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Dedication

 


To Fred Erisman, who always said I could
write a mystery and helped me do it.
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for their interest in my writing and my career, but for this novel
I specifically want to thank a few:

 


—First, my two oldest granddaughters. With
some changes, Madison, now thirteen, and Eden, now eight, are
Maggie and Em. I wrote the first draft of this novel so long ago
that they were then the ages of my fictional girls, and I had them
in mind as I crafted Maggie and Em. I hope Maddie and Edie know how
much I love them.

 


—All my children and grandchildren for
showing me often how proud they are of me and how much they love
me: Colin and Lisa, Morgan, Kegan; Megan and Brandon, Sawyer, Ford;
Jamie and Melanie, Maddie, Edie; Jordan and Christian, Jacob.

 


—Fred Erisman, years ago my major professor
in graduate school, still my friend, advisor, and mentor; Fred read
this manuscript until I’m sure he knows it by heart, and he
counseled me about it over many enjoyable lunches.

 


—Peter, owner of the Old Neighborhood Grill,
for once signing permission to use his restaurant in the book on an
imaginary piece of paper in the air and then suggesting the Grill,
mentioned often in the book, as a perfect site for book signings.
He serves the best breakfast in town and a pretty mean meatloaf at
night.

 


—Donatella Trotti, for allowing me to
mention, always with praise, her wonderful small country Italian
restaurant, Nonna Tata.
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An endearing sleuth, a skeleton behind the
spice cupboard, and a fistful of subplots that will keep you
guessing. A nicely done debut by an author to watch.

—Susan Wittig Albert, author of the China
Bayles mysteries

 


 


Award-winning historical novelist makes a
fine debut in the mystery field with Skeleton in a Dead
Space. Alter gives readers a twisty plot, excellent use of
setting, and a very likable protagonist. I hope this is just the
first of many novels about realtor/detective Kelly O'Connell!

—Livia J. Washburn

author of the Fresh Baked Mystery series
and

the Literary Tour Mystery series

 


 


Skeleton in a Dead Space is a
must-read for cozy fans. Kelly O’Connell is an engaging realtor
with adorable daughters and a talent for trouble. Alter’s mystery
debut stands on a lasting foundation of sinister clients and
suspect houses. Location, location, location—for murder!

—Charlotte Hinger, author of Deadly
Descent and Lethal Lineage.

 



Skeleton in a Dead Space

 


Kelly O’Connell never thought real estate
was a dangerous profession, until she stumbled over a skeleton in a
dead space in an early-twentieth-century Craftsman house she was
transforming into a coveted modern home in an older urban
neighborhood in Fort Worth, Texas.

 


From that moment, she runs into teen-age
gang members, a manipulative ex-husband, a needy and single
pregnant friend, a cold-blooded murderer, and a policeman who wants
to be more than her protector. As free-spirited as the
chocolate-peanut-jalapeño candy she craves, Kelly barges through
life trying to keep from angering her policeman-boyfriend, protect
her two young daughters, pacify her worried mother a thousand miles
away, and keep her real estate business afloat. Too often she puts
herself in danger, and sometimes it’s the girls, not Mike, who come
to Kelly’s rescue.

 



Chapter One

 


 


I am passionate about a few things—my
daughters, old houses, the neighborhood I live and work in, white
wine, and chocolate. But certainly not skeletons. I could have
lived my life without ever seeing a skeleton. And yet that’s just
what I saw one fall morning after I answered the phone at my real
estate office. I had no idea of the twisted and scary road that
skeleton would lead me down.

I reached for the phone hoping, maybe, for a
new real estate listing or a buyer panting after one of the
Craftsman houses I had redone. But not something dead, something
dead a long time. It was an October day, with North Texas at its
best—sunny, temperature in the 70s, a light breeze, and trees that
were beginning to turn because we had a cold snap. The
girls—Maggie, seven, and Em, four—had been laughingly happy when I
took them to school. I was finalizing the details of a contract—a
nice real estate sale that would boost my firm’s income for the
year, so when the phone rang, it was an intrusion.

“O’Connell and Spencer Realtors,” I answered
automatically, my tone somewhat terse. I admit I don’t handle
interruptions well, but I can’t bear to let a phone ring
unanswered.

“Miss Kelly, you come right now. Mother of
God!” Anthony Dimitrios, the carpenter and jack-of-all-trades who
renovates houses for me, yelled into the phone. He is volatile,
given to outbursts of various emotions, from anger to joy, and I
don’t take any of that seriously. But this was different. This was
panic.

“I’m on my way,” I said, even as I heard the
phone click dead. No chance to ask him what was the matter.
Slipping my feet back into shoes and grabbing my purse and keys, I
headed out the door. Where was Keisha? My office manager had
disappeared. She’s probably gone to get lunch. I locked the
office, my thoughts tumbling. Whatever was the matter with Anthony,
I had a bad feeling about it in the pit of my stomach.

****

I am the O’Connell part of O’Connell &
Spencer—Kelly O’Connell—and my ex-husband, Tim Spencer, was the
Spencer part. It’s a small firm in the Fairmount neighborhood of
Fort Worth. Though Tim left over three years ago, I hadn’t changed
the name. O’Connell Realtors sounded ordinary to me. I liked having
the business to myself—well, most of the time. Tim was smart about
real estate, but he wasn’t so smart about people, and I found I got
along with clients better than he did.

Anthony was working on a house on Fairmount
Avenue, a wonderful red brick with a wide, roofed front porch held
in by a three-foot solid brick wall and evenly placed round pillars
reaching from the low wall to the roof line. The house had leaded
glass bay windows, hardwood floors, and solid oak woodwork, once
painted white but now painstakingly being restored to the original
varnished state. It was a two-bedroom, or I’d have thought about
moving the girls and myself into it.

Anthony stood on the front porch, wiping his
forehead with a big handkerchief and running his hand through his
hair, a nervous gesture. He was a big burly man of about sixty with
dark curly hair just touched with bits of gray and usually laughing
eyes His eyes weren’t laughing now. He’s standing there so it
can’t be that bad. “Anthony, what’s the matter?”

“Wait till you see,” he said, leading me
into the house, through the living room and dining room and into
the kitchen.

The kitchen was once redone, maybe not too
long ago. It was now a galley kitchen, which didn’t match the house
at all. In the name of frugality, we decided against trying to
puzzle out the original configuration, but one thing bothered both
of us. On the left wall there was a deep cabinet—we decided to put
pull-out drawers on rollers, so that the back space could be easily
reached. Next to that, though, was a shallow cabinet with shelves
no more than three or four inches deep, enough for spices or one
row of canned goods but nothing more. Beyond that the oven and
microwave extended much farther back. What was behind the spice
cabinet? We laughed about that dead space, and then Anthony
suggested we make the spice shelves swing out like a false door, so
that the occupants of the house could utilize the space behind. I
thought it was a terrific idea.

Today, he’d pulled out the spice shelves and
the sheet of wood that held them, all in one piece. It leaned
against the counter on the other side of the kitchen. But when I
entered the kitchen, he pointed to the space behind where they’d
been, and then he wiped his brow again. The space looked like an
empty cabinet with nothing put into it. Whatever, I wondered, could
be wrong with him? I looked inside the dead space, but it was too
dark to make out much except a wooden box, sort of like an old
orange crate only larger. “Pull that out,” I said to him.

“Mother of God, no, not me.”

“Well, give me your flashlight.” I shined
the light inside the box. A skeleton, a human form, was curled in a
fetal position inside the box. I gasped and pulled back. Anthony
was no help. Some instinct told me not to move the skeleton. What
had I read in all those mysteries? Don’t mess with a crime
scene.

“I’m sorry, Miss Kelly.” He always calls me
Miss Kelly, which irritates me a bit. I don’t call him Mr. Anthony.
“I wanted to warn you, but...” His large shoulders shrugged.

“Nothing to be sorry about, Anthony. You
didn’t put it here.” My heart was pounding.

He held up his hands, palms out, denying any
knowledge.

I wasn’t sure what I felt—shock, surprise,
fear. A skeleton was once a living human being. How had this person
died, stuffed in a box? The horror of it made me clasp my hand to
my mouth, afraid I was going to be sick. And a bit of me—not the
better part, I admit—felt repulsion. A skeleton is gross. I was
also apprehensive, dreading that this discovery would only lead to
something worse.

Holding my breath, I looked closer.
Mummified bits of skin around the mouth pulled it back into a
grotesque grin. Bits of hair, faded now so that no color was
discernible, clung to the skull, and scraps of fabric clung to the
bones. It was impossible to tell without touching—and I didn’t want
to anyway—but I thought the fabric was lightweight, maybe once even
floral. Now it was dirty gray. A woman, I decided, and, from the
size, a young woman. But for all I knew, it could have been a young
boy.

Digging in my purse, I handed Anthony my
cell phone and ordered, “Call 911.”

He took the phone and went to the front
porch. I stood by the box, as though the poor creature needed
someone to watch over her—or him. Within minutes, I heard the wail
of sirens, and it dawned on me that Anthony didn’t tell them it
wasn’t a fresh body.

Two police officers rushed in, not quite
with guns drawn but looking on the ready, checking out the
situation. One was an officer I knew—Mike Shandy, who was assigned
to the Fairmount neighborhood. I sometimes ran into him at
neighborhood meetings and at the Old Neighborhood Grill on Park
Place, where locals went for food and gossip. His wholesome,
ex-Marine look—dark blonde crew cut, really blue eyes, and a nice
grin—was appealing. I told myself I didn’t notice such things,
especially when I was standing over a skeleton.

“Hey, Kelly,” Officer Mike Shandy said.
“Didn’t expect to see you.”

“Hey, Mike,” I replied. “We own this house.
But there’s no need to hurry. This one’s been here a long
time.”

Shandy peered into the box and let out a
loud, “Oh, my God!”

The other officer paled.

“What do you know?” Shandy asked.

“Not a thing, except that Anthony found this
just now when he took out those shelves.” I pointed to the shelves
leaning against the counter. “We wondered what was on the other
side of them.” My voice was shaky at first, but as I talked it
gained some strength.

“How long have you owned this house?
Previous owners?”

“I bought it about four months ago from a
young couple who’d lived here two years. I don’t think they were
ready to be urban pioneers once they found out they were going to
be parents.” Urban pioneers was what Fairmount residents often
called themselves, living in a neighborhood where an updated home
was likely to stand next to a run-down, paint-peeling,
porch-sagging structure with a refrigerator on the front porch and
cars parked in the front yard.

Things went along like all the police
procedurals I’d ever watched on late-night TV, when sleep wouldn’t
come. The evidence team arrived, photographed everything, dusted
for fingerprints—a huge waste of time, to my mind, since they’d
find Anthony’s and not much else, maybe mine. Then the medical
people arrived. They quickly decided to take box and all to the
morgue—transferring the fragile contents to a gurney presented
insurmountable problems. I hung around because I felt I ought to…
and because I was curious.

When all the technical people began to
leave, Mike looked at me, and said, “Don’t leave town.” But he said
it with a wry grin that I liked, the kind of grin that might be a
slight bit of flirting. Then it hit me again—flirting over a
skeleton, even if it was now gone out of the house? Couldn’t
be.

“Of course not, but I’m glad we found this
instead of some new owner. Tell me, how does a living, breathing
person end up a skeleton in a dead space in an old house?” I
thought a minute and then added, “I think it’s a she.”

“So do I,” he said. “But we’ll get a medical
report. It takes longer with skeletal remains.”

“Can they tell how long it’s been here?”

