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      Christmas was in the air. I couldn’t stop singing carols as I walked down the first-floor hall to the end of the right-hand corridor where the offices of Daley & Palmer were located. This would be my first Christmas with the Richmond, Virginia, fledgling psychiatric firm, and I was determined it was going to be festive. 

      My hands were full with bags of decorations. Yesterday I’d spent the afternoon in Granddad’s attic going through fifty years of accumulated ornaments, lights, and various other holiday paraphernalia - with Granddad’s blessings. He hadn’t put up a tree or messed with Christmas decorations since my sweet grandmother had passed away ten years ago. But then I hadn’t been living with him until this year. This year would be different. I was on a mission. 

      I had culled enough Christmasy things to decorate Granddad’s house, Max’s place where I spent more and more of my time these days and the office where I spent a good chunk of my waking hours since I was the office manager there, my title not theirs. Both doctors insisted on calling me the receptionist. As if. 

      I did everything for them. And that made me way more than a receptionist. I’d just have to train them better. Act as if I already had the title of Office Manager. At least that’s what all the management books I’d read said. Or how I chose to interpret them.  

      Po-tay-to. Po-tot-toe. The docs saw it one way. I saw it another.

      “Miss Reynolds, pray tell, what is all of this?” Dr. Daley raised both his left eyebrow and his voice as I entered the waiting room, arms full of bags and holiday cheer.  

      I struggled to set the bags down near my desk. Dr. D. didn’t lift a finger to help. Typical of him. Even though I didn’t glance his way, I felt his disapproving glare strafe my body like a World War II enemy bomber. And who the heck says pray tell? Poor man. We really needed to move him, and his over-educated jargon, into the 21st century. 

      “Miss Reynolds, are you deaf this morning?” In annoyance, he tapped the toe of his shiny black wingtip on the carpet. That’s when I realized that he was wearing mismatched shoes. Both were black, but one was plain leather and the other one had a bit of a design on the toe. Very strange for the persnickety dresser. 

      “Are you okay, Dr. D.?” I continued to try to stuff my many bags in some sort of order under my desk. I’d leave them there until I could start decorating the office once both doctors were in session. With any luck, that would be within the next thirty minutes. 

      “Do not try to deflect my attention away from all of this, this chaos you’re bringing into the office.” His imperious tone would have been unbelievable on most people. On Dr. Dick, I was getting used to it. 

      “I’m not trying to deflect anything. You’re wearing two different shoes,” I said matter-of-factly, pointing to his oddball black shoes. 

      He stared down and snapped his head back up. “Clear up this mess.” And with his bah-humbug mood shining brighter than any Christmas star, he disappeared into his office. Looks like I was working for Ebenezer Scrooge this year. 

      Undeterred, I busied myself turning on the radio to a local station playing holiday music, grabbing some water, and straightening up the magazines the patients had tossed all over the couch and end tables after I’d left last night. Once I picked up messages from the answering service, I could get busy putting up the artificial tree and decorating the office. 

      As I sat at my desk, I tried to picture where the tree would look best. Maybe in front of our big floor to ceiling window with the view of the woods behind the building. That had been the scene of the first murder connected to the practice back in the spring. Putting the tree there just might erase my memory of the dead body for once and for all. And help with the PTSD issues I’ve had ever since.

      “Becca!” 

      Hearing my name shouted pulled me out of my holiday decorating vision. The second part of Daley & Palmer had shown up. Dr. Marcy Palmer in the flesh. Or as I’d come to refer to her in the last few months, River City’s Wicked Witch of the West End.  

      Marcy had claimed she was my friend as well as my employer. Nothing could be further from the truth. With time, I understood she used the word friendship when she wanted to get something done that was over and above my job duties. And to her benefit. The only true friend I think Marcy had was herself. She was a very complicated woman. In recent months, her behavior had become more erratic and stranger. Unfortunately, I’d witnessed a few of her meltdowns firsthand.  

       In the time I’d worked for D & P, I knew Dr. Daley much better than I’d ever know Dr. Palmer. Not because I wanted it that way, but because Marcy made sure her boundaries were so tight with me they were impenetrable. 

      Without thinking, I checked the time. Hmmm... Dr. Palmer was known for being chronically late, but here she was ten minutes ahead of her first appointment. Christmas miracles would never cease.

      “Marcy, what are you doing here?” 

      She flounced into the office. “I work here. Remember?” As she breezed past me like I was an annoying insect, I tagged behind her hoping to enlist her support for my holiday decorating scheme. 

