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      Georgia Davis was beginning to forget what life was like before the pandemic. She recalled lazy summer days on the beach at Lake Geneva with Jimmy. Joining the crowds to watch the Fourth of July fireworks. Cheering on the Cubs when the team was still winning. But those memories, vivid and crisp at the time, were fading like old photographs with yellowed, curled-up edges.

      Three years after it had arrived, Covid was still widespread. People were still dying. Resources were stretched thin, and the economy was still in the toilet. Which meant little or no work for her. Who needed a PI when they barely left home? She’d never seen people so anxious and irritable, quick to start an argument or an insurrection. She went into her kitchen to brew coffee.

      Last summer it had seemed as if the worst was over, and a patina of normalcy had returned. People wore masks indoors, but vaccines and boosters were plentiful, and she and Jimmy were now fully vaccinated. As the Chief of Police in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, he was a first responder. She made her sister, Savannah, and her mother, JoBeth, get vaccinated as well. Her mother had recovered from the gunshot wound in her side six months earlier and was living in Jimmy’s Northglen apartment, a short fifteen minutes from Evanston. JoBeth loved being “Gamma” and chief babysitter for Charlie, who, at two, was talking like a magpie, or whatever the masculine version of that was. They were mostly made-up words and inflections, but JoBeth was sure he was destined be a brilliant scientist or lawyer. Georgia’s sister, Vanna, was taking classes at Oakton Community College. Some were remote, but a few brave teachers taught in person.

      Georgia poured her coffee into her favorite black mug. All in all, she had a lot to be grateful for. Except for the new variant of Covid that appeared, more contagious than any of its predecessors. Cases shot up around the world, and the country girded itself for another attack. Uncertainty returned. Did the rest of the world feel in as much limbo as she did? Her cell chirped, cutting short her thoughts. She dug it out from her sweatpants pocket.

      She checked her caller ID. “Hi Ellie.”

      “Good morning, Georgia.”

      Ellie Foreman was slowly becoming a friend as well as a colleague. They sometimes worked together. Ellie’s boyfriend, Luke, like Jimmy, lived in Lake Geneva. In fact, the men were close. But she hadn’t seen Ellie in over a year. “How are you getting along? How’s Rachel?”

      “You wouldn’t believe it. You know, she’s thirty now.”

      Georgia whistled. “I’ve known her that long?”

      She’d met Ellie’s daughter before she met Ellie. At thirteen, Rachel had been going through a “wild” period and ended up at the police station one night after speeding around the North Shore with two older kids. The cops had found a loaded .38 special in the back seat.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t heard from her recently. She adores you. She enrolled in the Police Academy.”

      “Rachel?”

      “She’s…well…it didn’t work out. But that’s her story to tell.”

      “Maybe I should text her?”

      Ellie’s voice warmed. “I think she’d love that.”

      “So what can I do for you?” Georgia asked, knowing Ellie usually had a reason when she called. When she first met Ellie, in fact, she’d thought the woman was one of those entitled North Shore mothers who expected everyone to accommodate her slightest wish, but Ellie had proven her wrong. Georgia had come to like Ellie’s dry sense of humor, self-deprecation, and authentic sense of justice.

      “Well, I’m not sure,” Ellie said. “You know my friend Susan Siler, right?”

      “Redhead, always looks like she stepped out of a fashion magazine?”

      Ellie laughed. “That’s the one.” She paused. “Unfortunately, her aunt—her mother’s sister—collapsed and died a few minutes after getting her shot.”

      “Oh, no. Do they know why?”

      “That’s just it. Her aunt Emily was as hardy as they come. Sure, she was in her eighties, but she worked out, walked, ate right, and was incredibly healthy.”

      “An allergy, maybe?”

      “No one knows.”

      “What did they do when she collapsed?”

      “She was at a church up here. A doctor was supervising a bunch of medical students and aides. He shut down everything and called the paramedics. They rushed her to the hospital, but she was gone. It was her booster, and she hadn’t had any problems with her first two vaccines.”

      “I sense a big ‘but’ coming.”

      “You guessed it. They did an autopsy right away, but the results were inconclusive. They didn’t find anything unusual. Meanwhile, the doctor got the okay to start up again the next day. The day after that, yesterday, I believe, two other people died.”

      “Seniors?”

