intense storytelling with the realization that she was standing on the railing, one rung up on her balcony, overlooking the street. She felt terrified looking down, and her head twirled in a vertigo-inspired wave of light-headedness, bringing her closer to the tipping point. The pavement waited for her.

Johnny, the café owner across the street who often served Red Hat his breakfast, saw Margaret dangling against the railing, playing dangerous games of chance with the stories that consumed her.

“Hey! Hey!  Lady. Watch out!” he called up at her.

Margaret glanced down at him and gave up. Her body twisted on the way down, hitting the side railing, and as fate could have brought her either way, it decided to plop her backwards onto the tile of her balcony.

Johnny made some quick calls.

 

* * *

 

Margaret heard the murmurs before she saw their faces. She was afraid to open her eyes because at least she could pretend to be alone with her eyelids shut. Reality has no bite in the dark, so she lay there as if unresponsive, listening to all they had to say. It was the normal cast and crew from all walks of life, hanging over top of her. She did wonder where she was, but from the feel of the material beneath her, she guessed she was still at home. Or so she hoped.  

Contentedness has no qualms with closed eyes, she thought, realizing that would be a nice phrase in one of her stories.

“Should we just take her to the hospital?” said Cheevers. She recognized his gravelly voice.

“Why don’t we see if Dr. Foster is at home down in 1C?  I’m sure he wouldn’t mind looking at her,” said Mrs. Johnson. Margaret wondered if the twins were present. She missed them.

“Well, perhaps we should.”

Janice paused a moment.

“No, we should just take her to the hospital. Oh, Margaret. What were you doing on the balcony?”

“It was strange. It was like she was unaware of what was happening. I yelled at her, and she looked at me, and … I thought she was going to fall into the street,” recalled a strange voice.

Without warning, Margaret sat up quickly, startling everyone in the room. Mrs. Johnson backpedaled and stepped on Cheevers’ foot, which made him swear out loud. Janice nearly knocked over the floor lamp positioned beside the couch. Margaret wanted nothing to do with the hospital.

“Margaret, are you all right?”

“Whoa! That was a bit bizarre,” said Johnny the café owner who looked remarkably like Red Hat’s accomplice, Montleone, with a sinister wiry mustache and a jaw sculptured like a brick.

“Margaret? Does it hurt anywhere?”

Margaret shook her head, stood up, and walked over to the kitchen sink to get a glass of water. As she pretended that no one else was in the room, the masses gathered by the couch and talked back and forth about what should be done. Johnny was the first to leave, having no real vested interest in the matter. Mrs. Johnson had purposely not told Mrs. Trumble about the incident in fear that another long meeting might break out. Cheevers said his jolly piece and tried to make conversation with Margaret as he left, but even his red hat didn’t seem as interesting for the moment. Margaret stayed by the sink, looking into the wall, sipping water. Janice tried to talk with her repeatedly, but there was no response.

“I almost saw the light.”

Margaret turned and peered at Janice and then walked over to the couch where she had formerly been, and sat down like a pupil ready to be scolded by a principal.  

“What light?” Janice remarked skeptically. She was tired of all of these games. She didn’t know what else to do.

“Standing by the great door. The great divide. Death on one side. Life on the other. She gave herself to the light. For her country. For her family.”

“Margaret, what are you talking about?”

She paused and looked around the room, trying to get a small grasp of what Margaret could have meant. She began to think that Margaret needed some serious help.

“Margaret, that’s what I don’t get about you. You barely say two words to anyone, but yet you have this ability to rattle off these quite beautiful and profound sentences which seem unrelated to anything in this world. Perhaps it would be a good idea if we try to get you some help. Would that be all right? Get you some help?”

No response from Margaret, who saw Janice, clearer and clearer, eyes closed, light descending upon her, blinds closed behind her. It was nearly time for it to end. And she was ready.

“Margaret!”

Janice’s voice shook her back to consciousness. Her apartment had never seemed drab before now.

“Margaret, if you don’t talk with me or work with me on this, I’m going to have to get a court order. Do you understand what that means? I’m going to have to take some steps to insure your safety. I cannot just sit around and worry about you all day. Margaret. Listen to me. Talk now or—”

“Reverend Davies,” Margaret said abruptly.

“What about Reverend Davies?”

“I want to see Reverend Davies.”

“Okay. That’s better. I think that’s a good idea. I’ll call him immediately. Hopefully, he’ll be able to come right over.”

 

Chapter 11

 

The First Reveal

 

Janice cleared her afternoon schedule with a few strategically placed phone calls and greeted Reverend Davies at the door about an hour after Margaret’s rude awakening.

Janice whisked him out into the hallway for a minute to brief him on the day’s happenings. Margaret remained on the couch, feet flat on the floor, looking rather unresponsive, still waiting for the principal to show up. The two whisperers eventually came inside, and Janice motioned for the reverend to sit in the easy chair right across from the storyteller. He leaned forward, back straight with arms on his thighs.

“Margaret, how are you doing? I’m glad your fall didn’t hurt you.”

She remained completely detached. The reverend glanced over to Janice with a sigh and continued.

“Your Aunt Janice said you wanted to talk with me. What can I do for you? I’m here to help in any way I can.”

Nothing but blank resignation from her eyes.

“Perhaps I should go first. Do want to talk about your mother? She was a wonderful woman.”

At the word ‘mother’, Margaret slightly flinched her eyes in the reverend’s direction but coiled back just as quickly, hoping no one noticed. But for Margaret, that flinch said a lot and both of her unwanted guests easily picked up on it.

“Your mother,” he continued. “… well, we go back a long way. We were friends in high school.”

“Lovers,” Margaret shot back.

Claws of steel seemed to clench around his chest. Janice lifted her head in a curious display of surprise that revealed something troubling on her heart.

“Margaret! What on earth?”

Reverend Davies leaned back in his chair, not sure if he wanted Margaret to elaborate or not. He did feel, however, that he needed to address this.

“Well, we did date. Yes. I don’t know how you knew that. Your mother must have told you.”

There was an uncomfortable pause that felt completely normal for this apartment. Janice desperately wanted to change the conversation.

“Reverend Davies, I noticed the other week that Margaret had quite a collection of correspondence from you.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s right. Actually, Margaret, I sent all those letters and cards to you as a form of encouragement. I sure hope that is what they were to you. You’re still part of our church family. I wish you would come and visit us sometimes.”

“Reverend Davies, I must tell you that I found the packet of letters all bound up, dating back nearly five years, never opened. She has never read any of them.”

Reverend Davies sat up quickly, latching onto a thought which scurried through his brain.

“You mean she never opened any of them?”

“No. Not a one.”

He let out a big sigh and once again cushioned himself against the back of the chair.

“So you see, Reverend …” she said, looking at Margaret, insinuating that something has to be done.

“Margaret, can we talk about your mother?”

“Father,” she said unexpectedly.

“Father?”

Margaret leaned back and closed her eyes, once again becoming invisible to those around her, although she felt their presence, as closely and intensely as she also felt his. Stronger than usual.

“Nicki and Quan arrived back in the village after the two-hour, rigorous motorbike ride deep into the jungle. The village seemed vacant, for even the small tea-stand stood unattended. They pulled up outside the house-on-stilts where Reverend Taylor had entered to meet Quan’s father.”

Reverend Davies sat up in his chair.

“Reverend Taylor? Nicki? What?” asked Reverend Davies.

 

* * *

 

“Nicki followed Quan up the wobbly, unvarnished wooden steps into the rather large room, which was packed with villagers sitting on the floor. They turned frantically when hearing the youngsters enter. Reverend Taylor caught his daughter’s eye immediately, and he stood up and jumped over the crowd like he was running through a basic training tire course. He stopped in front of her, grabbed her hands, and looked straight into her eyes.

“‘I’m sorry,’ he started, tears streaming down.

“They hugged and the room buzzed with excitement. On the backside of the hug, Reverend Taylor reached out for Quan’s hand and mouthed words of appreciation.”

 

* * *

 

“Margaret,” interrupted Reverend Davies.

Margaret had stopped talking but kept her head back and eyes closed.

“Taylor was her father’s name,” clarified Janice.

“I know.”

“You know?”

“Yes.”

“How did you know him?”

“I’m getting the feeling we are both about to find out.”

Janice looked at him strangely, and then glanced back at the storyteller, resting herself with words spinning in her mind. 

“Go ahead, Margaret. We’d like to hear your story.”

Margaret lip’s smacked together once, and then she let out a deep sigh.

 

* * *

 

“‘Nicki, come. Sit down. I want you to meet someone,” Reverend Taylor offered.

“‘Quan’s father?’

“‘That’s right. Did he tell you?’

“‘Only that much. I don’t know what this is about.’

“Three elderly men, rivals in helping the foreign damsel sit down, stood and shuffled around the whole length of the room, so Nicki could sit beside Ong, Quan’s father. Quan came up and sat on the other side of Ong, with Reverend Taylor beside his daughter.

“‘You know, Nicki, that I was here that night, and—’

“‘I know, Dad. It was war. It’s not important.’

“Ong sensed some tension between them, so he began talking. Quan translated.

“‘I’m a Christian,’ he began. ‘But I wasn’t always a Christian. Your father is a brave man. Very brave man to come back into this village. We know what he did here. I was there. I was in the ditch, hiding with my family and neighbors. I remember him standing on the ridge holding his gun and staring down at us. He was scared. Maybe he thought we were the enemy. But he started shooting. I shall never forget it.’

“Reverend Taylor wept uncontrollably at Nicki’s side. She reached over and caressed his hand. She, too, was visibly shaken.

“‘I was so angry,’ continued the translation. ‘Angry at the Americans; angry at the war; angry with everything. I lost my father, my sister, and my grandmother that day. My two uncles had died previously in the war. It was unbearable. About a week after the incident, I was drunk. Very drunk on rice wine, and I stole the only village motorbike and ran it into the nearest town—near Phan Rang. I knew there were Americans there during the day. I saw a soldier standing on the side of the street, and I drove as fast as I could right into him, knocking him and myself onto the ground. He was badly hurt, but I stood up in my drunkenness and began beating him. Then I took his pistol and shot him in the leg. I nearly killed him.’

“The room was full of tears as everyone listened carefully.”

 

* * *

 

Reverend Davies and Janice sat riveted to her tale. Janice for its literary quality. Reverend Davies for a completely different reason.

 

* * *

 

“‘Three Americans immediately grabbed me. They bound my hands, and one of them wanted to kill me, but another stepped in and stopped him. They took me to the local authorities and threw me into prison until they could decide what to do with me. I was a man condemned to die. Actually, I wanted to die.’

“Quan paused his translation as his father wore layers of emotion on his face.

“‘Why is he doing this?’ whispered Nicki to her barely functioning father.  

“‘You’ll understand. Just wait.’

“The father continued.

“‘We were thrown into a filthy cell, no toilet, no running water. There were several other inmates, all of whom looked hungry and disoriented. I knew I would die there. I was in the cell for a few hours, lonely and afraid, when I first heard his voice. The loud voice of a small man. He only came up to my shoulders, and I’m a very short man to begin with. His name was Vinh. He came to rescue us.’”

 

* * *

 

Janice marveled at the inspiration rolling right off of Margaret’s tongue. If only Milton’s daughter was transcribing, it could be saved for the ages. Reverend Davies listened intently with a strange belief that he had heard this all before, but the pieces just weren’t fitting.

Margaret rolled her neck back and forth releasing all tension. She was completely lost in the moment. She saw the scene beautifully and put her description in a tight prose.

 

* * *

 

“‘Vinh was a preacher,’ continued Quan’s father. ‘He didn’t believe in war, or violence, or prisons. He stood outside the cell block, yelling at the top of his lungs that God wanted the prisoners to go free. They pushed him out only to have him crawl back in again. He got right up into the face of one guard, demanding that he see the prisoners. Finally, a superior had enough and threatened him with incarceration. He finally got his wish. They threw the short man right into my cell. He could not have been happier.’

“Reverend Taylor was glad his daughter sat beside him. They held hands.

“‘Vinh immediately started singing songs about God. I was so surprised by him that I didn’t know what to do. He was so cheerful and happy that I thought he must be completely insane. And then he looked at me with this deep penetrating stare. I shall never forget it.’

“‘“Do you know about God? God loves you”, he said.’

“‘Of course, I laughed at him and told him to leave me alone, but he kept singing and singing. He turned to the cell next to ours and started talking with two inmates. They had been arrested for selling drugs and stealing. He said, “The greatest thing that has been stolen in this life is your soul. It is gone but not for eternity. Just believe!” The three of them talked for a very long time, and I couldn’t understand what they were talking about. The words, yes, but the meaning, I didn’t know. And then they said to him that they also believed. He started shouting, “God is great! Blessed is the name of God!”’

“‘He turned and asked me what my story was. I told him to leave me alone. He started praying for me. I didn’t know who he was praying to, but he prayed and sang and kept asking me my story. Finally, I was so upset at him that I told him about the massacre, about my drunkenness, about the soldier I shot. I started crying, and he came over to me and put his arms around my neck and cried with me. He wept and prayed and sang with me all evening. I didn’t understand then. I didn’t understand.’

“He stopped and wiped his eyes. There was not a dry eye throughout the house-on-stilts. Nicki wept even though she was unsure why.

“‘And then he said, “You shall see a miracle. You shall see what God can do, if you just believe.” I didn’t believe. I wanted to believe. I wanted to believe that I had hope, but my life was cursed. I could not hope for anything more.’

“‘He kept saying that he would not be there long and our time together was short. He kept telling me about God, and Jesus Christ, and he kept singing. It was the singing that really affected me. He had so much joy. Joy in the middle of a prison.’

“‘Then, it happened. The guards came in and scolded him, threatening harsh punishment if he would not be quiet. He politely asked them if they knew about God and continued singing his songs. Finally, two of the guards opened up our cell and dragged him out saying that they didn’t want him here. As he left, he looked back at me once more and said, “Believe. Believe in the miracle. Believe.” It was the last time I ever saw or heard of this man named Vinh. I didn’t know what to think or do.’

“‘I finally fell asleep and kept thinking about the possibility of a miracle. It was foolish I thought. Early the next morning, when it was still dark outside, a violent blast shook the whole prison and surrounding area. I was knocked against the wall, and my head started to bleed. There was dust and smoke everywhere, and I could hardly breathe. People were yelling back and forth outside. I looked up and could see that the whole roof of our prison was ripped off. The full moon was shining, and as the dust finally settled, I could see the cell by the bright light of the moon. I noticed that the door was completely blown off its hinges, tucked nicely right inside the cell, leaning against the bars. I stood up and walked right out of the cell in a daze. The other prisoners were still in their cells, and they yelled for me to do something, but there was nothing I could do. I walked to the end of the hallway and saw that the screws from the door latch had been completely blown out of the door. Metal unscrewed directly from the wood by the force of the blast. I pushed the door open and walked into the guards’ office. No one was in sight. I walked through the large empty room and opened the front door leading to the street. There was no one there. I walked down the road a few hundred meters, and as chaos continued around me, I realized that no one was looking for me. I was free. I was given a second chance. I received my miracle, and I got down on my knees right in the middle of the street, and called out to this God I didn’t know. I asked Him who He was. I thanked Him.’

