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				One

				“You don’t have to fix any of the callers’ problems; you just pass them on to someone else who can.”

				I nodded. “Got it.”

				“Okay, babe. I’ll leave you to it. I’m going out back to have a smoke.”

				Smiling through gritted teeth, I tried to ignore the acrid stench of cigarettes that permeated his clothes. Philip Heaven could spend the whole evening toasting his lungs in the alley if it meant I wouldn’t have to listen to him call me “babe” one more time in that gravelly, know-it-all voice. I’d handle every incoming call to the Heaven House Helpline if I had to. I mean, how hard could it be?

				“Take your time,” I said, aligning my list of referral numbers with the edge of the blotter and lacing my fingers together on top of the cheap laminate desktop. I glanced hopefully at the multi-line phone.

				“Thanks, babe.” He pointed his finger at me and made a gun-cocking sound with his tongue. 

				Yuck. Thank God, the phone rang. I reached to answer it.

				___

				After I referred a nice-but-scared-sounding lady to the next AA meeting in the basement of the Cadyville Catholic Church, the phone was silent for several minutes. The whooshing of tires across wet pavement on the street outside filtered into the spacious old building where I sat, a comfortable, lulling sound. I’d worked my way to forty-two across on the Seattle Times Tuesday crossword only to puzzle over a six-letter word for an exclamation of annoyance when the phone rang again. This time I gave a runaway boy an 800 number he could use to find a safe place to stay down in Seattle. I was pretty satisfied with the whole volunteer gig after that one and picked up the next call, feeling helpful as all get-out. 

				“I have the knife against my wrist. It shines in the light. And it’s cold. I bet this thing is so sharp I won’t even feel it slice through my skin.”

				Uh oh. 

				I struggled to remember what I was supposed to say, but Philip’s meager training hadn’t prepared me for anything like this. Where was he? He couldn’t still be working on that cigarette, could he? After all, I hadn’t really meant that about him hanging out in the alley all night. It was my first night manning the Helpline at Heaven House, and Philip Heaven was supposed to be mentoring me. Sheesh.

				So I said the only thing I could think of: “Wait!”

				“Why should I wait? I’ve been waiting my whole life to die.”

				Oh, brother. A philosopher. And a melodramatic one at that. “So have I,” I said.

				“What?”

				I looked at the caller ID, so I could jot it down on the call sheet. It read Private Call. Great.

				“I’ve been waiting my whole life to die, too,” I said.

				“You have?”

				Yeah. Right along with all us other mortals. 

				Hush, Sophie Mae. He may be a moron, but he sounds pretty serious.

				“But I’m not going to die today. And not tomorrow, either, at least not if I get a vote in the matter,” I said.

				Silence.

				“And neither should you. What’s your name?”

				“It’s … just call me Allen.”

				“Okay, Allen, listen, I’m going to—”

				“What’s yours?”

				“What’s my what?”

				“Your name.”

				“Allen, I need you to write down a number. This is someone who knows how to help you.”

				“I don’t want another number. I want to talk to you. Tell me your name.”

				“Sorry, it’s against—”

				“I told you mine.”

				No, you didn’t, I thought, but stopped myself before I said it out loud. Just call me Allen? That’s not how you tell someone your name, for Pete’s sake.

				“Call me Jane.”

				“No! I want your real name. Tell me.”

				An icky feeling crawled up my spine. I put some steel in my voice. “Allen, take down this number: 555-2962. There’s someone there who’s trained in how to help you deal with your suicidal thoughts.”

				“You’re trying to foist me off on someone else? All I want to know is who I’m dealing with.” 

				My resolve wavered. It was against the rules of Heaven House to give out our names to the people who called the Helpline. For that matter, I shouldn’t still be talking to this guy. Volunteers were armed with a long list of experts who dealt with all sorts of different problems, from teenaged runaways to unplanned pregnancy, depression to spousal abuse, alcoholism to … suicide. If Philip had been honest enough to list Heaven House as a Help Referral Line in the phone book maybe this guy wouldn’t be so angry about having to call someone else.

				Still. There was something about him that gave me the creeps.

				“I’m not going to tell you my real name. That’s against the rules here. I’m here to help you find someone to talk to. Are you going to let me do that?”

				“No! All I want to know is who—” 

				A finger came down on the disconnect button. I went from staring stupidly at the phone to staring stupidly up at Philip. His cousin, Jude Carmichael, stood slightly behind him. I hadn’t heard either of them come in.

				“Should you have done that?” I finally managed.

				“I could hear him yelling. He’s a crank,” Philip said.

				I licked my lips, ambivalent about the intense relief I felt at the timely rescue. “But what if he really needed help?”

				Jude, his coat collar still turned up around his ears, shuffled his feet and looked at the floor. In the brief time I’d known him, I’d noticed that he did that a lot. When he spoke, I leaned closer so I could hear his soft voice. 

				“Then he should have taken it. You don’t have to put up with abuse, Sophie Mae. Philip should have told you. Sometimes people call in just to call in. They’re lonely.” He shuffled his feet again. I had the feeling he knew about lonely. “Or they’re weirdos. Like this guy. His next call will probably be heavy breathing and obscene language. He’s just bored.”

				“Well, he better not call back here, then.”

				Philip bent toward me. “Tell you what, babe. It’s your first night. Your shift’s almost over. Go ahead home.”

				“You sure?”

				“Yeah. It’s fine. My boy here can start his overnight shift early.”

				“That okay with you?” I asked Jude, since Philip hadn’t bothered.

