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Don’t Look Back, Agnes

A ghostly story of regret, revenge...and love.
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She dashed from her car to the door and kept her eyes off the woods behind the house, a wall of blackness that made her stomach queasy. If she didn’t look, she wouldn’t be frozen with the old terror. If she didn’t look, it wouldn’t work its evil on her, or so she told herself. But the night trees whispered and taunted her anyway. 

You frightened child...you coward. You’re still trying to run away, huh? But you can’t.   Not now. Not any longer.

The house smelled musty as Agnes entered by the side entrance. It’d been empty and closed up for weeks since her mother had gone by ambulance to the nursing home—and the place was a mess. There were newspapers and magazines scattered over the tables and floors. Dust was an inch thick. It was a shame, because the two-story house was truly a lovely home, filled with the woodworking touches her father had lovingly built in. He’d been a master carpenter and it showed in the hand-carved banisters and trim, doorframes and furniture he’d made himself. The stained glass in some of the windows exquisitely rain-bowed the sunlight onto the floors at certain times of the day.

The first thing she did was to turn off the air-conditioning, clean out the cat box and open some windows. Someone had put the AC on seventy-eight, a good thing. The cat wouldn’t die of a heat stroke yet it’d still conserve energy because her mother lived on a tight budget.

It was late August at the end of a scorching summer, but tonight a storm was coming and though the earth shimmered hot, the swirling air was cooled. The breeze feathered her warm skin.

It looked as if someone, probably one of the neighbors, had been coming in periodically to take care of Patches, her mother’s old calico cat. The windows had been locked and the house was dim. A small-screened television murmured softly on the kitchen counter, company for Patches, and Agnes switched it off and snapped on the lights.

Why the cat needed the noise of a television was beyond her. The creature was half-deaf and almost as blind.

It felt strange being back in the small town of Fairfield where she’d grown up and even stranger being in her childhood home after so many years. For two decades Agnes had refused to return; as much as she’d always loved the house and the town, she coaxed her mother into traveling to visit her instead whenever she’d wanted to see her. Until now.

Her mother, who’d had her, Agnes, her third child, late in life, was sick and could no longer travel. Since Agnes’s older brothers lived much farther away than she did and claimed to have too many pressing responsibilities at the moment, Agnes had to return to her childhood home. There’d been no way out of it.

Sighing, she closed the door behind her and locked it. Nothing less than a tragedy and a crisis could have brought her back here. Her husband, Gregory, had passed away six months before, she had no children, and her mother was slipping into a twilight world where no one else could follow. A few weeks ago her mother had fallen in her bedroom; unable to get up, she’d been too confused to make a telephone call for help or to remember where she’d left her Life-Alert necklace. She spent two days on the floor before a friend had found her. Learning about the incident when the hospital had called her late one night had made Agnes feel horrible, as if she didn’t have enough guilt anyway over being so far away at this frail time of her mother’s life.

****
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SHE SHOULD HAVE BEEN there for her. Her mother had continually resisted selling the house, though. She refused to give up the twenty acres of wooded land and her huge garden in the back yard or to leave the home where she’d raised her family and had known love as well as heartache. Now she’d have to sell. There was no way her mother could keep the place and Agnes would not consent to live in it, to live in Fairfield, unless it was temporary. The house stood too close to the woods.

So after Agnes quit her job working in the ad department at the newspaper, she put her own home on the market, leaving it in the hands of a local realtor, and had returned to tend to her mother, if she could. She’d move in and prepare the house to sell and then, when her mother was feeling better, they’d both move into a smaller place in another town, far away; she’d get another job. Simple.

She should have known that being forced to return to a place she feared and dealing with her mother’s illness would be far from simple. Well, Agnes’s life had never been easy so why should it be any different now? She’d get through it somehow, she always did.

Her mother had been taken to Restful Oaks, a convalescent home, and her health looked worse than when she’d went in, or so the home’s social worker had informed Agnes by phone a few days ago. Now she wasn’t sure if her mother would ever come home, but she’d know more once she visited her, first thing tomorrow morning.

But tonight, after being on the road all day, towing a U-Haul behind her car, she craved only rest. Everything would be clearer, and safer, in the sunlight of a new day.

