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There are four kinds of screams. The scream of pain when five-year-old Olivia falls off her bike and scrapes her knee. The scream of surprise when Uncle Charlie jumps out of the shadows and yells, “Boo!” The scream of delight as two old friends see each other for the first time here at the alumni reunion. The fourth? I was totally unprepared for the scream of sheer terror that split the heavy air on that warm early summer day.

A few moments later, as my colleague and I emerged from the dark old classroom building after giving a seminar, the scream still hung in the air. People were rushing willy-nilly from all corners of campus toward Lauterbach Chapel next door. A growing crowd of Humbert College alumni and faculty began to gather at the base of the bell tower.

A voice from behind shouted, “I’m a doctor. Let me through.” The crowd by the tower parted enough to allow the doctor through and then closed ranks again, not allowing so much as a peek. We held back, eavesdropping to learn more.

“Can you see what’s going on?” Dr. Gayla Evans craned her neck, not completely sure she wanted to know. I started to answer but was cut off when a man ran up to us, muttering, “I seen it. He just jumped right off the top of the tower. I seen it.” Turning to ask more, I only caught a glimpse of the old man’s gray beard and orange baseball cap as he turned away from us and limped determinedly toward the next group of people.

Eventually folks began to share what they knew, or thought they knew. Accounts were all mixed up. Some said a man had fallen from the bell tower. Others disagreed, saying a woman had jumped from a high window. No one really knew for sure. Gayla and I waited.

Campus security arrived. The college contracts with the Humbert City Police Department for their security needs, and it was a policewoman I knew well who was currently assigned to campus.

Officer Sophie Cameron cleared the crowd and made room for the EMT’s who had also just pulled up. Then she scanned the crowd. Her gaze landing on me, she walked closer to us. “Ms. MacMillan, Dr. Evans, don’t go away. I think you can help.” It was no surprise that Officer Cameron asked for my help – I had recently become a contract partner with the police department and would be giving the front-line staff a mental health seminar next month. “I’ll be back after I secure the area.”

The policewoman moved to the other side of the crowd, still scanning. Was she looking for someone in particular? I tried to follow her gaze with my own eyes. I knew some of the people there in the crowd, but certainly not many, so I concentrated on the ones I recognized. My good friend Jessica, here for her ten-year reunion, leaned against a big oak tree next to the bell tower, with a man I recognized as one of her classmates. Behind her, I saw the orange baseball cap, though its wearer was too far away to see clearly. Others I recognized included some of the alumni who had just attended our workshop, including Amanda somebody and her friend whose name I couldn’t remember.

Cameron returned shortly with some clipboards and instructions to get contact information from as many witnesses as we could before they left the area. “I need names, phone numbers, and if they’re visiting, find out where they’re staying and how long they’ll be in town.” She was all business and Gayla and I split up to begin our queries.

Officer Cameron announced to the crowd that everyone should see one of us and then move to the other side of the commons. Still not knowing what had happened, I balanced my clipboard on the railing of the chapel’s front steps and started to write down people’s names. Two other police officers had already begun putting out the yellow plastic ribbons announcing, “CRIME SCENE: DO NOT CROSS.”

I was baffled. Unable to see anything except the people crowding around me, I tried to piece together some of the story as I took names. People who hadn’t actually seen what happened were especially eager to share what they knew. Someone had jumped (or fallen, or been pushed), off the roof (or out the window, or from the ledge) of the bell tower (or maybe it was the roof of the chapel). That someone was a man (or maybe a woman), about forty (or sixty or thirty), and tall (or short, or average). People gave their information freely, suspiciously, tearfully, impatiently. All I could think was how much work the police would have sifting through all these people and their varying witness accounts. Since I was only taking names, I didn’t ask any questions about what they had seen.

Fifteen or twenty minutes passed while we collected information. The EMT’s came and went. In their place, the county medical examiner pulled up and began retrieving equipment from her van. Even in the day’s heat, I felt a chill as the realization hit me – this wasn’t just about someone getting hurt. This person was dead, and judging by the number of police now at the scene, had probably been murdered. My heart rose in my throat and I couldn’t breathe. Not another one, I thought. Not another murder here in Humbert. I hope it’s not someone I know.

