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Prologue

 


Nothing was happening.
Not yet. “Be patient.” Finally, a tiny ribbon of smoke spiralled
upward.

“Hardly enough. It
needs air.” Squatting down, he leaned over the heap of dried grass
and cedar chips and blew on it two or three times. No smoke, not
yet, not now.

“Shit! It should
start.”

He pushed the hood of
his black jacket back, off his head. Leaning over the tiny pile, he
pulled apart the grass to have a look. The cigarette was still in
place. Was it still lit? Yes! It is!

A gust of wind swirled
around him. He moved to the side so it could fan the small mound of
fuel.

“Yes!” he exclaimed
aloud, as the dried grass started to smoulder again. Piling a
little more grass around it, scattering more cedar chips at the
base of the wall, he then stood and went to his truck.

Watching the infant
fire from inside the cab, he could see it was alive, it was
growing. He began to tremble. Feeling slightly sick to his stomach,
the tears started. It’s her own fault. He pulled the hood of his
jacket back over his head.

Finally gaining control
of himself, he scanned the area, saw no one, put the truck in gear
and drove away. He hoped no one had seen him. Guess I’ll find out
sooner or later. The thought someone might have seen him excited
him.

Early morning, the
eastern sky just beginning to lighten, there was no one about. No
one would discover the fire until it was too late. He was pretty
sure everyone would get out safely. He’d come back later to
check.

 


 


- I -

 


The call about a fire
at the Bellevue Apartments on 7th Street came into the fire hall at
6:51 a.m. A duplicate call was made to Ben George, Chief of
Leffler’s Fire Department. He jumped out of bed, dressed and in
less than eight minutes was in his truck and at the fire station in
twelve.

Harv Wilson had the
pumper warmed up, while the kid, Jim Petrie, raring to go, paced
beside the truck. Ben, always called ‘Chief’, scrambling into his
protective gear, jumped onto the running board along with the rest
of the team. Sirens wailing, they roared down the road,
encountering little traffic. Squealing around the corner onto Alma
Street, they sped the few blocks to 7th.

Mid-block, flames
engulfed a wooden apartment structure. Huge clouds of black smoke
billowed skyward from the burning roof. Most of the windows had
been blown out by the heat and flames poured out. Home to about
fifteen families, some with children, the building had always
seemed a firetrap to Ben. He wondered, once again, why they kept
building these wooden multi-family dwellings. Tinder dry, they had
no sprinkler systems. In his opinion, a recipe for disaster.

The engine pulled up in
front of the building, scattering a large crowd of onlookers.
Quickly deploying the cumbersome hose, the firemen attached it to
the hydrant conveniently situated at the curb. Within minutes, huge
jets of water shot out to douse the flames.

A second truck arrived
almost immediately. Several more firefighters joined the first
crew. Another hose was instantly hooked up, spraying as much water
through the windows as they could.

Several members of the
Leffler police force were trying to control the crowd. People
wrapped in blankets, arms thrown around their children, stood
staring at the fire. Eyes red-rimmed from smoke and grief, they
watched helplessly, as their dwellings and belongings surrendered
to the flames. Women holding babies sobbed. Several men, soot
mixing with the tears rolling down their cheeks, paced up and down,
powerless to do anything to protect their homes.

A short, stout man in a
ragged housecoat, commented to no one in particular, “Man, this
place is going up fast! Nobody could still be alive.” No one paid
him any attention, didn’t even glance his way.

Two cops approached
Ben. “We’ve managed to account for most of the occupants, Chief,
but a woman and maybe a baby could be missing – they might not have
got out,” one of them told him.

“Which apartment?” Ben
asked.

“I was told it’s the
last one on the right, second floor, in the back.”

The second cop
interjected, “The apartment below it is empty.”

Ben ran over to a
member of the second unit and asked, “Who’s working the rear of the
building?”

“We’ve set up the third
unit over on the next street. Had to go through some backyards, but
we’re ready to roll,” the firefighter assured him.

“Do we know for sure
this woman didn’t get out?” Ben turned back to the cop. “Do we know
she’s actually at home?”

