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Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.

1 Peter 5:7
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In spite of the threats, I’d held on to a small hope that the danger would, given a little time, fade away. The phone call I’d just received squashed that hopeful fantasy.

The Braxtons are not fading away.

Because of my role in convicting his brother of murder, one mean, beefy Drake Braxton vowed at the end of the trial to make roadkill out of me. There are apparently more Braxtons eager to help in this endeavor. Their homicidal intentions were made all too clear when my house caught fire, with me in it, a couple of weeks ago. Intentions thwarted in the small-blaze stage only because of the observant eyes of my good—and nosy—neighbor, Magnolia Margollin.

Although I recently discovered that I have aged into a semi-invisible state, I’m afraid I may not be invisible enough to evade the Braxtons’ murderous intentions toward me. This phone call that threatened dire damage to various parts of my anatomy was further proof of those intentions. The  prudent action at this point appeared to be to remove myself from the danger zone for a time.

Ever since the death of my best friend, Thea, my niece DeeAnn Harrington had been urging me to stay with her and her family in their big house near the small town of Woodston, Arkansas. She’d also suggested I should consider living with, or close to them, permanently.

I’m reasonably certain I don’t want to make a permanent move. Harley and I bought this house here on Madison Street in Missouri many years ago, and, though Harley is gone and the area has deteriorated in the past few years, it’s still home to me. But I’ve been talking it over with the Lord, and a temporary visit down there in the lovely Ozarks appears to be a fine solution to my problem.
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Fourteen-year-old grandniece Sandy answered when I dialed DeeAnn’s number.

“Oh, Aunt Ivy, you should see what I just crocheted! It’s a candy-pink top that’s just awesome. I can’t wait for some nice spring weather to wear it.”

I’d helped Sandy learn to crochet the last time I was down for a visit. Now, with a certain apprehension about teenage apparel, I asked, “Does it show your belly button?”

“Of course!”

“Does your mother know?”

“I’m going to show it to her.” Considered pause. “Soon.”

I didn’t intend to jump into the middle of that, so I just said, “Could I speak to DeeAnn, please?”

“Are you going to come visit us again? Oh, I hope so! But you need to come right away, before—”

“Maybe,” I cut in.

“Okay, I’ll get Mom. She’s upstairs sorting through some towels and stuff to pick out things that match.”

That seemed odd. DeeAnn is a good enough housekeeper, but she doesn’t usually fuss about such things as whether her towels coordinate. She came on the line a minute later.

“Aunt Ivy, how good to hear from you! I heard on the news that they sentenced that awful man who murdered your neighbor, but I couldn’t get you when I tried to call. And everything has been in such an uproar here that I didn’t get around to trying again.”

Uproar was the usual state of existence in the Harrington household. The twins, Rick and Rory, were off at college in California now, but DeeAnn was financial secretary at their church, created puppet shows about Korman the Klutzy Kangaroo for the Sunday school kids, and kept books for several small businesses in Woodston. Sandy practiced gymnastics in an upstairs hallway, zoomed around on her skateboard, kept in touch with people from Arkansas to Zanzibar on the Internet, and sometimes had the guys in a local Christian rock band over to practice. Husband Mike did executive things with an expanding roofing manufacturer and was up to his elbows in activities aimed at keeping the teens in a church youth group busy.

“Maybe I can help,” I said to DeeAnn. “There have been some, uh, unforeseen developments here, and I’m thinking I might take you up on your invitation to come visit for a while.”

“Oh, Aunt Ivy …”

It didn’t take extrasensory powers to hear the dismay in her voice.

“If it isn’t convenient now, maybe some other time,” I amended hastily.

“Oh, Aunt Ivy, I feel so bad about this. It isn’t that it isn’t convenient, and we’d love to have you. But we’re moving. Mike has gotten a promotion, but it’s also a transfer. To Hawaii!”

“Hawaii,” I echoed in astonishment. I finally gathered my wits together enough to add, “Well, this is so exciting! And wonderful news for all of you. Congratulations!”

“It is wonderful news, and we are excited. But it’s all happening so fast. We’re leaving in less than a week, and there’s all this sorting and packing and everything that has to be done. I didn’t realize we had so much stuff.”

I was glad I hadn’t mentioned my Braxton problem. DeeAnn would feel worse than ever if she knew about that. “Throw things out,” I advised. “That’s what God designed moves for. To make us get rid of our excess baggage.”

“Hey, I know what let’s do. As soon as we get settled over there, you come stay with us! Sandy has been researching all this stuff about Hawaii on the Internet. We’ll eat fresh pineapple and go body surfing and roast a whole pig in a luau!”

A whole pig sounded a bit intimidating, but, in general, a trip to Hawaii might be a fine idea. If the Braxtons didn’t roast me first. “Maybe I can do that,” I said.

“Aunt Ivy, is something wrong?” my ever-perceptive niece asked. “You aren’t thinking we don’t want you to visit, are you?”

“Well, of course I think that,” I said with pretended huffiness. “I’m sure you’ve invented this wild story about Hawaii just to keep me from coming. I venture to say you may even go so far as to move to Hawaii to make the story convincing.”

DeeAnn laughed. “There’s one woman I’ve done some bookkeeping for whom I’d consider moving to Mars to escape from, but not you, Aunt Ivy. Never you.”

