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March 20, 2011
The First Day of Spring
Welcome to Knollsville. Knolls County, Indiana, smack dab in the middle of Cass and White counties. You can find it traveling west on US-24 heading for Monticello. A handful of other small towns just like it make up the county, towns like Henrietta, Humphrey, and Coretta; all established by the same man over one hundred years ago. Hiram Knolls the first, who named the county and the towns within after himself, his wife, and two of his children. It was his own private dynasty. Back then, Hiram was a man of big dreams and even bigger means. Surrounded by vast acres of rich, fertile farmland and strategically placed en route to bigger cities like Monticello, Knollsville was the county seat of an up and coming metropolis, an illustrious empire. Now you can’t even find it on a map.
But you didn’t come here for a history lesson. So let me just get you started.
Name’s Abigail Simms, but most folks just call me Abby. I got a few minutes free to show you around, and the weather’s cooperating, which is something you never can quite be sure of hereabouts. But this early spring thaw is a welcome thing after the freezing winter we had, so I won’t complain. Lord knows, it won’t last. Never does.
The first thing you’ll notice when you head into Knollsville, aside from the weatherworn sign (the red paint’s so chipped you can barely read the words), are the two rusty silos and the deserted grain elevators less than a quarter of a mile from where US 24 turns into Main Street. They’ve been growing rusty for years now, and they, along with those large stone and brick buildings over yonder, haven’t been used for years. Almost as long as I’ve been here anyway.
The considerable bulk of those buildings casts a shadow over the entire town, making it seem downright gloomy and maybe even a bit unfriendly. Well, on the one hand, you would be right. Knollsville is a gloomy town, and we ain’t always known for our friendliness. But the shadow don’t come from those deserted buildings. Now, don’t get me wrong. There is a shadow. But it ain’t from there. It comes from someplace a little bit deeper in town. And, I guess, someplace a little bit deeper in some of us in town. But we’ll get to that later; right now I just want to get you acquainted.
Knollsville, now a bleak little run-down town to even the most forgiving of eyes, had a second run at distinction in the late seventies to early eighties, thanks in large part to Hiram’s namesake (now on the fourth run), who owned and operated three booming businesses. The local agriculture- corn and soybeans to be exact- was harvested and processed here, helping to develop an impressive trucking facility. And then there was a thriving construction company beyond that. These vacant, ramshackle buildings speckled about town are all that’s left of them. The trucking company and construction company (still owned by the same man) have long since moved on. Now they’re a stone’s throw from Monticello, where presumably business is better. And while the corn and soybeans still thrive in the surrounding fields, the fields have been sold off to multi-million dollar corporations and the harvests are shipped elsewhere to be processed and sold.
Over the years, a few other businesses have tried to gain a foothold, but none have succeeded, finding Knollsville too quiet, too small, and too far out of the way. It’s truly a wonder that Knollsville isn’t a complete ghost town. And it would be if folks could afford to desert homes they owned outright to move away and start over. But, of course, most folks can’t, and so they stay. Ghost town status is inevitable though. Eventually the children hereabouts will be grown and they’ll move away to greener pastures, and the folks living here now will all die off. Nature’s course, I suppose, but sad. Meanwhile, those of us who’ve been here the longest, hold down the fort.
For now, small, still mostly occupied homes line both sides of the street, intermingling with the few businesses that remain open against all odds. The buildings vary in ages, from older homes built somewhere around the turn of the century, to the newest, built as late as the early seventies. Many of these homes have had renovations, slip-shod as they may be, and the once box-shaped houses, now display angular jut-outs where additional rooms have been added. There’s a good example of one right there, old Carl Radner’s house. He and his wife just kept having babies, almost like they weren’t sure where they was coming from, and each additional baby marked a new jut-out on the house where Carl built another room. If Mother Nature hadn’t stopped them they just might be living in the Taj Mahal. We got to keep moving though, otherwise I could stand around all day long passing on the town’s best gossip and we wouldn’t get anywhere.
As we make our way down the road, you’ll notice there are no stop lights or stop signs on the main drag, just a long, narrow, two lane road cutting a perfectly straight line right through the center of town. A long abandoned set of railroad tracks are the only thing that interrupts it. Most of the businesses in town can be found on this highway, including the diner. Abby’s Diner. I’d call it the most interesting place in town, and not just 'cause I own it. It’s the one location in town where practically everyone shows up at least once a month, so pretty much anything that’s going on, I get to hear about it sooner or later.
Just down the way, on the opposite side of the street, there's a two story home that has become the local newspaper, post office, and a lending library all rolled into one. Across the street is the hardware store, owned and operated by the mayor. A little further down there's the sewing and craft store owned by the same man, but run by his wife. Back about two miles behind where the “Welcome to Knollsville- Founded 1886- Population 949,” sign stands peeling its paint, is the local vet’s office. His wife also happens to be the local doctor, though she does most of her doctoring in Monticello now. Can’t blame her, that’s where the money is. But she’s a charitable sort, so she keeps her office open twice a week here in town.
All the streets, if you haven’t noticed already, are named for trees: Elm, Oak, Maple, Hemlock, Beech, Birch, Poplar, Ash, Buckeye, and Walnut; we got it covered. Not very imaginative, but then Hiram Knolls was less known for his imagination than his money. And to be fair, money built the town, not imagination. Anyway, on the corner of Main and Elm Street lies the Town Hall. The county courthouse, Sheriff's department, and county clerk and treasurer all share the same building, though you enter the Sheriff's department from one side, and the hall and courthouse from the other.
The local sheriff, now on his fourth term, has presided over this and several other small towns in the county for more than fourteen years. He splits duties with his two deputies fairly equally, but still, he’s a busy man. He’s also a good man, though I’m still on the fence regarding his deputies. One is definitely an arrogant toad, and the new one, well let’s just say we have each other pegged. Or at least I’d like to think so. I’m fairly certain I’ve got him pegged, and I think he’s fairly certain he’s got me. We’ll see. I’ve learned to bide my time regarding judgment calls, life’s taught me that if nothing else, so I’m still waiting it out. I'll let you make your own call.
Right next to the town hall is the old firehouse. It houses the one and only fire truck the town owns outright, and a few local volunteers work it. Aside from that, the department in Henrietta covers all fire emergencies for the entire county, and the hospital in Coretta handles the ambulance. It’s not a great system, but it’s the only one we’ve got.
Further west, just before Main Street turns back into US 24, is the local garage. The man that runs it inherited it from his father, who inherited it from his father before him. The fact that it is on the edge of town is probably the only thing that encourages folks to stop and fuel up there. I think they feel as if they are gaining an edge to get away from this gloomy place.
Dozens of houses squat within ten feet of most of the tree lined roads, their shadows looming across the pot-hole riddled streets, as they hunch over the pavement. Looking at them reminds me of watching a dog, straining forward from its seated position, waiting for someone to throw it a bone.
To the south a thick forest borders the town, crossing over Main Street, and attempting to stretch its border across the whole west side of town. On the southwest side of town, down about a mile of gravel road, lies the one and only trailer park, one of the biggest blights to a proud but meager town. Built sometime in the mid-seventies, it was meant to accommodate the sudden influx of workers required to staff Knolls’ growing businesses; it brought about a legal battle of epic proportions between the town and its primary benefactor. Needless to say, hard-fought as the battle was, it was inevitably won by Hiram Knolls. Money equals power and money always wins.
The trailer park now houses primarily jobless drunks, many of whom were left behind when Hiram closed up shop and moved away, laying them all off. Now they just sit around waiting for their next government check, making monthly runs into Humphrey or Henrietta for the few requisite groceries and a stop at the liquor store, before returning home to drink the month away. Nothin' but a waste of good land, if you ask me.
Off to the north, amongst the seemingly endless fields of corn and soybeans, there are still some local farms running. However, most of the better farm land was owned by the Knolls and has long since been sold off. What little land is still in use by local farmers provides produce for the farmer’s markets and feeds the farmers themselves.
With only about half a dozen businesses still up and running and most of the folks still living in Knollsville commuting to places like Monticello for work, I know you have to be asking, what brings us here of all places? What kind of story could you possibly tell me about this dull, drab, god-forsaken place that might pique my interest?
Hard to believe there could be any kind of story here isn’t it? Just goes to show you, some of the best stories can be found in some of the worst places. Or maybe, in this case, some of the worst stories can be found in some of the best places. Because, at one time, Knollsville was one of the best places to live, and the tale you’re about to hear, well, it made it one of the worst. But, still, it’s home to me. Has been for more than thirty years.
As I’m sure you’ve figured out by now, (can’t hide my accent for nothing), I’m not originally from Indiana. I came up from Tennessee at the conception of the Dradon Project, and though life had changed drastically for me over that time, I stayed.
But, I’m rushing ahead. I have a tendency to do that, sprint for the finish line before the starting gun’s even gone off. Got to slow down, keep on track, let the story tell itself. ‘Cause it will you know. This story’s been wantin' to be out for a long time, and the catalyst has finally arrived. Just now, this town's one big powder keg, and it's just waiting for someone to strike the match. And there are lots of people running all over town, fingers clutching matches, scratching them everywhere that can be thought of.
Getting back to the starting line; you see that one little lonely road to the north there? Just past Magnolia. Right up there, just up ahead, across the street and east of the gas station. Yep, that’s the one, creates an intersection there with Main. Doesn’t even look like a road, made of dirt like it is. And it doesn’t have a road sign. But it’s a road, I can guarantee you that. Just take a right and wander on down, see what you find. For about a mile or so, some of the other neighborhood streets intersect with it, pavement meeting dirt trail. But about two miles out, no other road meets up with it and it almost seems like it’s a road to nowhere. But have faith, keep on going for another mile or two and then you’ll see it. One lonely house stands out there all by itself. Two sides surrounded by empty, barren fields, overgrown with ragweed and tall grass. To the back lie those woods that seem to go on forever. And the frontage is only wild grass and the dirt road cutting its way through it all, leading up to the farmhouse, and beyond.
It’s an old two story farmhouse, almost as old as the town itself. Once it was the grandest estate in all of Knollsville, built by Hiram the first, for his wife, just after settling the town. The farm fields and the woods were all part of the massive acreage that he owned.
The Knolls still lived up there until about thirty-two years ago, when their only son, Hiram the fourth, and heir to the vast majority of their estate, split the land into parcels and sold them all off, including the once grand farmhouse. As I said, it was the late seventies, and Knollsville was beginning to prosper at the time. From a distance, it looked as if nothing would change. And Hiram was always planning, always working the angles. Even then, at the ripe age of thirty, he utilized all of his influential business and governmental connections, most of them fraternity brothers from the Ivy League school his parents had sent him to, to the betterment of himself and his bank account.
As I recall, his construction business was turnin' money out hand over fist at the time, and that’s why he decided to sell a large amount of the land to one of his cronies. It was some convoluted tax evasion, money making scheme, that’s too involved for me to make heads or tails of. Suffice it to say, this business partner specialized in building low cost middle class neighborhoods with shoddy materials, and selling them for much more than they were worth. I’m sure the plan included using Hiram’s own construction company for the building, doubly lining his pockets, but alas, none of it ever came to pass. And so, the land remains forgotten.
But the wooded part and what lies further up the dirt road; that’s a different story altogether. That he sold to one of his government friends. But I’m getting ahead of myself again.
As for the farmhouse, it has passed hands any number of times, the last owner having been Ralph Edwards. After he died, he bequeathed the farmhouse and his antique shop to the town. It’s remained empty for three years. That is until two weeks ago. A stranger, someone new in town bought both properties, snatchin' 'em up sight unseen. Makes no sense does it? What could possibly bring someone here, now, of all times? Especially a young woman, early thirties tops? Makes one a tad bit curious. But she’s got one thing in common with Knollsville, she’s full of secrets, and secrets are what Knollsville does best.
Let’s not linger here, we’ll see enough of this place soon enough, we got to keep walking. We got a few more miles to go and my dogs are already barkin'. As you can see, this part of the road just about gets swallowed up by the woods. You almost can’t even tell there’s a road here. But it’s still here, and strangely enough, about a mile and a half up, the dirt road suddenly turns to pavement. True, the pavement’s pitted and potholed after so many years of disrepair. Nevertheless, it’s blacktop.
Why would anyone pave the road out here and not the rest, you say. Well, that’s as good a question as any. Soon enough you’ll have other, more important questions. Let’s keep moving, it’s only another mile or so.
Ah, here we are. This place. Recognize it? No, of course you don’t. No one would. At first all you can see is the iron fence, overgrown with weeds cradling pockets of melting snow, and poison ivy growing so thick you almost can’t see anything else. Then, your eyes naturally follow the fence to the gate and the unmanned guard shack beside it. One half of the gate hangs open, dangling on rusty hinges, the weeds ripped from the handle in order to gain entrance.
Peek through the opening, tell me what you see.
That’s it. That big, brick monstrosity right there, or what’s left of it anyway. Looks very out of place in these wilderness surroundings, don't it? It's almost as if someone plucked up some modern building from some big city and then plopped it down right here in the middle of these woods. Once, it was a two story structure, all red brick and tinted glass. Though of course, far more brick than glass. If I recall correctly, there were only four windows across the front of the building. A façade, really. A pitiful attempt to make it look less like a prison. Didn’t work.
The facility was built; you guessed it, by Hiram’s construction crew, a favor for his government cronies. Back then, I remember the building should have seemed to be dwarfed, surrounded as it was by the massive trees in an age old woods. Instead, strangely, it was the other way around. The building claimed dominance. It almost seemed like it was pushing the woods back, keeping the trees at bay. I never liked the feeling.
Most of the building is gone now, reduced to piles of rubble and ash. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that it was destroyed by something more than fire, the complete devastation attests to something much more violent. Almost like an earthquake. But we’re hardly in earthquake territory, now are we? Oh, I suppose anything’s possible. I was there, and I’m here to tell you, that to this day, I’m still not exactly sure what happened.
And there, hanging from that post, just to the left and in front of what’s left of the building, there’s a sign. The sign remains untouched by the destruction that wreaked havoc on the building and those housed within. It’s aged and weatherworn, not unlike me, and very hard to read, but it’s there.
“Four Winds.” Sounds like a loony bin, don’t it? I know that’s what you’re thinking. And you would be right; if you weren’t wrong that is. But close enough for now, (close is only good in horseshoes and hand grenades they say, but this time I think it applies.) Besides, you’ll understand it all soon enough.
And what’s that? Over there? Do you see the figure? At the back of the building, kneeling on the ground, hands covering the face as the figure rocks back and forth, weeping uncontrollably. It’s a heart-wrenching sound, I know. I’ve heard it before. I know who it is, soon enough you will too.
For now, it’s time to go. I always hated this place. It makes me feel creepy and sad, and I’m ready to head out. I’ve given you enough direction to get yourself around, so I’ll just be taking my leave. I’ll head on back to the highway now, back to the heart of town. This sudden thaw we’ve been having has been chasing folks out of their homes, getting them up and around to come into the diner for a home-cooked breakfast and some gossip. Folks are tired of being shut in. They’re ready for the snow to melt and the sun to rise. The diner’s gonna be hoppin'. I’ve got biscuits to bake, and the breakfast rush will be hittin' in less than an hour. Course the weather won’t last, never does. They’re calling for snow by the middle of the week, but that’s weather in Indiana, summer in the morning, winter all night. Might as well take advantage while we can.
Remember, if things get to be too much, too overwhelming, east or west on Main will get you out of Knollsville. And don’t stop for gas.
Chapter One
The sun shone down brilliantly through idyllically blue skies, creating a perfect contrast with the bitterly cold day.
The casket which had loomed over the presiding inside the church engulfing nearly half the room, (not unlike the man it housed), now seemed small, almost insignificant, in its outdoor surroundings.
The ground rose and fell in snow covered hills and valleys. Far off the mountains rose up into the skies, the deep cuts and jagged teeth all but hidden by the thick fog rising up from its base. According to recent forecasts the weather should hold for another two or three days before winter’s blast returned once more.
The doctor knew he should at least feel grateful for the break in the weather; otherwise this proceeding would undoubtedly have been more awkward than it already was. Ethan watched as the corpulent minister, whose sheer size acted as an effective thermal barrier, began to sweat profusely. His pasty complexion was already sprouting red blotches and his double-chin trembled violently as he picked up the pace, using his words more economically and striving for a certain succinctness Ethan suspected was not his usual custom. Evidently the man was as eager as any of them to put an end to this funeral.
Ethan couldn't help but wonder if the minister was suffering from a sense of mortality; after all, the minister was presiding over the grave of a man who had been struck down in the prime of his life due primarily to his obesity.
The minister shifted uncomfortably, creating an impressive ripple effect that raced down his neck to his overhanging belly and then back up again. The sweat beading on his brow began trickling down his temples and one errant drop had the audacity to roll off the end of his nose and land with a tiny splash on the crisp pages of his formerly immaculate Bible. The leather cover of the book gleamed as if it was polished daily and the binding was in pristine condition with nary a crease in sight. Ethan had to wonder if the minister had ever opened the book before this day.
The doctor's eyes cut through the crowd (if this pitiful turnout could indeed be labeled a crowd), taking in the small group of people standing mindlessly under the awning. Their gloved hands rubbed robotically up and down goose-pimpled arms in a subconscious attempt to keep warm. Their minds seemed to be wasting no time on the words traveling through the still air. Instead they seemed to be considering how they would spend what was left of the day once this compulsory process was through.
Ethan’s gaze fell upon the girl. There she stood, her eyes squinting against the harsh glare of the sun cutting in under the awning at such an angle as to light up her face and nothing else around her.
It was a curious looking little family, with nary an ounce of emotion among them. The mother stood to one side of the girl, her countenance completely blank, as if she were entirely oblivious to what was taking place around her. The woman could have been putting together a grocery list for all the emotion she was displaying. The younger child stood sucking the thumb of the same hand that was clutching a stuffed rabbit and holding on to her sister with the other. She didn't look sad, or frightened, or any of the emotions one might expect from a child who was witnessing the burial of her father. And then there was the older girl. She too seemed completely devoid of any feeling whatsoever. The parents had set the example and the girls were growing into two perfect little automatons.
As terrible as it seemed, it was this sense of detachment displayed by the parents that had drawn Ethan to them in the first place. At the time it had seemed to be the right decision. Certainly it would make the separation process easier. And this lack of emotion at the funeral, a separation of utter finality, only served to substantiate his theory. Still, he couldn't help but to wonder if he had been mistaken.
The girl was barely more than thirteen, yet he could see a century's worth of living etched into her young brow. If you looked deep into the dark eyes, you would find a remarkable maturity very few people of considerably more advanced age would demonstrate. Granted she had experienced more in her thirteen years than most people had in their entire lives, things the rest of the world couldn’t begin to comprehend. But it was as if those life-altering experiences had killed something very vital inside her. And the lack of emotional stimuli around her didn't seem to be helping. In a very real sense it was like watching a living, breathing, suicide victim.
There were so many difficulties in this process, so many uncertainties. For the first time he began to doubt some of his own, as well as his colleagues’, hypotheses. He had never before allowed himself to feel this sense of misgiving. After all, Dr. Ethan Hewindson had not achieved the prominence and distinction for which he was renowned by second-guessing himself.
But she was to be the third reaped from this particular experiment. The first, taken from birth, had been a complete and utter failure. The second, begun only a few years before, while not having been a complete failure, had thus far failed to show the capabilities they’d been counting on. Showinder was still convinced of the aptitude housed within the boy assigned to him, but Wyndham was at a loss with his own Number. After all those long years of work, his Number had cracked as soon as they’d placed the two boys in a room together.
These experimental Numbers had made no more or less advancement than any other in the history of the SIB.
That was what had lead Ethan to the decision to wait.
Waiting was the hardest thing he’d ever done. He was not a patient man who sat back and waited for the world to turn. No, he was one of the ones who did the turning. Delaying all those extra years, when he was as eager as the rest to prove his theories correct, had been torture. But, deep down, he suspected, no, he knew, it was the answer.
Besides, Wyndham had needed those extra years to try and rehabilitate his Number.
And now, finally, there was to be an end to this interminable delay. This may be their very last chance for redemption, and they couldn’t afford to muck it up. That was why he was handling this one himself. After all, if the reports were accurate, and there was no reason to believe that they weren’t, this girl could very well be the cog they had built the whole project around.
A small sigh escaped from someone on his right; bringing his thoughts back round to the funeral. He could hear the minister wrapping up and was grateful for it. There was still so much to do before the day was out and only a few hours until he had to catch his flight.
Assuming there were no more delays.
He cast a surreptitious glance at his watch. Everything was right on schedule; with any luck the rest of the day would progress much the same.