“Patches,” she called out in a cajoling voice. “Come here kitty, kitty. Where are you?” Going from one room to another, she searched for the cat—peeking under the sofa, beds and behind the dressers and in the closets. No feline. “Patches!”

She was just about to give up when a ball of scratching, spitting fur hit her on the side of her head and slid down her body, claws digging in the whole way. Agnes yelped, pried the cat off her and gently sent it across the room on its furry butt.

“Darn, cuckoo cat,” she grumbled, assessing the damage to her clothes and her skin. She was bleeding in three places from long scratches. “Patches, why did you do that?”

Because the cat didn’t know her.

Upon a second examination, the wounds didn’t appear to be serious and that’s when the guilt caught up with her. She fell to her hands and knees on the floor and crawled around, looking for the critter. She loved animals and normally would never hurt them. So she felt bad. The cat had been abandoned and left alone for weeks. The poor thing was probably lonely and freaked out because it missed its mistress and didn’t know what was going on. Agnes hadn’t meant to throw it like that and hoped it was okay.

“Patches, I’m sorry. Come out from wherever you are. I didn’t mean to do that. But, bad kitty, don’t attack your rescuer. I’ll give you some of that delicious canned cat food Mom says you like so much if you come out. Please, Patches?”

Oh, great. Now she was talking to an empty house. The demon cat wouldn’t show itself and she’d have to tiptoe around the rest of the night waiting for its next assault. Getting up from the floor, she moved into the bathroom and shed her T-shirt and blue-jean shorts. The shirt was ripped from the cat’s claws and would need to be thrown away but the shorts were okay. Washing off the bloody scratches, she slipped back into her clothes.

She turned on the outside lights, and then retrieved her suitcases from the car. The rest of the stuff could be unloaded tomorrow. After dragging them into the spare bedroom, she took clean clothes out and headed to the bathroom to take a shower, opening more windows along the way.

Afterwards, she sat in the front room, drinking a cup of tea and trying to keep the panic away. It wasn’t working. She knew she should have stayed in a motel but the only motel in town, the Trail Way, was a roach-infested dump...and then there was Patches. It’d seemed unfair to leave the poor animal alone any longer. She’d seen it slinking around the sofa earlier and figured it’d come out again sooner or later. In time, they might even be friends. Fat chance. The cat was out to get her.

Agnes padded into the kitchen and opened a can of cat food she’d picked up at the corner grocery store on her way into town. She set it on the floor with fresh water and left the kitchen without gazing toward the windows once.

She finished her tea and because she couldn’t stand the mess a second more, even as tired as she was, she straightened the living room and kitchen a little. Her mother must have been sick for a long time to let the house fall into such disarray. As a child, Agnes remembered how much of a neat freak her mother had been. The house had always looked perfect. Not anymore.

Again she felt remorse. So many years she’d been gone, so many years she’d neglected her mother. These last few, since her father had died, being the worst. Her mother had been lonely and though she’d never said so, she wasn’t one to complain, Agnes had known. There’d been an increase in the number of phone calls and e-mails and very few actual visits as her mother’s health had deteriorated.

Oh, she hadn’t been a good daughter, and she had to make up for that now. No matter what.

Agnes had straightened the living room and was outside emptying a bag of trash when she glanced up and saw a man in the shadows at the edge of the porch light watching her.

“Who’s there?” she demanded, trying to keep her voice calm as her body edged towards the door and her hand clutched for the doorknob.

The man stepped forward, into the weaker gloom and offered her a sheepish smile. Just a little taller than her, he was dressed in some sort of uniform, which was comforting.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.” He spread his hands out towards her. “I’m Herb. I know your mother, Bernice. A few times I’ve picked her up in the ambulance and took her to the hospital and this last time to the nursing home. She used to tell me such amazing stories about her family and this house. We became friends. I was only stopping by to check on and feed the cat. I’ve been doing that these last couple of weeks because Bernice asked me to. You’re her daughter, Agnes, right?”

“I am.” Relieved, Agnes relaxed. He knew her mother’s name, her name, so he couldn’t be a threat. “So, you drive an ambulance?”

