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The Victorian rental suited Diana’s purpose for her three months of self-inflicted exile or punishment. She hadn’t decided which. Perhaps both. The house with faded black paint, a steep-pitched roof, peeling dull green trim, bay windows, and a large front porch sat low between two sandy hillocks above the shoreline of Potters Pond.  

Realtor Cora Jacob’s words of praise about the home washed over her, while they stood on the gravel driveway. “It’s quaint, has that New England charm, yet it’s wired for WiFi.” Cora faced her client, a frown on her lean, tan face. “I can show you something smaller, but you said you wanted quiet. Your nearest neighbor is Ursula Von Reiter, the artist. She’s owned the house across the pond for years. She moved to New York, but came back off and on. About five years ago, she returned to live here permanently. You’ve heard of her, I’m sure.”  

“I’m sorry, I don’t know of her,” Diana said.  

“Perhaps only New Englanders know her work. She’s had shows all over the world. She’s in her eighties now.”  

Diana studied the quiet waters of the pond and the gray Cape Cod beyond, but said nothing.  

“Yes, well....” Cora turned toward the house. “You’ll love the inside.”  

Diana followed Cora up the sandy path to the wood door with its etched glass window. The door creaked open, and they stepped inside the dark interior that held the pine scent of recently scrubbed wood. Cora hurried to the windows and pulled back the heavy velvet green drapes. No dust arose. Clean.  

“Marlene Schukart comes in once a week to clean and sees that everything’s in working order.” Cora seemed intent to add the information as if this would be an enticement for Diana to rent. “She was Mrs. Feeney’s housekeeper for years. When Mrs. Feeney died, her nephew, Grant Cranston, became the owner and he’s kept Marlene on.”  

Light streamed into the room showing an eclectic style of furniture. A long couch against the bay window faced a coffee table of distressed walnut. The furniture consisted of three chairs, a Windsor, a rocker, and a mid-century yellow-upholstered wingback and a long sofa. A large roll-top desk dominated a far corner.  

“I doubt I’ll need the woman’s services.”  

“She’s on a salary and would take offense if she couldn’t come and check on things. Feels it’s her duty. Of course, if you want her to do something special, you’d have to pay her.”  

“So, she’s a fixture.”  

Cora shrugged. “You could say that. Come see the kitchen. It’s been updated and should fit your needs.” She flashed a smile, then walked through a swinging door, held it open for Diana and waved her hand at the spacious kitchen. A breakfast nook looked out over the backyard.  

Diana nodded. “Quite modern for the vintage of the house. Is there a washer and dryer?”  

“In there off the mudroom.” Cora motioned. “When you’re so close to the beach and the pond, the mudroom is a bonus. The water heater is tucked away behind that wall. Just in case something should go amiss. Not that it will, of course.” She pointed out the kitchen window. “The backyard has a tool shed, and you can enter the mudroom from the driveway.” She walked back to the living room. “There’s a main bedroom and bath on the first floor.”  

Diana followed her guide, noting the queen-size bed and the full bath. She and Paul shared a king-size bed. Her reflection in the full length mirror, attached to the back of the bathroom door, gave her pause. Her eyes were red with fatigue, her beige pantsuit wrinkled, her shoulder-length black hair hung in limp strands about her pale face. As she left the room, she stood straighter hearing her mother’s voice in her head: stand tall, don’t slouch, what will people think, always look your best. Diana wanted to put her hands over her ears as if that might drown out the harping. To distance   herself from the hold her mother had over her, she’d call her mother, Beatrice, instead of Mother.  

“A second bathroom and three bedrooms are upstairs. Shall we take a look?” Cora started for the stairs.  

“I doubt if I’ll use them, but I’d like to see the entire house.” Upstairs there was one small room unfurnished and two bedrooms with a Jack and Jill modern bathroom between them. Diana glanced at stairs leading upward. “Where does that go?”  

“To the attic. Not much up there but a few suitcases. I’ll have them removed if it bothers you,” Cora said.  

“That’s not necessary.” Diana followed Cora back to the living room and took in the desk. “I was looking for something smaller, but the price is right.” Actually, she was surprised by the low rent for such a large home. Was there something wrong with the house that she didn’t see? Finishing her latest murder mystery, her last in a series she’d contracted to write, was her excuse to get away. She could work here. Would she? “Will the owner accept a three-month rental?”  

“I believe so. It was rented during the summer for a short time. Grant Cranston is overseas and won’t be back until Christmas.”  

“I’ll take it until the end of November. Do you have the rental agreement with you? When I called, you told me you’d accept a check for the first month’s rent.”  She pulled her wallet out of her purse. “I’d like to move in now. My luggage is in the car.”  

“Oh, well, of course. There’s a cleaning deposit, too. I have the paperwork in my car.” Cora hurried out to get her briefcase.  