      “Any cancellations?” she snapped at me as she hung up her coat and checked her hair and makeup in the antique gilt mirror that decorated the wall nearest her desk. Not waiting for my response, she bit out, “Well?” 

      “I haven’t had time to pick them up yet,” I said in my most soothing tone. 

      “Don’t use that placate-the-crazy-patient tone with me, Becca. I invented it. Right now I need my messages. I’ve got a full schedule today and there’s a shoe sale at Nordstrom’s I want to make. I need to carve out some time to go to the mall this afternoon.” She pulled out her desk chair, sat, and crossed her legs. 

      I could tell she was waiting for me to comment on her new expensive shoes. I’d seen a similar pair in one of the latest fashion magazines. Upwards of $550 was the price I remembered. 

      “Nice shoes.” I could go along with her shoe fetish if it helped me further my goal of enlisting her support for the holiday decorating I planned for the office. 

      She turned her ankle left and right and admired the pretty stiletto as I wondered what I could do with a spare $550 during the holiday season. First, I’d be a holiday angel to some homeless or needy kids and then...

      “You’re doing it again, Becca. You’re zoning out when I’m talking to you. Really, you need to pay attention.” She applied another coat of lipstick to lips that were already too red for my taste. She was beginning to look like a high-class hooker. 

      “Sorry, Marcy. My mind is on spiffing this place up for the holidays. I brought in some things from home, and I should have the tree up in no time.” I whistled “Here Comes Santa Claus” slightly off-key. Not because I wanted to be out of tune, but because I just wasn’t good with staying on key in singing or whistling.  

      “Please stop that annoying noise. We don’t have time for you to decorate. Besides, I’m anti-holidays this year. I’m alone and lonely. What’s the point?” She sighed and put the makeup mirror and her lipstick away in her designer purse. 

      Wow, and she was a therapist. I’d hate to have her try to get me through the holiday blues. 

      As if she could read my mind, she added, “I don’t have to be happy to work with the clients.” 

      “Of course not,” I replied automatically.

      “I have several degrees to back up that fact.”

      “Of course you do.” I’d been here before with Marcy. I knew it was fruitless to do anything but agree with her and do it in the fewest words possible.

      “Didn’t you hear me? I will be alone. All of my plans fell through.”

      “You could make more plans. Couldn’t you?” Oops, I just broke my own cardinal office rule. Ask no questions and offer no advice to either of my bosses. 

      “You simply don’t understand. You have your family. I have NO ONE.” Her voice went up a couple of octaves on the last few words. I envisioned small animals covering their ears in the woods behind our building. 

      I thought about my own holiday plans. Granddad would probably spend a good chunk of the holidays with Louisa Mae Alcott Smith, his ladylove. I shuddered involuntarily. Not that I had anything against Louisa Mae, but it still sort of grossed me out that Granddad was dating at his age. I didn’t want to think about it. 

      Max, my sometimes elusive Russian boyfriend and quasi-member of Richmond’s Russian mob, was being all mysterious about his plans. I had the uneasy feeling they didn’t include me.  

      Ryder, the ex-cop and CPA across the hall from D & P, and his sister Daisy, also weren’t sharing their plans with me just yet.  

      It occurred to me that I wasn’t in much better shape than Marcy for the holidays. Although I did have Granddad’s cranky tuxedo cat, Higgins, to keep me company. Wow, almost 26, unmarried, and spending the holidays with a cat. A cat who didn’t like me. Now, who was getting depressed? I sank down in the nearest chair. 

      “No decorating. Understood? It would be simply unbearable,” she said with great dramatics. 

      Trying to summon up a shred of Christmas cheer, I said, “You’re welcome to come by Granddad’s and spend Christmas with me.” Did I seriously just say that? 

      Marcy raised her right eyebrow at me. “I’m not that desperate.”

      “Well, you’re welcome to stop by. Dr. Daley might be there.”

      “Why would Dick do that?”

      “Edna and her mother might be there. You know Mrs. Smith is dating my grandfather, and I’m sure Edna will be with her mother on Christmas Day. And where Edna is, there’s Dr. Dick. You know how it goes. One big happy family.” 

      “I’d rather poke my eye out with a fork. No offense.”

      No offense? I shrugged my shoulders. “None taken.” Well, what else could I say? 

      “You know, Marcy, the decorations aren’t for me. They’re for our clients. Our sad and lonely patients who are hanging on by a fingernail to get through the holidays. The least we can do is provide a festive atmosphere while they wait to be therapized.” 

