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Jackie woke up, momentarily confused to find herself in an unfamiliar bed. Memories of the prior evening flooded in, providing a context that helped orient her. She relaxed, comforted that the business portion of her trip to the Farrisport Inn in Maine had gone well and was giving way to weekend plans with Curt and his kids.

Jackie Deno, who formerly worked as a pharmaceutical representative for AlzCura Pharmaceuticals, and Curt Barnes, a healthcare consultant whose wife was brutally murdered by Darius Scott, first met serendipitously at the Farrisport Inn. Jackie and Curt and his two kids, Caitlin and Cade, had all arrived at the Inn’s restaurant hostess station at the same time. Brittany, the hostess, mistakenly assumed they were a family. When she asked, “Table for four?” it not only provided comic relief, but it caught Jackie, Curt, and his kids when they desperately needed saving.

On that fateful evening, Jackie arrived in Maine, puzzled at how her husband Stu snapped at her when dropping her off at the airport in Buffalo. To that point, Jackie and Stu’s relationship could only have been described as a fairytale romance come true. Inexplicably, that morning he said words that were now forever etched in her memory. “You aren’t going there for work, I know better. Don’t lie to me. You’re going to destroy everything.” She had first thought he was joking. But when he erupted in anger and drove away erratically, nearly hitting her as the car fish-tailed away, she knew something was wrong. Despite trying to call him multiple times that day, he never picked up. It was Jackie’s first business trip after her maternity leave, and the guilt she had about leaving her 3-month-old daughter Ashley weighed heavily on her. It was a perfect recipe for arriving at the restaurant that evening, angry, confused, and worried.

Curt had arrived at the restaurant in a similar emotional state. Calli, his wife of 10 years, had been murdered three months earlier. Strapped to their marital bed and burned alive by a crazed man who was later identified as Darius Scott, an unemployed 48-year-old man from Barry, Maine. Darius had been taken into custody and placed in the Harlow Psychiatric Institute. Curt’s hopes of finding answers to why he killed Calli diminished when Darius died unexpectedly two days later of liver failure and a massive brain aneurysm. On top of Curt’s anger was an unrelenting concern for his kids. They were struggling with the loss of their mother. He had gone to counseling sessions but was firmly ensconced in the anger stage of his grief the evening he first met Jackie.

With this as the backdrop and Caitlin and Cade pleading with Jackie to join them, they had agreed to have dinner together - a meal that would provide healing for all four. Unbeknownst to Jackie and Curt, this accidental meeting would eventually bring them together for a dangerous crusade. 

Jackie had returned from Maine to her home in Nora, NY, to find her beloved husband, Stu, dead in bed. Now, she was not only racked with questions about his outburst but grievously searching for answers to how her healthy, young husband could have died. It would be her job with AlzCura and Stu’s autopsy results weeks later that would ultimately provide Jackie with answers and the impetus to reach back out to Curt.

Jackie’s position as a pharmaceutical rep with AlzCura was focused on getting physicians in the Northeast region of the U.S. to prescribe the company’s Recallamin vaccine. The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) had approved Recallamin for mild and moderate cases of Alzheimer’s. Clinical trials had proven that Recallamin stopped the progress of Alzheimer’s, and sometimes even reversed its effects. Another clinical trial was underway to vaccinate younger people who had the so-called “Alzheimer’s gene” to determine if Recallamin could prevent Alzheimer’s altogether.

She was good at her job. So good that she garnered the company’s Newcomer Award in her first year. Having lost her grandmother to Alzheimer’s, she loved that the company and her position had such a noble mission. It gave hope to millions of individuals and their families suffering from the ravages of a disease that slowly extracted the entire essence of its victim, leaving only an empty shell. But all was not sunshine and rainbows, as Jackie was to learn. Increasingly, the physicians Jackie met with, particularly Dr. Steven Caron in Central Maine, started voicing concerns. Specifically, the Recallamin vaccine seemed to cause a higher prevalence of fatal adverse events leading to liver failure and brain bleeds.

When Dr. Jacobsen, who performed Stu’s autopsy, told Jackie that her husband had died of liver failure and a massive brain bleed, it immediately struck a chord. Weeks later, the toxicologist reported that an unidentifiable substance, ruled as “suspicious but inconclusive,” had been found. This prompted the coroner to get records from Stu’s physician office visits. Jackie subsequently learned that on Stu’s last doctor’s appointment, he had received the Recallamin vaccine after genetic testing confirmed he had the Alzheimer’s gene. She was devastated. She had recently learned of concerns about the Recallamin vaccine’s safety, but never thought to share this with Stu. Now she bore the crushing guilt that by not doing so, she contributed to his death. She never considered that Stu would make such a decision without consulting her. But he did, and now he was dead.

The final insult came shortly afterward when her boss, Cheryl Baker, Vice President of Operations at AlzCura, accused her of impropriety with a client and unceremoniously gave Jackie her walking papers. Along with her termination, she had to sign a strict confidentiality agreement that threatened legal action should she violate its terms. Jackie saw through the false accusation. She had become a liability. She knew too much and was too principled for the AlzCura executives’ tastes. Instead of walking quietly into the sunset, Jackie fought back. She reached out to Curt, and together with DA Wydman and Dr. Caron, they met at the Farrisport Inn and formed the Table for Four - a crusade to expose the truth about AlzCura and Recallamin.