“From what I understand, that’s the hardest
part. They can tell age, weight, previous injuries—all that sort of
stuff—but how long is pretty much a guessing game. If we had a clue
who she—or it—was, we might try for dental records. But that’s a
long shot until we identify the, uh, body. When was the house
built?”

“1916.”

He whistled. “Wow. Almost a hundred years.
Theoretically, we’d have to look through newspapers, missing
person’s reports, and all that since 1916. No telling how long it
takes a body to get in that condition—if it was someplace really
cold or really dry, you’d have a mummy. But not in Texas. Varmints
had something to do with turning the body into a skeleton. They can
get into places we think are sealed tight.”

There were rats and mice all over Fairmont,
and I knew that, but the idea still gave me the creeps. I wondered
if the body smelled at one point—enough to alert neighbors that
something was wrong. Sure, skeletons don’t smell—but dead bodies do
after a few days, and from all the TV shows I’ve watched, the smell
is pretty powerful and pretty awful. Didn’t anyone notice? And who
lived in the house at the time?

Mike Shandy was businesslike. “I’ll let you
know what forensics turns up. But it won’t be quick.” And then he
added, “We’ll have to tape off the house for a few days. Guess
you’ll have to stop work.”

Swell. I want Anthony to finish
this house so I can sell it, and now he has to stop work.
Anthony sat perched on the wide, concrete top of the porch wall,
smoking a cigar which he usually never did around me.

“Sorry,” I said. “I should have told you not
to hang around. You want to take a couple of days off? They’re
going to put crime scene tape around the house, and nobody’s
supposed to go in or out.”

He grinned. “Yeah, I’d like that. I’ll take
my boys fishing in the river. I need to get away from this place
for a bit. That…it spooked me.” Anthony’s much younger wife died of
cancer a couple of years earlier, leaving him with three children
to raise. Emil, I thought, was about seven by now, and Stefan was
twelve. The oldest, Theresa, was seventeen. She sometimes babysat
for me, and I worried about her because she was saddled with the
care of the family.

“I’ll go home now and tell them they can
play hooky tomorrow,” Anthony said, walking down the stairs.

I didn’t remind him that the school system’s
attitude toward playing hooky, even with parental approval, was
strict. Instead, I asked, “What about Theresa?” I asked.

He frowned. “She won’t fish. She’ll have to
go to school.”

Something struck me as wrong about that, but
it wasn’t my business.

****

When I finally left the Fairmount house, I
intended to go back to the office and finish up that contract—until
I glanced at my watch. I was already late to pick up the girls, a
situation that was too chronic with me and always made me feel like
a bad mother. I made a conscious decision not to tell the girls
about the skeleton. It would just scare them, and I was still
hoping that it would amount to nothing in our lives.

I went first to the day-care center where
four-year-old Em wiles away the time until she is old enough for
kindergarten.

“Hi, Mom,” she said, reaching up for a kiss.
“How was your day?”

It was such a solemn, caring question that I
almost cried.

“It was okay, sweetie. How was yours?”

“Not so good,” she said matter-of-factly. “I
was ready to go home after lunch. But Miss Emily told me you
couldn’t come get me that early.”

“She was right, honey. I was busy, but one
day soon, we’ll play hooky all day, okay?” I think I got the idea
from Anthony. If he could do it, so could I.

That quiet, sincere voice again, “I’d like
that, Mom.” Em was my solemn child, and I often worried that she
needed more laughter in her life.

Her sister, Maggie, on the other hand, was a
blithe spirit, full of joy and laughter one minute and pouting the
next. This afternoon she was pouting and not at all forgiving when
I picked her up at the local elementary school where there was also
an after-school program. “You’re late,” she said accusingly, “and
that makes Miss Benson angry.”

She’s already acting like a teenager,
angry and bored with adults, and she’s only seven! I
admitted to myself, however, that I only saw flashes of that
behavior. Most of the time, Maggie was a love, a child who would
run a block to give me a hug. Besides, she was right. The
after-school day-care program director frowned at me when I
straggled in after four o’clock, and I’d ignored the look. I
wondered if she’d asked Maggie, in exasperation, “Where is
your mother?”

Now I felt guilty about both girls. “I’m
sorry, Maggie, I had sort of an emergency.”

“Well,” Maggie said in her determined voice,
“Daddy was never late. I just hope I’m not too late for
ballet.”

I wanted to scream and ask her how she
remembered that her father was never late when he hadn’t seen the
girls in three years. And besides, if he was never late picking her
up, he was always late with payments, be they mortgage, car, or
child support. Nowadays he wasn’t even making the latter.

Em moaned. “Do I have to watch Maggie’s
ballet lesson?” This earned her a jab in the ribs from her older
sister, which set Em to wailing.

“No, Em. You and I will go to the grocery
while Maggie’s in her lesson. And you’re not late, Maggie. Your
ballet things are right there in the back of the car where you put
them.”

“I didn’t put them anywhere,” Maggie said,
“They’re laid out in my room.”

My instant thought was, “I told you this
morning to put them in the car.” But instead of making a
deteriorating situation worse, I said, “Fine. We’ll go home and get
them. It will only take a second, and you’ll still be on time.”

And she was, but barely. One of the
advantages of living and working in Fairmount is that everything is
handy, even the school and the day-care. I raced into the house,
grabbed Maggie’s ballet clothes, and was back in the car before the
girls could start fussing at each other.

After we’d walked Maggie into class—never
let a child out of the car by herself is one of my rules—I said to
Em, “Let’s you and me rush to the grocery for a few things and then
surprise Maggie with pizza.” Keisha was always complaining that I
fed the girls junk food, but when you’re late and tired, pizza and
frozen dinners sure are easy. I know better, and I am always
resolving to make home-cooked meals, but I usually only manage one
or two of those a week.

“Okay, Mom, pizza would be good. I like
it.”

I’d been a single working mom for three
years. I loved my children, I loved my job, but I was getting tired
of juggling. When Tim was there to share, it was a lot better—I
couldn’t believe that thought even went through my mind. But Tim
loved his daughters—or had then—and carried his share of parenting
responsibilities. It was just now that he’d dropped out of their
lives like a stone dropping into deep water, and I knew Maggie
missed him. She remembered the good times—and so did I.

For a long time, Tim and I were happy. We
had all the things young couples want—and sooner than most couples.
I later found out that was because Tim wasn’t paying bills, but at
the time I enjoyed the dinner parties we gave, the Christmases when
Tim bought way too many presents, the vacations we took.

Sometimes I look back and think I was blind
and dumb.

****

The pizza was a success. I got Em settled
into pajamas in front of her favorite video, something about Dora,
and I sat down at the dining table to help Maggie with her
homework. By eight o’clock the girls were in bed, and I was
exhausted.

Once I was in bed, my imagination took over
and shock set in. That skeleton once was a person, someone with a
life of her own (I was convinced it was a small woman), with joys
and sadness, hopes and dreams, but she couldn’t have expected to
end up as dry bones hidden away in a box. Who was she? What
happened and why? Was she dead when sealed up, or did death come
slowly, locked in a dark box—too horrible a thought to contemplate,
like Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado,” which would give anyone
chills.

A fantasy began in my mind. She was young,
blonde, and beautiful of course, a schoolteacher, a churchgoer, an
all around small-town girl come to the city. But she fell in love
with a scoundrel who cheated on her; she confronted him, and he
strangled her. I was so close to working out a novel in my head
that I named the skeleton. Maybe it was those wisps of
once-flowered material, but she made me think of Miranda from
The Tempest. That, I decided was how I would think of her
instead of “the skeleton.”

Could the police solve a mystery all these
years later? I assumed it was many, many years, and yet to let it
go unsolved seemed barbaric. And the idea of rats and mice—I didn’t
want to think about that again either. It made my flesh crawl. At
last I drifted into a troubled sleep, but the ringing phone
startled me awake.

When I mumbled “Hello,” a deep voice said,
“Forget about the skeleton. Don’t investigate or you’ll be sorry.”
Whoever was on the other end slammed the phone down in my ear. I
looked at the clock: three o’clock, and for me, sleep was over for
the night. Who would call with that strange, threatening message?
Who, besides me, could care about an old skeleton? And how did they
know so quickly? Should I call Mike Shandy? No, he’d just tell me
to lock my doors and let the police handle it. A hidden place deep
inside me was scared, but I was also angry. Nobody was going to
threaten me. I’d learned a lot in the three years I’d been single,
and protecting myself and the girls was the biggest lesson. I got
up to check them, but they were sleeping peacefully. Once back in
bed, the endless questions played themselves in my mind. Who was
Miranda? How did she get there? And how long ago? Why?

Sleep came again fitfully at dawn, less than
an hour before the alarm went off. Sleepless though the night had
been, I turned off the alarm and got right up. In that space of
time before the girls were up, I sipped coffee and read the
newspaper. Once, Tim and I employed an agent who never read the
paper. I was almost firm with the woman about how important keeping
current was. After all, the business section had lots about real
estate trends and developments, and the general news was important.
You couldn’t talk to clients and say, “What hijacking?” when then
news the day before spent six hours following the travels of a
truck and its woman driver hijacked by a man she did not know. No,
I was convinced it was important to know what went on in the world
but also to know what went on locally. Besides, I loved reading the
local news in the peace and quiet of the early morning. It was one
of my favorite times of day.

On page three of the city news section, in
the “Local Briefs” column, there was a piece about a skeleton being
found in a house under renovation in the Fairmount addition. It
gave the address of the house and said that the remains had been
sent to the county coroner’s office for possible identification,
adding that authorities were not yet sure of the gender or age of
the victim nor when the death occurred. I didn’t learn anything
from reading it, but I wished that O’Connell and Spencer Realtors
were mentioned—anything for publicity. On second thought it
occurred to me that maybe the omission was good—future buyers might
be turned off by a house that held a skeleton for who-knew-how-many
years. As it was, curiosity seekers would drive down Fairmount
today, just to see the house where a skeleton was found. And they’d
see the O’Connell and Spencer sign out front. The article could
bring forth someone who knew something. It might work to my
advantage and to that of the police. In the bright light of a Texas
morning, a skeleton seemed more of a curiosity than a threat, worth
only a mention in the local brief news. I decided not to tell Mike
Shandy about that strange call in the early morning hours.


Chapter Two

 


I should have woken the girls up ten
minutes ago. I’d gotten so absorbed in thinking about what that
tiny news brief did or didn’t mean that I lost track of time. I
flew up the stairs, trying hard to be gentle even though I wanted
to scream that we were all late and they better jump to it. They
stumbled around, looking for toothbrushes and the clothes that we
laid out the night before—I didn’t exactly approve of the color
combinations. Em chose an orange shirt and blue plaid pants, but I
didn’t object. I raced downstairs to pour cereal and milk into
bowls and pack peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in lunchboxes.
Maggie would say, “Peanut butter again?” Mental note: put lunch
meat on the grocery list. While they ate their cereal, I went
upstairs to throw on slacks and a turtleneck, topped by a blazer—my
standard outfit. Maggie was at school in good time, but Em was a
bit late. “That’s okay, Mom,” she said. “It’s only pre-school and
they aren’t as strict.” I hugged her. Then, frazzled before the day
began, I headed to the office.

Keisha thrust a sheaf of pink slips at me as
I walked in the office door. “You win the lottery or something?”
Keisha was a young, large African-American woman—not fat but
big-boned, large all over—and she dressed to take advantage of her
size, sporting long glittering fingernails, a huge beehive hairdo,
lots of makeup, and wearing sweeping loose clothes, even caftans. I
blessed the day I called the school district’s vocational program
to find an administrative assistant. Keisha was much more—and she
didn’t even mind making coffee. She was also friend, confidante,
and occasional babysitter.

