
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


To the people of East Dundee


For every evil under the sun,

There is a remedy or there is none.

If there be one, seek till you find it;

If there be none, never mind it.

-—The Real Mother Goose
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September, 1996

––––––––

[image: ]


The woman lifted the rock from the border of the flower bed, careful not to disturb the surrounding soil. She weighed it in her hand. Probably three or four pounds. The top surface fit comfortably in her hand; the underside bulged in a smooth ridge. Perfect.

She had done a lot of things in her life, but she had never taken another human life. She wondered how it would feel. Would she clutch at the last minute? Would she experience the erotic-like adrenaline rush that came whenever she acted on impulse? Would she feel any remorse afterward?

Given what she had overheard that morning, she doubted it.

They had assumed she was sleeping. Normally she would have been, and to this moment she wasn’t sure what had wakened her. Her keen instinct for survival? Or something much more mundane—the rhythmic sound of their headboard thumping against the wall. She had waited for the muffled grunt that would tell her he was finished, reflecting bitterly that until the bitch came into their lives, she hadn’t needed to hear that distinctive sound through a wall. When all was quiet, she burrowed her head back into the pillow.

It was no use. Sleep wouldn’t come again. She threw back the sheet and luxuriated in the feel of the cool air moving from the open window across her naked body. Soon she heard sounds drifting across the patio from the kitchen. Water running. The beep of the microwave. The rasp of the toaster lever. The screen door sliding open as they carried their breakfast out to the poolside umbrella table.

Their voices were pitched low, but the enhanced acoustics of pool water surrounded by concrete walls allowed her to hear every word. First the bitch’s voice.

“When is your appointment with Fred Linden?”

“One o’clock.”

“Good. I should be back from the beauty parlor by then. I’ll go with you.”

“Don’t you trust me to do it?”

“Of course I do, darling. I just thought you might like a little moral support.”

“I don’t need babysitting on this, Carlie. I said I’d take care of it, and I will.”

She lay rigid, digesting what she had heard. He could have only one reason for consulting Fred Linden, who was his attorney. She couldn’t allow it to happen. Ever resourceful, she had soon settled on her current plan.

Now she stood on the west side of the house, rock in hand as she listened to the cadenced splash of him working his way up and down the pool. They were alone, the bitch having left for her appointment twenty minutes before. An eight foot concrete-block wall secluded the back yard from prying eyes. The neighboring houses were all single-story ranches, their roof ridges visible above the wall but all windows hidden from view. Southern California’s obsession with privacy suited her purpose perfectly.

She calculated he was about two-thirds of the way through his daily fifty-lap routine. She stood out of sight while she counted eight more laps. She wanted to catch him near the end when he was tired, but she couldn’t risk waiting too long in case she had miscounted and he finished before she could act.

She heard him turn and head toward the shallow end. She hid the rock behind her back and glided across the patio to the deep end of the pool. By the time he started back, she was sitting on the edge of the pool with her bare legs dangling in the water, her bikini a common enough sight not to cause alarm. She watched his bronzed, well-muscled arms slice through the water, droplets flying like tiny prisms in the sunlight. At fifty-six, he was still a handsome man with graying blond hair, a broad-shouldered swimmer’s build, and only a slight paunch. She had been proud to be seen with him, and although he had never said it in so many words, she knew he had felt the same about her. Then the bitch came into the picture, and everything changed.

He had made his choice. Now she must make hers.

As he came closer, she adjusted her position so he would touch and turn on her immediate right. She pulled her legs up and crouched over the edge of the pool, the rock poised but hidden by her body. Each beat of her heart was like a hammer blow to her chest. She would have only one chance. If she missed... She drove the thought from her mind, concentrating on the rise and fall of his left arm. The moment his fingertips brushed concrete, he would tuck under and push off into his next lap. Timing was everything.

The arm arced upward. His head lifted for the intake of air that would carry him through the turn. Just as his face reentered the water, she struck. The blow carried the force of her entire body, its fierce momentum causing her to lose her balance and tumble headfirst into the pool. The cold water jolted her like an electric current. To her horror, she felt his body pressing down on her. Had he dodged her blow? Was he holding her under in a fit of revenge?

She hadn’t had time to take a breath before plunging into the water, and her lungs soon felt as if they were being sliced into tiny pieces. She flailed her arms in panic, pushing and shoving at the bulk that pinned her down. Slowly it floated away. She shot up to the surface and sucked in a blessed lungful of air. She hauled herself out of the pool, still panting and gasping. Only then did she look back. He was floating face down just beneath the surface about a foot from the edge of the pool. She couldn’t see the damage to his head, but the surrounding water was pink.

She had done it!

She sat for a moment relishing her success and catching her breath. An inner voice soon urged her to move. There were things that needed to be done before the bitch returned.

First the rock, which had gone into the pool with her and now rested on the bottom. She hated the idea of going back in, but she knew she had no choice. She scooted away from the body and eased back into the water. The pool was only six feet deep, but she wasn’t much of a swimmer, and it took three tries before she was able to paddle deep enough and hold her breath long enough to retrieve the rock.

