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Chapter 1

Buzzards! In a children’s book? She must have been out of her mind. Kaitlin slammed shut her laptop and clenched her teeth to keep from screaming out loud and upsetting her neighbors. Today the thought of wrinkly-headed birds inspired nothing except a picture of Zack as road kill, a flock of vultures circling overhead, and her driving off, middle finger raised in a final salute to the man.

“Damn writing, damn husband.” She shoved her hand into the candy jar on her desk and came up empty.

“And now I’m out of chocolate, too.” Her eyes filled with tears.

Get a grip, honey, she said to herself. You’re unraveling faster than a pull in a cable knit sweater.

And she thought things were bad a month ago, in April, when she’d called her mother, hysterical over a chance meeting with her ex in what used to be their coffee house.

“Can I use the house in the Catskills for the summer?” she’d pleaded.

“What happened, dear?”

“I bumped into Zack with that woman.”

“And you said something embarrassing?”

“No, I threw my grande skinny latte at her. Then ran out. I was hoping for third degree burns, but I think she’s got the skin of a rhino. Now I’m worried what I might do next time.”

So her mother, Arlene, gave her the house in the Catskills, the house she’d grown up in. She always liked the mountains. So then why can’t I write here? she asked herself as she headed down the stairs to the kitchen and rummaged around in the cupboard, searching for the stash of candy she’d hidden there. She found it, sank to the floor and tore open the package.

The smell of cocoa beans and mint assailed her nostrils. She tucked her nose closer to the opening and inhaled deeply before inserting her hand to extract a piece. A terrible notion crossed her mind before she could anesthetize her thoughts with a bite of candy. What if I can never write again?

After she’d polished off the entire bag—thirty calories per piece, serving size three pieces, approximately ten servings each container—and unzipped her jeans to allow for the expansion of her stomach, she felt immeasurably…worse. She had to get control over her life. She certainly couldn’t get Zack back, probably didn’t want to; she hadn’t written one word in her new children’s book featuring a southwestern buzzard named Becky in the month since she’d moved into the house in Aldensville; and applying copious amounts of chocolate as a bandage to her wounded psyche had only served to make her fat. Her mother had noticed the gain in weight last week when she’d visited.

“You look positively…” Arlene had paused and placed a finger on her lips, then continued, “positively tubby.” Then she proceeded to open every cupboard door, removing the boxes of cookies and candy she found there. She even searched out Kaitlin’s favorite hiding place at the bottom of her lingerie drawer.

“Now, get some exercise. You’re in the mountains. Get out there and breathe some of that good, fresh air everyone around here always talks about.”

Remembering her mother’s words, Kaitlin swiped the side of her hand across her sticky mouth and crumpled up the empty cellophane bag. That’s it, the thing I can control. I’ll start biking around Aldensville. The fresh air will clear my mind and the exercise will help me lose weight. No one ever forgets how to ride a bicycle. Right?

* * *

Someone had aired up the tires on her old Schwinn, probably Bosco, her mother’s driver, who always looked out for her, when she was a child and even now. She smiled at the memory, lifted her leg over the bike, and started down the drive. Folklore about always remembering how to swim or ride a bike couldn’t have been more off.

“Get off the street until you learn how to steer that thing,” yelled the driver of a passing car as she wobbled out of her drive.

Maybe she should ask Bosco to attach the training wheels next time he came around. A blackbird called out from the maple in her yard, as if mocking her efforts.

“Screw you,” she yelled back and continued her zig zagging ride down the block. At the edge of the village she ascended the road leading to the state park and congratulated herself for managing the steering and balance better.

By the time she got to the top of the hill, sweat ran down her face and trickled between her breasts. The chocolate lay in her stomach like bad fish, and she worried she would throw up. Enough exercise for this evening, she decided, and paused at the top of the rise.

She stood at the edge of the road and surveyed the village of Aldensville which lay below her. There was Main Street, many smaller streets intersecting it, and two streets running parallel to this major artery, one of them following the Kinderkill River which marked the northern boundary of the village. In the gathering dusk of evening, she could just make out her house from here and watched as shadows wrapped the green of her maple tree in dark velvet.

She climbed back on the bike and headed downhill. Downhill caught her by surprise. Downhill meant she would go faster. Faster meant less control. Terrified, she stood on her brakes, lost her balance, and slid off the bike halfway down the hill, dislodging gravel as she came to a stop.

“Damn,” she said. She paused to catch her breath and right herself, and to assess any damages. A few insignificant scratches.

She looked around. No one had noticed her tumble with the exception of a large gander and his flock of ladies who had settled in for the evening in the yard to her left. They jerked their tail feathers back and forth, rustled their large breasts, and chorused hisses and honks, warning her to quiet down and move on. The yard and the road were theirs. She was infringing upon their “hood.”