Diana stood in the middle of the living room and gazed at the pond and the weathered Cape Cod beyond it. No other homes abutted the property on either side and this rental was the last house on a dead end road. Isolation, just as she’d wanted.  

Now that she was here she wondered if she was doing the right thing, but staying in her Philadelphia home had become impossible. Her marriage was in shambles. Gossip had swirled. Paul said it didn’t matter, but it did to her. How could she face her friends? Her mother had ranted that she hadn’t raised Isabel or Jeffrey properly. Was she right? Is that why as adults her children had turned away from her? Or had Diana been at fault? Guilt rode her like a pack of wolves after their prey.  

Family had been important to her. Family?  No longer a family, only adults living different lives, in different states and countries. How could she have been so blind to her children’s characters? Instead of understanding them, she had tried to mold them to her preconceived ideas. In retrospect she realized she’d allowed her mother’s ideas to supersede hers. How had her life gone so wrong? Through misty eyes, she gazed at the large pond outside the living room windows.  

Would three months away from Paul, away from friends, make a difference? She didn’t know. Time might heal. She wasn’t sure. She was scared, scared she’d never see her children again. Scared Paul would find someone worthier, younger. Scared everything that had gone wrong was her fault. Scared because she didn’t know how to fix the mess she’d created.
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The following day Diana walked around Potters Pond enthralled with the serenity, the chirping birds and the lapping water against the reeds. A light breeze stroked the water. When she reached the narrow cement bridge that led to the Cape Cod home, she branched off the path and turned toward the beach, hiking over the sand dunes to the ocean. At the water’s edge, she breathed in the salty air. A man threw a ball for his black lab. She envied a couple strolling hand in hand and nodded to them when they passed.  

Could Paul and she be like that again? Once they’d been happy, hadn’t they? The arguments over Isabel and Jeffrey had raged until they both had withdrawn into silence. Was it all her fault? She’d been unable or unwilling to withstand her mother’s view of the world, an old fashioned view, a critical and prejudicial view against anyone or anything that didn’t conform to Beatrice’s idea of what was right. Diana had always backed down trying to keep the peace. But peace had come at a price.  

As the week went by, Diana established a routine, walking to the beach in the morning, to the local mini mart in the afternoon to buy small items, anything to keep moving, stop thinking. She listened to the local gossip, smiled cordially, but didn’t participate.  She never looked at a newspaper, never listened to the radio or turned on the TV. Fear nibbled at her. Unable or unwilling to write, she avoided the desk and her laptop. Disconnected. Numb. A state she found lonely yet comforting.  

That was how she existed until the day of the storm.  

It was Monday morning, the earlier breeze had strengthened and stirred the surf into angry waves. Diana bent her head to keep her hat from flying off. As she approached the pond, a gust peppered her face with sand. She turned sideways and caught sight of splashes of bright red and gold. Curious, she made her way through a narrow opening to the edge of the marsh’s rippling water. A tiny woman with a vibrant multicolored shawl over her shoulders sat hunched over an easel.  

The woman’s gray hair, woven into a braid, hung down her back. She sat on a canvas camp stool among the rustling reeds and sedges. The artist must have sensed Diana’s presence, for she glanced over her shoulder, nodded, then made two quick brush strokes on her work. Without turning around the woman said, “Welcome to Potters Pond, Diana Bellfore. I’m Ursula, your neighbor.”  

“Oh, yes, Cora told me you lived in the Cape Cod across the pond.”  

“Since you’re here, would you help me?”  

Diana hesitated, then stepped forward. “Of course.”  

Ursula stood and turned to face Diana. Her face was weathered, thin, angular, with a determined look, despite the wrinkles of age. “The wind came up suddenly. A storm’s brewing.” She motioned to the canvas chair, “Would you carry it, please?” She stowed her easel, covered her painting with her shawl and put it under her arm.  

Diana folded the chair, picked it up, and followed Ursula to the artist’s home. The elderly woman took short, purposeful strides. Both women bent into the strengthening wind. The sting of tossed sand, the smell of salt air and the sound of pounding waves obliterated attempts to speak. They crossed the bridge, turned north and arrived at a copse of pines protecting the lane leading to the house. Ursula entered a side door to a small room under the back of the house. After placing her things on a bench, she took the chair from Diana and stowed it in the corner.  

Ursula looked up at Diana, her blue eyes sparkled with only a slight yellowing of the sclera. “Thank you so much. You’d best hurry home before the wind gets worse. Tomorrow come for tea at three. The storm will have passed. Maybe a little rain. I’ll expect you.”  

It was a statement, a command, not a questioning invitation. “A...that’s kind of you, but—”  

“No buts. I’ve watched you walk and walk. Goodness, what miles you’ve put in and for what purpose? It will be good for both of us. Come and let that be the end of it.”  

