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BLURB
When a demon from Holly Weldon’s past threatens to consume everything she values, she must find the strength to fight for those she loves.
Holly has just relocated to an idyllic suburb with her husband Mike and infant Clare. The quiet, peaceful street is the farthest thing imaginable from the aftermath of violence Holly encountered in her work as a forensic pathologist.
But as the family settles into their new home, a strange sense of foreboding moves in with them. At first, Holly dismisses this as new parent jitters. However, soon the unusual—and dangerous—occurrences on Holly’s tree-lined block become impossible to ignore.
As her days and nights grow more isolated and filled with paranoia, Holly struggles to convince others that the threat isn’t just in her imagination. In the end, when Holly’s sanity is questioned and the violence around her escalates, she’s forced to take a stand to save her newborn daughter, and herself.
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Pressed against the front window, I looked out onto a neighborhood dipped in twilight, front porch lights and lampposts coming on all along the block. I set my fingertips against a glass pane that felt enjoyably cool to the touch.
A late model Oldsmobile cruised by, all showroom shiny apple red, someone’s vintage treasure. It pulled into the driveway of a Cape Cod four doors down across the street, idled for a moment, then edged forward into a garage and was swallowed when the automatic door came down. Was the woman driving it friendly? What did she do for a living? Did she have kids?
For that matter, were the other neighbors pleasant? Old? Young? I’d not met any of them … each one a mystery I’d hopefully eventually solve. Unwrap my new neighborhood like one would unwrap presents under a Christmas tree.
The houses along this stretch of Larch were a mix of one- and two-levels; the newest built in the fifties, the oldest—maybe mine, built in 1929. I’d dreamed of a big saltbox with a long, curving staircase that would look pretty decorated with garland and bows at the holidays. Instead, Mike talked me into this three-bedroom ranch with a detached, heated two-car garage, wrought-iron fenced backyard for a dog we wanted to someday adopt, gorgeous deck, and a huge paver patio that begged for a grill and picnic table. There was a small loft that would make a good office for Mike, and narrow, steep steps leading up to it; I figured I could drape garland around the handrail.
I tapped the glass. My window. My house. Mine and Mike’s. I’m glad he talked me into this place.
It had taken two and a half months to find the right house, immediately falling in love with the arched doorways and hardwood floors, the combination of coved and vaulted ceilings with skylights. The designer kitchen had been updated in the past few years by the previous owner—white cabinets, stainless steel commercial-grade appliances, granite countertops. There was a stunning wood burning fireplace in the living room, a dining room that would fit a big table we didn’t yet have. The basement had a finished rec room, wet bar, wine cellar, and a half bath, and a utility room held a washer and dryer in warm chocolate brown enamel that meant no more trips to a laundromat. Dear God, my own washer and dryer, front-loading and eco-friendly no less.
The realtor said it was originally a Sears Catalog home, meaning it had been bought by mail order and the precut lumber shipped by rail and assembled by a local builder. But it had been rigorously added onto and seriously upgraded. Who’d have thought you could buy a house through the mail? Wonder if eBay sells houses? If so, they’d have nothing as perfect as this.
There was a train station five blocks from here.
Walking distance.
The nearness of the train station was a major factor in picking this house … that, the bedroom closet big enough to fit a car, and the price—only a hair above five hundred thousand because it had been on the market a while and Mike was a good negotiator.
I’d wanted a place closer to the city, and so we’d started the house hunt on the edge. But closer meant higher prices—in the decent neighborhoods anyway—so we looked farther and farther and eventually settled on Geneva. Forty-four miles from the train station to the heart of Chicago. One hour and ten minutes by Metra, which made fifteen stops along the way. Seventeen dollars for a round-trip ticket—a bargain when I thought about it. Seventeen dollars a day to live in my own house. Thirty-four dollars a day for both of us; Mike said he’d be taking the train, too. Maybe we’d ride in together; he’d come home later than me because of his sometimes horrendous working hours.
My house. Mine and Mike’s.
Wonderful and frightening at the same time, signing for a ten-year mortgage and insurance, going into debt—though we knew we could easily pay off the house in half that time.
All of it was a little eerie, too. Wonderful because of just about everything. Eerie because I only faintly heard noises intruding from outside … and only because my ear was against the glass … the sound of another car passing, its windows rolled down and music spilling out—an oldies station, Aretha Franklin, I thought. From farther away a dog barked. Nothing loud. Eerie.
I was used to noise—city sounds, and lots of them. Always, downtown, were sirens. I’d heard a siren only once today … once. I’d hear the city sounds again when I go back to work Monday. Comforting clamor. But I kind of liked this odd quiet. Would it be easy to get used to?
Until today, my life had been a series of apartments.
First, with my parents when I was growing up; next, a crowded sublet with college roommates; then, on my own—an efficiency in the Loop; and most recently with Mike, a seven hundred square foot, one-bedroom luxury in Chestnut Tower. The latter had been nice, but this house had nearly two thousand square feet on it. And a yard. A spacious yard. Mine and Mike’s.
What kind of dog would we get?
There had always been footfalls overhead, people making scraping sounds as they rearranged their furniture, next-door arguments that cut through the walls and caused my teeth to ache, and one particularly amorous pair of neighbors who were loud in their throes of passion. And the music. The people on the floor above favored the contemporary din of driving, vibrating beats; the old man right across the hall was hard of hearing and cranked up his big band albums; while the neighbors directly to the north played a little bit of everything, which clashed with everything else.
The silence here was both delightful and peculiar.
“Holly? Earth to Holly Marie.”
I turned and grinned. “Sorry. Got distracted.”
“Get undistracted. Pizza’s getting cold.”
I grinned wider and joined him. We sat cross-legged on the bare living room floor, pizza box opened between us. Mike held a tallboy can of beer in his right hand, in his left was a stuffed-crust ham and pineapple slice dripping with sauce.
God, he was handsome. My Mike looked like an athlete: tall, fit, with an angular face and short-cropped hair the color of coffee with a hint of cream in it. I thought he would make a great GQ cover. He kept in shape—we’d had a membership to the East Bank Club fitness center near our previous apartment building. That membership had lapsed a week before this move. Maybe we’d find a gym here to join, or pick up a personal trainer; I’d seen an advertisement for Anytime Fitness in downtown Geneva. But the commute to work would cut down on free time, and the baby would occupy what was left of it, at least for a while. Perhaps we’d just take up walking. This would be a great neighborhood for that, and walking didn’t cost anything.
I watched Mike take a big bite, tomato goo clinging to his upper lip, eyes reflecting motes of white from the suspended pendant light directly overhead. I leaned forward and kissed the goo off his face, retreated, and looked at the pieces before selecting a large one. So hungry. I pulled it out with both hands and hunched over the box to eat it. Pepperoni and sausage—that’s what I’d wanted to order, but this was Mike’s favorite, and so I wasn’t about to argue today. Besides, Hawaiian had been the Friday night special and admittedly tasted so very fine. I bit into it and held the mix of sweet and savory on my tongue.
“Happy?”
I scarfed down half the slice before answering. “Yeah. Really. More than really.” I finished the slice, save for the edge crust, which I waggled at him. “You?”
He took the edge piece and ate it like a breadstick. “I’ll be happier tomorrow when the movers bring our stuff. When I have a couch to sit on, a bed to sleep on, and—”
“Yeah, ditto. A bed’ll be good. I’m not looking forward to sleeping on the floor tonight. Don’t know if I’ll be able to get up without help.” I grabbed another slice and rubbed my free hand over my bulging stomach. Did I feel the baby kick? Was it a reaction to the pizza?
“I love you,” Mike said.
“Double to you.”
I was six months pregnant, and my stomach strained the seams of my DITKA’S RESTAURANT CHICAGO T-shirt.
Mike took a long pull on his beer. “I think this place will be good for us, Hol, take some getting used to, though.” He sat the bottle down and reached for another slice, picked off a piece of pineapple and appeared to study it before tossing it in his mouth. “A lot of getting used to.”
“Mucho getting used to.” I never figured to have a house but knew, with the baby coming in three months, it was the right thing to do.
The doorbell startled me. Mike made a move to get up, but I shook my head.
“Let me.” I wondered if I looked comical, levering myself up, making a huffing sound. I made it to the door just as the bell rang again. I was going to look out the peephole, see who was out there. But this was the suburbs; I shouldn’t have to do that here. Maybe this was the kind of neighborhood where people didn’t even lock their doors.
“Welcome to the neighborhood!” said a petite woman with wide blue eyes and short black hair.
She was probably a few years older than me, maybe late thirties, no older than forty, friendly-looking. The woman’s smile was small, but polite. The man behind her was a head taller, shoulders broad, face a little scruffy; maybe he was trying to grow a beard.
“I’m Brandi,” the woman continued. She held a basket out and gestured with her head behind her. “And that’s Keith. Underwood. We live right across from you, in the red brick. Well, across and one to your right. The one with the big yard gnome by the walk. He’s lost his color, my gnome. I need to repaint him. He’s bringing down the neighborhood in his sorry shape.”
I took the basket and stepped back so they could come in. “Thank you, Brandi, Keith, this is very thoughtful. I’m Holly. That’s Mike.” A quick visual inventory of the gift: a loaf of bread, cookies, muffins, all wrapped in cellophane, a little white bow on the loaf of bread. Brandi’s perfume hit me—something floral. “Weldon,” I added. “Holly and Mike Weldon.”
“Welcome to the neighborhood, Weldons,” Brandi repeated, this time directed to Mike. “Oh, didn’t mean to interrupt your dinner. We should have come over earlier. Saw you drive in this morning.” She glanced around. “Didn’t see the moving truck.”
“That’s tomorrow,” Mike said, getting up, wiping his hands on his jeans, then extending his right in greeting.
Brandi shook it first. “It was baking day for me, so I made some extra.” She paused. “It’s not gluten-free.”
“That’s good,” Mike said. “I like gluten.” He shook Keith’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”
Brandi laughed gently. “We’ll go so you can finish your dinner. Chat properly some other time. Hey … we’ll have you over for dinner later next week. Sound good?”
“Good,” Mike returned. “Or I can cook here. A hobby of mine, cooking Italian. And our kitchen is—”
“Amazing,” I finished.
“Definitely amazing.” He waited a beat. “When we have furniture you can sit on. Thanks for the gift.”
I walked them to the door.
“Nice house,” Brandi said when she was back on the stoop. “Glad to see it filled again. We were friends with the previous owner, an older woman. Wrote romance books. One was made into a movie, but I don’t remember the name of it.”
“She moved to Florida, in with a sick sister,” Keith added. “It’d been sitting empty for seven or eight months. Maybe a little longer. I think the place was a little pricey for this area, all the things she’d had done to it.”
Like the extravagant kitchen. I wondered if Brandi and Keith kept up with all the neighbors’ comings and goings, were gossipers, maybe had looked up public city records and learned what we’d paid for the house, what we’d have to pay in taxes.
“Really, thanks so much for this. We haven’t been to the grocer’s yet and—”
Brandi’s worried expression cut me off; she was looking at my ample stomach. Would she be gossiping about pregnant me?
“Listen,” Brandi said softly. “This is a nice neighborhood, good people for the most part. Kids.” She sucked in a breath and dropped her voice further. “But there could be a reason this house has sat empty for a while, other than the price. The light gray house with blue trim, five doors down across the street. The one next to the Cape Cod that—”
“—has a pretty red car,” I added.
“Yeah, next to that place. There’s a man who lives there, Shane, he’s a convicted sex offender. Children. Shane Ellis.”
I shivered. Maybe this neighborhood wasn’t as perfect as I’d thought.
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“I’ll get her.” Mike clicked on the lamp. “My turn.”
It was fourteen weeks to the day since we’d moved in.
“You can’t, Mike. Not unless you’re suddenly able to breastfeed.”
“There is that physical limitation.”
I watched him sniff the pillow and smile—he’d done laundry and put on fresh sheets this morning, the lilac ones with sunflower edges that had been a wedding gift. He was handsome even with his hair mussed and a shadow of a beard.
I swung my legs over the side of the bed and eased out. I was still sore and stiff from the C-section, but grateful after three days in the hospital to be home. A glance at the clock on the nightstand: 1 a.m.
Jittery, I padded to the cradle in the corner of the bedroom and looked down at Clare. Small, fussing, beautiful, crying, crying, crying Clare. I hadn’t known what to expect regarding motherhood, and figured I wouldn’t really know until the girl was grown and on her way to high school. Thirty-five now, I’d be fifty-three when she graduated and left for college. What would she be? A doctor? Lawyer? Movie star? Her ascending wail roused me from my musings. Maybe a singer, as she had a strong voice.
I worried that she would stay healthy and happy.
Everything was worrisome, actually, and magical and a dozen other things that tumbled through my head. Mike asked me every day if I was happy. I guess I was happily nervous.
I could handle this.
I reached in and oh-so-gently took up the baby, shuffled to a chair, sat, and put three-day-old Clare to my breast. The baby stopped fussing. Thirty-five years old, adult, professional. I could handle this. And if I could manage a little more sleep, I’d make thirty-six.
Our bedroom suite was painted a soft shade of beige, the ceiling white. Mike had done it during a long weekend, saying it was time he learned some homeowner skills. He’d painted the nursery peach. Neither of us wanted pink. “Too cliché,” I’d told him.
“Too girly. Too … pink,” he’d said.
I hated pink. But peach looked good, just the right hint of girlish.
Mike had applied a six-inch-high strip of wallpaper where wainscoting would normally be. It had hot air balloons of myriad colors on it, but it went well with the peach. “So our kid will have high aspirations,” he’d said. “Lofty goals.”
Mike had also painted the living room, a shade darker than the bedroom. We’d left the dining room its eggshell white—and recently purchased a Regalia nine-piece dining set to fill it. I thought the place looked Better Homes & Gardens gorgeous. I needed to have Brandi and Keith over for dinner again so we could show off the new table.
“See?” I rocked, my eyes locked onto Clare’s. “I can handle this. I got this.”
“I see that we’re not getting much sleep,” Mike returned. “I’ll fall asleep at my desk tomorrow.”
“You’re going to work? I thought you had the week off. We talked about this and—”
“I spent three days in the hospital with you.” Mike got out of bed and went into the bathroom, talked louder. “I’d take more days off if I could. You know that. Actually, I thought I could, but I got a text this afternoon. I have a big client meeting tomorrow, can’t afford to miss it, probably will end up working late. Can’t help it, Hol.”
“I know.” I did know. Mike was on track to make partner, which would be financially good for him—and for me and Clare. Partner in a big Chicago law firm. That was a seriously huge deal. “I know. I know. I was just being selfish.”
“You have fourteen weeks off, babe. Fourteen.” Mike came back into the bedroom, leaned over, and kissed my forehead. “My firm doesn’t extend maternity leave to fathers.”
“An old-fashioned firm. I understand.” But I didn’t have to like it. I’d hoped the three of us would be together twenty-four seven for the first several days. I was anxious about being alone with Clare. What if something happened?
I nearly laughed. Happened? I had a medical degree, pediatrics emphasis; I could deal with a problem. An adult; I could handle this. I felt my confidence grow as I stared down at my daughter’s diminutive face, skin smooth and new, wisps of hair looking like spun silver. So small. Smelling of baby lotion and love.
“I got this, Mike.”
“We’ve got this,” Mike corrected as he slid back into bed and propped himself up with two pillows. He patted the space next to him. “C’mon, Hol.”
“In a minute.” There was a saying about a baby changing everything. It wasn’t true, not in my case. Clare wasn’t changing everything, but our lives would be more complex now, richer. Married three years, content, could Clare make us even happier?
I rose and put Clare back in the cradle. After six months, we’d move her to the crib in the nursery decorated with the hot air balloons. I wasn’t ready to put a hallway between us anytime soon. Besides, I wouldn’t be able to sleep at all if she were that many steps away.
Mike patted the bed again.
I carefully joined him. How long did the hurt from a C-section last? My training had taught me that it would diminish in another day, perhaps two, but that it could take six weeks for the pain to stop completely.
Mike turned out the light. “Happy?”
“You ask that a lot.”
“Well, are you?”
“Yeah, I’m happy. Very.” I also hurt. And I didn’t want to be alone with Clare all day tomorrow. But if something really bad happened, there were neighbors I could call. Brandi worked from home, a computer programmer contracted with some company in California. I could call Brandi. I thought about sex offender Shane Ellis down the street, one of the few neighbors I hadn’t met … and one I would continue to avoid. The house on the far side of his had a FOR SALE sign out front. Had those people moved because of Shane? The two-level near Brandi’s was going on the market soon. Would Shane’s shadow keep it empty? I tossed and turned and finally drifted off.
At a few minutes past two, Mike turned the light on again. Clare was crying.
“I got this, Mike.” I was slower this time getting out of bed.
“You sure?”
“Easy. Easy. I got this.”
“Yeah, I know, I can’t breastfeed. Are babies always this hungry?”
“Clare is.” I hummed softly as I took the baby back to the chair. “I’m sorry she’s keeping you up.”
Mike chuckled. “I can sleep at my desk. Or when I’m dead.”
I gave him a look.
“Kidding,” he returned.
When he turned the light on again at four, he got up with me, stood in front of the chair while I nursed Clare, bent over, and gave me a quick kiss. “It’s about balance, I think,” he said as he turned and headed into the bathroom.
“Balance?” I wrapped the one-word question in a yawn.
“I read an article on parenting,” he called. “Made a lot of sense.” Mike poked his head out and matched my yawn. “It said that parents have to balance their needs with their children’s. That if they don’t find the balance, they’ll burn out fast.”
“Balance. Sure. I get it. But the balance is tipped all in Clare’s favor right now.” So tiny and vulnerable. Truly vulnerable. The thought of neighbor Shane niggled at the corner of my brain. “I’m sure it will shift when—”
The steam shower and its body jets started running.
He was dressed twenty minutes later and helped me back into bed.
“Try to get some rest, Hol. I’ll call you between meetings.” His fingers traced the side of my face, and I trembled pleasantly from the touch. “Tonight, I’ll read you that article on balance. Interesting, but boring. It’ll put you to sleep for sure.”
Until Clare woke me up again.
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“She’s five weeks old,” I said proudly. “Well, five weeks and two days.”
I glanced at my watch and stopped myself from adding and eight hours and forty-five minutes. It hit me that Clare’s age meant I’d be going back to work in roughly eight and a half weeks. My twelve weeks of maternity leave, plus the two weeks of vacation I’d tacked on the end would be up. I wasn’t looking forward to the Metra rides and being away from my baby girl.
“A girl?”
I nodded.
“She’s so cute.”
I’d been pushing Clare’s stroller down the sidewalk when this woman jogging in the opposite direction stopped me and asked about the baby.
The woman leaned in for a closer look. “Oh, that little face is perfect. And that little jacket with the teddy bears dancing. Quilted.”
Quilted: like the one word was a lecture.
In the middle of September, it still felt like summer. The woman was in shorts and a tank top. I was in cutoffs and my Ditka T-shirt, and I’d overdressed Clare—thoroughly; she was probably sweating. That’s what new mothers did, right? Smother their babies in layers of clothing.
I had thought it would be nice for Clare to get some fresh fall air, so I overdressed her and strapped her in the stroller. But honestly, I knew Clare didn’t need this excursion. I was the one who needed it. I needed to get some exercise. I’d put on weight when I was pregnant—and it hadn’t all disappeared when Clare arrived. Working in downtown Chicago was its own fitness routine. I used to walk six to eight big city blocks at a stretch, whether from the apartment to a bus stop or the bus stop to work, more blocks during a lunch break. Several blocks hoofing it when we went out for dinner or a movie or to hear a jazz band in some bar. Sure, there were subways and the elevated train, cabs, but there was also a lot of walking. And the blocks were long with a capital l-o-n-g. Living and working downtown was not for the sedentary. Maybe I needed to look for a personal trainer.
At least this woman couldn’t judge me on appearance—not on the before me versus the now me. She hadn’t seen me before. And yet, there was something vaguely familiar about her.
“I’m Vanessa.”
No bells went off. Still ….
“Holly.” I figured I should talk, be neighborly. Now that we’d exchanged first names, we were past the “strangers” part. I was three blocks beyond my house—in the direction away from Shane; I would never walk past that house. “We’re sorta new around here.”
The woman stood straight and stared at me. It was a little unnerving, and I nearly started pushing again.
“Vanessa,” the woman returned again. “Vanessa Skyler. I live another block in that direction.” She gestured behind her with a head bob but continued to stare. “I know you.”
I stared back. She did look a hint of familiar. Couldn’t tell from when or where.
“We used to live in the city,” Vanessa continued. “Moved here five years ago. The city … Chicago. Used to live right downtown. Century Tower, West Lake.”
“In the Loop.” I waited, sucked in a breath, was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like where this was going.
“Ah! I do know you.” Vanessa grinned wide. “You’re a doctor at Northwestern Hospital, right? Or at least you were when I was pregnant forever ago. Six years.”
I nodded. “Yeah, I used to work there.”
“Your last name is Collins. Dr. Collins.”
“Weldon. I’m married now.”
Vanessa reached out and touched my hand on the stroller bar. “Dr. Weldon, you gave my Ellie a final physical before we left the hospital. If my memory’s on point, you were in your pediatric residency at the time. I remember because you were so friendly and thorough.”
“Six years ago.” My voice sounded flat. “Yeah, I was in my residency.”
“Seems like a long time. But it went like lightning, those years. Ellie turned six a few weeks ago. She’s tall for her age, taller than most of the other first graders. Like a weed, her growing. I swear she’s gonna be a basketball star.”
I heard the thrum of rap music. A Dodge Charger cruised down the street, slowing when it reached us, the music louder, the driver ogling us, nodding and grinning, and moving on. Looked school-aged.
“Tall and healthy, so glad to hear it.” I wanted to disentangle myself. But I didn’t move, Vanessa was being neighborly, hadn’t done anything offensive. Was being nice, actually. Friendly.
“Here.” Vanessa reached into her fanny pack and pulled out her wallet, flipped it open, and showed me a picture of the little girl. “Ellie’s five in this pic. It was taken last Halloween. Wanted to be a ballerina.”
“Sweet. A lot of pink.”
“Her favorite color. Pink everything. You still in pediatrics? Northwestern? Delnor here in town?”
I let out a slow breath and tightened my grip on the stroller bar. “Pediatrics wasn’t a good fit for me. I went into pathology. I’m a forensic pathologist.”
Vanessa hitched an eyebrow. “That’s like the opposite end, right? Of the spectrum? That’s dead bodies, right, and—”
A station wagon pulling a boat rolled by, slowing so the driver could check us out. Did everyone driving along this street stop to gawk? A baby blue VW convertible Beetle was a car length behind it, the top down.
“I work downtown for the Cook County coroner’s office now. It’s very interesting.” And, yes, it was toward the other side of the spectrum, from pediatrics to forensics. Birth to death. But babies die, too. “Your daughter’s very pretty.”
“Thanks,” Vanessa said. She replaced her wallet. “I ought to see if I have any of Ellie’s baby clothes left. Do you like pink?”
Before I had a chance to answer, she continued. “Hey, there’s a local play group you should join, moms and their kids. Your baby is too young, obviously, but it’s really more about supporting parents than anything else. Gives everyone some time to connect and relax, get to know each other. Sometimes we just talk about books, movies, a couple of us are into number puzzles—Sudoku—whatever. We usually meet in the park.” She nodded over her shoulder. “Another block on. It’s a nice park.”
“I’ve been there.” Actually, it was where I was headed. To the park and then back. I was going to do this every day, maybe twice a day. I was going to walk the extra pounds off. And right this moment, I decided I was going to do it on my own. There’d be no gym membership or personal trainer. Just me … pushing Clare.
“Wednesday late afternoons, we get together at the end of the school day.” A pause. “It’s mainly us stay-at-home moms, but a dad or two shows sometimes. It helps the kids unwind and slow down, and it relaxes me too: trading recipes, watching the kids have fun. We meet Sunday afternoons otherwise. Every Wednesday, every other Sunday. There are more of us then, on Sundays. It’d be nice if—”
“I’d like that. I’ve met a lot of the people in the neighborhood. But I’ve not made any real friends yet.” Except Brandi. I was starting to count Brandi and Keith as friends. “It takes time to make a connection with people.”
“And a baby keeps you so busy that it’s hard to make connections. Tell me about it, Dr. Weldon. I think I was here almost two years before I felt comfortable, and welcome, and was able to remember at least a half dozen neighbors’ names. But this place … it’s lovely, actually. I missed the city at first, the noise, I think, all the things there were to do at any hour of the day.” She took a breath and kept going. “I’m an artist, and I miss rubbing elbows with other artists in the studio. I miss the neon that would reflect on the sidewalks outside in the rain. City art. I used to go back, once in a while, meet with other artists, get inspired. Now I just work out of my studio in the house. Commissioned stuff, and I sell on Etsy once in a while, but I’ve a lot of pieces up in the galleries on Third and Fourth here in town. My three-dimensionals do real well at Verve on Third. Hell, I avoid the city now. I don’t need to be there to sell my work. The air is so much better here. I like the smallness of this town, though if you tell the residents that Geneva is small they’ll laugh at you. Small, I guess, is the bittyburgs. But the air, it really is cleaner.”
I had to admit that was true. I could still smell a hint of car exhaust, but that was more noticeable in the mornings and late afternoons, people coming and going from work. Now? It was all flowers and cut grass, baby lotion … and somewhere nearby someone was baking bread.
“It does smell better, Vanessa.” I’d nearly forgotten her name, as I’d only half paid attention when she had started chattering. “But I still have the city, for work, you know, the ME’s office.”
“Long commute.”
“Not so bad, really.” But that was a lie. It was on the long side. One hour and ten minutes into the city. Time to think, maybe time to read one of the dozens of books I’d downloaded on my Kindle. Mike said he didn’t mind the commute, that he got some work done. I’d soon find out if I minded it … in roughly four and a half weeks.
“My husband drives in about half the time, does the commute thing, too,” she said. “Says he likes the sound of the train, likes to people watch.”
I nodded and looked around her. I hoped she would get the hint that I wanted to be going.
“I’m so glad I ran into you,” Vanessa said. “Small world, Dr. Weldon.”
“Holly, please. Yes, a small world.”
“Holly. A sweet name, happy. Kinda Christmassy. And call me Nes.”
“I am happy here,” I admitted. “And I’m glad I ran into you, too, Nes.”
Vanessa rose and fell on the balls of her feet. I noticed that she wore running shoes and her hair was tied back. I wondered if she ran every day. Running? Maybe I’d take it up. But for now, I’d keep with this walking routine. A thought flickered. Did she know about Shane three blocks back?
“I don’t have anything to write on,” Vanessa said.
“Me neither.”
“Got your phone?” Vanessa rose and fell faster as she reached into her back pocket and pulled out her cell phone. “What’s your number? I’ll text you my contact info. I’m in that huge tan house across the street over there. Yeah, it’s chipping. We’re going to get it sided next month. Not messing with paint anymore.” She nodded with her head. I thought it an odd quirk that the woman did all her gesturing with her head. “My brother, Bobby, lives in the next block. He owns a tire shop on Winslow. If you ever need new tires, he’ll give you a great deal.”
I saw that the planter in the center of her front yard was a massive tire, maybe from a tractor or a semitruck. Small bushes with little orange flowers filled it. Maybe I should consider putting some bulbs in for next spring: crocuses and tulips.
“And your husband, Holly? He’s—”
“Mike. He’s an attorney.”
“Wow. A doctor and an attorney under the same roof. Impressive. My husband’s an attorney, too.” Vanessa looked like she was going to say something else.
“Things to do. I better get going.” I hoped that didn’t sound as awkward as I thought it came out.
“I’ll text you about our play dates.”
“I’d like that.” I pushed Clare a little faster, hearing Vanessa’s rapid footfalls behind me. I glanced over my shoulder. Vanessa was fast, and her ponytail bobbed in her wake. She’d traveled half a block in a heartbeat.
I, on that other hand, wasn’t in any hurry, just a nice stroll to the—
“Wait! Wait up!” Clack, clack, clack.
I looked behind me, expecting to see Vanessa again, but it was a different woman running toward me. I’d never seen her before; she had red-brown hair in a curly mass that touched her shoulders and wore stylish black pants, light blue blazer, white blouse, and several strands of beads. I stopped. Would I ever reach the park?
“You live in this neighborhood?” she asked.
“Yeah.” Really, all I wanted to do was go to the park, sit on a bench, veg a little.
She smelled like honeysuckles, like she’d put on a little too much perfume. Her face was lightly made up, and her lips were a painted-on rosy pink.
“I’m Belinda, I’m looking at houses in this area. There are two for sale on this street. I’ve been out here with a realtor and I’ve put an offer in on one, but they sugarcoat things, you know. Realtors.”
I was aware. I wondered if she’d tried to talk to Vanessa, who had jogged out of sight.
“So, anyway,” Belinda continued, “do you like living here? Is it safe? A good place to raise a family?”
All I wanted to do was to get to the park and back, but I didn’t want to be rude. “I haven’t lived here very long. Do you have children—”
“Belinda. No. I’m single. But you never know.” She looked my age, still in childbearing years, maybe a little older. “I don’t want to move someplace and find someone, have kids, and it not be a good neighborhood.”
Should I mention Shane the pedophile?
“I’m happy with the neighborhood. I have a neighbor who gets noisy with his home improvement projects, but he’s nice enough otherwise. People seem friendly. I really like our house.” I pointed. “I don’t think there’s a bad-looking house on the block. Which ones are you looking at?” Hopefully not the one next to Shane’s.
“The one that caught my eye is a two-story, white. Blue trim, garage in the back.” She referred to the house near Brandi’s. Good, not next door to Shane.
“Nice, a big house. We might have looked at it, but it wasn’t on the market when we came through.”
She extended her hand, and I shook it. “Well, maybe we’ll be neighbors. I’ll call the realtor, see what they thought of my nibble.” Belinda glanced at Clare. “Cute kid.”
“She is that. Hey, nice meeting you. I need to be going.” I didn’t, not really. I wasn’t on a timetable, but neither did I want to stand out here on the sidewalk and chat with someone about a neighborhood I wasn’t yet wholly settled into. Maybe I should have told her to pick a different side of town.
“Sure. Nice meeting you, too.” She clacked away to a green Subaru, showroom shiny and signaling that she could afford houses in Geneva. “Cute baby.”
I kept going and the stroller wheels clattered over a section of sidewalk that was cracked. That sound and my conversation with Vanessa jarred a memory: a wheeled medicine cart clattering down a hallway in Northwestern’s pediatrics unit. It overwhelmed me and pushed out the trimmed hedges of the brick- and wood-sided houses I passed as I neared the park.
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I’d just left the unit floor. I was jumpy, anxious, determined, sad, maybe a dozen other things in the mix. I walked into my supervisor’s office, breathing fast and pulling deep all the antiseptic odors this place reeked of. The doctor was standing at his desk, turning pages in an open file folder. The cleaning scents faded, thankfully. His office smelled like cinnamon, maybe from the large mug of coffee in the center of his desk. Recently poured, I watched a spiral of steam curl up from the dark surface. I stared at the steam so I wouldn’t have to look into his eyes.
“I have to talk.” I didn’t start with anything pleasant like ‘Do you have a moment?’ like I’d mentally rehearsed. I pushed my hands deep into my pockets, needing something to do with them. On the way over here, I’d gnawed off my fingernails.
“Dr. Collins?”
For the briefest of moments, I glanced away from the steam. His eyes caught mine.
“I need—”
“Go on, Dr. Collins.” He looked up and cocked his head, eyebrow jumping in what I’d always considered an odd expression on his apple-shaped face. He motioned to one of the chairs in front of his desk and reached behind to feel for his own chair. Sitting, he scooted close, long nose overhanging the coffee mug, and waited for me.
I didn’t sit.
Couldn’t sit.
Sitting meant I’d be staying in the office for a little while. And I wasn’t going to stay. Not in the office. Not in the department. Not in the hospital.
“Would you care for some coffee?”
It was probably delicious, the way it smelled. He always kept extra mugs in his office; it wasn’t just a polite invitation.
“No. Thank you, though.”
In the hallway behind me, I heard nurses talking, recognized one of the voices, caught something about going to a lake in Wisconsin for the weekend.
“I can’t do this,” I said, finally, again looking down at the steam. “Pediatrics. This unit. Northwestern. I can’t do this. I’m—”
“Dr. Collins—”
Once more, I caught a glimpse of his face, a puzzled and sad expression.
“Dr. Collins, what brought—” I noticed that both of his eyebrows were up now.
I stormed ahead, not wanting him to present an argument that I might cave to. “I’m quitting my pediatrics residency. Today. I came in just to tell you. I’m sorry. It’s just not what I want to do. I can’t do it. I just can’t do this.”
We talked some more. All of it quick and to the point. His features had drawn forward, looked pinched.
“Dr. Collins, Holly, you should reconsider,” he said. His voice was low and even, like he was delivering a lecture. “You’ve spent a great many hours in this wing. You’re very close to completing your residency; you’re at the top of your class.”
I let him go on for a while, feeling dizzy, my hands clenching and unclenching inside my pockets, my stubby nails digging into my palms. Finally, he came up for air, and I jumped in.
“Sorry. But I’m not changing my mind.”
And then I was out of there.
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I shook off the memory.
When Clare and I reached the park at the end of the street, I saw Jennifer McDonald. She lived about a half dozen houses down to the left from me, directly across from the child molester. I’d met her a week ago at Brandi’s Tupperware party. God, I’ll never go to another one of those. Why did I order $125 worth of pastel plastic bowls?
Jennifer was in the middle of the park, rocking an old-style baby carriage, the top covered with a lacy net. She hadn’t mentioned having any children during the Tupperware bash … not that I’d talked to her all that much. I couldn’t even remember if she told me what she did for a living. I should be better about befriending people in the neighborhood, especially people with young kids—potential playmates for Clare.
Jennifer was chatting with an older woman, sixtyish, who was pushing a toddler on a swing. A grandmother babysitting, probably, no one I’d seen before. Then again, I’d only been down to this park twice. Jennifer edged her stroller away, aiming for a bench. I waved, but she didn’t return the gesture; it was entirely possible she wasn’t looking in my direction. I could roll Clare down there and talk, get to know Jennifer better. Or…
“Let’s go home, Clare. Mommy’s had enough exercise this morning.”
I kept my eyes on the swing set and watched as the toddler kicked happily as he rose in the air. I imagined that this time next year I’d be swinging Clare. The older woman waved; she was looking in my direction, smiling. I waved back.
Then I spun around, reaching the sidewalk, and once again heard the clatter of medicine cart wheels as I rolled Clare’s stroller over the area of cracked cement.
When we touched our front yard, I froze. Across the street, five doors down, the scary house next to the beautiful Cape Cod with the apple red vintage car, a man stood near the end of his driveway.
Shane Ellis. The child molester.
Hair unruly, dangling just to his shoulders, bathrobe hanging loose, tie-belt fluttering, he appeared to be watching me.
Or Clare.
Oh God.
I’d never actually seen Shane before. I’d watched his sports car pull out regularly in the mornings, indicating he worked somewhere. He drove one of those small fast ones that cost a lot of money, so either he had a rich family or a well-paying job. Who the hell would hire him? I’d see the car come back, always a little after six, I was almost able to set a clock to it. Didn’t know where he went or what he did, hadn’t asked Brandi. I didn’t want to know. The lack of knowledge made him feel less real, just a thing occasionally whispered about. Maybe it was time I learned more about him.
Was he watching Clare?
He nodded in my direction, pulled the robe around him, belted it, then shuffled to his mailbox and put a few letters inside. He flipped up the flag to let the carrier know there was something outgoing. Then he hunched over and put his fist to his mouth, coughing—though I couldn’t hear him—and then he turned and shuffled back to his house. It was a plain house, a ranch, light gray with blue trim. The smallest house in the block. Nothing that would stand out about it; maybe that’s why he’d chosen it. The sports car was probably worth as much as the house.
I stood unmoving for a few minutes, then Clare started to fuss, making a sound that wasn’t quite a cry, but I knew would be getting there. She was either wet or hungry or both. I sucked in a deep breath of the clean Geneva air, the scent of bread baking too far behind me. Why the hell hadn’t we investigated the neighborhood before we’d offered on the house? We could have met some of the neighbors then. Brandi and Keith were great, some of the others friendly. The woman—Vanessa—I talked to today seemed nice, a mother just like me. We hadn’t thought to Google child molesters. I should have known better; I worked with the police and could’ve asked one of my contacts to check.
Birds chirped, sweetly at first, and then squawking as if in argument. A dog barked, too distant to be my block, though I knew a few of the neighbors around here had them. We should get a dog, we’ve got a fenced backyard, let Clare grow up with one. Mike said he’d always wanted a dog, but it hadn’t fit with apartment life in the city. A big German Shepherd to protect us from the child molester would be ideal.
Shane must have been home ill, hunched over and hacking like that. I hoped he was thoroughly miserable. I hoped he had something terminal.
I turned to head up the front walk when another sound intruded. Loud and growing louder, a whine that turned into a growling, grinding buzz. Next door, Josh Leigh was trimming the big tree in his side yard.
Oh God.
Clare started crying, a full-throated wail that threatened to pierce my eardrums. But it wasn’t as loud as Josh’s chainsaw.
I waved to get Josh’s attention.
The grinding slowed, softened, sounding like a big cat’s purr, but he didn’t turn it off.
“Good morning!” he hollered.
Morning? Technically it still was, I guess. 11 a.m. Time for Clare’s nap. I could use one, too.
“Hey, Josh, how much more cutting you got to do?”
He shrugged, glanced at the chainsaw, the tree, looked back to me and hollered again. “Not much! I’ll be done soon! Just needed to try it out. Brand new. Ain’t it a beauty? A Husqvarna 460 Rancher, two-stroke, gas powered.”
“A beauty,” I said, too soft for him to hear.
He cranked the chainsaw up higher and resumed work.
Josh was the flight department coordinator for a private jet charter company out of DuPage Airport, six miles away. Must have had a day off. I wished Mike would take a day off in the middle of the week, but he was hell-bent on making partner.
Inside, I changed Clare and nursed her, resisted opening the window to catch the fresh breeze. The chainsaw continued to drone; I heard it clearly, even with the windows down.
Clare continued to wail nonstop. Good lungs. She had great lungs, actually. I picked her up, rocked her, and sang to her. Nothing worked.
The chainsaw offered an unrelenting growl.
What right did Josh Leigh have? Cutting down a tree with a chainsaw louder than anything in the world? And on a Wednesday? What right? I could tell my face was flushed, my throat tightening, head throbbing from the racket coupled with Clare’s desperate screams.
I started crying, too, great gulping sobs. I sat in the chair next to Clare’s cradle, my shoulders bouncing against the back of it.
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A week later, Josh went at it again. This time, he was trying to turn one of the big beautiful trees he’d cut down into lawn furniture.
It was noisy in the city, but it was a different kind of noise. Life noise. Activity. Not tree-cutting noise.
I’d been the one who wanted to move out of the city because of “the incident.” Mike had been hesitant, arguing how convenient the apartment building was, that a two- or three-bedroom would open up and we could claim that. I’d been persuasive, and finally he cobbled onto the notion it would be good for us … our own place. And then he more than embraced the notion, spending hours on realtor websites.
It was another hour before the chainsaw quit.
Faintly, I heard birds beyond the window.
Clare napped, and I dozed for the afternoon, waking when Mike came home from work.
“Hey!” he shouted from the kitchen.
I picked up the baby and joined him. Clare was fussing again, hungry. A glance at the wall clock: 7 p.m. How long had I slept? The whole afternoon? I didn’t feel all that rested.
“Sounds like Clare’s hungry.”
I was hungry, too. “Pizza? I’ve one in the freezer or we could—”
“Call Cacciatore’s?” Mike reached for his cell phone with one hand and put his briefcase on the table with his other. He was quick to order Hawaiian style: his favorite. “Thirty minutes,” he said. “Time for me to get a shower and throw on some jeans.”
“Sure.”
Mike’s face softened. “Hol, you look beat. Feeling okay?”
I nodded. No use talking about Chainsaw-Josh or another sighting of Shane-the-Predator. I would investigate the latter tomorrow with a thorough Google search. My first effort had yielded zilch.
“I’m fine,” I told him as he kissed my forehead. “Clare was a little cranky earlier.”
“It’ll be a break for you, going back to work in another month or two.”
“Seven and a half weeks,” I correct him softly.
We’d settled on a highly rated daycare center, Sugar Tots, near the train station. Pricey, but we could certainly manage it. Mike had asked if I’d wanted to quit work. When we talked about it during my pregnancy, I’d said no, and I meant it. Now I wasn’t so sure. The notion of being a stay-at-home mom was enticing. I could really watch Clare grow.
But I knew the sameness would bore me. I’d go back because some hours away from a fussy baby would give me peace. And, honestly, I made too much money to walk away from it.
“Hey, Hol, did you hear that we’re getting a new neighbor?”
“New? No, I didn’t know we had—”
“Across the street, right next to Brandi and Keith.”
I padded to the front window and looked out. A light glowed from behind a curtain in the white-sided Victorian. I didn’t see any movers today. Had they come and gone while I napped? The shadowy image of a woman glided behind the curtains on the second floor. I remembered meeting that woman from the Subaru, Belinda; that’s the house she’d been interested in. Could she have closed on it so quickly? She’d mentioned putting in an offer. Or maybe it was someone else.
“Mike, I would’ve heard moving trucks.”
“She probably did what we did and the furniture will arrive tomorrow. Didn’t take long to sell that one,” Mike said.
The FOR SALE remained at the house on the far side of Shane’s.
“Less than two months on the market. Sold like lightning. You know, if it had been available when we looked, we might have gone for that one instead,” I mused.
“Bigger, but I like the layout of ours, the built-in bookcases, bay windows, and best of all the man-cave.”
“And the kitchen.” I really liked the kitchen. I should use it more often, make dinner rather than order out.
“Maybe we should put together one of those welcome baskets, like Keith and Brandi did for us,” Mike suggested.
“A nice idea. But I suspect Brandi already has it handled.”
“True. Hope they’re friendly.”
“As long as they don’t have a chainsaw, we’ll be fine.” As I continued to look out the window, an older model blue sedan moved slowly down the street. It stopped in front of our house.
I waved, thinking the driver could be someone I knew from the neighborhood or a pizza delivery guy looking for an address. Way too early to be our Hawaiian special arriving. The car sped up and moved on, and goose bumps danced on my arm.
“Strange,” I whispered.
“What, Hol? Didn’t hear—” The rest of Mike’s words were cut off by the sound of a chainsaw. Despite the hour and the fading light, Josh was at it again.
I swore I heard one of his big oak trees screaming.
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I was on the balance beam, wearing a navy blue leotard and slippers, my hair pulled up in a high ponytail so it wouldn’t flop into my face and bother me. The crowd at the Windy City Invitational at Navy Pier was distracting enough. I was in Level 10, fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds. I was good, I told myself; the instructors told me that, too. My mother said I’d better be good, all the money she’d been shelling out for classes.
But I knew I wasn’t Olympics good, and I had a few friends who were close to that caliber.
My navy blue leotard had sparkles along the scoop neck and the cuffs. I had on shiny blue eye shadow and an abundance of mascara. We’d all overdone it on the makeup so our features would show up at a distance. The music in the background—which accompanied someone’s floor routine—was Vangelis, the Chariots of Fire theme, I think.
I went through my routine: pivot turns, keeping my body straight, and finishing with twin 180-degree turns; a straight jump pushed off from the toes; scissors leap and split leap, landing on one foot; and the scale, difficult for me, lifting my left back leg to a 90-degree angle and holding it for three seconds. The needle scale was harder, and I wobbled a little, praying none of the judges noticed. Who was I kidding? They’d notice if a strand of hair moved.
Chest tight, breath held, I performed a cross handstand, extending my body, getting back to my feet, and following it with an arabesque.
I finished my routine with back-to-back signature moves: an Omelianchik, named for Olympic gold medalist Oksana Omelianchik of Russia, a back dive with a one-quarter twist ended in a handstand; and the Miller, named for US gymnast Shannon Miller, where I managed a back dive with a quarter twist to a handstand, ending with a half pirouette. Not bad, but again, I wobbled, and when I dismounted, my right foot edged forward.
The crowd applauded. But there was always a continuous hum of applause, as routines on various pieces of equipment were undertaken across the pavilion’s massive floor.
It felt good; I hadn’t fallen. And I didn’t screw up my subsequent floor routine, vaults, and turn on the uneven parallel bars. I did better than usual; it was like I had a guardian angel spotting for me.
At the end of the snowy January weekend, I’d been awarded a second-place medal in the all-around competition.
It felt real good.
Until Becky congratulated me.
She was my closest friend, and much better than me: number one on our team, athletic, scheduled for the Olympic trials. But she’d had a bad day, slipped on the beam and didn’t stick a landing in her floor routine. She finished fourth overall. She would’ve won it all, but for her bad day.
Her mom was with her. She congratulated us, said she was proud of both of us.
“Maybe I should quit,” Becky said. “Try something else.”
Her mom grinned and hugged her. “Don’t ever quit what you love. Just keep going, do your best. This was just one day, Becky. There are another three hundred and forty left in the year. This was just one day.”
Becky grinned back, calmed down, and nodded. Six months later, she entered the trials and made the U.S. Olympic team.
My mom hadn’t come to that January meet; she worked a lot. So I took the train, and then a cab, home. I could have walked from the train station, but it was snowing hard and the sidewalk was icy. I was pretty independent for a fifteen-year-old, making my way around the city and suburbs alone.
I kept picturing Becky—who was not so independent—and her mom. My friend clearly drew strength and confidence from her mom, but she depended on her. I didn’t depend on anyone.
Home, our live-in housekeeper, Wendy, swept me close in a bear hug and eyed my medal. “I will bake a berry cake to celebrate. Go show your mother.”
My mom was at her desk; she nodded when I dangled my medal.
“Second place. Maybe next time you’ll do better, take a first,” she said. Perhaps she intended to encourage me to do better; instead, it felt like I’d been punched.
“Maybe I should quit.” I repeated Becky’s words.
“Okay,” she said, returning to the document in front of her.
I’d wanted her to encourage me the way Becky’s mom had encouraged her.
“I’m sure you’ll find another hobby to enjoy, Holly.”
So I quit gymnastics. I quit almost everything.
But Clare … Clare would have my support. I’d encourage her. I would always encourage her. I would be like Becky’s mom.
“Hey, Holly.” Mike nudged me.
I shook off the twenty-year-old dream. “Clare can take gymnastics if she wants,” I told him.
“She’s a little young for that.” Mike laughed. “C’mon, Hol. Get up.”
The bed argued with my husband; I swore I could hear it: Stay, Holly. Sleep. Sleeeeeeep. Tell that man to go away. You deserve to sleeeeeeeeep.
I opened my eyes wider and looked at the clock.
“Twenty minutes? Mike, are you friggin’ kidding me? Couldn’t you have given me longer than twenty minutes?” I stayed lying there, on my side, knees pulled up, so comfortable. The pillow was talking too: Stay, Holly. Staaaaay.
“Holly. C’mon.”
“Only a twenty-minute nap? No way. I’m exhausted. She kept me up all night.”
“Holly.”
“Yep, that’s my name.”
“Holly.”
“Oh, Mike. Why in the hell can’t you give me a little longer? I—”
“—am dead tired. Yeah, I know. Sorry.”
He looked so sympathetic that I offered him a half smile; I couldn’t muster more than that. Then I got instantly frightened. Something must have happened to Clare, otherwise, Mike wouldn’t be in here. “Clare? Omigod. Is she sick again—”
“No. She’s good.” Mike held out a hand to tug me up. I didn’t take it. If Clare was fine, I wasn’t budging.
“I love you, Mike.” I raised my voice. “I love Clare. It’s Saturday. You’re home. If she’s not sick, this is how I’m spending my lunch hour. Hour.” A little louder: “Hour. Maybe two hours. I really need a baby break.”
“I know, but—”
“But nothing. I’m balancing. Remember your lecture on finding a balance? Well, I was finding it. For twenty minutes, I was blissfully balancing. Balancing on a four-inch wide wooden beam. And if I don’t find it again … if I don’t get a little rest … I’m going to kill somebody.”
“You should maybe keep your voice down. You have a visitor.”
“Visitor?” I blew out a puff of air that fluttered my bangs. “Brandi can come back—”
“A homicide detective. He drove out from the city. Apparently on his day off. Says it’s important.”
I sat up and smoothed at the wrinkles in my blouse.
“His name is Detective Egidio Olsen. I think I’m getting that right—Ee-gee-dee-oh, says that you’ve worked with him.”
“Crap.” I yawned and rubbed at my eyes. “Yeah, I’ve worked with Egg.” No makeup, I’m certain the circles under my eyes made me resemble a raccoon. I looked like hell. “Crappity crap crap.”
Mike let out an exasperated hissing breath and ran his hand through his hair. “I suppose I can tell him you’re not feeling well.”
“I’m not.”
“That you’re—”
“I’m exhausted.”
“And that he should come back—”
I stood and shook out my curls. “I’ll talk to him. He’s got something going on or he wouldn’t have made the drive.”
“He’s in the kitchen.”
“Clare’s—”
“—in the kitchen in her highchair.”
I listened, didn’t hear the baby crying.
“Mike, sorry I was snippy. I just—”
“I know. I know. You really do need some rest. Talk to him, then go back to sleep.”
Mike followed me down the hall to the kitchen. Detective Olsen was practically face-to-face with Clare, who was strapped into a reclining highchair. She seemed fascinated with his nose. It was a big one, too long for his face, a little crooked, and there was a bump on it halfway down from supposedly it having been broken in his young years and never set right.
“Hey, Egg,” I greeted, swallowing a yawn.
“Holly!” Egg was so fast to his feet he nearly tipped his chair over. Clare made a cooing sound at the excitement. Egidio had told me his name was Latin-French, meaning Zeus’s goatskin shield … or something like that. His face was all leathery and the creases were deep at the edges of his eyes and lips. I imagined tanned goatskin might look similar. “Great to see you, Holly.”
“I’ll take her,” Mike volunteered, swooping in, unbuckling Clare, and plucking her up, pivoting on the ball of his foot and pausing on his way out of the kitchen to give me a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t be grumpy with the detective,” he whispered.
“Seriously, it is good to see you,” Egg continued, easing himself back into the chair. I saw him wince. He was sixty-three and had arthritis; he’d made it public he was retiring after Christmas. “You look—”
“Awful,” I supplied as I sat opposite him. “I know. Roadkill. I look like roadkill.”
He laughed. “Actually, I was going to say lovely.”
“Liar.”
“Okay. Tired. You look tired.”
“That’s more accurate.”
“How’s life with the baby? I got another grandbaby coming in a month.”
I propped my elbows on the table and rested my chin in my hands. I was going to reply: Difficult, tell him how fussy Clare’s been; that she’d cried through most of the night. Mike hadn’t been home to help; he’d been working late so he’d have the weekend free. He’d slept in his office and taken the 6 a.m. train back home in time for breakfast. I was going to tell him Clare has GER … gastroesophageal reflux, a common malady in newborns, which caused the stomach’s contents to regurgitate back into the esophagus. It occurred because the circular band of muscle that served as a valve between the stomach and esophagus wasn’t developed enough; it was often misdiagnosed as colic, and it sent some parents in a panic to the ER. The remedy: smaller, more frequent feedings. Doctor talk.
But instead, I said, “Life with the baby is good.” We were getting past the GER. Clare would soon be fine.
“You do look good, though,” Egg said. “Honestly.” He reached across the table and poked my arm. “Motherhood agrees with you.”
I kept my mouth shut. I was so very tired.
