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For all the little ones stolen from their homes.

For all the families who lost their babies.

Special thanks to Eric Schweig

Actor, Artisan, Activist

He opened my eyes to the issues

FORWARD

It is difficult for me to believe a child could be removed from his family and culture without repercussions in the 20th century. However, this has, in fact, happened. Most horrifying it happened in the United States of America, “land of the free, home of the brave”.

Prior to 1978 and the enactment of something called the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) aboriginal children were removed from their families and put into foster care or adopted to non-native families with the mistaken belief this would improve their lives. If this had happened to any other group of people the hue and cry raised would have been resounding. Instead, it was encouraged.

In the past Native American children were removed from their homes and families by the thousands. Away from their tribes, they became rootless, forgetting their cultures and traditions.  Many of these children were placed in boarding schools operated by non-native groups. Instead of improving their lives hundreds were abused. The Bureau of Indian Affairs was often responsible for the removals. Some religious groups also stepped up to “save” these children and provide them with better lives. By the 1970s in the US, about five thousand Aboriginal children were living in Mormon homes. Deemed by social workers to be “in the best interest of the child” these removals were carried out with state approval.

In 1978 Congress passed the Indian Child Welfare Act. This was supposed to keep native families intact, or at least keep them with some relative or in their tribe. As recently as 2011 up to thirty-two states were not complying with the law and aboriginal children were taken from homes citing such circumstances as neglect.  Placed in situations where they may be physically or even sexually abused they lose touch with their roots possibly even feeling abandoned.

Needless to say, Congress was ineffective in stemming the tide of legalized abduction. Native children placed in white homes and communities do not assimilate easily nor should they have to. With family and tribal members willing and able to care for and raise the children the injustice to the aboriginal communities is egregious. 

While this book is a romantic thriller there is something to be learned from Kort Eriksen’s experiences. Based on the stories I’ve heard from those who were “lost” children, children ripped from families and communities, I built Kort’s world. As you read this book I hope you will think about the system that works against aboriginal youth in America. Every child has the right to know where he comes from. If a responsible and caring family member or community member is available to take on the responsibility of raising the child every effort should be made to see that solution realized.
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Chapter One
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Kort gazed out the bus window as the countryside sped by. Seven years, seven months, and seven days yet things looked the same. Turning away from the window he tried to stretch his long legs in the cramped space allotted to passengers of all shapes and sizes. Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of a young boy, maybe nine or ten, staring at him. A child's cowboy hat sat at a crooked angle on the boy’s head. The boy lifted his hand and squinted his eyes like a sheriff in a wild-west adventure; he pretended to shoot at Kort. Kort did not react. He didn't blink, he didn't smile, he didn't frown. A woman peered over the back of the seat and catching sight of Kort's impassive stare she pulled the child back, out of Kort's line of vision.

"But Mom he's an Indian," the child protested, his voice louder than the hum of the bus engine.

Over the tops of the seats Kort could see heads turn as the mother shushed the child, admonishing him to lower his voice and stay in his seat.

The bus grew still again. After a few minutes the small head peeked back at Kort and the boy stuck out his tongue. He was swiftly pulled back and the sound of a soft slap followed by whimpering once again broke the silence.

Kort leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Seven years, seven months, and seven days and nothing had really changed. He was older, taller, and leaner. He had earned his high school diploma and put a Bachelor of Science degree on his almost bare resume. His hair had grown long; he'd grown a beard and shaved it off. But his skin still carried the dusky bronze of his heritage.

He felt the bus turning and opening his eyes he saw they were coming into town. There was a new gas station at the highway exit, bigger and shinier than any he could recall. Several more businesses had popped up on the road. As the bus wove its way more deeply into town he saw the high school. The football team was practicing, the cheerleaders jumping up and down, their short red skirts flapping in the cool autumn air. He saw one girl, her blonde ponytail bouncing with each hop, and felt a pang remembering Desiree.

He closed his eyes again, and for a moment he was seventeen with the future stretched out before him, and all the promise of life yet to live. No point going there. He was no longer seventeen. He was a grown man of twenty-six with a criminal record. He was a convicted killer and no one would see him as anything else.

As the bus slowed he opened his eyes. No one would be waiting for him. His adoptive father had died while he was in prison. His adoptive mother blamed him, saying the stress of his crime was too much for her husband to bear. She conveniently ignored the fact that the man was almost seventy years old, had smoked since he was a teenager, drank beer like water, consumed straight single malt that smelled like tar, was at least fifty pounds overweight, but that had no impact on his demise. It was Kort's fault.

The bus stopped and the mother slipped out of the seat past her son, gathering the few belongings they carried with them.  As she led the boy off the bus he turned back to look at Kort and gave him a conspiratorial wink. Perhaps some things had changed.

Surprised, Kort watched as they waited at the side of the bus for their luggage to be unloaded. Then standing up slowly, careful not to bump his head, he pulled on his denim jacket and made his way off the bus. The rain had stopped and the sun was beginning to break through the clouds. As he removed his small suitcase from the bus driver’s hand he heard a woman's voice call out his name. His stomach tightened as he turned to see Norma standing on the walkway. He recognized her immediately, although her dark hair was cut short now and she had filled out to a more womanly shape during his stay away. But her nose still turned up slightly and her dark eyes still glittered like deep pools under a glowing moon. Norma moved toward him, her step slightly hesitant. He noticed she wore a white uniform.

"Norma." He tried to keep the surprise out of his voice, but it crept through.

She looked up at him and he thought she was a lot shorter than he remembered.

"You've gotten so tall,"she whispered before standing on her tiptoes to place a light kiss on his chin.

Of course she wasn't shorter, he was taller.

"How did you know..." he began, but she cut him off.

"Everyone knows. You're the talk of the town." Norma took hold of his hand and led him toward the parking lot beside the depot. "Let's get out of here before someone comes along and tries to start trouble."