---
“You don’t need to take everything.” Colleen James’ voice was a monotone as she forced another wad of clothing into the corner of the already overflowing suitcase.
Tristan looked around the barren room. Bare walls, two bureaus, one of which was now completely empty, a pair of twin beds, each equipped with mandatory sheets, pillows, and blankets. But nothing else. No knick-knacks, no posters, no photographs, nothing. To her, it seemed little like the rooms she’d heard girls at school talk about. Rooms littered with old toys and stuffed animals, posters of favorite movie stars and rock bands, jewelry boxes and bookshelves. She had none of those items. The closest to any of that, was Bina’s stuffed rabbit that even now the little girl was trying to cram into the suitcase.
“No, no! No, Bina, not that.” Colleen snatched the stuffed toy away and tossed it onto the empty bureau.
“Ears wants to go with Tristy!” The child’s plaintive wail cut across the hollow room. Her fussing only increased to shrill cries when she realized that she could not retrieve her precious companion from the height of the dresser.
Taking advantage of her mother’s distraction as she tried to force the overstuffed suitcase closed, Tristan snagged the bunny and passed it to her sister. Instantly, the child popped her thumb in her mouth and rested her cheek against the balding fur.
“Okay, I think that’s everything.” Colleen said. “Let’s get a move on.”
Bina trundled after them as they made their way down the stairs and out the door.
The sun's glare was unrelenting as it reflected off the gleaming surface of the black four-door sedan pulled up to the curb. The man standing on the sidewalk nodded approvingly when he saw them coming. He went around to the back of the car and opened the trunk, then heaved Tristan's over-burdened suitcase inside before shutting it with a finality that frightened Tristan.
All the while Tristan stood by, silently watching. Bina clung tightly to her with one hand, while holding Ears in a death grip in the other.
“Time to go, Tristan,” the man said.
Tristan said nothing. Everything was happening too fast. She couldn’t keep up with it. It was too much to process in such a short time.
First her father had died, (and she still wasn’t even sure how she felt about that), and then there was the funeral, a quiet and reserved affair, but not really very sad. And then this man had been waiting at the front door the moment they had gotten home from the funeral.
She and her sister had been sent to their room and even though Tristan had put her ear to the floor, constantly shushing Bina as she attempted to listen to what was being said downstairs, she had been unable to glean anything from the murmured voices.
Minutes later, her mother had joined them in the room. Not so much as offering an ounce of acknowledgment to Tristan’s crouched position on the floor, she had whipped out a small suitcase and begun packing all of Tristan’s clothing into it.
Tristan barely remembered her mother’s explanations, something about the man, Dr. Hewindson, taking her to a special school.
Now, here she was, standing on the sidewalk, less than two hours after her father’s funeral, staring at her future, represented by nothing more than the empty back seat of a big black car, and the doctor who stood holding the passenger door open.
Tristan took a tentative step forward, then turned back to look at her mother.
She didn’t want to go. Her home life hadn’t been so comfortable as to cause her to be devoted to it. Still, it was all she had ever known.
Her mother, an obsessive-compulsive germaphobe, had always kept the house spotlessly clean, sweeping and mopping daily, and dusting every other day. Colleen had gone through every day with the same routine: waking the girls, getting them ready for school, cleaning throughout the day, and cooking their meals. It was all scheduled so rigorously, you could have set your watch by it. And there was never any deviation. Not that Tristan's father would ever have known it. He was rarely, if ever, home.
His work was always taking him to faraway places, places that Tristan wished she could see for herself. While she was never really certain what it was he did for a living, she had decided that whatever it was, it must be wonderful. To get to travel to so many strange worlds, seeing and touching and tasting new things, meeting new people. While the rest of them were all trapped inside this cold, sterile existence. Tristan had envied him.
Well, mostly.
Tristan had to admit, her parents were very odd people. She had never seen them fight or argue in any manner. In fact, they hardly seemed to talk at all. When they were together, they spoke only the words that were necessary to get them through the day, that was all.
To Tristan, her mother seemed almost sad. Not that Colleen had shown it in any way, it was just something that Tristan felt. As a rule, her mother never showed emotion. Tristan still remembered the phone call that had notified them of her father’s death. To any family, the loss of someone so integral would have been a tragedy. Or, at the very least, a shock. But her mother had reacted so calmly, Tristan hadn’t been sure how to react herself. Even at the funeral, her mother’s demeanor had failed to change.
And her father, well he hadn’t exactly been an emotional powder keg either. You were only aware of his presence by the sheer force of his size. He had been by far the largest person Tristan had ever laid eyes on. She could only assume that had been the cause of the heart attack that had killed him.
It was her parents' lack of intensity that had Tristan so confused. Often times she herself felt so many emotions roiling inside of her, that she didn’t begin to know how to contain them all. It took every ounce of her willpower to control those feelings, tamping them down inside, keeping everything under control.
She wondered if it was that constant effort that had caused the other thing.
After all, Bina seemed pretty normal. Maybe that was because Bina blew a gasket on a fairly regular basis. But at five years old, losing control was acceptable. At thirteen Tristan knew it wasn't. So she kept it all shut up inside.
Not long after she had formed this habit, the visions had begun.
The first time it had happened, Tristan had thought she’d fallen asleep in class and had a nightmare. Her screams had halted the classroom and when the teacher had finally been able to calm her, she had found all of her classmates staring at her like she was crazy. Her mother came and picked her up from the nurse’s office, and if Colleen had been in the least bit curious about what had occurred, she had never let on. So Tristan had let it go.
But then, it happened again, and this time Tristan knew she had been wide awake. And worse yet, the things that she had seen, had actually happened only a few days later. And that’s when she knew she was losing her mind.
The frequency of the visions eventually increased to such a point that Tristan was no longer able to keep them a secret, at least from her mother. But her mother, strangely enough, had taken it all in stride, just as she had the other things when they had started happening. The strange glow Tristan was noticing around other people, different colors for different people, some red, some blue, some purple, but always there. And the time she woke up to feeling her bed shaking, only to find that the entire house was shaking.
Thinking it was an earthquake; Tristan had run to her mother’s room, expecting the same panicked reaction she had been feeling. Instead, as with everything else, Colleen had reacted calmly, talking to Tristan in the same quiet manner as she always used, and eventually the shaking had stopped. Somehow Tristan had caused it, though she wasn’t exactly sure how she had done it.
It was because of this, that Tristan had come to accept it all as part of her life. Though she continued to hide these strange abilities at school, at home she no longer hid them; sometimes she even played with them. It became the outlet she had never been able to allow for her emotions.
And this was where it had gotten her. A “special school for special kids like her.”
But she didn’t want to be special. She wanted to be like Bina. And what was more, she wanted to stay here with Bina, and with her mother, who such as she was, was the only mother Tristan would ever have.
“Tristan,” Colleen prompted her now, bringing her back to reality. “It’s time to go.”
Tristan felt the panic begin to well up inside her, bubbling up into her throat and threatening to choke her. She wasn’t able to move, wasn’t able to take another step. She found herself frozen in place when she wanted little more than to turn and run back into the house. It was like one of those horrible nightmares where you were trying to run from some hideous monster but instead you found your feet sinking into the floor as if it were made out of pudding. It was a terrible thing to experience in broad daylight. Tears began to prick at the backs of her eyes and she blinked hard to force them away.
That was when Bina began to cry, deep shuddering sobs. “I don’t want Tristy to go! I don’t want Tristy to go!”
The wind began to pick up even as Tristan could feel the telltale rumble beneath her feet. Somewhere outside of herself she could hear the groaning of the trees being battered by the strong wind whipping all around them. She could hear her sister’s shrieks and her mother’s failed attempts to calm her. But inside her, Tristan could only feel the ground, as it just shook and shook. It felt as if it was going to shake the bones right out of her.
And then suddenly she was snapping out of it. She looked up and the man, whose strong hands were clamped down tightly on her arms, was talking to her. “Not now, Tristan. Not here. Get it under control.”
Slowly the quaking came to an end, though the wind continued to blow shrilly through the trees. Bina was still shrieking behind her, fighting her mother like a hellcat, furious to break free. Her mother’s harsh voice cut through the air, “Get in the car Tristan! Before you upset your sister any more than you already have.”
The man let Tristan go and opened the door a little wider, a silent cue.
She took the first plodding step forward, then the next, then the next, and the closer she got to the car, the easier it became. As she climbed into the car, Bina became a wild thing, kicking and scratching and shrieking at the top of her lungs. The whirling wind spiraled around them, flinging debris every which way. A nearby limb snapped from its roost in an old oak tree and came catapulting towards them.
Tristan gasped as her mother ducked, and Bina, taking advantage of Colleen's sudden distraction, finally broke free from her mother’s iron grasp and ran to the car, practically throwing herself at Tristan. It wasn’t until Colleen had pulled the girl away and the door had shut between them; that Tristan realized she was holding Ears.
Bina had won. She had gotten her way. And though Tristan could see Bina was still crying, it was no longer with the same hysterical fervor as before.
Carefully, so as not to bring the stuffed rabbit above the level of the window where it might be seen, Tristan cradled the animal to her. Holding onto the last vestige of her childhood, Tristan gave in to her tears. The car slowly pulled away from the curb and without any fanfare, drove down the street leaving everything she had ever known behind.
Chapter Two
The First Day
A scream pierced the air, a bloodcurdling cry that was enormous in the still darkness, filling the night with sound. Tristan bolted upright out of the bed, sweat pouring from every part of her. Rivulets ran down the sides of her face and through her hair, channeling down her neck to drip between her breasts and drench her back. She felt like she’d been running a marathon rather than sleeping.
Her bed was as sodden as she; as if someone had doused her with a bucket of water while she slept.
Goosebumps prickled over her flesh as the sheets and blankets fell away, exposing her damp skin to air which was only scant degrees cooler than her own body temperature. But it was enough that her brain immediately reacted to that difference, efficiently shooting off messages to all parts of her body. The shivering began and her teeth began to chatter, while at the same time her heart rate increased, feeding blood to her vital organs. They were all slight changes, but all changes that were meant to be. So why was it that sometimes, her brain worked just as well as anyone else’s and then short circuited so strenuously at others?
The only fly in the ointment was the visions.
Sometimes they were a glimpse into the past, sometimes a glimpse into the future. There had been a time when she could have controlled them. Bending them to her will; gleaning specific information from them. But that time was long since past. Tristan had forced the visions back for so long that she had caused them to build up and backfire. Now they came at random times, usually when her guard was down while she slept.
For three long years she had been running and now she was so exhausted she simply didn’t care anymore. For the first time in what seemed like forever, Tristan was using her own name and in no way hiding her true identity, even though there was a small part of her that warred against the notion.
But why should she care? In all this time she hadn't made so much as an ounce of progress in what she’d set out to do. Why shouldn't she give up?
But, whenever she so much as contemplated the thought of total surrender, usually in those fleeting moments of overwhelming desperation following one of her nighttime terrors, the idea was instantly met with rejection and she was forced to admit she did want to continue searching, she didn't want to be found. At the same time, she wanted to be found. She just couldn't make up her mind.
That was why she kept taking the meds. The drugs helped to keep the visions at bay during the day. At least they used, until recently. In the last few days everything had changed. Those blinding bolts of agonizing omniscience refused to be stifled anymore, day or night. She could only assume it was because she was weaker now. When this had begun, she had been healthy, but the immense effort it took to control everything, not to mention the toxic cocktail of medication she had been swallowing, had slowly sapped the strength from her body, leaving little more than an empty, aching shell.
She dry-swallowed a couple of the pills and then began stripping the bed. This had become a nighttime ritual lately. There were at least three more hours before she could reasonably start the day and that was always the hardest. Alone in the dark, waiting for the sun to rise, with only your own mind to keep you company. It was torture. And the paranoia, that was the worst of it.
Stripping out of her sweaty nightclothes, she quickly replaced them with a clean T-shirt and a pair of cotton shorts. Even in the pitch-black darkness her movements were swift and sure. Everything she did was done by wrote, having been done so many times before. She tossed the bedspread over the bare mattress, a temporary fix until morning, and then climbed back into bed.
A small light suddenly glowed in the room, reflecting off the creamy pages of the novel she had begun reading the night before. It was last of the books she had purchased just prior to her most recent move and it wasn't very good, but it was a way to pass the time without thoroughly engaging her brain. She made a mental note to find herself some more reading material in the future and settled back to wait the last few hours until sunrise.
---
Outside, the man waited, closely watching the second story window.
The terrified scream that had sounded only moments before, had pierced the frigid air with enough force to drive away all of the other night creatures, leaving him standing alone in his silent vigil. Even now, in the wake of the complete silence that followed, the animals were hesitant to return. It was as if they sensed his presence now that their instincts were on high alert.
He stood motionless, invisible in the trees lining the side of the house. He watched as the tiniest flicker of light barely illuminated the window, so dim that it couldn’t be seen unless you were looking for it.
With a sigh, he lowered himself back onto the sleeping bag spread over the cold, hard ground. He adjusted his position once more against the wide trunk that cradled his back enough to allow him some rest. Rest, but not sleep. Never sleep.
She wouldn’t be the only one awake all night.
The hours dragged by, but eventually the sun began to rise, illuminating the sky with a brilliant, pink promise for a beautiful day.
He watched, eyes dreary but still open, as she left the house for the first time in two weeks.
He had begun to wonder if she had finally given up, if she had decided to stay cocooned within the semi-protective walls of the old farmhouse for whatever time she had left.
But now, here she came, her eyes squinting against the growing light of the dawn. He supposed she was unaccustomed to any source of light after two weeks of self-imposed confinement inside the squalor of the dimly lit house.
She was completely unaware of his presence as she slogged through the slush and the melting snow caused by the unseasonable thaw. Her old hatchback sat waiting for her in the center of the gravel driveway, its rusted exterior seemingly held together by mounds of Bondo. Her car had seen better days. He wondered, not for the first time, how the damn thing was still running.
His tired eyes quickly perused her form, taking stock in the freshening sunlight. He wondered if he would have been able to recognize her if he had not been keeping a constant vigil for almost three years now.
Tristan seemed to have worsened as she moved from town to town, following seemingly random whims, changing her name and appearance at every turn, only to relocate again weeks, sometimes days, later. At almost forty pounds lighter and aged beyond her years, Tristan had a broken look that didn’t compare to the healthy, dynamic woman he used to know.
Her purse chattered noisily as she walked, the variety of pills housed within creating a minor cacophony in the otherwise still air. Seconds later, her car, coughing and sputtering, was pulling out of the drive and heading down the pitted dirt road towards town.
He stood and stretched, gingerly shaking out first his arms and then his legs, before bending to retrieve the sleeping bag. Deciding he could let her out of sight long enough to clean up a bit, he stashed the sleeping bag into the small hole he’d dug about three yards into the woods, then grabbed the knapsack he kept hidden there. Heading toward the house he had to admit he had more than earned the long, hot shower he was about to take.
Sheriff Greene sat behind his desk, perusing the deepening stacks of paperwork. Daily reports, weekly reports, end of the month reports, forms to request vehicle repairs, and forms to request building maintenance. Forms to request more forms. It was an incessant parade of paperwork. Knolls County may be filled with one-horse towns, but it still offered more than its fair share of bureaucratic red tape. There was no avoiding it. Just when the bureaucrats came up with an idea to streamline one assortment of paperwork, they came out with another form to explain the one they did away with. Hell, he had to file reports on reports already filed. The system must be set up by the same guys that set up the IRS.
One thing was certain; the most ruthless part of any policeman’s job was definitely the mountain of paperwork he faced each day. Probably the most dangerous too, he decided as he tossed the second dose of ibuprofen into his mouth, swigged a mouthful of cold coffee and forced himself to swallow it. It was a wonder he had a liver left, after more than ten years of popping ibuprofen like it was candy. He had turned forty-five this year and he was starting to feel every one of those years, and then some. He rubbed at his eyes with one hand, while at the same time exerting steady pressure on his temples with the other. No mean feat.
Caelan sighed and stuffed the last form into the manila envelope on his desk before tossing it into the out bin, where it was likely to remain for at least a week, just so that he could file another form explaining why the first one was delayed. He really felt like tossing the whole pile into the permanent out bin that resided, in the form of a waste basket, on the floor beside his desk. Let waste management deal with it.
Waste management. He was probably the only person in town who used that PC term. To everyone else it was the garbage man, or trash collector. That was one thing about living in a small town; politically correct activism hadn’t reared its head too much. People called it as they saw it, no careful tiptoeing around. Everyone said what was on their minds whether you wanted to hear it or not, and be damned if you didn’t like it.
His newest addition to the department interrupted his reverie by tapping on the doorjamb of his open office door. “Getting ready to make my last rounds. Need anything before I go?”
“No, Trevor, you go on. But when you come back, stick your head in. If you can’t find me, dig me out of my paperwork and put me on top again.”
Trevor chuckled. “You got it, boss. See you in a bit.”
Caelan looked Trevor over thoughtfully as he ducked back out of the room.
Caelan had been shocked, blown away more likely, when he had received the call saying he was getting another deputy. Three cops in a county the size of Knolls seemed to be more than a bit of overkill. He had less than half a dozen towns in the county, plus a couple of unincorporated townships. The collective population hadn’t reached six thousand, with Knolls being the second largest town. The combined budget of all six towns was already over-burdened with the cost of keeping the fire department running in Henrietta and the county seat in Knollsville operating, while paying the county board members’ nominal fees as well as the county clerk and treasurer, and the mayor to boot. Add to that the school in Henrietta, the only public school system county-wide, and the strain was beginning to show.
With the small population of the rural community, one sheriff and one deputy, as well as several appointed part-time volunteers, had kept things running just fine.
Caelan, who had come to the town as an outsider just over twenty-three years ago, was well liked and largely respected in the county and only now, after all those years of dedicated service, was he considered a local. And while Neil, previously the only deputy, was neither well liked nor respected, he was the son of the previous sheriff, Caelan’s former boss, and more importantly, a true local; born and bred here. Now to have this new deputy foisted upon them, without their ability to say yeah or nay, bent more than just a few noses. When you added to that the fact that Trevor was an outsider, well that was just too much for small town sensibilities.
It wasn’t even that Trevor was a bad guy. He was a good-looking guy, not much more than thirty, and single; a definite plus in this neck of the woods. In all fairness had proven himself to be knowledgeable, diligent, a go-getter and an all around hard worker. He was a good deputy. He even seemed to get along with Neil, which was a regular miracle. Of course, the fact that Trevor was more than happy to trade his day shifts with Neil’s night shifts whenever Neil asked, (which was more often than not), certainly made Neil a fan.
In fact, everything seemed to be running more smoothly than ever before, with all of them working eight hour shifts instead of twelve on call, and all of them getting along so well. Trevor was a regular godsend.
But Trevor's competence, instead of putting Caelan at ease as it should have, had put him more on edge than anything else. How did Trevor Anderson end up in Knollsville of all places? Who could Trevor have possibly pissed off to end up in this dead-end, no-account burg? It had to have been someone at the top, to send such a prize candidate so far out into the sticks. This was a kid they could use in Gary, or Merrillville, or even Indy. ‘Cause there was no two ways about it; Deputy Anderson had either stepped on someone big, or there was something much more troubling going on that Caelan didn’t even want to consider.
It just didn’t make any sense.
Which was exactly what made it make sense, in a bizarre fashion.
And it was precisely what had Caelan juggling too many things, trying to keep an eye on everything all at once. Because one thing was for certain, history was not going to repeat itself. Not as long as he was the sheriff anyway.
Since Caelan had become sheriff crime had primarily consisted of ticketing tourists speeding through town on their way to somewhere else, the occasional rowdy delinquent, domestic squabbles, and the handful of town drunks that liked to raise hell once a month or so. But there had been nothing like the disaster in ‘88 that had killed more than thirty people, not to mention the whole town, all at the same time. Little information about that fire, or the Four Winds residents who had died there, had ever eked out. But that hadn’t stopped the rumors.
There were a few survivors that knew the truth, but none of them ever talked about it. If there was one thing they were certain of, it was that it was best to let sleeping dogs lie. Though sometimes Caelan wondered if it might not have been better to awaken them.
With a sigh Caelan leaned forward in his chair and got back to work. A quick glance at his watch told him he had at least three hours to go before he could reasonably take a break and head over to Abby’s Diner. Not that he was all that hungry; he just wanted to get the hell out of the office.
---
Erskine Wiles, Mayor Wiles to most people in town, finished pounding the nail into the flyer he was tacking up on the front of the Wiles Hardware Store. The whipping March wind wasn’t helping him any, that was for sure, and so for good measure, he added one more nail.
