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THE SECOND COMING


Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.


William Butler Yeats
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PROLOGUETWO-AND-A-HALF-YEAR-OLD Tyler McKenzie opened his mouth in a wide circle and blew against the front of the jewelry counter. A cloud of wet air frosted the glass, then slowly disappeared. Inside, the bright stones shimmered on the blanket of shiny gold. He liked the blue ones best. Like Mommy’s eyes.

“Don’t do that, sweetheart,” Barbara McKenzie said, pulling him back against her side. “A couple more minutes, Tyler. Then we’ll go home.”

She knew he was tired. They’d been returning presents for more than an hour. He leaned against her leg. He rocked from side to side, then slid down to the floor. The tether attached to his wrist snagged on her belt loop, and he tugged to get it loose.

“Don’t pull, honey. You’ll tear Mommy’s coat.”

She unwound the coiled plastic tubing until the strap swung free, one continuous loop from Tyler’s wrist to hers. She was glad that she’d remembered to bring it. Between after-Christmas sales and people returning rejected presents, the department store was dreadfully crowded. She always worried about Tyler getting lost.

From his seat on the floor, he stared up at her. His mouth stretched into a lopsided grin, but his brown eyes drooped sleepily. She ruffled the top of his blond head.

“What a love you are, Tiger,” Barbara said. “Mommy’s hurrying.”

Tyler nuzzled her leg, purring like a cat. They’d taken him to the zoo Thanksgiving weekend. They’d made a special trip to see the lion cubs because Tyler loved the Disney movie The Lion King. It was the tiger, however, that had drawn his interest. Barbara had to admit it was her choice too. Tyler wasn’t afraid of the huge animal. For him it was nothing more than a big cat.

She checked to see that the Velcro strap was secure around his wrist, unable to resist touching the soft skin on his cheek as she straightened up to sign the return slip. Finished, she put her wallet back in her purse, picked up the shopping bag beside Tyler and helped him to his feet.

“Only one more stop,” she said as she dusted the seat of his pants with her hand.

Now that Tyler was standing, he was anxious to be on his way. His short legs moved like pistons to get ahead of her as she walked down the aisle toward the escalator.

“Wait for Mommy,” she said as he strained against the tether.

She took his hand, making sure the strap that joined them wrist to wrist didn’t catch on the treads moving up the escalator. Ken never used the tether when he took Tyler out. He said it reminded him of a leash for a dog. Easy for him to say, she thought. Husbands didn’t have a million errands to run while trying to keep track of an active child.

“Jump jump?” Tyler said.

“Almost.” She tightened her grip on his pudgy little hand, and as the escalator steps flattened out, she said, “OK, Tiger. Jump.”

She raised his arm as he hurled his body forward, then steadied him as he came down in a two-footed landing at the top. He cocked his head, crowing with triumph as he smiled up at her.

“Tyler good,” he said.

“Very good. That was an excellent jump,” she agreed, giving his hand another squeeze before she released him.

He had just begun talking in two-word phrases. It wasn’t always easy to know what he meant, but it was fun hearing the sound of his voice and anticipating what it would be like when he could verbalize more. He’d learned his colors and shapes and even learned the first part of the ABC song.

She let him pull her along as they followed the aisle around to the women’s department. She opened her shopping bag and pulled out the knit tunic her brother, Grant, had given her for Christmas and placed it on the counter in front of the salesgirl.

“Last stop,” she said, leaning over to kiss Tyler on the top of his head.

Making small smacking sounds, he pushed through a rack of sweaters until he reached the open space in the center. The tether stretched, and Barbara hunkered down to peer under the clothing. Tyler was sitting on the floor, his back against the center pole.

“Tyler hide,” he said. He clutched the sleeve of a navy blue sweater, brushing it against his cheek as he tucked the thumb of his other hand into his mouth.

“It’s a very good hideout,” she said to the heavy-lidded child. “You can take a rest, and I’ll be right here.”

She straightened up and turned back to the salesgirl, explaining that the tunic was too long and the wrong color. She rummaged through her purse until she found the correct receipt.

The sweaters on the rack shook, and she heard Tyler cooing within his soft nest. At least he was still awake. Her parents and brother had stayed in the house over Christmas, and Tyler had overdosed on excitement and was short of sleep. She knew it was a mistake to let him nod off. He’d be crabby when she woke him.

Leaning tiredly on the counter, Barbara pulled the tether. From under the rack of sweaters, Tyler pulled back. She turned around to face the counter, waiting for the clerk to complete the transaction. The girl pressed keys on the computer, pausing after each action to stare blankly at the monitor. Finally the machine spit out several sheets of paper.

“Here you are, Mrs. McKenzie,” the salesclerk said.

She set the receipt down on the counter along with a pen. Barbara signed her name, waiting as the girl stapled the two receipts together. Tucking the charge card back in her wallet, Barbara stuffed everything into her purse.

“Time to go, Tyler. Mommy’s all finished.”

She pulled the strap, sighing at the lack of response. He must be sound asleep. She’d have to carry him all the way to the car.

“Come on, Tyler. Wake up and we’ll go home.”

Settling her purse strap on her shoulder, she spread the sweaters apart, following the coiled plastic wire to the center of Tyler’s hideout.

The Velcro wrist strap of the child tether was attached to the metal center pole.

Tyler was gone.





CHAPTER ONETHE RENAISSANCE FAIRE was in full swing. Coming to Delbrook, Wisconsin, the Friday after Labor Day, it was an event of pure performance art. A whimsical imitation of a medieval market town was erected in a field above Falcon Lake. Costumed players provided a day’s worth of events that ranged from plays and musical entertainments to nature exhibits and crafts to a finale of jousting, mock battles and horsemanship.

Traditionally the local schools called a day off on Friday. It gave the teachers a welcome chance to catch their breath after the hectic opening days of the school year. Now that the lake crowd had closed up their summer cottages and returned to the cities where they lived and worked, the residents of Delbrook observed the weekend of the Renaissance Faire as a time for celebration. This year the weather was unusually warm.

Nevertheless, the Warrior was cold.

Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead and slid down the side of his neck to pool at the indentation below his Adam’s apple. The late afternoon heat pressed against the top of his head, but a chill, a combination of anticipation and fear, fanned out from the core of his being. His arms and legs tingled and his stomach cramped as he leaned against the railing, staring across the fairgrounds.

To the Warrior, the carnival atmosphere was alien to the serious purpose of the day’s visit. The inherent danger of proximity to his home made it a daring choice. He had never worked within his own territory, and had strong misgivings. Even though the risk factor was very high, he had chosen the Faire for the apprentice’s first test because it offered the greatest opportunity of success for the boy.

All week the Warrior had been restless. He had spent long nights establishing the guidelines, working out every detail to minimize the danger to both himself and the boy. The first trial in the initiation process was always the most important, setting the tone for eventual success or failure.

Despite the long training period, the boy’s youth was a decided disadvantage. The test would prove whether, at four, the boy had mastered the necessary discipline to follow orders without question with all the distractions of a public place.

