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KALEIDOSCOPE

CHAPTER 1

MARLA ANDREWS PASTORE

BEFORE MIDNIGHT THURSDAY

Marla closed her laptop and set it on the nightstand next to the bed. She'd been stretched out on the king-sized bed, working on the budget for Andrews Academy and hadn't noticed how late it had gotten until she thought she'd heard Dan's car in the driveway.

Dan had said he'd probably be home by 10 but it was now almost midnight. She started to get out of bed and go to greet Dan downstairs when the bedroom door slowly opened. Dan stood in the doorway, shoulders drooping, face unreadable. 

At the sight of her police detective husband, Marla got up from the bed and walked over to where he stood. She was dressed in her emoji pajama pants and Rivermont Police sweatshirt, her favorite night-time clothes and a private joke between her and Dan. He liked naming the silly emoji figures on the pajama pants, his silly names getting hoots of laughter from Marla. 

But as she gazed at Dan's downcast face, Marla knew there would be no laughter tonight. She put her arms around her husband and hugged him, then stepped back to look into his face again.

"What is it?" she asked.

Dan took her arm and led her over to the bed, saying, "Come sit down."

Marla's heart began to pound. From Dan's tone, she knew something bad had happened. 

Marla sat on the bed and looked up at Dan standing over her. Again she asked, "What is it?"

Dan sat beside Marla and put his arm around her. "It's your brother."

"Taylor or Todd?" Marla asked in a ragged voice.

Dan said, "Todd. He's gone."

"Gone? Gone where?" Marla asked, puzzled by the word.

"Overdose," Dan said.

"Oh no!" Marla said. "No!" She stood and grabbed Dan's arms. "No!" she said again.

"Come sit back down," Dan said, He eased Marla back onto the bed and sat beside her.

Tears streaming down her face, Marla said, "Tell me."

"It's pretty bad," Dan said. He closed his eyes for a moment, then said. "The 9-1-1 operator got a call at eight this evening. It was a little girl saying her Daddy wouldn't wake up."

"No," Marla moaned the word. "Not Puppy."

"Yes," Dan said. "Puppy was spending the night at Todd's house."

"How awful for her," Marla said, tears still rolling down her cheeks.

"The 9-1-1 operator dispatched the paramedics and a patrol car. But it was too late. The paramedics tried to use Narcan, that opioid reversal spray, but it didn't work. We'll have to wait for the medical examiner's confirmation, but his theory is that Todd died from a speedball, and Narcan doesn't work with that."

"Speedball? What is that?" Marla asked.

Dan sighed heavily as he answered. "It's our latest drug tragedy. A speedball combines a stimulant with an opiate, using cocaine with heroin or morphine."

"Oh, God, Dan," Marla said. "What about Puppy and Jenna? Where are they? Are they all right?"

"They're at your grandmother's house." Dan paused, then continued. "It breaks my heart to think of what Puppy went through seeing her father like that."

Marla stood up and stripped out of her pajamas. "I'll get dressed and go over to Gram's house."

Dan nodded and said, "I'll go with you. Jenna and Puppy are going to need all the help they can get."

Marla turned to Dan and said, "Wait a minute. They're not going to let you work this case."

"Actually, they are," Dan said. "When I got back to headquarters tonight, I talked to Jackie and asked for special permission to work the case, with Patrick taking the lead, even though Todd was my brother-in-law."

Jackie White was the chief of detectives on the Rivermont police force, and Dan reported to her, as did Patrick.

"What did Jackie say?" Marla asked as she put on jeans and a long-sleeved tee shirt.

"Well, she hemmed and hawed and finally gave in. She really didn't have much of a choice. We're short-handed at the moment and spread too thin. And it's going to be a while before things get better. So she said I can stay on the case, as long as Patrick was in charge," Dan said.

"Good," Marla said. "Good. Let's go."

CHAPTER 2

AMELIE ANDREWS

MIDNIGHT THURSDAY

Shortly after Jenna's and Puppy's arrival at Amelie's house, Marla and Dan had showed up. Marla took the mother and daughter in her arms and hugged them long and hard. All three of them sobbed in each other's arms. Amelie stood close to them, tears running down her cheeks. Dan stood next to Amelie, his arm around the older woman, his eyes brimming with tears.

Amelie led them all into the living room and sat Puppy down in the rocking chair the little girl loved so much. A wood fire burned in the fireplace, and lamplight cast shadows in the corners of the room. Amelie looked around at her granddaughter Marla with her husband Dan, and her granddaughter-in-law, sitting on the floor beside the rocker where Puppy moved back and forth. Grief hung heavy in the room.

Amelie turned to Dan and asked, "Where's Taylor?"

"He's still at the morgue, finishing up the paperwork there. He said he'll be here as soon as he's done," Dan said. 

As the oldest of Amelie's three grandchildren, Taylor Andrews had unofficially assumed the role of head of the family. He served as president of the family's real estate development firm and director of the family's foundation. Amelie had once filled those two roles that but she had gladly turned them over to Taylor several years ago. At that same time, Amelie had turned the responsibility for Andrews Academy over to her granddaughter Marla. The Andrews were one of the leading families in the Midwest city of Rivermont and had been for more than a century. In addition to their prominence in the community, the Andrews were wealthy, probably the wealthiest family in the city, although none of them ever admitted to that. 

Amelie stood up from the love seat where she'd been sitting and walked across the room to Jenna and Puppy. She smiled as she reached down and took Puppy's small hand in hers and said, "Let's get you and Mommy upstairs to bed." The little girl climbed out of the chair and walked out of the room beside her great grandmother. Jenna followed behind her daughter. As they walked up the stairs, Amelie thought how much she loved this little girl, her first great-grandchild. When she was a toddler, the girl couldn't say her name, Paula. It always came out sounding like Puppy. And so Puppy she'd become, even now in kindergarten at Andrews Academy. 

Less than an hour after Jenna and Puppy arrived at Amelie's, they were fast asleep upstairs in one of the guest rooms of the renovated carriage house. 

When Amelie returned to the living room, once again sitting on the love seat, Marla came over and sat beside her grandmother. 

"How are they doing, Gram?" Marla asked.

Amelie shook her head slowly and said, "Not good. That was the most horrible thing Puppy could ever go through, discovering her father's body. I can't even imagine how she's going to get over that.'

Marla shivered at her grandmother's words, knowing their truth down to her bones. 

CHAPTER 3

LAUREN GERAGHTY

FRIDAY MORNING

At 6 a.m. Lauren awoke to the combined sound of her alarm going off and the chiming of her cell phone. Still lying in bed, she groaned, reached over and shut off the alarm. Then she lifted her cell phone from the bedside table and looked at the screen. 

"What could Marla be calling about at this early hour?" she wondered.

"Hi, Marla," she answered.

She listened in growing horror as Marla told Lauren about her brother Todd's drug overdose. When Marla told her that it was his six-year-old daughter Puppy who had discovered his lifeless body, Lauren felt the tears begin to roll down her cheeks.

Just then, Hunter, her own six-year-old, burst into the room and jumped on the bed beside his mother. He buried himself under the covers and began to do his pretend snoring. 

Lauren said into the phone, "Just a moment, Marla. Hunter just came into the room. I'm going to move somewhere else." She leaned down and kissed Hunter's white-blonde hair and headed into the bathroom, saying, "Stay there for a minute, bug. I'll be right back. I have to talk to Mrs. Pastore."

Inside the bathroom, she locked the door and turned on the shower to drown out the sound of her voice. Back on the phone, she said to Marla, "What can I do to help?"

"Obviously, I'll be out of pocket for a few days," Marla said. "If you could take over things at the academy, that would be good."

"Of course," Lauren said. "That's my job." In addition to being the academy's librarian, Lauren also held the title of assistant headmistress. In Marla's absence, Lauren was in charge of the school.

"I'll be back in touch as soon as I know more about the arrangements and everything. Obviously, Puppy won't be at school today, and Jenna won't be in her office." Todd's ex-wife Jenna was the school psychologist at Andrews Academy, with an office next to Marla's headmistress office.

"I'm so sorry for your loss, Marla," Lauren said. "Please let me know if there's anything else I can do."

"Thank you, Lauren," Marla said. "I don't know what I'd do without you as my good right hand. I'm sure I'll be calling you soon."

The two women ended the call, and Lauren turned off the shower and left the bathroom. She smiled when she saw that Hunter had fallen back asleep. She lay down on the bed next to him and put her arm around him. They lay there together for a few minutes, then Lauren ruffled his hair and said, "Time to wake up, buddy. We've got a big day ahead of us at school. Come on, up and at 'em."

The next hour flew by, with a shower for Lauren and breakfast for both of them. Lauren laid Hunter's school uniform out for him on his bed -- the sky-blue polo shirt and navy slacks worn by the boys at Andrews Academy. She gave him a stern look as she said, "Hurry up and get dressed. We don't want to be late today."

While Hunter was taking his usual extended time to dress, she went back to her bedroom and stood in her closet, trying to decide what to wear. She usually wore blazers and slacks but thought she should probably wear a skirted suit today, like Marla did. She pulled a navy wool suit and a white silk blouse from out of her closet and quickly dressed. She stepped into a pair of mid heels, forsaking her usual comfortable flats. She wanted to do right by Marla.

She went back into Hunter's room, pleased to see he was almost ready for school. She helped him put on his new shoes and watched as he tried to tie the shoelaces. Finally, her patience wearing thin, she helped him tie the laces, then gave him a noisy kiss on the forehead. He'd just recently graduated to shoes with laces rather than Velcro, and the shoelace tying was an ongoing struggle.

They walked out of Hunter's room together and down the hall to the coat closet. Once they had their winter coats on, Lauren went into the kitchen to get her laptop and put it in its carrying case. As she did so, her cell phone began to ring. She pulled the phone out of her jacket pocket and looked at the screen. She wasn't surprised to see that her friend and colleague Kate Ryan was calling. She assumed that by now, Kate knew about what had happened to Todd Andrews. Lauren let the call roll over to voice mail, not wanting to be late this morning. 

She made sure Hunter's homework and folder were in his backpack and then called out, "Time to leave, buddy."

The two of them walked out the kitchen door that led to the attached garage. Their house was a small bungalow, just the right size for the two of them, Lauren thought. In Hunter's mind, the large back yard was its best feature. He had a deluxe swing set, courtesy of his father, and an enclosed trampoline, also courtesy of his father. In the summer, Lauren put up a wading / swimming pool for him. So to Hunter, the back yard was the place to be. 

Lauren pressed the button that opened the garage door, then buckled Hunter into his booster seat in the back seat. She backed the car out of the garage and used the garage door opener attached to the driver’s side visor to close the garage door. She tuned the radio to one of Rivermont's pop music station, Hunter's favorite. She was amazed at his interest in popular music and his ability to memorize the lyrics to so many songs. 

She and Hunter lived about 15 minutes from Andrews Academy, and it was an easy drive through subdivisions and back roads, avoiding the highways. The day was a cold and gray one, appropriate for such a tragedy, Lauren thought. The weather forecast called for snow later in the day. So far, Rivermont had had a snow-free winter. Lauren hoped they got at least a little snow, so that she and Hunter could build a snowman and do some sledding in a nearby park.

Lauren's phone rang through the Sync function in her Escape, the ringing sound startling Lauren out of her thoughts. The screen on the dashboard showed that the call was from Kate. Lauren quickly pressed the Send to Voice Mail function. She didn't want to talk to Kate, and she definitely did not want Hunter to hear whatever Kate's message might prove to be.

"What a mess," she thought. "I'm afraid this is all going to blow up in our faces." She tried to block out her concern about Kate and Todd and Jenna, but the thoughts just kept coming. EDITMARK

Six months ago, Kate had confessed to Lauren that she was having an affair with Todd Andrews. Lauren had been appalled and had told her friend just that, in no uncertain terms. "Kate, how could you? Jenna is one of your closest friends. How could you have an affair with her ex-husband, the father of her child, who happens to be one of your kindergarten students? It's just unthinkable."

Kate had burst into tears, and Lauren had ended up comforting her friend. They'd been at Lauren's house, after one of their book club get-togethers. Lauren, Kate, Jenna and Marla met on a roughly monthly basis to discuss a book suggested by one of them. Snacks and wine were involved, except for Jenna who no longer drank. Jenna and Marla had already left. Jenna had wanted to get home before Puppy's bedtime and had phoned the babysitter to say she was on the way. Marla had bid everyone good-night and said she'd see them at school the next day.

The four women were friends in addition to working together at Andrews Academy. Marla was headmistress, Lauren was the librarian, a resource teacher and assistant headmistress, Kate taught kindergarten, and Jenna was the school counselor, with an office next to Marla's. The faculty and staff at Andrews was a close-knit bunch, and the four of them were the closest of all.

That closeness, that friendship was the reason that Lauren was so taken aback by Kate's involvement with Todd. It seemed like such a betrayal to her.

"Jenna doesn't know, does she?" Lauren asked.

"God, no!" Kate said. "She mustn't ever know. She'd never forgive me. I know she still loves Todd, and I think maybe he still loves her. But you know how she feels about Todd and drugs. She couldn't bear it anymore."

Todd and Jenna Andrews had separated twice because of his drug use. The second time, Jenna had filed for divorce, and the divorce had been final for almost a year now. After their first separation, Todd had gone to rehab and had sworn to Jenna that he was done with drugs. So Jenna and Puppy had returned home. For awhile, things had seemed to be going well. Then one day, Jenna had arrived home from school, Puppy in tow, to find Todd passed out on the bathroom floor. She'd called 9-1-1 and then had taken Puppy next door to a neighbor's house. Returning home, she found the paramedics working on Todd, administering Narcan. They'd taken Todd to Rivermont Memorial, and as soon as everyone was out of the house, Jenna began packing hers and Puppy's things. They went to stay with Jenna's mother, and Jenna had gone to see a lawyer the next day.

As she drove, Lauren looked at her phone to see if Kate had left a voice mail but she hadn't. Lauren was marginally grateful for that. She knew she wouldn't be able to avoid Kate forever.

CHAPTER 4

KATE RYAN

FRIDAY MORNING

Kate sat huddled in the dark in her kindergarten classroom. She'd been there for hours now, unable to bear the silence of her apartment. Her Rivermont police detective friend Pat Solomon had called her last night to tell her about Todd's apparent overdose. She'd broken down into sobs at his words. 

Pat lived in the same apartment complex as Kate, in the apartment next door, and they'd become acquaintances based on proximity. Then Kate discovered that Pat's sister was Maggie Castle, the security officer at Andrews Academy. That connection had sealed their friendship. 

Maggie in turn had learned about Kate's affair with Todd Andrews, courtesy of the surveillance cameras in the school. Neither Todd or Kate had realized that the camera in Kate's kindergarten room had caught them making love in the reading nook of the classroom. Maggie had talked to Kate, warning her that she needed to take her romantic activities elsewhere and agreeing to destroy the surveillance tape. 

But what Maggie hadn't agreed to was to keep her mouth shut about Kate's affair. She'd told her brother Pat, cautioning him to keep his distance from Kate because of her involvement with Todd Andrews. Pat had been disappointed in Kate and had confronted her about sleeping with a married man starting before his divorce was final. Kate's rationale to Pat was that the marriage had been over long ago. She told him that Todd and Jenna had stayed together for their daughter Puppy's sake, not because of any great love between them. Pat had reluctantly accepted Kate's rationalization and had not let the affair mess with their friendship.

The night of Todd's death, after telling Kate about Todd, Pat had offered to come see her when his shift ended but Kate had said no, she'd be all right.

But her being all right was the furthest thing from the truth possible. She'd wandered her apartment for an hour or so, then had dressed in the clothes she'd planned to wear to work the next day -- a red turtleneck, black tights, a red and black poncho style sweater and knee-high black leather boots. Students at Andrews wore uniforms but teachers wore what they chose, mostly settling on comfort and warmth but with a dash of style. 

She'd fed her cat Missy, then headed for the parking lot attached to the apartment complex she'd lived in since starting her job at Andrews. As she drove out of the lot, she regretted not taking Pat up on his offer to come to see her. She didn't want to be alone but other than Pat, there was no one she wanted to be with now that Todd was gone. The tears came again, flooding down her face and blinding her. She pulled off to the side of the road and stopped. The streets of Rivermont were mostly deserted at this time of night. 

She dried her eyes and rested her head against the steering wheel of her VW bug. What was she going to do? There were only three people who knew about her affair with Todd -- Lauren, Maggie and Pat. No one else would understand Kate's reaction to his death. She couldn't afford to let anyone see how devastated she was by the loss. Most of all, Jenna and Puppy mustn't know anything about this.

She drove in the opposite direction of Andrews Academy, not knowing or caring where she was going. Outside of Rivermont, she noticed the bug's gas gauge was edging toward the big red E and stopped at a gas station. She filled the tank and went in to pay for the gas. Suddenly hungry and dying of thirst, she bought an oversized soda loaded with caffeine and a bag of powdered sugar donuts, her goto snack in times of stress. 

Back in the bug, she drove to a parking area at the side of the station and began to eat a donut and wash it down with huge gulps of soda. Before she knew it, she'd eaten half the bag of donuts and drunk all of the soda. Her stomach began to rumble and she felt overwhelmingly nauseous. She grabbed her keys and handbag, locked the bug and ran to the restroom inside the convenience store that was part of the gas station. 

In the restroom, thankfully empty, she vomited the contents of her stomach into one of the toilets. She crouched over the bowl, waiting to see if there was anything else wanting to come up but evidently the torrent was done. She cleaned herself up as much as she could, then headed back to her car. Not wanting to return to her lonely apartment, she drove back the way she'd come, turning at the road that led to Andrews Academy.

The entrance to the school was flanked by brick pillars with engraved plaques announcing the school's name. The road curving up to the school was tree-lined and well-lit, even in the middle of the night. The exterior of the school itself was also well-lit. The Andrews mansion had transitioned well into the renovated school for grades kindergarten through eighth, and the three-story Tudor style blended into the surrounding pine trees. 

Kate drove around the back of the school to the still-empty staff parking lot. The service entrance there was used by teachers and other staff. Inside the door was the alarm system security keypad. Kate punched in the code, then started to head toward her classroom. She stopped short and walked back to where the keypad was. Next to the keypad was a sign-in board used by teachers and staff. She put a check mark by her name then started down the hallway that led to the classrooms. 
Now, curled up on a couch at one side of the classroom, she tried to stop crying. She was going to have to pull herself together before teachers and students started arriving for the day. 

As she lay there, she heard a light tap on the classroom door. She sat up and brushed the tears from her cheeks and ran her fingers through her hair. She stood and walked over to the door, unlocked and opened it.

Standing in the hallway was the school's security officer, Maggie Castle. For a moment, the two women stood there, staring at one another. Then Maggie reached out her arms and enveloped Kate in a hug. 

Kate started to cry again, and Maggie led her over to the couch. They sat down next to one another, and Maggie put her arm around Kate. She patted her friend's shoulder, saying, "I know, I know."

Finally, Kate ran out of tears. She leaned back into the couch and closed her eyes. As she spoke, her voice was strained, almost ragged. "Maggie, I don't know what I'm going to do. Todd was my life. And now he's gone."

Maggie sighed and said, "Oh, Katie-girl, I'm so sorry. I don't have anything to help you. I can't image what you're going through. If I were to lose Jake, my life would be over." Maggie sighed again, thinking how much she loved Jake Castle, her husband of six years and father of their little girl Abby.

Kate nodded and said, "Jake is the best, isn't he. And he's such a great firefighter."

"Yes, hopefully he's finally found his true vocation," Maggie said. She thought about Jake's career path, which had led him through abandoning pre-med, abandoning being an EMT, abandoning being a paramedic. Now, as a firefighter, Maggie hoped it was  the end of job changing for Jake and the end of abandonment. 

They sat there in a silence for a few more minutes. Then Maggie gave Kate a hug and stood. "Well. Time to get to work. Are you going to be all right, kid?"

Kate shook her head and said, "No, but I think I can put on a good show."

"Good girl," Maggie said as she left the kindergarten classroom.

Kate sat for a few minutes, then looked at the time on her phone and decided it was time to get ready for the onslaught of kindergartners. She stood up and grabbed her purse off the couch where she'd tossed it hours ago. Rather than going to the rest room off the teachers' lounge, she went into the girls' bathroom down the hall from her classroom. She didn't want to chance running into one of the other teachers before she had a chance to repair her ravaged face. It was vital that she hide her grief over Todd's death. She didn't want anyone else knowing about their affair, especially Jenna.

In the restroom, she pulled out her make-up bag and began working on her face, first splashing cold water on it. She patted moisturizer on it, especially under her eyes. Next came foundation, then powder. She put on lip gloss, then decided she needed lipstick today so she didn't look quite so washed out. Eyeliner and mascara were next. She feathered some color into her pale eyebrows. She brushed her unruly blond curls as best she could. Her hair was so much like the blonde Afro of the Little Big Town country singer, whatever her name was. Finally ready to face the day, Kate left the girls' restroom just as the first morning bell rang. Time to start her day.

CHAPTER 5

LAUREN GERAGHTY

FRIDAY MORNING

On her way to Marla's office, Lauren dropped Hunter off at the latchkey room. When Hunter had started kindergarten, she'd told him he had his choice of going to the latchkey room with other boys and girls or coming to the library with her. For the first few days of school, he'd gone with his mother to the library. But then, evidently he'd grown bored with sitting at one of the library tables reading or playing on his iPad. He'd asked Lauren if he could try latchkey, and she'd agreed, saying it was his choice. The teacher who ran the latchkey program was also the school's art teacher, and he'd made the latchkey program into an extension of his art program. The boys and girls met in the art studio and spent the time before classes started and after they ended, drawing, coloring, painting, sculpting and building things with Legos.

It had taken only one morning in latchkey for Hunter to abandon his mother and the library and plunge wholeheartedly into the art activities with Mr. Healey.

Lauren gave Hunter a hug and told him she'd see him later. She waved to John Healey, then headed down the hall to Marla's office. The secretary's desk outside the office was empty. It was only 7-ish and Carol, Marla's secretary and all around good right hand didn't start work till 8.

Lauren unlocked Marla's office door and walked into the office, turning on the overhead lights on her way in. The headmistress office was located in what used to be called the conservatory when the school was still the Andrews mansion. The room had three exterior walls, made up mostly of windows. At one time, plants and a grand piano had been the focus of the room. Now, an imposing desk and an abundance of bookcases were the focus.

Lauren put her laptop case on the desk and took out the computer. She plugged it in and turned it on. She stood by the desk, looking around the office. It was one of the most cheerful rooms in the building. Marla had decorated it herself, using splashes of yellow and orange to achieve a sunny, energetic feeling in the room.

Her laptop ready for her, Lauren sat in Marla's comfortable ergonomic desk chair. She opened her e-mail and found five messages from Marla already. She shook her head and smiled, saying to herself, "You've been busy this morning."

All five messages pertained to pending projects or situations Marla was involved in. She gave Lauren directions on what actions to take in each instance. And she expressed her gratitude for Lauren's willingness to pitch in.

Lauren acknowledged the e-mails and reassured Marla that everything was in good hands. She ended her message with, "I'm so sorry for your loss. Rest assured, I'm willing and able to do whatever you need. Don’t worry about the school -- I'll take care of everything. You just take care of your family. Love you. Lauren"

Lauren had hesitated about saying 'Love you' but thought, "What the heck. I do love Marla, so there."

Lauren debated about what to do next. Marla had already sent an e-mail to the faculty and staff about her brother Todd's death and explaining her absence and that Lauren would be in charge for the next few days. The important thing was to keep the school running smoothly. Lauren was a bit concerned about how Kate Ryan was going to manage. Lauren decided her first action would be to walk down the hall to Kate's kindergarten room and see how she was doing. She closed her laptop and started out of the office. Before she reached the door, Maggie Castle appeared in the doorway.

"Good morning, boss," Maggie teased, a grin on her face.

"Cut it out, Mags," Lauren teased in return. "You know I'm the farthest thing ever from being your boss. In fact, I don't think you've ever had a boss, have you?"

Maggie shook her head, then said, "Marla's for sure my boss but you'd never know it from the way she treats me. She acts like a Mama bear to me, and I love it."

Maggie came farther into the office and asked, "So how are things going with you? I know Marla must be glad to have you to fill in for her while she --" here Maggie paused, thought a moment, then continued. "While she takes care of things." Maggie sat in one of the two guest chairs facing Marla's desk.

Lauren laughed and said, "I've already gotten five e-mails from Marla this morning. So she's still taking care of everything."

"That's Marla for sure. Say, Lauren, there's something sensitive that I need to talk to you about." Maggie hesitated, then went to shut the office door. 

"What is it, Maggie?" Lauren asked, obvious concern showing in her voice.

"Well, I'm going to have to break some confidences but I think it's something you need to know." Maggie sighed, then continued. "It's about Kate -- Kate and Todd."

Lauren held up her hand as she said, "I know about Kate and Todd. Kate confided in me about their affair six months ago."

"I'm so glad you know," Maggie said, relief evident in her voice. "I'm really worried about Kate. According to the security system, she entered the school at about 5 a.m. this morning. When I got in, I went to her classroom and found her curled up in a ball, sobbing her eyes out. I talked to her for awhile and told her she had to pull herself together. I think I got through to her because she went into the restroom and fixed her make-up and hair. I saw her again a few minutes ago in her room with her kindergarten class, and it looked like she was handling things but I'm not sure. I'm afraid she's going to do something dreadful."

"Like what?" Lauren asked.

"I don’t know," Maggie said. "Maybe suicide, something."

"Oh, Maggie, do you really think so?" Lauren asked.

"I just know she's in bad shape. She's managing to put on a good show right now. But when I saw her earlier this morning, she was an absolute mess," Maggie said.

Lauren thought for a moment, then said. "Okay, here's what I'm going to do. I'll call and get a substitute for Kate's class. Then as soon as the substitute gets here, I'll call Kate out of her class and tell her she needs to take some time off, to go home and take care of herself. Would you be able to take her home and stay with her for awhile till I can get one of her family to come stay with her?"

"Yes, of course," Maggie said. "Her mother and her sister live here in Rivermont. I'm sure one or both of them would be able to come stay with her. Lauren, thank you for understanding. I was just so worried about her, and I didn't know what to do."

"You know how much I care about Kate. I'd be willing to do anything for her. I'm just sorry that she used such bad judgment getting involved with a married man and with Todd of all people," Lauren said. 

"I know," Maggie said. "I was horrified when she told me she was in love with Jenna's husband. I tried my best to get her to end it but she wouldn't pay any attention. I was afraid things would end badly, and it certainly looks like they did."

"I was afraid of the same thing. At least Jenna doesn’t know anything about the affair. We need to make sure that continues. I think we need to keep Kate away from Jenna, and that means keeping her from attending the funeral," Lauren said.

"Do you think you can do that?" Maggie asked, doubt in her voice.

"Probably not me but Marla certainly could ask her to stay away, and Kate would most likely go along with that request," Lauren said.

Maggie stared at Lauren and asked, "Surely Marla doesn't know about the affair?"

"I don’t know whether Marla knows or not," Lauren said. "What I do know is that Marla is the brightest, most on-top-of-things person I know. So it's very possible Marla is aware of the affair. But if she isn't, I could certainly justify telling her. What I'll do is talk with Kate and ask her to stay away from school and the funeral for a week or two for Jenna's and Puppy's sake. I think that will be enough to convince her it's best for her to stay away. If not, I'll go to Marla."

"You play hard ball, ma'am," Maggie said.

"It's not something I want to do," Lauren said. "But I intend to see that Jenna and Puppy are protected."

