
        
            
                
            
        

    
Buried Secrets

 

By John R. Petrie

A Timothy and Wyatt Mystery

 

The son of an alcoholic mother, Wyatt Courtland skips school to work construction to help the family survive. When he finds a lockbox containing a series of articles about Bobby LaFleur, a student who went missing four years ago, he enlists the help of sheriff’s son Timothy Mitchell to learn what happened to Bobby.

Timothy wants to go into law enforcement, even if it’s against his father’s wishes. He figures solving this case will convince his dad he can handle police work, but as he digs deeper, he uncovers a string of missing boys—and the truth about Wyatt’s desire to find out what truly happened to Bobby. As the two grow closer, they realize the mystery is far more sinister than they imagined—and it’s a secret someone is willing to kill to protect.
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Prologue

 

 

WYATT CORTLAND was sweating in the stifling heat, swinging the sledgehammer into the wall, working out his anger with every impact. His shirt was soaked, and he could hear the other two guys on the crew upstairs taking out the bathroom and the bedroom walls. They put him down in the living room because he was the new guy and there was only one window, meaning by the time they ended the workday, he’d be covered in sweat, dust, and grime. He didn’t care, and he wiped his sweaty forehead with a sweaty forearm. Wyatt dropped the hammer on the floor and grabbed a piece of the wall.

Something square and dusty caught his eye. Leaning against a beam, it was covered in dirt and grime, and he stared at it for a moment. Wyatt bent down and pulled it out of the wall. It was a metal box, not too heavy, still locked and covered in dust. The hinges weren’t rusted, just dirty. Wyatt could hear something moving around inside the box when he carefully shook it. More than one something. He’d heard stories about people finding hidden fortunes in walls. Money. Jewelry. He listened to the guys banging away upstairs and quietly left the house. He slipped the box underneath the passenger seat of his pickup truck. Wyatt took a minute to light up a quick cigarette and take a few drags before he went back in, picked up the hammer, and swung again.




Chapter One

 

 

SHERIFF BENJAMIN Mitchell picked up the smaller coffee cup from the holder and handed it to his son, who slouched in the passenger seat.

“Timmy, hold your coffee, please.”

“Timothy.” His son looked up and smiled at his dad. “If you don’t call me by my name, how am I supposed to get anyone else to?”

“That’s on you, kiddo. And sit up straight. You’ll ruin your posture.”

Timothy gulped from his coffee. “You have anything outstanding tonight, or are you actually coming home for dinner?”

“Ha. Ha. I love the fact that you’re acting as if I’m an absentee father.” The sheriff pulled over to the corner and put the car in Park. He waved at Lacey, Timothy’s friend, and held out his fist for his son to bump. “I’ll see you tonight. Are you getting a ride home?”

Timothy smiled. “Not sure. I’ll see if I can get one of the track team guys to give me a lift.”

His father shook his head and grunted. “Incorrigible.” He sighed heavily. “I guess anyone’s better than Ethan.”

“Ethan wasn’t too bad, Dad. Heh. Bad Dad.”

“Laugh it up, Timmy.” He reached into the back seat and handed Timothy a bag lunch. “He was a dick.”

“Dad! Seriously, you’re the worst.”

“Yep,” his father said as Timothy pushed the door open. He leaned over and raised his voice. “I’m the worst dad ever!”

Timothy laughed and waved as he headed toward his friend, Lacey Cutler. Lacey wore a pair of white shoes with red shoelaces and black pants. Her T-shirt was tie-dyed red and black, and she had red and black streaks in her brown hair to match. She was smiling and stayed sitting on the ledge of the steps as she waited for him.

“Hey, babe!” Timothy smiled at her and dropped his bag on the ground. “Nice look today, Little Edie.” He’d named her after Edie Beale from the movie Grey Gardens shortly after they’d become friends because she always wore whatever she wanted, regardless of weather or fashion. They weren’t exactly best friends, but he liked the fact that she didn’t expect him to be the stereotype of a Gay Best Friend. Plus her aunt was gay, and they visited her over in Greenville as often as they could.

“Thanks,” Lacey said as she pulled a bottle of water out of her bag. “My aunt did the streaks last night.” She sipped from her bottle and pointed at his coffee cup. “You’re going to kill yourself with that stuff, especially at this stage of your development. Boys your age are in special need of the proper nutrition.”

