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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia peered over the top of the evening newspaper as Holly and Olivia made their way into her kitchen. Holly arrived with Olivia’s overnight bag slung over her shoulder.

      Olivia arrived with an attitude.

      “I don’t understand why I can’t go to the concert. All my friends will be there. Besides, it’s my birthday! Why can’t I do what I want on my birthday?”

      Setting the overnight bag down on the floor, Holly sighed. “Olivia, you just saw those friends less than twenty minutes ago at your party.”

      Olivia put her hands on her hips, “I just saw Grandma, too. But here I am!”

      “From what the other moms have told me, college guys tend to hang out at that concert venue. Your dad and I don’t feel comfortable about you going. Plus, Grandma Julia could use your help unpacking the rest of those boxes in her garage.”

      Julia folded the newspaper and set it aside. “Don’t put me in the middle of this,” she said as she removed her reading glasses and placed them on the kitchen table beside her teacup. “I wouldn’t want moving-and-storage detail on my fifteenth birthday either! Those boxes have been sitting in my garage for several weeks. Obviously, they don’t contain anything I can’t live without. Besides, I’m perfectly capable of moving them by myself.”

      Holly and Olivia responded in unison, “No!”

      Julia smiled. “I guess that settles it.” She stepped over to the sink to rinse out her teacup. After drying her hands on a dishtowel, she kissed Olivia on her head. “If your grandpa was still around, he’d tell you that whatever they’re playing at that concert isn’t real music anyway.”

      Olivia’s scowl softened into a smile. “That’s exactly what Grandpa Bill would have said!”

      Holly put her hand on Olivia’s shoulder. “Did you remember to pack your cellphone charger?”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom.”

      “Okay, give me a hug.”

      Olivia didn’t move.

      “Okay, don’t hug me. I’ll pick you up in the morning.”

      Julia cleared her throat and cast Olivia a stern look. Olivia dramatically exhaled and quickly embraced Holly as if her mother carried a deadly disease Olivia could catch.

      At the sound of Holly closing the front door, Olivia’s mood seemed to improve. She hopped onto the counter and smiled in Julia’s direction—a smile that still turned heads despite the recent addition of braces. Her blonde hair hung in soft waves like it had when she was a little girl, but her eyes had recently turned to a deeper, more exotic shade of green. Julia understood how Olivia’s stunning facial features, coupled with the fact that she’d inherited Holly’s curvy figure, could cause her parents to be a little overprotective.

      “Grandma, you know I love spending time with you. It’s just that—”

      Julia interrupted, “You don’t have to explain. Let’s unpack those boxes so we can order a pizza and watch a movie. How does that sound?”

      Olivia grinned and jumped off the counter. “That sounds like a plan!”

      Julia led the way into the garage, where a small collection of boxes remained unpacked. One in particular caught her attention. She gingerly touched it and separated it from the pile.

      “Grandma, let me get that for you.”

      Julia ignored Olivia’s offer, carried the box inside, and set it down on the kitchen table.

      “Hand me that letter opener over there on the counter.”

      Olivia complied and Julia carefully cut through the packing tape and opened the box. She brushed aside a layer of Styrofoam to reveal an outdated telephone.

      Olivia stood beside Julia. She looked down at the telephone and then back up at Julia. “Is this the telephone?”

      “Yep,” Julia answered as she lifted it out of the box. “This is the telephone.”

      “What’s that for?” Olivia pointed to the compartment that contained the answering machine tape.

      Julia chuckled. “That’s a little magnetic recording device that stored the messages callers would leave. Of course, now wireless phones record those messages digitally.”

      “Wow,” Olivia said. “That’s really old.”

      Julia cut her eyes over to Olivia. “Be careful what you call really old.” She wistfully stared back down at the telephone. “I can remember when this was cutting-edge technology.”

      “Does it still work?” Olivia asked as she turned it from side to side.

      “Only one way to find out! Let’s see if we can find the plug.”

      Julia removed another layer of packing and found the adapter and telephone cord underneath. She held both in her hand as she scanned the lower part of the wall near the table.

      “I’m still learning where the receptacles are and which light switch goes to what in this house,” she mumbled.

      “I think that’s a phone jack beside that receptacle right over there,” Oliva pointed. After Julia connected the telephone cord and plugged in the adapter, the machine beeped to life.

