by Mary Ellen Hughes
Book 1 in the Maggie Olenski series
Smashwords Edition
Copyright 2000 Mary Ellen Hughes
All Rights reserved
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If youre reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.1
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the authors imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
CHAPTER 1
July 22, 1974
Merle pulled into the parking lot of the brightly lit diner, tires crunching gravel, and turned off the ignition. The car shuddered to a stop. Got to get that fixed sometime. A neon sign in the window blinked at him, hypnotically whispering "Alma's" over and over, promising "good food". He looked over at his young passenger, a kid he had picked up a couple hours ago in West Virginia. A boy, barely nineteen, who needed a ride to Maryland, looking for the job he couldn't find back home.
"Well, kid, this is where we part ways. You should be able to catch another ride easy here. C'mon in and I'll buy you a cup of coffee."
They pushed through the door and eased onto two stools in front of the near-empty counter. The aroma of freshly made coffee and doughnuts filled the air, and Karen Carpenter's mellow voice crooned through the radio. A young, heavy-set waitress in a blue and white checked uniform came up to them, pulling a pencil from her hair, ready to take their order.
"Two coffees."
She nodded, and pulled up crockery and spoons from a lower shelf, and set them down with a soft clatter. As she poured from a glass coffee pot, the music changed to news, and a brisk male voice reported the latest developments in the Patty Hearst kidnapping case: she had been identified as one of a group of bank robbers, members of the SLA.
"Ain't that something?" the man asked. "A girl as rich as her, gettin' into all that. Looks like that kidnapping thing was one big joke on everybody."
The waitress barely raised her eyes from what she was doing. "Mmm," she said. She put the pot back on the burner and began to turn away.
"Hey," he said. "I remember you. From Madison High. Class of '63. He struggled to think of her name, and gave up. "Remember me? Merle Haisler?"
The young woman's eyes widened, then showed recognition. "Yeah, sure. How're you doing, Merle?"
"Doin' pretty good. Got me a job as district salesman, for Hirsch and Eland. You got a tractor? I'll sell you some parts for it."
The woman grinned. "That's great, Merle."
"So what's new with you?"
"Oh, nothing much. She glanced over her shoulder, as though there was something she had to do.
"You hear from any of the old group?" he asked. "Go to reunions or anything? As he said it he remembered she hadn't been part of his old group, or part of any group, for that matter. She had been a quiet loner nice enough he supposed, but not someone he ever spent more than a fleeting thought on.
She shook her head.
"Yeah, me neither. But I read about what happened to Jim and Cherilynn, about their baby, you know? Who woulda thought somethin' like that could happen back there? I mean, it's not like they're rich or anything. I might go see them when I'm in town," Merle said, aware of a stiffening in the woman as she stood before him, thinking she must feel as bad for them as he did. "But, heck, what do you say? I mean, they got another kid, but still...."
An older woman with blond hair piled high came up and nudged the waitress. "You got a call," she said, her voice kept low. "Your babysitter again. You gotta do something about all these calls, you know. Alma's gettin' sick of it.
"Hey, you got a kid?" Merle asked.
The waitress just looked at him, then turned and hurried into the kitchen.
Merle watched her, noticing for the first time the thin gold band on her left hand. He turned to the teen next to him. "It's a small world, kid. Who'd a thought I'd run into someone like her after more'n ten years. And who'd a guessed that she... well, it just shows you never know. He shrugged and sipped his coffee, which wasn't bad at all. He'd had worse, with all the places he had to drive through.
He looked up as she suddenly reappeared, holding two plates of chocolate cream pie that she set down in front of them.
"On the house for an old school buddy," she said, with a wide, pleased smile.
The boy's face lit up as he reached for his. Merle realized the kid must have been hungry and felt a twinge of guilt for not asking him. He grinned at her though, and said, "Well, ain't that nice. Thanks, hon'."
"And I put extra whipped cream on yours, Merle," she said. "I remember you liked that.
Merle nodded, wondered how in hell she happened to remember that, and dug into it. The boy was easing the cream off his, and Merle reached over with his fork and scooped it up. "No use wasting it," he said, laughing. She waited a few moments, said, "Enjoy," then moved down the counter to wait on a new customer.
Merle finished his pie, and sat for a while, smoking a cigarette, chatting to the boy and to people nearby about the weather, the latest game. Finally he drained his cup, and pushed it away from him.
"Well, I gotta get on the road. He stood up, hiking up his pants, tucking in his shirt. He stifled a yawn. "Nice seein' you, hon'," he called to the waitress. What the heck was her name? "And thanks again. He turned to the boy, pulled a ten out of his pocket and slid it over to him. "Good luck, kid."
As he climbed into his car, Merle thought about the boy. Just nineteen, and scrambling for work. It's a tough life sometimes. Merle felt lucky to have his steady job, a job with a future, he hoped, but at least a job with a regular paycheck. Things weren't too bad. With what Jeanine was making, maybe they could afford... he yawned again. Better get on to Fredrick, find a cheap room quick and get some sleep.
He pulled onto 70, eased into traffic. Not too busy, this time of night. The headlights in his rear view mirror bothered his eyes, though. He looked away, rubbed at them. Yeah, maybe they could start looking at houses, small ones. His eyes still felt raw, kinda blurry. Should he pull over? Nah, he wasn't that tired. Shouldn't be. He just had coffee. He'd perk up in a minute. The radio. He needed something to listen to.
Merle reached for the radio knob. A horn blared. What the heck! Had he wandered to the next lane? Better concentrate. Blurry. Things looked blurry. He blinked, tried to clear it away. Eyes heavy. So heavy. He opened his window to get a little cool air on his face.
Take some deep breaths. Wake up. Tired. So damn tired. What's that up there? That big shape. Can't see. A truck? It doesn't have its lights on. It's not moving. My God. It's parked on the shoulder and Im on the shoulder! Pull out! Pull out! Too late! No!
***
CHAPTER 2
June 19, 1999
LeAnn Rimes' song on the small portable radio ended, and the news reporter began talking about the latest backup on the outer loop of the Baltimore beltway. Maggie reached for the off button but stopped in dismay as she saw her red, wet fingertips.
