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3:17 AM, February 1907 - Bemidgi, Minnesota
She stood staring at someone she had loved. Glancing down at the papers that had fallen from his satchel when she accidentally knocked it off the table, she just stood there stunned. How could she have been so terribly wrong?
She didn’t have time to calm herself as he came walking into the room. She looked up at him with her feeling of disgust clear on her face. “How could you be involved in something like this? I just don’t understand.”
“What are you doing with that,” he screamed at her as he grabbed back the documents. “How dare you violate my privacy?” He pushed the documents back into his satchel and firmly secured the lock.
“Privacy has nothing to do with this. This is evil.” Looking at him with her eyes now open to see him for what he really was. She gasped. “My God,” she said, as the reality suddenly struck her. “You are evil. This is what you’ve been up to all this time.”
“Evil?” he snarled at her. “You think this is evil? What do you know of evil?” His fist swung up to her jaw, and she fell backward against the bed. He stormed toward her. His fury was so great he felt he would explode with it. She had ruined everything. He couldn’t leave her alive now.
She was crying and trying to fight him, but her heart was broken and fear had her paralyzed. No one had ever raised a hand to her before. Her face hurt so badly where he had struck her that she thought her jaw might be broken. She was unable to think straight from the shock of her discovery and this violence from someone she thought she knew so well.
The rage on his face was outside her experience; her late husband had been such a mild-mannered man. This man, her lover, was out of his mind with anger, and she had no idea how she was going to protect herself. She had to protect herself to stay alive and protect Katherine.
But as the realization hit her that her daughter’s only chance lay in her hands, she also knew she was not going to survive this night and would not be able to save her. As she was losing consciousness, her final thought was, “Run Katherine, run my darling little girl.” Then suddenly all thought, fear and pain stopped.
***
“Mama! Mama!” she screamed. The flames were so hot they hurt her face even this far away. “Mama!” The little girl’s big brown eyes were red and swollen as she hung tight to the neighbor lady’s neck. As they moved further away from the house she was screaming in panic. Why wouldn’t they help her get to her mama? Why was everybody just standing there watching the house burn?
Katherine was terrified, caught in a nightmare that had started a little over an hour ago. So little time and yet, young and frightened as she was, she understood very clearly that her life was never going to be the same.
“Shh, little one. Your mama cannot hear you anymore,” The old woman tried to soothe the child in her shaking voice thick with a Swedish accent. Peggy Johansson hugged the terrified little girl tighter. How were they supposed to explain to a child not much older than three that her mama was dead, burned to death in that blaze? The whole family was gone now, but for this poor little thing.
Harald had died of the scarlet fever. Then little Chrissie found dead in bed with Katherine from the same terrible plague that had swept through Minnesota a few short years ago. Her papa had brought them here from the big city for a simpler life. Well off enough he didn’t have to worry like his neighbors whether or not his small crops or forest acreage prospered, Harald had always been the first to come to the rescue when a neighbor needed help. Peggy remembered them all kindly.
Why she and Nils had lost their own son, Henry, that same winter after Chrissie died and just weeks before he was to marry. Oh, those were bad times, she sighed. Now this dear, sweet woman gone too and only this sweet little child was left. The sadness was like a heavy weight in her chest.
She wondered briefly about Sarah’s boy; a young man he’d be by now. He’s always seemed to love his mama so—took such good care of her after his papa died. Then he had suddenly vanished. Surely he couldn’t have survived on his own all this time. No, she felt certain the boy was dead too. Sarah would have heard from him. The girl’s shaking in her arms, brought Peggy back from the memories.
Tonight as Peggy Johansson and Nils, her husband, had settled down in their parlor for the evening, Peggy had briefly gone to the window to see if the snow was still coming down. It had been sporadic for the last few days with little accumulation. When she pulled back her curtains, she noticed the strange moving light in the distance—it was coming from the farm across their pasture land. She’d seen it before and knew this meant someone had a fire—a serious fire.
“Nils, fire! There’s a fire at Sarah’s!” She and Nils grabbed their coats, hats, and gloves and ran out of their farmhouse. They had rushed across the pasture, but could clearly see that the house was being completely destroyed and so was anyone inside. Then as they held each other and moved past the spring house, they’d heard her. By this time other neighbors began arriving. Nils and the other men had gone to the well to try to keep the fire from spreading. But there was nothing that they could do to prevent the horror that had already occurred.
Little Katherine was quieting now. The fire had started to die down and the entire house was gone. She didn’t feel the cold as the fire died down. Nor was she aware any longer that Peggy was humming in her ear and rocking her from side to side with tears of her own running down her weathered cheeks.
She looked down at the child whose face was covered with grime streaked with so many tears. What had she been doing hiding in the spring house? In this cold weather she could have died in there. Why if she and Nils hadn’t heard her whimpering as they passed the door way, they’d never have found her in time. Whatever the reason, thank the good Lord she hadn’t been in the house with her mama when that fire started. She’d be dead too.
Katherine was off in her own private hell. Why hadn’t she stayed with mama when she heard her scream? Why had she run out the back to hide in the “little house” as she and Mama had called it? Why had the mean man come to their house?
Her next thought was about her brother. Everything would be okay. He would come and find Mama and things would be okay again. She’d never met him, but Mama had made sure she knew lots about him. How he had carried Chrissie to his fishin’ spot every weekend during good weather and had taught her to be quiet so the fish wouldn’t know they were there.
She put her head down on Peggy’s shoulder and trembled with fear and shock. Her thoughts drifted off to the times when Mama had told her about her brother. Mama, she thought, lots of times she was very, very sad, but never angry with him. Sometimes she would hear Mama crying in the night. Other times her eyes were so sad Katherine could see the tears in them. Some nights before bedtime, Mama would spend the time she spent brushing her long, long dark hair sharing wonderful stories about him when he was a little boy–about his freckles that crossed over his cheeks and across his nose like hers, and how smart he was. This was their “special time; Mama sharing Harry with her.”
A shiver went through her. How would he ever find her? He would come find her! Yes, he would come for her. She just knew it! And he would help her find Mama. What was it Mama always said? “Keep believing and good things would come to you.” Well she was going to keep believing in Harry.
Meanwhile, old Peggy was facing a very tough reality. Sarah was dead, and this poor, little child now had no one but them. She knew that she and Nils were too old to take on the responsibility of raising the girl. As much as they loved Sarah and her child, she knew the impossibility of them living long enough to raise her. She would need a good stable home soon and one that would last her for at least another fifteen years.
If only their Henry was still alive, but there was no use standing here any longer wishing for something that could never be. The child was near frozen. They should get her indoors quickly. They’d take Elizabeth to their nearby farm and care for her until other arrangements could be made. Looking into Nils’ weatherworn face, she saws the understanding on his face as he started to lead them down the road toward home.
Another half dozen or so of their neighbor men remained behind to put out the fire. It was obviously too late for anyone inside what had been a lovely little house. It wasn’t like some of the earthen houses found in this part of the country, but a substantial little house with plenty of room for what had been a lovely family of five. Their concern now was keeping it from spreading to the forest nearby. The cold and the snow that had started falling again just minutes ago would help, but vigilance was still called for.
As they walked into their pasture, they stopped and looked back once to let it all sink in. It had been kept from spreading to the nearby forest land they so prized in this part of Minnesota, but they had lost something much more valuable this night.
As they moved along, Nils turned and took the child from Peggy’s arms. Katherine snuggled into his warm coat and felt herself getting groggy. As she fell into a deep sleep that would dull the horror of the last hour for too brief a while, Mary had only one thought…
Where is Harry?
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The Escape
As he drove south, he found himself gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles had gone white.
What the hell had she done? The bitch had had to die; there was absolutely no getting around it. How dare she think she could question him? Look down on him? Judge him? His work was important, vital and was none of her business. He could feel the rage start to course through him again.
