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    MENACE


    Book Three of the Haven Series


    Mallory Timmerman could no longer deny she had feelings for Jordan Fogarty. Her sudden awareness came like an epiphany. His daughters Shannon and Michaela work for Mallory in her two businesses. But where is this new relationship going?


    After her tumultuous marriage and subsequent divorce from Mike, Mallory had devoted her life to establishing her book store Sacred Space. She reveled in her independence, at last free from the shackles of a man who tried to control her. She knew what she wanted in life; she had learned the hard way that relationships require too many concessions.


    A dark entity disguised as a ministry invades Prairie Hill, spreading its misogynistic poison and threatening every woman in the city. Jordan’s younger daughter is a senior in high school and has been a victim of a sexist-driven incident that left one student dead. She must decide if she should remain or transfer to a private school.


    When Mallory’s former husband surfaces as an adherent of the cult, he claims they are still married. Mallory’s businesses and her life are in jeopardy. She resents her increased reliance on Jordan and his family for her safety, finding the boundary between loving a man and needing a man becoming ever more blurred.
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    Chapter 1


    Mallory parked her car in the employees’ lot behind the Avalon Tea Room. The sun lighted the sky but had not yet appeared above the horizon. At six, the tea room would open to serve coffee and pastries to early risers.


    She leaned against her car and studied her new business for a long moment, considering all that had transpired for her to reach this point in her life.


    Her book store in Olde Towne had been destroyed by a militant religious sect that would not tolerate a business as inclusive as Sacred Space, which honored all spiritual paths.


    She had acquired the new building sixteen days ago thanks to the help of Jordan Fogarty of Claymoore Realty. He also handled the sale of her now vacant lot in Olde Towne where the original Scared Space had stood.


    The fire had been one of the lowest points in Mallory’s life, coming less than two weeks after the death of her aunt Cassandra Timmerman. What the police claimed had been an accident, Cassie’s friends proved to be murder. Cassie’s death was a shock to the residents of Haven, but it was also the catalyst that brought positive change to the community through a sequence of incongruous events.


    Of late, Jordan had become more than a real estate agent. He occupied an ever-increasing place in her life and in her heart. His daughter Shannon was the barista in the tea room; his daughter Michaela would be a clerk in Sacred Space when it reopened.


    Since Cassie’s death, Mallory learned she had family she had never known. Penelope Van Orin was Cassie’s older sister, but they hadn’t spoken in over fifty years, not since Penelope eloped with Cassie’s fiancé. Mallory had found the engagement ring as she cleared Cassie’s house.


    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, releasing it slowly. The past six weeks have been overwhelming, but Sacred Space will reopen Monday. The Universe is in control. I am grateful for every experience, positive and negative. I have learned from each one. She took another deep breath, smiled, and crossed the parking area to her new store.


    Mallory entered the kitchen, greeting Hope and Lillian. After she had washed her hands and donned an apron, Lillian put her to work.


    “Drizzle icing on the blueberry turnovers. When the timer goes off, take the muffins out of the oven, and put in the next batch. Set the timer for twenty minutes.” Lillian returned to mixing batter.


    A few minutes before six, Mallory unlocked the front door and set the OPEN sign on the sidewalk. As she returned to the kitchen, she saw Shannon behind the counter ready to fill coffee orders. She’s another blessing from the Universe. I needed a barista and a barista appeared.


    Shortly before seven, store manager Ross entered on his crutches carrying a folder. He asked Shannon to bring him some coffee and sat a far table. Soon Tara and Michaela, the other clerks, joined him. Mallory took off her apron and took a seat.


    “Yesterday the carpenters finished the shelves in the loft,” he said. “I believe we can shelve enough merchandise today to feasibly open Monday.”


    “We made signs,” said Michaela. “One is a banner that says ‘Sacred Space’ the others say ‘Open Monday’.”


    “Hang them today,” said Mallory. “We’ll have done enough to open, even if every book isn’t shelved.”


    “Yesterday, Tara and I taped temporary signs on the shelves indicating where each genre will go,” said Ross. “We tried to duplicate the system we used at the other store. The three of us are familiar with the plan, and I’m confident Michaela will catch on quickly. Since books are heavy, we’ve decided they’ll remain downstairs. Candles will be downstairs too as Michaela reminded me that warm air rises. We don’t want puddles of wax. The pottery will remain on the first floor, but I want a larger display. The lighter items such as yoga mats and CD’s will go to the loft.” He handed out copies of the floor plan. “Mallory, does this meet with your approval.”


    She studied the diagram. “It’s a fine idea.”


    “Good,” he said. “This is how we’ll start. Tara, I want you to dust and vacuum the loft. I’ll dust downstairs, Mallory and Michaela can shelve books behind me. Arm yourselves with a dust cloth in case you see anything that needs to be wiped down. There will surely be some saw dust. Let’s get to work.”


    Tara grabbed the vacuum and Mallory handed out dust cloths. Michaela hung the banner in the window and set the OPEN MONDAY signs on the window sills. Mallory dusted several sections of shelves, then placed books on them. As she opened the boxes she inhaled the scent. The smell of new books is like perfume. It’s wonderful to touch books again. On Monday we begin a new chapter in our collective life.


    It was nearly noon when Ross announced it was time for a break. “We’re doing very well. Take an hour for lunch. Rest. We can finish this afternoon if we focus.”


    Tara and Michaela went out the front door. Mallory headed toward the kitchen. Ross tugged on her sleeve.


    “We’re going out for a leisurely lunch,” he said. “You drive.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “Caponi’s. They have a salad bar and pasta and pizza for lunch.” He tossed his crutches in the back seat and entered the car. “As much as we loved the tea room for our monthly business meetings, we’re going to tire of a constant diet of soup and pastries.”


    “An astute observation,” she said.


    When they opened the door, the aroma reminded Mallory of how hungry she was. The hostess took them to a booth. When their waiter brought water, they told him they wanted the buffet and iced tea.


    They loaded plates with salad. Mallory carried Ross’s plate to the table.


    “I’m glad you suggested this,” she said. “I would’ve helped in the kitchen.”


    “I know,” said Ross. “I want you to return to work refreshed. We have adequate staff in the tea room. Let them do their respective jobs.”


    She speared a tomato with her fork. “So that’s your motive for taking me to lunch?”


    “In a nutshell…yes.”


    “Is this a business meeting?”


    “Absolutely not. We talk enough about business at work. Let’s just enjoy the good food, the amiable company, and the fruits of our labors. I won’t even tell you there’s another shipment coming on Monday.”


    “I hope so,” said Mallory. “The shelves still look a little bare.”


    “They won’t for long.”


    Mallory asked about his recovery. “After the cast comes off, I’ll need physical therapy. I may have to take some hours off.”


    “Not a problem. We can manage for a few hours.”


    “I can always work different hours. As far as placing orders, I can do that on my tablet in the waiting room.”


    “Of course you can. You’re the most electronically capable person I know. I’m glad you’re my manager.”


    “I’m glad you appreciate me.”


    Mallory felt relaxed and restored after having lunch with Ross. She hated leaving, but she knew they had to return to work.


    The lunch crowd had thinned and the store was quiet save for the cutting open of boxes and the sliding of books on the shelves. Mallory carried boxes to the loft. Tara opened them and organized the stock. Michaela worked on a candle display.


    After the tea room closed at three, Ross summoned everyone for a brief meeting. “How are you doing?” They each gave him details of their progress.


    “Let’s take a short break. We’ll work for a couple more hours. We should be able to finish up Monday morning before our official opening.


    “I’ve found another barista,” he continued. “He’ll start early Monday morning. Lillian’s former employee is scheduled to start next week, so Mallory, you may resume your position as mistress of the books.”


    “Let’s have a pastry to celebrate,” she said. Tara helped her set out a tray of pastries. They chatted and made suggestions. Mallory felt that after all she had been through, life was returning to normal for her, to a normal she could accept and with which she could feel comfortable. Everything is coming together. In time, we’ll establish a routine and work together like a precision unit.


    They returned to work refreshed and eager to accomplish as much as possible. When Ross declared it was time to leave, Mallory offered to drive Michaela home. “I’d like to speak to your father.”


    “I’ll call him to make sure he’s home,” said Michaela. She took her phone from her pocket and called. “Hi, Dad. Mallory’s driving me home. She wants to speak with you.” She listened for a moment. “See you in a few minutes.” She stuffed the phone in her pocket.


    “He’d like to see you too. What did you want to speak to him about?”


    “I’d like to invite you for lunch tomorrow. Nothing fancy. Tacos, but you can help me with the fry bread to make them special.”


    “I’d love to learn to make fry bread.”


    “It’s not hard, but it’s labor intensive. Doing it with someone makes it easier.”


    She pulled into the driveway. The garage door was up and Jordan’s SUV was parked inside. He came out to greet her.


    “Is everything all right?” he said with concern. “Mick said you wanted to speak to me.”


    She got out of the car and stood close enough for him to touch her. “Everything’s fine. I wanted to ask you and your family for lunch tomorrow.”


    Jordan smiled. “I think we can make it.”


    “I’m free,” said Mick.


    “Mick and I can be there. Shall I bring anything?”


    “Bring beer. Mick can drive you home.”


    “Can you come in for a few minutes?”


    Mallory hesitated. She longed to be with him. “I’d like to, but I’ve been at work for twelve hours. I need to go home.”


    “We need to talk about your lot.” His voice was serious.


    She followed Jordan into the study. He closed the door.


    “The party that wants to buy your lot is Golden Trumpet Ministries, an ultra-conservative religious institution. Clayton and I have spoken with the representatives. They intend to build a community center in Olde Towne.”


    “What do they mean by ‘community center’?”


    He shrugged. “It could be anything. Clayton asked for details, but they were vague. They said they plan to open a senior center and provide wholesome activities for children and youth.”


    “There’s more, isn’t there?” said Mallory.


    “I’ve researched the group on the Internet. It’s a well-organized political-religious group from out-of-state. They have a militant dogma. What they call a community center is what I’d consider an indoctrination facility.”


    “Are they affiliated with the group that burned Sacred Space?”


    “I didn’t find any official connection. I suspect they learned about the fire and are attempting to move into the area as a show of solidarity with the sect that burned it.”


    “I can reject their offer,” said Mallory.


    “They’re offering the asking price.”


    “They won’t fit in Olde Towne. The consortium will make them conform.”


    “Clayton has contacted the consortium. We suspect if the sect buys the property and the consortium pressures them to conform, the sect will scream religious persecution. They’ll become involved with the consortium and gradually take it over. They’ll become a serious threat to the merchants in Olde Towne, even Sacred Space.”


