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Chapter One

The sharp blare of a horn jolted Jana McFarlane from her chaotic thoughts. She peered up through the windshield of her little white Ford Escape at the traffic light swinging in the wind overhead. Green for some time, judging by the chorus of honks that swelled behind her on South Michigan Avenue.
“Okay, okay, give me a break.” Muttering under her breath, she glanced both ways and eased through the crowded Chicago intersection. She stole a glance in the rearview mirror, checking on Ellie in the car seat. Her daughter’s thumb was in her mouth, eyelids drooping, head listing to one side.
Great. If Ellie fell asleep this late in the day, she’d be up wanting to play at 4:00 a.m. again. Weren’t kids supposed to sleep through the night by the time they turned three? She sighed. So much for that hot-bath-and-early-to-bed-with-a-book fantasy she’d entertained all day.
She merged onto I-55 as the clock on the minivan’s dashboard flipped to triple fives. She was late. Again. They were supposed to meet with the investors in Mark’s restaurant in an hour. He would be furious. Well, he’d just have to get over it. It wasn’t as though he was winning any husband-of-the-year awards lately, either. And hey, this was Wednesday night. Whatever happened to the Wednesday family nights Mark had designated? Ever since he’d opened the restaurant last September—almost a year now—their life had been one big, not always fun, roller-coaster ride. It only promised to get worse and her fear that her mind was slipping, that something was off-kilter, made the ride that much scarier.
The news she’d learned at lunch today hadn’t helped her mood any. Her thoughts returned to her encounter with Sandra Brenner at Buca di Beppo. Jana and a coworker from the museum had gone out for a late lunch. She’d been surprised to run into Mom’s old friend on the way out of the restaurant. She hadn’t seen Sandra in almost four years. At Mom’s funeral. She swallowed hard. It still seemed impossible that her mother was really gone.
But what Sandra had mentioned so casually as they chatted on the sidewalk outside the restaurant shook Jana to her marrow. All afternoon, she’d tried to fabricate a way that Sandra could be mistaken. But the more she thought, the more it all added up too neatly. Why hadn’t she seen the truth all along? In her mind, she’d confronted her father fifty different ways. Would Dad defend himself when she told him what Sandra had revealed?
An aching sadness simmered inside her, and with every mile, the grief and disappointment boiled until it resembled something closer to rage. She clenched her jaw and pounded the steering wheel with the heel of her hand.
She had tried to embrace her father’s new wife. Even though Jana and her brothers had thought things moved a little too quickly with Dad and Julia, they’d all agreed he deserved some happiness after everything he’d been through. It wasn’t as though Mom were coming back.
She bit the inside of her cheek. Why hadn’t she seen it before? Dad’s friendship with Julia had begun while Mom was still alive. Sandra implied they’d had…an affair. Jana could scarcely make herself think the words, much less believe them.
The emotions of those excruciating months before her mother died pressed in on her. And the more she remembered, the more doubt crept in and found footing amid the painful memories. She remembered her brothers commenting about how much happier Dad seemed after admitting Mom to Parkside. Brant and Kyle assumed it was because the burden of Mom’s care had been taken from Dad’s shoulders. At the time, it confirmed for them that Dad had done the right thing.
Jana’s focus sharpened. Dad’s happiness hadn’t been caused by the relief of his burden at all. It had been Julia. He’d been seeing someone else! No wonder he’d wanted Mom put away.
How could he? Fury boiled up inside her. She—they all—had put John Brighton on a pedestal for his long-suffering devotion to Mom. And he’d smugly perched there, letting them think he deserved the adoration they’d showered on him. Her stomach churned and heat flushed her face, as if the shame were her own.
Julia was no innocent in all this, either. She’d had to know about Mom. Know that Dad was still married. Jana shook her head. Had everything she’d ever believed about marriage been a sham? If Dad hadn’t been able to remain faithful to Mom, where was there any hope?
Somewhere a horn blared and Jana tried to focus on the congested highway. The Jeep in front of her merged left and Jana sped up, glad for a little space. But when the car behind her swerved into her blind spot, she saw the reason for the lane changes. A construction barricade loomed mere yards in front of her. Her brain registered the speedometer inching past sixty. She slammed on the brakes.
The squeal of tires echoed a shriek from the backseat. Something smashed hard against the back of her seat, then tumbled beside her between the bucket seats. Ellie!
The Escape lurched, bucking forward as her foot slipped off the brake. She tried to move her right arm, but it wouldn’t obey her brain’s command. Gripping the steering wheel with her left hand, she watched her knuckles pale from pink to white.
She stomped the air wildly, searching for the brake pedal. She finally connected with a force that caused the vehicle to tilt, then come to an abrupt halt inches from a low wall of cement.
Everything went silent except for the whoosh whoosh of cars zipping by on the freeway to her left. The Escape rocked and swayed in the wake of passing traffic.
Jana tried again to move her arm. Pain shot down her forearm. She looked down and gasped. Ellie’s car seat was upside down, wedged between the front seats of the vehicle, pinning Jana’s arm to the back of the seat.
