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    Maggie Parsons smiled as she walked down the hall. Her chestnut hair was pulled up into a bun on top of her head and the beige linen suit she wore outlined her lithe figure. The only sound was the echo of her heels tapping the floor. She had waited a long time to become a principal. Her first job took her back to her own elementary school. How small it seemed now. It had seemed so large to her when she was a child.


    The center of the building was two stories high. It had a wing off either end. The offices had been moved to the south end of the building so people entering the main doors would enter in the office area. With the way things were today, you wanted to be sure you knew who was in your building at all times. The best way to do it was to have people sign in at the main office, and of course lock all the other doors during the school day.


    Maggie hated the fact the children had to be locked in to be safe. Schools should just be safe. Parents should never have to worry about their children when they were at school. Times, like everything else in life, change and the world today made schools targets.


    In another week the children would be crowding the halls. Pre-school, kindergarten, and first grade were in the south wing. Second grade was on the first floor of the central building and third was on the second. The north wing housed fourth and fifth grades. It was a nice set up. Maggie liked it.


    It was almost time for her to go home. She took her last walk around the halls. She remembered what it was like when she was a child and smiled. As she was coming down to the first floor, she heard deep male voices. She quickly slipped off her shoes and picked them up. She made her way closer to the stairwell to see if she could determine who was in the building. Her secretary had gone home thirty minutes ago and the night custodian was not due in today. The building should be empty. She wondered who these men were.


    “I thought I heard her walking this way,” said an unseen man.


    “Well, you thought wrong. She’s not here,” was the gruff reply.


    “Her car’s still in the parking lot.”


    “You can search upstairs; she was probably leaving when you heard her.”


    “Ok, where are you going?”


    “To take care of business, I want this building to be unusable before the sun comes up tomorrow.”


    Maggie quickly slipped into the restroom and pulled out her cell phone. She dialed 9-1-1 and whispered what was going on. She hung up quickly and hid in a stall. She pulled her feet up so the stall appeared empty. She could hear heavy footsteps then she heard someone trying each of the classroom doors. The footsteps were coming into the restroom and closer to where she hid. Her heart pounded and she wished for some sort of weapon to defend herself. All she had was her shoes.


    It was then she heard the sirens, as the police roared up in front of the building. Maggie heard the heavy footsteps scurrying away. She expelled the breath she had been holding and waited a few more minutes, then stepped out of the stall and put on her shoes. As she reached the top of the stairs, an officer was coming up. He glanced up and saw her.


    “Mrs. Parsons?”


    Maggie nodded her head not trusting her voice.


    “I’m Officer Evans. I thought our dispatcher told you to stay put,” he scolded.


    “I’m sorry. When I heard you pull in, I also heard one man walk away. I waited a few minutes,” she replied sheepishly. “I just came out.”


    “Well, come on down. I have a couple more men searching every room. We want to make sure this place is locked down when you leave.” He took her arm as she came down the stairs and made sure she got to the ground floor. Together they walked to her office to wait for the other officers to finish checking out the building.


    When they reached the office, Officer Evans motioned Maggie to a chair. She sank into it gratefully, not yet trusting herself to stay standing.


    “Tell me what it was you heard, Mrs. Parsons.”


    “I was making a last walk through of the building and heard two very deep male voices. Since the building should have been empty I was suspicious. I took off my shoes and tried to get closer to them so I could hear what they were saying.”


    Officer Evans looked at Maggie’s pale face and prompted, “What did they say?”


    “One said something about not being able to find me and my car had been out in front, the other said something about wanting the building to be unusable by tomorrow.”


    “Do you know what he meant by unusable?”


    “I have no idea. Why would someone want to make the school unusable?” Maggie asked. “Why did they want to find me? Have there been problems here?”


    “I’m not aware of any, here comes Officer Smith, maybe he found something?”


    “Didn’t find anything or anyone,” said Officer Smith as he came into the office. “I sent Brown out to go around the outside of the building, and check all the doors and windows.”


    “Good, now let’s get this place locked up and see Mrs. Parsons to her car,” stated Officer Evans.


    “Thank you, both,” Maggie said, “I feel so foolish.”


    “Nonsense, we want you to feel safe at all times,” Evans replied.


    The three of them locked the doors and walked to the parking lot. Officer Brown joined them there. “Nothing seemed out of place and no one suspicious was outside. All windows and doors are closed and locked.”


    “What a relief,” Maggie said breathlessly, “but where could they have gone?”


    “Good question, I think we’ll get you in your car and on your way, then walk the outside of the building again and keep a car patrolling by here all night.”