“‘I walked all around town, amazed that a bomb that destroyed many lives had set me free. I couldn’t understand. Then I came across a small Tin Lanh church. Beside it sat a modest house, which had its lights on. The sun was just beginning to rise. I knocked on the door, and a man asked me what I wanted. I told him that I wanted to know who God was. I told him about my miracle, about the preacher Vinh, and about the prison cell. Then I pleaded with him to tell me who God was. He did.’

“Quan’s father paused.  

“‘I cried out to God, asking if he could perform one more miracle in my life and in the life of my family. I told Him I believed. I was released. The joy came back in my life. The joy I saw in Vinh. I started jumping and yelling and praising God. I had become an old fool like Vinh, and I couldn’t stop singing the songs that Vinh sang, even though I didn’t know what the words were.’

“‘I pleaded with the pastor to come with me. I pleaded for him to come back to my village and teach us about this God of miracles. He agreed. Within a few hours, we came riding into the village on bicycles, and I was yelling at the top of my lungs, “It’s a miracle. God is alive. It’s a miracle.”  Everyone thought I was drunk, and they began scolding me for my behavior. But I kept praising God, and I told them about my miracle. Pastor Minh started preaching, and he preached and preached and preached for about three hours. At the end of his sermon, the villagers were in tears, they repented of their sins, and they, too, began to believe. 

“‘We spent the rest of the day gathering the bodies from the ridge and burying them. Pastor Minh stayed with us for a week, and then he sent a young preacher to come live with us. That’s this man right here—Pastor Son. He never left us and has been our faithful preacher ever since. We all owe our very lives to that terrible, terrible day.’

“Quan’s father reached over and took Reverend Taylor’s hands. 

“‘And now you are a man of God. A man of integrity. We must thank you.’

“‘No, please don’t. Please don’t,’ Reverend Taylor said, shrinking in regret.

“‘God has worked everything for the good. The bad comes so that the good feels that much better. War is a terrible thing full of unimaginable suffering. But it just shows how God’s grace is that much better. We are indebted for that night. Without that terrible tragedy, I never would have had my miracle. Our village would never have known about God’s love.’”

 

* * *

 

Reverend Davies stood up abruptly and walked over to the window overlooking the street—his hands clasped over his face, deep in thought. Margaret’s story stirred a whirlwind of emotions inside him. He felt the truthfulness of what she said, but it seemed too fantastic, since there was no way she could have known any of this. Margaret stopped, opened her eyes, and began scratching her head as if nothing had happened. Janice couldn’t quite comprehend Reverend Davies’ reaction.

“Margaret, that is quite the story. You really are a wonderful storyteller. You should write these stories down. How do you just create like this?  Just by thinking out loud? Oh, I suppose you don’t have an answer to that.”

She looked over at Reverend Davies, who continued his pensive mood by looking blindly past the traffic below.

“Reverend Davies, are you all right?”

“No, Janice. I don’t think I am. Excuse me. I have to go.”

“But, we haven’t even discussed anything yet.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I have to go.”

Reverend Davies exited without even grabbing his jacket from the chair. Janice stayed with Margaret a little while longer but finally decided that nothing had to be done with her in the short term, so she went home until she could get further information from the reverend.

Only one thought kept running through Margaret’s mind: she was finally getting through to someone. It felt good.

 

Chapter 12 

 

Cheevers and Red Hat

 

Another email from Mr. Tomsey went unanswered. Two days passed, and Margaret lived off bread and butter, which was nearly all that remained in her dwindling food supply. Another Tuesday evening came and went without going to the market, but she reminded herself that she must remember to go the following week. She had had no contact with anyone over the last couple of days. No calls from Janice, no clue as to what Reverend Davies was thinking, and no sightings of the red hat. She wished the twins would visit but knew she was out of chocolate-cherry-swirl. She sat, bored, picking the lint pills out of the couch fabric. It was looking quite clean.

Slam!

A door in the hallway shut with considerable force. Margaret jumped off the couch and ran to the door, putting her ear up against it. She wanted to see him. She needed to see him. It had been several days, and he continued to stand in a very sensitive situation in the middle of the bank. The armed guards kept their guns on him, calling intermittently to the outside for instructions as he plotted his escape.

Margaret opened the door, and there stood Cheevers, submarine sandwich hanging out of his mouth as he flipped through his mail.

“Wwwohhhw,” a muddled word, juxtaposed with the submarine, came out when he saw Margaret standing beside him. “Wtsorry,” he said, grabbing the grinder in one hand while putting the mail back into his box. “How are you, Margaret? Feeling all right?”

She stared, mesmerized at his hat—the same one she had seen many times before—the same one that took her back to the time when she was a small girl, and her father wore the same cap.

“Red Hat stood flatfooted, ready to speak, ready to move into action. He held the device over his head like a championship cup—a cherished medal that would open the doors of the city.”

“Alrighty then,” said Cheevers feeling a little concerned that Margaret had completely and utterly lost sight of reality. “Well, you have a good day.”

“Red Hat. Your time is coming. It has already passed.”

Cheevers shook his head a little and walked into his own apartment, safe from the crazy rants of his neighbor. But this time, she boldly walked right behind him, mimicking his every move, and sat down at his couch without him even noticing. He was getting a beer from the refrigerator when he heard the ominous sound that made him coil back in stomach-gripping fear.

“Red Hat.”

“Margaret! What are you doing? You scared me half to death. Actually, it was more like three-quarters.”

“Red Hat stared at Officer Galley. The once confident officer could only think of his two daughters, whom he missed very much. He just wanted to be with them, but for some unfortunate incident that he could never have foreseen, he stood face-to-face with the man who had the power to end it all. He shook terribly, and hoped the outside world would give in to Red Hat’s demands—whatever they might be.”

Cheevers sat down immediately and listened to her story. He was drawn in by the daughters. He felt their pain. He could have been Galley.

 

* * *

 

“‘All right. Listen carefully,’ started Red Hat. ‘I want a police car. It must have bullet proof windows, keys in the ignition, and a clear path in front of it. I want the H. J. Billings Expressway cleared. I’m going to be exiting at 72nd street and taking Birch over to Dempster. You got it?’

“‘I got it,’ said Galley.  

“‘Hey,’ yelled an agent in a navy blue windbreaker and sunglasses, standing in the massive hole produced by the Yo-Yo Yoghurt truck.

“‘Step back,’ said Red Hat, waving his leverage in the air. ‘Don’t try anything. You know what this is?’

“‘Don’t worry. I’m unarmed. I just want to talk. Can we talk?’

“‘Talking is great! Personally, I like it a lot, but I’m a little behind schedule.’

“‘Okay. Let me get right to it. I’m Officer Williams. I’m just trying to understand the situation here and see if we can come to some agreement.’

“‘The situation is crystal clear. Did you hear the instructions I gave Officer Galley?’

“‘I did. I also instructed my personnel to make it happen. We don’t want any trouble.’

“‘Neither do I,’ said Red Hat. ‘I just want to walk out of here, and you’ll never hear from me again. That’s the way it should be. You don’t want a piece of this device. Believe me. I don’t want to set it off either.’

“‘Fair enough. What can I call you?’

“‘Red Hat.’

“‘All right, Red Hat. We are clearing a corridor for you, so you can get over onto Dempster, right? What’s on Dempster?’

“‘It’s my house. I need to say goodbye to my daughter.’

“‘Your daughter?’ Williams asked, still standing on the rubble by the window.

“‘It wouldn’t be polite to leave without saying goodbye to my only child now, would it?’

“‘I suppose not. Where are you going after that?’

“‘It’s none of your concern. Is everything ready?’

“Williams called into his com-unit and verified that all of the instructions had been followed. He nodded at Red Hat.

“‘You are free to go.’

“‘Thank you. I suppose you’ll be following me.’

“‘Do you mind? It’s my job.’

“‘That’s fine. Just stay back as I walk to the car, all right?’

“‘We won’t try a thing. I’m going to take you at your word that you don’t want a disaster to happen any more than I do,’ Williams reassured him.

“‘That’s smart. That’s the way you should play this, and everything will be all right.’

“‘Shall we use the door?’ asked Williams.

“‘After you.’

“Williams walked out the door, followed by Red Hat with the device over his head. A dozen police cars and several unmarked ones stood flashing their lights, announcing their line of defense, which couldn’t stop Red Hat. Williams pointed at an unmarked police car with a flashing light on top.

“‘This is your car. Will it work all right?’

“‘It’s my favorite color.’

“‘Excellent.’

“‘Except one thing. I need your gun,’ demanded Red Hat.

“‘I told you. I don’t have a gun.’

“‘Have one of the officers slowly slide one over to me.’

“Williams hesitated, unsure of the request.

“‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to shoot anyone.’

“Williams nodded at a young officer at the perimeter, and he took his pistol out of the holster and slid the gun over to Red Hat, who picked it up and walked towards the car until he was only twenty feet away. He shifted the device under his left arm, raised and aimed the gun, and fired two rounds at the windshield, which didn’t shatter.

“‘Very good. You did what I asked.’

“‘Of course. We want to get through this together. Can the officer have his gun back?’ reminded Williams.

“Red Hat slid it into his pocket.

“‘He’ll get it back. Don’t worry. I bid you goodbye.’

“Red Hat got into the car, locked the doors, put the device on the passenger seat, adjusted the mirror, started the engine, and took off. His daughter awaited him.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret stopped and looked over at Cheevers, who had an expression of disbelief on his face. For a minute, he had forgotten where he was or what a strange set of circumstances had grabbed his attention from an unsuspecting source. He looked at Margaret as if he wanted her to go on. He wanted to hear about Red Hat’s daughter. But she stood up, opened the door, and left. Cheevers felt somewhat empty—a nagging feeling of guilt and uncomfortable pain that he didn’t know quite what to do with. He tabbed open his beer and thought about the rest of the six pack sitting in the fridge. That thought relaxed him.

 

Chapter 13 

 

Margaret Branches Out

 

Janice phoned but with no success. Mr. Tomsey desperately needed a manual revised. Mrs. Trumble still walked by Margaret’s door with her nose in the air. Reverend Davies frantically spent two days trying to get answers, and Cheevers spent the last couple of days drinking a little more beer than usual. But it was Mrs. Johnson and the twins that Margaret thought about the most. 

Saturday morning arrived, but Margaret didn’t go to bed as usual. She thought only of her story but didn’t feel right moving the narration forward if Pam and Sam were not able to take the journey with her. She waited quietly on her sofa for something to happen. 

Suddenly, a revolutionary thought occurred to her. If they would not come to her, she would go to them. The thought of it put a knot right in her stomach, for she couldn’t go empty-handed. With all her strength, she would do it. A daytime trip. Quite scandalous, but she figured she could be back in twenty minutes, if she ran. She went to her closet—such purposeful movements did not come naturally for her—and found a navy-blue warm-up suit with double white stripes down the side. She found her pair of hardly used Stan Smith tennis shoes—the same pair she had in high school. She grabbed a hat—certainly a red one—and snatched her sunglasses and purse. She would go incognito.

She walked out of her apartment and immediately ran into Mrs. Trumble. She felt bolder than usual and asked, “fingers hurt?” Mrs. Trumble gasped and let out something more than a small tirade as Margaret descended the staircase. At the front door of the apartment block, Cheevers was entering and hardly noticed who he nearly ran into until the red hat on her head made it obvious.

“Margaret? You have a red hat, too!”

“Red Hat.”

“So how is Red Hat? Williams closing in?” 

She tucked her head in her chest and started a full sprint down the street.

“Let me know how he’s doing later, okay?” Cheevers yelled after the strange sight—a woman who ran in a nearly zigzagged fashion as if trying to avoid a barking, biting, little puppy.  

Margaret ran, sprinting through the intersection where she had dropped her can of beans, and up to the front door of Full Brands, panting, looking around, and pondering if anyone had noticed her. The whole world looked upon this strange beast with gathered stares and pointing fingers. 

She walked through the door calmly, and once again began her sprint, this time down aisle two, nearly plowing over an old couple into the soup cans, where she had once stood defenseless against the onslaught of Reverend Davies. The store manager saw her and had an immediate suspicion that something wasn’t right. He jogged behind her to the frozen food section. She ran to the ice cream freezer and stopped immediately by the Josten’s Chocolate Cherry Swirl shelf. She opened the door, but the shelf was empty. She stared for a moment out of complete incomprehension. The manager stood behind Margaret, anticipating whatever his creative mind could concoct. Margaret shuffled her feet backwards in a poor man’s rendition of the moonwalk, glancing up and down the shelves through the frosted glass, looking for her chocolate-cherry-swirl. She shuffled forward and looked again. Backwards. Forwards. Again and again. It was nowhere to be found, but she felt like she was caught in the rut of a phonograph record, skipping back and forth, looking for the perfect ending to the song but never finding it. Her father had always listened to phonograph records.

Finally, the store manager approached Margaret, as a small army of shoppers began to gather at the sight of her ice cream ritualistic dance.

“Excuse me, ma’am? Can I help you find something?”

Margaret stopped her shuffling and rocked her head up and down for a minute.

“Chocolate-cherry-swirl.”

“Are you looking for Josten’s Chocolate Cherry Swirl?”

“Yes. Must be chocolate-cherry-swirl.”

“Well, I’m sorry, ma’am. Josten’s went bankrupt about two weeks ago. There is no more stock available.”

“Must have chocolate-cherry-swirl.”

“I’m sorry. There is none.”

Margaret leaned her head against the glass door. The bill of her red cap flipped up, causing it to plop onto the floor.  

“Ma’am?”

Margaret thought of the twins, who would be so disappointed.

“Ma’am? We have lots of other kinds of ice cream.”

Daddy would bring it home to her every Friday night when she was a girl. “Jostens,” he would say, “is like a little bit of magic. It’s always there to cheer you up.” She lifted her head, turned around, and started to walk home. She had moved only a few steps when the manager called from behind.

“Ma’am. Your red cap.”

“Red Hat.”

“Yes, red hat,” he confirmed with a strange twist of his neck, realizing that there was a whole lot about this woman he would never understand.

She put the cap back on her head and walked down aisle three, glancing right and left at the foodstuff. She stopped at the bean section and grabbed two cans—the only kind she ever bought—then put two loaves of bread from the aisle end-rack under her arm and checked out without incident. As soon as she exited the building, she started again in full sprint, two white plastic bags whirling at her side.  

Five minutes later, she stood outside the door of the Johnsons’ apartment, nervously shaking the two white bags up and down. She knocked softly and panted heavily. Seconds later, the door opened and Pam stood in the doorway with a surprised but happy look on her face.

“Ms. Pritcher. Hi. Do you want to see my Mom?”

“Story.”

“Oh really, you want to tell the story? Come in. Come in.”

Margaret followed Pam into the kitchen. Someone was vacuuming down the hallway straight ahead.

“Mom! Ms. Pritcher is here! She is going to tell us a story, all right?” she asked, turning back to Margaret. “She’s right back there. Why don’t you go say ‘hello’ to her, and I’ll go get Sam. She’s over in our bedroom.”

Margaret walked immediately behind Pam, in her exact tracks, following her into the bedroom.

“Sam, Ms. Pritcher is here.”

“I can see that.”

Pam turned around and looked surprised to see Margaret directly behind her.  

“Wow, that was fast. So it was okay with my Mom?”

“I brought food.”

She held out the plastic grocery bags, and Sam jumped up to snatch them from her hand.

“Thanks!” she said, reaching deep-down inside one, pulling out a can. “Beans,” she said with a distinct flair of disappointment.  

“Beans,” Margaret repeated.

“Oh,” said Pam with a puzzled look on her face as she glanced in the other bag. “And bread.”

