
        
            
                
            
        

    
Synopsis
 

What do you do when you fall through the loopholes in the system and all you have to rely on are your own wits?

 

Lois and Sophie have scrambled and saved for years, planning for their retirement in Florida. But now they've lost it all, and Lois's sniper training from her long-ago service as an Army nurse leads to a desperate career choice.

 

When Detective Morgan Holiday is assigned to investigate a spate of sniper killings, it's just one more stress point in her already overburdened life. But as she grows increasingly solitary—coping with an Alzheimer’s-plagued mother who refuses to be confined to a nursing home, and a police partner counting the days to retirement—she comes to realize that these murders may cut close to home.

 

A modern morality tale of justice, retribution, and women who refuse to be politely invisible. 
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Chapter One
 

Detective Morgan Holiday believed that Satan, herself, invented blazers. She owned a dozen of them. Originally, she’d planned to have two for each season. As it turned out, her weight tended to go up and down depending on her case-clearance rate, and her clearance rate hadn’t been good lately, so she needed one for each season in three different sizes. At eight a.m., June 4, when the call came in, her slightly snug-in-the-shoulders black linen was hanging on the back of her chair. She was sipping strong coffee from the shop on the corner and chewing on a plain whole-grain bagel. Her partner, Henry Zimmerman, was in the building but not at his desk. He’d stopped pretending he was ready to work before ten o’clock a month ago when he announced that he was retiring soon.

The light on the phone flashed, and she hurriedly swallowed a partially chewed bit of bagel. “Homicide. Detective Holiday.”

The uniform on the other end identified himself, then dispensed with formality.  “We got somethin’ here that don’t look good.”

Holiday picked up a pen and took down the details. Then she grabbed her blazer and headed toward the break room to find Henry.

A few minutes later she was making a trip across town in the usual manner. She drove, Henry complained. She didn’t use the lights or siren; according to the uniform, the victim had been dead for a while. She crossed through downtown, fighting the tail end of morning traffic. Then she took a side street and drove through an established, high-end neighborhood. The houses, probably built in the 1940s or ’50s, were large two-story Cape Cods centered on half-acre lots where mature trees often hid them from view. She didn’t see the black-and-white on the first pass.

“I’m getting so I hate every call,” Henry said. “The excitement’s gone. This job feels like I’m thirty years into a bad marriage. I look at other guys my age. Nice cars.  Grandchildren…” Henry had three divorces behind him. Morgan had one.

“Christ, Henry,” Morgan said, “you’d complain if you were hung with a new rope.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

Morgan shrugged. “Just something my ex-husband used to say. I think new ropes give a little. So if you’re hung with a new one, your toes might touch the ground.”

“Did he say that about you?” Henry asked. After a few seconds he added, “Did he think you complained a lot?” 

Morgan glanced in Henry’s direction. He was surveying his side of the street although the even house number told them the address was on the driver’s side. All she could see was the back of his head. He’d had more hair when they first partnered up. She considered his question. Did she complain a lot? Not back then, she hadn’t. Her marriage had been a good one. Foolishly, she’d walked away from it because of her neighbor’s wife, which sounded like a goddamn cliché.

Henry turned toward her. His face was flushed and he sounded winded, though he hadn’t exerted himself. “Look, hon,” he said. (She hated it when he called her “hon” and he knew it.) “Old folks got a right to complain.”

Morgan spotted the black-and-white up near the house and swung the unmarked car onto the wide driveway. As they got out, a young uniform came around from the side yard.

“It’s in back.”

“You or anybody move anything?” He probably hadn’t, but it was important to ask.   

“No. Trash collectors called it in a little over an hour ago. They’re waiting for you back there.”

With long strides, she rounded the corner of the house and the crime-scene tape stopped her. She took everything in. A Ralph’s Garbage truck was parked, still idling, in the alley, which was easily 200 feet from the back of the house. Three men sat next to the garage on a wooden bench. The older one looked purposefully at his watch.

The body lay in the sun. Holiday and Zimmerman ducked under the yellow tape and carefully approached the patio.

“Blood spatter fifteen feet or so.” The uniform pointed at the back of the house.

Henry went toward it and he glanced back at the body. “Jeez. We got some brain matter here too.”

The late spring morning was heating up, and Morgan was starting to sweat beneath her blazer. She pulled it off and draped it over her left arm.

“You okay?” Henry asked. He did this at every grisly crime scene. Blood and brains had stopped bothering her a long time ago, but Henry had been with her on the first call. He’d held her head while she puked and never let her forget it.

“I’ll miss your coddling,” Morgan said. She turned to the uniform. “You canvassed the neighborhood yet?”

The uniform dug a notepad from his back pocket and studied it. “Neighbors to the east are gone. House on the other side, I asked a woman,” he checked his pad, “Leona Pratt, if she saw or heard anyone, and she said that last night during Seinfeld, she heard something that might have been a shot. She’d assumed it was her teenage son,” he checked his notes again, “Joby, upstairs with his TV too loud. She said this guy, Zach Ingram, lived alone. Wife and kids moved out over two years ago. Worked long hours and rarely had company.”

Morgan pulled out her notebook and wrote the victim’s name. “Did she say where he worked these long hours?”

“She wasn’t sure what he did, but it had something to do with nursing homes.”

“Anything else?”

“After eight when my backup got here. Aside from a maid in the house across the street, the rest of the houses were already empty. Everyone probably gone to work.”

“Did you talk to the kid?”

“What kid?”

“Teenager with the loud TV.”

The uniform shook his head. “Mrs. Pratt was alone. The kid had left for school already. She said he has a seven thirty calculus class.”

“Talk to her again. See what you can find out about this guy’s inner circle.”

“Right.” The uniform made some notes and walked away.

Moments later Morgan stood next to the body, staring down. Almost half the head was gone. The bloody wound, coagulated to black and crimson in spots, was alive with insects. Even the street gangs on the other end of town didn’t use weapons that would make this kind of mess. It had to have been an assault rifle or something military.           “This guy had his shoes blown off.” Henry pointed. “One over there beneath the picnic table. The other next to his left foot.”

“Probably should get some photos.”

“Camera’s in the car,” Henry said. “If you want to interview the garbage guys, I’ll take some pictures and watch for the crime-scene techs.”

