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“Please wake up, mommy! It’s me – Levi. I promise I’ll be a good boy!”
Why won’t she get up off the cabin floor? I’ve been calling her name forever, but she’s still not answering me. I’m getting scared because it’s dark and cold in here. Where are we again? I think I should go and get help, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. If I leave, maybe she will get mad when she wakes up and finds out that I left her all alone out here in the woods – wherever we are.
Am I on the right path to get back to the main road? I can’t remember which path we took after mom wrecked the car. I hope I can find my way to the road, because I’m pretty sure we need help. But what if it’s a bad guy that stops? I’m so tired. I’ve been walking for so long. Why does my head feel so fuzzy? Oh yeah, I bumped it when mom ran our car into the ditch. I feel dizzy. Mom’s water tasted icky. What was in there?
I think maybe I should go back to the cabin because mom is going to get mad at me for leaving. She gets mad a lot these days. Wait – are those headlights?
* * *
Judge Binnard fastened his black robe, and in doing so he immediately commanded the attention of every lawyer seated in his courtroom.
“In the matter of Cassie S. Counsel, state your appearances for the record.”
“Your Honor, Macy Green of the Public Defender’s Office, appearing on behalf of the mother. Your Honor, before we begin I have to get on the record that this case is nothing more than a horrible tragedy. Car accidents happen every day, and my client was merely a passenger in a car driven by her father. The only thing that could possibly make this accident different from any of the many others is the fact that my client’s infant died. My client is grieving this loss now, and should be allowed to focus on the pending funeral – not the justice system. She is distraught beyond words –”
“Save it for the trial, Ms. Green,” Judge Binnard interrupted. “Today’s only the detention hearing, and as you know has an extremely low burden of proof. You should know better.” It was obvious to the judge that Macy was trying to put on a show for her client, and Judge Binnard disliked such theatrics in his courtroom. He’d worked juvenile cases for the past twenty years in the quaint Wyoming town of Sheridan, and had become well aware of the unique emotional environment involved in these sorts of child abuse cases. He was not about to let anyone in his court try to misuse that emotion in an attempt to bypass the relevant rules of law.
“Your Honor, please let me –”
“Ms. Green, we haven’t even made it through introductions. Don’t push me today.” The judge knew that courtroom control was always important in these cases, but even more so today; he was not willing to risk losing any control over the attorneys when it came time to call the pending Levi L. case.
“With all due respect, Your Honor, my client desperately needs you to understand that –”
“Understand what? That she was traveling with an infant on her lap in the front passenger seat of a car? That she wasn’t wearing a seatbelt? That she failed to secure any of her three other children with seatbelts either, before her drunk father T-boned a pickup truck? Or did she want me to understand that she’s had four previous DUI’s, which now puts her in a dead heat with her father, who was just issued his fourth?” Judge Binnard looked disapprovingly at Ms. Green before he continued, “Are you actually suggestion that despite all that, your client’s three surviving children should be returned to her under the theory that they are not in substantial danger of physical or emotional harm while in her care?” Judge Binnard didn’t have to think long or hard to come up with the answer to that question.
“But, Your Honor, I feel obligated to address the issue of detention of these three children on the record,” Macy Green whined.
“Ms. Green, I suggest you exert your energy on ensuring that your client obtains the alcohol treatment she obviously needs. I know your client was also drunk that night, and I also know that her license has been revoked for too many DUI convictions. Perhaps her reasoning was impaired by the alcohol, but the fact remains that she made an irresponsible choice that ended the life of a newborn. She’s lucky that her other three children were not more seriously injured. These facts alone make the detention of your client’s other children a foregone conclusion.”
Judge Binnard was normally extremely gracious to the parents on his docket, and he was well known amongst local attorneys to bend over backwards to provide parents every possible opportunity to reunify with their children. Cases such as Cassie’s, however, provoked an entirely different reaction in him.
“But Your Honor,” Macy Green began before she noticed the angry expression on the judge’s face. Although she’d only been working the juvenile calendar for a few months, she’d learned enough to realize when to cut her losses. She longed for the day when she’d complete the mandatory juvenile court rotation and return to the land of murderers, rapists, and thieves. Juvenile cases were simply too draining. “I apologize, Your Honor,” she said as she wisely took her seat next to her client.
“Ms. Green, you’ve certainly heard my lecture before. We need a license to drive, marry, and vote. If we choose a particular career path, we’re obligated to pursue proper schooling, degrees and certifications. The most important field in life, and the one that ties all of these possibilities together, is being a parent – a good parent. Regrettably, there’s absolutely no training or other prerequisites involved with beginning the biological process of swapping DNA.
Judge Binnard’s voice turned slightly softer, and he looked pointedly at the public defender in front of him. “I know you’re new to my court, Ms. Green, but you’ve been here long enough to know my position when it comes to parental responsibility. Parents need to take their responsibilities more seriously, especially when the unfortunate has occurred and one or more of their children have already been removed from their home. If a parent in my courtroom doesn’t exert every single effort into fulfilling their duties as a parent, they have no hope of regaining custody in their case. Sadly, baby Cassie is never going to be able to return home. Mrs. Sheldon’s three surviving children will not go home either, until she proves to me that she is capable of fulfilling her parental obligations. Next case.”
Mary MacIntosh sat in awe as she watched the proceedings unfold. She took copious notes because in her fifteen years as an attorney, she’d not once handled a juvenile matter. She knew that whatever information she could glean from these initial cases on the docket would help her when Levi’s case was called. Her big, brown eyes shot wide open as she listened to Judge Binnard rule on the Cassie S. matter in such a swift and assertive manner. She began to doubt her decision to accept representation of her newest and youngest client, ten-year-old Levi.
When Mary MacIntosh told her law partner about her desire to expand their criminal and civil defense firm, Harry’s response was immediate. “Let me guess, Mac,” he said in his predictably sarcastic fashion, “your body clock is ticking and you think that hanging around abused or neglected kids will fill that void until that selfish boyfriend of yours finally commits to having a family with you.” Mac defended her choices to Harry by rationalizing how important it was to provide community service. Harry didn’t buy it for a minute.
Mac had worked for Harry her entire legal career and was accustomed to his fatherly disposition. Harry partnered the Jackson Hole office, while Mac managed the Sheridan office, making their long-distance legal partnership a respectfully healthy one. After winning a large verdict in an environmental case, Harry gave Mac complete freedom to choose the types of cases she wished to champion, but that didn’t restrain Harry from offering his advice. Mac, a forty-year-old single, attractive woman with long auburn hair and warm, brown eyes, valued her distinguished boss, as Harry held great respect from all members of the legal community.
As Mac listened to the juvenile court calendar, she considered Harry’s comments regarding her motive for defending Levi. Maybe Harry was right. She had no experience in this area of the law, and Levi’s case appeared to be complicated and high profile. She had studied as much about this area of law as she possibly could in preparation for today, but was still having trouble understanding how the county attorney could prosecute these types of cases while balancing two distinctly different and competing interests: prosecuting parents for their criminally neglectful or abusive parenting, while also promoting reunification of the family unit.
