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My reader mail has been telling me for years that you like it when I include a dog in my writings. That’s so easy for me to do because I am an animal lover and have five dogs of my own.

Before I started writing this book, I saw something on the early-morning news that broke my heart and brought me to tears. It was the funeral of a K-9 Police Dog here in the state where I live. He was killed in the line of duty. Had he been wearing a bulletproof vest like his partner (a human police officer), he might have survived. However, tight budgets don’t allow for such things. Because I never wanted to see a funeral like that again, I donated twenty-two bulletproof vests to our K-9s here in my state. During that time I learned so much about these remarkable animals. They are extremely intelligent almost to the extent of being human in their understanding. They are dedicated, loving, and so very beautiful. It also made me start to wonder what happens to these dogs when they retire at the age of seven years.

In this book you are about to read, there is such a dog, and I named him Flash. He was put up for adoption at retirement. He is a composite of all the dogs I had the pleasure of meeting. Because of his superior intelligence, he knows how to buckle up in a car, knows how to open and close doors, knows what to do when there is an “officer down” call. He can kill if ordered to do so or he can merely hold his quarry at bay. He will shake your hand, give you a smooch, tussle with you on the floor, and guard his family with his life. He truly is man’s best friend. In this particular case, woman’s best friend. I hope you enjoy Officer Flash, Shield #23, as much as I enjoyed creating him.
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Prologue

Louisiana State University 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 1988

 


Jane Lewis closed her book and heaved a huge sigh. If she didn’t know the material now, she would never know it. She rubbed at her aching eyes with the palm of her hand, confident that she would ace her last final in the morning. She looked down at her watch and sighed again. She’d spent the entire day and evening in the library without eating. She realized suddenly that she was hungry, starving actually. Another sigh escaped her lips when she thought about the weight she’d put on since coming here to LSU. Forty pounds to be exact. She was going to work out and take off the entire forty plus ten more this summer if it was the last thing she did. It probably would be, since she was so out of shape.

Jane turned when she felt a hand on her shoulder. “Is your name Jane and are you in Acadian Hall?”

“Yes, I’m Jane Lewis. I’ve seen you from time to time, but we were never introduced,” Jane said, standing up to offer her hand.

“Connie Bryan. I’m on four. You’re five, I think. I was wondering if you would mind if I walked with you if you’re going back to the dorm. It’s late, and I hate walking alone. I hate to admit it, but I’m a real scaredy cat.”

“Sure,” Jane said, gathering up her books. Connie Bryan was everything she ever wanted to be but could never be—petite, blond, 105 pounds, and so popular she’d been voted Homecoming Queen. She dated the star quarterback and rumor had it they were getting married in June.

“You ready for graduation, Jane? I have two finals tomorrow, and that’s it. How about you?” Connie asked, falling into step beside Jane.

Jane blinked at the girl’s obvious friendliness. “My last final is at eight. I feel pretty good about it. Is it true you’re getting married after graduation?”

“Yes. My mama is planning the wedding as we speak. She told me she was addressing the invitations tonight. The last fitting on my gown is Saturday. I can’t wait. All I want to do is get married and have a whole houseful of children. Todd does, too. I’m going to teach for a year or two before we start our family. How about you, Jane?”

“I’m going on to medical school. Tulane. I’m anxious about that. I don’t think I’m marriage material, at least not yet. I want a career.”

“Commendable. Four years of college is enough for me. Do you have a specialty in mind?”

“Pediatric medicine. I might switch up and just do general medicine. I’m not sure. Do you mind if I ask you a question ?”

Connie laughed. “It’s really dark out here, isn’t it? Gives me the creeps. I’m so glad you’re walking with me. What’s the question?”

Jane looked around. Normally the campus was a beehive of activity even this late in the evening. Tonight, though, with finals pretty much over, a lot of the students had already left, hence the quietness at this late hour. “A couple of the lights are out. I noticed it last night. My question is, how did it feel to be chosen Homecoming Queen?”

“It was the second most exciting moment of my life. The first was meeting Todd and knowing I’d met my soul mate. Are you seeing anyone special?”

Jane laughed. She wished she could think of something smart and witty to say to the pretty girl walking along with her. “No, I’m not seeing anyone special or otherwise.”

“You just haven’t found the right guy yet, Jane. But you will in time. The moment you look into someone’s eyes and know that person is your destiny, it’s like no other feeling in the world. Todd and I are going to have such a wonderful life. We have our house all picked out, the furniture, even the kitchen dishes and place mats. We want four children and neither one of us cares if they are boys or girls as long as they’re healthy. We even picked out names. I’m going to bake and decorate for the holidays. We’re going to have Christmas trees in every room in the house. Todd and I both just love Christmas. We met right before Christmas break our first year here at LSU. I can’t wait. I think about it all day, and I dream about it every single night. God has certainly blessed me.”

“You’re very lucky, Connie. I wish you all the happiness in the world,” Jane said sincerely.

They came out of the darkness like stalking wolves. It was hard to distinguish how many there were until they started to talk. Five—and one hovering outside the immediate group—Jane thought, as the fine hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Odd man out. Then she started to shake, or was it Connie who had suddenly grabbed her arm in a viselike grip?

“Well, lookee here, boys. We snagged us a real little beauty. The school beauty, to be exact.”

“What . . . What do you want? Leave us alone,” Connie managed to squeak before a hand was clamped over her mouth, and she was pulled away from the safety of Jane’s plump arm.

“Come on, you guys, cut it out. This isn’t funny,” Jane gasped before a hand was clamped over her own mouth.

“It’s not supposed to be funny, so shut up. One more peep out of you, and you’ll get a chop to the neck. We have plans for Little Miss Homecoming Queen, don’t we, guys?”

Jane struggled to free herself, but the arms holding her were muscular and hard. In that moment she knew escape was not an option. She watched in horror as three dark forms dragged Connie off the path and into dense shrubbery.

“You can’t do this,” Jane whimpered behind the smelly hand, knowing she was going to be next.

“I thought I told you to shut up. We aren’t interested in a fat tub of lard like you.”

Jane kicked backward, hoping her Nike would meet flesh. It didn’t. She felt a hard jab to her stomach and then one to her chest. She went limp with the pain. She sensed rather than saw the boy on the sidelines leaving. With the side of her face to the ground, she could hear running feet. Maybe he wasn’t one of them. Maybe he was going for help.

It seemed like an eternity, but it was only minutes before the boys traded places. A moment later she was free, kneeling on the ground, crying with pain, knowing what was happening to Connie Bryan. She had to do something besides moan and whimper. She struggled to her knees, anger rivering through her. The moment she was on her feet, she screamed at the top of her lungs, the sound carrying in the quiet evening. She felt her head snap backward as a knee jabbed into the small of her back. She bit down on the hand covering her mouth and knew she drew blood; she’d bitten the boy to the very bone. She spit the blood from her mouth.

“What the hell . . .”

“This goddamn beached whale needs a lesson. Which one of you wants Miss Piggy?” an oily voice offered. “No takers?”

Jane heard them leave, laughing and slapping each other on the back. She crawled over to the shrubbery, to where they had taken Connie. She gathered the girl into her arms. Her head rolled listlessly. “Connie, I have to leave you here for a few minutes while I get help. I can keep screaming, but it probably won’t do any good. I’ll be right back.”

“No!” the shaking girl whispered. “Don’t tell anyone. Help me. I can walk. I just need to lean on you.”

“Let me get the campus police. They’ll call the regular police. You need to go to a hospital or the crisis center.”

“No! Did they . . . ?”

“No. They didn’t want any part of me. They said I was too fat. I tried to get loose to help you, but they held me down. Are you sure you can walk?”

“I can walk. When we get close to the dorm, will you go inside and bring out a coat or something? Can I stay in your room, Jane? My roommate is still here.”

“Of course you can stay with me. You need to see a doctor, Connie. You have to report this. Are you listening to me?”

“We’ll talk about this later. Just get me inside and into the shower. Please, Jane.”

“You . . . you can’t wash away the evidence, Connie. Listen, I know where the crisis center is. I can take you there right now. Please.”

“No. Not now. Be my friend and help me, please.”

“There’s Acadian. Stay in the shadows, and I’ll run in and get my raincoat. Are you sure you’re all right?”

“No, I’m not all right. Will you hurry, please.”

Jane lumbered off, her thoughts so chaotic she thought she was going to pass out. Pretty, petite Connie, gang-raped. Tub of lard. Beached whale.

Inside the dorm, Jane stepped into the elevator and rode it to her floor. She rummaged for her raincoat, her hairbrush, and the empty bottle of Robitussin that she kept brandy in for the severe cramps she experienced every month. She galloped back down the hall, not bothering to lock her door. The elevator was in use, so she used the stairs. Students coming into the building stared at her, some of them shouting greetings while others mumbled and muttered about finals the following day. Jane ignored them all as she raced to the spot where she’d left Connie.

“Drink this, it’s brandy. Take two long, hard pulls. Let me brush your hair. Now, slip into this coat and belt it so your torn clothing doesn’t show. When you feel steady enough to walk, I want you to lean on me. There’s some activity on the first floor. You can pretend you had too much to drink.”

“I don’t drink, Jane.”

“Okay, we’ll say you just feel sick. I don’t like this. You need to see a doctor. Please, change your mind and let me call the authorities.”

“No, Jane, not now. Let’s just get out of here, okay?”

“All right, all right, but this is against everything I believe in. We can’t let those guys get away with this.”

“We don’t even know what they look like. I can tell you what they smelled like, but not what they looked like. One of them made me swallow his . . . you know. I threw up all over him.”

Jane wanted to cry. Her hold on Connie tightened. “There’s the dorm. I only see a few people. Can you make it?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s go. Someone turned the lights down. It must be after midnight. Good. The elevator is open. Just hold on to my arm.”

The minute Jane locked the door to her room, Connie slipped to the floor and curled into the fetal position. Hard sobs wracked her body. Jane dropped to the floor and stared at the young girl helplessly. “You can’t let them get away with this, Connie. You just can’t.”

“You know how that works, Jane. They were all jocks. They’ll lie the way they always do. Campus rape is a fact of life. I can’t identify them, that’s the bottom line. I’m done crying now. Help me into the shower. Promise me you’ll stand guard, okay?”