“I’m a paramedic, actually. I work for St. Anthony’s hospital.” It sounded sort of rehearsed.

“Oh, well, it’s been kind of you to take care of Patches for her...for us. Thank you. But I’m here now and you don’t need to keep stopping by. I’ll take care of her from now on.”

“It wasn’t any problem. I like doing things for people. It’s my reason for being here.” Herb continued to stare at her. She still couldn’t see him well for his face was partially hidden. He had long dark hair. “How’s your mom doing?”

“As well as can be expected. I’ll know more when I actually see her tomorrow. I just arrived tonight.”

The man continued to observe her, as if he were waiting for something. She shivered and had the weirdest feeling that she knew him from somewhere or sometime. There was a compelling familiarity about her mother’s friend but she was too exhausted and uneasy with the woods behind her to explore the odd sensations she felt, or the urge to reach out and take his arm and draw him to her. She shook her head and snapped herself out of her trance. She must be awfully tired.

She really wasn’t in the mood for visitors. The wind had picked up and the smell of rain was strong. The storm had arrived. Raindrops hit her face and all she wanted to do was to get inside, finish her work and go to bed.

“I don’t mean to be rude, Herb, but I’m worn-out. I’m going in now.”

“Sorry. I won’t keep you any longer, then. Tell Bernice hello for me, would you?”

“I will.” Poised by the door, Agnes turned to go in.

“Goodnight, Agnes. I’ll be seeing you.”

Not likely. “Goodnight, Herb.”

Only after she’d gone inside, turned off the outside light and closed the door did she realize she’d never gotten his last name and he hadn’t told her how it was that he had entry to her mother’s home. If he had a key, she should get it back from him. She didn’t like the idea that someone she barely knew had access to the house. Her mother had become too trusting. She’d never been that way before.

Agnes tugged the curtains aside and looked through the rain-spotted glass into the driveway. No ambulance or car was parked there or along the street. How had Herb gotten to the house and where had he gone? Thunder shrieked and lightning brightened the world outside and there wasn’t a sign of him or a vehicle anywhere. Could be he’d been on foot. Well, he was gone now and that was all Agnes cared about.

She shrugged, was getting ready to close some of the windows, but hadn’t moved from the door when a loud knocking nearly gave her a heart attack.

She answered it and flicked on the porch light, surprised to find a Fairfield Sheriff’s deputy standing there, rain dripping off his cap. Darn, more uninvited company. Just her luck. She felt like a damp mop and probably looked like one, too. No way to meet the townsfolk.

“Can I help you, Officer?”

“Just checking, ma’am. I saw lights; saw you outside and I know whose house this is. I know Beatrice is in Restful Oaks recovering from a fall and I promised to keep an eye on the house for her.”

“So you think I’m a burglar or something?” She was amused but that was quickly replaced with embarrassment. The man was good-looking in that rugged way she was so attracted to. Men in uniforms did that to her, though all in all, she liked cops the least. So bossy. Usually arrogant. This man had the look of a young Tom Selleck and a body to match. He was tall, athletically graceful and his eyes, blue as a spring sky, were sharply perceptive.

Her face was already red and she was too tired, too bedraggled, to be talking to such a handsome stranger.

“No. You wouldn’t have answered the door if you were.”

That made her laugh. “I’m Beatrice’s daughter, Agnes Michaels. I’ve come to take care of my mother.”

“I figured that.” He was staring at her. She thought he might actually smile, but he didn’t. He looked like he wanted to say something else, but no further words came.

“Well, Officer—”

“Ben Peterson. Sorry to have disturbed you so late. I just had to be sure someone hadn’t broken into the house or something.”

“I and my mother thank you for it, Officer Peterson. Is there anything else?”

“No, ma’am. Good night. Keep your doors locked. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to such a pretty lady.”

She thought she caught a slight smile before he turned and walked through the rain to his squad car and drove off into the night. Not even a wave. Cops. They could never help you when you really needed it. Their nightsticks and bullets were no real defense against true evil.

Agnes had nearly finished her tidying when she saw the metal box that her mother kept her important documents in, sitting beside the coffee table. It was open and had a stack of papers strewn around it. She knelt down, scooped them up and began to stuff them back in the box when a headline caught her eye.