      “Yes.” Ellie went on. “One of the men wasn’t in great shape. He had colon cancer and was actively getting chemotherapy. The other had diabetes, but other than that, nothing of note.

      “They let the one with cancer get the shot anyway?”

      “Apparently. I don’t know the details. Which is why I’m calling you. Are you busy with anything right now?”

      “Are you kidding? In the middle of a pandemic? If you mean calling contacts who never call me back and staring at walls all day, I’m overwhelmed.”

      “So you have time to talk to Susan and her mother?”

      “Why?”

      “I think you know Susan. She’s the type of person who dots all her i’s and crosses her t’s. She’s the most meticulous person I know.” Ellie cleared her throat. “So’s her mother. They’re…um…concerned.”

      “About what?”

      “Her aunt, of course, and why she died. Especially since she was so robust and healthy. Why would she die because of the shot? Not to mention the ones who died two days later.”

      “There could be a million reasons. Allergies, contamination, wrong dosage—”

      “Someone is supposed to be talking to the manufacturer to make sure the lot was kosher.”

      “Sure. That’ll definitely turn up something significant.” Georgia surprised herself. When had she become so cynical? She explained. “If it was the manufacturer, don’t you think there would have been more deaths by now? Or severe reactions?”

      “Susan agrees with you. Unfortunately, it’s not clear who’s checking with the manufacturer, when, or what they’ll find out.”

      “Isn’t it supposed to be the doctor? Or the Department of Public Health?”

      “Like I said,” Ellie went on. “It’s not clear. And that’s driving Susan crazy.”

      “And Susan is your best friend—”

      “She is.” Ellie cut in.

      “You don’t think Susan might be—like her friend Ellie—inclined to a bit of impulsive behavior?”

      Ellie let the barb go. Again, Georgia was surprised. “Maybe,” Ellie followed up. “That’s why I’m calling. If you talk to them, they might calm down. Realize it could have been something no one knew about. Like something she ate right before the shot. Nothing that could have been predicted. I suspect they just need reassurance from someone who’s investigated unidentified deaths before.”

      “Oh. I’m supposed to make sure she wasn’t overdosing on cocaine or opioids?”

      A beat of silence. Then, “Did I mention she and her mother are willing to compensate you for your time?”

      “That’s kind, but I’d do it free. For you.”

      “Thanks. I’ll ask them to spring for lattes. How about Edens Plaza in half an hour?”
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      It was mid-morning, but Georgia didn’t dress up for work anymore. Her PI “uniform,” as she called it after she quit the force, used to be a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and a blazer with lots of pockets, one of which hid her Baby Glock. Now she wore sweats and didn’t see the need to change. It wasn’t like she needed to impress a new client. She brushed her teeth, slashed lipstick across her mouth, and pulled her long blond hair into a ponytail, threading it through a Cubs baseball hat.

      A sunny March day, the crocuses and daffodils were struggling to make their appearance, and the ground had that earthy fresh smell that promised spring. The change of seasons, as sure and predictable as a grandfather clock, provided a balm—a serenity of sorts—that Georgia hoped would soothe the world’s chaos.

      Twenty minutes later, she pulled into the parking lot at Edens Plaza in Wilmette. A tiny Starbucks was wedged next to a department store that always seemed to be going out of business. On the other side of the coffee shop was a group of umbrellas, tables, and chairs. Susan sat primly in a chair under one umbrella. Her mother, an older version of Susan, with curly gray hair, a pair of fashionable pants with matching jacket, and excellent posture, sat next to her. Late seventies, Georgia thought.

      Susan, like her mother, was smartly dressed in a beige designer pants suit, and her reddish auburn hair complemented the clothes. But Ellie, like Georgia, was in athleisure wear, slouched in the third chair. Four cardboard cups, steam wafting from their lids, sat in front of them. All three women were wearing masks. Georgia took hers out and put it on.

      Georgia slipped into a chair beside Ellie. Ellie looked good, her dark curls wavy but not unmanageable, her eyes as gray as her sweats. She never seemed to age.

      Ellie was appraising her, too, she noted. What did she see? A blonde, late-thirtyish woman, fit and trim, but a nose too big for her face, a chin that jutted out, and brown eyes to which she rarely added makeup. She wondered if she’d aged in the past year.

