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  Chapter 1




  John didn’t so much hate flying as he did the turbulence. In an effort to distract from the rise and fall of the airplane, he looked out the window to the area below, a patchwork of brown, green and gold squares, lines of muddied water river ways intertwined. A few antlike cars and homestead farms dotted the grid pattern of the roads. “I wonder why we had to come up this way in the middle of the year.” He didn’t like turbulence in his life either and that was exactly what the trip to Nebraska caused.




  “Probably has something to do with closing the firm. Or maybe she missed us.” Ruth took a deep breath and looked back to the book she held.




  John tried to remember the last time he saw Rebecca Seidle. Was it last Christmas? Rebecca called nearly every week but the distance between Nebraska and Florida and the cost of travel was a barrier for visits. Adjusting his work schedule during the summer months, the busiest time of the year for a handyman, wasn’t a picnic either.




  Ruth reached up and pushed the call light for the stewardess. “I hope she’s got some coffee.”




  When John pulled up his sleeve to check the time on his dad’s watch, he remembered the day the mortician handed him and Virgie the brown envelope of personal items that weren’t buried. That occurred in an attorney’s office too. “We can’t have that much of a flight left.”




  The stewardess stopped at Ruth and smiled. “Can I help you?”




  “Do you have any coffee left?”




  “I’m sorry but we’re out and we’re almost to our destination. The Captain will begin announcing...”




  “Ladies and Gentlemen, this is your Captain speaking.” The Captain’s voice sounded tinny as if beamed from miles away instead of feet.




  Head tilted to one side, the stewardess smiled. “I’m sorry. There is coffee in the terminal right up the stairs to the right and you’ll be able to purchase a cup when you deplane.”




  * * * *




  Just as promised, there was fresh coffee inside the airport terminal and John bought two cups. “Your mom sent a car. It’ll be here in half an hour.” He adjusted the sleeve of his jacket.




  “It still seems so strange that we had to fly all the way here. What couldn’t Mom say in a phone call? You don’t suppose she’s ill?”




  “It probably business. She’s selling the firm and maybe there’s more about Dad’s estate. Now that Virgie’s gone...you know as well as I do that your mom handled all their affairs.” He hated the use of the word once he said it. His father and Virgie had an affair for years and even using the word when speaking about them almost seemed like he let loose a terrible secret, though, in reality, everyone in Eureka Springs knew but said nothing.




  What did it matter? Dad passed years ago and Virgie was gone more than two. The rumors of undesirable behavior by the pair faded soon after Virgie’s funeral as if everyone in town wanted to brush away a bad memory.




  Not that the memories John had of his extended family were bad. He grew up in a home where love was prevalent even though his real mother was absent and his nanny and father kept a secret relationship. He knew his dad loved Virginia Seidle just in the way he looked at her, his eyes locked in a tender gaze. When he spoke of her, the kindness in his voice held only admiration. Those few times when John caught a glimpse of the pair when they thought they were alone, Nolan Vickers held Virgie the same way John, as an adult, held his wife Ruth. Nolan Vickers and Virgie were in love, probably always had been, even though his mother was living, though incoherent, in the asylum.




  Had his mother been in the picture, Virgie and his dad would have lived more normal lives apart but people got thrown into strange situations all the time.




  When his dad married his real mom, he had no idea that she’d go insane and he’d need to institutionalize her and hire a nanny. When he hired Virginia Seidle, Nolan Vickers didn’t know he’d fall in love with her or she with him. They dealt with it the best they could and, John was sure, raised him in that degree as well. John grew up feeling loved. What else mattered?




  * * * *




  The building that housed the firm looked almost the same as it had the last time John and Ruth visited except that a new awning stretched above and shaded the front windows. The door to the foyer still had that familiar squeak when John pulled on the metal handle. The corridor to the section of the building devoted to Rebecca’s firm had a floor so polished that John thought he’d slip around if he wore only socks. Once inside Seidle Law, Rebecca’s name stood in shiny gold letters as greeting above the receptionist’s desk.