"How did you know what bus I'd be on?" Kort asked as she used her key fob to unlock a small black car.

"I called and asked your mother if I could come down with her to meet you," she responded, popping open the trunk so he could stow his bag. "When she told me she wasn't coming I knew I had to be here. Welcome home, Kort. I missed you." Norma smiled up at him and for a moment it was as though no time had passed and they were just standing outside Doc's Apothecary and Fountain.

But that moment passed quickly when a voice called out, "Be careful there Norma, or you might end up down by the river with your brains bashed in."

They turned to see a young man in greasy coveralls walking away. He cast one glance back at them before turning the corner and disappearing inside the station.

Norma laid her hand lightly on Kort's arm. "Don't pay any attention. Some people just don't know how to let go of the past."

Still staring in the direction the man had gone Kort asked, "Who the hell was that?"

Norma opened the passenger side door, "Doug Sutton."

Kort folded his body into the front seat. Doug Sutton; he had been the running back on the high school football team. One of the jocks. One of the angry boys who had testified against him at trial. An angry boy who apparently had grown into an angry man. Norma slipped into the driver’s seat and put on her seat belt. "Put your seat belt on, Kort."

"Some things never change," he thought as he pulled the strap across his chest.

Neither of them noticed the uniformed officer leaning against the counter in the post office across the street.

"So, you want a quick tour of the new and improved Riddle?" Norma turned onto Main Street, headed toward the downtown area of Riddle.

Kort smiled wryly, "I don't know. Is it safe?”

Laughing, Norma said, "Don't worry. I'll protect you." Then she pointed out the window, "There's the hospital where I work."

The building was much larger than he remembered, and it was apparent it was still growing. Construction crews moved around the side, the sound of active building filling the air. The sun was fully out now giving the day a golden glow and the bustling activity made Kort think of a beehive. 

Looking back at Norma, Kort asked, "So you're a nurse?"

Her cheeks turned a bright pink and she nodded as she responded softly, “Yes. I did something with my life after all.” Norma had not been the best student or the nicest girl in high school. She looked at Kort from the corner of her eye. “I guess I decided I could do better helping people than pushing them around. It was this or a police officer where I could do both. I left the police work to Butch.”

Kort tensed at the mention of Butch’s name. “Butch is a police officer?” Then a frown creased his brow. “You and Butch aren’t...”

Norma laughed heartily. “No way! Butch is the assistant chief of police. Youngest ever in Riddle. Marry Butch? I’d sooner throw myself in the river.” She stopped and bit her lip nervously. “I’m sorry. That was stupid.”

“No problem,” Kort shook his head. “It’s all good.” The truth was her remark about the river immediately brought an image of the spot where Desiree’s body had been found to the front of his mind. He shoved the picture back into the recesses of his memory. “Things must be busy if Riddle needs a hospital that big.”

Norma nodded. “There’s actually a research wing dedicated to neurological disorders, a full gym for employees, a health center for the community with exercise and weight management classes. I go to the gym every day and it doesn’t cost me a penny. It’s one of the perks of my job.”

Kort looked over her body appraisingly and noted she looked in good shape. “It was one of the perks where I was too.” She glanced at him quickly, then looked away uncertain how to respond. Realizing he had made her uncomfortable he added, “I may have to look into working out there.”

All discomfort faded with the possibility she could spend time with him. “You can come with me and check it out. I can bring a guest so if you want to we can work out at the same time. We have a wonderful weight room.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. I need to get settled in first.”

They pulled up in front of the house where he had grown up and from which he had been led away those many years ago. It was no longer that odd maize yellow color but was now a soft gray with a navy blue front door and shutters painted to match. 

“She did it after your father died. She bought a new car and went on vacation. He must have had good insurance.”

“It seems so.” Kort sighed. “Well hopefully she’s home or I’ll be sitting on the front porch until she gets here.” As soon as the words left his lips they saw the white lace curtains at the front window move ever so slightly.

“I guess that answers that.” Norma got out and went to the trunk, popping it open so Kort could retrieve his bag.

“I appreciate the ride, Norma.” He stood awkwardly.

Suddenly she stood on tiptoe again and pecked him on the cheek, dangerously close to his lips. “Anything you need Kort, you call me. I mean that. If you want I can make you dinner tonight...”

Stepping back slightly he replied, “I appreciate that Norma. Not tonight, but maybe another time.”

She nodded her head, but a shadow flickered across her eyes and he wondered if he had hurt her feelings. Impulsively he gave her a hug before turning to go to the front door and whatever lay behind it. As he raised his finger to ring the bell the door swung open and his mother stood before him. Only she too seemed shorter and her hair was completely gray now, the lines on her face had grown deeper. He glanced back to wave at Norma and saw she was still standing outside the car staring after him. He offered a halfhearted wave before following his mother into the house.

Agnes Eriksen stood in the entry hall, arms crossed over her chest. Kort’s eyes flicked around the downstairs noting the outside of the house was not all that had changed. The wood paneling that had made the downstairs dark and forbidding had been replaced by a sunny pale yellow, framed floral prints decorating the walls. He looked back at the woman he called “Mother” and realized she also looked different. Her hair was no longer pulled back in a tight bun but was cut short, silvery grey, and obviously professionally styled. He briefly wondered if she had a new man in her life but shook the idea off.

“Hello, Mother.” It was amazing that this tiny woman could still make him feel like a small child caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

“Kort.” She made no move to embrace him, and there was no warm welcome in her steely grey eyes. He had not expected any. She looked him up and down. Finally, her eyes settled on his. “You can have your old room. Once you start working, I expect you to pay room and board. There are no free rides Kort. You keep up with your parole officer. I want no problems with the law. You’re responsible for doing your own laundry and preparing your own meals, that includes cleaning up after yourself. I am not a maid. No girls in this house. And no alcohol, drugs, or cigarettes in this house either. I won’t insist you go to church with me on Sundays but it would do you good to get right with God. Still, it’s not my place.”