      Olivia’s eyes grew wide. Julia found it amusing how the old phone fascinated her. Decades ago, it represented one of the thousands that looked and functioned just like it. Now it could be a collector’s item.

      “Pick up the receiver,” Julia instructed. “Do you hear a dial tone?”

       “What’s a dial tone?”

      “It’s a steady sound that lets you know the phone is working properly. Only a handful of older landlines still support phones that feature a dial tone. Nowadays, most home phones function just like a cellphone, but that hasn’t always been the case.”

      Olivia nodded. “I hear it!”

      “Okay, now dial…uh…your cellphone number.”

      Oliva pressed the small, square numbers on the phone.

      Her phone began ringing from her overnight bag.

      “It worked!” she exclaimed.

      Julia smiled. “Of course it worked.”

      Oliva put the receiver back down and pointed to a piece of paper taped to the front near the tape compartment. “What’s that?”

      Julia picked up her glasses from the kitchen table and leaned in closer to the phone. “Oh, that was our telephone number back when I was growing up. The telephone company assigned it to my mom and dad in the 1950s. I’m certain it’s obsolete now.”

      “This is so cool,” Olivia said. “It’s like going back in time!”

      Julia raised an eyebrow. “As cool as going to the concert?”

      Olivia darted over to the corner of the kitchen where Holly had left her overnight bag. She glanced over her shoulder at Julia. “Even cooler!” She unzipped a compartment and took out her cellphone. “I’m going to call Kelly and let her know that I’m not going tonight. Then we’ll get those other boxes unpacked.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Julia winked. Oliva laughed and bounded upstairs.

      As the sound of Olivia’s footsteps faded, Julia directed her attention back to the phone. Box-shaped and the color of wood putty, it wasn’t much to look at. Yet God had used it years ago to do something miraculous. She smiled as she thought about how He always shows up in plain clothes—even when working through inanimate objects.

      Julia recognized the handwriting on the faded piece of paper as her dad’s. He’d probably jotted down their number and taped it to the phone when Julia’s mom began having memory issues. She assumed that the number had been out of circulation for years. Then again, what if the phone company had assigned it to someone else? Her curiosity got the best of her.

      “What the heck, why not?” she asked herself. She carefully dialed all ten digits and then she waited. To her astonishment, the number started ringing. She held her breath. What if someone answered? Should she apologize for the call or simply hang up?

      Then she heard a voice on the other end—a familiar voice. Her breath caught in her throat.

      “Hello?”

      Julia wanted to respond, but she couldn’t form the words.

      “Is anybody there?”

      Julia stuttered, “Mom? Is that…is that…you?”

      Then the line went silent.
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      Across town at an old, abandoned apartment complex, Detective Norman Lasko stepped out of his car. He kicked aside rocks and debris to clear a path across the parking lot. He was met by a construction supervisor wearing a yellow hardhat.

      The man stuffed the clipboard he was holding under his arm and extended his hand.

      “Officer?”

      “Detective Lasko,” Norman corrected, and shook his hand. “And you are?”

      “Tom Johnson. I’m the foreman of the demolition project. Are you familiar with this neighborhood?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. This place has produced more crime reports than cockroaches over the years. I’m glad they’re finally tearing it down.”

      “Don’t be too quick to check it off your list just yet. You need to take a look at what we found behind a cabinet in one of the units.”

      Even though Norman had served on the police force for nearly twenty years, crime scenes still made him nervous. Finding the remains of a missing person or watching a gunshot victim take their last breath never got any easier.

      Putting on a pair of latex gloves, he followed Tom up what was left of a second-story wooden staircase. As they entered the apartment, two workers stood across from where Norman assumed the kitchen cabinets had once hung. One of the workers pointed to an exposed stud in the wall.

      Norman turned on his flashlight, directing the beam towards an opening behind the sink. He placed the flashlight on the counter and unfolded an evidence bag he had retrieved from his jacket pocket. Reaching into the space, he carefully removed a plastic bag from a long, rusty nail.

      “It doesn’t make any sense to me,” Tom remarked. “I don’t know much about drugs, but that looks like cocaine to me. If it is, then I’d guess someone in this part of town could have made a lot of money selling it on the streets back in the day.”