  “Mr. and Mrs. Vickers, nice to see you again. They’re waiting for you in Mrs. Seidle’s office.” She stood and walked around the desk. “I’ll show you in.”




  “They?” He questioned the receptionist only to have a blank stare returned. “That’s fine. We know the way.” John gave her hand a squeeze before he followed Ruth down the hall to Rebecca’s office.




  The door was closed.




  Ruth knocked and opened the door before anyone answered. “Mom? We’re here.”




  John wasn’t quite to the door when he heard Rebecca’s reply, “Hello, honey. Did you have a nice flight? I missed you.”




  “It was fine. A little turbulence but...Audrey? Barbara? What are you doing here?”




  John was equally as shocked when he entered the office and found Audrey and Barbara Vecchi already seated.




  After hugging her daughter and John, Rebecca motioned to two empty chairs. “Please have a seat.”




  Her professionalism almost scared John as he took the seat on the farthest end. It brought back those painful memories from when he was eighteen at his father’s passing which led to a formal meeting with an attorney. “Audrey, I didn’t know you and Barb were visiting. Have you been here long?”




  “We came on a flight yesterday,” Audrey replied as if her being in Rebecca’s office, so far from Florida and at the same time as John and Ruth, was a regular occurrence.




  “You flew in yesterday? Mom, what’s going on?”




  With Ruth’s concern, John was even more curious than when he got the formal letter from Rebecca’s law firm summoning their presence. “Did Rebecca send you a letter too?”




  Audrey didn’t reply. Instead she looked at Rebecca who sat behind her desk, hands folded together, fingers entwined.




  “Audrey and I asked you three here together for a reason.”




  Normally quiet Barbara Vecchi shot an uncertain stare to her mother and then sent a question to Rebecca. “What reason? You knew John and Ruth were coming and didn’t say anything?”




  “Rebecca? Audrey? What is going on?” John looked at the two women. He’d known them all his life. They were Virgie’s best friends. They’d gone to college together and remained constant in each other’s lives.




  Audrey lived and worked in Eureka Springs and their family gatherings were always intertwined.




  Rebecca married Virgie’s brother Truman and, though she lived in Nebraska, weekly phone calls closed the distance.




  It seemed so strange that neither woman mentioned the reason he and Ruth had to fly in for a formal visit and even stranger that Barbara was present and Audrey said nothing about a trip. The most bizarre? The way the two friends seemed to fumble about as if no one knew what to say next. “Okay, ladies. What in the world did you call us up here for? I’m sure it wasn’t to let us sit around and stare at each other.”




  Rebecca put her hands in her lap and glanced from Audrey to the other three. “Audrey and I have something to tell you. A story.”




  Audrey took a deep breath and reached to stroke Barbara’s arm before resting her hands on the arms of the chair. “We thought the best thing was to have you all together and say it just once.”




  Rebecca bit her lip before she spoke. “What we did was the right thing to do. We did it for Virgie. We did it for Elizabeth and Nolan. We did it for all of you.”




  “We knew the only way to protect you was to keep the secret but now we feel it’s time to tell the truth.”




  To John, when Audrey spoke, it looked as if she’d rehearsed her words a thousand times. “What truth?” he asked.




  And Rebecca began. “Our dear friend Virgie was always so full of love and life and she loved without reason. Follow where your heart leads...that’s what she always said.”




  Chapter 2




  Was Truman right? Was Frank Walters the person who robbed Main Street Liquor? To Virginia, it just didn’t seem possible. Frank was with her all night or at least until a few hours after the basketball game at the high school.




  “Let’s go meet up with Hank and Pete.”




  That’s what he proposed when they discussed the post game party with Frank’s friends in the country and Virgie declined. It was, after all, a school night and she had to study for her senior finals. “Don’t you have to look for a job?” she asked.




  “Sure, but I got it covered.” He leaned over and kissed her hard on the mouth before turning back to the steering wheel. “See you tomorrow.”




  Virgie had no reason to doubt that Frank was going to the party to drink beer because that’s where he said he’d be. Why would Truman say Frank robbed the store when Frank was probably hanging out with his buddies?