"You'll have to hurry, Maggie! Agnes called from the doorway.
"I know, I know," Maggie answered, grabbing for a wad of tissues, the exasperation in her voice aimed as much at her inky fingers as at the school secretary. Maggie grumbled about cheap, leaky pens.
"Mr. Braun wants those grades in by noon, dear. He wants to be out of here and on his way to Ocean City."
Maggie held in the aggravation she felt, as she had often controlled it when dealing with Agnes during the last three years, Maggie's entire teaching career to date. The woman was a relentless nagger on behalf of her boss, Principal Braun. She obviously thought it was more important to get her esteemed boss on his way to the beach on time than to have carefully calculated grades. Or possibly Agnes thought grades were produced by wiggling one's nose?
"He'll have them," Maggie said with a tight smile, "just as soon as I've done them."
Agnes' pale, wrinkled face puckered disapproval. "Well, I certainly hope that will be by noon," she said. She jerked her head out the doorway and clicked her stubby heels down the hall, searching, Maggie was sure, for other recalcitrant teachers to badger.
Maggie threw the red stained wad of tissues into the waste basket and grumbled aloud about unreasonable deadlines, certain high school principals and the school system in general. Since she was alone, she felt free to vent her opinions freely, although Mac, her office mate, had suffered through some of her complaints in the past. She could guess pretty well how he would have commented if he were there, with his dry wit given to quotations from his beloved field of English literature.
Just the other day, after Maggie had spent hours grading geometry exams and felt more than a little exasperated with the faulty logic of a few of her students, she had leaned back in her chair and groaned. "Mac, I need a vacation. A change of scene to recharge my batteries. I'm feeling burned out."
Mac had looked over in his heavy-lidded way from his side of the room and replied, "Get thee to a nunnery, Maggie."
"I'd love to," she said. "As soon as I find a nice, peaceful one. Do cloistered convents have tennis courts?"
It was then that he told her about the Highview, a mountain resort somewhere in western Maryland. He and his wife, Ali, had spent a pleasant weekend there a couple years ago, he said. He even located a phone number for her, printed on one of the many cards tucked into his bulging wallet. Mac was a saver, a fact evident with a glance at his messy half of the office.
Maggie wrote it down, and promptly made a reservation. Now there was a room waiting for her, and she would be heading for it as soon as she had finished grading. Carefully. At her own pace. And to her own satisfaction. If she could only find a pen that didn't leak.
***
CHAPTER 3
Lori felt the hot June sun bring prickles of sweat to her face as she moved quickly over the grass, away from the Highview's kitchen. She wiped at the moisture and turned to look back at the side door she had had to prop open because of its automatic lock. She saw a flash of sunlight, a reflection off the metal trim of the door. The brick must have slipped, she thought. Or did someone move the door?
She shook off the thought and glanced at her watch. No one saw her leave, she was sure. And there was time. They shouldn't miss her for a few minutes, and she would be back before the lunch rush. She picked up her pace as she came closer to the cool shade of the trees ahead, clutching the book in her hand.
Lori stepped carefully onto the mulched path with the white sneakers that formed part of her summer waitress uniform. Clean white sneakers," the manager, Ms. Crawford, had warned her that first day of work, and she watched where she set them on the path which wound through the trees. After a few minutes she was deep into the woods. She slowed down and looked around. Now where...?
"Lori! Over here!"
Lori spun around and smiled.
"Oh, there you are. She walked to the small clearing and ducked under a low-hanging poplar branch, her pony tail brushing against the bark. "I was afraid.... It's getting late. I'll have to hurry."
Lori didn't see the rock as it came crashing onto her skull. She didn't feel the blood seep through her light brown hair, and she never heard the words spoken above her limp and lifeless body.
"No hurry."
***
CHAPTER 4
It was two P.M. when Maggie finally took off in her '95, burgundy Dodge Shadow, the red ink scrubbed off her fingers. Agnes' relentless urgings to hurry had only made her tense, but gradually, as the miles ticked by, she felt the pressures of the last few days slip away - all, that is, except one big one.
"Maggie, you're not coming with us to Bethany Beach? Her mother's shocked, hurt voice still sounded in her head.
"Mom, I've gone with all of you to Bethany for every summer of my life. I want to do something on my own for a change."
Maggie still saw her mother's face, non-understanding, misunderstanding. The family had always vacationed together, including grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins. They had loved it as kids, hadn't they, she and her brother Joe? Why should that stop? What was wrong?
What was wrong was Maggie now felt smothered by it all, but she couldn't tell her mother that. Or her dad. She knew he was hurt too, and neither of them would understand. Which added to her frustration. But at least Joe would go, her easy-going, younger brother Joe, in graduate school now and perfectly content to come and go as the family dictated on his days off.
Part of the problem was that Maggie had exactly one week of free time. She had signed up to work at a summer math camp for middle-school kids. It ran in three-week segments, beginning a week after school, and she would be working up to the start of the next school year.
She would have loved to be able to take the whole summer off, but she needed the money to finish paying off lingering college debts. So this was her only time to relax, seven days to do exactly what she wanted to do, for a change. And she didn't particularly want to spend it tagging after relatives at the beach like a twelve year old, listening to the same old stories that came up over and over. She loved her family, of course, and she always would. But they would just have to face it. She had grown up.
Maggie frowned at the road ahead of her, her muscles tight, and she realized this was no way to start a vacation. She shook off all the negative thoughts that had been causing her tension and switched from replay to fast forward. She thought of the Highview, and wondered what it would be like.
She was excited about going there, but an uneasy worry crept in. Maybe she had made a mistake, rushing with her plans. Besides, what did Mac and Ali consider a pleasant get-away place, anyway? It wasn't as if she knew them all that well. For all she knew they might be week-end nudists. At the thought of this Maggie laughed out loud.
She toyed with the idea that the Highview might be a sunny, mountain nudist resort. She then tried to picture her dignified co-worker at a nudist colony, but her mind kept wrapping a modest sheet around his portly shape, toga-style, and he spouted verses from "Julius Caesar" to his equally modest wife as they lounged beside a pool.