“Well, as far as I
know, she’s the only one missing, No one’s willing to say for sure.
It’s still pretty early. Most of the occupants had just gotten out
of bed when the fire was discovered. No one’s seen her.”

Ben ran frantically
around to the rear of the building where the third unit was now
spraying water and fire deterrent into the windows of the second
and third floors, They sprayed up and down and back and forth from
one end of the structure to the other.

 


Despite knowing the
exit doors at both ends of the building were probably secured, he
headed for the one at the right, hoping it might be unlocked. It
wasn’t.

“Help me here, will
you? Got to get this door open!” Ben called out urgently. “I’m
going in!”

“No way, Chief.
Nobody’s goin’ in there,” a member of the second unit told him.

“I’ve got to go in. I
can’t let a woman and her baby die. Get the guys to aim the hose on
that last apartment at the back, will you? See if they can get the
flames in there beat down. I’m going in.”

Despite objecting, they
helped him smash the metal door with their fire axes until it gave
way.

“He’s doing it again.
Has to be the hero,” one of them remarked as Ben disappeared into
the building.

“Yeah, well that’s the
Chief for you,” another replied. “Wait and see, he’ll get his name
in the paper again.”

There were no flames in
the entry hall, only smoke. Ben donned his mask and began to climb
the stairs. The higher he climbed, the thicker the smoke. He kept
his hand on the railing all the way up. When he reached the door to
the second floor, he grew fearful of flashback.

He felt the metal door
to see how hot it was. Through his gloves he could feel the heat
but it wasn’t extreme. Sometimes firefighters found exit doors
locked between floors. Several people, he knew, had died in Leffler
in the past few years due to this illegal and dangerous practice.
But this one opened readily enough from the stairwell landing.

Feeling his way along
the wall, Ben headed through thick smoke to the first door on his
right. About two feet of relatively clear air remained just above
the floor. Ominous black clouds billowed through the open entryway
at the far end of the hall.

Sitting down, he
shouted as he thumped on the closed door.

“Is anyone in there?”
Hearing no answer, he wondered if anybody was even in the
apartment. Anxious about flashover, he’d still have to check.

Ben had good reason to
be fearful. A flashover, or backdraft, can happen when a fire is
starved of oxygen, where combustion has ceased but gases from such
things as upholstery, carpets and other furnishings, along with the
smoke, remain at a very high temperature. If oxygen is
re-introduced, by opening a door or window, for instance, an
explosion can occur, as the gases heat and expand. Despite wearing
protective gear, a firefighter has maybe two seconds to evacuate
the flashover area.

Because the men were
pouring water into the apartments through the broken windows, Ben
felt the chance of flashover was minimal. He reached up and slowly
turned the doorknob. Locked. Using his axe, he began smashing at
the lock. After several blows he was finally able to push open the
door. Calling out again, he cautiously entered the unit. Standing
in the short hallway, he could see into the living room, could see
the blackened walls, the broken glass, the charred furniture. Water
still poured through the windows. Not too much smoke, but no one in
sight.

Three doors opened off
the little hall, two open but one to his left was closed. He felt
the knob. Not too hot. He opened it, saw it was the bathroom.
Peering through a mist of thin smoke, he could make out a figure on
the floor – a young woman clad only in a thin cotton nightgown.
Lying on her side she held a young baby protectively to her chest.
She’d covered its tiny face with a wet washcloth. Ben knelt down to
feel for a pulse on the girl’s wrist. Weak. Still…

“I’m coming out,” he
shouted, turning toward the open windows, not sure anyone could
hear him through his mask. Lifting the girl in his arms and making
sure the baby was shielded between their bodies, he carried them
out of the bathroom then through open apartment door. Thick smoke
still obscured the hallway and stairwell. Barely able to see, Ben
managed to shoulder his way down the stairs and out the exit door.
A few other firemen coming up the stairs told him, as they passed,
“The fire’s almost under control. We’re checking the halls to make
sure no one else is inside.”

An ambulance crew
waited, just outside the exit door.