The Warrior had chosen his vantage point well. From the top of the hill, the outdoor patio of Ye Olde Ale House had a panoramic view of the entire fairground.

Smoke from the cooking pots and the open fires hung in a thick pall above the gaudily painted buildings of the mock town, pressed down by the humidity left behind by the recent thunderstorm. The ground was soaked and dotted with pools of standing water. In a futile effort to lessen the impact of the rain, the organizers had strewn loose straw on the main traffic areas, but despite that the ground had become a quagmire. The wet, mud-streaked crowd added a measure of veracity to the appearance and smell of the make-believe medieval fair.

The Warrior bit his lip. A sense of unease invaded his body. He hadn’t counted on the rainstorm that had changed the temperament of the crowd. The sheer boisterousness worried him. In this atmosphere, anything could happen, and in an instant he could lose control of the situation.

Instinct urged him to abort the trial.

His eyes flicked across the crowd milling around the wooden benches next to the jousting field. It was easy to spot the blond boy sitting alone at the far end of the bench closest to the arena. Against the shifting movements of the excited audience, the child’s immobility created an oasis of stillness.

One Who Cries was waiting for the signal. It was time for the boy to take the first step on his journey.

The Warrior could remember when he began his own training.

He had been older than One Who Cries. Twelve and lost in a world of pain and despair. He had found the answers to his search for freedom in reading about the culture of the American Indian. The tough disciplining of young boys captured his imagination, especially the tests that led to becoming a warrior. He’d steeped himself in the rituals and the customs, picking and choosing the elements he liked best and the ones he thought would enhance his own spirit.

The warrior symbolized power. And counting coup brought ultimate power.

A coup was a war honor that emphasized bravery, cunning and stealth over actual killing. It was the greatest achievement to touch an enemy with a coup stick in the heat of battle and leave him alive to wallow in shame and self-reproach. The triumphant warrior captured the enemy’s spirit, which was worse than death to a man of the People.

Like a young American Indian boy, he began to train so that he would be worthy to take on the mantle of the warrior. In this he had no mentor to guide him. He would be his own teacher.

He had invented the first test when he was twelve.

During a week of planning he had fine-tuned the rules. He would select an enemy in a public place. For the coup to count, he had to touch the very center of the target’s back. It must be a one-fingered touch, solid enough to elicit some reaction from the victim.

Level one had been easy to master.

Suddenly the Warrior straightened, hands tightening on the railing as he noticed the activity in the arena. Several horses had entered the jousting field.

The crowd applauded and shouted as the colorfully draped mounts with costumed knights on their backs pranced nervously around the ring. A loudspeaker bellowed over the noise of the audience, but the words were unintelligible at this distance.

Soon. It would be soon.

Eyes intent on the back of the blond head, the Warrior waited. He stood tall so that the boy would be able to see him clearly when he turned to catch the signal. The noise and commotion faded into the background as the Warrior concentrated on the child. He narrowed his focus, as if by sheer willpower he could guarantee success.

Still seated on the bench while all around him people shouted and gestured at the activity, One Who Cries looked too frail for the test ahead.

Despite appearances, the boy was in peak physical condition. He had been prepared for this moment through a strict regimen of healthy food, exercise and a highly structured schedule of activities.

The Warrior had made today’s test extremely simple. It was the first time the boy had been released from confinement in a year and a half. Primarily the test was to see if the Warrior could maintain control of the four-year-old with all the distractions of the real world and an opportunity to escape.

What the boy had to do was neither demanding nor dangerous. He needed to wait for the appointed signal that initiated the coup, touch the wooden fence around the jousting field, then look to the Warrior for the signal to retreat and return to the rendezvous point. If he could, it would prove that the boy could be trusted on his own to obey his mentor’s instructions.

A trumpet blew. One Who Cries rose to his feet and turned around until he was facing the Warrior. His right hand came up just below his chin and his fingers formed the sign to indicate he was ready. The Warrior raised his own hand and gave the go-ahead.

Heart racing in anticipation, the Warrior watched the boy walk with steady steps to the edge of the jousting arena. He reached out with his left hand and placed his palm flat on the wooden fencing.

Success.

One Who Cries turned around, and even at a distance, the Warrior could see the pride written clearly in the straight carriage of the boy. Now all that remained was the retreat. The Warrior raised his hand, but before he could give the signal for withdrawal, he heard a piercing cry. The boy’s body jerked at the sound. His head tilted back, mouth open slightly, eyes trained upward.

A falcon soared high overhead. Even at that height, her silhouette was easily recognizable. With her strong wings, she dug into the air and climbed steeply above the arena. Wings and tail spread wide, she circled in a lazy spiral. A shiver of fear ran through the Warrior’s body. This was not a part of the trial.

The falcon was a harbinger. An omen of disaster.

The Warrior started to move forward, watching the boy, who remained transfixed by the bird. The falcon slipped sideways, riding the rising currents of heat, then folded her wings against her body and dived straight down toward the earth, swooping above the crowd before she started to climb again.

One Who Cries opened his mouth in a silent scream.

Covering the top of his head with his arms, the boy raced down the aisle away from the arena. Seeing his distress, people reached out to him, but the boy dodged all attempts to hold him, ducking beneath the outstretched arms until he was beyond the jousting field.

Free of the crowd, One Who Cries slowed. His eyes were open, but he appeared to travel blindly, mind far from the motion of his body. The mud sucked at his feet, holding him to the earth, as he staggered from side to side up the hill. The Warrior could see the heaviness that invaded the small body as exhaustion overcame his initial panic.

The Warrior drew upon his own training to guard his face from showing any interest or emotion, but inside he twisted with frustration.

One Who Cries had failed the test.

The Warrior pushed away from the railing, charting a path that would intersect with the boy. He held his hands, curled into fists, tightly against his sides as he strode across the crest of the hill and angled toward One Who Cries. This was the moment of maximum danger where recognition could result in the loss of the child. He tried to clear his mind of negative thoughts. His first priority was to regain control of the child.

Later there would be time for analysis. He would have to discover what flaw in the training process had resulted in another failure. At least it was not a total disaster like the last time. Bad enough, but not unalterable.

It was important to keep in mind how much time he had invested in the boy’s training. Well worth finding the weakness in the program so that he could modify it for the next time. Not much time remained until the final test. It was painful to think that the boy might be a poor choice.

Like the others, however, One Who Cries was expendable.



“Look, Mom. It’s Grampa’s car,” Jake yelled.

The car lights illuminated George Collier as Maggie pulled into her parking space behind the house. As the tall, slim figure rose from the swing on the side porch, she sighed, knowing she didn’t look her best. One look in the rearview mirror confirmed the fact she couldn’t look much worse.

“Hi, Grampa,” Jake shouted as he got out of the car. “We just got back from my birthday party.”

“It was getting late and I was beginning to worry that you’d run into trouble,” George said.