We were quiet for a few moments. I heard music from Clare’s nursery, no lyrics just sweet bubbly notes. I also heard the snarl of my neighbor’s chainsaw. What the hell was he cutting down now?
“Coffee?”
Egg shook his head. “Sure would like a glass of cold water.”
“Yeah, that sounds great.” I didn’t want caffeine. Well, I did want caffeine, but couldn’t have it while breastfeeding. And I wanted to go straight back to bed after Egg left. I got up and took two tall glasses from the cupboard, Batman and Superman, yard sale finds. That was another plus to the neighborhood—periodic yard sales—an opportunity to pick up someone else’s castoffs and stuff your house with unnecessary things. I filled the glasses with crushed ice from the door dispenser, then with chilled water. When I returned to the table, Egg looked all business, so I passed him Superman.
Egg reached under the table, retrieving a briefcase. So it was a “work” call. He opened it without pulling it up all the way. In the lull of the chainsaw, I heard him shuffle through papers.
“Need a little help, seriously,” he said as he brought out a thick manila folder, set it on the table in front of him, and rested his left hand on top of it. He reached for Superman and took a long pull. “The water tastes different here. Better, I think.”
“I don’t buy bottled water anymore. It really does taste cleaner here than in the city,” I admitted.
“You know the temp they brought in while you’re out? He sucks.”
I stared at him, not sure how to respond.
“Latents,” he went on. “I caught this homicide, told him at the scene. At. The. Scene. Not to wash the body until I got over to the morgue.”
“And he washed it before you got there,” I guessed. That wasn’t against protocol. Police usually took most of the evidence they needed at the crime scene.
“We didn’t have the new equipment at the scene,” Egg went on. “And you’re up on it. I figured he was too. So I’d asked him not to wash the body. Idiot. He’s an idiot.”
I sipped at my water, saw beads of sweat building up on Batman’s chest. Egg downed his and went to the refrigerator door for a refill.
“Hey, Holly, what are all these buttons for? What kind of a fridge is this? Other than expensive.”
“High-tech, came with the house,” I answered. “It even lets us know when the food inside is going to expire. I’m not kidding you. And you don’t have to open the door to get ice. See that green button there? That’ll give you crushed or chopped or—”
“Interesting. I’ll try chopped.” He watched the ice tumble down, shrugged, and came back to the table. “There are chemicals in latent prints, and the new equipment can work with chemicals the size of a grain of sand. You can’t get those off a body unless—” He let the sentence hang.
“Yeah, I’m familiar with the process. Sometimes they can tell you a person’s diet, race, gender, other bits of information useful to an investigation. Nanoparticles, digital holography, micro-X-ray fluorescence, SKP, the Scanning Kelvin Probe, all able to analyze latent prints. We can do some of that in the department.”
“I know that. But not if you wash it away.” Egg took a long swallow of the water and swished the glass around so the ice clinked. “Victim was bald, found basically naked. I wanted to check for prints on his skin. We didn’t find any on him at the scene. Nothing usable anyway. But we didn’t have all the equipment there to check for it. And neither did the coroner’s office idiot who showed up. The really good equipment was back at your department.” He made a gravelly growly sound. “At least we got some skin and other trace samples from under the vic’s fingernails.”
“So that’s why you came out? To complain about the temp? I can’t help with washed-away evidence.”
Egg opened the folder and shuffled out a series of photos, all of the murder scene. The victim had on boxer shorts, socks, and tennis shoes. No obvious wounds, no visible blood. A close-up of the face showed petechial hemorrhage in the eyes—an indication that he could have been strangled.
I spent the next hour going through his notes, studying the photos up close, discussing the case, hearing him talk about his grandkids. It felt good to reconnect with someone I considered a friend.
“I can’t say for certain without examining the body, but it points to strangulation. The bruise pattern formed on his neck, a suggestion of thumb marks. The spots in the eyes. Petechial.” For this, I had to interrupt my blessed nap? “Egg, anyone in the coroner’s office could have looked at this and told you the same thing.”
He collected the pictures, his notes, and put them back in the folder. He left it open, though, the close-up of the victim sitting on top. “Yeah, maybe. Probably. You’re a great coroner, Holly. Gossip is you might not come back, that you might go the stay-at-home mom route. That’d be admirable, understandable, I guess. But me and my partner, we want you back at work. So do some of the other guys, and—”
So that’s the real reason for the visit. “Egg, I—”
“You’re great in court, on the stand, talking evidence.” He finished the water, got up, and refilled it in the tap this time. He paused at the sink and looked out the window into my backyard. “Great yard, Holly.”
“It’s fenced,” I said. “I need a dog.”
“You should get a dog. You should also come back to work. Dogs are fine left all day. I should know. I have three: a pug, a Boston, and a Lab.” He came back and sat. “The idiot who’s got your shift? He went with me to the vic’s house.” Egg rolled his eyes. “You’re better at doing next-of-kin notifications than most of the staff. And this notification was especially hard. Vic was thirty-four. The wife? Ten years younger. Pregnant. Real pregnant, like ready to pop. The idiot tried to be compassionate. But when she broke down, he lost it. Hell, I almost lost it. I stepped in and handled it. You? You’re kind and gentle. Need you back, Holly. That’s why I’m out here on my day off.”
At least he admitted it.
“To talk me into coming back?” I wasn’t going to mention to Egg that I’d already decided I would be back. In the neighborhood of seven weeks.
“Yeah. That’s about it.”
“You’re retiring right after Christmas.”
He shrugged. “That’s the gossip. Was the gossip. But no, I’m not going to retire yet. I’m gonna stick it out until I’m sixty-five; talked it over with my wife a couple of weeks ago. I like the work and I think I’d be bored in retirement. So, two more years for me. Then maybe we’ll move to one of those pet-friendly retirement subdivisions in Florida … before the poles melt and the state goes underwater. So you should come back to work, at least until I’m sixty-five. I don’t care what the hell you do after that.”
I laughed, the first big jolt of happy I’d had in several days. “Oh, Egg, I’ll tell you what … you do a favor for me, and I’ll come back to work when my maternity leave ends.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“Aces. Name it, this favor.”
“I want you to look up somebody.”
He scooted forward and took up Superman, stared at the image, and then finished the drink.
“There’s a sex offender in the neighborhood. Shane Ellis. Child molester supposedly. I tried Googling him but couldn’t find anything.”
Egg whistled. He took a notebook out of his pocket, one of the little ones you could get for fifty cents at Dollar General. He flipped it open with one hand and retrieved a pen from another pocket. His moves were practiced and fast, the mark of a longtime detective. He started printing. S h a n e E l l i s. He underlined the name.
“Shane lives five doors down across the street. The little house. I’ve never talked to him. Never been closer than five doors down from him. Never gonna be closer than five doors down from him if I can help it.” I didn’t add that if I’d known he was there when we were house hunting, we would have bought in a different neighborhood.
Egg took a few notes. “I’ll check him out, pull the records. Sex offender, eh?” He shook his head. “Mental disorder, sex offending, some docs say. Can’t rehabilitate them, some docs say.” He met my gaze. “Maybe you couldn’t find something on him because of sealed records or because he was charged in another state. Might not ever cause you a problem, though, Holly. Depends what he got charged with and—”
“Find out whatever you can about him. Oh, and see if there’s an older model blue sedan registered to him. I’m thinking maybe it’s a Chevy … Malibu, or maybe an Impala. He has a two-car garage, and I’ve seen him drive a Nissan 370Z, a pricey sports car. Not that I know cars, but my neighbor, Josh, does. He told me it’s a 370Z. Anyway, he’s got room for another in that garage. Maybe a blue sedan.”
“Gotcha. I’ll do a thorough check.” He got up from the table. “Hey, can I use the bathroom? Bladder doesn’t work so good once you pass sixty.”
“Right around the corner.”
“Thanks. And really, I wish it had been you with me on that notification. Can’t wait to get you back.”
I stayed at the table after Egg left, staring at the whorls in the wood surface, tracing a pattern with my right thumb. Softly, the sweet bubbly music continued to play in Clare’s nursery.
Death notifications.
Egg had it wrong. I really wasn’t good at them.
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Meredith Light sat in the chair next to her hospital bed. She wore a pink floral bathrobe that fell to her ankles, a shade paler than the chenille slippers decorated with little pink bows and equally pink ribbon roses. The robe looked like it was made of satin, and the fluorescent overhead light caused it to shine like it was damp. It looked expensive, probably a birthday or Christmas present that didn’t get worn very often; this hospital stay deemed a special occasion and so worthy to bring it out. Or maybe it was just new, never worn before, a gift for her becoming a mother. A hint of the nightgown underneath showed near her neck. It was pink, too, though a different shade, lacy.
Everything was pink.
Maybe that’s why I didn’t like pink anymore, because Meredith was drenched in it, and no doubt had intended to do the same to her little girl. Tiny pink garments were folded on the nightstand, crocheted pink booties on top of them.
Pink. Pink. Pink.
Like a bottle of Pepto-Bismol had been upended over all the fabrics in this room.
Meredith had short golden blonde hair, a pixie cut, reminding me of Tinkerbell from a stage play of Peter Pan we’d attended a few years back at the Cadillac Palace Theatre downtown. Her eyes, when opened, her cherubic grin, and her little nose were the spitting image of Tinkerbell. When she was admitted, I’d complimented her on the hairstyle. She said she had long curls past her shoulders only days before, but she’d read that long hair and babies didn’t go well together, that those curls would be constantly tugged at and spit up on. Meredith said she liked the cut, but it was an odd sensation, feeling the wind across the back of her neck.
She’d opened the window a little, and I felt a late spring breeze coming through. It brought the scent of Chicago traffic, tinged with bus exhaust. It brought in the city sounds, too, the music of downtown life—sirens, car horns, snippets of music from someone driving past with a radio blaring. None of those were loud enough to block out the closer sounds of the hospital … nurses chatting just outside the door; one of them talking about taking the Chicago Architecture River Cruise and thinking it well worth the forty-five dollars. There were bleeps and beeps of monitors from the room across the hall, the shush of pantlegs as a pair of interns hurried past, the giggle of a child and the “shush!” of his mother. And the smells that crept in through the window couldn’t compete with the antiseptic floor cleaner. Hospital odors were strong.
There was a chair next to Meredith’s, and I took it, sitting quietly. I wasn’t sure if she was sleeping, but she hadn’t opened her eyes. Her suitcase sat next to the bed; she was being discharged late this afternoon. There was a book on the stand next to the folded baby clothes, facedown, but opened to where she’d stopped reading: Nora Roberts’ Shelter in Place. I’d never read a Roberts book; I probably should, as they made Lifetime movies out of them and were frequently on bestseller lists. I should see what I was missing.
I waited a few minutes, watching Meredith breathe, staring at the highlights in her pixie hair, taking in all the pink. Way the hell too much pink. I noticed a woman standing in the doorway, probably a relative, didn’t look like she was going to come in or move along.
Get it over with.
I reached over and touched Meredith’s arm.
Meredith’s Tinkerbell eyes fluttered open and the cherubic smile appeared.
“Dr. Collins!” She yawned prettily. “I dozed off, waiting for Jerry.” She looked around for a clock. “What time is—”
“Eleven. They’ll bring lunch soon.”
“He’s probably down at the cafeteria, my Jerry. Said he was hungry.”
I’d wanted to do this when Jerry Light was here, too. But I also didn’t want to wait. Couldn’t. My throat was constricting, and my stomach twisted. I removed my hand and grasped the arm of the chair, squeezing it.
“We’ve decided to call her Geraldine, after Jerry. Geraldine Meredith.” She grinned wider.
I spoke quietly so the woman standing at the doorway likely wouldn’t hear.
“Meredith, I am so very sorry, but—”
She put her hands to her mouth and started shaking before I could get all the words out. Instantly started wailing and crying and shaking, looking to the doorway, which was empty now. She knew before I’d gotten all the words out. My “so very sorry” doing it. Her chest rose and fell like she’d run a marathon.
“Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. Not my baby. Oh God. Not my baby.”
I gripped the chair arms tighter. It felt like all the oxygen had been sucked out of the room.
“We did everything possible,” I said. My voice sounded flat. “She didn’t make it.” Those four words were a hammer coming down.
Meredith wailed louder, and I watched as the color drained from her Tinkerbell face.
The child had been severely premature, and for the past forty-eight hours, me and a team of more experienced physicians had been working to save her life. Three pounds, two ounces, born with a ventricular septal defect, a hole in her heart. The wall that separated the baby’s heart had a gap, a relatively common problem, but in this case, the gap was uncommonly large. Meredith and Jerry Light had agreed to emergency surgery within hours of the birth. The lead surgeon had performed operations like it many times, repairing the hole with a patch, the baby placed on a heart-lung bypass machine during the procedure. But this baby was so premature, and the rent too significant.
Ten doctors in all—well, nine experienced physicians and me, a pediatrics resident. I’d been assigned to this case, to learn, to help, and to act as a liaison between the family and the medical team. I was told that someone from the surgical team had already stopped by. Maybe Meredith hadn’t understood what he’d said; maybe he’d used medical jargon the average person couldn’t sort through.
Or maybe he’d left the notification to me.
My first death notification.
Babies were the start of life, not the end of it.
“I’m sorry,” I repeated, emotion I tried to keep at bay was inching in.
She wept hysterically, rocking, slamming her fists on the arms of her chair, pale white face turning red with grief and anger.
I fought to keep from crying.
“Oh my God. Meredith?”
I turned and saw Jerry Light step into the room.
“Oh my God,” he repeated. Then he was at Meredith’s side and I was rising, backing out to give them space. More, I think, to give me space. The woman’s sobs covered everything—the sounds that had been spilling in through the window, the hospital noises that had intruded from the hall. It didn’t manage to mute the pounding in my ears from my heart.
“Oh my God,” Jerry said. “No. No. No.” He wrapped his arms around her, and I ducked out into the hall.
Where I came face-to-face with the woman I’d seen minutes earlier in the doorway.
Immediately, I noticed a resemblance to Meredith, a pixie face and wide eyes. But there was nothing cherubic about her visage.
“What the hell?” the woman demanded. She managed to pivot so that she had me up against the corridor wall. She moved in so close I shared her breath. “What happened to the baby?”
Only talk to the parents, I was told.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“How did the baby die?”
She just died, I wanted to say.
“What went wrong?”
Nothing went wrong, just not everything went right, I wanted to say. It was a matter of there being no miracle. Born too early, not developed enough, damaged heart. All the odds against her.
“I know the risks were high, Meredith told me. Was the surgery too much? Something went wrong, didn’t it? Really, really wrong. You screwed up. Something went horribly wrong.”
I was one of ten doctors who worked on the baby. One of ten. But the “you” the woman spat out hit me like a gut punch.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“Sorry? You’re sorry? You should be more than sorry! I hope you don’t have kids.”
“I don’t, I—”
“I hope you never have kids. You screwed up.”
I edged away, everything cloudy because my eyes were filled with tears. It was like looking through pink-tinged fog.
“I don’t want to do this again. I don’t want to do this anymore.”
I stumbled down the hall to my supervising physician’s office, wiping my face as I went.
“I’m not going to do this anymore.”
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“Hey, Hol—”
“Mike! Heading to the train already? On your way home?” I glanced at the time on my phone: 5 p.m. I better think about what to fix for dinner, not frozen pizza again. One hour and fifteen minutes before he got here; plenty of time to roast chicken and potatoes, make a hearty meal that would yield leftovers we could eat later in the week. Clare was napping, so I could get to work on it now. “Nice to have you home early. How does baked—”
“Listen, Hol, this merger litigation I’m drowning in,” Mike continued, “it’s going to keep me here a little later than I’d planned. You go ahead and eat without me.”
In the background, I heard all the city sounds—traffic, a siren. A door slammed, maybe someone entering or leaving Mike’s office.
“Oh.”
“Can’t help it, Hol.”
“Okay. I know.” I felt like a tire that was leaking air. “You’re coming back tonight though, right?”
“Sure. Hope it’s not too, too late, I don’t want to wake you and Clare up again. Love and hugs.” He disconnected the call.
“Love you too,” I said softly.
I padded to the kitchen and fixed a salad with a liberal dosing of blue cheese dressing and bacon bits, then added some sunflower seeds, pieces of turkey, a dash more dressing. Probably not a healthy salad, could contain as many calories as a Big Mac, but what the hell? At least I promised to keep the freezer door closed and my hands off the ice cream. I ate in a hurry, put some chopped ice in a glass, topped it up with orange juice, and headed to Clare’s nursery. I’d downloaded a Nora Roberts book onto my Kindle, figured I’d do a little reading before the baby woke up. Please, God, let me read two or three chapters before she starts fussing.
The orange juice was sweet and cold. I wished Mike was here to share a glass with me.
I glanced at the time: Eight-fifteen, still no Mike, and he hadn’t called to tell me he was getting on the train. He usually called when he was at the station waiting. Long hours, a long commute, and here I was on a comfortable couch with a baby sound asleep in my arms. But it was not long till I’d be back to that grind, too. If we’d stayed in the city, Mike would still have the long hours … I’d known that going into the marriage. But he wouldn’t have the long commute on each end. He’d have some extra time with us.
Seventy to eighty hours a week he’d been working when I met him, then married him. He’d told me then the hours were all part of the game if you wanted to make partner. He wanted it bad. I did too, for him, for us. But at the same time, I wanted Mike around more. My salary was $230,000 a year, and Mike’s would be more than double that soon. We’d be set, college for Clare covered.
Couldn’t have it both ways, could I? Mike here and the cushy nest egg?
8:20 p.m.
Had this move been a mistake?
Clare had been changed, fed, bathed, and was looking adorable in a pear-colored onesie. I counted the little embroidered ducks along the front.
“Thirty-two.” The buttons were duck heads, the outfit—and several others—acquired at a second-hand clothing store. Why buy new when a baby grew so fast? Nothing I’d picked up was wholly pink … though some of the outfits had flowers with pink petals. The duck suit was my favorite.
Clare started to fuss.
I walked her back and forth in front of the window, seeing a soft glow through the gauzy under curtain. Maybe someone at the new neighbor’s or at Brandi’s. Curious, I pulled the drape back and saw a small SUV, a dark shade, the interior light on. I leaned close to the window, turning so I didn’t squish Clare.
The driver was looking at a map or a magazine.
Shit! Now he was looking at me.
Well, of course he was looking at me … I was looking at him. Couldn’t really make out his features because he had a cap on, kind of flat like the ones golfers favored. He was white, clean-shaven.
Still looking at me.
I should close the drapes and back away, but I kept watching. Maybe he was waiting for someone he was going to pick up across the street. Or….
The man waved at me, an exaggerated gesture, probably to make sure I saw it. Then he turned off the interior dome light and slowly drove away.
Creepy.
Probably nothing. He was across the street after all, not on my side, not in front of my house. Yeah, probably nothing. But I wished Mike was here.
9:15 p.m. and Clare was still fussing, must’ve been the GER.
9:45 p.m. and nothing was working.
“Oh, baby baby baby, hush sweetie.”
No fever, changed again, fed again, wide awake and fussing and crying, and suddenly, Mike called. Thank God.
“On my way home,” he said. “Helluva day, but the merger work’s handled. See you in an hour or so. I’m taking tomorrow off.”
Definitely “or so” if he was only just getting on the train.
I felt a headache blooming. I grabbed my purse, car keys, picked Clare up, and went out to the garage. The neighborhood was quiet, lights blushing behind curtains in the houses across the street. Maybe Brandi and Keith were watching TV; Brandi had mentioned something about a Law & Order marathon so she could “get her Lenny Briscoe on.” There was a light on upstairs at the new neighbor’s. I needed to go meet her, but certainly not tonight, and not with a crying Clare. Wondered if it was that woman who’d stopped me on the sidewalk.
Strapping Clare into her car seat, I slowly backed out, touched the garage remote, and watched the door slide down. I turned on an easy listening station. I detested easy listening music; it was like white noise, all seeming so level and boring. I liked rock—old, recent, didn’t matter—stuff with a pulse, driving, emotional, and energetic. I even liked a lot of country music, the up-tempo pieces, not the schmaltzy, sappy stuff about pickup trucks, drinking beer, and grieving for dead dogs and relatives. But easy listening? That accompanied people riding in elevators or waiting in line to see the casket at a funeral.
But it always seemed to soothe Clare.
Mike often played sugary stuff for her—and I marveled that it worked. I could stomach it if it would help get her settled down.
Please God, let her settle down before Mike came home.
I’d been thinking of a little romance, something that had been absent for a while. Hard to be romantic with a fussy baby.
I drove past the park, the streetlight illuminating three thin boys, teenagers who ought to think about getting home because it was a school night. Two sat on a bench, engrossed in their cell phones, texting or watching videos; it looked like they were praying to them. The third was pacing behind them, talking on his phone. I saw the orange glimmering of a cigarette. Nasty habit.
I drove downtown and discovered my thumbs tapping against the steering wheel to the beat of Jewel’s “Foolish Games”, one of the better easy listening tunes that drifted through the interior of my Range Rover Sport. The song was appropriate, right? I was playing a foolish game of trying to get a cranky baby to quiet down. Clare was physically fine; with all the training I’d taken in pediatrics, I knew what to look for and when to take her in to a clinic. I also knew that some babies were just fussy, noisy, got agitated effortlessly, while others were quiet and giggled and cooed. Mike and I had not been blessed with the latter … still, I considered us blessed.
Very little traffic this time of night, I cruised the historic section, past The Little Traveler with its pretty gift shop; Fiora’s; the courthouse—looking at least a century outdated; the Chamber of Commerce; Niche; Buttermilk; and the Egg Harbor Café, which I had been to once with Brandi and her friends. Clare had let us eat breakfast in peace, and as I thought about that memory, I swore I could taste the fresh brewed Intelligentsia coffee they served in a carafe and the smoked salmon benedict. Maybe I could coax Mike there this weekend.
“Moon River” oozed from the speakers now. A glance over my shoulder; Clare was cooing. Dear God, cooing! Maybe I could find a way to like easy listening. She dozed as the song finished, and I turned off the radio and heard sounds drifting in my window. There was a breeze, and the leaves were shushing, seeming sweeter than Andy Williams’ dulcet tones.
How long had I been driving? A hair past a half hour. Funny how riding in a car calmed a baby. I’d read an article about it in one of those numerous parenting magazines I’d picked up—things mothers had tried to get their children to fall asleep. It worked, for certain. Maybe I should give the magazines a relook for other tips.
I turned down our street, slowing at Shawn Ellis’ house; it was dark. Perhaps he’d gone to bed, ill from the malady I’d noted when I spotted him by his mailbox. Or he could be out. Was he preying on someone? The image of the man in the golfer’s cap waving at me earlier added to my unease.
Shake it off, Holly. Stop with the paranoia.
The lights on in the other houses made the street look rural and friendly, a nice slice of American life. I pulled into our driveway, smiling. Despite Shawn, I liked the neighborhood, Brandi and Keith, and I’d get to know Jennifer better and ask about her baby, text Nes about a park meeting. I thumbed the control for the garage and pulled in, and oh-so-gently retrieved Clare from her car seat; she still slept soundly. I swear that in the soft glow from the overhead light I saw her smile.
I closed the garage and went through the gate to the back door.
“What the—”
The back door was closed, but not locked. I was sure I’d locked it earlier. I had to have locked it, right? I would not have left the house open with Mike still at work. But … maybe I’d been lax. I was exhausted. Maybe I’d not locked it after I took Clare out onto the deck this afternoon. Brandi mentioned she didn’t always lock her doors.
Clare slept in my arms, and I carefully stepped inside, not wanting to wake her. I turned on the kitchen lights. The kitchen was just as I’d left it. Everything looked fine, but something felt off. Probably my nerves; they’d been jangling all day anyway. I walked in and set my key fob on the counter, stopped, and stared.
The flour canister.
I stepped closer and saw a little ring, marking where it had been.
Moved. The canister had been moved.





10

Did I move the canister? Not today. I didn’t use any flour today, and I was so friggin’ tidy in the kitchen. I would’ve wiped up the flour ring, wouldn’t I? My nerves jangled louder and my hands trembled; Clare kept sleeping in my arms, oblivious to my worry.
I edged into the hallway and used my shoulder to turn on a light. Nothing different, still something felt not quite right, like I was playing the part of an extra in a schlocky horror movie. I turned on the light in the living room and looked around.
The mail. I always set it on the front table. Always. Always. Always. It was still there, but it was stacked on the other side of the table, the spot where I usually set my fanny pack—which was strapped around my waist.
Someone had been in the house, and it wasn’t Mike. He’d taken his car to the train station today and his side of the garage was empty when I pulled in.
Not Mike. But someone.
And was that someone still here?
My heart hammering, I tiptoed into the kitchen and out the back door, held Clare with one arm and fumbled in my fanny pack for the cell phone. I retreated to the garage and put Clare back in her car seat. She started to stir as I called 911.
I backed out of the driveway and parked across the street, car idling, windows rolled up, doors locked.
Was the intruder still in the house? I stared at the front door, and through the living room curtained window I saw the glow of the lights I’d left on. This neighborhood … I’d wanted it to be safe, safer than the big bad city of Chicago.
I closed my eyes and waited for the police.
I was born in Chicago, grew up on the north side, and before moving here, had only ever been to the suburbs to visit friends on occasions like July 4th and Memorial Day, for picnics and fireworks. I met Mike at one of those parties; we were introduced by a mutual friend. Mike was a fellow city-soul and we’d “hit it off” immediately, moved in together, married. We’d never discussed having kids, and Clare certainly hadn’t been planned. But we had nevertheless been excited at the prospect of a little family. Mike had been supportive during the pregnancy and had gone out of his way to be nurturing.
We planned to raise Clare in the city and get a bigger apartment, just like Mike had suggested. Mike had been raised in Chicago, too, and right after the pregnancy test came out positive, we’d started thinking about which private school to select … Waldorf, Ancona, Chicago Grammar.
One gunshot had changed our notion and sent us on the suburban house hunt.
Two blocks from our apartment building, a child had been asleep on the first floor of an upscale condo. Someone out on the sidewalk, a dozen feet from the child’s bedroom, refused to give a mugger his wallet. The Chicago Trib article said a scuffle ensued, the mugger’s gun discharged, the round went straight through the window at an upward angle and into the head of the little boy asleep in the top bunk. I’d done the autopsy, and it had rattled me. Autopsies on the young always hit me the hardest.
And so after that happened, I freaked out about bringing up our baby in the city and persuaded Mike to start searching the real estate listings in the suburbs.
Without the gunshot two blocks away from our apartment, I wouldn’t be sitting in my car waiting for the police … who were just pulling up, no siren, but lights flashing.
The two officers told me to stay in the car while they checked the house. I watched as all the lights came on, they were evidently going room to room. When they came out and motioned to me, I put the car back in the garage, picked up a still-sleeping Clare, and met them on the driveway.
“No signs of a forced entry, Mrs. Weldon. And no one’s in there. What made you think there was a burglar?” The officer’s name tag read: Bartley. I’d always thought they should put first names on the bar too. The other officer’s name tag read: Schmidt.
“Things were moved, little things. In the kitchen, the living room, maybe in other rooms but I didn’t go any farther. Those things that were moved … I hadn’t moved them, that’s how I knew someone had been there. I came outside and called 911.” I kept my voice low, not wanting to set Clare off. I could tell she was awake, but she wasn’t fussing.
“You were smart to come outside right away,” Schmidt said. “Someone could have been in your house, just like you said. And if someone was in there, perhaps they came in through an open window or unlocked door. A lot of times people think they’ve locked their doors, forget about the windows. Nothing seems to be broken. If someone was in there … you’ll have to determine if anything is missing, and we can amend the report.” Schmidt reached into his pocket and retrieved his business card.
I saw a car slowly creeping down the street. Mike’s! He stopped parallel to the police car, then turned in the driveway and into the garage. He didn’t get out right away.
I shifted Clare so I could hold her with one arm. I took the officer’s card, looked at it; it was difficult to read in the light coming from the garage and all the shadows cast from the house. Mike had turned off his car.
“Thanks,” I said. I wanted to get inside and put Clare in her cradle, my arm was sore from holding her so long. “Thanks for coming out. I was frightened.”
I honestly was frightened; I still felt skittish and uncomfortable, and my stomach churned.
“Holly!” Mike had his briefcase in his right hand and his left arm cradled file folders against his chest, evidence his briefcase was too stuffed with other things. “What the hell’s going on? What happened? Are you okay? Clare?”
“Fine,” I answered. “We’re fine. Someone broke into the house and—”
“Christ!” Mike looked back and forth between me and the officers and sat the briefcase down. He reached out and gently touched my arm.
I explained quickly: “After you called to say you were coming home, I took Clare for a short ride. I was trying to get her to stop crying. I wanted her settled before you—”
“Who broke in? How did—”
“We came back home,” I continued, “and I could tell someone had been in the house.”
“Oh, dear God. What did they steal? Did they do lots of damage? What did—”
“We found no sign of a forced break-in,” Schmidt said. “Nothing broken that we noticed. If anything has been taken, you’ll have to make a report.” He passed Mike one of his cards. “We can’t say there was someone in there, and we can’t say there wasn’t.”
“There is no evidence anyone broke in,” Bartley said. “We haven’t had any reports of burglaries along this street. Nothing recent anyway, according to dispatch.” He paused and looked Mike up and down. “If you work a lot of nights, Mr.—”
“Weldon,” Mike said. “Sometimes. I have long working hours sometimes.”
“You might want to consider a home security system,” Bartley suggested. “There are reasonable services, as low as fifteen, twenty bucks a month. A company comes out and installs door and window sensors, motion sensors, a couple of wireless security cameras. They’ll put a sign in your yard, stickers on your windows … those alone are a big deterrent.”
“Where can I—”
“Yellow pages, the internet, probably Amazon,” Schmidt said. He turned to me. “Mrs. Weldon, like I said, we checked everything. But before we leave, walk me through the house, and show me what you found.”
I took them in through the back door. Me in the lead, then the two officers, Mike trailing. I heard him mutter: “What the hell?”
I pointed to the counter, the ring of flour. Then I noticed that a sponge I keep on the right side of the sink was now on the left. “That’s moved, too.” The hairs danced on the back of my neck. “And the refrigerator magnet.” I usually stuck my grocery list to it, added items to it as I discovered things I needed. “The paper under it is gone.”
In the living room, I pointed to the mail. “Moved. I know it was moved. I didn’t look any farther, I took Clare out and called 911.”
“Walk the rest with us,” Bartley said.
I did, not finding anything for certain, though I thought that Clare’s hamper in the nursery was in a slightly different place. I couldn’t swear to that one, so I didn’t mention it, but the thought of an intruder being in the baby’s room made me lightheaded.
“Are you sure you locked the back door, Mrs. Weldon,” Bartley asked for the third or fourth time.
“I’m sure.”
“If you see anything else suspicious, call us. Make sure you lock the doors and windows,” Schmidt said. “And if you see anyone parking in front of your home, call us.”
“I will.” I took a deep breath. “I’m not making any of this up, officers. I’ve seen a car driving by slow, and somebody driving by—the past three nights I’ve put Clare to bed—their radio blaring when I turn off the light in the nursery. And when I’ve been on a walk, I’ve returned to see someone—a man—standing outside the house.”
“Can you describe the man?” Bartley was politely curious, but I noticed he didn’t take out his notebook.
“Not really. Medium build. Darkish hair—brown or black. Walked away before I got close enough to see him well.”
“What about the car?” Schmidt asked. He, too, seemed to just be polite. “What can you tell us about the car?”
“Dark blue. Sedan.” Egg hadn’t come up with anything other than the sports car registered to Shane the molester. “The one with the blaring music is black or very dark green. A sedan, but smaller than the blue one. The blue one is an older car.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Weldon,” Schmidt said.
I could read his face, Bartley’s too. I’d been reading them since they’d come out of the house after their first inspection. I’d been around police officers often enough to know when they’re skeptical of something. They didn’t believe there had been an intruder.
The look on Mike’s face: he didn’t believe me either.
I put Clare in her cradle. She stared wide-eyed at me and made a cooing sound.
“Think about that security system, Mr. Weldon, Mrs. Weldon.” This from Schmidt. “If nothing else, a security system will give you peace of mind, even in a good neighborhood like this one. You can sleep easier.”
The officers nodded and left. My cell phone chirped: a text message from Brandi. What’s going on? she asked. You guys okay?
I’d text her back later. I leaned into Mike and half-hugged him; he couldn’t return the gesture, briefcase in one hand, file folders clasped in the other arm. But he tipped his head down and kissed me. In that instant, the thought of a romantic evening flickered—and was instantly doused.
Bourbon. Nothing else smelled like it, and I tasted a hint of it on Mike’s breath.
“Drinking?” I pulled back. “You said you were working late. Working. Mike, how could you—”
Anger covered his face. “I was working. To make partner. To pay off this house you wanted us to have. Working so we can have nice things, put money aside for Clare’s education. Working.” He came up for air, and in the space between his words, I heard Clare cry from the other room. “My boss asked me to go out for a drink when I was done tonight. My boss. And so I said yes. I’ve said yes before, back when we lived in the city. You never complained then.”
“Mike, I’m sorry. I—”
“And if he asks me some other day, I’ll probably say yes. One damn drink. Office politics, Hol. And the cops. You called the cops ’cause you thought someone broke in the house. Probably just like they said, you left the damn door unlocked and got spooked.”
“Mike. Something’s going on in the neighborhood.” I heard Clare cry louder.
“Going on? Are you punishing me, Hol? Calling the cops so I’ll worry, feel guilty about working so late? Calling the cops so I won’t work late the next time I need to?”
“Someone was in here, Mike. I’m not making it up. Someone’s been parking by the house, driving by slow, watching us. Every time I pull out my cell phone to take a picture, they drive off. It’s creepy as hell, Mike. And it’s real.”
His face relaxed for a moment, and I thought he was starting to believe me.
“Real?” he asked, dashing that possibility. “I know you’re stressed. Are you feeling all right?”
“Me? Yeah. Sure. I—”
“You haven’t thought about hurting yourself, have you?”
“What? No! Mike. What are you—”
“Or Clare. You haven’t thought about hurting Clare, have you?”
Trained in pediatrics, I realized he was asking me the sorts of questions you’d find on the internet relating to postpartum depression.
“No. Actually, I’m not okay. I’m exhausted. I never seem to get a break. Something is odd about this block. Tonight. And the cars—”
“It’s the baby, Hol. You’re frazzled because of the baby.” He paused, and Clare’s wail seemed to grow. “Let’s call your mother, have her come down a few days and help. She might enjoy it. You haven’t seen her in forever.”
“I’d rather spend a week in hell than call my mother.” I took a few steps back. “I can handle Clare. She’s hungry. That’s her hungry cry.” I turned to head toward the nursery, but he reached a hand out and touched my shoulder. He’d finally set his briefcase down again.
“I can take care of her so you can get some rest. You’re tired.”
“I’m wide awake.” I shook my head. “You still haven’t gained the ability to breastfeed, Mike.” Softer: “And I’m not crazy. Someone was in this house.”
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I dreamed that I smelled bacon.
The scent revived me. I threw back the cover and looked at the clock: 8 a.m. Been a long while since I’d slept so late. I felt only a little tired, which was an incredible improvement over the past mornings when I woke up still feeling exhausted.
Wednesday, and I smelled bacon! It wasn’t a dream.
Bacon!
And I heard … singing? I crept to the doorway and listened. Mike was singing.
“A little lamb went straying
Among the hills one day,
And left its faithful shepherd
Because it loved to stray.”
I poked my head around the doorframe and saw him holding Clare, pacing up and down the hall, his back to me, singing. Heart-dancing cute, I couldn’t help but smile. As he turned, I ducked back inside and hurried to the bathroom. I didn’t know why I didn’t want Mike to see me watching him. But his sweet song this morning had chased away my ire from last night.
“And while the sun shone brightly,
It knew no thought of fear,
For flowers around were blooming
And fragrant was the air.”
I glided into the bathroom and decided to put on makeup—for Mike
I put on a pair of jeans I hadn’t been able to wear for a while. My walks to the park with Clare had paid off. Next, a long-sleeve, cream-colored T-shirt with a peach in the center and Georgia in a soft glittery swirl across the chest. We’d flown to Atlanta last year for a five-day vacation, touring the big aquarium and Coca-Cola plant, eating at fantastic restaurants, and spending a day at a massive sci-fi con because Mike loved Star Trek and one of the old actors was featured. We thought it was on that vacation that I got pregnant.
I suspected it would be some time before we vacationed again. Perhaps a baby did change everything.
I put on little gold heart-shaped earrings with a tiny diamond at the tip of each one. Mike had given them to me for Valentine’s Day a few months before he proposed. They were the sort of gift a guy gave if he was getting serious but didn’t want to seem too over-the-top; classy, not too cheap, not too expensive. Perfect.
I opened the necklace compartment of my jewelry box and stiffened. Lately, I hadn’t been wearing jewelry. In fact, I think the last time I put on a necklace was when I’d gone out to breakfast with Brandi and her friends. But I could see my necklaces had been reordered. Not my imagination; necklaces that I didn’t care for, and probably should have given away, were at the front. I checked the dresser top and noticed that my perfume bottles had been shifted. And when I’d gotten out of the shower and reached for my towel, I had seen that it had been hung differently, which I hadn’t thought anything of until I opened the cabinet to get my hair spray and realized my toiletries had been rearranged.
I nearly hollered for Mike, but stopped myself. I didn’t want a repeat of last night, him being so skeptical, looking at me like I had fallen into the deepest end of the swimming pool. What good would saying something do? Nothing. Maybe I’d inform the police officer later, Schmidt, or maybe wait until Monday, see if I noticed anything else, make a list. He might come out and take fingerprints. I didn’t think they took any last night, hadn’t seen a hint of the powder that they would have used to raise them on any surface.
Get a grip, Holly.
Heading out of the bedroom, the scent of bacon intensified. Mike wasn’t singing anymore. He was at the stove, taking bacon from the pan and laying it out on a paper-towel-covered plate. He was cooking the entire packet. Clare was in her high chair, dressed in her SpongeBob SquarePants onesie.
“Good morning,” I said.
Mike whirled, his hand hitting the side of the skillet and spinning it, almost knocking it off the stove. He grabbed the handle just in time.
“Good morning,” he replied, gesturing with his free hand for me to sit at the table. Plates were already set, empty glasses out—Mr. Spock and Aquaman from my garage sale collection. “Orange juice will be up in a minute. Eggs. Fried or scrambled?”
“Fried.” I knew those were easier.
“Toast?”
I shook my head. “Mmmmmm. Bacon.” Not healthy, bacon, but too delicious not to buy once in a while. And if Mike did the shopping, he always grabbed three or four packages. We had a couple in the freezer. I wouldn’t serve bacon to Clare—after she grew up and moved out of the house it would be her decision whether to indulge.
My decision this morning: indulge, definitely.
“Fried eggs it is.” He worked fast, but clumsily, laying the eggs in the pan—cooking them in the bacon grease, which was a no-no—taking the orange juice out of the refrigerator and filling the glasses to the top. He sat Mr. Spock in front of his plate. We had nice crystal tumblers, a wedding gift from a partner at his firm, but ever since I’d picked up these cheap colorful ones, he’d pushed the good set to the back of the cabinet. Mr. Spock, Scotty, and Kirk were his choices, depending on what wasn’t in the dishwasher. I favored the superheroes.
He served me first, kissed the top of Clare’s head, then sat across from me, and started on his mound of bacon.
I watched him for a few moments before I dug in. I liked my eggs a tad runny, and these weren’t. He noticed me poke at the yolks.
“Not the best chef,” he said with a sheepish grin. I thought the expression was so endearing.
I speared a piece of egg, chewed, and made an exaggerated expression. “This is delish,” I said. “Breakfast. Mike, just delicious. If you hadn’t taken the day off, it would have been Cheerios.”
“No, it wouldn’t. We’re out of Cheerios.” An even more sheepish grin. “I’ve been up since three. I had the last of the Cheerios then. This is second breakfast for me. I’ll go grocery shopping today. Let’s make a list.”
“Nice. Thanks, Mike. I—”
“I’m sorry,” he interrupted. He stuffed a piece of bacon in his mouth, held up a finger, chewed, and swallowed. “Listen, Hol, did you know daycare centers around here open at six? Some of them anyway.”
I was curious about where this was going; we’d already picked out a place for Clare when I started back at work.
“I didn’t realize until last night just how much stress you are under.”
Stress? I grabbed the edge of the table and squeezed. Someone was in this house yesterday. That was reality, not stress, talking.
“So I called around this morning and found an even better daycare center for Clare. Wilson Rose.”
That had initially been on our list, but we’d crossed it off because it was the most expensive and it had too long of a waitlist.
“They still don’t have any full-time openings in the nursery. But they said for the next four weeks they’ll take her for three hours Monday and Wednesday in their Mother’s Day Out program. And after that, the director said she’d find a way to get Clare in full time. It took a while to talk them round.”
I knew Mike could be very persuasive; he was a lawyer after all.
“A lot of talking,” he continued. “But it’s a done deal. And for the next four weeks, it’ll give you a few hours that are just for you … uninterrupted naps, you can go to the gym, get your nails done, whatever. I can drop Clare off on my way to the train station. I want the best for Clare. And I want to be better for you.” He stuffed another piece of bacon in and chewed fast. The image of the Tasmanian Devil came to mind. “The director said we have to come in for an interview, but she says that’s just a formality. Should be a piece of cake.” Two more pieces of bacon followed, and he chugged down half his orange juice.
He looked up at me expectantly.
I smiled. “That’s great, Mike.” I meant it, but I didn’t put a lot of oomph behind the words. “Wilson Rose. That’s great.”
“So since I’ve been working so many hours and arrived home so late last night, I told Marshall I wasn’t coming in today. What would you like to do?”
I didn’t know. I remembered last night him telling me he had today off, but I hadn’t given it any thought, really. “What about going out for dinner tonight? We haven’t done that in a while. It’d be nice.”
His eyes locked onto mine. “It would be wonderful, wouldn’t it? Do you have a place in mind?”
“No … wait, what about the Patten House? It’s Cajun, and I’ve heard a lot of great things. It is a tad short notice to try to find a sitter.” Not that I’d leave Clare with someone I hadn’t vetted. “We could take her, drive her around in the car first—it makes her sleepy.”
“Cajun. I’d like that. It’ll be a date.”
“And—” I paused, as I wasn’t sure I could talk Mike into this. “On Wednesdays, some of the parents have an afternoon playdate. Clare’s too young to play, obviously, but it’s a nice group of people. Good conversation, and the weather’s still lovely. They meet in the park down the street. This artist, Vanessa—” I took a deep breath and played with my fried eggs. “I helped care for her newborn six years ago.”
He dropped his gaze just enough to acknowledge that I was bothered by the whole “six years ago” thing.
“She’s sweet, Vanessa. I told her I’d come this afternoon. But I can text her and—”
Mike finished his last piece of bacon. “I think the park this afternoon is a great idea. Gives me a chance to meet more of the neighbors. And, you’re right, the weather is fine.”
We finished breakfast and he cleared the plates, started putting them in the dishwasher. I noticed Clare was wide awake and not fussing. It looked like she was happy, intent on watching us.
Mike’s phone chirped and he dried his hands on his sweatpants and answered. “Really? I told you I wasn’t coming in today. My billable hours are higher than any other associate right now and—”
I couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation, but I knew it was bad news. The fingers of Mike’s free hand splayed across the edge of the sink and he stared out the window to the backyard. He nodded his head a few times but didn’t say anything. The one-sided conversation stretched several minutes.
Clare’s happy expression started to fade. Mine was fading, too, and breakfast suddenly wasn’t sitting so good.
“All right. I’ll be in by eleven at the latest.” He sat the phone down and turned to me.
It was closing in on nine, as we’d taken our time nibbling and chatting. It had been nice. I had been hopeful we’d have a whole day as a family.
“Sorry,” he said.
“I know.”
“No choice.” In two steps, he was at Clare’s high chair, bending and kissing her. Another step and he kissed me. “Gotta go.”
The plans for Cajun dinner melted, as did my thoughts for discussing a security system like the police had mentioned. I’d pick one out myself, do an internet search today. There had been someone in this house yesterday. I had locked the back door.
I wondered if I could get someone to come out and install one right away.
Mike was gone half an hour later, wearing his navy blue suit, red tie, and an apologetic expression. He was carrying his briefcase and umbrella. Maybe he’d looked up the weather and the forecast indicated rain.
Maybe it would rain this afternoon and I wouldn’t need to take my disappointed self to the park for a playdate. But being with a relaxed, supportive group of moms might lift my spirits.
Order a security system this morning.
Vanessa this afternoon.
And tonight? How long would Mike be working tonight?
“Hey, Mike … want me to give you a ride to the train station? Or me and Clare could walk there with you. It’s only five blocks.”
No answer.
“Will you have to work late?”
Mike didn’t answer that either; he’d already left out the front. I heard the garage door opening, his car starting, backing out, and then I heard the door come down.
An hour later, I’d found an in-home security system and an installer who would come out tomorrow. No amount of persuading could get the work done today.
After I’d put a happily cooing Clare in her stroller—oh dear God had the cranky, crying baby disappeared for good?—I checked all the doors and windows before leaving for the park.
It was starting to cool, but I didn’t overdress her this time. I had put a ridiculously big brimmed floppy hat on her that hid her face. Babies so young shouldn’t be exposed to the sun. On our previous walks, I’d just pulled the stroller’s hood down, but I thought it too nice a day to keep the breeze from her.
I didn’t need a jacket, my long sleeves sufficing. The sun felt good on my face, and I could smell all the wonderful things the neighborhood offered—fresh cut grass from Josh’s yard, early fall flowers, someone baking. Always, it seemed, I could smell that someone was baking. And in the air … I did detect a hint of rain. Mike was smart to take his umbrella. I pushed Clare down the driveway to the sidewalk, seeing an older gentleman with a little spaniel on the walk at the far corner of our property. I’d seen him walk his dog a few times before.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Abernathy,” I said, recalling his last name because it was the same as my favorite organic chemistry instructor in pre-med. I could not remember the dog’s name.
“Muffin did not do this,” he said, eyes fixed on my lawn near the sidewalk. “A big dog did this. Not my Muffin.” He dipped his free hand into his pocket and pulled out a small blue plastic bag. “I pick up after my Muffin. Somebody did not pick up after their big dog.” He looked up at me. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Weldon.”
I pushed Clare down the walk to get closer. A new scent intruded. An awful odor.
“See?” Mr. Abernathy pointed, waving the little blue poop bag like a flag. At his feet, Muffin pulled on the leash, trying to get closer for a better sniff.
It was a mound of feces.
“See?” he repeated. “A big dog did that. An awfully big dog. Not my wee Muffin.” He handed the poop bag to me and went on his way down the sidewalk.
I stared at the mound and my nose wrinkled. I heard Clare start to fuss.
Plenty of pathology training, I knew no dog left that on my lawn. It looked and smelled human.
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I should call the cops, right? I should. But they were no help last night. They’d probably say the mound of poop was left by a Rottweiler or some huge mastiff. And if I could explain that it wasn’t a dog, they’d say it was a prankster. They certainly wouldn’t stake out my house to catch someone taking a dump on my lawn.
I could call Egg. But I ditched that idea almost as soon as it surfaced. A homicide detective … not the soul to deal with this.
Deal with it, Holly. Deal with it now.
I held my breath, fought down my ire and disgust, took out my cell phone and shot pictures and video—so Mike or whoever else could see where it had been in the yard. One way to prove I wasn’t imagining things.
I took Clare into the house, ignored her plaintiff wail, and grabbed a shovel and trash bag out of the garage. Hated leaving her, made me nervous as hell, but I couldn’t properly shuffle a baby back and forth while I handled this disgusting mess.
It had been left by last night’s intruder, right? I couldn’t fathom the idea that some random passerby decided to take a dump in my yard. It wasn’t even behind a bush or anything—right out there in the open so it would be noticed.
Great.
Gross.
This sort of stuff happened in the city—homeless people and drunks, but not very often, as there were public buildings with restrooms. And it certainly hadn’t happened in front of our upscale apartment building; I would have heard about it.
What the hell would possess someone to do this? What sort of sicko would drop his or her drawers and….
And what had we done to precipitate all of this? Simply move into the neighborhood? Had someone else wanted to buy this house? It had been on the market a while, and I knew from the realtor that there had been offers, but none close enough to the asking price to get the nod. Had we moved into someone else’s dream house and they were now trying to chase us out of the neighborhood?
Well, it might be working.
I liked Brandi. I liked that it was only five blocks to the train station. I relished the downtown with its pretty shops and varied restaurants. I liked the house.
But I didn’t like the creepy car occasionally parked out front; the shit in the front yard today; and the fact that someone was in the house and no one apparently believed me. I didn’t like that a child molester lived down the block and across the street. I didn’t like my neighborhood anymore.
I felt my blood pressure rising.
I stood on the sidewalk and stared at Shane’s house, at the FOR SALE sign in the yard next to it. I envisioned a similar FOR SALE sign in front of ours. A big beautiful sign that said ‘I don’t care if I lose money, you can have this place.’ I was certain there were plenty of other houses available in Geneva we could move into; and it didn’t matter if they were farther from the train station, as apparently, Mike liked to drive anyway. There were houses in other suburbs … the closer to the city, the higher the price tag, the saying went … but maybe not. Maybe we just hadn’t looked hard enough. Maybe we’d simply settled on this place because Mike loved it, and then I loved it too.
But now I hated it.
We could love another house.
We could appreciate a shorter train ride to downtown.
My phone chirped: a confirmation from the security system installer. He’d be here tomorrow morning at ten-thirty.
Was it worth sticking this out, staying here to see if things got better?
Would a security system make all the bad things go away? The video surveillance would notice cars parked in front of the house, strangers standing on the sidewalk, staring, and would certainly record any instances of our lawn being used as a public toilet.
Was it worth trying to stick this out?
Or should we cave right this instant and put up a FOR SALE sign?
“Am I mad? Bonkers? Flat-out looney?” I asked Clare as I retrieved her after the mess was in the garbage can. “Was this a prank? Someone got sick last night, early this morning? Am I making too much of this?” I tried to be funny. “Was Mr. Abernathy lying and his little Muffin somehow managed to take a crap as big as she is?”
Clare looked up at me and squirmed, then made a delightful noise that melted some of my ire. A baby could change everything for the better, right?
Halfway to the park and I’d wished I’d taken Mike’s lead and brought an umbrella. The sky was covered with gray cottony clouds, like a dome, darkest to the west. No trace of blue, the sun effectively hid. Clare’s stroller had a cover, so she’d be fine. And what would a little water hurt me?
I stopped and looked at a split-level. The side yard was being torn up and paver stones put down; Brandi had mentioned one of the neighbors was having a big re-do and getting a fire pit. Maybe she meant this house.
I resumed my walk, pausing in front of a blue-trimmed two-story, boxy hedges out front that were planted too close to the house. I could see where they’d stained some of the siding. I pulled out my cell phone and double-checked the weather. At the moment, it wasn’t calling for rain—beyond a 10 percent chance. I saw a half dozen text messages, all from local numbers, but none that I recognized.
“What the holy hell?”
One message was from the security system representative canceling tomorrow’s install and moving the appointment to Tuesday.
“No way I’m waiting until Tuesday,” I growled. I’d Google some other options tonight. I replied: Don’t bother with Tuesday. Don’t bother with any day. I’m going with a more reliable company and a different system. Whatever that system would be.
Another message was from someone trying to get me to open a link to a Mexican pharmacy selling Viagra “CHEAP Best Prices.” The others were pictures of penises, apparently belonging to the senders.
“What a wonderful day. Dick pics.”
I almost replied to the picture-senders, asking how they got my number, but I knew that would just escalate the naughtiness. Instead, I blocked the numbers, reported the pharmacy as phishing, and cleared all of them from my phone.