She stood in the sun, running her fingers through her hair and waiting for the water to evaporate from her skin. His towel was heaped on a nearby deck chair, but she didn’t dare disturb it. Things must appear as if he had been the only one in the pool that morning. When she was dry enough not to leave a telltale trail of damp footprints, she walked around to the west side of the house and replaced the rock in the stone border of the flower bed. The arid air had already sucked most of the moisture from its surface, and it would soon be indistinguishable from any of its neighbors. Without evidence to the contrary, the police would assume he’d had a horrible accident while diving into the pool for his morning workout.

She hurried back into the house. She went to the laundry room, stripped off her bikini, and threw it in the drier on the hottest setting. She padded naked back to her room. By the time she had dried her hair, the tiny strips of her bikini were also dry. She tucked them into a dresser drawer and crawled back into bed. She was sound asleep when the screaming started.
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October, 1998

––––––––

[image: ]


Abigail Potter was well acquainted with death. Whether it came without warning or played itself out over long agonizing months, she had witnessed the process countless times as a practicing physician. She had learned early on to detach herself from the wrenching emotions that accompanied each loss. It was her job to preserve her objectivity so no clue would be missed, no palliative possibility overlooked. Or lacking that, to provide whatever comfort she could by maintaining the calm of reason and science in the face of her patients’ personal chaos. 

Occasionally her lack of feeling bothered her. Had she become so callous she had lost touch with the precious value of each life? In the pursuit of her career, had she destroyed a piece of her own humanity? She found the answer at the bedside of her dying father: her capacity for pain was still very much intact.

It was her custom to come straight to his bedroom on returning home after a long day at the clinic. She would pause for a moment outside his door to shake off her weariness and marshal her dwindling emotional resources. Then she would reach for the doorknob and enter the room.

At a few minutes past six o’clock on this particular late-October evening, dusk had long since faded into night, and the cavernous room lay in shadow except for the meager light cast by two lamps. One stood on the bedside table draped with a towel to soften its glare. The other illuminated the small alcove where Cathy, the evening-shift aide, sat reading. She was a short, heavyset woman with rosy cheeks and kind eyes. Abigail had chosen the aides based on physical strength, patience and compassion. Cathy was the cream of the crop.

She laid her book aside and stood to greet Abigail.

“He’s been sleeping ever since I came on at three,” she reported. “I woke him about an hour ago to see if I could get him to eat or drink something, but he wasn’t interested. Susan said he refused his oatmeal this morning and only took a few sips of orange juice. He wouldn’t eat any lunch, either. You can check her notes if you like.”

Each aide kept a written log of her eight-hour shift so Abigail could review any significant developments. Now she shook her head and said, “Later. Why don’t you go on down and get some supper? I’ll sit with him awhile.”

Cathy picked up her book and left. Abigail walked over to the bed and looked down on her father. Her clinical side evaluated his medical status. Wasted body barely visible beneath the down comforter. Yellowed skin stretched paper thin over the bones of his face. Sunken eyes closed. Gaped mouth panting in spite of the oxygen that flowed constantly through his nasal catheter. She took up his skeletal wrist and searched for the thready, irregular pulse. It was so rapid she couldn’t get an accurate count. She timed the labored rise and fall of his chest, calculating his respirations at more than twice the normal rate. She reached for the sphygmomanometer, fitted the stethoscope into her ears, and took his blood pressure. Eighty over fifty-eight. Time was running out.

She dropped into the chair beside his bed, her professional persona suddenly overwhelmed by the little girl inside who was crying, “No, Daddy! Don’t leave me!” Although she had known it was coming—indeed, they had reviewed the disease’s progression together not more than a few days before and had agreed the end was near—the reality was hard to accept.

She was ashamed to remember her initial response when he telephoned the previous May to tell her of his diagnosis and ask her to take a sabbatical from her teaching position in order to help him maintain his practice at the clinic.

“You’ve finally found the offer I can’t refuse, haven’t you?” The words came out seemingly of their own volition, and they shocked her. Was she still so bitter that she needed to lash out and punish? And why him? None of it had been his fault, and he had done what he could to exact some justice. 

His hurt resonated in the silence that followed, and she felt an immediate stab of regret. “I’m sorry, Dad. You didn’t deserve that. You said there’s a tumor. Tell me more.”

As she listened, it slowly dawned on her that this man who had always been the sure, indestructible foundation of her life was mortally threatened. The tumor was large and might already have metastasized. Surgery and massive doses of chemotherapy and radiation were his only hope.

“I know it’s a long shot,” he told her, “but I’m not willing to throw in the towel without trying. For your mother’s sake as much as my own. In the unlikely event I beat the odds, I’d like to have a practice to come back to. But I can’t do it without some help. I need you to come and take over for awhile. I was hoping you wouldn’t begrudge me that.”

As he well knew, the request came at a time that made it feasible: in mid-May during the three-week hiatus between the various medical schools’ graduations and the advent of the new crop of first-year residents who would become Abigail’s responsibility. And so, she had arranged for her year’s sabbatical, leased out her Hyde Park condominium, and come home to the Fox River valley.