Morgan nodded, turned away, and ducked under the yellow tape again. The trash collectors sat on the bench, waiting. The older, heavyset, light-skinned black man was probably the driver. Surely he wouldn’t lift and move full trash cans all day. A younger, darker, solid-built black man and a slim white guy, who, under closer scrutiny, could be a woman, sat as far apart as possible on the narrow bench.

Morgan motioned the older guy out of range of the others’ hearing and introduced herself. She recorded his name, Alonzo Thomas, careful to get the middle initial, J. She asked his age and discovered, though he looked older, he was in his late forties, just a few years older than she was.

Poised with notebook and pen ready, she said, “Tell me, in your own words, what happened this morning.”

He looked heavenward and said, “We was coming down the alley like any other morning. Cans supposed to be pulled out there, but this guy forgets often as not. Last time he did, we went on by and he called the office and raised hell. So when we come to this house and I seen the cans wasn’t out, I told Tashaun to take CJ, go up and carry them back.” 

Alonzo Thomas stopped and took a couple of deep breaths while Morgan kept writing. Finally she prompted him. “You told Tashaun and J.T. to go up to the house—”

“CJ.”

“Yes, CJ, thank you.”

“Next thing I know, Tashaun come running back to the truck. He jump up on the running board and look at me all wide-eyed. So, I says, ‘What happen, boy?’ And he says, ‘We got to get out of here—they’s a dead body up there.’ I look past him and see CJ standing over by the garage on her cell phone, and I say, ‘Who she calling?’ Turn out it was the po’lice. It was all I could do to keep Tashaun here. His parole’s almost up. He don’t want to be associated with no dead body. I told him it’d be okay. It will, won’t it, ma’am?” 

A breeze carried the smells of garbage and exhaust fumes toward them. Sweat was running between Morgan’s breasts and the back of her neck was moist. She looked at the round-faced man, who was smiling, encouragingly, she supposed. “I just need to get a statement from those two and you’ll be free to go. I may need you to come down to the station later on. Those two will be going with you unless one or both of them have outstanding warrants.”

Alonzo Thomas nodded and said, “Thank you, ma’am. We’ll be working late tonight as it is. We got most of the route to cover yet.”

Morgan interviewed the trash carriers one at a time. After she radioed in Tashaun’s name, he checked out. She took his statement quickly because forensics had arrived, and she wanted to talk to them. The slender blonde, CJ Kent, had a baby-butch thing going: short-cropped hair, men’s work boots, a tight camouflage T-shirt, and thin but ropey biceps. Her skin was tanned from working in the sun. According to her driver’s license, she was nineteen. She seemed to want to talk more than the others, but she didn’t add anything new. Morgan gave her a card with the Homicide Department number on it and told her to call if she thought of anything else. As Morgan finished the interview, Alonzo approached her again and asked if they should take the trash. Morgan sighed and said, “No. Not this week.”

As the Ralph’s truck started to roll, with both carriers holding on to the sides, Henry motioned to Morgan from the alley. One of the forensics guys was working on the back gate as she approached. 

Henry pointed to a spot behind a bush. “This is where he was. Grass is kind of beat down. This guy must be a sniper to get the victim in the temple from this distance. He’s either a marksman or damn lucky. Far as anybody can tell, there was just one shot.”

Morgan turned and looked toward the house. She could have hit the guy from there with a rifle, but someone who didn’t spend several hours a week on the range would be hard-pressed to. She said, “You think this is professional?”

Henry put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “Beats the hell out of me. I don’t think a pro would have left this spot in the grass. He must have remembered to pick up the casing, though. Should be off to the right, but I’ve gone over the whole area, including those bushes there, and found nothing.”

“I wonder if there’s more to the victim than meets the eye.” Morgan jerked her chin toward the body. “Maybe he’s involved in something shady. Maybe he owes money to the wrong person.”

Henry frowned. “I don’t think you can collect a debt from a dead man.”

Morgan scanned the alleyway, which wasn’t like the alley that ran behind her house. No broken glass. No abandoned tires. No bits of trash. In her neighborhood, a shell casing might be hard to find. But here the alley was clean. At last she said, “Let’s go see what forensics has come up with.”

 

*

 

Lois Burnett woke at dawn. She hadn’t been able to sleep and, not wanting to disturb Sophie, had gotten up to read. Even though the recliner was good for naps, her joints ached, and, of course, her shoulder hurt. Her Clark Kent style (although Sophie called them Mr. Potato Head) glasses were sitting cockeyed on her nose. When she righted them, she saw that her book had fallen to the floor. She hadn’t been able to read anyway. She didn’t know how Sophie could sleep. Lois had come home with adrenaline pumping. She’d forgotten that killing a man could be so invigorating.

She’d aimed the rifle and squeezed the trigger, and, in an instant, she earned more than she got in three months from Social Security. But it wasn’t really the money that excited her. It was the power. She’d taken matters into her own hands. In addition, as a result of careful planning, the mess that came of it was someone else’s to clean up.

She and Sophie had taken turns watching him—getting to know his routine. No current wife. Children grown. No pets. Everything in his life was by the clock. They’d narrowed his murder time down to the last cigarette of the day. At that time Lois could hide in the darkness in the alley behind the house, along which two mature, untrimmed bushes provided extra cover.

About ten thirty, when Lois and Sophie were usually sitting in bed reading, Lois had crept down the dark alley and knelt behind the bushes to wait until he stepped outside his back door. Damn cigarettes would kill him anyway. She was doing him a favor. Unlike lung cancer, a bullet through the brain was quick. She’d worried a little about the flash and crack of the single shot. But she couldn’t think of any way to avoid them. 

Zach Ingram sat on top of a picnic table and lit up. Lois could see the orange glow of the cigarette as he brought it to his lips. The ember brightened as he drew on it, and his head made a distinct silhouette before the blue bug light. She squeezed the trigger gently and he slammed forward into the darkness. The blinding flash disappeared, but the smell of gunpowder hung in the air. Her shoulder hurt from the kick of the M-16, but she couldn’t use a tripod on this shot. She’d probably have a bruise.

The night remained quiet except for a dog several houses down that barked tentatively, then stopped. She knew the family in the house next door was on vacation.  Plus the houses were well spaced in the west-end neighborhoods, but an M-16 made a helluva explosion.     

Lois took a little time finding the casing in the dark alley. The thing had landed a good eight feet to her right. She pocketed the shell and, with shaking hands, took off her glasses to clean away the fog. Her mouth was dry as she opened the back gate and stepped into the yard. She was excited to be in charge.