“An absolutely amazing day. Clare, good thing you’re oblivious to this crap.”
She made another delightful cooing sound.
There were a dozen moms at the park, and seeing them and their children lifted my offended spirits. I recognized a few. Jennifer sat well away from them, her covered baby carriage in front of her like a shield. The rest were gathered on a group of benches near the playground equipment. It was a party atmosphere—giggling, squealing, shouting, clapping, feet kicking in the air as they rose with swings. The colors bright, despite the overcast sky. The toddlers were dressed in every hue found in a box of crayons, shades complimenting or giddily clashing, dirt-smudged and juice-stained.
You couldn’t not be happy watching them.
I wheeled Clare close, catching site of Vanessa a few yards away. She had a sketchbook and was busy drawing the action on the teeter-totter. There was an empty spot on a bench, and so I claimed it, turned the stroller, and curved up the brim of Clare’s hat so she could watch the children playing. I watched her eyes try to follow the action; she looked so joyful.
“Hi, I’m Holly Weldon. I live down the street. We moved in a couple of months ago.”
Each woman smiled politely. Some nodded.
“Riley,” one woman said. I guessed she was roughly my age, but her face lacked any signs of tiredness. She had big dangling hoop earrings and long braided hair, and I wondered if her child was so disciplined not to pull on them. “And that’s Beatrice. Betty.” She nudged the woman sitting next to her, younger, pencil-thin, dark complexion and short black hair. Betty had on sunglasses, though I couldn’t imagine that she needed them with no trace of sun. Maybe they were prescription.
“Vanessa said I should come,” I said. I added a smile and nodded to the stroller. “This is my daughter, Clare.”
The other women smiled at me politely, but no one said anything else to me; they chatted quietly among themselves, pointed at their kids.
“Jimmy, be careful!” a plump twenty-something called to a little boy swinging recklessly. “First warning!”
“Grace! Give someone else a chance with the teeter-totter.” This from a woman who had to be in her mid-forties, she’d been late to motherhood. She had a careworn face and a rumpled sweatshirt that had Colorado Springs splayed across the chest.
A small Asian woman stood and waved to a girl on the merry-go-round. I saw her bangle bracelets and imagined that they were jangling—you just couldn’t hear them over the sounds of the delighted children. I spotted the lone Asian child, a pretty girl in a pink and green checked jumpsuit, hair in pigtails.
“Watch me, Mommy!” cried a boy in jeans rolled up to his knees. “Watch me.” He performed a somersault and stood back as his twin attempted the same.
“It will be a while before my Clare can frolic with them,” I said to the woman next to me, the one who’d introduced herself as Riley.
“That’s nice,” she said. “Clare. That’s a nice name.”
My eyebrows rose in surprise. Her voice was flat, and she didn’t look at me. At first, I thought it natural that she’d keep her eyes on whichever child was hers. But she made eye contact with Betty when they talked, met the gaze of the other women.
I was new, the outsider, and I felt every inch of unwelcomed.
Maybe it was because they didn’t know me—beyond my name. I’d shown up late, but I’d had the “mess” on my lawn to address. Maybe I needed to give them time, not just dive into their group. Above all of that, it was quite possible I was being too sensitive, reading too much into signs that just weren’t there.
Imagining things.
I sat, watching the children, noting that Clare watched them and was clearly pleased with all the activity. I listened to the mothers chat with each other:
“Brian got promoted yesterday, and we’re going out Saturday to celebrate.”
“I’m thinking of getting my hair streaked green. I know it’s silly, right? But it would wash out. It’s a thing now, colorful streaks. Yesterday I saw a woman with hair that looked like a rainbow.”
“Gotta go back to an office job. We need the extra money because the roof’s leaking. Sandy starts daycare Monday.”
“Found a new nail girl. Aren’t these colors just sick? I am over the moon with her.”
“I have a stack of paperbacks I’m done with, Gothics mostly. I’ll bring them next week and y’all can grab and growl.”
I looked at my cell phone. No new creepy messages or pictures. No change in the weather forecast, but it looked like the sky was even darker. An hour had passed since I’d got here, and the group was breaking up.
Vanessa closed her sketchbook and stretched. I waved at her and she walked over.
“Hi, Holly.” A pink-clad six-year-old lingered a few feet behind.
“Hey, Vanessa. Is there anything I can bring next time? Snacks, drinks? Can I do something to be … I dunno … a more welcome addition to the gathering?”
Vanessa gave a slight smile and shook her head. “No. You don’t need to bring anything.” She glanced over her shoulder and waggled her fingers at the pink-clad girl. “Maybe someone with your lifestyle should find a different group to hang with.”
“Lifestyle?” I stood, dumbfounded. “I don’t … I don’t understand what you mean.”
Vanessa turned and grabbed her little girl’s hand and walked away.
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I pushed Clare back to the house—slowly. I was bummed. I had been looking forward to being a part of the moms’ club and making some new friends. I’d needed it, a sense of belonging, a support group. I hadn’t belonged to any social group since med school. And moving out to this neighborhood, I’d left my apartment building friends behind.
I had Clare and Mike—who worked long hours, and when I returned to work, I’d have the coroner’s staff and sometimes Egg.
But no support group.
I stopped and looked up at a thin thread of lightning, like gold embroidery thread stitched into the sky.
It should rain. Down on me. Hard. Right now. It should soak me and chill me and make me feel lousier than I did in this very moment. Could I possibly be more miserable?
Clare wailed.
“Yeah, tell me about it, baby.”
I pushed her the rest of the way home, pausing at the place in the lawn I’d cleaned up. Mercifully, the rain held off until I was on the front stoop.
Clare was red-faced and crying; she squirmed as I took her out of the stroller and locked the door behind me. She needed to be changed and fed, but first I walked through every room and made sure nothing had been disturbed, that I’d not had another intruder.
After I cleaned and nursed her and changed her into her duck onesie, I put her in the baby swing in the nursery, retrieved my laptop, and turned it on just as she started to giggle. The swing played soft, tinny music—the same tune over and over—“Farmer in the Dell.” The first dozen times it was cute. Now it was white noise I could tune out with a little effort.
No support group?
No problem. I’d make my own.
I didn’t need Vanessa and her mom-crew-in-the-park. I could take charge of my social life … build a social life.
I had a Facebook account that I didn’t post to often enough. I searched through my friends’ list, and then used their search engine to find old friends from high school, college, and med school, who, according to their profiles, had children.
I’m a new mom, I wrote, as an intro to a private group I just formed. I have a beautiful daughter who coos and cries, who keeps me awake at night, who fusses and spits up, and who fills my heart with a joy I hadn’t imagined possible.
Let’s talk babies and children, overworked husbands, and mortgages.
Let’s talk suburbs and commuting to the city and favorite pizzas and about how life is too short to do all the things.
Let’s reconnect and reminisce. Share pictures and recipes. And mostly, let’s be moms together, talking freely and frankly.
Join me?
I hit send, sat back, and watched Clare. Her eyes closed, then opened, the fine eyelashes glimmering. The rocking motion of the swing was making me drowsier than her. My head bobbed forward and I sat up straight.
I already had two replies to my Facebook invitation.
Holly Berry (my high school nickname) I just saw your note. What a wonderful idea. Nice to hear from you. I’m living in San Diego. My husband Tyrone—you might remember him, he was our advanced bio teacher’s assistant senior year—teaches at the UC San Diego School of Medicine and I’m a stay-at-home mom who writes screenplays. Managed to sell one, finally. Three kids—two, four, and five—and not having more. Tied tubes, thank God! I’m available for chat sessions any evening except Monday and Saturday. Hugs and More Hugs, Nancy B.
I’ll get back to you soon with chat times, I replied.
Nancy B. I poked my memory. Ah, Tyrone’s last name was Baker. Nancy and I were practically joined at the hip through most of high school. Fellow science nerds, we’d thought about going to the same college and sharing an apartment. But scholarships led us in different directions. Nice to find her again … even if she was way out on the coast. Three kids. Wow. I had my hands full with one little baby. And Mike and I had decided we weren’t having any more.
The other reply was tinged with sadness.
Hey Holly. A great idea, your Moms Group. I’m in. I could sure use something like this. Hope Lou Anne joins too. I’m a single mom—now anyway. Came home from work early four years ago and found my husband in bed with a teenaged boy. Sick, right? And I was four months pregnant at the time. I got out of the marriage right as the bastard was going away for statutory sexual assault and corruption of a minor.
My son’s name is Murphy. He and I live in a two-bedroom apartment above a pet shop in Colorado Springs. I’m two years sober, and a vet tech, though I keep making noise about going back to school and getting my DVM. I’m thirty-five. Who am I kidding? I’m locked into this life until Murphy graduates high school. Like I said, I could sooooooooooooo use a group to vent and chat. Be nice to catch up with old friends. I’d love to hear how your life is going. You married that hunky lawyer, right? Some women can find a Prince Charming. Good on you. Anyway, let me know when the first session is. Oh, and here’s my phone and snail mail addy. Jo.
Jo’s note made me put my own life in perspective. I had a good-paying job, Mike was going to be made partner and get a significant pay bump; we had a beautiful house; cars; and my old friend Jo was a single mom earning … not much.
I’ll get back to you soon with chat times, I replied again.
This proved I didn’t need Vanessa and her circle of moms in the park. Sure, online wasn’t face-to-face, but it was a connection. I needed these connections right now, and I was more than a little proud that I’d come up with the idea. Hope it’s a vibrant group. I’ve got a feeling we’ll be pretty diverse.
Before I turned off the computer, four more affirmative replies came back.
“Well, Clare, Mommy has some friends after all. I’m gonna celebrate.”
The swing had wound down, and Clare was asleep. I picked her up oh-so-carefully, put her in the crib, and turned on the baby monitor. Then I tiptoed into the kitchen and went to work, quietly pulling out my largest pan, then taking down all the ingredients I needed from the cupboard and out of the fridge.
Lasagna was labor-intensive, but it was also Mike’s favorite meal—I’d learned that when we were dating, and I made it for him the first time I had him over to my apartment. He joked that it was the reason he’d asked me to marry him. “Incredible,” he’d called my lasagna.
I’d gotten the recipe from Nancy B, who’d copied it from her grandmother’s cookbook. I’d picked up some fresh mushrooms the other day, and green peppers, and enough tomatoes that I could make the sauce from scratch and wouldn’t have to use a jar of Ragu. I’d make this a thick gooey repast that would give us leftovers for quite some time. Lasagna was even better reheated.
Before I got too far into the process, I texted Mike to make sure he was coming home at a reasonable time. He didn’t answer, probably in a meeting. But he had promised this morning that he’d be more available, and I prayed he’d keep to that promise. I texted him: Lasagna FEAST tonight.
I fed Clare again at six, texted Mike, and then put the lasagna in the oven.
I took Clare out into the backyard, admired the last of my flowers, and texted Mike again.
I waited.
And waited.
I took the lasagna out of the oven, finished reading the Nora Roberts book, and looked at the clock: 8:30 p.m. Now I was worried.
One more text with no reply. Dear God, had Mike gotten in an accident?
I searched through my directory and found the number of an attorney whose office was next to Mike’s. It rang and rang and went to voicemail. I tried another. I called the law firm receptionist and got a pleasant-sounding woman who said she was leaving, had intended to leave hours ago, and that I shouldn’t worry. There were a few attorneys still in the building in a meeting on the top floor.
Was making partner worth this?
Would his hours get better after he got the gold nameplate on his door?
At nine, my stomach rumbled so loud that I levered out a piece of room temperature lasagna. Oh my, it was delicious; I’d gone above and beyond this time.
“Clare, sweetheart, I wish you were old enough to take a bite. I’ll take a second helping and describe it to you.”
I covered the lasagna pan and put it in the refrigerator, rocked Clare, fed her again, and put her to bed. It was ten-fifteen now, and I slipped into worried again. I didn’t want to be a single mom like my friend, Jo. Not that I’d ever live above a pet store, but I wanted the whole family experience. I wanted Mike home.
Finally, I called the police dispatcher for the station closest to the law firm and asked if there had been any accidents tonight involving a man of Mike’s age.
There were accidents, but nobody fitting Mike’s age or description. That was a relief, but it couldn’t chase the worry away. A thought flickered … something had happened to Mike’s phone. Couldn’t he borrow another lawyer’s phone to call me?
I paced, I bit my fingernails to the point I was bleeding, I checked on Clare, looked at Facebook and discovered that my mom’s group had grown to eighteen members—everyone I’d invited accepted, and then I put a load of laundry in the washer. Later, I put that same load into the dryer and came upstairs, padded into the kitchen, and heard the garage door come up. Finally!
Taking several deep breaths, I thanked God for bringing Mike home. It was eleven-thirty-five.
I met him at the back door, hugging him before he could set his briefcase down.
Then I stepped back and balled my hands into tight fists, stuck them in my pockets so he wouldn’t see. I opened my mouth, but he started talking.
“Got your messages, Hol. A lot of them. Couldn’t respond. I’ve been in one meeting after the next after the next all day. A bear of a day.”
“So glad you got home safe.” I put no emotion behind the words. “There’s lasagna in the fridge if you’re hungry.”
“I grabbed something before I got on the train. Long, long day. I’m going to take a shower and crawl into bed. Sorry I had to go into work. I’ll make it up to you.” He edged past me, setting the briefcase on one of the chairs at the kitchen table. “Don’t have to go into work until ten tomorrow, and that’s right to the courthouse. So I’ll fix breakfast and—”
“Why so many meetings today?”
He shrugged. “Some big cases. Big meetings. This isn’t anything new, Hol. You’ve never complained before.”
“And these meetings must have been in a bar,” I returned, mustering my ire. “Because you smell like Scotch.”
“If my boss says ‘join me for a drink’ when we’re done, I’m going to do just that. I know how to play the game. We’ve talked about this before. Or rather, I’ve talked about it and apparently you didn’t listen.”
I slid past him and stormed down the hall. I didn’t like “the game.”
“Look, Hol, honey.” Mike trailed me. “I understand why you’re upset. I was going to spend the day here. But you know how very demanding this job is. Knew it when we got married.”
“So demanding you couldn’t take two minutes during a bathroom break to send me a text message? To answer just one of mine? Surely if you’d seen my messages, you could have answered one. You used to. I bet your boss wouldn’t have minded. I bet you had time at the bar to text me between rounds.”
“Hol, I—”
“I worked a good chunk of the afternoon to make that lasagna. For you. Because you like it. Or you used to.”
“Wait, I’ll eat some of it with you now. We can reheat it and—”
“I had some a few hours ago. It was divine. Right now I just want to go to bed.”
He touched my shoulder, and I darted into the bedroom.
“I understand that you’re upset. I don’t blame you.”
But I blamed him. “I want to move, Mike. Out of this neighborhood.”
“Move? You wanted to move out of the city, I said fine. You liked Geneva, I said fine. When you found out you were pregnant, you wanted to keep the baby. I said fine. Move? Really? Again?”
“I want to move.” I whirled on him. “Someone was in this house last night. Someone—probably the same someone—pooped in the front yard and I had to clean it up.”
“Probably dog poop, Hol. A rude owner—”
“Like hell it was dog poop. It was human. Not that I expect you to believe me. But I’ve a medical degree. I know what I saw. And the rest of the day … that play group in the park … apparently I’m not invited. So I got shit on twice.”
“Hol. Why didn’t they invite—”
“I don’t care why they didn’t accept me. I don’t want to know. It doesn’t matter. What matters was I needed somebody to talk to.”
“We can talk now.”
“No. All we’d do is argue. I’m going to bed. If Clare cries, you’ll have to—”
“I’ll need you to deal with it,” Mike said. “I have a big deposition at the courthouse tomorrow. I can’t be getting up at one or two or three. You’ll have to take Clare yourself—”
“Of course I will,” I retorted. “I didn’t expect it would be otherwise.”
I thought of Jo raising her son on her own. Was I destined for something similar? A part of me knew I should calm down, not lash out at Mike, and not pin all of my issues on him. But that part of me wasn’t as strong as the part that wanted to stay mad.
Mad? I was furious.
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Mike dressed quietly. He said he’d fix breakfast, but he didn’t.
Last night he’d mentioned that he didn’t have to be in until ten, but he left a little before seven. He’d be in the city by eight-thirty.
He’d not kissed me or Clare, not said a single word … which was probably for the best because I was still pissed off and we would have argued again.
Fuming.
I wasn’t getting past it. It wasn’t running off my shoulder like it should. The grudge—the rotten feeling—was clinging like a second skin.
Livid. I was four dozen shades of livid.
Calm down. Calm down. Give it a rest.
Really, the more I thought about it, the more I realized I was more disappointed than angry. He was putting his job first, ahead of everything else in his life. His job was his life. Yeah, he’d always worked long hours. He’d always kept the cases to himself, and I understood why … NDAs, proprietary information, client confidentiality. Still, I didn’t believe it was my imagination that there had been more long days recently than before. And until the past handful of days, he’d never come home smelling of alcohol. I’d just wanted him to be there for me more than he was, there for me and Clare once in a while. Maybe I was just being naïve. But I had hoped Mike would see the kind of stress I was under and that he would try to help. Yesterday morning—I actually thought it might happen, a day as a family. Breakfast. He’d cooked bacon.
And then he’d left abruptly for work.
Josh’s chainsaw whirred. He was probably cutting down the last of his trees. Today, the snarling racket fit my mood.
“You keep it up, Josh. Cut down my trees next.”
I would concede a point to Mike. He was right—I’m the one who brought up the notion of moving out of the city. But he hadn’t objected. And regarding Clare …. Yeah, I told him I wanted the baby. He’d said he did too. We had agreed on just the one child. And that said child would have the best … toys, education, and love.
But what if I had kept the first baby?
It was my secret—I’d never told Mike, my parents. Not even the finance major who’d gotten me pregnant. Only my college roommate knew. I was pretty sure I was pregnant after the first few weeks, but it took two at-home tests to prove it.
I was six weeks into pregnancy, and I’d not been sleeping, worrying about whether to have a child, getting sick in the mornings and missing a few classes. I’d have been a lousy mother at that time, I’d had no intention of dropping out of school … and babies certainly weren’t allowed in the dorm. What would have been worse: the baby wouldn’t have had a proper father. It had been conceived during a month-long relationship that soured when I realized we had little in common other than sex. We didn’t even like the same kind of movies or restaurants.
Not being in a relationship, the decision to terminate the pregnancy came easily. I figured if I had the baby, I’d be tethered to the guy … asking for child support, him asking to see the kid every other weekend or something. I didn’t want to be attached to anyone or anything back then.
I went out of state to a Planned Parenthood center.
Nervous, shaking, but resolute. I went on a Friday so I’d have the weekend to recover before classes. I’d been really, really nervous when I walked into the clinic, but I was anxious to be done with it.
And it was so simple, really. They gave me pills. I took the pills, swallowed them with a gulp of water, and left for my hotel—a roadside dumpy place. I figured I didn’t deserve a nice hotel room, not with what I was doing. I’d taken a few novels with me—which had been a smart move because the television set was too grainy to watch—and a sack full of junk food so I wouldn’t have to go out to a restaurant.
I thought it should hurt, the abortion, but a day later, there was still no pain.
I figured I should have pain—deserved it because I’d ended a life. I should have to pay for that. Karma should have slapped me in my face, or at least my stomach.
I remembered trembling and crying and worrying that if there was a God, I’d just condemned myself to the deepest pit in hell. If my body wasn’t in agony, my mind was.
I went back to campus, went to classes Monday, watched soccer practice that evening—anything to keep me busy and distracted, not thinking about the baby. And then on my way back to the dorm, the pain hit. So strong I thought I was dying. I went to a walk-in clinic, which sent me to the ER—where I was stuck for eight awful hours. The pills I took were to make me shed the uterus lining, which would abort the fetus. And it did.
But I didn’t know I had fibroids. The pills made the fibroids flare.
Flare? They made it feel like my gut was on fire.
Eventually, everything worked out.
Eventually, the pain went away. But it gave me what I thought I deserved.
And now, seeing beautiful Clare, I wondered what that first child would have grown into if I’d carried it to term. I’d never asked whether it was a boy or a girl; I’d just wanted it to be a thing flushed away.
But now … oh God, I knew I shouldn’t have done that.
I should have carried that baby to term and put it up for adoption. Someone would have wanted the child, loved it.
As much as I wanted Clare.
I loved Clare fiercely, even though I mumbled curses each of the four times I’d gotten up with her after I went to bed last night. I could always nap with her today. I yawned, I paced; I took a hot shower and let the water sluice down my back. I hit the steam control.
I wanted to move out of this neighborhood. I really wanted to move. But a part of me didn’t want to give up this incredible shower. I wondered about the romance writer who’d lived here and had tricked out this old Sears Catalog house with luxurious bells and whistles. Brandi told me at breakfast one morning that the woman lived alone and didn’t seem to have any significant other, rarely had company. Though Brandi said she once hosted an amazing block party the night before the movie based on one of her books was released.
Maybe her romance was with this house … the shower, fireplace, beautiful deck. You could love a life here, be happy here. But I didn’t love my life right now and I wasn’t happy, not wholly. I loved my child and was happy with her. Happiness with me, with Mike, that was elusive right now.
Mike had talked about balance and finding “me time” so that life wasn’t overwhelming. I felt a little more balanced here in this very moment, the warm water streaming over me, plastering my hair, making me feel good.
I sucked in a quick breath. A sound. Clare? Screaming at the top of her tiny lungs, a wail I’d not heard her make before. I turned off the shower and dashed from it, slipping on the tile floor and slamming into the sink. I kept going, spinning into the bedroom, then into the hall, across it and into the nursery …
Where Clare was sleeping in her swing that slowly rocked, playing that damnable sweet, tinny song.
Dripping, naked, breath ragged, I stared at her.
“I’m losing my mind. I am friggin’ losing my mind.”
I padded back to the bathroom and dried off, using my towel to mop up the water I’d gotten all over the floor.
I started crying, no reason for it really. My great gulping sobs echoed off the tile. What was wrong with me?
I’d imagined Clare screaming.
Maybe I’d been imagining a lot of things lately.
Trained medical professional, emphasis in pediatrics, I knew one of the possibilities: postpartum psychosis. It was a rare illness, affecting one or two out of a thousand mothers, the onset within the first few weeks after delivery.
I ran the symptoms over in my mind:
Delusions, hallucinations … I’d had one minutes ago in the shower.
Strange beliefs … maybe; I’d certainly believed someone was watching our house.
Irritated … check.
Decreased need or inability to sleep … well, duh, newborn baby to deal with.
Paranoia, suspicions … was I paranoid?
Rapid mood swings. I was furious with Mike, when only yesterday morning I was giddily happy with the prospect of spending an entire day with him.
Difficulty communicating … yeah, lately, with Mike.
I didn’t have a family history of bipolar disorder, one of the risk factors for psychosis. At least I didn’t think there was a history. I’d been distant from my parents for quite a while, didn’t know all that much about my roots. I’d been distant from them even as a child—they weren’t built for bringing up offspring.
But I wasn’t suicidal; I hadn’t the other markers.
Maybe postpartum depression.
Sadness and hopelessness, those feelings had consumed me lately. Maybe I needed help, medication, or counseling. Maybe that’s why I suddenly thought about that abortion from a dozen years ago. I hadn’t thought about that in a very long time.
But hallucinations?
I shook my head. Yeah, in the shower I’d imagined Clare crying. But two nights ago, I hadn’t imagined that there’d been someone in the house. No hallucination there. That wasn’t dog poop on the lawn. And I really, really, really thought someone had been cruising by the house, watching.
“I’m not psychotic,” I said, staring in the mirror, looking haloed because the edges were still fogged. “I. Am. Not.” If I told myself that enough times, I would believe it, right?
I dressed in sweatpants and a faded Chicago Bears jersey. Who cared what I looked like, right? If I went out, it would just be to the park to keep up my walking routine. It wasn’t Vanessa’s club day so no one would be there to judge my appearance and look down their collective noses at me.
Who cared what I looked like?
Certainly not me.
Besides, the worn clothes were comfortable.
I fed Clare, put her in blue terrycloth pants with built-in footies and a little fleece shirt with a My Little Pony knockoff on the front, another of my garage sale finds. The shirt was new and had come with the tag attached. It had made me wonder why it had not been used. Clare was still sleepy—no wonder, right?—given that she’d kept me up into those proverbial wee hours. I’d been avoiding caffeine because of breastfeeding. But a few cups of coffee would be more than a good idea. I needed the jolt, whether it was physical, psychological, or a mix of both. I’d guzzle some caffeine via a pot of Dark Italian Roast, and then maybe I wouldn’t have to nap on and off the rest of the day.
How was I going to manage at work being this tired?
It would get easier, right? Clare wouldn’t need to be fed so frequently, she’d sleep uninterrupted for longer … I knew all these things from my pediatrics training.
A wedding gift from one of the law firm’s partners: a Behmor Brazen Plus coffee brewer that I knew cost a couple hundred. It allowed for playing with water temperature, and presoaked the grounds. The machine had spoiled me; coffee didn’t taste as good anywhere outside my kitchen.
I made sure there was plenty of formula for Clare. No mother’s milk for her the rest of the day. I wasn’t going to let her get a hint of caffeine. A recent study I’d read said caffeine gained from breast milk would not keep infants awake at night. It also claimed there were no adverse effects. Maybe so, but I knew it could increase a baby’s heart rate, just like it could with an adult. And I wasn’t going to take a chance. Yep, plenty of formula in the house.
And—Oh Dear God—did three cups of Dark Italian Roast go down so quickly. One more. I allowed myself a fourth, rationalizing that it would be a waste to dump it down the sink. I sat at the table, watching Clare snooze in her high chair. She was beautiful, her face round and cherubic like the little angels on Valentine’s Day cards, her wispy hair slightly curly, eyelashes curved and delicate. I watched her chest rise and fall and marveled at what Mike and I had created. What would she be? Amazing, I was certain. Clare would grow up to be an amazing woman.
What would that first child have grown up to be? Twelve now. A life denied before it had started.
My fingers twitched. Jittery. I’d not had coffee for so long I wasn’t used to the rush. I could feel it, like an adrenalin boost, my blood energized, my mind dancing.
I needed to get out of the house, burn off some of the caffeine-laden energy, and work off the mad I still felt for Mike, this neighborhood, and whoever had been in this house.
“Let’s go for a walk, Clare-Bear.” I grinned at the thought that I’d just given my daughter her first nickname. “Clare-Bear.” I took her from the high chair, waking her up.
Several minutes later, Clare was overdressed and in her stroller, and I was looking down the street to see the FOR SALE sign still on the lawn next to the child molester’s house. I felt bad for the seller because I truly hoped that no one would buy the place. I intended to talk to Mike again tonight about putting a FOR SALE sign in our front lawn. I turned right and headed toward the park, knowing it would be safe … no mom’s club meeting today and so no one to snub me. The wheels of the stroller clattered along. I smelled bread baking; Brandi’s house. I also smelled—I wasn’t sure what it was at first. Burning hay? Stopping, I sniffed the air. I was at the corner of our property, near where I’d discovered the offending mound yesterday.
I looked.
I wasn’t going to look at that spot on our lawn.
But I swallowed hard and did …. Thankfully it wasn’t dog droppings or worse. And it wasn’t the same spot. It was close to the curb. Cigarettes. A dozen or so cigarette butts and what looked like the contents of an ashtray were in a little pile at the edge of the lawn. Rude. Gross. Nothing to get excessively upset about.
I let out a hissing breath and forced myself not to overreact. Be the scientist, be analytical. On first glance, it seemed like someone had merely upended their car’s ashtray. But the cigarettes were in one spot, the ashes and other detritus next to it. Two separate little piles.
Was it possible that someone had sat out here watching the house, chain-smoking cigarettes? At work, I’d been with friends who smoked, and knew it took five or six minutes to finish a cigarette. One dozen butts … someone was here at least an hour. My mind turned with the possibility that some sick soul had watched the house last night or early this morning, dumped out the ashes for good measure.
I took a picture and kicked the cigarettes over the curb and into the street.
“Dammit.” I shouldn’t have done that. Should have cleaned it up. But I’d let my anger win and done a knee-jerk maneuver.
An intruder.
A pooper.
A smoker.
Someone in a dark blue car watching the house.
Could they be the same person?
I was convinced it was the same sordid man. And I was convinced it was a man; it didn’t strike me that a woman would do this. A twisted man.
What the hell had I done to warrant this?
Mike wasn’t going to do anything about it.
The cops? I might call Egg and vent to him; if nothing else, reaching out would give me someone to talk with. Based on the response of the local cops who’d come out the other night … nothing was going to happen there.
It would be up to me.
I was going to have to deal with this alone.
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I was going to deal with it right now.
I whirled Clare around.
“Walk’s over, Clare-Bear.” I shut out the clatter of the little wheels over the concrete sidewalk as I hurried back and up the drive, straight to the garage. I made sure Clare was secured properly in the car seat, left the stroller on the other side of the garage. Mike wouldn’t be home to park there before we got back. Hell, Mike probably wouldn’t be back before dark.
I wasn’t sure where I was going, but I cruised the city at well below the speed limit while the easy listening station brought me Barry Manilow and Michael Bolton. I was looking around, noting the decided lack of traffic. But it was a weekday, so most folks would be at their desks. A glittery flash caught my eye, a bearded man driving a Volkswagen Beetle with a purple spangle paintjob. Definitely hadn’t come from the factory that way. The bumper sticker read: My Other Car is the Millennium Falcon.
Nothing I was searching for was in the quirky-pretty-tourist magnet downtown. Maybe I should have instead cruised the internet. But I wanted to do this now, not wait for something to arrive in the mail, even if I did use that Amazon two-day delivery thing.
Now!
Instant gratification!
So I drove to Randall Road and immediately saw one of those “big box” stores that specialize in all things electronic. Just what I wanted.
I pulled in the lot and found a parking space near the front door. Clare started fussing as soon as the music stopped and I turned off the engine.
“Oh baby, baby, baby, not now,” I half-sang to her.
She was red-faced, squirming, and crying by the time I’d opened the back door and reached for her. Sopping wet.
“Oh, baby, baby.” I managed to change her in the back seat, while a woman parked in the space across watched, craning her neck and scowling. “Don’t judge me.” I hoped I said that loud enough for the woman to hear.
Clare cooed and looked at me with her angel eyes. I smiled and kissed the tip of her nose. Just looking at her made every bad thing less awful. She smelled like baby powder and love.
“Let’s go shopping, Clare-Bear. Mommy’s going to get some evidence so the police, your daddy, and the world will believe me. What’s the saying? Just because I’m paranoid it doesn’t mean no one’s out to get me.”
I carried Clare in her car seat, which fit in one of the large shopping carts, and I started browsing the aisles.
“Can I help you?” The salesman was in a blue polyester vest, the name Mario embroidered over the right breast pocket.
“Sure,” I said. “Help me spend some money, Mario. I’ve had an intruder and a stalker, and I need to do something about it. So … help me spend some money to fix my problem.”
He did just that. A half hour later, Mario beamed as I passed over my credit card and rang up a charge of $1200 for a six-camera, wireless and rechargeable battery system, with high-definition recording, and built-in speakers and mics that I could control with a plug-in on my cell phone and laptop. It was night-vision capable and would upload video without a storage charge, recording over itself every seven days … unless I paid for the extra storage, which I did with an additional $200.
“Have a good day, Mrs. Weldon,” he said. Mario had gained my name and address on the warranty sheet I filled out. I didn’t buy the extended warranty. Despite the costly purchase, I didn’t intend to live in the house long enough for the original warranty to expire.
“I will have a wonderful day now,” I returned. Clare looked up at him and burped.
“And, Mrs. Weldon, if you really did have an intruder, you should change your locks,” Mario added.
I did have an intruder, and Mario was right.
I wrestled Clare and her seat into the back of the car, kissed her on the nose, and put my purchase on the floorboard.
“Pricey,” I told her. “But my peace of mind is worth every penny. Momma is going to keep you safe and keep me sane.”
On the way home, I stopped at a hardware store for new locks, including a deadbolt that claimed it would be easy to install, then at a McDonald’s to indulge myself. I’d been eating relatively healthy, but to help feed my ire, I ordered one of those Value Meals and added a chocolate shake. I ate it on the way home, sticking the half-shake I didn’t finish in the freezer for later. I bathed Clare and put her in pajamas … even though it wasn’t much past noon, I knew we weren’t going out again. I held her, sang to her, walked through every room while I made ridiculous baby sounds to her.
“Oochie coochie cooo, Clare-Bear. Oochie coochie cooo.”
A short session in the swing, a bottle of formula, and she was sound asleep. I carefully laid my treasure in the crib, turned on the baby monitor, and headed outside with my purchase.
Mike and I had not yet invested in lawn tools, paying a gardening service to cut the grass because we hadn’t been lawn mower shopping … and wouldn’t until we’d found a new place to live. But the romance writer who used to live here left some things behind, including an aluminum ladder, which I lugged out to the front of the house.
I sat on the driveway, opened the box, and read the directions. A medical degree, routinely conducting autopsies … installing this contraption should be easy, right?
I noticed cars slow as they passed, drivers leaning over so that could get a look. Were their lives so boring that a woman reading instructions on a driveway was that interesting?
The number of pages in the instruction booklet made me nervous until I realized only one of them was necessary. The other pages were translations into Spanish, French, and something Asian.
The wireless cameras were battery powered and relatively simple to set up, it made me think a ten-year-old could have managed their installation. I put a camera on each corner of the house, adjusting the view field so I could cover as much ground as possible. Small and white, they practically matched the trim and were not easy to spot. I put another one above the front door … this one only noticeable if you came up to the front step. The sixth camera I saved for Clare’s room; it was superior to the baby monitor.
Next, I switched out the locks, finding a small toolbox in the garage that proved adequate for the task. Mike would be pissed that his house key wouldn’t work, but I’d give him a nice shiny new one he could use.
I put the ladder back, brought the stroller into the house, and set up the connections on my phone and laptop, as well as the receiver with a video screen and hard drive that came with it. All the cameras fed into the same spot, and when I looked at the screen, there were six boxes giving me views outward from the house, and inward in the nursery. Toggling a few keys would let me make a full screen image of any camera I selected.
“Amazing,” I said. I was impressed with myself and the technology. When my stalker returned, I’d be ready for him. When. Not if. I was quite certain he’d be back. Maybe if I got a good look at him on video and could ascertain his identity, I’d figure out what the hell I’d done to attract his sordid attention.
I checked the equipment more often than I needed to, discovering the cameras only turned on when there was movement. Saved on the batteries. So far, the only thing they’d picked up were a pair of rabbits. Nice to know the motion sensors detected stuff that small.
6 p.m. and my stomach rumbled, the McDonald’s double cheeseburger and fries a happy memory. I put Clare in her high chair and warmed formula.
“You can have the real stuff tomorrow, sweetheart. I’m done with caffeine for a while. Just needed that hit today.” I looked in the refrigerator and pulled out the pan of lasagna. I could do a rerun dinner; I’d put so much effort into it that I ought to enjoy it. Besides, I always thought lasagna tasted better the second time around. I made a small salad and was settling down to eat it while I warmed a chunk of lasagna in the microwave. The fork stopped midway to my mouth when I heard the garage door go up.
Mike’s home already?
My first thought was that he’d been dinked … fired.
The garage door, which made a distinct raspy, metal-on-metal sound, did not come down. I opened the side door and looked out; Mike was dragging the ladder down the driveway. A quick glance at Clare. I almost darted out, but I stopped and scooped her up first. By the time I got outside with her, Mike had the ladder opened near the front door.
“What the hell is this, Holly?”
His tone was not polite, and he’d said “Holly,” not “Hol.” He was pissed.
“I asked you, what the hell is this?”
He was halfway up the ladder, eye to eye with the camera over the front door. I knew his stern-looking face was being recorded.
“Part of a surveillance system,” I replied. “I installed it myself.”
“It looks expensive,” he growled. “This isn’t no cheap—”
I saw Brandi staring out her front door, watching. Mike’s voice had carried across the street.
“It wasn’t cheap,” I admitted. “But it wasn’t the most expensive system in the store either. The real expensive ones were wired, and I wanted wireless.”
“You wanted?” He climbed down the ladder. “You wanted to move. We moved. We took on a mortgage. I just finished paying off law school and we’ve still got one year on your med school loan to deal with. We got money, Holly, but we don’t need to be spending it on—”
“Twelve hundred, thereabouts,” I cut in, keeping my voice much lower than his. “The new locks were less than a hundred. And we don’t have a year left on my med school loan. We have two payments.”
The neighbors did not need to know how much I’d paid for a security system. I noticed that the new addition to the neighborhood—the woman who’d moved in next to Brandi and Keith—was looking out her window. She was that woman who’d stopped me on the sidewalk that day to inquire about the neighborhood.
“Why?” The word came out so loud I winced. “Why, Holly?”
“I haven’t felt safe here, Mike. There was someone in—”
“You, me, and Clare,” he spat. “That’s who has been in the house. And your buddy, Egg. There’s been no one else in the house, Holly.” He kicked the ladder. “And you probably can’t take the system back since you’ve installed it.”
“And threw out the packaging. I kept the receipt, though.”
“Son of a bitch. What’s wrong with you, Holly? We don’t need this. Have you got some sort of postpartum crap going on? Cameras? Really?”
“They stay, Mike. They stay or I go.” I wanted to go anyway, move out of this awful neighborhood. But that would be for another conversation. Not tonight. I would tackle that argument after my cameras recorded evidence. “I’m serious.”
“Fine.” He lowered his voice, but just a little. “You want to give me an ultimatum, fine. I cave. What a great marriage, huh? Ultimatums. Keep your damn surveillance system. I’m going back to work. Someone has to earn the money to pay for your paranoia.” He took the new house key I offered and stormed off.
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The three-day weekend had been good to us, apologies crossing the kitchen table, some hand-holding, a half dozen kisses—one of them the long and melting kind. After our Thursday night argument on the driveway, witnessed by the entire neighborhood, I’d figured our marriage was starting to crumble.
Mike had taken Friday off. We bought a charcoal grill—I didn’t want to press for a nice gas grill after the surveillance system. Mike wanted charcoal, something simple, said food tasted better cooked over charcoal. I found myself agreeing. Brats Friday night, steak Saturday, ribs Sunday. September staying so fine that we were out in T-shirts and Clare was on the deck in her baby swing.
Mike had suggested we go to go to the Humane Society next weekend and follow the “adopt, don’t shop” slogan, see what dogs were available.
“A nice fenced yard should have a dog,” he’d said. “Babies and dogs go together.”
I’d only hesitated for a moment before agreeing. I really did want to move. I wanted out of this scary neighborhood. But I had no real ammunition to back me up. The surveillance cameras had recorded nothing but squirrels, rabbits, the UPS man cutting across the grass, and our new neighbor—that woman with the red-brown hair I’d met a few days ago. Her name started with a B. She was walking a dog—and picking up after it.
We’d promised to be more supportive and understanding of each other, and last night we sat on the couch and looked at our wedding album photos. We even tried being romantic … before we both fell asleep.
Things were better, but not perfect. I watched Mike walk past Shane’s house on the way to the train station; he’d decided to leave his car home today and said he’d be back early. We had an appointment at three at Wilson Rose School, an interview he thought would be simple and would give me a few hours off.
I knew nothing was simple.
A few hours off would be nice, though.
A break from Clare and an escape from the house.
I still felt tense and uncomfortable. Itchy. There’d been no sign of the stalker on the cameras, but I couldn’t ditch the feeling that someone was watching me.
I hadn’t mentioned the lewd text messages to Mike, but I had told Egg. He sent me an email early that morning to report that Shane only had a sports car registered to him.
Holly,
Just about exhausted possibilities looking into your Mr. Ellis, fifty-one. He was a high school music teacher, released when they cut the music program in half. Now manages a music store in Geneva, gives guitar lessons, plays in a band some weekends. No mention anywhere of molestation or predation. Did find a few small drug charges … apparently, he likes marijuana. Called him, don’t worry, didn’t mention your name. Apparently, he doesn’t talk to his neighbors often because he thinks they’re snooty. A rumor started a while back that he seduced a student when he taught at the high school, nothing ever proven. The rumor morphed into him being a sex offender. Said he used to dispute the rumors, but discovered they propagated faster when he did. Now he ignores them and focuses on the guitar. Doesn’t seem like a bad sort. Maybe you ought to go over and meet him. But I’ll nose around a little more if you’d like. And those lewd messages you mentioned you’ve been getting? Forward all of them to me. There is a way to go into the source of the message and find the sender. I know a guy here in the department who is aces at this stuff.
Shrugs and Hugs,
Egg
I was tired of the penis pictures and invitations to buy pot from Colorado growers, medicine from Canadian pharmacies, and sexual stimulant drugs from India. And when I tried to find this “source of the message” Egg had mentioned, I freaked. It looked like I’d sent the messages to myself. I forwarded everything to Egg and hoped the “guy here in the department” could get to the bottom of it.
I’d been spending more time on Facebook because my mom’s group was growing and we were chatting every day, usually at five. An increased presence on social media meant more people were aware of me. I started getting “friend” requests, at least a dozen every morning when I turned on the laptop. Most of them were men who had sites with the barest of information, stock-looking pictures with an American flag in the background or a desertscape. The sort of picture that stared out at you from the picture frames for sale at Walmart. They had few other “friends,” and gave me the creeps. I blocked all of them.
What was going on?
Was it me? Was I simply letting little things be bothersome, or had my email address been shared around malicious sites?
The only good that had come from my delving into social media was my mom’s group. In the passing of a few days, it was up to almost forty members. Everyone knew everyone else to varying degrees—high school, college, work, former neighbors from former neighborhoods. It was wonderful. Several of us had Skyped Friday night and were going to do it again Tuesday after dinner. Not quite face-to-face, but face-over-computer-screen conversation would do for now.
To have someone share my parenting concerns was refreshing, to chat about yard sale clothes and caffeine binges, car rides taken to quiet cranky babies … I’d needed it. I was being taken seriously for once, and I hoped I was also providing emotional sustenance for other mothers. Sometimes it was just like feeling a welcome cool breeze across my face to see a friend had typed: “You can do it, Holly!”
Despite it being all virtual—we weren’t actually sharing the same room, rather it was happening via the internet—it was satisfying, and comfortable, and I was able to be myself. Maybe tomorrow I’d mention the lewd messages and weird “friend” requests to the group, see if the other moms had been getting garbage like that. Or maybe I’d keep it to myself—and Egg—and leave only the concerns of motherhood for my growing circle of pals.
“Hey Clare-Bear, let’s go for a walk.”
Saturday, Sunday, she’d only been waking me three times a night, instead of four or five. I’d gotten a little more rest. Still exhausted, just not absolutely and utterly exhausted. I pronounced things a little better overall, my mood much improved—though I was still jittery about the neighborhood. I figured I’d clocked a solid four hours of sleep. No one had blasted music, but someone had started driving by in the early hours, blasting a car horn. They were just out of range of the motion sensors so I couldn’t get a glimpse of the car.
A plus: Josh had not brought his chainsaw back out for a few days. There was likely nothing left worth cutting in his yard.
I was close to happy. Real close.
I only slightly overdressed Clare, put her in the stroller, and grinned as she made a contented gurgling sound. I swear she understood “go for a walk.” Someday she’d actually be walking this block with me and Mike, holding our hands, and the stroller would be a memory, or maybe featured in my own garage sale.
A garage sale at another residence. I was still bent on moving.
We paused in the park, and I sat on the bench closest to the sidewalk, turning the stroller so Clare faced me. We had the park to ourselves. The air was tinged with a hint of coolness, and the leaves were starting to turn. I imagined how pretty it would be in another two or three weeks, all yellow, orange, and red. I’d have to bring a camera. We had one, a nice digital Mike purchased before our honeymoon. Cell phones made it so convenient to snap a picture. But the camera allowed for wider shots and more focus options. I needed to get it out of the closet and take a bunch of pictures of Clare. Good pictures that I could share with my mom’s group and have framed and put on the wall. One of my friends in the group last night posted that she’d taken all her baby pictures on her cell phone, and then lost the phone. She’d had to contact relatives to get pictures of her baby.
My endurance had built up since I’d started walking, so I figured we’d go another three blocks past the park. There was a little convenience store and laundromat there, and I’d stop in for a slushy if they were still in season. We could go farther, but Mike would be coming home for the meeting at Wilson Rose.
“Blueberry or cherry?” I asked Clare. She looked at me as if she contemplated the choices. “Not that you can have any. But I can. Blueberry or cherry or grape? Or maybe I’ll be daring and go for strawberry-lime.”
At the end of the next block, I saw Jennifer heading my direction, a little plastic bag with the convenience store logo dangling from the front of her baby carriage. The carriage had a full canopy to block the sun, so I couldn’t see the child inside, I still didn’t know if it was a baby boy or girl. Twins? Did it matter? I’d read an article on the MSN page about people raising “theybies,” with no clear sexual identity, letting the children choose which sex they wanted to identify with. I was open-minded, and refused to dress Clare in pink, but I was raising a little girl.
“Jennifer!” I hollered and waved and wished I had bothered to talk to her at the Tupperware party. I should have chatted with everyone there and worried about remembering names later. “Hey, Jennifer!”
She stopped, mouth forming an “0” and eyes wide like I’d startled her. Maybe I had. I pushed Clare toward her.
“Lovely day for a stroll.” I stated the obvious, but it was a way to open a conversation.
“Yeah,” she said. “Lovely day.”
“I didn’t know you were a new mother, too.” I brushed the curls off my forehead and vowed to get a haircut soon. “This is Clare.”
Jennifer nodded. “Nice to meet you, Clare. And you’re—”
“Holly.”
“Holly. Right. Sorry. From the plastic bowl party. I’m not too good with names.”
“Me neither,” I said. I leaned forward, hoping she’d lift the canopy. She didn’t touch it, and I wasn’t going to be so bold as to peek. “There’s a mom’s group in the park. Meets Wednesday afternoons, some Sundays. Are you a member?” I’d seen her in the park, but not hanging out with the group.
She shook her head, her expression sad.
It made me feel a little better that I wasn’t the only one excluded. “They blocked me. Did they block you, too?”
“I wasn’t invited,” she said, her eyes kind of glassy. “I need to be going. You have a good day, Holly, Clare.” She maneuvered the carriage around me.
“Wait.”
I saw Jennifer grip the push bar tight, her knuckles whitening. “What?”
“I have this mom’s club on Facebook—”
“Look, don’t stop me again, okay? I was trying to be polite. Just leave me alone.”
Jennifer kept pushing the carriage, speeding up as she passed me.
She always seemed to be alone; outside of the Tupperware party, I’d never noticed her with a group. And even at that party, she sat by herself. When I’d seen her in the park last week, and there were others out, she stayed distant from them. A loner by choice? An introvert certainly. I’d thought an online group would appeal to her; she wouldn’t have to chat face-to-face with anyone. Maybe I’d invite her again. Or likely not.
Her words: “Just leave me alone” hung in the air.
I’d abide her wishes. Within a few months, I hoped I would be leaving the neighborhood for another house with friendlier neighbors. I’d do an online realtor search when I got back from the walk. And maybe, depending on Mike’s mood, maybe I’d talk to him about house hunting after our interview at Wilson Rose School.
“Cherry, Clare-Bear. I’m going to get a cherry slushy.”
And it mollified some sweet-seeking place in my soul.
“C’mon, Hol, we need to get going.”
Mike was impatient, and I was slow. Things had improved between us, but I still sensed some tension. I knocked myself into a faster gear and put on dress slacks and a pretty long-sleeved blouse, added a necklace, stud earrings, and combed my hair. I’d done my makeup earlier. No perfume. I’d read somewhere that interviews should be scentless, so you didn’t clash with whatever perfume the person in charge was wearing.
I needed this meeting to go well. Firstly, for the time off it would grant me with Clare in their care, and, secondly, for their daycare services when I went back to work. I’d read the reviews on their website; parents were impressed with the standard of care, and teachers said Wilson Rose children came to school socially ahead of their peers.
The three hours off twice a week would be heaven.
Mike had dressed Clare in a cute jumper, a yellow and green plaid with little white daisy appliques around the waist. It was definitely feminine, though not pink, and she wore little white booties on her feet.
I loved the look of the building, immaculately landscaped in front with balled blue spruce against the front and twin tall pines flanking the entry walk. One level, dark red brick, floor to ceiling windows with black trim, a cream-colored roof with a rose weather vane on top. I took a picture with my cell phone.
“Good afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Weldon,” said a petite woman who met us at the door. She was maybe forty, with dark blonde hair pulled back in a long braid, frameless glasses, and a spray of freckles across her cheeks. She wore a stylish black pencil skirt that hit right above her knees and a blue peplum blouse the shade of forget-me-nots. Right away, I decided she couldn’t be a teacher—there wasn’t a stain or wrinkle to be seen.
“Good afternoon.” Mike nodded; he was holding Clare.
I reached out my hand and shook hers. “Very pleased to be here …”
“Amber Smalley,” she said. “Follow me and I’ll give you the tour.”
It was spotless, the floor tiles gleaming in the sun that spilled in through the windows. It didn’t have that smell I usually associated with cleaning products used in schools and hospitals, nothing antiseptic. I swore I detected honeysuckle and cinnamon.
“This would be a good place for Clare,” Mike said, leaning into my ear. But I knew his voice carried, and so Amber Smalley would have heard him. “I don’t want her in one of those public daycares. Did you see the preschool next door?”
I nodded. It was made of the same red brick and had similar trim.
“She could graduate from daycare to preschool. It would be perfect,” he said.
Amber took us to the nursery. “Don’t go much past the door,” she cautioned. “We don’t want to be in the way.”
It was beautiful, and I fell in love with it. The walls were cream, lilac, and pale green, painted with butterflies and birds … in all colors except pink and blue. I really did love this place.
It smelled of baby powder and more of the honeysuckle—not overpowering, just faint and pleasant. Music softly played; something classical or a soundtrack from a movie I was not familiar with. It sounded soothing, and maybe it was magical. Not one of the five babies in the crib-like playpens was crying. Neither was Clare, she was wide awake, trying to take everything in.
“This could be good,” I said to Mike.
“Real good.”
Shelves held children’s books. None of the babies were capable of reading, of course, but could look at the pictures as the caretakers read to them. The toys were numerous, safe-looking, and wooden, nothing with batteries or protrusions that might choke or poke a child. Where the floor in the hallway had been tile, this was a tight-weave Berber with a thick, comfy pad under it.
No wonder this place was expensive.
Five babies in this room, and four supervisors. The adults, three women and one man, were in their mid- to late twenties, and wore casual pants and yellow and gray polos with the Wilson Rose logo on them. It wasn’t a uniform, but close.
Both the babies and supervisors looked healthy and happy.
“Perfect,” I whispered.
“We try to make it that way,” Amber said. “We believe a clean, pleasant environment enriches growing children. Our supervisors engage the babies when they are awake, talking, playing with educational toys, a lot of reading. I think all of us have committed Charlotte’s Web, James and the Giant Peach, and The Giving Tree to memory.” She laughed, the sound of crystal wind chimes.
“You have a beautiful voice, Amber,” I said. “I bet you sing.”
“Thanks. I studied at the DePaul University School of Music before I switched to education. Too much competition in singing. Much greater demand for teachers.” She paused a beat. “And I like it here a lot.”
I was curious what her position was within the school, but I figured I could find out later. I glanced at Clare; I could easily picture her in this room, and then moving up to the preschool next door.
“Time for your interview,” Amber announced. “I can show you more of the building when you’re done, and take you next door if you’d like.”
“That would be great,” Mike said. He shifted Clare to his other shoulder.
