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The water can be deceptive.

Please be aware of strong undertow and
crashing waves.

Beach Sign


Prologue

 


Mirabel’s last day on earth was a late August
scorcher, but the heat melted away when the sun slipped behind the
mountains. The evening air had a delicious mountain crispness and
piney smell. Mirabel was overdue for a soak. She dropped her
clothes in a pile on the bathroom floor and slipped into a terry
robe. On her way through the empty kitchen, she grabbed a chilled
bottle of Chenin Blanc, a wine glass, and her ipod. Then she headed
out to the secluded hot tub in the backyard of her house in the
outskirts of Boulder.

“My favorite part of the day,” she said to
herself as she turned on the jets, tossed her robe on a chair and
slid into the bubbling hot water. “Yes,” she sighed in relief as
the throbbing in her muscles and joints eased. Mirabel refused to
accept limitations to her active life, despite increasing arthritis
pain. Some days it was all she could do to get moving in the
morning, but she pushed through the fog and kept her commitments.
Mirabel was proud that people who knew her said that once she set
her mind on something she moved forward like a rocket and got
things accomplished.

Today she’d spent hours with the Prairie Dog
Action group she chaired, working on strategies to take action
against Hugh Symes, a vicious developer who plowed a colony of
prairie dogs under—killing them instead of relocating them. Then
she delivered meals-on-wheels, worked on promotional materials with
the Colorado Sierra Club, and had a short Scientology session with
India and Brian.

As usual, her husband Derrick wasn’t around
for dinner, so she and her daughter Angelica picked up some fruit
smoothies and black bean tempeh burgers at the Boulder Co-op café.
They ate downtown on the courthouse lawn while listening to a local
jazz group at the weekly Bands on the Bricks concert. It was after
9:00 when they got home and by the time she’d checked her phone
messages and had her usual bedtime heart-to-heart talk with
Angelica, it was about 10:30, which was slightly past her usual
soaking time.

Angelica, an unusually perceptive
ten-year-old, had offered to forgo the bedtime ritual so Mirabel
could get right to the hot water. But Mirabel treasured Angelica’s
nighttime confidences too much to miss one no matter how much her
body ached. She wished she had spent this quality time with her
three older children, but somehow life had gotten in the way and
that opportunity was long gone.

A familiar sadness overwhelmed her as she
thought about her older children, now all but lost to her. Her
ongoing arguments with her two oldest—Shane, twenty-four, and
Lacey, twenty-three, left her frustrated and disappointed. Somehow
neither of them had found a steady path in life. She had tried to
teach them the importance of contributing to the community, but
they insisted she had already contributed enough for all of them.
Had she neglected their emotional needs to serve her social causes?
She never meant to, but looking back she did have regrets.

Worst was Kari, dead at thirteen. It had been
two years now, but Mirabel still missed Kari every day and blamed
herself for not doing more to save her. Tears trickled down her
cheeks. Her precious babies. She may not have been the best mother,
but she loved them all so much. At least she was close to Angelica.
She vowed to do whatever she needed to do to keep that, and to
redouble her efforts to reach Lacey and Shane.

As Mirabel’s physical tension yielded to the
swirling water, she turned her thoughts away from her family. Other
worries nagged at her. Life was confusing lately and she didn’t
know who to trust or believe. She wasn’t naïve. She was quite aware
that money—or the desire for more of it—could motivate people to
evil. But until recently, she’d thought she was a good enough judge
of character that no one could take advantage of her or of people
she loved. Now she wasn’t so sure. Things were happening that she
knew she needed to stop. It was going to be an unpleasant
month.

As she soaked and sipped her wine, Mirabel
tried to quiet her reactive mind and move toward clear as she’d
learned to do as a student of Scientology. But it wasn’t
working—maybe because of a combination of alcohol and painkillers
in her system. She’d resisted taking any medications for at least a
year after her arthritis began to interfere with her daily life,
and even now hadn’t found the courage to tell her fellow
Scientologists that she was taking pills they believe to be poison.
Actually, she had other issues with them these days that had eroded
much of their mutual trust, so the pain killer thing was probably
minor.

She sat up to reach her wine bottle, poured
herself another glass, leaned back against the side of the tub, and
drank deeply. As the wine level dropped in her glass, Mirabel slid
down further into the water, focusing on relaxing her body and
again trying to clear her mind. Gradually her thoughts dimmed, her
body loosened, and she felt the floating calmness she sought.

She had almost lapsed into a stupor when she
felt a hand touch her head. She couldn’t see who it was, but in her
groggy state she didn’t really care. The hand squeezed her head
lightly, which felt soothing and she drowsily wiggled her head to
snuggle into it. But soon the touch felt too firm and aggressive.
She roused herself enough to push back and finally tried to turn
her head to see who was there. But the person behind her held her
head tightly in both hands, thrusting her face under the warm
water.

Mirabel kicked at the bottom and sides of the
tub, struggling to get a foothold to push herself up and raise her
head out of the water. But it was too late. The pills, the wine and
the hot water had left her body and her mind too slack to act
forcefully in her own defense. The hands pushed her head deeper
into the tub.

Fear and panic came over her in waves as
water gushed down her throat. Her chest burned and she gasped,
trying not to breathe in the water that surrounded her. But finally
the irresistible urge to breathe won out. Mirabel’s last thought
before the water filled her lungs and she lost consciousness was
that if she drowned she’d be letting down all the people who were
counting on her to show up tomorrow and the next day and all the
days after that.


Chapter 1

 


Two months later

 


When I got the urgent early-morning call from
Shady Terrace Nursing Home, I thought it was my boyfriend Pablo
calling to say he missed me already. He had spent the night and was
on his way to work while I dozed lazily under my puffy down quilt
enjoying the afterglow and procrastinating getting up for a few
more minutes.

I flipped open my cell and saw the Shady
Terrace number instead of Pablo’s. My heart sank. “Cleo Sims,” I
answered, dreading what could only be bad news from the nursing
home calling so early. It was Tanya, one of the nurses on my
eighty-seven-year-old grandmother’s unit.

“Get ready for a shock, Cleo. Shady Terrace
is closing and all the residents have to move out! They just told
us, and the residents don’t even know yet. There’s a big family
meeting this morning at 9:00. Can you make it?”

Too stunned to ask for details, I said I’d be
there. I wanted to scream and throw my phone against the wall, but
instead I grabbed a robe and stepped out onto my front porch,
hoping my mountain view would have its usual calming effect.

It was a mild sun-drenched October morning,
but I shivered as if winter had arrived overnight with a blast of
arctic air. Tanya’s words bounced around in my head as I paced
around the porch, struggling to absorb the unwelcome news. Fury
prodded me to fight back, but at the same time I wanted to curl up
in a corner and cry. How could this be happening just when Shady
Terrace had finally gotten its act together and was providing such
good care? Where could Gramma go? Her Alzheimer’s disease has
progressed to the point that she doesn’t always recognize me, but
she’s been at Shady Terrace for eight years and the staff knows her
ups and downs and how to make her comfortable.

I was a wreck, and the mountain view wasn’t
soothing me at all. As a grief therapist I know there are times
when you need to stop and absorb bad news and there are times when
you need to take action. This moment called for action. So I went
back inside to grab a quick shower and get dressed. As I showered,
anger and sorrow continued to fight for control of my emotions,
while my saner professional side tried to start making a plan.

It was going to be a busy morning. It was
Friday and I had a class to teach at the university at 10:30. I
couldn’t be late for that. The department head had made it clear
that my paranormal psychology class was an experiment and that some
faculty did not approve of hiring an unorthodox therapist like me
to teach even as a lowly instructor. I was on trial and I wanted to
measure up.

For the moment, though, Gramma’s well-being
was my top priority, so I had to make this meeting. I jumped into
my Toyota and headed to the nursing home. Of course the main
parking lot was full and I wasted time looking for a space before I
went over to the auxiliary lot. The meeting was just getting
started in the central lobby when I dashed in, so I didn’t have
time to go to Gramma’s room and check on her. Instead, I found an
empty chair at the back of the room and sat down. This lobby was
designed to look like an old-fashioned town square with fake
storefronts, an ice cream parlor and a popcorn wagon. The theory is
that the residents will feel comforted by a setting that takes them
back to a happier time of their lives.

Maybe it is calming for them. But I felt like
I was sitting in Disneyland listening to Cruella De Vil. I’d never
seen the woman who was speaking, so I figured she was from
corporate headquarters. She was a tall, large-boned woman, dressed
in a snazzy black business suit that was overkill for a fake main
street in a Boulder nursing home but would have fit right in to
Donald Trump’s boardroom. Unfortunately, her message matched the
boardroom image.

“We know that Shady Terrace is a vibrant
community of seniors,” she began in an incongruously upbeat voice.
“But, our building is in need of significant and costly repairs
that we can’t afford to make with our current operating budget. So,
after careful deliberation, we have entered into a sales agreement
with Hugh Symes Development Company, which will require the closure
of the Shady Terrace skilled nursing center. You will be receiving
a letter this week that will be your official sixty-day notice of
closure as required by Colorado law. We know this decision will be
difficult for our residents and their families, but we assure you
that we will do everything possible to assist you in making a
smooth transition to another living situation.”

I squirmed in my chair. What did she mean
they would do everything possible to assist us? Do these corporate
executives go to a special class where they learn to sugarcoat
horrible news and lie easily to suit their purposes? I wanted to
scream at her, “Doesn’t this corporation have a slogan that says,
‘Caring for you is what we do’?”

Listening to her, it sounded to me like what
they do is go for the big bucks. Tears welled up in my eyes. How
could they care more about their bottom line than they did about
people like my Gramma who couldn’t speak out for themselves and
were dependent on all of us for their care?

Boulderites tend to be assertive, especially
when it comes to issues of human rights vs. big business. Hands
shot up all around me and a man in front plowed right in without
waiting to be called on. “It took my mother a year to adjust to
this place and now you’re saying she has to move? It sounds like
our family members are just dollars to you and if they don’t bring
in enough, they have to go.” His anger and disgust were front and
center.

“I assure you that this is not personal. It’s
just business.” Cruella spoke evenly, not matching his furious
tone. “We understand that this is an unsettling and difficult time
for you and your loved ones and we will do all we can to make it go
as smoothly as—”

“I assure you that it is very personal to me
and to my mother,” the man interrupted. “And it’s not going to go
smoothly for you because I’m going to do all I can to stop you,
starting right now with a call to the newspaper.”

A woman on the other side of the room, tired
of waiting for her raised hand to be noticed, jumped up and joined
in. “Isn’t there something we can do to save Shady Terrace? It took
me forever to find this place and now that Mom is doing well, I
don’t want to move her.”

“We understand that this is difficult, but
after exploring all the possibilities, we determined that closing
is the best option,” Cruella continued in her condescending
I’m-being-patient-with-you tone. “Now I need to catch a plane, but
the Shady Terrace staff and your local long-term-care ombudsman are
here to help you get started on making new arrangements.” With
that, she picked up her briefcase and ducked out the front
door.

I needed to get out of there myself if I was
going to get to my class on time, but Mary Ellen, the Director of
Nursing, and Betsy from Social Services were walking up to the
front and I wanted to hear what they had to say. The both looked
like they’d been crying. “We’re checking on openings in other
nursing homes and we’re going to help you all look for places,”
Mary Ellen said. “And Tim, a volunteer ombudsman from the county,
has offered to help you with information about other facilities.”
She beckoned to a tall thin bald man in the second row, who stood
up to join them in front.

My eyes nearly popped out of my head! Tim
Grosso, Ph.D., the Chair of the university Psychology
Department—the very Tim Grosso who had reluctantly hired me to
teach a class—was a volunteer ombudsman? I hated to miss his
comments, but I knew the students wouldn’t wait for me if I was
late for class, so I slipped out.

As I drove up to the university, I agonized
over Gramma’s plight. This was one more in a long line of
indignities she’d faced over the last twelve years. Before
Alzheimer’s eroded her mind, she was a top-ranked Boulder artist,
whose colorful oil paintings commanded high prices and won national
awards. And she was the sweetest, most patient teacher, whose
students—including me—learned to paint better than we ever thought
we could.

She and my Grampa, who taught philosophy at
the university, had a storybook marriage for more than fifty years
before she began showing signs of Alzheimer’s at age seventy-five.
At first, it was forgetfulness and confusion. But she kept getting
worse, being argumentative and accusing us of hiding her things.
She began wandering out at night in her nightgown—probably to go to
her studio in the backyard. She had always been a night person. If
Grampa locked the door, she would wake him up to let her out. If he
refused, she sobbed and screamed. If he left her alone in the
studio, she often fell and hurt herself.

It was horrible for all of us. Gramma because
she couldn’t make sense out of the world any more, and Grampa and
me because we were losing her at the same time that she was still
here needing us to take care of her. Grampa tried hiring people to
be with her, but she hated having them around and didn’t want them
in her studio. He wasn’t getting any sleep at night and he couldn’t
deal with her constant arguments or keep her safe at home anymore,
so after four years of that he finally decided to move her into
Shady Terrace. He picked it because he thought it was the best
place. The whole thing was terribly hard on him. He visited her
every day, even though it was painful when she kept begging him to
take her home.

I visited a lot too and I still do. It was
easier for me when Grampa was still alive because we could share
the sadness. But he died of a heart attack a year after Gramma
moved to Shady Terrace and I’ve been in charge ever since. My
grandparents practically raised me and I want to do as much for
them as they did for me. They were never close to my mother—their
only child—so Grampa set things up for me to be Gramma’s guardian
after he died. I miss him more than I can even begin to describe
and I do everything I can to live up to his trust. But today I felt
scared and overwhelmed. Even though it wasn’t my fault that Gramma
would have to move, I had a sinking feeling that I was letting
Grampa down.


