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(Ten Years Earlier)

FRANK LESTER DIDN’T have time to think, it happened so quickly. Think how dangerous it was rushing headlong and alone after the suspect in the dark. Think what he would do if the man he was jumping fences for and trampling through unlit backyards to get at, would turn and attack him. What if the perp had a weapon? Backup hadn’t arrived but Frank’s police instincts, honed by nearly twenty years of being a homicide detective, were hounding him to pursue.

Don’t let him get away...catch him and lock him in a cell so he’ll never be able to hurt another person. Catch him!

Because Frank’s instincts also told him the lumbering shape ahead was the kidnapper who’d abducted and killed six people in the last month and a half. Frank wasn’t about to let the man escape. He’d been close before, but the kidnapper had been clever and had eluded him.

It’d been a gut hunch, Frank guarding the latest victim’s mailbox, waiting for the inevitable delivery, and it had paid off. The kidnapper, who Frank thought must be a frustrated artist of some kind, left clay ﬁgurines representing his victims as a personal signature to his crimes. Looked like little lumps of dried mud to Frank. The mud creations were tiny, primitive, and barely recognizable as people. They were placed in a mailbox or somewhere else around the victim’s house under cover of night and often in foul weather to prevent being seen.

The press had dubbed the serial kidnapper/killer the “Mud People Killer” after Frank’s partner, Sam Cato, had called him that in an interview. This time, after hours of waiting and shivering in the snowy dark, Frank had caught the man in the act of delivering his tiny mud person to his latest victim. When yelling “Stop. Police!” failed to impress the guy, Frank had taken chase without regard for police procedures or his own safety.

Now he wasn’t sure he’d done the right thing. The wind was like a stone wall in front of him, tossing shorn tree limbs at him or in his path. The icy ground made it difﬁcult to stay upright, much less run. He’d already fallen twice, messed up his knee, and done something painful to his left hand while trying to catch himself.

Winter in Chicago could be brutal. It was the northern air off the lake that made it so vicious.

What was he thinking?

A bullet, then another, zinged through the air inches from Frank’s face. The creep was shooting at him! It had to be the kidnapper. Frank hurled his overweight body behind an underweight tree. As frigid as the weather was he was sweating underneath his coat, though shivering beneath that. His wife was right. He needed to go on a diet. Out of shape and out of breath, that’s what he was.

He drew his Beretta 9mm automatic with frozen hands and switched it to his left one. He’d called in Sam and some backup right as he’d taken chase. He prayed they’d arrive soon as he concentrated on where the bullets were coming from. Concentrated on staying alive.

He wanted to catch the man he was chasing more than anything. It’d become personal, plain and simple. From the beginning the kidnapper had singled Frank out, of all the investigators on the case, taunting him in notes he’d send the newspapers or hand-written messages left in places where Frank could ﬁnd them. In Frank’s mailbox. Taped to his car window at the police station. Never the same place twice, though. Once Frank unrolled his daily newspaper and a note from the kidnapper fell out. It made him so mad. How dare that psychopath intrude like that into his life. The kidnapper had even called him once at home to taunt him.

If you’re wondering...yes, I kill them. All of them. And you can’t stop it. You aren’t going to catch me, Officer Lester...I’m too smart for you. You dumb fat cop. I’m too smart for all of you.

The worse thing was, Frank was afraid what the man said was true, though he preferred to keep thinking of him as a kidnapper. The realization that the suspect was also killing the people he was kidnapping was too much for Frank to stomach.

Regardless, the man was evil and had to be stopped.

But why was Frank getting all this unwanted attention from a soulless kidnapper? Probably had something to do with his being head detective on the case and being mentioned so often in the newspaper and on television. The love notes from the kidnapper weren’t the worst side effect. The man had taken to snatching people from under Frank’s very nose. People Frank knew and cared about.

Last week, Charlotte, a waitress from his favorite lunch spot, disappeared, and he feared his nemesis had taken her. She was a middle-aged divorcee who was an artist in her real life, as she used to say with a smile. She had two grown kids and a teenager at home. It was Charlotte’s house that Frank had been staking out on that night. Perhaps she was still alive. He could hope.