  “Virgie,” Truman whispered, “I was outside the store talking on the pay phone. I saw him there. Where do you think he got the beer in the first place? He isn’t old enough to buy and he doesn’t have any money.”




  Sibling disagreements weren’t anything new between Virgie and her older brother but they’d become far more frequent since Virgie started dating Frank Walters. With this latest bit of obvious gossip, Truman annoyed Virgie even more. She squinted and felt the muscles in her jaw tense. Truman stood at the foot of her bed and she slammed her book shut, wanting to throw it at him. “Isn’t it dark out? You probably couldn’t see. I say it was a case of mistaken identity. I know you don’t like Frank, but this, making stuff up like this, that’s really a low blow.”




  “I don’t like Frank because he’s using you. He quit school. He doesn’t work. His friends are no accounts. He takes you for granted and I know you give him money, and whatever else, whenever he wants it.”




  Virgie picked up her bed pillow and threw it at him. “Shut up! You don’t know what you’re talking about!” She didn’t care if her parents woke up and heard them fighting. When the truth came out, Truman would have to apologize. “Besides, if I’m giving him money, why would he have to rob a liquor store? And one more thing! Frank and I love each other. What do you have to say about that?”




  Truman turned to open the door. “I’d say that tomorrow he’ll be in jail and you won’t have to worry about it anymore. Let’s just hope Dad and Mom don’t find out that you were with him tonight or you’ll be in deep trouble.”




  “It isn’t going to matter. You’re wrong about Frank and they won’t care. You’ll see.” She was surprised he closed the door instead of slamming it. If she were in his shoes, she’d slam it so hard his eardrums would burst.




  * * * *




  Virginia heard the whispers. They were hard to ignore. People she thought were friends gossiped behind her back. If they had asked about her relationship with Frank Walters, she’d have told them what they heard wasn’t characteristic of the Frank she knew. She loved him and he was a nice boy. They laughed and had fun together. Frank said he loved her and, to Virginia, a promise of love was more important than backyard assumptions.




  Did it matter that Frank came from a home where his dad wasn’t respectable? Was it a concern that he quit school to help with family finances and then couldn’t find a decent job? What family didn’t suffer through hard times? Virgie was always happy to help when he needed a little extra because, he told her, someday they’d be married and it would all be theirs to share anyway. Who knew his worthless friends would convince him to get involved in dishonesty? No crystal ball foretold Virginia Seidle that her boyfriend, Frank Walters, would rob a liquor store and be sent to prison two days before she graduated high school, ruining her plans for the future.




  The rumors of alcoholism, questionable women and habitual theft that circulated through town and created havoc weren’t true either. Those were jealous exaggerations made up by Virgie’s resentful ex-friends. They had to be. Frank loved her. Their lovemaking confirmed that. No one could fake the way he made her feel. Someday, when he got out of prison and found her, everyone would see the truth and they’d eat their hateful words.




  Tears clouded her vision while she stared out the dirty bus window and remembered Frank’s court sentencing. That fateful day was weeks ago and miles away. The surrounding since was not court benches, but fields of dried corn stalks and spindly soybean plants followed by acres of red dirt and forests of Willow trees arched with Spanish moss. After four days of riding on a bus seat not nearly padded enough for a long trip, and wishing her parents wouldn’t have sent her away but instead killed her, Virginia finally saw signs of her destination. Evergreens of her youth in Nebraska were replaced with prehistoric looking trunks of palm trees as the bus crossed into the far southern states. Virginia felt as aged as the bark looked rough.




  She hated Frank for being so stupid. She hated Truman for telling the police what he saw. She hated her parents for sending her to college so many miles away from home. Since Frank’s conviction, her life felt as black as midnight. The only bright spot to her new life in Florida was the first sight of blue-green ocean waves that slapped against an inlet beach. Even that wasn’t enough to completely dispel her dismal mood.