“Nope,” Timothy replied, downing his remaining coffee. “Not becoming a vegetarian.”

“Do you have my stuff, Tim?” The new voice was deep and thick with a Southern accent.

“Timothy, Bo,” he replied without looking around. “Not Tim. Not Timmy. Timothy. And yeah, I have your stuff.”

“You’re not in California anymore, Tim. You’re in South Carolina, so now you’re Tim.” Bo Watterley crossed his arms over his chest and stared at Timothy. He was trying to be intimidating, but he wasn’t any bigger than Timothy, so the sheriff’s son simply smiled.

“I have it.” He reached into his bag and pulled out a manila folder. “Here you go. You have my money?”

Bo grabbed the folder and sneered, a quick snort of air coming out of his mouth. “I’m getting this for free, faggot.”

“Look, Bo. You hired me to run a background check on your parents. I did it. We agreed on seventy-five bucks. Pay me.”

“Fuck off.” Bo looked down at the file and started walking into the school.

“You can have that one for free, but the juicy stuff is in the second file.” That sentence stopped Bo, like Timothy knew it would.

Bo walked back to Timothy and Lacey. “Yeah, right.”

“Seriously. It’s good stuff. You’ll love it.”

“You’re lying.” Bo dropped the folder he had on the ground and threw a punch at Timothy, who grabbed the hand long before it reached him. Timothy wrapped his own arm around Bo’s elbow. He brought his leg behind Bo’s and swept him down to the ground, bouncing his head on the dirt. Timothy shot his own fist forward, stopping barely an inch from Bo’s nose.

“Nope. Not lying. Also, a brown belt in Goju karate. You want the new file. Pay me. I take a risk every time I run one of these reports and I don’t like taking risks.” He twisted Bo’s arm slightly and heard a couple of girls snicker as they walked by the scene while Lacey calmly sipped from her water. “The price has gone up to one hundred. Due by tomorrow, at which time I will give you the rest of the report. Got it?”

“Shit. Shit. Shit. Yeah. Yeah. Fuck, man, you’re gonna break my arm.”

Timothy dropped Bo’s arm and took a step back and away from him. “Good.” He bent down and picked up his bag. “And don’t use the word faggot again. It’s rude and hateful. And, next time you do, I will break it.”

Lacey jumped down off the ledge, and they walked into the school. “Rough.”

“I know, but he’s been on my case since day one. And I didn’t really hurt him. Besides, I don’t mind a little rough.” He reached the door and held it open for her.

“Is there really a second file?”

“Of course.” He didn’t tell her that he still planned to hold back some information. There wasn’t any need for Bo to know that his dad had an outstanding warrant in Alabama. Bo didn’t need to know that his dad was a deadbeat who owed money to his first wife, who he never actually divorced and with whom he’d had a daughter. Timothy didn’t like Bo, but he wasn’t cruel. And even though he wasn’t doing anything technically illegal, Timothy knew doing background checks on his schoolmate’s parents wouldn’t be looked upon kindly by his dad.

“You’re strangely hard-core for a California gay dude,” Lacey said as she stopped at the fountain by her locker and refilled her water bottle. “Sure you don’t want to hydrate with the good stuff?”

“I’m sure. Coffee is sent from the heavens and water simply comes from the earth.”

“You do realize coffee couldn’t be made without water, right?”

“Don’t ruin it for me.” He walked with her to biochemistry and they sat down in the second row. “Hey, can you give me a ride home after school? My car’s in the shop and Dad’s going to be at work.”

Lacey nodded, and they both looked up as Mr. Ridley walked into class, talking before he put his grade book and coat down. Lacey and Timothy had begun their bonding by being science nerds together, and both looked forward to science class and school in general. The day passed quickly, and by the time they walked into the cafeteria for lunch, the two of them were joined by a few other friends.

For being both the sheriff’s son as well as openly gay, Timothy was actually mildly popular. He wasn’t a bad looking guy. He had dark hair, short on the side and longer on the top. He also had a side business with a few of the girls at school, occasionally hacking into social media accounts to look for cheating boyfriends. The popular girls liked him and kept their boyfriends in check, making sure they didn’t pick on the gay kid. The brown belt in karate he used on a couple of football players when they came after him earned him a grudging respect from the other boys. Mostly he and Lacey hung out and studied and sometimes drove the forty-five minutes to visit her aunt in the nearest “city” of Greenville. And Lacey wasn’t like most of the other girls in school who thought having a gay friend was cool. She liked him for what he was and didn’t expect gossip and clothing advice.