Chapter 2

 


I raced along the sidewalk to my class,
feeling unprepared because I hadn’t had time to review my notes,
and my focus was on Gramma instead of on my upcoming lecture. The
campus is a treat in the fall when the turning leaves match the
buildings’ red roofs, but I was too rushed and distracted to enjoy
the scenery. Because I’m a temporary university employee, the
parking permit I’m allowed to buy isn’t valid in the best lots, and
I had a ways to walk in a hurry to get to class on time.

I was thrilled when the Psychology Department
hired me to teach this class in paranormal psychology as part of
their new initiative reaching out to nontraditional students. Every
stamp of respectability I can get for my work is important to me. I
have a doctorate in psychology and I’m a certified grief therapist,
but my practice has recently taken a somewhat unusual turn. I’ve
found a way to help people see and actually talk with dead family
members or friends to resolve incomplete issues.

I know it sounds like one more flaky new-age
Boulder fad, but it’s actually based in scientific exploration. I
use a process developed by a medical doctor who spent years
studying the experiences of people who had seen and interacted with
apparitions of the dead. His method is based on ancient reports of
deceased persons spontaneously appearing in a mirror or other
reflective surface usually in dim light. Based on these accounts,
he created an apparition chamber in which some people were able to
contact spirits.

My homemade apparition chamber emulates his.
It’s a four-foot square mirror on the wall, surrounded by a black
velvet curtain that creates a small booth with an easy chair
inclined backward so the sitter can gaze into the mirror and see
only darkness. I prepare people and set them up in the apparition
chamber. Then I leave them in there alone to relax and focus on the
person they are trying to contact. If the process is working for
them an apparition appears as they gaze into the mirror’s shiny
surface. At that point they can talk directly to the departed and
also make their own assessments of the reality of the experience.
Those who are able to contact a deceased loved one often go through
a breakthrough healing experience that resolves much of their
grief.

After some of my grief-therapy clients found
that this process helped them, they encouraged me to offer it to
more grieving people. So I created the Contact Project, funded by
an endowment from a local dot-com multimillionaire who was able to
contact a family member and wanted to help other people do the
same. I’m very selective about who I accept into the Contact
Project and I insist that participants also be involved in
traditional grief therapy.

As it turned out, my ruminating about the
Contact Project right before I ran into Lacey Townes was an omen.
But I had no clue what was coming as I screeched to a stop in front
of the petite young woman with long dark hair standing in the
doorway to my classroom. I recognized Lacey, the girl blocking my
way into the room, as one of my students who usually sat near the
front of the class and actively participated in class discussions.
Lacey didn’t move to let me in—just stood firm in a graceful
dancer-like stance and stared at me with probing deep blue eyes.
“Dr. Sims,” she said in a breathless voice, “I desperately need to
talk to you right away.”

I tried not to sound impatient. “Lacey, I’m
already late for class. I can’t talk now. Maybe after class.” What
was going through her mind thinking I’d keep the whole class
waiting while I talked about whatever was bothering her?

I squeezed past her through the door, tossed
my stuff on the table, apologized for my lateness and started right
in on my lecture. It was the sixth week of class. We’d been
gradually working our way through research that supports the
existence of paranormal phenomena as well as evidence that
discounts the validity of many psychics and mediums. That day’s
class focused on the work of the internationally famous
psychiatrist Ian Stevenson who, until his retirement, was the head
of the Division of Perceptual Studies at the University of
Virginia. He spent decades traveling all over the world recording
and attempting to verify cases of children who claimed to recall
past lives. While he never was able to prove reincarnation, the
more than 2,500 cases he published raise interesting questions that
suggest that it is possible.

The students involved themselves in the topic
right away, raising provocative questions on both sides of the
issue. But I noticed that Lacey, sitting unexpectedly in the back
of the room, looked as distracted as I felt myself. I already had
to work to keep Gramma out of my mind and focus on the class, and
now I found myself preoccupied by Lacey as well. I shook off those
thoughts and pulled myself back to the discussion.

“If reincarnation is real, how come most
people don’t remember past lives?” asked Logan, one of my most
talkative students who loved to challenge.

“Maybe it’s hard to remember. Most of us
don’t remember what happened when we were babies, so why would we
remember past lives?” said Josie, a short fortyish woman, one of my
several older students.

“Maybe most people do remember but keep it to
themselves because they’re afraid people will laugh at them,” said
an intense woman named Aimee, who always sits in the front row.

This led to a discussion in which a woman
named Daphne told a fascinating story about being haunted by dreams
in which she lived in Taos, New Mexico in the early 1900s. “I
eventually did genealogical research and discovered that the woman
I was in my dreams had lived in Taos and died in childbirth in
1931,” she said. “Then last year I visited Taos for the first time
and it was amazing how familiar it all was and how much I felt at
home. I’m sure I lived there in another life.”

I made notes as she related her story and
students pummeled her with questions. The discussion was so
exhilarating at that point that I momentarily forgot about Gramma.
By the end of our two-hour class, I was rejuvenated, but Gramma’s
problems quickly rushed back to the front of my mind. I was ready
to get out of there, grab some lunch, and find out more about her
predicament.

But Lacey, looking more troubled than ever,
lingered behind as the students left class. She stood directly in
front of me blocking my way to the door once again. Very determined
young woman. “Dr. Sims, you absolutely have to help me. My mother
drowned in her hot tub last August. You probably heard about
it—Mirabel Townes? It was in all the papers.” Her voice rose as she
went on. “My life has been a huge mess ever since and it’s getting
worse every day.”

She did sound desperate, but right at that
moment I couldn’t summon the energy to listen to her concerns. I
was starving and I had a lot on my mind and I had issues about
taking on a student as a client. I looked her in the eyes with what
I hoped was a sympathetic look. “Lacey, I did hear about your
mother, and I’m so sorry. You must be going through a difficult
time. But I can’t do grief therapy with one of my students. I can
refer you to someone, though.”

“No, no that’s not it.” Lacey held her hands
out in front of my face to stop me. “I’m not looking for grief
therapy, although I could probably use some because when Mom died,
I hadn’t even gotten over my sister Kari dying of anorexia two
years ago. But I can’t worry about myself with what’s going on now.
Have you heard of Indigo children?”

Whew! She was all over the place. How to
respond? I dredged up what I knew about Indigoes, while trying to
edge toward the door. “They’re supposed to be psychologically and
spiritually gifted—sort of a more highly evolved new
generation—right?” I said as I maneuvered gingerly around to her
other side. This girl was persistent.

“Exactly,” Lacey nodded vigorously, while at
the same time moving to again block my way to the door. “And my
ten-year-old sister Angelica is one. She sees below the surface.
She’s been telling me that our mother didn’t die by accident.
Angelica knows that someone pushed Mom under and drowned her! But
she doesn’t know who did it. And we can’t get anyone to believe us
and investigate. We need your help to contact Mom and find out what
really happened.”

She was drawing me in, but I resisted for so
many reasons. “Lacey, I really need to go,” I said. A cold sweat
came over me. I was overwhelmed, not like myself at all. I could
see that she wanted me to get involved with Mirabel’s death, to
become her partner and ally. But I just couldn’t. I had to be
careful.

Unfortunately, I got some very bad publicity
last summer when the father of a client I was helping to contact
her dead husband filed a complaint against me with the
mental-health licensing board and it got in the local paper. He
accused me of engaging in fraudulent and unsafe practice that
placed his daughters’ safety and welfare in danger. He also charged
that I was mentally ill, and delusional. None of it was true and
the complaint was eventually dismissed, but I’ve had to work hard
to maintain my professional image. So I’ve been trying to lay low
and not take on any cases that might get me back in the news.

“No, you haven’t heard the whole story yet!”
Lacey held up her hands in front of me to stop me from leaving. Her
eyes filled with tears. “You have to help us. We have money. We can
pay whatever your rate is. We really need you to help us.”

“I wish I could help you, but I don’t have
any more time right now,” I said. I pulled out one of my cards and
handed it to her as I jumped around her into the doorway. “Here’s
my number. Call me and I’ll give you some referrals to people who
might be able to help.”

Then I’m ashamed to say I turned my back on
her and ran out of the room.


Chapter 3

 


Talking on a cell phone while driving is not
a practice I support. It’s too easy to get distracted and do
something stupid. But I have to admit that when it comes to my own
need to make a call, I figure I’m the exception who can eat and
chew gum at the same time. So while I drove back to my office, I
called Pablo to share the bad news about Gramma. I was looking for
some commiseration, but instead I had to leave a voicemail message.
He’s a police detective, so he’s hard to reach. Next I called my
best friend Elisa. This time I got a sympathetic ear.

“The corporate goons are selling Shady
Terrace to a developer, who’s going to plow it under,” I wailed,
“and Gramma and all the residents have to move out. Can you believe
it?”

“Ohmigod, that’s unexpected!” Elisa’s
gravelly voice had an overtone of shock. “How soon does she have to
move out?”

“I think it’s sixty days, but even if it was
a year, I don’t know how I’d find a good place and get her moved
and adjusted to it. I feel sick just thinking about it.”

“Hold on, Cleo. You need a plan, and you need
it soon. But I have to run out now to teach my class. Anyway, we
can talk about this better over some strong drinks. Can you meet me
at the St. Julien after work? How about 5:30?”

“Thanks, I’ll see you there.” A wave of
relief flooded over me. Not that I thought Elisa could change the
situation, but just having someone to share it with was major.

 


 


When the St. Julien Hotel opened in 2004 it
was the first new hotel in downtown Boulder in nearly fifty years.
I love its big-city air of classy sophistication combined with a
smidge of Colorado casualness. The red and buff-colored sandstone
building almost melts into the surrounding mountain landscape, and
it’s situated to take the best advantage of the stunning views of
the Flatirons rock formations. But my favorite part is the intimate
T-Zero martini bar’s daily happy hour with reduced-price wine, beer
and drinks, and half-price bar food menu. It’s quickly become a
favorite after-work spot to see and be seen, catch up with old
friends, and meet new ones, so it’s always crowded. The crowd
spills out into the spacious lobby furnished with stylishly
comfortable chairs and couches that mirror the reds and browns of
the outside of the building.

Elisa had already snagged a good spot with
two comfy oversized chairs and a round glass-topped cocktail table
facing the glass wall on the south side of the room with the best
view of the mountains. I noticed a guy by himself at the table next
to her checking her out. No surprise there. She looked sensational
as always. Elisa is a woman you notice because of her natural good
looks—tall and thin with thick blonde hair—and because she dresses
in a casually elegant way. Today she wore a soft cotton patchwork
jacket of muted greens, blues and browns over a simple black tee
and flared skirt. What totally made the outfit was a low-slung
metal belt with glass stones that echoed the colors in her
jacket.

As usual, I felt a little plain in
comparison. I’m only 5’4,” with medium-length brown hair and green
eyes—my only distinctive feature. I had on my favorite jean skirt
and a long-sleeved lavender ribbed cotton sweater. Adequate, but
nothing special.

Elisa jumped up as soon as she saw me and
enveloped me in a huge hug. “Life sure sucks some days, and today
is one of those days,” she said. “It’s so unfair. Just when
everything was going smoothly for you, this has to happen.”

“Well, my Grampa always told me that no one
ever said life was supposed to be fair,” I said, as I positioned my
backpack under my chair and sat down. “But pushing all those old
people out of their home seems beyond unfair to me.”

“I talked to Jack to see what he knows about
it,” she said, referring to her husband who is a Boulder
real-estate developer. “He said Hugh Symes has wanted that land for
years and saw his opportunity recently when the corporation that
owns Shady Terrace was having some financial problems. Symes made a
good offer and the corporation went for the money. It doesn’t sound
like there’s much chance of stopping the sale. Especially if you
know Symes. When he makes up his mind to move on something, there’s
no stopping him.”

“Evil money-grubber. How does he sleep at
night?”

“He’s a strange bird,” Elisa said. “Doesn’t
fit the Boulder liberal image at all. A political conservative who
thinks Boulderites tend to be whiny do-gooders who don’t understand
the real world.” She stopped short, shrugged her shoulders, then
moved on to more immediate business. “But enough about Symes. Let’s
get a drink.”

We looked around for a server to take our
drink orders. The room was filling up quickly, and there were way
more people looking to order drinks than the three young waitresses
could keep up with. Elisa caught the eye of a perky dark-haired
girl with a wide smile and huge silver hoop earrings. We each
ordered one of the T-Zero signature Kettle One martinis that come
with three giant olives. And a mozzarella melt to share. My mouth
watered in anticipation.

Elisa and I have been friends for about
fifteen years and we know each other inside and out. She turned
forty this year, which makes her three years older than me. We’re
both psychologists, but she has a full-time faculty appointment at
the university, where she teaches in the doctoral program in
clinical psychology and serves as both a research advisor and
clinical supervisor. Aside from the one class I’m teaching, my
work is not at the university. I do mostly clinical work with my
grief therapy practice. Elisa is also my therapist and clinical
supervisor when I need one, so I can tell her anything, even about
my clients. She keeps my confidences and she’s never shy about
giving me her straight-up honest opinion.

“I know I’m going to have to find Gramma
another place,” I sighed. “But she’s been getting along well there
lately and finally stopped wandering around in the middle of the
night. I’m afraid she’ll go downhill in a new place. I promised
Grampa I’d take care of her and now I don’t know if I can.” Tears
welled up and trickled down my face as I thought of letting down my
grandparents who had always been so good to me.

“Cleo, you know they wouldn’t see it that
way. None of this is your fault. It’s just been dumped on you. Is
Shady Terrace going to help people look for new places?”