Oh, no.

Her mother had saved the newspaper clippings from the murders. They were neatly cut and clipped together. Why in God’s name had her mother kept them?

Agnes didn’t want to look at them, much less read them but some macabre fascination made her take the clippings into the kitchen where she spread them out on the table.

Her eyes took in the grisly headlines from twenty summers ago: Teenager Missing. Four weeks later: Second Child Vanishes. Parents Plead For Any Information On Disappearances. A month after that: Third Victim Missing. Worst Feared. Then the last scrap of newspaper: Fourth Victim Taken. Escapes. Bodies Found.

There were other articles on the kidnappings, including ones with the poignant photographs of the three young fatalities from that awful summer. She barely glanced at them because she remembered the three children as if it were yesterday. Sophie Cunningham, 15 years old, Lawrence Nilson, 15 years old, and Tyler Summers, 16 years old. She’d known them all, and one...Tyler...had been her first love.

Seeing his young, sweet face looking up at her after all these years brought back the whole horror and grief of that long ago summer.

Oh, Tyler. They’d known each other since childhood, had lived next door to each other all their lives and that spring he’d given her a promise ring. They’d talked of getting married when they turned eighteen though they were barely sixteen. Puppy love, her mother and father had called it, but she and Tyler had known it was real. They’d been so lucky to find each other at the beginning of their lives and said it all the time. So lucky.

All the long repressed Tyler memories suddenly surged through her mind and heart and without knowing it, the sorrow returned like an old friend she hadn’t seen for a while but it knew the way all too well.

Her and Tyler rocking on the porch swing, kissing and laughing. Her sketching pictures of him as he grumbled. He never liked to sit still too long. The two of them hiking to their special place deep in the woods to make-out and exchange secrets. Riding the wild ponies in Turner’s Field or swimming in Turner’s Lake. Dancing together at the school dances and running through the stores, or going to the movies (they’d loved the scary ones) ...ha, what had they known then about malevolence? Nothing. With their friends at the mall. Tyler bringing her wild flowers and little gifts of candy...and his lips had tasted of chocolate.

They’d done everything together. They’d attended the same school and had the same friends. They’d been inseparable.

And the memories made her so sad.

It shook her to know the sadness still hung on after all those years. But she’d loved Tyler so much. She knew that then and she knew that now, decades later. She’d never loved anyone (not even her husband, though he’d been a good man) as she’d loved Tyler; perhaps because she and Tyler had been so young, passionate and innocent. Grown-up love is never the same. Too much baggage.

Her fingers lingered on the brown edged newspaper and trembled.

Oh, she never should have come back...for other memories, darker and more insidious, crept in and she couldn’t deal with them. Not now. Not in this house with the scene of the crimes behind her.

She stole a look at the kitchen window. It was storming like it had so often that summer. The rain was pounding on the roof. The wind slashed through the trees and howled like a wounded banshee. Thunder rattled the windows and a streak of lightning lit up the woods behind her mother’s house, revealing human-shaped shadows skulking among the trees. Running in the rain and darkness. Watching. Maybe they were the restless dead. But there were so many more than three. They seemed everywhere. She rubbed her eyes and told her heart to calm down.

I’m just weary and seeing things.

Her mother had said that no one else had gone missing since that time. That whatever or whoever had killed those kids was long gone or dead.

Agnes never believed that for a second. She never would. It was still out there waiting for its next victim. 

Waiting for her.

She never should have come back. Never.

****
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RESTFUL OAKS WAS NICER than Agnes had imagined. She’d buzzed herself in. The typical display of elderly people in wheelchairs lining the halls greeted her; some reached or cried out for her to stop and talk or help them. It was hard to keep walking. They were forlorn faced and lonely and their eyes tracked her as if she were the key to their freedom.

Agnes felt sorry for them, yet there was nothing she could do, except smile and say a few kind words, a hello or soft pat on the shoulder. The thought never left her mind: some day she could be in such a place. Later she’d linger and speak to some of them. Right now she was anxious to find her mother.

From what she could see as she wandered down the hallways, the rooms were full of light, the furnishings were tasteful and comfortable; everything appeared clean and the staff was friendly. There were peaceful landscapes lining the hallway walls. The special accessories made the place seem homier.