Frank wasn’t letting the kidnapper go. He’d catch him or have a heart attack trying, which, according to his wife, was a possibility waiting to happen. Peering around the tree, gun ready, Frank squinted his eyes looking for a target.

A blurry shape slithered around a shed, barely an outline, but it could have been a man. Another shot torpedoed through the snowﬂakes and Frank felt agony in his left shoulder.

Stiﬂing a cry, the detective aimed at the shadowy blob and ﬁred several times in succession, mentally counting the bullets spent so he’d have some left if he found himself facing the guy.

Screams of rage—something about a leg and ﬁngers—pierced the night and the sound of something thudding to the ground was trailed by an eerie silence. Frank waited, breathing hard, the pain in his shoulder spreading like ﬁre, praying he’d hit the kidnapper. That it was over.

After an eternity, Frank stumbled out in search of the body but didn’t ﬁnd one.

He returned to his car and checked on his backup. Bad weather had slowed it down, but it was coming. Soon the area was swarming with strobe-ﬂashing squad cars, cops, and dancing ﬂashlights. The falling snow morphed into icy daggers and the night slipped into a gray, wretched day, but other than a pool of crimson in one spot on the ground, there was no blood trail, body, or corpse ever found. Just like the victims’ bodies were never found. Alive or dead.

Days, weeks, months went by. No more phone calls or notes to the newspapers. No more people were taken, no more mud ﬁgurines were left as gifts on back porches, in mailboxes, or on windowsills. Eventually the investigation grew cold, the paper ﬁles dusty, and the computer ﬁle rarely opened. Frank’s shoulder healed.

Frank wasn’t worried. He was sure his bullets had hit the man and he’d dragged himself away to nurse his wounds, which were either so severe they’d scared him out of the kidnapping business forever, or he’d dragged himself off to die. The kidnapper’s death or the discovery of a dead body would have been better, more ﬁnal, but Frank was relieved the kidnappings had stopped, as was the city of Chicago.

As the months turned into years, Frank convinced himself the man had either ended his crimes or was dead. He wouldn’t have been able to let the case go otherwise. Though the media interest in the case faded more quickly, Frank didn’t stop searching for the missing people for a long time afterward. But other cases just as heinous came along and ﬁlled his days. There were more murders to solve and criminals to arrest. There were reports to ﬁll out. Life to live.

Time passed.

Frank Lester lost his wife, Jolene, eight years later in a car accident.

His son, Kyle, went on to medical school in Chicago. Frank took early retirement and, longing for a simpler existence, moved back to Spookie, his hometown, where he built a log cabin in the woods and settled down to enjoy life, ﬁnd himself again, and write the mysteries he so loved to read. Bought a motorcycle and rode it often. Met an artist named Abigail Sutton and became close to her. Got his ﬁrst novel published and fell into the easy rhythm of small town life with childhood friends. Was happy.

And more time passed.

He’d all but forgotten the Mud People Killer he was so sure he’d mortally wounded that long ago Chicago winter night.

But the killer hadn’t forgotten him.
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(The Present 2005)

ABBY SUTTON LEARNED of the missing girl on a rainy October morning as she was painting the mural on the back library wall. Turning to look over her shoulder at Samantha Westerly, editor of the Weekly Journal and also her friend, she had an uneasy feeling when Samantha mentioned the girl had disappeared three days ago and hadn’t been heard from since.

“Shelly Lanstrom is missing? That scrawny little thing with the big brown eyes and long hair? The one who works after school as a cashier at the new IGA Supermarket? She can’t be but sixteen or so?”

“Yeah,” Samantha conﬁrmed. “That’s the one.”

Abby shook her head. “That’s awful.” That girl treated everyone with respect, could count well, and never crushed people’s bread. She had looked up to Abby because Abby was an artist. Abby was more alarmed than she was letting on. Shelly had been more than an acquaintance—she’d become a friend. Abby looked forward to seeing her when she did her shopping and couldn’t bear to think that the girl was lost somewhere, hurt, or in danger. Or worse.

Sketching the mural on the wall, she was at that stage of creation where she thought she’d never be able to pull it off. There was too much wall, not enough talent. The library had commissioned her to paint something bookishly creative yet tasteful, preferably in subdued hues so it wouldn’t distract readers too much. She’d decided on well-known authors chatting together at a summer café with ﬂowers and foliage in muted colors as a backdrop. Or something like that.