He took a deep breath. He had loved her…in his own way, but yes, he was better off with her dead. He would not have to be concerned with her telling anyone about her discovery earlier this evening. He felt himself starting to relax. He hadn’t realized how tense he had gotten over the shock of her discovery. As if she could understand what he was doing! She had no idea just much he achieved in the time he spent away from her.
Ah, yes, now he was feeling under control again. Soon he would be back where he belonged and could get on with his life. No one would ever be the wiser. No one ever knew how often he came to see her. The house was set back enough in the forest that the neighbors couldn’t see who came and went.
Yes, he was safe now; safe from the obsession that kept him coming back, safe from her discovery. Now that she was dead he could start a new future, free of the weight of what he had known for years was risky to his own welfare; and after all, nothing was more important than his welfare.
Then he remembered that not all risk had been eliminated. What if the child had survived? Damn the girl. Where had she been? He had called out to her; tried to get her to come to him. She had not responded; he’d heard nothing. Well, he would just have to keep an eye on the local newspapers for awhile and find out if someone found her; dead or alive.
***********************************
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From Haven To Hell
Peggy and Nils had been up with Katherine three times the night before. Her nightmares woke her screaming and so frightened that it would take an hour to get her settled down and asleep again.
The sleepless nights over the last ten days were taking a toll on the aging couple. The poor child couldn’t help it; they understood that and had avoided taking any action on finding a permanent home for her because they didn’t want her to lose another home so soon after losing her mother. She needed a little time to feel safe again.
Unfortunately they couldn’t put it off much longer; something would have to be done about finding a home for her and soon. A big concern to both of them was that she didn’t seem to remember much. She barely spoke and when she did, it was just to say a polite “yes ma’am” or “no sir”. She needed help they were unable to give her.
As they sat at the kitchen table talking about what to do next, there was a knock at the door. Nils answered to find a very prim woman in a heavy coat opened enough he could see the expensive looking suit beneath. Her impractical shoes now wet from the slush created by the snow that had started falling about half an hour ago.
“Ah, Mr. Johansson,” she stammered fumbling with several sheets of paper, “Nils Johansson?”
“Yes, ma’am. How can I help you?” Nils didn’t much like what he saw.
“My name is Elsie Randolph; I’m with the county social services office, sir. I’ve come to inquire about a child…ah,” she shuffled some more papers, “a three year old girl named Katherine Larsson.”
“Yes, come on in,” Nils stepped back making way for the thin, stern looking woman to enter the entryway of the farm house.
Peggy came out of the kitchen removing her apron and stood surveying their visitor. She didn’t much like the looks of this one, she decided, but as any good Christian woman, she was willing to hold judgment which wasn’t hers to make, after all. She could see from the look on Nils’ face that he wasn’t going to be as charitable as she.
They led their visitor into the parlor, with its old, comfortable and well worn furnishings. Miss Randolph seemed to be uncomfortable touching the furniture, but finally sat on the edge of the chair opposite the couch where the old couple settled themselves. Nils thought she seemed a might too uppity, to his mind.
“Is the child here with you then?” their visitor inquired looking from one to the other of the old couple.
“Yes, she is. She’s napping right now,” Peggy responded. “She’s been having a terrible time of it since the fire.”
“How so?” Miss Randolph asked.
“She’s very quiet, poor thing. Kind of off in her own little world, she is. Doesn’t hardly speak unless spoken to and she’s been having nightmares that near to scare the life out of her,” Peggy explained.
“Well, yes.” Miss Randolph responded. “That doesn’t sound too unusual considering. Well,” she sniffed, “Have you been contacted by any relatives?”
Nils and Peggy both shook their heads sadly. “No,” Nils replied. “There aren’t any relatives living that we know of. She did have an older brother, but he disappeared years ago and no one’s heard from him since.”
“Ah ha, well then.” Miss Randolph stood and faced them, “I’ll have to take the child with me Mr. and Mrs. Johansson. She’ll be placed either in the county home for orphans or in foster care. There’s not much choice really with foster homes so sparse in this area, I suspect it’s going to be the orphanage for her.”
“That’s a real shame. The girl’s as sweet as can be and as polite and well behaved as any little girl could possibly be. She deserves to have a happy life, that little one does,” Nils angrily advised this woman who he had now decided he definitely did not like. And uppity didn’t even cover what he was thinking of her right now.
“Well,” Peggy interrupted, “can we come and visit the child now and again? We’re quite attached to her and we were so fond of her mama.”
Miss Randolph cleared her throat, “No, no. That’s not allowed at all. Best she cuts ties and gets on with her new life, now isn’t it?” Shaking her head she looked at the couple for agreement that wasn’t forthcoming. “Yes, well, would you please get the child? I need to get her to the county home before nightfall. They don’t much appreciate late arrivals, and the roads are starting to get bad.”
Nils and Peggy looked at each other, neither happy with what was going to be done and knowing there really was no choice. Nils left the room, and a few minutes later he returned with Katherine still sleeping with her head on his shoulder. “She really don’t have any things. Everything burned up in the fire,” he explained.
Peggy leaned over and kissed the sweet, small cheek and tears came to her eyes. “Adjö barnet,” goodbye child, she whispered to the child in her native Swedish. Peggy knew in her heart she would never see little Katherine again.
***********************************
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Find The Child
She was dead, but what about the child? Townsfolk told Frank a variety of stories about what had happened that night, but one thing was certain. The child had survived. There was a variety of information depending on the personal opinion of the teller. Like any juicy story, everybody had an opinion.
No one in town knew him so he was able to ask just about anyone about the story that had been published in the local paper just two years earlier. Why had it taken him so long to pick up on this? Well, it was too late now. He carefully approached the sheriff’s office.
Opening the door he found it almost identical to most any small town police station. The old scarred heavy wooden desk and chair, shuttered windows to at least attempt to keep out the cold, cells in the back and the smell of very bad coffee on the wood burning stove that also served as a heat source in this lousy Minnesota winter weather.
Stomping his feet outside the doorway to remove what snow he could and closing the door behind him quickly to avoid heat loss in the small room, he turned and faced the desk. The sheriff was pretty much what he had expected; an older guy about six-feet tall, slightly overweight, or it could have been the multiple layers of clothing, with ruddy cheeks from too much time out in the Minnesota winter and all the lines from too many years of seeing things he wished he hadn’t.
He looked up at his visitor and the question was written all over that tough face. “Ya lookin’ for somebody mister?” There was that Swedish accent that you ran into so often in this part of the country.
“Well, actually sheriff, I was looking for you?” He strode over to the chair beside the desk, “Mind if I sit for a minute and warm up?” he asked rubbing his hands together to work up some heat. When the sheriff nodded toward the chair, he sat for a moment before getting started.
They shared brief introductions and then he started. “Sheriff, I’m looking for information on a fire that happened out on the Larsson property a couple of years ago; would have been about this time of year,” he said glancing out the window.
The sheriff didn’t respond.
“I’m writing a book and when I read about the fire when going through the newspaper archives I thought, well it sounds like the house, the countryside and the family fit my story like a glove,” he hesitated briefly, “except for one detail.” The sheriff remained silent. “My fire wasn’t an accident.” He waited a moment for that to sink in for the sheriff before continuing.
“The fire in my story was a cover up for murder, but I’m not quite certain how law enforcement would pin that down. Must be pretty difficult deciding when it’s a murder or an accident with a fire; all the evidence being destroyed and all.” He decided to wait the sheriff out this time.
After a few moments of concentration, he figured the sheriff was deciding whether or not to share anything with a stranger, the sheriff got up from his desk. “Coffee?” he asked heading for the small stove and grabbing two tin mugs before getting an answer.
“Sure,” his visitor responded. “Black’s fine.”