Even as I started on my directed breathing exercises, I chastised myself for thinking only of myself. Whoever that is – or was – had family and friends. Someone is going to be grief-stricken. Clipboard in hand, I walked toward the chapel to find someone who could tell me anything. Before I could get close enough, my good friend Detective Pete Jenkins approached me, looking concerned.

I looked back and forth between the crime scene and this man who I trusted with my life. Judging by his expression, I knew he didn’t want to tell me something. “What’s going on, Pete? What aren’t you saying?”

The detective started to speak. “I’m sorry, Abby.” Before he could explain further, someone near the chapel tower moved – only slightly, but enough for me to see the familiar flutter of purple silk lying on the ground next to a lump of yellow linen. Oh no, I thought, this can’t be happening. Not again, not when I was finally getting a grip on my anxiety. The world started spinning. The last thing I remember was the smell of fresh-mown grass as it rose up to meet me.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2   

[image: ]




A week before I fainted on the commons, in my normal weekly session with my therapist, I recalled an incident early in my life when I had fallen off a horse and into the soft grass of the paddock at Grandma and Grandpa’s hobby farm. “Dr. Roberts, I can still smell the grass and taste the dirt. I didn’t fall hard, and the horse backed away, but Grandpa was laughing. That’s what hurt the most, but I didn’t know it at age four.”

Now that I had wrapped up the spring semester and the alumni weekend was still eight days away, I was taking “me” time and trying to get a handle on the anxiety that had worsened since the most recent murder in our small Minnesota town. The kids still had “eleven days, Mom, not counting weekends,” until they’d be free for their own school break. I wanted to be fully able to spend some quality time with them during their summertime childhood freedom.

Dr. Claire Roberts, a psychologist who had worked with our family individually and as a group since a traumatic event last fall, wasn’t letting me wallow in self-pity. “Abby, you’ve told me this before, and you said you think it’s tied to your fear of abandonment and the anxiety you’ve been experiencing these past few months. We’ve talked through it many times and you know the causes of your troubles. Tell me, what are you doing to move forward?”

I slumped in my chair, feeling defeated.

The doctor continued, taking off the bifocals she wasn’t quite used to yet. “Well, Abby? You’ve listed several action items you want to accomplish. Which of these issues are you going to address first?” Dr. Roberts is a fine psychologist, and has become the first person I turn to when my anxiety becomes overwhelming. Even her office is calming, with plants in the window and lavender-scented potpourri on the coffee table that separates us. But in spite of contrast to the soothing atmosphere, she is all about action – identifying the problem and its source, coming up with possible strategies to address the problem, and then making a plan. And following through. She looked at me with purpose, not letting me choose the easiest route just because I couldn’t decide.

We had spent the first few sessions this spring simply identifying the reasons why I felt so overwhelmed and powerless – a new opportunity at the college where I worked, a new stepdaughter and changing dynamics in our family, a larger house and all the decisions that came with it, and a host of other issues that weren’t so new, like finishing my Ph.D. The long list even contained things I hadn’t considered, most significantly the three murders in the past year. Definite anxiety-producers.

I shrugged my shoulders, once again feeling the weight of it all. “They’re all so important. How do I decide?”

She wasn’t unkind. She smiled and turned the tables on me. “What would you tell your students? Pick the most overwhelming thing and get it over with. Or choose the easiest one so you can feel successful and empowered. Or maybe the one that has the most immediate need. You have the list in front of you. It’s up to you to prioritize things.”

Of course, the doctor was right. I had already spent hours identifying and itemizing all the things in my life that were contributing to my mental distress. It was time to do the hard work and start plowing through the list.

“Abby, remember. You don’t have to do this alone. You have people who care, and community resources. Even the college has support services for faculty and staff. It will be easier to pick one item and also identify a person or resource that you can ask for help.” Her voice was soothing, supportive. She sat erect in the armchair across from me, yet maintained a casual air. Strong. Caring.

I sighed and looked at my list. “The most important item, I suppose, is getting my doctoral dissertation back on track. I have a year to complete it if I want to keep the new teaching position the college offered me. There’s a lot riding on this.” My research had come to a near-standstill last fall when my adviser and mentor, Doc Finkelstein, was murdered. After his unexpected death, I continued teaching an experimental first-year class we had developed together. The class was successful in spite of Doc’s absence, and the dean asked me to take it over on a full-time basis. With a catch. I had to complete my Ph.D. within a year.