When the final bell rang and students practically ran for the doors, Timothy and Lacey took their time, not wanting to get caught in the small traffic jam as the cars all struggled to go home. By the time they got out to the parking lot, there were the teachers’ cars and a few others, mostly belonging to the students in detention.

As they were walking toward Lacey’s car, a door slammed and a deep voice called out.

“Hey!”

Pulling in a deep breath, Timmy turned around, thinking Bo was coming after them. He didn’t see Bo. Instead he saw a big guy, someone who’d been in his homeroom class. When was it? Maybe two years ago, his first year here.

“Hey, you’re Tim, right?”

“Timothy. Not Tim. Not Timmy.”

“You remember me?” The guy’s voice was deep, sort of raspy, and Timothy could smell the cigarette smoke from his clothes. He towered over Timothy and Lacey, at least six feet two to Timothy’s five feet nine. And worse he had to outweigh Timothy by at least forty pounds. Timothy might be able to take him if he started a fight, but it wouldn’t be easy, and if the guy got in too close, Timothy wouldn’t stand a chance. “I’m Wyatt—”

“Right,” Timothy interrupted, taking as much charge of the conversation as he could. “Wyatt Courtland, right? You were in my homeroom a few years ago.”

“Yep. I gotta talk to you,” Wyatt rumbled. He pushed the brim of his baseball cap back slightly, turned to Lacey, and shrugged. “Private like. Sorry.”

Timothy’s brow furrowed. Polite. How cynical was Timothy that this guy’s being nice was setting off alarm bells? “About?”

“It’s private. C’mon, Timothy. I gotta show you something, and then I’ll drive you back here to pick up your car.”

“I don’t—”

“Please.”

Timothy sighed. He turned to Lacey with a smile. “If my body turns up, remember that this guy”—he jerked his thumb at Wyatt—“was the last one to see me alive.”

Lacey rolled her eyes. “Not funny.”

Timothy turned to Wyatt. “Let’s go. You can drive me home. My parents won’t be back from work and my car’s in the shop, so you don’t have to drive me back here.”

Timothy hoisted himself up into Wyatt’s truck. Wyatt climbed into the driver seat and turned the key.

Wyatt looked over at Timothy, almost apologetically. “Sorry, I don’t have AC.” He leaned his arm on the doorframe and put the truck in drive.

“Um, Wyatt,” Timothy said, trying not to stare at Wyatt’s thick arm. “Seat belt.”

“What?” Wyatt looked at Timothy as he stopped at the school’s parking lot exit.

“Put your seat belt on, please. My dad’s made me watch about a million car accident videos about people who don’t wear their seat belts.”

Wyatt sighed and half took his foot off the brake while he wrestled the seat belt into its lock. “Happy?” Wyatt had a half smile on his face.

“Ecstatic,” Timothy replied. He looked over at Wyatt’s big shoulder. “Nice tattoo.” Timothy nodded at the yin-yang symbol he’d noticed on Wyatt’s right arm.

“My dad was in the Navy after he dropped out of school. He went over to China for a little bit. Said it was all about balancing and stuff. I got it the day I turned eighteen. Seemed like something to do. Honor my dad and all that, right?”

“Right. Sure.” They rode the rest of the way in silence.

 

 

TIMOTHY’S HOUSE was a small two-story red- and white-sided structure near enough to the center of town that his dad could get to work quickly and easily. The front yard was small but well kept. In the summer, his mom and dad sat on the porch with a beer or a glass of lemonade and waved at the people walking by. That was a little too small-town America for Timothy, so he generally stayed inside on hot summer nights, watching crime shows on TV and practicing his karate forms.

Timothy breathed a little sigh of relief when Wyatt pulled his truck into the driveway and turned it off. He wasn’t too worried about Bo trying to get back at him, but he was always aware that even though the girls of small-town South Carolina might be fine with a gay friend, their parents and brothers weren’t always as open-minded. Instead of leading Wyatt into the house, Timothy unlocked the gate in the fence and brought him out back. The backyard was barely bigger than the front, but it had a picnic table, and Timothy plopped down with his back to the house and dropped his bag on top of the table.