“Gut thing,” the sheriff chuckled, “we’re plum outta sugar and the milk’s frozen.” He passed on a mug of the thickest mud ever to pour out of a pot.
“That there fire was set on purpose.” The visitor held his breath in anticipation. “It’s a hard, hard thing for a pur little widow woman to break her jaw and neck and then set her house afire,” the sheriff said shaking his head sadly and plopping back down in his chair. “Pur little lady. Sweet one she was. And the child,” he sighed.
“Oh, there was a child? That’s right. I’d forgotten. The archive did mention a little girl. What happened to her?” he prodded hoping for more while at the same time taking the opportunity to catch his breath. The sheriff was lost in thought for a moment, then looking up at the younger man he responded. “Ya, there was a little girl. Just about three years old. Prettiest little girl, but she disappeared.”
“She wasn’t lost in the fire?” the visitor asked.
“No, no. She got taken by some woman pretending to be a social worker. We never were able to find her. The pur neighbor family what took her in felt so bad about it when they realized what had happened.” His voice was barely more than a whisper by the time he finished telling his story. “They’re both gone now. Died the next winter, both of them.”
“That tough,” he said matching the sheriff’s mood. “But you’re certain about the mother?”
“Ya,” the sheriff responded. “We found her body where the bedroom had been and her neck was near snapped in two. She didn’t die easy,” he said shaking his head sadly.
“Ah, so that’s how you decided it was murder?”
“Ya. Not much left after a fire like that, but the doctor put homicide on the death certificate.”
He thanked the sheriff for helping him with his research and assured him he would be able to use this kind of information in his book, shook hands and got out of there as quickly as he could.
The sheriff watched him leave and said to himself, ya, a writer…this guy had cop written all over him. He didn’t know what he was up to, but it didn’t much matter. It was all ancient history now.
They had to find the child. When he got back to his truck the windows were all fogged up. Frank got the engine started and looked at his passenger, “Well, they know she was murdered,” he said, “and the girl is gone.” While the old truck warmed up he explained his conversation with the sheriff.
“We’ve got to find her,” his passenger responded.
“I know, but this isn’t going to be easy. It could take years.” His passenger looked at him with pure hatred in his eyes.
“I’ve got years, all the years it takes,” he replied.
***********************************
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Don’t Close Your Eyes
1911 – Oak Park, Illinois
She heard the woman screaming, “Katherine, run!” It was coming again. Why didn’t it just go away and leave her alone? What did it want? She could hear the voice, but could not understand the words. She knew it was something bad, very bad. Then the footsteps as it got closer and closer, but the harder she ran the closer it got.
It was after her, and she didn’t understand why. She’d always tried to be a good girl. She kept running, but no matter how fast she ran, it was gaining on her; and there was such heat. The heat was almost unbearable.
Suddenly she shot up in the bed. “No! No! Harry where are you? Harry, come get me!” she screamed.
In the next room Doctor Oliver Stegman turned in the bed to his wife, Ingrid, “Another nightmare,” he said sounding irritated and groggy.
Ingrid knew this was the sign that she had to get out of their nice warm bed to go check on the girl again. Why they had ever agreed to this, she wondered to herself. Surely there was somewhere else the child could have been placed? Oh well, she thought as she slipped on her robe and slippers, at least the girl was finally getting old enough to help around the house. If they didn’t have to clothe the girl so that they weren’t ashamed to be seen with her, she would have been less impact to their budget than a maid.
It had to be done. They would live with it. Maybe the girl would get sick and they could send her away. Surely they would not be criticized for sending her away if she needed care elsewhere! Well, it would be just her luck if the child stayed healthy until she was eighteen.
As she approached the girl’s room she remembered a guest would be joining them for dinner tonight. Just what I need! My eyes will be puffy, and I’ll have dark circles from lack of sleep. Walking into the girl’s room, she threw on the lights and bellowed at the child, “Mary, wake up! You are having another dream. Wake up, child!”
Mary jerked awake, tears running down her cheeks. Her huge brown eyes were swollen and red. Her small body was still shaking from the fear she experienced in the dream. Her throat felt all scratchy. In a shaky voice, Mary said, “I’m sorry Ingrid, really I am. Please don’t be angry. I’ll go right back to sleep, I promise.” She tried to sniff back the runny nose, wiped her tears on the back of her hand and snuggled back down into the bedcovers.
“Well,” Ingrid responded angrily, “that is undoubtedly better than I will be able to do!” and she stormed from the room, closing the door firmly, but not loudly. After all, it wouldn’t do to awaken Oliver twice in one night.
Ingrid made her way back to the bedroom and sat down on the edge of the bed. She was actually dizzy. Darned that girl, she had taken a toll on Ingrid’s patience for four years and now she was starting to impact her health. She simply had not felt like herself for the last few weeks. She was tired all the time, no doubt from these nightly interruptions in her sleep. What next, she asked herself?
The next morning both the doctor and his wife were cross and yawning all through breakfast. Suddenly Ingrid stood up ran upstairs. Eventually it was time for Mary to leave for school. She was so glad she could relax and get away from the grumpy pair.
Her best friend, Margaret Mclean, met her at the end of the sidewalk in front of the Stegman house and they walked the five blocks to the schoolhouse. Margaret looked at her friend and asked, “Another nightmare?”
“Yes, oh, Margaret they scare me so bad and they’re getting worse. Ingrid gets so angry, but I can’t help it. She started shaking again.
This morning she said she was so sick from losing sleep that she even threw up!” she whispered making a face of childish disgust. “I didn’t wake her up on purpose. Besides, she’s been throwing up a lot lately, and she’s always tired and cranky. It wasn’t my fault.” Mary started to cry.
She was getting so upset that Margaret stopped her and gave her a big, warm hug. “It’ll be okay, Mary. It’ll be okay.” Mean old lady. Then a thought occurred to Margaret and her eyes got as big as saucers. “Hey, I’ll bet she’s going to have a baby! Johnny loves to tease me about how sick Mama got before I was born.” She whispered into Mary’s ear, “He says babies come from kissing.” Then Margaret thought about that a little more and offered, “Why would anybody want to kiss mean old Ingrid?”
Mary looked at her best friend and her fear was replaced with a case of giggles. Thinking more about Margaret’s reasoning for Ingrid’s recent behavior, Mary said, “Oh, Margaret, it would be really sad to think of them having a baby. How could a poor little baby live in that house?” The thought of it made Mary shudder. She sniffled, wiped her eyes and nose. Feeling better now, the pair headed toward school, hand in hand.
Why did Ingrid have to be so mean to Mary? Margaret wondered how anybody could treat Mary that way. It wasn’t like Mary was a bad girl. She helped in the house, said yes ma’am and no ma’am, please and thank you like Margaret’s own mother had taught her. She even curtsied like Ingrid asked her to when they had company. Gosh, no body curtsied anymore. That’s what Mama said, anyway. There was just no reason for anybody to be so mean to Mary.
“Margaret, do you think my brother will ever find me?” Mary asked wistfully. “Oh, yes, Mary. I really do!” Margaret wanted so badly to reassure her friend. Mary’s eyes were red and puffy from crying, but she smiled so brightly that Margaret just knew she’d said the right thing.
Margaret didn’t understand why, but she sometimes wondered if Mary’s brother finding her was a good thing or a bad thing. Margaret hated to see her friend treated as badly as she was in the Stegman household, but who knew what kind of life Mary’s brother could offer? Why, he could be a criminal of some sort. There were stories of really bad people living in some of the big cities; right in Chicago for goodness sake! Why, he might even have been in prison!
No! In Margaret’s estimation, Mary was better off right here; not that she would ever hurt Mary by saying so. At least this way, they had each other.