She ignored them, her attention drawn by the flashing lights of an ambulance parked only half a block away at the bottom of the hill in front of Leda Pippel’s house. Everyone in town knew Leda, the newspaper’s advice columnist. Kaitlin had even considered asking her opinion about how to overcome writer’s block, but had difficulty composing the letter, so she gave up.

She watched two EMTs carry a body on a stretcher to the vehicle. Old Dr. Henry Baldo, the village physician, accompanied them. The driver turned off the lights and slowly pulled away from the curb. Someone, surely someone she knew, was taking that final ride.

The doctor walked back into the house. She leaned on her handlebars and stared into Mrs. Pippel’s dimly lit living room. Someone else joined the doctor there, but she couldn’t identify the individual, partially hidden by the window drape.

The two figures exchanged words, the other person leaning toward Dr. Baldo, who retreated several steps. The doctor whirled around and fled through the front door. Several moments later the back door of the house opened, and a figure appeared, and, wraithlike, slipped into the deep shadows of the trees in the side yard. Something wasn’t right in that house.

The sounds from the geese grew louder and turned her attention away from Leda’s and back to her position on the hill. What she saw was the gang of aroused geese advancing toward her. Oh, oh. Time to move. She struggled to get her leg over the bike and began a wobbly descent to the bottom.

“Watch out,” she called. She sped by on the other side of the street and turned onto Brook Avenue. Her warning came too late. Dr. Baldo stopped midway to his car, startled to see a tsunami of feathers and webbed feet closing in on him.

“Take cover,” she shouted over her shoulder, pedaling to outdistance the hoard. When she looked again, Dr. Baldo had reached the sanctuary of his vehicle. Geese now thwacked their wings like whirligigs, some flying onto the automobile’s hood and roof while the gander and a few of his female sergeants waddled around the car, biting at the tires with their bills.

She was relieved Dr. Baldo found safety in his car even though the geese now held him hostage there. But something about the scene at Leda Pippel’s house bothered her. Whatever it was, like the boogeyman pursuing a child, it chased her home faster than any gaggle of territorial geese could.

The phone was ringing when she peddled into the drive, threw the bike onto the lawn and ran for her porch. She banged through the front door and grabbed it on the next ring.

It was her mother with one of her “ideas,” another crazy notion which Kaitlin breathlessly rejected—relatives moving in on her.

“Honey,” Arlene said, “it’s the least I can do. Cousin Mary took us in when your father abandoned us and we hadn’t two nickels to rub together.”

“But I told you I needed the house to pull myself together, to write, to get over Zack. I can’t work with anyone here.”

“But you’re not working now,” pointed out her mother.

She had just hung up the phone when she heard the clack, clack, clack of wheels on the sidewalk out front. The noise got louder and was followed by the clunk of a heavy object on the steps and the ring of her doorbell. She flung open the door. In the doorway stood a woman clad in a silver spandex top hugging her ample breasts and a pair of matching tights that looked several sizes too small for her shapely hips. She stuck out her hand.

“I’m Mary Jane. Your mother probably told you about us. And this is my nine-year old son Jeremy.” Mary Jane pushed a slim, brown-haired boy forward. “Shake Kaitlin’s hand, sweetie.” Kaitlin had missed seeing the boy as he was all but hidden by an enormous suitcase on wheels.

“Can’t,” he said, and he was right. He clutched a black and white cat to his chest. “Her name’s Hester.”

“This really isn’t a good time,” Kaitlin said. Her thoughts returned to poor Dr. Baldo trapped in his car and the concern she had run away from something she should have looked into. Now her immediate worry became how to get rid of her unwanted visitors. “Uh, Mom didn’t say anything about pets.”

“She’s really more of a companion than a pet,” said Jeremy.

“Like us,” said Mary Jane. “We’re all companions.”

“Companions? What kind of companions?” Her brain shuttered at the oddness of this conversation, one better held in the house rather than out on the steps for all her neighbors to hear. “Come in,” she said.

She couldn’t help comparing Mary Jane’s choice of attire to her own holey tee-shirt from college and dirty cut-off jeans. Their legs were about the same length, long, muscular and slender, but that, she realized, was where the similarities ended. Mary Jane’s blonde hair cascaded down her back while Kaitlin’s mop was short and brown, a very nondescript brown, cut in a style reminiscent of bowl cuts given to children by their mothers. And where Mary Jane seemed to spill from the inadequate anchorage of her stretchy top, Kaitlin knew that garment would hang on every part of her, with the exception of her stomach, of course. She moved one arm across her abdomen to hide it and, with the other, she held the door wide so that Mary Jane could maneuver the suitcase through the opening.

“Thanks. Bedrooms upstairs?” asked Mary Jane. She began to tug, roll, and lift the suitcase up the front staircase.

Meanwhile Jeremy let Hester slip out of his arms, and she ran for the couch, jumped onto it, settled down on the middle cushion and, with disdain in her opalescent green eyes, stared at Kaitlin. Cats always had that look, Kaitlin assured herself, and turned her attention to Mary Jane.