Maggie stood up. "Well, it's back to work for me. I'll go get things in place for me to be out of pocket for a few hours. Let me know when you want me to go with you to talk to Kate."

An hour later, the substitute kindergarten teacher was in place, and Kate and Maggie were on their way to Kate's apartment. Kate had resisted at first, when Lauren asked her to take off a few days. But then she'd broken down and had agreed, saying Lauren was right, and that she'd be better off away from the school and not attending the funeral. Maggie had promised to call Lauren when she had Kate settled at home. Lauren had called Kate's mother and asked if either she or Kate's sisters could come take care of Kate for awhile. Lauren hadn't revealed anything about why she was asking, leaving that up to Kate's discretion. Kate's mother had said they'd both be at Kate's apartment sometime that afternoon and that they'd take care of Kate.

When Maggie called to report in, Lauren told her about the imminent arrival of Kate's mother and sister, then said, "Thank you so much for handling this. I appreciate it."

"Glad to help, boss," Maggie replied.

Lauren laughed as she said, "I don't suppose there's any way to stop you from calling me boss?"

"Not a chance, boss," Maggie teased as she ended the phone call.

Chapter 6

Marla Andrews Pastore

FRIDAY MORNING

Marla arrived at her grandmother's carriage house home a few minutes before noon on Friday morning. She and Dan hadn't gotten to bed until after 2 a.m. Dan had gotten up at his usual 6 a.m. but when they'd climbed into bed in the wee hours, he had insisted that Marla sleep in. 

"You have to be the strong one for the family, for your grandmother. Everyone is going to lean on you, as usual, so you need as much sleep as you can get.," Dan had said.

Marla had finally crawled out of bed a little after 9 o'clock, feeling groggy and battered. She'd loved her baby brother dearly and couldn't bear the thought of not ever seeing his smiling face again. Despite his marriage problems and his ongoing addiction problems, Todd had been a bright spot in all their lives. Growing up, he'd been the one to organize their adventures, with Taylor and Marla gladly following wherever Todd led. At times Marla suspected that Todd was their parents' favorite, and she was sure he was the apple of Amelie's eye, no matter how much their grandmother tried to keep her true preference for Todd hidden.

Marla's first action, after brewing a pot of coffee and eating a piece of toast, had been to call George Rennquist. George was a long-time member of the Andrews Academy board of trustees and the owner of the most prominent funeral home in Rivermont.

When George answered the phone, his first words were ones of condolence. Marla knew she shouldn't be at all surprised to learn that George already knew about Todd's passing. George always knew everything, and much of the time, he knew it before anyone else.

"I'm so sorry to hear about Todd. You and Amelie and Taylor have my deepest sympathies," Walter said, his voice soft and consoling.

"Thank you, George. You're a dear fried and always have been," Marla said. "So of course, you know why I'm calling. I'd like Rennquist to handle Todd's" -- Marla's voice broke, and she hesitated for a moment before gathering her composure and continuing. " I'd like Rennquist to handle Todd's arrangements."

"Of course, my dear. It would be our privilege. Just tell me what you need me to do," George said. Marla arranged for George to come to Amelie's home at 1 p.m. After they hung up, Marla called her grandmother and told her that George Rennquist would be joining them at 1.

"Thank you for arranging that, darling," Amelie said.

"I'll be there at noon, if that's all right?" Marla asked.

"Of course. I'll have something for lunch. Have you talked to Taylor today?" Amelie asked.

"No, not yet. He's my next call. I'll have him join us," Marla said.

"What about --," Amelie hesitated and Marla filled in the blank.

"Vanessa? I'm sure she'll accompany Taylor, and we'll just have to go with it." 

Marla ended the call, then sat thinking for a moment before calling her brother Taylor. She'd seen him briefly the night before. He'd come to Amelie's house while she and Dan were still there, bringing Todd's effects with him. Taylor had been his usual stoic, straight-faced self. He'd handed Marla the plastic bag containing Todd's wallet, car keys and a handkerchief. The handkerchief had been the thing that brought tears to Marla's eyes. From childhood, their mother had insisted that both boys always carry a clean, white handkerchief with them, no matter how much Taylor and Todd protested. 

Marla had clutched the bag to her chest as Dan wrapped her in his arms.

Taylor had told them he'd be back the next day to help with the plans, then had bid them a brisk good-bye. Almost as an afterthought, he'd gone over to where Amelie was sitting on one of the couches in her living room and had kissed his grandmother on her forehead. "See you tomorrow, Gram," he'd said and left.

Now, Marla called Taylor and waited through four rings to get his voice mail. She left a message, saying that George Rennquist was joining them at "Gram, 's at 1 o'clock. She told him she was going to Gram's at noon for lunch and that he was welcome to join them. She deliberately didn't mention his wife Vanessa and deliberately didn't include Vanessa in the invitation.

She showered and stood pensively in her closet trying to decide what to wear. She finally settled on a casual black dress but accessorized it with a red leather belt in tribute to Todd's happy-go-lucky approach to life.

She did her hair and make-up and was ready to leave the house at 10:30 a.m. She had an hour and a half before she was due at her grandmother's. Gritting her teeth, she decided to do the hardest thing first. She went into her home office and looked through the bag of Todd's effects. She took out the handkerchief and tucked it into her pocket, intending to put it into her handbag. Then she pulled out his key ring and put that in the pocket with the handbag. She dreaded what she was about to do. But somebody had to do it. And she couldn't see Taylor being willing to do it. He'd probably delegate it to his executive assistant or somebody like that and Marla wouldn't let that happen. 

In the entry hall, she picked up her handbag from the catch-all table and put the key ring and handkerchief inside. She pulled a bright red wool winter coat from the hall closet and headed to the kitchen and to the door leading to the garage. She opened the garage door, then got into her red sports car, a Corvette convertible. The car was now a couple of years old and was the only indulgence Marla allowed herself. Dan had teased her into buying the car, saying he'd always wanted to sleep with a beautiful woman who drove a red Corvette convertible.

CHAPTER 7

DAN PASTORE AND PAT SOLOMON

FRIDAY MORNING

Dan Pastore hung up the phone and looked across his desk to where his partner sat in the desk opposite his. 

"That was the medical examiner," he said. 

Pat looked up from his laptop and said, "And?"

"He's ready to release Todd's body," Dan said.

"Already?" Pat said.

"Yeah, evidently he was there all night. The final tox report won't be ready for awhile but the preliminary tox screen shows an overdose of cocaine and heroin," Dan said.

"So his initial cause of death is verified?" Pat said.

"Yeah," Dan said.

The two detectives sat in silence for a few moments. Then Pat sighed and said, "Dan, I'm so sorry about your brother-in-law. Especially since you and Marla were so sure that this time the rehab had worked."

"I know," Dan said. "At first, I had my doubts, cynic that I am. But Marla was convinced that having Jenna and Puppy back with him would be a sufficient incentive for Todd to stick to the program. But obviously not." Just then, Dan's landline rang, and he saw that the call was from the medical examiner's office. "That's the medical examiner again," he told Pat. "I wonder why he's calling back."

"Detective Pastore," Dan said into the receiver.

Pat watched as Dan listened to whoever was on the other end of the line, probably the medical examiner again, he thought. 

Dan made a few noncommittal remarks into the phone, then said, "Let me see what I can find out, and I'll get back to you." He hung up the phone and stood, then walked over to the guest chair by Pat's desk and sat down.

"What's up? Pat asked.

"That was the medical examiner again. It seems that he didn't mention a few anomalies he found during the autopsy, and he wanted to get my take on what he found," Dan said.

"Anomalies? What anomalies?" Pat asked.

"Well, for starters, there were several unexplained bruises on Todd's back," Dan said.

"Bruises? I wonder what caused those," Pat said.

"Exactly what the medical examiner said," Dan told him.

"You said anomalies, plural. What else?" Pat asked.

"The medical examiner said there were hesitation marks at the injection site, several of them, in fact. Not something you usually find from an experienced drug addict," Dan said.

Pat thought for a few moments, then said, "That sounds like he's reaching. But for what?"

"The bottom line of that phone call from the medical examiner was that he's not so sure he's going to rule Todd's death as an accidental overdose. He's thinking along the lines of suicide or homicide," Dan said, shaking his head as he spoke the last word.

"You've got to be kidding!" Pat said. "At least about the homicide part. I guess I could see Todd taking his own life but somebody killing him? Never, not in a million years. Todd was probably the most-liked guy in Rivermont, despite his drug struggles. Everybody loved Todd. And he loved everybody. There's no way anybody killed him."

"Come on, Pat. We have to give some credence to what the medical examiner is saying. The guy has 30 years of experience in determining cause of death. And if he decides it's homicide, that means we have to investigate Todd's death as a homicide," Dan said, then added, "Marla is at her grandmother's to plan Todd's funeral so I'm going to text her that the medical examiner is releasing the body but I'm not going to say anything about his conjectures as to cause of death. Then I'm going to join her there. What are you planning to do next?"

Pat looked at his partner, then said, "I'll go talk to the medical examiner and go through his findings with him."

"Thanks, buddy. I appreciate it," Dan said. "Give me a call when you're done, and let me know what you think."

"Will do," Pat agreed.

Dan grabbed his laptop, gun and badge and headed out of the squad room, first stopping to sign out at the bulletin board by the door.

Pat picked up the land line and called the medical examiner's office . To his surprise, the medical examiner himself answered the phone, rather than his assistant. "Hey, Doc," Pat said. "This is Detective Solomon. Do you have a few minutes to spare to talk to me about Todd Andrews' death?"

The medical examiner said yes, and told Pat to come on over and hung up. 

Pat sat there holding a dead receiver. This had happened to him several times before, and Dan had told him it happened to him all the time. Evidently, the medical examiner never said good-bye to end a phone call. He just hung up, obviously having no time for the niceties of phone conversations. Pat picked up his laptop, gun and badge and left the squad room, signing out at the bulletin board on his way out.

Dan sat in the parking lot with the engine of the SUV running and the heater on against the frigid weather outside. He tapped in a text message to Marla, telling her that the medical examiner was releasing Todd's body. Message completed, he pressed Send and listened to whooshing sound of the text being sent. He took off the reading glasses he'd started wearing to read what he insisted was the infinitesimally small type on his iPhone and watched as Pat Solomon hustled across the parking lot to where he'd parked his shiny new Camaro. Ever since buying the sleek black vehicle, Pat had started parking on the far edge of the lot, far away from other cars. Dan grinned as he thought how he could trick his partner into thinking something had happened to his precious baby. Then Dan shook his head at his childishness. Pat was a good guy and didn't deserve to have his partner playing practical jokes on him.

Dan's phone dinged, indicating the receipt of a text message. He put the reading glasses back on and read the message from Marla: "I'm at Todd's but leaving soon. Are you coming to Gram's?"

Dan tapped in a quick "On my way." He took off the reading glasses, and sat thinking about Marla being at Todd's. He didn't like that one but decided to deal with it later. He put the SUV in gear and pulled out of the police department lot. 

Chapter 8

MARLA ANDREWS PASTORE

AROUND NOON FRIDAY

Todd's home was on the other side of Rivermont, in an upscale community similar to the one Marla and Dan lived in. The house sprawled on three or so acres and came complete with an Olympic-sized swimming pool and a tennis court. Todd had inherited the house from an uncle on his dad's side of the family who'd always favored Todd to the exclusion of his brother and sister. Surprisingly enough, Taylor and Marla hadn't really minded about the favoritism shown by their uncle to Todd. There was enough family money to satisfy everyone.

Marla pulled into Todd's driveway, put the car into park and turned off the engine. Then, she sat there, just staring at Todd's home. It was a truly elegant house and Todd had had it maintained in pristine condition. Marla knew he must have hired people to keep it up because Todd had been anything but handy. 

No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn't bring herself to get out of the car. She knew she had to but her body wouldn't move. She had loved Todd, still loved Todd, no matter what. He had been just a year younger than she but she'd always thought of him as her baby brother. Taylor was five years older than Marla and six years older than Todd. Those years had been enough to isolate Taylor from his younger sister and brother. Marla and Todd had banded together into a twosome and although not intentional in anyway, the twosome had separated itself from Taylor.

Taylor's unyielding personality had further extended the separation of him from Marla and Todd. Taylor had a rigid, unbending approach to life. He believed he was always right, that he always knew what was best. For whatever reason, their parents had accepted Taylor as the so-called "chosen one." He was praised and rewarded and bragged about. 

Not that Walter and Wanda Andrews had ignored Marla and Todd -- quite the contrary. They lavished attention and love and mounds of gifts on all three children. But Taylor was recognized as their golden boy, the one who would one day take the family business to even greater heights. 

Marla bent her head and leaned it on the steering wheel of the Corvette. She had to get out of this car, she told herself but still she didn't move. She jumped when she heard a tapping on the driver's window. She sat up and looked out the window to see Jenna standing there beside the car. Marla quickly opened the car door and got out. She stretched out her arms and embraced Jenna, and both women began to cry.

After a few moments of struggling to regain their composure, they both spoke at the same time, in similar words. 

"What are you doing here?" Jenna asked.

"Why are you here?" Marla asked.

Marla answered first. "I'm here on a horrible but necessary errand." As she continued, she stumbled over her words. "I'm here to get clothes for Todd -- for him to -- for the funeral."

Jenna reached out a hand to Marla and murmured, "Great minds and all that. I'm here for the same reason."

"The only problem," Marla said, "was that I couldn’t make myself get out of the car. At least not until you showed up. Maybe we could do this horrible thing together."

They walked up to the front door, and Marla opened it with the key on Todd's key ring. Jenna turned away at the sight of the key ring with its smiley face emoji dangling from the ring, a birthday present to Todd from Puppy. 

Inside the house, Marla checked the alarm by the front door and saw that fortunately it wasn't armed. She didn't know what she would have done if the alarm had been set. Probably let it clang until the police arrived, and she explained what she was doing there. Marla looked at Jenna and asked, "Would you have known the code for the alarm if it had been set?"

Jenna nodded and said, "Yes, I was the one who originally set the code and Todd--" her voice broke on his name. She took a breath and continued, "Todd never changed the code, even after the divorce was final."

Jenna led the way down the hall to the master bedroom. The house was amazingly clean and tidy, considering what had happened here last night. Marla said as much, and Jenna said, "I'm pretty sure Taylor called Todd's cleaning service first thing this morning and asked them to come clean things up. I saw him for a moment last night at Amelie's, and he asked me who the cleaning service was."

Marla considered this, wondering why her brother had bothered. Then she shook it off with the thought of who knows why Taylor does any of the things he does. She watched as Jenna pulled a charcoal gray suit and a crisp white shirt from one of the two walk-in closets in the master bedroom, along with a belt, a tie and a pair of shiny wingtips. She got underwear and socks from one of the bureau drawers. As she watched, she thought how grateful she was that Jenna was here doing what she Marla had intended to do. It would have taken Marla much longer because she didn’t know where anything was, and she wouldn't have known the most appropriate clothes to select.

Jenna pulled a small duffel off the closet shelf and put some of her selections inside. Then she disappeared inside the closet and emerged with a leather garment bag. She slipped the suit and shirt inside and zipped it up. Next, she moved to the men's jewelry case on the top of the bureau and took out a gold watch, which she put into a side pocket on the duffel. She looked around the room, thought for a moment, then opened the top bureau drawer and pulled out a folded white handkerchief. She paused a moment, holding it in her hand, then put it in the duffel. At the sight of the handkerchief, Marla felt the sting of tears in her eyes. The two women looked at one another, seeing tears in each other's eyes. Without a word, they left the bedroom. Before walking out the front door, Jenna set the alarm, saying to Marla, "Just to be on the safe side. By the way, for future reference, the code is Puppy's birthday."

When Marla arrived at Amelie's house, she saw Taylor's SUV parked in front. She pulled into the driveway and sat in the car for a minute, considering what to do about Todd's funeral clothes. Finally she decided to leave them in her car and walk out with George when he left and give them to him. She wanted to spare her grandmother as much as she could.

She went around the side of the house and through the kitchen door. Low murmurs were coming from the direction of the living room, and Marla headed that way. Before she reached the living room door, she felt the vibration of a text on her phone. She pulled the phone from her pocket and read the text. It was from Dan and said, "Almost at Amelie's. Are you there yet?" Marla tapped in a quick, "Yes. See you soon" and walked into the living room. 

A fire burned in the stone fireplace, and three people sat in the sofa and chair grouping in front of the blaze, Amelie, Taylor and his wife Vanessa. Amelie sat in an overstuffed wingback chair. Across from her on one of the couches sat her grandson Taylor and his wife Vanessa. When Marla entered the room, Taylor stood and walked over to meet her. He gave her a stiff embrace, then went back to the couch. Vanessa nodded at Marla and said hello but didn't get up. 

Marla leaned over and kissed her grandmother on the cheek, saying, "Hi, Gram." Then she took a chair next to Amelie and looked at the coffee table located between the chairs and the couch. Plates of sandwiches were on one side. On the other side were cups of fruit salad. In the middle were brownies and cookies. 

Marla turned to her grandmother and said, "Someone's been busy."

"Not me, dear," Amelie said. "It's all Libby." Amelie was referring to her housekeeper, companion and dear friend Libby Carver.

For the next half hour, the four family members ate a little of the spread before them. But no one seemed to have any appetite. Libby came into the room carrying a large, empty tray and greeted Marla, Taylor and Vanessa. Marla helped Libby put the sandwiches and fruit onto the tray and said, "You can leave the brownies and cookies, Libby. Mr. Rennquist is on his way, and we might be able to interest him in some of your goodies."

Libby nodded and said, "I'll be right back with the coffee tray."

Marla followed behind her as Libby left the room, saying, "I'll give you a hand."

In the kitchen, Marla helped Libby put cups, sugar and creamer on another tray, then turned to the woman and asked, "How is Gram doing?"

"Not well, Miss Marla," Libby answered. "She hardly slept at all last night and hasn't eaten a bite since dinner yesterday, before --" Libby paused, then continued, "before all this happened."

"Thank you for taking such good care of her, Libby," Marla said. "I don't know what she'd do without you."

"It's my pleasure, I'm sure. Amelie Andrews is the best person I've ever known. I would do anything for her," Libby answered in a rough voice. 

"I'm right there with you ," Marla said, walking over to give Libby a hug. She and Libby walked back into the living room, and Libby began arranging the coffee and cups on the coffee table. Marla saw that Taylor was standing by the fireplace, and Marla went to stand beside him.

Taylor leaned down and said in a low voice, "I've taken care of the publicity issue."

Marla looked at her older brother in puzzlement and said, "Publicity?"

Taylor said, "Yes, I had a conversation with Jeremy Connors.

"Jeremy Connors? The publisher of the Rivermont Times?" Marla asked.

"Yes," Taylor answered.

"Why did you have a conversation with Jeremy?" Marla asked.

"Well, Jeremy said he was more than happy to keep it under the radar," Taylor said.

"Taylor, what are you talking about. You're not making any sense," Marla said, irritation clear in her tone.

"Oh, for heaven's sake, Marla. I called Jeremy and asked him to keep Todd's overdose out of the newspaper," Taylor answered.

"You did what?" Marla demanded.

"Our family doesn't need any bad publicity, especially now," Taylor said. 

Marla thought for a moment, trying to figure out what Taylor meant. Then she realized was he was referring to. Taylor was in the process of trying to acquire one of Rivermont's other top development firms. The firm was headed by an ultra conservative elder of a local mega church. Marla made the connection and knew that news of Todd's overdose might be enough to put the kibosh on the acquisition Taylor was trying so hard to make.

Marla shook her head and said, "Taylor, I absolutely do not agree with what you did." She paused, then added, "I understand why you did it but I'm sorry you felt you had to ask for special treatment." Again she paused, then asked, "Does Gram know? Did you tell her?"

Taylor lowered his head and nodded. "Yes, I told her before you got here. She reacted the same way you did. Then she told me an interesting story about our parents' deaths."

"What story?" Marla asked.

"It seems that Grandpa did the same thing I did. He asked the publisher of the Times to leave out part of the news article about the automobile crash that took their lives." Taylor said.

"What part?" Marla asked

"The part about alcohol being a contributing factor in the crash. Mom and Dad had been partying at the country club that night, and evidently Dad over-imbibed. But that part never made it into the newspaper, thanks to Grandpa's influence." Taylor turned away from Marla and went to pour himself a cup of coffee.

Marla stood by the fireplace for a few moments, then sat down in the chair next to her grandmother. She reached out and took Amelie's hand and asked, "Did you hear any of the conversation I just had with Taylor?"

Amelie nodded and said, "Every word. Loud and clear. I have excellent hearing, you know, my dear, even at 85."

"Well?" Marla said.

"My dear girl, that's all in the past. What does it matter?" Amelie smiled at her granddaughter but there was sadness in her eyes.

"Then it's true, Gram?" Marla said, kneeling beside her grandmother and laying her head in Amelie's lap.

"It's true. All of it. I had hoped you'd never learn the truth. Jeremy Connors told Taylor about it several years ago, after a rather alcoholic game of golf between the two of them. Taylor came to me for confirmation, and I couldn't lie to him." Amelie sighed, then continued. "Your parents had been to a New Year's Eve party at the country club. Evidently, your father didn't realize he'd had too much to drink to be driving. The weather outside was frightful, ice and snow, with the temperatures in the low teens. The police assumed that they hit a patch of black ice, went off the road, straight into a huge tree. They both died on impact."

Marla lifted her head, and saw that tears were trickling down her grandmother's face. She patted Amelie's hand and said, "I'm so sorry, Gram. You don't have to say anymore."

"No, we've gone this far so I want you to know everything. Your grandfather was a proud man, and he loved Walter so much, too much I sometimes thought. Anyway, Richard couldn't bear to have his son's name besmirched. So he went to Jeremy and asked him not to print anything about Walter having too much to drink. And Jeremy, good friend that he is, agreed to keep it out of the paper. So that's the background behind Taylor going to Jeremy about keeping the cause of Todd's death out of the paper." Amelie paused and looked at her grandson, sitting across from her. "I didn't know he was going to do that. I don't know what I would have said if he had asked me about it." Again, she paused, then continued. "I suppose I like the idea of Puppy not knowing what caused her father's death. But I'm afraid that somehow, someday, she'll find out the truth. And then she may very well resent all of us for keeping it from her."

Marla stayed there next to her grandmother for a few minutes more, then stood and walked over to where Taylor was sitting. She looked down at him and asked,  "Does Jenna know what you did?"

Taylor shook his head no but before he or Marla could say anything, the doorbell rang. Moments later, Libby appeared in the doorway, followed by George Rennquist. George went to where Amelie was sitting and reached down to take her hand. She stood, and he wrapped his arms around her, saying, "My dear, I'm so very sorry for your loss." 

He turned to where Marla stood and gave her a hug also, saying how sorry he was. Then he walked over to where Taylor and Vanessa were seated on the couch and extended his hand to each of them in turn, expressing his condolences.

"Thank you for coming, George," Amelie said.

"Of course, my dear. Anything for you," George answered.

Marla spoke up, saying, "Let me pour you some coffee, George."

"That would be delightful, Marla." Then he smiled at her and said, "And perhaps one of those brownies? I assume they're Libby's?"

"Your assumption would be correct," Marla said, pouring coffee and placing a brownie on a small china plate.

For the next few minutes, the four made small talk about the weather and the upcoming Rivermont mayor's election. 

Then George opened his briefcase and began to deal with the reason for his visit. He shared with the family his tentative suggestions for the funeral and burial. Marla tried to concentrate on what George was saying and the comments of her grandmother and brother but her mind kept wandering. She knew she was avoiding the hard facts of Todd's death but she didn't seem to be able to focus. She wished Dan would get here. Perhaps his presence could keep her on track. She stood and said a quiet "Excuse me, and headed to the kitchen.

There, to her surprise, she saw Dan seated at the kitchen table, with a cup of coffee and a brownie in front of him, talking to Libby who was seated across from him, also with coffee and a brownie. When Dan saw Marla in the kitchen doorway, he stood and walked over to her. He reached out and enveloped her in a hug and said, "How are you doing?"

"Hanging in there, I guess. Well, not so much. George and Amelie, and Taylor  are talking about funeral arrangements, and my mind keeps tuning in and out. I'm hoping you being here will help me focus."

Dan shook his head, then smiled at his wife. "Don't count on it. My mind  has been doing its own wandering. Did you tell Mr. Rennquist that the medical examiner is releasing Todd's --" here Dan hesitated the rephrased his words. "The medical examiner is releasing Todd in the next day or so." Marla figured he couldn't bear to say the word body, just as she couldn't bear to listen to funeral details.

Dan turned to Libby and said, "Thanks for the coffee and brownie."

Libby nodded and watched as Dan and Marla walked out of the kitchen and down the wide hallway to the living room.

When they entered the room, Marla led Dan over to where George Rennquist was sitting. "George," she said. "I don't believe you've met my husband, Dan Pastore."

George stood and extended his hand to Dan. The two men shook hands, and George said, "It's good to finally meeting you, Detective Pastore.”

"Good to meet you, sir," Dan answered. 

Dan said hello to Taylor and Vanessa and walked over to where Amelie was sitting and kissed her on the cheek. "How's my best girl?" he asked.

Amelie smiled up at Dan and said, "Don’t let my granddaughter hear you say that," getting a chuckle out of Dan.

Dan and Marla sat on a love seat that was part of the grouping in front of the fireplace and listened as George once again began to discuss the arrangements. And once again, Marla felt her thoughts drifting away, far away from the talk of music and eulogies.

CHAPTER 9 

JENNA AND PUPPY ANDREWS

FRIDAY AFTERNOON

Jenna tapped on the kitchen door of Amelie's carriage house. A moment later, Libby appeared at the door, saying, "Come in, come in." She gave Jenna a hug, then said, "You don't have to knock on the door. This is your home as much as it's anyone's."

Jenna patted Libby's arm in response, and asked, "How's my Puppy doing?"

Libby paused a moment, then decided the truth was the best way to go. "Not well, I'm afraid. She fell asleep before lunch and woke up sobbing from a nightmare. I finally got her calmed down a bit, and she's watching one of those cartoon shows on my television." 

"I think I'm going to have one of my colleagues talk to Puppy, to get her through this. That might help," Jenna said. 

"That sounds like a good idea," Libby agreed. "I think she needs something like that."

Libby led Jenna into the sitting room off the kitchen that was one of the rooms Libby lived in at Amelie's. She also had a connecting bedroom and a private bathroom.

"Mommy!" Puppy cried when Jenna walked into the room. The little jumped up from the couch and ran into her mother's arms. Jenna hugged her daughter tight, then led her back to the couch. The sat down together, and Libby left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

"How are you, pumpkin?" Jenna asked. Puppy began to cry, and Jenna hugged her daughter and said, "There, there, sweetie. Everything is going to be all right."

"Really, Mommy? Daddy's okay? He's coming back?"

Jenna shuddered at her daughter's words, concerned that Puppy had misunderstood her. "No, sweetie, Daddy's not coming back to us. I meant that I'm going to take good care of you and make things all right." Jenna paused, knowing that she was still saying the wrong thing but not knowing what the right thing would be. 

"When do I get to see Daddy again?" Puppy asked. She was holding on tightly to her favorite doll, an American Girl doll that Todd had gotten her for Christmas last year. Puppy had fallen in love with the doll, saying it looked like her. Both the doll and Puppy had curly black hair an bright blue eyes. The doll's official American Girl name was Serena but mostly Puppy referred to her beloved companion as "Little Me."

Jenna sighed as she tried to find the right words. "Puppy, do you remember how Mommy told you that Daddy has gone to heaven? He's with Grandpa Richard in heaven."

