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PROLOGUE
Billy Lang
The maid left, switching out the lights one by one until Billy was all alone with the darkness. Billy liked the dark. It brought him closer.
Tonight, he heard them talking. School again. School. After Christmas. That meant people telling him what to do and where to go. Billy didn’t like being told—at all. Well, he wasn’t going back. This time he’d make sure they couldn’t send him.
He made a mark in the darkness, his mind tracing a unique symbol that was his alone. It was a symbol that, somehow, made his wishes happen. And he wished now, with all his might, squeezing shut his eyes so tight that tears leaked out the corners. No school, he thought. No school.
Inside his eyes, shards of light danced and flashed. The doctors called them phosphenes. He called them thought lightning. And they worked for him. Sometimes. Tonight, he’d make them work. No school.
In time, he slept. And he dreamed—a tunnel with stripes, stripes that went beneath him. A monster was coming toward him, its four eyes so bright they blinded him. He screamed and twisted to escape, but a jolt went through him.
. . .
He woke to darkness. Sweat beaded his forehead; it drenched his bed. He waited for somebody to come. Nobody did.
After a while, he relaxed. He was safe in bed. No monster. His mind smiled. No school, it said as he drifted off to sleep again.
Then he had another nightmare. His mother—blonde, blue-eyed, icy cold—turned into a black-haired, black-eyed witch with hands of red-hot iron and a mouth that spit white lightning. Again, he woke up screaming. Nobody came, though. They never would.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER ONE
Last Will and Testament
He was twelve years old—fat, lazy, slothful, gluttonous… . In short, he easily represented the seven deadly sins. In spades.
She was forty-one, had never been a mother, and didn’t want to be. Yet, here he was, delivered to her sans bows or ribbons, all tied up in legalese. She was named William’s legal guardian, this the fine result of stipulations in a will after she had agreed some dozen years past to be his godmother. Had she known then the consequences of accepting what was supposed to be an honorary title with few responsibilities beyond the yearly birthday gift and Christmas present, she would have declined.
“Ms. Rheinhart?”
“Yes,” she said, jolted from her whirling thoughts as another piece of paper was passed beneath her nose.
“If you’ll sign that document?”
Deborah turned to catch her lawyer’s eye. Jim Thornton was along to see if there wasn’t some last minute, ethical way out of this. (There wasn’t.) Or if there was some nasty catch that was going to financially ruin her or could land her in jail. (None, so far.) “And?” she asked him.
“And this one says that you’ll accept the limits of the trust, that all monies generated are to be spent upon the boy—his education, medical bills, room, board, and general needs of rearing,” Jim said, reading it over. “In exchange, you’ll receive a monthly stipend of five thousand dollars to cover your time, along with a separate check for three thousand to be spent on William, receipts upon demand. If there are extra expenses, you can contact the trust and apply for monies to be released. If he goes to college, you’ll receive the monthly stipend until he has finished school. If he graduates with a degree in any useful discipline, you’ll get a bonus of ten million dollars in a lump sum payment.”
Deborah’s eyebrows shot up. “Whose provision is that?” she asked, directing her question to any of three strangers in the room, not including the woman who sat taping and typing the whole proceeding.
“The father’s,” the other side’s lawyer said—a skinny, bird-like fellow with half-glasses perched near the end of his long nose. “He felt that a monetary incentive was necessary. The mother didn’t.”
“And it’s safe for me to sign this?” Deborah asked, her eyes on Jim.
“It is,” he said grimly.
She didn’t like his tone. “Guaranteed?”
He nodded his head. “Yes.”
“I don’t like feeling bribed.”
“Consider this, Ms. Rheinhart,” said the birdman, one Jeffrey Salsburgh, Esq., emphasis on ‘Esquire.’ “What you are receiving as a monthly allowance is less than his mother, Sherry, received as hers. Considerably less. And, regardless who takes William, the ten million dollar reward would be paid…if he graduates university with a useful degree.”
“Right!” She signed.
It was another hour before they were finally done, sixty minutes of listening, asking, talking, signing, not to mention twitching with the wish that someone, anyone, would come barging through the chamber door to demand custody of the boy for themselves. The money was enough that someone should.
“Ms. Rheinhart?” The dog-eyed judge assigned to the case held her gaze again. The Honorable Mark Hampton nodded to the lawyer representing the deceased parents.
The birdman spoke: “You are aware of the father’s desire for the boy to actually live with you, not be farmed out to a school or—”
“Yes,” she said, cutting him off as she directed a pointed gaze to both him and the judge. “Sherry and Bob wanted me to raise their boy, and that’s what I’ll do.”
“Until—” Esquire began to add.
“‘Until he’s either eighteen or has finished university, depending on his choices after graduating high school,’” Deborah quoted. “I heard you all the first time.” What she didn’t tell them was that her first order of business would be to find a strong, male guard.
“You seem rather hostile, Ms. Rheinhart,” chimed in a whiny female voice.
Deborah glared over at Ann Fargo, the drab-haired social worker who was William’s official child advocate. “Fancy that!” she hissed. “You call me up yesterday, demand I drop everything on your say so, and give me no leeway whatsoever. Jim and I drive four-hundred-and-fifty miles after a hard day’s work across a desert suffering a one-hundred-and-six-degree heat wave to get here in time. So, with no sleep, you want social niceties and pleasant?”
“A child’s life is at stake here.”
“My life is also on the line.”
“He’s just lost his parents.”
“I’ve lost my best friend!”
“Deborah.” A gentle hand descended on her arm, a warning from Jim who also had dropped everything on his own busy agenda to come with her. On a moment’s notice, he’d shared the drive, and brought along his legal expertise to protect her and guide her through the final plunge down the ugly morass opened by Bob and Sherry’s sudden deaths.
“I’m not sure you’re fit to parent this child,” the social worker said bluntly.
Deborah had just about had it up to her eyebrows with this nosy, pushy, self-righteous woman. This was the first time Deborah had set eyes on Ann Fargo, and it was hard not to simply get up, cross the room, and bitch-slap the woman’s chubby, smug face. Instead, Deborah made a point of sitting up very straight and folding her hands as she grabbed firm hold of her voice and her temper before replying. “And I’m not sure,” she said, her voice icy, but soft, “that you’re qualified to make any judgment at all about me since, one, you’ve never met me until today, and, two, this entire matter is happening in the very worst of circumstances.”
“Ladies”—the judge, again, and he pointedly frowned at the social worker. “This hearing is simply the final formality. If you had objections, Ms. Fargo, you’ve had ample time.”
“I’m simply stating my opinion for the record,” Ann said, her eyes on Deborah. “…Since this is the first time I’ve actually met Ms. Rheinhart.”
“You signed the affidavits of approval,” Jim said.
The woman actually blushed, her cheeks blossoming mottled, blotchy patches. Her mouth opened as if to respond, but nothing came out. After a few moments, she shut it again.
Jim, of course, was right—like he usually was. This woman, who was responsible for making Deborah’s life a living hell for months, could have chosen not to sign off on the paperwork. And, as the judge said, her investigation had been full and thorough. ‘Exhaustive’ was the word. Since Sherry’s death, life had been nothing but a series of constant demands for documentation, depositions, references, and interviews—interviews with psychologists, law officers, and other social workers—with everyone except this woman. “Let someone else deal with the child,” Deborah had wailed to Jim in exasperation when a demand for yet another deposition had come in her door just two weeks after the last one, this one personally and officiously delivered by an officer of the law.
But there wasn’t anybody else—no one the courts considered worthy, according to Jim’s quiet inquiries. Sherry had no living relatives, and, on the husband’s side, they were all playboys, naughty girls, drug-addled, decrepit lechers, or suspected pedophiles. …Except for one rich aunt who lived abroad—a fifty-three-year-old who preferred yachts to children. Like Deborah preferred horses. “There’s no way out of this?” she had asked Jim when the notices started coming along with the new year, all manner of requests for documentation attached to them.
“You can refuse, but he’ll wind up a ward of the state, and that’s no way for a kid to grow up.”
“Like me being his mom is?”
Jim had laughed at that. “You mother foals and piglets well enough.”
“That’s different.”
“How?”
“Well, for one thing, they aren’t mean.”
“His mother trusted you to your word when you signed the formal guardianship documents she and Bob had drawn up before the christening.”
“Right. Little did I know!”
“Little did Sherry know,” Jim said during that conversation, his face gentle, but grave. “The decision is yours, Deb. They won’t insist you take him if you don’t want him.”
“Wouldn’t they put him up for adoption? Put him in a nice two-parent family?”
“Not with the way the will and trust are worded, no. He’s to remain a Lang, his inheritance held in trust for him until the age of twenty-three. Most likely, he’ll be shifted from foster home to foster home. Adoption is out of the question.”
Jim had said it quietly, his eyes their soft, warm brown instead of working sharp. He was sitting in her great room, the fire going, his big frame draped comfortably on her couch, feet thrown up on the coffee table. A cat lay purring on his lap. “Do you want that?”
No, Deborah wouldn’t wish that on any child, not even Sherry’s boy, regardless of how spoiled and bratty he was. Of course, that conversation had taken place before they had read the boy’s file. When they found out the rest of his history, Jim hadn’t been so sure. The boy was trouble ten times over according to his police record, his latest antics bringing some real criminal activity—arson, assault, battery, theft. And what wasn’t in his records was even worse, though Deborah hadn’t mentioned that to Jim. Sherry’s private letters gave her such nightmares that she hadn’t dared to read the journals. Not yet. Maybe never. Bob Lang had been an asshole. Sherry should have never agreed to marry him, no matter how desperate she was for a dad for the kid. Bob Lang hadn’t been good for Sherry, and he definitely hadn’t been good for the boy.
Child of privilege, “Billy” grew up getting whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted it. He never had to do a chore, got lousy grades and got passed on anyway, and was outright mean to others when he wasn’t whining that someone was picking on him. He was, in fact, just like Bob Lang—violent and sneaky—and he was like him practically from birth, kicking, biting, scratching, screaming. “There’s something uniquely evil about Billy,” Sherry had told her the only time she’d come to visit. She’d brought the boy with her, and Deborah had first hand experience with just how mean Billy Lang could be.
Deborah had caught him, then only six, purposely smashing the plants in her perennial garden. When she’d asked him to stop, he’d laughed at her like someone possessed. She’d grabbed his arm, but he’d jerked it away, screaming, “No,” then stomped even harder, kicking at her when she grabbed again.
Not to be defeated, she had picked him up. That surprised him. He wasn’t a lightweight even then, and few tried it. But Deborah was strong from bucking bales and handling livestock. It took effort, but she carried him kicking and screaming into the house.
Running right back out, he saw one of her cats and started throwing dirt clods and rocks at it. Her orange tabby, Rowdy, still carried a scar from the incident. Deborah ran right after the boy as Sherry stood screaming from the doorway, begging him to stop.
When she caught the child, Deborah grabbed him up again. The boy screamed and flailed. Then, finally, when that didn’t work, he bit her until her blood was running from his mouth.
Sherry desperately tried to pry him off, screaming at him to let go, all the while babbling, “Sorry. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have brought him. I thought bringing him would solve…I’m so sorry.” The boy just bit harder, a growling squeal rising from his throat, his saliva and Deborah’s blood bubbling out from between his lips and teeth. Deborah finally dropped him between her legs, squeezing with rider-hard thighs until he couldn’t breathe. It took minutes, but finally—finally—he let go.
Near the kennels, she had unceremoniously dumped the kid into a clean, empty dog run, locking him in. He’d hit the plastic-coated wire door, prying at the latch. When he couldn’t get out, he’d screamed all the louder. Deborah didn’t care. She grabbed Sherry and headed toward the house. “He’s safe.” So was she. And her property and animals.
Sherry helped scrub and bandage Deborah’s wounded arm. “You need to get a handle on that boy. He needs discipline. Badly,” Deborah had said between clenched teeth.
“I know. But his father won’t allow it.”
“You’re his mother. You can insist. You can do this.”
“It’s not the way you think, Deb. Life is…complicated.”
Sherry had looked away then, and Deborah realized that not all was as it should be. “What’s wrong, Sherry?”
That’s when Sherry broke down sobbing, and, holding her, Deborah had listened to the rough details of a life gone crazy, of a child she hated, of a marriage made in hell—of adultery and wild parties carried on right in front of Sherry’s eyes, of drunken fits of abuse and battery. “Leave him,” she’d said to her best friend since elementary school. “You can come live with me.”
But Sherry went back to Bob Lang. Repeatedly. Finally, she walled herself away from everyone who cared about her. She survived another six years, only to wind up road kill when Bob lost control of his BMW roadster one night coming home from some rich man’s orgy, Sherry riding hostage in a car fated to be ground beneath the rear-wheel dually drivers of a semi tractor-trailer.
“Ms. Rheinhart?”
“Deb?”—Jim’s voice.
Once again, she found herself jerked from memory’s sorrows. The judge looked at her, nodded once, then pointedly looked to the court reporter. “For the record, William Gregory Lang, son of Late Governor Robert Evans Lang and his wife, Sherry Emma Rupert Lang, is legally delivered into the care and custody of Ms. Deborah Aeryne Rheinhart, his godmother, who is named by last will and testament to assume legal guardianship of this child and deemed by this court after a full and thorough home study to be mentally, physically, and financially fit and able to do so.”
Papers rustled.
“Now,” Judge Hampton said, sitting back with a sigh. “This session is adjourned.”
Everybody stood, Jim’s hand urging Deborah to her feet.
“Ms. Rheinhart? If you’ll follow me? We can go meet Billy, now,” Ann said, impatience written in the cant of her body, hand on hip.
Obediently, Deborah followed the social worker out the door and down a long, wood-paneled hallway. Jim trailed her, the other lawyer and the judge bringing up the rear. Jim’s suit rustled; the judge’s robes brushed a plant they passed. These small noises were magnified as Deborah fought a rising hopeless feeling that she was heading down some tunnel toward disaster.
Around a corner, they came out into a windowed children’s play area where some youngsters sat around a television that played an animated story. A young woman, maybe nineteen or twenty years old and very pregnant, sat with them. Ann stopped, looked around, then walked over to the day care worker. They spoke for a moment, then Ann came back. “Billy’s gone to the bathroom. He should be back in a moment.”
“By himself?” Jim asked, an edge to his quiet voice.
“Of course not. Lisa went with him.”
“A woman? Under the circumstances—”
“He’s been happy here with us for several months, now. He’s twelve and doesn’t need someone making sure he wipes and flushes. We’re his friends. He trusts us. He likes us.”
It was said like an accusation.
“I think I’ll go visit the men’s room,” the judge said after a long moment. He shouldered past them.
Deborah watched him go, her mind finding distraction in the way his robes moved softly in the light, the gathers shifting in and out, his shoes flicking to just visible beneath the moving hem with each step. He disappeared around a farther corner. Long moments later, he reappeared, another nineteen or twenty-something girl with him. Both of them looked grim.
Ann stepped toward them, and the three gathered for a whispered conference. Without another word, Ann walked off down a connecting hall. Deborah heard a door close.
The judge looked over, his eyes on Deborah. He took a noticeable breath before speaking. “William Lang is missing.”
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER TWO
Run Away Home
They waited three days for a phone call, three days spent mostly sitting in Deborah’s hotel room, Jim talking on his cell phone to his partners. Deborah read a book—the latest discoveries unearthed on the newly revealed continent of Antarctica, where muck and mud were swiftly replacing ice and permafrost. They visited the zoo, two museums, various historical sites, and art galleries. They ate restaurant food that tasted bad, though the prices were the best in town. In the end, they gathered their belongings and headed home. William Lang was officially branded a runaway or, at worst, kidnapped—lost, strayed, or stolen.
Deborah hadn’t even been home two days before the message appeared on her machine. It was Ann. They had found William. Could Deborah come and gather him, please?
Reluctantly, Deborah called Jim, then drove her truck to town.
Jim was waiting for her in his driveway. “Another all night drive. I borrowed a special car,” he said.
“I hope it’s fuel efficient,” she replied.
“It’s not, but it has a prisoner cage,” he said, grinning. “Thought we might need that.”
“Their timing is impeccable,” she said, referring to Ann and the authorities in Olympia. “I had a buyer coming in.” She settled into the passenger seat of the modified luxury car, placing her travel bag beside her feet. “Whose car?”
“A friend’s,” Jim said. “Bounty hunter,” he added by way of explanation. “I explained our situation, and he’s happy to help. I also got you one of these from Sheriff Woolsey.”
Jim placed a package on the seat between them. It was a padded band of heavy polyethylene with a noticeable square lump.
“What is it?”
“It’s one of those criminal leg bands they use to keep track of prisoners out on work release. Here’s the other end.”
He handed over what appeared to be a cell phone with a special set of buttons and a large display window.
“We’re going to help you with this, Deb.” He looked over at her, his face calm but serious. “He’s going to be a handful, but we’ve got all sorts of options.”
She smiled then, or tried to, and almost cried.
“We have to stop for gas,” he said, starting up the Ford.
. . .
William Lang stood sullen, his eyes averted. He had bruises on his face and arms. He’d gotten into a fight with some local kids, the social worker explained. The boy’s head was shaved, and he had stitches in his scalp. The wound was puckered and angry-looking. Ann’s hands rested on the boy’s shoulders as, much more subdued than the last time they’d met, she explained what had transpired. Ominously, a police officer stood by.
Deborah signed more papers, then both the social worker and the policeman escorted William to Jim’s borrowed car. The boy carried one small suitcase. He was shorter than Deborah had expected—much—only coming up to just above her chin, and she was short at five-foot-five. His face was square, heavily fleshed with a padding of fat, his body equally flabby with rolls around his middle. He had no muscle to speak of, and his blue eyes were small and squinty—almost priggish-looking, yet angry—spoiled. His eyebrows were light brown, and she remembered him having blond, curly hair, though, with the buzz job, you couldn’t tell, now.
“He’s had breakfast. The rest of his belongings will be shipped,” Ann said, opening the back door for the boy as Jim hit a button that put the cage up between the front seats and the back. “Fasten your seat belt, Billy.”
The boy said nothing, but he did as told. The door shut, automatically locking. Ann waved as Jim put the car in motion.
An hour down the road, they pulled into a gas station, and the boy asked to get out.
Uncomfortable with the idea, Deborah said, “No.”
“I have to piss.”
Deborah cringed at the idea of that term coming out of a twelve-year-old’s mouth. If he was this bad now, what would he be like at fifteen? “You’ll just try running away again,” she said, turning. “I don’t think so.”
He made a face. “I won’t.”
Jim gave Deborah a sideways look. “You pump the gas,” he said, grabbing the leg band. “I’ll go with him.” To the boy, “Hop out and put this on.”
“What are you?! A god-damned cop?”
“A lawyer.”
“I’ve got rights.”
“You are officially branded a ‘runner.’ That gives us rights, Mr. Know-It-All.”
The kid groaned.
“Put it on. It’s either that, or you don’t go.”
Deborah was getting the receipt from the machine as both of them came out of the convenience store, Jim carrying two single scoop ice cream cones, the boy eating a double. Jim handed her a chocolate. He was grinning like a naughty child as they all climbed in, the boy buckling up without urging as the doors locked shut.
Two more stops, one for solid food, and they finally saw the off-ramp to Cedar Falls. “One hour north, and we’re home,” said Jim.
The boy said nothing, just sat playing whatever game he had going on an irritating little handheld that burped and beeped until Jim asked him to turn the sound off. Deborah hadn’t spoken the entire drive either, not when she’d driven, and not when Jim took the wheel. When she wasn’t driving, she slept, exhausted by the ordeal. Now, nearing home, she began feeling human again.
“I’ve got court in the morning,” Jim said.
“I’ve got a show three weekends after next, then a big one coming up Memorial Day and a lot to do to get them primed,” she responded.
“Oh? Where are the shows?”
“The first is in Spokane.” Then she grimaced. “The other is in Seattle.”
“Oh, God.”
“Yes. Lovely prospect, this drive all over again.”
“How many are you taking over to Seattle?”
“Just two. If I go.”
There was a rustling in the back seat. Deborah glanced around to see that the boy had his eyes up, watching.
“I’ll come along, if you’d like,” Jim offered, knowing just what Deborah was fretting—how to handle horses and a runaway all at once at a national show.
“You want to ride?” she asked, grateful.
“I could.”
“Okay. I’ll take three, then.”
“The black?”
Deborah laughed, her discomfort temporarily broken by normalcy. “Why don’t you just buy her?”
“Because I don’t have to. I get to ride her any time I like and don’t have the drain on my bank account.”
“What if I sell her?”
“You won’t. You know she’s mine.”
“Brat.”
Jim grinned over at her. “You bet.”
“Ride what?” the boy asked.
“Horses,” Jim answered with a glance into the rearview.
Deborah turned her head just slightly. “I own a stable.”
Jim laughed. “Ah, not quite the full story,” he said with a shake of his head, his eyes merry as they again looked at the boy via the rearview. “Besides a gorgeous house and the barns, she has two cliffs, several mountains, a valley, plus a menagerie to populate it all. Keeps the bears confused.”
“Bears?”
“And mountain lions,” he said with a chuckle. “Among other things.”
“Where the hell are you taking me?!” The kid practically shouted it.
Deborah turned so she could look him in the face. He sneered, then flipped her the finger. Without a word, she turned back to face front again.
“I said, where the hell are you taking me?!” he screamed.
Jim hit a switch that raised a reinforced Plexiglas shield over the wire covering the air space between the front seats and the back. “No sense listening to that the rest of the way,” he said.
The boy began beating on the cage, and then the seats.
“He’ll ruin the car,” she said.
Jim glanced back. “Sure enough.”
Deborah looked around in time to see the boy using a fancy-looking pen like a knife, stabbing and ripping the upholstery. Jim had already stopped the car and was getting out when the boy stuck his tongue out at her, wagging it. He had a very long tongue.
The door locks popped, and Jim jerked the back door open. “Get out.”
“No.”
“I said get out.”
The boy did as told. Deborah was amazed he was even that obedient. His face showed that shutdown sullenness again.
“Turn around and put your hands on the car.”
“No.”
The door banged shut, making Deborah jump, and she saw Jim do a quick trick, slapping the bracelet of a handcuff on the boy’s wrist, locking home the other one, then leveraging him around. Deborah smiled a bit at the startled look on the boy’s face as he was turned and put against the car, his arms trussed behind his back. The boy had no idea that Jim was capable of handling him—that, physically, both of them were. Mentally and emotionally, though, Deborah wasn’t so sure she was up to the task. Not like Jim.
Jim was talking to him, his face friendly, but his tone stern. Deborah couldn’t quite hear what was being said, but she could see the boy stiffening as he plastered his back harder and harder against the car as Jim spoke cold turkey to him. Good, Deborah thought. Maybe you will get a clue. The cuffs had been a surprise to her, though. She hadn’t known Jim carried them, though she knew he’d been a cop before practicing criminal law. Later, he’d gone back to study civil, then contract law, which is what he preferred now, though he was usually tapped for difficult civil cases.
The door opened, and the boy got back in, butt first. He glared at her, and, through the Plexiglas shield, she heard him say, “Are you gonna let him do this to me?”
She smiled and nodded.
Jim closed the door, and walked back around to climb in the front. He slipped the pen inside his shirt pocket. “It’s mine,” he said.
“How did he get that?”
“He must have lifted it when we got ice cream. Count him a pretty good pick-pocket as well as everything else, Deborah.”
She arched an eyebrow at him. “Great.”
“I’m going to suggest a pal of mine as chaperone,” Jim said. “He’s not cheap, but he and a partner will do it twenty-four-seven until this kid’s under control. Both of them are bonded and licensed, approved by the courts. There shouldn’t be any legal ramifications.”
Deborah nodded. She didn’t have the energy to deal calmly with a hostile, violent kid. She didn’t have the time. “How much?”
“Probably eight or nine grand a month,” Jim said. “The stipend and support won’t quite cover it, and they will expect room and board, too.”
“Nine thousand dollars,” Deborah muttered, then sighed. “Okay.”
He grinned. “Good.” He hit a number on his cell phone, and, moments later, a gentle sounding voice came through the speaker. “Want that job I mentioned, Bryce?” Jim asked.
Deborah listened for moment, then tuned them out. She was thinking of words on a hastily scribbled note she had received with the delivery last week of Sherry’s private journals and box of un-mailed letters: “We thought you should have these. Please give our Billy a fair chance.” The note had not been signed, but Deborah suspected it had come from some of Sherry’s household staff.
A fair chance—how can you give a child like the one sitting behind her, his hands bound to keep him from destroying the car, a fair chance? She wasn’t even sure how to give herself a fair and fighting chance against him—how to adjust her lifestyle to accommodate the ruffian. What kind of stove would prevent him from using it to burn the house down? Then there was the fireplace. There could be no matches, lighters, torches—anything. The boy was a known arsonist. He’d tried to burn down his parent’s home and both his schools more than once. Magnifying glasses—the thought came to her that those were dangerous, as well. He could start a fire that way.
She groaned. It was all too much. How was she ever going to manage home, ranch, and dangerous child? Even with a chaperone, there would still be problems. The boy had out-foxed every one of his nannies, male and female. It was in his file, interviews with them, taken by the police with each escalating incident. And the kid was only twelve. What would he be like at fourteen, fifteen, sixteen?
“It’s set,” Jim said, ending the call. “Both of them will meet us at my house.”
Deborah smiled weakly.
He gave her hand a reassuring pat and said, “You’ll see. It will be all right.”
They drove on in silence, blessed shade covering them as the sun sank low enough for the thickening trees to shield them from its extreme light. They were nearing home, and, finally, Deborah began to feel a small spark of hope and joy. With it, a bit of inner strength returned. She began to feel more like herself again, as if the hardest part of her ordeal was over. That wasn’t true. The hardest part was just beginning, but she had help. She wasn’t alone.
She looked over at the man sitting next to her. “Jim?”
Pointedly, she waited until he turned his head, acknowledging her. When he did, she said, “Thanks.”
He grinned. “You’re welcome.”
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER THREE
Ward and Keepers
A Suburban was parked behind Deborah’s black-burgundy four-wheel-drive hybrid when they got to Jim’s house. Parking the car in the drive, Jim and Deborah both got out, leaving the boy in the back.
“Jim,” said a burly, thirty-something black man. He reached a hand out, and Jim shook it.
“Bryce.”
“This is Tony DeFranco,” Bryce said, introducing a dark-haired young man with shining brown eyes and a very narrow face.
“Meet Deborah,” Jim said, nodding toward her.
On cue, Deborah stepped up. She recognized them from the martial art classes she occasionally helped teach.
Both men’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re the dragon sash that’s in the sifu’s private circle,” the man called Tony said, his voice soft.
She felt her face get warm. “…Yes.”
“I’m honored,” he said, formally bowing to her. “I had no idea.”
She bowed back. From the corner of her eye, she saw that William had leaned over so he could watch them. His eyes were suspicious. He had to be uncomfortable with his hands bound. “Can you handle him without violating the child abuse laws?” she asked bluntly.