				Jude shrugged and tried a smile. “Sure. I forward the calls to my cell and keep it on my night stand. It hardly ever rings.” He pulled a phone out of his pocket and started pushing buttons on the one on the desk.

				“I hope that guy didn’t scare you off,” Philip said.

				“No, I’ll be back,” I said. “Friday, right?”

				“That’ll be great. We’ll need your help. Friday night’ll be hoppin’!” He made it sound like great fun, taking all those desperate phone calls from people in horrible situations.

				Woo hoo!

				___

				So that was volunteer work, I thought as I drove home a little after nine. Not that Heaven House was likely to be the best example. Philip Heaven, grandson of the famous, or more accurately, infamous, Nathaniel Heaven, had started Heaven House in Cadyville over a year ago. Funded with money granted to the project by the foundation created after the old man’s death, it was a nonprofit organization devoted to the community of Cadyville. What that meant in practical terms was yet to be seen. 

				So far there was the helpline and a bunch of empty rooms. Philip had programs planned for teens and the elderly, for job training, for low-cost childcare and helping the housebound, and even for the environment. It was a vague hodgepodge of good intentions. I’d heard several months before that he’d brought in his cousin to help, but from what I could tell they needed more help than Jude could provide.

				The name was misleading, too, as most people assumed it was a religious organization. But Nathaniel had been a died-in-the-wool agnostic, and while the foundation didn’t actually ban religious activities altogether, it was clear in the informational packet provided to volunteers that the board would not grant funding to any activity that wasn’t open to people of any and all denominations or belief systems. 

				I pulled to the curb in front of the house I shared with Meghan Bly and her eleven-year-old daughter, Erin. Jumping out of my little Toyota pickup, I ran up the sidewalk. Rain spattered down for the twentieth day in a row, and the temperature hovered around forty-two degrees—typical weather in the Pacific Northwest in February. The damp air smelled of rotting leaves and wood smoke.

				In the foyer I shook like a dog, scattering the stray drops I hadn’t managed to avoid in my mad dash from the street. I waved at Meghan as I passed the doorway to the kitchen on my way to the stairs, breathing in the scent of freshly baked bread. 

				“Back in a sec,” I called over my shoulder and climbed to the second floor. 

				I poked my head into Erin’s room. “How’s it going?”

				Meghan’s daughter sat in bed, wedged in on one side by a stuffed platypus and on the other by a big purple hippo. Brodie, Erin’s aging Pembroke Welsh Corgi, lay on his back, legs splayed open as he slept by her feet. His right eye cracked open so he could peer at me upside down, then squeezed shut again. A textbook lay open on Erin’s lap, and she looked up from scribbling on loose-leaf notepaper when I spoke. Her elfin features held pure disgust. 

				“I hate math. I hate algebra, I hate geometry, and I plan on hating trigonometry and calculus as well.” She squinted blue-gray eyes at me and shook her head of dark curls for emphasis. 

				“Trig? When do you start that?” Could be next week for all I knew. She was in an advanced class and last year had blown by everything I’d retained from my English major’s admittedly pitiful math education. But trig? In the fifth grade?

				“And proofs. I hate proofs, too.”

				I had no idea what proofs were. I went in and looked at what she was working on. Drawn on the wide-ruled paper was a y-axis. And an x-axis. Lines connected some of the points in the grid. I still had no idea what proofs were.

				“Looks like a graph,” I said. “What are you supposed to be proving?”

				The look she gave me was full of pity.

				“Okay. Well, I’m going to change my clothes and go talk to your mom. So, er, g’night.”

				She sighed. “Goodnight, Sophie Mae.”

				I smiled to myself as I went down the hallway to my room and changed into my flannel pjs. Erin was a drama queen. It would only get worse as she morphed from tween to teen, but at heart she was such a great kid I knew she’d make it through okay. 

				I just hoped Meghan and I made it through okay, too.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Downstairs, I sliced a hunk off the loaf cooling on the counter and grabbed a jar of peanut butter and some homemade raspberry freezer jam out of the fridge. Meghan raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow at me as I settled in at our butcher-block kitchen table and began slathering a thick layer of peanut butter on the warm bread.

				“What? I didn’t eat dinner.”

				“Okay,” she said, and turned back to the lunch she was packing Erin for school. Meghan and Erin looked even more alike than you’d expect from a mother and daughter, with identical glossy dark hair, delicate bone structure and short, slight frames. Meghan’s eyes were a little brighter blue. I, on the other hand, had little in common with the Bly girls. My hair was straight and blonde and hung in a practical braid down my back; I’d been told my green eyes were pretty, and sometimes I believed it; I was a little taller, and a little heavier. But who wasn’t? Meghan couldn’t have weighed much more than a hundred pounds. 

				I sighed at that thought, then noted with triumph there was already a peanut butter and jam sandwich on the counter beside Erin’s lunch bag. Ha! If it was good enough for her kid, it was good enough for me. 

				“Is Erin doing her math?” Meghan asked, completely unaware of my covetous feelings about her waistline.

				“Yep. And loudly hating every minute of it.”

				“I don’t care, as long as she’s doing it. She’s been so obsessed with studying for that spelling bee coming up that she’s been neglecting it.”

				“There are worse problems than your child avoiding her math homework because she’s studying spelling words.”

				Meghan threw me a glance over her shoulder and turned back to the big fat brownie she was encasing in cling wrap. “I know.” She shrugged. “I think I’d feel better about the bee if she weren’t doing it just because she’s got a crush on Jonathan Bell.”

				I eyed the brownie. “Who’s he?”