Benjamin Potter had built the Bonnie Dundee Wellness Center in 1985 and had been its managing partner ever since. He had assumed from the beginning that Abigail would follow him into medicine, gain her experience as a staff physician at the clinic, and ultimately take her place at the helm when it came time for him to retire. Abigail had willingly shared the dream—until the fateful night when her faith and hope in the future were shattered and she was forced to reevaluate everything she had formerly taken for granted. Betrayed, grieving, disillusioned, she fled.

Not far. The University of Chicago’s Pretzker School of Medicine. Residency there in family practice. And on to a teaching position, offered because of her excellent academic record and accepted out of determination never to enter the comfortable, monied, self-satisfied world of her father and his suburban colleagues.

Yet when she walked into the wellness center to take his place the previous May, she felt not so much the anger of surrender as a nameless melancholy. She couldn’t bring herself to scorn the life she had so quickly and surely abandoned. Indeed, as she began to know the patients and become immersed in the daily routine, she came to understand the energy and dedication her father had always shown toward his work there. 

Her father entered the hospital for the surgery that would remove the tumor from his lung.  The surgeon’s post-operative report was devastating: the cancer was all-invasive. Knowing the futility of further treatment, Ben decided against having chemotherapy or radiation. He would live out his life as normally as he could without the sickness and debility such treatment would bring. And so, the two of them had worked side by side at the clinic with Ben taking more and more time off. When he could no longer come to the office, Abigail brought the charts home and reviewed each day’s cases with him, meticulously citing the patient’s symptoms and waiting for him to concur in her diagnosis. Ironically, they became the team he had always envisioned them being. 

Now it was over. He’d been increasingly withdrawn over the past few weeks. When she talked about the clinic and his patients, he listened, but she could tell it was out of politeness rather than real interest. He had already separated himself from that world, and it was no use trying to draw him back. Most recently he had exhibited periods of extreme disorientation. He spoke about events no one but himself understood. He gestured randomly while muttering to unseen visitors. When wakeful, his hands plucked constantly at the bedclothes. The vigorous, dynamic father of her experience was gone. In his place lay a tired, wasted shell ready and eager to make his final journey home.

He coughed weakly, and Abigail heard the thick congestion in his lungs. His eyes opened. Seeing Abigail, he stretched out a trembling hand and gathered himself for the effort to speak.

“Forgive me.”

His voice was hoarse, barely discernible. Abigail took his hand and gently stroked it.

“It’s all right, Dad. You—”

“No!” he said with surprising vigor, his agitation causing him to cough and gasp for air.

When the coughing subsided, Abigail supported him while he spit the mucous he had raised into the container that was always handy. Breathing heavily, he fell back onto the bed.

“Do you want some Roxanol?” Abigail asked, referring to the morphine-laden medication that would slow his respirations and ease the anxiety that came with oxygen starvation.

He shook his head. Closed his eyes as if willing himself to relax. When his breathing slowed somewhat, he reached out to clutch her arm. “I need you—to forgive me. It’s a burden...” He paused to regroup. “...I can’t bear—any longer.” 

Abigail struggled for composure. “There’s nothing to forgive, Dad. You couldn’t have stopped her even if you’d known what she was going to do.”

A tear slid down his ravaged face. “But I should have known. I should have—protected you. I knew what she was. But your mother...”

“Dad, please don’t do this. You mustn’t blame yourself. I certainly never did.”

“She’ll be back. After I’m gone. You must be on your guard.” His eyes took on an intense, frantic gleam. “Don’t let her hurt you again.”

“I doubt if she’ll come back. There’s nothing here for her now. But if she does, I can handle her.”

He made a weak noise of self-disgust. “That’s what I thought—back then. Don’t underestimate her like I did.”

He began to cough again. When the spasm subsided, he panted, “Journal. In the office safe. Read it. And try not to hate me. Use it. It’s all I can do—to protect you.”

She forced her voice into its most soothing tone. “I’ll do it tomorrow. And I will be careful. I promise. Now please stop worrying and rest.”

His eyelids drooped, and he sighed deeply, his lungs gurgling with the exhalation. “Love you,” he murmured as he slipped back into sleep.

Abigail’s eyes flooded. “Love you, too. More than you’ll ever know.”
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Rona Lee Peterson stood in front of the bathroom mirror and swore. Who would have thought she’d ever be living in a dump like this? The tiny mottled square in front of her was the only mirror in the whole goddamned place. She had to get away or she’d go crazy.

She leaned closer, and anger gave way to anxiety. Despite the poor quality of her reflection, she could pick out a few inexorable signs of aging. The grooves on either side of her mouth were becoming more pronounced, and the tiny lines around her eyes were deepening. She noticed with alarm that the delicate skin above her eyes was beginning to sag. She needed to find the money for that surgery, and soon.

