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To the Green Mountain Goddesses and supporting team

“Some people were born unsupplied with a human conscience and those people needed killing.”

—from News of the World, Paulette Jiles (2016)
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“The earth was wonderful and life was good, but everywhere... there had always been and always would be weak, greedy, and evil men. Perhaps they balanced life. Anyway, they had to be met and killed.”

—from The Arizona Clan, Zane Grey (1958)
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Chapter 1
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Over the years of our friendship, Luce has been searching for the proper term to describe what ails me, so she can help fix it.

She favored “agoraphobia” after I reversed from being a girl happy to travel solo around the world to someone who only goes out when necessary and feels compelled to have an escape route from every location.

When she realized my malaise was more about people than places, she decided I must have “anthromopophobia,” and I really needed to get out of the city. She had already pushed me out of office work, but that wasn’t doing the trick.

My loss of joie de vivre and ambition led her to think “clinical depression”; then she figured “premature menopause” when my desire for sex and romance disappeared, too.

I poo-poohed them all when I found the right word: “weltschmerz,” which my dictionary defines as “mental depression or apathy caused by comparison of the actual state of the world with an ideal state.” I did not tell Luce that my weltschmerz had curdled into misanthropy—“a hatred or distrust of humankind”—because by then it was turning dangerous.

Yet I resisted her urgings to get professional help. My state comes from disillusionment, not a chemical imbalance or psychic trauma. Disillusionment can’t be fixed by drugs, therapy, or religion, unless you want to numb yourself to living, or replace disillusionment with delusion.

No, the only cure for weltschmerz is to keep on keeping on. That’s my choice of recovery program, based on the maxim “Where there’s life, there’s hope.” You don’t have to feel hope to recognize that you’ll never feel it again if you close the door to possibility. I’d slammed shut just about every door when dumb luck proved that the impossible can sometimes happen, which reignited hope in my broken heart.

That’s why I’m now the astonished owner of a little house in a Vermont hilltown—found for me by Luce. My new life contains just me, my furry children, and my writing, with Luce and my editor, and a few remaining cyber-friends, my only links to the outside world. I’ve jettisoned everything known to trigger my demons, and created a refuge where I can salvage what goodness is left in myself and life.

Unfortunately, doing this results in an isolation most people consider antisocial and abnormal—particularly exuberant extroverts like Luce. But she refuses to give up hope on me, and I hope to not let her down.

* * *

[image: ]


I stopped writing, clicked off the kitchen light, and put my slippered feet up on the table with a contented sigh. Outside, the third consecutive day of rain battered the roof; inside, the first official day of my new life promised twenty-four hours of rest. Everything vital was finally done, delivered, installed, and connected. The only thing missing was cell-phone service, which didn’t exist in these hills so I could consider it crossed off the list. I was ahead of schedule for resuming work tomorrow on the latest Katy Fox novel, so today I could unpack nonessentials at leisure, or just kick back with a good book written by somebody else.

I decided to split the difference—read in the morning, unpack in the afternoon—and rose to refill my coffee. Its aroma didn’t quite mask the eau de fresh paint throughout the house. I had cracked open most of the windows when I’d gotten up, but now more chill was coming in than odor going out. I did a circuit to close the windows, assigning priority to cartons and piles as I passed them.

Back in the kitchen, I looked through the rain-streaked window beside my chair. For the first time since moving in, I could see across the side yard. Somewhere beyond the weeping clouds out there lay a mountain vista, which I might see tomorrow if the forecaster was right. That small hope brought a smile as I settled back into my padded chair with fresh coffee and a halfway-read book.

But I couldn’t stick with it, distracted by the sounds of silence. Instead of honking horns, farting buses, thumping bass notes of rap and rock music, wailing sirens, and arguing neighbors, I heard the rain changing tempo and the refrigerator starting and stopping. My chair creaked when I shifted and my mug thumped when I put it down between sips. I even heard tires hissing on the road out front, so intermittent that each car drew attention. I could tell what direction it came from and track its approach, passage, and departure. In its wake rain and refrigerator noises settled in again until the next vehicle came along, five, ten, twenty minutes later, and tugged my hearing outside.

After half a dozen of these passings, I found myself tense and waiting. I could have eliminated the suspense by booting up my sound system or setting up audio or video streaming on my computer—radio and television having long ago been abandoned; instead, I considered moving to the armchair by a front window so I could see what went by.

I didn’t have time for the switch before a car entered hearing range from the kitchen side. Unlike its predecessors, this one slowed then thump-splashed onto Rock Maple Road. That dead-end dirt lane formed the side border of my twenty acres. I pivoted to look through the kitchen window and saw a flashing yellow light atop a black squarish blur go by. Ah, the mailman’s Jeep.

I relaxed and went back to my book. Just as I got absorbed into the story, the Jeep growled and whined back into hearing range. A moment later it bucked by the kitchen window at twice the rate it had passed the first time despite hub-deep muck caused by late-melting snowpack saturated with April rains. But then, instead of pushing for refuge at the paved intersection, it cut the corner across my front lawn!

I yelped and scooted to the front window. The Jeep gouged ruts into the grass and jerked to a halt across my walkway. The driver, bug-eyed, sprang out and pounded on my storm door.

“Please—I’ve got to make an emergency phone call!” he yelled through the glass.

I heard him even through the inner wood door, where I moved to peer at him through the peephole. Shocked into muteness, I switched off the alarm system and unlocked, despite all social programming against opening to strangers. If I hadn’t known about the cell reception problem, I wouldn’t have done it. But he had little choice but me if he needed help fast.

At least I knew this stranger by reference, and understood that something dire had happened. That put me into emergency mode, shutting down all emotions even though my mind sparked and sizzled with questions.