      Norman set the evidence bag on the counter. “Could have is right. If it is cocaine and it’s been here since the building was built, it’s probably worthless now. I’ll send a sample of the contents to forensics and have them dust the outside of the bag for prints.”

      After slipping the plastic bag into an evidence sack, Norman glanced around the room. “Whose apartment was this? I realize no one has lived here for a long time, but do you know the name of the last tenant?”

      “Actually, I do. The property manager provided us with a roster in case we came across anything suspicious. You’d be surprised what people leave behind, especially if they’re on the run.” Tom began flipping through the pages of paper on his clipboard. “Here it is. The last tenant was a woman…a Margaret Gates.”
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        * * *

      

      Julia stood speechless as she hung up the receiver. What just happened? How could she have heard her mother’s voice? The possibility that she could have experienced another phone call from the past made her dizzy. She eased herself into a chair at the kitchen table. There had to be a logical explanation for this.

      Before she could collect her thoughts, Olivia came back downstairs engrossed in a lively conversation on her phone. 

      “I can’t believe he did that! She should break up with him.”

      Olivia opened the refrigerator door and rummaged through a shelf containing water bottles and juice cans. She mouthed at Julia across the room, Do you have any Diet Coke?

      Julia shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      Olivia’s brow furrowed. “Hey Kelly, can I call you back?”

      She cautiously approached Julia. “Grandma, are you okay? You look a little pale.”

      Julia didn’t know what to say, or if she should say anything. She needed time to regroup. “I’m fine, sweetie. I just think I may have overdone it.”

      Olivia put her hand on Julia’s shoulder. “You should have let me bring in that box from the garage.”

      Julia patted her hand. “There’s some cash in my purse. Why don’t you order a pizza and some Diet Coke and get that movie started? I’m going to lie down for a few minutes. I’ll join you a little later.”

      Oliva smiled. “You know you don’t have to entertain me. I’m fifteen now. I’ll be fine. And I’m sorry for how I acted earlier. I was mostly just mad at my mom. You of anyone should know how annoying she can be.”

      Julia suppressed a laugh. Despite the occasional mood swing, Olivia was a normal, healthy fifteen-year-old. Julia’s mind went back to when she herself was fifteen. It was then that her best friend Margaret—also fifteen at the time—began being abused by her father’s business partner, Horace Bennington. At that age, Margaret should have been like Olivia: carefree and only concerned about teenage drama and which movie to watch on a Friday night. Margaret was a productive, well-adjusted adult now. But the pain she’d endured as a young girl still tugged at Julia’s heartstrings, especially now that Julia had a granddaughter that age.

       Julia focused back on the present. “It’s okay. I understand. Believe it or not, I used to be a teenager myself. It’s funny how annoying your mom can be when you’re fifteen.” Julia looked around and lowered her voice as if she was telling Olivia a secret. “But don’t worry—she’ll grow out of it.”

      Olivia laughed and Julia excused herself to her room.

      She sat down on the side of her bed and reached for her Bible on her nightstand. “I think a few ‘fear not’ scriptures are in order,” she said out loud. “Wait, where is that concordance Bill always used?” She set her Bible on her bed and began searching through the bottom drawer of her nightstand.

      “Gee, there’s a lot of junk in here,” Julia said as she pulled out expired coupons, a pair of spare reading glasses, a bag of cough drops, and a few stray Christmas cards.

      “There it is!” she said as she picked up the worn, paperback topical concordance. She was about to squeak the drawer shut again when she spotted the corner of another book. She slid aside a stack of bills bound together by a rubber band to reveal her book, the one she had penned several years ago. She picked it up and thumbed through the pages. She could still picture herself sitting in front of her laptop for hours, writing and rewriting each chapter. When it first was published, she’d proudly displayed a copy on the den coffee table. It made her a little sad to think that it now resided at the bottom of her nightstand drawer.

      She sat down on the side of her bed. After reading through the first several pages, she chuckled. “Well, Julia, the geriatric apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Here you are on page sixteen complaining about how many items your parents had stored in their guest room closet.” She glanced back over at the open drawer and quoted from the book, “’A small space that contains a lot of junk.’ Hmm. I definitely inherited that trait from Dad.”