    “Sacred Space isn’t in Olde Towne.”


    “It’s only three blocks away,” said Jordan.


    “What can I do?”


    “Express your concerns to the consortium. This group is big, powerful, and has lots of money. You’ll ultimately have to sell. They could sue you if you refuse.”


    She groaned. “I feel dirty.”


    “I’m sorry. I feel like I’ve betrayed you.”


    “Don’t feel that way.” She touched his shoulder. “Neither of us could’ve foreseen this.” She leaned toward him; he took her in his arms.


    “You’ve had a long day. Would you like a beer? We can sit outside.”


    “I’d like that. I don’t want to be alone right now.”


    In the kitchen, Jordan grabbed two beers from the refrigerator and opened them. “Would you like a glass?” She declined.


    They went to the patio. Jordan sat on the love seat, Mallory sat next to him. He put his arm around her and she nestled against him.


    “I’ll help you through this,” he said. “Clayton’s calling our attorney to see if there’s anything we can do to prevent the sale.”


    “Do you think you can?”


    “No. The sale will go through. It’ll be up to the consortium to control them.”


    “If they can’t?”


    “We’ll have to see what happens. Try not to worry. We’ll get through this together.”


    She looked into his eyes. “Together? That means a lot to me.” She closed her eyes and sighed. Jordan drew her close and stroked her arm.


    They sat in silence, sipping their beer. Shannon came from the house. “Is Mallory staying for dinner?”


    Jordan looked at Mallory. “Would you stay?”


    She hesitated. She longed to be with him. “I have to go. I’ve had a long day. I need to stop at the store. I’m having company for lunch tomorrow.” She drained her beer and rose.


    “I’ll walk you to your car.” His arm circled her waist as they walked around the house.


    “I’m looking forward to seeing you tomorrow,” he said. “It’ll be good for Shannon. She’s had a hard week.”


    “You’ve had a hard week too,” said Mallory. She could tell he was weary.


    “I wouldn’t want another one like it,” said Jordan, “but you’ve had a long, hard week yourself.”


    “But long and hard in a good sense.” She embraced him impulsively. She liked the feel of his body against hers and his hands touching her back. She inhaled his unadorned scent and released him, telling herself to slow down.


    “See you tomorrow.” He opened the door for her.


    Mallory drove to the store, elated to have seen Jordan, sickened by what he had revealed.


    The Universe is in control. I’ll accept whatever happens. I hope Jordan and Mr. Moore and the consortium can stop this group, but if they can’t, I’ll learn to live with the outcome.


    When she got home, she put the groceries away. Grabbing a beer from the refrigerator, she went outside and sat on the top step.


    I wish Jordan were here. We wouldn’t have to talk, but I’d like for him to hold me. She closed her eyes and thought of the feeling of his arms around her, the touch of his hand on her waist as they walked to her car.


    Where do I want this to go? Do I want to sleep with him? Does he want to sleep with me? It’s a good thing he’s bringing his family tomorrow or I fear there’d be no lunch at all. Iris is right—I’d better get on the pill. I need to get laid.


    • • •


    Mallory slept fitfully and rose late. She had a light breakfast, then shredded lettuce and sliced tomatoes. As she cleaned the bathroom, she wondered if Shannon and Drue would be coming. I don’t have enough chairs. Then she remembered the chair for the sewing machine.


    She meditated for thirty minutes and felt relaxed and comfortable about having Jordan and his family for lunch. She prepared a brownie mix and put the pan of batter in the oven to bake.


    Am I ready to face Drue? Maybe I was hasty in inviting them, but it would seem too forward to invite only Jordan. He’s been here alone before, but I didn’t invite him. Whatever happens, the Universe is in control. I have Jordan to lean on. Mr. Moore will call their attorney. I’m glad Jordan has a boss who’s not only concerned about me but about Olde Towne.


    She thought about her visit with Fannie. She’s right—organized religion should be outlawed. Every person is on a unique spiritual path. How can it be organized? Why should it be? Cassie’s philosophy was love and service, here and now. What could be simpler than that?


    A rap on the door interrupted her thoughts.


    “Mallory?” Jordan opened the door slightly. “Did I disturb you? Were you meditating?”


    She smiled on seeing him. “I was just thinking about a conversation I had with one of Cassie’s friends. Come in.”


    He entered carrying a twelve pack, followed by Shannon and Michaela. He headed for the kitchen. “Drue couldn’t make it. His band is rehearsing. Shall I put the beer in the fridge?”


    “Yes. Did you bring enough?”


    “I hope to be invited back.” He handed her a beer.


    “We brought games,” said Michaela.


    “Good. I didn’t have anything else planned. I haven’t started the fry bread yet. You said you wanted to learn how to make it.”


    Michaela smiled. “I do.”


    “So do I,” said Shannon. “I’ve eaten it before. I love it.”


    “The pressure’s on,” said Mallory. “I hope mine is as good.”


    “Mick said Sacred Space is opening tomorrow,” said Jordan.


    “It is, perhaps a little prematurely, but I’m eager to open.”


    “I’m happy for you, Mallory. Your life was turned upside down when Cassie died. I’m glad things are getting back to normal for you.”


    “It’s not normal yet,” said Mallory. “Everything is different. We have to establish a new routine before we accept it as normal.”


    They chatted. After Mallory finished her beer, she suggested starting the bread. She and the girls measured and stirred. She put oil in a large skillet and heated it while Mick rolled out spoonfuls of dough.


    As the girls worked on the bread, Mallory cooked and seasoned the hamburger. She noticed Jordan had stretched out on the sofa and had fallen asleep.


    “Is your father feeling all right?” she whispered.


    “He’s had a long week and he’s tired,” said Michaela.


    “He feels safe here,” said Shannon. “It’s a respite from home and work.”


    “He’s only been here a couple of times,” said Mallory.


    “It’s peaceful here,” said Shannon. “You’re here and he likes being with you.”


    “Now that you’ve agreed to see him, he’s happier,” said Michaela. “He’d like to spend time with you everyday if he could.”


    “We could talk everyday,” said Mallory.


    “Did you get an Internet connection?” asked Michaela. “I can give you Dad’s e-mail address. You can surprise him with an e-mail.”


    As the meat simmered, Mallory set the table and took the lettuce, tomatoes, and attendant condiments from the refrigerator. She checked the meat and assessed how the girls were doing on the fry bread.


    “I’m going to wake your father.”


    She placed her hand on his chest. “I’m sorry to wake you, but lunch is ready.”


    His breathing changed. He covered her hand with his and opened his eyes. “I’m sorry I dozed off. It was a long week.”


    “Hungry?”


    “Yes. It smells wonderful.”


    “Another beer?”


    “Later. How about some water?”


    Mallory prepared four glasses of ice water. Jordan placed them on the table as Mallory poured the meat into a large bowl and put two serving spoons into it.


    Shannon took hot fry bread from the skillet; Michaela slid the last of the dough circles into the oil.


    “I’ll keep an eye on the last of the bread,” said Mallory.


    “These are like tacos?” asked Jordan.


    “Yes,” said Mallory. “Take some bread and pile meat and the other the taco components on it. You don’t even have to fold it.” She flipped the fry bread as the others dug in.


    Jordan bit into his taco. “The bread is excellent.”


    Mallory took up the remainder of the fry bread and turned off the burner. Jordan finished his first taco, snagged a hot, fresh piece of bread from the bowl, and bit into it. “I could make a meal out of the bread.”


    Mallory took some butter from the refrigerator. “Try this on it.”


    Jordan smeared some butter on the bread. “Ambrosia. Is this hard to make?” He grabbed another piece of bread for a taco.


    “Not hard,” said Michaela, “but labor intensive. Two of us should make them—one to roll them out and the other to cook them.”


    “You can use these for other things,” said Mallory. “You can have them for breakfast.”


    “I can see them with peanut butter and jelly,” said Shannon.


    “Lunch meat or chicken salad,” said Michaela.


    “Hamburgers,” said Jordan. “Can we have the recipe? We have to make these.”


    “Sure.”


    “Can I type it on your computer?” asked Michaela. “I can send it to myself.”


    “Good idea. See if my e-mail works.”


    “Do we have the ingredients to make these?” asked Jordan.


    “We have lots of flour left over from our cookie marathon,” said Michaela.


    “Let’s make it this week,” said Jordan. “I want to try it with other things.”


    “Do we have enough oil?” asked Shannon.


    “Doubtful,” said Michaela.


    “What kind do we need?” asked Jordan.


    “Vegetable oil or canola oil.” Mallory showed him the bottle.


    “I’ll get some tomorrow.” He finished his taco and ate another piece of bread with butter.


    “Good thing Drue isn’t here,” said Michaela. “There wouldn’t be enough.”


    Jordan stopped in mid-chew. “Are you implying I’m eating too much?”


    “No just more than usual.”


    “I have to keep my strength up,” he said.


    “The recipe makes a lot,” said Mallory. “You can take some home with you. I’ll never be able to eat them all.”


    “Dad could,” said Shannon.


    “I wish I’d seen you make these,” said Jordan.


    “We’ll make them together this week,” said Michaela.


    Jordan smiled. “We’ll write it on the schedule. He studied the pan of bread.


    “We have brownies and ice cream,” said Mallory.


    “There’s dessert?” said Jordan. He looked at the bread. “I’m not sure.”


    Michaela snatched the bread from the table.


    “I guess I’ll be having a brownie with ice cream.” He gave Michaela an annoyed look.


    “I’ll help you,” said Michaela.


    Mallory cut the brownies and put them on dessert plates. Michaela topped them with a generous scoop of ice cream and served them.


    “Karl, Temple, and Iris should be here,” said Jordan digging in.


    “That would be fun,” said Mallory.


    “We can have a cookout,” said Jordan. “I’ll grill. We’ll do it before school starts.”


    After lunch, Jordan and Shannon helped with the clean-up while Michaela typed the recipe and sent it to herself. When the dishes were done and the food put away, Shannon noticed the secretary.


    “This is beautiful. Is this what Dad and Drue helped you move?”


    “Yes.”


    “May I look inside?”


    “Certainly.”


    Shannon opened the desk and saw the photo album. “Do you have photos of your family?”


    “Not many,” said Mallory. “You can look at them if you like.”


    She took the album to the sofa and sat next to Jordan. She opened it carefully.


    “This picture is old. Who are they?”