“Ellie!”
Raising up in the seat, she stood on the brakes with her full weight and yanked her arm free. She cried out in pain as the molded plastic scraped her skin. The gearshift went easily into Park and she scrambled to her knees in the seat to gain some leverage on the car seat.
“Ellie!” She screamed her daughter’s name again. “Please God…please God…please God…” She breathed the words in and out like air.
She wrestled the carrier into an upright position and propped it on the passenger seat. Ellie faced forward, her face chalky, her blue-gray eyes round, staring straight ahead. For one awful instant, Jana thought her little girl was dead.
But then Ellie sucked in a frayed breath and belted out the most beautiful scream Jana thought she would ever hear.
She turned off the ignition and quickly unsnapped the carrier’s seat belt. As she did so, she turned to stare at the rear seat belt in the Escape. It rested flat against the side panel of the vehicle.
Her breath caught as she realized what she’d done. She had buckled her daughter into the car seat at the day care center, but she’d completely forgotten to fasten the car’s seat belt around the carrier. She shuddered and her hands started to tremble. That stupid mistake could have been fatal!
As quickly as she’d had to stop, it was a miracle Ellie hadn’t been ejected from the car. Only the back of the seat had prevented her from hitting the windshield.
Numb, Jana lifted the screaming three-year-old and inspected her from head to toe. No blood.
Gingerly, she palpated her daughter’s limbs through the little hooded sweater and denim overalls, searching for broken bones or other signs of injury. What if Ellie had internal injuries? Her wails sounded like a typical terrible-twos tantrum. But what if she was wrong? She’d heard horror stories about children who died of unseen injuries minutes after seemingly surviving an accident.
Jana hugged her child close and Ellie’s sobs subsided as her thumb went into her mouth. The air in the car grew sultry and stale. After several minutes, Jana eased Ellie back into the car seat.
Ellie didn’t resist, but popped her thumb out of her mouth long enough to look into Jana’s eyes. “Mommy?”
Jana brushed the fine auburn curls from her daughter’s high forehead. “It’s okay, baby. We…we had a little bump in the car. Here…lift up your arms. Let Mommy check you out.” Ellie cooperated in silence while Jana stripped off the little undershirt and training pants. Not surprisingly, they were soaked. Probably would have been even without such a scare. Potty training hadn’t been going very well lately.
She reached behind the seat and rummaged in the diaper bag until she found a spare undershirt and a disposable diaper. Ellie was still in diapers at night, but this one was left over from her infancy and was at least two sizes too small.
“Ouchy, Mommy!” Ellie bucked and squirmed, trying to escape the car seat. “Ouchy!”
Jana struggled to loosen the diaper’s tape fasteners. “Stop it, Ellie. Hold still!” She slapped the pudgy bare thigh, then rocked back, appalled at what she’d just done. She’d nearly killed Ellie and now she was spanking her? What was wrong with her?
Forcing her voice down an octave, she willed a soothing tone to her voice. “I know, sweetie. I’m sorry. You’re getting too big. We’ll get some new clothes when we get home.”
“I want Daddy!” Ellie’s wails crescendoed.
“Ellie! Stop it. Shut up!” Without warning, the awful, out-of-control feeling that had dogged Jana the last few months came over her again. It fell heavy on her, like a scratchy wool blanket in deep summer. A terrifying thought gripped her. Was this what it had been like for Mom when the Alzheimer’s first started eating away at her brain?
Jana clapped her hands over her ears. “Ellie! I said stop it!” She hadn’t meant to scream, but the words came out shrill and earsplitting.
Ellie stopped crying, and stared wide-eyed, as though seeing a stranger.
A laugh bubbled up Jana’s throat, but before it could escape, a sob took her voice hostage. What finally came from her throat was the haunting cackle of a lunatic. She saw herself as if she were watching from someplace outside her body.
She was going crazy. Losing her mind. Just like her mother.
She stopped short, grappling to gain control of her emotions. Deep breaths. She should take Ellie to a hospital. Have her checked to make sure she was truly okay.
No. If she did that, she would have to admit her irresponsible mistake. The nurses might even report her to Child Protective Services. And who could blame them. She could have killed her little girl! She dropped her head in her hands as a new thought struck her. How would she ever explain this to Mark? What kind of a mother was she anyway?
Cars whizzed past on the freeway and Jana huddled against the window, hiding her face from her daughter, putting as much space between her and Ellie as the confines of the vehicle would allow.
She could not let anything happen to Ellie. She might be on the edge of insanity, but she would keep her precious little girl safe if it was the last thing she ever did in this life.
In the periphery of her vision, the traffic blurred into an abstract streak of color. Jana concentrated on breathing, breathing, breathing, while her mind expended its last fragments of sanity on a plan.


Chapter Two

Julia Brighton rolled over in bed and squinted at the hazy light seeping beneath the curtains. The tops of the trees wore the first purplish hint of autumn and even through the closed windows, she could hear the birds twittering outside.