Her eyes darted over him once more. “I imagine your old clothes won’t fit you anymore. Do you have sufficient attire to start work? If not I can loan you enough to get something decent with the condition you pay me back.”

A small smile tickled the corners of Kort’s mouth. Some things would never change. “Yes, ma’am. I have some clothes and I can buy what I need.”

She nodded. “I imagine you need a vehicle. My late husband’s pickup truck is in the garage. It still runs and I have had it filled with gas. You may use it until you can afford something else or I can sell it to you for a fair amount.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” He waited for her to dismiss him so he could escape upstairs. It was almost amusing to think he still felt this way after so many years. It was more amusing that she referred to his adoptive father as her “late husband” reaffirming Kort’s place as an outsider with the family.

“Well.” She took a deep breath. “Since this is your first evening back I can make you dinner tonight. We eat promptly at seven if you are inclined to eat at home.” She glanced back over her shoulder at the stairs. Returning her eyes to his she continued, “You may go and freshen up. I’ll see you at seven.” Then she strode off toward the kitchen.

Kort watched her straight back as she walked away. There was no invitation to see the changes in the house although he could see beyond the hall to the dining room which was brighter and newly furnished. Taking a deep breath he mounted the stairs wondering what other changes he would find upstairs.  
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Chapter 2
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It didn’t take long to see what else had been changed in the house where he had grown up. Like the downstairs, the upstairs had been painted. Gone was the old print wallpaper and the walls were now a soft cream color, the stern family portraits replaced by quiet pastoral scenes. Perhaps most interesting was the fact that all the doors stood open revealing rooms lit by rays of sunlight. His father, Agnes’s “late husband”, always insisted the doors remain closed. Kort’s old room lay at the end of the hall and he glanced into the other bedrooms and the bathrooms as he passed them. Reaching his bedroom he stopped short. It had been completely redecorated, nothing of his remaining. The posters that had adorned his dark walls had been removed. His captain’s bed replaced by a twin bed covered with a deep brown quilt that complimented the cream-colored walls. His old armoire was still there but it had been stripped and polished and a realistic display of artificial sunflowers in a small copper pot sat on top. Kort stepped into the room setting his suitcase on the floor at the foot of the bed. Normally he would have tossed it on the bed, but this wasn’t his room anymore. This was a guest room in a house he no longer knew. 

Taking a deep breath he stepped into the small bathroom that had been his, the bathroom where he had learned to shave and would stand at the window to sneak cigarettes, blowing the smoke outside to avoid being caught. He wasn’t surprised to find this room was also changed. Two walls had been painted a rich brown, the others the same cream color as the bedroom. The shower curtain had been replaced by one that was cream-colored with brown and gold stripes. Kort had a feeling he was going to get sick of all the neutral colors rather quickly.

Going back into the bedroom he carefully set his small duffel bag on the bed and began to unpack. Pulling out a thin blue folder he opened it slowly. A list with the telephone numbers for all the contacts he would need was on top. He needed to call his parole officer to let him know he had arrived and was settling in. He was scheduled to meet with his new employer, Riddle Construction, at eight the next morning. No time to get into trouble. He didn’t mind. The sooner he started working the quicker he could save up enough to get his own place. Once he had unpacked and stored his meager belongings he went into the bathroom and started the shower. He had not had a private shower since he’d been moved to Eastern State. Steam filled the bathroom and he quickly stripped down and stepped into the hot water. Bending his head back he allowed the water to run down his body, the pressure strong and pulsing unlike the weak cool stream he’d become accustomed to. Eyes closed he instinctively reached up to the shower head for his hanging soap only to remember it would not be there. A small shelf with travel-sized bottles of body wash, shampoo, and hair conditioner hung there instead. Opening the shower gel he sniffed it and almost laughed out loud at the flowery scent that filled his nostrils. He would have to replace that with something more masculine before the next day. Grateful for the privacy and the cleansing products he scrubbed his body and his hair. Drying off with the thick brown towel, he proceeded to wrap it around his waist and go back into the bedroom. He selected a pair of jeans and a tee-shirt from his bag and went to the closet to see if any of his belongings remained. Surprised, he saw that his clothes and some of his other belongings were stored neatly inside. Pulling a pair of his old jeans from the shelf he realized they would be far too short and likely too big in the waist. But there were a few tee shirts he might be able to wear since the fashion had been to wear oversized shirts before he was sent away. Still, he would need to get some clothes for work.

Dressing quickly he went back downstairs to call his parole officer. His mother was standing by the living room window. She turned when he entered the room. “All settled?” 

“Yes ma’am, thank you. I need to make a phone call if that’s all right.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly, so he continued. “I have to let my parole officer know I am here and find out when I need to go see him.”

She nodded and pointed toward the kitchen, then turned back to the window. As he went past her he glanced out and saw two women standing across the street obviously watching the house. Making no comment he continued to the kitchen. He was not surprised to see that room had also been redecorated. Digging the paper out of his jeans pocket he placed the call.

A woman answered, “Jeri Lawrence.”

Kort had not expected a woman; in fact, it had never occurred to him. “This is Kort Eriksen. I’m checking in.”

“Eriksen,” she murmured and he could hear papers rustling in the background. “Well, I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”

“The paper said I had to call you as soon...”

She cut him off. “You have an interview tomorrow morning at 8:00 AM with Riddle Construction. Do you have the address?”

“Yes, I...”

“It’s just a formality really. They have agreed to hire you. You’ll meet with the owner, Chad Lewis. You have transportation?”

For a moment Kort was speechless. He and Chad had been friends in high school. He wondered if Chad realized who he had agreed to hire.