I continued on the list. “But the easiest is probably sorting out the division of household duties in the new house.” After we inherited Doc’s estate and moved into the Big House, my husband had decided to give up most of the clients in his private financial analytics business so he could dedicate his time to the family and to establishing a charitable foundation to carry out Doc’s wishes. “Ben is easy to work with and he’s good at balancing our workload and our family. We just have to make the time to establish some new habits and routines. I thought having a live-in housekeeper would cut down the work, but it’s a huge house and we’re still getting used to it.”

Looking at the list once more, I realized what I needed to do right away. “But first I need to suck it up and get over my fear of horses. Emily’s birthday party is Monday and she’s taking her friends horseback riding since they don’t have school on Memorial Day.” My stepdaughter would be fourteen next week and had been planning this outing for months. Ben wanted to help my brother build a playset in the backyard, so I was elected to go with the kids and some of their parents. “That’s the most pressing thing because of the timeline.” I looked the doctor in the eye and smiled. “So that is my decision. Final answer.”

She smiled back and relaxed her posture. “Wonderful. Now tell me who you’ll get to help and how you’ll accomplish it.”

We talked this over until the hour was up, with Dr. Roberts reminding me that it wasn’t the horse that had originally caused my distress, but the events surrounding the fall. If I could put it in perspective and give the poor animal a break, we’d get through the party just fine, and probably have some fun at the same time.

I went home in better spirits than in months, looking forward to dinner with my family. We had agreed that Emily herself could be my biggest ally, since she is so comfortable around horses and we get along well.
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Thursday night dinner was casual, and with our housekeeper away for the long Memorial Day weekend, Ben had taken a meatloaf out of the freezer. I could smell onions and garlic the minute I opened the door into the house from the garage. “Mmmm...heavenly.” I turned the corner into the kitchen and was surprised to see Emily peeling potatoes at the counter instead of Ben.

She interpreted my confused look correctly and laughed. “Hi, Abby. Ben’s picking up the twins from kindergarten and wanted to talk to Ed when he dropped off Damien. So I’m fixing supper. The meatloaf is in the oven.”

Our former next-door neighbors, Ed and Desiree Franklin, have two children now and one due any day. Their son Damien is also in kindergarten with our own Olivia and Jonah, so we generally share carpool duties. Ben also wanted to talk with Ed, who co-owns their family construction business, about the playset.

“They’ll probably be a while, then, right?” I retrieved a Diet Pepsi from the fridge and sat at the island across from Emily.

“Well, yeah – those two can gab for hours. But Ben said they’d be here in time for supper. The meatloaf will be ready by six.” She continued to work on the potatoes while I checked the time.

“That gives us over a half hour, then. I was hoping to talk to you alone, so is this a good time?”

My stepdaughter stopped peeling, shaking her long, blonde hair out of her eyes, which widened in alarm. “Did I do something wrong?”

Knowing that Emily is sensitive about making mistakes, I was quick to reassure her that this wasn’t about anything she did or didn’t do; I needed to talk to her about me.

“You? Abby, did you do something wrong?” She had regained her sense of humor and was teasing me.

“No, honey, at least not that I know of. I wanted to talk to you about your party. I’m really nervous about it.” I looked at my fingernails, took a deep breath and raised my eyes to meet hers. “I’m nervous because I’m terrified of horses.” There. I said it. “And because I’m kind of ashamed that they scare me, too.”

The teenager relaxed and gave me a gentle smile. “I know that already, Abby. Ben told me one time when I asked why you never take me to ride Bright Boy.”

It was my turn to be alarmed. “But...that was supposed to be a secret.” I’ve never said a word to anyone else except him and my friend Jessica. I had trusted Ben. It wasn’t like him to betray a confidence. I narrowed my eyes. “Just how much did he tell you?”

Emily put my fears to rest. “Not much. He just said you were nervous around horses and that someday you’d tell me the whole story. Is that what you want to talk to me about?”