Both men grinned. “We’re both ex-cops, Ma’am,” Bryce said. “And we’re certified and licensed in five states to do this sort of work.”
“And what will this cost me?”
They looked at one another. “How long is the job?”
“Until he’s grown, gone, and completely out of my life,” she said. “There will be a bonus in it for you, too, if we all make it. When and if he graduates college, we would split a reward from the trust.”
The one named Tony whistled softly. He eyed his partner. “Wow. That’s a commitment.”
Bryce grinned. “It’s a guaranteed paycheck,” he said with a wink.
“He’s a known arsonist,” Deborah said. “He’s a thief. He’s a biter.” She held out her arm and pushed up her white cotton sleeve, the scar there shiny. “He was six when he did this to me.”
“Usual spoiled rich kid, I’m guessing?”
“Yes. And he lost his parents a few months ago, not that he much cared for them, anyway. He stabbed his father two years ago. With a letter-opener. Put him in the hospital.”
Bryce glanced toward the car. “A real winner,” he said softly.
“A very dangerous boy,” Deborah said. “I have his file. You will probably want to read it before you take the job.”
“We’ll want to read the file, but we’ll do it. It will cost you twelve grand a month, plus room and board, though.”
“You said eight or nine on the phone,” Jim said.
“That was before we knew that we were going to be committed to this for years,” Bryce said. “A year is one thing, but six—”
“Could be six, but maybe longer,” Deborah said. “I’ve got responsibility until he’s eighteen, but he could stay until he graduates college.”
The man nodded to her. “…But if something happens that we can’t finish the contract, we’ll find solid replacements. And, of course, you can fire us at any time.”
Deborah looked at Jim. He arched his eyebrows. “I trust them,” he said.
“Okay.”
“Let’s go write something up,” Jim said, stepping toward the house, his keys jingling.
“You go on,” Tony said. “I’ll watch the boy.”
Deborah hesitated, then followed Jim and Bryce to the house. Within half an hour, Jim had a customized contract drawn up and ratified, his secretary driving over with her notary seal. When all was said and done, it wound up costing Deborah ten-thousand a month instead of the twelve originally quoted. The balance was that she agreed to work with the men, teaching them some of the inside secrets she was learning from her sifu.
“Do you have a lock down?” Bryce asked. He was flipping through the file. He looked up. “Or can we build one?”
“I have dog kennels.”
“I’m not sure that will work. Legally, I mean.”
“Well, I’m willing to build whatever we need.”
He nodded. “Good. We’re going to need it. This boy is way out of control. Have you read this, Jim?”
“Yes. That’s why I called you about this a couple of months ago.”
Deborah looked over at him. “You did?”
Nodding, he said, “Yes. I want you free and alive, not dead or behind bars for murder, Deb,” he said, half-serious, half-jesting.
She didn’t find it amusing. “He’s really that bad, isn’t he?” she said, a teary feeling rising as Sherry came to mind. And, suddenly, she wondered what kind of damage the boy had inflicted on his own mother. How many of the bruises she’d seen on Sherry the few times she’d visited her were from the husband, and how many from the boy? She’d never know. She wasn’t sure she wanted to.
Outside again, they found Tony sitting in the car, talking with the boy. William Lang was saying nothing, but that didn’t deter Tony. He chatted on as if the boy cared, which it was obvious he didn’t. His face was turned away, looking at nothing out the window.
“It’s all settled, Tony,” Bryce said. “I’ll fill you in on the details, later.”
“Okay. Let’s get this show on the road, then. It’s getting dark. You got the cuff keys?”
Jim handed them over, and Deborah watched as Tony got the boy out and snapped the cuffs open. The boy rubbed his wrists, clenching and unclenching each hand into a fist as he did so. “Don’t even think about it,” Tony said, his eyes warning. “We’ve got your number.”
The boy smirked at him, but then just let his arms drop.
“In the car,” Bryce said, pointing to their Suburban.
The boy’s eyes got big, and he turned to Deborah. “I thought I was going with you!”
“You are going to live at my house,” she said. “These gentlemen will be your chaperones.”
The kid’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, great! A nigger and a wop.”
She felt like slapping him. Instead, she handed Bryce the tracking monitor, then turned her back and headed for her truck. She wondered what he labeled her. Her coloring was even darker than Tony’s—olive skin, black hair, dark brown, almost black eyes. Probably figured she was a ‘Spic.’ “Try German, Potawatomi, and Mongolian, you brat,” she muttered.
Behind her, she heard Jim say, “Get over to the Suburban, William. You’re leaving.” So the boy was balking.
“My name is Billy,” the boy screamed just as she hit ‘unlock’ on her keypad.
She paused, turned her head, and said, “No. Your name, from now on, is William. End of argument.”
“Fuck you!” he yelled, the ‘you’ strangling down to a yelp as Tony reached a nerve pinch to his elbow.
Deborah opened the truck door and climbed in. She started the diesel hybrid when the light indicator dimmed, the engine turning smoothly over. Then, truck idling, she waited as the men escorted the boy to their vehicle, one getting in back, the other into the driver’s seat. They weren’t taking any chances. That was good. When the Suburban’s headlights came on, she dropped the Dodge into gear and let the clutch out.
. . .
They say that home is where the heart is. For Deborah, home was where her spirit soared. It was her peaceful harbor, her sanctuary, and it reflected her preferences in life. As she pulled into the drive, she hit the button that opened up both sets of solid, reinforced gates, gates that didn’t just bar entry, but purposely denied nosy, prying eyes. Waiting for the Suburban’s lights to catch up, she felt her body ease. She was home. She was back where she belonged. Idling through, she slowed to a stop two lengths past the innermost gate, holding a button on her cell phone until the Suburban crossed through. Then she let go and watched the gates slide shut again. Now the world was behind her, outside, where it belonged.
Rolling up the winding drive, she touched a switch, opening the windows to breathe in the clean, evening air. The huge trees to either side—her dark sentinels—were a welcome sight, the scent of heavy pine and cedar pure heaven to her senses. In the background, there was the perpetual smell of livestock—the clean smells of home. But there was something else. Deborah smelled danger in the strong, piney scent. There was that peculiar dusty smell. She’d start watering down the woods. Tonight. The skies had been clear too long, the heat too intense, even though it was only the second week in April.
Clearing the last curve, the house came into view—her father’s house—angular and hand-built of cedar. A soft, mellow light glowed from the span of gigantic vertical windows flanking either side of where the hearth rose from the earth. The timers had come on or else Sandy had stayed late. Once over the bridge, its steel grid rumbling under her truck wheels, she turned to park inside the recessed garage. Deborah didn’t see Sandy’s motorcycle, so it was the timers. She was glad her trainer hadn’t waited for them. The dogs began to bark. She called them quiet.
The Suburban stopped on the main drive, not following through to the garage. Deborah walked over and urged them on. “Park inside. You’ll be staying in the main house.”
“Okay,” said Bryce. In back, both Tony and the boy were silent.
Waiting till they parked and got their luggage out, Deborah led up the breezeway to the seemingly lockless backdoor, tapping the key code into the touch plate on her cell phone as she walked. A small chime told her when the alarms were disabled and the locks cleared. Turning the latch, she opened the reinforced door into the mudroom, lights coming bright as she stepped into the kitchen. “Up that hall are three bedrooms and a bath you can use tonight,” she said, pointing to the left. “If you’re hungry, there’s food in the refrigerator.”
“We ate earlier,” Bryce said.
“So did we,” Deborah replied.
“I’m hungry,” William said.
“You can have orange juice and cottage cheese.”
“I want ice cream.”
“Too bad,” Deborah said, turning on him. “You ate three big desserts at the restaurant, and that’s all the sugar you get till breakfast tomorrow morning.”
Immediately, he started to whine, but Tony cut him off with a word, urging him down the hallway.
“You go get some rest,” Bryce said. “Tomorrow we need to talk about securing this place, so plan on a busy day with your checkbook.”
Deborah grimaced. She had hoped to get back to her normal schedule. “How much will this cost?” she asked.
“I don’t know. What needs to happen depends on how secure the house is,” Bryce replied. “I’ll tell you tomorrow after I take a look around.”
“What would poor people do?” she asked.
“Suffer and struggle.”
“I come from a poor family. I don’t like spending money.”
He shook his head, chuckling softly. “So do I, and I don’t like spending it much, either. We’ll keep it down as much as possible. I hope you know a low-priced contractor.”
“I know a good one,” Deborah replied, heading back out the door to turn on the irrigation pumps.
. . .
Morning woke her early, the skies not yet hinting daylight. It was half-past three on the digital. She got up, pulled on her sweats, and headed to the pump house. The well levels were holding fine, and she left the water on, taking the cross-path through the dripping trees over to the outdoor kwoon.
Working through her routine, she began to feel just a hint of her usual balance return. It was something that she hadn’t felt in days. She began to sink into the familiar calm that came with breathing center, and she was able to drop into her slow forms where time was measured by the length of breath, the longer the better. She was just finding her base when Tony walked up, and, bowing in, began to mimic her, move for move.
They worked like that for maybe fifteen minutes more before she felt her focus drift, signaling the end to productive practice. Closing, she watched Tony repeat what he had mimicked from her workout, doing the same small portion of the pattern over and over until his body began to shake with the consuming effort. He stopped, and, looking over at her, he said, “Wow. I’ve never felt it quite like that before. Is it the form? Or something else?”
“Yes,” she answered with a grin. “I’m heading to feed, then for a shower. I’ll start breakfast in an hour and a half or so. Around seven.”
“We’ll have the rascal up and ready,” he said.
“Okay.”
The dogs took ten minutes, the pigs and steers another fifteen. The horses took a full twenty-five. Then there was milking the goat and her half of the Brown Swiss while the calf bawled. The cow got done by machine, but the goat she did by hand. Last, she let the chickens and ducks loose, gathering up all but the banty hen’s clutch of eggs.
Done, she headed toward the house, dumping the cow’s milk through the separator and the goat milk through an ice-filled tube to cool it instantly. The eggs she washed and slipped into plastic cartons, marking the date in wax pen before slipping them into the walk-in cooler. Then she went to take her morning shower.
Fifteen minutes later, wet-haired and jean-clad, she was in the kitchen, scrambling eggs and frying sausage patties. It was an unfamiliar ritual for her. She didn’t eat breakfast, and usually just grabbed a snack for lunch. Room and board included, though—those were part of the package. Well, she’d do breakfast and dinner, but they would have to fend for themselves for lunch from leftovers.
The men, William in tow, came without her calling, the smell bringing them like bears to bacon. “I heard a cow. Is this a farm, too?” William asked.
“Yes,” she answered. It was just about the first civil thing he’d said.
“Anything we can do to help?” Tony asked.
“Set the table.” She pointed to one wooden cupboard, then another. “Plates are there. Use the plastic ones. Glasses and cups there. Again, use the plastic, not the breakables. Flatware is in the drawer underneath the dish drainer.”
Tony got busy as Bryce parked William at the table, seating himself right beside. Deborah slid the eggs and sausage onto plates, then set on the toast and jam. Tony grabbed the perking coffee pot, and sniffed. “Wow. Real perked coffee,” he said appreciatively. “I haven’t had that except on camp trips.”
Deborah laughed. “Sorry. It isn’t as good as camp coffee,” she said, sitting down, her eye catching William sucking down milk, then scooping huge spoonfuls of eggs until his cheeks puffed out.
“Almost,” Bryce said, taking a sip.
Deborah knew what was coming the instant before it happened, but it didn’t save her. The boy literally blew the mouthful of milk and eggs at her, spewing it and his spit all over her face and shirtfront. In that slow motion instant, she watched plops of egg splatter on the silverware, in her coffee, in the cream and sugar bowls. Luckily, she had her mouth closed.
“Oh, God! You little prick!” Tony said, jumping up. He’d spilled coffee on himself.
Bryce groaned, also rising.
Deborah picked up a napkin and wiped her face. Then, unable to sustain her outrage, she let go, standing up so quickly her chair went over as she upended the entire table and its contents onto William.
The men scrambled backwards. She ignored them. “You want to play mean and tough and nasty?” she hissed, her eyes boring into the startled blues of the fat boy who, whimpering now, was pinned by the over-ended table sitting on his legs. Dishes, flatware, and dripping coffee cups littered his lap and everywhere around him, the slop of food equally distributed on him and the floor beneath. “Well, baby cakes, you ain’t seen nothing, because, if you want mean, you just found the queen bitch from Hell!” She pointed at him. “Now you get your lily-livered fat ass down on that floor, and you start licking, because nobody—you hear me?—nobody, wastes food in this house. Not ever!”
The men just stood, mouths agape. She looked from one to the next. “You think I need protecting? Naw,” she said, purposely snarling out a drawl. “It’s him who needs protecting. From me!”
And, with that, she took her leave, only pausing long enough in the kitchen doorway to warn them: “You make sure he licks up and swallows every bit of that food, you hear?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Bryce said.
“And then he can wash the dishes, straighten up, and mop the floor clean.”
She was one step gone, headed for another shower, when she heard Tony mutter, “Holy shit!”
Holy shit is right, she thought. This was exactly what she’d been afraid of—her temper getting loose. It was why she’d chosen never to have children of her own.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER FOUR
Ground Rules
It was nearing noon, and she was putting a four-year-old bay Holsteiner through his paces on the longe line when Jim arrived. She knew he’d come. She’d guessed that Bryce would probably call him about the incident. The black man had come asking for the telephone pass code earlier, and Deborah had given it to him.
“The colt’s doing nicely,” Jim said as she asked for the halt, then called the horse into her.
“Yes, he is. But that’s not why you’re here.”
Jim walked with her to the barn, telling her of his morning in court as she put the horse in crossties, buckled a halter around his neck, then unbridled him and loosed the cavesson. Jim took the circingle off, and spread a cooler, his hands sure.
Halter and cooling blanket on, Deborah led the horse out to the covered hot-walker, Jim waiting at the gate to the round pen. Snapping the safety lead on, she stepped back. “Turn it on,” she said, and Jim pushed the button that started the machine moving, its high, padded arms turning slowly. The horse obediently began to circle before the line tightened, and Deborah relaxed. The hot-walker had been a new experience for this horse, and he still fought it sometimes.
“Bryce called,” Jim said.
“I bet he did. You want some coffee?”
“In this heat?”
“Iced tea, then?”
“Lemonade if you have it.”
Deborah called out to Sandy, telling her about the horse on the hot-walker. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
“I see you’ve started irrigating,” Jim said as Deborah led the way to the house. “I had to turn the windshield wipers on.”
“It’s too dry.”
“Yeah. The fire danger says extreme on the Forest Service signs, and it’s only been two weeks since the last rain. It’s the heat.”
“Ninety-eight today, and it’s only April. They keep cutting the trees and pouring concrete. They’re making this a desert.”
“Let’s not get into it, okay?” Jim said. “It just upsets you.”
They had reached the backdoor, and Jim held it open for her. Inside, Deborah was pleased to see that the kitchen was back in order, the floor clean, and the dishes washed and put away. There were flowers in a vase on the table. That was someone’s touch, and it wasn’t William’s. She glanced out the window. Sure enough. Someone had cut her annuals in the front flower bed. She grinned and shook her head, then pulled a plate from the cupboard and inspected it.
The plate was washed, not put away dirty. She pulled the flatware drawer open. Likewise, they were washed, dried, and sparkling. She nodded to herself, grabbed a glass, inspected it, then poured some lemonade from the pitcher in the fridge, setting it in front of Jim’s usual chair. She got herself some coffee and leaned against the sink. “So what did Bryce say? Or dare I ask?”
“Just that the kid spewed milk and scrambled eggs out of his mouth at you, and that you upended this table on him.” Jim fingered the table edge. “Pretty hefty table.”
“Did he mention that I told the kid to lick up the food he’d wasted?”
Jim chuckled, “Yes. He also told me that the kid actually was going to do it after managing to get himself unpinned and the table off his legs. The men didn’t help him. They did overrule your requirement that he eat the food and lick the floor.”
Deborah groaned. “I lost it, Jim. I’ll be surprised if they don’t quit.”
“Well, I guess I should have warned them.”
“I had hoped it wouldn’t happen.”
“But it did.”
“Yeah.”
“I think it’s actually a good thing,” a soft, now familiar voice put in.
Deborah turned to see Bryce standing in the kitchen doorway.
“The kid’s been like a whipped pup all morning,” he said, grinning. “I don’t think he’s ever seen a woman blow before. It opened up his eyeballs. Suddenly, we’re his best pals.”
Jim laughed. But his eyes were worried, little lines pinching at the corners. “Surprised you, too, I bet,” he said a bit too heartily.
Bryce nodded. “It did. But not in a bad way. I’ve seen a woman mad before. You ain’t seen nothin’ till you see my mother go off.” He nodded toward Deborah. “You know,” he said, “traditionally, women were banned from war in most countries of the world for a reason. They fight no holds barred, no breaks. I think this was good for the kid. I don’t think anybody, man or woman, has ever blown a gasket at him.”
The room fell to silence, and, uncomfortable, Deborah hid her face in her coffee mug, draining it. Putting it in the sink, she grabbed her discomfort by the tail and looked at it, then turned back toward the room. “So, where is William?” she asked.
“Tony is teaching him Rummy,” Bryce said. “And we already made ourselves sandwiches. The kid was hungry. No need to make any lunch for us.”
“I hadn’t planned to. You all know where the fridge is. I have work to get done.”
He cocked a grin. “Fair enough. Question, though. Did you know that there isn’t a working TV in this entire house?”
Deborah stared, visions of men and boy pawing through her private papers and her underwear drawer vivid in her mind. “You looked?”
“Well, yeah.” Bryce began to fidget. “Wasn’t I supposed to?”
“You didn’t go in my study or my bedroom, I hope,” she said.
“Nope. Didn’t go near any private rooms or the far side of the house. I kept my snooping to the library, the living room, the dining room, and that overblown workout room and gym you’ve got downstairs. Can we use that, Tony and I?”
Deborah relaxed a bit, but made a mental note to lock her personal rooms. Always. “Of course you can use the gym,” she said. “William may also participate, but only with both of you there.”
Now, she thought. Lock your rooms, now. She pulled her key ring out. “I’ll be right back,” she said.
Returning from her errand, she found Jim and Bryce quietly talking at the kitchen table. They stopped when she walked in.
“So about this TV,” Bryce said, leaning back.
She shook her head. “There is only one working TV in this house, and it’s not hooked up.”
The black man nodded. “Okay. No TV. …For the kid, right? Tony and I can watch one if we bring one in?”
She stopped her inclination to roll eyes. America watched TV, even if she didn’t. “It’s a satellite feed. We don’t have cable this far out. And, yes, in your rooms, under earphones, you may. I don’t want to hear it, feel it, or see it. And William is not to have any access to it. At all.”
“Feel it?” Bryce asked.
Jim laughed, breaking the monopoly of conversation. “Deborah can feel them, and they turn to static when she goes near them. But,” he said, putting on a “lit” face with a big, false, toothy grin, “if she stands still in just the right place, the screen goes super clear and crisp. Super Blue HD without the expense!”
Deborah cast Jim her best scalding look, then addressed Bryce. “I hate the whine they make. …You know. That high-pitched constant squeal?”
Bryce frowned. “You can hear that?”
She nodded. “And I can feel it, a tingle on my face and arms.”
“I’ve heard of people being able to, but never met one,” he said.
“I get headaches from them, especially the high color ones.”
“Computer monitors don’t bother her, though,” Jim said, irony thick, and, again, Deborah sent him a visual scald. “We do watch movies on DVD on her big screen.” He looked over at her, and she nodded. “It’s kind of a ritual when some good new releases come out. We make real buttered popcorn, and the party starts at seven on Fridays, breaks at eleven or whenever the movies are over.”
“Are you two an item?” Bryce asked.
The question came from out of nowhere. Deborah looked at Jim, and Jim at Deborah. “No,” they said simultaneously, then both began to laugh.
Bryce looked confused, and Deborah rescued him. “We’re friends,” she said, “who started out as enemies. Have been since Jim first drove into town. He hit my trailer, and that started the war that ended in a friendship.”
“That sounds like a story.”
Jim nodded. “It is.”
“What’s happening,” Tony said from the doorway. “We heard laughing.” William was just visible, poking his head from around the corner.
“Just talk,” Bryce said. “And, nope, there’s no TV.”
William’s face disappeared.
Tony nodded. “Religious reasons?” he asked, his eyes on Deborah.
“No. I just don’t like them. At all.” She did not go on to explain why to the young man, though clearly he expected it.
“Now that William’s here,” she said, making a decision, “we’ll have movies once a week on Friday nights. The rest of the time I am working, reading, teaching, or involved in one of my many hobbies. I expect the same of you.” She said this for William’s benefit whose tennis shoes she could just spy sticking out beyond the corner where he had lodged himself behind Tony. “There are computers in the house, but they are password protected, their CPUs locked inside steel cabinets to foil attempts to bypass the access codes. Internet requires a special pass phrase.” She directed her gaze now to Tony and Bryce. “William will have access to one computer, which I will personally install in whatever room you guys decide is his. It will have only what he needs for school work loaded on it—dictionaries, encyclopedias, that kind of stuff.”
She heard a groan. “There are two gaming computers downstairs,” she added, her voice softening a little. “And they are networked so up to four can play against each other.” She looked at Tony. “I’ll give both of you a key pass for them. William can play when his good behavior warrants it, emphasis on ‘good.’”
“Were you ever in the army?” Bryce asked.
She laughed. “No.”
“Marines, maybe?” Tony put in with a nodding grin.
“Nope.”
“Could’ve fooled me,”—Bryce again.
Deborah almost took offense, then, knowing that both men were just fooling, she nodded abruptly. “I’ve got to get back to work,” she said, heading toward the door.
“And I’ve got a client coming in at two,” Jim said, following her out. “I won’t be over for dinner tonight. How about Saturday night out on the town, though?”
“Depends on how things go,” she said. As she passed, a glance showed William crushing himself as small as possible into the corner, hoping to hide behind Tony’s thin frame.
“Can we come watch,” Tony asked, following both Jim and her into the mudroom.
Deborah turned, and Jim paused his steps. “I don’t need—” she started. Tony’s pleading eyes made her stop. She took a breath, steadying herself to the idea. “Okay.”
“Thanks,” he whispered with a wink and nod.
“See you later, Deborah,” Jim said, heading out the door.
Deborah waved half-heartedly. She felt manipulated. With Tony and the boy watching, her awareness would be split, and she didn’t work a young horse well under those conditions. There was nothing for it, though. She had already said yes. Tony and the boy trailed her out.
“Why’s it raining with the sky blue,” William asked.
“Because I have the water on,” Deborah answered.
“I hate rain. Turn it off.”
She rounded on him, stopping suddenly, her eyes on his. “You don’t tell me what to do on my own place, and it’s just too bad if you don’t like something. This isn’t your house. It’s mine.”
She watched his face go blank. His eyes got small, his complexion went stark white, and Deborah realized that the knowledge that this wasn’t his house, that it wasn’t his domain, had just nailed him right between the eyes. Good, she thought. Maybe you’ll realize that you’re just a temporary resident here until you’re old enough to get out and get a job or go to college.
Deborah had never wanted children. The world had too many humans in it already, and it wasn’t a good place for a child, anyway. What was there to offer, any longer? Less and less space, less and less opportunity, more and more misery. Work for the man in the corporate tower or figure out a way to beat the system. Thanks to Sherry and her brother’s generosity, Deborah had done the latter, beating the game by using the game. But she’d been lucky. Very lucky. She’d used the fruits of grief along with her intelligence to carve out her own small empire that fed its return to her when, seven long years later, the very corporations that she hated had decided that they wanted her small but lucrative enterprise for themselves. There was a bidding war, and she’d sold her company, its client base, its product, and its very profitable maintenance contracts to the highest offer for a handsome price—very handsome. She’d kept the patents, though, which paid rich royalties and licensing fees. With the money and the guaranteed income, she’d gotten what she wanted, a solid hold on all the ground where she’d grown up and more. She was made, and she planned to keep herself made. She was extremely frugal with her money, investing most of it, then doing most everything herself. When she couldn’t do it alone, she got the help of friends or engaged the services of people who owed her or wanted something from her.
She looked over at William and Tony. Not everything, now, though. Now she needed help. That irked her. At least the stipend from the trust would cover some of the cost—the cost in money, but not the cost to her life. Her life was no longer her own. A child she didn’t like and wouldn’t care about except for Sherry held her ransom.
At the barn, she indicated a set of bleachers set outside the fence by the outdoor ring. “You can watch from there. I’ll be out in a bit with my next pupil.”
William’s eyes roved, and he took a step toward the barn.
“No. You may not go in there,” Deborah snapped.
“Why not?”—boldly.
“Because I said so.”
Tony took a step sideways, his head inclining toward the arena. “Come on, William. Let’s go find a good place to watch from.”
The boy stood stolid, glaring at her. “Why can’t I go in the barn?”
She leaned close, purposely making her voice very soft. “Because I said no, that’s why. Now, get.” She pointed toward the bleachers.
To her surprise, he stood resolute. “What’s it gonna take to make you be nice to me?” he said, eyes defiant.
She shook her head and straightened, her eyes bald and square on his. “It will take a miracle. You’ve proven yourself already. You’re nasty, mean, and cruel. In a word, you’re evil.”
His lower lip actually quivered.
“Good people deserve kindness and generosity. You prove to me you’re actually good inside, and we’ll see. Meanwhile, consider yourself lucky to have Tony and Bryce, because, otherwise, I’d lock you up in a padded room with nothing but school books.”
“I’ll run away,” he said.
Pointedly, she looked down at where his ankle bracelet showed as a bulge beneath his pants. “I don’t think so. Even if you can get out the perimeter fences, which you can’t.”
“I’ll tell Ann. She told me to call if you were mean.”
“With what telephone?” she asked. “They all require a pass code to work.”
“They do?” Tony asked, his face startled.
She looked over at him. Obviously, Bryce hadn’t shared the knowledge. “Yes. And standard cell phones don’t work here, in case you haven’t noticed.”
“I’ll need that pass code,” he replied softly, his voice strained.
She nodded. “Yes, I guess you will. Bryce has it.”
Shifting attention back to the boy, she said, “Consider this your personal reform school. You can make your time here productive and relatively happy, or you can make it miserable.” Strangely, she heard herself as if she were standing off somewhere else. Even to herself, she sounded hard and callous. That didn’t stop the words from coming, though. “The choice is yours,” she said. “What you aren’t going to do, though, is ruin my life.”
There were tears welling in William’s eyes. Deborah felt pangs of sympathy bubble up inside her chest, and, steeling herself, she turned away and headed toward the barn, again.
“You’re just like my mother.”
Startled, she stopped dead and turned around, not believing what he’d just said. He stared back, his eyes locking to hers, defiant.
“Come on, William,” Tony said, his hand on the boy’s shoulder.
The boy shrugged him off. “You’re just like her,” he snarled, then turned and, head down, he trudged off, Tony following.
