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Chapter One

 


 “Al,
you’re hurting me,” pleaded Jane as she was pulled by the hair from
the living room into the kitchen, her face all bloodied, and right
eye swollen.

“I’m just getting warmed up,
bitch,” warned Al, throwing her down on the wooden
floor.

“You’re drunk, please, just let me
leave,” she begged. “You can sleep it off and I’ll be back in the
morning to make you breakfast.” Jane knew once she got out the
front door, she was never coming back, but the door looked a
million miles away.

“I’m not even close to drunk yet,”
he replied, opening the half empty bottle of vodka, and taking a
good, long swig. “And since when, do you tell me what to do?” he
asked, with a hard kick to her ribs, resulting in the echoing sound
of two of them cracking like dry wood on a fire.

Jane buckled on the floor in pain;
she knew if she didn’t get out of that house, she was
dead.

Al sat on the kitchen chair, and
in between gulps of vodka, pointed and laughed at her.

Jane patiently waited till he
finished the bottle. “Here baby, let me get another one for you,”
she said slowly getting off the floor. The pain in her side was
excruciating but she managed to reach for the cupboard door, open
it, and grab a full bottle of vodka. Her plan was to swing around,
hit him over the head with it, and make for the door. But before
she could, he was standing right behind her, and grabbed
it.

“If I didn’t know any better,” he
slurred, “I would say you were thinking about cracking this over my
head.”

“No, Al,” she lied, “I would never
hurt you; I love you.”

Al laughed out loud. “That’s a
good one, my slut of a wife loves me…plus, every other man in this
town she’s slept with.”

“I’ve never been with anyone
else,” she said honestly, “you know I would never do that to
you.”

Al turned away from her and went
towards the chair. Jane realized it was now or never. With all her
might she pushed Al forward causing him to fall and bang his head
off the side of the kitchen table. Jane fell next to him and
started to crawl. She had made it to the living room, when suddenly
a hand grabbed her leg, pulling her back. She looked up at Al
standing over her with blood streaming down the side of his
face.

“You are going to pay for that you
little bitch!” he shouted, and with both hands lifted the bottle of
vodka over his head, with the intent of coming down hard and
splitting her skull with it.

Jane quickly got onto her knees,
and with a hard, fast right uppercut, connected directly with his
testicles. Al dropped to the floor gasping. Jane shakily got off
her knees, balanced herself on the wall, and slowly staggered to
the front door. She was feeling dizzy, blood was streaming into her
eyes, and she desperately wanted to sit down and rest; but she knew
if she did, she would never get back up. “Come on Jane, you need to
keep moving, or else he is going to grab you again,” she said
motivating herself. Jane zigzagged out the door, made her way
gradually down the steps onto the front path, and crossed the
street to Lisa and Ted’s house, and knocked.

“Where did you go bitch?” yelled
Al from the front door. “I’m going to get you for that!”

Lisa looked out her front window,
saw the condition of her friend, and heard Al yelling across the
street. She left the porch lights off, quietly opened the door, and
gently helped Jane in.

“I’ll get you tomorrow,” he
whispered going inside, slamming the door, and picking up his
bottle of vodka from the floor. “It must be my lucky day,” he
mumbled smiling at it, “you’re still in one piece.” He removed the
cap and took a big mouthful. “I think I’ll finish you off in bed,”
he declared as he started to sluggishly climb the stairs. All of a
sudden, a black cat meowed, and darted past his legs. “Magic, is
that you?” he asked.

Al eventually made it to the top
of the landing and turned on the light. The black cat suddenly
leapt out of the darkness with a high-pitched scream, startling Al,
and causing him to stumble backwards to the top of the stairs. Al
had almost regained his balance, but the cat jumped onto his chest,
shifting his weight, and causing him to fall. The cat swiftly
jumped onto the landing, watched Al tumble down the stairs, and
listened to the sound of his bones cracking. The last snap, the
loudest sound of all, was his neck breaking. The black cat
leisurely sauntered down the stairs, crawled onto Al’s chest, and
stared into his vacant eyes. Then sprang onto the living room floor
and scuttled to the open window. Once outside, the cat crossed the
road, went through the neighbors’ yards, and headed for
home.


Chapter Two

 


 Monday,
July 6

“Mr. Blake, I have to say, that
was a lovely service you had for your great-uncle,” said Mr.
Donaldson offering him a seat.

“Thank you,” he replied, “and
please, call me Andrew.”

“Andrew,” he said sitting on the
opposite side of the large mahogany desk, “your great-uncle was
well-liked in this town, not only by his parishioners but the
townspeople in general, and he will be sorely missed.”