Maggie reached for a sourball from a small bag on the passenger seat, unwrapped it, and popped it into her mouth. Tangy Cherry. Well, she knew some things about the place. It had a pool. And tennis courts. And judging from the name, a great view, which was all she required for now. Having checked the map carefully before taking off, she knew too that it wasn't far from the Civil War battlefield of Antietam, and the farmhouse where John Brown had stayed as he planned his raid on nearby Harper's Ferry, West Virginia. If the Highview got too quiet, she could always sightsee.
Small towns whizzed by, and she began to amuse herself with math games to pass the time. Let's see, if I left Baltimore at one o'clock, driving up Route 70 at 50 miles an hour.... No, let's make it harder, 47 miles an hour, and someone left Hagerstown, Maryland, which is what 60 miles away? at one forty-five, driving at 42 miles an hour, where would we meet and at what time?
She grinned as she recalled groans from the rest of the class when this kind of question came up in what - fifth grade? sixth? But she'd always loved it, because she could come up with the answer, eventually, with a little scribbling with pencil and paper. And now she could do it in her head, while driving, to pass the time. Well, some people can sing, or paint pictures. She happened to be good with numbers. To each his/her own. She continued her mental calculating.
She exited Interstate 70 West and took the smaller and narrower roads that wound their way high into the mountains. Towns gave way to farmlands, and fields of corn or soybeans gave way to dense forests. Soon she found herself skirting a sharply-rising slope up a mountain, with a guard rail on the opposite side edging a steep drop while the road took several sharp turns. Maggie slowed to a comfortable speed, grateful that no one was behind her, and watched carefully for a sign that said Highview.
Ah, there it was - a large, white-painted board, weather-beaten enough to have been there from the Civil War itself. Maggie turned, and heard the crunch of her tires on a white, graveled driveway.
The driveway wound its own twisted way through dense trees, and Maggie had to watch the road so closely that she was startled when the trees suddenly ended. Before her stood the Highview. She took a deep breath and smiled.
The Inn was a beautiful, modern lodge-hotel tucked into the side of the mountain. The blending of stone and natural-finished wood, along with large windows that reflected the world outside, made it a part of its environment. Maggie noted too, the understated landscaping as she drove up. Attractive but unobtrusive, almost as if the plants and shrubs growing there had sprung up from seeds that had dropped naturally in particularly convenient and pleasing spots. A vision of peace and tranquility. Just what she wanted.
She laughed when she spotted two guests strolling on the grounds. They were clothed. Not in togas, but in comfortable shorts and T-shirts. And they looked very relaxed and contented, a condition Maggie hoped to reach as soon as possible.
She parked her car and allowed a college-aged boy from the Inn to help carry her bags into the lobby. As she waited at the desk to be checked in, she did her own checking out of the scene. Not bad, she thought, feeling her smile grow as her eyes panned the spacious lounge area. Plump tan sofas and chairs dotted the space, several facing large windows which looked out onto green lawns and a blue, sparkling pool. Maggie mentally plopped herself down on one of the couches, kicked off her shoes and sighed with satisfaction.
The silvery-haired man in a navy blazer who had been processing her necessary paper work behind the desk interrupted her reverie. "You play?" he asked with a smile, inclining his head towards the protruding tennis racquet handle of one of the bags at her feet.
"I try," Maggie said.
"I asked that somewhat obvious question because we keep daily lists of guests looking for tennis partners. Another young lady called just a few minutes ago. She would like to play this afternoon at four. Would you be interested?"
"Sure, as long as she's not a second Steffi Graf."
"No, no," he said. "Nothing like that. The young lady in question is Dyna Hall. She specifically asked for someone who, and I quote, `didn't mind chasing moon-balls'."
"Sounds just about my speed. Four o'clock, you said?"
"Yes, Miss Olenski. Or do you prefer Ms? He drew out his z-z-z's with a smile curving up the ends of his mouth.
"Maggie's fine. Thanks..." she looked at the name tag on his lapel, "Charles."
Maggie picked up her key and raised it to him in farewell, then followed the bellboy to the elevator. She was just about to step on when Charles called to her, waving a small piece of paper.
"I just realized you have a message here," he said.
Maggie trotted back, puzzled, and took it. Her brow puckered in annoyance as she scanned it. It was from her mother, wanting her to call to let her know she had arrived safely. Maggie shoved it in her pocket and resolved to wait before responding. She would be able to handle it better after she had wound down a little. But as she got back on the elevator and watched the bellboy punch her floor button a small guilt feeling crept in, which annoyed her even more.
Forty-five minutes later, unpacked and wearing white cotton shorts and a green T-shirt, her brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, Maggie followed the signs to the tennis courts. She crossed the sunny expanse of lawn that stretched away from the pool area, then stepped onto a mulched pathway that became a cooler, sun-dappled passageway through the wooded area, with thick branches touching overhead. She took deep breaths of the sweet, woodsy fragrance as she walked. It took only a few steps to lose sight of both pool and hotel and to see nothing ahead but plant life.
A lifelong city-dweller, Maggie was suddenly transported to another world, one much darker and quieter than any backyard garden or city park she had ever been in. The unfamiliarity began to make her uneasy. Her steps slowed, and she started looking more closely at the terrain as she went. What was that on the path up there? A snake! No, just a twisty dead branch. She began to wish she weren't quite so alone. How far were those courts?
The temperature was at least ten degrees cooler than it had been out in the sun, and Maggie rubbed her bare upper arms, shifting racquet and tennis balls. A branch brushed her leg and made her jump. She laughed nervously at herself. Maggie walked on for what seemed too long a time, then turned a sharp corner in the pathway. She drew a quick breath. There, up ahead, finally, were the courts.
"Should have warned me to wear my hiking boots," she grumbled. "It wouldn't surprise me if I saw a moose grazing over by one of the courts."
As she got closer, she noticed a definitely un-mooselike creature watching her. He was tall, dark, and had better legs than any moose shed ever seen. Judging from his Highview-labeled shirt and shorts she guessed he was the tennis pro.
"Hi," he said as she drew closer, and as if all his other attributes weren't enough, long, masculine dimples appeared as he smiled. "Need any help?"
