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    Prologue


    


    CRACK!


    The sound jarred him upright on the couch, his heart racing. He blinked his eyes, trying to regain focus. The glare from the television penetrated the darkness as it blared a late night ad for a personal injury lawyer. The faded living room curtains were not drawn. Crushed beer cans and remnants from his dinner of cheese pizza and barbeque potato chips covered the coffee table.


    It always startled him, that god awful sound, despite hearing it every damn night for decades. He reached for the open whiskey bottle on the end table and threw his head back, trying to drain the bottle, which he knew from experience would drown out the menacing sound. Once he dampened his senses enough, a fitful but merciful sleep would shepherd him into another day, but each day led to an inevitable night and its accompanying CRACK!


    In all his years of hearing it, he was never sure if his memory of it was accurate or a morose fabrication of his imagination. Was it the sharp slap of a body hitting the water at an awkward angle? Or was it the sudden snap of a neck breaking? Would it even be possible from the height where he stood witness to hear such a thing, or had his guilt created a penance to torture him every night for the rest of his life?

  


  


  
    Chapter 1


    


    Lainey exited the highway and headed west on the turnoff that led into Wills Creek, a small mountain town midway between Boulder and Estes Park. As the road narrowed and began its winding ascent, Lainey’s excitement grew. She was headed to a summer job at the town’s newspaper and an escape from the pressure she felt mounting back home. In the fall, Lainey would begin her senior, but by no means final, year at college. Although she declared an official major of psychology last year, it was her third major to date, and she was not at all certain it would be her last. The problem was, too many fields interested Lainey, and she was loathe to restrict herself to a single one. Of course, all the changes meant she was behind on her curriculum requirements and not on track to graduate on time. While her parents had been supportive of her indecision when she began college, she felt their patience waning.


    When she saw the ad for the summer job posted on the bulletin board outside the student union, it appealed to her adventurous nature. Wills Creek was off the beaten path, so it was unknown to most Colorado natives and ignored by tourists drawn to popular destinations. While in her undeclared, exploring phase, Lainey had taken several journalism courses, but it was never her major, so she assumed her chances of landing the job were slim and submitted her application along with the requested writing sample on a lark. She was overjoyed to receive a job offer in return. Of course, the job was for an assistant, which Lainey was savvy enough to realize probably meant being a gofer. It did nothing to diminish her spirits though. Spending her summer in a quiet mountain town was just what she needed.


    Lainey glanced at her notes propped up on the console with directions to the boardinghouse where she had rented a room. She took a left onto Oak Street and stayed on it for at least a mile while it curved around the southern edge of town. Just before it veered into Sycamore Street, she took another left onto a gravel road that was actually the extended driveway for the boardinghouse, which was a sprawling cabin set amongst a grove of aspen trees. She pulled around back to the freestanding wooden carport and parked in one of the four empty spaces. When she stepped out of her car, a golden retriever ran toward her barking. The dog stopped about ten feet away and continued to bark.


    “Ok, Ayla, that’s enough,” Trish said as she walked out the back door of the cabin. “Don’t worry, she’s loud but harmless.”


    Trish wiped wet clay from her slender fingers onto a dishtowel, and once they were clean, pushed a loose strand of hair away from her eyes. The rest of her pale brown mane, invaded by a few stray grays, was contained in a loose ponytail. She was a slight woman with a welcoming smile.


    “It’s ok,” Lainey said. “I love dogs.” She crouched down and held her hand toward Ayla. “Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you.”


    Ayla hunkered down almost to her belly, laid her ears flat, and crept toward Lainey. She stretched out her muzzle to sniff Lainey’s hand before she got close enough for Lainey to touch her. When Lainey scratched her under the chin, Ayla stood up and started to wag her tail.


    “I believe that means you’ve passed,” Trish said and held out her cleaned hand. “I’m Trish Jilot. I take it you’re Elaine?”


    “I am, but I go by Lainey.”


    They shook hands.


    “Ok, Lainey. Do you have many bags to bring in?”


    “Only a few.”


    Lainey opened the trunk of her car, and Ayla stretched her nose up to sniff inside. Her tail swished back and forth.


    “She’s nosy, but she won’t take anything,” Trish said. “At least not anything that isn’t edible.”


    Lainey laughed. She pulled two large suitcases and a duffel bag out of her trunk and set them on the ground. Ayla inspected every inch of each of them.


    “If I grab one,” Trish said and picked up the largest suitcase, “can you manage the other two?”


    “Sure, thanks.”


    They entered the cabin through the back door, which opened into a large mudroom connected to an oversized eat in kitchen.


    As they passed through the kitchen, Trish said, “Feel free to use the kitchen anytime, and store whatever you want in the pantry or refrigerator.”


    Beyond the kitchen was a cozy family room, flanked by a stone faced fireplace on one side and a big screen television on the other. Two leather couches and several deep comfy chairs were replete with throws and pillows. The front door was the only break in the windows that spanned the length of the room and provided a view of aspen amid pristine forest. Trish pointed toward a closed door next to the fireplace.


    “My master suite is through that door. You may have noticed a side door when you drove in. That’s my private entrance. Your key will work in both the front and back doors though.”


    Trish walked through an open doorway next to the big screen television, paused, and pointed down the hallway on their right.


    “That’s Tim Praytor’s room. He’s our postmaster. He has a tiny bath of his own.”


    She walked down the left hallway and said, “The two rooms on this side both have access to a bathroom in between. Andrea Cradlin, who is our police chief, is in the larger room on the end, and you’re in here.”


    The room was painted a pale yellow, and since it held a dresser, nightstand, and a small desk, there was only room for a twin sized bed, which was covered with a duvet of pastel wildflowers that matched the curtains.


    Trish put the suitcase she was carrying down next to the bed. “How about some iced tea in the backyard? We can get acquainted.”


    “That sounds nice,” Lainey said.


    ~


    Trish brought out a pitcher of sweet tea and a big bowl of guacamole and tortilla chips, which she set on a small table along with glasses and plates. She and Lainey settled onto Adirondack chairs under the shade of a huge evergreen. Ayla lay on the ground in between them and watched for any crumbs to fall her way.


    “I hope you like guacamole?” Trish asked.


    “Love it,” Lainey said. “What were you working on?”


    Trish’s expression was quizzical.


    “When I arrived,” Lainey said. “I noticed clay on your hands.”


    Trish smiled. “A set of dinnerware, special ordered.”


    “So you’re a potter?”


    “Yes, my studio’s over there next to the mud room.”


    “Do you have any finished pieces I could see?” Lainey bit into a chip loaded with guacamole.


    “A few serving bowls, maybe a vase or two. I don’t sell much around here anymore. I’ve been here so long; everyone’s already stocked up on my stuff.” Her laugh was lyrical.


    “How long have you lived here?” Lainey asked.


    “Most of my life,” Trish said. “I spent a couple of years in Boulder a long time ago. It’s where most of my sales are, so I thought it would be a good fit.”


    “But it wasn’t?” Lainey sipped her iced tea.


    Trish shrugged. “It just didn’t suit me as well as I thought it would, so I came back, but I do make a lot of trips there to replenish items sold in the shops I work with or to deliver special orders.”


    “You ought to set up a website,” Lainey said. “Then you could just ship to people.”


    Trish laughed. “That’s what Bruce is always telling me, but I’m not the techie type.”


    “Who’s Bruce?”


    “Our mayor,” Trish said and ate a bite of guacamole. “And a very dear friend of mine. You’ll be working for his son, Josh, at the paper.”


    “Joshua Whitton?”


    “Yes,” Trish said. “Well now, speak of the devil.”


    A large SUV came around the side of the house and parked near the carport. Ayla jumped up and ran toward the vehicle barking and spinning her tail. Bruce Whitton got out of the SUV. He wore summer wool pants, a dress shirt, and a halfway undone tie. His thick wavy hair was graying at the temples, and his stride was long and purposeful. Ayla ran circles around him with her tail held high. He leaned down to rub Ayla’s head and neck.


    “She’s going to get hair all over your nice pants,” Trish said.


    “It’s ok,” he said. “They have to go to the drycleaner anyway.”


    “You had a meeting on a Sunday?” Trish asked.


    Bruce addressed Lainey. “What she means is, I don’t usually dress this nice.” He extended his hand, which Lainey shook. “I’m Bruce Whitton.”


    “Hi, I’m Lainey McGinn.”


    “She’ll be helping Josh out this summer,” Trish said.


    “Oh, so you’re the college student he hired? He’ll be glad for the help, I’m sure.”


    “Let me get you a glass.” Trish started to rise from her chair.


    “No,” Bruce said, “don’t get up. I’ll grab one myself.”


    He went into the cabin, Ayla in tow, and came out with an empty glass and a dog biscuit. He threw the biscuit across the grassy area where they were sitting, and Ayla chased it down. After he filled his glass from the pitcher, he pulled another chair near theirs and sat down.


    “She’s supposed to be on a diet, remember?” Trish asked.


    “Of course, I remember. That’s why I only threw her one of the little ones.”


    “Uh huh, but how many did you give her while you were inside?”


    Bruce laughed. Ayla ran up to him and sniffed his pockets for more. He put a hand on either side of her face and asked, “Tell me, who can resist that face?”


    “You got me there,” Trish said. “Ayla, please stop begging, and go lie down.”


    Bruce turned to Lainey. “So tell us, Lainey, how was your drive? You came from… where was it… Fort Collins?”


    “I do go to school at CSU, but my parents live in Boulder, so I drove from there.”


    “Any trouble finding us?” Bruce asked.


    “Nope, none at all, but I’m beginning to worry I’ve left my clothes stuffed in my suitcases too long, and I hate to iron. I really should go unpack. It was nice meeting both of you.”


    When Lainey stood, so did Bruce, which prompted Ayla to sit up. Lainey rubbed Ayla’s head. “And you too.”


    “If you need anything, just let me know,” Trish said.


    “I will, thanks.”


    Bruce moved into the chair Lainey vacated. She went into the cabin and left them chatting in the shade.


    ~


    Lainey tossed the last suitcase she needed to unpack onto the bed when she heard a knock at her open door. A young, fit woman leaned against the doorframe. She wore a tank top, cut off jean shorts, and running shoes. Her long, dark hair hung loose around her shoulders.


    “Hi, Lainey. I’m Andie, from the room next door. Trish told me you were back here. I thought you might want to join me at Mollie’s for an early dinner. They make a mean chicken fried steak on Sundays, and I like to go early before the crowd gets there.”


    “Mollie’s?” Lainey asked.


    “It’s the diner a few blocks down.”


    “That sounds nice,” Lainey said, “but I’m not quite done unpacking.”


    “Well here, let me help you.” Andie went to the closet and grabbed an empty hanger. “You hand them over, and I’ll hang them up.”


    “Ok, thanks.”


    “They have lots of other good stuff if you’d rather eat something else,” Andie said as Lainey handed her some blouses. “I’m partial to the mushroom, bacon burgers and the Mexican casserole, but they usually only have that on Wednesdays. If you ask nicely, they’ll make breakfast for you anytime of day.”


    “You’re pretty hungry, huh?” Lainey asked and placed some folded tee shirts into the dresser.


    “What gave me away?” Andie asked. “I’m talking about food too much, right? Sorry about that.”


    “Sounds like you eat at Mollie’s a lot,” Lainey said.


    “You could say that. I’m not much of a cook, and I really hate grocery shopping, so I’m there pretty much every meal.”


    “And what about the meals you’re not there?” Lainey asked.


    “Those would be the ones I’ve skipped.”


    Lainey laughed. “That happen often?”


    “Not if I have anything to say about it, but my job can be demanding some days.”


    “Today one of those days?”


    Andie laughed. “I am talking about food too much!”


    Lainey pulled a pile of shorts out of the suitcase and dumped them in a dresser drawer. “That’s it. I’m unpacked.”


    “Great, let’s go.”

  


  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    Their walk to the diner only took a few minutes. Streets in Wills Creek comingled residences and businesses in an eclectic mix of cabins and wood framed or stone faced buildings. Mollie’s, situated in the middle of Elm Street, was a long rectangular log cabin with large paned windows across the front. There were only a few cars parked along the street, and a Harley parked right in front of the diner.


    “That’s Gary’s,” Andie said. “He’s an owner.”


    “And Mollie is?”


    “His wife. The place originally belonged to her parents, but they’re retired now and living in Arizona.”


    They entered the diner, and Andie led them to a booth on the far end next to the front windows.


    “Your table, I take it?”


    “Not officially, but being the police chief does have its perks,” Andie said as she slid into the booth.


    “As in no one’s going to swipe your seat?” Lainey slid into the other side of the booth facing Andie.


    “Exactly.”


    The interior of the diner was well lit, and Denver Bronco memorabilia covered every inch of the walls. Lainey looked around.


    “Whoa, major fans, huh?”


    “Yep, the whole lot of them. Gary and Mollie have seven kids, and I’ve lost track of how many grandkids. Their eldest lives in the boarding house with us.”


    “You mean the postmaster? What’s his name again?”


    “Tim,” Andie said. “Tim Praytor. You meet any Praytors in town, they’re related.”


    “Andie,” the man behind the counter called. “Your usual?”


    “Yeah, Gary, and can we get a menu?” She pointed at Lainey.


    “That’s ok,” Lainey said. “I’ll just have whatever you’re having.”


    “Skip the menu, Gary, make that two specials.”


    “You got it,” Gary said and called their order into the kitchen. His deep set eyes were almost as dark as his silky, sable ponytail that reached between his shoulder blades. He wore Levi’s and a plain black tee shirt pulled taut against his muscular frame.


    “He doesn’t look old enough to have grand kids,” Lainey said.


    “I know, right. Guess they started young. Hey, there’s Tim.”


    A lankier version of Gary, fortyish with a neat short haircut, strolled into the diner and sat at the counter. Lainey could’ve mistaken them for brothers. Andie waved him over to their booth.


    “Tim this is our new roomy, Lainey. Lainey, this is Tim.”


    “Hi,” Lainey said.


    Tim nodded at her and smiled. His eyes met hers for only a moment.


    “Nice to meet you,” he said.


    “Step aside, son,” Gary said.


    He held a platter with two huge plates of chicken fried steak with mashed potatoes and gravy and two glasses of ice water.


    “Wow, that was fast,” Andie said.


    “Mollie saw you headed this way.” Gary placed the food on their table. “Enjoy, ladies.”


    Before Gary left, Andie introduced him to Lainey, while Tim returned to his stool at the counter. A tiny, round woman came out from the kitchen and poured Tim a cup of coffee. Her coloring was light everywhere his was dark. She patted his hand and walked to a glass front case that displayed the pies. When she selected a pie and removed it from the case, she caught sight of Andie and waved.


    “That’s Mollie,” Andie said and waved back.


    Mollie cut into the pie. Gary returned behind the counter and stood facing Tim.


    “We going fishing in the morning?” Gary asked.


    Tim nodded and sipped his coffee.


    ”Any of your brothers coming?”


    Tim shrugged. “Not sure yet. I’ll call them again tonight.”


    Mollie slid a piece of pie in front of Tim. “You better ask the girls too, or they’ll be hurt.”


    Gary rolled his eyes. Mollie poked him in the ribs.


    “Don’t roll your eyes at me. It’s your own fault. You’re the one who insisted on teaching them all to hunt and fish.”


    “But they don’t like going out before work,” Gary said. “They always say they don’t have time to shower and fix their hair or whatnot.”


    “Well, that doesn’t mean they don’t like to be asked.” Mollie wiped her hands on her apron and returned to the kitchen.


    Gary sighed. “Call your sisters too.”


    “Ok, Dad.” Tim dug into his pie.


    The door to the diner swung open, and an elderly man walked in. He had a slight paunch, and an orange Bronco baseball cap covered his thinning white hair, but his posture was erect, and the cowboy boots that peeked out from underneath his worn jeans still made a strong, distinctive clip when he walked.


    “Hey gramps,” Tim said.


    “Timmy,” he said and glanced toward Lainey and Andie. He grinned and tipped his hat. “Ladies.”


    “Those rattlesnake skin?” Lainey asked.


    His grin widened, and he approached their booth.


    “Yes, miss, they are. You have a keen eye for a city girl.”


    Lainey smiled. “What makes you think I’m a city girl?”


    He chuckled. “Now, young lady, these eyes may be old, but they’re not blind.”


    Lainey peered into those eyes. They were pools of kindness surrounded by a rough and haggard terrain. The Praytor signature coloring descended from this man’s eyes.


    “What I mean by that,” he said, “is you have a refined look about you.”


    “Well, thank you,” Lainey said.


    “Bobby,” Andie said. “This is our new summer resident, Lainey. She’s staying at the boardinghouse.”


    “Pleased to have you, miss. I hope you enjoy your stay in our town.”


    “I’m sure I will,” Lainey said.


    Bobby inclined his head. “If you’ll excuse me, I just stopped in to say a quick hello.”


    He walked over to the counter, clapped his hand on Tim’s shoulder, and chatted with Gary.


    “Big happy family?” Lainey asked and continued to eat her delicious dinner. Andie’s was already half gone.


    “Yeah, they’re tight,” Andie said.


    “They’re all still here in Wills Creek?”


    “Yep, their family’s grown faster than the town has, for now anyway.”


    “What do you mean?” Lainey asked.


    “The catholic church owns all the land on the hill west of town,” Andie said. “Used to be an orphanage, but it’s closed down. Anyway, a developer’s interested in buying the land and building a resort there, but current zoning laws won’t allow it. They’ve petitioned the mayor to rezone it, and the town’s in an uproar over it. Both sides have strong support, so the mayor’s decided to put it up for a vote in the fall.”


    “It wouldn’t take long for a resort to change everything around here,” Lainey said.


    Gary arrived at their booth with a water pitcher and started refilling their glasses.


    “Exactly,” he said, “which is why we’re dead set against it.”


    “Wouldn’t it be better for your diner if the town grew?” Lainey asked.


    “No need for any of that. Diner’s doing fine.” Gary set the water pitcher on the table. “I heard Josh hired a college girl for the summer. What are you studying? Business?”


    Lainey shook her head. “That’s one I haven’t tried.”


    Gary raised his eyebrows. “Can’t make up your mind what you like?”


    “Something like that.”


    Gary crossed his arms. “Well, then that’s where we differ. Around here, we know what we like, and Wills Creek is fine just the way it is. You’ve lived here your whole life, Andie. You should know what I’m talking about.”


    “Yeah, Gary, I do. I just see both sides, that’s all.”


    “Now you sound more like a politician than a cop,” Gary said.


    Andie laughed. “That’ll be the day.”


    Tim and Bobby walked away from the counter. Tim continued out the front door. Bobby stopped by their booth. He placed his hand on Gary’s shoulder.


    “You mind your manners now, son,” Bobby said.


    “Don’t you worry about that, old timer,” Gary said with a smile. He uncrossed his arms and picked up the pitcher. “My daddy raised me right.”


    “Damn straight I did.” Bobby turned to Lainey. “If he steps out of line, miss, you just give me a shout. He may be a grandpa, but he’s not too old for me to whip if the need arises.”


    Gary laughed. Bobby winked at them and left. Gary went back behind the counter.


    Lainey looked out the window and watched Bobby as he walked down the street. “I can’t imagine him raising a hand to anyone.”


    “I doubt he ever did,” Andie said.


    “So you’ve lived here all your life too?” Lainey asked.


    “Sure have,” Andie said and pushed aside her empty plate.


    “Doesn’t anyone ever leave?” Lainey asked.


    “Sometimes, but they usually come back. Gary’s right, I do love Wills Creek just the way it is, but if the majority of the town wants it to grow, who’s to say I won’t love it that way too? The way I see it, I’m good either way.”


    “If you love it so much, why don’t you have your own home?” Lainey asked. She was so stuffed. Why couldn’t she stop eating these potatoes?


    “Oh, I own a home,” Andie said. “North of town.”


    “So you’re renovating or something?”


    “Naw, it’s in great shape. There’s not much around a house I can’t fix, except food, that is.”


    They both laughed.


    “So why don’t you live there?” Lainey asked. It’s this gravy. It’s addictive.


    “It was my dad’s house, and he passed away a couple years ago,” Andie said. “I can’t stand the thought of living there without him, so I don’t. It’s hard enough going to work without him.”


    “Wait… aren’t you the police chief?”


    “I am, and he was the chief before me. They promoted me when he died.”


    “You’re awfully young to be a police chief, aren’t you?” Lainey asked. “You can’t be much more than thirty?”


    “Thirty-five and trust me, it’s not as impressive as it sounds. Small town means small police department. When my dad died, I was the only officer with over ten years on the job. Made me the logical choice.”


    Lainey put her fork down and willed herself to leave it there. “How do you eat like this and not get fat?”


    “Did I mention skipping meals?”

  


  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    The next morning, Lainey drank coffee with Andie at the diner. They were both too full from their dinner the night before to have anything else.


    “You may not see me around much this week,” Andie said. “I’m working double shifts. A couple of my guys are on vacation.”


    “Doesn’t sound like much fun,” Lainey said.


    “I don’t mind,” Andie said. “Station’s like a second home to me. You ready to head out?”


    “Sure.”


    They walked together to the police station, which was a couple of blocks away in the dead center of town.


    “Just go another four blocks up to Spruce,” Andie said. “The Gazette’s on the north side of the street. You can’t miss it.”


    “Ok, thanks.”


    ~


    Sure enough, there it was. The Wills Creek Gazette was on the first floor of a three story, deep blue, wood framed building. The office space itself was a large square room with bare white walls and three black finished pine desks. Piles of papers and books covered the workspace of one desk, an open laptop and a printer occupied the second, and a desktop computer the third. A young man with a coltish frame and unruly, chocolate brown, curly locks hunched over the keyboard of the computer, typing at a furious pace. He wore an untucked polo shirt, jeans, and flip flops. He looked up from the keyboard when Lainey walked through the door.