“Weak – the mother –
weak pulse,” he gasped through his mask as they took the girl and
baby from him. “Not sure about the baby.” Suddenly exhausted,
pulling off his mask, he collapsed to the curb.

“You all right, Chief?”
one of the ambulance crew asked him.

He didn’t answer.
Something didn’t feel quite right.
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Frannie awoke choking.
Opening her eyes, she discovered the room filled with acrid smoke.
She could hardly see it was so thick. It smarted her eyes and she
immediately began to cough.

The baby! My baby!
Panicking, she stood up. In bare feet she tried to find her way to
the nursery. Blinded, her eyes streaming, she bumped into the
bedroom door frame. Though the nursery door was opposite her own,
she could hardly find the opening. Finally inside, she managed
locate the crib almost by feel alone. Reaching down, she scooped
her baby girl out of her bedding. Little Nichole didn’t awake.
Somehow, she must get her out of this smoke. Only able to stagger
the few feet into the bathroom, she closed the door before
collapsing to the floor. Here the air was less smoky so she was
able to take a deep breath without choking. Pulling herself up to
the sink, she ran cold water over two face cloths, wrung them out,
then placed one over the baby’s face and the other over her own
before lying back down where she could still breath without
coughing too much. The baby breathed little shallow breaths and
Frannie wondered why she wasn’t coughing.

The young mother knew
that, unless a miracle happened, they wouldn’t last long in this
fetid air, which grew thicker by the moment. She closed her eyes
and prayed somebody would find them before it was too late.

 


* * *

 


Waking up later in the
hospital with an oxygen mask covering her nose and mouth, Frannie’s
first thought was about her baby. Was her little daughter still
alive? She remembered nothing since covering the Nichole’s face
with the wet washcloth. She remembered reading about using a wet
towel as a mask against smoke and hoped it had worked. Looking
around the room, she saw an old woman asleep in the bed next to
hers. She noticed a button attached by a wire to the raised metal
side of her bed and assumed it was to summon a nurse. So she pushed
it and waited.

After what seemed an
eternity, a thin, young black woman clad in white with a nurse’s
cap perched on her neatly coiffed dark hair, entered the room.

“Good! You’re awake.
How are you feeling?”

Frannie began to pull
the mask from her face.

“No, don’t pull off
your oxygen mask. Leave it on for now,” the nurse ordered gently.
“You can speak through it.”

“Where’s my baby? Is
she all right?” Frannie’s voice was very hoarse.

“She’s okay, she’s
good. Luckily Chief George got to the both of you in time. They’re
going to keep her in Pediatrics on oxygen for a few days to make
sure her lungs are clear. You’ll be able to go and see her in a few
hours,” she assured the young mother, as she adjusted her pillows
and blanket. “You two had a real close call, you know. Your little
girl, she’s a strong one,”

“Has my aunt been to
see me?”

“I’m not sure. Do you
want me to find out? Visiting hours are from 2 until 4, so maybe
she’ll be here then. Don’t you worry.

“We’ll remove that mask
in a little while; see how you breathe on your own. If all goes
well, we’ll get some food up here for you. I’m sure you must be
hungry.”

Then she left the room
leaving Frannie to rest.
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In another wing of the
same hospital, Ben George was also hooked up to oxygen. After
rescuing the girl and her baby, he’d collapsed onto the curb in
front of the Bellevue Apartments. A member of the ambulance crew
rushed over to check his condition. At first, he thought Ben was
suffering from smoke inhalation but soon realized he was having
what appeared to be a heart attack and been rushed to hospital.

Still unaware the young
woman and child he’d rescued had survived, he remained sedated, his
wife Margaret and their daughter, Lisa, at his side. Barely awake,
he was content to lie there with his eyes closed, listening to
their quiet chatter.

His mind wandered and
he found himself back in the Solomon Islands, along with the rest
of the crew of PT109.

It was the middle of a
pitch black night, August 2, 1943. He was floating, scared silly,
in the warm salty water. He would never forget it; it would remain
the most defining experience of his life.