“I think what happened,” I said, “is that I
lost the lottery—and a lot of other contests. All these this
morning?”

Keisha nodded. “And if this phone don’t stop
ringing, I’m tearing it out of the wall.”

“Be my guest,” I said as I wandered toward
my desk. Mostly Tim and I found it easiest to do business
ourselves, without agents, and I didn’t hire anyone after he left,
so the room always seemed large and bare. But so far I was doing
fine by myself, though I often felt pushed by too much to do. If I
ran into the perfect agent, I’d reconsider. I riffled through the
call-back slips. Joanie called. No choice there—I’d call Joanie
first. She was must be worried about me after seeing that piece in
the paper.

Joanie Bennett was maybe my best friend.
We’d met when Tim and I first came to town, at an open house.
Joanie was looking at houses she couldn’t afford. But she was
talkative, and I was always chatty on the job because that’s part
of real estate, so we hit it off. She seemed to bubble over with
enthusiasm for life in general, and I liked that. We’d meet for
lunch and gradually I found out that she was in advertising,
working with high-dollar clients for one of the most prestigious
agencies in town. She was also single and longing to be a wife and
mother—but she never seemed to meet the right guy. Tim and I would
include her and the current man-of-the-moment in our dinner
parties, and I agreed with her—whoever he was, he wasn’t the right
guy. Joanie, I decided, wasn’t a good picker. After Tim left,
Joanie was great support for me, and I came to rely on her visits.
We’d drink wine late into the night, and many times she fell asleep
on the couch. The next morning we both felt awful.

Now, I assumed she was calling about the
skeleton. “Joanie, it’s Kelly.”

“Kelly? I’m so glad you called right back.
Thanks.”

“It’s okay, Joanie, I’m okay. Just sort of
dazed. Finding that skeleton was bad enough, but seeing it in the
newspaper and getting twenty phone calls by nine o’clock is a bit
too much.”

“Skeleton? What skeleton?” Joanie’s tone was
one of complete surprise.

Someone else who doesn’t read the
newspaper. “Isn’t that why you called?”

“No. I called because I have a huge problem,
and I have to talk to you about it right away. Not lunch. Not a
restaurant. It has to be private.” Joanie passed over the skeleton
and went right back to her own problem, whatever it was that
demanded privacy. Joanie’s requests for advice—which she usually
ignored—weren’t that unusual. Neither was the oblivion to what was
going on in someone else’s life. It was just Joanie.

“Busy day, Joanie. I’ve got a stack of calls
to make, got to check on a house I’m negotiating for....” I also
wanted to start checking city directories to find out who lived in
the house on Fairmount.

Joanie wailed. “I have to talk to you today.
It can’t wait. Kelly, this is big, really big.”

“Okay,” I relented. “Come by the house
tonight, after the girls are in bed. About eight?”

A dramatic sigh on the other end of the
line. “You can’t do anything before that?’

“Nope,” I said, my voice firm. Give Joanie
an inch and she’d take a mile.

“Okay. Oh, and you can tell me about the
skeleton. That’s a disgusting thought.”

“Thanks. See you tonight.” I hung up, with
more of a slam than I meant.

Next I returned a call from Christian, my
friend at the title company. Christian was a good guy, willing to
work with clients, and I gave him all the closings I could. We’d
lunched a few times, during which he talked about his wife and baby
and how wonderful they were. I sort of envied him that domestic
bliss. But he was also a caring person, and I could hear concern in
his voice now.

“Kelly,” he said, “what’s going on? What’s
this about a skeleton in that house on Fairmount?”

“It’s true, Christian, and I need your
help.” He could do a title search that would turn up owners, deeds,
wills, trusts, mortgages, judgments for the last thirty years. I
had a sinking feeling that I would need to know about owners beyond
thirty years ago—that was, after all, only the ’70s. But what he
could do was a start and maybe the title company’s old card file
would tell me more.

“Sure. What do you need? But, wait, are you
okay?”

“Yeah, I’m okay. Just a little shaken. And a
whole lot curious.”

“I bet.”

“Can you have your office do a title search?
We may have to go back beyond the usual thirty years—the house is
ninety years old, and there’s not a good way of dating skeletons.
But it’s important to know who owned the house.”

I heard him take a deep breath. “You give me
your title business for the next thirty years?”

“Cross my heart,” I said.

“Okay, Kelly, I’ll see what we can find. But
it will take some time. Can you be patient?”

‘No, but I’ll try. It will take time to do
tests on the skeleton too. Meantime I’ve got to fight to keep
publicity down. And I’m also going to check city directories, so we
can compare title holders to residents.”

He laughed. “In Fairmount in the last twenty
years that could prove a puzzle. Take care and let me know how
you’re doing.”

Fairmount is an inner-city neighborhood of
homes, most built in the 1920s, most bungalows but also some
spacious two-story homes and some architectural gems, such as
original Craftsman houses. Starting in the ’60s or maybe earlier,
Fairmount began to go downhill; houses became ill-tended rental
property. By the ’90s that began to turn around—the neighborhood
was close to the hospital district and to downtown, and young
professionals found it convenient and charming. They began to buy
the older, deteriorating houses and restore them. Then a
neighborhood association stepped in, and the business
streets—mainly Magnolia Avenue and Rosedale Street—began to perk up
with new restaurants and boutiques. Some of the old-standbys
remained of course, like the Paris Coffee Shop which has been a
breakfast meeting place for people from all walks of life and all
businesses for years. At noon, people stand in line for the pies.
Tim saw the opening for growth in Fairmount early on. O’Connell and
Spencer specialized in buying older homes and renovating them for
sale. But these days I don’t turn away an outright sale either.

What Christian meant about Fairmount proving
a puzzle was that when Fairmount was on its downhill slide,
becoming rental property, people moved in and out at a rapid rate,
and nobody seemed to care about fixing houses up. It was not what
you’d call a stable neighborhood. Checking occupants fifteen,
twenty years ago, might well provide me a long list—and the people
listed might be impossible to find.

I wadded up the slips that were calls from
newspaper and television journalists and threw them in the
wastebasket. Keisha was impressed by my aim and clapped every time
one hit the basket. She frowned when I missed, because I didn’t get
up to pick the paper up and put it in the wastebasket—I’d do that
later. One or two were business calls. I returned them, even
getting an appointment to view a house for a new listing. Then I
began to sift through the paperwork on my desk.

The phone rang almost immediately. Keisha
forwarded it to my phone. When I answered it with “Kelly O’Connell”
and heard, “Ms. O’Connell, Mark Sullivan here. Fort Worth
Star-Telegram. We’d like to do a feature story on the skeleton
you found yesterday—you know, play up the mystery aspects,
interview people who lived in the house, and all that. You
game?”

I tried to keep a tight rein on my temper
and my tongue. The Star-Telegram, these days, was the only
general newspaper in town, and it paid to have good relations with
the newspaper. “No, Mr. Sullivan, I’m not game. I want to sell that
house, so I don’t want to spread the story far and wide about a
skeleton being found in it. Too many people might think it’s
haunted.”

Long silence on the other end of the line.
Clearly that was exactly the aspect that Mark Sullivan planned to
play up—a haunted house. “You sure? You might benefit from the
publicity.” He knew it was a weak hope; I could tell from his
voice.

“I’m sure,” I hung up the phone and looked
across the room. “Keisha?”

Keisha shrugged. “I’m done taking those
calls, Kelly. You’re gonna have to tell them yourself.”

“Thanks a lot. I’ll treat if you’ll go get
lunch—a cheeseburger from the Grill with curly fries and lots of
ketchup.”

“You got a deal,” Keisha said. “I’ll go
about 11:30, beat the crowd.”

I worked steadily all morning, finishing the
contract that should have been done the day before and clearing my
desk so that I could spend the afternoon beginning to explore city
directories. Should I begin in the present and work back or in 1917
and work forward? That skeleton had to be there say, ten years, but
to start in the middle seemed risky.

Keisha brought me a salad. “You got to eat
right,” she said. “You feeding those girls the way you eat?”

“I fix healthy, balanced meals. And this
salad is perfect. Thanks for adding grilled chicken to it.” I tried
to put indignation into my voice, but I know she caught the glimmer
of a giggle. I wanted that cheeseburger.

I finished the salad, wrapped up the loose
ends on my desk, and made a note of two houses I wanted to do a
curb assessment on. I could tell from the curb whether or not I
wanted to see a particular house. Tim knew the business and he
taught me well. The marriage didn’t do as well.

I still couldn’t pinpoint where it went
wrong, when it began to sour, except that it was right after Em was
born. Our last year together was miserable. Tim never wanted to go
anywhere, do anything. Gone were the days when we entertained and
went to parties, out to nice restaurants, lived the life of the
happy young couple. There was no affection—and no sex. Dumb thing
that I am it took me a long time to realize he had a girlfriend,
and a lot of those “calls” had nothing to do with real estate. I
guess in some ways I’ll always be Pollyanna.

****

I was about to head out the door when Keisha
said, “Phone for you.” I raised my eyebrows in a question.

“Nope,” Keisha said. “You best take this
one.”

Emily Shannon, Em’s pre-school teacher. Em
loved the fact that she and “Miss Emily” shared a name. I didn’t
love what I heard now.

“Kelly, Em’s been fighting. I’m afraid she’s
pretty upset, and you better come take her home.”

Em fighting? Impossible. “I can’t
believe it,” I said.

“Neither could I,” Miss Emily echoed, “but
Sarah said something that upset her. I’m sending Sarah home too.
They were scratching and kicking and screaming.”

“No biting?” Apparently biting was common in
children, but I couldn’t imagine it. Not my girls.

“No biting,”

I called over my shoulder, “I’m gone for the
day. I’ll have my cell phone on.”

****

Em sat in the reception area, with a
teacher’s aide beside her. The aide held her hand and whispered
words of comfort. But the poor child was sobbing. I knelt down and
wrapped my arms around her. “Baby, baby, what is it? What
happened?”

Em raised a tearful face. “Sarah said you
had a skelton in your closet. She said her mom said that was bad.
What’s a skelton? Is it in the closet at home?”

Oh dear God. How was I to know I
should have explained it to the girls? And how do you tell a
four-year-old the difference between a real skeleton, awful enough,
and a skeleton in the closet, that old phrase that Sarah’s mother
probably used jokingly. But just at the wrong time. And both little
girls misinterpreted it.

“Were you sticking up for me, Em?”

“Yes, Mommy. I didn’t want anyone to say bad
things about you. And she kept repeating it, like she was singing a
song.”

“It isn’t anything bad. The skeleton’s not
in my closet but I found one yesterday in the house Anthony’s
working on. And it was sort of scary. That’s why I didn’t tell
you.” I rose and held out my hand. “Come on, Em, let’s go home, and
I’ll tell you all about the skeleton. Can you say it that
way—skel-e-ton?”

Em nodded and repeated. “Skel-e-ton.”

“Good girl. Let’s go find Miss Emily so you
can tell her you’re sorry.”

“Okay.” Em hopped off the couch, hooked her
backpack over her shoulders, and took my hand.

Over Em’s head, I silently asked the aide if
Sarah was already gone and was relieved that the answer was an
affirmative nod of the head. I stuck my head in Em’s classroom and
said, “Miss Emily? Em would like to talk to you a minute.”

The teacher came to the door and sent the
aide into the room. “Em? Are you feeling better?”

Em nodded. “I didn’t understand. I thought
Sarah said something bad about Mommy. But Mommy’s going to ’splain
it to me. And I’m sorry I caused trouble.”

Miss Emily hugged her. “I know you didn’t
mean too. And I’ll see you tomorrow. Okay? We’ll start all over
again.”