Ingram had fallen facedown and, except for a couple of leg spasms, hadn’t moved again. Lois approached him carefully, hoping he wouldn’t need a second shot. He didn’t.

Sophie had been waiting in the truck with the motor running at the end of the alley. Lois turned from the body and hurried away. As she passed the garage, closer this time, a security light flicked on. Light flooded the patio. She picked up her pace. Why had she forgotten about that damn light? They’d discussed it more than once.

She walked faster than she had in several years, down the alley to the waiting truck. When she was safely inside, she looked back. Nothing had moved. All was quiet.

She and Sophie sped away into the night.

 

*

 

Lois Burnett and Sophie Long still couldn’t agree on when the killing-for-money idea took shape. Lois said it was on pinochle night—the night of the potato-salad incident. Because their hostess knew better than to ask this bunch of women to bring a dish to pass, she’d asked them to bring a salad of some kind. Sometimes Myrtle Dixon would come in with a slow cooker full of those little hot dogs in grape jelly and chili sauce. But others weren’t as reliable. So they’d end up with six bags of potato chips, three different-sized tubs of store-bought dip, a loaf of bread, and a bag of Oreos that got opened on the way over.

That morning Lois found the lettuce floating in brown liquid. They often bought fresh vegetables with the best intentions, but the stuff usually rotted in the fridge.

She told Sophie, “I have a few dollars. We’ll stop on the way and buy a salad of some kind.”

“What kind of salad can you get with a few dollars?”

Lois shrugged. 

They stopped at Save Mart a few blocks from home. While Sophie waited in the car, Lois went in. A long while later she came out of the store with a plastic quart of potato salad.

Sophie said, “I don’t think that’s the kind of salad they meant.”

“They’ll eat it.”

“We should, at least, take it home and put it in one of our own dishes.”

“Don’t be silly. Most of these old gals never cook.”

Sophie squared her shoulders. “Well, you’re carrying it in.”

And it was settled. Lois walked into the house and went straight to the kitchen.  When Sophie found her twenty minutes later, Lois was working with a pair of pliers trying to pull the lid off the container.

“What’s going on?”

“Lid’s stuck.”

“Let me see.” Sophie easily lifted it off.

“How’d you do that?”

Sophie pointed to an arrow. “Directions.”

Sounds of laughter came from the crowded living room. Lois set the tub of potato salad on a card table next to a slow cooker of little hot dogs and a bag of chips. She and Sophie sat opposite each other at one of four card tables.

Myrtle Dixon said, “Murder. That’s rich.”

While Myrtle, two tables away, continued talking, Connie something-or-other, a younger woman, probably high side of fifty, filled them in. “Myrtle’s ex phoned her from Florida. She’s been all in a twist about it.”

Lois looked across the table at Sophie, who returned a toothy smile that made crinkles around her eyes. They’d had their differences, but no breakups. No ex-lovers in Florida. Not a single infidelity, although fidelity wasn’t a virtue for Lois because she’d never wanted anyone else since the day she met Sophie. Sophie was her best friend. They’d been through difficult times in the past thirty-two years. They’d disagreed on things, but Sophie had never even mentioned leaving, nor had Lois.

Connie went on. “Myrtle told us she and the ex had this plan for their old age. They’d become hired killers.”

Myrtle’s voice startled them. She was standing between the card tables. “Think about it,” she said. “Everyone has someone they want dead.”

Lois laughed, but Sophie asked, “What if you get caught?”

Myrtle said, “Then we’d have gone to prison and had a roof over our heads, three meals a day, and free medical. Why, they’d even pay for our prescriptions.”

Other women around them tittered nervously.

“There was just one problem,” Myrtle said. “We couldn’t figure out the killing part. It’s a messy business.”

“Use an assault rifle,” Sophie put in. “We’ll loan you ours.”

Myrtle shrugged. “Won’t work now. The hot-shot that came up with the plan is living in Florida with an ex-Playboy Bunny.” Before they could ask questions, Myrtle wandered off toward the food table, where she picked up a paper plate and a fork and fished out a couple of little hot dogs.

 

*

 

For Sophie, the accident had set things in motion. She had been driving home from the drugstore when a teenage girl ran a red light and struck her broadside. The girl stepped out of her car, shoved her cell phone in a backpack, and hurried over toward Sophie. She yelled across her own crumpled hood and through Sophie’s broken driver’s side window. “Lady? Hey, lady, are you all right?” 

When Sophie didn’t answer, the girl raised her voice. Traffic stopped, and people began to gather around the cars. Then a man in greasy coveralls leaned in the broken window and said, “Ma’am, we need to get you out of here. Your gas tank is leaking.”

Sophie shook her head trying to clear it. Finally the man appeared on the passenger side, worked the door open, crawled across the seat, and pulled her toward him. She tried to help him, but the pain in her left shoulder nauseated her.

The next thing Sophie remembered was sitting on the bus bench staring at her wrecked Subaru.

A paramedic asked her something.

“What?” 

“Your name,” a voice said, “what is your name?”

“Long. I’m Miss Long.” She said her name like she’d said it every autumn for thirty years to the new fifth-grade class.

“Do you know who the president is, Miss Long?” he asked.

His face was so close to hers she could smell mint on his breath. He spoke again, louder this time.

“Who is the president, Miss Long?”

Sophie drew in a breath—she wouldn’t mention that she hadn’t voted for him. She exhaled. “Richard Nixon.”

That was all. The corners of her vision grew increasingly fuzzy, then the light shrank to a pinpoint and went out.

When Sophie woke again, Lois was sitting beside the bed, sleeping. A rumpled paper sack with some magazines was on the floor next to her. Sophie’s arm was in a cast, and she couldn’t move her head. She cut her eyes toward the nightstand. A porcelain vase from home held a bunch of crimson peonies from the backyard. 

A man’s voice startled her. “How are you feeling, Sophie?”

The older she got, the more often total strangers took liberties with her first name. She moved her eyes to the right but could barely see him. “Who are you?”

The man said, “I’m Phil, the dayshift RN.”

Not even a doctor. “I feel like hell.”

“You have a broken clavicle and a cracked ulna.” He moved into her line of sight—just a goddamn kid—looking at a clipboard. “Doctor says we’ll have to wait and see about the neck injury.”

“Where’s the little bitch that hit me?” Sophie said.

“I—I don’t know.”

Lois chimed in. “She got a bump on the knee. Didn’t even come to the hospital.”

“That’s all?”