Mary was the sister Margaret had always wanted. After all, what good were two big brothers anyway? All John ever did was to tease them. Oh, he was never mean, but he was a boy, after all. And Alden? Gee Alden was so busy with “girls” he was seldom home these days. No, somehow she was quite sure Mary was much better off right here in Oak Park with her.
***********************************
6
That’s What Brothers Are For
When Margaret returned home that evening, she was still worried about Mary. She knew that Mary was so very unhappy, but she had no idea how to help her. As she walked in the door John noticed that she was deep in thought. As much as he loved giving her a hard time, he thought he’d have to be a real jerk to pick on her when she was upset. And from the look on that face, she was really upset about something.
“What’s up, kiddo?” he asked.
“Eat dirt and die, John!” she shouted at him. She had really worked up a good case of mad and was quite willing to drop it in her brother’s lap.
Oops, he thought, so much for not upsetting her. Sometimes a guy just couldn’t win. Oh well, what are big brothers for anyway?
“Whoa, kiddo! I’m sorry.” He stepped toward her and lowered his voice, “What’s wrong? What’s got you so upset?”
“Oh, John, I’m so worried about Mary.”
She sounded like she would start crying any minute. That’s all I need, to have mother thinking I made the kid cry. Jeez, I just can’t catch a break! “Come on, kiddo! Tell me what’s going on.” John pried gently, but firmly.
“Mary would never forgive me if she knew I’d told you,” Margaret whined, “but I just don’t know what to do to help her anymore, Johnny.”
He gritted his teeth, “Don’t call me Johnny, Margaret. How many times have we talked about that?” His hands were on his hips and he looked really aggravated.
In a perverse little-sister way, that made her feel a little better somehow.
“Sorry,” she answered lowering her eyes. She kept forgetting that in his opinion his old nickname wasn’t “grown up” enough for him now. She had to admit, he’d told her at least a dozen times; well, okay, maybe two dozen.
“Come on let’s go out back where we won’t be overheard and you can tell me all about it. I swear on Mama’s Bible, I won’t tell a soul!”
“John!” she hissed at him. “Mama will be so angry if she hears you talking like that!”
He bent down and whispered in her ear, “That, kiddo, is what makes it so much fun to do.”
Once they sat on the back steps, John looked up to make sure the upstairs windows were closed. It would be just like mother to be sitting near an open window to listen when they thought they were safe from being overheard by coming outside.
Margaret took him at his word and told him about Mary, how the Stegmans were treating her and about Mary’s nightmares.
“Wow, I knew the kid didn’t have it easy over there, but I didn’t know it was bad enough to give her nightmares!” John found he was really angry about the kid being treated that way. After all, he thought, he was about four years older, so she was just a kid.
“I don’t think the nightmares are about the Stegmans. She says someone is chasing her, screaming at someone named Katherine, and it’s so hot she can hardly breathe. Then she wakes up screaming for her brother, Harry.”
John just slowly shook his head.
The only thing that made sense to Mary was her longing to find her brother Harry. She had told them when she first got comfortable with the family that the only things she remembered about her childhood was her mother brushing her long brown hair, and her brother’s name was Harry. Then there was the fire where she seemed to recall the neighbors burning all her toys.
“Hum, I remember she told us about the fire. Her mother and father must have already died or she wouldn’t have been placed with the Stegmans. It’s really sad. Wait, you said somebody was screaming for someone named Katherine? Who’s Katherine? And a man was chasing Mary? It just doesn’t make any sense, does it?” Then, in a much sadder, quieter voice he asked again, “Who is Katherine? And why would anybody chase a little kid like Mary. She couldn’t have been, but three or four years old!” John just couldn’t figure it out, but some things just didn’t make sense, even to a nearly grown up guy like him.
Margaret lowered her head and looked at the ground. “I can just hear Mother, ‘That’s because she’d done something evil and she’s being punished until she atones. You mark my words!’” She mocked their mother’s voice and John snickered at her very good imitation.
“Yeah, well just don’t say anything to Mother,” he whispered to her shaking his head and laughing quietly.
Then John got serious again, “I don’t guess there’s anything you can do, but be her friend, kiddo. That’s what Joe does for me. He listens when I tell him what’s going on and he’s just my best pal ever, you know? I don’t know what I’d do without Joe. You’re like that for Mary.”
Yes, Margaret knew just what he meant. John knew what it was like to wake up screaming. Only John’s nightmares were very real. Every few weeks mother would decide that a boy his age must be doing things she didn’t know about, and he would wake up getting spanked with the belt for all those unknown sins he had committed during the day when she wasn’t around. Yes, John really did understand. She saw his expression darken.
“I’m sorry, John. I shouldn’t have said anything. I didn’t mean to make you sad,” she apologized earnestly.
“That’s alright, kiddo. You may be a pain in the neck,” he said as he put his arm around her shoulder and squeezed, “But you are my kid sister and I’m here for you when you need me, understand?” he asked.
“Yes, I know, Johnny.”
“Margaret!” he said gritting his teeth again.
She grinned wide and looking up at him with a look of mock innocence and said, “What, Johnny?”
***********************************
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The Search Continues
Even for a cop, he was damned good at tracking and that meant he should have found her by now.
If she hadn’t died in the fire, where the hell was she? Damn it all, she had to be out there somewhere. He couldn’t understand why he couldn’t track her down. After all this time he had managed to locate a copy of her birth certificate, but that was about as far as he’d gotten. Even finding that hadn’t been easy. Records weren’t kept in the rural areas as well as they were in the big cities. There was no death certificate on file for her, but again with the records issues, he couldn’t be certain. He had to be certain!
Six years he’d been looking and he still hadn’t gotten anywhere, except to find out that she’d been hauled away by some so called social worker who was supposed to put her into an orphanage.
Well, the kid wasn’t in any orphanage. He’d checked every orphanage in the state of Minnesota. Where the hell could she be? Well, he wasn’t going to give up! That’s all there was to it. Someone was going to pay for everything that had happened. By God, he would see to it no matter how long it took.
He took off his gun holster and draped it over the chair next to the bed and lay down exhausted. Hatred kept him going. Finding the girl and getting revenge.
***********************************
8
Friends Look Out For Each Other
“Mary, wait for me!” Margaret came running up behind her gasping for air. I’m going to be late, Margaret. You know how she gets when I’m late.” An exasperated Mary kept moving at a quick pace. A panting Margaret now did her best to keep up.
“Yes, I do know.” Margaret scrunched up her nose and made the face. ”I’m sorry, Mary. Mrs. Johnson stopped me just as I was leaving the building. My English paper is late and she is not happy!”
“Well, since I’m late, I won’t be able to help you tonight. Ingrid’s sure to make me pay for being late by doing the dishes and cleaning up the entire kitchen from the disaster she makes when she cooks! She’ll have me busy up to bed time. I’ll be lucky to get my own homework done.”
“Aw, Mary, don’t worry about me. I’ll get it done tonight. It’s almost finished. I just was enjoying Alden’s visit so much last night that I didn’t give myself enough time to finish, and I fell asleep before it was done.”
As they hurried down the sidewalk they were unaware of the admiring looks of the people they passed. What a pair of beautiful twelve-years-olds they were. When other girls were gangly and awkward at twelve, these two were, each in her own way, already showing the signs of what beautiful young women they would be.
Margaret with her shoulder length blonde hair and beautiful oval, hazel eyes that almost looked blue in the right light. Her perfectly arched brows and pouty mouth set off her very lovely, delicate appearance. She always reminded Mary of a little pixie she’d seen once in a book at the library.
Mary was small with an ivory complexion, naturally rosy cheeks and a swanlike neck. Her long, dark hair reached toward her waist and shone like a mirror due to her brushing routine every night. She held her hair back with long ribbons tied in big bows. Her beautiful big, brown eyes with their long, dark lashes always looked older than her years.