“So, Wyatt, what’s going on?”

Wyatt set his backpack on the ground and looked around the yard. He put his hands on the table and then raised them and wiped them on his shirt. Timothy waited, impatient. He took in Wyatt’s thick arms and broad shoulders coming out of a T-shirt, which had once had sleeves but were now cut off, maybe to allow more room. Timothy sighed. He was not going to fall for a pair of pretty eyes and big biceps again. Wyatt took his baseball cap off and ran a big hand through his too-long dirty blond hair, then put the hat back on.

“Can you help me?” Wyatt didn’t look directly at Timothy as he was speaking. “I think I did something wrong.”

“I can’t fix a traffic ticket, Wyatt.”

Wyatt reached down and grabbed his bag. He hoisted it up, and it clunked heavily on the table. He unzipped it and pulled out a dusty metal box. Wyatt put it in front of Timothy. “I found this.”

Timothy looked at the lock and saw it was broken off. He frowned and looked up at Wyatt. “Did you do this?”

Wyatt shrugged. “It was locked.”

Rolling his eyes, Timothy shook his head. He lifted the lid and carefully flipped it back. Inside the box Timothy saw a pile of papers and photographs. He picked up a few and looked at them. The top one was a photograph of a young teen, maybe thirteen or fourteen. Dark hair and eyes, thin, looking sad and a little scared. Next in the pile was a newspaper article. The date and the name of the newspaper were trimmed off the top, but the article had a slightly grainy black-and-white photo of the boy from the first photograph. The headline above the photo said: Bobby LaFleur, 14, Missing Since Tuesday.

Timothy frowned and looked at Wyatt. “Where did you find this?”

“Do I have to say?” Wyatt looked away, and his jaw clenched.

“If you want me to help you out, the first rule is: don’t lie to me. The second is: don’t hide anything from me. The third is: don’t lie to me or hide anything from me.”

“I found it in a wall.”

“What?”

Wyatt finally looked up at Timothy’s eyes. “Sometimes I do demolition for a friend’s dad. If we find something in the house, he lets us keep it. As long as it’s not a big pile of cash or drugs, he’s cool with it.” Wyatt scratched the back of his neck. “We’re not all gonna get to go to a big, fancy college.” His voice was defensive, and he cut off whatever he was going to say next. He paused and took a deep breath. “I know this kid. He’s my age. Our age, Tim.”

“Timothy.”

“Right. Sorry. Timothy.”

Timothy flipped through the rest of the pages. A few more photographs. One of the boy with no shirt on at a pool. A couple more articles, each one shorter than the one before. The last item sent a strange chill up Timothy’s back. It was a poem written in a swirling, expressive, but precise cursive.

He keeps me safe at night and day

He keeps the cruel, cruel world at bay

He is strong and gentle and lovely and kind

He is always on my mind

But he hides

From himself

From me

From the world both here

And the world to be

Will he ever

Just be here?

“I knew him.” Wyatt’s voice was quiet.

Timothy looked up from the poem, across the top of which was written I like your subject matter. Poetry should be personal, but the structure needs some more work. Extra credit if you rework it. TM.

“Sorry, what?”

Wyatt nodded to the photos. “I knew him. Him and me, we’re the same age. The last time I saw him was four years ago.” Wyatt kept an eye on the photos and brought a hand down on top of the pile. “I knew him.” He stood up and rubbed his face. “You mind if I smoke?”

Timothy shook his head, seeing Wyatt was close to anger. No, not anger. More of an overwhelming something else. He opened his mouth to say something sarcastic but decided against it and went to the steps to pull out the small bucket of dirt his parents kept for the cigarette and cigar smokers who came by. So far, it was only Wyatt and Deputy Mike. He crossed the small yard to where Wyatt was standing, flicking his lighter until the cigarette caught. Wyatt took a deep drag and exhaled heavily. As Timothy stood up from dropping the cigarette bucket at Wyatt’s feet, the two of them locked eyes. They stared for a few seconds and Timothy felt uncomfortable, standing in front of Wyatt, startled at how much bigger he actually was. Wyatt’s stare wasn’t intrusive; it was almost curious.

Timothy swallowed and broke the silence. “So, what do you need my help with, Wyatt?”