The mural was a work in progress and she had two weeks to ﬁnish it and get paid before her bank account hit zero. That was the life of a freelance artist—either work or starve.

“Everyone’s out looking for her,” Samantha continued. “Family, friends, and the police. I hope to God they ﬁnd her, Abby. Shelly is a good kid. She wants to go to college and has the grades for a scholarship. The girl has her priorities in a row, not like some others her age.

“I talked to her mother and she swore Shelly would never up and vanish like this unless something’s happened to her. No one’s heard from or seen her. She’s missed her last three work shifts without calling in to explain, which isn’t like her at all.

“The town’s gonna be spooked if Shelly doesn’t turn up soon. Lots of people have kids and this sort of thing just doesn’t happen around here. Young girls up and missing, I mean....”

Samantha’s smile was tight as she watched Abby drawing Mark Twain’s face in pencil on the wall. She knew eyes were the hardest for her.

“What does Sheriff Mearl have to say?” Abby pressed, not expecting he’d say much. Sheriff Mearl Brewster was a typical laid-back small-town police ofﬁcer and about as smart as a rock. He wisely tended to keep his mouth shut. It made him seem smarter than he actually was.

“He’s the one who organized the search party that’s out in the woods around Shelly’s house right now. But,” Samantha hesitated until Abby glanced over at her, “I have a bad feeling about this one. Call it a reporter’s sixth sense. I’ve been nosing around all day and something’s not right. It isn’t merely a case of a teenage girl rebelling against her parents by running away, trying to scare them, or going off with a friend or a boyfriend. She’s really gone. No one has seen her anywhere.

“Well, I’d better get out of your hair and let us both get back to work or you won’t have bill money for next month and Spookie won’t have a weekly paper. I’ll keep you updated on the Shelly situation. Bye, Abby.”

“Bye, Samantha.” Abby returned to her work, listening to the rain music on the library roof, a sound that usually had the power to calm and mesmerize her. Not today. Sketching out the mural, she tried not to dwell on the missing girl. Which was impossible. Her disappearance brought back so many unwanted memories.

Three years before in another city, another life, Abby’s husband Joel had walked out of their cramped apartment for cigarettes one night and had never returned. They’d been married a long time, had been deeply in love, and had been happy—she was sure of that. He wouldn’t have just left her. She went through a nightmarish time. She’d raged, cried, called everyone they’d ever known, talked endlessly to the police and hired a Private Investigator, looking everywhere she could for two endless years.

Until one day Joel’s body was found in his car deep in a thicket of woods—a fatal victim of a long ago robbery.

Finally she’d grieved. Since then, missing people had almost become an obsession to her. She couldn’t stop herself. She had to help other people search for their missing loved ones.

If she hadn’t needed the money from this job so badly, she would have joined the searchers looking for Shelly. But, as Samantha had said, they had more than enough people. Her walking out on her livelihood wouldn’t help anything.

When the last of the daylight ﬁltering through the windows had ebbed away, and her tired eyes told her it was time, Abby cleaned and packed up her art supplies in a duffel bag, climbed into her car and headed home.

It was a frosty fall evening, a preview of winter to come.

The rain had stopped but the air chilled a person’s bones. Her house, on the edge of town, wasn’t far, but now she was glad she hadn’t walked that morning. If people were going missing, it might not be safe to stroll along the fringe of the woods alone.

She’d moved to Spookie, a quaint town so named because the ﬁrst townspeople had thought it looked eerie with its thick mists and woodsy atmosphere, the year before and had bought a ﬁxer-upper house and begun a new life. It was the kind of life she’d always wanted. For years she’d been a graphic artist knocking out mediocre ads at a city newspaper. Here in her new life she supported herself with freelance artwork, painting watercolors or acrylics of people, their houses, their pets, or any commission she could get. She saved money by shopping at thrift stores, buying generic brands, and clipping double coupons.

The mural, a truly large commission, was an unexpected bonus, and if she did a quality job she could get more work like it. She could charge three times as much for a mural as she did for other pictures. Which was good for her because these days she was barely making ends meet, still living partially on her savings and still doing without. But she was happier than she’d been in years. She already felt as if she’d spent her whole life in Spookie. The town had gotten into her blood.