I pointed him toward the kitchen. He crossed the living room in three strides, adding muddy footprints and puddles to what the movers had left behind. When he spotted my wall phone just outside the kitchen doorframe, he grabbed the handset and punched 9-1-1 with a shaking finger.

I pushed past him to start a new pot of coffee, unsure what else to do. I gave him space but not privacy, for whatever his drama was, it had abruptly become mine. Resentment flamed, but I throttled it back to retrieve and nurse later. Curiosity, I allowed to flow.

He was saying into the phone, “Yes, I want to report a murder.”

What!

I clunked the coffee pot onto the counter lest I drop it. Between the muted gobble on the line and the mailman’s responses, I caught the key words: Ned Cavendish, gunshot, Jake Baldwin, Rock Maple Road.

The mailman closed with, “Okay, I’ll wait here,” and hung up.

At that, I opened a cupboard and reached for the bottle of top-shelf whiskey my editor had given me as a housewarming present. I plopped a glug into my mug then poured a full shot for the mailman to jolt his spinning eyes back into focus. It was bad enough that the type of mess I had sought to escape had penetrated my sanctuary; I couldn’t handle that plus a stranger who might ramp up into hysterics. Even odds for it to be him or me.

He threw the shot down in one gulp then gasped, “Thanks.” Almost instantly, color returned to his cheeks and intelligence into his eyes. I sensed his adrenaline ebbing as he began to register his surroundings. It changed him from an intrusion into a man.

I pulled up short and looked at him, seeing a male of my own physiotype: forty-ish, plainly pleasant-looking, brown haired, brown eyed. Average height-weight-mass, apparent good health. Both of us wore workaday clothes, neither flashy nor grubby, and still stood with our respective drink vessels in hand.

He came conscious of himself under my regard and flashed a sheepish smile. Passing his glass into his left hand to extend his right, he said, “Hi, uh, I’m Ned Cavendish. Sorry to bust in on you like this, but you’re the closest phone...”

“I know. It’s okay.” I held out my hand in response. “I’m Jane Brown.”

“I know. I’ve got your mail outside.”

We shook. His hand was dry, which surprised me given his initial distress and soggy clothes. The strength and thickness of his hand surprised me on another level that shook ghosts loose, but I shoved them back, too.

I pulled my fingers away and thumped into my seat at the kitchen table. “What happened?”

He placed his glass on the counter and shook his head. “Guy down the road got shot. I just found him. Corpse lying there with a hole in his chest.”

I made a noise and drained my mug. The whiskey bit going down but shuddered me back to attention.

Ned snapped off his ballcap and started pacing. “Looks like Jake opened the door and got blasted point-blank. That’s what caught my eye—the door wide open. In the rain. That old bastard would never let the heat out or anybody in. But his truck was still in the dooryard yet nobody around. I looked around and shouted. Finally I went up to the front door and found him on his back in the hallway.”

He gulped and looked away, letting me fill in the blanks. Gunshot to the chest at point-blank...? I felt my breakfast turn over inside.

The whiskey bracer on top of coffee didn’t help in the nausea department, but it had steadied both of our nerves. We needed comfort food to go the next step, something that went down easy, like toast and scrambled eggs.

Ned was still dripping and looking white around the eyes, so I said, “Here, put your jacket on that hook and have a seat.”

I gestured back toward the door then forward to the table still hosting my breakfast dishes and book. Also my recovery journal. Even though the notebook was closed and unlabeled, I slid it under a paper pile then snatched up the dishes and put them into the sink.

He obeyed like a robot, his mind still out of sync with his body. When he pulled out the second chair at the table, Tommy the Tiger, my brown tabby with white paws, leaped off the seat cushion and shot out of the kitchen.

Ned startled then laughed. His face suddenly cohered, fitting the smile lines etched into it. His eyes gained an amber spark.

“Thank you, Miss Brown, though I was hoping to meet you some other way. Let me get your mail. Oh crap, I’ve got to call my supervisor—I’m off the route till the cops get here. Might be all day so I need someone to cover. Can I use your phone again?”

“Of course.”

While he called, I tidied up and pulled out bread and butter. My actions were automatic while I recalculated my plans. It required another harsh stamping down on what I was truly feeling, and accepting that my schedule could absorb one more day of disruption. Once rationality retook the reins, I acknowledged that if I was going to succeed in my transformation, I needed to practice easing another person’s troubles. Wise people through history had counseled that the best way to spiritual peace was to look outward and give. I’d been turned inward for so long that I’d forgotten how to help anyone else. Here was my opportunity to start learning.

Ned hung up the phone and turned to me. “All set. Thank you. Do you want me to wait in the car?”

Yes.

No. Although I deserved the privacy I’d worked so hard to attain, he didn’t deserve banishment into the weather just because he’d found a dead body on his route. His needs trumped mine by a mile this morning, and I was touched by his awareness of how a strange man imposing on a strange woman alone in a house in the boonies might be received.

“Stay here, that’s fine,” I said, on the fence between truth and falsehood. “I’m just unpacking. Do you want something to eat or drink?”

He tried to decline, but I made him some toast anyway. All the while I visualized what he must have found and speculated as to how he’d felt, wondering how I’d react in the same situation. Wondering how a character in a novel would react, first in my adventure series for teenage girls, then in a romance, then in a mystery. What if...

Ned snarfed down the toast and fresh coffee then switched back to business. “Thank you, Miss Brown. That did the job. I’m thinking I should block the road with my Jeep or something—at least get it out of your yard.”

Before I could reply, a new vehicle announced itself outside the windows. Ned jumped up to look. I peered over his shoulder.

It was the first installment of the crime-processing team. Ned identified each party as it headed down Rock Maple Road. The local rescue squad, sans lights and siren. Next a Vermont State Police car. I expected the trooper to stop here first to interview the guy who found the body, but instead he churned down the road to verify that a body was really there.