“I thought it was obvious,” Wyatt said with a smile. “I want you to find him.”

“What?” Timothy stuttered. “I’m not Batman, Wyatt. If you found this, we can show Dad and—”

“No!” Wyatt’s voice was sharp, and even though he didn’t advance toward Timothy, he still took a step back, away from the bigger man. “Sorry,” Wyatt said, apologizing quickly. “No. We can’t tell your dad.” Wyatt stepped over to the table, cigarette balanced in one hand, and stuffed the pages into his backpack.

“Wyatt.” Timothy smiled carefully, and without realizing it, he reached out to gently touch Wyatt’s arm before he stopped himself. “Dad will have a ton of resources I don’t have. I’m a student, not a cop.” Timothy smirked and spoke under his breath. “As my dad keeps reminding me.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” Timothy shrugged, paused for a second, and then narrowed his eyes. “Is there a reason you don’t want me to tell my dad? You said you did something wrong?”

“What? No. No way would I hurt Bobby. He was… he was a friend, and I wouldn’t hurt him. I swear it. I meant… I don’t know what I meant.” Wyatt dropped the cigarette in the bucket but didn’t grind it out, and the two of them watched the last of the smoke curl in the air. “Do you think he’s okay?”

Timothy looked away for a minute before he found himself able to look at Wyatt. “It’s hard to say. To be honest, despite what TV shows say, if this was a kidnapping, those are pretty rare, and pretty likely to be solved. If he ran away, well, I know lots of times where runaways get in contact with friends, even if it’s only to say they’re okay. You haven’t gotten any hang-ups or anything on your cell phone, right? No weird texts?”

Wyatt shook his head. “Nope. Nothing like that.” Wyatt sat down at the picnic table, facing Timothy, who was still standing by the bucket. “You sound like one.”

“One what?” Timothy picked up the bucket and looked at Wyatt. “Do you want another one?”

Wyatt shook his head. Timothy noticed a bead of sweat falling down Wyatt’s neck. “You sound like a cop. Is it what you want? To be a cop?”

“Not according to my dad.” Timothy rolled his eyes and put the bucket back down. “I’m not”—he raised his fingers in air quotes—“right for the job. I guess it doesn’t matter what I want.”

“So help me anyway. Prove to your dad that he’s wrong.”

Timothy’s mouth curved up in a smile. “You’re smarter than you let on.”

Wyatt smiled back, and Timothy saw a row of bright white. The cigarettes hadn’t begun to yellow his teeth yet.

Timothy shook his head, thinking Wyatt had won the genetic jackpot. “I’ll think about it. Let you know in a couple of days, okay? It’s the best I can offer right now.”

Wyatt nodded. “Want me to leave everything with you?”

Timothy nodded back.

Wyatt passed him the papers and headed toward the gate. He stopped right next to Timothy, placing his hand on Timothy’s arm.

Wyatt’s hand was rough and callused, bigger than Timothy would have imagined. “Thanks, Timothy.”

Timothy waved in response as Wyatt walked into the driveway and out to his truck.




Chapter Two

 

 

TIMOTHY HAD finished almost all of his homework and was stirring a bunch of vegetables into a bowl of eggs, when the phone rang.

He picked it up and could hear a car horn on the other end of the receiver. “Get out of the way, jerkwad!”

“Belle?” Timothy set the eggs aside, pulled open the refrigerator, and grabbed the butter.

“Hey, squirt! What’s up?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “You called me. And is Mom seriously okay with you using the phone while you drive?”

“Mom is sitting here, holding the phone, and I’m driving in LA, so I’m supposed to be on the phone.”

“Hi, Mom.” He leaned against the counter. “How’s California?”

“Hi, honey.” Timothy could hear the edge in his mother’s voice, which meant his sister had been driving like a maniac. “How are you?”

“I’m fine, Mom. Hey, when you come home, can you bring me some cookies from the place on Glendale?”

“I have a box for you already.”

“You’re the best mom ever. How’s school, Belle?”

“It’s fine, squirt. Mom and I had quite a weekend, but my classes start back up tomorrow. We’re headed for a big dinner tonight before I put her on the plane.”

“You can tell me the truth. You miss me, don’t you?”

Belle laughed. “Yeah, sure. You’re a treat.” The two of them got along pretty well, actually, though they’d had some tension years ago because she’d been the one to introduce him to Ethan. “How’s hot and swampy South Carolina?”