Abby made a stop at the IGA supermarket to pick up a few groceries and as she was going in, she ran into Frank Lester.

Frank was a retired big city homicide detective who’d returned to Spookie, his hometown, two years before. Now he ﬁlled his time writing crime novels, enjoying his log cabin out in the woods and gossiping at Stella’s Diner. He was interested in what was happening around the village and usually knew what was going on. That was the ex-cop in him.

“Fancy meeting you here, Abby,” he said, smiling down at her on his way out, his arms full of bagged groceries. Frank didn’t look his age, whatever it was. Possibly late forties, or early fifties. He backtracked and walked alongside of her as she snatched up a shopping basket and headed for the dairy aisle. She didn’t like him seeing her sweaty, with paint-splattered face and clothes, weary from her day of work. She looked dreadful.

“What do you mean? To me it seems like I’m always here. Buying this or that. Today it’s this.” Abby shrugged as she picked up a gallon of milk, distracted by her errand and where she was.

A year ago the IGA had been Mason’s General Store, more old-fashioned and with less merchandise. But the owner, John Mason, had been convicted of a triple murder and had been sent to prison. The store had been sold to the IGA supermarket chain and they’d remodeled to put in more shelf space and provide a larger meat department. The new store was bigger, but unlike its previous incarnation, had no local crafts and paintings, no bins of penny candy, and little of the quaint nostalgic charm.

Though Abby had lost a source of income because Mason had displayed and sold her artwork when the store had been his, she also appreciated the improvements. The IGA was larger and better stocked. It made it more convenient to do all her shopping in town now, instead of driving to Stanley or to the Wal-Mart in Chalmers, but she was having a hard time getting used to it. She still expected to run into Mason around every corner. His ghost haunted the aisles and he wasn’t even dead. Not like the people, the Summers, he’d helped kill thirty years ago and bury in her backyard. But that was another story.

She grabbed a package of cheese. “I’m having toasted cheese and tomato soup for supper. But I needed milk for the soup. And cheese for the toast.”

“Ah, and usually you’re so organized,” he teased. “Sounds appetizing, though a little skimpy for me. On the subject of food, I’m roasting a turkey in my new roaster oven tomorrow at the cabin. How about coming over around six o’clock and helping me eat it? I’ve got the last of those homegrown green beans out of my garden you like so much and sweet potatoes and marshmallows. Big salad?”

“Kind of early for Thanksgiving dinner, isn’t it?”

“Roasted turkey is good anytime. Easy to make and there’s always leftovers. Turkey sandwiches. Turkey and noodles. And so on. And it means I don’t have to cook for a few days.” She met his amused blue eyes. Frank knew he had her. She couldn’t turn down free food. Frank liked to cook and was expert at it, grew his own vegetables and baked from scratch. One of his many passions. “Okay, tomorrow night you have a guest for dinner. But I can’t stay late. I started that mural today at the library and I have to be there early in the morning. On a deadline, you know.”

Frank didn’t say anything, he knew she needed the money and that was her real deadline. It was probably the reason he was always feeding her. Probably thought she was starving or something. Truth was, it was pretty close to that. She had to budget every penny carefully. She had to watch every dime. These days she would have stood on her head and wiggled her toes for a thick juicy steak, but turkey sounded just as good. She wasn’t picky—a leftover from her deprived childhood when there’d never been enough of anything, especially money or food.

“You heard about Shelly, who works here afternoons and who’s gone missing?” Frank went right to the main course. Old cop menu.

“Samantha was at the library earlier and mentioned it. I hope they ﬁnd her somewhere ...at a friend’s or a boyfriend’s, and that her being missing isn’t because someone has taken her. Samantha swore Shelly wasn’t the type to run off, but maybe she and her mother had a ﬁght or something. Shelly told me last week they were fussing a lot at each other.” Abby offered up the information, her voice concerned.

“I don’t think Shelly was actually ﬁghting with her mother,” Frank gave her his opinion. “They get along most of the time. They love each other. She and her family are very good people, are close knit and go to church every Sunday. That’s what’s so hard about this.

“They live a mile down the road from me. Shelly’s the middle child, doesn’t have a boyfriend that anyone knows of, and she’s as happy as a teenager can be. From what I know of her, family, schoolwork and her job ﬁll her time.”