      “Really, Becca, therapized? Where do you come up with these words?” She glanced up at me like I was the office idiot.

      “You know what I mean. I think it’s crucial that we show our best face for the holidays. And I’d do it on my own time. It won’t cost the firm a dime.” I could see her opposition cracking. I’d said the magic words – free to the firm.

      “Well, I guess we should show some holiday spirit even if I don’t personally feel like it. What does Dick think?” She nodded in the direction of Dr. Daley’s inner office.

      “I’m sure he’s all for it.” Okay, so I lied, but I did have my fingers crossed behind my back.

      “All right, then. Stay late this evening and get everything set up.” With that, she sat down and opened a file she pulled out of her top desk drawer.  

      Marcy had made it clear that I was dismissed.
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      The morning turned out to be busier than I’d anticipated. I’d rushed through my office tasks and it was nearing lunchtime. Both Dr. Daley and Marcy had kept a tight eye on me all morning long. Dr. Dick had even waggled his index finger at me when he saw me going for one of the bags under my desk as he was ushering a patient toward his office. Dang. 

      I’d hoped by this time that I’d have the tree assembled and up, lights strung and ready to work on the ornaments. But as it was, I’d have to save the tree until after work tonight. 

      But I could hang the wreath on the door and put out the various Santa Clauses from my grandmother’s collection. Add in a few sprigs of holly and mistletoe and that would be about it for today’s decorating during regular work hours. 

      Marcy walked her last patient to the door and murmured something about how Becca would call him with the date and time of his next appointment before turning back to me. After explaining what she wanted done, she hurried into her office, grabbed her coat and purse, and practically flew out the door mumbling something about returning as soon as she could. 

      I checked the antiquated paper schedule we still used and decided to call her one o’clock patient and let him know that she’d had an emergency. I simply wouldn’t mention that it was a Nordstrom’s shoe emergency. 

      I waited until Dr. Daley left to do rounds at the hospital, then I grabbed the biggest shopping bag and pulled out the smushed holiday wreath. Fluffing it up and dusting the cobwebs off of the artificial greenery, I went to hang it on the door to our suite. 

      “Hey, Becca. What’s up?” 

      Ryder. I so didn’t need to get into it right now with R.J. Ryder, ex-cop, and sexy CPA. Ryder and I had an interesting history of sorts. There were times when I sensed he was as attracted to me as I was to him. But then something would happen to negate those feelings on his part.  

      As for me, Ryder made my insides turn to jelly and my heart race without even trying. But right now I was committed to Max, or my Max, as I thought of the enigmatic Russian. 

      “Hey, R.J.” Keep it simple, I told myself. But too late, I realized he was coming and not going. Instead of entering his own suite of offices across the hall, he headed directly for me. 

      Ryder had secrets. Some of which I’d unlocked not too long ago. But I sensed there were more. He and Max had a deep dislike of one another that involved an incident that happened to Ryder’s sister, Daisy. Even though Max had saved her life, Ryder had never forgiven Max for allowing the episode to happen in the first place.  

      “Whatcha got there?” he pointed to the wreath in my right hand.

      “It’s Christmas, Ryder. I’m decorating.”

      He threw back his head and laughed, not endearing himself to me one little bit. 

      “What’s so darn funny?” I arched my left eyebrow and put my free hand on my hip. 

      “You think Dr. Scrooge and his side-kick Dr. Shop-til-you-drop are going to let you decorate?”

      “I don’t need their permission.” I crossed my fingers before I even realized what I was doing.  

      This brought yet another hearty laugh from the CPA. He was in rare form today. “Since when?”

      Ignoring his question, I forged ahead, trying to get Gram’s old wreath to hang straight on the door.

      “If that isn’t the saddest excuse I’ve seen for a wreath. Did you liberate that from someone’s trash can on the way to work?” Ryder smiled at me with that devilish smile that could curl my toes. 

      I reminded myself that Ryder was not flirting, but merely trying to get under my skin. “This was my grandmother’s favorite wreath.” I sniffed, either from sentiment or allergies, and continued to fiddle with the hanger on the back of the wreath without success.

      “Here, give it to me if you’re that determined to hang it up.” He took the Charlie Brown wreath from me and got it on the tiny nail I’d put into the wooden door. “There you go.” Ryder folded his arms across his chest and stood back to admire his handiwork. 

      I watched in horror as the wreath fell to the floor. Ancient berries and greenery were lost in the fall. 

      “Becca, I think your granny’s wreath has seen better days. You should hang it up, and I don’t mean on the door.” 