Deborah watched the two of them until they got to the bleachers, her brain in a whirl. What did he mean by that? She wasn’t anything at all like Sherry. Except, maybe, for her love of animals. But then, not really. Sherry liked animals, but didn’t love them the way Deborah did. Animals and nerdiness they shared. That was all. Sherry was a little rich girl. Deborah had grown up poor. Sherry was tall, soft-voiced, pretty, and thrived indoors. Deborah was short, plain, sounded like a drill sergeant, and loved nature and all outdoors. They really weren’t anything alike. That’s why they had gotten on so well.
“Just nuts,” she muttered, turning back toward the barn. “Nuts. Just blowing off, trying to get me.” And he did.
. . .
On a whim, Deborah decided against schooling the horse she’d planned. Instead, she decided to take out what she called her warhorse. Brushing down the big mare, she confided her worst thoughts and fears in whispers. “What if he gets loose and burns the house and barns down? What if he kills one of the animals? I’d beat him bloody till he wasn’t breathing. You know that. Then what would happen to all of you? They’d lock me up. They’d take you all away and sell you all for dog meat. Oh, gawd, Myrrh. What can I do?”
The horse nickered, blowing soft sound out her nostrils. She nudged, using her big head to push and rub. Deborah scratched a favored spot, tears hot and brimming. Hugging the animal, she took a long time to steady, then, with a breath, she opened the stall door and led out. But, when she got to the arena, Tony and the boy weren’t sitting in the bleachers. They weren’t anywhere around.
Relieved, she mounted up, and, instead of going into the ring, headed across the pasture toward the forest, following the tractor trail. The pasture fence loomed. The gate—six-foot high steel rails… . She brushed a heel, and the big mare opened up, her ears snapping forward. They gathered speed, the ground beneath blurring, the thunder of pounding hooves drowning all other sound. Then silence as they took the six-foot vertical effortlessly, plunging into the cool wetness of the old growth forest just beyond.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER FIVE
It’s William, Not Billy
Can we talk?”
“It’s not good for a kid to be talked to the way you did earlier.”
“Oh?” she replied. “How’s that?”
“It isn’t good for his self-confidence, and, according to all the studies, kids like him are—”
She whirled on him. “He’s chock-full of self-confidence,” she said. “Too much self-confidence! And he’s a murderer! Don’t get snowed by him.”
Tony actually stepped back a pace. “You are out of control,” he said.
“Don’t believe me?” she said. “Ask him. Ask him about a maid in his house named Mandy.”
She watched Tony’s face drain to white. “It’s in one of his mother’s letters to me, a letter she never sent. Seems good old Bob, William’s asshole dad, didn’t want his little boy to get in trouble, so he hired someone to dump the body.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“I’m dead serious,” she hissed. “Sherry wasn’t the kind of woman to fabricate something like this.”
Tony’s eyes studied her face, and Deborah felt herself go cold as he measured her for lies. “Can I see that letter?” he asked.
Deborah paused a moment. There was cop written all over the man, now, and there were things in the letter that Deborah didn’t want to share. “I’ll let you see the pertinent page,” she said.
“Why not the whole thing?”
“Because it’s personal, private, and confidential.”
The man’s face screwed up, and he turned away, his hand moving to his hip, then falling off as if it failed to find what it was looking for—a gun holster, Deborah realized. Softening a little, she sat down on the grass despite the wet and just stayed quiet. It took minutes, but Tony finally turned back and, seeing her sitting crossed-legged, he squatted down.
“This is real, isn’t it? You aren’t kidding.”
She watched his hands start pulling at the grass, ripping up the turf. “No, I’m not.”
“How long have you known this about him,” Tony asked. “William, I mean.”
“A week. I got the box last week.”
Tony’s face dropped to watch his own hand tearing up the green. “What’s the date on the letter?”
“She wrote it four years ago.”
“So he was eight when he did this.”
“I guess,” she said. “About that.”
He raised hooded eyes to hers. “Bryce needs to know.”
“Yes.”
“Does your friend, Jim, know?”
“No. I haven’t told him.”
Tony tipped his head back, staring upwards at treetops, sky, and nothingness. “God Almighty,” he whispered. Then he did something that surprised Deborah. He crossed himself, and, like a European Catholic would, kissed his own hand after.
Sighting her again, he said, “No wonder you’re so tense. It’s beginning to make more sense, now.”
“What is?”
“You’re like a woman at war,” he said. “On perpetual battle-ready. Like a soldier in a war zone.”
“The world is a war zone,” she replied. “Humans make war zones, on purpose in order to get their way, and I don’t think my state of being is much different now than it is normally.”
“That’s sad,” he said. “I expect that from cops, not from civilians. It’s why I got out. Bryce, too. We don’t think of the world as the enemy.”
“Most cops do,” she said.
“Yes. Unless you are another cop, you can’t be trusted. Everyone is a criminal until proven not, and, even then, never trust them. It’s what made me dump my badge. I just didn’t fit the profile—too optimistic—so I wound up being suspect, too. Cops have their own brotherhood,” he said. “I didn’t fit the mold.”
“So, are you better off?”
“I’m definitely making more money without half the headaches or the danger.”
A chill ran down Deborah’s spine, raising sudden goose bumps. The hair on her arms stood up, and, unconsciously, she hugged herself.
Tony noticed and frowned. “What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Just a breeze,” she said, shaking off the feeling. “I’m tired, so any breeze feels cold” she said, looking at the shadows. “It must be getting near five.”
“It’s quarter-to,” Tony said, looking at his watch.
“Time to feed and milk,” she said, getting up. “Then start dinner.”
“How about if I help?”
She looked him up and down, trying to hide a smirk that begged her face—blue rain jacket, white polo shirt; neat, pressed black pants; clean fingernails, well manicured. “Sure,” she said. “If you want.”
When they got to the barns, though, she was pleasantly surprised. He actually knew his way around the working end of a pitchfork. “My sister and I were in 4-H,” he said with a grin. “She had a horse. I had a couple of pigs and, later, a steer project.” As they herded the cow and calf in, he added, “My friend’s father owned a dairy until he got run out of business by the conglomerates. It’s been awhile, but I think I still know how to do it,” he said, locking the cow’s head in the stanchion. His hands weren’t seasoned to it, but they had some idea of how to work the single cow milking machine. He’d never seen the bra the Brown Swiss had on her udder, though. Deborah dumped a double ration of grain in the feed cup, then moved around to the udder end and undid the contraption. Tony washed her down. “Milk the two quarters the calf hasn’t worked today leaving the plugs on the machine’s cups that aren’t being used,” Deborah instructed. “When you put the bra back on, give the calf the two we’ve milked.”
“He’s still a bull,” Tony said, fitting the cups on the cow’s teats.
Deborah nodded. “Brown Swiss are scarce now. And this is from a very rare, old line. He’s already sold, but they don’t get him till his mother weans him.”
Standing back up, Tony flipped the switch that started the milker, then turned an odd look to her. “Till she weans him?”
“Yes. She’ll wean him when she’s ready to, and he’ll be okay with it. She usually kicks them off around eight to nine months.” Deborah handed him a soft-bristled brush and a small can of oil. “Give her a brush down, and use this oil on her horns before you turn her out into her night paddock,” she said, pointing to a stall open to the night and a grassy fenced area. “I like her kept in tip-top shape.”
“I can tell,” he said, rubbing the root of her tail. She switched her tail, swatting him with it, then blew an audible breath at him, grain dripping from her lips as she tipped her head up and rolled her big eyes.
Deborah laughed. “She likes you.”
He moved up to scratch her on the shoulder. “Most of the ladies do,” he said with a wicked smile.
“Bad, Tony. What would your mother say?”
“Good, Tony,” he said with a high, squeaky voice in mimic. “Find a nice girl and bring her home.”
“And have you?”
“No. I’m not interested in getting married just yet.”
“Wise man,” she said. “Wait until you are at least thirty. By then, the best and the worst will be taken, but you’ll get someone who’s serious about commitment. Just my opinion, mind you. I’m going to feed the pigs and steers.”
Tony caught up with her as she was heading to the chicken coop. Getting the birds in proved his undoing, though. He tried to chase them into the coop, and they wound up scattering to the eight directions. Deborah let Willy and Shep out, and the two herders went to work gathering them all back in. “Next time, just open the coop and bang on the feeder with the can,” Deborah said. “They’ll all come running.”
“Is that why you keep the dogs? For when fools like me come around?” he said as, chickens and ducks in, she let the two herd dogs play awhile in the field, whistling them down when they started eyeing the horses in the pastures as potentials to be worked. “No,” she said. “They’re strays, abandoned by the people who used to own a farm down the road. Most of the other dogs around the place are also rescues.”
“Oh.”
“The two German Shepherds and the old Dobie are mine by purchase.”
“I saw them,” he said, and Deborah heard real admiration. “Are they always kenneled?”
“No. None of them usually are. But, with the boy here, I don’t want to take any chances.”
“Aggressive?”
“No. But the Shepherds and Dobie are trained guard dogs. They’re protective of me and don’t like hostiles.”
Tony nodded. “The boy is that, all right. You can feel it. What happened to him, anyway? Or do you know?”
“I don’t know, but I suspect that absolutely nothing happened to him, which is why he is the way he is. A good couple of spankings wouldn’t have hurt before the age of four, but it’s too late, now. He’s set, and convincing him to change his world-view isn’t going to be an easy job.”
Deborah called the dogs, and they bounded up, their faces laughing. From her pocket, she pulled two treats. Asking them to sit, she gave them one each.
“You really think he’s a bad kid, then.”
She opened up the kennel run and waved the dogs in. “I know he is,” she said, tossing them a couple more cookies before shutting the gate. “He’s been bad since he was tiny. I think he was born that way. His father was an asshole, and so is the one uncle I met. And I think getting his own way all the time allowed the Lang selfish gene to override everything else.”
Tony smirked and shook his head. “Selfish gene,” he said with a chuckle. He looked her square in the eye. “You know? You’re a bit out there. Eccentric. And I think you were right this morning. We’re here just as much to protect him from you as we are to protect you and your property from him.”
Deborah felt stung, but she put a smile on anyway. “Maybe,” she said. “But I think that you and Bryce had better not let your guard down. Ever.”
She turned to head for the house, and he pointed to her Shepherds who sat forlorn and whining. “What about them?”
“I’ll turn them out after William’s in bed. They’re upset because they’re used to having the run of the place all the time. So is Hood. He’s always by my side.”
“Hood?”
“The Dobie,” she said.
“I guess I’d better not take any midnight walks.”
“If they are out, it’s not a good idea unless you tell me first,” she agreed. “Once they get used to you, you’ll be all right, though.”
“Then Billy…ah, William will be safe, too, as soon as they get used to him.”
Deborah stopped dead on her tracks. Stunned, she just turned and looked at him. It was a point she hadn’t thought of or anticipated. The dogs would get used to William’s presence, and it was something that she didn’t want to happen. “No,” she said. “I’ll be taking precautions against that.”
What distressed her more was Tony’s slip of name. She had good reason for requiring the boy to be called by his birth name, not his nickname. She said as much, explaining why, but Tony balked. “The boy wants to be called ‘Billy.’”
“I don’t care what he wants.”
“I know. That’s part of the problem.”
Deborah rounded on him. “Tony, the only problem that we have is an out-of-control child who has a criminal history. If we have any hope at all of turning him around, we have to establish our dominance.”
“Domination, don’t you mean,” he said, his voice bordering a sneer.
She looked him dead in the eye. “Yes.”
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER SIX
Letter from Sherry
Dinner proved much less dramatic than breakfast. Deborah placed portioned plates around, restaurant style, instead of self-serve like she usually did. Though he ate like a slob, William swallowed his food instead of spitting it at someone. He ate his pork chop and his mashed potatoes, but ignored his vegetables.
“I want another pork chop and more potatoes,” he demanded.
“No,” Deborah said. “Eat your vegetables.”
“I don’t like them.”
“Tough.”
“I won’t.”
Deborah rose.
William’s eyes got big, and, suddenly tense, he sat back in his chair.
Tony and Bryce both paused, forks midway to mouths. Their eyes tracked her movements as she reached over and picked up William’s plate. She gave them a tight-lipped smile, then withdrew to the counter where she scraped the remnants into a bowl before setting William’s plate in the sink.
“I want more,” William screamed, his voice pitched and cracking.
She turned around. “Well, you don’t get more. You didn’t finish what you had.”
William’s face got red. “Then I’ll take yours,” he said, reaching suddenly across toward her plate.
Bryce’s hand shot out and palmed the boy’s wrist. “No you don’t,” he said.
William yelled obscenities, screaming “abuse” or the word “nigger” every fourth or fifth syllable between cuss words until Bryce literally dragged him from the room. The boy was no match for the big man, and, minutes later, Bryce walked back in, calm as could be, though the boy could be heard screaming in the background. He closed the door, which muffled it, then sat back down to finish his meal.
“Thank you,” Deborah said, meaning it. “Now, everyone finish up. Dessert is waiting.”
She served a delicately textured cherry-orange gelatin with real whipped cream, smiling when both Bryce and Tony exclaimed at the flavor of the mix. “It’s not rubbery,” Bryce said.
“My mother taught me the trick. You use half hot water, half ice cold with a few ice cubes, when you mix it up. And she always mixed the flavors. This concoction is always a crowd pleaser.”
“Cream is from the cow?” Tony asked, grinning.
Deborah smiled. “Yes.”
“Good stuff. Better than store bought.”
“Always.”
“We need to talk about security,” Bryce said, sitting back.
Deborah nodded. “I’m listening.”
The big man pulled a small notebook from his shirt pocket. “I spent the day going over the house. Your outside surveillance system and security seems excellent, but I can’t see much about how the inside is protected. And I do want a look at the control room. And your private rooms.”
“Okay,” she said, rising.
“Not now. First we talk.”
Deborah sat back down.
“I want cameras—caged, tamper-proof cameras—in all the rooms. I want a live-feed to portables Tony and I can keep with us. They’re not too expensive now, I understand. Even nannies have them.”
“Everywhere in here?” Deborah asked with a groan.
“Yes. But I want to be able to limit William to our wing only if need be,” Bryce said, pointing toward the closed door and the hallway beyond it. “I want steel bars installed on the outside, with tamper-proof bolts. I want cage-wire framed in steel on the inside, and I want the glass replaced with thick, reinforced Plexiglas.”
“You want a jail,” Deborah said.
“Basically, yes. I want the walls lined with metal or titanium screening that he can’t burn or cut though.”
Deborah began to shake her head.
“Listen,” Bryce said, his eyes turning hard. “He’s an arsonist, he’s a runaway, and he knifed his own dad with a letter-opener, all documented in the police reports. If what you say is true about the boy, that he’s a murderer, then we need to protect both ourselves and him, and the only way to do that is to make sure that he can’t burn the place down or cut his way out.”
Deborah looked at Tony. “You told him?”
The young man nodded. “I had to. If it’s true, we’ve got some big problems.”
Bryce was nodding, his eyes on Tony.
At the black man’s go ahead, Tony took the lead. “If Billy… . If William actually committed manslaughter, which,” he quickly added, holding his hands up when Deborah opened her mouth to object, “I am going to assume, giving him the benefit of the doubt, then, having once killed, killing the next time will be easier for him.”
Tony looked at Bryce, passing the conversation back with a look, and Deborah realized this was rehearsed and orchestrated.
“So, first of all,” Bryce said, “we want to see the letter Mrs. Lang wrote you. In its entirety.” Bryce watched her, and, when Deborah said nothing, he went on. “Second, we want to know what you have in mind for William. Your ideas about how he should be handled.”
Bryce and Tony both looked at her expectantly. William’s continued screaming tantrum rang in the background as odd, faint accompaniment. The whole situation suddenly seemed remote and surreal to Deborah, as if the whole thing was some strange nightmare from which, sometime soon, she would, hopefully, wake.
Deborah wasn’t sure she was, or ever would be, ready to share Sherry’s letter, so she focused on Bryce’s question of tactics. “Well, no TV, for one. It’s addictive, and it calluses the mind. No violent movies. No violent books. No violent music. Disney, Hallmark, and Sony Classics. Reading, games that challenge the intellect, learning,” she said.
She took a breath, watching the men’s faces for reaction. There was none. “He’s going on a restricted diet,” she said, tackling the easier subject. “No sugars, except for dessert after dinner, and that will be fruit and milk based—all natural. The jello you ate tonight isn’t brand name. It’s made from gelatin and fruit juices extracted from real fruit I buy or freeze from my own orchard and garden.”
The men looked to one another, their eyebrows reaching for their hairlines.
“There’s very little refined sugar in this house,” Deborah said, “except for what I offer guests to use in their coffee. Almost everything needing sugar is made with honey instead. I won’t deny him sweets, but William is to have no pop, no candy bars, no bags of sweets or salt snacks, no popsicles or artificial ice cream—nothing like that. And the same goes for refined flour and corn products. No fast food of any kind—no hamburgers, no French fries, no pizza, no potato chips, no corn chips, nothing out of a fast food restaurant or out of a bag or box that is classified as processed food. It all contains harmful ingredients and additives that are addictive. Even the smell is enough to set the body craving.”
Bryce cleared his throat, and Deborah looked his way. “Yes?”
“Ah, I live on processed foods, as you call them.”
She nodded. “Well, most people do. They don’t have much choice. But you won’t live on them here,” she said. “If you want to eat them, it will have to be off premises, and you’ll need to brush your teeth, shower, and change your clothes, bagging them in a plastic bag for the laundry, before you come around us. The smell is distinct, and it sticks to clothing, skin, and anything else.”
Deborah pointed toward the dining room. “There’s a computer in the library that’s hooked up to the Internet. I’ll give you the pass phrase. The research is out there, and, no matter how long you’ve been away from it, the body remembers its addictions. In my opinion, any food that creates those kind of greedy, gnawing, crave reactions is not good. It definitely isn’t good for a boy like William who is driven by his wants, desires, and his cravings. That behavior has to stop. Period. He’s twelve, for heaven’s sake,” she said, looking at each of them in turn, “and he weighs almost two-hundred pounds. He’s way beyond what’s healthy, even for his body type. His body is out of control the same way that he is out of control. Diet is part of that. So we change the diet—the diet of the mind, the body, and the spirit.”
Warming to her subject, Deborah addressed exercise. “The boy is to walk everywhere, not ride in a car. And I want forced exercise—daily walks, one-on-one basketball with you guys, if you’re willing, tennis, hiking, biking. He’ll also be expected to help around here with household chores and with yard work. But I don’t want him anywhere near the animals. After a time, we’ll see, but he will never, ever be allowed near any animal without me and one of you present, understood?”
Both men nodded.
No longer shy about what she had to say, she tackled punishment and consequences. “William has to learn respect for people and for life, including plant life and the small creatures. There is no killing on this ranch, except for food. The rule is, you purposely kill something, you will eat it. To learn respect for life, he has to have some reason to respect, and the first reason has got to be consequences. So every infraction has to have an equal consequence, and, if that includes physical punishment, so be it. The ‘Golden Rule’ as it’s called, though it’s actually much, much older than Christianity, applies here: ‘Do not do unto any other what you yourself wish not to experience.’ If William breaks a covenant here, he gets immediate comeuppance in the form of whatever is the nearest legally allowable consequence that fits or matches his ‘crime..’”
She stopped, watching the men’s faces. “I will hurt him if he hurts me,” she said softly. “Never doubt it. And I will really hurt him if he hurts my animals.” Looking from one to the other, she didn’t add that she would most likely beat the boy to a bloody pulp if he so much as touched one of the living creatures in her care, images of what she, herself only twelve, had done to Mona Holbruck’s face coming unbidden to her mind.
Deborah knew rage. She knew the consequences of it too well, because she herself had the kind that, once released, was uncontrollable.
“I’d like to see that letter,” Bryce said softly. “If this kid really deserves this kind of handling, I need a reason.”
Deborah stood up, looked from Bryce to Tony, then back. They were resolute, their faces a study of determination. Pushing her chair back, she said, “Follow me,” and walked out of the kitchen, through the dining room with its twelve-foot long table and buffet graced with marble vases. Then on through the great room. And all the while, the sound of Deborah’s shoes on the polished wooden floors was loud inside her ears. The sound of the men’s shoes was equally loud and ringing. Though mentally resolved to show them the letter, she still had to fight for every step. She hid, not shared, the secrets she knew—her own, and those belonging to those she loved. The world did not need to know. The world used knowledge against those vulnerable to it. Sherry was vulnerable. Even dead, Sherry’s life was of interest to the public, because of who her dad was, because of who her husband had been. Deborah would not see her friend’s life become an object of tabloid headlines. Sherry didn’t deserve that. No one did.
Behind her, the trailing footsteps had stopped. Someone whistled. “This really is some house,” she heard Tony say.
She turned to see them looking at her things, her family’s things. “I thought you saw it earlier,” she said.
“I did,” Bryce said. “Tony stayed with William while I hunted for the TV and, later, when I took my security notes.”
“It’s beautiful here,” Tony said. “A paradise.”
Deborah followed Tony’s gaze around the big room—all natural wood and native stone. Sunset’s afterglow filtered in through the windows, the giant cedars and tamaracks outside standing silent sentinel. “My dad built this house,” she said. “He built a home for us—we built a home for us—from nothing but sweat and blood and tears—lots of tears.”
Bryce moved across the room to put his hand upon the hearth, his face tilting up toward the ceiling, following the line of chimney that reached from beneath the floor upward to the log rafters far above. His hands stroked the stone and mortar. “My dad did this kind of work,” he said, his voice even softer than usual.
“Sit,” Deborah said. “I’ll get coffee.”
Back in the kitchen to get a tray, the hotpot, and some mugs, Deborah paused beside the door to William’s hall to listen. The boy was quiet now, probably fallen into an exhausted sleep. Just to be sure, she eased the door to the hallway open, putting her ear to the crack to listen better—silence. The door snicked softly as she shut it again.
When she got back to the great room, Bryce was sitting on the big, white-cushioned colonial couch, its dark, cherry-wood frame, though marred by time and life, gleaming with polish. Tony was in one of the easy chairs sitting opposite. They were talking softly. Deborah stopped to touch on a control at the room’s entrance. The hearth lit, flaring to life with gas-fed flames. She joined the men, putting the tray of black mugs along with the hotpot on the coffee table. “Help yourselves,” she said, taking a cup for herself as she sat down in her mother’s favorite rocking chair.
Silently, from all corners, a few of the house’s many cats emerged. Several chose laps, and Deborah was glad when neither Tony nor Bryce objected, their hands stroking gently. Seeing that the brave were safe, others emerged, most just to sniff at shoes, the shyest watching from hidden, sheltered places.
“I didn’t know you had cats,” Bryce said. “I didn’t see one while I was doing my survey. I like cats.”
Deborah nodded, but said nothing, and they sat thus until the light faded away to forest darkness.
“It’s so quiet here,” Tony said. “Just bird sounds and breezes.”
“And the trains,” Bryce agreed as the lonesome melancholy of a whistle sounded, barely audible through the open windows.
Tony cleared his throat. “Not to push, but that letter?”
Deborah nodded. With a sigh, she put her mug down, pushed the cat off her lap, and got up. The men also stood, and, reaching into her jean pocket for her keys, Deborah selected a solid rod-like one from the ring she always carried.
Going over to what looked like a wall panel, she moved aside a picture mounted there. Her left index finger touched the pad as her right hand fit the slotted columnar key into a hole. There was a buzz, several clicks, then the sound of several deadbolt mechanisms sliding back. The wall panel opened on silent runners, and both Bryce and Tony followed her through the hidden door into her study. Inside, Deborah flipped a switch that showed a room about half the size of the great room, but similar in design. Like the great room, recessed lighting gave the room a muted feel, massive, iron-worked candleholders mounted on the walls, their waxen pillars ever unlit and virgin. It was a quiet room with lots of books, a stereo, filing cabinets, and a u-shaped wooden desk complete with a built-in computer console. And statues.
“The only other people I’ve let in here are Sherry and Jim,” Deborah said.
Bryce moved to the books, running fingers gently down the spines. The interior walls were lined with them, that and the stereo electronics. “You like books and music,” he said.
Deborah nodded. “I don’t get to read enough or listen much, but, yes, I like them.”
Tony was drawn to the display of statues—horses, mostly—rearing, running, standing, laying. “These are beautiful,” he said.
“They’re mostly by an artist friend of mine,” Deborah replied as she moved to a locked and hidden cabinet recessed in the wall behind the desk. Within was another combination lock, this one on a fireproof metal hatch. Touching in a combination on its electronic face, she opened it. Inside on the very top shelf were Sherry’s journals and the chest full of letters that had been delivered via UPS just a week ago. The chest was small and ornately carved by hand, a rose and thorn motif done in relief on every surface. Running her fingers over it, Deborah hesitated, a tingle warming her hands and flowing up her arms. This box had been her gift to Sherry long years ago. It now held every one of the letters Deborah had sent to her over the years…plus several others—letters Sherry had written her, but never sent. Deborah felt like she was violating a sacred trust by exposing even a portion of their contents to these men. She only had herself to blame, though. She should have never mentioned anything about either the maid or the letter. Rash.
Opening the chest with its tiny key, she pulled out the stack of letters. Sorting through them, she pulled out the pertinent envelope and laid it on the desk. “There are many tears here,” she said, turning the desk lamp on.
With a silent nod, Bryce stepped over, Tony joining him as, opening the envelope flap, he pulled out the folded sheaves of parchment held inside.
Deborah watched him spread the letter open, page by page, across the uncluttered wood of the desktop. Both he and Tony leaned over it, then began to read the shaky script, Sherry’s handwriting having long since lost its neat elegance by the time she’d written it.
Watching, Deborah could have sworn that Bryce’s face darkened as he read, if that was possible for a man as black-skinned as he. Tony’s face blanched, the color draining from his cheeks. And Deborah knew why. Sherry had poured out her pain in that letter. It seeped from the paper and ink, a palpable thing, amplifying the graphic details that words alone could not embrace—from finding the maid’s body to describing the punctures in it, the blood soaked into the upstairs walls and carpeting, the boy asleep beside.
Stepping around behind them, Deborah’s eye caught on those screaming pages. Bryce and Tony both shifted a little to give her room, and her mind again knew the horrors laid there by her dead friend’s hand. Somehow, with the men there sharing it, reading it this time was easier.
“We couldn’t wake him up. I was going to call the police, but Bob said no, we’d deal with it ourselves. I watched him pry the knife from Billy’s fingers. The boy never woke. His eyelids fluttered, but that was all. I was terrified he’d wake up and do the same to Bob. Or me. I don’t think I’ll ever not be terrified of him, now.”
On page four, Sherry described the men Bob called in to get the body:
“It is really scaring me, the more I find out about him. There are things I hear whispered that are worse than the worst Mafia stuff you see on TV. And he’s the governor of the state! Who and what have I married?”
Bryce looked over at her. His mouth said nothing, but his eyes spoke.
“We’d better get the security arrangements done in short order,” Tony said, eyeing Bryce.