“It’s made a little duller by your absence,” he replied, his voice dry. A car door slammed in the driveway. “I think Dad’s home.” Timothy pulled a large pan out of the oven and started the burner. He dropped a small pat of butter in the middle, then stuck his head out of the kitchen and looked toward the front door. His father walked in and took his hat off, then tossed it on the couch and looked up at his son. “Mom and Belle.” Timothy spoke into the receiver. “Love you, Belle. Love you, Mom. See you tomorrow. Study hard, Belle. Try not to disgrace the family.”

His father held out his hand for the phone. “Hi, Isabelle. Hi, Lovely Wife. How’s Los Angeles?”

Timothy went back into the kitchen and dropped the eggs into the pan. He wasn’t much of a cook beyond breakfast foods, and, even that he could claim only because of spending the last two summers doing morning shifts at Daisy’s Diner. Most of the time he was waiting tables, but she’d put him in the kitchen now and then. As he was getting ready to flip the omelet, his father came into the kitchen and dropped the phone on the counter.

“I’ll make the toast in a minute.” His dad grabbed himself a beer and popped the cap off the bottle. He allowed himself one beer a night. Sometimes two, if he was technically on vacation.

“Why do you smell like cigarettes?”

“Hmmm?” Timothy sniffed his sleeve. “Oh, Wyatt Courtland was over today. He had one in the backyard.”

“You didn’t partake?”

“C’mon, Dad.” Timothy reached behind his dad and put the bread in the toaster himself.

“Just checking. Why was Wyatt here?” His father leaned against the counter. He’d already taken off his gun belt and locked the weapon away while he was talking to Timothy’s mother and sister.

“He needed some help with a school project.”

His father snorted. “Surprised he’s still in school.”

“He’s not dumb, Dad.”

“No. He’s not, but since it’s only him and his mother, he tries to help her out with the bills. He skips half the school days so he can take extra jobs around the county.”

The toast popped, and Timothy split the omelet in half and handed one plate to his father. The two ate in an easy silence. His dad wasn’t a generally talkative person, and Timothy took after his father. As they were finishing up, Timothy took a deep breath.

“Hey, Dad, I wanted to run something by you.”

His father answered with a cautious smile. “Sure thing, kiddo.”

“I was thinking of pitching a column to the school newspaper on crime. Things that would affect the students. Like how drug use affects the community. You know, those kinds of things.”

“Sounds interesting enough.” His dad picked up the plates and brought them to the counter. He scraped the remnants into the trash before placing them into the sink. If it was the whole family, he would have put the plates into the dishwasher, but when it was only the two of them, they did the dishes by hand.

“Maybe,” Timothy said hesitantly, putting the butter back into the refrigerator, “maybe even do something on some of the kids in the school who’ve been affected. Like, say someone’s gone missing—”

His father turned around sharply and dropped their silverware into the sink. “Is this some complex way for you to try and get your hands on my old case files?”

“It would be for the paper, Dad.”

“You’re not getting near any police files.” His father wasn’t much taller than Timothy, but he was broader, and he was used to intimidating people. He crossed his arms across his chest. “You’re not going into law enforcement in any way, shape, or form, Timothy.”

“You do realize I’m almost eighteen, right, and I don’t need your permission—”

“If you want your mother and me to pay for your education—”

“I don’t—”

“Unless….” His father’s face was turning red. “Unless the next words out of your mouth are ‘you’re right, Dad. I don’t listen to anything you say,’ then I don’t want to hear it.”

“That’s not fair.” Timothy crossed his arms over his chest, the same way his father did.

“Life isn’t fair. And before you pull the I’m-almost-eighteen card, you should know you won’t get a cent from me for your school if you think of studying criminal justice or the like.”

“You’re being ridiculous. I’m not stupid—”

“No, you’re not.” His dad scowled and pointed as his son. “You’re too smart for your own good. You’re smart, but you’re impulsive, you don’t listen, and you think you’re the smartest person in the damn room, when you’re not!”

“I don’t even know why I try talking to you,” Timothy shot back, his voice rising.

“Do not raise your voice to me.”

“You’re the one who’s yelling, Dad.”

“Go to your room!” His father pointed at the stairs.