“No trouble. I had to drop off the other boys,” Maggie said, following more sedately as Jake bounded up the stairs to the porch. “Don’t get too close, George. We’re both absolutely filthy.”

“Good heavens,” the older man said as they came into the light. “What happened?”

“We got caught in the rain.” Jake held out his dirt-streaked arms for his grandfather’s approval.

“Was the party a disaster?” George asked.

“Actually, it was a great success,” Maggie said. “Start taking your shoes and socks off, Jake, so you don’t drag all that dirt into the house.”

She brushed at the front of her once white blouse, wondering if the splatters of mud would come out in the wash. A damp strand of reddish brown hair touched the side of her cheek, and she raised her hands to anchor the curly mess behind her ears. Her sneakers made squishing sounds as she crossed the wooden floor.

She frowned at the acrid smell of smoke. She knew George’s doctor had told him to give up cigars, but other than to make her father-in-law sneak his guilty pleasures, the injunction seemed to have had little effect. Oh damn! She bit her lip. No point in nagging him. He’d just shrug and ignore her, like Jake did.

“How was the carnival?” George asked.

“Super,” Jake said. “Extra super. None of the boys had ever been to the Renaissance Faire. Not even Kenny Rossiter. It was awesome.”

“Despite the rain?” George asked.

“Probably because of it,” Maggie said. “The whole place was one huge mud hole. If you were eight years old, what could be better. The boys loved it. Believe it or not we cleaned up a bit before we came home. After a day of slogging through the muck and mire, we were a pretty nasty-looking group. And you should see the car. I’ll have to have it washed, inside and out.”

Jake pulled at the sleeve of George’s jacket to get his grandfather’s attention.

“These two guys got into a fight and they wrestled in the middle of this mud puddle. They were all covered except for their eyeballs. They looked like white marbles. And when they were all done, another guy squirted them with a hose. Oh, and Grampa, if you gave this guy a dollar, he’d eat a whole handful of mud.”

“Good Lord.” George turned to Maggie. “How on earth did you survive?”

“Actually, it was a lot of fun,” she said. “Once I realized the boys were having a great time and there was no hope of staying clean, I just sort of relaxed. It was like being a kid again. And the big finale at the jousting arena was well worth the aggravations.”

Since Jake was too excited to be very helpful, she knelt down on the porch and grabbed one foot as he braced himself with a dirty hand on her shoulder. She removed his shoes and peeled off his socks as he regaled his grandfather with the events of the day.

Male bonding, she thought wistfully as they chattered away, oblivious to her presence. That was the one thing she could never give her son. After all these many days since Mark’s death and all she’d done to help him, she couldn’t hold back a twinge of jealousy that George could give Jake more than she could.

“Grampa, they had these horses and these knights with poles and they’d run at each other. And smash! They’d knock each other off the horses and then finish the fight with swords. I don’t think anyone got killed.” There was a trace of disappointment in his voice.

“Well I should hope not.” George shook his head. “I’m sorry I missed it. It must have been a real spectacle.”

“Just wait’ll you see. Mom bought me one of those cardboard cameras, and I took tons of pictures. I even got one of Kenny throwing up.”

“A bit too much pizza and cotton candy,” Maggie explained, standing up. “He was back in action almost immediately.”

“Sounds like quite a day,” George said, smiling down at the excited child. “I can’t wait to see the pictures.”

“We took them to Kruckmeyer’s Pharmacy to be developed. I’ll have them back tomorrow, so you can see them before we go to dinner.”

In the dim porch light, Maggie noted the bright color rising high on George’s cheek and guessed the reason he had been waiting for them.

“Well, you see, son,” George said. “I know we talked about going to dinner and a movie tomorrow, but I’ve run into a problem.”

Jake’s eyes narrowed slightly as he stared up at his grandfather.

“I got a call this afternoon and I have to go to the country club tomorrow. There’s going to be a poker game.” His eyes shifted between Jake and Maggie. “We won’t be able to go to a movie, but there’s no reason we can’t have dinner together. I thought you and your mom could have dinner at the country club and then we’d take in a movie on another night.”

“That’s OK, Grampa,” Jake said. “Mom already planned a special dinner for tomorrow. We can go to a movie next weekend, if you want.”

His voice was flat, and Maggie felt a lump in her throat at his lie. She dug the house keys out of her pocket.

“It’s still pretty warm out,” she said, opening the screen and unlocking the door to the second floor apartment, “but I don’t want you catching cold. Give Grampa a careful hug, then run along upstairs and take a shower.”

She ignored the relief on George’s face as Jake hugged him then raced up the carpeted stairs. Maggie sighed as the screen door slammed.

“Is he never still?” George asked.

“Not often. Even in his sleep, he tosses and turns as if he’s fighting dragons or herding cattle in some imaginary world.”

“I don’t recall his father being quite so physical,” George said. “Mark read a lot, and at Jake’s age he was content to play with his collection of action figures.”

Maggie chuckled. “Jake is his own action figure.”

“The boy seems to be more cheerful. Not so sad and moody as when you first moved here.”

“He’s better. He’s made some friends in this past year, and that’s helped. But if you look beneath the surface, the anger’s there. Deep down, he still blames me for his father’s death.”

“I thought he was over that nonsense,” George said. “He must know it wasn’t your fault. It was a car accident, for God’s sake.”

Maggie shrugged. “I know that, but Jake sees it differently.”

“Do you have any regrets about moving here?”

“Not when I see how well he’s adjusted. Right after Mark died I thought it would be better to stay in our house in Chicago.” Maggie shrugged. “I suppose part of it was an attempt to keep as much the same as I could for Jake’s sake. The other part was inertia.”

“I can understand that,” George said. “Mark’s death was a shock to us all.”

He took a deep breath and blew it out as if to cut off any more discussion. Maggie knew that George had never really come to terms with his son’s death. He rarely spoke about that first year, but Maggie knew from others in Delbrook that her father-in-law had lived as a recluse, only coming out when he could find a card game or when he’d run out of alcohol.

It had been a letter from Nell Gleason, her mother’s friend, mentioning George’s situation that convinced Maggie to move to Delbrook.

“Don’t worry, George. I’m very glad we came. With you here, Jake has a real sense of family. He misses his father a lot and loves spending time with you.”

“I like it too,” George said. He reached out and squeezed Maggie’s shoulder. He ducked his head, his words mumbled as he continued. “I know these last two years have been hard, but you’ve done a damn fine job with the lad.”

Maggie was surprised and touched by her father-in-law’s momentary softness. Normally he was not a demonstrative man. Mark had referred to his father as The Tall Silence, and the nickname fit. George was the first to admit he wasn’t into that “New Age touchy-feely crap,” but in the last two years Maggie had grown to love her father-in-law dearly.

“Thank you, George.” She leaned forward to kiss his cheek.

“I’m sorry it didn’t work out for the movie tomorrow,” he mumbled. “They’re counting on me to be at the poker game, and I’d hate to disappoint them.”

Better to disillusion one small boy, she thought. Aloud she said, “There will be other times for a movie.”