The conference room was in the opposite wing, and it had a different feel. Adult. Serious. The walls were beige, the floor laminate, and the window shades drawn. Amber reached out for Clare, and Mike passed her over. There were two straight-backed chairs facing a long polished walnut conference table.
Four people sat behind it.
“The three members of the admissions team and the president of the Parent-Teacher Organization for Wilson Rose Nursery, Preschool, and Grade School,” Amber explained.
There were name plaques, gold etched with large black letters in an easy-to-read font, positioned in front of each panel member.
“They’ll ask you a few questions,” Amber continued, “then you can ask yours. The aim is to find out if you are Wilson Rose people.”
I stared at the name plaques, fixated on one. My heart plummeted. Our chances of getting Clare into Wilson Rose were zero, zilch, nada.
The PTO president was Vanessa Skyler.
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We sat.
Vanessa looked from me to Mike, who had never met her, back to me.
“Welcome to Wilson Rose, Mike, Holly Weldon,” Edward Thurston said. “We’ll use this informal discussion to get to know you better and to see how you would fit in with our education community.”
Discussion?
I felt like I was being interrogated, like a witness up on the stand in an episode of Law & Order. I tried to sit still, but inwardly I squirmed. I studied the other three name plaques so I wouldn’t have to look at Vanessa. I’d done something to offend her, but what? She’d been so friendly to me initially, reached out to me when we met on the sidewalk. What had happened since then? She didn’t look friendly now. But the others …
Edward Thurston, principal
Jaime Glover, vice principal
Doris Miller, admissions advisor
They looked halfway friendly, a mix of serious and cordial.
“We have already spoken to three of Mike’s coworkers,” Thurston said, “so I have a good idea of what sort of person he is.” He had a round face with few wrinkles, dark eyes, and tonsure-cut salt and pepper hair. Around fifty, I thought as he looked at me; experienced. He reminded me of a lab technician, and in fact, was almost a twin to one in the coroner’s department. “And I’ve spoken to the Cook County coroner and a few police officers you listed as references, so I understand how professional you are.” Maybe he was related.
Doris took a turn: “We want you to tell us about your daughter and how you are raising her.”
“She is our priority,” Mike jumped in, though I was ready. I was a little disappointed in him, as I was the one who had been raising our daughter so far. He’d been spending so many hours at work that he didn’t even know Clare’s routine. But his voice was even and mellow, reflecting his background as a trial lawyer. I imagined that the handful of juries he’d addressed were mesmerized. It looked like Doris was caught by his voice.
Mike talked at length, making me think he’d read some of the parenting magazines in my stack. It was nothing I disagreed with, but he missed a lot of little things.
Then I got a chance.
“Mrs. Weldon, could you please describe your daughter’s personality?” This came from Jaime Glover. She was likely the oldest of the panel, early sixties I guessed. Definitely looked like an educator. “I realize she is an infant, but even a days-old child is beginning to exhibit a personality.”
“Clare is wonderful,” I said. “She’s easily happy, smiles often. She likes flowers and people’s noses, and she’s more curious than frightened of dogs we pass on our walks. She likes to watch other children at the playground. Attentive. I’d say Clare is attentive, inquisitive.” Then I got truthful, thinking they’d be suspicious of a perfect child. “She gets fussy sometimes, and can be vocal, but she responds to soft music and motion. She enjoys being in this little swing we have at home. She enjoys car rides. But mostly I think she enjoys our strolls down the block. She—”
“That’s good,” Thurston said. “That’s enough.”
“Now a few questions about your home life,” Doris cut in.
I found them probing, but not offensive. They wanted to know our financial information, the loans we had, and had we started a college fund for Clare, had we bought her a life insurance policy. Mike admitted that we hadn’t started a fund, but that we would do so soon. Both of us having advanced degrees, we understood the importance of education.
More questions followed, including what we hoped Clare would accomplish at the school. I found the grilling … for I had no other word for it at this point … uncomfortable. What did we hope? That Clare would be cared for in a safe, happy environment. But what did we hope she would accomplish? Clare, an infant … a little too early to accomplish anything, I knew.
Mike stepped in and continued to be eloquent. I could tell he clearly wanted this place for our daughter, but the longer this went on, the more I considered the daycare snooty and overly aloof, the panel condescending, the session awkward, and this place prickly. It was about Clare, I reminded myself, as they asked still more questions, and Mike fielded them. It wasn’t about my feelings for this place. The nursery had looked divine. The reviews five-stars.
Vanessa tapped the table with a pen. She’d been silent until now.
“Just a few more questions,” Vanessa said.
There were more than a few, and they involved my career and parenting philosophy.
I’d never thought about adopting a parenting philosophy. I searched my memory for an article I’d read in one of those New Mother magazines. Ah! A couple of nights ago, when Clare was fussy, I’d pulled one out and read it.
“Parenting styles,” I began. “We—Mike and me—use what some experts call positive parenting.” I saw Doris nod her head, and I figured that meant I was on the right track. “Or happiness psychology, making a life that is fulfilled and meaningful. We focus on the future—goals, abilities, possibilities, and never touch on past events, such as illness or bullying. As Clare grows, we will help her discover her inner strengths and her desires, what her skills are. At the crux of it”—I loved the word ‘crux’—“we’re about empowering her and providing unconditional support. We believe it will help her get the most out of life. We will not put our personal bias in front of her. It’s not up to us what Clare grows up to become. It is up to her. Her life. We’ll help her discover her potential, guide her, never force her future.”
I noticed Mike watching me, a hint of surprise on his face. We’d not discussed any of this, and honestly, I wasn’t sure I endorsed what I just spewed at the committee. But they sure wanted some sort of answer. The three school officials looked pleased with my response. But Vanessa’s expression was flat, like she was either uninterested or didn’t believe me. Then she shook her head.
What the hell had I done to get on her bad side?
Vanessa tapped her pen again. “Mike, let me address this question to you. Explain your family values.”
Mike’s eyebrow rose. “Can you elaborate on that a little?”
“Sure. I’d like to hear your thoughts on fidelity, tolerance, respect for others.”
Mike shifted in the seat and started talking. I enjoyed his voice, especially when he put it in “trial attorney” mode; it was almost musical, yet strong. Vanessa looked interested now, nodded as he went on. Then Mike asked a few questions about activities, safety precautions, and the like, things we’d researched online and already knew quite a bit about. I figured it was his way of being engaging.
Finally, Thurston stood, signaling the end of the interrogation. No wonder the nursery and the school had such a small enrollment; I couldn’t imagine many parents willing to sit through the barrage of questions. They’d even delved into our financials via the form we’d filled out—credit checks, reviewing bank statements, mortgage payments.
“Thank you for coming in, Mike, Holly,” Thurston said. “I enjoyed our stimulating and informative discussion.” He stepped around the table and shook our hands. I found his dry, like paper.
Mike reclaimed Clare and we backed out of the room.
“That was rougher than I expected,” Mike whispered.
“Yeah. I kept waiting for them to read us our rights.” I squeezed his free hand. “Listen, I want to talk to Mrs. Skyler for a moment.” I excused myself and followed Vanessa outside.
I had to hurry, but I managed to insinuate myself between Vanessa and her car so she couldn’t avoid me.
“Hey, Vanessa.”
She gave me a perturbed look as she fumbled in her purse for her car keys.
“Can we start over? Like that day on the sidewalk. I apologize for anything I said or did to offend you. I didn’t mean to—”
Vanessa’s lips were a pencil-thin line. “Look, Mrs. Weldon, Holly, you have nothing to apologize for. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
I took a deep breath. I was trying so hard to be polite and respectful, but I was angry. “That’s not good enough. Clearly, I’ve done something. When we first met on the sidewalk, you were nice, friendly. The next time in the park, I got the ice-cold shoulder. And in there”—I gestured back toward Wilson Rose’s stately front entrance—“you kept glaring at me, shaking your head. What the hell did I do?”
I saw her face relax, but just a little. Vanessa stepped around me and walked to the driver’s side.
“You didn’t do anything wrong. Not really. Nothing illegal, I guess. It’s just your lifestyle.”
“Illegal? Lifestyle?” I didn’t have a life right now, much less a style. It was all baby, baby, baby twenty-four seven, and it was an effort to keep my and Clare’s clothes clean.
“I don’t have time to argue with you, Holly.” Vanessa got in her car and shut the door with more energy than required. She started the engine, rolled down the window and fixed me with a hard expression. “Your lifestyle. You are who you are. Just stay away from my husband.”
She rolled up the window and drove away.
Mike came up behind me.
“What was that about?”
I shook my head. “Honestly, I have no idea.”
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I watched Mike gently set Clare in her car seat and strap her in.
“She’s wet,” he said.
“Usually.” Then I corrected that: “Often, it seems.”
“But we’ll fix that when we get home.” He looked to me. “I’m driving.”
“Sure.” I liked it when he drove and I could just sit back and watch our little city go by.
“I don’t buy the ‘I have no idea’ thing,” he said as he started the car. Mike’s car was a silver Lexus GS, an upscale sedan a little less flashy than a Cadillac or Mercedes Benz.
When we’d car-shopped, he said he needed something that said successful professional, but that didn’t flaunt wealth. I liked the way it rode. I’d like to take one of those Route 66 vacations with it. Me, Mike, Clare, driving and driving and stopping at decades-old motels, the Wigwam Village, oddball museums, diners. Seeing the world’s largest covered wagon and stopping in the Rainbow Rock Shop.
“I just don’t, Hol.”
“I’m sorry, what did you—”
“I said”—Mike’s voice rose a notch—“that I don’t believe the ‘I have no idea’ comment you made about that confrontation I saw. With you and Vanessa Skyler.” He looked away from the road and frowned, then became the attentive driver again. “I want to know what it was about, if it could impact whether Clare gets into that place.”
I let out a breath that hissed between my teeth. “Okay, Mike. I really, really, really don’t know.”
“Yes, you do.”
“Vanessa Skyler. I met her on the sidewalk. She was jogging, and I was pushing Clare. She was all friendly. Apparently, I’d helped with her baby’s care when I was in pediatrics at Northwestern.”
“Yeah, so—”
“So she invited me to this mom’s club in the park that I told you about, and when I showed up, she uninvited me, was cold. Today, I asked her what it was about, what I’d done. She said she had a problem with my lifestyle.”
“Lifestyle?” Mike looked skeptical of my explanation.
“See, I really, really, really don’t know what it’s about. I’m clueless. Sorry. And I don’t know if what ‘it’ is will have an impact on Clare and that nursery.” I tried to shrink down in the seat.
“You do know she’s the wife of one of the firm’s partners, right?”
“No. I didn’t know that.”
Clare started crying; she did that when she was wet or we raised our voices. Both conditions met, she was no doubt miserable.
“Blake Skyler, her husband, is one of the senior partners at my firm.” Mike’s voice remained even, but strong. I noticed he held the steering wheel with force. “Skyler can make or break my career. I hope you haven’t done something to screw this up. If your relationship with Vanessa—”
“Relationship?” I gripped the door handle for something to do with my hand. “Mike, I met Vanessa six years ago when she gave birth. I met her again two weeks ago on the sidewalk. Saw her in the park. That’s it. Really, that’s it. You could fill a coffee cup with the amount of conversation we’d exchanged. I didn’t insult her … not intentionally. Hell, I really didn’t say much at all to her. I don’t have a relationship with her. I can’t call her a friend, obviously. But I get the idea there’s some sort of huge misunderstanding. I don’t know what it is or how it came about or—”
“Shit.” Mike missed the turn and drove straight, through the downtown. Late afternoon, nice weather, there were a couple dozen people on the sidewalks. I saw a few large SALE signs in some of the stores and thought if, for some reason, Clare was accepted into Wilson Rose, I could walk the downtown and explore.
He turned at the next corner and started to backtrack. I’d done it before, missed the turn. I’d just never cussed about it.
Clare wailed louder.
“Do you know Vanessa’s husband?” Mike had lowered his voice, loosened his grip on the wheel.
“No. I’m sure I’ve never met him.” Blake Skyler. Blake Skyler. Something about the name niggled at my brain. “But … do you have his phone number?”
“Why?”
“Just … something. Something odd, something familiar, bothersome. Do you have his phone number? I’m not gonna call him or anything.”
Mike kept one hand on the wheel and reached in his front pocket with the other. As he did, I turned on my go-to easy listening channel, and instantly, Clare quieted. He passed over his cell phone.
“There. Look, but don’t call him.”
I found the number, committed it to memory, then passed the phone back. I released my death grip on the door handle and got my own phone out, started strolling through things I’d deleted but hadn’t yet irrevocably “trashed.” I sighed, so loud and long Mike looked at me.
“What?”
“Have you ever been to Endicott Fitness?” I knew it was the law firm’s gym. Mike had a bag with the E.F. logo on it.
“You know I have.” Ire crept back into his tone.
“With Blake? You and him there together?”
“Sure. Why do you care? Why do you want to know? It’s the law firm’s fitness center—”
“Ever shower near him?”
Mike pulled over to the curb and turned to face me.
“What the hell, Holly? What the—”
I touched his leg. “I know it’s a very odd question.”
“What are you getting at?”
“Just answer the question.”
“Yes. Hell, yes.”
I swallowed hard, called up a picture on my phone and handed it to him.
“What the hell are you showing me?”
“I don’t know Blake Skyler. But apparently, he knows me. He’s one of the men who has recently been texting me dick pics. This one’s from the shower room of your gym. See the EF logos in the tile? You’ve showered with him. Does this piece of anatomy look like his?”
Mike pulled away from the curb and took the next right, gunning it as he turned onto our street.
“Mike!”
Jennifer was pushing her baby carriage in the crosswalk.
Mike slammed on the brakes, jarring Clare, who started to scream. The tires squealed and the car jinked, Mike cranked the wheel hard to the left, and narrowly avoided striking Jennifer.
In horror, I saw Jennifer pull the carriage out of the way of our car, tipping it and scrambling to right it. The carriage rose up on two wheels, nearly spilling, but she managed to right it. She shouted, but I couldn’t distinguish the words amid the cacophony of noises.
The car stopped. Mike undid his seatbelt and leaped out. I fumbled with the catch on mine, slick sweaty fingers having trouble, my head pounding and heart hammering. Clare continued to cry. Finally, I was free, and I joined Mike on the street.
“You nearly killed me!” Jennifer hollered. She hunched over the carriage, her face red and her breathing fast. “Were you even looking? Moron!”
“I’m sorry, so very sorry,” Mike said. “I didn’t see—”
“You could have killed me!”
I rushed forward. “I’m a doctor, Jennifer. Let me see if you and your baby are all right.” Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed an elderly man in the nearest house come out on his front stoop, cell phone in hand. I think he was taking pictures or video.
“I’m shaken,” Jennifer said. “That’s all.” She stood straight and her eyes were daggers aimed at Mike. “And scared and pissed. That’s all. Pissed.”
I heard the rush of my pulse in my ears and felt how tight my chest had become. I tried to control my breathing.
“Jennifer, I used to work in pediatrics. It might be a good idea if I looked at your baby.”
“Not a good idea,” Jennifer countered. “Not interested.”
“But your baby isn’t crying.” I reached toward the carriage and Jennifer pulled it back. “We need to make sure the baby is okay. Jostling, shaking, can—”
“Everything is fine,” Jennifer said. “Nobody was hit, thank God. The stroller is fine. My baby is fine. No damage.”
“It doesn’t take a lot for an infant to be hurt,” I said. “Please, Jennifer, let me see if—”
“I’ll take my daughter to urgent care. I’ll take her. Just leave me alone.” Jennifer pushed the carriage up onto the sidewalk. I knew her house was only a block away.
“I really hope the baby is all right,” Mike said.
At least he was concerned.
“I hope nothing is wrong,” he continued. “I hope she doesn’t bring a lawsuit. You pressing the matter with her, that might encourage her to bring a lawsuit. If she sues us, it could be all on you.”
So his concern was for himself, not for us, and not for me. I shakily climbed back into the Lexus.
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I chewed on my lip, a nervous impulse I’d started in college when studying for lab tests. I’d thought I’d broken myself of the tick. Wrong. I started to bleed.
Stop it, Holly!
Twice, Mike had said he hoped I hadn’t brought a lawsuit on us. I wasn’t the one driving. I wasn’t the one that had almost crushed Jennifer and her baby under our car. And yet he made it about me. My fault. A lawyer, he knew that this was a litigious world and people could sue for anything. Any suit would be against the both of us, would impact the both of us.
Affect Clare.
And I think the older man on his porch recorded some of it.
“I guess we’ll wait and see,” he said. “About a lawsuit, about Wilson Rose. I’m willing to take a double ‘no.’ There are always other daycares, right?”
He hugged me and left, going back into work. He said it was to make up for the time he missed while interviewing at Wilson Rose. This time he took his car, avoiding the train, said he didn’t know when he’d be back.
I knew when that would be.
Late. He’d be home late.
Or maybe not until the morning or the following afternoon. He’d taken an extra suit with him and hung it in the car. I noticed he had a gym bag, too. He had prepared in case he couldn’t get back.
Was making partner really worth neglecting your family like this?
I changed Clare, fed her, and set her in the swing. The music played, she laughed, and I watched her until it wound down and I cranked it again. I couldn’t imagine how I’d feel if something happened to her. Jennifer must have been in shock from nearly being hit. We should have persuaded her to get in our car and taken her to the nearest emergency room. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t hit her, jostling an infant like that could be akin to shaken baby syndrome.
I should call her, but I didn’t even know her last name.
Ah! Brandi must, as Jennifer was at that stupid Tupperware party.
Brandi was home, helpful, and I stored the information in my cell phone. She hadn’t asked why I wanted to know … Thank God … I didn’t want to go through the story.
Jennifer McDonald.
The baby hadn’t cried with the jiggling, the stroller tipping. The baby should have. The first baby I’d ever treated had never cried, and it hadn’t turned out well.
It was my first year of med school and I had labs at the hospital. I was with a group of nurses and a neonatologist who had been given care of a severely premature infant. His lungs were underdeveloped. The neonatologist was pretty sure he was brain damaged. The boy was given state-of-the-art care around the clock. The physician I worked for put his heart into it. I understood there was little they could do, and the death was not surprising. It seemed kind, actually; the infant had struggled so. I understood it, but it hit me emotionally. I think that’s where I started questioning my medical judgments, as well as the path I’d chosen. My supervisor informed me that the physicians I reported to were not convinced they could rely on me, despite my stellar grades. I’d managed to turn it around for a while, then two years later, the baby who was to be dressed in pink happened.
Jennifer McDonald.
Baby McDonald.
I pulled out the phone book and called Delnor Hospital Urgent Care, then the emergency room.
“I’m Dr. Holly Weldon,” I said. “I’m a licensed medical doctor.” It was not ethical, I shouldn’t be doing this, but I wasn’t lying. “I’m calling in reference to a newborn who might have been brought in. The mother’s name is Jennifer McDonald. I do not know the infant’s name.” I didn’t have a problem using my “doctor” card, as I was dead set on making sure the baby was alright. United States privacy laws prohibited hospitals from giving out patient information under almost all circumstances. But they could give information to other healthcare providers in the course of aiding a patient’s treatment. I made them assume I was her physician without coming out and saying it and being caught in a lie. “I just spoke with Jennifer earlier this morning, and I urged her to go to the emergency room and get herself and the baby checked out. I’m concerned she wasn’t in the right mental state to help herself.” There … not a lie.
They told me no record of a Jennifer McDonald—or any other mother and infant—coming in during the past hour. I tried the same tactic with DuPage Hospital and Valley Central in nearby St. Charles.
Nothing.
Mercy and Copley in Aurora, Sherman in South Elgin, Edward in Naperville, and a few more. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.
Maybe she’d just taken the infant to be seen by her regular pediatrician.
I relaxed a little. That made sense; if Jennifer believed there wasn’t a problem, she might have just called her doctor. I’d worked with children who had suffered through car accidents. There’d been no outwardly apparent physical trauma, but there’d been some brain swelling and internal bruising and bleeding, and in one case, a two-year-old with swelling died. Maybe I was overly worried, panicking when there was no cause. But my medical training and some of the experiences I had during pediatric shifts put me on alert. Modern medicine was incredible and could do so many great things … but only if people allowed doctors to do their jobs.
So … I relaxed a little. Only a little. I remained worried—both for the infant and fear of a lawsuit. We’d come so very close to hitting them with our car, and Jennifer had jerked and spun that carriage so fast and violently.
She’d mentioned “daughter,” so the infant was a girl. Maybe Clare’s age.
I rewound the swing to Clare’s delight, waited another half hour, and then clicked on my phone to call Jennifer. I figured enough time had passed that she’d gotten the infant in somewhere. If I called, let her know my concern, maybe that compassion might stave off a potential lawsuit that Mike was so bothered about.
No answer.
The swing wound down again. Clare was sound asleep. I picked her up and carried her to the nursery, put her in the crib, and turned on the motion sensor camera and the baby monitor, deciding it wasn’t possible to be too careful. I checked the time: 6 p.m.
I made sure the app connected the camera to my cell phone, that I could watch Clare while I went outside. I’d never walked away from the yard before, leaving her alone. But I promised myself this would be quick.
I double-checked all the locks, and then hurried down the sidewalk, seeing that the FOR SALE sign next to Shane’s had a PRICE REDUCED sticker on it. The wind had picked up, and it hadn’t rained lately, so puffs of dirt and dust gusted at me and made my eyes water.
Jennifer’s house was a split-level with brown wood siding and white trim. The hedges were overgrown and in need of a trimming, but the lawn was short. Weeds grew up through cracks in the cement driveway, and the steps to the front door were chipped and had been repaired in one spot, judging by the paler cement splotch.
I rang the doorbell and checked my phone to see Clare still soundly sleeping. I didn’t hear the chime when I pushed it again. So, instead, I knocked. There was no screen door, though it looked like there had been, judging by the screw holes in the frame. The door was wood, painted maroon, which didn’t go with the trim. It had a fancy beveled window in the center.
I saw a face through the glass, but the frosting and beveling kept me from making out any details. I knocked again. A medical professional, I felt an obligation to see this through—if nothing else, but for my own peace of mind.
The man who opened the door was basketball tall, easily six-five, with a lanky frame, overlarge ears, a curly shock of black hair, and intense blue eyes. Cooking scents wafted out, and I heard the faintest sizzle of grease, something frying. Smelled like fish.
“I am Dr. Holly Weldon. I’m a licensed physician and I live down the street.”
The man nodded and smiled, and his expression seemed balanced between polite and perturbed. “Yeah, I’ve seen you around, up and down the street. How can I help you?”
“I saw Jennifer out with her stroller earlier this afternoon. I’ve spoken with her before.” I shifted back and forth on the balls of my feet. “I saw Jennifer almost hit by a car earlier, and I tried to talk to her about it. She didn’t react the way I’d expected.”
I waited a beat for him to say something, but he didn’t. Just watched me, waiting.
“She was dismissive, unconcerned, especially about the baby—who could have really been shaken up. Like I said, I’m a doctor, and I want to make sure Jennifer and the infant are all right. Honestly, the way she was so nonchalant, I wonder if she has postpartum depression.”
He opened his mouth, but didn’t speak.
“Can you tell me, first of all, if the baby is all right? I don’t want to overstep any boundaries, but I think they should seek medical care … just in case.”
“Thanks for your concern, Dr.—”
“Weldon. Holly Weldon. I live right down—”
“Everything’s fine here. Jenn’s great.”
“Did she go in to see a doctor?”
“I wouldn’t know about that. But she’s fine. We’re all fine.”
“Even a walk-in clinic would be a good idea. If Jennifer has postpartum depression, they could make a referral to an appropriate specialist.”
“Everything’s fine,” he repeated a little louder.
“But I—”
“Have no business intruding. And if you don’t leave right now, I’m going to call the police.”
I inhaled sharply as he slammed the door.
“What the hell am I doing?” I turned and left, stepping over the cracks on the sidewalk and looking across the street, seeing Shane in his sports car turning into his driveway. He looked my way, but didn’t wave. “What the holy hell am I doing?”
I wouldn’t have thought to pursue the issue with Jennifer and her infant before I’d had Clare. A baby changed a lot of things, made me realize how precious a tiny life was, and how important that life was to a family. Living downtown, I certainly wouldn’t have approached a neighbor about the care of their infant, or about a mother’s potential postpartum depression. I would have kept my mouth shut and kept to myself. It was what people did in the city.
I hardly knew who I was anymore. Had moving to the suburbs, this neighborhood, affected me that much? Was it just being a mother that had put me on an emotional razor’s edge? It really wasn’t my business … Jennifer’s mental state. My own uneasy state was what I should be paying attention to.
I’d been walking so slowly that Shane had the time to park and walk out to his mailbox. I looked up. He was dressed business casual, no trace of the malady that had him hacking some days ago.
“Good afternoon!” he hollered.
Dear God, he talked to me. I dropped my gaze to the sidewalk. He said something else, but I couldn’t hear him. Suddenly, all I could hear was a baby wailing—Clare’s cries were picked up by the monitor and fed through my phone.
I ran.
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It was nothing.
Clare was all right.
Exhausted, we both zonked out early.
Then, sometime later, the phone blared a warning via the app from the surveillance system, waking me. It wasn’t Clare crying this time; it was someone at the back door. I pulled up the app and jumped to my feet, nearly falling when my legs tangled in the coverlet I’d draped across me. I saw it was Mike and punched in the code so the authorities would not respond.
All clear, I typed, and reset the system.
I’d been dozing on the couch, on the television opposite me, The Late Late Show with James Corden was playing, meaning it was after eleven. I yawned and picked up the remote and turned off the TV, then heard Clare crying from the nursery, the alarm having woken her. She settled down by the time I’d stepped to the hallway and looked in to check on her, so I did an about-face and shuffled into the kitchen.
Mike was singing “Feeling Good,” his briefcase flat on the table, and he had the refrigerator door open. He came out with a block of cheese and slices of ham. He smiled at me and burst into another song—“One for My Baby.” He used to sing that old Sinatra song when we first started going out.
I silently watched him make a sandwich as he continued his tune. He was at the counter by the sink, his back to me, foot tapping. He didn’t know I was there, probably thought I’d be in bed by now, hadn’t heard the television. He sounded happy.
I remembered being happy when he’d serenade me with Sinatra when we were going out. He worked all the hours of the day back then, and so did I. But somehow, we always managed to make time to be together. It hadn’t been about finding time, but making it, making that effort. I realized with a sad shock that I couldn’t recall the last time we were out on a date. It must have been months and months before Clare was born. We’d had a good life then.
I missed that Mike.
Would I get that Mike back when Clare was a little older?
One of our early dates had been a late-night showing of the original La Cage Aux Folles in the Loop. We’d watched The Birdcage on television the night before and laughed at Robin Williams’ performance. Mike said the movie wasn’t as good as the original, which I’d known nothing about. He searched the internet and found it playing as part of an old film revival, and despite work, decided to go to a 10 p.m. showing a few days later.
Birds of a Feather was the translated title, a romp about two men in love. The “maid” was a hoot, and the music was grand. I still remembered the lyrics to “We Are What We Are.” The theater floor was sticky with layers of spilled soda, and I saw a few bugs scurrying, thankful the lights were low and I couldn’t see more clearly.
The popcorn was delicious, the soda watered down, the company divine, and the crowd relatively sparse, maybe a dozen people other than us, and I was the only woman. When we left after the credits rolled—Mike always watched the credits all the way through—my tennis shoes made a sh-tuck, sh-tuck sound as they fought to be free of the floor.
For fifty cents, we got a refill on the popcorn on the way out. “Extra butter,” Mike requested, so active he never had to count calories. We munched on it during the walk back to my apartment. It was a few dates after that when he suggested I give up my little place and move into his in a better part of town.
I was never afraid of Chicago’s downtown late at night with Mike. He exuded confidence and walked with purpose. His attitude and focus rubbed off on me; no trace of victims in our bearing, we’d never been mugged.
The lights seemed brighter then, the garish, beautiful, carnival-colored fluorescent signs in the restaurants and bars we passed, the music that spilled out of apartment windows a sweet cacophony. “Contemporary clamor,” Mike had called the city sounds.
When I was happy, I loved the sights and the racket. When I wasn’t, it just gave me a headache.
“Hey, Mike.”
He whirled. “Holly.”
“Yep, it’s me.”
He grinned goofily, reached around for his sandwich. “And I’m hungry.”
I pulled out a chair at the table and sat. He picked the opposite side, his briefcase between us. It was symbolic, the briefcase, work getting between us, him not able to make time any more. I needed a friend, a companion. I wanted that to be Mike.
The Mike I used to know.
“Can we talk?”
“Sure.” He wrapped his fingers around the sandwich and took a bite. I saw his posture relax; he was starting to unwind.
“Things have been rough lately,” I began. “I need to know if we’re okay.”
He looked puzzled for an instant, then his eyes widened in understanding. “Everything’s fine.”
“Everything’s not fine.”
He took a big bite and chewed quickly. “What do you mean?”
I didn’t say anything for a moment, watched him take another bite and then put the sandwich down. He worked his jaw in the way he did when he was thirsty. I imagined that he would have grabbed a beer to accompany his late-night snack, but I’d surprised him.
“Mike, every time we’ve been together lately, we’ve fought. We argue. I start it or you start it. Doesn’t matter who starts it. But I’d like it to stop. I don’t want Clare growing up in a house where her parents are at war.”
He made a huffing sound and toyed with a piece of crust. “So what do you want to do?”
“Spend more time together.” My reply came out fast. “Reconnect. Like before we had Clare. Be close.”
He nodded. “Sure. Okay.”
“Maybe we can watch a little of the news on CNN before turning in.”
He nodded again, but not enthusiastically. “I gotta get me something to drink with this.”
I smiled, and he returned it, though I didn’t think the smile reached his eyes.
He finished the sandwich and poured himself a big glass of milk, plopped two ice cubes in it. He always put two ice cubes in his milk. “Can I get you something?”
“No. I’m good.”
We retreated to the living room and sat on the couch, his elbow on the arm of it, other hand holding the glass of milk.
“You’ll have to do the remote,” he said.
I turned on CNN. There was coverage of a big warehouse fire in Hoboken, New Jersey.
I kept the volume low, just loud enough to follow the story, but we could talk over it.
“I’ve been busy the past few days,” I told him. “Beyond dealing with Clare. I connected with a bunch of old high school and college friends, and a few from the neighborhood when I was a kid. We’ve formed a mom’s club on Facebook. It’s been good.”
“It’s good to have networks,” he said, eyes on the televised fire.
“Today, I looked into other preschools and nurseries because Clare has to go somewhere when I go back to work.”
He nodded. “Good.”
“Because we might not get her into Wilson Rose.”
Another nod. He drained the glass of milk, transferred it to his other hand and clinked the ice at the bottom. He set it on a coaster on the end table.
I’d figured he’d jump all over the Wilson Rose thing. I wanted him to at least react, give me a reason to ask if he’d said anything to Skyler at work about the dick pic.
“I’m sorry, Hol. I’m only half paying attention. My mind is elsewhere. A long day all the way around, you know. That school visit, work, the drive home.”
“Yeah, long day. So how was your time at work? Meetings?” I scooted closer and touched his shoulder, thought I’d initiate something, a little romance. The idea of fooling around appealed to me; maybe it would smooth out some of the rough spots. We hadn’t had sex in quite a while. Maybe we’d been so quick to anger because of the lack of intimacy.
“There are always meetings. Too many meetings. And meetings take away from other work.”
I reached a finger up and traced his jawline. “Want to do something? You know—”
“Tired. But, well, I suppose—”
I leaned over and tipped my head up, kissing where my finger had traveled. Again, I smelled booze on him, an increasingly common occurrence. It seemed to be routine: meetings running late, drinks with the boss, then come home. He’d driven tonight; I hoped he had been sober.
I kissed him again and detected something else, beneath the Scotch. Perfume. I inhaled deep, just to be sure. I even knew the fragrance: White Linen.
I’d been gifted a bottle of it back in med school and knew it was pricey, Estee Lauder, frosted bottle, vibrant scent. I got used to wearing it. And when it was empty, I bought myself a bottle; it smelled good on me. But I hadn’t worn the perfume for the past three years. My go-to fragrances since then had been Avon citrusy sprays—and those bought in twos and threes from the clearance pages. But I remembered White Linen.
I pulled back and stared. Mike continued watching CNN.
“Perfume, Mike. I can smell it.”
He bristled and reached across me for the remote, turned off the television. “Went to a bar after work before I came home. One drink. I sat on a stool next to a woman who was drenched in it. I would have moved away, but it was pretty crowded, didn’t see another seat. Had my drink and left. Nothing wrong with a drink after work, Holly. It helps me unwind. You could use something to unwind too.”
I opened my mouth to say something else, but he was up off the couch and walking away.
“I need to take a shower and turn in. Got another big day at work.”
I sat there, stunned.
I didn’t buy the story, sitting next to a random woman and picking up the odor of her perfume. Just didn’t buy it. But I wasn’t ready to consider that Mike was having an affair. I wouldn’t jump to that conclusion.
Just where would I jump?
Not into bed tonight.
I stretched out on the couch and reached for the coverlet. And I cried.
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Mike left for work while I was in the shower. I’m sure he timed it that way to avoid a confrontation. He hadn’t needed to bother. I wasn’t going to say anything to him … no more mention of booze and perfume, nothing that might give rise to an argument and hurt my heart.
Clare was all bubbly, happy, and I wished that would rub off on me.
“Oh, baby, baby, baby, if I could bottle your smile I could sell it for a million dollars.”
I picked her up and kissed the top of her head, changed her, fed her, and dressed her in an outfit I’d bought online. It was a purple onesie with alternating peach and green strips on the sleeves, making me think it clownish, but certainly fitting her joyous attitude this morning. It was a little big, size marked 3–6 months on the tag. I’d been careful not to buy too many outfits, knowing she’d outgrow them quickly.
“Beautiful Clare.”
She cooed as I put her in the swing, turned it on, and scowled to discover the music no longer played. Then I brightened. I was tired of the repetition, the same song over and over and over. I could always bring a radio in here, or that Alexa gadget Mike bought that plays different things on command.
I went into the kitchen and stopped myself from making coffee. I really wanted it, and I almost caved. I reached for the orange juice instead and put three eggs in a pan. Hard-boiled eggs and a few slices of cheese sounded like a fine breakfast this morning.
I was feeling a little hard-boiled.
I set the timer on the stove and took the laptop into the nursery, opened it, and connected to Facebook. I’d mentally made a list of things I wanted to ask my mom’s club, and I wanted to tell them about the grilling at Wilson Rose School, see if they’d been through anything similar.
My fingers clicked over the keys. Again. I tried again.
It wasn’t letting me sign on.
I triple-checked the password and tried again. Next, I attempted to reset the password.
“W-T-F. Why isn’t this working?” It wasn’t the computer. It let me check my email—to find three more dick pics from someone named Elevated Elmer, an email from Brandi asking if I wanted to go to lunch, Clare too. “Yes, please!” I replied. “Where and when?”
I clicked on Yahoo Sports to see if there was Chicago Bears player news, then CNN to read an article on the likelihood of the Yellowstone super volcano erupting. I went back to Facebook and went at it again.
A few more clicks, a message popped up.
I’d been banned from the website.
“Not possible.” I leaned back in the chair and howled in frustration. Clare started wailing in support. “Baby, baby, baby.” I picked her up and rocked. It wasn’t a rocking chair, but I managed the motion, discovered she was wet and changed her again. Then I rocked her some more—the motion an attempt to burn off frustration.
It wasn’t working.
That mom’s group was my lifeline in my sea of insanity. My island of refuge in the hurricane that my life had become. The mothers—my friends—were helpful, understanding, friendly, nurturing, everything I missed in my relationship with Mike. And it was my avenue to give back, even offering medical advice, particularly when it came to their kids’ ailments.
These women … they’d walked in my shoes so to speak. Been there. Done that. Got the souvenir T-shirt. They hadn’t been solving my problems; I was the only one who could do that. But they had been offering support, and I so needed that right now after smelling White Linen last night. After smelling Scotch last night and the night before and before. After being rebuffed when I’d made a romantic overture.
Feeling so low, I needed to vent. They’d listen. Miles away, states away, in one case, a friend living in Italy. They’d listen. What the hell was I going to do now if I couldn’t contact my group?
“Oh God, Clare. What’s momma gonna do?”
I rocked faster, the air whistling out between my teeth, teasing Clare’s bangs. She giggled.
“It’s not funny, Clare-Bear, but you laugh all you like.” It beat crying, which was what I tried desperately not to do. “Not do. I do. Until death do I part I do.” I stood and paced the nursery, holding Clare. I’d taken my marriage vows seriously. I planned to stay married. I wanted to get in touch with my group and ask their advice … about Mike, marriage. Maybe a couple of them had experienced strained marriages when their babies arrived. Mike and I had no problems before we moved out of the city and Clare was born. If they could tell me how they’d gotten through it, how they weathered the emotional shit-storm, I’d feel less alone. And I wouldn’t put it all on Mike; of course I would type about how awful he’s been … and mention the perfume. But I’d also point out it was on both of us, and that both me and Mike had to work on repairing our relationship. There’d be Brandi at lunch. She was great to talk to. But I didn’t want her to know about Mike, the White Linen, the Scotch, the … everything.
The mom’s club over the internet was safe … states away, an ocean away, it was personal and yet not too personal. Only a couple of them knew Mike, and they certainly weren’t going to bump into him in the neighborhood. I had no concerns my Facebook peers would say something to him. But Brandi might talk to Keith, who might say something to Mike, which might precipitate yet another argument.
“I need my peeps, Clare-Bear. Let’s fix this.” I returned to the chair, sat in front of the laptop and turned it off. I counted to fifty. Then I turned it back on. Mike always said the “turn it off and turn it on” remedy wasn’t the best way to fix a computer issue. But I was far from a computer whiz, and so I relied on this method.
And it always worked for me.
Except this morning.
I tried it again, restarted everything.
Still locked out. I found a link and sent a message to Facebook, no doubt that it landed in some random clerk’s email basket. I sat back and gave an exaggerated, overly dramatic sigh.
“Clare-Bear, what’s going on?” I called up my address book and got Nancy B’s number. I knew from our online chats that Nancy B worked at home, writing screenplays. I called her and she picked it up on the third ring.
“Hey, Nancy.”
“Holly!”
“Yeah, sorry to bother you.”
“No bother.”
“I haven’t done Facebook all that much, not before the mom’s club. And now I can’t get it to work. I got this message that says my account has been disabled. I thought it was a problem with my computer, but that’s not it. Have you had Facebook problems?”
“No. Was on it a little while ago.”
“Huh. I wonder what I did. Pushed a button, clicked some link, and screwed everything up. I might have to wait for Mike to take a look at it.” I chewed on my lip a moment. “Things good with you?”
“I’ve got a nibble on another screenplay, so I’m happy about that. I’ve had nibbles before, producers asking for rewrites or more information, and nothing comes of it. But this? I think this one might pan out into something ’cause she asked if I’d be willing to sell the IP without the script.”
“IP?”
“Intellectual Property. Basically the idea, the plot, characters. They’d buy that and have someone else write it. I’d be fine with that. A sale’s a sale.”
“I hope it works out.”
“All my fingers and toes are crossed. So … I should let you go and get back to my work-in-progress. Sorry. Hope you don’t mind and—”
“Not at all. I understand.” I thought about digging out another phone number but decided to hold off.
It had been nice to hear a friendly voice. And I’d hear another one over lunch—Brandi. I needed to stop dwelling on the bad things and focus on the good.
“Because not everything is bad,” I told Clare. She looked at me and grinned. “And you’re the best thing I’ve got going.” I kissed her forehead.
Balancing Clare in my left arm, I typed one-handed and brought up my email again. Like lightning, I’d gotten a response from that random Facebook clerk.
Your account has been terminated for policy violations.
“What the hell?” What had I done to offend the internet powers-that-be? I read further. “No. No, I did not. I violated none of these things.”
It referenced a paragraph in the company’s Terms of Use regarding pornography.
“No. I definitely did not.” I’d not posted a nude baby pic. I’d been careful not to do that. In fact, I’d only posted one picture of Clare, and that was in her swing, fully clothed, in SpongeBob. I had one picture of me. ONE, and that was my profile pic. I was in a Chicago Bears T-shirt and was wearing a Chicago Cubs ball cap in front of a Guaranteed Rate field sign—the park where the White Sox played. Awful name for a ballpark, but it was a good picture. And the only skin showing was my arms and face.
So this was some absurd mistake. Maybe another Holly Weldon existed on Facebook and had done something that I was taking the fall for.
Or—
I put Clare back in the swing and she started to fuss, clearly preferring to be held. I cranked it up, again no music spewed out of it, but it did swing, and that appeased her. I pulled out my cell phone and checked my text messages. I had been getting a lot of lewd ones lately, including those dick pics. I didn’t know who most of them were from … other than from Vanessa Skyler’s husband, Blake. I bet those pictures, from Blake or the other perverts, had somehow been linked to Facebook. It needed to stop. I needed my mom’s club back.
I found Vanessa’s email address and sent her a message.
Tell your husband to stop sending me obscene texts. I don’t know him. I don’t want to know him. I don’t want to look at his anatomy. Here. Here’s a sample of what he’s been sending me. Note the “he’s sending me,” as I’ve never met him, but I answered his texts by asking him to STOP. It hasn’t worked. So please
MAKE HIM STOP. I attached several of the dick pics and hit SEND.
“Oh, Clare-Bear, maybe I shouldn’t have done that.” Blake was Mike’s boss, and I really could not afford to have my husband’s career jeopardized. But at the same time, I couldn’t put up with this. I was not a piece of bumpy blacktop that needed a steamroller to cruise over me. Maybe I’d hit SEND in a fit of pique. “Maybe I should not have done that.”
But I was so tired of the crap. And I had a feeling those pics were why I’d been banned.
Vanessa Skyler was not a nice woman, and no doubt would not appreciate my message. And now, for absolute and utter certain, Clare would not get into snooty and awesome Wilson Rose. I suddenly had the suspicion that it wasn’t Blake Skyler that had caused my Facebook woes, but Vanessa.
“That witch.” If I had a broomstick, I’d—
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There were four of us—and Clare, who blessedly snoozed in her car seat, which I’d sat next to me. Brandi had made reservations, and so we had the enclosed gazebo that was perched a few feet from the river.
I wanted to stay there forever.
The view was wonderful, and I suspected the lunch would be pricey. But I didn’t care today. I had company. Brandi introduced me to two of her college friends who’d recently married and had stopped in Geneva on their way to Wisconsin. Tom and Jim, names easy to remember, three letters each, ending in “m.” They were a cute couple.
We shared appetizers of crab cakes and pickled figs, and Tom and Jim shared a bottle of Picpoul de Pinet. Brandi declined, saying she didn’t imbibe before the sun went down, and as much as I wanted to try a sip, I pointed to Clare.
The roasted butternut squash soup was divine, and the cinnamon hung on my tongue. I asked for a second “to go” bowl, as I wanted to enjoy it again tonight for dinner. Then we all had different sandwiches, and I picked the grilled chicken, the lowest price of the selections, but I didn’t choose it for that reason. It had pineapple, arugula, blackberries, and gouda, a combination that made me curious.
“I want to come back here,” I told Brandi.
She grinned mischievously. “All the years I’ve lived in this burg, I’ve never been here before. This was Jim’s idea.”
“The best idea,” Jim said.
“Next week,” Brandi added with a wink. “We need to fit in lunch before you go back to work.”
“Indeed,” I said. And the dread and anticipation of resuming my career crept in. I washed it away with peach-flavored ice tea.
And because our lunch had been reasonably healthy, Brandi took us all to Dairy Queen afterward.
“There’s always room for DQ,” she said. “Isn’t that what the ad claims?”
“That’s Jell-O,” Jim laughed.
“Same difference.” Brandi passed me a chocolate-drenched sundae. At least it was a small one.
I didn’t get home with Clare until after two. I thought about checking out Facebook to see if I’d been reinstated, the powers-that-be deciding my banishment had been a mistake. But if my status hadn’t changed, I didn’t need to know that now. I didn’t want anything to rattle the happy zone lunch had put me in.
Clare was fussy, but not overly so; I was convinced the corner had been turned, and her cranky nature conquered. I changed and fed her, rocked her, remembered to put that wonderful soup in the refrigerator.
“I ate too much baby, baby, baby. My pants feel tight and I know that ain’t my imagination. How ’bout we walk off my overindulgent day? Or, rather, I’ll walk it off and you can come along for the ride.” She giggled, and I pretended that she understood me. “You need a sweater, though, Clare-Bear. It feels like summer is trying for a last hoorah, but I will not take a chance with you.”
I made sure the house was wholly locked up and that the surveillance system was working, then I took Clare what I call “the wrong direction.” We turned left out of the driveway and went past Evil Shane’s house. I figured it was safe. It wasn’t the weekend, and he wasn’t home from work. He wouldn’t be there to see us. And he wasn’t a sex offender, according to Egg. Shane was a misunderstood loner. I needed to never call him Evil Shane again. But that didn’t mean I ever had to meet him.
I walked past Jennifer’s house, slowing so I could peer through the big front window, maybe catch sight of her holding the infant … gaining some assurance the baby was all right after yesterday’s incident.
Every blind in the house was drawn. It looked eerie.
I kept going and focused on the taste of the butternut squash soup; I swore I could still taste it. I’d never walked this direction. Drove this way, sure, encased in a car that afforded safety, a conch in its shell.
The houses this direction were a mix of styles—ranches, two-story, a couple of split-levels, brick, and wood-sided. I only noticed one with vinyl siding, and it was a pale blue that, while pretty, didn’t fit with its neighbors. I paused at a stately house that looked decades out of place because of its big front porch, roof supported by columns. It was brick that had been painted white, and then either the paint had worn off or had been sandblasted. The look was dramatic, and I used my cell phone to take a picture. On one side, ivy grew up, entirely covering the brick, the vines thinned where there were windows.
“Well, Clare-Bear, that’s a reason to walk this way, eh?” I continued, not paying attention to how far I was going. It was all in a straight line, no turns, I wouldn’t get lost. Anyway, I supposed I could make as many turns as I wanted and not worry. I had GPS in my phone, after all, but I’d only used that function a few times.
Three blocks, four, five, six. I was working off the DQ sundae, the soup, the chicken sandwich, looking at the houses and the landscaping and thinking about different trees and bushes that I would add to my own front yard … at another house. I was still planning on leaving this neighborhood.
Seven, eight, nine, ten. I’d built up some endurance with all these walks with Clare. I could feel the burn in my legs, a pleasant sensation. I definitely did not need to spend money on a gym membership. I’d become my own personal trainer.
Eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen. I stopped at twenty, noticing a Lost Dog posting on the telephone pole at the corner. Ahead, the area was older, worn, the houses needing repair. If Geneva had bad neighborhoods, this was likely one of them. I decided to take a turn anyway, going one block over and then turning up. I’d count twenty blocks and take another turn … which should bring me right back to my section of the street.
I pulled out my cell phone and Googled distance. How far is twenty blocks? The answer: roughly one mile.
“Cool, Clare-Bear. We’ve … I’ve walked a mile and barely felt it. Let’s keep going.”
We walked the twenty blocks, and then another twenty on top of that, the street curving into a place with newer homes. A few FOR SALE signs. I liked Geneva. Maybe we should look around here. I doubted these places were listed as up for sale when we looked; I think we would have printed them out. Then I turned again and headed down our street, eventually past the little convenience store and the park, where I stopped at a bench to watch a teenaged boy pushing a little girl on a swing. The girl looked familiar, had been with one of the mothers in Vanessa’s group. My legs were feeling my afternoon forced fitness routine. I overdid it.
But I was also proud and satisfied.
My best guess was four miles. Maybe I was being generous in my estimate, but I was delighted with the accomplishment. It had eaten time, an hour and a half’s worth, probably because I’d dawdled in front of interesting looking houses, especially the ones for sale in the street over. One of those seriously caught my eye, and I’d taken a picture of the sign with the realtor’s phone number on it. And then deleted it when I sat here in the park. That neighborhood was too close to this neighborhood. If we were going to stay in Geneva, it needed to be on the opposite side of town.
Or maybe I should start looking online for Saint Charles, Batavia, or the closer, and more expensive, Arlington Heights. Mike hadn’t seemed willing to talk about it, us moving; I wondered if we were going to make it. Could our marriage survive this very rough patch? Would I be moving alone?
I thought of Jo above the pet shop. I had the sudden urge to go visit her, sit at a coffee and donut shop, reconnect, take Clare with me.
“Let’s go home, Clare-Bear. It’s after five.”
She was fussing, but only a little. I could tell she was hungry, but I wasn’t about to breastfeed her in the park. Sure, I’d seen women at restaurants do it, and knew society was much more open to it now. I saw a model nursing an infant while she walked on the runway on the news. But me? I was too modest. Besides, there was that teenaged boy and his charge across the lawn.
Clare made a face and opened her mouth to wail, but didn’t.
“I need to change you, eh?” I got up from the bench. The teenaged boy waved to me. Surprised at the friendliness, I returned the gesture and pushed the stroller back onto the sidewalk. I reached the driveway just as Brandi and Keith were pulling out of theirs, waving. She had mentioned going out for dinner with Keith’s work friends. Dining out twice in one day would be too many calories for me, though the socializing would be pleasant. How did she manage to stay so slender? I’d never seen her walking. She claimed to bake a lot. Maybe she ate like a bird at home. Or had a super-efficient thyroid.
I thought about that soup in the refrigerator. It would make a great dinner in an hour or so, and maybe I’d be ambitious and put together a strawberry and walnut salad to go with it.
I wheeled Clare down the driveway and to the back door, deciding to go through the kitchen and leave her stroller in the vestibule. I pressed in the security code, unlocked the door, and saw Mike.
“What are you doing here?” The words came out like machine gun bullets.
“I live here.” His expression was flat, his tone droll. Then he looked at Clare and his face brightened. “Hey, baby girl.”
Clare quit fussing and fixed on his face. He reached for her and she smiled.
“She’s wet,” I warned. “Seriously, why are you home so early?”
He made a show of looking at his watch. “I’ll change her.” He whisked her off toward the nursery and I folded her stroller. Maybe I should get a Fitbit, see how many miles I walked around the neighborhood, and around the city when I went back to work. My mixed feelings about returning to work were leveling off. I was more looking forward to it than not. I would miss lots of hours with Clare, but there would be people around, conversation, and I’d feel needed by others.
“She’s sleeping already,” he said when he returned to the kitchen. “I put her in the nursery. She must have had a big day.”
“Well, I—”
He stepped past me to the fridge, opening it, and then the freezer, closing both and looking in the pantry cabinet. He went back to the fridge and plucked out my soup, lifted the lid and sniffed, decided he wanted it and put it in the microwave.
“I would’ve made dinner, Mike, if I’d known you were coming home.”
“Why wouldn’t I be coming home?” He tapped his foot as the time clicked down on the microwave. “I always come home.”
I edged closer, not smelling Scotch or perfume.
“You’ve been working late … a lot. I’m not used to you being home this—”
He turned to face me. “Why don’t we have any food in this house?” The microwave beeped and he spun back, took out my soup, got a spoon out of the cabinet, and settled at the kitchen table. I watched him eat my soup.
“There’s plenty of food. I would have fixed something. But, honestly, I didn’t know you were coming home at a reasonable hour. Would you like me to fry you a pork chop with that?”
He shook his head and finished the soup.
“Or I could have went shopping, picked up something, made a casserole, and—”
“Or I can go out and get something myself. I’m still hungry.” Mike stood, leaving the bowl and spoon on the table, reached into his pocket, and pulled out his car keys. He headed to the back door. I tried to interpose myself, but he jinked around me and opened the door.
I hurried after him. “Mike! What’s wrong?”
He looked over his shoulder, expression empty and eyes unfocused.