“I know. And I appreciate that.”

“But there is something wrong, isn’t there?”

I considered how to phrase my situation in order to be truthful but not cause DeeAnn concern. “Since the trial, things have felt a bit … edgy here. I was just thinking it would be nice to get away for a while. But don’t you worry about it. I’ll be fine. I’ll just go spade up my garden and plant some spring peas. Now tell me all about Hawaii.”

DeeAnn bubbled on about how the company had leased a house for them in Honolulu, and how they’d already had welcoming emails from relatives of friends in their Woodston church. “Sandy has mixed feelings about the move. She’s excited about Hawaii, but she hates to change schools in the middle of the year. And leave her friends, of course. I’ve found homes for all my houseplants. We’re down to only one cat at the moment. Celery. And Mrs. Grandy from church is taking her, so no problem there.”

Celery, their stub-tailed calico cat, so named for one of her odd food preferences, was a stray that had wandered in a couple of years ago. I’ve always suspected there must be some sign in generic animal language announcing “Free food! Nice folks! Come on in!” posted on the back steps of the Harrington house.

“But we haven’t decided what to do about the house, whether to put it up for sale or rent it. I do love this old place …”

“I’m sure everything will work out fine. Well, I’ll just let you get back to your sorting and packing. We’ll talk again before you leave, okay?”

I didn’t mean to cut her off, but I had some thinking to do here. With Plan A shot down and the Braxtons gunning for me, it was time to move on to Plan B.

Unfortunately, I had no Plan B.
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I stood at the window looking out on my backyard garden area. Now what?

The yard, under a drizzle of spring rain, looked as dispirited as I felt. Straggly weeds. Puddles and mud. Soggy dead leaves. In spite of my cheery words to DeeAnn, I felt no urge to go out and dig. Actually, I’ve been considering giving up gardening. My vegetables too often bear a disconcerting resemblance to an experiment in plant genetics gone awry.

Even my trusty old ’75 Thunderbird, parked in the driveway because the garage door was stuck, looked as if it was losing its grip on elegance. The dent in the rear fender that had been barely noticeable seemed more pronounced now. And when had I lost that left front hubcap?

An old car. Getting ever older. Like me. Both showing our age and dents.

Okay, enough with the pity party, I decided, annoyed with myself. I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. True, as the years have shown me. And the Lord always lives up  to his promise never to forsake us. But I could use some help with details here, Lord. Any suggestions?

A cruise? With the gray rain drizzling down, sea and sunshine beckoned. Yet a cruise would severely strain my limited budget and not put me out of reach of the Braxtons for more than a couple of weeks.

Take refuge with my young friends, police detective Matt “Dix” Dixon and his new bride, Haley? They’d invited. And they’d successfully hidden me out to protect me for weeks before the trial. But they had a life to live, and not one on which I wanted to intrude.

Sell the house, pick up, and move far, far away?

Probably the most effective long-term solution, but the thought of abandoning my home forever gave me a jolt inside. Surely so drastic a step wasn’t necessary! And it would also be too time consuming. Selling the house and moving could take months, and I needed to get away—now.

I heated leftover spaghetti in the microwave for supper, washed up the dishes, and was just settling down in front of the TV when the phone rang. I considered not answering it. My good neighbors the Margollins were off in their motor home now, and Dix and Haley were visiting her parents. I couldn’t think of anyone except another telemarketer likely to call, and I was not in the market for vinyl siding or windshield repair.

Yet someone with my “mutant curiosity gene,” as Dix once grumpily termed it, is genetically incapable of not answering a ringing phone.

DeeAnn spoke before I even had a chance to say hello. “Aunt Ivy, Mike just got home, and he has the most wonderful idea! You can come live in the house even if we’re not going to be here!”

“Really?”

“Of course. It’s perfect. We don’t want to sell the house yet, not until we know how things work out in Hawaii—”

“You could rent it out. It’s a nice big house, right there beside the lake. It should bring a good rental price.”

“I know. But we’re concerned that renters might not take care of things. And if you live here I can just leave a lot of this stuff and not worry about it. Your being here will be a big help in this move.”

I suspected she might be exaggerating the “help” factor, but I felt a huge swoop of relief. “That sounds great!”

Thank you, Lord. Even after all these years I’m still sometimes surprised at how fast and efficiently he can solve problems.

“There’s just one thing. Not exactly a drawback, but—”

“Mother!” I heard Sandy wail in the background.

“And you don’t have to do it, of course,” DeeAnn added hastily. “It won’t make any difference.”

“Umm,” I said, carefully noncommittal.

“The thing is, as I mentioned earlier, Sandy would rather not change schools this far along in the year. She’d like to stay here with you until school lets out.”

Shock waves. I didn’t want to hesitate. I love my grandniece Sandy. She’s bubbly and fun and smart and dependable, a committed Christian. I enjoy her. But she is a teenager, and what do I know about the current teenage generation? “What do you think of the idea?” I asked cautiously.

“I have to admit, I find it a little scary.”

“Scary?” Not reassuring. “Scary how?”