      Ellie dropped her mask, broke into a smile, so broad and genuine that Georgia couldn’t help returning it. Ellie pushed one of the cups across the table. “Still a vanilla latte?”

      “How did you remember?” Georgia lowered her mask too and took a sip.

      Ellie shrugged, but that was the extent of their banter. Susan cut in. “Georgia, this is my mother, Evelyn.”

      Georgia nodded. Should she get up and shake her hand? No. She’d wait until they left. If at all. No one shook hands during the era of Covid. “Ellie told me about your sister. That’s got to be hard. My condolences.”

      Evelyn cupped her hands around her drink as if warming her fingers. “Thank you. It is hard. She’s…she was the only family I had left. We were twins, you know…” her voice trailed off.

      “I understand.” Georgia said. So Evelyn was in her eighties. Looked good too. “How can I help?”

      Susan sipped what turned out to be hot tea. “We want to know what happened to Aunt Emily. It’s just so weird that she didn’t tolerate the vaccine, when people much less healthy than her are doing fine.”

      Georgia turned to Susan’s mother. “Have you been vaccinated, Mrs. Siler?”

      “Call me Evelyn, and yes. I’ve had both. And a booster. I was sore for a day or so and had chills, but that was all.”

      “So no reaction like your sister.”

      “No.” A look of anguish came over Evelyn. “They did an autopsy but didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. The doctor said two to five people in a million die from a severe reaction.” She shook her head. “We just can’t figure it out. But I need to.”

      Georgia understood. When someone close passed away in uncertain circumstances, the people nearest and dearest to them needed an explanation. They needed to make sure there was nothing they could have done to stop it. For their own peace of mind. For “closure.”

      She hated that term, “closure.” A vague expression everyone was supposed to aspire to when grief struck. Why? Most people would never forget that someone close to them passed away. She knew from her days as a cop that if a person was missing, and the body finally showed up, knowing what had happened did help the grieving process. It was the word “closure.” An awkward word, devoid of emotion, that couldn’t possibly capture the storm of feelings unleashed by grief. Even when a relationship was toxic. Her late father had been a dysfunctional drunk, but Georgia still thought about him.

      “Ellie said they’re checking with the manufacturer, right?”

      Evelyn nodded. “The doctor said someone would. But he didn’t give me details.”

      Georgia pondered it. “You know, it could be a health issue you don’t know about. Even Emily might not have known about it.”

      “I doubt it. My sister could bench-press a hundred and fifty pounds. I can only do a hundred.”

      Georgia almost smiled. Sibling rivalry? If so, it was gentle.

      “And then when those other poor men died two days later… Well, I can’t help thinking all those crazy people who are against the vaccine—”

      “Whoa,” Georgia said. “Speculation is way above my pay grade. At least at this point. I know how hard it is to accept a sudden loss.” Georgia’s father had dropped dead of a heart attack twelve years earlier. She had hated him when he was alive but was surprised how much she grieved. Matt, her boyfriend at the time, told her it wasn’t uncommon. “People used to being abused often miss their abuser.”

      She pulled herself back to the present. “I haven’t seen anything in the media about this,” Georgia said. “Which is strange. A few months ago, when a few people got dizzy after getting their shots and went to the hospital, it was all over the news.”

      Mrs. Siler shrugged. “I don’t know anything about that. Nor do I care.” She sat up stiffly. Her chest and her chin jutted out. “Susan told me what a good investigator you are. I would be more comfortable if you could look into it. I can’t sit around and do nothing. I just can’t. And of course, I will compensate you for your time.”

      Susan shot Georgia an apologetic look that seemed to say, “Now you know what I’ve been living with all my life.” Georgia and Ellie exchanged a glance.
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      The morning Eden finally made up her mind dawned with a thick coating of snow that made her think it could be a signal from the Lord. If she was a Believer. Which she wasn’t. Anymore. She played it out anyway. He must know how much she’d been suffering. He was signaling that the suffering wouldn’t stop until she did something about it. And if her decision was the right one, the sun would reappear, warm, bright, and cheerful, and melt all the snow. Metaphorically at least. The thought surprised her and almost made her chuckle. Perhaps she had absorbed more of a spiritual mindset than she’d realized since her marriage to Porter. The Mormon religion, not so much.