When Jackie returned home, her house had been broken into, and the ominous message, “Goodbye Baby,” had been spray-painted on Ashley’s wall. Later, when she asked a security company to assess her home for a security system, they found hidden cameras throughout her house, placed during the break-in to spy on her. A few days later, Dr. Caron’s body was found hanging in his office, dead of an apparent suicide. Concurrently, someone had tried to pick up Curt’s kids at school and left a menacing note on the door to his apartment. Within two weeks of the Table for Four’s pact, AlzCura was watching them and would not sit back without a fight. 

With their resolve shaken but still committed to continuing their crusade to expose the truth, the Table for Four replaced Dr. Caron with Inspector Theo Adams. Theo had investigated Darius Scott’s murder of Calli Barnes and was presently investigating Dr. Caron’s alleged suicide. The evidence around Dr. Caron’s death was weighing in favor of someone assisting in his hanging. Compromising pictures of Dr. Caron with Margo, Jackie’s interim replacement when she was on maternity leave, were found on his office computer. Files, including those of Darius and Elvira Scott, were missing along with Norman Boulanger’s patient record. All three had been part of Recallamin clinical trials, and all three were dead of the same causes: liver failure and massive brain bleeds. And perhaps the most damning evidence that Dr. Caron didn’t commit suicide, GBH, the date rape drug, was found in Dr. Caron’s bloodstream.

A fresh wave of terror, thought to be the work of AlzCura, would follow. In New York, Jackie’s daughter Ashley was kidnapped. Someone had grabbed Ashley from her stroller in the park when an unidentified woman had temporarily distracted Jackie’s mother. Fortunately, Ashley was found unharmed, laying at the feet of the Virgin Mary statue in St. Paul’s Church a couple of days later. In Maine, someone broke into Celeste Boulanger’s trailer and decapitated her dog, Sophie, leaving her head, Godfather-style, on Celeste’s bedroom pillow. Also found in the trailer was Leslie Anderson, the notorious Channel 5 news reporter, who had apparently been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Her slashed throat and partially clad body testimony to a sexual assault and a brutal slaying.

Jackie stretched and thought about extracting herself from the hotel’s comfortable bed. Lingering a bit longer, she reminisced about the dinner meeting the previous evening. The meeting had been emotionally challenging, especially for Celeste, Curt, and Jackie, who had to relive their losses and the horrors brought upon them thereafter. As challenging as it was, it brought new allies to the table to continue the crusade to expose the truth about AlzCura. It offered hope, not only to get redemption for Celeste, Curt, and Jackie’s losses but ultimately to save countless numbers of people from the dangers of the Recallamin vaccine.

As Jackie left the warm cocoon of her bed and made her way to the bathroom to take a shower, Ashley stirred in her hotel-provided crib. Detouring to Ashley, Jackie greeted her daughter.

“Good morning, beautiful,” she cooed.

In response, 9-month-old Ashley smiled, held her arms out, and said, “Mama.”

Ironically, the first time Ashley said “Mama” had been in the same park across from Jackie’s house where she would be abducted a week later. 

Jackie picked up her daughter, cuddled her a moment, and brought her to the bathroom, where she prepared Ashley to join her in the shower. As the warm water rained down on them, Ashley laughed and reached up toward the showerhead in what looked like an attempt to catch the water before it fell on her. Jackie’s tears were hidden from her daughter as she recounted the magical moment in the shower with Stu at the Oasis Hotel & Spa in Arizona, where Ashley was conceived. Every experience she had with Ashley seemed to be bittersweet without Stu there to experience it with them. She was overjoyed when Ashley first said, “Mama.” But broke into tears and collapsed in her mother’s arms when she was hit with the realization that Stu would never hear his daughter talk. Now she wondered if every momentous occasion in Ashley’s life would always have that bitter aftertaste.

After getting out of the shower and while she was getting Ashley dressed, her phone rang, alerting her to Curt’s call.

“Hi, Curt,” she answered while trying to cradle the phone and continue to dress Ashley at the same time.

“Good morning, Jackie. How was your night?”

“It was,” she began, only to have her phone slip and fall to the ground. Leaving Ashley half-dressed, she retrieved the phone.

“I’m sorry I dropped my phone. I was trying to dress Ash and talk at the same time. Both Ashley and I slept well. It must be the comfy bed and the fresh Maine air. You?”

“I slept well too after surviving Caitlin and Cade’s interrogation after I got home.”

“Interrogation?”

“Yes. The first question out of Caitlin’s mouth was, did you see Jackie?

“Really?”

“Yeah, I thought it was because they knew I had a business dinner at the Inn. They always think of you when we go there. But then Caitlin said she thought she smelled your perfume.”

“Busted!” Jackie exclaimed.

“Yeah, no kidding.”

“What did you say?”

“I said she must be imaging things.”

“Did she buy it?”

“I’m not sure. She said she still smelled your perfume this morning when she hugged me before getting out of the car to go to school.”

“I’m sorry,” Jackie apologized.

“I’m not. I enjoyed every second of that intoxicating scent,” Curt said, recalling their long, tender goodnight kiss the previous evening.

“I did too, but I hope we haven’t blown our cover,” she said, sounding like they were covert spies on a critical mission. Curt and Jackie had devised a plan to surprise Caitlin and Cade with a weekend together at the Rockport Inn.

“I guess we’ll see when we pick them up from school. When can I pick you and Ash up?”

“Can you give us an hour? We just got out of the shower.”

“No problem. See you in an hour.”

Hanging up, Jackie finished dressing Ashley, who was happily babbling on the bed. She realized that for the first time in a long time she felt genuine excitement about something. Yes, she had been excited when she got the job at Nora Community Hospital, but it meant she had to leave Ash every day. Every enjoyable experience she had since Stu died always seemed to have a downside. Their weekend plans bore no hint of such a drawback.