Mary Jane had managed to get her bag up the stairs with Jeremy helping by shoving it from the steps below. She returned from a tour of the bedrooms.

“So I’ll take this teeny little front bedroom and give Jeremy the back one where he’ll have room for his collection,” Mary Jane yelled down the stairs. Kaitlin climbed the stairs, her attention still distracted by thoughts of cat fur and claw marks on the couch.

“Now, I assume there’s a pizza place in town,” said Mary Jane. “Do they deliver or would you like Jeremy to take the bike?”

Kaitlin joined her in the bedroom. “You don’t understand,” she said. She explained to Mary Jane about the ambulance, the geese, and Dr. Baldo, and the man in Leda’s house. “Something odd was going on there. I just know it. I should have done something.”

“Let’s go then,” said Mary Jane. She grabbed a red shawl with gold fringe out of her oversized luggage. “Jeremy, we need you.”

“Maybe he shouldn’t come,” said Kaitlin.

“Who better to round up a pack of angry fowl?” asked Mary Jane. “Oh, I guess you wouldn’t know, but Jeremy is an expert.”

“Like a bird whisperer?” asked Kaitlin. “I could use help in that department.”

Mary Jane put a long, frosted pink nail to her lips and thought for a moment. “Exactly,” she said. There was excitement in her voice. “You’re pretty insightful, aren’t you?”

Could be. She conceded it was possible her children’s books gave her some empathy with the animal world, with the exception of birds.

“Geese?” said Jeremy. The three of them rushed down the sidewalk and made the turn toward Leda’s street.

When they rounded the corner, the streetlights shone on the flock of retreating geese waddling their way slowly back up the hill toward their home. They honked and hissed as if reviewing their evening’s adventure. Kaitlin, Mary Jane, and Jeremy could make out the ghostly white face of Dr. Baldo through the windshield of his car.

Mary Jane put out her arms to stop the other two. “I’ll take care of this,” she said.

She knocked on the driver’s side window. “You can come out now. They’re gone. Sorry we didn’t get here sooner.”

He opened the driver’s door and emerged with hesitation from his car, then shook his fist at the retreating fowl. The gander slowed, and for a moment, it looked as if the bird would renew the attack, but the male gave a satisfied shake of his tail feathers and padded on.

“Some woman on a bicycle provoked them and led them right to me. I didn’t get a good look at her face,” he said, “but she must have had something against me to rile up a flock of animals and then encourage them to attack.”

Kaitlin was about to admit she was the woman, but Mary Jane put her hand on Kaitlin’s arm and interrupted the “I’m-the-one-and-I’m-sorry” speech she was about to give.

“I thought I heard an ambulance just a few minutes ago,” said Mary Jane.

“Yes. It was dear Mrs. Pippel. I’m afraid there was nothing we could do for her.”

“We?” asked Kaitlin.

“The EMTs and I,” said the doctor.

“Who called the ambulance?” asked Kaitlin.

“I did,” said Baldo. “I had just arrived at her house to take her to dinner. I heard a noise as I was about to knock and, when I entered the house, I found her at the foot of her stairs. It was too late.”

The old doctor was dressed in a black suit, the same one, Kaitlin swore, he’d worn all the years he practiced in the town. Now it hung on his once robust frame, and his wrists peeked out from the cuffs like skeletal arms attached to long, boney fingers. The doctor appeared to be ill or under some kind of strain. His voice shook when he spoke and his eyes darted back and forth in their sockets as if he expected someone to step out from behind a tree and shout “boo!”

Kaitlin was about to ask Dr. Baldo about the man she saw in Leda’s house, but Mary Jane, as if reading her mind, stopped her again.

“Well, if you’re okay, we’ll just move along.”

“How did you know I was here?” he asked. There was suspicion in his voice.

“I told you. We heard the ambulance and came running, but not fast enough, I guess,” said Mary Jane. She smiled at him, but, when Kaitlin looked into her eyes, there was no humor there.

“And you are?” he asked.

“Oh, sorry. These are my, uh, my cousins, Mary Jane and Jeremy, her son.”

He nodded and turned his attention toward the hood of his car.

“It’s ruined, ruined. Goose shit and scratches. I’ll have to have it repainted.”

“Goose spit,” said Jeremy. “Don’t forget the goose spit. It’ll eat through the paint. When they don’t like something, geese spit.”

Kaitlin wondered about this. She’d never heard of geese spitting caustic saliva, but she said nothing. Now that Dr. Baldo was all right, she wanted to get home to sort out the issue of uninvited house guests.

“I’m glad everything is fine,” she said.

“It’s fine, except for my car,” Baldo said.

“And for poor Mrs. Pippel,” said Mary Jane.