“I hate letting Jake down,” George said, echoing her own thoughts.

It was difficult to be angry with George. He was far too aware of his own weaknesses. She knew he had done his best since Mark’s death to be a strong male influence for his grandson. For that she would forgive a great deal.

“Why don’t you come over Sunday for dinner? Jake’s dying to tell you all about the birthday party.”

“I’d like that,” George said. “In fact, tomorrow I go right past Kruckmeyer’s Pharmacy on the way to the country club. If they’re ready, I’ll pick up the photographs from the Renaissance Faire.”

“That would save me a trip. I played hooky today, but tomorrow I’m working all day. Come about five on Sunday.”

It was clear that George was pleased with the olive branch.

“Jake’s a good kid, Maggie. Every day he looks more and more like his father. He’ll be a real heartbreaker when he grows up. Just like his dad.”

A heartbreaker just like his dad. His words kept repeating in her ears as she watched her father-in-law walk down the stairs to his car.

“A heartbreaker? Not if I can help it,” Maggie muttered aloud, sitting down on the porch swing.

George’s weakness was cards; Mark’s had been women.

Mark with the bedroom eyes, who had attempted to sleep with every woman he met. Mark, who had ignored his marriage vows the moment the ink was dry on the wedding license. Mark, whose car had swerved off the road, killing himself along with the twenty-five-year-old woman carrying his child.

Oh yes. Mark had been a real heartbreaker.

He had broken her heart long ago. And for different reasons his death had broken the hearts of his father and his son. There were times when she wondered if any of them would ever heal.

He had been gone for two years, and yet Maggie had not been able to move beyond her anger. To George and Jake, Mark had been a wonderful son and father. Dead, he had become Saint Mark. They both assumed that she was as devastated as they were.

“Mom?”

Maggie jumped at the voice behind her. “Sorry, Jake, I was day-dreaming.”

“I knew you didn’t hear me when I came down.” He plopped down on the wooden seat beside her, leaning his head against her shoulder. “Grampa gone?”

“Yes.” She put her arm around his bathrobed figure and leaned close to smell the shampoo in his hair.

“No movie. That really bites,” Jake said. “Big time.”

Although Maggie might have worded it more strongly, she forced out a motherly response. “Life is like that sometimes. You could see that Grampa was sorry.”

“He’s always sorry.”

Maggie heard the hurt in his voice. “And what’s this about the special dinner I had planned?”

He grimaced. “I guess I sort of lied, Mom.”

“Lies stink. They always end up hurting people. Even when you’re trying not to.” She smiled to take the sting out of her words. “Do you know what I’ve been thinking about for tomorrow night’s dinner?” He shook his head. “A big pepperoni pizza.”

Jake’s expression lightened. “DeNato’s makes really great pizza.”

“Excellent plan. And on the way back we’ll stop at Hoffman’s Video and pick up Godzilla. You haven’t seen that in at least a week or two.”

“It’s my favorite.”

“Don’t I know it.”

She pulled him to his feet. He put his arms around her waist, and when he spoke, his voice was muffled against her rib cage.

“Thanks, Mom.”

It was times like this that were the toughest for Maggie. Jake was only eight, but his father’s death had made him more aware of her feelings than he normally would be. He knew she was trying to make it up to him because George had bailed out of the movie. Jake’s forced sensitivity to her emotions was one more thing she blamed on Mark. Tears pricked her eyelids as Jake pulled away.

“And thanks for the party. It was the best.”

She grasped the chains to haul herself out of the swing. She was stiff. Jake’s clean smell made her far too aware of her own odor. Definitely time for a shower.

“Race you,” she said.

She released the swing chain and ran across to the open doorway. He was right behind her as she swung open the screen door. He slammed the inside door, and then, crowing with delight, he shot past her and scrambled up the narrow flight of stairs.

“What if Hoffman’s doesn’t have the Godzilla tape?” he called back over his shoulder.

“Then we’ll rent a wonderful old musical with lots of singing, not to mention tap dancing.”

“Yuck,” he groaned.

With what little breath she had left, Maggie sighed. It was good to hear him laugh. For a long time after Mark’s death, Jake would barely speak to her. She had thought he was asleep the night that Mark had asked her for a divorce. But Jake had been awake. He’d heard them arguing and heard his father slam out of the house in anger. The next day Mark had been killed.

Jake had blamed Maggie. If she hadn’t fought with Mark, he reasoned, there wouldn’t have been a car accident. Therefore it was Maggie’s fault that his father was dead.

Although she had told George that Jake would eventually understand, the truth was she wondered if he ever would.





CHAPTER TWOTHE WARRIOR OPENED the door of the locked room and stepped inside. He pressed the switch on the wall, and the string of lights, suspended close to the ceiling, illuminated the windowless room.

In the low light, he didn’t see the child immediately. He wondered if he’d regressed and was sleeping in the corner under the wooden shelf as he did whenever he made a mistake. No. A lump under the blanket at the foot of the bed indicated his location. Shoes silent on the packed mud floor, the Warrior approached.

Curled in a fetal position, the boy’s rounded back was pressed into the corner. His head burrowed into the pillow, arms hugging the softness against his stomach and chest. Tufts of blond hair stuck to the skin on his sweaty forehead. His eyes were closed, eyelids trembling in the depths of sleep.

The Warrior reached out his hand to stroke the cowlick rising at the front of the boy’s hair. From the moment he had seen those splayed blond strands, resembling a crown of feathers, he knew the child was the chosen one. The others had been forerunners. This child was the successor.

He debated waking the child just so he could see the startled look of fear in the clear blue eyes. It happened every time the Warrior came to the boy’s room. After that first awareness, the child would squeeze his lids shut, and when he opened them again, his face would be blank of all expression, his senses alert to the Warrior’s every command.

One Who Cries shuddered, reacting to the dreams that populated his sleep. He rolled over onto his back, one arm flung out and hanging over the edge of the bed. The blanket bunched around his hips, revealing his naked chest and stomach.

The Warrior leaned over, staring down at the tattoo above the nipple on the left side of the boy’s chest. It was small, only an inch and a half in height and width, but each color was clearly delineated.

The black line around the red heart was etched with the same meticulous care as the golden feathers on the arrow that pierced it and the teardrops of blood that rained down from the wound.

Bleeding heart.

When he had seen it in a book of graphic arts, he had taken it as his personal icon. It held no religious connotation for him. The heart shot through with an arrow symbolized his belief that a warrior could conquer any obstacle, even death. A true warrior was invincible.

The apprentice’s tattoo was a duplicate of his master’s.

The Warrior rubbed his fingers over the original tattoo that lay beneath the cotton shirt on his own breast. The heartbeat transferred to the tips of his fingers, moving up his arm until it reached his shoulder then spread out, running along his nerve endings to the outer reaches of his body.

The child stirred as if he felt the connection between the two of them. His eyelids fluttered, partially open, showing a thin line of white. A soft cry came from deep in his throat, but he did not wake.