The trooper must have radioed his boss, because while we debated whether Ned should follow or stay put, or go outside and flag someone down, a second VSP vehicle lunged around the corner. Also no lights or siren, and wipers slapping across the windshield at a speed the driver tried to match. Instead, he decelerated abruptly in a mud patch, then bulled his way through spewing a rooster tail of wet glop as the vehicle wallowed. When he reached the drier upslope, he accelerated with a roar.

“Crap,” Ned muttered. “I was worried about what tracks I might destroy, but these guys will obliterate them.”

I hadn’t thought of that. There was only one way in and out from the murder scene, with evidence already compromised by the weather.

I had settled enough for my brain to start whirring. It was visualizing a corpse with a bloody hole in its chest, lying in his hallway till he decomposed, save for the luck of Ned’s curiosity and concern. That impressed me, because I wouldn’t have checked on the open door.

I turned to him. “How long do you think...the guy’s been there?”

Ned kept his face to the glass. “I last saw him Friday morning.”

I shivered. It being Monday, that meant a weekend window wherein the killer must have driven past my house. I could have seen him, except I didn’t. That’s assuming he’d not walked in through the forest. Regardless, the rain had done a number on his tracks, making the killer either very lucky or a good planner.

Ned and I peered out the windows as an SUV labeled “Marble County Sheriff” joined the crowd. When it came back from the dead end and parked across the entrance to Rock Maple Road with all lights on, Ned returned his ballcap to his head and said, “I think that’s my cue.”

He yanked on his jacket and marched outside. I followed, stuffing my arms into a hooded slicker and feet into rubber shoes. Crossing his tire ruts reminded me that leaping out of my chair when he drove in had torqued my bum knee, and what had been a twinge at the time was working into a throb. I ignored it and pressed on.

I caught up to find Ned already talking into the officer’s open window. Ned straightened at my arrival, tilting his head toward the house to signal, About-face, you won’t get any information here and it won’t look good to try. The officer said, “Please wait inside, ma’am. A detective will talk with you shortly.”

It was more longly than shortly, but investigators did eventually come. During the wait I asked Ned, “Who is Jake Baldwin, and why would anyone shoot him?”

Ned hesitated as we watched the county deputy reposition his SUV to admit a second State Police trooper in an unmarked green sedan. “Town creep, you might call him,” Ned finally said. “Not known for anything good. Probably has a long list of enemies, though why anyone waited this long to take him out is a good question. And those guys”—he gestured out the window at a passing unmarked sedan in darker green—“are the ones who get to find out.”

He straightened and guessed aloud, “They’ll be coming back for us.”

“Us?” I froze.

“Well, me. But you, too, since you’re here and could’ve seen something.”

“But I didn’t.”

“They’ll need to know that.”

I scowled, again feeling angry resistance rise. None of this was my business. There should be no official interest in me. I’d exhausted all my resources to close the world out, yet here it was, following me, shoving its ugliness in my face.

I wanted to shove it back—hard—and slam and bolt the door on it. I would have done so if a nice guy who had the bigger problem for the day wasn’t stuck with me in my house. While he stayed at the window, watching officialdom organize itself to investigate a murder, I paused behind him, inhaled to the bottom of my lungs, and chanted silently, Save it for the journal. That’s what it was for. Every day. Ten times a day if necessary.

So I kept my mouth shut and joined Ned in spectating. He was impressively calm for a man who might be arrested. I knew from reading that the person discovering a body was always a suspect. I should be worrying about that—had I just let a murderer into my house?—or else feeling sympathy for Ned, who’d had to face the gory results. I was nothing more than an innocent bystander, moving in on the wrong day. I should be caring about the person who lost his life, and feeling sympathy for the living people who had to sort it all out in the rain and muck.

The next wave arrived, a crime-scene unit with the fancy gear and experts needed to process the site and corpse. They lumbered past and barely made it up the hill to where Rock Maple Road snaked out of sight.

At that point, the substitute postman arrived in a white Subaru wagon with its own blinking yellow light on top. Ned went out to hand off his envelopes and parcels. The officer on duty at the intersection prevented any lingering, so the Subaru driver went off to spread the news.

Ned returned inside, taking off his jacket and hat after plopping my first mail to the new address on my table inside the door. On top lay what might be a letter from Jim, with funny paper and foreign postage. I ignored it for later.

Ned toed off his shoes before rejoining me at the kitchen window. “We have to keep sitting tight until the State Police talk to us.”

I muttered an obscenity under my breath, then we resumed vigil at the window. The rain still hammered down.

The medical examiner and funeral home van took their turns down Rock Maple Road. Out on the pavement, a few passers-by hovered in their cars, with some getting out to talk to the county officer, whom they’d probably known since kindergarten.

A media van came along and tried to gain access, but the road guard shooed them away. Then shooed them more forcefully after the van pretended to move on then parked on the shoulder just past my place, and reporters headed back for my door. I wondered, had someone called them with a heads-up, or did they sit listening to police scanners and run out when cackling words told them something had happened worth investigating? Ned surmised a combination of both.

The first State Police car to return, the dark-green unmarked, slithered up to the intersection and paused for the county cop to move. Ned sucked air through his teeth and said, “Here we go.”

The car hooked a right onto the pavement and a second right into my little stub of a driveway. At that I hissed through my own teeth, suddenly recognizing that I was a stranger in town to be interviewed by the police about a murder in my figurative backyard, within camera range of reporters. There went my dreams of living in quiet obscurity. The knot that had been forming in my stomach turned into a fist.