    “Hi, I’m Elaine McGinn. I’m starting work here today.”


    “Hi, Elaine, come on in and grab a seat. I’m Joshua Whitton.”


    He continued typing. Lainey moved a side chair next to the desk where he was working and sat down.


    “Please, call me Lainey.”


    “Only if you’ll call me Josh.”


    He saved the file he was working on and turned toward Lainey.


    “Can I ask you something?” Lainey asked.


    “Sure.”


    “Does everyone in this town wear jeans?”


    Although Lainey thought she dressed casually as instructed, she felt out of place. She wore a lightweight, misty sage green shirtdress, which complimented her auburn hair and hazel eyes, and sandals.


    Josh laughed. “Just about, but you can wear whatever you’re comfortable in. Honestly, people around here don’t pay that much attention.”


    “All right,” Lainey said. She really should have packed more jeans.


    Josh leaned back in his swivel chair.


    “Let me give you the rundown, Lainey. We’re a small weekly paper, mostly local interest stories. Like most papers, our advertisers are our life blood, and right now with the controversy over the orphanage… have you heard about that?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, it’s made everyone jumpy. No one wants to advertise unless they’re sure the paper’s on the same side they are. I’m having to spend a lot of time convincing them that as a journalist, I’m impartial, and by extension so is the paper, and it’s safe for them to continue advertising regardless of what side they’re on. Believe me, it’s not proving to be an easy task.”


    “They don’t find you believable?” Lainey asked.


    Josh smiled. “Now be honest, wouldn’t you trust this face?”


    Lainey smiled too. “I certainly would.”


    “As would I, but unfortunately, my grandfather’s very influential in our town, and he’s vehemently against the resort and not afraid to voice his opinion. People are finding it difficult to believe I can buck his influence and stay neutral. I’m having to convince them I can and will continue to no matter what happens.”


    “Sounds exhausting,” Lainey said.


    “Yes, and it doesn’t help that it keeps me so busy I have no time for sleep. I’m going to need your help with whatever I’m running behind on. I know that’s not a very clear job description, but it’s an accurate one. I use a local printer, but otherwise, I do everything myself around here, and right now I’m spread way too thin. Once the vote is over in the fall, everything should get back to normal and settle down.”


    “I thought with three desks, you’d have more people,” Lainey said.


    “I got them at a flea market, and they were a package deal, so I just spread out. I figured you could have the desk with my laptop and use that to work on, ok?”


    “Sure, where should I start?” Lainey asked.


    “You ready to jump right in?” Josh took the last sip from a can of Coke, crushed the can, and tossed it into a trash basket already overflowing with empties.


    “You bet.”


    “Great,” Josh said. He rolled his chair to the end of his desk, opened a mini bar refrigerator, and grabbed another Coke. He held it aloft. “You want one?”


    “No thanks.”


    “If you like a different kind of pop just say so, and I’ll stock up on it for you.”


    “I’m more of a coffee person,” Lainey said.


    “Can’t help you there. I’ve never gotten into the habit.” Josh opened the Coke and took a long gulp. He laid the can on his desk and leaned back in his chair. “I’m interested in running a personal interest story about past orphans and their memories of the orphanage. Given the current circumstances, it seems pertinent.”


    Lainey perked up. “You want me to write a story about the orphanage?”


    Josh laughed. “No, I want to write a story about the orphanage. I want you to do the research.”


    “Ah,” Lainey said, deflated. Well, at least it was better than being a gofer.


    “I want the focus to be on orphans who’ve stayed in Colorado, preferably along the Front Range. You’ll need to take a trip up to the church. Did you bring your car, or did you walk from the boardinghouse?”


    “I walked,” Lainey said, “but I can go back and get it.”


    “By the way, how do you like it there?” Josh asked.


    “The boardinghouse?”


    Josh nodded and took a sip of Coke.


    “It’s a nice place,” Lainey said, “and the people are friendly. In fact, I met your father there yesterday.”


    “Doesn’t surprise me,” Josh said. “He’s there a lot. Trish and my parents are close friends.”


    “So your mother’s friends with her too?” Lainey asked.


    “Oh yeah, they all go way back. I’m glad you like it. Trish is a sweet woman.”


    “I agree.”


    “Well, you’ll need to get your car to get up that hill. It’s pretty steep. What do you know about the orphanage?”


    “Not much,” Lainey said. “That it closed a while back.”


    “You ready to take some notes?”


    Lainey pulled a small notepad and pen out of her straw shoulder bag.


    “I am now,” she said.


    “It closed in 2005 after being open for almost a hundred years. Officially, it’s Saint William’s Catholic Orphanage. Saint William is the patron saint of adopted children. On the west side of the hill is the creek our town was named after. If you take the trail down to the creek, be careful. It’s steep in sections and very rocky. When the orphanage was first built, in the early 1900s, the creek was unnamed. The first settlers in the town came to work at the orphanage and built their homes here around the base of the hill. They took to calling the creek Wills Creek, and when the area grew large enough, the town adopted the name as well.


    “Since the orphanage closed, most of the priests and nuns have left. Right now, there are only two priests living there. The one you’ll want to talk to is Father Edward. Any records they may have will be confidential, so you’ll have to rely on Father Edward to locate an orphan for you. Just tell him what we’re interested in, and I’m sure he’ll be happy to help you. I’ll give him a call to let him know you’re coming.”


    “Aren’t there any orphans who stayed in Wills Creek?” Lainey asked.


    “To my knowledge, there’s only one. My Uncle Bobby, but he’s off limits.”


    “Why’s that?” Lainey asked. “Because he’s family?”


    “No, Bobby isn’t my uncle by blood. He’s my grandfather’s best friend. They grew up together, but Uncle Bobby never talks about being an orphan. I don’t know why.”


    Lainey frowned. “You’ve never asked?”


    Josh shook his head and drank some Coke. “There are some questions you don’t ask.”


    “Wow, that’s not something I’d expect a journalist to say.”


    “Under normal circumstances that may be true,” Josh said, “but here the story’s not king. We cater to a small town with small town values. Respecting people’s privacy is one of them. Don’t forget that.”


    “Ok,” Lainey said. “Would your Uncle Bobby happen to be Bobby Praytor?”


    Josh’s eyebrows rose. “You’ve met him already?”


    “I have.”


    “And?”


    “Nice man.”


    Josh nodded and smiled. “They don’t make them any better.”

  


  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    Josh wasn’t kidding. The road to the orphanage was steep and winding and would have been quite a hike on foot and nearly impossible in the sandals Lainey was wearing. The terrain was beautiful though, rocky with wispy aspens interspersed among towering evergreens, which provided both shade and a touch of color. The church itself sat atop the hill with the orphanage dormitory on its north side and a cemetery to its south. Both buildings donned stone exteriors, faded with time but structurally sound. The dull grey painted window frames and doors blended in with the stone, which made the customary stained glass windows on the church even more dramatic.


    Behind the church, the rectory extended to the west edge of the hill. The grounds surrounding the buildings were sparse and neatly maintained. Lainey parked her car in a small gravel lot in front of the dormitory. When she entered the church, she noticed the font of holy water but did not utilize it. According to Josh, at this time of day she would find Father Edward either inside the church or in his office, which was located off the vestibule. She glanced into the nave of the church, but it appeared to be empty, so she walked to the end of the vestibule toward the offices. She found both priests inside the break room sitting at the sole table, which occupied the center of the room.


    “Excuse me,” she said. “I’m looking for Father Edward.”


    “You’ve found him, child, come right in.” Father Edward stood and waved her inside. He motioned toward his older counterpart who remained seated. “And this is Father Albert.”


    Father Albert offered her a brief smile and nod. He was stooped and fragile looking.


    “Please forgive me for not rising,” he said. “These old bones can only manage it a limited number of times per day.”


    “Of course,” she said. “I’m Lainey McGinn. Josh Whitton sent me.”


    “Yes, yes, he called earlier.” Father Edward waddled from behind the table and pulled an empty chair out for her. “Please sit, Lainey. Will you join us for coffee or tea perhaps?”


    “Coffee would be nice, thank you.” Lainey sat at the table. Father Edward went to the coffee machine on the counter and poured her a cup.


    “How do you take it?” he asked.


    “A little cream, please.”


    “One of our parishioners brought us these freshly baked muffins this morning,” Father Edward said. “Please help yourself.”


    “I couldn’t eat a bite,” Lainey said. “Just coffee is fine, thank you.”


    Father Edward sat back down, a little winded from the exertion. His cheeks flushed, but his smile never wavered. He patted his bald dome with his napkin.


    “So what’s brought you up our way?” Father Edward asked.


    Lainey explained the article they were planning about the orphanage and how they wanted to interview a past orphan for their unique perspective.


    “Yes, yes, I see.” Father Edward furrowed his brow. “I’ll be happy to look into it for you. There are a few who come to mind. I’ll contact them today and ask if they’d like to participate. Mind you, they’re not always talkative about their origins. For some, being given up by their parents is a painful ordeal that’s best left in the past.”


    “I understand,” Lainey said.


    “And there’s a limited number I know of who’ve stayed in the Front Range area. Of course, I’ve only been at this particular orphanage for ten years. Father Albert has been here considerably longer, haven’t you Father?”


    “Longer than you’ve been alive, Father Edward. Longer than you’ve been alive.”


    “Is that so,” Lainey said.


    “It is,” Father Albert said, “and the names and faces are muddled together now there were so many. Of course, Sister Mary Elizabeth always remembered them better than I did.”


    “She was good with names,” Father Edward said.


    “May I speak with her?” Lainey asked.


    Father Albert’s eyes misted, and he looked away.


    “I’m afraid not,” Father Edward said. His smile dimmed. “She passed away a few years ago.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Lainey said.


    “She lived a good long life and served God well,” Father Edward said.


    Father Albert simply nodded.


    “Was she here as long as you were?” Lainey asked Father Albert.


    “Just about,” he said. “Just about.”


    “They served here over sixty years together,” Father Edward said. “It’s been a difficult transition for him being here without her.”


    “That is has,” Father Albert said. “That it has.”


    ~


    Lainey took her leave of the priests after asking their permission to wander the grounds. She wanted to get a better feel for the place. While talking to the priests, another angle for the article came to mind, and she hoped if she showed a little initiative, Josh might let her help write the story.


    She paused to admire the bird’s eye view from the church’s front steps. The cluster of buildings constituting the town was visible through the breaks in the evergreens. On the outskirts of town, clearings for a few homes were evident. She could just make out the edges of the boardinghouse’s acreage to the south. She walked around the side of the church by the dormitory and preceded toward the back where she found the trail Josh warned her about. She could hear the rush of the creek below but was unable to glimpse it. She peered past the trailhead to see the path was indeed steep and dipped out of sight before it reached the back of the rectory. It would be difficult to navigate particularly if she attempted to do so in her sandals. She would come back another time in proper hiking shoes to take a closer look.


    She walked behind the rectory and over to the cemetery, which was much larger than she expected. From the road, you could only see the upper and front edge, but the gravestones sloped down the hill out of sight. Of course, the orphanage had been there for almost a hundred years and may have been the only cemetery in town for much of that time. There was no uniformity to the headstones whatsoever. Some were large and thick, others short and squat, still others narrow and leaning well past vertical. The white marble on the headstones closer to the church had a grayish hue and varying degrees of black streaks left behind from years of rain and snow sluicing down upon them. The area had been cleared of trees and seeded with a meadowy grass shorn close to the ground. Lainey wandered down an aisle, but her sandals made the incline difficult, so she turned toward the west and made her way back up. When she was almost to the crest, a small headstone with a tiny cherub angel engraved on it caught her eye. She stopped and glanced at the dates: born May 15, 1938, died August 21, 1948. Her eyes scanned toward the name to see if the child had been a boy or a girl: Richard Praytor.

  


  


  
    Chapter 5


    


    “How was your meeting with Father Edward?” Josh asked without slowing the tempo of his typing.


    “Good,” Lainey said and sat on the chair next to his desk. She dug through her bag and pulled out her notepad. “You were right, he’s very helpful. I also met Father Albert.”


    “Nice old guy, isn’t he?” Josh stopped typing and swung his chair around to face her.


    “He is,” she said, “but he also struck me as interesting. Did you know he’s been at the orphanage almost 70 years?”


    “I know he’s been a permanent fixture there all of my life. Why, what are you thinking?”


    “Well, they also told me he served there most of that time with a Sister…” Lainey flipped through her notes. “Here it is. Sister Mary Elizabeth.”


    “I remember her well,” Josh said. “As kids we used to call her Sister Me.”


    “To her face?”


    “Yes, it wasn’t meant disrespectfully. She seemed to enjoy it. She was fond of children.”


    “Good trait for someone at an orphanage.”


    “Indeed,” Josh said and popped open a new can of Coke.


    “They were there during some interesting times,” Lainey said. “I was thinking that adding them to the story would give the article a broader perspective over a wider time span to balance out any individual orphan’s story we get.”


    “That’s a good idea. I like that. Hmm…”


    “What?”


    “It’s not something I would’ve thought of,” Josh said. “I’m so used to them being part of the orphanage, I overlooked them. I like having a new perspective on this.”


    “Thanks,” Lainey said and beamed. “While I have your attention, there’s something else I noticed while I was walking around the grounds trying to get a feel for the place.”


    Josh’s eyebrows bunched. “Why did you need to get a feel for the place?”


    “So the article would depict it accurately. I mean my notes for the article. Not that you don’t already know what it looks like. You don’t need my notes to tell you that. I just thought… I don’t know… maybe an outsider’s perspective might help it come to life.”


    Josh chuckled. “Yeah, ok, so what else did you notice?”


    Lainey pulled out her cell phone, navigated to a photo, and handed the phone to Josh. She had snapped a picture of the child’s headstone.


    “The name caught my attention,” she said, “but the dates are what interested me most.”


    “I’ve never heard of a Praytor named Richard. Course, he’s almost as old as my grandfather, or rather, he would’ve been had he lived. Only ten years old when he died… sad.”


    “Is Bobby the same age as your grandfather?” Lainey asked.


    “A year younger, if I’m not mistaken.” Josh laid her phone on his desk.


    “So Richard could be Bobby’s brother?”


    “I don’t think Uncle Bobby had a brother.”


    “Are there other Praytors around here he could be related to?” Lainey asked.


    “Not that I’m aware of,” Josh said and took a swig of Coke.


    “Then he must be his brother, or a cousin maybe,” Lainey said. “It could be why he doesn’t talk about his time there.”


    Josh shook his head. “That’s quite a leap. Just because he might’ve been related to someone who died there?”


    “Not just someone, a relative, and a child,” Lainey said. “Depending on the circumstances, a loss at that age could traumatize a child.”


    She wasn’t a psychology major for nothing. Josh nudged her cell phone across his desk toward her and rocked back in his chair.


    “You’re forgetting something,” he said.


    “What’s that?”


    “We’re not interviewing my Uncle Bobby for this story.”


    “But aren’t you curious?” Lainey asked and slid the phone back toward him.


    “That’s beside the point,” he said.


    “He may want to talk about it.”


    “He doesn’t.”


    “How do you know if you don’t ask him?” Lainey asked.


    “Lainey, I’ve known this man my whole life, and not once has he ever mentioned being an orphan or having a brother. Do you want to take a wild guess why?”


    Lainey sighed. “Because he doesn’t want to.”


    “Exactly!”


    “Ok, so he never mentioned it to you, but he might’ve talked to someone else about it. Maybe he didn’t talk to you because you’re a kid. I mean, you’re not a kid now, obviously, but you were, and to him you probably still are.”


    She had a good point there. Josh picked up her phone and looked at the photo again. “My grandfather would probably know who Richard was. He’s known Uncle Bobby since he was five years old.”


    “How old was your grandfather when Richard died?”


    Josh looked at the dates on the headstone. “Thirteen.”


    “Then he must’ve known him, right?”


    “Most likely.”


    In fact, it was almost a certainty his grandfather knew this boy, given how tiny the town was back then and his close friendship with Bobby, yet neither of them ever spoke of the boy. Why would that be?


    “C’mon, admit it. This is intriguing, isn’t it?” Lainey asked.


    “Yes, it is.”


    Really what harm would there be if he only asked his grandfather about Richard? In no way would that infringe on Bobby’s privacy, would it?


    “But let’s get a couple of things straight,” he said.


    “Ok.”


    “First, we are not including my uncle in this or any article, period.”


    “Ok,” Lainey said.


    No sweat. She was way more interested in puzzling out the story than writing an article anyway.


    “Second, under no circumstances does anyone speak directly to Bobby about this, understand?”


    “I do.”


    Well, not really, but obviously it was the only answer Josh wanted to hear.

  


  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    Josh’s parents, Bruce and Alexis, lived on a five acre lot northwest of Wills Creek in a single story chalet styled cabin, which Josh grew up in. When Josh was fourteen, his father became mayor, and his grandfather, Lehman Whitton, insisted they build another home more befitting a mayor. To Josh’s relief, his parents ignored Lehman’s appraisement, and they continued to reside in the home he loved.


    Lehman fumed over their defiance, which he was unaccustomed to. While growing up, Bruce was the only member of his immediate family who thrived in the proximity of Lehman’s controlling ways. Bruce’s younger sister eloped right after high school and fled with her new husband to Montana. Their mother divorced Lehman soon thereafter and moved to Denver. Although Bruce spoke to his mother several times a week, he rarely saw her because she refused to return to Wills Creek, and he rarely left.


    Besides being the town’s mayor, Bruce ran their family owned grocery store, which had been established by Lehman’s father. Their shared passion for the business and the town mitigated Lehman’s overbearing ways, so they managed to coexist.


    Josh arrived at his parents’ home promptly at seven for their weekly Friday night dinner. He pulled his jeep off the edge of their circular gravel driveway and let himself into the house. His father walked out of the hallway leading from his mother’s bedroom. The north wing of the house was divided into two master suites, one for each of his parents. His mother professed separate suites were necessary due to his father’s clamorous snoring. In retaliation, his father joked it was actually she who snored.


    “She’s almost ready,” Bruce said. “Let’s have a drink while we wait. Your grandfather’s already here.”


    “Ok,” Josh said and turned toward the den. Bruce laid his arm across Josh’s shoulder, and they walked into the den together. Lehman sat in the middle of the leather couch holding a neat scotch. He was a burly man with a pot belly and a receding hairline.


    “Look who I found,” Bruce said. He walked over to a wet bar in the corner of the room.


    “Hi, Granddad.”


    “Hello, Joshua,” Lehman said.


    “What are you drinking, Josh?” Bruce asked.


    “Whatever you’re having.” Josh sat in a chair facing his grandfather.


    “So how’s business?” Lehman asked.


    “Good,” Josh said and braced for a barb.


    Lehman never hesitated to express his disapproval of Josh’s ownership of the Gazette. He expected Bruce to groom Josh to follow him into the family business. Instead, his parents encouraged him to discover and follow his own dreams, which led him into journalism. After he graduated from Northwestern, he worked at a Chicago newspaper for a few years honing his skills. With his parents’ financial support, he returned home to start Wills Creek’s first newspaper. The Gazette was a dream come true for Josh, which fueled his determination to affirm his parents faith in him. His grandfather’s opinion be damned.


    Bruce handed Josh a drink and sat in another chair.


    “How’s Lainey working out?” Bruce asked.


    “Really well,” Josh said. “She’s been a big help.”


    “Why on earth do you need help?” Lehman asked.


    He considered sitting at a computer all day a lazy man’s waste of time. Josh felt the sting and retaliated.


    “You’ve made life hard for me, Granddad. I’m spending a lot of time trying to convince my advertisers I’m not taking sides on the resort vote.”


    “What’s wrong with taking sides?” Lehman asked.


    “As a journalist, I need to stay impartial. Besides, I have advertisers on both sides, and I don’t want to alienate anyone.”


    “That’s the problem with sides, Dad,” Bruce said. “There are always two.”


    “Of course there are,” Lehman said. “A right side and a wrong side.”


    He turned toward Josh. “And don’t you blame me for any problems you’re having. You can blame your father for that.”


    “How’s that?” Bruce asked.


    “It was your idea to put this up for a vote, wasn’t it?” Lehman asked.


    “It was,” Bruce said.


    “A totally unnecessary vote,” Lehman said, “that encourages people to squabble.”


    “Funny,” Bruce said. “I thought it encouraged them to voice their opinions and allowed them to be heard.”


    “You have the power to make this decision on your own. Why don’t you use it?”


    “Because the town has a right to have this issue decided by the majority, and a vote is the most judicious way to determine what the majority wants.”


    “The majority already decided to put you in charge of guiding this town, and what do you do? Tell them to decide things for themselves.”


    “Gentlemen,” Alexis said as she entered the room. “I can see I’ve left you alone far too long.”


    Alexis paused next to Josh’s chair and leaned down to kiss his cheek.


    “Hello, sweetheart,” she said.


    “Hi, Mom.”


    Bruce stood and asked, “What can I get you to drink?”


    She stopped next to him and placed her hand on his forearm. She wore a casual summer dress that flattered her curves. Subtle highlights masked any grey in her sandy blond hair, and her pixie cut almost managed to tame her curls.


    “I’ll just have wine with dinner,” she said, “which I think we should begin. Josh, can you help me bring the food into the dining room?”


    “Sure, Mom.”


    “Will you open the wine I left on the sideboard?” she asked Bruce.


    “Of course.”