Finished getting ready faster than she had expected, Jackie killed some time by taking Ash to the toy store within walking distance of the inn. As Jackie explored and occasionally presented toys for her daughter’s consideration, Ash seemed unimpressed and disinterested. That is until she spied something she really wanted. Squirming and reaching over her mother’s shoulder, she said: “Mama, mama” with urgency. When Jackie turned to see what had attracted her daughter’s attention, she saw Monty Moose. It was the same stuffed animal that Curt and the kids had the hotel’s front desk clerk deliver to her after their magical dinner together. Ashley loved her Monty Moose, but Jackie had forgotten to pack it for the trip. The joyous and contented expression on Ashley’s face when Jackie handed her the Monty Moose was priceless. There was no way Jackie was going to leave the store without Monty Moose #2.

Returning to the inn, Jackie got her bags, checked out, and held Ashley, who held Monty Moose, as they waited in the lobby for Curt’s arrival. Curt breezed in and immediately spotted them.

“I see Monty Moose made the trip with you,” he grinned, giving Jackie a hug and a kiss.

“Well, actually, he’s an imposter.” When a quizzical look came over Curt’s face, she explained.

“Well, the kids will be delighted to see Ash with Monty Moose, imposter or not.”

After loading Jackie’s bags into the trunk and settling Ash and Monty Moose into the car seat, they drove north on the pine tree-lined freeway to pick up Curt’s kids from school.

“So, what’s object permanence?” Jackie asked out of the blue.

Curt’s face reflected his momentary confusion until Jackie refreshed his memory.

“Remember? You picked us up at the airport, and when you made Ashley cry, you said it was stranger anxiety, and that it occurs about the same time as object permanence.”

“Really? You remembered that?” Curt said, genuinely impressed.

“I’m not just a pretty face,” she laughed.

“I agree, and pretty is an understatement.”

“So out with it. What’s object permanence.”

“You’re amazing. Alright, object permanence. Object permanence is a developmental milestone where a child understands that just because he or she doesn’t see something, it doesn’t mean that something doesn’t exist.”

As Jackie’s facial expression communicated that she was pondering the concept, Curt tried to clarify.

“It’s a theory a Swiss psychologist named Jean Piaget developed. To a certain age, babies can’t understand that an object can still exist when they can’t see it. If you leave the room, they think you’re gone. Think about playing peek-a-boo. When you put your hands in front of your face, babies without object permanence really think you’re gone. When you reappear, they’re relieved because you’re back. When babies get older, they know you’re not really gone, but laugh anyway when you reappear because they just know you’re acting silly.”

“Okay, I got it. Interesting,” Jackie replied.

“You know, I’m not just a pretty face,” he jabbed in response.

“Now who’s making the understatement?” She said as they smiled and looked at each other, knowing that it was going to be a great weekend.

Curt pulled into the school driveway and took his customary parking space to wait for Caitlin and Cade’s arrival. Both Curt and Jackie were filled with anticipatory excitement. As they spied the kids exiting the school and sauntered toward the car, they finally realized someone was in the car with their father. In a flash, they both ran. As Jackie exited the vehicle to greet them, Caitlin yelled with glee.

“I knew it. I knew it,” her sprint culminating in an impressive leap into Jackie’s arms.

“Oh, I missed you so much, Caitlin, and you too, Cade,” as she released Caitlin and bent to embrace Cade.

As Caitlin and Cade piled into the backseat on either side of Ashley, their excited greetings and their strange faces caused a predictable response. Ashley cried.

“Stranger anxiety,” Jackie and Curt said in unison from the front seat in a moment of levity before they sprung to action to console Ashley and educate the kids on why she was crying. Armed with this new knowledge, Caitlin and Cade did their best to calmly and quietly win Ashley over as they drove out of the school’s parking lot.

“Are we going home?” Cade asked, always the one who needed to know what the plans for the future were.

“Nope, we’re going to the Rockland Resort,” Curt replied, to cheers that were abbreviated so as not to startle Ashley.

“For the whole weekend?” Caitlin asked hopefully.

“Yep, until Sunday when we have to bring Jackie and Ash to the airport,” he replied. 

Curt knew he needed to manage their expectations around Jackie’s visit to avoid potential drama on Sunday.

The hour-long drive allowed Caitlin and Cade to update Jackie on school, their friends, horseback riding, and hockey. As Ashley got comfortable with the two unfamiliar faces beside her, Caitlin and Cade transitioned to giving her attention, allowing Curt and Jackie to converse.

“So, what’s tomorrow’s lesson, professor?” Jackie asked.

“I’m thinking separation anxiety,” he replied. “Sunday will not be easy.”

“For you?”

“Well, yeah, me too, but I’m thinking about them,” his head gesturing toward the backseat.

“What about me?”

“I’m always thinking about you,” he smiled.

Arriving at the picturesque resort on Penobscot Bay, they checked into their private, two-bedroom, ocean-side cottage. The cottage, nestled on a rocky outcropping a good distance from the resort’s main building, came with the use of a resort golf cart. This immediately spurred Caitlin and Cade to fight over who would drive the golf cart first. Before Curt refereed, Jackie stepped in.

“No fighting, or I’m going home.”

“We’re sorry,” Caitlin replied, speaking for her brother and ceasing their battle instantly. “Cade, you can drive it first,” she directed at her brother.

“Thanks, Caitlin,” Cade replied, giving his sister a hug.