Stepping back to admire his handiwork he grinned as he perused the ad. “Town Meeting!” It proclaimed in bold-faced type, the bright red capital letters drawing attention immediately. Beneath it, in blue, it stated, “Town meeting to be held Friday, March 25, 2011 at 6 PM in the Town Hall. Included on the roster: preparations for Memorial Day celebration and Knollsville Annual Yard Sale. Also to be discussed: treasury and investment ideas for the coming year. Punch and cookies to follow, provided by the Church Ladies League.”
Not bad. Not bad at all. Sally had done a pretty good job. His wife had enlisted the assistance of her best friend Delores Dreyer; whose husband Phil printed the local newspaper, ‘Knollsville Knows.’ Quaint, Erskine thought derogatorily. He wasn't much for quaint. Still, the ladies partnership had enabled him to have all the flyers he needed printed at a minimal cost. He only hoped the advertisement might encourage a larger attendance than he'd been seeing the last few years. Deep down he knew people loved this town; they just needed to remember it. This town was dying and he was desperate to figure out a way to revive it.
Erskine was currently serving his third term as mayor, and as much as he might have liked to believe it was because he was irreplaceable, he knew it was because people simply didn't care. Although it worked to his advantage, it still stung that apathy was his biggest supporter. His wife Sally had been the treasurer for as long as he had been mayor, and although from a distance it must have looked a bit shady, the truth was, apathy had also been her biggest supporter. No one else had shown any interest in holding the office, and consequently, there had been no objection when she ran for it. The fact that she had little to no experience and absolutely no head for numbers remained confidential. Erskine had assured Sally that he would be more than capable of assisting her, and being as easily led as she was, she was eager to please. Besides, he liked to think people recognized success when they saw it. As they say, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. And hadn’t the town already seen an increase to their funds in the years Sally and he had been managing their budget and investments?
The answer was obvious and he had no doubt that next year they would both be re-elected to their same positions.
A frown marred his brow as he watched old Cleveland Jennings, one of the few (Who was he kidding? Many, there were many!) blights to this good community. The old man piloted his thirty year old Buick Park Avenue slowly down Main Street, the car backfiring and billowing foul smelling exhaust every few feet.
Not unlike the old goat himself, Erskine snickered under his breath.
If Jennings wasn’t so cheap he’d just take the thing into the garage and have Jim look at it. But Erskine knew that would never happen. With a cough of disgust, he turned his back to Main Street and headed into Wiles Hardware Store.
He had inherited the business from his father and had kept it successfully running for all these years. While it may not be a cash cow, the store was profiting, largely due to the fact that Erskine had long ago disposed of the restrictions the title 'Hardware Store' placed upon it, and began selling many of the necessities people needed on a daily basis, including milk and bread, alongside the hammers and nails.
His income was supplemented by the money Sally made working at the Town Hall and Sheriff's Department subbing for Jill Everett, the town secretary. The small yearly salary she received as treasurer was only slightly beneficial, but he invested it each year in the stock market and it had grown exponentially over time. Sally’s little sewing and craft shop was their one financial drain, but the loss looked good on his yearly income taxes, so it all worked out in the end. He and Sally were not exactly rich, but they certainly weren’t hurting for money. Life was good. The fact that he was all but guaranteed another four years worth of salary as the mayor, minimal as it may be, only made him feel that much more satisfied.
True, the budget crisis was starting to hit home, the coffers were about dry now, and the state having saddled them with yet another deputy (a completely unnecessary investment in his mind) was only draining those coffers more rapidly. State funding for a county like Knolls was practically non-existent and often it was best not to go begging to the state, reminding the bureaucrats of their meager existence. The squeaky wheel did not always get the grease; sometimes it got the axe.
It was concerning to him that there was so little left in the town treasury, and the money was dwindling fast. The little that was left was now coming under great debate. Every town meeting was essentially the same. Some people argued they should invest what was left of the money bequeathed to the town by Ralph Edwards- along with the old Knolls farmhouse and the antique store- and get it growing before it was gone. Others insisted it was unwise to invest in such a shaky economy and they ought to be looking for other ways to raise money.
While Erskine fell on the investment side of the argument, he always restrained himself at meetings, allowing other council members to stick their necks out in the argument instead. Pointing out the ignorance of half of the citizenry was not the way to win votes.
But the truth of the matter, to anyone with half a brain anyway, was that once the money was gone, the county would be broken and all the towns within would become the burdens of bordering counties. Knolls County would be no more. Erskine just hoped he would be long gone, retired to Florida or South Carolina or any other place by the time that happened.
He shuffled through the flyers trying to determine how best to distribute them, and then having at least a basic objective in mind, headed out. It was going to be a great day, he could sense it, and his instincts were never wrong.
It was exceptionally windy, but the wind was strangely warm and sun was shining brightly making for a fairly pleasant walk. The unseasonable thaw melted the snow and ice leaving clumps of grimy slush plastering street corners and slumping up against the curbs. Erskine was careful to avoid these. No sense mussing up his shoes and the cuffs of his meticulously tailored slacks. As mayor, he had a certain image to uphold.
After crossing the street to tack flyers up at the Town Hall and the post office-slash-newspaper-slash-library, he meandered down Main Street, zigzagging back and forth across the street, hitting up little shops along the way, including his wife’s shop, A Stitch in Time. He would stop at the diner, then turn back and head west, hitting up the last of the businesses before finishing with Mike’s Garage- owned of course by one James Mansfield, Jim to the locals. Outsiders were always confused by that one; they didn’t realize that Jim had inherited the business from his father before him, Michael Mansfield.
Erskine made a mental note to check on the old antique store on his way to Mike’s. He had sold it a little over two weeks ago without the permission of the town council (or, more importantly, their interference). It had been an unconventional sale, most of it taking place over the phone with both Edward's properties- the store and the farmhouse- being sold lock, stock, and barrel, sight unseen to a young woman named Tristan Carlisle. In fact, the first time Erskine had laid eyes on the woman was when they had met at the bank to sign all the papers.
Surprisingly, she had paid cash for the transaction. Not that the property had been all that expensive. But still, the figure they had settled on had been considerable enough for most people to require a loan. It was hard to imagine where a woman her age had come up with that kind of money, though Erskine assumed it had probably been some kind of legal settlement or inheritance.
Whatever the case, he had successfully sold the property, and though he had heard no end of grievances from the council regarding their not having been apprised of the matter, there had been no complaints when he had presented the bank check (minus a small percentage for his fee).
Now Erskine was interested in seeing what entrepreneurial spirit had brought the young woman to Knollsville. Actually, truth be told, he was a bit concerned that in his eagerness to unload the property, he hadn’t asked all of the pertinent questions that maybe he should have. He had no idea what this woman's intentions were regarding the property, a thing he should have inquired about prior to finalizing the paperwork. While he harbored little concern that she had any vicious intent in mind such as opening a tavern (the last thing this town needed with all the drunks living in the trailer park was a bar), or a tattoo parlor (he shuddered at the thought), still he couldn't quite imagine her operating a ladies' tea room.
Maybe she would open a book store. A bookstore would be nice. Or a craft shop. Something innocuous. Something inoffensive. Something safe.
He strode down the street, exuding a confidence he didn't quite feel, even as he told himself everything would turn out just fine.
It had to.
Chapter Four
“Dammit, Paige! I don’t have time for this shit! I’m going to be late!”
Neil Harris’ boots clomped loudly as he thumped across the wooden deck taking the steps two at a time. Gray slush splattered the cuffs of his once clean uniform pants as he continued down the sidewalk. With one swipe of a meaty paw, he flung open the driver’s door of his black Chevy S10, the one pride and joy he still had left in his life, and without so much as a backward glance, he was speeding down the drive.
Even if he had looked back, he would have been as oblivious to the sight of his wife’s swollen, red eyes, as he had been to her anger and frustration; though her sudden display of hostility, slamming the front door with such force that the glass panes threatened to shatter, might have garnered some of his attention.
Having missed the act of defiance, he remained unconcerned.
He was actually leaving for work early this morning, something he rarely ever did. This had been the primary cause of their most recent marital dispute. Paige had immediately begun nagging as she watched him getting ready for work, accusing him of taking more care than usual with his appearance and making comments regarding the women who worked at the town hall. Paige was always accusing him of having affairs, and this morning was no different.
While he wasn’t exactly faithful, it was inconceivable, even laughable, that he would ever think about screwing Sally or Jill. Drunk or sober. Sally was too old and too fat. And Jill. Well, Jill was just Jill. She wasn’t a bad looking woman, (come to think of it, she had a pretty sweet ass), but she just didn't know how to keep her mouth shut. One nag in Neil's life was more than enough and he didn’t need another, no matter how good a lay she was purported to be. Jill’s ex-husband Jack, who also happened to have been Neil’s best friend in high school, had bragged about Jill's numerous skills in the bedroom more than once, but Neil doubted they were worth the attitude that went along with it. A lesson that Jack had learned the hard way.
Currently, Neil did have a new playmate, a single woman who lived in Henrietta. A bottle-blonde with a great rack, who slathered on the make-up with a trowel and could do things in varying positions that most men only dreamed of.
However, this morning Neil wasn’t driving to Henrietta, though the stirring in his pants told him it wouldn’t be a bad idea. This morning he had planned on leaving early so he could drive by the old Edwards’ place, which was well out of his way when he was supposed to be heading to work. He'd heard rumors in town of the place having been bought by a woman who was described as being in her late twenties to early thirties (slightly old for his taste, but with so few women available in town, beggars couldn’t be choosers), apparently self-sufficient, and more importantly, single. He wanted to see her for himself.
He spun through side roads, making hairpin turns at top speeds, using every shortcut he knew of, crisscrossing his way across town. Thanks to Paige, he now had less time than he had planned, and if he was late one more time Caelan had promised to write him up. One more write up could put a big hurt on his salary and he enjoyed his nightlife too much to cut any of his spending.
Neil sped through the narrow streets, his eyes darting every so often towards the rear view mirror. The mirror hung at an odd angle, looking askew, in direct contrast to the perfection found everywhere else in the truck. The vehicle was spotlessly maintained inside and out, right down to a weekly wash and wax. But, as any backseat passenger would have deduced in a matter of seconds, the mirror’s angle was adjusted not to reflect the exterior of the vehicle, but rather the interior, more specifically, the driver.
Today, Neil decided, he looked particularly good. His recent visits to one of the tanning salons in Henrietta had his skin glowing with a healthy bronze. His square jaw was clean shaven, bringing to attention the sexy dimple in his chin. His hair was gelled to damn near perfection, a carefully casual look that was not as easy to achieve as it looked. It had taken nearly half an hour to get it just so, with Paige harassing him the entire time.
He took the next turn onto the dirt road leading up to the Edwards’ place with blatant disregard for the speed limit, let alone maintaining a proper lane, his entire attention focused on one thing and one thing only, his own image winking back at him in the mirror.
The sudden bleat of a horn startled him back to reality.
He simultaneously cranked the wheel to the right and applied the brake, his back wheels skidding on slush and mud, his front end narrowly avoiding a head on collision with a small beater heading straight for him. The car also over-adjusted, darting off the road, spitting up gravel as it went, and sliding onto the shoulder where it bounced over several ruts, losing one hubcap on its way, before coming to a shuddering halt against a small tree.
“Shit!” His truck had barely even stopped before he was hurtling out of it and bounding over to the other car.
“Are you okay?” he cried as he flung open the door.
The small figure remained slumped over the steering wheel and for half a moment Neil was terrified the woman was dead. Luck was with him though, and the driver slowly drew herself up to a sitting position. Her hand shuddered as she raked a thick mop of dark hair back from a very pale face.
No blood, no foul; that was Neil’s motto. Well, he had wanted to get a look at her, and now he was. Up close and personal.
He let loose a shaky laugh. “Had me scared there for a minute, lady.”
The look she gave him was in no way friendly, but she said nothing.
He looked her over, trying to do a thorough search, without actually looking like he was. It was hard to get a bead on her figure with her scrunched behind the wheel like she was, but her face was pretty enough.
He tried again. “You want to get out of the car while I call this in?” He’d seen enough to peak his interest, now he wanted to see the whole package.
The glare grew, but still no response.
“You look a little shaky. Maybe it’s best if you just stay in the car.”
Long pause.
“Okay, whatever. I’m gonna go call this in. I think you’re gonna need a wrecker out here.”
He headed back to his truck, which luckily had not so much as a scrape, and snatched up his radio. A few terse words had Jill sending a wrecker out his way, and likely Caelan too, something he could have lived without, but was unavoidable. Caelan felt that being the big man meant he had to stick his nose into everything that was going on in town. He had no faith in his deputy’s ability to handle anything.
“Damn!”
The soft curse came from behind him and he turned, noticing for the first time that the woman had finally exited her car and was now surveying the damage as closely as he was surveying her.
Tiny woman, petite build, a little too thin, but that was better than too fat in his estimation. He took advantage of the opportunity she presented him when she bent over her front tire to look over the missing hubcap. Sweet ass. He was already forming pornographic images of her in his mind when she turned on him fiercely.
“Look what you did!”
“Me?!”
Her rage had broken the spell as quickly as being doused with a bucket of cold water.
“Yes, you! Who else is here?”
“Look lady, the tow truck’s on its way, let’s not overreact. Looks like surface damage to me. The hubcap'll pop right back on and the dent’s not too bad. It should pop right out.” He lightly ran his hand over the front of the car, taking note of the Bondo and primer paint. “Besides, it's not like your car was in mint condition or anything.”
“I’ll need your insurance information of course.”
Cold, definitely cold.
Shaking his head he said, “Now wait a minute, lady, I didn’t hit you. You hit the tree.”
“A tree I wouldn’t have hit if you had been driving on your side of the road.”
Persistent little thing. Obviously, good looks and a charming smile weren’t going to get him anywhere with this one. The more he watched her, the more he realized any suppositions he had made at first glance were wholly wrong. She really wasn’t that attractive when you got right down to it. On closer inspection he could see that she was looking pretty worn. Dark circles ran not only under her eyes, but almost completely around them, giving her a raccoonish sort of look. She was so gaunt she had a frail look about her. The bone structure of her face was pronounced, as if she hadn’t eaten in weeks, like those emaciated Ethiopians you see on those commercials, for just a dollar a day, you can feed a starving child, yada, yada, yada. If he tried to bend this one over the footboard, he’d snap her in half. Definitely not his type. He liked a girl with at least a little bounce to her.
“Are you even listening to me?” she snapped.
And she reminded him too damn much of Paige.
Forcing a smile he said, “I heard you. You hit a tree.”
“Because you were on the wrong side of the road!”
“Sorry about that. A woodchuck ran out in front of me. I made a wide arc to avoid hitting it and I didn’t see you coming.”
“I didn’t see a woodchuck,” she insisted. “And I was looking at the road. A road I had to go off of to avoid hitting you!”
He was beginning to wonder if she had caught him admiring himself in the mirror. Not that it mattered, a fact that he was quick to point out. “Not relevant. The law’s pretty clear on road accidents. Whether or not you went off the road trying to avoid me, you hit the tree, I didn’t hit you. That makes you at fault so far as the insurance company is concerned-”
He let the end of the sentence drift off, because even as he was talking, the blood was draining out of her face. Prior to this day, Neil Harris never could have said that he knew precisely what it meant to “swoon,” but he was fairly certain that’s what she was doing now. He caught her adroitly, saving her from some nasty road rash. Holding her unconscious form in his arms, he looked around trying to decide what to do with her. This woman looked as if she had very recently gotten over some nasty illness and hadn’t quite recuperated; or worse yet, was dying from it.
More uncomfortable now than ever before, Neil carried her back to her car and laid her against the driver’s seat. Her legs stuck out of the car in an unnatural and uncomfortable looking position, but that was the least of his concerns. If he couldn’t bring her around before Caelan got here, he was in deeper shit than he had originally anticipated.
---
The thumping sound coming from the front porch of his newspaper office drew Philip Dreyer’s attention from the byline he had been working on. Philip, who was Phil only to the Mayor who disregarded his distaste for the nickname, knew it could only be Erskine Wiles hanging those blasted flyers. The fact that Mrs. Wiles and his own wife had wasted so much paper and ink making them still irritated him. Why the fools would squander so much time and effort on advertising a town meeting that no one was going to show up at was beyond him. Of course, Delores had argued that they were trying to unify the town, bring back some community spirit and get folks involved. She might have a point there, but he still had his doubts.
Apparently, the new deputy had agreed with Delores when she'd mentioned the plan to him, and that had only served to fuel the fire. While the males of the town were still more than a bit uneasy about this outsider, the females all seemed to be smitten by the new deputy’s good looks. His dark hair and eyes, along with those straight white teeth that practically sparkled when he smiled, combined to make one handsome fellow, and the women in the town, whether they wanted to admit it or not, were besotted.
Philip sighed. He would have to remain content to be the somewhat short, slightly balding, middle-aged man that he was. And Delores would have to remain content with it as well. And he told her so every day.
Upstairs, Delores was more than content. She couldn’t be happier with her life. She had a husband she cherished, one that returned her affections passionately, and two wonderful boys, both nearing college at an alarming rate. As if that weren’t enough, she had a job she loved. Nearly six years ago, Philip (sensing empty nest syndrome coming on at an alarming rate when the boys hit middle school and started spending more time on sports and their friends than they did at home) had suggested Delores move the post office downstairs to the front of the building, putting his newspaper in the back, and then utilizing the upstairs to build a library. Consequently, Delores had discovered the one task that could make her feel the same sense of fulfillment she had experienced as a stay at home mom for twelve years and her library received the same doting attention the boys had always received.
It had actually been harder getting the adults in the town into the library, used to this throw away nation as they were, they were comfortable with purchasing books they may only read once. The local youth however had no expendable cash, so borrowing was an easy concept for them to grasp.
Her weekly Young Reader’s Hour had become quite popular, so much so, that every Saturday, her husband had to put up with the sounds of pounding feet going up and down the stairs every hour on the hour, and faithfully, each week the children brought back their borrowed books and picked out new ones. Delores felt as if she were developing the minds of so many young people, that in some ways it was even more rewarding than what she had done for her own two boys.
In order to provide a wide selection, Delores had hit every yard sale, library sale, flea market, or giveaway within a hundred mile radius. And she continued to add to the collection diligently, budgeting twenty dollars or so a month out of the feeble donations she received (not to mention her husband’s paycheck).
Filling the classics section had been the easiest and she had managed to do so within the first year thanks in large part to Ralph Edwards. Just prior to his passing he had donated close to a dozen boxes of books to her library. She had been shocked by not only his charity, but also his refined taste in literature. Among the generous contributions were countless old classics, many of them hardback, and many old enough to be quite valuable. Who would have thought one of Cleveland Jennings' or Hugh Belmont’s cronies would be so sophisticated?
However, on the whole, the books rarely, if ever, were checked out. Aside from Jane Eyre, The Scarlet Letter, and Wuthering Heights (thanks to the high school literature classes), to her knowledge, none of the books had ever left the shelves. As a consequence, Delores found herself dusting that particular section of the library far more often than the others.
She had fared much better success with other genres however. Once she got the ladies in town into the notion of borrowing over buying, romance and mystery novels flew right off the shelves, so much so she'd had to institute a waiting list for particular favorites. Middle school books were also very popular and she was often on the lookout for those. They were especially hard to find because people had a tendency to cling to these, as if the happiness of their entire childhood were wrapped up between the covers. And she supposed there was some truth to that. Many of the happiest days of her own youth had been spent lying under the huge oak tree in her back yard and reading the Judy Bolton and Trixie Beldon and Nancy Drew books that she had inherited from her mother.
Nowadays kids didn’t read those books, though she still faithfully kept them housed in one of the shelves in the youth section (it needed to be dusted almost as much as the classics). Instead they read books like Diary of a Wimpy Kid and Junie B. Jones (the Ramona the Brave of this generation). These books were difficult to find second-hand, and often expensive to buy, but judging by the amount of use they got, they were worth every last penny.
Delores was vaguely aware of the resolute banging of Mayor Wiles' hammer outside as she busily separated her latest haul. She had managed to acquire a large number of romance novels and few of the latest best sellers. In another box, yet to be unpacked, she had acquired numerous mid-grade level books, the full Harry Potter series in hardback being the Holy Grail of her cache. There was no doubt in her mind that following her announcement at Friday's town meeting, Saturday would be her busiest day in the library ever.
---
About the same time Tristan was making the acquaintance of Deputy Harris, Hattie Belmont was busy burning Hugh’s breakfast biscuits. A thing he certainly would not appreciate.
If he found out.