Timothy looked as if he’d been slapped. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Upstairs and finish your homework. Now.” His father turned his back on Timothy and ran water into the sink.

It took all of Timothy’s inner strength not to prove his father right by stomping up the stairs and slamming the door. He closed his door carefully and quietly, lay down on the bed, and burned. He didn’t know why his dad was so damn set against his own damn son following in his footsteps. Most dads would have loved their sons to want to be them, but not Benjamin Mitchell. Timothy was not going to cry. He would show his dad. He’d figure out what happened to Bobby LaFleur and show his father exactly what he was capable of doing.




Chapter Three

 

 

LACEY WAITED for him in her usual spot on top of the short ledge in front of the school. She wore a short jean skirt with red stockings covered in black diamonds. Her shirt was white and puffy, and her hair was in a long ponytail.

“You going for a Harley Quinn vibe?”

“Eh, I thought I’d try out some sort of mainstream nod,” Lacey replied, before applying bright red lipstick and smiling.

“I admire your compromise.” He smiled at her and helped her down off the short ledge.

“Hey, Tim,” Bo called out from behind the two. “Sorry, Timothy,” he said after seeing the look Timothy gave him. “Here’s your money.”

Timothy took the money from him and smiled casually. “Thanks, Bo. I appreciate it. Here’s the file you’re looking for.”

Bo took it and stuffed it in his backpack without looking. “Hey,” Bo said, looking down at the ground. “You’re not going to tell anyone—”

“Client confidentiality, Bo. I didn’t tell you about the stuff I’ve done for other people, did I? Promise.”

Bo still wouldn’t look at him. “Yeah, man, thanks.”

“Congratulations,” Lacey said as Bo walked away. “You managed to actually make him sort of polite.”

“Yeah,” Timothy replied as he put the cash away and hefted his bag onto his back. “I feel like a jerk how it happened, though. Can you remind me not to be an asshole next time?”

She laughed. “I’ll do my best.”

The bell rang, and they separated in the hall, him going to English, her to Spanish. Clomping footsteps came up behind him, and he turned to make sure it wasn’t Bo or a friend, but it was only Wyatt.

“Hey, man, did you decide?” Wyatt was wearing his usual jeans and boots. The shirt today was still sleeveless, but it was a gray tank top, and Timothy kept his eyes forward, heading toward his classroom.

“Yeah, I’ll help, but we have some things to work out.” He was at the doorway of his class and turned to Wyatt. “Meet me at the track after school. I’ve got to get a run in today.” Wyatt was about to say something, but Timothy cut him off. “Go. You’ll be late, and I don’t want tardiness on my conscience.”

Wyatt shot Timothy a smile and then ran toward his own classroom.

 

 

AT 4:00 p.m. Wyatt sat on the bleachers as Timothy pounded out a steady rhythm on the track. Wyatt never liked running. Seemed like too much effort for too little. He liked working out in the school’s weight room. It helped him in the construction jobs he was able to get, but what happened when you ran? Nothing. Wyatt liked the feel of the barbell in his hands. The challenge of weight plates against his muscles. The push and pull of powering against gravity. He liked the strength it gave him. He wasn’t really much for attention, but he was already tall and he gained muscle easily, so he kept working out. He was one of the biggest guys in school and that meant people left him alone. They’d look and stare, but they’d stay away. It wasn’t like they were afraid of him. He wasn’t a bully, and everyone reacted to him as if he’d told them to leave him be. And they did. There was a kind of respect Wyatt got from his height and weight and muscle.

“Hey, Wyatt.” Timothy was breathing heavily, his chest heaving as he gulped in air. “Thanks for meeting me. Let me grab my bag out of the locker room and we’ll talk.”

Wyatt followed Timothy and watched his back for a minute. He knew Timothy would keep his secrets. Timothy would never say anything, but he couldn’t take the chance that Timothy might tell his dad. Wyatt had dealt with Sheriff Mitchell a few times and, while he seemed like a good guy, he wasn’t going to risk it. After all, he was still a cop, no matter what. Besides, what would it get him? Why would Timothy want to be around him in any way? Wyatt was so rough and ugly and stupid compared to Timothy. Compared to—

“Wyatt? You ready?” Timothy had his messenger bag and was standing at the edge of the school parking lot. “Sorry you have to give me a ride again. If you don’t mind taking me over to Burt’s garage, I can pick up my car. We’ll talk on the way.”