“How is that big brother of yours? “ Mary asked in a really dreamy voice and batting her eyelashes, playfully teasing her best friend. Margaret had two very cute brothers. Even at twelve years of age, Mary knew those two were more handsome than any of the other boys they knew. And Alden, well he was so smart and mature! Mary’s fake display of “passion” for Alden was right out of a silent movie they’d seen the month before. Both girls giggled.
Every once in awhile John or Alden would take them along to see Mary Pickford or one of the Gish sisters. The girls thought they were so beautiful. They loved dressing up and pretending to be movie stars. They had the silent movie pouts and facial expressions down pat by doing them in the mirror together for hours at a time. Then they would collapse in laughter.
“Alden’s great. Really great! I overheard him telling John he’s going to ask Lucy to marry him! Isn’t that wonderful?”
Mary rolled her eyes dramatically at Margaret. “You ‘overheard’?” Mary questioned. She knew Margaret had a habit of sitting at the top of the stairs and listening to conversations in the parlor when everyone thought she had gone to bed. She seldom got caught at it, so usually had the most up-to-date information on the comings and goings of her older brothers.
Even their mother wasn’t better informed than Margaret. Malinda Mclean was often out marching for liquor prohibition these days, so she wasn’t always up-to-date on the two boys. Although she did know that Margaret and Mary were almost always together between dinner and bedtime doing homework together. Fortunately for the girls, she didn’t know about the silent movie routines they so loved.
“Well, okay…so I did spend a little time sitting on the top step listening last night. Well, gee, Mary!” Margaret protested in her best whiney voice. “How else am I supposed to find out what’s going on? They won’t talk about anything important in front of Mother or me.”
“Alden is going to ask her next week, and he wants John to go with him to help pick out the ring over the weekend! Do you think she’ll say yes?” Margaret was getting breathless she was so excited about this news.
“Wow, Alden getting married.” Mary saddened briefly as thoughts of her own brother crossed her mind, but she was determined not to spoil this for her best friend. “How soon are they getting married?” she asked, pulling her thoughts back to Alden’s engagement.
“I don’t know. I’ll probably have to sneak out of my room again tonight if I’m going to get all the juicy information!” Margaret and Mary laughed together as they approached Mary’s house.
“Uh oh, here she comes,” Mary whispered to Margaret as they approached the gate in front of the Stegman house.
It was a really lovely, three-story frame house with a turret in the front corner, a wraparound porch that reached beyond both front corners, and more than a dozen windows. Oak Park was still a fairly rural community outside Chicago, and this status symbol of Doctor Stegman’s successful medical practice was a display of his pride in accomplishing a fine medical practice in the community. Mary was aware that he didn’t really spend much time in his medical office, but they were better off than many of those in the area, so, as far as she knew, the practice must have been doing well.
The front door opened and Ingrid Stegman stepped out onto the porch. “Good afternoon, Margaret. How is your family? Everyone is well, I hope?”
Well aware that Ingrid Stegman didn’t really care a whit for how her family was doing, Margaret took delight in goading the woman. “Oh, yes ma’am. They’re all doing very well. How are you today, Mrs. Stegman? And how is little Elizabeth?” The sickness the woman had blamed on Mary’s dreams all those years ago had indeed turned out to be a baby! What a silly woman this was; and married to a doctor too. Neither of the girls still believed kissing was what made them, but they weren’t really clear on what did, either! She still couldn’t imagine anybody kissing Ingrid Stegman.
“Elizabeth is doing very well. Now we are running very late due to Mary’s tardiness this afternoon. We will have to say good afternoon to you now, Margaret.”
Ingrid made her real distaste for Margaret apparent in her expression although her manners would prevent her from saying anything aloud to the girls. A doctor’s wife must be an example of good manners and propriety, after all, and the Stegmans were very concerned about appearances.
Mary just wanted to get off the porch and into the house before Margaret’s feelings got hurt. Oh, Margaret understood about Ingrid and wouldn’t hold anything she said against Mary, but Mary was very tender hearted, and she just couldn’t stand to see somebody hurt on purpose.
“I’ll see you in the morning, Margaret. Have a great night, and tell Alden I said hello.” Mary rushed into the house.
Margaret continued the three sparsely populated blocks to her own house trying to figure out how to get her schoolwork done and have time to sneak out to the stairwell to listen to her brothers again tonight. After all, you couldn’t take the chance of missing any details of something as important as this! It was so romantic, she thought as she entered the house.
She finally reached their two-story house and Margaret noticed that both of her brothers were sitting on the front porch drinking iced tea and talking rather seriously. They both got very quiet when they realized she was there.
“Hi there, kiddo,” Alden greeted her. “Hi Alden, John!” she returned as she ran up the steps to the porch. John looked beyond her to the street, “Where’s Mary? Didn’t she come with you today?” he asked. “No, nasty old Ingrid is angry because Mary was ten minutes late getting home. I was going to see if she could have supper with us, but she won’t get out of the house at all now,” Margaret explained.
The Mclean boys looked at each other, and John had that “what did I tell you” look on his face. Alden motioned her over to the chair next to him, “Does Mary still have the nightmares, Margaret?”
Margaret reeled on John, “You told! You rat, you told! That was a secret! How could you tell?”
Alden turned her around to face him and quieted her. “Shh. Don’t be upset with John, kiddo. He’s just very concerned about Mary’s welfare and he wanted to see what I thought about her situation.”
Margaret looked down at her feet, “I know, Alden. I’m sorry, John,” she said turning to him. “But secrets are important to best friends. I don’t want Mary to think she can’t trust me,” Margaret whined a little now feeling like she was caught in the middle.
Alden hugged her to his side, “We do understand, kiddo. Really we do. If something bad was happening, wouldn’t you trust us to help and not tell anyone unless it became absolutely necessary or if it would keep Mary safe?” he asked.
“Sure, I trust you Alden, really I do,” she responded. “But Mary only has me to trust. So we have to be really careful. If she couldn’t trust me, she wouldn’t have anybody at all. That’s really sad, isn’t it?”
He hugged her again, “Yes, kiddo, it’s just about the saddest thing I’ve ever heard. Now you promise us that if you or Mary ever needs help, you’ll let one or both of us know about it! Okay?”
“Okay,” she agreed looking up at her oldest brother. “I just wish Mary had a great brother like mine.”
“Hey! What about me?” John asked.
Margaret frowned over at him, “Well, I guess you’ll do, in a pinch!”
Alden laughed so hard his sides hurt.
John just glared at the two of them. “Well, gee, thanks!”
Later Margaret had a chance to really think things through. She was so thankful that she had her real family. Sometimes she just didn’t know what kept Mary from going “crazy.” She’d better remember not to use that word in front of Mother. That would send Mother into a two hour lecture for sure. She didn’t approve of talking about things like that.
Mary’s home life was the very real nightmare, Margaret thought. No love, no real parents or brothers or sisters. Oh, there was little Elizabeth, but the Stegman’s four-year-old daughter wasn’t really Mary’s sister. The Stegmans always made it perfectly clear that Mary was in their household as a matter of their charity, for which Mary was expected to be very thankful.
Margaret’s own older brothers had always made Mary feel right at home. They would invite her along when taking Margaret to the movies or the park. She remembered when Alden had taken them both to see Cinderella with actors Owen Moore and George Wilson.
They also teased her like they did Margaret. Even Mother, who was difficult with her own children, most often showed extra care with Mary.
Mary was such a sweet girl, why the two of them were more like sisters than most true sisters they knew amongst their other friends. They had even taken a blood oath when they were about seven. John had shown them how to do it. Margaret was so proud when neither of them cried.
They trusted each other with all their own secrets and always felt safe doing so. Although, sometimes Mary would get quiet and it seemed like she was off somewhere else. She always thought Mary must be thinking of her mother when she got like that; a sadness so deep she couldn’t share it even with her very “best friend ever.”