 


Fourteen of us aboard
that night. 02:30, a Japanese destroyer runs us down. Our boat is
split in half. Eight of us thrown into the water. We never found
two of the guys, Andy and Harold - never did find them.

Everyone shouting,
calling out their names. No one answers. The hull’s on fire. No,
it’s only gasoline burning on the water. We all climb back on the
wreck. One of the guys, McMahon, is badly burned but the rest of us
seem okay. I’ve got a few burns, nothing serious, but think maybe
my left ankle is sprained, it hurts like hell.

A couple of the other
guys are barely conscious probably from gasoline fumes. Jack
Kennedy is pulling McMahon back onboard. Ross is helping some of
the other guys. It’s chaos; I don’t know what everyone is doing.
I’m feeling light headed.

It took hours to get
everyone back on board. What was left of the damaged hull was
taking on water. The air wasn’t that cold but they were all
shivering, suffering from shock. At sunrise, we decided we’d better
leave the sinking wreck and swim to a small island about four miles
away.

We all thought we were
goners. Well, maybe not Jack, but all worried about sharks, and
even crocs in the shallower waters. Not to mention the Japanese who
occupied many of the small islands around.

We felt we were lucky
to be alive. We made our way to Bird Island, the non-swimmers and
injured men tied to a float made from part of the boat’s gun mount.
Stronger swimmers towed it, Jack Kennedy among them.

On Bird Island –
exhausted, traumatized, starving – there was nothing but coconuts
to eat, nothing but coconut milk to drink, making some of the guys
sick. No water but at least there were no Japanese.

On the third day, with
no rescue in sight, Kennedy and Ross decided everyone should cross
over to the next island, where there might be better shelter and
more to eat than coconuts.

Once again, the
stronger swimmers towed the weaker on the floating gun mount,
managing to reach a new island named Olasana. Still only coconuts,
but a little more shelter. It was cold and rainy for a couple of
days and we were all pretty miserable, but at least we were alive.
Kennedy and Ross made several swimming forays out into Ferguson
Passage hoping to intercept another passing PT boat. No luck. But
they did find a barrel of water on another island as well as a
small canoe.

Two natives, Biuku Gasa
and Eroni Kumana, finally rescued us, gave us food, clothing and
blankets. They used dugout canoes, which seemed hardly large enough
for a single man, let alone two, to travel from island to island.
Ben would always remember their kindness.

One night, Kennedy and
Ross actually went, yet again, in one of these tiny craft, out into
Ferguson Passage hoping to intercept another PT boat. They were
capsized in a squall and swept onto a reef. Ross suffered many cuts
and bruises, but both made it safely to shore.

Seven days after the
ramming, word finally got back to the Navy. Rescuers took us to the
base at Rendova – all except for the two missing men.

Those poor guys were
never found. Jack was decorated although he often declared he’d
done nothing heroic. None of the rest of us was even mentioned, but
that’s okay. But Kennedy – he'll always be my hero!

 


"That's when they
started to call me ‘Chief’ back then because I was an Indian," he
thought. I’m still an Indian and they still call me ‘Chief’. But
it’s not the same. I got a lot of respect back then. A lot less
now..… but back then."

 


* * *

 


Several hours later,
when Ben finally awoke reasonably clear-headed, his wife Margaret
told him the girl and the baby he’d rescued had not only survived
but were going to be fine.

“That’s good news. I
was afraid one of them was gone, maybe both.”

“The newspaper is
sending somebody over to interview you,” she sighed. “You’re a
hero, Ben. Again.”

“Forget it,” Ben
replied. “I don’t want to talk to them.”

“I’m afraid you may
have to. They want pictures of you with the girl and her baby. I
told them maybe tomorrow.”

“Dammit. I suppose
they’re going to bring up that thing about the truck again. I just
know it. Anyway, I don’t want to meet with the girl and I
definitely don’t want them take my picture.”

“You brought this on
yourself,” Margaret told him. “And Howie wants to talk to you,
too,” she said, a hint of edginess in her voice.

Howie was Wayne Howard,
the Fire Marshal, and Ben’s friend from childhood.