      Julia closed the book and thought for a moment. But it wasn’t all junk, was it? The tape recording I found in that closet led me to the Morgans and eventually to Margaret. What if—

      Her eyes fell on the book once more. Even though she’d penned every word, she felt a strong urge to go back and read through it again. It was, after all, the account of what had taken place when she’d encountered another mysterious phone call from the past; a call that had changed her life and the lives of so many others. If nothing else, maybe it would serve to revive her desire to write again, something she’d allowed to go dormant since Bill’s passing.

      Julia slipped off her shoes, adjusted the pillows behind her, and stretched out on the bed.

      “Let’s start back at the beginning,” she said. “Chapter one.”
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      Norman set his keys down on his desk and flipped the switch on his computer. As he poured himself a cup of coffee, he began issuing voice commands. “Identify the owner of Durledge Apartments. Locate information on Margaret Gates.”

      As he sat down at his desk, his computer screen populated with numerous links to public records and newspaper articles. He clicked on one that caught his attention.

      “Well, would you look at that?” he muttered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Julia had only planned to read a chapter or two and then close her eyes for a few minutes. Before she knew it, she was already on the twelfth chapter, and an hour had passed. Olivia had assured her she’d be fine on her own, but Julia still wanted to watch at least part of the movie with her.

      As she entered the den, she spotted Oliva curled up on the sofa. Olivia had begged Holly to let her attend a concert that would have kept her up past eleven. Yet she had already fallen asleep, and it was only nine-thirty. Julia found the remote underneath a plate of pizza crusts and clicked off the television. She grabbed a throw blanket from the rocking chair across the room and tucked it around Oliva, brushed her hair back, and kissed her on the forehead.

      Julia paused for a moment to marvel at how much Olivia resembled Holly. Julia had just read the section of her book where Holly arrived for a visit after Julia’s mother had passed away. Seeing Holly walk up the sidewalk that evening had been like a breath of fresh air for Julia. The two of them had planned to stay up and chat, but Holly had fallen asleep on the sofa before they’d gotten the chance. Julia smiled. Once again, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Like Holly, Olivia wasn’t one for late nights.

      Julia made her way through the kitchen. She was reaching for the light switch when, out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the telephone. What if she dialed her parents’ phone number just once more? Perhaps what happened earlier had been a fluke, like an old recording playing from the answering machine tape. She remembered how that could happen if someone answered the phone after the machine had already started recording.

      She chuckled and shook her head. Why hadn’t she thought of that before? The explanation made perfect sense. She carefully opened the compartment and removed the old tape, confident that nothing would happen when she tried calling the number this time.

      She took a deep breath and punched in the digits.

      The line began ringing.

      “Hello?”

      Once again, it was her mother’s voice. Julia couldn’t believe it. This can’t be happening!

      Julia spoke loudly into the phone. “Mom? Can you hear me?”

      To her amazement, her mom answered, “Julia, honey, is that you? I’m sorry for getting you out of class. I hope your teacher isn’t upset.”

      Julia stood up straight. Her heart raced. Her voice shook as she replied, “Yes, Mom, it’s me!”

      “Frances just called. She can’t drive you and Margaret home from school today. She didn’t sound well. I hope everything is okay. I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be picking you up.”

      Julia was frantic. “Mom, it’s me! But I’m not young Julia anymore.”

      “Hello, Julia? Are you still there?”

      Julia heard what sounded like a thunderclap on the other end, and the line went silent once again. She hung up the receiver and waited a few seconds before redialing the number. This time nothing happened. She tried it once again—still nothing.

      She sat down and rested her elbows on the table. Dear Lord, what is going on?

      Then she smelled something burning. A spark flew from the receptacle where she’d plugged in the phone. A popping noise followed, which made her jump. The light over the kitchen table flickered off.

      “That can’t be good,” she said under her breath.

      She stepped over to the electrical panel by the garage entrance and flipped the breaker. The light came back on over the table. But when she sat back down and tried to get the answering machine to turn on, it wouldn’t work.

      She jumped again when she saw Olivia standing over her.

      Olivia cocked her head to one side. “Grandma, who were you talking to?”