She passed the dining area, where a group of residents were eating as they listened to a bearded middle-aged guy in the center of the room strumming a banjo. There was laughing and applause. Her mother, she decided, was in as good a place as a convalescent home could be.

She stopped at the nurse’s station and introduced herself. A nurse called Valerie, according to her name tag, a brunette somewhere in her fifties, who somehow also looked familiar, came up to her. “So you’re Agnes? I can see the resemblance—and your mother has a picture of you on her nightstand. She speaks of you all the time. Here, I’ll take you to her. She had a bad night last night so she’s in her room resting. Just follow me.”

Agnes followed, trying to remember where she’d seen Valerie before. She couldn’t. Then a lot of the townspeople’s faces struck chords in her memory, after all, she’d spent the first eighteen years of her life here. She’d probably seen Valerie around at one time or another.

Her mother’s room was like the others, a little less decorated, perhaps because she hadn’t had any family to pretty it up for her. The woman sleeping on the bed didn’t look like her mother at first. Beneath the covers she appeared older and smaller. That’s not my mother, Agnes thought, with a wrench of dismay. My mother was always so healthy and strong.

“Bernice,” Valerie spoke softly as she bent over the woman in the bed. “Look, your daughter’s come to visit you.” The nurse glanced back at Agnes. “She’s known you were coming for days and she’s been so excited waiting for you. She’s worn herself out.”

The woman on the bed opened her eyes, sat up and smiled, and Agnes finally recognized her, though she no longer looked like the woman Agnes had always known. Her hair had turned totally gray, it was uncombed, and her rumpled blouse was stained.

Her mother’s confused gaze shifted from Agnes to the nurse as if she felt she’d done something wrong. “My daughter? I don’t have a daughter.”

“Oh, of course you do,” the nurse replied cheerfully. “She’s right here. Agnes. Remember?”

“Agnes?” Her mother’s face unwrinkled and the confusion left her eyes. “Oh, now I remember. I do have a daughter and here you are.”

Agnes took her hand.

“At last! It’s been so long and I’ve missed you so much, sweetie. I’ve been lonely. Where have you been?”

The breathless uncertain voice wasn’t her mother’s, either.

“Mom, I left my job, put my house up for sale and had to travel all the way back here.” She would have reminded her of her husband’s death and the main reason, her mother’s declining health, which had forced her to return but was afraid her mother’s fragile state couldn’t handle all of it. She’d tell her later. Maybe. “Remember? I told you that when I called you. The arrangements took time.”

The nurse’s eyes met Agnes’s and the woman merely shook her head.

“But I’m here now, Mom, and I’m staying. You won’t be alone anymore.” Agnes sat on the side of the bed and embraced her mother, who was as thin as a bony child in her arms.

“Oh, too bad you had to leave your job but you don’t need one, you know. I have money. I have a house. You can stay there.”

“I am staying there, Mom.”

Her mother flashed a childish grin and clapped her hands together. “Oh, goodie, then I can come home with you. Right now.” She looked at Valerie. “I can go home now, can’t I?”

Valerie placated her by stroking her shoulder and saying, “Not today, Bernice, but soon.”

“Oh.” The light from her mother’s eyes seeped away as she slumped against her pillow and a look of bewilderment came over her face. She’d already lost interest in Agnes and was looking at something in the corner. “No matter, I don’t have a house anymore anyway. I lost it, I think. Those pesky dead people live there now. They’re always peeking in the windows or appearing out of nowhere in my kitchen and scaring me half to death. I can’t get rid of them.”

She bobbed her head as her fingers plucked at the covers. Her eyes went to her daughter. “They murdered my cat, Patches. You know that? Poor thing. I warned her, yet she went into the woods anyway, after some mouse or rabbit or something and the ghosts got her. Now she’s a ghost cat...runs around with all those other ghosts. I don’t really want to go home without my cat being there, I guess.”

“Ghosts? What are you talking about, Mom?”

“You know...those poor kids that died in the woods? Your friends?”