Taking a calming breath, Maggie said, "No, not now that I've actually found this place. But I was beginning to wonder if these courts were somewhere in West Virginia."
The dimples deepened as he grinned. "I know what you mean," he said. "I think they had to searched hard for the most level spot they could find. A lot of people complain about the time it takes to get here. You need a court?"
"I'm supposed to meet Dyna Hall for a match. I assumed she reserved one."
"Let's take a look. He led Maggie into the sports shop, a low, red brick building, and checked the sign-up sheets spread out on a counter. "Dyna Hall...." He ran his left hand down the list, which Maggie noticed was ringless. "Yup! Here she is. Court five. She's signed in and should be over there now."
"Thanks," Maggie said, turning to leave.
"Hold on, your name is...? He grabbed a pencil and held it poised.
"Maggie Olenski. O-l-e-n-s-k-i."
He wrote her name then smiled at her. "Hi, Maggie. I'm Rob Clayton. Resident tennis pro. If you need any lessons, I'm the one to call. He flashed her a set of clean, straight teeth and gave her a look that lasted a fraction of a second too long, and Maggie was annoyed to find herself becoming flustered. She pretended a sudden, overwhelming interest in a nearby rack of warm-up suits to cover her reaction.
"Well, we'll see how I do today," she said, as she examined a silky sleeve.
You've been cloistered in the classroom for too long, she chided herself when she finally managed to walk away from the building. One slightly attractive male smiles at you and you react like a fourteen-year old. But there was something about his easy flirtation that bothered her, too. Maybe it seemed just a little too practiced?
She shrugged off the thought and watched the activity on the courts as she walked along the outside of a high, green fence. A couple of mixed doubles games were in progress on courts one and two, and two flushed and sweating, middle-aged males rested on the sidelines of court three. A solitary woman worked on her serve on court four, reaching regularly into a tall orange basket filled with balls. Court five, as Maggie approached it, seemed at first glance to be empty.
Maggie looked around and finally saw a figure seated crosslegged near the net, her back against the fence. As Maggie approached she realized the young woman's eyes were closed.
"Are you all right?" Maggie asked, after some hesitation.
"Meditating."
"What?"
"Meditating."
"Oh. I'm sorry. Maggie stepped back, wondering what to do. She walked a few feet away, and put her gear down, glancing back at the person she assumed to be Dyna Hall. She was blonde, with her thick, curly hair bunched and pinned in an odd arrangement. She wore purple sweatpants cut down to shorts and a sleeveless top. Maggie watched the woman on court four hit her serve into the net a few times, then looked back again at Dyna. She was just considering slipping quietly away when the woman's eyes snapped open.
"There," she said, and jumped up, brushing off her backside.
Too late. Maggie smiled and walked over.
"You must be Maggie, the meditator said. Hi! I'm Dyna - with a `Y'. Everyone gets it wrong, so don't worry. Sorry to make you wait, but I always try to meditate before I do anything challenging. It really helps. You ever try it?"
Maggie looked at her prospective opponent's open friendly face and decided she'd probably like her, despite definite indications of oddness. She was about Maggie's age, possibly a year or two younger, with a pretty face and a sturdy figure. Her blonde hair was many-shaded, going from light brown near the scalp to near white at the ends, and had a few streaks of orange here and there.
"Uh, no, I guess I never have," Maggie said, pulling her eyes away from the hair to answer.
Dyna-with-a-Y talked on about the value and methods of meditation, and leaned forward against the net post to stretch her leg muscles. Maggie pulled her racquet out of its cover and assumed an expression of polite attention, as she tried to remember the correct grip for a backhand volley. After trying a few, none of which felt particularly familiar, she decided she would probably just stay back near the baseline most of the time - forget the volleys. Dyna's dangling, crystal earrings flashed in the sun.
"OK! Shall we start? Dyna was spinning her racquet, waiting for Maggie to call up or down. Maggie began to worry that she might be overmatched. Most of the games she had played up till then, the player with the most balls in her pockets simply walked back and started serving.
"Up?" she said, tentatively.
Dyna looked at the end of her racquet handle. "You got it."
Maggie soon found she needn't have worried. Her first serve, which dropped softly into the service court, was returned by Dyna into the net. The second was swung at and missed.
"Ace!" Dyna called, and Maggie laughed.
The match continued in that vein, with Maggie winning, mostly because she managed to keep from double faulting and seemed to be the only one of the two who knew how to keep score. At one point, however, Dyna returned the ball quite a distance from Maggie, still keeping it inside the line. Maggie ran for it and swung wildly. The ball sailed high and disappeared over the fence and into the shrubbery.
"Out!" Dyna yelled, grinning. "Definitely out. She started to head for the gate.
"No, don't bother," Maggie called to her. "I hit it. I'll get it later."
"OK," Dyna said, and they played out the set, with Maggie winning it, six games to two. They walked to a shady spot near the fence and sat down, fanning their faces.
"Ooof! I must be in rotten shape," Maggie said, breathing hard.
"It's the heat. And the altitude too. Less oxygen, you know."
"Are we that high up?"
"Doesn't take much. Dyna reached back and pulled her long hair off her neck with one hand, fanning it with the other. "The human body has to get acclimated, you know. Have you had your hemoglobin checked lately?"
"Uh, no."
Dyna launched on a rambling explanation of blood tests, then moved on to other areas of medicine. But Maggie, after recalling her companion's recent performance on the court, was beginning to feel her air of expertise on the subject was just that. Mere air. She listened politely anyway, enjoying the ease and confidence with which Dyna tossed around medical terms.
After a while, when Dyna seemed to have run down, Maggie changed the subject to Rob Clayton.
"Who? Dimples?" Dyna asked. Maggie laughed and nodded. "He's a hunk, isn't he?" Dyna continued. "Pretty good pro, too. I heard he actually played at Wimbledon."
"Really? Maggie said, impressed.
"I don't know how he ended up here, but they're lucky they've got him. I imagine he's quite a draw. In more ways than one."
Dyna told Maggie about a new racquet Rob had recommended that she was considering buying, but Maggie's attention began to wander. She was tired. It had been a full day. They probably should play one more set then she'd head back to her room. Have a shower and relax before dinner.
