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This book is for Jenny.

If you know me

You know who Jenny is.

If you know who Jenny is

You know why this book

Is for her…










Chapter 1

Fort Keeps, NY — Adirondacks — October 1912

 

Elissa Crosby tossed and turned, troubled by a nagging suspicion something wasn't right. The knock at the front door gave her a reason to get out of bed. She lit the lantern on the nightstand and pulled on her robe. The waning light flickered as she crossed the parlor and she stopped when the sinking feeling in her stomach weighted down her legs and feet.

The knock came again.

A shadow backlit by moonlight darkened the curtained glass on the door. Her lips quivered and while the idea of going back to bed, getting under the covers and finding sleep became appealing, she forced herself forward. “Just a minute.”

There were few times when Elissa missed having a husband. When the roof leaked and the lonely bed on a winter night was cold were two. The man she'd unfortunately married was a bastard. Quick-tempered and violent, getting rid of him was one of the smartest things she'd ever done in her life. Although the bruises were gone and the broken bones had healed, the scars no one saw would last a lifetime. It was a shame she'd wasted ten years hiding before wizening up. However, she'd feel more comfortable having a man answer the door in the middle of the night. That would be a third thing she missed. There was no man and just like everything else, she was the one responsible for getting things done.

She unlocked and opened the door. A brisk breeze brought to life the sea glass and driftwood wind chimes before rushing past her. She shivered and hugged her robe tightly against the cold temperature as dead, brown leaves rustled across the high grass out front.

The sheriff stood on her front step with his Stetson in his hands in front of his chest. He spun the hat by the brim. “Hate to bother you at this time of night, Elissa.”

Small towns. First names. Benji O'Sullivan was about her age, maybe a year or two older. Relief filled her for just a moment. O'Sullivan at the door was better than some stranger, but it made her wonder. Why was he here, at her door, in the middle of the night? “Is everything alright, sheriff?”

“Mind if I come in?”

She stepped aside. “Not at all, but I don't mind telling you, I'm feeling rather apprehensive about a late night visit.”

What happened to calling me Elissa? “Ma'am, Ms. Crosby, we've found a body. Is your daughter home?”

“At this hour, she's asleep in her room … if the knocking didn't wake her, that is.”

“Could you check?”

“Sheriff?” Elissa put an arm across her waist, hoping she could stop the flip flopping. It didn't help. “I am certain she didn't witness any foul play. I am certain of it.”

The sinking feeling she had the last few hours, the reason she couldn't sleep—her legs wouldn't respond; she was glued in place.

“Elissa?”

“Can you tell me what this is about? Alice has to be up early in the morning. I'd rather not disturb her if I don't have to. Perhaps there is a question I can answer for you?” She bit down on her lower lip and only let up when she feared she'd draw blood.

“We recovered a body in the hills not far from here.”

“My Alice wouldn't know anything about that.” Elissa rolled the hand across her belly into a tight fist. Sharp fingernails dug into her palms.

“I wasn't sure, but I thought she looked a lot like your Alice.”

Elissa shook her head. “No, that's not possible. She's here. In her room. In bed.”

“When was the last time you checked on her?”

When was the last time she'd checked on Alice? “She wasn't feeling well, barely ate her supper and asked to be excused.”

The sheriff's eye twitched. “When was supper?”

His features were cast in an eerie mix of candlelight and shadow. Elissa didn't care for the way the man looked when the flame danced or the way dark and light played over his eyes. “Around about five-thirty, six.”

The sheriff pulled out a pocket watch. “It's nearly three in the morning now.”

She didn't appreciate the implication. “My daughter was sick, sheriff. She went to bed early.”

“I am not doubting you, ma'am.” He held up both hands as if pacifying her. Instead she felt patronized. “I'd be remiss if we didn't at least look in on her. I hope I'm wrong ma'am, that I disturbed your night for no reason. If she's under those covers asleep, I'm satisfied. There'll be no need to wake her.”