Agnes stared at her. Something was really wrong with her mother. Why hadn’t she noticed it before? She tried to recall the last time she’d actually spent time with her besides long-distance conversations and computer updates and decided it’d been a while. Her mother had flown up for a week at Christmas. She’d been a little forgetful even then, easily fatigued, and had explained it away by saying she’d had a bad cold. It hadn’t been a cold. It’d been old age creeping in.

“Mom, Patches is fine. She’s at the house.”

Her mother turned disbelieving eyes towards her. “No, she’s not. I told you she’s dead.”

“Mom, she’s not. I came here from your house and Patches was there.” She was there somewhere. Hiding. All Agnes had seen of the cat that morning was her fluffy tail as she dove under the sofa, hissing and meowing. But it’d been Patches all right. She’d recognize that cat’s tail anywhere. Thing was, it hadn’t eaten any of the food she’d put out. Not a bite. No water, either.

“Why do you say there are dead people in your house?” Agnes regretted asking it as soon as she said it. No sense in playing along with her mother’s delusions or upsetting her further.

Her mother’s expression was frightened. “No, in the woods, though I’ve seen them lately, around and even in the house. But I’m not supposed to talk about any of that. They’ll get so mad at me. They can get to you—hurt you—when they want to. I’ve seen it. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

The old woman muttered a string of incoherent sentences and Agnes didn’t know what to do. She’d been so happy to see her and had so much to talk to her about. The shock of her mother’s failing health nearly brought tears to her eyes. She’d wasted all those years being too fearful to come home and now it was too late...she’d already lost her mother, or the part of her that had been her mom.

As weak and befuddled as Beatrice was, how would she ever be able to return to her house? What was Agnes going to do? Don’t worry about that, she told herself. Her mom was going to get better. That’s all. She just knew it.

“She’ll be okay now, Agnes,” the nurse said, after she’d calmed the old woman down and she drifted into sleep again. “When she wakes up, she won’t remember being upset. She might not remember that you were even here. I’m sorry. I was going to tell you earlier about her state of mind but you needed to see for yourself.”

Valerie gestured to Agnes and the two women went out into the hallway.

“How long has she been like that?” Agnes asked as she leaned against the wall, heartsick. First, Gregory dies in Iraq, then she had to leave her job, her home, and now this. She couldn’t take much more.

She’d thought her mother would remain vital and strong and would always be there for her. Not realistic, she knew, because people got old, sick and died all the time. Yet her mother’s love and strength had always been an affirming foundation of her life, one she could count on and one she didn’t know how she’d cope without. Without her mother she never would have made it through that fateful summer of 1988 or the years after.

“Since we admitted her. Doctors believe she had a stroke and it’s affected her reasoning, her balance. It could be why she fell in the first place, but they aren’t sure. They’re also concerned about her heart. She had tests at the hospital and she has congestive heart failure. They would have put stents in to clear up the blockages but her health’s too delicate right now. We’re monitoring her closely. I’m sorry.”

Agnes released a sigh and pushed herself away from the wall. “I guess I’ll have to get used to it. I just need a little time to take it all in. I didn’t know she was this sick, in body or mind.” She saw the question in the nurse’s face and added, “I’ve been living out of town for a long time and haven’t seen much of my mom lately. But I’m here now and I’m not going anywhere soon. Will she sleep long? Should I stay until she wakes up again?”

“You can, but as I said she had a restless night, got little sleep and that’s made her more confused. It’d be better if you come back later after she’s had a nap. She’ll be more herself.” Valerie smiled; her face empathetic.

She was observing Agnes with more than the normal interest and again Agnes had the notion that she knew the woman or the woman knew her. She just couldn’t place her.

“Thank you. I think I’ll take your advice and do that. What time?”

“Supper’s at five. If she’s feeling well enough to go to the dining room you can share the meal with her, if you like. We encourage relatives and friends to sit down and eat with their loved ones.”

The thought of eating the home’s food didn’t sound appetizing to Agnes but she’d do it for her mom. You never know, it might be good. “Sure, I can do that. Five o’clock, huh?”

“Yes, five or thereabouts. It takes a while to get them all into the dining area.”

Agnes turned and walked away, feeling sure that the nurse’s eyes were on her the whole time.