“Scary for you. Everyone knows teenagers are the scourge of the universe. Scary for Sandy. She’s never been away from us for more than a couple weeks at summer camp. And scary for us too. We’ve just gotten used to Rick and Rory being gone, and then to leave Sandy behind …” Her voice wobbled.

“It’s less than three months until school lets out for the summer,” I pointed out. “It’s not as if you’re looking at a permanent empty nest yet.”

“Yes, that’s true. And not having to cope with a mid-year  school transfer would make the move easier for us too.” Ever the woman to whip away the clouds and polish the silver lining, DeeAnn suddenly turned upbeat. “Hey, it might even be fun. Just the two of us, like being newlyweds again!”

Noise in the background. Sandy gagging at the thought of her parents as playful newlyweds?

“But it’s just fine if you’d rather not,” DeeAnn repeated. “We want you to come and live here as long as you want, no matter what. Why don’t you think about it and let us know in a day or two?”

DeeAnn is too good and generous a woman to be resentful or insulted no matter what my answer. A no wouldn’t change our relationship or their offer of hospitality.

Yet, with my first jolt of shock absorbed, I peered a little further into the situation. As a librarian and Sunday school teacher, I’d always enjoyed children. And I’ve never wanted to be isolated in some antiseptic, no-kids-allowed system. Sandy was mature enough that it wouldn’t be like a babysitting job.

What do you think, Lord?

I’ve never been on the receiving end of advice chiseled into stone tablets by the Lord. No sonorous voice has ever boomed in my ear and told me exactly what to do in any given situation. Which, I must admit, I’ve sometimes wished would happen. But somehow the Lord has usually managed to guide me, and just now I had the definite feeling this was the way to go.

“I’d love to have Sandy stay with me,” I said firmly.

“Really? Aunt Ivy, that’s wonderful. You’re a jewel. I’ll tell her—”

Sound of a small scuffle, then Sandy’s victorious voice as she claimed the phone. “Hey, Aunt Ivy, we’ll be almost roomies! We’ll have a great time.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“I accidentally bumped into this Internet chat room of old—” Abrupt break while Sandy apparently considered a tactful rephrasing. “This chat room of senior citizens, and I’ll show it to you, and you can meet all these interesting men. One of them has a yacht!”

I’m afraid I have a strong suspicion of Internet males bearing yachts, but we could discuss that later.

“Are you sure about Sandy staying?” DeeAnn interrupted.

“Absolutely.”

“She’ll have strict instructions that she’s to help with the cooking and housework. That she isn’t to fill the house with herds of noisy teenagers. That she has to keep the same curfew she has when we’re here. That the rock band can come over only when and if you say it’s okay. That you aren’t some full-time chauffeur for her. That just because Skye wears all that makeup and those outrageous outfits doesn’t mean Sandy can. That—”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” I cut in hastily. Much more of this list of eye-opening possibilities for errant teen behavior and I’d be thinking the Braxtons looked like the safer alternative.

“Will you be able to get here before we leave? If not, I’m sure Sandy can stay with someone for a few days.”

“I’ll be there by the end of the week.”

Yet there was one other thing. I’d convinced myself that staying with DeeAnn and Mike wouldn’t put them in any danger, that even the hostile Braxtons wouldn’t gallivant all the way down to Arkansas to do me in. Especially if they didn’t know where I was. Mike was also a big guy not even the Braxtons were likely to outsmart or push around. But if it was just Sandy and me there alone …

By then I really wanted Sandy to stay. But Mike and DeeAnn, and Sandy too, had a right to know that the possibility of danger existed, so they could judge for themselves if they  wanted her to be with me. Or, for that matter, if they even wanted me in the house.

“Are you still there, Aunt Ivy?” DeeAnn asked, and I realized the silence had stretched to an awkward length.

“I’m here.” Finally I said, “There’s a … detail I need to talk to both you and Mike about.”

DeeAnn must have heard the worry in my voice, because she immediately said, “Mike can get on the other phone.”

So Mike did that, and I explained everything about Drake Braxton’s threat and, even though the police hadn’t come up with any definite proof, the strong probability that he or his clan had something to do with my house fire.

“You mean you’re on some kind of hit list with these people?” Mike asked, sounding astonished. An understandable attitude, I suppose. How many little old ladies with possum-gray hair wind up on a homicidal hit list?

“Even though the Braxtons do have this hostile attitude, I honestly don’t think they’ll come down to Woodston after me. I’m hoping they’ll figure running me out of town is sufficient.”

Finally Mike said, “Let us think about this and do some checking, and we’ll call you back, okay?”
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I spent the night berating myself. I never should have involved them in this. I should have simply packed myself off to a cheap rental in the middle of nowhere and hidden out for a few months. Why hadn’t I thought of that in the first place? In the morning I got out Harley’s old road atlas and started studying places out West with names such as Remote, Lizard Valley, and NoWhere.

When the phone rang I was prepared to hear Mike say, in a diplomatic way, of course, that they’d decided to take  Sandy with them and rent the house out. I figured that by now, any renters, even people with eight dogs, a collection of junk cars, and a taste for barbecuing possum in the fireplace, would look preferable to one LOL on some killer/arsonist’s hit list.