She ignored the beads of sweat dotting her forehead; more perspiration pooled behind her knees and inside her clenched fist. She kept looking toward the back of the house, where the bedrooms were. “I don't know what good it will do.”

“It will give me peace of mind, ma'am.”

She wished he would go back to using her first name. It sounded more official and troubling when he was formal.

“Ma'am?”

“Oh, alright. You just wait here. I'll check. I'm sorry it is going to be a little dark. I only have the one lamp.”

“I'll be fine.”

She pursed her lips, not caring if the sheriff saw her look of discontent. Elissa shuffled down the hall, past her own room and hesitated with her hand over the knob of her daughter's door. She stopped, unable to move. Fear and panic set in. Her stomach didn't just ache, instead everything inside of her sizzled with anxiety. “Sheriff? Can you come here, please.”

He would have to maneuver through the dark. Elissa didn't turn around when she heard his footsteps behind her.

“I can't open the door.”

“It's locked?” he asked.

“No.” She shook her head. This was the reason she'd been unable to sleep. She hadn't known it at the time but now understood the cause behind the trepidation she'd felt now. “I'm afraid.”

The sheriff reached around, twisted the knob and pushed open the door.

Elissa handed over the lantern. She couldn't bring herself to look inside her daughter's room.

The dim light barely penetrated the darkness beyond the doorway.

Helplessly, Elissa forced herself to peer into the darkness. She didn't need sunlight to see Alice's bed was empty.

Dropping onto her knees, Elissa screamed. “No, no-no-no!”







Chapter 2

Rochester, NY — Present Day

 

“You're going home, Jeremy.” The nurse offered up a warm smile. Dressed in hospital blues, hair pulled back, she set a tentative hand on his arm.

Jeremy almost shied away from the contact, but refrained. It went against every instinct. Fighting those urges helped convince doctors he was better. Instead, he folded the last t-shirt from his dresser drawer and placed it on the bed next to his other belongings.

“Are you excited?”

He nodded. Excited was not the word. Afraid worked better. All he'd known the last nine years were the white halls of St. Mary's. Maybe he shouldn't have concentrated so much effort on convincing doctors of anything. He wouldn't be here now, packing his things. It was movie night. He could be microwaving a bag of popcorn and picking out a recliner in the rec room in anticipation of the flick. It didn't matter what was showing. Movie night was best.

“A little scared?” she asked.

He nodded. “A little.”

“That's okay.”

She'd faltered, as if she were going to say, that's normal, but stopped herself in time.

“You'll be staying with your uncle?”

He wished the conversation would end. There was nothing comfortable about it. Sure, the questions came across as simple. Part of him felt as if he were still being tested, observed. “I was eight when they brought me here. I don't really remember him very well.”

Although he was afraid to leave, he was also ready to go. The psychiatric floor he lived on housed people who terrified him at times. When Bobby wasn't standing in a corner talking to the walls, he was punching himself in the face hard enough that he'd broken his nose a time or two. CarryAnn ate anything she could get her hands on. Countless nights she was transported to Strong so the E.R. doctors could pump her stomach. Jethro hated wearing clothing. Orderlies never had it easy when after chasing him up and down halls, they were forced to tackle and restrain the large naked and violent man.

“He's visited with you many times.”

Visits were awkward. He and Uncle Jack sat at a table in the rec room and talked about the weather, or a football, or baseball game, even though Jeremy cared less about sports than he did about weather. “Yes, he has.”

There was nothing else to fold. Everything he owned was stacked neatly on the bed. He should turn and face the nurse, but couldn't bring himself to do it. Keeping his arms at his side, he stared at his things and patiently waited for her to give up on trying and just leave.

And eventually, when the silence dragged on, she left.

* * *

Dr. Brian Burkhart sat at his desk. Books filled tall cases behind him. Leaning back in his chair, his elbows on the rests, he tapped fingertips together in a pyramid below his chin. His grey hair was neatly parted down the middle and his soft blue dress shirt freshly pressed. A white lab coat hung on a rack in the corner nearest the wall displaying an array of framed degrees. Regarding his visitors over the rim of thick lens eye glasses, he smiled. “Mr. Raines, it is good to see you this morning.”