“Eriksen, you there?” her voice was impatient. “Do you have a way to get there or do I need to take you?”

“My mother is lending me a truck.” He focused on what Jeri Lawrence was saying.

“Do you have a license?” Her tone was now exasperated.

Kort dug into his pants pocket again and pulled out the license he had earned in prison. It had been required when he was assigned to the maintenance crew so he could transport tools and crew. “Yes, yes I have a license.”

More paper rustling. “Right after you finish come see me. You know where I am?”

Kort confirmed the address even though he knew her office was in the courthouse, a place he knew very well. Hanging up the phone he stood uncertainly, still wondering if Chad realized who he had agreed to hire. He didn’t hear his mother enter the kitchen and jumped slightly when she spoke.

“Have you decided if you plan to eat at home this evening? I suppose you expect it.”

There was no ignoring the tone of her voice. She did not want to cook for him. He didn’t really want her to. “I was thinking of going down to the diner and grabbing a bite. I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

Her eyes narrowed again. “Can you do that? Just go out and walk around?”

“I’m not locked up any more Mother. I have rules to follow but I am not on house arrest.”

Something in his tone must have startled her because she took a step back. “Of course you aren’t.” Hesitating a moment she asked if he had money. 

“I earned some money inside. I’ll be fine.” Kort brushed past her and headed for the stairs. Years had not changed her ability to get under his skin. He was determined not to argue, not to lose his temper. He had learned self-control inside and he was going to exercise it now on the outside.

“Kort,” she called sharply following him from the kitchen. “The keys to the truck are on the table in the front hall. Please do not be late. I lock up at nine.”

Without looking back he muttered, “Thank you,” and scooped up the keys as he went upstairs to grab a jacket. By the time he came back downstairs she had already disappeared somewhere in the depths of the house and he was relieved he did not have to listen to any more instructions.
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Chapter 3
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The garage was the only part of the house that looked the same. His father’s tools still hung on the pegboards above his ever clean workbench. Plastic storage containers, clearly labeled with the contents, were stacked neatly on the shelves. The old black Silverado had been backed into the garage. As he approached the driver’s door he stopped short. Parked next to the truck was a newer model bright red convertible. Apparently his mother’s expensive tastes extended beyond home improvements. Shaking his head he climbed into the truck. He had never been permitted to drive the truck before. At the time of his arrest he was taking Driver’s Ed classes, one of the classes he had enjoyed, but the only driving experience he got was in class. For a moment he sat and stared out the window. Inhaling deeply, the odor of his father’s tobacco filled his head. Funny, the smell was no longer in the house and he had not even noticed its absence until now.  It was as though his mother had completely erased all indications his father ever lived there except for the garage. He wondered if she would eventually get to that too. Pressing the garage door opener that had always been on the visor, he was surprised that it still worked.  Starting the truck he listened to the rumble of the engine as it came to life. The truck thrummed beneath him and he drove cautiously to the end of the driveway. The two women he had noticed earlier were now sitting on the front porch of one of the houses across the street. Kort was conscious of their eyes staring at him, almost unblinking, as though he was some dark monster that had come into their neighborhood. He didn’t recognize either of them and knew that they had to have moved in after he had gone to prison. Yet they knew enough about the situation to be eyeing him suspiciously. 

He momentarily considered going back into the house. The sky had grown a deep gray and heavy clouds hung over the town like dark shades. It was going to rain again and the roads would be slick. A car passed the driveway, with two teenagers sitting in the front seats. He watched as the car slowed and the girls stared out at him, eyes wide and mouths moving as they discussed the killer in their midst. Kort felt exposed, examined, dissected like some science experiment in a huge lab called Riddle. Suddenly the car sped up and he watched the taillights as it turned at the end of the road, eventually disappearing from view. At almost the same moment the two women rose from their porch chairs and went inside the house closing the door behind them. He could almost hear the lock snap shut to keep the fiend named Kort outside. 

“That’s enough,” he said firmly. Taking two deep breaths he counted to ten and pulled out of the driveway.

As he drove through the streets of Riddle he realized not as much had changed as he’d thought. Children were walking on their way home from school or after school programs; some mothers waited at school bus stops for smaller kids. When he drove past the hospital he briefly regretted not taking Norma up on her offer of dinner. In the same moment he realized he was not ready to resume relationships yet; he needed time to adjust to life out from behind bars. 

Soon he found himself driving past the high school. The group of girls was no longer on the field but the football team was still there, practicing under the watchful eyes of coaches and a few students who sat in the bleachers. Suddenly he spotted the flashing red and blue bar of a police car behind him. He took a quick glance at the speedometer as he pulled over. He had not been speeding.  

Looking into the rearview mirror again he watched as the deputy moved slowly toward the truck; hand on the butt of his holstered gun. The brim of his hat cast a dark shadow on the officer’s face but when he stepped up beside the open driver’s window Kort immediately recognized him. He said nothing, waiting for Butch to speak first. Prison lesson number three, speak only when spoken to.

Butch squinted at Kort. “Good afternoon Chief. Do you know who I am?”

Kort wanted to laugh. Kort wanted to say he had no idea who this pumped up Deputy Dawg was. Instead, he simply nodded, all the while maintaining eye contact.

Butch nodded back. “I’m Deputy Leland Parker.”

It took a lot of self-control to hold back the laughter that tickled the back of his throat and the corners of his eyes. He nodded again.

“I know who you are too, Kort Eriksen. I just want you to know I will be keeping an eye on you. If you so much as walk across the street on a red light I will know it. Do you understand Chief?”

The humor melted out of him like snow melting on a hot stove. Kort’s eyes narrowed involuntarily. But he responded in an even tone. “Yes, sir.”

The men stared at one another for a full minute before Butch took a deep breath. “Well now.  I need to see a license, registration, and proof of insurance.”

