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I cuddled in bed at midnight, Ninja purring on my chest and blocking my view of Pride and Prejudice—delightful stuff, what my dreams were made of, Mr. Darcy and all that. 

Somebody pounded on my front door. 

All the fear that could rack the frame of a female who lives alone did so at that moment. I lay frozen, then summoned my courage and climbed out of bed, grabbed a robe, tiptoed to the living room, and peered out the picture window. Even with the porch light on, it was dim out there. I couldn’t identify the person on my steps but could tell she was a fellow female, about my age. She was facing the street as if poised to flee. 

My heart slowed a little as I figured that, by leveraging my womanly hips and butt, I could wrestle this adversary to the ground if need be. I opened the inner oak door and quickly locked the plexiglass storm door. With the lesser protection between me and the unknown, my heart was beating fast again.

At the click of the lock, the woman turned. I gasped. She had a black eye and a scab on her cheekbone.

“Tricia, it’s me,” she said, “Meg Palmer—Meg Rush in high school ...”

Memories of Meg, one of the most popular girls in my school, rushed in. She hadn’t been intentionally cruel to me. It’s just that, as chief editor of the school newspaper, and me only a reporter, she hadn’t seemed to register my existence. 

“Hi, Meg.” The storm door was still shut against her. Was it lack of manners that I hesitated to open up to someone with cuts and bruises at midnight? No, it was abject fear. If I invited her in, I would be involved in her cuts and bruises, and my life would change. I liked my life the way it was. But then the story of the good Samaritan came to mind. Meg must be desperate to have turned up at this hour, I thought. I’d been a woman newly widowed, alone and vulnerable in the world, not that long ago. Women had helped me, and now it was my turn.

Besides, as a journalist, I was curious. 

At last I said, “Come in” and swung the storm door open wide. “Are you alright? What happened?” I peered behind her. Nobody lurking in the shadows as far as I could see, but I was glad to get her off the street. And worried about our safety.

As she stepped in, she touched her cheek. I closed and locked the oak door behind us. She was enviably trim, maybe too thin. Her hair was pulled back sleekly into a small bun at the nape of her neck. I noticed a hefty diamond on her left hand, and her purse flashed a dangling designer logo. It was midnight, but she was carefully made up, at least on the good eye. Except for the black eye, she was as pretty as she had been in high school, but not as confident. It was as if the inner magneto that had generated her charm and strength had lost half its power.

“I slipped and fell.” 

I thought to myself, of course you did. But I went along with it for the time being.

“Let me get some ice for your eye.”

“Don’t worry, I iced it when it first happened. But ... could I use your bathroom for a minute?” 

“Of course. It’s right there.” My house is a small Cape Cod, and it is not hard to find the bathroom. Meg disappeared, and I heard her lock the door. I waited, looking out the picture window. A car glided past, the white beams of its headlights slicing the blackness. Was that her abuser searching for her? My nerves were jumping.

When at last she emerged, her eyes were puffy and red, and the makeup on the unbruised eye was smudged. 

I smiled my biggest welcome, a bit belatedly, I know, but this was all so unexpected. And it was midnight. And I was alone. 

“Let me get you some herbal tea. Or something stronger?”

“Thanks, tea would be nice. Listen, I’m sorry to bother you so late.”

“It’s okay, as a reporter I work in the wee hours often. I’m used to it.”

“I was thinking all day about calling on you and didn’t make up my mind until a little while ago. Then I saw your porch light on, so I figured you were up.”

“It’s okay, don’t worry. Come to the kitchen, we can talk there.” 

I could imagine the battle she had fought within herself all day, whether to ask for help or not. I knew from experience with domestic violence, and from writing about it for newspapers, that she must be confused to the point of losing all sense of social judgment, knocking on doors at midnight. 

Meg followed me to the kitchen, and I was pleased the day’s dishes were done, which wasn’t always the case. I liked things tidy for company, even in the middle of the night. 

I just hoped we wouldn’t need to open the microwave. 

“Please, sit down.” I gestured toward the small maple table by the window. Meg was my first visitor since my concussion a few months ago. My work as a reporter had brought me into contact with some rough folks in Borough Hall, and after that incident I had resolved to steer clear of violent people. But here was violence again, one of its victims sitting at my kitchen table. What if her abuser was out looking for her? I breathed a tiny prayer for protection for both of us. 

The kettle chirped, so I made a pot of mint tea and brought two mugs to the table. 

“Honey or sugar?” 

Meg declined both and sat hunched over the scented steam. Her fingers trembled as she wrapped them around her mug. 

I desperately wanted to hear why she was knocking on my door in the middle of the night but thought that a gentle chat, using the most relaxed interviewing technique I knew—to ask about the distant past—would get the conversation started. It was non-threatening and would help create rapport. Then Meg would surely get around to telling me what was on her mind.

“I haven’t seen you in ages,” I said. “What have you been up to? Start with what you did after high school.”

“I went to University of Chicago.” She pulled her mug toward her. “I studied creative writing.”

“Lucky you! I write too. I’m a reporter now, did you know? I use my maiden name.”

“Yes, I looked you up yesterday in the phone book after I saw your byline in the Central Jersey Sentinel. ‘Dateline: PASSAIC, NJ, June 1, 1992 – By Tricia Maguire.’ It was impressive.”

I plopped backward in my chair, pleased. “Oh really? Which story was that?”

“About the Andover Tract becoming Green Acres land. I live on Laurel Way.”

With that, Meg was letting me know that she lived in a house worth at least two million dollars. His and hers walk-in closets, libraries, and three- or four-car garages were bare necessities in these homes. In short, her entry hall was bigger than my living room. Wow, Meg had done something right to end up on Laurel Way. And now something was going wrong.

“Did you get married?” Single people didn’t live in palaces like that, or if they did, they ghosted around in vast spaces alone.

She nodded. “Dennis is an investment banker.”