"Mommy, I don't want Daddy to be in heaven. I want him to be here with me and you and Little Me." Puppy's lower lip began to quiver and tears started sliding down her cheeks. Jenna pulled a tissue out of her jeans pocket and wiped away Puppy's tears. "There, there. Everything is going to be all right." As she said the words, Jenna could have kicked herself. There she went, saying the wrong thing again.

Jenna hugged Puppy and said she'd return in a moment, that she needed to make a phone call. She walked back into the kitchen and told Libby she was going to make a phone call, if that was all right with her.

"Of course, Miss Jenna," Libby said. "I'll go sit with Puppy while she watches TV." Libby left the kitchen, and Jenna sat down at the kitchen table. She scrolled through the contacts in her phone until she found the number she was looking for. Ted Danvers was a friend of hers from her university days. Like Jenna, Ted specialized in child psychology. She tapped icon by his name and waited as the phone rang once, twice, three times. She anticipated getting sent to his voice mail and was pleasantly surprised when Ted answered the phone.

"Jenna? Hi, how are you? It's been awhile," his voice boomed over the line.

"Hi, Ted. Is this a good time? Do you have a few moments to talk?" Jenna asked.

"I always have time for you," Ted said magnanimously. "What can I do for you?"

Jenna gave him the Cliff Notes version of her current situation, detailing Todd's overdose, Puppy finding her father's body, and Puppy's seeming nightmares.

"I was wondering if I could bring Puppy to see you. I think she's going to need more help than I can provide to get through this," Jenna said.

"Of course," Ted said. "Let me check my calendar."

Jenna could hear the rustling of papers in the background as she waited on the phone. Ted came back on the line and said, "Would tomorrow afternoon at four o'clock work for you and Puppy?"

"That would be perfect, Ted. I didn't expect that you would be able to accommodate us so quickly. I really appreciate it," Jenna said.

"Not a problem," Ted said. "I'm happy to help. I do have a suggestion but only if you're open to it."

"What's your suggestion?" Jenna asked.

"How about if I come to your home for the session? Your daughter has been through some serious trauma, and she would definitely be more comfortable in her own home rather than a stranger's office. Even though my office is a kid-friendly place," Ted said with a chuckle.

Jenna thought over Ted's suggestion, and said, "Ted, I think that's a really good idea. You're right, my baby has been severely traumatized, and anything I can do to mitigate that trauma would be such a blessing. I'll text you my address. And I can't thank you enough."

They ended the call, and Jenna could feel the sting of tears in her eyes. How wonderful of Ted to be able to see Puppy so quickly and to be willing to see her in her own home was an added advantage.

Jenna went back into Libby's sitting room and gave her a thumbs-up sign. "It's all set for tomorrow afternoon."

"That's great," Libby said. "I think this is an excellent idea."

"I totally agree," Jenna said.

CHAPTER 10

MARLA ANDREWS PASTORE

FRIDAY AFTERNOON

Marla walked into her grandmother's kitchen, expecting to see Libby. She was surprised to see Jenna and Libby sitting together at the kitchen table, drinking coffee.

Jenna stood when Marla came in the room. Marla walked over to Jenna and put her arms around her. 

"How are you?" Marla asked.

Jenna shook her head and tried to blink away the tears. Marla sat down at the table next to Libby and said to Jenna, "Please sit down with us."

Jenna sat and reached for the paper napkin next to her coffee cup. She dabbed at her eyes, then apologized. "Sorry for the waterworks. I can't seem to stop crying."

"I know," Marla said. I've been having the same problem.

"How are things going in there?" Libby asked.

"We're done. George left a few minutes ago," Marla said. She turned to Jenna and said, "Dan walked out with him and gave him the clothes in my car."

Jenna nodded in understanding and said, "Thanks."

Marla turned back to Libby and said, "Taylor and Vanessa just left. All the arrangements" here she paused, took a deep breath and continued, "Everything's arranged." Then she turned back to Jenna and asked, "How's Puppy doing?"

"Not well," said Jenna. "She keeps asking when her Daddy is coming back. She doesn't understand this at all."

Marla shook her head and said, "None of us understand it. How can Todd be gone? It just can't be true." She reached across the table to the napkin holder and took out one of the napkins, using it to blow her nose. 

For a few moments, the three women sat in silence. Then Jenna said, "Amelie has asked Puppy and I to stay here until after the funeral. In fact, she asked us to stay with her indefinitely. But I think we'll go back to our apartment after -- after the funeral. My mother is coming to town to stay for awhile so that will help distract Puppy, I think."

Marla smiled to herself but didn't comment. Jenna's mother Lila was quite a character. She was a former actress who had wild tales to tell of her days in Hollywood. Puppy loved hearing her grandmother's extravagant stories and wanted to be just like her when she grew up. Marla thought Lila would be the perfect diversion for Puppy and might be just the thing to help the little girl through this difficult time.

Jenna turned to Marla and said, "I just made an appointment for Puppy with one of my colleagues, Ted Danvers. I'm hoping he'll be able to help her. You would think that me being a child counselor would be just the thing but I don't think that's the case with my own child.'

"I know Ted," Marla said. "He has an excellent reputation and a delightful personality. I think this is a really good idea."

"So do I," Libby chimed in.

Just then, Amelie came into the kitchen and put a look of feigned surprise on her face. "You're having a party without me?" 

The three women laughed and Libby pointed to the chair next to her and said, "Join us, please."

The women heard a noise across the room and saw Puppy coming out of the sitting room, clutching her Little Me doll. Amelie walked over to her great granddaughter and leaned down to give her a hug. "Come join the party, Puppy. I think there are some of Libby's best brownies calling your name."

CHAPTER 11

MARLA ANDREWS PASTORE

WEDNESDAY 

The next few days passed in a blur for Marla. She and Taylor met with George Rennquist several times at the funeral home -- to select a casket, to plan the service, and to finalize the details of the arrangements. The loss of her baby brother was breaking her heart. She was just barely managing to get through helping to make his final arrangements. 

Todd would be buried in the family crypt next to his parents and grandfather Richard in the Rivermont Memorial cemetery, situated high on the bluffs overlooking the Mississippi. Marla could hardly bear to think of him lying in a casket in the crypt. 

The service would be a private one for family and a few close friends on the Wednesday following his death last Thursday. George had arranged for the service to take place in a small, intimate room at the funeral home. Several couches, love seats and overstuffed chairs were arranged in front of an oak podium. Marla had requested a closed casket, and Amelie and Taylor had agreed. 

Jenna told Marla she had arranged for Libby's sister Mabel to watch Puppy during the service. She asked Marla if it would be all right if she attended, and Marla said, of course she should attend. 

Jenna said she'd consulted Puppy's therapist Ted Danvers about whether to have Puppy say good-bye to her father in the morning before the service. He'd reluctantly recommended that Jenna and Puppy pay a brief visit to the funeral home to give Puppy a chance to see her father one last time.

Ted said, "If you don’t let Puppy see her father, I'm afraid she'll continue to think he's going to come back. If she sees him, she'll at least know it's final. She may never accept the finality but…" Ted had paused, shaking his head. He continued, "Jenna, there's no way to explain death to a small child. All you can do is tell the truth as best you can, and be there to support her with all the love you have in you. And I know you'll do that."

Marla, Amelie and Taylor had been at the funeral home when Puppy and Jenna arrived. Amelie had hugged her great granddaughter, saying, "I'm so proud of you, sweetheart. Your daddy would be proud of you, too. You know, he loved you very much and was so happy to have you as his daughter."

Puppy had held tightly to Jenna's hand. Marla had had George arrange for the lid of the casket to be opened for Puppy's visit. Jenna had lifted her daughter onto a step stool George had placed beside the casket. Jenna had brought along with her a little stuffed puppy that her father had given her for her birthday. She'd told Jenna she wanted to give it to her daddy so he wasn't so lonely. Those words had broken Jenna's heart again.

CHAPTER 12

LAUREN GERAGHTY

WEDNESDAY

Lauren sat at the far end of one of the couches in the small room at the funeral home. In the front of the room, a bank of flowers with an almost overwhelmingly sweet aroma surrounded Todd's casket. 

Lauren sat rigidly straight, with her hands clenched into fists, trying to hold herself together. She'd grown up with Todd and had considered him a brother. Her mother, Rose Geraghty, the Andrews' housekeeper, had been tasked with caring for the three orphaned Andrews children, along with her own daughter. The three youngest children, Todd, Marla and Lauren, had played together, fought with one another, loved each other, and as children will do, sometimes disliked one another. Taylor, five years older than Marla, six years older than Todd, and seven years older than Lauren, hadn't been part of their gang. He had friends his own age, and he shared their interests and activities.

The three were best friends and called themselves the three amigos. Lauren's mother had created an idyllic childhood for them, complete with a wide array of activities and adventures. Marla, as the oldest, had assumed leadership of their little group. She had been the one to decide what games they'd play, where they'd ask Rose to take them, what plays to put on, what books to read, and so on. Todd and Lauren had been willing followers, content to abide by Marla's decisions.

They'd been a close knit group until Marla had started high school. She developed new friends there, and Lauren and Todd were left to their own devices. Then Todd was the next to enter high school and find a whole new group of friends. Lauren was lonely without her two best friends and tried keep their friendship going. But Marla and Todd were caught up in high school happenings and didn't have much time for Lauren.

When Lauren finally joined Marla and Todd in high school, things began to improve for her. She made new friends but was also able to resurrect her friendship with Marla and Todd. The three had stayed close as they grew older. They went to different universities but reunited during the summer and on breaks from school. 

Lauren had gone to Mizzou for her undergraduate degree in English and her master's in library science. Marla had gone to Washington University for her undergraduate education degree and her master's in education administration. Her career goal was to join her grandmother at Andrews Academy. Todd had gone to Mizzou, haphazardly studying business but hadn't graduated. He'd partied hard and eventually dropped out. His grandmother had encouraged him to join his brother Taylor at the family's real estate development firm. Taylor had been reluctant to have his baby brother there but to his surprise, Todd had become a real asset to the firm. His easygoing personality and charm had been invaluable in attracting new clients. Taylor had put Todd in charge of new business development and was pleased with Todd's success.

Unfortunately, Todd had retained his hard partying ways from college. He'd added recreational drugs to his attachment to alcohol. Fortunately, he was able to restrain his bad habits when the business called for it. Taylor knew Todd was walking a thin line and was ready to remove him from the business if necessary.

Lauren had suspected Todd was into drugs but hadn't known for sure until his first overdose and subsequent rehab stint. Marla had confided Todd's problems to Lauren, and Lauren had been as supportive to Todd as he would let her be. When Jenna left him, taking Puppy away from him, Todd had leaned on Lauren and Marla. But he'd kept returning to his drug use, and Lauren had finally stepped away from her friend, unable to bear what he was doing to himself.

Maggie and Jake joined Lauren on the couch, greeting her in subdued voices. Maggie leaned over and hugged her friend, whispering, "Are you okay?"

Lauren shook her head and turned away, trying to keep the tears in her eyes from spilling down her cheeks. Maggie put her arms around Lauren and whispered, "We just dropped Abby off with Libby's sister at the carriage house. Hunter seemed to have taken charge."

At the mention of her son's name, Lauren managed a wispy smile and said, "That's my boy for you."

Libby's sister Mabel had offered to watch the children during the funeral service. So she was at the carriage house with Hunter, Lauren's son; Abby, Maggie's daughter; and Puppy, Jenna's and Todd's daughter. All three children were good friends and were in the same kindergarten class at Andrews Academy.

"Are you going to the cemetery?" Lauren asked Maggie. 

"Yes," Maggie said. "But Jake can't. He's on duty in a couple of hours." Jake was a Rivermont firefighter and had been for the past six years. After starting out in pre-med at college, he decided he wanted to be an EMT and dropped out of school. After passing his EMT training with the highest scores, he served in that capacity for two years. Then he enrolled in paramedic training and served as a paramedic for a couple of years. Finally, he'd decided he wanted to be a fireman and had enrolled in the fire academy a little over six years ago. Despite Maggie teasing him about his ever-changing career goals, she was incredibly proud of her husband and his desire to serve other people.

Lauren closed her eyes and bowed her head. She wasn't a churchgoer but she did believe in a higher power. She said a silent prayer and sent thoughts of love to Todd, wherever he might be. She didn't much believe in heaven or any kind of afterlife. It just didn't seem possible. She wanted it to be true but couldn't figure out how it would work. All her life, she'd depended on logic and practicality. She couldn't make the idea of heaven work in conjunction with sound reasoning.

She heard a door open and looked up to see Marla, Dan and Amelie walk into the room. Vanessa and Taylor followed a few steps behind the three of them. Vanessa's head was down and her eyes were covered with dark glasses. They sat on a long couch closest to Todd's casket, with Amelie in between Marla and Dan and Vanessa seated between Marla and Taylor. 

CHAPTER 13

AMELIE ANDREWS

WEDNESDAY

Amelie felt her granddaughter's arm around her, steadying both of them. Marla had been a rock through this whole ordeal. Amelie was grateful that Marla had taken charge and was handling everything. She wasn't surprised that Taylor had figuratively taken a step back during the whole process, leaving things to Marla. Taylor loved money and power and the family business and Amelie suspected that his wife Vanessa had the same loves. She'd long ago given up trying to understand her oldest grandson and his wife

Seated on the couch located closest to Todd's casket, Amelie turned and nodded at Lauren, Maggie and Jake seated on the couch behind her. The door opened and Libby walked in. She went over to where Amelie was sitting and leaned down to hug her. Then she went to sit on an overstuffed chair next to the couch where Amelie sat.

Amelie closed her eyes and listened to the faint sound of music in the background that sounded like "How Great Thou Art." She'd been to too many funerals in her life. Her beloved husband Richard, their son Walter and his wife Wanda, and their daughter Amanda who'd died of polio when she was only 18 months old. Many if not most of her friends were gone now. Thinking back, she wondered how many times she'd sat at funeral services. At least a hundred or more. 

She felt the sting of tears in her eyes and reached into her handbag for one of the white lace handkerchiefs she carried with her. Dabbing at her eyes, she slowly shook her head, thinking how hard this particular death was. She and Todd had had a fun-loving relationship. He called her his best girl, and she called him her baby boy. 

His drug use had broken her heart. She'd had several "Come-to-Jesus" talks with him over the past few years, knowing they would probably have no effect but needing to do it anyway. She'd thanked God when he'd successfully completed his first rehab. Then when he'd relapsed, she'd crumpled, sorrowful for her lost boy.

CHAPTER 14

THE FUNERAL

WEDNESDAY

The minister from Amelie's church was seated in a chair at the front of the room, to the right of the lectern. He held a Bible in one hand and sheaf of notes in the other. At a signal from George Rennquist who was standing by one of the doors, the minister rose and strode to the lectern.

He looked out on the room, at the small group who had come to say good-bye to Todd Andrews. He estimated that there were 20 people seated in front of him. It was a much smaller group of mourners than he would have expected. Todd Andrews belonged to one of the leading families in Rivermont, and the minister had anticipated hundreds of mourners. 

"Good morning, ladies and gentlemen," the minister said. "My name is Reverend Thomas Jackson. I'm the senior minister at Mrs. Andrews church. We're gathered here today to pay tribute to Mrs. Andrews' grandson, Todd Andrews."

Reverend Jackson read several Bible passages, prefacing them by saying that Amelie had chosen them for the service.

"We have three people who have asked to speak at the service: Taylor Andrews, Todd's brother; his sister Marla Andrews Pastore; and Maggie Castle, a friend of Todd's since childhood." Reverend Jackson nodded in Taylor's direction, then went back to his chair to the right of the lectern. 

Todd stood and made his way to the front of the room. Standing at the lectern, he too looked out at the group gathered in front of him. It had been Amelie's fervent wish to limit attendance at Todd's funeral to family and intimate friends. Taylor had attempted to change his grandmother's mind but had no luck. 

Taylor took a deep breath and said, "I loved my baby brother from the moment I first saw him, when my mother and father brought him home from the hospital. I told him he would be my best friend forever, and he was. We had our troubles, as do all brothers, but the love was there, full and deep and eternal."

Taylor told stories of their boyhood, with Taylor teaching his younger brother how to play baseball and soccer. "Actually, he ended up being a better ball player than I was," Taylor said, a small smile playing around his lips. 

"It turned out that Todd surprised us all with how he stepped up for our family business. He became our new business development person extraordinaire. His personality, his charm, if you will, brought new clients, new investments, beyond our expectations. The loss of Todd is a tragic loss for our family, and a tragic loss for our city." Taylor wiped his eyes with a handkerchief, looked out over the room once more, then sat down.

Marla stood and walked up to the lectern her brother had just left. 

As she passed Taylor, she reached out to him, and for a moment, brother and sister wrapped their arms around one another. Then Taylor went to sit down, and Marla continued up to the lectern. She gave a small smile to the group gathered in front of her, most of whom she loved, all of whom were mourning the loss of Todd. Grandmother had been right to want an intimate, family and friends only, service for Todd. It was exactly what he would have wanted. Leave it to Grandmother to know the right thing to do.

"Todd would have been so pleased to see you all here today," Marla began. "He loved you and would have been grateful that you came to say good-bye to him." She choked a bit on the word good-bye and could feel the tears welling up in her eyes. She had sworn to herself that she wouldn’t cry but that had been a useless oath. The tears trickled down her cheeks and she reached for a tissue from the box on the lectern and wiped them away.

"Todd had such a good heart, from the time he was a little boy. He couldn't bear to see anyone or anything in pain. He would never let anyone kill bugs -- he always insisted that we leave them alone or take them outside so they could be free. He loved animals, and Grandmother was always struggling to keep his pets to a manageable number. I do remember a time when we had three dogs and two cats, all of whom doted on Todd to the exclusion of every one else." Marla looked at her grandmother and saw that Amelie too was crying, but with a smile on her face. 

Marla told a story about Todd sneaking a puppy into his room and his machinations to keep it hidden from his grandmother. He'd enlisted her in his subterfuge, and for a few days they'd been able to keep this newest pet hidden away from their grandmother. But she'd discovered the puppy one day when it escaped from Todd's room. Amelie had told Todd she'd find a good home for the puppy. But Todd's despair had changed her mind and she'd agreed to keep the puppy, even though they already had what Amelie called a "full house and running over" with pets.

"Todd had his challenges and his troubles, just like all of us. We thought --" she paused, took a breath, then continued. "We thought he'd succeeded in meeting his challenges but we were wrong."

"My baby brother will live in our hearts forever. He was a loving man who gave more than he got. I'm so very grateful to have known him, to have loved him." The tears came in earnest then. Marla saw Dan standing and walking toward her. When he reached the lectern, he put his arm around her and walked with her back to their seats. 

As she walked back to her seat, Marla glanced at the decorative mirror hanging on the wall to the left of Todd's casket. For some reason, it caught her attention but she couldn't think why. Then Marla realized why the mirror had caught her attention. 

Once, a long time ago when she and Todd were teenagers, they had overheard -- actually they'd eavesdropped -- Grandmother Amelie telling a story to a friend visiting for tea about attending the funeral of another friend. It seems that the deceased had both a wife and a girlfriend. Obviously, the wife had the seat of honor in the front row of the gathering. But the funeral director had made available to the girlfriend a private viewing room that was disguised by a two-way mirror, similar to what police stations used.

Now, Marla stared intently at the mirror, wondering if it indeed was a two-way mirror and that someone was behind it, staring out at the funeral guests and the proceedings. If it was, she wondered who the mystery watcher might be. 

She'd heard rumors about Todd having a secret girlfriend but knew nothing concrete. She thought for a moment, wondering who she might ask. Then the obvious answer came to her. Lauren would know. Somehow Lauren knew everything, even the things she shouldn't know. Marla would ask Lauren after the service at the cemetery, back at Amelie's house. She'd get her aside somehow and see if she knew anything about Todd's supposed secret girlfriend. 

Putting her plans out of her mind for the time being, Marla watched as Maggie Castle walked up to the lectern and turned to face the group.

Maggie's hands were trembling as she fumbled with the papers she'd brought with her to the lectern, probably her notes for her words about Todd. She tried to smile at the group in front of her but didn't succeed. All she wanted to do was bury her face in her hands and cry.

"I've known Todd Andrews since we were five years old. We attended pre-school together, at Andrews Academy, of course," Maggie said, her voice ragged and barely audible. "We connected our first day in school. Probably because we were the only two in the class who weren't crying for their parents. Neither of us had parents. We both lived with our respective grandmothers. That fact bonded us together and that bond lasted for more than 34 years. Todd is the godfather of my five-year-old daughter Abby and a close friend of my husband Jake. Todd is as much a part of my family as anyone." Maggie shook her head and her words played back in her head. She didn't think she'd ever be able to refer to Todd in the past tense. To her, he was still alive, still her friend, never to be forgotten.

Maggie lowered her head as she said, "It's not an exaggeration to say that Todd saved my life. For whatever reason, I got off track when I was a teenager and then into my early twenties. Todd did too, but not as badly as I did. He tried to help me, tried to support me. He got me into rehab a couple of times, even paid for it, although no one knew that. He was the one who suggested that I think about joining the Army. He thought I needed that kind of discipline and focus. And as they say, the rest is history."

Maggie reached for a tissue from the box set prominently on the lectern. She wiped tears from her eyes and blew her nose, then continued. "Todd wrote to me every week the six years I was in the Army. He was the only person I heard from. My grandmother had died before I enlisted, and I lost touch with the few friends I had. But once a week at mail call, I would get a letter from Todd. I could always tell when he was using, because the letters were a bit illegible, a bit incoherent, but he still wrote. His letters were my lifeline. When I was discharged, Todd insisted I come back to Rivermont. He said he'd help me find a job. I'd been an MP -- that's military police -- in the Army, and Todd helped me get a job on the Rivermont police force. After I attended the police academy, I became a patrolman." A small smile crossed her lips, and she added, "patrol person, I guess."

"Two years ago, when the security position opened up at Andrews Academy, Todd recommended me for the job. I've always felt that he was my guardian angel, always looking out for me. And I tried to look out for him. But in the end, I failed at that."

Tears streaming down her face, Maggie left the lectern and returned to her seat. Jake wrapped his arms around his wife, and she buried her face in his shoulder.

CHAPTER 15

KATE RYAN

WEDNESDAY

Kate stood by the window of the private funeral room, watching as the mourners slowly filed out toward their cars in the parking lot. Reverend Jackson and George Rennquist had followed the mourners out to where cars were lining up for the processional. Finally, Maggie and Jake were the only ones left in the visiting room.

Kate's eyes were red from crying, and she clutched handfuls of tissues. She hoped the private room was soundproof because no matter how hard she'd tried to be quiet, her sobs had been loud. 

She wasn't going to the cemetery and planned to stay in this room until everyone had left the funeral home. She didn't want anyone to know she'd been here. Too many people already knew about Kate's affair with Todd. She definitely didn't want Marla Andrews or Amelie Andrews to find out. But the one person who must never know was Jenna Andrews. Kate never wanted Todd's ex-wife to know about her involvement with him.

She'd called in sick again that morning. She'd been out all week, since Todd's death, unable to face the smiling faces of her kindergartners, unable actually to face anyone.

Kate went into the tiny bathroom adjoining the private room and splashed cold water on her face. Then she put drops in her eyes to get the red out and reapplied her make-up. Finally, she decided she looked presentable enough to go out in public. 

She left the private room and took a circuitous route out to the parking lot, hoping to avoid seeing anyone who might have lingered after the funeral service.

She sat in her car for a few minutes, not knowing what to do or where to go. She'd never known how serious Todd's drug problem was. He'd laughed off his two stints in rehab, telling her it was more like a spa than a drug rehabilitation facility. She should have known better but she wanted so badly to believe him, to believe in him. He was an engaging charmer and she'd fallen desperately in love with him. She'd never known whether he loved her in return. She'd suspected that he didn't, that Jenna was his one true love. He never spoke of his ex-wife and neither did Kate, for fear of finding out something she didn't want to know.

She'd been a bit surprised to see Pat Solomon at the funeral service. Attendance was limited to family and the closest of friends so that meant he must have been closer to Todd than she knew. She thought about calling him to see what he was doing after the reception but discarded that idea as unnecessarily self-indulgent. She didn't think she'd ever felt so alone and isolated in her life. Maggie and Lauren would be at Amelie's for the reception after the cemetery service. There wasn't anyone else she wanted to call. For a moment, she considered calling her mom but knew that would only make her feel worse. Her mother was the original Debbie-Downer, full of negativism and criticism of Kate and her life.

She looked at her watch and saw that it was past 3 o'clock. On a whim, she decided to go by the academy and check things out. Her three-day absence was guilt-inducing, and she was feeling the urge to try to set things right. She'd go back in to work tomorrow. So maybe now she could go in and set up some special activity for the kindergartners to try to make up for her dereliction of duty.

Half an hour later, she unlocked her kindergarten classroom. She hadn't needed to use her master key on the front door of Andrews Academy. The cleaning crew was there and the front door was still unlocked. 

Two hours later, she left the building. The cleaning crew was gone, and she made sure the alarm was set and the door was locked behind her. She'd had an unexpectedly good time preparing an art activity for her class. Art was her passion, and she shared that passion with her students on a regular basis. Tomorrow the boys and girls would dig into tubs of paper mache and build dinosaurs. Next, they would paint them. Finally, they'd put on an art show featuring their creations.

As she drove home, she realized she'd stopped crying for hours. Maybe she'd be able to get through this after all.

CHAPTER 16

THE CEMETERY

WEDNESDAY

The funeral procession to the cemetery was an abbreviated one, just like attendance at the funeral had been. Amelie and Libby rode in the first limousine; Marla, Dan, Taylor and Vanessa followed in the second limousine. Lauren rode with Pat Solomon in his Jeep Cherokee; Maggie and Jake were next in their Subaru. Friends of Todd from work and from college followed. The weather had been cloudy since dawn, and now snow had started to fall. At first, snowflakes drifted lazily down, sticking here and there. Then as the procession approached the gates of the cemetery, the snow began to fall in earnest. Huge snowflakes tumbled from the sky, quickly covering the ground and decorating tree branches and evergreen bushes. 

The hearse led the way over the winding roads of the cemetery to the Andrews crypt. A white tent set up for the service was barely visible in the snowstorm. The wind had picked up and blew against the mourners as they got out of their cars and walked into the tent. Reverend Jackson made his interment remarks brief, and a half hour after arriving, the mourners were on their way out of the cemetery. All except for Maggie and Jake. She'd asked Jake if they could remain behind for a moment. She said she wanted to say one last good-bye to her friend. Jake asked if she wanted him to wait in the car but Maggie said she wanted him there with her. She stood there , head bowed , tears trickling down her cheeks, saying thank you and good-bye to Todd for the last time.

CHAPTER 17

THE CARRIAGE HOUSE

WEDNESDAY

Libby had come through beautifully, as always, Amelie thought. She had arranged for a caterer to provide an assortment of appetizers, punch and an open bar. The 20 or so guests were scattered throughout the living room and dining room. A fire blazed in  the stone fireplace, and scented candles were set here and there.

Amelie was seated in one of the two wing back chairs that flanked the fireplace. Marla was sitting next to her on a hassock and was holding her grandmother's cold hand in hers.

"Gram, let me get a sweater for you. Your hands are freezing," Marla said.

"I'm fine, dear," Amelie said. "You know that old saying, 'Cold hands, warm heart.' My heart is warm enough." 

Dan came over to where his wife and her grandmother were sitting with glasses of punch for them. "Here you go, ladies," he said.