But what Mike said was, “Okay, we’ve talked to an acquaintance in the county sheriff’s department, Sgt. Yates, and he got in touch with some contacts up there in Missouri. He says that Drake Braxton has big legal problems with his construction and land development business. There’s a criminal negligence charge hanging over him, and the definite possibility of prison time. So he’s probably too deep in his own problems to worry about hunting you down and getting revenge for helping convict his brother.”

“Which doesn’t mean he won’t make time for a little roadkill action on the side. And there’s the rest of the Braxton clan to worry about too.”

“That’s possible, of course. But we’ve also contacted a security company, and they’re coming this afternoon to install a good alarm system. If you’re careful not to leave a trail behind for the Braxtons to follow—”

“I won’t! I intend to make it look as if I’ve disappeared off the face of the earth.”

“Good. So we think the danger is minimal.”

“What does Sandy think? Is she scared?”

“Sandy loves the idea.” Mike sounded mildly exasperated with his adventurous daughter. “She’s already thinking about all these Home Alone–type schemes in case the bad guys show up. I don’t think we could drag her away now.”

“I’ll take good care of her. I promise.”

“I think she figures she’ll take good care of you. Not that we’d consider doing this at all if we thought there was really any danger.”
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I put in a forwarding address at the post office and arranged to have the phone, electricity, and water disconnected. I decided I wouldn’t arrange for yard upkeep. I’d just let the place look abandoned, like the other empty houses on Madison Street. The city officials might get up in arms about this eventually, but hopefully I’d be home before that.

I followed the advice I’d given DeeAnn about using moving time to get rid of excess baggage. Out went polyester pants that refused to wear out and apparently intended to march into eternity with me. Shoes so pointy-toed they’d fit into keyholes. A dark suit with shoulder pads large and square enough to deter a halfback tackle.

On the last morning, I left a noncommittal note on the Margollins’ back door and sent an equally vague note to Dix and Haley. I didn’t want them to have the responsibility of actually knowing where I was in case the Braxtons pressured them.

I took a final tour through the house. I got teary in the kitchen where I’d baked Harley’s favorite pot roast and apple cobbler so many times, and real tears flowed in the bedroom Harley and I had shared for so many years.

The house already looked sad and forlorn when I scooted into the T-bird and started the engine. A window blind drooped like a tired eyelid, and the windows needed washing.

Good. I wanted the Braxtons to think I was gone for-ever.

Although this was, I assured myself as I backed out the driveway, only a temporary move. I just wished it didn’t feel so much like a permanent good-bye.
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I ate dinner on the road and arrived at the big house outside Woodston about 7:30 that evening. The yard light was on, shining on an unfamiliar red car in the driveway. Rain and darkness hid Little Tom Lake, but I could hear the wind driving rough waves against the small dock down below the walking trail that separated the house from the narrow beach. Branches on the big old black walnut tree creaked overhead. Rain bounced off the flagstones of the walkway, but a pleasantly woodsy scent rose from the damp bark mulch around the shrubs. Sandy, unmindful of wind and rain, dashed down the front steps to meet me.

“Aunt Ivy, thank you, thank you for letting me stay!” Sandy is small and compact, but gymnastics makes her limber as a coil of spring steel, and she wrapped me in one of her surprisingly powerful hugs. “Mom and Dad are over at church, finishing things up. I think they’re glad to be rid of me and can’t wait to get away!” Her pert nose wrinkled,  but the sparkle in her blue eyes belied any concern about abandonment. “I’ll carry your stuff in—”

“The suitcase on the front seat is all I need tonight. We can haul everything else in tomorrow.”

She ran out to the car for the suitcase. Another girl was standing under the coach light on the covered front porch. She looked a little older than Sandy and considerably more sophisticated. Tall, slim and willowy, dark-haired, very pretty even though wearing enough eye shadow to turn her eyes into smoky caverns.

This had to be Skye of the “outrageous outfits,” I decided. Her slithery, psychedelic-print skirt swirled around her ankles, but it hung so low on her hips that the bones jutted out like coat hangers. Enough bare skin separated the skirt and a skimpy knit top to invite pneumonia in this weather. She smiled, but her manner was reserved.

“Hi. I’m Sandy’s friend, Skye Ridenour.” She held out her hand, a formality I didn’t expect, and we shook. I tried not to look at her belly button, but, since it had a gold hoop attached to it, I found it difficult not to.

“I’m always pleased to meet Sandy’s friends. I don’t think we’ve met before.”

“I’ve only been in Woodston since last fall. I came here to live with my father then.”

Sandy came up the walkway with my old Montgomery Ward suitcase banging against her knees. “We’ve been making brownies for you, with pecans and chocolate-mint frosting!”

Skye looked at the watch on her left wrist. I’m not on time-keeping terms with expensive watches, but I’d guess she could buy an armful of my Timex for what that one cost. “I’d better get home.”

“Don’t run off because of me—”

“Oh no, it isn’t that. The Dumpling told me I had to be  home by 7:30 to sit with Baby so she could go to the health club. I’ll get my jacket.”

Since it was already 7:35, it appeared that Skye wasn’t overly concerned about the deadline. I wondered who or what the Dumpling with a baby was, but I didn’t want Sandy’s friends to think I was a nosy LOL, so I didn’t ask.