“You, as well, doctor.”

Jack, a large man, sat straight in an uncomfortable wood chair with broad shoulders back and beefy arms resting on the armrests. He kept hands folded together in his lap. With a full head of deer-brown hair, wide-set eyes and a strong chin, Jeremy wondered if this were a glimpse into what he'd look like in his forties.

“And how are you today, Jeremy?”

Innocuous as the question sounded, answering became a bit more complex. Taking too much time could be perceived as awkward and calculated.

“I'm well. Thank you.”

It seemed unwise pointing out his stomach was unsettled. He wasn't sure if he needed to move his bowels or vomit. On the verge of perspiring, Jeremy kept his breathing even, calm. Conflicted, he was afraid of going home, but he didn't want to spend another night inside the institution. Freedom scared him. Staying at the hospital would drive him insane. That is, if he wasn't already out of his mind.

“Since Jeremy earned his G.E.D. while a resident here, I understand, Mr. Raines, you've secured work for your nephew?” Dr. Burkart kept arms on the desk, fingers interlaced in front of him. He leaned forward, his interest apparent and seemingly genuine.

Jack used a fist to cover his mouth when he cleared his throat. “Yes, sir. Nothing fancy really. Diner in town. He'll be working in back. It's one of the only places to eat, so it's a busy spot.”

“That's splendid. My first job was as a busboy for a party house. Long, long hours, but it taught me about work ethic.” Dr. Burkart nodded, silently, as if finishing his thought silently.

Jeremy tried paying attention. Instead, he studied his Uncle Jack's profile. Clean shaven, with wrinkles at the corner of his eyes. He looks like my father, Jeremy thought.

Dr. Burkhart said, “Jeremy?”

“Yes. A busboy sounds like a challenging job.”

“Well. I'm not sure how challenging it was. The point is, I learned plenty from working there. Overall, it was an experience. I've been thankful for the opportunity from my first day employed.” Dr. Burkhart smiled, his eyes bright, hopeful.

Must be nice. Always optimistic and positive.

“My first job was mowing lawns in the summer and shoveling driveways in the winter.” Uncle Jack returned the smile, a stiff expression. “Made a lot of money, but I broke my back.”

The conversation had turned somewhat surreal and Jeremy handled it best by just smiling and nodding. He wanted out of the small office. He'd have sworn the walls moved. Could the room have been shrinking? He took in a slow, deep breath. He felt the perspiration pool in the recess of his throat and collarbone. It was definitely getting hotter. Jeremy tugged at his t-shirt, but stopped and dropped his hand into his lap. He didn't want anything he did perceived as mental illness.

If they revoked his release, he might scream; he would scream.

Screaming didn't sound extreme.

Maybe he was healed and deserved to go home?

He shook his head. If he were better, then why was the office getting smaller and hotter? No one else seemed to notice. Uncle Jack didn't look uncomfortable, or worried.

“Is everything alright?” Dr. Burkhart asked.

“I've never had a job before.”

Uncle Jack shifted his weight around. He faced his nephew. “It's not much different than going to school. You get up every morning and go to work. Think of your boss like a teacher, or something. You do what they say. Only instead of getting homework, you get a paycheck.”

Jeremy hated school. Bullies made the experience hell. He'd been in more fights than he could remember. Usually, he was on the losing side. Countless black eyes, fat lips and bloody noses still plagued many of his dreams. It was never one-on-one either. He recalled attempts at defending himself against groups of boys. “A paycheck sounds good,” he said and offered up a smile.

The taunting. That was almost always worse than the beatings. The name calling and knocking books out of his hands bothered him more than getting shoved or punched in the back.

The idea of work being anything like school made him apprehensive.

Maybe he'd been wrong about wanting out of St. Mary's. If anything, living behind these padded walls had been safe.