“I promise. Connie, you can’t wash away what happened.”

“I can try. Do you think for one minute Todd would want to marry me once he found this out? He wouldn’t. No man would. This is between us, Jane. If you tell, I’ll deny it. I want you to understand that.”

“Then Todd isn’t the person you think he is. You didn’t invite that violation. You’re a victim, dammit. If you do nothing, they get away with it. They’ll do it to someone else.”

“Then it’s their problem. I’ll deal with my problem in my own way. I have two finals tomorrow, and then I’m driving home. All I have to do is throw my suitcases in my car. I took the rest of my stuff home two weeks ago. I need a few hours’ sleep. Please don’t look at me like that, Jane. Please. All I want right now is for you to be my friend and help me. Are you sure it’s okay for me to sleep here tonight?”

“I don’t have any extra sheets, just the ones on my bed. Like you, I took the rest of my stuff home a few weeks ago. I do have an extra blanket, and you can use my raincoat for a cover unless you want me to go down to your room for your things. My stuff is going to be much too big for you.”

“Do you have an extra pair of pajamas? I’ll worry about the rest of my stuff in the morning.”

“I wish you’d let me do something, Connie. I don’t feel right about this.”

“I’m doing what I have to do. Can we go to the bathroom now? Throw my clothes away, even my shoes.”

Jane opened a drawer and pulled out a brown-paper grocery bag. “I’ll take care of it.”

“I wish I’d taken the time to know you before all this happened, Jane. It’s so strange. I trust you the way I trust Todd.”

“Obviously you don’t trust him enough or you’d get help. This whole ugly scene could make your relationship stronger.”

“If you believe that for even one minute, I have a couple of bridges I can sell you. Make sure you don’t let anyone in the bathroom.”

“I promise. I’ll send everyone down to the next floor. Here’s some soap, a towel, and a washcloth. I’ll carry the pajamas.”

A half hour later, Jane opened the bathroom door. Steam spiraled upward and then sailed out the open door. “Connie, you’ve been in there long enough. You need to come out now.”

“I don’t feel clean yet. Just a while longer.”

Jane walked over to the shower and turned off the water. “All the showering in the world isn’t going to make you feel clean unless you do something about it. You’re going to need to talk to a counselor when you go home. Will you do that?”

“I don’t know. Probably not. It’s a small town. People talk. How long do you think it will take for the bruises on my thighs and upper arms to go away?”

“A week, maybe two. Slacks and long sleeves will take care of that. The bruises and the gouges are the least of your problems. I have a camera. Do you want me to take pictures of your bruises? The police do that all the time in rape cases. Just in case you change your mind and want to report the incident later on?”

“No. I’m not going to change my mind. What I would like is some more of that brandy so I can go to sleep. Did you lock the door?”

“It’s locked. Sleep in my bed, Connie. Don’t argue, just do it.”

“How can I ever repay you for all your kindness to me this evening? Will you sit with me till I fall asleep?”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more. I’ll sit right here.”

“Do you know what one of those bastards said to me while he was raping me?” Connie said sleepily. “He said, ‘silence is golden.’”

Jane’s shoulders drooped. The minute she heard Connie’s breathing even out, she started to shake. Like Connie, she wanted to curl into the fetal position and suck her thumb. She couldn’t do that, though. She had to stay alert and watch over her new roommate in case she woke during the night.

What she could do was roll up the arms and sleeves of Connie’s pajamas and take pictures of her cuts and bruises. Just in case.

She slipped the Polaroids into the paper grocery bag without looking at them.

Then Jane Lewis did something she hadn’t done in a very long time.

She prayed.
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“This is it, kiddo, your big day!” Trixie McGuire, Jane’s godmother, said happily. “How does it feel to be graduating fifth in your class?”

“It feels great. Trix, do you mind if I leave you for a few minutes. I have to find someone before all hell breaks loose.”

“Go ahead, honey. Fred and I will go to our seats and wait. Take all the time you need.”

Jane fought her way through happy, laughing students and their equally happy parents until she spotted someone she recognized who might know where Connie Bryan or Todd Prentice were. She nudged a perky redhead, and asked, “Have you seen Connie Bryan or Todd Prentice?”

The perky redhead stared at Jane for a long minute. “Didn’t you hear?”

Jane looked up at the fluffy white clouds and the patches of deep blue sky overhead. Her instincts told her that whatever the redhead was going to tell her, she wasn’t going to like it.

“Hear what?” she whispered fearfully.

“Connie killed herself two days ago. Todd didn’t come to graduation. He’s having a real hard time of it. Were you friends with Connie?”

“Yes. Yes, I was,” Jane stammered as she made her way through the crowd, tears streaming down her cheeks. She thought about the brown bag with Connie’s clothes, shoes, and pictures that she’d taken home with her and were now in Trixie’s garage. Just in case. Next week she’d come back and file a report with the authorities. If it stirred up a can of worms with Connie’s family and Todd, then so be it. They deserved to know the why of her death. No death should be in vain. She wiped at her tears with the sleeve of the long, flowing gown as she took her place near the end of the graduation line.




1

Rayne, Louisiana, 2000

 


Shivers of excitement raced down her spine as she watched him walk across the crowded restaurant toward her table. He was right on time, but then she knew he would be. Like herself, he was a professional with a full schedule of patients, so he knew the importance of being prompt.

Tall, dark, and classically handsome, Dr. Michael Sorenson was a hunk in every sense of the word. He was also a man who was comfortable in his own skin, a not-too-often-seen trait that made her heart flutter—the same way it had the first time she’d seen him all those years ago when he and his family moved to Rayne.

Dr. Jane Lewis felt her eyes squint behind her wire-rimmed granny glasses as she tried to imagine how her godmother, Trixie McGuire, would describe the good doctor. Knowing Trixie, she would say something embarrassing like “he’s probably hung like a Moscow mule.” In spite of being seventy-four, Trixie loved to stare at men’s belt buckles. And when it came right down to it, Jane did, too.

Suddenly, he was standing in front of her. “Jane, it’s good to see you again. It must be . . .”

“It’s been a long time,” Jane said, motioning for him to sit down opposite her. Muscular. Works out regularly. Great tailor. Really fits that suit. He was so put-together she felt like a dowdy spinster in comparison. She watched, fascinated, as he reached for his water glass. Fabulous hands. Big, strong hands. Trixie would probably say, “all the better to explore a body with.” Jane felt herself blushing. “So, how’s it going, Mike?” Brilliant, absolutely brilliant dialogue here.

“Couldn’t be better. The practice is thriving. I even took on an associate so I could get away and play tennis once in a while. And I finally got around to buying a house last spring. Believe it or not I mow my own lawn and even cook a meal from time to time. Oh, and, I almost forgot, I adopted a stray cat. She’s an inside cat now and a great companion. I call her Noodle. How about you, Jane? By the way, congratulations on your radio show. What a coup! I’m jealous.”

So he knew about her show. Good. She hated blowing her own horn. “Thanks,” she said modestly. What should she tell him about herself? She mentally ticked off the things he’d told her and compared them to her own life. Her practice was thriving, too, but even if she had an associate, she wouldn’t play tennis. She was lucky to get to the gym once a month. Like him, she owned her own home but instead of grass, she had glorious, foot-high weeds. As for cooking—she could make a gourmet meal from freezer bags, cans, and boxes with the best of them. And if it could be microwaved—all the better. “I have a nice little house in Rayne. It’s on the town’s historical register. It has a ghost. And a dog ghost,” she blurted, then wondered what had possessed her to tell him that. She was nervous. Befuddled actually. Was it because he was so good-looking, or did his smooth confidence intimidate her? Even in high school, he’d been confident and good-looking, she reminded herself. And back then he wouldn’t have given you the time of day.

Mike leaned across the table. “Ghosts? Are you putting me on? Tell me about them. I’ve always been interested in the paranormal.”

Jane squirmed in her chair. Open mouth, insert foot, she thought. “Well, it’s just a rumor actually. The story goes that a young man fell in a well on the property, and his dog just sat and pined away for him until he died of starvation. To tell you the truth I haven’t seen them, although there are times when Olive gets spooked.”

“Olive? Your daughter?”

“No,” she chuckled. “My dog.”

“I’d like to try to get a look at your ghosts, that is unless your significant other would object.”

“No, I don’t think Olive would mind,” she said, laughing lightly. “I live in the old Laroux house at the end of town. It used to be a rice plantation. You know the one, don’t you?”

“That’s where you live! My God, I tried to buy that house before I went into practice in Lafayette, but it was part of an estate and not for sale. It was pretty run-down as I recall, but I would have been willing to invest a few bucks in it had I been lucky enough to get it.”

“Believe me, it took more than a few bucks to get it so it was even habitable. It reminds me of that movie. You know, The Money Pit.” She felt her hat slip and settled it back on her head.

“For some reason I thought you’d head for N’awlins or points north after high school. I never thought you’d stay in Rayne.”

He’d thought about her. “Why would you think that?” She looked up to see the hovering waiter. “We better order.” As Mike perused the menu, Jane gazed around at the restaurant. Tassels had been Mike’s choice, she’d just made the reservation. Obviously, her colleague liked fine things. The menu was pricey, the decor beautiful, the waiters discreet, and the tablecloths and napkins were a blend of linen and cotton. Everything the eye could see was burnished and polished. She didn’t see anyone she knew, but then who in Rayne would bother to travel twelve miles to Lafayette for lunch?

“I’ll have the Cajun crab pie, French dressing, and a glass of house wine,” Jane said.

“Ditto,” Mike said, then waited until the waiter left before continuing their conversation. “How about I come by tonight? Today’s my short day.”

“Tonight?” She really hadn’t thought he was serious. “I—Well—Today’s my long day, so I won’t get home much before seven. If that’s not too late, then it’s okay with me.” Her heart skipped a beat at the thought of him coming to her house. She tried to ignore the feeling.

“I’ll pick up some Chinese. Do you have beer?”

“Of course I have beer. Doesn’t everyone?” Jane quipped.

“Ya never know. Now, tell me what this is all about. I like a free lunch as much as the next guy, but what do I have to do to earn it?”