“Bread and beans,” repeated Sam. “Oh, that’s interesting.”

“Yes, Sam was just saying how she hasn’t had any beans lately,” added Pam, hoping not to offend their rare guest. “Please, sit down.”

Margaret sat on the edge of Pam’s bed, and the twins huddled together on the other one directly across from it.

“Eat,” said Margaret.

The twins nodded obligingly and decided that a slice of white bread would probably be easier to down than a can of cold beans—especially without an opener. They longingly thought about the days of chocolate-cherry-swirl.

“All right,” said Sam, gulping down a bite of dry, processed, white bread. She thought that this must be what it is like to eat in the middle of a desert. “We’re ready.”

“Oh, yes,” said Pam. “The house was on fire and Gwen and Georgia—”

“And Benjamin,” added Sam.

“Yes, they were standing outside watching it burn. Was their mother in the house? What happened? Was it an accident?”

“And they were leaving with another family. What were their names?”

Margaret leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes.

 

* * *

 

“The Thompsons brought the children back to their house in their buggy. The girls wept the whole way while Benjamin continued to sleep.

When they were finally situated inside the small, modest Thompson home—a home with four children of their own—Mr. Thompson sent their two boys and two girls out to play. The girls took Benjamin off of Gwen’s hands and took him outside to play with Buster, who had followed the children to their new home.

“‘Girls,’ started Mr. Thompson. ‘There is something we need to tell you. Your …” He paused and looked over at his wife. ‘Beatrice, can you tell them?’ He felt like some sort of a coward, but he couldn’t get the words out right, so he shifted the responsibility off on his wife, whom he felt was much better at relating to people.

“‘Girls, what my husband is trying to say is … Perhaps you already feel it in your heart.’

“‘Mother is dead,’ said Georgia plainly with little emotion.

“‘Yes.’

“Gwen broke down again in tears. Georgia hardly blinked.

“‘In the fire?’ asked Georgia.

“‘Yes.’

“‘The bright light.’

“‘What?’

“‘The bright light. I saw the bright light this morning. I thought it meant life, but it meant death.’

“The Thompsons looked puzzled.

“‘Bright light?’ asked Mr. Thompson for clarification.

“‘Oh, it was nothing. Just a silly game we played,’ offered Gwen through the pearl droplets on her cheeks, not wanting to delve into their confusing trip to the top of Harper’s Hill.

“‘Father was right,’ Georgia continued, her heart gripped with fear and sadness, wanting once again to feel his comforting touch on her back. She wanted to sit at the table, look him in the eyes, jump into his arms, and laugh and tumble with him in the tall prairie grasses. But he was gone, and now so was their mother.

“‘I thought Mother went to town with you today?’ asked Gwen.

“‘Not exactly. She came over here, and I was able to share some supplies with her, so we wouldn’t have to go the whole way to town. We brought her home a couple hours later after we had talked for a while.’

“‘What started the fire? Why couldn’t she get out?’ pressed Gwen.

“‘Maybe she didn’t want to,’ said Georgia with great resignation in her voice.

“‘Georgia, why would you say such a thing?’ Gwen snapped, giving her a horrified look.

“‘Let’s not think about those things today,’ said Mrs. Thompson.

“The silence encompassed the room for a moment, and each individual measured their attempts to break through eerie stillness but couldn’t decide on a method. Finally, in desperation, Gwen spoke up.

“‘What will become of us?’

“‘This afternoon I’m going into town to get the reverend and some other men to help go through the house. We want to make sure your mother gets a proper burial. Then we’ll have to see what we can do with you kids,’ spoke up Mr. Thompson.

“‘Your mother said she didn’t know where your father was,’ said Mrs. Thompson.

“Georgia leaned forward, ready to burst out about the hilltop encounter, but Gwen quickly put a hand on her chest to squelch any thoughts of revealing what would have become nothing but an egregious lie in the eyes of most people.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret stopped for a moment but kept her head back against the wall with her eyes closed. Sam and Pam remained enraptured in the story. Sam nibbled on her second piece of white bread, and Pam kept rhythmically rolling a can of beans back and forth on the comforter. They both looked up at Margaret, anticipating more. The vacuum could now be heard out in the main living room area, a short distance down the hall from the girls’ room.

“Ms. Pritcher,” asked Sam. “Is their father dead, too?”

“Sam, I don’t think the story is over yet. We’re not supposed to know at this point.”

“But it’s driving me crazy. If I had the book right now, I’d flip to the last page and discover its ending.”

Margaret, too, wanted to know the ending.

“You’ve always been so impatient about everything.”

“And you’re so boring. Don’t you ever wonder about anything?”

“I wonder about you.”

“Besides me,” said Sam.

“I suppose not,” Pam said turning away bitterly.

“Can we hear more of the story?” asked Sam.

Margaret had a slight smirk on her face. She enjoyed the girls’ bantering. It made her feel like she had two friends, and if not that, it made her feel like she was privy to the internal bickering of a relationship built on love. It had a familiar ring to it, and it made her long for the past. 

 

* * *

 

“Two days passed. The twins and Benjamin had spent two nights crammed in the Thompson’s back room with the two Thompson girls. Mrs. Thompson took Benjamin half the time in order to relieve Gwen of such a heavy burden for a young girl. Georgia, after all, was not too much of a help. She ached emotionally every minute of the day, while Gwen had no time for such human attributes in the midst of a crisis.

“At five o’clock in the afternoon on the second day after the fire, the Thompsons packed all of their children and orphaned guests into the wagon and made the ominous trip back to the burnt homestead. Several local men had fashioned a rough wooden coffin, dug a burial plot behind the house, and lowered the pine box into its final resting place. About twenty people, including the reverend from River’s End who was asked to give the eulogy, were in attendance.

“They stood in a semi-circle, Gwen and Georgia in the middle, directly facing the charred remnants of their childhood. Benjamin squirmed mercilessly in Gwen’s arms until Mrs. Thompson came and took him from her. Gwen cried for only the second time since the fire. Georgia stared on in disbelief, refusing to believe that their mother was gone. And what of their father? He had come to comfort them. Or did he? Was she just imagining things? What of the light? Was it merely a light that illuminated just enough to create evil shadows?

“The air smelled like charred wood. Its pungency reminded Georgia of the days with mother and father sitting by the fireplace, laughing, and eating biscuits with their Father, who made their mother upset by purposely teasing the dog with a leftover piece of bacon.

“Why did father leave? she thought. Surely, he knew of his wife’s despondency. She could barely take care of Benjamin and depended so much on Gwen. Georgia knew that Gwen was a very good young mother. She had to be for Benjamin’s sake. Oh, where would we be without Gwen? thought Georgia, who at that moment thought of herself as an evil, selfish person. The reverend’s words kept fading in and out. The words ‘hope’, ‘everlasting life’, and ‘love’ had little comfort for Georgia. She had been in a trance for about two minutes before she realized that the eulogy was over and the neighbors had started to shovel the dirt onto the coffin.

“After the service, the girls sat silently for about an hour on the other side of the barn. Buster tried to get the girls to play a familiar game of roll and tumble, but they were contended to remain silent and scratch his back instead. After the grave was filled and marked with a white wooden cross, the Thompsons came to talk with the girls.

“‘Where’s Benjamin?’ asked Gwen.

“‘He’s with Celia. We wanted to talk with you, girls,’ said Mrs. Thompson, who was very kind but clearly worn out with four children of her own.

“‘Girls,’ started Mr. Thompson. ‘We have to decide what will happen to you.’

“‘What do you mean?’ asked Georgia, knowing full well what he meant.

“‘This has been a terrible tragedy. A terrible accident that I feel so horrible about. You poor children,’ said Mrs. Thompson, with tears of sympathy streaming down her face. ‘But I’m afraid you cannot stay with us. We just do not have room.’

“‘And it’s been a very rough year. Dry. The crops are doing poorly. We already have four children and are just not equipped to take care of more. I wish we could. I really do,’ added Mr. Thompson, who was a decent man.

“‘But we’re not alone. We still have father,’ Georgia piped up quickly.

“Mr. and Mrs. Thompson glanced at each other in that sorrowful way that tells one to expect the worst.

“‘My dear children. Your mother received a letter from a Mr. Perry from St. Louis just three days ago. It informed her that your father had drowned in a boating accident when a steamer hit a fishing vessel. I’m so sorry, my children.’

“Georgia looked at Gwen, shaking her head sternly.  

“‘No! It’s a lie!’

“‘That can’t be true,’ concurred Gwen.

“‘It’s true. Your mother was so upset that …’

“Georgia stood up and walked over to Mr. Thompson.

“‘I saw father. On Harper’s Hill. He said the light was not for him or for Benjamin. And when we saw Mother’s death, we knew he was right.’

“‘What on earth are you talking about, child?’ inquired Mrs. Thompson.

“‘He came to us. He put his hands on our shoulders. He told us to be brave.’

“‘Gwen, what is your sister saying?’ asked Mrs. Thompson, looking at her husband in bewilderment.

“‘It’s true. I didn’t see Father, not like Georgia. But I did hear his voice when Benjamin was hurt. And I felt his presence. I know that he came for us. So it can’t be true, it just can’t.’

“‘Girls,’ Mr. Thompson spoke up firmly. ‘We cannot afford to talk about such fantastical tales. Not at this time. Not now. Your mother is dead, and your father is not coming back.’

“Mrs. Thompson reached over to touch her husband’s sleeve, wanting him to stop.

“‘Girls, we love you and want what is best for you. That is why we’re going to be taking you over to River’s End tomorrow. We’ve been in contact with a Mrs. Chesterway who runs the River’s Orphanage. She is a delightful woman; caring, loving, but firm—as I suppose she needs to be. She will be taking you in for the time being until the magistrate can determine property rights and possessions and all of those things. Perhaps you will be lucky enough to find a family who will take you all in. I’m sorry, but that’s the best we could do for you.’

“A hushed calm came across the faces of the twins. An unbearable burning ripped through Georgia’s chest, which ached and turned and twisted beyond recognition. She stood up and screamed with all her might.

“‘Father!’”

 

* * *

 

Margaret yelled out the word as if trying to get the attention of someone a football field away. The girls jolted back in their beds, and in rushed Mrs. Johnson, vacuum utensil hand, drawn upwards as if a weapon, ready to strike.

As she entered the room abruptly, it startled the girls, who screamed and shook the normally pensive Margaret into yelping loudly. When the cacophony of high-pitched shrieks came to a halt, the exasperated Mrs. Johnson looked accusingly at Margaret.

“Margaret! What’s going on here?  Why are you here? Girls, are you all right?”

“Yes, Mom. We’re fine.”

“Of course we’re all right,” added Pam. “Why are you so surprised? You knew Ms. Pritcher was here.”

“I did not know Ms. Pritcher was here. Margaret, I don’t know what has gotten into you, but you cannot be with my children alone. Is that clear? Never!”

“Mom!” pleaded Sam. “She was just trying to tell us the end of the story.”

“I don’t care what she was trying to do,” yelled Mrs. Johnson, whose raised voice was very much out of character for her. “Margaret, leave at once. You’re not welcome here.”

“Mom!”

“Mom! Why are you treating her this way?”

“Sam, go to your room!”

“I’m in my room!”

“Well, stay here! Margaret! Out!”

Margaret got off the bed and walked quickly down the hallway.

“Thanks for the bread.”

“And beans.”

Mrs. Johnson looked strangely at the two until she saw the cans of beans and the partially eaten loaf of bread on the bed. Janice would be getting another call.

 

Chapter 14 

 

Cheevers Pays a Visit

 

“Thank you for seeing me,” said Reverend Davies as he entered Janice’s modest house on the other side of the city. 

“Well, you certainly have me curious.”

“I’m sure I do.”

“Please, have a seat.”

“Thanks.”

Janice noticed that his face looked weathered and perplexed, like he had been trying to solve a problem that continually defeated him.

“What is it, Reverend Davies? I can see something written on your face.”

“The other day, when Margaret was telling that story, I …” he paused for a moment and turned his head away as if afraid to admit something. “I don’t know. It just grabbed me like I had heard it before. It was so familiar, yet so unknown. I don’t know how to describe it. All I know is that I went home quite shaken, and I couldn’t get it out of my mind.”

“It had me engaged as well,” said Janice.

“No, it wasn’t just engagement for me. It was personal. She was telling me something personal.”

“I don’t think I’m following you.”

“How well did you know your brother-in-law?”

“Taylor? Well, we saw each other on holidays, I guess. That’s about it. What does this have to do with Margaret’s father?”

“You know he was a veteran in ‘Nam?”

“Sure.”

“Did your sister ever tell you any stories about his time there?”

“Reverend Davies, what exactly are you getting at?” she asked, trying to put an end to the cryptic back and forth statements.

“Vietnam messed up your brother-in-law. It messed up a lot of people.”

“That much I know. He killed himself over it. He couldn’t shake it, whatever ‘it’ was.”

“You’re right. He couldn’t shake it. Taylor and I go way back. We enlisted together in the fall of 1969. We served together, and I even became his platoon commander for the last six months we served there.”

“That I didn’t know.”

“There was one incident. A terrible incident I don’t want to get into. But it scarred him for life. When I was listening to Margaret the other day, I just felt like she was telling the other side of the story. The side I never heard. The aftereffects of what we experienced there.”

“Okay,” she mouthed slowly with an air of bewilderment about her.

“So after Margaret’s story, I went home and paced back and forth for about three hours, mulling everything over in my head. Then I started making phone calls. Lots of them to anyone who might know something about the incident. And then I found it.”

“Found what?”

“It’s true. Everything Margaret said is true.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret had been thinking a lot about light recently. She would open the refrigerator over and over to see the darkness quickly disappear. She felt sorry for Janice who stared at the blinding force. Nothing could protect her. Nothing could prevent her from her destiny. Ideally, light illuminates just enough of life to get a fairly accurate perception of reality. But when it becomes blinding, as it had for Margaret, it becomes nothing but a burden to bear. For the first time ever, she was determined not to bear it alone. It made her bolder, actually, as if her forays into the neighbors’ apartments didn’t make this evident already. Her stories moved her forward. Red Hat, Reverend Davies, and the twins were all bound by the light. They were bound to tell the truth. They could do nothing else.

And so Margaret sat in her room ignoring emails, not answering the phone, and rarely going out onto the balcony. She waited for Cheevers to come in a receptive mood to hear the rest. She knew he would . A daughter can do that to a man, can she not? And sure enough, he did come, gently knocking at the door. She reached over for her red cap, placed it on her head, and slowly walked over to unlatch the door. Cheevers stood grinning sheepishly, wondering to himself why he was even there. He was looking for something that he wasn’t sure even existed—a second chance—a solemn prayer—a hopeful heart. He didn’t know if or why Margaret could give it to him. But there he stood nonetheless, red cap on, ready to listen.

“Red Hat,” said Margaret.

“Yes, red hat.”

Margaret left the door open, and Cheevers felt free enough to walk in and close it behind him. He felt strange and looked around nervously, unsure of what to do next. 

“Margaret,” he started. “… the story you told me the other day. I don’t know why, but I can’t get it out of my mind. Red Hat. He’s an interesting character, and, as you know, I always wear a red cap. I wasn’t really doing anything this afternoon and thought that …”

His voice trailed off, and she motioned for him to sit down. She was feeling remarkably comfortable around people these days. It was a strange sensation. He sat on the familiar fabric couch, which was amazingly clear of any pill balls. He rubbed his hands nervously along the couch’s arm, and for some reason, he felt like he was sitting in front of a fortune teller, in a gypsy’s trailer, anxious to hear his future. He also felt that he was being completely ridiculous.