      “You give up entirely too easy, Ryder. I just need to make a few repairs, and it’ll be good as new.” Even I didn’t believe that. “Besides, I didn’t ask for your advice or your help.” Gosh, Marcy’s bad attitude had rubbed off on me. I tucked my chin and looked up at Ryder. “I’m sorry. That was very rude.”

      “Yes, it was. But you’re right. You didn’t ask for my help. I was just trying to be friendly.” 

      Ought-oh. I went on full alert. Whenever Ryder had that tone in his voice, it meant he wanted something. “What’s up, R.J.? I mean, what’s really up with you?”

      “Daisy.”

      Ryder’s sweet sister. “What’s going on with Daisy?” Unlike my so-called friend, Marcy Palmer, Daisy was the real deal. In fact, I’d go so far as to say we were currently BFFs.

      “She’s missing your grandfather’s cat. Wants to visit with ‘the baby’ as she insists on calling that fur-ball from hell.”

      “Anytime. We love Daisy. Just call first to make sure someone is home. Higgins will be there, but last time I checked he still couldn’t open the outside doors. Thank goodness.” 

      “She’s got an appointment with Dick later this week, so I’ll leave it up to the two of you to coordinate.” Ryder unlocked the door to his suite and disappeared inside. A very Ryderesque move.

      I didn’t remember seeing Daisy’s name on our schedule anywhere, but a lot of time the Docs added patients without letting me know, especially if it was after our normal business hours. Looked like it would be harder than I thought to find time to decorate the office.
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      Marcy’s one o’clock patient had shown up at 1.15 p.m. as I’d instructed. It was now after 1:30 p.m. and there was still no sign of the shopping therapist anywhere. Her patient was not happy. I didn’t need to be a body language expert to pick up on those vibes. 

      “Have you heard anything from Dr. Palmer lately?” Mr. Bowker checked his watch.

      “I’m sure she’ll be here any minute.” I did the whole cross my fingers thing that I employed when I wasn’t telling the truth. It was becoming too much of an annoying habit that I’d either have to try to break or stop telling little white lies in the first place.

      Before I could add anything else to the conversation, I heard the distinctive clippity clop of heels racing toward our office suite. Then, in a blaze of shopping glory, Marcy Palmer entered the suite like she’d won the shopper of the day badge. 

      I thought my arms had been laden with bags of Christmas decorations earlier today. But Marcy was positively dripping in upscale shopping bags. She fumbled with a shoe bag and the box spilled out on the waiting room floor. Yet another pair of designer shoes. From my desk, I could see the price tag on the box and my jaw dropped open. Over $900.  

      What was Marcy thinking? She was probably overcompensating for being so alone this holiday season by buying clothes and shoes that most people could only dream of. Once she got her first credit card statement of the new year, she’d know true depression.  

      “Well, don’t just sit there, Ted. You too, Becca. How about some help?” Marcy breezed past me with bags falling here and there in her wake as she made her way to her office. I thought our client was going to explode.  

      “Her emergency was a trip to the mall?” Mr. Bowker helped me pick up the boxes and bags and carry them into Marcy’s office.  

      “Anywhere will do. Ted, make yourself comfortable. Thank you, Becca, that’s all. Please close the door on your way out.”

      I was getting used to being dismissed by Marcy. Ho ho holidays. It would be a long time from now until they were over. I was seriously thinking of asking Dr. Daley for hazard pay.  

      Before I could sit down at my desk, I heard the loud and angry voices coming from inside Marcy’s office. Only making out a few words, I tiptoed to the door to try to hear a bit better.  

      “Miss Reynolds, you need to keep it down out here. I can hardly hear myself think much less hear my client.” Dr. Daley had stepped out of his office and looked around the empty suite puzzled. “What are you doing listening at Marcy’s door?”

      “Shh…even though they’re really loud, I’m having trouble making out what they’re saying.”

      “Miss Reynolds! We’ve talked many times about the sanctity of the inner office and how we respect our patients, our clients!” Dr. D. had broken his number one rule. Never refer to our clients as patients. They were clients. Here I’d finally gotten it down, and he breaks his own rule.

      “Normally, I would totally agree with you. But I’m worried about what might happen in there. I’ve never heard a session get this loud.” And it was true. This was surpassing any previous records by quite a bit.

      “Never mind. I’ll handle it.” Dr. D. pushed past me and knocked gently on Marcy’s door.  

      Who was he kidding? I was standing beside him, and I barely heard the sound of his timid tap.  