“They say they are. Oh…and here’s something
amazing. Did you know that Tim Grosso, the head of the Psych
Department, is a volunteer long-term-care ombudsman? He was there
at the Shady Terrace meeting this morning to help families with
information about other nursing homes in town. I didn’t get to hear
what he had to say because I had to leave for class, but I plan to
talk to him later.”

Before she could respond, the waitress
arrived with our drinks, and we took a moment to sit back and enjoy
the scene. Couples sharing intimate moments, groups of friends
catching up, all looking relaxed and happy, releasing the day’s
tension like the air from a balloon. Conversation mingled with the
soft sounds of a live Brazilian band to form soothing waves of
sound that ebbed and flowed around us.

We talked on about Gramma’s situation for
twenty minutes or so, Elisa helping me explore various
possibilities until I had a semblance of a plan in mind. I would
collect what information I could from Tim and from the Shady
Terrace social workers, choose two or three places to visit, and
see how well Gramma might fit in there.

I felt much better by then, maybe because the
martini was working its magic, but I did need some food to balance
out the liquor. Just as I realized how hungry I was, our mozzarella
melt finally arrived. The waitress apologized for the delayed
service, which we knew was typical for Friday evening.

“Yum,” I said, breaking off a messy piece of
the gooey cheese, tomato and basil on crusty bread. While I chewed,
I decided to move the conversation on to a different subject.

“Did you know Mirabel Townes?” I asked. “You
know, she was that local activist who drowned in her hot tub last
August.”

Elisa was about to eat her own cheesy bite,
but stopped to give me a quick answer. “Sure. Knew her for years.
You probably met her at some of our parties,” she said as she
popped the morsel into her mouth.

“Where did you know her from?” I asked,
taking another sip of my martini.

“Her husband Derrick is a real-estate
developer who’s done some projects with Jack. And their daughter
Kari was the same age as my daughter Maria,” Elisa said, tearing
off another piece of mozzarella melt. “Kari and Maria were great
friends. I felt terrible for Mirabel when Kari died of anorexia two
years ago. Don’t you remember me talking about it?”

I searched my memories. “Now that you remind
me, it’s coming back,” I said. “You asked me to spend some time
with Maria helping her cope with the loss. And I did. But I’d
forgotten that Maria’s friend was Mirabel Townes’ daughter.” I ate
another bite and wiped my messy hands on my napkin while I thought
about Mirabel’s loss. As a grief therapist I know the agonizing
pain that follows the loss of a child.

“Poor Mirabel,” I said. “Losing a child is
always tragic, and even worse when you feel like you could have
prevented it. There’s so much guilt along with the grief. It must
have been horrible for her.”

“It was. Mirabel was never the same after
that.”

“What do you mean, ‘never the same’?”

“Well she crashed, like you’d expect after
losing a child. I don’t need to tell you, you’re the grief
therapist. I don’t know what I’d do in her situation. What Mirabel
did was join the Church of Scientology. Apparently thought they
could help her cope with her grief. She got very involved with
them, dropped a lot of her old friends who I guess weren’t big fans
of Scientology. Why are you asking about her?”

I scraped the last crumbs from our appetizer
plate, then launched into my explanation. “Mirabel’s oldest
daughter Lacey is in my class and apparently knows about my Contact
Project. She stopped me after class today to say that her little
sister Angelica—who she says is an Indigo child who sees beneath
the surface—says that Mirabel didn’t drown by accident. Lacey says
that Angelica insists someone pushed Mirabel under and drowned her,
and they want me to help them contact Mirabel to find out what
happened.”

Elisa gave me a quizzical look. “Why don’t
they get the police to look into it? If someone drowned Mirabel, I
think the police would want to know. I mean Mirabel was a big-time
Boulder activist—on boards, supported all the liberal causes like
open space, prairie dog preservation, affordable housing, homeless
shelters, anything progressive.” Elisa was getting so wound up her
voice was rising.

I didn’t want anyone listening in to our
conversation, so I put my hand lightly on her arm to calm her. She
got the message instantly and stopped for a sip of her drink. Then
she went on in a softer voice. “Look, Mirabel Townes was rich.
Inherited tons of money from her mother’s family’s cattle ranching
fortune. I know the Boulder police don’t have the best reputation
for murder investigation, with the whole JonBenet thing and all,
but it’s hard to believe someone could drown Mirabel and the police
would just overlook it.”

I frowned at her. “Come on, Elisa, that’s a
low crack about the Boulder police. The thing is—the police can’t
do anything if there’s no evidence of a crime. I’m guessing the
coroner ruled Mirabel’s death an accident and that was that,” I
said, a little defensively.

Even though my boyfriend Pablo works for the
Longmont police, not Boulder, and he does drug enforcement, not
homicide, I get a little touchy when people rag on the Boulder
police. Most of the cops I’ve met are like Pablo—hard workers who
are passionately committed to their work. Pablo, for instance,
became a cop after his younger brother Miguel got involved in a
street gang selling drugs and ended up in prison. Pablo works in
drug enforcement trying to keep young kids like Miguel from ending
up like him.

Elisa put her hand on my arm. “Down, girl!
I’m not insulting your boyfriend and his buddies,” she said. “Just
trying to figure out why Lacey Townes needs you instead of the
police.”

“Lacey said she and Angelica can’t get anyone
to believe them and open an investigation,” I said, squirming a
little in my seat.

“Yeah the police probably wouldn’t put much
stock in what a kid thinks, even if she is an Indigo child,” Elisa
said. “How old did you say the little sister is?”

“Lacey said Angelica is ten. Do you know much
about Indigo children?”

Elisa leaned back and looked up at the
ceiling as if she expected to find the answer written up there.
Then she looked back at me. “Some people say they’re a new kind of
children—a unique generation of highly sensitive and psychic kids,
independent, bright, creative, but easily bored and resistant to
traditional authority,” she said, using her teacher voice. “Other
people say there’s no such thing, that these are kids with
attention deficit disorder whose parents won’t accept that and
insist on seeing them as spiritually gifted.”

Elisa’s eyes began to wander away from me and
she stopped to wave at someone across the room. I knew I was losing
her, but I wanted a better response.

“What do you think about Indigos?” I
prodded.

She turned back to me. “I have no idea. I
haven’t seen any research on it one way or another. But you might
want to look into it more before you take her word on what happened
to Mirabel.” She grimaced. “Anyway, do you want to get involved in
another possible murder case?”

She was referring to the mess we’d gotten
into last summer helping her friend Sharon find out how her husband
died. Elisa had gotten me into that, and she’d paid as big a price
as I did in the end. But I didn’t want to rehash it, so I plowed
ahead. “You know I’m not looking for another murder case. But Lacey
seemed so desperate. And Mirabel did so much for the community. If
someone did kill her, doesn’t she deserve justice?”

Elisa polished off her drink while giving me
a fixed stare. “Why is that your responsibility, Cleo? What about
her husband Derrick? But come to think of it, maybe he doesn’t care
that much. He’s been having an affair with Judith Demar for years.
I don’t know whether Mirabel knew about it or not.”

I ignored her question by asking one of my
own. “Who’s Judith Demar?”

“She’s a faculty member in the sociology
department. Not one of my favorite people. A legend in her own
mind.”

“So maybe she drowned Mirabel?”

“Hold on, Cleo,” Elisa grabbed my shoulders
and stuck her face in mine. “You say the police need evidence
before they investigate a crime. Shouldn’t you hold yourself to
some standard like that before you start speculating?”

“Well, I’m not the police, so—”

“Whoa—thinking of police,” Elisa interrupted,
grabbing my arm. “Isn’t that Pablo over in the corner? And who’s
the gorgeous chick with him? Maybe his sister or a cousin? She
looks a lot like him.”

I whipped my head around to the direction she
was looking, and my stomach churned. There, over by the giant open
fireplace on the west side of the room was my boyfriend, Pablo. His
back was towards me and across from him was a stunning young woman
whose dark curly hair matched his own. I’ve known Pablo since
college and I know his family and I’d never seen this woman before.
And the way she was looking at him had more of a romantic than a
cousinly feel to me. I stared at them, speechless. Pablo and I have
been in an on-again, off-again relationship for years. Right now
it’s on, but not in an exclusive, committed way. Still, I don’t
expect to run into him with another woman gazing dotingly into his
sexy brown eyes. If you had asked me how I’d feel seeing him with
another woman, I would have said, “I’m fine with it. We’ve both
agreed to have an open relationship.” Surprisingly though, I didn’t
feel fine. I felt like another woman was moving in on my boyfriend.
I decided to take action.

“Wow. I wonder who she is,” I said. “I’ve
never seen her before. I think I’ll go find out.” I stood up and
took the last swig of my martini to fortify myself. “I wonder if I
should introduce myself to her as his girlfriend or wait and see
what Pablo says first?”

“I’d see what he has to say. You’ve got
surprise on your side, girl. Use it.”

I strolled over in what I thought was a sexy,
yet confident and casual sort of way. But I couldn’t take Elisa’s
advice. Instead I came up behind him, threw my arm across his broad
shoulders and marked my territory with a quick kiss on the back of
his neck. “Hey, Pablo,” I said, trying to sound cheerful, like I’d
just run into him by himself.

He turned toward me with a start. “Oh…hi
Cleo. I thought we were meeting at the gallery for my show opening
at 7:00.” He gave me a big smile as if nothing out of the ordinary
was going on.

“We are …were… meeting there. But Elisa and I
came for a drink first. Did you get my message about Gramma?”

“Oh, right!” Pablo smacked himself in the
forehead. “I did get it and I was going to call you back, but
something came up and it slipped my mind. Sorry.”

“Hi, I’m Mia.” The dark-eyed woman stuck out
her hand in my direction. She must be what had come up to erase my
phone call from Pablo’s memory.

“Oh, sorry.” Pablo turned back toward Mia.
“Mia’s just here for a visit. We met years ago when I was studying
art in San Miguel de Allende. She’s an artist, too, so I invited
her to come to the opening tonight to see my work. Mia, meet Cleo.
Cleo and I were art students together at the university. She’s a
very fine painter.”

“Nice to meet you.” I shook Mia’s hand and
tried to smile, but suspected my real emotions showed through. The
San Miguel de Allende chapter of Pablo’s life is one I’d rather
forget about. And he’d introduced me like I was some casual art
colleague rather than a girlfriend. I definitely had some burning
questions to ask him, like who is Mia staying with and for how
long.

I didn’t want to ask in front of Mia, though,
so I backed off. “I should get back to Elisa,” I said. “It’s almost
7:00 and we need to get our check before we go to the gallery.
We’ll see you over there.”


Chapter 4

 


“Her name is Mia.” I stomped harder than I
needed to on the brick pathway imagining it for one brief moment as
Mia’s head. Elisa and I were walking the few blocks over to the
West End Gallery. “She’s an artist and he met her years ago in San
Miguel de Allende. It’s that artsy town in Mexico where Pablo went
to nourish his creative spirit a few months after we graduated from
college.”

“Sure, I remember you telling me about that
time,” Elisa said. “Didn’t he just take off with no notice when you
thought he was your soulmate destined to be with you forever? I met
you a couple of years later and you still weren’t over him.”

“Not true,” I said as I folded my arms and
made a fake pouty face at her. “I was involved with Brian by
then.”

“Whatever. I never liked Brian. Good riddance
on that score. But when you and Pablo got back together—or whatever
you call it—a few years ago, I thought you were asking for trouble.
Someone who’s left you once is likely to do it again. I know, I
know—you don’t want commitment, you just want a dishy guy for fun
and good sex, and keep your independence. But why are you so
steamed about Mia if you and Pablo have such an open
relationship?”

“Who says I’m steamed? Anyway, here we are,
so let’s leave this conversation for another day.”

West End Gallery, named for its address on
west Pearl Street, is a small modern art gallery that specializes
in interesting shows by local artists. Its location in the
now-fashionable west end commercial area, surrounded by high-end
shops and trendy restaurants is ideal for drop-in traffic. Pablo’s
show there tonight was part of First Friday Boulder, a monthly
event where downtown galleries introduce new shows, often with the
artist in attendance. Most galleries include refreshments—usually
wine, fruit and cheese trays, nuts, chocolates and such—which
attracts art lovers but also some college students who make the
rounds of galleries like a free bar tour.

Pablo’s contemporary abstract metal
sculptures stood together like an infantry unit just to our right
as we walked into the gallery. Elisa hustled off to the wine table,
but I headed over to my favorite of Pablo’s pieces, a tall thin
stick-figure man, built from rusty steel tools, blades and gears.
Pablo had named him Cliff, but I thought of him as Rusty G. He
looked much spiffier here in the gallery than he usually did in
Pablo’s garage. I could almost imagine Rusty G. was feeling as
proud as I did at Pablo’s artistry on display.

“Hey, Cleo. Where’s Pablo?” I turned away
from the sculptures to face a petite woman with short, spiky auburn
hair and a wide smile that crinkled her whole face. Her
outfit—ivory silk pants and tank topped by a short Asian-styled
gold jacquard-woven jacket with a standup collar and square wooden
buttons—more than lived up to her reputation for decking herself
out in expensive designer ensembles.

“Hi, Faye. Great outfit! He’s on his way.
Just got sidetracked briefly by the St. Julien happy hour.” I’d
known Faye Whitton, the gallery owner for years. She’s a great
admirer of Gramma’s painting, which she continues to exhibit and
sell as part of her commitment to showing high-quality local art.
“Wow, the display looks great,” I gushed. “Isn’t it amazing how
much better artwork looks when it’s well lit and given some
breathing room?” As I heard myself rattling on, I realized I was
trying to charm Faye, so as to deflect her attention from Pablo’s
lateness. And I also realized that it was not my responsibility to
make excuses for Pablo, especially when he was hanging out with
Mia.