She stepped back and gave what she could see of herself an overall look. Not so bad, she reassured herself. The thick honey-colored hair was still vibrant, although some of the ends looked a little dry and brittle. Probably just needed another deep conditioning. Her almond-shaped eyes remained the clear, dark-rimmed green that drove men wild. And her fine patrician bone structure was unchanged. Yes, she was still beautiful. Not perfect, perhaps, but that would come again under the plastic surgeon’s knife. Meanwhile she needed to continue with the face masks and moisturizing lotions—

A timid knock broke into her thoughts. Before she could respond, the old doorknob rattled and the door eased open. A flushed, dark-eyed face peered in. Gladys.

“There you are,” she said with an insipid, self-conscious smile. “The house was so dark, I thought you might still be sleeping.” She swung the door wider and thrust a bouquet of fall flowers into the opening. “I brought you these. Something beautiful for the most beautiful—”  “Get those out of my face!” Rona Lee snapped. “Don’t you know I’m allergic?”

Gladys’s face fell, and she quickly snatched the flowers away. “Oh, no. Sorry, darling—”

“Don’t call me that! What’s the matter with you? You’re acting like a damned idiot.”

The flush on Gladys’s face deepened. “I just wanted to do something nice. After last night.”

Rona Lee rolled her eyes. “For God’s sake, Gladys, you didn’t take that seriously, did you? I was drunk. And bored out of my skull.” She cast back through the previous night’s alcoholic haze and brought forth images of the pale stocky body, the lust-bloated face, the smell and taste of passion fully indulged, acknowledging, “Okay, so we had fun. But it was just for kicks. It won’t happen again.”

Mortified tears sprang to Gladys’s eyes. “I thought...”

“You thought wrong. What do you take me for, a queer?”

Gladys’s face grew even redder, and her eyes dropped.

“My God, that’s it! That’s why you’ve been panting after me ever since you started working for my father. And it’s why you’re helping me now. You’re a closet lesbo.” She giggled. “No wonder you went down so easy last night. You’ve probably been dreaming about it for years.”

“No! It isn’t true! I just want to be your friend. Please don’t laugh at me. Please...” Her trembling voice gave way, and she began to weep.

“Oh, for God’s sake, stop your blubbering. I don’t care what you are as long as you do what I say and keep your mouth shut.” She turned back to the mirror and flounced her hair one last time. “Why are you so late? I’ve been waiting. I need to use your car.”

“I—I went shopping. I picked up some lobster tail and steak for our dinner. We could have a nice baked potato with it, and I could make some apple crisp.”

The renewed eagerness in her voice irritated Rona Lee all the more. “I won’t be eating here tonight. Like I said, I’m going out.”

“Where? Can’t I come, too?”

“Can’t I come, too? My God, you’re pathetic. No, you can’t come. I need a total change of scene. And company. Being cooped up here is driving me nuts!”

“I thought you didn’t want to be seen around town. Not until...”

“I didn’t think the old fart would take this long to croak. Have you heard anything new?”

“At the staff meeting today, Dr. Abigail told us he’s near the end. It could be days, or it could be weeks. But he’s definitely in the last stages.”

“Weeks? Shit. Now I know I have to get out of here. But I need some money. Did you bring some?”

Gladys sniffed and scrubbed the tears from her face. In a defeat-laced voice, “We didn’t take in any cash today. I have a couple of checks, but they need to be run through the account. I’ll see what I have in my billfold.”

She turned away and started down the upstairs hallway. Rona Lee followed. The bare bulb in the old-fashioned fixture cast unforgiving light on the scuffed wooden floor and faded wallpaper. At the bottom of the narrow stairway, Gladys crossed to the half-moon table where her purse sat. She removed her billfold and extracted a thin sheaf of bills.

Rona Lee took the proffered money and counted it. “Thirteen dollars? You must be joking.”

“I told you I went to the store. I thought we’d be eating in.”

Rona Lee shook her head in disgust and held out her hand. Gladys stared at it with an uncertain expression, then slowly raised her own hand to rest in it.

Rona Lee slapped the hand away. “No, you idiot. Keys. I need the keys to your car.”

Blinking back a new wave of tears, Gladys rummaged in her purse and handed over the car keys. Rona Lee tossed them playfully in her hand, all smiles again.

“Thanks, babe. And don’t bother to wait up. If I score tonight, I probably won’t be back until tomorrow.”

She grabbed her mink-trimmed leather jacket from the hall coat tree and opened the front door, tossing over her shoulder,

“Bye-bye. Enjoy your lobster!”
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Abigail tiptoed from her father’s bedroom, crossed the carpeted hallway, and knocked on the door opposite his.

“Come in,” a voice chirped from within.

Leah Potter reclined on a chaise longue, her scarlet-tipped fingers splayed on the teak bed tray straddling her lap. The aroma of acetone from her newly-applied nail polish mingled with the scent of her favorite French perfume to create a cloying atmosphere that nearly gagged Abigail. In spite of the high ceilings and large windows, the room was overly warm. Clothed in a flowing pink peignoir, Abigail’s mother was like a delicate hothouse flower whose fading beauty had been skillfully prolonged by the master gardener. What would happen when the gardener was gone?

Leah smiled brightly. “Hello, dear. Did you have a nice day at the clinic?”