He certainly didn’t beat around the bush. Jane leaned back into her chair. “I have this patient I can’t seem to get a handle on. There’s something . . .” She shook her head. “I have this awful feeling the guy is setting me up for something. I learned early on in my career to pay attention to my gut feelings. I suppose the case is a classic textbook one. At least on the surface.”

“What’s his problem? Is he a psycho?”

“I don’t know. I should know, but I don’t. He’s saying all the right things. I’m saying all the right things. It’s not going anywhere,” she said, putting her hands on the table. “I’ve seen him three times so far, and I’m still at square one. I suspect one of his problems is that he’s very controlling.” She took a sip of her wine. “Frankly, I think he might do better with a male psychiatrist. I was wondering if you would consider sitting in on one of his sessions. Maybe you can get a feel for what he’s all about. That is, of course, if he’s agreeable.”

“Sure. Just let me know when and where. What’s his main problem aside from all the standard stuff?”

“He said his wife was raped and that he’s having a hard time dealing with it. He’s lost his sex drive, claims he can’t bring himself to touch her. He’s even having trouble being civil to her. I understand that he is angry, but his anger is directed at his wife for refusing to go to the police. I have this feeling that he’s lying. I think he didn’t want her to report it. He said she quit her job and hides out in the house all day.”

“Children? Other family? Pets?”

“Not that he’s mentioned, but I don’t know whether or not to believe him. He has this smirk on his face all the time. Last week I wanted to pop him.” She laughed to cover her frustration, then leaned forward. “He listens to my radio show. The other day he rattled off some of the problems people had called in with and told me he didn’t agree with my advice. Said I was too flip, too giddy. That was the word he used: giddy. I am not giddy,” she said between her teeth. “I do try to be upbeat, but I’d hardly call that being giddy. If I have even the faintest inkling a caller has a really serious problem, I always suggest they get help. Sometimes I have them stay on the line and talk to them after the show.”

“You don’t have to defend yourself to me, Jane. I know your reputation, and I’ve heard your show. You said you thought he was setting you up for something. Can you be more specific?”

She took a deep breath then let it out. “I wish I could but it’s really just a feeling, Mike.” She thought a moment. “Last week, during his session, it occurred to me that everything he was saying was . . . rehearsed. Almost like he’s reading from a script. He’s got some kind of mental list, and he gets upset when my questions take him away from what he thinks I should be asking. When I tested my theory, he got hostile with me and told me to stick to the subject.” She sat back, crossed her arms.

“What’s he say when you ask him about his wife?” Mike queried. His facial expression told Jane he was concerned.

“Not much . . . You know, I have to wonder if he isn’t lying to me, if he really even has a wife. I’ve called his house, and no one ever answers the phone. If his wife quit her job and is ‘hiding out’ at home, where is she and why doesn’t she answer the phone? When I asked him if she’d ever had counseling, he got in my face and said he was my patient not his wife and that he would take care of her. I—” She started to tell him that she’d gone to his house but decided against it at the last second.

“Maybe he’s the one who raped her when she said no and he said yes. You get them from time to time, the pigheaded, know-it-all macho types who think they own the women they married. Or maybe she’s the one who shut down, and he can’t handle it. Do you get the impression he could be physical ?”

“Absolutely.”

“I mean no disrespect here, Jane, but maybe he thought he could bamboozle you easier than a male shrink. The bottom line is, if the guy scares you, cut him loose. There’s no law that says you have to keep him on as a patient. Refer him to someone else.”

“He doesn’t scare me exactly, but he does make my skin crawl. As for cutting him loose, I wouldn’t have a single qualm except—what if there is a wife and she really has been raped and goes into a deep depression and . . . and . . . does something to herself? How do you think I’d feel if that happened?”

“Like shit, of course, but you know as well as I do there’s a lot of ‘what ifs’ in our business. You also know that psychiatry is not an exact science. And you’re not nine-one-one.”

Even though he was right, it wasn’t what she wanted to hear. “Did you ever lose a patient, Mike?”

“ No.”

“Neither have I, and I don’t want to lose one now. Why can’t we just call ‘the wife’ my invisible patient?”

“You can say and do whatever you want, Jane.”

Now he was patronizing her. “What would you do?”

“After what you’ve told me—I’d cut him loose. You’re spending too much time and energy on this guy, and you have other patients to think about—patients who are being honest with you and who really need your help.”

Again, he was right, Jane realized as she thought about the sleepless nights she’d spent since first meeting Brian Ramsey. Only once before had sleeping been a problem, right after learning about Connie’s suicide. . . .

“You’re gonna love this crab pie,” Mike said, digging into his succulent-looking lunch.

Jane broke off a piece of crust and nibbled on it. She watched her colleague devour his lunch. She broke off a second piece and crumbled it between her fingers. She decided to throw caution to the winds and tell him the rest of her story. Looking down at her lunch, she said, “I know I’m crazy to tell you this, but I went to his house one day and rang the bell. No answer. Then I went around back, looked in windows. Nothing. It was a single-story house, so I could see into all the rooms. Everything was neat and tidy, but there was no one there.” She glanced up, and before he could say anything, she added, “I went back a second time and a third. Zilch both times. Please don’t chastise me for my lack of professionalism. I know I was wrong. But I did it, okay? And still the question remains—if there is a wife who quit work and hides out in the house, where the hell is she?”

Mike had stopped eating. “You do realize, don’t you, that you’re breaking the cardinal rule here? You’re allowing yourself to get personally involved.”

Jane nodded.

Mike laid his fork across his plate. “Where do you think she was, Jane?”

Jane cleared her throat. “I think . . . I don’t know what I think. If she is in the house, the only place she could possibly be is in the basement,” she said, trying not to look at him. “They could have a summer kitchen. I have one in the house where I live now. It’s a godsend in July and August. I suppose she could be down there or—he could be keeping her down there against her will. I don’t know, Mike. I’ve never come across anything like this before. Nothing computes. I hope once you meet this guy, you’ll understand what I’m talking about. I don’t know how to proceed. I’m out of my depth here. Obviously you are, too, since you aren’t helping me.”

Mike wiped his mouth with his napkin and set it down on the table. She wondered if that was a sign he was interested in her case or that he thought she had a screw loose. She hoped it wasn’t the latter.

“This sounds like a plot for a novel. When’s his next appointment ?”

“This afternoon at four o’clock. He leaves work at three, goes home, cleans up, and he’s in my office promptly at four. He owns a trucking company.”

“I have appointments all afternoon, but I’ll arrange to take a shot at him next Thursday. That’ll give you today to pave the way for my sitting in on the session. Just don’t be surprised if he balks.” Mike glanced at his Rolex and noted the time. “I hate to eat and run, but I have a one-thirty. You should see this guy. He wears some sort of panic button gizmo on his wrist. He sleeps with it, takes showers with it. For all I know he even wears it when he has sex. He carries a pair of spare batteries in his hip pocket and wears a fanny pack holding a dozen more. He reminds me of the Energizer Bunny. With any luck, today is the day I find out what’s up with him.” Mike pushed his chair back. “Stop worrying. Everything’s going to turn out okay. And don’t forget, we’re on for seven tonight with me bringing Chinese and you supplying the beer, right?”

“Yes,” was all Jane could think of to say.

“You’re lookin’ good, Jane. I like that hat. See ya tonight.”

Jane watched as every single female in the restaurant followed Mike’s retreating back. He liked her hat. Fancy that.

She finished her lunch, considered dessert, only to wave the waiter away. While her mouth watered for chocolate thunder cake, her hips said no. She laid a couple of bills on the table and left, certain no admiring male glances were following her. She bemoaned the ten extra pounds she’d picked up over the summer. It seemed she would never again see a size eight, just like she’d never again see a size eight shoe.

Inside her tomato red Honda Civic, Jane reached for her cell phone. She dialed the station and waited until she heard Tom Bradley, the station manager’s voice. “Tom, it’s Jane. I have to cancel dinner this evening. Something’s come up. No, it isn’t serious, and no, I’m not up for company later.” She put her key in the ignition. “Listen, I’ll stop by the station tomorrow if I can free up some time, but promise me you won’t try to talk me into anything. I’m up to my eyeballs with work as it is. A once-a-week radio show is all I can handle, and besides, why would you want to mess with something that is working perfectly? No, a partner is not out of the question but not Harry Lowell. He’s too arrogant, plus he drinks too much. I’ll give it some thought, okay?” She pressed the end button and tucked the phone into her purse.

Maybe Mike Sorenson would be interested. He seemed impressed with the whole radio-show thing, said it was a coup. Cohosting might work out, especially if he was the co part. It would be one way to see him more often, to get to know him better. Suddenly the idea was immensely appealing. She wished now that she’d worked the conversation around to personal issues, like was he involved with anyone?

She wished she knew someone to call and ask before tonight. She hated the Q & A thing. Maybe she could tell Trixie she needed a rundown on him because she was considering asking him to cohost the show. Trixie knew all the ins and outs and would get off on doing something like that. She’d call her when she got to the office.

 


 



Jane slammed through the door to the tiny suite of offices the way she did everything—with gusto. She took off her denim hat with the yellow sunflower and sent it sailing across the room to land neatly on the coat rack. “Bull’s-eye!” she chortled, then tossed her briefcase down onto the top of her spindly antique desk. She glanced at the clock. If she called Trixie now, she would use up the eighteen minutes she had left until Brian Ramsey arrived. Maybe it would be better to wait, to use what time she had left to freshen her makeup, go to the bathroom, read over last week’s notes, and, most of all, calm down from her meeting with Mike.

Neat stacks of files lined the credenza behind her desk. She really needed to find someone to help out with the office work, until her right hand, Lily Owens, returned from maternity leave. Perhaps a college student or even an office temp. Anyone who could type up her notes, transcribe and catalog the session tapes, set up appointments, run errands, and listen to her bitch and moan. First thing tomorrow morning she would start making calls.

With six minutes to spare, Jane sat down to study the Ramsey file. Her notes were all of two pages long—everything he’d told her about his wife, his feelings regarding her rape, and her refusal to get help; his complaints about the advice Jane had given to her radio-show callers; her own impressions of him and their sessions. . . . That was it. Not much considering the time she’d spent with him.

She closed the file and took it into the room she used for communicating with her patients. The moment she stepped inside she felt better, calmer. The room was small, cozy, the carpet thick, the two easy chairs deep and comfortable. She’d decorated it herself, using earthy tones that were easy on the eye.