I relaxed. Ben hadn’t betrayed me at all. “Yes, that’s it. I took a fall when I was four years old and I haven’t been able to face my fear since then. It’s only gotten worse over time, and it’s especially been eating me up inside since you joined the family. You’re a skilled horsewoman and you spend so much time with Bright Boy, and I’ve only seen pictures of him. I get so tied up in knots just thinking about actually going near the horse and now you want me to go riding with you on Monday at your birthday party. I’m terrified that I’ll freeze up or freak out.”

Emily is wise beyond her years. She just smiled and said, “We’ll work something out. A lot of people are afraid the first time they ride. Try not to worry about it. Tell me more so I can pick out the best horse for you.”

As I looked into her warm, pale blue eyes, my courage strengthened. “It wasn’t so much the fall. I wasn’t hurt more than a bruise or two. But,” I took a breath, “as I was lying face-down in the dirt, Grandpa started laughing. I suppose it was funny from his point of view, but he wasn’t supposed to put me on that horse to begin with. Grandma just about had his hide after she learned about it.”

This wasn’t so hard. Emily was non-judgmental about it and I found myself telling her the rest of the story. “I can still taste the dust and grass from the fall. I can still hear Grandpa’s laughter. Grandma heard the commotion and came out, picked me up and scolded him, and tried her best to console me.” I did actually smile then at the memory of Grandma. Even now, nearing ninety, she’s always been there for me. “But there was more going on at that time. Is it okay if I tell you the whole story?”

She went back to peeling potatoes and nodded. Elvira, our almost-black tabby cat, came in just then and meowed, wanting to be picked up. She has an uncanny way of knowing when I’m distressed. I put her on my lap and stroked her silky fur while I continued the story.

“At about that time, several things happened. My mother decided she needed to return to working in the field. You’ve met Kate. She’s an independent and active woman and staying at home didn’t suit her. As a historical anthropologist, her work is usually at remote dig sites all over the world. While we were young, she confined her study to the libraries closer to home, only visiting the distant sites for a few days at a time. But my dad had continued his own archaeology work and could be away for months. Mom was itching to get back to work full-time, and she finally arranged for us to split our time between her parents and her twin sister, who lived next door to each other. Now that I’m older, Mom and I have discussed it and I’m at peace with her choices, but as a four-year-old, I suffered serious abandonment issues, and I think that contributed to my overall anxiety. I started working with a therapist in college and I’m still working through it when life gets out of hand.”

Emily was quiet, but wanted to know more. “I think I understand that, but how does the horse fit in? You said you weren’t hurt badly.”

It was my turn to laugh. “I’m not completely sure myself. I think my grandfather’s laughter added to my feelings of abandonment – the two events are linked in my memory. And I never got a chance to ask Grandpa about it. He died just as I was getting up the nerve. My fear of horses grew out of proportion, and I never bothered to address it. I didn’t need to until you joined the family. Now I do, and I’m nervous about the party.” I was quiet for a minute.

Emily put down her knife and came around the island for a quick hug before stepping back. “Abby, I’m so sorry that happened to you. Do you still want to try to ride on Monday? The Millers are really good at helping people get over their fear when they come to the riding school, but you can wait for us at the house there if you want.” I hadn’t met the owners of the school, but I had spoken with them on the phone and I believed her.

“I’ll give it a try. I really need to get over this.” I started to stand up. “Thanks for listening. Can I give you a hand with the rest?”

I put Elvira on the floor and our other two cats joined our little group, not wanting to be left out. Daniel Tiger, an orange stripe, and Callie, a calico, are Elvira’s offspring from her only litter. The younger cats were a year old now but still thought they were kittens. With the cats as company, Emily and I cooked and mashed the potatoes, tossed a salad and had supper ready when the rest of the family walked in the door.

Looking back at that innocent family dinner, when I felt so optimistic about tackling my anxieties one by one, I wonder if I could have imagined how quickly the priorities would change.
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On Sunday, feeling strong and optimistic about tackling my anxieties, I had just climbed out of our small indoor lap pool and was toweling off when I saw movement in the driveway. I slipped on my flip-flops, grabbed one of Ben’s flannel shirts hanging by the door and went out to investigate. She couldn’t be this early, could she?