Marla let go of Amelie's hand and gave one of the cups to her and kept the other one for herself. The two women thanked Dan, and he walked back to the serving area to get something for himself. Amelie and Marla sipped their punch as they looked around the room. A low murmur of voices filled the room. Gathered here were those who had held Todd Andrews close in their hearts. 

"I think Todd would have been pleased with the service and with the family and friends here," Amelie said.

"I think so, too," Marla said. "I'm sorry Jenna isn't here but I understand that she didn't feel she could be away from Puppy. Poor baby is devastated."

"I know," Amelie said. "Puppy has a long, sad road ahead of her." She paused a moment, then continued. "Just between you and me, I think Jenna is going to have a hard time also. I know she still loved Todd and was broken-hearted for him."

Marla nodded and reached out to squeeze her grandmother's hand. "We'll all be there for both of them. They're family, and we'll do whatever we can for them."

CHAPTER 18

LAUREN

WEDNESDAY

Lauren had been grateful when Pat Solomon asked if she wanted to ride with him to the cemetery. She'd been dreading that solitary drive, tormented by thoughts of her dear friend Todd. 

She and Pat were acquaintances but not really friends. A couple of times Marla had hinted about some matchmaking with Pat but Lauren had been cool to the idea. She hadn't had much luck with men and dating. Hunter's dad had been the poster boy for failed relationships. Before and after him, Lauren had dated sporadically but nothing had ever jelled for her. She wondered if her lack of a father figure while she was growing up had messed her up as far as men were concerned.

But she had Hunter. And she had a job she loved. And close friends. So who needed a man?

But the drive to the cemetery with Pat had been comforting. Pat shared with her a couple of stories about experiences he and Todd had had. She hadn't realized he knew Todd as well as he seemed to and she said as much to Pat. 

"I didn’t realize you knew Todd that well."

"I knew him by way of Dan, actually. Dan is a golfer," Pat said and then laughed. "You notice I didn't say he's a good golfer and that's because he isn't. And Dan would be the first one to admit that. I happen to be a really good golfer. So Dan came up with the original idea of having Todd join us. Somehow it made Dan feel better about his shortcomings as a golfer if Todd was there doing even worse than him. Our golf outings turned into laugh fests for us. And the 19th hole at the bar in the clubhouse was the best part of the day."

Lauren shook her head and laughed. "That sounds exactly like something Todd and Dan would do, exactly."

"Right," Pat agreed.

"I appreciate you asking me to ride along with you. I was dreading the ride to the cemetery alone," Lauren said.

"I wasn't looking forward to it myself. This whole thing -- " Pat stopped, at a loss for words.

"I know," Lauren said, nodding. "There just aren't any words."

After the brief ceremony at the cemetery, Pat offered Lauren a ride to the reception at Amelie's house. "When you're ready to leave Amelie's, I can drive you back to the funeral home."

"I don't want to inconvenience you like that," Lauren said.

"It wouldn't be an inconvenience," Pat said. "I'd like the company."

"I would, too," Lauren said.

At the reception, Lauren and Pat spent most of their time there talking with one another. Neither one of them ate much, neither having much of an appetite. They stayed close to Amelie, making sure she wasn't left alone. Pat assigned himself to fire duty, replenishing the logs as needed. Lauren brought Amelie one of the small sandwiches on the buffet and refilled her cup of punch.

Toward the end of the reception, Lauren noticed that Marla had been giving her and Pat the once-over and knew she'd have some explaining to do to her boss. In a way, she looked forward to that conversation. She was discovering that Marla had been right on target about the potential chemistry between Pat Solomon and her. She couldn’t ever remember ever feeling so at ease and comfortable around a man. 

As the guests began leaving, Lauren told Pat she was going upstairs to get her son Hunter. Libby's sister Mabel had been babysitting Hunter, Puppy and Abby during the funeral and the reception. Pat said he'd come with her and say hello to his niece Abby. 

Upstairs, Lauren found Hunter, Abby and Mabel in the den. The television was tuned to the local PBS station, and the children were seated on a couch in front of the TV, engrossed in an episode of a space exploration show called Ready Jet Go! Abby jumped up and ran over to hug Pat. "Uncle Pat!" she cried. Pat lifted Abby up and held her tightly for a few moments, then put her back on the couch and sat down beside her, his arm around her shoulder.

Mabel gathered Hunter's things together, and handed them to Lauren. Lauren put his coat on him, along with a wool cap and mittens. 

"Puppy's already gone?" Lauren asked Mabel.

Mabel nodded, saying, "Miss Jenna picked her up awhile back. The poor little thing isn't doing well. She sat there on the couch with Abby and Hunter but you could tell she wasn't paying attention to the TV program. I'll be keeping that little one in my prayers."

"I imagine we all will," Lauren said, and headed toward the door. Before following after Lauren, Pat kissed Abby on the top of her head and told her he'd see her soon. 

A reluctant Hunter followed his mother out of the room and down the stairs, complaining about missing the program, Pat trailing behind with a smile on his face. 

"Sweetie, not to worry. You can watch it on demand when we get home," Lauren said, draping her arm around Hunter as they descended the stairs. 

Pat unlocked the Jeep Cherokee, and got in the driver's seat. He started the engine and turned on the heater. Lauren buckled Hunter in the back seat, then got into the passenger seat. On the drive home, Lauren asked Pat to tell her about his childhood, growing up with his sister Maggie. Pat had hooted with laughter and said, "Are you sure you want to hear about Maggie's shenanigans? She was quite the character."

Lauren laughed in return to Pat's statement. "She's still capable of shenanigans, you know."

"Really?" Pat said. "I thought she'd shaped up."

"Not a chance," Lauren said. "At the Academy, we can count on Maggie coming up with off-the-wall ideas for parties and events. Her favorite holiday is Halloween, and her costumes are beyond belief. But you already know that, I'm sure.

"Yeah," Pat agreed. "One time when we were young, she insisted on going as a garbage truck. Our grandpa was the designated costume builder for that, and she was the coolest garbage truck you've ever seen."

Lauren turned around to see if Hunter was listening to their conversation and smiled when she saw that her six-year-old had fallen asleep.

"So much for our stimulating conversation," Lauren said. "We put Hunter to sleep."

When they reached the funeral home, Pat parked his Jeep next to Lauren's Honda. He left the engine running and the heater going. Snow had continued to fall intermittently throughout the day, and the streets were now snow-packed. They'd seen snow plows making their way up and down the highway, followed by the salt trucks.

Lauren turned to Pat and said, "Again, thank you for the ride and your charming company."

"It was my pleasure," Pat said. He paused a moment, then continued. "I was wondering if I could take you and Hunter to dinner sometime?"

Lauren looked surprised at his words and said, "Dinner? That would be --" she stopped, looking for a word. "That would be great. Of course, we might end up at Hunter's favorite place."

"And that would be?" Pat asked.

"What do you think? McDonald's!" Lauren laughed as she answered.

"I'll give you a call, and we'll set something up," Pat said.

"I'll give you my number," Lauren began but Pat interrupted with, "That won't be necessary. I already have your number."

"How do you have my number?" Lauren asked.

Pat's face reddened slightly as he jokingly answered, "Ma'am, I am a police detective, after all."

Lauren just looked at him, waiting for his real answer.

"Well, to be completely honest, Dan and Marla have been trying to get me to call you. Dan gave me your number and kept bugging me about asking you out. I guess I didn't think you'd be interested in dating a cop," Pat said.

Lauren shook her head and said, "I would be honored to date a cop. I have the utmost respect and admiration for law enforcement. You guys put your lives on the line for the rest of us day after day. Please be sure to call me. But be prepared for a hundred questions from Hunter about guns and jails and bad guys. He's always pestering Dan about police stuff whenever he sees him."

Pat offered to carry Hunter over to Lauren's car, and she gratefully accepted. "He's getting too heavy for me to carry, and he could use the nap. I'm sure he and the girls wore themselves out playing today."

The transfer of Hunter from Pat's Jeep to Lauren's car was quickly made. Pat used his snow brush to clear the snow off Lauren's windshield and rear window. She got into the driver's seat and rolled down the window to thank Pat again. "I do appreciate all you've done today. And I'm looking forward to dinner."

"So am I," Pat said. He gave a wave and started toward the Jeep then stopped and returned to Lauren's car. "By any chance, are you and Hunter free tomorrow evening? I should be off by 5. I could pick the two of you up at 6?" 

Lauren's lips twitched into a smile at the tone of wishful thinking in Pat's offer. She nodded said, "It so happens that Hunter and I are both available tomorrow evening. Let me give you my address."

Pat laughed as he said, "No need. I have your address." He patted the roof of the car and walked over to the Jeep. As Lauren watched him walk away, she thought, "This is going to be fun."

CHAPTER 19

TAYLOR

WEDNESDAY NIGHT

Taylor sat in a wing chair in front of the fire at the rambling home on the outskirts of Rivermont that he shared with Vanessa, his wife of 10 years. When they arrived home following the reception at his grandmother's house, Vanessa excused herself and went upstairs. As she ascended the stairs, she turned and said, "I'm exhausted. I'm going to bed."

Taylor watched her climb the stairs and disappear down the upstairs hall. All day, she'd worn dark glasses and still had them on, even though the sun hadn't appeared all day.

'What was that all about?' he wondered. He doubted that Vanessa had been crying for her brother-in-law. He was sure that she and Todd hadn't liked one another, although he thought both attempted to hide the animosity between them. Taylor didn't know why they were at each other's throats, so to speak. He'd tried to sound his brother out about it, but Todd had shrugged it off, saying, "It's just one of those things, bro."

Taylor hadn't broached the subject with Vanessa, following his usual path with his wife, of letting sleeping dogs lie.

Taylor sighed and got up to place another log on the fire. He picked up his glass on the table next to the wing chair and walked over to the drinks cart to pour himself another Scotch. Since Todd's overdose, he'd found himself overdoing the drinking, as if attempting to escape the reality that was overwhelming him. He had been thinking how he and Todd hadn't been close, partly because of their age difference but mostly because Taylor wasn't close to anyone. 

He shook his head as he headed back to the chair, thinking about the distance between Vanessa and himself. There were no overt disagreements between them, just a cold and impassable distance. They worked together on a daily basis in the family business and worked well together. But the marriage had never been a warm or loving one, just as he and Vanessa were not warm and loving people.

Back in the wing chair, Taylor sipped at the Scotch, thinking now of his grandmother's parting words as he and Vanessa left the reception. "Take care of yourself, dear boy. I couldn’t bear to lose another grandchild." Taylor had bent down and kissed Amelie on her cheek. Then in an uncharacteristic gesture, he'd wrapped his arms around the tiny woman and hugged her. He was surprised to see that the embrace brought tears to his grandmother's eyes. She'd patted him on the arm and smiled as he and Vanessa left.

The ride home had been a silent one. The snow had stopped, and the snow plows were out, clearing the roads and highways. Taylor had asked Vanessa if she wanted to stop somewhere for a late dinner but she'd said a flat, "No," and left it at that.

Taylor had been surprised at the sharp feeling of loneliness that came over him as they drove. He tried to shake it off and managed to direct his mind to an upcoming business meeting.

CHAPTER 20

JENNA

WEDNESDAY NIGHT

Jenna's drive home from Amelie's was a silent one. Puppy fell asleep a few minutes after Jenna backed out of Amelie's driveway. She didn't know what to do to help her daughter. She'd thought about taking the girl on a trip somewhere. Maybe Chicago for a visit to the American Girl doll store. But maybe not. Maybe Puppy needed to be at home, surrounded by familiar things.

Jenna sighed and thought, 'I guess I'll call Ted again." Ted Danvers had been a godsend for her the past few days. It was as if she'd forgotten everything she'd learned about child psychology. Thank heavens Ted could give her the advice she needed.

When they reached home, Jenna sat in the driveway for a moment, staring at the huge house she and Puppy lived in. It had been the house she and Todd lived in during their two attempts at marriage, and Todd had insisted she get it in the divorce settlement. Jenna would have preferred something smaller and cozier, but Todd had said he thought Puppy would feel more comfortable staying in the home she knew. So Jenna had acquiesced. But in the back of her mind, she'd held onto her determination to find a more suitable home for Puppy and herself., no matter what Todd said. Now… she broke off the thought and reached up to the garage door opener and pressed the button. The door rose, and Jenna pulled into the three-car garage.

She closed the garage door and got out of the car. She went around to the back passenger side of the car, opened the door and undid Puppy's seat belt. She reached in and lifted her daughter into her arms. Puppy stirred a bit and opened her eyes. "Mommy, you know Auntie Nessa was taking care of Daddy." Then her eyes closed again and she was back asleep.

Jenna said a quick, "Puppy, what did you say?" But Puppy stayed fast asleep. Jenna shook her head an confusion, and carried Puppy into the house.

"You're getting to be quite the heavy girl, my pet," Jenna whispered as she fumbled to open the door leading from the garage into the kitchen. "Soon, Mommy won't be able to carry you." She turned around, pressed the button to close the garage door, then closed the kitchen door behind her. Still whispering, she said, "Maybe I'll have to take up weight-lifting." But Puppy slept on.

Jenna considered whether to wake Puppy and have her navigate the stairs on her own or to do her best to carry her daughter up to her bedroom. She decided to try the carrying route. It was quite a struggle, and Jenna was out of breath by the time they reached Puppy's bedroom. With a groan, she reached for the light switch, then hurried over to Puppy's bed and gently put her daughter down. 

Puppy's bed was quite a production, with a canopy roof and storage drawers underneath. The bed was painted and decorated to resemble a woodland cottage (similar to the cottage in Hansel and Greta, Jenna had always assumed). Getting the bed for Puppy had been another of Todd's many extravagance s for his daughter. Puppy had seen a picture of the bed in one of her children's magazines and had fallen in love with it. Nothing would do but for her beloved Daddy to get the bed for her, and so he had, despite Jenna's concern.

And so it had gone for all of Puppy's five years. Todd had indulged her every whim and fulfilled her every wish. Jenna had done her best to discourage Todd's lavishness with little success. But fortunately Puppy had a kind and loving heart, and all the toys and treasures from her father hadn't spoiled her or taken away her sweetness.

Jenna undressed Puppy, then slipped a ruffled nightgown over her head. She drew the covers up to the girl's chin and sat on the edge of the bed, looking down at her. Puppy was such a pretty girl, and Jenna suspected she might turn into a beauty as she got older. With golden blond hair and deep blue eyes, she seemed to bring sunlight with her wherever she went. Her features were an amalgamation of her parents' features: a nose like Jenna's small upturned one, a strong, determined chin like Todd's and Todd's straight, no-nonsense eyebrows.

As Jenna gazed down at Puppy, she thought again of the mysterious words the sleepy girl had said as Jenna got her out of the car. "Mommy, you know Auntie Nessa was taking care of Daddy."

What could Puppy have meant? Jenna wondered. Vanessa and Todd were not on the best of terms. Vanessa certainly wouldn't be taking care of Todd, not in a million years. Jenna wondered if she had misunderstood her daughter. Or perhaps Puppy had been dreaming, and her words had no basis in reality. Jenna finally settled on that as an explanation, but then decided she would mention it to Puppy in the morning and see what the girl had to say.

Jenna stood, reached down to turn on Puppy's night light and left the room, leaving the door open a few inches the way Puppy liked. For the next half hour, Jenna wandered around the house. She straightened up here and there and put things back in their proper place. Jenna knew she should head for bed. She hadn't been getting enough sleep the past few days, and the fatigue was starting to catch up with her.

She hadn't decided yet if she would go back to work on Monday. Her life felt turned upside down, and she'd lost sight of what she was doing and what she wanted. That afternoon at the reception, Marla had told her to take as much time as she needed. She knew she and Puppy would go back to the Academy at the same time. What she didn't know was when that would be, if ever. Part of her wanted a clean slate, a new start. She wanted to gather up her daughter in her arms and go someplace where no one knew their names or their history.

The sensible, realistic part of her brain told her she couldn't do that. She couldn't rip Puppy away from all that was familiar and safe and comforting for the girl, not when she'd just lost a huge part of her life.

Finally, on the staircase, she stopped her wandering and sat on the top stair. She thought again of Puppy's mysterious words about Vanessa, then started to think about Vanessa herself. 

Jenna had never been able to warm up to Vanessa. The woman was perfection personified. She was a cold woman, with a dark, mysterious beauty. Childless, Vanessa was the family firm's lawyer, or head legal counsel as she called herself, even though she was the firm's only attorney. From visiting Todd at his office over the years, Jenna knew that Vanessa and Taylor had adjoining offices in the firm's downtown glass cube of a skyscraper. Todd's office adjoined Taylor's on the other side from Vanessa's.

Jenna had often wondered if Vanessa wanted a more prominent position at the firm, a more visible one. According to Todd, Vanessa had always been jockeying for a greater say in how the business was run. Todd had pushed Taylor to keep Vanessa out of his new business development activities, insisting to his brother that her interference would lose them business.

It had been a year or so since Jenna and Todd had had a civil conversation so perhaps things had changed with Vanessa. Perhaps Todd had come to terms with her. Stranger things had happened. 

Yawning, Jenna stood up and walked to her bedroom. Tomorrow was another day. In fact, tomorrow would be a good day to take Puppy on some kind of adventure. In the morning, she would ask Puppy what kind of adventure she wanted to have that day. She'd wait until Monday to have Puppy return to school. 

The next morning, as Puppy was eating breakfast, Jenna considered questioning her about saying "Mommy, you know Auntie Nessa was taking care of Daddy" but decided against it for fear it would upset Puppy. Best to let sleeping dogs lie, she thought.

CHAPTER 21

KATE AND MARLA

THURSDAY MORNING

Kate got to school earlier than usual on Thursday morning. During the night she'd had an idea, and she wanted to run the idea by Marla first thing Thursday morning. As she'd expected, when she pulled into the Andrews Academy parking lot, Marla's car was already there. Even the day after her brother's funeral, Marla could be counted on to fulfill her responsibilities.

Kate parked and got her purse and carryall out of the back seat. She entered the school through the side entrance by the parking lot, using her key. The door was kept locked and all staff members had keys. As she walked down the main hall, Kate tried to decide whether to go to her kindergarten classroom first or whether to head to the principal's office. She decided to see Marla right away. The desk outside Marla 's office was still empty because the secretary, Carol, didn't start till 8, and it was not quite 7:30.

Marla's door was open, and Kate could see her typing away at her computer. She tapped on the doorframe and said, "Good morning."

Marla looked up from the computer and smiled when she saw Kate standing in the doorway. 

"Good morning, yourself, early bird. May I help you with something?" Marla said. 

Kate said, "Yes, if you have a minute, I'd like to run an idea I had by you."

"Certainly," Marla said. "Come in."

Kate walked into the office and over to Marla's desk. Marla gestured to the guest chairs in front of the desk and said, "Please, have a seat."

Kate sat in one of the chairs, setting her purse and carryall on the floor next to the chair.

"Now, tell me about this idea of yours," Marla said.

"I thought of something that the kindergarten class could do for Puppy, something that would let her know we love her and are thinking of her," Kate said, trying to keep her voice steady and her eyes tearless. She had the thought that perhaps she should have done this by email rather than in person. Well, too late now.

"What would they do?" Marla asked. 

"Well, it's something I heard about at that conference I went to last year. One of the presenters told the group about a love tree her class had made for one of the students who had lost his mother to cancer. His classmates wrote notes to him and drew pictures. Then the teacher bought a fichus tree, and the boys and girls attached their love notes to the tree with all different colors of ribbon.. She said tree and the notes served a double purpose. The boy who lost his mother could feel the love of his classmates, and the class could feel they were doing something to let their classmate know he was in their thoughts and prayers." Kate paused and looked at Marla, surprised to see that the principal had tears in her eyes. 

Marla took a tissue from a box on her desk and blotted away her tears, then said, "Kate, that's a wonderful, loving idea. Of course, you must do it. And the school will be happy to reimburse you for the fichus tree and any other expenses you might have."

"Oh, that's not necessary. I just wanted to get your opinion about it and make sure you didn't have any objections."

"No objections at all," Marla said. "Please let me know how it goes. Oh, and if you get a chance, could you take a picture of the fichus tree with the love notes on it? We could run the picture in the school newsletter."

"Certainly," Kate said. She stood, picked up her purse and carryall and turned to go. But first, she said, "Thank you, Marla."

Marla nodded and watched as Kate walked out of the office. She hoped Kate didn't know that Marla knew about her affair with Todd. Marla would prefer to keep that under wraps.

Marla sat motionless at her desk, not returning to her computer. She liked the idea that Kate had brought her. It started her thinking again about doing something special in Todd's memory. 

She picked up the landline phone on her desk and called Amelie. Her grandmother answered on the first ring, saying, "Hello there, Andrews Academy."

"And thank you to caller ID," Marla said in return, smiling at her grandmother's greeting. "How are you doing, Gram?" she asked.

"Oh, as well as can be expected, my dear. I'll ask you the same question." Amelie's voice was gentle and filled with love.

"Not very well, actually, but I'm trying. I just keep trying to do what I think Todd would want me to do. Although I know he wouldn't want me grieving so hard for him, and I can't seem to help that," Marla said. 

"I know. He was a dear, sweet boy, even with all his demons. All I can do is believe that his father and grandfather have welcomed him into their arms." 

"That's a lovely thought, Gram. I should have called you sooner. You always have a way of making me feel better," Marla said.

"That's what grandmothers are for, dear."

"Well, I called for something in addition to a grandmotherly pep talk," Marla said. 

"Oh?" Amelie said.

"Yes, something interesting happened this morning. Kate Ryan came to me with a lovely suggestion. She wants the kindergartners to write love notes to Puppy, letting her know how much they care about her and that they're thinking of her. Then Kate wants the boys and girls to attach their notes to a fichus tree with various colored ribbons and give it to Puppy." 

"That is a lovely suggestion. And of course, you said yes."

"I did indeed, Gram. And it started me thinking again about doing something, some kind of memorial for Todd."

"I'd like that very much," Amelie said. "What did you have in mind?"

"Remember how a couple of years ago, we attended a memorial service for one of the school board members. The board member's son had arranged for a raptor release."

"Yes, it was an inspiring, touching tribute. I was very touched by it," Amelie said.

Family and friends had gathered on the banks of the Mississippi early one spring morning to watch the release of a pair of bald eagles that had been injured and were recovering at a wild bird sanctuary on the outskirts of Rivermont. During the ceremony, one of the officials from the sanctuary had shared with the audience that an eagle is considered a raptor because raptors are birds of prey, and an eagle is a meat-eating bird of prey. Marla had thought the birds were amazingly beautiful as they soared up into the sky, released into the wild once more. 

"Would that be something you would want to do for Todd?" Marla asked.

"Yes, definitely. And I'd be happy to assist you in any way I can," Amelie said.

"I would appreciate that, Gram," Marla said. "I'll make some calls to see what we have to do, and I'll be back in touch with you about it."

They ended the call, promising to talk soon. Hanging up the landline, Marla pulled her notebook toward her and began to make notes. The first one was to call the wild bird sanctuary first thing this morning to see how she could go about creating a similar raptor release memorial ceremony for Todd. 

In addition to family and close friends of Todd, she'd invite all the school children to attend. Puppy would like that, Marla thought. She have to arrange for bus transportation for the students from the academy to the river. She hoped she would be able to arrange for the ceremony to be held in nearby Sage Park. It was conveniently close to the school and right on the banks of the Mississippi. 

She'd use the large portrait of Todd setting on an easel that had been at his funeral service. She'd also provide floral arrangements. She turned to her computer and began to quickly type an email to Taylor to share the idea with him and to make sure he would be all right with a memorial service for Todd. In the email, she told him she'd talked to their grandmother, and Amelie was onboard. She outlined her suggestions for the memorial, referencing the raptor release she and Amelie had attended for the academy board member and how touching and inspiring it had been.

She was fairly certain Todd would go along with her idea. Despite his business-like approach to life, Marla knew he had a soft heart when it came to family. She sent the email, then went back to her notes about the memorial service. This would be something she handled herself, with her grandmother's help and input, rather than delegating the details to her secretary Carol. 

The first order of business would be to call the wild bird sanctuary. It was now 8 o'clock. Surely someone would be in the office by now. On the Internet on her computer, she looked up the phone number of the wild bird sanctuary and punched in the numbers on the landline phone on her desk.

Half an hour later, Marla hung up the phone, having successfully arranged to have a memorial raptor release for Todd, with a couple of potential dates for consideration. As she'd talked to the director of the wild bird sanctuary, she'd realized that she wanted to involve several people in the planning of the ceremony, rather than doing it all herself. On the notepad in front of her, she'd written a list of names: Gram, Taylor, Jenna, Lauren, Kate and Maggie. Once she was off the phone, she began drafting an email to send to the six of them. The gist of it was to outline her tentative thoughts on the raptor release and to share the dates the sanctuary director had offered her. She read through the email, making a few changes, then pressing Send.

Her next action was a trip down the hall to the teachers lounge for her morning cup of coffee. One of the semi-luxuries Marla had arranged for the teachers was a topflight coffee service with all the trimmings. No one should have to suffer through bitter, distasteful coffee. 

Coffee cup in hand, on her way back to her office, she stopped in Lauren's office, located next to hers. Lauren looked up and smiled when Marla stepped through her open door.

"I love your idea, Mar," Lauren said. "It will be an honor to help you with the arrangements, any way I can."

"Thank you," Marla said, coming over to sit in one of the guest chairs at the front of Lauren's desk. She took one of the coasters at the edge of the desk and set her coffee on it.

"I'm going to ask Amelie if all of us can get together for a brief meeting at her house to discuss plans in the next day or two. If we have it at Gram's house, it will be easier for her," Marla said.

Lauren gave Marla a quizzical look and asked, "Is Amelie okay?"

"Certainly," Marla said, "At least as okay as someone in their eighties can be. She still drives but I try to keep things as convenient for her as I can."

"Of course you do," Lauren said.

Marla told Lauren about Kate's fichus tree idea, and Lauren was delighted with it. "Hunter will like doing that. Good for Kate."

The two women exchanged glances, then Marla said, "How is she doing?"

"I'm not sure. We talked on the phone for a few minutes last night. She told me she watched Todd's funeral service from the concealed room in the funeral home. She wants to keep the affair as secret as she can. She has no idea that you know."

"And we'll keep it that way," Marla said. "It would serve no purpose to embarrass her by her knowing that I know."

Marla stood, picked up her coffee and said, "I'll let you know about the meeting at Gram's." 

"Thanks," Lauren said, then added, "Anything you need…"

"I know," Marla said, tears stinging her eyes as she headed to her own office.

CHAPTER 22

DAN AND PATRICK

THURSDAY MORNING

Detective Dan Pastore and his partner Detective Patrick Solomon arrived at the Rivermont police headquarters within a few minutes of one another. Dan was there first, two coffees in hand. Pat followed a few minutes later, finding Dan at his desk in the squad room. A cup of coffee was on Pat's desk and he flipped a salute at Dan as he took his first sip.

As partners, Dan and Pat sat at desks facing one another. They both logged onto their computers and were checking email and the message logs, when Dan said, "Hmmm." 

Pat looked up from his monitor and asked, "What?"

"Evidently the M.E.'s office put a rush on the preliminary tox report for Todd. You can see it in the department's message box."

Pat said his own version of "Hmmm" as he accessed the toxicology report from the Medical Examiner's office. He followed with a "Wow."

"Right," said Dan. They both sat there staring at their monitors. Finally, Dan tapped a few keys on his keyboard, and the report began to print on a nearby printer. Dan stood, walked to the printer and gathered up the pages. He walked back to Pat's desk and sat in the guest chair next to his partner's desk. He laid the print-out on the desk and flipped through the pages. "Look how high the heroin marker is on this tox report." He handed the page to Pat.