Was there a right thing to want?

Should he talk about this more with Dr. Burkhart?

“I have a question.” Jeremy froze. He'd surprised himself by speaking.

Dr. Burkhart leaned forward. Genuine interest filled his expression as his eyes widened in anticipation. “Yes,. Jeremy?”

“If I want to come back, may I?”

Jeremy wasn't sure what he expected. When the doctor sat back in his chair and grinned, he knew that was the opposite reaction anticipated.

“You're going to be just fine, son. If we didn't believe you were ready to go home with your uncle, then we wouldn't be here right now. You asking that question tells me the board has made the right decision. The years spent here have helped you tremendously. You've come a long way. The only way you're going to grow as a person now is by getting back out into the world. I know it can seem frightening. There are many, many new things you'll experience and that you should experience. But inside that folder is my card and if you ever feel the need to talk, about anything, you can call me. Night or day, Jeremy. Do you understand? I will still be here for you. In fact, my feelings will be hurt if you don't call every once in a while just to let me know how you're doing. How does that sound?”

It still sounded scary. “Thank you, Dr. Burkhart.”

“You don't have to thank me. Just make sure you call. Do I have your word?” Dr. Burkhart stood up.

Jack got to his feet.

Jeremy, not wanting to be the only one still sitting, stood up as well. “You have my word.”







Chapter 3

Jeremy placed his guitar case and bags in the back of Jack's truck. He climbed into the cab and fastened his seatbelt, doing his best to ignore the knot tightening inside around his gut. It wasn't until after they pulled out of the St. Mary's parking garage that he sensed some relief and allowed himself a small sigh. They were headed home. He wasn't positive how he felt about the move yet, but he knew he was at least ready for change.

Jack's air conditioner hummed, blowing icy air out from corner vents. Jeremy didn't mind. Although Labor Day was on Monday, the month of August had already taken its toll. It had been both a hot and terribly humid summer and he didn't like sweating. The hospital A/C was never strong enough to cool down the ward, or more specifically, his room.

“Is it too cold? You can adjust it however you want.” His fingers fidgeted with the settings on the dash controls. The air died.

Jeremy shook his head. “No. I like it.”

Jack switched it back on and pulled his hand away. “You sure?”

“Yeah. It feels good.” Jeremy readjusted the seatbelt across his chest. The nylon cut into the side of his neck, made his skin red and itchy. He couldn't recall ever having ridden in the front seat of a vehicle before. Even when the ward went on day trips, they took a van. If there was room, he sat in back.

The sun, painfully bright in a cloudless, blue sky, caused a brilliant white glare off of the windshield. Jeremy raised a hand and shielded his eyes.

“You can lower the visor, if you want.” Jack pointed.

Jeremy looked up at the edge of papers peeking out. He didn't want to make a mess. Squinting against sunlight was fine, no big deal. “I'm good.”

Jack reached over and snatched the items secured above the visor, turned them over in his hand and then handed them to Jeremy. “Stuff those in the glove box for me?”

The glove box was already crammed. “Not sure it will fit.”

“Stuff it right in. Slam it closed.” He laughed when Jeremy struggled keeping papers from jetting out before the box latched closed. After several attempts, he was successful. “There you go.”

Jeremy inadvertently rolled his eyes, caught himself and hoped his uncle missed it. He wasn't being ungrateful as much as he felt embarrassed about struggling with something as simple as a glove box.

“Want some music? We have about a four hour drive ahead of us.”

Making small talk took a lot of work. Even though Jeremy appreciated his uncle taking him in, there was no polite way of saying he'd be fine if they drove the entire way in complete silence. The hospital was so full of constant noises; someone yelling, or crying, or talking.

Would he still have been released if he had no home to return to? If his Uncle Jack hadn't agreed to take him in? He'd never asked anyone that question before. It didn't seem important at the time. Now, he found himself a little curious. “Music would be great,” Jeremy said.