****
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SHE WAITED UNTIL SHE was back in her car, parked beneath a shade tree, before she laid her head on the wheel and let the tears come. She wondered what she was going to do now. Seeing her mother lying in that bed, her mind like a child’s, had shaken her. She thought she’d been ready for it, but she hadn’t.

Take it slowly, she soothed herself, more optimistic than she felt. She’d been in her hometown less than a day but she felt its influence working on her already. A growing sense of despair had settled over her and she was having trouble fighting it. It’d stopped raining around dawn but the sunlight was dull and the air was dirty. Yeah, she was home all right. Even the people on the streets around her looked despondent.

A squad car drove past her out on the street and then turned around. It was Ben Peterson again. He got out of the car and strolled up to her. She rolled her window down, thinking, is he stalking me or what? “Don’t you ever go home, Officer?”

“Hi, to you, too, Agnes Michaels. I wish. I’m pulling a double shift because someone called in sick today. I saw you over here. Simply sitting and looking distressed. Is everything okay?” He seemed tired and a little older.

Agnes was sure he could tell she’d been crying so there seemed no sense in lying to him. “I’m getting my wits together. Seeing Mom in there like she is, kind of threw me.”

“I understand. I had a grandmother in Restful Oaks for many years and it was hard at first. It’ll get easier.” His eyes were sympathetic. His hand reached in and lightly touched her shoulder, brushed against her hand and Agnes was shocked at the way it made her feel. She wanted that hand to touch other places—her cheek, her face. She glanced up at him and he was smiling, really smiling. It was so appealing; she caught her breath. Boy, was he attractive. Young Tom Selleck and Jared Padalecki rolled into one in a dark-brown uniform.

“How about you let me buy you a cup of coffee, Agnes sad-face? I’m on duty another two hours but I have a break coming for breakfast. It’s the least I can do for a fellow former resident and a caring daughter. I know the perfect place.”

She’d had such a bad night and morning she didn’t have to even think about it. You were supposed to trust cops, right? “Okay. I could use a cup of coffee and something to eat. I’m starving actually. Most of the food in mom’s refrigerator is spoiled or suspect. I’ll have to clean and restock it later. So I haven’t eaten since last night. Lead on, Officer, and I’ll be right behind you.”

She followed him onto Main Street where he parked before Ida’s Café, a charming looking establishment with a shiny front glass window that boasted the best coffee in town, home cooked food and reasonable prices. The name Ida’s Café sounded welcoming because she’d gone to high school with a girl named Ida Douglas.

Officer Peterson escorted her into the café, making small talk to put her at ease. He was tall, at least 6’ 3”, much taller than Gregory had been. He kept finding ways to innocently touch her, a hand on her shoulder or on her arm, and she wondered why he was being so nice to her. Perhaps he was to all the women. But she knew it was more. There was an instant connection between them she couldn’t deny.

Just what she needed, a cop admirer. She didn’t usually care much for cops. They hadn’t treated her very well twenty years ago, hadn’t accepted her story, and the memory of their cold interrogations still stung.

Inside, Ida’s Café was decorated with windows of stained glass and thriving plants. It was a small but homey eatery, with round tables and tall stools lined up along a bar against the rear wall. The walls were a pale yellow and covered in the most amazing paintings of trees and woods in every season. The paintings, muted hues and eerie lighting, were eye-catching but made her shiver.

On each table there were fresh flowers and place mats that advertised hand-made beaded jewelry for sale. Jewelry by Ida. The photos were of necklaces, bracelets and earrings in colorful combinations of tiny crystals. Sparkly. Pretty. Oh, she got it. It was probably a sideline business of the café’s owner or one of her friend’s.

Agnes and Officer Peterson settled at one of the tables by the window so they could watch the people passing by and when the waitress came up to them Agnes had only begun to scan a menu.

“Ben, haven’t seen you for a while,” a woman’s voice said. “How ya been?”

“Fairly well, Ida. I brought a new friend.”

“So I see.” Genuine amusement played in the woman’s voice. “What would you two like?”