After looking at the page, Pat put it down on his desk and turned to look at Dan. "Dan," he said, "that amount of heroin would kill a horse." He paused, then continued, "Something's wrong here."

"I know," Dan said. "We had our suspicions when the medical examiner called last Friday about what he called those 'anomalies.'" Dan did air quotes around the word.

"If you put together the bruises on Todd's back, the hesitation marks around the injection site and this way out of the ballpark heroin marker, the medical examiner's speculation of homicide begins to make sense," Pat said.

"As far as I know, the medical examiner hasn't released an official cause of death yet. When you talked to him last week, he told you it would be a few days," Dan said.

"That's right," Pat said. "And it's been a few days. I'll follow up with him and see where things stand."

"I have a better idea," Dan said. "Let's go talk to him and see what he has to say."

"You want me to give him a call?" Pat asked.

"No, let's do a surprise drop-in."

"Sounds good to me," Pat agreed with a grin. He knew from past experience that the medical examiner didn't welcome unexpected visitors. When he'd gone to see him last week, he'd called ahead of time but still felt the medical examiner's annoyance at his visit.

"I'll drive," Dan said.

Pat laughed and said, "Of course you will. We've been partners for five years now, and the only time I get to drive is when you're on death's door and refusing to call in sick."

Dan ignored him, whistling as they walked down the stairs to the parking garage located underneath police headquarters.

Fifteen minutes later, Dan pulled into a parking space in a no parking zone in front of the morgue. Pat put the Official Police Business placard on the dashboard, and the two detectives went into the morgue.  At the reception desk, Dan told the receptionist they were there to see Dr. McKelty.

"Is he expecting you?" the young woman asked.

"Definitely," Dan said, ignoring Pat's snort.

"Go on up, then," she said.

Dan and Pat took the creaky elevator up to the second floor of the morgue building and walked down a long hallway to the suite of offices occupied by the Rivermont medical examiner and his staff. Neither man like visiting the morgue and avoided it when possible. But the visits were part of their job, something to be endured.

Inside the suite of offices, they were met by another receptionist. This one knew they didn't have an appointment with Dr. McKelty and made sure she told them exactly that. 

Dan tried the charm route, smiling at the older woman as he said, "We took a chance that Doc might have a few minutes for us."

"He's a busy man, Detective Pastore. You know that."

"Yes, ma'am, I certainly do. We just thought…" his voice trailed off as the door to Mkelty's office opened and the ME walked toward the receptionist's desk.

"Well, what have we here?" Dr. McKelty said.

The receptionist stood and said to the ME, "These detectives are here to see you, without an appointment. I told them you were busy…"

McKelty interrupted her, saying, "I'm always busy. But I can carve out a few minutes, especially for an interesting case. Come on it, boys." He turned back toward his office, and Dad and Pat followed closely behind, ignoring the harrumphing sound the receptionist made to their backs.

Inside the ME's office, the two detectives tried to ignore the macabre items McKelty had used to decorate his office: several polished skulls, various weapons, including a machete and an assortment of swords and daggers. Dan thought it felt like a museum dedicated to homicide and kept his eyes away from the weird decorations scattered around the room. He also thought that McKelty had done this deliberately, hoping to disconcert visitors.

 McKelty sat behind his desk and gestured to the guest chairs in front of the desk. Dan and Pat sat down, and McKelty said, "I imagine you're here about Todd Andrews tox report."

Dan nodded and said, "Yes, that's right. We were puzzled by the extremely high heroin marker. That was enough to kill 10 men or several elephants."

"Of course, I had the same reaction. We ran the test several times, thinking there'd been a test anomaly but it came back the same on every test."

"So what do you make of it, Doc?" Dan said.

McKelty steepled his fingers and considered his answer. "Well, at the moment I'm going with an undetermined for cause of death." He looked first at Dan, then at Pat. "Any information you gentlemen could provide to help?"

"Not at the moment. We're just baffled by the heroin marker. Sad to say, but Todd was an experienced drug user. He never would have injected himself with that amount of heroin -- " Dan paused, then continued, "unless he was trying to kill himself."

McKelty asked, "Is that a possibility? Suicide?"

Dan slowly shook his head, saying, "I don't think so. Of course, anything is possible. We all thought that Todd was clean. When his wife divorced him and was awarded full custody of their daughter, with only supervised custody for Todd, he went through rehab for the second time. He wanted joint custody of his daughter."

"If he was clean, that high a dose of heroin would have been even more devastating to his system. I can only speculate but if it is homicide we may be dealing with someone with limited or no knowledge of illegal drugs. Or it could have been someone who wanted to make sure the job got done and didn't care that the dose was off the charts."

McKelty stood and said, "That's all for now, boys. I have work to do. Get back in touch with me if you come up with anything."

Dan and Pat thanked McKelty for his time and left his office. On the creaky elevator, they looked at each other and shook their heads. "What do we do now?" Pat said.

"Damned if I know," Dan said.

When they got off the elevator in the lobby of the morgue, a tall, rangy man was waiting for the elevator. Dan stopped and said, "Luke? Luke Johnson?"

"Yeah, that's me. "Who's asking?" Then he said, "Sorry, Dan. I wasn't expecting to see you here." He reached out a hand to Dan, and the two men shook.

"What brings you to this forsaken place?" Luke asked. 

"Police business, obviously. I could ask you the same question.," Dan answered.

"Newspaper business, obviously," Luke said.

Pat cleared his throat, and Dan said, "Sorry, Pat. Luke, let me introduce my partner, Detective Pat Solomon. Pat, this is Luke Johnson, columnist for the Rivermont Times."

Pat extended his hand, and said, "Pleasure to meet you, Johnson."

"Same here," Luke said.

Dan turned to Pat and said, "Luke and I go way back. We met when I was a rookie on the force, and he'd just been assigned to the police beat. Two youngsters who had no idea what they were doing."

"And look at us now," Luke said. 

"Seriously, what brings you here?" Dan said.

"You don't really think I'm going to answer that question, do you?" Luke said.

"I thought I'd give it a shot. Well, we have to be on our way. Give me a call sometime and we'll have a beer and catch up," Dan said.

"Sounds good," Luke said and got on the waiting elevator.

"So what's up with that guy?" Pat said as they walked toward the morgue's double glass doors. It had started to pour down rain, and they decided to wait a few minutes to see if the rain let up. A seating area was located to the left of the main doors, and the two men headed there and sat down.

"He's an interesting one," Dan said. "And I'd bet heavy money that he's there to talk to Doc about Todd's death, just like we were."

"I  thought you said your brother took care of any publicity about Todd," Pat said.

"Yeah, well, Taylor talked to the publisher of the Times, and as an old family friend, Jeremy Connors agreed not to publish anything about Todd and drugs. But Luke McKenna is a whole different matter."

"In what way?" Pat asked.

"Johnson is sort of an independent contractor, rather than an employee of the Times. Well, he actually is an independent contractor. It's an interesting story. It happened before you came to Rivermont. Luke did an expose( about a member of one of the leading families of Rivermont. Drugs were involved, along with prostitutes and a manslaughter charge that was covered up. It was quite an article. Connors refused to publish it because that leading family was tied to his family by marriage. Johnson insisted, saying it was a story that had to be told. So Connors fired Luke but Luke wasn’t going to take this lying down."

Dan paused a moment, then continued his story. "So Luke, wanting his story published, had a friend who published an online news site post the story on his website. And along with the story, Luke released the news that he no longer worked for the Times. And you wouldn't believe the commotion that caused with his readers. They bombarded the Times with complaints about Luke's firing. Some of his more outspoken supporters even organized a protest march outside the newspaper office. Then Luke threatened to sue the newspaper for wrongful termination. Connors was caught in quite a dilemma. Eventually he and the paper came up with a creative solution to the Luke problem. They offered Luke the opportunity to work for the newspaper as an independent contractor. All of his columns and articles would carry a disclaimer saying the opinions expressed were those of the author and did not represent the opinions of the Rivermont Times. And that's the way they handled it. It's worked out fairly well, as far as I can tell. So the bottom line is that Luke doesn't have to write or not write what Jeremy Connors tells him. Chances are Luke has heard some rumors about Todd's drug use so he's on the trail of the overdose."

Dan paused, sighed, then said, "If Luke does a tell-all article about Todd and his overdose, that will break Amelie's heart. I hope to God he doesn't do it."

"Would it do any good if you talked to him? Told him how devastating it would be for the Andrews family and especially Amelie?" Pat asked.

Dan considered for a moment, then answered. “I don’t know. But knowing Luke, I don’t think so. He impresses me as a straight-on newsman. But it couldn’t hurt to try.”

“So?” Pat said.

“Why don’t you go back to headquarters? I’ll wait here for Luke and see if he’ll give me a few minutes,” Dan said. "Anyway, the rain's stopped so you won't melt."

“Sounds good to me,” Pat said. He gave Dan a mock salute and headed toward the double glass doors leading out of the morgue. He paused at the doors, turned back to his partner and said, “I think I’ll do a couple follow-up interviews.”

“With?” Dan said. 

“Jenna, for starters. And maybe someone else,” Pat said.

“Someone else? Care to share?” Dan said.

“After the interview,” Pat said, pushing through the doors and heading out to the sidewalk.

Dan gazed after his partner, wondering what he was up to. Knowing Pat, he wouldn’t say anything more to him until he was satisfied there was something to say.

Dan leaned back into his chair, reached in his pocket and pulled out his both his work and his personal iPhones. The work phone had a group text from the department head reminding detectives about the chief’s weekly meeting later that day. Dan groaned inwardly, knowing that was two hours he could make better use of. But because it was the chief, attendance was mandatory, and his absence would be noted and remarked upon.

He checked his watch and saw it was edging toward the lunch hour at Andrews. He called Marla, hoping to catch her when she wasn’t busy. He grinned as he accepted the fact that there were few times when his wife wasn’t busy. She answered on the first ring, a good sign.

“Hi, babe,” Marla said. “What’s up?”

“Well, I’m sitting here in the morgue, thinking of you, so I thought I’d give you a call,” Dan said.

“Dan! That’s a ghastly thing to say!”

Dan laughed as answered. “Sorry. That came out wrong. I meant to say I’m always thinking of you, no matter where I am. At the moment, I just happened to be at the morgue.”

“What are you doing at the morgue?” Marla said.

“Pat and I were following up on a few things,” Dan said. “I was calling to see how you’re doing.”

For a moment, there was silence on the other end of the line, then Marla said, “As well as can be expected, I guess.”

Dan hesitated, then said, “I know.”

There was another silence on the line, then Marla said, “Sorry, but I have to go. Someone’s here to see me.”

They said their good-byes and ended the call. Dan sat there wishing he could have told Marla his suspicions about Todd’s death. He wished he could have told her there was a good chance her brother hadn’t overdosed willingly, that there was a chance he’d been someone’s murder victim.

He looked down at his phone and began to scroll through his email. A few minutes later he heard the creaking of the elevator and then the opening of the elevator doors. Dan stood up and walked toward the elevator not wanting to chance that Luke McKenna might exit through some other door than the main door to the morgue.

Dan called out, "Hey, Luke." He could see the surprise in Luke's face as he approached.

"Dan, what are you still doing here?" Luke said. 

"I wanted a word with you," Dan said.

Luke looked puzzled as he asked, "About?"

"I think you know the answer to that," Dan said.

Luke nodded and said, "Yeah, I guess I do." He hesitated then nodded toward the front door as he said, "There's a diner across the street."

The two men left the morgue and crossed the street at a nearby crosswalk. Seated in a booth inside the diner, they both ordered coffee, black.

"So?" Dan said when the waitress had delivered their coffee.

Luke nodded and said, "I was at the morgue for the same reason as you and your partner, I assume. I wanted to talk to McKelty about Todd Andrews' death."

"Why?" Dan asked, steel in his voice. He feared that the columnist was going to drag Todd's name through the mud, and he was here to do what he could to prevent that. But he held back, wanting to hear what Luke had to say.

"Long story but I'll give you the Cliff Notes version. I met Todd several years ago at an NA meeting."

Surprised at this admission, Dan nodded, knowing the acronym meant Narcotics Anonymous. 

"We became friends," Luke continued. He sighed as he said, "Todd struggled. He went through rehab twice. He loved his wife and daughter so much, and he wanted to get clean for them. The first rehab didn't take because an addict has to want to get clean for themselves, not for loved ones. I was sure the second rehab had been effective because this time Todd wanted sobriety for himself."

Dan finished his coffee, then asked. "So you thought the second rehab worked?"

"Yeah," Luke said. "I saw Todd at meetings a couple of times a week. He looked and acted better than he had in years, before the drug trouble started. That's why I was so surprised when I heard about the overdose. I didn't believe it. Of course, relapse is always right there waiting for us. But, geeze, I would have bet heavy money that Todd would stay clean, that he'd kicked his habit. At least, as much as it's possible for an addict to say he'd kicked his habit. You're never cured, and you're always taking it one day at a time."

"You still haven't said why you visited the ME," Dan said.

"No, I haven't. And that's for a good reason. You're not going to like my answer," Luke said.

"Try me."

"I happened to see a copy of the ME's report. The heroin marker was ridiculously high. Even if Todd were trying to commit suicide, he wouldn't have used that high a concentration of heroin. So I wanted to talk to McKelty about that. I wanted to see what he thought, what his opinion was," Luke said.

"And what did he tell you?" Dan asked.

Luke grinned as he said, "Nothing."

"Oh come on, man," Dan said. "Surely he must have said something."

"Well, you’re right. He did say something but you're not going to like this either. He told me that if I wanted any more information, I should talk to you."

"That's interesting," Dan said. "By the way, how did you "happen" to see a copy of the ME's report?"

Luke frowned as he said, "I can't tell you that. Protecting my sources and all that. I'm sure you understand."

Actually, Dan did understand but he wasn't about to tell Luke McKenna that. In journalism and police work, informants helped get the job done. Without them, the wheels of justice would grind even slower.

Changing the subject, Dan said, "Did you talk to McKelty about the hesitation marks around the injection site?"

Luke said, "Yes, yes I did.'

"And what did McKelty say?' Dan said.

"Same answer. That I should talk to you," Luke said.

Dan nodded, pleased that the ME wasn't speaking out of turn to the columnist. 

The two men sat in silence for a moment, then Luke said, "Connors gave me the word about Todd's death. He said that in deference to Mrs. Andrews, the paper was not going to publish the deceased's name and cause of death."

"And you're going to abide by that?" Dan said. 

"Yes, I am. Although the paper's silence on the subject hasn't kept the rumor mill from going into overdrive. I'm sure that anyone who's ever heard of the Andrews family knows that Todd Andrews died of a drug overdose. But I'm not writing anything about it."

"I'm sure the family will appreciate that," Dan said.

"You should know," Luke said. "you're part of the family."

Dan was surprised by Luke again, surprised the columnist knew he was married to Marla Andrews.

Dan stood and reached out a hand to Luke. Luke took the hand, and the two men shook. "Thank you for time and consideration," Dan said.

"Anytime. And let me know if there's anything I can do for you," Luke said.

"As a matter of fact, there is. My partner left without me, and I don't have a way back to headquarters. Could you drop me off if it's on your way. Otherwise, I can Uber it," Dan said.

"Happy to help," Luke said. "I'm parked across the street."

"In the No Parking Zone," Dan said.

"Well…" Luke said and let it go at that.

CHAPTER 23

MARLA

THURSDAY MORNING

Marla hung up from the call with Dan and said, "Good morning, Lauren. How are you?"

Lauren closed the office door behind her and came over to Marla's desk and gestured at one of the guest chairs. Marla nodded, and Lauren sat down.

"Marla, there's something I need to tell you," Lauren said.

"I thought there might be," Marla said.

Lauren smiled to herself, thinking, "I should have realized she'd know something was up."

"It's Kate," Lauren said.

"Kate?"

"Yes, she's falling to pieces, and I don't know what to do," Lauren said.

"Because of Todd's death and their affair?" Marla asked in a soft voice.

Lauren started at the words and said, "I didn't think you knew…"

Marla shook her head as she said, "I'm the headmistress. I know everything."

"How?" Lauren asked not wanting to say the whole sentence that was reverberating in her head. :"How the hell do you know about the affair?"

"It doesn't matter how. It just matters that I know. Where is Kate now and how is she doing?" Marla asked.

"Her mother and sister have been taking care of her, or as much as she'll let them. Her mother wanted her to come stay at her house for awhile but Kate refused," Lauren said. She waited a moment, then continued. "Actually I don't know if she's coming back to work. She's in pretty bad shape. Her mother is going to try to get her to see a counselor and hopefully that will help. At first, I thought she was going to be all right. For a brief period, she threw herself into her work. But then she fell to pieces."

"So we're going to need to find a new kindergarten teacher and fast," Marla said. 

"Yes," Lauren said. She handed several file folders to Marla. "I pulled the files of some of the applicants for the job when we hired Kate."

"You're always thinking ahead," Marla said. "Thank you, Lauren, for all you do."

Lauren stood up and walked out of the office, leaving the door open. 

Marla started flipping through the file folders, thinking about the candidates. She'd have Carol call and see if they were still job hunting, and if so, set up interviews.

She sat there for a moment thinking about what she hadn't told Lauren, how she knew about the affair. What no one at the academy knew was that Marla had a private feed of the school's security surveillance footage on her laptop. She'd seen the same footage of Kate and Todd in the kindergarten room that Maggie had seen.

When the system was installed, their service rep explained to Marla that as part of the standard package, management was given a private feed of the closed circuit content. At first Marla had considered refusing the offer, not wanting to spy on her colleagues. But as the rep assured her that an extra pair of eyes viewing surveillance was a good thing. The rep had recommended that she keep her access to the footage to herself, and Marla had agreed with that advice. 

Seeing Kate and Todd together had dismayed her but she'd kept her knowledge to herself, as she tried to figure out what to do. Now, with Todd gone, it didn't matter.

CHAPTER 24

PATRICK AND KATE

THURSDAY MORNING

Patrick knocked on Kate's apartment door, once, then twice, then three times. Her car was in the parking lot, so he assumed she was inside. Where else could she be? 

He looked around, thinking she might have gone for a hike along the trail that circumvented the complex. He contemplated taking a stroll around, in hopes of catching sight of her. Just as he started to step away, the apartment door slowly opened, and Kate stood there looking out at him.

"What do you want, Patrick?" she asked, staring up into his face.

"To talk," he said. She looked godawful, he thought. Her blond hair looked dirty and was flying every which way. Makeup streaked her face, and she was wearing a wrinkled shirt and sweat pants. "May I come in?"

Kate hesitated, still staring at Patrick. Then she stepped back to let him come in.

Patrick walked into the living room and groaned inwardly at what he saw. The room was as disheveled as Kate. Clothes were strewn across the furniture. Newspapers lay on the floor, along with empty cardboard pizza boxes and soda cans. The big screen TV flashed on the wall, the sound muted, tuned to CNN.  The room was dark except for the light thrown off by the TV. The vertical blinds were tightly closed, shutting out the morning light. 

The room was overly warm, and Patrick shrugged out of his parka and tossed it on the back of one of the chairs. He turned to Kate and said, "Can we sit and talk?"

Kate nodded and perched on the arm of one of the chairs. Patrick sat in the chair next to Kate, reached out a hand to pat her arm.

"How are you doing, kid?" His voice was low and warm.

A tear rolled down Kate's cheek, and she raised a hand to brush it away as she answered. "Not good, not good at all."

"That's what I thought," Patrick said. "Sorry I haven't been by sooner. That's my bad."

"No, don't beat yourself up, please. I know how busy you are. It's all right. I'm not decent company anyhow," Kate said.

"You're always decent company, girl. Now, tell me what's going on with you," Patrick said. 

"It's not good, Patrick. My mom and sister have been great, coming by every day with food, too much food. They call and text all the time to make sure I'm all right. But I'm not all right, and I don't know what to do about it."

"I wish there were something I could do or say to make things better," Patrick said.

"Thank you for caring. It means a lot. I just can't bear the thought that Todd's really gone, that I'll never see him again." Kate stood up and walked over to the couch to get an afghan. She wrapped herself in the blanket and sat on the couch.

Kate and Patrick sat there in silence for a few moments, then Patrick said, "Would you be able to talk about it?"

Kate turned to look at him and said, "Talk about what?"

"Todd, his death, his suicide, your relationship, anything and everything," Patrick said.

"Why?" Kate asked, shaking her head.

"Couple of reasons. One, it might help you to talk about everything, get it all out." Patrick paused, took a deep breath, then said, "I'm about to tell you something confidential, something I shouldn’t tell you. Do I have your word that you won't repeat it to anyone?"

"Yes, you have my word," Kate said, a tremor in her voice. "What's going on, Patrick? You're scaring me."

"My partner Dan Pastore and I are not sure that Todd's death was a suicide. We have reason to believe that someone may have helped Todd with his overdose," Patrick said. 

"Helped him with his overdose? What does that mean? That sounds like --" Kate stopped, staring at Patrick. "That sounds like you're talking about murder. Murder? Murder?" 

"Maybe. We're still investigating," Patrick said.

"Why would you think it was murder? According to the news, the medical examiner said it was a drug overdose," Kate said.

"Yes, it was a drug overdose. But the dosage was way too high. Too high by four or five times. Anyone who knew drugs, which Todd did, would never use a dosage that high. Plus, the ME found hesitation marks around the injection site on Todd's arm. That's something a drug addict doesn't usually do," Patrick said.

Kate shook her head, a puzzled look on her face. "But who would want to kill Todd?"

"That's a question I was hoping you could answer," Patrick said.

Kate shook her head again, and said, "Patrick, everybody loved Todd. He didn't have any enemies. He --" she stopped, thinking, then said, "There was something..." her voice trailing off.

"What?" Patrick asked.

"A couple of weeks before Todd died, there was something on his mind. He was preoccupied or upset or whatever. I asked him several times what was wrong but he just said not to worry about it, that he would take care of it," Kate said.

"Do you have any idea what it was?" Patrick asked.

"Well, actually, one time I accidentally overheard a phone call. He was in the kitchen talking on his cell, and he didn't realize I was in the pantry looking for something. He was yelling into the phone, threatening whoever was on the other end of the line. At one point, he said if things didn't get straightened out, somebody was going to die. He never said anyone's name but he called the person a bitch so I assumed it was a woman. It had something to do with the business. It sounded like something criminal was going on in the business, something that involved a lot of money. I'd never heard Todd so angry. It scared me. I kept quiet in the pantry and waited a long time to come out after he ended the call. I was too scared to ask him what was going on."

Patrick pulled a notebook and pen from his jacket pocket and scribbled a few words on one of the pages. "So my next step will be looking at the company's financials," he said.

Kate blew her nose, then apologized. "Sorry to be such a mess, Patrick." She paused, then added, "I do appreciate your friendship, you know."

"I know," Patrick said. "And I appreciate yours." He put the notebook and pen back in his pocket and stood up. "Thank you for the information. I think it's going to help."

"I'm glad. Let me know if there's anything else you need."

Patrick walked over to where Kate was sitting and leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. "Take care," he said. "Call me any time you feel like it. You're going through a rough time, and I'm happy to help any way I can."

Patrick left Kate's apartment and walked the few feet to his own home. He stood by the front door for a moment, not unlocking it, thinking. Finally, he pulled his keys from his pants pocket and unlocked the door. Inside, he turned on a few lights to chase away the darkness and the cold. He took off his overcoat and threw over the back of one of the living room chairs, then walked into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator door and stood there peering inside for a few moments. Finally, he took out a Coke and closed the door. His next stop was the pantry where he grabbed a bag of chips. He went into the dining alcove, switched on the overhead light and sat at the table with his Coke and chips. Once again, he pulled the notebook and pen out of his jacket pocket and put them on the table. Out of another pocket, he took his cell phone and punched in the code for Dan. 

He punched in Dan's speed dial number and waited through four rings for his partner's voice mail.

"Hey, Dan, it's me. I just finished talking with Kate Ryan. That's who I was going to see when I left you this morning." He paused, trying to decide how much to tell Dan in the voice mail message, deciding more was better. 

"It turns out that Kate had some information for me. I don’t know if you're aware of this but I live next door to her, and we're fairly good friends. Also, I don't know if you know this but she and Todd Andrews were involved, pretty heavily I think. She's going through a rough time about his death. Anyway, she told me about a phone conversation she overheard between Todd and some mystery woman. She says Todd was furious and called the person he was talking with a bitch. He threatened her and mentioned something about money and the business. So I'm thinking we should take a look at the Andrews company financial records. I'm on the way back to headquarters so I'll see you soon."

Patrick picked up his notebook and pen and put them in his pocket, along with his cell phone. He locked up the apartment and walked out to the apartment parking lot. He got into the unmarked police sedan and pulled his phone out of his pocket and put his phone on the charger. He was always living on the edge with the percentage his phone was charged. At the moment, it was down to 10% and had gone into power saver mode.

On the drive back to headquarters, he thought about Kate and how different she was from Lauren. Lauren seemed to have her head on straight and her priorities in order. He couldn't say that about Kate. He liked Kate but she wasn't  someone he'd put his trust in. She'd plunged into a reckless relationship with Todd, fully aware that the man was still hung up on his ex-wife. 

That brought to Patrick's mind his curiosity about the identity of Lauren's son's father. He'd never asked her, and she'd never volunteered the information. From what Patrick could see, Lauren had done a remarkable job of raising her son, especially on her own. 

Patrick grinned as he thought about his invitation to Lauren that he take her and Hunter to dinner sometime. He liked kids and definitely wanted some of his own. Nothing like seizing the moment, he thought, as he pulled into the police parking garage. He found a spot and parked. Then he retrieved his phone off the charger, found Lauren's name in his contacts and called her.

Five minutes later, he hung up, a grin on his face, having arranged for Lauren and Hunter to have dinner with him at a local pizza restaurant that Patrick thought was the best in the city. Putting his phone in his pocket, he got out of the sedan, locked it and walked over to the headquarters building, whistling as he walked.

CHAPTER 25

PATRICK AND DAN

THURSDAY 

Dan was at his desk, talking on the land line, when Patrick walked into the squad room. As was the case most mornings, the room was filled with detectives and sergeants sitting at desks, either on the phone or tapping away at their computer keyboards. The rumble of voices sometimes made it difficult to hear on the phone and difficult to concentrate on the never-ending paperwork. 

Patrick walked up to Dan's desk and gestured toward one of the empty interrogation rooms at the side of the squad room. Dan nodded in agreement, and Patrick went into the break room to get coffee for both of them. By the time he had the coffee and was on his way back to the interrogation room, Dan was off the phone and standing at the open door of the room.

Inside, the men sat across from one another at the long table that took up most of the room. 

"So," Dan said, "Why don’t we go over what Kate Ryan said to you this morning."

Patrick nodded, took a gulp of coffee, made a face and began talking. "Well, first I have to confess something. You're not going to like it."

Dan frowned at him, then said, "Just tell me."

"I might have told Kate we weren't sure that Todd's death was an overdose," Patrick said.

Dan looked at him and shook his head, "Man, you know better than that. This is an active investigation and that means we don't tell anyone anything."

"I know, I know," Patrick said. "But I thought if I shared our doubts with Kate it might lead to something and it did. And I swore her to secrecy."

"Oh, yeah," Dan said. "I'm sure that will take care of everything."

"Maybe not," Patrick said. "But what's done is done so let's move on and talk about what she told me. She said that on the phone call she overheard, Todd was furious, something she'd never seen before. He was yelling at whoever was on the other end of the call, threatening them. She said he said if things didn't get straightened out, somebody was going to die. Kate said Todd never said anyone's name but he called the person a bitch so she assumed it was a woman. From what she overheard, she thought it had something to do with the business, and it sounded like something criminal was going on in the business, something that involved a lot of money."