Diana felt like a chastised child, unable to find the words to respond in a meaningful way. Diana left, shaking her head in wonder. The woman was forthright to the point of rudeness. Part of her was angry at the woman’s intrusion into her retreat and yet, she knew she’d go. With a writer’s curiosity, she was always interested in unusual people, and Ursula seemed to fit the role.  

The woman had a subtle European accent, probably German or Austrian given her name. Diana’s thoughts tumbled to her daughter. Isabel would have been able to discern the woman’s origin by her accent. Languages were her forte. From a very early age, she had mimicked the French au pair and babbled in French. Then when a woman from San Salvador joined the household as a cook, Isabel learned Spanish. She was a sponge with languages. After 9/11, she’d studied Arabic and Persian dialects at the university. Now she was stationed somewhere in Central Asia, acting as a translator for her Marine unit.  

Diana wrestled with anger, fear, resentment. Why had her daughter chosen to go to war as a Marine? Diana couldn’t comprehend the decision. Loyalty and patriotism were fine virtues until your child joined the fight. Paul thought they should be proud of Isabel. Men could feel that way. War was their domain. War was not a game and this particular war between tribes and religious zealots seemed unnecessary and futile.  

Diana hadn’t talked with her daughter since she’d left home over two years ago. Paul kept her apprised of their daughter’s whereabouts. He’d gone to her graduation from Officers’ Candidate School at Quantico. Diana couldn’t bring herself to attend. A coward’s way out. Now Isabel was with her unit in Afghanistan in danger from a barbaric enemy. No, Diana couldn’t think about that and refused to face any of it.  

She walked along the pond, recalling the last conversation she’d had with Isabel. She’d stood in Isabel’s bedroom watching her daughter pack.  

“I won’t need much. Everything is government issue,” her daughter had said.  

“Why are you doing this?” Diana had asked, wringing her hands the way her own mother did. “You have a college degree. Dad can get you a job at the university. You can live here, save money. Meet a nice boy.”  

Isabel rolled her eyes and ran her hands through her short brown hair. “You don’t get it, do you?”  

“I’m trying to.”  

“Look, Mom. I want to do something with my life. If I stay here, I’ll smother. All those silly bridge meetings, cocktail parties, do-gooder events. God, it’s so boring. There’s more to life than golf, parties and...” She threw up her hands.  

“You could get a master’s or a doctorate. Join the State Department.” Diana groped for a reason to make her daughter want to stay. “Why the Marines?” She hoped to thwart Isabel’s decision. “It seems an extreme reaction because you’re bored.”  

Isabel sighed. “Mom, why can’t you understand? They need people with my language skills. I want to make a difference, but I can’t do that here.”  

“There are many ways to use your talent. Tutor, work for a language professor, many companies need language experts. What about the United Nations?”  

“You sound like Grandmother. Why do you do whatever she wants?”  

“I don’t!”  

“Yes, Mom, you always do. You repeat what Grandmother says. Do you ever think for yourself? I want you and Dad to be happy, but my staying isn’t going to solve your problems. I’m sorry, but since I’m leaving, I had to say what I’ve been thinking for years.” Isabel stopped folding a blouse. “I’ve got a brain. A damn good one. I’m not you. Joining the Marines is the best thing for me. I’m physically capable and have a skill they need. I will be doing something worthwhile with my life.”  

Stung by her daughter’s hurtful tirade, she pulled back, trying to comprehend how Isabel could talk to her that way. Gathering herself and refusing to descend to anger, Diana murmured, “I know you’ll do well. You’ve always been athletic.” When her own mother had heard about Isabel’s plans to join the Marines, she’d asked, “Is my granddaughter gay?” That question now echoed in Diana’s ears. Was she? The thought had never occurred to Diana. Her daughter was tall, athletic, had boyfriends, but never a steady. Should she ask? Could she accept the answer? “I need to ask.” She stared at her daughter’s comely face, short brown hair, and trim muscular frame.  “Do you prefer...women?”  

Isabel closed her suitcase and laughed, then collapsed on the bed and stared at her mother. “Me? That’s a laugh. You are a trip, Mom. Grandmother put that idea in your head, didn’t she? You’re so blind and so is Dad. You’re asking the wrong person. Ask Jeffrey that question.”  

And that was when Diana’s life had tumbled out of her comfort zone.  
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Diana hurried up the steps of the Victorian with the wind playing havoc with her hair. She was about to open the door when she noticed a man in a camouflage uniform walking toward the house. An iron fist closed around her chest. A military man. Is this how they notify next of kin about loved ones’ injuries or deaths? She remained paralyzed, one hand on the door knob, the other shielding her face from the wind. No, no one knew where she was, except Paul. He came closer, limping, head down, carrying a large duffle bag. At the bottom of the stairs, he kept his eyes riveted on the treads and slowly climbed the steps. It wasn’t until he was on the porch in front of her that he looked up. His eyes widened.  