“Who knows,” Lois said. “Are you in pain?”

Sophie tried to nod, gave it up, and said, “Yeah.”

The nurse said, “You have pain medication ordered. I’ll bring it on my way back.  Just try to relax in the meantime.”

When Phil the nurse left the room, Sophie said to Lois, “Scoot down a little. I can barely see you.”

Lois shoved her chair closer and into a better position.

“Why can’t I move my head?”

“You have on a cervical collar.” 

Sophie was quiet for a moment, trying to understand. Dismayed, she finally asked, “What am I going to do?”

Lois stroked her hand. “About what?”

“I haven’t been able to afford insurance on that car for twelve years.”

“The accident wasn’t your fault.”

“Do you think that matters? I’ll get a whopping ticket just for driving the car without insurance.”

Lois sighed. “The whole system’s stacked against us. I think Myrtle’s ex had the right idea—at least in theory.”

“I have a list of people I’d like to see gone, even if we didn’t make a profit. That kid with her cell phone is near the top,” Sophie said. “Hell, everyone thinks someone deserves to die. I say, find a person who wants another person dead enough to pay for it and oblige her for a modest price.”

“Good grief, Soph, murder’s a crime.”

“So is driving without insurance. We’re only talking about a matter of degree.” 

Lois squeezed Sophie’s hand. “This will all work out. The important thing is to get you feeling better.”

The RN came back into the room, passed Sophie a paper cup containing a pill, and poured some water from the pitcher on the nightstand. Sophie tried to lean forward to drink, but winced. The RN said, “Easy now, honey. We’ll use a straw.”

When the nurse had gone, Sophie said, “Do I look like his honey?”

“He was just trying to be nice.”

“Don’t make excuses for him. I’m not in a generous mood. He sees me as a helpless old lady. He doesn’t know that I stood in front of a bunch of Catholic fifth-graders longer than he’s been alive. Most people aren’t tough enough to do that for one damn day.”

“I know.”

The room was quiet. After a while Sophie said, “What am I going to do without my car?”

“The girl’s insurance company will pay for your medical. We’ll worry about your traffic ticket when the time comes—maybe we could make payments. You just lean back and rest for now.”

“How is a body supposed to keep going when even a bottle of generic aspirin is a major expense?” Sophie was already getting groggy, but her anger had momentum. “I paid for car insurance all those years and never made a single claim.”

“I said this will work out.”

Sophie yawned. “I’ve earned a comfortable life. Young people think seventy-three is too old for women to expect comfort. That teen on the cell phone has a rude awakening in store for her.”

“Aw,” Lois said. “She has no idea what it’s like.”

Sophie’s eyelids were heavy. The last sound she heard was Lois saying, “We’ll be all right.”

 

*

 

A week later Sophie’s neck brace was still in place and her arm was in a sling.  She couldn’t dress herself, and she was still angry. The young woman who had crashed into her turned out to have third-rate insurance, and the adjuster was haggling over every penny. Of course, the company wouldn’t pay anything until all the bills were in, and all the bills wouldn’t be in until she was back on her feet. 

Sophie was lying on the couch watching TV when Lois came in from the kitchen and said, “I’m going to hock the M-16. I only kept it around because it meant something to Matt.” Matt had been Lois’s grandson. She and Sophie had raised the boy after his mother abandoned him. He had been killed in Afghanistan just three years before. 

“No. I won’t let you.”

“It’s the only thing we own that we don’t need.”

“No.” Sophie held her ground. “Let’s use it.”

“How?”

 “I’ve been sitting here,” Sophie said, “mad as hell. I’d really like to kill somebody—the damn insurance adjuster, for one. If I, an old-maid school teacher, want a person dead, I’m sure others with less refinement do too. If we were to provide that service, we could make some extra cash—untaxed income to make us more comfortable. We’d probably only need to do a job every six months or so.”

“You don’t know how to shoot.”

“We’re a team, aren’t we? I could be the brains—get the jobs and make the plans. All you’d have to do is show up and pull the trigger.”

Lois said, “You’re not serious.”

“I believe I am.”

“I don’t know—”

“Okay, then teach me how to shoot, and I’ll do the jobs alone. I’m sick of living from the third of one month to the next. I’m sick of wondering what’ll happen when we can’t pay the taxes on our home. I’m sick of going without the things I need.” 

“What if we get caught?”

“Then, like Myrtle said, we won’t need to pay property taxes. We’ll have free medical care and three squares a day. Of course, appeals could take years. We might never see the inside of a prison.”    

“Don’t you think the M-16 is overkill?”

“Here’s what I like about it,” Sophie said. “There’s no way to trace it to us. That rifle’s never been used in a crime. You got it from the army-surplus store before there were FOID cards. Matt only fired it at hay bales. Anyway, who’ll suspect us of owning a weapon like that?”

Lois seemed to consider this. At length she whispered, for if they were really going to do it, they had to speak softly, “Tell me why you think we won’t get caught?”

Sophie was ready for this question. “We have no apparent motive to kill anybody. If anyone is suspected, it will be the person that hires us. So we won’t do killings for our friends. We need as much distance from our employers as possible.”



Chapter Two
 

Morgan Holiday sat in a large, sunny room with several elderly people, most in wheelchairs, and a few nurse’s aides. Unless it was near Thanksgiving or Christmas, not many other family members came. Her mother sat across the table from her, or at least the thing that had taken the form of her mother was there, staring at the raw vegetables on her plate.

“My children come to see me on Sundays,” her mother said. “You must come on Sundays and meet them.”

“Ma, I’m your daughter,” Morgan said for the third time that day. “This is Sunday. Remember, David only comes at Christmas.”

The thing that used to be Morgan’s mother picked up a celery stick and shook it at her. “Don’t you say that, you ugly girl. David was here yesterday, and he will come today. You wait and see.”

Morgan sighed. Sundays at the Prairie Flower Retirement Center were excruciating.  She tried to change the subject. “They have chocolate cake today. Would you like some?”

“I need to watch my figure. It wouldn’t hurt if you were more careful too. How do you expect to find a man who will have you when you outweigh half of them? You look like a heifer in those jeans.”

Morgan closed her eyes and sent up a silent prayer.

A slim black woman in blue jeans that looked as if they’d been ironed came up to their table and said, “Are you two playing today?”

Morgan looked hopefully at her mother.  Often these days she didn’t want to play, and Morgan got a reprieve from an entire afternoon of verbal abuse.