A squirrel ran down a tree on the other side of the fence, stopped to look at them, and ran on. Maggie stood up and stretched.
"I'll go get that ball before I forget where I lobbed it," she said.
"Oh, right. I think it went over there. Dyna pointed.
Maggie squeezed through the rusty-hinged gate and walked along the fence, peering into the bushes. "How far back? Do you remember?"
"Not too far. I think. It might have rolled."
Maggie walked deeper into the wild undergrowth behind their court, her eyes searching the ground. She pulled branches aside and looked under them. What does poison ivy look like? she wondered, as she picked up a long stick to poke around with. Something white caught her eye. What's that? A shoe? Why would someone leave a ....
"Dyna. The name caught in her throat as she struggled to shout it out. "Dyna!"
Maggie stood frozen, looking down at the body of the young woman lying in a small clearing, hair matted with dark, dried blood, her pale, lifeless skin mottled by shifting shadows.
"What is it?" Dyna called back.
"I need ... help," Maggie cried. Her breath was coming faster as disjointed thoughts of CPR raced through her head, knowing at the same time that it would be useless. She looked again at the chalky skin below and wondered giddily what the girl's hemoglobin level could possibly be. She was almost on the point of a horrified giggle when Dyna ran up to her.
"What's the matt.... Oh, my God."
***
CHAPTER 5
"Help! Help! We need some help here. Dyna's clear voice rang down the courts. Maggie turned to see players stop in mid-play, stare, then drop their racquets and move to respond. She turned back to look at the pitiful figure on the ground, looking now beyond the blood, and a new horror suddenly overcame her as she did. Her hand flew to her mouth and she stepped back, knocking into Dyna.
Dyna turned back, startled. Are you all right?"
Maggie looked at Dyna, barely seeing her, then with an effort pulled herself together.
"I know her. Dyna, I know her!"
One of the middle-aged men from court three arrived first, puffing and scrambling for the gate latch. The lone woman on court four hung back, and when she heard the man call back to his partner that there was a dead body here, let out a screech. Others rushed over, and the area rapidly grew cluttered with noise and confusion as people alternately held back, horrified, then pushed closer for a better look.
"Everybody please move back," Maggie insisted, shaking herself now to take charge, her teacher's tone of authority coming to her automatically. Her head swirled with conflicting thoughts and feelings. but as she had often found in the classroom she could rise above that when necessary to keep a situation under control.
"This girl is dead. We have to call the police. You," she pointed to a woman from the mixed doubles foursome, a woman who looked fairly calm and competent, "go to the sports shop and call them. The woman nodded, grim faced, and took off, and Maggie edged everyone back on the court and away from the dead girl.
The dead girl. Maggie looked back at her. Lori. It was Lori Basker. First row, third desk, second period geometry. Lori, whose eyes had squinted with the effort of concentration, whose soft brown hair had fallen over her face as she bent over a test paper. That hair was now plastered with blood over a crushed skull. Those eyes were glazed and unseeing. Maggie turned away. Lori had been murdered. The thought was almost incomprehensible.
"You OK? Dyna looked at her with concern.
"I guess so."
Maggie heard a siren, far away. Before long the place would be filled with police, asking questions. What would she say? More people came. Maggie saw Rob Clayton running from the sports shop. She closed her eyes and hugged herself.
"C'mon. Let's go sit down over there, out of the way. Rob's here. He can take over now. Dyna tugged at her, and Maggie let herself be led to a quieter corner of the court. She had to think.
With the arrival of the police the tension for Maggie only increased as they bustled about, shouting orders, pushing people back and cordoning off the area. Maggie was pointed out, and a young deputy took her aside and asked questions over the pandemonium, taking notes on when and how she had found the body. The young woman had been identified, and had been a waitress at the Highview.
Maggie told him how she knew Lori. He nodded and wrote it down. He asked about a book that had been found next to the body. Maggie hadn't noticed it and could only say it wasn't hers, it must have been Lori's. Technicians took pictures of the crime scene, and measurements, and searched meticulously through the brush, apparently looking for evidence.
A second official came over to Maggie. He introduced himself as Sheriff Burger, a tall, heavy-set man with thinning hair. He asked the same questions the first one had. She answered as clearly as she could, trying hard to control a tremor which had begun deep in her stomach. She knew it wasn't the sheriff giving her the shakes. It was the whole unbelievable scene that unnerved her.
After what seemed like hours they told Maggie she could go. What was wrong? Why didn't she want to go, to leave this terrible scene? Bits and pieces of the things some of the deputies had said, talking to each other within her hearing, ran through her head: "blunt force, four or five hours ago, not much to go on, no weapon, sheriff's pretty busy, the suspect's probably in Florida by now. The expressions on their faces were disinterested, sometimes actually laughing over comments to each other. It was their job, she knew that. They needed to be detached. But it bothered her.
She saw Rob Clayton moving about. There was nothing for him to do either, but he still hovered. She wondered why. Was he simply looking out for the hotel property which he managed, which was his responsibility? But his focus was constantly on the murder scene. Occasionally someone in a hotel uniform would come up to him, questioning. He answered brusquely, seeming impatient at the interruption, his eyes always on the police activity, and the questioner would move on.
Rob's intensity seemed curious. Maggie didn't see sadness or distress at the murder of a fellow employee, though, but a more detached, intellectual determination simply to see everything, to know everything the police did.
Her gaze turned away from Rob when she heard a voice call the sheriff. "Mayor wants to talk to you," the deputy said. The sheriff flipped open a small phone and spoke into it. He smiled and nodded, apparently agreeable to everything being said to him, obviously nothing that had to do with Lori.
He closed the phone and looked around. "Jim, take over here, finish things up. I gotta go back to town, see hizzoner. He straightened his hat and tramped out of the cordoned area, passing near Maggie but barely glancing at her. He had questioned her already. She held no interest to him anymore.
Maggie looked back at the area where Lori still lay. She knew now why she didn't want to leave. Someone had to be here for Lori. Someone who cared. Maggie wasn't family, but at least she thought of Lori as a person, not an inanimate victim of a crime whose sole remaining purpose was to provide clues leading to the perpetrator.