So he was at the top of the food chain, and by association, so was she. I twisted sideways in my seat, envying her. Some people were born to rule, and Meg seemed to be one of them. I, on the other hand, was one of those who seemed to be doomed to working feverishly and never getting recognized or rewarded. 

“Dennis and I enjoy a lot of things together. We go to Europe every year. We were in Venice last spring.” She fingered the rock on her left hand.

I felt another stab of envy. Of all the places in the world I wanted to go, that was number one, but I never had the money. The house always needed a new furnace or some other thing I considered vital. Come to think of it, buying those new living room curtains might sink Venice faster for me than the Adriatic ever would.  

“Dennis is very good to me.” 

Yes, I thought, and sometimes he’s a nasty son of a gun.

“We’re going to Paris soon. We leave in two weeks.” 

“That’s nice,” I said, trying to be supportive rather than envious of her means.

“I’m very comfortable, the way I live. I don’t have to work, so I volunteer. When I feel up to it.”

She was reviewing her life, probably more for her benefit than mine. At this rate of confession, we would be up all night while she told me about extravagant Christmas presents from Dennis: the furs, the cars, the jewels, ad nauseum. I couldn’t help it, I wanted to get down to the nitty gritty. But again, exhibiting patience was the priority.

“Dennis is on the board of directors of the Museum of Modern Art. In New York City.”

I felt my eyebrows arch on my forehead. He had to be a very talented and well-connected man to have a position like that.

“Wonderful,” I said.

“He’s a trustee at our church,” she said, and I cringed. An abuser in church. Yay. 

“We really have an American-dream kind of life,” she said in a dull voice. 

“Terrific.” 

But then Meg’s eyes filled with tears. They ran down both cheeks and created a shiny purple path under her bruised eye.

“He’s getting impatient with me.” She grabbed a napkin from the holder on the table, folded it, and twisted it around her index finger. The tip turned purplish. She went silent. Admitting to cracks in the beautiful picture she had been verbally painting would add to the agony that had driven her here tonight.

She must have finally decided to trust me because she looked up at me with sea-green eyes and the words all tumbled out.

“I don’t have much energy, the house is a mess, and I can’t get pregnant.” Her shoulders shook with a sob. “He’s so disappointed.”

Since Meg was my age, she too was facing her biological clock. 

“He’s hitting you,” I said, desperate to keep any inflection of judgment out of my voice. I didn’t want to lose her.

She stiffened at those words. Then she slumped, and she nodded. “He’s away on business or I couldn’t have come.” She dropped the tightened napkin, grabbed yet another one, and twisted that one tight. “I fought with myself all day—all evening—whether to come here.”

And ask for help, I finished her sentence silently. “How long has this been happening?”

She winced. Her shoulders lifted closer to her ears, and her lips tightened. She stared at the table, or maybe at nothing, then met my gaze. “About two years ago he got a big promotion. I went into the city to meet him and celebrate. He had a lot to drink, and when we got home, he saw the clutter I’d left all over the house and got so angry. He punched me in the arm. It didn’t show.”

“But men should never hit women. It’s a fundamental law of civilization.”

“I know.” She stirred her tea slowly, the spoon clanking against the sides of the earthenware mug. “And since then I just haven’t felt like doing much. I get up late, put the television on. I thought at this point in life I would have kids, but the house seems so empty. I just can’t ... pull myself together.”

“Could be depression, Meg. The sleep, the lethargy—those are common symptoms. There’s help for you. Why don’t you see a doctor?”

She shook her head. “I don’t have the money to visit a doctor. Dennis gives me grocery money, but that’s it.”

“What? Are you serious?” My anger at Dennis had been growing with each revelation and now was hard to conceal. “The controlling son of a—.”

“—Well, I see a someone regularly—for fertility. Dennis just writes a check. I don’t know what he would do if I saw another doctor without asking him first.”

I was appalled. Since my husband Tommy’s death, I’d been making my own decisions, pursuing my own friendships, building a career, and seeing whatever doctor I pleased. It was sad, how abuse had diminished Meg to a dependent little girl. All in the name of what? Dennis Palmer’s need to control? For all her status and big house and travel, I wouldn’t trade places with her. 

“Meg, what you’re up against, you can’t handle by yourself.”

Fresh tears ran down the purple path. “I know. I guess that’s why I’m here. When I saw your byline and read your article, I thought to myself, Tricia’s a reporter. She knows the area, the services available for people like me. I didn’t know who else to turn to. My mother’s dead, my sister and I aren’t speaking, and my girlfriends—well, somehow I’ve lost touch with all but one, and she’s well off and happy. I’ve hidden ... Dennis ... from her. She doesn’t know.”

But I could bet that the friend suspected and wasn’t sure how to help.

I felt badly for Meg’s isolation and figured that at her level of income and society, to admit to an abuse problem was to lose face and status. I felt sorry for her.

“Listen, I’m not an expert, but there’s expert help for you. There’s a battered women’s shelter in the Somerset Hills. They have psychologists and resources. There’s a number in the phone book. Will you call them? They can get you into a shelter. Maybe not tonight, but if they can’t take you right away, you can stay here until they can.”

Wait. What did I just say? Did I really want to get that involved and have an abusive husband trying to break in on us? Speaking of which ... 

“Meg, your life is in danger. You know that, don’t you? You’re caught in a deadly situation. Domestic violence always escalates.”

I leaned back stiffly in my chair, tension at having no special training or skills for this situation making me ache.

Meg gave me a shy, sidelong glance. “Dennis works so hard, he faces so much competition for advancement, younger people want his job, his boss demands so much.”

“All that’s probably true, but it doesn’t give him the right to punch you. You need to make a decision. It could save your life.” 

“I know we have problems. But I love him ...”

I took a sip of my tea and thought of Tommy, of how lucky I’d been that he hadn’t been a violent drunk—well, except for that time he smashed my car window with a pickaxe. I wasn’t in the car at the time, but the abuse had rocked me. He died not long after. I was sorry but also relieved that at least he had not sunk to the point of stalking me in my own home, terrorizing me with his fists. 