“Mike? Why are you home early?”
I swore I heard him growl.
“My boss—Vanessa’s husband—took me off two big projects today. And he gave me no work to replace it. No other partner gave me a case file.”
“What … what does that mean?”
“Mean?” I heard the growl again. “It means that it looks like they’re gearing up to fire me.”
I felt dizzy. “Come inside, please. Let’s talk. Please.”
Mike’s work was everything to him, and I knew he measured his success in life by how things went at work—his cases, closures, billable hours.
His shoulders slumped. “My last performance review was excellent.” I knew that; he’d proudly shared it with me. “I’d managed to bring a major account to the firm. Major. I was well on my way to making partner. They hinted it was going to happen by Christmas. Christmas, Hol, just a handful of months away.”
“It still might, Mike.” I took a step closer. “Please come inside.”
“If they fire me … If they cut me … I can forget about making partner at any firm. I’ll be lucky if I can find a job teaching real estate law to landlords at a conference.”
“Please come inside.”
He shuffled closer, and I backed up, reached for the door and held it open.
“The weird thing is, I don’t know what I did wrong. That performance review, all the comments and hints, I thought I was doing a good job, what they wanted.”
“C’mon inside, please.”
He followed me, shuffling to the table, sitting while I cleaned up the bowl and spoon, the scent of cinnamon and squash lingering.
“I don’t know what the hell I did to piss them off.”
“I doubt you did anything.” I sat across from him. “Let me tell you about my day.”
“Your day? I’m the one who—”
“And photos I forwarded to Vanessa Skyler, a message I sent her. I got tired of your boss’s nasty emails, Mike.”
He bristled, and I watched the red and ire climb into his expression. “You betrayed me, Holly. How could you do this to me? To us? You’re so screwed up, and now … maybe now you’ve ruined absolutely everything. That’s why they pulled my work … something you sent, did. How could you?”
I stared. My husband, he should be upset about what his boss had been sending me. He should be defending me. I realized he hadn’t confronted Skyler about the pics I’d showed him. He cared more that his boss was angry than that I’d been sexually harassed.
Clare chose that moment to wail, allowing me to escape to the nursery so I could cry without Mike seeing.
“We’ll talk more about this later,” I called.
Faintly, I heard him call me a “screwed-up bitch.”
I held Clare, rocked her, and sobbed.
I didn’t know how long I sat like that. Long enough for Clare to quiet. She wasn’t wet, must have reacted to Mike and me raising our voices. This wasn’t a good environment for a child—parents fighting all the time.
I put Clare in the crib and rubbed at my face, straightened my hair. Calm, I tiptoed out to the kitchen, taking a breath and figuring Mike would explode at me.
“Mike? Sweetheart? We need to—”
Nothing. He had left. A note on the counter said he’d gone to his office for the night and he would return sometime tomorrow.
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Clare’s hair had a light red tint, strawberry blonde, long and drawn up into a high ponytail that bobbed behind her as she ran. Arms pumping, legs stretching out as she ran, her mouth open and hands closed into fists.
Fast.
Clare was fast.
She’d passed the other girls racing on the track, neared the closest hurdle and cleared it without hesitation. Her feet made a crunching sound over the race surface.
It was late summer, the time when school started and students tried out for the various teams. My Clare had decided to pursue track.
She was beautiful running, graceful, stunning, her eyes sparkling and her cheeks rosy from the exertion. I heard the feet pounding behind her. No one was ahead; she led the pack by ten meters.
And she gained even more distance on them as she eclipsed the curve and headed for the finish line.
She wore red and white, her tank had a dog’s head on it. She wasn’t running for a high school team, it was college. The colors and the logo indicating she was at Northern Illinois University, the home of the Huskies. Clare was majoring in law, wanting to be an attorney like her father. She hoped to join his law firm: Skyler, Brown, & Weldon, had clerked for them over the summer.
I watched her bring her knees up higher, cheeks puffing out, arms swinging faster, ponytail a blur. A horn sounded when she sped past the finish line, the crowd cheered, and she kept on going, past the track and onto a city street. A car chased her, a dark blue sedan, like the one I’d seen outside the house we used to live in.
Clare darted onto the sidewalk and around trees as the sedan caught up.
“Faster!” I hollered. “Baby, baby, run faster!”
Someone leaned out the car window, had a gun, started firing at her.
Bang! Bang! The crash of glass followed as a bullet must have struck someone’s window. Bang! Crash! An alarm sounded.
“Run!” I hollered.
Then I sat up in a rush, my head pounding, throat dry.
It had been a dream … nightmare.
Clare wailed. No Mike in bed next to me, but that didn’t surprise me. He’d left a note about spending the night in his office.
“I’m coming, baby.” I swung my legs over the side of the bed and fumbled with my feet, finding my slippers and edging into them as I tapped the light on the nightstand. The clock read 3 a.m.
I didn’t bother with my robe, hurrying to the cradle and picking Clare up, figuring she was either hungry or wet. Both, I decided. I walked her into the nursery and put her on the changing table.
“Hey, Clare-Bear, I dreamed you were a track star. Nobody could catch you, so fast. You flew, baby girl. I don’t agree with your choice of study, law—that was part of the nightmare. But you’re free to be whatever you want.” Such an odd dream. But Clare had been beautiful in it.
I changed her, fed her, rocked her. She fussed and made faces that looked half-horrific, half-comical in the light that spilled in from hallway. Finally, she started to relax, and the grin that I loved appeared.
“Hey diddle diddle, the cat and the fiddle,” I sang to her as I walked back to the bedroom. “The cow jumped over the moon. The little dog laughed to see such a sport, and the dish ran away with the spoon.”
She grinned wider. I’d caught Mike singing to her on several occasions, but he had a far better voice than I, melodic without trying. I missed Mike, the old Mike that I’d married.
“Hickory, dickory, dock, the mouse ran up the clock.” I didn’t remember many children’s songs, but this had been one of my favorites. “The mouse ran up the clock. The clock struck one … or in your case three, baby Clare, the mouse ran down. Hickory, dickory, dock.”
She was asleep. Just like that. I stood and put her inside her crib.
I should go back to bed, see if I could grab a few more hours of sleep before Clare woke up again. But I felt a little wired after the strange dream, not quite jittery, but close, like I’d had four cups of Dark Italian coffee. I watched her breathing for a few moments, then I crept to the hallway and into the living room, sitting in the center of the sofa, hands splayed flat on the cushions on either side. I tipped my head back, closed my eyes, and started to cry again.
What the bloody blue blazes was going on with my life?
Ever since moving to this house—in what I’d thought was a perfect neighborhood—my life, my marriage, had gone to hell. Stressed. All the time, I was stressed. I rubbed my thumbs against the nap like the sofa was a giant worry stone.
So tired I saw things, imagined things.
So stressed.
It was normal, the magazines said. I knew it could be normal from my medical training. I’d heard women doctors at the hospital talk about their personal experiences with it. Maybe I thought I’d dodge the postpartum malaise. Maybe I thought I’d be untouchable by the disorder because of my training, because I was older. Thirty-five, I wasn’t some barely-adult woman with an infant. I had a stable career.
So stressed, with all the letters capitalized. I knew that motherhood—especially the first few months—was demanding and nerve-racking. I’d studied it. I read about it in the parenting magazines. I chatted about it with my online mom’s club. I just didn’t want to be the woman who had all the signs and symptoms and was seemingly spiraling to an emotional collapse. I wanted to be better than that.
I pounded the cushions.
It was normal, “they” said.
But there were a lot of things not normal about my life here.
The stalker … the pooper, smoker, stare-at-the-house-man who maybe drove a blue sedan.
Jennifer … the neighbor who appeared to be so depressed she couldn’t take care of her baby.
Josh … who was in love with his chainsaw, and who just yesterday bought a go-kart … won’t that be a lovely noise to add to the cacophony?
Mike … who couldn’t stand to stay home, who shied away from my touch, who thought I was imagining things, and who was angry because he might not make partner. He might get fired—because of me … because I tried to get the pornographic emails to stop … because I wouldn’t be a docile sheep and take the harassment.
And Vanessa, once dear, friendly Vanessa, who I first met while I was in pediatrics residency at Northwestern. She was probably the witch who stepped in and took away my Facebook mom’s club, my island refuge in the Sea of Awfulness.
I knew my physical health was suffering, too. I didn’t know my body anymore. Sure, I’d gained endurance with my walks, lost weight, but I was always so damned tired. I was just a malfunctioning post-pregnancy, hormonal machine. And I thought my warranty was about ready to run out.
Run. Run somewhere.
Again, I remembered my dream of Clare at the track meet.
I wished I could run away from all my troubles. Couldn’t even drink a glass of wine to settle my nerves without having to dump my breastmilk. Couldn’t just up and go somewhere without taking Clare. Couldn’t get a whole night’s sleep. Couldn’t. Couldn’t. Couldn’t.
“Everything sucks. Everything sucks all at once.”
I cried some more and wanted to kick myself for being weak and depressed and angry and focusing on every bad thing.
“Ice cream.”
I got up and went into the kitchen, opened the freezer and discovered a small tub of strawberry swirl ice cream. Strawberries … a fruit … fruit was good for you, right? I grabbed the tub and a tablespoon, shuffled back into the living room, and plopped down on the couch. I reached for the remote and muted the sound, found an old movie channel, and watched the actors move across the screen silently in black and white.
Life was not black and white.
I turned off the television, stopped myself after eating a pint’s worth, returned the carton to the freezer, and dropped the spoon in the sink, then cringed at the sound, fearing it would wake Clare. I’d left my laptop on the kitchen table.
Go back to bed, Holly!
No, Holly, check Facebook. Maybe they saw the light and reinstated you. Maybe if the internet gods are kind you have your club back. You’re awake! Check Facebook.
That second voice won. I sat and opened the laptop, noticed that it was now 4 a.m. and I’d let an hour melt between Clare and the ice cream.
I checked the surveillance system first. There’d been no alarm, as no one had tried to enter the house. But the garage …
“Oh God.”
The second bay of the garage, the side that I parked on, wasn’t wholly visible from the back corner surveillance camera. But part of it was. I saw glittery glass on the driveway, a garage window broken.
My dream! I’d heard glass breaking in my dream, thought it was my dream. Maybe, somehow, I’d heard this. I looked out the back door, angling so I could see the end of the garage, where one of the “man doors” opened to the backyard. I flicked on the deck lights.
“Oh God. Oh God.”
The window on that door was broken, too, and the door was cracked open. Could someone still be inside?
I stepped back in the kitchen, latched the door, and rushed into the living room where I’d left my fanny pack, my cell phone inside it. I wasn’t trying to be quiet now. I hurried back to the laptop as I thumbed on the phone, and I ran the surveillance footage back, seeing a shadowy shape trigger one of the back motion sensor lights. He—I’m certain it was a man—wore black jeans and a gray hoodie that covered his head. I couldn’t get a look at his face.
I punched 911.
“911. What is the nature of your emergency?”
He broke the door’s window, reached inside, and unlocked it. Then he opened the door and went in the garage.
“There’s an intruder. In my garage,” I said. I rattled off my address, then watched the footage as he left the way he came in, clung to the edge of the garage, and disappeared down the driveway and out of the view of the camera. It was like he knew the surveillance cameras were there and where their view reached. I would reposition the damn cameras when it was light out, or go buy a few more.
Or move.
Move tomorrow.
I really, really, really didn’t want to live here anymore.
“I have a surveillance camera, motion sensor. He broke in and left. He’s gone. I don’t know what to do. It’s an emergency, but not. It was … but he’s gone. Yes, I’m certain he’s not here now. I don’t know what to—” I could hear the panic in my voice and I felt the strawberry swirl ice cream coming up.
“Officers have been routed to your house,” the 911 dispatcher replied. “They’re a few minutes away.”
I tossed the cell phone on the table and reached for a raincoat on the hook, shrugged it on and grabbed an umbrella. It wasn’t raining, but it had a wicked point. I’d use it as a lance if the son of a bitch came back.
A moment later, I was on the driveway, setting off multiple motion sensor lights. The broken glass glittered like winter ice shards. At the end of the driveway, near a bush on Josh’s property, I saw the man.
Oh God, he hadn’t left. He was watching the house. Maybe he was waiting for me to come out! Maybe I did just what he wanted.
“What do you want, asshole?” I didn’t believe it was possible for me to shout any louder than I did in that moment. “You want some of this?” Brandishing the umbrella in one hand, I thumped my chest with the other. “You. Want. Some. Of. This?”
I didn’t know what I was thinking, but I lunged.
He bolted, out of sight past Josh’s house. The lights were coming on at Josh’s, and across the street at Brandi’s, too.
I couldn’t hear sirens yet, but I was confident the 911 dispatcher had sent someone.
I went back inside, shut and locked the front door, sagged against it and dropped the umbrella. My hands were shaking, and I trembled all over.
Clare cried from the bedroom.
I stumbled out of the kitchen.
Nothing was more important to me than Clare.
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I almost contacted Mike, but stopped myself. The previous time I’d called the police—when I was certain someone had broken into the house—he dismissed it and made me question my sanity. This time? I had proof, broken garage windows, the vandal caught on video.
I heard sirens as I was hurriedly putting on sweatpants and throwing on a sweatshirt. I probably looked like hell, but tough toenails, I wasn’t going to waste minutes making myself look more presentable. I scooped up Clare and made it outside to see a squad car with lights flashing parked in front of the house, and a Taurus with a light spinning on the dashboard behind it. Two uniformed officers and two plainclothes officers were on the driveway.
“Dylan?” I stared at the tallest officer, the one in dark green pants and a plaid sport coat. He had a green and black striped tie against a white shirt. I’d seen him in those clothes before. “Dylan Moss!” I’d worked with him before, back when he was with the Chicago Police Department. I’d heard he took a job outside the city. Small world that it happened to be Geneva.
“Dr. Weldon,” he returned, as he led the quartet up my driveway.
Clare squirmed in my arms and I shifted her so I’d have a free hand to shake his.
“Good to see you, Holly, but not due to this situation.”
“Yeah.” I dropped my gaze to the toes of my bedroom slipper. “My circumstances suck right now.”
“Are you okay?” Dylan Moss had a narrow face and kind eyes, skin pockmarked on his cheeks from some childhood issue that left an unfortunate souvenir. His hair was curly, and I saw little strands of gray in it. I’d placed him about thirty when he was with CPD, and that was four or five years ago.
“Yes. No.” I squared my shoulders and met his gaze. “No, I’m not good.”
The other plainclothes officer stepped around us and started taking pictures of the broken glass in front of the garage door.
“I’m not good because my garage has been broken into.” I sucked in a deep breath. “And I think I have a stalker on top of that. Maybe the same guy, the stalker, the burglar. Probably the same guy.”
“A stalker?”
“I know I have a stalker. Things have been happening, Dylan. Not good things. I got video of the guy, the one this morning by my garage. I ran out and saw him. I don’t think I can give you a good description. Not quite six feet tall, couldn’t see his face, chased him with an umbrella. Yeah, stupid, right? Some threat I was. But I was so pissed. It was dark.”
It was still dark, but the motion sensor lights were on, neighbors’ front porch lights on, streetlights, the flashing lights of the police cars. All the lights were holding the dark of early morning at bay.
He touched my arm. “I’m going to walk the property and make sure he’s really gone, that no one’s here who shouldn’t be. Your back door open? I can go in and look?”
I nodded.
“Your husband home?”
I shook my head. That was part of the “not good things” I’d mentioned. “Just me and Clare.”
He gestured toward the other plainclothes. “That’s Detective Whit Caruthers.” He didn’t bother identifying the two patrolmen, one of which had perched himself at the end of the driveway. The other was taking notes as he ogled the garage and my surveillance cameras.
“I’d like to get a statement, ma’am.” Caruthers looked to be sixty or so, white-blond hair, craggy face like tree bark, hands wrinkled, and skin brown like a farmer, suggesting he spent a lot of time in the sun. He had a pale spot on his right cheek, probably had a bit of skin cancer removed. Another spot on the side of his nose. Too much sun could do that. I suspected he was the senior detective, especially when Dylan deferred to him.
I recounted everything about this morning to Detective Caruthers, repeating some things. “It was like he was waiting for me to come out. He must’ve broken the window nearly an hour before I noticed the surveillance video had been tripped. Must’ve wanted to see a reaction from me. Just standing at the end of the driveway. It was creepy. Very creepy.” After a moment, I added, “I don’t want to live here. I’m going to start looking for another house today.”
I punched in the code and raised the garage door for him.
“Careful where you step, ma’am,” he said.
“Holly.”
“Careful, Holly. There’s a lot of glass.”
And I was wearing bedroom slippers. Not a good combination. I was careful.
“We’ll be printing the door in a moment, so don’t touch anything.”
“I won’t.” I looked over my shoulder and saw Josh standing on the edge of his property. He was wearing Green Bay Packer lounge pants and an oversize gray T-shirt. He was probably chilly, but his nosiness trumped the temperature. It looked like he was going to say something to me, but the officer with a notepad approached him and started writing.
I looked in the garage. The overhead light had come on when the door lifted. More glass inside, and at the back where he’d broken in the “man door” to get inside.
I edged in and stood where Mike’s car would be if he was home. He’d driven to work last night, not bothering with the train. I should probably call him about this.
“No.” I wasn’t going to bother calling. I might wake him up from his comfy couch and set him off.
“Holly?”
“I was just … oh, why … why would someone do this?” I fought to keep from crying in front of Detective Caruthers.
He started taking pictures and motioned above his head. Footsteps indicated one of the other officers approached.
“I want the car printed, Dunston, that back door, this garage door, and the hammer,” Caruthers said. “Did you get a statement from the neighbor?”
“Yes.”
“Anything useful?”
“Said he saw a guy in a gray hoodie standing on the driveway, then running. That’s about it. Lazlo is going to do an up and down and talk to folks who are awake, see if anyone else saw something, got a good look at him, see if there are other cameras.”
“Not on this block,” I said softly. I knew from all my walks with Clare. “I’ve the only place on this block with cameras.” And I’d bought them because the house had been broken into, though no one had believed me. I was relieved the officers who’d been dispatched for this were not the two who’d been here the other night. No shred of skepticism with these policemen.
I couldn’t help it. I started to cry. And these policemen had the grace not to say anything.
I studied my car. My once-beautiful car.
The driver’s side window and rear window on the left side had been shattered—by a hammer. The hammer was on the concrete next to the rear left tire, which had been slashed. The left front tire had been slashed, too. The side-view mirror on the driver’s side was broken … maybe on the other side; I couldn’t see from my vantage. The taillights were broken, the rearview mirror snapped off.
“I don’t know if that’s our hammer.” It might have been one of the tools the previous owner had left behind.
“Maybe he brought it with him, used it to break in.” Caruthers took pictures and put on gloves, opened the driver side door. I followed, careful to stay out of his way.
“Lovely,” I said, holding Clare tight because I was shaking. A doctor, I knew the scent of urine. The vandal had peed on the driver seat—after slashing it and the passenger seat for good measure.
“Any idea, Holly, why someone would—”
“No. No idea. No clue.” I cried harder and backed out of the garage and almost ran into Dylan. He draped a long arm around my shoulders and turned me so my face was in his armpit. I tried so hard to stop crying, but I just kept on and on.
“All repairable,” Dylan said. “No one hurt. A car’s a thing, and things can be fixed, Holly. Just a thing. No one was hurt.”
It wasn’t just the car I was crying for. My tears were for every bad thing that had happened lately. I wanted it to be Mike who was holding me. It should have been Mike. I must call him. I finally got control of myself and backed away.
Dylan walked over to Caruthers, foot crunching when he stepped in some of the glass.
“Whit, Holly is a forensic pathologist with the Cook County coroner’s office. Top-notch all the way. She’s worked with the law enforcement community for—”
“Seven years,” I finished. “Seven years this December.” Started working there as soon as I’d finished my residency. My grades made me a fast hire.
“I worked with her when I was with CPD four years back,” Dylan said. “So we need to clear this for her, get the guy.”
Caruthers was busy printing my car.
“Everything okay, Holly?” Josh had edged out onto my driveway, done talking to the policeman.
“No.” I waved at him and shifted Clare to my other arm. She stirred. “I’d like to set her down.”
“And I’d like to get more information. How ’bout we go inside?” Dylan glanced up at my back corner surveillance camera as we went. “Good model, but it doesn’t look like it has a full range.”
“Yeah, I discovered that. I’m thinking about getting a couple more. It’s an expandable system. But I don’t know if I want to spend more money. I want out of here.” I took him in through the kitchen door.
“This is a nice yard, nice piece of property, Holly,” Dylan said. When he stepped in the kitchen: “Wow. All the bells and whistles.” Softer: “Wish I could afford something like this.”
“Mike’s an attorney,” I said. “Close to making partner.” Or was, until I forwarded dick pic emails to Vanessa. I figured that would help explain the nice house, Mike’s salary.
“Your position, his salary, might as well live in something this fine.” Dylan sat at the kitchen table, pulled out his notebook and pen, and set his cell phone in front of him to record the conversation. “I did a walk-through. Seriously nice house.”
“Thanks. But I want to move,” I repeated. “There are nice houses in other neighborhoods. Coffee?”
“Oh yes. Yes. Yes. Yes.” He yawned. “I’m on the eleven to seven for two weeks because of vacations. And my body isn’t used to it. I’m usually nine to five unless I catch a big case.”
I knew vandalism didn’t count as a “big case.” I put Clare in her high chair, waited for her to fuss or cry. She was intent on Dylan, and I was thankful. I started the coffeemaker. “Dark Italian roast good?”
“Sure.”
I sat across from him while the machine worked its magic. “How are Sarah and—” I paused for a moment, trying to remember the name of his son. I knew it started with an O. “Oliver?”
He closed his eyes. I heard Clare cooing, the coffeemaker humming, voices filtering in from the driveway.
“Four years ago, I left CPD for a detective slot here in Geneva. I thought taking my family to the suburbs would be safe. Less worries, higher rank.” He opened his eyes but didn’t look at me, instead finding the refrigerator interesting. “Two weeks after moving into our house … on the other side of town … Ginny was broadsided by a teen driving her parents’ Yukon. Ginny and Ollie were pronounced dead on the scene, and the teen got no jail time. Texting. She was texting and got some fines. Parents found a good, expensive lawyer.” He said the last word like it was a piece of rancid meat.
“I’m so sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. I was thankful the coffeemaker beeped. I got up and retrieved two big mugs. “Sugar?”
“A little milk if you have it.”
I sat back down moments later and put the coffee in front of him. Dylan turned the recorder on, wrapped one long-fingered hand around the mug, and picked up his pen with the other.
Once more I told him about getting up early with Clare, wasting time with silent TV … I left out the ice cream … and then looking at my surveillance feeds and discovering the damage, going outside and finding the guy still there.
“Waiting,” Dylan said. “I agree he was waiting for you. Go on.”
“I don’t know what I did to get on the asshole’s bad side. Moving here maybe. I’ve wondered if he had wanted to buy the house. The realtor said it had been on the market a while, had gotten offers for it, but the buyer wanted close to her asking price. So I’ve wondered if he—”
“Is disgruntled because you bought it? That’s a possibility. I’ll contact the realtor and get some names of the other interested parties.”
“Well, the asshole will have another opportunity to buy this place, because it is going back on the market. And, honestly, I don’t care how much money we lose on it.”
Dylan sipped at his coffee, studying me. The silence slipped between us. I heard Clare making a gurgling sound, a car door slam outside.
“Seems like you’re going to a lot of work for vandalism. Sent two detectives?” But I was happy he was here. I hadn’t expected the police to send more than one squad. How did I rate this treatment? It was possible Dylan just heard the call and came because I was a familiar name.
“The guy stuck around on your driveway. That doesn’t smack of simple vandalism. Peeing on your seat. That’s personal.” He drank some of the coffee. This is good, he mouthed, not wanting his coffee comment on the recording.
“A lot of things have been personal,” I said glumly. “It’s why I’m going to move.” I truly intended to start my house search today. A nap, some Clare time, and then my internet real estate search would begin in earnest. If Mike argued … I’d cross that rickety bridge if I came to it. But I suspected today’s vandalism and my video evidence might convince my husband something really was going on. I couldn’t keep Clare in a dangerous environment. Ha! Wasn’t that why we moved out of the city?
“Somebody pooped on my lawn. Dumped cigarettes on my lawn … like they were smoking while they watched the place. I took pictures. I swear someone’s been following me. I see a car parked outside at weird hours. Bad things, Dylan, left and right and up and down, bad things. Something’s going on. I know it. But I don’t know what it is. Mike. My husband, Mike, doesn’t believe me. He’s not here when it happens. He’s not here very often, so he thinks I’m imagining things. I am not imagining things. I put up a surveillance system and—”
“I believe you, Holly.”
I relaxed in that moment. I looked into Dylan’s earth-colored eyes and found sympathy and understanding. I took a deep breath and felt my blood pressure drop a couple of notches.
“Thanks. I really mean that. I needed someone to say that they believed me.” I got up and refilled his coffee and added a little milk, Clare watching me and jiggling her arms. Again, I was afraid she would start to fuss, but she cooed and grinned. She’d probably wait until they were gone, then scream like a banshee.
I saw Dylan turn off the recorder, write in his notebook, and then set the pen down.
“Maybe you should call your husband.”
“He stayed at work last night. I’m sure he’s still asleep.”
Dylan opened his mouth, probably going to tell me to call Mike anyway. But he apparently thought better of it. He scooted his chair close to the wall, leaving space next to him. He tapped the table. “Well, maybe that’s best for the moment. You can call him later. Come sit next to me, Holly. I’ve got something to show you.”
A shiver danced down my back, and I dragged my chair around so I sat at his shoulder. I picked up the scent of his aftershave, spicy, musky, didn’t smell as nice as Mike’s.
“The moment I pulled up to your house, my personal cell phone started beeping. I have a dating app … I’m starting to date again. It shows me profiles of people nearby. It’s sort of an approach that if you like what you see, you can text, talk, whatever. Anyway, when I got here, your profile popped up. It’s why I sat in the car a few minutes. Looking at it.”
“I don’t have a profile on a dating site. I’m married.” I’d almost said “happily,” but there’d not been much happy lately.
“Well, I kinda figured that. It didn’t feel like you, not the Dr. Holly Collins-turned-Weldon I knew from the CPD.”
I drew in a deep breath and held it. I knew this would be bad. Yet another bad thing.
“It’s lurid and graphic, descriptions of the sorts of things you like to do with men. This person who is supposedly you. It invites men to send you pictures of themselves, their anatomy, to your cell phone or Facebook page. And all your contact information is here, even your home address.” Dylan passed the phone over and I started scrolling.
And the tears started rolling down my face again. It had my photograph, date of birth, my degrees. It was difficult to breathe. Clare must have picked up on my mood; she started to cry, too. I felt the coffee rise in my throat, bitter and dark like my thoughts.
“I didn’t figure this was you, Holly.” He took the phone away and cleared the dating app screen. “It might be all related. Your stalker. The garage, damage to your car. It all could be linked. But this site—”
“That’s me, my picture, my life … but it’s not me, Dylan. I didn’t do that. Wouldn’t. Couldn’t. I just—”
“Yeah, I get that, Holly. I know you wouldn’t. But if not you, who? Who would do this?”
“I don’t know. Dear God, I don’t know.”
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Dylan reached across the table and patted the back of my hand. “I’m not going to tell you don’t worry, and I’m not going to tell you it’s all right. You’ve a reason to worry, and it is definitely not all right.”
I pulled back and stuffed my hands under my armpits, shut my eyes, and fumed a moment. “I cannot fathom what I possibly did to someone to bring this about. I’m a forensic pathologist for God’s sake. I work on dead people.” I opened my eyes and stared at my coffee.
“It is possible,” Dylan said, “that just like you suggested, someone wanted this house and is angry you bought it. Maybe they blame you for missing out on their dream abode. Maybe they’re trying to get you to move so they can swoop in. You’re visible.”
“A bullseye?”
“Something like that.”
“Then why isn’t Mike, my husband Mike, getting any of this treatment? His name is on the house, too. We bought it together. If he’d been getting pornographic emails, he’d be hollering. If he’d—” I stopped myself. “He never seemed to notice the car parked out front, the man I saw watching the house. He thought it was my imagination.”
“So in those instances, Mike was targeted as much as you,” Dylan said. “But you were perceptive and aware. He was dismissive. And likely you really did have someone in your house some days ago.”
That explanation made me feel slightly better. “Mike’s not here very often. He works a lot.”
“Maybe you’re the obvious target because you’re here.”
“But my email, Facebook, address—”
“A savvy person can find out all of that information. And get into your social media, your email. It doesn’t take any special hacking skills. Patience, persistence, guesswork … the internet is not as safe as you’d think. People fall victim to email spoofing, identity theft all the time. The electronic conveniences we have are a double-edged sword. But we’ll get to the bottom of this, Holly. People often leave a digital footprint. Whoever hacked you … they’ve left a trace somewhere.”
I was trembling again, and I hated that. I’d not considered myself a weak woman. Strong, independent, smart, doctor, mother … those were the words I wanted to ascribe to me. Simpering, shaking … weak; those were the labels clearly pinned on me now.
“I’m scared,” I admitted.
“Not wise to be otherwise.” He drained the coffee, set the cup down, and put the cell phone in his pocket. “I’d like to check out the footage from your security system. Is it keyed to your phone?”
“I can see it on my phone, or my laptop.” I watched sigh and nod.
“Laptop, bigger screen. I hate watching stuff on my phone. I’m not sure I catch everything, it all being so small.” Dylan smiled. “Where is—”
“I’ll go get it. Can you … uh, can you just keep an eye on Clare for a few moments. I also really need to use the bathroom.”
He wiggled his fingers at Clare, and she made a funny noise that was a snort-giggle. I dashed away, came back a little more refreshed—I’d taken the time to wash my face and get the damn tear residue off—and with my laptop under my arm. Clare cooed as I passed by her and I sat next to Dylan again.
I hurried through the display connection, careful not to hit the wrong keys and look less than bright in front of him.
As I brought the video feed up, he said: “I made arrangements for an officer to sit outside your house for the next two days.”
“I don’t know if—”
“That’s a lot of damage to your car, and the guy stuck around, wanting you to see him. It’s a precaution. We can’t keep someone watching here indefinitely. But I got you two full days, maybe three. They’ll park across the street, unmarked car.”
“That’s not standard.” I knew how cops operated.
He shrugged his right shoulder. “You’re with the Cook County coroner’s office, and that makes you almost one of us.”
“I appreciate it.”
Dylan’s long fingers fumbled a bit with the compact keys of my laptop. He mumbled something about they should make full-sized keyboards. I quit watching his hands and locked onto the screen. He knew much better than I how to fast-forward, reverse, and freeze images. Then he moved it forward in sluggish slow motion.
I trembled again when I saw the man in the hoodie edge onto the property. It was obvious he knew where the security cameras were and did his best to stay as far away from them as he could, hiding his face and turning out of view so you couldn’t see any identifying physical features.
“Short,” Dylan said. “Five-seven, maybe five-eight, slight build, slight limp. Black pants, gray hoodie, black tennis shoes with no noticeable logo. Man from the looks of the hips.”
Now that he’d pointed it out, I could see the limp. It appeared that one leg was a little shorter than the other.
“Can’t see the face at all,” Dylan groused. “Real careful, the guy is practiced, maybe a pro. Picked a time when it was dark, everyone in bed, skirted the property, kept his head turned away from your camera, and—”
“—and yet he stuck around until I came out. Disturbing.”
“I’m downloading this to my cell, and I’ll see if the tech at the station can do better. But I doubt it.” He looked at me. “Sorry. And don’t know what car he came in … if he came in a car. But maybe one of the officers picked up something on that front from a neighbor. Train station’s not that far. We’ll check the cameras there. Bus station, too.”
“What the hell set him off?” I hadn’t asked the question to Dylan, just voicing it. He shrugged. “Because I’ve no idea, just guesses, like him wanting this house. Maybe. Thanks for being here, I am grateful for the help.”
He stood and touched my shoulder. “We got some fingerprints, and we’re taking the hammer. But in the video, it looks like he might be wearing gloves. Hard to tell because of the shadows. The prints might just belong to you and your husband. And if you come outside with me, I’ll get your prints so we can eliminate them.”
I knew that was standard. “Sure. I want to take another look at the damage anyway.” I picked up Clare. No way would I leave her alone. My fingers still wobbled from fear and stress. “Maybe it’s totaled.”
Dylan drew his lips tight. “That’d be nice, but your vandal hit replaceable stuff, expensive to fix but not so expensive to total it out. I wouldn’t drive it to a garage. Have a garage come tow it. You don’t want to be sitting in that seat. Get a loaner. Insurance should handle all of that.” Softer: “Less the deductible. But depending on your homeowner’s policy, that might get picked up too.”
Dylan gave me his card, and I shifted Clare so I could take it and put it in my pocket.
“I’ll call you before I get off shift, to check in. And I’ll keep in touch, let you know if we come up with anything.”
I scowled. “You’re not going to catch him.”
He returned a stern expression. “I’m a good detective, Holly.”
“I didn’t mean to insult you,” I shot back fast. “It’s just the way the bad things have been going around here.”
“Me and Whit, we’ll see what we can come up with.”
I went back inside. Clare was asleep in my arms. I put her in the cradle, stretched out on the bed, and let exhaustion take me.
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The loaner car was a snow-white Kia Soul that smelled vaguely of cigarettes supplanted by pine air freshener. It was smaller than what I was used to, boxy, and it fit fine in my side of the garage. I left all the windows opened and dosed it with half a bottle of Febreeze.
I wondered if Mike would notice the Soul when he came home. The glass had been swept up, and I’d taped plastic over where the windows had been broken. I had someone coming out in a handful of minutes to repair those. I’d taken plenty of pictures of the damage, visual proof for insurance, and to show Mike, and I’d add in the receipt from the garage repairs to back up my story.
Unless he’d thought I was imagining all of that, too.
I’d slept that soundly. I guess I felt safe, an unmarked police car out front, no nightmares. Arranging for the tow and the loaner had happened fast; maybe that’s how things worked in a small community. I’d signed all the paperwork, watched them tow my wrecked car away, and put the Kia in by noon.
The garage windows were replaced a half hour later; insurance would cover most of it.
“How about you and me go to lunch, Clare-Bear? Get out of here and go sit by the river, get some more of that soup? I am sooooooooo hungry.” She smiled, and I took that as agreement. I really did need to get out—away from this place. I thought about calling Brandi and seeing if she was interested in lunch. But it was going on one, and she’d probably eaten.
Too, she probably wouldn’t want to go to the same spot twice, and she’d pepper me with questions about the police and broken windows, my car towed. A friend, I’d tell her everything. And a gossip, she’d spread it around half the town.
But not right now.
I needed space, and I wouldn’t be alone for lunch, I’d have Clare.
I changed her and tried some new baby lotion, which smelled like heaven and summer rolled into one. I’d make sure to get some more of that.
“Then when you and me get back, Clare-Bear, we’re going to spend some time on the internet, looking for realtors and houses. Wouldn’t Clare-Bear like a new place to live?” She smiled again, and so I took that for another yes.
I’d brought the car seat into the kitchen before they took my car; the Kia was smaller, but I suspected it would fit just fine.
“And I’m going to get me a second bowl of soup for later, baby, baby, baby. And this time daddy’s not going to get it.” I should call Mike, or text him. I should. I opened my cell phone and scrolled through the messages, finding four more dick pics and two lewd comments. This time I didn’t delete them; maybe I’d forward them to Dylan. Two texts from Brandi, asking what was going on. I’d answer her while I sat at the restaurant. It would give me something to do while I waited for my food. There was a text from Mike:
Should not have left the way I did yesterday. Sorry. Will talk tonight. Might be late.
Would I want to talk tonight?
“Baby, baby, baby, if you weren’t nursing, I’d drink half a bottle of wine tonight and binge watch Madam Secretary.” The thought flickered that I could give her formula, but I dismissed it as quick as it had come. If I caved tonight, I could cave the next. I didn’t want to acquire a bad habit. I picked her up to put her in the car seat just as the doorbell rang. I left her sitting in the kitchen. It rang a second and third time before I could open the door.
“Egg.”
He entered without asking and motioned behind him.
“How’d you hear?” I knew he’d come because of the vandalism. “How could you possibly … did Dylan call you?”
“And I took the rest of the day off as comp time,” Egg replied. “You have a FOID card, right? Didn’t several of you get one a couple of years back when the department ran a—”
“Yes, I have a FOID card.” I crooked my eyebrows.
“Because without a FOID card, my trip this afternoon was a waste of my time.”
FOID was Firearm Owners Identification. A dozen or so employees of the Cook County coroner’s office—including me—filled out the forms three years ago when CPD came through and talked gun safety and gave us a printout of updated gun regulations. It had taken several weeks to get the card, and the picture I’d sent in with the application showed me with long curly hair that I’d since cut much shorter.
“But I don’t have a gun. I got the card because of the session, the form. It didn’t cost me anything.”
“One of the officers out front, Patrolman Cyndi Watts”—Egg motioned again and I saw her walking onto my porch—“told me she has a two-year-old and is well-versed in all things baby. She’s going to watch Clare for you while her partner stays in the car.”
“Egg—”
“I’m taking you gun-shopping, Holly.”
“Absolutely not. That’s outrageous, and—”
“Not taking no. Not wasting my time off work on a ‘no.’ The Geneva police won’t be able to protect you twenty-four seven, and you’re clearly the target of a lunatic. You’re going to buy a gun and get the proper training. And you’ll need to update your FOID card with your new address.”
“Egg—”
“It’s a precaution, Holly. Let’s go. I gotta be home by six or my wife will have a conniption. She’s having her sisters over for dinner. Bring your FOID card.”
I imagined I looked like a largemouth bass, gaping at him, watching Patrolman Watts come in, stroll into the kitchen and gently lift Clare out of the car seat. The baby cooed and smiled.
“See, your kid agrees with me,” Egg said. “Let’s get going, Holly. I cannot miss roast beef and cherry pie.”
“It’s in my wallet, my card.” Most of my ID cards were in my wallet, but not my social security card; I knew better than that. “Never thought I’d use it. Never thought I’d need a gun. Bye, Clare.” Numb, I grabbed my fanny pack and followed Egg, Patrolman Watts locking the door behind me.
We took his car, and I watched the neighborhood go by as he talked about vandalism, stalkers, revealed that Dylan had mentioned the obscene texts I’d received and the possible identity theft, definitely the digital profile hijacking. I let his conversation drift to the background and I focused on the street and not crying over my situation. A few of the maple trees were turning gorgeous oranges and reds.
Mother, doctor, independent woman. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t be weak. Strong mother. Strong woman. Sometimes it’s okay to be weak, to ask for help, to lean on a shoulder. But I was done being weak. Stay strong.
“Yeah, Egg. I think a gun is a good idea. Thanks for coming over.”
“Didn’t think you’d get one without a nudge.”
“You’re right. So thanks for nudging.” I wondered how expensive this would be. Mike and I had good salaries … and apparently Mike still had a job or he would be home right now and I would have heard about it. We would be arguing. But the house, the surveillance system, childcare when we picked a new place for Clare because Wilson Rose was off the table, and a gun. A lot of money going out over a short period of time. How much did guns cost? Couldn’t be too expensive, right? All the thousands of guns Chicago cops pulled in every year. Couldn’t be all that exorbitant, right? Or all those people couldn’t afford all those guns. The debit card would cover it.
Egg parked at a small orange-fronted shop called Northern Illinois Firearms. Faintly, behind the painted sign and logo, I spied TACOS. It used to be a restaurant. The concrete lot was spider-webbed with cracks, scraggly weeds growing up through them. There were a few blue violets in the mix. To top it off, the neighborhood didn’t look all that great. But I suppose guns and ammo weren’t something you’d find mixed in with Geneva’s boutiques.
A sign in the window read: Attention Burglars—please carry ID so we can notify next of kin. One next to it read: WARNING: Due to Price Increases in AMMO do not expect a Warning Shot.
Ammo. I’d pulled countless rounds out of corpses through the years. I knew the damage bullets inflicted. I considered myself an expert on ammunition—or rather, the aftermath of it. So while I knew bullets, I didn’t know much about guns.
I went inside. There was a shitload of guns. Death on display.
Posters along the walls showed hunters with their trophies—bucks, wild boar, a bear, and turkeys. A shelf held trophies from shooting competitions I assumed the owner and his employees had won. A rack displayed a variety of gun, hunting, and football magazines. Guns of all sizes were in glass cases. Rifles were on show on the walls behind the counter. Everything looked polished; no dust anywhere that I noticed; a contrast to the building’s exterior.
Egg walked up to the lone employee, who slipped behind the counter and started talking. I continued to ogle the store. Death on display, definitely. There was a glass case of knives, too, from pocket-sized to more than a foot long from handle to tip. Silver and shiny; I’d handled some corpses that had been stabbed to death, and I mentally pictured the wounds some of these blades would make.
I wondered if my stalker carried a gun or a knife. He’d become violent with the assault on the garage and my car.
“A gun is a good idea,” I whispered. Thank God Clare was too small to pick one up, but I’d still make sure to get a lockbox for it as a precaution. I saw the metal boxes on another shelf.
I wandered over to Egg and the salesman, a man in his mid- to late-forties, lean, with dark brown hair gathered in a braid that dangled to between his shoulder blades. He had a single gold hoop earring, a scar along his jaw, and a tattoo on his neck. I studied the ink and found it odd, a mermaid perched on a mushroom, and she was holding the ace of hearts.
“This is Alvin Thomas August,” Egg said. “He owns the place.”
I nodded.
“Holly needs—”
“—something that uses a nine millimeter shell,” I finished. Of all the rounds I’d pulled from corpses, I’d seen this bullet do the most damage the most often, though admittedly that was likely because the shooters were more precise than the various shotgun blasts and assorted ammo from Glocks and Smiths and Wesson I’d removed. A nine millimeter would mean a smaller gun that would be easier to handle.
“Look at some of these.” Alvin started taking guns out of the case, and I lifted them. The metal was cool and smooth, and I found myself enjoying this experience. Maybe it was because I was out with an old friend doing something I’d not considered before. Maybe it was a baby break. More likely because I was feeling braver and could picture myself aiming this at the creeper making my life miserable. Was he the same one who’d added me to that awful dating app? Probably. Was he the pooper?
Bang. Bang.
I hefted each one a couple of times, getting a feel for the weight. I checked the grip safety, slide catch, hammer, rear sight, and magazine release. It felt empowering somehow, and I imagined I stood a little taller.
“Tell me about this one.”
“Sig Saur,” Egg and Alvin said practically at the same time.
Alvin continued. “This one is a P225-A1, nine millimeter. Good choice, and probably what I would have recommended for you. Compact, a solid gun that should give you no problems.” He placed it in my hands and properly showed me how to grip it better, steady it.
“Frequently carried concealed by cops,” Egg said softly. “I have one.”
I raised an eyebrow at that. “How much?”
“Eleven hundred and fifty,” Alvin said. “And that’s a good price for that.”
“Holy shit,” I said. I had no idea guns were so expensive. How could there be so many shootings in Chicago when guns cost so much? More than six thousand guns were recovered by Chicago cops last year. I tried to wrap my head around the money. “They’re not all this expensive.”
“Nope,” Alvin said. “But there are also some that are quite a bit more than this.” He pointed to another nine millimeter in the case. “Three thousand.”
Mike would not be happy about this.
“Let me think about it.” I paced around the store, listening to Egg and Alvin talk, learning that Alvin was ex-military, and that he owned a club with a shooting range nearby. I saw Egg write down the information, figured he’d be setting me up with lessons.
A gun would be a good idea. I kept running that sentence through my head. It would be a level of protection that went above the surveillance system and the police officers who would be sitting outside the house for only another day or two. It would go above and beyond the locks … which my stalker had circumvented at least once. And if I moved … when I moved … the gun would keep me safe at my next house.
“It fits your hand well,” Egg said.
“It does not fit my budget,” I returned.
“I’ll take a hundred off it,” Alvin volunteered. “I can’t do better than that. Seriously. I just can’t.”
“Okay.” I sucked in a breath and returned to the counter, reached inside my fanny pack. I’d have to use the joint account debit card. I only had six hundred in my checking account at the moment. Money well spent—charged—if it would keep Clare and me safe. Mike would have to deal with it.
I handed the card to Alvin. “So how much are lessons?” I took the slip of paper from Egg. It had an address for the range and brief directions how to get there.
“Six sessions are on the house,” Alvin said. “I want my customers to know how to use their purchases.” I noticed he had a thick wedding ring, scratched like it had age to it. Would my marriage last a long while? God, I hoped so. I hoped Mike and I could straighten everything out. “Thursday nights at seven are the best for newbies, or every other Saturday afternoon. It’s an indoor pistol range, outdoor rifle. Open regardless of weather. Why don’t you come out tonight? I’ll pencil you in.”
His brow wrinkled when he ran my card.
“Do you have another? This is declined.”
“How?”
“Insufficient funds.”
“Run it again.” He did. “One more time.”
“Insufficient funds,” he repeated, as he passed it back.
Softly, Egg said: “I can’t buy it for you, Holly. You make more than me.”
My mind raced. I had my little checking account for groceries and “incidentals.” We also had a joint checking account that our paychecks landed in via direct deposit. Our debit cards were hooked to it, and using them pulled money directly from that joint checking. And the last time I’d looked at the account—days and days before I purchased the surveillance system—we had plenty of money to work with. Had Mike charged a lot in the past two days? Or had he moved money because he was pissed that I bought the cameras? We had a money market account and our IRAs, but that wouldn’t help with the debit card issue. I had a credit card, but I never used it, always relied on the debit card. The credit card was unused and in my jewelry box with my social security card. Mike used a credit card sometimes for work.
“What the hell,” I said.
“Don’t stress it, Mrs. Weldon,” Alvin said. I knew he’d picked up my name from the FOID card I’d presented. “I’ve got some others for you to see, also nine millimeter. Easier on the budget.” He walked along the counter and pulled out something else. “This is a Smith and Wesson shield pistol, good weapon, not quite as elegant, but it should serve you fine.”
“How much?”
“I can do five hundred and include a box of fifty rounds and a case.” A pause: “And that is a very good deal, Mrs. Weldon.”
I wrote a check, leaving me one hundred and seven dollars for groceries and “incidentals.”
“We’ll teach you about gun maintenance, oils, and upkeep the first time you come out,” Alvin said. “See you tonight?”
I nodded.
“Pleasure doing business with you.”
My stomach growled audibly as we left the store.
“You didn’t get lunch?” Egg asked.
“I’m dieting,” I cut back.
But he took me to the Arby’s drive-thru on the way to my house, and I ordered the largest size cola they offered, a small curly fries, which I consumed in the car, and two big roast beef sandwiches; one for when I got home and could eat at my leisure, one for later. Arby’s was always good reheated.
We sat in silence and I watched the city go by, spotting beautiful churches—Methodist, Baptist, Lutheran, and Catholic. My faith in God or some other higher power was stronger before medical school and my residency, and especially before I joined the coroner’s office. I didn’t see how a benevolent deity could let babies die before they had a real taste of life or permit teenagers to be cut down by stray bullets in a gang scuffle. But maybe I should give one of the churches a try, a Protestant one that was a little laid-back. Maybe a good minister could reach some part of me, smooth out the rough edges.
Egg had been talking to me, but I hadn’t caught any of it.
He pulled in the driveway.
“I appreciate this,” I told him. “More than you will know. Someday I hope I can return the favor and help you.”
“Just glad I could help. And I’ve plenty of time to stop and get my wife flowers before dinner.” He cleared his throat. “You go to the six free lessons. And when those are done, and after you’ve been back to work for a little while, you stop by the department and we’ll let you use our gun range.”
“You’re being awfully nice to me,” I said. He was. Egg didn’t have to go to all of this trouble.
“You’re probably the best forensic pathologist I know … in addition to being a very good friend. I’m not being nice, Holly; I’m being respectful.”
I got out of the car. “Since you have plenty of time—” I looked at my watch. He had an hour drive to get to his house, and it was only three. “Could you come in for just a few minutes, help me check something. It will only take a few. I have a sad feeling, Egg. And lately, all of my bad sad feelings have been on the nose.”
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“Your debit card issue?”
“Yeah, that.”
He followed me in and talked to Patrolman Watts while I set the roast beef sandwiches on the kitchen table, hung my fanny pack on the back of a chair, and carried the gun in its case to the bedroom. I put it in the nightstand, the ammo next to it. I folded a pair of pajamas and set them on top. I’d figure out a better “home” for the gun later. Right now, I didn’t want Mike to know I had it.
But just having the Smith & Wesson gave me a measure of security and made my backbone feel stiffer. It was that mixed bag … it was expensive, and I shouldn’t have felt the compulsion to buy it. Neither should I be stalked. And I should live in a better neighborhood. Maybe rather than go gun-shopping, I should have house-shopped. But real estate deals took a while to close. I’d check out realtors after Egg left.
The gun was immediate.
Too bad I couldn’t have afforded the eleven-hundred-dollar weapon; it had fit my hand better, and I liked the weight. Good thing I’d only had my checkbook with me and not the money market book, which I could make withdrawals from. I might have splurged on the Sig Sauer.
Why had the debit card kept ringing up as “insufficient funds” when I knew we had money? Had the creep who’d set up a dating app profile for me managed to dive into our banking accounts and clean us out?
The sad bad feeling was burning a hole in my head.
I brought the laptop into the living room and placed it on the coffee table, took Clare and smiled as she giggled and appeared to make a fuss over me.
“She was a joy,” Watts said. “Reminded me of my Sandi at that age.” Then Watts was gone out the door, and Egg locked it behind her and looked at his watch.
“Won’t take long,” I promised. “I’m just thinking my digital nemesis might have gotten into my finances. That scares me.” But then a lot of things had been scaring me lately.
“Sure. I’ve handled some bank fraud cases. We’ve got a division with some techs we use.” He sat next to me as I opened the laptop one-handed, cradling Clare with the other arm. I realized I’d been building muscle strength, not just from my long walks, but from holding the baby and shifting her from one arm to the other. I keyed in a password.
“This bad feeling, Egg… I am oh so tired of getting bad feelings.” I felt relaxed with the detective, always had; his affable manner brought out that feeling in a lot of people, I imagined. His wife was lucky. If we would have stayed in downtown Chicago, I could have gotten together with Egg more often, and I certainly wouldn’t be having any of the problems I’d faced in the past few weeks.
I put in a second password to get into the joint checking account; we banked online, eschewing paper statements shortly after we were married. Egg had glanced away while I typed in the code, but truthfully, I wouldn’t have cared if he watched. I trusted him wholly. An unfortunate insight struck … Egg and a few other cops and people in the coroner’s office were about the only souls I trusted anymore.
I stared at the screen.
There were the usual expenses we debited out—grocery stores, gas station, a few restaurants, the surveillance system, Wal-Mart for some baby things … and a five-thousand-dollar withdrawal that left four hundred and twenty-two dollars in the account. Certainly insufficient funds for an eleven-hundred-dollar Sig Sauer.
“What the hell? What the hell? What the bloody blue hell?”
Egg saw it too. “I take it you didn’t do that.”
“Looks like Mike did.” My voice cracked.
“Your bad feeling on the nose,” Egg supplied.
“Yeah.”
I scrolled over to another account and slugged in a password for Mike’s individual credit card statement. Mike used the same password for everything, and I’ve known it for years. Despite him being an attorney who railed about the importance of information security and identity protection, he’s never varied or changed his password: HOLLY823. My name and birthdate. I’d thought it romantic when I’d first discovered it.