    “And Lehman, can we freshen your drink before we go in to dinner?” she asked.


    “I can do that myself,” Lehman said.


    “All right then,” she said and led the way to the dining room.


    ~


    Bruce and Lehman anchored the ends of the dining room table, and Josh and Alexis sat on either side. They ate a light summer dinner of tomato gazpacho and chilled mango glazed salmon with asparagus salad. Lehman continued to fume over their discussion of the resort vote, and Bruce appreciated it when Alexis steered the conversation toward Josh.


    “Are you happy with the college girl you hired?” she asked.


    “Yes, very.”


    “Your father told me she seems like a nice girl. What’s her name again?”


    “Lainey,” Bruce said.


    “Short for Elaine,” Josh said.


    “That’s a pretty name,” Alexis said. “Do you work well together?”


    “Yes,” Josh said. “As a matter of fact, she’s been a big help on a story I want to write about the orphanage.”


    “What kind of story?” Alexis asked.


    “Sort of a retrospective,” Josh said. “She came across something interesting while she was doing some research for me. I wanted to ask Granddad about it.”


    “What’s that?” Lehman asked.


    “She found a gravestone,” Josh said. “For a boy named Richard Praytor who died in 1948. I was wondering if he was Uncle Bobby’s brother?”


    “I didn’t think Uncle Bobby had a brother,” Bruce said.


    Lehman choked on his bite of food and started to cough.


    “Are you all right?” Alexis asked and reached over to pat his back.


    Lehman pushed her hand aside and glared at Bruce.


    “How could you let him enter into such a disrespectful profession?” Lehman asked.


    “Oh c’mon, Dad,” Bruce said.


    “It’s just a question,” Josh said. “I’m not disrespecting anyone.”


    Lehman pointed his finger at Josh. “You need to mind your own business.”


    “I take it that means you know who he was,” Josh said.


    “Josh,” Alexis said, “if your grandfather doesn’t want to discuss this, you need to let it go.”


    “At least one person in this family is talking sense,” Lehman said.


    “Ok everyone, let’s just take a step back,” Bruce said. “Josh, is this something you intend to put in your story?”


    “No,” Josh said. “It’s just something that came up that didn’t make sense to me. I’ve never heard anyone talk about a Richard Praytor.”


    “Not everything needs to be talked about,” Lehman said. “Damn nosy profession.”


    “Please, Dad, let him finish,” Bruce said.


    “Given the dates, I assumed they’d be brothers. It seems unlikely cousins would be at an orphanage together.”


    “Did you talk to your Uncle Bobby about this?” Alexis asked.


    “No, and I don’t intend to.”


    “Good,” Bruce said. “I don’t think you should either. If Uncle Bobby wanted to talk about his brother he would’ve done it by now.”


    “Damn right,” Lehman said and took a gulp of his scotch.


    “That’s what I told Lainey,” Josh said.


    “So she isn’t planning on talking to Bobby either?” Alexis asked.


    “No,” Josh said. “I have no intention of dragging Uncle Bobby into this. I just thought it would be all right if I brought it up in the privacy of my own home.”


    “Of course it’s all right,” Alexis said.


    “There’s nothing wrong with you telling us about it,” Bruce said. “No harm’s been done.”


    “I wouldn’t go that far,” Lehman said. He could still feel his elevated blood pressure.


    “Oh c’mon, Dad, it’s not like this kid was your brother.”


    “What the hell do you know about it?” Lehman said.


    “Thanks to you, not a damn thing,” Bruce said.


    “You have to admit, Granddad, it’s kind of odd. Why would anyone want to hide having a brother?”


    “Damn it, boy!” Lehman slammed his drink on the table. “You listen to me carefully because I’m only going to say this once. Losing his brother damn near broke his heart. Now leave it alone.”


    “All right,” Alexis said. “I think we can all agree that it’s up to Bobby whether he talks about this or not. He can keep it to himself if he wants to, am I right?”


    Bruce and Josh nodded.


    “Isn’t that what I just said?” Lehman asked.


    “Well, no Dad, not exactly,” Bruce said.


    “It sounds the same to me,” Lehman said. “Mind your own damn business.”


    “However you want to phrase it,” Alexis said, “we’re agreed. Now, I made a luscious lemon ginger cake. Who can I entice into dessert?”


    “I’ve lost my appetite,” Lehman said. “But I could use another scotch.”


    ~


    The scotch after dinner was not enough to soothe Lehman’s frazzled nerves, so he called Bobby, and they met at the Bald Eagle, an old bar in town that remained unchanged in fifty years. The Bald Eagle maintained three pool tables on one end of the room and a line of dartboards on the other. The bar and several small booths occupied the middle. Dark wood paneling and numerous mounted animal heads covered the walls.


    There were three taps at the bar: Coors, Coors Light, and Budweiser. They did not have any bottled beer or wine. Hard liquor was served neat or on the rocks with club soda or tonic as the only available mixers. If anyone had the audacity to order a drink ‘up’ they were laughed out of the place.


    The bartender placed a bottle of whiskey between Lehman and Bobby and an empty glass in front of each of them. He poured the first round and left the honors up to Lehman after that. Bobby took a sip from his glass.


    “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe it’d be better torn down.”


    Lehman had been on his typical rant these days about the orphanage being sold.


    “You can’t mean that,” Lehman said. “Do you want to be overrun with tourists? More strangers poking around, asking questions.”


    Lehman neglected to mention his own grandson asking questions earlier in the evening. Bobby did not need to hear about that nonsense. Besides, he had taken care of it.


    “No sir,” Lehman said. “We need our quiet little town to stay that way.”


    “We may not be able to keep it that way forever,” Bobby said.


    He hoped they could though. He moved to Denver once a long time ago, after high school, thinking he might be able to escape his past, but he did not last a month. There were too many unfamiliar faces, and the air smelled like concrete and asphalt. He was always on edge there, and he found it hard to breathe.


    He missed the scent of earth and trees, the quietude of solitary hikes, the crisp mountain air. He missed the chatter and chirps of wild animals, the gurgling of the creek, the hush of the setting sun. He missed knowing every face that passed him on the street and having each of them know him in return. He missed damn near everything about Wills Creek.


    Besides, it did not take him long to realize he could not escape the orphanage or what had happened there. He carried it around with him like an internal organ, so he packed his bags and returned to the only place on earth he ever cared to call home.


    “We can do our level best to keep it this way,” Lehman said. “You’re with me on this, aren’t you?”


    “Sure,” Bobby said. “I’m always with you. You know that.”


    “Of course you are.” Lehman slapped him on the back. “Forget I asked.”


    Lehman continued his diatribe, and Bobby nursed his whiskey and listened. It was the least he could do. After all, Lehman had been by Bobby’s side for every major event in his life, and he had taken care of Bobby during every catastrophe. No matter what quest Lehman pursued, Bobby would have his back.

  


  


  
    Chapter 7


    


    “I barely saw either one of you all week,” Trish said as she pulled the cork from a bottle of white wine.


    She was standing at the walnut bar hutch in the corner of the family room next to the big screen television. Andie lounged on one couch, and Lainey sat across from her in an overstuffed chair with her feet tucked up under her. Ayla was sprawled out on the floor next to another chair. All the windows were thrown wide open to let in the cool night breeze.


    “I was working double shifts,” Andie said and turned to Lainey. “What’s your excuse?”


    “Josh had me running all over town during the day, and I was doing some research at night.”


    Trish poured a smidge of Chambord into each wine glass and then topped them off with the white wine. She carried two glasses over to Andie and Lainey.


    “Josh made you work nights too?” Trish asked.


    “No,” Lainey said. “The research wasn’t for work exactly.”


    Lainey had been looking into how to uncover the family history of an orphan.


    “What was it for then?” Andie asked and looked skeptically at her glass.


    Trish brought her own glass over and sat in the chair next to where Ayla was lying and dozing off. Andie sniffed at her drink.


    “Will you just try it?” Trish asked.


    Andie took a sip. “S’ok I guess, kinda sweet.”


    “I like it,” Lainey said and drank some more of hers.


    “I’m not really used to wine,” Andie said. “My dad raised me to be a Bald Eagle kind of drinker.”


    “What’s that mean?” Lainey asked.


    “It’s a local bar,” Trish said. “With no imagination whatsoever.”


    “It serves strong, simple drinks,” Andie said. “My dad always said if you start with decent liquor, there’s no need to fuss around with it.”


    “What about your mom?” Lainey asked. “Didn’t she like wine?”


    “I wouldn’t know,” Andie said. “Don’t remember her.”


    Lainey started to ask for details, but Trish cut her off.


    “Tell us about your research,” Trish said. She got up and took Andie’s glass away. “I have an idea for something you may like better.”


    “Oh… well… I found something interesting while I was at the orphanage,” Lainey said. “Have either of you ever heard of Richard Praytor?”


    “There isn’t a Richard Praytor,” Andie said and looked over at Trish. “Is there?”


    “Not that I’m aware of,” Trish said.


    She got some ice out of the mini refrigerator in the bar hutch, put it into a martini shaker, added some vodka and a splash of Chambord, and shook it up.


    “Well there was one,” Lainey said. “I found his headstone in the cemetery by the orphanage. He died in 1948 when he was ten years old.”


    “Ten years old? What a shame,” Trish said. She strained the concoction into a martini glass.


    “I was thinking he was probably Bobby’s brother or maybe a cousin,” Lainey said. “But Josh doesn’t think Bobby had a brother.”


    “I’ve never heard of a brother or a cousin,” Andie said.


    “Me either,” Trish said as she handed Andie the martini glass. “Try this.”


    Andie took a sip of the drink. “Now that’s a real drink.”


    “Don’t try ordering it in the Bald Eagle,” Trish said and returned to her chair. “They’ll throw you out.”


    Andie laughed. “I’ll have to rely on you then.”


    “Anytime,” Trish said.


    Andie turned toward Lainey and asked, “Were other headstones there that could’ve been their parents? Maybe they all died in a car accident or something. Maybe that’s why Bobby was an orphan.”


    “No, there were no other headstones for Praytors, at least not nearby,” Lainey said. “Doesn’t anyone know why Bobby was an orphan?”


    “It’s not the kind of thing you ask someone,” Trish said.


    “Weren’t you ever curious?” Lainey asked.


    Andie shrugged. “Around here we let people tell us things in their own time. If they ever want to.”


    “That’s pretty much what Josh told me,” Lainey said. “I had to promise him I wouldn’t talk to Bobby about it.”


    “That would be a terrible idea,” Trish said.


    “No joke,” Andie said.


    “What’s so terrible about it?” Lainey asked. An inquiry seemed innocent enough.


    “It’s too intrusive,” Trish said.


    “And disrespectful,” Andie said.


    Really?


    “I don’t mean it to be,” Lainey said. “I just think it’s all so interesting.”


    “To you it’s interesting,” Trish said. “But you have to consider it from Bobby’s perspective. For him it may be a painful memory that he’d rather not relive by talking about it.”


    “But maybe he’d feel better if he talked about it,” Lainey said.


    It was psychology 101. You needed to work through your pain.


    “And maybe he wouldn’t feel better,” Andie said. “Who’s to say?”


    “It should be up to him,” Trish said. “Everyone’s needs are different. What may work for one person, may not for someone else.”


    “Exactly,” Andie said with an emphatic nod.


    Was she speaking from personal experience?


    “It’s really impossible to predict another person’s reaction,” Trish said. “You’re better off letting them decide for themselves.”


    “I see what you’re saying,” Lainey said.


    She never looked at it that way before. Her curiosity often swept her away, but she did not want it to trump other considerations or trample other people’s feelings. She would have to be more careful in the future.


    Ayla lifted her head, and a slow rumble began deep in her chest.


    “What’s the matter, girl?” Trish asked.


    Ayla stood and leaned her body against Trish’s leg. Her hackles went up, and the rumble turned into a growl.


    “Uh oh,” Andie said. “There’s something out there she doesn’t like.”


    “Maybe it’s a squirrel,” Lainey said.


    “She wouldn’t growl at a squirrel,” Trish said. “Whatever it is, it’s a lot bigger than that.”


    Trish walked over to the windows and looked out.


    “I don’t see anything,” Trish said. She returned to her chair and scratched Ayla behind the ears. “You must’ve scared it off.”


    Ayla turned away, walked in a circle a few times, and lay down with a harrumph. They all laughed.


    “Guess she doesn’t like her sleep being disturbed,” Lainey said.


    “Now that you mention sleep,” Andie said with a yawn. “I really need to get some. I’m way behind, and that drink did me in.”


    “Me too,” Trish said. “I have an early start tomorrow.”


    They all said their good nights and wandered off to their rooms.


    ~


    The next morning Lainey and Andie headed to Mollie’s to grab some breakfast. Just as they were leaving, Bruce drove up in his SUV. When he got out, he managed to wave to them just before Ayla rushed into him, her tail wagging.


    “She sure does like him,” Lainey said.


    “She’s known him all her life,” Andie said.


    They continued walking down the driveway onto Sycamore Street.


    “He comes around a lot, doesn’t he?” Lainey asked.


    Is she the only one who thought it was peculiar?


    “I can see what you’re thinking,” Andie said, “and you’re wrong.”


    “I didn’t say a word.”


    “You didn’t have to,” Andie said. “There have always been whispers, but they’ve been friends forever. If something were going on, they’d have gotten caught long before now.”


    “Maybe they’re good at keeping it under wraps.”


    “That’s my point,” Andie said. “They don’t keep it under wraps. They see each other all the time right out in the open with everyone watching. They’re not trying to hide a thing. Besides, Trish and Alexis are friends. What wife would like her husband’s mistress?”


    “One who doesn’t know,” Lainey said.


    “Have you met Alexis Whitton?”


    “No.”


    “I can assure you, nothing gets by that woman,” Andie said. “If something were going on, she’d know about it.”


    “Sounds like you’re an admirer,” Lainey said.


    Andie smiled.


    “You could say that,” she said. “After I took over for my father, some men in town weren’t happy about it and said some nasty things about women doing men’s work. Bruce told me he’d chosen the best person for the job, and I should just ignore them. I tried, but it wasn’t easy. Even though most people were supportive, the negative voices stood out. Then one day I get to work, and there’s an envelope waiting for me on my desk, and it’s a handwritten note from Alexis.”


    Andie paused as they turned down Elm Street toward Mollie’s.


    “Yeah, ok, you’ve got my attention,” Lainey said. “What’d it say?”


    “It started out with the typical congratulations stuff about how I earned it, and my father would be so proud. Then on the bottom she added: P.S. Don’t let the bastards get you down.”


    Lainey laughed.


    “I carried it around with me for months and glanced at it whenever I overheard a negative remark. It always made me smile. I’ve been an ‘admirer’ of hers ever since.”


    “Well, now I am too!”

  


  


  
    Chapter 8


    


    “Good morning,” Lainey said when she walked into the Gazette on Monday morning.


    “Good morning,” Josh said without looking away from his computer screen. “There are a few things over there for you.”


    He pointed to the corner of the room toward a black console table, which was not there on Friday. Atop the table at one end was a coffee maker, a brown bag of freshly ground coffee, filters, and a few assorted mugs. One of the mugs was packed with plastic silverware. On the other end of the table was a small box from the bakery down the street with a stack of napkins on the lid. Lainey peeked under the lid and saw several bagels and spreads, the same kinds she picked up for herself last week for lunch.


    “Do you mind if I have one of these now?” Lainey asked. “I was too late to stop for breakfast.”


    “Help yourself,” Josh said. “That’s what they’re there for.”


    “Thanks,” Lainey said and picked out a bagel.


    “I have no idea how to use that thing,” Josh said and tilted back in his chair. “You’ll have to brew the coffee on your own. The ladies at the coffee shop told me this was a popular type.”


    Lainey looked the coffee maker over. “No problem. I’ll manage.”


    “I also put some cream in the refrigerator.”


    “How’d you know I took cream?” Lainey asked.


    “You always have a stirrer. Nobody stirs black coffee. I grabbed some sugar packets at the coffee shop. There were too many to choose from. If you let me know which kind you like, I can stock up.”


    “Thanks,” Lainey said, “but I don’t use sugar.”


    “After you make yourself some coffee,” Josh said, “we can go over the assignment I have for you.”


    He returned to his computer while Lainey brewed a pot of coffee and ate her bagel. Once her coffee was prepared, she brought her mug over, sat in the chair next to his desk, and waited for him to finish typing.


    “Ok,” Josh said when he was done. “Now for the bad news. I’ve decided against pursuing the Richard Praytor angle for the orphanage story. I want you to drop it.”


    “Really, why?”


    “It’s too personal, and it has nothing to do with what we’re trying to write here.”


    “Aren’t you interested though?” Lainey asked. “I don’t mean for an article, I mean just for yourself.”


    Josh smiled.


    “Of course I’m interested,” he said, “but this isn’t a gossip rag, and you’re not an investigative reporter. Can you manage a personal interest piece or not?”


    “Wait a minute,” Lainey said. “You mean I can write it?”


    “You can give it a shot, if you’re interested.”


    “I’m definitely interested,” Lainey said. “But what do you mean by give it a shot?”


    “I mean if you screw it up, I’ll rewrite it,” Josh said. “Make sure you take good notes at the interview.”


    “Interview? What interview?”


    “Father Edward called me with a name of a woman in Loveland who actually wants to talk about her experience as an orphan,” Josh said. “This is the only person he’s been able to find so far. Unless he thinks of someone else, she’s all we’ve got.”


    Josh handed Lainey a piece of paper with the woman’s name, address, and phone number.


    “We’ll fill out the story with the stuff you got last week about Father Albert and Sister Mary Elizabeth.”


    Some of the errands Josh sent Lainey on the week before were brief interviews with residents who he knew maintained working relationships with the orphanage over the years. Lainey was tasked with compiling their recollections of the priest and nun who served there for so long. Josh was following up on Lainey’s earlier suggestion to add the priest and nun to the article.


    “Of course, ask this woman what she recalls about them too, and we can use that to tie the elements together. If we wrap it up by Thursday, we can get the story into this week’s edition.”


    “Ok,” Lainey said.


    She was going to write the article herself!


    ~


    Lainey called Amy Paff who agreed to meet for an interview over her lunch hour. She worked as a nurse in a small hospital outside of Loveland, which was a thirty minute drive from Wills Creek.


    Lainey arrived at the hospital and made her way to the cafeteria where they had arranged to meet. It was only eleven o’clock, so there were not many people in the dining area. Lainey noticed a woman sitting alone at a corner table and approached her.


    “Are you Amy?”


    “Yes, I am. Are you Lainey?”


    “I am,” Lainey said and sat across from her. “Thank you so much for meeting with me so soon.”


    “Oh, I’m happy to do it,” Amy said. “I owe so much to them, it’s the least I can do.”


    Amy was in her early forties, unimposing, with soft, plain features and a smile that radiated warmth.


    “How long did you live at the orphanage?”


    “The first eighteen years of my life.”


    “So you were an infant when you arrived?”


    “I was,” Amy said. “My mother was a teenaged girl who was unable to keep me.”


    “I’m surprised you weren’t adopted. Aren’t infants supposed to be easier to place?”


    “That’s what they say. Sister Mary Elizabeth always told me it was because I was meant to be their angel. I never knew the real reason.”


    Last week, Lainey heard many stories about comforting words the sister bestowed on people.


    “What a sweet story to tell a child,” Lainey said. “Were you close with Sister Mary Elizabeth?”


    “Oh yes, she was my favorite. I’m so grateful for all the help she gave me over the years.”


    “So you stayed in contact with her even after you left?”


    “I did,” Amy said. “I even went back to care for her when she was dying.”


    “That was very kind of you.”


    “Not really,” Amy said. “I owed her so much. If it weren’t for her, I may not have become a nurse. At one point, I even considered becoming a nun, but she talked me out of it.”


    “Really? That’s seems odd.”


    “Does it?” Amy asked. “It didn’t feel odd. She spent a lot of time talking to me about it. How being a nun was a difficult commitment, and it was important to make sure it was really your calling.”


    “And you realized it wasn’t yours?”


    “Once we talked it out I did,” Amy said. “What I really wanted was to serve people, to help them in some way. Also, I think she saw that I was afraid of going out on my own, and I was considering being a nun, so I could stay.”


    “You liked it that much at the orphanage?”


    “Oh yes,” Amy said. “I found the structure and familiarity reassuring. I felt loved and protected there.”


    “So how did you decide to be a nurse?”


    “Again, it was with Sister Mary Elizabeth’s help. She was retired from teaching by then, but she still worked as an advisor, and she took me under her wing.


    “She helped me explore careers until I decided on nursing. Then we mapped out the education and classes it required and applied for scholarships and grants. She even enlisted one of the priests to help me draw up a budget and find part time jobs I could apply for that wouldn’t interfere with my studies.


    “By the time I graduated from high school and left for college, I was excited about my decisions even though I was still a little scared.”


    Wow, that was extensive help. Every kid should be so lucky with advisors.


    “She sounds like a special woman,” Lainey said.


    “She certainly was to me,” Amy said. “She was the closest thing to family I had, and I stayed in touch with her even after I left.”


    “It must’ve been so hard for you when she died.”


    “Yes, it was, but I was happy I was able to be there for her in the end.”


    “What was her illness?” Lainey asked.


    “Ovarian cancer,” Amy said. “She was in her 90’s when it was detected and refused treatment for it, so it progressed quickly. When the time came, I used my vacation hours and cared for her at the orphanage.”


    “I’m sure she was grateful for that.”


    “I think she was happy to stay there,” Amy said. “Father Albert was able to visit her several times a day. He spent a lot of time reading aloud to her.”


    “From the bible?”


    Amy laughed.