Meg’s spoon clinked within her mug, again and again, as I waited. Finally I spoke up.

“Let’s call the help line.” It was a wee bit pushy of me, but then again, Meg’s life was at stake.

She showed no sign of having heard me. She just stared into her tea. I could imagine the battle raging within her. Trading a king-size bed in a palace for a cot in a women’s shelter was a giant step down. Going from being the wife of an investment banker to being a divorced woman alone was a long fall from grace.

But her potential as a human being—her very life—was at stake. She could hardly thrive while she cringed in fear of her husband beating her. I hoped she would find some spark, some defiance, some God-given courage to strike out on her own. I waited a full, excruciating minute, which was not easy. Then I broke the silence.

“Meg, I’m going to call the help line. Just for information’s sake.” She looked up at me, wary. I reached for the phone book and flipped open the cover. The number was among the crisis hotlines on the first page. I dialed. Meg looked down at her tea, or maybe at nothing at all.

“Somerset Hills Women’s Help Line,” said a woman’s alto voice. “Is this an emergency?”

I was relieved to connect with help in this difficult situation.

“I need some information,” I said. “I have a friend who’s thinking of getting out of an abusive relationship. She’s very scared and not sure what to do. I wondered, do you have any beds at the shelter tonight?”

“I can put you in touch with them. If they don’t have room, we’ll put you in another one. We never turn anyone away.”

“Thanks. Can you hold a moment? I’d like to put my friend on the line.”

“Yes, but just for a minute.” 

I covered the mouthpiece with my hand. “They have room for you.”

Still Meg stared, this time down the hallway. Her earth-shattering decision, to take the first steps toward splitting up her marriage, was taking time. I couldn’t tie up the line for some other woman calling for help. 

“Sorry, we’ll have to call you back.” I hung up, feeling heavily responsible for Meg. How was I going to rest easy until she had escaped her abuser?

I took the liberty of grasping her thin hand. Her knuckles were mountains under my thumb. 

“Listen, it will only get worse. You know that, don’t you?” She bit her lip and nodded miserably into her mug. I dreaded what she would go home to. I felt such urgency for Meg to get free. “Save yourself! Get out while you still have some ability to plan, so you can survive.”

Meg fumbled with her car keys, which clanked on the table, working on my nerves that were already stretched to a painful degree in frustration with her. 

I waited, tense, worried about her life.

Finally she focused her tear-filled gaze on me. She looked at me for the longest time. Then something flickered in her eyes—she had made a decision.

She pulled her hand away. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can!” 

She sighed and stood up, swaying a bit, placing one hand on the table for support. She was exhausted as well as bruised.

“I really can’t.”

I felt frustrated with her, but I had to accept her decision. It was the worst she could have made. There was only one other thing I could do to help. “If you have no objection, I’ll pray for you.”

“Okay,” she replied. “I don’t believe in God, but ... I guess a prayer won’t hurt.”

“I didn’t believe in him either, until I was desperate, and he was there.” I reflected that the Gift of Desperation, G.O.D., about Tommy was the best gift I’d ever gotten. Like some longtimers in the Twelve Steps, I could now thank God for my problem/addict/addiction, because it had led me to my Higher Power.

She shrugged. “Well, sorry I bothered you tonight. Thanks for answering the door. I think I’ll go home now.” She took her mug to the sink, her shoulders sagging.

As gently as possible, feeling that I had to treat Meg gingerly, I said, “If you change your mind about going to the shelter, call me. Or call the domestic violence hotline. It’s on the first page of the phone book.”

She didn’t answer but walked slowly toward the door. I opened it for her, feeling that I had let her down. She stepped into the night.

“Call me any time,” I said. “Can I call you?”

She whirled on the porch, her eyes wide with terror. “No!” she barked. “Don’t ever!” She went down the steps and turned at the bottom to tell me fiercely, “I’ll call you.” 

And she was gone.
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Chapter 2
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I slowly turned out the lights in my little cottage, except for the reading light next to my bed. I knelt and said a prayer for Meg, then climbed in. To calm down, I read some Psalms for a while and pictured myself putting Meg into Higher Power’s loving hands. He could help her where I could not. At long last I relaxed and slept.

In the morning the alarm woke me long before I felt rested. My body ached as I faced the day. I had an interview to do at the Museum of Historic Tools and Crafts in Passaic, my little village. A new curator, Samantha Scarborough, had recently been hired, and it was my job, as a journalist at the Central Jersey Sentinel, to find out what her vision for the museum was. It would be a fun assignment—if I woke up enough to bring some personal jazz to it.

I sat down at the dining room table to do my spiritual start for the day. But my elbows dug into the pink tablecloth while I held my head in my hands. Weariness flowed up and down my frame and saturated every part of me. Helping other people, or trying to help, took energy.

Ink splotches of every color, made by my errant pens on the tablecloth during various journal- and novel-writing sessions, accused me of carelessness as I blearily considered today’s assignment.

I would have pursued it at my old job on the Passaic Press, but I was now working for a more prestigious paper, a daily instead of a weekly. And the Sentinel was owned by a national chain, so if I did well, I could move to a big city.

But what I really wanted, when I admitted my flaming ambition to myself, was to move up to The New York Times and tool around in the greatest city on earth, looking for stories—oh, I so loved stories—and having a coterie of friends who also worked at the Times. Being a peer among the best of the best, which is what my parents instilled in me—you must distinguish yourself in life. I wanted it so bad, it felt like a taut bungee cord hooked to my core, pulling me inexorably toward the city. 

But then again, I wasn’t sure I wanted to move to New York, which I would have to do to be a reporter there. The trains to New Jersey stopped running at midnight, but writing and editing at daily newspapers ended much later than that. How could I work in the wee hours in the city and nurture a romantic relationship here? I had one that was like a tender little seedling, just beginning to stretch toward sunlight, and I wanted to be around to nurture it. 