“In the matter of Theresa D.,” the county attorney called out the next case without skipping a beat. Karl Swensen had served as Sheridan’s county attorney for nearly twenty years and had practiced before Judge Binnard most of his career. They had a respectful rapport despite the fact that they shared very little in common. Karl was a right-winged Republican, with a strong belief in the death penalty, strict judicial sentencing, tough love parenting, and stream-lined budgeting. He was tall and lean, with sharp features, contrasted with Judge Binnard’s stout frame and round face.
“Judge, I will submit on detention in this case,” Macy Green stated, though not quite as firmly as she had in the Cassie S. case. “But as to visitation, however, I’d request –”
“Forget it, counsel. Your client was charged with impregnating his fourteen-year-old daughter. No visitation. We’ll set statutory trial dates. Next case.”
“In the matter of Sara Q.,” Judge Binnard called without missing a beat.
“Your Honor, detention is not an issue in this case. The minor is sixteen and refuses to live with her father,” Karl Swensen said. “Sara ran away after her father caught her on MySpace and decided to beat her up for it. Sara wants to stay at the shelter and doesn’t want any form of visitation until her dad has completed anger management counseling. The People request statutory dates.”
And so the calendar continued. Mac sat and listened, taking notes as to the procedure of Judge Binnard’s court. She wore her form-fitting navy suit with a cream blouse, pearl earrings and necklace from her grandmother’s estate, and navy heels. As she sat in the back of the courtroom, her thoughts slowly drifted to her current love life and whether she’d ever satisfy her maternal instincts. When Judge Binnard called the Landers case, Mac was caught off guard and jumped in her seat.
“In the matter of Levi L.,” Judge Binnard announced. The courtroom clerk motioned to the judge and the two of them began to whisper. The clerk picked up the phone and spoke softly into it while cupping the receiver. A minute later, the door to the judge’s chambers cracked open and a small boy with blond, curly hair and emerald eyes slowly approached the clerk. An extremely large woman escorted the little boy to the left side of the courtroom and showed him a shelf of toys. Judge Binnard was quiet as he watched the boy sheepishly select a Hardy Boys book.
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Kelly,” Judge Binnard said to the rotund woman, before turning his attention to the little boy. “And you must be Levi.”
The little boy looked up and nodded.
“Have you ever been in a courtroom before?”
Levi shook his head.
“No? Well, let me introduce myself. I’m Judge Binnard, and this is my courtroom. I’m very pleased to meet you, and I want you to know that you’re in a very safe place right now. You can tell us anything you want here. If you’d feel more comfortable talking to me up here, then you can sit next to me behind the bench. Or you could chat with my clerk, Joanne, who has seventeen grandchildren of her own.” Joanne gave Levi a little grandmotherly smile and wave. “I’ve already appointed you your very own attorney, Mary MacIntosh, and she’s here today to be something we call a ‘guardian ad litem,’ but that’s a rather big and awkward word, isn’t it? We chatted already, and she told me that you could just call her Mac, okay? Ms. MacIntosh, will you please step forward?”
Mac walked up the center aisle of the courtroom and pushed open the countertop-high gallery door with her knee. She walked up to Levi and kneeled down before him while extending her hand. Levi looked at Mac’s hand held in front on him briefly before quickly turning his attention to Mrs. Kelly and then back up towards the judge.
“It’s okay, Levi,” Judge Binnard prodded. “Ms. MacIntosh is here to help. You can shake her hand.”
Levi tentatively reached his small hand out toward Mac and gently shook her hand. As Mac made this initial contact, she couldn’t ignore the dirt under his fingernails and the deep scrape on his thumb. Mac looked into his eyes and offered a warm smile. His sallow skin flushed as he garnered a half-grin, and then, suddenly, his look changed. The half-grin turned into a scowl and Levi jerked his hand away. Mac tried not to react to this behavior and instead began asking him questions about the things he liked, such as sports or cars or playing with other kids. Levi did not answer her questions. As they faced off in an awkward silence, Mac noticed how frail Levi looked in his tan pants cinched tightly at the waist.
“How old are you?” Mac asked. “Let me guess. Twelve?” She knew that he had just turned ten but was hoping to earn brownie points for guessing too high.
“I-I-I’m ten,” Levi stammered.
“Wow, you’re really mature for a ten-year-old,” Mac countered. “I see you’ve chosen a Hardy Boys book,” she said, turning the book in her direction. “That’s pretty tough reading for a boy your age. You must be really smart.” Levi began to smile a little bit at this comment, perhaps a bit broader than before. “When I was a little girl, I read every Nancy Drew book I could find. My brother read Hardy Boys. We used to argue over who was the better detective. Maybe you can tell me about the book after you’ve read it.” Levi looked to the side, afraid to commit. Mac offered him the book back and he grabbed it. She let go, and gently patted him on the shoulder.
Mac stood and looked at the judge, unsure about the next courtroom procedure. Judge Binnard made some legal findings on the record as the court reporter pressed the keys of her stenographer machine.
“Ms. MacIntosh, you’ll need to schedule a time to meet with Levi at the foster mother’s house. You can follow Mrs. Kelly into my chambers to make those arrangements. The meeting can be now, if that works with everyone’s schedule. I will make all appropriate rulings, and Macy Green will call you with future court dates. I will ensure monitored visitation and a no-discussion order, so that no one may discuss the matter with Levi unless you are present.” The judge’s voice softened somewhat as he continued. “Thank you for agreeing to take this case. It’s going to be a complicated one, I think.”
With that, Mrs. Kelly took Levi by the hand and motioned for Mac to follow them through the judge’s private entrance. After Levi was out of earshot, Judge Binnard finished the hearing.
“Bailiff, you can escort the parents into the courtroom now.” The bailiff’s voice boomed out into the hallway, requesting that the Landers parents join the hearing.
Evelyn Landers walked in alone. It was immediately apparent that she was not typical of the mothers in Judge Binnard’s juvenile cases. Her five-foot-one-inch frame was sheathed in a beautiful St. John knit black pantsuit, while her medium-length, dark hair was stylishly layered and tucked behind her ears. Her makeup was lightly applied, with a sheer lipstick in a neutral shade. She gracefully sat down in the front row next to a gentleman.
“Ms. Green, since Mary MacIntosh is representing Levi, I assume that you will be representing the other three Landers children?” Judge Binnard asked.
“Yes, Your Honor. I accept appointment as counsel for Austen Landers, age sixteen, Ben Landers, age fourteen, and Lauren Landers, age twelve. If a conflict arises, I will advise the court immediately.”
“Thank you. I assume that Dr. and Mrs. Landers have each hired private counsel?”
“Yes, Your Honor,” a voice said from the front row of the courtroom. A tall, red-haired man stood and straightened his gray tie. “Harold Neiman on behalf of Dr. and Mrs. Landers.”
“Mr. Neiman, I’m afraid that you are not going to be able to represent both parents in this case, as Dr. Landers and Mrs. Landers most likely have divergent interests in this matter. Have you spoken with your clients about this possibility?”
“Yes, Your Honor. If a conflict arises, I will represent Mrs. Landers only. Dr. Landers has agreed to retain his own counsel at that point in time.”
Evelyn Landers shifted in her seat looking nervous, unsure as to whether she should remain seated or stand up beside her lawyer.