      She brought herself back to the day at hand and bit her lip. Porter hadn’t spent the night with her last night; he only came for sex once—sometimes twice—a week now. And those nights were rife with trauma. Porter would demand that Eden be a more submissive Mormon wife. Their marriage had been sealed in the Church. Didn’t she know what that meant? That it would last forever? At first she would remind him that they’d married so quickly she hadn’t known what was expected of her. She didn’t know what she was signing up for, and he hadn’t prepared her. Inevitably, though, he would lose patience and hit her when he was displeased with something she did or didn’t do. The children would cry, and he’d stomp out, spitting self-righteous indignation and venom.

      Eden had learned to remain silent when he was verbally abusing her. She hoped it would stop the physical abuse. It didn’t. Porter’s temper always simmered, but given the slightest pretext, it would boil over. She could tell from the tone of his voice when he was building up to an explosion. His attacks made her feel lost and alone, the same way she’d felt when she lost Tony, her fiancé before meeting Porter. Now she’d come to hate Porter and their marriage.

      But her decision to leave, to actually run away from the intolerable, materialized slowly, weighted by her love for the children. How could she leave them? She was terrified about what Porter might do to them in her absence. But how could she stay, take care of them, and permit him to continually violate her, in bed and out?

      Elijah, six years old, had always been a handful, and he’d just started school. The teacher, herself a teenager, said he wasn’t able to focus for more than a few minutes. Although the teacher didn’t say it, Eden gathered that he was becoming volatile like his father and was mimicking Porter’s worst qualities. Like Porter, she was sure Elijah had ADHD, and his frustration with learning was turning violent.

      Sariah, at eight, was curious, smart, and stubborn. Eden’s efforts to bond with Sariah were ruined by Porter’s insistent demands for respect and obedience. She was waiting for Sariah to explode with anger, and yet of all three children, Sariah seemed to share a special relationship with her father and often sided with him against Eden.

      Then there was her oldest son, flaxen-haired Teagan, ten, docile, and quiet, who would do anything Eden asked. She would have to figure out a way to spirit them away in the middle of the night after she was settled somewhere new. Her eyes filled as she thought about being without them, however briefly.

      After the past few months, though, she feared for her life. Porter’s only way to solve problems was through violence. It started one night when he’d slammed a slice of hot pizza in her face, after complaining that she forgot to order mushrooms. Another time he poured a bottle of beer over her head for buying Michelob, not Corona. The violence escalated with a black eye here, a swollen cheek there. What would be next? She couldn’t afford to find out. She hid the bruises and cuts with makeup, hats, and high-necked clothing.

      The verbal abuse was crueler since the children were there to hear it. She could do nothing right. Cook, clean, care for the children. And don’t get him started on the way she made love. Listless, no desire. Everything she did or didn’t do was fair game. She didn’t understand the basic Mormon principles of marriage.

      The real problems came when she could no longer stay silent and argued back. She tried to use truth and facts. She reminded him of the time he’d forced her head under the tub water until she choked and sputtered. And the time he beat her when she was pregnant with Elijah. She threatened to leave him if anything like that happened again.

      He laughed. Actually laughed, saying he knew she’d never leave her kids. If she did, she would be shunned by the entire community and would never see them again. Then he beat her for daring to argue.

      Over time something inside her split apart. Eden’s capacity to love and laugh seemed to disappear, leaving a shell of a woman whose only goal was to save herself and her children. But when? And how?

      Now, Elijah yelled from another room. Sariah yelled back, and soon the two were embroiled in a bitter argument about who would be first in the bathroom. Eden sighed, threw off the covers, and got out of bed.
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      Georgia didn’t have a chance to tell Jimmy about her new case until that night. She’d picked up Vanna from Oakton Community College around three. After completing her high school degree online, Savannah, her half-sister and Charlie’s mother, was now studying graphic design. Today had been a special class where students gathered in person, following the correct socially distancing protocols, to get back their midterm exams. Georgia’s only close friend, Samantha Mosele, was a graphic designer. Savannah and Sam were discussing an internship if Vanna got A’s in her courses.

      “Guess what, Georgia?” Vanna climbed into Georgia’s red Toyota.

      “What, sweetie?”

      “I got an A on my midterm!” She grinned.

      “Wow! That is cool.”

      “It really is,” Vanna chattered. “Everyone says Robinson is a tough grader, and he never gives girls A’s. Some of the women were even thinking of filing a discrimination lawsuit about it. But then, he gave me an A and told the whole class.”