    Mallory sat beside her and Michaela leaned over Shannon’s shoulder. “The first two photos are of my great grandparents on my father’s side. This couple is Edwin and Abigail Calhoun. The next photo is of Zebediah and Charity Timmerman. The next photo is my paternal grandparents Hayden Timmerman and Ophelia Calhoun. Their three children are in the next photo: Penelope, Cassandra, and Elliot Timmerman. Cass is the aunt who raised me. Elliot is my father. He died in an accident. I met Penelope on Monday.


    “The next two are both of my father: when he graduated from high school and when he was in the military. The next picture is of my parents and the last is of my mother holding me.


    “Penelope said Cass was engaged, but when her fiancé met Penelope, he married her instead. That explains why I never knew Cass had a sister and why she had an engagement ring in her dresser.”


    “Your mother looks like Gramma Elaine,” said Michaela.


    “She does,” said Shannon.


    Jordan studied the photo. “There’s a resemblance, but this photo is old. No doubt your mother and Elaine aged differently.”


    “You have no pictures of your maternal grandparents?” asked Shannon.


    “No. Cassie’s neighbor Temple took these names and did an online search. She couldn’t find anything online. I don’t even know my mother’s maiden name.”


    “Do you know what happened to her?” asked Michaela.


    “No.”


    “That must feel like a giant hole in your life,” said Shannon.


    “Not really. As I didn’t know my parents, I didn’t miss them. I found this album a month ago. I can’t miss something I never experienced.”


    “That’s logical,” said Michaela.


    “There was no one else?” said Jordan. “Just you and Cass?”


    “Just Cass and me.”


    “I can’t imagine growing up like that,” he said. “I had a father and a mother, a brother and sister. You must’ve been lonely.”


    “I was never lonely. Cass was all I needed. I had friends at school and I knew Cassie’s friends. Mrs. Teasdale at the library was a good friend, and I loved books. My childhood was different than yours. Neither was wrong, just different.”


    They put the album away and played a board game at the kitchen table. Mallory enjoyed the rapport Jordan had with his daughters. She liked being around the girls socially but wondered if it would adversely affect their working relationship. Don’t think about that now. Embrace this moment. Enjoy the now.


    She and Jordan each drank another beer. After four, Jordan suggested going home.


    “I’m glad you came,” said Mallory.


    “Thank you for having us,” said Jordan. “The fry bread tacos were excellent.”


    “Thanks for the recipe,” said Michaela. “It’ll go into our collection.”


    “I’ll call you tomorrow and tell you what Clayton finds out,” said Jordan.


    Mallory gave them most of the fry bread and Jordan thanked her profusely. “Can we get together this week?” he asked.


    “I hope so. I’ll pick you up.”


    He gave her a warm and loving smile and hugged her. I wish he’d kiss me, but I don’t want his family to witness our first kiss…I hope there’ll be a first kiss.


    With reluctance she released him and the Fogartys left. She watched as Michaela drove them away. I wish the girls could go home and Jordan could stay for another hour.


    The phone rang disturbing her reverie.


    “This is Penelope. I hope I’m not bothering you.”


    “It’s nice to hear from you. How are you?”


    “Very well indeed,” said her aunt. “I wanted you to know I bought a laptop, I have an Internet connection, and I can send e-mail. I’m calling to exchange e-mail addresses with you.”


    “That’s wonderful. Let me write it down and I’ll give you mine.”


    After the address exchange, Mallory inquired about Sybil’s reaction to a computer in the house.


    “She’s livid. She claims I’m possessed by demons. She even spoke to her pastor about performing an exorcism. He came to see me. He believes something’s wrong with her. I hope he can convince her to get counseling. I want her on medication. She can’t be happy the way she is.”


    “Never having met her, I can’t say,” said Mallory, “but from what you’ve told me, she must be miserable.”


    “Very diplomatic of you, dear.”


    “Did you ask Sybil if she remembers my mother’s maiden name?”


    “I did. She refuses to tell me. She’s convinced this is a scam.”


    “Conrad doesn’t know?”


    “He doesn’t remember Elliot and Naomi.”


    “Perhaps he could subtly bring it up to Sybil,” suggested Mallory.


    “Barbara would be more likely to find out. She’s more creative than Conrad.”


    “Do you know where my parents were married? If you knew what county, I’d go to the court house and find a copy of their marriage license.”


    “No need to go to the county seat. I’ll see if I can access the courthouse via the Internet. If I can’t, I’ll go there myself.”


    “I’d appreciate it so much,” said Mallory. “I’d like to know what happened to my mother.”


    “I’d like to know myself. I’ll keep you informed of my progress.” She hung up abruptly.


    Mallory smiled envisioning Penelope at her laptop, perusing courthouse records.




    Chapter 2


    Mallory arrived at work early Monday morning. She shelved books with Ross, Tara, and Michaela. The tea room was staffed with a new waiter, so Mallory could return to the world of books.


    The four of them shelved the remaining merchandise. In spite of not being completely done, they opened at nine. A few customers arrived shortly thereafter. At mid-morning, a florist brought a plant from Claymoore Realty.


    “Was this Jordan’s idea?” asked Mallory.


    “Not likely,” said Ross. “Most real estate agencies send flowers to their business clients. It’s good publicity.”


    “Oh,” said Mallory trying to hide her disappointment.


    “It’s the job of a secretary to send flowers. Don’t you have an agreement with Jordan about not sending gifts?”


    “Yes.”


    “He wouldn’t violate it,” said Ross.


    She was relieved and disappointed at the same time. She was glad Jordan had not violated their agreement, but if he had sent them, she would have been more than willing to overlook his transgression.


    The day went well. Several customers told Mallory how happy they were Sacred Space had reopened.


    During a break, Ross told her he made a schedule. “All four of us don’t need to be here everyday now that the shelves have been stocked.”


    “Of course not.”


    “Lillian’s in charge of the tea room staff schedule, but she may want to retire someday. We both need to learn how to do that.”


    It was six when Sacred Space closed for the day. Mallory drove Michaela home. She called her father to tell him she was on her way.


    “He wants to talk to you,” said Michaela. When they arrived, they went in. Jordan met them at the door and hugged them both. “Come into the study,” he said.


    “Is this bad news?”


    “Let’s call it an update.” He closed the door; they sat on the loveseat.


    “Clayton called our attorney. He’s done research into Golden Trumpet Ministries and he’s meeting with the Olde Towne Consortium. He’ll suggest they buy it to use for parking, perhaps someday building a parking garage. For the present, Clayton’s told GTM there’s another party interested in the property.”


    “Is that true?”


    “Technically, no.”


    “Is this illegal?”


    “No, but it’s risky. You still may have to sell it to GTM.”


    Mallory sighed. “If I have to, I have to.”


    “I don’t want you to worry about this,” said Jordan. “That’s why you hired Claymoore Realty.” He put his arm around her. She rested her head on his shoulder.


    “I’m sorry I got you involved in this mess,” she said.


    “I’m not. If you hadn’t called, I’d never have met you. Besides, it’s possible that no matter what agency you called, this group would’ve surfaced.”


    “You said they were from out-of-state. How did they learn about the lot?”


    “I’m guessing they had plans to move to Prairie Hill. Our listings are on the Internet. In searching online for available properties, they found your lot.”


    “Why my lot? They’d be better off buying an empty church building.”


    “It may seem like a better idea to us. Presumably, they want their influence in Olde Towne. Olde Towne is full of art galleries, boutiques, restaurants, wine bars, clubs, and theaters. It’s edgy and current. It’s everything an ultra-conservative religious group would want to change. What better place to establish a church or a community center, in order to draw like-minded people, eventually taking over the neighborhood?


    “I’ve seen this in other cities. It’s not just the neighborhood. They’re a force that wants to change the country.”


    “That’s frightening.”


    “It is. I hope they fail, that people wake up to what’s happening before it’s too late.”


    “I hope so too,” said Mallory. “Any religion can be a threat if taken to extremes. Cassie’s friend Fannie believes it’s a vicious and dangerous movement. It’s not only large, well-organized groups. Look at the sect that burned my store. Fewer than a hundred members, but filled with so much hatred of anything different. They claim to be righteous, but they’re evil.”


    “Would you like to meditate?” asked Jordan.


    She looked at him in surprise. “Yes. I’d like that.” She tossed a sofa pillow on the floor. Jordan moved to a chair. They sat in silence for thirty minutes.


    Mallory took a deep breath, opened her eyes, and gazed at Jordan. He was still motionless in the chair, his breathing light and regular. He opened his eyes a few moments later, took a deep breath, and surveyed his surroundings. On seeing Mallory, he smiled.


    “I’m glad you’re here,” he said.


    “That was the longest you’ve ever meditated, wasn’t it?” she asked.


    “I confess I had a rough start. But I’m in a better frame of mind.” He checked the time. “It’s getting late. Would you like to stay for dinner?”


    “I’ve had a long day. So has Mick. Tomorrow we won’t be going in so early. Would you like to do something tomorrow after work? There’s a display of wood carvings at a gallery in Olde Towne.”


    Jordan stood and extended his hands to Mallory. She rose in one smooth movement. He gathered her into his arms and looked into her eyes.


    “I’d love to take you to dinner.”


    “Someday,” she said. “We have an agreement.”


    He sighed. “I know, but I’d like to do something for you. Buy you a gift, anything.”


    She put her hand behind his neck. “Don’t rush this. Let’s get to know each other. We may discover we’re totally incompatible…”


    A soft rap on the door intruded. “Dad?” said Shannon. “Is everything all right? You’ve been in there an hour.”


    Jordan released Mallory and opened the door. “We were just concluding our discussion.”


    “This is serious, isn’t it?” asked Shannon with concern.


    “It is. We may not be able to resolve it to our satisfaction.”




    Chapter 3


    Mallory could hardly wait for the workday to end. She found the gallery with the wood carving show and had chosen Caponi’s, a moderately priced restaurant with a buffet and cold beer, for their meal.


    Michaela called Shannon as Mallory drove her home. “That’s funny. I know she’s home, but she doesn’t answer. I’ll call Drue.”


    She reached her brother. “We’re on our way.” Michaela was quiet for a long time. “How is he?” Mallory looked at Michaela in alarm.


    “We’ll be there in a few minutes.” Michaela ended the call.


    “What is it?” asked Mallory.


    “Two police detectives came to the house and told Dad, Drue, and Shannon that they arrested three suspects in Mom’s murder.”


    “What?”


    “They had a man in custody for a felony. He wanted to make a deal in exchange for information. He said he knew the three men who attacked Mom.”


    “Are you going to be all right?”