“That time is now,” Judge Binnard said. “I assume that you’ve had an opportunity and a desire to read the social worker’s report in this case? Mrs. Landers is being accused, among other things, of deliberately poisoning her son with perphenazine. Now, our justice system presumes her innocence, of course. But the court must assume that Dr. Landers has an opinion on this subject that may not favor his wife.”
“Your Honor, you are assuming –,” Harold Neiman started.
“Please approach the counsel table when addressing the court,” Judge Binnard brusquely interjected.
Harold Neiman walked forward and stood next to Macy Green. “I’ve read the jurisdiction report and there is nothing in there that even hints that these allegations are true or that Dr. Landers has any interest other than those of his family.”
“Mr. Neiman, it is readily apparent to me that the parents have conflicting interests. You may represent Mrs. Evelyn Landers. Dr. Luke Landers will have to hire his own lawyer. I assume he can afford one, correct?”
The county attorney smirked at the suggestion. Dr. Landers was the top-paid OB/GYN in Sheridan County, and perhaps in all of Wyoming.
“He can afford his own lawyer, Your Honor, but Luke and Evelyn Landers are a united front. They support one another one hundred and fifty percent and are absolutely positive that the petition will ultimately be dismissed with Mrs. Landers being exonerated on all charges against her. Dr. Landers fully supports her position and has signed a waiver of conflict –”
“Mr. Neiman, you are an experienced lawyer, right?”
Harold Neiman looked quizzically at the judge.
“I know that you are. It was a rhetorical question. I knew your dad, and if you are anything like him, you could run circles around half the attorneys in this town. But there is one thing I can assure you. Mothers and fathers often disagree on childrearing – even when they are happily married and live a united front. When one parent is accused of a crime against one of their children, there is a substantial probability that this united front may fraction. If and when it does, I don’t want you crawling into court begging to be relieved as counsel. Therefore, I’m telling you now that you must make a choice as to whom you wish to represent.”
“Fine. I will represent Mrs. Landers,” Harold huffed in response. “ I’ll call John Trainor and let him know that he will be representing Dr. Landers. We talked about the possibility before the hearing.”
“Very well,” Judge Binnard said. “Speaking of which, where is Dr. Landers?” The judge looked around the courtroom in an exaggerated fashion before focusing his attention squarely at Evelyn.
Evelyn stood and slowly approached Harold Neiman, nervously glancing at the judge and her lawyer, wondering whether she should answer.
“He-he’s delivering a baby. It was an emergency C-section. He couldn’t be here.”
“He has medical partners, doesn’t he?” Judge Binnard asked.
Evelyn looked surprised by the question. “Well, yes.”
“And his medical partners are qualified to perform C-sections, correct?”
“Of course,” Evelyn stiffly replied to the judge’s challenge. Her jaw clenched and she crossed her arms over her chest.
“Then the next time we have a hearing and I order Levi’s parents to attend, please communicate to the good doctor that I mean both parents. Surely, his son’s well-being is more important than the almighty dollar.”
“Your Honor,” Evelyn started, “I don’t like what you are –”
“What my client means, Your Honor,” Harold Neiman interrupted, “is that Dr. Landers will be at the next hearing. Thank you.”
“This case may prove to be logistically difficult, counsel. We are going to have to be mindful of the fact that children are going to be asked to testify about both their parents and siblings. Levi will not be allowed in any hearings involving this detailed sort of testimony or when either of his parents are present, though, because that will clearly be too stressful for him. Dr. Landers will need to be apprised of this.” Judge Binnard firmly stacked a file of papers on his desk and closed his manila folder. His clerk quickly whispered something to him, reminding him that he needed to set further hearing dates and make findings regarding visitation.
“Oh yes,” the judge continued. “With respect to visitation orders, the court orders that Levi remain in foster care pending disposition and that Mrs. Landers be allowed monitored visitation three times per week for two hours a visit. Dr. Landers’ visitation will be addressed at the next hearing when his lawyer is present. Mrs. Landers is ordered not to discuss the facts of the case with Levi when visiting. Our next hearing will be next Tuesday in order to further address visitation and discovery. We are adjourned for lunch.”
“But Your Honor,” Harold Neiman said, “Mrs. Landers is an extremely involved mother who needs more than just a routine visitation schedule. She’s a stay-at-home mom who has been Levi’s sole caretaker his whole life. She’s in the PTA and is also on the Chamber of Commerce, the Women’s Charity League, active in her church and serves –”
“Save it for the trial, counsel. She could be Mother Theresa, Mr. Neiman, but if she has done what the petition alleges, then she is going to face losing her parental rights. This hearing is adjourned.”
Evelyn turned to Harold Neiman and whispered in his ear while gesticulating with her right hand and shaking her head.
“Your Honor, Mrs. Landers is not happy that she is being forced to see her son in the presence of a monitor, and is upset that her husband is disallowed visitation for a week. She feels that he has constitutional rights to see his son and that you are depriving him of those rights.”
Judge Binnard took a slow, deep breath through his nose – so loud in fact that the microphone on his desk made a piercing, windy sound. Harold knew he was in for a tongue-lashing, and his shoulders hunched toward his ears as he awaited the verbal assault.
“Mrs. Landers is upset? Well, so am I. I’m irked that her husband didn’t bother showing up. I’m irked that I went out of my way to hold this hearing over the lunch hour so that she could be afforded privacy. I’m irked that my staff is missing out on their constitutional right to eat their lunch in peace and quiet. You can tell your client to voice her ire to her husband outside of my courtroom and after this hearing is over.”
With that, Judge Binnard removed his reading glasses and stood. He quickly whispered something to his clerk, unsnapped his robe, and then exited the courtroom.
Evelyn Landers turned to her attorney and said, “You told me that I’d get my son back today and that the state had no case against me. What kind of attorney are you?”
After pointedly collecting the papers in front of him into his briefcase and closing it, Harold Neiman turned to his client with a somber expression and said, “The only attorney in town who is willing to defend you.”
“I’ve been workin’ in the foster care system as a foster parent through Social Services for twenty-three years, and in all that time I ain’t never seen a case like this. I feel so sorry for this little guy,” Mrs. Kelly whispered into Mac’s ear as they walked through the back hall of the courthouse. Levi trailed slowly behind, looking out each window they passed as they made their way towards the exit sign. “Staircase is on the left. We can take it down and the exit is near the parking lot. Where’d you park? You can follow me to my house and meet with Levi while I make his lunch.”
“I walked. My office is just down Main Street,” Mac answered. “If it is not too much trouble, would you mind giving me your address so that I could meet up with you in just a few minutes? I really need to check in with my secretary first so that I can make sure there isn’t anything pressing waiting for me at the office. I didn’t expect this hearing to take so long.”
“These hearings always take a long time,” Mrs. Kelly tersely responded. “You just have to get used to it. When I started workin’ in foster care, I had to sit in the danged courthouse half the day. I complained about it loud, too, ‘cuz I had kids to tend to and I wasn’t gettin’ paid extra to be sittin’ around all day at court. Plus, I had to get a sitter just to show up at court. Nowadays, they at least pay me to come to court so I can afford gettin’ a sitter.”