Agnes lifted her eyes to the waitress’s grinning face and knew her immediately. Though it’d been a long time since they’d graduated from high school, Ida Douglas looked about the same and Agnes felt the first swell of real happiness since she’d arrived in town. Ida Douglas had been one of her friends all through high school; one of the ones that had lived anyway.

“Well, I’ll be doggone, if it isn’t Agnes Chapman in the flesh,” the waitress exclaimed.

“It’s Agnes Michaels now.”

“Well, I thought I’d never see you again in this lifetime. You ran away to the big city after graduation and we haven’t seen hide nor hair of you since. How are you doing?”

“Better since I’ve bumped into you.” Agnes smiled and noticed Officer Peterson was looking at her now in a funny manner. She could almost see his mind working behind those insightful eyes. Uh oh, he’s connected my name to my past. But she wouldn’t let that distract her from her and Ida’s happy reunion.

“Ah, you’re married?”

“I was, but he’s...dead.” She caught the quickly hidden relief in Deputy Peterson’s face. “He was a Captain in the army, stationed in Iraq. Six months ago, he ran over a roadside bomb. They say he died instantly.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Are you all right?”

“I’m coping. Doing better.” The look Deputy Peterson gave her was one of tender compassion.

“And you, Ida,” Agnes asked, “are you married? Happy?”

“Yes, married to a wonderful man. And I can’t complain. Today anyway.” Ida dropped her order tablet into the pocket of her apron and plunked down in the chair across from them. It was past the breakfast rush and there were only two other people in the restaurant. “I thought it was you the second you came in the door. Couldn’t believe my eyes. I like your hair short like that, though, and the color a deeper red, otherwise you haven’t changed one bit, girl. Still as skinny and cute as ever.”

“Thanks.” Agnes laughed. She couldn’t say the same for Ida. The woman’s face was the same but she’d put on some extra pounds and her hair was a faded hue of the blond it’d once been. She wore little make-up, again not like the old Ida, who’d worn enough face makeup and cherry red lipstick to stock a cosmetic counter, but she was draped in a ton of beaded jewelry. Yet she looked beautiful to Agnes. “You look the same, too.”

Deputy Peterson leaned back in his chair and studied the two of them closely, with that cop-look Agnes knew so well, on his handsome face. The look that said he was taking notes but pretending not to. Then a cell phone on his belt chirped and he answered it. “Sorry,” he announced, standing up, his eyes on Agnes. He wasn’t smiling any longer. “Duty calls, ladies. I sure hate to leave such good company and without having my breakfast but I have to go back to work.” He turned to Agnes. “It’s been nice meeting you again, Agnes.”

“Same here, Officer.”

“I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around, so please call me Ben.” Then he was gone.

“Wow, I’d say Ben’s sweet on you,” Ida declared, as the cop went out the door.

“Nah, he was just being friendly.”

“I’ve known Ben for years. I saw the way he looked at you. He’s smitten. You know, he’s a widower, too. Real picky, though—doesn’t date much. I thought he’d never get interested in another woman again since his Marcy died a couple years back of that brain tumor.”

Agnes waved her hand dismissively. “Then I feel sorry for him, but let’s change the subject. I just met the man. He tagged along, sort of. I didn’t invite him. And I don’t like cops, remember?” She looked down at the placemats on the table. “But I like the jewelry, Ida. You make it?”

“Sure do.” Ida reached over and tapped her finger on a mat. “I sell them on the Internet and in the local stores around here. I make as much money as I rake in from this place. I sell jewelry all over the world.”

“Good for you. Your creations are lovely. I’ll have to order a few pieces. That amber bracelet you have on is pretty. You have any others like it and for how much?”

Ida twirled the bracelet around her wrist. “Yes, and for you,” she took it off and handed it to Agnes with a flourish, “it’s on the house. Call it a home coming present.”

“I couldn’t.”

“You can. It’ll hurt my feelings if you don’t and breakfast is on the house, too. No back talk.”

Agnes laughed. “Thank you.” She put the bracelet on. “It’s beautiful. But I’m buying earrings to match it, if you have them.” Earrings she could afford, but not much else. From now on, until she found a job, she was going to have to be careful with her money. Fresh starts weren’t cheap.

“It’s a deal. It so happens I have a pair that’ll match that bracelet.”
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