She shoved her hands in her pockets and looked around at the ever-changing, milling crowd of people. It was a mixed group of hotel guests mingled with employees, some talking in low voices, some silent, all with expressions of awed curiosity. Then she saw a young girl standing alone, wearing a hotel waitress uniform. She was staring in the same direction Maggie had just been, and her eyes were wet, the tip of her nose red. Maggie almost smiled. Lori wasn't so alone after all.
Someone touched her arm and she turned. It was Dyna.
"How're you doing?"
"OK."
Looking over at the crime scene area Maggie saw that they seemed to be finished and were preparing to take Lori away. She glanced up at Dyna's face and realized she was fairly shaken up, maybe more so than Maggie.
"What do you think about going back to the hotel? Maggie asked.
A faint look of tired relief passed over Dyna's face, and Maggie knew she must have been staying around for her sake. Maggie was surprised. And grateful. She suggested getting some dinner.
"Great!" Dyna said, some of the liveliness returning to her eyes. "But I'd say not in the dining room here. We don't need more crowds. How about room service?"
"Sounds good to me, Maggie said.
They quietly pushed through the crowd of onlookers and officials. As they walked back down the path to the hotel, Maggie became aware of an almost overwhelming fatigue. Relaxing in her quiet room with dinner was just what she needed. And she was glad she wouldn't be alone. She glanced over at Dyna's healthy-looking face and at the crystal earrings bouncing at each side of it and felt better, at least a little.
"How about some wine with the soup and sandwiches?" Dyna asked, holding the phone. They were in Maggie's room, and Dyna thumbed through the menu as she waited to be put through to room service.
"Sounds good to me," Maggie said. She pulled off her shoes and stretched out on the dark blue bedspread, feeling an exhaustion she had never known before. She knew it was more mental than physical. She propped up the pillows against the headboard and leaned her head against them, closing her eyes.
Dyna put the order through and hung up the phone. She sat on one of the two chairs at the round table near the window, dragging the other chair with her foot to use as a hassock.
"So, I heard you telling the sheriff you're a school teacher. She stretched out her tanned legs comfortably. "What do you teach."
"High school math. Geometry, algebra, and trig."
"Yuk! Dyna made a face.
"No, not yuk. I enjoy it. Maggie looked at Dyna, aware from the expression on it that her statement might just as well have been, "Root canals? I love them."
"What about you?" she asked Dyna. "What do you do when you're not playing tennis?"
Dyna crossed her feet at the ankles and stretched out her arms. "At the moment," she grinned, "I guess you could say I'm at liberty. I just left my last job, in a pet store, at the manager's suggestion. He wasn't crazy about the way I lectured one of his customers for wearing a fur coat. Imagine, though, coming into a pet store with dead animal skins on your back! Also, I tended to send potential customers to the SPCA for puppies or kittens instead of selling his purebreds.
"Before that I worked in a paranormal book shop, which was kind of fun. My folks weren't too crazy about it, but they thought at least it was an improvement from when I studied witchcraft - good witchcraft you understand. The only really true witchcraft. Dyna's expression was reverent for a moment, then turned rueful. "But I decided I didn't have it in me to be a successful witch.
"Problem is, I guess, I don't really have to do anything. Grandma Hall left me a trust fund, you see, and I only take jobs to try to please my parents. They're very busy, productive people. Dad's an engineer and Mom designs jewelry. Maybe someday I'll find something that seems worth the effort. Dyna grinned, but didn't look convinced that that day would ever come. Maggie wondered what life would be like without a central, motivating passion. She had always delighted in the challenge of math, and though teaching it was occasionally frustrating, she loved that too. She felt sorry for her well-to-do friend.
Dyna's grin faded and she said, "So you knew that girl out there?"
Maggie let out a long sigh. "Yes. She was in one of my geometry classes. A good kid. She shifted the pillows and sat up on the bed, leaning against them.
"Was she?"
"Yeah. Quiet, but not in a shy way. She just wasn't a bouncy cheerleader type. She was more thoughtful, introspective. And idealistic."
"Yeah?"
Maggie nodded. "I tutored her for a while, after school. She was bright in other subjects, but had some trouble with math. She wanted good grades to get into college. I remember she talked about wanting to join the Peace Corps someday. The only problem she had with it was that she hated the thought of leaving her folks. I think they weren't too well off, and she felt maybe she should get a good job and help them out. They moved from Baltimore to this area just before her junior year.
"I met them a few times before that, when one or the other of them would pick her up after the tutoring session. Nice, decent people. I think life was a struggle for them, but they did their best, and they were proud of her. Maggie looked out the window at a distant mountain peak. "Who knows what she would have done with her life, if she'd been given the chance."
"Yeah," Dyna said, following Maggie's gaze then turning back. "She sounds like a good kid. God, seventeen, eighteen, is that what she was? How can someone die, like that, so young? How do their parents handle something so awful?"
Maggie thought of her own parents. They had wanted her to be with them this week at the beach. Had she been selfish to say no, to do her own thing? Look how it had turned out. They would be horrified to find out what she had run into, but what had happened to her was nothing compared to Lori. What if they had to receive the kind of news Lori's folks would be getting?
Guilt tweaked at her when she thought of the worry that would come when they found out. She would have to call and tell them. They would want her to leave, pack up, join everyone at Bethany. And she could do that.
But then she thought of Lori's parents. Their lives had been shattered. Their daughter had been murdered. And by whom? Nobody seemed to know yet. And Maggie wondered just how much would be done to find out. The sheriff had seemed more concerned with other things. Maybe she could do more by staying?
She looked back at Dyna. Dyna's expression was angry, which seemed strangely out of place on her, as though the muscles had to rearrange in ways they had never tried before.
"Whoever killed her really deserves the worst," Dyna said. "The chair. Hanging. Whatever we have here in Maryland. I just hope that sheriff catches the creep soon. They will, don't you think?"
Maggie wished she could agree and let it go at that. But she never was one who could just go along with the easy answer. It had caused her problems in the past, and she had a feeling it was going to cause her more in the future. She shook her head in disagreement.