The Warrior remembered how concerned he’d been when he’d made the stencil. Unlike the others he had tattooed, the boy was too young to understand the necessity to remain still, so it could not be used as a test of bravery or endurance. He worried too that One Who Cries might be traumatized by the sight of his own blood welling up around each needle prick.

Because of the placement over the breastbone and the additional pain, the Warrior had decided to take the safe route and tranquilize the boy. He’d used restraints so that even if the child roused during the procedure, his movements wouldn’t affect the precision of the outlining. It wasn’t so important when he did the shading. Then a slight movement wouldn’t mean an unsightly mistake. He wasn’t a “scratcher”; he took pride in his professional skill.

It had taken two weeks for the tattoo to heal. The scab had formed and fallen off and all had gone well until the skin dried and shed. Although the bleeding heart was perfect, the skin around the drawing had been warm to the touch and the boy had run a slight fever for two days. The Warrior kept him sedated, and on the third day the fever broke. One Who Cries woke with clear eyes and no temperature.

The tattoo was the best he’d ever done. Just the sight of it gave the Warrior a new determination to help the boy succeed.



The door closed with a click. Tyler McKenzie didn’t move. He waited, listening to the silence. One time he had opened his eyes too soon. The man was still there.

A, B, C, D, E, F, G. He didn’t know the rest of the alphabet song. He sang the letters in his head. One time. Two times. Three times. Sometimes he forgot the letters. He tried not to cry when that happened.

He opened his eyes slowly, searching for the single bulb shining over the door. He let go of his breath, his body shaking with the explosion of air. Every time the man left, Tyler was afraid he would turn the light out. It wasn’t very bright. He couldn’t see the corners of the room.

The dark was scary.

He caught his breath at the rustle from across the room. He couldn’t see the mouse cage on the table. It was in the shadows. With one chubby finger he tapped three times on the wooden shelf bed with his fingernail. The sound was soft but clear in the silent room.

Scrabbling. Mouse noise.

Tyler pushed the blanket away and dropped his feet to the floor. One foot at a time. Silent on the mud floor. His chest touched the edge of the table, and he reached out to pull the mouse cage closer.

He had given a name to each of the white mice. Tiny was the smallest. Pinky’s nose was always shiny. Toes had a black foot. Ears had black spots on his ears. Shorty had only half a tail. Fatso tried to eat all the food.

He peered close, searching for Mouse Ears.

The mice tumbled over each other in the cedar shavings. His heart raced when he spotted the mouse with the spotted ears. He counted the rest. Five left. Fatso was missing.

Tyler bad. Tyler sorry.

A tear inched out of the corner of his eye, and he looked over his shoulder at the door. The man didn’t like it when he cried. Or talked. When he was bad the man would bring the bird.

Tyler squeezed his eyes shut to block out the picture of the bird with spread wings and hooked beak. His cheeks were sticky. He touched them, rubbing at the dried tears. He was proud that he had only cried a little when the man held up the mouse and fed it to the bird.

Not Mouse Ears.

He put his finger out and slid it between the cold metal wires. Mouse Ears bit the end of it. He let the mouse bite him one more time, then pulled his hand back. He returned to the bed, climbed up and wedged his body into the corner where the shelf attached to the wall. He wrapped the blankets around his shoulders and hugged the pillow to his face. Tucking it in the crook of his neck, he settled himself, his fist against his lips and his thumb in his mouth.

The sucking sound lulled him to sleep.



Maggie set the stack of books on the shelf behind the sales counter and brushed Styrofoam particles off the front of her skirt. She rolled her shoulders to loosen the tight muscles after a full day in the bookstore. Saturdays were always busy, and today had been no exception. A quick glance at the clock on top of the register told her Jake was due any minute and it was almost time to close.

After adding the packing slips from the boxes to the stack of them on the old-fashioned metal spindle, she looked around the bookstore to see what she had left to do before closing. Scanning the store invariably brought a smile to her face.

She had worked as a book editor in Chicago when she was married to Mark and had always fantasized about owning her own bookstore. Designing the layout and envisioning the furnishings and decorations had occupied many a coffee break and sleepless night. The reality of her dreams was even better than she’d expected.

The entry door was a sparkling pane of beveled glass, framed in solid oak with an ornately embossed brass faceplate and a matching oval door-knob. The first floor of the house had been gutted. Now instead of walls, wide archways lead from room to room, an open and airy space. Only the bathroom and the laundry room remained closed off.

Light streamed into the bookstore from the wide bay window and glass door in front and the double-hung windows on either side of the house. The contractor had told her it would be less efficient for the air-conditioning in the summer, but the sunshine-filled store was reward enough for the higher electric bill.

The contractors had suggested removing the gently curved staircase to allow for additional space within the store. With its old polished oak banister and the intricately carved newel post, Maggie wouldn’t even consider it. Instead she had a door installed at the top of the stairs for security.

After straightening up the paperwork on the counter, she walked across to the café that had once been the kitchen. With thoughts of the amount of food she had consumed yesterday at the Renaissance Faire, she avoided the plate of homemade cookies that was always available for customers and staff.

“More coffee?” she asked the man seated in the cushioned wicker chair at the glass-topped table.

Brent Prentice, one of the homeowners on the south side of Falcon Lake, was a frequent visitor to the bookstore. At fifty, he was a distinguished man with dark eyes and thick black hair with patches of white at the temples and around the nape of his neck. Her father-in-law’s best friend, Brent was a charmer with his gentle, almost old-fashioned manners.

“I’d love some, Maggie.”

He started to get up, but she touched his shoulder to keep him in place. It amused her how he had succumbed to the comforts of the bookstore. When the renovations had been completed, Brent had been disapproving of the café atmosphere. He had warned her that books would be ruined with the addition of coffee, hot chocolate and pastries. She was convinced it was her homemade scones and raspberry preserves that had sold him on the idea.

“I see you found the new book on Florence,” she said, leaning over to pour the coffee.

“My dear, it’s a definite find. And very apropos. Connie and I are leaving next month for four weeks in Italy.”

He picked up a paper napkin and wiped up a spot of coffee that had splashed on the table, then folded the stained napkin into a neat square and placed it beside his cup. Maggie smiled as she replaced the coffeepot.

“I’m already jealous. In four weeks you’ll be able to see quite a bit.”

“That’s what Connie says. She’s been after me for the last several years to take some time off. I would have preferred to go on a safari or trek somewhere exotic, but she only wanted Europe.” He ran a well-manicured hand across the glossy page. “I suppose if I can see buildings like these, I shall be content.”

“I agree. These are quite fantastic,” Maggie said, leaning over to look down at the book on the table. “I was quite taken by the photography.”

Brent riffled through the pages and showed her several pictures explaining the architectural importance of some of the ornamentations.

When he finished, Maggie said, “The store is closing in about ten minutes, but there’s no need to rush. I have a few things to do before I lock up.”

“That’s quite all right,” he said, closing the book. “Connie and I are going to the poker game at the country club, and I have to make some calls before we go. I’ll be right along.”