“That’s better. I think we let your Dad drive first, and then you can take turns later after we’ve unpacked and settled in, okay?” Jackie replied.

“Okay,” Caitlin and Cade responded in unison.

Curt, who didn’t intervene in the scuffle, looked at Jackie with a sense of wonder, as if he was in some alternate universe. Who was this beautiful woman with the power to end what were usually epic battles between his kids?

“Perhaps I should take parenting classes from you?” he remarked as he took the driver’s seat next to Jackie.

“Thanks, but I’m quite sure it’s just the honeymoon period. Might as well flaunt it while I got it.”

“Well, you just set a world record. What was that?” Curt asked rhetorically, raising the fingers on his hands as he counted the words. “No fighting, or I’m going home. Six words! I don’t think they even hear my first six words when I jump into the fray.”

“Seven, technically,” Jackie replied. “I’m is a contraction of I am.”

“Oh, well then smartypants, what took you so long to break up the fight?” he said as he took the driver’s seat and released the brake on the golf cart.

Laughing, she leaned into his shoulder as Curt steered the cart down the path to their oceanside getaway.

“What is that?” Cade said, pointing to a long granite rock structure that extended almost a mile into the bay.

“That’s called a breakwater,” Curt replied. “It is used to protect the boats in the harbor. And do you see that house at the end?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s a lighthouse. We’ll take a walk out there sometime this weekend, okay?”

Arriving at the cottage, an awkward conversation about sleeping arrangements ensued. The kids had not been privy to Curt and Jackie’s prior agreement that the boys and girls would sleep in separate bedrooms. Instead, they must have assumed, or perhaps wished, Jackie was their new mom and Ashley their new little sister. When they saw the first bedroom had a king-size bed and crib, they assumed that their father, Jackie, and Ashley would take that room.

“Dad, are we going to have to sleep in the same room?” Cade asked in distress as he and Caitlin stood outside the bedroom with the two twin beds.

“Nope, Cade. You and I will take that room. The girls sleep in the Master over here,” pointing toward the other bedroom.

Relieved, Cade entered the room while Caitlin skipped happily to the girls’ boudoir.

“Not bad,” Jackie said as Curt’s response averted a potential scene. “What was that? Fifteen words?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t have that many fingers. I’m still not in the big league like you are!”

“Yeah, it’s probably my halo effect,” she said with an air of superiority.

“Undoubtedly. I always thought you were an angel.”

“Awww,” she said, walking over to where he stood to give him a hug that turned into a kiss while Caitlin and Cade were unpacking in their respective rooms.

“I love you, Jackie.”

“I love you, Curt. Thank you for suggesting this. It’s beautiful here.”

“Eclipsed only by you,” Curt replied, prompting another hug and long kiss that was only interrupted by Cade’s appearance.

“Eww, gross,” Cade exclaimed as Curt and Jackie separated as if they were two high school kids caught necking by one of their parents.

“What?” Caitlin asked as she rushed out of her room. Afraid she had missed something.

“They were kissing,” Cade said in an accusatory tone. 

“That’s not gross, Cade,” his sister replied. “That’s what people do when they love each other.”

“I think it’s gross.”

Meanwhile, as Caitlin and Cade debated the topic of kissing, Curt and Jackie grabbed their respective pieces of luggage and disappeared into their separate bedrooms.

The cottage was quaint, clean, and comfortable, but it was the view from the outside deck that was breath-taking. The cottage’s proximity to the ocean not only gave guests an unobstructed picturesque view of the rocky coast and vast ocean, but the waves crashing into the nearby rocky shore caused a rejuvenating cold sea spray—a kind of natural spa treatment.

“I’m famished,” Jackie exclaimed, realizing that she had had nothing to eat.

“Well, you’re in luck. There’s a great restaurant just up the path. Cade, are you ready to drive us to dinner?” Curt asked, knowing it was a foolish question.

Cade took the driver’s seat only to realize he couldn’t steer and reach the pedals at the same time. They reached a satisfactory solution when Curt suggested he would sit next to him and work the pedals, while Cade steered.

“Thank you for letting me drive first,” Cade directed towards Caitlin as they made their way up the cart path to the main building. “This is fun.”

Successfully having navigated the short trek, they walked through the lobby and down the stairs to the restaurant.

“Table for four,” the hostess asked, failing to see Jackie was carrying Ashley on her back in a baby carrier.

“Four plus a highchair,” Jackie replied, turning slightly to show the hostess who needed the highchair.

Although they had only had one previous dinner together, it felt like they had been dining together for years. Caitlin, Cade, and Curt had relived this scenario several times when they would go to the Farrisport Inn. They would leave an open seat for Jackie and imagine she was there. The kids would even reserve a bite of their dessert for her. 

True to tradition, Caitlin ordered crème brûlée, and Cade ordered the chocolate cake with vanilla ice cream. This time, Jackie could sample each of their desserts for real. By the time dinner had ended, Ashley was asleep in her highchair, and Caitlin and Cade’s eyes were at half-mast. This didn’t prevent Caitlin from claiming her turn to drive the golf cart. Curt reprised his role as the pedal operator as Caitlin navigated the path. The sun was giving way to dusk with a full moon rising as they arrived at the cottage. Caitlin and Cade needed no encouragement to find their beds, as Jackie changed Ashley’s diaper and placed her in the crib. As the sun bid adieu behind the horizon, leaving the full moon in charge, Curt invited Jackie out to the deck for a bottle of champagne.

“What’s the occasion?” Jackie asked, spying the bottle of champagne.