As the unmarked’s doors slammed, I conquered the urge to hide with the cats and instead unbolted the inner front door again. No need to deactivate the alarm since I hadn’t turned it back on after first admitting Ned. He hung behind me as I opened to a pair of men standing shoulder to shoulder under my front rooflet, wearing rain coats over weary suits with mud splattered up to their knees.

“Good morning, ma’am, I’m Detective Lieutenant Johnson of the Vermont State Police, and this is Detective Sergeant Greene.”

He pulled ID from an inner pocket and held it up for me to peer at through the glass. It looked real enough; how would I know? I believed him without it. No pretend-cop criminal could arrange the scene we’d been watching. I unlocked the storm door and stepped aside for them to enter.

They stopped right inside the door on the runner I’d put down for the movers. Their presence felt ominous but not threatening.

“As you know,” said Detective Lieutenant Johnson, “there’s been an incident down the road, and we’d like to ask a few questions. Ma’am, are you the homeowner here?”

“Yes. I’m Jane Brown.”

“May I see some ID, please.”

I rummaged for my purse and then inside it. Detective Greene watched me; to make sure I didn’t pull a weapon, I supposed.

Detective Johnson turned to Ned. “And you, sir, I understand, discovered the body?”

“Yes.” He knew not to reach for the wallet in his back pocket until Johnson nodded.

“We’d like to take your statements, please. Ms. Brown, do you have a second room here.”

Not a question. They could see for themselves without moving, but I understood they were giving me the choice of which room with a closed door to use for private talking. I chose my office, which, though still a mess, was immediately to hand, as well as my stronghold. The Detective Sergeant entered with me while the Detective Lieutenant kept Ned in the living room.

Detective Greene and I remained standing. He took out a notebook and opened, “I gather you just moved in.”

“Yes, sir.”

Did I have to say sir? Would I seem impudent if I didn’t?

“And when did you arrive?”

“For good? Saturday morning.”

“Just yourself.”

An assumption he wanted clarified. I said, “No partner, if that’s what you mean.”

He waited. I added, “I’ve been here many times since the closing a month ago to check on renovations, but Saturday is when the moving guys brought my big stuff and I finally took occupancy.” Jeesh, I sounded like the Realtor.

He jotted then looked up. “Where did you move from, Ms. Brown?”

“New York.”

Did I have to specify city or state? He didn’t seem to care; it was far enough to be the moon.

“And do you have any connections with North Allenburg that led you to move here?”

I shrugged. “I used to ski around here, so I know the area and like it.”

True, but the real reason was more complicated. Luce, who owned a second home in Orton, the next town over, had spent months scouring the area for a simple, reasonably priced sanctuary for me and three cats within easy driving distance of her part-time availability. I’d based at her Orton condo when my lease in the city had expired weeks before I could move into my new place. I didn’t think the cops needed to know that, so I stuck to the minimal response.

Detective Greene finished jotting down my statement. “Did you see or hear any vehicles entering or leaving the road since you arrived?”

“Sorry, no. Between the rain and all I had to do, I would have missed a parade.”

His lip twitched in a hastily repressed smile. I did same, feeling duty bound to remain somber.

To help him out, I added, “I hear background traffic on the main road, but this morning was the first time I’ve heard any vehicle turn in.” I thumbed over my shoulder toward Ned on the other side of the door.

“So you’ve not seen any of your neighbors on Rock Maple Road.”

“Not yet. Just...”

Oh hell. I’d have to tell him. “Just the guy I think was Jake Baldwin, last fall, when I was first checking out the neighborhood. He came out into his yard when I was turning around at the dead end, and I waved, but he waved back with a shotgun.”

“Did he fire it?”

“No. I took it as a ‘keep off’ gesture and got out of there.”

Nod, followed by jotting. “Did you ever encounter him again?”

“No.”

“Do you know anyone who might want to hurt him?”

Yeah, the whole town—according to what Ned had insinuated. But I knew nothing for a fact, so shook my head. When Detective Greene looked up at me, I verbalized, “No.”

He held my eye. “But you still moved here after being threatened by a neighbor. Why is that?”

I stifled a jerk. Good lord, did he see me as a potential suspect? No, no, he was just doing his job.

Trying to sound reasonable instead of tart, I said, “I come from the city, Detective, where neighbor means same building, or maybe the one next door, not a mile away. A hermit with a gun, along with lack of cell service, did give me pause about buying here. But the house suits my needs, so I figured a mile was enough distance from a creep if we both minded our own business. Being chased off gave me the impression he wanted to mind his own, and minding mine was the whole point of coming here.”

Detective Greene allowed himself a sniff. “Did you happen to hear any sounds like gunfire?”

“No, just the rain.”

The unrelenting rain. I was starting to wish I’d cranked up the stereo to drown it out. I sure didn’t want to explain to a policeman why I’d opted for a quiet house. Besides, could I really be expected to hear a gunshot a mile away when I was indoors with the windows closed, in a drilling downpour?

More relevant was the actuality of guns. It hit me at that moment, with a cold sizzle in my diaphragm, that I hadn’t yet dealt with the guns in my possession. They were still deeply packed, and I hope-hope-hoped the detective wouldn’t ask about weapons. It seemed a logical question, in the circumstance, and I didn’t know whether to lie or tell the truth if he asked if I owned any firearms.

To my relief, either Detective Greene didn’t think me having firearms was germane or he considered me beyond suspicion. He wrote a final note then asked, “Are you in residence full-time now?”

At my nod he said, “Please provide your contact information.”

Since we were in my office, I was able to turn and put my hand on a box of business cards. Detective Greene arched one eyebrow when he read the one I gave him.

“So you work at home.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re a professional writer?”

That’s what the card said, but he needed it confirmed. Anyone could print business cards calling themselves anything. For all he knew, I could be running scams through my computer. He was wise not to take me at face value, considering what I knew about myself and what he probably knew about people. I expected he would research me online later.