A quick glance at the clock told her that she had thirty minutes to rectify the situation. Even less than that if he happened to find Harrie at the farmhouse instead of Four Winds. He had been in a bad enough mood this morning when he couldn't find his favorite hunting rifle that he usually kept locked up in the gun cabinet. He had raged and fussed to the point that Hattie was relieved when he'd had to leave to look for Harrie who had taken off yet again.
And then, to make matters worse, on his way out Hugh had slammed the front door so hard he'd knocked her pictures off the wall and one had fallen into gun cabinet. Luckily it hadn’t broken the etched glass panels in the door, though it had left a bit of a ding in the wood. That cabinet, one of the few things Hugh had ever paid full cost for, was his pride and joy. He was going to be infuriated if he saw that mark.
Naturally, this led to Hattie spending long minutes with a rag, some oil soap, and a wood-marking pencil trying to cover it up. Which had led to the burning of the biscuits.
It would have been Hugh's own fault if he would've had to eat burned biscuits. But Hattie knew Hugh wouldn't see it that way. So she quickly scuttled about the kitchen, flinging both windows open, as well as the back door, and then using the largest kitchen towel she could find, began flapping the smoke first out the door, then out the window.
Had she not been so preoccupied with her frantic task, she might have noticed the figure that crept across her back yard, skulking along the tree line and heading toward the woods.
Hattie normally considered herself an eagle eye, noticing even the most infinitesimal of things, never missing a beat. You just couldn’t be labeled the best gossip in a town as small as this one by missing things. People didn’t go about unloading the skeletons in their closets onto their front lawns and they certainly didn't spill their guts of all their scandals to the nearest ear; you had to deduce these things for yourself. An untrained eye misses much, you see much more than you will ever hear. If Hattie had learned one thing in all of her sixty years, it was that. And she put it to practice on a daily basis.
But that morning anxiety ruled and her watchfulness failed her. While she was busy flailing away with her red-checked kitchen towel, the figure, a cotton cloth sack flung over one shoulder, made it unnoticed across her extensive yard, climbed the back fence, and disappeared into the woods.
Something inside the sack wiggled and squirmed.
But that went unnoticed as well.
Trevor completed his rounds and pulled his patrol car into a parking space not far from the entrance to Abby’s Diner. His eyes flickered across the handicapped space two spaces over, noting the car that was parked there, handicapped tag hanging dutifully from the rearview mirror. He would bet his last dollar and a cup of Abby’s coffee that the grandma to which the tag belonged, was sitting happily at home watching her morning talk shows (turned up to the hilt so that she wouldn’t miss one scandalous word), while her granddaughter- who was in no way handicapped- was enjoying a leisurely breakfast inside the diner. Shaking his head in disgust, he headed inside.
The diner was the perfect place to catch up on a little gossip, thanks to Mia, the older of Abby’s two waitresses. Mia was forty-five if she was a day, though she fought her age with every ounce of her being. She kept her hair dyed, always a light blond shade that she was convinced gave her a youthful air; and never left the house without the full regalia of make-up. The clothes she wore were twenty years too young for her and always a size too small. More importantly, she harbored a fierce crush on the newest addition to the sheriff’s department.
Trevor, while not reciprocating Mia's feelings, was fully aware of them and was not opposed to exploiting them. While he wouldn’t go so far as to actually encourage her advancements, he didn’t reject them, if only to keep the conversation, and consequently the information, flowing.
The diner was buzzing with activity when he stepped in. Small town or no, Abby did a great turnover here, and he glanced about looking for a place to sit before settling himself at the counter.
“Morning, handsome. How you doin'',?” Mia greeted him.
“Just fine, beautiful,” he replied. “You?”
“Right as rain,” she smiled, leaning her elbows on the counter and stretching forward just enough to give him an expansive view of her ample cleavage. “What’ll you have today? The usual?”
“Sure, why not,” Trevor replied, making a show of ogling her bosom as she so obviously wanted him to. It was the same ritual he had repeated almost daily since he’d moved here.
“Where’s Abby?”
“She’s in the kitchen this morning. Pete had to call in, says he’s got the flu. Course you know what that means. Vodka flu. No big secret there.”
No, no big secret there.
Pete, who looked as if he was rapidly closing in on primordial, but was surprisingly spry for his age, was a decent enough guy and an even better cook. Unfortunately, he was also a recovering alcoholic. Pete had managed to stay on the wagon, for three to four week increments, for about ten years. Ritualistically, he fell off toward the month’s end and went on a real bender, was sick for about two days, and swore never to do it again. Then the whole thing would start all over again. This being just past the middle of the month, it looked like Pete was ahead of schedule.
“Hey, Mia!” Abby called from the kitchen. “You wanna pick up these orders sometime today? I’d do it myself, but I’m knee deep in hash browns right now!”
With a sigh, Mia removed herself from the counter. Then, plopping a full cup of coffee down in front of Trevor, she said, “I’ll just go put in your order, handsome.” With a few swishes of her rear, she pushed her way through the double doors that led into the kitchen.
Trevor helped himself to the creamer and a few scoops of sugar from the bowl. Abby was not one to follow popular convention, and though it was certainly more convenient, (and definitely more sanitary), to use the little sugar and creamer packets you’d find anywhere else, Abby refused to do it. She said it would take away from the 'homey' feel of the diner.
Trevor personally thought it was to save a few bucks. While the diner was faring better than any of the other businesses in town, Abby still wasn’t turning money hand over fist. No doubt she had to cut corners wherever she could.
But, sanitary or not, the nearest Starbucks was more than thirty miles away and this was the best cup of coffee you could get outside of it. And Trevor had to admit, as he took a sip of the steaming brew, it rivaled even Starbucks' best.
A few minutes later his breakfast arrived; a steaming plate of scrambled eggs, crispy bacon strips, a healthy mound of hash browns, and two fluffy biscuits. Heart attack on a plate. He dug right in, listening to the chatter around him, catching snippets of conversation here and there, but nothing all that titillating by the sounds of it.
A few people were talking about 'the new girl in town.' Not surprising, considering this was the most excitement the town had seen in the three months since Trevor had arrived right on the heels of Cleveland Jennings' odd adventure.
For reasons known only to himself, Jennings had been out on the dirt road by the old farmhouse on the west side of town. His car had broken down and in an effort to try and restart it he had popped the hood and was busy checking all the connections. His battery was properly connected and still had juice, as Jennings ascertained when he made contact. The old coot was damn lucky he didn’t stop his own heart. He was also lucky that Hugh Belmont had been doing some last minute hunting with his dogs before giving them up in a trade to some guy over in Coretta. One of Hugh’s dogs had come across Cleveland, lying there unconscious in front of his car in a puddle of his own urine. Hugh had managed to revive the old codger, and then having more luck, and for that matter far more knowledge where engines were concerned, had gotten Cleveland’s car running and driven him back into town. The story had flown like wildfire, started of course by Hugh’s wife Hattie, the biggest gossip in the entire county.
Now, suddenly, there was new gossip for the mill. One thing about Knollsville, due to a lack of stimuli, the same old gossip was told and retold, more often than not morphing in the retelling. Thanks to Mia, Trevor had been brought up to date on most of it. The only person that could have done better was Hattie herself, but of the two, Mia was definitely the more preferable, if only by a narrow margin.
Trevor hadn’t been here a week when Mia had explained the town’s hesitation about the arrival of a new deputy, going into great detail about the tight budget (most of her information having been gleaned from the town meetings that she and maybe a handful of other residents attended), and the quickly depleting funds they had survived off for the last few years. This particular disclosure had required further explanation, which Mia was only too glad to offer. After explaining about the town’s inheritance, she went into more elaborate detail regarding one of the more recent local legends.
It seemed, that while Ralph Edwards had no family to speak of, the closest thing that he did have were his two oldest friends, Hugh Belmont and Cleveland Jennings. These two felt strongly that they should have been the rightful heirs to Ralph's modest fortune. Both men had their noses more than a little bent out of shape over the supposed injustice of the town having received their inheritance, though Hugh was the more vocal about it. While legally there had been nothing they could do about it, Hugh was more than happy to let his irritation be known, and he did so via a public announcement at one of the town meetings.
According to Mia, who described his presence as “red-faced, huffing and puffing and spraying spit everywhere,” Hugh had gotten so out of hand, that he'd had to be ejected from the meeting and refused entrance to the next three.
It was also through Mia that Trevor had learned about the strange occurrence that took place a week after Ralph’s funeral. The story, she had made clear, could not be substantiated, as it was generated by Jack Everett and Dale Roberts, two of the town’s most notorious drunks.
According to the two of them, one night they had spotted Jennings old car parked in the alley behind Edwards' antique shop. The fact that it was after three in the morning made Jack and Dale more than a little curious, even in their intoxicated states. They had pushed the dumpster up to the back of the building and stood on top of the plastic lid in order to peer into the high windows at the back of the shop. They claimed to have seen the old man, flashlight in hand, ransacking the storeroom. They had watched the bizarre scene for several minutes before Dale, the drunker of the two, suddenly lost his balance and fell off the lid and into the side of the dumpster that had remained open. The noise had apparently been heard inside, as Jennings suddenly flashed his light to the back of the room, and Jack, believing that he was about to be spotted, dove into the dumpster beside his pal pulling the lid down behind him.
He was standing there inside the dumpster, trying desperately to ignore the stink while he peered through the crack between the metal container and the plastic lid, when Jennings finally exited the shop, swept the alley with his flashlight and then climbed into the car and drove away.
Mia had laughed after the telling; adding that their story had made no sense, because everyone in town had known Ralph had either sold off or given away everything of value in the shop. There was nothing there to entice a robber.
“Besides, there was no reason for them to be afraid of an old geezer like Cleveland Jennings. But that’s gossip for you,” she had finished.
Now, as he pushed away his empty plate and gulped down the last of his coffee, Trevor was eager to hear what, if anything, Mia may have heard about the woman that had the town’s gossip mill working overtime.
“You done, Deputy?”
He looked up into Abby’s sweat shined face and smiled. “Yeah, Abby, thanks. It was great. As usual.”
“Just the same old home cookin’,” she replied, her manner brusque as she began clearing away the dirty dishes. “That’s all I know how to do.”
“Call me Trevor,” he offered. Not for the first time.
“Well, now, we don’t really know each other well enough for me to be doin' that.”
“I call you Abby don’t I?” he pointed out.
She nodded her head toward the front door. “And that’s what that sign right there says, so that sure makes sense to me.” She then nodded toward his chest. “But, that there badge you wear, it says Sheriff’s Deputy. So until we know each other a little better, Deputy it will be.”
“So, how long does it take before we’re on a first name basis?”
“I don’t know Deputy. How long does it take to get to know a person? I mean to really know ‘em. Not just the face they show to the world.”
Trevor couldn’t fail to notice the not so subtle message behind the words. “Am I missing something?”
Abby's eyes narrowed as she stood silently for a minute watching him. Then, leaning over the counter and keeping her voice low, she said, “Let’s not play games, Deputy. I know who you are, and I know you know who I am. So let’s not kid ourselves pretending we’re gonna be friends some day, when you and I both know that ain’t never gonna happen.”
“I’m not sure what you’re getting at-”
“You know exactly what I’m getting at. I see it. You see it. Now, I don’t know exactly why they sent you here, or what it is you're lookin’ for. Besides stirrin’ things up that’s better off left alone. But, whatever it is, you better believe I’m watchin' you. And I won’t tolerate none of that stuff like we had before. You better believe it.” She took a deep breath and then continued, “Now, I’m not saying you can’t come into my diner, your money’s just as good as everybody else’s. What I am sayin’, is you’d better heed my warnin'. I can make your life a darn sight miserable if you start messin’ around with people you oughtn’t to, or start hurtin’ people like was done before.”
She took a final swipe at the counter with the rag she had squeezed tightly inside her pudgy hand. “Now, I think I said all I want to say, and probably more’n I meant to, so I’ll just be headin’ back to the kitchen and start on the dishes. With any luck I can get ‘em done before the lunch rush hits.” With that, she turned her back on him and disappeared behind the double doors.
“What was that all about?” Mia moved over to the counter.
Wondering what she may have overheard, Trevor strove to mislead her. “I made the mistake of comparing her coffee to Starbucks.”
“That’d do it,” Mia grinned. “She hates chains. She says big business has put all the Mom and Pop shops out of business all over America. Always threatened to move if Wal-Mart’s or McDonald’s moved in here. Not that that’s likely to happen any time soon”
“I’ll keep that in mind in the future.”
“Might be a good idea. Speaking of future…” she let the words drift off as if hoping he might fill in the blank. When he didn’t, she continued, “There’s a new movie line-up at the Theater Six in Henrietta. And I was wondering if you might be free Friday night?”
“Sorry. I already promised Neil I’d take his night duty.” Half the reason he had accepted so many of Neil’s trades for night duty was to avoid moments such as this one. Thank God Neil had an active social life.
“Oh, well, maybe next weekend.”
He didn’t feel even slightly guilty at the crestfallen look she bestowed upon him. She might have an agenda that included him, but his did not include her.
Focusing on his particular agenda, he said, “Maybe. We’ll have to see what my schedule looks like. Remember, I’m the new guy, I pretty much gotta take what they give.”
“I suppose.”
“Hey, has that woman who bought the Edwards' place been to town yet?”
“I’m not sure. Why?” Her eyes narrowed a bit.
He recognized jealousy when he saw it.
“No reason. Just curious like everyone else I suppose. Besides, it’s nice to have someone newer than me.”
“Newer maybe, but certainly not nicer.”
He cocked a brow in question.
“Well, it’s just that the other day I heard Mayor Wiles saying that when he met her, she was cold as ice. And think about it. She’s been here for two whole weeks and hasn’t so much as stepped one foot in the diner, or come into town at all that I know of.”
“Maybe she’s too busy unpacking.”
“From what I heard, she drove into town with nothing more than a suitcase in the back seat of her car. The house was completely furnished you know. So you tell me, what exactly has she got to unpack?”
Good question. One to which he had no answer.
Chapter Six
“You better get busy with that accident report, Neil,” Caelan said as he dropped his jacket onto the coat rack that stood in the corner and balanced his hat on top of that. And then without a backward glance, he strode into his office.
“Yes, sir, Massa, sir,” Neil muttered under his breath, hanging his own coat and hat beside the sheriff’s.
For half a second he contemplated giving in to the juvenile impulse to knock Caelan’s things to the ground, but he resisted the urge. Instead, he headed to the office in the back mumbling, “I’ll get right on that.”
He paid no mind to Jill who was fiddling with the files and papers on her desk, and she returned the favor.
Jill Everett had worked at the town hall for the last three years and during that time she and Neil may have spoken a total of about twenty words. Jill was used to being ignored by Neil and she actually preferred it that way. She had enough trouble to contend with in her own life, without the addition of being one of Neil’s toadies. Enough women had that dubious distinction to cling to and she counted herself lucky that she was not one of them.
She’d known Neil all of her life. She’d grown up with him, gone to school with him, and even hung out with him thanks to her ex-husband having been Neil’s best friend in high school. Neil had been an insufferable jackass back then, and was an even bigger one now, if that were possible.
Unfortunately, the fact that Neil and Jack were two peas in a pod had never occurred to teenaged Jill and she had quickly found herself smitten with bad boy Jack. Somehow she had managed to separate her boyfriend's dubious behavior from Neil's.
Jack and Jill (there had been no end of teasing about that), had enjoyed the typical small town affair. Kissing had led to dating, dating had led to making out, making out had led to Jill losing her virginity in the back seat of Jack's truck, which had led to the inevitable unplanned pregnancy, which had led to their shotgun wedding immediately following their graduation. Only a few months later Jill had suffered a miscarriage. If only the marriage could have ended as quickly. But somehow, despite everything, and there had been a lot of everything, they had managed to stay married for fourteen miserable years.
Three years into that bad marriage, following three more miscarriages, Jill had finally conceived and delivered a healthy baby boy. Several more miscarriages came after, but that didn't matter, she had little Nicky, and that was all she cared about. He was the one bright, shining point in her life, and was more than likely the only reason she had been able to stand another eleven years of misery with Jack.
Predictably, Jack and Neil had come as a package deal, and yet somehow, Jill hadn’t been prepared for it. The two men had never been able to grow up and face the fact that their high school days were over; all the crap they had pulled as teenagers just wasn't cool as adults with responsibilities.
The only thing Neil had over Jack was a job, one which he acquired solely because of his father. Jill had no doubt that if Neil’s father hadn’t been the sheriff at the time; Neil would be right alongside Jack seeking employment only during the dry spells between unemployment checks.
She also realized that if Neil hadn’t enjoyed what little notoriety and minor power came from being a small town deputy, he wouldn’t still be working at it. But the uniform seemed to give him even more reason to swagger. And so, while he continued to behave in much the same jack-assed manner, he at least had found a way to support his family.
There had been no such saving grace for Jack. Instead, he had spent the greater portion of their married life unemployed, drinking and running around with Neil and whatever new girls the two of them managed to pick up. When Jack did have a job, which was rare, he never held it for long.
And then one day Jill finally woke up. She was over it. She was over Jack's unemployment, over his drinking and definitely over his running around. Paige might be able to put up with it, but Jill had finally had enough.
So one night while Jack was out gallivanting with Neil, Jill changed the locks and threw everything Jack possessed into half a dozen trash bags and tossed them out onto the lawn.
That night was the first of many spent listening to Jack fluctuating between pounding on the door and screaming threats, to begging and promising her the world. Somehow she had endured it and eventually Jack had gotten the hint and gone away.
Jill hadn’t seen him for almost a year now, and though she was still legally married, she considered herself divorced and happily so. The lack of legal action hadn’t bothered her one iota, since she had decided a long time ago she was never going to get remarried. There was room for only one man in her life, and that was her son.
Jill spared a glance at the picture standing in prominence on the corner of her desk, an eight-by-ten frame flanked on either side by several four-by-fives. The largest frame contained a picture of a pre-teenage boy. It was one of those bogusly overpriced school pictures that every parent feels compelled to buy year after year even though they know how bad the picture will be and how sorry they will be that they wasted all that hard-earned money on it when they probably would have been more successful with their own cameras.
The other four frames contained smaller pictures of the same boy in various poses. In one he was grinning while holding a noticeably disgruntled cat who clearly wanted nothing more than to eviscerate him. Another of the pictures depicted the boy in full catcher’s regalia, a catcher’s mask dangling from one hand, while still another was a snapshot of him learning to skateboard. The last picture was taken the summer before at the town picnic, only a few months after her self-imposed divorce. In it, Jill stood beside Nick, her arm draped over his narrow shoulders while she smiled down at him with an adoration only a mother can manage. His smile, while less adoring, was wide and jubilant.
Blowing a kiss to the pictures in general, Jill scooped up her coffee cup and headed to Caelan’s open door. “Want a fresh cup of coffee while I’m up?”
“You going to Abby’s to get it?”
She stuck her tongue out at him. “No. You’ll have to settle for mine, bad as it may be.”
“I’ll pass thanks.”
“Need anything else?”
“Not unless you got something that gobbles up paperwork.”
“Bah, if I had that I’d be using it on my own desk. Did that accident turn out okay?”
They both knew what she was really asking. Did Neil kill anyone?
“Yeah. He wasn’t at fault if that’s what you want to know. Legally anyway. Woodchuck jumped out in front of him and he didn’t see the other car while he was avoiding the chuck.”
She crooked a brow at him. “The fearless hunter didn’t want to hit a woodchuck? He’d shoot it just for the fun of it.”
“Yeah, but you know how he is about his truck. He’s not about to have animal guts strewn all over his precious undercarriage.”
“Maybe. Still, hard to imagine Neil actually avoiding hitting an animal on the road. Anyway, who’d he run off the road?”
“Woman named Tristan Carlisle.”
“The new girl in town?”
“Presumably.”
“Did you know she bought the antique shop along with the Edwards' house? I had to file all the paperwork for the transfer of ownership. Anyway, what’s she going to do with it?”
“Don’t know, I didn’t ask.”
“You didn’t ask? What kind of Sheriff are you? I thought you were trained to ask all the pertinent questions.”
“So sorry to have failed you. Next time I see her, I’ll be sure to ask.”
“You do that. I’ll make a list you can follow.” She smirked as she started away, then stopped and poked her head back in. “Never mind, I’m sure I’ll beat you to it.”
Caelan chuckled. That was probably the truth, no doubt about that.
