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In the House on Lakeside Drive

Corie L. Calcutt


Chapter 1

“Evan, you’re a miracle worker.”

The younger man flushed. “Mr. Parker, it wasn’t that hard. You just needed someone to climb up the ladder and set that loose board for you.”

“Still. My nephews, you think they would do such a thing? Hah!” The eighty-year-old veteran waved a dismissive hand in the air. “’Course, let them be in need of a few dollars…then they are all too willing to come ’round and see me…”

Evan smiled softly. Francis Parker was at once the most unique and the most stubborn man he had ever met, outside of his own father. Mr. Parker valued honesty and hard work, and was happy to make use of Evan’s services when his arthritis and bad back kept him from doing the maintenance on the old Lumber Baronstyle house he prized. He was also a storyteller of the highest caliber, and Evan liked to hear the man reminisce about growing up in wartime England. “It was nothing.”

“Ah. Without you, I could never keep this old place up and running like it should be. There’s a part of me that thinks I should sell it, just to spite my lazy nephews. Get myself a little apartment, or rent one of your young lady’s rooms…”

The idea of the man living in even the best of the rooms in the house Rachel owned and they shared startled him. “I dunno,” he said. “We’ve got three kids with us now, you know.”

“Yes, yes. Let me see…that blind chap, Davis’s son…”

“Sam. Yep.”

“Then the Lavelle boy…how’s he faring out there?”

“Good. Really good. Sam recommended him, and he spent so much time at the place it was easy to move him in.”

“Friends? Really? I wouldn’t have thought.”

Evan led the older man to the covered porch, taking a seat in an old deck chair. Francis took a seat in a well-used rocking chair, swaying in time with the sharp breeze that caused the younger man to pull his paint-stained overcoat tightly around him. “Yeah. They all go to the school. That’s where they met.”

“Little old for school, aren’t they? I mean, the Lavelle boy, he’s at least nineteen or twenty now…”

“OLCB, Mr. Parker. Otter Lake Bridges Center.”

“Oh! The special school! I almost forgot about that.” Francis’s eyes brightened at the mention. “My Lola, she taught there. Helped start the place up, some forty years back. First of its kind. She called them her ‘kids’ too, and I often wondered why until I went to visit her at the school once.” He chuckled. “Grown adults, some of them well into their twenties, and here they were, acting as though they were in middle school. ‘Childlike tendencies,’ Lola called it. Said that’s why they were still in school despite being fully grown adults—a lot of them needed guidance in making good decisions most of the time.”

“I know what you mean. I work there sometimes too.”

Mr. Parker scanned the tall skinny drink of water up and down, taking in the longish blonde hair and watery colored eyes. “As a teacher?”

“Well, teacher’s assistant. But yeah, pretty much.”

“I knew the Colosanto girl worked up there; started the year my Lola retired. Pity the girl didn’t get to know her better.” The elderly man thought fleetingly of his late wife, gone seven years now. “You would have liked her, Evan. Made me look tame.”

“Is that a fact?”

“Oh, hell, yes. Nephews called her Crazy Aunt Lola.” Then a thought occurred to him. “Sometimes, you said?”

“I sub there. I work when I can.”

“Ever thought of hiring in?”

A wistful smile flashed across an angular face. “There’s reasons why I don’t.”

“Not the kids…?” Mr. Parker began, stopping himself. “Now, see, there I go.” He shook his head. “I suppose we all do it. Lola said it meant we loved them, calling the students our ‘kids.’ I notice you’ve picked up the habit as well.”

Evan smiled. “Yeah, I guess I have. You should hear Rachel. Way she talks, every tenant and student she’s had is one of her ‘kids.’” Then he shook his head. “But no. My reasons for not hiring in are personal ones. Maybe someday I will. Besides, if I gave up my business, who would patch up that roof of yours, or fix Ella Stevens’ washing machine?”

Barks of laughter came from the old rocking chair. “True enough, true enough.” Mr. Parker pulled out a well-worn pipe and fished around inside a starched dress shirt pocket for the tobacco. “You want a cigarette?”

“No, thanks. I finally quit.”

“Brilliant! Nasty habit, these things. Too old to quit, myself.” The scent of cherry vanilla wafted through the breeze. “So, the Lavelle boy and Davis’s son,” Mr. Parker ticked off on weathered fingers. “You say there’s a third?”

“Josh Long. Mark and Penny’s son.”

“Don’t know them.”

“They live the other side of town, just before North Kingston. They haven’t been here long, no pun intended.”

“You, my boy, haven’t been here long.”

“No, that’s true. I’ve been here about five years.”

“There’s an accent to your voice.” The Englishman stifled a chuckle at the younger man’s surprised look. “You hide it well, but I notice these things. Southern?”

“Yeah. I…I don’t like to talk about it.”