I skimmed through the charges, seeing his after-work bar tab, most of the charges relatively small. Maybe he did only have a drink or two after work. Usually, it was the same place: The Sand Bar, a decent spot with lots of dark wood and low lighting, a pool table way at the back. I’d been there a couple of times with him and discovered it was always full of lawyers talking about judges, verdicts, and upcoming cases. I’d been bored there, but I’d played the polite wife and tried to act interested.
I kept looking, Egg leaning close and making uh mm sounds.
It appeared that a single drink cost about eleven dollars, and at the beginning of the month, there were a number of eleven-dollar charges from the bar … one drink a night. Then, about two weeks ago, the charges increased. I saw a sixty-five-dollar charge one day, forty the next. I knew how it used to work, the lawyers paying for their own drinks or using the office’s petty cash if they were taking a client out. Maybe Mike was paying for his boss’s drinks, too, in an effort to schmooze in his bid for making partner.
Two more sixty-five-dollar charges. One for eighty.
Mike was buying drinks for someone or multiple people, as I knew he wasn’t a lush and wouldn’t have that many drinks at one sitting.
“Look at these.” Egg pointed to another column.
I’d been fixated on the bar tabs, looking at the small items and not seeing the unfortunate overall picture.
There was a charge for a hotel near the bar—four separate days at almost three hundred dollars a night. The nights corresponded to the ones where he’d spent more money at the bar. Maybe he didn’t want to walk back to the office and sleep on his couch. But couldn’t he have found a cheaper hotel? There were some reasonable places at a hundred and forty or fifty a night.
“You guys have a couple of big date nights downtown?”
I shook my head. “We’ve not had any date nights since I hit my third trimester.”
“And this.” Egg shook his head. “He give you any fancy gifts lately?”
“No.” I stared at two charges for a place called La Perla. “What is it?”
“Lingerie store. An expensive one. Bought something there for my wife last Christmas. Hell, she won’t wear it. Says it’s too nice. Afraid she’ll snag it. She’s got it in the box with tissue paper. Maybe I’ll end up burying her in it.”
“That’s helluva expensive lingerie.” Eight hundred dollars for the two charges. Mike spent eight hundred dollars at a lingerie store? He didn’t give any lingerie to me.
“Birthday coming up?”
“About a month ago.”
“Maybe he buys early for Christmas.”
“You’re a better detective than that, Egg.”
“Yeah, I am. And I detect that your husband is an asshole. I’m sorry, Holly.”
“I’m sorry too.” I didn’t cry. I think I’d used all my tears up earlier. “It’s a good thing it’s Thursday, Egg. I’m going to the range tonight and shoot something.”
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I loaded the gun.
It was a paper target with the image of a man in a black silhouette, like you see at police ranges in the movies. If I was a good aim, I’d leave holes in it.
If it was a person … bullets damaged a body in two ways. They punctured the skin, and the shock wave the bullet created when it entered forced fluids out of its path and into adjacent organs, flooding them and causing internal bleeding. It could also cause an infection, leading to sepsis, which was basically the body’s overreaching response to that infection; this culminated in even more tissue damage, organ failure, and death.
If it was a person, a well-placed shot to a shoulder or leg could strike a major artery and cause life-ending blood loss. Torso … same result.
I briefly pictured the silhouette as Mike.
That night I’d smelled the perfume on him … had that corresponded to one of his three-hundred-dollar hotel stays?
I hadn’t mentioned the perfume or the hotel to Brandi, but on the ride here, I told her about the dating app, dick pics, the damage to my car, and the guy at the end of the driveway. She got the rest out of me: the break-in with things moved, poop and cigarettes in the lawn, someone watching the house.
I’d needed someone to come with me, to stay in the other room with Clare while I shot, and that couldn’t be Egg because of his wife’s dinner. And I wasn’t ready to impose on Dylan. But Brandi … I could have company in the car, a Clare-watcher, and in return, she’d have all manner of gossip to drink in and pass around as she pleased. I always aimed for some sort of trade-off with friends. That, and I told her lunch tomorrow was my treat. I did not mention we’d be eating at a casual place with a frugal menu because Mike and I had been spending too much money. And one of us had been spending it on the wrong things.
I shook off the image of Mike and imagined that the paper target was the hooded man I’d glimpsed at the end of my driveway.
Bang. Bang.
“How you stand is important,” Alvin said. He had a strong voice, and it had a rasp that seemed to suit him. Maybe he was a smoker, or used to be. “Our bodies are designed to be the most comfortable when we equalize our weight between both feet, with more pressure on the heels than the balls. Our joints are fully extended, and it requires less work from our muscles to keep us upright. However, this isn’t the best stance for drawing and shooting a weapon.”
I considered myself fortunate that Egg had brought me to Alvin’s shop. The man was professional and knowledgeable and hadn’t just wanted to sell me a gun. He offered a half dozen free lessons. He wanted me to know how to use it properly.
“Keep your feet a hip-width apart. If you’re right-handed, that leg should be a foot behind your left. I usually bend my knees, but you can keep them locked if that is more comfortable for you. Lean forward slightly. Slightly. Never, never, never bend backward at the waist. And make sure your shoulders are always forward of your hips.”
I was reminded of ballet class, the teacher putting us at the barre and showing us the various positions.
“You need the forward stance to counteract the gun when you fire and it kicks. If you fire and the recoil puts you off balance, you need to readjust your stance. Got all that?” He paced back and forth behind us newbies. “Arms extended, shoulders relaxed.”
I worked on the stance.
“When you draw a gun on someone,” Alvin said, stopping behind me, “you are taking responsibility and acknowledging that your target could die.”
It sounded dramatic and rehearsed, and I was well aware what shooting someone could do. I stopped myself from telling him about all the bullets I’d taken from corpses.
“People at target practice, new shooters,” he continued, as he moved behind another newbie, “don’t wholly understand the concept of what a gun can do to flesh. They just focus on the paper or the tin cans or clay disks. Television cop shows, you see blood, but you don’t smell it, and you’re not the cause of it. If you draw a gun on someone in self-defense, you have a split second to judge if that person’s life is less important than what you are protecting … your house, your car. But if you are threatened, if that person is intent on harming you, don’t hesitate for even that split second. You pull the trigger.”
I wondered if Alvin had killed anyone. I know Egg had—twice, and both had been ruled justified.
Alvin stood behind me again and reached around, gripping my arms and positioning them. I smelled his sweat and aftershave, something musky and strong. Then he stepped to the side and adjusted my hold on the gun. The scent of the aftershave hung in my nostrils.
“When you fire on something other than a paper target, your adrenalin shoots up, and the blood flowing to your peripheral nervous system is restricted.”
I didn’t know why, but I was surprised he understood adrenalin. My estimation of the gun shop owner rose.
“That means your fine motor control slows,” Alvin added. “Women shooters … no sexism intended, Mrs. Weldon, Anita, Bonnie, it is just biology. Women’s adrenalin takes a bit longer to hike, and longer to slide down. Men … it just happens faster. Regardless, it means that shooting is stressful on the body. Vision narrows and you over-focus on the details. If you focus on the wrong details, you can end up dead or you can miss your target or hit the wrong one.”
I nodded, feeling a cramp in my shoulders from holding my arms outstretched for so long. There were four other shooters tonight, all women, and I was in the center. Vinyl dividers separated us. I’d come in several minutes later than the others. The woman to my left was about my age, stockier, while the one to my right was easily sixty, with rounded shoulders and gray hair cut short and stylish, the lone woman in a dress. I tried to imagine why they all wanted to learn about guns, but Alvin’s instructions kept me from drifting off-topic.
“So pay attention, think fast, and practice with your weapon,” he said. “One session is not enough. Two sessions are not enough. You should come back here, or to another range, until you are familiar and practiced and know the hell what you’re doing.” Alvin pulled on his noise-suppression earphones and then put mine on and signaled.
My heart beat faster and my palms started to sweat. I looked down the sight, exhaled, pulled the trigger. The muzzle flash was bright and the recoil was body-jolting. The bang was loud, despite the ear protection, and I suddenly smelled gunpowder; it was acrid and hung close in the air, and then it settled on my tongue like I’d eaten burnt toast. The rush of serotonin felt good, though. The other women shot, too, the sounds distinct but muffled.
I fired again, a little more ready for the recoil.
Hold the gun firmly, align the sights on the target, I remembered from the pamphlet in my gun case. The center pad of my trigger finger rested on the trigger. Press the trigger, smoothly, confidently, and don’t move. Enough pressure on the trigger would cause it to move until the striker in the gun was keyed and started the ignition, which fired the gun. If I didn’t move, not my hands or the gun, the bullet was supposed to go right where I wanted.
I fired again.
I’d hit the target right where the heart would be.
I fired again.
Another heart shot.
I changed my aim, brought the sight up higher, aligned the sights.
I struck the center of the paper man’s forehead.
Alvin put his hand on my shoulder and eased off the headphones. He signaled for the others to stop shooting.
“Holy crap. You said you never fired a gun before.”
I beamed.
“Steady hand,” Alvin observed. “Novices have a tendency to abruptly pull the trigger, moving the gun and causing them to miss the intended target. But you’re steady. Good job.”
That’s what some of my instructors in med school had said, “steady hand.” One even repeatedly claimed I would make a fine surgeon. I did indeed have good vision and a steady hand, the latter honed from autopsies I’d conducted over the past years. But my hands hadn’t been steady when I saw the hooded man at the end of my driveway.
“A good, steady trigger pull is probably the most important aspect of shooting—whether at a person or a target.” He looked around me to the older woman shooting. “But your steady hand does not mean you should skimp on lessons. Dead serious, Mrs. Weldon, you too Bonnie. Don’t want my compliments to make you cocky.”
“No,” I told him. “I’ll be back. And I’ve a cop buddy who’s offered to take me to the police range downtown, too.”
I put the headphones back on and shot more rounds.
Alvin moved on to his other students.
I burned through the fifty rounds I came with and bought a box with a hundred and kept going.
I thought about the city as I reloaded. I thought about the suburbs being safer because there were fewer murders, even factoring in lower populations. There’d been more than three hundred and fifty murders in Chicago proper from the first of the year through the end of August. And on the Labor Day weekend, there’d been seventy-some gunshot victims, more than a dozen of them dying. Chicago had a violent streak, especially with gangs, the members prone to shooting into parties and street festivals, weddings, and funerals, for the sheer carnage. Some victims targeted, some random.
The suburbs truly were safer, a better place to raise Clare.
But not the neighborhood I was living in.
I gripped the gun tighter and fired again.
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I almost told Brandi about Mike and the perfume, him nearly draining the debit card account, and his expensive hotel stays. But I sucked in my lip and let her instead pepper me with questions about shooting and my Smith & Wesson. By the time I let her off across the street, Brandi had decided that she and Keith needed to talk about buying a gun … especially with my car getting trashed in the wee hours this morning. She wondered if they were next.
I hoped my Smith & Wesson was not the first piece in a neighborhood gun collection. I hadn’t heard about any other souls in this block being stalked. And Brandi, queen of gossip, would have heard about it and let me know.
I pulled in the garage.
It was a handful of minutes after nine, I was physically exhausted, and my shoulders ached from the shooting practice. But my mind raced, and I was looking forward to next Thursday. I enjoyed the instruction and the self-confidence boost that came along with it. I would email Egg a thank you note for his nudge today and send him the pic Alvin took of me next to my target.
I sat Clare in the high chair and heated the other roast beef sandwich in the microwave. I didn’t like to eat this late, but my stomach was audibly complaining of its emptiness.
“Momma’s gonna feed you next, Clare-Bear.” I chugged a glass of apple juice, tidied up the kitchen when I was sated, and whisked my daughter to the nursery, where I fed and changed her and dressed her in a one-piece pajama with images of Tigger and Pooh on it.
She hadn’t cried tonight—not with Brandi or during the trip to and from the shooting range, not while the officers were here.
“Good good good baby,” I told her, blowing kisses across the top of her head and fluttering her curls. Then I carried her into the bedroom, sat, and rocked her for a while. She fell asleep quickly. “We had a big day, didn’t we, Clare-Bear? A bad and good and awful and wonderful day.”
Her eyelashes were so fine and delicate they were difficult to see in the soft glow of my bedside light. I continued to rock her until I relaxed and felt that I could go to sleep without the aid of a strawberry-flavored Melatonin tablet.
It was after ten, and there was no Mike. I recalled his text from this morning saying he would be home for dinner and that we would talk. Maybe he’d come and left while I was at the shooting range.
Maybe I didn’t care.
I checked my phone, finding another dick pic and a disgusting invitation for a “creative threesome;” a note from Brandi saying “what kind of gun was that again?” and that she enjoyed our chat; Dylan saying “nothing yet” on the identity of the hooded man; and a ping from a realtor listing her website and homes for sale on the other side of Geneva. The screen on my phone was too small to look at the house specifics; I’d get to that tomorrow with the laptop.
Did we have the finances to move again?
My emotional reserve hadn’t been strong enough to look at our money market account earlier today; I didn’t want to know at the time if Mike had taken from it, too.
But after the gun range? All my reserves were stronger. I could handle knowing now.
I patted the box the Smith & Wesson sat in, closed the nightstand door, and started counting sheep. They all wore gray hoodies, smoked cigarettes, and stopped to poop on my front lawn.
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I sat up, looked at the clock on the nightstand: 12:05 a.m. Clare was sleeping. What woke me? A bad dream? Not one that I could remember.
I heard a noise, probably Mike finally coming home. Twenty-four hours ago, I would have been oh so happy at his arrival. Now? I wish he’d stayed away a while longer. I didn’t want a confrontation. Maybe I could pretend to be asleep and avoid talking to him.
Wham.
Wham. Wham. Wham.
What the hell? That sounded like someone was pounding on my door.
I heard the alarm of the surveillance system, heard Clare stirring.
Wham. Wham.
That wouldn’t be Mike.
I swung out of bed and opened the nightstand, fumbled with the lock to get the gun case open.
Wham. Wham. Wham.
I grabbed a handful of ammo and loaded the gun, my fingers not cooperating, my palms sweating, and my heart beating double-time.
Maybe Mike had lost his house key.
No.
Maybe the man in the hoodie was back.
WHAM.
We’d hid a key under a rock near the kitchen door. Mike could have used that—if he’d remembered, was sober enough to remember. Yeah, Mike would have remembered.
Crack.
Shit!
It felt like the whole house shook.
I ran from the bedroom, gun at my side, nightshirt swishing around my thighs.
Dammit!
My cell phone was next to the cradle, where I’d been checking email. I should’ve punched 911, but if by chance it was Mike, calling the cops on him would only make everything worse.
Crack!
Thunk!
What the hell? If that was Mike kicking down our front door he deserved to have the cops called on him. Our front door was heavy, reinforced, with a deadbolt.
It couldn’t be Mike. It just couldn’t.
Thunk!
There was a phone in the kitchen; I’d call 911 from there. But to get to the kitchen, I had to pass from the hallway through the living room. Wait! I was an idiot. I didn’t need to call 911; my surveillance system would do that for me. Likely it was doing it this very moment. I could go back to my bedroom and lock the door.
Wham!
Glancing in the living room, I saw a man in a hoodie standing in the threshold, baseball bat in one hand. He’d managed to kick open the door, hard enough that the frame had splintered and the knob had cut into the plaster.
Wham! He hit the bat against my broken door, getting my attention.
An ephemeral glow haloed in from the streetlight outside and the motion sensor beam on the front porch. The light made him look angelic or demonic, something otherworldly.
“You son of a bitch!” Running back to the bedroom was not an option. That would lead him to Clare.
I raised the pistol, and put my right foot back, leaned forward a little and took aim, just like I’d learned at the range. But that took a few seconds, and in that time, he lunged, clearing the distance and slamming the baseball bat against my arms.
I lost my grip on the gun and it hit the edge of the coffee table and spun away.
Then everything happened at once.
I dropped to my knees and reached for the weapon, and he tried to kick it away. Both of us missed, but he kicked again—this time me the target. Before I could recover the gun, the toe of his athletic shoe impacted against my chin. My head snapped back, I fell forward, and he kicked me in the side.
I had a flitting picture in my mind of the paper target from the shooting range, the one with my well-grouped shots in the chest, rounds that would have pierced this asshole’s heart, a round that went through the paper man’s brain and sent his soul to hell.
Why couldn’t I have aimed faster? Had I hesitated?
He didn’t speak, just kicked me again and again in the side, struck my back with the bat while I continued to stretch for the Smith & Wesson. The pain spiked sharp and fast and I swore he’d broken my ribs. My chest burned. Leveled the bat against my shoulder blades to keep me down. He was trying to kill me.
Strong woman. Determined. Clare. Clare. Clare.
The words ran like a chant through my head and I strained, fingers traveling through the nap of the carpet and finding the gun barrel, tugging it toward me as he viciously kicked me again. The pain was awful and I knew I was losing consciousness.
Clare! Clare! Live for Clare!
I fought to stay awake. He kicked me again and brought the bat down as I rolled; he missed me and hit the coffee table instead, shattering the glass top.
Why wasn’t he saying something?
Why wasn’t he screaming what this was about? What I’d done to him? Was it this house?
“You can have the damn house!” I hollered, snapping out of the fog. “You want it? You can have it! I’m moving!”
Somehow, I pulled the gun to me and found the grip, pointing it up at him and firing, missing because there’d been no aim to it, but striking something breakable that crashed. The recoil made me drop the gun again.
He bolted in that instant, my gun proving a threat; he hadn’t realized I’d lost it again. I struggled up, using the wobbly frame of the coffee table for leverage, my knees picking up pieces of glass as I peered through the shadows for the gun. I snatched it again and held it tight, the grip slick from my sweat. How many rounds had I fired? The gun held seventeen, but I’d not filled it to capacity before running out of the bedroom. It had all happened so fast. How many rounds did I have left?
Miniature lightning bolts danced at the edges of my vision, a response to the pain. Dear God, my side hurt so bad. Breathing hurt. Staggering forward hurt, too. I made it to the doorway, my bare feet registering shards of wood and glass—he must have broken out the little decorative window. There was nothing of me that was not pain-racked.
He was standing in the front yard, his legs spread, holding the baseball bat, hood pulled so far down over his face I couldn’t see any features.
“What do you want?” I hollered. “What the holy hell do you want?” My voice was shrill and cut across the night.
He didn’t move.
I wanted so bad to shoot the son of a bitch. But he was outside, on the lawn … the grass he’d probably pooped on and dropped cigarettes on and stood on to watch my house. He’d been the one to ruin my online life, the dating app, the dick pics.
Every bad thing.
“What do you want?” I screamed.
I couldn’t shoot him. He was no longer an intruder, out there on my grass. At the moment, he posed no threat. I shoot him … I might be the one ending up in jail. Why the hell couldn’t I have put a round through his brain when he was in my living room?
How many rounds did I have left?
Every bad thing that had happened to me lately stood motionless several yards away. Did he fear me? My gun? Could he see that my hands were shaking? I feared him—even with the weapon, I was wholly terrified.
“Don’t move,” I said. I tried to pick through the night sounds … someone’s dog barking, leaves rustling … searching for the sirens. The directions in the box said it could take three to five minutes for a police response from when the surveillance company sends the notice. It felt like an eternity had passed since he’d kicked in the door. In reality, I knew it happened rapidly.
“Get down on the ground,” I continued. “And drop the bat.” I’d seen the television cops tell their quarry to get on the ground. I’d make him wait there until the police arrived. But he didn’t comply. Behind me, I heard the landline ringing. Maybe the police or security company, maybe Brandi, as I’d spotted a light going on in her house.
“Down! Now!”
My phone kept ringing, and the man didn’t budge.
Then I heard Clare cry, the sound soft at first because my heart pounded in my ears and the phone kept going, the chime from the surveillance system alarm added to the dissonant melody. From another street, I heard a horn honk.
Clare started yowling, high-pitched enough to cut through everything else. I took a step back, keeping the gun up, looked over my shoulder to the living room. I didn’t know what I was expecting to see. Clare couldn’t get out of her cradle on her own.
The phone stopped ringing, but I heard the distant music of my cell phone; someone was calling on it.
I turned back around to face the man and my breath caught—he was charging toward me. I fired again, but the shot went wild. His shoulder struck my chest and sent me on my back in the entryway, shards of glass from the broken window jabbing me like needles. He vaulted over me, and in three steps was across the living room and headed to the hallway.
He was going after Clare!
“No! You son of a bitch!” Miraculously, I hadn’t dropped the gun. I rolled over on my stomach and brought the weapon up, firing in the same movement. There was no aiming, just one shot after another and another going off.
He spun round and started back toward me, but I fired again and again. My random bullets hit a lamp, the wall, his stomach, his chest. I fired again, but nothing came out, the ammo spent.
He crumpled, face forward, unmoving.
I heard sirens. Finally, I heard sirens.
Clare continued to wail.
I got to my knees, more wood and glass needling me. I crawled to the drapes and clawed at them to help me stand. I leaned against the front window, flicked on the light switch, and saw a pool of blood spreading from the body and soaking into my cream-colored carpet.
“I’m coming, baby,” I said.
But I hadn’t made it more than a few steps before I collapsed, and all the darkness in the world swallowed me.
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Voices buzzed with words I couldn’t decipher; people speaking in some foreign language that sounded, in one instant, like television static, the next, like elevator music. I caught glimpses of the speakers, their faces foggy like I stared up at them from the bottom of a murky pool. The colors swirled—peach, brown, eyes like miniature headlights gleaming down at me, a kaleidoscope of expressions.
Someone tried to pull me up through the pool, but I resisted. I felt at peace, relaxed, safe. I was floating, and there was nowhere I needed to be. It was like vacation.
I was on vacation and de-stressing in the Gulf of Mexico at one of those lavish resorts where handsome young men deliver sky-blue drinks in fluted glasses with slices of fruit on the rim. I could smell the saltwater and the young men’s cologne. One of them asked me to dance—slow and close, the rhythm syncopated. He wore a Hawaiian print shirt, opened to show his muscles, shiny like he oiled them. I smelled the oil. Baby oil?
Heady.
Drifting.
Then I saw another man. He tapped the muscular waiter’s shoulder and swooped in to steal the dance. He wore a hoodie the shade of cold ashes. The man on the driveway. The man who’d kicked in my front door.
The man who’d attacked me.
I saved Clare.
I remembered a gun and a baseball bat, and I thought, perhaps, that I was not on a beach after all, but that I was dead.
The hooded man had killed me, and I was in heaven.
Except I’m not sure I believed in God or heaven, not after the infant girl died who would never wear all the pink clothes that had been bought for her; the little boy sleeping near our apartment who’d been killed by a stray bullet, the thirteen people who died to gangs during the past Labor Day weekend.
Maybe I was dead.
Though I felt tranquil, I didn’t feel anything—not a breeze or heat or cold or the touch of the people trying to pull me up from the pool. Couldn’t taste the blue drink with the fruit slices. I didn’t feel the water I thought I floated in, couldn’t feel my fingers or toes. I moved my lips, or thought I did … I couldn’t feel that either.
I closed my eyes—or thought I did—but all the faces remained, and the buzzing static-musical voices swirled.
“She could be in shock,” someone said. A dark-skinned man who’s concerned face was coming into focus.
Who’s in shock? Me?
“Vitals are good,” someone else said, a woman. Her face moved in and out of my field of vision. She had black hair and wore glasses and looked like an impressionist painting.
“Ambulance is ready to transport,” the dark-skinned man said. “Bring in the gurney.”
“No!” That was me. I’d found my voice and fought to the surface. “No! I’m not going to a hospital.” There was Clare. Where was Clare? I didn’t hear her crying. “My baby. Where’s—”
“We have her, she’s fine.” I couldn’t see the speaker, but the voice sounded soothing and familiar.
“No hospital,” I repeated. “I’m not in shock.” But I didn’t know that for certain. Everything I’d been through, shock was likely. I just didn’t want to leave, to trust my baby to a stranger.
And then I was sitting up on the living room floor. The dark-skinned man slowly helped me get to my feet and led me to the couch. I heard someone call him Felipe. He sat nearby, and I tried to bring him wholly into focus. My vision was improving slowly. From his garb, I guessed he was a paramedic. I blinked and forced the room to stop moving. Broken glass, broken coffee table, holes in the wall. A tarp covered a body.
It rushed at me—everything that had happened since I’d heard the man kick in my front door.
I’d shot him, obviously killed him. It didn’t mortify me … I’d honestly wanted him dead. The threat ended. I felt no grief for him; if anything I was elated.
“I have a permit for the gun,” I said. I don’t know why those words tumbled out of my mouth, but I felt the need to explain. “I’ve been followed, threatened, I got a gun. I have a permit. He came after me.”
I saw Dylan step out from the kitchen, remembered he was on nights. I was happy he’d been one of the police to respond.
“That’s all fine,” Dylan said. “A good shoot, a clean shoot.” It was cop-talk, but I was familiar with it. “You need to go to the hospital, Dr. Weldon.”
I shook my head, the motion making me dizzy. “I have some broken ribs is all and I—”
“Where is your husband?” Dylan asked.
“Not home.” He’s never home.
“At work? Do you have a number there?”
Of course I had a number there, but he wouldn’t be in his office now. There was enough cash in the account for one more stay in a three-hundred-dollar hotel.
I shook my head and acted only a little fuzzier than I felt.
“I’ll ride with her.” Brandi came out of the kitchen, holding Clare. “I’ll bring the baby. They said that would be all right.”
“Likely you’ll be treated and released,” the dark-skinned man said. I read his name tag: Felipe Blas. “But you’ve plenty of lacerations, and you could be in shock. Possible concussion. This is a precaution.”
“No, I—”
Dylan came close. “Clare, this was orchestrated. The car we had stationed out front … someone a few blocks from here reported a prowler and they responded to the call. While they were gone, this man came after you.”
Orchestrated.
“He wanted to kill me.”
“Looks that way,” Dylan said. “He came armed with a Louisville Slugger. You’re going to the hospital, Clare. Like Mr. Blas says, you probably will be treated and released. But you’re a doctor, and what’s that adage about a fool for a patient? Go to the hospital and let the ER docs make the call.”
“She’s a doctor?” This came from a policeman who hovered nearby. I’d not seen him before.
I nodded. “I work for—”
“Time to let another doctor—one in the emergency room—look at you.” Dylan reached out. “You need to go now.”
“I don’t want a stretcher.”
“Fine,” Dylan said. I watched the dark-skinned man give him a dirty look.
“Clare? My baby?”
“I’ll bring her,” Brandi said again. “I’m coming with you. Keith is calling your husband.”
“All right.” I surrendered, and the paramedics and Dylan won. “But I don’t want a stretcher.”
I made it to the front porch before I collapsed. They put me on a gurney and wheeled down my sidewalk.
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Two and a half hours later, I was home, sitting on my couch, broken furniture and glass cleaned up—courtesy of Keith and Dylan. Police tape marked where the body had been, and the bloodstain on the carpet was maroon now, the brightness diminished in the time I’d been gone. I’d look at homes for sale after I slept for twenty hours. Even though my stalker was history, I wanted out of this place. Now. I would never unsee that bloodstain.
I’d killed a man here.
They’d wanted to keep me a day for observation at the hospital. I’d declined. Three broken ribs, bruised trachea, assorted scrapes; I could mend on my own.
I wanted to be home … though I didn’t want this to be home any longer than it needed to be. How many weeks would it take to find another place that fit within our perhaps shrinking budget?
Dylan sat in a chair nearby. His partner, Caruthers, was in the kitchen talking to Keith and Brandi; I wished I could hear that conversation. I wanted to hear all the conversations swirling about my home invasion. More than that, I wanted to see Clare.
“Clare?” Where was my baby? Brandi had carried her in.
“I have her.” It was a plainclothes woman officer. She held Clare in both arms and softly rocked her. “May I put her in the nursery?”
I nodded. Clare needed to be fed, but it would wait a little while. “Turn on the monitors, please.” I would go check on her when they were done talking to me, feed her, bathe her maybe, change her clothes. Put her in SpongeBob.
I stared at my broken door. The man had kicked it so often and so hard that he’d broken the deadbolt housing and part of the frame. I’d need to call someone to come fix it. But it wasn’t quite four a.m. so I knew I’d have to wait hours. It would be expensive. Would insurance cover it all?
Dylan followed my stare.
“We’re going to keep an officer here until that’s repaired. Just a security measure.”
I looked away from the door and back to the maroon spread on the carpet. I’d have to get that cleaned up, too. There were services that handled crime scene cleanup, make it look like no drop of blood had besmirched the nap. I couldn’t sell this house with that awful—
“Dr. Weldon.” Caruthers stepped into the room and walked toward me, careful to go around the blood. “We have an I.D. on the home invader.”
I kept my eyes on the bloodstain. “Who?”
“Justin Schumacher,” Caruthers continued.
“Oh God.” I hadn’t seen the man’s face when he’d broken in, that hood pulled low. Had the light been better, had I got a good look at him before they wheeled me to the hospital, I would have recognized him. “Oh God. Oh God.”
Dylan sat straight. “You knew him?”
Obviously. I was so tired and aching and wanting to be with Clare, but I had the presence not to get snarky with Dylan. He’d been nice through all of this.
“Sort of. I knew who he was.” I leaned back into the couch cushion.
Dylan pulled out his phone to record the conversation, took out his notebook, and started writing.
“Two years ago.” In the back of my mind, I saw the Cook County Courthouse. Honking big building with the Picasso sculpture out front. A beautiful building, elegant courtrooms. “I’d conducted an autopsy on a man who Frank Schumacher—Justin Schumacher’s brother—was accused of murdering. The case was strong against him. The police had damning evidence, but there were a few holes. I backed everything up and testified about my own findings. Justin confronted me after the trial. He believed that my testimony sent his brother to prison for life.” I wished the couch could swallow me. “Honestly, my testimony probably, or most certainly, did put the verdict over the top. I was that proverbial nail in the coffin, so to speak.”
“That was Frank Schumacher,” Caruthers said.
“Yeah, Frank Gerald Schumacher, twenty-nine at the time, gang member.” I had a good memory.
Caruthers went on. “He had a string of minor things up to that point. B and Es, simple assault, a car theft he’d done a year for.”
I finally glanced away from the bloodstain. “But he graduated to murder. Wonder why it took his brother so long to find me? And why take revenge now? Why wait two years? Honestly, it’s not hard to find anyone anymore.”
Caruthers cleared his throat. “Frank Schumacher was killed in a prison fight six weeks ago.”
“Oh.” So if Justin blamed me for his brother’s prison sentence, it followed that he blamed me for his brother’s death. “Oh, dear God.”
Caruthers pulled out a notebook, consulted a page, and then replaced it. “This will all go in the police report, so I’ll tell you now. Detectives are at Justin’s apartment on West Monroe.”
“In the Loop,” Dylan supplied. “CPD Detectives working in conjunction with us.”
“They’ve bagged evidence,” Caruthers continued. “We’ve not seen the inventory yet, but apparently he had photographs of you, pregnant and later with your baby; in the park at the end of the street; going into a little convenience store; a few of your husband; shots of your house, front and back.”
Dylan cut in: “And he had a key, labeled with your address. Probably swiped from a real estate lockbox. We found it in his pocket.”
“We didn’t change the locks when we first moved in.” My voice felt heavy. That’s why I’d had the feeling someone had been in the house … because he had. “But I did change them when I got the surveillance system.” Which was why he had to break in hours ago because his key no longer worked. I suddenly felt cold.
Caruthers and Dylan asked me more questions, going back to the initial break-in when the first cops who came out didn’t believe me. We went over the email spoofing, hacking, Facebook issues … everything I’d talked to Dylan and Egg about before. I figured I should call Egg, though he’d probably pick up the threads since CPD was investigating Justin’s apartment. CPD was likely looking into other people who had testified at the trial to see if they’d been threatened by Justin, too. I talked until my voice grew hoarse, then they said I might need to come to the station in a day or so for more follow-up.
Why couldn’t the couch swallow me?
“I didn’t do anything wrong.” I’d said that several times. “He broke in, threatened me. I had a gun. I shot him.” I killed him. “I have a permit.” I didn’t see the gun anywhere in my living room. I realized they’d taken it for evidence or testing. “Will I get the gun back?” It had been expensive.
“Certainly,” Dylan said. He got up to leave, Caruthers heading to the door first. “I’m done with this shift at seven, but I think we’ll be working it later, our shift extended. I’ll call and check on you.”
“Later, call.” I really needed to sleep.
“Later,” he said, “after you get some rest. Your husband—”
“Mike Weldon. He should be here in a few minutes.” Brandi came out from the kitchen, carrying a mug of tea that she held out for me. “Drink this. Has a little honey in it. Herbal. No caffeine.” She motioned to Keith. “Keith got a hold of him, finally.” She put a lot of emphasis on the “finally,” making it a ten-pound word.
“About an hour ago,” Keith said. “Mike said he’d be heading home right away. Must have had an all-nighter at work.”
An all-nighter at something, I thought. I wanted Mike here … and yet I didn’t.
I took a swallow of tea. It was good and warm and soothed my throat. It tasted like rosehip and ginger; she’d probably mixed some from my collection in the cabinet.
“Thanks, Brandi, for everything.”
She yawned and stuffed her fist in her mouth. Keith sat in the chair the farthest from the bloodstain.
“I’m staying until Mike gets here,” Keith said.
“And I’m going home because I can’t stay awake. But I’ll be over later today.” Brandi waggled her fingers and picked her way out the front entrance, avoiding the broken shards of doorframe that jutted at odd angles. Dylan and Caruthers followed her.
Three policemen remained— the plainclothes woman officer, I’d not asked her name, and two youngish uniformed men who stood near the front door and talked in low voices. I didn’t know their names either, and I wouldn’t ask … too much to keep straight.
“Keith, I’m going to bed.” I’d put Clare in her crib in the bedroom. “In case Mike shows—”
And in that moment, he did, eyebrows raised at the two police in the entryway, gaze taking in the broken door, clearly a dozen questions on his wide-eyed face.
Keith stood.
“What the hell happened?” Mike stared at me. I suppose it might have been the bandages on my arms or the hospital gown I was in, hospital robe draped over my back. I’d not had time to change since coming home.
“I told you,” Keith said. “She was in the hospital. Brandi went with her and—”
Mike was by him and standing in front of me, and I nearly dropped the mug of tea, surprised that he’d moved so fast. He glanced at the bloodstain, then back at me.
“Keith called me,” Mike said.
Yeah, I knew that. Everyone in the room knew that. I suspect Keith had tried several times to call him.
“He said there was an incident. I got here as soon as I could.”
“Your house was broken into,” Keith said. “But I mentioned that. Your wife was attacked. I mentioned that, too.” Keith waved to me and mouthed “later,” then he left.
I gave Mike a brief overview as I finished the tea. I was so tired of repeating everything to the police that, though the tale came easy, I really hadn’t wanted to go through it one more time.
“I’m sorry,” Mike said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here. I’m sorry for everything lately. You told me something was going on, and I didn’t believe you.”
I stared into the empty mug and wished for another.
“I thought it was just postpartum stress,” he continued. I noticed that the two officers in the doorway and the plainclothes woman were intently watching him. “I read up on postpartum stress. Evidently, there was more to it.”
“Evidently,” I whispered. Louder: “I’m glad you’re home. Do you think you can stay here for a few hours? I need to get some rest. I can’t call to have the door fixed until places open at nine.”
“Stay? Of course I’m going to stay. I’m not going into work today.”
“I wasn’t crazy, Mike. Someone really was after me. Someone wanted to ruin me. But he’s gone now. I killed him.”
He moved closer, reached an arm out. It looked like he was afraid to touch me. I didn’t want him to touch me. For all the reasons in the world, I didn’t want him to touch me.
“Don’t,” I said. I ached all over. I had a prescription for pain pills in the pocket of my hospital robe. The doctor assured me it would not affect my nursing Clare. Maybe I’d take one of those pretty yellow pills after a shower, after I put on a pair of comfortable sweats and nursed Clare and put her in SpongeBob, rocked her, and then let myself drift off into oblivion for a while.
“I’m so sorry,” Mike repeated. “I’m so very sorry.”
So was I … sorry about a lot of things. But maybe with Justin Schumacher gone, maybe Mike and I could move on, repair some things.
Maybe.
From the nursery, Clare started to cry.
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The sweet taste of blueberry pancakes lingered on my tongue. Mike must have slipped out to the store for the ingredients. There’d been bacon, too. And yesterday, cheese omelets.
I’d endured the weekend, spending most of it either in bed or in the chair next to Clare’s cradle—except for breakfast, then I’d lingered in the kitchen. Despite the pain pills, I still felt every moment of my fight with Justin Schumacher. I knew my ribs would be sore for days more. In the plus column, the detectives came back and interviewed me here once more, rather than “bringing me down to the station.” They said I was in the clear and that no charges would be filed. I damn well knew that; he’d threatened me, was inside my house, a justified shooting. And he’d been stalking me. Dylan said CPD found files on his computer that logged my daily activities, such as my walks with Clare, and that lately, Mike had been working overly long hours and sometimes didn’t come home.
Also in the plus column … I was rested. Mike had stayed and taken care of Clare, bought formula, and fed her, sang to her, put her in the stroller and went around the neighborhood. It made the ache in my heart hurt a little less.
And come Monday, he was still here.
“I have to go back in tomorrow,” he said, as he brought me a big mug of herbal tea while we sat at the kitchen table, Clare in her high chair between us. It was peppermint, not as yummy as the blend Brandi had made, but the gesture was nice.
“I need to go for a walk today. Not far, but I have to get out.”
“Hol, I don’t think—”
“I’ll be fine. Not far.” He was back to calling me Hol again. That was a good sign. Maybe the marriage could be saved. I loved him. Not as intensely as before I’d smelled the Scotch and White Linen and before he wouldn’t believe me about the stalker. Some of that deep, intense love had been shaved away. And I wasn’t sure it would come back. But some love was there. Hopefully enough. And I didn’t want Clare to grow up without a father.
“If you’re careful. You can go if you’re careful.”
I didn’t need his permission. I drank more of the tea. He’d fixed breakfast again, too, an attempt at Eggs Benedict that was pretty good, though his sauce had broken a little. He’d never made that before. Wonder where he learned how?
“About the credit card bill,” Mike broached.
I knew it would come up eventually; he would have been able to tell someone had been looking at the account and had made printouts. I’d made printouts of everything.
“Yeah, about that.”
“I’m sorry.” He’d said that a lot in the past two days. “I had no right to be upset at you buying those cameras and stuff when—”
“You’d spent as much or more on hotel and bar bills?” There, I finally said it. The words felt like I’d bitten into a lemon, so bitter I got no pleasure from them.
“I’m sorry. It just happened.”
I wondered who she was.
“A fling, I guess. After work one night.”
It hadn’t been just one night; I had the printouts.
“And then again. It just happened.”
I didn’t want to know “who.” I didn’t want to know if it was another lawyer, a secretary, or some stranger he’d met out drinking. The “who” didn’t matter, not in this moment anyway. I stared at the surface of the tea, seeing my face reflected, looking ghostlike and haunted. Did I really want to keep this marriage? Clare. I looked to Clare, her eyes wide and mouth in an “O” shape, as if she was going to make a burst of sound, but she didn’t. Clare needed a father, an intact family. I guess I wanted to keep the marriage.
But did he?
“Is it over? Your affair?” I had to know. But could I be sure he’d give me an honest answer?
“Over. Done. I’m so sorry. What will it take for you to forgive me?”
“Time, maybe.” That was the best answer I could come up with. “I need time. Maybe we need counseling.”
“I’ll go. We’ll go. I caused it. We’ll find a good marriage counselor and repair this. I’m so sorry.”
“I’m mad,” I said softly. “But I want Clare to have a father. Clare should have you in her life.”
“And you?” he asked. “Will you have me in your life?”
“Yeah. But I’m mad.”
I finished the tea and put the mug next to the sink. “I’m leaving this out,” I told him. “I might want another cup when I come back. You good here with Clare? Or I can take her and—”
“No. We’re good here.”
I had hoped he would have joined me, that the three of us could have taken a little walk down to the park. But maybe it was better if I took a short walk alone. Ever since he’d been “working” late so often, I’d been on my own; I wasn’t used to having him around.
I was glad that Mike was going into work tomorrow. I’d have the rest of the week, and then two more weeks after that, before I returned to work. Alone time. Me and Clare time. It would give me an opportunity to find a daycare center. I had leads on two good ones … that were blocks away from the nightmare that was Wilson Rose. I was also happy that Mike still had a job. He revealed yesterday that his case files had thinned considerably, but the firm was giving him some work, which meant he wasn’t going to be fired immediately. One of his cases had the potential to stretch to Christmas. He thought maybe he could climb back into their good graces and make partner—but not this year.
I put on a windbreaker and went out the back door. I probably didn’t need the jacket; the sun was still delightfully warm. But I still had bandages on my arms from where I’d been cut with the broken glass. I didn’t need any nosey neighbors seeing that. I suspect Brandi had pretty much informed the entire block—sans Shane Ellis—what had happened in the early hours of Friday. The windbreaker was my armor.
I headed toward the park, thinking maybe I’d even go to the convenience store and get a lemonade; I’d stuffed my cell phone and my wallet in my pocket. I’d call Mike from the store and ask if he would like one, too.
But I stopped and swung around in the other direction, saving myself the calories. Shane Ellis would be at work. It was midway through the morning, and so it was safe to head left, past his house. And if he was home … past time I said “hello.”
When I finished my walk, I’d talk to Mike about moving. He wanted to keep the marriage intact; I guess I did too, and that would best happen elsewhere. Certainly the threat of the stalker was dead, and soon to literally be buried. But the bad feelings would remain, and I didn’t want to live in a home where I’d killed a man. Whether or not there were ghosts … I would be haunted. And though the bloodstain was entirely removed Saturday, I still knew exactly where it had been. I could see it clearly in my mind every time I looked down at that section of carpet.
I’d miss Brandi and Keith, but if our next house was also in Geneva we’d still get together. I stopped in front of Shane’s. His mailbox was crooked, like someone had hit it with a car. I saw his drape move, and I sucked in a breath. I didn’t move, I kept watching, wanting to know if Shane hadn’t went to work and was, instead, staring back at me. The drape moved again and a cat stepped between it and the glass, no doubt navigating the narrow sill. It was a beautiful creature, a tortoiseshell, large and fluffy. I’d been thinking of getting a dog … fenced backyard, protection. Now that I didn’t need the protection, and if where we moved did not have a fence, a cat could be considered. I craved a pet of some sort. Clare should grow up with a pet. It’s healthier. Exposure to dog and cat dander, the microbes the animals carried into a home, were known to prime infants’ still developing immune systems, essentially training those systems to war against common allergens and viruses.
“Maybe a cat,” I said. “A pretty one like that. Maybe one of each.” It would depend if the next place had a fence.
The house next to Shane’s still had the FOR SALE sign, but a bumper sticker-like banner placed across it at an angle, said “offer pending.” If that house could sell, ours ought to without being on the market long, especially since I was willing to take a loss to get out of here.
The cat slipped out of my view, and so I kept going. It was a leisurely pace, much slower than when I’d take Clare on our hikes. But I was still sore, and breathing deep was a bad idea, so a leisurely pace was all I could manage. I stopped in front of Jennifer’s. The house looked empty, but then it was a Monday, no doubt her husband was at work, possibly Jennifer, too. I didn’t know how old her child was. Did she have a daycare center to rely on? And should I risk knocking on the door to ask that question? It might be a way to repair whatever harm I’d done by being pushy and nosey the other day.
Stay out of it. They told you to stay away.
I hesitated, but moved on.
My thoughts drifted to Justin Schumacher. I hardly knew the man … just from the confrontation two years back at the courthouse. So I didn’t really know him, and yet he almost destroyed me. He harbored hate, and his brother’s death stoked that fire, and I would have been the kindling. He’d come to my house with a baseball bat. I’d learned from Dylan that Justin had a record himself; eight years ago, he served almost a year in Joliet. A convicted felon, he couldn’t legally obtain a gun. And so he’d brought a baseball bat. Would he have killed me if I didn’t have the gun? Would he have hurt Clare?
Mike mentioned marriage counseling. I needed counseling, but maybe of a different stripe.
A few houses beyond Jennifer’s, I pivoted on the ball of my foot and decided to return home. Indeed, a very short walk. From my vantage point, I could see into her backyard. It had been professionally landscaped, with a winding walk that formed an infinity symbol, one hollow occupied by a fire pit, the other by a fountain topped by a young girl spilling water out of an urn. There were clumps of ornamental grasses and daylilies and I stared at the flowers wistfully, thinking I’d like a backyard with something like that—a lot of color. I imagined that the plantings had been engineered not just for beauty, and to have something blooming at different junctures of the year, but to smell lovely. Perhaps our next house could have a fire pit. I wouldn’t want to risk a fountain or a pond with a young child. It didn’t take a lot of water to drown.
I wondered how Jennifer’s infant was doing? Maybe Brandi knew; she seemed to be aware of most of the neighborhood’s goings-on.
I caught sight of someone behind one of the tall clumps of ornament grass. I couldn’t tell if it was Jennifer or her husband, as just a shoulder and arm—covered in a long-sleeved shirt—was visible. The person was digging with a large shovel. Planting something? The yard looked complete in its grasses and decorative bushes. Maybe fine-tuning their display.
Maybe something else.
Maybe the person was burying something.
Oh God.
I’d seen the McDonalds around the neighborhood this past week, Jennifer at the grocery store. But I’d not seen her with the carriage recently. After the way they jumped all over me when I’d knocked on their door, the way Jennifer reacted when Mike nearly ran over her … and they hadn’t wanted me to check the baby, wouldn’t let me see her … or him.
It was like the baby disappeared.
Had the infant died? As a result of the jarring motion when Jennifer pulled the carriage away from our car? Had she killed the baby by the act of saving it?
Or worse?
Had she simply killed her baby? The thought wasn’t far-fetched. I’d worked cases before during my pediatric residency where women with severe postpartum depression had done unfortunate things to their newborns because of mental issues, chemical imbalances. Done things they would never otherwise do.
“Hello!” I hollered and waved. Three more loud hellos before the figure reacted. It was Darren. He stepped around the clump of tall ornamental grass.
“What?” He kept one hand on the shovel, the other on his hip. “What do you want?”
I looked at the edge of the grass, made sure I stayed on the sidewalk.
“Is everything all right, Mr. McDonald?” I repeated it a little louder.
“Leave us alone!”
I couldn’t let it drop. My mind was playing out too many grim possibilities. “What are you burying?”
“It’s none of your damn business! And if you set a foot on my property I’ll have you prosecuted for trespassing!”
A reaction that strong … something was really going on … something bad and unfortunate. My stomach churned and my head started to pound with worry. Somebody needed to step in and do something.
“I hope you haven’t done anything you’ll regret, Mr. McDonald!”
He threw the shovel down and started toward me, arms swinging. He stopped when he came even with the front of his house.
“Weldon, right?”
I gave an exaggerated nod so he could see.
“Mrs. Weldon, please leave us alone!” He lowered his voice, but I could still hear him. “I’m begging you. Please. Please leave us alone. Mind your own damn business. Stay away from us. Word is you’re moving. So move.” Shoulders slumped, he returned to the clump of ornament grass and picked up the shovel.
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My dreams were dyed all the shades of pink I’d seen in the stack of baby clothes in that hospital room. The shade of cowardice and heartbreak—and the color that sent me on the road away from pediatrics and to being a forensic pathologist.
I dealt with the dead now. It was easier to deal with the dead.
The dead never talked to you, accused you of anything.
A dead baby floated on a stream colored pink by the rose petals that surrounded it. The child had an incision on its chest, stitched with thick pink embroidery thread, a butterfly sewn into her cheek. I hovered above the stream, and the higher I drifted, the more bodies … all of them children … I saw moving along with the current. I recognized the faces of some of them, victims of car accidents, random shootings who’d come to the Cook County coroner’s office to be cut open, their organs measured, and official causes of death issued.
I floated higher until the stream looked like an artery flowing along a medical diagram. The children traveled in the right common carotid, and in the background, I heard the voice of my favorite instructor from third-year med school.
“Get out of my yard,” the instructor said. “Please. Please go away and leave us alone.” He wore the face of Mr. McDonald.
I shook off the bad dream. I was thankful I hadn’t seen Clare amid the bodies. And I was thankful Mike had been relegated to the guest bedroom and hadn’t been next to me; I’d tossed and turned—I could tell by the way my nightgown was all twisted and sweaty around me. I’d told him yesterday about my suspicions involving the McDonalds and their baby. He seemed open to believing me and suggested I contact Egg or another of my cop friends for advice.
Mike left for work, vowing to be home at a reasonable hour and that he’d check in during the day. He said maybe we could share the same bedroom tonight. I had to think about that.
Alone, Clare in her highchair, staring at my mug of tea, I pulled out my cell phone and called Dylan. He’d gotten off his shift, and I’d caught him before he’d left the station.
“I was telling the truth about the stalker,” I began, “and now I need to tell you the awful truth about something buried in the yard. Do you have access to a cadaver dog?”
He said it would take him an hour or so. I showered, dressed, overdressed Clare, and waited for Dylan on my deck.
    
The dog was beautiful, a border collie with an artful pattern of black and white fur. Clare was mesmerized. I definitely needed to get my baby girl a dog to grow up with. Blossom was accompanied by Dylan and a man well into his sixties dressed in faded jeans, a thin green flannel shirt, and wearing a smudged ball cap that read Make America Great Again.
“Hank Duncan,” Dylan said as introduction. “Geneva PD has two police dogs, but neither are cadaver specialists. But Hank—”
“Ma’am,” he said, holding Blossom’s leash with one hand and tipping his hat with the other. “I train search and rescue dogs. Travel all over the country with them. Dilly caught me at home, said you need a cadaver dog. Blossom is one of my best searchers.”
“Hank has been kind enough to help the department when—”
“—when I’m available.” He sat next to me and ogled Clare. “Cute kid. May I?” He didn’t wait for my permission. He dropped Blossom’s leash and carefully picked up Clare. She seemed delighted. I was nervous. Hank gave her back after a few minutes. “She’s damp,” he said.
“I’ll be right back.”
I returned with a freshly-diapered baby to find Dylan and Hank walking the perimeter of my backyard, then going up and down, like in a grid pattern. I sat on the deck, curious, and watched them. Dylan saw me and left Hank to continue his up and down.
“Blossom isn’t finding anything,” Dylan said.
“Not here!” Oh, God. I remembered telling him “something buried in the yard.” But I’d not told him which yard. “My neighbor’s yard. C’mon. It’s a few houses down.”
“I don’t think—” Dylan started.
“Done,” Hank announced. “Nothing.”
“Listen, Holly,” Dylan said. “You mentioned in the yard.”
I stood, held Clare close. “I—I—I was talking so fast when I called you. My neighbor’s. It’s a baby. I’m not nuts. I think they killed their baby and buried it.”
“I know you’re not nuts.” Dylan shrugged and looked to Hank. “But we don’t have a search warrant for someone else’s property. We need their permission without a warrant.”
I shifted my weight back and forth between my feet. “Dylan, they’re not going to give their permission.”
He scowled, clearly not pleased with me. I realized there were other routes I should have taken before calling him and asking for a dog.
“Well, Hank’s here,” he said finally. “Blossom’s here. Hank, are you willing to—”
“Lead on,” Hank said, smiling. “Blossom could use a little walk. And this looks like a lovely neighborhood to walk in. Nice yard, Mrs. Weldon.”
I put Clare in the stroller and explained to them about the McDonald baby, how odd Jennifer and her husband had been, that I’d seen him burying something and he was secretive and rude about it. And then we were standing at the edge of their property, no sign of anyone moving around in the house. I held my breath.
“So do you knock on the door and tell them you’re searching?” I’d been sent to more than a few scenes where bodies had been discovered … but that was after the cops had started digging them up. I’d never seen the start of a search.