    “No, they were fans of the classics. Mostly, he read Dickens.”


    “Did she have many visitors?”


    “A few,” Amy said. “Whenever she did, she became very introspective. I remember one conversation in particular that we had. It changed my life.”


    “Really?” Lainey asked. “Please tell me about it.”


    ~


    They moved a hospital bed into Sister Mary Elizabeth’s room at the orphanage to keep her more comfortable. Amy had them set it up facing the window, so each morning when she drew back the curtains and raised the head of the bed, Sister Mary Elizabeth was immersed in an unobstructed view of the vast forest. Weather permitting, Amy would crack open the window and let the sounds and smells of the forest envelop her as well.


    Amy walked to the side of the bed and checked the I.V. fluid bag that hung there.


    “Can I bring you anything, Sister?”


    “Come sit, and chat with me until Albert arrives.”


    Amy sat in the chair they left within reach of the bed that Father Albert occupied when he read aloud to her countless hours each day. Sister Mary Elizabeth smiled at her.


    “You’re such a good girl, Amy. Tell me, are you happy?”


    “Yes, Sister.”


    “Oh, that’s good. Tell me what you’re happy about.”


    Amy paused a moment. “My job.”


    “Yes, I can see it suits you.”


    Amy nodded. “It does.”


    “I’m glad you found your calling. It balances your whole life, I think, having work that speaks to your heart. What else makes you happy?”


    Did there need to be more?


    “I don’t know what you mean, Sister.”


    “I mean what else in your life besides nursing makes you happy? Do you have any friends?”


    Amy looked down at her hands folded in her lap.


    “No, Sister.”


    “A boyfriend, perhaps?”


    Amy blushed.


    “No, Sister.”


    “You’re such a sweet girl, Amy. Your heart should be shared with more people than just an old nun.”


    But she dearly loved this old nun.


    “I’m not good with people,” Amy said.


    “That’s not so. You’re very good with people. You have a very comforting presence, and your kindness has always touched my heart. You’re afraid of people, Amy, and it has to stop.”


    She reached over and clasped Amy’s hand.


    “I’m not trying to scold you, child. I want you to flourish, and I want to keep you from making the same mistake I made. I was very similar when I was young. Afraid to color outside the lines, they used to say. Being with children, teaching, that was my calling. I so enjoyed my time with you children. You were all such a blessing. I’m afraid I chose poorly, Amy. Being a nun was not of my choosing.”


    “Whose was it then?”


    “My parents, my family, and I went along with it. I denied what I felt in my heart and chose instead to act out of fear of disappointing my family. I thought it was the appropriate thing for me to do at the time, but now I realize in doing so I denied God.”


    “Not you, Sister.”


    “Oh, not overtly, of course. I thought I was doing the right thing, but one bad choice led me into another, and in the end, it wasn’t just me who suffered, Amy. An innocent child paid the price as well, and nothing I did after that could ever undo the damage. To this day, I feel the regret as strongly as I did that night. And it all began because I forgot one important lesson that I want you to learn.”


    “What’s that, Sister?”


    “Fear never comes from God, Amy. Love does. When you act on one, you deny the other. I want you to deny this fear you have of being close to people. Allow yourself to be open to love, Amy. Only then will you be doing what God wants.”


    “I’ll try, Sister.”


    “No, child, that’s not enough. Say you’ll do it. Promise me you’ll do it, so I can die knowing I’ve spared you the regret I have weighing down my heart.”


    “I promise, Sister.”


    “That’s my girl.” Sister Mary Elizabeth patted Amy’s hand. “That’s my sweet girl.”


    ~


    “And you kept your promise?” Lainey asked.


    “I did,” Amy said. “It was difficult for me at first. I’ve always been shy, and talking to people has never been easy for me.”


    “Really?” Lainey asked. “You’ve done so well talking to me.”


    Amy blushed.


    “Thank you,” she said. “I guess I’ve improved.”


    “I’ll say. So you’ve made some friends?”


    “I have,” Amy said.


    “How about a boyfriend?”


    “Well, he’s not my boyfriend anymore,” Amy said.


    “Oh, I’m sorry.”


    Amy smiled. “He’s my fiancé.”


    “That’s wonderful,” Lainey said. “I’m sure Sister Mary Elizabeth would be very happy.”


    “Yes, I’m sure she is.”


    “You know, I’m curious,” Lainey said. “You said Sister Mary Elizabeth mentioned something about ‘an innocent child who paid the price’. Do you know who she meant?”


    “I don’t,” Amy said. “I’ve always wondered what she meant by that.”


    Lainey had an idea.


    “Have you ever heard a story about a boy who died there?” she asked.


    “The other kids used to say a boy drowned in the creek, but I never knew if it was true.”


    “What did they say about him?”


    “Just that a long time ago there had been a boy who drown in an accident, and that was the reason they were so strict about our access to the creek.”


    “They tried to keep you away from it?”


    “Oh no, we spent a lot of time there, but we were always supervised. Going near the creek alone was strictly forbidden. In fact, being on the trail at all without an adult was not allowed.”


    Could Richard be the boy who drowned? Did Sister Mary Elizabeth have something to do with his death? Is that what she regretted? There was only one person Lainey could think of who might have some answers.


    She wrapped up the interview, thanked Amy for her time, and headed for her car. She needed to get back to Wills Creek and pay a visit to the orphanage.

  


  


  
    Chapter 9


    


    When Lainey arrived at the orphanage, she went straight to the offices inside the church and ran into Father Edward in the vestibule.


    “Excuse me, Father,” Lainey said. “I’m looking for Father Albert. Is he around?”


    “Is there something I can help you with?” Father Edward asked.


    “I’m afraid not,” Lainey said. “We’re including Father Albert and Sister Mary Elizabeth in our orphanage article, and I’d like to get his reaction to some of the anecdotes people have told me about them.”


    Really, one anecdote in particular.


    “Yes, yes, I see,” Father Edward said. “I believe he’s over in the dormitory residence. He goes there often. I don’t know why, but he likes it there.”


    “Thank you, Father.”


    Father Edward walked with Lainey outside and pointed to the dormitory.


    “Go in the entrance on the south side of the building,” Father Edward said. ”You’ll find the residence just inside on your right. He should be in there.”


    “Ok, thanks.”


    ~


    The doorway into the residence did not have a door, but you could see faint markings underneath the patch job where hinges used to be mounted. Lainey knocked on the doorframe and peeked inside.


    The residence was a tiny space with a galley kitchen on one side and two small bedrooms and a bathroom on the other. In between was a combined living and dining area, which was still furnished. Father Albert sat in one of two upholstered chairs facing the room’s sole window. He did not hear her, so she entered the room and approached him.


    “I’m sorry, Father, I’d knock on the door, but there isn’t one.”


    Father Albert turned to her and smiled.


    “Oh yes, that, we removed that years ago,” he said. “Made it a lot easier to see if any of the children were wandering about when they shouldn’t be. Please sit and keep an old man company.”


    “Thank you,” Lainey said and sat in the other chair. “I visited a woman today who you may remember. Her name is Amy Paff.”


    “Of course, I remember Amy. Sweet girl. She’s a nurse, you know.”


    “I do know that,” Lainey said. “She told me how Sister Mary Elizabeth helped her decide to become a nurse.”


    “She was good about that,” Father Albert said. “Very good with the children.”


    “I wonder if you might remember another child. Richard Praytor?”


    “Richard Praytor?” Father Albert asked and frowned. “No, I know Bobby, he’s been a handyman in town for years and years. Retired now, I think. We’ve all gotten older, you know.”


    “Yes, that happens,” Lainey said.


    “He could fix anything, Bobby could. Had a real knack for it, he did.”


    “That’s great,” Lainey said.


    This might not be so easy after all.


    “Amy told me something else I thought you might be able to help me with.”


    “If I can,” Father Albert said and bobbed his head. “If I can.”


    “She said the children used to tell a story about a boy who drowned.”


    “Yes, of course, it was a tragedy.”


    “You remember it then?” Lainey asked. Yes!


    “How could I forget,” Father Albert said. “It purified our relationship. We never sinned that way again.”


    What?


    “I’m not following you,” Lainey said.


    “That poor child,” Father Albert said and shook his head. He looked over at Lainey and asked, “You never met her, did you?”


    Ok, what was going on?


    “I thought it was a boy who drowned,” Lainey said.


    “Yes, it was,” Father Albert said. “I meant Sister Mary Elizabeth. You never met her, did you?”


    “No, I never did.”


    Lainey started to bring his attention back to the drowning, but she refrained. Maybe it would be better if she just let him ramble.


    “She was a beautiful girl, Lizzy was, with a heart as pure as gold,” Father Albert said and looked at Lainey. “I tried to steal her away from the church, you know.”


    “You did?” Lainey said. “How did you do that?”


    Did he mean what she thought he meant?


    “She was from an old catholic family though,” he said. “It was traditional in those families for the oldest girl to become a nun. She wouldn’t shame them by leaving, so we both stayed.”


    “I see,” Lainey said. “You stayed at the orphanage?”


    “Oh no, we didn’t meet here,” he said. “We met right after they bombed us… a terrible day… terrible. It took a couple of years before she could come here. There were more orphans, you know, after the war.”


    Which war did he mean? Was he referring to Pearl Harbor?


    “Do you mean World War II?” Lainey asked.


    “Yes, of course,” he said. “It had a strange effect on people, that war. They did things they wouldn’t normally do, thinking one of them may die soon. Maybe we got caught up in that fever as well. I don’t know… I don’t know.”


    Father Albert gazed out the window, and Lainey waited for him to continue. His story was jumping all over the place. She was hesitant to interrupt him. Father Albert turned to her, his eyes brimming with tears.


    “God put that love in our hearts, didn’t he?” he asked.


    “I suppose he did,” Lainey said.


    “That’s what I always thought.” His head bobbed. “I always thought that, but then the boy died.”


    “He drowned?” Lainey asked.


    “Yes,” Father Albert said, “and we were no longer certain of anything except we must atone.”

  


  


  
    Chapter 10


    


    “Oh good,” Lainey said. “You’re both here.”


    Trish and Andie sat at the kitchen table with an array of nail paraphernalia scattered around them. Andie’s fingers soaked in tiny bowls of oil, and Trish was coating her nails with a deep red polish.


    “Come join us,” Trish said. “We’re doing manicures.”


    After Lainey crouched down to pet Ayla who had come up to greet her, she hung her shoulder bag on the empty chair next to Andie and sat down.


    “What’s that you’re using,” Lainey asked. “It smells nice.”


    “Olive oil and other stuff Trish mixed up,” Andie said.


    “Essential oils,” Trish said. “Lavender, sandalwood, and bay leaf.”


    “Apparently, my cuticles are a disaster,” Andie said.


    “I did not say that,” Trish said. “I said they could use some help.”


    Andie looked at Lainey. “Same difference, right?”


    Ayla crawled under the table and lay down next to Trish’s feet.


    “Can I use it when you’re done?” Lainey asked.


    “You can use it now,” Andie said and started to pull her fingers out of the oil.


    “Don’t you dare,” Trish said. “Put them back. It hasn’t been long enough.”


    “How long do I need to stay like this?” Andie asked.


    “At least a half an hour,” Trish said. “I set the timer. Wait until it goes off.”


    Lainey looked through the bottles of polish.


    “I love this one,” she said and held up a bottle of hot pink polish. “Can I use it?”


    “Of course,” Trish said. “Pick out a color for Andie. She won’t let me.”


    “I won’t let Lainey either,” Andie said. “No color for me. It’d clash with my uniform.”


    “How about this one?” Lainey held up a bottle of true blue polish.


    “I like it,” Trish said. “It’ll look good with your khaki uniform.”


    Lainey and Trish laughed.


    “Yeah, that’s exactly what the guys at work would do,” Andie said. “I would never live it down. It’s clear for me or nothing.”


    “Spoilsport,” Trish said.


    “Dull,” Lainey said. “You know what wasn’t dull was my day. You guys ready to hear about it because something very interesting happened?”


    “You bet,” Andie said.


    “Absolutely,” Trish said.


    Lainey related her conversations with Amy and Father Albert. When she finished there was stunned silence.


    “Whoa,” Andie said.


    “He meant what I think he meant, right?” Lainey asked. “They were having an affair?”


    “It appears so,” Trish said.


    “They both mentioned a child being hurt,” Lainey said. “I’m thinking that must be Richard.”


    “It could be,” Trish said.


    “And their guilt over whatever happened to him put an end to the sexual part of their relationship,” Lainey said.


    “That’s so sad,” Trish said.


    “No, that’s gross is what that is,” Andie said and shuddered. “This conversation is creeping me out.”


    “Are you serious?” Lainey asked. “Why?”


    “You aren’t catholic, are you?” Andie asked.


    “Our parents weren’t religious,” Lainey said.


    “I was raised in that church,” Andie said. “I do not want to think about priests and nuns having sex.”


    “Whatever they were or weren’t doing is their own business,” Trish said.


    “Doesn’t it bother you that they broke their vows?” Andie asked.


    “Not at all,” Trish said. “That’s between them and God. I’m not butting into that.”


    “I think it’s disturbing,” Andie said. “And the sex part is just creepy. I don’t want to hear anymore about that.”


    The timer on the stove went off.


    “Finally,” Andie said and pulled her fingers out of the oil.


    “Hold them over the bowls for a minute, and let them drip,” Trish said. “I’ll get you a paper towel.”


    “I’ll do it,” Lainey said.


    She went to the oven, stopped the timer, and brought a paper towel back for Andie. Andie wiped the oil off her fingers. Lainey leaned over to look at Andie’s cuticles.


    “Wow, they look so much better,” Lainey said.


    “Has everybody been staring at my cuticles?” Andie asked.


    “Let me see,” Trish said.


    Andie held her hands up for inspection.


    “Very nice,” Trish said. “The oil gave sheen to your nails. You could even skip the clear polish.”


    “Now you’re talking,” Andie said.


    Lainey moved the tiny bowls in front of her and placed her fingers in. Trish was finishing up the polish on her second hand.


    “Well, I’m not interested in intimate details about their relationship,” Lainey said. “I just want to know how it ties into whatever happened to Richard.”


    “I’m not sure how you can find out at this point,” Trish said. “The people involved are either dead or suffering from dementia.”


    “This is such an intriguing story,” Lainey said. “There must be some way to unravel it.”


    “Please tell me you aren’t thinking of asking Bobby,” Andie said.


    “Even I wouldn’t go that far,” Lainey said. “I’m not heartless.”


    “Thank God for that.”


    “To unravel something you just need one loose thread,” Trish said. She tightened the cap on the red polish.


    “Ok,” Lainey said. “but what?”


    “In an investigation,” Andie said, “we start at the beginning of the trail and see where it leads us.”


    “All right,” Lainey said. “So in this case, what would that be? Richard?”


    “Since you’re assuming he’s the boy who drowned,” Andie said, “verifying that could be a good start.”


    “I can’t get his death certificate,” Lainey said. “It’s too soon for it to be public record.”


    She learned those protocols last week during her research.


    “Wouldn’t the orphanage have his death certificate?” Trish asked.


    “Probably,” Lainey said, “but their records are confidential.”


    “An accidental death could’ve been written up in a newspaper,” Andie said. “You could check and see what the library has on file.”


    “We didn’t have a local newspaper back then though,” Trish said.


    “True, but nearby towns did and might’ve mentioned it,” Andie said.


    “It’s worth a shot,” Lainey said.


    “I’m almost afraid to ask,” Andie said. “How much of this have you told Josh?”


    “I only told him about my interview with Amy. He doesn’t know I went to see Father Albert.”


    Both women gave her a disappointed look.


    “Don’t look at me like that,” Lainey said. “This part’s never going to be in an article, so there’s no reason to fill him in.”


    “Except that he’s your boss,” Trish said.


    “And he told you to drop it,” Andie said.


    “Yeah, but he meant for the story. This is just for my own personal curiosity. Don’t you guys want to know what happened?”


    “I’ll admit it’s interesting,” Trish said, “but I could live without knowing.”


    “I’m all for letting sleeping dogs lie,” Andie said.


    Ayla raised her head and started a low rumbling growl.


    “Speaking of which,” Trish said.


    “Why does she keep doing that?” Lainey asked.

  


  


  
    Chapter 11


    


    The next few days were chaotic at the Gazette because they needed to hustle to deliver this week’s edition to the printer by their Thursday deadline. Josh had Lainey running errands from one end of town to the other, and since everything needed to be done as fast as possible, Lainey drove to work, so she could use her car.


    In between errands, Lainey was busy rewriting the orphanage story. Josh handed it back to her with notes scribbled all over it so many times she thought he would never be satisfied.


    “This draft’s a keeper,” Josh said after he read her latest revision on Thursday afternoon.


    “Really?” Lainey asked.


    “Yes, really,” Josh said. “Send me the file right away, so I can get it into this edition.”


    Lainey rushed over to her desk and sent him the file.


    “What’s next?” Lainey asked. She was accustomed to their harried pace and eager to move on to the next task.


    “Just a sec,” Josh said and continued typing. He hit the enter key with a definitive tap. “There, now all I have to do is finish tweaking the layout.”


    “How can I help?” Lainey asked.


    “You can’t,” Josh said. “No offense. One person job.”


    “No problem,” Lainey said. “What should I work on then?”


    “We’ve had a rough week,” Josh said. “Why don’t you take the rest of the afternoon off? We’ll start working on next week’s edition first thing in the morning.”


    “You mean it?”


    “Yeah, I mean it,” he said. “By the way, good job on the orphanage story. I think it turned out really well.”


    “Thanks,” Lainey said.


    “If you get any ideas about other stories you might like to write, let’s talk about them.”


    “Ok, great.”


    Josh turned back to his keyboard. “Now get out of here before I think of another errand to send you on.”


    Lainey grabbed her shoulder bag and hurried out. It was a beautiful day with clear blue skies and a slight breeze. Seemed a shame to spend her free afternoon indoors, but she was itching to get to the library and look for stories about the drowning, and this was the first chance she had all week.


    The library was located on the southwest end of town off Sycamore Street, closer to the boardinghouse than to the Gazette, so she took her car. She pulled around back to the parking lot, which was wedged between the library and the east edge of the orphanage’s land.


    She walked through the parking lot and around the building to the library’s entrance. Just inside the entrance, a woman sat behind a desk staring at a computer monitor. The nameplate on her desk read: Librarian – Jean P. Brenner. She was close to forty, but the way her long, black hair was pinned up gave her the appearance of someone much older. She had narrow features, and her dark eyes were penetrating when she looked up at Lainey and smiled.


    “Can I help you with something?”


    “Yes,” Lainey said. “I’m interested in looking through any newspapers you may have from the 40s.”


    “That’s an unusual request,” Jean said. “Is there something in particular I can help you find?”


    “Not really,” Lainey said. “I’m just interested in learning some history about the area, and since I work at the Gazette, I thought newspapers would be an interesting place to start.”


    Since Josh thought she had given up researching Richard, it seemed prudent not to broadcast what she was really looking for.


    “We do have numerous books that would provide you with more history than newspapers will. Would you like me to show you those?”


    “Maybe another time,” Lainey said. “I’d just like to browse the newspapers for now.”


    Jean opened a drawer of her desk and pulled out a form.


    “We do require that you sign in for access to the microfilm and use of the microfilm reader.”


    Jean handed a sign in sheet over to Lainey and gave her a pen.


    “I’ll also need to see some form of identification.”


    Lainey handed over her driver’s license. Jean copied something onto the sign in sheet and handed her license back.


    “Follow me, and I’ll show you where everything is.”


    They walked to the back of the library into a room the size of a small office. In one corner, there was a microfilm reader on a table with a chair tucked in. Metal storage cabinets filled the remainder of the room. Jean showed Lainey how to navigate the labels on the drawers and how to load the microfilm onto the reader.


    “Please return everything to the exact location where you found it.”


    “Oh I will,” Lainey said.


    Jean left her alone. Lainey scanned the labels and opened the drawer containing August 1948. There were only a few rolls to look through, which took her a while, but Lainey saw nothing pertaining to the orphanage on any of them. She returned the microfilm to the drawer and started to leave when a label on the cabinet next to the door caught her eye. It was for the Wills Creek High School newspaper. Instead of being mixed in with the other area papers chronologically, the high school paper was filed away in its own section. Lainey opened the drawer.


    Sure enough, they had editions dated all the way back to 1940. Problem was, since Richard died on August 21, the school would not have been in session. Maybe it was worth a look anyway. His death was close to the start of the school year; they may have put it in the September edition.


    Lainey pulled out the roll for 1948 and scanned past the May edition. The next edition was for September, which was a special edition because it covered pertinent events for students that occurred over the summer. Perfect!


    Lainey scanned through the large edition. Near the end was a small article about a tragic event at Saint William’s where a ten year old orphan named Richard Praytor had an accidental fall into the creek and died.


    There it was, the confirmation she was looking for! She felt a moment of elation before she realized this information did not lead her anywhere. It was a tiny piece of the puzzle with no apparent link to another piece. She returned the microfilm to the drawer and left the library.


    Now what? She needed another loose thread, but where could she find it? All she knew so far was when, where, and how he died. Andie said to start at the beginning. At the time, Lainey thought that meant the beginning of the mystery, in other words, his death. Maybe now she should start over at his actual beginning, his birth. She could try to find his birth certificate. It was old enough for it to be public record, or she could try to find him on a census. That might work. On a census, she could learn how he was related to Bobby since family members are listed together. Any names of other relatives might lead her somewhere as well.