Kort flipped open the glove box conscious of Butch watching his every movement like a hawk, the man’s hand on the butt of his gun as though he was just waiting for a chance to pull it out and order Kort out of the truck.  He handed the papers to Butch and dug his license out of his pocket. Looking from the license to Kort’s face Butch frowned. “They give drivers licenses in prison now? Where did they think you were gonna go?”

“It was part of my job,” Kort answered shortly.

Butch handed the documents back to Kort, not letting go when Kort’s fingers closed around them.

“You need to get the address updated on that license unless you plan on returning to prison soon. Is that part of your plan Chief?”

Kort could feel his temperature rising. He was aware of cars slowing as they passed. It all began to bear down on him; Doug Sutton at the bus station, his mother, the two old ladies, the girls in the car staring and judging. “No, sir.” He responded stiffly keeping his voice as even as possible. “I’ll get that taken care of right away. Thank you, sir.”

Now Butch’s eyes narrowed. There was no doubt Kort was angry. “See that you do. Chief.” With that, Butch went back to his car. He watched as Kort carefully merged back into traffic. He knew he had no right to confront Kort. But he wanted to make certain Kort knew he had returned to a town that did not want a murderer on their streets.

As Kort drove off he glanced in his mirror to see if Butch was following him and was surprised to see he still stood beside his police cruiser. He’d been fairly certain Butch would stay on his tail for the rest of the afternoon. He also knew this would not be their last encounter. In Butch’s mind Kort had killed his girlfriend, or more precisely their girlfriend.

Arriving at Ollie’s Diner he was surprised to see it had not only had a name change but the façade had been updated and the parking lot enlarged. It was no longer “Ollie’s” but was now the Sky Harbor Diner. He decided it was probably a result of the new motel, the Skyview Inn that had been built directly across the road.  As he parked the truck he wondered if Ollie still owned the diner.

Stepping into the cool interior, Kort noted that had also been remodeled. No longer filled with red leatherette booths and red stools along the counter, everything was now colored in soft blues and greens. The tile floor had been replaced by a sturdy navy blue carpet with green and white swirls. 

An attractive young girl stepped up holding menus and smiling brightly. “Just one?”

Kort stared at her in confusion. Before he could gather his thoughts a familiar voice broke in, “I’ve got this Ashlee!”

Kort’s face broke into a smile as he recognized Ollie’s son, Jack. He was soon enveloped in the big arms of the bearlike man who pounded warmly on his back.

“Kort Eriksen!”  Then holding Kort at arm’s length he examined him. “Not a little guy anymore, huh Kort?”

“I guess not,” Kort grinned, eye to eye with the big man. When he had gone away he had just reached Jack’s chin.

With his arm around Kort’s shoulder, he led him to the counter. “It’s good to see you.”

Kort slid easily onto the stool and rested his arms on the counter. Leaning on the counter next to him Jack studied his face closely. “I heard you were coming back but I didn’t know when.”

Kort nodded. “I just got in this morning.”

Jack leaned close, his voice dropping. “Have you seen anyone yet?”

“Norma picked me up at the bus depot. I’ve been to the house.” Then with a wry smile he added, “I had the pleasure of seeing Butch.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed. “That asshole is the Assistant Chief of Police. Can you believe it?”

Shaking his head Kort chuckled. “It seems about right that the biggest bully from high school would end up being in law enforcement.”

“He’s kept a pretty low profile. Most people think he’ll end up being chief when old Henderson retires. Speaking of retiring, my Dad retired and turned the diner over to me. What do you think of the new look?”

Kort nodded approvingly. “I see there’s a new hotel across the road.” 

“There’s a lot going on in Riddle, Kort. Things are picking up.” Jack hesitated a moment. “You have a job?”

“I’m meeting with Chad tomorrow at Riddle Construction. I don’t know if he realizes who he’s hired. They set it up at...” Kort left the sentence hanging.

“Well good. It will be hard work but Chad will do you right.” Jack handed him a menu. “Order up. It’s on me.”

Kort began to protest but Jack insisted. “It’s a welcome back.” Leaning closer to Kort he whispered, “I know you didn’t kill that girl. Hell, anyone who really knew you would agree with me.”

“I appreciate that Jack. I really do.”

Jack slapped him lightly on the back and as he passed the counter girl he told her to give Kort anything he wanted, no charge. She stood across from Kort smiling brightly. He had never seen her before and concluded she had no idea who he was. “I’m Mandy and I’ll be taking care of you. Can I get you something to drink?”

Kort ordered an iced tea and began to study the menu. It had been years since he had been able to choose what he would eat and suddenly there was a veritable smorgasbord being offered. Mandy set the glass of tea down and asked if he was ready to order.

“I’m having a hard time choosing.” He smiled up at her. “What’s good?”

She chuckled, “It’s all good. I’m a salad person myself, but most of the guys say we have the best burgers in the state.” She pointed at a section of the menu that listed a variety of burgers and Kort settled on a bacon cheddar burger and fries. 

Mandy went off to place his order and he took a long swallow of the tea. It was cool and fresh and amazing. A mirror on the wall behind the counter reflected the diner behind him and he studied the booths and tables, looking for any familiar faces and hoping he wouldn’t see any. Beyond the tables was the front of the diner; a glass window that extended the length of the restaurant.  Kort watched traffic moving along the street, the hotel on the other side, and a few walkers who were unfamiliar and most likely tourists. He couldn’t imagine why anyone would choose to visit Riddle as part of a vacation. 
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Grace Donahue knew she was going to have to pull off the highway and find a garage. The red light on the dash continued to flicker and the car was making the type of sound that practically shouted big bucks. The sign for Riddle came up quickly and she steered the car onto the off-ramp. “God please let there be a mechanic in this town.”