A fifty-gallon fish tank was the room’s focal point. She’d opted for large fish versus small ones, and she’d chosen a sunken treasure theme. Even the most uptight patients calmed down and relaxed after a few minutes of staring at the fish.

Her own chair was ergonomic, comfortable but not too comfortable. It helped remind her she was the one in charge.

Jane glanced at her watch as she adjusted a lamp shade. She made a mental note to water the maidenhair fern sitting beneath it. Two minutes until Brian Ramsey walked through the door. Her heart began to race. She gasped when the phone rang.

“Dr. Lewis here.” Brian Ramsey’s voice came over the line. “No, I don’t have a problem with the cancellation, Mr. Ramsey. I’m sorry your wife is under the weather. No, I won’t be billing you for the canceled appointment. We normally do bill if a patient doesn’t cancel twenty-four hours in advance, but I’ll make an exception this time.” She remembered what Mike had said about paving the way for him to talk to Brian. “While I have you on the phone,” she said, purposely trying to sound upbeat, “I’d like to tell you that next Thursday, Dr. Michael Sorenson will be sitting in on our session. I think you might enjoy having him here. If you have a problem with this, you need to let me know now.” She held her breath as she awaited his answer. “Good. Then I’ll see you next Thursday. Tell your wife I hope she feels better soon.”

Jane hung up and stared across the room at the fish tank. What was wrong with Mrs. Ramsey? Funny, he’d never mentioned her first name. He always referred to her as my wife. A spouse under the weather wasn’t enough of a reason to cancel an appointment. Was there something about today that was different from their other appointment days? Only from her standpoint because she’d talked about him to Mike Sorenson. If she hadn’t, the cancellation probably would have rolled off her back just like any other cancellation. Mike was right, she was breaking the cardinal rule by getting personally involved. She needed to stop thinking about Brian Ramsey because every time she did, she thought about Connie Bryan.

She had time now to call Trixie. “It’s me, Trixie. How’s it going?”

“If things get any better, I might have to hire someone to help me enjoy it. In other words, it’s gooder than grits. Hold on a minute, honey,” she said. “Fred,” Trixie McGuire called to her husband, “Janie’s on the phone. Pick up.” Jane smiled as she carried the phone over to the fish tank and checked on her newest additions, a pair of very large angel fish she’d named Gracie and Slick.

Fred came on the phone. “Janie, girl, it’s nice to hear your voice. You stoppin’ by for a visit?”

“Not today. I might make it out tomorrow, though. Of course that depends on what you’re having for supper.”

“Whatever Fred picks up,” Trixie answered, predictably. What that meant to Jane was, Fred would go to the nearest takeout, probably Roy’s, and bring something home. “Spareribs would be real tasty, Fred. Janie likes spareribs, doncha, girl?”

“I sure do. Seven o’clock okay? Tomorrow, not today.”

“Okay with me,” Fred said.

“Trixie, I know you keep tabs on the comings and goings here in town. What do you know about the Sorensons? I had lunch with Mike today in Lafayette. He didn’t say anything about his family. By the same token, I didn’t ask.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. “Hmm,” Trixie finally said. “As a matter of fact, I do know a thing or two. His parents moved to N’awlins a year or so ago. Rayne was just too quiet for them, and they didn’t want to move to Lafayette for fear Michael would think they were trying to keep tabs on him.”

“Do you happen to know if he’s married or if he’s seeing anyone?” Jane ventured, knowing she was probably opening a can of worms.

There was a smile in Trixie’s voice when she answered. “No, he isn’t married. He was seeing a woman, a young lawyer. Coletta was her name. Vivian, his mother, told me she was cuter than a basketful of puppies but that she was jealous of all the hours Mike put into his practice. So they broke up a couple of months back. Does that help?”

Jane grimaced. Cuter than a basketful of puppies had to mean she was spectacular. “Yes, that helps. Is there anything about anybody you don’t know?”

“Umm, let me see,” Trixie said as if she was actually considering the question. “No, I don’t think so. Why do you want to know about Mike?”

“He’s coming over for supper tonight.”

“I see,” Trixie said, the two words full of innuendo.

“No, you don’t see. We met today because I invited him to lunch to discuss a patient I’m having some difficulty with. We got to talking, I mentioned my ghosts, and he said he was interested in the paranormal. There you have it. As much as I’d like to think he could be interested in me, it isn’t possible. In high school, he was the kind of guy who always went for the cheerleader type.”

“That was then and this is now,” Trixie said. “He’s a man now, a professional. Trust me, he doesn’t want some hoochie mama, he wants a real woman. Like you, sweetie.” Jane heard the TV in the background. “By the way, what’s going on with your station manager? I thought you had a thing going with him, though for the life of me, I can’t see what you see in him. The man is uglier than homemade soap.”

“Shame on you, Trixie,” Fred piped up. “That’s not nice. He can’t help that he fell out of the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down. Now, I’m not saying he isn’t a nice man, it’s just that . . . Janie, you need to think about how your children will look.”

Jane shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Not to worry, Fred. I don’t plan on marrying him. I’m just using him for sex.” She put her hand over her mouth and giggled as she imagined the shocked look on his face. “Besides, the whole thing is winding down. All the surprises are gone. He doesn’t have any zip.”

Trixie cackled with glee.

“One more thing, Trixie,” Jane interrupted. “Do you know a Brian Ramsey? He owns a trucking company outside of town. I was wondering if he’s local or if he moved here from somewhere else. I’d like to find out a little about his wife. Don’t ask me why I want to know, okay? Don’t you have a snoop file or one of those I Spy files or something you use when you’re doing your writing and you want to check up on people?”

“I do,” Trixie said smartly. “If you have a social, an address, anything that will help in the search, give it to me and I’ll see what I can do. You know you can trust me to keep quiet.”

“By the way, how’s the new book going? What number is this again?”

“One hundred four and going great. Blood and guts everywhere. Fred and I were having a serious discussion when you called. I want the blood to river and he wants it to trickle. When you slice someone in two with a chain saw, the blood will river, not trickle. Right?”

The visual image made Jane grimace. “I’m not going down that road, Trixie.”

“Not to change the subject,” Trixie said, “but what are you planning on wearing tonight?”

“Tonight? Why, actually—Absolutely nothing!” Jane teased. “I’ll see you both tomorrow and give you a full rundown on what happens tonight.” As she was hanging up the phone, she heard Trixie say to Fred, “Did you hear that, Fred, she’s wearing absolutely nothing!”

“I heard! I heard!” Fred said before the phone went dead.

 


 



Jane’s face broke into a warm smile when she opened her front door. Olive bounded down the steps. Stepping into the foyer, Jane tossed her gear in the general direction of the antique bench before she hunkered down to tussle with the springer spaniel. “I know you’re happy to see me,” she said in her baby-talk voice. “I’m happy to see you, too. Did you have a good day? I had a good day and a bad day. Not really bad,” she said, letting the dog lick her face. “Hey, guess what? We’re having company for supper. The guy of my youthful dreams is bringing Chinese. He’s got a cat named Noodle, whatya think of that?”

“Woof.”

“That’s what I thought,” Jane said, staring past the dog to her parlor. Thanks to her father, she’d learned to love carpentry and had done most of the wood restoration herself. The fireplace mantel, original to the house, had been one of her biggest challenges, but she’d patched it lovingly and repainted it. At some point in time the former occupants had removed all the crown molding and stored the pieces in the attic. It had taken Jane forever to haul it down, lay it out on the floor, and put it back together. Copies of pictures owned by the local historical society had revealed that there had been bookshelves on either side of the fireplace. Opening up the walls and finding them still there, intact, had been like finding a hidden treasure. Now, the shelves held all one hundred and three T. F. Dingle books, Trixie and Fred’s pen name. Their spines were unbroken, the brilliant, grisly covers as shiny as the day she’d arranged them.

A stuffed Taco Bell Chihuahua in her mouth, Olive stood looking at Jane, her eager expression saying she wanted to play.

Feeling guilty that she’d given Olive short shrift, she got down on her hands and knees and took the back side of the stuffed toy between her teeth and played tug-of-war. Jane was winning when the doorbell rang. Thinking it was the paperboy, she called, “Come in,” between her teeth.

“Now, this is a Kodak moment if I ever saw one,” Mike said from the doorway.

Olive dropped her end of the toy to bark at the intruder, leaving Jane holding the other end. Jane’s blood pounded, and she could feel her face growing hot with embarrassment. This was not the way she wanted Mike Sorenson to see her. Annoyed with the picture she knew she was presenting, she yanked the stuffed dog out of her mouth and quickly got to her feet. “We were ah . . . playing,” she said.

“I can see that. Who was winning, you or . . . Olive, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s Olive, and I was definitely winning.” Jane straightened her shoulders and dusted off her hands. “It can’t be seven o’clock yet. I just got home.” She glanced down at her watch and saw that it was indeed only six-thirty.

“My last patient canceled. I didn’t think you’d mind if I showed up a little early. I was prepared to sit on the porch and wait.” He moved past her into the parlor. “You’ve really done wonders with the place, but—” Jane watched as he made a telescope of his left hand and peered through it. “Who was your carpenter? You need to sue him!”

Olive sniffed Mike’s shoes and trouser legs. She was probably smelling his cat.

“Why would I want to sue the carpenter?”

“It looks like the crooked little man’s house—everything’s crooked, and the corners don’t meet. I know a good lawyer.” He marched over to the bookshelves. “Good God, do you have the whole set?”

It was a moment before Jane could get far enough past the crooked little man to answer. “Whole set of what?” she asked coolly.

“Dingle. It looks to me like you have the whole set, and they’re in mint condition. I only have about sixty in my own library, but I’ve read every single one of his books, some more than once. I’d kill for these. Did you pick them up at a garage sale or what? I never would have figured you to be the blood-and-guts type,” Mike said all in one breath.

“Really. What type books did you think I would read?” Olive’s head jerked upright as she listened to her mistress’s frosty voice. She slunk closer to Mike, her tail between her legs.

“That sappy romance stuff all women seem to read. These are guy books. You know, murder and mayhem, blood and guts. T. F. Dingle was one of the first authors I read just for myself back in school. The whole set! I can’t believe it. I don’t suppose you want to sell them, do you?”