Stretching, she pulled in a deep breath and caught the heavenly aroma of fresh-brewed French roast.
She heard John rattling around in the kitchen, opening and closing cupboard doors in quick succession, but she resisted the urge to crawl out of bed and help him find whatever it was he was looking for. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. If she were patient, her sweet husband would soon appear in the doorway with a breakfast tray.
She fluffed her pillow and propped herself on one elbow. Even after two and a half years of marriage, John had kept this Saturday-breakfast-in-bed ritual with all the devotion of a newlywed.
As if on cue, he appeared in the doorway, bearing a loaded tray and the grin that still kicked her pulse up a notch.
“Good morning, sunshine.” He set the tray on the dresser and went to draw back the curtains.
Julia rubbed her eyes against the light, then scooted upright in the bed and leaned back against the headboard waiting for him to place the tray across her lap. “You are a wonderful man. Do you know that?”
“Well, I try.” He kissed the tip of her nose, then shook out a paper napkin and tucked it into the neckline of her nightgown. “We must be out of strawberry jam. I hope you can live with orange marmalade.”
“I wouldn’t dare complain,” she said over a bite of still-warm bagel. “And hey, why are you so dressed up?” Instead of his usual weekend uniform of sweatpants and T-shirt, John wore crisp Dockers and a polo.
He grimaced, as if aware he was in trouble. “I have to run by the office for a little while this morning…sit in on a short coaches’ meeting.”
“John,” she moaned, “you promised…” The man hadn’t taken a real day off from his job as superintendent of schools since their honeymoon. And even then, he’d called back to the district office at every port of call where he could get a cell phone signal. The weekends were supposed to belong to her. To them.
“Half an hour.” He held up a hand in defense. “Not a minute longer. We just have to iron out the game schedules.”
She rolled her eyes.
“More coffee?”
She grinned up at him, shaking her head. “Don’t think you can appease me with a mere cup of coffee. Let’s see—” she scratched her temple “—I think an evening at the ballet might make amends.”
“Okay, okay…Uncle!”
She laughed and waved him off. “Go to your stupid meeting.”
He leaned to kiss her. “I’ll tell them to cut it short or they’re all coming to the ballet with me.”
“Hey, do me a favor and stop by the cleaners on your way home, would you? I want that silk blouse for church tomorrow.”
“Will do.”
He started from the room, but the telephone on the nightstand stopped him. “It’s probably Alexander. I’ll take it in the den.”
The phone rang again and Julia leaned to check the caller ID display. “No, it’s Jana.”
John gave her a pleading look. “Would you take it, babe?” He tapped his watch, whispering as if his daughter could hear him on the other end of the line. “I really need to run. Tell her I’ll call her back when I get home.”
She nodded and reached for the phone, blowing him a kiss with her other hand. “Half an hour,” she mouthed.
He snapped a sharp salute and headed down the hall.
She waited until the kitchen door slammed before clicking the phone on. “Hello?”
“Julia?” The deep voice belonged to Jana’s husband.
“Oh…Mark. Hi. I was expecting Jana. How are you?”
“Is Jana there?”
“Here? No…Was she supposed to—”
“Can you put John on, please?”
She heard the muffled grind of the garage door closing at the other end of the house. “He just left for a meeting. Mark? Is everything okay?”
“No.” His voice broke. “It’s Jana.”
Her pulse thrummed. “What is it? What’s happened?”
He didn’t answer for a moment. Then a deep sigh came across the line. “She’s left me.”
“Left you? What on earth are you talking about?” Like any young married couple, Mark and Jana had had their spats, but there’d never been a hint that anything was seriously wrong between them.
“I got a call from the day care to come and get Ellie. Jana…never showed up to get her.”
Confusion knit Julia’s brow. Why was Ellie at day care on a Saturday anyway? “Where is Jana? Is she working?”
“No.” This time Mark’s sigh hinted at frustration. “I don’t know where she is. She left me a note. That’s all.”
“Oh, Mark. Are you sure? Maybe she’s just trying to get your attention.” Julia bit her lip as soon as the words were out. She hadn’t meant to imply that Mark was to blame. But he did work long hours at the new restaurant he’d opened. It was a strain on a young couple, and Jana complained often enough to John that she sometimes felt like a single mom. But that was the way new businesses were, and Julia and John had both reminded Jana that once things were running smoothly she’d get her husband back.
Jana tended to be a bit of a drama queen, and Julia had never given her comments much weight. Especially since she knew all too much about what it actually felt like to be a single mom. Had it really been almost a decade since her beloved Martin died on that rain-slick street in Chicago?
She shot up a prayer for wisdom, regretting that she hadn’t let John answer the phone. She was only the stepmother here—and an in-law at that. Hardly the person Mark would want to confide in. “What does Jana’s note say? If you don’t mind me asking. Did she give you any hint where she might have gone?”
“It just says she can’t take it anymore…that—that she has to have some space.” Sarcasm punctuated his words.