“What do you want?” Diana’s question was swallowed by the swirling wind.  

A gust of wind slammed into the wicker furniture sending various pieces across the porch toward Diana. He grabbed one of the chairs, blocked the other one with his duffle and motioned with his head for her to open the door. She had little choice and walked into the living room. He shoved the furniture inside, tossed his duffle onto the floor, and shut the door behind him. The quiet was unnerving after the roaring chaos of the wind.  

He ran a hand over the top of his crew cut. “What are you doing here?”  

“I live here.”  

“That’s not possible.”  

“Excuse me?” She stood erect, hoping her five-ten height would intimidate him, but she was still several inches shorter than the man. “I’m renting the place.”  

“Oh? Captain told me the house was vacant. Gave me the key.”  

“Are you sure you have the right house?”  

“Yes, ma’am.”  

Diana hadn’t been called ma’am in years. It felt odd and a little disconcerting. The man was polite but didn’t look as if he had any intention of leaving. “There’s obviously some mistake. The rental agent told me it was available for three months this fall. I have a lease agreement.”  

“That’s Cora Jacob, right? Captain told me he wrote and told her not to rent it. That I was going to stay here until the first of the year. He knew I had no other place to go during my leave and rehab.”  

Leave? Rehab? Is that what Isabel would say when or if?  

They remained mute, facing each other in the entryway to the living room until he said, “Ma’am, I’m not going out in that storm today. It was a long walk from town. I got a bum leg. Mind if I sit down?”  

“No. Yes. I mean, of course.” She moved aside.  

He limped toward the couch, turned, took an envelope from his jacket pocket and held it out to her. “This should explain things.” He sat, his eyes fixed on her.  

She took the envelope, opened it and read a short note addressed to Cora Jacob. This is to introduce Sgt. John Morgan. As I wrote in my last letter to you, he will be staying at my house until the first of the year. Please afford him every courtesy and help him get acquainted with the area. Cordially Yours, Captain Grant Cranston.  

Diana handed the note back. “This is unacceptable. I’ve already paid the first month’s rent and a cleaning deposit. Cora told me the owner wouldn’t need the house until after Christmas.”  

“Looks like a stalemate, ma’am.”  

Diana stood. “I’ll call Cora.”  

“Ma’am, I’d like to be in on the conversation.”  

She went to get her cell phone from the other room and returned. After punching in Cora’s number, she put it on speaker. A recording came on. While she paced the room, Diana held the phone so he could hear the message she left. “This is Mrs. Bellfore. Sergeant John Morgan has arrived with a note from the owner, Captain Grant Cranston, saying he wrote to you not to rent the place since the sergeant would be living here till the first of the year. I have rented this house in good faith. Please call me back to resolve this matter.”  

She clicked off. “Now what do we do?”  

He shook his head. “You’re Mrs. Bellfore, Diana Bellfore, the writer? I can’t believe the coincidence.”  

“It’s not a coincidence. It’s a mistake.”  

His brown eyes narrowed. “I’m staying.” His square chin jutted forward.  

She wanted to argue but thought it would be useless. Where would he go in the storm? “Okay, there are bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs.  I’m not sure if the beds are made or if there’s linen or towels.”  

“There are. Captain told me. In the hall closet.”  

She nodded, but remained perplexed. What could she do? Her stomach growled and she realized she had to feed this unwelcome guest. “Would you like a bite to eat? It’s,” she glanced at her watch, “after one.”  

“That would be great, ma’am. We can sort this out.”  

“Yes. There’s obviously a mixup.”  

“Well, if I can’t stay here, I don’t know where I’ll go or what the captain will think.”  

Diana wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she turned and went to the kitchen. Despite his six four rugged build, he seemed harmless. She had no idea which branch of the military he was in. His camouflage uniform and patches were meaningless to her. Army? Air Force? Marines?  

She heard his uneven footsteps on the stairs, a thump told her he’d dropped his duffle bag. She heated the vegetable soup she’d cooked the day before, made sandwiches of ham and cheese on rye, then placed them on the breakfast table. She wiped her hands on a towel, swung open the kitchen door and called up the stairs. “Lunch is ready in the kitchen.” It reminded her of when she’d called her son who’d always dawdled.  

The sergeant came downstairs, followed her to the breakfast nook, sat and looked out the window. “Even in the storm, it’s beautiful...just like Captain said.”  

She sat across from him. “The soup might be very hot.”  

He nodded and picked up his spoon. “What should I call you, ma’am?”  

She found herself blushing. “Mrs. Bellfore.”  

“Mrs. Bellfore?”  

“That’s what I said.”  

He gave a lopsided grin. “Amazing.”  

“Why?”  

“Ah, no reason. It’s a nice name. I’m Sergeant John Morgan.”  

“Yes, I know from the letter.”  