I was excited to meet my new adviser. Dr. Darlene K. Hoaglund was one of Doc’s former students and had gone on to excel in the fields of education, psychology, and neuroscience. Her research had provided the foundation for countless other studies, and she had actually agreed to help me when I contacted her in February. As if she weren’t busy enough already!

Everyone I talked with, including my doctoral review team at Minnesota State University, told me I’d be an idiot to pass up an opportunity to work with Dr. Hoaglund. She was due to arrive here at my home in less than an hour.

But I was still dripping wet, not at all ready for her visit.

Opening the door, I let out a sigh of relief – it wasn’t the esteemed researcher. My friend and landscaper, Mindy Stevens, climbed out of her work truck. “Hi, Abby, I found those blue clematis you wanted, and I have a few minutes to get them in the ground before they get too dry. Do you still want them over by the garage?”

“Hi, yourself! Yes, the trellis is ready and waiting for them. How many are you adding?”

“I’ve got three of these to add to the four pink ones we planted last week.” She walked to the back of the pickup and pulled out three containers. “I’d love to chat, but I need to get this done and get home. Jess and I are expecting another child to join our family after lunch.” Mindy and her wife Jessica Ruiz usually have several foster children living with them at any given time. I knew Jess in college and the couple have been friends of ours for years.

I turned to go back inside and she took the flowering vines to the other side of the house. My own lunch – Sunday dinner, actually – would be ready soon, I hoped in time for Dr. Hoaglund’s arrival. I dressed quickly and joined the family in the kitchen to help with the final touches. Taking the lid off the Dutch oven to check the pot roast, I nearly swooned. Mmmm – garlic and rosemary, and a few other spices I couldn’t place. My husband Ben is not only incredibly good-looking, with dimples and thick mop of Clark Kent brown hair, he can also cook at least as well as most celebrity chefs.

“Stop fussing, Abby! You’d think you’ve never had company before.” Ben was teasing. He knew how much this visit meant to me, and had taken extra care with the meal. I wanted to make a good impression on my new adviser and my anxiety was in overdrive. He gathered me up in a comforting bear hug and reassured me that everything would work out. “Nothing bad will happen. She’ll love you and the two of you will hit it off right away.”

Nothing bad will happen. I hoped he was right.

Olivia and Jonah had their crayons out on the corner kitchen table overlooking the courtyard. I watched them as I waited for our visitor, both miniature versions of their father and me. “Mommy! There’s another car here!” My daughter knew Mindy’s truck from her frequent visits this spring, but the beige sedan was new to her.

Emily turned from the stove, where she was making gravy – another new cooking skill. “I bet that’s her, Abby. Want me to answer the door?” My family was nearly as excited as I was to meet our visitor.

“No, stay put. I’ll let her in.” I walked out the front door to meet the researcher. The weather was too nice, and I was too antsy, just to stay inside and wait.

The woman I assumed was Dr. Hoaglund had walked around the rear of her car when Mindy appeared from the side of the garage. My friend stopped dead in her tracks as Dr. Hoaglund opened her trunk. “What in the name of blazes is she doing here?” It was said under her breath, but I felt the venom nonetheless. At the shocked look on my face, Mindy added, “Never mind. I just hope Jessica doesn’t find out she’s back in town – she’ll blow a gasket. I’ll explain later.” She slipped around the sedan and into the seat of her truck before my visitor could see her.

That was unexpected, and a little disconcerting, but I shook it off and greeted my new adviser as Mindy drove away. “Dr. Hoaglund? I’m Abby.” Barely five feet two and half as wide, wearing a loose summer dress draped with a long purple scarf, she carried an air of greatness, as if she had no doubts about her genius and was completely comfortable in her own bones. I reached out to shake hands, but her arms were full with files and papers, so I let my hand fall, feeling like an awkward teenager meeting her boyfriend’s parents for the first time. Recognizing belatedly that she was struggling with the load, I rushed to assist. “Can I carry anything for you?”