Margaret didn’t resent this. She understood that there were always going to be some things Mary wouldn’t…no…couldn’t talk to her about. They weren’t secrets really. She knew as much as Mary was able to remember; we are best friends after all, Margaret thought. But how could anybody understand what Mary had been through when Mary didn’t even know.
Margaret’s mother might have been very strict and more religious than Margaret could stand at times, but Margaret would never get over it if she lost her mother completely.
Of course, Father was something else! He had divorced Mother years ago, and then he had married nasty old Belle. Jeepers! What a scandal that had been. She could barely hold her head up at school. How Margaret despised that woman. But she would still be heartbroken if something happened to her father—even if he was an old stinker!
Someday the time would be right, Mary would remember her past and what had happened, she just knew it. Nobody should lose all the memories of their mother forever. It was just too sad to think about. It would be just too unfair for Mary to never know what happened to her parents and her brother, and how she wound up with those mean old Stegmans. Just too unfair, she sighed as she climbed the stairs.
***********************************
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The Engagement Is On
John and Alden went into Chicago on Saturday and picked out a small, but lovely, engagement ring for Lucy. The following Wednesday night Alden took her out to dinner. When dessert was being served, he got down on his knee in front of the entire dining hall and proposed. Lucy was so surprised and touched by his tenderness that she cried and cried, trying all the time to get her “yes” into words.
Onlookers were wiping their eyes dry by the time she was able to talk. After slipping the ring on her finger, he said, “Luce, I don’t want to wait. Can we please get married next month?”
“Next month? That’s so soon, Alden. How can we get a wedding planned in just a month?” Then she looked at his face and realized there was more. “Tell me everything, darling.”
“Do you have any idea how much I love you, Luce? How much I’ve wanted to be able to ask you to marry me? Now something has happened and I, well, I’m afraid I’ll lose you.” He looked like his heart was breaking.
“Alden, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”
“Luce, before I came home last week, I had a job interview with a huge firm in Philadelphia. They want me to start as soon as graduation is over. I had to give them an answer, Luce. But one word from you and I’ll tell them I’ve had second thoughts.”
“Alden, dearest Alden,” she said putting her hand on his cheek. What did I ever do to deserve you?” Tears were streaming down her cheeks. “Alden, I would go anywhere, anytime, to be with you.”
Alden couldn’t believe his ears. How could he be so lucky as to have this beautiful woman so in love with him? “You’re sure, Luce?”
“Absolutely! So, what day do I get to be Mrs. Alden Mclean,” she asked.
“You pick the day, sweetheart.”
“Okay!” Lucy thought for a moment, “The fifteenth.”
“The fifteenth,” he repeated almost as if he was reading a romantic poem. “The fifteenth it is!”
Later that evening, they broke the news to Alden’s mother, brother, and sister. Everyone was so excited, they all cried, laughed. Everyone loved Lucy, and Mrs. Mclean had always hoped some day they would get married. She thought the family had a little too much money, but she didn’t hold that against Lucy, who was very down to earth.
***********************************
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Comes A Time In The Lives Of Men
Alden knocked on John’s door and then walked on in without waiting for him to open it. “Hey there brother,” Alden sauntered in looking just a little smug and cocky. Alden leaned against the door frame with one shoulder and crossed one very well dressed leg over the other.
Uh oh, John thought, he’s up to something! “Hello, Alden. No date with Lucy tonight?” John asked.
“No, tonight I’m taking my brother out on the town to celebrate his sixteenth birthday.”
“What?”
John wasn’t sure what Alden had in mind, but he didn’t think he was up to any good. John loved his big brother. Despite their age difference, they had always been close. He’d really missed him since he left for college. Alden was very smart, a top student in college while holding down a nice part time office job at the same time. He dressed top drawer and was so handsome the girls just about swallowed their tongues when he walked by, even with Lucy on his arm. But there were just times when John knew he was up to mischief, and this was definitely one of them.
“What do you mean ‘out on the town’?” John asked him.
Alden straightened and looked stern, “It’s a surprise for your birthday. Now don’t spoil it. Put on your best duds and let’s get out of here!”
“Okay!”
John hesitated and Alden just reached over and ruffled his hair, “Get a move on! We’ve got things to do—places to go.”
That’s what scares me, John thought.
***
Alden drove toward Chicago and pulled up to a huge two-story house just north of town. The first thing John noticed were the number of cars parked out front; really, really nice cars! Then he noticed that every light in the floor must have been on, and he could hear music.
“John, my boy, you’ve spent too much time paying for what you haven’t done and not nearly enough time doing what you get punished for. Tonight we even that out a little.” Alden slapped him on the back and walked him to the front door.
When the door opened, John almost swallowed his tongue. She was a good five inches taller than John; her hair was red and curled down past her shoulders. He didn’t dare look any lower. Her blue eyes, well, he would have sworn they were laughing at him. She had a mouth that made his own water, and, damned, he was getting hard standing out here on the door step.
“Down boy,” she said in a voice that was like velvet.
“Good evening, Claire,” Alden greeted her by taking off his hat and shoved John through the door as Claire backed out of the entry.
“Good evening back at ya, handsome. Been some time since we’ve seen you,” she pouted at him.
John felt his heart jump into his throat and then crash to his stomach.
“Yeah, I know, Claire. I’ve been away at school and I’m getting married, so I won’t be (he cleared his throat) visiting any more. I’m only the driver tonight. This is my brother, John.
Claire took another step back and looked John over from the top of his head down to what John realized now was an absolute embarrassment.
She clicked her tongue and shook her head with that gorgeous red hair swinging sensuously as she moved. “My goodness, Alden honey, you didn’t tell me you had a brother that was even better looking than you!” she purred as she ran her hand down John’s arm.
Had the temperature in here just shot up ten degrees, John wondered? He caught himself trying to loosen his collar and a deeper blush embarrassed him even more.
“Yeah, well, to be honest Claire, he’s not my type! So I’ll leave the comparison up to you.” Damn, Alden thought. I’m doing the kid the biggest favor a brother can, and I wind up taking a blow to the ego for it. After all, he’d been sixteen when his father had brought him here so that the ladies could teach him how to pleasure a woman properly. “Well, I’m going into the bar.” Thank goodness he could still get a drink in this part of town. “You be gentle with him, Claire. You’re his first.”
“Yeah, well sweetie, from the looks of you,” she licked those full, tinted lips of hers as she stared at John, “I sure as hell won’t be your only, gorgeous!” Alden just walked away shaking his head and mumbling to himself.
John was actually feeling a little faint, truth be told. And what did his big brother do? Alden just walked off and left him! John’s mind tried to focus on a way to kill the brother, who, until this very moment, had been pretty much his hero. But for the life of him, he couldn’t think of much besides the gorgeous redhead who was leading him up the stairs.
***
When he got home that night, Alden was more than his hero. John thought he ought to bow down and kiss the guy’s feet every time he saw him for the rest of his life. Other than old Bessie who had pulled their cart when he was a kid, he’d only been riding a couple of times in his life. Those occasions were thanks to the invitations from Lucy’s parents for Alden to bring John along on his visits to their horse farm. He now truly understood what it meant to be “ridden hard and put away wet.” This was a night he was sure he would never forget as long as he lived. But he still couldn’t figure out why Alden had been in such a foul mood all the way home.
***********************************
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Giving Thanks - Or Not
Thanksgiving, Two Years Later
He’d managed to keep himself from getting killed, but it was close. Months of absolute hell while he worked undercover and no time to focus on his real purpose in life–the search and the revenge he so desperately sought. This was almost behind him, but there was still time for him to get caught. Thanksgiving! Yeah, sure. He’d be thankful when this was all over. Until then, he’d just have to stay focused and make sure the details of this case were all covered.