“What, being together isn’t occasion enough?” He replied as they settled into the Adirondack deck chairs.

“I’m so happy, Curt. I haven’t been this happy since,” Jackie caught herself, not because she was uncertain but because she knew exactly when she had been that happy.

“Me too,” Curt said, rescuing her from having to complete her sentence, and popping the cork on the bottle.

“Stu and I had that same champagne on our honeymoon,” she confessed, seeing the bottle of Moet Chandon.

“I think we are going to have many times when something reminds us of Stu or Calli,” he said reflectively.

“I think you’re right,” she replied as Curt poured champagne into her glass.

“To Stu and Calli,” Curt toasted, raising his glass towards Jackie.

“To Stu and Calli,” Jackie replied as their glasses clinked 

After each took a few sips and silently took in the view, Curt stood and offered his hand to help Jackie out of her chair. Leading her to the deck’s railing, he wrapped his arms around Jackie from behind as they looked over the shimmering moonlit ocean, just a stone’s throw away. They stood for a long time, wrapped in each other’s arms. The only sounds being the rhythmic waves lapping against the rocks and the occasional haunting wails of loons calling to one another. Their contentment didn’t require words. They knew what they were feeling, and tonight, those emotions were too big for words. Whether it was the day’s activities, the meal, the champagne, or rocking in each other’s arms, it didn’t matter. The combination had a somnolent effect. Walking back into the cottage with their arms around one another, they paused between the two bedrooms and kissed.

“I love you,” they said almost in unison, their laughter temporarily interrupting the romantic moment.

“Sweet dreams, angel,” Curt whispered, referencing an endearment he had applied to her in an earlier conversation.

“Sweet dreams, professor,” she countered as she turned to head off to bed.
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DA Wydman walked into AG Talcott’s office the morning after his dinner meeting at the Farrisport Inn, excited to update him on the progress made towards determining AlzCura’s culpability in multiple crimes. Over the past nine months, AlzCura’s involvement had been implicated in no less than three crimes. Nailing down definitive proof to bring charges against the pharmaceutical giant had been elusive. Armed with the information that Jackie, Dr. Preston Slack, and Dr. Stephanie Mason had shared with him the previous evening, DA Wydman now had cause for optimism.

“Good morning, Will. Have you had your coffee yet this morning?” Attorney General Lewis Talcott greeted, as he was pouring himself a cup of joe.

“I’m good, Lew. Thanks.”

“You look like a man on a mission this morning.”

“I am. I wanted to fill you in on what I learned last evening.”

AG Talcott sipped his coffee and listened intently to DA Wydman’s briefing on the meeting, which involved Inspector Theo Adams, Jackie Deno, Curt Barnes, Celeste Boulanger, Dr. Preston Slack, and Dr. Stephanie Mason.

“Besides Dr. Caron’s 13 patients in Recallamin trials who died of liver failure and brain bleeds, we now know that Jackie’s husband died the same way. Drs. Slack and Mason are also going to send us their list of patients that had adverse events to determine if there are any additional cases.”

“That does sound promising. No wonder you’re so upbeat.”

“That’s not all. Both indicated that Dr. Sheridan recently contacted them, saying there were errors in the abnormal liver function test results they originally sent. It looks like they may be trying to cover their tracks.”

“That sounds suspicious. Did we ask Dr. Slack and Dr. Mason to supply us with the names of those patients?”

“You know what? No, we didn’t. Good idea. I will ask Theo to contact them.”

“I would recommend we have those patients retested by a lab other than the Regional Lab AlzCura uses.”

“I’ll let Theo know to suggest that.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes. We got an earful about Margo. Apparently, she will not win any popularity contests with the Portland docs. Jackie was none too impressed by her either. Theo is going to do an in-depth interview with all three to prepare for his meeting with Margo. If circumstances dictate, we may even have Jackie and the doctors present to witness Margo’s statement.”

“Well, that was a productive dinner meeting. Anything new on the murder of Leslie Anderson in Mrs. Boulanger’s trailer?”

“No, but Theo tells me that Celeste is now staying with a friend. Apparently, that has thrown the media off her scent. At least temporarily.”

“Yeah, I heard a reporter on the news last night mention they couldn’t find her. Let’s hope she stays put wherever she is. Good work, Will. Keep me posted and have a good weekend.”

“Thanks, Lew, you too,” DA Wydman replied, unintentionally rhyming like a Dr. Seuss book.

When DA Wydman got back to his office, he saw Theo had already sent him a list of patient names from Dr. Slack and Dr. Mason. He called Theo to see if the list included the patients that had abnormally high liver function tests that were allegedly because of erroneous test results.

“Hi, Theo. Thanks for the patient lists,” he opened.

“Hi, Will. You’re welcome.”

“Say, I just met with AG Talcott, and he had a good idea. By any chance, did the lists you sent include the patients with abnormally high liver function tests AlzCura claimed were because of faulty test results?”

“I’m not sure. I’d have to call them and ask.”

“Do that. Lew thinks we should have those patients retested with the specimens analyzed by a lab other than the Regional Lab AlzCura uses.”

“I’ll get on it right away. I can tell you that when I spoke to both doctors earlier today, they’re highly motivated. Both of them have already discontinued offering the vaccine.”

“Really? That will get AlzCura’s attention. We better be prepared for any potential backlash.”

“Yeah, that will probably put Jackie right back in their cross-hairs big time.”

“I’ll call her and let her know,” DA Wydman replied. “I think she knows what she’s getting herself into, but what Dr. Slack and Mason are doing will hit AlzCura right where it hurts. They will not be happy.”