The older man suddenly became still in his chair. “Everyone’s got their secrets, Evan. But mind: eventually, they come back home to roost.”

“Is that experience talking?” 

“It may be, son. It may be.” Then his eyes brightened. “But enough of that! How much do I owe you, this trip?”

Evan made a mental tally. “Twenty minutes on a ladder, six nails and two new two-by-fours. Let’s say forty dollars.”

A worn leather wallet appeared from a well-pressed back pocket. Three twenties emerged. “Take it,” Mr. Parker said, pressing the bills into Evan’s hand. “You’ve earned it.”

“Mr. Parker…”

“Frank, please. You’ve helped me patch and rebuild nearly half this house these last couple years, I see no reason not to be on more familiar terms.” The smile on the old man’s face could have beaten the chilly air into submission. “Take that young lady of yours out. Or the kids.”

“I…thanks,” Evan said finally, tucking the money into his own worn and battered wallet. 

“Thank you, Evan. Now, better see to Ella’s washer. I know for a fact the woman’s been driving Teresa, down at the laundromat, completely insane. Poor thing. She tells me every time after the old gal leaves; she’s barmy enough to pull her hair out.”

“I’d better hurry, then. Wouldn’t want Teresa going bald or anything,” the young man said with a chuckle.

“Yes, do. And have fun tonight!”


Chapter 2

“Hey, Sam.”

The nineteen-year-old turned his head toward the sound of the voice behind him. “Hey, Evan.” The electronic book reader clattered onto the butcher-block tabletop that sat in the center of a spacious kitchen. Mixing bowls of all sizes lay strewn along the surface, along with several containers of flour, sugar, and butter. Long fingers neatly tapped the tactile measuring spoon into the plastic container, adding salt to the mix. A sharp note screeched above them, and Sam held his ears and winced, trying to block out the offending assault on them.

“Remy’s pissed again?”

“Yeah. At least he’s not breaking out the heavy metal.” Sam hissed at another high note, shuddering at the thought. He set the bowl down and reached for the high-legged chair he knew was beside him. He heard Evan do the same. 

“Josh?”

Sam shrugged. “What else?”

Evan sighed. “They’re gonna have to learn to get along.”

“It’s hard, Evan. There’s days even I wanna slap the kid upside the head. Josh…he’s nice, but…” 

“…but he can be a pain in the ass?”

A smile crept across a slightly rounded but thin face. “I wasn’t gonna say it, but yeah.”

The sound of weight shifting from the chair to the tabletop reached Sam’s sensitive ears. “Part of the reason he’s here, you know. He can’t help it.”

“Tell that to Remy. Today it was an argument about what to put in a batch of cookies.”

“Your cookies?”

The smile on Sam’s face widened a little. “Kind of. Remy wanted chocolate chip; Josh wanted oatmeal raisin. Then it went to nuts or no nuts, and then it went to whose mom made better cookies. Finally Remy stormed off, and…” He waved a hand above him, indicating the racket wafting downstairs. 

“So where’s Josh?”

“I’m not sure. I heard a door slam, and it’s been quiet ever since. For the record, I’m making peanut butter cookies.”

“Where’s Rachel?”

Sam thought a moment. “At the store,” he said finally. “We all got a text.”

The chair across from Sam shifted outward, and the clatter of old worn shoes on rough wooden floor caught Sam’s ear. “Good thing I got home first, then. Let’s finish up these cookies, and then I’ll give you the good news.”

Sam grinned. “We get the day off school tomorrow?”

“Hah hah. No, but we are going out for dinner tonight. All of us.”

“Brilliant!” Sam made his way toward the slightly winding staircase in the front hall, his foot brushing against the long white cane he had left underneath his seat. “Hey, Remy!” he called up the stairs. “Guess what?”

The sounds of deep soulful din radiated from the first door Sam reached, just eight steps from the end of the steps. Throwing caution to the wind, he turned the doorknob. To his right he knew was a full-sized bed, and a quick search with his fingers told Sam there was room enough for him to sit down next to the sprawled-out form of his best friend. “Hey, guess what?” he called out, knowing full well Remy could hear him over the sound of his stereo blaring.

“Josh dropped off the face of the earth?” a voice intoned dully, belying a trace bit of Cajun accent that came from sixteen years of life with parents from New Orleans. 

“No. Better.”

“Miss Rachel and Evan are throwing him out?”

Sam shook his head. “Not so much.”

“Then what do I care?” 

“Well, for starters, you don’t have to make dinner tonight.”

Music-filled silence reigned for a moment before Sam felt his friend’s figure lift from the overstuffed mattress and snap off the stereo. “How’s that? You decided to take an extra night or something?”

“No. Evan’s home. He said we’re all going out to dinner.”

The mattress wobbled as Remy fell back onto it. “Meaning that idiot is coming too.”

Sam sighed. “Remy, we know he’s a pain.”