Julia forced a chipper note into her voice. “Oh, I’m sure she’ll be back before you know it, Mark. She probably just needed to get away for a couple hours. You know she has a tendency to overreact sometimes. Raising a toddler can be a little overwhelming. Do you want us to come and get Ellie? We could keep her for the weekend? Give you two some time alone…” Julia slid the breakfast tray off her lap and eased her legs over the side of the bed. So much for a leisurely Saturday at home.
“You don’t understand. This…this happened Thursday night.”
It took a moment for Mark’s words to process, for the seriousness of the situation to sink in. “What do you mean…? You haven’t seen Jana since Thursday?” A frisson of alarm skittered up her spine. With an effort, she softened her tone. “Mark, you should have called.”
“I thought…I just kept thinking she’d come home. She’s left before…for a few hours. But this time, I’m not sure—” A muffled sob halted his words.
A lump rose in Julia’s throat at the thought of her burly, six-foot-three son-in-law in tears.
She reached into the closet for her bathrobe and shrugged into it as she paced the length of the bedroom, trying to connect the dots in her mind. “I’m sorry, tell me again…You haven’t seen Jana since Thursday? You haven’t heard anything at all from her since then?”
“No. I’ve tried to call, but she’s not answering her phone.”
“Oh, Mark. What’s going on?” She thought of Mark and Jana’s precious little girl. “Is Ellie with you? How is she dealing with all this?”
“She’s fine. She’s asleep right now. But she’s been crying for her mama. I don’t know what to tell her. I’m worried, Julia. I—I’m afraid something’s happened. We had a meeting with the shareholders Wednesday night. She was late and I—I let her have it about that. But she—she was acting really weird. I didn’t think much of it. Until Thursday.”
Julia tugged at the comforter with her free hand, going through the motions of making the bed, but making a lumpy mess of it instead. Her mind raced, exploring frightening possibilities. “I’m sure there’s some explanation. She’s probably just trying to get your attention.” She hoped her words did more to encourage Mark than they did her. “I’ll call John…the minute I hang up. He’ll know what to do. Did you call the police?”
“I did, but they can’t really do anything—because of the note.”
Julia had watched enough CSI to know that was true. If Jana left of her own volition, the police were not going to get involved. “Do you want to come here, Mark? To Calypso?”
He sighed into the phone. “I’d better stay here…in case she comes home…or tries to call. I think she has her phone, but she—she didn’t take her PDA or her laptop with her.”
Julia’s concern ratcheted up a level. Jana was rarely without a briefcase full of fancy electronic gadgets—the latest model PDA, the laptop Mark had bought for her, and Julia didn’t know what all else. Jana was the one they all went to for technical help. Even Sam and Andy, Julia’s sons, sought Jana’s advice when they had a computer problem.
There was something Mark wasn’t saying. Something that went far beyond anything they knew of John’s daughter. She remembered a night a couple months ago when Mark and Jana had come over for dinner. Mark had been animated and attentive to Jana, but she’d seemed distant, and a little cool toward all of them. Julia never had quite won John’s daughter over. After all, no one could ever take her mother’s place. Julia had chalked it up to that. But now, she suspected it was something more.
“I’ll call John,” she said again. “We’ll come and get Ellie if you want us to.” She looked at the clock. “We could probably be there in a couple of hours.”
“Julia? You need to know that Jana was…”
She waited, cringing at the anguish in his silence. But after a long minute, she started to think the line had gone dead. “Mark? Are you there?”
“I—I’m afraid she might do something…to hurt herself.”


Chapter Three

John passed the stapled schedules around the boardroom table. Two of the coaches hadn’t shown up, so they probably could have met in his office, but the guys—and Barb Garrison who coached boys’ tennis—looked pretty relaxed in the cushy, high-back leather chairs.
Mitchell Bender regaled them with one of his famous blonde jokes and John chuckled along with them, even though he’d heard this particular tale before. Mitch could have read a grocery list and made it seem funny.
When the laughter died down, he glanced pointedly at the clock on the wall across the room. “Let’s get started, shall we?”
While the group silently looked over the schedules, John’s cell phone rang. He slipped it from his pocket and flipped it open. Julia. He checked the time again. She surely wasn’t calling him home yet. Agitated, he excused himself and stole into the hall outside the boardroom. “Julia, I’m in the middle of things here. Can this wait?”
“John, you’d better come home. It’s Jana.”
“Jana?” He didn’t like the tremor in Julia’s voice.
“I just talked to Mark. She’s left him.”
He glanced over his shoulder toward the boardroom and lowered his voice. “What are you talking about?”
“She left a note saying she needed some space. She never picked Ellie up from day care Thursday and Mark thinks—”
“Thursday? She’s been gone since Thursday?”
“That’s what Mark said.”
He cradled the phone on his shoulder and kneaded the space between his brows. “Where’s Ellie? There’s got to be some kind of mix-up. Jana wouldn’t do that. She’d never leave Ellie. Where is Ellie?” he asked again.
“She’s with Mark.”
“Let me wrap up this meeting. I’ll be home in a few minutes.” He flipped the phone shut without saying goodbye.