      “Really?”

      “You’re probably thinking he did that so they wouldn’t drag him into court. I did too at first. But I don’t think so now.” A younger version of Georgia with the same thick blond hair, brown eyes, and slim build, Vanna played with a lock of hair just like Georgia used to and tucked it behind one ear. “He told everyone why he gave me the A.”

      Georgia arched an eyebrow.

      “He said the presentation was not only graphically outstanding but showed a lot of thought. That I understood the criteria and came up with designs that were clean, crisp, professional, and get this—stunning.”

      “He said ‘stunning’?”

      “He did!” Vanna’s voice swelled with pleasure. “I couldn’t believe it.”

      “I’m so proud of you. You have to tell Sam. Looks like that internship might actually happen.”

      Vanna’s grin widened. “I’ll call her after Charlie’s in bed.”

      Georgia wanted to warn her to be careful around her teacher. A man who gave out such profuse compliments might be looking for something more than homework from an attractive student like her sister. But Vanna was so excited Georgia didn’t have the heart to bring her down. She kept her mouth shut.
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      They drove east to Northglen where their mother was babysitting Charlie. JoBeth answered the door, Charlie on her hip. As soon as he saw Vanna, he stretched out his arms. Vanna scooped him up and gave him a hug. She was turning out to be a great mother, Georgia thought. Much better than JoBeth had been. Probably better than Georgia herself might be.

      Georgia had a complicated history with her mother; Vanna, not as much. JoBeth had walked out of Georgia’s life when she was twelve, and Georgia hadn’t heard a word from her until a year ago. Over twenty years without even a damn birthday card. Vanna didn’t have it that bad. When her mother had run from town to town, always making a fresh start someplace new, she dragged Vanna with her. Of course, a vagabond life was no picnic, and Vanna had run away from JoBeth when she was sixteen. She’d come to Chicago where Georgia eventually found her, broke, miserable, and pregnant. At least that was the version they told people.

      JoBeth had followed them to Chicago a few months later. Now the three women were trying to make a go of being a family for the first time in their lives. Georgia took it a day at a time. She wasn’t convinced this was a good idea.

      “Charlie didn’t nap very long today.” JoBeth gathered up his toys and dropped them into a canvas bag. “He’s got the sniffles. I hope it isn’t Covid. Probably not. They say kids don’t get it.” She stroked his straw-colored hair. “But you never know.”

      When they were together, it was clear they looked like a family. JoBeth had cleaned up since she’d come to town. Her hair was blond with nary a strand of gray, and her brown eyes sparkled, especially when she was with Charlie. She’d started AA and had just finished her ninety in ninety, she proclaimed with pride. But Georgia was tentative. A cautionary voice told her to protect herself. She wasn’t sure she could ever forgive her mother completely. She’d been abandoned once. She never wanted to revisit the pain.

      “I’ll make sure he’s comfy, cozy, and warm.” Vanna nuzzled Charlie’s neck.

      “I know you will, darling,” JoBeth said. Originally from Georgia, JoBeth had lost most of her southern accent. It was only when she was showering endearments on her daughters and grandson that Georgia could pick up the remnants of her drawl. “And how are you doing, Peaches?”

      Georgia gave her mother a faint smile. “Good. You?”

      “Now that I’m back with my girls, I’m hunky-dory.” She beamed.
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      Back home at Georgia’s apartment, she started to make dinner while Savannah fed and bathed Charlie. Jimmy didn’t get there until seven thirty, after Charlie was in bed. Georgia wanted to talk about her new case, but Jimmy needed to eat first. She warmed up roasted chicken, mashed potatoes, and caramelized brussels sprouts.

      The pandemic had turned Georgia into a surprisingly decent cook, an activity she used to disparage. What else was she supposed to do with her time? Her dyslexia kept her reading to a minimum, and she was sure Netflix was rotting her brain. Cooking didn’t require much reading, and she’d become confident enough to experiment with online recipes, finding substitutes for exotic spices or seasonings she didn’t have. Neither Vanna nor Jimmy complained, so she figured she must be doing something right. At least right enough.

      She’d tried to make crème brûlée for dessert, but it was runny. She gave Jimmy some anyway, with a few cookies on the side. He took a spoonful, and his eyes widened like a little kid’s. “What is this? It’s wonderful!”