To think more clearly about it, I went to make coffee. As I watched the dark liquid shimmer with each drip, I remembered light shimmering on Tommy as he sat in his big leather armchair one evening, waiting for me to get home from night school. He sat in a circle of light cast by a lamp standing behind his chair. I knew he had been drinking—driving home, I’d hoped he’d be asleep by the time I got there—and I dreaded a confrontation. I simply could not help wishing he would be kind to me for once, about me studying English literature, about my dreams of becoming a writer. But sight of a nearly empty bottle, backlit by the lamp, warned me.

“Did you write the Great American Novel tonight,” he said.

That hurt. I felt all the joy of being in class evaporate as I tried to get past him, but he caught a chunk of my skirt. It was a favorite and I wasn’t willing for it to be ripped, so I stopped. “We can talk about it in the morning.” 

“I’m helping you finish your degree so you can work. Not write your twaddle.”

“I do work. I’m not freeloading on you.”

“I don’t mean secretary. I want you to make real money. Advertising or something with a big salary.”

So this was why he helped me pay for night school. Nothing to do with him seeing my potential to make my dreams come true. Just for cold money. So he could retire early and drink. I felt my bruised heart close tight just as strongly as I felt his tug on my skirt. My soul was wild with resentment for his drinking, his nastiness, his sarcasm. Men don’t cherish women’s dreams, I thought. I felt alone on the planet, standing just outside the lamp’s circle of light, here in the living room with my husband lit up beside me. He was against me, not for me, and I was sick of it. I would have to divorce the drunken sot as soon as school was over or be overwhelmed in his tide of abuse. 

Two months after graduation Tommy was diagnosed with a terminal brain tumor. I decided to see my wedding vows through and eventually had to quit my job to be his nurse. My dreams to be a storyteller were buried in a calendar jammed with doctors and hospital stays. When he did die just months later, I saw an ad in the local paper, the Passaic Press, for a reporter. And my dream of finding stories and distinguishing myself in the newspaper realm slowly resurrected itself. Ten years had gone by, and recently I’d move to the Sentinel. Now what about The New York Times?

But I pictured the man I’d met recently. He appeared to be in the same romantic league as Jane Austen’s Darcy, and I was slowly getting to know him. Justin Hardy, what a fine, manly name. After experiencing the good in marriage—though with Tommy, the duration of that period had been rather fleeting—I yearned for those benefits again: to snuggle, to romp with a man in bed, to feel that sense of closeness with another human, to share my life, to create a meaning bigger than myself. With Justin, there was potential for courtship and marriage and I did want to have children. Could I trade in the chance of having a family for a chance to live and work in New York City, to fulfill dreams? I longed for the glory of saying I was a journalist for The New York Times ...

My burning ambitions were being complicated by a relationship. I didn’t want to end up fastened to that bungee cord and dangling from the spire of The Times building all alone. I’d built a good life as a young widow these last ten years but feared I’d be solitary to the end of my days.

Would Justin cherish my dreams of becoming a great writer? But my experience with Tommy told me men didn’t, that at worst they didn’t care, at best my ambition would get buried in the avalanche of compromise he expected in marriage. 

I opened a dining hutch drawer and pulled out the resume I’d written to get the Sentinel job. I had described the murder I’d solved at Borough Hall. I wanted to expand that resume, list more scoops, be impressive, win accolades.

I sighed. Maybe, if Justin and I gelled, I would curtail my ambitions and just be a reporter in Central Jersey and write novels. But that thought panicked me. Don’t sell your dreams out, Trish! And yet ... family, babies, snuggles. I shoved the resume into my purse. Who knew what would happen? For today, I would just do my utmost as a journalist and novelist. Right here in Central Jersey. And be an interesting date. If Justin ever asked me out again.

With a fragrant mug of coffee in hand, I sat down once more at the dining room table. This time I would do my spiritual practice. I had started going to the Twelve Steps, Al-Anon in particular, when Tommy’s alcohol consumption became a problem (though it was a brain tumor that finished him off). Al-Anon is for people in relationship with someone not in recovery. At first I went to meetings hoping to save a man gone berserk with alcohol. But in the meetings I found out that I was equally crazy—I was obsessed with trying to change his behavior and attitudes. After his death I stayed in the Steps for more sanity and support in a rather insane world. 

On this particular morning I acted on Step Eleven: sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood him, asking only for knowledge of his will for us and the power to carry it out.

I meditated on a Psalm: “You hold me by my right hand, you guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will take me into glory.” These words always gave me a surge of happiness. This whole mess on earth, my achy-breaky life, widowed at 27, alone for a decade—it all meant something after all, only because of God and the joyous eternity he offers.

Then, from nowhere, the thought popped into mind that I really ought to clean my microwave.

Um. I let that thought drift away, just like you’re supposed to during meditation.

I prayed for Meg’s protection—for the wing of the Almighty to envelop her—and that I’d somehow be of help to her. Refreshed, energized, feeling like I’d sipped clear water at a sparkling stream, I showered, dressed, ate some cereal, and jumped in my car to head to the museum. 

It hunkered just up the road from my house on Main Street, near my town’s Borough Hall. I drove instead of walking because I felt in a hurry to get to the Sentinel afterward.

The sky sported puffy clouds moving in stately rows. They promised a lovely early-June day. I carefully checked the gardens of houses I passed and chuckled to myself, because none of them had as terrific a display of roses as my garden did. 

This town, I mused, was a funny little enclave, built on what used to be farmland—we still had a Farmer’s Grange, now a social center rather than a center for agricultural information. My town was not quite as fashionable as the suburbs that surrounded it, though all of us were bedroom communities for New York City. But the development of high-end homes, occupied by ambitious families, was dragging my little burg into the 90s. And when you got past appearances—big houses, high-end cars, a polished way of dressing with designer accessories—it had its share of human tragedy. Meg, for example.