Margaret leaned back in her chair, happy to oblige the man curiously searching for answers. Stories that she had been telling for years were finally getting an audience, and for that, she felt satisfied, if not a little nervous. But the nervousness came naturally for her. She felt a gentle prodding that lifted her spirit and stood face to face with her muse.

“Red Hat,” Margaret started.  

 

* * *

 

“… knew that they would follow him with every piece of technology known to man—and a few other pieces only known to the secretive aspects of the American government. But for him, it didn’t matter at all. He sat in the bullet-proof car with his deterrent device at his side. He pulled out his cell phone and punched out speed dial number one. Montleone.

“‘Yeah,’ answered the smooth Italian voice that was completely unmistakable.

“‘I have it,’ said Red Hat.

“‘We had almost given up on you.’

“‘I know. I was slowed down by a flower pot. Don’t ask.’

“‘You know you are on the news, right?’

“‘Sure, I know. It adds to the excitement.’

“‘You’ve created quite the mess.’

“‘Yeah, I know. But I have everything we need. Will it really matter?’

“‘No, I suppose it won’t,’ said Montleone in a confident voice. ‘So are you coming here?’

“‘Not yet. I have one more place to go.’

“‘Where?’

“‘I need to go home.’

“‘Are you crazy?’

“‘Perhaps. But this is the last time. I must.’

“‘What if they try and take you out?’

“‘They won’t. I’ll be in touch soon.’

“‘All right.’

“Montleone hung up abruptly as Red Hat navigated the near-empty beltway, which had been helpfully cleared by Agent Williams and crew. Williams rode in a car only a few lengths behind Red Hat. Two choppers swirled overhead, as did a squadron of jets, which had been recently scrambled just in case.

“Red Hat exited the beltway and was now no more than three blocks from his house. Williams kept up the pace and was constantly talking with his eyes in the sky, interested to see if they were able to pick up anything out of the ordinary—any method of interception which they could take advantage of. They were not. Williams remained in the dark concerning the intentions and eventual plans of the one man who simply wore a red hat.

“He turned onto Birch and then Hollister until he pulled up outside the familiar café where he often had breakfast. About six hours before, he had been eating his eggs there with Montleone. He glanced up once at the third floor apartment window which was now empty. He didn’t feel sad, just resigned to his fate. Williams parked a half block away. Red Hat could see two police cars converging at the intersection up the street. He smiled. Williams was phoning in instructions, ordering dozens of units to spread out all over a three block radius. Williams deployed a half-dozen snipers to various lookout positions around the perimeter. Red Hat slowly got out of the car, carrying his leverage in a precarious position just to remind them that they were one short drop away from disaster.

“‘Have you gotten a good look at that device yet? Do we know what we are dealing with? Is there any way that he’s bluffing?’

“The forensics lab at the anti-terrorist unit had identified the item as a possible dirty bomb of Russian make. Asked about the flask on the device, they replied that perhaps it was as the man in the red hat said, but perhaps it wasn’t. Williams marveled at their helpfulness as Red Hat confidently walked across the street, into the apartment building, and up two flights of stairs to unit 3C. He pulled out his house key, inserted it, and entered.   

“‘Daddy, Daddy.’ Meagan, his precious little daughter came plodding over to him and jumped up into his arms. His heart nearly stopped as he juggled the device in his hand, hoping not to end it all right there.”

 

* * *

 

Margaret stopped for a moment and looked over at Cheevers.

“Meagan,” he whispered with tears in his eyes.

Margaret knew how he must feel.

 

* * *

 

“‘Daddy. Where have you been?’

“‘Careful now, sweetheart. This is an important device Daddy has been working on. So I’m going to set it down here. Promise me you won’t touch it. Promise.’

“‘I promise, Daddy.’

“‘That’s my girl.’

“At that moment, he saw his wife in the bedroom doorway, looking bitterly back at him. He didn’t care. He didn’t love her anymore.

“‘Michael,’ she said sternly. ‘I need to talk to you right now.’

“‘Sweetheart,’ he turned to Meagan. ‘Go play in your room a little bit. I’ll see you in a minute.’

“‘Okay, Daddy. You aren’t going away again, are you?’

“‘No, no, sweetheart. Don’t worry. Go play now.’

“Meagan bounded off, carefree and happy, and Red Hat looked up at his wife.

“‘What’s to talk about?’”

 

* * *

 

“Stop it!” yelled Cheevers. “Why are you doing this? What the hell are you doing?”

He stood up and looked at Margaret, who didn’t flinch. Cheevers panted heavily.

“How did you know I had a daughter named Meagan? Talk to me!” he yelled. “What are you trying to do?”

Margaret kept her head back and her eyes closed. It was either her way, or no way at all.

He fumed for a moment. The pain was unbearable, but he couldn’t walk out the door. He couldn’t leave. He had to stay and hear the story, but he hated Margaret for it. Finally, he collapsed back onto the couch, resigned to his destiny of torture by the recluse storyteller.  

“I’m sorry.”

Cheevers composed himself, put his head down on his knees, and took a deep breath. He hadn’t felt like this in years. It was a brutal awakening, realizing that he had this much humanity left inside of him. He thought he was over life.

“Please continue, Margaret. I want to hear more.”

Without a second’s delay, she started again.

 

* * *

 

“‘What’s going on?’ Red Hat’s wife grabbed him by the arm. ‘You were on the news. There are people chasing after you. I want some answers.’

“‘Your answers will come soon enough.’

“He walked past her and into their bedroom.

“‘Michael. Stop this right now. Talk to me!’

“He turned quickly and saw her looking at the device sitting on the table.

“‘Ah, ah, ah,” he came back into the room. ‘Unless you want to destroy the whole block, I would suggest you leave that alone.’

“‘Who the hell are you?’

“Her eyes glared, a deep, desperate look at her stone wall of a husband. Nothing could penetrate Red Hat’s demeanor. He really felt nothing for her, but Meagan was different. Suddenly, his wife backed away from him and fear ripped through her chest as she realized that she was married to a ghost—an apparition that really didn’t exist in this world. She feared for her life and for Meagan’s. Her heart sank in despair.

“‘I hope they catch you, whoever you are. Terrorist? Drug dealer? How could you have done this to us? Do you hear the helicopters overhead?  The building is surrounded. What are you doing? Whatever it is, it’s over.’

“‘No, it’s just beginning.’

“He immediately pointed over at the door. Knock—knock—knock. 

“‘Hello, Mrs. Parsons. This is Agent Williams. Is your husband at home?’

“Red Hat looked over at his wife and motioned for her to answer the door. She slowly swung the door open, and Williams looked over at Red Hat, who now had a pistol aimed right at both of them.

“‘Mr. Parsons. I’m unarmed. I’m just here to help and talk this through.’

“‘In that case, come on in and have a seat. It’s about to get interesting,’ said Red Hat.

“His wife had the look of a woman who was bereft of feeling, having lost everything she had ever known. 

“‘Sit down over there,’ he pointed at a black leather sofa, which had several stuffed animals that Meagan had sat down for a pleasant afternoon tea. They shifted the animals to the side and slowly descended into a submissive posture. 

“‘Michael—’ started Williams but was immediately cut off.

“‘Don’t call me Michael,’ he replied angrily. ‘That’s what she calls me.’

“‘All right. What can I call you?’

“‘Red Hat.’

“‘Red Hat?’

“‘Yes, you see this cloth cap on my head? It’s red.’

“‘Okay, Red Hat it is.’

“‘Michael, who are you?’ asked his wife, eyes deep with anxiety, worried that little Meagan would come out of the room.

“‘Red Hat, we need to know what you want.  What do you plan on doing with that device? You don’t want to hurt innocent people, do you?’

“‘There is no reason why innocent people should die. Just follow our instructions.’

“‘We’ve done everything you asked so far. You said “our” instructions. Who else does this involve?’

“‘You’ll see.’

“At that moment, Meagan, carrying a large brown stuffed bear, bounced out of the side bedroom and saw her daddy holding a gun and her mother crying on the couch next to a stranger. 

“‘Daddy, who’s that man? Daddy, why do you have a gun?’

“‘Meagan, go back in your room,’ shouted her desperate mother, pleading with mercy in her eyes towards the husband she never knew.

“‘It’s okay, sweetheart. Daddy just has a little business to take care of. This is Agent Williams. He came to make sure you’re safe.’

“‘Hello,’ she said daintily in a voice that seemed unsure of itself.

“‘Hello, Meagan. Is that your bedroom in there?’

“‘Yes.’

“‘Why don’t you go back in and play?’

“‘I want to be with my mommy,’ she stated, running straight over to Red Hat’s wife and jumping into her lap.

“‘Meagan, darling. Please listen to Mommy,’ she rocked her precious child back and forth.  

“‘I’m scared Mommy. Why does Daddy have a gun?’

“‘Don’t worry, sweetheart,’ reassured Red Hat. ‘This will all be over soon.’

“‘So, Red Hat. What do we do now?’

“‘It’s simple. You are going to stand up and walk backwards right into that bedroom. Now. Come on. Up!’

“Williams stood up immediately as Red Hat became more agitated with the gun. Meagan hung dearly around her mother’s neck, and his wife cried, burying her head right in Meagan’s stomach.

“‘Okay. There’s no need to get aggressive here. I’m going to do what you say,’ Williams retorted as he backed into the main bedroom just like Red Hat instructed. 

“‘It’s funny how people are always open to taking orders when they have a gun pointed at them,’ Michael looked back his wife as he advanced upon Williams, pushing him into the bedroom. ‘Darling, just a reminder. You definitely don’t want to touch that device on the kitchen table.’

“Williams kept talking.

“‘Just tell us what you want. We want to help you. We have a lot of resources at our disposal to help you through this.’

“‘Kneel down!’ Red Hat ordered. ‘Face the window and clasp your hands together behind your head.’

“Williams consented. It didn’t feel right to him. He couldn’t believe it would end this way.

“‘Don’t move.’

“‘Red Hat. We can work with you here.’

“‘You will work with us. Of that I have no doubt. Don’t turn around.’

“Williams kept kneeling. Red Hat quickly scooted over to the bedroom closet and reached up and under a low shelf about three feet off the ground. He inserted the key from the safety deposit box into a small key hole and swung open a trap metal door hidden out of sight, up and under the shelving unit. He reached in and pulled out an envelope, slowing bringing it to his face as if to smell its essence. He stashed it in his pocket and patted it gently.

“‘Ready, Williams? Ready?’

“‘You don’t have to do this.’

“Red Hat slammed shut the door with the force of a swift gale. Williams’ body shook violently until he realized that it wasn’t a gun shot. Red Hat took out a skeleton key and locked the bedroom door behind him. Williams immediately stood up and got on his phone, informing the police perimeter of the situation.

“Red Hat stood face to face with his wife, who was standing near the kitchen table, next to the device, holding Meagan in her arms.

“‘I’m sorry it didn’t work out for us,’ said Red Hat. It just wasn’t meant to be.’

“She shook in fear, cowered back by a lie, a grand deceit that had been perpetuated in front of her and had shielded her eyes for years. She hated him at that moment and with all the emotion she could muster, stood up and slapped him across the cheek. He hardly flinched. Meagan started crying.

“‘It’s all right, Meagan. Sometimes slapping is all there is to say.’”

 

* * *

 

“Stop, Margaret,” whispered Cheevers in a taut manner. He gently rubbed his right cheek as if he had just felt the slap himself. He stood up, half-dazed, and walked recklessly over to the door, bumping into the floor lamp and the side of the kitchen table as he went. He stopped at the door, hand recoiled back for a moment, unsure if he wanted to turn the knob and leave, but he was emotionally spent. He had nothing more to give to the story. He reached out and opened the door, leaving Margaret once again alone with her thoughts.

 

Chapter 15 

 

Over the Ridge and Looking Up

 

Reverend Davies promptly met Janice outside Margaret’s apartment block the next morning. After Janice had heard the strange tale of Reverend Davies’ research, she was especially curious to see what Margaret would say—of course that curiosity in itself was a stretch of the imagination with Margaret involved. In addition to the mysterious tale, Mrs. Johnson had called three times that evening to complain about Margaret coming uninvited into her apartment. Janice felt quite sick and confused over the whole matter of her niece and was determined to figure out something and settle the matter—the sooner the better.

“Reverend.”

“Janice,” he breathed out a sigh. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

They ascended the dreary stairwell, walked past Cheevers’ door not knowing, of course, that Cheevers had spent the night drinking himself to tears and thinking about his tragic past. They arrived at her apartment door with uncertainty hanging over them like a looming thunder cloud that might pass over if the right wind comes along to ease away the tension. Reverend Davies’ heart was heavy. They knocked.

Margaret opened the door partway, but when she saw who was standing there, she released it like a child who spitefully gives up a playground ball that her mother said belonged to someone else. The door sputtered open, allowing the two guests to enter. They said nothing as they came to sit down on the familiar couch opposite Margaret, who had taken up refuge in the chair where she recounted the twins’ story.

“Hello, Margaret. Thanks for seeing us. The story you told us the other day. Where did you hear that?” asked the reverend, who had a completely complex scowl on his face.

No response came back from the statue, who occasionally lifted her bronze arms to run her fingers along the edge of the large buttons on the chair’s cushion.

“Okay,” Reverend Davies started again, only to be cut off by Janice.

“Margaret, we just want to decide some things concerning you. What you say or do not say will go a long way in determining what happens. We just need to know what’s going on inside of you.”

Reverend Davies glanced at Janice and decided to try a third approach.

“Margaret. Remember that day that I met you in Full Brands? The second time? The time you were up against the canned foods and you looked at me and said something?  Do you remember what you said?”

“Reverend Taylor.”

“That’s right. You called me Reverend Taylor in the store. But there was a Reverend Taylor in your story the other day as well. Why?”

“Reverend Taylor,” she murmured in a gloomy manner.

“But that wasn’t all you said. Do you remember what else?  Something about death. Do you remember?”

Janice looked on with great interest, trying to piece together a puzzle that she anticipated could not be solved by the spryest and analytical minds known to man.

“I wanted to die. I wanted to change places with the old man who had been shot to hell; his lone solace being this—his opened wounds masked their embarrassment by being covered up with a conical hat placed there by a small girl in bloodied clothes. I wanted to be like him. Insides lain bare. The dead are honest. The dead tell the truth.”

Reverend Davies heard the words again but this time in a new context. This was no veiled attempt at craziness or suicide, as the store manager rightfully intimated. This was something much more. A glimpse, a picture, a fragment of light from another time.  

“Margaret, where do those words come from? How do you see this scene? What do you see? You mentioned a conical hat? Is this in Asia somewhere? Margaret? I need answers.”

She brought her head straight down, opened her eyes, and began staring right into the face of Reverend Davies for perhaps the first time in her life. She saw him for who he was, unsure, afraid, wanting answers as badly as people wanted answers from him. He looked frail like a long held secret had been haunting his actions all these years. Her stare made him uncomfortable, but he couldn’t turn away. He had to hear what was coming next.  He had to have everything confirmed. Margaret remembered the aisle, remembered the cans she pushed onto the floor, and remembered Reverend Davies walking towards her. She also remembered what she said before he arrived. It was now time.