She knew he was waiting for her to leave so he could return the book he was reading for a fresh copy. She tried not to be annoyed, since both Brent and his wife never left the store without buying several books. Back at the front desk, she found Connie Prentice waiting for her.

“Would you be a dear, Maggie, and hang this in the window?” Connie asked, holding up a poster announcing a luncheon for the Ladies Golf League at the country club.

Although she could feel herself bristle at the patronizing tone, Maggie smiled across the counter at the woman.

In contrast to Maggie’s plaid skirt, white blouse and loafers, Connie wore a lemony silk dress, matching yellow slingback pumps and was carrying a yellow-and-white clutch purse. At thirty-six, Connie was only four years older, yet she invariably made Maggie feel like an awkward school-girl.

“I’d be happy to,” Maggie said, taking the cardboard and picking up a tape dispenser. She turned to the bay window that looked out over the park and the lake and tapped the glass panel that was about shoulder height. “How about here?”

Connie raised her hands to flip the ends of her blond hair away from the sides of her face. Her wide gold bracelet caught the late afternoon sun coming in the window, flashing brightly.

“Maybe a couple inches higher,” she said. “Ah. That should be all right.”

“It’s a good spot. People coming along the sidewalk always peek in the window to see if the store is open.”

Maggie taped it to the glass, then turned back to see Brent holding several books and standing diffidently behind his wife. Sensing a presence behind her, Connie turned, glowering at him.

“We’re running late.” She pushed a stack of books toward Maggie. “Pay for these, Brent, while I run to the drugstore for some aspirin. I’ll meet you at the car. See you soon, Maggie.”

Connie waved her hand, and with a sharp click of heels across the wooden floor, she breezed out the front door, leaving behind a tense silence and the heavy scent of her perfume.

Ignoring the woman’s rudeness, Maggie rang up the charges and handed Brent the bag of books. She walked with him to the door, opening it and stepping outside.

“I need a bit of this fresh air,” she said, walking down the stairs toward the park.

“It may be September, but it still feels like summer,” Brent said.

Maggie lifted her head and breathed in the slightly moist air coming off Falcon Lake. The early evening was beautiful. The twilight painted the lakefront with warm reds and oranges, which added to the nostalgic appearance of the old houses that lined the park. Most of the houses in the five-block section had been converted into small stores and upscale boutiques. The street was closed off between the park and the stores. Parking was available in public lots and in the business section of town that ran on the street behind.

With the end of tourist season, a sense of peace and tranquility had settled over Delbrook. Instead of a crowd of boisterous teenagers, only some year-round residents were strolling along the shoreline of Falcon Lake or sitting on the benches around the fountain in the center of Wolfram Park.

The park had been named for one of the early traders who settled in Delbrook. Although the historical society had discovered later that Wolfram had been jailed for horse stealing, all attempts to change the name had run into stiff opposition from the locals.

Just as they reached the sidewalk she heard Jake’s footsteps as he trudged around the side of the porch.

“I’m right here, Jake,” she called.

Her heart sank as she saw the slumped posture and sulky expression on his face. She smiled halfheartedly at Brent and braced herself for her son’s outburst.

“I hate Wisconsin,” Jake said, coming to a halt directly in front of Maggie. “I wish we’d never come to live here.”

His mouth was pulled into a thin line as he sloughed off his ever present backpack and dropped it on the ground beside her.

“Aren’t you forgetting your manners?” she said quietly, placing a steadying hand on his shoulder and turning him to face Brent.

“Sorry, Mom,” he said, the tips of his ears reddening in embarrassment. “Hi, Mr. Prentice. I didn’t really mean what I said about Wisconsin.”

Brent smiled indulgently at the boy. “Sometimes I wish I’d never moved here too. Looks like you’ve had a bad day.”

“Sort of, sir,” Jake said.

“What’s the tragedy?” Maggie asked, smoothing his black curly hair with her hand. “When you left for Kenny’s this afternoon you were looking forward to a wild romp in the woods. Didn’t you have fun?”

“Kenny’s dad yelled at us because we were making too much noise.” Looking down at his shoes, he hesitated, then raised his head and peeked up at the adults through his dark eyelashes. “And we sort of tramped on some flowers he’d just planted.”

“Ah,” Maggie said.

“You have to remember,” Brent said, “that Mr. Rossiter’s business is landscaping, and the flowers and bushes he plants are sort of like advertisements for his business.”

Jake gave a grudging nod, but his expression didn’t lighten. “We told him we did it on accident, but he still made us help him do some digging.” After a momentary pause, he asked, “Can I go to the playground?”

Maggie winced at the whiny tone but nodded. “Just for a few minutes while I talk to Mr. Prentice.”

As if released from some invisible tow rope, Jake bounded across the grass to the small playground beside the lake. He veered toward the ladder of the slide, then circled it and instead ran up the sloping metal, reaching out to grasp the sides in order to pull himself up the last few feet. At the top he turned and sat down, pushing off from the platform, sliding smoothly to the ground. Jumping to his feet, he twirled around and started back up the slide.

“I see the painters finally completed their work,” Brent said.

“They finished this morning.” Maggie crossed her arms, standing beside Brent as he looked back at the house. “A few touch-ups to do, but by and large it’s finished.”

She stared at the house, trying to be objective. It was a small, two-story house with a wide porch across the front and around the left side. A miniature “Painted Lady.” She had chosen Wedgwood blue paint for the clapboards and a rusty red trim on the slats of the porch railing, the stairs and the shutters of the house. Blue, yellow and white were the accent colors.

The bookstore took up the entire first floor, and the second floor was the apartment where she and Jake lived. On either side of the front stairs were stone planters filled with multicolored impatiens and snapdragons.

“So the bookstore has a name,” Brent said, pointing to the freshly hung sign over the front door.

“Since this is the last house on the street, I decided to call it The Book End. Better than ‘Bookstore,’ but not altogether imaginative.”

“I like it,” he said. “Who made the sign?”

“Tully Jackson.”

“Tully?” His tone was arch.

“I know everyone in town thinks the man is crazy.”

“That’s because he is,” Brent said, clearly shocked. “He’s not that old but he sits in a webbed lounge chair beside that old junker car at the boat landing all day. The man lives out of his car and talks to himself, for cripes’ sake.”

Maggie chuckled. “Don’t be so stuffy, Brent. I’ve talked to him and I’ve seen the inside of the car. It’s full of old clothes and odds and ends, but I really don’t think he lives in it.”

“How’d you find out he could carve and paint signs? He usually rants when anyone gets too close.” Brent brushed the front of his suit coat as if he had come in contact with the man.

“Actually, Jake made the first approach. When we first moved here we took a picnic lunch to the park beside the boat ramp. You know Jake. He wandered over and started talking. I was a little concerned since Tully looks so peculiar.”