Mrs. Kelly reached into her oversized handbag and retrieved a pen and a crumpled up Wal-Mart receipt. She wrote her address and telephone number on the receipt and then immediately handed it to Mac. “Want me to make you some lunch?” she politely asked.
“Oh, no thank you. I brought my own. I’ll grab it from my office and eat with Levi at your house.”
“Suit yourself,” Mrs. Kelly responded, and then added almost as an after-thought, “I make a mean Sloppy Joe.”
“I bet you do. I’ll take you up on that offer another day,” Mac said with a little laugh as she knelt down next to Levi and began to look directly into his eyes. “I’m going to come and have lunch with you,” Mac said gently to the frail boy in front of her. “Maybe we could talk a little, and then you can show me around Mrs. Kelly’s house?”
“Don’t care,” Levi mumbled in response. He looked agitated, yet Mac couldn’t shake the feeling that he was much more afraid than he was angry. Mac reached out for his shoulder, hoping that a gentle pat on the back would assure him that she was a friend. Instead, Levi recoiled as he pulled back and stared down at the ground and began to knock his tennis shoes together at the toe.
Mrs. Kelly rolled her eyes. “This kid is a piece of work,” she mumbled under her breath and then grabbed Levi by the hand as she began to cross the street with him towards the parking lot.
Mac watched as Levi proceeded to walk away from her. His tiny frame was in direct contrast with Mrs. Kelly’s ample one. Levi turned briefly and nervously glanced back towards Mac. She quickly waved to him, but he turned his body back in the direction of Mrs. Kelly, without waving back.
* * *
As Mac headed towards her office, she walked directly in front of the courthouse, which architecturally was an amalgamation of old and new. Built in 1905 and placed on the National Registry of Historic Places, Sheridan’s courthouse sat majestically on top of a hill, and had the look of a capitol building, complete with a dome top. In the summer, the grassy slope resembled a velvet carpet leading up to the courthouse steps, with fifteen-foot tall pine trees intermixed with cottonwoods whose limbs were heavy with brilliant foliage.
The old section of the courthouse had an underground tunnel which previously connected the county jail to the sheriff’s residence. The jail had long since been relocated, the sheriff no longer lived amongst inmates, and the former sheriff’s home was now the juvenile court annex, carrying with it the flavor of a colorful history. The new wing to the courthouse was added a few decades back, and provided the government with the space it needed for additional offices. This extra space was necessary for the government of a growing western town, but the new wing was fashioned in a manner that successfully balanced the historical elegance of the original structure.
As she crossed Main Street on this bright day in late September, Mac admired the old dome brightly shining in the mid-day sun. Fall was on its way, and the leaves on the beautiful trees surrounding the courthouse were beginning to show ebbs of color. Autumn was peaceful in Wyoming with bright, crisp days. But sometimes, without much warning, a warm Chinook breeze turned into a violent pre-winter snowstorm which dusted the grandiose peaks of the Big Horn Mountains with a light layer of snow. Mac smiled to herself as she thought that this uncertainty of the weather made the season interesting.
As Mac continued to walk south along Main Street, her thoughts returned to the Landers family. Mac had not met the other Landers children, but had read about them frequently in the local newspaper. As a sports enthusiast, she regularly consumed the pages of The Sheridan Press, and the Landers children were often the focus of local sports coverage. She felt as though she already knew them based on all of the reports she’d read in Levi’s court file, as well as the local press. Mac began to recall some of the stories she had read about each of the kids.
Austen was a tall, charismatic young man. She knew that he was a senior in high school and that he played varsity football for the Sheridan Broncs. He had been the starting quarterback since his sophomore year and college scouts had been watching him since early this season. Austen was also the forward on the school’s varsity basketball team, and the third baseman for their baseball team. He had dark hair and dark blue eyes just like his mother, balanced with his father’s height. Intuitively, Mac knew that Austen was considered popular.
Ben Landers was a sophomore in high school and a member of both the varsity wrestling and football teams. Whereas Austen was tall and dark with blue eyes, Ben was short and brawny with dark eyes. Mac pictured a burly, serious young man with an undercurrent of anger and energy furrowing deep inside. Based on court reports, Mac knew that Ben had a reputation for being surly and not being afraid of getting into a fight. Mac immediately recalled an episode following a football game during his freshman year that firmly backed up his reputation.
Lauren Landers was in eighth grade and was a feminine version of Austen. At five-feet-nine, she stood quite tall for a twelve-year-old girl. Lauren was a tad lighter in color than Austen, having both light brown hair and eyes. She was also an avid sports enthusiast, playing basketball, volleyball, softball, tennis, and golf, all while maintaining an active membership with her local swim team. Mac pictured her as a typical 'tween-ager – rarely caught without her MP3 player plugged in her ears. Mac smiled to herself as she imagined that Lauren’s iPhone and music likely had the added benefit of tuning out her overbearing mother from time to time.
Levi was much more petite and fair skinned than his siblings. Unlike his siblings, Levi had blond and curly hair accompanied by a set of piercing green eyes. Similarly, Levi did not have the height that his siblings clearly inherited from their father, but he certainly had his father’s haunting good looks, though without an athletic frame it came across as a somewhat hollow and fragile appearance.
Mac reflected on Levi’s appearance in court that morning. She didn’t see any overt signs of abuse or illness, though his voluminous medical records suggested otherwise. Levi appeared afraid and guarded, but what child wouldn’t under the circumstances? Mac decided to get to know Levi on a more personal basis before diving into the medical records which would undoubtedly provide Mac with the other side of the story.
* * *
“I am so glad you’re here,” a breathless Mrs. Kelly said to Mac as she flung open the front door of her foster home. Mac was alarmed at Mrs. Kelly’s flushed face and by the manner in which she was panting. “We just had quite an episode.”
“An episode? What do you mean?” She had only been away from Mrs. Kelly for forty-five minutes, as she made sure to be brief while checking in with her law office staff after court.
“It’s Levi. He’s had another outbreak.”
“I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Mrs. Kelly. Is Levi hurt? What happened?”
Mrs. Kelly squinted her eyes at Mac. “How much did the judge tell you about Levi’s conduct disorder?”
“I didn’t have any conversations with the judge about this case,” Mac explained to Mrs. Kelly. “The public defender’s office called me requesting my assistance on a case. I only recently accepted, and I don’t even have a complete file on Levi to review. Please tell me what’s going on.”
“Them doctors – they call it a conduct disorder. They don’t say what it is. I’ve been around the block enough times to at least call it like I see it. I ain’t no doctor, but I’ve raised enough kids to know that Levi is a bully. But bullies don’t just get themselves born. Somethin’ happens to ’em to make 'em inta bullies. My money’s on one of them elder brothers, I tell you. I bet they knock him around and without no way to defend against them bigger brothers, he picks on younger kids or throws a tantrum when he gets any chance. And that’s exactly what happened when we got home from court. He darned near went crazy, throwing stuff ‘round the baby’s room. That boy done fished out a dirty diaper and wiped the baby’s stinky crap all over the walls. I’ve had my share of delinquent foster kids, so don’t think I can’t handle it – but he keeps this up and he is out the door. I’m too old for this, and I’m not willing to deal with it for much more. I’ve had kids steal my car, steal money outta my purse, set fires in the woods, blow up frogs with firecrackers – you name it, I’ve dealt with it. But I am not gonna be wipin’ no shit off no walls. You hear me?”