"So you're thinking we might be able to find out what was going on if we look at the company's financial records?" Dan said.

"Yep," Patrick said. "You and I can make a first pass at it, and if we can't figure it out, we can ask the guy in what's it called. Umm, forensic accounting?" "Sounds good, "Dan said. "First things first. Let's go get a warrant for those records."

Later that day, warrant in hand, Patrick and Dan showed up at the downtown office of Andrews Enterprises. Patrick had called ahead to check that Taylor Andrews was in the office and would be available to talk with them.

As they walked through the double glass doors of the Andrews building, Patrick said, "If you feel uncomfortable doing this, I can do it on my own."

"I'm good," Dan said. "Jackie knows what we're doing, and she's fine with me continuing on the case, despite the family connection." Dan was referring to Jackie White, the chief of detectives on the Rivermont police force.

"I still can't believe she left you on the case," Patrick said. "I know we're short-handed but isn't she afraid there will be a conflict of interest for you?"

Dan stopped walking and said to Patrick, "Just a minute, there. Do you think there's a conflict of interest for me?" 

Patrick turned back to his partner, looked him straight in the eye and said, "No, I do not think there's a conflict of interest. You are a fair-minded, objective law enforcement officer. I was just surprised that Chief White was letting you continue on the case. It doesn't seem like something she would do."

"Do we need to talk about this?" Dan asked, a hint of steel in his voice. The two men stared at one another, and Dan motioned for them to move over to an alcove rather than standing in the middle of the Andrews building lobby.

Patrick shook his head and said, "No, man. I told you I'm cool with this. I trust you. I'm sorry I said anything. I just didn't want you to feel uncomfortable confronting Taylor Andrews. He is your wife's brother, after all. Please, can we just drop it?"

Dan thought for a moment, then said, "Sorry, I think I overreacted because I'm also surprised that Jackie is letting me continue with the investigation. I don't understand why. You know she and I don't get along too well, no matter what I do."

"Well, that's understandable, under the circumstances," Patrick said. "After all, everybody expected you to be promoted to chief of detectives when Roger Bannon retired. But instead, the chief brought in someone from the outside. And she's been playing catch-up since she got here."

"Yeah," Dan said. He thought for a moment, then said, "Do you think she's playing some kind of game with me on this investigation?"

"Maybe," Patrick said. "I don’t know but it just seems odd that she's letting you continue on a case involving your in-laws. Could be she's trying to trip you up and get rid of you."

"Whoa, that's quite an assumption," Dan said.

"I could be way off base, man. But I just want you to watch your step and not get caught up in her game, if that’s what this is," Patrick said.

"Let's do this," Dan said, gesturing at the elevator. The two men walked over to the elevator, and Patrick pressed the up button. Five minutes later, they were seated in Taylor Andrews executive office, explaining to him what they were doing there.

"A warrant?" Taylor questioned. "What on earth for? I don't understand."

On the elevator ride upstairs, Patrick and Dan had concluded that Patrick would take the lead in the discussion with Taylor and the serving of the warrant.

Patrick said, "We have a source who overheard a phone call Todd made where he accused someone of embezzling money from your firm. We were able to convince a judge that we had probable cause based on our source to ask for a warrant to investigate Andrews Enterprises financial records," Patrick said. 

"Who was the call with?" Taylor asked, clearly shaken.

"We don't know. We suspect it was a woman because Todd called the person on the other end of the line a bitch," Patrick said.

Taylor picked up the landline on his desk and tapped in an intercom number. "Vanessa? Are you available to come to my office?" He listened for a moment, then answered, "Yes, right now." He hung up the phone and said to Patrick and Dan, "Vanessa if the chief financial officer of the firm. She’ll be able to get to the bottom of this."

A few moments later, Taylor's office door opened and his wife entered. Vanessa was a tall, elegant woman, dressed in an expensive-looking business suit and wearing spiky four-inch heels. She looked surprised to see her brother-in-law and his partner in her husband's office and gave them a piercing look.

"Taylor? What's going on?" she asked.

"Have a seat, my dear, and I'll explain," Taylor said. He quickly filled her in about the purpose of Patrick and Dan's visit. "So, we'll need to provide them with the firm's financial records."

"I don't understand," Vanessa said. "I don't think that's appropriate. We need to call the firm's attorney. This is not acceptable."

"Vanessa, they have a warrant. We have to comply. And yes, we'll call our attorney. But in the meantime, can you please have someone gather together the information the warrant is calling for?"

Vanessa stood and stared down at Taylor, saying, "First, I'm talking to our attorney to make sure we have to comply with this -- this so-called warrant." She strode out of Taylor's office, slamming the door behind her.

"My apologies," Taylor said. "Vanessa is usually much more cooperative than that. I don't know what's up with her."

Dan and Patrick exchanged brief glances, both wondering if they'd found the woman that Todd was so angry with on the phone because of her unusual reaction to the warrant.

Dan and Patrick thanked Taylor for his time and said their good-byes. Taylor said he'd be back in touch as soon as he had the necessary financial records to give them. "Hopefully, by the end of the day," he said. 

Out in the car, Dan turned to Patrick and said, "I sure didn't like Vanessa's reaction to the warrant."

"Me, either," Patrick agreed. "I wonder what that's all about."

"I have my suspicions," Dan said. "I know she's my sister-in-law but…" he let his voice trail off. 

"I know what you mean," Patrick said. "When we get back to the office, I'm going to run a background check on her."

"Good idea," Dan said. He was silent for a few moments, thinking. Then he said, "You know, it may sound strange but I know very little about her background. She's not originally from Rivermont but I don't know where she's from. She came to town around the time Marla and I were getting married. She worked at one of the big accounting firms here, the one that handles the Andrews Enterprises account. So I'm assuming that's how she and Taylor met. They dated for awhile, then got married in a small ceremony for family and friends. Soon after that, she left the accounting firm and went to work for Andrews. And that's the extent of what I know about Vanessa Andrews." He paused for a moment, and then said, "I know she had no family attend the wedding. I asked Taylor about it, and he said something about her being adopted and estranged from her family. But as I recall, there weren't any friends there either."

"Hmmm," Patrick said. "Well, I'll see what I can find."

On the way back to headquarters, Dan's cell phone rang with a Bee Gees ringtone. Patrick laughed out loud, saying, "It's your lovely bride."

Dan laughed as he answered the phone with "Hi, love. What's up?" He and Marla talked for a few minutes, then he ended the call.

With a chuckle, Patrick said, "I love that ringtone."

"So does she, "Dan said. "I can't tell you how many times I've been embarrassed by that ringtone. I've even changed it a few times but Marla always manages to change it back."

Patrick gave another hoot of laughter, saying, "She's priceless. You got really lucky there, man."

"Don't I know it," Dan said. 

Back at their desks, Dan suggested they go report in to Jackie White and update her on the warrant and their visit to Andrews Enterprises.  Patrick had already logged on to his computer to begin his investigation of Vanessa Andrews, but he agreed that reporting to the boss was probably a good idea. He locked his computer and followed Dan across the squad room to the chief of detectives' office. 

The chief of detectives' office door was closed, as were the vertical blinds covering the windows. Patrick reached out and tapped on the door. There was no answer. He looked at Dan and said, "I guess she's out." 

Just then, the door opened, and Jackie White stood in the doorway, staring out at them. "Yes?" she said in a brittle tone.

"Umm, we were coming to report on the Todd Andrews investigation. But if this is a bad time, we can come back," Patrick said slowly.

"Come in," Jackie almost barked, turning back into the office and heading to her desk. Patrick and Dan exchanged glances, then followed their boss toward her desk. Jackie sat down and started shuffling the papers in front of her. Dan and Patrick hesitated briefly, then sat in the guest chairs in front of the desk.

"What can I do for you, boys?" the chief said, still rummaging through the stack of papers in front of her.

Once again, Dan and Patrick exchanged glances, as if to say, 'What is going on here?'

Patrick took the lead, saying, "Chief, we're here to update you on the Todd --"

"Yes, yes," the chief interrupted. "The Todd Andrews thing. Well, what's going on?"

"We think it wasn't an accidental overdose, and so does the medical examiner," Patrick said.

"Oh, really," Jackie said, looking first at Patrick and then at Dan. 

"Yes," Dan said, thinking to himself that there was something wrong with the chief but not knowing what it was or what to do. "The ME says the heroin dose was way over the top, more than an addict would ever use."

"So?" Jackie said, a tone of who cares in her voice.

Dan looked at the chief intently, wondering if she was on something. Her eyes were bloodshot, her hair was flying every which way and her business suit was rumpled. "What was going on with her?" he wondered. 

Dan stood up, and gestured  to Patrick to do the same. "We'll come back another time," Dan said.

"Whatever," Jackie said and went back to shuffling through the papers on the desk.

The two detectives left the chief's office, Dan closing the door softly behind them. "What the hell was that?" Patrick said, shaking his head.

"I have no idea. She was on another planet, as far as I could tell," Dan said.

They walked back across the squad room to their desks and sat down. "What should we do?" Patrick asked.

Dan looked over at the chief of detectives' office and gave a small smile. "I don't think we have to do anything."

Patrick followed his gaze and saw the chief of police standing at the chief of detectives' office door. In a moment, the chief entered and closed the door behind him.

"Well, that ought to solve that problem," Patrick said.

"I think you're right, old buddy. Now, let's get to work on this case," Dan said.

Patrick went back to his computer background search on Vanessa Andrews. Dan stood up, walked over to Patrick's desk and said, "Keep an eye on Jackie's office and let me know what happens. I just got an email from Luke McKenna, asking me to meet him downstairs in the lobby."

"What's that all about?" Patrick asked.

"I have no idea," Dan said. "But he seems to have really good sources so I'm certainly going to see what he wants."

Patrick watched as Dan walked out of the squad room to ward the bank of elevators in the hall. Dan had told him earlier that McKenna had somehow gotten his hands on a copy of Todd Andrews preliminary autopsy report, an unbelievable get, Patrick thought. Dan was right about McKenna's good sources.

Patrick tapped away at the keyboard, following Vanessa's trail through the cybersphere. He printed out page after page of pertinent information about the woman, slowly building a background dossier. He pulled a file folder out of one of his desk drawers and stuffed the stack of papers inside. As he turned back to his computer, he saw that Chief Roberts was heading toward his desk. He looked up and said, "May I help you, Chief?"

"Where's your partner?" the Chief asked in a brusque tone. Patrick noted his grim face and reddened cheeks. Something was up with the Chief.

Patrick stood up as he said, "Dan went downstairs to talk with someone about a case we're working on. He didn't know how long he would be."

"Have him come to my office when he gets back," the Chief said and strode away.

"Yes, sir," Patrick replied to the Chief's departing back. "What the hell was that about?" Patrick wondered to himself. He thought about it for a moment, then turned back to his computer.

Downstairs in the police headquarters lobby, Dan looked around for Luke McKenna. He finally spotted him standing by the front windows. He walked over and held out his hand to the man. "Three times in one day. That's certainly a record."

McKenna stared at Dan, at first not understanding what Dan was talking about. Then he shook his head and said, "Yeah, I guess. Say, is there somewhere private we can talk?" 

Dan looked around the lobby and then pointed to a small room near where they were standing. "We can use that conference room over there, I guess."

The two men walked over to the room. Dan opened the door and entered the room, with McKenna following closely behind him. 

Luke sat on the side of the conference table facing the exterior windows. Dan closed the vertical blinds before sitting opposite Luke. 

"So you don’t want anyone seeing you meet with the press?" Luke asked.

"Something like that," Dan said. "Now, why are you here?"

Luke sat silently for a moment, as if forming words in his mind. Then he said, "I came across some information that definitely will be helpful to you in your investigation of Todd's death."

"Really?" Dan said, wondering why the columnist would volunteer information to the police instead of writing it in his column.

"You're going to find out part of it very soon. The second part you might never learn unless I tell you," Luke said.

"So tell me," Dan said, a hint of irritation in his tone. "I don't have all day. I'm a busy man working what I think is a murder case."

"Yes, I'm surprised you're working the case, with your close connection to the victim," Luke said.

Dan hesitated, then decided it would do no harm for him to tell McKenna that the chief of detectives had approved his working on Todd's case. "My superior officer sees no conflict of interest in me working the case. In fact, she thinks my being part of the family might prove helpful."

"Hmm, and your chief of detectives would be?" Luke said.

"Jackie White," Dan said.

"I have information saying Jackie White is no longer chief of detectives for the Rivermont police force," McKenna said.

"What are you talking about? I just met with her half an hour ago, and she certainly was still chief of detectives," Dan said.

"You might want to check again. Chief Roberts just relieved her of her duties. I'm fairly certain that at the moment she's being escorted out of the building by two armed officers," Luke said.

"That can't be. You've got to be mistaken." Dan stood up and walked out of the conference room. To his shock, Jackie White stood in the lobby, a uniformed officer at each side, causing a scene. She was shouting at them, telling them she'd have their badges, refusing to leave the building. 

Finally, one of the officers stepped over to the reception desk, picked up the phone and made a quick call. Dan stood watching as ex-chief of detectives Jackie White continued to yell, saying she was being railroaded, that she hadn't done anything wrong. Everyone in the lobby was staring at her, not knowing what to make of the situation.

Then the elevator doors opened and Chief of Police Roberts emerged. He walked over to Jackie White's side and began to speak to her in a low voice. She continued to yell until Roberts took a pair of handcuffs off his belt and held them out in front of him. Dan couldn't hear the Roberts' words but he assumed he was threatening to arrest White if she didn't cooperate and leave the building.

The Chief continue to murmur to Jackie, and Dan had the feeling he was seeing the "whisperer" at work. The Chief had long had the reputation of being able to convince anyone of anything but Dan had never seen him in action. 

Finally, the ex chief of detectives nodded her head, looked around the lobby, then headed to the main entrance. The Chief motioned for the two uniforms to follow her. He stood, hands on hips, watching as the three figures left the building. As he turned to head toward the bank of elevators, he saw Dan standing in the open doorway of the conference room and headed in that direction. 

"We need to talk," Chief Roberts said. He looked past Dan into the conference room and saw Luke McKenna standing there. "What's McKenna doing here?" Roberts demanded.

"Providing me with some information about a case," Dan answered. 

"That will have to wait. I need to talk to you right now," the Chief said.

"I'll be leaving now," Luke said. "Good to see you, Chief. Dan, I'll be back in touch about that second part I mentioned." McKenna brushed past both men and headed to the entrance.

The Chief walked into the conference room and said, "Come in, Pastore."

Dan did as he was told, shutting the door behind him, and wondering if the Chief would ever call him by his first name. He'd worked for the police department in various position for 15 years and never once had the name Dan passed the Chief's lips.

The two men sat across from one another at the conference table. "As you probably deduced, Chief White is no longer with the department. That means there's an opening for the chief of detectives job. Am I correct in assuming you still want the position?"

Dan didn't hesitate before answering. "Yes, Chief. I want the position."

"All right. Let's go upstairs and make that happen," the Chief said, standing and walking toward the door. 

As Dan followed behind the Chief, he wondered when and if he was ever going to find out what happened with Jackie White. He had the feeling that the Chief would never volunteer the information. But Luke McKenna seemed to have impeccable sources, and Dan decided to follow up with Luke at the earliest possible time. 

"By the way, Pastore, this means you're off the Todd Andrews investigation. You never should have been on it anyway. That was one of White's many screw-ups. Figure out who to put your partner with to work the case." They'd arrived at the bank of elevators, and the Chief pressed the Up button. The doors of one of the elevators opened immediately, something that never happened for Dan. "I guess you have to be the Chief for that to happen," was his facetious thought.

CHAPTER 26

MARLA

THURSDAY EVENING

Marla looked up at the wall clock and saw that it was almost 6 p.m. "Where had the time gone?" she wondered.  She'd been heads-down at her desk since she'd returned to her office when classes ended at 3 p.m. and she went out front to watch the departing students. It was her routine to stand at the academy's front entrance as the students filed out to waiting buses, parents, grandparents, nannies, etc. She liked hearing the chatter of boys and girls released from a day of intensity. At times she felt the twinge of childlessness but always quickly replaced it with the joy the students brought to her.

Her cell phone dinged, and she picked it up from her desk and read the message from Dan. "Whassup?"

She laughed and texted back: "Just finishing up. On my way."

A moment later, the phone dinged again. "Meet you at home. Be prepared!" said Dan's message.

"For?" Marla texted in reply.

"It's a surprise. See you soon." Marla read the text with a wide smile on her face, wondering what Dan was up to.

She shut down her laptop and packed it into her briefcase, along with various reports and correspondence, her usual evening reading material. On the way out, she turned off her office lights and locked her office door. Out in the reception room, she looked around. All the lights were out and the computers were turned off. She left the reception room, locking the door behind her. Out in the hall, she was surprised to see the head of security Maggie Castle walking toward her. 

"Hi, Maggie. You're here late," Marla said. 

"So are you," Maggie replied.

"Right," Marla said. We’re both here too late. I hope you're on your way home?" 

"Yep, right behind you. Jake and Abby are waiting out in front for me. We're taking Abby out to dinner at her favorite place as a reward for her stellar report card," Maggie said.

"I didn't realize kindergartners got stellar report cards," Marla said with a grin.

"Well, one accomplishment of Abby's was particularly stellar. She now knows how to tie her shoelaces," Maggie said.

"Good for her. I know how the little ones struggle with that. And where is Abby's favorite restaurant?" Marla asked. 

Maggie laughed and shook her head. "I'm almost embarrassed to tell you."

Marla gave an answering laugh and said, "That means it's McDonald's. Right?"

"Right!" Maggie said. "What's on your agenda for the evening?"

"Well, Dan texted me that he has a surprise for me so I can't really answer your question. I'll let you know tomorrow."

"A surprise! How delightful! I can't wait to hear about it." Maggie said as she set the alarm at the door. Marla and Maggie walked out the front entrance, Maggie leading the way and Marla bringing up the rear.  Maggie gave a wave to Marla and got into Jake's Jeep parked in the circular driveway in front of the academy, as Marla headed to her Suburban parked in the faculty parking lot.

Fifteen minutes later, Marla pulled into her driveway, used the opener to open the garage door and drove into the garage. To her surprise, Dan's police sedan was already parked in the garage. The Rivermont police department's policy was for plainclothes detectives to take their police vehicles home.

Marla retrieved her purse and briefcase from the back seat of the Suburban, closed the garage door and went into the house. As she walked from the garage to the kitchen, she could hear music coming from another part of the house. She set her briefcase and purse down on the kitchen counter, kicked off her high heels and went in search of Dan and the music.

She found both in the family room. The song "Celebration" was coming from the speakers on either side of the room. Dan was standing by the fireplace, a bottle of champagne in one hand.

Marla walked over and stood on tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek. "What's going on, husband of mine?" she asked.

"The song says it all," Dan said. "We have something to celebrate, love."

"And what would that be?" Marla asked.

"Well, my lovely, you are looking at the newly appointed Rivermont Police Department Chief of Detectives." Dan did a fake bow, then began to work on opening the champagne.

"Dan, that's wonderful! But how did it come about. I thought that person -- that Jackie White -- was firmly entrenched in the position that belonged to you." 

"So she was. That is, until a couple of hours ago. Jackie White has been summarily dismissed from the police force, and Chief Roberts appointed me in her stead shortly thereafter."

Marla took the champagne bottle from Dan and set it on the hearth. Then she wrapped her arms around her husband and leaned her head on his chest. "I'm so happy for you," she said, her words muffled.

Moments later, the hug ended, they sat on the couch, arms around one another. "Shall I continue trying to open the champagne?" Dan asked.

"In a while," Marla said. "I want more details. Why was Jackie White fired?"

"A variety of reasons, I suspect. Chief Roberts told me several of them. Suspected drug use and falsifying her resume and background information. I'd add my own accusation of gross incompetence in the conduct of her job. Evidently, she screwed up a couple of high-profile cases big-time. As proof of some or all of this, Pat and I met with her shortly before Chief Roberts fired her. She was completely out of it, zoned out of her gourd, you might say. We didn’t know what was going on."

"What does Pat think about your promotion?" Marla asked.

"After he gave me a ration of grief, he congratulated me and told me it would be an honor serving under me, then proceeded to give me more grief. Typical Patrick."

Marla started laughing and had trouble stopping. "I do love Patrick," Marla said between hoots of laughter.

"Hey now, wait just a minute there, ma'am. You belong to me and don't forget it."

They sat there in silence for a few moments, then Dan said, "I have something to tell you, and it's very serious."

Marla looked at Dan, and her heart skipped a beat. He had that non-nonsense look on his face that told her he was dead serious.

"Oh?" she said.

"I couldn't say anything to you before. But this afternoon when I was talking with Chief Roberts I asked for permission to share some information with you. He gave me permission, albeit reluctantly."

Heart pounding, Marla stayed silent, panicked about what horrible news Dan was about to give her. Dear God, she prayed, she couldn't bear the death of anyone else close to her.

Dan reached out and clasped her hand in his as he said, "'We believe Todd's death wasn't an accidental overdose."

Marla searched his face, trying to understand his words. "You mean you think it was suicide?"

"No," Dan said, slowly shaking his head. "We think it was a homicide. We think someone deliberately shot an extreme overdose of drugs into Todd."

"Oh, God, no!" Marla gasped. "Who would do that? Dan, nobody would kill Todd. Everybody loved him. You know that."

"I thought I knew that. But we have evidence that it was a homicide," Dan said.

"What evidence?" Marla asked.

Dan listed the evidence: the extremely high dosage of heroin and the hesitation marks around the injection. He hesitated a moment, then told her that someone close to Todd in his 12-step program strongly believed that Todd was adhering to his sobriety. Dan deliberately didn't share Luke's name with Marla to preserve Luke's privacy. Dan listed the evidence: the extremely high dosage of heroin and the hesitation marks around the injection. He hesitated a moment, then told her that someone close to Todd in his 12-step program strongly believed that Todd was adhering to his sobriety. Dan deliberately didn't share Luke's name with Marla to preserve Luke's privacy.

Marla gave Dan a questioning look, as if to say, 'Why can't you tell me the person's name?" But then she gave a slight shake of her head, seeming to understand what Dan was doing.

"So you and Patrick have been investigating Todd's death?" Marla asked.

"Yes," Dan said. "For some unknown reason, Jackie White let me be part of the investigation, despite my relationship to Todd." He paused and frowned, saying, "That's over now. Chief Roberts told me in no uncertain terms that I'm off the investigation. He's got me looking for someone to partner up with Patrick to continue looking into Todd's death."

Marla sat thinking for a few moments, then said, "Dan, this just doesn't make any sense to me. Who would kill Todd? There's just no logical reason."

"It's important to remember that homicide is not logical. Actually, it's the antithesis of logical," Dan said.

I know, I know," Marla said. "Do you and Patrick have any leads? Any ideas?" 

Dan stood up and said, "Let me put this champagne back in the fridge." He needed a moment to figure out how not to answer Marla. He'd gone as far as he could in giving information to her. He couldn't tell her that he and Patrick suspected that Taylor's wife Vanessa might be involved. He walked out of the family room into the kitchen. He stood at the refrigerator for a moment, trying and failing to come up with what to say to Marla. He shoved the champagne onto the top shelf of the fridge, then grabbed two beers and opened them. They seemed like a more appropriate beverage for the difficult conversation he and his wife were about to have.

Back in the family room, he handed one of the beers to Marla and began to pace the room. Marla sat on the couch staring up at him, wondering what in the world he was up to. Finally, Dan stopped in front of where she was sitting and said, "I'm sorry but I can't discuss the details of the case with you. Chief Roberts okayed me telling you that Todd's death might be a homicide but he explicitly told me not to share case details with you or anyone else in the family."

Marla sighed and took a sip of her beer. "I guess I understand that," she said. "And I know I'll eventually know everything,, when the case is closed, that is."

"I'm sorry," Dan said. 

"Not to worry," Marla said. "Come sit beside me, and I'll share more details about my day than you want to hear." 

Dan laughed and sat down, propping his feet on the coffee table in front of the couch. Marla filled him in on the plans for raptor release in the memory of her brother. 

"That sounds perfect," Dan said. "Amelie is going to be pleased. The bird sanctuary is one of her pet projects."

"That's what we thought, too. Lauren is helping with the arrangements. Speaking of Lauren, has Patrick said anything to you about her?" Marla asked.

Dan thought for a moment, then said, "No. Why do you ask?"

"I think Lauren may be interested in him. While we were working on the raptor release, she asked me about him. Like, was he dating anyone, where did he grow up, that kind of thing. I told her what I know, which isn't a lot. You probably know more than I do," Marla said.

Dan nodded and said, "Yeah, I'm sure I do. Patrick's a great guy. I'm going to miss working every day with him."

"Dan, I'm so proud of you. You got a rotten deal when they hired that Jackie White person for the chief of detectives position. Now things are the way they should be."

"It was a political hire, I suppose. Chief Roberts never said anything but I'm sure the powers that be forced her on him. But all's well that ends well. Now, let's talk about something important -- like, where should I take you to dinner?"

CHAPTER 27

DAN

FRIDAY MORNING

Friday morning was a hectic one for Dan at police headquarters. The grapevine was buzzing with news of Jackie White's ouster and Dan's promotion. He was inundated with calls, emails and drop-bys of congratulations.

His first priority was assigning another one of the detectives to work with Patrick on the Todd Andrews case. He and Patrick met for a few minutes behind the closed door of the chief of detectives office. Dan asked for Pat's suggestions and agreed with his former partner that Lucy Angelis was the best choice. Dan told Patrick he'd talk to her right away so the two of them could proceed with the case. Patrick stood up to leave, then turned and grinned at Dan.

"You've got a lot of decorating to do in here, boss," Patrick said. He looked around the office and said in a puzzled tone, "What happened to all of White's stuff?"

"No idea," Dan said. He, too, looked around at the half-empty office. "I guess Chief Roberts had someone pack up her stuff and send it to her. Who knows?"

Patrick left Dan's office, and Dan picked up the landline receiver and called Lucy Angelis's number. She answered on the first ring, saying, "Yes, Chief?"

"Lucy, can you please come to my office?" Dan said.

"Be right there," she said.

Moments later, there was a tap on the door frame and Lucy poked her head inside the doorway. "Okay to come in?"

"Definitely. Please close the door," Dan said.

Lucy came in, closed the door and walked to the front of the desk in the middle of the office.

"Please have a seat," Dan said.

Lucy sat in one of the two guest chairs positioned in front of the desk.

"Congratulations on your promotion, sir," Lucy said. 

"Thanks, Lucy. I'm looking forward to the challenge of the job." Dan paused a moment, then said, "I'd like to assign you to work with Patrick Solomon on the Todd Andrews case."

Lucy gave Dan a quizzical look and said, "The Todd Andrews case?"

"Yes, Patrick will fill you in. Based on the ME's report, we started working it as a possible homicide," Dan said.

"Interesting," Lucy said. "Do you mind me asking if Patrick is okay with having me as his partner?"

Dan nodded and said, "Patrick suggested that you be assigned to the case so all is well."

Lucy stood and said, "Thank you, Chief. I'm looking forward to it. And again, congratulations." She left Dan's office, closing the door gently behind her.

CHAPTER 28

MARLA

FRIDAY MORNING

On Friday morning, Marla had an early appointment with the director of the Bird Sanctuary to discuss the raptor release. Marla thought the meeting went well and that the director had been pleased to help. On her way to the academy, she called her grandmother to update her on the plans for Todd's memorial. 