But he was more than a little curious about the Carlisle woman himself, though for different reasons. After having met her, albeit briefly, he couldn't say she was personally all that intriguing. If anything, her personality was aloof. While he had been attempting to take her statement, she had said very little, keeping her answers short and to the point. And it wasn't just aimed at him; she had been prickly to everyone, including Jim who had only been called out to tow her car. It was almost as if she blamed everyone for her accident, not just Neil.
There was something strange about her, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. She was peculiar for sure. But it was more than that. Whatever it was, it was an intangible thing, like grasping at smoke. There were signals going off in the back of his brain and he knew better than to ignore them.
Just what he needed now, more questions without answers.
---
Neil got to work on the accident report, putting the best possible spin on his own involvement. He made no mention of the Carlisle woman having passed out since she had come to minutes before anyone else had shown up on the scene. If it came out later, he could always say he forgot about it in the heat of the moment. Besides, the way Tristan had acted, Neil got the feeling that she didn’t want anyone knowing about it anymore than he did. He also glossed over his having been on the wrong side of the road, while elucidating on her loss of control over her vehicle, making the point clear that Tristan's own incompetence had caused the accident.
He should have felt at least some modicum of guilt. The bill at the garage was probably going to be more than she could afford to pay; it didn't look like she had a lot of free money lying around judging by the looks of her car.
Which, he realized now that he thought about it, made no sense. If Tristan couldn’t afford a decent car, then how come she had enough dough to buy the Edwards place? Rumor had it, she'd paid in cash. His brow wrinkled in thought. There was more to this woman than what was on the surface.
One thing was certain; he didn't think she was playing with a full deck. Coldness and detachment aside, she was like a bow string drawn too tight, one that might snap at any minute. While he didn’t think she was the “go into a business and start shooting up the place,” kind of snap, he did get the sense that she was dangerously close to a mental breakdown.
Shaking his head he turned back to the report. He didn’t have time to waste thinking about a dead end like her. With a flourish of his fingers on the keyboard, he finished the report, hit save, then print, signed the copy and left it in his Out box for Jill to retrieve and dump into Caelan’s In box later.
Leaning back in his chair, he crossed his hands behind his head, carefully placing his fingers so as not to mess up his hair, and splayed his elbows outward. It had been an interesting morning. A quick glance at his watch told him he had another seven and a half hours to burn before he could head to Henrietta, a couple of cold beers, and some more interesting endeavors, thanks to a certain former gymnast.
---
Tristan was astonished by the estimate the mechanic at Mike’s garage gave her. It was cheaper than any repair bill she’d ever seen in her life. Bonus of a small town life she supposed; she never could have purchased a house, let alone a business, any other place for the pittance she’d paid here. While she may have lost the anonymity that was so easy to achieve in the city, at least here she could afford to eat. Assuming she could ever develop an appetite.
The mechanic had told her it would be at least two days before he could repair her car- apparently business was thriving at the garage if nowhere else- but promised he would check it out today to make sure the engine and frame were intact. If the vehicle was deemed safe to drive, he would release it to her later this afternoon. A small inconvenience, but nothing she couldn’t manage.
He had offered her a ride, saying the loaner was out, but one glance at his dubious looking truck was reason enough for her to turn him down. She figured she’d still be standing there waiting for him to clear the accumulated trash out of the passenger seat and floorboard in order for her to get in, instead of already halfway to her shop.
Besides, the weather today was conducive to walking and it gave her some time to clear her head. Her thoughts were more than a little muddled between her own troubles and now the visions that were haunting her every night. It was too much for anyone.
She had decided that what she really needed was a day or two of hard physical labor to push her mental exhaustion over the edge into sheer physical exhaustion and thereby possibly earning her at least a few hours of REM sleep.
Slowly, she made her way up to the door of her newly acquired shop and stuck her key into the lock. It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the dimness inside and once she was able to see reasonably well, she closed the door behind her.
She took the time to look around, more than a little alarmed by the filthy condition of the place. She wasn't sure what she had been expecting, but somehow she hadn't been prepared for this. Actually visualizing, for the first time, the place which had been described to her as, 'empty and in need of a little TLC,' she was nearly in shock. Talk about misrepresentation.
Right now the business was little more than a place to house trash and filth of all kinds. Judging by the empty beer bottles, smashed cigarette butts, (was that a condom?), and various other remnants left over from varied partying, the place was being used more often than the locals liked to believe.
A scurrying sound caught her ear.
And was currently housing some of the neighborhood rodent population.
A second round of scuttling, this time more frenzied, filled the otherwise silent room.
And their families.
The vast majority of the goods that had once been sold here had long since been cleared out, leaving only a handful of boxes, the cardboard deteriorating on these to the point that they were spilling their contents onto the floor. A dozen or so shelving units stood in random positions helter-skelter throughout the room, with no clear methodology to their placement. Many of these units lay on the floor on their backs or sides where they had been overturned for no apparent reason. Though she'd imagine they made convenient hiding places for the partygoers whenever the sheriff or one of his deputies happened by.
Packing papers, newspapers and trash littered the entire area. Some broken glass lay sparkling amidst the other litter and a broken chair lay in pieces by the staircase, which led to an upstairs two room apartment that she was too afraid to check out just now. Considering the damage already before her, Tristan had no interest in finding out what kind of parties had gone on up there.
What on earth had she gotten herself into?
More scampering noises had her scooting back out the door in a hurry.
She had passed a hardware store on the way into town, if she remembered correctly it was only a few doors down. Hopefully they would have everything she might need to at least get started cleaning up the place. And dozens of mouse traps. Even if she had to make several trips it would be worth it.
While she realized all of this was just a futile exercise in killing time, she really wasn't sure what else to do. It was either continue on with her existing plan, regardless of the fact that she had no intentions of a future in shop keeping, or return to the depression of the farmhouse, waiting out each day, and each progressively longer night, until they finally found her.
---
His shower had sapped what little energy he'd had left and he had no other choice but to rest for at least a few hours. He was fairly certain she wouldn't skip town in the next few hours, he just wished he could be as certain that nothing else would happen while he was out of commission. But there was no hope for it. His exhaustion was taking over.
Making his way to one of the bedrooms he was fairly certain she didn't use, he laid down on the bed, ignoring the musty odor coming from the coverlet that hadn't seen the inside of a washing machine in years.
He fell asleep almost before his head hit the pillow.
Maybe that was why he had failed to notice he wasn't the only one watching the farmhouse. Someone stood just outside; head tilted back, eyes locked onto the window, staring hard as if they could see inside. Curiosity was not the only emotion etched into this person's face.
---
When Erskine finally returned to the hardware store, after having hung more than twenty posters all up and down Main Street, he was disappointed to discover he had missed Tristan. The young woman he employed to run register was more than happy to regale him with tales of the visit, exaggerated no doubt, while he stood practically grinding his teeth in frustration. How could he have missed such an opportune moment? He was the mayor of this town. It only stood to reason that she should seek him out first. Regardless of the list of items Sherry had mentioned Tristan's having purchased, he was convinced Tristan had come here to- to what?
Now that he thought about it, Erskine couldn't remember having told her much of anything in their short time together during the transfer of properties, let alone about his ownership of the hardware store. In fact, Tristan hadn't really given him the opportunity to say anything. She'd been all business and almost seemed to have been rushing the appointment.
A little disappointed now, he realized she really had been here for the sole purpose shopping. Nevertheless, being the mayor, it fell to him to extend the welcome wagon. A thing he intended to do before the day was out.
---
Rodents or not, Tristan decided she had no other choice but to begin working on the shop. If for no other reason than her continued absence in town would draw even more attention than she had already garnered. The girl at the hardware store had been overly eager to meet her and had made no attempt to hide her curiosity. In as many ways as she could think of, she had endeavored to strike up a conversation; even going so far as to follow Tristan up and down the aisles the entire hour she had spent inside the store.
For the millionth time, Tristan asked herself what she had been thinking.
Upon discovering that she couldn't rent a place in town, whatever had possessed her to spend every dime of the money she had managed to save over the years on purchasing a house she would only be spending a short time in? Especially considering it came with a business to boot. One she had no interest in operating.
Well, that wasn't necessarily true. There was a certain appeal to small town life. To be able to trade in her current life of espionage and intrigue in order to become the owner of some nameless business in an ordinary town was tempting. True, there would be no more adventure and no more travel, but in the bargain there would be no more doubt and no more stress.
With a sigh, she removed her coat, rolled up her sleeves and got to work. Whatever the draw had been; fantasy or otherwise, she was now stuck, at least for the foreseeable future.
The first thing on her agenda was finding and closing off the entry point for the would-be partiers. Right away Tristan found the broken window inside a storage room behind the shop. Having no wood or other supplies with which to board it up, she settled on closing off the room and bracing a chair in front of the knob. Making a mental note to return to the hardware store and purchase some plywood and nails, she moved on to the other tasks at hand.
Tristan spent the next several hours hauling bag after bag of debris out to the dumpster until she had the main entrance of the shop totally cleared of refuse and then she gave the floor a cursory sweep with her new broom. Glass still glittered brightly from various areas of the room and she knew it was going to take at least two more rounds with the broom before she managed to get it all. Tossing the now filthy rubber gloves into the trash, (she'd bought half a dozen pair and was beginning to wonder if that would be enough), she glanced around the room.
Two options remained: picking through the contents of the dilapidated boxes, or tackling the arrangement of the shelves. Having had her fill of disgusting jobs for one day (not to mention rodents and their carcasses), she decided on the shelves.
Standing with her hands on her hips and her head cocked back just a bit, she surveyed the situation. Getting those massive shelving units into an upright position by herself was going to nearly impossible. This would be so much easier if J-
No! She stopped the thought before it could complete itself. Maybe he could fix it without so much as a twitch of his eyebrow, but he wasn’t here, and she was going to have to deal with this by herself.
Taking a deep breath, she glanced around the room. Digging deep into the resources of her inventiveness, she was able to construct a plan fairly quickly. Whether or not that plan would work, remained to be seen.
“Okay, I can do this. I can do this.”
Quickly, she moved several of the boxes against the wall. She stacked two on top of each other and then one just in front, building a makeshift ramp. Then she pushed one of the shelving units over and carefully lifted one end. The unit felt like it weighed a couple hundred pounds and it took every bit of strength she had just to raise it high enough to position on the ramp. She then moved back to the foot of the shelf and pushed with all of her might. She felt it give, only an inch at first, but then finally, it began to slide with less resistance. Seconds later she hit the wall, literally, and no matter how hard she shoved, the shelf refused to budge. The angle wasn’t quite steep enough.
Her face throbbed in rhythm with her heart, which threatened to explode out of her chest at any given moment. Mopping the perspiration from her forehead, she collapsed next to the unit in despair. It was how everything thing seemed to be going for her lately. She'd always be on the right trail; she'd get close, but never close enough.
After a few moments of indulging her self-pity, she pulled herself together and got back to work. Drawing the shelf back down off the ramp, she gathered the last of the boxes and used them to increase the length and incline of the ramp. Then she started the entire process once more. She was sweating profusely and shaking all over and still she was making absolutely no headway. Tristan was beginning to wonder if she’d pass out before she ever succeeded in getting even one of the units upright. Once again she had found herself where she had been moments before, the shelf braced at an awkward angle, the head of it jammed roughly into the wall and the foot being held more by her sense of willpower than her own measly strength. And the damn thing still wasn’t going anywhere.
She wanted to scream in frustration. Giving one final angry push, she suddenly felt the head of the unit lift. It was if an invisible hand had reached in and picked it up. She shoved with all her might and at last the shelf was standing, though it took a minute to steady it as it rocked back and forth precariously after having found its feet so abruptly.
Suspicious, she looked around the room, her eyes staring into every darkened corner, piercing every shadow. The room was empty save for her and the mice. The shades were still drawn over the windows that lined the front of the shop, blocking any view from the street, and the windows at the back of the shop were too high up for anyone to look through.
Suspicion still prickled the back of her neck, but buoyed by her success, she got back to work, repeating the process with three more shelving units, each time feeling that amazing sense of lift at the end. There must have been some scientific or mathematical anomaly dealing with angles and trajectory that she just didn’t understand.
Four shelves were now standing and she had even managed to slide them into place, before she was forced to take another breather. She was tired, but it was a good sort of tired. Physical exhaustion she could handle, even craved. It was that life-sucking mental exhaustion that she could no longer bear. Mindlessly, she stared up at the ceiling, her eyes slowly tracing the mottled pattern of the yellowed ceiling tiles.
A tap at the door startled her and she jumped.
Silence reigned for half a minute, just enough time to convince herself she had imagined it, when it came again, though this time more insistently.
“Just a minute,” she called, hoping her voice wasn’t betraying the panic she felt balling up inside. “I’m coming.”
She considered peering through the shade on the window, but in a small town like this, she was certain if she were caught, it would have her labeled as a paranoid. Instead, with a sense of bravado she in no way felt, Tristan thrust the door wide open.
She wasn’t certain who she had been expecting to see, but she certainly hadn't been expecting the sheriff.
“What are you doing here?” She hadn’t meant it to sound as cold as it did, but there it was, and there was really no way of retracting it, so she let it go.
“Just thought I’d swing by to check on you,” the sheriff said. He stepped in, tapping the toes of his boots on the doorframe to remove the slush as he went. “After this morning I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“Better than my car.”
“Fair enough," he nodded. "I’m not interrupting anything am I?”
“No, just cleaning up.”
“I can tell. Nice job. I remember what this place looked like before you bought it. I figured it would take a crew of about eight to get it even reasonably clean. You must be a work horse.” He brushed a hand along one of the shelves. “These old things weigh a ton. How did you get them up?”
“Just determined, I guess.”
Her stomach chose that inopportune moment to remind her that it had not been filled since the night before. She couldn’t help but blush at the loud rumble that echoed off the bare walls.
The sheriff chuckled. “Great acoustics.”
She didn’t respond.
“I was just headed to Abby’s for lunch. Care to join me?”
"Abby's?"
"The diner down the way."
She vaguely remembered having seen the sign and made the connection.
“God no. I’m filthy from all this work.” The thought of having to sit across the table and make small talk with a man who was trained to be highly inquisitive, had her fibbing, "Besides, I brought my lunch with me."
He glanced around the mostly empty room. She assumed he was looking for her lunchbox.
“Are you sure? Abby’s might be a small town diner, but it’s some of the best food I’ve eaten anywhere. Maybe I could bring something back?”
She liked the idea of his coming back here to join her for a private lunch even less than the thought of eating in a public setting.
“No, really, I’m fine. I’ve got a sandwich and a coke in the other room.” Once more her stomach rumbled, long and loud.
“Judging by the sound of your stomach, that’s not going to be enough. Besides, I think a car accident on your first day in town warrants a free lunch at the very least. So what’ll you have?”
Realizing his determination far outweighed her own, she finally capitulated. Grudgingly.
“Just give me a few minutes to wash up.”
“No problem, I’ll wait in the car.”
She waited for him to exit the store before allowing her frustration to show. Why couldn’t people just leave her alone? All she wanted was to remain invisible, just long enough to catch her breath. Giving in to the sudden flood of emotion, she viciously kicked out at one of the boxes, watching with malevolent glee as it scattered its contents over the previously de-cluttered floor. One felt so good, she kicked another, and then another, sending even more debris scurrying around the room. The temper tantrum took hold and she began picking up the bits and pieces and flinging them against the walls as hard as she could. The only thing that stopped her was the address book.
As soon as the crumpled black binding made contact with her fingers, an unexpected vision impaled her brain. It was quick, fleeting, though no less startling for all its brevity. What she saw was a crusty old man, squatting down inside this room. It was dark, the only light coming from a flashlight he held gripped tightly in one gnarled hand. He peered avariciously down at the book, pawing through the pages rapidly, a greedy expression overtaking his grizzled face. Frustrated, he tossed the book across the room, much as she had been about to do. Suddenly he whirled, his flashlight lighting upon the high windows at the back of the shop that looked out onto the alley. That was all. The vision fled just as quickly as it had come.
Trembling, she sank to the floor.
She couldn’t remember if she had taken any of her meds that morning and the unbidden vision had left her quaking. Tristan stared down at the book held tightly in her hand, trying valiantly not to panic. This was not the time. Not now. The sheriff was just outside the door waiting for her. She could feel his presence suffocating her. She had to get it together.
Slowly she stood, waiting a minute to catch her equilibrium before moving on, going through the motions as if in a dream. She pushed the book down into the bottom of her bag before retrieving several bottles of pills. Then she went to the bathroom to wash up.
When she was reasonably clean, she dumped a pile of pills into her shaking palm and then swallowed them quickly, using the water from the tap. A glimpse into the mirror told her more than she wanted to know.
Throwing her purse over one shoulder and feeling somewhat comforted by the rattling noise that accompanied the movement, she plastered a false smile on her face and went out to meet the sheriff.
The conversation began no sooner than she had buckled her seatbelt.
“So what are you planning to do with the antique shop?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
He shot a questioning glance at her. “Really?”
“Yes, really.”
One could easily have interpreted her response as hostility, but Caelan took it as defensive. After all, buying a business without so much as an iota of a business plan was the absolute epitome of poor investing. “Not even an inkling?”
“No.”
“Huh.” He didn’t know what else to say.
After a moment, he tried again. “So, what made you move here?”
“Is this a game of twenty questions, or is there a purpose here?”
Again, to him she sounded more defensive than hostile. “Not at all. Just curious.”
“You know what they say about curiosity.”
This last was muttered so low Caelan had to strain to hear it. “I heard it killed the cat, but satisfaction brought it back.”
“Yeah, but it still died.”
She knew a fishing trip when she saw one, and this man was definitely fishing. It was more than small town curiosity. She could tell he had his law enforcement radar on. Radar she did not want aimed at her. The recent vision had her even more on edge than before, but if she didn’t want the sheriff to be totally suspicious, she needed to tone it down.
Sighing, she said, “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. It’s just that I’ve had a really rotten day. Summing up, your deputy sent me off-roading first thing this morning and my car is definitely not equipped to handle it. It is now sitting at Mike’s garage for the remainder of the day, leaving me with three options:” she began ticking these off on her fingers, “a) catch a ride with the mechanic in his less than immaculate truck, b) drive a loaner which he no longer has but can get because, and I quote, “I think Jimmy borreyed it to go muddin’,” or c) walk to work picking my way through slush and mud. Needless to say I chose the third. My feet are still wet and miserably cold, my head is pounding with the worst migraine ever, and I haven’t slept in days. I have rounded out my very busy morning hauling trash and raising barns, or at least that’s what it feels like. I’m just tired.” Her stomach growled once more. “And hungry.”
Apparently, Caelan thought, once you wind her up, she really gets going. She managed all but the last of that without stopping for a breath. She could compete with Jill.
Aloud he said, “I’ll admit, you’ve had a very busy day. Abby’s food will have you feeling better in no time. I promise.”
Even as he was saying it, they were pulling into the parking lot of the diner. Thankfully, there was no more conversation as they made their way inside.
Tristan needed the time to think. She had really let herself go on there and she was certain she had said too much. She had to be more careful in the future.
Caelan led them to a booth toward the back of the diner, calling out hellos to the people he knew, but not stopping to talk to any of them. She was grateful for that at least. With all eyes on her, she didn’t really want to find herself standing in the spotlight, dead center of the diner, waiting for the sheriff to wrap up a conversation about the changing weather or whatever else small town folks chatted about.
The crowd was dwindled by the lateness of the afternoon, with only five or so tables still in use and a few more people seated at the counter. But with all of them staring at her the way they were, it felt more like an audience of hundreds. Tristan couldn’t wait to get into the semi-privacy of the booth.
If only that were going to be the case.
As with the rest of her day, the luck of the Irish was not with her. The second her backside hit the red vinyl seat it was lurching right back off of it. To onlookers it must have looked like she had sat on a tack. Of course, it wasn't that simple. Suddenly, inexplicably, it came upon her. Her 'gift,' her 'sight,' her own private hell. Whatever you wanted to call it, it all amounted to the same thing. It came with little fanfare, but put on one hell of a show.
This vision was much stronger than the one she’d had earlier. Her spine locked with the force of it, her head tossed back as if in silent laughter, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she saw nothing but the drama unfolding inside her brain.
Chapter Seven
Neil's son stepped carefully through the woods, cautiously avoiding rocks and twigs or any other thing that might make noise and give away his position. He knew all the best hiding spots out here. He knew this forest like the back of his hand, certainly better than any of his friends.
He had such an advantage the painstaking care he was taking was really unnecessary, but as far as he was concerned it was all part of the game. If you weren’t going to do your best, why bother doing it at all? And Seth always tried to do his best at anything he did, if for no other reason than that would make him better than the others. And he liked being the best at things.