      Julia panicked. She knew with certainty that she had heard her mother’s voice. What if no one believed her? She didn’t need anyone questioning her state of mind, especially at her age, and with her mother having passed away from Alzheimer’s.

      She looked up. “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”

      Olivia yawned and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Were you talking to someone on the old phone? You were kinda loud.”

      Julia picked up the receiver, handing it to Olivia. “Actually, it stopped working. No dial tone anymore.”

      Olivia listened and then handed the receiver back to Julia, “Yeah, I don’t hear anything.”

      Julia continued, “It blew a fuse which startled me. That’s probably what you heard.” She paused and then put her hand on Olivia’s shoulder. “Did you get extra banana peppers on that pizza?”

      Olivia grinned. “You’re right. It was probably just a banana pepper pizza dream. Can I crash in the guest room?”

      “Of course. There’s an extra blanket in the closet if you need it.”

      Olivia kissed Julia on the cheek and then lumbered upstairs.

      Julia felt relieved. At least that was over. She had successfully sidetracked Olivia’s question, but in reality, she had heard her mother’s voice. And what was she saying about Frances, Margaret’s mother?

      Julia looked down at the phone. It was dead now, so it certainly couldn’t provide her with any answers. Then again, the last time something like this happened, the pieces fell into place when Julia reconnected with her middle school band director, Caleb Morgan, and his wife, Minnie. What she wouldn’t give to have them to talk to right now!

      Yet, she knew what they’d tell her to do.

      She stepped out onto the front porch and walked past the rocking chair to the right of the door. It often remained unoccupied as Julia preferred sitting on the steps where she had an unobstructed view of the sky. Tonight, the cloudless firmament boasted the glow of half-moon and a host of twinkling stars. Her mind traveled back fifteen years to her perching on her parents’ front porch steps when the first mysterious phone call had occurred.

      She sat down on the top step and looked heavenward. “Lord, I feel alone. I don’t have Mr. Morgan, Minnie, or Bill to talk to this time. Worse, I’m older now. Sometimes I feel like my family is on standby, just waiting for me to start showing signs of Alzheimer’s like my mother. If I tell them what happened tonight, will it only serve to reinforce their fears? Will they think my mind is slipping?”

      An evening breeze stirred the fragrance of the gardenia bush next to Julia’s porch. While it now bloomed in her yard, it hadn’t started out there. It had been one of several that had grown next to the Morgan’s front steps. Julia had asked their son, Kenneth, if she could dig up a bush to plant in her yard before he’d sold his parents’ homeplace. This was the one she had selected.

      She reached over and snapped off a bloom. It amazed her how such a tiny little flower could produce such a powerful fragrance. She fought a lump in her throat as the aroma took her back to the numerous times she’d visited the Morgans in their home.

      Gazing heavenward once more, she continued her prayer. “Heavenly Father, what is it with me and telephones?” She raised her eyebrows. “Or with me and that telephone?”

      She shook her head. “I thought you had finished using that old machine, but maybe you haven’t.” She paused and thought for a moment. “In some ways, it’s like me. I’m not a new model anymore. Some of my parts are wearing out, and, hey, I even blow a fuse now and then!” She looked down at the ground. “But that doesn’t mean you’re finished with me.”

      Julia felt a sudden rush of emotion and her eyes filled with tears. “When I moved into this townhouse, I boxed up my memories from the past. Did I do the same for any hopes or dreams for my future?” She set the gardenia bloom on the porch and laughed dryly. “I guess that old telephone wasn’t the only thing that needed to come out of storage.”

      She took a deep breath and checked the time on her watch. The evening certainly hadn’t gone as she had planned. Then again, in her experience, life rarely did. Standing to go back inside, she cast a parting glance up to the sky.

      “Even though this is scary, I have a feeling you’re getting ready to write an amazing story.” She smiled. “Again.”
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      An attractive woman in her late-thirties with dark brown skin and shoulder-length brown hair stepped into Norman’s office. Norman looked up briefly.

      “Good morning, Monica. Grab a cup of coffee.”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Monica replied. She poured a cup, took a sip, and then scowled over at Norman. “What is this? Didn’t I stock your office with some decent joe?”

       “Sorry,” Norman snickered. “I still reach for the cheap stuff. Old habits die hard.”