Abigail crossed to the writing table, carried the chair to her mother’s side, and sat down. Leah’s smile lingered, her blue eyes mildly questioning, her brow serene and untroubled. Abigail lifted one of her hands from the bed tray and held it, ignoring Leah’s concerned murmur that the polish might not be quite dry.

“Mother,” she said, “the end is coming. He may not make it through the night. You need to prepare yourself.”

Leah snatched her hand away and sat upright, sending the bed tray clattering to the floor. “Nonsense. Your father will recover. He has the will to live, and if the rest of us are positive in our thinking, he will beat this.”

“Have you been in to see him today?”

Lips compressed, she gave her head a little shake.

“What about yesterday? Or the day before?”

Her hands fluttered. “You know illness upsets me, dear. It’s much better for me to stay away.”

This attitude was hardly new to Abigail. The hand that had soothed her through her childhood ailments had been that of her father or of Gertie the housekeeper, not her mother. She remembered waking one night at the age of seven with her head in a pool of vomit, crying out for help. When none came, she stumbled to her parents’ bedroom only to discover her father absent on an emergency medical call and her mother cringing in disgust. No, Abigail didn’t need to be reminded of her mother’s helplessness in the face of life’s unpleasantries. It was the reason Ben had left his marital bed early in his illness and moved across the hall to the spare bedroom.

Abigail disagreed with the decision. “It’s time to stop coddling her, Dad. This is something she can’t hide from. Let her see it happen. It will help her deal with it.”

But he insisted. “If I can give her a few more months of peace, I have to do it. There will be time enough for tears later.”

And so he had struggled to present a normal facade in front of his wife. When that was no longer possible, he had simply retreated. It had probably been days since they had seen each other. Now Abigail felt compelled to try one last time to break through her mother’s fortress of denial.

“You need to go to him, Mother. You’ll see he’s not going to get better.” She paused for emphasis before a blunt, “He’s dying. And if you want to say goodbye, you have to do it now.”

Leah’s eyes darted around the room, avoiding Abigail, searching for any escape from the reality closing in on her.

“I’ll go with you,” Abigail said gently. “He loves you. He wants you there.”

“No! I—I can’t. He’s not going to— We must pray. Yes, that’s it. God won’t let this happen. He knows I can’t get along without your father. He knows.” She folded her hands, bowed her head, and began to whisper, “Dear Jesus, You must come to Ben with Your healing touch. He’s a good man, and I need him so...”

Abigail sighed in deep resignation and rose. Her mother’s soft pleadings followed her as she replaced the chair, crossed the room, and let herself out into the hall. She descended the sweeping central staircase into the wide, marble-floored foyer and turned back toward the kitchen, drawn by the tantalizing odor of Gertie’s beef stew. 

The kitchen’s bright lights beat back the gloom of the otherwise darkened house. This room, like all the others, was oversized with a high ceiling and wide windows that looked out over the parklike grounds, now shrouded in night. Gertie sat at the table, hands wrapped around a steaming mug of hot liquid. She looked up at the sound of Abigail’s footfalls. The nascent smile on her round ruddy face quickly faded. She jumped up and hurried toward Abigail.

“Oh, liebchen, you look so tired. And sad. Is he...?”

Abigail shook her head. “No change. He’s bad, though. Slipping away, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.” The words had a husky timbre, forced as they were through her constricted throat. Her lower lip quivered, and she struggled to control it.

Gertie’s brown eyes swam with compassion. She opened her arms. It was a familiar invitation, one Abigail had experienced countless times as a child, and she didn’t hesitate. Her professional patina of strength and objectivity evaporated like dew before the morning sun, and she stepped into the haven of those arms, freely pouring out all the pain and regret of the past twelve years onto the soft breast of the only woman who had ever loved her unconditionally.

Gertie patted and soothed, her voice slipping into the natural cadences of her native tongue. “Dort, dort, liebchen. Stille. Alle sind gut.”

When she finally pulled away, Gertie smoothed the tears from her cheeks, handed her a tissue from her apron pocket, and gently propelled her toward the table. “Sit down while I bring you some supper and a nice hot cup of tea. You probably haven’t had a decent bite to eat since breakfast.”

She wasn’t far from wrong. Lunch had been a hastily-eaten bagel and cream cheese washed down with soda from the vending machine. As frequently happened, the hour and a half set aside for her lunch had been consumed with appointment overruns, telephone calls, and catch-up charting, forcing her to scrounge whatever she could find in the staff lounge instead of joining the other physicians at the family restaurant a few blocks distant. Now her stomach rumbled in response to the savory odor as Gertie stirred the simmering pot of stew and ladled some into a bowl.

Abigail watched her fondly, reflecting that from her earliest memory it was this simple, generous woman’s presence that had made life in this sometimes bizarre household bearable. During her father’s occupational absences, Gertie was the one to whom she turned when she was angry or frightened or lonely. Gertie would always stop whatever she was doing to listen. If the problem required more than a few moments’ reassurance, they would retreat to the living quarters over the garage that Gertie shared with her Scotsman husband Thomas, and they would sit together in the overstuffed rocker by the sunny west window and talk until the issue seemed manageable. On days when Abigail was home sick from school or during the endless days of a school holiday, she would escape from her sister and hang out in the apartment. There she would watch television, play cards or checkers with Thomas when his custodial duties permitted, or listen to Gertie read from countless treasured books in the melodic German accent Abigail had never ceased to find charming. 