Following signs to the center of the town, she spotted several businesses; a hotel, a diner, several small shops, and a service station. It wasn’t just a gas station with a convenience store attached; it was an old fashioned mechanic on duty service station. She just managed to get the car into the parking lot when it gave a final gasp, shuddered, and died. 

A mechanic came out of the bay wiping his hands on what appeared to be a greasy cloth before shoving it into the back pocket of his coveralls. “That doesn’t sound too good.” He smiled as he approached her.

She offered what she hoped was a friendly smile in return. “It hasn’t sounded good for the last few miles.”

He nodded, “Pop the hood and let me take a quick look.”

After doing as he asked she got out of the car and went to stand beside him. The odor of something burning immediately hit her. She knew at once this was not going to be a cheap fix. Nothing that smelled that bad could be cheap.

The mechanic grunted as he pulled the dipstick out of the well, looked at its dry surface, and shook his head.  “When was the last time you had this car serviced?” He straightened and looked her in the eye.

“You mean like oil?” Grace immediately thought how stupid she sounded. 

He cleared his throat. “Among other things. It looks like your transmission is gone.” He felt sorry for the small redhead. “I’m really sorry.”

The two of them stood for a moment almost as though they were mourning the death of a friend. Grace struggled to hold back her tears. “Can it be fixed?” She read the name embroidered on the mechanic's coveralls. Jerry. Maybe Jerry could fix it.

He looked down at the engine, raked his eyes over the car, and then turned back to her. “I’m going to be honest. It would cost you more to fix it than to buy a new car. You can get a good used car for about two thousand if you buy it outright in a private party sale.”

“Buy a new car?” She murmured. “Two thousand dollars.” Her voice broke. “How much to fix it?”

“Well if I can find a used transmission at Lindy’s I can do it for about twenty-eight hundred.” He saw her wince. “Maybe twenty-five hundred.”

Grace mentally went over her finances. Her credit cards were close to maxed out and nowhere near that much was available. There were her investments but she had no idea how she could draw on those other than the twelve hundred a month that automatically went into her checking account and that was all she had to live on while she lived the life of a wanderer.

A car pulled into the station and Jerry excused himself to assist the driver. Her eyes flitted around. There was a motel across the road and a diner next door. Maybe she could just take a night to figure it out, think it over. Looking up at the thick clouds that hung low in the sky she knew it would rain, and rain hard, soon. 

Jerry came back, hands shoved in his pockets. Before he could say anything she asked if she could leave the car overnight so she could consider her options. “You have a ride home?”

“I don’t actually live here. I’m traveling. I thought I might get a room across the road and think about what I can afford. Maybe call a friend. Is it okay?”

Normally Jerry would have said no. But she was pitiful. “Just overnight sweetie, okay?”

Grace wanted to snap that she was not his sweetie. Instead, she bit her tongue, offered a grateful smile, and agreed to be back by ten the next morning. With that, she pulled her suitcase and her laptop out of the trunk and headed across the busy road. 

The Skyview Inn was a pleasant surprise with a large open lobby and a small bar off to the side of the entrance. Grace propped her rolling suitcase against the front desk and sighed heavily. “I hope you have a vacancy.”

The blonde behind the desk smiled widely. “We certainly do. Is it just you?”

“Yes just me.” She began digging through her purse for her wallet.

“How many nights do you need?” The girl asked as her nails clicked over her keyboard.

Grace hesitated. “I’ll need at least one. My car broke down and they are checking it out at the service station across the street.”

The smile on the blonde’s face grew wider. “Jerry does a good job. He’ll get you back on the road. I’ll just check you in for tonight and you can let me know tomorrow if you need more. We aren’t very busy this time of year.”

Grace breathed a sigh of relief. “At least something is going well today. I guess I should ask about the rates.”

The desk clerk repeated that it was off-season so the rates were lower. “We have an indoor pool and Jacuzzi if you’re interested. And of course, the bar opens at four.”

As Grace slid her credit card across the desk she asked about the diner across the road.

“They have great food. If you show your room key you’ll get a ten percent discount. Check out is at noon but as I said let me know if you need more time. I’m giving you one of our larger rooms on the top floor at the lower rate. I figure you need a break.” 

Grace smiled gratefully. “You are an angel. All I need right now is a good meal and to put my feet up.”

“Well my name is Sandy and I’m here until eleven tonight. Call if you need anything. And you really should try out the Jacuzzi.”

“I may do that,” Grace agreed as she headed toward the elevator. “Thanks again!”

If she had been surprised by the lobby she was more amazed at the room. The scent of a recently cleaned hotel room was light and welcoming after hours of a stale car and burning rubber smell.  Looking out through the open curtains she was delighted to see mountains rising in the distance. The clouds hung low over them making the scene look like a painting. For a small town Riddle didn’t seem so bad.  Leaving her suitcase and laptop on the floor she sprawled across the king-sized bed. It was nice to stretch out after hours of tense driving while her car slowly died. If she hadn’t been so hungry she could have just gone to sleep. But her stomach growled insistently so she pulled herself together and set her laptop on the bed. It was time to check her finances.  In a few minutes she was gazing despondently at the computer screen. She had been less than cautious recently. Her mother would be shaking her head. She could almost hear her voice reminding her she should prepare in advance for the unexpected.

“Hush mother. It’s unexpected. How can you prepare for it?” Opening the calculator on the laptop she did a few quick calculations. She had money coming in about two weeks. Out of that amount she would need to make her two credit card payments, find a place to stay that would be less costly than this hotel, and be able to eat at least once a day. In the end it would all depend on whether a used transmission could be located. Of course, there was still the option of buying a new used car. Grace tossed ideas around in her head for another ten minutes before the gurgling of her stomach drowned out her thoughts.

Closing her laptop she went into the bathroom and looked at her reflection. “I’ll get something to eat and think about this when I get back.”  Digging in her purse she pulled out her hairbrush and a lip gloss and made herself what her mother would call “presentable”.