“Okay,” Em said, clutching my hand.

In the car, I said, “Em, I have to drive by
two houses. Can you help me decide if I should look at the insides
or not?”

Em nodded, silent with responsibility.

The first was a two-story clapboard house
with an uncertain shingle roof. Years of neglect showed in peeling
paint, shutters that hung askew, a wood pillar that showed rot at
the base. I detected cracks in the masonry of the exterior chimney,
a sign of structural problems, though that wasn’t unusual on the
shifting earth of the neighborhood. Still, the house sat neglected
too long. And it didn’t have much basic charm to begin with. A
plain-Jane house with evenly matched windows, plain pillars on a
small front porch.

“What do you think, Em?” I already knew it
wasn’t a possibility.

“I don’t like it, Mommy. It looks like lazy
people live there. They don’t even trim their bushes.”

“You’re right, Em. Thanks. I’ll take it off
my list.”

“I’m glad I can help you, Mommy.”

The next house was a craftsman-style
bungalow, quintessential WWI period. The bushes weren’t trimmed
here either, but deliberately left to grow free. The house was
brick, and someone apparently painted the trim within five years.
The square pillars with decorative braces, wide porch, gabled
dormer, low-pitched roof, and stone chimney hinted at the
probability inside of wainscoting, beamed ceilings, a built-in
buffet, and double doorways with visible braces. I didn’t see any
telltale rot at the base of the pillars, and the roof looked pretty
good. Anthony could work wonders with this one. Please, God, no
skeletons in the closet.

“Em?”

“I don’t know, Mommy. The bushes aren’t
trimmed…..” That must be her criterion for judging houses.

“But don’t you think the house looks more
interesting?”

Solemn agreement. “Yes, I think so.”

“Okay. I’ll make an appointment to look at
it tomorrow. Now, you know what I think?”

“No, Mommy, what do you think?”

“I think you need a cone from Curley’s
Custard.”

A smile lit up Em’s face. “I think that’s a
good idea, Mommy. I’d like chocolate.”

“Chocolate it is, and we’ll bring some home
for Maggie, so she doesn’t feel left out.”

That was just what we did, and the extra
cone turned the trick. Maggie was the caring, loving, protective
big sister, giving Em advice on avoiding children who were
unpleasant, hugging her a lot, and telling her that she was proud
of her. “I’d have done just what you did, Em,” she said.

“Really?” Em asked, her tone somewhat
awed.

“Really,” Maggie confirmed.

The mood was marred by a call from Sarah’s
mother, who launched into a “your-child-hit-my-child for no reason”
tirade.

I tried to stay calm, saying it was all a
misunderstanding. “Em thought Sarah was saying something bad about
me. You said something about a skeleton in my closet?”

“Well,” an impatient tone, “that was just a
joke. Everyone knows that.”

“Four-year-olds don’t,” I said and hung up
the phone. Then I gathered the girls together and explained about
the skeleton.

“Oh, Mom, was it gross?” Maggie asked.

“No, Maggie. It didn’t look like a person.
But it was scary—and sad to think about.”

“Now what do you do?”

With my fingers crossed behind me, I said,
“The police will have to find out who that person was and how he or
she got there. It’s not up to me.”

I fixed chopped steaks with brown gravy for
dinner, one of the girls’ favorites, and green beans and green
chili rice. Okay, Keisha, the rice is instant, but the rest of
it is fresh and wholesome.

The girls were tucked in for the night, Em
worn out by her day and Maggie reading a book. I told Maggie she
could read for fifteen minutes, but I knew she would stretch that
out, and I would forget to check on her. The pattern of our
lives.

When the doorbell rang at five minutes to
eight, I wondered who it could be—but then I remembered. What with
Em’s “fight” and all, I had forgotten all about Joanie. Joanie and
I often laughed that she shared a name with 1950s movie star Joan
Bennett. Joanie said that was where she got her glamour, and I
never reminded her that Joan Bennett’s hair was dark, her look
seductive. Joanie was blonde, with shoulder-length hair, and, no
matter how hard she tried, she gave an impression of eager instead
of seductive. She had blue eyes—friendly, open, inviting—and I
swear she never met a man she didn’t like. Since, at thirty-seven,
she was five foot five inches and still shapely, all those men
liked her equally well.

Joanie flourished a bottle of pretty good
chardonnay.

“You eat dinner?” I asked.

Making a grand gesture, Joanie almost
dropped the wine and said, “I couldn’t eat. Not a bite.”

If you drink much of that wine, you’d
better eat. I went to the kitchen to trot out some cheese and
crackers. Then I curled up in the big overstuffed chair, wine glass
on the table beside me, but Joanie perched on the edge of the
couch, clutching the wine glass as though she might splinter it in
her hands any minute. I didn’t have to wait long.

“I think I’m pregnant.”

I didn’t know what I’d been expecting but
not that. I asked the logical question, “Are you sure?”

Joanie nodded. “I took one of those home
tests this morning, and it was positive. That’s when I called
you.”

“Gosh, Joanie, I’m sorry I wasn’t more help
right at the time.” And then, remembering my own pregnancies, I
said, “You can’t drink that wine.”

“Yeah, I can,” Joanie said.

I thought I knew what she meant, but I
wasn’t ready to talk about it. Instead, I asked the obvious, “Who’s
the father?”

“Nobody.”

“Impossible.”

“Nobody that matters. A fling. Not someone I
even want to tell about this.”

I said the next slowly, hesitantly, “You
don’t want to keep the pregnancy, do you?”

To my relief she set the wine glass down.
Joanie buried her head in her hands. “How can I?” she said, and now
she was crying. “My folks would disown me. I’d lose my job. What
kind of a future would I have? What kind of a future would the baby
have?”

I took a deep breath. “You know your folks
wouldn’t disown you. They might be disappointed, but in this day
and age I doubt they think you’re saving yourself for marriage.
This is just one of those things that aren’t supposed to happen. I
don’t know about your job right now, but lots of single moms have
good careers, Joanie.”

I looked at her, head still buried in her
hands. “Joanie, this calls for chocolate.” I keep a hidden stash of
exotic chocolate bars—milk chocolate with ground peanuts and
jalapeño. They’re addictive, and I have to watch myself or I’d be
going all the way to our upscale store, Central Market, to buy them
every day. Joanie knows that if I offer to share my chocolate, it’s
a big deal.

In the kitchen, I remembered how elated I
was each time I discovered I was pregnant. What would it be like to
have pregnancy as a threat? When I handed her the chocolate—she
seemed to have an appetite for that and ate half of the big bar—I
said, “I can’t say one decision or the other is right for you, but
I want you to think about it so you don’t do something you regret
later.”

Joanie raised her tear-streaked face. “If I
have an abortion, will you go with me?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Of course.” Even if
you don’t agree, you support a friend in her decision. I poured
more wine. “Want something more than chocolate to eat now?”

Joanie nodded.

Just then the phone rang. Who could be
calling at nine-thirty at night?

It was Anthony, and for the second time in
as many days, I heard panic in his voice. “Miss Kelly, you come
quick. The house on Fairmount—it’s on fire. Mother of God!”

“I’ll be right there.” I slammed down the
phone. “Joanie, I’ve got to go. My Fairmount house is on fire. Stay
with the girls for me, will you?”

Joanie looked panicky. “What if they wake
up? I…I don’t know anything about kids. I’m no good with them.”

As I grabbed my purse, I said, “If Em wakes
up, wake Maggie—she’ll take care of her. If Maggie wakes up, just
tell her where I’ve gone. She’ll be fine. Thanks, Joanie. I need
you right now.”

And I was out the door.


Chapter Three

 


 


The curious had already gathered in a knot
across the street from the house. I parked at the other end of the
block and threaded my way between fire trucks. Lights flashed,
walkie-talkies crackled, and shouts rang out. Confusion at its
worst, though I clung to the hope that it was more organized than
it seemed.

“Hey, lady, you can’t come in here. Get
across the street with the others.” An angry voice was followed by
a strong hand grabbing my arm.

I pulled away indignantly. It was a
policeman I didn’t know. “I own this property. Where’s the fire
captain in charge?”

His attitude modified but only a little.
“I’ll take you,” he said, reclaiming his grip on my arm.

I jerked away again. He wasn’t going to drag
me anywhere. “I’ll follow you,” I said, my voice as strong as I
could make it. But then I saw an ambulance and, sitting at the open
back door, Anthony, his head wrapped in a bandage. I ignored the
policeman and ran toward the ambulance; the policeman stood there
bellowing, “Hey!”

“Anthony, what happened to you?”

A rueful smile and a tentative gesture to
his head. “I got a goose egg, Miss Kelly. Somebody decked me from
behind. Felt like tire iron or something like that. Maybe a
blackjack.” Out of his coveralls, Anthony was wearing a plaid shirt
and jeans that revealed more belly than the coveralls did,
especially as he sat hunched over in the ambulance. He looked like
somebody’s kindly grandfather.

“Decked you? Why? Who?”

As Anthony shook his head, another voice
said, “You tell us.”

The fire captain. “He doesn’t have any idea.
Do you?”

“No,” I said and then turned to Anthony.
“Start from the beginning. What were you doing here at nine o’clock
at night?”

“I left yesterday without my tools. Wasn’t
thinking. Today, I went fishing. Tomorrow, you don’t need me, I
work for a friend. I came back for my tools.”

“And?”

Now a sheepish look. “I knew I shouldn’t
cross that yellow tape, but I snuck under it. In the back, by the
kitchen. I keep a key hidden back there. Got the key, unlocked the
door, and then—wham! Next thing I know I’m in the kitchen, on the
floor, and I smell smoke. I ran outside hollering ‘Fire, fire,’ and
somebody called the fire department.”

“It’s definitely arson,” the fire captain
said.

“Arson? Who would set the house on fire?
Why?”

The fire captain remembered his manners.
“I’m Captain Coconauer. Kelly Coconauer. And you’re?”

“Kelly O’Connell. I own the house.”

A grin on his Irish face, complete with
wrinkles indicating too many years of fighting fires. “Same first
name.” Then the grin disappeared back into the wrinkles “You find a
skeleton here yesterday?”

“Yes, sir.” Yes, I was a bit
intimidated.

“Seems like too much of a coincidence.”

I agreed. “But what? Who?”

“Not my job,” he said. “We got the fire put
out. Now the police have to figure out who and why. But sounds to
me like there’s something someone didn’t want found.”

My three-in-the-morning caller didn’t
waste any time. I considered that for a moment, then switched
gears. “How bad is it?”

“Thanks to Anthony here, we got to the fire
early. Kitchen’s pretty much gone—he tells me he can start over
pretty easily. Rest of the house is untouched. But there’s smoke
and soot everywhere. ’Course we pulled the wiring first thing, and
we pulled out some of the ceiling. Make sure it didn’t spread in
the attic. You wait a while; I can take you through it with a
flashlight.”

“I’ll wait,” I said. I fingered the cell
phone in my pocket. The girls must be all right or Joanie would
have called.

“I’ll wait too,” Anthony said. “Theresa’s
home with the boys.”

As I turned toward the house, I found myself
facing bright lights. Microphones were thrust into my face, and the
questions came fast. Every TV station in the area must have sent
someone.

“What happened?”

“What do you know about this?”

“Is this the skeleton house?”

“I own the house,” I said, struggling to
keep my voice steady and trying to avoid looking at the lights,
“but I know nothing about this. I…I don’t have anything to
say.”

“How about you, sir?” One bold reporter
thrust a mike in Anthony’s face, but he brushed it away, got up,
and stalked off. I followed him, and the surly policeman held the
reporters at bay.