“Okay.” Jack nodded with such enthusiasm it was as if the two of them had agreed on doing something crazy and bonding and full of significance, instead of turning on the radio. Loud music came from the speakers. “I'm not sure what you like. You can put on whatever station you want.”

Jeremy shrugged. St. Mary's piped instrumental stuff through speakers most of the day. Although the songs played softly in the background, it was always there and—playing day-in and day-out—usually gave him something of a headache. “Whatever you like is fine, really.”

He wanted to be polite and prove taking him in hadn't been a mistake.

Jack let out a long sigh, unrolled his fingers and re-gripped the steering wheel. “Can I say something?”

Jeremy's throat went dry. Afraid his voice might crack if he spoke, he nodded.

“I want to be honest, okay? Straight forward? I'm real nervous about this. Real nervous. Your father, he was my only brother. You're my last kin. We're family. I know you needed your time away, time to get better and everything. But those people at the hospital didn't just give you to me.” Jack turned and pointed at his nephew. “I fought for you. I wanted you home.”

“You did?”

“Yeah.” Jack focused on the road. He shifted his weight in his seat. “Thing is, what do I know about kids?” He rolled a hand around near his head. “I have all these memories of my mother, your grandmother—she passed before you were born—and I just remember the things she did for me and your father. She was the best woman, I swear. No one could ask for a better mother.”

Jeremy's eyes twitched and he looked away.

“I'm sorry,” Jack said. “I wasn't thinking. See, but that's my point. What I'm trying to say is I have no idea what to say, or do. I don't even know how to act.”

“You're doing fine. I'm uncomfortable, too. I don't want to do anything wrong.” Jeremy left the rest of his thought unspoken, he didn't want his uncle sending him back to St. Mary's. He'd been free of the institution less than a half hour and already he was less apprehensive about going home.

He felt admittedly hopeful.

“Well, okay. Good, then. We're on the same page here. So let's both just relax. We give it some time, get used to having each other around, get used to when to stay out of each other's way and such and I think this will work out fine. Whadya say?”

It sounded perfect. “Deal.”

Jack held out his hand, eyes still on the road. “Put 'er there.”

They shook.

“Okay. Put on some music and let's enjoy the ride home.”

Jeremy reached for the radio knob. “It's okay, you know.”

Jack said, “What is?”

Missing his mother and father, loss was one thing Jeremy spent years working on. It was the crux of his one-on-one therapy and often came up during Dr. Burkhart's group sessions. Accepting that their deaths weren't his fault was quintessential to recovery. Overcoming sleepless nights and an endless plague of nightmares when he could sleep, Jeremy found new ways of coping with life. “I'm sure my grandmother was a great woman. I wish I could have met her.”

At this, Jack grinned. “You'd have loved her and she'd have spoiled you rotten.”







Chapter 4

Fort Keeps, NY — Adirondacks

 

“Does any of it look familiar?” Jack smiled.

Jeremy didn't think he'd recognize a thing, that he'd been gone far too long to remember. He felt a comfortable squeeze as they crept through the mountains. It was almost as if the mountains were a protective entity but could easily have been mistaken as foreboding or constricting. Tall leafy trees lining either side of the road softened some of the phobia.

Through breaks in the trees was nothing but placid water. They were almost home. Jeremy pointed out the window. “Fourth Lake?”

“That's right.”

He felt like a child again. In a good way. In what he perceived was a normal way. He found he was breathing more evenly. The knot he'd had earlier in his gut suddenly splintered apart and faded away.

Home.

It suddenly felt like more than just a word or some topic discussed in group. He couldn't hide his smirk. Staring out the window, he watched the boats on the water and people swimming closer to the banks.

Jack turned off the main road andpicked up speed. There were no posted limit signs. While the road was still paved, it was more pitted and cracked. The ride transitioned from smooth to bumpy. The foliage became denser, big branches rose up and crossed over like a canopy, casting down a blanket of shadows.

Jeremy knew Dr. Burkhart had given his uncle his prescriptions. He wasn't sure why he thought about them now. His palms itched. It was a sign of anxiety for him. He wouldn't need more of anything until before bed.