Brent raised both eyebrows and stared down his nose at Maggie. “Peculiar nothing. He’s nuts! The man wears a plastic raincoat and a white satin top hat. He looks like the Wild Man of Borneo with that long hair and beard. You’ve got to worry about some kind of bug infestation. Really, Maggie, you and Jake ought to steer clear of the man. He could be psychotic.”

“There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with him. He’s a bit shy when you first talk to him, but he warms up after a while. Jake has sort of adopted the man. We see him once a week when we go down to the lake to feed the geese. Jake brings Tully candy bars and comic books.”

“Good Lord,” Brent said, shaking his head in a shuddering movement. “You shouldn’t coddle the man.”

At Brent’s reaction, she decided not to tell him that she usually brought along homemade soup. Wanting to change the conversation, she called across to Jake who had abandoned the slide for a swing. “Time to go in.”

With one last pump of his legs, Jake leaned back, pointing his feet to the sky. When the swing reached the top of the arc, he released his hands from the chains and leaped into space, landing two-footed in a spray of sandy dirt.

“I hate when he does that,” she said. “It gives me a queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach.”

Brent laughed. “He’s all boy, that one. Well, I better get along to the car if I don’t want Connie searching for me.”

After his exercise in the park, Jake was in a much better humor. Back in the bookstore, he helped her straighten the books on the shelves and fill shopping bags with her regular customers’ monthly book orders. When Jake’s stomach began to growl, they locked up the store and went out for pizza.

Although in the beginning Jake voiced his disappointment that he wasn’t going to a movie with his grandfather, the evening turned out to be fun. To keep Jake from worrying that it wouldn’t be available, they’d rented Godzilla before going out for pizza. They’d made popcorn and sat on the couch, cheering and booing at the appropriate parts of the movie. After a long week, she was grateful to be in bed by ten-thirty.

The ringing of the telephone jolted Maggie awake. She fumbled for the receiver on the bedside table, automatically searching for the illuminated clock face in the darkened room. Her heart raced.

Two-fifteen in the morning.

She sat upright, pressing the button on the portable phone before it could ring a second time and wake Jake.

“Mrs. Mark Collier please,” a young woman said.

“Speaking.”

Her fingers, clammy with fear, slipped on the switch of the lamp beside the bed. She threw back the sheet and swung her feet over the side of the bed.

“This is Lechner Hospital calling. I’m sorry to tell you, but George Collier has been injured.”





CHAPTER THREE“I’M SORRY TO TELL YOU, but George Collier has been injured.”

Dear God, not again. A chill ran through Maggie’s body. Those were almost the same words that she had heard two years ago when Mark had been killed.

“Hello? Are you there, Mrs. Collier?”

Maggie licked her lips before she could speak.

“Yes. Go ahead.”

“Mr. Collier has been brought to Lechner Hospital here in Delbrook. The doctor would like you to come.”

“Please, can you tell me how badly George—eh, Mr. Collier is hurt?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but I don’t have that information. If you come to the hospital, the doctor will be able to answer all your questions.”

“Yes. I understand. I’ll come right away.”

Sitting numbly on the side of the bed, Maggie pressed the disconnect button. It had to be a dream. She squeezed her eyes shut, then popped them open, staring around the bedroom. Nothing had changed. She slapped the receiver against the palm of her hand. She felt the sting. Her shoulders sagged.

She could remember the same feeling when the hospital had called her about Mark’s car accident. She had been afraid then to move, afraid that if she broke the circle of numbness, she would be forced to accept the painful facts.

Oh, God, let him be all right. Please, God. Jake and I love him so.

The dial tone droned, grating along her nerve endings. She returned the receiver to the cradle and tried to pull the scattered thoughts in her mind into some semblance of order. She didn’t want to wake Jake until she had established his grandfather’s condition. He had already been through one trauma when his father had died. She didn’t know how he’d react to another.

She opened the bedroom door and slipped across the hall to Jake’s room, peering in to see if he was still asleep. In the light from her bedroom she could see his dark curly hair sharply outlined against the white pillowcase. His eyes were shut and his breathing deep and even.

Closing the door, she walked down the hall to the living room. Aside from the stream of light from her bedroom, the apartment was dark. The floor creaked under her bare feet, and she shivered at the sound. She hated this time of the morning before the sun rose. She remembered after Mark died when she couldn’t sleep and she had paced the floor, feeling alone and frightened in the big house in Chicago.

In the living room she looked out the side window and felt instant relief as she spotted the lighted pane in Nell Gleason’s studio.

Nell was a night owl, especially when she was working on a new painting. Grateful that she wouldn’t be waking the older woman, Maggie dialed, rocking back and forth on her heels until Nell answered. Maggie quickly explained the situation and asked if she could come over and stay with Jake. At her friend’s immediate acceptance, the knot of tension between her shoulders loosened.

Hanging up, Maggie went into the kitchen, turned on the light in the stairwell and ran down the stairs to unlock the outside door.

Upstairs again, she washed quickly and brushed her hair, fastening it with a wide, tortoise-shell barrette to keep it off her face. The mirror reflected her inner turmoil. Against her reddish brown hair, her skin appeared whiter than usual, and she grabbed a lipstick, adding a bright slash of color to her lips. She exchanged her nightgown for jeans, sneakers and a blue-and-white gingham blouse.

Back in the kitchen, she ran water into the coffeepot, measuring the grounds hurriedly before she turned it on. The normality of the action was somehow comforting. The pungent aroma of fresh brewed coffee began to filter into the air as she heard the downstairs door open and Nell Gleason appeared at the top of the stairwell.

The older woman wore a navy blue sweatshirt and navy pants, both of which were liberally covered with splotches of paint. A line of colored stripes marched up her left sleeve where she had wiped her paintbrush. Maggie could see flecks of paint in her flyaway hair, which was dyed a peculiar color of salmon pink. A streak of magenta ran from the corner of her right eye into the hair at her temple.

“Oh, I’m so sorry about George,” the older woman said, breathing heavily from the climb. She enveloped Maggie in an embrace redolent of turpentine and paint, patting her back as if she were only five and had wakened from a bad dream.

The hug made Maggie feel less isolated. Nell had grown up in Delbrook with Maggie’s mother, standing as godmother when Maggie was born. Despite the thirty years difference in their ages, she and Nell were the closest of friends.

“I made some coffee for you, and Jake is still asleep,” Maggie said. “Sorry I had to take you away from your painting.”

Nell waved her hand. “The piece is almost done, so it’s not a problem to leave it. Have you heard anything more?”

“Nothing since that first call.”

“An automobile accident?” Nell asked.

“That’s what I’m assuming. I hope to God no one else was injured.” Maggie’s lips quivered as images recalled from Mark’s fatal crash flooded her mind.

“Amen to that. Well, there’s no point in our imagining the worst. You better get along now and see what the doctor has to say,” Nell said. “Are you all right to drive? You look a little white around the gills.”

“I’m OK.” She scooped up her purse and reached for her keys hanging on the hook beside the door. “The phone call spooked me. Sort of catapulted me back to Mark’s death.”