“No, I do not want to sell them.”

“Over the years I must have written a hundred letters in care of his publisher. He didn’t respond to even one of them!”

“He who?”

“T. F. Dingle. The author. I think he must be some kind of recluse. I heard he lives in a shack somewhere and pounds out his novels on an old Underwood. Can you imagine that? Now there’s a guy whose head I’d like to get into to know his thoughts. How about you?”

Her annoyance dissolved into smug satisfaction. “No. I can’t say that’s one of my top priorities,” she said, enjoying that she finally had one up on him.

Mike stood back from the bookshelves and did that thing with his hand again. “The whole thing is off a good half inch. How can you showcase T. F. Dingle’s books on a crooked bookshelf? Who’s Stephen Rhodes and why does he get a shelf all to himself?” he asked, walking over to the shelves to inspect the books. Velocity of Money, The Money Trail. “Are they any good?” Little Women, Gone With the Wind, the Bobbsey Twins, Nancy Drew? “You do have an interesting list here. Don’t you get dizzy when you come in here?”

“Shut up, Mike,” she said, surprising herself at her boldness. “I don’t want to hear any more. For your information, Stephen Rhodes writes about money. I like reading about money. He’s very good. No, you can’t borrow them, buy your own. Authors depend on royalties and frown on their books being loaned to other people. He has a shelf to himself because he’s going to write a lot of books, and I’m going to buy them all. He might even end up writing more than Dingle. So there. The others are my favorites. Didn’t you read the Hardy Boys growing up? Bring the food into the kitchen. If we eat in here, you might get dizzy and throw up.”

Jane was aware of him on her heels as she headed into the kitchen. “Sit down,” she said, motioning to an oak pressed-back chair. She zipped around the kitchen collecting plates, napkins, silverware, and, finally, two bottles of beer. “Bon appetit,” she said, setting it all down in the center of the table.

“I hope I haven’t offended you,” Mike said, his grin conflicting with his words.

“It takes a lot more than a wiseass psychiatrist to offend me,” Jane snapped back as she dug into the carton of fried rice.

“Ow,” he said, rubbing his cheek as if she’d slapped him.

She ignored him.

“Hey, I like these paper plates—”

“These aren’t paper, they’re plastic. There’s a difference. See, these are hard, and the food doesn’t soak through.”

“Why so testy? I’m for whatever it takes to make life easier. Paper plates. Carryout. Housekeepers. Gardeners. If you can afford it, I say go for it.”

“Do you have an opinion on everything?”

His composure melted like butter, and for a moment he looked like a shy little boy. “I talk a lot when I’m nervous. I was nervous about coming here. Then, when I saw those books I was off and running.” He forked a helping of sweet-and-sour pork onto his plate.

Jane put some white rice and chow mein onto a plate and set it on the floor for Olive. “She’s a vegetarian,” she explained. “There’s no MSG in this food, is there?” He’d been nervous about coming. She couldn’t decide if she should be flattered or annoyed.

“No MSG.”

Jane uncapped the two bottles of Corona and took a swig from hers. When he didn’t reach for his, she wondered if he was expecting a glass. A devil perched itself atop her shoulder as she reached behind her for a bright red plastic tumbler.

“The bottle’s fine,” he said. “How’d your session go this afternoon?”

“It didn’t. He canceled two minutes before he was supposed to show up. I explained about you and next week. He’s okay with it. How’d it go with your battery guy?”

Mike sighed. “He said he bought stock in Duracell yesterday. A lot of stock. Five thousand shares to be exact. And he found a wholesaler who will deliver batteries to him once a week. Kind of like a home-delivery milkman.”

Jane digested the information. “So did you find out why he’s so obsessed with batteries?”

“No, not yet. He took a circuitous route around every question I put to him.”

Over the years Jane had treated any number of patients with obsessions—hand washing, collections, organization. But never batteries. Was the man worried there would be a loss of power? Or did he think the batteries would give him power? “Does he have any health problems?”

Mike finished chewing before answering. “Yeah, a bunion on his left foot. The guy’s an ox. He radiates good health.”

“What does he do work-wise?”

“He’s some big comptroller at a mega chemical company.” Mike waved his fork. “Let’s not talk about him. It makes me crazy when I think about him lugging all those batteries around everywhere he goes. Tell me about you, Jane. I’ve seen you at various conferences, and I’ve heard you on your radio show, but other than that, all I know about you is what I remember from high school. Are you married, divorced, what?”

“Single. Between renovating this house and my practice, I haven’t had much time to get involved. That’s not to say I don’t date occasionally. I do.” Carefully, she removed the foil on a piece of paper-wrapped chicken, popped it in her mouth, and savored the delicious taste. Paper-wrapped chicken was her favorite. After that, the dish of choice was moo shoo, which she’d learned to make herself using flour tortillas. “My parents died four years ago, which is why I bought this house—to keep my mind active and positive. I’m close to my godparents and see them regularly. And I have Olive here and a few good friends. How about you?”

“I’ve been involved a couple of times but never tied the knot. This last time, we found we wanted different things out of life. She moved on, and so did I. Mom and Dad didn’t like her, said she thought she was pretty high up on the Christmas tree. I have a brother in Montana and a sister in England. We e-mail. But basically, it’s just me and Noodle.”

“I had a crush on you back in school,” Jane blurted, and immediately wished she hadn’t.

Mike put down his beer and cocked his head. “I didn’t know that,” he said, looking far too deeply into her eyes.

“Of course you didn’t,” she answered. “You were too busy being Mr. Popularity and running after Ginger and Lonnie and all the cheerleaders.”

He threw up his hands in self-defense. “Hey! I admit it. I was a real jerk back then. I thought only of myself, how much fun I could have, and who I could have it with.”

“That’s a fair assessment,” Jane smirked.

“Yeah, but I’m not like that anymore. I’ve changed. And so have you. You used to be quiet and studious, and you kept to yourself.”

“That’s because I had low self-esteem. I had a very vain mother, who was pretty and thin and didn’t wear glasses. She loved to point out our differences to her friends.”

Mike studied her for a moment. “If I hurt you in any way, Jane, I apologize.”

Jane pushed her plate away. “I’m basically a vegetarian,” she confided. The food was good, but she wasn’t nearly as hungry as she’d thought. “Would you like to see the rest of the house?”

“You bet, but first I’d like to see the well.”

“The well?”

“Yeah, where the guy fell down and the dog died waiting.”

“Oh, sure.” She shook her head to clear her thoughts. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

They left the food sitting on the table and went out the back door and down the steps. A gently curved brick path meandered through the garden, widening and narrowing as it went.

“I’ve been looking forward to this ever since you mentioned it at lunch,” Mike said behind her. “I’m going to sleep like a top tonight. First, I find a complete set of T. F. Dingle, and now I’m going to the site where a ghost might be dwelling. Today was an absolute fluke. I think we should both buy Duracell. My guy might be onto something.”

Jane laughed. It was the first good laugh she’d had in a very long while. She led him down the path to the well. She turned when she heard Olive barking. By the time she realized the dog’s intentions, Olive already had a hold on Mike’s ankle.

“Get her off of me,” he yelled.

“Ollie. Let go, Ollie,” Jane commanded. But Olive was determined and refused to let go. Jane did the only thing she could think of and struggled to pick up the springer. “I’m sorry,” she said, grimacing. “She’s become very territorial where the well is concerned.”

Mike pulled up his trouser leg. “I think she took a chunk out of my leg.” Blood was oozing through his gray sock. “Look, I’m bleeding.”

“Oh, it’s just a little nip,” Jane said, purposely making light of it. For a big man he was certainly acting like a wuss. She pulled a tissue out of her pocket, tore off a piece, spit on it, and started toward him. “Here, let me just—”

He dropped his trouser leg. “No! You are not going to stick that on me,” he said, backing up a couple of feet.

“It’ll stop the bleeding.” She continued toward him.

“It’ll stop by itself, thank you anyway,” he said, holding up his hands to stay her.

Jane repocketed the tissue. “Okay, if that’s what you want. But you’d better not sue me.”

“I’m not going to sue you, for God’s sake. What kind of guy do you think I am?”

“I don’t know. I only know the old Mike Sorenson, the one who smoked pot under the bleachers at the homecoming game and who—”

“Never mind,” he cut in. “I guess I’ll just have to prove to you that I’ve changed.”

“And just how do you intend to do that?”

“I don’t know. I’ll think on it,” he said, hobbling along behind her.

 


 



Jane could think of a couple of ways he could show her how he’d changed, but she wasn’t about to offer any suggestions. She was still an old-fashioned girl and preferred the man to do the asking. That didn’t mean that she couldn’t hope. Admittedly, after today’s luncheon, she had been hoping that something might spark between them. But as soon as he opened the front door and caught her playing with Olive, her hope died. After that, she figured there was nothing to lose, so she just acted her normal self.

Past experience had shown Jane that her “normal” self wasn’t what most men were looking for. But was Mike Sorenson like most men?

Jane grinned as she continued on to the well. If nothing else, she had finally made him notice her where before—in high school—she doubted he’d even known she existed.

That was then, this is now, she thought smugly.
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The well sat in the corner of the backyard, a good three hundred feet away from Jane’s perennial garden. Jane smiled as Mike trudged behind her through the dry twigs and crackly leaves. She wondered how this learned colleague of hers could be so interested in something as nebulous as ghosts.

“Here it is,” she said, waving him past her. The well had become the focal point of her backyard, not because of the ghostly legend but because it was so Snow Whitish in design, a real storybook wishing well with a waist-high stone wall and a wooden, V-shaped roof that dripped with ivy.

Mike’s expression was eager as he made for the well. She watched him rub his hands together, touch the stone rim, then close his eyes.

Olive howled. Olive never howled.

The fine hairs on the back of Jane’s neck stood on end at the mournful sound. “Olive, what’s the matter with you, girl?” She leaned down and rubbed the dog’s neck to soothe her.

“What’s all this stuff clogging up the hole?” Mike asked, looking over the edge.