He ran his hand down his jacket lightly to assure the holster wasn’t sticking out where every passing stranger could see it. He’d go in, have a good meal and pretend he had something for which he could be truly thankful.
***
There was a knock at the door. Mary cringed as she heard Doctor Stegman get up to answer it. She hadn’t been looking forward to their visitor, but she couldn’t say why really. She just didn’t like…
Oliver Stegman interrupted her thought. “Ingrid, Elizabeth, Mary! Look who is here! Our dear friend, Benjamin!” Oliver escorted Benjamin Waterman into the parlor.
“Welcome, Benjamin!” Ingrid gushed.
Mary could not imagine why they both made such a fuss over this man. Mary never felt comfortable around him. There was just something strange about his eyes, cold. A slight shiver went up her spine. She curtsied slightly, as Ingrid expected her to do, and Benjamin said hello to each of them in turn, his eyes settling on Mary.
Then he focused on Ingrid. “Dear Ingrid, how does my return find you?” their visitor inquired.
“Oh, Benjamin I am fine. I keep very busy making a proper home for your friend, the good doctor.” The adults all chuckled at this.
Oh, yes, Mary thought. She’s so busy shopping, gossiping, and disappearing for hours on end while I clean, dust, mop, cook…
“And a beautiful home it is Ingrid,” he gushed over her. Looking at the doctor he said, “What a lucky man you are to have such an attentive wife, Oliver.”
Mary really thought she might be ill, but Ingrid just dove in again.
“What about you Benjamin? We sometimes fear you will never find the wife you need to make a home and family.”
Benjamin shook his head and looking dismayed, “Well, dear friends, how can I when you, Oliver, have taken the only woman worthy of me?”
Now Mary was sure she was feeling ill.
“Oh, Benjamin,” Ingrid was blushing out to her very ears, “you should not say such things.”
Now Oliver stepped in, “Yes, Benjamin, I am a very fortunate man,” he said smiling at Ingrid. “But surely there is some woman worthy of a turn of your head?”
“Well, perhaps I will simply have to wait for little Miss Elizabeth to grow up, yes Oliver?”
While they all laughed at the idea, Mary noticed he was looking at her, not at Elizabeth. A shiver went down her arms. She didn’t understand why, but she just despised this man! And the more she despised him the more he seemed to be drawn to her. She often caught him gazing at her from across the room.
The last few years, Benjamin Waterman had come to their home more and more often. He was a diamond broker and had often shown them little velvet bags of shining stones. Mary never thought them very pretty. She preferred rubies, emeralds, or turquoise. Stones with color, she called them.
She also knew that there was some sort of side business he had in common with the doctor, but neither of them ever talked about this business in front of the ladies. Their conversations were all held in the doctor’s little study.
Mary couldn’t wait to return to the kitchen. She was only too glad to be extra helpful out in the kitchen when Benjamin Waterman was in the house. As she started to move toward the kitchen, she heard his deep voice and that very formal English that he spoke.
“Ingrid, it is always such a pleasure to come to your home. I do so look forward to tasting the many delights you will serve us. Your holiday meals are always such a delight to the palate.”
Yes, Mary thought to herself, and that’s all Ingrid’s doing. I’ve been lounging all day like a silent screen star.
“We are always glad when you come to visit, Herr Waterman!” injected little Elizabeth with a twinkle in her blue eyes.
Mary almost let out a gasp. Months ago Elizabeth had overheard Benjamin, obviously thinking he couldn’t be overhead, snapping at Ingrid one evening that she should not refer to him as “Herr” Waterman. Once the four year old realized it unnerved him, she had taken great delight in calling him just that ever since. Even her papa’s pleading didn’t break her of it. Herr Waterman had not been amused!
Mary didn’t understand why Elizabeth so loved to irritate their visitor, but she always felt closer to Elizabeth when she did it. She caught Elizabeth grinning at her as Mary continued to the kitchen. Mary sent a secretive wink in Elizabeth’s direction.
While the women finished their preparations in the kitchen, Oliver and his guest made themselves comfortable in the parlor.
“It is time to plan for her future, isn’t it Oliver?”
Oliver felt himself squirming in his chair.
“Yes, Benjamin. Ingrid and I have spoken of adopting her.”
“Um, yes, that is a possibility. However I doubt that a girl of that age will understand the value to her of such an alliance. Perhaps it is an issue best raised when she is a little older.”
Oliver always felt on the defensive when they discussed Mary. “No matter how we have tried to make her feel welcome and a part of our little family, she has never been able to accept our affection for her. Indeed, I believe Ingrid has just given up.”
Oh, yes, Benjamin thought. That prim, proper sliver of ice would certainly give up easily.
“Well, Oliver you are certainly a kind and generous man,”…when it suits you… he thought. “As I said, I fear the girl is simply not yet mature enough to understand what such an offer could mean to her future. Children do not understand life as you and I do, nor the dangers and hardships that can come through the years.”
***
Ingrid served enough food to feed ten more people. It was a shameful amount in Mary’s opinion, with all the things going on in the world.
During the meal, their visitor regaled them with stories of his recent visit to Paris and Berlin. Mary noticed that Ingrid seemed nervous during the meal and the good doctor was also a little ill at ease.
It was almost as if… no there was no reason for them to be afraid of Benjamin Waterman, was there? He was always introduced as their “very good friend.” While she could certainly understand not liking him, why would they be afraid of him?
***
“Ingrid, what a wonderful meal!” Benjamin toasted her. Mary had to work to keep from rolling her eyes at his gushing over Ingrid. “There could be none better in the best establishments in Paris, I ensure you,” he continued throwing complements at the blushing Ingrid. “Oliver you are truly to be envied having a wife who is such an accomplished hostess.”
“Why thank you, Benjamin. It is always our pleasure to have you join us. Now, Mary and I will clear things away. Please, relax, enjoy an aperitif with Oliver and let your meal settle.” Ingrid waved hurriedly at Mary urging her to get busy clearing the table.
As the men arose to move into the next room, Mary noticed their guest watching her again. She felt herself blush and the shiver returned.
While Ingrid and the girls worked at clearing the table, the two men went into the doctor’s study. It was too modest to be called a study really, but the doctor did like to put on airs, especially when Benjamin came to call.
“Benjamin, sit please. Have a cigar while I pour some brandy.”
“Thank you Oliver, I will.” Sitting in the big overstuffed chair that he knew the doctor always used, Benjamin, well aware that he was putting the little man off his own “throne” by sitting there, smiled up at Oliver Stegman. He took real delight in humbling this pompous, irritating little man. If he had not been so useful–ah well–we do what we must, he thought.
“Things are not going well, Oliver.”
“How so, Benjamin?” Oliver asked freezing in place?
“Our associates have been expecting more merchandise than they have been receiving.
If we do not act swiftly, there could be problems down the road. Our customers are impatient. We must stay on top of this and I count on you to put in extra effort over the next few months to accomplish our goal, Oliver. Get down to it quickly,” Benjamin sneered at him.
“Of course, Benjamin! Of course.” Oliver stood straight and looked slightly affronted. “I am always willing to put myself at your service in any way I can. Do you have something specific in mind?”
Benjamin’s black, empty eyes rose to Oliver, “Yes, I do Oliver.”
There were times, Oliver thought, when he truly regretted being in this business with Benjamin Waterman. Somehow it had completely evaded him that the other man felt the same way about him.
***
As the girls went up the stairs to their rooms for the night, Mary pulled Elizabeth aside. “Elizabeth, what were you doing purposely upsetting “Herr” Waterman tonight?” Mary asked, stressing the “Herr” to make her point.
Little Elizabeth giggled quietly and whispered to Mary, “I know you don’t like him and neither do I, Mary. Because I’m little, Mama and Papa won’t do much to me other than say ‘tsk tsk’ so I did it for both of us!”