I told him, “I write series fiction for a New York publisher. Under a different name.”

He looked at the card again. “Jane Brown a.k.a. Susan Silver.”

“Yes.”

He nodded and inserted my card into his notebook upon flipping it closed. “Thank you, that’s all for now.”

He gestured for me to precede him back into the living room, just as Detective Johnson finished with Ned. Johnson said, “Please call us if you remember, see, or hear anything that might help, no matter how unimportant it may seem.”

“Of course,” Ned and I chorused. Ned followed with, “Are we clear to go?”

“Yes. We’ll contact you if we need you.”

The detectives nodded and headed for the door. Before departing into the rain, now just a spatter, Johnson paused. “Thank you for your time, and sorry for this welcome into our state, Ms. Brown. But both of you, think about keeping your doors locked.”

We murmured thanks and assurances, then I closed the storm door behind them. Through it I saw the media van still parked on the shoulder, while some of the lookers had gone home.

I closed them out of sight with the inner door and locked it by reflex, even though Ned would be leaving soon. The sooner the better, as my control was slipping and I didn’t want him to see my volcano erupt.

Unaware that anything was brewing beyond our front-row seats at a murder mystery, Ned again donned his jacket and ballcap, then turned to me. “I’m going to attempt getting home. Lead those reporters away from you, if nothing else.” He smiled.

I smiled back, warmed by his considerateness. Perhaps I should say cooled by his considerateness, as the surprise of it dropped my internal boil to a simmer.

I knew people who’d be thrilled by proximity to scandal or drama, and would volunteer to be quoted in the newspaper or interviewed on TV. Ned not only showed no desire for such attention, but also seemed to sense my aversion to it and was offering to deflect it. Wow—that was downright gentlemanly, especially given his awkward position. Or was I reading him wrong, and he wanted the spotlight for himself?

No. I looked again into his eyes and saw kindness, not ego. In appreciation, I expanded my smile to a full-tooth grin. Normally I held my lips partway closed to hide the two front fakes, the originals having been knocked out in a skiing accident that also ruined my knee. The dental work was good enough to pass muster with all but the most observant critics, but I still felt self-conscious about it.

Dropping that self-consciousness was something I could give back to him. I expanded it to a sincere, “Thank you.”

He nodded, still holding my gaze, and touched the bill of his cap. “I’ll come back in a day or so to resod those ruts.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Yes, I do. I’ll see you then. That is”—he paused with his hand on the door—“if I’m not arrested.”

When my mouth fell open, he added with a wink, “Thanks for the tea and sympathy, Jane. And, um, welcome to North Allenburg.”

He unlocked the door and popped out to his Jeep, entering it from the passenger side because it was one of those right-hand-drive versions used by mail carriers. As he drove off, the house closed around me in sudden quiet. My safe haven, when I relocked the doors, felt more like a cell.
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Chapter 2
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Is it paradox or irony that everything I worked so hard at removing from my life broke back into it as soon as I got away?

Arrrggggghhhhhh!

I had to hit the dictionary again to make sure I got the right word. Turned out to be irony: “a state of affairs or events that is the reverse of what was, or of what was to be expected: a result opposite to and as if in mockery of the appropriate result.”

I feel very mocked right now.

Other people might blame the irony on God, gods, or karma. Maybe they’re right. All I know is, twenty-four hours ago, I was queen of my cocoon. Now I see how stupid I was to think the world can be shut out by the click of a lock and pull of the blinds.

I’ve known that all along from working on the Internet, but there I have control of the on/off button. Likewise the TV. Not true with reality.

My first step in recovery was to banish the garbage that comes in through the media. I’m convinced that half the world’s problems come from the that source. What used to be news reportage and entertainment has turned into propaganda, fear-mongering, and misinformation. Millions, maybe billions, of people guide their lives according to that flow.

It works both ways: Righteous causes can be promoted, just as flames of hatred can be fanned. Fascinating and useful information can be had instantly at one’s fingertips. The problem is it’s too easy to get information. You used to have to work for it, learn how to do it, and the people who provided it had to meet standards of capability, education, and performance. Communication, too, used to be challenging. Now anybody can say anything and spread it like a sneeze around the world with a few keystrokes or finger swipes. And of course, since sensationalism always wins out over facts, the juicy stuff gets turned into “truth.”

The reporters who knocked on the door after Ned and the cops left yesterday couldn’t understand why I refused to open.

What really kept me cowering, though, was the memory of how I’d once planned a hit on someone awfully close to what happened to Jake Baldwin down the road.

My target back then was the guy down the hall in my apartment building, years ago in Philadelphia. I was earning enough as a technical writer to escape the low-rent part of town, but this mid-rent neighborhood was still sketchy, and we had some dubious characters in the building, the worst on my floor.

I’d thought gentrification would catch up with the neighborhood but it didn’t during my tenure. The streets remained tainted by bums and junkies on porches or just slouching in the shadows; sometimes they menaced women who hurried by. What could have been decent buildings were boarded up or decayed. I wanted to move but was saving up for a house in the suburbs, and also needed to replace my car, so I was stuck running the gantlet every time I came or went.

The period was one of the few times I lived alone, and I missed having a boyfriend or roommate every time that asshole down the hall cranked up his ugly music loud enough to register on the Richter scale, or slapped up his chain of girlfriends until they screamed, or he pissed in the stairwell, or opened the door to his drug buddies and released a toxic cloud into the hall. He intimidated me twice in the basement laundry room, and once, I swear but couldn’t prove, he keyed the side of my car.