Somewhere to his left he heard the sound of footsteps crunching over the snow. Deep inside the woods the sunlight hadn’t been able to penetrate the thick evergreens in order to melt away the snow, just one more circumstance he had to his advantage. He knew how to walk quietly on the snow, how to displace his weight so that he rarely, if ever, broke through the top layer of crust.
Silently, he dropped to his knees, cupping his gloved hands over his mouth and dispelling the revealing puffs of air he breathed before they could be noticed. Another unnecessary tactic, but that’s what made him so good at this game.
For such a young age, he had an incredible eye for detail. He knew about the things that would give him away; the tail of a bright red scarf flapping in the breeze was a target in a March wood shaded in green, brown, black and white. For that reason he had asked his parents for a brown coat this winter, and brown or black hat and scarf and gloves. His dad had thought it was because he was “growing up,” and “becoming a man.” Apparently men didn’t wear bright colors. But it didn’t matter what his dad had thought the reason was. All that mattered was that it was one more advantage in this game played with boys still dressed in red and blue.
The figure to his left moved off less than stealthily. After carefully listening for the others and hearing no signs of them, he prepared to follow. It was then that he heard his mother’s voice, muted by the trees, calling for him.
He glanced down at his watch. Just past four-thirty. She was early.
He didn’t know why she was picking him up anyway. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t find his way home. He was certainly old enough to walk home, as he had done at least a hundred other times before. For a minute he debated pretending that he hadn’t heard her and continuing on with the game. But only for a minute. He knew that in the end it wouldn’t be worth it. It would be just one more thing to get his parents fighting again and they did enough of that on their own without his help.
Seconds later more voices were calling; the other boys’ mothers. It was time to go. Right now, from the sounds of things. Man this sucked. And he was just about to take out Nick too.
Seth headed back, squirreling his way through the thick underbrush, around stumps and over rocks as only a boy who had spent most of his waking hours playing in the woods could do. It was just as he was about to catch up with the others that he heard the noise; the sharp, cracking retort of a rifle coming from somewhere deeper in the woods.
“Whoa man! Did you hear that?” Seth heard Nick yell from his position only a few yards away.
Seth stood stock still, his heart thudding in his chest, waiting for something else, although he wasn’t sure what. After a few moments, when nothing else happened, he started up again, only to be stopped once more by yet another noise, this one a soft mewling coming from somewhere off to his left.
His mother’s voice cut shrilly through the cold air, but he ignored it, zeroing in instead on the soft whimpers that could just barely be heard. He had spent hours stalking various animals through this forest before, but he couldn’t recall having ever heard this particular noise. Slower now, he made his way toward the source of the sound.
That’s when he found them. He wasn’t sure at first what it was he was looking at. Their little bodies were so tiny, hardly developed, and completely devoid of any fur. He crept closer and saw that their eyes were still closed, but their mouths were open and working overtime. It took him a minute to realize he was looking at about half a dozen puppies, a thin piece of fabric bundled beneath them their only protection from the cold, wet snow.
“Hey, guys! Over here!” he called out to his friends. "Come here! You gotta see this!"
Nick was the first to join him. “What is it? Did they shoot something?”
Seth pointed at the small pile of squirming creatures in answer.
“Oh, wow! What's that?”
“Puppies?” Seth had wanted to sound more assured. Instead he had sounded just as quizzical as his friend.
“Oh, wow.”
A few minutes later they were joined by the others, two more boys; the same boys Seth had been playing with since before kindergarten. The gunshot immediately forgotten, they each took turns exclaiming over the pups before finally getting around to discussing what they should do about it.
“Well, we can’t leave them out here. They’ll die.” This from Andy Reed, the son of the local veterinarian, and therefore the one who thought he knew everything when it came to animals. Sometimes that grated on Seth's nerves.
“Ya think, jerkwad?” David made his presence known. David's mom was the one in charge of watching all of them, so David had the tendency to be a little bossy.
“Boys!” This time it was David’s mom. There was an insistent tone to her voice that they all knew better than to ignore.
“Whatever we do, we better do it fast. Mom’s about to blow a gasket,” David said. “And I just got off grounding.”
Finally it was Seth who made the decision. Quickly he removed his coat, and with a surprising adeptness for a twelve year old, he loaded each of the pups into his coat, careful to place them as close to each other as he could. Somehow he thought that might keep them warmer. Then, leaving the wet fabric on the ground, he wrapped the coat around the pups and wadded them up into a small bundle.
“’Kay. Let’s go.”
The other boys looked on, a little jealous that Seth was the one to think of it first, and therefore the one who got to carry the precious cargo, which made him somewhat of a hero in their minds. The four of them headed back toward the house, without the usual accompaniment of boasting, bragging and feigned insults. They had something more important on their minds now than who had been about to win their game.
---
“Abby! Abby call Heather!” Caelan, who had been the first to witness the start of Tristan’s seizure, was the first to react. His hands closed around her arms, intending to lift her from the seat and lay her out somewhere that she would be less likely to hurt herself as she thrashed around. That's when it dawned on him that she wasn't thrashing, or shaking, or even moving at all. Instead, she had gone completely rigid and eerily still. The muscles in her arms were tight, as hard as a rock, and he presumed that the whole of her body was the same way. The only seizure-like symptom about her was her eyes, which were rolled back into her head and fluttering. This was not like any seizure he had ever heard of and he felt completely out of his league. Slowly, he drew back, unsure of what to do for her, how to help her.
Almost as soon as it had begun it was ending and Tristan was snapping out of it. It looked as if she were melting into the seat as her body relaxed, her spine slowly drooping and her muscles beginning to slacken.
For the first time Caelan saw the scars he had failed to notice before. The first, a gleaming white line that ran almost the full width of Tristan's forehead, before tilting down and pointing at one eye, was surrounded by numerous other smaller ones. They peppered her face, concentrated in no particular area, at varying stages of the healing process, as if they were amassed over the years rather than all at once. Normally the way Tristan wore her hair managed to conceal these, but now with her hair swept back they were fairly obvious. For a minute Caelan wondered if Tristan was the victim of some kind of domestic abuse. And then another thought popped into his brain, an alternative that he didn't want to consider.
He didn't have time to put much thought into anything though, because already Tristan's eyes were drifting open, though she seemed to be having trouble focusing on anything.
“Heather’s on her way,” Abby joined them. “She headed to Mel's, but she said she’d turn around and swing back. She should be here any minute.”
“Thanks, Abby,” Caelan took the cold, wet cloth she offered him and began pressing it against Tristan’s temples, then her wrists and the insides of her elbows. He wasn’t sure that he was helping her in any way, but he felt better doing something.
“Here you go sweetheart,” Abby was holding a glass of water out to Tristan. “This may help a bit.”
Tristan’s dark eyes swept over Caelan glimpsing a hint of suspicion there, and then over Abby where she found only concern. Sensing the comfort Abby was offering was completely genuine, Tristan relaxed a bit. She held out a shaky hand to take the glass and with Abby’s own large hand still pressed around it, she tipped it slowly up to her lips, taking a small sip.
Once the glass was safely resting on the table, Abby turned to the rest of the diner, all of whose patrons were still looking on, meals forgotten, while they watched the unfolding drama.
“Okay people, mind your own business. Get back to your lunch. And if you’re done, then pay your bill, leave a sizeable tip and head out. Girl’s sick. It’s not like you haven’t seen someone sick before. Stop being nibby and give her some privacy.”
Spurred on by Abby’s gruff words the diner patrons went back into action, slowly at first as if being awoken from a dream, but quickly picking up the pace. They knew Abby and they knew when she wasn’t messing around. Bills were paid, cash deposited on the tables, and, as recommended, the tips were substantially larger than usual.
“I’m gonna be sick.”
Tristan stumbled over Caelan’s crouched position beside the booth in her hurry. Her eyes darted around the diner, obviously looking for a restroom. Caelan took her by the arm and showed her the way, ignoring the ladies room sign and leading her inside. He stood by the door, wet cloth still clasped in one hand, his own stomach lurching as he listened to Tristan’s stomach desperately try to empty itself of contents he was fairly certain weren’t there. A few minutes later she staggered out of the stall and headed to the sink where she washed her face.
“Would you like to go back and sit down?”
“God no.”
“Sit on the floor then,” he nodded towards the wall. “Before you fall down.”
Tristan's eyes met Caelan's for a second, taking note of the challenge held within, and then making it clear she was surrendering against her will, Tristan shuffled resignedly to the wall where she leaned against it and slid herself down to a seated position on the cold, hard tile. She dropped her forehead onto her bent knees, and while Caelan knew that it was partly because she was dizzy, he also knew it was because she was hiding from him.
“It was a seizure," she explained, her words muffled. "I’ve been an epileptic most of my life. I don’t need a doctor, I’m okay. I’ve just been working too hard and not taking my meds as regularly as I should.”
“Doc’s already on her way.”
At this Tristan lifted her head. “I said I don’t need a doctor and I meant it.”
He cocked one disbelieving brow at her. “For someone who doesn’t need a doctor, you sure look like hell.”
“I’m just tired. I told you I haven’t been sleeping, and I really haven’t been eating all that well either. Between that and not taking my meds regularly…” she let the words drift off. Tristan could tell by the look on his face Caelan wasn’t buying it.
It didn’t matter, this was a free country, and no one could force her to see a doctor if she didn’t want to. Not now anyway.
Lurching to her feet she said, “I’m going home now. I’m going to take my meds, get some sleep, and when I wake up I promise to eat a big meal. Okay?”
“Tristan, what’s it going to hurt to let the doc just have a look at you, make sure everything’s okay?”
“I don’t want to see a doctor. I just want to go home.”
The plaintive request affected him in a way nothing else would have. It was said in a voice barely above a whisper, but there was a certain fragility to it that tugged at his heartstrings, and Caelan acquiesced. “All right, I’ll drive you home. But only because you don’t have a car and I know you can’t go anywhere.”
Tristan had forgotten about that, but she had no choice. She’d have to take what she could get. She didn't fight him as he put one hand under her elbow, supporting her as unobtrusively as possible as he led her from the restroom. In minutes he had her out of the diner, disregarding Abby’s protestations, and on her way home.
---
“Hey guys,” David’s mother greeted them as they began traipsing single file into her kitchen. “Didn't you hear us calling?”
“You’ll never believe what we found!” Nick told her just as his own mother joined them, coming from the other room.
“Hard telling with you guys,” Jill said. “But you better get a move on if you want to have time to eat before youth group.”
“Mom, wait! I’m trying to tell you-”
“You can tell me in the car,” she said, even as she turned to head back out the door.
Just then, Seth, the last of the boys to file in, entered the warmth of the kitchen, carrying his coat instead of wearing it.
“Your mother’s gone home without you,” David's mother informed him. “She said she was tired of waiting and you could walk home. But you’d better put that coat back on if you know what’s good for you. If she sees you going around in this weather without it, she’s gonna kill you. You know the flu’s going around…” Her words trailed into astonishment as she watched Seth set his coat on the floor and begin to untie the arms. He spread them wide to expose a pile of squirming creatures. For half a second she thought they were rodents.
“What in the world?”
“I think they’re puppies,” David announced. He didn’t want Seth to be the star of the whole show.
"Are you sure?" Melanie still had her doubts.
This brought Jill back into the room. Nick began tugging on her arm and saying, “See, Mom? I tried to tell you.”
Jill moved in closer, bending down to peer at the animals. “Looks like they might be pups. Really young ones. Where did you guys find them?”
Andy pointed at Seth. “He found them. They were in the woods. They were all alone and all kind of laying together. They were crying. We didn’t want ‘em to die.”
“No, of course not.” Jill shook her head. She was still having trouble making sense of it.
“What are we gonna do with them, Mom?”
Jill’s eyes narrowed on her son. “Don’t you go getting any ideas. We don’t have the time or the money to take care of a bunch of puppies. Besides, these pups are too small to be away from their mother. There wasn’t a dog running around out there somewhere was there? I mean the mother didn’t go off to find some food or something?”
“God, I hope they’re not wolves,” Melanie said laying her hands on her very pregnant belly. Suddenly she had a vision of a very angry mother wolf showing up on her doorstep.
“I dunno,” Nick shrugged.
“Are you sure you boys didn’t see any signs of the mother?” Jill asked.
“No, Ms. Everett,” Seth shook his head vehemently. “This wasn’t like any kind of den a mother would have made for her pups. They were out in the open. I looked all around, there wasn’t any other animal tracks that I could see.”
“Weren’t,” Jill corrected automatically.
“Weren’t,” he amended. Then he stopped and thought about it for a minute. “But there was a set of boot tracks. They were pretty big. They didn’t belong to any of us.”
“You sure they didn’t belong to King Kong over here?” Jill pointed at Nick.
“Hey!” Nick, the tallest of the boys even though he was the youngest, protested. He was big for his age and his feet were even bigger. This was a source of constant envy for Seth who seemed to be inheriting his mother’s genetics, making him much smaller in stature when he would so much rather grow up to be a giant like his dad. While Seth may not necessarily idolize his father, he did idolize his father's build.
“No, I know they weren’t Nick’s. They were way too small. Besides, the treads don’t match.” Seth knew the treads of all his friends’ shoes, he’d been stalking them too many hours not to know.
“Looks like someone dumped them,” Jill mused.
“What are we gonna do with ‘em?” This time it was Andy who asked.
“I don’t know,” Melanie said. “But we’re going to have to decide real fast. You boys have youth group and Heather just called. She was running a little late, last minute call she said, but she’s on her way now to pick up Andy and David. And I have plans tonight.”
“Tonight’s the night, huh?” Jill looked keenly interested.
Nick knew what they were talking about and could’ve have cared less. Not that he was a heartless kid, it was just that in the world of kid things, finding out the sex of an unborn baby placed much further down the list of important things than the discovery of newborn pups. “Mom, the pups. What are we gonna do with them?”
Putting on his sweetest, most convincing face, one that he was not entirely aware he had inherited from his father, Seth said, “Please, Ms. Everett, could you and Nick take them out to Dr. Reed’s?”
Much as he may have wanted to perform the task himself, now that he was walking home there was no way.
Frowning now, Jill said, “I don’t think we have much choice. Nicky, go check the car and see if we have some kind of blanket and maybe a box to put them in.”
That was all Nick needed to hear, he was out the door like a shot. Nick was so excited at the prospect of getting to share in the rescue of the pups, that he was even able to forgive his mother for the major mistake of calling him Nicky in public.
“Okay David, you and Andy get your books together,” Melanie began issuing orders. “Seth, go upstairs to the linen closet, there’s an old blue blanket in there. Get that for the pups.”
Minutes later they had the puppies transferred into the blanket Melanie had offered, as well as a laundry basket she loaned them. Seth helped Nick buckle the seatbelt around the basket, then saying goodbye, he reluctantly headed home.
Jill was just pulling out of the drive as Heather was pulling in. Waving she called out, “Is your husband still in the office?”
“Yes, I think so. Why?”
“Mel will tell you,” Jill responded, placing her foot on the accelerator once more. “Call me later, Mel! I’m just dying to know!”
“What’s the big deal?” Nick commented from his position slouched in the passenger seat.
“The big deal is that they already have a boy and they would like to have a girl. Everyone’s hoping that’s what it is.”
Nick thought about this for a minute. “If you ever had another kid, would you want a girl, too?”
Jill glanced over at him. “First off, I’m never going to have another kid. I’ve got my hands full with you.”
He tossed her a scowl.
“Secondly, if I did have another kid, and I’m NOT, I would want him to be exactly like you.” He grinned at this. “But shorter.”
“Ha, ha, very funny.”
“You think I’m kidding? You cost me a fortune in groceries, pal. Speaking of which, let’s get these puppies out to Dr. Reed’s then we’ll swing by Abby’s to pick up dinner.”
“Cool.”
“I thought you might say that.”
---
Tristan pulled her feet up onto the couch, tucking them under the blanket Caelan had insisted on covering her with before he finally left. He had tried to do everything humanly possible to make sure she was comfortable. To the point of annoyance.
First, he brought her a full glass of water. Then he set the phone and television remote within easy reach and brought over her purse. He had even offered to go digging around in it to get her meds, a notion she had instantly squelched. Then, he had fetched a pillow and a blanket from her bedroom, and after writing his number down on a scrap of paper, he had finally left her alone.
Alone with her thoughts. Such as they were.
Her head was still filled with the images she had witnessed earlier. The vision had driven through her skull like a bullet, burrowing into the meatier parts of her brain, at precisely three-twelve. She didn’t know how she knew that, she just did. It was just one more side effect of the visions she had been forced to accept. They left a time stamp on her brain.
The vision, for all its intensity, was one of the more vague ones she'd ever had. It was more sensation than image. All it had amounted to was pain. Severe pain. An agonizing twisting in her lower gut had ripped through her, causing Tristan to feel every excruciating second of pain that whoever the vision was about must suffer every single day. The one thing Tristan knew whoever this person was who endured so much agony; they didn’t have much longer to live.
Surprisingly, Tristan was less concerned about the anonymous person from her vision, than she was the vision itself. Fifty-five point six seconds- the length of the vision- she knew that the same way she knew exactly what time it had occurred- may just mean the end of her running. Two visions, back to back, with so many feelers put out for her. She was pretty sure that last had been the nail in her coffin.
At this point she was too weak and too sick to care. Wouldn’t it be so much easier to have this all over with? To finally stop running? Isn't that what she had come here for in the first place? This wasn't exactly the optimum placed to hide. Hadn't she subconsciously been waiting for them every day of the last two weeks?
She didn't know. She wasn't sure. But she had to admit that maybe the trade would be worth it; to go back to her old life without ever knowing, without ever having any of her questions answered, but at least getting him back in the bargain.
She sighed. She was too tired to think. Swallowing a couple of pills, she lay back against the couch. Sleep. She needed to sleep. Then she would figure it all out.
---
Caelan slipped off his shoes at the front door of his house. He was glad to finally be home. It had been a very long day. He glanced at his image in the mirror as he hung his coat on one of the brass hooks by the front door. He was looking pretty haggard. Not as haggard as Tristan Carlisle though and that was for sure. He couldn’t even begin to think what to make of her. It was obvious she was hiding something. But what it was, he wasn’t sure. A part of him desperately hoped it was something as innocuous as a drug problem.
He laughed; it was a harsh, bitter sound. A drug problem innocuous? Only he could think that. But given the options, knowing what he knew, he couldn’t help but to hope that’s all it was. Anything else was unthinkable.
His eyes narrowed as he stripped out of his clothes, his mind working overtime. Tristan had all the symptoms; that much was for sure. The birth date on her driver’s license put her in her early thirties, but to look at her, you’d guess her to be a bit older. She had a haggardness about her that was hard to achieve without some serious drug use. She was underweight and even the scars played into the theory. It was a harsh lifestyle, often accompanied by physical abuse.
But her seizures. He’d never seen anything like that. Not from someone having a seizure anyway. He still wasn’t sure what he had witnessed. He’d seen a lot of things in his lifetime, but never anything quite like that.
Not even there, he couldn’t help but think.
He slipped into a pair of sweats and a t-shirt and headed to the kitchen for a cold beer. Popping the cap off the bottle, he took a long swig, and then wiped his face with one hand, his palm roughly scratching over the five o’clock shadow that had started sprouting several hours earlier.
Moving into the living room, he turned on the television, switched to CNN, then hit the mute button. He leaned back in his recliner, took another long swallow and then set it on the table beside him, balancing it on an empty envelope. The single guy’s coaster.
He looked around the room; it was a room that screamed bachelor. Heavy wood furniture, stark without the addition of throw pillows or afghans. No coasters or doilies decorated the coffee and end tables. Instead, stacks and stacks of mail peppered dusty wood. The walls remained bare with no pictures or paintings. The only embellishments to the room were worn work shirts draped over the backs of chairs, a pair of sneakers peeking out from beneath the dark brown sofa, and several empty soda cans perched atop magazines on the coffee table.
A bachelor pad to the enth degree.
Caelan hadn’t always thought it would be this way. He'd had other plans. If you had asked him twenty-five years ago where he would be today, never in a million years would he have guessed it would be in this backwoods berg, playing sheriff to a town that was slowly dying, living alone and lonely, second-guessing every decision he’d ever made in life while at the same time watching everything with a certain paranoia that he couldn’t begin to explain.
He finished off the beer and unmuted the T.V., only to mute it again.
Turning his thoughts back to Tristan, he tried to determine what to do about her. It would be so easy to just run a background check on her, but if she and Trevor were both here for the same reason, and he suspected they just might be, that would be the last thing he'd want to do. So what then?
He supposed he could talk to Heather, describe the seizure to her and get her thoughts on the matter. And Abby. It might be a good idea to talk to her. If anyone might have a clue, it would be her.