The black man nodded.
After that, Deborah never heard Tony call William ‘Billy’ again.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER SEVEN
House Security
Bryce had already seen most of the house, but Tony hadn’t. At Bryce’s request, Deborah took the men on a full tour. “Here’s what I call the ‘public’ bathroom,” she said, opening the first of two doors that opened directly off the far wall of the great room, the stairway an intimidating presence looming overhead.
“Nice,” Tony said, looking at the bank of two large enamel sinks, a granite shower, and, enclosed behind a swinging door, one toilet, a bidet beside it. No windows.
“And the library,” she said, opening the other door.
More “ohs” from Tony at a long, narrow, but very large room devoted to fully filled walls of books, a stereo, computer, and, at a flick of a switch, a widescreen masked as a picture on the one spot of bare wall. There was one large corner bay window with upholstered window seat.
“Upstairs, now,” she said, going out and around to the open stairway that rose from the great room to the overhead balcony that overlooked it. Climbing, she flipped on muted gallery lights and foot lights.
Tony stopped, his eyes drawn to an intricate relief. Deborah watched him. The picture was a view from a covered castle parapet that looked out upon a world of clouds and flying birds. Far below and beyond, the discerning eye could trace mountains that stood like sentinels protecting forested hills and meadows. A winding canyon with a river flowing at its bottom fed a waterfall that plunged to form a magical-looking, mist-shrouded lake. “Like it?” she asked.
His dark eyes smiled. “Yes,” he said, a sigh in his voice.
She smiled, glad he shared her joy at the imagined vista that had been hand-carved out of wood, then painted. “I have no idea who the artist is. I found it in a garbage bin.”
“You’re kidding!”
She shook her head sadly. “No. I’m not.”
“Well, it’s safe now,” he said.
“For awhile,” she said, turning away as she saw him about to ask her what she meant.
She showed them the upstairs bedrooms, bath, and another, larger, library. They stood afterwards on the balcony, itself overlooking the lower level. “This is a magnificent house,” Tony said, his voice soft with admiration.
“My father designed and built it. I’ve added to it. First the atrium and basement—for me—and then more bedrooms because I thought Sherry and William would move in.”
“The wing we’re staying in?” Bryce asked.
Deborah nodded. “Yes.”
She turned toward the stairs. “Bryce, you’ve seen the basement, but I’ll show you my rooms and the security control room now, if you’d like.”
“Definitely,” said Bryce, following her down. “This way,” she said, her feet fast on the open plank stairs. At the bottom, she turned left, going up to what seemed a blank wall in a dark hallway.
Flipping on more recessed lighting, she opened the hidden panel and gave them a quick, cursory glimpse of her bedroom, which sat behind and connected to her study, but was accessible by the doorway in this hallway, as well as from a couple other hidden access points.
“Big,” Bryce said.
“I like big and roomy,” she said. “I lived in a closet too many years.” She moved further down the hall, and, keying a quick code into a wall pad, she opened another door at the very end. “This is my private atrium,” she said, turning on footlights only, then ushering them into a big, tile-floored, garden-like room with double-story walls and a ceiling that was mostly windows. Those unscreened windows were open to the evening.
The cricket chirps and frog calls stopped instantly, and there was a soft scurry and scrabbling of tiny feet as the night creatures living there dove for cover at the intrusion of humans strange to their senses. Birds peeped from their sleeping perches in the half-sized trees. There was the sound of running, dripping water.
A squawk brought black wings near. Tony ducked as a crow swooped over him, its clawed feet reaching for Deborah’s shoulder. When the bird settled, she introduced him. “Meet Regal,” she said, “King of Morning.”
The bird tilted a head toward the newcomers. Then, canting one eye toward each man in turn, Deborah watched intently as the bird looked directly into, first, Tony’s, then Bryce’s eyes. The bird was measuring them through that window to the mind and soul. To Bryce, specifically, the bird cawed loudly three times, extending his head down as he arched his cape up, half-spreading his wings in a downward curl.
Deborah laughed and stroked the bird who straightened up, re-laid its wings, and pecked at her fingers. “I don’t have any,” she whispered to him. “Later.”
The bird crackled an almost human-sounding syllable of disgust, then launched himself airborne to disappear into the dim branches of a short, thick-branched pine. “That was crow-sign for power,” she said, eyeing Bryce. “It’s a sign of recognition, respect…and, sometimes, challenge. Not challenge in this case, I don’t think,” she added, snapping off the lights as she urged them out. Closing the door, she listened for the quiet snick and whirr that meant the locking mechanism had engaged.
“He comes on his own?” Bryce asked.
“Yes. He comes and goes at will. He’s free, but he likes me.”
“Why?”
“I rescued him as a fledgling,” she said. “He knows me, but he also knows his own.”
“Where did you learn so much about animals?” Tony asked.
“I’ve lived around them all my life,” Deborah answered.
Bryce shook his head. “There’s more knowledge than just that, I think.”
Deborah nodded, canting a warning eyebrow in his direction. “Yes. There is more to it than just that, but I prefer my history kept mine.”
She was watching the black man’s eyes measure the breadth of the hall wall. He was canny. It wouldn’t take him long to figure out there was more hallway than the rooms they’d seen. So she showed him.
Through another hidden door lay one of three stairways that dropped down beneath the house. This one was isolated from the basement except for secret doors that connected to the gym, to her bedroom and to the outside. “Follow me,” she said, descending to a short, cool, claustrophobic hall barely three feet wide that ended at a steel door and a reinforced concrete vault beyond. Inside, a bank of monitors showed the house exterior and the property from varied angles and heights. Bryce whistled and sat down in one of two chairs, choosing the one in front of the main keyboard. Tony leaned back against the wall, his arms crossed.
Deborah unlocked it and told Bryce to go ahead and play, bringing up a menu on one of the working screens set at a thirty degree angle into the desktop. She motioned Tony to take the other chair, then watched as they began exploring the system, their fingers tentative.
“What’s this?” Bryce said, turning toward her, his finger pointing to a shield-like icon.
“Try it,” she said.
The big man smiled in genuine pleasure. “I’m almost afraid to,” he said, but he tapped the screen anyway, watching the monitors closely.
There was a grating sound, then, immediately, the sound of metal sliding against metal somewhere above them—of clanging, clicking, and whirring. Then all fell silent.
“Wow.”
“I thought you’d appreciate it,” Deborah said, her fingers pointing to various monitors. Everything is locked down, the entire perimeter of the house and immediate grounds locked behind another double fence. There’s a high voltage charge running through both fences, plus through the water in the trench between them.”
“The water under the bridge we came over just before the garage and house,” Tony said. “Right?”
“Yes,” Deborah acknowledged. “The ditch is designed to prevent vehicle access, and the charge can get hot enough, if the computer sensors warrant it, to incinerate rope and turn cable red hot. It will electrocute if the computer deems the intruder hostile and human or human-controlled. There’s also an invisible fence that carries a debilitating electric charge. The whole thing cost me a mint to build, but, in its time, it was one of the most fail-safe of systems. This one is outdated, but later models of this same system are some of the best in the world. The newest are impenetrable to breaching by tanks or hand-held rockets.
“What if the power goes out?” Tony asked, his face dark.
“Even if the power goes out, there are fall-back generators,” Deborah answered.
“Who designed it?” Bryce asked, his voice gone husky.
“Sherry and her brother did in college. They were both in engineering. He was a mechanical engineer. Sherry specialized in systems and was good at programming. This was all before she married Bob Lang. Greg—” Deborah’s voice broke. “Greg and Sherry wanted to develop something so safe that it was foolproof. This is designed directly from their first effective working prototype. Greg’s rights went to Sherry when he…died, and Sherry turned over all rights to me at that time, so I own a patent on both the design and the technology, but Terminal Security has the production license. I get royalties on every system they install, plus a cut of the maintenance fees. Most of the installations are bought by Saudi princes, African dictators, U.S. Senators, or British royalty.”
She pointed to another bank of monitors. “See the outermost double fence perimeter?” she asked, and, when they nodded at the lines on the live monitor, she said, “That perimeter continues around to the wilderness side. The only unfenced area borders the Selkirk National Wildlife Preserve.”
Bryce whistled. “Okay. So there’s no way out except through the main gates unless you want to take a really, really long walk.”
“There’s more than one gate. Several, in fact, located at strategic points around the property.” She pointed them out. “They all require keying by a special remote, each gate a different sequence.”
“What’s this house over here,” Bryce asked, pointing to a building on the grid that was labeled ‘G1.’
“That’s the guest house where Sandy lives.”
“Sandy?”
“My student trainer.”
“Oh.”
“And here?” asked Tony pointing to another building.
Deborah went through the schematic one building at a time, identifying individual barns, kennels, and other various outbuildings, two guesthouses, and the summer bunkhouse that shared that part of the property. “As you can see, all of the perimeter fences are doubled. All of them are under surveillance. The house perimeter itself has the highest level of protection, though. We’re safe from everyone and everything except military hardware and nuclear, chemical, or biological weaponry and radiation, but I wouldn’t want to live through those scenarios, anyway, and the U.S. military has no reason to bother me. In fact, they use my system.”
Bryce turned around to look at her. “So what are you so afraid of?” he asked bluntly.
“I’m not so much afraid as I am leery of greedy, jealous people,” Deborah said. “People are cruel. And mean. They want to destroy anything and everything that isn’t under their immediate control. And they don’t like anyone who is different. I’m different.”
“That you are,” Bryce agreed.
“This is a bunker, isn’t it,” Tony put in, his head bobbing toward a wall.
“Yes. But only to protect the system. I have no intention of locking myself down in a hole.”
He nodded. “So this is a very large chunk of land without any neighbors at all, right?”
Deborah nodded. “Yes. I bought out the neighborhood and had all but a couple of the homes dismantled. The fewer neighbors I have, the happier I am.”
“We’re forty miles from town, and more than fifteen miles up a private road. I’d say you’re pretty safe,” Bryce said.
“Nowhere is safe anymore from man’s encroachment on one’s privacy,” Deborah replied. “They watch us from space.”
“Yeah, but there’s the down side,” Tony said. “No neighbors around to help in case of trouble.”
“Before the system…which, by the way, was all built, except for the perimeter fences, as a spec system for customers, not for me, I had people sneaking in to try to burn me out, hurt my animals—you name it. I haven’t had any problems since that I needed help with. At least till William happened,” Deborah said. “So now I have you for help.”
“There’s fire. There’s breaking a leg. There’s earthquakes.”
Reaching out, she hit the key pattern that put the system through its demo. On the monitors, lights came on. “Those are hooked to motion sensors and microphones,” she said. The computer analyzes what it receives from the sensors and decides whether lights, electrification, lasers, or… .” She hit another keystroke and the monitors showed sprinklers begin to spray the exterior of the house down. “…Other kinds of protection are needed, depending on the situation. The computer will even call 911 and send in the analysis of problems if I’m unable to key off the failsafe properly. It records my use of my master remote, and Sandy or I have to check in every morning and every evening by special cell or by manually keying into the system. If it decides I’m missing or in trouble, it calls in a report for the Sheriff’s Office to make a check,” she said.
Tony brightened. “I remember one of those last year. There was this weird electronic call to Dispatch. That was you?”
Deborah nodded. “I got that flu that was going around and passed out. Didn’t report in. It called 911, and, the SO—” Her eyes reached for Tony’s. “…You guys came. The next thing I knew I was in the hospital.”
Bryce looked at Tony. “So how did you get in?”
He grinned. “It gives Dispatch a temporary override code, but you have to show the magnetic ID strip on your badge which it then checks against the National Registry before you can get the outer gates to open, then the inner ones. Then you get to the door pad where you have to have your finger-print match your N.R. ID before entering a code. The instructions are pretty specific, and it repeats them twice only, so you just hope that Dispatch gets it right. Woolsey came with and did the honors to make sure nobody got zapped but him.”
Bryce’s eyebrows skewed. “Did he get zapped?”
“Nope,” Tony said, grinning.
“Right. Looks like all the bases have been covered,” he said, “…Outside. What about in, besides the check-in?”
“The place has the latest in locks. There’s fire, heat, and smoke detection, even building continuity checks, flood detection—so on. The system calls 911 if it determines it’s an emergency, while the sprinkler heads work to stop fires,” she said, pointing overhead. “But I don’t like being watched. With only me and Sandy here, I didn’t put in more than minimal internal surveillance… .” She touched a combination into the keyboard. “…On the external entries and the windows.”
“Too bad no interior surveillance,” Tony said. “It would help.”
Bryce nodded. “We really need it, Deb,” he said. “Even if the things in that letter aren’t true.”
Deborah stiffened.
“I’m looking at all angles,” Bryce said, his eyes level on her. “What if William isn’t as bad as that letter indicates? What if Sherry—”
“Made it up,” Deborah snapped.
“Yes.”
“She didn’t.”
A big sigh escaped Bryce. “What if someone else did it? Maybe the husband?”
Deborah’s head was shaking side to side, first slowly, then a bit faster, accelerating in its denial of what the man said. With a snap, Deborah caught herself and stopped the action. She took a breath, icy control claiming the rising emotional violence his words had sparked. Rational mind reclaimed its voice, and Deborah weighed what Bryce suggested. It was possible. “Okay. I will admit the possibility. But you also have to allow the possibility that what Sherry wrote was truth.”
Bryce nodded, the action slow and small. “Deal. So house surveillance is agreed on?”
“Yes,” she said. “But not my rooms.”
“Even your rooms,” Tony said. “Everything.”
Again, Bryce nodded. “And we have to make the wing totally secure. You’ve locked the world out, but our trouble lives inside.”
“No surveillance in my rooms, but I’ll have workmen start on the rest of your requests as soon as possible,” Deborah said.
Rising with a sigh, Bryce said, “Your rooms, too, Deborah. Okay? I mean it’s only fair since you’ll be able to see us.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“I won’t have it.”
“You hired us to protect you. Now trust us on this.”
“I have a question,” Tony said, breaking in. “You said the whole system is run from here or from remotes, right?”
Deborah nodded.
“And the remote is a basic cell phone?”
“It’s a special cell phone with a lot of enhancements. It’s why all cell signals are jammed inside the perimeter and a ways beyond. I don’t want arbitrary signals keying something by accident.”
“Can we have the code sequences and some remotes?” he asked.
Deborah shook her head, then paused, rethinking her snap decision. She looked them in the eye. “I don’t know. …Maybe. I have to think about it. I keep it all in my head. You’d have to do the same.”
“Okay.”
“It goes without saying that William can’t know any of it or get his hands on a remote, not that we would ever map his retina and fingerprint.”
“True.”
“I’ll think about it,” she said, her doubt loud even to her ears. “That’s all I’ll promise.”
“Fair enough,” Bryce said.
To her left, Deborah saw a light start blinking. She frowned and, reaching over, touched a button. “The water’s been shut down,” she said. “And the power to your wing. Something’s happening,”
“Shit!”—Tony.
When they got upstairs to the kitchen, the distinct sound of running water could be heard over the quiet beep of a house alarm. “What the—” Bryce said, jerking open the hallway door. Water flooded out around his feet, running like a river into the kitchen.
“Did you lock him in the bathroom?” Tony asked.
“I did,” Bryce said. “I cuffed him to the plumbing.”
“Oh, boy. He must have turned the faucets on,” Tony said. “Deb, have you got some flashlights handy?”
“On it.”
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER EIGHT
Broken Pipes and Bones
The beams of their flashlights showed the boy sitting soaked, bloody, and shivering in two inches of water. The bathroom was a mess of bent and broken pipes with chunks and chips of shattered porcelain fixtures jumbled in the mix. The ceramic tiles covering the floor were mostly solid though. “There’s a floor drain under the sink,” Deborah said.
“There was,” Bryce said. “It’s plugged.”
Handing over big DEWALT® battery-operated trouble lights housed in waterproof casings, she waited, holding her flashlight steady for the men to see by while they worked to anchor them to the towel rack and shower curtain rod. “Try these boots on for size,” she said. “I hope they fit.”
The one’s she brought for Tony were okay, but Bryce couldn’t fit the other pair. He wore a thirteen, he told her. “I’ll go get some garbage bags and tape,” Deborah said, turning back to slog her way down the hallway to the kitchen.
When she returned, the trouble lights showed the damage. The kid had been thorough, breaking the toilet, sink, tub, and shower tiles using pipes that he’d managed to break or unscrew as missiles or clubs. The walls had holes knocked through them, and Deborah saw that water had flooded through, the drywall already showing where it was absorbing it. Leaving the men, she checked the bedrooms to either side. Puddles lay in a spreading pool on the wood floors, the throw rugs—white—soaked to sopping, the bedspreads—also white—wicking up dirty water.
Why dirty? she wondered. With a sneaking hunch, she bent over and sniffed. Faintly, she smelled fetidness.
Returning to the bathroom, she saw that, yes, back behind William, the water seemed murkier. “Stop,” she said quietly. “We need to get masks and better gloves on. Now.”
Tony looked at her strangely.
“He shit in the water. It’s behind him.”
The boy started laughing, a maniacal sound. Disregarding him, Deborah looked straight at Tony. “There are surgical gloves in the pantry off the kitchen. You’ll see the door. There are also surgical masks in there. Get them.”
He nodded and climbed over the debris, slipping past her in the doorway. As his sloshing steps faded, she looked toward Bryce. “I’m going to get a hose and some floor squeegees,” she said. “You can come with me.”
“I’ll stay with the boy,” the big man said.
“No. Let him steep in his own excrement. I don’t want to chance any of us getting hurt by him. He’s deep into his own dark rapture, right now. He was just waiting until we discovered the full extent of his perversion.”
Bryce looked at the giggling boy, then at Deborah. “I’ll move over to the doorway, away from him, but I’m staying,” he said.
And if he throws something? What if you don’t duck fast enough? She didn’t say it, though. No sense giving the boy new ideas. She said, “Okay,” hoping that she wasn’t going to regret it.
Hurrying as best she could without chancing a fall on the slippery, wet floor, Deborah was entering the kitchen as Tony was coming out of the pantry, his hands full of gloves and masks. “I’m getting some tools and a hose. Bryce is still down there,” she said, worry causing her to hurry both her feet and her voice.
Tony nodded, a half-smile coming to his lips. “Don’t worry. Bryce will be okay.”
“You think I’m over-reacting.”
“He’s twelve, Deborah.”
“He’s a killer,” she said huskily. “He’s deranged, and that scares me.”
“Bryce is a big boy,” Tony said. “So am I.”
Anger reared inside Deborah. He thought her foolish. So did Bryce. She shook her head at him and banged out the back door, the screen door hitting so hard that it bounced back at her. Her hand came up as a matter of course, warding it, and it banged back again, its momentum halved. She sprinted toward the garage and the domestic tool shed inside. Grabbing a hose, a faucet fitting, two floor squeegees, a drain snake, and a plumbers’ tool, she locked the shed back up after getting the cumbersome squeegees cross-teed in the door, not once, but twice. By the time she’d re-locked the garage, she was swearing at herself for having the ‘slow-and-clumsies.’
Back to the house at a trot with the tools, she managed the door and hallway without cross-teeing the squeegees in the doorframes again. Boots sloshing in the standing water, she headed toward the light glowing from the bathroom.
The men were hauling broken porcelain out. William was still anchored to the fallen sink. “We’re going to need some tools,” Bryce said. “Like a pipe wrench if you have one.”
“I do.” Deborah silently fumed at herself for not thinking of it. She laid down the tools she had brought and headed back out.
“Two, if you have them. Or a large set of channel locks.”
“I’ll bring the whole tool kit,” she called back over her shoulder, and she did. With a wheelbarrow to help her. “There,” she said, plopping the barrow down outside the door. There was noticeably less water in the hall. “I’ve got channel locks, pipe wrenches, chain wrench grippers… .”
Tony came over and grabbed what he needed, including a hacksaw. “We’ve got the drain open. William stuffed your towels down it.”
“How nice.”
“They’re ruined.”
“He can use them, then.”
Tony shook his head and was just about to say something when Deborah screamed, “NO!” and leaped past him to land one-footed, side-kicking to intercept a sharp, fist-sized broken chunk of porcelain William released overhand toward Bryce’s head. Her foot caught just the edge of it, enough to tip its trajectory. But Deborah felt something spring inside her foot. She landed hard on one buttock and thigh, purposely laying over to avoid further stress on the hurt foot, the feces-tainted water sploshing up. Bryce, his eyes rolling, lunged sideways, reacting late, but enough. The piece dropped harmlessly with a loud, wet clunk and snap that meant more ceramic floor tile had cracked.
Tony was already in motion, a booted foot striding right over the top of Deborah’s head to anchor in front of her. She heard a yelp and saw Bryce jerk another set of cuffs from his belt. The kid was alternately laughing and screaming as Bryce maneuvered him prone and slapped it on, anchoring William’s free hand to his already shackled one. “Should have done this first thing,” he said, his basso voice a forced pleasant. The kid was kicking him repeatedly, shoed feet viciously connecting with Bryce’s back and sides, but the big man acted like he didn’t feel a thing. Deborah knew better.
“I’m going for some leg shackles in my room,” Tony said.
“Get her out of here,” Bryce ordered.
She shook her head. “I’ll manage myself.”
“Good,” Tony said. “I’ll be back in seconds.”
He was back in moments as he’d said, Deborah just making it, sliding on her butt, over to the doorway. He gave her a hand, and she took it, grabbing the door frame for support. By the time she was upright, balanced on her good foot, Bryce and Tony had hack-sawed through the pipe and shackled the boy’s feet, sliding a chain from his ankles to another chain now snapped around his waist. They rolled him to sitting, and Bryce stood back, hands on hips, surveying his charge. “There you go,” he said. “All trussed up and nowhere to go.”
The boy spit at him, thick globs of milky saliva too heavy to get airborne dribbling down his chin. “I hate you, Nigger! I’ll kill you all,” he screamed, his voice cracking with emotion’s violence.
Deborah was shocked to see the kid’s eyes half-rolled up in his head. She’d seen this rage in dairy bulls, but never humans. William’s temper was way beyond even hers. Somehow, that made her feel just a bit more on the normal side of strange, though not much. She still knew that, without her strict self-discipline and training, it could be her sitting there trussed in chains, drooling spit and screaming epithets.
“I doubt it,” Bryce said grinning at the boy. “You’re nothing but an overgrown two-year-old. By tomorrow, you’ll have completely forgotten this. Unfortunately for you, we won’t.”
He turned to Deborah. “That dog kennel you mentioned? I think we might need it tonight.”
She nodded, suddenly exhausted and very much feeling the intense pain throbbing up her leg from her foot. She only hoped it was no worse than a bad bone bruise. A broken foot could mean a cast, and even surgery and pins—no show season, no sales or leases, no new horses or students in to train.
“He might need stitches for that cut on his arm,” Tony said.
“Get me to my surgery.”
“Surgery?”
“Yes. Don’t ask. Just leave this mess. We’ll deal with it tomorrow.”
“I’m for that,” Bryce said. “Daylight and a new beginning for this child. It’s time to consider that slightly stricter environment that Deborah has in mind. And we need to plan. …After we lick our wounds.”
That was the first inking Deborah had that Bryce was really hurt, not just bruised. “Bryce?” she asked, noting for the first time the heavy beads of sweat on the man’s forehead.
“I think he broke some ribs,” he said.
“Okay. Do we need an ambulance?”
“He’s dying, he’s dying,”—William.
“Shut that kid up, Tony,” Deborah snapped. “Before I do.”
That silenced the kid, and Deborah realized that he just might be truly afraid of her.
“I don’t think so,” Bryce answered, again grinning. “I’ve been moving pretty good with it, and I’m not dead yet.”
“Okay. No coughing any blood?”
“No.”
Deborah led the way, using the wall for support. Bryce paced her, his breathing raspy. Tony came last, dragging, then carrying two-hundred-pound William fireman-style, the kid wiggling, screaming, and squirming, a blanket ripped from his bed wrapped around the boy, chains, and all.
From the mudroom closet, Deborah grabbed a pair of crutches for herself. “Never did take these back, and now I’m glad I didn’t. The surgery is adjacent to the main horse barn. This way.”
The security lights blinked on, tracking them as they made their way across the yard, the boy finally going limp and quiet. Nearing the barn area, Deborah paused to dig her cell phone out, hold it near her face, touch the surface, then key a code in. What seemed silent just before suddenly became more so.
“Was that the fence?” Tony asked.
“William doesn’t need to know, so don’t talk about it.”
“I think he’s asleep,” Tony said.
“I don’t care.” If she could have, she would have kicked him. She couldn’t, so she just crutched on, maneuvering herself through the gates and keying open the surgery door. Inside, she flipped a switch, rotating to horizontal what looked like a vertical eight-by-eight foot, two inch thick, solid metal wall. “Put the boy there, and use the straps to keep him there. No arguments. Bryce, you park yourself over on the lab stool. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
In her drug room, Deborah plopped herself in a chair and eased the boot off her injured foot. After exploring it, she grabbed a bottle and a syringe, plunged a dose of Novocain into it. She gasped. In her haste, she got too close to bone. “Damned kid. And I’ve got shows.” But she was relieved. The bones felt solid.
She dropped her clothes and pulled on a pair of lab overalls. Rummaging through a drawer of bandages, she found a cotton cast liner and pulled it on over her foot before sliding the rubber boot back on. The foot was now blissfully numb, which would make walking tricky, but it was better than crutches.
She took a breath, then eased her weight down, trying the foot. It held fine, no shooting pains. She’d been lucky. It wasn’t broken. At least she hoped it wasn’t. Now to get the boy patched up, and Bryce and her into Emergency. First, though, she pulled out a scratch pad, scribbled something on it, twice—two different codes—and tore it in half. Then she opened a small combination safe to extract two electronic devices, coded them, and slipped one into each pocket along with the strips of paper.
Emerging, she saw William watching her, utterly silent, his amazingly clean face slack-lipped. But there was a twitch above his left eye.
Tony, standing by, also watched her, his eyes neutral, his mouth a line. She glanced his way, intensely aware that he distrusted her with the boy. “I need to see the cut on William’s arm,” she said.
He pulled a set of keys out, slipping one into the hole on the handcuff bracelet. It snicked open, spring-loaded, and Tony’s quick grip imprisoned the arm, turning it slightly for her to see.
“The cut is superficial. But it’s bound to be contaminated. I’ve got to clean and disinfect it,” she said, speaking to Tony. She looked at the boy, studying him for other signs of damage—lesions, scrapes, the like. “Plus, he probably needs a hepatitis shot. We’re going to have to take him in.”
“I got one in school before Christmas,” William said.
Deborah about jumped out of her skin. The voice that spoke was that of a normal boy—a mature, rational, normal boy. “Okay,” she said. “That’s a good thing.”
“Is it going to hurt?”
“It doesn’t have to. I’ll get some topical anesthetic so it doesn’t hurt so much, but it will still sting.”
“I’ll hold still.”
She nodded, watching the boy’s eyes. They were steady on hers, never wavering, never dropping, never once avoiding. Multiple personalities? she wondered, and this is the more normal child? What she said was, “Good.”