I parked the car in the Borough Hall lot and walked across the street to the Museum of Historic Tools and Crafts. 

The building had been designed and constructed by a financier one hundred years ago as the town’s first library. He wanted to leave a legacy, and he did. Gray stone formed the walls, and arched ceilings elevated the interior into an uplifting experience. Stained glass windows commemorated science, books, and knowledge, and elaborate parquet floors invited people to wander. Just being in the beautiful building always gave me a warm feeling. This architect knew how to affirm humanity in the way he used space and light. I gave him kudos and opened the carved wooden doors.

The small reception area sported a mosaic tile floor and a wooden desk. Behind it sat a diminutive woman with silver hair and bright brown eyes behind silver wire-rimmed glasses. She looked at me over the glasses’ rims and smiled.

“Hi! Would you like a tour?”

“No, thanks, at least not yet. I have an appointment with Samantha Scarborough. I’m Tricia Maguire from the Central Jersey Sentinel.”

“The Sentinel? I read the Passaic Press.”

Nuts! Townspeople were often loyal to the local paper. Now that I had moved up in the world, from that paper to the Sentinel, I had to try to recruit her as one of my readers. “Well, we cover all of Central Jersey, so there’s more information about things to do in the area, coupons to area stores, and great stories about people who are doing things you’d never dream of.”

She waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, I get all that from the Press.” 

I felt defeated. This adorable woman was not going to read my stories, and that was that. Oh well.

“I’ll let Samantha know you’re here.” She dialed a number on her phone with beautiful hands—age-spotted, yes, but with lovely long fingers tipped by manicured nails. After I heard several faint rings of a telephone in the distance, she hung up.

“I’ll just go find her,” she said and walked briskly around the corner. I waited, admiring the parquet floor, wondering if anybody still knew how to create such a beautiful and inviting surface. I looked up at the arches overhead, marveling at how they intersected and crisscrossed each other. This architect had fun.

What was taking that woman so long?

A hideous shriek pierced the quiet of the museum. I hustled past the base of a wrought-iron spiral staircase, and I searched for where the scream had come from. Through a doorway beyond the stairs I could see an office strewn with papers and the docent I had just met leaning over a figure whose arms were sprawled across an antique wooden desk.

“There’s so much blood!” she said, distressed. “Quick, call an ambulance!”
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I entered the room, drawn by an irresistible urge to see for myself. I guess that’s what makes me a reporter, but it didn’t impress the silver-haired docent.

“Get an ambulance!” She shouted this time. I broke my gaze away from the woman slumped over the desk, the back of her head oozing blood, the desk blotter soaked with it. I turned and ran back to reception. At first I couldn’t get an outside line. But I jabbed at buttons, cursing modern technology, and finally was able to reach 911.

“I think it’s murder,” I said when the dispatcher picked up. I must have sounded like a nut.

“What? Where are you?” he asked.

“The Museum—you know, Historic Tools and Crafts,” I said dully, pictures of the woman’s bloodied head swimming before my eyes. “Hurry. I guess there’s a chance. That she’s still alive, I mean.” When had I lost all power to think about what I was saying? I couldn’t put a sentence together.

Minutes later I heard a siren. What a relief to live in a civilized country. Though what had happened to that woman was hardly civilized.

Back at the office, the silver-haired woman still stood behind the victim.

“They’re on their way,” I said, and just then a policeman rushed into the room. I was stunned by what had happened, but not so stunned that I didn’t notice he was all chest and shoulders, tall, and looked wonderful in a uniform. Another siren sounded outside and a minute later a short, skinny policeman came in. The contrast between the two men could not have been more stark.

The tall one slid his fingers under the woman’s blood-soaked hair to check for a pulse at her neck.

“She’s still alive,” he said. 

I looked out the office window. An ambulance parked, and three first-aid squad members in white came tumbling out. They hurried up the walk and burst in a moment later.

“Ma’am, would you wait outside,” said a heavy woman in white pants—an unfortunate fashion choice—I know there are more important things, but just saying. There was nothing they were doing that I could report in the newspaper—anything I wrote about this crime scene would be ghoulish. So I complied. Reluctantly. 

But not completely. I didn’t go out of the building but wandered among the display cases, looking at, but not really seeing, the tools and implements that people in days past wielded to wrest a living out of the wilderness. I would have to come back another day to study the collection. Right now, my mind jumped with questions. Who had hit the woman? Would the poor soul be well enough to wake up and identify her assailant? Why would anyone do such a thing? How would her family feel? What a shock for them. Here their loved one is, working in a small New Jersey town, safe from the muggery of the big cities, and she gets clobbered anyway. 

I rounded a display case full of tools having to do with shoeing horses and saw the three emergency medical technicians wheeling a stretcher away. I moved to the door of the office and poked my head in.

“Ma’am, you can’t come in here. This is a crime scene,” the robust policeman said.

“Ma’am, you’ll have to go too,” the smaller cop said to the silver-haired docent, who was standing just inside the office door, looking numb with shock. She exited and gestured to me.

“I’m all shook up. I’m going to make myself a cup of tea. Do you want one?”

I nodded and clattered after her, down a wooden spiral staircase set within a paneled alcove, into the basement. This area was finished with industrial carpet and ceiling tiles with recessed lighting. Giant display cases, the nearest one devoted to the tools of barrel making, stood tall. Set in one wall was a heavy iron door with “Vault” stenciled on it in an old-fashioned typeface with gold leaf. What did a former library need with a vault? Oh well.

The docent led me to a door marked “Employees Only” and welcomed me forward.

“I’m Virginia Hopewell, by the way,” she said. “And you’re—” 

“Tricia Maguire. Central Jersey Sentinel,” I reminded her.

“We’ve had quite a morning. No wonder I’ve forgotten your name.”

“Is she going to be all right?” I asked. I hoped that Virginia would be talkative, not give me the silent treatment just because I was from the press.