      “You’re going to have to do that a lot louder if you want to get their attention.” I moved away from the door and resumed my post at my desk.

      Dr. D. then rapped his knuckles on the door with impressive strength and clarity.  

      But just then the door flew open and Ted Bowker exited Marcy’s office. “I should sue you. You’re the world’s worst therapist. You’ve ruined my life and any chance I had of happiness.” And with those final words, our client left without paying for his session or setting up another appointment. 

      I couldn’t fault him for either.

      Dr. Daley slipped into Dr. Palmer’s office and closed the door securely. This time I couldn’t hear word one. In less than two minutes, Dr. Daley emerged from his partner’s office and reentered his own. I heard him apologizing to his client before that door shut.

      Marcy came out of her office as if nothing was wrong. Once again she had her coat on and flew by me. Before I could catch up to her to ask where she was going, she had disappeared up the hall and out of the building. What was I going to say to her next client?  

      I felt shell-shocked. Nothing like this had ever happened at D & P before. But then this was my first holiday season with the psychiatrists. Dr. D. had acted like it wasn’t that out of the norm. So maybe it wasn’t. 

       But I still thought Marcy was acting nineteen shades of crazy.  
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      I ended up rescheduling most of Marcy’s clients that afternoon. Several I couldn’t reach to reschedule, so I’d just have to deal with them if and when they showed up for their appointments.  

      Dr. Daley had checked with me each time between his sessions to see if I’d heard anything at all from his missing partner. Evidently, he’d left voice mails on her cell phone but hadn’t received a callback.  

      “Daisy, what are you doing here?” I scanned the daily schedule that now looked like a five-year-old had doodled all over it and still couldn’t find my BFF listed anywhere. With all the Marcy drama, I hadn’t had time to ask Dr. Dick about any additions to his day. 

      Daisy didn’t answer me. Instead, she took a seat on the couch and started humming one of those melodic Russian tunes that were so popular with her in times of stress.  

      I moved over to the couch and put my hand gently on her shoulder. She looked up at me and then took her knitting out of her cat emblazoned tote bag. Smiling shyly at me, she kept on humming. This was bad. Very bad.  

      Daisy had been making such great progress since the summer. She had been talking and laughing, and I had high hopes that her life was finally getting back to normal.  

      “Are you here to see Dr. Dick, er, Dr. Daley?” When I got stressed, I lapsed into my nickname for Dr. D. Well, he could be a real dick sometimes. But the clients didn’t need to know that about their doctor. Not even my BFF, who I shared tons of secrets with.

      But Daisy remained unresponsive to me. 

       I had to get Ryder. But if I wasn’t careful, R.J. might blame me for this relapse. He had a bad habit of doing that. He never seemed to see the good I did. Instead, he focused on my occasional screw-ups.

      Slipping out our office while trying to keep Daisy in view, I hot-footed it across the hall to Ryder’s suite. Not bothering to knock, I flew through the outer office and burst into his personal space. He was alone, his desk covered in paperwork and files. He didn’t seem to be aware of my presence. “Ryder, I need you!”

      Looking up, he smiled at me with that devilish grin that could melt my insides. “Tell me more, Becca.” When he gazed at me, his blue eyes got those little crinkly lines around them that I adored.

      “No, not like that.”

      “That’s a shame. I thought my day was suddenly looking up.” More eye-crinkling.

      “It’s Daisy.”

      All traces of play and good humor disappeared from his face. “What’s Daisy? What’s wrong? Where’s my sister?” He fired the questions at me in rapid succession, not giving me a chance to reply to the first one, let alone the rest.

      “She’s over at D & P, and she seems lost.” There, that didn’t sound overly alarming to me.

      “Lost? What do you mean lost?” He was on his feet and moving rapidly through his suite headed to ours as I trailed behind in his wake trying to fill him in on what was happening.

      He reached his sister in short order. Kneeling beside her, he stilled her busy hands, and she seemed to snap out of whatever spell she’d been in.  

      “R.J.” His name was barely audible, but at least she recognized her big brother. I let out a huge sigh of relief. “R.J.,” she said his name with more certainty, and this time I heard R.J. let out his held breath.  

      “Sis, what are you doing here? How did you even get here?” 

      Daisy had retreated into her own world, that place that Ryder and I both tried hard to access without success. Ryder stood up and took me by the elbow, moving me away from Daisy.