    The officers made sure Maggie was in her car. She thanked them again and headed home.
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    As Maggie drove home she thought about what had just happened. She knew they had been looking for her and wondered why. She wondered what kind of business the one was taking care of and where on earth they had disappeared to when the police showed up. What had the man meant when he said he wanted the school unusable? Why would he want it unusable? It was very puzzling to her. This was not the way she remembered Timberview.


    Timberview was a village nestled in the woods. Logging was the biggest industry in the area. The lumber mill had employed those who had not worked in the woods. The houses were neat little ranches. None of them stood out. Most were white clapboard. A couple had been aluminum sided and one or two were painted a cream color. Each had a small porch on the front. It seemed like everyone gathered on their porches on Sunday after the noon meal.


    Kids played in the yards. They climbed trees and rode bikes. The field across from the school had been where they went to play baseball. Since everyone knew everyone, no one worried about the kids. The kids knew they had to behave because anything they did wrong got back to their parents before they got home. People just watched out for each other.


    Maggie had been away since she was eighteen. She’d gone to college and earned a degree in teaching. She’d moved to start her career. It had been shortly after she started teaching she married, Ben. He’d been the love of her life. He was tall with dark wavy hair and piercing blue eyes. They had been more than friends, they’d been soul mates. They’d started a family and things had been wonderful. Now, she was back at home. Her mother told her about the principal opening right after the accident. She’d wanted a change of scenery. She thought it would ease the pain. Twenty years had not brought much change to Timberview, at least not on the surface.


    Maggie was glad to see her mother’s house. She took a deep breath before she entered. She was not ready to share this with her mother, who was already worried about Maggie’s mental state. She had not been ready for Maggie’s nightmares. Maggie was wondering how long her mother would be able to handle them and if she should look for a place of her own.
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    Turning into the driveway, Maggie just looked at the little house. It was cream sided with a pale blue trim. It looked welcoming with flower beds lining the sidewalk. Heaving a big sigh, Maggie drove in and parked. She took a deep breath and headed for the back door.


    Her mother was in the kitchen. Smells from the stove made Maggie’s stomach growl.


    “Hi, Mom! I’m home,” she called.


    “Of course, you are, dear,” her mother replied. “Why don’t you come into the kitchen and tell me about your day? I’ve put the water on for tea.”


    “I’ll be right there.” Maggie didn’t wonder how her mom knew about her day, but she did know she would have to fill in the details. She took another deep breath and headed toward the kitchen.


    Estelle Mills was small in stature, which didn’t make her any less formidable. She could pry information out of a person in a coma, Maggie was sure of it. She’d never been able to hide things from her mother when she was a child, why should it be any different now. She looked at her mother, stirring a pot on the stove. Estelle was wearing blue jeans and a peach colored top with an apron covering them. Her snow white hair was pulled up in a fashionable French twist. She’d put on a few extra pounds, but laughed at her weight saying, “Grandmothers can’t be skinny.”


    Maggie moved into the kitchen and sat down at the counter. Her mother poured the tea.


    “So, why did the new principal at Timberview Elementary need to call the police today?” she asked calmly.


    “There were a couple of intruders in the building,” Maggie replied.


    “Did the police catch them?”


    “No, Mom,” Maggie said sadly.


    “Well, I hope they are still looking,” her mother said indignantly.


    “I doubt it. They probably think I’m some kind of flake.”


    “I cannot imagine why they would think so,” Estelle said. “What aren’t you telling me, Margaret Ellen?”


    Maggie shook her head, “Nothing, Mom. I just felt frustrated because I’d heard these two men and there was no trace of them when the police arrived.” Maggie could see no point in telling her mother how frightened she’d been when one of the men was looking for her.


    Her mom patted her hand and said, “I’m sure they will be on the look out.”


    “You are probably right,” Maggie replied. “I’m going to change, and then I’ll set the table.”


    “Fine, dear.”


    Maggie took her cup of tea with her and walked toward the bedrooms. Funny she thought I have to go through the living room to get to the bedrooms. This seems an odd way to set up a house.


    Her own house had an upstairs. The kitchen led to the dining room and from there you could go into the living room. The stairs had gone up out of the formal entryway.


    Although walking through the living room to reach the bedrooms seemed odd to Maggie, the familiarity brought comfort.
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    The call came at about 2 a.m. It startled Maggie out of a deep sleep. Her mother came in quickly to see what was going on.


    “Mrs. Parsons, this is Sheriff Norton. There has been an incident at the school. We’d like to send someone to pick you up.”