Something was fishy. Jana would never just up and leave Mark, especially if it meant leaving Ellie. Besides, wouldn’t she have talked to him if they were having problems? He was her father.
He dropped his phone into his pants pocket. Struggling to compose himself, he stepped back into the boardroom.
Somehow he managed to rush through the meeting, and twenty minutes later, he slipped out to the parking lot. He drove too fast, his mind concocting worst-case scenarios. When he pulled into their driveway, Julia was standing on the front porch waiting for him. He left the engine running, jumped out of the car and ran to her side.
“What is going on?”
Julia’s crinkled forehead made her look older than her fifty-one years. “I’m not sure, but Mark’s worried sick. The way he talked it sounds like he thinks she’s practically…suicidal.”
John stopped in his tracks. “You’re not serious? Jana?”
“Mark said he was afraid she might ‘do something to hurt herself.’ That’s how he put it.”
John harrumphed. Mark had bit off more than he could chew with the new restaurant, but surely his son-in-law wasn’t so out of touch that he actually thought Jana would harm herself. Jana might be a little moody now and then, but his daughter was not suicidal. He went around the car. “Would you mind driving? I want to call Jana…try to get to the bottom of this.”
Julia came down the steps toward him. “Mark doesn’t know where she is and he said she’s not answering her phone.”
He shook his head. “That can’t be right. Jana’s never without her phone.”
“Mark said she’s not answering his calls. He thinks she has her phone with her—at least it’s missing. But she didn’t take any of her other electronic stuff with her.”
Julia’s expression frightened him. This wasn’t making any sense at all. “We need to talk to him. Are you ready to go?”
She shrugged and looked down at her khaki slacks and tailored blouse. “I’m ready. Unless you think we need to pack for overnight. Are you thinking we’ll bring Ellie back with us? I offered…”
He scratched his head, still trying to fathom how Jana could have just up and left her family. “I don’t know…” It was a good hour-and-a-half round trip between Calypso and Mark and Jana’s house. And Ellie wasn’t the best traveler.
“I think that would be the best way we can help Mark.”
She waited, but John sensed her impatience.
“What do you want to do, John?”
He tensed his jaw. “I want to talk to Mark. That’s what I want to do.”
“John…Don’t be too hard on him. This has got to be killing him and it—”
“You don’t think it’s killing me?” His words boomed like an explosion.
Julia flinched as if he’d raised his hand to her.
“I’m sorry.” Instantly regretting his words, he closed the gap between them and reached for her. “I’m sorry, Julia. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”
She received his embrace, but she was stiff and silent in his arms.
“I’m sorry your weekend is ruined,” he said.
She pulled away. “John. Stop. That doesn’t matter. Not now. The kids need us.”
His heart swelled. She hadn’t said “your kids.” One more reason he loved this beautiful woman. He felt terrible for shouting at her. Why did he do that? He pulled her close again. “Let me take my briefcase in. We’ll talk on the way.”

“Grandpa, where’s my mommy?”
With a catch in her throat, Julia watched John’s expression. Ellie sat on his lap, her pudgy hands on either side of her grandpa’s face.
He brushed a curl back from Ellie’s forehead and cast an imploring look at Mark.
“Ellie.” Mark came to John’s rescue. “Why don’t you show Grandpa the awesome drawing you did at day care yesterday.”
“It’s a painting, Daddy. Wanna see, Grandpa?”
Julia breathed an inward sigh of relief that the diversionary tactic worked.
“You bet I do.” John lifted her gently from his lap. “Run and get it.”
The little girl padded down the hallway, and John turned to Mark, barely concealing the edge of hostility in his voice. “What have you told her?”
Mark dropped his head briefly before meeting John’s eyes. “I told her Jana’s on a trip.” He shrugged and held out his hands. “I didn’t know what else to say.”
Julia got up and came to stand behind the overstuffed chair where John sat. She placed her hands on his shoulders, hoping her touch could somehow calm his rising ire.
She turned to Mark. “That’s what we’ll say then…until we know something more.”
“Where have you looked?” John’s voice remained tight.
Mark shrugged again. “Everywhere I can think of. I’ve called all her friends, her boss at work, the day care—”
“What did they say?” John may as well have pounced on Mark, his words held such force.
“She called in sick at work on Thursday morning, but she took Ellie to day care at the usual time. No one seems to have seen her since then, and no one—not her coworkers or anybody at the day care—seemed to have any idea she planned on going away. I checked her cell phone records and she hasn’t used her phone since that day. There wasn’t anything unusual on there that I could see.”
“What about Ellie’s day care? Surely Jana made arrangements—”
Mark wagged his head. “No. She didn’t put in for vacation, didn’t arrange for Ellie to be gone.” He shrugged. “I didn’t know until late Thursday night that she hadn’t even shown up for work that day. That’s when the day care finally got hold of me. They said Jana told them I’d be picking Ellie up.” He shook his head again. “She never said anything to me.”
“Are you sure? Maybe she told you and you were distracted. Maybe—”
“I’m sure, John.” Mark glared at John, his nostrils flaring.