    “I can deal with this, but Drue said Dad’s a mess. They want you to talk to him.”


    “Shannon said you’re the one he listens to.”


    “He needs an adult perspective in this situation,” said Michaela.


    “What do they expect me to say? What’s your perspective?”


    “Just because three suspects have been arrested changes nothing. Even if they’re tried, convicted, and sent to prison, it doesn’t bring Mom back. But I couldn’t say that to Dad.”


    “Of course not. I’ll listen to him. Maybe that’s all he needs.”


    They reached the house and went inside.


    “He’s in his room,” said Drue. “He won’t talk.”


    Mallory went to the basement and rapped lightly on the door to Jordan’s tiny room. Shannon let her in.


    “Dad, Mallory’s here. Talk to her.” Shannon left, closing the door behind her.


    Jordan lay on his bed curled into a fetal position. On touching him she could feel him trembling.


    “Jordan, do you want to talk?” There was no response save for his ragged breathing.


    She stroked his back. “Would you let me hold you?” He did not answer. Mallory lay on the bed next to him and took him in her arms.


    “Relax. Count your breaths.” She counted for him and in a few moments, she could feel his shuddering inhalation.


    “Are you cold?” When he did not respond, she reached for the blanket at the foot of the bed and covered him. He struggled with the effort of breathing; as he relaxed, his breathing became more even.


    She touched his face and he sighed. He drifted into a light sleep.


    She woke when Jordan stirred. He snuggled against her, opened his eyes, and looked into her face, startled.


    “What happened?” he asked. “Why are we in bed together?” He groaned. “The police were here.” He wept.


    She held him close, stroking his hair, trying to soothe him.


    He pulled away from her and wiped his face. “I made a fool of myself in front of you and my family.”


    “No, Jordan. The police brought news you never expected to hear. You were overwhelmed with emotion.”


    He shuddered, rested his head on her shoulder, and snuggled more deeply into her embrace. “Thank you for saying that.”


    She touched his face. “I’ll help you through this. Whatever it takes, I’ll be there for you.”


    “I’m glad you’re here. I didn’t want to break down in front of my family…”


    “They’re mature enough to understand. They’re worried about you.”


    “How long did I sleep?”


    She checked her watch. “Maybe an hour. Do you want to get up?”


    “I’ve never felt so safe or so cared for in my life. I don’t want this moment to end, but I have to face them. I’m surprised someone hasn’t checked on us.”


    Reluctantly she released him and they rose, sitting on the edge of the bed together. “Someone did check on us,” she said. “I know Shannon latched the door.”


    “She worries about me. She’s justified. I frightened her.”


    “Do you want to talk about it?”


    He shook his head. “Not now. I need to get some perspective.”


    She took his hand. “I understand. You need to process this. I’ll go home. You can spend the evening with your family.”


    “Stay,” he pleaded. “You said you’d help me through this. I need you to stay.”


    “I’ll stay.”


    They went upstairs to face Shannon, Drue, and Michaela. Shannon was in tears.


    “We’re so scared for you, Dad.” She threw her arms round him.


    “Are you able to communicate, Dad?” asked Michaela.


    “Yes, I can talk,” he said hugging her.


    “Are you all right, Dad?” Drue hugged his father, pounding him on the back.


    “I’ll be fine once I’m over the shock,” he said. Mallory noticed the weariness in his voice and his posture.


    “Do you still plan to go out?” asked Shannon.


    Jordan looked at Mallory. “Could we go out another time?”


    “You need to be with your family tonight.”


    “Can Mallory stay?” asked Michaela.


    “She’s agreed to stay.”


    “Are you hungry, Dad?” asked Michaela. “It’s my night to cook.”


    “I was supposed to help you, wasn’t I?” said Jordan.


    “It’s almost ready. All I have to do is fry the bacon and make toast.”


    “I’ll help you, Mick,” said Mallory. “Your dad can watch. Every job needs a boss.”


    Jordan smiled. They moved to the kitchen. Jordan sat at the counter while Michaela fried the bacon. Mallory made toast, Drue set the table, and Shannon took the salad and condiments from the refrigerator.


    Mallory gave Jordan a glass of water. He drank half of it straight down.


    “Have you recovered from the heat exhaustion?” she asked with concern.


    “I’m hungry,” said Jordan. “I was busy all day and I didn’t have time for lunch.”


    “Did you eat cookies for lunch?” asked Michaela.


    “Yes.”


    “Anything else?”


    “Uh…no. Sometimes it’s unavoidable.”


    “You could keep some peanut butter and crackers at work. A good way to get some protein.”


    “I could do that.” He reached for a carrot.


    “A few carrots, some yogurt…” said Shannon.


    “Some granola bars in the SUV,” said Drue.


    “There’s no reason you can’t have something on hand either at work or in the car,” said Michaela.


    Jordan looked at Mallory. “I couldn’t survive without them.”


    Shannon put her arm around him. “We care for you as much as you care for us.” She kissed him on the cheek. “We need each other.”


    “We’re a good team,” said Drue.


    “Most of the time,” said Michaela looking at Drue. “Some of us have a tendency to…”


    “All right, Mick. How many times do I have to apologize?”


    “Truce,” said Jordan wearily. “What Mick wants isn’t another apology, but assurance that you won’t do anything offensive.”


    “I hope I don’t, but I can’t promise,” said Drue.


    Jordan sighed. “I guess we’ll have to live with that.”


    They had BLT’s and fruit salad. Jordan ate one sandwich, then heated a piece of fry bread in the microwave and spread butter on it.


    Mallory was glad to see he had an appetite. When I arrived, he was in such distress he couldn’t speak. Now he seems like Jordan, perhaps a little tired. Is this a façade for his family and me? How will he be in the morning?


    Michaela served cookies for dessert. Mallory ate one of each kind. “These are good.”


    “We had a good time making them,” said Drue.


    “It was memorable,” said Shannon.


    “A marathon,” said Michaela.


    “All true,” said Jordan. “It’s a story you can tell your children and grandchildren.”


    After the clean-up, Jordan took Mallory to the basement to show her some of his woodworking projects, and the binder filled with Michaela’s designs. He made a few cuts in a board, and described different aspects of the project and explained some of the finer points of woodworking.


    “How are you feeling, Jordan? Besides being exhausted.”


    He looked at her, drooping under her scrutiny.


    “It’s almost nine,” said Mallory. “What’s going to happen when I leave?”


    “It’s easy being upbeat when you’re here. But tonight…you’re the only reason I’m not wallowing in grief.”


    “I thought as much. You don’t have to continue this façade for me, Jordan.”


    She embraced him as he wept. “I’d rather not have known. I could live with the loss, but this is like experiencing it again.”


    “I wish I could make this easier for you. You need a good night’s sleep. I’ll go.”


    “Stay.”


    “What?”


    “Spend the night. Mick can sleep with Shan. You can have Mick’s room. I want you close.”


    Mallory hesitated. “Do you have any sleeping pills?”


    “Maybe, somewhere.”


    “You need to take one.”


    “I will, but I want you here in the morning.”


    “I’m not comfortable with that, Jordan.”


    “Sometimes I feel so alone, but I don’t feel so alone when I’ve been with you. Please spend the night.”


    “What if I came back at six? We can go for a walk or go out for breakfast. It could be a date…sort of.”


    Jordan smiled. “I’d like that. Something to look forward to.” He sighed heavily. “I’m glad you spent the evening with us.”


    She hugged him and smiled. “I’ll see you in the morning.”




    Chapter 4


    The next morning, Mallory could tell Jordan was genuinely happy to see her, but there was something else: a pain lying deep within him that even her presence could not dispel.


    He suggested walking to a diner a few blocks away. “I haven’t been there in a long time, but I thought the food was excellent. Would you let me treat you to breakfast?”


    Mallory started to protest, but agreed to let him buy breakfast. Anything to lift his spirits.


    As they walked down the street, she took his arm. Jordan touched her hand.


    “I’m sorry I asked you to sleep over. It was inappropriate.”


    “It’s all right, Jordan. You had a shock. You weren’t yourself.”


    He smiled. “You make too many concessions for my erratic behavior.” He became serious. “How did…? Why were we…?”


    “In bed together?” she whispered.


    “I don’t remember how that happened.”


    “You were lying on your bed when I arrived. Drue and Mick wanted me to talk to you. You were trembling. I asked if you’d let me hold you. You didn’t respond, but you didn’t object. I lay beside you, covered you with the blanket. I rubbed your back and told you to count your breaths. You were able to relax enough to sleep.”


    “Did I do anything…I shouldn’t have done?” he whispered.


    “You drooled on my shirt,” she said in mock seriousness.


    Jordan laughed. “What a cad! I’m so ashamed of myself.”


    She took his hand. “You were in a lot of pain. You weren’t capable of doing anything you ‘shouldn’t have,’ as you put it.”


    “I over-reacted.”


    “You were in shock.”


    “But…”


    “Don’t beat yourself up, Jordan. You had a severe reaction to disturbing news. It would be impossible for anyone not to be upset to learn what you did. There’s no reason to be embarrassed. Your family understands. So do I.”


    “Your presence last night saved me,’ said Jordan. “I wouldn’t have been able to go to work today. I may not have been able to talk. What if…”


    “Don’t speculate, Jordan. This moment is all we have. We can’t live in the past or in the future. We must focus on the now.”


    “You’ve said that before. I know you’re right, but it’s hard.”


    “It’s something to aspire to. We can work toward it together.”


    He slipped his arm around her waist and drew her close.


    They sat at a small table in the diner, studying the menu. The waitress came, poured coffee for them, and took their orders.


    Jordan sipped his coffee and looked at Mallory. “Did Shannon mention we’re planning on visiting my parents before classes start?”


    “Mick told me.”


    “Will that be a problem for you, in regard to scheduling?”


    “No. Ross hired a new waiter so we have adequate staff, as long as no one else is gone.”


    “She told you I wanted to invite you?”


    “Yes. They convinced you it wasn’t a good idea.”


    “I’ll miss you. I’m tempted to let them go without me so I can see you every day.”


    “How often do you see your parents?”


    “Three or four times a year.”


    “You’d better go. You’d have a harder time explaining your absence than my presence. They wouldn’t want to learn you stayed home to spend time with a woman you’d just met. You shouldn’t mention me at all.”


    “They already know about you.”


    “Drue?”


    “From what he’s told them, we’re on the verge of marriage.”


    “Oh, no.”


    “I’m sorry. Drue’s enthusiasm exceeds his discretion.”