  When the Greyhound stopped in front of a gas station and announced the arrival city, Virgie was again almost in tears. Deserted was the only word to describe the cement landing. It was as if the demographics of small town Nebraska followed her to small town Florida. It felt like the same place, though the rustle of palm branches high above and the metallic streetlamps that stood near the paved street corners replaced the cold isolation of gossiping neighbors and gravel roads. Eureka Springs, Florida resembled Basswood, Nebraska, except this small town was the home of Eureka Springs Women’s Academy. It was a notable institution, thousands of miles from home and it felt even farther from Frank Walters. Virginia knew her parents were happy she’d been accepted. She wasn’t.




  Exiting the bus felt like a chore left too long undone. She wondered what would happen if she stayed on the bus and rode away to the next town. Would her parents call to see if she arrived at her destination or just assume she did? Would Frank have to turn yet another rock in order to find her? He knew her parents shipped her to Florida; the where of that was never disclosed. Upon his release, in order for him to find her, she had to become far more visible than the isolated Eureka Springs bus stop. Maybe getting off the bus and becoming involved in the academy’s activities, being seen a lot and establishing her name, would help him find her. So, much as Virginia didn’t want to, she got off the bus.




  As the driver tossed the baggage to the sidewalk, Virgie noticed two girls about her age sitting on a bench near the gas station. Local girls? How was Virgie to know and she didn’t care. She took her three suitcases and stacked them on top of each other in wait for the ride she was told would come to escort her to the college.




  “Are you going to ESWA?” one girl asked from the bench.




  Virgie shrugged. “Eureka Springs Women’s Academy, if that’s what you mean. You?”




  The second girl smiled. “Our ride should be here soon. Isn’t this exciting?”




  Virgie didn’t find it exciting at all. “I’m going into the secretarial program.” She didn’t find that all too interesting either.




  “Me too! I just can’t wait to start classes on Monday. I bet we’re in the same dorm! I’ll be in Frisian Hall. They put all the secretarial students in Frisian. I’m Audrey O’Donnell, from Massachusetts.” She got up and offered her hand.




  Audrey’s excitement didn’t inspire Virgie but she shook her hand and offered a polite reply anyway. “Virgie Seidle. I think I’m on the third floor.”




  “Me too! Isn’t this a fortunate surprise! How fun that we’re both in the same program and on the same floor in the same dorm!” She sent a smile to the remaining girl on the bench. “And this is Rebecca Irons. She’s also going to ESWA but she’s going into...Rebecca? What did you say you were studying?”




  “I’m going into pre-law. I’ve got to be here two years before I can move on to Florida State.” Rebecca didn’t get up.




  To Virgie, Rebecca looked the part of a future attorney. Crisp and clean, proper, like the attorney who defended Frank. She hoped this girl would grow up to be far more successful with her clients. Before Virgie could think of more small talk, a Ford wagon, its framed wood sides blending in with the tropical atmosphere of palms, pulled in where the bus was before.




  A man with wavy ash blond hair and blue eyes stepped out. “Are you girls going to Eureka Springs Women’s Academy?” He waited long enough for their nods. “I’ll be your driver. Is this all your luggage?” He made a sweeping motion with his hands and then walked around to the back of the station wagon and opened the back door. “It’s about a half an hours drive from here. If you have any questions about the area, I’ll try and answer them.”




  That the driver referred to them as girls seemed weird. He didn’t seem much older.




  “I’m Nolan Vickers,” he said as he loaded the bags and motioned to the front seat. “And this is my wife, Elizabeth. Welcome to Eureka Springs.”




  The back door of the wagon slammed when Nolan shut it and Virgie jumped. What a shame that Frank probably jumped the same at the sound of the closing cell door and Virgie, though free, felt equally imprisoned.




  * * * *




  The first glimpse of the Academy’s architecture combined with the fragrances from bright tropical flowers and the shade of palm trees didn’t do anything to improve Virgie’s mood when she got out of the car. She barely listened to the conversation on the one-way trip, wishing instead that she’d wake up from her nightmare. Standing in front of the student admissions center, she was fully aware that she wouldn’t wake up. Frank was in jail and didn’t know her whereabouts. Her family disavowed her by sending her away. That was reality. That was her new life. Virgie took a deep breath and wished she could do something about her situation, knowing she couldn’t.