Mary backed away from Elizabeth, looked at this tiny girl and grinned wide. “Pretty smart little girl, aren’t you?”
“I think so!” giggled Elizabeth as she ran to her room and closed the door.
Hum, Mary thought. I think I like that girl, she laughed to herself. Mary wasn’t one for starting trouble, but she could sure appreciate a sharp mind at work!
***********************************
12
The Nightmares Change
He was getting closer and closer.
Why couldn’t she move?
Why was it so hot? Oh, yes, the fire!
The man was screaming again. No. That wasn’t the man. It was the woman screaming for Katherine. It was Mama! Oh, Mama why aren’t you calling me? She was coming, she could almost see her, but…no, it wasn't Mama. It was him!
“No, go away, go away!” Mary screamed.
Elizabeth went running into Mary’s room and climbed into bed with her. “Mary! Mary?” she whispered as loudly as she dared without waking up mother and father.
Mary jerked awake, sweat pouring down her face, her body shuddering. Oh, no, she thought. Now she was starting to dream of her mama. She’d never done that until now. She had no real memory of her other than her long dark hair. Why would she be in these horrible dreams?
It took her a moment to realize who was holding her hand and whispering to her. Then the realization hit her that little Elizabeth had saved her from another of Ingrid’s speeches. “Oh, Elizabeth,” Mary whispered as she hugged her tightly. Mary took a deep breath and reassured Elizabeth that she was alright.
“Can I stay here with you tonight, Mary?” Elizabeth’s big blue eyes looked so hopeful that Mary just couldn’t say no. Despite the temper Ingrid would be in the next morning if Elizabeth wasn’t in her own bed. “Sure you can. I’ll feel so much better with you here.”
Elizabeth looked at Mary with such concern.
She’s such a sweet kid, Mary thought. How did those two ever have such a sweet-tempered little girl?
Elizabeth cuddled in next to Mary, feeling good to be close to her. She looked up to Mary as if she were her real sister. Of course, Mama made sure none of them forgot that Mary wasn’t her real “blood” sister, but Elizabeth thought Mary was one of the nicest, smartest, prettiest girls ever. All Elizabeth wanted was for Mary to like her too.
***********************************
13
Welcome To The Bureau
Bureau of Investigation Headquarters - Washington, DC
Special Agent Phillip Williams was pacing the room. He had had to be careful in approaching this small town cop. The guy was a good cop, he was sharp, and he wanted him working for the Bureau, not wasting his time on the police force in “Podunk, Virginia.” But the guy was a stick of dynamite looking for a damned match, and he sure didn’t want to be the one to light it.
Undercover could do that to you after awhile, and he knew the last sixteen months had been pure hell for this guy. His assignment had been very dangerous, but was well carried out and was very successful. The guy had a really persistent nature, but could show a real mean streak when provoked. Despite his temper, he was exactly what they needed for this assignment. Williams knew enough about the guy’s background to understand his temperament, and he kept himself under control so that he never went off halfcocked.
“Look, I understand that you’ve been on the force for ten years, and it’s not easy to give up that much time on the job, especially with your personal ties to the sheriff. The case you just worked on is tied to an investigation we’ve been running. We’re certain that this bunch is smuggling diamonds into the country. We just haven’t been able to get a lock on the operation. We’re pretty sure some of the guys they arrested in your case are linked to this bunch. This is bigger than just the small group you infiltrated and we want the big guy! We just haven’t figured out who he is.”
“So what the hell’s so special about me? I wasn’t the only cop on that case,” he growled in response. He was feeling surly this morning. Lack of sleep for the last six months on that damned case, constantly having to watch his step while he was undercover—and now getting dragged into DC at 8 am—hadn’t resulted in making him a pleasant guy, to put it mildly! He couldn’t wait to get out of here and go back to the hotel for a good scotch and twelve hours of really deep sleep!
“Oh, come on,” Williams stormed. “Don’t play cute with me. You know damned well why you’re special. You were in with this bunch for sixteen months. You headed the sheriff’s whole operation and kept yourself and the other officers involved alive. No one picked up on you during or after the operation. Your work involved the murder case.”
He let that sink in and then continued, “Look, you’re a smart cop, you do great undercover work, you’re quick on your feet, and your shooting skills make me look like a damned beginner. Who else would I want on this? Modesty doesn’t suit you!”
Williams caught himself working up a good head of steam. Taking a deep breath to calm down, Williams continued more quietly, “The Bureau’s still young, and we’re always on the lookout for good agents. But the truth is…we need you and we need you now! Your experience with this bunch gives us our best chance of tracking them back to the big guy. This guy’s like a magician using smoke for cover. You get close and he just goes ‘poof’,” he gestured, “and disappears.”
“We’ve got a good number of our agents locked into an espionage case. Since the “Black Tom” bombing a couple of years ago we’ve been on the trail of German sympathizers, and we know there is a link here, not to “Black Tom”, but the same danger for our country. Espionage and sabotage are a nasty business. We’ve been too small a group to be of much help to the Secret Service so far but, if we can take down these saboteurs, well—let’s be honest—it would be good for the country and damned good for the Bureau. Hell, even the New York Police Department’s Bomb Squad was more help to the country on ‘Black Tom.’ Now with the Sabotage Act, it’s our turn to dig in and help rid the county of these bastards.”
He looked the cop straight in the eye. This might be his last chance to get him on the rolls, “I want you to dig into this smuggling investigation so that I can concentrate of the espionage case. You’d report direct to me, but out of the Chicago office. You can give us a big head start here. Give us a year. Then, if you want out, you’ll get a recommendation from the Bureau that’s going to get you on the force of your choice.”
Williams thought the guy would probably throw the offer right back in his face and head straight back to “Podunk.” It was worth a shot. It was about all Williams had to offer.
Actually, the thought of being able to write his own ticket later had already occurred to him, and it was a big plus. He loved working with Frank, but he couldn’t keep himself locked in any longer. He needed new resources and when everybody on the job within two hundred miles knew you, secrecy was a scarce commodity. What the hell could it hurt? He hadn’t made much progress anyway, and having access to Bureau resources could be a good plus on his other project.
“Okay. I’ll give you one year.”
Yeah, thought Special Agent Williams as they shook on it, that was too damned easy. Well, no matter what the guy’s motives, this was going to be a win-win for the Bureau and he couldn’t wait to see results. They made arrangements to meet the next day to do some planning and get some paperwork done. Their newest agent would hit the road running! So why were the short hairs standing up on the back of his neck?
***
An hour later a very weary new BOI agent opened the door of his hotel room. He tossed his coat on the chair and went to the dresser where he poured a scotch with one hand while loosening his tie with the other. He’d lost track of day and night over the last few months, so a scotch at 10 AM was just a welcome as one at 10 PM Besides with all this prohibition crap being talked about, a guy never knew when his last scotch really was his last scotch!
After downing the warm, gold liquid and waiting while the slow fire spread through his system he looked up and saw his reflection in the mirror. Dear God, you’re a real beauty you are, he thought. He finished removing the tie and threw it down on the dresser, all the while looking at the weary face staring back at him.
His dark brown hair was wild and unruly; the dark brown eyes were red and had purple smudges beneath them. The lines starting to etch themselves on his face were obviously not laugh lines. He had thirty-six hours of stubble on his cheeks and absolutely no desire to expend the energy to remove it.
He sneered at the reflection as he remembered his ex-girlfriend telling him once that he was “ruggedly handsome”; that he reminded her of “a lumberjack.” He wasn’t really tall, but very well built and, according to her, “looked darned sexy in his uniform.” Boy, oh, boy, if Dora could see him now!
He pulled his suit shirt out of his waistband, loosened his belt, removed his shoes, and threw himself down on the bed where he promptly passed out until 11 am the next day. He awoke to the sound of Special Agent Williams beating on his door.
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