He gazed at her, smiled, then picked up his spoon.  

As they ate, they watched the wind race through the pines sending needles against the panes. The house remained relatively quiet while the storm intensified, lashing the trees and sending anything not secured into the air. Neither said much, and whenever he spoke a few words, he called her ma’am or Mrs. Bellfore. She had no intention of allowing him to stay, and the less familiarity the better.  

After he’d finished eating, he thanked her and took his dishes to the sink.  

She went to stand next to him. “I’ll clean up.”  

He smiled, nodded and went out through the kitchen’s swinging door. She heard him treading up the stairs again. Knowing he had no place to go during his leave made her anxious about what to do. She’d paid. He hadn’t. Surely Cora could find another place for him. What did he mean when he said, he wondered what the captain would think? Why did that matter? The man was out of the country.  

A bang and the crash of glass in the front of the house brought her back from her ruminations. What now? She dried her hands and hurried to the living room. A shutter swung back and forth and the wind blew the heavy drapes, making them look like balloons. Window pane glass littered the wood floor.  

The sergeant came downstairs. “I’ll latch the outside shutters. Something’s thudding in the rear of the house. Why don’t you check on that?”  

Diana stood transfixed for a moment, then went to investigate the noise in the mudroom. She found the back screen door hanging off its hinge acting like a wayward hammer. So much for Marlene Schukart keeping the place in order. She grabbed the screen handle, but found it difficult to close.  

An arm came past her. “I’ve got it,” he said. “Can you find a rope or something? We can tie it shut until I can fix it permanently.”  

She searched through the kitchen drawers, found a ball of twine and brought it to him.  

He secured the screen. “That’ll hold it for now. It’s warped, needs planing.”  

The kitchen lights went out. She moved toward the wall and flipped the switch back and forth. Nothing. Although two in the afternoon, the dreary sky made the interior dark.  

He asked, “Do you have a flashlight handy?”  

“No.”  

“I have one in my gear. I’ll be back in a second. See if you can muster up candles while I check the fuse box.”  

He was good at giving orders, just like a sergeant. In the dim light she picked up four candles in holders from the pantry and took them to the living room. A strong draft came through the smashed window. She closed the heavy velvet drapes and anchored them with a chair and a table, but it was only a temporary solution. Glass shards remained in the window frame, but removing them now was out of the question. She fetched a broom, swept up the glass littering the floor, then lit the candles with the long matches used for the fireplace. She placed two candles on the coffee table, one on the mantle and the other on a side table.  

The sergeant returned with a flashlight, bent, and lit the logs already stacked in the fireplace. “Hope there’s more dry wood outside in the shed, cuz those,” he nodded to the logs at the side of the hearth, “won’t last through the day and night.” He stood again. “The fuse box is in the basement.” He turned and went to a door at the back of the staircase.  

She hadn’t given much thought to the door leading to the basement until now. Interesting that he knew his way around, but it must have been obvious that it led to the basement. She heard him bang around under the house. When he returned to the living room, he said, “Not the fuses, must be downed wires in the area.” He stood by the hearth, then swung the beam of his flashlight over the blowing drapes. “I got an idea.” He left and returned with a board and propped it against the wall. “Saw this earlier. Now all I need is a hammer and nails.”  

“I haven’t seen tools in the house. Let me have your flashlight.” She took it and went to the pantry, returning with a roll of duct tape.  

“Great.” He drew back the drapes. While she held the flashlight, he fitted the board over the shattered window pane and taped it securely in place. When he’d finished, he stepped back viewing his handiwork. “We’re a good team.”  

She liked his attitude. “Yes, nice job.” She extinguished the flashlight and sat in the chair by the fire.  

He sat on the couch. “I don’t much like wind, but I like rain, do you?”  

“Not much. When our son was little, he’d hop in bed with us during a storm and the dog would cower under the bed. Only our daughter seemed unconcerned.”  

“Interesting for a girl not to be frightened. She must take after you.”  

Isabel was nothing like her.  “Isabel was...is brave. Tough, resilient.”  As she said this, she realized she’d never told her daughter that she admired those qualities in her.  

“Do you mind me asking, where’s your husband and family?”  

“Paul’s in Philadelphia. As you seem to know, I’m a writer, mysteries. I needed some quiet time away...to write.” Lately lying rolled off her tongue easily, and sometimes it sounded true even to her.  

“So they’re in Philadelphia?”  

“My son is in Chicago, getting an advanced degree in architecture.” That was true.  

He gave her an odd look. “Your daughter?”  

“Isabel is a linguist.” Nothing more needed to be said.  

They sat in an awkward silence, neither comfortable as though each feared overstepping an unseen boundary. The candles flickered; the fire consumed the wood with lapping flames. Outside the wind roared across the land.  

She finally broke the silence. “You said you had no other place to go. What about your family?”  