    “I’ll be ready in five minutes,” she responded.


    “Okay, I have an officer on the way.”


    She hung up the phone and looked at her mother. “There’s been some kind of incident at the school. I have to go.”


    “Not without me you don’t.” Estelle turned and headed toward her own room.


    Maggie quickly dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and went into the living room. Her mother was there a minute later.


    “Did the Sheriff say what kind of incident?” she asked.


    “No, but if the Sheriff is there, it must have been major.”


    The lights of the police car reached them first. Both women went out onto the porch.


    “Mrs. Parsons?” asked the young officer as he looked at both women.


    “I’m Maggie Parsons.”


    “The Sheriff wants me to bring you right away,” he said anxiously.


    Maggie started down the stairs toward the waiting car; her mother was right behind her.


    “I’m coming, too.”


    “I guess it will be all right,” the young man said reluctantly.


    Maggie got into the passenger seat while her mother took a seat in the back. When the officer got in she asked, “Can you tell me what happened?”


    “It’d be better if the Sheriff told you, ma’m.”


    Maggie nodded and watched as the small town flew by. The flashing lights from the car were mesmerizing.


    In the back seat Estelle had a thousand questions, but kept her mouth closed. She was worried about Maggie and what this might mean. How could something go wrong?


    There were police cars, fire trucks, and an ambulance in front of the school when they pulled up. Maggie could see there was also a crowd of people gathered. She was sure it was people from right around the school.


    The Sheriff approached the car. “Mrs. Parsons, it seems you were right this afternoon. Someone was up to mischief at the school. One of my officers decided to make an extra pass by the school. It’s a good thing he did. He caught a man coming out of the building with a gas can.”


    “Oh, my goodness!” Maggie exclaimed. “Why was he trying to destroy the school? Who was this man? Will the building be safe for the children next week?”


    “Slow down, Mrs. Parsons, slow down,” the Sheriff replied. “Let me answer one question at a time. First, we are not sure exactly what he was trying to do. Second, the man is Austin Howard, and third, the building will be fine with some clean up.”


    “Austin Howard?” Estelle said incredulously.


    “Yes, Mrs. Mills,” said the Sheriff.


    “What on earth was that simpleton thinking trying to ruin, my Maggie’s school?” she said indignantly.


    “Mom, it’s not my school,” Maggie said quietly. “It belongs to the people of Timberview. They have just hired me to work here.”


    “Nonsense!” her mother said sternly. “As the principal it IS your school.”


    Maggie new better than to argue with her mother when she was like this, so she turned to the Sheriff and said, “What can I do to help?”


    “Take a walk through the building with me, and then we can get it locked up for tonight. I’ll post a car here.”


    Maggie agreed to walk through the building with the Sheriff.


    “What might Mr. Howard have against you?” he asked as they checked the class and supply room doors.


    “I cannot imagine he has anything against me,” Maggie replied, “Why do you ask?”


    “Just trying to get the whole picture,” said the Sheriff as they finished. “In the morning, you can assess the damage and get a custodial crew in here working. Otherwise, just go home and get some sleep now. I suspect Mr. Whitehead will want to speak to you in the morning.”


    “Thank you, Sheriff. I’m sure he will. Can someone take my mother and me back home? I’d like to get some sleep before morning so, I will be ready to face the tasks at hand.”


    “Of course, I’ll send the officer who brought you here to take you home.” So saying, he walked away calling for the young officer to drive the ladies home.
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    Estelle was very quiet on the ride back. Maggie wondered what her mother was thinking. To make the drive less tense she began talking to the officer.


    “The Sheriff told me a man had been arrested,” she said softly.


    “Correct. Crazy fool was coming out the front door like he owned the place,” the young man said. “You just can’t predict what the criminal mind will do.”


    “Is Mr. Howard a criminal?”


    “I’d say so after this stunt. But if you’re asking was he before, not to my recollection,” he replied.


    “Does Mr. Howard work near the school?”


    “He was fired from the school last spring.”


    “Oh,” she said, “do you know why?”


    “I can’t recall, but if it would help any I’ll tell the Sheriff you were asking.”


    “Thank you. It helps to have all the facts before rushing to judgment.”


    “You’re right, Ma’m,” he said politely.


    In the back seat, Estelle listened to her daughter ask questions. She wondered what Maggie was trying to find out. Austin Howard had great potential as a young man. He’d married beneath himself and it had brought him down. Maggie hadn’t been there to see it.


    They quickly returned to the Mills home. Both women thanked the officer and went into the house.


    “Maggie, do you want a cup of coffee or tea?”