She had never questioned the couple’s selfless devotion and only as an adult had come to understand the quid pro quo involved. She received the comfort and love she needed, and they experienced the joys and rigors of pseudoparenthood, thus easing the pain of their own childlessness. The knowledge that her debt had been unwittingly paid helped her push aside any latent misgivings when the cataclysmic events of twelve years before drove her to abandon her life and all those who had been a part of it. Despite her best efforts, however, a remnant of guilt still reared its ugly head from time to time. Now was one of those times.

As if reading her thoughts, Gertie put the plate of food on the table in front of her, sat down in an empty chair, and said, “Your papa’s been happier than I’ve seen him in years since you came back. The cancer didn’t even seem to matter. It was a dream come true to have you here working with him.”

There was no reproach in her voice, yet the words cut Abigail to the core. She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice when she said, “Dreams can turn into nightmares, Gertie. What happened was beyond anyone’s control. Just like I can’t help Dad now, I couldn’t help myself then. Except to run away.”

Gertie sighed, her liquid eyes heavy with sorrow. “You still can’t let it go, can you? It’s an acid eating its way through your soul, and I’m so afraid of what it will do to you.”

Abigail tamped down her surge of anger and began to eat. They had had this conversation before, a circular argument with no beginning and no end, and she hadn’t the energy for it tonight. Gertie, however, seemed to take her silence for thoughtful quiescence, pressing,

“You remember the nursery rhyme we used to recite when things were bad? ‘For every evil under the sun, there is a remedy or there is none. If there be one, seek till you find it; if there be none, never mind it.’ If you can’t right a wrong, then you must do your best to ignore it and move on with your life.”

With herculean patience, “That’s what I’ve been doing, Gertie. It works fine when I’m away from this place. And as soon as this is over, I’ll get back to my real life, and I’ll be fine.”

Gertie shook her head. “The tree dies when it is cut off from its roots. The leaves might stay green awhile, but soon they begin to wither. This place is where your heart is.  And it is where you belong. First you must find a way to forgive your sister. She’s an outcast because of what she did. Can’t you find it in your heart to pity her?”

Abigail stared at Gertie in amazement. “Pity? Rona Lee? She would laugh at the idea.”

“What if she has changed? What if she is hoping this very minute for a second chance?”

Abigail took in the housekeeper’s furrowed brow and troubled eyes. She laid down her fork and reached across the table to cover the older woman’s hand with her own.

“You’re too good for us, Gertie. I know you’ve never understood why things are the way they are, and in your heart of hearts you’ve always believed in the possibility of redemption for this family. Perhaps the time will come when I can forgive what Rona Lee did to me. But don’t ever mistake that for reconciliation, because that will never happen. Rona Lee spews poison on anyone who is foolish enough to trust her. I will never lay myself open to that again. As for pity, that’s the last thing she would ever want or need. Wherever she is, whatever she’s doing, you can be sure she is taking good care of herself. Save your pity for the poor fool who gets in her way.”​
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Chapter Four
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Rona Lee drove Gladys’s car between the gateposts, switched off the headlights, and drifted to a stop. At first she could see nothing through the uncompromising darkness, but as her eyes adjusted to the thin light of a nearly full moon, she could make out the deeper shadows of the surrounding trees and the pale ribbon of driveway ahead. She nudged the gas pedal and eased forward, grateful that the old car had been well maintained and ran quietly.

The driveway wound through the trees for more than a hundred yards before she caught her first glimpse of the house gleaming white in the moonlight. She braked, aware that she was at the apex of the curve where the accident had occurred all those years before. If Larry had kept his cool that night, she wouldn’t be sitting here in the dark preparing to break into her own house. Fool! 

She studied the house, assessing her level of risk. The first floor was dark except for a pale glow through the glass panels on either side of the front door, the source of which would be the kitchen at the back of the house. The only light upstairs came from the suite of rooms belonging to her parents. Gladys had already told her that her father had moved to a sickroom across the hall. The setup was just as she had hoped.

She rolled forward out of the trees and around the curve of lawn, the house looming like a giant predator above her. How she hated the place! And loved it. No, that wasn’t right. Coveted was a better word. It had been snatched from her against her will, and like most other things in her life that were beyond reach, she was consumed by a passion to possess it.

Inspired by her first viewing of the film Gone With The Wind at the age of ten, she had given the place her own private name of Tara North for its southern-plantation architecture. Six large columns supported the soaring front portico. A balcony circled the second story and was accessed from each suite of rooms through a set of French doors. As a child, she had often swept onto the balcony wearing a gown purloined from her mother’s wardrobe and imagining herself to be an impatient Scarlet O’Hara on the lookout for Rhett Butler’s return. In her private version of the story, Scarlet had no interest in the foppish Ashley Wilkes but had willingly given herself to the dashing, slightly dangerous Mr. Butler, who had gone off to make his considerable fortune as a civil war profiteer but who had promised to come back for her when it was over. Perhaps, if the truth were known, Rona Lee was still waiting for him to come and carry her off into the exciting life she deserved but could never quite attain.