“Yes, yes. Except for Leda.” Baldo flapped his hand in dismissal, turned, and got into his car. They watched him pull away from the curb and drive off in the direction of the hospital.

“He didn’t seem all that upset about his date’s unusual death, did he? He should have called the police,” said Mary Jane. Her hands rested on her shapely hips, her gaze following Baldo’s car. “I don’t much care for your village doctor.”

Kaitlin felt she should come to his defense. “He’s been here forever. I know he was Leda’s doctor, and he’s the county medical examiner. I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.”

“I’m not,” said Mary Jane. She took Jeremy’s hand and they started to walk back the way they had come.

“What do you think, honey?” she asked Jeremy.

What an inappropriate question for a child, Kaitlin thought, but Jeremy replied in a serious voice, “There was a reason why the geese attacked him.”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” said Kaitlin, “They attacked me first.”

“I don’t think so. I think they rushed down the hill to get to him, and you got in the way,” said Jeremy.

Kaitlin looked in surprise at the young boy. “Really?”

“Really,” insisted Mary Jane.

“Just what kind of work did you say you did?” She directed her question to Mary Jane, but Jeremy replied to it.

“We told you. We’re companions. Heavenly companions.”

Kaitlin stopped walking and tried to envision what he meant.

“Angels,” he said. “Guardian angels.”



Chapter 2

The three of them continued down the sidewalk, Kaitlin trailing behind, her brain muddled by Jeremy’s pronouncement. She must have misheard him, she told herself.

Once in the house, Mary Jane sprinted up the stairs toward the “teeny” front bedroom she had selected earlier. Kaitlin remained standing in the downstairs foyer looking up the staircase. Her mouth hung open. She wanted to say something, but words, over which she once had mastery, wouldn’t come. Mary Jane leaned on the railing and smiled down at her.

“So?” managed Kaitlin.

“So…” began Mary Jane.

Ah, now we’re getting somewhere, thought Kaitlin. She’s going to explain everything and once she does, I can throw them out and get back to my writing.

“Is there a pool hall in town?” Mary Jane asked.

What? Maybe she’d misheard both of them. This time she’d check. “Pool hall? You want to know about a pool hall?” Mary Jane nodded.

The woman must be a lunatic, thought Kaitlin. Her first impulse was to yell at her, but instead she took a deep breath and forced herself to remain calm. She’d had some experience dealing with delusional people, so she knew enough to go slowly.

“Okay, yes, there is one. Kenny’s House of Billiards.” She stretched her lips across her teeth and turned the corners of her mouth upwards in the imitation of a genuine smile. “But let’s forget about the pool thing. Look, Mary Jane, you really don’t want to move in here with me.” She used her best mental health voice.

“Don’t tell me you’re worried about Jeremy’s pets. He’ll keep them in his room or in cages in the kitchen. They won’t be any problem. I asked your mother and she said you weren’t allergic.”

Mary Jane crooked her finger at Kaitlin. “C’mon up,” she said, as if the house were hers.

Kaitlin mounted the stairs with reluctance. This conversation was going nowhere.

Mary Jane opened her cavernous suitcase and began pulling out her clothes. “You can help me unpack. It’ll calm you down after your confrontation with those geese and that horrible Dr. Baldy.”

“Baldo. And he’s just a little eccentric, that’s all.”

Mary Jane made a “tsk, tsk” sound of disbelief as she hung the articles in the closet. Kaitlin noted that everything she pulled out of her bag was frothy or swirly or velvety or stretchy. And in primary colors. The visual overload made her dizzy, but she leaned against the door opening in what she hoped was a posture of casualness and tried reason once more.

“You see, I’m a writer. I write children’s books and right now I’m having a little trouble…”

“A writer! Yes, we know. We do. Your mother said you were working on something big. Well, we’ll be quiet as church mice then so you can get some work done.” She smiled her big smile and hummed softly as she straightened the hangers.

“Uh, about that angels’ thing Jeremy said. He’s got some imagination, doesn’t he?”

“Oh, he’s imaginative all right. Don’t you just love kids like that?”

“You’re not really angels. Right?”

Mary Jane sat down and patted the bed. When Kaitlin joined her there, Mary Jane put her arm around Kaitlin’s shoulder and pulled her close. Surprisingly, it felt good, comforting, like when she was a child and her mother hugged away her bad feelings.

“What do you want me to say?” Mary Jane asked. “I don’t want to lie to you, but I don’t know what I can tell you that you’ll find believable.”

“Just tell me the truth,” said Kaitlin. She leaned into Mary Jane’s embrace and her body felt like it was thawing, warming after a long day out in the winter cold.

“Well, then. No big thing, but we are angels, you know.”

Kaitlin jerked herself upright and moved away from Mary Jane. “No big thing! It is a big thing. You just march in here and say you’re angels. What am I to make of that?”

“What do you want to make of it?” asked Mary Jane. Her voice was gentle.