    “No, thanks, Mom, I just want to get back to bed,” she said as she headed for the bedroom.


    “Are you sure you don’t want to talk about this?” Estelle prodded.


    “Yes, Mom, we will talk about it at breakfast. Right now it is three o’clock in the morning and I am tired.” Maggie entered the bedroom and closed the door. She had a good idea what her mom wanted to discuss and she did not want to talk about Austin Howard in the middle of the night. This was not high school. She quickly slipped into her pajamas and crawled into bed.


    In the kitchen, Estelle brewed a small pot of coffee. Maggie was not going to brush this under the rug. She would find a way to make her talk about Austin Howard. Was this business at the school tied to Maggie’s high school days? Or was this because Austin had been discharged last spring? Estelle would get to the bottom of it one way or another, even if it meant making Maggie angry. She finished her coffee and went to bed.
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    Maggie rose early the next morning. She quickly dressed and went for a run. This had been her morning routine for so long she automatically did it. When she returned, her mother was in the kitchen making breakfast.


    “Maggie, you really shouldn’t go out so early. It isn’t proper, for the new elementary principal to be seen running all over town before decent people have had their breakfast,” her mother scolded.


    “Mom, I’ve been running every morning for years. I will continue to do so for many years to come. Maybe you will want to join me one day,” she replied hopefully. When she got no response she added, “I’m going to shower then I’ll be ready for breakfast.”


    Her mother sighed. ‘Where did I go wrong?’ she wondered. It seemed like she and Maggie were at cross hairs most of the time. At least she hadn’t had one of those dreadful nightmares last night. Those set Estelle’s teeth on edge. Maggie screaming at the top of her lungs in the middle of the night, it was awful. If it kept up, she was sure the neighbors would start talking. No, they had to get some things settled very soon.


    Maggie returned to the kitchen dressed in dove grey slacks, a pale pink, tailored, short sleeved blouse and carrying a jacket matching her pants. Her hair was again pulled up and twisted into a bun.


    “Where are you off to this morning?” her mother asked.


    “I will need to go to the school, assess the damages, make sure the custodial crew is there, and speak with Mr. Whitehead,” Maggie responded. “Then I will most likely have to talk to Sheriff Norton.”


    “I see,” Estelle said, “and what about talking to me?”


    “Mom, what do you mean? We talk everyday.”


    “I mean,” Estelle said pointedly, “we need to talk about Austin Howard, the nightmares you keep having, and the accident.”


    “Mom, I’m starting a new job. The nightmares are nothing and will go away,” Maggie said with a frustrated sigh. “As far as the accident, I am doing okay with it, I don’t need to talk about it.”


    “Well, I do!” her mother said vehemently.


    Startled Maggie looked up from her breakfast and stared at her mother. She had not thought much about how her mom felt about losing a son-in-law and grandchildren. She had been too wrapped up in her own grief to even care.


    “I’m sorry, Mom,” she said quietly. “Maybe we can take a drive later and talk.”


    “I’d like to very much,” Estelle replied stiffly. “In the meantime, do you think Austin was trying to get back at you?”


    “What on earth for?” Maggie asked incredulously. “I’ve only been in town for about three weeks. I haven’t even seen him.”


    “Well, you kids weren’t very kind to him in high school.”


    “Mom, it was twenty years ago. I can’t imagine he held a grudge.”


    “Some people do.”


    “In any case, Aussie brought it all on himself,” Maggie said defensively. “Imagine trying to make everyone believe he was Australian.”


    “He was just a kid and new to the town,” her mother said reproachfully.


    “He had the looks, just not the personality,” Maggie reflected. “All the girls were crazy about him until they got to know him better.”


    “I remember the first time he came here,” Estelle said, “He was such a polite young man. Why, he even brought me flowers.”


    “Yes, he was polite at first,” Maggie reflected, “His fake Australian accent had us all drooling over him. We’d never met anyone who lived in a foreign country.”


    “I remember he was all you talked about for months,” Estelle said.


    “Yes, we all talked about him,” she said. “Then there was the horrible day when his father showed up during baseball practice. He was drunk and abusive, but he wasn’t Australian.”


    “You kids never let him live it down. You excluded him from everything. Did it ever occur to any of you being Australian helped him to escape his home life?”


    “Mom, we were just kids,” Maggie defended, “all we knew was we had been duped. We were not about to let him get away with it.”


    “Revenge,” she said disgustedly, “you should have just let it go, all of you.”


    “Well, Mom,” Maggie replied, “it’s in the past now. When I look back I can see how we hurt him. I’m sure it’s been forgotten.”