Mrs. Kelly took a deep breath and without another word, she motioned with her head for Mac to follow her into the house and towards the room where Levi was sitting.
The house was an old Victorian, but it had long ago lost its glamour. The rooms were small, and a musty smell permeated throughout. The furniture inside the house was sparse and tattered. Paint was peeling from the walls. The living room had one old couch with a small television in the corner sitting on top of cinder blocks. TV trays were lined up in front of the couch with what appeared to be the remains of breakfast on each plate.
Mac followed Mrs. Kelly to a closed door near the back of the house. Mrs. Kelly knocked twice before turning the door knob. She pushed on the door, but it only gave way an inch. “Oh, what has this kid done now?” she shouted to no one in particular before using her weight up against the door. When the door responded to Mrs. Kelly’s attempts by only moving another inch or so, Mrs. Kelly tersely shouted out for Mac to give her a hand.
Mac helped push on the door, which only began to open after the sound of furniture moving escaped from within. “Damn kid put the crib in front of the door,” Mrs. Kelly unnecessarily explained to Mac.
With her narrow frame, Mac was able to squeeze herself through the partially opened door, and when she entered the room, she immediately saw Levi crouched in a corner with his head between his knees and both arms crisscrossed over his head. Mrs. Kelly, who was far too wide to enter, was unable to follow Mac into Levi’s room.
“Levi, I’m Mac. Remember me? I met you at the courthouse a bit ago. I am here to help you.”
Levi did not flinch.
“Can you tell me why you are so upset?”
Again, Levi did not move. Mac could see his chest heaving, probably because he was either crying or out of breath from his tantrum – or both. His blond curly hair was matted to his head and was wet with sweat. Mac looked around the room. Mrs. Kelly was right. It appeared that Levi had taken diapers out of the Diaper Genie and smeared feces on the walls. The baby’s crib had been moved behind the door, as was evidenced by the scratches on the hardwood floor. The linens had been tossed around. Toys were broken. Heads had been ripped off teddy bears and the stuffing spewed out. Levi’s hands were filthy, and he smelled.
Mac took a seat next to Levi on the floor and sat there in silence for a few moments just listening to him breathe. She sensed that he was calming down after a few minutes.
“When I was little, my dad died,” Mac started. Levi did not move. “I was so angry that he left me. I didn’t understand what happened or why, and I just wanted my daddy back and for things to go back to the way they were before he died.” Levi’s head picked up a bit. “I even got so mad one time that I cut the hair off my favorite doll. My mom scolded me, but that didn’t stop me. A few days later, I broke the wheels off my brother’s G.I. Joe Army truck. Now, that didn’t go over too well, as you can imagine. My brother was hysterical and my mom got really mad.” Levi pulled his head up just a bit higher. Mac could see his watery green eyes. She kept on telling him the story.
“I was so mad at my mom because I thought that she made my dad die. All she did after he died was curl up on her bed and stare off into space. It made me hate her. One day when she was curled up in a ball, I marched into her bathroom and broke off all of her Avon lipsticks. Later when my mom found my mess, she went berserk.”
Mac scooted a little closer to Levi. He didn’t move away from her, so she kept on talking.
“After that, my mom made me go stay with my grandma. I don’t remember how long I stayed at my grandma’s, but I tell you, it was boring there. There were no toys. No cartoons. Nothing at all to do. It was winter in Colorado, so it was too cold to go outside. I just sat there. It seemed like forever. I wanted to break something at my grandma’s house so I could go back to my mom’s. I remember walking around their house, which smelled like a giant mothball, looking for something to break. I remember finding the perfect thing: a coo-coo clock in the back bedroom. Every hour the little blue bird came out of the top window of the clock that was shaped like an A-frame house. I waited and waited until it was ten o’clock in the morning and when that silly little bird came out for her seventh ‘coo,’ I pinched her with my fingers and pulled real hard. The clock came off the wall and broke into a million pieces.” Levi’s head raised up another inch. Tear tracks had made their way down his cheeks, and droplets dripped from his chin onto his pants. He wiped his runny nose with the back of his hand.
“My grandma came running in that room so fast. It was the fastest I’d ever seen her move. I could tell by the look on her face that she was really mad. I expected her to spank me and yell at me and send me home, but she didn’t.” Mac paused, baiting Levi. She looked at him for a long time, hoping that he would ask her what happened next. He stared into Mac’s deep brown eyes, silently begging her to go on, but Mac wanted him to speak. She hoped that she could invite a connection between them. She waited another minute, and then another.
“W-w-what did she do?” he finally asked, his voice quivering.
Mac smiled and slowly inched forward towards Levi. “She held me in her arms so tight that I could barely breathe.”
“Was she hurting you?”
“No, Levi. She was loving me. She gave me the longest teddy bear hug you can imagine. And then she helped me pick up all the pieces to the clock and together, we glued them back together. The clock never worked again, but she kept it on her wall anyway. Every time I went to her house from that point on, I looked at that clock and felt so bad that I had broken it.”
Levi nodded. Tears continued to drip down his cheeks. Mac reached into her purse and retrieved a tissue. She thought about offering the tissue to Levi, but realized that she had an opportunity to connect, so she seized it. She reached over and blotted his tears while continuing to talk.
“This all happened when I was about five. When I was seventeen and packing my suitcases for college, do you know what she did?”
Levi shook his head, not knowing. “What?”
“She hid the clock in one of my bags. When I later got to college and unpacked, I found the clock. Inside, there was a letter from my grandma telling me that sometimes we can’t fix what is broken. The clock was unique – my father had given it to her after he returned from a business trip to Europe. It wasn’t replaceable, and it was something very special to her. Just like my father. And me. She told me that she loved me no matter what I did.”
Levi looked away. The tears had returned.
“Mrs. Kelly is upset because you messed up this room. Why don’t you and I clean it up together? She has a right to be upset, just like you do, Levi. You have a right to be sad right now. It’s okay. I understand. We need to learn something from this. What do you think we should learn?”
Levi did not answer. Mac reached out to touch his face, but he pulled back.
“We don’t have the right to break other people’s stuff just because we get upset. I had to learn that lesson too, Levi. I could not understand why God took my dad away. I was so angry. I wanted –”
“How did he die?” Levi asked, looking back toward Mac with large, hungry eyes.
“A car accident. It was snowing. He and my mom had an argument, and he left the house to calm down – and while he was gone he had a terrible accident.”
“Were you mad at your mom for making him die?”
Mac was surprised by his question. She drew in a deep breath and tried to think of an answer that would be appropriate, but she found herself at a loss for words.
“Well, Levi, my mom didn’t make my dad die. It was just an accident.”
Levi shook his head at Mac, insistent as he responded. “No it wasn’t. My dad says there are no such things as accidents.”
“I know you’re upset, Evelyn, but these allegations are serious. We have to discuss them today,” attorney Harold Neiman said.
Court had apparently left Evelyn Landers quite shaken, evidenced by the mascara running down her otherwise flawless cheeks. As she walked with her attorney towards her champagne-colored Range Rover, she said, “I will look at my schedule and see if there is a good time this week for a meeting.”