Fortunately we were interrupted before I
could embarrass myself further. A husky dark-haired
athletic-looking man wearing a cotton sweater and designer jeans
grabbed Faye in a bear hug, lifted her up and twirled her around.
“Great show, Faye. Judith and I love the way you hung Angelica’s
work,” he boomed.

A slim woman standing next to them watched
with a disapproving look. Her long blond hair was swept away from
her face in a way that emphasized her scowl. “Derrick, don’t forget
that one painting that is hung too high.” The woman’s frown
deepened as she reminded him. “It doesn’t serve the work. We really
need to have it lowered.”

Faye flinched ever so slightly, but quickly
regained her composure. “Derrick have you and Judith met Cleo Sims?
Her grandmother is the painter, Martha Donnelly.” She grabbed my
arm to draw me closer to them. “Cleo, this is Derrick Townes and
Judith Demar. Derrick’s ten-year-old daughter Angelica is a gifted
painter. We’re showing some of her work here tonight for the first
time.”

Suddenly lights were flashing inside my head.
Derrick and Angelica Townes. This must be THE Townes family here.
As in the drowned Mirabel Townes whose daughter Lacey thinks she
was murdered. And the blond woman with the long neck is Derrick’s
girlfriend Judith Demar, the sociology faculty member Elisa doesn’t
like. And Angelica the Indigo child is also an artist? At this
point I can’t wait to meet this kid.

“Nice to meet you both,” I said. “Derrick,
you must be very proud of your daughter. Is she here?”

“Great meeting you, Cleo.” His smile was
charming and slightly sexy, the kind that makes you feel instantly
welcome. “My older daughter Lacey is bringing Angelica, but they
haven’t showed up yet. I was just about to call them and find out
what’s up.”

Judith chimed in with another negative
comment. “You can never depend on Lacey. She acts more like an
irresponsible teenager than the twenty-two-year-old she is. She
always gets involved in some crisis that makes her late. I told you
we should have brought Angelica with us.”

I thought about mentioning that I knew Lacey,
but didn’t want to be drawn into their argument. Instead I excused
myself and went off to find Elisa, who to my surprise was deep in
conversation with Tim Grosso, the Psych Department chairman. Tim is
a tall, bald ascetic-looking man, who looks like he spends hours
meditating every day—and maybe he does. I don’t actually know much
about him, except that he’s a mild-mannered, agreeable guy who gets
top teaching ratings and is generally liked by most people who know
him. While he had made it clear to me that my teaching at the
university was on a trial basis only, I didn’t take it personally
because I figured he had to act on the concerns raised by faculty
in the department who think my Contact Project is new-age
quackery.

“Cleo, where did you get off to?” Elisa
asked, handing me a glass of red wine. “I got you this wine ages
ago and then I ran into Tim and we started talking about your
Gramma’s problem. I thought I’d get some more details for you from
Tim’s volunteer work at Shady Terrace. From what he says, it sounds
like you need to get Martha on a list for another place soon
because there may not be enough openings in Boulder for all the
residents who need to relocate.”

“Thanks for the wine,” I said, although I
didn’t feel much like drinking it. My gut had begun to churn again
at the thought that Gramma’s choices might be even more limited
than I’d thought. “Good to see you, Tim. Sorry I had to leave for
class before your talk started at Shady Terrace this morning. I
really wanted to hear what you had to say. I hate the idea of
moving Gramma—and it’s even worse if there’s a shortage of places
for her to go. Do you think there’s any chance the sale won’t go
through?”

“Unfortunately it looks like a done deal,”
Tim said gently. His eyes were warm, but his expression was grim.
“They wouldn’t have a big family meeting announcing they’re closing
unless they’re sure it’s going to happen.”

“Do you know of other good places she could
go?” I asked. “I don’t even know where to start.”

Tim asked me about Gramma, her care needs,
her history, her likes and dislikes and such. And he made a few
suggestions as to places I might want to check out. But he said he
couldn’t make specific recommendations. “I can tell you which
places have had the best health department surveys and the fewest
complaints against them, but you’ll need to visit them to see how
you think your grandmother would fit in. And like I was telling
Elisa, there’s the question of what places have openings. With
sixty plus residents needing to move, everything will fill up
fast.”

None of this was sounding good to me at all.
“Gramma has money. She’s paying privately there. Maybe I could
bring her home and hire a caregiver to stay with her.” This was
scary because I remembered the problems Grampa had with Gramma
before she moved to Shady Terrace. But I love her so much and I owe
her and Grampa so much, how could I not consider it? Tim gave me a
sympathetic smile. “You could look into doing that, but the
agencies charge a fortune for round-the-clock care—and you’d
probably need that even if she’s living with you, since you say she
wanders at night and you’d need to be able to sleep.”

“Maybe I could find someone I could hire
privately to live in so we wouldn’t have to pay the agency fees,” I
said.

“Maybe, but you have to be really careful who
you hire. I’ve heard some horror stories. In fact my own father was
ripped off by his housekeeper and I didn’t even know it until after
he died.”

“Were you able to—” Before I could finish my
question, we were interrupted by shouts from the other side of the
room.

“This is unbelievable! What are
you doing here? You ruin everything for our family! Couldn’t
you let us have anything special just for us?” Across the
room, my student Lacey Townes stood eyeball to eyeball with Judith
Demar, screaming at her. Judith did not reply but jutted her sharp
chin closer to Lacey’s face.

“Enough, Lacey.” Derrick Townes stepped in
back of Lacey, gripped her shoulders and pulled her back away from
Judith, who looked disgusted.

“And you! I suppose you invited
her here,” Lacey screeched. “Don’t you even care that this is
Angelica’s special night? You can screw whoever you want, but
please don’t bring your whores around for family events.”

The gallery was completely silent by then,
except for Lacey’s tirade. All eyes were on her. What a drama
queen! I was already congratulating myself that I hadn’t agreed to
take her on for the Contact Project.

Then a young girl in a white dress with long
dark hair down to her waist walked confidently toward Lacey and put
her hand on Lacey’s arm. The young girl paused, gazed into Lacey’s
face and spoke in a calm, clear voice. “Lacey, our joy is within
us. She can’t touch it. Don’t give her power over you.”

Lacey closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
I could almost see waves of tension leaving her body. She opened
her eyes and turned to Angelica with a smile. “You’re right,
Angelica,” she said, “Let’s go look at your paintings.” She clasped
Angelica’s hand and they walked off toward the back of the
gallery.

As I watched them move off together, I
marveled at the ability Angelica had to calm Lacey so easily. She
was clearly a powerful ten-year-old. I felt strangely drawn to her,
almost as if she radiated energy that connected with me in some
spiritual way.


Chapter 5

 


As other guests gradually returned to their
conversations, I pulled my attention back to the people around me,
thanked Tim for his help and excused myself. I considered going to
the back of the gallery to meet Angelica, even though I had
reservations about getting into a conversation with Lacey. But as I
looked around I saw Pablo, who had finally shown up and was
standing over by his work. Mia wasn’t with him. He beckoned me over
with such a big smile that I couldn’t resist.

He gave me a huge hug and I relaxed and
hugged him back, loving as always the solid feel of his
well-muscled body. I hung out there for a while with him, listening
as he answered questions about his sculptures. I love to hear Pablo
talk about his art because while he’s serious about it, he doesn’t
take himself too seriously. I heard a man ask, “How do you manage
to breathe so much life into sculptures you create out of rusty
gears and tools?”

“Basically they’re reincarnated from
discarded stuff into new creatures and they come alive in the
process,” Pablo said. “As I sculpt them, each cat or frog or
chicken or person reveals its distinct personality to me. Most of
them come out humorous—kind of like they’re laughing at being made
out of stuff people threw away. But some seem to have something
serious to say—mostly about recycling.” I laughed along with the
crowd and felt proud that Pablo is a guy who is able to combine
being a hard-nosed cop with being a soft creative artist as well as
a witty outgoing conversationalist.

Of course it’s his outgoing personality that
leads to situations like him taking Mia for a drink before
tonight’s show. And whoops—there she was, walking slowly through
his sculptures, carefully checking out each piece. “Great work,
Pablo,” she said, giving him a hug. Then she stood beside him like
she belonged there.

I was tired of doing the jealous girlfriend
thing by then. He knew we were both there and it was his problem to
solve. I wasn’t going to hang around looking needy. So when I
noticed Lacey and Angelica leave, I went off to the back of the
gallery to look at Angelica’s work.

Her paintings were impressionistic
new-age-type portraits of faces, each surrounded by a unique
swirling multi-colored pattern. Vibrant colors and well-rendered,
especially for a ten-year-old. It’s not easy to tell how a child
artist will develop or whether she is a prodigy, but Angelica did
seem to have talent. I wondered how Faye had discovered her
work.

It was almost time for the gallery to close
by then and my day had been long and stressful. I was so ready to
go home and crash. But there was Pablo to think about. We were
going to a wedding in Estes Park the next day but we hadn’t made
any specific plans about tonight, whether he was coming home with
me again or going back to Longmont. We tend to sort of go with the
flow on that stuff. I knew that if he came home with me, we’d get
into a big fight about Mia and I didn’t have the energy for
that.

I noticed that Mia had moved on to look at
some work at the other side of the gallery. She was absorbed,
examining the art with an artist’s eye, which gave me the
opportunity to talk to Pablo without her. So I walked over to him
and said, “Hey, great show. But I’m on my last legs, so I’m going
home and get some sleep. What time do you want to pick me up
tomorrow?”

Pablo looked surprised. “I thought we could
all grab some dinner after I get done here—maybe hang out and talk
a while,” he said.

All? He wanted me to go to dinner with him
and Mia? No way I had the energy for that. “Thanks, but I’m too
tired and I’m not really hungry,” I said. “It’s been a long
day.”

He put his arm around my shoulders and gave
me a sideways hug. “Oh, right. I’m sorry I haven’t had time to talk
with you about the Shady Terrace closing. Are you sure you don’t
want to go for dinner so you can tell me about it?”

The hug felt good and I was briefly tempted
to go with him but I was too exhausted to cope with Mia. “Pablo, I
appreciate your concern, but I don’t think I can talk about it any
more today,” I said. “We can catch up tomorrow. What time is good
for you?”

“How about 1:30? That will give us time for a
hike before the wedding.”

“Perfect. See you at 1:30,” I said moving
toward the front door.

Elisa came out the door right behind me and
offered me a ride home, so we walked back to the St. Julien parking
lot to get her car. I live in west Boulder, only about ten blocks
from there and my office is in the 200 block of Pearl so I had
walked over to the St. Julien after work and I could have easily
walked home. But the evening had cooled and a breeze had picked up,
so I was glad for the ride. We hustled along the sidewalk trying to
stay warm. “So you decided to let Mia win out?” she asked.

I knew Elisa had a point, but I didn’t want
to think about it or talk about it right then. “I don’t want to
confront him until I’ve had some sleep. I’m too tired to even think
about it right now. So it can keep until tomorrow.” As we dodged a
couple of cars on Walnut, I decided to change the subject to get
Elisa off my case. “By the way, how come Tim Grosso was at the
opening?” I asked.

“He and Faye have been in a relationship for
a while now. You didn’t know?”

I stopped dead in my tracks. “No way! Really?
I had no idea. But I don’t see Faye that often. And we don’t talk
about personal stuff, just painting.”

Elisa put her arm over my shoulders and
pulled me along. “Come on, girl. Let’s get out of that cold
wind.”

I picked up my pace. “Do you know why Faye is
showing Angelica’s work?” I asked. “An unknown child artist is
unusual for her.”

“One reason might be that Mirabel Townes was
her silent partner in the gallery.”

“Wow, I guess I really don’t know Faye all
that well. But you know everything as usual.”

“Honey, you know me. I like to be in the
middle of everything and know all about whatever is going on,”
Elisa said. We’d reached the parking lot by then, got in her car
and drove out.

“That Lacey Townes sure is a piece of work,”
Elisa said. “After what we saw tonight, I’d say she’s not a prime
candidate for your Contact Project.”

While I’d had the exact same thought myself
while watching Lacey’s over-dramatization, somehow hearing Elisa
say it aroused my oppositional side. I have real problems with
anyone telling me what to do, even when the advice-giver is a good
friend. So I said, “Maybe Lacey truly is desperate to find out what
happened to her mom and that’s why she’s behaving this way. So
tonight could be a sign that she really needs help.”

“Suit yourself, but I’d say you’re the one
who’s going to be needing help if you get involved with her.
Remember you heard it here first.”

“I’m still thinking about it,” I said,
“Interesting family. So I guess Derrick Townes is Faye’s business
partner now that Mirabel’s dead?”

“Or maybe the kids,” Elisa said, turning into
my driveway. “I heard they inherited a lot.”

“Right. Lacey did say she had money to pay
whatever my going rate is. I could use a little influx of cash
about now. I lost a few clients during that mess we were involved
in last summer.”

“Give it up, Cleo. Not worth the money.”

“Maybe not, but I’m not sure,” I said as I
gave Elisa a quick hug and jumped out of the car. “Thanks for
everything. Talk to you later.” She waited until I unlocked my
front door, got inside and turned on the lights before she drove
off.

I wasted no time getting ready for bed, but
once I lay down I was suddenly wide-awake worrying about Gramma
again. I kept running the problem through my mind, hoping a new
solution would somehow pop up.