Inside, Skye picked up a jacket in camouflage colors lying on the sofa. It, in contrast to the clingy top, was as bulky as a sleeping bag, with enough pockets to arouse a kangaroo to envy. She waved as she went out, fingernails flashing sparkly glitters.

“She’s walking home in the dark?” I asked, concerned.

“That’s her car out there.”

“Her own car?”

“She’s sixteen,” Sandy said, as if that explained everything.

Which I found a little scary.

Sandy carried the suitcase across the living room, where a fire crackled in the fireplace, and up the stairs to the corner room I always occupied. The big old house has four bedrooms and a bath upstairs, plus the master bedroom downstairs.

A four-poster bed covered with a multistar design quilt centered the far wall of my room. Around it was a comfortable hodgepodge, everything from a rolltop desk (maple, imitation antique) to a beanbag chair, a cane-bottomed rocker, and a genuine antique trunk as a nightstand. Underfoot were three old-fashioned braided rag rugs, courtesy of Mike’s grandmother. An appliquéd quilt, this an aunt’s handiwork, hung on one wall, a watercolor of an empty cross on a distant hill on another. I’d always felt at home in this room.

By the time I unpacked a few things and went downstairs, Mike and DeeAnn had returned. We ate brownies, delightfully tasty in spite of the odd pecan and mint combination, and had a lovely visit. They showed me how the new alarm system worked. I suspected it might deter my entry more  often than that of any prowling Braxtons, but computer expert Sandy blithely assured me it was no problem. I decided I’d just let her manage it. Mike said he was leaving his impressive collection of mystery novels behind, which meant I wouldn’t run out of reading material for a long time. A sad note was news of the death of an elderly neighbor, Lois Watkins, a sweet and chatty woman whom I usually stopped in to visit when I was here.

We discussed possible dangers from the Braxtons, but Mike and DeeAnn were confident everything would be okay, or, as they’d already pointed out, they wouldn’t be leaving Sandy here.

The ’bird was still full of my stuff, so we used DeeAnn’s Buick to take Mike and DeeAnn to the airport in Fayetteville the next morning. Both Sandy and DeeAnn were teary when they said good-bye, but Sandy was upbeat and chatty on the way home.

“Well, here we are, Aunt Ivy. Just you and me!” she said cheerfully when she unlocked the house. She poked buttons on the new control panel when we stepped inside so the alarm system wouldn’t consider us intruders and alert the police.

I, however, was suddenly uneasily aware of how close the thick woods grew around the house—plenty of cover for creeping Braxtons. Of how big the house was—plenty of space for hiding Braxtons. Of how noticeable my white T-bird, sitting out there in the driveway, was—a vehicle with which the Braxtons were undoubtedly quite familiar.

Okay, get off it, I told myself grumpily. The Braxtons had no clue where I was hiding out, and my biggest problem here would probably be deciding how to fill my time.

Not a problem those first few days.

That afternoon we lugged my stuff upstairs and unpacked. Sandy gave me a quick introduction to her computer and  Internet system, although I begged off on chatting with cyberspace Romeos with yachts. Later, a half dozen teenage friends came over to play ping-pong in the basement and eat popcorn. Mike and DeeAnn called to report a safe arrival in Hawaii.

By next morning, when Sandy phoned to see if Skye wanted to go to church with us, the weather had metamorphosed into glorious spring. Skye was still in bed and didn’t go, but I’d been to Mike and DeeAnn’s church before, knew a few people, and felt comfortable and welcome. Afterward, DeeAnn’s friends urged me to join a Thursday morning women’s Bible study, which I gladly agreed to do. But I put off an invitation to join a quilting group. An earlier venture into quilting had made me think I’d as soon try working a crossword puzzle in Russian.

That afternoon Sandy and I dragged the aluminum skiff, which had been stored behind the garage for the winter, down to the water. A couple of young guys hiking on the public pathway, and taking interested notice of Sandy in her cutoffs, helped when we got stuck. I suspected young male help would appear if Sandy were stranded on an Antarctic ice floe.

The trail bustled with activity, hikers and joggers and dog walkers all out to enjoy the spring day, everyone talkative and friendly. The trail begins at the city park and follows all along the west edge of the lake, far past where the houses end.

We took turns rowing. Little Tom isn’t a wide lake, but it’s long, so we covered only the south half of it. I seldom venture into shorts, but Sandy had urged me into them today, and the sun felt good on my bare legs. Glittery rays reflected off the water into our sunglasses, and the faint breeze brought scents of damp earth awakening and squeals of children on the trail. From our vantage point out on the water, the shoreline was a misty green haze of bushes in fresh new leaves.

The far side of the lake, which had been wild woods when DeeAnn and Mike first moved here, was now divided into what Sandy said was called “Vintage Estates.” A building requirement for the area was that all the houses must be “period” style. Exactly what period was apparently up for grabs, as they ranged from Victorian to Craftsman—and even one in antebellum plantation style. It looked as if Scarlett O’Hara might stroll out of it at any moment. All were huge. Sandy said most of the residents were new, not local people. On this side of the lake, Sandy said, unlike over on the less-exclusive side, people owned right down to the water’s edge and there was no trail for public use.