“The technicians said her vital signs are very low. She’s just barely alive.”

“I’m so sorry—hope she makes it.” Then I thought of a fact I needed to confirm. “That was Samantha Scarborough, the new curator, in the office?”

“Oh yes, poor thing.” Virginia poured a cup of coffee for me and a cup of tea for herself. She opened a miniature fridge and offered me milk. As I poured a dab into my coffee, reflecting on the woman’s tenuous hold on life, a man in a red and black buffalo-checked shirt came in. He was also wore black jeans and lumberjack boots, like he’d just stepped out of an outdoorsmen’s catalog. 

“What happened?” he asked her.

“I found Samantha with her head all bloody,” she answered shakily and filled him in.

“You know, there’s nobody at the front desk,” the man said. 

She drew her breath in sharply. “Nobody guarding our treasures! Yes, I’d better get back. But first—Matt, this is Tricia Maguire, a reporter from the Central Jersey Sentinel. Tricia, this is Matt Morgan, our caretaker and handyman.”

He looked competent, as a handyman should. My mind wandered off, as it tends to do. What credentials did a person present to get this kind of job? Did they give a tour of the interior of their own home, with everything, including doorknobs, in fine working order? I gave myself a mental shake. Trish, I said to myself, you can’t ask about his credentials, and of course he won’t explain. The way people don’t reveal all the mysteries about themselves right away—and most likely never will—unless I were to be a bit nosy—has been a major annoyance to me for a long time. 

He did not fit in at all with the polished appearance that most people in Passaic maintained. He looked rugged and outdoorsy and interesting and capable—and with wild black curly hair on top, and a wild look about his whole person—capable of anything. Intriguing. I wasn’t sure where I stood with Justin exactly, among the pantheon of women who probably were bringing him, a widower, their best casseroles. So I checked this man’s left hand. He brought it up to scratch his ear. No ring. But that didn’t mean much. 

Virginia had excused herself and hurried out of the room. Matt poured himself a cup of coffee and added two packets of sugar. He sat at a table for two, apart from me, his muscular frame commanding his chair.

As long as he was here, I’d interview him for the newspaper. Novel idea. Before I got out pen and notebook, I’d ease him into it. With that wildness, he had the air of someone who needed easing.

“Samantha’s so new—had you met her yet?” I sipped my coffee.

He gave me a look of suspicion. “Are you interviewing me for the newspaper? I’d rather not.” His abruptness took me back a little.

“You can get a statement from our chairman of the board, Dorothy Anderson,” he added, trying to be a little helpful, I guess. “She’s in the phone book. On Maple Street.”

He sipped his coffee, and I thought of more questions I’d like to ask but knew I couldn’t. Like, what do you do at home in the evenings? Putter? Read? Do we have books in common? I kept trying to think of something I could actually say and came up with very little, but my reporter’s instincts wouldn’t let me give up without digging for more.

“How long have you been working here?”

“Three years. Don’t put that in the paper.” 

My, this guy was taciturn, bordering on rude. Maybe he wasn’t potential husband material after all. I thought of Justin and felt bad that I had been unfaithful (in a tiny way) by being interested in Matt. Then I felt bad that I felt bad, that I’d felt unfaithful even though Justin and I were only in a preliminary dating phase—just a few dates so far—and all I’d done was wonder if Matt were married. And how he spent his evenings. Um, I was sinking into a weird think-soup fast. Time for a reality check.

He sipped his coffee, slurping loudly. There’s reality for you, I thought, and yuck, he was definitely off my list. But then again, he could fix things ... my house always needed work ... I’d figure this out later. Right now I had a job to do.

“What exactly do you do for the museum?”

“Climb ladders, squeeze under sinks, fix doorknobs. Handyman. Don’t put that in the paper.” He cupped his mug with fingers that were thick with the strength to twist tools.

“I’m not putting it in the paper,” I said. “See? No pen, no notebook.” Then I gave myself a good mental thump. I might need the information later to round out a story. Yeah, Trish, like, what information? I chided myself. What story? That there’s a handyman at the museum? That’s the kind of news people pay subscriptions for, sure thing, I told myself scathingly. Come on, honey, you’ve got to come up with more than that.

“What projects did Samantha want to start in the museum?” I asked

“I don’t know. She wasn’t around long enough to start anything.”

“But what were her plans? Did she have a staff meeting and announce them?”

“Ask Dorothy Anderson.” He abruptly sat back in his seat, and the chair squeaked in protest.

“What kind of person is Samantha?” I asked.

“She’s a nice lady. Now don’t quote me.” This time he looked angry. 

I’d had enough. Interviewing Matt Morgan was like repeatedly grazing a fender on a concrete highway divider. I would just bounce off, with new scrapes and dents each time.

“Well, enjoy your coffee,” I said and headed for the wooden stairs. Spiraling upward, I glanced back. Matt was watching me ascend. Did he have a guilty conscience over the way he’d treated me, or was he admiring the view? Another mystery I’d never solve.

Emerging from the circular stairwell, I saw Samantha’s office was cordoned off with crime-scene tape. Inside, people in white suits were dusting the room for fingerprints. Had I touched anything? My prints were already on file with the police because of something that happened this past winter. I prayed I wouldn’t get sucked into the police investigation. 

I had my own to conduct.
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Virginia Hopewell sat dutifully at her desk near the front door, though she told me she had locked it, under police orders, to keep out visitors. I hoped she’d be willing to answer questions from the press. I took out my notebook and pen to show I intended to proceed “on the record.” With her peaceful air, she had the look of someone who might not mind helping a reporter.

I was dying to get to the incisive questions, tensed like a long jumper ready to lunge beyond the mark. But it behooved me, and the story I would write, to build rapport first, to begin with questions on uncontroversial topics instead of leaping to the tough questions. Virginia was not likely accustomed to being interviewed by the press. Chatting about the things on display in the museum seemed like a good way to get her to open up about the workings this place. I was eager to get to the good stuff. Patience, Trish, I admonished myself.