The woman smiled at me, her elfin features dimpling with amusement. “Hi, Abby. No, if you’ll open the door, I can get these.” She had a high elfin voice to match the image. Enchanted, I obliged, and then helped her set the files on the table in the foyer as she continued in her sing-song voice. “And please call me Darlene. No one calls me ‘Dr.’ unless I’m at a fancy charity event.” She held out her hand for a proper handshake, for which I was grateful. Awkward moment over. “Abby, I’m so glad to meet you, finally. Doc talked about you a lot over the years – I think he hoped you’d end up a researcher like me. And I’m so sorry I missed his funeral last September. I was out of the country, and had no idea who to send condolences to. I believe I finally sent a card to Doc’s friend – you know, the chaplain.”

I had heard that sentiment a lot. People wanted to express their sympathy but didn’t know who the next of kin were. Doc had lost his wife Elizabeth only a couple of months before he was murdered, and the couple had no children. It had been a complete surprise to me when the will was read and I learned that they thought of me as a daughter. Now I had taken on their legacy as well as their house by the lake.

“It’s not a problem, Darlene.” I led her to the dining room, where my family was setting the table. “You said on the phone that you had lived here with Doc and Elizabeth for a while, so you probably know where everything is. Make yourself at home.”

She looked around, nostalgia apparent in her eyes. “Yes, I was collaborating with Doc on a study and spent a few months living in the upstairs apartment.” A look of distaste crossed her face briefly. “He had several students living here at the time, as I recall, and we all shared the space.” Then her smile reappeared as quickly as it had gone.

I chose to ignore her momentary disquiet and laughed with her. “Doc and Elizabeth did take in a lot of students, and some of Elizabeth’s caregivers lived upstairs from time to time.” I paused, looking toward the stairs that now opened into the main house. “We’ve turned that apartment into our family’s private space. The kids’ rooms are up there now, and a family room. But Doc’s office is still where it was, and Ben and I share it now.”

Ben came over and extended his hand. I introduced him and the children, who were wide-eyed as they met the newcomer. Olivia, my chatterbox, never misses a chance to start a conversation. “Your scarf is pretty. My favorite color is purple.”

Jonah, usually reticent, jumped in. “Mom has one just like it. I like the swirly things on it.” His eyes lit up as he drew swirls in the air.

“That really is a beautiful scarf, Darlene. It looks a lot like one Doc gave me after Elizabeth passed. He said she hand-painted all the swirls. I’m not surprised you would have some of her art.” Elizabeth’s specialty had been fiber art, and she had an abundance of hand-woven and hand-painted scarves and wraps. Doc had given some of them to me when we went through her closets. Others were given to her friends and some we set aside for a future exhibit – one that had yet to materialize.

“Oh, my, yes. Elizabeth Dahlgren was still teaching then, and her art class made this one and several hundred others just like it. The year I graduated, a tornado came through the area, and our student council used the scarves for a fundraiser. They were quite popular. The multi-colored swirls represent the tornado and the purple is supposed to signify independence and stability. Or maybe it’s just because purple is one of the school colors, I was never sure.” She laughed, a twinkle in her eye. “I expect you’ll see a few more at the reunion next weekend.”

The twins were still in awe of our visitor. “Did you know Miss Elizabeth? And Doc?” My children had adored the couple, who had lavished attention like real grandparents.

“I did, young man. They were very special people.” Darlene looked back at me. “And I knew Mary Larson, too. Is she still here?”

Mary is our part-time, live-in housekeeper, who we sort of inherited along with the house. “Yes, she’s still with us, practically part of the family. But she’s spending the holiday weekend with her son’s family in Milwaukee – she has a grandson now. She’ll be back Tuesday night.”

Emily announced that dinner was ready, and I showed my new adviser the guest bathroom across the hall from the office. The twins argued over who would sit next to our visitor, and I felt a sense of relief. The twins are good judges of people, so if they liked her, I was bound to as well.

Sunday dinner was casual and friendly. Darlene engaged the three children in conversation as if they’d known each other forever, telling of places she’d been, awards she’d won and people she’d met. She said she had even been invited to dinner at the White House after Michelle Obama read one of her studies. The twins were wide-eyed. “You met the president? Wow!”