“He’s a moron. Takes up all the hot water in the morning, forgets to do his end of the chores, and he constantly has to pick some sort of stupid ass argument…”

“I know. He drives me nuts too.”

“I mean, why did Miss Rachel and Evan let him move in here? Things were great, before.” The loud report of a chest-deep sigh filled the room, and the sound of fabric rubbing over skin sailed through Sam’s sensitive ears. 

“Maybe they’re trying to teach us something?” Sam sat back on the mattress, dropping his stick to the floor. 

“That people are idiots?”

“No,” Evan’s deep voice said, startling the young occupants of the room. The well-worn soles of old shoes came in a couple of steps, and wood creaked as the bedroom door opened inward and a weight leaned against the doorframe. “Josh driving you nuts again, Remy?” Evan asked.

“I take it you heard?”

“All the way up the stairs.”

“Evan, he’s a pain in the ass.”

“I hate to say it, but you can be a pain in the ass too, sometimes.”

“I’m not that bad.”

“Okay, maybe not that bad. But he’s gotta learn how to live with other people—people maybe not as understanding as his folks. That’s one of the reasons he’s living here.”

Remy snorted. “Is the other one to torment the rest of us?”

“No, smartass,” Evan replied, though Sam detected no malice in his voice. “He also has to learn how to live by himself—and he needs a lot of help. He’s too advanced for a group home, but he’s not responsible enough for an apartment…”

“Probably burn the place down, left to himself,” Remy muttered. Sam gave him a poke. 

“Maybe. I’d rather see him get something out of the experience other than ‘people suck and I’m an idiot,’ wouldn’t you?”

Another giant sigh. “I guess.”

“See? You’re learning too.”

“Sam said something about dinner?”

Evan laughed. “Yeah. We’re going out. You can make up your dinner night on Saturday.”

Sam spun at that. “Oh, no. We were planning on going to see that new movie…”

“No one said you can’t go to the movie. Work it out. Put those problem-solving skills from class to work for you, and I’m sure you’ll come up with an answer.” The worn shoes started downstairs, and the two young men stared at each other—though Sam’s cloudy eyes veered slightly left of Remy’s face.

“Well, great. What am I going to cook that will let us go out Saturday night?”

Sam’s mind raced. Then he got an idea. “Here’s what we do…”

* * *

Rachel Colosanto hummed along with the radio in the old baby-blue minivan as she drove past the few houses standing along the lakeside. Otter Lake was considered a “giant” lake, even by Michigan standards, and it was hard to see the scattered summer cottages that sat on the other side of the water. Her own house was nestled in-between a sizable public beach area and a thick stand of pines and willows, and it made a perfect place to run what some in town considered a “boarding house for OLBC kids.” It was quiet, had few neighbors, and offered easy access to the center of town for the students that chose to take rooms. A bus line stopped at the beachfront, and it was only a little bit of a walk to the front door. A wooded area gave them a place to take a walk and “cool off” if tensions ran high. All in all, it worked as a central location for just a little bit of everything. As she drove, she spotted a familiar figure trudging along the side of the road, scowling and looking as though he was having a serious conversation with himself. 

Oh, no, she thought. He and Remy have been at it again…

She slowed, pulling up alongside the sullen figure. “Hey, Josh.”

The young man stopped. “Oh. Hi, Miss Rachel.”

“What happened?” she said, putting on the flashers.

“Remy and I got into a fight. Then he got mad. All I said was that my mom makes great cookies…”

Rachel sighed. “Get in. Let’s talk about it.”

Josh hesitated, but soon pulled open the passenger door and buckled his smallish frame into the worn fake leather seat. “So,” Rachel said once her charge got himself situated and she pulled back onto the road, “you and Remy got into a fight.”

“I didn’t mean it. Sam was makin’ cookies, and I said how about oatmeal raisin ones, and Remy said no, make chocolate chip ones, and then I said nuts, and…”

“Josh, shouldn’t Sam have decided what kind of cookies to make?”

Josh thought about that a minute. “I guess.”

“You guess? Wasn’t he the one making them?”

“Yeah, but…”

Rachel shook her head a little. “Josh. No ‘buts’.” If you wanted cookies, couldn’t you have made some?”

“Yeah. I guess.” His round face looked crestfallen. Bits of dusty blond hair swirled in the breeze as the minivan swept around the south end of the lake. A deep sigh came out of his wide chest. “I mean, I didn’t mean to piss him off…”

Now it was Rachel’s turn to sigh. “Josh, what exactly did you say? I’m getting the feeling you’re leaving something out here.”

Bright brown eyes danced nervously inside an oval shaped head. “I said my mom makes the best cookies in the world. Even better than Remy’s mom.” As the words spilled out, a look of realization crossed the young man’s face. “Oh, crap.”

“Now you see why he got pissed?”