About an hour later, Captain Coconauer took
Anthony and me through the house. We’d spent that hour sitting on
the curb, in silence, because there wasn’t anything to say. In my
confusion, I forgot about the middle-of-the-night phone call I’d
received.

The captain led us through the now-open
front door because the steps to the back were destroyed. Coconauer
assured me that “his people” would secure the property before they
left.

“Great. All we need is some homeless people
to drift in and start another fire.”

“Yeah. It could happen.” His voice was
rueful.

I never saw a house that had burnt before,
and I was almost more dumbstruck by this than I was about the
skeleton. The once-white walls were covered with black soot, and
the stench was unbearable. We tracked soot around, picking it up on
our shoes.

“Oh, yeah,” Coconauer said. “Take your shoes
off before you even get in your cars.”

With a tentative finger, I touched touch the
wall and left a smear; when I drew it away, my finger was stained
black. The soot covered the woodwork as well, and I thought of the
refinishing we were going to do and how much more difficult it
would be now.

The ceiling was torn out, and large bits of
insulation hung down.

I didn’t know where Anthony would begin to
restore the house, but the other Kelly seemed to sense that. “It
was mine,” he said, “I’d call Black Brothers, the disaster people.
Matter of fact, they probably got a guy outside already. They’re
great fire chasers.”

Black Brothers was a company that cleaned
rugs and furniture but specialized in cleaning up after
disasters—fires, floods, and the like. So it was no surprise a few
minutes later when a man stopped me as I came down the front
steps.

“Ms. O’Connell? Mark Anderson of Black
Brothers.” He thrust a card at me. “At your service.”

“What do you do?”

“First thing, we’ll tear out the walls…”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “They’re the
original pulled plaster.”

“But, ma’am, they’re covered with soot. That
plaster’s gonna smell bad.”

“Find a way to fix it, and I’ll hire you,” I
said and turned away. I was too tired to argue.

“You be in the office early, Miss Kelly?” It
was Anthony. “I…I want to talk to you.”

Surprised, I said, “Sure, Anthony.”

“And I bet we can bleach those walls and
maybe paint Kilz on them—or I’ll look for something else that will
do,” he said. “Don’t let them be tearing out those good plaster
walls.”

“Thanks, Anthony.” I felt tears creeping
down my cheeks and brushed them away.

The street was empty of curiosity seekers.
When a man stopped me by touching my arm—why did everyone grab my
arm tonight?—I almost screamed for Kelly Coconauer.

“Ma’am, I’m an insurance negotiator.” He
thrust a business card at me. “I can help you get a better deal
from your insurance company. You know,”—he almost snickered as if
it were a joke we shared—“fudge a little on the damage and repair
cost.”

“No thanks,” I said, walking away. But the
man reminded me that in the morning my first call would be to the
insurance company.

****

The lights still burned brightly in my
living room, and Joanie’s car was parked in front. I eased the
front door open. Joanie lay on the couch, sound asleep, her arms
tight around Em, who was curled up next to her, snoring gently as
only four-year-olds can. Both the snack tray and the wine bottle—a
one-and-a-half liter one—were empty. No wonder Joanie slept. She
didn’t budge when I eased Em out of her arms and, whispering to my
child, carried her upstairs.

“I had a dream, Mommy, and I wanted
you.”

“I’m sorry, baby. I had to go. It was an
emergency.”

More awake now, Em said, “Maggie told me
that you would be home soon, and I shouldn’t worry. But I was
lonely, so I sat with Joanie. I guess we both fell asleep.”

“I guess you did.” I tucked her back into
her bed. “Go back to sleep now, Em. I’m right here.” I sat,
stroking the child’s hair until I heard that regular breathing
again.

Gathering a pillow, sheet and blanket, I
went back downstairs. “Joanie,” I whispered, “you spend the night
right there.” I spread the sheet and blanket over her and tried to
slide the pillow under her head.

“Kelly?” Joanie said, raising her head
groggily. “Em woke up and cried for you, but Maggie helped me. And
then we both fell asleep. She’s so adorable, Kelly. I loved holding
her.”

Yeah, and you’d love holding your own
baby.

****

No short mention in “Local Briefs” this
time. The fire earned a picture on the front of the local section,
complete with an 18-point. headline proclaiming, “House Where
Skeleton Found Burns; Police Suspect Arson.” Grateful that the
picture only showed the massed fire trucks, I began reading. Fairly
straightforward, the article suggested that the fire department
claimed it was arson because of the coincidence of a skeleton found
in the house the day before. They referred to the smell of kerosene
in the kitchen, so that must have been where it had begun. Thank
God Anthony got out all right.

When I flipped on the local TV news, things
got a lot worse. The cameras caught me looking bewildered, scared,
absolutely out of control. The way I remembered the moment, I was
calm and collected and answered straightforwardly. That’s not the
way it came across on camera.

“Is that you, Mom?” Maggie padded into the
kitchen in her PJs.

“Yeah, darlin’, that’s me.”

“You look funny,” she said. “Were you scared
or something?”

“I didn’t think so,” I said, “but now I
guess maybe I was.”

The phone would ring all day, I knew that,
but I didn’t expect a call at home. It was Dave Shirley, my
insurance agent and a longtime friend. “Kelly, we’re gonna have to
get an adjustor in that house first thing. When can you be
there?”

“Whenever you say, Dave. After I get the
girls to school. I’ll be there by nine-thirty. Is this okay with
the police?” There went the day, sitting in a burned-out house
waiting for an insurance adjustor.

“Yeah. They said we could go in, but we got
to leave the crime scene tape up.”

Darn. That house is jinxed. I’ll never sell
it even if I get it fixed. And it will cost me an arm and a leg.
Even if I sell it, I’ll lose money.

Joanie came out of the downstairs bathroom,
where she’d gone to “put on her face,” a much more elaborate
procedure for her than me. “Thanks, Kelly, for the talk…and the
couch. I don’t think you helped at all.” She gave me sad smile.

“Sorry, Joanie.” Nobody can help. You’ll
have to figure this one out for yourself. “Come back
anytime.”

I got the girls to school, on time for once,
and then ran by the office to tell Keisha where I’d be and grab a
handful of papers that I could work on. I forgot about Anthony and
my promised nine o’clock meeting with him in the office. He came to
the house just before nine-thirty. I was sitting on the porch on
the collapsible chair I always kept in the car, staring off into
space, enjoying the cool October breeze and being thankful it
wasn’t cool enough to drive me inside that smelly house.

“Miss Kelly? I got something to show you.”
He fished in the pocket of his coveralls and handed me a gold
locket, with a delicate monogram: M.W.M., scrolled in elaborate
letters. The points of the letters were heightened by diamond
chips. The gold felt good in my hands. This was a valuable
piece.

“What’s this?”

“Found it in the kitchen. I didn’t quite
tell the truth last night. I rooted around in that kitchen,
searched the corners of that dead space. Figured you were so intent
what was in that box, we never looked any more. And this is what I
found. Stuck it down in my pocket just before I got hit.”

I opened the locket and found a picture of a
woman on one side and a man on the other. The pictures were black
and white, but I could tell that the woman was young, quite young,
maybe early twenties. She was smiling slightly, and expertly used
makeup made her eyes look large and mysterious—the whole effect was
that she knew a secret. Her dark hair hung just below the chin,
turning up in a pert flip while the top of it seemed teased
slightly. I took a deep breath—the ’60s. The hair was the ’60s—not
the rebellious side of the ’60s but not everybody was a hippie in
those years. I remembered pictures of my own mother, who was born
in 1945 and came of age during that decade.

The man was older—thirty-five, perhaps—and
wearing a business suit, white shirt, and tie. His eyes looked
intently at the camera but I could tell nothing from looking at
him—I saw no joy, no intensity, just a dark look. He was handsome,
if you liked the almost perfect, wavy dark hair kind of good looks.
I never trusted men like that—especially after Tim.

“It’s evidence,” I said, looking at Anthony.
“Maybe important evidence.”

“Yeah. You gonna give it to the police?”

“Not before I think about it.”

“That’s what I thought. You want me to start
tearing out tomorrow?”

“I’ll call you. There’s another property you
might go look at. Meantime, you got work?”

“Yeah, I got work. Don’t worry about
me.”

“Anthony,” I started, and then let his name
hang in mid-air.

“What is it, Miss Kelly?”

I started to tell him about that threatening
phone call because now I’d connected it to the fire—I just couldn’t
figure out why someone would care so much about the skeleton and
that house. But I told myself there was no sense worrying Anthony.
“Nothing,” I said. “I thought of something to ask you…but it isn’t
important.”

He gave me a puzzled look and turned to go.
“You call me if you think of it,” he said.

The adjustor was thorough, slow, and not
talkative. I spent the morning on the porch—not wanting to follow
him around inside where the smell was overpowering—and felt like
I’d wasted the time. I went through the stack of paperwork, made
the calls I could on the cell phone, and stared down the street
until I’d memorized every house on the block.

The adjustor left about noon, taking with
him a small spiral pad of notes that inspired my curiosity. But he
said nothing, not even, “Sorry.” I called the office to be sure
nothing major happened, grabbed a sandwich from the Grill, and
headed for the main public library downtown and the city
directories.

Despite my resolve to be methodical, I
started with the ’60s, because of the picture in the locket. If I
found a resident with the initials M.W.M., I’d have scored a hit,
and I could give the locket to the police, along with information
about the owner. I didn’t think far enough ahead to figure out what
I’d tell the police about having it in my possession without
turning it over to them. But it didn’t matter—I didn’t find
M.W.M.

Only two people lived in the house in the
’60s, when Fairmount began to lose its solid middle-class footing,
turning into rental property. I copied the names: Marie Winton and
Lupe Chavez. Marie Winton apparently lived there in 1960, and Lupe
Chavez and his family occupied the house in 1968. I backtracked to
the `50s and found that Marie Winton moved into the house in 1957.
I wished that Marie Winton’s name had been Martin or Montgomery or
McAdams. The M.W. fit but not a last name beginning with M. I
guessed my next step was to check the City Hall tax rolls. Of
course, if Marie Winton had married, those records would be of
little help. Still, they might have a clue.

I had to pick up the girls or risk angering
the day-care teacher again.

No ballet, no Scouts, nothing scheduled for
the afternoon. I sank into the quiet of my house with gratitude.
Maggie went off to do homework, complaining that second grade was
much harder than first. “I’ll look at it with you when you’re
through,” I told her. Em sat watching a video. She shouldn’t be
glued to the screen so much. But I was too tired to object, too
tired to think about dinner.

The next thing I knew Maggie was shaking me.
“Mom, you fell asleep. What’s for dinner? I’m hungry.”

I shook myself awake. A moment’s hesitation,
then, “Hot dogs and custard at Curley’s.” The girls cheered and
rushed around to gather shoes and sweaters, while I realized the
last thing I wanted was a Hebrew National hot dog. But it was
easier than thinking about defrosting in the microwave and cooking
something. Tim would accuse me of not taking good care of
them.

Curley’s was basically a drive-through, but
it had a small grassy area, nicely planted, with three picnic
tables. Frozen custard was the specialty—in several irresistible
flavors, though I always hoped for chocolate mint. But you could
also get kosher hot dogs, one of the few non-custard items on the
menu. The girls ate theirs plain with mustard; I added chili,
onions, and pickle relish and then worried about indigestion. But I
was surprised at how good it tasted, after my initial hesitation.
The custard flavor of the month was pumpkin—appropriate but not
appealing, so we all had chocolate. You never go wrong with
chocolate, even without jalapeños in it.