				She turned around and rolled her eyes. “You are so clueless sometimes. He’s been over here studying almost every day after school. They’re spending too much time together.”

				“Meghan, they’re eleven.”

				“Eleven is the new fifteen,” she said.

				“I don’t get that. Then how can twenty-six be the new twenty-one, with kids living with their parents until they’re practically middle-aged?”

				She cocked her head. “Good point. We should talk to someone about that.”

				“Damn straight,” I said.

				“How was the Helpline?” she asked.

				“Um. It was okay. A little sad. Kind of boring. Until the end, at least. This creep called and said he was going to kill himself, but then seemed more interested in finding out my name than in slicing his wrists.”

				“Sophie Mae! You can’t make fun of people who call in to the Helpline.”

				“No, really, he was creepy. Philip hung up on him. He even sent me home early. I think he was afraid I’d quit right then and there.”

				“Did the man who called get the number of someone to help him?”

				“I gave it to him, but I don’t know if he wrote it down.”

				“Oh, that poor soul. I hope he’s okay.”

				“Um, yeah. Me, too.” Which was true, of course. Never mind that the main reason I volunteered at Heaven House was because Meghan had talked me into it. 

				I changed the subject. “Have you decided what we should take to the preserves exchange?”

				“Oh, God, I’d forgotten. It’s tomorrow night, isn’t it?” She walked to the pantry, opened the door and peered in. “We pickled extra asparagus last spring; it’s cured almost a year, so it’ll be just right.”

				“Okay, but leave some for us.” 

				She turned around and gave me a look. “We’ll make more in May, you know.”

				“But a year, Meghan. You said it yourself—it’s better after it sits a while. And it’s only February.”

				A ghost of a smile crossed her face, and she turned back to the open doorway. “We have a ton of watermelon pickles.”

				“Watermelon pickles,” I moaned. “I love watermelon pickles.”

				“We can make more of those next summer, too.”

				“Keep a few jars. Please, please, please?”

				“God, you’re worse than Erin. Of course I’ll keep a few jars, if only for you children.”

				“Hey.”

				“Do you think we should whip up another batch of wine jelly in the morning? Everyone loves to eat that with beef and lamb, and it’s done in a jiffy.”

				But I wasn’t really listening. I was thinking about all the good stuff we were about to have added to our pantry. The preserves exchange was another project at Heaven House, though it was designed less to aid the community and more for the volunteers. It was based on an old Cadyville town tradition. During the Depression, Cadyville High School had sponsored a preserved food contest for the senior girls. They canned and pickled and jellied frantically for weeks; whoever canned the most food won the recognition of their peers and the kudos of a grateful town. It probably didn’t hurt much in the search for a husband, either. 

				And Cadyville was grateful because most of the food preserved for the contest went straight into the kitchen of the local hospital to feed the patients all year long. It sounded like a perfect setup—the hospital won, and the girls had a chance to compete in something meaningful, both in terms of charity and in terms of learning how to preserve food for their future families. Though, truth be told, most of them were probably old hands at such things by the ripe old age of eighteen.

				Thirty is the new eighteen …

				Anyway, the preserves exchange at Heaven House worked in much the same way, except we only exchanged among ourselves. So many of the volunteers at Heaven House were great cooks, and this way we got to sample each other’s home-preserved specialties. 

				Thaddeus Black would bring brandied peaches. Nothing like those eaten with a little vanilla-bean ice cream in front of an apple-wood fire on a cold snowy night. Yum. I hoped his niece, Ruth Black, would bring her famous blueberry conserve, perfect baked as a tart filling in a shortbread crust. There would be dilly green beans and bread-and-butter pickles and homemade sauerkraut for the best Reuben sandwiches in the world or to stew with lamb sausage in the slow cooker all day. I’d heard rumors of relishes, beets, marinated mushrooms and corn. If everything went as planned, everyone would have well-stocked and varied pantries. 

				Mmmm …

				“Sophie Mae! What are you doing?”

				I looked down to where I was about to double dip into the peanut butter jar with the biggest spoon in the silverware drawer. 

				“Mmmph.” I said. Which meant, “I have no idea how this happened, but I require milk this very instant.”

				I headed to the refrigerator, bending just a bit under Meghan’s look of mild reprimand. 

				“No drinking out of the carton.”

				I poured the milk into a tall glass and swigged it. Once again able to talk, I said, “Jeez. One little faux pas with the peanut butter, and you act like I’m going to start eating like a guy or something.”

				“Don’t you dare,” she said.

				I grinned. “I’m off to bed. See you in the a.m.”

				“Uh huh. Don’t forget the phone, ‘Honeybunch.’”

				“Shut up,” I said and walked out, snagging the cordless phone off the hall table as I passed by. Behind me, Meghan laughed.

				___

				“It was okay,” I said, repeating what I had said to Meghan about my evening of volunteer work to Barr Ambrose. “I’m not so sure I like the kind of clientele you get to talk to, though.”

				“Hell, Sophie Mae, the point is to help people in trouble who don’t have anyplace else to turn. Those folks tend to be a tad less refined than you or me.”

				“That’s not what I mean. I talked to a couple of people who probably fall a lot higher on the social scale than I do. But there was a kind of scary guy this evening, and I bet he’s only the first. It’s not because they’re bad people or anything. It’s just that desperation makes you do things you wouldn’t otherwise do. Like I did last October. And that’s a little … frightening.”

				He was silent for a moment, and I knew he was thinking about the fact that I’d burned someone quite badly the previous fall, trying to keep Erin safe. That was okay, though: the silence. I liked Barr’s silences. Rather, I liked the silences that fell between us. They felt full, not empty. Comfortable. I hadn’t felt that with anyone since my husband had died five years before.