Instead what popped up was Tyler, a spirit
who visits me now and then—usually when I’m wrestling with a
problem. I guess you’d have to call Tyler a ghost. I never knew him
as a live person. He originally showed up one day when I was trying
to contact my dead grandfather. Instead of Grampa, I got this
blond, blue-eyed spirit-guy in a faded gray “Never Stop Surfing”
tee shirt, black nylon shorts and gray rubber sandals. I know
enough about spirit contacts to believe Tyler is real. But I don’t
tell people about him. I did tell Pablo and that was probably a
mistake—but I’ve learned Tyler comes for a reason, and it’s
important for me to follow his directions.

Tyler always visits without warning. It’s as
if he drops from the clouds. I’m not always glad to see him. He’s
not only dead, he’s bossy. He speaks in this stupid surfer slang
and tells me what to do like I’m his flunky, and he won’t leave me
alone until I do what he says. But even though it can be
problematic to figure out what he’s telling me, I know I need to
take him seriously when he says someone needs my help.

Today I needed his help, so he was a welcome
sight sitting cross-legged on the end of my bed. I sat up but
stayed at my end. “Tyler! Great! I have a huge problem.”

“Yo, Cleo. You’re into some mean waves,
dude.”

“What about Gramma and how she has to move?
What should I do?”

“She’s in the impact zone. Got snaked. Might
take a nose-dive and wipe out.”

His cryptic answer was more and at the same
time less than I wanted to hear. Frustration surged through me like
one of his waves. “What do you mean, wipe out? What can I do to
stop it?” I shrieked.

Tyler answered calmly like he always does.
“That’s not my dog, Cleo. Angelica and Lacey are in the waves you
need to grab.”

“But Tyler,” I begged, edging closer to him
on the bed. “Won’t you help me with Gramma’s problems first? At
least ask Grampa what he wants me to do. He’s dead too, so you
should be able to ask him.”

Tyler bounced—or whatever he does when he
moves—over to the corner of the room, where he floated in midair.
“Back down, Cleo. I’m not in that channel. You need to help
Angelica. She’s out there alone body surfing in those mean
waves.”

“How about you help me and then I’ll do what
you want?” I said boldly.

“I don’t do deals. Angelica needs you. You
can’t just splash around. Get out there and get on before the wave
starts to break.”

“Tyler, I don’t—”

“I gave you the word. Now I’m gone,” he said.
And he disappeared.

I flopped back down in my bed, disappointed
and confused. So Tyler wanted me to help Lacey and Angelica, but he
had nothing useful to say about Gramma’s problem. His visit had
just added to my distress.

I had plenty to think about but I was beyond
fed up with this day. So I put it all out of my mind and went to
sleep hoping that somehow life would look better tomorrow.


Chapter 6

 


When Pablo picked me up the next day, he was
in a great mood—all smiley and affectionate. He gave me a big kiss,
then said, “Faye called this morning.” A guy who was at the show
last night came back this morning and bought two of my pieces.”

“That’s terrific news,” I said, hugging him
and kissing him back. “A great way to start this beautiful
weekend.”

“Exactly,” he said with another big smile.
“We’re headed for some fun. The wedding’s going to be a great party
and today is a perfect day to drive into the mountains.”

We decided to take the slightly longer route
to Estes Park along the Peak-to-Peak Highway where we’d get the
most stunning display of fall color. In Colorado we don’t have the
full palette of autumn color that many other states do. Our
dominant color is the brilliant golden yellow of aspens. The sight
of luminous yellow leaves sparkling in the sunlight, set off by the
dark green evergreens, is truly spectacular. It was a gorgeous day
and I relaxed into it for a while as we drove up Boulder
Canyon.

But my thoughts kept drifting back to Mia. I
needed to know more about her and why she was visiting. I waited to
see if Pablo would bring her up. Big surprise—he didn’t. So as we
got close to Nederland at the top of the canyon, I turned toward
him and said in what I hoped was an interested-but-not-accusatory
tone of voice, “I don’t recall you ever telling me about Mia
before.”

Pablo kept his eyes on the road. “Nothing to
tell. I knew her a long time ago.”

I waited a minute to see if he’d go on, but
he didn’t so I forged ahead. “So what’s she doing here now?”

He continued to look straight ahead. Well
okay he was driving, but a few seconds of eye contact wouldn’t be
all that dangerous. His answer was brief. “She’s visiting her
cousins in Denver and checking out a couple of job possibilities.
Hey, look at that bunch of aspen on the right up ahead.” He pointed
at a gorgeous stand.

I took a minute to enjoy the sight. I’m used
to Pablo changing the subject when I ask a sensitive question. He
doesn’t like confrontation, even when it’s gentle. I respect that
to a certain extent, but this time I felt he owed me at least some
explanation. So I got back to business. “Mia’s looking at jobs—does
that mean she might be moving here?”

“Maybe.”

“Are you hoping she does?”

“What’s with all the questions, Cleo? Mia’s
just a friend. Here we are lucky enough to have hit the peak
weekend for fall color. Let’s enjoy it.”

I took a few minutes to think and admire the
scenery before I answered. I was frustrated with his responses, but
he had a point about the peak weekend. It can be tricky to get into
the mountains at just the right time to see the aspens turning and
today as we drove along the winding highway, curve after curve
revealed yet another stand of glowing trees. I didn’t want to ruin
a good time by continuing to push him.

It occurred to me that Pablo’s and my
relationship had as many twists and turns as this road. Sixteen
years ago when we were twenty-one-year-old art students in love, I
thought Pablo was my soul mate. Back then our future together
stretched out in my mind’s eye like a long sandy beach where the
sun reflects off the crashing waves day after day as we stroll
hand-in-hand through the surf. But Pablo’s mind’s eye held a
different vision—one that left me here in Boulder while he went off
traveling the world to find his artistic voice. It took me nearly a
year to accept that he was really gone and not coming back any time
soon. Once the shock finally wore off, I got over being left, and
began to see my future without Pablo. I moved on with my life and
into other relationships—some intense and even serious.

When Pablo moved back to Boulder ten years
ago, I was so over him. No way did I want to open myself up to that
kind of hurt again. But in the last few years we’ve gradually
drifted back together. One reason is that we know each other inside
and out and we have fun together. Another is great sex. But I don’t
have those old illusions about where we’re headed. Now that he’s a
cop I’m not thinking he’ll leave town on a whim and be gone for
years. But he likes to keep his options open. And I’m liking that
freedom too. We don’t have any claim on each other.

Like Elisa said, I don’t want commitment
right now, so why does it bother me when he pays attention to
someone else? Am I like some petulant two-year-old who wants only
the toys someone else is playing with? I knew I needed to sort out
my feelings about the Pablo and Mia thing and he clearly didn’t
want to talk about Mia, at least not right now. So I decided to
drop the questions until I had more time to think about what I
wanted to say.

“You’re right,” I said. “It is a gorgeous day
and I’m ready for some relaxation. This thing with Gramma is
driving me crazy.”

“She has to move? That’s a shame. What’s the
deal?”

I filled him in on the meeting at Shady
Terrace and what Tim Grosso had told me. “And from what Tim said
last night I’ll have to act quickly to get her a place,” I
continued, “so this morning I dropped in on one of the possible
nursing homes she could maybe go to. Tim said visiting unannounced
is the best way to see what a place is really like, especially if
you go on a weekend when staffing is lighter.”

“Where did you go?”

“Easy Living Care Center. I picked that one
because one of Grampa’s old friends, Dr. Loberg, moved there after
his stroke and I’ve been meaning to visit him. I figured I could
check the place out and look in on Dr. Loberg at the same
time.”

“How was it?”

“Not great. When I got there it was nearly
11:00 and Dr. Loberg was in his room, still in his pajamas. Then an
aide came in and told him he needed to stop fooling around and let
them dress him in time for lunch. I left and went down to the
dining room. There were a bunch of residents slumped in wheelchairs
outside the door waiting for lunch. When lunch got started at about
11:15, I noticed three nurse aides standing by the wall chatting
instead of helping residents who couldn’t feed themselves. That’s
definitely a deal-breaker for Gramma, since she eats pureed food
and usually needs help at the table.”

“Sounds grim. I’m so sorry, Cleo. Your
grandmother is a terrific lady and I know how much you care about
her.” He reached over and gave my hand a squeeze. “Do you think
there’s any possibility Shady Terrace won’t go through with the
closing if enough families complain? Or what about calling the
paper and getting the corporation some bad publicity?”

I teared up a little at the love and sympathy
I felt from Pablo. He knew me so well and he’d known Gramma before
the Alzheimer’s hit, so he could really understand what I was going
through and how much I was worried about her.

“No,” I said, wiping my eyes. “I don’t think
any of that will help. Elisa says the developer who’s buying the
place—his name is Hugh Symes—has been trying to get his hands on
that land for years. Apparently he’s not the sympathetic type who’d
care that he’s displacing a bunch of old people.”

“You’ve got that right. Symes is one of those
guys who does what he wants and then later says, ‘Oh did I run over
your foot? Well you shouldn’t have been standing so close to my
car.’” Pablo suddenly swerved off into a turnout where we could
look at the trees back down the valley. We got out of the car,
Pablo gave me a big hug, and I kind of collapsed on his shoulder
for a minute. Then we turned arm-in-arm to the stunning display of
leaves below, oohing and ahhing like tourists.

When we were back in the car driving along
the highway again, I asked, “So you know Hugh Symes?”

Pablo clenched his teeth and tightened his
face in that way he does when he takes a dim view of someone or
something. “More like I know about him,” he said grimly. “There are
lots of nasty Symes stories out there. Like last year he was
getting ready to build on some land he owns when the animal-rights
activists started protesting that he was going to be destroying
prairie dog burrows and that those prairie dogs had to be relocated
before he could build. You know Boulder has those laws against
killing prairie dogs or damaging their burrows unless you have a
permit. Well, those permits aren’t easy to get. First, you have to
make what they call reasonable efforts to relocate the prairie dogs
to an approved site.”

“Who approves it? The prairie dogs or the
city? Do the prairie dogs insist on mountain views like everyone
else in Boulder?” I’m not unsympathetic to wildlife preservation,
but sometimes the way we talk about issues in Boulder can be so
holier-than-thou I can’t resist poking fun. Plus I wanted to see if
I could get Pablo to lighten up.

I succeeded. His face relaxed and he laughed.
“Very funny, Cleo. Maybe you’re more like Symes than you think.
Anyway if developers can’t get the prairie dog colony moved, they
can apply for a permit to use lethal control, but the permits can
take more than a year to get after all the reviews and cost
thousands of dollars, and Symes didn’t want to mess with all that.
He just wanted to get on with his development.” Pablo shook his
head and took on that disapproving look again. “Somehow some of his
workers plowed the burrows under, which Symes later said was all a
big mistake, that he wasn’t there when it happened, the workers
didn’t speak English, yada yada yada.”

I shook my head right along with him at that
point. “Wow! Power triumphs again! Didn’t the city do anything
about it?”

Pablo gave an exasperated sigh. “One of
Boulder’s local activists was pushing the city attorney into filing
criminal charges against him, but then she drowned in her hot tub
and I guess the other people in the prairie dog group didn’t feel
like pursuing it, so Symes got away with it.”

Wait a minute! I gasped and almost grabbed
Pablo with both hands as I tried to digest this stunning news. But
even in my agitated state I realized that pouncing on him
physically wasn’t a good move while he was negotiating mountain
curve. Instead I pulled back and screeched at him. “Drowned in her
hot tub! Was that Mirabel Townes?” How did this woman’s name keep
popping up? Could Tyler be sending me hints?

“Right,” Pablo said. “Did you know her?”

I could have just said, “No, I don’t know
her,” and left it at that, which probably would have been better,
but I decided to go ahead and tell him about Lacey’s issues. I took
a deep breath and said, “No, I never met Mirabel Townes, but her
daughter Lacey is in my class and yesterday she told me she and her
younger sister think someone pushed Mirabel under and drowned her.
They want me to help them contact her to find out what
happened.”

“What?” Pablo turned to face me and nearly
slammed into the back of a car that had slowed down to take in the
view. His good mood had taken a definite nosedive this time.
“Dammit, Cleo. I thought you had enough of that last summer when
you almost got yourself killed.”

I knew he didn’t want me getting involved
with another possible murder. But I’m an adult and bottom line I
get to make my own choices. So I didn’t give an inch. “Back off,
Pablo,” I said. “You’re going to kill both of us if you don’t pay
more attention to your driving.”

But he didn’t back off. He scowled and said,
“How about you don’t smack me with ugly news while I’m driving
then?”

What happened to enjoying the day? I took a
calmer tone “I wasn’t trying to upset you. I was just telling you
what Lacey said to me, what she asked me to do. Why do you have to
react so fast and get all bossy and overprotective?”

“Cleo, I don’t want to tell you what to do,
but I don’t want you in danger either.”

“I hear you,” I said. “And I know your
concern comes from caring about me, but I have a lot to consider in
this situation. I haven’t decided what I’m going to do yet, so can
we let it go for now?”

“Okay, Cleo,” he said with a sigh. “I hope
you use good sense making your decision, and I don’t want to talk
about it now either. We’re almost to Estes, so how about we head
straight for the park so we can get in a hike before the wedding.
We could both use some exercise to work off our stress.”

I agreed, so we went right through the town
of Estes to Rocky Mountain National Park, home of some of the most
fantastic mountain scenery in the world. It’s only an hour from
Boulder, but I don’t go there nearly as often as I wish I did. It’s
one of those places people come from all over the world to see, but
because I know it’s right next-door—well, you know how that
goes.

October is elk mating season at the park so
there were lots of elk and tourists everywhere. We stopped briefly
at Moraine Park to watch some male elk butting heads, each trying
to win the right to mate with a nearby female elk. As I watched, I
couldn’t help but think that while facing conflict head on may be
violent, it has the advantage of being clean and quick.