John glared back. “None of this seems odd to you? That nobody has a clue where your wife could have gone? There has to be something you’re not thinking of. I think we need to get the police involved.” John’s voice shook.
Julia squeezed his shoulder. She’d already explained to him what Mark had said about the police.
“I did contact the police.” Mark combed his fingers through his hair. “I went in again last night to talk to them. And to show them Jana’s note. Apparently that pretty much guaranteed they wouldn’t get involved except to put her on a list.”
“What do you mean?” John was still in combat mode.
“They said since I had a letter from her, obviously in her handwriting and obviously not written under duress, the only thing they could do is put her on a BOLO list.”
“What’s that?”
“It stands for ‘be on the lookout.’ Even then, they wouldn’t be actively searching for her. All it means is if she gets stopped for a traffic violation or something, they have her name and they can let us know she’s okay. The officer called it ‘check welfare’ or something like that. But unless she gave permission, they still couldn’t tell us where she was.”
“That’s ridiculous! She’s your wife!” John pounded a fist into his palm. “What about your car? What was she driving? Couldn’t they put out a search for your vehicle?”
“I thought of that. But the Escape is registered in both of our names. The officer I spoke with said technically Jana has as much right to drive it as I do. I could file a missing persons report, but with the letter…unless we suspected foul play…” He shrugged.
“How do we know there wasn’t foul play?” John’s tone was accusing. “This is just not like Jana. Maybe we need to hire someone—a private investigator or…something. You can’t just do nothing!”
Julia patted his back as if attempting to calm an angry child. Couldn’t he see Mark was distraught? It wouldn’t accomplish anything to make him defensive. And besides, she had seen the restlessness in Jana of late. She hadn’t given it much credence until now, but things were adding up in ways she hadn’t foreseen.
She lowered her voice. “Mark, would you mind if we read Jana’s note? I don’t mean to pry, but maybe we’ll see something you missed. Maybe there’s something there that might give us a clue where she could have gone.”
“Sure. I’ll get it.”
Mark disappeared down the hallway just as Ellie burst back into the room, flapping a sheet of bright yellow construction paper. The paper was cockled from the heavy watercolors. “I got it, Grandpa.” She turned to Julia “Wanna see my picture, Go-Go?”
Julia smiled at the little girl’s nickname for her. Ellie had just started to talk when John and Julia got married. The little girl’s first attempts at “Grandma Julia” had come out sounding like Grandma Go-Go. The name stuck, and eventually got shortened to simply “Go-Go.” It warmed Julia’s heart each time she heard the endearment.
She was “only” a stepgrandparent to John’s grandkids, but she’d always felt like a full-fledged grandmother to Ellie. Probably because they lived closer to Ellie than to Brant’s or Kyle’s kids. And since Mark’s parents weren’t living, she also had the distinction of being Ellie’s only grandmother.
Ellie held the painting out to her like an offering.
“Oooh, this is beautiful, sweetie. Pretty colors.” Julia could discern three figures in the painting, presumably Ellie’s family, beside a box that resembled a house. She pointed to a blob of brown paint beside the house. “And is this a doghouse?”
Ellie put her hands on her hips and gave Julia a look that said “silly Go-Go.” “That’s the baby’s house.”
“Oh? What baby?”
“The baby that Mommy and Daddy’s gonna get.”
John looked up at her over his shoulder and they exchanged raised eyebrows. Was there something they didn’t know?
Mark returned just then, a folded note in hand. “Is she telling you about the baby’s house?”
“Yes…” Julia let her voice trail off, waiting for Mark to explain.
Mark squatted on his haunches and spoke to his daughter. “Remember, Ellie, we don’t know if we’ll get a baby.”
“I know, I know…We’re prayin’ to God for a baby someday.” Ellie recited the obviously rehearsed—or coached—answer, then turned to Julia. “But I told God I wanted a baby brother tomorrow.”
John laughed, the muscles in his jaw noticeably relaxing. He ruffled Ellie’s curls. “I think you’d better give God a little more time than that, punkin. Babies take time. Lots of time.”
Mark lifted the little girl into the air and blew raspberries on her tummy. The giggles that followed were pure music.
Watching them, Julia wondered how Jana could just walk away from her child? There had to be something more to all this than they were seeing.
Mark set Ellie down and patted her back. “You run and play in your room for a little while, okay? I need to talk to Grandpa and Go-Go for a little bit.”
“About Mommy?” Ellie’s blue eyes studied Mark’s face for a moment, then darted to John’s. When her gaze bored into Julia’s eyes a second later, Ellie’s expression seemed to hold a knowledge no three-year-old should have to carry.
Mark ignored his daughter’s question, and handed John the note, before herding Ellie back down the hall to her bedroom.


Chapter Four

Jana’s note was written on letterhead from the museum where she worked. It was folded once, and from the limp paper and the sharp crease down the middle, Julia imagined Mark had handled it many times. Or perhaps it was Jana who had pressed the crease shiny, trying to decide whether or not to go through with her plans. What could she have been thinking?