    Lainey got into her car and put the keys into the ignition. A loud crack from the right side of her windshield startled her. She glanced over and saw a circular hole surrounded by starburst cracks. She took a sharp intake of breath and ducked down in her seat. Her heart pounded as fast as thoughts flashed through her head.


    That was a gunshot! Oh my God, someone was out there with a gun. What should she do? Should she run? What if they were still out there?


    She reached for her shoulder bag on the passenger seat and fumbled inside for her cell phone. In the process, she knocked the bag onto the floor. She tried to unlock her phone but kept hitting the wrong keys.


    Calm down!


    She unlocked it on her third attempt, tapped her contacts, and called Andie’s cell phone. While the phone was ringing, she noticed a paper lying on the passenger seat. It must have been under her shoulder bag. She reached for it just as Andie answered.


    “What’s up?” Andie asked.


    “Someone just shot at my windshield,” Lainey said. “I don’t know what to do.”


    “Where are you?”


    “At the library… there’s a note… it says I’d be dead!”


    “I’m on my way. Are you injured?”


    “No.”


    “Are you inside the car?”


    “Yes.”


    “Stay down and lock the doors. I’ll be right there. Don’t hang up your phone.”


    Lainey heard sirens. Before long, a car door slammed, more sirens, and another car door slammed. She heard Andie’s voice shout something, but the sirens were too loud for Lainey to make out the words. The sirens stopped, and she heard Andie’s voice coming through her phone.


    “I’m here, Lainey. You can unlock the door now.”


    Andie stood by the driver’s side of Lainey’s car.


    “It’s all right,” Andie said. “Unlock the door.”


    Lainey reached over and tapped the unlock button. Andie opened the door herself. She put her hand on Lainey’s arm.


    “It’s all right, Lainey. You can come out now. Whoever it was is gone.”


    Lainey was a little unsteady as she got out of her car. Andie gave her a quick hug and then kept her arm on Lainey’s shoulders.


    “I’ve got you,” Andie said. “Let’s go over here, and you can catch your breath.”


    Andie walked her over to a police cruiser and helped her inside. She crouched down next to Lainey.


    “Tell me what happened,” Andie said.


    “I was going to start my car, and I heard this loud noise, and there was a bullet hole, and I hid.”


    “Did you see anyone?”


    “No.”


    “Did you notice anyone else in the parking lot when you walked to your car?”


    Lainey had been so focused thinking about what she should research next, she barely recalled walking to her car.


    “No, but I wasn’t really paying attention.”


    “What about the note?”


    Lainey looked at her hand. She’d been holding it in her hand.


    “I must’ve dropped it. It’s still in the car.”


    “Ok, we’ll get it. Where did you find it?”


    “On the passenger seat.”


    “You’re sure it wasn’t there before you went to the library?”


    Could it have been there earlier? She would have seen it, right?


    “Pretty sure.”


    “So when did you notice it?”


    “After I knocked my bag onto the floor, and I called you, then I saw it.”


    “What were you doing in the library?”


    “Looking up newspaper articles.”


    “About Richard?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did anyone know you were coming here?”


    “You and Trish.”


    “I mean today. Did you tell anyone you were coming today?”


    “No.”


    “How long were you inside?”


    “I’m not sure… an hour or so… maybe less.”


    “Did you talk to anyone while you were here?”


    “Just the librarian, Jean. She showed me where the microfilm was.”


    “Ok, can I leave you here for a minute? I want to take a look at your car.”


    Lainey nodded. Andie walked over to Lainey’s car. One of her officers was already there.


    “What’d you find?” Andie asked.


    “It was a straight shot through the passenger side as you can see. Dug a slug out of the seat. Looks like a .22.”


    He handed Andie the evidence bag with the slug.


    “Did you find a note?”


    “Yep, lying on the floor next to her purse.”


    He handed Andie another evidence bag. Inside was a note made out of letters cut from a magazine: If I wanted to hit you - You’d be dead.


    “No chance it was an errant shot then or random,” Andie said.


    “Nope, they planned it. Those notes take forever to make.”


    “Let’s hope they left fingerprints on it. You dust the door handles for prints?”


    The officer nodded. “There’s a bunch of them.”


    “You’ll find mine on the driver’s side door, and take Lainey’s prints before she leaves the scene, so we can exclude hers.”


    “Ok.”


    Andie looked toward the forest that extended from the west end of the parking lot. Lainey’s car was parked in the middle of the lot facing the forest.


    “So they leave a note in her car and go up the hill there to wait for her to come out,” Andie said.


    “Looks like it.”


    “Send someone up there to see if we can determine where they waited.”


    “Ok.”


    “Let’s give her back her personal items before they tow her car. She’s too shook up to drive. I’m going to take her home and come back to talk to the librarian myself.”


    She handed the officer the evidence bag with the note and went back to Lainey.


    “Did you lock your car before you went into the library?”


    “I don’t think so. I hardly ever lock it.”


    “Good idea for you to start,” Andie said. “Whoever did this was brazen, Lainey. They put that note in your car in broad daylight and waited for you to come out. Have you been working on anything else I don’t know about that might have someone riled up?”


    “No.”


    “So this is about the Richard Praytor thing?”


    “I guess so. I don’t know what else it could be.”


    “Then this has escalated way too far. It’s time for you to tell Josh what’s going on. You can’t keep this from him anymore.”


    The officer approached them and handed Lainey her shoulder bag.


    “Thank you,” Lainey said.


    “We’re going to take your prints. Then I’ll drive you over to the Gazette, so you can talk to Josh before he hears about this from someone else. Call me when you’re done, and I’ll give you a ride home.”


    “What about my car?”


    “They’ll have it towed to the boardinghouse after they’re done processing it. And Lainey…”


    “Yes?”


    “No more asking questions about Richard Praytor, at least until we find out who did this.”


    “Yeah, ok.”

  


  


  
    Chapter 12


    


    When Lainey returned to the office after the shooting, Josh did not look up from his work.


    “What are you doing back?” he asked. “You forget something?”


    “Not exactly,” Lainey said.


    She sat in the chair next to his desk and waited for him to stop typing. She was not looking forward to this. She was more than happy to wait. Josh glanced at her, but his fingers kept moving.


    “You look kind of pale,” he said. “You feeling all right?”


    “I’m fine. Pretty much.”


    Josh stopped typing and swiveled his chair around to face her.


    “You don’t look fine,” he said. “What’s going on?”


    “I need to talk to you.”


    “Ok.” Josh took a long swig from his can of Coke.


    “I was just over at the library.”


    Josh leaned back in his chair and waited for her to continue.


    “I went there to look up old newspaper articles,” Lainey said. “I was doing research.”


    “About what?” Josh asked. “Do you have a new story idea?”


    “No, it’s an old idea.” Please don’t let him be too mad.


    “C’mon Lainey, whatever it is just tell me.”


    Lainey took a deep breath.


    “Somebody shot at my windshield.”


    Josh snapped forward in his chair.


    “While you were driving?”


    “While I was sitting in it.”


    “What!? Were you hurt?”


    Lainey shook her head.


    “Who did it?”


    “We don’t know,” Lainey said. “I called Andie, and the police came and checked out my car and took my fingerprints.”


    “You didn’t see anybody?”


    “No, I didn’t, but there’s more,” Lainey said. “They left me a note.”


    “What’d it say?”


    “It said if I wanted to hit you, you’d be dead.”


    Josh blanched. “Why would someone threaten you like that?”


    Lainey squirmed in her chair. Now for the hard part of the story.


    “I’m not exactly certain.”


    Josh frowned. “But you have an idea.”


    “Yes,” Lainey said. “I was there trying to find out how Richard Praytor died.”


    She braced for his reaction, but Josh only stared at her.


    Finally, he asked, “What the hell were you doing that for?”


    “I was still curious.”


    “You were still curious?”


    “Yes.”


    Josh closed his eyes and shook his head. She was just too curious for her own damn good. That was the problem.


    “Tell me, Lainey, what part of ‘drop it’ did you not understand?”


    If she just listened to him, none of this would have happened. She never would have been in any danger at all.


    “It wasn’t going to be for an article,” Lainey said. “I just wanted to know for my own sake.”


    “And now someone took a shot at you and threatened you in order to make you stop. That is unless there’s something else you’ve been doing that pissed someone off enough to shoot at you.”


    “No,” Lainey said. “There’s nothing else.”


    Which meant it was probably one of the Praytors who did this.


    “Does Andie know you were researching Richard?”


    “Yes.”


    “You told her today?”


    Lainey sighed. “She knew before today.”


    Josh threw his arms up in frustration. “Christ, Lainey, am I the only person in town who didn’t know what you were doing?”


    “Oh, c’mon, Josh, I wouldn’t tell everybody.”


    “Who exactly would you tell?”


    “Just Andie and Trish,” Lainey said. “No one else knew what I was doing.”


    “Someone else knew,” Josh said. “Andie and Trish wouldn’t shoot at you.”


    “Well… yeah.”


    “Are you sure this couldn’t be about something else?”


    “There isn’t anything else.”


    “You should’ve been talking to me about this, Lainey, not Andie and Trish. It started in this office. It should’ve stayed here.”


    “But they were willing to listen.”


    She had a point there. How do you talk to someone who doesn’t want to listen?


    “I was only curious, Josh. I understood you didn’t want it to be official or anything, and I never would’ve talked to any of the Praytors, especially not Bobby. I just wanted to know more.”


    “So you weren’t going to try to talk me into writing an article about it?”


    “No, of course not. You made it clear you didn’t want to do that. Hey, I listened to that part.”


    Josh laughed. “I guess I should be grateful for that.”


    “I’m just saying, I did respect your decision.”


    “Not entirely.”


    “About the article I did.”


    Josh leaned forward in his chair, rested his forearms on his thighs, and interlocked his fingers.


    “Here’s the problem, Lainey. I need to feel like I can trust you. I can’t waste my energy wondering if you’re doing what I’ve asked.”


    “I understand.”


    “Your curiosity can be a good trait in this job but not if it runs amuck.”


    “I wouldn’t exactly say it ran amuck.”


    “Let’s not start arguing semantics,” Josh said, “or we’ll be here all night.”


    “Yeah, ok.”


    “If I agree to listen and indulge your curiosity,” Josh asked, “will you agree to tell me everything you’re researching?”


    Lainey nodded. “Sure, I can do that.”


    “No more keeping me in the dark and going off on your own?” That should keep her from getting into trouble again or at least from getting shot at.


    “No more, I promise.”


    “Good, now let me drive you home. You still look a little pale. I think you need to rest.”

  


  


  
    Chapter 13


    


    After Andie dropped Lainey off at the Gazette, she returned to the library to question Jean P. Brenner, the librarian. Even with all the commotion going on outside, Jean stayed inside working at her desk, which is where Andie found her.


    “Hi, Jean, mind if I ask you a few questions?”


    “Not at all,” Jean said and turned away from her computer.


    Introductions were unnecessary. They both grew up in Wills Creek, and Jean was only a few years ahead of Andie in school, so Andie was well aware Jean’s middle initial stood for her maiden name: Praytor. Andie had little doubt it was not a coincidence.


    “Do you know what’s going on in the parking lot?” Andie asked.


    “I heard some sirens earlier.”


    “You weren’t curious? I never saw you come outside.”


    “My assistant, Annie, did. She said a stray shot hit a car or something.”


    Wow, she was totally deadpan.


    “You didn’t hear a gunshot?” Andie asked.


    “I only heard sirens.”


    Most people would ask about details. What if she got one anyway?


    “A young woman leaving the library was shot at,” Andie said.


    “How awful,” Jean said in a monotone.


    No question, she knew already. She must be involved somehow.


    “She told me she was here looking at microfilm,” Andie said, “and that you helped her.”


    “Yes,” Jean said. “I remember her.”


    “Do you know what she was looking for?”


    “History of the area, at least that’s what she said.”


    “So you thought she was looking for something else?”


    “I only know what she told me,” Jean said. “I don’t know if it was the truth.”


    Yeah, right. Jean knew damn well it wasn’t the truth. Still Jean couldn’t have been the shooter. She couldn’t have slipped in and out of the library without being noticed.


    “Do you know how long she was here?” Andie asked.


    “About an hour.”


    Probably watched her like a hawk. Could’ve called someone when Lainey got there. Called them again when she left. If Jean used the library’s phone on her desk to make a call, the city could provide Andie with those records. Jean’s personal cell phone records would not be so easy.


    “Were you at your desk the whole time?” Andie asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Did you see if anyone came in after her?”


    “No, no one else came in.”


    No one else knew Lainey was there, but no one else needed to with Jean watching out for her. Who asked Jean to do it though? And how did they know what Lainey was researching in the first place?


    “Ok, Jean, thanks.”


    “You’re welcome,” Jean said and turned back to her computer.


    ~


    Andie returned to her office, called the Whitton Grocery store, and asked to speak to the mayor.


    “Hello, Chief,” Bruce said. “What can I do for you?”


    “I’d like to come by and see you,” Andie said. “There’s been an incident at the library, and I’d like to fill you in on the details in person.”


    “What kind of incident?”


    “A shooting in the parking lot,” Andie said. “Don’t worry, no one was injured.”


    “I’m relieved to hear that,” Bruce said. “When do you want to come by?”


    “Now works for me.”


    “I’ll be here waiting for you.”


    As Andie stood up to leave, Josh walked into her office. He drove to the station right after dropping Lainey off at the boardinghouse.


    “Can I talk to you?” he asked. “I have some information about who may have taken that shot at Lainey.”


    “Come on in, Josh, have a seat.”


    Andie gestured to the chairs in front of her desk. They both sat down.


    “I know Lainey told you about Richard Praytor,” Josh said.


    “She did.”


    “I have some information about him, and it’s something Lainey doesn’t know.”


    “I take it you want to keep it that way?”


    Josh nodded. “And not just from her. I’d like you to keep this confidential if at all possible.”


    Josh was aware if his information became relevant to the case, it would become public knowledge, but that was out of his hands. If the Praytors were involved, as Josh suspected, any repercussions would be their responsibility not his. Josh’s main objective was to help the police find the shooter in order to keep Lainey out of harm’s way.


    “But you think this information could help me with the case?”


    “I think it might,” Josh said. “It’s hard to say without knowing who shot at her.”


    “I see,” Andie said. “Well, Josh, I’ve been told more secrets about this town than anyone except maybe Father Edward during confessions. I always keep them to myself unless I need to reveal them to solve a case.”


    “That’s pretty much what I thought you’d say.”


    “Good, now what do you have to tell me?”


    “My grandfather confirmed Richard was Bobby’s brother, and it broke Bobby’s heart when he died.”


    Not a huge surprise. Might help to know though.


    “Did your grandfather say anything else?”


    “That I should mind my own business.”


    Why was everyone so tight lipped about Richard?


    “Sounds to me like your grandfather wanted to keep Lainey from asking more questions.”


    Josh smiled. “Do you know my grandfather?”


    “Only by reputation.” And it wasn’t flattering.


    “Whatever you heard is probably true,” Josh said. “My grandfather’s not the type to hide behind cover and take a shot at somebody. He’d walk right up to them and put the barrel against their forehead.”


    Jesus, what a character.


    “Yeah, that meshes with what I’ve heard,” she said. “Since I have you here, would you mind answering some questions for me?”


    “Ask away,” Josh said.


    “Where were you and Lainey when you talked about Richard?”


    “In our office.”


    “Never anywhere else? How about on the phone?”


    “No, just in the office.”


    “Was there ever anyone else around? I don’t just mean employees. I mean cleaning people, a repairman, the mailman, anyone.”


    “There was never anyone around who could’ve overheard us. That’s what you’re getting at, right?


    “Pretty much.”


    “I’m certain no one could’ve heard us talking about Richard, but my parents were there when I asked my grandfather about it.”


    “What did they have to say?”


    “That if Bobby didn’t want to talk about Richard, we should respect his wishes.”


    Everyone wanted to let this go except Lainey. Even so, the mayor and his wife had no discernable motive to prevent Lainey from asking questions.


    “How about today? Did she tell you she was going to the library?”


    “No, she never mentioned it.”


    “Ok, thanks.”


    Other than Josh, the only people Lainey talked to about her interest in Richard were Andie and Trish, neither of whom would blab about it. Besides, someone knew about Lainey’s plans to go to the library, and if they did not hear about those plans at the office, they must have heard about them at the boardinghouse. Lainey never spoke to Andie about it anywhere else.


    “Do you think she’s in danger?” Josh asked.


    “No, I think it was a warning, but she needs to heed the warning and back off. Accidents can happen when people are shooting at you. She could’ve been hit whether they were aiming at her or not.”


    “You try getting her to do that,” Josh said. “She obviously doesn’t listen to me.”


    “I think this scared the crap out of her,” Andie said.


    “Yeah, I could see that much.”


    “That may convince her without any help from us.”


    ~


    Bruce stood when Andie walked into his office at the grocery store.


    “Hi, Chief.”


    “I’m sorry it took me so long to get here,” Andie said. “Just as I was leaving, Josh dropped by to discuss the case.”


    No sense beating around the bush. After all, Bruce was the mayor. She better be able to trust him.


    “No problem,” Bruce said as they both sat down. “Can I get you some coffee or a pop?”


    “No, thanks.”


    “Ok, then,” Bruce said. “What’s going on?”


    “Someone took a shot at Lainey’s windshield while she was sitting in her car in the library’s parking lot.”


    “They were shooting at her on purpose?” Bruce asked. “You sure it wasn’t a hunter’s errant shot?”


    It had been known to happen from time to time.


    “No, this was meant for her.”


    “She’s all right, isn’t she?” Bruce asked.


    “Yes, she’s fine, just shook up. Of course, that has a lot to do with the note they left threatening her. It said: If I wanted to hit you, you’d be dead.”


    Bruce was aghast. “Why would anyone do that?”


    “It appears they didn’t want her researching Richard Praytor. She was at the library trying to determine how he died. Josh said you knew about her interest in him.”


    “Yes, but I thought he wasn’t pursuing it.”


    “Oh, he wasn’t. It’s my understanding he told her to drop it, but she continued to look into as a personal matter not something for the paper.”


    “Did Josh know she was doing that?”


    “No, not until today.”


    So someone in Uncle Bobby’s family did this just to keep Lainey from asking questions? Stupid, stupid, stupid.


    “How can I help?” Bruce asked.


    “I suspect a call was made from the library telling the shooter about Lainey’s arrival. I’m interested in looking at the library’s phone records.”


    Since the city owned the library, the mayor could grant the police access to their phone records, so Andie could bypass the need for a subpoena.


    “Why do you suspect that?” Bruce asked.


    “That’s a complicated answer, but you can help me verify a few points along the way, if that’s all right.”


    “Be happy to,” he said.


    “I suspect someone was listening to our conversations at the boardinghouse, someone who had easy access and wouldn’t raise suspicions, but someone who Ayla would growl at.”


    “Ayla?”


    Andie nodded. The more she thought about it, the more sense it made.


    “During our conversations, she’d growl.”


    Bruce shrugged. “Could’ve been a raccoon or some other critter wandering around outside.”


    “She would also wedge herself up against Trish.”


    “Which she does when she’s leery.”


    “Is she leery of animals?”


    “Only if they’re bigger than her and attacking,” Bruce said. “I’ve seen her chase deer, but when a buck turns and charges her, she gives up the chase and hides behind us.”


    That’s what Andie thought. “But she’s leery of people, right?”


    “Oh yeah, particularly strangers.”


    “Or people who don’t take to her, like Tim. I’ve never seen him pet her.”


    “Neither have I,” Bruce said. “But I’ve never heard her growl at him either.”


    “Maybe not when he’s in full view, but if he’s lurking outside an open window?”


    The women were always chatting in the family room with the windows wide open. Of course, Tim also could have overheard them while he was in his room if he left his door open or stood in the hallway out of sight. Only Ayla would have sensed him nearby.


    “Yeah, she’d probably growl at him then,” Bruce said.


    “Besides it had to be someone who could come and go easily,” Andie said. “How else could they happen to be around on the nights we happened to talk about this?”


    “Good point,” Bruce said. “No one would question Tim’s presence there, inside or out.”


    “Exactly, and he’s a Praytor, which gives him a reason to care about what Lainey was doing.”


    “But if Tim knew what she was up to, how would he have known the exact time she was going to the library? Do you think he was following her?”


    “No, he didn’t need to,” Andie said. “He just needed to ask someone else to keep an eye out for her and let him know when she showed up.”


    Bruce thought for a moment. “His sister Jean’s the librarian!”


    “Exactly.”


    “So you think Tim shot at Lainey?”


    “Not necessarily,” Andie said. “Motive points to one of the Praytors, but they’re all crack shots, even the girls. Could’ve been any one of them. I have ruled out Jean though. She couldn’t have pulled it off without being noticed.”


    “I think you can also rule out Bobby,” Bruce said.


    No chance Uncle Bobby had anything to do with this. He would never condone threats or violence under any circumstances.


    “I doubt it was him either,” Andie said. “Not really his style.”


    Which left his son or one of his grandkids. Not easy to imagine them doing this either. They were all good people. Poor Uncle Bobby. One of them was in a hell of a lot of trouble.


    “How bad will this be?” Bruce asked. “I mean the charges, when you find whoever did it.”


    “Hard to say,” Andie said. “Lainey wasn’t hit. Appears whoever did this wasn’t actually trying to hit her. All that really happened was a damaged windshield. That’s a misdemeanor. If that’s all the prosecutor charges, the shooter could get some kind of probation, but that’s not my call.”


    “What about the note?”


    “Combined with the use of a rifle could turn it into a felony charge. A lot depends on what Lainey tells the prosecutor. If Lainey feels her life was threatened, and she’s willing to fully cooperate, the prosecutor could decide to file charges of aggravated assault. Whole different ballgame then.”