“You’re not planning on coming with me to my office right now?” Harold asked. “This is extremely important, and we can’t just wait until a time later this week. These aren’t matters easily discussed outside of my office, and I certainly won’t discuss the facts with you on the street. There are eyes and ears around, if you know what I mean. I’m surprised that the Sheridan Press isn’t following us to your car.”
Evelyn Landers’s demeanor stiffened as she approached her car. She turned towards her attorney and brusquely dismissed his suggestion to work on her case. “I have a million things to do today. I didn’t expect for this nightmare to happen. You may not realize this, but it’s currently my busiest season for philanthropic work, and I’m committed to more projects than I care to count. I can’t just drop everything because an overly zealous prosecutor has decided to drum up an unsubstantiated case against high-profile citizens in the midst of election season. Believe me, anyone with a little savvy in this town knows exactly what Karl Swensen is doing. Unfortunately for my family, we’re going to have to endure these ridiculous allegations until our name can be cleared – which is your job, Harold. I trust you will be getting this matter properly dismissed.”
“Evelyn, accusations of child abuse do not just get dismissed without an investigation. Social Services is going to continue snooping around and digging into your family’s background. I’ll object, of course, but you have to understand that they have a right to investigate this case. If they don’t find enough evidence to support pursuing this case – the key word being if – then they’ll dismiss the case on their own. But I’ve done this for long enough to know that cases like this don’t get filed without there being some evidence out there to support it. This is serious stuff. Your philanthropic commitments are commendable, but they’re going to have to play second chair to your current family predicament until the case gets adjudicated.”
Evelyn unlocked her car and sat on the posh, tan leather seat. She put her keys in the ignition and started the car, leaving the door ajar, thus causing the safety system to beep repeatedly. While Harold was pleading with her about adjusting her priorities, she applied her peppermint frost Estée Lauder lipstick. While confirming that it was properly applied in the overhead lighted mirror, she said, “Thank you for your concern, Harold, but I am perfectly capable of managing my own priorities and don’t need the lecture. I’ve raised four kids, three of whom excel both academically and athletically. I’ve managed to perform my duties as the ‘doctor’s wife,’ remain an active and avid volunteer, all the while managing to tend to my last child – who is quite a handful. But, since you seem to know what’s best for me at the moment, I will follow you to your office for a chat. But don’t expect me to stay long, as my day is quite booked.”
* * *
“That’s exactly what I don’t get, Evelyn,” Harold Neiman said to her once they were settled behind closed doors in his corner office of Neiman and Wiley. “I know you are an incredible mom and a dutiful wife, and that you constantly go out of your way to keep giving yourself to charitable causes. But right now, when your family needs you the most, you seem almost put off by the demands placed on you by the judge. From what you’ve described, Levi has been a challenge since birth. You –”
“A challenge?” Evelyn nearly shrieked in response. “A challenge is kicking a fifty yard field goal. A challenge is running a sub-five minute mile. I know all about challenges, Harold. Describing Levi as a challenge is an injustice to the word.” Evelyn uncrossed her legs and re-crossed them again, shifting her weight in the high-backed, maroon leather wing chair. “You have no idea what I’ve been through. Not only has this little guy been throwing tantrums since he broke my ribs during my seventh month of pregnancy, but he’s constantly testing my ability to trust my own motherly instincts when it comes to childhood illnesses. My other kids got sick, and I was able to deal with it without any problem because they got normal kid illnesses: the flu, chicken pox, ear infections, pneumonia, you name it. But nothing Levi has had could be considered normal by any stretch of the imagination. In fact, he’s probably had everything but the normal stuff, and it’s taken every ounce of my strength to see to it that his ever-changing needs continue to be met. You can’t even imagine how much of my time tending to Levi has taken away from the other kids. Do you know how many sporting and other special events I’ve missed? And after all these years of me bending over backwards to make sure that Levi gets loved and cared for in every way, I’m being accused of purposefully making him sick! I can’t even begin to tell you how unnerved I am over this. It’s like a cold slap in my face, after everything I’ve done for that child.”
“I agree with you, Evelyn. It is offensive,” Harold replied, trying to slowly lessen the degree of tension that had been bubbling between them. “And you certainly do not fit the profile of a Munchausen by Proxy mother. In fact, you have demonstrated –”
“Have you researched this disorder?” Evelyn hissed. Without giving her lawyer a chance to respond, she venomously continued, “I have. I looked it up in Luke’s medical book and on the Internet, and I’m horrified that anyone would even consider applying that disorder to me. It’s vile and disgusting. What parent in their right mind would purposefully induce an illness in his or her child to gain attention or sympathy? And who would think that I could be that type of parent? That does not describe me in the slightest. I have made sure that Levi’s medical needs have been met, but that’s by responding to the medical condition – not creating it. I don’t consider the attention that I receive in the process to be anything remotely like a benefit – it’s a burden. A burden I willingly and lovingly assume, as it is being done for my son whom I love. I apologize if I’m coming across strong to you right now, but I want to make sure that there is no confusion between us when it comes to my treatment of Levi: I have never sought medical treatment on his behalf simply because I was bored or needed attention.”
After catching her breath, Evelyn stood up from her chair, walked over to the wet bar and began pouring herself a glass of water.
“There’s Scotch if you need something stronger,” Harold offered. “It’s been a trying day.”
Evelyn turned to Harold, and began to speak to him once again – but this time, in a more subdued tone. “I have too much to do today, Harold; otherwise, I’d definitely take you up on your offer of a good, stiff drink. I still need to drop off baked goods at the church, pick up Lauren from volleyball before taking her to swim practice, get Ben to his private wrestling coach, drop off Austen’s waiver form so he can run for Homecoming King, and make dinner for the kids,” Evelyn paused for a moment, clearly getting worked up for the tasks ahead of her. “To top it all off, tonight there is a benefit dinner for Luke’s new wing at the hospital. I’m sure my family’s dilemma will be gossiped about non-stop. I’ve seen the whispers, the nods, the looks – I’m not an idiot, Harold, and it hurts. It kills me to think for one second that there are people who might actually believe that I’d do something as despicable as poison my own son!”
Evelyn sighed. “That drink is sounding better and better. If only I didn’t have to drive.” With that, Evelyn began to pack up her bags to leave Harold’s office.
* * *
“You forgot to pack my conditioner, Mom,” Lauren Landers whined while rummaging through her swim bag on the way to the YMCA.
“I’m so sorry, Lauren,” Evelyn said, releasing a sigh, “I’ve had a straining day.”
Lauren rolled her eyes. “You always say that, Mom. You have your usual headache, too?”
“As a matter of fact, I –,” Evelyn started before stopping herself. She was exhausted, and didn’t need to justify anything to her twelve-year-old daughter. Evelyn found herself apologizing to Lauren a little too much lately, because it seemed that she was never able to do everything “just right” in Lauren’s eyes. Wasn’t it just yesterday when she had reached out to hold her mommy’s hand? Didn’t she beg Evelyn to play Barbies with her and to have tea parties? Now, it seemed that Evelyn’s only involvement in Lauren’s life was making sure that she owned the hippest clothes, ensuring she had a fully charged cell phone, and providing her with a constant supply of Bumble conditioner. Where did my darling little girl go?