John unfolded the worn sheet of paper. Julia came to perch on the arm of the chair beside him, reading over his shoulder.
Mark,
I’m sorry, but I need to get away for a while. I can’t keep on the way things have been. I have to sort things out. I don’t know when I’ll be back, so please don’t try to find me. Tell Ellie I love her, but Mommy has to go away for a while. Everything is all mixed-up and I just need some time. I know you’ll do the right thing, Mark, but right now, it’s just best that I go away.
Jana

Julia scanned the note again and turned to see if John had the same reaction to its terse lack of emotion.
The pain in his eyes and the deep lines marring his forehead told her the note spawned more questions than it answered for him, too. He shook his head. “It doesn’t even sound like she wrote it.”
She looked at him askance. “But that’s Jana’s handwriting.”
He turned the letter over, folded and unfolded it, inspecting it as if he might discover some secret code to explain everything. “I don’t know. I guess I never paid much attention to her penmanship.”
Mark’s voice came from down the hallway. “It’s definitely her handwriting.”
“Well if it is, she doesn’t sound like herself.” John shook the letter at him, causing the paper to crackle.
Mark held his ground. “It does sound like her, John. At least lately. She’s been stressed out about work, about Ellie, the restaurant…everything. Look at this place—” He held his hands out, encompassing the room where they sat.
The apartment where Mark and Jana had lived until Ellie was born had always been tidy and charmingly decorated. In this place—what a Realtor would have called a “nice starter home”—the few pictures scattered haphazardly about the walls and a silk flower arrangement on the coffee table were the extent of the decor. There were stacks of newspapers, magazines and unopened junk mail scattered about the room, and Ellie’s toys littered the carpet.
“We’ve been here three years,” Mark said. “and we still have boxes to unpack downstairs. I know she’s got her hands full with Ellie and with work, but it’s like she doesn’t even care anymore. And lately she’s been on this kick—” He glanced at Julia, something like apology in his expression. “Jana is convinced that she has Alzheimer’s disease—that she’s in the early stages of—”
“Oh, good grief!” John came out of his seat. “That’s baloney!”
“I know…” Mark nodded.
“Why in the world would she think that?” Julia asked.
John started pacing the length of the small living room. “It’s ridiculous! She’s thirty—?” He looked to Mark to fill in the blank.
“She’s thirty-four.”
“Right…of course. Thirty-four. Ellen was in her late forties before there were any symptoms at all. Why would Jana think such a crazy thing?”
Mark shook his head. “It’s just little things. She forgot a couple of appointments, sometimes she forgets to give Ellie her vitamins, stuff like that. Nothing that should be a big deal.”
“Well, of course not,” Julia said. “What parent of a three-year-old isn’t a little out to lunch sometimes?”
“That’s exactly right.” John stopped and glared pointedly at Mark. “Especially when she has full responsibility for Ellie the majority of the time. Did you ever think of that?”
Mark’s voice rose in defense. “I’ve tried to get her to go to the doctor…get it checked out if she truly thinks she has a problem.”
“And?” Julia was starting to understand what might have prompted John’s daughter to go off the deep end. She knew if one of her parents had suffered from the dreadful disease, it would have been difficult not to dwell on the fact that Alzheimer’s appeared to be hereditary, especially the early-onset type Ellen had suffered from. Died from.
“She wouldn’t go to the doctor. She refused.” Mark glanced at John. “Said she didn’t want to know, that once her mom knew what she had, it was all downhill.”
John stood in front of the sagging drapes and raked a hand through his hair. “That’s only because by the time Ellen was diagnosed, she’d had the disease for months, years maybe.”
Julia hadn’t noticed how much the gray had taken over her husband’s thick head of hair. Ordinarily the frosting of gray made him look distinguished. Today, it only made him look old. She touched his arm, trying again to calm him. “We need to find Jana. Somehow we’ve got to convince her to go to the doctor.”
“Mark, you haven’t noticed any symptoms have you?” John’s eyes held fear.
Mark shook his head. “Nothing that would make me think Alzheimer’s. But she hasn’t been herself. Not for quite a while now. She’s been under a lot of pressure at work, but I wonder if maybe she’s in a depression, too. You know—clinically depressed. She went through something similar a few years ago. But it didn’t last long. It just kind of went away finally.”
Julia glanced down the hallway, making sure Ellie wasn’t in hearing distance. “You said on the phone that you were afraid Jana might do something to hurt herself. Do you think she’s suicidal?”
“I don’t know. I…I was probably overreacting.”
The creases in John’s forehead deepened. “Are you sure? That’s not something to mess around with. Has she ever made threats? Has she talked about how she might…accomplish that?”
“No. No, nothing like that. She’s just…she’s been different lately, that’s all. She seems so sad all the time. Sad or mad. Or stressed out.”
“Has this all been since you opened the restaurant?” John’s voice was even, but Julia sensed the accusation behind his words.