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER NINE
After Midnight
William’s lip quivered, and tears flooded his eyes despite her use of spray-on numbing, but, true to his word, he held still as Deborah scrubbed the wound, then poured hydrogen peroxide laced with over-the-counter topical antibiotic over it. Instead of bandaging it, she used thin butterfly adhesives, then sprayed a breathable chem-bandage over the entire area.
He surprised her further when he shuffle-walked without fuss to the bathroom for a shower, Tony with him. After, dressed in a pair of woven paper, disposable coveralls, he shuffled, chains clanking, to his “cell,” a box Deborah pointed to that was a six-by-twelve foot stall where he’d be locked up for the night. “I’ll get a sleeping bag for him,” she told Tony once the steel barred door was locked.
William settled himself down on the rubber-coated floor without a peep. The only thing the boy said was, “Can you turn the heat on? I’m cold.” He was shivering.
Deborah nodded. “Yes.”
“You wouldn’t happen to have an extra sleeping bag, would you?” Tony asked.
“Why?”
“I’m planning on using the cage across the way,” Tony said, pointing to one of four similarly rubber-floored stand-up stalls Deborah used for the larger variety of sick and injured animals around the place. Solid-walled cement on both sides, the rectangular cubicles held no escape, unless you were a snake or mouse capable of slipping through the heavy-gauge, plastic-coated metal mesh that proofed both the top twelve feet up and the inside of the steel-barred doorways on either end.
“You’d be more comfortable in the box stall,” Deborah said, pointing to one of two twelve-by-sixteen’s on the end. “You could use the sling rigging and string up a hammock from the yard,” she said.
“A sleeping bag is fine,” he said, smiling, and Deborah wondered how the man kept his spirits. She was exhausted, irritable, grumpy, and more than ready to turn the whole project over to the state. After just one day of William, she felt overwhelmed and devastated.
“Can I have a glass of water?”
Deborah rolled her eyes sideways toward the subject of her misery. “You can have a paper cup of water,” she said.
“Please.”
“Right.” Not thinking, she turned on her heel, yelping as her foot gave notice that the Novocain was wearing thin. Hobbling out, she met Bryce who carried the requested cup of water. “Where are the sleeping bags?” he asked.
“You’re not doing anything until a doctor sees you,” she said.
“I’ll get them, Bryce,” Tony said, coming out of the holding area. “You take it easy until you get those ribs looked at. I’ve got this boy’s ticket now. No worries.”
“You sure?” Bryce asked.
Tony grinned. “Yup. I’m going to grab a clean change of clothes.” He looked toward her. “Now where did you say those sleeping bags were, Deb?”
Deborah told him, double-checked her remote to make sure that perimeter security was still down, then watched him go, her mind marking his jaunty gait. The energy of youth—she wished she still had it.
Tony came back shortly, freshly showered and dressed in sweats. He carried two camp rolls. “I used the first floor shower. Hope you don’t mind,” he said.
Deborah shook her head. “No.”
“I pulled the strings out of the bag I’m giving William. We might have a hell of a time getting them back in, but, considering the circumstances, I don’t want him using it to try to snag the latch or something.”
“Put the lock pin in,” she said, then showed him. “I’ll tell you,” she said lowering her voice. “I’m still scared he’ll find a way to get loose, even though I know there isn’t any way out of those pens without bolt cutters, dynamite, or a sledge.”
“Well, I’m not giving him anything like that to play with, so we should be okay,” Tony said with a wink.
Deborah closed her eyes and gave her head a shake. It was just too much. It was worse than trying to outfox a rabid wolverine. A hand touched her, and she jerked, her eyes snapping open to see Bryce standing there. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’re going to take care of you and him. Trust us to make sure.”
She smiled, or, rather, tried to. She felt weak-kneed as she walked back to the surgical area with him. “I’m trying,” she said, once she thought them out of earshot. “But, honestly, I’m really scared.” She stopped, reconsidering her words, her eyes finding his. “No,” she said. “The truth is I’m terrified.”
“Well, you don’t show it,” Bryce said. “You’re a gutsy lady. And quick. I’d have a lot more to worry about now if it wasn’t for you and those quick-witted legs of yours,” he said pointing to her injured foot. “It isn’t broken, I hope.”
“I don’t think so,” she said, “but you and I are both going for x-rays at Emergency. It could be just a green fracture. If it’s actually broken, and I’m headed for a visit to an orthopedist, I need to find out now, before I make it worse. …Tony, we’re leaving,” she called.
“I’ll wait till they’re both settled,” Bryce said.
“I want to put the security back up before we go. If you stay, I have to, too.”
He gave her a “so sad” look—a crooked half smile, his head tilting sideways a bit—and leaned back against the counter. “Then I guess we both wait.”
Luckily, it only took Tony minutes to settle the boy in. He removed the shackles, Bryce looking on, then snapped the lock shut after slipping a roll of toilet paper in along with a plastic pail from which he removed the handle. “All set,” he said. Leave the counter light on and the light in the bathroom if you would.”
“You got the pager?” Bryce asked.
“Yep.”
“Oh!” She’d forgotten. Deborah pulled one of the electronic instruments out of her pocket along with the strip of paper. She put her finger to her lips. Then, keying in her master code, held the device up to Bryce’s right eye, and touched a button. The device whirred. Then she took his left index finger and touched it to a small indentation on the face. Silently, beckoning Tony, she did the same, then showed them both how to operate it, along with where the help features were. “Memorize, then destroy the paper,” she whispered. Then, specifically to Tony, she said, “I don’t like leaving you here, you know…alone with him.”
“We’ll be okay,” Tony said. “Honest.” He grinned then. “I mean, where’s he going to go, and what’s he going to do locked inside like he is?”
“Okay,” she said, and snapped out the overheads, leaving on the requested counter and bathroom lights along with small foot lights that, by themselves, glowed just enough to be able to navigate the cement vault without running into a wall.
She and Bryce checked all the doors, making sure they were locked, then slipped out. Outside, as she passed her mental marker, she re-engaged the security, then hobbled over to the kennels and let the dogs out. The Shepherds joyously greeted her before bounding off into the darkness and Hood immediately went to heel at her knee, all wiggles in his joy to finally have his usual spot back.
“How do the dogs get through the zapper fences?” Bryce asked.
Deborah laughed. “They know where the openings are. It isn’t solid, Bryce. It’s a maze.”
“So what happens if something goes down, and I have to get over to Tony in a hurry?” Bryce asked as they reached the house.
Deborah eyed him. “You use your remote,” she said, repeating her instructions on its use. “And your pagers won’t work here, either, by the way. I would have thought that would be obvious. If anything ever happens, though, you should always get me. There are traps and safe zones that you won’t know about until you’re used to the place.”
“I will if there’s time,” he said. “By the way, I gave Tony the pass code to call out on the landlines.”
“Okay. I’ll be showered and waiting in the truck in five minutes flat.” But, with the foot, it took her seven. Bryce took ten.
. . .
Bryce’s x-rays showed cracked, not broken ribs. Old Doc Marsh taped the ribs, even though modern medical convention dictated doing nothing. “You’re not to do anything physical for at least two weeks,” he said. “If you feel a twinge or even the hint of one, it means you’re doing too much. Take the tape off in five to seven days.”
Deborah’s x-rays, taken from two angles on a split plate, showed nothing but the hazy thickening of mushy white that meant an intraosseous fracture. “Looks like it’s only a bone bruise,” Marsh said to her. “You were very lucky.”
“How can you tell?” Bryce asked. “I don’t see anything.”
Deborah pointed. “Right here, and here. The slight change in shading,” she said.
The doctor nodded.
“I don’t see any difference at all.”
Marsh hit ‘zoom.’ “Look here,” he said, circling with his pen the exact spot on the best view. “This shot shows it best.”
“Okay. Okay. I see what I think you mean. That’s faint.”
“Yes. But it’s enough.”
“You seem to know a lot about reading x-rays,” Bryce said, looking down at Deborah.
“She should,” Doc Marsh said with a grin. “Too bad she never took the boards.”
“You studied to be a doctor?” Bryce asked, frowning now.
“None of your business,” she said, eyeing him with what she considered her best “Don’t pursue it,” look.
He nodded and stepped back. “Okay. No personal history questions.”
Doctor Marsh chuckled as he pulled a disc containing Deborah’s x-rays from the machine, slipped it into a sleeve, then handed it to her. “This is your copy, Deb, in case you wind up having more problems and decide to go over and see your orthopedist.” He looked over at Bryce and pointed a scolding finger. “Remember. Go easy for the next few weeks. No heavy lifting, no muscle building. I know you, Bryce. You push things.”
“He’s your doctor, too?” Deborah asked, startled. She didn’t know Marsh took on new patients. He hadn’t since Deborah had graduated university.
“Yes. When I was on the force,” Bryce said. “There was a bit of prejudice in town, and Marsh was the only doctor who’d treat me.”
“That’s changed, now,” Marsh said.
“Not a lot,” Bryce retorted. “I still get trouble sometimes.”
“Okay. It’s changing, then. Now both of you go home and get some sleep. Doctor’s orders.”
“Thank you, Wally,” Deborah said. “I appreciate you coming in.”
“I don’t think the resident likes you, now,” he said. “Ruffled her ego a bit when you demanded that they call me. I appreciate it, though. The hospital is trying to ‘retire’ me.”
“Screw them,” Deborah snapped. “You’re the best GP around, and the only one I trust.”
Bryce looked at her, a whimsical expression on his face, then over at Marsh. “So there’s somebody else around she trusts, huh?” he said. “That makes—let’s see… .” He pushed up one finger, then one more. “…Two. Jim and you.”
. . .
“That comment was completely uncalled for.”
“What comment?” Bryce asked.
“That Marsh makes one of two people I trust,” Deborah said tightly as she downshifted the truck to take the turn onto the county road that would take them up to her private lane.
Bryce said nothing, and they drove in stiff silence, Hood poking his nose over Deborah’s shoulder from the back seat of the extended crew cab. When she got to the switchbacks, the dog began growling, and Deborah touched a button, snapping down the door locks.
“What do you think he’s growling about?” Bryce asked.
“I have no idea,” Deborah said as they passed the last house on the road, her voice clipped to the point of terse as she drove the tight curve of yet another switchback.
But moments later, both Bryce and Deborah gasped, Deborah jerking the wheel away, toward the outer road edge to avoid hitting a huge, hopped-up four-wheel-drive that was coming straight towards them down the wrong side of the road, its lights off.
The front driver-side wheel went over the brink, the anti-lock brakes grinding like they would tear the truck apart. Then the diesel stalled, killed because, in her panic, Deborah didn’t clutch. That’s what saved them from going over. It was the only thing.
Bryce had his cell phone out, his fingers punching numbers.
“What are you doing?” Deborah demanded.
“Calling in the license.”
“You got that?”
He grinned, then, glancing at his phone, shook his head. “I’ll have to walk down. There’s no signal.”
Deborah dug out hers and handed it to him. “I told you, my system blocks the normal bands. Try this one.”
When 911 answered, Bryce gave them the run-down and the license number. “And we need a tow truck,” he said.
“No,” Deborah said, shaking her head. “We don’t.”
Bryce frowned.
“The winch,” Deborah said.
No tow truck,” Bryce said, relaying the message. “The lady has a winch.”
When he closed the connection, Deborah motioned him out. “I need to get out on your side.”
“I’ll do it. I can run a winch,” Bryce said, his voice patient.
“Good. I’ll stay here, then, if you don’t mind. The Pull-Pal® is in the hidey if you lift the back seat.”
“The what?”
“The Pull-Pal®…the winch anchor. We don’t use trees to pull from.”
. . .
Safely home, the truck no worse for the incident, Deborah bid Bryce good night. In her room, she stripped naked. There would be a lot of cleaning up to do come morning. The very idea exhausted her.
Limping over to the her private bath, she slid the nearest glass door open, the smell of night—of wet and green and stone—overwhelming invitation. Her feet automatically avoided the creeper that had, during daylight, over-extended its reach into human walking territory. At the cistern, she eased herself onto the top granite step as she turned the valve that let the water drain into the outside garden, then, once it had, turned another that let thermal-heated water begin its rise. She just sat there for long moments, letting her mind wander, the sound of bubbling water soothing her as it filled the ten-foot-wide, twelve-foot-deep cylinder. Finally, she roused herself to head back over to the corner shower for yet another sudsing. In five-minutes, she was out again and finally feeling clean of William’s taint. Her short hair still dripping, she moved to the edge and just stepped off to plunge into the hot, effervescent water, her body shocked and instantly alive with the thrill of earth-heated mineral water boiling up around her. Her foot pain exploded into practically unbearable, and she gritted teeth together, demanding herself to endure it. Hot and cold, hot and cold, she told herself. Hot and cold. …Like William, came the thought.
She stayed submerged for as long as her lungs let her before finally surfacing to the night cool air. Kicking over to the valve, she shut it off, the silence utter as the bubbling water stopped. She sank again, dead-man-floating in the quiet, her eyes open, stinging in the slight alkalinity. The foot, throbbing now, was slowly giving up its tension, even as it swelled. She let her body go, relaxing completely.
It was a long, long time before she felt the need to find air again. When she did, she just floated, barely treading water, watching the half moon’s reflection. And she contemplated. Here was heaven—her heaven—and, somehow, she’d let the devil penetrate. It was something that she’d always sworn would never happen—not here, not ever to her and hers again. Yet, bad had come again into her life. And he was more dangerous than a stranger.
Reaching the steps, Deborah again turned a valve, this one letting fresh, icy cold water in to cool the mineral water. She let her body settle on the algae-slick surface of the steps, sticking her damaged foot into the flow. More pain overwhelmed her as the cold drove down the swelling in her foot just as fast as heat had engorged it. Her mind reached outward, away from the intolerable hurt; her eyes sought upward, into the star-filled sky above. How would Greg have handled this, she wondered.
She shook her head, tears welling in her eyes despite her resolve to squash emotion’s rise before it blossomed. It did no good to dwell on what-ifs. All she had was her own knowledge of the kind of rage and treachery the boy had already demonstrated. Today had been an eye-opener. What did tomorrow hold? What about next week? Sherry had been right when, six years ago, she’d said that William was a uniquely evil child.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER TEN
Unlikely Advocate
Woken again by habit’s ritual, Deborah’s eyes came open two hours after she’d crawled into her bed. Beside her, Hood lay on his back, feet in the air, snoring softly, his big, black body a shadow on the covers. Outside, the sky was still dark, but the high-pitched peeping of the early birds announced daybreak’s coming. Resisting the urge to roll over and drop back down sleep’s comfortable chute of ignorance, Deborah threw the covers over. Hood rolled upright, then bounded off the bed as Deborah scooted backwards on her knees to her futon’s edge, smoothing the bedclothes into order as she went. Routine must be maintained.
She winced as her injured foot caught, toes tangled in remaining folds and wrinkles. She winced more when she stepped down and put weight on it. Working out this morning was not going to be an easy thing.
Three enteric-coated aspirin later, Deborah headed, limping, Hood beside her, toward the kwoon. She thought of Tony, his desire to learn, but dismissed the idea of going to fetch him. The boy would wake, the early peace and harmony of the day shattered by his aberrance.
At the kwoon, she bowed in, her Shepherds joining Hood to lie around the edge. Instead of her usual workout, though, she spent an hour at Chi Kung, concentrating on healing her injured foot. She’d been stupid. She should have used the sole of her foot instead of the side. Now she paid the price.
Done, she hobbled over to check the well levels and, though they hadn’t dropped much, she turned the water off. It had been on some thirty-two hours. The land was wet again. Over at the barns, she turned off the perimeter security and did the morning chores. Milk and eggs collected, animals fed and their water checked, she headed back toward the kitchen. Everything was quiet.
The cats waited as she fixed their bowls, one dish each evenly spaced around the floor—fifteen in all. Then came Hood’s bowl and the two Shepherds’ food. All of them ate quietly, side-by-side, while Deborah fixed the milk, stowed the eggs, made coffee, and stirred up oatmeal. She spooned herself some, then left the rest inside the covered pot, its dial on warm. Setting bowls, bread, and toaster out, she made a phone call, left a note, and headed back over to the barns. Time to get “normal” underway around the place again.
As she passed the surgery, she felt her senses prick to guarded, but there wasn’t a sound from that direction. It was seven. She dropped the perimeter security and left it down for Tony’s sake.
Everyone was still asleep when the contractor called at eight to say that he’d take the job. He quizzed her for details, then told her he’d be out with a crew and materials tomorrow morning. Sandy came in a few minutes later, and Deborah met her in the drive and told her about the night’s escapades. “I’ll take care of things at the barn. Just go get that foot up and get some sleep,” Sandy urged. Grateful, Deborah limped back to the house, sure that someone would be stirring. They weren’t.
It was eight-thirty when Deborah crawled back into bed, Hood snuggling in beside her, happy to be her best pal again. But her respite was short-lived. She was startled awake some two hours later to the sound of breaking glass and house alarms. Hood woofed, then bounded down, scratching at the door and whining.
She pulled on her jeans, shoveled on her slouch-arounds, then jammed up the access code in her haste and used the door through the atrium to get out. Hood bounded ahead, but Deborah was right behind him as yelling in the kitchen mingled with the whooping sirens that meant house security was breached. Pulling out her cell phone, she coded “HOLD” to stop the call to 911.
The commotion was in the kitchen. Hood stood stock still in the doorway, one ear flat, one canted over, a confused dog just watching, whining, and occasionally grumbling a growl on his breath. He cast his head back toward her, his eyes showing white. Deborah pushed past him, another disaster scene branding itself into her brain—a kitchen chair jammed through the window over the sink, a kitchen faucet broken off and spraying water, Tony backed against the wall by the garbage can with his arm around William’s neck, his other hand on the boy’s forehead…blood.
Tony’s voice: “Let go, you little twerp.”
Two voices, one a woman’s, one a man’s, yelling somewhere outside.
Banging—the door.
Deborah’s mind, dry and stark from sleep, began a chant “move, move, move, move” in time with the whoops of the alarm.
She did. Five paces to the front of William whose eyes were bloodshot, irises dark and pupils dilated, and her right hand’s thumb and forefinger pinched off his nostrils. The knuckle of her folded left thumb popped him lightly on the nerve where mandible and maxillary met.
The boy gasped, sucking air through his clenched, bloody teeth, but he didn’t let go, his bite deep into Tony’s forearm. Still holding his nostrils shut, Deborah popped him in the solar plexus with a palm heel delivered low enough not to harm him, but guaranteed to shock his system, and he doubled over, Tony’s body following. The boy’s mouth opened in a gasp. Quick fingered, Deborah loosed the flesh stuck in William’s teeth, and Tony swept the boy’s legs from under him, putting him down softly, then flipping him face down to straddle him. “Thanks,” he gasped.
“I warned you. You didn’t listen,” Deborah said, pulling out the cell-remote again to shut down the alarms and clear the still pending 911 call.
The boy moaned. Soon he would begin to scream. “I’m going to let Bryce in,” Deborah said, eyeing the chair shoved through the window. How did a short, fat, wimpy boy pick up a chair and shove it through a double-paned, wire-reinforced window?
. . .
Tony drove himself into Emergency. Bryce locked William back inside the surgery. Sandy mopped up, and, when Bryce got back, he extracted the kitchen chair from where it was jammed through the broken window. He got a kitchen towel to protect his hand and started picking glass. “At this rate, we’re going to run out of plumbing,” Deborah said. “What happened?”
“We’ll have to wait for Tony to get back to learn that,” Bryce said. “I went out to get my wallet out of your truck and heard the glass break and the alarms go off. Then I couldn’t get in.”
He scowled at her. “We’ve got to fix that!”
“Use the cell-remote I gave you,” she replied.
“I tried. You’ll have to show me again.”
Deborah nodded. “Sandy should have thought of it,” she said, glancing toward the young woman who studiously kept mopping. And Deborah knew why. Sandy had dropped the perimeter security, then left her remote in the tack room, even though, repeatedly, she’d been warned to strap it to her belt.
“I can’t imagine what the hospital is thinking with three of us in there inside of twenty-four hours,” Bryce said. Worry clouded his face. He picked glass.
Sure enough, Tony came home with both a social worker and a uniformed cop with him. The deputy whistled, seeing the damage. The social worker asked where “the boy” was.
“Locked up in the animal surgery,” Deborah said. “It’s the safest place for him until we get the house fixed.”
“He did all this damage?”
Deborah looked to Tony. “I was asleep,” she said limping over to a chair to take the strain off her foot, Hood coming over to sit down beside her. “You’ll have to ask Tony.” She patted Hood, and he tipped into her, then laid his head on her thigh with a dog groan.
“You were injured last night, right?” the cop said, eyeing her.
So they had already taken Tony’s statement. “Yes,” she answered. “William tore up the bathroom in the guest wing last night.” Deborah pointed down the hall. “Bryce got cracked ribs. I got a hurt foot out of the deal.”
The cop jotted something down and nodded.
Deborah was trying to place the man. His face was familiar—vaguely.
“And how did the injuries happen?” he asked.
Deborah finally recognized him—Gerry Baker. He’d been in her self-defense seminar last winter getting his black belt recertified. “I deflected a chunk of broken toilet porcelain the boy threw at Bryce’s head.” Deborah looked at the social worker. The woman wasn’t making any judgments yet, but her eyebrows were arching higher and higher. “Let me get William’s file for you,” she said.
The woman nodded, her mouth grim. Deborah got up and limp-shuffled toward her study, Hood beside her. The lady followed. “How bad is your foot?” she asked softly.
“Bone bruise, but it’s really sore because things keep happening that make me have to use it the way it doesn’t seem to like,” Deborah answered, a hiccup start of a giggle gurgling in her throat. She was too tired, too sore, and too overwhelmed. She was close to hysteria, and she knew it. She did not need to give the social worker even more ammunition, but the fact was laughter was bubbling up inside of her, and that laughter would give way to sobbing tears and wailing if she didn’t get a handle on herself. She palmed her thumb, putting pressure on the joint. That sobered her a bit—enough. The feelings ebbed.
At the wall, she leaned into it, slipped the key in, and coded it open. “Might as well come in. Everybody else has,” she said as the wall slid back. Stepping through, she yelped as she set her foot down wrong.
“Why don’t you sit down. Please. By the way, my name is Teresa Selter.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Deborah answered. “Let me get the file, then we can both sit.” Unlocking the file cabinet, then tapping in the combination sequence on the drawer, Deborah pulled out William’s official records. She turned and handed the substantial bundle over to the waiting woman, then slid into her desk chair.
The woman took a seat nearest the windows, opened the file, and began leafing through it. “Wow.” Then again: “Wow.” She looked up. “He should be institutionalized,” she said. “Knifing, repeated arson, killing dogs, pushing his nanny down the stairs! This child is extremely disturbed and dangerous.”
That comment surprised Deborah. It could be a trap. “He has been institutionalized,” she said. “Several times.”
“Where?”
“I don’t recall the names, but they’re in there,” Deborah said. “After each major incident, I think. Brain scans, psychiatric evaluations—the whole gig.” Then, “His family had influence and money, so… .” Deborah left the rest unsaid. She played with a pen on a memo pad, scribbling circles around circles, then, when she’d blackened the area, she branched off to start another sequence on a clean spot.
“Why did you take the boy?”
Deborah flicked her eyes up. The question surprised her. “He was willed to me,” she said. “I’m his godmother, and Bob and Sherry willed his care to me if something ever happened to them.” Deborah shrugged and dropped her eyes back to the scratch pad. “Something happened. Bob and Sherry died, and the courts agreed with the stipulations in the will.”
“Why did you agree?”
Deborah sighed, looked up again, and saw the woman watching her closely.
“To be his godmother?”
“To take him after his parents died.”
“Because no one else would, and I promised.”
“Sherry was… .”
The question was not only odd, it was absolutely idiotic.
Hold your temper.
Deborah swallowed. “William’s mother,” she said.
“Yes, but what was she to you?”
That did it. That was the last straw. Tears broke, streaming down Deborah’s face, a sob escaping clamped lips. Deborah threw hands up over her face. “Oh, gawd, no! No! Don’t cry, you stupid wimp!”
Hood’s head shoved its way into her lap, his snout pushing, shoving, his breath blowing. A whimper, then a demanding paw scraping down her thigh… . Deborah reached a hand down. The dog licked and whined, put both forefeet on her lap and shoved his head up right into hers, bonking her nose with his hard skull. “Ow, Hood.” But it helped. She rubbed his ears.
“I’m Tony’s adviser,” Teresa said. “And I know Bryce, too. …Just so you know.”
Pushing Hood down, Deborah opened a drawer and grabbed a couple of tissues from a box she stored there. She wiped her eyes…swallowed brine.
“What was Sherry to you?”
She thinks you’re a dyke, and Sherry was your lover. “My best friend in high school and college,” Deborah said. “We double-dated together. We were nerds together. And she introduced me to my future husband—”
“Husband?”
“Fiancé. He died two weeks before our wedding,” Deborah said. “Killed.” Murdered. “Sherry’s unacknowledged half-brother.” Another sob escaped, and Deborah again folded her thumb under, gripping it so hard the joint popped.
Teresa sat back in her chair. She closed the file lying in her lap. “Ms. Rheinhart,” she said. “Do you think the three of you can handle this boy?”
Deborah laughed, a halting half-gulp, then said, “No. I don’t. But I’m…we’re sure trying.”
“Okay. Good. That’s realistic. Tony has seen this file?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Deborah said. “Bryce has, I know. But I don’t know if Tony ever read it. …In fact, I don’t think he did. It was during negotiations for their help, and Tony sat in the car with William while Bryce worked out the contract details with Jim.”
“Jim… .”
“Thornton. He’s a friend and my attorney.”
Teresa nodded. “May I borrow this file and a private room?” she asked. “Tony and I need to talk.”
“You can use this room,” Deborah said, starting to get up.
“Do you have another? This one is obviously your private office.”
“The library,” Deborah suggested.
“The library would be fine.”
Teresa stood, took a step forward, then reached a hand to cover Deborah ‘s. “Tony has a few misconceptions, I think. It’s time for him to face some facts about this boy.”
Deborah hobbled back to the kitchen, surprised to see that someone, probably Bryce, had nailed up an old piece of plywood over the broken window. Teresa Selter conferenced with Tony for well over an hour, closeted in the downstairs library. Occasionally, Tony’s voice rose, but Deborah, who was now sitting at the kitchen table, couldn’t quite make out the words. Gerry and Bryce sat with her. “Teresa’s a good woman,” Bryce said. “She advocates for kids, but she’s got a level view.”
Gerry nodded. “Not like some of them,” he said.
“You mean the fat, wanna-be-mommy cows,” Deborah hissed.
Both men laughed. “That’s putting a bit of color on it, but, yeah, I guess that fits,” Baker said.
“You should have met Ann.”
Both men looked askance.