“Rocks. I didn’t want history to repeat itself, so I had the guy at the nursery dump a couple of loads of rock into it.” Olive inched closer to Jane’s leg and howled again. “Honest to God, I don’t know what’s gotten into her,” Jane said, staring down at the spaniel, who was looking up at her as if she was trying to tell her something important.

“Dogs have a sixth sense, you know. She either senses or sees something,” Mike said, excitement ringing in his voice.

Jane offered up an indulgent smile. She had never bought into the ghost theory though she’d gone along with it, even encouraged it from time to time when the occasion called for it. All in fun, of course. She glanced down at Olive. A sixth sense? No, she didn’t buy into that theory either. More than likely Olive’s howl was due to detecting a particularly strong scent—a rabbit or a squirrel, something other than a dog.

Minutes passed during which neither Jane nor Mike spoke. Jane became increasingly aware of the garden’s stillness. When she’d first come outside, the birds had been chattering, but now they were silent. The crickets were quiet, too. The only sounds were of her, Mike’s, and Olive’s breathing. She glanced around at the huge old oaks and realized not a leaf was stirring.

A chill chased itself down her spine. She wished Mike would finish whatever he was doing so they could return to the house. A second later, Olive barked sharply, then took off toward the back of the property at breakneck speed.

“Did you feel that ?” Mike asked, rubbing his upper arms.

“Feel what? What are you talking about?”

“It was a—” He slashed the air with his hand “There was a—” His expression begged her to help him out, but she couldn’t. She had no idea what he was talking about. “I don’t know. But whatever it was, I felt it, and your dog ran after it.”

Jane’s eyebrows rose to a peak. She was tempted to go into her psychiatrist mode but decided he might think she was making fun of him. It would be better just to act herself and say what was on her mind. “I hate to say one of my peers is nuts, but you are, Sorenson. Certifiably nuts.” She leaned toward him, her eyes boring into his. “Read my lips; there is no such thing as a ghost. Olive probably picked up the scent of a rabbit or a squirrel.”

Mike shot her a withering look. “Think what you like. It makes no difference to me. I know what I know. There was something here not of this world. So there, Jane.”

He was serious. Very serious. And if she ever wanted to see him again, she would be wise not to mock him. “Okay,” she said, cautiously backing down off her soapbox. “So maybe you aren’t nuts. But if you want me to believe in ghosts, then you’ll have to prove their existence to me. Let’s start by you telling me exactly what you felt,” Jane said, stretching her neck to see where Olive had gone.

He thought a moment. “There was a—a presence,” he said, squinting as he looked at her. “It was stronger when Olive was here and then . . . there was this flash of cool air. Right after that, Olive took off. I didn’t see anything, though. I wish I had.” He smiled at her. “Maybe next time.”

“Next time?”

“I’d like to come back if you don’t mind.”

“Why I—No. How about Saturday? We can have a picnic brunch right here next to the well.” Picnics were good, she thought, because they were romantic—just the two of them sitting side by side on a blanket eating little sandwiches, nibbling on fruit, and drinking champagne.

“In all the time you’ve lived here you’ve never felt or experienced anything?” he asked. “Even just something a little out of the ordinary or something you couldn’t quite put your finger on?”

Jane gave him an apologetic look. “No, I’m afraid not, but like I said before, every once in a while something spooks Olive. I’ve seen her run circles around the well, and the way she took off a minute ago—she’s done that before. But she’s never howled like that. In fact, she’s never howled at all.”

She could imagine what Trixie would say to all of this. Play along. If you have to, make something up. But she couldn’t do that. It wasn’t her style.

Suddenly, Olive came bounding through the trees and sat down next to her feet. Jane blinked at the way she was panting and shaking—as if she’d seen a—

“I guess I should be going,” Mike said, starting back toward the house.

“I thought you wanted to see the rest of the house,” Jane grumbled. He’d just gotten there. It was too soon for him to leave. Leaving meant she hadn’t passed muster where he was concerned. Screw it, she thought as she headed back toward the house.

“I’ll see it all Saturday. I really wish I could stay longer, but I need to get home. I’ve got a couple of cases I need to go over. I enjoyed dinner and our little foray out here. You’ve really done wonders with the place, Jane.”

“Thanks. It’s been an experience to say the least.”

They walked around to the front of the house, where Jane sat down on the porch step and put her arm around Olive. She loved this time of day, the soft purple shadows of evening, the quietness. She saw a nail protruding from the step she was sitting on. The step had been one of her weekend repair projects. She’d hammered the nail but hadn’t driven it home because it had bent. Her father had told her hammering nails was all in the wrists. Obviously, her wrists weren’t up to snuff.

“Is it your intention to do a complete restoration?” he asked.

She moved her foot over the nail so Mike wouldn’t see it. Suddenly she felt terribly inadequate. Maybe her mother had been right, and she really was a misfit. Plain Jane who couldn’t quite cut it according to her beauty-pageant mother.

She thought about Connie Bryan again.

Jane heaved a sigh. “I’m not sure what my intentions are at this point. There are days when I love this old house and days when I hate it because it needs so much more work.” She rose to her feet. “I’ll see you Saturday.” A moment later she was heading up the steps to the porch.

“Jane!”

She glanced over her shoulder.

“How about we take in a movie next week? Say, Thursday, after I sit in on your session. We could grab a bite to eat either before or after, too.”

She stared at him, openmouthed, her heart pounding. “You mean a date? Sure.” A date with Mike Sorenson. La-di-da. Wait till she told Trixie. A date. Things happened on dates or afterward. Uh-huh.

“Yeah, a date. I come by, ring your doorbell, and say, are you ready? You’re on, lady.” In two quick strides, he was on the step next to her, taking her face between his hands and kissing her lightly on the lips. “Thanks for inviting me over,” he said, gazing deep into her eyes.

“You’re welcome,” Jane gasped. Her tongue felt like it was glued to her teeth. She wondered if her hair was standing on end with the electricity ricocheting through her body.

“Okay,” Mike said, smacking his hands together as he danced from one foot to the other. “See you Saturday midmorning.”

All she could do was nod.

Once he was gone, Jane ran into the house and sat down on the bench in the foyer. He’d kissed her. A light, friendly kiss, but a kiss just the same. To think, in high school he would have gagged at the thought of even touching her. Funny, she thought, how things change. How people change.

A half hour later, she looked up from her musings to realize the house was completely dark. “You should have said something, Olive, instead of just letting me sit here. Come on, let’s put some light on the subject.” Jane meandered from room to room, turning on all the lamps and overhead lights so she could see the house through Mike Sorenson’s eyes. She did what she’d seen Mike do and made a telescope with her hands. Perhaps the shelves were a hair off, but they certainly weren’t crooked. Trixie and Fred’s books weren’t listing to the side. Stephen Rhodes’s books were nestled alongside one another and upright. She uttered an unladylike snort. Just her luck to be attracted to a nit-picking perfectionist.

She turned away from the bookshelves and studied the parlor. It was the only room in the house that had been completely restored to its original grandeur. One day she hoped to replace all the furniture with fine antiques.

Olive barked and ran upstairs. Jane followed her up with the intention of changing into her sweats. She paused on the landing, turned, and looked down past the foyer to the parlor and imagined wide-eyed children standing where she was, gazing at the Christmas tree in front of the bay window.

Her gaze switched back to the foyer when she heard a noise. One of the file folders in her briefcase had fallen out onto the floor. Odd, she thought, frowning. She clearly remembered zipping the compartments closed before leaving the office. She looked down at Olive, who was looking between the stair rails at the fallen file folder. The fur on her back was standing straight up. Jane was about to reach down and pet her when the chandelier tinkled. She looked around and saw the prisms swaying from side to side.

Olive let loose with another ungodly howl, then bounded down the stairs and ran through the foyer to the parlor and beyond. Her barks echoed through the sparsely furnished house.

“Come back here, Olive. What’s gotten into you?” Jane kept her eyes on the tinkling chandelier as she crept down the stairs. “Damn you, Mike Sorenson, if you’ve stirred something up, I’ll never forgive you!”

The chandelier had stopped tinkling by the time Jane reached the bottom of the stairs. Nevertheless, she decided to give it a wide berth just in case the nuts and bolts that held it had come loose. She walked over to the bench where she’d tossed her briefcase, picked it up, and saw that all the zippers were open—the outside zipper; the inside, change-purse zipper; and the two file zippers. She dropped the briefcase like a hot potato. Her frightened gaze swept to the file folder on the floor. Frightened but curious, she stretched out her right leg and, with the toe of her shoe, pulled the folder toward her until she could see the tab. It was the Ramsey file.

Shivers ran up her arms. Reluctantly, she squatted to pick it up and was knocked off-balance when Olive came from out of nowhere and threw herself onto Jane’s lap.

“Olive! What the hell’s wrong with you?” she shouted as she tried to get the spaniel off her lap so she could sit up. “Damn it, Olive—” It suddenly dawned on her; Olive was terrified. She was panting heavily, and her entire body was trembling. Overcome with guilt, Jane grabbed the spaniel and held her close. “It’s okay, girl,” she crooned softly. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. It was probably just the house settling,” she said, thinking the dog’s fear was due to the tinkling chandelier, something she’d never heard before.

Looking over Olive’s head, Jane watched in horror as the rest of her paperwork slithered, page by page, out of her briefcase and onto the old pine bench. “Easy, Olive, easy. I’m sure there is a very logical answer to all of this. I don’t know what it is yet, but once I analyze everything—” She chuckled. “It’s probably just a draft. Yeah, that’s what it is. A draft.” She twisted her head around to see if any of the windows were open in the parlor. They weren’t.

“This is silly. Get up, Ollie.” She pushed the dog off her lap and struggled to her feet. “After I pick all this up, I’m going to go—” She stared at the papers in her hand. “What we’re going to do is—” They were in order. They weren’t that way when she’d jammed them into her briefcase. “We’re going to the Ramsey house is what we’re going to do!” she said, shoving the folder and all the papers back into the briefcase and zipping all the zippers. She looked around to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. With trembling hands, she carefully hung the briefcase by its shoulder strap on the hall tree.

Olive pawed at her leg.

Jane glanced down at her. “You wanna go for a ride?”

Olive stood up on her hind legs and grabbed the leash hanging from one of the hall tree’s hooks.