“Sure.” Wyatt never bothered to lock his pickup when he was at school. They had cameras, but he also knew his truck was a piece of shit and no one would bother. Plus, everyone knew it was Wyatt’s truck, and no one wanted to piss off Wyatt.

“So, tell me what you know about Bobby,” Timothy said, pulling the door closed and rolling down the window.

“He was a nice guy. Real nice. Quiet.”

Timothy looked over at him from the passenger seat. “How did you meet Bobby?”

Wyatt paused. “Just at school.”

“And you two were friends?”

“Sure.” Wyatt stopped at a light in the center of town and looked over at Timothy. “Why?”

“I’m wondering how that happened. That’s all.”

“What do you mean? How what happened?”

“C’mon, Wyatt,” Timothy said, sounding a little annoyed. “You’re a C student. Vocational track, no college prep classes. You’ve played football every year, except this one. You’re a jock. Or you were, anyway. Bobby was college prep all the way, A student, liked poetry, talked about moving to either San Francisco or New York as soon as he graduated. Quiet, sweet kid. Picked on a bit. Sounds like he was a gay kid planning his escape as fast as possible.”

“How do you know all that?”

“You asked me to look into something. You think I don’t do my own research?”

“I guess. Bobby was a good kid. I don’t know anything except what I told you yesterday.”

“Sure. Okay.” Timothy pulled his sunglasses out of his bag and sat back as Wyatt turned into Burt’s. “Come on. I have to get my keys, and then I’ll follow you out to the house where you found the stuff.”

“Okay.” Wyatt sat back and followed Timothy across the lot.

“Hey, Burt!” Timothy called out, waving.

“Well, look who finally came by to pay me a large sum of money.”

“C’mon, Burt,” Timothy said, laughing. “It was only the alternator.”

“Damn, how does a homosexual know about cars?”

“We’re a well-rounded group of people, Burt.” Timothy pulled out his credit card. “Keep in mind, my dad looks at all my charges, so if he wants, he’ll ask for an itemized bill.”

Burt ran the card while Timothy asked about his wife and kids and Burt asked about Timothy’s mom. “Keys are in the car kiddo. Hey, with your sister gone, are you interested in picking up some babysitting jobs?”

Timothy shook his head. “I like kids, Burt, but I’m not as patient as my sister.”

Burt laughed again. “I figured.” He wiped his bald head with a red bandanna and left a grease stain across the top of his forehead. “Let me know if it’s not running the way you want.”

“Thanks, Burt,” Timothy said.

“Nice car,” Wyatt said with a little smile.

“Yeah. It’s a treat. A hand-me-down from my mom that spends more time in the shop than on the road.”

“I bet it’s faster than my truck,” Wyatt said as he jingled his keys.

“I bet I’ll seem shorter in the car than I seem standing next to you.”

“What?”

“Just pointing out I’m short, Wyatt.” Timothy opened his car door. “I’ll follow you.”

 

 

TIMOTHY WAITED for Wyatt to pull out, and he followed the pickup. Wyatt led him out of the main part of town, onto a long road bordered by overgrown grass on both sides. The short driveway was gravel and rocks, and Timothy parked right behind Wyatt’s truck. Timothy stepped out of his car as Wyatt climbed from his truck with a half-finished cigarette dangling his mouth.

“You really should quit, Wyatt. It’s a bad habit.”

“I promise it’s my only one.” Wyatt turned red and looked away.

Timothy’s eyes narrowed.

“C’mon, we can get in through the back.”

They walked through the overgrown lawn, and Wyatt led Timothy up the two-step porch. Wyatt pushed the back door open, and the air was stale, smelling of dust and plaster.

“Very nice. I suppose early nineties crack den is a solid design choice.”

“Is that supposed to be funny?” Wyatt smiled at Timothy. He wasn’t sure if it was a joke or not, but he found he liked the fact he couldn’t tell the difference.

“Not really. Show me where you found the box.”

The kitchen they passed through was still relatively intact, but the living room was almost totally demolished. Only the support beams in the wall stood. There were small piles of drywall on the floor, but the walls were nonexistent.

Wyatt pointed to a corner of the room. “They took most of the drywall and plaster away in a truck the other day, but there wasn’t anything else in the wall. I found the box over there.”
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