“Sounds like you know a lot.”

“I do. The ﬁrst night Shelly went missing her mother phoned and asked if I’d help look for the girl. I’ve been searching for two days with the others and now even I’m getting worried. Shelly must be in trouble somewhere or she’d be home. We have to ﬁnd her. Three days is a long time for a young girl to be missing.” Frank’s face reﬂected a reality born of experience. “Chances of something being wrong rise with every day.”

“Where was Shelly last seen?” Her curiosity was getting the better of her.

“At home. She left three mornings ago for school...through the woods on her bike. She rode it everywhere, liked being outside. Her teacher said she never got to class. No one’s seen or heard from her since. No sign of the bike either.

“Anyway, tomorrow the search is fanning out into Chalmers, Stanley and nearby communities. They’re bringing in helicopters and dogs. We’ve been making phone calls, knocking on doors, hanging ﬂyers and combing hills and gullies. The rain hasn’t helped. It’s covered all tracks. The sheriff has alerted police authorities statewide and the media smells blood. By tomorrow or the next day TV will have it and it’ll go national. That’s good. We need help. Molly wants to make a plea—to whoever took Shelly—asking for her back.”

“You really believe there’s foul play involved?” Abby was feeling heartsick for Shelly’s parents, ready to sacriﬁce the mural painting and ﬁnancial gain for the welfare of a lost child. She thought that tomorrow she might go help hunt for the girl with the others. The heck with the bills.

“I’m afraid it looks like that, Abby. Wish I could say otherwise.”

“You need more people for that search party?” 

“No. We have the girl’s family and friends. Neighbors. Volunteers. I called in professional favors and pulled strings and gathered a crowd of uniforms. We’ll have more than enough. You need to work on that mural if you want to keep the lights on and a roof over your pretty head.”

“Yeah, not everyone has a fat police pension and a portfolio of mutual funds,” she quipped, but tossed in a grin. She wasn’t jealous because he’d worked hard for the retirement he had. Well, not too jealous, anyway. He’d been wounded twice in the line of duty, had a box full of commendations and a reputation for having solved the most difﬁcult cases of his day. Frank deserved every penny of his pension and had earned a good one.

Not like her. For all the years she’d slaved over a computer at the newspaper she had little to show for it. She’d bought her house out of what she and her husband had put aside years ago for the home they never got to build. It’d taken most of what she had. So she lived on a tight budget, but that was her choice, her problem, so she could live the way she wanted. She couldn’t complain.

“You’re right,” she agreed. “I have to get the mural done. But if things change and you need more help hunting for Shelly, call me. I can go into the library in the mornings, paint fast, and volunteer in the afternoons.”

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind if we need one more person along with the huge posse we already have now. Anyway, back to a more palatable subject. Don’t forget supper at my place tomorrow. Don’t be late. Turkey dressing tastes like cardboard if it gets dry. Now, I’m heading home because my butt is dragging from romping in the woods all day. Bye for now.”

And Frank left the store. Her eyes followed him for a while and then Abby went back to what she was doing.

She fretted over Shelly’s absence with Gary, the store manager, as he checked her purchases out. He was probably seventy, at least, with frozen water-colored eyes, a face full of working man wrinkles, and hair so white and thin over his head, it was almost nonexistent. Gary looked unusually tired. He didn’t know what to make of Shelly’s disappearance, either. He had to cover her shifts and that hadn’t made him happy, but he was also anxious about the girl.

“Not like Shelly to run off like this. She’s more responsible than most. She’s smart. A hard worker.” He rubbed his eyes and released a sigh. “I pray she’s okay. My wife’s been lighting candles at church for her, too. We have grandchildren her age and can’t imagine what it would be like if one of them went missing.”

She left the store and as she drove home through town in the rainy dusk she noticed the storefronts were beginning to decorate for Halloween. The windows of Tattered Corners Bookstore, Ice Cream & Sweets, and Stella’s Diner were all hung with twisted orange and black crepe paper, witches on broomsticks and ebony cats. Jack-o’-lanterns with carved scary faces squatted in front of buildings and on front porches, their candled eyes glittering softly in the end-of- day twilight. The bakery had pumpkin cookies and caramel apples behind its glass. She could almost smell the caramel in the air. It made her hungry. So she stopped and bought two cookies and one apple for later. Her sweet tooth applauded.