“Okay, okay, calm down,” Jane said as she hooked the leash to Olive’s collar. The crazy dog loved going for rides even more than she loved pig ears. On occasion Jane had tried to fool her and sneak out of the house without taking her, but Olive always knew and came running, dragging her leash behind her. It was like she had a sixth—She stopped herself from completing the thought. Dogs were “sensitive” to certain weather conditions, earthquakes, and their owners’ moods, but they did not have a sixth sense.

With Olive at her side, Jane walked through the house, turning off the lights she’d turned on a little while earlier. “I know this isn’t going to make any sense to you, Ollie, but my gut tells me I need to do something about Mr. Ramsey. If that means getting personally involved, then so be it. My patient is my first concern. No, that’s not true,” she said, bending to pet Olive. “You’re my first concern.” Olive looked up at her expectantly. The excitement of going for a ride had made her forget her fear. Wouldn’t it be nice, Jane thought, if my patients could be cured of their fears so easily?

Thirty minutes later, Jane pulled into a parking space a block away and around the corner from the Ramsey house. “I’m going snooping, Olive, and while I’m gone I want you to be a good girl.” She turned off the ignition. “I’ll leave the windows down for you, but you need to remember the rules, no jumping out like you did at the grocery store last year, no whining to get someone to come over to you, and no barking.” She put her right hand under the dog’s chin and looked her square in the eyes. “Yes, I know all your tricks. I’ll be back in ten minutes, and if you do anything bad, I’ll know it.”

Jane closed the car door and shook a warning finger at Olive. Confident the dog would be good, she headed toward the Ramsey house. It was raining. Rain was good. People would go indoors if they were outside. She turned the corner and walked down the sidewalk on the opposite side of the Ramsey house to the next corner, then came back on the other side.

Pale yellow light shone through the windows, but no outside lights were on. The streetlights were dim, two of them on the street burned-out. She was soaking wet by the time she tiptoed up the Ramseys’ driveway to the back of the house. Sucking in her breath, she waited to see if she had triggered any motion lights. Either Brian Ramsey conserved electricity, or he didn’t worry about unwanted visitors. Remembering there was no outside furniture, no outdoor grill, and no hoses to trip over, she found her way easily to the back windows.

As before, the kitchen window gave her a clear view of the entire kitchen, a small hallway, and part of the dining room. Everything was as clean, as tidy, and just as bare as it had been the last time she’d been there. The only difference was that the light over the stove was on, giving an orangey, yellowish glow to the kitchen. She left the kitchen window and moved quickly and quietly, her heart hammering in her chest, to the far side of the house to peer into what she thought was the master-bedroom window. A night-light above the baseboard allowed her to see that the bed was unmade and empty. She continued around to the front of the house, hoping to see someone, something, anything!

Rain dripped down inside the collar of her jacket as Jane stealthily crept up to the narrow stoop to peer into the living-room window. Shivering, she hugged her arms to her chest. A quick glance up and down the street told her no one was in sight. Off in the distance she heard Olive bark. An answering response came from the opposite end of the street.

Jane inched upward to look in the window. Brian Ramsey was sitting in a hunter green leather recliner, a bottle of beer in his hand and a package of cigarettes in the breast pocket of his white T-shirt. He was alone.

Not wanting to jump to any conclusions, Jane looked to every corner of the room and as far beyond it as the view from the window would take her. Nothing. No one.

Where was Mrs. Ramsey?

In the bathroom? But the two opaque windows she’d assumed were bathroom windows had been dark.

Jane gasped when Brian turned his gaze toward the window. She ducked and ran, faster than she’d ever run before, across the lawn, down the sidewalk, her shoes sloshing. When she reached the corner she realized that in her panic, she had gone in the wrong direction. Cursing under her breath, she retraced her steps, taking the long road back to her car. The moment she was safely inside, she locked the door and started the engine, her heart hammering in her chest. For one bad moment she thought she was going to black out. She forced herself to take long, deep breaths, the air hissing from her mouth in a long, unsteady stream. She didn’t turn on the car’s headlights until she was three blocks away.

“You disobeyed me, Ollie,” she scolded once she was on the open road. “I heard you bark.” The dog moved closer to the passenger window, pinned her ears flat against her head, and hung her head in shame. “You’re a naughty dog, Ollie. No more rides for you this month.” It was an idle threat—she knew it and so did Olive.

She’d just risked her professional standing to get a peek at the elusive Mrs. Ramsey. And what had she gotten for all her effort? A look at Brian Ramsey sitting in his chair like a zombie, the same way he did in her office. If he had a wife, the woman either spent her life in the summer kitchen or hid out in a darkened bathroom. Because it was a tract house, it was highly unlikely that there was a summer kitchen. That left the dark bathroom. The thought was too ridiculous for words.

All the way home Jane chastised herself. “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she hissed between her teeth. She glanced sideways at Olive. “I think he saw me, Ollie. I swear to God I think he saw me. He looked right at me.” Sighing, she returned her gaze to the road. “If I hadn’t hightailed it out of there—I can just see him catching me, calling the police, and having me arrested for being a Peeping Tom. Boy, when I do stupid things, I really do stupid things. We aren’t ever going to mention this again,” she said, tightening her grip on the steering wheel. “Never, do you hear me, Olive? Never!”

Olive inched toward her mistress and lightly pawed her arm.

“Come here,” Jane said, putting her arm around the dog and pulling her close. “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean that about not taking you in the car.” Olive snuggled next to Jane’s side and licked her face.

Jane’s nerves were still twanging when she arrived home. After closing the curtains and checking to make sure the doors were locked, she went into the kitchen and rummaged around until she found the special “brew” she kept on hand for Trixie and Fred. She poured herself two fingers of the finest Kentucky bourbon the state had to offer and tossed it down her throat in one swallow. Coughing and sputtering, her eyes tearing, she collapsed in the chair and waited for the bourbon to do its thing, but after ten minutes, she still didn’t feel any better. Maybe a cigarette would help. She wasn’t a smoker, but Trixie and Fred were, and Trixie always said there was nothing like a good smoke to calm her down and help her think. As with the bourbon, Jane kept a pack of their favorite brand in her catchall drawer as a precautionary measure in case they ran out while visiting. She lit up, broke into a fit of coughing, and stubbed it out. What satisfaction her godparents got out of smoking was a mystery—one better left unsolved.

Tomorrow morning, when she did her five-mile morning run, something she hadn’t done in over a month, she was going to stop by her godparents’ house. She needed to talk to someone, someone who would listen, be on her side, and still be objective. Trixie could be painfully objective. Fred, too.

“Enough’s enough, Olive. I’ve had it. Let’s go to bed. I’m so tired I can’t think straight.” She yawned and stretched.

The spaniel waited patiently until Jane turned the lights off before racing up the stairs. When she reached the top, she sat down on her haunches and barked as if to say, c’mon, c’mon, let’s go.

Jane went through her bedtime regimen in record time, then grabbed a pair of clean pajamas out of her drawer, her “dream” pajamas she called them because of the fluffy white clouds printed on a sky-blue background. By the time she climbed into the big four-poster rice bed alongside Olive, she was already planning what to dream about—Mike Sorenson.
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Jane rolled over and stretched out her hand to cuddle Olive. Just knowing the dog was beside her was comforting. Instead, her hand encountered the lumpy bedspread. Stirring uneasily, she opened one eye and saw Olive sitting on her haunches in front of the French doors that led out to the balcony. She was wiggling her head the way she did when Jane scratched her ears.

“Hello, Dr. Lewis,” a boyish voice said. “My name is Billy Jensen, and this is my dog, Jeeter. Jeeter likes Olive. They had a wonderful run earlier out by the well, but of course, you already know that.”

Wearily, Jane propped herself up on her right elbow and stared at the boy and the dog standing by the door. “Who are you? How did you get in here? I locked the doors.” That was a stupid question, she told herself. This was a dream and anything could happen in a dream. It didn’t have to make sense. She yawned. “I’d appreciate it if you’d move on and let me get back to sleep. What time is it anyway?”

“Time has no meaning to me. Or Jeeter.”

“Well, it does to me. I have to get up early in the morning. So go away.”

“Jeeter is lonely. And so am I. I thought we might become friends.”

“Fine, but not tonight, okay? I’m really beat, and I want to dream about someone else.”

“Yes, I know. Your gentleman caller, Dr. Sorenson. He makes you act funny.”

“Funny? Funny how?”

“Like this,” he said, batting his eyes.

“I beg your pardon, but I have never done that to anyone in my life. Dr. Sorenson and I are business associates. Nothing more. Now, please, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’d appreciate it if you’d get out of my dream. If I don’t get enough sleep, I’m grouchy.”

“I know. I’ve seen how grouchy you can be.”

“Go away!” Jane lay down on her back and closed her eyes.

“I’ll leave, but first I want to tell you that I know what you did this evening. You shouldn’t do things like that. It’s too risky. And what was worse was that you locked Olive in the car. She couldn’t have helped you if you’d needed her.”

“For the record,” Jane said with growing impatience, “I didn’t lock the car door, and even if I did, Olive knows how to get it open.” Something about this dream was very undreamlike. She opened her eyes, blinked, and took a good long look at the youth standing by the French door. “Am I supposed to know you? You don’t look familiar. But I must have met you somewhere. . . . Dreams are manifestations of what happens in our daily lives. Olive, get over here.”

“You know who I am. I’m a spirit. I’m the one who took the Ramsey file out of your briefcase. You’ve known about me for a long time, but you’ve always refused to acknowledge me. You have Dr. Sorenson to thank for opening up our communication wavelengths.”

Jane snorted. “So . . . Let me see if I get this right. This is not a dream. And I am not asleep. I am, in fact, wide-awake and conversing with a spook.”

“Yes, to everything. But please, I am not a spook. When you call me that, you hurt my feelings.” The boy laughed, then disappeared.

When he reappeared, he was sitting on the edge of the bed. Jane reared back and pulled the coverlet to her chin. “How’d you do that?” she shrilled.

“There is a scientific name for it, but I keep forgetting what it is. Let’s just say it’s a ghostly thing. You know, like walking through walls and stuff like that.”

Jane could feel her body trembling beneath the covers. “Olive, come over here. Right now, dammit!” Olive and Jeeter jumped up on the bed. Jane grabbed Olive and put her arms around her. “What—What do you want of me?”