				“What did the scary guy do?” he asked. Trust him to zero in on the one thing I wished I hadn’t mentioned. Barr was a detective, make that the detective, on the Cadyville police force, and while that was nice in many ways, he did have a way of blowing the idea of me being in danger all out of proportion.

				“It was nothing,” I said.

				“Sophie Mae.”

				“No, really. Just that desperation I was telling you about. Made me a little uncomfortable. I’ll get used to it. And I really like the idea of helping people out. Maybe I can make a difference in somebody’s life. You know, like in a big way.”

				“You’re already making a big difference in somebody’s life, just by being your sweet self.”

				And that was why I took the phone to bed with me, whether Meghan teased me about it or not. Because that was the kind of thing I liked to hear right before going to sleep every night. Not big statements, but the little bits of sugar he’d slip in now and again. That and the fact that he really wanted to talk to me every night when we were apart. Even when he was working. In his gentle, understated way he made me feel special.

				“Aw,” I said. “Ain’t you sweet.”

				“Yes, I am. But I do have to go. I have at least two hours of paperwork to plod through before I can leave, and I’m working in the morning.”

				All the overtime Barr had to put in wore him out and tried my patience. “When are they going to hire another detective? Or at least make the uniformed officers do more of the investigative work?”

				“When they get the funding,” he said. “The Chief is working on it. And there’s only so much the uniforms can do.”

				“I don’t understand. How much crime is there in a little town like Cadyville, anyway?”

				“More than I’d like to tell you about. I spent most of this evening interviewing a woman who was attacked walking to her car after work. It happened right downtown. I want you to be extra careful, Sophie Mae. We haven’t caught the guy yet.”

				“When you say attacked …”

				“He didn’t rape her. But he might have if some high school kids hadn’t cut through that alley and scared him off. He left her bruised and shaken, but that’s all.”

				“That’s enough.”

				He murmured his agreement. “Just be careful. Goodnight.”

				“’Night. Sleep tight. You know, when you get a chance to sleep at all.”

				We rang off, and I lay in bed thinking. We weren’t to the I-love-you stage of things yet. That was okay. We’d been seeing each other for over three months, and I liked moving slowly after years of relationship hiatus. Not that everything was moving that slowly, mind you. But I got the feeling when Barr Ambrose said “I love you,” there would be a whole lot of strings attached. I was getting to like the idea of those strings, but I was still a little gun-shy. He knew that. I hoped that was why he was being so reticent. I sure didn’t want it to be because he didn’t know how he felt about me.

				The phone rang. I pushed the talk button quickly, afraid the shrill sound would wake Erin and Meghan, both of whom had turned out their bedside lights down the hall.

				“Forget something?” I asked.

				“Sophie Mae Reynolds.” 

				Oops. Not Barr. “Yes?”

				“Sophie Mae, Sophie Mae, Sophie Mae.” The man on the other end of the line softly sang my name.

				All snug in my flannel pjs, under my mountain of down comforter, I suddenly felt very cold. “Who is this?”

				“I found out your name after all, Sophie Mae. And that’s not all I found out.”

				“Allen?” I knew it wasn’t his real name, but I didn’t know what else to call him. Correction: I knew what else I wanted to call him, but that seemed like a bad idea at the moment.

				“I’ll call you again, soon. I’m looking forward to talking more.” And he hung up.

				I beeped off the phone and lay there for a few moments, trying to think. I could call Barr back. But what could he do? Just worry. And I’d already caused him enough worry. I’d figure out how to deal with this Allen jerk myself.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				A gentle rain pattered gently on the roof the next morning. Eventually, I got around to opening my eyes enough to peer at the clock on my nightstand. Six fourteen a.m. and still dark as night outside. My hand crept through the cool sheets to the other side of the bed before I really thought about it, but no one was there. Barr and I only spent a couple of nights a week together, always at his place, but I loved waking up with his tall, lanky form wrapped around me.

				I missed it more than usual this morning. 

				Why was that?

				Then I realized: waking up with Barr made me feel safe, and the mysterious Allen had me thoroughly freaked out.

				Well, thank heavens I’d remembered that, I thought as I let out  a whoosh of breath and threw back the covers. No more lollygagging around. I had work to do, and then I needed to find out from Philip whether they’d ever had problems with callers suddenly taking it into their pea brains to stalk the volunteers at Heaven House.

				At nine o’clock, after mixing a batch of lemon verbena soap and catching up on the wholesale invoicing for my handmade toiletry business, Winding Road Bath Products, I took a break and drove the few blocks downtown. In the daylight, Heaven House looked less than inviting. Just one block off the five-block length of First Street, it was a large brick cube, as wide and high as it was deep. Owned by the Heaven Foundation, for years the top floor held an apartment and office space, and the ground floor had been leased to a large antique “mall” where locals would bring their old crap and sell it to tourists on consignment. As soon as the lease expired, Philip Heaven had moved his personal brainchild into the building.

				One large room took up most of the main floor, with the big cheap desk I’d been sitting at the night before located near the front door. Along the back wall was a smaller room, empty so far, and to the left a larger one we all referred to as the game room, though it only had one game in it, and no furniture. The entrance to the unisex bathroom was at the rear of the building, by the back door. To the right were the stairs to the second floor. The whole building was old, with layers of paint and a persistent odor of musty mildew. 