"I'm not so sure about that."
***
CHAPTER 6
"How soon did they say they'd send up our dinner? Maggie asked, moving off the bed, stretching restlessly.
As if in answer to her question she heard the doors to the elevator down the hall open, and footsteps clicked towards their room, accompanied by the muffled clatter of dishes and cutlery. Dyna was up and across the room at the sound of the first knock and a voice calling, "Room service!"
She opened the door to a heavy-set woman with salt and pepper hair which echoed her black and white uniform. The woman picked up a large silver-domed tray from a cart and stepped into the room, walking slowly, but when Maggie moved forward with an offer of help she shook her head with a laugh.
"Oh! No need. It's not all that heavy. I'm just being careful so as not to spill the soup. She set the tray onto the table, and, with a practiced smoothness, pulled off the silver dome, releasing enticing aromas.
"There! Haven't carried one of those in a while. I've been moved up to supervisor the last few years. But they're in such a mess down in the kitchen, what with that awful thing happening to one of their girls.... She paused, taking a breath. "I decided to bring this up myself, otherwise you young ladies would be waiting a good long time, and you don't need that after all you've already gone through. She smiled, and looked at them with a maternal eye.
"Thank you," Maggie said, signing the bill and handing it to her, along with the tip. "That was very kind of you. Maggie was grateful, but not altogether pleased to find out she and Dyna had acquired a kind of celebrity.
"Not at all. The woman nodded her own thanks and pushed the tip into a pocket pulled tight over wide hips. "And if you need anything while you're with us you can ask for me: Burnelle. I'll try to take special care of you while you're here. That is, if you are staying on, I mean, after what's happened?"
Maggie knew how she felt, but didn't know about Dyna. She looked over at her, eyebrows raised questioningly.
Dyna shrugged. "If you're staying, I will too. I've got nothing to hurry back to, and I've got a feeling hotel security will be super-tight now. We'll probably be safer here than back in the streets of Baltimore."
Maggie wasn't so sure about that, but she thought she would stay for at least a couple days, maybe more. She didn't know if it was just stubbornness to stick with her original plan of vacationing on her own, or something else. She turned back to Burnelle.
"I guess we won't go rushing off just yet."
"Well, I'm glad. We hate to see you going away with only bad memories of our Highview. But it surely was a terrible thing. That poor, sweet girl. I wondered, what did the sheriff have to say about who done it?"
Dyna was already digging hungrily into her dinner and answered between chews and swallows.
"Not much. But... I gathered they didn't have a lot to go on. I think... it was probably some psycho lurking in the woods there."
"Oh! My! Burnelle shook her head. "And to think it could have been any one, or more than one of our girls. They seem to be always wandering around back there, smoking their cigarettes. And of course, flirtin' with that tennis fellow, the good-looking one. Though some said there was something going on between him and that poor girl who was killed, and I wondered.... Well, never mind that. That's just idle gossip, and I don't believe in gossip. Did they find footprints, or some kind of evidence? She pronounced it ev ee-dence.
"No," Maggie said. I don't think they really have much so far. Umm, is there a corkscrew or something for this? She held up the wine bottle whose cork was deeply imbedded.
Burnelle took the bottle from her and pulled a corkscrew from her apron pocket. She deftly worked in the screw and pulled out the cork. Then she reached over for the two stemmed glasses on the tray, and poured out wine for each of them.
"I don't usually approve of young ladies and alcohol," she said, her lips pursed primly as she poured, "but I appreciate the strains you have been under. We'll consider this something of a tonic, to help you sleep better tonight. Burnelle nodded with a tolerant smile as she said this, and Maggie reached for her glass with mixed feelings.
She knew she had agreed to the wine when Dyna suggested it exactly for the "tonic" reason. Her nerves were jangled and a few sips of wine would help. She certainly didn't want it for celebrating. But now she felt she had just received a disapproving, motherly raised eyebrow and felt annoyance rising. This was the kind of thing she had come here to get away from. She caught Dyna looking at her, laughter dancing in her eyes above the chicken sandwich she held to her mouth, and her irritation changed to an overwhelming urge to laugh. She looked away from Dyna and sucked at her cheeks for control.
"Well, thank you, uh, Burnelle. And we'll, ah, certainly remember to call you if we need anything."
Burnelle smiled and nodded, and, wiping her hands on the sides of her uniform dress, moved towards the door.
"Yes, you do that. Be sure you do. Now, I'd better get back downstairs and see what needs doing. Lord knows, most of the people around here have just gone to pieces. Someone has to see that the things that need doing get done. Enjoy your dinner."
Maggie called, "Thanks," as Burnelle edged out the door, and Dyna raised her wine glass as a farewell salute, laughter shaking her by now. Maggie shushed her, and tried to pull her arm down, but broke down herself once Burnelle was out of sight and earshot.
"Have some tonic, Miss Maggie," Dyna said. "It'll help those heart palpitations and keep away the vapors."
"Oh, hush," Maggie said, laughing, and took a long, delicious swallow from her glass. She then launched into her food with a healthier appetite than she would have expected.
Maggie was just finishing the last of her wine, enjoying the soothing warmth it gave her as it trickled down, when she was startled by a brisk knock on the door.
"Yes?" she called.
"Miss Olenski? It's Kathryn Crawford, the hotel manager. May I come in?"
Maggie jumped up and opened the door to see another large woman, this one wearing a beige linen suit and chunky heels, her dark brown hair pulled up into a business-like bun. She walked into the room with an air of authority and smiled a tight, cool smile, her arms moving stiffly at her side. She stopped and clasped her hands together, facing Maggie.
"I just want to say how sorry we all are at Highview that you had to be involved in this extremely sad incident. She looked over to Dyna, including her.
"Thank you," Maggie answered. The woman had been courteous, but her cool manner inspired a cool response. "It was more than an incident, though," she said. "It was a murder."
Ms. Crawford's eyelids flickered. "Yes, of course. Very unfortunate. And unnecessary. I don't know how many times I've warned our young girls not to go off alone into the woods. But some of them are foolishly headstrong, I'm afraid."
Maggie wouldn't have described Lori as either foolish or headstrong, but she said nothing.