“Can of worms,” Dylan said. “If I knock on the door, and they say ‘no,’ we’re done here.”
“You can’t quit on this.” I sounded pitiful, begging. “If they really did bury—”
“Then I’m not knocking on a door.”
“But I don’t need a warrant,” Hank said. “I’m a private citizen. Though they can call me for trespassing.” He looked to me. “Got someplace I have to be for lunch, so let’s get a wiggle on. Where was this digging you saw—”
“The backyard, near the ornamental plantings. I can show you.”
He shook his head. “No need. You stay on the sidewalk with Dilly here. If there’s a body in that backyard, Blossom will find it.”
I watched him and the dog skirt the edge of the property and continue past the house. I felt my palms starting to sweat against the handle of the stroller. I’d been nervous so often lately, like it was my natural state of being.
“You realize this isn’t official,” Dylan said. He was watching Hank and Blossom, too. “No search warrant, Holly.”
“I know. I know. And if they don’t find anything, this can drop and—”
The dog stopped back by the tall clump of ornamental grass. She sat and looked up at Hank.
A few moments later, they were back on the sidewalk. In all those minutes no one had looked out from the McDonald house. No drape stirred. Thank God they weren’t home.
“Well?” I was anxious. “Anything? What did—”
Hank started back toward my house, Blossom doing a perfect heel. “There’s something there,” he said. “And the earth’s freshly disturbed nearby, too. Blossom told me there’s something dead buried back there.”
I knew it! I was both happy and sad, pleased that, once again, I wasn’t imagining things, but feeling awful that a baby had died and been discarded. I held Clare close and kissed her forehead. I had my child; I could barely imagine what was happening with poor Jennifer McDonald.
We returned to my deck, Hank gazing out over my backyard. He’d left Blossom off the leash, and she was rolling in the grass. Clearly, she had some age to her, but she acted like a puppy. Hank tossed her some treats.
“So, Dilly,” Hank started, “what’s next?”
Dylan’s expression was dark, half-glowering at me, and then fixing at a whorl in the wood at his feet. “Hank knows he’s in violation of trespassing laws, but no witness to report him, no foul. Here’s where it gets gray. A private citizen discovering something in that backyard can relay information to the police that can be used to obtain a search warrant.”
“Hank’s a private citizen,” I put in.
Dylan nodded. “But a private citizen acting as an agent of the police, not necessarily working for them, but put up to the task … that information is not usable. I called Hank, and any half-good attorney would argue that Hank and Blossom were acting as agents of the police.”
“But—”
“Holly, like I said, it’s gray. Going onto private property with a cadaver dog, and without a warrant, you’re dealing with the ‘curtilage’ of the home and the ‘reasonable expectation of privacy.’ And that would likely mean what we just did was an illegal search. It’s called fruit of the poisonous tree. Dog, no warrant, no permission from the home’s owner. That’s tainted evidence.”
I sputtered, angry, disbelieving. “You just can’t—”
Hank got up and went to his dog.
“Listen, we know there’s something there. Now let’s take the legal route. No mention of Hank or Blossom or me coming out here. We ask for a well-check on the McDonald infant.”
“Oh.” Crap! I could’ve done that without calling Dylan, and without bringing his friend out here. “DCFS.” It’s the law in Illinois, to protect children. And a call to the Department of Children and Family Services should have been the first thing to consider. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t think … lately, I just jump, not think things through. I’ll call them now.”
“And I’ll call, too. Two calls, that’ll get someone out here. DCFS doesn’t see a baby in that house, that’ll give us cause for a warrant. That, and you telling me you saw a man burying something in the backyard at about the same time you stopped seeing the child.” He fumbled for something in his pocket—car keys. “And I’m going to dig into the McDonalds to see if either of them have a criminal record or if there has been abuse claims made against them.”
“Oh. Thank you.”
“And in the meantime, stay away from them.”
I relaxed. “Okay. Okay.”
Dylan dangled his keys, rose, and motioned to Hank, who clipped Blossom’s leash back on. The dog barked and wagged her tail. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, Holly.”
“I’m getting there. Thank you so very much for—”
“No, Holly. Thank you. If a baby died, someone needs to answer for it. We’ll just take it the legal route to make sure that happens.”
“Nice meeting you, Mrs. Weldon, baby Weldon.” Hank looked to Blossom. “Wanna go for a ride? She likes car rides, likes to stick her head out the window, though I suppose I shouldn’t let her do that. Some vets say it’s a bad idea. Insects, gravel, stuff like that.” He grinned. “But life’s too short, isn’t it? To worry so about everything? That’s why I roll the window down.”
Life was way too short for Jennifer McDonald’s baby.
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Clare slept soundly in the nursery. I turned on the monitors and went out onto my deck, the afternoon so pleasant I rolled up my sleeves, tipped my head back, and concentrated on the breeze that flowed across my face.
I closed my eyes and listened.
There were cicadas humming or singing or whatever it was they did, sounding rhythmic and sonorous. I only knew what they were because Brandi had told me. City girl, I’d not heard them before. My soundtrack had consisted of traffic, sirens, people arguing, and music spilling out open car and apartment windows. I loved the city, and looked forward to going back to work there; it had a heartbeat that crawled up through the pavement and winnowed its way into my soul. Vibrant, big, noisy, in-your-face-always-something-to-do.
And here I was, doing nothing, vegging, listening to insects. Birds intruded. I heard the cardinals that lived in the tree along the back of our property line. There were other birds, too, sweet tunes, I couldn’t identify them. I wondered if heaven—if it existed—was like this: calm, peaceful, pleasantly warm, and fragrant with wildflowers that were hanging on.
Doing nothing was okay.
I was happy in this moment and in this place, but I knew it wouldn’t last. The worries would enter about the neighborhood and everything going on in it.
And about the man I’d killed in the living room. I was letting the worries intrude now.
I’d put in inquiries with two realtors before I’d come out for my sit, chatted with the one I favored while I fixed a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato slices for lunch. He would stop by tomorrow evening when Mike was here, and he’d look over our house and talk about listing it. I wanted to avoid the realtor we used to buy this house.
More birds joined in and the cicadas became louder. Then an angry snarl cut through my idyllic concerto. Josh was home and had his chainsaw going. The noise sliced through the walls of our house and woke Clare. What the hell did he have left to cut down?
She started to wail.
I gritted my teeth, cast an angry glance toward his house, and went inside. I reached Clare just as my cell phone chirped: Dylan.
I put her in the swing, answered the phone, and watched as the back and forth movement settled her.
“You have something already?” I’d called DCFS right after he and Hank had left, got transferred from person to person to person before giving a detailed account. I supposed Dylan had contacts there and could get through to the right soul immediately. I listened carefully.
“Holly, I have to get some sleep before I go on shift tonight. But I wanted to let you know the McDonalds have no criminal records or complaints, except for a parking ticket last year, and they paid it promptly. DCFS said they’d look into it. I don’t have enough to apply for a search warrant yet, but hang tight and I hope we’ll get there. Talk to you later.”
Later.
My chest constricted. Not enough for a search warrant yet? Even though the dog picked up a scent? Even though I saw McDonald with a shovel? I rocked in time with Clare’s swing and clenched my hands on the arms of the chair. My baby was precious. Hadn’t Jennifer’s child been precious too?
    
Dinner was simple, but Mike seemed ecstatic with it. A jar of Ragu Alfredo sauce over noodles, with baked carrots and garlic bread. It had taken me all of twenty minutes to throw together. It felt good, him sitting across the table from me, talking about the unusual mix of people he’d seen on the train to and from work. It was like I envisioned a normal, happy family should be. I almost mentioned Blossom and the McDonalds, but stopped myself. Instead, I talked about the realtor coming tomorrow—Mike was blessedly on board with it.
“Maybe the other side of town,” he said. “Geneva’s nice. But I think we could look at St. Charles again, see if there are some new listings under a million.”
“Something with a sizeable backyard. I really like this yard.” My mind drifted to the McDonalds’ yard. “The house doesn’t need to be huge. I read in one of my New Parent magazines that people often buy a too large house, and then they have to buy loads of stuff to fill them. I don’t want to fall into that.”
“I agree.” He toasted the notion with his can of beer. “Three bedrooms so I can use one for an office. Two baths. Two-car garage, but three would be nice. Could get a riding lawnmower and take it in and out without having to move a car. Yeah, three would be nice. We were conservative here, the price of this house. I think—with both of our salaries—we can go higher.”
I wasn’t sure I wanted to spend that much on a house, but he was right about our salaries. St. Charles would mean we’d have to spend more.
“We should toast our upcoming move,” he said, raising his beer.
I raised my glass of orange juice. It would be nice when I could have the occasional glass of wine. I could do that now, but I’d have to give Clare formula and pump out my alcohol-tainted breast milk. The wine would wait.
    
That night, I dreamed about Tom Cruise amid a backdrop of explosions. Mike and I had watched two of the Mission Impossible movies. Surreal, watching them, not the improbable, twisting plots; it was odd because it had been so long since we’d sat next to each other.
Then I saw Tom Cruise carrying a baby, running across a rooftop, jumping onto another, running and running and suddenly racing down the sidewalk and stopping in front of Jennifer’s house. He tiptoed into her backyard and started digging frantically, burying the baby—that was crying now—and covering it up.
I woke to a crying baby—Clare. I slipped out of bed, relying on the moonlight that came in through the gauzy curtain, picked her up, rocked her, nested her back into the cradle. When she slept again, I tiptoed to my closet, put on a pair of sweatpants and tennis shoes, stuffed my nightgown into the elastic waistband, and went to the kitchen. The clock on the stove read 1:15 a.m.
Waiting for DCFS, for a warrant … I couldn’t wait. I had to know.
I found a flashlight in the utility drawer, and went out the back, grabbing a windbreaker and my cell phone; I wanted the phone so I could take pictures. I wouldn’t be gone that long. It was only five houses away. A little digging, a few pictures, and then back home to Mike. I’d call Dylan when I was done, as he’d be on shift.
I grabbed a trowel out of the garage.
The air was crisp, almost fall-like. I tugged it in deep and held it as I hurried down our driveway, triggering the motion sensor lights and figuring the flare wouldn’t wake Mike, as he was still sleeping in the guest room at the back of the house.
The streetlights were on, but they cast a diffuse glow, sort of eerie, but fitting. I didn’t see a single light on inside a house along this stretch.
I paused at the corner of Jennifer’s property. I could turn around, go back to bed, and wait for DCFS or Dylan to come up with something. I could call Egg for advice … should’ve done that first, maybe. But certainly not at this hour. Or I could get this over with, get my evidence.
I crept forward, feeling like I was playing the part in a spy movie. The breeze picked up, either an omen to encourage me to retreat or a blessing to keep my bangs out of my eyes. The yard was level, so flat I figured they’d had one of those rolling machines go across it. Ours had little dips here and there, like the previous owner had a dog that was into digging. I’d made a mental note to do a thorough check of our prospective next backyard; level was nice.
There was enough moonlight that I easily found my way to the ornamental grass. There were three clumps, the tallest stretching up about six feet. I stood behind that one and turned on my flashlight, panning it around, finally seeing a small area disturbed from having recently been turned over. The long weeping leaves of daylilies partially hid it, but a flat stone was the clincher … like it had been placed as a grave marker. More suitable than a cemetery in some respects. I had relatives buried at Rosehill Cemetery downtown, and I’d never been back to “pay my respects,” not after the internment. Here, the McDonalds could come out and reflect on the baby, and the grave would be tended and decorated with flowers all the time.
Still, it was not legal to bury a person—even an infant—in a backyard. I should leave this for the cops. But it was just taking too long to go through legal channels.
“What are you doing, Hol? What? What? What?” I whispered as I knelt and started digging. Down a foot, and I hadn’t found anything. Certainly they wouldn’t have dug a hole the customary six feet. I kept going.
An owl hooted and I heard the song of some night bird. There was a softer peep-cheep peep-cheep, which I’d learned from Brandi were little green frogs that practically sounded like birds. The breeze rustled the tall grasses, making a shush-shush that I found both pleasant and spooky.
“What are you doing, Hol?” I should stop and get out of here. But I’d go just a little deeper. Another foot.
I didn’t have to dig that much more, the tip of my garden trowel hit something crinkly. I stopped and shown the light down, seeing green plastic, a trash bag! I set the trowel aside and started digging with my hands. The ground was soft and damp and I didn’t want the metal of the little shovel to break through the plastic. I fixed the flashlight in the grass so the beam showed into the hole.
“No. No. No.” I pulled up the bag, which was wrapped, taped. It weighed maybe ten pounds. I gingerly lifted it, set it to the side and took out my cell phone so I could get a picture. Another picture of the hole. I put the phone in my pocket and gently undid the tape, unwrapped the bag and pulled back the plastic. There was a little blue blanked folded around the body. Blue, so Jennifer’s infant had been a boy. I thought she’d mentioned a girl.
I took a few pictures of the blanket bundle. Then holding the camera with my right hand and hitting record for the movie function, I used my left to lift the corner of the blanket.
“Dear God.” Wrapped in the blanket was a decomposing poodle.
I sat back on my haunches and stared at the dead animal.
“What have I done?”
The yard lights came on. I heard the back door open.
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 “Jennifer! Call the cops!” Darren McDonald stomped out onto his back step and turned more lights on. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Jennifer! Cops!”
I stood, shaking, looking down at the dead dog. Judging by its state of decomposition, it had died quite some time ago and was probably not what they’d buried the other day. I’d dug in the wrong spot. The baby must be buried elsewhere, underneath the overhang of a different patch of lilies.
I stepped from behind the clump of ornamental grass, cell phone in one hand, trowel in the other. Making sure my cell phone was still on record, I slipped it into my windbreaker pocket. I wanted it to catch every bit of the conversation, and I wanted it handy in case I needed to be the one to call the police.
“What am I doing? I’m trying to bring your awful crime to light!” I was furious, knowing they’d killed their infant and had disposed of the body. And I wasn’t going to let them get away with it.
I saw backyard lights come on to the right and left, our shouting apparently waking the neighbors. Thank God my house was far enough away that Clare would not be disturbed. He came toward me, dressed in lounge pants and a rumpled oversized T-shirt with a logo too faded to discern. His hair was a mass of wild short curls, flattened on his right side, as if he’d been sleeping on it, stubble on his face.
“What the hell?” There was enough light that I could see his face was red from anger, eyes wide, spittle flying from his mouth. There was dried white crusty stuff on the right side below his lip; he drooled in his sleep.
“I said, I’m making sure you don’t get away with it!” I screamed, matching his ire in volume.
“Get away with what?” He stopped on the other side of the grass, and I couldn’t see his hands; that made me a little nervous.
“With murder!” I countered. “Your baby.”
He stepped around the grass, breathing hard like he’d run a race, fists clenched. I took a step back and reached in my pocket for the phone, found the keys and pressed 911. “I know you have—had—a baby! Jennifer pushed her around for weeks!”
Faintly, I heard the operator: “What is the nature of your emergency?”
“You—” He shook a fist at me and I thought he was going to strike, but somehow managed to stop himself.
“I know Jennifer is depressed! I tried to help! Tried to do something! But you wouldn’t let me, and now your baby is dead. Murdered!”
“Baby?” The word was strangled in Darren’s throat. “All this—” He pointed at my shovel. “All this is about our baby?”
I heard other voices, neighbors coming out into their backyards.
A siren sounded softly, growing in volume. Too soon for it to be in response to my call. Maybe Jennifer had called them. Good. Darren wouldn’t hurt me and I’d get the police to dig up this yard and find the baby.
“All I wanted was to keep Jennifer’s baby safe!” I dropped the trowel and backed up further when he stomped toward me.
He bent and grabbed the trowel, shaking it at me now.
“Honey?” That was Jennifer; she’d come out onto the back step. “The police are coming.”
“Weldon, right?” Darren shouted to his wife.
“Yeah, that’s Holly Weldon,” Jennifer returned.
“Call her husband. If you can’t find a number, call Keith and Brandi,” Darren hollered. “They know everyone. Get her husband down here.”
“You okay, Honey?” Jennifer shouted.
“Fine,” Darren said as he took another step toward me. “You idiot asshole.”
“I’m the asshole? Where’s your baby, Darren?” I screamed at him. “Where’s your baby?”
“Dead!” He hurled the trowel at the ground and the tip embedded itself near my feet. “Happy? Our baby is dead. Dead. Dead! Why the hell can’t you leave us alone?”
“So you confess.” I had been recording our exchange, and I was confident that admonition would put him and Jennifer in prison, and some measure of justice would be served.
Two policemen—the pair that answered my call when my house had been broken into—came into the backyard. They hadn’t believed me that night, though I’d since proven my claim true. They would have to believe me now.
“Our baby,” Darren said softly, “was stillborn. You dug up our dog, you idiot asshole.”
Jennifer met the police and talked to them; I couldn’t hear the conversation, but I got the gist, her pointing to me and to Mike, grabbing the sides of her head with her hands. She was hysterical.
“I saw you digging—”
“The dog was buried last spring. You saw me digging a hole for a St. Christopher statue. We’re Catholic. Thought it might help us sell this house. We want out of this neighborhood, to leave the bad memories … and you’re one of the reasons.”
The cops walked over, one coming up on either side of me. I had all manner of things to tell them … well, I did a few moments ago. But now my thoughts were jumbled and my questions and accusations warred with each other.
“Stillborn,” I breathed.
“I never met my son,” Darren continued. Tears spilled down his cheeks. “I never got to hug him, to throw a ball with him, take him to school.”
“But the stroller,” I countered angrily. “I saw—”
“We’re thinking of trying again. Not that it is any of your damn business. My wife is in therapy. Her shrink thought the stroller might help her grieve, might help her decide if she really wants to be a mother.”
“Oh God.” I dropped to my knees and covered my mouth. What an awful, horrid mistake I had made.
“You’re the most hateful human being I have ever met,” Darren said, looming over me.
“Holly? Holly?” That was Mike’s voice. I didn’t see him, but the thump thump thump of footsteps brought him close. He stopped behind McDonald.
“Hateful,” Darren repeated. “Awful. What the hell is wrong with you?”
“I—” I looked to Mike and saw his incredulous expression. He was shirtless, wearing a pair of jeans and bedroom slippers. “Where’s Clare?” I whispered.
“In the cradle. I can’t be there and here at the same time, Hol. What’s going on? What did you do?”
“Something wrong,” I said flatly.
“Let me get you home.” Mike reached out and Darren batted his arm away.
“I want the bitch arrested,” Darren said. “That way she’ll have no choice but to leave us alone.” He looked to the police. “You can arrest her, right? Charge her with something?”
Officer Schmidt nodded. “Trespassing,” he said. “Destruction of property.”
“Defamation, probably, too,” the other officer added. He helped me up. “You have the right to remain silent—”
“Just leave us alone,” Darren said to Mike. “Leave us the hell alone.”
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I was home by 7 a.m. Mike put Clare in my arms, said he would call to check on me later, and headed to the train station. It had been a brusque “good morning” and “goodbye,” few other words spoken. He said he was taking the train, too tired to drive. Exhausted … he mentioned that word more than a few times.
I couldn’t blame him for being pissed.
Hell, I was pissed at myself.
And I was so very fortunate that Mike was able to calm the McDonalds down. They decided not to press charges, and so I was released. But a restraining order was in the works. I would not be able to go within three hundred feet of them or their property. That meant I could walk to the far edge of Josh’s yard … but go no farther. And—I had to agree to seek counseling. I figured I’d find someone in the city I could visit with on my lunch hour once I started back to work. It would likely be expensive, but it beat jail.
I took care of Clare and then slept in the chair next to her cradle. I was drained, and when I woke at noon to my cell phone chirping, I couldn’t remember my dreams. It was Mike, checking on me, saying he’d bring home dinner.
Clare started crying, and I joined her, great gulping sobs. Darren had called me an idiot and an asshole when I dug in his yard, and he was right. I was both of those things and a whole lot worse. How could I have thought such awful things about the McDonalds? And why the hell couldn’t I have waited like Dylan told me? He said to stay away while he worked for a warrant, and it was good advice that I should have taken. I saw that he’d texted me twice; maybe I’d answer him later. Egg had called, too, but I hadn’t heard the chirp. How could Egg have found out about this? No charges were filed. He couldn’t have—
Sure, he could have. Dylan used to work in the same division, and he probably called Egg. Dear God, it was probably all through the CPD, and would find its way into the coroner’s office soon … if it hadn’t already.
Laughingstock.
Talked about behind my back.
Tongues in the lunchrooms wagging.
I deserved all of it, brought it on my own damn self.
I cried some more.
Despite the hours I’d slept, I still felt enervated, shattered—physically and emotionally. It was like I was teetering on the thin edge of a razor blade. Was Clare safe with me? Only a few nights ago, I’d killed a man. Last night, I’d gone off in the wee hours to dig up a neighbor’s backyard. I’d left her in the cradle. My precious infant. I’d left her, and like a thief, snuck onto the McDonalds’ property.
Trespassed.
No sane person would have done that.
Maybe I was crazy.
Did Mike have an affair because I’ve been all batshit irrational lately? Too off balance to be with? But all the stuff at Justin’s proved that I hadn’t imagined everything. I wasn’t completely batshit.
Dear God, if I was senseless, what would happen to Clare? The sooner I could get her into a daycare program, the better. That would be my priority today. And the sooner I could get out of this neighborhood, the greater chance I would have for returning to normal. Good thing a realtor was coming over tonight.
Living in this wonderful house wasn’t an option … alienated by Vanessa and her mom’s club over a dating app that hadn’t been my doing, making an ass of myself and getting carted away in a police cruiser—which had been my doing.
I cried until there was nothing left and my chest hurt.
“I gotta get out, Clare-Bear. Move. Get some fresh air. Think. Think. Think. And I gotta stop talking to myself because you can’t understand a word, can you? You don’t know that maybe Mommy’s batshit bonkers.” At least my stalker had been real, right? So real I killed him in the living room. But maybe if I’d been more clearheaded, there might have been another way; he could have lived.
“Shall we go for a walk, baby girl? Down to the park?” I’d be going back to work in a few weeks and so I should take the opportunity. No more free afternoons to push Clare’s stroller after I got back to the medical examiner’s office. Early afternoon now … the neighbors would be at work, wouldn’t see me. Wouldn’t talk about me.
“Mommy could get a lemonade at the convenience store. The biggest they have.”
She made a gurgling noise, which almost sounded like “good.” Clare would not be able to talk for likely another year and a half, but I took her response as an affirmative. I overdressed her, put her in the stroller, double-checked the surveillance system, and strapped on my fanny pack.
“Maybe Mommy will get a Twinkie, too. A big sugar rush to cure what ails me.” Then I’d eat super-healthy the rest of the week to make up for my reckless splurge. Yeah, sure I would. I’d probably overindulge the next handful of days. But a little sweet bender now might make me feel better about myself.
I saw the block through different eyes when I turned right at the end of the driveway. The yards were pristine, postcard pretty, yet they felt cold to me, unfriendly, unreal. I avoided looking at Brandi’s house, fearing she might be looking out the window at me. I’m sure she knew what I’d done last night. I saw Josh out on the sidewalk when they put me in the back of the police car. Therefore Brandi knew. I was ashamed at my bad behavior.
I walked faster, the stroller merrily bumping over the little cracks in the cement. I’d expected to have this all to myself, but there was an older woman walking a Great Dane; I’d seen her out before, effortlessly handling the big dog. She saw me and I nearly waved to her, but she cut across the street to walk on the opposite sidewalk. Maybe she was afraid the Dane would bother Clare … but they’d been face-to-face before; the dog hadn’t even barked. Maybe she knew about what I’d done.
I encountered two more walkers before I reached the park, these middle-aged women in jogging outfits, terrycloth bands on their heads and around their wrists. I thought I recognized one from previous outings. They didn’t cross the street like the dog lady, but they reacted. They gave me pitying looks. I glanced away and saw someone peering out the window at me, shaking her head. Another window-watcher pulled back, like she was scared.
I started to cry again, and I was loudly sobbing by the time I reached the nearest park bench. I sat, turning the stroller so Clare faced me. She looked at me with an expression I couldn’t read.
“Everyone thinks Mommy’s crazy, Clare-Bear. They must believe me an awful person.” What if we hadn’t moved out of downtown? What if we’d found a larger apartment in the same building? I’d thought the suburbs safer. More sane than the big bad city.
Had I ruined everything by wanting a home and a tree-lined neighborhood? Had this idyllic place screwed with my head? Led to a troubled marriage?
Or was it possible that it wouldn’t have mattered where I lived, that this breakdown would have happened anyway?
“Lemonade,” I pronounced, wiping the tears on my sleeve, seeing a woman pushing a toddler on a swing, both of them watching me, not taking their eyes off me. “Maybe you’re right,” I called to her. “Maybe I am crazy!”
I pushed Clare to the convenience store, got my lemonade, and hurried home.
Inside, the surveillance system in place, the walls surrounding me, I could control things.
I felt safe.
    
Dinner was a cup of fire-roasted tortilla soup and deli sandwiches, mine a French dip, his a Reuben on rye. Delicious. We barely talked. It was better than arguing or crying, but it felt itchy and uncomfortable.
“I think I’ll go to bed early,” I said as I cleaned up. “The realtor will be here any moment, and I think after we’re done, I’ll turn in.”
Mike stayed sitting at the table, sweating beer bottle in front of him. He picked it up and ran it along one cheek, then took a drink. “Fine.”
The meeting with the realtor took only half an hour, and I let Mike do most of the talking. We’d list the house at what we’d paid for it, and were willing to bargain down ten to twelve thousand just to get out. The realtor left a folder of printouts of houses in Geneva and St. Charles that were in our price range.
“We’ll look these over and set up some appointments,” Mike said. “We’d like to be in a new house before Christmas. We want a house, not a condo or apartment. Three-bedroom.”
Three months away, Mike wanted to move.
I’d like it to be three weeks. But I knew that even three months would be a rush. Going back to work during the day, packing at night.
The realtor thought he could sell this place within three months. Months. Three months … I could handle that, right? We didn’t have all that much stuff, hadn’t yet grown into this place.
“I’ll put Clare to bed after a while,” he volunteered after the man had left. I think it was the longest sentence he’d uttered to me since stepping in the door.
“I can take care of her. You can watch some television or whatever.”
“Whatever,” he said so softly I barely heard him.
I picked Clare up and took her to the nursery that Mike had lovingly painted and decorated, dressed her in lilac pajamas, brought her into the bedroom and put her in the cradle. I sat next to her, just staring at her flawless face, eyes wide and locked onto mine. Hopefully, some rest would improve my mental state, relax me; I’d feel better. I couldn’t feel worse.
Opening the windows, a breeze drifted in. Warm for September, a perfect temperature, bringing in a freshness that made my heart hurt a little less.
I suspected Mike—whenever he decided to go to sleep—would use the guest bedroom again. Maybe it would take moving into a different house to repair us.
There was a new Nora Roberts book on my Kindle, and a few New Parent magazines on the floor next to my chair. I opted for the Roberts book, sat in the chair, and fell asleep before the third chapter.
I woke just past sunset, but the day hanging on and the sky still light. The breeze was a little cooler, and it brought a stench into the bedroom that turned my stomach upside down. One of the neighbors was burning leaves, branches, and the like … and dog poop. I damn well knew what dog poop smelled like. I hadn’t bothered with pajamas. Still dressed, I decided to go out there and find the culprit.
Clare slept soundly, oblivious to the pong.
“Mike, can you watch Clare? Mike!”
Mike wasn’t in the spare bedroom or the living room. Maybe he’d gone back into work, or out to a bar; he’d left no note. But he certainly wasn’t in the house.
“Looks like you’re going out for a late walk with me, Clare-Bear.” I’d woken her by shouting for Mike, and so I scooped her up, changed her diaper, and put her in a coat and then the stroller. “Just a little walk. Just ’til we find the awful man making that awful smell and—”
And what? Get him to stop? At least give him a piece of my fragile mind. There was no reason to burn such stuff during the week. It wasn’t in the allowed-for burning hours of a weekend. I took my cell phone in case I needed to take pictures, then used it take a quick one of Clare. I realized I didn’t have enough pictures of my baby girl. I needed to download some of them and have actual prints made, something I could hang on the wall.
After checking the surveillance cameras, we were out on the driveway.
“One decent thing, baby, is that too much to ask for? One good night without one of the damn neighbors doing something offensive? One night? One! Can you smell it, Clare-Bear? It’s this way.” I turned right at the end of our driveway, my nose guiding me. Damn good thing the culprit wasn’t toward the McDonalds or I might get picked up for violating the restraining-order-in-progress.
“One good night, baby girl. Mommy’s gonna get us both one good night.” I got to the end of our block, and then partway into the next one. I could still smell the reek, but couldn’t see where it was coming from. It was getting darker, and the smoke must be hiding in the fading light. “Dammit! Dammit to Hell!” I might have said that a little too loud, as a nearby front porch light came on.
“Shit. Shit. Shit.” I crossed the street in the middle—no cars were coming—and started back down the other way, making it nearly into my own block when I saw Mike’s car pull in the driveway. He must have gone out for something. Probably wouldn’t even notice we were gone. One more house and the full brunt of the noxious smell hit me. Looking between two houses, I could see into a backyard where a man in a flannel shirt and dark ball cap was tending a fire with a rake.
“You!” I hollered with as much volume as I could muster. At the same time, my cell phone chirped. It was Mike. I answered it. “What?”
“Holly, where are you?”
“Outside, across the street.”
Mike asked me something else, but I couldn’t hear him, his voice muffled by the pocket I dropped the phone into. The man with the rake was coming closer, stopping in his side yard between the houses.
“Me?” He took off his hat and waved it. “Are you talking to me?”
“Yes, you!” I hollered again, so loud I made a croaking sound. “You! You monster! You’re burning dog poop! What makes you think you can—”
“I’m sorry, lady.” He came a few feet closer but stopped midway into his front yard. “It was an accident, you know, getting Stella’s poop in the leaf pile. I just—”
I screamed and Clare wailed. More front porch lights came on. Maybe Brandi would come out and help me deal with this man. “Just what? You just weren’t thinking, were you?”
I yelled again, and when I stopped for a breath, I heard a siren. I also heard other voices, some of my damn neighbors coming out onto the sidewalk to gossip and point fingers.
“You can’t burn during the week. It’s in the ordinances!” I continued my rant, well aware my blood pressure was climbing. My face felt hot. Clare wailed louder. “You can’t do it! And dog poop! You should be arrested! Rolled away in the back of a police car for all the neighbors to see. Shame on you. The smell. What the holy—”
A police car pulled up across the street, lights flashing. I paused my tirade to watch as the officers—one stocky man, and one young woman, who’d been driving—jogged toward us.
Mike was coming across the street, too.
“Dr. Weldon? Dr. Holly Weldon?” This from the woman officer. I read her nametag: Melvin. Must be a last name.
“Yeah,” I said.
“Dr. Weldon—”
“I didn’t do anything wrong this time,” I explained. “Not this time. This time it was this … this … jerk burning. You can’t burn during the week. And he’s burning dog poop on top—”
“Sorry,” the man said, coming closer but still keeping his distance. “Didn’t realize about the burning. And the dog poop was an accident. I’ll put it out and—”
“Holly?” Mike hurried over and pried the carriage handle out of my grip. “Holly, calm down.”
That only made me more upset.
“Don’t tell me what to do, Mike. Don’t ever—”
“Dr. Weldon”—the woman officer again—“you need to come with us.”
“I didn’t do anything wrong!”
“You’re not under arrest,” she told me.
Brandi and Keith were edging closer.
“Dr. Weldon, you’re needed in the emergency room,” Officer Melvin said, concern clear in her voice. I started to relax. “We need you in the ER.”
“You need my help?” Was it possible they were short on doctors?
“Yes,” she answered, reaching out a hand and taking my arm. “Come with us. We’ll get you there right away. We need your help in the ER now.”
I let her lead me to the police car, looking over my shoulder to see Mike pushing Clare, stopping and talking to Brandi and Keith. There were more than a dozen people outside their homes, and I saw others looking out their windows. Still more front porch lights were coming on, and it was dark now, that little twilight after sunset sucked out of the sky.
“Why do you need my help?” I asked as we pulled away. “A major accident? Short staffed?”
“Something like that,” the pudgy officer said. The lights continued to flash, but they didn’t turn the sirens on. “The hospital’s not far. It’ll be just a couple of minutes.”
I listened to the chatter over the police radio as my thoughts twirled with the possibilities. Maybe there’d been a train wreck or a fire. I’d had contact with enough of the local police for them to know I was a doctor.
We pulled up to the ER and Officer Melvin put the car in park and got out, leaving the other officer sitting. She helped me out of the car and the doors whooshed open for us.
A nurse came up with an empty wheelchair.
“This is Dr. Weldon,” Officer Melvin announced. “My partner called you.”
The nurse nodded.
“Her husband will be coming in a little while to sign the paperwork.”
“What?” Suddenly I had a bad feeling about this. I didn’t see trauma cases lined up, didn’t hear personnel scurrying around like there’d been a major accident. And there was the empty wheelchair.
“Hospital regulations,” the nurse said, looking at me. “You have to ride.”
The wheelchair was for me.
I was the patient.
“Clare,” I breathed. I’d lost my sanity. And I’d just lost my baby girl.
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“What do you think about this house?” The realtor was in his sixties and had what I called a “flop,” long strands of hair growing on the right side of his head that he’d flopped over the top of his bald head to the left side to make it look like he wasn’t bald. A “hair cap.” To me, that looked worse than being bald.
Why couldn’t men rock the Yul Brenner and Jean Luc Picard look? Montel Williams. Bruce Willis. Bald could be sexy. But a flop was … ugh. I had a hard time not looking at it—him being a few inches shorter than me—as he showed us around the house. He’d put some sort of hair product on it—oil or mousse, something that smelled fruity and made the strands stay down and appear shinier than the rest of his hair. It was a good thing there was no real wind today. A good gust might pick up those shellacked strands and have them waving like tall grass.
He took Mike and me around the outside of the house first, enticing us with its curb appeal.
“It’s called a Colonial, one of the most popular home designs in the United States, back to, uh, Colonial times.” He led us on a brick sidewalk, the grass trimmed close. “Note the dormers, twin chimneys, and the narrow clapboard siding. Those are all standard marks of a good Colonial. The roof on this one was replaced two summers ago, and so should be good for another fourteen years. All the windows are double-hung, multi-pane, which protects against heat loss. Good for the utility bill. Deck in the back, and a patio.”
The patio was pretty, and was made of the same kind of brick as the walkway. Rosebushes formed a hedge at the back of the property. Someone had put in a lot of work planting all this stuff and maintaining it. I didn’t notice any errant weeds.
“Let’s go back around to the front, then I’ll show you inside. See how the windows are placed symmetrically on the sides of the double-wide front door, the decorative crown over the door supported by pilasters.”
I’d just learned a new word: pilasters. They looked like columns to me.
It had five bedrooms, four bathrooms, was beautiful, and way the hell out of our price range.
“Why show us this? It’s not in the budget we presented,” Mike said.
“Great neighborhood,” the realtor countered. “Wanted you to take a look. You can make the payments, according to the financial sheet you gave me.”
“Can and want to are different things,” Mike argued. “We don’t want to spend that much. We’ve a baby on the way, and we intend to start a college fund, pay for daycare, and—”
“I got you. I got you.” The man’s head bobbed and I watched the “flop.” It didn’t move, like it was cemented in place. “One street over, something more in your range.”
That house was a “contemporary” with stone siding, no outside ornamentation, an open floor plan, and cathedral ceilings with exposed beams. A better price, but we’d both thought it ugly.
The cottage style he showed us next had a tall, peaked roof, simple windows, wood siding, and all of it was surrounded by flowers and climbing vines. Beautiful, but at two bedrooms, too small. Not that we intended to have more than one child, but Mike wanted an extra bedroom to serve as an office, and I’d wanted a laundry room so I could wash clothes in the house.
Next came a Mediterranean Revival style, which was at the far edge of our budget and needed a new furnace … putting it out of our budget. Southern Colonial, Spanish Colonial, and two Tudors fit in the budget, but we couldn’t agree on any of them. I liked the Southern; Mike liked the Spanish. I liked Tudor A; Mike liked Tudor B.
The wind blew strong and raised the “flop,” making it flap like a one-winged bird when we reached the next target. One the realtor called “an International.”
It had a flat roof, a ton of windows, the walls curved, and the exterior was stucco. The tubular steel rails around the front and back porch and the deck looked oddly modern. But it was all right. And we were close to saying yes.
Until we came to our dream house across from Brandi and Keith’s. We made an offer that day.
Everything might have been better, our marriage stronger, me happier, if we’d went for the International in St. Charles.
“This is the one, Hol,” Mike said, as he put his arm around me and drew me close. “Whoever thought we’d move out of the city?”
We stood on the sidewalk, looking at the front door, both of us with shit-eating grins on our faces. We had a childlike giddiness that, if we could have bottled and sold, we’d have made a million dollars.
“Happy, Hol?”
I nodded. We were going to be a family in this house, and our baby would have a strong foundation. I’d give this baby everything I’d lacked growing up. I squeezed Mike’s hand.
“Are we doing the right thing? Moving out of the city?”
He laughed. “This was your idea.” He kissed me. “At first, it was just your idea. Yeah, we’re doing the right thing.” He pulled me closer and I shared his breath. It was a perfect moment, and I’d never been more in love than I was in that instant.
I woke, crushed that the house hunting had been a memory, no doubt induced by some sedative.
The hospital bed was uncomfortable, the sides raised to make it difficult for me to get out—but not impossible, as I was very familiar with the equipment. But I didn’t escape, not yet. I needed to figure everything out. What happened? Why I was here. What I had done.
Certainly I’d done something.
Like when I’d dug up the McDonalds’ dead dog.
I remembered. I screamed at a neighbor for burning leaves. He shouldn’t have done it. But I shouldn’t have yelled. I’d overreacted. Actually, as I recalled more and more of the event that led me here, overreaction was a serious understatement.
“What time is it?” I didn’t see a clock in the room, and the monitor attached to me read my heart rate and blood pressure—the latter a little high, but it didn’t have a time listed that I could see. The window blinds were cracked open, and it was black outside.
So, late, I guessed. It must be late. It was probably around seven when I’d exploded at the leaf-burning neighbor.
How long had I been out?
Where was Mike?
Clare?
I cried. I’d cried so much the past several days. As happy as I’d been in my memory of house hunting, I was as far on the other end of that spectrum as I believed a person could be. Something was wrong with me. Things in the neighborhood might have exacerbated it. But whatever it was bumping around in my brain or bloodstream had caused me to have a meltdown.
I cried so hard a nurse came in to check on me.
“Dr. Weldon?”
I shook my head against the uncomfortable pillow. I didn’t want to talk to her. I wanted to be left alone to my mess and misery. I watched as she pulled a needle out of her pocket, uncapped it, and reached for my arm. I drew back.
“This will calm you,” she said. “Help you get some sleep.”
I let her stick me.
Give me oblivion, I thought, at least for a while.
“Good morning, Dr. Weldon.” The man who walked into my room after my breakfast of lousy scrambled eggs and too-few strawberries was dressed in khaki pants and a blue jean sport coat over a navy polo. He had a long face, a short-cropped salt and pepper beard, and matching hair that looked like it had been styled at a salon. He reached in his pocket and pulled out wire-rimmed glasses, put them on, and smiled warmly.
“Morning,” I said, not matching his cheery tone.
Sometime before breakfast, they’d taken the guardrails down on my bed, maybe realizing I wasn’t going to escape.
“Do you mind if I sit, chat with you?”
“Who are you?”
Again the smile. “Dr. Higgins. Carl Higgins.” There were two chairs in my room—a private room that looked more like a dorm room than a hospital room. The walls were painted peach, a lighter shade than Clare’s nursery. He pulled the chair with the higher back close to the bed and sat in it.
“You’re not a medical doctor,” I said. He’d be wearing a white jacket if he was, stethoscope either around his neck or in his pocket.
“I have a medical degree,” he returned. “I understand you have a medical degree, too.”
“You’re a shrink.”
“I prefer psychiatrist.”
I let out a deep sigh and wished the uncomfortable bed could swallow me up. I vaguely remembered some horror movie where someone was swallowed by a bed, dying in a gush of blood. Maybe Freddy Krueger. It’d be a fast way to go.
I thought about swinging my legs over the side of the bed and walking out of here. But I was wearing one of those damnable hospital gowns, with the open backs. No sign of shoes or slippers.
“Fine, we’ll chat.”
“Let’s talk about what happened last night. Do you remember last night?”
Too well I remembered it. The episode of leaf-burning had taken a while to come back to me, but it was all there now in glorious embarrassing color.
“Do you want all the vivid details?” He did. But I decided not to replay the shouting part of it.
He didn’t have a clipboard. I figured he’d have one, would be taking notes. But then I noticed the square bulge in his pocket, probably a recorder. Did he need permission to record me? Did it matter?
After I finished, he dropped the smile, pushed his glasses up higher on his nose. What did he need them for? He’d walked in here without them, put them on and read from nothing—not my chart, not the monitor I was connected to. Maybe the glasses were a prop to make him look distinguished. I figured he was in his mid-fifties, not a lot of age lines around his eyes. Good-looking; married, by the wedding band; old-fashioned, judging by the watch on his wrist. Younger people and tech-addicted souls didn’t wear watches; they were on their cell phones so often they got the time there.
“Am I allowed to leave, Dr. Higgins?”
The lips became a thin line. “You’re here for seventy-two hours.”
Oh God. Committed. I’d guessed I was in the psych ward, and that confirmed it.
“My husband signed the papers, didn’t he?”
A nod.
“Was he the one who called the cops on me last night?”
“I’m not privy to those records.”
I suspected Mike did. He’d probably heard my shrieking over the cell phone that I’d not bothered to turn off. He probably didn’t want to deal with me alone … not after the previous night’s foray to dig up the neighbor’s yard. I hoped someone reburied the dog.
“Do you want to hurt yourself, Dr. Weldon?”
Funny, I think Mike had asked me that some days ago.
“No. And just call me Holly. I don’t feel like a doctor here.”
“Holly.”
“No, I don’t want to hurt myself. I have a baby at home. And right now I’m afraid I won’t get to see her again.”
“Are you taking any drugs … prescription or otherwise?”
“No. I am … I was … breastfeeding Clare. I wouldn’t take drugs and do that. But they have given me some drugs here.”
“You sound like a considerate mother, Holly. Let’s work on getting you back to your baby.”
I wanted that oh-so-very badly.
“What about alcohol? Do you drink?”
“I was breastfeeding,” I repeated, maybe a little too tersely. “Mike, my husband, does enough drinking for the both of us. I could show you his bar bills.” I didn’t need to say that last bit, wished I could have eaten those words.
“I talked to your husband earlier this morning. He told me you dug up a neighbor’s lawn, and that there’s a restraining order.”
Where the hell was Mike? Why hadn’t he come to visit me? He couldn’t be at work … and he couldn’t leave Clare alone; we hadn’t arranged a daycare yet.
“He also said you recently shot and killed an intruder in your home.”
I nodded. “All true.”
“How do you feel about that?”
“About what? The digging or the shooting?”
“Let’s take the shooting first.”
I talked about the shooting, the stalking, everything and anything. It wasn’t just because he was a shrink and I felt obligated to perform so I could get out of here, it was also because I needed to talk. My mom’s group had been taken from me. Mike never had time to listen. I needed to talk, and Dr. Higgins was an excellent listener.
“Do you think I’m nuts?” I asked after about twenty minutes.
He watched me silently for an uncomfortable period. “No,” he said finally. “Not at all, Holly. But I think you’re stressed. I think you suffer from postpartum depression, and I think you would benefit from some help.”
As a doctor, I found myself agreeing with him, but I didn’t tell him that.
“Do you mind staying in the hospital for a few days?”
“I thought you said I was stuck here for seventy-two hours?”
He took off the glasses and put them in his pocket. He did look more distinguished with them on. “Whether you stay voluntarily or involuntarily is up to you.”
That was pretty ambiguous, likely intentionally so.
“Do you think I’m a danger to Clare, my baby?”
Again the silence. Finally: “Do you?”
“I don’t know.” It was an honest answer. “I don’t think so. But I don’t know.” I had taken her out on the sidewalk last night when I screamed at the leaf-burning man. That certainly hadn’t been something a caring mother would have done. “God, I hope not.” Maybe I was a danger to myself, too, maybe to Mike. I had killed a man in our house.
“Whether you’re here voluntarily or—”
“I get it, Dr. Higgins. I need help.”
He smiled. It was a warm, engaging smile.
“Then let’s get you to a nicer room, and we’ll talk again tomorrow.”
    
The room was nicer, more like a two-star hotel room than a hospital room. There were no machines or IV poles. And there was a telephone. They’d taken my cell phone. But there was an overnight bag, and inside two pairs of sweatpants, long T-shirts, a pair of pajamas, slippers and tennis shoes. I put on the sweatpants and my Mike Ditka T-shirt, then I sat in the stiff recliner and called Mike.
No answer on the home phone or his cell phone, but I left a message on both.
“I know you don’t want to talk to me. I’m not sure I blame you. But I need to know that Clare’s all right. There’s breast milk in the freezer. I’m sorry.” I was sorry about so many things: my behavior, Mike’s behavior, that we’d moved out of the city.
I desperately needed to know my baby was safe, well, being cared for. If someone would confirm that, I could concentrate on mending my life. I searched my memory for my in-laws’ phone number, getting it wrong the first two tries. But then, success.
“Clare? Mike’s wife?”
“Yes, it’s me. I’m calling from—”
“The hospital. Mike told us. They’re not letting you out, are they?” My mother-in-law sounded worried.
“Not for a while.”
I heard a big sigh.
“I just need to know about Clare,” I said. “I can’t reach Mike.”
“He’s busy. Working.”
“Yeah.” I figured he was working. I also figured he was avoiding me. “I need to know that Clare’s OK.”
“She’s fine. We’re taking care of her while Mike is at work.”
That was some relief, though I was not fond of my in-laws. We’d not seen them since we’d move to Geneva. Hadn’t seen them since the past Christmastime.
“I have breast milk in the freezer, and—”
“Holly, we hope you feel better soon.”
“Thanks, but Clare—”
“She’s fine, Holly. Mike’s fine. We’re all fine. Don’t call us again. It’s not appropriate, given the circumstances. We would prefer if everything is handled through the courts.” She hung up.
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The green pill wore off in the early morning hours, and the nurses took turns coming in to check on me. We didn’t talk; they just checked my pulse, walked around the room, and retreated. Maybe I was on suicide watch.
One set a plastic pitcher and cup on my nightstand and offered me a smile. The water was cold, I could tell by the sweat beaded up on the outside of the pitcher. I poured myself a little, took a sip, and tried to sleep again. This bed was more comfortable, it didn’t make crackling sounds when I turned; there was no plastic under the sheets.
I’d become a doctor because of my first experience being in a hospital. I was eight years old, and my nanny took me to the ER. My parents were—and still are—high-powered attorneys in Chicago. When I was a kid, they worked seventy to ninety hours a week, and I didn’t see them a lot. They showed me affection by buying things … it was more easily done than spending time with me. But that nanny—Grace—spent time.
My appendix burst when Grace was playing Monopoly with me on a Wednesday night. I didn’t want to go to the hospital, I’d begged Grace to help me up to bed. But she called for an ambulance. I remembered the pain had been terrible … especially to the child-me. I also remembered Grace riding with me and calling my parents on the way.
The doctors chatted and I overheard plenty: that I’d nearly died.
I was in there for more days than I wanted to be, though I don’t remember how many. I spent time on IV antibiotics. One of the pediatricians took especially good care of me, sang me songs at night, and checked on me often.
My parents came to visit, but they never stayed long. They were always so busy, cases and clients to deal with. Grace was with me, though.
The pediatrician was special, never seemed rushed, answered my questions, and spent meal breaks with me.
I’d decided on the day I was finally dismissed that I wanted to be a pediatrician too.
I worked hard, finishing college near the top of my class and scoring high on the MCAT. I had scholarships, though that didn’t cover everything. Medical school was expensive.
And then I’d taken my pediatrics training, dropping out to go to work in the medical examiner’s office. I was supposed to go back to work there in a few weeks.
Should I call the coroner and tell him I’m in the psych ward? That might not go well for my future with the medical examiner’s office. I could just mention I’ve been hospitalized and hope they wouldn’t press it, or maybe I could just talk to some secretary who wouldn’t have the presence to dig for more details. Maybe Mike had already notified them. No, I doubt he would have bothered.
“Don’t worry about it. Don’t worry about anything.” Saying the words aloud helped.
Don’t worry about anything except Clare. Except the fact that I’d been talking to myself on and off since getting here. I really needed someone I could talk to.
I’d learned I was able to have visitors, but no one came yesterday, and by lunch today, not even Brandi showed. Egg might not know I was here, and I wasn’t about to call and let him know. My other friends were in the city, and even if they knew, they likely wouldn’t drive an hour to sit at loony Holly Weldon’s bedside.
Resolving not to cry and alert the nurses, I finished my okay-tasting chicken casserole, too-soggy green beans, and the lime and pear Jell-O, which was actually quite tasty. I was lonely, frustrated, angry, frightened, and a dozen other things. And I was missing my baby girl terribly.
I tried Mike again.
Nothing.
Handle it through the courts, my mother-in-law had said. What the holy hell was up with that?
I reached into the recesses of my memory for another phone number and called my mother. I hadn’t seen her since my wedding reception. My parents lived in Glen Ellyn, not a far drive. It was a desperation move, calling her. And I wasn’t sure if I was relieved when she picked up the phone.
    
Anne Marie Collins showed up shortly before dinner and right after my second session with Dr. Higgins.
She wore a beige tweed suit, stylish and expensive; the brooch that sparkled like diamonds was probably genuine. Makeup perfect, short hairstyle in a dyed-blonde bob, she sat straight, shoulders squared, and regarded me.
“Thanks for coming.” I was in the recliner near her, our knees about ten inches apart. I’d hoped she’d lean over and kiss me, touch my arm, bring flowers, something mothers were supposed to do.
She looked around the room. “This isn’t awful,” she pronounced. “Doesn’t smell like a bottle of Lysol like the rest of this facility.” She’d exaggeratedly drawn out each of the syllables, fa-cil-i-ty, making it seem distasteful. “They should have put you in one of the better facilities downtown. This little burg probably doesn’t have the best psychiatrists.”
“Mother, I—”
“You were lucky I’d wrapped the litigation this morning. Otherwise, I could not have left work. I wouldn’t come here after dark. I prefer not to drive out of the city after dark.”
My mother was an attorney, the lead partner at Collins, Stillwater & Dempsey. My father was an attorney, too, but early on they’d decided it financially more stable to work at different firms. He was the corporate attorney for some fast-food franchise that was headquartered downtown. Both made a lot of money, worked a lot of hours, and probably didn’t see much of each other. I suspected they liked it that way. Neither needed to work, all the money they’d stockpiled, their investments. I wasn’t sure they’d be happy not working, though.
“Thank you for coming, Mother.”
She didn’t reply to that, just eyed me up and down.
“I’m in a mess, Mom.” I started to tell her about the shouting match with the neighbor that resulted in me being here. I figured I’d move on to the man I’d killed in my living room. But I didn’t get past the burning leaves.
“Holly, whatever mess you’ve made, you need to get yourself out of it. You’ve relied on me and your father to bail you out your whole life. We’re not going to do it again. Thirty-five, you need to handle your own problems.”
I wilted. “Mom, I—”
She made a huffing sound. “Do you remember your sophomore year in high school?”
That was going on twenty years ago. I nodded, knowing where this was headed.
“You were caught drinking. Drinking! And at an underage party. That boy’s parents came home and called the police. You were arrested.”