“Belle,” Morgan’s mother said, gesturing toward her. “Have you met my sister, Ida?”

Belle Trees, the activity director, gave Morgan a knowing look. “Why, Mrs. Holiday, this is your daughter, Morgan.”

Her mother squinted at her and folded her arms across her chest. Turning to Belle, she said, “We’ll want the table by the window.”

Belle nodded. “I’ll get things set up.”

Morgan’s mother had taught her to play chess when she was five. Until then, she’d watched her parents and grandparents play. It was Aunt Ida who’d said, “The child is too young.” 

Her mother had taken Morgan into her arms and told Ida that her daughter was a “smart girl.” And, magically, Morgan became one. Whenever things were hard for Morgan, she remembered her mother’s words.  She was a “smart girl,” so she could take honors math. The “smart girl” could graduate in the top tenth of her high-school class and go to night school while writing traffic tickets all day. At five years old, Morgan had learned the game quickly, and she played it most Sunday afternoons with her mother. Even now.

Belle was setting up the board when Morgan, holding her mother’s arm, entered the great room. 

“Surprises me that she can still play chess,” Belle said. “It’s a game of memory and strategy.”

Like all the others, Belle spoke of Morgan’s mother as if she wasn’t there. Even if what she heard upset her, the Alzheimer’s had progressed so far she wouldn’t remember the affront a moment later. This time she didn’t respond. She had her eye on the table and the chess pieces.

Morgan helped her into a pink wingback chair and told Belle, “She’s known this game a lot longer than she’s known me.”

“Well, I believe it keeps her alive,” Belle said. “It may slow down the disease.”

Morgan nodded and smiled, then took the chair across from her mother. Now the real battle would begin.   

 

*

        

The Zachary Ingram job had come from Jessica Ryan, the daughter of an old friend. Before Sophie could place an ad in a couple of Mercenary Internet sites she’d chosen, Faith Ryan, who had taught second grade in the same parochial school as Sophie, died. She and Sophie had been friends, and when Faith adopted Jessica, Sophie had given the baby shower. Eventually Sophie met Lois, and Faith got a better job at a private girls’ school. They rarely saw each other in the years that followed. 

Then the obituary appeared in the paper, and Sophie, who was still wearing a neck brace part of the time, went to Faith’s wake. There she introduced herself to Jessica, who was now forty. Interestingly, although Jessica was adopted, she resembled her mother in many ways.

A blanket of roses with a ribbon that said Beloved Mother covered part of the coffin. The only other flowers were in the small arrangement that Lois and Sophie had sent. Faith had been a plump, rosy-cheeked woman when Sophie knew her many years before. Now her head lay on a light-blue satin pillow, her gray hair thin and fuzzy. Her sunken cheeks were pink with too much makeup. Sophie turned to Jessica, who stood next to the casket, and embraced her.

Jessica said, “Thank you for coming, Miss Long.”

“Please. Call me Sophie.”

“Sophie,” Jessica repeated.

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” Jessica said. “In a way this was a relief. She’d lost so many of the things that pleased her. Most of her friends are dead.”

Sophie nodded. “I should have come to visit her. But, you know, we lost track.”

Jessica nodded, then looked toward the back of the room. Sophie turned, a little awkwardly because of the neck pain, and saw two old women slowly move toward them. The one in the wheelchair was stooped, so until she was closer, Sophie could see only the top of her head. The woman walking behind the wheelchair was heavyset and wore orthopedic shoes. Nuns, Sophie thought—either that or lesbians. These days they seemed to dress alike. Back when Sophie had taught at the Catholic school, nuns wore black robes and their hair was always covered.

“Sophie Long.” The old woman in the chair had said it.

Sophie looked closer and it took a moment. “Sister Anne.” Sophie turned to Jessica and said, “Sister Anne was the principal back when your mother and I taught at the same school.”

Jessica graciously took the old woman’s claw-like hand and thanked her for coming. The three of them approached the casket together while Sophie stayed seated. Jessica stood silently, her head bowed while the nuns prayed. This is where it ends, Sophie thought, alone in a funeral parlor. 

By eight o’clock Sophie and Jessica were putting on their coats. Sophie said, “Would you like to come by our house for coffee?”

Jessica shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’d really love to, but I have to get up very early to pick up my cousin who’s flying in tomorrow.”

“Where are you staying?”

“Down the street at the Ramada.”

“There’s a little greasy spoon right across the street. How about it?”

“Well, maybe a cup of tea,” Jessica said. 

A young woman, probably in her late forties, wearing a tight white uniform slightly yellowed around the collar and beneath the arms, slapped menus in front of them.

“Just two cups of tea,” Sophie said.

Jessica asked, “What kind of pie do you have?”

The waitress looked over her shoulder at a pie case that sat next to the coffee pots.  “Looks like apple and coconut.”

Jessica made a face.

“I got some fresh carrot cake,” the waitress offered.

Jessica looked at Sophie. “Will you have a slice of cake with me?”

“Carrot cake would be wonderful. At least I’ll be able to say I had my vegetables today.”

The waitress smiled, shoved her pencil behind her ear, and left. She’d probably heard the vegetable line five thousand times, yet she had smiled. Sophie decided to like her.

Teapots, cups and saucers, and two healthy slices of carrot cake in front of them, the waitress went to her place behind the counter and picked up a paperback novel, leaving them to talk.

They sipped their tea in silence. Finally Sophie said, “Will you live in the house or will you be selling it?”

Jessica shrugged. “The house is gone. We sold everything after Mom broke her hip a second time. I got her into a retirement home—the best one I could find.”

Sophie watched her. Something was wrong.

“It started out as assisted living, and then as she required more care she moved into a more skilled-care section. I thought that was good because she wouldn’t have to move all over again when her situation changed.”

“Sounds nice,” Sophie said.

“That’s what I thought.”

“Wasn’t it?”

“My mother was robbed. The place had a good reputation in the community and was less expensive than most others. Social Security and retirement checks were direct- deposited into a fund from which the resident’s bills were paid and needs were met. But when Mom died, I discovered that the owner and operator, Mr. Ingram, had Mom’s insurance signed over to him. Then I opened Mom’s lockbox. He’d emptied it.”

Sophie let out her breath slowly. She laid her fork down and waited.

“Her rings and everything else of value were gone. Then I found out that residents were, within the letter of the law, of course, often neglected. At the least, they were overmedicated and left in the care of untrained staff. I guess rooms were kept clean on visiting day because that was how most families measured the quality of care.”