It was still warm, the heat of the day
lingering, but I could feel the slightest chill creeping into the
air. Fall was here, and Texas would soon show us its changeable
nature—warm one day and bone-chilling cold the next. We sat at a
picnic table, eating with plastic forks from paper containers, and
the girls telling me about their days.

“How was your day, Mom?” Maggie asked.

“Busy and boring,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said, “I have boring days too.
But tomorrow will be better.”

“Yeah, it will.”

I got the girls in bed soon after we came
home and settled down with that novel I was still trying to
read.

****

The next few days were uneventful. Mike
Shandy called to say that the police removed the yellow crime scene
tape from the house, and Anthony could begin work again. “I’d do
what Coconauer said and call Black Brothers first,” he said.

“I will. I was just mad the other night that
they were already there, like vultures—or ambulance chasers!”

He laughed. “I know. I saw the sparks in
your eyes. Glad you didn’t try to deck that so-called insurance
mediator. I’d have had to arrest you for assault.”

I remembered being alone when the sleazy man
approached me. “How did you know about that?”

“I was watching you. Wanted to make sure you
got to your car okay. But I didn’t figure you’d want a police
escort right at that moment.”

“Thanks,” I said, “You were right.”

“Kelly, you call me if you need me. Got my
card?”

“Somewhere.”

“Thanks,” he laughed again. “That makes me
feel important. I’ll drop another one off at the office.”

So, Mike Shandy is watching out for me.
Interesting. I should tell him about that phone call.

Good as his word, Mike dropped the card off
later that day, when I happened to be out of the office. When I
came back, Keisha said, “That cop, the one who’s sweet on you, came
by, left this for you.”

I took the card and turned away so Keisha
wouldn’t see me blush.

The next day, I blanked the office out of my
mind and went to City Hall to check tax records, only to learn
records that old were on microfiche in storage and would have to be
retrieved from their archives. I filled out a request form and was
told I’d be notified when the records were available. There was a
microfiche reader in the office, and I would have to read the film
there. But the files would only be held in the office for one
week—if I didn’t read them within that time, they’d be returned to
storage.

“I’ll read them,” I said with
determination.

Back at the office, I found myself doodling,
writing the initials “M.W.M.” over and over on my notepad. Who was
Marie Winton, and did she know M.W.M.? She lived in the house from
1957 to 1968. She was beautiful, and she looked sophisticated. She
must have been single. How did she support herself? By then,
Fairmount wasn’t an expensive place to live, but still…

A client called wanting to know why her
house didn’t sell. I bit my tongue to keep from saying, “Because
you refuse to fix it up, and it’s over-priced for its current
condition.” I asked for a meeting to talk about lowering the price.
The woman was now near enough desperate I could reason with her, I
figured. Being extra pleasant with clients usually worked—my mother
taught me that a teaspoon of sugar caught more flies than a cup of
vinegar—but some people tried my patience. Tim, I know, would have
been a lot blunter. Then another woman called wanting to buy an old
house in Fairmount but one in good condition. “We have very few of
those on the market,” I said, “but I’d be glad to meet with you and
take your information.” Her name was Claire Guthrie, and, just over
the phone, I got the impression of sophistication.

By the time I finished both phone calls, I
was almost late—again—for picking up the girls. As they got into
the car, each complained about being cold. An early norther came
through, and the temperature dropped dramatically, as it can do
within minutes in North Texas. “We’ll go get sweaters, and then
we’ll go to the Grill for turkey burgers. How’s that?” In truth, I
was once again too tired to cook—but then, when wasn’t I? I’ve
got to get better organized so I can feed them at home. Keisha
would have a fit, except that turkey burgers are better than
hamburgers.

The Grill is a wonderful, comforting place.
For long years, it was a bar called The Locker Room, but Peter, the
new owner, had transformed it into a friendly, down-home café. You
ordered at the counter, where a blackboard listed the day’s
specials, and then a wait person brought your dishes to you. We
were regulars, so Peter and his crew knew us and greeted us, always
with a special word for the girls. It was sort of like going home
to your mom’s kitchen.

The girls split a turkey burger and ate
every last one of the fries, while I forced myself to be content
with a grilled chicken salad. Maggie chatted about second grade and
the boys she thought were cute—omigosh, already?—and Em
talked more solemnly about the project she was working on, “a
s’prise for Mommy.” They were so good and so dear that I drove them
by Braum’s for ice cream cones on the way home.

It was dark when we pulled onto our street.
We arrived to confusion. A police car in front of the house, a knot
of neighbors outside, and a shattered front door.


Chapter Four

 


 


Mike Shandy greeted me as we pulled into the
driveway. I was so angry at this violation of my home that I
shouted at him, “What happened?”

“Neighbors saw it,” he said, unruffled by my
anger. “A car drove by, and a guy fired a shotgun blast at the
front door.” He shook his head. “Not even dark yet. They get bolder
and bolder.”

I couldn’t believe it. This wasn’t the
skeleton house; it was my home; the home where I kept my daughters
safe, or so I thought. Why would someone target this house out of
all those on this street? Something told me my house was the
specific target, and that both scared me and heightened my anger
and determination. No one was going to scare me. “What did the
neighbors see?”

He shrugged. “Old car. Indeterminate model.
Looked like three or four guys inside, teenagers or young men.” He
hesitated a minute. “The shooter for sure was Hispanic.”

“Gangs? Why would some gangers shoot up my
house?”

“No reason at all that I can think of,” Mike
said. “But it wasn’t random vandalism.”

“Thanks,” I said wryly. “I figured that out.
But why my house?” I wished I’d told him about the threatening
phone call. Maybe this was all linked to the skeleton and the
Fairmount house, but how could that be? How would people even know
where I lived? Indignation mixed with confusion, and I thought
seriously about screaming.

He looked straight at me. “Yeah, I didn’t
want to scare you. But all this is no coincidence.”

So then I told him about the call. “All this
over a skeleton? It makes no sense. But it makes me mad. The
shooter could have killed the girls.”

“And you,” Mike said. “Kelly, this is
getting serious. I tried to find you this afternoon to talk about
last night. Now it’s urgent. We have to talk”

The girls were in the backseat, Em crying
for her mother and Maggie asking over and over, “What happened to
our front door?”

“Mike, I’ve got to get them settled. They’re
scared.”

“For the time being, there’ll be an officer
on duty ’round the clock. I’ll take the first shift. You get the
girls settled, and then we’ll talk.”

A policeman guarding my house? What kind of
insanity was this?

The girls had questions. “Who did this,
Mommy?”

“Why would anyone want to tear up our front
door?”

“Mommy, what’s happening to us—everything
seems wrong. There was the skelton”—Em reverted to her own
pronunciation—“and then you left last night. Now….” She raised her
hands in that age-old “I-don’t-know” gesture and for just a moment
I smiled.

“I don’t know what’s wrong, girls, but I
know one thing: you’re safe. You go to sleep. I’ll be here, and so
will a police officer. No one will hurt you.”

“Is someone trying to hurt you, Mom?” Maggie
asked, hugging me tightly.

“I think they’re trying to scare me, Mag.
But I promise I’m not scared.”

Just as I was tucking them in, the phone
rang. Joanie. “Hi, Kelly? What’s going on? I was kind of blue, and
I thought maybe….”

I know my voice was too short. “Not tonight,
Joanie. We’ve had a bad night. Someone blasted the front door with
a shotgun.”

“Omigosh.” Her astonishment was loud in my
ear. “Why would they do that?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “but the police
think it has to do with the skeleton in that house I’m redoing. I…I
just can’t think right now, Joanie, and the police are waiting to
talk to me.”

She sounded let down. “Okay. We’ll do it
another night.”

“Yeah, we will.” But I knew I didn’t sound
enthusiastic. It had nothing to do with Joanie—and I wanted to
support her right now—but I was just too confused by what was going
on in my own life.

Tired, so tired, but after I got the girls
tucked in bed—they both insisted on my bed, of course—I opened the
door and waved to Mike Shandy, who was parked in front of the house
next door in a battered and old Honda Accord. I waited while he
came up the walk to the house.

“Everything okay with the girls?”

“They’re scared. And I’m angry.”

“Good. You should be. Somebody’s out to get
you. Somebody doesn’t want the truth found out about that
skeleton—and they know or at least they suspect you’re looking into
it.” He paused a minute. “You aren’t trying to do police work, are
you? We can take care of it.”

I wanted to say, “Yeah, while my house gets
shot up, my girls terrified, and my work on the Fairmount house
stopped. And besides, who’s worrying about that skeleton that
deserves identification and a decent burial. And maybe family
notified.” But I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I asked,
“Coffee?”

“If it’s made, I’d love it.”

“I have a single-cup coffee maker. I can
make it in no time. Black?”

He nodded. Going to the kitchen to make
coffee gave me time to think, but thoughts tumbled in my head.
Carrying Mike’s coffee into the living room, my hand shook.

“Why would gangers be interested? That makes
no sense.”

He leaned back, comfortable on the sofa,
coffee cradled in his hands. “Somebody's got connections and hired
people to do their dirty work. The question is, how did they know
about everything so quickly? Whoever is so worried about the secret
of that house isn’t the kind for drive-by shooting. I can’t figure
why it happened, but I know it wasn’t a case of mistaken identity.
So maybe someone has hired some gangers to frighten you—or worse.”
His voice dropped.

Mike’s theory held true if the skeleton was
there a long time—years ago the families in Fairmount were upper
class, respectable, and they would want a secret kept. But if it
only been there since the ‘60s, no telling.

I took a deep breath. “I have something to
show you.” I went to my briefcase and pulled out the locket.
“Anthony gave this to me this morning. I was going to call you
about it in the morning.” Okay, a small white lie.

“Like the phone call you didn’t tell me
about. You were right. I would have dismissed the phone call as a
wrong number, but now I’m sure it wasn’t.” He shook his head.

“I…I went to check city directories this
afternoon. I thought I might find something that matched.”

“Kelly, you’ve got to start telling me
everything. You can’t solve this…and it’s dangerous for you to
try.”

“Nothing dangerous about city directories. I
was saving your guys some time. I’m going to check titles at City
Hall too.”

He rolled his eyes. “Kelly, if whoever’s
behind this finds you’re even scratching the surface, it will make
them more determined.”

“Mike, there are a couple of things here.
One is…oh, I don’t know…compassion, whatever. I don’t want that
woman to go to a nameless grave, and I’m afraid it would be too
easy for you guys to let that happen.” I took another deep breath.
“The other is pretty crass and commercial. I want to sell that
house. I don’t want any potential buyer thinking it’s jinxed or
dangerous or whatever.”

“I think the first one is what’s bothering
you.”

I shrugged. “You may be right.” Then, “Look
in that locket—there’s a picture of a woman that I’m pretty sure
was taken in the ‘60s. Hairdo, makeup.”

He opened the locket and looked. “Yeah, I
expect you’re right. Looks like my mom.”

“Mine, too,” I said. I told him what I’d
found in the city directories, even dragging out the notes I’d
made, which he copied into a small spiral that he carried.

“I’ll check it out, but I don’t expect much.
It’s the worst kind of cold trail. I don’t suppose you’d take the
girls and go somewhere?”

I shook my head. “No, but I’ll do whatever
it takes to keep my girls safe.”

“You have an alarm system?” he asked.

“Yeah, but I never use it. I guess I better
start setting it at night.”

“And get an emergency alarm button that you
can keep in your pocket or someplace handy all the time.”

“Yessir,” I replied. I was tempted to
salute, but I didn’t think he’d find it funny.

“We’ll keep all of you safe,” he said, but I
wondered how he could be sure.