Evelyn looked in her rear-view mirror and focused on the young woman in the back seat – the sweaty, muscular young woman wearing a volleyball uniform. Didn’t she realize that her mom had spent all day in court fighting to get her little brother back? Was she that self-absorbed that she didn’t even realize that today was the day they were supposed to get Levi back from foster care?
“Levi has to stay at Mrs. Kelly’s house.” Evelyn watched Lauren’s reaction in the rearview mirror as she slowly uttered those words.
Lauren lifted her head up for the first time since she jumped into the Range Rover and returned her mother’s obvious stares in the rearview mirror. Lauren’s face softened a bit. “I thought Dad said that the judge would have to give him back today.”
“That’s what we thought, honey, but the judge decided that Levi should stay in the foster home for a little while longer. They aren’t finished evaluating the case, but I am sure that it won’t be long until –”
“Is the judge going to give Levi to another family?” Lauren interrupted. “Jessalyn Jones, this girl in my geometry class, said that they can make kids live in new families forever if they want to.”
Evelyn turned left on Dow Street and accelerated toward the YMCA. She had suddenly become anxious to drop off Lauren, as the conversation had begun to make her head pound. Evelyn carefully calculated her response. “They are not getting Levi a new family, Lauren. And who exactly is this Jessalyn Jones girl to be educating you on the foster care system?” Evelyn spit the words out like cotton balls, thick and stringy.
“She’s a girl in my geometry class,” Lauren calmly replied. A few minutes went by before Lauren started up on the topic again. “Ben said that the judge has no case against you. He said that if you were gonna poison one of your kids, it would be him instead of Levi. Ben said that –”
“What?” Evelyn gasped. “That’s not an appropriate thing for Ben to say, Lauren. You know that I would never harm any of you.” Evelyn’s foot began to press harder on the accelerator, and she found the car skidding to a stop in front of the Y. “Have a good practice, Lauren,” Evelyn conclusively stated. “Borrow conditioner from Amy.”
After Lauren hopped out of the car, Evelyn sped off. As Evelyn scooted away from her inquisitive daughter, she glimpsed at the mothers around her who were cautiously escorting their young children into the YMCA. What happened to the days when I was one of those moms? Was it that long ago that I had to wheel Levi in a stroller across this parking lot, while escorting Austen, Ben and Lauren to swimming lessons? A thought unexpectedly popped into her head: what if Ben was thinking that I’d poison him back then?
Ben was the second-eldest Landers child – and possibly the brightest, but cloaked with entitlement and aggressiveness. He was fourteen now, just weeks shy of his fifteenth birthday, and a sophomore in high school. Despite his honor roll status and varsity wrestling prestige, Ben had a chip on his shoulder the size of Mt. St. Helens. He relentlessly picked on Levi, and frequently engaged him in “friendly” wrestling matches. Evelyn sighed as she thought about those wrestling matches, which were more similar to a gladiator battle than a brotherly tussle. Ben was three times Levi’s size and five times his weight. Levi didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell during the matches, though he never turned down an opportunity to interact with his older brother – even if it meant he’d be tossed around like a rag-doll.
Evelyn considered the fact that Ben and Lauren were discussing the probability of her poisoning her children. Did they really think that she was capable of poisoning one of them? What kind of a monster did they think she was? They had no problems entrusting her with cooking for them, cleaning for them, running them around town to every event imaginable, heading up their fundraisers, and planning their family’s lavish vacations, but they didn’t trust that she would never poison any of them?
Evelyn raced up Fifth Street toward the high school, completely unaware of her speed. She wanted to turn in Austen’s Homecoming King release form and then hightail it back to the sanctum of her home. What she needed now, more than anything, was to close herself off from the world. In a way, it was nice not having Levi home. She missed him, for sure, but she sure didn’t miss his endless demands. He was always sick. He had constant doctor appointments and lab tests. When Levi wasn’t at the doctor’s office or in a hospital emergency room, he was in the principal’s office for fighting at school. It wasn’t uncommon that one of his classmate’s mothers would call under the guise of conversation, only to reveal the true nature of the call – that Levi had said or did something to her son or daughter that was offensive. Evelyn was tired of making excuses for Levi, tired of apologizing for him, and tired of trying to figure out what was wrong with him.
Evelyn was so deep in thought that she didn’t immediately notice the flashing red lights in her rear-view mirror. When the siren finally drew Evelyn out of her reverie, she immediately pulled the car over to the shoulder of the road and anxiously awaited the officer’s approach.
“In a hurry?” the officer asked. Evelyn didn’t recognize him. He must have been new to the force.
“I’m sorry,” Evelyn managed to reply. “I’ve had a lot of things on my mind, and I obviously didn’t realize how fast I was going. I’ve had a difficult day and –”
“All my days are difficult, too, ma’am. That doesn’t excuse me from the speed limit, though, does it?” the officer callously replied, before asking Evelyn for her driver’s license and registration. Evelyn was definitely flustered at this point and watched as he took her documents back to his squad car. From her side mirror she saw him begin speaking into his two-way. The conversation seemed to last forever; Evelyn expected that the officer was radioing her information in to dispatch, but couldn’t imagine why it was taking so long. Ten minutes later, the officer, appearing both angry and disgusted, finally returned to Evelyn.
“Here you go, ma’am.” The officer abruptly handed Evelyn her driver’s license and registration.
“Sir, I haven’t had a ticket in over twenty years – I’m an extremely safe driver. I apologize for losing sight of my speed, but you have no idea how awful my day has been. As it is, I’m going to be late picking up my son from wrestling practice. Would it be possible to just issue me a warning instead of –”
The officer interrupted Evelyn’s pleas and handed her a piece of paper. “The date on the ticket tells you when you need to appear in court. You’re probably familiar with that.”
Evelyn looked incredulously at the officer. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, not sure exactly why he would take that sort of an attitude with her. She certainly was not about to take flack from some rookie cop.
“It means exactly that. Good day, Mrs. Landers,” the officer somberly replied. Without so much as a blink of his eye, he began walking back to his squad car. Evelyn could only presume from the snide remark that the dispatcher was filling him in on the details of the juvenile charges pending against her.
As she shifted her car back into gear, she made a mental note to herself to complain about the officer’s disposition.
* * *
“Why didn’t you get him back, Mom? Dad said that –”
“Your father wasn’t in court today, Ben, I was. Alone. Delivering babies is apparently more important to him than bringing his son home.” Evelyn winced as the bitter words escaped her lips. She knew that her statement was unfair and that she was speaking out of frustration. “I’m sorry,” she quickly added, “I didn’t mean that. I’m just upset.”
Ben slipped off his seatbelt and reached into his wrestling gear bag, which was sitting on the back seat. He pulled out a baseball cap and put it on his wet head. He’d just finished wrestling practice and wanted to be dropped off at the YMCA to lift weights with the football team. Normally, Evelyn would have objected and insisted that he come home with her so that he could do homework and she could make dinner, but she didn’t have the energy. She nodded and put the car in drive, careful to obey the speed limit on her way back down the hill.
“When does he get to come home?”
“Do you miss him?” Evelyn asked, in a hopeful tone.