      “I was afraid of this. Thought I saw a few signs of regression these past few days. Figured it was just the stress of the holidays. But it’s more than that. Something has caused her to escape from the real world again. Is Dick busy?” Ryder’s expression of worry just about did me in. He was one of the most stoic people I’d ever encountered. Except where Daisy was concerned. 

      “He’s got a full schedule. It’s the holidays,” I replied as if that explained everything and maybe it did because Ryder nodded and didn’t try arguing with me or push me into trying to find an appointment for Daisy.  

      “I need to talk to him between patients. Just five minutes. Can you work that out for me?” He darted his gaze in Daisy’s direction and my heart broke for him.

      “Sure, R.J. I can make that happen.” After all, I was as worried as he was.

      “Okay. I think the best thing to do is just let her sit here and knit. She seems happy enough doing that. So that’s good. But the disconnect has me worried. I’ll be in my office. Don’t let her leave. And call me if there’s any change. It’s possible she could just snap out of it.” He squeezed my arm and then went to say goodbye to his sister.

      Snap out of it? That was a whole lot of wishful thinking.

      I went back to my desk and tried to make sense out of the many notes I’d scribbled all over today’s list of clients. I’d have to clean this up and put a copy on Marcy’s desk. And give a copy to Dr. D. too. I had a feeling he’d want it for his confrontation with Marcy whenever she decided to show back up at the office.

      Dr. D. finished up his session and appeared at my desk. “Miss Reynolds, please make another appointment for Mrs. Crowder.”

      He then indicated Daisy by a nod of his head in her direction. It was my opportunity to tell him he was needed across the hall. For once, he didn’t need me to explain further. He said his goodbyes to his client and disappeared out of our suite, headed straight for Ryder’s office.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Evidently, Dr. D. and Ryder had conferred and Dr. Dick would fit Daisy into his already crammed schedule.

      As for Daisy, she hadn’t left her spot on the couch and continued to knit and hum.  

      I was once again trying to make sense of all of the files and papers on my desk when I heard familiar voices approaching. Oh, this couldn’t be good. Granddad and his lady love, Louisa Mae Alcott Smith of the Atlanta Smiths. I closed my eyes.  

      And Higgins. I could hear the caterwauling like a siren getting closer and closer. And so could Daisy. She threw down her knitting and ran out the door.  

      “Kittyboy!”

      I was after her like my butt had been shot out of a cannon.

      “Pretty, pretty Kittyboy. Come to Daisy. Come, my pretty kitty boy.”

      As I rounded the corner, there was Daisy kneeling on the carpet where Granddad had set Higgins’ cat carrier. She crooned her baby talk to the feckless feline who now purred loudly.

      “You sure have a way with my boy, Daisy. He’s been missing you. Haven’t you, boy?” Granddad bent down to Daisy’s level at the carrier.  

      I was afraid his back would go out if he bent over any farther.

      “Look, Marty. Our Becca has come out to greet us. Isn’t that just lovely?” Louisa Mae’s saccharine southern accent was like an apple peeler going over sunburned skin. “Marty, did you hear meee?”

      Granddad had let Higgins out of the carrier and Daisy now cradled the “kitty boy” in her arms like a baby.

      “She sure has a way with the boy. I’ve never seen him relax as much as he does with Daisy. You’re such a good Daddy’s boy, aren’t you, huh, aren’t you?” Granddad reached down and rubbed the cat’s white belly.  

      If anyone but Daisy or Granddad had tried that move, they’d come away with a nub instead of a hand.

      The Reynolds/Smith party including Daisy, Higgins, and me bringing up the rear entered the waiting room en masse.  

      “Oh dear, he’s not here, Marty. He promised me he’d come. Promised me, do you hear?” Louisa Mae tugged on the strand of pearls that encircled her neck. Now I knew where her daughter, Edna, had picked up that little affectation. “Marty, where could Edgar Allan be?” Tears shone in Louisa Mae’s blue eyes.

      Granddad shook his head, and I had a flash of insight. “Edgar Allan Smith is one of yours?” I asked Louisa Mae.

      “Why yes, dahling, he is. That’s my son, Edgar Allan Poe Smith. I named him…”

      I cut her off. I already knew way too much about Louisa Mae’s penchant for naming her many children after dead poets. “He’s on our list today. I tried to reach him earlier about his appointment, but his number is no longer in service.”

      “I’m sure that’s just a teensy oversight. Edgar Allan is getting himself sorted out is all. It’ll take all of us being just a tiny bit indulgent with him while he accomplishes that. You know how it is, Becca. A new city. New routines. Why I’ll bet he’s just gotten turned around and is plumb lost. Don’t you think so, Marty?”