“Man, I didn’t mean it like that! I mean, maybe they are…how do I know?”

A ghost of an understanding smile flashed underneath Rachel’s bright green eyes, and a long hand flicked though a mass of flaming red curls. “Remember, Remy takes that hard. It’s not easy to lose your family suddenly, especially like his.”

“I…I wasn’t thinkin’. I forgot.”

“Happens a lot, Josh. For starters, you forgot to put the dishes away last night.”

Josh grimaced. “I know. I was gonna put them away this morning, and then my alarm didn’t work, and then I was late in the shower…”

“…and you complained that Sam and Remy used up all the hot water. I know. We’re lucky we made it to school on time.” The minivan circled the south end of the lake, heading for its original destination. 

“Well, they did! I mean, Remy spends like, half an hour in the shower.”

“And Sam? He takes the other half hour?”

A sheepish look crossed the young man’s face. “Well, no. He’s pretty quick, really.”

“And Evan and I take showers at night. Think about it, Josh. Who’s using all the water?”

Silence reigned inside the gray-blue interior of the vehicle. “Me. And Remy.”

“Right. I’m beginning to think you two get on each other’s nerves because you’re so much alike.” The well-used conveyance turned down an eight-hundred-foot driveway, leading to the old Colonial-style house that had been passed down three generations. “Now, do you think you can go in there and bury the hatchet—and not in each other, for heaven’s sake?”

Josh slid out of the passenger seat, opened the sliding door, and reached for the groceries lining the back seats. “I guess.” He glanced over toward the side of the house, seeing a familiar white work truck parked next to the well-worn wooden garage. “Evan’s home.”

“Great. Hopefully he’s kicking Remy out of his likely foul mood and starting him on dinner.” Rachel grabbed the rest of the plastic-covered parcels and headed up the rickety stairs, the third step before the wraparound porch squeaking like an unwanted herald. The front door stood open, and before the young woman could get inside three bodies spilled out of it.

“Hey, let me get those,” her boyfriend said, giving her a quick kiss as he took the burden from her hands. “I’ll take the keys too.”

“What’s all this? There a fire sale I didn’t know about?”

“We’re going to dinner,” Sam said.

“We are?”

“Let’s say someone had a good day at work,” Remy supplied. The skinny young man looked like a cattail swaying in the breeze, kept balanced only by a swaying dirty-blond ponytail set near the base of his skull and the fuzzy black fleece jacket that was a staple of his wardrobe. Patched jeans and one of his many printed t-shirts peeked out of the jacket, today’s reading “Speak up—I’m blind.”

“Raiding Sam’s closet again?” Rachel asked with a grin, her eyes flicking through her charge’s attire. Next to him, Sam wore a plain gray long-sleeved shirt and blue jeans, both looking well-kept. 

“Nah. I bought one when he got his. It’s funny.”

“Should have gotten one that says, “I’m with him” and an arrow pointing in a direction. I never seem to find the two of you apart except for class, said Rachel.”

“Well, except for yours,” Sam pointed out.

“True.” All three of the boys were in her Problem Solving class, and Josh was currently going with her to a jobsite at a local deli, Olive’s, where he and two other students cleaned tables and floors and washed down counters before opening. “So, where are we going?”

“I wanted pizza,” Sam said.

“I want chicken,” Remy said.

“I want a sandwich,” Josh chimed in. He looked at Remy. “I’m sorry, man. I wasn’t thinking.”

Remy’s eyes closed briefly, then he gave a small smile. “It’s okay. I know. Just try to think next time, all right?”

Josh nodded. Rachel inwardly heaved a sigh of relief. Crisis averted. For now.

“All set,” Evan said, locking the door behind him. “Who wants what?”

“Pizza, chicken, sandwich, and a steak,” Rachel rattled off, pulling her opened white parka around her, the blue trim of the collar looking like a necklace around her throat. “What?” she said, responding to the stunned faces of the men in her life. “Dead cow sounds tasty. Medium rare, please.”

“Okay then. We’ll go to Gio’s. Besides, I’m in the mood for ice cream.”

“Ice cream? On a day like this?” Josh challenged.

“Why not?”

The youngest of the three tenants thought about that a moment. “I guess.”

“That’s one of the great things about being an adult—you can eat ice cream for dinner if you want. Luckily, I also plan on having some of the house salad—with chicken and French dressing.” He pointed to the minivan. “Last one in has to get the table.”

The couple stared as three newly minted adults—all old enough to buy lotto tickets but just shy of drinking age—raced for the van, jockeying for seating position. “Sam’s getting really good with that stick of his,” Evan commented drily, watching Sam wield his mobility device like a weapon. “Those lessons of yours are helping.”

“Eh,” Rachel said. “The fencing lessons in college are coming in handy. Wish my English degree could do the same.”

“Hey, speak for yourself. I didn’t finish college,” the thirty-year-old man shouted. “Sam, don’t leave marks!”