The boy shrugged. “I just want to be your friend. I know you’re scared of me, but you don’t need to be. I won’t hurt you.”

Jane struggled to relax. This had to be a dream. Had to be. Didn’t it? She stared at the young man sitting on the edge of her bed. He appeared young, fifteen or so, with a million freckles dotting his face, brown eyes, and curly, sandy-colored hair. He wore coveralls and a long-sleeved plaid shirt.

“I don’t believe in ghosts, spirits, spooks, or other . . . unearthly things,” she said. She rolled over and thumped her pillow. This was one dream she hoped she would remember in the morning. She felt her mattress lift and heard a thump on the floor. Olive was still on the bed.

“Good night, Dr. Lewis.”

“Woof.”

Oh God! Olive hadn’t barked. Her head was plastered against her chest so she would . . . Jane closed her eyes. That was one hell of a dream, she thought. It must have been the bourbon. She looked at the clock beside her bed: 5:10 A.M. She still had an hour until the alarm went off.

 


 



Jane limped up the driveway to her godparents’ house. Her legs felt like they were on fire. Why would she be getting shin splints now? Probably because this was the first time she’d gone running in over a month. “Hey, what’s for breakfast?” she yelled as she let herself in the back door.

Trixie came out of the pantry, a small bird of a woman with brilliant pinkish red hair, pounds of gold jewelry hanging around her neck, and multicolored half glasses resting on the end of her nose. Gold hoop earrings, big enough for a bird to fly through, dangled from her ears. As always, Jane marveled at the frail body with the stick-thin arms and legs as she hugged her godmother. Eighty-nine pounds dripping wet, she thought.

“You’re gonna have to drive me home, Trix. I’m outta shape. My run this morning proved it. You cooking breakfast, or are we eating it out of a box?”

“Pop-Tarts,” Trixie said. “Strawberry or blueberry? Never mind, I only have blueberry.” Trixie laughed as she put the pastries into the toaster oven.

“Nice outfit,” Jane said, giggling. “What do you call it?”

Trixie’s laughter tinkled around the kitchen. “It’s my hanging-out-at-the-police-station outfit. Today is Friday. I always hang out there on Fridays. You never know what you can pick up in a police station. Just a word or an action will trigger something. Then there are the criminals who are innocent. The stories would fill a book. Tell me about last night,” Trixie said as she expertly removed the Pop-Tarts from the toaster oven. She tossed one to Jane.

“I still can’t believe no one in this town knows you and Fred are T. F. Dingle. That’s worthy of a book in itself. Mike Sorenson was terribly impressed that I had a complete set of your books. There’s nothing I would have liked better than to tell him that I personally knew his favorite author, but I didn’t. Your secret is safe.”

“Okay, so you impressed him with our books, then what?” Trixie prompted.

“We ate, we talked, and then I took him out to the well to meet my ghosts. That’s why he came in the first place, you know. He has an interest in the paranormal.”

“A serious interest, or is he just curious?”

“A serious interest.”

“I see. And then . . .” she prompted again.

“He had to go, but he asked if he could come back tomorrow, and he invited me to the movie next Thursday,” Jane said all in one breath.

“That’s it?” Trixie asked, obviously disappointed.

Jane bit into her Pop-Tart and shrugged. For some strange reason she didn’t want to tell Trixie that Mike kissed her. Her practical self told her it was because the kiss really hadn’t been anything more than a peck. And her professional self told her it was because it was special.

Trixie waved an arm. “Phooey. You’re no fun at all.”

Jane hid a smile behind her Pop-Tart. “Where’s Fred?”

“In the bathroom. Where else?” Trixie rolled her eyes and Jane marveled at the half-inch-long false eyelashes her godmother glued on every morning. Once, a few years back, a colleague had said that her eyelashes looked like a herd of tarantulas on the march. It was true. They did. “He takes forever in the morning,” Trixie went on. “He spends most of his time grooming his hair, combing his mustache, and blow-drying his beard.”

Jane looked around the sterile-looking kitchen. State of the art. The best of the best. Everything was white or black, pretty much the way Trixie viewed everything in her life; it was or it wasn’t. Black or white. She supposed it wasn’t a bad thing.

“How do you think he’ll be in bed, Janie?” Trixie asked without blinking an eye.

Jane laughed. Typical. So typical of her godmother. No mincing of words, not even a warm-up. “I think I have a way to go before that happens. If it happens. Let’s face it, Trix, the guy can have just about any woman he wants. Why would he want me? I’m overweight. I have curly hair, too curly, and I’m no fashion plate and—”

“Stop that right this minute,” Trixie scolded, wagging her finger. “You sound like you’re describing a horse at auction. You put too much emphasis on looks. It’s what’s in here,” she said, putting her hand against her heart, “that counts. You’re kind, sweet, lovable, and you care about people. Stop putting yourself down. If your beauty-queen mother wasn’t already dead, I’d kill her myself for making you think you were a Plain Jane. I never did like that woman. She was a royal pain in the ass. The only one who didn’t seem to know or see her for what she was was your father, God rest his soul. There was no finer man in these parts than your father.”

Jane licked melted icing off her fingers. “Oh, he knew. We used to have long talks about Mom. He always tried to build me up after Mother ripped me apart. By the way, that old poem isn’t true—sticks and stones will break your bones but words will never hurt you. They do hurt.” She picked her plate up and took it over to the sink. “I just hate it when I go off on these tangents.”

“Like I said,” Trixie said to Jane’s back, “your mother was a pain in the ass.” Reaching behind her, she pulled a pile of stuff off the counter. “Want to see our new book? We just got our author copies yesterday. Fred was going to drop off one for you. And before you ask, yes, we signed it.” She held the book. “What do you think? Is the cover gory enough?”

Jane studied the glossy book jacket with a critical eye. The author’s name was emblazoned across a black background. The coloring of the lettering matched the blood running off a corpse hanging from a tree. The title, in smaller letters, read Hang Loose.

“Ah . . . Trixie, you don’t bleed when you’re hanged.”

“You do if you pump a full round into someone first. We told the art department to hang him up, to make him a red herring. I love it! Fred thinks there’s a little too much blood.”

“Nah. Your readers would be disappointed without it. Do you have an extra copy I can give Mike? He’s a real fan of yours, read every one of your books.”

“Sure.” Trixie reached for another copy.

“Don’t sign it. I don’t want him getting suspicious.” She stared at the book in her hand. “I couldn’t write a book if my life depended on it. My hat’s off to you, Trixie. Are you ever going to break your silence and come [image: e9781420121919_img_8219.gif]out?”’

“Never. They’d run me and Fred out of town on a rail. Anonymity works for us.”

“What do the cops think you do? They must be suspicious since you hang with them so much.”

“I tell them I write television cop scripts no one wants to buy. They can’t wait to share information with me. I guess everyone wants that fifteen minutes of fame. I did promise to dedicate the movie to the entire force if I was ever successful in selling a script.”

“You are so devious, Trixie. What are you going to do if someone catches on?”

“If they haven’t figured it out in fifty years, I don’t think I have too much to worry about. If they do, I’ll admit it and ’fess up.”

Fred waddled into the kitchen, his shock of white hair tamed for the moment. “Janie girl, what are you doing up and out at the crack of dawn?”

“Couldn’t sleep. I had this really weird dream.” She shook her head at the remembered images. “I figured I might as well get up and go for a run. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m putting on weight, again.” She hugged her affable godparent. “You smell good, Fred.”

“I like to smell sweet for Trixie,” Fred said, laughing. His whole body shook. Jane had always thought he looked like Santa Claus with his white hair and white fluffy beard. His wire-rimmed glasses were the finishing touch. All he needed was a red suit and a black pair of shiny boots.

“Coffee’s hot. Want some breakfast, honey?” Trixie asked.

“I’ll take anything but a Pop-Tart. We’ve had them every day this week,” Fred grumbled, snapping his suspenders for emphasis.

“How about some frozen pancakes? I can zap them in the microwave or pop them in the toaster. You can put some of that good jelly on them and roll them up like crepes.” Trixie hopped off her chair and scooted for the fridge. “By the way, Fred,” she added offhandedly, “you’re two chapters behind me. Are you going to catch up today?”

“I will if you don’t keep going astray. I thought we had Stuart’s character all settled. I don’t think he would say ‘lick me’ to anyone. Where did you hear something like that? I’m taking it out, sugar.”

“Don’t you sugar me, Fred McGuire. You leave that phrase in there. That’s what people say today. I figured I had a choice of ‘fuck you’ or ‘lick me.’ I went with ‘lick me’ because it fit Stuart. If you don’t believe me, ask Janie,” Trixie said, hands on her hips, her eyes sparking.

Jane put her hands up in front of her. “I don’t know anything about fiction writing but whatever is indicative of the character is what you always say, Fred. I think I would go with the ‘lick me’ as opposed to the other phrase.”

“He’s getting old, Janie,” Trixie said with a wink. “He doesn’t know the half of what’s going on in the world. When you sit around a police station all day, you hear all kinds of stuff. A writer has to stay up on what’s going on.” When Fred scowled, she gave him a come-hither look. “C’mere, Freddie, and give Trixie a big kiss,” she said, puckering up.

Fred obliged.

Jane had seen them act like this a thousand times before, bantering back and forth. Anyone who didn’t know them might think they were fighting, but the truth was they never fought. Never. They loved each other too much.

The minute Fred finished his breakfast, he carried his plate to the sink, washed it, dried it, and put it away. Jane knew that he thought dishwashers were a big waste of time and water.

“I’ve got to get to work,” he said, “or she’ll get so far ahead of me I’ll never hear the end of it. See you tonight, Janie. Don’t spit on any wooden nickels.”

Jane smiled. “Trust me, Fred, I won’t.”

Trixie stopped him before he could get to the door. “This is my day to go to the police station, Fred. So, if you need me, call the station, and they’ll page me. I have to drop Janie off at home first. Oh, and be sure to print out a hard copy so I can read it when I get home. And chill some wine, sweetie and we can play house this evening.”

Fred waddled out of the kitchen, his girth shaking like the proverbial bowl of jelly.

“I just love that man. We’ll be married fifty-five years in two months. And everyone we knew back then said it wouldn’t last,” Trixie cackled.
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