      I realized Granddad had been so absorbed in his boy and the spell Daisy was casting over the overweight cat that he had not heard a word Louisa Mae had said.

      “Marty? Are you listening to me?” The sweetness had evaporated from Louisa Mae’s voice suddenly, and she was shooting death rays in Granddad’s direction. “Martin Reynolds, you pay more attention to that darn caaat than you do to me. Why, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you loved him more than me?” A pout played about the southern ding-a-ling’s lips.

      “Now, honey, how could you think that? I’m just helping Daisy get Higgins settled in his new environment.”

      My head pounded, and I pinched the bridge of my nose. What a perfect ending to the crazy day.  

      “Excuse me, is this the right place?” A tall, thin man with what looked like a three-day-old beard stood at the door to our suite. His posture was poor, and he seemed ill at ease in the cheap suit he wore.

      “Edgar Allan, as I live and breathe, I have been so worried about you. Come right in here this minute. You are giving your poor mother gray hairs.” Louise Mae touched her dyed blonde hair and patted it. Not a gray in sight thanks to the coloring skills of her hairstylist.  

      “Aww, Mama, you shouldn’t worry. I’m not used to having time to do things on my own schedule.”

      Louisa Mae took her son’s arm and steered him toward my desk. “Becca will check you in and then that pretty little Dr. Palmer will see you and get you all fixed up.”

      Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. But I’d see what alternate arrangements I could make.

      Declining my offer to reschedule his appointment, Edgar Allen decided he’d wait a bit to see if the absent Dr. Palmer showed up. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to let him wait. He told me he was really good at being patient.  

      “Now Marty, you know I have a ton of errands to do, so I’ll leave you in Becca’s capable hands.” Louisa Mae stood on tiptoes and kissed Granddad, and my stomach did that little heaving action it did whenever I thought of the two of them being romantic. 

      “What’s this about my capable hands?” Somehow I’d missed a part of this whole let’s-visit-Becca-at-work thing.

      “You’re taking us home, the baby and me. After we help you decorate the office.” Granddad looked around and saw how minimal my decorating efforts were so far. “Looks like you could use reinforcements.”

      I wasn’t sure how much help Granddad would be, but at this point, I wasn’t choosy. I wanted it done. Then maybe it would lighten up the mood around here.

      Daisy still cradled Higgins in her arms. But she had resumed her spot on the couch. Edgar Allan had joined them and to my surprise, both he and Daisy were busy showering attention on the cat. 

      Even more surprising, Higgins was letting Edgar Allan pet him too. I hoped Daisy didn’t suddenly desert the cat, because I had a feeling Edgar Allan remained unscathed only because Daisy was there.

      Granddad reached under my desk and started pulling out the bags of decorations and strewing their contents all over the reception room.  

      Yikes. For an old guy, he moved fast.  

      “Easy does it there, Granddad. We need to have a plan, and we need to keep a pathway open for our clients and the doctors.” Granddad was busy uncoiling a string of colored lights, and I wasn’t even sure if he had heard me. “Granddad!

      “Rebecca Suzanne, do not take that tone with me. I am not hard of hearing, and I do not take kindly to you bossing me around.”

      Oh great, now I’d pissed off my main ally in the world. “Granddad, I know your hearing is keen and you are enthusiastic. I appreciate that. Truly I do. But we are still on office hours here, and it is my job to make sure the office runs smoothly. You understand that, right?”

      A lot of grumbling and fumbling ensued as Granddad tried to push the scattered decorations into a smaller area near our floor to ceiling window. He got busy assembling the tree while still muttering under his breath but loud enough for me to pick out a few of his more choice words.

      “Yes, that’s perfect for the tree. Just try to keep a low profile until after hours.” More mumbling and grumbling.  

      And then Higgins decided to “help.” The cat thought the string of holiday lights would be a fun toy to grab and run through the office with.  

      “Bad Kittyboy. Come back.” Daisy and Edgar Allan tried to chase the mangy cat, but for an overweight feline, Higgins still had some moves.  

      Over my desk and around my desk chair, through the tables and under a chair - the wily cat disappeared with what he now considered his string of lights. 

      “GRRRRRRR.”

      Daisy went to reach under the chair, but I pushed her back before Higgins could get in a swipe at her. I’d been the recipient of many of those swipes since I’d moved into Granddad’s house almost a year ago. “That’s not a good idea, Daisy. Let him play a bit until he settles down.” 

      “GRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR.”