I looked him up online and found through news sources and arrest reports that he’d been a loser all his life. From what I saw or heard daily in the building, he would remain a loser until somebody knocked him off. I began to fantasize about doing the job myself. By then Cal had given me a pistol and taught me how to shoot it. (Got to admire Cal’s ego, in that it never crossed his mind I might shoot him when he dumped me for someone else.)

I also had the little purse revolver my brother, Jim, had given me when I went off to college. Unlike Dad, a white-collar office guy, Jim understood that the streets between office buildings could be dangerous, and women could be victims whether they acted provocatively or not. By then Mom was long in her grave and couldn’t warn me constantly of danger. Thanks to Jim’s practical gift, that guy down the hall would be a cinch for me to dispatch if I could figure out how to do it without getting caught.

I never came up with a foolproof plan, but the frustration sure gave me plots for future novels! I got one halfway written before other forces intervened. The fact that I genuinely wanted to kill someone was a different and haunting problem. It goes a hundred percent against everything I’ve been taught, everything I believe, and what everyone I know considers acceptable. I don’t want to be a person who others hold in contempt, so I put extra energy into hiding my feelings. That suppression just makes them more intense.

Thankfully, my education has indoctrinated me with the slogan, “If you can’t do the time, don’t do the crime,” so I’ve been able keep thought and action separate. The line between them is mighty thin on some days, though.

No one will ever know my secret hatred if I keep my mouth shut.

* * *
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I took the extra step of locking my journal away.

To make up for the time lost in response to the murder, I typhooned through the tasks I’d originally planned and got them done by dinnertime. Working at double pace kept me from backsliding into acrimony; and being set up to write this morning held my attention forward instead of replaying the day in my head and spiraling back down into a black hole. The energy needed to suppress and push simultaneously for so many hours, however, left me too drained to eat.

The moment I melted onto the futon couch, Twinkie, my yellow tabby, came out from where she’d been hiding and sprang into my lap. I petted her absently, assuring her there would be no more strange men thudding around the house. I had performed my civic duty and the police should be done with me. I was merely one of the stones they would not leave unturned as they pursued the murderer and put him away.

That was my last thought before conking out. I blinked awake to discover I’d slept through to morning. Aside from a stiff neck, I felt limp and released, as if I’d escaped an ogre by crawling through a tunnel into a brighter world. Indeed, the rooms glowed with more light than they’d held since my arrival. I still felt pain in my heart but that’s because Tommy the Tiger was standing on my sternum, meowing, “Feed me! Feed me! Feed me right now!” Twinkie was right behind him, purring innocently while she leaned all her weight into her forelegs on my bladder.

Their tactics forced me up, only to stumble over fluffy old Tessa on my way to the bathroom. All three cats laced between my ankles until I was properly herded into the kitchen. They bobbed up and down mewing then lined up in established order when I placed down their bowls. I took the lineup to mean they had accepted their new residence. Which meant that I had, too, though acceptance hadn’t drifted to frontal consciousness yet.

I spread the kitchen curtains open to inspect the day—and gasped. Sunshine lit the landscape into vivid green springtime, as if in apology for the deluge. I could finally see the mountains, which farther south would be turning reddish as the forest swelled into bud, but here they still wore blue-gray cloaks around their shoulders. The rain had removed the last of their snowcaps, and left behind sparkling droplets on the grasses and shrubs near the house.

I reopened the windows, and the air that whooshed in was damp and cool and lush with aromas my nose didn’t know how to separate and identify. I’d last encountered this mass fragrance when I’d camped in New York State’s Adirondack Mountains, more years ago than I could recall before coffee. If asked what I was inhaling this morning, I could only answer green.

The lungful also filled one of the holes in my tattered soul with...gratitude. This view, this corner of place, was mine, and it could be mine for the rest of my life if I stuck with my commitment to heal. Nobody would punish me if I failed; I would just slide back into that dark pit of loathing that turned existence into hell. I didn’t ever want to go there again, though I still couldn’t see a clear path away from the edge of the pit.

I took another step in the right direction by stoking my body with food and caffeine, cleansing it with a shower, and adorning it with fresh clothes. The sequence reconnected my mind with my body and readied both to go back to work. I liked my new office, which some previous owner had created by moving the wall between a cramped dining room and living room to create a smaller private space and larger living area. Two of the office walls were devoted to bookshelves, which left just enough room for my desk, chair, and filing cabinets, plus skinny wall space around a front and side window to hang art.

I booted up the computer and three monitors and settled at the desk with Twinkie on my lap and Tommy atop a filing cabinet looking out the streetside window. Before my system finished loading its software and joined me in awakeness, a vehicle rumbled into the driveway, followed by a knock on the door.

I went rigid as both cats shot away. All the gratitude I’d inhaled earlier steamed out both nostrils in a hard sigh. Curiosity managed to prevail, despite yesterday’s overdose of human interaction. I rose and peeked out the window Tommy had vacated, to see Ned’s Jeep in the driveway and himself waiting on the front stoop.

Okay, this intrusion might be worth opening the door to.

I hadn’t expected to see Ned again beyond watching his daily vehicle passage. He must have meant it when he said he’d come back to fix the lawn. Wow. Maybe I’d had the bad luck to walk into a murder scenario, but it had been countered by the good luck of meeting what seemed to be a genuinely nice guy. A hundred personality types could have been the one who found Jake Baldwin’s body. I could have been stuck half the day with one of them, and vowed to never open my door again.

When I opened both doors again to Ned, he smiled and tipped his brim, then handed me a folded newspaper stuffed with envelopes.

“Good morning, Miss Brown,” he said in flirty formality. “Here’s today’s missives. I wasn’t sure if you get the paper, so I slipped one in.”

“Uh, er, no, I don’t. Thanks.”