      She smiled. “It’s called crème brûlée. Fancy vanilla custard topped with caramelized sugar.”

      “Oh, Georgia, you keep feeding me like this, you’ll roll me out the door.”

      She saw her opening. “Don’t worry about that. I won’t have time. Looks like I’ve got some work.”

      Jimmy spooned more dessert. “Really? You have a case?”

      “Maybe.” She explained the situation. “I have to talk to the doctor who was supervising the vaccinations. I figure I’ll need to interview everyone who was there the day Susan’s aunt died. But that shouldn’t be hard. The doctor’s name is Richard Blackstone, and he’s affiliated with Mercy Hospital. They ought to have a list. Then I want to check with the manufacturer and see what shakes loose. In the meantime, Susan’s mother is ordering some post-mortem tests. She wants to find out exactly what killed her sister.”

      He stopped spooning his dessert. “People have died from Covid vaccines. Not nearly at the same rate as the disease, of course, but from what I understand, it’s usually—”

      “I know, and I’m sure she does too, but she’s determined to pinpoint the reason. Which is why I’m telling you. Like I said, I should learn the most by contacting the manufacturer. Maybe a few vials were somehow contaminated. They’re Jefferson Medical. A Fortune 500 company. Big Pharma.”

      “Really big Pharma.”

      “Exactly. And I doubt they’re going to talk to me. I’m a nobody. I might need your help. You’re the law. You have more clout.”

      Jimmy scraped the now-empty bowl with his spoon, as if trying to find a little more dessert magically hiding in plain sight, then pushed it away. “Hey, babe, I’m not a city cop. Or even a county sheriff. I’m just the head of the police at a summer resort. I don’t think they’d talk to me, either.”

      “Why not? You could say you know the dead woman’s niece. Which you do.”

      “Why don’t you go to your pal O’Malley? The deaths happened in his backyard. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t mind being a tiny cog in the machine.” He took one of the cookies. “And I’d do anything to help you out.” He patted his stomach. “And eat your fine cooking. But O’Malley might get better results.”

      Dan O’Malley was Chief of Police in Northglen and had been a good friend to Georgia when she was on the force. “That’s true.” She took a cookie from Jimmy’s plate. “And for all I know the Feds could already be involved and have kept a lid on it. There’s been no coverage of the incident. Not even local.”

      “Yet,” Jimmy said.

      “Right. Which is another thing that’s strange. I thought unexplained deaths had to be reported to the CDC or WHO. As well as Cook County or the Illinois Health Department. There’s got to be some ambitious reporters begging for Covid updates a dozen times a day.”

      “Who knows? It’s great that we have competent people in charge now, but it’s impossible to iron out all the flaws in the system overnight.”

      Georgia stopped chewing her cookie. “I don’t see this as more than a two-or-three-day job. I can get the lot number that was used the day she died. From there the manufacturer can track the chain of custody and figure out what happened.”

      “And if you strike out?”

      “I’ll go to O’Malley. Maybe the Feds.” She gazed at him. His dark hair, Roman nose, and dark eyes with laugh lines at the corners had become the first face she wanted to see in the morning and the last one she wanted to see at night. Now, though, a spark of irritation flashed through her. “You know you drive me crazy, right? Always asking the ‘what if’ questions. You’d think I was a real investigator.”

      He grinned and started to sing. “Cray-zee for tryin’, and cray-zee for cryin’…”

      Jimmy was so disarming that Georgia couldn’t help laughing. “Patsy Cline ain’t got nothing on you.”

      She picked up his dishes and took them toward the sink. He intercepted her, took the dishes, and set them on the counter. “Nope. You’re done. I’ll clean up.”

      She turned around. Jimmy trapped her between his arms and kissed her.

      “You taste like crème brûlée,” she said.

      He dropped kisses along her cheek, then her neck. “It’s not as sweet as you.”

      She slipped under his arm and slithered out of his grasp. “Nope. Not until you swear to help me with Jefferson Medical.”