“William’s child advocate during the guardianship proceedings in Olympia,” Deborah said, rolling her eyes. “You can tell she’s never had kids of her own, but wants to, and pours it all into her work. You ever notice most of them aren’t married?”
Bryce smiled, but didn’t respond.
Gerry nodded. “I have.”
The door opened, and Teresa and Tony stepped out. “I’d like Tony to take me to see William,” she said. “If that’s all right with you?”
Deborah nodded. Gerry stood.
“Finish your coffee, Officer. I’m probably going to be awhile. I want to get William to talk to me about how he feels.”
“Want to watch a movie?” Deborah offered as they disappeared out the back door.
Both Gerry and Bryce looked at her in relief. “Sure,” Bryce said.
“In the great room. I’ll show you how to run the system. Then I’m going out to the barn to find some peace.”
. . .
Deborah was putting a seven-year-old prospect that was in for training through cavalletti, the ground bars steadying the horse’s stride before it jumped a popover crossbar set on the rail two strides after. Deborah had two similar grids set up, plus a low triple in the center of the ring, and the horse was moving well. She was about to try the triple when Teresa and Tony walked up to ringside. Deborah trotted over and reined down. “Hi, again,” she said.
“Bareback,” Teresa observed.
Deborah smiled. “No strain on the foot that way,” she said.
Teresa got right to the point. “The boy is very manipulative, then reverts to aggressive behavior when it doesn’t work. We have a group once a week. Anger management for teens. William is a bit young, but I think it would do him some good.”
Deborah nodded. Anything that could help was great with her. “What day and time?”
“It’s two hours on Wednesday, starting at one at the Health and Welfare offices.” She turned to glance at Tony, then looked back up at Deborah. “Tony has offered to take him.”
“Both Bryce and Tony will go along,” Deborah said. “I don’t want a driver distracted.”
“That’s excellent,” she replied. “We’ll expect to see William, then.” She turned to Tony. “I’ll do the paperwork to get you and Bryce credit for it,” she said. “Sonya Brisboy runs the session, and it will give you another two credit hours toward your yearly requirements.”
Tony nodded, but said nothing. He avoided Deborah’s eyes.
“Thank you for your time and for sharing your privacy, Ms. Rheinhart,” Teresa said. “Maybe next time we can meet in happier circumstances.”
Deborah watched Tony walk Teresa back to the house. “Sharing your privacy… .” It was an odd thing to say. Turning the horse, she squeezed her legs, and they trotted toward the ground bars.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER ELEVEN
“Behind My Eyes”
Tony was quiet and reserved the rest of the day and evening. He read while Bryce played a game of Scrabble® with William at the kitchen table. Deborah busied herself in her study. At bedtime, Tony and William again bedded down in the surgery. Bryce and Deborah talked until well past ten before heading for their own beds, Bryce taking the upstairs bedroom again. But Deborah couldn’t sleep. She prowled the house. She checked the grounds, the Shepherds bounding up to join her and Hood. All was quiet. Why did she feel so disturbed?
Back inside, Deborah went down to the security room to watch the monitors. She flipped them to display infrared, the Shepherds’ moving shapes identified by their implants which glowed as small blue numbers. The dogs moved at leisure, trotting here and there, sniffing, pausing to raise their heads to listen, then trotting on.
In the pastures and paddocks, the livestock, whose implants also displayed their personal IDs, were quiet. Same for the dog kennels. Nothing else moved—no bodies that didn’t belong. Still, Deborah’s neck hairs prickled. She checked the barn interiors and the clinic where William and Tony slept—the same. All was as it should be.
Beside her, Hood sat up, whined, then laid back over with a groan and a small dog sigh. Deborah checked the monitors again, her eyes flicking randomly from one to another.
“Can’t sleep?”
Deborah spun to standing so fast, her chair flew backwards on its rollers to smack against the wall, her lock-down on every bit of vulnerable humanity inside her complete and instant.
Bryce was backed against the door jam, his arms up defensively. “God, I’m sorry,” he stammered. “Relax, okay?”
With a breath, she did, reaching for the chair. Her eyes caught his. “Please don’t sneak up on me.” Then, “You’re a really quiet mover.”
“You were deep in thought, it looked like,” Bryce said, apologizing again.
Deborah shook her head. “No excuse. I’m supposed to be aware.”
Bryce pulled out the chair next to hers, spun it backwards and sat, his big arms folded. “I know you’re a top degree belt, but, God, give yourself a break, Lady. We’ve had a hard couple of days.”
Again, Deborah said, “No excuse,” and turned back to the monitors.
The silence between them stretched. “I feel disturbed,” she said. “Like there’s something hanging. Impending.”
Nodding, Bryce said, “I feel it, too. It woke me up.”
“There’s nothing,” she said, casting a hand toward the monitor bank. “I even walked the grounds.”
They stayed for an hour, just watching the screens—on regular and on infrared. Neither of them spoke again until Deborah herself broke the spell by rising. “I’m going to have to try and get some sleep.”
“I’ll stay up a little longer and keep watching. I’m wide awake.” He turned to face her. “Show me how to see inside the building where Tony and the boy are bedded down.”
Deborah went through the controls, popping on the tiny desk display where the menu of commands and a small schematic of the system and a grounds map showed in LED. “Will that help?”
“Sure will,” he said with a grin.
“Good night.”
. . .
Morning routine again brought Deborah upright between 3:30 and 4:00 AM. She did more Chi Kung, then the chores. It was seven when the contractor called to warn her they were on their way. Deborah finished up letting the stock out and headed back over to the house, sure that Bryce, Tony and William would be up and awaiting breakfast.
But they weren’t. Deborah crept upstairs and stood outside Bryce’s temporary room, smiling when she heard him snoring. Back in the kitchen, she grabbed a snack and a mug of coffee from the hotpot. Then, Hood trailing as ever, she walked down the long driveway toward the road.
Long before they were in sight, she heard the growl of diesel engines laboring and big wheels thundering up her gravel road. Opening the gates, she stood beside them as the first of a line of big trucks rounded the last curve and turned in. It stopped, and the passenger door opened for Hood and her to clamber up.
“Hi, Mike,” she said, pulling the heavy door to. “Sorry for the short notice.”
“It was perfect. You have an uncanny knack for knowing just when we need work. Had a job canceled.”
She smiled toward the rough-cut fifty-year-old. “Good for both of us, then.”
“Do we trade for that horse my youngest daughter wants? Or is this cash?”
“Either way,” she said.
“We’ll take the horse, then work out the difference.”
“With lessons for your girl,” she said. “A summer’s worth before the horse goes home.”
Mike’s grin broadened. “Deal!” he said happily. They shook on it.
What Mike didn’t know was that Deborah had method to her offer. The girl wasn’t ready for the highly trained horse she wanted. Deborah was protecting the horse, not sweetening the deal.
“So why the remodel?” Mike asked as the big trucks, four of them loaded with building materials, grumbled up the drive.
“The wing needs repairs and reinforcement,” she said cagily, grinning over at him.
“Reinforcement like a prison,” he said. “Those plans you faxed—” He broke off, his head jerking back, chin thrusting forward as he frowned. “Who’s that, Deb?”
Deborah looked. Bryce was standing out in the drive as they rolled up. “That’s one of William’s chaperons,” she said.
“Big guy.”
“Yes, he is. You’ll like him.”
“We’ll see.”
. . .
Deborah formally introduced Mike to Bryce, and Mike introduced Bryce and Deborah to the rest of the crew. Mike only nodded when he saw the kitchen. “We’ll have this fixed in about an hour for you. …Except the window.” He rolled his eyes. “It’s a special window, Deb, made to connect to your security system.”
“I’ll call Terminal, then,” Deborah said. “They can bring one with them when they come on Friday.”
When Mike saw the damage to the bathroom in the guest wing, though, he whistled shrilly and shook his head. “A kid did this?”
“A twelve-year-old.”
“Wow. He needs a good paddling.”
“He needed that a long time ago,” Deborah agreed. “The problem is he didn’t get it.”
“Is this that same kid who tried to poke my Charlie’s eye out years ago?”
Deborah nodded. “Same one.”
Mike shook his head. “I heard that Sherry died. I didn’t think about the kid. Now you got him, huh?”
“Unfortunately.”
“That bad?”
She nodded.
“We’ve got stainless steel, sprinkler heads with the latest sensors—same ones Terminal uses—and are going to build in a two-inch firewall. It will raise the floor and lower the ceiling, but that can’t be helped.”
Bryce looked over at Deborah, and Deborah smiled. You wanted a prison, she thought. Well, now you’re going to get one. “The barn security is down for you,” she said.
He took the hint. “I’ll go check on Tony.”
. . .
Professionals, Mike’s men made short work of fixing the kitchen, then dismantling the broken fixtures in the bathroom. They used a solvent on the tile, breaking a few more of the remaining expensive ceramic squares as they pulled them up. Sandwiching each layer between cardboard sheets, the good tiles and even some of the broken ones considered salvageable were piled, then banded down to a pallet. A workman whisked them away on a big-wheeled jack to storage in Deborah’s oversized garage.
Four men started laying up fireproofing and mounting steel on the floors, ceilings, and walls of the bathroom and one bedroom—the one that would be William’s. Outside, another pair busied themselves knocking together forms and tying rebar in preparation for the arrival of the cement truck, due that afternoon. Avoiding the electrical lines inside the walls, they swiftly cut a door, exposing the room to what would be William’s exercise yard when he needed to be confined. Done, they grinned through the opening. “Instant door,” one said.
Deborah laughed.
Tony came around with William in tow. The boy was dressed in his own clothes, his face fresh, but neutral. “He didn’t like the dry cereal,” Tony said.
“Is my kitchen covered in corn flakes?”
“No.” Tony looked down into William’s face. “No episodes, and we washed our dishes. Nice new faucet they put in.”
The boy looked over at Deborah. “Can we have pancakes tomorrow?”
“I’ll think about it.”
“That’s a nasty cut you’ve got on your head, boy,” Mike said, coming up.
“It was her,” William said, pointing to Deborah.
Deborah smiled and shook her head. “It won’t work, William. It’s documented. And everything that happens here is also being documented.” She looked to Mike. “He ran away from the courthouse in Olympia and got in a fight.”
The man nodded. He stared at the boy. “You’re a bad one,” he said directly to William. “No doubt about it. Someone should have smacked you a good one long before this. Now you’re heading for rough times if you don’t get your mind wrapped around some common sense, decency, and morals.” He pointed a finger. “You think about that.”
William shuffled.
“Anyway, Deb. If you wouldn’t mind, I need your permission on something in here.”
Deborah followed Mike into what would be William’s cell, agreeing to his proposal to double-wall the fire protection inside and out. “The reason I’m suggesting this is because, if this kid manages somehow to start something, I don’t want to chance the heat alone burning the place down. I just did a test, and this stuff just isn’t as good as asbestos. With a wood house like this one, we really need to double it.”
Deborah nodded. “Do it.”
“It will be expensive,” he said. “And I don’t have any more. I’ll have to buy it from my competition if you want this finished today.”
She took the hint. “I’ll pay for it. Let me get my checkbook.”
He nodded. “I’ll send a man to town for the material.”
“Lunch will be on the dining table at noon-thirty,” she said.
He grinned. “You don’t have to do that.”
“Cement truck is coming in,” someone called. “Gates.”
“You passing up good home-grown, home-cooked food?” she asked as she headed for the door.
“No way,” Mike said, poking his head out to call after.
“Don’t argue, then,” she replied, throwing the words back over her shoulder as she took the corridor at a limping trot, Hood right with her.
. . .
Mike let the family men go at five. The bachelors—three of them—volunteered to stay on. At eight, Deborah made more food up—grilled steaks, mashed potatoes and gravy, green beans, biscuits, and vanilla ice cream under a homemade berry topping and real whipped cream. She fed the three remaining workers and Mike with herself, William, Tony and Bryce in the formal dining room, using good china, silver, and linen napkins. The men seemed almost embarrassed at first, but that shyness fled as they dug in.
“It’s going to take another day to finish,” Mike said between mouthfuls. “The doubling is going slower than I thought. It will be Friday before we’re done.”
“We’ll be ready to set the fencing tomorrow, I think,” said the young man named Jeff. “That new quick-dry cement is proving itself. It set hard and fast enough that we had to hurry to get the floor grate down.”
“Floor grate?” William asked.
The men got quiet.
Deborah looked over to him. “So you don’t try to dig your way out,” she said.
“I won’t. I’ll climb over.”
“We’ve thought of that, too,” she replied.
Someone coughed.
Deborah addressed the table. “Before you start thinking that what we’re doing to this boy borders on the criminal, let me tell you a bit about William here,” she said, eyeing the guarded faces of the three men who weren’t privy to Mike’s knowledge. “William has a history,” she said. “That history includes killing pets, setting schools and homes on fire, and harming other people. William has a temper that he can’t… .” She paused, looked directly at the boy, then said, “…or won’t control.”
Jeff looked at William. “What makes you do that?” he asked. “Hurting is wrong.”
William looked back, eye for eye. “I don’t know,” he said. Abruptly, he dropped his fork and pointed with both index fingers to two spots, each directly over each eyebrow and halfway up his forehead. “It’s here,” he said. “It’s black-red, and it grabs a hold of me from right behind my eyes.”
Startled, Deborah’s attention was rapt. She knew exactly what it was that he was talking about.
. . .
Deborah made pancakes for breakfast the next morning. Afterwards, she made a very expensive appointment with a specialist. Unfortunately, the closest available opening was almost a month away. Right away, she booked Y-Up round-trip airline tickets for four for the flight to Maryland—first class, but cheaper than full pop. William, on a plane, needed to be as comfortable and isolated as possible, away from crowds in case he acted out. That was her thought, anyway. She’d bill the trust.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER TWELVE
Nailed
William seemed to enjoy watching the construction crew. Tony hung out with him, joking with the men as they worked. William especially seemed to hit it off with the man named Jeff who sported a long, blond ponytail. Watching intently, he pestered the young fellow about the tools he was using—drill, nailer—especially intrigued by the fact that air drove the tools. First Tony, then, later, Bryce, got to try to explain the physics. When William asked to try one and was told no, he began to mouth off, calling Bryce a nigger again. Jeff barked at the boy, telling him to knock it off, then pointedly turned his back. Moments later, Jeff was howling in pain.
Deborah heard the yelling all the way over at the arena and, touching off security, galloped over on Handsome. “Don’t move him, don’t try to get his hand free,” she ordered, her eyes on William who stood, white-faced, beside Bryce. “I’ll be right back!”
She dug her heels in, and Handsome took off overland, clearing the five-foot paddock fences, one upon the other, without hesitation. She was back in five minutes with her ultra-sound and a big first aid kit. She took the long way back with the heavy box and kit balanced between her thighs on the pommel, one hand on the reins, one hand steadying the load as the horse jigged and blew at having something strange aboard.
Handing down the box and dropping the kit, she barked for a plug-in, then popped the box lid back and set the device near Jeff. She greased up the wand, then ran it over Jeff’s hand, watching the monitor and flipping some switches. She stilled and the picture cleared, the fuzzy outline of bones and tendons and a bold strike of white showing the embedded nail. It wasn’t quite as good as an x-ray, but it was the best she would dare.
She flipped the switches off again and pulled the box away. “On ultra-sound it looks like you missed all the bones and tendons. We can extract the nail without damaging anything critical if we can pull it straight up and out.”
She looked down at Jeff’s over-white, strained face. In her peripheral vision, she saw William, solemn as an owl, hanging onto Bryce’s arm with both hands. “Or we can wait for the paramedics. Your choice.”
“No way am I waiting an hour like this,” the young man said. “Pull it.”
“You’ll still have to go to Emergency.”
“Yeah, yeah. Come on. Get me off this board. My legs are cramping.”
“When was your last tetanus shot?” she asked as she sprayed the topical all over Jeff’s hand.
“Just before we started up this year. March or February, I think,” the young man hissed. “That stuff hurts, you know.”
“It’s just cold.”
Mike strode up, his face a frown. “I want to know how the hell this happened,” he snapped. “Did the gun misfire, or were you two being stupid?”
Deborah was startled. She’d never seen this side of him.
“It just went off on its own,” Jeff’s working partner, a man named George, said as he set an improvised scaffold over Jeff’s hand, then screwed a clamp-like device on it, lowering what looked like a set of pincers down over the nail head. “We use this so we don’t mar good wood,” George said to Deborah’s question. “Figure we don’t want to mar Jeff’s hand, so… .” He grinned.
Mike knelt down to steady the contraption, Deborah bracing the wounded hand in place. “Okay,” Mike said. “Pull it.”
The nail came out with one sharp pop on the fancy tool and one small yelp from Jeff. The wound immediately began bleeding profusely and steadily, and Deborah let it, saying, “Good. That will clean it. You didn’t even hit an artery, Jeff. That’s a good thing.”
“This whole incident is bullshit,” Mike growled. “Guns don’t just go off on their own with no help.”
George stood his ground, shaking his head back and forth. “I swear it, Mike. I saw it. It was in its rack, right there. I was reaching for it when the whole thing just tipped over and the gun went wild.”
Mike frowned harder, then pulled his hat off, rubbed his head, and sighed.
The foreman walked up. “Then how did the nail wind up getting driven through Jeff’s hand into the board? One of you guys would have to have been holding it.”
“I don’t know! I swear, though, it was in its rack. Then it wasn’t, and it was firing.”
Mike shook his head, again, anger now reddening his furrowed face. “Impossible. You guys are just protecting your asses. Guns don’t just fire—not these—not with the double safeties. You have to press the head to the nailing surface, palm down on the sensors, and before you can even pull the trigger. No way it’s going to go off all by itself!”
Deborah’s eyes were back on William who was now standing nearly behind Bryce, his mouth an ‘O’, his body stiff and still. “George, you want to run Jeff into Emergency?” she said, then turned to look at Mike. “Let’s take a look at the surveillance tapes,” she said softly. “That will tell us what really happened.”
The man’s eyes flicked toward her. “You got one that covers this mess?” he snarled.
“Yes.”
“Fine.” He looked at George. “You stay. The foreman will take him. He’s authorized to fill out the paperwork.”
. . .
Down in the security room, Deborah isolated the incident, then put the sequence on slow motion forward. “There,” she pointed.
Mike whistled. “Holy mackerel. The gun did go off on its own.”
On screen, the whole rack laid over for no apparent reason—it hadn’t been bumped or jostled. After that, it was as if the whole thing came alive, its air hose writhing like a snake, the gun itself flying up and firing in a percussive series of pops. Nails sprayed, one of them driving through Jeff’s hand where he held a square steady on a board, while his left penciled a ninety.
“It’s a wonder Jeff and George both didn’t get hit bad. Or the kid and Bryce. I’m going to have to have that gun checked out. And the air compressor. Looks like an air surge started the problem. Obviously, something’s bad. Maybe an O-ring.” He shook his head. “That doesn’t explain the mechanical failure of the head safety, though. You have to press the head against something, and, here, it went ahead and fired anyway without that.!”
Deborah nodded, but she was watching something else as she reran the sequence several times. A queer haze that washed out the color seemed to permeate the entire episode, as if the camera lens was exposed to too much light. That haze subsided immediately after, but a look at the frames immediately before showed that same hazy quality, though less intense. Reflection, Deborah thought. That would account for it. She frowned. But from what? The lenses were equipped with photosensitive controls and shields to prevent just this sort of problem. Both the air compressor and the cameras were running off the same electrical circuit. Maybe a power surge… . She asked Mike, pointing out the haze to him.
“Hmm. I don’t think so, but I’ll give John a call. Have him check the wiring and your surge protectors,” he said. “There’s a log inside this system that records spikes and failures to the power, right?” he asked, tapping the console.
She nodded.
“That could be it, Deb. Freak accident, but nothing that will drive my workman’s comp insurance up higher than it already is. Can I have a copy of this?”
Again, Deborah nodded. “Sure.” What she was relieved to see was that William hadn’t been involved. He had stayed beside Bryce the whole time.
. . .
William was quiet at lunch, his face very pale. Afterwards, he asked to go lay down. Bryce went with him while Tony asked for details as he helped Deborah with the dishes, drying while she washed. Tony had disappeared when Bryce took charge of William around nine and hadn’t returned until near lunchtime. The table conversation clued him in that there had been an accident when, at lunch in the dining room again, it turned to filling Jeff’s place with a temporary employee—George’s brother who’d been bucking for a chance to work on Mike’s crews.
“Freak accident,” Tony said, mimicking Mike’s evaluation when Deborah recounted the details. “Will Jeff be okay, you think?”
“Yes, but he’s going to be awhile healing, I think. That kind of puncture is usually slow to heal. And painful.”
Tony nodded. “Too bad for the guy. I went to school with him.”
“Mike says he has some office work Jeff can do so his paycheck doesn’t suffer.”
“That’s great.”
Deborah smiled. Tony was one of those ‘nice’ guys. She hoped he wasn’t too nice—so nice that William wound up pulling one over on him. “I’ve got a schooling show coming up May Day,” she said. “We need to figure out what to do—whether you guys and William are coming with or staying here.”
“Who takes care of the livestock?” Tony asked.
“It’s a one day show in Spokane. We’ll leave that morning, and be home by dark.”
“Oh. Somehow I always thought they took the whole weekend.”
“Sometimes they do,” Deborah replied. “And more. When Sandy isn’t riding, though, she handles everything. When she does ride, I have a service come in—people I know and trust. They stay here until we get back.”
He grimaced. “Must be expensive.”
“It is.”
“So how much does one of your horses sell for?” he asked bluntly, wiping his hands off and pouring himself a glass of lemonade. “Ten grand?”
“Twenty and up, depending on the level of training. The more training, the more they cost.”
He nodded. “About the price of a motorcycle, then.”
Deborah laughed. “Well, that depends. Any motorcycles go for two-hundred thousand?”
That sobered him. “Ow.”
“That’s how much a third and fourth level gelding goes for, one who goes big, has won some competitions, and is ready to compete at FEI levels.”
“What’s FEI?”
“Federation Equestrian International, the global big time.”
He nodded. Slowly.
“It’s an expensive hobby. Mostly a rich kid’s sport, the payout mostly prestige. Ordinary folks don’t usually stand a chance unless they can get someone to sponsor them.”
“Way too rich for my blood,” Tony said with a small shake of head, but his eyes were pensive. They cleared moments later as whatever he was thinking faded. He looked up to smile at her. “I see how you manage to pay for all this, though. One sale a year would do it, wouldn’t it?”
“No,” she said. “A couple of good sales or leases a year allows me to break even, but I don’t get many qualified buyers. I manage to break a profit often enough to keep going, though, but the profit isn’t enough to live on by any budgeting strategy.”
He frowned. “Why do you do it, then?”
“Because I love it.”
“Hmm. Good enough reason, I guess.”
It was a good enough reason, but Deborah had her doubts about her ability to maintain the work and travel schedule required for success. With William in residence, she spent more time cooking and cleaning up afterwards than she ever had—more than three times what she had in the past, mainly because she usually only cooked one day a week, spaghetti, a casserole and stew, stashing it inside the fridge to eat later. Even when she cooked a meal, dinners would be something thrown together in fifteen to twenty-minutes flat—some steamed veggies and a grilled pork chop or steak. That didn’t work now, not with the men’s appetites.
Then there was the laundry—four times the people meant four times the towels and sheets, four times the clothes. “Tony,” she said.
The young man looked up. “Yeah?”
“You guys need to learn how to use the washer and dryer downstairs. Each of you should be washing your own sheets, towels, pillowcases, and clothes. William included. And I don’t mean you guys doing his laundry for him, either.”
“No problem,” he said. “That’s where I went this morning.”
Deborah looked him question.
“I went and did my laundry. Bryce and William’s too.”
“Oh. Why didn’t you say something?”
“Because you weren’t around to ask,” he said.
“I was. I was at the barn or in one of the arenas.”
“I don’t feel welcome there,” he said. “For one thing, that perimeter fence bites. Big time. It’s impossible to see.”
Deborah rolled her head back to stare at the ceiling. “Use the cell-remote I gave you?” she said, stating the obvious with barely hedged disgust. “It takes one thumb stroke after you ID yourself to it.”
“I thought you said you were going to leave it off during the day,” he said.
“Did I? I don’t remember saying that.”
“Sandy’s run into it, too,” he said dryly.
“Oh?” Deborah was all ears. So Sandy had her eye on him already. Well, that wasn’t surprising. The girl had good taste in men and a voracious appetite.
“I heard someone yelp when I was packing the laundry out, so I went over to check it out and got bitten, too. That thing knocked me right on my ass.”
“It’s designed to,” Deborah said. “It’s designed to keep people away from the livestock. Along with deterring bears, cougar, wolves, wolverines, and coyote.”
“There’s no warning whatsoever,” Tony said, his tone almost, but not quite, accusatory.
“No, there isn’t. It’s part of the system plan,” Deborah said. “No wires, no markers necessary. And no warning. People who shouldn’t be wandering about get zapped, and they get real nervous, because there isn’t any way to tell what to avoid. It’s excellent incentive to stay away from where they aren’t supposed to be.”
“So the unsuspecting animal or human winds up getting hurt and not knowing what the hell happened or how to get away? Where’s the point in that?”
“Animals get a warning tingle through their feet,” Deborah replied. “Humans, unless they’re running barefoot, don’t get that benefit.”
“So, then, how do we tell?”—Bryce’s voice. “Take our shoes off?”
Deborah turned to look at him. “Well, I can both hear and feel it if I’m paying close attention,” she said.
Tony looked at Bryce; Bryce looked at Tony. Bryce sighed—audibly. “Right,” said Tony. “Like the TV.”
“What you do,” she said, ignoring them, “is carry your cell-remotes, then use them. They have proximity alarms. …Where did you bed down William for his nap?”
“In the surgery, as usual.”
“Alone?”
“Where’s he going to go? What’s he going to do, Deborah? He’s locked up in a cement-walled cage.”
She thought about it. You’re being paranoid, she told herself. “Okay.”
. . .
Later, when she went along with Bryce to collect the boy, there was an acrid scent in the air, and the plastic coating on the gate’s steel mesh was melted. William was fine. The ventilation system had cleared any fumes. But how it happened was not divulged by the video log. The fact that the security had not reacted to the problem whatsoever worried Deborah. She was glad that Terminal was coming in tomorrow to check the system. Something was definitely faulty—dangerously so.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Slippery Stones
Despite the accident, Mike’s workmen finished the remodeling project Friday afternoon. The electrician and his apprentice came while the Terminal crew was finishing their installations around the house, the cats alternately hiding and scurrying as the men worked. Between the two companies, the house wiring was checked, then rechecked.
The electricians put their heads together with Terminal’s team, rechecking everything in both the exterior and new interior surveillance systems. No one found any problems with the wiring or the system. A technician doing a deep scan of the logs found no record of a power surge, nor any problem with the lenses. They had no explanation for the haze, or for the nail gun’s misfire. They also found no problem with the clinic’s sensors or with how the system responded to emergency incidents.
“An enigma wrapped in a conundrum,” Terminal’s team leader said to both Deborah and Mike.