He hated to dredge it all up again. To worry her, maybe for no reason at all. But what else could he do? He had a terrible feeling that something bad was coming, and he was damned if he was going to stand by and let it all happen again without at least trying to do something to prevent it.
Chapter Eight
As luck would have it, Jill turned out to be very grateful that she had decided to stop at Abby’s for dinner. While Abby bustled about the kitchen making their meals, eighteen-year-old Lisa Craine, Abby’s most recently acquired waitress, filled her in on the excitement earlier.
Jill pumped the girl for as many details as she could without sounding like Hattie Belmont, and then, as an afterthought, had Abby prepare a third meal for Tristan. After all, it was the neighborly thing to do.
Of course she had Abby bag the meals separately, hers and Nicky’s going in to one bag, while Tristan’s went into a second. Certainly, if Tristan were to ask them to join her (which would be the polite thing to do, and was without a doubt what Jill was hoping for), she would be happy to accept.
It was just past six when Jill and Nick pulled into the long drive leading up to Tristan’s house. The Edwards' place was a little less than five miles off Main Street and the bumpy dirt road was even more challenging to navigate with the daily thaws and nightly freezes brought on by the erratic weather. The lonely old farmhouse was the only place for miles around and Jill wondered how Tristan could stand it. The woods crept in from the rear encroaching on the east and south portions of the lawn, while long abandoned fields surrounded the other two sides adding to the desolation. A few years back those fields would have been being prepared for the planting of corn or soy beans, but the land hadn’t been farmed in ages. Now it was just acres of lonely ragweed and a few small saplings jutting bravely out of the ground.
The house, more than a hundred years old, was looking every bit its age. The brickwork on the outside was grimy with years of dirt and rain and the gutters looked as if they might fall down at the slightest provocation. The white paint that had once covered the front porch and balustrades was peeling off in large chunks exposing the rotten wood beneath. The trees and overgrown bushes speckling the front lawn had not been manicured in years, and the snow-covered lawn was no doubt hiding more bald spots than grass.
"Dude!" Nick exclaimed getting an eyeful of the bedraggled exterior. "Those Ghost Hunter guys should come out here. Wouldn't that be cool?!"
"Let's not tell her that, okay?" Jill said to her son. But she couldn't help but think he had a valid point. If the interior was anything like the exterior, Jill couldn’t begin to understand what would have prompted the woman to buy this place. Surely there were better houses to be had in town, homes that had been sitting vacant as long if not longer than this one, but were newer and in far better shape.
Nevertheless, Jill put her car into park, and leaving Nicky inside with their bag of food, she carefully made her way up the mucky path, carrying Tristan’s meal. The porch groaned as she walked across it, the boards shifting ominously with every step she took.
The front door opened even before she had a chance to rap on it, startling her. The face peering out of the gloom was drawn, the eyes circled with dark smudges, and the pallor of the woman’s skin was so extreme it almost glowed in the dark.
“Can I help you?” The voice was soft and Jill found herself straining to hear it.
It took a minute to collect herself, and then she said, “Uh, hi. My name’s Jill Everett. My son Nick’s in the car.” She motioned nervously in his general direction before going on. “We heard you weren’t feeling well, so we thought maybe it would be nice if we, uh, brought you out some dinner. I know you just moved in and all, and I thought what with all the unpacking…”
She dwindled off there, as the barest glimpse she could manage into the darkened hallway behind Tristan revealed nothing. No boxes or moving paraphernalia of any kind. Jill had heard through the gossip mill that Tristan had come to town with nothing but a suitcase in the back seat of her car, but she had dismissed it since it had seemed so unlikely. Now she was beginning to wonder how unlikely it really was.
Trying not to let any of her suspicion show on her face, Jill continued, “Anyway, knowing how busy you must be, and with you feeling sick and all, I just thought you might like a hot meal. It’s from Abby’s. She made it herself. She’s a great cook, but rarely does the cooking there anymore. She mostly does the baking. But with Pete out sick, Abby’s been doing all the cooking today.” Jill was aware that she was babbling, but she just couldn’t seem to stop herself.
The guarded expression Tristan had been wearing when Jill had come to the door had slowly turned to a more discerning stare, and the more Jill talked, the more discerning that stare had become.
Not knowing what else to do, Jill held out the bag of food to Tristan and waited for her to take it.
When Tristan finally spoke, it was to ask, “How much do I owe you?”
That was it. Not, “Thank you,” or, “What is it?”, or even a, "Go to hell." Only, “How much do I owe you?” She acted as if Jill was some kind of delivery service.
Jill was a tad miffed. She completely disregarded the fact that she was standing on this woman’s doorstep uninvited. That didn’t matter since she came, as it were, bearing gifts. And this was it? This was all the thanks she was going to get? Unable to hide the annoyance in her tone, she replied, “Nothing. Nothing at all. I was just trying to be neighborly.”
Tristan’s expression didn’t change in the least. “What did you say your name was again?”
“Jill Everett.”
“Mrs. Everett-“
“Ms.”
“Fine. Ms. Everett. I live my life by one simple rule. I don’t owe anything to anyone and I don’t want to owe anyone anything. I hate to sound callous, but I mean what I say. How much do I owe you?”
Jill stood there a moment, a rush of anger coursing through her veins, shaking every part of her body. She clenched her fists so tightly that her nails cut little half-moons into the skin of her palms. Try as she might, she had been unable to convince Tristan that neighborly concern, rather than raging curiosity, was the purpose of this impromptu visit. And Tristan was right to be suspicious, because if Jill really wanted to admit the truth, snooping was at the base of it all. She hated that little part of her brain that kept nagging at her, telling her she had gotten exactly what she deserved. She was no better than that hateful old gossipmonger Hattie Belmont and it was no more than she deserved that this woman had seen through her false precept. Nonetheless, Jill didn’t give herself time to think, she just responded in the first way that came to her, and that of course was anger.
“No, you don’t sound callous to me. You sound like the bitter old lady that used to live down the street from me when I was a kid. She used to stand at her window and watch all the kids play, and God help the first kid who touched so much as one blade of grass on her lawn. She’d be out the door in a minute screaming and threatening. She was a hateful, mean old witch, and as I recall she died alone in her house and no one even knew she was gone until the smell of her rotting flesh soaked through the walls and out into the street.
"I was just trying to be neighborly by bringing you a hot meal when I knew you were feeling down. But then, maybe you're just as crazy as she was. If you like, I can march myself right back to my car and go home and stay the hell off your grass in the future!”
“Are you through?”
After such a bold verbal attack, Jill had certainly expected a more forceful response. Having realized, that for whatever reason, she had been given a pass, Jill decided it was time to tuck tail and run. She was turning to leave when Tristan suddenly said, “I guess this means you won’t be staying for dinner?”
Jill stopped dead in her tracks. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Slowly, she turned back to face Tristan, who was now fully outside, standing on the porch with her arms crossed over her thin body.
“What?”
“I said, are you staying for dinner. I’m going to assume that bag on Nick’s lap is your own dinner?”
Jill’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Are you crazy?”
Tristan smirked. “Probably. At least a little anyway. Aren’t we all?”
“Oh, God,” Jill blushed. “I’m sorry I said that. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”
“Just in your head.”
Jill was making this worse by the minute. “I need to shut up now.”
Tristan laughed. “No, honestly I find it refreshing. People don’t often share what they’re thinking.”
“I’m a babbler from way back.”
“Look, Ms. Everett, I like honest people. People that beat around the bush annoy me. And even more, I like people who speak their minds. Most people hide what they’re thinking, they're always so afraid they’ll offend someone that they won’t even speak the truth.” Without waiting for any kind of response Tristan turned and walked back into the house, leaving the front door hanging open. She either knew Jill was going to take her up on the offer, or she didn’t care.
“Okay, that was strange.”
Jill shook her head, and then went back to the car to collect her keys. “Come on Nick, let’s go.”
“We’re going in there? After you just yelled at her like that?”
“Yep.”
“Isn’t she mad at you?”
“Probably.”
“But we’re going in there anyway?”
“Looks like.”
“Is it safe?”
“I’m sure it is.” She reached for the bag.
Nicky cast her a quizzical look. “Do you like her?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
“I don’t get you.”
“Me neither Nicky, me neither.”
---
Neil entered the house with his customary burst of noise, his heavy boots clomping across the floor of the entryway, leaving a fresh set of muddy tracks that added to the wide assortment already tarnishing the once white tile.
He was in a bad mood, to say the least. After calling ahead to Henrietta, his plans had been shot down in seconds. The woman he had been seeing, who was now seeing someone else, could no longer make time for him. With no future plans to look forward to, Neil had spent the rest of his day in a miserable manner. Apparently the incident with Tristan Carlisle first thing that morning had been just the start of the downward spiral of the rest of his day.
As usual the house was in complete disarray. Clutter littered the flat surfaces of every table, counter and shelf in sight. Clothes were draped over the sofa and both recliners, and even balanced on the backs of the dining room chairs. Shoes were scattered across the hall, two singles with no mates lay sideways on the living room floor, and everywhere he looked ashtrays were overflowing with pink lipstick laden cigarette butts. He shouldn’t have been surprised that today, like any other day, Paige had done nothing to tackle the huge mess their home had become. He knew if he dared to enter the kitchen, he would find dirty dishes molding everywhere, burying countertops, appliances and table alike. It was impossible to cook in a kitchen like that, which was exactly how Paige liked it.
They ate out almost every night. The overflowing trash can, stuffed to the brim with pizza boxes and old Chinese food containers was a testament to that. Neil supposed he should be grateful that more often than not it was Paige who would go out to pick up dinner since it was at least a twenty minute drive to the nearest town with decent take-out – he could not tolerate Abby’s diner – and driving out of town was the last thing he felt like doing after spending all day making rounds from town to town throughout the county. But now, as he sniffed the air, he came to the immediate realization that this must be one of her “migraine” days.
Migraine days were the days when Paige would take to the bed, pull the covers up over her head, and claim all sources of light or sound were unbearable. This meant, if they were going to eat, Neil was going to have to be the one to pick up dinner. If he only had Paige to worry about, he’d say the hell with it and let the bitch starve. But then there was Seth, and if there was one thing in this world that Neil loved aside from himself and his truck, it was his son. He didn’t want Seth to go without because his mother was a useless bitch.
Just then Seth came wandering into the room. “Hey dad!” A wide grin beamed across the boy’s face. “Guess what?”
“Hey champ.” Neil returned the greeting, but ignored the question, asking instead, “Where’s your mother?”
The smile faded. “She’s laying down. She doesn’t feel good.”
Neil said nothing, just passed the boy in the hallway, heading for the master bedroom. He slammed open the door and flipped on the switch, flooding the room with artificial light.
“Hey! Turn that off!” The plaintive wail did little more than annoy him.
“I will when I’m good and Goddamn ready!”
“I have a migraine.” Paige barely poked her head out of the blankets, but it was enough for Neil to see her eyes which were caked thick mascara and eyeliner. Evidence that her migraine was a recent turn of events. The only time Paige bothered to do her hair or make-up anymore was when she was going out, which wasn’t all that often. Most of the time she stayed home. In bed. But today she had gone out somewhere.
“Looks to me like your migraine didn’t stop you from running around today. I don’t suppose you bothered to pick up any dinner while you were out.”
She didn’t even make an effort to lie to him. Neil always knew when she was lying, and suspected it even when she wasn’t. “I had to go to Henrietta for a doctor’s appointment.”
Paige never used Dr. Reed in town, which in many ways was just fine with Neil. He didn’t need everybody knowing his business, he preferred her taking her hypochondria out of town. Still, the bills were stacking up faster than he could pay them.
“Jesus Christ! You spend my money quicker than I can make it! What’s wrong with you now?” he asked, even though suspected that there wasn’t anything wrong that a good anti-depressant couldn’t cure.
“I did something to my back. He wants me to see a chiropractor.”
“How the hell can you hurt your back laying in bed all day?”
“Neil, my head-“
“I don’t give two shits about your head. What I do care about is what the hell you were planning on feeding the kid tonight?”
“I don’t know. I just thought that you could pick something up…” her words drifted off into nothingness. Suddenly Paige was unsure of herself. This was an argument they'd had countless times in the past, but somehow this time it felt different. Usually it started out slowly, a few pointed remarks, some accusations, and the resulting blame; and then gradually built to a crescendo of screaming torrents of rage from both parties, usually followed by a volley of small objects being launched at Neil who deftly avoided getting hit. Then Neil would slam out of the house and head to the bar as he always did.
But this time it all seemed to be going differently. It was like they were already at the crescendo without having even gotten started. There was a coldness to Neil’s tone that Paige did not recognize and it made her uneasy.
As if to prove her point, Neil raged, “You know what? I’m tired of this shit! Get your ass out of bed and get in the kitchen. I don’t care how much crap you have to get out of the way to even find the stove, but you’re gonna do it, and then you’re going to damn well cook something!”
“But-”
“No- buts- about it.” He enunciated each word with a deadly clarity and on the last lunged toward the bed. Grabbing her roughly by the arm, he began to drag her out of it.
“Neil! Neil! What the hell do you think you’re doing? Let me go!” He ignored her shrieking and kept pulling until she fell with a resounding thud on the floor.
If Paige hadn’t been outraged before, she was now. Springing to her feet, she grabbed the nearest object and sent it sailing at his head. As per usual he deftly avoided it, ducking to the side. The alarm clock went flying past him and crashed into the wall in the hallway, taking out a big chunk of the drywall before falling, broken, to the floor.
The missed volley infuriated her even more, and she grabbed the next thing, a leaded crystal water glass off the night stand, and chucked it after the clock. Once more it flew past Neil, but this time it didn’t connect with the wall. Instead it hit her son who had just been creeping by the doorway, attempting to be as invisible as possible while he sought the safety and solitude of his bedroom. Seth’s head snapped back as the glass made contact, a startled expression crossing his face just before he fell to the floor.
“Look what you just fucking did!” Neil raged.
Paige’s stunned gaze fixed on her son and she felt as if she were about to faint as she watched the blood begin to spout from the wide gash slicing through his forehead. But before her brain could spin her off into that blessed state of unconsciousness, she was snapped to attention by a sudden pain rocketing through her temple. She had been struck for the third time before she could even begin to make sense of what was happening. The third blow had her dropping to the floor, her legs refusing to keep her upright any longer through this harsh barrage of violence. Even then, lying on the floor as she was, the blows kept coming, fast and furious. Instinct took over and she huddled into a ball, locking her arms over her head, trying desperately to protect herself, but to no avail. Neil seemed to be more than capable of finding every tender spot she wasn’t able to protect. She laid there, little more than a punching bag to her husband’s furious assault.
Sometime after, she was never sure how long it was, Neil pushed away from her in disgust, leaving her lying bruised and broken on the floor. Paige was barely aware of his having left her, and a few minutes later she heard him slamming out of the house, presumably taking Seth with him, and she wondered stupidly if they were coming back.
---
Heather looked across the dinner table at her husband. “Melanie’s telling Rick tonight.”
“Oh? Does this mean I finally get to know?” Steve asked. “No more “I’ve Got a Secret” around here?”
The required patient confidentiality was one of the few things that put a strain on their marriage. Mandatory though it may be, Heather often found it difficult to keep things from her husband. Recently she was feeling even more conflicted, having been put in the position of having to keep several secrets from him, Melanie’s pregnancy being the least of them. And the tension was beginning to show. Though Steve, as usual, did nothing more than try to be supportive.
“No more “I’ve Got a Secret,” she smiled. She loved this time alone with Steve. Their demanding careers usually kept them so busy that they rarely got more than a hurried breakfast during the week and the occasional shared lunch at one of their offices. It would be back to reality soon enough, but for now she was going to enjoy the time while it lasted.
“Doesn’t matter," Steve was saying, "I know what it is already.”
“Oh, really?”
“Of course. It’s a baby.”
“Elementary, my dear Watson. Did you think it was a puppy? That’s your line of work not mine.”
“Speaking of which, did you see those puppies the boys found?”
Heather shook her head, “No, Jill and Nick were just leaving when I got there. I had a last minute turn around on my way home.”
“Par for the course.”
“No, this time was a little different.” She frowned, still a bit confused by what had happened earlier in the day. “Lisa Craine called just as I was on my way to Mel’s. She said there was an emergency at the diner. A customer was apparently having some sort of seizure. But when I got there, she was gone.”
“Who was it?”
“Tristan Carlisle. The woman that just bought the Edwards' properties.”
“Why did she leave?”
“No idea. Abby said she’d tried to stop her, but that she insisted on leaving. Caelan took her home.”
“Strange.”
“I thought so.” Heather stirred some spaghetti around on her plate. “Anyway, that’s how I missed the pups.”
Steve nodded. “They’re barely pups. I’ll be amazed if any of them survive. They may be a couple weeks old, three at the most. Far too young to be separated from their mother.”
“Oh dear.”
“Yeah. That’s why I’ve got no choice but to head back to the office later. Someone’s going to have to nurse them through the next couple of days. That pretty much leaves me and Sylvia.”
Sylvia was Steve’s efficient, receptionist slash assistant. She wasn't technically a veterinarian assistant as she had no background in animal care and certainly no medical training, but she had a heart of gold and loved the animals they treated more than any other person ever possibly could, which as far as Steve was concerned made her worth her weight in gold. Besides, in a small town like this one, if he had held out for someone with a college degree, he’d still be running the place by himself.
“Why not bring the pups here?”
Now Steve looked perplexed. “After Houdini, I pretty much took it that having a dog here was out of the question.”
Heather frowned over a forkful of spaghetti. “Houdini is an entirely different bag of tricks than a few pups who can’t even get around yet.”
His wife had a valid point. Houdini, the golden retriever escape artist Steve had inherited about a year before and had been unable to get adopted out due to Houdini's having more brains than he knew what to do with, was a challenge in even the most experienced of hands.
“Still, somehow I didn’t think you’d like the idea of a bunch of squalling, squealing pups that need round the clock attention keeping you up all night.”
“Maybe not, but it makes better sense. At least then you can get some rest in your own home, limited as it may be. Bring them here at night when you close up the office and then bring them back to the office during the day.”
“I’m not sure repeatedly exposing them to the cold is such a good idea.”
“They survived being out in the cold until the boys found them, right? Take precautions. We’ve got that old electric blanket in the closet. Plug that in and get it good and warm, then maybe add a hot water bottle underneath. Pack them in a box with the blanket wrapped around them. They’ll be fine for that short of a trip. And I still say it’s better than you having to sleep over at the office half the week.”
“True, true.” He was still thinking about it. “You’re sure you’d be okay with that?”
“I’d be fine. I don’t sleep much as a rule anyway, squalling pups are the least of my concerns. Besides, Andy would love it.”
“I’m sure he would, at least until it was time to give them up.”
“Admittedly that could be a problem, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” She said the latter as if everything were decided. And it was, in her mind at least, which pretty much meant it was decided.
“I’d still like to know who dumped them.”
“Wouldn’t do you much good. Not really anything you can do about it, is there? Animals have no rights, especially in this town. The hunters would have you tarred and feathered and shipped out of town in a heartbeat if you even attempted to press charges of any kind. Not to mention the clients you’d lose.”
It was true; a good portion of his business was treating the locals' hunting dogs. It was bizarre really. Though the hunters weren’t attached to their dogs emotionally the way families were to their pets, they often took better care of them. He supposed a lot of that had to do with their ability to equate animal welfare with business sense. They may not be particularly attached to the dogs, but they had enough sense to know a healthy animal was going to be far more successful in the hunt and far less expensive in the long run.
“By the way, it’s twins.”
It took Steve a minute to get back on track of the original topic. Heather had a way of skipping back and forth that even now fourteen years into their marriage he sometimes had difficulty keeping up with. “Wow. Twins, huh?”
“Yeah.”
“Better them than us, huh?”
“Let’s hope.”
It wasn’t exactly what she had said, but rather the way that she had said it, that had drawn Steve’s attention from the last bits of spaghetti on his plate. “Say what?”
“I said, let’s hope. Course it’s too soon to tell right now, but you never know. There might be something in the water.”
“Something in- in the water… Are you telling me what I think you’re telling me?”
“How would you feel about it if I were?”
“Uh, well I don’t know. I haven’t exactly thought about it.”
“Well, you better start thinking about it, because by my calculations you’ve got about seven and a half months.”
“You’re sure.”
“I’m a doctor. I’m sure.”
“Well. Wow. Well. Huh.” He was definitely stunned. But she didn’t think he was angry, or upset.
“Are we good?”
“Huh.”
“Do you need me to leave you alone for a minute?”