We sat silently as we drove on along the
curvy Bear Lake Road to the Glacier Gorge parking lot where a
popular trail leads along Glacier Creek to Alberta Falls, less than
a mile each way. I wanted to focus on the scenery, but I couldn’t
get the Townes family out of my head. I truly didn’t know what to
do about Lacey and Angelica Townes’ suspicions about Mirabel’s
drowning. Tyler had been—for him—very clear about what I should do.
And Tyler is a determined spirit who finds ways to get me to follow
his directions. But if Lacey is a drama queen and Angelica some
sort of precocious psychic kid, Elisa might be right about them
being trouble for me. And—despite what Pablo might think—I’m not
looking for trouble.

Plus, it had only been twenty-four hours
since I’d found out that I had to find a new place for Gramma to
live, and apparently I’d have to act quickly. So should I start
with that and put other unpleasant stuff out of my mind?

As we hiked along the creek, I played a game
I sometimes use, where I mentally toss my problems into the creek
and let them pitch and bob along beside me. It helps me prioritize,
as in my mind’s eye I see some issues sail to the front while
others barely remain afloat. I know, it sounds like
Tyler-the-surfer has gotten to me with his water imagery, but trust
me, I was doing this long before he showed up.

Today, Gramma’s relocation issue was the
strong swimmer, the Townes family and Mia drifted far behind. So I
made a vow not to mention the other issues again this weekend and
to try to keep them out of my mind. After that, I cleared my mind
and enjoyed the trail as we wound back and forth crossing the creek
on wooden bridges, and climbing through fir, spruce and colorful
aspen groves to the majestic falls. We stood quietly holding hands
for a while at the top, letting the roar of the falls surround us
as we stared at the water rushing over huge rocks into the creek
below.

A relaxed peaceful feeling came over me until
a bright sunbeam reflecting off a shiny part of a rock drew my
attention. I turned toward it and out of the corner of my eye I saw
a blond surfer in black shorts riding his board over the falls.
Arms wide, knees slightly bent, perfectly balanced on his board and
looking directly at me. No way! I jumped, pulled my hand free from
Pablo’s and ran closer. Pablo looked startled, but neither he nor
anyone else seemed to notice anything out of the ordinary in the
falls. Tyler! It must be him and I was the only one who could see
him. He flickered, then vanished, but I heard him loud and clearly
in my head, “Don’t blow it, Cleo. You need to hit the surf.”


Chapter 7

 


I kept the Tyler sighting to myself as we
hiked back to the car and drove into town. Pablo has not only never
seen Tyler, he never wants to see him. And if he believes I see
him—which I doubt—he would much rather I didn’t. It’s one of those
tender spots between us that I try not to poke.

Oddly enough, Pablo himself mentioned Tyler
as we were checking in to the historic Stanley Hotel in Estes Park.
“Hey, Cleo, your buddy Tyler will be right at home here,” he said
with a smirk. “Ghosts are all over this hotel. I’ve heard they
especially like the billiard room. Does Tyler play?”

Oh so many smart retorts came to mind, but I
kept them to myself as I looked around the vast lobby. Leaving
aside the sarcasm, Pablo was right. This hotel is one of the top
ten haunted hotels in the country, and even gives ghost tours,
which are very popular. It was the inspiration for Steven King’s
“The Shining,” half of which he wrote here in room 217. Later the
TV miniseries of that book was filmed here.

People say that F. O. Stanley, who built the
hotel in 1909, haunts it along with his wife Flora and former
servants. Guests report seeing and hearing children playing on the
stairs and in the halls when there is no child in the building,
smelling strong unexplained lavender scents in some bedrooms,
seeing doors open and close by themselves and hearing the piano
playing on its own in the music room. Fans of the paranormal come
from all over to stay at the Stanley and they’re even willing to
pay extra to stay in fourth-floor rooms that supposedly have the
most ghostly activity, hoping to get pictures or videos of
orbs—balls of transparent light sometimes seen in photos taken in
haunted places.

Sounds like a perfect fit for me, right?
Actually I would have preferred the wedding were somewhere that was
less of a ghost magnet. I figured Pablo was right that Tyler would
feel right at home here, but I wasn’t in the mood for more Tyler
counsel about how I needed to help Lacey until I had more time to
think about what I wanted to do.

But this majestic white four-story hotel,
perched high on the rocks overlooking Estes Park with amazing views
in every direction, is a favorite for weddings. The groom is one of
Pablo’s oldest friends. And the bride is from a rich Boulder
family, so I figured it would be a great party.

 


 


It was. The wedding and reception were in the
MacGregor ballroom off the lobby. It’s a grand Victorian room,
holds several hundred people, and has a big stage for the wedding
and later the band. Round tables draped with white linen filled the
main part of the room. Roses and candles were everywhere—all in
pale blush tones, mostly soft peach and ivory. Crystal sparkled in
the candlelight.

The ceremony was short and sweet, followed by
champagne and appetizers, an elegant buffet with wine, an open bar,
and dancing to a jazz band. The romantic setting snapped us out of
our earlier quarrelsomeness and I was feeling mellow and
sentimental. Pablo looked yummy. I love seeing him dressed up. He’s
great looking—tall and muscular, with black curly hair you want to
run your hands through, and adorable brown eyes. In classy clothes
he looks even sexier than usual.

As we danced, he held me tightly and I
nuzzled into his shoulder. The champagne and the glow of the
evening worked their magic to break down the walls I have so
carefully constructed to keep Pablo in the
not-a-serious-relationship category. I even forgot about Mia and
started having fantasies of Pablo and me having a wedding like
this, surrounded by our friends and family. Hmm. Maybe I do want
commitment.

When the band took a break, Pablo and I
headed for the bar, holding hands softly. But our way was blocked
by a distinguished-looking elderly man swaying from side to side as
he shouted in the face of a much younger man. The young guy was
wearing a slender beautifully tailored pinstriped suit and his
medium-length dark hair was cut in a shaggy retro style reminiscent
of sixties Brit-rock bands. Both men looked rich and both looked
angry.

“Is it your job to tell me how much I can
drink now, Shane?” the old man boomed. “Where do you get off
telling your grandfather how to suck eggs? I was drinking before
you were born, you little snot!”

“Don’t be an ass, Grandfather. You’re drunk
and you’re spoiling this party. Why don’t you go up to your room
and sleep it off?” The young man—apparently his name was Shane—took
his grandfather’s arm and tried to pull him in the direction of the
door.

It took me a minute, but I recognized the
older man as my grandparents’ attorney, Vernon Evers. He’s in his
late seventies now and he’s kept only a few clients, but in his day
he was one of Boulder’s most prominent attorneys. I was mortified
for him and his grandson. And I worried that the ugly behavior
might ruin the wedding reception for the bride and groom. Already a
ring of curious guests had formed in front of the two men. Pablo
moved forward as if to intervene. I grabbed his arm to stop him
before he ended up with both men turning on him.

Before we could argue about whether Pablo
should break in, a gorgeous long-legged young woman ran up to the
men. “Shane, what’s going on? I leave for the ladies room for two
minutes and when I get back you’ve created a scene.” Her thick
shoulder-length auburn hair looked more tousled than I would have
expected if she had indeed been in the ladies room, but I figured
she must have one of those intentionally messy hairstyles.

Shane didn’t answer. Just gave her a
disgusted look and walked off. She turned her attention to Mr.
Evers. “Calm down, Vern,” she said in a velvety-soft voice as she
leaned toward him, almost freeing her super-sized breasts from the
top of her classic black cocktail dress. “Let me help you back to
our table.” She gave him a charming smile and a quick kiss and took
his arm to guide him away from the bar.

“Dammit, Glenna, you can’t smooth this over
that easily.” He wasn’t shouting anymore though, so she had
accomplished something. Not too surprising. This woman was
stunning, looked like a European model with huge brown eyes, full
lips and high cheekbones. And, although she looked to be about
forty years his junior, she gazed at him sweetly like a lover.

But he stood his ground. “I still haven’t
gotten the drink I came up to get while you were out. I was just
about to order another Chivas Regal when along comes my slacker
grandson trying to tell me how to live. He can’t even manage his
own life. What makes him think he’s in charge of mine?”

Glenna put her arm around his shoulders—easy
because she was as tall as he was—and gave him another dazzling
smile. “Shane’s gone off now, so how about we go back to our table
and then I’ll bring you your drink.” This time he let her guide him
away.

All of us bystanders breathed a combined sigh
of relief and turned back to the party. “Wow, do you realize who
that old guy is?” I asked Pablo quietly as we walked back to our
table with refilled wine glasses.

“Oh yes. That’s Vernon Evers. Boulder lawyer
and former city commissioner,” Pablo said.

“Right. He was my grandparents’ lawyer,” I
said as I set my wine glass on the table next to his. “He handled
some copyright stuff when some of Gramma’s paintings were included
in a photography book. It was kind of a messy thing and he did a
great job. But he seems a lot different than I remember him.”

We sat down at the table and sipped our wine
for a few minutes, still slightly dazed by the episode. “Maybe you
just didn’t see that side of him,” Pablo said. “Evers has always
been a character—never one to stay in the background. He was a
major player in PLAN Boulder County—that citizens’ group that’s
always pushing for more open space—and he was known for telling
people who didn’t want to pay taxes for open space that if what
they like is urban sprawl they should move to Denver or L.A. Not
well-liked by local developers.”

“Well it looks like women like him,” I said.
“That babe he’s with is hot. I wonder what she sees in someone so
much older.”

Pablo laughed. “Money and power are big
aphrodisiacs. I’ve seen it before. Usually when a woman like her is
hanging out with an old guy, there’s more to it then love. She’s
probably getting what she wants.”

“What about his wife?”

“I think she died a couple of years ago. And
then his only daughter died. He probably needs some cheering up.
But, hey—his daughter who died was Mirabel Townes, the woman who
drowned that you were talking about today.”

“Really!!! His daughter! So his grandson
Shane must be Lacey and Angelica’s brother.” The way Mirabel’s
family kept showing up was getting spooky. Was Tyler finding ways
to push this family in my face until I took on the case? In two
days I’d met—or at least seen—Mirabel’s two daughters Lacey and
Angelica, her son Shane, her husband Derrick and now her father
Vernon Evers. And in this haunted hotel I might well meet Mirabel
herself before the night was over.


Chapter 8

 


After the party, Pablo and I carried the
romantic wedding atmosphere up to our room along with half a bottle
of champagne. We slipped out of our clothes and lounged on the bed
in each other’s arms, sloppily sipping champagne and dripping it on
each other—which led to earth-shaking sex.

Afterward, Pablo rolled over and cradled me
softly in his arms. “That was amazing!” he said softly as he
stroked my face. I snuggled into him, loving the tingly totally
relaxed feeling. I felt connected to him at such a deep level that
I had no need to say anything. I just knew we were in complete
synch. Maybe he was having wedding fantasies that matched my
earlier ones.

Well, not exactly. Pablo cradled my face,
looked deeply into my eyes, and said, “You know, I was thinking
when we were dancing tonight that we’re so lucky that we enjoy each
other so much without feeling any pressure to get married. That we
both agree about that.” He hugged me close.

My heart sank. This is how it always is with
him, I thought. Close but not too close. How could I forget? At
that point I realized he was right—we do best when we enjoy what we
have, without a long-term commitment. And I didn’t want marriage
either. I had gotten caught up in the romantic wedding atmosphere,
but was now back to reality. “I know what you mean,” I said. “What
we have is perfect for me. I don’t want to think about
forever.”

We curled up and slept spoon-style until 3:00
a.m., when I startled awake. The room was dark but enough light
shone under the room door from the hall that I could see the shapes
of the furniture. I had that momentary disoriented feeling you get
when you wake up in a hotel room not knowing at first where you
are. The room was quiet except for Pablo’s snoring. I felt a
prickly sensation at the back of my neck, a strong impression that
someone was in the room, and that odd lightheadedness I often get
when Tyler shows up.

I sat up and turned my head slowly from side
to side, casing the room, expecting Tyler to pop up. But he didn’t.
Then I found myself looking into a large mirror hanging over the
antique dresser across from me. A bit of light crept in around the
window curtains and reflected in the mirror like a tiny lamp. As I
stared at that light, I saw a beautiful teen-aged girl with dark
hair, blue eyes and fair skin looking longingly in my direction.
“Please,” she said. “Please. They need you.” Then she vanished.

I sat quietly and waited for more, but I knew
she was gone. The feeling of an otherworldly presence wasn’t there
any longer. Who was she? And who needed me? The Townes family?
Someone else? I ran questions and possibilities through my mind as
I snuggled back into Pablo, and the next thing I knew it was 9:00
a.m. Sunday morning.

We grabbed a quick breakfast and set off down
the canyon because Pablo needed to get back to Boulder by early
afternoon. He was leaving that night for a weeklong training course
in Atlanta. Something about crisis intervention where officers get
trained to deal with people who are having a mental health crisis
or are on a mood-altering substance. I wondered briefly whether
training like that would make him more understanding of my
occasional emotional outbursts or whether he’d just try to “handle”
me in some new professional way.

When we got down as far as Lyons, I turned on
my phone to check for messages. The mountains are iffy for cell
phone reception, so I hadn’t even bothered to keep my phone on
while I was up there. There was one from Tim Grosso in his
volunteer ombudsman role letting me know about a family meeting set
for Sunday afternoon at Shady Terrace. Then six from Lacey Townes,
each more urgent than the last, going on and on about how she
absolutely had to meet with me. I skipped to the end of most of
those, saving them to listen to later.

“Looks like you missed a bunch of messages,”
Pablo said. “Do you have some desperate grief-therapy clients?”