Emily talked excitedly about the birthday party she was having the following day. “You know, Emily, I was quite the horsewoman back in my day. Tell me about your horse.” The teenager was happy to share, and I was awestruck at the variety of adventures this remarkable woman had experienced. She seemed almost too good to be true.
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“That was a wonderful meal. I haven’t had a good, home-cooked meal in ages. Usually, I just grab something quick in between – well, between work and more work.” Darlene sighed, resigned, as she looked longingly out over the lake. “I suppose we should start working. Hmmph. There’s that word again.”

Ben and I exchanged glances. “Actually, Darlene, it sounds like you might like a little relaxation time. Would you like to go out on the lake for a bit before we dig in to the research?”

She lit up and looked outside again at the spectacular view of Bird Lake. “Oh! You put in a dock! And is the pontoon yours?” Another sigh escaped her lips – this one of anticipation rather than resignation. She clearly wanted to be on that boat, enjoying the beautiful day.

Jonah surprised me again by taking Darlene’s hand. He led her out the French doors and onto the deck. Through the large windows, I could see the two in an animated conversation as Jonah pointed to some of the special places in the yard and beyond. What happened to my shy little boy?

Ben was as surprised as I was, but we didn’t want to break the spell, so we took a few minutes and helped the girls clear the table, then Ben and Emily went out to prepare the boat, sending Darlene and Jonah back inside to get ready to go. A few minutes later we joined the others and boarded the new pontoon.

Bird Lake is roughly 1,400 acres, or a bit more than two square miles, large even by Minnesota standards. The north end of the lake is home to a wide variety of water birds – herons, egrets, ducks, geese, swans and the occasional loon – and an eagle’s nest or two, hence the name of the lake. The state has designated it a protected wildlife area and motorized boats are restricted to the south part of the lake. This still left us a lot of shoreline to explore.

Emily had just obtained her youth operator’s permit and was learning how to pilot the new pontoon. She started with a safety lecture. “Everyone needs a life vest within reach. Since they’re under ten, Olivia and Jonah have to wear theirs. The rest of us should wear one, too, but it’s not the law.” She cautioned our guest. “And you should remove your scarf while on the boat – those long ends can get tangled in the motor, and you don’t want to get strangled.” I knew that, although this was technically true, the likelihood was next to nothing, but I let Emily continue her spiel. I certainly didn’t want to see my new adviser strangled before we could start to work.

Darlene looked down at her lovely silk scarf with dismay, and reluctantly took it off, folded it neatly and put it in one of her ample pockets.

Emily finished her safety talk, reminding us to keep our hands and feet inside the boat while it was moving. The twins clapped at her presentation and we were underway.

With Ben close by giving instructions, she took us slowly away from the dock and began a leisurely tour of the lake, going counter-clockwise with the other lake traffic. Memorial Day, along with warm weather and blue skies, brought out several types of boats – other pontoons, some speedboats, a few sloops and daysailers, an occasional canoe or kayak. Smaller outboards used by local fisherman would be off the lake by this time of day, and the Jet Skis and paddleboards usually waited until the water warmed up a little. They’d be out in force by the Fourth of July.

Emily carefully steered us past the historic downtown area of Humbert, with the town’s swimming beach and Bird Lake Inn, where Darlene was staying while in town. She pointed to it as we passed. “The old inn was damaged during that tornado I told you about. They rebuilt it to look a little bit like the original, but it has a lot of new amenities and is much nicer now.” We continued on past the city park to the edge of Humbert College, with its twin spires of Old Main and Lauterbach Chapel. We marveled at the fancy houses – even bigger than ours – gracing The Pointe, a private community just beyond. Staying clear of the bird sanctuary, Emily cut across the lake toward the Humbert Hills Winery and finally around the south end where farmland and small residential areas dotted the shore.

Along the way, Darlene shared memories of her days in Humbert, both as a student at the college and then later as Doc’s research partner. Although she never married, she apparently had her share of “beaux,” as she called her casual boyfriends. She told us of several clubs and of her activism with the campus conservation club, frequently going into the Cities – as we call the twin cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul – for rallies and protests.

We finished the tour by passing the Farmstead Folk Arts Center, Elizabeth’s special project, before docking again. Our guest was delighted with the tour. “Abby, this is the most fun I’ve had in so long. It’s good to see the town thriving, and going past the college brings back so many memories. Maybe I’ll have time to come out again before I return to San Francisco in two weeks.”