As she left the room she flipped the do not disturb sign onto the door handle. Her mother had always done that, saying if they left a hotel room that way a thief would think the room was occupied. Dodging traffic she crossed the road to the diner. She stopped short before entering. A “Now Hiring” sign practically shouted at her.  It was something to consider. With the thought in the back of her mind, she entered the diner, the odor of hearty comfort food tempting her forward.
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The scent of food cooking filled Kort’s head and he was suddenly conscious of how hungry he was and how good everything smelled. Mandy returned setting a plate in front of him with a thick burger topped with a generous slab of cheddar cheese and bacon and a portion of hot and crispy French fries that filled half the plate. 

“Let me refresh that tea for you,” she smiled, a dimple appearing at the corner of her mouth.  As she poured more tea and ice into his glass he stared at the plate and inhaled deeply letting the scent of the food envelope him. He could feel the heat from the fries rise up and warm his face. As Mandy set the fresh glass of tea on the counter she looked at him with concern. “Is everything okay?”

Kort grinned up at her. “Everything is great, absolutely wonderful.”

Returning his grin she told him to let her know if he needed anything else and hurried off to attend to other customers.

After debating whether to put ketchup on his food he decided against it and dug into the first hot and fresh food he’d eaten in years. He was eating the last few fries on his plate when the young woman slid onto the stool next to him. He glanced at her casually as she picked up a menu. She didn’t look at it but seemed to be looking nervously around the diner.

Mandy returned and asked if he would like coffee and dessert and he opted for a piece of apple pie. The woman caught Mandy’s attention.

“I saw the sign in the window that said you’re hiring. Can I get an application please?” Her voice was soft and a little shaky. A small frown creased Mandy’s forehead. When she returned with Kort’s coffee and pie she handed the application to the woman. 

“You can fill it out at the table over there.” Her tone was dismissive and somewhat annoyed and it surprised Kort a little. 

Her back straightening, her tone a little firmer she told Mandy she also wanted to order food. “If that’s not a problem for you.”

Kort glanced at her and had to hold back a grin. This girl might need a job but she was well dressed and not intimidated by Mandy’s attitude. Catching him looking at her she raised her eyebrows. 

As Mandy walked away, Kort said softly, “She was a little snooty wasn’t she?”

A look of surprise crossed her face that quickly turned to a smile. “You could say that.” She glanced at Kort’s pie and coffee. “Tell me the food is good.”

“The burger and fries are good,” Kort offered.  “I don’t know about anything else.”

Glancing back at the menu she continued, “I guess you don’t live here either.”

Clearing his throat Kort told her he’d been away for a while and this was the first time he’d eaten at the diner in a few years. She nodded but didn’t look up, still perusing the menu. Mandy returned and freshened his coffee. He watched as she shot the woman a glance that was close to disgusted. “Are you ready to order?”  

“I believe I will take the recommendation of my friend here and have a cheeseburger and fries, but no bacon and a glass of water instead of the tea.” She smiled frostily at Mandy.

Mandy’s head swiveled between them. “I’m sorry I didn’t realize...” Her face turned pink and she hurried off to fill Grace’s order.

Grace smiled a little uncertainly at Kort. “I’m sorry. It seems I might get treated with a little more friendliness if I’m not a total stranger.”

Kort studied her closely. Part of him wanted to tell her she had just linked herself to a convicted killer but it wasn’t his business. “No problem. But I’m not the most popular guy in town.”

Cocking her head to one side Grace asked, “What did you do? Rob a bank?”

Just then Mandy returned with a glass of water and Jack, saving him from answering. Jack looked from Grace to Kort and back again. “I hear you’re looking for a job.”

“Yes. But I want to be straight with you. I’m traveling cross country and my car broke down. I have it at the garage next door and I need to make a little extra cash to pay for a new transmission. I’d only be here temporarily.” She leaned forward. “But I can guarantee I would work every shift you give me and I’ll stick around until you have a replacement.”

Jack’s eyebrows went up in surprise. “Well now. You sure are honest.” He turned to Kort. “Is she always this straight forward?”

Grace’s breath caught. But Kort merely nodded. “As long as I’ve known her she has always been straight.”

Jack nodded. “Come in tomorrow morning at six-thirty. Bring your ID and social. We’ll get you started. You ever done any serving before?”

“Serving, hostess, dish washer. I’m not much of a cook but I learn fast.”

Jack laughed heartily at that. “We have the best grill cook in town so you’re safe there.” Looking back at Kort he smiled. “Hope you enjoyed it, Kort.” Nodding at Grace he said, “See you in the morning.”

After he walked away Kort leaned back slightly on his stool. “Since we are friends, my name is Kort Eriksen.”

Grace felt her face grow warm. “I’m sorry about that. Grace. Grace Donahue.”

An ironic grin crossed Kort’s face. “As long as you aren’t a bank robber or a star player on America’s Most Wanted it’s okay.”

“You’re safe. And I understand if you want to set your buddy straight.” She silently hoped he wouldn’t turn her in since it was pretty obvious she was getting a job because she knew Kort. Looking him over she wondered if he was some kind of small-town jock, probably a star high school football player who was still riding on his glory days.

Kort shook his head and sucked down the last of his coffee. “Well, Grace Donahue I guess I’ll see you around. Good luck tomorrow.”

“Thanks, thanks for everything.”

As he reached the door to the diner Jack ambled up to his side. “If you need anything Kort, I hope you know you can ask me. I mean if it doesn’t work out with Chad. I don’t guess you’d be inclined to work in a diner but if push comes to shove we’ll work something out.”

Kort smiled wryly. “I hope it doesn’t come to that Jack but I certainly appreciate the offer.”

Jack slapped him lightly on the back and as Kort went out the door he called after him, “Get home safe. It looks like we’re going to have another downpour.”