    “Have you spoken to them about…us?”


    “They’ve inquired.”


    “How did you respond?”


    The waitress brought their breakfast. Jordan dug into his waffles.


    Mallory took a bite of her spinach omelet. “How much do they know?”


    “I said I met you when you came into the office and we’ve been on a date.”


    “But Drue’s told them much more. They know you went to Haven, don’t they?”


    “I’m sure they know more than I would’ve told them.”


    “Then it’s important you visit them,” said Mallory. “Talk with them privately. You have to find out what kind of slant Drue gave to our…” she struggled for the word.


    “Relationship?”


    “Association,” said Mallory. “‘Relationship’ implies that we’re sleeping together.”


    “Didn’t we do exactly that yesterday?” asked Jordan grinning.


    “That was only napping together,” she said poking him. Even she grinned. “Seriously, you need to do damage control.”


    “You’re right. I have to go. You won’t reconsider…”


    “No.”


    “You’re right. I need to explain we’ve just met. If you go along, it’ll seem more serious than we want them to believe.”


    “Exactly. Do you think they’ll buy it?”


    “Not a chance.”


    “Do they know about the police visit?”


    “No. I told my family not to mention it. I don’t want to distress them.”


    “Do they understand?”


    “Shan and Mick do. I hope I can trust Drue,” said Jordan.


    “Mick said she and Shannon refuse to go along with anymore of his stunts. She said if she discovers he’s planning something, she’ll tell us.”


    “She will. I trust her.”


    The waitress refilled their cups. They finished eating. Jordan paid for the meal but Mallory left the tip. He smiled at her. She took his arm as they left the restaurant.


    “Thank you for breakfast,” she said.


    “My pleasure,” he said.


    “After you left on Sunday,” said Mallory, “Aunt Penelope called. She bought a laptop, got an Internet connection, and enrolled in a computer class. She gave me her e-mail address.”


    “That’s great. I wish my parents would get a computer.”


    “I can’t believe Drue hasn’t insisted on it.”


    “He has, but they’re not interested.”


    “Penelope plans to access the courthouse records to find my mother’s maiden name on the marriage license.”


    “That’s an ambitious project for someone who’s just learning.”


    “She’s determined to help me. She doesn’t remember my mother’s name. Sybil does, but she refuses to tell. If Penelope can’t find out online, she’ll go to the courthouse and get a copy of my parents’ marriage license.”


    “Your mother should still be alive. Even if she isn’t, you’ll know who she is.”


    “When will you be visiting your parents?”


    “Next week. We’ll leave Thursday night and return Monday afternoon. We’ll see my brother Kellin and my sister Samantha and their families. Won’t you…”


    “We discussed this.”


    “I know, but I’ll miss you. I wish you had a cell phone.”


    She smiled. “I’m either at work or at home. I refuse to be slave to an electronic device. When I drive Mick home, she calls Shannon to let her know she’s on her way. There’s nothing wrong with it, but I don’t think it’s necessary…”


    “Why are you driving her home? It’s out of your way.”


    She could feel her face redden. “Uh, so I can see you,” she whispered.


    He stopped. “So you can see me? Is that what you said?”


    She nodded. “I realized I had feelings for you the day you took Shannon to the memorial service. You took time from work to take her. You treated her with care and compassion. I wondered why I was pushing you away. I had to admit to myself that I care for you.”


    “You care for me? You have feelings for me?” said Jordan. “I can’t tell you how happy that makes me. I feared we’d never move beyond being friends.” He looked at her, teary-eyed. “I love being with you. Yesterday when I woke up in your arms, I didn’t want the moment to end.”


    “I wanted to hold you longer, but your family was concerned about you.”


    He embraced her. “I wish we could spend more time together. Can you skip work today?”


    “No, and you can’t either,” she laughed. “I’ll see you this afternoon when I drop off Mick.”


    “I’ll try to be home by then. If I’m not, will you wait?”


    “For a little while.”


    They walked hand in hand until they reached Jordan’s house.


    “Would you like to come in?”


    “Don’t you have to leave for work?”


    He checked his watch. “In a few minutes. Let’s do something this weekend.”


    “I’d like that,” said Mallory. “We can talk about it when I see you tonight.”


    Jordan smiled. “I can hardly wait. Maybe there’ll be some news of your lot.”


    “I hope so.” She hugged him. “Are you going to be all right?”


    “I’ll have to be. I’m not the first person to lose a spouse.”


    “I’d better go now,” she said, wiping a tear from his face, “or we’ll both be late for work. Thanks for breakfast.”


    “Thank you for coming. Last night…”


    “Don’t talk about last night. Live in the moment.”


    Jordan nodded. “Have a good day.”


    “You too.” She got in her car and drove to work.


    Did I do the right thing by telling him how I feel? It wouldn’t be fair to keep it from him any longer, especially after yesterday. He needs to know he’s not alone.


    She arrived at work wishing it were time to go home so she could see Jordan.


    During a mid-morning lull, she sought out Shannon.


    “Dad was really depressed after you left. I don’t know what we would’ve done if you hadn’t been there. After the police left, he wouldn’t talk. Maybe he couldn’t talk.”


    “Did he sleep well?”


    “I hope so. I found some sleeping pills for him and he took a couple. But I left before he got up. How did he seem to you this morning?”


    “He put on a brave face, but he was suffering. How are you doing?”


    Shannon sighed. “We were coping with Mom’s death. All this does is dredge up the feelings I had when she was killed. I should be happy the police are doing their job, but I don’t have any sense of relief.”


    “That’s what Mick told me.”


    “I’m glad Dad has you to help him through this.”


    “I don’t know how to help him,” said Mallory.


    Shannon smiled. “You’ve already helped him just by being with him.”


    “I hope he feels that way. Our association has been rough at times.”


    “All relationships are. We’re human. No one is perfect, so no relationship can be perfect.”


    • • •


    On the drive home she asked Michaela about Jordan.


    “He’s taking this hard. Last night he put on a good show, but after you left, he was really down. Shan found some sleeping pills, then he showered and went to bed. I don’t think he slept well. I heard him get up a few times.”


    “I don’t know how to help him,” said Mallory.


    “Being there for him is as much as you can do. Ultimately he has to work through this on his own.”


    Mallory was impressed by her insight. “He does.”


    Michaela called Shannon and spoke with her briefly. “She said Dad’s not home yet.” She called her father but got his voice mail. “He must be busy. You can wait for him.”


    When they arrived, Drue and Shannon greeted them. “Dad should be home any minute,” said Drue. “You can wait for him in the living room.” He led the way. “You can watch TV until he gets home.” He turned it on and handed the remote to Mallory.


    “Thanks.” She took it reluctantly. She reduced the volume and changed the channel, opting for news.


    After four years, Prairie Hill Police have arrested three men in the robbery and brutal murder of Molly Fogarty. Mrs. Fogarty was the manager of Brewer and Garrison, a men’s wear store. She was attacked in the parking lot…



    Mallory hit “mute.” Has Jordan heard this? How will he react when he does? It’s hard enough for me to listen to and I didn’t know her.


    She shut off the television and went to the kitchen where Drue and Michaela were making dinner. “Is there anything I can to do help?”


    “We have everything under control,” said Drue. “Would you stay for dinner? We have plenty.”


    “No, thank you. I just want to see your father for a few minutes, then I’ll go home.”


    The phone rang. Michaela answered it. “Yes, do you want to talk to her?”…“I’ll tell her”…“All right, Dad. See you.”


    She turned to her brother and Mallory. “Dad’s going to be late. He’s showing a house and said we should eat without him. He said he’d see you tomorrow.”


    “I’ll go home,” said Mallory. “I’m tired and I have things to do.”


    She drove home, disappointed she hadn’t seen Jordan. I’m glad he’s showing a house. Maybe he won’t see the news if he’s busy.


    At home, Mallory checked her e-mail. Penelope said she had tried to access the county courthouse records but she couldn’t, so she called the courthouse.


    The courthouse doesn’t have their records online yet. What Neanderthals! I told them what I wanted, so I’m going there tomorrow to pick it up. I also inquired about a death certificate for a Naomi Timmerman. There’s a possibility she could’ve died in this county, if she’s dead. Just covering the bases.


    I hope to hear from you soon.


    Fondly, Penelope



    Mallory responded immediately, thanking her aunt for her efforts and for her farsightedness in requesting a death certificate. She wrote that she hoped to see her again soon.


    She meditated for thirty minutes, then had supper and tidied the kitchen, hoping Jordan would call.


    • • •


    In the morning, she asked Michaela what time Jordan got home.


    “I’m sure he doesn’t want you to know this, but he came home ten minutes after you left. He couldn’t have been showing a house.”


    “He was avoiding me?”


    “It seems so. He was terribly upset. I’d guess he didn’t want you to see him like that. He didn’t eat with us. He went to the basement and worked on a project. Later I took him something to eat and asked him what was bothering him. He said he couldn’t talk about it.”


    “Does it have something to do with your mother?”


    “That would be my guess,” said Michaela.


    “Shannon said you’re the one he listens to. He trusts you.”


    “Usually, but I refuse to press him about it. He’ll tell me when he’s ready.”


    Jordan was not home that afternoon when Mallory drove Michaela home. Michaela called but got his voice mail. She called her sister who said he would be late.


    Michaela hit “speaker.” “Late like last night?”


    “I don’t know,” said Shannon. “What was that about?”


    “Is he avoiding Mallory?”


    “Why would he do that? He loves her.”


    “It’s not logical.”


    “Would you like to come in?” asked Michaela when Mallory pulled into the drive.


    “No. I’m sure your dad would like me to leave so he can come home.”


    “I hope that’s not the case,” said Michaela.


    Mallory went home, disappointed she had not seen Jordan.


    The same thing happened the next night, nor did she see Jordan over the weekend. On Monday she asked Michaela about him.


    “He was quiet over the weekend. He spent most of his time in the basement. He didn’t eat with us. This morning he went running with Drue, he made breakfast, and ate with us. He seemed more like himself. He said he’s looking forward to seeing you tonight.”


    “Should I believe that? I haven’t seen him since Wednesday and now he’s looking forward to seeing me. How should I feel about that?”


    “I hope he tells you. I hope he resolved whatever was bothering him.”


    “Why would he think I’d want to see him after being rebuffed for five days?”


    “Because you love him as much as he loves you.”


    Mallory was astounded by her boldness. “Why do you say that?”


    “The way you interact. The way you look at each other. It’s obvious you’ve moved beyond being friends.”


    “You can tell?”