"Gram, you were right. Mr. Callahan couldn't have been more helpful," Marla said.

"I knew he would be," Amelie said. "Tell me everything, dear."

Marla told Amelie the details of the plans for the memorial. The event would be held in two weeks, on a Friday morning. Several officials from the sanctuary would bring two rescued bald eagles for release into the wild.

"Gram, they're also bringing a very special eagle, one who’s been at the sanctuary for almost 20 years. The eagle's name is Roscoe, and he's quite the star at the sanctuary," Marla said.

Amelie gave a soft laugh and said, "I know Roscoe! I visit him when I volunteer at the sanctuary." Amelie was a regular volunteer at the visitors' center at the Bird Sanctuary, in addition to being a donor to the foundation that funded the sanctuary.

"I'll arranged for the academy students to attend the release. We're going to hold the event at that park on the river, Hancock Park," Marla said. 

"Did Callahan give you any details about the bald eagles that are going to be released?" Amelie asked.

"Yes, he did. They were both injured and were rescued separately. One was found in the state forest about 20 miles from here. The other was found by the side of a highway on the west side of Rivermont. They've been recuperating at the sanctuary, and the vet has now pronounced both of the ready to be released."

"How wonderful!" Amelie said. "Thank you so much for arranging the raptor release. It warms my heart that we're doing this for Todd."

Marla felt the tears she'd been holding back start to fall down her cheeks. She said, "I hope so, Gram. I miss him so much. It breaks my heart to think he's gone."

"I know, I know. I just don't understand…" Amelie let her voice trail off. 

Marla wanted so badly to share with her grandmother what Dan had told her last night about Todd's death, his suspicions that Todd's death was a homicide, not an accidental or deliberate drug overdose. But she knew she couldn't say anything yet. Hopefully, Dan's suspicions would be substantiated, and she could let her grandmother know what really happened to Todd.

CHAPTER 29

AMELIE AND DAN

FRIDAY MORNING

Amelie hung up her landline and sat there at her desk for a few minutes. Marla had something in her voice that Amelie was unable to identify. It seemed to her that Marla was not as heavy hearted as she had been yesterday. Amelie hoped that was the case. She hated seeing Marla and Taylor suffering over the loss of their brother. The three children had been so close following the death of their parents. Even the usual tussles of sibling rivalry during their childhood had been brief and quickly gone and forgotten. Amelie couldn't remember any true disagreements among the three of them. 

She'd never understood the whole drug thing. It was inconceivable to her that someone would put an unknown substance into their body and just trust that everything would be okay. That was incomprehensible. That Todd would throw his life away on drugs had broken her heart. Marla and Taylor had hidden Todd's drug use from her for as long as they could. But when he'd entered rehab, they'd had no choice but to tell their grandmother what was going on with her youngest grandson. At first, Amelie had refused to believe what they were telling her. She'd finally had to accept it when Jenna, Todd's estranged wife, came to visit and shared with Amelie her sorrow about Todd's drug use. 

Jenna told Amelie how Todd had distanced himself from Jenna and Puppy, spending days and weeks somewhere else. He'd never called to say he wasn't coming home. He just hadn't come home. Puppy had cried for her Daddy, and Jenna had tried frantically to locate him, afraid he was lying dead in some drug house.

Jenna told Amelie that she'd thought everything was fine with the marriage and the family until Puppy turned three and the absences began. "I never knew how it started or why," Jenna said. "I think it may have been going on since he was in high school or college. But somehow he managed to hide it from me or perhaps he wasn't using as much then as in later years."

Tears had streamed down Jenna's face as she told Todd's grandmother about Todd. Amelie had offered to do whatever she could. She'd invited Jenna and Puppy to come stay with her while Todd was in rehab, and Jenna had agreed, thinking that it would be good for Puppy to be with her great-grandmother. And it was. Puppy looked like Amelie, and it warmed Jenna's heart to see the two of them out in the garden pulling weeds or taking Amelie's dog for a walk. 

But after the second rehab stint, Jenna had filed for divorce. And she's refused Amelie's offer of refuge, telling her that she had to learn to do this on her own. 

Now, Amelie shook her head in sorrow at what had become of her beloved grandson. Puzzling over the change in Marla, Amelie decided to do a little detective work, grinning at herself for thinking in those terms. She didn't have Dan's work number so she called the main Rivermont Police number and asked for Detective Pastore. The operator answering her call had said, "You mean Chief of Detectives Pastore?"

Amelie had hesitated, and then realized that Dan must have been promoted. She answered, "Yes, Chief o Detectives Pastore."

She could tell from his tone of voice that Dan was surprised to hear from her. And no wonder. She'd never called him at work before, not in the almost 20 years she'd known him.

"Dan, I wonder if it would be possible for you to stop by the carriage house on your way home today. There's something I'd like to discuss with you," Amelie said.

"Of course, Amelie. It will be great to see you," Dan said.

"And Dan, if you don't mind, please don't tell Marla about this at the moment," Amelie said.

Dan hesitated before answering, thinking over Amelie's request. He didn't like it. This was the kind of thing he would automatically, absolutely tell Marla. "May I ask why you don't want me to tell Marla?"

"I'll tell you that when I see you. Trust me. I have a good reason."

Reluctantly, Dan agreed to not tell Marla he was going to visit her grandmother. It didn't sit right with him to keep something like this from his wife but perhaps Amelie could set his mind at ease. He usually didn't share many details about his cases with Marla; he generally felt all about giving her broad overviews. 

Amelie hung up the phone and went into the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea. Libby was standing at the sink rinsing off the breakfast dishes, preparatory to putting them in the dishwasher. 

"Let me make that tea for you," Libby said as Marla got a tea bag out of the cabinet.

"Thank you, dear, but I like to keep busy." She put the tea bag in the mug she used, filled in with water and set the cup in the microwave.

"Dan is going to stop by for a visit on his way home from work this evening. Maybe you could put together a plate of appetizers?" Amelie said.

"Id be delighted," Libby said. "Is Marla coming too?"

"No, just Dan," Amelie said.

Her response put a puzzled look on Libby's face. This was very unusual. She couldn't remember a time when Dan Pastore had been in the house without Marla.

Amelie finished making her tea and sat at the kitchen table. Libby poured herself a glass of cranberry juice and joined her at the table. "How are you doing, Amelie?" she asked.

"Oh, you know. Sometimes sort of okay, sometimes not. I miss that boy. He was such a charmer. He could always bring a smile to my face. I can't bear to think what that dear daughter of his went through. And I can't bear to think of her growing without her sweet father around to love and cherish her." Amelie sniffed, blinked and fought off tears. She was so tired of crying.

"I know, I know," Libby said, reaching out her hand and placing it gently on Amelie's arm. 

Amelie sighed and sipped at her tea. Somehow Todd's death had struck her particularly hard. She'd never admitted it to anyone but he had been her favorite, from the time he was born. It seemed to her that he'd been born with a smile on his face and a twinkle in his eye, and those characteristics had stayed with him the rest of his too short life.

Amelie stood, put her hand on Libby's shoulder and said, "I'm going to go upstairs and lie down for awhile. If I'm not up by the time Dan gets here, please come get me."

"Will do, boss," Libby answered.

Amelie made a face at her and said, "Please don't call me that."

"Yes, boss," Libby answered.

Amelie shook her head and left the kitchen. She paused at the foot of the stairs and looked up them. She wondered how much longer she would be able to climb them. It seemed that every day it became harder to go upstairs to her bedroom.. There was a room here on the first floor that she could use as a bedroom. Or she could have on of those chair lifts installed. Getting older -- getting old -- was grossly unfair. But the other option was even worse. 

Taylor and Marla had each urged her to come live with one of them. But she wasn't ready for that yet. She thought she might never be ready for that. She knew all too well that she was too self-reliant to place herself, her life, her affairs in someone else's hands. She valued her privacy, her independence too much to relinquish them. 

Upstairs in her bedroom, Amelie lay down on her bed and pulled the afghan stretched across the foot of the bed up her to chin. She closed her eyes and willed herself to relax. But the thoughts whirling in her mind refused to be subdued. Todd's death had dealt a body blow to her, one from which she feared she'd never recover. She'd raised Todd almost from birth. He'd been only three months old when his parents died. She was the only mother he'd ever known, and he was the child to whom she was the closest, the most committed. 

As she lay there, trying to sleep, at least for a few minutes, she kept going over in her mind what she'd heard in Marla's voice. She'd heard a bit of hope instead of the devastation and desolation that had been there only yesterday. What could explain the difference? That was what she hoped to find out from Dan. Marla and Todd were as close as a brother and sister could be, much closer than Marla was to Taylor.

Finally, Amelie felt herself begin to slip into sleep. Slowly, she let go and let slumber overtake her. As she slept, she began to dream. Todd was in the dream, Todd as a little boy, following her around the house and the garden, trying to help her and inevitably making a mess of things. When she awoke, she could feel the smile on her lips as she remembered the sweetness of the dream. For a moment, she lay there, trying to hold onto the dream, trying to hold onto Todd.

She heard a tap at the bedroom door and said, "Come in."

Libby opened the door and stuck her head inside and said, "Mr. Dan is here, boss,"

Amelie sat up and said, "Please tell him I'll be right down. And don't call me boss."

Amelie got out of bed and went into the adjoining bathroom. When she's renovated the carriage house several years, she'd had one of those senior bathtubs installed, plus a glass-enclosed shower. The outside wall was windowed, and because it faced the wood, the windows were uncovered and let in sunlight.

She went to the bathroom, for about the 20th time today, she thought. Then she quickly touched up her make-up and brushed her hair. "How vain I am," she thought as she sprayed on a mist of Chanel #5. With a last glance in the over-sized mirror to satisfy herself that she looked presentable, Amelie headed downstairs to greet her guest. 

She found Dan and Libby chatting in the great room. A tray of appetizers sat on the coffee table, and Amelie saw that Dan was already having one. At Libby's insistence, Amelie thought. When Dan saw Amelie come through the door, he set his plate on the coffee table and walked over to hug her.

He kissed her cheek, then stood back to take a look at her. "You're looking good," Dan said. "Come sit down and have some of Libby's goodies." They walked arm-in-arm over to the couch in front of the coffee table and sat.

Libby asked what she could get them to drink. Dan opted for a beer, and Amelie asked for a cup of tea. While they were waiting for Libby's return, Dan asked how she was doing.

"Oh, you know, some days are easier than others. I imagine it's the same for Marla," Amelie said.

Dan nodded and said, "Yes, it is. And Marla being Marla, is working even longer hours at the academy to keep her mind occupied." In their heads, both of them finished that sentence with "and off of Todd."

Libby returned with their drinks, then left the room, closing the double doors behind her.

Amelie took a sip of tea, and Dan tilted back his beer and took a long swallow. Amelie set her cup on the coffee table and turned to Dan.

"It’s always great to see you, Dan," Amelie said. "But I had a specific reason for asking you to come by."

"Oh?" Dan said questioningly

"Yes. I talked with Marla earlier today. I was happy that she sounded good, better than I expected. I didn't ask her about it but I was curious as to what had improved her mood so noticeably. So I decided to ask you. And what better, more enjoyable way to ask you than invite you to stop by." Amelie paused and looked expectantly at Dan. 

He gave her a pseudo quizzical look, then grinned at her. "I suspected something along those lines," Dan said. "So I arranged things so that I can give you at least part of an answer."

This time it was Amelie's turn for a quizzical look, an honest one. "What do you mean?"

"First, let me explain something," Dan said. "I'm now the chief of detectives with the police force."

Amelie smiled and said, "Actually, I know that. When I called, the person who answered the phone told me she was connecting me with Chief of Detectives Pastore."

Dan grinned and said, "My fame precedes me. Anyway, yesterday, I talked to the Chief and asked him if I could provide some information about Todd's death to my wife. He agreed, as long as I limited what I told her. So I did, and what I told her relieved her mind a little."

"Oh?" Amelie said, extremely curious.

"Yes. And before I came to see you, I asked Chief Roberts if I might share the same information with you. And because you're such a pillar of the community and also Chief Roberts' godmother, he said yes, I could share information with you, under the same conditions."

"Well, share away, boy," Amelie said, a twinkle in her eye.

"'We believe Todd's death wasn't an accidental overdose. We think it's very possible that someone deliberately shot an extreme overdose of drugs into Todd. We’re investigating it as a homicide."

"Oh my," Amelie said, shock in her voice and on her face. "I can't believe anyone would want to harm Todd."

"That's what Marla said when I told her. But stranger things have happened. So that's why Marla sounded better on the phone. She had thought Todd reverted to drugs and with the evidence we have, that doesn't appear to be the case. And I'm sorry, but I can't share details of the evidence with you, on orders of Chief Roberts, godmother or not."

What Dan didn’t say is that he had controverted the Chief's orders when it came to sharing details of the investigation with Marla and which he wouldn't share with Amelie.

Dan didn't tell Amelie about the extremely high dosage of heroin and the hesitation marks around the injection. And he didn't tell her that someone close to Todd in his 12-step program strongly believed that Todd was adhering to his sobriety. 

Amelie reached out a hand to Dan. He took her hand and squeezed it. "Thank you for telling me this, Dan. It was a kind thing to do for an old woman who's mourning the loss of a beloved grandson."

"You're certainly anything but an old woman. And I'm glad I could do it," Dan said. Then, changing his mind about how much to tell Amelie, he continued, "Someone close to Todd in his 12-step program strongly believed that Todd was adhering to his sobriety."

Dan's words brought tears to Amelie's eyes, and she said, "Thank you especially for telling me that.

Dan kissed Amelie's cheek and said, "I'll be on my way." He stood up and as Amelie started to stand also, said, "Please, don't bother. I can see my way out."

Amelie smiled up at Dan and said, "Thank you again. And please give my love to Marlie."

Dan smiled as he walked out, liking that Amelie still called his wife by her childhood nickname.

CHAPTER 30

JACKIE WHITE

FRIDAY MORNING

Jackie White groaned as the morning sunlight streamed through the bedroom window and across the bed where she lay, straight into her eyes. Her hangover was monumental and bone-crushing. She rolled over, buried her face in the pillow and groaned again.

She vaguely remembered that she'd finished off the scotch last night. She wasn't sure whether she'd been celebrating or mourning being terminated from the police department. No matter. What's done is done. 

She rolled over again and stared up at the ceiling. She supposed she should call Vanessa and let her know what happened. But she couldn't bring herself to search for her cell and make the call. Anyway, Van would find out soon enough. After all, it was because of Van's stellar connections that Jackie had been hired as the chief of detectives. And those same connections would more than likely already have informed Van about her firing.

"Rats!" she said out loud. Then, "Double rats!" Vanessa had warned her that her out-of-control drinking was going to get her fired but Jackie had ignored the warning.

"Who needed to work, anyway?" she thought. “Van has more money than she needs, and she can certainly share it with me.”

She closed her eyes and tried to go back to sleep but her pounding head made that next to impossible. She sat halfway up and reached over to the bedside table and opened the top drawer. Fumbling through the various papers and bottles, she finally found the bottle of Excedrin she was looking for. She put four caplets in her mouth. She picked up the Scotch bottle on the table and tipped its last dregs into her mouth.

Half an hour later, she began to feel halfway human. She pulled the duvet up to her chin. Eyes closed, she felt herself slipping to the edge of sleep despite the dose of caffeine in the Excedrin. A ringtone jolted her from the edge of sleep, cutting through the silence. She fumbled around in the bed, trying to find the cell. Finally she located it on the bedside table. Squinting in the semi-darkness of the bedroom, she identified the caller as Vanessa. At first, she was going to answer, then changed her mind. She was in no condition to talk to her lover. Van would know she was hungover, know she'd been drinking heavily. With a groan, she shoved the phone into the drawer of the bedside table and listened as it rang and rang and at last dropped to voice mail. She heard the ting of the voice mail notification but left the phone in the drawer. She'd deal with Van later, much later. Now, she needed to sleep. Then take a shower. Then…she drifted off, not knowing what she'd do then.

CHAPTER 31

VANESSA ANDREWS

FRIDAY MORNING

Vanessa frowned as Jacqueline's cell went to voice mail. Where was she? Why wasn't she answering? Vanessa left another message, the third one this morning. She hadn't talked to Jacqueline since they parted at Jacqueline's condo yesterday morning. But after that, evidently things had exploded. One of Vanessa's business associates had called her first thing this morning to commiserate with her about Jacqueline losing her chief of detectives position with the Rivermont police department.

Vanessa had been shocked at the news but had managed to conceal her surprise. She pretended she'd had prior knowledge of the situation and had known the termination was coming. She'd brushed it off and changed the subject. After ending the call, she'd immediately tried to reach Jacqueline. When she didn't pick up, Vanessa left a frantic message, directing her to call at once. 

Vanessa finished dressing for the day and left for the office. She assumed Taylor had already headed out. She hadn't heard or seen him, as usual. For years now, they'd occupied separate wings of their sprawling mansion. Sometimes they'd go for days seeing one another only at the office, not at home.

Driving down the interstate to downtown Rivermont, Vanessa sighed, thinking what a mess her private life was. She'd realized late in her marriage that she preferred the company of women, she preferred bedding women. Taylor had no idea, of course. They'd never discussed her ending their sexual life. He must just think she was a cold woman, a bit frigid. Little did he know. Sexual fires burned brightly inside her, just not for him, probably not for any man. 

She and Jacqueline White had met five years ago at one of Rivermont University's networking events. Jacqueline was a professor of criminology at Rivermont University and was making a speech on white collar crime at the event. After the speech, Vanessa had introduced herself and invited Jacqueline to join her for a drink. The attraction between them had been instantaneous and explosive. Their affair had begun that night and had continued hot and heavy for five years. 

A year ago, Jacqueline had lost her position at the university. Vanessa had levied her influence to try to force the administration to change its decision to let her go but to no avail. Jacqueline had refused to share with Vanessa the reason for her termination but Vanessa had suspected that Jacqueline's uncontrolled drinking had led to the firing. 

Vanessa had set to work finding a suitable replacement position for Jacqueline. At first, she'd offered her lover the head of security job at Andrews Enterprises but Jacqueline had refused, not wanting to report to Vanessa and not wanting Vanessa watching her every move. Then Vanessa had learned that the Rivermont chief of detectives was retiring, and she'd swooped in and insisted that Chief Roberts hire Jacqueline. 

Chief Roberts had protested, saying that her brother-in-law, Dan Pastore, was in line for the position and was eminently more qualified than Jacqueline White. But Vanessa had escalated the situation to the police commissioner, a long-time ally and close friend, who had demanded that Chief Roberts hire Jacqueline White.

So much for that great idea, Vanessa thought. Now what? Perhaps Jacqueline would now accept the head of security position at Andrews. Vanessa wanted her near by, wanted to be able to keep a close eye on her and corral her uncontrolled drinking.

She pulled the Audi into the parking garage under the high-rise that housed the headquarters of andrews Enterprises. Her reserved parking space was next to the elevator, near the entrance to the parking garage -- as convenient as possible. She turned off the engine and leaned her head back on the head rest. What she wouldn't give to openly have a relationship with Jacqueline. But as the chief financial officer of Andrews, she had a standing in the business world that she needed to maintain. The Rivermont business community was an uber conservative one that would never accept or condone a same-sex relationship. Vanessa had accepted that she and Jacqueline would never be able to live openly together. 

Finally, Vanessa gathered up her handbag, briefcase and laptop bag and got out of the car. At the elevator, she pressed the button for the penthouse offices of Andrews Enterprises. As she rode up the elevator, she had another thought about a possible position for Jacqueline. Andrews Academy had a well-respected security department. Perhaps that would be the perfect place for Jacqueline. It was just a matter of removing the current head of security and putting Jacqueline in place. Not a problem, Vanessa thought. It was just a matter of inventing some dirt about the current head of security and making sure that the powers that be, which meant Marla and Amelie, were aware of said dirt. Piece of cake.

The elevator glided to stop on the top floor of the high-rise, and the doors whooshed open. Vanessa said good morning to the receptionist and walked down the long carpeted hall to her corner office. As she walked past the corner office Taylor occupied, she stopped in the doorway and said a cheery, "Good morning!" then proceeded on down the hallway, not waiting to hear or acknowledge his answering greeting.

In her office, she hung her coat on the brass coat rack by the door, then placed her laptop bag in the center of her glass-topped desk. She took out the laptop and powered it up. When it was up and running and connected to the firm's speedy Wi-fi, she opened the Andrews Academy website and looked up the name of the current head of security.

"Maggie Ryan," she murmured to herself, trying to place the woman but failing. She Googled Maggie Ryan and then opened her LinkedIn page. Scrolling down the page, she took in the woman's background experience and qualifications. She certainly was qualified, but then so was Jacqueline. Vanessa quickly printed out the information she'd found on Maggie Ryan and put the papers in a file folder. She put the file folder in her brief case, then went back to the laptop to check her email. Time to get to work -- Andrews Enterprises work, that is.

CHAPTER 32

VANESSA ANDREWS

FRIDAY EVENING

At the end of the day, Vanessa packed up her briefcase and put her laptop in its case. She'd sent Tyler a text telling him she planned on spending the weekend at their Edelweiss lake house and would see him on Monday. She then texted Jacqueline to say she'd pick her up in an hour for their trip to Edelweiss. She smiled as she whispered her lover's name --"Jock-leen" -- pronounced as First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy's name had been pronounced. It irritated Jacqueline no end when Vanessa said "Jock-leen."

"My name is Jackie not that pretentious hogwash "Jock-leen," she would rant at Vanessa. "Jackie!"

But Vanessa loved the name "Jock-leen" and refused to stop saying it.

Vanessa swung by her and Taylor's home to pick up the overnight bag she'd packed for the weekend. She kept a wardrobe out at Edelweiss but there were always a few things she liked to take with her.

She drove to Jacqueline's condo and parked in the covered area next to Jacqueline's baby blue Jaguar convertible, a birthday present from Vanessa. She ran up the steps to the condo's front door. The door was locked, and Vanessa pulled her keys out of her handbag and unlocked the door. In the entrance foyer, she called out "Jock-leen" and waited for an answer but heard nothing. She went into the great room but it was empty. So was the kitchen, the downstairs bathroom and the combination office / den that overlooked the golf course.

She walked upstairs, calling "Jock-leen" again. Still no answer. Finally, in the master bedroom, she found Jacqueline. 

Vanessa groaned, then swore. Sprawled on the king-sized bed lay  nude Jacqueline, snoring away. The duvet was crumpled on the floor, and pillows were scattered on top of the coverlet. For a moment Vanessa stood transfixed, her eyes riveted by the sight of Jacqueline's magnificent nude body. Her café au lait skin, her voluptuous breasts, the curve of her rear, all that had attracted Vanessa to her beauty. 

She took a deep breath, then walked over to the bed. She picked up the pillows and placed them at the head of the bed. Then she picked up the duvet and spread it across the nude woman. On the nightstand were two Scotch bottles, one empty, one half full.

Vanessa sighed, then grabbed the bottles and strode out of the master bedroom. Downstairs, she threw both bottles in the trash. She looked around the kitchen, surprised at how neat and clean it was. Then she realized that Jacqueline probably spent little time in here. 

She walked back upstairs and into the bedroom. Jacqueline hadn't moved. She still lay sprawled across the bed, snoring away. Vanessa sat in one of the wingback chairs in front of the windows and looked at her lover. What to do, what to do. Sober her up enough to drive out to Edelweiss? Maybe. Go out to Edelweiss alone? No, not happening. Throw a fit and break up with Jacqueline? Never.

Time passed slowly as Vanessa sat gazing at Jacqueline. She found herself nodding off and let herself slip into sleep. Sometime later, she felt someone gently shaking her shoulder. She opened her eyes and looked up into Jacqueline's face. Still nude, Jacqueline stood there looking down at Vanessa. For a few moments, neither woman spoke. Then Vanessa stood and enveloped Jacqueline in her arms. Jacqueline took Vanessa's hand and led her over to the bed. They stood next to the bed, and Jacqueline began to undress Vanessa, slowly at first and then more rapidly. When both women stood there nude, Jacqueline pulled vanessa down onto the bed and lay on top of her.

"I love you, Van," Jackie said softly, then kissed Vanessa on the lips, long and languorously.

Vanessa sighed and returned the kiss.

Half an hour later, they lay wrapped in one another's arms. Eyes closed, mind drifting, Vanessa marveled at the passion between them. Jacqueline was a skilled lover. She knew where and when and how to touch Vanessa to bring her to the pinnacle of orgasm, over and over again. 

After their first encounter, Vanessa had known she could never willingly give up Jacqueline. She was a lost soul, lost in Jacqueline. She'd said to Jacqueline, "I had no idea sex could be like that. Warm and gentle while still being exotically erotic. I've never felt like this. I can't believe I've lived all these years not knowing that this existed."

Jacqueline had laughed and said, "You haven't see anything yet. Stick with me, and I'll show you what passion can be."

And stick with her Vanessa had. She was obsessed with the woman, her body, her mind, her personality, her outlook on life. The only bone of contention between them had been Jacqueline's drinking. And Vanessa had to admit that it had gotten worse over the years. At the beginning of their relationship, Jacqueline had confined her drinking to weekend evenings. Gradually, it had moved to one or two nights a week. Now, she drank every night. And evidently, during the day also, based on what Vanessa's colleague told her about Jacqueline's termination from the police department.

Vanessa untangled herself from Jacqueline's arms and got out of bed. She gathered up her clothes and headed into the bathroom. Locking the door behind her, she took a quick shower, then dressed. She still didn't know what to do with or about Jacqueline. The woman was committing a long, drawn-out suicide, and Vanessa felt helpless to stop it.

As she was dressing, she heard the door handle rattle. Jacqueline was trying to open the bathroom door.

"Vanessa, let me in," Jacqueline said.

"Just a moment," Vanessa answered. She finished dressing, then unlocked the door. 

"Why didn't you let me join you in the shower?" Jacqueline asked.

"Because we need to talk. Why don't you get dressed? I'll meet you downstairs." Vanessa brushed past Jacqueline and walked out of the bedroom and down the stairs.

Jacqueline stared after her, not understanding what was going on. Vanessa had never talked to her in such a harsh tone. She stood there for a moment, then went into the bathroom for a quick shower.

Ten minutes later, Jacqueline joined Vanessa in the great room. Vanessa had turned on the gas fire and poured herself a drink. She was standing next to the fireplace. Jacqueline also poured a drink and drank it down in one gulp before she said, "And what is it we have to talk about?"

"You know very well what we have to talk about." Vanessa's tone was less harsh than before, and Jacqueline felt herself hoping that there wasn't a storm brewing. 

"Actually, no I don't," Jacqueline said. "Please enlighten me." The moment she said the words, she wished she could recall them. They sounded sarcastic and biting.

"Let's sit down," Vanessa said, her voice still soft. 

Jacqueline nodded and took a seat on the long couch in front of the fireplace. Vanessa sat in one of the oversized chairs next to the couch. Jacqueline cursed herself inwardly for not getting another drink before sitting down. She knew it would annoy Vanessa no end if she got up now to get a drink.

Vanessa sipped at her drink, then set the class down on the coffee table. "Please tell me why you were fired," she said in that same soft tone.

Jacqueline hesitated before answering, not knowing how much Vanessa knew about the situation. She didn't want to get caught in an out and out lie. Finally, she decided on a half-truth. "The chief and I were at odds." She selected her words carefully. "He never wanted to hire me, you know. He was set on promoting Dan Pastore to the chief of detectives position. When the commissioner insisted on him hiring me, he was furious. So we started off on the wrong foot, and it just got worse as time went by."