      “Holy shit, Georgia.” He shook his head. “You are one persistent woman.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eden

      

      

      Eden had grown up as Irish Catholic Patsy Ryan in Quincy, about an hour south of Nauvoo. Porter had swept into town on her seventeenth birthday. One look at her—blonde, green eyes, slim, and beautiful—and he’d romanced her hard. Back then, he was charming and considerate, not at all the man he became. Eden fell hard for him, too. Thick dark hair and beard, a sinewy build. Most of all, the fire in his brown eyes ignited a passion and longing that was missing in her life. Six months later, she was pregnant, and heading north to the remnants of a town that had once been a major settlement for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.

      There was a quick marriage to Porter, scion of one of the only families who’d stayed when Brigham Young had herded the others out to Utah. It wasn’t until their wedding night that Eden learned she was Porter’s second wife. His first, Ada, who was barely twenty-five, had given him four children, but Porter had grown bored with her when he met Eden. He’d even given Eden a new name, in line with Mormon customs. Patsy Ryan was now Sister Eden Christensen. At the time, she accepted the new name; she was still in love, and Porter could do no wrong. She might be his second wife, but with God’s grace, she would be his last.

      The three children had come lickety-split. Each baby was precious to her, but Porter came to consider them merely possessions. Mouths to feed. More upsetting was that he gradually became bored with her. And when he was bored, he struck out, verbally first, then physically. The only blessing was that he hadn’t brought the children into it. Yet. She’d kill him if he did.

      But Patsy Ryan from Quincy wouldn’t permit herself to be a female cuckold. Her parents had never approved of Porter in the first place, although they’d never said anything. But when she saw her mother’s pursed lips any time she brought up Porter, or how her father would abruptly leave the room, she knew they would welcome her back. Maybe they would care for them temporarily while she was settling somewhere else.

      No. That would never work. Mormons were obligated to reunite their family. According to one of the famous elders, none of the family could be lost, and if any of their children left the fold, “divine tentacles” would pull them back in, with or without her. Family was the bedrock of Mormonism, to be sealed forever in the Book of Mormon. And she had happily sworn to convert to Mormonism, a rare but not unheard-of practice, while in the throes of their mutual passion.

      Porter would come looking for them, no matter how far she went. She couldn’t leave the children in Quincy. That would be one of the first places he’d look. He’d have a plan to get the kids back to Nauvoo. He might even kidnap them. As much as she hated the thought, they would need to stay in Nauvoo until she could take them herself. Who knew? Maybe she would kidnap them back.
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      The next morning Eden told Porter what she’d overheard two nights earlier, the night he’d sent her to bed after clipping the side of her head. She’d hid in the upstairs hall as three or four Mormon Fundamentalist “brothers” met downstairs, discussing their plans to launch a profitable business selling black-market weapons, drugs, and other products no good Mormon should use, much less sell.

      “I couldn’t help overhearing. Porter, this is a huge mistake. What happens if you’re caught?”

      “We won’t be. And if we are, I have powerful friends. Someone will talk to someone else, and we’ll slide out of it.”

      “But it’s against the law,” Eden went on. “You say you’re a pious Mormon. This is no way to earn a living. What happened to your talk about opening a hotel? You could get a loan; my parents would vouch for you. And you know I can help; I’m good with budgets and numbers.”

      “I don’t need a damn hotel,” Porter scoffed. “I have the Nauvoo motel.”

      “The motel?” Eden frowned. “What does that mean? What are you doing there?”

      “Nothing you need to concern yourself with. You don’t come near my business, you hear?”

      Eden didn’t reply.

      “Do you hear me, woman? If anyone ever finds out what we’re doing, I’ll know it was you who told them. And believe me, you will regret it for the rest of your life.”

      “I don’t understand, Porter. Why? Why now?”

      “Because I’ve got five children to raise. Two wives. Maybe a third, soon.”

      Eden jerked her head up. A third wife? Ada and she weren’t enough? She’d seen him flirting with a young girl at church who couldn’t be more than sixteen. How the girl blushed prettily and kept glancing at him after he passed her in the hall. Was she going to be joining the “family”? Not on your life, she told herself. Ada might tolerate it, but Eden wouldn’t. Couldn’t. She’d be long gone.

      Porter didn’t seem to notice her reaction. “There’s no work because of this damn virus. Even if there was, it wouldn’t be enough to pay for everything. What the hell do you expect me to do?”

      “What if I get a job? Maybe a bookkeeper someplace?”

      “Right. Your wages wouldn’t be a spit in the bucket. The church won’t let you work, anyway.”