“Jackson had quickly slid down the ridge and attended to the little girl. He yelled for me to call for the medic, but I froze in fear and shock at the destruction I had caused.”

“Jackson,” thought Reverend Davies—the word pierced an arrow through his heart. No one had called him that since ‘Nam.

“My rifle butt was against the ground, and the barrel pointed directly up at me. I stared into the small dark hole that could bring me relief with one quick flick of my finger. Pain. Make it go away. One quick flick of my finger, and it was all gone”

“No!” yelled out Reverend Davies, as he once again saw the horror that hung permanently over his life.

“Jackson kept yelling towards me. But I didn’t listen. I couldn’t listen. I was no longer on this earth.”

“No!” the reverend shouted. “Put the rifle down! Put the rifle down! Don’t do it!”

Janice, wide-eyed, looked at the transported figure of Reverend Davies standing in front of the couch, looking up the ridge at the lone soul on top who wanted to end it all. Everything was there, the depressing heat, the oppressing humidity which drenched every portion of their uniforms, the mosquitoes buzzing, the children wailing, the artillery firing from the north, the twitching finger of his dear friend, broken by death, ready to end it all. He saw himself scale the ridge, desperately trying to reach him on time. He knocked the rifle sideways, shooting an errant bullet into the trees. He wrestled his friend to the ground, yelling, swearing, beating, trying to get him to wake out of his hysteria. Then the tears. The overwhelming tears that caused his best friend to weep, chest constricting for air as he picked up his head and rested it on his lap, patting him like a father comforting a son. He saw it all so vividly that he could no longer focus on anything else. Reverend Davies put his hands over his face and cried.

“No!”

Then he turned and ran out the door, leaving Janice in a complete state of shock and Margaret in her normal comatose position on the chair.  

After a few minutes of silence, Janice stood up and paced back and forth from the balcony to the kitchen. Every time she arrived on the balcony, she would peer over, hoping to get a glimpse of the running preacher, but he seemed to be long gone. Finally, she broke the silence.

“Margaret. I don’t understand what’s going on here. I just don’t. Stay here. Let me go see what’s happening. Perhaps he’s just downstairs.”

Janice kept the door partly opened as she walked down the hallway towards the steps. Cheevers’ door was also cracked open, and she poked her head inside.

“Michael. Michael Cheevers. This is Janice, Margaret’s aunt. I wondered if you had seen Reverend Davies …”

She stopped immediately as she caught a glimpse of Cheevers sitting in front of his refrigerator, part weeping, part drunk. Next to him sat Reverend Davies, guzzling down a bottle from another Cheevers’ six-pack. She stood flabbergasted, thinking that everyone had lost their mind.

“Reverend Davies? What …?” she started, but realized that she was at a loss for words. “Cheevers? What’s going on?”

“Pity party courtesy of your niece.”

“Reverend—”

“Janice. Leave us alone. Just leave,” Reverend Davies said, as he gulped down more of the beer.

She closed the door behind her as she walked back towards Margaret’s apartment, feeling perplexed beyond reason, wondering what Margaret was doing to everyone. As she neared the door, Mrs. Johnson and Mrs. Trumble bounded down the hallway in a huff, with determined looks on their faces and quickly approached Janice, who was beginning to think that something had to give. She couldn’t take much more of this.

“Janice,” started Mrs. Johnson.

“I know. I know. I’m doing the best I can, but there are extenuating circumstances.”

“You cannot imagine that we will sit back now and just wait and see. Not after this despicable incident. That unstable woman forcing herself into the children’s bedroom,” whipped Mrs. Trumble, happily defending her neighbor and, of course, the honor of her fingers, which were no longer wrapped in bandages.

“Mrs. Trumble,” said Janice sternly. “I hardly think this is your concern. I shall deal directly with Mrs. Johnson.”

“Well, it is my concern when that menace starts terrorizing the whole neighborhood.”

“Mrs. Trumble, stand away from this door unless you want another bout of bandages.”

“I will not take such insults from you.”

“That would be fine with me. If you go back in your apartment, I shall not have to insult you anymore.”

Mrs. Trumble huffed in disbelief at Janice’s arrogant and belittling attitude. She was about ready to let go an unrehearsed rant when Mrs. Johnson stepped in between them.

“Mrs. Trumble. I appreciate your sympathy, but perhaps this is something that I need to discuss alone with Janice.”

Mrs. Trumble huffed some more and grumbled a sentence or two under her breath before retreating back to her own apartment. Janice looked exhausted. She glanced over at Mrs. Johnson and pointed down the hall toward her apartment.

“Can we speak in your place?”

“Sure.”

They went back to the scene of the familiar and painfully long meeting of a couple weeks ago, which they had thought was going to decide Margaret’s fate. That all seemed silly at this point. Mrs. Johnson began telling the whole story which, of course, Janice had already heard more than once on the phone the day earlier.

As the conversation continued, Sam had an idea. She always had an idea that Pam usually discounted but ending up acquiescing to eventually. They once again scurried along the perilous route, trying to be unseen by the grownups in order to arrive at the front door. Sam hoped that that lubricant of two weeks earlier was still working on the hinges. It was. She opened the door about a foot-wide without making any sound. Then she scampered down the hallway and stood outside Margaret’s apartment, softly knocking on the door.

Margaret sat in her familiar chair, unresponsive to everything around her. She waited for Janice to return, and she knew she hadn’t seen the last of Reverend Davies or Cheevers. She heard the soft knock, followed by a scratching sound like a piece of paper shuffling on a wooden floor. And so it was. She glanced to see a sheet of paper that someone had slipped under the door. She stood up, walked past her much ignored computer, and picked up the sheet which had several neatly printed sentences on it.

 

Dear Ms. Pritcher,

 

This is Sam. I am sorry my mother was angry. We would really like to hear the end of the story. Call us at this number at nine o’clock, and we can hear your story over the phone.

 

Your friend,

 

Sam

 

P.S. We really enjoyed the white bread. My mom made the beans tonight. We liked them a lot.

P.P.S. The number is 879-2121.

 

“Ate the beans,” she said aloud.

Perhaps Janice isn’t coming back today, she thought, walking over to her bed to lie down, hoping to have her mid-day sleep. It was becoming more difficult to do.

Janice and Mrs. Johnson continued their conversation.

“Mrs. Johnson, I don’t disagree with you. It was not proper for Margaret to enter their room without your knowledge. But, we must get the facts clear. How did she get into the apartment in the first place?”

“The girls let her in.”

“Doesn’t that tell you something right there?”

“It tells me that my girls have no common sense.”

“Perhaps that’s true. But it also says something else. They don’t consider Margaret a threat at all.”

Mrs. Johnson doubtfully leaned back, listening to Janice’s explanation. It was hard to refute.

“But—”

“Of course, you’re their mother. If you don’t want them to see her, that is your prerogative. But, have you asked yourself this question? Why are they so keen to spend time with Margaret?”

Mrs. Johnson paused for a moment and looked down. She didn’t have a good answer to that question either, and she hoped stalling could help her think of something. 

“I don’t know. I guess they like her stories.”

“There is something about her stories,” suggested Janice as her mind wandered back to the beer drinking, weeping blood-brothers in Cheevers’ apartment.

“What is it you’re not telling me?”

“Apparently Cheevers has been listening to her stories as well. He’s drunk, crying inside his room.”

“What? That’s bizarre.”

“That isn’t even the half of it. Reverend Davies and I confronted Margaret today on a few issues, and she went into storytelling again, and it made Reverend Davies storm out of her apartment in tears.”

“That doesn’t seem possible.”

“But wait, there’s more. He is, as we speak, drinking beer and crying next to Cheevers.”

“This is unbelievable. Reverend Davies drinking beer in Cheevers’ apartment? What is going on?”

“I don’t know. I actually have no idea, but I do know it’s causing me the biggest headache in the world. What am I going to do with her?”

Mrs. Johnson finally felt some sympathy towards Janice, who had been the criticized point-person in the middle of the whole mess. She put her hand on her shoulder.

“We’ll figure something out, Janice. I’m not going to call the police or anything like that. I really don’t think Margaret is harmful.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

Janice’s cell phone started ringing inside her purse.

“Oh, now what?” she wondered aloud, as she reached in and picked it up. “Oh no.”

“What is it?”

“It’s Mr. Tomsey. Excuse me.”

Janice paused, took a deep breath, and answered.

“Mr. Tomsey. Yes, I know. I am dealing with it right now. Can I call you back tomorrow? I should have more information by then. Thank you. Goodbye.”

“Trouble at work?”

“Reliable Margaret has been anything but lately. I don’t know what is going on, but I will find out. Thank you, Mrs. Johnson. I’ll be in touch soon.”

“Thank you, Janice.”

Janice scuttled down the hallway, her head in a tizzy, wondering what she was going to say to Margaret. She entered the room and saw her sound asleep on her bed. It was, after all, her ‘night’ time. Janice sighed and thought that she would let it be until tomorrow. She walked past Cheevers’ apartment. The door was now wide open, and Cheevers continued to sit against the refrigerator with a great many beer bottles at his feet. Reverend Davies was no longer there. Janice closed his door, descended the stairs, and went home.

 

Chapter 16 

 

Mrs. Johnson’s Secret

 

The girls had been tucked in bed since 8:45, but they lay wide awake, both of them in Sam’s bed, her cell phone on silent mode lying between them.

“Sam, I feel kind of funny doing this,” said Pam, always the more responsible one.

“Why?”

“You know that Mom doesn’t want us to be in contact with her.”

“I know, but Mom never told us we couldn’t talk with her on the phone. Plus, she hasn’t been fair to Ms. Pritcher, has she?”

“I guess not.”

“It’s not guess. It’s true. Ms. Pritcher has been nothing but kind to us. She’s fed us ice cream and told us stories. What’s the crime in that?”

“I know, but don’t you think she’s a little strange?”

“Who isn’t strange? You’re strange. Much more than me. What’s wrong with being strange?”

“Hey, I’m not strange. Plus, you know what I mean. She’s different. She never talks unless telling a story. And white bread and beans? I mean—”

“I have to admit that was a little strange.”

A lull in the conversation settled silence into the room. Just down the hall, the soft, punching, laugh track of a sit-com punctuated the living room with the tepid moments of evening life.

“Do you ever think she would hurt us?”

“Pam, how could you say such a thing? Why do you accuse people who are nice to you of being bad? I’m sure you would never do the opposite—for example, accuse Mrs. Trumble of being nice!”

Pam laughed.

“I just think Ms. Pritcher is lonely. Plus, I want to hear the rest of the story.”

“So do I,” agreed Pam.

At that moment, the phone vibrated on the bed. The girls looked at each other in anticipation, and Sam answered quickly.

“Hello.”

There was no reply.

“Hello? Ms. Pritcher. Is that you?”

A low rumbling static sounded through the receiver. Sam could hear some heavy breathing—the kind which would make one slam the phone down or call the police if it didn’t involve a predetermined phone date with one Margaret Pritcher.

“Ms. Pritcher. I’m going to put the phone on speaker. Then you can tell the story, if you like.”

Margaret held the receiver in her right hand and rocked gently back and forth, trying to feel the rhythm of the story. The words began popping out one after the other.

“Two weeks had passed since the tragic death of their mother and the mysterious appearance of their father by the crab apple tree.”

Mrs. Johnson had walked down the hallway to enter the girls’ room when she heard a strange canned voice speaking loudly inside. She leaned her head in close and cracked the door open partway to try and determine what the twins were up to. She heard Margaret’s voice on what she determined was a speaker phone, and she was ready to charge in and put an end to it when a couple words caught her attention, immediately drawing her in. She put her ear in the small crack of the door that faced away from the girls’ sight line and listened.

“They longed for their father, the one who comforted them, the one who told them to be brave. They were trying to be brave as best they could. But it was hard with their new circumstances at the orphanage and with Gwen having to single-handedly take care of baby Benjamin. A baby changes everything in a family’s life.”

Mrs. Johnson reached down and placed her hands on her lower abdomen, three months pregnant with their first son. Tears formed in her eyes as she thought about her husband, who had left two weeks earlier—shortly before the neighborhood meeting in her apartment. She hadn’t heard from him since. Her heart grieved beyond what she could endure, and she ran back down the hallway and threw herself on her bed, weeping bitterly. She had been telling the girls that their daddy was away on business, hoping that everything would turn out all right. But it had now been two weeks with no word. Margaret’s story split her world in two.   

After about five minutes, she wiped her face as best she could and walked back down the hallway to the girls’ room. As she entered, Sam and Pam immediately sat up and had both surprised and ashamed looks on their faces, but before they could start to explain or apologize, Mrs. Johnson quietly gave them a “shhhhh” and lay down between them on the bed. Margaret’s voice continued unabated as the girls glanced at each other in disbelief, each one snuggling up on one side of their mother, resting their heads gently on each shoulder. Mrs. Johnson hugged them closely and began caressing their hair, thinking of her new baby, and listened intently to the ramblings of the recluse storyteller.

“Georgia battled with the thought that their mother had lost hope and gave up on herself.” 

Mrs. Johnson resolved in her heart that no matter what, she would never give up on her girls or her unborn child. She would be brave. She always did love the name Benjamin. 

 

* * *

 

“Gwen struggled with keeping Benjamin happy, having to do a grown-up job as an adolescent. Mrs. Chesterway, while kind, had her hands full with twenty-seven other children at River’s End Orphanage that she had very little time to devote to the newcomers. Mr. Thompson was attempting to sell the girls’ beloved farm once the district magistrate acknowledged that it had been abandoned by the girls’ father—either through death or neglect. In the court’s eyes, it didn’t matter. The proceeds would help the orphanage with money to raise the girls and, of course, Mr. Thompson would profit from the sale as well for all the trouble he had to endure as default executor of the property. It was in his best interest to push ahead and try to find a buyer.”

 

* * *

 

At this point in the story, the phone dial abruptly went blank. Margaret had hung up, always seemingly clued into where to stop her storytelling. The twins were sound asleep, and Mrs. Johnson kissed them goodnight as the story of the orphaned twins gave her much to think about. 

 

Chapter 17

 

Red Hat Unfolding

 

Reverend Davies knew, that at the very least, he owed Janice an explanation. At noon he showed up in her office not far from where Margaret lived to apologize for his bizarre behavior. Janice saw him immediately after he entered and waved him over to her desk.

“Hello, Reverend.”

“I feel like I owe you an apology.”

“You don’t owe me anything, Reverend.”

“Well, at least an explanation would be in order.”

“I must admit it was a surprising scene.”

“Cheevers and I at the refrigerator?”

He looked at her for acknowledgment. She nodded her head and smiled.

“I couldn’t have predicted that.”

“Me neither. I’ve been afraid to tell my wife. I haven’t had a beer since before seminary. Our denomination frowns upon a drinking parson,” he said with a smile.

“Well, sometimes alcohol is all there is left to do.”

“Before yesterday, I would have disagreed with you.”

“It’s a nice day. Why don’t we take a stroll out in the park across the way? I have a break now.”

“Perfect.”

They made their way over to a bench across the street, and Reverend Davies, still buried in his thoughts, began to explain.

“Her words hit me right in the forehead.”

“In what way?”

“My middle name is Jackson.”

Janice immediately thought of the Jackson from Margaret’s story who called out in horror, trying to get his buddy not to kill himself.

“Nobody has called me Jackson since I was in the army.”

“Do you mean to tell me that she was telling your story?

“No. She was telling her father’s story.”

“Her father?”