“And quit doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“I ask you something, and you answer me with a question. It’s making me crazy.”

“At the risk of your mental health, what do you want to know?”

“Where are your wings?” asked Kaitlin. Icy sarcasm penetrated her tone.

“Now you’re just poking fun,” Mary Jane said. Her smile was gone, replaced by a look of sadness. Kaitlin felt a stab of shame, knowing she’d put it there.

“Look, I’m sorry, but this is new to me. I’ve never met an angel before.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Okay, I don’t know if I met an angel before.”

Mary Jane seemed to take Kaitlin’s uncertainty as a signal to fill her in on angel lore.

“See, we’re not regular angels. No wings or such. We’re guardian angels. We take care of people, hence the name of our association, Heavenly Companions, Inc.”

“Inc?”

“You don’t think we’re some rinky dink backwoods group do you?”

She was doing it again, asking a question to answer a question. Kaitlin sighed. How long would it take until she got the real story out of this woman? Angels indeed. She hoped she wouldn’t be pursuing this avenue of exploration all month, because she didn’t have all month. She didn’t even have tonight. A horrifying thought crossed her mind. What if they stayed the entire summer?

“How long do you plan on staying here?” she asked.

“Something could come up any day if there’s an emergency, but we’re hard to place, you know. Jeremy and I work together and then there’s his animal thing, so the committee has to take into account our special circumstances.”

Back to her original premise. The woman clearly was mad, kind of a nice and pleasant crazy, but she belonged in a hospital, not in the front bedroom.

Kaitlin’s head was spinning. Maybe if she laid down for a short nap, she might think clearer when she got up.

“You look exhausted, dear. After that goose thing and all. How about a nap? Just the thing. We can talk later. I’ll help get Jeremy settled, then I’ll send him for take-out and we can have a little chat over food.”

She never said anything about a nap to Mary Jane. Was the woman reading her mind?

Kaitlin nodded numbly and headed for her room, stepping gingerly around Hester who sat in the middle of the hallway cleaning her face.

Half an hour later, she still couldn’t get to sleep, so she dialed her mother. She didn’t want to alert Arlene to what her two visitors claimed as their profession for fear Arlene would think writer’s block had taken away her reason. Instead she tried to pry more information about the two out of Arlene.

“I don’t remember Aunt Mary or Cousin Mary or whoever she was. What’s her relationship to Mary Jane and Jeremy?”

“Darling Kaitlin, leave the poor thing alone. She’s out of work and has no place to live. You’re having a rough time too. I’d think you could be a little more sympathetic.”

Why would no one reply to her questions?

“Mom, I don’t think they’re all they pretend to be.” Or was it, they pretend to be something they’re not?

“Met anyone new in town?” asked her mother, changing the subject.

Kaitlin knew what her mother was asking. “There are no available men in Aldensville.”

“There’s your old boyfriend. What was his name? Hank? Or Harold?”

“Hiram. Mom, I just got burned by my husband leaving me for another woman. I need some healing time. Time alone, just me and my computer. No visitors and no men!” She slammed down the receiver and sat up.

“We’ve got sushi take-out,” yelled Mary Jane from the kitchen.

Oh, crap. Raw fish served by two lunatics. Just what she needed.

* * *

“Did you read the newspaper headline this morning?” asked Mary Jane.

Kaitlin had stumbled down to breakfast, looking for her jolt of caffeine. For a minute she had forgotten about her guests, but the memory of yesterday came back in a rush aided by the whirring noise coming from a cage in the kitchen’s far corner.

“What’s that?” she asked. Mary Jane put a cup of coffee in her hand.

“A gerbil, of course,” Jeremy said. He sat at the kitchen table tearing up shreds of lettuce.

“There you go, Buddy,” he said. He placed the bowl of greens into the cage. The spinning wheel came to a halt and with it the buzzing sound. A small, furry, not too unattractive creature with a short fluffy tail emerged from the contraption and sniffed Jeremy’s offering.

“He likes peanuts better, but the people who won him have been over-feeding him. He’s here so I can get his weight down.”

Great. Now she was running a day spa for rodents.

Kaitlin fell into a kitchen chair and grabbed the paper. She’d deal with the growing circus in her house after her coffee and newspaper fix.

Mary Jane leaned over her and pointed out the headline with a red lacquered nail. “Advice Columnist Dies under Suspicious Circumstances,” it read.

Mary Jane’s finger tapped the word “suspicious.” “See. I thought so,” she said.

The story provided few details about the death, but it hinted that the circumstances were unusual. All it said was Leda Pippel, advice columnist for the local weekly, fell down the stairs in her home and died. Fell? Pushed? Don’t get carried away, Kaitlin told herself. The autopsy was pending.

“Creepy, huh?” said Mary Jane.

Kaitlin nodded her head and took a final sip of coffee from her cup. Mary Jane filled it again.