He hesitated, studied her, then leaned back. “I’m from Kansas. When I was fourteen, there was a tornado. Wiped out most of the town, killed my parents. After that I lived with an aunt until I got out of high school. She wasn’t sorry to see me leave.”  

Diana’s cell phone rang with its song: Greensleeves. She grabbed it off the table. “Hello. Yes, I’m fine, Cora. Did you get my message?”  

Sergeant Morgan motioned that he wanted to hear the conversation, so Diana put it on speaker.  

Cora’s voice came over strong and clear. “I’m sorry there’s a mixup. I haven’t received a letter from Captain Cranston. Does Sergeant Morgan know how to reach him? Phone or email?”  

He shook his head.  

“Apparently not. What should we do? Sergeant Morgan has a letter saying the owner wants him to use the house, but I’ve paid for a month.”  

“I’m really sorry. This has never happened before. Can the two of you work it out until after the storm? Power’s out all over, and driving in this storm isn’t a good idea.”  

Diana sighed. “We’ll handle the situation till then, but this needs to be resolved.” She clicked off and stared into the fire. “Let’s make the best of it until after the storm.”  She figured he’d move out in the morning.  

He nodded. “Sometimes the mail takes a long time to get stateside. I heard the captain was assigned up north in the mountains. Communication to the states is almost impossible from there. It’s a bad part of Afghanistan, but I never saw a good place there. Hot, dry, windy, sandy, and miserably cold in the winter. Every second you’re out of the compound you can expect to get shot at or blown up. Inside the compound it isn’t too bad, but you gotta expect the worst. All the time.”  

“It sounds awful. Why?”  

“Why?” The fire’s flickering glow played across his frowning face. “I don’t get you.”  

“I know you’re patriotic, we all are, but doesn’t it seem futile? Why is it our war? Why should our young people get wounded or die in a fight that we can’t win? What’s it all for?”  

“You a pacifist or something?”  

“No. That’s not it. I just don’t see the reasoning behind fighting in a land that’s not remotely connected to ours.”  

“Beg to differ with you. It is our business. I’d rather fight them there than here.”  

She’d had enough of these acrimonious arguments with Paul and Isabel. Even Jeffrey had chimed in. She searched for another avenue of conversation. “I wonder how Ursula Von Reiter is managing. She lives in the Cape Cod across the pond.” Her nervous babble sounded inane, but she couldn’t stop. “She’s an artist, eighty some years old. Have you heard of her?”  

He shook his head.  

“I hadn’t either. I met her the other day while she was painting. I’m going to tea there tomorrow.” She tried another subject, then found herself back to the same issue that haunted her. “I’m sure the military is doing their best under terrible circumstances. I’m as patriotic as the next person and I support our troops, but—”  

“That’s okay, ma’am. A lot of people think like you do, even some politicians.”  

Diana clasped her hands together and sat straighter.  

He seemed to take note. “You aren’t afraid of the house or me, are you, ma’am?”  

“Should I be?”  

“No. It’s just that with Mrs. Feeney’s death, I thought you might be a bit squeamish.”  

“The house was rented this past summer. Just because a woman died in the house shouldn’t be a problem.”  

“Miss Jacob didn’t tell you?”  

“About what?”  

“When the summer renters heard about Mrs. Feeney, they told Cora that she’d breached the contract and they’d sue if they didn’t get their money back.”  

“How do you know all this?”  

“Captain Cranston, ma’am.” The firelight flicked across his face. “I’m curious. Did someone tell you about this house or did you want to rent it despite its history?”  

“Are you trying to scare me, sergeant?”  

“No. Since you’re a mystery writer, I thought you knew about how the former owner died.”  

She smiled. “All right, I’ll bite. What’s the story behind her death?”  

“She was murdered. The police never solved the case.”  
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For Diana the night was long and sleepless. Several times she got up and untangled her sheets, sat on the edge of the bed, then lay down again. Her thoughts careened from Mrs. Feeney’s murder, to the sergeant, to her door that had no lock.  

Toward morning the wind abated, but a drizzling rain continued. She stirred, sniffing. Coffee? She glanced at the clock: a few minutes before six. She threw back the bedcovers and put on her robe and slippers. After removing the chair she’d propped under the doorknob, she stepped into the hall. “Sergeant, are you up?”  

“Yes, ma’am,” he called from the kitchen. “Electricity is back on. There should be hot water by now. I made coffee.”  

“Thanks. It smells good.” Although she felt foolish about the chair, she nevertheless put it back against the door. Taking heed of the weather, she donned gray wool slacks, a navy blue turtleneck and sturdy walking shoes. She brushed her black hair, tying it loosely with a clasp at the nape of her neck.  

Upon entering the kitchen, she found the sergeant at the breakfast table dressed in civilian clothes, a startling transformation. He wore a maroon chamois shirt and navy blue pants. When he stood, his heavy boots clunked on the wood floor.  