      Monica rolled her eyes. “Old being the operative word here. You’re not that much older than me, but your coffee tastes like something they drank on The Tonight Show…when Johnny Carson hosted.”

      Picking up the container of coffee sitting beside the pot, she shook her head. “First of all, it’s in a can. You’re a smart guy; you should know that decent coffee doesn’t come in a can anymore.”

      She began digging through a cabinet beneath the coffee pot. Pulling out a bag of unopened coffee, she turned towards Norman and pointed to it. “If you’re going to utilize my expert detective skills, you need to be fueling my brain with something other than knock-off coffee.”

      “Fair enough,” Norman retorted.

      Norman couldn’t help but smile as he watched Monica pour the old coffee into the sink and proceed to brew another pot. Even though it had been years now, he could still remember when she’d first joined the force fresh out of the Academy. Having graduated top of her class, she’d moved up through the ranks quickly. Her attention to detail balanced Norman’s knack for seeing the big picture. Together, they made an effective team.

      So effective, in fact, that their work associates often accused them of behaving more like a married couple than colleagues. Each knew—and understood—the other’s nuances. Even the completing-each-other’s-sentences cliché applied to them. Moreover, neither held back when communicating an opposing point of view. But the closeness never went any further, and Norman often wondered why. Then again, he valued his and Monica’s professional relationship and would never want to jeopardize it by attempting to make it anything more. It felt safe and familiar, and he was content with that.

      She looked over her shoulder. “So, what’s so important that you took me off the Guthrie case?”

      Norman leaned back in his office chair. “Have you heard of the Durledge Apartments they’re tearing down, over by that old car dealership?”

      “Heard of them? How about that’s where I spent most of my time as a rookie. I lost count of the number of domestic disturbance complaints I responded to over there. That place was a breeding ground for crime. They should have demolished it years ago.”

      “The construction crew made an interesting discovery while gutting one of the units: a large bag of cocaine hidden behind a wall.”

      Monica poured two cups of coffee and brought them over to Norman’s desk. She took a sip of hers and said, “So, why would anybody hide coke behind a wall and leave it there? Who was the last tenant?”

      “That’s just it. The last tenant was Margaret Gates, who now—”

      Monica interrupted, “Runs that place that helps teens with addictions.”

      Norman clicked a few keys on his computer. “Right. But what you may not know—because it was before your time—is that Margaret Gates hasn’t always been a saint.”

      He turned his computer screen towards her. “Check out this rap sheet.”

      “Whoa. Do you think the coke could have been hers?”

      Norman grinned. “Not so fast, Sherlock. There’s even more that you don’t know. One of the reasons the Gates Manor got started was because Margaret had been sexually abused for years.”

      Monica shook her head. “A plausible explanation for the drug abuse?”

      “That’s her story. But look at who the abuser was.”

      He clicked a few more keys on his laptop.

      Monica’s eyes grew wide. “Horace Bennington? The Horace Bennington?”

      “Yes, James Gates’ business partner.”

      Monica all but choked on her coffee. She cleared her throat. “James Gates as in Margaret Gates’ father?”

      “Legend has it that James knew about the abuse. Not only knew about it but allowed it.”

      Monica’s eyes flashed with anger. “Not exactly father of the year, this James Gates.”

      “It gets better—or worse, depending on how you look at it. It turns out Horace was the biological father of Margaret’s brother, Preston. Horace’s son Joseph donated part of his inheritance money to start the Gates Manor after Horace died. A way to make up for his father’s sins, I guess. Then he ended up marrying Margaret Gates.”

      Monica’s eyes narrowed. “Wasn’t there another brother?”

      “Oh, yes. Wyatt. He was a big shot who got his clock cleaned when he tried to kill Margaret. Dalton Larkins was his attorney and got the charges reduced. He only served six months. He apparently had a change of heart behind bars. Now he leads a prison ministry.”

      Monica raised an eyebrow. “Was that a history lesson or a recap of yesterday’s episode of The Young and the Restless?”

      Norman smiled wryly. “You know what they say. Truth is stranger than fiction.”

      “But what does all of that have to do with a bag of coke found in an apartment once rented to Margaret Gates?”

      “I’m glad you asked. Look at whose name is on the deed of the Durledge property.”

      Monica looked at the computer screen and then at Norman.