“This is typical Delbert Glover, the newspaper’s editor,” Kaitlin said. “He likes to embellish the headlines to increase readership. Poor Leda. Now she’s the subject of some exaggerated tale provided by Delbert’s runaway imagination.”

Mary Jane placed two slices of wheat toast with orange marmalade in front of her.

“I thought you said there was another man in Leda’s house last night.”

Kaitlin remembered the ghostlike shadow among the trees on Leda’s lawn and shivered.

“There was, I think. I wonder if anyone else knows about that?”

“Could you find out?”

“Well, I guess I could. My best friend from high school, Brittany, is the editor’s assistant.”

“You could drop in on her on your way to the Cappuccino Café,” said Mary Jane.

“How did you know I’m going to the café?”

“You go every morning, don’t you?”

She held up the coffee pot and arched one eyebrow at Kaitlin.

“Uh, no thanks. I’ve got work to do.”

Kaitlin went upstairs, got dressed, and sat, as she had done for so many weeks, in front of her computer, but the muse avoided her once more. A visit to Brittany, she decided.

She poked her head into Mary Jane’s room as she passed by. “Want to come with me?” she asked.

“Sure.” Mary Jane tossed the “Billiards Today” magazine she’d been reading on the floor. She grabbed her red shawl and tucked her feet into black patent leather ankle boots. Today she was dressed in a purple gypsy skirt and off-the-shoulder teal blue blouse. Kaitlin wore a clean tee and cut-offs.

“Does Jeremy want to come along?” asked Kaitlin.

“No, he already went out to check for hurt and abandoned animals.”

“Uh, is he going to keep all of these critters here, in the house?”

“Only in his room. He’ll find homes for them eventually.”

Eventually, thought Kaitlin. Like Christmas.

“Don’t worry. We won’t be staying that long. The Heavenly Companions, Inc. Northeast Chapter is meeting the end of August. We’ll have a placement by then.”

Kaitlin sneaked a sideways peek at Mary Jane. She didn’t look crazy.

Mary Jane threw her arm around Kaitlin as the two of them descended the stairs. “And by then, your book will be finished.”

“It’s not going to be if the publisher doesn’t get me a new illustrator.”

“Maybe I can help with that,” said Mary Jane. “What happened to your old illustrator?”

“Don’t you know?”

“If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.”

As they exited the house, Mary Jane stopped, raised her arms, and inhaled deeply. She did a pirouette on the sidewalk and flapped her arms about as if she were going to fly. Kaitlin looked up and down the street wondering if any of Aldensville’s citizens had observed the performance.

“Don’t you just love it?” asked Mary Jane. She tucked Kaitlin’s arm in hers.

“Nothing like a walk in the spring air. Exercise. It’s just the ticket to blow out the cobwebs and make room for creativity.” She gave Kaitlin a meaningful look.

“I’m getting exercise…”

“You need ‘writing exercise’, like warming up before you plunge into the big stuff.”

Kaitlin shook her head. “You just don’t understand.”

The woman irritated her, but then, in a way Kaitlin couldn’t begin to explain, she also sent a feeling of warmth radiating from her toes to her nose.

“What’re you smiling about?” asked Mary Jane. She pulled open the door to the newspaper office.

“I’m not.”

Kaitlin did a mental check on the position of her lips. “I am.”

The woman standing behind the counter had blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail and wore a red polka dotted dress.

“Hi, Kaitlin,” said Brittany. She looked not at Kaitlin but at Mary Jane. Mary Jane met her scrutiny stare for stare. Up and down, up and down, went their gazes, covering every aspect of the other’s appearance.

“Where are my manners?” Kaitlin said. Before she could make the introductions, Brittany walked out from behind the counter in red platform shoes that matched her dress and stuck out her hand.

“Hi, I’m Kaitlin’s friend Brittany. I love your skirt. It’s not something I could wear, but it looks so good on you.”

Mary Jane smiled and pumped Brittany’s hand with vigor. “Yeah, thanks. My name is Mary Jane. My son and I are house guests of Kaitlin. Is that dress vintage?”

“Yeah, I got it at the What Goes Around, Comes Around Shop. It’s just down the block.”

“I’ll check it out.”

Mary Jane reached out to finger the material. “Have to iron it, I bet.”

“Yeah, but worth it.”

Good God, thought Kaitlin, they’re bonding. My best friend and this strange person like each other.

Brittany gave Mary Jane a final smile, then turned to Kaitlin. “You know, you’re just the person I wanted to see. You read about poor Mrs. Pippel today?” Both Mary Jane and Kaitlin nodded. “Well, the newspaper needs someone to write the advice column. Just until we find a permanent replacement. You know, someone who knows the town, can write, and maybe a person who has some credentials in the area of human behavior.”

Brittany leaned forward slightly, a look of excitement on her face. Kaitlin finally realized her friend expected some kind of a reaction. From her.