    Oh God, Uncle Bobby would be devastated if one of them went to prison. Damn.


    “Well, I’ll make a call and get you those phone records right away.”


    “Thank you, mayor.”


    “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”


    ~


    Lainey and Trish were sitting at the kitchen table when Andie burst through the door with two packages in her arms.


    “So who’s hungry?” Andie asked. “Because I’m famished.”


    She dumped the packages on the table and began to pull items out.


    “I grabbed subs at the grocery store deli,” Andie said.


    “You’re a dear,” Trish said and went to the cupboard for plates.


    “I’m not really hungry,” Lainey said.


    “You will be once you smell these,” Andie said. “I got a club and an Italian for us.”


    She laid them on the table. “Take your pick, Lainey.”


    Trish put an empty plate in front of each of them along with a napkin.


    “And I have it on good authority this is your favorite.” Andie handed the third sub to Trish.


    “Roasted veggie with smoked mozzarella?” Trish asked.


    “Yep,” Andie said. “And to soothe your frazzled nerves…”


    Andie pulled a liquor bottle out of the second bag and set it down in front of Lainey. “A very nice cognac. You are old enough to drink something this strong, aren’t you?”


    “I’m twenty-two!”


    “I was just kidding,” Andie said. “Let’s dig in.”


    Andie put half of the Italian on her plate and the other half on Lainey’s empty plate. Trish brought wine glasses to the table.


    “We’re supposed to let it breathe,” she said. She opened the brandy, and poured each glass about a third full. “Although I’m not sure subs are the usual accompaniment.”


    They all laughed.


    “I’ve never had cognac before,” Lainey said and picked up her glass.


    “Just sip it,” Trish said. “Especially on an empty stomach.”


    Lainey took a sip.


    “What do you think?” Trish asked.


    “I like it,” Lainey said.


    She continued to sip her brandy while Andie and Trish ate their subs.


    “Have you found anything out yet?” Trish asked Andie.


    “We’ll have to wait and see what the lab says. I do know they used a .22 but that won’t be easy to track down unless the gun’s been used in a previous crime. Practically every household in this town owns at least one rifle that fires a .22 round. Hell, it was the first gun my dad taught me to shoot.”


    “Mine too,” Trish said.


    Lainey was taken aback.


    “You have guns in this house?” Lainey asked.


    Andie stared at her and cocked her head.


    “I mean besides yours,” Lainey said.


    “Don’t worry,” Trish said. “They’re in a locked gun cabinet.”


    They as in plural. What a different world. Lainey sipped more of her brandy.


    “So there are no leads?” Trish asked.


    Andie shrugged. “Nothing I can talk about.”


    She put half the club on her plate and took a bite. Lainey’s stomach rumbled loud enough for them all to hear, which made them laugh.


    “Sounds like the cognac kicked in,” Trish said.


    “I do feel kinda hungry now,” Lainey said.


    “Well, eat up,” Andie said.


    Lainey took a few bites of her sub. Trish began to sip her cognac.


    “What I want to know is how the shooter knew I was there,” Lainey said.


    “The shooter?” Andie asked. “Listen to you.”


    “That’s what you called him.”


    “Well, I have an idea about that,” Andie said.


    “What?”


    “Oh no, this is police work from here on out. No more investigating for you.”


    “I second that,” Trish said and raised her glass.


    “Aw c’mon,” Lainey said. “At least give me a hint.”


    Andie finished her sub, wiped her hands on her napkin, and picked up her wine glass before she said, “It’s all related… literally.”


    ~


    Andie sat at her desk Friday morning with reports scattered around her. The lack of evidence in this case was discouraging.


    They discovered where the shooter lay in wait for Lainey, but there was no identifying evidence left behind. There were scuffmarks where the shooter crouched behind a boulder but no footprints. They were not able to retrieve any fingerprints off the boulder, and they found no residue in the area.


    The only clear fingerprints they found on the car belonged to Lainey and Andie, and only Lainey’s prints were on the note.


    The library’s phone records arrived, but there were no outgoing calls during the time Lainey was there. Andie had no way to prove Jean or Tim’s involvement.


    The ballistics report was not in yet. Maybe it would provide some good news. Meanwhile, Andie needed to talk to each of the Praytors and get their alibis. Since she had already spoken to Jean, Tim was next up on her list.


    ~


    The post office was on the north side of town on Poplar Street midway between the police station and the Gazette. Only one clerk was on duty when Andie arrived.


    “I’m here to see Tim Praytor,” Andie said.


    The clerk picked up her phone and spoke to Tim.


    “He’ll be right out,” the clerk said.


    “Thank you.”


    Andie stepped aside, so the clerk could wait on the two customers who came in behind her. Tim appeared in a doorway off to the side.


    “Hi, Andie.”


    “Hey, Tim, is there somewhere we can talk?”


    “Sure, come back to my office.”


    Andie followed Tim down a hallway. They passed a break room, a supply room, and the employee’s restroom before coming to his office. The remaining door at the end of the hallway was the back entrance for the post office.


    Tim’s office was cramped, but it did have a small window. His desk was neat and void of any personal paraphernalia. They sat in the only two chairs available.


    “What can I help you with, Andie?”


    “I need to ask you some questions about the shooting at the library yesterday. You’ve heard about that?”


    Andie did not see Tim at the boardinghouse last night or early this morning, but that was not unusual. She often went days without running into him at home. She supposed they were on different schedules, but this time she could not help but wonder if he avoided her on purpose.


    “Sure, I heard,” Tim said.


    “Well, I have reason to believe someone in your family may be involved,” Andie said.


    She waited for a reaction but got none. Tim’s placid expression did not waver in the least.


    “Can you tell me where you were yesterday afternoon?” Andie asked.


    “I was here,” Tim said.


    “At the post office?”


    “In my office.”


    “The whole afternoon? You never left your office?”


    “That’s right.”


    “Can anyone here verify that?”


    “They knew I was here.”


    “Did anyone see you?”


    “Not that I recall.”


    “You take any calls?” Andie asked.


    “No, I don’t think so.”


    Still unruffled. He wasn’t worried, that’s for sure, but was he innocent? Not entirely.


    “You ever see anyone lurking around the boardinghouse?” Andie asked.


    “Lurking?”


    Finally, he looked surprised.


    “Yeah, you know,” Andie said, “someone hanging around where they didn’t belong.”


    Maybe listening to things they should not be listening to. Andie had no proof Tim eavesdropped, so she would not accuse him outright, but she wanted him to know she knew he had done it.


    Tim returned her gaze. “No, can’t say that I have.”


    He was cool, she would give him that.


    “The clerk out front the one who was working yesterday?” Andie asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Then I’ll have a word with her on my way out.”


    Tim remained seated while Andie got up and left. Just outside his office, she glanced at the back door at the end of the hall. Tim could have left and come back without anyone seeing him. His alibi was not concrete, but could it be disproved? She went to the front of the post office to speak to the clerk.


    “You were working yesterday afternoon?” Andie asked.


    “Yes, I was,” the clerk said.


    “Did you see Mr. Praytor during that time?”


    The clerk thought about it before she said, “No, I don’t think so. He was in his office.”


    “Is that common, for him to stay in his office like that?”


    “Yes, he’s usually back there,” the clerk said.


    “Was anyone else on duty?”


    “Not out here,” the clerk said. “There were people in the sorting room though.”


    “Ok, thanks.”


    Andie heard the same story from them. Mr. Praytor was in his office as usual, but no one actually saw him. Andie was getting nowhere fast. She could go back to the station and see if the ballistics report was in yet. Otherwise, she needed to talk to the rest of the Praytors. Hopefully, they weren’t all as calm as Tim, and one of them would crack.

  


  


  
    Chapter 14


    


    “What do you mean, he confessed?” Lehman asked.


    “He went into the police station and told them he’s the one who shot at her,” Bobby said.


    As soon as Bobby finished talking to Gary at the police station, he rushed over to Lehman’s house to enlist his help.


    “Why would he do that?” Lehman asked.


    “Which? Shoot at her or confess?”


    “Either!”


    Bobby shook his head in dismay. Damned if he understood it.


    ~


    “I’m the one who’s responsible,” Gary said to Bobby when they talked at the police station.


    In a way, it was true. While it was a fluke the first time Tim overheard the women’s conversation, Gary was the one who encouraged Tim to keep an ear out for more information.


    “We don’t want her looking into this,” Gary had said to Tim, but he never told him to take matters into his own hands. He definitely never told him to do something as rash as shoot at her!


    The fact was, Lainey could never find out what happened to Richie because the few people who knew the truth would never divulge it. Gary knew that, but he also knew if she stirred up enough interest, people would start asking questions, and Bobby would suffer under the scrutiny. That is all Gary wanted to prevent, the gossip that would ensue, and he would have found a more rational way to persuade her than shooting at her!


    What got into that boy’s head sometimes was hard to figure. Tim was intelligent, but sometimes he lacked common sense. Gary was proud when his oldest son achieved traditional success in areas he himself had not, and he never missed an opportunity to brag about Tim or express his pride in him. None of it ever seemed to be enough for Tim though. He was always desperate for more approval from his father.


    “I don’t understand why you’d do this,” Bobby said.


    “It wasn’t meant to hurt her, only scare her off,” Gary said, which was exactly what Tim had said to him.


    As soon as Gary heard about the shooting, he confronted Tim, who confessed readily. Tim had taken action without thinking through the consequences, but Gary was quick to realize the negative impact even the hint of suspicion would have on Tim’s reputation and career, so he ordered him to hand over the rifle and keep his mouth shut.


    “Don’t you dare breathe a word of this to anyone,” Gary had said. “Not even to your brothers or sisters. I’ll handle Jean myself.”


    Tim’s nod was solemn. Should the police start looking in Tim’s direction, Gary would take the heat himself. Any damage the fallout caused would be easier for him to weather.


    “Scare her off from what?” Bobby asked.


    “I’m sorry Dad,” Gary said. “I know it was a mistake, but I was only trying to protect you.”


    ~


    “One mistake shouldn’t ruin your life,” Bobby said to Lehman.


    They both knew it could though. A single miscalculation, and everything could spiral out of control.


    “Don’t you worry,” Lehman said. “We won’t let that happen.”


    Damned if he would let another mishap scar Bobby, but he had few options at his disposal. The days were gone when Lehman could pull some strings and manipulate outcomes. His connections had aged right along with him and long since faded away. Even having his son as the mayor provided him with no pull. Bruce was as ethical as they come and of no use to Lehman.


    What he did have left was money, and money could buy them a lawyer who knew how to work the system, who could coax Gary to say the right things. Lehman knew just the lawyer to hire, and he would wave enough money in his face to get him involved in Gary’s case immediately.


    “I’ll make a call,” Lehman said. “We’ll get this taken care of.”


    “We have to,” Bobby said. “He was just trying to protect me.”


    “Protect you from what?”


    Bobby’s shoulders slumped, and he looked down at his hands lying in his lap.


    “He knows about Richie,” Bobby said.


    “How the hell does he know that? We swore we’d never tell anyone.”


    “I didn’t mean to tell him,” Bobby said. “I didn’t even know I had.”


    “How the hell is that possible?”


    Gary had stunned Bobby at the police station when he revealed his knowledge of Richie. After Gary’s mother died, he would sometimes hear his father cry out in his sleep, and he would rush to his bedside.


    “Sometimes I mumbled things in my sleep about Richie. Enough things that he pieced together the gist of what happened.”


    “Good God, Bobby!”


    “I didn’t mean to tell him,” Bobby said. “I thought I’d never told anyone.”


    He wondered now if his wife had known. Had he mumbled in his sleep then too, or had her death in childbirth roiled his anguished soul to the point of overflowing? Gary was seven years old when his mother and stillborn brother departed this world. He was old enough to recognize his father’s anguish but too young to ascertain how to handle it. He would sit at the foot of his father’s bed and watch over him, but he was afraid to rouse him. After a couple of years, the nightmares stopped. At least the ones Gary knew about.


    Because only Bobby knew, the nightmares never ended. Perhaps they reached a fevered pitch after his wife died, but the seed of Bobby’s anguish took root long before Gary was born. It all started that horrible night, on that ledge, when Richie fell.

  


  


  
    Chapter 15


    


    Lehman was five years old when his father, Samuel, came home from his monthly trip to Denver with more than just inventory for his grocery store. Samuel arrived in Wills Creek with two small boys he found abandoned by the side of the road and turned them over to the care of the priests and nuns at the orphanage. The boys were brothers; Bobby was four, and his little brother Richie was two. After Samuel left the orphanage, he went home and sat Lehman down to talk to him about the boys.


    “They’re scared and alone,” Samuel said. “They need our help.”


    “Ok,” Lehman said. He was glad his father was including him, but what could he possibly do to help?


    “This is their home now,” Samuel said. “They need a friend who can show them the ropes. Can you do that for me, son?”


    Lehman nodded. Samuel reached over and mussed up Lehman’s hair.


    “That’s my boy.”


    The Whitton family home was just down the hill from the orphanage, and Lehman often played on the property. He was too young for school and roamed free during the day, venturing further from the confines of his yard than his two younger sisters. Any town boys he knew were already in school, so Lehman was often out and about on his own.


    The next morning, Samuel drove Lehman up the hill to the orphanage and escorted him into the dormitory. Just inside the entrance, Samuel stopped a nun.


    “Excuse me, Sister. I’m looking for the boys I brought in last night.”


    The nun smiled and pointed down the hallway to the nursery.


    “They’re in there,” she said.


    “Both of them?” Samuel asked.


    “The older one won’t leave his brother’s side.”


    Samuel put his hand on Lehman’s shoulder and walked him into the nursery. On the far side of the room, in the toddlers’ section, Richie played on his hands and knees with a truck. Bobby sat on the floor with his back against the wall and watched him. Samuel guided Lehman over to them.


    “Bobby, this is my son, Lehman.”


    “Hi,” Lehman said and put his hand out to shake, the way his father taught him.


    Bobby looked at his hand with a blank stare and said, “Hi.”


    Samuel crouched down and whispered into Lehman’s ear.


    “You see, son, he needs someone to help him learn the things I’ve already taught you. After I leave, get him to go outside with you. The nuns will watch over his brother, and he can still keep an eye on him through that window. It’s right by the meadow behind the building. You know where I mean?”


    Lehman nodded. Samuel stood and said, “All right, boys, it’s time for me to head into the store. You have fun together.”


    Samuel left, and Lehman went to sit next to Bobby with his back against the wall too.


    “Why you staying in here with the little kids?” Lehman asked.


    “I’m watching my brother.”


    “They’re watching him too,” Lehman said and pointed to the nuns. “You know who they are?”


    Bobby stared at the nuns and shook his head.


    “They’re nuns,” Lehman said. “That means they work for God. You know who God is, don’t you?”


    Bobby nodded.


    “My dad says having nuns watch over you is the same as having God watch over you. They won’t let nothing happen to him.”


    “You sure?” Bobby asked.


    “Yep, cause God’ll get mad at them if they do, and nobody wants God to get mad at them. Not even nuns.”


    Bobby looked unconvinced.


    “We could go outside,” Lehman said. “I was gonna build a fort today. You could help me, if you want.”


    “You can go,” Bobby said.


    “We could check on him anytime you want,” Lehman said. “You see that window over there?”


    Bobby looked toward the window. “Yeah.”


    “We don’t have to come inside,” Lehman said. “We can just look at him through that window.”


    “You promise?” Bobby asked.


    “Yeah, sure. C’mon, I’ll show ya.”


    Lehman led Bobby outside to the window. They both peered into the nursery and watched Richie play.


    “See,” Lehman said. “Told ya.”


    They stayed in the meadow near the window for the rest of the day, and whenever Bobby felt the need to check on Richie, Lehman would join him. They would both cup their hands around their eyes to block out the sun’s glare and press their faces against the pane.


    Day by day, as they ventured further away from the window, they bonded closer together. By the time Richie was old enough to tag along behind them, Bobby and Lehman were inseparable.


    ~


    The upper two floors of the orphanage dormitory provided rooms for the older children while the main floor housed an infirmary, a cafeteria, a nursery, a residence for the priest and nun overnight chaperones, and at the far end, classrooms for the elementary aged children. Junior high aged children were deemed old enough to make the trek down the hill into town on their own, so they attended the public schools from then on.


    In the summer of 1948, Bobby was set to start seventh grade in the fall at the public junior high where Lehman already attended. Richie was two years behind him and entering the fifth grade at the orphanage elementary school.


    Behind the orphanage, the creek meandered down the mountain and altered its pace and dimensions numerous times before it reached Wills Creek. At one point, it was narrow and barely a trickle only to widen and deepen until its current became swift enough to knock a person over. Just before it reached the orphanage, the creek made a sharp turn that calmed its current and spread its banks, which caused deep pools to form where the children could swim and play. It was a popular hangout during the summer particularly for the boys, whose roughhousing and boisterous antics tended to drive the girls away.


    Lehman and Bobby skipped rocks off to the side away from the children who were swimming, and Richie waded in the shallows near them with a long stick he used to dislodge rocks in the water before he decided whether to pick them up and examine them.


    “What’s he looking for anyway?” Lehman asked and chucked a rock into the water with a thunk.


    “Different kinds of rocks,” Bobby said. “He decided he wants to be a geologist.”


    “What for?”


    Bobby shrugged. “Because he likes rocks, I guess.”


    Bobby often did not understand his brother’s motivations, but he loved him beyond measure. Richie was an easy boy to love. He was a sweet child, mild in demeanor, slight in stature, and a favorite among his teachers. Although he wandered around with Bobby and Lehman, he was often occupied in separate activities and content to be engrossed with his own thoughts.


    “If you find any flat ones bring ‘em over, Richie,” Lehman called.


    Richie waved at him without looking up.


    “Davey still bothering him?” Lehman asked and chucked another rock.


    “He better not be, or I’ll kick his ass,” Bobby said and skimmed a rock of his own.


    Davey was a boy from the orphanage in the same grade as Richie who had begun to tease Richie about his failure to make the jump. The jump was an unofficial rite of passage for the orphanage boys who were in elementary school, which required them to leap off a trail ledge in the dead of night into the swimming hole below.


    “He won’t mess with him when we’re around,” Lehman said. “Davey’s a shit, but he’s not stupid.”


    “Richie hasn’t said anything to me,” Bobby said. “So I guess it’s ok now.”


    “Won’t stay that way forever,” Lehman said. “Unless Richie jumps.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    Bobby walked up the bank to search for more rocks. Lehman joined him.


    “Maybe you should talk to him again,” Lehman said.


    “Don’t know what good it’ll do,” Bobby said and picked up a rock. “He’s too scared.”


    “It’s not really that far,” Lehman said. “Why’s he so scared?”


    “I don’t know. I was hoping he’d get over it by now.”


    “He’s waited too long already,” Lehman said. “What is he now, ten?”


    “Yep.”


    “Hell, how old were you when you did it?”


    “Eight.”


    “He should’ve jumped last summer,” Lehman said. He picked up a rock and discarded it. “All the other fifth graders are gonna give him hell when school starts if he still hasn’t done it.”


    “I know it.”


    “And you won’t be around to stop them.”


    “I don’t know what to do about it,” Bobby said. “I can’t make him jump.”


    “I bet you could talk him into it,” Lehman said. “He listens to you.”


    “Maybe,” Bobby said, “but what if he gets up there and chickens out? They’d never stop teasing him then.”


    “Yeah, that’s true.”


    They returned to the shallows with their chosen rocks and started to skip them across the creek.


    “We could stand up there with him,” Lehman said. “That’s allowed, right?”


    “Yeah, I guess so, but what good would that do?”


    “If he chickens out, we could help him over.”


    “Help him over how?” Bobby threw a rock and counted the skips. Four.


    “If we can’t talk him into it, we could give him a nudge.”


    “What do you mean?” Bobby asked. “Push him?”


    “I don’t mean knock him on his ass or anything,” Lehman said. “Just give him a hand. It’s really not that far. It’ll be over before he knows it, and Davey can keep his trap shut.”


    “Yeah, I guess,” Bobby said. “I just hate to surprise him like that.”


    “It’s for his own good,” Lehman said. “Summer’s almost over.”


    “I know it.”


    “When’s the next night?” Lehman asked.


    In order to sneak out of the dormitory, the boys needed to pass the residence where pairings of priests and nuns took turns chaperoning them at night, so the boys learned their habits. Father John stayed up until all hours reading due to his insomnia. Sister Ann was such a light sleeper she could hear a minor creak on the stairs and would come running out to investigate. Father Joe made late night trips to the cafeteria for snacks. Sister Agnes patrolled the hallways with a flashlight. However, when Father Albert paired with Sister Mary Elizabeth, they kept the residence door shut and remained inside. Those were the nights the boys chose to make their jumps.


    “Saturday, I think,” Bobby said.


    “That could be his last chance.”


    “Yep.”


    “Talk him into it, Bobby, or his school year’s gonna be hell.”


    ~


    On Saturday night, the dormitory boys waited until a half an hour after lights out to crack open their doors and tip toe single file down the hallway carrying their shoes. On the staircase, they took pains to avoid the creaky spots, and no one so much as whispered as they made their way past the residence. At the front door, Bobby pulled it open wide and let all the boys pass before he went through himself and eased the door closed without a sound.


    He joined the rest of the boys on the grass where they all put on their shoes. Once again, they formed a single file and made their way to the trail. Lehman joined their ranks at the trailhead. He had climbed out of his bedroom window to avoid waking his own family.


    On the trail, when they reached the ledge, the rest of the boys continued on while Bobby, Richie, and Lehman stopped. Richie went to the edge and looked down.