				Philip was big on vision, but from what I could tell so far, not so great with detail or implementation. Luckily, he had a full-time assistant named Maryjake Dreggle. When I walked in she was sitting at the desk, peering at her computer monitor with a frown. Beside her, the pungent smells of chili and garlic wafted from a cardboard take-out container of Thai food.

				Her pale brown eyes brightened when she saw me. “How’d it go last night?”

				“Okay, I guess. Hey, I’ve got a question for you.”

				“Yeah?”

				“Ever have someone, you know, fixate on you before? A caller, on the Helpline?”

				“Fixate? Not really. I’ve had repeat callers. But mostly they just needed someone to talk to.” She shifted in her chair and put a booted foot up on the desk, displaying a heavily muscled leg between the top of her wool sock and the hem of the hiking shorts she insisted on wearing year round.

				“Did you refer them?” I asked.

				She pushed a chunk of her fuzzy dishwater-red hair behind one ear. “Sure. There was one woman, though. She and I seemed to connect, so I just let her spill her guts. I know it’s not what we’re supposed to do, but it seemed to help, and I referred her to a therapy network, too. She was going through a horrible divorce, and I’ve been there, too.”

				A completely different situation than the one I had with Allen. 

				“Philip up in his office?” I asked.

				Her frown returned. “He was. Not feeling so hot, though, so he may have given up on working, gone back into his apartment. But take a look.”

				I crossed the large open area and climbed the narrow stairs to Philip’s office and the apartment he’d taken over with the rest of the lease. 

				A short hallway at the top of the stairs revealed two doors, one of them closed. I strode to the open doorway and stopped, looking into the small office. The high ceiling sported beautifully carved molding, but the plain white walls remained unadorned, and fluorescent track lighting gave the space a stark quality. An ashtray on the windowsill betrayed Philip’s sneak smoking, and the brisk tone in the air suggested he’d recently closed the window. Unfortunately, the room still smelled of stale cigarette smoke … and something else. I wrinkled my nose.

				Philip’s heavy oak desk, situated at an oblique angle to the door, completely dominated the room. Good feng shui, he’d told me. I had no idea whether he was right, and furthermore didn’t understand why anyone who ran a nonprofit organization funded entirely through a family foundation would care about situating his office to make money. But what did I know? Maybe it was actually more about success than money.

				In which case he might have been holding his book on feng shui upside down when he’d decided how to place the desk, because Heaven House didn’t exactly qualify as a successful enterprise. The only thing that would solve that problem was a director with more focus than Philip would ever possess.

				I hesitated, not sure if I was interrupting his work, but after several moments I realized he wasn’t really reading anything on the computer monitor in front of him so much as staring a hole in it. The harsh light reflected from his scalp under the sparse sweep of a bad comb-over. I cleared my throat and stepped into the room. When he looked up, I was shocked. 

				Philip Heaven looked like hell.

				“Hey, babe! How’s it going? Just couldn’t stay away until Friday, huh?” The words fit his usual persona, but they slurred together as if he were drunk. His eyes looked like two holes burned in a blanket, their muted hazel coloring eclipsed by red-rimmed lids. His nostrils flared over a two-day stubble, and his naturally pale complexion had taken on the moist appearance of newly risen bread dough.

				“Holy crap. You should be in bed,” I said.

				“That an offer?”

				Oh, good Lord. Fine. Not my problem if he didn’t have the sense of a gnat. But I stepped back in the doorway. Whatever he had, I didn’t want any of it.

				I told him about Allen calling me at home the previous evening.

				“He called you at your house? How’d he get your number?” He didn’t look pleased. In fact, he acted like it was my fault “Allen” had decided to harass me.

				“I was hoping you could tell me.”

				“Well, I didn’t give it to him,” he said.

				“He shouldn’t even have known my name.”

				“Well, I didn’t give him that, either.” He sounded defensive. “You’re the only one who talked to the guy.” He coughed, then gasped for a couple breaths as if he couldn’t get enough air. 

				My brow wrinkled. He sounded like he had pneumonia. “Listen, I’m not blaming you. I just wondered if this had happened before. You know, see if there’s a protocol to follow.”

				“No. Never before. No protocol.” More gasping.

				I couldn’t help it. “Philip, are you okay? I really think you should lie down. Or maybe go to the clinic down the street.” 

				He waved his hand at me, dismissing the idea. “It’s just something I ate. I don’t know what to tell you about this guy, babe. I’d go beat him up for you, but we don’t know who he is.”

				As if Philip could have beaten up a kitten right then. “I’ll figure it out. Thanks for your help.” More like thanks for nothing.

				He licked his lips. “You know, I get threats all the time.”

				I paused in the act of turning toward the door. “Really? Why would anyone threaten you?”

				He shrugged. “Most of them don’t come to anything.”

				I squinted at him. “What do they say?”

				His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “Various things. Most of them reflect wishes for unpleasant things to happen to me.”

				I wondered if I’d stumbled into something. Maybe Allen was less interested in me than in getting to Philip somehow. “This has happened recently?”

				He looked away and rubbed his fingertips across his lips. “Yeah.”

				“Somebody threatened you—did you tell the police about it?”

				“Sort of. Sophie Mae, it doesn’t have anything to do with that caller.”

				“How do you know?”

				“Because my latest threat was not exactly anonymous.” He looked back at me, and I saw his Adam’s apple work again as he tried to swallow. “Have you ever had your lips go numb?”

				“Numb? No,” I said. “Philip, is there some reason you’re not taking this last threat seriously?”

				“It’s just someone letting off steam. Are you still coming on Friday?” His skin had taken on a weird grayish tinge. 

				“You look terrible. Go to bed.”

				“Friday?” he repeated. 