“Of course it did. Think positive thoughts and don’t worry. You’d better take a jacket. It’s chilly out.” Nell stood with Maggie at the top of the stairs. “I’ll be here with Jake as long as you need me.”

“Bless you. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”

Maggie grabbed her windbreaker from the line of clothes hooks in the stairwell and hurried down the steps. Outside she pulled on the jacket as she walked along the side porch to the back stairs where her car was parked.

Let him be all right, she chanted as she drove through the empty streets to the hospital. She prayed Jake wouldn’t wake up while she was gone. He would know there was something wrong if she wasn’t there. Her mind on automatic pilot, she parked the car and hurried in through the emergency room entrance.

The receptionist asked her to wait while she called for information, then motioned to a security guard who led Maggie through a maze of corridors to a door marked PASTORAL CARE and opened the door.

“Mrs. Collier?” A gray-haired woman rose from her chair, coming forward to take Maggie’s hand. “I’m Ann Bhat, the pastoral counselor.”

“Please, call me Maggie.” Strange how the normal courtesies of life continued, she thought. “I’ve come about George.”

Ann led her to a leather chair in front of the desk and, instead of returning to the far side, sat down in the chair opposite.

“Mr. Collier is your father?”

“No. My father-in-law. George’s son, my husband, died two years ago.”

Maggie could feel her heart beating in her ears. George must be hurt worse than she had first thought, otherwise she would have been taken to his room. Her body began to tremble, a slight vibration like a running motor.

“How difficult for you.” Ann folded her hands in her lap and leaned toward Maggie. “Mr. Collier was brought to the hospital, but the doctors were not able to save him. I’m sorry to tell you, but your father-in-law passed away a short time ago.”

“Oh, God, no!” Maggie reached up and covered her ears as if she could block the words. “It can’t happen again. He can’t be dead.”

Dropping her hands in her lap, she closed her eyes, swallowing the lump in her throat. Pictures of George flashed behind her eyelids, a kaleidoscope of memories. George holding Jake at his christening, the older man’s face stern as he tried to hold back tears of joy. Jake holding up a string of fish for his grandfather’s approval. George holding her as she and Jake stood beside Mark’s casket.

She was too stunned to cry. How can I tell Jake about George’s death? First his father and now his grandfather. It wasn’t fair. How could this happen again?

It was so much like her experiences when Mark died that it was almost past bearing. A nightmarish déjà vu. She could remember bargaining with God, begging Him to keep Mark alive for Jake’s sake. She had promised she would give up her editing job and devote her life to making Mark happy.

Her fingernails bit into the palms of her hands as she fought the rising tide of anger that threatened to choke her. God hadn’t listened then, and now He’d let it happen again.

“Maggie? Are you all right?”

The grief counselor’s voice came from a distance. Maggie opened her eyes, taking in the concern on the woman’s face. She was softly pretty and elegant in dress and mannerisms. She looked familiar. Possibly she’d come into the bookstore or Maggie had seen her around town.

“I’m all right,” Maggie said, wishing that the numbness she had felt earlier would return to replace the gnawing ache of loss. She tried to pull herself together. “It’s a shock, but I suppose not unexpected.”

“Not unexpected?” Ann’s brows furrowed in confusion.

“I always worried when George was out late with his cronies. I know he drank at the card games, and I never approved of him driving home even if it wasn’t very far. Was anyone else involved in the accident?”

The counselor’s mouth opened and closed but no sound came out. She shook her head slightly and leaned toward Maggie, once more taking her hand.

“Did someone tell you that it was an auto accident?”

“No. I just assumed it was. If it wasn’t a car accident, what happened?”

The phone rang, the sound cutting through the tension in the room. Ann reached across the desk and picked up the receiver.

“Pastoral Care. Ann Bhat speaking.” She listened for a moment, nodding her head. “Yes. Mrs. Collier is here now.”

At mention of her name, Maggie sat up straighter. What could have happened to George? A heart attack? A stroke? A dozen possibilities whirled around in her head, and she found herself impatient for answers.

“All right. I’ll wait until you get here.” Ann hung up and turned back to Maggie. “That was Police Chief Blessington. He’s at the front desk and is coming back to talk to you. He’ll be able to explain everything.”

What does Charley have to explain? Maggie thought, shifting in her seat, unable to sit still. With the police chief involved, it must be more serious than she had anticipated.

“What happened to George? What aren’t you telling me?”

Without answering Maggie’s questions, Ann rose to her feet and went to the coffeepot on a table in the corner of the room and poured coffee into a dark blue stoneware mug with the hospital logo emblazoned in yellow.

“I think some coffee might help,” she said. “Sugar or cream?”

Maggie shook her head. She could see by the closed expression on the older woman’s face that she would have to wait for answers. Taking the coffee, she cupped both hands around the mug, drawing comfort from the warmth. She breathed in the aroma slowly to block out the antiseptic hospital smell that she would always associate with death. She looked up at the clock on the wall. Three o’clock. It seemed impossible that so much had changed in just forty-five minutes.

She touched her hand to her forehead. It was hot and sweaty in the still air. She stood up and unzipped her windbreaker. Taking the keys out of the pocket, she shoved them into the pocket of her jeans and pulled off the coat. She bundled it up and set it on her purse.

“Would you like a bag for your things?” Ann said.

The woman seemed grateful that she could be of some help. She bustled over with a bright yellow plastic bag with the logo of the hospital printed on the side. Maggie’s hands shook as she took the bag, jammed her windbreaker inside and dropped it beside her chair.

The door into the hall opened, and Charley Blessington filled the doorway.

“Aw, damn it, Maggie. I’m so sorry about George,” he said, his voice ricocheting off the walls in the small office.

Charley was a big man, tall with wide shoulders and a solid, muscular body. His thick blond hair stood on end as if he’d been running his fingers through it. Eyebrows, an explosion of blond hair above his silvery blue eyes, dominated his face. At forty-five he had been almost twenty years younger than Maggie’s father-in-law, but she knew they had been good friends.

He crossed the room in long strides as Maggie set her mug on the desk and struggled to her feet. He put his arms around her and gave her a quick bracing hug. Then, hands on her shoulders, he pushed her away and looked down, his blond eyebrows bunched over his eyes. I’ll get a crick in my neck if I continue to stare up at him, she thought. She smiled at the sheer inanity of the thought.

“That’s the girl,” he said, squeezing her shoulders. “You got to keep a stiff upper lip when times are tough.”

“What happened to George?” she asked.

“Now I know you’re anxious to get to the bottom of this, but let me grab some coffee before we get started.”

Without waiting for her answer, Charley strode over to the table, reaching out for the mug that Ann Bhat held out to him.

“I’ll get some of the paperwork started,” Ann said as she headed for the door.

Charley crossed the room and sat down behind the desk. He took several sips of the coffee and then set the mug carefully on the blotter. He leaned forward onto his elbows, staring at her over tented fingers. Despite the smile on his face, Maggie could feel a certain intensity to his look.
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