“What’s your favorite tool here?” I asked. As I said it, my opener felt trite after what had happened to Samantha. Come on, Trish, think!

“Oh, I think it’s the bark spud. It was used to separate bark from logs. We own two of them, each different, because they were forged by hand.”

Well, that had actually turned out okay. But it left a question hanging. 

“What do you like about them specifically?”

“Their shape. They have graceful blades on the end. And they’re a symbol of how hard people had to work years ago. After they stripped the logs, they would build a house with them. Incredible.” 

Virginia seemed enthusiastic about the tools, which to my eye were primitive, almost as primitive as arrowheads chipped into shape by prehistoric peoples. Take the display of flatirons I’d passed, for example. Talk about crude. I was thankful nobody expected me to iron acres of a cotton skirt with a fifteen-pound hunk of metal that I had to heat on an open fire in July—and do it while wearing acres of cotton skirts and petticoats that I had to keep from catching fire and going up in flames, taking me with them. 

Time for more easy questions. “Tell me about Samantha. Did she have children?”

“Well, I’m not sure. She didn’t mention any, but there wasn’t much reason why she should.”

“Where did she live?” I was still casting about for general information, tense, biting my tongue in impatience.

“I think in Somerville. But I’m not positive. Maybe David May or Dorothy Anderson would know. David’s the former curator, and Dorothy is the chairman of the Board of Trustees. She and her husband started to collect historic tools, and it somehow turned into a museum.”

The phone, such an interrupter of interviews, rang just then, and Virginia picked up, said sweetly that the museum was closed for the day, then turned back to me.

“Do you have some literature about the museum’s history?” I asked.

“Sure. Here’s a brochure David commissioned last year,” and she handed me a glossy pamphlet. “He’s now on the Board of Directors. You should look him up.”

“I will,” I assured her. There was so much to ask her. I wanted from Virginia Hopewell what every reporter wants from a source: for her to be herself instead of posing for the press, to say quotable things that showed how unique she was, and to shed light on the situation. Except for people like Matt Morgan, I enjoyed talking with my sources and felt deeply connected to them by the time we finished an interview. I hoped the same magic happened today with Virginia.

Showing an interest in people’s activities was a great way to connect with the souls I interviewed. Asking questions, listening intently to the answers, and digging deeper with follow-up questions, were the tools of my business. This jived with all my writing goals, both for my journalism and my novels: to get to know people, to explore the mystery of individuals living their lives.

Active listening was key for me to what the newspaper world called “cultivating your sources.” More cynical people might call some of what I do “sucking up.” It’s not that, though I do admit it smacks of hidden agendas—being attentive to get information in return. But I truly want to know each source better. If listening, and then perhaps giving a compliment—only one that I meant with whole-hearted truth—helped in that process, so much the better. It gave me a reason to look for the good in people. Which fit in nicely with my personal battle against negativity. I’m predisposed toward gloominess about the world. Making a deliberate effort to find goodness helped me fight that energy-sapping tendency. 

My instincts told me that chit chat with Virginia had developed enough emotional connection between us that I could now delve deeper with this source. 

“Did Samantha Scarborough hold any staff meetings yet?”

“Yes, we had one Monday,” she said. “It was the beginning of her second week. She worked fast.” She eyed my notebook and pen distrustfully. She’d said “we”—docents were invited?

“You were in the meeting?”

“Yes, me and Benjamin Long, the other docent. And Matt.” 

Well, that was neat of Samantha, to include everyone.

“Are there any other staff members or docents?”

“There’s Elspeth MacIntosh, Samantha’s secretary. I mean assistant.”

Oooo, I had to get with her. Nobody knows a boss better than a secretary—I mean, assistant. Hmm, having endured in the humbling role of secretary, I wasn’t that sympathetic to people insisting on the new nomenclature.

“Where is she today?”

“The police closed the museum by the time she got here, so she went home. We’re all going home in a few minutes.”

Time for the long jumper to leap. “Before you go—at that staff meeting, did Samantha talk about her vision for the museum, a change of course, new acquisitions, new marketing, any sort of change at all?”

“Well, she said the museum had been well run by her predecessor, that’s David May, as I said.”

Unfortunately, how the museum had been run in the past was not new news. But it was good for background. “Is she going in a new direction?”

“She said she was getting familiar with the museum’s operations, and she asked for the staff’s help. You should ask Matt. He was there.”

“He’s nowhere near as articulate as you are,” I said, perhaps going a bit overboard in “cultivating my source,” but not too much and in a harmless way, I thought. Especially since interviewing him was futile. “Did she mention a new marketing technique to attract visitors?”

“She talked about a crafts fair. Artists bringing things they made and displaying the tools they made them with. Then the museum would point out forerunners, early models of similar tools.”

“Anything else?”

“She mentioned a direct mail campaign. I don’t remember anything else. I guess things will be delayed, now that she’s ... been attacked.”

“Yes, that’s so unfortunate,” I murmured. It was time to get into the nitty gritty details of running a museum. This next question would sorely test the rapport I’d sought to establish. “Could you give me all the Board members’ phone numbers? And her assistant’s?”

Virginia looked up at me through her silver-wire-rimmed glasses. “Anything you can do to find out why this happened would help the police, wouldn’t it?” she asked, as if she were giving herself a reason to help me.

“Yes, I really think so,” I assured her. She sat with her hands in her lap, and I held my breath. Then she reached into one of the desk’s drawers and brought out a little red address book. I rejoiced that she was agreeable to helping me. 

“I can give you their numbers,” she said, “but you must absolutely promise that you will not reveal where you got them.”

“I absolutely promise.” I made a mental note to be put in jail rather than give up Virginia’s name. I devoutly hoped it never came to that.

She read out the numbers, and I wrote them down carefully. This was no time for an attack of dyslexia. She was inclined to help me now—she might not be inclined to repeat the numbers for me later. It had happened to me before. As with most things, I had learned the hard way.