“Did you live near us?” Jeremy remembered his house, only he saw it more in snapshots passing through his memories. Cracked front steps led up to a split-level house with flat grey clapboard, where most of the paint curled up off the wood. He remembered Dad left cans of paint, an aluminum extension ladder and a paint spattered tarp on the front lawn. Mom always said every few years the whole place needed a fresh coat, the clapboard just drank up the paint.

Jeremy had no idea what that meant. All he knew was that it had been the summer his father was going to let him help. He couldn't wait. Climbing the ladder and painting a house. The time with his dad was going to be the best.

Then they were murdered.

And he went away.

“So what do you think about that?” Jack said, eyebrows raised and clearly anticipating an upbeat response.

Jeremy, however, hadn't been listening. It happened at times, too often, actually. His mind pulled him off in different directions. Getting back wasn't always easy. Some of the St. Mary nurses insisted on using physical contact to regain his attention; a hand on his shoulder, a finger on his arm. “Sounds good,” Jeremy answered, knowing something needed to be said.

“Wonderful. That's wonderful.”

The road wound through the trees. The mountains rose again on either side. The small town of Fort Keeps couldn't be much further. Jeremy thought the hours had passed by quickly, especially after they'd entered the Adirondack region.

“Got Big Moose Lake on the left.” Jack indicated with his elbow.

Jeremy didn't see a lake. He saw the crag of the mountains, trunks of tall trees and leaves. He knew of Big Moose, though. He couldn't recall ever having visited. Fort Keeps had the Chahta Lake and behind his old house was Pigeon Creek, which in the spring ran like a river and fed into most of the lakes in the area.

Jeremy didn't recognize the sign post. Welcome to Fort Keeps was carved into the wood and Welcome was imposed on an oblong green marque. The Fort Keeps letters were raised. Carved in around the words for atmosphere were pine trees and brown bears.

And then, Jeremy was home.

“Uncle Jack?” Jeremy shifted his weight around and faced his uncle. “Where do you live?”

Jack laughed, but it came out something more like a grunt. “What? Are you joking?”

Shaking his head, Jeremy shrugged. “I, ah, I don't think so.”

“We just talked about it.”

There was one street light at the four-way intersection. Main Street had a few small businesses.

When I wasn't listening, he thought. “Well yeah, I know. I just forgot.”

“You weren't listening, were you?”

He thought about lying. “I wasn't. I'm sorry.”

Jeremy recognized the look of the street and while some things had changed, a lot was exactly the same as he remembered.

There was a hardware store, diner, a one-screen movie theater, cafe, bakery, convenience store and gas station, a corner bar, pizza place, a liquor store, the sheriff's office, a post office, two-door fire department and a general supply store. The town divided naming things with either Fort Keeps, or Chahta at the beginning.

“That's where you're going to be working. Right there.”

Jeremy didn't remember the names of all the locations. He was sure some had changed. However, the diner looked the same. “Danny's Diner?”

“Danny's Diner. And just at the end of the road, right over there? That's where I work. Lead Foot Auto Repairs.”

“You fix cars?”

“All day long.”

For the first time, Jeremy noticed grease lining his uncle's fingernails. “I didn't mean for that to sound bad.”

“I didn't take it that way. Hey, it's not a problem … about the house?” he asked, as they drove through town. Jack turned left at the light. The road immediately inclined and shifted into a lower gear.

Jeremy's mouth felt dry.

The town looked a little different. The nice carved sign was new to him. Not this road.

“I had been saying,” Jack said, “your parents left everything to you in their will. It wasn't much. The house, some money in an account you can have at twenty-one and they named me as their executor. And that's just fancy legal jargon for having me handle the finances and stuff. I was between places and got court permission after showing them I could cut out hiring maintenance workers and such and save them money, well, you, by moving in.”

“Moving in, where?” The knot was back in his gut.

“Your house,” Jack said.
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