      “But if someone finds out about your scheme, you could end up in prison. Be excommunicated from the church. At the very least, shunned. What good would that do? Please, Porter, don’t do this.” She turned away from him and headed toward the kitchen.

      But Porter went after her and grabbed her by the arm. He squeezed it so hard she cried out. “Stop! That hurts.”

      “You bet it hurts. It’s just a reminder to keep your mouth shut.” She opened her mouth to say something, but he cut her off. “Not another word.” He advanced toward her. “And if word gets out, lemme show you what I’m gonna do.”

      He pulled out his hunting knife, the knife he brought out when he was telling a tall tale about taking down a bear with it. He twisted her arm so sharply she sank to the floor. He let go of her arm and pinned her to the floor with his hand. With the other, he worked his fingers up her skirt, pushed it up to her waist, and stabbed her in her thigh.

      A searing pain shot through her, and blood gushed out of her leg, staining the wood floor and the legs of the surrounding furniture. She cried out and tried to stanch the flow with her skirt. The blood kept coming.

      “Porter, please take me to the ER. You may have nicked an artery.”

      “No fucking way. You’re lying.”

      Eden pleaded again, but he wouldn’t take her. She clumsily and painfully stitched the wound with a curved needle from her sewing kit. But it was slow to heal, and she knew she would limp for weeks, not to mention the nasty scar that would form on her leg. She had to flee. The next time the blade of his knife would land in her heart.

      She tried to comfort herself, dreaming of a new home for her and the children. Perhaps a tiny bungalow in Chicago, Milwaukee, or Minneapolis. Then again, she wasn’t eager for the deep cold and snow. Nauvoo, on the border between Illinois and Iowa, was cold enough. Perhaps they could go south to St. Louis, or in a pinch, Nashville, where the weather was warmer.

      She would get a job; she’d finished her college degree online before she got the news Tony was dead, but her laptop was too dated now to run the new operating systems and apps. She’d buy a new one as soon as she could, and eventually, she would get an accounting degree and a good paying job. Numbers were precise. They didn’t lie.

      It was time to go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, after Jimmy left and she’d dropped Charlie at her mother’s, Georgia searched online for adverse reactions to the vaccines. She came up with half a dozen stories that reported fever, nausea, and diarrhea among a few seniors after the injection. But there was nothing in depth in the pieces. Then she found an article from Norway reporting that almost two dozen people had died after the vaccine was administered. The headline conceded they were all frail, elderly people in nursing homes and had serious underlying health conditions. Some were terminally ill. The Norwegian Medical Authority dismissed any connection between the Covid vaccine and their deaths, claiming common adverse reactions from any mRNA vaccine probably contributed to the fatalities. Younger, fitter patients, they said, would and did tolerate the vaccine without any problems.

      Which was it? Very few deaths, or a lot more than anyone expected? She kept reading. Germany, too, had seen ten deaths, and was “investigating.” The UK wouldn’t say if anyone had died but promised to report in the future. Georgia got up and poured more coffee. Something was off. If the Covid vaccine was more lethal than experts had predicted, the media seemed to be blowing off its danger, following the official line and attributing the deaths to other factors.

      She went back to her laptop and homed in on US deaths from the vaccine. When she saw the number, she gasped. Between December and March, nearly three thousand people had died after receiving the vaccine! Each case was supposedly reported to the Food and Drug Administration, and the CDC was supposed to follow up. The article stressed that no one had detected any pattern that would indicate a safety problem. Apparently, anaphylaxis, a severe allergy marked by a sudden inability to breathe, a rash, and a weak pulse, was the most common reaction. And that could occur after any vaccination, the reports made sure to say. Typically, anaphylaxis was treated with epinephrine.

      Still. Three thousand dead? From medicine that was supposed to protect people’s health?

      She got up and started to pace. Maybe she didn’t have a case after all. Maybe Susan’s aunt was severely allergic to something in the vaccine, and by the time they realized what was going on, it was too late for an EpiPen. Her aunt clearly wasn’t alone. Maybe the media wasn’t jumping all over the story of three dead seniors because it wasn’t uncommon, new, or compelling. So what if a few people died? Compared to millions who died in the heat of the pandemic, a couple thousand deaths were peanuts. Local officials would probably agree. Her hope that this would turn into a significant case dimmed.
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