What else did I need for my story before this interview began to have the feel of an inevitable end? Think fast. 

“Comments from other docents would be nice. Do you have any of their names and numbers?”

“Well, I mentioned there’s only one other. We split the shift, you could say. Benjamin Long, I’ll give you his number too.” She hesitated in her flipping of the address book’s pages. “—Well—.” She paused, eyes blank, and the silence dragged on.

“What?” I prompted as gently as I could.

“Oh, I was just thinking. Nothing.”

Interesting. What was going on there? I wondered. I made a note to call Benjamin. Was he a suspect? I thought, Trish, everyone is a suspect at this point. Though this sweet little docent in front of me seemed highly unlikely as a violent perpetrator.

She resumed flipping through her book and then read off another number. I was excited to be able to call and interview these people. I had my work cut out for me, contacting everyone, digging to round out the story. But I might just have a scoop—the reporter from my statewide competitor, the Jersey Record, hadn’t shown up yet. Maybe Monica Bodinsky wasn’t listening to her police scanner this morning. And I would beat the weekly Passaic Press by a day, since they came out on Thursdays and my story would appear in the Sentinel tomorrow, on Wednesday. The benefit of working for a daily.

The scent of a scoop was tantalizing, though my joy was just a bit tempered by the thought of the suffering that Samantha Scarborough and her family were enduring. But I was excited about my breaking story. It was so compelling, it was going to write itself, as writers say. And if I figured out who attacked her, I would have a new scoop. Nice.

“Virginia, thanks for your time and for the phone numbers.”

“Just don’t let on, okay?”

“Yes, promise. I protect my sources.” I stuffed the brochure about the museum into my capacious bag and headed for my car.
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I went home instead of the newsroom because my house was closer to Dorothy Anderson’s place, and I needed her comment, since she was the founder and Chairman of the Board. Plunking my notebook and a handful of pens on the dining room table so I could take notes if she wouldn’t let me meet her in person, I dialed her number. After two rings, a woman with a trembly, frail-sounding voice answered.

I started to identify myself, and she interrupted.

“The police are on their way here to question me.”

“Can I talk to you until they arrive?” 

“I don’t know. I think I should talk to them first.”

“Tell you what,” and I cursed myself for backing off and not being New York Times assertive, “let me call you back later.” She sounded very distracted when she said, “Okay,” so I wondered if she’d really talk to me. We hung up and I dialed David May, the former curator. He said I should come to his house and gave me directions. He’d already heard about Samantha, too, and I wondered who’d called him. 

Turns out he lived in a mansion on at least one hundred acres in the neighboring Somerset Hills, one of the wealthiest enclaves in America—in horse country, in fact, where Jackie Onassis had a home and stables. I drove up the May’s winding driveway, which was flawlessly paved and reminded me that mine was very much in need of resurfacing. And had been for years. 

I continued upward, turned a corner, emerged from the woods, and saw the house, set at the top of the hill. Impressive. The mansion spread out forever, made of blond stone, with bay windows, balconies, attics, and turrets that jutted from the frame. A maid answered the front door. I was going to have to say a prayer not to be judgmental of David May. The guy must have been born to it.

Now standing in the wood-paneled entry hall, I looked up at the soaring staircase. Then I noticed a mechanized stair chair had been attached to it.

The maid, dark-haired and in her forties, was playing her role in a black uniform dress, snug over her petite figure, with a small, blindingly white frilled apron. She led me through a massive living room where two concert grand pianos stood at either end.

“Who plays?” I asked, suspecting the answer.

“Nobody, ma’am,” she said. Aha! The upper classes bought two giant pianos for their huge living rooms, but nobody in the family worked at it hard enough to learn to play. 

As I looked around at the luxurious furnishings, I could feel my envy mounting, my old resentment of other people’s houses, careers, achievements, husbands, children, plate, glassware, silverware—well, not so much silverware, for some reason. 

She led me into a sunroom, and I took quick impressions of it. There were large black and white diamond tiles on the floor. Plants in big pots stood around, though not a profusion of them—the plants were there for décor, not as the object of a passion. White wrought-iron furniture stood grouped throughout the solarium, adorned by flowered cushions in shades of pink and green—was that a Lily Pulitzer fabric I spotted? From my own hauntings of high-end fabric stores, I suspected the answer was yes. The glass walls provided a view over a downward-sloping field, some woods, and the Watchung mountains rising in the distance. 

A woman was seated in an electric wheelchair, and a man, presumably David May, was dressed in khakis, a blue button-down cotton shirt, and deck shoes but no socks—like a preppie. I wondered if the arrogance that so often seemed to go with preppie money was going to show up in this interview. 

Yes, I do admit that I get envious of those who are born to family wealth and have no struggles with earning money. I could write novels all day if I were one of them. 

But let’s get one thing straight. What bothers me by far the most is their attitude. So many of them look down on people who must work for a living. They act like they’ve done something clever to end up in their position, and they haven’t. The money is an accident of birth, a total gift, but they don’t look at it that way. They think they’ve excelled and are better people for having money. I haven’t found them to be more excellent, usually less so: likely to be alcoholic, cheating on their wives, arrogant, unproductive, and very ready to enjoy snubbing people born to fewer advantages.

The woman nudged her wheelchair’s joystick with the back of her fingers to turn towards me. The man stood and stepped forward.

“Thank you, Anita,” he said to the maid. “Would you bring coffee?” She nodded and left.

He extended his hand to me. “Hello, I’m David May,” he said graciously, “and I’d like you to meet my wife, Kiki.” If ever I heard a French finishing school nickname (I was jealous), it was then. She slowly lifted her head, with great effort, and looked me in the eye as a way of greeting me.

“How do you do—” I started to say and caught myself, because the answer to that question was obviously, “not well.” 

I quickly switched to “—How nice to meet you” and made no move to shake her hand, which now rested limply in her lap. 
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