She shook her head to clear the fantasy. She didn’t need a man. She’d had plenty of those and could get another anytime she wanted. What she needed was money, and this was the one place she was assured of getting it.

The driveway split at the north end of the house, one spur continuing along the front portico then circling back, the other curving around the house to the garage in the rear. Rona Lee took the latter and braked in the shadow of the house. She switched off the car and continued on foot. The cold night air cut into her lungs, and she covered her mouth to muffle the inevitable coughing spell. Damn cigarettes. One of these days she was going to have to get serious about quitting. The thought made her long to light up. She shrugged her jacket forward, buried her face in the mink collar so she could breathe the body-warmed air inside, and hurried on.

A five-car garage jutted out from the back of the house. Lights burned in several of the upper windows, telling her that Thomas and Gertie were settled into their apartment for the night. Good. If either of them caught her here, there would be hell to pay. She moved in closer to the house, outstretched hands groping for the shrubbery that would tell her she had reached the corner where the house and garage met. When her fingers encountered sharp spiky branches, she felt for a spot of lesser density where she could press through. 

The leafless branches scraped with an ominous sound across her leather coat, and she cursed softly. The jacket had cost her almost a thousand dollars, and if it sustained serious damage because of this, sister Abby would pay when the time for accounting finally came. She dropped down and felt across the cold hard ground until she came to the even colder surface of a metal hatch. She felt around the edge for the recessed handhold, held her breath, and pulled.

She had discovered the old coal chute as a child of six and had enjoyed using it to torment her younger sister with the claim that she could disappear into thin air. Even though Abby was only four at the time, it hadn’t taken her long to apply her annoying rationale to the problem and discover the opening for herself. Instead of keeping quiet about it, she had blabbed to their father, who promptly commissioned Thomas to weld latches to either side of the lid’s undersurface and secure them in locked position with a padlock. Years later when Rona Lee needed a secret way to come and go from the house, she had used a metal saw to sever the tongue of each latch so she could open the lid at will even though the padlocks appeared to hold it in place. Had the deception been discovered and the latches repaired?

At first she thought this was the case because when she pulled up, nothing happened. Frustrated and angry, she stood up and straddled the hatch. With both hands grasping the handhold, she gave a mighty heave. The lid came free, its momentum propelling her back against the bushes. Brimming with satisfaction, she laid it aside. She removed her high heels and tucked them into the pockets of her jacket. Then, careful not to brush up against the dusty sides of the chute, she lowered herself through the opening.
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Gladys Henshaw sat in the dark on the old porch swing and pushed it gently back and forth, the faint grinding of the rusty chain the perfect accompaniment to her inner torment. She was cold, but she made no move to go inside. Her physical discomfort helped clarify her mind. She needed to think and to understand. To unravel the mystery that was herself.

In many ways, the thought of her being enigmatic was laughable. Her father had always called her a simple dunce, and indeed, her life had been, for the most part, completely unremarkable. Born and raised in this very house, the only child of strict, fundamentalist Christian farmers. Average student. Dutiful daughter. Orphaned fifteen years before at the age of thirty-three when her parents died in a car crash on their way home from Wednesday-night prayer service. If Gladys hadn’t been in bed with a raging fever that night, she would have been in the car with them. At times she wished she had been. Even though they were dead, she still wasn’t free of them. They had crushed her spirit and shackled her emotions in such a way that she would never be more than she was when they died, a pathetic, insecure loner who experienced life from the outside looking in.

She sensed that somewhere within the prison walls that were herself there dwelt a warm, self-confident, loving woman with bountiful gifts to bestow on someone else. Had that person finally surfaced only to be condemned by Rona Lee’s hideous taunt? Was she in fact a lesbian?

She admitted she had felt drawn to Rona Lee from the very beginning. She always assumed it was because Rona Lee was the kind of woman Gladys wished she could be. Beautiful. Vibrant. Self-possessed. And certain of what she wanted and how to get it.

She recalled the first time the two met. Gladys had been working for Dr. Potter for only a few months. It was the middle of winter, and Rona Lee came breezing into the office like a breath of spring, golden hair flying, skin pink and glowing, green eyes like polished emeralds. She shook Gladys’s hand on introduction and impulsively invited her to lunch. They drove to a nearby restaurant in Rona Lee’s red Jaguar, and Rona Lee spent the entire hour talking about herself. Her beautiful home, which she had nicknamed Tara North. Her glamorous mother. Her current boyfriend, who had given her the elegant diamond tennis bracelet she was wearing. Gladys was a rapt audience, and their odd friendship was born.

Gladys was under no illusion concerning her own contribution to the relationship. She was a sounding board, an ego enhancer, the mirror that kept Rona Lee’s beauty and charm always before herself. And currently, a financial safety net through the little scheme they had developed. As for Gladys, she had never asked for anything except to be needed and, perhaps, loved just a little. Then came last night, and everything changed.