“You’re up early,” she said.  

“Not by my watch. Five is usually my wakeup time.”  

“Military training?”  

“Something like that.” He stood at the stove with a boyish grin on his face. “I made pancakes. Would you like a short stack?”  

“Sounds good, thank you.” She filled her coffee mug and took it to the table.  

He slid the pancakes onto a plate and placed it in front of her.  

“I’m not used to being waited on.” She slathered on butter and poured syrup over them. “Where did you learn to cook?”  

“My aunt. She might not have liked me much, but she sure could cook. I learned from watching her.” He walked to the window that overlooked the backyard then turned toward her. “There’s more batter. Would you like another one?”  

“It’s wonderful, but this is plenty.”  

While she sipped her coffee, he washed the dishes. “I was out in the shed this morning and found tools, so I can fix the back screen door. The wood pile seems okay, but we’ll probably need more through the coming months.”  

She leaned back. “You’re planning to stay no matter what Cora or I say?”  

He walked over and sat across from her. “You shouldn’t be here alone. Last night you shrugged off Mrs. Feeney’s murder, so I didn’t explain my other reason for being here. When the captain learned I was headed back to the states, had no family and nowhere to go, he asked me to look into his aunt’s murder. In return I’d get a place to stay.”  

“What can you do that the police haven’t done?”  

“I’ve had training in criminal investigations, and a fresh look might help.”  

“Does anyone know the purpose of your visit? I mean besides the captain and now me? What about the police?”  

“To my knowledge nobody knows. Wouldn’t help my investigation if they did.” He got up, brought the coffee pot to refill their mugs. After returning the empty pot to the sink, he sat again. “I’d ask you to leave except that might cause talk. I don’t need that to happen.”  

“There might be more gossip about the two of us sharing the house.”  

He rubbed his hand over his short brown hair. “I hadn’t thought of that. I wouldn’t want to compromise you or cause you embarrassment.”  

She could hear her mother’s carping voice saying, “What will people say?” But she wasn’t in Philadelphia and refused to give in to past habits.  “So I’m your cover, so to speak. The innocent who sits and twiddles her thumbs.”  

“Isn’t that what you’ve been doing?”  

“What do you mean?”  

He held up his hand. “You said you were here to write, but you haven’t.”  

“How do you know?”  

“I checked your laptop. You don’t even have an outline for your new book.”  

She wadded up her paper napkin. “You’ve got a lot of nerve.”  

“I snoop. That’s my job.”  

“My life is none of your business. You seem to be under the illusion that you can come here and take over. That is not going to happen, and I can’t have you here in this house.”  

He leaned forward and laid his broad hands on the table. “I’m staying whether you like it or not. And I believe the law will side with me.” He shrugged. “Since you’re here, you might be able to help me. You write mysteries, you’ve researched murders and know how clues might fall together. Wouldn’t you rather catch a killer than worry about your daughter in Afghanistan?”  

She leaped to her feet, shoving her chair back. Its legs scraped on the wood floor. “Who do you think you are? You have no right to bring my family into this. My life is none of your affair. Keep out of my life.”  

“I don’t like being intrusive, but I needed to know more about you. Make sure I could trust you.”  

“And that allows you to pry into my personal life?”  

“Yes. You’re free to leave.”  

“Free to leave? I have a rental contract. You should be the one to leave.”  

“That’s not going to happen. You’ll get your money back. Cora can find you another house to rent.” He waited and when she said nothing, he added, “But I could use your help. Don’t you care that a murderer is roaming free? You seem to be the kind of woman who’d want justice.”  

She stood in the middle of the kitchen, shaking with fury, turned on her heels and marched out of the house, slamming the front door behind her. For several minutes she paced the porch. Rain puddled on the gravel path and splattered the pond’s surface, casting a gray murky scene.  

He’d invaded her privacy and found out about Isabel. He was military. If he read her emails and notes, he probably thought she was callous toward her daughter. She wasn’t, but her inability to protect Isabel had made her withdraw into a shell. Did he also know about Jeffrey? He couldn’t know. She clenched her fists at the violation, then gripped the railing. Tears of anger and frustration streamed down her cheeks. She was a coward and hated herself for that. Could she change? She was tired of running away from problems. If she had an ounce of gumption, she’d stay and fight for her right to rent the house. When the wall around her pleasant life in Philadelphia had imploded, she’d run from the problems, the hurt, the gossip, and her mother.  

Faced with a difficult rental and housemate as well as a murder investigation, would she run away again? The irony of the situation was inescapable. Was this murder any of her business? Was the sergeant who he said he was? His sudden appearance had thrown her quiet retreat into chaos. Part of her enjoyed the disruption. It allowed her to forget her own problems.  