“That’s most kind of you to
say.”

Sean gave him a quick smile then
picked up his paperwork and got down to business. “As his attorney,
I helped your great-uncle write his final will a few months ago,
and as you are aware, you are the only surviving relative. So,
everything has been left to you. This includes: his house, the
furnishings, his personal possessions, and his car. He also had
money in a personal bank account, which has been withdrawn, and a
check made out to you. Along with a sizeable life insurance policy,
which you are also the beneficiary of.” Sean looked up at Andrew.
“Although I pointed out that you are the only surviving member,
your great-uncle was extremely fond of you, and spoke about you
constantly and with the utmost admiration.”

“He was a very kind and caring
man,” responded Andrew.

“That he was,” said Sean
genuinely, before flipping through his pages. “The house and land
are in excellent condition. If you are planning on selling the
property, I don’t believe you will have a difficult time finding a
buyer who will pay top dollar, and if that is something you are
considering, please let me know, and I can help you out,” he
suggested, then thought about another viable option, and glanced
up. “Or maybe you are planning on keeping it?”

“I am, for the time being,”
answered Andrew. “I thought I would take the summer to go through
his personal effects and decide in the fall.”

“That’s understandable, take as
much time as you need,” said Sean empathetically. “There’s no rush,
and this town is beautiful in the summer…but of course, you already
know that.”

“Yes,” replied Andrew
good-naturedly.

“Now,” said Sean getting back to
the task at hand. “Over the last two weeks, I did escort a group of
cleaning ladies into your great-uncle’s home to remove any garbage,
spoilt food from the fridge, and conduct some surface cleaning.
Trust me, nothing was removed I assure you. I just didn’t want you,
upon your return, to walk into a…” said Sean stopping and searching
for the right word.

“No need to explain, it was very
thoughtful, and I appreciate you doing that for me.”

“You’re welcome,” said Sean with a
gratifying nod before removing some papers from his file. “If I can
just get your signature on these forms,” he said passing them over,
“here, here, and here.” He watched Andrew sign them then took them
from him. “Here are the keys to the house, and these are for the
car,” he clarified before handing them over. “These two small keys
your great-uncle gave to me a few weeks ago. He told me they were
extremely important and that it was imperative I gave them to you
directly,” he explained removing them from an envelope and placing
them in Andrew’s hand. “I have no idea what they are for, but he
said that you would.”

Andrew looked at them carefully
and shook his head mystified.

“Maybe they’re for a desk drawer
or cabinet?” suggested Sean before continuing. “Here is the check
from your great-uncle’s bank account, and this one is from his
insurance company.”

Andrew’s eyes widened when he read
the second amount.

Sean smiled at his reaction. “He
told me he wanted you to be taken care of,” he said in a friendly
tone, “and he hoped this would help.”

Andrew thought momentarily about
his great-uncle, and how much he missed him, before reestablishing
eye contact with Sean.

“Of course, nothing can replace
him, he was a wonderful man,” consoled Sean noticing the sadness in
Andrew’s eyes.

“No,” whispered Andrew giving him
a distant look.

Sean, sensing Andrew’s sorrow,
quickly wrapped things up. “Before we conclude our business, do you
have any questions?”

“None,” answered Andrew shaking
his head.

“Okay, then we are all done here,”
confirmed Sean.

“Thank you for everything,”
replied Andrew standing and following him to the door.

“Oh! I almost forgot to tell you
about your next-door neighbors,” stated Sean, pausing briefly to
think about how Andrew’s house was situated. “When you walk out
your front door, your neighbor to your left,” he said motioning
with his left hand, “is the new receptionist at the church.
Actually, she’s been working there for over a year now, and knew
your great-uncle quite well. She’s a spinster, and is usually at
the church throughout the day, and tends to keep to herself most
evenings. To your right, is a young lady who moved in about a month
ago, and come September, she will be teaching at the State Street
Elementary School up in Skaneateles. They are both wonderful people
and ideal neighbors, and I’m sure they will drop by, and say
hello.”

“I look forward to meeting them,”
acknowledged Andrew pleasantly.

“If you have any questions, or if
there is anything you need, please don’t hesitate to contact me,”
said Sean reaching out and shaking Andrew’s hand.

“I will, and again, thank you for
everything.”

“It’s been my pleasure,” replied
Sean. “Welcome to Thornton.”


Chapter Three

 


 Andrew
was busy unpacking when he heard a knock at the door, and went
downstairs, and opened it.

“Hi, I’m your neighbor from next
door,” said the attractive blonde.