The contractor nodded. “I sent the gun off to the manufacturer and am having King’s check the air compressor. So long as OSHA will be satisfied, I think I’ll just chalk it off to Murphy’s Law.”
. . .
Except for the melted wire in her clinic, which William denied responsibility for, there wasn’t one single episode of temper or violence from him over the next several days and nights. He was so quiet and well-mannered that Deborah could only wonder at it. The boy’s eyes had a long gone, faraway look.
“You think he’s sick?” Bryce asked Deborah.
“I don’t know.”
“Well, I’m just glad.”
Deborah was, too, but she was also worried by the change. She couldn’t shake the feeling that it was significant, and not in a good way. She felt a deep sense of what she could only call foreboding.
Starting the night of Jeff’s accident with the nailer, strange visages began to roam her dreams, their details getting more and more vivid each time she slept—fire, blood, a white world of death and screaming. Where the visions came from and what they signified she couldn’t reach, but she had no doubt that it was William’s presence in her life that catalyzed them.
She took to riding out daily, leaving the training to Sandy, escaping to the forest wilderness that lay beyond the fences. There she could own some small measure of tranquility. But that hard won peace was too easily shattered if William acted out once she got home…and he did begin acting out again after a few days passed, though the frequency and violence diminished. “Get a grip,” she’d tell herself, but the feeling of doom intensified.
She felt tired and looked it, too. It was visible in the mirror. Shi Tiao Nu, her teaching master, saw it in her art.
“You let go,” he said to her during their next private session. “You fight demon not your own. Stop fight. Let be what come.”
“I’m afraid,” she whispered, tears welling up and spilling over.
The old man shook his head. “Fear is enemy. Not boy. Let fear die. Breathe free. Know only now. No think future bad, or future bad come find you.”
“I know.” And she did. She knew the principles. Too well.
“You know, but you not own. That problem.”
They were sitting by a small, still backwater that the old man called his looking pond. Deborah watched him lift his hand and drop a pebble in. “This what you do to future with you fear, Deb-or-ah. You make ripples. You stop thought, ripples stop.”
Deborah wished it were that easy.
As if hearing her, his eyes touched hers. “Is easy. Do.”
That said, he rose and wandered out into the stream that fed the pool, beckoning her. “Come, Deb-or-ah. We walk slippery stones.”
. . .
Deborah listened to her sifu. She threw herself into her workouts, her meditation, her horses. She calmed her mind; she stopped belaboring her worries. A week passed with no major incidents, and, to her, William became more a visitor in her life than a personal problem that she was obligated to confront. By the end of April, Deborah was starting to enjoy herself again as she trained her horses for the upcoming summer season and took long cross-country rides on Myrrh. She reveled in her solitude where she could forget or at least dismiss William for a while. She couldn’t dismiss him at night, though. At night he prowled her psyche, an angry visitor who kept bringing dreams of fire and white, screaming death, and, once, a sword that hacked her apart as she mutely watched from somewhere outside herself. She tried not to let her nightmares cloud her daytime attitude toward him, but it was tough. She was afraid of him. She was afraid of what she’d do to him if he hurt someone or harmed an animal. She was afraid of herself—her own capped rage.
. . .
William continued to remain relatively cordial and well-mannered, though. Even Jim, who came for the weekend to stay over and train, noticed the change. “What’s with the kid?” he asked as they saddled up Saturday morning.
“He’s been this way since the day Jeff was injured,” Deborah said, explaining the bizarre incident with the nailer nearly a week and a half ago.
“You think seeing someone he liked get hurt may have sobered him?”
Deborah just shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“Well, he’s certainly a lot nicer to be around. How does he like his prison?”
“He hasn’t said a word.”
“Nothing?” he asked, surprise written in both voice and face.
“Nope,” she said, leading out, shod hooves on wood planking making hollow echoes.
“And?” Jim pressed.
She looked over at him. “And nothing.”
The subject of their discussion was sitting in the bleachers with Tony. The boy had asked—asked—to watch. Politely. He did so every morning now at breakfast—calm meals with no spitting. Quiet and still, he just sat in the bleachers next to Tony or Bryce—usually Tony—and watched Deborah, Sandy, and Jim, when he was there, all take turns over the jump course laid out in the big ring. He never said a word. But his eyes spoke. They shifted from interested to bored to dark and smoldering.
“Maybe you should start him,” Jim said, his voice soft.
“No.”
“You’ve got that bitch-horse who pitches when she gets hit in the mouth. She’d unload him if he tried anything nasty.”
“No.”
“Deborah, it might be good for him,”—cajoling.
“No.”
A sigh.
Deborah stopped dead. Okay, maybe she was being too hard. Okay, maybe a reward was appropriate for the more reserved and controlled behavior. She looked up at the boy sitting in the bleachers. She looked out at the ring. Horses had a way of winning hearts. And the “bitch-horse,” as Jim called her, was more than capable of defending herself. Yet she was safe enough for an unschooled elder or a baby to ride. “Okay,” Deborah said, suddenly decided. “You go round up Highland, and I’ll go get her saddle and a bitless bridle. Let’s just see.”
Jim handed her the reins to “his black” and grinned. “Okay.”
. . .
The boy had tennis shoes on. Deborah rummaged through the boot bin and found an old, ratty pair of lace-up riding boots that she thought might fit him. Then she grabbed some adjustable riding chaps—soft suede shorts, adult in size—designed to keep butt and thighs to saddle using friction. Might as well make the boy’s first time reasonably pleasant…if he didn’t misbehave.
The boy was heavy. He had a big butt. Even Highland’s nice, roomy dressage saddle wouldn’t fit him. She pulled another—an old flat saddle—then swapped the leathers on it for some with safety stirrups. Girth, overgirth, and bridle, and she was ready.
Throwing a pad, the saddle and girths up on top of Handsome’s saddle, she slung bridle, boots, and chaps over her arm, grabbed a helmet off the wall, then headed for the bleachers, the two horses—Jim’s and hers—following quietly. “William? We’re going to let you ride,” she said, looking up at him.
The boy’s eyes got huge. His face went blank. Then he looked at Tony.
“Well?” she asked.
He stood up, paused to stare her in the eyes, then slowly climbed down, one careful step by one very careful step until he was one riser from the ground. There, he stopped to stare at her again. There was doubt written all over him.
“Try these boots,” she said, weighing his utter lack of response.
Tony clomped down, all grins. “He’s been aching to ride. His whole life,” he said. “He told me so.”
The boy actually flushed red. He kicked off his tennis shoes, sat down, and slipped the boots onto his feet.
“Do they fit okay? I have others.”
William nodded, saying nothing, still not looking at her.
“You’ll need to put these chaps on, too,” Deborah said, holding out the flimsy suede shorts. “They help.”
Not a word. The boy just took them, buckling the strap around his bulging waist, his eyes still avoiding hers.
Jim came up, the bright bay mare brushed down, but dusty. He began to tack her up, Deborah watching as he snugged the girth. She slipped a hand between it and the horse’s belly just behind the elbow. “He’s a hefty boy. Two more holes,” she said, nodding, and Jim obliged.
The mare’s ears laid back. Then, once Jim finished, relaxed again as Deborah stretched her front legs out, one at a time, to smooth out all potential skin folds.
Deborah put the overgirth in place, then, guessing at length, she set the irons where she thought they’d work, testing the breakaways that would make sure that the boy couldn’t hang a foot if he fell off.
She blessed her insurance. She blessed the boy’s. If something happened, both of them were covered. “Sandy and Tony, if you’d come help? William, put this helmet on,” she said, handing the hardhat over.
. . .
The first lesson was how to mount. The boy obviously couldn’t reach the stirrup, not as short as he was and with the fat he carried. “Both hands on the saddle, one here, one here,” she said, doing it. “Then bend your knee like this.” She did, and Jim cupped her shin and lifted. “Now you try,” she said.
The boy looked dubious and shy. Normal. “Tony, if you’d do the honors?” Deborah asked, sure that William would feel more confident with someone he was used to. “Sandy, hold Highland’s head.”
Sure enough, though clumsy, the boy got aboard pretty well on the second try. Deborah checked the stirrup length, shortening them two notches, then showed William how to hold the reins. “Sandy, lead the mare over to the warm-up ring,” Deborah said. To Tony: “If you’d walk beside William on the near— …On the horse’s left. We’ll be moving counter-clockwise.”
He grinned. “You bet.”
Jim and Deborah followed, leading their own mounts.
At the arena, both Deborah and Jim mounted up. Sandy stood by at the head, Tony beside; Deborah went to the center of the ring as Jim put his horse on the rail three lengths in front. The bay mare stood quietly, her tail giving lazy flicks at unseen flies.
“Okay,” Deborah said when she felt the boy was ready. “Here we go. William, just gently squeeze your heels against the horse. Gently. …And wa-alk-march,” Deborah said, her voice pitched just so, her diction exact and distinct. Voice commands were old stuff to Deborah’s horses, but it was new to William, and he would have to learn…if he was successful in convincing Deborah that he deserved to ride.
The first circuit had William stiff and still, his body rigid instead of blending with the horse’s motion—usual. The second circuit was the same. By the fifth, though, his body was beginning to find the rhythm. Now would come the exaggerated attempts to mimic that.
Sure enough, round eight had William beginning to anticipate, forcing the motion. Deborah let him. He’d get tired of it soon enough.
“Can I go faster?” William called.
“The trot is bumpy,” she said. “You could fall off.” Then, “Sandy, hop up behind him, and tuck her into a working trot, then a nice gentle canter. William, Sandy is going to ride behind you.”
“In the saddle with me?” he asked.
“No. Behind the saddle. You’re going to let Sandy have the reins, and you are going to sit straight. Make yourself feel like you’re leaning back, not crouching forward. Grab the pommel with both hands… .” Sandy touched it, showing him. “…And keep yourself in the saddle without tensing up.”
The boy actually said, “Okay,” softly, almost reverently.
But Deborah wasn’t done. “Tony, you get to run beside them. Grab William’s leg if he starts to fall out toward the rail, and steady him up if he starts falling in.”
The man winked at her and grinned. “Gotcha.”
Jim circled around, and moved his horse behind William’s by two lengths where he would match pace.
The boy did well for his first try at the working trot. Lucky for him, Highland had a nice smooth one. He also did well when Sandy popped the mare into a canter. He had a death grip on the pommel, and he immediately lost his stirrups, but he hung on, and even started to relax the third time around the ring, Tony falling by the wayside as he got winded.
Trying the working trot again, William tensed and bounced, but even stayed on when he bounced so hard that Deborah winced sympathetically for both him and the horse whose ears were flat against her head in her discomfort. Sandy’s arms took a beating, too.
“Okay, back to the wa-alk-march,” Deborah said, and the mare cued immediately to her voice command. “William, try to pick up your stirrups using your toes.”
It didn’t work. Sandy halted and, slipping off, helped.
“Okay, William. We’re going to wa-alk-march, again,” Deborah said, Sandy going to back to the horse’s head.
They gave him two more circuits, enough for the mare to get comfortable with William again, then called a halt.
“Last lesson of the day,” Deborah said, “is the dismount. Jim will demonstrate.”. …But the boy couldn’t do it. His arms weren’t strong enough to support his weight. He overbalanced and fell backwards on his butt in the tanbark. Tony was right there, stopping his head and shoulders from hitting, but the boy got up red-faced.
“Get back up and try again,” Deborah said.
A frown and daggers.
“Try,” Deborah said softly.
To his credit, William got back up, and, with Tony and Sandy steadying him, he made it down the second time without further damage to his ego.
. . .
At lunch, William was alight, all normal, excited twelve-year-old, and full of himself. He went over and over his experience, though he skipped the part about falling on his butt on the dismount.
“You want to go get fitted for boots and pick out some riding togs tomorrow after you get your stitches out?” Deborah asked.
The table got silent. Sandy eyed her, and Deborah tipped her head as if to say, “Let’s see.” The girl went back to her plate.
William caught the whole exchange, and his face darkened. Then he shifted out of it just as fast, his eyes going from dark blue to a sparkling light. They locked on Deborah’s. “Yes,” he said, solemn as an owl.
. . .
“That was the best thing I think you could have done for that kid,” said Tony. He’d tracked Deborah down during chores, lending a hand as she went barn to barn. Now they stood watching the dogs take turns chasing an electronic ball that Deborah was working by a controller sporting an antenna.
“It won’t work,” she said. “He’ll act out, and that will be that.”
“He’s been really good, Deborah. We haven’t had a real bad incident for days. Not since that workman got hurt.”
She nodded, but said nothing.
“Maybe seeing someone get hurt sobered him.”
“Maybe,” she said, keeping a strict neutrality.
Tony turned to look at her. “You don’t buy it, do you?” he said, not asking.
“I’m making no decisions about his choices until after the neurologists test him,” Deborah said, referring to the appointment in Maryland still some weeks away. “Just don’t let your guard down around him. Ever.”
Tony frowned. “You really think there might be something wrong with him that the other doctors missed?”
Deborah shrugged. She hoped so. Otherwise, they had a very long, very dangerous six years ahead of them.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Resentment and Desire
As promised, Tuesday morning after chores, Deborah drove to town, Bryce riding shotgun, William in the back seat. Deborah kenneled Hood in the pickup bed.
At Dr. Walsh’s office, the boy again turned dark and moody, his body very still as he sat on the examining table. Bryce leaned against the wall, arms folded. Deborah sat in a plastic chair near the door.
When the doctor came in, he was all ‘hello’s’ and ‘who do we have here’s.’ William said nothing. Deborah answered, explaining the accident, but leaving out William’s culpability. She did this for the boy’s sake. Walsh already had access to all of William’s medical particulars. Thanks to electronics, he knew. “So let’s get these stitches out,” Walsh said. “They’ve got to itch by now.”
Still, William said absolutely nothing.
Bryce shifted his position just a bit. Deborah saw anxiety, and, glancing where he did, finally reasoned why. The room was filled with various sharp objects—scissors, in particular, and pointed tweezers for another.
The first stitch brought an “ow” and a jerk from the boy. The second and his eyes darkened. Every time Walsh reached, the boy jerked, and every time William jerked, Walsh dropped his forceps and had to get another pair. When Walsh dropped them yet again, Deborah frowned, watching William closely. His fists were knotted, his eyes becoming an ever-darkening blue. She motioned to Bryce when Walsh approached again, and this time Bryce stepped in and, with a stern frown, held the boy. William settled, his face going blank and his hands relaxing. Walsh got the rest of the sutures out without problem by using a bit of spray-on numbing. “You’ll have a scar,” he said, “but, when your hair grows out, it should cover it.”
And the boy said nothing.
Deborah said, “Thank you.” Bryce took William outside while Deborah paid the bill in cash instead of having them bill William’s health insurer. Walsh was a good doctor.
. . .
Down at Casey’s Saddlery, they didn’t have boots or breeches that would fit William—his feet and his butt were both too wide—but Deborah placed an order that included a regulation helmet. Despite her putting an expedite on it, the order would take three to four weeks to arrive. The boots had to be specially made to fit William’s wide feet and short, thick calves. “Just in time for the trip to Seattle,” Bryce said.
“What trip?” William asked, his voice still tight.
“We’re going to Seattle the last weekend in May,” Deborah said, flashing angry eyes at Bryce. She hadn’t committed yet to taking William. “We also have a small horse show this next Saturday. How you do there will determine if you get to come to the big one on the coast.”
He looked question up at her. “How I do?”
“If you can control yourself,” she said. “First the one day show in Spokane where I’ll make my final decision about which horses I’m going to campaign this year…and whether or not to take you with.”
William actually brightened. “Cool. Can I ride, too?”
“I don’t think you’re quite ready for that,” Deborah said. “You just rode your first horse yesterday.”
The boy’s eyes got dark, again…along with his complexion.
“Dismounting and mounting are part of the tests in youth classes,” she said.
That did it. The boy dropped his face and mumbled, “Oh.”
“It’s okay, William,” Bryce said, ruffling the boy’s now crew cut length hair. “You know more than me. I’ve never even been on a horse.”
The kid shrugged off the touch, his face resentful. He was sullen the rest of the trip. Deborah did not take them out for ice cream like she’d planned. She wouldn’t compensate.
Home by two, Deborah hit the arena, driving the seventeen-one-hand Handsome and a horse named Fluid Motion, also tall at sixteen-three, over their biggest jumps yet. She was pleased when both produced fast, clean rounds.
“They’re going to go all the way,” Sandy predicted. “Both of them.”
Deborah patted Motion. “We’ll see,” she said. “There’s a lot of solid competition out there, and they’re very young.”
“Nobody trains like you,” Sandy shot back.
“How come?”—William.
Deborah jerked, surprised to hear his voice. He was standing, looking between the rails, Tony beside him. She was about to ask ‘how come what,’ but Sandy was way ahead of her.
“Because she’s the very best,” the young woman bragged. “She was one of the first women to win the individual gold in combined training in the Olympics.”
“For horses?”
Sandy groaned. “Ye-es. The three-day-event, individual.”
“Ride, Sandy,” Deborah said, demanding a subject change and she dismounted, ran up the stirrups, then let herself out the gate. The boy began to follow, but a sharp glance stopped him, and he turned back to watch Sandy school over the course.
Deborah was now fighting an urge, though—an urge to find old glory, an urge to ride—really ride. It rose in her, charging her muscles with heat and her spirit with passion. Next to her, Fluid Motion began to champ his bit and jig. She put a calming hand to him, hiss whispering, but, instead of calming, the horse tossed his head, arched his fine neck, and snorted. Deborah was on fire.
. . .
The big mare knew. As always. Deborah made one last check of the leg wraps and bell boots, tested the girth straps again, then led out.
She couldn’t help herself. She loved to fly. She loved the horse that made it possible. “There’s never going to be another one like you,” she said, patting the huge black neck. Just outside the barn’s open door, she mounted, Myrrh bowing her neck and prancing, strides slow, measured, cadenced—big.
Sandy was just reining down after another round when she stopped, then, with a whoop, set her heels to her horse and galloped to the gate, leaping down to open it. Tony and the boy both just stood, mouths agape. Deborah heard William say just one small word—“Wow”—his eyes glued on her mare.
Sandy grabbed Tony and William, both, showing them how to raise the jumps. “Do the simple ones,” she said, pointing. “I’ll do the big ones. Raise them to the top line.”
Deborah put Myrrh on the rail in the warm-up ring, her knee so close to the boards that it almost brushed as she asked for the working trot, then the strong trot, the mare’s vigorous strides eating the long side of the ring in three and four strides less than most horses her size required. Seventeen-two hands of power and might; fifteen-hundred pounds of muscle and heart—this was Deborah’s Olympian, the horse who’d made it possible.
“Ready,” Sandy called, checking the last jump cups after she and her two helpers finished moving the brush and gates at the water so that it presented its longest reach. She rushed her helpers toward the bleachers.
Deborah ignored them. She was dwelling deep, her mind and body blending, melding, hearing and speaking with that of her partner’s. This was Deborah’s love to whom she listened and spoke—spoke real, no falseness. This was her glove, her life, her glory—this horse. And the big mare returned that love with every ounce of her big heart.
Ready.
Deborah tucked just one heel and opened her hands—just a thought, invisible to a watcher—just the barest release of finger tension. In one beat, the horse blended her motion, her trot becoming the canter, impulsion driving their circle toward the jump ring’s open gateway. Entering, Deborah asked for one small circle, Myrrh obliging. Upon completing it, Deborah sighted the first jump she intended them to take. The mare keyed, drove for it, ears snapping forward to lock on target. Then they were airborne, the big horse bunching and launching to go huge in her exuberance over the simple oxer.
Next was the gate, white, upright, and narrow. Over.
Deborah sat hard on one seat bone, tucked heel, closed hand, and the mare planted her quarters, wheeling over to cut hard through a gap between the two angled jumps. Deborah aimed her toward a six-foot wall obliquely placed. Purposely, Deborah was risking, taking a challenging pattern. They closed, and, a stride and half out, Myrrh planted, reaching, angling across, taking the long side—her choice—and Deborah didn’t check that choice.
Clear. No brush. And now another hard turn to the water, Deborah giving her hands, lowering her body, cuing the broad jump. The mare extended her stride, her own body lowering itself. The ground blurred. This was the hardest leap for this horse—long, low, and extremely wide—sixteen feet.
The front feet set. Deborah felt the hind feet plant exactly where the front hooves had been, the big body beneath her extending out, stretching, legs reaching as Deborah felt the push-off—huge—the quarters snapping up to tuck feet to belly. Myrrh grunted, deep and low, with the effort.
They landed hard, never clipping water, but their momentum almost overbalanced the horse on landing. Almost. But Myrrh caught her stumble, her hind legs planting to drive again as Deborah threw her arms away, letting the reins slip through her fingers to give the mare all the head she needed for balance as she recovered herself.
Collecting her reins on the fly, her fingers spider-climbing up the leathers, Deborah eased their speed, straightening up, sitting hard, and leveling her body, cuing “slower.” She wanted Myrrh to steady before they looked for the next hurdle, but the mare shook her off. She was having none of it. This was Myrrh’s joy—well, her second joy. Cross-country was the mare’s real pleasure—and Deborah’s—riding full out overland, theirs the fastest, cleanest penalty-free rounds in the history of the sport. And on a breed scorned.
The triple loomed, and Deborah let the big horse take it at will, freeing her to make her own judgments, sure of the mare’s canny eye. Stride shortened…half-stride…then, after one nicely balanced three-beat, Myrrh took the first, bounced the second, then powered over the hog’s back.
Shifting, Deborah cued for a Joker—a single bar with lot of air space under it—hell for any horse to judge, and this horse hated them. Slipped between a Liverpool and a fan, the jump was set narrow and placed to encourage a run-out. Deborah asked, and the mare listened, letting Deborah cue the take-off—clean, never a brush. They cantered the rest, taking them at whim and leisure, what was hard for most, breeze easy for Deborah’s seventeen-two-hand wonder. They finished with a single circle, coming from canter to halt in smooth transition.
Sandy whooped, pumping her arms in the air. After a moment, Tony stood and applauded, his face beaming. William just sat, his mouth an ‘O.’ Deborah full-passed the mare to the outer gate, opened it, heeled Myrrh’s quarters around and backed through, then pushed the gate closed again.
Myrrh pawed. She wasn’t breathing very hard and only had a light sweat. Deborah dismounted, ran up the irons, then loosened the girth to relieve pressure on the back and allow for capillary refill. Sandy walked up, Tony and William following. “Gawd, Deborah. That was great!” the girl said.
“I want to learn to do that,” said William.
Deborah shifted her sight to him. Again his eyes were alight and sparkling—the color of the summer sky—not dark at all like they usually were. “You’ll have to learn to ride, first. Then dressage. Then training jumps. It’s a long learning process,” she said, not committing.
“I want to learn.” His eyes dead-reckoned hers. His face was, again, owl serious.
Nodding, Deborah said, “We’ll see how you do,” and turned away, her own words—Don’t trust him—echoing through her. “Horses and bad tempers don’t mix.”
“Okay,” he said, again, with emphasis.
And, again, she glanced at him. His face was so clean, eyes steady on her—honest. “Okay,” she said. “You’ll get a lesson a day from me or Sandy when we’re not traveling to shows. One display of temper, misbehavior, or meanness to any animal—cat, dog, horse, mouse, or even spider—and you lose the right to learn.”
The boy nodded. Then, despite a fight against himself, he grinned, ear-to-ear. “All right!” he yelled and did the “Rocky” triumph jump.
Deborah shook her head, but smiled, too, despite the doubts she had.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
William, Dark and Light
Wednesday brought William the surprise of having to visit Health and Welfare. As decided, both Bryce and Tony went along. Teresa called while Deborah was shaving Handsome’s whiskers. “He had an episode,” Teresa said. “One of the boys was talking about how angry it made him when his parents wouldn’t let him drink, but they got to, as he put it, ‘suck down all the booze they could swallow.’ William laughed out loud, then told him he should just take whatever he wanted. To quote, ‘What are they going to do to you? Hit you? Then hit back harder.’”
Deborah listened, not surprised to hear that things went swiftly from bad to worse, the social workers quickly losing control of the session.
“William’s attitude seemed to take over, the kids pouring out hate and violence. Sonya tried to end the session, but she said they just wouldn’t stop. She had to call your men in.”
Frowning, Deborah snapped, “I thought they were supposed to be there. In the room!”
The woman’s voice stammered in her ear. “Ah…Sonya thought it would be best to try it without the men there,” she said, finally. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid that Sonya says that William isn’t welcome back.”
“Lame,” Deborah snarled after Teresa hung up. “Just lame. …Stupid!”
Handsome, dripping shaving cream, whickered. She stroked his forehead, scratching the itchy place he liked to have rubbed at the root of his forelock.
William came home laughing like a maniac, his eyes mean and disposition worse. Deborah ordered him to his room and locked him in, then scolded Tony and Bryce. “You don’t ever leave him unattended,” she screamed. “Not ever.”
Thursday, she pretended nothing happened, and put the boy up on a horse again. Friday, too. He behaved; he was obedient, cooperative, and even pleasant. His eyes were alight and sparkled.
William the Dark, and William the Light—night and day. Deborah was beginning to recognize the difference in his eyes. William the Dark she understood; it was William the Light she didn’t trust, but had to treat with friendliness and encouragement, no matter what she felt. “Tomorrow we take the horses to a show, remember?” she reminded him after the lesson.
He nodded, his eyes going suddenly fearful.
“We’re taking the big rig, and we’ll all be riding in the truck, so it isn’t going to be as comfortable as you might like. No acting out, please, no matter how uncomfortable it is.”
His face broke out in a grin. “I thought you were going to tell me I couldn’t go,” he said.
She shook her head. “No. When I promise something, I keep my promises, and I promised you that you would get to come along. How you act at this show will determine if you ever get to go again, though. Now, I repeat, no acting out. We’re picking up a couple of horses who belong to friends, and they are going to be nervous because this is their first time in my trailer, okay?”
He nodded, happy.
“So promise,” she said.
“I promise,” he said solemnly.
“Okay.”
. . .
Deborah took the big rig, running half-full. She was hauling two too many for comfort for her largest slant ride. William was all “wows” seeing it, amazed that Deborah could drive a semi-tractor-trailer rig, its shiny burgundy black paint job impeccable.
Putting Hood and the two Shepherds in the front box, a roomy section right behind the tack area that was designed to isolate one horse from all the others, she left the top barrier down. If they had to, the dogs could easily jump out. “Down and stay,” she said, throwing them each a cow’s hip knuckle to chew on.
“Why are they going in there?” William asked, watching.
“In case someone besides me or Sandy tries to get into the trailer,” she replied.
“Won’t they scare the horses?” Tony asked.
“No. They’ll stay put, and my horses are used to them.”
“They don’t like me,” William said.
Deborah looked over at the boy. How did he know that? She’d been at pains to train the dogs to consider him a mark in secret. Her eyes looked to Tony, but he just shrugged.