"I see you've had your dinner. I was going to suggest you dine downstairs, on us, after what you've gone through, but since you've had room service, I'll just see that there's no charge."
"Thank you. That's very kind."
Ms. Crawford nodded and walked to the door. "I hope you'll continue your stay with us?"
"Yes, I think we both plan to stay."
The woman smiled. "Good. We'll do our best to make the rest of your holiday pleasant. Good day. She nodded, and swept out the door.
Maggie looked over at Dyna. "Well, I guess we just had a complimentary dinner," she said.
"Mmm. Seems to me, she could have easily made it a free vacation, what with all you just went through, and her not wanting you to bad-mouth the place back home and all."
Maggie nodded. "She probably is pretty stressed out herself right now. She shrugged and looked back at the closed door. "But then again, maybe she didn't really want us to stay.
Dyna soon left to go to her own room for a shower, and Maggie decided to take a warm, oil-scented bath. It was a luxury she seldom had time for, but when she did, she often found that as well as unwinding tense muscles, it helped to untangle jumbled thoughts. She filled the tub and slipped in with a sigh, leaning her head back against a thick towel propped on the edge.
Another thing that helped her relax, besides passing the time on long car rides, was number games. Maggie stared at the beige, square tiles that covered the walls above her as she lay back in the tub. She lazily counted the rows up and the rows across, multiplied, and got the total number. As the steam floated above her head she estimated the size of the squares and calculated the area of wall that was covered. Still soaking comfortably, she next began to figure the amount of adhesive that would be needed to cover that area if it were spread at a thickness of 1/8 inch. When the tiles began to steam up and her eyes to droop, she knew she had had enough.
Well soaked, mildly puckered, and definitely relaxed, Maggie toweled off, wrapped herself in a robe, and looked at the time. She knew she had to call her folks at Bethany sometime, to answer her mother's message, and supposed this was as good a time as any. With a sigh she sat down at the phone, stared at it for a few moments, then picked up the receiver and punched in the numbers. She listened to the rings with a tightness in her body which relaxed when she heard the voice of her younger brother.
"Joe! It's me, Maggie."
"Hey, Maggie. How's it going?"
Maggie heard the usual laid-back tone to her brother's voice, and hated to spoil his mood with her news. As an older sister she had always felt somewhat protective of him, even though he had fought that attitude tooth and nail all their lives, preferring, she felt, to think he was the protector. She had often wondered if that was the reason they always got along as well as they did because the only thing they fought over was who was looking after whom.
"Are Mom and Dad there?" she asked.
"No, they went out to dinner with Aunt Sophie. Too bad you missed them."
Maggie heard the light teasing in his voice and laughed. He knew her well.
"Mom called here," she said, "wanting to know if I arrived OK, so I guess you can tell her I did. She paused, deciding what to say. "I might be leaving sooner than I thought, though. I don't know yet."
"Why, what's wrong? Joe's voice was suddenly serious, picking up on her tone.
She told him, then, what had happened, trying to be as detached as possible, but not succeeding totally. Her voice shook when she said that the victim was Lori, her former student.
"Maggie, get out of there," Joe said. "Even if you lose whatever you paid so far, get out of there. Come here, or go back to Baltimore. Just leave. Tonight."
Joe's ordering manner suddenly annoyed her. She would make her own decisions. She hadn't called for advice. "Joe," she said, "I want to see Lori's parents. They must live around here."
"Maggie..." Joe protested, his tone exasperated.
"It's the least I can do. I feel I have to do something. I'll probably leave soon, so don't worry."
"Don't worry?"
"Right, and Joe, maybe you shouldn't tell the folks right away. It'll only spoil their vacation. I'll tell them when I see them. After I've left here. OK?"
"Maggie, what if they read about it in the paper?"
"They're on vacation Joe. Have you ever seen either of them pick up the paper at the beach? Besides, I doubt that this will get much publicity beyond this area. It wont make the TV news."
"Maggie...."
"I'll let you know what I'm doing, I promise. I'll probably see you soon. Maggie wasn't sure if Joe picked up on the "probably", but she hung up quickly before he could badger her on it. She didn't know what she planned to do herself, and didn't want to be pinned down to any promises. She felt a twinge of guilt at putting Joe off but told herself she would check in with him again soon. He would just have to be patient.
She sat by the phone and looked around the room, wondering what to do next. It was too soon to just go to bed, and she didn't feel like sitting alone in her room. She was too keyed up now, and knew she'd never be able to concentrate on television or any of the paperbacks she had brought with her. She decided to dress and go down to the main, social floor of the Inn.
A quick call to Dyna's room a few minutes later got no answer, so she tucked her key card into the pocket of her slacks and left the room, not knowing what she was looking for except perhaps a little more distraction than her television could provide.
Her first step off the elevator lowered her hopes. The lobby was deserted except for two whispering employees behind the desk. The women looked up as Maggie came near and waited to see if she wanted something. She merely smiled a greeting, which was returned, and walked on, hearing the whispering resume behind her.
A glance out the tall windows showed the lawns beyond, floodlit and with a uniformed guard in sight. Maggie felt no temptation to leave the relative security that walls and locked doors offered tonight, and continued down the hall. The dining room was nearly empty, only one or two tables still occupied by lingering couples sipping coffee. The soft sound of music drew Maggie's attention farther down, and she came to a small cocktail lounge. She stepped in.
The music came from a jukebox, a slow melancholy country song. A small bandstand was vacant, and four or five people sat at scattered tables, talking quietly or just staring at the jukebox or down at their drink. No one seemed to notice or care particularly when Maggie walked in, and as she didn't see Dyna, the one person she knew here so far, she went to the small bar and sat down alone.
A bartender came over and smiled. "Hi there. What'll you have."
The disapproving face of Burnelle flashed before Maggie's eyes, but she blinked it away. "Bud light."
He poured it out for her, and slid over a bowl of nuts. As Maggie took small sips and nibbled, she looked at all the pictures on the wall in back of the bar, read and reread all the advertisements, and gradually began to wonder if this was really better than sitting upstairs watching television. The country song was replaced by another one, slower and sadder.
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