“I’m sorry.”

Jessica stared out the window at the red lights on the Ramada Inn across the street. Then she said, “I’d give anything to hurt that bastard.”

Sophie nodded. “Taking advantage of someone old and sick should be a capital crime. Instead, people like Ingram manage to avoid detection because, in this culture, no one wants to know what happens to senior citizens.”

“Who knows how many old people he’s robbed.” Jessica sighed. “I’ve been wondering how far he goes with the people who don’t have close family.” 

“Someone needs to shoot him.”

Jessica dabbed her eyes with a tissue and nodded.

“If someone had a business of getting rid of bad people for pay, would you be interested?” 

Jessica shrugged again. “Those wedding rings were mine. He stole them.”

So the only-working-for-strangers rule was the first one they broke.

 

*

 

The shadows were long when Morgan finally pulled into the narrow driveway and parked in the shade next to the house. The single garage off the alley was full of her parents’ things. Someday she’d sell what she could and burn the rest. Her father, a retired beat cop, had died of a heart attack in 2004. Morgan had lived in the family home for six years now—two years with her mother and the last four alone.

Inside, she switched on the TV, kicked off her shoes, and crossed the living room to the kitchen. She opened a bottle of lite beer and took a long draw. As usual on Sunday evenings, her head was pounding. The first year had been the worst. Those days her mother had cried to go home with her when she left. Now, heavily medicated and further along in the disease, she usually fell asleep in her chair after two or three hours. But, before dozing off, she still beat Morgan at chess more often than not.

Morgan gathered the Sunday paper from the kitchen table and carried it into the living room. She put the beer on the coffee table, then tossed the paper on the couch and sat down. She picked up the remote, turned on the TV, and muted it. A manila folder waited for her. She’d learned a few things about Zach Ingram since the day she’d been called to the scene of his shooting. He wasn’t a well-loved man. In fact, many people had reason to want him dead. But those weren’t the type of people who hired a killer or knew enough about assault rifles to do the deed.

She and Henry had gone back to Ingram’s neighborhood in the evening after six when folks were home from work. They’d netted very little. Ingram wasn’t a touchy- feely type of guy. He kept to himself. 

The only useful information came from Joby Pratt, the teenage son of the neighbor Leona Pratt, the woman who’d reported hearing what might have been a gunshot. Morgan had returned to the neighborhood on her way home at seven thirty. The sun sat low in the west and the temperature was dropping. When she rang the Pratts’ doorbell, she didn’t get a response. She waited, then hit the bell again and followed by knocking. She had been about to give up when the locks inside clicked. Then the door opened about six inches and a boy peeked out.

“Whatever you’re selling, we don’t want none.”

Morgan held up her shield and said, “I’m a homicide detective. We’re canvassing the neighborhood, trying to find someone who may have seen or heard something last night.”

The boy swung the door open. He was tall and thin with a blond buzz cut and a tattoo of some kind of lizard beneath his left ear. His loose-fitting jeans were cut off at the knees, and his T-shirt was the type that kids these days called “wifebeaters.” Morgan guessed him at seventeen or so, but when she took down his birthday and subtracted, she realized he was a month short of fifteen.

Joby indicated that she should follow him. They walked through a somewhat messy living room, then dining room, and into the kitchen. The layout of the house was similar to Ingram’s.

“Is your mother here?” Morgan asked.

“No, but she told me someone might come around. I was having dinner. You want some pizza or soda or something?” He motioned toward a chair opposite his half-empty box of take-out pizza. “I got coffee, if you want, or more Red Bull.” He picked up his can and drank from it.

“I’m fine,” Morgan said, sitting. She would have preferred that the kid’s mother be present, but it was late, and she didn’t want to come back if the kid didn’t have anything.

He met her eyes for the first and last time, and said, “Well, we sure had some excitement next door, huh?”

Morgan nodded. His skin was pale and his eyes were bloodshot. She wondered how much caffeine he’d had. “Would you rather come downtown with your mom and talk to us tomorrow?”

Joby shook his head.

“Your mother told an officer she might have heard a shot.  Did you hear anything?”

He took a bite of pizza and started chewing. Then he nodded.

“What happened?”

He picked up his drink and washed the pizza down. “I heard the shot. And it sounded like a shot.”

“What do you mean?”

“Good and loud is what I mean. My room’s right up there.” He pointed straight up. “I can see the neighbor’s backyard from my window. So I shut off my own light and looked out. At first I couldn’t see anything. The place was dark. I thought it might have come from somewhere else. Then the security light came on and I saw a guy, carrying a rifle and heading toward the alley.”

“You heard a shot and saw a stranger next door, and you didn’t call the police?”  This was irrelevant, of course, and a mistake. But it slipped out.

Joby Pratt squared his shoulders defensively. “I was supposed to be in bed. I have an early class. Besides, I didn’t really think someone had been shot. I just sort of, you know, figured all that stuff happened to other people. I thought a gun went off by accident or something. I didn’t know about Mr. Ingram until I got home this afternoon and Mom told me.”

Morgan checked her notes. “Can you describe the man you saw?”

Joby shrugged. “An old guy. Square-built. Kind of short, I think, but from this angle it’s hard to be sure.”

“How old was he?”

“How should I know? I didn’t card him.”

Morgan reminded herself she was talking to a fourteen-year-old who had some important information—the only information. She softened her approach. “If you had to guess…”

The kid seemed to consider this. Morgan expected him to say thirty-five or forty, which would seem old to a teenager, but he surprised her. 

“His hair was all white. Short, but, you know, not like kids wear today. He moved a little slow considering the light came on and all. My grandpa’s fifty-eight and he walks faster than this guy did.”

“More than fifty-eight, then?”

“Yes, a little more, I think.”

“Could you describe him to a sketch artist?” Morgan asked hopefully.

“Naw, I was looking at that rifle. Then he was gone. But the guy was short and old, with white hair. Glasses too.” Joby took another bite of pizza as if to say that was all.

“What kind of glasses? Can you describe them?”

“Big, with dark rims.”

Morgan had closed her notebook, fished a card from her pocket, and left it with the boy with instructions to call if he remembered something else. She’d been excited at first, but the information had led nowhere. Everything she’d learned led nowhere.