Spookie was an eccentric little town. The people were quirky, nosy, and fêted holidays with unrestrained childish glee. Frank said that Spookie was celebration crazy. But Abby liked that. She liked that for Halloween the businesses not only decorated but also sponsored art contests open to everyone and the winners got to paint the windows in spooky scenes. All those graveyard landscapes and banshees hidden in trees, haunted houses full of ghosts hanging out of windows and grinning white moons reminded her of when she was a child. She’d painted a few Halloween windows herself as a kid and had won a couple of cash prizes. She still recalled the thrill of it.

Everyone in the shops dressed up in costume the last week of October and strutted around the streets as if it were normal. Giant ghosts, vampish witches and walking life size candy corns everywhere. There were parties and a parade down Main Street on Halloween eve. And they did just as much for the other holidays throughout the year.

Her kind of town all right.

At home she took a quick shower, made supper and fed her cat Snowball. Taking her bowl of tomato soup and sandwich outside, she sat on the porch swing bundled in a sweater, Snowball curled up beside her, enjoying the last of the light and the drizzling rain. The clouds were a mist of shadowed rose and mauve curling across the sky, the sun was winking on the horizon and the air had that mustardy sharp tang of fall. She couldn’t breathe it all in deeply enough. She loved this time of day. She loved the sights and smells of the woods around her.

She thought over her ﬁrst year there. Edna—the old woman who’d lived and died in her house—hadn’t been able to take care of it toward the end and had let it fall into disrepair. Abby had bought it dirt cheap. She’d been scrubbing, painting and wallpapering its nooks and crannies ever since.

Now the place was truly hers. It looked and smelled like her. It felt like home. A small two-story and a half frame structured house, it had a large, sunny kitchen, a comfortable living room and a roomy hall in the rear of the lower ﬂoor that she planned to turn into an art studio someday because its windows ﬂooded it with light.

The second story was her loft bedroom. It had a fantastic wooded view out back.

Her gaze traveled the length of the front porch to the collection of hanging birdhouses, all colors and sizes, and beyond. The yard was large, crowded with towering shade trees that merged into the woods in the backyard. The place was private and quiet, and beautiful in the sunlight, the dark, the rain, and the snow. She cherished it.

Then real life snuck in and she brooded about Shelly and whether she was unharmed; if she were still alive. People went missing all the time, but as well she knew, it was different when it was someone you knew. Tragedy at a distance is not real—tragedy up close is.

Behind her the evening woods were silent as her mind called up a childish face with amber eyes and round cheeks. Shelly had this way of looking at a person and they could see the smile behind her eyes. They could see the intelligence. Her being missing was so sad.

Abby knew too well what Shelly’s parents were going through. The endless waiting for the lost person to walk back in through the door and the disbelieving fear as the days went by—and they didn’t go by fast enough. The promises made to the universe and God if he or she did return.

She’d made her share of such promises...for Joel...when he’d vanished into that black hole that so many people did every year. Hundreds of people, Frank had once told her. One day they were by your side, laughing, loving and smiling, and the next they were gone. Just gone.

Abby went to bed that night feeling heartsick for Shelly’s parents and unsettled over her own melancholy memories Shelly’s disappearance was resurrecting in her. She whispered a prayer that the girl would show up soon—and safe. Miracles did happen sometimes, or at least that’s what she used to believe. And children, even more than grown-ups, she thought, deserved miracles.

Of course Frank didn’t believe in miracles. It was the cop in him.
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Chapter Two
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NORA GIBBONS, THE DAY librarian, had given Abby a key to the back door, so she was at work on the mural by seven on Saturday morning. With a cloudless sky she’d wanted to walk but, because of Shelly’s disappearance and since she was going to Frank’s later, she took the car, stopping to pick up jelly donuts and coffee as a treat because she’d gotten up so early and she could eat as she worked. Besides, on Saturday mornings from six to eight the bakery donuts were half price.

As she painted she speculated if Shelly had been found yet, knowing that when she saw Frank later that day she’d get the answer.