I hadn’t actually been arrested. They hauled eight of us to the station and threw us in a cell to scare us, which worked. We were fined.
“Your father and I had to bail you out.”
They paid my fine.
“Three years later in college. It happened again.”
“I wasn’t drinking then.” It had been my freshman year. I’d been studying so hard, sleeping so little. I ended up with mononucleosis, fell asleep, and missed an exam. I’d called my parents because I was distraught. I’d just wanted to talk, and instead, my father called the professor to convince him I should retake the exam at a later date. I hadn’t needed him to do that. Didn’t want him to intercede. I just wanted to talk.
“Italy,” my mother added.
It was my turn not to say anything.
“You lost your passport. Remember?”
I was numb, wanted to crawl into bed and pull the covers over my head. I thought having someone to talk to, even my mother, would be better than the emptiness in my room. My life was one bad decision after the next.
“You called us,” she continued.
Looking for advice, not for them to fix it. I would’ve fixed it. I just wanted advice.
“We had to find an attorney in Rome. Thank goodness Gerald knew someone. Your father pulled in a favor and straightened the matter out.”
I’d never gone overseas again, not wanting to risk a repeat.
“I’m not sure why you called me today,” she said, her voice brittle. “Except that you needed someone to give you a verbal ass-kicking. You made a mess, clean it up.”
I nodded, as if she was right.
“I don’t need to hear what kind of a mess it is, what the hell you managed to do to get yourself locked in the psych ward of this bitty-burgh hospital. At least it was nothing to put you in the newspaper. Gerald would have been livid. You interrupt other people’s lives for your problems, Holly. You always have. Now, how much money do you need to pay for all of this? Isn’t your insurance good enough? And where’s your husband? Why isn’t he dealing with this?”
It took everything I had not to cry.
“I don’t want money, Mom. Just need a little support. Just wanted someone to listen, to talk with.”
“Isn’t that what they have psychiatrists here for?”
“Those times when I’d called you … I didn’t need help. I just needed you.”
My mother’s head rose on her thin neck. I noticed a strand of silvery pearls, tasteful.
“Mom, you’re a great lawyer. Dad’s a great lawyer. But you weren’t the best parents.”
“Not the best? You arrogant—” She stood, color coming in to her cheeks. “We fixed things for you, Holly. How can you say—”
“Rarely did you put me first, anybody other than yourselves first. And here I married a man with the very same problem. Do you know you have a granddaughter? She’s beautiful. Her name’s Clare. I vowed I wouldn’t do what you did, ignore her, foist her off on a nanny. I promised Clare she would always come first.”
For an instant, my mother’s expression softened, then her eyes glimmered darkly.
“A granddaughter. How old is she, Holly? And you only tell me now? This is you putting her first? Well, you keep putting her first. And put yourself last. You put yourself last and see how that works out for you. I’m going home, and I’ll tell Gerald tonight about our grandchild. Maybe you can email a picture to us if you get out of here.”
She left.
I waited until I could no longer hear her heels clicking on the tile floor. I heard a cart clatter by, a nurse pushing meds merrily along. I hoped the nurse would bring some for me, to send me off to oblivion again for a while.
I waited heartbeats longer, and then I let myself cry.
My mother just did me an inadvertent favor, teaching me a lesson I’d desperately needed to learn. As much as I loved my daughter, it was not right to always put her first, not all the time. I’d let myself become lost. My relationship with my daughter and husband was splintered.
To get my daughter back, I was going to have to put myself first.
I needed to take care of myself.
I needed to repair my broken life and mend the hole in my heart.
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It was tastefully decorated in rich browns, creams, with a white ceiling. Framed posters on the walls were of coffee being poured, beans harvested, and top-down views of mugs that had frothy white designs of hearts, flowers, and leaves.
The place smelled incredible; I inhaled as deep as possible and held it. I always loved the smell of coffee. Sure, I liked to drink it, but I thought it smelled much better than it tasted.
It was a small coffee shop, a dozen round white tables, each with three white chairs. Half of the tables were occupied, and half of the customers were ignoring each other, eyes glued to their cell phones and tablets. I wanted to tell them to talk to each other. If you’ve a person sitting across from you, be human.
I picked an empty table at the front, where I could look out the window—the view a string of cars parked at meters. I glanced from the olive green Subaru SUV to the red Chevy pickup to the blue Mustang, to a white sedan with a dent in the passenger door.
The waitress set my order down: an extra-large cappuccino with a deep layer of foam on top. Probably a lot of caffeine and calories. And it would probably go down fast and I’d order a second. I wasn’t breastfeeding, so I could indulge. Besides, in the three days I was in the hospital, I’d lost ten pounds.
I’d finished the first and was on my second when Mike’s car pulled up across the street. Late. But he showed up.
I’d been released from the hospital after seventy-two hours, as promised, Dr. Higgins declaring me relatively sane. I’d had three long sessions with him, and I was scheduled for another tomorrow, our last. After that, I’d find a therapist that didn’t have a PhD, and so wasn’t as expensive. Dr. Higgins said he’d give me a short list of recommendations. It was a good idea, therapy. After everything I’d been through, and all the weird-shit notions tumbling through my head, talking it out with a trained professional would help me. And insurance would cover most all of it.
Dr. Higgins had determined I wasn’t a threat to myself or others. He also determined I was depressed. I filled three prescriptions at the pharmacy before coming to the coffee shop. The pills were nestled in my fanny pack; I promised myself I would dutifully take them and check for side effects.
After we were finished here, I’d go home. As much as I had come to hate the neighborhood, I was looking forward to sleeping in my bedroom and taking a steam shower.
“Hey, Holly,” Mike said as he sat across from me, setting his briefcase at his feet. “How are—”
“I’m fine. Or on the road to being ducky.” I held the mug to my face, inhaled the fragrance, and studied the surface. That way I didn’t have to look into Mike’s eyes.
“Good. Good to hear it.” He reached down and I heard the latch open on his briefcase, some paper shuffling. The waitress came back. “Just coffee, cream, and sugar.” He sat straight and put a file folder in front of him.
Mike wasn’t wearing his wedding ring.
I felt a rock form in my stomach.
“What’s that?” I nodded at the folder. I figured we’d be talking about selling the house, trying to salvage something between us, looking elsewhere. I’d heard from Brandi—who called me yesterday—that Mike was looking at houses at the other end of Geneva.
“Divorce papers.”
I sat the cup down, fearful I’d drop it. Suddenly my chest was tight and the cappuccino was fighting its way back up my throat. Settle down, Holly. Settle down. Settle. Settle. Settle. Deep, deep down I’d known this was a possibility, especially after my mother-in-law mentioned “court.” But I’d figured Mike—who was not wearing his wedding ring—would just mention the possibility of divorce. Here he already had the paperwork; that must have kept him busy, putting it all together so quickly.
“You don’t want to give us a chance?”
He shook his head, lips a straight line, expression grim. I finally looked into his eyes. They were dark, hard, and cold. I used to love staring into them. Now I had to glance down—at his hand where the wedding ring should be. I felt sick and pushed the cappuccino away.
“These papers include a summons for a court date and the standard dissolution of our marriage.”
I reached for the folder, took a deep breath and opened it, started paging through it. I made him sit there, as I slowly read sections. He’d probably hoped I’d take it to read later. Maybe he was being polite to stay, some shred of loyalty to me remaining. Certainly, the love was gone.
His wedding ring was gone.
I stared at my left hand, the gold band, warm looking in the light that came in through the window, the oval diamond of the engagement ring glimmering.
Instead, I focused on all the sheets of paper.
There were sections about money, alimony, and child custody.
“I think we should divide all our marital assets evenly,” he said.
“I see that you’ve covered that.”
“And I’m asking for full custody of Clare.”
“No.” I dropped my left hand beneath the table and made a fist, my fingernails digging painfully into my palm.
“To be more precise, the paperwork covers my getting full custody of Clare until we can have a child custody clearing.” He hadn’t taken a sip of his coffee, probably wasn’t going to, had just ordered it … because.
The bell clinked and a pair of elderly men entered, the one trailing using two canes. They were dressed similarly, drab green pants and loafers, flannel shirts with T-shirts under them, the white showing where the collars were unbuttoned. The man with the canes in blue flannel, his companion in red, the material at the elbows shiny and thin-seeming. Both had white hair, bald in the center on top. They nodded to the woman behind the counter. I wondered if they were brothers.
“Your usual, Mr. Abernathy, Horace?”
Both men nodded and picked a table near the center.
I returned my attention to Mike. “These papers, divorce, all this is fast like lightning. I’m going into therapy, Mike. Are you sure there’s no way—”
“I hurried this because of Clare. If we didn’t have a child, I would have waited until you were emotionally recovered. I wouldn’t have put one more stressor on you.”
“Nice thought.”
“But because of Clare, I’ve no choice. I had to do this immediately. The hearing date is Tuesday.”
Fast. Could I even get an attorney by then?
“Clare needs her mother,” I countered.
“Right now, Holly, I don’t think you’re capable of taking care of her. What Clare needs is someone who can take care of her.”
“Mike, I can—”
“As an attorney, I thought it was super-important to get this custody matter in writing immediately.”
“Mike, this is wrong. You’re wrong. Except for one thing. You’re right that our marriage is over. I was crazy thinking we could repair it.”
“Crazy?” He leaned back in his chair, and I hoped it would topple, that he’d smack his head on the tile. I noticed the two old men were watching us. They had hearing aids; maybe high-tech ones that were letting them catch every word. “Crazy? If they let you out, they don’t think you are, obviously. But you’re not stable. You were psychologically projecting your own paranoid feelings on the McDonalds, especially when you accused them of murdering their child. I mean, really, where the hell did that come from out of your brain? You dug up their dead dog. Who does that?” He kept on this train for a few moments; I only half-listened.
Psychologically projecting … Mike was correctly using psychoanalytical terms, but I knew he’d never studied them. He must have pulled them out of a medical encyclopedia or off a website.
“You were stressed and angry, Holly, and rather than admitting that and seeking the help you so desperately needed, you saw your own rage and frustration manifested in the behavior of others. Subconsciously, I believe, you wanted to be rid of Clare so you could go back to the freedom you enjoyed before. Clare was cramping your style. Maybe you wished it would have been Clare buried in the backyard.”
I didn’t say anything. I wanted to. I wanted to scream at him, call him a liar, evil, hateful. But this was a public place; I noticed video surveillance. I did not need to be recorded going into a hysterical fit.
“So that’s why I want Clare, Holly. It’s for her sake. Her safety. Her future well-being and security.”
“Where’d you get all the words, Mike?”
“What? What do you mean?”
“Psychologically projecting, manifesting frustration. Those aren’t your words, Mike. The internet? One of the partners at work?” Maybe the attorney who’d sent me some of those dick pics. “Where’d they come from?”
He heaved a big sigh and looked around the coffee shop, signaling a waitress. “It seems I’ve let my coffee get cold. Could I have another?”
She took his cup and retreated.
“Where, Mike?”
He waited until his fresh cup came, and he took a sip, backing away from it because it was obviously too hot. He ran his thumb up and down the handle. “My girlfriend.”
My stomach knotted tighter. “Must be getting serious, this girlfriend, if the two of you are discussing our marriage, impending divorce, and my mental state.”
He took another sip.
“How serious, Mike?” I glanced at the two old men, who were intently watching us. I hoped they were getting some entertainment value. “What role will this new girlfriend play in Clare’s life? Is she going to be Clare’s new mommy? Does she have any children? So this girlfriend … she wasn’t just a skank willing to sleep with married men who picked her up in an overpriced bar? Will she—”
“None, Holly. She’s not going to play any role. She and I broke up last night.”
Wow. Broke up after he’d decided on the divorce, as he must have started this paperwork the night I went to the hospital … or earlier.
“I broke up with her after I saw her with another man. Last night.”
Wow again. “She played around on someone playing around, eh?”
Mike gave a sad chuckle. “I confronted her late, late last night, about the man I saw her with. She told me that she was a professional.”
“A hooker?”
Mike shrugged. “Not exactly, I don’t think. Said she was hired to be that man’s girlfriend for a while. Then she told me not to talk to her in public anymore, that it might lose her money. Said she’d been hired to keep company with me, too, but that job was over.”
“A hooker.”
Mike glared. “I don’t think that hooker is the right—’
“Call girl. Prostitute. Whore. Streetwalker. Pro.” I came up for air. “Hooker. Hooker. Escort. Does escort settle better?”
He continued to glare.
“Who hired her to cozy up to you, Mike? To wreck our marriage?”
“I didn’t ask her. And I don’t think she wrecked our marriage. I think you managed that on your own.”
I bristled and remembered the video surveillance in this shop, not wanting to chance that, if I exploded, Mike might obtain it and use it to show some judge just how unstable I was. Knock out any chance of my getting Clare.
“I’d like her phone number. You have her number, right?”
He nodded. “I was just a john, I guess.”
“I want her number.”
He shook his head.
“You want me at that hearing Tuesday, want me not to dig in my heels and stretch that out?”
“Shit, Holly.” He passed over his cell phone and I scrolled through it, finding the obvious name: Sarah Angel, a small pic—she was beautiful and haunted looking—and a number. I wrote the number down and copied it into my phone for good measure. Something was seriously rotten, this woman being paid to come on to Mike. Clearly, someone was trying to drive a wedge and ruin our marriage. Why?
I intended to find out what was really going on. It would give me something to do after hiring an attorney and planning for Tuesday’s meeting. I would fight for Clare and discover what the deal was with Sarah the hooker home-wrecker. And I’d find a way to use Sarah in my bid for my baby.
“Did you fall in love with Sarah Angel, Mike?”
“I don’t know.”
“When did you fall out of love with me?”
He didn’t answer.
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Asshole. He didn’t even pick up the check for our coffees, just got up and left me … and left me with the bill. I took off my ring and held it in my palm. We’d picked it out together one snowy late afternoon in the Loop. We’d been walking down the street, looking at the Christmas decorations in the windows, playing a game of “what thing in that display would you pick to take home?” You know, what sweater would you wear? What pair of shoes would you try on? That game.
Then we came to the jewelry store window.
“What one would you pick?” Mike asked.
I ogled the rings and pointed to an oval diamond with two smaller diamonds on each side that sparkled like miniature stars. “That one, I think.”
“Then I’ll buy it. And let’s set a date.”
I cried happy tears.
I was crying now as I squeezed the ring so hard the diamond bit into my palm. I released my grip and slipped it into a pouch of my fanny pack. Then I stared at my left ring finger. There was a white band of skin, slightly indented. The rest of my hand had become tanned from my walks and the time I’d spent outdoors. The white stripe seemed like a scar.
“Are you all right?” The waitress hovered over me.
I nodded, didn’t look up, fished around in my wallet for a twenty to cover the coffees and a tip. “Fine, thanks.” I left the twenty on the table and hurried out onto the sidewalk, tears running down my face.
I felt so empty.
I felt a world of things … disbelief, devastated, betrayed, angry, uncertain, lost, and above all of those, alone.
I sat in my car, forcing myself to stop crying. Deep breaths. Deep. Relax. Like hell I could relax, but I managed to get myself under control. I should have realized the marriage was over when he kept staying “at work” so late, when I saw the charges for the hotel. Dear God, our finances. Would he drain everything before we could divide it up? If he’d been planning this for a while, had he secreted away some of our investments? Did I give a damn? A doctor, a medical examiner, I made good money. But it was the principle. That asshole wasn’t going to rip me off, and he wasn’t going to take Clare.
I suspected Clare was with my in-laws right now. I could drive over there and demand her. Or I could be smart, talk to an attorney first, get some good advice and not do something stupid or insane that could ruin everything.
Deep breath. Deep breath.
I took out my cell phone and pulled up the number for Sarah Angel, Mike’s hooker ex-girlfriend. I touched the entry and heard it ring, didn’t really expect her to pick it up. But she did.
“Hello?”
“Sarah? Sarah Angel?”
“Yes. Who is this?”
“Sarah, my name is Holly Weldon and—”
“Oh.”
I heard music playing in the background, something slow and bluesy like you’d put on at night to get romantic to, not morning music.
“You’re Mike Weldon’s wife,” she said.
“Yeah, I’m that Holly Weldon.”
The music clicked off.
“What do you want?”
Other than a time machine to reset a lot of things in my life?
“Just to talk. Just for a minute.”
“Uh, okay, I guess.”
I heard some papers shuffling. I figured I better make it quick so she wouldn’t hang up on me; I probably wouldn’t get another chance to talk to her. I wanted to sit down face-to-face.
“Sarah, Mike gave me your number.”
“Oh.”
“I want to meet you.”
“No. I don’t think that’s a good idea, Mrs. Weldon.”
“Dr. Weldon.” I decided in that instant I didn’t want to be called Mrs. anymore. “I’ll make it worth your while. I’ll pay for your time.”
“Pay me? I don’t think—”
“Seriously, Sarah, I will pay you. One hour. What’s your price? We can make this nice and friendly and I’ll pay you for your time. Or I can get an attorney, maybe contact the police.”
Sarah. What the hell kind of name was that for a hooker? It should be Cotton Candy or Lacey Drawers, Chantilly, Violet, Crystal, Sugar Cookie, Destiny, Jade, Kitty. Hooker-type names flitted through my head while I waited.
“Sarah? How much?”
There was another stretch of silence and I worried she’d hung up. But I heard breathing.
“Two hundred,” she said. “One hour.”
“Fine.” I didn’t have that much money with me. But I was optimistic I could get it.
“Three-thirty,” she returned. “The Draft Bar. Know where it is?”
“No, but I can—”
“West Irving Park, near O’Hare. I’ll give you one hour of my time. Tops. Don’t be late.” She disconnected.
I Googled the place, a fifty-five-minute drive from Geneva. It wasn’t the bar she’d been meeting Mike for drinks, and thankfully it wasn’t all the way downtown. I hated finding a place to park right downtown. Maybe she’d picked it because she had a client nearby. Or maybe she’d picked it because she didn’t.
I stopped at an ATM and withdrew as much money as it allowed—three hundred. Relieved there was that much in the account, I knew I’d have to get an attorney ASAP so our finances could be protected until they were divided. Again, I wondered if Mike had socked some money away … or had blown more than I knew about on the hooker.
I got there at three, wanting to select the table, check the place out. Happy Hour started at three, and I ordered one of their well drinks, a rum and cola, intending to nurse it through the entire meeting. It had been a long while since I’d had anything alcoholic, and wasn’t sure how my system would react. I’d really wanted one of those fruity froufrou drinks, like a strawberry daiquiri with crushed ice, sugar-salt around the rim, a little paper umbrella sticking in it. God, I wanted one of those. Tonight. I’d stop at a grocery store on my way home—I wondered where Mike was living, certainly not at the house—and get the ingredients. Make my own, cheaper, and no worries of driving back from a bar or restaurant drunk. That’s all I needed: a DUI while heading into a custody battle. I wasn’t breastfeeding any more; I might as well indulge and drown my sorrows. First, I better check the prescription instructions, see what alcohol would do with the pills. I had the medicine in my fanny pack, a quick look-through. Yeah, I could indulge.
It was a sports bar, and televisions were spaced high along shiny wood-paneled walls. Drippy icicle lights, like you see dangling from eaves at Christmas, hung in between them. No games of any kind in progress, apparently; the channels were turned to CNN.
I glanced at the other patrons—not many. During the week, typical work hours, there were four men at a table near the bar, dressed sort of in uniforms, short sleeve blue shirts, blue jeans, likely from a local company, here on a break. They all had tall beer glasses. There were two older gentlemen toward the back, both with caps, canes, and playing a card game, big beer mugs and a plate of nachos. A couple in their twenties were all over each other. I scooted my chair so they were out of view.
The door opened and Sarah Angel strolled in. Tall, thin, moved like a cat, athletic looking. She had on purple leggings, high heels, and something that passed for a dress, black, coming to just below her hips. Her hair was black, too, straight and glossy. She was beautiful.
I waggled my fingers to get her attention, but I hadn’t needed to. I was the only patron sitting alone. She slipped out of a purple shrug and draped it over the back of her chair, sat, and I counted her necklaces—five, a mix of chains and beads. Long dangly earrings. She had a diamond stud in her nose, a hoop in her eyebrow, a little tattoo on her neck, an artistic red heart that looked like a brushstroke.
“Mrs. Weldon,” she said.
“Dr. Weldon.”
“Sure.” She drummed her fingers on the table. I reached into my fanny pack and pulled out a bank envelope that had two hundred dollars in it, slid it across the table. She was fast to take it and put it inside her own purse, a small black stylish thing that hung on a long cord. Her fingernails were manicured to points, painted peach and yellow like a sunset, little motes of glitter on the edges.
Sarah looked expensive, and I could see why she’d caught Mike’s attention. But at the same time, she looked “cheap,” and I thought her appearance screamed call girl—though maybe I was angry and prejudiced.
“What do you need to talk about, Dr. Weldon, that we couldn’t have managed on the phone?”
“I didn’t want you to hang up on me.”
Sarah studied her fingernails. “What’s to stop me from walking out? Same difference.”
“I paid you.”
“Fine. So what do you want to talk about?”
“You and Mike—” I started. I reached in my pocket and turned on the record function of my cell phone.
“We’re over,” Sarah said. “Done. History. A nice fling. He was exceptional in bed … if you’re curious. Very inventive. A man who takes his time.”
I simmered. “Honestly, I don’t care what you and Mike did.”
“Really?” Her eyebrows went up and the right side of her lips twitched in a smirk.
A waitress came over, dressed in an umpire shirt and white short shorts.
Sarah gave her the up and down. “I want an extra dirty vodka martini with bleu cheese stuffed olives, served in a chilled martini glass. Can you do that?”
The waitress nodded and scurried away.
“Then what do you care about?” Sarah asked. Her voice was rich, and I imagined that she could sing.
“I just want to know who hired you to sleep with my husband.” There. That was it. All I wanted. Direct, and hopefully she’d answer. I suppose I could have asked her that over the phone. But I’d wanted to see her close up, make sure she told me the truth. I picked up my rum and cola and took a big swallow, the sweetness filling my mouth and the alcohol going straight to my brain.
Sarah laughed gently. “I figured you’d want to know all about where we went, what we did, if there were pictures.”
I took another swallow. “I don’t care about Mike’s extracurricular activities. Not anymore. Please. Just tell me who hired you.” I wanted to know who was behind wrecking our marriage.
Sarah’s drink came and she played with the olives before putting one in her mouth, then taking a sip of her martini. She made a face, as if it wasn’t to her liking. She scooted back from the table and stood.
“We’re done here,” she said.
I reached forward and grabbed her arm. Impulsive, and rude, and I tugged her back down.
“Do you know what I do for a living, Sarah? I’m a medical examiner, downtown. I’ve seen girls like you, carved up by their clients. Sure, you’re a little more high-end than the prostitutes who make it to my slab, maybe your clients aren’t as rough—”
“I never said I was a—”
“Okay, escort. I’ll call you an escort. Sarah, I know a lot of police officers, detectives, from my work as a medical examiner. Some of them are on the vice squad. You either answer my question … truthfully … or I will call in every favor owed to me by every detective in the entire Chicago Police Department. They will hound you, drive you out of business … or maybe they’ll just find a reason to toss your pretty little ass into prison. Your choice.” I let go of her arm.
Her eyes were daggers aimed at me. “A woman named Belinda Somethingorother hired me to pick up your husband at a bar he apparently frequented after work. It took a couple of days, a couple of tries to catch his attention. Eventually, he agreed to go back to a hotel with me. I picked a nice one, your husband being an attorney, he could afford it.”
“Why?”
“No idea, and it doesn’t matter. Not my concern. It was just a job.” Sarah shrugged. “Belinda even told me what to say, gave me a script to follow. It was weird, but it paid well. And then the gig ended, and so I broke it off with your husband and moved onto the next.”
“Belinda?”
“Belinda. Give me a minute, I’ll remember. Paige.” Sarah got up again. “And no, I don’t have her phone number or address. She found me through a service. That’s all I got, sweetheart.” She stepped away from the table, gave me a sad smile, grabbed her shrug, and left.
I sat, stunned. Belinda Paige. Belinda Paige. Belinda Paige. The name was familiar. I’d heard it before. Where? Someone Mike had mentioned from work? Someone from the neighborhood? The neighborhood!
I’d met Belinda Paige. Twice when I was out walking with Clare. I think she moved into the two-story next to Brandi.
What the holy hell?
Dear God, what the holy hell?
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Belinda Paige.
Once.
Twice.
I’d met her on the sidewalk while I was pushing Clare. She’d seemed nice, friendly, and normal. But she’d been stalking me. Her and the man I shot in my living room, both of them stalking me. Maybe they’d been related.
How could one stretch of rural America … one short block … produce such twisted awfulness? I counted myself part of that mess, as I’d bothered Jennifer McDonald, and went so far as to dig in her yard.
One rural block of madness.
I parked in my driveway and sat in the car, listening to my cell phone’s recording of my conversation with Sarah Angel. She clearly said Belinda Paige.
I trembled, confused and furious. Had I done something to this woman? Or was I some random target? Her a nutcase that did sordid things for a hobby? A well-to-do nutcase, as Sarah Angel’s time wasn’t cheap.
I listened to the recording one more time, rubbed the dried tears off my face, dropped the cell phone in my pocket and went across the street. I saw Brandi looking out the window, though she was trying to be secret about it. I pretended I didn’t see her eyes between parted blinds. The nearby two-story was my target.
An older home, there was evidence it needed a little sprucing. Paint on the trim was chipped in places, and some of the bushes out front needed to have the dead branches trimmed. The grass was a tad on the long side; I knew she had a lawn service, as I’d seen the Lawn & Order truck pull up a few times and disgorge its riding mower.
Deep breath, Holly. Take another one.
A small sign in the yard near a weeping cedar read: Dr. Paige. It pointed to a side entrance. The sign wasn’t all that noticeable—I’d not seen it on my walks, and I wondered if she was allowed to operate a business in this residential neighborhood. I suspected she wasn’t. In all my trips around this neighborhood, I’d never seen a home business. I took out my phone and Googled her.
“Oh my.” Belinda Paige was a therapist, and she listed this address. A therapist?
Apparently, Dr. Paige saw patients in her home.
I went to the side and opened the door, didn’t bother to knock. Directly inside was a large office, what might have been intended as the home’s living room.
An elderly man was sitting on the couch, reclined like you see them doing on television. Dr. Paige was catty-corner on a chair.
“Excuse me, Henry,” Dr. Paige said. “An emergency has come up that I must attend to.”
The man swiveled and stood, frowned.
“No charge for this session, Henry. Come back tomorrow, same time.”
He grumbled, nodded, and brushed by me on his way out.
Belinda Paige looked familiar, not familiar in the sense that I’d seen her on the sidewalk twice, but niggling at my brain acquainted.
“Would you like to take a seat, Holly?” Belinda looked businesslike as she gestured to her couch, just like I was one of her patients.
“I’ll stand.”
“As you wish.”
I leaned forward on the balls of my feet. “Who are you?” There were a dozen questions lined up behind that, but it was the first to come out.
“Whatever do you mean? I’m Dr. Paige, Belinda, your recent neighbor. We’d met before.”
She’d showed so little reaction to my walking into a therapy session. I’d have thought she’d be upset, tell me to get out, call me rude. But she regarded me with innocent wide eyes highlighted by heavily mascaraed lashes. I remembered the phone in my pocket, reached in and turned on the record function … not sure why, but maybe I’d want to listen to this exchange again.
“Who are you?” I repeated. “And why the hell did you hire a prostitute to sleep with my husband?”
Belinda shifted in her chair so she could regard me straight on. No change in her professional demeanor. “Why, Dr. Weldon, I was hoping to ruin your marriage.” She paused and smoothed at a wrinkle in her pencil skirt. “Did it work?”
I thought I might explode. I felt hot instantly, like I’d popped myself into an oven, the air was charged and breathing was difficult.
Calm down. Calm down.
Sarah Angel was the final nail in our marriage coffin, but she hadn’t been the only nail. Our marriage was teetering before she seduced Mike.
“Why? What did I ever do to you?”
Belinda continued to smile sweetly. “You murdered my niece, ruined my family.”
I felt the office spin and I nearly lost my balance. I reached out and grabbed the edge of a bookcase. All the colors—various muted shades of brown, olive green, white—they swirled. Belinda in her black pencil skirt, yellow blouse, looking like a bee. She stood and the colors swam faster.
I swallowed and bit the inside of my cheek so hard it hurt and I tasted blood. It served to ground me and put the colors and angles back in place.
I remembered now why Belinda Paige seemed familiar. I’d seen her in the doorway and out in the hall at the hospital during my pediatrics residency.
Six years ago.
I’d talked to her. But I’d talked to so many people at the hospital during those years it had taken a while for the memory to surface.
Belinda Paige was Meredith Light’s sister. And Meredith was the mother of the little girl who was to be dressed in pink, the one who died.
“After my sister lost the baby, after you murdered the baby—and left the hospital as evidence of your guilt—she tried to get her life on track. She did for a while, but things sort of fell apart.”
Deep breath. Deep breath.
“I didn’t kill the baby. I—”
“Of course you did. You left the hospital as evidence of your guilt,” Belinda said louder.
I leaned against the bookcase, fearful I might fall.
“That was years ago. Why now and—”
“My sister died last year, committed suicide, and that was after her marriage fell apart. It was by chance … no, fate … that I saw you here in town, at the grocery store. You were pregnant, smiling, laughing with the clerk at the register. I followed you and found out where you lived. Then I bought this house.”
“I don’t—” This was ridiculous. I didn’t kill Meredith Light’s baby. Sure, I’d quit pediatrics, and the Light baby was the nudge. But I only assisted with that case, and all the odds were against that infant.
“My sister was so depressed she pushed her whole family away, even me. It took a while, but she divorced her husband. I tried to be a good sister, drove her to psychiatry appointments … she didn’t need my counsel, never counsel family. She went often, but never got better, and I wondered … not about my sister, but about you. I wondered why you, a resident pediatrician, would apologize to Meredith the way you did. Did you do something wrong? I tried to make an appointment with you to talk about it. But when I inquired with the hospital, they told me you were no longer with the pediatrics program. That’s when I knew it was all your fault. I realized you’d been fired. I talked to Meredith; I needed her permission to request medical records, but she said no. Eventually, Meredith stopped therapy.”
“I’m sorry, but—”
“Then my sister turned to drugs and alcohol, and over the course of two years, I watched her unravel. In the end, she drove her car into a tree, drunk and high on opioids. The police called it an accident. But I know it was suicide. My sister killed herself because of you. And you killed her baby.”
“Belinda. I did not kill—”
“You were smiling, laughing, happy in the grocery store. And pregnant. You didn’t deserve happiness or a family. And my sister deserved revenge. She’d been happy until she went to your hospital. She was married. I had patience to put it all together.”
I wanted to leave. Get the hell out of this house and call the cops. Dylan, Egg, every cop who would listen. This screwed-up woman was certainly guilty of something, right? Was it illegal to hire a prostitute to entice someone? To break up their marriage? There had to be a charge that would fit. I wanted to leave, but I had to know all of it.
“It took planning, money, manipulation. Jennifer McDonald, she was a patient of mine, had been for a couple of years. What an amazing opportunity to relocate my office to the neighborhood where both you and Jennifer lived.”
“Jennifer—”
“At first, I treated her for subsyndromal depression, not terribly serious, she was functional. But then, after she lost the baby, it became a clear clinical depression, feelings of emptiness, worthlessness, guilt, hopelessness, thoughts of death and suicide. She was reactive and very anxious. I should have treated her just with medication. But instead, I told her she should pretend that she had a child, walk around the block with a baby carriage, carry a doll … to see if she wanted to try to have another child. Then after you showed interest in her—and I told her to avoid you—I had her stop with the whole pretend baby thing. It was perfect, you thought she’d murdered her child. Just like you murdered my sister’s baby.”
The room started spinning slowly. I closed my eyes, focused, and again wondered if I should get the hell out of this office.
“Justin Schumacher, he was another patient of mine, bipolar, and I used his brother’s prison death to stir his emotional pot, encourage him to seek revenge on you. It did not take much coaxing.”
“You’re a monster.”
“No, I’m a therapist, Holly. And I used my skills to make you pay.”
“Justin paid with his life.”
Belinda shrugged nonchalantly. “He was pretty worthless. No great loss to society. I was glad he didn’t kill you, though. But I’d hoped he would have made you suffer a bit more. That gun … I didn’t know you had a gun. That escalated everything. Poor Justin. After you went and got that gun—”
“You’re mad.”
She glared at me and gripped the arms of her chair. Then she made a tsk-tsking sound and gave me a condescending look.
“Josh and his chainsaw?” I had to know if he was a patient, too.
“I didn’t convince him to do anything to you, Holly. Josh is just an asshole.”
“What about the internet?”
Belinda tipped her head, as if she didn’t understand.
“Facebook, the dating site?”
“Oh.” Revelation showed on her face. “I almost forgot about that. Yeah, I did that. I set you up with a lurid internet profile. I heard from Brandi that it caused a world of problems, kept you from getting in a top-notch daycare, caused problems for your husband at work. The internet is a marvelous tool, isn’t it?”
I had enough of a confession from her. Nothing that would be usable in court, but enough to get the police involved. I started backing toward the door.
“Not happening,” Belinda said as she stood. “I can’t let you leave.” She reached for a desk drawer, and I panicked, turned and was at the door in two steps, hand on the knob, when I heard a gun cock. “Don’t move.”
I paused.
“After Justin, after you went and got that gun, I had to dig in the boxes to find my dad’s. Back away from the door, or I’ll see if it works.”
Like in slow motion, I inched around. She was less than ten feet away. The gun was big and looked heavy; she held it with two hands. A Dirty Harry “make my day” gun. If she fired it, I suspected it would throw her off balance; I knew it would if I did. And her stance was wrong, her aim would be off. But it was a big gun. Did I want to risk it?
“You don’t want to kill me, Belinda. The police will—”
“—do nothing. You’re unbalanced, Dr. Weldon. You were committed—by your husband—to the local psych ward. You dug up a neighbor’s dead dog. You killed a man in your house. You scared the hell out of Otis Dolan, who was burning leaves. You came in here and threatened me. I was only defending myself. And I’ll conveniently erase my surveillance feed. My word against a dead woman’s … a dead woman who’d been on a psychotic tear through an otherwise perfect neighborhood.”
She’d been recording me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the camera. Probably had been recording the session with the man who’d left minutes ago.
“The police will do nothing,” she repeated.
Which meant I had to do something. I leaped to my side as the gun went off, a horrendous deafening bang. The shot blew a big hole in the door, and if I hadn’t moved, I probably would have been splattered all over. I vaulted toward her as she struggled to bring up the gun again. She hadn’t set her feet like my teacher had showed me, and so the recoil had made her wobbly.
I barreled into her, slamming her into the desk. She dropped the gun and pushed me away, reaching for it. She said something to me, but I was breathing too hard and my heart hammered too wildly. It sounded like gibberish.
I kicked at the gun, clumsily, trying to knock it away. Instead, I’d landed a blow to her arm. She howled, and I kicked again, this time aiming for her and connecting solidly. Everything seemed to happen all at the same time.
Belinda stretched up and grabbed my hair, and her maddened wide-eyed expression loomed large. Spittle flecked the corners of her lips, where some of her lipstick had comically smudged.
“Bitch!” she keened. “You ruined lives! You need to pay!”
I’d already paid for a lot of things.
I’d never taken a self-defense course, but I’d watched plenty of action movies. I tried to picture some of the moves and jerked my elbow up, connecting with her jaw and whipping her head back.
“Bitch!” she squealed louder.
I tried the elbow strike again and she let go of my hair. I kicked at her legs, once, twice, and I balled my fists and punched her. One blow landed against her breast, another hit her sternum, and I heard the air whoosh out. I figured I had the upper hand, but I’d been focusing on her face. Belinda grabbed my arms and pulled me in, while at the same time she lifted her knee into my stomach and drove me back against a chair.
We toppled, her on top, and she started pummeling me. My head throbbed and there was a deep pain in my stomach. She continued to punch at me with her right fist, her left closing on my throat. My back wasn’t flat against the floor, I was bent awkwardly across the fallen chair. I didn’t think there was a part of me that didn’t hurt.
My senses swirled and she looked hazy now, as if I looked at her through a veil of smoke. I was losing consciousness, maybe going into shock. She would kill me and get away with it.
“No,” I managed. My hands flailed at my sides, fingers brushing the pen she’d been writing with. “No.”
“How does it feel?” Belinda was kneeling on my stomach, using her weight to hold me down. She punched me in the chest, her left hand on my sternum now, pinning me. “To lose your life? Like my sister’s baby lost hers? How does it feel, slipping—”
With all the force I could summon, I lifted the pen, clicking it, driving it up and into the side of her neck.
“How does it feel?” I echoed.
Belinda made a gurgling sound, her eyes bugging with surprise. I felt her shudder and her grip against me evaporated. It was a lucky blow, but I wondered if my knowledge of anatomy helped me land it. I knew how a body works, and how it breaks.
I pushed her off me. She was still breathing; blood was spilling onto her fancy blouse. Her chest heaving, she looked up at me and I brought my face down to her ear, hoping her surveillance would not catch this.
“That’s a fatal wound, Belinda,” I whispered. “It’s an extracranial arterial injury to the brachiocephalic artery. Your head and neck are feeling cold, right? Your arms are going to lose feeling. Wait, they already have.”
I pushed myself to me feet and spoke louder. “I’m sorry that your niece died and that your sister killed herself. It wasn’t my fault.” And you shouldn’t have tried to take my family from me.
I reached in my pocket for my phone, pulled it out and saw the screen was cracked. The phone was trashed during the scuffle. I used the phone on her desk to call for an ambulance and the police. I knew the ambulance was a wasted call, that she’d be dead before they could get here. I also knew that I could have tried to save her life, so I set about trying to make it look like I had.
I put on a good show for the camera.
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The house was on Fox Grove Lane. I’d been here a few times before, but I had to use GPS today because I got turned around in Barrington’s curvy streets. It was probably worth at least a million and a quarter, especially given its location. I sat in my car at the end of the driveway, staring at it, thinking.
For all the reasons I didn’t want to go inside.
The inside was lavish, and the people I’d conversed with there at parties were snooty, as if being in such a home put them above common folk like me. It had a marble foyer, two dining rooms, and a gourmet kitchen that would make Gordon Ramsey drool. Brazilian cherry—I know because Mike told me, granite, crystal, coffered ceilings, wainscoting everywhere, a two-level wine cellar, outside a fire pit off an expansive patio.
No, easily a million and a half. Maybe two.
It had been a week since I’d killed Belinda Paige. Three days since the first of a handful of scheduled court hearings on the demise of my marriage.
I’d come here to pick up Clare. That first hearing had gone in my favor—so far as I was allowed to rotate weeks with Mike until a final ruling came. I’d gotten a good attorney, who’d told me there was a good chance I’d get full custody, that Mike’s drinking and his affair with a prostitute would help my case.
The fact that I’d killed two people—a home invader and crazy Belinda—would not come into play. Inadmissible, no effect on the crumbling marriage or my ability to take care of Clare. More so because, in either case, I was not charged with anything. Self-defense.
Was it with Belinda? A doctor, I’d known exactly where to strike a fatal blow. And honestly, for all the heartache she’d heaped on me—and the fact that she’d shot at me, I’d wanted her dead.
Wasn’t sorry she was dead.
I was sleeping just fine at night.
No regrets that I killed her.
My therapist was a little concerned about that last bit; he said I had “issues to work through.”
What I really needed to work through was this divorce.
We were amicably dividing the physical things; the financial stuff was taking more work—as he had tried to hide money. The house was up for sale, and there were two interested couples.
I was back at work, but I was casting my eyes elsewhere. I needed a fresh start away from Chicago and the suburbs, where all the bad things the neighbors loved to gossip about wouldn’t follow me.
The front door opened—a beautiful oak door with beveled glass windowpanes. Mike stepped out onto the stoop and waved. He looked good. Handsome. Casually dressed, obviously not going into the office today. He’d told me he was still on track to make partner, but it was likely a year or so away now, not a couple of months.
I’d told him I was sorry about the delay. But I wasn’t sorry; I was still bitter that he’d been so easily manipulated by Sarah the hooker, and that he’d been unkind to me.
When I had lunch with Brandi yesterday, she asked if there was any chance of a reconciliation. She said she didn’t want me to leave the neighborhood. I told her Mike and I were being civil, but neither of us wanted to kiss and make up.
But we’d promised each other we’d make sure Clare was happy and cared for—loved.
“I just hope she grows up as strong as her mother,” Brandi said.
I smiled at that. It had been a while since I’d genuinely smiled.
I got out of the car and walked up the driveway.
“You’re looking good, Hol.”
“You too.” I waited a beat. “I’m here to pick up Clare.”
“I know.” He gestured behind him. “Want to come in and have a coffee? Go sit out by the fire pit?”
I shook my head. “Just came for Clare.”
He looked sad, but nodded. “Be right back.”
He came out a few minutes later, Clare in his arms, a tote bag over his shoulder. “Her favorite toys. There are some new ones in there.”
I took Clare and he walked me to the car, watched as I put her in the car seat, then handed me the tote bag, which I sat on the floorboard.
“I’ll come by next weekend and get her,” he offered.
“No, that’s okay. I’ll bring her out.” I was staying in an apartment in St. Charles, and I didn’t want Mike there—didn’t want anything of my old life there. I didn’t want to stay in the Geneva house until it sold … I couldn’t stop seeing the blood on the carpet, despite the cleaners having removed all the traces. I couldn’t stop hearing the arguments that Mike and I had there.
And the McDonalds said they would stay in the neighborhood if I moved out. I figured that was the least I could do.
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I poked my head into his room, seeing him awake, propped up on extra pillows, monitors blinking and the numbers I could see from this distance looking good.
“Hey, Andrew.” I stepped inside and offered the boy a big smile.
“Drew,” the boy corrected.
“Drew. Thought I’d check on you before I headed home for the day.”
His parents sat side by side in not-quite-comfortable straight-backed chairs. They looked at me, the mother’s face reading anxious.
“How are you feeling today, Drew?” I moved close where I could see the monitor numbers better, picked up the chart at the end of his bed, and read the latest entries.
“Okay,” he said. “I guess.”
Drew was seven, though he looked younger because of his small size.
“Are you a doctor or a nurse?” He looked serious.
“I’m a doctor. I’ve worked here almost four years.”
“Haven’t seen you here before.”
Talkative little guy. I had time to oblige him. I took his pulse. “I work in the lab.”
“But you’re a doctor?”
I nodded. “Yep, Drew, I’m a doctor.”
I put on the blood pressure cuff. Nurses usually did these checks, but I was here and it all seemed so natural.
“We want to go to Disney World when I’m better.”
“A fine idea. I love Disney World.” But I hadn’t been since my freshman spring break.
I noticed his parents watching me intently. The mother’s anxious expression had not relaxed.
“Do you have kids, Dr.—”
“Dr. Holly Newton. Blood pressure is good,” I directed this to the parents. “Yes, I have a daughter, Clare, she’s four.”
“Have you ridden on a plane?” Drew persisted. “We’d have to fly to Disney World.”
“I’ve been on several planes.” I smiled, this a mask. I detested flying. “It’s fun to fly.” I hated to lie to kids.
“Do you like trains?”
“I prefer to take the train.” That was true. Except I wasn’t fond of the Metra that ran from Geneva to downtown. That was a time of bad memories. The trains I took now were the old ones that cut through the mountains, dinner excursions, mini-vacations. Wonderful trains and even better company.
“Do you like steam engines or diesels?”
“Steam. Definitely steam.”
He yawned. “I’m tired.”
“Then you should rest.” I walked around the end of the bed, close to the boy’s mother.
“Are you a pediatrician?” Her eyes met mine; I hadn’t seen her blink.
“I’m a pathologist. I work in the lab.”
St. Francis in Colorado Springs was a large hospital at more than five hundred beds. It had a big laboratory, and I had come to love working there. I tended to get most of the pediatrics-related cases.
“Really? A pathologist? You seem awfully good with kids,” the mom said. Finally, she blinked, gave a half smile.
“I was trained in pediatrics. Listen, I finished running the tests, and I wanted to come up and tell you in person. The numbers are good. Very good. One of the pediatricians will be by in the morning with more information. But I wanted you to know so you’d sleep well tonight.”
Her smile grew and reached her eyes. Drew’s mother had beautiful green eyes.
“That was nice of you,” the dad said, “taking the time to come by.”
I’d gotten better about interacting with parents and patients … moved on from that terrible day in my residency when the girl who was to wear pink died.
“You have a good evening.” I backed out of the room and headed toward the elevator. I was looking forward to a hot shower and dinner at a friend’s. My cell phone chirped as I rode the elevator down.
“Tim!” My husband, Tim, was an architect for the largest firm in Colorado Springs. In the small world department: his brother owned the pet shop my old friend rented an apartment above. It was actually a big, beautiful apartment. And through her, I met Tim.
“You finished with work, Hol?” Tim called me that, too. Men seemed to like one syllable.
“Yep, done for the day. Hey, Jo was wondering if we’d come over to her place for dinner. She texted me a little while ago. Clare loves playing with Murphy, who puts up with her, and—”
“That’d be great,” he said. “I’ll head home now. See you in twenty.”
“Uh, Tim—” My grin was wide and I was happy I was the lone occupant of this car.
“What? Everything okay?”
“Tim, on the way back from dinner maybe we can run by the hardware store. Pick up some light blue paint. We might need it for the nursery.”
“So we’re having a boy?” Then I heard him say: “We’re having a boy! A boy!” to whoever was in the office with him.
“I gave myself a cell-free DNA test and found traces of a Y chromosome in my bloodstream.”
“Whatever that means,” he said.
“It means, sweetheart, we’re having a boy. Clare will have a baby brother in a little more than seven months.”
I heard him exhale, voices swirling around him. I picked up “congrats,” and “awesome sauce.”
“I’m happy, Holly,” Tim said. “See you in twenty.”
I disconnected.
I was happy, too. Life hadn’t worked out the way I’d expected, but it was pretty good all the same.
The elevator dinged, the doors opened, and I stepped outside.
More than pretty good actually.
It had turned out perfect.
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EXCERPT
Alert from Morgan Heights Correctional Facility: There has been a change in status for an inmate you are tracking. Inmate #33614 Hank B. Turner’s status has been updated to Paroled. You are receiving this message because you are subscribed to…
I read the email three times, hoping that I had misread it; that the words would rearrange themselves and say something different. They didn’t, of course. The man who had abducted my son eight years ago was walking free. All the air left the room, leaving me alone with the sound of my own heart pounding in my ears, drowning out everything but the panic as memories I had struggled to put behind me came surging back to the present as clear as the day they’d been inflicted.
“Elaine, are you listening?”
I blinked away the burn of impending tears. Seven other parents watched me from the edges of a large round table in one of the classrooms of Greenway Heights Preparatory Academy. Everything from concern to outright judgment was present and accounted for. I forced words out of my throat. “My husband’s company can donate laptops,” I said. “I’m sure he can provide software, as well; we just need to tell them what we want.”
Linda Keeler put a hand on my knee under the table. Her southern drawl drew at least as much enmity from the other parents as my brief lapse of attention; I wasn’t totally alone here, at least. “That would be just fantastic, Elaine,” she said. “I think that covers the robotics club, then. Anything left?”
The rest of the members of the Parents’ Board of Extracurricular Activities seemed satisfied enough, and so began the process of wrapping up the meeting. While they did that, I found myself watching the windows that looked out over the school’s perfectly landscaped central courtyard. I needed to see Jake, to remind myself that he was there with me. I knew he was, of course, and that he was safe, but my body refused to believe it until I could put my hands on him and hold him.
“The next meeting is Tuesday, March 12th at 4 p.m. All agreed?” Jessi Wyndam gave me a pointed look as if I was the only parent to get bored with these meetings or who sometimes had to reschedule.
“I’m sure I can manage,” I said. Not that it mattered; the decision had clearly been made.
As the other parents left the table, Linda leaned toward me. “I think Jessi’s just pissed that you one-upped her. I wouldn’t pay her any mind, hon.”
“I don’t,” I said. “And I didn’t, did I?”
“You really must have been out of it,” Linda said. She snorted. “She offered to bake some kind of gluten-free, vegan, alternative sweetener garbage for the Junior Developers’ club for their big showcase day.” She opened her mouth and poked one of her pink-manicured fingers toward the back of her throat. “I bet her kids binge on Skittles and Mountain Dew when she’s not looking. I know for a fact that her husband stops by Burger King every day after work before he goes home.”
I wanted to muster the good humor to give Linda a genuine laugh, but all that came out was a weak chuckle.
Linda wasn’t buying it either. “Are you okay, sugar?” She looked into my eyes, her brow knitting as she searched for something there. Nothing got past Linda, but this time there was nothing to find.
“I’m a little tired,” I said. “I should go get Jake. And call Nathan about those laptops.”
“He’d better make sure they’re top-notch or you know Jessi’ll complain at the next meeting about ‘commitment to excellence’ or some other passive aggressive nonsense.”
Linda and I both stood from the table and gathered our purses. They were almost a match though that wasn’t intentional. At least, I hadn’t intended it.
Filling my part of the conversation as well as hers, Linda offered, “I’ll walk with you. Jake and Ty are probably still at Robotics Club. Can you believe what kids get up to these days? When I was eight, I don’t think I knew what a damn ‘robot’ was.”
I wasn’t much good for any conversation on our way through the trophy-laden halls of the school. The place was a maze that I hadn’t quite memorized, so I relied on Linda to guide us toward the classroom where our two sons’ club took place after class hours. Consequently, I also had to match her ambling pace while she delivered all the gossip she could think of. Most of it, I didn’t even hear. My stomach was tied in knots and my hand ached from gripping the strap of my bag too tightly. From the classroom where the PBEx met, it was the first left, the second right, and then the first left, wasn’t it?
Linda took a turn that I didn’t expect, proving it was a good thing I hadn’t left her behind. The sounds of chattering kids met us at the corner and I sped up to follow the noise toward the door of the technology lab. I drank in the relief of arriving like it was oxygen.
That is, until I looked into the classroom to find Jake. The kids were all putting away their projects on the shelves at one end of the room, but Jake wasn’t with them. His coat was still hanging by the door. “Jake?”
Mr. Edmond, the teacher who ran the club, looked up from a conversation with one of the students and blinked at me through his Coke-bottle glasses. “Mrs. Jennson,” he said as he approached me, “there you are. Is Jake not with you?”
“With me?” I asked, incredulous. “No, of course he’s not, he’s supposed to be here. Why isn’t he?”
Mr. Edmond shook his head, his hands spread. “I’m so sorry, he said he wasn’t feeling well. He told me you were here for a meeting, and he was going to find you. You saw him after class, I believe?”
“He never made it to me,” I snapped. “When did he leave? You didn’t go with him?”
Linda cleared her throat from behind me. “I bet he’s visiting the restroom. Why don’t we go check?”
My face had grown hot. I didn’t need Linda to manage me and almost told her that… but she had a point.
“He left here about half an hour ago,” Mr. Edmond said. He pointed to my left down the hallway. “The nearest restrooms are over there, but I’ll phone administration and have them call for him over the PA just in case. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, Mrs. Jennson. He’s a very smart boy, so I’m sure he hasn’t gone far.”
I didn’t wait for more assurances or excuses. While Linda retrieved Tyler, I stormed down the hallway to the restrooms and checked both the boys’ and girls’ rooms. Jake wasn’t there.
It took an effort for me not to scream aloud for him as dark futures played out in my panicked imagination. It wasn’t difficult math. The man who claimed Jake was his son was out of prison, and now my son was missing. Again.
And what kind of mother did that make me? I’d lost my son for the second time.
Get your copy of The Found Child here.
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