****

Tired as I was, sleep wouldn’t come. The
shattered door kept reappearing before my eyes and so did the
skeleton in its box. And then, as I slept fitfully, the skeleton
walked through the shattered door, trailing a chiffon-like gown in
a floral pattern, bony hands pushing at the broken panels of the
door. This time the brown hair was in an upsweep, as though she
were going to her senior prom. I woke in a cold sweat.

“Mom?” Maggie cuddled close to me. “You were
making a funny noise.”

Guilt. Now my children were scared. I threw
back the covers. “I had a bad dream.” As I drifted off to more
peaceful sleep, I thought, This is the way it is—the three of us
against the world. Little did I know.

When I went to get the paper, I gave a sort
of half-wave to the man who sat in front of the house in a car,
this one a new Toyota Camry. He didn’t even look my way. I supposed
being invisible was one of the policeman’s responsibilities. Or
maybe he wasn’t police but someone else watching the house. I was
getting paranoid. Settled in the kitchen with coffee, I busied
myself with the paper. Drive-by shootings often make the news but
only if death was involved. Shattered front doors don’t make it,
and I was relieved that there was no mention of the incident.

The phone rang. A tentative, “Hello?”

“Kelly, what in the world is going on down
there?”

“Hi, Mom. How are you?”

An indignant voice. “Well, I’m worried about
you. My goodness, I told you not to stay in Texas once
what’s-his-name left. You should have come back to Illinois, where
it’s safe.”

Sigh. No sense pointing out that crime was a
lot worse in suburban Chicago than inner-city Fort Worth. My mom
has been a worrier since the day I was born and before. When she
fretted that I would “take cold,” my dad always said, “Let the
child be.” As a youngster, I longed for brothers and sisters, just
to take some of Mom’s attention off me. Now, at thirty-six, I still
had her full attention, especially since Dad died ten years ago.
“How did you know something was going on, Mom?”

“That neighbor of yours, the one I liked so
much—I can’t remember her name….”

I could see Florence Dodson, the
eighty-something-year-old who lived three houses down the street
and complained that the girls picked her flowers, when I knew that
my girls were too well trained to do that.

“Did Florence call, Mom?”

“Yes, she did, and it’s a good thing. I
can’t rely on you to tell me a thing.”

“There’s not much to tell. We found a
skeleton in a house, and then someone set the house on fire.”

“And shot up your front door. Florence
called early this morning.”

That’s an understatement—it’s barely after
seven now.

“And she told me you had policemen outside
your house all night.”

If Florence Dodson recognized the policeman,
so did the bad guys. So much for their cover.

“Mom, it’s nothing. It’ll blow over in a day
or two.”

“Nothing, my foot. I’m getting the first
plane reservation down there I can.”

My backbone stiffened. “Mom, you can’t do
any good, and you might only make things worse. I don’t want you to
come. Wait till Christmas when you can enjoy the girls.” Cynthia
O’Connell, alone at sixty-eight and bored with a widow’s life, was
always looking for some diversion. Too often, she looked to me, an
only child. Tim’s leaving sent her careening to Texas in a disaster
of a visit, Cynthia crying all the time until the girls were edgy
and tearful and I was so irritable that I became short with both
the girls and my mother. Since then, in spite of begging, I never
took the girls back to Chicago, and my mom visited only twice. But
this year, she was scheduled to come for Christmas, a visit that
loomed big on my horizon until the last two days.

I used to be afraid to make Mom worry,
especially if she took to her bed with a headache. But since I’d
flown the nest and then I married Tim, I’d gotten more independent.
These days, I stood up to her. I didn’t want her worrying over me,
and I didn’t want her scaring the girls.

“If you’re still alive by Christmas,” she
sniffed.

In the end, I prevailed, as I usually did
with my mother. “I’ll keep in touch, Mom. Don’t worry, and don’t
listen to Florence. She needs to get a life.” And so do
you.

The phone rang again, just as Maggie
wandered into the kitchen. I know my, “Hello,” was short in
tone.

“Kelly? What’s going on?” It was Tim.

Tim’s voice was friendly, caring, and for a
moment I was taken back to the days when a call from Tim was the
highlight of my day. I remembered how he could make me laugh, how I
treasured his concern, how pleased I was when we planned things
together, from a special dinner out to a much-anticipated bedroom
rendezvous. Then I told myself, that was then, this is
now.

“I’m fine, Tim,” I said in a careful voice.
“How are you?” I couldn’t resist adding, “Where are you?”

He laughed. “I’m in northern California. But
this isn’t about me, Kelly. It’s about you. What’s going on?”

Caution crept into my mind and my voice. It
was what? Five in the morning in California? Why would he be awake,
let alone calling? “What do you mean?”

“I hear you’re having trouble—arson in one
of your houses, our own front door shot up. I’m coming to Fort
Worth. I’ll bring the kids back to California, so you don’t have to
worry about them.”

The idea of Tim taking the girls to
California sent cold fear into my heart. They were my girls,
and I wouldn’t be separated from them. Besides, Tim could hardly be
called an ideal father. No, there was no way that would happen. I’d
make sure of it. If he once got them to California, I might never
get them back.

“No, Tim, they’re safe. And they’re in
school. They can’t just leave. You don’t need to come. Believe me,
they’re safe.” And it’s not our front door, it’s mine.

His voice turned cold. All the charm was
gone. “Kelly, they’re my kids too, and I don’t want them in danger.
I don’t know what stupidity you’re in the middle of, but I won’t
have the girls involved. I’ll go to court and get an order.”

That ripped it. “Go on and go to court, Tim.
It will cost you money. Money that you should be sending to your
children. No judge in Tarrant County will give you custody, even
partial custody. You left. You haven’t called or anything for six
months, and you haven’t paid child support.” The strength of my
voice surprised me, but I was angry, really angry.

Dimly I was aware that Maggie crept out of
the kitchen, as though she didn’t want to hear. I cursed myself for
talking so loudly—and Tim for causing me to.

He slipped back into his charming role.
“Kelly, Kelly, I’m just trying to help.”

“Don’t try,” I said. “You will make things
worse for me.”

“I’m coming to Fort Worth,” he said and hung
up.

How do I tell the girls that he’s coming?
What do I do? My thoughts were almost desperate, and there was
no one I could turn to for advice. I could have called Joanie, but
she had her own problems—and she was preoccupied with them. Well, I
guess that wasn’t fair—an unexpected pregnancy is a major problem.
Besides, her advice usually wasn’t practical. But still I had no
one to call.

Somehow I managed to hide the anger and the
fear as I got the girls ready for the day and off to school. Maggie
was subdued, casting looks at me as though she were wary of
something, but at the school, she kissed me lightly on the cheek
and said, “Have a good day, Mom.” When I walked Em into pre-school,
the child said, “Mommy, something’s bothering you. Can I kiss it
and make it better?”

I smiled. “Yes, Em, you can kiss it right
here,” and I pointed to my right temple. “It’s a thought in my
brain that I don’t like, and a kiss will make it disappear.”

“Okay,” Em said, standing on tiptoe as I
bent down. She planted a big smack on my forehead.

“Thanks, Em. I know it will be a good day
now.”

As I drove away from the pre-school, I
wished I believed that.

When I walked into the office, Keisha took
one look at me and turned back to her desk. But when I muttered,
“Morning,” she turned and asked, “You want a doughnut? Might do you
good.”

I considered. “No, I want a Starbucks latte
and a Danish.”

“You got it,” Keisha said, picking up her
purse. “You look like you need it.”

I nodded. “Take some money out of petty
cash.”

At my desk, I tried to marshal my thoughts.
I made a “to do” list, topped with replacing the door. Replacing
the door. Of course, I had to find Anthony. One glance at my watch,
and I knew that if he had a job today, he’d be long gone. I
dialed his home, not expecting an answer.

To my surprise, Theresa answered.

“Theresa? What are you doing home? Why
aren’t you in school?” Then I recovered a bit of common sense.
“This is Kelly.”

“Yes, ma’am, Miss Kelly. I recognize your
voice. I wasn’t feeling well today, and Dad said I could stay
home.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, relieved at the simple
explanation. “Has your dad left?”

“Yes, ma’am. He went on a job for a friend,
about eight this morning.”

“Do you know where the job is?”

“Yes, ma’am. He always tells me in case we
need him. This is another house in Fairmount—1916 Sixth
Avenue.”

“Thanks, Theresa. I’ll find him.”

Action, I decided, was better than waiting
around. I went to Sixth Avenue. The house was one of the wood ones
so common in the area. Right now, windows boarded, front porch
sagging, it looked pretty hopeless. I wouldn’t have bought it, and
I wondered about Anthony’s friend.

“Anthony?” I stood outside and called. After
three shouts, Anthony appeared around the side of the house.

“Miss Kelly, what you doing here?”

“I need a new front door, Anthony. Someone
shot mine up last night.”

“Mother of God!” His hand flew to his head
and started raking his hair, though I doubted he realized he was
doing that. “Shot?”

I nodded. “What do I need to do to get a new
one?”

“I’ll go now and measure and then you go
pick out the door. You know where you want to go?”

“Yeah. Old Home Supply on College. I want
one that fits the house.” Old Home Supply was a wonderful store
where you picked your way through everything to find the treasures.
Want some old French doors? They have them to fit hundreds of
openings. Old sinks, faucets, chandeliers, glass doorknobs—all of
it in a jumble that leaves you bewildered unless you have patience.
I once walked by an antique metal couch in front of the store that
had a Texas star in the middle of the back and a running horse on
either side. I chewed on the thought all afternoon and then called
back and asked them to deliver it. It was wonderful on the patio,
though I did add a cushion. Old Home Supply was where you found
almost whatever you needed for an old house.

He smiled. “Of course. Let’s go.”

We climbed into my Camry—a good serviceable
car for driving clients around, though I would much have preferred
a Volkswagen bug convertible. “Can you leave your job?”

He shrugged. “It’s a friend. He bought the
house for himself. I told him it wasn’t worth fixing, but he’s
determined. I’ll work for him when there’s nothing more important.”
Clearly, I was more important.

We were at the house in three minutes.
Anthony tsk-tsk-ed over the shattered door, now covered by plywood,
and took measurements that he wrote on a piece of paper. He handed
it to me.

“Want to go with me to pick the door?”

“Yeah, I’d like to do that. I trust you, but
I gotta see that it would work.”

On the way to College Avenue, a short drive,
I said, “Tim called.”

“The husband? Don’t mess with him, Miss
Kelly. He’s no good.”

“He’s heard about what’s going on—the
skeleton, the fire, the front door—and he wants to take the girls
to protect them.”

“No,” Anthony said vehemently. “You must not
let him. Does he care about the girls?”

I shrugged and thought a minute. “Yes, I
suppose he does, but only as long as they don’t interfere with what
he wants to do. Would he use them to get at me? Yeah, I think he
would.”

“Your children,” he said, “are God’s
blessing. You got to protect them. How did he know about all that
so quick?”

I looked at him. “I’ve been puzzling on that
this morning. I don’t have any idea. There are a few people that
might have called him—and they might have seen the pieces in the
paper about the skeleton and the fire, but they wouldn’t have known
about the front door.” Florence Dodson? I doubted that. Mrs. Dodson
didn’t much like men. Dave Shirley, the insurance agent? I hadn’t
even called him about the door yet. One of Tim’s old drinking
buddies might have seen the skeleton and fire in the newspaper, but
the front door….

He made a fist and rubbed it. “You need me
to talk to him, I will.”

I smiled. “Thanks. I’ll keep it in mind. But
you don’t think I’m putting the girls in danger, do you?”