Ben rarely missed an opportunity to pick on Levi. Evelyn suspected that if Ben missed his little brother, it was only because he didn’t have anyone to tease. Ben didn’t dare pick on Austen. Austen was two years older and the quarterback of the football team. Ben lived in Austen’s shadow. And Lauren could hold her own. She was two years younger than Ben, but she was very athletic and confident, and if she couldn’t out-run Ben, she certainly could outwit him.
That left Ben with ten-year-old, defenseless Levi. Levi was either whiny and sick or angry and throwing tantrums. He provided constant fodder for Ben. Levi never figured out that if he didn’t react to Ben’s taunting, Ben would eventually get bored and leave Levi alone. Instead, Levi played right into Ben’s trap – crying to Evelyn the minute Ben looked at him sideways, or worse – running full bore at Ben with his little fists hammering wildly. Ben would clobber Levi to the ground with one quick swipe. Levi would holler out in frustration or pain, and Evelyn would come to the rescue, scolding Ben and babying Levi. It was a never-ending cycle that drove both Levi and Evelyn crazy.
“Yeah, I miss the little squirt. It’s too quiet at home without him bawling about something.”
Evelyn shot Ben a scowl before letting out a large sigh. It wasn’t worth the confrontation to remind Ben that his little brother was alone and scared, trapped in a stranger’s house. Evelyn wasn’t sure that Ben really even cared about anyone other than himself. She had thought about making him see a psychiatrist, but Luke vehemently objected to her suggestion.
“Well, I miss him very much,” Evelyn said. “I’m sure that Austen and Lauren miss him, too.”
When Ben didn’t respond, she changed the subject, inquiring about school and homework and Homecoming events.
After she dropped Ben at the YMCA, Evelyn drove home to throw something together for dinner and to change into a nice cocktail dress. She was not in the mood to socialize tonight, but at least the benefit dinner at the country club gave her an excuse to dress up and take her mind off her baby.
It was so painful to think of another woman getting Levi ready for bed, reading him a story, helping him under the covers, and tucking him in. She wondered whether he missed her goodnight kisses. She worried if he would come down with a fever in the night and his foster mother would not know of it. Evelyn religiously checked on Levi during the night. What if he had another seizure? What if he vomited while asleep on his back and choked? What if – Evelyn’s mind started racing through the heinous possibilities, all of which haunted her. She wanted her baby back. Soon.
She feared that Judge Binnard had no intention of ever giving Levi back to her. She wondered how much the judge knew about her past, but she was too afraid to ask her attorney. She didn’t trust Harold – she couldn’t trust him. He might be loose-lipped like a lot of other people in this small town. She had no one to talk to, and she needed to talk to someone now more than ever. She needed a friend, someone with whom she’d feel comfortable confiding. Evelyn realized now that there was no one in her life that she could trust in that way other than her housekeeper, Ginny. She ran through all of her friends, but realized that none of them were more than ladies to golf and play bridge with and to meet for lunch and talk about the kids. She had ladies in her sorority group and her book club and ladies from church – but none of them were the type of friend that she could trust with her personal feelings.
And she certainly could not trust her husband.
Mac felt unsettled from her conversation with Levi, and pondered why he thought that there were no such things as accidents. He spoke with such an earnest conviction that Mac had little doubts that he held those thoughts deep in his heart. What did Levi think when he fell down and scraped his knees? Or when he inadvertently ran into someone on the playground at school? Did he think that these situations were intentional or calculated?
Mac fully intended to continue this conversation with Levi – to explore his psyche and to find out the depth of his feelings – but she knew that it was too soon to get much of a response out of him. She needed to build trust and gain his confidence before she could ask such a provocative line of questions. She was impressed with his willingness to help clean up the mess he’d made at Mrs. Kelly’s house and when Mac had said her good-byes to Levi, she had promised to come back and visit him soon. Levi’s tentative wave back to Mac left her with hope that perhaps this conversation wouldn’t be too far off, and that she might actually be able to build a relationship with this little boy.
She drove back to her office and entered the two-story brownstone on Main Street through its rear stairwell. Her secretary, Megan, was busy on the phone when Mac entered. Megan waved at Mac and handed her a thick stack of messages. Megan flipped up the microphone to her phone headset as she said, “A large box of documents arrived from the doctor’s office on the Landers case. I put them on the couch in your office. And you received phone calls from both Mrs. Lander’s lawyer and Social Services. And your boyfriend called too.”
Mac walked into her corner office that overlooked Main Street, and saw her yellow tabby cat, Ted, on the windowsill monitoring the hustle and bustle of small-town life. Mac walked over to the window and gave Ted a scratch behind the ears. Ted began to purr and nudged her hand with his head, beckoning more attention. Mac knew that if she didn’t comply and give Ted a good petting, he would undoubtedly jump up onto her desk and rest himself on the papers she needed to read, so she rubbed and scratched his cheeks to appease him.
Mac logged onto her e-mail and sighed as she saw how quickly her inbox filled with e-mails lately, and longed for the days of solely snail-mail communication. She first opened the message from her boyfriend, Dr. Jeffrey Plattenburg. Jeffrey worked for the FBI as a profiler and was trained as a specialist in tracking serial killers. Mac had met him while he was on assignment in Wyoming hunting down a killer. Jeffrey was an avid runner, like Mac, and they shared many interests. Since Mac desperately wanted a husband and a family, she hoped that their relationship of nearly six months would work. Jeffrey had previously been married to a doctor in Washington D.C. Though he had no children from his former marriage, he was noncommittal on whether he actually wanted to have any children. Well . . . strike that. Jeffrey had actually made his desires not to have any children quite clear, but Mac was convinced that she could change his mind. She just needed a little time to accomplish that. Jeffrey was a very regimented and precise man, and Mac wondered whether he was even suited for the chaos that children can bring into a home. Mac paused for a bit as she reflected on that thought. Mac sighed – why does everything have to be so complex? Why can’t life ever provide you with an easy answer, or a clear-cut choice? While she truly liked Jeffrey, she was not interested in wasting time in a relationship. Jeffrey might not even be worth her taking the time to contemplate, as they didn’t see each other often and were presently a geographically undesirable couple.
Mac logged off her email and lifted a stack of documents out of the cardboard box containing Levi’s records and began to review the first entry on the chart of his medical history. It described Levi’s birth in strictly statistical terms, and included a succinct description of how the event had transpired. Mac now knew Levi’s official birth date as June 10, 1997 and that he had been a breach baby that resulted in an emergency Caesarian. His birth was otherwise uneventful, and that he had emerged a healthy, robust baby scoring a nine on the APGAR scale. Though Levi was born slightly jaundiced, after being treated with additional light in the hospital, he was released to his family as a thriving and healthy baby boy.
The first sign of any potential healthy issues presented themselves approximately one month later when Evelyn took him for his regular check-up, complaining during the visit of his lackluster eating habits. According to the records, all three of her older children breastfed heartily and had no problem latching on and getting plenty of nutrients. Levi, on the other hand, struggled to latch on, and suckled for only a few minutes before losing interest. Evelyn described to the doctor that Levi fussed with her a lot and constantly pulled his knees to his chest. He was not gaining weight, so Dr. Kerr, the pediatrician, recommended supplementing with formula.
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