“Sort of,” I said, not wanting to get into
the Lacey thing with him again. “But it was also Tim Grosso about a
family meeting at Shady Terrace at 4:00 today. I feel like I’m
sinking in the quicksand with this relocation thing, so I hope he
has some good news for us.”

“Seems odd that he’s doing this ombudsman
thing.” Pablo gave me a strange sideways look. “How well do you
know Tim Grosso?”

“Not well. Why?”

“I wouldn’t think he’d like dealing with
rules and regulations much. He’s kind of an old Boulder hippie
type, don’t you think?”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “No long
hair—he’s bald. And he has a traditional job. He’s the head of the
university Psych Department. He hired me to teach that paranormal
class and he seemed concerned the class might not be respectable
enough. Warned me it was on a trial basis. Why do you think he’s a
hippie type?”

“He’s one of those don’t-trust-the-cops guys.
The word is that he grows a lot of pot—not at home, probably at
various places in the mountains. No one has been able to find where
it is or to catch him at it yet, though.”

That was a surprisingly different take on
Tim. I hadn’t thought of him that way at all, especially because
he’s my boss at the university. Still, he is a mellow guy and drugs
aren’t that unusual in Boulder. Plus Pablo isn’t often wrong about
this sort of thing. “So how do you know he’s doing it?” I
asked.

He brushed me off. “I don’t. In fact you
should probably forget I mentioned it. It’s not important to what
he’s doing for you. I’m not even sure why I brought it up.”

Before I could probe further, he changed the
subject. “Hey, do you mind stopping at Faye’s when we get to town
so I can see if any more of my stuff sold since the opening?”

I decided to let the Tim thing go until
another time. “Sure. Let’s stop.”

We were on North Broadway by then so it was
only a few minutes to the gallery. Once there, we went straight to
Pablo’s work to look for red “sold” stickers and to our delight
found two new ones—one on a steel dog with big round eyes and
pointy ears, and the other on a rusty bird with long spindly legs.
We were hugging each other and laughing when a stocky
broad-shouldered guy with large muscled arms and legs came along
and stood right next to us, staring at me intently from under dark
bushy eyebrows.

“Cleo?” he asked. “You look great! How have
you been?”

Whoa! I recognized those muscles and the
eyebrows and the cowlick in his straight dark hair. Back about ten
years ago I’d been on intimate terms with every part of this guy’s
body. But I hadn’t seen or heard from him since we broke up and he
moved to California.

“Ohmigod! Brian?? What are you doing back in
Boulder?” Shock and awe hit me full in the face. And it didn’t help
any that Pablo was standing right next to me. Brian and I were
together during the years Pablo was away finding his inner muse, so
Pablo had never met him, although I had mentioned him occasionally.
Now I’d have to introduce them.

“It’s a long story,” Brian said slowly. “A
lot of things have changed in my life. I’ve actually been back here
about a year.” He paused briefly as if collecting his thoughts,
then continued in a cheerful tone that rang a little false. “I
thought about looking you up, but it’s been so long and I felt
embarrassed that I hadn’t called. So I was waiting for the right
moment to come along, and here it is.”

Wow! What were the odds that Pablo and I
would both reconnect in the same week with former lovers from years
ago? Not that I felt any connection to Brian—but anyway, here he
was.

If there’s any good way to introduce a former
boyfriend to a current one, I don’t know what it is. So I sucked it
up and forged ahead. “Um, Brian, this is my boyfriend Pablo. This
is his work here that we’re looking at. Pablo, this is Brian. He’s
an old friend.” Just like Mia is your old friend, I thought.

They shook hands and muttered polite, not
very sincere nice-to-meet-yous. To break the tension, I turned to
Brian and asked, “Do you come to Faye’s gallery often?”

“Sometimes. Not often. But today I came to
see Angelica Townes’ paintings,” Brian said motioning toward the
back of the gallery where her work was hung.

“So you know Angelica?” I asked.

“Not well, but I knew her mother and I know
how proud she was of Angelica’s art, so I wanted to see her show.
I’d say she’s talented for a ten-year-old. But you’re the artist.
What do you think?”

Brian looked genuinely interested in my
opinion, but I didn’t want to engage him in conversation. “We were
here for the opening, but it was crowded and I didn’t get much
chance to look at her work,” I said.

“Sure. Well, I have to go right now anyway.
But maybe we can get together next week and catch up. Give me a
call when you have some time.” He stuck a card in my hand, waved
and headed out the front door.

“Okay. See you. Bye.” I stuttered, still in a
daze. I glanced down at his card. “Brian Alavi, Creative Graphic
Design.” A phone number and a web address followed. Did he really
expect me to call? Especially after he’d been in town for a year
but hadn’t called me? That was so Brian. Always needing to be in
control, looking for the perfect way to present himself. Thinking
he could design his life as if it were a book cover or a
brochure.

I noticed that Pablo wasn’t standing next to
me anymore, looked around and found him talking to Faye over at the
counter in the middle of the gallery. When I walked up, their
conversation seemed to take a sudden turn as if I’d interrupted a
confidential talk.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Faye was filling me in on who bought my
work,” Pablo said.

“And dishing the dirt on your old boyfriend,”
Faye leaned back against the counter and gave me a big smirk.

“What dirt?” I asked.

“Was he a Scientologist when you were
together?” Faye asked.

I laughed. “A Scientologist? No way! Brian?
He was so conventional he thought vegetarians were weird. You’re
not saying he’s a Scientologist now, are you?”

Faye nodded vigorously. “Oh yes. He’s a
Scientologist all right. Very involved. He came in here one day
with Mirabel Townes—you know she was the silent partner in this
gallery, so she was here quite a bit. Anyway he gave me a bunch of
literature about the way to happiness and invited me to a free
lecture.”

“Yes, I heard that Mirabel became a
Scientologist after her daughter died,” I said, remembering what
Elisa had told me.

“True,” Faye said, “but one thing I have to
say for Mirabel, after she got into Scientology she never tried to
convert me. But this guy Brian is quite the evangelist.”

“Sounds like you and Brian have a lot to
catch up with,” Pablo said.

“At least as much as you and Mia,” I shot
back.

“Touché,” Pablo said with a grin. “How about
we drop the former-relationships argument and head home. I have a
plane to catch tonight.”

“Deal,” I said. But I didn’t need to be
psychic to know that we’d be revisiting the Mia and Brian part of
our relationship in the weeks to come.


Chapter 9

 


Right after Pablo dropped me off at home, I
drove over to Shady Terrace so I’d have time to visit Gramma before
Tim Grosso’s relocation meeting for the residents’ families. She
was in her room just waking up from an after-lunch nap. I sat down
on the side of her bed and gave her a slow, gentle hug. She doesn’t
always recognize me, and when she’s waking up she’s more confused
than usual, so I wanted to be careful not to startle her.

“Hi, Gramma,” I said. “I’ve been missing
you.”

“Where was I?” she sounded worried.

“It’s okay. You were right here. But I
wasn’t. I went to a wedding in Estes Park and then Pablo and I
stopped by Faye’s gallery.”

She squirmed, got to her feet, and started
toward the door, looking troubled. “Faye’s gallery. I need to
finish my paintings.” These days Gramma lives more in the past than
the present, so she sometimes thinks she has a deadline to meet
getting paintings ready for a show. Back in the day she was usually
more excited than anxious about an upcoming show, but now the
agitation and confusion that accompany Alzheimer’s throw her into a
panic at the idea.

I put my arm around her shoulders. “Don’t
worry. Everything’s fine. Faye has plenty of your paintings at the
gallery. Would you like to get some ice cream?”

“Chocolate?” she asked.

We walked together to the activity room where
they have ice cream, juice and other snacks available for the
residents any time. Several other residents were watching a
travelogue on the large-screen TV. I told her I had to go to a
meeting and left her there eating her ice cream with them, while I
went off to find out what Tim had come up with to help us deal with
Shady Terrace’s closing.

Twenty or so family members were already
gathered in the faux-town-square lobby when I walked in. To my
surprise, one of them was Derrick Townes. I took a chair next to
him, reminded him that we’d met Friday night at Faye’s gallery, and
told him how worried I was about having to move Gramma.

“I know,” he commiserated. “My dad’s been
here ever since his stroke last year. He’s on Medicaid so we were
lucky to find this place. It wasn’t easy. I don’t know what we’ll
do now.”

I thought the Townes family was rich. Why
would he be so short of money that his father had to go on
Medicaid? At least Gramma has money to pay for her care, which
gives her more choices. I silently thanked Grampa’s financial
management skills.

The room had filled up by then and Tim was
passing out copies of a Boulder County Senior Housing Guide
that had information about all the long-term-care facilities in the
county. I opened the booklet and began reading through a list of
things to look for when touring a facility, like whether there are
unpleasant odors, whether the residents are appropriately dressed
and so on. My heart sank. Where was I going to find a place that
measured up to all these criteria? And if I did find such a place,
would it have openings? I was getting more and more scared for
Gramma.

Tim got the meeting started by directing our
attention to charts in the booklet that listed various living
facilities, showed their locations on a map, and gave information
about costs, services, levels of care and such for each place. “I
would recommend that you decide on some places to visit,” he said.
“If you call our office we can give you information on how various
places did on their health department surveys and whether there
have been complaints against them.”

“But we aren’t in a position to be picky are
we?” a plump blonde woman asked. “Aren’t most of the places
full?”

“Some are,” Tim admitted. “But quite a few
have vacancies.”

“I need to have my husband in a place I can
visit easily,” a gaunt gray-haired woman said. “Doesn’t Shady
Terrace have some obligation to help me find a good place for him?”
She sounded close to tears.

“They do, and they will help. But it’s best
if you can check out the places yourself so you can choose the one
you like best.”

“This is all bogus.” Derrick had jumped to
his feet to confront Tim. “You’re not here to help us. You’re
supposed to be neutral but it looks like you’re just trying to help
Shady Terrace look good. If this was happening to your own father,
you wouldn’t be so calm. We need to stick together and make them
keep Shady Terrace open. Why don’t you help us with that?” His face
was as red as his crimson sweater, and sweat trickled down his
face.

Tim stayed cool as he answered slowly.
“Actually as a long-term-care ombudsman I’m not supposed to be
neutral. My job is to advocate for the rights of the residents. But
I don’t know any way to keep Shady Terrace from closing and if I
pretended I did, I’d be leading you on a path away from what you
need to be doing, and I certainly wouldn’t be helping you.”

“Forget it! I’m not going to waste any more
of my time here,” Derrick said, stalking off to the front door. His
dramatic exit was spoiled when he had to stop and find a staff
member to put in the door code to let him out, but he’d made his
point. And although I personally did believe Tim was trying his
best to help us, I was beginning to realize that there wasn’t much
he could do.

My mood was dragging bottom when I left the
meeting, so when I stopped at Wild Oats to get groceries I picked
up roasted salmon and asparagus for dinner to cheer myself up. At
home I put on one of my favorite Sex and the City DVDs, had
a couple of glasses of wine and ate my meal. Then, feeling a bit
more mellow, I got out my cell phone and listened again to Lacey’s
messages.

The first message came in Saturday afternoon
at 2:30. “Cleo, it’s Lacey Townes. We talked after class on Friday.
About my mom and how my sister and I need to reach her. It’s
urgent!” Her voice rose in pitch and volume. “I can’t believe I
didn’t get you. We have to meet with you. I don’t know if you meet
clients on weekends, but you must have some sort of emergency
coverage. And this is one. An emergency! This is a huge emergency!
So call me at 303-819-8203 as soon as you get this message.”

Whew. She definitely sounded frantic, but I
didn’t share her sense of urgency at that point. Even if I’d gotten
that message on Saturday, I wouldn’t have responded. My emergency
weekend coverage doesn’t extend to wanna-be clients.

She left another hysterical message Saturday
at 4:30. “Cleo, Lacey again. Where are you? You have to help me! I
have no one else to turn to. How can I ever live with myself if I
don’t find out what happened to Mom? You have this gift. How can
you refuse to help us? I told Angelica you’d be sure to call today.
So don’t make a liar out of me, okay. Call me at 303-819-8203.
Please!!”

The desperation in her voice made me
cautious. Is everything she wants an emergency for her? Clients
like that can be a therapist’s nightmare.

Saturday at 6:30 she had called again. She’d
gotten into a two-hour pattern. Her voice was shriller and even
more frenzied this time. “Cleo, this is the worst day of my life.
My dad overheard us saying that we think someone drowned Mom, and
he threw a fit and yelled at us that we were desecrating Mom’s
memory, looking to create a scandal and on and on. But we’re not
giving up. I promised Angelica I’d get you to help us. If my mom
was murdered, don’t you think she deserves justice? We have to find
out if Angelica is right that someone actually drowned Mom. After
all my mom did for this community, she deserves better than to have
someone drown her and get away with it. Please call me!”

Looking past the hysterics, I could relate to
having a difficult, demanding father. My dad never likes the
choices I make in life and is fond of letting me know how I could
do better. After the behavior I’d seen from Derrick Townes this
morning, I sympathized with Lacey and Angelica. Lacey’s argument
about Mirabel deserving justice also hit home. In fact I’d made
that exact argument to Elisa on Friday. If there was any chance
that Mirabel’s death wasn’t accidental, someone should take another
look.

Lacey’s next message came in Saturday evening
at 10:00 pm. She sounded sullen and angry. “Cleo, it’s me again.
Where are you? I can’t imagine you’ve gone to bed so early. Maybe
you went out and didn’t take your phone? By the way, the message
you have on your phone has a cold feeling to it. I wouldn’t think
you’d want to sound that way to your clients. It could hurt your
business. But maybe you don’t want business. At least I’m beginning
to wonder. Because you still haven’t called me back after all these
messages. My number is 303-819-8203.”