				I counted to ten. “Yes. I’ll be here on Friday. I said I would, and I will. Okay?”

				“You should call the police about this Allen character,” he said.

				“Maybe. I’ll think about it.” Of course, calling the police in my case was the same thing as putting my boyfriend on high alert. I wasn’t sure if that was a good idea or not.

				“He probably followed you home from the parking lot,” Philip said.

				An involuntary shiver tickled my shoulder blades. “Oh, that’s very helpful. Thank you for that thought. I’m going to go now.”

				“Maybe he’s been following you for a while. Maybe it has nothing to do with the Helpline. Call the police, babe. I mean it.” 

				“Sounds like you might want to do the same,” I said.

				He turned and threw up all over the wall. 

				“Holy shit!” It just sort of slipped out before I could stop it. I mean, I wasn’t trying to make the guy feel bad; he obviously felt pretty bad as it was. His head lolled back and he slid off his chair. 

				“Maryjake,” I called, hurrying around the desk. And then again, louder. “Maryjake!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				Philip’s mouth opened and closed like a beached fish now, but he wasn’t making much noise. With rigid fingers, he clawed at the side of the desk. I was on the phone with emergency services when Maryjake hit the doorway. She saw Philip’s feet sticking out from behind the desk and rushed around to join us. Now there were three of us in that tiny space, and I stepped back against the wall to make room, urging the 911 operator to send an ambulance as soon as possible. 

				“Oh, God! Philip, honey, what happened? Oh, God. Ohgodohgodohgod.” She dissolved into a puddle by his side.

				Honey? I spared the briefest of moments wondering what Maryjake’s husband, James, would think of that.

				“I don’t know what’s wrong with him,” I said into the phone. “He can’t seem to breathe, and he threw up.” All over the wall. Which I was leaning against. I shut my eyes, trying to remember how high the splatter had gone, and instinctively put a few inches between myself and the plaster. I suspected it was too late, though.

				Ew, ew, ew.

				“Yes. Thank you. I hear them now,” I told the operator, and hung up.

				The sirens got louder as I maneuvered around Maryjake sobbing all over Philip, now eerily quiet, his eyes closed. 

				“Maryjake, they’re going to need to get to him. Come on. Let’s move the desk to the side.” 

				“Oh, Phillllllllip.” Her voice quavered like Laura Petry’s on the old Dick Van Dyke Show as she stood and ran out of the room.

				Great. 

				I bent to try and move the desk by myself. Philip grabbed my arm and pulled me down toward him. Eyes open again, his gaze slid blearily around the ceiling. His mouth worked as he tried to speak. He smelled like cigarettes and vomit, but I forced myself to lean close to his lips.

				“Threat. Meant it.” He breathed the words against my ear. 

				“Who did?” I demanded.

				But his lids fluttered down, and the grip on my arm loosened. Putting my ear to his chest, I tried to determine whether he was still breathing. Barely, and his heartbeat sounded way too loud. 

				I heard voices downstairs and called out, “Up here.” 

				Boots pounded up the old wooden stairs. Maryjake darted in with a damp washcloth in her hand just before the bevy of uniformed men began filing into the room. She knelt over Philip and put the cloth on his forehead. It seemed an odd way to address an emergency medical situation, but what did I know?

				If I’d thought there were too many people in the room before, now it turned into a how-many-people-can-you-fit-in-a-phone-booth thing. I struggled through the paramedics, which was not nearly as unpleasant as it sounds, and out to the hallway. Behind me Maryjake shrieked, whether because of the thoroughly uncharacteristic hysteria that seemed to have grabbed her, or because of anger at the paramedics asking her to move or leave, I didn’t know. 

				One of the uniformed men followed me down the short hall. We paused outside the closed door to Philip’s apartment, and I turned to him.

				“Why so many EMTs?” I asked.

				He shrugged. “Everyone at the station was available. Plus, we’re training.” 

				The last time I’d called for paramedics only two had shown up. Of course, the man I’d called them for had been dead. But still.

				Tall, blond, and cute-as-a-button spoke again. “You’re the one who called?”

				I nodded.

				“Tell me what happened.”

				“We were just talking. He didn’t look so hot. In fact, his assistant—” I pointed toward the office to indicate Maryjake, and he nodded his understanding, “—told me before I came up that he wasn’t feeling well this morning. His speech was slurred, he couldn’t seem to catch his breath, and then he threw up. After that he kind of turned gray and collapsed.” I craned my neck to try and see if I had Heaven barf on my behind, then realized how strange my contortions must look. 

				He had a few more questions, but I couldn’t really shed any more light on the situation. When he’d finished, Mr. Paramedic gave me a smile and thanked me. 

				As I noticed his pretty white teeth, the little voice that lived in the back of my brain noted ironically that having sex on a regular basis seemed to have a kind of ripple effect; getting more, I wanted more. It then reminded me not to leer, and I complied. I did, however, continue to stand with my back to the wall as he walked away so I wouldn’t inadvertently show any unsavory smears that might be on my backside. 

				“Is he going to be okay?” I called.

				The paramedic turned. “I don’t know.” And this time he didn’t smile, not one bit.

				Suddenly my calm didn’t seem so laudable. Suddenly I felt like a horrible person. Philip was obnoxious and silly and rude and terribly inefficient, but I didn’t want anything truly bad to happen to him. I mean, so he called me babe all the time. It was kind of cute, really. 

				Wasn’t it? 

				I leaned against the wall and covered my face with my hands.