“You know, Will, that makes me wonder if there are other doctors in Maine who are prescribing Recallamin.”

“Good point. I’ll ask Jackie when I call her.”

The touch base completed, both set off to follow-up on their respective tasks.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3
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Jackie awoke with a start, disoriented for the second morning in a row. Until Caitlin appeared in view to tell her what was now clear, Ashley was crying from across the room. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she trudged to the crib, her appearance immediately reducing her daughter’s cries a few decibels. As Jackie changed Ash out of her wet diaper into a dry one, Caitlin looked on with interest.

“Can I hold her?” Caitlin asked.

“You can do more than that. Could you take care of her while I take a shower?” 

Jackie’s question made Caitlin feel as though she had been elevated to big sister status. While she was still 4 months away from turning 9 years old and had never taken care of an infant, she answered as if she had specialized training.

“Sure, I’ve taken care of Cade my whole life.”

Entrusting Ashley’s care to Caitlin, Jackie quarantined herself in the master bathroom and stepped into the hot spray of the multi-head shower. Jackie’s figure had finally returned to its pre-pregnancy form. The jets of water pelted her toned body, stimulating a memory of her honeymoon with Stu and the multi-head shower at The Castle in Buffalo. Closing her eyes and luxuriating in the full-body experience, her mind drifted. Eventually landing on Curt and how natural it felt to be in his arms the previous evening. Her loneliness without Stu and a re-emerging libido as the hormonal storms of pregnancy and childbirth subsided, now fueled what felt like an unquenchable desire. How much she wished Curt was with her now. Holding her. Caressing her. The pulsating water, exhilarating at first, felt like unbearable torture, and she exited in frustration but determined to find fulfillment. Completing her morning routine and slipping on form-flattering jeans and an equally becoming top, she emerged from the bathroom.

“Whoa,” Caitlin exclaimed, seeing Jackie’s transformation. “You’re beautiful.”

“Aww, thank you, Caitlin. You are too.”

“Can you teach me how to put make-up on?” She asked as Ash squirmed in her arms, beckoning for her mother.

As diligent and caring as Curt was, there were just some things a father couldn’t help an 8-year-old girl with, especially one who fancied herself as going on 18!

“I’d be happy to, but we’ll have to ask your father first. Thank you for taking care of Ash.”

Caitlin brightened and transferred Ashley back to her mother.

“Do you love my daddy?”

Caught momentarily off-guard, Jackie replied, “What do you think?”

“I think you love him.”

“Why do you think that?”

“You look happy together, and Cade caught you kissing.”

“Well, you’re a very smart young lady,” giving her a hug and elegantly answering her blunt question without technically answering it.

“I’m going to see if Dad will let me wear make-up,” Caitlin said excitedly, jumping off the bed and scurrying out the bedroom door.

Jackie dressed Ashley and followed shortly after that to find Caitlin locked in conversation with her father on the living room couch. Curt did a double-take when he saw Jackie, his stomach doing its characteristic flip-flop. He could not take his eyes off her while he completed his conversation with Caitlin. Judging by Caitlin’s enthusiastic reaction, Jackie surmised Curt had just given his daughter permission to learn how to apply make-up. Caitlin bolted from the couch and called to Jackie as she disappeared back into the bedroom.

“Daddy said I could wear make-up.”

“Okay, I’ll be there in a minute,” she replied, her eyes locked intensely on Curt. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she commented while putting Ash down to crawl around and explore.

“The most beautiful ghost I’ve ever seen,” he replied, standing and closing the distance between them, not stopping until she was in his arms and his lips met hers. Instantly aroused, they kissed, hugged, and fondled, desperate to fill their deep emptiness. Awakened, but hardly sated, they reluctantly tore themselves apart.

“I’m waiting,” Caitlin called from the bedroom.

Curt and Jackie looked at each other, both recognizing that absent the children, the match they had just lit would have set them both on fire. A fire they would not have tamed until after they had both felt its explosive intensity consume them.

“I’m coming,” Jackie called back to Caitlin.

Jackie could tell what Curt wanted to say just by the look on his face. She turned and purposefully worked it to tease him on her way to the bedroom. Halfway there, she paused briefly to glance back at Curt.

“Nice ass,” he whispered.

To which Jackie smiled, blew him a kiss, and disappeared tantalizingly through the bedroom door.

While Jackie gave Caitlin her first lesson in applying make-up, Curt went to check on Cade.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” he said as his son rolled over in bed.

“Good morning, Dad. Can I drive the golf cart today?”

Cade’s ability to focus on one thing and one thing only was legendary.

“I think it is your turn, but before that, you need to take a shower and get ready. You can drive us to breakfast.”

Cade didn’t need any further encouragement. As Cade got ready and the ladies continued to primp in the bathroom, Curt made a cup of coffee and retired to the deck. The morning sun, the sea breeze, and the infinite ocean view, interrupted by only a few islands silhouetted in the distance, were like a healing salve calming an angry wound. His silent reverie was only interrupted when Jackie opened the door to announce Caitlin’s transformation. As Caitlin stepped through the door, beaming from ear-to-ear, Curt couldn’t believe the change in his daughter’s appearance. He couldn’t find the words to say.

“Don’t you think she looks beautiful?” Jackie prompted.

“Stunning. Honey, you look like you’re at least 12 years older.”

At this time, Cade also made his appearance, and when he saw his sister, he was stunned.

“Jeez, Caitlin. You’re really pretty,” which was so far removed from the names he usually attributed to her, she wasn’t exactly sure how to react.