“Hello,” he replied, “my name is
Andrew.”

“Hello, Andrew, I’m Gwyneth, but
everyone calls me Gwyn. Except my old aunt May, who still likes to
call me Gwynnie, and refuses to ignore my long-standing protest to
her calling me that,” she clarified nervously.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you,
Gwyn.”

“Oh, these are for you,” she said,
handing him a twelve pack of Budweiser. “A welcome present of
sorts…I know neighbors traditionally drop off a pie or dinner, but
unfortunately, I didn’t have time today, maybe tomorrow,” she
suggested, feeling a little embarrassed.

“Beer is perfect, my great-uncle
wasn’t a beer drinker so there’s none here, and I was planning on
picking some up later,” he explained, “but you’ve saved me the
trip. Would you like to come in and have one?”

“I’d love to,” she replied, happy
that he had offered.

Andrew put the case on the coffee
table, opened two, and gave her one.

“How’s the place coming along?”
asked Gwyn looking around. “Looks like you have everything
well-organized.”

“To be honest with you, I only
brought clothes, these furnishings are either my great-uncle’s or
his parents.”

“Really!” she said surprised. “I
heard you were moving here so I just assumed some of this stuff was
yours too,” she said feeling awkward and giggling
anxiously.

Andrew laughed with her. “Don’t
worry about it, if I had moved some of my stuff into this place, it
would have looked like a disaster zone.”

Gwyn curiously wandered around the
living room. “Are you going to keep it like it is?”

“For now,” he replied. “I’m
planning on spending the summer going through his personal effects,
and what I do with the furnishings will depend on whether I sell it
or not.”

“So, you’re thinking about selling
the house?”

“I’m not sure. I have a place in
Syracuse, and I work around the corner at the university part time,
so it’s handy and close to downtown. I also teach a couple of
courses at Cortland, which is only a thirty-minute
drive.”

“That does sound nice, and
convenient.”

“It is, but I love visiting here,
which is why I’m unsure,” he clarified. “Would you like to
sit?”

“I would, thank you,” she replied
taking a seat on the couch. “What is it that you do at the
colleges?”

“I’m a professor, I teach
criminology, part time,” he replied sitting in the armchair next to
her.

“Not full time?” she
asked.

“No, I like having some time off
to run, read, and when I get the chance, write fictional detective
novels.”

“Detective novels, that’s
interesting,” she said tilting forward toward him. “Have you
published any?”

“I finally got my first one
published last year, and this summer, I’m starting on my
next.”

“How exciting!” she said with a
cute smile. “Are you going to write about here?”

“Maybe,” he replied
tentatively.

Gwyn quickly realized his
hesitation. “I’m so sorry, how thoughtless of me to ask such a
question when you have other personal priorities to attend
to.”

“It’s okay, I don’t mind talking
about it, it helps take my mind off other things,” he said
reassuringly and giving her an amiable smile. “Truth is, I really
haven’t decided the setting yet, which is the main reason for me
being vague.”

“Maybe this town will decide for
you,” replied Gwyn feeling a little more relaxed. “What made you
want to study criminology?”

“My father was a detective, and I
guess at one point I seriously considered following in his
footsteps, but realized I would prefer to teach and write about it
rather than live it.”

“And was he okay with
that?”

“He was, actually both my parents
were,” he said candidly. “They understood being a detective in the
city is hard work, with long hours, and can take a toll on a person
and his family.”

“Is he still a detective or did he
retire?”

Andrew went quiet.

“I apologize. I’m bombarding you
with one personal question, after another,” she said
apprehensively, then sipped her beer.

Andrew looked at her, there was
something about her naturalness that made him feel comfortable. He
had never spoken openly about his parents, not even to his closest
friends, but for some reason he wanted to be with her. “My parents
died in a car accident six months ago,” he said in a low
voice.

“I’m so sorry,” she said
sympathetically. “Do you mind me asking what happened?”

“No,” he replied slowly. “There
was heavy snow falling, causing whiteouts along the interstate. A
tractor trailer had jackknifed and the cars approaching couldn’t
see it, resulting in a thirty-car pileup, and a lot of
casualties.”

“I remember hearing about that on
the news, back in January,” said Gwyn sadly. “It was
awful.”

“It was the worst day of my life,”
said Andrew despondently.

Gwyn felt terrible. “I’m not doing
too good with my, ‘Welcome, I’m your next-door neighbor
conversation.’ First, I ask about you writing a story here when you
still have things to sort out with your great-uncle, and now, your
parents. I’m zero for two, I think I should just quit talking.
Besides, I’ve ran out of feet to put into my mouth.”