    “It’s our combined observations.”


    “You talk with Shannon and Drue about us?”


    “We have a vested interest in the progress of your relationship. We want this to work for all of our sakes. Please don’t be angry with Dad. He hasn’t been himself since the police spoke to him. He’ll explain it.”


    Mallory smiled. “I’ll be happy to see him. I wish he’d told me what was troubling him so I could’ve helped him.”


    “If it had anything to do with Mom, he had to work it out on his own.”


    Michaela’s phone rang. She listened to the brief message. “That was Dad. He wants to see you, but he’s running late. He wants you to wait for him.”


    “He really wants to see me tonight?”


    “He was sincere, even a little breathless.” Her phone rang again. “He just called me,” said Michaela. “I’ll make sure.”


    She turned to Mallory. “That was Shan. Dad called her. He wants her to make sure you wait until he gets home.”


    “I’ll wait. I’ve missed him so much.” She pulled into the drive. They entered the house.


    “I don’t know how long he’ll be,” said Shannon, “but I know he’s on his way.”


    “I hope you’re staying for dinner,” said Drue. “We’re having mac and cheese—Fogarty style.”


    “What…?”


    “You’d rather not know,” said Michaela. “Trust me.”


    “Would you like something?” asked Shannon. “Water? A beer?”


    “Some water, please.” I don’t want anything but to see Jordan walk through that door. She sat at the counter watching Jordan’s family prepare dinner.


    Twenty minutes later, Jordan had not arrived. Michaela looked at the clock, a concerned look on her face.


    “He’ll be here soon. I know he will.”


    “I’ll stay a few more minutes.” I won’t let him make a fool of me. She was close to tears.


    “He’ll be here.” Even Drue seemed worried by his father’s failure to appear.


    Fifteen minutes later, Mallory had had enough. “I’m going home,” she said, trying not to cry. She went outside and got in her car. As she backed out of the drive, she heard a persistently honking horn and stopped. Looking to her right, she saw Jordan’s SUV speeding toward her. He skidded into the drive, stopped with a jolt, and leapt from the vehicle.


    “Mallory!” he cried, running to her car. “Don’t go!”


    She opened the door and rushed to him. He grabbed her in his arms and lifted her off the ground.


    “There was an accident,” he said. “Traffic was backed up for blocks. I tried to call but my phone battery is low.”


    She put her fingers over his lips. “I’ve missed you so much.” Tears flowed from her eyes.


    “I’ve missed you too. I have so much to tell you. Let’s go inside.” They descended the stairs to Jordan’s room. He closed the door and pulled her close. “I’m glad I got here in time.”


    “Me too,” said Mallory clutching him. “I thought you didn’t want to see me anymore.”


    “I had so much to think about,” he said shaking. “I’m sorry you thought I was avoiding you. I need to tell you about it.”


    She felt him sag in her arms and she guided him to his bed. “You need to lie down, Jordan.” She removed his shoes and his tie. You used a lot of adrenaline getting here and you’re trembling. Control your breath. You’re hyperventilating.”


    She eased him onto the bed and caressed his face. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.


    “I have to tell you…”


    “Not now. You’re exhausted. Move over.” She removed her shoes. She drew the blanket over them and stroked his back.


    “I have so much to explain.” His voice shuddered.


    “Tell me after you’ve rested.”


    He exhaled. She counted his breaths, breathing in concert with him, savoring the warmth of his body against hers. She knew he had succumbed to sleep by his light, regular breathing.


    His stirring awakened her. She opened her eyes and he smiled at her. He touched her face and whispered her name.


    “I’m glad you’re here.”


    “I feared I’d never see you again.” She touched his face, noticing how weary he looked.


    He stroked her back and gave her a tired smile.


    “Are you all right?” she asked.


    “I slept hard, but I like waking up next to you.” He closed his eyes sighing deeply. He opened his eyes abruptly. “It’s too quiet upstairs. We should investigate.” he said.


    “Isn’t ‘quiet’ good?” she said, disappointed he could think of rising.


    “Not always. Would you check on them? I’ll change.”


    Mallory put on her shoes and went upstairs. She found no one on the first floor, but the table had been set for two, her purse and keys were on the counter, next to a note saying the family had gone to the library and wouldn’t be home before nine. She opened the door to the garage. Jordan’s car was gone. She returned to the basement.


    Jordan was taking a T-shirt from a drawer. She glimpsed his well-defined pectorals and hard abdomen. So that’s what Iris meant. He saw her looking at him and he smiled.


    “We’ve been abandoned,” said Mallory. “They’ve gone to the library and the table has been set for two.”


    “They never go to the library together.” He shoved his feet into sandals.


    “Where they went is irrelevant. They’re giving us some privacy.”


    “Good. I can talk to you without interruption. Let’s eat first.”


    They ascended the stairs, Jordan’s hand touching the small of her back. In the kitchen, he lifted the lid from the dish on the stove.


    “They left us some macaroni,” he said. “Is that all right? We can reheat it.”


    “That’s fine. She opened the refrigerator. “There’s some salad.”


    “Any beer?”


    “Yes.”


    “Let’s have one.” He put the casserole in the microwave. Mallory handed him a beer.


    “What do you want to tell me?”


    He took a long drink of beer and set down the bottle. He gathered her in his arms and nuzzled her neck. “I’m sorry about last week. I was so messed up after the police left.”


    “Mick said you didn’t even eat with them.”


    “I’m grateful you were here. It was like going through Molly’s death all over. The news hit me hard. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t make a sound. Drue panicked. Shannon tried to remain calm but I scared her. You were the only thing that kept me sane.


    “But the next day, I heard about it again—over and over—on the TV, on the radio, at work. I didn’t want to hear about it. I realized I’d moved on and was coping with it in my own way. This may sound cold, but it doesn’t make any difference if her killers are caught or not. I had no hope anyone would be apprehended.


    “Every time I heard about it, I realized it changed nothing. Arresting them may prevent them from committing other crimes, but it’s too late for us.” He took her hand and pressed it against his chest.


    “Your ring…” she said.


    “Last night I took it off for good. I put it in a box and stuffed it in a drawer. I accept what living in the moment means. I’m ready to move on. I see my future with you in it. I hope this isn’t moving too fast for you, but…” He leaned toward her and touched her lips with his.


    “I’d say your timing is perfect.”




    Chapter 5


    On Wednesday Mallory received e-mail from Penelope. She had had no luck in finding any information regarding Naomi.


    The clerk at the courthouse said some records had been destroyed in a fire thirty years ago. I know they were married in this county, but the record is gone. Neither did I find a death certificate. If she’s dead, she didn’t die in this county.



    Mallory replied.


    Were they married in a church in Gaspar? There could be a record there. Were you at the wedding?



    Before going to bed, Mallory checked the e-mail again. Penelope had responded.


    Excellent idea. I’ll get on it tomorrow.



    As Mallory dropped Michaela off the next afternoon, Jordan came out to speak with her.


    “Can you come in for a few minutes? We should talk.” She followed him to the study.


    “The Consortium made a bid on your lot, but Golden Trumpet made a counter offer. I don’t know how this will work out. It could turn into a bidding war.”


    “When will it end?”


    “It depends on who blinks first. One party will eventually concede. You’ll get more money for the lot…”


    “Do I hear a ‘but?’”


    “GTM will win. They have more money than the consortium and are willing to spend it. The consortium has limited resources. GTM can turn to its members for more money.”


    “What a racket,” said Mallory. “Anyone who doesn’t want a real job can start a religion.”


    “That’s harsh.”


    “It’s not true in every case. Most persons who start ministries are sincere. I hope they are.”


    Jordan smiled. “I hope they are too.” He pulled her close and kissed her. “I’ll miss you.”


    She lay her head on his shoulder. “I’ll miss you too.”


    “You won’t reconsider?”


    “I have to work. I wouldn’t go even if I didn’t have to work. You need to talk to your parents privately. Don’t let them believe we’re closer than we are.”


    “We’re friends who’re seeing each other. We’re taking this slowly.” He looked into her eyes. “I hate lying to my parents. I love you, Mallory. I had feelings for you the first time I saw you. In my heart, we’re more than friends.” He kissed her again.


    “I love you too. I don’t know why I refused to acknowledge it. When will you be back?”


    “Monday evening.”


    “We’ll do something on Tuesday,” said Mallory.


    “Dad, are you ready to go?” called Drue.


    Jordan looked at her. “I could stay.”


    “Your parents expect to see you,” said Mallory. “You have to talk to them. Do damage control if necessary.”


    He sighed. “I know.”


    “You’d better get going,” she said.


    He walked her to her car. “I’ll call you every day.”


    She drove home, wishing he could stay.


    He kept his promise, calling her before she left for work and in the evening. He described their activities. On Saturday night he said he had spoken with his parents.


    “They’re happy,” he began. “They want to meet you. I explained we’re taking our time getting to know each other, but they believe we’re more than that.”


    “Your family has told them more than you have,” said Mallory.


    “Mom and Dad want to believe them,” said Jordan.


    “They think you’re hiding something.”


    “I don’t want to hide anything from them, but there are things I don’t want them to know because they’d worry.”


    “If they knew everything, they’d have plenty to worry about.”


    “They already know more than I want them to,” said Jordan.


    “You can’t change that. If they ask you specifics, be honest. You’d rather they know the truth than your family’s version. Don’t sugar-coat anything.”


    “I’ll try not to.”


    “They’re happy for you. They want you to have someone in your life.”


    “They do,” he said. She could hear the smile in his voice. “They want us to be a couple. I want that too.”


    “So do I,” she said. “I can’t wait to see you.”


    “Forty-eight hours, unless you come tomorrow. I can send you directions.”


    “If I drove there tomorrow, it would send the wrong message.”


    Jordan agreed. “As good as it is to see my parents, you’re all I think about. I’ve seen my sister and she’s overjoyed. But like my parents, she believes we’re more than friends. She wishes us the best and she wants you to come for Thanksgiving.”


    “How do you feel about it?”


    “I want you here for Thanksgiving. I wouldn’t want to spend another four days without you.”


    Mallory laughed. “I don’t want to spend another four days without you either.”


    When they concluded their conversation, Mallory longed to see him, to hold him close, to lie with him on his bed.


    From now on life will be different. Jordan will be here more and I’ll be at his house. He may spend the night. Tomorrow I’ll thoroughly clean the bedroom and the bathroom should he decide to leave his toothbrush here.