“No, no. I- I’m just thinking. Everything. All at once. You know what I mean?”
She laughed. “Yes, I do.”
“Wow. A baby. Not sure how we’re going to do everything, but I guess we’ll figure it out.”
“We did before.”
Steve smiled. “Yeah, we did.” They sat like that for a moment, in silence, just looking at each other, their eyes saying so much more than words ever could.
The sudden ringing of the phone broke the spell. Heather hopped up to answer it. “It’s probably Rick making sure I’m sure.”
“No doubt,” Steve replied as he began clearing the dishes from the table.
A few minutes later Heather returned with a worried look on her face. “I have to go out. It shouldn’t take long. At least I hope not. I’ll call you if I’m going to be late.”
“Everything okay? Can I help?”
“Can you get the boys from youth group when it’s over?”
“No prob, Bob. I’ll take care of it. Then Andy can come with me to get the pups. Call if you need anything.”
“I will.” Quickly, regrettably, she kissed him. He knew she had hoped for much more than a quick dinner for them this evening. Truth be told, so had he. But as usual, duty called.
Seconds later she was hurrying out the door, leaving him to finish cleaning up.
---
Jill’s phone was ringing even as she made her way into the dark house. She hurried to catch it before it went to the machine, getting to it just in time.
“Hey Jill, it’s me.”
“Melanie!” Jill absentmindedly motioned Nick towards the bathroom, then covering the phone with her hand said, “Shower Nick. Homework. Then bed.”
Back on the phone, “So what is it? Is it another boy? Or are we finally getting a girl?”
“Just fine Jill, and how are you?”
“Oh shut up and dish the dirt!”
“No it’s not a boy…”
“Whoooohoooo! A girl!”
“Not exactly…”
“Then what the hell is it? A litter of kittens?”
“Twins.”
“TWINS!”
At this, Nick came flying back out of the bathroom. Having been midway through removing his shirt, his arms were stuck awkwardly over his head. “Twins?” his muffled voice came from beneath the shirt. While the sex of the baby might not be all that interesting to a boy his age, apparently the thought of twins was.
Grasping the phone in one hand, Jill tugged at his shirt with the other, the collar scraping harshly against his face when the shirt finally popped off.
“Ow! Mom!”
“You’ll live,” she muttered. “Ohmagod Melanie! Twins! I’m so happy for you.”
“They’re both girls.”
“What did Rick say?” She motioned Nick back to the bathroom.
“After I revived him for the third time he seemed pretty happy. Listen, hon, I hate to hurry, but I gotta go. I still have to call my mom and Rick’s gotta call his mother too.”
“You called me before you called your own mother?”
“I knew I’d never hear the end of it if I didn’t.”
“You’re probably right. Night, Mel.”
“Night.”
Jill hung up the phone and as happy as she was for her friend, she suddenly felt the overwhelming urge to cry. Not a few silent tears of happiness either. She wanted an all out sob. It made no sense, but there it was.
By the time Nick had emerged from the shower she had herself under control.
“Hey, Mom? I know you said you didn’t want any more kids or anything, but I got to thinking. Just because you don’t want them now, did you ever want more?”
She rapidly blinked away the tears she felt returning. For half a second Jill thought about teasing him as she had before, if only to avoid the seriousness of a conversation she wasn't sure she was prepared to have. But in the end she decided it was important to answer him honestly.
“Yes, Nick. I wanted more. But it just wasn’t in the cards for me.”
Nick thought for a minute, then he said, “Do you miss Dad sometimes?”
She swallowed hard, trying to push down the lump that suddenly formed in her throat. “Yeah. Sometimes I do. And it’s okay if you do sometimes too. It’s just that, at least for right now, Dad can’t be with us. He needs some time to himself to, well, to kind of…”
She wasn’t certain how to finish the statement, but Nick did it for her. “Time to grow up?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s okay. I mean, I know he wasn’t the greatest dad, not like Andy’s dad, or David’s.” She noticed he hadn’t mentioned Seth’s father. Apparently her son was a lot brighter than she gave him credit for sometimes. “But, still, he’s my dad, you know? And lots of times, I’m glad he isn’t here. I mean, mostly all I remember is how sad he made you and how bad things were all the time. But sometimes- Sometimes I just miss having a dad.”
She hugged him hard against her. “It’s okay for you to miss that. It isn’t fair that you don’t get to have a dad. But you also have to remember sometimes having the wrong dad is even worse than not having a dad at all.”
Nick looked at her for a minute. Then, doing something he hardly ever did anymore, he kissed her softly on the cheek. “I love you, Mom.”
“I love you too, honey.” And that overwhelming urge to cry was suddenly back in full force.
Giving in to the silliness she knew would push away the blues, Jill snatched him back into a bone-crushing hug, and scattering kisses all over his face and neck she said, “I love you! I love you! I love you!”
“Mom! Mom! Mom! You- can- let go- now- Let go!”
Finally he pulled away and straightening his t-shirt he said, “You know, this is the reason so many kids have to see a psychiatrist when they grow up. They always say it’s the mother’s fault.”
“Oh, poop! If this is the worst thing you’ll ever have to deal with, then you’re a very lucky kid.”
“Ha! That’s what they all say. ‘He was well adjusted. His mother loved him. I don’t know what ever made him shoot up the school.’ And then there’s the poor guy, sitting all alone in his cell with his mother’s lipstick all over his face. 'Cause you can’t even ditch her in prison.”
“I’ll tell you one way to ditch your mother,” she pointed towards the hall. “Go to bed.”
“Yeah, yeah. ‘Night, Mom.”
“’Night, Nicky.”
Jill spent the next few minutes straightening up the house, picking up the clutter that was inevitable in a home occupied by an eleven year old boy. She frowned at a wad of string she found poked down the side of the sofa cushion wondering what her son could possibly have wanted it for and why on earth he had chosen to store it there of all places. Chucking the string in the trash, she turned her mind to other things, namely the strange evening they’d spent at Tristan’s house. Though Tristan had invited them in, it hadn’t really broken the ice. The conversation had remained stilted and Tristan was careful to avoid answering any questions.
Instead, they had spoken at great length about Ralph Edwards of all people, with Jill telling Tristan all about his starting out as a security guard before changing career paths and opening the antique store. Jill prattled on about how over the years Ralph had become more and more of a recluse, often closing the shop for days, and even weeks, at a time. During those times he spoke to no one, avoiding phone calls as well as visitors. Even his closest friends couldn't reach him. Eventually, he left the council, merely by no longer showing up. It was all very strange. The men with whom he had previously spent so much time, Cleveland Jennings, Hugh Belmont and his brother-in-law Hiram Knolls (on Hugh's wife’s side, Jill had explained), were shut out of his life as if he had never even known them.
Beyond his seclusion, his behavior had become disturbingly erratic. He spent more time in the shop than he did at home, music blaring loudly inside the store at all hours of the night. Several times he was making so much noise, business owners and neighbors close by had felt compelled to call the sheriff just to make him tone it down. Reports were heard around town that although Ralph was no longer operating the antique shop, the shelves were being cleared, but no one had any idea where all the merchandise was going to. The whole thing was quite mysterious as far as Jill was concerned.
In short, Jill realized that the vast majority of the conversation had been conducted by her. In fact, other than some words of acknowledgement here and there, Jill really couldn’t really remember Tristan saying anything at all.
Jill might be a chatterbox, but, to give her her due, she was also very observant. Even while she had chattered carelessly away, she had been surreptitiously looking around, trying to glean as much information as she could without being too obvious about it. While the place was spotlessly clean (evidently Tristan had put a great effort into that since she had gotten there) it was virtually empty. Aside from the furniture that had come with the sale of the house, furniture that had seen better days back in the sixties, there was nothing else. No photographs, no picture albums, no knick-knacks, and as far as Jill could tell, no boxes.
If it hadn’t been for the fact that Nick was a growing boy with an even slower growing bladder, Jill might never have had the opportunity to learn anything. It was just as they were getting ready to leave that Nick had made the announcement that he needed to use the bathroom. The tone of his voice had made it excruciatingly clear that this was not a time when he could wait until he got home.
As reluctant as Tristan had seemed at the prospect, she had clearly realized there was no other option, and leaving Jill alone, she had led Nick through the house to the only bathroom which was upstairs.
Inconvenient for Tristan, but just the opportunity Jill had been waiting for. She took advantage of this time to scan the living room with a more piercing eye and that was when she saw it. Something silver lay near the foot of the couch. Jill hadn’t noticed it before because it had been directly beneath where Tristan had been sitting and more than likely Tristan's feet had been covering it up. Jill had just enough time to hurry across the room, scoop the object up, peruse it, and then return it to relatively the same place she had found it. She was back at the door before Tristan and Nick had returned, with Tristan none the wiser about what had taken place.
The object had turned out to be a necklace, something similar to a dog tag, strung on a plain silver chain. The metal tag bore some kind of strange image, almost a cross between Greek lettering and a symbol. It was nothing that Jill had ever seen before. She thought a night of Googleing the image might explain it. On the back of the tag were a series of letters and numbers, and try though she might Jill had been unable to memorize them all. She remembered an “s” followed by the number six, a “g” coupled with a five, and possibly a couple of “m’s,” after which there had been more numerals, fours she thought, but she wasn’t sure. One thing she remembered quite clearly however, was the label just above the unclear code.
SIB- Coneta Division.
Chapter Nine
“Abby?” Heather called as she pushed open the door to the diner. “Abby? Are you here?”
“Back here, hon.”
Heather squinted through the darkness finally finding Abby sitting in a booth in the far back corner of the room. “Are you okay?”
“The pain just got to be too much for me.” The tone was despondent and Abby was shaking.
“You know you’re going to have to go.”
They both knew what Heather was talking about. The hospital was too far away and Abby had no intention, especially at this time, of leaving Knollsville. Besides, she knew what was happening to her, even if Heather didn’t. There was no cure. The cancer was eating away at her with a voracity that wasn’t natural. It had appeared overnight and spread just as quickly. There was nothing anyone could do to stop it. For now she said, “I just can’t. Not right now. This is a very bad time.”
Heather shook her head in frustration. “You keep saying that and I don’t get it. All right, so you’ve got the diner. Big deal. If you can’t afford to shut it down for awhile then fine, let Pete run it. You’ve got two great waitresses and you know half the people in town would be more than happy to help you out. Hell, if they knew what was going on they’d come in, make their own damn meals, and leave their money on the tables. You only have to ask.”
“No!” The vehemence in Abby’s tone was unmistakable.
Heather felt like crying. “I don’t understand why you don’t want to help yourself. Please, Abby, please. I’m begging you.”
Abby sighed. She sounded as weary as she looked. “You wouldn’t understand if I told you. Trust me. I hardly understand it myself. I just can’t go. Not now. Soon. I hope.”
“Soon may be too late.”
“It’s a chance I’ll have to take.”
Heather stood and began stalking around the back of the diner, if for no other reason than as an outlet to her frustration. “Abby, when I became a doctor I took an oath to heal my patients, to always advise them the best way I could. And as your doctor, I am advising you,” suddenly she whirled on Abby, “no, I am demanding you go to that damned hospital. Before it’s too late.”
“I didn’t call you for a lecture.”
“Then why did you call me?”
“I didn’t want to be alone.” Abby's voice was so sad and so defeated that it took the wind right out of Heather’s sails.
Heather hurried over to her patient, her friend, and grasped the woman's two fleshy hands in her own fine boned ones. “I know, Abby. I’m sorry. I’m just so scared for you.”
“That makes two of us.”
---
After napping and eating a decent meal, Tristan had felt much better. Good enough to walk the five miles into town, reaching Mike’s garage just before he closed up shop for the day. She had picked up her car and then returned to the store where she had spent the last few hours picking up the mess left over from her tantrum and then scrubbing the floors and walls in an effort to remove years of accumulated dust and grime.
She worked with a vengeance, trying desperately to keep her worries at bay. She had swept up the glass and wrestled the last of the shelves into place, work that had left her panting hard and sweating buckets. She had even gone to work on the bathroom, making the rusted old fixtures shine as they probably hadn’t since they were new. Still she wasn’t tired enough to sleep. Not the sleep of the dead anyway. If Tristan went to bed now she’d be up in another hour shaking off another night terror. She was almost out of meds and she wasn’t going to be able to get more.
After years of dealing with some of the shadiest, scariest people she’d ever hoped to meet, in order to provide herself with the much needed, albeit illegal, drugs, she was fed up. She didn’t want to resort to those avenues any longer. That was part of the reason she had come here. She had known, deep down, in a small town like this, it would be nearly impossible to make the kinds of purchases she had been making over the last few years. And truth be told, the medicines were killing her. The pain killers and muscle relaxers, the migraine medicines cut with God only knew what other kinds of drugs, were having a dire effect on her health. She was small to begin with and her liver was incapable of processing such massive quantities of chemicals. But she hadn’t known what else to do. Without the drugs the visions came more frequently, and that posed its own peril.
The embarrassment at the diner today was only a minor ramification. Every vision she had was like shooting off a flare gun in a pitch black midnight sky, leading the SIB straight to her. The more visions she had, the more precarious her position. And her visions had not been able to help her achieve the one thing she had wanted more than anything in this world, so what good were they anyway? They were only a liability. But Tristan couldn’t seem to stop them, only slow them down a bit.
Maybe, the truth that she so desperately avoided, was that they couldn’t be stopped. Maybe, he was right. Dr. Hewindson had told her that she couldn’t hold back what didn’t want to be contained. That it wasn’t even safe to try. But she hadn’t wanted him to be right. Because, if he was, what then? Go back? After everything he had done to her? After all the lies and deceit? How could she?
Her plan had been simple: find what she was looking for, solve the greatest mystery of her life, and then return. Because really, what other option was there? She hadn’t really wanted to leave everyone behind. Not everyone. Especially not her husband. Jared was the only man she had ever loved; the only man she had ever fully trusted. He had been the source of her strength and serenity. Everything he had ever done, he had done with her in mind. Protecting her, caring for her, loving her. And he had loved her deeply. Perhaps more deeply than she had been able to love him in return. Otherwise, how could she have left him so easily?
It hadn’t really taken much to sway her faith in him, had it? They had told her just what they wanted her to hear, implicating Jared so that she might somehow find it more palatable, accept it more readily. Instead, they had succeeded in turning her fury not just against them, but against Jared as well. What had been meant to placate her, had served to enrage her. And acting on emotions she was barely capable of controlling, she had fled from them all, starting a three year quest that she now realized was futile. With so many people at the SIB's disposal, constantly searching, continually blocking her way, she had at last come to the inevitable conclusion that it was over. She would never know. Now she had to decide what to do with what was left of her future.
It was unavoidable. She was a Number. She couldn’t change who she was. She couldn’t change who they wanted her to be. She simply had to accept it and make the best of it. With only two options left to her, it was clear that all she could do was to accept her fate when they found her, or get well and start running again. Her heart broke a little as she acknowledged the fact that meant running away from Jared too. Forever.
---
Trevor Anderson was making his usual rounds, cruising slowly down Main Street, making note of the lights on in the diner and the doctor’s car parked out front. He wondered if he should stop in just to check on things. Maybe Abby had cut herself in the kitchen, or had some other accident. Whatever it was, he decided, the doctor would take care of it. After the frosty, no, make that hostile, interaction with Abby this morning, he thought it might be better if he avoided the diner for awhile.
He continued cruising down the street, casting a sweeping glance over the various businesses, the sewing shop, the hardware store, the post office and newspaper. He was almost to the end of the block when he noticed a light gleaming around the edges of the window shade in the former antique shop. That, he decided, would be worth checking out. After all, that’s what he was here for wasn’t it?
He was just pulling up to the curb when his cell phone began to vibrate, quickly followed by the ring tone he thought he had muted. Fumbling in the dark, he snatched up the phone, maneuvering his car back onto the road as he did so.
“Anderson,” he answered as he continued driving down the street.
“Well?” said the voice on the other end. There was no denying the undertone of impatience.
“I think she’s here.”
“You think?”
“I haven’t been able to make contact yet.”
The man on the other end let out a string of epithets, then regained some control and in a strained voice said, “She’s been there for two weeks! What do you mean you haven’t made contact? You’re a goddamn Magnet for Christ’s sake!”
“Listen, she hasn’t come out of the house until today. This was my first opportunity, and-” Trevor broke off here. How was he going to explain the comedy of errors that had interfered with him all day? First Tristan's car accident with that idiot Harris, then her 'seizure' in the diner that sent her scurrying back home. And Abby. Somehow he knew Abby was involved. She was sticking her nose into this, but Trevor didn’t quite know how to stop her. Although, judging by her aura, she’d be stopping soon enough.
“Are you listening to me?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m here.” He had reached the end of Main Street and was forced to pull into Mike’s Garage while he continued the conversation he wanted nothing more than to have over.
“You had better make contact and you had better do it soon. Hewindson is getting impatient, and as long as he’s breathing down my neck, I’m going to be breathing down yours. Got it?”
“I got it.”
“Don’t make it obvious, and for Christ’s sake, keep your Shields up. All we need is for her to catch on to who you are and start running again! What about the other one?”
“No sign.”
A sigh, and then, “All right. You’ve got three days.”
Trevor heard the click that put an end to the conversation. He closed the phone, staring at it for a minute. Then giving free reign to his overwhelming rage, he slammed it against the dashboard. Twice for good measure.
“Damn it!”
Three days?! They had been chasing Tristan for three years, three years, with no luck whatsoever. He’d been on the case for only a few lousy months and, single-handedly, he’d made more headway than the bunch of them had in all this time. Not only had Trevor managed to locate her, but he had also managed to pull her to him without her being any the wiser. And this is what he got in return? Ultimatums?
He considered heading back to the antique shop and getting it over with now, but he realized, with the mood he was in, he wasn’t in complete control.
This woman had managed to sidestep and evade agents for three years; she wasn’t to be trifled with. He wasn’t about to let Showinder’s edginess push him into making a misstep that could set him back three months. Before Trevor could change his mind, he steered the car back onto Main Street and headed down 24 to continue his rounds in the next town.
Chapter Ten
Tristan sat sideways on her bed, her feet dangling out into the air in front of her. She’d been here almost two months and had had no contact with her mother or Bina. But then she wasn’t surprised. She had expected that.
Carefully, she lifted the lid of the shoe box she held cradled on her lap. If she had thought they were going to take that away from her too, she had been wrong. No one had even so much as raised a brow at it. She lifted the stuffed rabbit out of the box, something she did at least once a day, and placing both hands on it, she shut her eyes and concentrated. A smattering of images came to her. Bina coloring in her book; it was a red crayon, her favorite color. Bina running outside on a lawn somewhere, the long grass tickling at her ankles. Bina crying herself to sleep at night, clinging to her pillow as if it were Ears himself.
That was enough. Tristan placed Ears gently back into the box, stuck on the lid, and slid it back under her bed. Climbing onto the bed once more, she leaned her head against the wall. Bina was okay, that was all Tristan had needed to know. She was okay.
It was just past lunch hour, the time they described as “recess” as if they were all still in grade school. Granted, a few of them were, but most of them were older. They all ranged in ages from as young as five or six (though there were few that young) all the way up to twenty-one, the age at which they finally “graduated.” They all came from different places, different backgrounds, and they all seemed to be quite satisfied with where they were. For all the time Tristan had spent wishing to travel to new places and meet new people, suddenly she wanted nothing more than to go back to the safe sterility of her home.
Socialization was encouraged among them. They were expected to form new bonds, create new families among themselves. The Numbers. That’s what the doctors called them, and that’s what they called themselves. They all accepted the label, they even seemed proud of it. But not Tristan. She was having no part of the socialization process or the labels that came with it. She had spoken to no one since the day she had arrived, ignored every hand that had reached out to her, had continually pushed them all away. And they had all gotten the hint. All but one anyway.
The Pest was another story. He wouldn’t take no for an answer.
At nineteen, Jared was six years older than she, and she supposed under other circumstances she might have liked him. He was everything she wished she could be and wasn’t. Brilliantly smart, self-assured, in control of himself and every situation around him. He exuded a confidence Tristan could never hope to achieve. Yet at the same time there was no swagger to him, no bravado, just that quiet self-awareness that made you feel like you could trust him, that he would protect you, that he had everything under control.
But he just wouldn’t leave her alone. He pestered her when she was studying in class. He pestered her while she was trying to eat her meals. He pestered her during the recess hour. The only time he didn’t pester her was during her sessions with Dr. Hewindson, and her even rarer sessions with Dr. Wyndham or Dr. Showinder. And she was fairly certain that if those sessions weren’t strictly private, he’d have found a way to pester her there as well.
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