Judging from Mark’s expression, he didn’t miss it, either. “We’ve both been busy, John. Between Jana’s job and the restaurant and Ellie, it’s been crazy. I admit it. But no more than a lot of our friends’ lives. And they’re not run—” He held up a hand and shook his head.
John’s lips firmed into a tight line, but after a minute he reached to put a hand on Mark’s arm. “That wasn’t fair. Let’s just concentrate on finding her. That’s all that matters right now.”
Julia turned to Mark, and voiced what no one had mentioned yet. “Is there any chance Jana is…with someone else?”
Mark’s eyes widened. “You mean that she’s having an affair? I’m absolutely positive she isn’t. For starters, she wouldn’t have time. Every minute she isn’t working, she’s taking care of Ellie.” He hung his head, as though accepting the burden for that. Or maybe considering the possibility Julia had raised?
“But what about at work?” Julia tried to make her words gentle. “Is there anyone there she might have been involved with?” She hated to worry Mark over a possibility he obviously hadn’t entertained, but she knew—she and John both knew—how easily such a friendship could form, even when neither party intended for it to go beyond friendship. She felt a twinge of guilt, but she brushed it off as if it were lint on a sweater, and willed her mind elsewhere. There was no reason to dwell on that. God had redeemed the mistakes of their past and blessed her and John’s love more than she could have imagined.
John’s voice broke through her thoughts. “What about the boys? We should call Brant and Kyle. Maybe she went to one of her brothers’.” His voice was bright, as if he’d just hit on the solution.
But Mark frowned. “I called them already. Just after I talked to Julia this morning. Neither of them have heard from her.”
John’s sons lived with their families in Indiana. It seemed unlikely to Julia that Jana would have gone there.
“She wouldn’t call Sam or Andy, would she?” John asked.
“I don’t think so.” John’s children and her two sons had been grown by the time she and John married. While their kids got along fine, they had never been particularly close. “Still, we should call them anyway. They’ll want to know.”
“Who else? Who else could we call?” John vaulted to his feet and stomped across the room, then came back and collapsed beside Julia with a sigh. “What about her friends at church?”
Mark looked at the floor. “She…we’ve kind of lost touch with a lot of them. It’s been hard. I have to work most Sundays and it’s just not worth the hassle for Jana to try to get Ellie ready—”
“Well, who else could she be with?”
Mark sank into a chair across from the sofa. “Jana had a few friends at work—women she had lunch with sometimes, that sort of thing. I called the office and talked to a couple of Jana’s coworkers yesterday. Laura Abriano was out of town, but they gave me her cell phone number. She and Jana had lunch together on Wednesday—the last day Jana worked.”
John sat forward. “Did Jana tell this Laura anything? Did she have any idea what might have been bothering Jana?”
Mark shook his head. “Laura didn’t know anything. She didn’t think Jana seemed upset that day. Apparently Jana ran into a friend there at the restaurant. Laura said Jana seemed pleased to see the woman and they talked for a while. She thought Jana was a little preoccupied after that, but nothing that made her think anything was out of the ordinary.”
“Maybe we should talk to this Laura again.” Hope brightened John’s voice. “Maybe she’s thought of something since you talked to her.”
Mark worked his tongue along the inside of his cheek. “I don’t know if Jana confided much in any of her friends. She’s a pretty private person. I really think Laura would have called me if she thought of anything else.”
John gave Julia a searching glance, and she knew he wanted her to take up his cause. She looked away. She didn’t blame John for being defensive of Jana, and it was only natural that he was worried sick about his daughter. She was worried, too. But she wasn’t going to interrogate Mark as if Jana’s disappearance were all his fault.
She scrambled to think of something that would calm John down. Ellie. She should be everyone’s first concern anyway. She looked up at Mark. “Do you have a bag packed for Ellie?” Without waiting for an answer, she turned to put a hand on John’s forearm. “We probably ought to get on the road. It’s going to be a long day for her.”
“I’ll go get her things together.” Mark hurried down the hall, calling Ellie’s name.
Julia patted John’s cheek, love and concern for her husband welling within her. “Let’s get Ellie home and try to keep things as normal as possible for her.”
John eyed the hallway and lowered his voice. “You don’t really think Jana could be having an affair, do you?”
“I don’t know. I believe Mark—at least that he doesn’t think Jana was involved with someone else.”
“I’ll admit, I was angry when you first suggested that possibility, but now I don’t know what to think.” He pressed two fingers to his temple. “I never in a million years thought Jana would leave Ellie. Do you think Mark is being up-front with us?”
“Of course! He’s just as scared as you are, John. I’m not saying he hasn’t made some mistakes where Jana is concerned, but I think he only wants the best for her.”
John sighed, and she tucked her hand in his, trying to squeeze some reassurance into him. “I have a feeling she’s just overwhelmed. Let’s give her a little time to sort things out. I remember feeling that way once in a while…overwhelmed and like I desperately needed some time away.”
He studied her. “But you never would have left your boys like this.”
With one sentence, he dismantled the meager defense she’d built for Jana. “No,” she admitted, “I don’t think I could have ever done that.”
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