“Sorry!” Sam’s even voice called back as he collapsed his cane and tossed it under his seat.

“Poor kid. He tries, but still he’s the last one in the van,” Rachel said.

“It’s good practice for him. He needs to learn to speak up for himself, rather than playing peacemaker all the time. Remy and Josh can be overpowering personalities, and I’m just afraid the kid’ll get lost in the shuffle.” 

As the pair got in and started the van, the sounds of voices clamored behind them. “I want oldies!” “No, new stuff!” “No, how ’bout some jazz?”


Chapter 3

The plates were cleared, the spoons handed out, and a giant hot fudge brownie sundae sat in-between the five occupants of the table. “Wow,” Josh breathed, staring at the frozen concoction that stood before him. “That’s the biggest sundae I’ve ever seen!”

“They didn’t have anything like this where you come from?” Remy asked between bites of chocolate brownie.

“Not like this!”

“Mmm,” Evan said, helping himself to the cherry. “This was a good idea.

“Mm-hmm,” Sam agreed, his mouth too full of chocolate sauce and vanilla ice cream to elaborate further. 

“My god,” Rachel said, watching the guys eat. She contented herself with a small cannoli. “And they say women and chocolate are a dangerous combination.”

Just then the restaurant started to fill up. Shouts of “Hello” and “Hi there!” filled the room as friends waited to be seated. The town of Otter Lake was about midsize—about ten thousand residents in all—but being that it was so close to the much larger town of North Kingston, the location of Gio’s Ristorante allowed patrons from both communities to stop in for heaping plates of Italian and local favorites. Already several of Remy and Sam’s friends had stopped by to say hello, and Josh was busy trading good-natured insults with his best friend Walter Longoria. The pair was so loud several patrons had to cut their conversations short. “Guys,” Rachel said, giving her patented stop-now-this instant stare. Within seconds both young men lowered their voices by several octaves. “Sorry,” Walter said, his high voice racing the word out as he followed his family to their table. 

“Place got busy fast for a Thursday night,” Evan said.

“I’ll say. It’s a wonder there’s a table left.” Rachel scanned the large room from her vantage point of the corner farthest from the door. It gave her a good view of everyone in the dining area. There were several families having a late dinner, some of the younger crowd picking up food to take home, and even a few older couples enjoying some coffee and dessert. A trio of men sat in the corner farthest from the little group, and Rachel felt as though one of the men was staring right at her, his pale blue eyes boring into her very being. She shivered slightly at the thought.

“Cold?” Remy asked between bites of ice cream.

“No,” the young woman said, shaking it off. She glanced over again, and the men had set into their plates of food. “Just a little chill. You know Gio keeps the cannolis near-freezing to save the custard.”

“That’s what makes them good,” Sam said. He let his spoon clatter into his bowl, his stomach now stuffed with thick pizza and a sizable share of ice cream.

“The sundaes are better,” Remy disagreed. “Especially ones like this.”

Just then, a thin, ragged-looking man came in, his long brown hair looking like it hadn’t seen soap in several days. Hard brown eyes flashed through a pair of small round spectacles, and the man’s goatee looked as though it couldn’t decide whether to curl or tangle into a matted mess. “Oh, shit,” Remy muttered, sinking into his chair. He turned his head toward the table, hoping that his face had gone unseen.

“You know him?” Josh asked, thankfully keeping his voice to a quiet tone.

“Yeah. Wish I didn’t.”

The raggedy man came near, almost falling over his own feet as he walked. The smell of liquor and days-old dirt assaulted Sam’s nose, and he worked hard to keep his face blank. “Well, well,” the man said, a little too loudly. “I guess they do let you out, huh? At least, enough to be seen in public.”

Evan stood up, his slight frame a match for the drunken man. “Hey, leave him alone.”

“Who the hell asked you?” the man spat. “If I want a word with my nephew, I’ll have it.”

“There’s nothing to say,” Remy spat back. “You’re drunk.”

“Should take you home, where you belong, boy.” Small hands tried in vain to shove Evan to one side, and the unkempt face leered at Remy. “Teach you your place, which is not in public for everyone to see.”

“No. What’s going to happen is you’re leaving,” Evan said, taking the man’s collar and shoving him away from Remy, who was dangerously close to his breaking point. “Come near him again, I’ll see to it Remy presses charges.”

“Boy belongs with me. Not fit to see to his own affairs.”

“Not the way the law sees it,” Evan countered. 

“Fuckin’ law don’t know shit,” Remy’s uncle yelled, drawing the attention of more than a few people in the room. “Kid’s not right in the head—doctors say so and everything, and what does he do? Runs from the one person he’s got left to go live with some uppity gopher and his whore.”

Suddenly a thick hand clapped on the drunkard’s shoulder. “Out. Now.”