    “We’ll see,” Estelle said not believing it. “We’ll see.”


    They ate the rest of the meal in silence. Maggie put her dishes in the sink, put on her jacket, picked up her purse and keys, and headed for the back door. She turned back to her mom and said, “I didn’t know how you felt about Aussie. I’m glad you shared.”


    Her mother just stared as she watched her daughter leave. ‘How could she not have known,’ Estelle wondered. ‘I tried for two years to get her to take his calls.’ She shrugged her shoulders and began doing the breakfast dishes. She would meet with the ladies auxiliary this afternoon, and they would have all the latest gossip. There would be speculation as to why Austin Howard was dumping gasoline inside the school. Some of the speculation would even include Maggie she was sure.
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    Maggie drove quickly to the school. There she found the custodial staff busy cleaning up the mess made last night. Luckily none of the classrooms had damage; it was all confined to hallways and stairwells. Bob Addison assured her they would have everything ready to go by Monday morning and she should stop worrying. She then went to her office to call Mr. Whitehead.


    His secretary said he’d be right with her. “Good morning, Maggie, what do you know about last night?” he asked.


    “I know they arrested Austin Howard, and our custodial staff will be finished cleaning the mess by tomorrow. We will be ready for kids in another week. Damage was limited to the halls and stairwells,” she replied frankly.


    “Good, glad you are on top of things,” Mr. Whitehead responded. “What do you know about Austin Howard?”


    “Very little at this time,” she replied, “he attended high school here the same time I did. I understand he was fired from his job with the school last spring.”


    “Well, yes,” Mr. Whitehead hesitated then continued, “he was in our maintenance department. It seems he frequently showed up late for work and inebriated.”


    “I see,” Maggie said thoughtfully, “Would he have any reason for targeting this building?”


    “The only connection he has to the building would be you.”


    “Didn’t he do maintenance here?” she asked.


    “No, he was assigned to the middle school crew.”


    “Ok, thank you,” she said. “I will be going over to speak to the Sheriff in a few minutes. Would you like me to report back to you?”


    “It won’t be necessary,” he said. “Sheriff Norton will keep me up to speed on things. When you are done there just enjoy the weekend.”


    “Thank you,” she answered. Maggie wondered what on earth she had stepped into. How could this be her fault? She hadn’t seen or spoken to Austin Howard in almost twenty years. She would have to think on it, meanwhile she was heading to the Sheriff’s office to see what she could learn there.


    Across town at the Sheriff’s office, Terry Norton was having his third cup of coffee. He raked his hand through his tousled blond hair. His blue eyes had dark circles under them indicating fatigue. He hadn’t had much sleep. They’d questioned Austin Howard most of the night. He’d grabbed a few zees on the sofa in his office. He looked at his rumpled uniform and shrugged. Maggie Parsons had called and she was on her way over. There wasn’t much he could tell her, but there was a lot he wanted to ask. He’d start with why she decided to come back to Timberview.
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    Timberview hadn’t changed much in the years Maggie had been gone. They still had Mom and Pop businesses. Wal-Mart hadn’t made it this far into the north. She knew it had been a long time since some of these people had seen her, but she’d been sure she could win them over. Now with this, she was beginning to wonder. How had an attack on the school suddenly become an attack on her? What was going on with Austin Howard?


    Maggie was ushered into Sheriff Norton’s office. He offered her some coffee as she sat down. After handing her a cup he sat behind his desk and said, “Tell me what you can about the male voices you heard in the school yesterday.”


    “I just heard voices. One of them was looking for me. One said he was going to take care of business and the other should find me. There was also a comment about the school being unusable,” she replied thoughtfully. Then she said, “But I thought your officers didn’t believe anyone was in the building.”


    “They believed enough to run by there about every hour. They also told the next shift to keep an eye out,” he said.


    “So, why was Austin Howard trying to damage the elementary school?”


    “I was hoping you could tell me, Mrs. Parsons.”


    “Me?” she asked incredulously, “I’ve only been back in Timberview three weeks. I haven’t seen Austin Howard since I graduated high school


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  

OEBPS/Images/23486.jpg





OEBPS/Images/23434.jpg





OEBPS/Images/23620.jpg





OEBPS/Images/23461.jpg





OEBPS/Images/23593.jpg





OEBPS/Images/23511.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Title_Page_Flat.jpg
TRGET OF
VENGEANCE

REBECKA VIGUS





OEBPS/Images/23539.jpg





OEBPS/Images/23564.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
TARGET OF
VENGEANCE

A NOVEL OF SUSPENSE