    • • •


    Sunday after breakfast, Mallory took a cup of coffee and sat at the computer. She had e-mail from both Penelope and Michaela. Penelope wrote she had visited the church where Elliot and Naomi had been married, but the secretary said the records did not go back that far. About 25 years ago, an over-zealous janitor had bagged the records the secretary had been organizing and set them out for the garbage truck. By the time anyone missed them, they were gone.


    Penelope expressed how sorry she was she hadn’t found Naomi’s name, but she had enjoyed the search.


    Mallory sent her a message thanking her for all her work.


    Did my father have any close friends you could contact? Maybe there’s someone who knows everyone and remembers the history of the town. Is there a local gossip?



    She read the message from Michaela.


    Even though it’s great to see G’pa and G’ma, I miss you. Dad really misses you. Three different times when I was speaking with him, his mind was somewhere else. He gave me a confused look and said ‘What?’ so I know he was focused elsewhere. Shan and I know it’s you.


    I’ll be glad to get home. Since you couldn’t come with us, I’m sending photos. There’s one of Dad with G’ma and G’pa, one of Aunt Sam, Dad’s younger sister. Dad took one of us, and one of us with G’ma and G’pa. There are pictures of the house, the garden, and the laundry, which I hung on the line. My favorite is the one of Dad in the lounge chair on the porch.



    Mallory studied the photos, smiling at the one of Jordan asleep in the lounge chair.


    I’m glad he could get away for a few days. He’s exhausted. He’s been through so much. He needs to relax.


    After finishing her coffee, she attacked the bathroom, scouring the sink, toilet, and tub. She wiped down the walls and scrubbed the floor. Opening the medicine cabinet, she tossed outdated OTC’s, wiped the shelves, and reorganized, leaving an entire shelf for Jordan.


    I should get some new towels, maybe some new sheets and pillows. She groaned, suddenly serious. Birth control. I need to see my doctor. She grimaced at the thought.


    She stripped the bed, took down the curtains, wiped the walls and ceiling, and washed the windows. She checked the time. I can go to the coin wash before lunch.


    She stuffed two machines with sheets, blankets, and curtains, meditating during the wash cycle. After drying, she went home and made the bed. Over lunch, she considered what remained to be done. I’ll iron the curtains and hang them. Dusting and vacuuming can wait. I need to clean out the drawers and the closet, not difficult but time consuming.


    Mallory ironed the curtains and hung them, then addressed the dresser, chest of drawers, and the closet, ruthless in her goal of recovering space. She filled two trash bags with clothes and one with shoes for donation, and yet another to set on the curb. She carried the boxes of Cassie’s papers to the living room for later perusal. She moved the furniture away from the walls enough to vacuum behind it, then shoved it back into place.


    Enough…it’s break time. She took a beer from the refrigerator, dragged a box of papers to the divan, and collapsed on the cushions. She drank some beer, closed her eyes, and took some deep breaths. When the beer was half gone, she opened the box. She zipped through old checks, dropping them on the floor. Tax documents, receipts, instruction manuals, and miscellaneous no-longer important papers all went to the floor. In less than an hour, she had gone through two boxes of papers, reducing the amount she felt she needed to keep to three folders. She tossed them into a box and relegated it to the top shelf of the closet. She crammed the discards into a single box to take to work to shred.


    She opened the shoe box. On seeing bundles of letters she groaned. Not now. I’ll have to read them. I’ll dust and vacuum and call it a day.


    On finishing the bedroom, she had another beer. She turned on the television, flipping through the channels, choosing the local news to which she half listened. But the story of the arrest of Molly Fogarty’s killers grabbed her attention.


    I’m glad Jordan is with his parents so he won’t hear this. How many days has it been since the police spoke with him? Almost two weeks and it’s still a story? I hope he’s strong enough to hear it. He can’t avoid it. I’ll e-mail Mick and warn her.


    Mallory found an e-mail from Penelope saying she had asked her friends at church if they remembered Naomi. They remembered her, however none could recall her name as she wasn’t originally from Gaspar.


    I don’t know what else to do.


    Sybil’s so upset I have a computer that I have to hide it when I’m not using it. I stash it in the trunk of my car when I leave the house.


    I hope you can visit soon.


    Fondly, Penelope



    Mallory e-mailed Michaela:


    I hope you’re having a good time with your g’parents. We’ll have to talk about your work schedule before you return to school.


    I heard a TV news story about the arrest of the men who killed your mother. I don’t know how your dad will react should he see it.


    Miss you. Mallory



    She left the computer on as she made supper. As she was inspecting the contents of the refrigerator, the phone rang. It was Jordan.


    “I miss you,” he said. “I can’t wait to see you.”


    Mallory smiled. “I miss you too. Have you had a good time?”


    “I have. I feel good. I needed to get away for a few days. But I’ll be happy to see you.”


    “You’ll be back tomorrow?”


    “Yes. I’ll be over as soon as we unload the car.”


    “Won’t you have a lot to do when you get back? Laundry? Unpacking?”


    “Not so much laundry. Mick’s been doing it so she can hang it on the clothesline. She says it’s logical to line dry the wash. I suppose she’ll do another load tomorrow.”


    “She’s right. You should consider putting up a clothesline. Even if you just hung out the sheets and towels, you’d save on your electric bill.”


    “I’ll talk to Mick about it.”


    “What time will you be home?”


    “After eight.”


    “You’ll be tired. I’ll see you Tuesday.”


    “Are you avoiding me?” said Jordan.


    “I’m being realistic. You’ll be tired and you have to unpack.”


    “You’re too logical. So I can’t see you until Tuesday?”


    “We’ll do something special.”


    “I look forward to it. I love you Mallory.”


    “I love you too.”


    As she hung up the phone, she wished she could see him that moment.


    She called Penelope and asked her if she would be free Monday evening. “I’d like to take you out to dinner for all the hard work you’ve done for me.”


    “I’d love to see you. I can show you my new toy.”


    “I’d love to see it. I’ll be there around five-thirty.”


    Mallory breathed a sigh of relief. Now I won’t be tempted to rush to the Fogartys’ when they get home.


    She checked the e-mail before returning to the kitchen. Michaela had replied.


    Thanks for letting me know about the news story. I’ve told S & D. We’ll try to keep Dad from the TV. Miss you.


    Love, Mick





    Chapter 6


    Mallory arrived at work early. She wished Shannon and Michaela were there. In spite of the morning rush, the store and tea room seemed empty without them.


    At ten-thirty, Ross summoned her to the phone. “It’s Fogarty,” he said, smiling.


    She took the phone, “Jordan?”


    “Mallory, I tried to call you at home,” he said.


    “I’m helping in the tea room,” she explained. “Are you enjoying yourself?”


    “I am,” he said. “The only thing that could make this better would be for you to be here. I’d like to see you tonight.”


    “I’d like to see you too, but I’m taking Penelope out for dinner. She’s worked so hard to find out my mother’s name, but everything she’s tried has failed.”


    “I’m sorry. I know how much you want to find her.”


    “Maybe she doesn’t want to be found,” said Mallory. “Maybe she never wanted a child.”


    “You don’t know what happened to her. She would’ve returned for you if she could have.”


    “I want to believe it, but I have no evidence of that being the case.”


    “Neither do you have evidence of it not being the case. I know you’ll find her.”


    “Why are you so sure?”


    “With our technology, no one can stay hidden for long. Keep looking.”


    “Penelope has enjoyed the chase.”


    Jordan laughed. “I’m glad you found her. I can’t bear the idea of you not having any family.”


    “That’s sweet of you.”


    “When can I see you?”


    “Tuesday,” said Mallory. “We’ll go to Caponi’s for dinner and to the Biffle Gallery for the wood craft exhibit.”


    “I can hardly wait. I’ve missed you so much.”


    “I’ve missed you, as well as Shannon and Mick. Sacred Space isn’t the same without them. I’ll pick you up when I drop off Mick.”


    “I’m looking forward to it,” said Jordan.


    Can I wait until Tuesday to see him? I want to see him now. She returned to work, making herself focus on each task.


    “Are you seeing him tonight?” asked Ross.


    “No. I’m taking Aunt Penelope to dinner. She bought a laptop and has been searching for Naomi.”


    “She’s in her eighties and she bought a computer? I applaud her. Someone her age who’s still learning.”


    “Must run in the family,” said Mallory. “Cass bought a computer when she was in her seventies. I think that’s why Penelope wanted one. She didn’t want to be bested by her younger sister.”


    Ross laughed. “A little competition. Nevertheless she’s still learning, still exercising her mind. That’s admirable.”


    “It is. I hope I never stop learning.”


    “When will you be seeing Fogarty?”


    “Tomorrow night. We’re going to Caponi’s and then to the Biffle Gallery for a wood craft exhibit. He’s a wood crafter.”


    “He should like that. Why aren’t you seeing him tonight?”


    “They’ll be tired when they get home. They have to unpack. Shannon has to be up early to go to work. It would be better to wait.”


    “He protested.”


    “A little. He wanted me to go with them to meet his parents, but it’s too soon. We’re developing our association slowly.”


    “That’s what you want his parents to think,” he said in a knowing voice.


    “You’re right. Jordan said his family’s so happy he’s seeing someone that they think of us as more than that.”


    “How much more? Do they see you as married? Have you thought about that?”


    “I’m happy being single. One marriage was enough for me.”


    “How does he feel about that? He was happily married when his wife was murdered. He may have different ideas.”


    “I hadn’t considered that,” said Mallory. “Eventually, we’ll have to discuss it.” Where are we going? I need to speak to Jordan, but it’s too soon to bring it up.


    Mallory helped clean the tea room, then left for Gaspar at five. Penelope was delighted to see her and after a brief greeting, took her to the small parlor at the back of the house.


    “You have to see my new toy,” said Penelope closing the door behind them. She opened the laptop in the secretary and turned it on.


    “It’s not the most expensive, nor is it the cheapest. The router’s on top of the secretary behind the tea pot. Sybil doesn’t know it’s there.”


    “This is nice,” said Mallory. “Where is Sybil?”


    “In church, no doubt, praying for my immortal soul,” she said with disgust. “She still insists you’re a fraud.” She opened a file. “I found the same information about Elliot that you showed me, but nothing about Naomi. I don’t know a lot about this yet, but the possibilities are endless. I’ve even played a few games on it. It’s addictive.”


    “I appreciate your effort,” said Mallory.


    “I love it. It’s fun, but more than that, I owe something to Cassie. As she’s gone, I can do this for you. I stole her fiancé and I feel guilty about that, but as it turned out, she was better off without him.”