“Got a right to express myself.”

“Well, you can express yourself to the cops when they come to pick you up,” the restaurant’s owner said, his black eyes glinting like pieces of polished coal. Gio Betti didn’t approve of drunks in his establishment, and especially not entitled bastards like Cooper Lavelle. Soon a couple of uniformed officers took the raving man off his hands, and the small group in the far corner heaved a collective sigh of relief. “Sorry about that. It shouldn’t have happened.”

“Not your fault, Gio,” Remy said, his gratitude evident on his face. “He’s an asshole.”

The burly Italian smiled. “You got yourself a good place now. Remember that.” 

“I will.”

“Well, that was exciting,” Sam commented drily as the sound of heavy footsteps plodded toward the kitchen.

“That guy’s mean,” Josh said, too struck to say anything else. “You’re not stupid, Remy.”

“Of course not,” Sam affirmed. “If anyone, your uncle’s the idiot.”

“Okay, guys,” Rachel said, a warning note to her voice. “Let’s drop it.” To Remy, she said, “You okay?”

“Yeah,” the twenty-year-old said, not looking the least bit okay. “I’ll be fine.”

“What say we head home?” Evan said, locking eyes with his best girl. “Tomorrow’s Friday, after all.”

As the party of five gathered their things, the men at the table on the far side of the room stared at their quarry. “I think we found him,” the man with blue eyes said, a thick Southern drawl tinging the hushed whisper. “’Bout damn time, too.”


Chapter 4

The next few weeks were uneventful. The fall weather meant more work for Evan, seeing as people wanted windows taped over and houses winterized for the season. The list of folks looking to have their yards cleaned meant that the town’s most dependable independent project man had to take on help to fill his quota. Many a weekend saw him acting as supervisor to students from OLBC looking to make a few dollars to go toward Christmas, and it meant that he was putting in more hours than normal.

“Is this where to put the dead stuff?” one student asked, his hands filled with rake tines and molding twigs. He stood near a giant pile of yard detritus that threatened to take over a city lot.

“Yep.” Nearby, a couple of girls were focusing on their conversation and less on the leaf bag that threatened to tip over onto the ground. “Hey, Analisa,” Evan called out, catching one’s attention. “I don’t pay you double to do the same job twice!”

“Sorry, Mr. Evan,” she said sheepishly gathering the bag opening tightly. She loped off to collect the next pile, her right foot dragging a little in her gait.

All in all, each of the kids made about ten bucks a day, and he took another five percent and divided it among the number of workers. On this particular day, he had about twelve students busy in four yards within a block radius. Across the street, Remy stood with his rake, busily trying to help Sam find the opening to the paper leaf bag they had to fill.

“It’s right there,” Remy guided, carefully running Sam’s fingers across the top of the bag. The pads caught the serrated edge meant to make opening easier. “Feel it?”

“I got it,” Sam said, slipping his digits between the paper sides. Soon he could feel the wet papery leaves sliding into the receptacle, and it didn’t take long to fill up. “Wish they made these things bigger, though.”

“You’re not kidding,” Remy agreed, pulling his thin coat tighter around his shoulders. He blew on his hands, wishing he had thought to bring a pair of gloves from the garage.

“Forgot your gloves again?”

“Yeah. Not like they’d have done much good, thin as they are.”

“So go get some new ones.”

Remy scowled, though the gesture was lost on his friend. “If only it was that easy. My damn uncle is tying up my money again.”

“Your government check?”

“Yeah. The idiot thinks that if he freezes my bank account, he can ‘convince’ me to move back in with him,” Remy explained. “I called my lawyer. He’s working to straighten it out.”

“You’re keeping tabs on it?”

“Uh-huh.” Another fistful of leaves hit the bag. “What’s worse is that I’m late with the rent for Miss Rachel. I don’t wanna get bounced because of that asshole.”

“Remy, you know she wouldn’t do that. Does she know?”

“I said something to her.”

“Then it should be okay. Don’t worry. I don’t think she’s gonna evict you because your uncle’s being a jerk.” Sam sat the filled bag down, reaching over to where he knew the pile of empty ones lay. 

“I know. I just wish there was some way of keeping the asshole out of my stuff, is all. I don’t like waiting.”

“Patience is a virtue,” Sam said, half singing.

“But not one of mine,” Remy sang back, laughing. He looked at his best friend, standing like a toy soldier holding a gunny sack in front of him. “Why are you out here?” he said. “I mean, you’ve never got money problems…”

“True. Dad sends the check like clockwork. Wish he’d come to see me, though.”

Remy stopped in mid-rake. “He hasn’t seen you?”

“Nope. Not in over a year. It’s okay.” The look on Sam’s face said otherwise.

“No, it’s not. Why hasn’t he come to see you?”