I slid him a look, uncertain how to react to his tone, then took the bundle and stepped aside for him to enter. He hesitated, adding, “You might want to check it out.”

“Oh?” I lifted a brow as he scraped his shoes on the mat. Then he followed me into the kitchen, his Jeep still running outside. Taking that cue, I didn’t offer him coffee. Instead, I unfolded the paper on the table and flinched upon reading the front-page headline:


Murder in the Mountains! North Allenburg Man Shot Dead on His Own Doorstep!



An expletive escaped me as I scanned.


While most folks try to do something exciting on weekend nights, 72-year-old Jake Baldwin was quietly watching TV at home.



“How do they know he was watching TV?” I asked Ned. “Was it still on when you got there?”

“If it was, I didn’t notice, being, ah, preoccupied with what was on the floor.”

I grimaced and read on, a rime of ice creeping back around my heart.


But sometime late, a mysterious visitor came calling, and shot him point-blank when he opened the door. The bullet that authorities found in the wall was a .45 caliber. Other than that, the killer left behind nothing more than a smeared mud track on the front step; any other signs of his presence on the dead-end dirt road were erased by the steady rain that fell between time of the killing and discovery of the body on Monday morning by postal deliveryman Ned Cavendish.



There followed quotes from Ned about finding the body. Then:


Police investigation is being hampered by the absence of both witnesses and evidence. All the neighboring homes are seasonal and closed up, save for the corner house that became occupied on the day of the murder by popular youth novelist Jane Brown, better known as Susan Silver.



Oh crap. Somebody had done their homework. I’d known it might happen but had been hoping to escape mention. Reading on, I relaxed a bit to see that my presence hadn’t been blown out of proportion.


There is no reason to think Ms. Brown has any more role in the murder than being a person arriving into the neighborhood at the wrong time, but certain locals are already wondering what connection she may have with Baldwin that brought her to town.




Other residents laugh at the thought, wondering how the State Police will sort through the dozens of people with motives to hate Baldwin as well as the means and opportunity to kill him.



Jeesh. What a pathetic legacy. That guy must have been a monster! I rued being associated with him in any context, but at least the article left me behind. It segued into a screed against too-liberal Vermont gun laws and too-few police to patrol the outlying areas that dominated the state. I remembered the shock I’d felt when looking into moving and learning that Vermont had a population of just over six hundred thousand, compared to the multiple millions in each of the metro areas where I’d lived. And if I recalled correctly (I would have to look it up again), the ratio of police to citizens was something like one to five thousand.

I looked up at Ned, who had been watching me read. His scrutiny, now that I’d come aware of it, made me squirm.

“I take it,” he said, “you talked to the reporters yesterday.”

I shook my head and turned away from the Marble Valley Tribune. “They dug me out on their own and jumped to their own conclusions. But they’ve given my books a bit of free publicity, so I can’t justify complaining.”

I gave a weak smile. He didn’t return it, just said, “My nieces read them” and held my eye.

“Really? That’s good to know.”

Since he didn’t respond, just kept looking at me, I got nervous and said the first thing that came to mind. “Tell them...there’ll be another one in time for Christmas, and I’ll be happy to sign it.”

“They’d love that. Thanks. I’d like to chat more, but gotta go.” He turned for the door, reciting, “Neither rain, nor sleet, nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds...”

I smiled with a nod, recognizing the unofficial postal service motto, and thumbed back over my shoulder. “And I’ve got a deadline to meet. Thanks, and see you later.” I hoped. Then chastised myself for hoping.

He waved and strode back to his car. I called after him, “May your route go without excitement today!”

He half smiled then halted and turned back to face me, sober. “You know...what bugs me about yesterday...is the similarity between me finding Jake, and the widow lady in February.”

That jolted me back into fear. “This is your second body?”

“No, the oil deliveryman found the first one.” He gestured toward a nearby hill. “Up on Bear Pond Road. Much more remote than here. Fiona Cobb. She lived with her son—a total loser, but he was confirmed to be elsewhere during the time she died. Looks like she came out to get the mail in a coat over her nightgown, but must’ve slipped and fallen down the steps. They found her at the bottom with a dent in her head that could have been made by a stair edge. It also could have been made with a long blunt object.” He stopped to let the implication sink in, then shook his head and concluded, “The fall didn’t kill her, but she froze to death overnight. Must’ve been twenty-five below.”

I shuddered. “Do you think...the two deaths are connected?”

“Don’t see how. The victims were the same age, nothing more.” He paused for thought. “But they grew up in this town together, and their families go way back. You never know.”

“A coincidence, then?”

“Yeah, except we haven’t had a murder around here for decades. And it seems like both bodies were left to be found.”

We looked at each other and I felt a zing of connection. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I recognized that I’d come across a peer intelligence, the same way I had instantly connected with the few people who had become my friends and lovers over the years.

I wanted another friend, having alienated or abandoned too many; but I definitely did not want another lover. I had nothing left to give in intimacy, and no belief that enough of my better self would ever come back.

Yet I hungered for the resonance of like minds and tastes in a way not shared with Luce. Her heart was big enough to hold the world, and she had acted over fifteen years as my mentor, surrogate mother, big sister, silly companion, shoulder to cry on, protector, defender, and mirror to reflect my best and worst. I would be eternally grateful for all she had done for me, but we didn’t connect at the most basic level. I wrote novels; she never read anything beyond business documents and the newspaper. She had no comprehension of the challenges involved in crafting a story or imagining other people and worlds. Often when I spoke, on the most mundane topics, she did not know the meaning of the words I used.

Ned, I suspected, had a vocabulary that would allow balanced communication. I wanted to blurt “antidisestablishmentarianism” at him to see what he’d do.