“Sure. That sounds good.”

“Great.”

“Of course, Delbert does the hiring, right?”

“Right, but I’ll talk to him when he comes in today. He’s out covering the opening of the new farm equipment dealership down the road. Meanwhile, congratulations, Kaitlin. I’m sure I can convince him you’re just what we need.”

Kaitlin stood motionless in front of Brittany. Mary Jane, standing close by, smiled up into her face. “Yes, congratulations, Kaitlin. This is just what you need to get a jump start on your book.”

Finally it dawned on her that these two were suggesting she take over Leda Pippel’s advice column.

“Oh, no,” she said. She backed up toward the door. “You can’t mean me. Not me.”



Chapter 3

They did mean her. Both of them stood there looking at her with absurdly supportive grins on their faces.

“I’ve got a book to finish. And I haven’t written one word on that for the past month. What makes you think I could possibly devote my time to answering letters asking for advice? I’m the one who needs help. Forget it.”

“But you’ve got what it takes. You write, and you’ve got a degree in family therapy. You worked for years in the counseling center at Fairmont Junior College before you took a leave of absence to devote yourself to your children’s books. I think you’d be great.” Kaitlin knew Brittany wasn’t one to let go of an idea once she got it into her head. She was like a human Rottweiler, tenacious, determined, but a lot prettier.

Kaitlin looked to Mary Jane for help, but she merely nodded and said, “I said you needed to warm up your writing muscles.”

She screwed up her face, squinting her eyes in consternation at Mary Jane. Could this turn of events have something to do with the angel stuff? Did Mary Jane somehow put the idea into Brittany’s head? Well, no matter. Delbert wouldn’t go for it.

No sooner had his name passed through her thoughts, but the man himself pushed through the front door. And, of course, Brittany rushed over, threw her arms around him, and excitedly revealed her idea.

The short, bald man, about as wide as he was tall, put his hand on his chin, looked at his toes, and thought, or gave a good appearance of it.

“Well,” he said. He hesitated long enough for Kaitlin to push in front of Brittany.

“Brittany’s just being nice, Mr. Delbert,” she said. She addressed him with the name all the kids used when she was in grade school. Before she could begin her next sentence, he interrupted her.

“Wow! This is wonderful. A published author on our staff.” Tears filled his eyes, and he reached into his back pocket and extracted a handkerchief.

“It’s been so long since you’ve lived here. I’m just so darned grateful that you’d come forth this way to serve the community. Leda was a fine columnist, and I loved her like mad, but I never expected anyone of your caliber would step up to fill her sneakers. Thank you. Thank you.” Delbert grabbed Kaitlin’s hand and shook it so long she thought she’d never get it back.

* * *

Kaitlin shifted the cardboard box with the advice column letters from one arm to the other, still unable to figure out what happened back in the office. She hadn’t said a word after Delbert thanked her for taking the position, and now she was toting Leda’s files home with her so that, according to him, “she could get a jump start on the column” due the day after tomorrow.

“Need some help carrying that?” asked Mary Jane.

Kaitlin paused and placed both arms under the box. She looked Mary Jane straight in the eye. “Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with this.”

“What do you mean? It was their idea,” she said.

“I mean, tell me it wasn’t some angel thing, some warped miracle.”

“Miracles, I don’t do. Besides they’re passé. People don’t need miracles any longer. They just need a little support.”

“And I suppose you think getting me a job I can’t handle is supportive?”

Mary Jane flipped the fringe of her shawl over her shoulder and took the box from Kaitlin’s hands. “Aren’t you curious about the letters people have written for advice?”

Here we go again. Another question. She gave forth a deep sigh and grabbed the box out of Mary Jane’s hands.

“The letters were written to Leda as advice columnist. I guess now they’re mine. Therefore, I think they’re not for anyone else’s eyes.” She was being snotty, she knew, but she couldn’t bear Mary Jane’s endless buoyant mood. She marched up the front steps, juggled the box under one arm, and flung open the door.

Jeremy stood in the hallway. “I lost Slim,” he said in a sad voice.

“Don’t tell me,” said Kaitlin. She rushed up the stairs and slammed the door to her room, then opened it again and yelled down the hallway. “Okay, I give. Who’s Slim?” Please let it not be Slim the Snake, she prayed.

“Don’t worry,” said Mary Jane. “It’s Slim the Shepherd, as in German Shepherd.”

Read her mind again. “How can he lose a dog that size in this house?” Kaitlin asked. She heard a rustling sound coming from under her bed and lifted the bed ruffle.

Right, cuz he’s a baby.

“Found him.” She lifted the ball of fur and tucked him into her arms. “And I think he’s scared. Bring some paper towels.”