It was after nine. The library was now open to the public and she looked up from her work to see people browsing among the bookshelves and a couple of kids reading at the tables. A young boy with ﬂaxen hair, wearing worn jeans and a shirt many sizes too large, was clicking away at the library’s computer in the corner.

Abby didn’t know how long the girl had been watching her, or watching her bag of donuts. She’d bought extra because this wasn’t the ﬁrst time she’d seen the girl and boy. Today the girl was slouching in the chair at the table behind where Abby had left the pastries and the child’s eyes hadn’t left the white bag except to stare at what Abby was doing on the wall.

“You can sure draw good, lady. Did you go to college to learn how to do that?” the girl murmured when Abby took a break and a sip of cold coffee, her other hand rummaging in the bakery bag for another donut. The girl’s voice was hesitant as if she was unsure of speaking to a stranger.

“No. I mean I went to college, but they didn’t teach me how to draw. Drawing was something I could just always do since I was a kid. I can look at something and draw it. I’ve been doing it ever since and people even pay me for it. They seem to like what I draw. Don’t know why.”

“Because you’re a great artist. Your people look real.” The girl glanced up at Abby with her copper colored eyes ﬁlling a thin fragile face. Someone had given her blond hair a bad home haircut and wisps of stray hair stuck out all over her head. Her clothes, ill ﬁtting and frayed, could have come from Goodwill. She was one of the Brooks children. Seven of them plus their parents lived in the woods a few miles outside of town in a ramshackle house like a modern day version of the early television Waltons.

Their father, Emil Brooks, worked at one of the town’s two gas stations, the one Abby ﬁlled her gas tank up at every week, and their mother, Rebecca, cleaned other peoples’ houses, or used to. Town rumor was that she’d been sick lately. Emil never talked about his wife’s illness, but often bragged about her being such a loving wife and mother and how smart his kids were. He’d shown Abby pictures of his children and she’d thought how hard it must be to raise seven kids nowadays on his and his wife’s salaries. Minimum wage was paltry and she didn’t think their jobs paid much more than that.

“You going to eat all those donuts yourself?” the girl asked when Abby’s mouth was full.

Abby swallowed. “Help yourself.” And shoved the bag toward the girl. She’d seen hunger before, experienced it herself as a child, and the girl was hungry, not normal hungry but starving hungry. It was that fever in her eyes, her waif thinness, and that sudden ﬂush to her cheeks at the sight of food. “Want the rest? I’ve had my limit already for today.” There were four donuts left in the bag. Abby had eaten two.

The girl thanked her, told her her name was Laura, and softly called over to the boy at the computer. “Nick, there’s jelly donuts over here for you. Come and get ’em.” People weren’t supposed to eat in the library, but they snuck food in all the time and made sure Nora didn’t catch them. As Abby had done.

The boy stayed long enough to gobble down the donuts, muttered thanks in her direction without looking at her and scooted back to reclaim the computer. Like his older sister, Nick wore hand-me-down clothes and a lost expression on his lean face, but he behaved politely. He’d wolfed down the donuts so fast it made Abby feel guilty she didn’t have more to offer.

When every morsel of the pastries was gone the girl remained to scrutinize Abby’s painting and bug her with questions. She didn’t mind having an audience. It didn’t slow her down any. The girl reminded Abby of herself as a kid.

“I’m going to be an artist someday, too, you know,” Laura announced as Abby painted in Edgar Allen Poe’s body.

Pleased with how the mural was progressing, ahead of schedule and coming along better than she’d hoped; Abby was in a magnanimous mood and felt herself drawn into a long and curious conversation with a child she’d just met.

At one point, Laura admitted, “My teacher, Mrs. Delaney, says I have a true artist’s eye. I can draw anything I want, too. You want to see my sketchbook?”

“Sure.” Abby took a few minutes and sat down to look at the girl’s pictures. Laura’s admiration and need touched her. She’d been her once long ago. Penniless little nobody who’d desperately wanted to be a somebody. Being able to draw had been her way of standing out from the crowd, of being special and gaining attention.

Her family hadn’t been able to send her to college, but she’d earned an art scholarship with talent and high grades.

Unfortunately she hadn’t ﬁnished her degree. Three years was all she got in. Life in the form of Dad getting sick, Mom never having worked, and Abby having to help pull up the slack had gotten in the way. She never returned to school. She’d kept working and eventually got married. Life, as it always does, went on.