Sam shrugged. “Dad’s been focused on getting me more mobile, better equipped to take care of myself. I can’t complain—I want that too—but sometimes I think he wishes he had a son that wasn’t, y’know, broken. 

“You’re not broken,” Remy said sharply. The idea of someone not liking Sam just because of his blindness bothered Remy. “Wired different, parts slightly settled in shipping, but not broken.”

“True. But I have an older brother who’s planning on going to med school, and an older sister who’s graduating summa cum laude from U of M law school next month. Which kid sounds like the best choice to talk about during Thanksgiving dinner with the other relatives?”

“Well, don’t you see your brother and sister?”

“Loren called me last week. He’s stuck studying for his finals all through the holiday, and Leslie’s about to start a new job with a good firm in Grand Rapids. Even I know that it’s not a good idea to take time off when you first start a job.” Sam smiled a half-smile. “And then there’s me. I’m still in school, no diploma at nineteen, and my only real ambition is to try and teach life skills to other folks like me.”

Remy smiled. “You’re doing great at it. Plus, I don’t know a whole lot of blind people who can fence.”

The mention of the word made the six-foot-tall Sam suddenly leap into position, his feet at perpendicular angles to each other and his stick pointed out like a fencing sword. In one graceful motion, he leaned forward and lunged, extending his arm and stick out as though he were about to run Remy through. Remy quickly turned his rake handle toward his friend and parried Sam’s lunge, and soon the two were locked in a good-natured bout of fencing. Sam finally followed through on a feint, jabbing Remy in the shoulder and claiming the “point.” “And I’m good at it, too.” He smiled. 

“Hey, guys,” Evan called out. “Almost done? We’ve got at least one more yard to do before it gets dark.”

“Yeah, Evan,” the pair called back, scrambling to bag up the rest of the yard litter. Folding up the last bag, they scurried down the street, following the sounds of excited voices eager to collect their day’s pay. Behind them, a lone figure followed, keeping slightly off to the side and out of notice. He had been watching Remy and Sam with an appraising eye, and he had been mildly surprised at Sam’s miniature fencing demonstration. Not a sight I thought I’d ever see, the man thought as he casually sidled on by, escaping any real scrutiny through the din.


Chapter 5

“I hate winter.”

“Babe, you hate being cold. There’s a difference.” Evan came up behind his green-eyed woman and rested his head on top of her shoulder as the couple stood near the fire. The sounds of three grown-up kids snoring around the living room played like classical music to dance to. Pale orbs took in the sight of Remy sprawled out over half the worn white couch, his hand tucked inside a half-eaten bowl of popcorn. Sam lay next to him, his head tilted backwards as he used the opposite corner of the couch as a makeshift pillow and the particle board coffee table as an ottoman. Josh’s heart-stopping snores were muffled through the large floor pillow he laid on, his form nearly enveloped by a large fuzzy blanket pulled from his bed upstairs. “Looks like movie night was a success.”

“You mean after the hour it took for them to pick a movie or the second hour it took for them to make their snacks?” Rachel pointed out. Josh’s ice cream bowl sat on the coffee table next to the large bowl of kettle corn that Evan liked. Rachel’s thick blue robe was covered in cookie crumbs, and she could see traces of chocolate smeared over Sam’s face.

“Admit it. It was fun.”

Rachel smiled as she watched her charges sleep. “Always is.” Evan was content to hold her awhile, taking in all the things he never thought he’d have. A shiver raced up his spine, and he worked hard to hide it. 

“Cold?”

“No. Just thinking.”

“About?” 

“Lots of things. Mostly about how I’m glad I came here.” He pulled Rachel closer, as though she might disappear if he let go.

“Came, or ended up?” the young woman said with a smile.

“Either way. Turns out having a blown engine wasn’t a bad thing after all.”

“Mmm.” The sounds of snores grew louder. “Rosa was asking about you the other day,” Rachel said. “Wanted to know if you were ready to sign papers yet.”

Evan sighed. “I can’t.”

Rachel broke from Evan’s gentle hold. “I get you’ve got some…issues, or whatever, but Evan, you love those kids. You love these kids,” she said, waving a sweeping arm at the sight before the pair. “If you can’t tell anyone, please, at least tell me—what’s stopping you? The projects are good—great in the summer—but I know you’d like something steadier. I can’t think of anything steadier than working for the school.”

The thin man walked back toward his chair and sat down, nearly falling into it. “Rachel, there are some things about me…some things I have to work out for myself.”

“Like what? Evan, I know you. I know who you are. Whatever you’re running from—and don’t deny that, pal, you are definitely running from something—I don’t care.”

“What makes you think I’m running from something?”

Rachel slipped into her own overstuffed armchair, keeping her voice quiet and even. “I’ve seen how you look at people sometimes, with this ‘oh, shit, they found me’ look on your face. I’ve heard you take on some of the biggest assholes in town with a voice you’re just finding. But honestly? I knew the night you came to the door, blown engine and all.”