Morgan shook off the memory of the interview and leaned toward the coffee table, and her straight, dark, collar-length hair fell forward. Brushing it back with her fingers, she hooked it behind her ears, then placed the beer bottle on a coaster and opened the folder. She spread several papers across the table—the notes on all the people she’d interviewed and photos of the crime scene.

“Come on, kid,” she said to the silent, flickering television and the empty room. “Come on. You can do this. You’re a smart girl.”



Chapter Three
 

The Ingram hit made the newspaper and the local TV news. Before that excitement died down, Sophie and Lois had their next job—a referral from Jessica. A friend from college, Ashley Schneider, was having trouble with her ex-husband, Josh. He was stalking her and had threatened her life as well as the lives of their three children. He broke into her house several times and, on the advice of her domestic-violence counselor, Ashley relocated.

She hadn’t even unpacked all the boxes before he found her. He simply waited at her work (a job she couldn’t afford to leave) and followed her home. He lay beneath the bushes in her side yard and watched her through the French doors in the family room. Ashley called the police several times, and each time they took him in and talked to him. He’d leave and then come back, if not the same evening, the next. Ashley had an order of protection and a stack of arrest reports, yet things continued to escalate. 

One evening when a man Ashley was dating spent the night, the two woke to the sound of sirens. They got up and went downstairs. The living room was dark, but flickering shadows danced on the walls. Ashley then heard her boyfriend swearing. She rushed to the front door and saw his SUV, which had been parked in the street out front, engulfed in flames.

The Schneider job was across the state line in Indiana. To learn his routine, Sophie and Lois had to board the cats, Buffy and Blade, and spend several days in a motel, so they added those expenses to the total cost. The majority of the money from this job would pay Sophie’s ticket for driving uninsured.

In the end, they learned Schneider went only two places regularly: to work and to Ashley’s home. More than once, he hadn’t even gone home before he checked in at his job at the House of Health, an isolated warehouse that housed a vitamin- and dietary-supplement business, where he was one of twelve employees who handled phone sales and shipments.

 

*

 

A week following their return home, Lois drove back to Indiana alone. Shortly after sunup, she parked on a two-lane road that ran past the rear of the warehouse and led out into the country. Behind her a cornfield, with rows of green stalks less than a foot high, stretched toward the horizon. Though the days had been growing much warmer, the temperatures had been in the low forties the night before, and Lois pulled her faded denim jacket closed. As she waited, she remembered her first kill, the deer with the brown eye.

Late in November of the first year Lois lived with her grandmother, her Uncle Harry decided to teach her how to hunt. Although Grandma objected, Uncle Harry won her over. The youngest brother of Lois’s mother had seemed quite grown up. When she looked back on it, she realized that he’d been around seventeen. Late in the afternoon, he grabbed a rifle and walked with her across the backyard, past the outhouse and the pheasant pens, to the stubble field. To her right was the long rutted lane she went down to catch the school bus. On her left stood an old outbuilding that housed a broken-down tractor, a lawnmower, and about twenty cats. Beneath the gray sky and ahead of them was a stack of hay bales.

“This here is the rifle I used when I was about your age,” said Uncle Harry. “It’s a bit smaller.”

“A BB gun?” she asked.

“No, sir. This here is made for young shooters, but that don’t mean it won’t kill what it hits.”

He showed her how to stand, then placed the rifle in her hands. “See that old tin can sitting on top of the bale? Line up the sight and squeeze the trigger.”

She’d missed the first shot, but it taught her a lot. The flash of gunpowder surprised her, so she closed her eyes. By evening, she could hit her target about half the time.

As they walked back to the house, Lois was tired and hungry. The sun was setting and the geese were honking as they settled on the pond. Her mother once told her that the pond had been good for swimming years ago. But when the geese found it, the water got too dirty with goose poop. They didn’t even fish there anymore.

Lois hadn’t slept much that night. She understood intellectually the difference between these deer and Bambi. Farmers considered deer pests. The population needed to be kept down because too many deer meant that a lot would starve. She’d eaten deer meat before and found it wonderful. Grandma had explained that deer roam free. Nothing she could buy in the grocery store tasted quite as good. 

Around three in the morning she heard Uncle Harry stumble into the house with a crash, followed by Grandma’s irritated voice. Uncle Harry spoke softly, and laughed. In the end, Grandma was laughing too. Just before the sun came up, he knocked at Lois’s bedroom door. When she entered the kitchen, Grandma was there.

“I put some cornbread and coffee with milk in the bag with your blanket for your breakfast,” she said.

Uncle Harry kissed her forehead. “Thanks, Ma.”

The sky was just turning gray when they walked past the outbuildings. The pheasant pens were empty now that Grandpa was gone. These days they seldom used the outhouse, which had usually been full of spiderwebs and a smell that burned Lois’s nostrils. Though they’d never replaced the pump in the kitchen, with water from the same well, they’d turned a back porch into an indoor bathroom back when Grandpa was too sick to go outside. He’d complained a lot about that. To him it seemed unsanitary to go to the bathroom in the house.

Lois followed Uncle Harry across the stubble field and into the woods. The air was cold enough that Lois could see her breath. They hadn’t put up a deer stand yet that year, so they decided to lay a blanket on a small hill overlooking the stream where the deer liked to cross. Harry fell asleep first. Lois hadn’t even realized she’d been sleeping until a sound woke her. She opened her eyes and not ten yards away stood a big buck. He snorted and Uncle Harry’s breathing changed. He was awake too. He took her hand and placed it over the rifle. The stock was cold.

“Slowly, now,” he whispered.

The buck cocked its head as little by little she rolled over and brought the rifle up. She closed one eye and had it in her sights. Only when she started squeezing the trigger did the buck jerk his head up, alert. He moved at the same time the shot went off. For a long moment after the crack of the rifle she couldn’t hear a thing.

Then Uncle Harry’s hand was on her shoulder. “Open your eyes, kid. You got him.”

The buck was writhing. “Should I take another shot?” she asked.

“Naw. He’ll quiver a bit, but he’s gone.”

At Uncle Harry’s insistence Lois walked slowly toward the great animal. She’d hit him in the throat. Above the oozing, bloody gash, his head slanted awkwardly because of his great antlers. The deer’s bloody coat hadn’t bothered her as much as the large brown eye staring up at her. She saw it in her dreams for a long time. Even in Vietnam, when she’d killed Charley, she could see that unblinking, accusing eye. Lois didn’t like killing, but she could do it if she had a good reason, and paying the taxes on the house was reason enough these days.