      “I don’t understand. Why on earth would James Gates and Horace Bennington buy a worthless piece of property like that?”

      “That’s where it gets interesting. I did a title search and found out they weren’t the original owners.”

      “So, who was?”

      Norman clasped his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair once more. “Their wives.”
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        * * *

      

      Feeling guilty for having been distracted the night before, Julia got up early and prepared Olivia’s favorite breakfast: chocolate chip pancakes complete with all the syrup she could drown them in. Afterward, the two of them moved the rest of the boxes out of the garage and put the items away. Julia mentioned the old phone only in the context that she was glad Olivia got to see it and hear a dial tone before it had stopped working. 

      By the time Holly returned to pick up Olivia later that morning, Julia felt satisfied that she had successfully executed her duties as a grandmother. Olivia left full of pizza, chocolate chip pancakes, and a few good memories.

      Julia waved goodbye from her front porch and watched until Holly’s car was out of sight. Then she stepped back inside and located her cellphone. Dialing a number, she waited impatiently. After several rings, a voice answered on the other end.

      “Julia? I was just thinking about you!”

      “Margaret, we need to talk. Can I come over?”

      “Uh, sure. When?”

      “Now, if that’s okay.”

      “Joseph is getting ready to take J.J. to soccer practice, so now actually works. Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better. Something really strange happened last night. I need to sit down and discuss it with you in person.”

      “I’ll put on some coffee. See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Margaret sat quietly for a moment, looking down at her phone.

      “I don’t think it was a coincidence that Julia called you,” Joseph said.

      Margaret looked up at Joseph. She found it hard to believe they had already been married thirteen years. The two of them began working together when the Gates Manor first opened. Margaret taught music and provided counseling for the students. Joseph served as the hospital liaison for the students’ medical needs. What had started out as a professional relationship turned into love. They’d opted for a Christmas wedding; a fairytale-like event held at the Manor. Only days later, they adopted a baby boy. The family that Margaret had always dreamed of—but had lost hope of ever having—came to pass within a short period of time. Some days it still felt like a dream.

      “You know you can talk to her about this.”

      “You’re right,” Margaret said. Her chair squeaked against the kitchen floor as she got up and retrieved a container of coffee from the freezer. She separated a filter from a stack on the counter and looked over to Joseph. “I just don’t understand why it’s happening, especially after all this time.”

      The newspaper rustled as Joseph set it aside. He stepped over to where Margaret was standing and embraced her from behind. “Your journey of faith has been defined by trusting God for what you don’t understand. You still don’t know how Julia received that phone call years ago, but it was God’s way of rescuing you. He may not give you all the answers, but He’ll give you the ones you need. Even counselors—especially counselors—need a sounding board from time to time. If anybody would understand what you’ve been going through, it’s Julia. Talk to her.”

      He smiled as he pointed to the coffee pot. “You might want to get that going. Julia’s a fast driver, and her blood type is Dark Roast.”

      Margaret laughed and turned to face him. She took his hands into hers. “Thank you for always being there for our son and me.”

      Joseph pulled away and looked at his watch. “Speaking of which, I do need to get J.J. to soccer practice. What do you think Julia wants to talk to you about?”

      Margaret shook her head as she picked up the coffee carafe and filled it with water from the sink. “I don’t know. She sounded upset. It’s interesting that we both need to talk to each other at the same time.”

      Joseph’s car keys jingled as he slipped them off a hook on the wall. He craned his head up towards the staircase and called out, “Let’s go, son. Make sure you’ve got all your gear.”

      J.J., short for Joseph Jr., clunked down the stairs in his soccer cleats and uniform. He was on the smaller end of the spectrum for boys his age. He had soft brown curls that framed his deep-set, brown eyes. He flashed a handsome smile to Margaret, a smile that always melted her heart. From what she had heard, it had also begun melting the hearts of his female classmates.

      “See ya, Mom!” he called as he headed out the back door.

      Joseph stepped back into the kitchen and gave Margaret a quick kiss on the cheek. “Maybe Julia is just overdue for some BFF time with you. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

      Margaret forced a smile, clicked the coffee pot on, and then leaned back against the counter.

      “I’ve got a feeling it’s more than that,” she muttered. “Much more.”
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