Evan blinked back, surprised. “That obvious?”

“You looked as though I was going to call the cops at any moment. That’s the other thing I know—whatever you’re running from, it isn’t the law. You’re right, it’s personal and it’s your business, but…”

The two stared into the fire, letting the growing snores envelop them. “I had some…problems,” Evan began, his words halting. “In college.”

“Is that why you never finished?”

“Kind of. My old man wanted rich professional kids, nothing less—doctors, lawyers, college professors, that sort of thing. No creative or blue-collar work accepted. By the time I left high school, I already had an ulcer from the pressure. Then Dad comes home with my acceptance papers to pharmacy school, and tells me I don’t have a choice since he’s the one paying.”

“Pharmacy?” Rachel gave her boyfriend the once over. “Not in a million years.”

“Hey, you don’t know my old man. It wasn’t like I had any job skills—we came from some money, and Dad was a hell of a litigator—so no one saw a need for me to work through school. Problem was, I hated it. I hated school, I hated going to class, and eventually I hated even getting up in the morning. When I took my internship, the people at the pharmacy were all right, but again, I hated what I was doing.”

“Enough to try escaping?”

Evan shrugged. “I tried a lot of things, believe me, and nothing made it better. In the end I finally quit school. I just knew I couldn’t live with myself if I became the pharmacist my dad wanted. Of course, the second I quit, he told me never to set foot in his presence again. The next day my bank accounts were empty.”

“Shit,” Rachel said. “No wonder you don’t talk about home much.”

“What home? There’s nothing back there, not for me. I wouldn’t want my old man to know where I was anyway. If he ever saw me with kids like these guys, he’d literally die from shame.”

“Good thing. I wouldn’t want him near these kids. They’ve got to deal with enough assholes staring at them or making some comment.” 

A bitter chuckle escaped Evan’s throat. “It’s part of the reason I don’t like Sam’s dad. He’s a great kid, the kind any family would kill for, but because he’s blind, the jackass would rather pay to make him go away than accept Sam for himself.”

“Speaking of dads, was there a mom in your picture?”

Evan shook his head. “She died when I was fourteen. Liver failure. We knew she liked wine, but…I think she was trying to distance herself from Dad, to be honest. Hell, I was pretty much raising my two younger brothers before that, anyway.”

“Brothers?”

“Yep. Let’s see…” Long fingers ticked off a count of years. “One’s twenty-six, and the other is twenty-four now. Andy would be in college. I don’t know what Ian is up to.”

“Wish I had brothers.”

“So there you have it,” Evan said. “My big dark secret. My father is a selfish, screwed-up bastard who didn’t get his way when it came to my future.”

“Hon, everyone’s got secrets. I’m sure that’s not the only one, but at least you’re willing to be open about them.”

“God, I love you.” Evan pulled Rachel into his lap, kissing her.

“Right back atcha, pal.” The pair stayed like that for a few moments, then turned to the sound of Remy shifting in his sleep. “So, you were gonna wake them up, right?”

Evan thought about that a moment. “Nah. Let ’em sleep. Serves them right, not finishing the second picture after they fought so hard to see it.”

“Fine by me. Let’s put ourselves to bed, shall we?” A slow grin spread across Rachel’s ivory face.


Chapter 6

In a drafty wooden shack several miles from the middle of nowhere, a wiry black man with dark brown eyes pulled what was serving as a poor man’s winter overcoat tighter around his neck. The small propane heater had given out again, and the man sat at a rickety card table cursing the freezing weather.

“Why couldn’t the bastard have picked a warmer place to hide out, like Arizona? Or Nevada? Vegas is nice this time of year,” He breathed onto chapped hands as the permanent chill that blanketed the thin walls threatened to seep straight into his bones. “Damn, anywhere but here.”

“Was the last place anyone would look, Riley,” another voice said as the front steps groaned under two hundred pounds of built muscle. “Good Southern boy running all the way to the Canadian border? Not likely. At least he didn’t pick Iowa.” A round face grimaced. “Fuckin’ flat, boring-ass place. Can get good business there, though. Not like there’s a lot to do in Iowa.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Charlie,” his companion warned. “First things first.”

“How much fuckin’ recon can he do on the guy?” Charlie said with a whine. “See, if it was me, I’d just go in and mess the bastard up a little, make him hurt a few days, and then drop him somewhere he won’t be found.”

“And that’s why you’re not running this little operation,” a third voice said. The pair instantly looked up at the long face of their employer. “Our friend Liam owes me much more than that, and I intend to collect. Every goddamn penny.” Pale eyes blazed with fury at the thought of the man who had sent his nice, structured world into a downward spiral, and he pulled a cheap folding chair from one corner of the room and fell into it. His worn hoodie was trying to act as a winter parka, and it was failing miserably. 
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