Anthony shook his head. “About that, I don’t
know. I’m afraid for you, and if you’re in danger, then those
precious girls are also. Why don’t you talk to that cop—Mike
what’s-his-name? I think he’s sweet on you.”

“Anthony, just because we’re both single and
about the same age, don’t go matchmaking. Mike’s posted a guard at
the house….”

“Guard? I didn’t see no guard just now.”

“That’s by design. They don’t want to be
noticed.”

“Oh, okay. But you talk to him anyway. Tell
him about Tim. You never know if your ex-husband will do something
crazy. I didn’t like him. I got a bad feeling from him.”

“Me, too,” I said. But I used to feel so
good about him. How do people change so much? And which one of us
changed? I switched the subject. Just talking to Anthony
strengthened me. He was, I decided, one of the most rooted and
stable people in my world—and the other might just be Keisha. They
were the ones I should have called last night instead of feeling
sorry for myself alone.

“I’m sorry Theresa isn’t feeling well today.
I was surprised when she answered the phone a bit ago.”

“Theresa at home?” There was no denying the
surprise in his voice. “She went to school this morning, like she
should.”

My heart stopped for a second. I owed
Anthony the truth. “She told me she didn’t feel well, and you told
her to stay home.”

He put his head in his hands. “Miss Kelly, I
don’t know what to do with her. She’s…she’s running with some
friends I don’t like, maybe even gangers, and she don’t listen to
me anymore. I’ll take a strap to her when I get home.”

No one ever took a strap to me in my life,
nor could I imagine doing it to the girls, let alone a
seventeen-year-old. “No, Anthony, don’t do that. Talk to her. Find
out what’s going on. I’ll help any way I can. Maybe she’d come stay
at the house a few days, think things through.” I realized that was
a lame offer—if Tim didn’t’ think my home was safe enough for the
girls, why would Anthony let his daughter stay there?

He shook his head. “Okay, no strap. I’ll
talk. I’ll let you know what happens.”

We picked a classic door, twelve panes,
beveled glass, good and thick.

“This will look great when I get it
painted,” Anthony said. “What color you want?”

The old door was brown, to blend with the
cream brick of the house. “Turquoise,” I said. “Beautiful, bright
turquoise.”

Anthony smiled. “You got it. I’ll get paint
today.”

Temporarily, both of us put the troubles of
the day aside.

I went back to my office.

“Your latte is cold, and your doughnut is
hard,” Keisha said without looking up. “Don’t send me on a fool’s
errand again.”

“Sorry,” I muttered. “I had to find Anthony
in a hurry.”

“He fix that door?”

“He’s fixing…Keisha, how did you know about
the door?”

“Mr. Spencer called.” She waved a phone
message at me.

I wondered again how Tim knew about
everything—the skeleton, the fire, the door? I read the brief
message, “Arriving 9:00 flight. Will come straight to the
house.”

“What’s that sorry excuse coming back here
for?” Keisha asked scornfully.

Boy, there was a side to Tim I didn’t see
when he was in the office. The people who worked for him didn’t
like him. Aloud I said, with some irony, “He’s going to protect me
and the girls.”

“Yeah? You best get yourself a gun—and use
it on him first.”

I called Dave, the insurance agent, who
said, “What? Again? Kelly, this has got to stop.”

His voice told me he didn’t know about the
door, so he wasn’t the one who called Tim.

“Someone’s trying to scare me, Dave. I can’t
help it if they do property damage.”

“They do too much,” he predicted, “and the
powers that be will pull your insurance. It isn’t my call.
Meantime, I’ll take care of this one. Send me the bill. The
deductible applies, of course.”

I knew he didn’t mean to frighten me, but he
had.

I made some other calls and then called for
an appointment to see the Craftsman house Em and I checked out
before.

“You want to come now? It’s not very clean,
but I can tidy up before you get here.” The owners were Mr. and
Mrs. Adolph Hunt, and Mrs. Hunt sounded both pleasant and anxious
to please.

“How about thirty minutes? Would that give
you time to tidy up?”

“Yes. That would be fine. I’ll see you
then.”

I went to Nonna Tata, a nearby small and
intimate Italian kitchen, ate pasta with pesto, and wished for a
good glass of wine to wash it down. Then I appeared right on time
at the house for sale—and was immediately charmed. When Em and I
made our curbside inspection, I didn’t see the curved brick path
that led to the front door—no concrete here—nor the antique rose
bushes that lined the path. The landscaping was low key, not showy
but natural. That explained what Em saw as untrimmed bushes. The
main creed of Craftsman architects was to live in harmony with the
natural woodwork and landscaping.

Inside, the house was amazing, preserved
almost intact. The oak woodwork was still natural—-paneling, pocket
doors, mullions between long narrow window panes topped with small
austere squares of leaded glass. Built-in cupboards in the dining
room and the external brackets on doorways gleamed with polish and
care. The walls were bare of artwork, which emphasized the beauty
of the wood. A tiled living room fireplace was flanked by
bookshelves with small leaded glass windows over them; the tile was
a rust color that blended with the walls. But decorative,
multi-colored floral tiles were inset on either side of the
fireplace opening. The hearth was also rust-colored tile. Anthony
wouldn’t have to do anything to this house. I could sell it as
is.

Mrs. Hunt watched me. Finally, she said,
“It’s old-fashioned, I know that.”

“Old-fashioned,” I breathed. “No, it’s
wonderful. You’ve kept it just as it was when it was built—and we
don’t see that in many of these houses in this condition any more.
May I see the kitchen?”

“Of course. Someone will want to redo this,
I know.”

“Why?” I asked as we walked through the
dining room.

‘There’s no place for the refrigerator. It’s
on the porch outside.”

Typical of Craftsman houses.

The kitchen was updated. I half expected to
see a porcelain sink on legs with no storage underneath. The double
sink was porcelain, but it had enclosed storage underneath; still
it had the traditional double windows over the sink and the
built-in cupboards had been retained, with multi-paned glass doors,
so that the homeowner was almost forced to keep dishes in neat
rows. I thought of my ongoing argument with Tim and now saw his
viewpoint—well, just a bit. The stove, a marvelous Aga, European
and cast-iron, fit right in with the look of the house—and I knew
that real cooks, gourmet cooks, prized those stoves. There was no
dishwasher, but I didn’t give that a second thought. I was in love
with this house.

We toured the three bedrooms, one of which
was now a comfortable TV/office, mostly because of the addition of
built-in bookshelves, stained to match the original wood of the
house.

Back in the living room, I sank into an
overstuffed dark leather couch. Mrs. Hunt offered coffee, which I
declined though I did ask for a glass of water. When we were both
settled, I said, “The house has been immaculately maintained. Can
you tell me its history?”

“I grew up in this house. So did my mother.
My grandparents built it. We never saw any reason to change
it.”

I smiled at the comforting tradition those
words hinted at. “Why,” I asked, “do you want to sell it now?”

She shook her head sadly. “I don’t. I’d like
to live here until they carry me out, but Adolph…he wants to go to
the Hill Country where his family is. He says we’re old and we need
someplace small.” She shrugged. “I don’t know what we’ll do with
all this stuff.” Her encompassing gesture took in Oriental rugs,
massive furniture, books everywhere. “You think anyone will buy
it?” Mrs. Hunt’s voice was tentative, doubtful.

The idea that forming in my mind suddenly
sprang forth from my lips. “Mrs. Hunt, I’d like to buy it. Not to
sell but for me and my daughters to live in. I’ll pay a fair price,
and if you want I’ll take some of the furnishings.” In my mind I
was selling a lot of the furniture in my house at a garage sale.
This gem of a house, which called out to me, wouldn’t have
reminders of Tim—and I could get rid of some of the furniture he’d
selected, which never fit into our old house. Someone once said to
me, after viewing the modern furniture, “The house isn’t happy.”
And I knew it wasn’t. Moving would be like starting life anew. The
sale of my house would bring enough to cover the switch to this
smaller one.

“You want to live in it? Why?”

“Because I think it’s the most wonderful
house I’ve ever seen,” I said honestly.

Mrs. Hunt breathed deeply. “Then I want you
to live in it.”

At my insistence, we would make arrangements
for another realtor to handle the sale. I didn’t want any suspicion
that I was taking advantage. I would, however, sell my own house
myself—and I envisioned a wonderful garage sale as I discarded
furniture that reminded me of Tim. For a moment, I regretted the
expensive front door I’d just bought that day.

I floated out the door. For an hour and a
half, I’d forgotten about skeletons and fires and shot-gunned front
doors and Tim’s immediate threat. I envisioned the girls and myself
in this house. I’d have to tell them about not scarring the walls
and all, but then they were past the age of writing on the walls
with crayons. Life, I thought, is good.


Chapter Five

 


 


By the time I brought the girls home, the
new front door was in place, gleaming bright turquoise.

Maggie forgot her frequent determination not
show any excitement about things. “Oh, Mom,” she said, “it’s
beautiful.”

Never wanting to be left behind, Em echoed,
“It’s beautiful.”

“I like it too,” I told them. “I think it
brightens the house.” Impulsively I asked, “Girls, what would you
think if we moved to a new house.” Even as I said the words,
something in the back of my mind told me this was a mistake.

“I like our house,” Maggie said. “Why would
we move?”

“We could live in a smaller house. And I
found one that was lovely. You’ve heard me say that a house reaches
out and touches you.”

Maggie nodded grudgingly.

“This one touched me.”

“Is it the house we found, Mommy?” Em asked,
clapping her hands in delight.

“Yes, Em, it is.”

“Em’s seen it and I haven’t?” Maggie’s
jealousy was almost tangible.

I bent to Maggie and hugged her. “The day Em
came home from school because of Sarah and their fight, she and I
drove by. She hasn’t been inside, but I’ll take you both inside…
maybe tomorrow.”

After supper, I got the girls bathed—Em
still needed help—and in their PJs. I didn’t mention their father’s
anticipated arrival, though not doing so made me feel like a
coward. The doorbell rang a little before eight, and I realized a
disadvantage of the wonderful front door. If Jack the Ripper came
calling, I had no place to hide. This time, it was Mike Shandy.

“Kelly, I’ve got news. Mind if I come
in?”

“Actually, Mike, I’m glad to see you. Want
coffee, a beer?”

“I’m on duty,” he said, “so coffee.
Thanks.”

While the single cup was brewing I came back
into the living room. Mike stood by the fireplace, hands clasped
behind his back. “We heard from the coroner today. Your
skeleton—“

My skeleton?

“—was a female, between twenty and thirty,
about five foot six, probably not overweight.” He paused. “Here’s
the surprise: she was about six months pregnant. And, she was shot
in the head, almost execution style.”

I sank down on the couch. Pregnant.
Someone killed a baby as well as the mother. “Why would anyone
kill a pregnant woman?” Then I remembered a line from a mystery I’d
read—love, hate, and greed. Those were the reasons for killing
someone. And which was it here? “DNA won’t be much help will it? I
mean you could get DNA from the fetal skeleton, couldn’t you?” I
hated those words even as I said them.

“Not really. DNA won’t show us much, though
we’ll run it. The victim’s DNA might help us identify her, but DNA
wasn’t much used in the early ’60s, so it’s unlikely hers would be
on file. What we need is a lucky break to identify her and then
match the DNA to something she wore or used or touch. As for the
guy who did this, there isn’t anything left to take DNA samples
from that might indicate identity—you can shoot a person from a
distance, and that wouldn’t leave DNA. And suppose there was
something—semen, or whatever—if the killer had a DNA sample on
file, which is unlikely, the DNA was run years after this event, so
we’d have to identify the person first. Long story short, it isn’t
going to help us.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “She didn’t
have a wedding ring on. We’d have found that.”
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