Later that evening after they’d gotten Slim into his doggy bed in Jeremy’s room, Kaitlin heard the story of Slim: runt of the litter, about to be shipped off to some research laboratory until Jeremy offered to take him off the owner’s hands. After telling her this tale, Jeremy fixed her with his sad, brown eyes and said, “You understand. Right?” Mary Jane stood at his side, her arm around his shoulders, a hopeful smile on her face.

“As long as you walk him, clean up after him, and find him a good home.” She turned on her heel and left for her room before either of them could say anything. “I’ve got work to do.”

She closed the door behind her, opened up her laptop and stared at the screen as usual. But her attention was diverted by the cardboard box filled with Leda’s advice column letters. Her intention was to return the box tomorrow and make a compelling argument to convince Delbert she wasn’t the one for the job.

“I’m not reliable,” she’d say, and that much was true. Now. “I’ve been dumped by my husband for a woman twice my age and the humiliation has sucked all reasonable thought out of my head.” Well, of course, she wouldn’t say that, but she would present a case for severe and temporary agitated depression to him, not a good state of mind for advising others in any similar brain funk.

She swung her desk chair across the floor to the credenza on which the box sat. Maybe just one letter.

* * *

Mary Jane heard the chair slide across the floor in Kaitlin’s room. She looked up from her book and smiled at the sound. Jeremy sat curled up on the living room sofa, reading Cat Fancy magazine and stroking Hester’s fur. He turned the page, and the cat batted at his hand.

“Sorry. I thought you were finished.” He flipped back, and the cat took up her purring once more.

“How do you think she’s doing?” asked Mary Jane. She nodded her head toward Kaitlin’s bedroom upstairs.

“Oh, good,” said Jeremy. “She writes stories about animals, so I know she likes them.”

“That’s not really what I’m asking, Sweetie,” said Mary Jane. “I mean what do you think she’ll tell everyone about us?”

“Did she say anything to her mother?”

“No,” said Mary Jane. She marked her place in the book and set it on the table next to her. “I think she’ll forget about us if she gets busy, good busy. Right now she’s too stressed. We should take her out for some entertainment soon.” She arose from the chair. “Let’s go see what that billiard’s parlor is like tonight.”

Jeremy wrinkled up his nose. “Nah, I’ll stay here. Ask Kaitlin to go with you.”

“I think she’s busy now. Or will be soon. C’mon. I’ll give you another pool lesson.”

Hester jumped off Jeremy’s lap and headed for her dish in the kitchen.

“You don’t want me tagging along. It’ll cramp your style. Pool halls are filled with guys. You might meet someone there.”

Her son was such a smart fella, she thought, as she ran up the stairs and grabbed her pool cue from the bedroom closet. “Kaitlin,” she called down the hallway, “I’m off for an hour or so to Kenny’s.”

Kaitlin’s door opened, and she entered the hallway with a sheet of paper in her hand. “You taking Jeremy or do you want me to babysit?”

Mary Jane noticed the paper and thought, she’s reading the letters. Good.

“I don’t need babysitting,” Jeremy called up from the living room. “I’m almost ten, you know.”

The two women rolled their eyes at one another.

“Would you mind?” whispered Mary Jane. “Make sure he’s in bed by ten at least.”

“Sure. Have fun. Watch out for some of the guys that hang out at Kenny’s.”

* * *

When Mary Jane entered Kenny’s all eyes turned toward her. Few women came into the establishment, and certainly none looked anything like her. Tonight she wore her favorite red sweater, pulled low over her breasts. She paired it with black tights tucked into her ankle boots. After several seconds of appreciative scrutiny, those at the bar turned their attention back to the reason they were there—beer and television uninterrupted by kids or wives.

One patron sat alone, his grey eyes snapping steely silver sparks of interest as they took in Mary Jane. Of course, she could tell he noticed her beauty and her flamboyant manner of dress, but she was pleased to see most of  his attention was drawn to what she held in her hand—a pool cue. Fate pulled him toward her.

“Looking for a game?” he asked.

Her eyes traveled from the burr cut of his salt and pepper hair to his long-sleeved plaid shirt and worn jeans on down to the alligator cowboy boots on his feet. She particularly liked his face, craggy, but with a full soft mouth, one that could do with a lot of kissing, she suspected.

“You any good?” she asked.

“Damn good.”

And she knew he wasn’t lying.

The boys at the bar watched her break. Mary Jane smiled to herself. The man had a game on his hands.

“When you’re not losing at pool,” she said after beating him four games in a row, “what do you do? And I assume you’ve got a name?”

They sat at one of Kenny’s tables, a pitcher of unfinished beer between them. Mary Jane could drink most men under the table, but she figured that was something this guy didn’t need to know about her yet. She sipped from her glass as daintily as if it were French champagne.

“Mac’s the name,” he said, “and I used to be a detective with the NYPD. Now I do a little private work.”

A cop. Much as she appreciated his looks and his pool skills, she hoped he wouldn’t get too nosey about her life’s story.
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