The sun was a yellow ball low in the east, casting long shadows by the time Schneider’s red Explorer rolled to a stop on the small asphalt drive next to the building.    Lois had bolted the M-16 to the tripod at the edge of the road. She knelt in the ditch and scooted down on her belly. Then she pushed her black-rimmed glasses up on her forehead and lined up the sight. Waves of heat rose from the asphalt country road in her line of vision. Sweat trickled from her forehead, her knees ached from the damp ground, and the arthritis in her lower back radiated pain that she forced herself to ignore. Somewhere behind her a bird warbled. Then the M-16 exploded, and Josh Schneider fell. 

Limping slightly, Lois found the shell in the gravel a few yards ahead of the truck.  She pocketed it and got back into the cab. This time she didn’t go closer to make sure Schneider was dead. He hadn’t moved. From what she knew about him, she was ready to let the bastard bleed out slowly if he was alive and conscious. She loaded her gear into the truck and fought sleep all the way home.

 

*

 

Morgan passed Tallulah’s on the way to and from work daily. When she’d first returned from Texas to help her mother, she’d pulled into the parking lot on Friday nights and watched people in groups of three or four come and go, laughing and calling to each other. She’d gone in and found an empty stool at the bar. While people were friendly enough, she’d left the way she came, alone. She’d felt a pang and the usual confusion. Did she want another woman? If not, what was the attraction? She’d recall the condo that she and Steve had rented, and then, with a mixture of guilt and shame, she remembered Chelsea.

Her last week in Texas had been bad. Her husband, Steve, had quit talking to her and stopped coming home right after work, and her neighbor, Chelsea, had turned off her phone and wouldn’t answer the door. Morgan (her name had been Tisckos back then) had been looking for some method of escape when her mother called. Sometimes she wondered what would have happened if she’d stayed. Steve might have forgiven her, or Chelsea might have changed her mind. Coming home and filing for divorce had been the path of least resistance. 

She and Steve had moved to Texas after their honeymoon. He’d landed a good job in a software firm and she’d enrolled in a criminal-justice program at a local college. The autumn that Chelsea Payne and her husband moved into the condo next door, Morgan’s classes were mostly at night. During weekends over a grill in the backyard, the couples discovered they had a lot in common; both were new to Texas, both were there thanks to an aggressive headhunter, and both were from the Midwest. Chelsea and Jim were a little older and had been married longer, but the couples became fast friends.

Morgan liked the way Chelsea could make her laugh. She was slim and attractive, a look Morgan envied. Chelsea sold real estate and worked out of her home. In the late morning they got together for cups of chocolate-raspberry coffee. Chelsea was easy to talk to and Morgan, who missed her family and friends back home, talked a lot. They developed a swift intimacy. In the evenings while the guys played video games, she and Chelsea would sit on the deck, drink cheap wine beneath a sizzling blue bug light, and talk about their hopes and dreams. Chelsea had grown up with five younger brothers and an older sister who got married and a couple of years later came back home with two more little boys. Chelsea didn’t want children. She said she’d had enough.

“Steve wants a big family,” Morgan said. “Three, maybe four, children.”

“What about you?” Chelsea asked. “What do you want?”

“I’d like to have a daughter someday,” Morgan said wistfully. “I liked the relationship I had with my mom.”

“My mother was a broodmare.”

“Ha. You can’t fool me. Lots of people farm where I come from. Brooding is for hens.”

Then they were both laughing. 

Morgan had replayed the next moment in her mind a thousand times. She’d reached across Chelsea for the wine bottle and found herself in an embrace. Chelsea’s moist lips found hers. Morgan started to push her away, but something stopped her. A warm sensation spread through her belly.

Chelsea’s mouth was at her ear whispering, “I’ve wanted you since I met you.”

“Wha…?”

“You’ve never been with a woman?”

Morgan didn’t want to seem ignorant, and she didn’t want to discourage Chelsea’s advances, so the “I’m married” sort of stuck in her throat. Chelsea knew she was married. Good grief, Chelsea was married. Morgan giggled nervously and began apologizing.

“You didn’t do anything,” Chelsea whispered. Then she put her hand on Morgan’s knee and started sliding it upward.

“The guys are right inside.”

“You want me to stop?”

“Not really, but—”

“You wanna go to my place?”

Morgan nodded. Sweat dripped out of her hair and into her eyes as she stood, and hand in hand they started across the lawn. Then Morgan said, “Stop.”

Chelsea dropped her hand and faced her.

“I got sweat in my eye.” 

“Come on, then.” Chelsea took her hand again. “I’ll guide you. I got everything we need at my place.”

Until that moment Morgan had never considered cheating on Steve. With Chelsea, she wasn’t even sure who would do what. But she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

After that, they were together daily. Morgan, it turned out, was a quick study. She was so drawn to Chelsea, all she could think about was her smell, her taste, and the weight of her body as they moved together. During breakfast across from Steve, she thought about the trails of lava that were Chelsea’s fingers, touching her and penetrating her. Lying in each other’s arms, they talked about a dream world where they could leave their husbands and be together. 

Morgan knew some women did that. As a teen she’d babysat for a boy whose grandmother and her friend were lesbians who’d made a whole life together. 

Steve Tisckos was a good friend and she loved him. But the pull toward the woman next door was too powerful. Morgan couldn’t concentrate and dropped her classes. She was home constantly, and Chelsea made time for her by showing houses in the evenings when their husbands were there. They were in love.

Then one morning over a breakfast of cold cereal again, Steve said, “Are you all right, honey?”

Morgan shrugged. “I didn’t feel like cooking, okay.”

“You don’t have to cook all the time. I’m fine.”

“I’m in love,” Morgan blurted.

Steve covered her hand with his. “I love you too.”

“I’m in love with Chelsea.”

People carry certain things to their grave. Morgan would never forget the scar on her knee from falling off her bike and needing twenty-seven stitches, a yellow kitten that got run over when it was her job to watch him, and Steve’s face when she next looked at him. 

At home in Illinois, Morgan tried to pick up the pieces of her life. She wasn’t ready for another relationship. She was confused. She was busy with her father. She’d started night school again. Eventually she’d gone out with the son of a buddy of her father’s just to keep the peace at home. She’d accompanied him to movies, concerts, and several awkward dinners, but she’d felt only that she was wasting her time. She stopped seeing him and told her father she just wasn’t ready yet. The guy was engaged and married to someone else within a year. Morgan was happy for him.
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