“I was the platoon commander of her father’s unit back in ‘Nam, and …” he became emotional, unable to look at Janice anymore. He breathed out a sigh. “When I heard her story, I couldn’t take it anymore. Memories, like the oppressive heat of a Vietnam summer, just consumed me and covered me. I was out of my mind, out of this time. I had to run out of the room, and as soon as I did, there was Cheevers, beer in hand as if he was expecting me. As if he knew that I needed some solace. He led me right onto his kitchen floor with a dozen beer bottles strewn all around and said, ‘Courtesy of the recluse storyteller.’ So I sat there and drank and drank. I feel so ashamed.”

“Cheevers was obviously drunk.”

“Out of his mind drunk, no question. But he was so sad. He kept staring at his beer bottle, muttering the name ‘Meagan.’ Do you know who Meagan is?”

“No. I never met Cheevers until about two years ago. I don’t know anything about his life or if he had ever had a family.”

There was a long pause as both of them, in their own secluded way, thought about the two men commiserating with each other in Cheevers’ apartment.

“Reverend Davies, what happened in Vietnam?”

“Can we meet with Margaret one more time? I’d like to find out.”

Janice took in a deep breath and nodded her head, resigned to the fact that there was going to be no end to this debacle until Margaret said more.

“Sure. Why don’t we meet tonight at Margaret’s place?”

“Well, perhaps we should get the whole gang together one more time. There are many loose ends. Perhaps Mrs. Johnson could host us again. I’ll call her and find out and will let you know this afternoon.”

“Thank you, Janice.”

“Thank you, Reverend. This whole incident has been rather instructive, but not so revealing.”

For some reason Reverend Davies knew exactly what she meant.

 

* * *

 

Cheevers was in a stupor all day long. He sloshed down to the convenience store around lunchtime and picked up another two six packs, which would help nurse his hangover the rest of the day. He hadn’t gone to work and didn’t even bother to call in. He figured it didn’t matter anyways. His drunken state had several locations to it. The refrigerator floor, of course, but there was also the couch, the bed, and the dining room table. Each place had its own means of condolence. Plus, as he stood up from one place to the next, the thrill of choosing the next spot took his mind off of Red Hat for a few moments. It was his turn on the couch when his front door opened suddenly. He saw Margaret standing there, but he was too drunk to get up or say anything. His head flipped around like a worn-out stuffed animal, and he tried to stay alert as she entered and sat down at station number one—leaning against the refrigerator. He groggily looked at her and tried to muster a response.

“What do you want?”

Margaret pressed her back firmly against the cool metal exterior of the refrigerator. She had never sat in this position before but could tell why it was one of Cheevers’ favorites.

“What do you want?” cried out Cheevers belligerently. “You did this to me, you know? You! Why did you tell me that story? I was happy. I was happy.”

“Not happy,” divulged Margaret. “Michael not happy. Quinn.”

Quinn. The name exploded emotions in his brain that partially helped him discover clarity in the midst of a day-long hangover. Quinn. Never had a name been so hated. Quinn. His head kept repeating it. Quinn. 

“It’s impossible. How do you know about Quinn?”

“You killed him. Red Hat killed Quinn.”

Cheevers’ antagonism grew soft, and he laid his head down on the end of the sofa and began to cry.

“Meagan,” he sobbed. “Meagan.”

Just as quickly as the blues spread over him, he picked himself up and sat on the edge of the couch, looking intently at the strange oracle sitting on his floor amidst a party’s worth of beer bottles.

“Tell me more. I want to hear more of the story. Please.”

Margaret leaned her head back against the metal. Even here she could feel his presence. It comforted her, pushing her to do the right thing.

 

* * *

 

“Red Hat looked at his watch once again as Meagan clung onto her mother, who herself couldn’t bear to look him in the face. Williams was still locked away in the bedroom, but he kept everyone on the outside up to date with the latest information. Red Hat punched out a speed dial number on his phone and waited for someone to answer.

“‘It’s time. Five minutes? All right. I’ll leave in five.’

“Silence gripped the room as he went over to the device and unscrewed the flask on the outside of it.

“‘Michael, what are you doing? Michael!’

“Williams heard the scream from inside the apartment but could do nothing about it.

“‘Michael. How could you? How—?’

“Red Hat put the flask up to his lips, smiled evilly once, and then swallowed. His wife looked on in horror thinking that a nuclear disaster was imminent.

“‘It’s only water,’ Red Hat laughed. ‘This thing is just a toy. It couldn’t hurt a fly. Here, Meagan. You can have fun playing with this.’

“His wife pushed it away from him in anger.

“‘Stop it! Stop playing with this poor child’s emotions. You’ve already scarred us enough.’

“At that moment, Williams got a call from an unexpected source. He stood stoically at attention, taking his orders directly from the Commander-in-Chief.

“‘Yes, Mr. President. I understand. I will, Mr. President.’

“Red Hat came over and opened the door to let Williams into the room. He even turned his back to him without fear of retribution, and, in fact, Williams didn’t try anything at all. He walked into the room rather somberly, looking at Meagan and her mother in a melancholic fashion.

“‘So everything is set to go?’

“‘Yes, you are free to go.’

“Red Hat’s wife looked at Williams with great incredulity. 

“‘How could you let him just walk out of here? He’s already confessed that this device is a phony. What about the incident at the bank? Arrest him!’

“‘I’m sorry. It’s out of my hands.’

“‘Out of your hands?’

“‘The orders came from the President himself.’

“She looked at him in disbelief and then back at her husband, desperately clinging on to the hope that he would be repaid, pain for pain, with the years of hollow marriage and vacant promises that had already decimated her heart. She walked right up into his face, one last time.

“‘Who are you?’

“Red Hat ignored the question, looking only at Meagan, who clung to her mother unable to comprehend the gravity of the situation. She fully expected to see her daddy at breakfast in the morning as usual.

“‘Meagan, Daddy has to go now.’

“He went over to her, still in his wife’s arms, and kissed her on the forehead. His wife clenched her fist and belted him with all her strength right in the ribs.

“‘Owwww,’ he said, cowering backwards in pain. ‘I’ll miss you too, dear.’ He turned around and handed Williams the officer’s gun he had borrowed from the bank. ‘I won’t be needing this anymore.’

“‘Daddy, will you be coming back?’

“The question actually jabbed at his emotions far more than he anticipated. 

“‘No, sweetheart. I don’t suppose I will be.’

“He thought about the envelope that he had put in his pocket. It was his ticket out of the country. In essence, the only thing that kept him alive. He descended the steps and walked out into the street. The S.W.A.T. team had him surrounded, but he continued slowly and steadily to the police car he had previously been driving.

“In the apartment, Meagan sat on the couch talking to Agent Williams as her mother abandoned her, so she could go into the bedroom and sprawl herself out on the comforter to cry into her pillow.

“‘Mister Will,’ she looked up at Williams’ face not unlike a well-trained puppy forbidden to jump.

“‘Yes, sweetheart.’

“‘Was my Daddy a bad man?’

“‘Why do you say that?’

“‘Before he left, he said he was never coming back.’

“‘I suppose that’s true. I don’t think he’ll be back.’

“‘Williams knelt down on one knee and put his right hand behind her head.’

“‘But you are going to be fine.’

“‘I’m scared. I want my Daddy to be here.’

“‘I know. You have to be brave. You have to be very brave.’

“‘But was he a bad man?’

“Williams stopped for a moment and stared blankly out onto the street as Red Hat fled the scene one last time.

“‘He had to do what he felt was right. He may have made some bad choices, but no, I don’t think he’s a bad man.’”

 

* * *

 

Cheevers mind reeled and rolled, mesmerized by the rhythm of the story and the gentle persistent pounding from the alcohol. He pictured the day little Meagan sat on his lap, and he told her the same thing.

“You have to be brave, Meagan. You have to be brave. Be brave for your daddy, okay?”

Cheevers was a shriveled mess on the couch. He lay back down and kept repeating the word ‘brave’ over and over. Margaret left him alone once again and headed back to her apartment where she found herself spending less and less time. As she closed the door, she leaned back up against it and once again saw the light—so bright in front of her. It came barreling at her at great speed, but Janice was calm and stood there, bravely, ready to do this for her country. Ready to stand on the brink and sacrifice everything. The light was blinding.

“Janice! No!” Margaret cried out in a desperate plea, then collapsed to the floor. 

 

Chapter 18

 

Mrs. Trumble vs. the World

 

An hour later, Margaret sat at her desk, neglected computer in front of her, and handled the bound packet of unopened letters from Reverend Davies that dated back nearly five years. She had never once thought about opening them until today. She started in chronological order, ripping open the one dated one week after her mother’s death.

 

Dear Margaret,

 

Your church family sympathizes with you during this time. Your mother had asked me to check in on you from time to time. I hope you will permit me to do this. We are praying for you.

 

In God’s Love,

 

Reverend Davies

 

Margaret crumpled the letter in her hands and threw it on the floor. She opened another and then another, all of them ending up next to the first. In her opinion, they all read like they had been dipped into a vat of insincerity, dripping with words like ‘We miss you,’ ‘We are praying for you,’ ‘Hope to see you on Sunday’, among other set phrases. Finally, twelve letters in, she noticed a distinct change in tone. She read it again and again, pulling out a highlighter and marking over and over one curious phrase.

 

Margaret,

 

I want to tell you something that your mother said to me before she died. She said to tell Margaret that ‘it’s not her fault.’ Why that phrase slipped my mind all this time, I’m not sure. But I woke up this morning remembering it, and I wanted to let you know.

 

Reverend Davies

 

“It’s not her fault,” Margaret repeated over and over again out loud. “It’s not her fault.”

She stood up and staggered at the weight of the words on her shoulders. “It’s not her fault.” She walked over to the picture window overlooking the street. The sliding door to the balcony sat next to her. She looked at the railing where she had dangled closely with death just the other day, wondering what it would have been like to fly face-first into the ground like a flower pot gently jilted from its stand. Would there have been a Red Hat to cushion her fall?

Her arms extended upwards, covering the glass in a position of praise in some churches—she once again gave in to her thoughts and her mind. She was mesmerized by the words, “It’s not her fault.”

 

* * *

 

“The light came faster, speeding, twirling, overwhelming, all-encompassing, all powerful, omnipotent like a tornado wind, whirling pine trees like cones. The light was not all giving, all-loving, or life illuminating like some have described light to be. For it chased the darkness—it chased the shadows where hopes and dreams can live in their self-consuming comfort. For light brings death, like a bolt from the sky that precedes destruction, like the flash of a match which burns apart families, like the fire from a gun which brings death and sadness. Janice stood, brave, tall, ready to sacrifice everything for the light. Ready to say goodbye.”

 

* * *

 

The gang was all there, except Cheevers, who was downing his third cup of coffee in his room and running to the bathroom between each cup, but by 7:05, even he was there in Mrs. Johnson’s apartment. The whole scene rang familiar as they all mingled, waiting for Janice to call the meeting to order. Mr. Tomsey was there for one purpose only—to see if Margaret was competent enough to continue working for his firm. Mrs. Trumble was there, scowl in place, ready to make sure Margaret got, what in her mind, was long overdue—either put away or arrested. Mrs. Johnson hurried around serving tea and coffee with a mixed bag of emotions, which included her husband, Margaret, her girls, and her yet-to-be-born baby. Reverend Davies sat reflectively, unwilling to commit to anything until he once again heard from Margaret. The twins were down the hall, tempted to sneak out once more but being unsure whether they could contain themselves again. Janice was just hoping for some closure. She called the meeting to order.

“Thank you all so much for coming. I know you didn’t have to, but it shows that you care about Margaret, and that means a lot to me. She’s had a hard life, which unfortunately has pushed her into some extreme behavior.”

“I just want to know whether she is going to be able to work for us anymore,” Tomsey, ever the businessman, got to the heart of his matter straight away.

“I don’t know, Mr. Tomsey. We shall see. We will talk to her tonight.”

“Well, this whole episode would not even be necessary if you would have listened to me in the first place and called some official or specialist in to deal with her,” Mrs. Trumble retorted spitefully.

“Mrs. Trumble, we are all aware of your thoughts on the matter.”

“Fingers feeling a little squeezed lately, are they?” smirked Cheevers, who had had far too much of Mrs. Trumble and took great delight in being able to jab at her.

“Well, at least I don’t sit drunk on my kitchen floor with my door open.”  Mrs. Trumble immediately glanced over at Reverend Davies when she said that. The intimation was clear, but she had graciously decided to not rope him into the matter by spreading the deliciously scandalous rumors at this time. Reverend Davies sat passively, not ready to engage in any verbal sparring at the moment.

“Can we just—look, we are in a bit of a quandary. Margaret’s behavior has been erratic. That much is true.”

“Well, come on. Let’s just put it to a vote and be done with it. This will be the shortest meeting in history, and the most sensible,” said Mrs. Trumble. “Come on, who votes that something needs to be done with Margaret and that Janice should meet with her attorney to sign the papers right away. Come on, up with those hands.”

Mrs. Trumble was standing in the middle of the floor with her arm stretched out high and proud. Everyone else kept looking down, trying to avoid eye contact with her but also trying to see if anyone else was voting in her favor.

“Come on, Tomsey. Where’s your hand?”

“I would much prefer to have her go back to work.”

“Cheevers. Remember the flower pot? She almost killed you with that. Raise your hand!”

“You won’t get me to raise my hand. There’s something about that crazy lady. I don’t want her to go anywhere. You, on the other hand …”

Mrs. Trumble huffed indignantly.

“Mrs. Johnson. After what she did to your girls, barging illegally into your residence, you must raise your hand. The case is clear.”

“Mrs. Trumble, I’m sorry, but there is nothing dangerous about Margaret. In fact, I can’t tell you how much she has helped me.”

“Helped you! Are all you people insane? Reverend Davies, tell me you know what is going on here.”

“I do, in a way,” he said standing up and looking at everyone in the room with a realization that they were all thinking the same thing—except for the accuser, that is. “Margaret has a gift. We all see it.”

“I don’t see anything,” shouted Mrs. Trumble.

“Can you see the door?” quipped Cheevers.  

Mrs. Trumble rolled up her lips and tightened her brow.

“What is this? A conspiracy against me? Huh?”

“No, Mrs. Trumble. This is no conspiracy. We’ve seen too much to act hastily.”

Mrs. Trumble huffed again, looked one more time at Mrs. Johnson, whose rebuttal of her views really stung, and then marched to the door.

“You can see the door! Praise the Lord, right Reverend?” the smart-alecky Cheevers said in triumph as Mrs. Trumble stomped down the hallway and disappeared into her own apartment.

“Well,” said Janice, trying to calm down the chatter. “I guess we all know where you stand on the matter. The question is ‘why’?”

This question cowered them all back a little, as they were reluctant to move from the generic to the personal. Each one had their own reasons why Margaret needed to stay exactly where she was, except for Mr. Tomsey, who just wanted her excellent work to continue. Mrs. Johnson, Cheevers, and Reverend Davies were decidedly not eager to share their tales, so they all just sat there silently, and nervously pondered the claim that Margaret had upon them.

“I see that she’s touched you. I can feel it. She’s touched you in a unique way.”

“She said things about me that nobody in this apartment block knows,” blurted out Cheevers. “But it wasn’t about me; it was in this story that she told, but it was about me. That’s why I’ve been drunk for the last two days. She got inside my head, and I wanted her to stop, but yet I couldn’t bear her not continuing. And then she just walked into my apartment and …”

Cheevers said no more.