Rona Lee sent Gladys out for a bottle of Southern Comfort whiskey and then insisted she drink with her. They mixed it with 7-Up, and after the first few swallows, Gladys began to enjoy herself. The warm fuzzy feeling was new to her, and she began to understand why her parents had been such strict teetotalers. In their view, physical pleasure of any sort was a tool Satan used to lead people away from salvation. In her mellowed state, Gladys decided that a God who disallowed such a lovely sensation might not be worth having after all, and she poured herself another drink.  And another...

They were sitting side by side on the faded sofa in the farmhouse living room, laughing and being silly like the teenaged girl Gladys had never been allowed to be. Rona Lee’s hand was resting on Gladys’s leg. Next thing Gladys knew, the hand was on the move. When it worked its way beneath her clothing, she tensed and cried out in shock. She had never felt any flesh but her own touching those private places, and she instinctively pulled away. Rona Lee’s soothing voice soon calmed her, and she began to pay attention to the sensations her body was experiencing.

The memories came in flashes. Being completely naked. Feeling another body close to hers, skin to skin. The marvelous softness, the surprising wetness. Rona Lee even fetched a hand mirror and insisted she study the wonders of her own body. It was a journey of discovery such as she had never known. Did that make her a lesbian? She didn’t know. What she did know was that the evening’s greatest pleasure came when they fell asleep in each other’s arms.

She wakened in the morning feeling transformed. She inched off the sofa and stood gazing at Rona Lee’s trim, perfectly sculpted body. She was acutely aware of the contrast with her own doughy nakedness, but she didn’t feel self-conscious. She had experienced love for the first time in her life, and she knew that from then on, nothing would ever be the same.

She floated happily through the remainder of the day, as close to radiant as a plain clumsy woman could be. Even Dr. Abigail noticed. “You look different today, Gladys. New hairdo?”

Gladys merely shrugged and smiled, holding her secret close to her heart and counting the minutes until she could go home to her beloved. Rona Lee’s behavior when she got there was the biggest shock of her life. She felt shattered. Confused. Diminished. And utterly without hope.

Now, hours later, the same feelings roiled within her. In addition, something new was struggling to be felt, and she wasn’t sure whether to acknowledge it or not. Of all the emotions she had ever experienced, anger was the most frightening because it was the one she had the most trouble controlling. As a child, it had been her greatest sin. She could still remember the white-hot pressure before her rage exploded. She also remembered the beatings she had endured afterward. On one occasion, when she was twelve years old, her temper had nearly cost her her life.

She had a school friend who, like other girls their age, was beginning to experiment with makeup. Gladys begged her parents to allow this friend to sleep over, and one Friday night they agreed. Shut away in Gladys’s bedroom, the two girls spread out blush, eye shadow and lipstick and began to make up each other’s faces. When Gladys’s mother barged in unexpectedly, they were exposed in all their painted glory.

Gladys lay awake all night, knowing what would happen the moment her friend drove off with whichever parent came to pick her up. She also had time to nurse a bitter conviction that her parents’ attitude was hateful and unfair. All the other girls were being allowed to grow up into happy, normal, fun-loving teenagers. Only Gladys was expected to shun the world and its many temptations. By the time she was bent over the kitchen table, panties down and waiting for the first cutting blow, her anger was bubbling and ready to boil over.

On the third stroke of the belt, she snapped. She was large for her age. By contrast, her mother was a stringy, dried-up wisp of a woman who didn’t stand a chance against Gladys’s fury. She wrenched the belt away and began raining blows on her tormenter. Their combined screams brought her father charging through the door. A bull of a man, he outweighed both women combined by fifty pounds, and Gladys was no match for him.

They stripped her, and her mother held her across the table while her father lashed every inch of her body. When her mother finally said, “Enough, Jake,” they carried her, bloody and semi-conscious, to her bed. She missed three weeks of school. They didn’t take her to a doctor, but her mother tended her wounds methodically and without emotion. The beating had been necessary, even mandated by God, and her mother felt no remorse or sympathy.

From that time on, Gladys did everything in her power to eradicate her ability to feel, much less act on anger. If you eliminated the possibility for betrayal and disappointment, you also eliminated the possibility for trust and fulfillment. As a result, her relationships with the people she worked with and the few people she called her friends were placid, undemanding, and largely meaningless. Until now. 

Gladys imagined her anger as a deep lake of black water held back by the dam of her own willpower. Maybe it was time to open the sluice gates just a little. She was tired of being used. Rona Lee needed to learn that people aren’t playthings. Maybe Gladys was the person to teach her. Maybe it was payback time.
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​Chapter Six
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Leah Potter didn’t hear the door to her sitting room open. As was her custom over the past weeks, she was lounging in front of the television with the volume turned loud enough to drown out her fears and prevent any musings about the future. When a pair of hands came from behind and covered her eyes, her body jerked with surprise, and she let out a little scream.

“Guess who,” a voice whispered in her ear.

Leah froze, barely breathing as hope welled up. Could it possibly be? Or was someone playing a cruel joke. She pulled free of the hands and spun around. Joy catapulted her up and into the arms of her firstborn.
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