Handsome, Fluid Motion, and Sassy went into the first triple bay, with Maybe and Torque in the second section, next to each other on the high side.
With a capacity of twelve plus one or one-and-foal, she used the space to separate the two strange horses from each other and from her string. Their young owners looked on, worried looks on their faces. “They’ll be fine,” Deborah assured the sisters. “Give Sandy your gear to put into the tack compartment. We’ll see you there.”
“They aren’t coming with us?” William asked, his face pressed to the window as he watched the girls disappear back into their house. “Their parents are driving them,” Deborah said. “We’re just hauling their horses.”
“Oh.”
. . .
As promised, William was on his very best behavior. He didn’t complain, except once when they passed a rest area and didn’t stop. Deborah pulled in for diesel she didn’t need at the next exit, and the balance of the trip went without a sour word, a whimper, or a scowl.
There were few watchers at the May Day schooling show—just the riders and their immediate families, if them. Though it was a relatively large, one-day affair that drew horses and riders from Montana and Oregon as well as Washington and Idaho, the show lacked the normal excitement and chaos. It was what it was supposed to be, a show to break in new horses to the sights and sounds of show grounds and the stress of competition. Deborah’s farm was one of the sponsors, and, because of that, she had a class named in her honor. William saw that on the prize list, and promptly started calling himself William Rheinhart. Deborah decided to ignore it. What she couldn’t ignore was his haughtiness.
“Who do you think you are, young man?” she said, her voice a whip, when William told a kid who couldn’t have been much older than he that she couldn’t get water from the tap near where they were parked.
“I’m William Rheinhart,” he said, his chin jutting out, daring her to contradict him.
“Then act like it,” she said, turning on her heel and stalking off.
He swapped ends and began offering people perks and favors, which, thankfully, they mostly declined or ignored. Deborah only came up two lead ropes short. And one brush. Bryce and Tony both interceded when William almost handed someone one of her leather halters in his sudden generosity.
Deborah’s horses had clear, clean rounds, but only Handsome and Fluid Motion showed the steadiness she considered adequate for the stiffer, nationally recognized competitions. They would be her choices to campaign this year…William’s behavior allowing. The next few weeks would tell on both counts.
The next few weeks proved troubling for Deborah, though. Not because William misbehaved, but rather because he didn’t—William the Light.
Deborah’s night terrors intensified. The better William behaved in daylight, the worse her nightmares. She kept hearing things. She kept waking near midnight to feel some ominous presence looming. What disturbed her most was that Hood would already be awake, rolled upright on his sternum, ears erect and quivering as his nose worked, a low, slow growl rumbling in his chest.
Then Deborah would begin to prowl, Hood a shadow at her knee. She prowled the house, the barns, the property. Yet all would be silent, especially William’s wing, the label she now placed upon that hallway and its rooms.
She began leaving small lights on in the great room, on the balcony, down the hallway to her bedroom and the atrium. She spent watchful hours in her study, in the security room, or working out downstairs. She paced away two hours of the night, going back to bed at two and waking late, at four or four-fifteen, then had to rush through routine’s labors. Her body compensated by demanding sleep mid-afternoon before she started dinner, her cats, all fifteen of them, demanding space beside her. Deborah let them in, happy for the company, despite the fact that, between Hood’s heft and the varied lumps of cats, little space remained for her to wriggle. So she got a king, donating her queen-size futon to the Cedar Fall’s women’s shelter.
William, on the other hand, was settling in. He seemed moody, but not stormy. Tony and Bryce kept a consistent schedule, taking turns as William’s primary keeper, though the boy much preferred Tony to Bryce. It was obvious that he feared Deborah, though. What seemed to terrify him most was the thought that Deborah would revoke his privilege of riding lessons. He constantly quizzed her about whether or not he was doing okay—“being nice enough,” he’d say. Then he’d ask how he was doing as a rider.
Deborah had to admit, albeit grudgingly, that he was getting pretty good for a boy who was way too thick in the leg, and who had no familiarity and affinity with the animal. The best thing was that he was visibly losing weight, building muscle, and had a healthier bloom to his cheeks. He even had the start of a tan.
By mid-May, it started raining. While the rain made the footing dicey in places, it cooled down the daytime highs to sixty and stayed there, much to Deborah’s joy. William didn’t object to the rain, though he was soaked by it during lessons. He had also settled into a solid and surprisingly quiet routine of doing whatever chores he was assigned. He’d stopped screaming about being treated like a maid when asked to clean and vacuum his room, wash his windows, or do his laundry. He actually began enjoying his one-on-one’s with Tony or Bryce on a makeshift basketball court they rigged in the driveway, or when racing up and down the road on mountain bikes. Deborah often heard as much cheering and laughter as she did yelling, though William’s blow-ups were still regular affairs, usually at night, and usually over silly nonsense…like not wanting to eat his vegetables or brush his teeth.
. . .
The third week of May, William, Deborah, Bryce and Tony climbed aboard a plane heading east. Landing hours later in Maryland with a grumpy William, they checked into a hotel, then took a taxi to the clinic in the morning.
Anxiously, Deborah waited all that day and the next while exhaustive tests were run. She’d said nothing, simply handed over a copy of William’s history to the man recognized as top in his field. She only hoped that the new methods of diagnosis, methods that weren’t available when she was in need, would uncover something that could help William.
“There’s nothing wrong with him,” Dr. Frank Tolbloem said. “There are no lesions, no abnormal patterns, no heightened enzymatic, hormonal, or endorphin levels. He has no enlarged lobes or characteristic patterns in his brain activity to indicate any abnormalities whatsoever. His scans and EEG’s are clean. He has absolutely no neurological, toxic-metabolic, or systemic disorders. If you are thinking limbic psychotic aggressive syndrome, we’ve ruled it out. What you have, Ms. Rheinhart, is an extremely intelligent, even brilliant, child with a behavioral problem, not a physical one.”
Tony wiggled. “Did you get any indication of problem behavior at all?”
The doctor smiled. “Oh, yes. And we mapped it, then we medicated him so we could complete our testing. Regardless, he shows no neurological anomalies and no symptoms of psycho-sadism or psychopathy. No psychotic behavior at all, in fact. The boy is normal. He’s just rejecting any boundaries. Violently rejecting them, I might add. The diagnosis is O.D.D.—Oppositional Defiant Disorder and its counterpart, O.C.D.—Oppositional Conduct Disorder. However, as far as my colleagues and I are concerned, those are bogus diagnoses. They are labels convenient for contriving reasons to medicate when a child…or an adult refuses to go along to get along.”
Deborah listened. And she agreed in principle. What she couldn’t say, though, was that she knew that there had to be something…because she had had it, too. Not as a child, but as a teen. Then, again, as an adult. Still had it, but had conquered it…or at least controlled it.
“He indicated his forehead,” Bryce said, speaking up.
Tolbloem looked directly at Deborah. “The boy is intelligent, imaginative, and extremely manipulative. What you need, Ms. Rheinhart, is psychology, not neurology. I can recommend someone in your area who I believe can help, if you’d like.”
She took the card he offered.
“He’s still quite subdued,” the doctor said in parting.
. . .
It was a very groggy William who was wheel-chaired out some fifteen minutes later.
“How much did that cost?” Tony asked as they left the clinic.
“I don’t know,” Deborah said. “I told them to bill the insurance, then the trust.”
Bryce looked at William. “Does he go for ‘shrinking’ next?”
“No.” Deborah shook her head emphatically. “He’s had all that done. Repeatedly. Like the doctor said, there’s nothing ‘wrong’ with William. He’s just too smart, too willful, and too angry for his own good. And ours.”
“So now what?” Bryce asked.
Now William himself had to get a grip on his problem and defeat it, just like she had. But Deborah didn’t say that. She didn’t know if it was possible, given his age, his sex, and especially his upbringing. He was the child of privilege, pampered and pandered to. She had been a child reared in discipline and lack. And that was the telling difference. Deborah didn’t think William had the ability, much less the desire, to control himself, and that would mean that everyone was in danger, especially William himself—his sanity and his life. So he had to be controlled until he learned how or was coerced into controlling himself. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “Just stay the course—reward and consequences.”
But reward and consequences were not concepts, Deborah discovered, that William understood.
. . .
“So I don’t get to go now, do I!” he snapped after a particularly vicious blow-up the night following their return. His punishment was that he spent the rest of the evening scrubbing beet juice off the kitchen walls, counters, and floor tiles.
Deborah, who was cleaning the stove, looked askance. “What?”
“So I guess I don’t get to go, right?”
William’s hands, encased in yellow rubber gloves, were paused mid-scrub, dripping wash water down his pants. His face was a mask of anger, but, beneath that, the eyes were hurt and sad.
“Where?”
“To the show!” he bellowed.
Deborah shook her head. “Gawd! William, sit down, please,” she said, sitting down herself.
“No!”
“Okay. Stand up, then.”
Deborah took a deep, steadying breath. Mom she wasn’t, and this was a ‘mom talk’ she was trying to formulate. “When I say something…” she started. Stopped. Then started again. “When someone says something…at least someone who has some idea of proper integrity, then a promise, a decision, a consequence, aren’t changed just because something else happens. Do you understand me?”
He shook his head, his eyes hard and dark. “No”—William the Dark.
He looked like a convict when his eyes hardened, especially with the very short hair. Trying again, she used the analogy of a horse being given a carrot for loading in a trailer, or being given a carrot two hours later after it didn’t make any sense what it was for.
The boy stared at her.
“You can smack a horse for refusing a jump when you’re at the jump, and he won’t go. You don’t whip him for it two days later.” She didn’t mention that she didn’t believe in whipping a horse for a refusal, that the refusal shouldn’t happen in the first place. She didn’t want to cloud the issue. When the boy didn’t answer, though, she said, “Understand?”
“Yeah. That’s what I mean,” he said. “I’m not going, right?”
“You’re going!” she said. “That’s my point!”
“That’s not what you just said!”
“Yes it is if you’d listen and pay attention!”
Laughter from the doorway—Bryce standing there. “I think what Deborah’s trying to point out in her horsey way, William, is that your punishment for tonight’s beet bombing of us at dinner is washing the walls down. Your reward for good behavior at the last horseshow is that you get to go to the next one.”
“Oh.” His eyes changed, and he grinned—a quick flash—then turned around to the wall and again began scrubbing at the stain he was working on—William the Light.
Deborah groaned and closed tired eyes, too aware that she had just totally flunked ‘mom-talk.’
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Little Idaho Potato
They packed up early Thursday morning in order to beat the Memorial Day traffic, but, even though warned ahead of time to set their alarms, Deborah had to wake everybody up. The men and William were all but useless in their grogginess, though—no help there.
Jim came bouncing in at five, and helped her do the breakfast dishes, then beat feet out to the barn to help Sandy get horses ready while Deborah packed a hamper with lunch and a cooler with drinks.
Deborah took the two horses, Handsome and Fluid Motion, that she was starting to campaign this year, loading them first, then Jim’s favorite, into her smallest trailer. The black slant-ride gooseneck carried a maximum of four plus two, meaning it had room for a pony, animal mascot, or foal in the front and back triangle. William wandered out as Deborah’s Shepherds bounded up, then jumped up into the roomy gooseneck, tails happy as they got tossed their usual road treats. Deborah left the port between them and the horses open.
Bryce, still half-asleep after half a pot of coffee, stumbled out of the house next. He was carrying two suitcases. “William, come get your suitcase and load it in my Toyota.”
“Aw. I want to ride with Deborah.”
Deborah shot him a look, and he about-faced and smartly marched off toward Bryce. Tony came out a few minutes later with his own suitcase, Jim right behind him with the food hamper. “Cooler’s filled,” Deborah said, pointing to it. “Jim, I’ve got your tack.”
“I can’t find your suitcase,” Jim grumbled.
“It’s already in, under the back seat in the hidey,” she said. Looking at Sandy, she gave a thumbs up, then climbed up into her crew cab and started the engine, waiting till Jim convinced Hood to get in back so he could have the passenger seat. Deborah watched through the side mirror until William and his chaperones were buckled into Bryce’s Suburban before she dropped the diesel in gear. “And the adventure begins,” she said, glancing over at Jim. “Let’s just hope nothing goes south.”
“It won’t,” he replied with a grin. “Relax. The kid’s doing okay.”
And he was, despite the hiccups. The change in him since she’d started him riding surprised her. She didn’t think it would last long, though. “We have to stop in town on the way out to pick up his new helmet, boots, and breeches,” she said. “They finally came in.”
. . .
Deborah did all the driving. Traffic was light, and she was well past Moses Lake by eleven. At a rest stop, Deborah and Jim unloaded the horses and dogs to let them stretch their legs and offer them a drink while Bryce and Tony set up a picnic lunch from the hamper. William wolfed his food down, then asked to try on his boots. Deborah let him. When he asked if he could wear them, she said “yes,” but warned him that he’d probably find them uncomfortable and hot. She gave him the helmet and the two pair of breeches, too, warning him that he had to follow the instructions on the label when he washed them. “You are responsible for keeping your riding gear in tip top shape.”
He nodded. Eagerly.
Deborah didn’t think his enthusiasm would last once he found out it meant work, especially the boots, plying polish, brush, and rag with lots of elbow grease.
Horses and dogs reloaded, Deborah pressed on to Seattle, pushing the speed limit as much as she dared to pull into the newly-built Budweiser® Grand Prix International show grounds by four-thirty, despite ugly traffic snarls. “Well, we beat rush hour,” Jim said as they waited for Security to clear them. Deborah suppressed a shudder at the thought of a bigger gridlock than they’d already experienced.
The show was in full swing, Thursday’s halter classes, lead line, and youth events running late, as usual. She and Jim bedded the stalls, banking them with the provided straw and shaving mix, before settling in the horses. While she cleaned the trailer, Jim taped up a farm poster between each stall, a number of business cards with email and snail mail addresses, no phone numbers, slipped into slots on each. William watched, now dressed in helmet, breeches, and boots. He had to be more than uncomfortable. It was ninety-two here, and that was in the shade—way too hot for a Memorial Day in Seattle. Deborah was very glad it was still raining in Cedar Falls.
“I’m going to find the men’s room,” Jim said, walking off. Tony stood next to William by the trailer, both of them handing in horse gear as she required.
Laughter. “Oh, looky there, Sheila. It’s a fat, little, Idaho potato. Where’s your stick horsey, little boy?”
Deborah poked her head out to see two girls, maybe fifteen or sixteen and old enough to know better, pointing and laughing at William who glowered at them. Tony was squatting next to him, talking low. “Girls,” Deborah said, her voice sharp. “That’s rude.”
One of them rounded on her, parking a hand on her hip and sticking her teenage chin and not insignificant rack out. “So?”
William dodged back behind Bryce who stepped up. Tony stood.
“So keep your comments to yourself, or I’ll go talk to your parents, ladies.”
“They aren’t ladies,” said a drawl from the left, and Deborah looked to see Jeremy Colsen, one of the top competitors in Grand Prix jumping, striding toward her. “Hi, Deborah,” he said, still eyeing the girls.
Said girls got very quiet very suddenly, their eyes big. Jeremy was young, handsome, famous, and the most eligible young bachelor in show jumping. He was also one of Deborah’s old students, and leased one of the best prospects to come out of her stables in the last few years. She stepped down, and he slid an arm around her, his rambling six-foot-two body dwarfing her pint-sized five-foot-five. “You have time to watch me? Just to make sure some bad habit isn’t creeping in?”
She nodded, her eyes still on the girls who were now sitting on the bed of the pickup next to hers, their eyes glued to Jeremy, their hands occasionally coming up to cover secrets whispered. Trouble, she thought. She whistled the dogs, Hood bounding out the open cab window, the two Shepherds shooting out from under the trailer.
“Who’s the boy?” Jeremy asked as she downed one dog in front of each stall door.
“William, Tony, Bryce?” Deborah said, turning towards them. “Come meet Jeremy.”
She introduced them around to one another, including Jim when he came back from the restroom. William shook hands, the very proper gentleman, even to taking his riding cap off, then all of them headed over to Jeremy’s set-up. The two girls followed at a distance, William casting them daggered looks.
Jeremy’s horse was already tacked up, standing in crossties. Jeremy dropped the halter, nodded to his groom, then mounted up, leading the way over to the schooling ring. The girls followed, still maintaining a discreet distance. Deborah ignored them.
Fifteen horses worked the rail while three took turns over the practice jumps. Deborah strode out to the center of the big ring, ignoring hopeful looks from passing riders who recognized her and scalding ones from those who didn’t. The three girls sharing turns over the practice jumps retreated to ringside when Deborah asked them for ten minutes. The rest slowed to walks, then moved outside the ring as well, all of them lining up to watch the famous Jeremy.
He hit the rail, the horse moving relaxed and in good cadence. “Give me trot transitions up and down. You know the drill,” Deborah said, then watched him work. After Jeremy did two rounds, she said, “Reverse the ring, please.”
Jeremy brought the horse around on a nearly perfect change of direction through the circle. The horse was moving in impeccable balance, never falling out, never losing self-carriage. Jeremy’s hands were likewise impeccable—better than hers. They didn’t fall in like hers did. His left foot, though—the one mangled in a car wreck—was lazy, the toe trending in. “Foot,” she said, and, immediately, he adjusted it. “Can-ter,” she said, and, yup, the foot again. “Foot.”
One more round, and she called him in, then motioned to the men who were standing by with William. “Help me,” she said. Then, “you, too, William,” as she headed to the two schooling jumps, both doubles.
“Put that one up to the top mark, and the lower one two holes below that,” she said as she and Jim headed for the other one. They put both elements even with each other at the highest permissible level for a practice jump to make it a square oxer. That was low for this horse, but the horse wasn’t the one with the problem.
“Can I stand with you,” William asked, coming up beside her with Bryce and Tony.
“If you stand right here out of the way, yes,” she said, retreating to a healthy distance from the jumps. Obedient, William shadowed her. Her attention was split by his presence, though. She moved closer to Tony, then past him, losing William without seeming to. “Okay, Jeremy,” she called, nodding to the young man.
He circled, then cued for the canter, the horse moving boldly—almost too boldly. Despite a short take-off, though, the gelding cleared both rails cleanly. He caught his stride right on landing and breezed over the second jump with perfect bascule. “One more time when I get around you,” Deborah said moving to the other side. At the far side of the arena, it was horse heads and riders watching. The two girls who had ridiculed William were there, as well, their eyes still predictably on Jeremy.
“Okay,” she called, then watched Jeremy circle, her eye quick on both horse and rider as, again, they moved forward to cover the jumps. Jeremy’s left foot toed in as soon as they committed, which shifted his weight imperceptibly. It didn’t faze the horse, but, at the Grand Prix level where the fences were set at their highest and the course itself was extremely difficult, it could be enough to disturb the gelding’s performance at a critical moment when supreme effort and careful takeoff were required.
As Jeremy came around, reining down on a circle, she nodded, then went to reset the jumps back down where they had been, William running up beside her to work one side while she did the other. She gave him a nod, then a grin. “Thanks.”
Leaving the arena, William at her side, Jeremy quizzed her. “Just the foot,” she answered. “Especially over obstacles.”
A long sigh. “Okay. I’ll keep it in mind,” he said. It was obvious he was not pleased.
“You look great, otherwise,” Deborah said, putting on a smile.
He grinned. “Really?”
“Really,” she said, meaning it.
An explosion off to their right drowned Jeremy’s “Thanks.” The commotion was way around the other side, behind the warm-up ring—two horses squealing, their hind feet lashing out at one another.
Deborah spun around, her hand immediately on the horse’s quarters as Jeremy’s startled gelding jumped and snorted. There was a thud, then someone started screaming. Deborah moved with the horse, herself a barrier between his quarters and William, who was nearest to danger. “So-so, Benny. Easy,” she said to the horse, while Jeremy got him back in-hand.
The fighting horses were standing stock still now and snorting, too. The screaming didn’t stop. William started giggling.
“Come on,” Bryce said. “Let’s get back to the truck.”
“Maybe they need help,” Jeremy said.
Tony pointed at some running bodies in the trees. “There’s plenty coming. More people just means more confusion.”
Within ten minutes, two cop cars and an ambulance came wailing in. “I guess somebody must have gotten hurt,” William said, and giggled again.
Deborah eyed him. Some people giggled when others got hurt. Some laughed outright, buckling over and even wetting themselves. It was a type of hysteria, not a cruel mind. They couldn’t help themselves. Deborah didn’t think that was William’s problem, though.
. . .
“What does ‘foot’ mean?” William asked over dinner.
“It’s a code between Jeremy and me. Jeremy had an injury to his foot that destroyed some nerves, and, ever since, it’s been a fight for him to keep it straight,” Deborah explained. “At the level he’s riding, every little error can cost his horse.”
The boy frowned. “Cost the horse what?”
“Performance,” Deborah answered. She was tired of the questions. “Jim, you want to explain?” she asked as she excused herself and headed toward the ladies room. It was a cheap pretext, but the boy was driving her crazy with his incessant asking. Rinsing her face, she stared at herself in the mirror. You’re going to have to do better, she told herself. William was actually easier for her to deal with when he wasn’t ‘being nice.’ She could dismiss him, then. She couldn’t, or at least shouldn’t, though, when he was trying so hard.
Drying her face, she returned to table, resolved to adjust her attitude.
. . .
Doing evening stall check before heading over to the motel, Deborah noticed that the stalls beside theirs were now empty. They were swept clean, the truck and trailer gone. Deborah didn’t associate the incident at the practice ring with the girls, though. It wasn’t until later when she caught up on the news and learned about two girls injured at the show, both in critical condition, that she flashed on the two rude girls who had been stabled next to them. She thought of William’s laughter. She thought about the nail gun going off. She dismissed it. You’re being paranoid.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Sparks and Cinders
Predictably, neither Handsome nor Fluid Motion placed in Friday’s flat classes—walk-trot-canter competitions that were mandatory in this show for all horses competing over obstacles. Even Jim’s beautifully conformed, impeccably moving black got the gate, the judge dismissing them without a second glance. However, Saturday, over fences, things went differently.
Jim came in seventh in a field of over a forty qualifying horses in the final round of the Amateur rider, Junior Jumper two round competition. This pleased him to no end. Deborah’s horses did well and took first and third in their Junior Jumper classes. Then, to her great surprise, both horses qualified in Saturday’s preliminary for Sunday’s Open and a run for the money.
William cheered like a banshee from the stands, his voice cracking. The display made Deborah want to hide her head, even as she realized that she wasn’t embarrassed of him as much as for him.
. . .
Sunday brought the final for Open Jumper. Since both horses qualified, it meant she rode one, then the other, which this show’s rules allowed. Deborah’s foot was aching, and no amount of prescription-strength analgesic would stay the pain.
“You don’t look good,” Jim said.
“It’s the foot. It’s kicking like crazy.”
“You want to scratch?”
Deborah shook her head. “No. But I think I’m going to wear my schooling boots. Think you can spiff them up some?”
He grinned. “On it.”
William, Bryce, and Tony came and sat down beside her. “What happens next?” Tony asked.
“We go into the final round, and the horse with the cleanest round and fastest time wins. If there is a tie, then there is a jump off of ten jumps, and the same rules apply.”
“Do you think you can win?” William asked.
Deborah smiled. “I don’t know. There’s some heavy competition here. I’m just pleased that both horses made it this far. I’d at least like one or both of them to come in twelfth or under.”
“Are you going to push them?” Jim asked, William standing by all ears and eyes, his face solemn.
Deborah nodded. “Not push them, but I’m not going to stop them if they give me the go. I didn’t think we’d get this far.”
And she did what she said. She rode both horses all out. Both Fluid Motion and Handsome had clear rounds. Both were under the allotted time. They would be competing in the jump-off against each other and fourteen other horses, all top national and international contenders, including Jeremy’s big Benny—Benjamin Matters—and an absolutely huge nineteen-hand Trakehner belonging to Katy Kreemer.
Sixteen horses were tied for first place and qualified for a jump-off, all of them seasoned veterans except Deborah’s. The short course was tough, and, chances were, the veterans would win, but Deborah figured she had at least a fighting chance for a strong showing on Handsome. At least she hoped so. She chose to ride Fluid Motion out first, giving Handsome the edge in riding him out late and knowing the time and faults to beat.
When Deborah rode in competition, the world stopped. She heard and felt nothing but her horse; she saw nothing except the course. Time slowed for her, each moment an eternity, each breath a slow pulse of inexorable timelessness. What she felt, though, was a quickening, she and the horse beneath her becoming a blend of consciousness and intent. She felt that most aboard her champion mare, but, even aboard a lesser mount, the bond was solid; it either steadied them both or proved disastrous depending on the show, and she never knew which way things would fall.
The jump-off was ten jumps, chosen in an order that made them a very steep test of a horse’s agility and capacity. To succeed meant dangerous choices to gain advantage, with long take-offs in order to execute the angled approach necessary to cut hundredths of seconds, yet gain a solid position for the next jump—double and triple elements back to back, and, of course, some nasty, hard, sharp turns meant to induce a fault, or even a refusal or run-out.
Fluid Motion rose to the call, and Deborah’s mind registered the gelding’s magnificent effort. She let his inspirational attitude guide her heels and hands; she let him set the pace, and that pace was…fast. Deborah didn’t know it was fast, but, when they had completed the course and their time and faults came up, then she knew. Fluid Motion had set a true champion’s standard for the rest of the field.
Deborah didn’t have time to dwell, though. She gave the beautiful gelding a big, thankful hug, then passed him off to Jim who was standing by with the taller and heavier Handsome. Warming the crossbred up while her competitors rode, Deborah basked in new knowledge that Fluid Motion, for all his delicacy, had the stuff of champions. The real stuff. He would be a contender, perhaps even Olympic in caliber. And he was beautiful, to boot.
“You’re on deck,” said a voice.
Deborah nodded, then obediently moved out of the warm-up ring to nearer the gate. A quiver ran through the reins up into her hands—Handsome prepping himself. Though young to this game, he knew what was coming, and it excited him, which was the way it was supposed to be.
“You ready?” she whispered to him. “That’s a heavy course out there, young man.”
The horse blew a snort and tossed his head, champing his bits—doubles like her big mare wore because Handsome liked the refined guidance they allowed.
The competitor out in the ring was riding a fast round—faster than Motion’s. Deborah wasn’t at all sure where the standings were or what the time to beat was…and she didn’t care. What she did know was that both horses she’d decided to campaign were ready and were peaked to do their best. That’s all she cared about. Points, trophies and money didn’t matter—not ever. It was the joy of knowing that what she loved was what her horses loved and that, together, they did what they loved to their utmost—personal moments of glory conquering tests of mettle, strength, fortitude, and skill.
“Good luck.”
Startled, Deborah looked down to see Jeremy standing beside her. He grinned up at her, his sentiments genuine-seeming. She nodded. Then the competitor in the ring trotted out, the horse moving sideways and fighting his snaffle. Handsome and Deborah’s names with their number were called, and that’s all she remembered after leaving Jeremy standing there at the gate…until she ‘came to’ after they cleared the last hurdle and broke the time barrier ending their round.
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