Which made Andrew laugh, then
Gwyn.

“Don’t worry about it, I haven’t
even talked to some of my closest friends about my parent’s death,”
he said reassuring her. “Consider us discussing it a good thing for
me, okay?”

“I will,” she replied feeling more
at ease, and happy with the fact that he felt comfortable enough
around her to be so open.

“You moved here a month ago?”
asked Andrew changing the subject.

Gwyn covered her mouth as she
snickered.

Andrew looked at her
puzzled.

“I didn’t mean to laugh, you just
caught me off guard, I thought you knew already.”

“I knew what?” he asked
curiously.

“My parents own the house I’m
living in, I grew up there, well, up until I was thirteen. Then my
father got a job with a firm in the city, we moved there, and
that’s where I went to high school and college, SU,” she said with
a smile. “My mom’s only condition before we moved away was that we
keep the house here, and we come up on the occasional weekends, at
Christmas, and in the summer. So, when I was growing up, that’s
what we did.”

“How would I have known all that?”
asked Andrew chuckling. “Mr. Donaldson only said you moved in a
month ago.”

“That’s true, I did,” she replied.
“But he didn’t tell you the rest?”

“No,” he replied shaking his
head.

“Now you’re wondering why he
didn’t at least say, I was moving back home, rather than I had just
moved here?”

“I am,” said Andrew
intrigued.

“Sean and my father are old
friends. If he would have told you my family’s history, when I
dropped by to say hello, I would have had nothing to talk to you
about.”

Andrew laughed aloud. “So you told
him not to tell me?”

“Maybe,” she said ambiguously and
playfully looked away. Her first instincts were right, he was nice,
and she liked him. “You know, I went to your great-uncle’s
funeral.”

“You did,” said Andrew surprised.
“I’m sorry for not saying thank you earlier, it’s just that I don’t
remember seeing you there.”

“There’s no need to apologize,
there were a lot of people, and I’m sure it was a very difficult
day for you,” she said compassionately. “It was a lovely ceremony;
for a lovely man.”

“You knew him?”

“I did,” she replied. “When my
mother was growing up here, she knew his parents better, because
your great-uncle was away at college, then at the seminary. She
only met him when he would come home and visit. I also met him
then, but I was very young, and soon after we moved away,” she
explained. “I really got to know him more when he lived here, and
we came back to visit. He was always kind, gentle, and so easy to
talk to.”

“He was all those things,” agreed
Andrew.

“He spoke of you all the time,”
she said with a gentle smile.

“Not only was he my great-uncle,
but a good and dear friend,” said Andrew thinking about him. “He
took me under his wing and helped me through an extremely difficult
time in my life, and we became very close.”

Gwyn reached out and squeezed
Andrew’s hand. “I know you miss him…I do, too…we all do. He was
very well thought of in Thornton,” she said before letting
go.

“I’m glad to have someone to talk
to about him,” said Andrew liking her more and more.

“Anytime,” she replied. “I’m right
next door.”

“Oh great, thanks for reminding
me!” joked Andrew, lightening up the conversation.

“Hey, watch it mister!” she warned
mischievously.

Andrew laughed, finished his beer
then stood up and grabbed the case. “I’ll put the rest in the
fridge and grab us another,” he said starting to walk away, and
then turned around. “Are you coming?”

Gwyn happily followed Andrew into
the kitchen, took a beer from him, and watched him put the
remainder away before closing the door. “I’m free tomorrow, if you
want me to go to the grocery store with you?” she asked with an
innocent look.

“Are you referring to my empty
fridge?”

“I am,” she replied with a
giggle.

Andrew proceeded to show her the
bare cupboards and pantry, before telling her about the women
coming in, and removing the food and cleaning up.

“That was nice of
them.”

“I thought so, too,” he replied,
then took a sip of his beer. “I was going to order pizza tonight.
If you don’t have any plans, you are more than welcome to join
me?”

“I would like that,” she replied
reaching for her phone, dialing, and waiting. “I know the perfect
pizza place,” she whispered, with a frolicsome smile, then covered
her phone, “actually, it’s the only pizza place in
town!”

They went outside, sat on the
porch swing, and waited for it to arrive. Suddenly, an elderly lady
appeared from around the corner startling them.

“Good evening, Mrs. Peabody,” said
Gwyn standing and walking towards her.

“Please Gwyn, call me Lenore, you
make me sound like an old woman,” she said slowly walking up the
steps. “Hello, Andrew, I’m Lenore Peabody, your neighbor. I’m also
a volunteer receptionist at the church.”
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