Laura’s pictures were extremely accomplished. She was a natural artist. As good as Abby had been at that age, perhaps better. There were pencil drawings of her brothers, sisters, mother, father, and scenes from her life. They were well done and strikingly poignant. One was of children sprawled on a tattered sofa or playing on swings in the backyard. Another one was a weary faced woman standing behind a mop and a man, who had to be their father, smiling as he worked over the engine of a car. The girl’s use of texture, light and shadow was exceptional and beyond her age. It was instantly obvious that Laura was a gifted artist, her sketches were that wonderful.

Abby’s eyes went to Laura’s face. She had this tiny scar in the middle of her forehead and her eyes tilted down on the ends. “How old are you?”

“Almost ﬁfteen.”

She didn’t look it. She was scrawny for fourteen. She looked more like twelve.

“I know my pictures aren’t very good...I’m sorry. They’re not the best I can do. You’re a real artist, I shouldn’t have bothered you—” There was panic in Laura’s voice as she grabbed the sketchbook out of Abby’s hands.

“Laura, the pictures are exceptional.” Abby laid a hand on her shoulder. “You’ll make a great artist someday if that’s what you want to be. You have talent.”

The girl’s smile changed her face and almost made her pretty. “You think so?”

“I do. If you keep drawing.” Abby gave her pointers on how to add life to eyes, how to create real looking leaves on trees. Laura asked if she drew more pictures if Abby would look at them as well.

“Sure. I’ll be here during the day for at least another week. Come by anytime.” Noticing the girl’s skinny arms and the way she emptied the donut bag to glean crumbs, Abby took Laura’s sketchbook and ﬂipped it open to a picture of a girl about eleven or so poised on a bike. The girl had a wistful expression on her face as if everything in the world was right when she was on her bicycle.

“I really like this one, Laura, could I buy it off you? How about ﬁve dollars?” Abby couldn’t believe she’d said that, money being as tight as it was, but once the words were out she couldn’t take them back. Yet she remembered what being a kid and being hungry was like. Cash was a treasure. It bought food.

Laura was stunned. “Why do you want to buy one of my drawings?”

“Because it’s so good. It’s an investment. One day—when you’re famous—I’ll be able to say I knew you when you were only beginning. That I have something you drew. And,” Abby grinned at her, “I like the picture. The girl in it reminds me of my younger sister.” All those reasons were true, Abby thought, but the real reason she handed Laura the ﬁve dollar bill was for the girl herself. She’d buy food with it and share it with her brother. That’s what Abby used to do when she’d been a hungry kid. She only wished she could have spared more money.

Laura’s hand enclosed the cash tightly and she thanked Abby as she tore out the page and handed it over. Then both she and her brother were gone like summer breezes.

The rest of the day Abby worked on the mural and tried not to think about anything else except the delicious supper she would be having at Frank’s house. She tried not to think of those seven Brooks kids living out there in the woods in a dilapidated and foodless house.

She tried hard not to think about Shelly. It made her feel uneasy.

By ﬁve o’clock her stomach was growling so she ﬁnished up early and headed out. The sun was setting as she drove up in front of Frank’s cabin. The woods surrounding it were bathed in dwindling light and the night creatures had begun singing their symphony.

She liked going to Frank’s. The woods were lovely and his cabin was like something out of a fancy house magazine. As she stepped up onto the porch the aroma of turkey beckoned. Frank’s two German shepherds were romping in the yard and he called them in and moved them to the backyard. They liked to jump all over her.

Frank returned and the minute she saw the look on his face she knew something was wrong.

“That bad, huh?” she prompted and settled into another rocker beside him that had one of those tall backs and soft seat cushions that felt like sitting on a fat marshmallow.

Frank and she had become close since she’d moved into town last year. He cared for her, was perhaps beginning to love her, but he never pushed for what she wasn’t ready to give yet. In some ways, she was still in love with her dead husband, and Frank seemed to know that.

For her, Joel’s death was barely a year old and had frozen time, but she couldn’t grieve for him forever, she knew that. Joel had vanished, had actually died, three years ago, even if she’d only discovered he’d been dead the year before. Three years was a long time to be lonely. A long time to be unhappy. Abby wanted to move forward.
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