The lawns weren’t lush yet, but they sloped gracefully from big houses to the water, with elaborate boathouses and private docks sticking out into the lake like manicured fingers. The boathouse at the plantation-style place matched the house, right down to white columns. Two peacocks graced one lawn. A guy sitting shirtless in a gingerbread-trim gazebo gave us a friendly wave. I decided if he wasn’t concerned about exposing his hairy belly to the world, I shouldn’t worry about my legs in shorts.

By the time Sandy gave my tired shoulders a rubdown that evening and supplied bubble-gum-scented bubble bath for a long soak in the tub, I wondered how I could have hesitated for a moment about having her here with me.

She went to school on Monday, of course, but I had plenty to keep me busy. I washed DeeAnn’s Buick and put it away in the double garage, alongside the SUV. The company was furnishing them with a car in Hawaii. Then it was such a great day that I washed the T-bird too and prudently parked it where it wasn’t quite so visible. Just in case.

But I really wasn’t feeling any ominous vibes from hostile Braxtons, and at about 3:00 I went for a walk. The trail wasn’t busy this weekday, and I met only one hiker. A jogger,  actually, a lean woman with a blonde ponytail swinging out the back of a baseball cap. She jogged by me both coming and going, and I was impressed with her stamina. Although I couldn’t say that she looked as if she was enjoying herself much.

I saw her again the following day. This time I said hello. She gave me a distant nod and kept jogging. On the next day I tried again, adding, “Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Not even a nod today.

I was surprised and a bit vexed. Arkansas people, and especially Woodston folks, are usually so friendly. Unless she actually hadn’t seen me, of course. I am, by charitable description, petite and slender, an inconspicuous older woman. Less charitably, I am short and scrawny, an invisible little old lady (ILOL in this age of abbreviations). That invisibility, though disconcerting when I first discovered it, can be quite useful.

I didn’t see how this woman could have totally missed me on the trail, however. If I’d stuck out a foot she’d have fallen flat on her face.

On Thursday morning, before Bible study, I had another odd encounter. Sandy and I had left the skiff tied at the dock, and I decided to go down and check on it. Brush concealed the short dock from the house, so I was at the beach end of the warped boards before I realized a man was down on one knee at the other end. I didn’t really intend to sneak up on him, but something about his odd, almost furtive, position made me curious, and I stopped before my foot touched the dock.

Now I could see that he was holding binoculars to his eyes. I squinted, trying to see what he was studying so intently.

Birds? I’d spotted a cardinal the day before, and an owl had hooted out back of the house last night. Yet there was something oddly stealthy about the way he suddenly lowered the binoculars, took a quick glance around, and then raised them again.

When he looked around, his gaze skimmed right over me. Maybe it was because my green sweats blended into the haze of green bushes. No need for alarm, I told myself, just because he seemed to be acting a bit peculiar. But I realized I was uneasily fingering the emergency whistle that always hangs on a cord around my neck. It was a gift from my departed friend Thea, who gave it to me after an older woman was mugged in a parking lot back home.

But my uneasiness was surely foolish. This was broad daylight, and the man was simply … what?

When in doubt, I advised myself, ask.

“Anything interesting out there?” I called out.

The guy jumped to his feet as if I’d jabbed him with a barbecue fork, and for a moment I thought he was going to tumble off the dock. But he managed to right himself, and he turned and looked at me as if he thought I’d deliberately snuck up on him. He was good looking, in a sharp-faced way, but his deep tan struck me as out of place for this time of year in Woodston.

“I didn’t mean to startle you. It isn’t a private dock,” I added, because he’d wedged the binoculars against his chest as if trying to hide them. His wrinkled slouch hat was pulled down low, three fishing lures snagged above the droopy brim. His khaki pants ended high on his ankles, exposing heavy work boots. Blue suspenders crisscrossed his red plaid shirt and held the top of the pants well above his waist.

“It’s okay to use the dock. Everyone in the houses along here does. That’s my niece’s boat,” I said, pointing to the skiff. “The other one belongs to the neighbors.”

“Okay, thanks.” He turned his back to me, hesitated a moment, and then put the binoculars to his eyes again. They didn’t appear to be focused anywhere in particular.

“Beautiful day for bird-watching,” I suggested, mostly fishing for information.

“Yeah, it is.”

He raised the glasses higher and scanned the sky with so much speed that he couldn’t have focused on a flying elephant. I’m not familiar with bird-watchers, but somehow I doubted this was standard technique.

“Are you doing one of those bird count things?” I asked.

“Just looking.” After about thirty more seconds of rapid sky searching, he muttered something about not seeing much today, jammed a pair of mirrored sunglasses over his eyes, and hurried back up to the trail.

An unsettling thought suddenly raised goose bumps on my arms. Something didn’t feel right here. Could the Braxtons have gotten wind of my whereabouts and sent this guy to reconnoiter? Was all this looking around on the lake just a ruse, and his real purpose was to spy on me?
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Get off it, I chided myself. You’re on a one-way route to Paraoidville Sure, the Braxtons were underhanded, tricky, and clever, and I was certain this guy was no bird-watcher. But his binoculars had not been aimed in my direction, so whatever he was doing had nothing to do with me.

Unless he was just playing it clever …

Paranoidville. Right at the city limits.