Caitlin didn’t have to say anything. You could see that her new appearance and her growing relationship with her surrogate mother, Jackie, had given her a boost of confidence. She carried herself differently, and for this, Curt was extremely grateful, if not a little uneasy about his little girl growing up too fast.

“Who wants to go to breakfast?” Curt asked.

Receiving a unanimous vote in favor of breakfast, Cade got behind the wheel of the golf cart, and they made their way to the restaurant for breakfast. As they arrived at the restaurant, the hostess seated them and handed them a sheet of paper with the resort activities for the day.

“Look, kids, Explorer’s Day Camp,” Curt announced.

“What’s that?” Cade asked, not interested in reading the description.

“It’s from 10 am to 2 pm, and you get to do a scavenger hunt, collect shells on the beach, visit the lighthouse, do crafts, and play arcade games. You also get lunch.”

“Will you and Jackie do it with us?” Cade asked.

“No, it’s only for kids. We can’t go, although it sounds fun,” Curt said, as he shot a glance toward Jackie.

“I’m sure it will be awesome, Cade,” Jackie added. “What do you think, Caitlin? Do you think you could pick some seashells for me?”

Curt was learning never to under-estimate the powers of others in convincing your children to do things they wouldn’t do with his encouragement. As Caitlin and Cade agreed, Jackie and Curt looked at each other, knowing they would experience Explorer’s Camp in an entirely different manner.

With breakfast behind them, they went and registered Caitlin and Cade for day camp and then let the two take turns touring them around the grounds on the golf cart until it was time for them to check-in. As Caitlin and Cade marched off to their adventure, Curt and Jackie sped off with the cart to theirs. 

Moving the crib outside the bedroom and putting Ashley down for a nap, Curt and Jackie’s three-hour exploratory journey began and ended in the shower. In between, they cuddled on the bed, alternating between verbal and non-verbal means of communicating their feelings for one another.

“Weren’t you going to teach me about separation anxiety today?” Jackie asked, shortly after the third act of their play, as they lay beside one another.

“You mean you didn’t feel separation anxiety just now when I rolled over here? Or the two previous times?”

“Oh, professor, I didn’t know you were going to show me. I’m sorry, I’m a slow learner. Could you show me again? I’ll do anything to get an A in your class,” she added, in her best schoolgirl imitation.

“Okay, young lady, but pay attention this time. We’re not afraid to use corporal punishment in this university. If you don’t get it this time, I may need to take my hand to your bottom,” Curt scolded, imitating a venerable old professor.

Suffice to say, Jackie enjoyed and learned her lesson well, as much as Professor Curt was elated to infuse her with the contents of his curriculum. For Jackie, it was reminiscent of the playful relationship she used to have with Stu when he would talk about Betty Sue as foreplay to their bedroom activities.

Both were surprised when the clock showed that they only had 30 minutes before they had to pick up the kids. Their second shower together was more functional than fun. After putting themselves back together, Jackie changed Ash. Curt returned the crib to the bedroom and made the bed to hide any hint of the gymnastics they performed earlier. Arriving at the pickup spot just in time to greet the happy little explorers, Caitlin and Cade were bubbling over with enthusiasm as both talked over each other for attention.

“Slow down, one at a time,” Curt finally interjected.

“We got you a bunch of shells, Jackie,” Caitlin said as she and Cade revealed their bounty that filled half of a paper bag. As Jackie pulled out examples of cone shells, cowries, and whelks, she came across a piece of aqua sea glass.

“These are beautiful. Thank you so much,” genuinely touched at the thought and the effort they had obviously put into their seashell collection.

“Look at this,” Curt said, holding up a shell he pulled from the bag. “I think this is called an Angel Wing,” handing it to Jackie. “How appropriate.”

She looked like she was about to cry.

“Are you sad?” Cade asked, misreading the tears that had welled up in her eyes.

“No, Cade. Sometimes I get so happy, I cry,” she said, pulling Cade in and giving him a hug. “Thank you both so much,” she sniffled, pulling Caitlin in for her embrace. As Caitlin pulled away from Jackie’s hug, she felt a tug on her hair, followed by Ashley giggling. Ashley, who was riding on Jackie’s back, had grabbed Caitlin’s hair during the hug and now was hanging on for dear life and laughing at Caitlin’s surprised reaction.

“I think Ashley likes you,” Curt commented, as his daughter tried unsuccessfully to pry open Ash’s little fist.

“She won’t let go,” Caitlin giggled, amused at Ash’s tenacity.

“I have an idea,” Jackie suggested. “Tickle her.”

As soon as Caitlin began tickling Ashley, she immediately released Caitlin’s hair and started laughing so hard that it made the rest of them laugh with her. It was just another special moment during a weekend that had already been filled with special moments.

After Caitlin and Cade took turns driving the golf cart and showed Curt and Jackie points of interest they had explored during their half-day at camp. They returned to the cottage and played board games. Playing until it was dinner time, when Curt made a suggestion.

“What do you say we make dinner here tonight?”

“What would we eat? There’s nothing but a few boxes of crackers,” Caitlin asked.

“I’ll go out and pick up some lobsters, corn, potato salad, and we’ll have a proper Maine feast.”

“Yeah!” Caitlin and Cade shouted in unison as Jackie gave his suggestion a thumbs up.

“Do you mind staying with the kids while I go shopping?”

“Not at all; we’ll have fun.”