She stared at the pond, letting her thoughts drift. Could she be of help, or was she deluding herself about her abilities? Could she walk away and let a killer remain free?  She shivered, clasping her arms across her chest. Writing had been her escape, but now her fictional world collided with the real one. She was curious, a trait that might lead her into trouble. Still? What did she have to lose? She sighed, wiped away her tears, and took a deep breath of cool air.  

The sergeant was cleaning the counters when she returned to the kitchen. “All right. You can stay.  I’ll stay too, but don’t you ever dare violate my things, my laptop or interfere in any way with my life.”  

He held out his hand. “It’s a deal.”  

She ignored his hand. “Easy for you to say.” Her heart pounded. “What do I really know about you? You barge in here with a note from the owner and expect everything to go your way.”  

“I hadn’t expected anyone to be here. I figured I’d talk to Cora after the storm. I wanted to find the house, settle in, not cause waves. I’m sorry you’re caught in the middle.” His light brown eyes softened. “I’m not trying to be difficult.” He gave a hint of a smile. “I apologize for coming on too strong. Being gruff and abrupt is how I dealt with difficult situations overseas. Decisions needed to be made immediately, no wavering, no second-guessing or lives could be lost.” He held out his hand again.  

This time she shook it, feeling his strength.  

“Let’s discuss a plan.” He motioned to the chairs in the breakfast nook.  

As they sat across from each other, Diana noticed the lines on his face, the crow’s feet, the drawn mouth, the flinty look in his eyes, all telling of trouble, pain and sorrow. “How old are you, Sergeant?”  

“Thirty-two, ma’am.” He studied her, his eyes crinkling into a smile. “I won’t ask you the same question.”  

She shook her head with a slight upturn of her lips. “You probably already know, Mr. Snoopy.”  

“Yes, ma’am, I do.”  

“Could you stop calling me ma’am?”  

“What should I call you?”  

“Diana. After all we’re going to be working together, living in the same house and formality seems, well, silly.”  

“Yes, ma’am...Diana, it does.” His features softened. “Call me John.”  

“I’ll stick to sergeant, just to show others we are not an item.” He was twenty plus years younger than she, and she envied him. He had a cause—to find a killer. What did she have? A family dissolving.  

He rubbed his forehead. “I want you to meet the locals like the artist Von Reiter you mentioned and talk to Marlene Schukart when she comes to clean on Thursday. The storm probably prevented her from coming yesterday.”  

“I’d forgotten she was supposed to be here.”  

“People will talk to a woman better than a man. You know, gossip.”  

“Is that your opinion of women, that we gossip?”  

He shrugged. “Don’t you?” He leaned back. “Men are more closed-mouthed. You can chat up the people in town about things they might know. What they say may give me, us, a lead.” He rubbed the small scar on his chin. “I’ll talk to Bert.”  

“Who’s Bert?”  

“Marlene’s husband. He’s a handyman.”  

“Marlene seems to be doing her job, but seeing the condition of the screen door and the outside trim on the house, I’d say Bert isn’t doing his part.”  

“Right, but I need to have him around. Find out what he knows.”  

“Do you have a suspect?”  

“No. The police report was sketchy. I’ve got a list of those who had opportunity and motive, but nothing points to anyone in particular.”  

“If I’m going to help, I’ll need to know who these people are.”  

“It’s better you don’t. That way your judgement won’t be clouded, and you won’t screen what you hear.” He paused before adding, “And...it will keep you safer.”  

She didn’t like not knowing. The lack of knowledge might give her an edge, but it could also cause her to blunder into saying or doing the wrong thing. “There are some things I will need to know.”  

“Like?”  

“How old was Mrs. Feeney?”  

“Seventy-six, strong and healthy, according to the captain.”  

“Last night you said Mrs. Feeney was bludgeoned with a sharp-edged instrument. Any defensive wounds?”  

“No. The report stated the weapon could have been a garden tool, given the dirt in the wound, but the police never found the murder weapon.”  

“I thought you said she was killed inside the house.”  

He took out a packet of photos and papers from a manila envelope and spread them out on the table. “These are photos of the crime scene.” He put his hand over them. “You aren’t squeamish, are you?”  

“Depends how graphic they are.”  

“Not bad.” He shoved them in front of her. “Her body was found in the living room. The coroner’s report stated that the amount of blood found on the floor by her body was inconsistent with the size and depth of the head wound. He concluded that the body had been moved and placed inside at least an hour or two after the death blow. That’s based on lividity.”  

“I know about lividity. Pooling of the blood in the body can denote how long it’s been in a given position.” She studied the photos. “So where was she killed?”  

“The police couldn’t find the kill site.”  

“No newly scrubbed area in the house or on the porch, no blood in nearby fields?

“Did they search the pond?”  

“They had a heavy rain during that time. They didn’t use scuba divers, but did rake the pond’s edges. If
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