    “Perhaps it was better for me too,” said Mallory. “Would my father have left me with Cass if she’d been married?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe both Cass and I would’ve been married. But I know when Elliot left you, he intended to send for you. He loved you and he wouldn’t have abandoned you.”


    She closed the file and shut off the computer, stuffing it into a heavy quilted bag. “I hope you don’t mind if I take it with me,” she said. “I fear what Sybil would do if she found it.”


    They drove to a nice restaurant off the freeway and were shown to a table in an alcove. The hostess gave them water and menus.


    “This is my favorite restaurant,” said Penelope. “They have an excellent chef. Sybil refuses to come here because they serve alcohol. If she were biblically literate, she’d know having the occasional drink is not a sin. All things in moderation.”


    Mallory smiled. “I believe that too.”


    They studied the menus. In a few minutes the waiter took their orders. Penelope ordered the shrimp scampi and Mallory a Cobb salad.


    “Are you married?” asked Penelope as they waited.


    Mallory said she was divorced and explained why.


    “Things are so different for women now,” said Penelope. “When I was young, divorce was scandalous. But religion was different too. Church was about Jesus, not politics, and we didn’t have five different ministries on every block.”


    The food came. Penelope asked what Mallory did. Mallory told her about her store, the fire, and the recent purchase of the tea room.


    “Then you’re intimately familiar with how ugly religion can be.”


    “I am, but I treasure my patrons and I respect their diverse paths.”


    Mallory asked what Penelope did. “I’m retired now, but I’ve done lots of things. When I was a girl, I was a waitress at a diner. I loved it. Then I learned to cook and I was the cook’s assistant and eventually became the cook. It wasn’t as much fun as waiting tables as I didn’t get to see the customers. After I married Henry and started having children, I took in sewing, mending and alterations. I didn’t make much. I stayed home until the children were in school. I took a correspondence course and got a job as a secretary. I took dictation and pounded out letters on a manual typewriter. That was a good supplemental income. Our office switched to electric typewriters. They were nervous things and took some getting used to. I was used to hitting the keys hard. But once I got used to my machine, my fingers flew over the keys. And I’m enjoying my laptop. I’m encouraging my friends to get one. I’m already e-mailing over thirty people. I love it and I have you to thank.”


    “I’m glad you enjoy it.”


    “But Sybil hates it.”


    “I shouldn’t say this,” said Mallory, “but from what you and Barbara said about Sybil, I think she needs professional help.”


    “Obviously,” said Penelope. “If someone is suffering from a physical ailment, they see a doctor. If someone is in an accident, an ambulance is summoned and the injured party is taken to a hospital. But mental illness is denied, no matter how miserable the person is. It’s tragic, but what can I do?”


    “I’ll tell you a story.” Mallory shared Cassie’s journal entry regarding Winifred, the globe lamp, and Reverend Jan. “Jan called an ambulance, spoke with the doctor, and Win got help.”


    Penelope sighed. “That’s what it would take to get help for Sybil. I’d have to have an ally and come up with a plot.”


    “Barbara’s a nurse and she knows Sybil. Would she help?”


    “Maybe. But if we succeeded in getting her help, she may refuse to take medication.”


    “You’d have to be firm. If she wants to continue living with you, she has to take her medication, otherwise she’ll have to move to a nursing home.”


    “A fine idea, although Sybil can be so recalcitrant that she’d live on the street before she’d take medication.”


    “Maybe your pastor would have some suggestions about getting help.”


    “I’ll talk to him. I’ll even share the story about Winifred, although he’d probably frown on anything so drastic, not that Cass planned it. It was a serendipitous occurrence.”


    Mallory was impressed by Penelope’s insight. The Universe is in control. “How do Sybil’s friends feel about her behavior?”


    “Her friends don’t have much to do with her since she changed churches. I can’t blame them. She’s changed since she ‘got religion.’ She drove them away with her preachifying and her judgmentalism. I can’t stand her myself when she’s on one of her self-righteous rants. I’m hearing them everyday since I bought the laptop.”


    “Is she dangerous to you or to herself?”


    “It could come to that,” said Penelope. “I lock my door at night.”


    “Maybe her friends could help.”


    “I’ll talk to them, but they fear her too. She’s caustic and unreasonable.”


    “I wish I could help you,” said Mallory.


    “You’ve brought a ray of sunshine into my life,” said Penelope. “I love my children, but Sybil has problems and Conrad is stuffy. I don’t know how Barbara can stand him. At least their children have personalities.”


    The waiter asked if they wanted dessert. Penelope declined. “I made almond cookies today. I thought we could have them with iced tea.”


    On the way back to the house, Penelope took Mallory on a tour of Gaspar, past the schools, through the park and downtown.


    “I thought Sybil was at a church meeting tonight,” said Penelope as they drove past a dark store front, “but it looks like no one’s there. Maybe they had their prayer meeting at someone’s house.”


    Mallory carried the laptop to the house for Penelope. As they stepped inside, Penelope gasped. “Someone’s been here.”


    Mallory looked in the formal parlor, appalled by the devastation she saw. They heard a crash from the rear of the house.


    “Someone’s still here,” said Mallory guiding her outside. “Do you have a cell phone?”


    “No.”


    “Where’s your phone?”


    “By the stairwell.”


    “Wait on the porch.” Mallory entered the house and called 9-1-1. She kept her voice low, not wanting to reveal her presence to the intruder. As she hung up, a woman came from the back of the house. On seeing Mallory, she hurried toward her.


    “Where is it?” she screamed. “I feel its power. I’ll destroy it.”


    Mallory backed toward the door. “What are you looking for?”


    “The devil’s device that connects my mother to hell.”


    “Her laptop?”


    “Satan’s mouthpiece,” said the woman. “Where is it?”


    “Maybe she hid it in the oven.” If she goes to the kitchen, I can break for the door.


    “Liar! I looked there. Where’s my mother?”


    “Isn’t she here? I came to visit her.”


    “When I find her, I’ll find her infernal contraption.”


    The door opened. Penelope confronted the mad woman. “What do you think you’re doing, Sybil?”


    “Where is it? It must be destroyed.”


    “You’ll never find it.”


    Sybil roared, picked up a crystal vase, and hurled it toward her mother. It struck the wall behind her, showering them with shards of glass. Sybil pitched a candleholder at them. Mallory deflected it with her purse and it crashed onto the floor.


    As Sybil searched for another missile, Mallory lunged toward her, grabbing her wrists. Using her foot, she tripped her, knocking her to the floor. Penelope unplugged the phone cord from the wall and helped Mallory bind Sybil’s hands. She could hear sirens approaching.


    As Mallory rose, she felt a fragment of glass slice into her hand. She stared at the blood.


    “You’re cut,” said Penelope.


    “I’ll be all right,” said Mallory.


    Penelope opened the door as a police car stopped on the street. “Call an ambulance,” she called to the officers as they got out of the car.


    The officers ran up the steps. “What happened, ma’am?”


    “My daughter is mentally ill. She vandalized the house looking for my laptop because she believes it’s demonic. She attacked my niece and me. She would’ve killed us if Mallory hadn’t subdued her.”


    “You’ll burn in hell,” screamed Sybil.


    One of the officers looked through the house while the other helped Mallory and Penelope to wicker chairs on the porch. He looked at Mallory’s hand.


    “You’re going to need stitches,” he said.


    “Sybil will get help, won’t she?” said Mallory. “She didn’t know what she was doing.”


    “She’s insane,” said Penelope. “Even if she gets treatment, she can’t live here.”


    “Did she do all this?” asked the officer.


    “Yes. I haven’t seen the house beyond the front door.”


    The ambulance arrived. The officer escorted Mallory to the vehicle and helped an EMT with the stretcher while the other tended to Mallory’s hand.


    “You need to take it easy for a few days,” the EMT said. “Nothing strenuous. Elevate your hand when you sleep and whenever else you can. The stitches can come out in ten days. You have some minor cuts on your face. Keep them clean and they’ll heal in a couple of days. How are you feeling?”


    “Exhausted.”


    “You should lie down.”


    “I don’t know if there’s any place to lie down,” she said. “Sybil trashed the first floor.”


    The other EMT and a police officer rolled the gurney bearing Sybil to the ambulance. Mallory noticed that even though she was asleep, she was restrained.


    “What’ll happen to her?” asked Mallory.


    “It depends on how she responds to treatment,” said the officer. “How are you feeling? Can you make a statement?”


    “If I can do it sitting down.”


    The officer helped her to the porch. Mallory explained she had only recently become acquainted with Penelope.


    “She’s your only family?”


    “To my knowledge. She’s helping me look for my mother. She can’t remember her maiden name. Sybil remembers but she refuses to tell. She thinks I’m a fraud.”


    Mallory described what happened and they concluded the interview. The officer helped her inside and put a cushion on a chair so she could sit.


    Penelope was on the phone, having reattached the cord. “My insurance agent,” she said hanging up. “He’ll be here soon. How are you, dear?”


    “A little shaky. I’ll be fine once I’ve rested.”


    Penelope put the cushions on the davenport and sat. “She would’ve killed me if you hadn’t been here. You saved my life.”


    “You could also say I brought this upon you,” said Mallory. “Sybil attacked you because of your laptop. You wouldn’t have bought one if I hadn’t entered your life.”


    “Nonsense,” said Penelope. “No one can live his life second-guessing what may or may not have happened in a situation. It’ll make you crazy. I’m glad you found me.”


    Before Mallory could respond, the door opened. Barbara entered.


    “Are you all right, Mother?”


    “Thanks to Mallory, but she has a serious laceration on her hand.”


    “You look dreadful.”


    “I need to rest before I go home.”


    “You shouldn’t be driving.”


    “Where’s Conrad?” said Penelope.


    “He’s in a meeting. I couldn’t reach him, so I left a note on the kitchen table.”


    “I’m sure he’ll rush right over,” said Penelope. “My insurance agent is coming. We can start cleaning up after he leaves.”


    “Is the whole house like this?”


    “I haven’t been upstairs. My room should be all right. I keep it locked.”


    “Why?”


    “Sybil’s psychotic. I fear she’ll kill me in my sleep. Look what she did here.”


    “Sybil did this?”


    “She was looking for my laptop. She thinks it’s demonic and I’m possessed.”


    “Where is she?”


    “On her way to the hospital.” Penelope described what happened. “She’s not coming back. She’s needed help for a long time and she’s going to get it.”


    Mallory heard footsteps on the porch. A man came in the open door.


    “What a mess,” he said. “Sybil’s work?”


    “That’s what I told you on the phone,” said Penelope.
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