I went on to the Thursday morning Bible study, with a lively discussion on Corinthians. By that afternoon a light drizzle had started, but I got my umbrella and went for a walk anyway. Would Ms. Standoffish be jogging on a day such as this?

Yes, indeed. And no more friendly than before. I deliberately stood in the middle of the pathway, thinking she’d have to acknowledge my existence then. But she jogged around me as if I were one of the bushes dripping puddles onto the trail.

People have problems, I reminded myself, and perhaps she was too absorbed in hers to be aware of anything else.

But that evening, after I’d picked up Sandy at the gymnastics studio where she had after-school practice three times a week, I was still fretting about the woman. Was she that unfriendly to everyone, or just me?

Sandy, Skye, and I were at the breakfast bar eating homemade chili, salad, and corn bread I’d jazzed up with bits of bacon and jalapeno. Skye had been with Sandy at the studio, which is only a couple of blocks from the school. With minimal urging, she’d come home with us for dinner.

“There’s this woman I see jogging on the trail every afternoon. I was wondering if either of you know who she is. Tall, blonde, no makeup but quite elegant looking, rather like a young, more athletic Grace Kelly?”

The comparison with Grace Kelly drew blank looks from Sandy and Skye, who were no doubt more familiar with blondes named Britney or Christina.

Sandy suddenly got a lightbulb-turning-on look. She lifted her spoon. “Expensive velour sweats, some designer brand, a different outfit every day? Jogging shoes that cost, like, two hundred dollars? Friendly as a shark?”

I’m not familiar with shoes in that price range, but I could tell this woman’s footgear was beyond the $9.98 area of my purple tennies. And “friendly as a shark”? Bingo.

“You know her?” I asked.

She and Skye looked at each other. “Leslie Marcone,” they said in unison.

“Has to be,” Sandy added. “She’s a mystery woman. She bought that big Southern plantation place across the lake a year or so ago, but no one knows much about her.”

“Does she have a husband or children?”

“Not unless she keeps them stashed in the basement or attic. Which she might, she’s that weird. But I’ve never seen  or heard anything about them.” Sandy looked at Skye, who nodded agreement.

“You mean she lives there in that big place all alone?”

“I heard she has a housekeeper and a gardener. And that she goes all the way into Little Rock to get her hair styled.”

Skye held out a strand of her own hair, eyes turned sideways to study it disconsolately. “I wish I could go to Little Rock. That woman the Dumpling sent me to destroyed my hair when she cut it.”

Her hair looked lovely to me, long and dark and shimmery, like something out of a conditioner ad, but at the moment I was more interested in the mystery woman than Skye’s hair problems. Leslie Marcone had appeared to be in her late twenties. Why in the world would a young, healthy woman living alone have a housekeeper?

“She’s a real exercise nut,” Sandy added. “She’s out there jogging almost every day, and in the summer she swims back and forth across the lake. Or sometimes she goes out and rows for hours.”

My own thought was that she could do her own gardening and housework, get plenty of exercise, and save the expense of hired help. But someone who has money enough to buy a place on the “estate” side of Little Tom probably has a different agenda.

“The Dumpling says she showed up at the health club a few times when the weather was really bad,” Skye said. “And she actually does something, of course, when she’s there.”

The Dumpling again. And I heard a certain snideness in Skye’s crack about actually doing something. As compared to someone—the Dumpling, perhaps?—who went to the health club and didn’t do anything? I made a mental note to ask Sandy about all this later.

“I’ll bet she doesn’t have more than 15 percent body fat,” Skye added, her tone admiring. “After taking a look at that  crummy little health club, she probably set up her own exercise room at home. Hey, there’s my dad!” She pointed to the TV in the living room, where the local news from a Fayetteville station had just come on.

“Really?” I looked closer.

“I guess I forgot to mention it.” Sandy sounded guilty for not having informed me of this celebrity status. She grabbed the remote and flicked the sound to a higher level. “Skye’s dad is the anchor for the local news. His name’s Brad Ridenour.”

“They call him ‘the Big Brad,’” Skye said with obvious pride.

We all watched Skye’s father tell about a weekend fire in Fayetteville. He had an excellent voice, deep and mellow, good, clear enunciation. He didn’t get maudlin about the two dogs that were lost in the fire, but he sounded as if he cared. Though a moment later he was kidding with his coanchor about her frequent changes of hair color.

Skye must have inherited her dark-haired, willowy good looks from her mother, I decided, because I couldn’t see any resemblance between her and this husky, blond guy with the cleft chin. “The Big Brad” definitely fit him. He was good-looking too, but in a heavy-necked, ex-football-player kind of way. I also saw no resemblance between Skye’s quiet reserve and the way Brad Ridenour bantered and kidded with the coanchor and the weather girl.

“He’s going to be the speaker at our high school commencement ceremonies in May,” Sandy added, as if to make up for not giving the man his proper due earlier.

“He’s into all kinds of civic activities,” Skye said. “It’s good for his image. Some people have been suggesting he should consider politics, and he’ll probably run for state representative in the next election.”

After the local news ended, Sandy lowered the sound again, and I went back to the subject of the mystery woman.

“Does this Leslie Marcone work somewhere?”