      “Higgins, you stop that right now and come out here. Give Granddad back those lights this minute.” I stood in front of the chair with my hands on my hips. I’d had about enough of the cat disrespecting me in my own place of business. It was one thing to do it at home. He’d been there first. But this was my turf. “Higgins, I’m not kidding. Out now!”

      “Don’t yell at the baby. He’ll get upset and have another hairball episode.” Granddad tried to untangle the string of lights from the various pieces of furniture while winding the string around his hand and elbow.

      “Baby, my ass, Granddad. I do not have the patience today.” I tugged hard on the string of lights and instead of the resistance I was expecting, I met none and flew back against the opposite wall. My breath momentarily knocked out of my body.

      And who would waltz into the office at that very moment but Marcy Palmer laden with another load of shopping bags that would make even Santa envious.  

      “What is going on here?” Marcy surveyed the chaos in the waiting room.

      Higgins, clearly spooked, launched himself at the psychiatrist, claws out and limbs flailing in all directions, trying to gain purchase on something solid.  

      Marcy dropped all of her bags and tried to dislodge the black cat from her white fur collar. “Get this damn animal off of me!” She screamed and pulled Higgins from her coat and flung him aside. Higgins was more agile than normal and hit the ground on all fours like a gymnast sticking an impossible vault. I’d give him a ten for that.

      Daisy screamed. “Bad woman. You are a very bad woman. Poor Kittyboy. Bad woman.” Daisy shook her index finger at Marcy and then ran out of the office after the cat.

      Edgar Allan didn’t know what to do. He looked like he wanted to follow Daisy and Higgins and make a hasty retreat. But then he saw Granddad and knew he had to stay or word would get back to his mother that he’d run out on his appointment. Instead, Edgar Allan started picking up the fallen shopping bags.  

      As for Granddad, he appeared momentarily rooted to where he stood. Then he put the string of lights down and headed out the door to find Higgins.

      “Are you my five o’clock?” Marcy turned to Edgar Allan, still corralling packages in his arms.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Well don’t just stand there, Tony. Come into my office.” When Edgar Allan showed no signs of moving, Marcy barked out, “Well, Tommy, what are you waiting for? Get a move on.” 

      Edgar Allan must have figured out Marcy meant him because he dutifully followed her with a whipped dog expression on his face. This so was not a good start to his session, but I was powerless to do anything about the situation. All of the shopping had finally gotten to Dr. Palmer. I’d never seen her this unprofessional with a client, especially a new client.  

      Then she turned to me. “Becca, really. Clean up this mess.” She swept her empty arm around the bedlam which was left in the wake of the great holiday lights fiasco. “I thought we discussed this. Easy on the decorations. Doesn’t anyone listen around here?”

      And in a puff of smoke, or so it seemed to my shell-shocked brain, the Wicked Witch of the West End left me alone in the waiting room amid all of the debris that was to have been my grand scheme for infusing some holiday cheer into the office.  

      It worried me that she’d gotten the client’s name wrong. And that she’d taken that tone with him. That was not a good start to a doctor/client relationship. I’d have to talk to Dr. Dick and give him a head’s up before he heard all about it from either Edgar Allan’s sister or his mother. I was trying to do my small part to preserve peace both within the office and outside of company time. It was turning out to be no small feat.
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      Granddad returned to the office after a ninety-minute search of the building. While he had been gone looking for Higgins, I had managed to get the artificial tree positioned, strung several strands of colored and white mini-lights, and had started to decorate the tree with some of my favorite ornaments. I had to admit it looked darn good.  

      “I can’t find the boy anywhere.” Granddad looked beyond beat. His forehead was creased with worry lines and a sheen of sweat, and his pallor was definitely off.

      “Sit down before you fall down, Granddad. I’m sure Higgins is just fine. He’s spooked is all. When he calms down, he’ll come out of hiding and present himself. Or when he gets hungry. You know that cat never misses a meal.” 

      Granddad must have been more exhausted than I thought, because he took a seat in the nearest chair without even arguing with me.  

      Ought-oh, this wasn’t good. I watched while he took a clean handkerchief out of his pants’ pocket and rubbed it over his face.  

      “I’m sure Higgins will be fine. Have faith.” I went back to hanging a few more ornaments.  

      “I don’t know how you can say that. The baby is in unfamiliar surroundings. Would you say have faith to someone who’d lost their child? Would you say have faith to an adult child who’d lost a parent with Alzheimer’s? I don’t think so.”

      Granddad was dangerously close
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