Vanessa stayed silent, just staring at Jacqueline. She was determined to get Jacqueline to face up to her drinking, to own it. And to admit that it was her drinking that directly led to Chief Roberts firing her yesterday.

Jacqueline stared back at Vanessa, as if trying to force her to speak. But it didn't work. She knew the trick of staying silent in an effort to get the other person to say something. She almost laughed out loud as the thought passed through her mind that if they both played that trick, some day someone would find their skeletons here on the couch.

Finally, Jacqueline gave in, as she always did. Vanessa was by far the stronger one in the relationship. "Van, what do you want me to say?"

Still Vanessa stayed silent, just looking into Jacqueline's somewhat bloodshot eyes. 

"I know you think I was fired because of my drinking, don't you?" Jacqueline asked. 

Vanessa decided to respond to that direct question. "Yes," she said. "And I don't just think that was the reason. I know that was the reason."

"You know?" Jacqueline said.

"Yes, I know," Vanessa answered. "I received a phone call from someone who knows exactly what went down, and the word is that you've been drinking on the job and that it came to a head yesterday. Evidently, Chief Roberts had no choice but to fire you. No ifs, ands or buts. No warning. No probation. Nothing. Just firing."

Jacqueline could feel the tears forming in her eyes and tried to keep them from sliding down her cheeks. She didn't want to feel sorry for herself. That wasn't who she was.

Vanessa saw the beginning of tears in Jacqueline's eyes but ignored her. She had no pity for this situation. This was the confrontation she'd been dreading since realizing that Jacqueline was an alcoholic  whose drinking was viciously out of control.

"Who called you?" Jacqueline asked.

"That's not important. What is important is that you're destroying your life and you're destroying this relationship. I love you more than life itself but you're disappearing into a bottle, and I don't know what to do about it. Take this as a warning or an intervention or whatever. You have to stop drinking. For the sake of our relationship, sure. But more importantly, for your own sake. You're killing yourself, slowly but surely, and I can't stand to see that. I can't stay around to see that."

"You're leaving me?" Jacqueline said, a note of incredulity in her voice.

Vanessa didn't answer, just looked at Jacqueline.

 Finally, after a long silence, Vanessa stood and walked toward the front door of the condo. She picked up her coat and purse and walked out the door. 

Jackie stared after not believing that she'd really left. How could this be? She knew Vanessa loved her. She knew she loved Vanessa. What was going on here? She got up from the chair and went over to the bar. She picked up the first bottle she saw, Scotch of course, her beverage of choice. She splashed a generous portion in a lowball glass engraved with her initials. The J and W were so stylized and swirly, it was difficult to read the letters. She lifted the glass to her lips and downed most of the drink in that one gulp. 

CHAPTER 33

PATRICK SOLOMON

FRIDAY EVENING AND SATURDAY MORNING

Patrick logged off his laptop, packed it into the briefcase he used as a laptop case and turned off his desk lamp. Looking across the squad room, he saw that Dan was still in his office. His new office, the chief of detectives office, which was rightfully his and where he'd belonged all this time. He grinned to himself as he strode across the room to Dan's office , trying to think of some smart ass remark to greet his former partner and now boss with. But nothing came to mind.

He stood in the doorway of Dan's office and waited for him to look up from his computer.

"Hey, there," Dan said, finally seeing Patrick in the office doorway. "What are you doing lurking in my doorway?"

"Lurking," Patrick answered, grinning at Dan.

"What's up?" Dan asked.

"I'm on my way to Jenna's house. She called this afternoon and asked if I could stop by when it was convenient. She said there was something about Todd's death she wanted to discuss." Patrick said.

"How's your sister doing?' Dan said. 

"Well, not so good, as you can imagine. Even though she and Patrick were finally divorced, I think they still loved each other. Jen just couldn’t stand seeing what he was doing to himself with the drugs. She had high hopes for his last rehab stint but now she thinks he'd relapsed again. I'm hoping that our investigation proves to her that he hadn't gone back to drugs." Patrick said.

"Well, let me know what Jenna has to say," Dan said. "And have a good weekend. Any plans?" 

Patrick flushed as he answered, "Well, as a matter of fact…" He let his voice trail off, getting Dan's full attention.

"As a matter of face what?" Dan demanded.

"I'm taking Lauren and Hunter out for pizza tomorrow night," Patrick said, flushing even deeper.

Dan grinned at him and said, "Good for you! It's about time." 

"Yeah, I guess," Patrick said. "Well, see you later." He turned and walked toward the hall and the elevator, wanting to escape before Dan could say anything else.

As he rode down the elevator, he found himself whistling, something he rarely did. "Hmmm," he thought. "I may be on to something."

Half an hour later, Patrick pulled into Jenna's driveway. He parked and walked up the brick sidewalk to the front door. As he reached out a hand to ring the doorbell, the front door opened and Puppy greeted him with a hug around his legs, saying "Uncle Pat, Uncle Pat." He reached down and picked her up, then walked into the house, clumsily closed the door behind him.

"That was quite a greeting, Miss Puppy. I really appreciated it," Patrick said.

"Good to see you, Uncle Pat," Puppy said as he set her down in the entrance hall.

"Good to see you, too," Patrick replied, looking around for Jenna. "Is your mom around?"

"She's in the kitchen fixing dinner -- for all of us," Puppy said.

"All of us?" Patrick asked, wondering who else was here or coming.

"Mama said you might stay for dinner so she's making psketti and meatballs," Puppy said.

"I love psketti and meatballs," Patrick said. "Maybe I will stay."

They walked together down the hall into the kitchen, with Puppy tightly holding on to Patrick's hand. It almost broke his heart to feel his niece's warm little hand enfolded in his. How could Todd have chosen drugs over this precious girl? He couldn't understand that at all.

When they entered the kitchen, Jenna was standing by the stove stirring something in a large pot. She put the spoon down on a spoon rest and came over to hug Patrick. "Hi there," she said. "I see you've been greeted by the princess of the house. I hope she gave you a proper welcome."

"She gave me the best welcome ever," Patrick said. He walked over to the stove and looked down into the bubbling pot. "I understand there might be psketti and meatballs in my future."

"We'd be delighted if you joined us for dinner. What do you say?" Jenna said.

"I say yes," Patrick answered. 

Jenna nodded and went back to stirring the pot. 

Two hours later, dinner was finished and Puppy was tucked into bed. Jenna and Patrick were settled in the family room with coffee, and Jenna was ready to discuss with Patrick the subject that had led to her invitation.

"Thanks for coming to see me and for staying to dinner. Puppy adores you, you know," Jenna said.

"The feeling is mutual. Now, tell me what I can do for you," Patrick said.

"Well, it's probably nothing…" Jenna let her voice trail off. "But I feel like I have to tell someone."

"Go ahead," Patrick said. "I'm listening. And who better than your brother to listen."

"Okay," Jenna said. "Twice now, Puppy has said something that didn't make much or any sense, actually, to me. She said, "Auntie Nessa was taking care of Daddy."

Patrick thought for a moment, then repeated Jenna's words. "’Auntie Nessa was taking care of Daddy.’ Obviously that means Vanessa, Taylor's wife."

"I would think so," Jenna said. "Both times that Puppy said that, I just let it go, thinking it was from a dream she had or from a story she was making up. She’s quite the little creative one.”

“Yes, I know,” Patrick said. “I’ve been on the receiving end of her stories a few times. So what do you think this Nessa thing might be?”

“I don’t know,” Jenna answered slowly. “I guess I’m wondering if maybe…” her voice broke off. Then she continued, head down, not meeting Patrick’s eyes. “I’m wondering if maybe Vanessa was at Todd’s house that day. The day he died. The day Puppy found him.”

At first, Patrick didn’t speak. Then at last he said, “I’m going to tell you something I probably shouldn’t. But based on what you’ve told me, I think I need to.”

Jenna looked up and said, “What?”

“Dan and I have reason to believe that Todd’s death wasn’t an accidental overdose. We think someone may have given him the drugs that caused his death.”

“You think someone killed Todd? Who? Who would do that?” Jenna asked.

“That’s what we’re investigating,” Patrick said.

“You don’t think Vanessa could have had anything to do with Todd’s death, do you? That’s impossible,” Jenna said emphatically.

Patrick didn’t respond, and Jenna stared at him in disbelief. “I don’t understand. It sounds like you might actually believe Vanessa was involved in Todd’s death. Why would she do that? What reason could she have?”

“We don’t have an answer to that yet. But we’re looking,” Patrick said.

Jenna stood and began to pace around the family room. She stopped in front of where Patrick sat and said, “So if someone killed Todd with the drugs, that would mean he hadn’t gone back to drugs?”

“Yes, that’s what it could mean,” Patrick said, seeing tears form in Jenna’s eyes. He hadn’t meant to raise her hopes, to lead her to believe that perhaps Todd hadn’t relapsed after all.

Jenna sat down again and asked Patrick, “Could you talk to Puppy about what she said? About what she may have seen? I don’t feel comfortable doing it. I’m afraid that I may unintentionally direct what she says.”

Patrick chuckled as he said, “You’re too good a therapist to do that. But yes, I’ll talk with her and see what I can find out. What are you and Puppy doing tomorrow morning?”

“Saturday morning? We don’t have any plans. Why?” Jenna asked.

“I’ll come by with my dog and take Puppy and Friday to that dog park down the street. I’ll see what I can find out,” Patrick said.

“That would be great, Patrick. Thank you.”

The next morning, Patrick arrived at Jenna’s a little after nine, bringing donuts and his dog Friday, a black lab just out of puppy hood. Once again, Puppy answered the door and greeted her uncle with a hug. She was always delighted to see his dog and gave him a hug also. When she asked Patrick the dog's name, his answer brought a puzzled look to her face.

"Uncle Pat, why did you name your dog Friday? That's not a dog's name. That's a day of the week," Puppy said seriously. 

"Yes, you're right. It is a day of the week. But it was also the last name of a famous TV detective a long time ago. So I named my dog after that detecitve," Patrick explained. He watched as Puppy seemed to think about his words, then smiled.

"Okay," she said, her word grabbing at Patrick's heart.

Jenna came into the entrance hall and she too greeted Patrick with a hug. "I like getting hugged by beautiful women," Patrick said. "I'll have to come around here more often."

Patrick told Jenna his plan to take Puppy and Friday down the street to a nearby dog park. Jenna agreed and said she'd seen them in awhile. "I have a cinnamon coffee cake in the oven," Jenna said. "It will be waiting for you and Puppy when you return.

Once Jenna helped Puppy on with her coat, hat and mittens, Patrick took Puppy's mittened hand in his and walked out the front door with the girl and the dog next to him. It was a crisp autumn morning, the nip in the air a hint of the winter to come. The sun was shining and Patrick could smell wood smoke from someone's early morning fire. 

At the park, Patrick unhooked Friday's leash. Puppy looked at him in concern and said, "Uncle Pat, your dog will run away."

"It's fine, sweetie. Friday is used to dog parks. He knows to stay within the bushes lining the park. He gets to run and play with the other dogs. You're going to like seeing him play."

For a few minutes, Patrick and Puppy followed Friday as he explored the dog park and the other visiting dogs. Then Patrick said, "Let's sit down at that picnic table over there, Puppy. We can watch Friday from there.'

Patrick helped Puppy onto the bench seat of the picnic table, then sat down next to her. Friday looked at them, tilted his head as if to say, "What's going on here?" then trotted away. 

Patrick decided to plunge right in. "You know, Puppy, your Mama mentioned something that you said to her, twice she said. She told me you said to her, 'Auntie Nessa was taking care of Daddy.' Do you remember that?"

Puppy frowned and seemed to be trying to remember. "I think so," she said finally. I think I 'member." Patrick smiled at the way the girl said remember. 

"What did you mean about Auntie Nessa taking care of your Daddy?" Patrick asked.

"Well, I think Daddy was sick. He was on the couch with his eyes closed. Auntie Nessa was standing there, and I think she had some medicine."

Patrick felt a wave of horror come over him as thoughts ran through his head. "What had Vanessa been doing? What did this mean?"
Not wanting to ask the question, Patrick closed his eyes. Then taking a deep breath, he asked the question he had to ask. "Puppy, do you remember what Auntie Nessa did with the medicine?"

Puppy nodded her head and said, "I 'member. Auntie Nessa gave Daddy the medicine."

"She gave Daddy the medicine?" Patrick said.

"Yes," Puppy answered. "Then she saw me, and she said she was helping Daddy. She said not to tell she was there."

Patrick felt sick to his stomach at this manipulation of a little girl. And he hated having to question Puppy. But he had to do it. 

"Then what happened?" Patrick asked.

Puppy hesitated, then said, "Auntie Nessa said if I told she was there, Mommy might get hurt. I promised not to tell."

Patrick reached out and pulled Puppy onto his lap. "It's okay, honey. Your Mommy's not going to get hurt. Nothing bad will happen. I promise." Puppy buried her face in Patrick's chest. In his mind, he said, "Something bad is going to happen to Auntie Nessa. You can count on that."

CHAPTER 34

PATRICK SOLOMON

SATURDAY 

Patrick and Friday took Puppy home. Puppy gave him and Friday hugs, then ran off to play in her room. Patrick told Jenna he'd be back in touch as soon as he had something concrete to tell her. She tried to find out what Puppy had said to him but he asked her to be patient, to wait. He promised to call her as soon as he could.

In his car, he called Dan, who picked up on the first ring. "What's up?" Dan asked, his way of answering the phone. 

Patrick quickly filled Dan in on Jenna's request that he talk with Puppy and the results of that test.

"Good God, man!" Dan exclaimed. "You know what that means?"

"Yep, I sure do," Patrick said. "Now what we have to do is turn up a motive for Vanessa Andrews doing what it looks like she did."

"Where do we stand with reviewing the financial records of Andrews Enterprises?" Dan said.

"Nowhere," Patrick said, frustration obvious in that one-word response. "The Andrews attorneys are fighting the warrant as irrelevant or something like that."

"That's bullshit," Dan said. "I'll call Taylor and have him get those records to us. I'll get back to you and let you know when that will be. You and I can make the first pass at it. But I'm fairly sure we'll have to call in the forensic accountant. Why the hell can't I remember his name?" Dan paused, then said, "Oh, God, this is going to kill Taylor. And the rest of the family, too. I want us to be 110% sure of what we're doing before we tell anyone. Understood?"

"Understood," Patrick said. "And by the way, the forensic accountant is a woman, and her name is Wendy Haller."

"Hmmm," had been Dan's only response to that piece of information. "Talk to you in a bit."

Patrick took Friday back to his apartment. He thought about stopping over at Kate's but decided he'd had enough drama for the day. He was looking forward to tonight's dinner with Lauren and Hunter and hoped that nothing would happen to interrupt their plans. 

He spent the early afternoon running errands and doing some much-needed grocery shopping. His fridge was bare and so was the pantry. He'd just arrived back at his apartment when his cell rang. A glance at the screen showed Dan's name. 

Patrick quickly answered the call and knew by the tone of Dan's greeting that the news wasn't good. Dan said, "Well, I called Taylor, and he's resisting giving us the records. He's taking the side of the firm's attorneys, and his wife, of course. I'm sure she's behind his resistance. We’re going to have to get a court order to get access to the files. We'll get the records. It's just going to take longer than I'd like. I don't think Vanessa is a flight risk but you never know. We're so shorthanded that I can't spare anyone for surveillance. But I'll see if the chief will approve outside contractors for surveilling her. I'm having the district attorney apply for the court order for the financial records we need. I'll let you know what happens."

Dan ended the call with a cheery, "Have fun on your date tonight." He hung up before Patrick could say, "It isn't a date. It's pizza with a five-year-old boy and his mother."

At 5:30, Patrick texted Lauren to tell her he was on his way to pick her and Hunter up. As he drove to Lauren's house, he once again found himself whistling. "What was going on here?" he thought.

"Who am I kidding?" he said out loud in the car. "I know exactly what's going on." 

It had been almost a year since his last serious relationship. He'd gotten so badly burned by the break-up that he'd sworn off women and dating and everything connected with them. That had been only his second real relationship. He'd dated a lot over the years but had fallen in love only twice. And neither time had it worked out. With his first relationship, with a college girlfriend, he'd been the one to call it off. They'd reached an impasse about children. He'd wanted them, she hadn't  With the second relationship, they'd actually gotten engaged. But Erika had been attracted to one of her fellow lawyers and had ended the engagement three weeks before the wedding. Patrick had been devastated by the exploding relationship. It had taken him almost a year to heal. He still wasn't sure if dating Lauren was a smart thing but at least he was willing to give it a try. And yes,it was a date, despite what he'd insisted to Dan.

He made a quick stop at a florist that was on his way. Inside the flower shop, he selected a colorful bouquet of wildflowers, hoping Lauren would like them. The shop also featured various gift items, and a wind-up R2D2 caught Patrick's eye. Thinking that Hunter might like the Star Wars figure, he bought the droid also.

He pulled into Lauren's driveway at 5:50, 10 minutes early. He hoped Lauren didn't mind him being early. He gathered up the bouquet of wildflowers and R2D2 and walked up the sidewalk. He started to reach out to ring the doorbell when the door flew open and a storm trooper stood in the doorway. Patrick backed away in surprise.

Lauren quickly appeared behind the storm trooper, laughing. "Sorry to startle you, Patrick. Hunter insisted on showing you his new costume."

Patrick grinned at the two of them and extended R2D2 to Hunter. The boy took off his mask and helmet and handed them to his mother, then took the figure from Patrick.

"For me?" he asked. Patrick nodded, and Hunter squealed and said, "Thank you, thank you! Mama, can I go play with it?"

:"May I go play with it? And yes, you may." Lauren sent him off with a pat on the head.

Patrick extended the flowers to Lauren and she said, "For me? " echoing Hunter's words. She took the bouquet and buried her face in the flowers. "They're wonderful. Thank you. You didn't have to, you know." Lauren blushed and then exclaimed, "Oh, my goodness. Please come in. I'm so sorry for leaving you stand on the doorstep." She stepped aside, and Patrick walked into the entry hall.

"Come with me to the kitchen while I get a vase for these beautiful flowers." Lauren headed down the hall, and Patrick followed.

"You have a lovely home," Patrick said. "I'm still living in an apartment. I can't wait till I have a house of my own."

"I know what you mean," Lauren said. "Owning a home is a good feeling." She finished arranging the flowers in blue vase and said, "Let's go into the living room. I want to put the flowers there."

Lauren led the way to the living room, and Patrick followed. Hunter was sitting on the floor playing with his new R2D2. Lauren set the vase of flowers on a table in front of the windows and sat in one of the chairs next to the flowers. Patrick kneeled down next to Hunter and said, "Let me show you what this guy can do." He twisted a knob, and R2D2 lit up and began to beep and twirl around the room. 

Hunter began to laugh and followed after the droid. "This is so cool. Thanks a lot. Mom, can I take R2 to dinner with us, please?"

"May I," Lauren said automatically. "And the answer is no. We don't take toys to dinner. We have conversation and enjoy our meal, not play with toys, okay?"

Hunter groaned but said, "Yes, ma'am."

"Are we ready to go?" Lauren asked. 

Patrick said, "Whenever you are."

"Hunter, please go to the bathroom before we leave," Lauren said. "I'll get our coats. We'll be by the front door waiting for you." She headed to the hall, and Hunter headed in the opposite direction, presumably to the bathroom, Patrick thought.

"Evidently, being a mom is full-time job," Patrick said. "You're very impressive."

Lauren laughed as she pulled Hunter's and her winter coats from the hall closet. "It's pretty much second nature to me now. At first, I thought I was doing everything wrong, and it practically drove me crazy. Then I realized I could only do my best so that's what I do."

"Well, your best looks good to me. But what do I know?"

Lauren smiled, and it was on the tip of her tongue to ask him if he ever wanted kids but she thought better of it. Maybe some other time she'd ask him that question.

Lauren reached back in the hall closet and pulled out a booster seat for the car. "I apologize for the inconvenience but…" her voice trailed off.

"Not an inconvenience at all," Patrick said, taking the booster seat from her. "It's the law, after all." They both laughed.

Hunter appeared in the hall, and the three of them left the house. Patrick quickly set up the booster seat in his back seat, and the three of them got into Patrick's car. 

Patrick had the car radio on, with the volume turned way down. He listened to one of Rivermont's pop stations and was surprised to hear a small voice from the back seat, singing along with one of the top hits. He glanced back and saw Hunter singing away and pretending to be a DJ. He laughed and shook his head, earning a matching laugh from Lauren.

"That's quite a kid you've got there," he said, grinning in Lauren's direction.

"Don't I know it!" she said. 

As he drove to the pizza place, thoughts of Vanessa Andrews kept sneaking into his mind, no matter how much he tried to concentrate on Lauren and Hunter. The time for a showdown with the woman had long past, financial records or no financial records. 

Another song came on the radio, and Hunter seemed to know the lyrics to this song also. Patrick chuckled, and Lauren said, "I think he knows every song on the top ten pop songs. I can just see his future -- either a musical comedy star or a rock star with tattoos and piercings. You can guess which I'd prefer."

"I sure can," Patrick said. "Does his kindergarten teacher know about his musical talent?"

"Kate? She sure does. She's got him hooked up for the kindergarten Christmas pageant. I'm just hoping he doesn't come down with a major case of stage fright. He seems to be okay singing in front of people. But you never know how a child might react on a stage, in front of an audience," Lauren said.

"Kate Ryan is my next door neighbor," Patrick said.

"I didn't know that," Lauren said. "So you live in that apartment complex near Andrews Academy?"

"Yes," Patrick said. "At least for the time being. As I said earlier, I really want to buy a house. But I haven't found what I'm looking for."

"And what is that?" Lauren asked. 

Patrick thought for a moment, then said, "Well, a two-story with a wrap around porch. And a fenced-in yard for my dog Friday."

"You have a dog?" came the question from the back seat. "Could I play with him?"

Patrick glanced back at the little boy leaning forward in the booster seat, an eager look on his face. "Sure," Patrick said. "In fact, one of your friends from kindergarten went with Friday and me this morning to a dog park. Would you like to do that sometime?"

"I sure would!" Hunter said. "Please, Mama, could I do that?"

Lauren looked over at Patrick and asked in a soft voice, low enough that Hunter couldn't hear. "Are you sure?"

Patrick said a quick "Yes, of course," in a similar low tone of voice. Patrick glanced back at Hunter and said, "Sure we can do that. Friday would like meeting you and playing with you in the dog park."

"Good. Thanks," came the voice in the back seat. 

Their pizza dinner was delicious, and the company and conversation were more than he could have hoped for. At one point in the evening, Hunter went to play the video games, and Lauren and Patrick had a few minutes to themselves. 

"I wanted to ask you how Jenna is doing. Things are so busy at the school that I don't have much of an opportunity to spend time with her," Lauren said. 

"She's doing as well as can be expected. Todd's death was quite a blow to her, especially because of Puppy," Patrick answered. "She and Todd had a really rough go of it. We thought -- the family, that is -- that after his second rehab things were getting better. Jenna certainly thought so."

"She's such a mainstay at the school. It's just not fair that a wonderful person like Jenna has to go through so much pain and sorrow," Lauren said, tears springing to her eyes.

"I know," Patrick said. "She's the best sister a guy could have, even when she tries to "shrink" me.

"You're kidding," Lauren said, disbelief evident in her voice. "She wouldn't do that."

"Believe me, she would and does. It's sort of an ongoing hobby with her, trying to figure out my motivations and my next moves. And it irritates me how often she's correct," Patrick said. 

Lauren laughed and said, "That would be annoying."

A few minutes later, Lauren went to the video game area to retrieve Hunter. Patrick paid the bill, and the three of them went out to the car. Lauren buckled Hunter into the booster seat and then started to open the passenger door. But Patrick was standing there, door wide open, waiting for her. She gave him a smile, pleased at his good manners and more than pleased by the evening out with Patrick.

Patrick took the long way home. The radio was playing softly, and Lauren enjoyed the ambinance of the the dark car, the star lit sky, the soft sound of the music. And Patrick. Of course, Patrick. 

She turned to look at Hunter in the back seat and gave a small snort. Patrick looked back also and saw that Hunter was fast asleep, head lolling to one side, mouth open.

"I guess we wore him out," Lauren said.

"I guess we did," agreed Patrick.

"Thank you for a wonderful evening. I enjoyed myself so much. And I know Hunter did, too," Lauren said. 

"I hope we can do it again, soon," Patrick said.

"I'd like that," Lauren said. 

They drove the rest of the way home in silence, just enjoying one another's company. When they reached Lauren's house, Patrick pulled into the driveway and stopped the car. He got out and walked around to the passenger door and opened it for Lauren. Then he opened the back door and gently unbuckled Hunter from the booster seat.

"If you'll unlock the front door, I'll carry him inside," Patrick said.

Lauren was about to protest that he didn't need to do that, then thought better of it. It was kind of Patrick to offer to carry Hunter inside. The boy was now almost too heavy for her carry, and she would have had to wake him and get him on his feet to walk into the house. She got her keys out of her handbag and hurried to the front door to get there before Patrick and Hunter. She unlocked the door, opened it and turned on the entry way light. She held the storm door open as Patrick carried her son inside.

Lauren closed the front door behind her and followed Patrick into the entry hall. "Hunter's room is down the hall here. Just follow me," Lauren said. She walked down the hall and into Hunter's room where she turned on the overhead light and pulled down the covers. Patrick gently laid Hunter down on the bed. 

"Thank you for carrying him in," Lauren whispered. "And thank you again for a great time tonight. I'll walk you to the door."

"No need for that," Patrick said.

"I want to," Lauren said, flashing him a smile. "In fact, I'll walk out to the car with you so I can get the booster seat."

Out in the driveway, Lauren waited while Patrick uninstalled the booster seat from his back seat. They stood there in the driveway looking at one another. Lauren reached out for the seat, then stood on tiptoe and gave Patrick a brief kiss on the lips. He looked down at her in surprise, then enveloped her, booster seat and all, in his arms. He kissed her properly, taking her breath away. Then, squeezing her shoulder, he walked around to the driver's door and got in the car. Lauren stood in the driveway, watching him drive away, wondering what had just happened, wondering what it meant.

CHAPTER 34

DAN AND PATRICK 

MONDAY MORNING

Dan and Patrick arrived at police headquarters at about the same time on Monday morning. Patrick parked on the second level of the police parking garage and walked down the steps to the outside entrance. Dan was just pulling into the reserved parking spot for the chief of detectives. 

Patrick waited while Dan retrieved his briefcase and jacket from the back seat, then walked with him out of the parking garage and over to the front entrance of the headquarters building.

"I have good news," Dan announced.

"Oh?" said Patrick.

"I got a court order for the Andrews Enterprises financial records. They were delivered to headquarters over the weekend, and the forensic accountant has already started working on them. Evidently, she works weekends when necessary," Dan said.

"Has Wendy Haller found anything yet?" Patrick asked.

"I haven't talked to her since she started going through the files but I'm going to stop by her office on my way in. Want to join me?" Dan offered.

"You bet," Patrick said. "I think we're heading in the right direction on this. Vanessa Andrews is somehow involved in Todd's death. I wish I could tell the complete truth to Jenna about all of this. I told her I'd let her know what was going on as soon as I could. But I'm sure that didn't set her mind at ease.'

"Well, if this Haller person is any good at her job, we may have the information we need soon," Dan said.

"Let’s hope so," Patrick said. They'd reached the main entrance of the police headquarters building and Patrick opened the massive glass doors and stood aside to let Dan enter, then followed behind hm.

Wendy Haller's office was located on the second floor, in the front of the building. Dan and Patrick took the stairs rather than the elevator.
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