I, too, had been enjoying the ride, but at Darlene’s words I came down to earth. “Two weeks? Is that all the time you’ll be here?” She nodded, and I reluctantly became serious. “Then I guess we should get started.” My new adviser and I disembarked and walked up the hill to the house, while Ben and the kids took the boat back out for a little more fun.
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Chapter 6   
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Sitting with the researcher at the big desk in Doc’s office, it was clear why Darlene Hoaglund was so sought-after. Her eyes quickly scanned each document as she organized them into groups. I had sent her a sampling of Doc’s and my data earlier, so she was somewhat familiar with the work already. Occasionally she pulled a sheaf of paper out of one of the files she had brought, showing me some related studies that she had published.

We had been working for an hour without a break. I stood up. “Can I get you something to drink?”

Darlene raised her head from the computer. “A cup of coffee would be great – black is fine.”

Ben is our coffee drinker but he had shown me how to use the fancy machine in our new kitchen. It took me a few minutes to remember the settings, but I was able to make the coffee and get a Diet Pepsi for myself before returning to the office. We took a few minutes to enjoy our beverages.

“Abby, you have such a lovely family. But you seem too young to have a teenager. Didn’t you just graduate from Humbert?”

I get this question a lot. “Sometimes it feels like that, Darlene. I met Ben my sophomore year at Humbert – he was a good bit older and was the financial wizard that my grandfathers insisted I use to manage a small trust fund. They must have been playing matchmaker because we got married right after I finished at Humbert eleven years ago.” I smiled at the memory. We had held our wedding celebration right here in this very house.

“But that was fairly recent. How does Emily fit in the picture?”

“That’s a whole story in itself. I knew Ben had been married briefly before we met, but it ended badly and he never knew that his first wife was expecting when they split up. She didn’t even know at the time, and always assumed her second husband was Emily’s father.” I paused again, remembering Walter and Kelly Jaeger when we first found out about Emily. “Long story short, Emily’s assumed father Walter died and her mother was unable to care for her, so Emily came to live with us last fall.” I didn’t get into the sordid details of how Kelly had murdered Walter and was now incarcerated. Too much information.

Instead, I put down my pop can and turned toward the pile of notes. I shared my own research with Darlene and explained what I was trying to accomplish for my dissertation. “Doc and I developed a first-year course designed to address students’ barriers before they become a problem, so they can get as much out of their college experience as possible.” I listed some of the issues we were targeting – differences in regional testing standards, time and opportunity lost because of uncertainties during the pandemic, mental health issues that had seemed to increase in recent years for a variety of reasons. “I’ve been collecting data from the students in my classes, both at the start and end of each term, and I’m only beginning to identify some trends. I originally wanted three years’ worth of data, but I’m under pressure to complete my Ph.D. by this time next year.”

“I can see why you’re getting concerned, but I’ve thought of several ways of how you can narrow down your focus so it’s more manageable. Let me think about it some more and we’ll make a plan.” Dr. Hoaglund was matter-of-fact. “What is your workload for the rest of the summer? What kind of time can you put into this right away?”

Fortunately, I wasn’t teaching at the college during the summer term, but I did have a few other obligations. “I’m giving a talk at the alumni reunion on Friday, and I’m lined up to speak at several events throughout the summer – for parents, new students and prospective students. Those are relatively casual, but I’m also under contract to give a couple of full-day workshops for the local police department and I haven’t even begun to plan them.” I mentally tallied up the time I had at my disposal, taking into account my family’s schedules. “I also want to spend some time with the family but I can probably devote twenty to thirty hours a week on average before I need to work on the fall semester’s classes.”

“That’s a good start. But I know how things crop up unexpectedly. Let’s estimate twenty hours a week for what, eight or nine weeks? That should put a good dent in this.” She finished her coffee and looked at her watch. “I need to wrap up. Do you have your data computerized?” I nodded. “Put it on a thumb drive for me and I’ll take a look this week. After the reunion, I can give you my undivided attention and craft a plan.”

I did a double take. “After the reunion? That will be a whole week! I thought I’d have your help this week, too. I’ll be ready to get started on Tuesday, after Emily’s birthday party is behind me.” I must have sounded desperate.
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