Curt, forced to be solely responsible for the food shopping and cooking over the last 9 months, had significantly increased his skill level at both. As he left to get the fixings for dinner, Jackie and the kids played hide-and-seek, which Ashley loved even if she didn’t quite understand the concept of being quiet while hiding. Given Ashley’s proficiency in crawling, Cade and Caitlin also had crawling races against Ashley across the living room. In preparation for dinner, they set the dinner table, with Caitlin and Cade educating Jackie on the proper implements and dishware required for lobster. This brought back memories for Jackie of the time she had brought lobsters back home to Stu after one of her business trips to Maine. She and Stu had been woefully inexperienced and ill-equipped for solving the problem of cooking and eating lobsters. While that night with Stu had been exceptional, as were most times with Stu, trying to eat had been an exercise in futility. She hoped tonight’s dinner would not be as frustrating.

Curt returned, and while he and Jackie prepared the lobster and corn in the kitchen, the kids played with Ashley in the living room. Jackie confessed her inexperience with lobster by telling Curt the story of her dinner with Stu.

“That’s okay, you’ll be an expert by the end of dinner tonight,” as he put the lobster pot on to boil the water. “Let’s get the corn in some sugar water.”

Jackie gave Curt a quizzical look.

“What? Did I say something bizarre?”

“No, I just have never put corn in sugar water.”

“Oh, it’s the best.”

He described taking the corn still in their husks and soaking them in sugar water for 30-45 minutes and then grilling them.

“You can put them in the oven too, but since we have a grill out on the deck, we’ll use that. Grilling is the way to go. Let’s have a glass of wine,” he suggested.

“Now opening a bottle of wine I can do,” Jackie laughed.

They clinked their wine glasses and snuck a kiss in while the kids were busily involved playing before returning to dinner preparation. As Jackie was spooning the potato salad into a serving bowl, Caitlin called.

“Dad, Jackie, you need to come here, like right now.”

The tone of her voice and the urgent demand had them dropping everything in the kitchen, thinking that there may be some kind of emergency. When they stepped out of the kitchen, they saw Ashley wobbling in a standing position with a determined expression on her face. As Ash looked up at her mother and the others in the audience, she lost her balance and plopped back down on her bottom.

“Oh my God, she’s trying to walk, Curt,” Jackie cried, as tears came to her eyes for the second time that day. “Did you help her?” she asked Caitlin.

“No, she just did it on her own.”

As if to prove Caitlin wasn’t lying, Ashley tried to stand again. Succeeding, she stood for a moment and, with a studious look, raised her right leg only to be thrown off-balance and end up on her backside. Undaunted, and with all four now huddled around and encouraging her, she lifted herself up and this time succeeded in taking two steps towards her mother before falling forward on the carpet. Jackie picked Ash up and hugged her while the rest cheered. If the fall had hurt Ash, you wouldn’t have known it. She smiled and laughed, as if delighted by her accomplishment. For the next 10 minutes, while the water was heating to a boil in the lobster pot, they concentrated on Ashley’s continuing efforts to walk. Pictures and videos were taken, and Ashley achieved a personal best six steps before Curt and Jackie needed to attend to dinner.

When they returned to the kitchen, Curt pulled Jackie into a hug.

“Congratulations, Mom. Your little girl is growing up.”

“Too fast,” she replied as tears fell.

“He saw her do that from heaven, Jackie. I have to believe he did,” he said, anticipating what was going through her head and heart.

His words were precisely what she needed to hear as she sank deeper into his embrace. As much as she missed Stu, sharing this moment with Curt, who obviously knew what she was going through, was a blessing. She lifted her head, and their lips met in a long, tender kiss that resurrected all that was good and exciting about the moment they had just witnessed.

“So I guess today’s lesson is cooking, huh, professor?” She asked as they continued preparations for dinner.

“Yes, and it’s not just the corn that’s smoking hot,” as he turned the corn on the grill.

“Why, professor, do I detect you may have a hankering for little ole me?” she pouted Southern belle style.

“Nonsense, dear girl. I’m an academician who values intellect over base and lustful things. I’m not at all interested in your tight little ass, for instance, or those zaftig breasts, your luscious lips, those mesmerizing eyes, or your beautiful long tresses spilling all down that deliciously sinful body.”

“I’m sorry, I must have misunderstood, Professor. I was going to suggest you might enjoy having me for your dessert.”

Curt never thought that the mundane act of turning the corn would cause turning both of them on, but it did. Closing the lid on the grill, Curt pulled Jackie to him, out of view of the kids. He proceeded to take liberties by caressing and kissing the features that the professor had claimed no interest in. It was the evening’s delicious appetizer.

Lobster dinner was a much more pleasant experience this time for Jackie, as Curt and the kids assisted her in the proper technique for disassembling the crustacean. The job was made significantly easier in that Curt had purchased soft-shell lobsters that required fewer implements to liberate the sweet, tender meat inside.

“I didn’t know there were soft and hardshell lobsters,” Jackie exclaimed.

“Yes, well, you’re not alone. Most people outside of Maine don’t know that,” Curt replied.

Curt surprised the kids with their favorite desserts, delivered from the restaurant to the cottage, which allowed them to continue their tradition of sharing with Jackie. Ashley, who had achieved a major developmental milestone that day, was nodding off in her highchair.

As Jackie put Ash down for the night, the kids settled in to watch some TV in the living room. Curt took the half-drunk bottle of wine out to the deck where he was joined shortly thereafter by Jackie, the two sinking into their Adirondack chairs to watch day fade into the night. For the first time that weekend, their conversation turned to the crusade against AlzCura.

“Don’t
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