“If she does, it must be nights, because she’s out there exercising like a maniac in the daytime,” Sandy said. “Except I sometimes see lights on at, like, 5:00 in the morning over there, so it looks as if she’s home.”

“A home business?” I suggested.

“Maybe. Mom did some work for her, but I don’t know what it was about.”

There was nothing in particular to make me think so, but a hint of disapproval in Sandy’s tone made me wonder if this was the client DeeAnn had said she’d move to Mars to escape from.

“I think she’s fascinating,” Skye stated suddenly. “Rich and beautiful and mysterious—”

Just as suddenly Sandy stated an opposite opinion. “I think she’s a stuck-up snob.”

I was mildly shocked by Sandy’s hostile comment. Usually Sandy goes out of her way to look for the good in people.

Apparently my surprise showed.

“She is a stuck-up snob,” Sandy repeated, though now her tone held a defensive note. “She acts like she owns the trail. She jumped all over some little kids last fall, just because their dog came out of the water and shook on her. Elly, who did Mom’s hair, told Mom that Leslie got up and stomped out because she had to wait about five minutes for her appointment. I guess that’s when she started going to Little Rock. And Mom said she practically went into riot mode over some little two-dollar photocopy charge on the bill Mom sent her for the bookkeeping work.”

Okay, those weren’t particularly likeable traits, and I could understand Sandy’s defensiveness about her mother, but the vehemence of her announced dislike for Leslie Marcone seemed out of proportion. I looked to Skye for her reaction.

“I still think she’s fascinating,” Skye said. “And you can tell just by looking at her that she isn’t from around here.”

Skye’s here dripped enough scorn to relegate Woodston to the outskirts of civilization, something out of those old Beverly Hillbillies reruns where the swimming pool is called a cement pond.

“I hate those black-eyed peas and hog jowls everyone here thinks you should eat on New Year’s Day,” Skye added. She rolled her eyes. “And those burgers at that Biff’s Burgers place downtown taste like they’re made out of roadkill.”

I looked at Sandy again, wondering how this scornful attitude about Woodston sat with her. I also considered inquiring of Skye just how much roadkill she’d sampled in order to make this judgment but decided better of it. Sandy scowled and squashed her napkin with uncharacteristic ferociousness, but she didn’t say anything.

I couldn’t help asking, “I take it you don’t like it here in Woodston, Skye?”

“I wouldn’t even be here except my mother got this cool new job in New York and had to move back there in a hurry. As soon as she gets settled, I’ll go live with her.” She paused, small frown between her perfectly arched dark brows. “Though being with my father is great too, of course.”

I suspected what her problem was. She saw wanting to be with either parent as somehow disloyal to the other. “What does your mother do in New York?”

“She’s editor of a new magazine called Edge. It has cool fashion and makeup and decorating articles.” She didn’t ask if I’d ever read it. I suppose it’s obvious I’m not on the cutting edge of fashion. Skye held out her hand, slender fingers spread to show her pale blue nails with silvery sparkles. “This is the nail polish the cover model was wearing last month.

My mom sent it to me.”

“That was nice of her.”

“She’s going to set me up with the same modeling agency when I get to New York.”

I glanced at Sandy. She was busy buttering a chunk of corn bread. I had the distinct impression things were not quite as they appeared on the surface here, but I’d made myself a promise not to be a nosy LOL with Sandy’s friends. I went back to the original subject.

“So, if this Leslie Marcone doesn’t have a family or job, does anyone know what she does in her big house all the time?”

“Yeah, I wonder. What does she do all the time?” Sandy said.

Skye leaned back in the chair and looked off into space with a dreamy expression. “I think she’s into something sophisticated and glamorous, but she keeps it secret because she wants her privacy.”

“Like what?” Sandy asked skeptically.

“Oh, maybe she used to be a model, and now she’s a fashion designer who’s famous under a name we’d all recognize if we heard it. Or maybe she’s a best-selling author, but her books come out under a pen name, so no one here knows. Whatever it is, she must make tons of money.”

“Maybe she married some rich old guy and grabbed all his money in a nasty divorce,” Sandy said, a suggestion that rather startled me with its hint of worldly cynicism. Her expression brightened. “Or maybe she embezzled millions of dollars and is hiding out here. But the FBI and CIA and everybody are about to catch up with her!”

Sandy seemed to find that prospect appealing, if not necessarily plausible, because it ended on a giggle.

After a moment, Skye said, “But her hair will look great, and she’ll be slim and gorgeous when they put the handcuffs on her,” and giggled too.

I was relieved that the difference of opinion about Leslie Marcone was apparently no real rift between them.

But this talk of embezzlement and handcuffs suddenly made me think about that phony bird-watcher down on the dock again. Now I targeted something else about him that bothered me. He wore those hayseedy clothes, but he’d never fit in with the genuine farmer types down at the Woodston Feed & Seed. Combined with that deep, non-Woodston-looking winter tan and nervous jitters, the clothes were too much like a carefully chosen costume. An outsider’s idea of what an Ozarks hayseed would wear.

And the way he’d jammed those mirrored sunglasses over his eyes, as if he didn’t want me to get a good look at his face …

Okay, I’d semi-canceled him as an agent of the Braxtons up to something nefarious concerning me. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t up to something.

The question was, what?
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