    “See it’s not that far,” Lehman said.


    “I can’t see anything,” Richie said. “It’s too dark.”


    “Don’t worry,” Bobby said. “You can hear it, right? You know the swimming hole’s under this ledge. You’ve been on this trail a million times.”


    Richie turned to Bobby in a panic.


    “I don’t want to do it, Bobby. It’s like jumping into an abyss.”


    Lehman rolled his eyes. No wonder Richie was a teacher’s pet. What kid says things like abyss? He needed this jump to lower his nerd factor.


    “It looks worse than it is,” Bobby said. “It only takes a few seconds, then you’re in the water, and you swim to the bank. It’s easy.”


    “I don’t know,” Richie said.


    “Just hold your breath like I told you,” Bobby said. “So you don’t gulp any water when you hit, and you’ll be fine.”


    “What if I can’t see where the bank is?” Richie asked. “It’s so dark.”


    “Leh and I will run right down,” Bobby said. “But you won’t need our help. You’re a good swimmer, Richie. You can do it.”


    “I could go down now, if you want me to,” Lehman said. “I’ll wait for you on the bank, so you’ll know which way it is.”


    “Go down,” Richie said, “but tell them I’ve changed my mind.”


    “No chance,” Lehman said.


    Richie moved further away from the edge.


    “I don’t have to do it, right Bobby? I don’t care if they tease me.”


    Bobby put his arm around Richie’s shoulder and turned with him back toward the edge.


    “You will care,” Bobby said. “When it goes on for too long, you’ll care, but then it’ll be too late.”


    “You have to do it,” Lehman said, but he was looking at Bobby not Richie.


    “I know,” Bobby said. “Hold your breath.”


    With the hand that rested on Richie’s shoulder, he pushed. Richie disappeared into the darkness. A few seconds later, they heard a loud crack. They both looked over the edge.


    “What was that?” Bobby asked.


    “I don’t know,” Lehman said. “That didn’t sound right at all.”


    “Shit,” Bobby said.


    He started running down the trail with Lehman following on his heels. When they reached the bottom, the other boys were gathered along the bank looking into the creek.


    “Richie!” Bobby called. “Where is he?”


    “We can’t see him,” one of the boys said.


    Bobby and Lehman both waded into the creek and looked around for Richie.


    “Richie!” Bobby called. “Do you see him, Leh?”


    “No.”


    One of the boys on the bank pointed off to the right. “There he is!”


    They both swam over to Richie who floated face down in the water. Bobby flipped him over. They each grabbed Richie under an armpit and pulled him onto the creek’s bank. Bobby collapsed on the bank next to Richie and laid his head against Richie’s chest.


    “Is he breathing?” one of the boys asked.


    Bobby sat on the bank and pulled Richie into his lap. He wrapped his arms across Richie’s chest and began to rock him. Richie’s head lolled to one side. There was no need to check his breathing.


    Lehman brushed tears off his cheeks before anyone might notice them. He needed to be a man like his father taught him. Take charge, his father always said. Stand strong.


    “You guys need to get out of here,” Lehman said. “Go back to the dormitory.”


    “What about Richie?” one of them asked.


    “It’s too late to worry about him,” Lehman said. “You’ll all get into trouble if you get caught here. Get out of here. Hurry.”


    The other boys ran off. Lehman crouched down next to Bobby.


    “We have to get my father,” Lehman said. “He’ll know what we should do.”


    Bobby leaned his head against Richie’s and held him tighter. Tears streamed down his face.


    “There’s nothing we can do now,” Bobby said.


    “Listen to me,” Lehman said. “This is really bad, Bobby. We need to ask my dad how we should handle it.”


    Bobby rocked Richie. He closed his eyes and began to keen.


    “Bobby!”


    Bobby opened his eyes and nodded. Lehman ran as fast as he could to wake up his father.


    ~


    “It was an accident,” Samuel said.


    Father Albert sat at the dining table in the dormitory residence. His elbows were on the table, and his forehead rested in his palms.


    “Oh, dear God,” Father Albert said.


    When Samuel had knocked on the residence door, it took a few minutes before Father Albert and Sister Mary Elizabeth, both donning bathrobes, opened the door to greet him.


    After informing them of Richie’s presence in the infirmary, Samuel said, “Excuse me, Sister, but I need to speak to Father Albert in private.”


    Women took care of children, but men took care of problems.


    “Of course,” Sister Mary Elizabeth said and left for the infirmary.


    Samuel paced back and forth next to the table and filled Father Albert in on the details of what had transpired at the creek, which Lehman had relayed to him as they raced back to help Bobby. Once they arrived at the creek, it took a while for Samuel to coax Bobby into loosening his grip on Richie. Samuel attempted to talk to Bobby about what happened, but there was not much Bobby would say. Clearly, the boy was in shock. Samuel picked Richie up and carried him to the infirmary where he also left Bobby and Lehman while he went to sort things out with the priest.


    “There was no ill intent,” Samuel said.


    “The boy’s neck was broken?”


    “It appeared so,” Samuel said, “but giving out that detail will only sensationalize the whole situation.”


    “Excluding that detail will make it sound like he drowned,” Father Albert said.


    “So what,” Samuel said. “He fell awkwardly. Maybe he hit a submerged rock or something. I don’t know. I just know they didn’t mean to hurt him. That’s what matters here.”


    “You don’t think the authorities will notice his neck is broken?”


    “Not if they don’t examine him,” Samuel said. “It’s not obvious just to look at him. You can tell them the nuns will prepare him for burial. That’s common practice.”


    “Why do you want to bypass the authorities?” Father Albert asked.


    “Because I don’t want anyone questioning these boys and making it harder on them than it already is,” Samuel said. “The police will listen to you. They’ll believe anything you tell them. You’re the priest on duty. It’s up to you.”


    “And you want me to lie?”


    Samuel stopped pacing and placed his palms against the table.


    “I want you to protect these boys from further harm,” Samuel said. “No details need to come out. Do you want people saying he killed his own brother?”


    “You want me to lie to the police?”


    “It’s not a lie,” Samuel said. “He fell. It was an accident. That’s all true.”


    “It’s not the whole truth.”


    “Things rarely are, Father. They rarely are.”

  


  


  
    Chapter 16


    


    Samuel and his wife moved to Wills Creek right after Lehman was born, and he started the grocery store with money he inherited from his father’s estate. Samuel was working as an assistant manager at a grocery store chain in Denver when his father’s passing afforded him the opportunity to strike out on his own. He scoured the Front Range for a place where he could raise a family and build a business of his own away from the hustle and bustle of the city he lived in all his life.


    Other than a sister who had run off with a man twice her age because their father disapproved of the relationship, Samuel had no family left. When their father disowned his sister, Samuel followed suit by never speaking of her again. People in Wills Creek had no idea he even had a sister.


    On one of Samuel’s monthly runs into Denver to pick up inventory for his store in Wills Creek, a supplier surprised him by handing him a note his long lost sister left for him. It provided him with her address in Denver, which Samuel drove to after he loaded up his pickup. The last thing he wanted was his sister pestering his suppliers. He aimed to put a stop to it.


    The address was in a seedier part of town, and Samuel was uncomfortable leaving his truck unattended for any length of time since the supplies in back were only covered by a tarp cinched down with twine. Nonetheless, he went up the dark staircase and knocked on the door. His sister answered the door holding a crying toddler on her hip.


    “Thank God you finally showed up,” she said.


    “I only just now got your note.”


    She stepped aside, and Samuel walked into the apartment. The room was sparse with worn, mismatched pieces typical in cheap furnished apartments. Another boy who was older than the toddler sat wedged in the corner of the couch. His dark eyes stared at Samuel, but the boy did not speak.


    “That one there is Robert,” his sister said. “And this little one is Richard, but they go by Bobby and Richie.”


    Samuel’s father was named Richard. This boy was not a Whitton though.


    “What’s their last name?” Samuel said.


    “Praytor,” she said.


    So that was the name of the bum she ran off with. Praytor.


    “I need your help,” his sister said and moved the toddler to her other hip.


    “I assumed as much.”


    “The neighbors told me Daddy died,” she said. “I need my share of the inheritance.”


    Samuel scoffed. “You didn’t get a share. You abandoned us, remember?”


    “I didn’t abandon you.”


    “You abandoned Mama,” Samuel said. “On her deathbed no less! She needed you to take care of her.”


    “What makes you think I knew how to take care of her?”


    “You knew more than Daddy and I did,” Samuel said. “She had a neighbor holding her hand when she died. It should’ve been you. That was your job.”


    “Why was it my job?”


    “Because you were her daughter.”


    “And you were her son. Why couldn’t you hold her hand?”


    “I was at work,” Samuel said. “Where I belonged.”


    His sister closed her eyes and shook her head.


    “I didn’t belong in that room, Samuel. I couldn’t stand it another day.”


    “So you just ran off and left her.”


    “Yes, I did, and now I’m back, and I need your help. Are you going to run off and leave me?”


    “I should,” Samuel said.


    “I need help taking care of my boys,” she said.


    “That’s their father’s job,” Samuel said. “Where is he anyway? Did he run off on you?”


    “You know he did, or I wouldn’t be here. Please, Samuel, you can see I need help.”


    He could see that. The boys were thin, and his sister looked fifteen years older than her actual age. Of course, that probably had something to do with her drinking. She was a wild one, his sister. Always running off to bars and gallivanting with disreputable men. Their father tried to tell her this is what it would lead to, but she would not listen to his admonishments or their mother’s pleading. Now look at her. Two children, no husband. It was a disgrace.


    “I have a family of my own to provide for,” Samuel said. “I can’t take care of yours too.”


    “I found a typing job,” his sister said. “But after I pay the rent and the sitter, there’s not much left.”


    Samuel crossed his arms on his chest and set his jaw.


    “I don’t have enough money for food, Samuel. They’re hungry.”


    The little one’s cries grew louder.


    “I can help you with that much,” he said.


    Samuel went down to his truck and came back with a box full of food. He put it on the kitchen table.


    “It may not be exactly what you need,” he said. “I’ll bring you another box next month with more appropriate things.”


    “Thank you, Samuel.”


    Each month after that, Samuel would fill a box full of groceries at his store before he left for his trip to Denver. He dropped the box off at his sister’s before he went to his supplier, so he did not have to fret over his full truck being left unattended on her street. Sometimes his sister answered the door, and other times the boys’ sitter did. Either way, Samuel never stopped to chat. He brought the box inside, put it on the table, and left.


    ~


    Samuel balanced the box against the door jam and knocked again. Where the hell was she? He had been coming to his sister’s apartment for the last nine months and never had to wait long for someone to answer. He pounded on the door, still no answer. He’d be damned if he’d leave the box out in the hallway for someone to steal. He put the box down and turned the doorknob. It was unlocked. He opened the door a crack.


    “Hello? Anybody home?”


    He opened the door wider and poked his head inside. The boys were huddled on the couch. Bobby’s arm draped around his brother while Richie leaned his head on Bobby’s chest and sucked his thumb.


    “Your mom around?” Samuel asked.


    Bobby shook his head.


    “Your baby sitter?”


    Bobby shook his head again. Samuel stepped inside.


    “You remember me?”


    Bobby nodded. “You’re the food man.”


    “That’s right,” Samuel said. He pulled the box into the apartment and shut the door. He walked over to the couch and crouched down.


    “Do you know where your mom is?”


    “Mama left us alone,” Bobby said.


    “She did, huh? How long’s she been gone?”


    Bobby shrugged.


    “Did she say when she’d be back?”


    “Nope.”


    “Does she do this often? Leave you alone?”


    “Nope.”


    Where the hell was she then? Did something happen to her? He couldn’t just leave two little boys here by themselves.


    “You guys hungry?” Samuel asked.


    Richie raised his head off Bobby’s chest.


    “Yep,” Bobby said.


    “He old enough to eat a peanut butter and jelly sandwich?” Samuel asked.


    “Sure,” Bobby said.


    “Ok, you wait here. I’ll make you each one.”


    Samuel carried the box of groceries into the kitchen and found a note on the table where he usually laid the box. The note read: Please take care of them for me, Samuel. I can’t do it anymore.


    Damn her! He should’ve expected something like this from her. Of all the selfish, irresponsible things to do. To her own children! Well, he couldn’t take them home, that’s for sure. No one in Wills Creek even knew he had a sister. He couldn’t just show up with two nephews. No way he was going to explain how that happened and let her disgraceful behavior taint his own family. But he couldn’t just leave them here, now could he?


    Samuel made two sandwiches and took them out to the boys. He handed them each a plate. Bobby set his own plate down, took Richie’s plate from him, and broke his sandwich into several smaller pieces. He handed the plate back to Richie, and they both began to eat.


    “Listen, I don’t think your mom is coming back,” Samuel said.


    “Mama left us alone,” Bobby said in between bites.


    Did she coach him to say that, or was the poor kid too traumatized by what happened to say anything else?


    “Yes, she did,” Samuel said. “So I’m going to take you for a ride in my truck. There’s a nice place where I live that takes good care of boys like you. I’m going to take you there, ok?”


    “Sure,” Bobby said.


    He would probably agree to anything to get out of this hellhole. Samuel packed the boys and what few personal belongings he found for them into the cab of his truck. He drove to his supplier, then back to Wills Creek, and turned the boys over to the orphanage. He told everyone he found the boys abandoned by the side of the road. At least it was partially true. Since all Bobby would say was their mother left them alone, and Richie never said a word, it worked out fine. As they grew older, neither boy retained any memory of their mother.


    As for Samuel, he knew the best way to keep a secret was never to share it with anyone, so he never told a soul those two boys were actually his nephews.

  


  


  
    Chapter 17


    


    “Why did you tell me what really happened if you just wanted me to lie about it?” Father Albert asked.


    “Because you know these boys,” Samuel said. “You see them everyday. If you questioned them, they’d probably confess everything. You’re their priest for Christ’s sake. He fell. It was an accident. That’s all the truth anyone needs to know.”


    What else was he trying to keep hidden? There had to be more to it than that.


    “They’re not the only boys who were there, are they?” Father Albert asked.


    “Of course not, but they aren’t going to rat out their friends.”


    “Won’t they confess to me who was there?”


    “They’ll only say they weren’t alone,” Samuel said. “You know how boys this age are. It’s a code of honor not to rat out your friends. They told me what they did. They refuse to name who else was there. Listen, Father, no one is served if people start poking around into this.”


    No one?


    “So it’s not just the boys you’re thinking about?” Father Albert asked.


    “No, Father, we all have things we’d rather stayed private. Don’t we?”


    So that was it. He knew.


    “I see,” Father Albert said and hung his head.


    Samuel sat down across from him and leaned his forearms on the table.


    “Listen, Father, I know you’re a good man,” Samuel said. “I’ve always known it, ever since you came here. But let’s face it, underneath that white collar, you’re still a man.”


    It was bound to happen someday, that people would realize he and Lizzy had more than just a spiritual bond, but did it have to be today under such tragic circumstances?


    It was right after Pearl Harbor when they met, seven years ago, while he was still in seminary, and she had not yet taken her final vows. He tried to convince her they should leave the church and marry, but she would not defy her family’s wishes for her to become a nun. Instead, he found them an assignment where it was secluded, they could serve together, and she could fulfill her desire to help children.


    He arrived in Wills Creek first, and they were separated for two long years until her request to serve at the orphanage was granted. Once there, they took great pains to ensure no one, especially the children, ever saw anything untoward between them.


    Now this. God help them.


    “Just explain to the police that you’re satisfied it was an accident and both boys are too distraught to talk to anyone else,” Samuel said. “They’ll believe you and let it go. I’ll handle the boys, and we can all move on.”


    Could they? Those boys had not meant any harm. Surely, they deserved to move on. But him and Lizzy? No, they were damned. He and Lizzy would never be able to wash this boy’s lifeblood from their conscience. Never.


    ~


    Before leaving the orphanage, Samuel and Lehman escorted Bobby to his dormitory room, which he and Richie shared with half a dozen other boys. A bunk bed was wedged into each corner of the room. A tall, narrow dresser squeezed between each pair of bunks affording every boy two drawers of storage. They stood beside the bunk Bobby shared with Richie. Samuel pulled him into a bear hug.


    “It was an accident,” Samuel said. “You didn’t mean to hurt him.”


    While in Samuel’s embrace, Bobby glanced over at Lehman standing at the foot of the bunk. Does it matter that he didn’t mean it? Did that really matter at all? Bobby’s eyes implored him, but Lehman’s eyes held only angst.


    Samuel released Bobby and urged him into the top bunk. He pulled the sheet over him as though he were tucking in a small child.


    “Try to sleep,” Samuel said. “We’ll come back in the morning to help you.”


    Help him with what? Oh, he probably meant Richie’s funeral. There would have to be a funeral.


    As soon as Samuel and Lehman left, Bobby kicked off the sheet and left it bunched at the foot of his bed. He turned onto his back and stared at the ceiling. He could hear the other boys’ deep breathing and mild snores. He would never hear the soft cadence of Richie’s breathing again. The bunk below him was empty, and Bobby was all alone in the world. Tears flooded his face. Before his sobs became audible, he covered his head with his pillow to muffle them. Once his sobs subsided, he pressed the sides of the pillow hard against his ears in an attempt to block out the horrible sound that began to echo within the recesses of his mind.


    CRACK!


    ~


    During their walk home, Samuel and Lehman did not speak. Once they entered their home, Samuel guided Lehman into the living room, and they sat near each other on the couch. They spoke in hushed tones because Lehman’s mother and sisters were fast asleep. Lehman had been careful not to disturb his mother when he awakened his father earlier.


    “You do realize where all this went awry, don’t you?” Samuel asked.


    Lehman lowered his eyes.


    “Not really,” he said.


    “Those other boys, the ones who you thought would torment Richie, you gave in to their will. You can see that, can’t you?”


    Lehman never considered it that way before but said, “Yes, sir.”


    “I never want to hear about you doing that again. Most people in this world are born to follow, Lehman, but you aren’t one of them. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “Son, I don’t want you to give in to anyone else because you are strong enough to bend other people to your will.”


    Lehman trembled. Was his father right? Could he really be that strong?


    “You lost a friend tonight, and that’s painful. You have a friend who’s lost his brother, and that’s even more painful. You need to support him, and help see him through this crisis.”


    “I will.” He was definitely strong enough for that.


    “Lehman, whenever you think back on this night I want you to remember one thing. Look at me now,” Samuel said, “and listen to me carefully.”


    Lehman raised his eyes and focused on his father’s countenance.


    “You didn’t push him, Lehman. Always remember that. Always.”


    Lehman’s eyes began to water. Samuel took him by the shoulders, his grasp firm.


    “You didn’t push him.”


    Lehman clenched his teeth and willed his tears away because he did not want to disappoint his father, did not want to contradict him by giving voice to the words that swelled alongside his tears. He returned Samuel’s gaze and nodded, but he knew. As sure as he was sitting there, he knew. Although it had not been his hand on Richie’s shoulder, he still had a hand in his fall.

  


  


  
    Chapter 18


    


    When Lainey walked into the kitchen on Saturday morning, two days after the incident at the library, she found Trish at the table sipping a mug of coffee.


    “Good morning,” Trish said. “How are you feeling?”


    “Pretty good,” Lainey said and got a box of cereal out of the cupboard.


    Although Lainey had gone to work on Friday, Josh sent her home at noon.


    “You’ve had a fright,” Josh said. “Take a long weekend to recoup.”


    So Lainey spent Friday afternoon lounging in the yard with Ayla as her only companion. She put her feet up and dozed off once or twice and let the last remnants of adrenaline ease their way out of her system.


    “Help yourself to coffee,” Trish said. “I just brewed it.”


    “Ok, thanks.”


    Lainey filled a mug of coffee, added a dash of milk, and poured milk over her cereal. She brought her coffee and cereal to the table and sat across from Trish.


    “You look rested,” Trish said.


    “I slept really well,” Lainey said and started to eat her cereal.


    “I’m glad. Any plans for your day?”


    “I think I’ll just hang out. I’m not feeling very motivated.”


    “All that excitement probably sapped your energy.”


    “And it’s not over yet,” Lainey said between bites. “Andie said the prosecutor wants to talk to me on Monday.”


    Trish peered out the kitchen window.


    “You know,” she said, “why don’t you bring your breakfast into my room, so we can talk freely.”


    Andie had told them she suspected someone overheard their earlier conversations. Although Andie refrained from giving them a name because she had no proof, they both assumed it was Tim. Until the whole situation was settled, Andie suggested they take precautions whenever they spoke about the case. Trish grabbed her mug and the carafe of coffee.


    “Ayla,” Trish said, “you come along with us.”


    Ayla trotted along behind them as they walked to Trish’s master suite, which was really an efficiency apartment since it included a kitchenette, a sitting area encircling the fireplace, and a private outside entrance. Trish and Lainey sat at the dining table while Ayla curled up in her bed next to the fireplace.


    “You sounded nervous about the prosecutor,” Trish said.


    “I am,” Lainey said and resumed eating her cereal.


    “Really? Why?”


    “I’m not sure what I should say.”


    “Just be honest.”


    “But Andie said the charges could hinge on my statement,” Lainey said. “I don’t want to be responsible for putting Gary in prison.”


    “If it comes to that, Gary is the one who’s responsible, not you. You didn’t pick up that rifle, he did, and the consequences of doing that are his alone.”


    “I don’t want to testify in court against him,” Lainey said. “Do you think that’s bad?”


    “Are you afraid of retaliation if you do?”


    “No, it’s not that.” Lainey finished her cereal and set her bowl aside. “I don’t think he wanted to hurt me. Putting him in jail just because he wanted to scare me off seems harsh to me.”