  “And what was with that driver’s wife? She didn’t say a word. All she did the whole time was stare out the window. It was like she wasn’t even there.”




  “She was PG. Maybe she didn’t feel good?”




  Virgie heard Audrey’s prattle and Rebecca’s reply. Though she thought it strange that the driver’s wife said nothing the entire trip, she didn’t want to gossip about her. Being the brunt of backyard gossip at home was enough to sour Virgie from ever doing that to someone else.




  “Do you suppose we’ll have to wait in long lines?”




  “Not me. My parents enrolled me in all my classes over the phone through the dean’s office.”




  The girls chatted as they walked, oblivious to Virgie’s pain. She didn’t have the advantage of parents enrolling her over the phone. If admission lines were long, Virgie guessed she’d have to be one of the last standing. Would her life always be a continuous cycle of disappointment? Would she always have constant disapproval from family? Would she always love men thought unsuitable? Would she have to endure the ever-bubbly cheerleader personality of Audrey and the seemingly stuffy character of Rebecca for the next two years?




  Chapter 3




  Once she resigned to change, Virgie’s life became easier. She enjoyed her classes. She joined the staff at the campus newspaper and volunteered once a week as a Candy Striper at Eureka Springs Hospital. She had civil conversations with her family on Sundays when the phone rates were low. They didn’t mention Frank Walters and Virgie didn’t ask. Not that it mattered. As the first year blended to the second, she filled her life with things other than love for a questionable man. Passing her affection to memory wasn’t as painful as she thought and maybe, just maybe, her parents were right in sending her away to school.




  “...And, when I was at the hospital today, you’ll never guess who I saw.” Virgie talked over the top of her wine glass, her voice loud enough for her girlfriends to hear yet soft enough not to inform the bartender behind the counter. “You’ll never guess!” After she started the conversation, she remembered the gossip she endured back home and felt a little guilty. It was a waste of energy to spread rumors and as mean as it was a waste, but it wasn’t like Virgie was telling anything that wasn’t true or that anyone would care what she said. It was mere conversation over drinks.




  Rebecca took a sip of her beer. “I give. Who?”




  “Oh, come on! You didn’t even try! What kind of game player are you!” Audrey protested. “I guess Professor Hafting!”




  Virgie shook her head. Her wavy, dark hair bounced at her shoulders. “You won’t guess.” She looked at Rebecca to give her one last chance.




  “I’m studying to be a lawyer. I don’t guess. I base my decisions on facts.” Rebecca paused for a second and then the sarcasm on her face brightened with a smile. “Oh, all right! Ms. Forester from the Admin. Office.”




  Virgie took a drink. “Nope. You’re both wrong. It was Nolan Vickers.”




  “Who?” they asked in unison.




  “Nolan Vickers. The guy that picked us up the day we moved here from the bus stop. He shuttles guests for the college once in a while in that old wood station wagon. Apparently, his wife is a little off.”




  Rebecca huffed. “I’ll say. She was pregnant the last time we saw her. That would make any girl off.”




  Virgie took another drink. “Well, she isn’t pregnant now. In fact, they have the cutest little baby boy, but she is in the hospital. The psychiatric ward.” Virgie whispered the tail end comment.




  “What for?” Audrey asked.




  Virgie shrugged. “Nobody tells me that stuff. I just know, with a cute little baby like that and a handsome husband like Nolan Vickers, why would anyone go...you know.”




  Audrey giggled while Rebecca shook her head offering her advice. “Do I have to remind you girls that we’re in school to learn, not to pick up husb...”




  “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Virginia Seidle. What luck meeting you here?”




  For a second, the floor wobbled beneath Virgie’s feet, and the barroom turned cold while the air around froze to a density so thick she couldn’t breathe. When she left Nebraska, she hoped she’d see Frank Walters again but she didn’t really think he’d ever look for her. Over the last year, she thought he forgot about his vow to find her but there he was, touching her arm in the Eureka Springs bar.
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