Grace overheard the last comment and glanced at the wide front window of the diner. The sky had grown very dark and the clouds in the distance were full and a deep gray.

“Excuse me,” she signaled to Mandy. “Could you make my order to go? I’d like to get across the road before it rains.”

Mandy looked over Grace’s shoulder and nodded in agreement. “It looks like it’s going to be a bad one.” She managed a small smile at Grace. “I’ll hurry it up and pack it up for you.”

Kort headed out to his truck just as the first few drops of rain hit the pavement. He stood just outside the door of the diner and watched as townspeople hurried to their cars and across the road, dodging the raindrops as though they were poison. Looking up at the sky he let the rain hit his face. It was cool. The fresh scent of it filled his head. As he slid into the driver’s seat the sky opened and the deluge hit. The day had grown as dark as dusk and the rain was so heavy he couldn’t see through the windshield. Even when he started the engine and turned on the wipers, visibility remained limited. The sound of the rain pounding the roof of the truck was like being inside a tin can in a shower. Kort leaned back in the seat opting to wait a few minutes, hoping it would let up enough for him to see. Traffic had slowed to almost a stop as drivers struggled to see through the storm. 

Glancing back at the diner he saw someone standing just outside the door under the awning, a bag held close almost protectively to her chest. There was no mistaking the rich copper red of Grace Donahue’s hair. As he watched she pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up over her head leaving strands of her hair sticking out the sides. 

“Surely you aren’t going to try to make it across the road in this,” he murmured. But then she did just that. Head down, she took off across the parking lot trying to shelter the bag she carried. Without much thought, Kort leaned out the door and called to her. “Hey, get in!”

Barely hesitating she veered toward the passenger door and leaped in. She was already soaked from just the short distance she had run. Rainwater began to puddle around her feet and she bit her lip in embarrassment.

“I’m making such a mess.” She perched on the edge of the seat as though she could somehow keep it dry if she didn’t sit back.

“It’s okay. It will dry.” Kort looked behind the seat hoping he would find a towel or rag to give her to dry off. He wasn’t really surprised there was nothing there. His mother would never allow anything in the truck that did not absolutely belong there. “I’m sorry I don’t have a towel or anything.”

“I should be apologizing.” Grace set the bag on the floor at her feet.  Then she pushed the hood back from her face and pulled the front of the sweatshirt up to blot the rain on her face. She looked through the windshield. “If it would let up just a little I could make it across the road.” Smiling at Kort she asked, “Does it usually pass quickly or will I be dodging animals heading for an ark on my way?”

Kort glanced back at the road and tried to remember what fall storms had been like before he went to Eastern State. He had never really paid attention. It had rained the day after Desiree had disappeared. The rain had poured down in sheets making it impossible for the searchers to cover much ground. The sound of the rain pounding on the roof of the truck pulled him back to the present. He turned to answer Grace and found her staring at him.

“Are you okay?” Her voice was steady but her eyes betrayed her nervousness. She had watched Kort’s face change as he looked out at the rain. The easy smile had faded into a grimace. And something about the expression made her stomach tighten and her nerves kick into high gear.

Kort felt her tension and immediately felt bad. “I was just remembering...” He stopped. There was no way to explain his history in a few minutes to someone he might never see again. “It does rain pretty heavily sometimes.” He glanced back out the window. “I can take you across the road.”

Grace hesitated. Her eyes flicked over Kort taking in his height and build. He was a big guy. She didn’t know anything about him. She wanted to hit herself in the head. She had gotten into a truck with a man she knew nothing about. No one knew where she was. Heck, no one really knew who she was in this town. If she disappeared she would just be some drifter who couldn’t afford to have her car repaired and didn’t show up for a job. 

Kort could read the look on her face. “But it will probably let up soon.”

Grace blushed. He had sensed her reticence. She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

He cut her off. “Don’t be sorry. You should be more careful. On the other hand, if you would like a lift across the road I am happy to take you.” He allowed a grin to touch his lips. “I promise not to kidnap you.”

Brushing aside her discomfort Grace returned the grin. “In that case, I would appreciate a lift across the road.” She pulled on the seatbelt and set the bag containing her dinner gingerly on her lap.

Nodding, Kort started the truck and pulled up to the parking lot exit. The odor of a hamburger and fries filled the cab of the truck. “I see you decided to get your food to go,” he observed as he watched the traffic for an opening.

“It seemed like the most practical thing to do when I saw how dark it was getting.” Grace’s stomach rumbled softly and she glanced quickly at Kort to see if he noticed. But it seemed he hadn’t as he continued to gauge the flow of cars, waiting for an opening to pull out.

Traffic finally thinned and several cars stopped to let Kort out. With a slight wave, he drove across the road and up to the entrance of the inn. “Safe and sound.”

“Thank you very much. Thank you for the ride and for the recommendation. And just for the record, you should be careful too.” Grace grinned broadly now, “Women can be as dangerous as men.” With that, she hopped out of the truck and went into the lobby.

Kort watched her go thinking she had a point. Squinting out the window he noticed the rain was slowing. Wishing he had someplace to go so he could avoid his mother he took a deep breath and headed back to the house.
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Grace wiped her feet on the mat as she entered the lobby. Sandy looked up and smiled when she saw Grace. “How was the food?”

“It smells pretty good but I decided I’d bring it back to my room when I saw the storm coming. I was impressed with the diner though. In fact, I like it so much I applied for a job.”

Sandy raised her eyebrows questioningly. “Really? Planning on staying for a while?”

Grace laughed. “I may have to stay a little while so I can get the car repaired. I don’t suppose you have extended stay rates?”

Sandy shook her head regretfully, “No not really. But if you’re looking for a place close by I know where you can get a furnished apartment pretty cheaply.”

“Within walking distance of the diner?” Grace asked hopefully.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ELIZABETH HORTON-NEWTON





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