				___

				They took Philip off to the hospital, and I sent a hysterical Maryjake home. I stayed to answer the Helpline, until Ruth Black showed up for her volunteer shift. I practically wept on her shoulder when she walked in the door, I was so grateful to be able to leave. Ruth, seventy and sassy with her spiked white hair and an elaborate quilted cardigan that looked more like a work of art than something to wear, accepted my enthusiastic welcome with good grace, though the look she gave me wasn’t exactly sympathetic.

				The morning had evaporated. What had started as a quick break had turned into three traumatic hours. At home Meghan greeted me with a frustrated, “Where have you been?”

				She’d had to begin the process of making wine jelly without me, and obviously wasn’t very happy about it. Two dozen squat jelly jars sat waiting on a towel on the counter, still steaming from the sterilization process. On the stove, the huge black canning kettle roiled with boiling water. Meghan slowly stirred the beautiful deep red liquid in the double boiler, melting sugar into the hot cabernet sauvignon before adding the pectin that would cause it to gel. 

				“I’m sorry. I have a good excuse, though.” I poured a cup of coffee and took over stirring, filling her in on the excitement at Heaven House.

				“Oh, my God. Is he going to be okay?” she asked when I’d finished. 

				She’d added the pectin to the mixture while I’d been talking, and now I skimmed a little foam off the top while she fitted the pouring funnel into the first jar. 

				Grimacing as I ladled out the hot wine jelly, I said, “I don’t know. That paramedic didn’t look very happy.”

				“I’m calling the hospital.” Meghan left to get the phone, wiping her hands on a well-stained floursack dishtowel.

				I continued ladling until all the jars were filled and began fitting the lids on and affixing them with the screw-on metal bands. I heard Meghan murmuring in the other room. I had just placed the first set of jars in the boiling water canner, replaced the lid and set the timer when she came back in.

				“Philip’s in the ICU.”

				“Do they know what’s wrong with him?” I asked.

				Meghan bit her lip. “This isn’t official information, by the way. They don’t just give that out. But I called someone I know over there. Apparently it could be a ton of things, maybe even a stroke, but they’re thinking it was probably something he ate.”

				I leaned against the counter and stared at the runnels of collected moisture making vertical worm tracks on the steamed-up window over the sink. 

				Threat. Meant it. 

				Had someone poisoned Philip Heaven?

				“Are you okay? It must have been awful,” Meghan said.

				“Well, it wasn’t fun.”

				“Why’d you go over there this morning anyway? Forget something last night?”

				I turned and looked at her. “I went over to find out from Philip whether there had been any other instances of a caller to the Helpline focusing on a particular volunteer.”

				“Is this about the suicidal man last night?”

				“Mm hmm. Did you hear the phone ring after you’d gone to bed?”

				She nodded, her head cocked a little to one side. “Wasn’t it Barr?”

				“Nope. It was Mr. Just-Call-Me-Allen. He wanted to let me know he knew who I was. And my phone number.” Her eyes widened a fraction. “And probably where I live,” I added, almost against my will.

				“Does Barr know?”

				“I’ll call him. I’m sure it’s nothing to be concerned about, but I’ll call him.”

				Meghan looked worried. 

				“Listen,” I said. “I still have a ton to do yet today. A gazillion retail orders to fill, and I have eight dozen Saltea Bags to make for that company in North Carolina that took all those samples at the Handmade Toiletries Trade Show.”

				I was a soap maker. Well, to be more accurate, soap was only a part of my repertoire—I designed, produced, and sold a variety of handmade toiletries in my workroom in the basement of Meghan’s house. I lived in the house, too, and paid rent. We’d been housemates since shortly after my husband died and she divorced that son-of-a-, well, you know … her ex. Richard. 

				Dick was pretty much out of the picture now, living in California with his mother, the Wicked Witch of the West, waiting out his parole and no doubt whining like the dickens the whole time.

				Anyway. Meghan and I both worked out of the house, which made it handy Erin-wise, especially because we could coordinate our schedules. I’d been so busy lately that I’d been really bad about my side of coordinating things, though. Luckily, Meghan was pretty understanding about that. She was a massage therapist, and she had her busy times, too, when I tried to step up more on the domestic front.

				“You look tired,” she said. “Need any help?”

				“Kyla and Cyan are coming after school this afternoon, so they can help me package up the wholesale order if I mix it up right away. And I should be able to knock out the retail orders either before they get here or after they leave, and then send those out first thing tomorrow. Besides, don’t you have clients today?”

				She was wearing her work uniform: a soft white cotton T-shirt and loose gray yoga pants folded down to expose a narrow strip of her tiny waist. This woman had had a child? I sighed and tugged my sweater down.

				“I do,” she said. “Two this afternoon, starting in half an hour, and then I’m going by the hospital to work on a couple of physical therapy patients.”

				She’d recently branched out to work in the Caladia Acres Nursing Home and the hospital in the neighboring town of Everett. No wonder she knew someone who would tell her what was going on with Philip. 

				“I’ll be here at three when Erin gets home from school,” I said.

				She looked relieved. “Good. I didn’t have a chance to talk to you before I committed to the hospital thing. I’ll finish up this jelly so you can get to work. And by the way, the Chase boys are going to be working on the chicken coop today. Luke said they’d be setting the corner posts in cement.”

				Luke and Seth Chase, both in their early twenties, had moved into the house two doors down with their father. The previous fall Walter Hanover, our local handyman, had died. We were thrilled when both our clay artist friend Bette and Walter’s former landlady, Mavis Gray, told us about the Chase brothers starting up a handyman business. They’d put new vinyl in Bette’s tiny kitchen, and Mavis told us they’d done a nice job cleaning her roof and gutters. When we decided to keep a few laying hens in the back yard, we contacted them to see if they’d take on the job of building their quarters.