“I listened to a story she told the girls the other day on the phone and …” Mrs. Johnson broke into the silence with tears in her eyes. Janice came over and put her arm around her. “Nobody here knows this. But I don’t know where my husband is.”

Everyone, wide-eyed, glanced around the room at eat other, grasping for something to say.

“I’ve been telling others that Brad has been on a work assignment. But I haven’t heard from him in over two weeks, and … I’m going to have a baby boy.” She broke down again in more tears as the entire room, with eyes dampened, grieved for her. “And the story she told, it felt like it was about me even though it was set over one hundred years ago.”

Reverend Davies felt the need to share what had been burdening him for a long time.

“The same thing happened to me. She referred to a story about a man named Jackson and his Vietnam War buddy, concerning a terrible incident a long time ago. My middle name is Jackson. In the army, that’s what I went by. Also, I was the platoon commander for Margaret’s father’s platoon. She told me the end of the story, which I never knew. And there is no way she could have known either. But she did.”

Everyone looked at each other, feeling somewhat frozen. Mrs. Johnson wiped her face with a tissue and headed down the hall to check on the girls. As she reached the door and peeked inside, something wasn’t right.

“They’re gone! The girls are gone!” she yelled to everyone in the living room. But then she calmed herself immediately and ran in announcing, “… but I’m sure I know where they are. Shall we all take a walk to Margaret’s place?”

They all nodded in unison and began making the familiar trip down the hallway.

 

Chapter 19 

 

Two Revealed, Two Remain

 

Margaret was expecting them and, actually, so were the twins, but they both felt that things wouldn’t go exactly how they went the first time around. The girls were on the couch and had brought their own stash of candy. Margaret, head tilted backwards with eyes closed, sat in her recliner, regaling the end of the story. The entire quorum gently walked in and sat around Margaret like a group of grandchildren might do to their grandmother who was set to tell a bedtime story. Margaret continued without skipping a beat.

 

* * *

 

“It was morning, but low-hanging clouds hovered over River’s End Orphanage, fooling everyone that it wasn’t yet time to get up and to do their chores. Finally, Georgia and Gwen, with Benjamin in her arms, descended the flight of steps, ready for another breakfast the same as the day before. The rest of the children milled around, and Mrs. Chesterway scolded the cook viciously for not having breakfast ready in time, which would in turn push back all of the day’s events.

“It was at that moment when a tall, distinguished-looking gentleman walked through the front door and headed straight to see Mrs. Chesterway. He had a slightly coiled up mustache which made Georgia very skeptical of him. His mannerisms were firm and unfriendly, moving more like the parts of a pump rather than that of a human. He delivered some news that made Mrs. Chesterway smile broadly and glance over at the girls, who were sitting at the end of the long dining table. The gentleman promptly bowed his head slightly, then plodded out of the orphanage one part at a time. Mrs. Chesterway quickly came towards the girls and asked them to follow her. Gwen passed Benjamin off to one of the older girls, and they walked into a back room, which was full of papers and books.

“‘Girls, I have some news.’

“Georgia was sure that it was good news about her father. She couldn’t contain herself.

“‘It’s Father. He’s come back, hasn’t he?’ she excitedly burst out.

“‘Oh dear child. No. It’s nothing like that. I wanted you to know that the gentleman who just left was a Mr. Baldwin from the firm who is trying to sell your family’s farm. He came to notify me that just last night someone secured the deed, and so the property will soon be in their possession. The good news is, children, that this will assure you that you will have enough money to pay for your time at River’s End Orphanage and that you will be able to get a decent education, too. You should be able to learn a trade so that you can properly earn a living when you are older. Isn’t that good news?’

“Both girls felt faint with disappointment, nodded politely at Mrs. Chesterway, and asked to be excused.

“‘Before you leave, there is one additional matter I need to discuss with you. I guess I need to just say it right out because it will be in the best interests of everyone. Mr. & Mrs. Harper from town have inquired about the possibility of taking baby Benjamin into their family.’

“The girls stood, hearts ripped out, gutted completely by her words. They couldn’t react, let alone cry.

“‘You both know that you are far too young to take care of someone so small and fragile. He needs a family to love and care for him. You two are old enough to care for yourself, but Benjamin, he needs a mother. I’m sorry, but this is the way it must be. We have no other choice.’

“Georgia turned and ran straight out the front door of the orphanage to the crab apple tree, which stood on a small embankment down near the dirt road that led to town. Gwen went straight to Benjamin, taking him out of the hands of her friend. She cuddled him a bit closer than usual as he playfully reached for the bangs that cascaded down her forehead.

“Georgia curled up at the base of the tree and wept. It was all her fault. She thought if only she hadn’t forced Gwen to go on the picnic that mother would still be alive. She blamed the light. The folly of the light. The trickery of the mark across the sky. She blamed her father, who only played with their emotions. She kept hearing the words again and again in her mind ‘Be brave.’

“‘I can’t. I’m not brave. I’m not brave at all,’ she screamed to the sky and tucked her head against the truck of the tree.

“Something from behind, a feeling, a presence, sent a tingle up her spine. It was something she had felt before, but something she dared not hope for. A shadow cast its way over her being. She refused to turn around. She refused to believe. And then she heard the high-pitched whinny of a horse. A familiar horse. She turned around in expectation and saw him standing there.

“‘Papa?’

“‘You are brave. You are the bravest girl in the whole world,’ he said, reaching down and encompassing her in his arms. She cried on his shoulder as if the whole earth had given her a river of tears at her disposal. She would need every crisscrossed turn, every runoff, every estuary that this river contained in order to express her feelings right now. Finally, she backed away from him and knew she had to make sure.

“‘Are you for real?’

“‘I am. And we shall never be alone again.’

“‘I must go get Gwen and Benjamin.’ She ran part way to the former Victorian mansion, stopping only once to look back. Her father was indeed grabbing the reins of Starling, leading him towards the house. He truly had returned.”

 

* * *

 

At that moment, a tall, vacant-faced stranger, a little perplexed and slightly embarrassed stood in the doorway. He looked down the hallway and back into the room at the enraptured audience and then slightly cleared his throat. Sam was the first to notice. Her face lit up like a child on her birthday. They would be twelve tomorrow, after all.

“Dad!”  

She jumped out of her seat and hurled herself into the arms of Mr. Johnson. Pam was barely a step behind her. Mrs. Johnson nearly fainted, her knees giving way, and Reverend Davies quickly braced her shoulders, so she wouldn’t fall over. She caught her husband’s eye and immediately put her hand over her lower stomach and rubbed it gently. The two weeks of terror and self-doubt were over. She had braved the storm, and she didn’t care for things of fault or blame or other things which drive people away. All she wanted was a father for her girls and a partner for her loneliness. She smiled at him and continued rubbing her stomach. He understood immediately and mouthed the words ‘I’m sorry’ to her. Tears came, of course. She walked over to him and caressed his hand slightly, looking back and smiling at Margaret with a faint hint of gratitude. She didn’t even know why she felt appreciation, but it was as if someone had just spoken into her life. The reunited family walked down the hallway, not once looking back, or not once offering a simple verbal ‘thank you’. One wasn’t necessary.

The room was overtaken with emotion. Reverend Davies smiled at Janice, and Cheevers felt a bit of satisfaction which seemed to temper his massive headache.

“So, I take it that was Mr. Johnson?” asked Mr. Tomsey, who seemed to be the least emotionally involved in the meeting but found the whole evening quite enthralling, nonetheless.

Janice smiled and nodded, then turned back to Margaret, who sat calmly, playing with the silly cushion buttons that often amused her. Reverend Davies came around the edge of the couch to take a seat where the twins had been sitting when he glanced down at the floor and noticed the dozen or so waded up stationary papers with the church’s letterhead that Margaret had strewn about. Margaret had read the letters but not appreciated their content. He leaned forward, poised to ask Margaret about them when she stood up and walked over to Cheevers, who was pleasantly blowing his nose, trying to acclimate himself to the strange sense of emotions he had been experiencing lately. 

“Red Hat.”

“Yes. It’s been very well established that I wear a red hat, or cap, I guess.” He looked up at her with a nervous twitch and paused for a moment. “Are you going to make me cry again?”

 

* * *

 

“Red Hat put the car in drive and pulled out, watching as police car after police car yielded to the suspect who was being allowed to walk free.

“‘Red Hat on the move. Delta team. Do you copy?’

“‘Delta copy. From the roof of the Hetchworth Building, we have a clear visual. Do you want us to take the shot?’”

 

* * *

 

Cheevers saw the scene clearly. The gun pointed at his head, hand twitching, waiting for the one vital click of the trigger that would end it all.

“Yes, shoot!” yelled Cheevers, eyes intense, burning with rage and fear.

 

* * *

 

“‘No,’ cried Williams. ‘Do not take the shot. I repeat. Do not take the shot.’

“‘Are you sure?’ asked Delta team for clarification. ‘We may never get another clean shot.’”

 

* * *

 

“Take the shot. Shoot!” yelled Cheevers.

 

* * *

 

“‘I said “no”,’ shouted Williams back emphatically.

“He had never spoken with such conviction. He had to be tough on this one. Every piece of flesh and bone in his body called out for him to give the order. It would have solved a lot. Actually, it would have solved everything. But he knew it would have been the wrong thing to do.”

 

* * *

 

Cheevers sat with his head in his hands weeping. “Make it stop. Make it stop.”

 

* * *

 

“Delta team lowered their weapons and watched as Red Hat traversed the seven blocks of Birch and disappeared into the tunnel. It was over.

“Williams stood at the window, almost shaking his head, slightly confused by his own actions, which contradicted the wealth of head knowledge he had accumulated from years of experience on the force. Agent Morris came over beside him and indicated that he wanted some sort of explanation.

“‘Agent Morris, there is only one man that can explain this whole incident to you. And he’s wearing a red cap.’”

 

* * *

 

Cheevers lifted his head and motioned for Margaret to stop. She dipped her head out of her semi-hypnotic state and gazed lazily around the room as if nothing had transpired.

“I killed a man,” said Cheevers. “Eleven years ago. His name was Quinn. He was my wife’s lover. I went over to his house to talk with him, but we started arguing and things got out of hand. He pulled a handgun on me. I was able to knock it out of his hands, but before I knew it, I had pushed him through a picture window from the second floor and …,” he paused for a moment remembering the raw thrill and horror of what he had done. “He landed on some patio furniture and cracked his head open on the cement. I was paralyzed. Who would believe me that this was an accident? He was my wife’s lover. I panicked. And then I saw his gun lying on the floor, I figured this would be the best way. Just pull the trigger. Just shoot. Just get it over with. Spare everyone the pain and embarrassment. I didn’t want my little girl to visit me in prison. Just shoot!”

He paused and took in the stares of disbelief that poured in from around the room. Margaret stood behind him, seemingly ready to finish the story if he would not. Janice, Mr. Tomsey, and Reverend Davies sat stone-faced.

“But I couldn’t. I couldn’t shoot. So I escaped my freedom when the police came. I was convicted on manslaughter and served four years before I was let out on probation. I only saw my little girl one time after I was arrested. I’ve never seen Meagan again. I moved in here about a year after I was released.”

“But Michael,” Janice questioned Cheevers. “I remember you living here a good dozen years ago when Margaret and her mom moved.”

“Yes. My wife, daughter, and I lived in the apartment where I now live. They moved out about two years after I went to prison. When the apartment became vacant, I moved back in. It was the only place where my memories of Meagan lived on.”

“And you’ve never contacted your wife or tried to find your daughter?”

“No.”

He turned slightly and looked back over his shoulder at Margaret, afraid to ask her outright where her story came from. Everyone was thinking the same question.  

“But I’m confused,” asked Mr. Tomsey, clearly the most analytical of the bunch. “What happened in the story? Why did they let him walk?”

“Yeah, Margaret,” added Cheevers. “What did he have that was so precious to him? That kept him alive in such a situation? Why couldn’t they shoot him?” 

“The envelope,” Margaret surprised everyone with a quick answer.

“The envelope? What envelope?” asked Tomsey.

“Wait. The envelope from his room? She told me about this before. Red Hat broke into the bank to get a key out of the safety deposit box. The key opened a hidden drawer in his apartment’s closet. I think that’s what she’s talking about. Margaret, what was in the envelope?” asked Cheevers. 

Margaret went to her desk drawer and removed an unopened envelope. It was dated nearly fifteen months ago. Cheevers curiously took it and read the outside. It had no return address, but it was easy to see who it was addressed to.

“Mrs. Trumble? This letter is addressed to Mrs. Trumble. Why do you have it, and why did you give it to me?”

Margaret stood firm, not anxious to reveal anything.

“It’s postmarked Clarenton.”

“Clarenton? Who lives in Clarenton?”

“Margaret’s parents used to live out that way, but I don’t know anyone there anymore,” said Janice.

“Open it!” declared the reverend.

“I can’t open it. It’s against the law.”

“I have a feeling you should open it,” prodded Janice, who was beginning to have a lot of questions about Margaret—at least more than usual.

“But …” sputtered Cheevers.

“Come on. We’ve been waiting all night. What’s it say?” said Tomsey, who had been quite taken in by the evening’s theatrics.

Cheevers sighed once and ripped open the envelope. A single sheet of stationary had been wrapped neatly around a portrait of a young lady. Cheevers immediately marveled at the sight. He could never forget that beautiful face, the slightly puffy cheeks, the dark bangs that cascaded down, the deep brown eyes, and the perfect smile that always melted his heart.  

“It’s Meagan. It’s a picture of Meagan,” his voice quivered as he stared at the only crown princess of his dreams. He trembled fiercely and wiped his face with his left hand as the letter fell to the floor.

Janice reached down and picked it up, handing it back to Cheevers, but he refused to take his eyes off his girl.

“Can you read it to me? Out loud?”

Janice reached down to take a pair of reading glasses out of her purse.

 

Dear Mrs. Trumble,

 

Thank you so much for the nice Easter card. We do enjoy hearing from you. I shall never forget how you helped us after the incident. You were a great support. Meagan and I are doing really well. I’ve included a copy of her senior picture. It’s hard to imagine that she is graduating and now needs to make a decision about college. Time sure does fly. I don’t suppose you see Michael around. If you do, I think it best you don’t mention my letters. If you are ever out our way, please look us up. The address is below.

 

Cheevers once again sat in tears. Reverend Davies came over to him and placed a hand of compassion and support on his shoulder while Janice looked strangely at Margaret wondering what other marvels have been percolating in her mind for all these years. 

“Margaret. Where did you get this letter?”

In a rare show of emotion, she smirked mildly.

“Mrs. Trumble. Folded in a Full Brands ad.”

Reverend Davies smiled at the irony.

“But Margaret, how did you know what was in the envelope?”

Margaret, a bastion of solemnity and mystery, turned and went into the kitchen.

“Michael. Perhaps you should use this address?” inquired the reverend. “It might bring some healing.”

Cheevers stood up as Janice handed it to him.

“I think my healing process starts across the hall. I have to go talk with Mrs. Trumble.”

As he walked to the door, he turned back towards Margaret, who religiously took small sips of water out of her cup.

“Thank you, Margaret.”

“Red Hat” was the only reply he naturally was going to get.

“Well, I don’t feel like I need to be here anymore,” said Tomsey as he walked himself towards the door shortly after Cheevers left. “Margaret, all I need to know is if you will be able to keep working for us. Will you?”