That message was a definite turn-off. I don’t
like it when people try to manipulate me. And her messages were
moving beyond manipulation to practically stalking me. Elisa and
Pablo’s warnings rang in my ears. But I also remembered Tyler
telling me I needed to help Angelica because “she’s out there
alone, body surfing in those mean waves.”

Lacey’s last Saturday message was at 11:30
pm. This time she sounded despondent and weepy. “Cleo, I sure hope
you get my messages tonight. I desperately need to talk to you
right now. Give me a call no matter how late it is. I’ll keep my
phone on all night right next to my bed. It’s 303-819-8203. Okay,
I’ll be waiting.”

The next message was early Sunday morning.
She was back to loud and desperate. “Cleo, how many ways can I say
this is a terrible crisis? You’re our only hope! My dad is such a
jerk—you have no idea. He hasn’t cared about Mom for a long time.
Angelica has a bad feeling about him. We can’t let him keep us
quiet. I’ll do anything, pay whatever you want. Please can’t we at
least meet and talk about this?”

No question Lacey was a drama queen. Her
emotions were all over the place. If I took her on, she would be a
challenging client, who I might regret ever having gotten involved
with. But she needed help and her story was compelling, and her
desperation was starting to haunt me. I knew very well what it felt
like to have your father dismiss as nonsense what seems important
to you.

I was also intrigued by what I’d seen of
Angelica. She was an oddly remarkable child. My heart and my gut
were telling me to sign on to help Mirabel’s daughters investigate
her death. And Tyler was sure pushing me in that direction.

Bottom line, I like to help people. I feel
all warm and tingly inside when I do it. All my life my friends and
family have been telling me to step back and stop getting drawn in
to other people’s problems. I’ve made some progress. I used to be a
sucker for anyone in despair who wanted my help, but I’ve learned
to set some limits. Unfortunately, I’m also on the high end of the
scale when it comes to curiosity. If a problem involves mysterious
circumstances—like last summer when I helped a young widow find out
who pushed her husband off the rim of the Grand Canyon—I can be all
over it before I take time to consider the risks.

Listening to those phone messages, I was well
aware that I needed to be cautious about what I was getting myself
involved in. Even so, I thought, it can’t hurt to just talk to
Lacey. So I called her back and made an appointment to meet her and
Angelica at my office on Wednesday.

 



Chapter 10

 


After all that fuss about meeting with me,
Lacey and Angelica were fifteen minutes late for their appointment.
Not a good start. Lacey was panting and sweating as she dashed in
to the pinkish flat-roofed stucco former house that now serves as
my office. Angelica walked calmly at her side. I was amazed at how
much alike they looked—same fair skin, dark hair, wide blue
eyes—and yet how different they were. Lacey rolled her eyes,
frowned and waved her arms as they followed me through the waiting
room into my counseling room. “I thought we’d never get here,” she
said breathlessly. “I couldn’t find my keys, then we got stuck in
traffic, couldn’t find a parking place. It’s like the universe is
trying to put barriers in our way. But here we are, finally.” She
pushed past me into the room as if she could barely last another
second.

Angelica walked quietly behind me into the
counseling room, waiting until Lacey’s tirade was over before she
spoke. She looked slowly around, taking in the southwestern décor
and gazing intently at my Gramma’s colorful paintings on the far
wall. Then she turned to me with a welcoming smile. “Hi. I’m
Angelica. Thank you for letting us come,” she said quietly.

“We asked my brother Shane to come too, but
he’s obviously later than we are,” Lacey said, throwing up her
hands.

I wasn’t happy that they had invited Shane
without discussing it with me first, but decided to let it go so as
not to start our talk with a confrontation. There was enough going
on without that. “It’s good to meet you Angelica, and to see you
again, Lacey,” I said. “We don’t have a lot of time, so let’s go
ahead and start without him, and we can catch him up when he gets
here.” I motioned them toward chairs in my office. Lacey plopped
down on the brown sofa and Angelica sat next to her, leaving the
tan leather armchair for Shane. I sat in my usual cream-colored
wing chair and started with a question.

“Lacey, you said in your phone messages that
this is an emergency situation. Of course I understand the idea
that your mother was murdered is horrifying to you and Angelica.
But your mom died several months ago, so I need you to tell me why
it’s an emergency today.”

“Someone is out there getting away with
murdering my mother! Maybe you don’t see that as an emergency, but
I do. We have to find out who killed her and put that person in
jail.” Lacey sat rigidly, leaning forward and clasping and
unclasping her hands.

“I need to back up a little. What makes you
so sure your mother was murdered? Don’t you think the police would
have seen the signs?”

“Yes I’d think so—but apparently they didn’t.
We’ve tried to tell them, but they ignore what Angelica knows.”

I turned to Angelica, who was sitting very
quietly with none of the fidgeting usual for a ten-year-old.
“Angelica, can you tell me more about what you know about your
mother’s death and how you know it?”

She looked intently into my eyes and nodded
slowly. “I know she was murdered. I have a strong sense of her
being pushed under the water and held there. But I don’t know who
did the pushing. I’ve tried to reach her to ask her who it was, but
I can’t get close enough to her. That’s why we need your help.”

This child had such a presence, such
self-confidence that I found myself believing her at a gut level.
I’d done a little internet research and found that some people
believe Indigo children are unusually spiritually aware from birth
and can see and hear things most of us cannot. But she could also
be a depressed grieving child who had convinced herself she had
special powers. I knew I needed more detail from Angelica. “That
must be very upsetting for you. Can you tell me more about the
sense you have of her being pushed under? Is it mainly a feeling or
do you see it happening?”

Angelica squinted off to her left as if
trying to make out a distant image. Then she turned back to me. “No
it’s not like that,” she said. “It’s a feeling, a way I have of
knowing. It’s very strong, but no clear details.” She sat there
smiling softly like a Buddha, waiting for my response.

In contrast to Angelica’s calm demeanor, my
thoughts were racing. She was persuasive, but she was also ten
years old. And the police hadn’t thought her mother was murdered.
And in the clear light of day this situation looked like trouble.
Even though my gut was telling me to do what they wanted, my head
and my sensible friends were warning me to stay away—especially
from Lacey, who anyone would agree was a loose cannon. Some of my
most difficult clients have been people like her, who thrived on
drama.

Finally I said, “I’d like to help you, but
I’m not sure the Contact Project is right for this situation. It’s
about resolving grief, not solving murders. Also, like I told you
the other day, I can’t do private work with one of my
students.”

Lacey flew out of her chair and began pacing
the room, waving her arms. “I can’t stand any more of this,” she
screeched. “You don’t want to help us. If you did, you would. We
have nowhere else to turn. My dad and Judith think we’re crazy.
They don’t believe Angelica is an Indigo child—they don’t even
believe there is such a thing as Indigo children. Instead of
respecting Angelica as a highly evolved spiritual being, they
accuse her of being fanciful and not knowing the difference between
what’s real and what she makes up.” Lacey was standing right in
front of me by then and I felt like covering my ears to mute her
yelling.

Instead, I stood up and faced her. “Enough,
Lacey,” I said, managing to keep my voice calm. “You’re not going
to bully me into helping you. So please sit down.”

Lacey deflated as quickly as she had blown
up. “Sorry,” she mumbled, heading back to the couch. She sat down,
scooted closer to Angelica, and gave her a big hug. Then she turned
to me, tears streaming down her face, hands clasping and unclasping
rapidly. “I told you that we had another sister Kari who died two
years ago of anorexia. That almost killed Mom, but she finally
managed to get through it. No thanks to Dad and his girlfriend,
Judith. Then just when Mom was getting her life back together,
someone drowned her. It’s so unfair. All we want is justice for
her.”

Angelica remained calm, quietly stroking
Lacey’s arm. “I feel what you’re feeling, Lacey,” she said. “But I
know in my heart we will find out what happened to Mom.” Angelica
seemed surprisingly centered and calm, especially for a
ten-year-old who had recently lost both a sister and her mother.
The more extreme Lacey was, the calmer Angelica became. I worried
that she was comforting Lacey instead of the other way around.
Apparently this was their typical behavior pattern.

Lacey’s genuine expression of grief spoke to
the therapist in me. Yes she was difficult, but she was hurting and
at some level I wanted to help her. Then I mentally flashed on the
girl I had seen in the mirror at The Stanley. Was she the dead
sister Kari?

I continued to watch Angelica. Despite her
calm demeanor, I noticed three tiny tears trickling down her cheek.
She said nothing, nor did she move her hand from Lacey’s arm to
wipe the tears away. I felt tears welling up in my own eyes. I
could make myself stand firm against Lacey’s histrionics but this
little girl reached deep into my heart. Only ten years old and
she’d already lost two of the most important people in her life.
And the others weren’t doing much to help. Her father was more
interested in his mistress than his daughter. And her older sister
went off the deep end every other minute.

It looked like Tyler was right about Angelica
being out there alone and needing my help. How could I walk away
from this child?

“Yes,” I heard myself saying, “I’ll do what I
can to help you contact your mother. But Lacey, you’ll have to drop
my class. You’ll also have to restrain yourself when we’re working
together. The contact process requires focus. Also, you both need
to know that the contact process doesn’t always work and sometimes
you reach someone other than the person you’re trying for. There
are no guarantees.”

“No problem dropping the class. I’ll do it
tomorrow.” Lacey jumped up, clapping. “Thank you, thank you. You
won’t be sorry. And we understand. No guarantees. But I know it’s
going to work! I feel it!”

Before Angelica could add anything, we were
interrupted by a knock on the front door. I jumped up to answer it
and found Shane—wearing torn jeans, a black Lord-of-the-Rings tee
shirt and a charming smile.


Chapter 11

 


“I’m Shane. Are my sisters here? Sorry to be
late.” He didn’t look sorry, but he did look agreeable so I took
him at his word and showed him into the counseling room.

“Shane, what took you so long? I was about to
give up on you,” Lacey said in an accusing tone.

“Chill, Lacey. I’m here. So what’s the big
emergency?” Shane stood in front of the couch where Lacey and
Angelica sat. Fortunately he sounded much more mellow than he had
been when Pablo and I saw him at the wedding last weekend.

“Shane, why don’t you sit over there,” I said
pointing to the tan chair between my chair and the couch. “Then we
can fill you in.”

He sat and looked inquiringly at Lacey. “So
this is more about you thinking Mom was murdered? You must know Dad
thinks you’re crazy the way you keep bringing this up. What do you
hope to gain by pushing this? Don’t we have enough trouble with Dad
being disagreeable already?”

“Shane,” Lacey shrieked. “You need to quit
being so lazy and pay attention to what’s happening. I’m the one
who moved home after Mom died so Angelica isn’t alone there with
Dad and Judith. I’m twenty-three years old and living at home to
help out while you sit on your ass in your apartment playing that
online game night and day, letting the real world go on around you
like nothing matters.”

I noticed that Angelica was sitting quietly,
not trying to calm Lacey like she often does. It was almost as if
she had tuned them both out. Probably after years of practice.

But Shane was fully engaged and defensive. He
took the bait. “Whatever, Lacey. Look, I did you a favor coming
here today. And as usual, you fly off the handle without any
reason.”

“No reason? To start with you’re twenty-five
minutes late. Then you accuse me of being crazy.”

“I had to get to a good stopping place before
I could leave. I was right in the middle of a major update for
Gyaki-Birquit—or as you call it, that online game. And by the way,
I don’t just play the game all day. I’m the community developer and
they actually pay me for that.”

“Everything isn’t about money, Shane,” Lacey
said dismissively. “Just look at Dad for a bad example of letting
money run you.”

“At least I have a job, not hanging around
the university like you taking extra classes after you’ve already
graduated. Anyway, as I was saying before you interrupted,
Gyaki-Birquit is a very complex game and I have to play at least
several hours a day to stay in touch with the player base and with
what’s going on in the game. I also manage a huge Gyaki-Birquit fan
site, so I actually need to be sitting on my ass in front of my
computer most of the time.”

I had been letting them go on to get a sense
of how they interacted, but at this point I’d had enough of their
bickering. The dynamics of this family posed a challenge for sure.
I was expecting more enthusiasm and less hostility. I decided to
bring Angelica in to get the discussion back on track. “Shane,
we’ve been talking about Angelica’s belief about what happened to
your mom,” I said, turning toward the young girl. “Angelica, why
don’t you fill Shane in on why you and Lacey came here today.”

Angelica perked up and turned to face Shane.
“Shane, you know I’m an Indigo and I see things differently than
most people do. So when I tell you I know someone pushed Mom under
the water, you have to believe that.”

Shane closed his eyes briefly, then opened
them and looked at Angelica. “Who do you think pushed her under?”
he asked.

“I don’t know. It might have been Dad and
that horrible Judith. She has the worst muddy dark red aura. She’s
a mean-spirited person, but Dad can’t see that at all. She has no
respect for me, doesn’t believe I’m Indigo. Like the other day when
my teacher called Dad complaining that I hadn’t turned in some
stupid math homework. I told him that the homework was a waste of
time and I didn’t want to waste my time, so I refused to do it.
Judith was listening and she started yelling at me that it wasn’t
up to me to decide what is or isn’t a waste of time at school. She
called me a spoiled brat who thinks I’m better than anyone
else.”

Hmm…she did sound a little arrogant about the
whole homework thing. I could see where Judith’s spoiled brat
comment probably came from. Was Angelica indeed a highly evolved
Indigo child or was she a stubborn little girl who had found a
rationale to get her own way? And if she was special, did that give
her license to refuse to do schoolwork?

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/43968
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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