				I bolted my coffee and poured another cup to take downstairs to my workroom with me. 

				“Sophie Mae?”

				I paused mid-pour. Something in her voice. “Yeah?”

				“Did you see Kelly O’Connell when you were at Heaven House this morning?”

				“Who?”

				She flapped her hand at me. “Never mind. Go. Work.” The timer dinged, and she began lifting steaming jars of jelly out of the canner. 

				“Okay.” I’d find out what that was about later. Right now I wanted to call Barr and tell him what had happened. Was I completely off-base, thinking someone had intentionally slipped Philip something lethal? Fear had shown from his eyes as he whispered those words to me. Or was I projecting that onto him? I was quite frightened myself at the time, I had to admit. Maybe Barr could put things into perspective. 

				Downstairs, I looked out at the back yard and alley from the large windows that ran the entire length of my spacious workroom. I liked to have as much natural light as possible while I mixed and packaged and labeled my various Winding Road bath products. I watched a pair of stellars jays chowing down at the bird feeder as I waited for Barr to answer his cell. No luck. I left a message. He’d get back to me when he had a chance. 

				Outside, the sky was a smooth, even gray, dark enough to make me wonder whether dawn had given up rather than bother trying to break through the muck above. I opened the back door and took a deep whiff of the winter air of the Pacific Northwest, a mix of green moss, red cedar, and yellowed leaves. The combination calmed me. The moisture in the air was palpable against my exposed face and the backs of my hands.

				Luke and Seth came around the edge of the house, each carrying a four-by-four post. Now I identified the scent of cedar as coming from the pile of posts stacked near the house and covered with a bright blue tarp. 

				“Hey, Sophie Mae,” Luke said, nodding in my direction as he walked past. With his dark hair, dark eyes, strong jaw and high cheekbones, he walked with the cocky confidence of someone who knows they’re good looking. His brother Seth’s eyes flashed up to meet mine for a split second. His mouth turned up in a quick, nervous smile, and then it was gone. Without a word he took his post over and laid it by one of the holes they’d dug the day before. The younger boy had received the toned-down version of his brother’s looks, and apparently a toned-down version of his personality, too.

				“Hey,” I said. “You’re going to be setting those this morning?”

				He nodded.

				“What if it rains?”

				Luke answered. “Won’t hurt anything. Mostly taking advantage of the mild temperature. Can’t do cement work like this in the winter where we come from.”

				“And where would that be?” I asked.

				“Kansas. Wichita.”

				“What on earth brought you out to our little corner of the universe?”

				“Dad transferred. Boeing.”

				“Ah.”

				I’d heard their mother was dead, and Mavis Gray said it had happened recently. No doubt Mr. Chase was ready for a fresh start. I was a little surprised the boys had come with him, as old as they were. It was nice to think they’d remained intact as a family.

				Luke turned back to his post, a hint, no doubt, for me to let him get on with his work. I took it and went back inside to face my own to-do list.

				___

				Three hours later I’d mixed the salts, soda, citric acid, green tea, herbs and oils for four kinds of Saltea bags—rosemary, citrus, lavender, and spearmint—and made a bit of headway on filling orders from my website. Kyla and Cyan Waters would be arriving any moment to put in a couple of hours of work, and Erin was due home from school. I’d called Barr again and left another message, but he hadn’t called me back yet. I was a little surprised. It wasn’t like I made a habit of calling him when he was working.

				But a barrage of other phone calls had interrupted my task-filled afternoon. Word was getting around about what had happened to Philip, and the HH volunteers were trying to decide whether or not to go ahead with the preserves exchange that evening. Finally, I tracked down Jude Carmichael, and he said that since he hadn’t been able to reach all the participants, we’d go ahead with the exchange as planned. I had mixed feelings about that, but agreed.

				Upstairs, I opened the front door, and Brodie charged out of the house, rushed to the side yard, and lifted his leg. Poor guy; I should have taken a break sooner. As I waited for him to finish, I kept seeing Philip’s gray face and the desperate look in his eye as he tried to pull oxygen into his lungs. Being in the intensive care unit didn’t bode well, but surely they’d bring him around. Wouldn’t they? And then he’d be able to share the name of whoever had threatened him. 

				The little guy finished his business and trotted arthritically back to the front porch where I waited. I looked up and down the street, thinking about what Philip had said about Allen following me home. I pictured him as a dark, shadowy figure waiting in the dark parking lot of Heaven House, watching as I ran through the rain to my pickup. Following me through Cadyville to my street, my home, and watching me hurry inside to get out of the rain. 

				Wait a minute. That was silly. Following me wouldn’t give him my name. It wouldn’t give him our phone number. Philip was full of crap. Bless his heart, I amended.

				I needed to think. 

				And that meant … chocolate.

				Brodie followed me into the kitchen, his nails clicking rhythmically on the wood floor. But we seemed to be out of the chunks of dark chocolate we bought on a regular basis at Trader Joe’s. I rooted around in the cupboard and came up with a box of hot cocoa mix. When life gives you lemons, make lemonade. When it gives you a box of hot cocoa mix, make it triple strong and use half water, half coffee.

				It only took two sips of that mixture before my brain kicked in. Two more swallows for fortitude, and I ran back out through the drizzle to my Toyota. My unlocked Toyota. The only time I ever locked it was when there was something to steal in it, and that was, well, pretty much never. It didn’t even have a decent stereo.

				The glove box was open.
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