“Email.”

“All right then. I’ll take that as a ‘yes’. Good evening, everyone.”

Only two remained.

 

Chapter 20

 

Into the Presence

 

The two of them—Reverend Davies and Janice—sat amidst a maze of confused looks and agitated hearts, trying to make sense of the recluse storyteller. Reverend Davies couldn’t shake the image of the crumpled up church stationary lying on the other side of the desk, so in the silence of the last two members of the Margaret Fan Club, he walked over and picked them up, curiously trying to remember what he had written. Janice said nothing as Margaret replied in kind. As he glanced through them, he noticed a sheet still sitting on the desk with large highlights marked all over the words which still echoed in Margaret’s mind, ‘It’s not her fault.’  

“Margaret. I suppose a lot of my letters were not much comfort. I’m sorry for that. I am. But I noticed this one here that certainly caught your eye. Your mother said to make sure that you knew one thing, ‘It’s not your fault.’”

“It’s not her fault,” Margaret repeated.

“Oh, my poor child,” Janice stated immediately, knowing precisely what the phrase referred to.  

Margaret could feel his presence all around. The light was not for you. She closed her eyes and put her forehead up against the picture window. She wanted to turn around but was afraid he wouldn’t be there.

 

* * *

 

“The light came faster, speeding, twirling, overwhelming, all-encompassing, all powerful, omnipotent like the wind of a tornado, whirling pine trees as if cones. The light was not all giving, all-loving, or life illuminating like some have described light to be. For it chased the darkness—it chased the shadows where hope and dreams can live in their self-consuming comfort. For light brings death, like a bolt from the sky that precedes destruction, like the flash of a match which burns apart families, like the fire from a gun which brings death and sadness. Janice stood, brave, tall, ready to sacrifice everything for the light. Ready to say goodbye.”

 

* * *

 

Janice shook her head and walked over to put her arm around Margaret, giving her a half-body hug.

“Janice, your twin sister.”

Janice turned back to Reverend Davies. 

“She was killed at night by a drunk driver just days before her father died,” Janice explained to Reverend Davies. “Her mother named her after me.”

“I remember that well. I tried to visit Taylor after her death, but he wouldn’t see me. I guess he couldn’t handle losing someone so close to him.”

Janice grimaced slightly towards the reverend as if she wanted him to be careful what he said. Taylor Pritcher had committed suicide three days after his daughter Janice’s tragic death, and the family had tried its best over the years to hide that fact.

“He was very depressed. He had been for years—ever since Vietnam.”

Janice led Margaret back over to the couch where her expressionless face mirrored the empty feeling inside. It was as if she had given everything she had and left nothing for herself. They both clearly saw Margaret’s fragile state, which had quickly deteriorated over the last couple of weeks. Reverend Davies thought that perhaps his version of her father’s life might help.  

“Margaret, let me tell you my story,” started the reverend as he walked over to the picture window and looked down below. He couldn’t help but see the grandfather looking up at him, raging in pain, and crying out for help. But there was nothing he could do. “Your father was in my platoon in ‘Nam. We were old friends dating back to high school. We went through basic training together and stuck with each other right into those humid, mosquito-infested rice fields and jungles of Vietnam. I don’t know why I am telling you this. I feel like you already know it.”

“I don’t know it,” interjected Janice quickly.

Reverend Davies shook his head.  

“It was a massacre that changed his life. He stood on the ridge and opened fire on what he thought were VC, but they were innocent women, children, and elderly. Hell incarnated. He stood there clasping his weapon, barrel indented right into his neck like this,” he showed them by boring into his skin with his knuckle. “His eyes were tense and desolate. He wanted to end his life right there. I remember, more than anything else, his finger. His right pointer-finger on the trigger, twitching up and down. I could see the intense desire to quickly end it all, but the finger twitched lightly and couldn’t complete the deal. I calmly approached him, talking, just talking to him, telling him everything was all right, and asking him to put the rifle down. When I got close enough to him, I kicked the rifle and tackled him to the ground. He fought me and cursed and screamed and cried in my arms.” 

The reverend’s captured image from the past let loose its last stronghold as the cars in the street once again became visible. He turned back towards the pair, one enthralled, the other detached.

“Night was quickly approaching, and I did what any friend would do to shield his buddy from the hellish torrents of war—I covered it up. I planted some VC clothing at the scene. I got Taylor out of there as quickly as possible. By the next morning, the whole hillside of the village was swarming with patrols, documenting evidence of the massacre, so they could use it as propaganda against the communists. The whole incident white-washed. Taylor hated me for it. He wanted to pay the price; he wanted justice; he wanted blood for blood, and it tortured him the rest of his life right up until he—”

Janice quickly motioned for him not to say the word for Margaret’s sake since she never knew what really happened to her father, and Janice didn’t want to upset her already brittle mind.

“He shot himself,” Margaret blurted out point-blank, like a naked shot from a pistol in the middle of the night. It startled them. It awakened them. She opened her eyes wide, looked straight at the adjacent wall and started once again narrating.

“She walked into his room and saw his rifle butt against the ground with the barrel pointing right at his head. He stared into the small dark hole that could bring him relief with one quick flick of his finger. He wanted to make the pain go away. He glanced sideways at his little girl. ‘Margaret, be brave. Be brave.’ The light flared, creating a new darkness. Life would never be the same.”

Janice put her hands over her mouth in shock. Reverend Davies quickly walked over to Janice, wondering if Margaret meant what he thought she meant.

“You were there. You saw it.”

All the stories, all the tortured looks, the hermit reactions, the detachment, the heartache finally made sense. Brought to life by an indelible image—a great crack of fire. It was a price too heavy to pay for just one mind.

“He couldn’t let it go. Margaret, I’m so sorry. But it isn’t your fault.”

Janice comforted her the best she could, but there was something still itching inside the reverend’s mind. He remembered the downward spiral that Taylor had been experiencing for years—never allowing anyone outside his family to get close—often accusing the reverend himself for bringing the tormented, fractured dreams upon him.

“Do you remember the time that Taylor disappeared for about six months?” the reverend asked.

“Oh, I remember it well. It devastated my sister. That must have been about fifteen years ago,” replied Janice, who thought back to many painful conversations she had with Margaret’s mother.

“Did you ever find out what he was doing?”

“No. Not that I was ever aware. He took off without a word many times. It was frightening and difficult for Margaret’s mother.”

“Well, after hearing Margaret’s story, I made some calls, and it just so happened that he had contacted an old sergeant buddy of ours, who clearly remembered Taylor calling him and talking about visiting Vietnam, and that Taylor was particularly interested in some of the places we used to track though. Our sergeant has a mind like a steel trap. He even created a diorama of every inch he walked through ‘Nam. Taylor went back to visit the site of the massacre. I’m sure of it. So you see, Margaret. Your father was a very tortured soul. Tortured by the haunting images, and he could never get over it. Your sister’s death must have really pushed him over the edge.”

Margaret stood up at once and walked over to her desk, opened the center drawer, and reached way in the back for a small white envelope. She slipped from it a black and white newspaper clipping with a photograph and handed it to Janice, who gazed at it while Reverend Davies came over to share. It was a wedding photo of a young couple—an Asian male and a white American bride. Reverend Davies zoomed in closer, trying to understand its significance while Janice read the caption:

 

On May 25, Quan Long Nguyen of Vietnam married Nicki Anne LeFever of Harper’s Hill in a ceremony performed by Reverend Harold J. Davies at the Falls Town Community Church.

 

“I remember this. It was quite a while back, and …” He paused in deep reflection trying to piece it all together. “This man, Quan, said that his friend recommended our church for the wedding and asked if I would perform the ceremony. Margaret, I don’t understand.”

“He visited me four years after my father’s death,” Margaret spliced together words in a rare lucid moment outside of a story. 

They both cocked their heads in her direction and tilted in a manner signifying an unsettled issue on their hearts. 

“He came to thank me,” said Margaret in a confused tone. “Father had sent him to college.”

Reverend Davies grabbed the article from Janice’s hand and scanned down through the nuptial descriptions. There it was. It stated:

 

Quan Long had come to America four years earlier through a special scholarship fund established to bring healing to the Vietnam War era through granting tuition costs for Vietnamese students whose families had been scarred by the war. Quan lost his entire family, except his father, to a tragic massacre back in 1972. 

 

“Oh my,” said Janice. “That’s what he did with the money.”

“What money?” the reverend inquired quickly.

“Taylor had wiped out their retirement accounts without my sister even knowing it. She found out just days before Janice’s tragic death.” She paused. “She told him they were through and that he couldn’t be trusted anymore. Then Janice died, and he killed himself a few days later. Oh my …”

She turned quickly towards Margaret who had walked over to the picture window to watch the cars whiz by with such purpose and drive. 

“He was repaying his debt, at any cost,” realized the reverend. “But he never knew the end of the story. Quan must have come and told you the rest of the story. The blessing from the curse.”

The realization of buried hope sits strangely upon certain people. Some only hear part of the story, for others, whose shoulders are broader or whose paths are less fortunate, have to bear it all. Margaret perhaps would never outlive her stories, which precariously sat upon her chest, weighing her down with such force that she had no other reality but their truth and their light. 

“The light came for me. For me. But she took it. Sweet Janice took it.”

“Margaret, it’s not your fault.”

“Papa loved Janice. Janice was good. Janice, no! Janice, no!”

“Margaret.”

“Papa, no!” she yelled and then calmed quickly to a whisper. “Be brave. It’s not her fault. It’s not her fault.”

“It’s not your fault. Nobody is to blame. It just happened,” reassured Revered Davies.

Margaret collapsed into Janice’s arms, exhausted and spent. All the stories spun, all the happiness retrieved, leaving none for herself. Her heart ached for her sister, for her mother, for her father.

“But we have to keep living,” added Reverend Davies. “We can’t be paralyzed by things we cannot change. We have to move forward. That’s what your mother wanted more than anything for you before she died. She wanted you to live. Margaret, you have many amazing gifts.”

They had all been given. They had all been spent.

Janice led Margaret over to her bed, and she fell asleep at once.

 

* * *

 

It was five a.m. Reverend Davies had left around midnight, content that the cathartic evening of sharing and storytelling had done everyone a world of good. Janice wanted to stay behind and spend the night with Margaret, so she slept soundly on the couch. Margaret stared from the picture window towards the east. Slight hints of pink poked out from the top of the Hetchworth building, readying themselves to illuminate the night once more. She stared at every strand which unclasped the darkness from the underbelly of the blackened sky. Cheevers was wide awake. He held a phone number in his hand that he had surreptitiously coaxed out of Mrs. Trumble the evening before. Mrs. Johnson shared a bed with her husband for the first time in weeks. She gazed lovingly at him sleeping beside her as she gently rubbed her stomach. All was forgiven. Reverend Davies never made it home that night. He drove the city thinking of Taylor and the ridge of death that brought new hope to many. By this time in the morning, he stood over Taylor’s grave, news clipping in hand, and placed it on top of the gravestone.

Margaret could feel him all around her as if he never left. She dared not turn around because she didn’t want to see if he was flesh or not. But she felt his presence, felt the hair on her neck stand on end as he gently whispered reassurances into her ear. She could feel the soft air blowing from his lips, and she could hear his voice loud and clear as if it was an audible, soothing command.

“The light is coming, my dear. The light is coming once again.”

“Papa, don’t go,” she whispered.

“Don’t worry, my dear. Be brave. Be brave.”

The light pierced through the dawn, spreading its course, illuminating all hope, extinguishing all doubt, revealing all hidden and private items which people hoard for comfort. The brilliant light stood waiting to encompass her. Margaret stood still, unmoved and unafraid.

 

Epilogue

 

The story of the recluse storyteller had intended to end at this point. Margaret certainly felt that her story had been told in full when she faced the dawn the morning after Reverend Davies left. It was just a matter of time for the light to run its course, and she waited for the final sign—an unmistakable sign—not unlike what Georgia had seen written across the dark prairie sky. But just when the light seemed to have had paid its final call, the most unexpected thing happened.

A knock at the door. She opened it for the first time in a week and noticed a lone can of beans sitting squarely in the middle of the hallway. She picked it up, re-entered her apartment, and ate lunch. 

The next morning, the knock came again. This time there was a cardboard banana box without its top, overflowing with cans of soup, boxes of macaroni and cheese, and, of course, more beans. 

The next day, Margaret found a large, heavy duty, double-insulated cooler sitting in the same spot. When she opened it, she counted ten cartons of Josten’s Chocolate Cherry Swirl—the exact flavor which had been discontinued a month earlier. 

On the fourth day of the knock, on top of a lone stool sat a brand-new laptop computer—turned on with the following written across the screen in large letters: ‘Manual needs revising. See file “WorkFlow” on desktop.’ She took it into her apartment and went right to work. 

On the next day, at precisely the same time, Margaret found a single red cap with the familiar ‘C’ across the front. She placed it on her desk next to the new computer.  

The following morning, Cheevers knocked bashfully with a teenage girl on his arm. He smiled appreciatively at Margaret, and in a self-conscious manner, gestured with his right arm at his daughter.

“Meagan,” Margaret said.

“Yes.”

“Hello. It’s nice to meet you,” said the teen grinning widely.

Margaret smiled back.

“Thank you, Margaret,” said Cheevers. She noticed how different he looked without his red cap. He looked happy as they turned and went into 2A. Margaret closed the door and leaned her back against the familiar wood panel like she had done a thousand times before but nothing came. No nudge, no presence, no words.

It was morning, and time for bed, but she felt much too awake. She went to her desk and removed the large stack of envelopes still wrapped in the silver ribbon from the bottom right drawer. She began opening the remaining sealed notes from Reverend Davies and put them aside after reading their bland content. Then she noticed one envelope which was out of chronological order. It was dated only two weeks after her mother’s death. She unceremoniously opened it, carefully not wanting to damage any of its contents. From the envelope, she pulled out a single white note card with a lone scribbling across the front. It was in her mother’s hand. 

 

Margaret, don’t forget to live.

 

She pulled it close to her chest and brought it up against the locket she still wore every day. She opened it once to admire the sketch of Janice and herself.

“Don’t forget to live.”

 

* * *

 

It was around noon when someone knocked at the door. She could hear their voices, bantering back and forth, trying to out-position the other. Margaret smiled and headed towards the freezer for some chocolate-cherry-swirl. Her inspiration, once exhausted, sprung forth in unexpected ways. A new story was about to be told for the first time ever, and she knew a captive audience waited at the door.

 

 

The End

 

About the Author

 

Mark W. Sasse grew up in western Pennsylvania. He has spent most of the last twenty years living in Vietnam and Malaysia. He is especially passionate about drama and has written and produced 9 full-length productions for the stage. His first novel, Beauty Rising, released in December 2012. The Recluse Storyteller is his second novel.

His third novel is already finished and will be releasing in July 2014. Entitled The Reach of the Banyan Tree, it chronicles the lives of three generations of one American family, who have their lives forever altered by their Vietnam experiences. Sweeping in scope, The Reach of the Banyan Tree is a fascinating mix of historical and contemporary fiction about the loss of love and the pull of family ties, set against the exotic backdrop of modern Vietnam and post-WWII French Indochina.

 

Connect with the Author

 

Blog: http://mwsasse.wordpress.com/

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/markwsasse

 

[image:  ]

 

 

 

Acclaim for Beauty Rising,

the debut novel from Mark W. Sasse:

 

[image:  ]
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