This was not the moment for such an experiment, for he flicked his gaze away and turned again for his car. “Let me know,” he said, “if you want me to keep delivering to the house, or slip the mail inside the storm door, or leave it at the post office. For that you’ll have to pay for a P.O. box, though.”

He cocked his head toward the roadblock on Rock Maple Road. I hadn’t registered it when I’d looked outside. The police were gone; in their place, they’d erected barriers. My mailbox stood on the wrong side of them, despite the fact my proper address was on the main road. Long ago someone had planted my box on a pole under an apple tree just before the intersection, so the carrier would not have to stop on the main road’s crumbling shoulder. The only way around the barrier to my box was across my lawn.

Ned, seeming to read my mind, said, “I’m thinking Saturday to repair those ruts. Will you be around?”

“I expect to be here most of the time.”

He smiled suddenly. “Right. Books don’t write themselves, I suppose.”

“You suppose that right.” I returned his smile, thinking he was a classic case of somebody’s smile transforming their appearance and compelling others to reciprocate. I’d smiled more since I’d met him than I had in years.

“And mail doesn’t get delivered when one is standing around, so as much as I enjoy talking with you, Miss Jane Brown, I’ve got to keep rolling. See you later.”

He tipped his ballcap and departed. I locked up after him, feeling the same disquiet as when he’d left yesterday. Did this mean I was lonely, or afraid, or sexually attracted? Maybe nothing more than disoriented from surprise. Instead of tranquil solitude following move-in, I had murder on one hand and an appealing mailman on the other. Neither was something I could make go away unless I harshly shut it out and started a fresh domino chain of alienating people.

No, that would defeat the recovery plan. Somehow, I would have to cope—especially since, having failed to tell Ned that I would get a P.O. box, I could reasonably expect him to swing by again with tomorrow’s mail.

Jake’s murder, meanwhile, would hang like a miasma over the community until it was solved.

Please, I sent through the ether to Detectives Johnson and Greene, find that killer fast!

For now, I double-checked the locks, closed the curtains, and got back to work.
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Chapter 3
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Loneliness is something I suffer in a crowd. When alone, I’m happy and relaxed and productive—that is, when I can avoid thinking about all the things about reality that sicken me with rage. Those things drag me back toward the pit, seething over the injustices done by people to other people, and nations to other nations, and humans to other life forms, or to the Earth itself. All my life I’ve seen it every day in things like litter, rudeness, ignorance, waste, cruelty, neglect—and relentlessly through the media, which seems to have become an international enterprise of highlighting the worst that people can do to each other and the world.

The news corporations and TV networks make money making drama where there isn’t any, or else ramping up anything real that happens into a surreal calamity. It seems against some invisible rules to report good news beyond token feel-good moments. Instead the media revel in bad news with phony sobriety, which hardly masks their glee from talking about murder and mayhem, corruption and disaster. Any time I think of it, I accelerate back toward the pit.

Living in the city, where you can’t move without bumping shoulders with people, or competing with them for parking spaces and subway seats, opportunities and attention, or just places in line—and you can never, ever stop seeing or hearing them—I not only boiled internally but boiled over. I ab-so-lute-ly had to get away from that pressure or go mad.

I’m not completely blind and obsessed. I’ve always recognized that individuals can be, and more often than not are, wonderful human beings. I couldn’t function without those people, and owe everything good in my life to them. I want to be like them, but I’ve lost hope because of the powers amassed against us all.

By “all” I mean us ordinary folk, who are suckered into buying stuff we don’t need by soul-less corporations, most of which don’t give a hoot about the consequences of their industry. We’re chained by government officials who care more about getting reelected than doing right by the country, so they can keep lining their pockets with lobbyist dollars. So many jobs have been robbed of their dignity and opportunity that for a huge segment of the population “employment” has become a synonym for “indentured servitude.” That’s assuming you can get a job, with a living wage.

It all makes me sick, sick, sick.

The saying “Only the good die young” can be amended to “Only the good pay for the bad.” Also: “One bad apple spoils the whole bunch.” The bad people in the world have a chokehold on the good and keep preventing them, era after era, from fulfilling their positive potential, or else keep undoing what the good ones have achieved. This trend is not a hundred percent but it has dominated across time. Any student of history will recognize it.

I’m convinced our species will eventually self-destruct, and ruin the environment as well, because it’s infinitely easier to destroy than create, and a single act of destruction can abruptly affect much more than an act of creation does. The exception is procreation, which humans do unchecked and in such abundance we will ultimately be crushed under the weight of our own numbers and drown in our own waste.

In the face of this, it remains unclear to me how you’re supposed to get through the day—or why you should even bother trying to get through a life. I can’t imagine how hard it must be if you live in a place that’s been devastated by war, natural disaster, or overpopulation.

Here in the privileged USA, the idealists claim all you need is love. That’s fine if you can find it, and give it (assuming you have food in your belly and a roof over your head). The twelve-step folks are more pragmatic, counseling one step at a time, one day at a time. The success gurus declare, “Act confident until you are confident.” In other words, stride forward in a state of bullshitting yourself and others.

Of these, the twelve-steppers seem the most realistic, which is why I’ve modeled my own recovery program on some of their ideas. The other guiding adage I’ve adopted is, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you—and mean it.” That seems the best way to attract what positivity remains in the world. If I can get more of that back in my life, I might be able to care again.

* * *
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I’ve been practicing caring on the cats; it’s a lot easier to do with animals than people. Animals live in the now, and are direct and honest with their needs and feelings. Attending to them, protecting them, sharing their company has allowed me to reach outside myself and feel love. While I can’t save every polar bear and frog and bird and insect needing rescue, I can at least save the critters whose paths I cross. Giving a home to Twinkie, Tommy the Tiger, and Contessa is probably the most genuinely altruistic thing I’ve done.
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