    “Then no, I don’t think it’s bad,” Trish said. “As long as you do what you feel is right, you’ll be able to live with whatever happens.”


    “I’ll try,” Lainey said and sipped her coffee.


    “I suppose this means Richard’s story will remain a mystery?”


    “Gary won’t enlighten us,” Lainey said. “That’s for sure.”


    “Will you be ok not knowing what happened to him?”


    “Part of me would still like to know, but that bullet wiped out my desire to find out.”


    “Sensible girl.”


    “You don’t think I’m being a wuss?”


    “Definitely not,” Trish said. “Sometimes it’s better to let things go. Trust me on this.”


    “If you say so.”


    “Do you need a refill?” Trish asked.


    “Not yet.”


    Trish went to the counter, filled her mug, and put it in the microwave.


    Lainey asked, “Is that what you were trying to do when you moved to Boulder? Let go?”


    Trish turned away from the microwave and looked at Lainey.


    “Why would you think that?”


    The microwave beeped. Trish retrieved her mug and sat back down at the table.


    “And how do you even remember I lived in Boulder? I think I only mentioned it once in passing.”


    “I don’t know,” Lainey said. “Things stick in my head. And you and Bruce have an unmistakable vibe.”


    “Do we?”


    “God yes!”


    Trish repressed a smile and sipped her coffee.


    “Everyone seems to think you’re best friends,” Lainey said, ‘but there’s something more there, isn’t there?”


    Trish laughed and shook her head.


    “What?” Lainey asked.


    “You do have a knack for noticing things other people gloss over, don’t you?”


    “I guess,” Lainey said. “Does that mean you are more than friends?”


    “You know, it’s kind of amazing. It’s been almost thirty years, and you’re the first person who’s ever asked me that straight out.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    “I’m not.”


    “So it’s true?”


    Trish nodded. “We’ve had that ‘vibe’ from the moment we met.”


    “I knew it!”


    Lainey slapped her hand on the table, and Ayla jumped up and woofed.


    “Sorry, girl,” Lainey said.


    Ayla circled around her bed a few times and lay back down with a grumble.


    “So what went wrong with you two?” Lainey asked. “Why didn’t you marry?”


    Trish picked up her mug and held it in both hands.


    “Lehman wouldn’t hear of it,” she said. “He felt I wasn’t the ‘right type of woman’ for his son. As much as I hate to admit it, he had a point. I would’ve made an awful mayor’s wife.”


    Trish and Bruce dated for ten years, beginning in high school, until Lehman decided it was time for Bruce to marry and start a family. When Bruce stood up to him and refused, it drew a clear line in the sand, and they both dug in. Neither man flinched, but eventually, Trish did.


    “Bruce was risking losing the family business he loved in order to continue a relationship with me,” she said. “So I moved to Boulder in order to set him free.”


    “But he lost you instead.”


    “He was bound to lose something,” Trish said. “Lehman made sure of that. Bruce always said ‘we’ll find a way’ but I was more of a realist. I knew by then Lehman would never back down.”


    Trish got up and refilled her mug. She brought the carafe over to the table.


    “You must need a refill by now,” she said.


    “I do,” Lainey said and held out her mug.


    Trish filled it, went to the refrigerator, and brought back a pint of milk for Lainey to use. She put both their mugs into the microwave.


    “Eventually, I heard through the grapevine that he married Alexis and later that Josh was born. Of course, I expected him to move on, but I also expected to be happy in Boulder, and I wasn’t.”


    “Why not?”


    Trish smiled. “It wasn’t Wills Creek. This town has a way of latching onto you.”


    The microwave beeped. She opened its door and brought their mugs back to the table.


    “After I’d been back a few months, Bruce came by to see me. I assumed he’d want us to be friends, but I already knew I couldn’t do that. I was determined to maintain a polite distance between us. Friendly I could manage but friends? No, that would have been impossible for me.”


    “You were still in love with him?” God, Lainey wanted to be in love like that someday.


    “Yes, but he wasn’t mine to be in love with, or so I thought. Turns out, he didn’t want us to be friends. He wanted to rekindle our relationship.”


    Lainey’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding? Just like that?”


    “I know, it sounds odd, but it turns out his marriage wasn’t what it seemed.”


    “It was bad?”


    “It was… different.”


    Lainey frowned. “Different how?”


    Trish watched Ayla sleeping in her bed and pondered how to answer. It was important she get this right.


    “Well, that’s difficult for me to talk about,” Trish said. “They’re both wonderful people who love and respect each other, and it’s not my place to explain their marriage or their feelings.”


    “But he was still in love with you?”


    “He was, but it wasn’t enough for me. Secrets can be heavy to hold in your heart, Lainey, and if you try to carry them around long enough, they’ll wear you down. I didn’t want to live my life that way. I told Bruce I couldn’t see him, and I asked him to stay away.”


    “I take it he didn’t listen?” Lainey asked.


    “He came back the next night with Alexis.”


    “Oh my God.”


    “Yes, that’s exactly what I thought at first. He said, ‘Now it’s not a secret anymore.’ They were very candid with me about their marriage. Among the three of us, there have never been any secrets.


    “Since they already had a child, they did feel a need for privacy though, which I’ve respected with one caveat. If I was ever asked directly about our relationship, I wouldn’t lie. No one has ever had the insight or the nerve to do it before you!”


    “How could that be?” Lainey asked.


    “I don’t know,” Trish said. “I suppose most people see what’s on the surface and make assumptions based on that alone. The three of us are very open about our interactions with each other and very at peace with our lifestyle. I think people see that, and it puts their minds at ease.”


    “I’m confused though,” Lainey said. “Doesn’t this mean you’re living a secret?”


    “On the contrary, everything about our relationships happens out in the open, except our sex lives, which are private. Don’t most people keep their sex lives private?”


    “They do.”


    “Privacy doesn’t feel like secrecy to me,” Trish said. “Privacy is easy for me to live with. Besides, when you think about it, our relationship is quite conventional.”


    “You really need to explain that,” Lainey said.


    Trish laughed.


    “Gladly,” she said. “Bruce and I are monogamous. Bruce and Alexis are the best of friends. Alexis and I are friends. All of us are happy. Wait… ok… that part may not be conventional.”


    They both smiled.


    “What about Josh?” Lainey asked. “He doesn’t know the truth about his parents.”


    “Doesn’t he? He knows they love and respect each other. He knows they are both devoted to him and love him very much.”


    “Yeah, but I doubt he knows they don’t sleep together or that his father sleeps with someone else,” Lainey said. He would freak out, wouldn’t he?


    “Should he know that?” Trish asked. “And who should make that decision?”


    Trish waited for a response.


    “You’re asking me if I’ll tell him, aren’t you?” Lainey asked.


    “I am.”


    “Do you think they’ll ever tell him?”


    “I don’t know, but I do think they’re the best ones to decide.”


    “I guess that’s true,” Lainey said. “I certainly have no desire to tell him.”


    After all, they were his parents. What did she know about being a parent? All she knew for sure was that this particular decision came with way too much responsibility.


    “Does it ever bother you that you couldn’t marry Bruce?”


    “Not really,” Trish said. “I’ve never been much of a conformist. Even if Lehman hadn’t interfered, I could imagine us living our whole lives together and never marrying.”


    “In a way, that’s what you’re doing now.”


    “Yes,” Trish said. “I suppose we are.”


    “So Bruce was right after all.”


    “What do you mean?” Trish asked.


    “When he said ‘we’ll find a way’. You actually did.”


    Trish smiled. “Yes, I guess we did.”


    There was one element of this triangle that still puzzled Lainey.


    “Do you really think Alexis is happy?”


    “I believe her when she tells me she is,” Trish said. “I’ve never known her to be less than candid.”


    “She sounds like an interesting woman,” Lainey said. “I hope I get to meet her someday.”


    “So do I,” Trish said. “You know, it’s not my place to tell you personal details about them, but I will say this. A lot of people would look at their marriage and make harsh judgments, but I think their story is really quite lovely.”

  


  


  
    Chapter 19


    


    In 1983, Alexis returned to Wills Creek for her ten year high school reunion. She spent the years since high school in New York City, first studying at Fordham and then working on Wall Street. During that time, she only returned to Wills Creek once, in her junior year of college, when her parents were killed in the Big Thompson flash flood. She buried them in the local cemetery, sold their home, and went back to school. After graduation, Wall Street held more allure for her than her sleepy hometown, so she settled into becoming a Manhattanite.


    Over the years, the luster of the city dimmed, and when she opened her invitation to the reunion, she felt a surge of nostalgia. Maybe it was time for her to use some of her excessive, accrued vacation time and rediscover where she came from.


    ~


    Alexis went to the deli section of the Whitton Grocery store to fill up her small wicker picnic basket with assorted goodies. It was one of those glorious Colorado summer days. The sky shone a deep blue, the sun made everything sparkle, and Cougar Lake called to her.


    Due to its proximity to the school, the lake acquired its name from the high school’s mascot. Back in the day, Cougar Lake was a favorite haunt of Alexis and her best friend, Bruce Whitton. Truth be told, she hoped to run into him in the store. They lost touch and had not spoken in years, so she was hesitant to call him. A chance meeting would be an easier way to discover if he was annoyed with her for staying away so long.


    She went through the check out line and arranged everything in her basket so the weight was balanced, and it was more comfortable to carry. As she was leaving the store, Bruce was coming in, and he stopped to hold the door open for her.


    “Thank you,” she said before she realized who he was. His shoulders were broader than she remembered, and his wild, wavy hair was trimmed short.


    He turned his head to smile at her, and his eyes widened.


    “Alexis,” he said. “Is that you?”


    “It sure is,” she said and broke into a grin.


    He stepped toward her and enveloped her in a strong embrace. Thank God, he was happy to see her.


    “I can’t believe it’s really you,” he said.


    He stood back, and his eyes took her in.


    “My God, you look good,” he said.


    She blushed. “So do you, just as handsome as ever but with a little less hair.”


    “I clean up nice, huh?”


    “You certainly do.”


    “When did you get into town?” he asked. “How long are you staying? Where are you headed?”


    “I’m on my way to Cougar Lake,” she said and held up her picnic basket. “Care to join me?”


    “You bet,” he said. “Give me a minute to tell them I’ll be gone for a while.”


    “Ok.”


    ~


    They sat on a wooden park bench overlooking the lake, shaded by an evergreen tree. They balanced lunch plates on their laps and situated the picnic basket between them, so they could each access its culinary delights at will.


    “When did they put benches here?” Alexis asked.


    “A few years back,” Bruce said and dug into a container of Italian pesto pasta salad.


    “We were never this comfortable on those rocks we used to sit on.”


    “We never ate this well either,” he said.


    “You’re not missing the Twinkies and Lay’s potato chips?”


    “Hardly.”


    Alexis pulled the top off a container of smoked shrimp, put some onto her plate, and passed the rest to Bruce. He took a few and returned the container to the basket.


    “So how’ve you been?” he asked.


    “Good. You?”


    “My life’s really sucked this last year,” Bruce said.


    “Oh… ok… so we’re telling the truth then?”


    Bruce laughed. “Don’t we always? I thought that was our thing.”


    “You’re right,” she said. “It was. I guess I’ve been gone too long.”


    “You can say that again,” Bruce said and smiled. “I’ve really missed you.”


    “I’ve missed you too.”


    Until this moment, she had not realized how much. Despite the years and the dearth of contact, it was amazing how at ease she was in Bruce’s presence.


    “So tell me why the last year sucked,” she said.


    Bruce laid his fork down on his plate.


    “Trish left me,” he said.


    “What!? Oh no, Bruce. When?”


    She had expected those two to stay together forever.


    “Last summer,” he said, but it still hurt like it was yesterday.


    “What on earth happened?”


    “I’m not really sure.”


    “You didn’t talk about it?” Alexis asked. “That doesn’t sound like you two.”


    She and Trish had also been friends, just not as close of friends as she and Bruce. Back in high school, it created a lot of gossip among immature minds unable to fathom a true friendship between genders.


    “I can’t find her to talk about it,” he said. “She changed her phone number and never gave me her new address.”


    “She just left without a word?”


    “No, but the things she said… I don’t know… they just never felt right.”


    Alexis put her plate and fork aside and shifted her weight, so she was sitting sideways on the bench facing Bruce.


    “Tell me,” she said.


    Bruce sighed. Perhaps telling the story would lessen its weight.


    “She said she didn’t want to live in Wills Creek anymore,” he said. “She wanted to be with her artist friends in Boulder.”


    “I can relate to that,” Alexis said. When she left for college, she thought she would find big city life exciting and adventurous, two things Wills Creek could never be. That was then. “Not everyone loves it here as much as you do, Bruce.”


    “Yeah, I know, but I always thought she did.”


    “Honestly, so did I, but sometimes people change.”


    “I guess,” he said, “but I don’t understand how I could’ve missed it. I thought we were happy together. The next thing I knew she was gone.”


    Alexis reached over and patted his shoulder.


    “Oh, Bruce, I’m so sorry. Maybe you should try to find her.”


    “I already did. I went every place I knew of in Boulder where she used to hang out, but I never saw her. A few times, I did run into some of her friends, but they wouldn’t tell me where she was. They said I should let her go.”


    “Maybe they’re right.”


    Bruce shrugged. “It’s not like she’s left me a choice. I don’t know where else to look for her or what else to do. I just need to get over her, I guess.”


    “I guess you do.”


    “The thing is, I’ve never been in love with anyone else,” Bruce said. “How exactly do I go about getting over her?”


    “You’re asking me?”


    “I sure as hell don’t know.”


    “Well, I don’t either,” Alexis said. “My track record with men is not that great.”


    “How’s that possible? Every guy in high school was in love with you.”


    Alexis laughed. “That is so not true.”


    “The hell it isn’t,” Bruce said. “Yeah… ok… they were teenaged boys, so maybe most of them were in lust with you.”


    “That sounds a little more accurate and way too familiar.”


    Alexis looked out over the lake and tried to remember the last time a man had told her he loved her even when he didn’t really mean it.


    “Uh oh, did I say something wrong?” Bruce asked.


    Alexis shook her head. “No, it’s not you. Sometimes the truth is just hard to face.”


    “You’ll get no argument from me there.”


    “Yeah, well, I’ve been able to find men who want me, just not men who want to love me.”


    “Then they’re idiots.”


    “Problem is, I’m an idiot magnet.”


    Alexis glanced at the ground then shifted her eyes away from him.


    “We don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to,” Bruce said.


    “It’s just that it’s so embarrassing.”


    “Why is it embarrassing? It’s not your fault they’re jerks.”


    “That’s what I told myself with the first guy and even with the second,” Alexis said. “After awhile, I had to admit there was a pattern, and I was the only constant.”


    “You’re blaming yourself?”


    “I keep picking men who don’t treat me well,” Alexis said. “Who else do I blame for that? It’s gotten to the point where I don’t trust my own judgment anymore.”


    “I don’t think you’re being fair to yourself.”


    “Now you sound like my therapist, which is embarrassing too.”


    Alexis covered her face with the palms of her hands.


    “Why is that embarrassing? So you need someone to talk to. There’s nothing wrong with that.”


    Bruce reached over and touched her wrist with his fingertips until she dropped her hands away from her face.


    “That’s just it though,” she said. “All I really need is someone to talk to, but since I don’t have any real friends, I go to a therapist.”


    “You have me,” Bruce said. “You’ve always had me.”


    “That’s true, but you’re more than a thousand miles away.”


    “Wrong. I’m only a phone call away.”


    Alexis leaned her head back and groaned.


    “God, why can’t I fall in love with a guy like you?”


    Bruce laughed. “You’ll find a decent guy someday.”


    Alexis tilted her head to look at him. “Promise?”


    “You bet,” he said. “What’s this about you not having any friends?”


    Alexis lifted her head and straightened up.


    “Oh, I have friends to hang out with and colleagues, of course. Just no one I feel very close to, you know what I mean?”


    “I do,” Bruce said and nodded. “But in my case it’s because I spend all my time around men.”


    “Not big talkers, huh?”


    “Not unless it’s about sports. I’ve come to the conclusion that you and Trish ruined me in high school.”


    Alexis raised her brows. “Ruined?”


    “Wrong word choice,” Bruce said. “Maybe I should say spoiled.”


    “Yes, maybe you should.”


    Bruce laughed. “I just mean that I spent most of my time with one or the other of you. Hanging out with guys just isn’t the same.”


    “Trust me, hanging out with women isn’t always the same either.”


    “So what was it with us then?” he asked.


    “We just connected. We still do.”


    Bruce nodded. “It’s like we’re on the same wavelength.”


    “Yes, exactly.”


    “But wouldn’t you think we’d find other people on our wavelength?”


    “I used to but not anymore,” she said. “In Manhattan I’m surrounded by people all day long, but I’ve never felt so alone.”


    “Could be city life doesn’t agree with you.”


    “The thought’s crossed my mind.”


    “Could be you need to come back home.”


    “That thought’s crossed my mind as well.”


    ~


    This time when Alexis returned to Manhattan, she and Bruce stayed in close contact. By the end of the summer, she moved back to Wills Creek and began to work as a freelance financial consultant. Lehman had always been fond of Alexis and was thrilled upon her return. With the aid of his glowing recommendation and his extensive connections, her business was thriving in no time.


    “Now that’s the kind of girl you marry,” Lehman said.


    At Christmastime, that is exactly what Bruce did.


    By the following fall, Josh was born into their happy family. There was no shortage of love in their home, but the passion they assumed would blossom from their closeness never developed. After Josh’s birth, they gravitated into separate bedrooms, but neither of them had any desire to dissolve their marriage. They both felt blessed to be able to share their lives with the person they held most dear and to raise their son together in the same household. In thirty years, their commitment to each other never wavered.

  


  


  
    Epilogue


    


    Once Lainey informed the prosecutor she was not at all interested in sending Gary to jail for shooting at her windshield, it became an easy task for his lawyer to negotiate lesser charges. Prior to those negotiations, the lawyer advised Gary and his entire family to keep their distance from Lainey and refrain from any admissions of guilt, but the Praytors decided Gary was the only family member who needed to heed his advice.


    The day after Gary’s confession, Bobby visited Lainey and expressed his heartfelt remorse for his son’s outrageous behavior. Later that same day, Mollie arranged to have their youngest son, who was a mechanic, repair Lainey’s windshield free of charge. Even Tim approached Lainey at the boardinghouse and mumbled an apology on behalf of his father.


    By the time Gary accepted a plea bargain for 120 hours of community service and one year of probation, Lainey and the town had pretty much laid the incident to rest. When the final terms were agreed upon, Andie asked Lainey to drop by the station on her way home from work, so she could fill her in.


    “So that settles it,” Andie said after she explained the terms of the plea bargain.


    They were sitting in her office with the door closed. These days, Andie was much more cognizant of being overheard.


    “Good,” Lainey said. “I’m glad it’s over.”


    “How do you feel about seeing Gary?”


    Since the shooting, they both stayed away from the diner, but their boycott needed to end soon, or one of them needed to learn to cook. They were both sick of eating sandwiches.


    “Ok, I guess,” Lainey said. “I’m not afraid of him if that’s what you’re asking.”


    “No, I didn’t think you were afraid of him. I just thought you might be nervous about seeing him face to face.”


    “Maybe just a little,” Lainey said. “Do you think he’ll be mad at me?”


    “He better not be,” Andie said. “You saved his ass with the prosecutor. It could’ve been way worse for him.”


    “But this all started because I was asking questions about Richard.”


    “Yeah, but you stopped. You aren’t planning on starting that up again, are you?”


    “No, I like Bobby. I never wanted to hurt him.”


    “I know,” Andie said. “I think they all know now too.”


    “But how could they? I never told him.”


    She wanted to, but she could not apologize to Bobby without bringing up what she was apologizing for, and she promised Josh from the very beginning not to talk to Bobby about that.


    “I think they can tell how you feel by the way you’ve handled this whole situation. Your actions could’ve escalated everything, but you didn’t do that.”


    Andie leaned back in her chair. “Honestly, when this first happened, I thought you might leave us.”


    “No way,” Lainey said. “This town’s way too interesting to leave.”


    “What’s this, I hear? Have we converted you to our small town already?”


    “Well, I’m not going to rush out to buy a .22, but I’m thinking I might like to stick around for a while, maybe even after the summer.”


    Andie frowned. “What about school?”


    “I could use some time away to decide what direction I want to go.”


    “What will your parents think about that?”


    Lainey shrugged.


    “They aren’t going to like it,” she said, “but I can’t do it just for them. At some point I have to find my own way, don’t I?”


    “Yeah, I suppose you do.”


    “Besides, I’m beginning to wonder if the reason I couldn’t settle on path in college is because college isn’t my path.”


    “Uh oh, they really aren’t going to like the sound of that.”


    “That depends on how they choose to look at it.”


    Andie laughed. “You’ve been spending too much time talking to Trish.”


    Lainey laughed too. “Could be.”


    It was part of Wills Creek’s appeal; the way Lainey could feel her experiences there altering her outlook on life. What was it Trish said? This town has a way of latching onto you. Yeah, Lainey could definitely feel Wills Creek latching on, and she liked the feeling. She liked it very much.


    The End


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Coming Summer/Fall 2014:


    WILLS CREEK SERIES, BOOK TWO


    


    Also by Donna Marie Lanheady


    Whoever You Are


    Where Secrets Lie


    


    Find the author on:


    [image: ]


    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
WHEN
INNOCENCE
FALLS

Donna Marie Lanheady





OEBPS/Images/00002.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpeg
-DAILEN OCDEN,
mwsmrm on-