“Figures.” Ben replied.
Now everything’s going to come out. They’re going to find out about
Frannie. I can’t let that happen.

He decided to leave the
hospital as soon as possible, before the press could get to
him.

 


 



Chapter
1

The Hero

The
family, that dear octopus

from
whose tentacles we never quite escape,

nor,
in our innermost hearts, ever quite wish to.

Dodie
Smith






Tom North and Marybeth
Laughlin worked together in Precinct B of the Leffler Police
Department. Precinct B covered the southwest end of Leffler, along
with its suburbs and including the areas in and around Long Cove –
the same turf they’d worked before in the Rural Unit.

Their boss, Ken Ronson,
realizing their talents were under utilized, suggested they
investigate a few old unsolved cases with a view to closing them.
One case in particular interested them, an arson that had taken
place in 1968, involving ‘Chief’ (Ben) George—Leffler’s Fire Chief
at the time. ‘The Chief’ had been connected to one of their
previous investigations.

Shortly before the
county disbanded the Rural Unit, Marybeth and Tom had been
instrumental in solving a missing children case. Through their
tireless efforts, the missing children, Jack and Sami Kelly, had,
happily been found and reunited with their mother, Lisa Kelly, who
was Chief George’s daughter. The investigation had coincidentally
unearthed a gang of thieves and smugglers, a coup that garnered
recognition from their superiors and looked good on their
respective records.

During this time
Marybeth’s husband, Greg, had been killed while working in the
Alberta oilfields. Marybeth had taken six weeks off work and during
this grief-stricken period, Tom had provided constant support and a
warm shoulder to cry on. She’d been very fond of him before Greg’s
death and had grown increasingly aware of how attractive, funny and
kind her partner was, this colleague who’d made her laugh and gave
her a shoulder to cry on. She also began to realize Tom had been in
love with her for some time and had given up his long-time
girlfriend to spend more time with her. The two worked well
together and their relationship seemed to enhance, rather than
inhibit, their effectiveness as police officers. Yet Marybeth
wasn’t sure she wanted them to become a couple – not yet
anyway.

Studying the arson
file, Marybeth discovered something interesting, “Look at this,
Tom. There are several newspaper clippings in here about the
‘Chief”. One says he rescued some guy from a burning semi back
before the apartment fire. Seems like he was quite the hero.”

“He sure was, no doubt
about it.”

Marybeth passed the
article to Tom. His eyes widened as he perused the piece.

 


 


The Leffler Times

RELUCTANT HERO

 


Wednesday, Oct. 18,
1972

 


A deadly accident was
barely averted on Route 77, Wednesday night. If it weren’t for the
quick-thinking actions of a local man, Ben George, a life could
have been lost.

Traveling east-bound
George noticed a large semi truck following close behind him.
Suddenly it lost control, careened across the median into the empty
west- bound lanes, catapulted over the edge and plummeted down the
embankment.

Without thinking, Mr.
George pulled over to the side of the road, jumped from his
vehicle, crossed the highway and ran back to the embankment where
the semi had left the road.

“I saw the truck
half way down the embankment, just laying there on its side,” he
said. “The motor was still running. So I ran down the hill, which
was pretty steep. When I got down there, I could see smoke coming
from the engine compartment but I thought I’d better see if the
driver needed help first, so I climbed up the passenger side. I
could see the guy was unconscious, so I kicked in the window and
climbed in and pulled him out.”

Mr. George saw a crowd
congregating at the roadside so he laid the unconscious man on the
slope and shouted for the frozen, shocked crowd to call for an
ambulance, ran back down to the truck and turned off the
engine.

When he returned ,
several other men were with the still unconscious driver. Satisfied
things were under control he returned to his vehicle and drove
home.

Asked why he didn’t
remain on the scene, Mr. George said he thought that the situation
was under control. “Someone was giving first aid to the driver and
the ambulance was on its way,” he said. His job was done.

When told he was a
hero, Mr. George said, “Nonsense, I just did what anybody would
have done.” Interesting enough, Mr. George was one of the crew on
PT 109, with Jack Kennedy in the Pacific Theatre in WWII, but did
not wish to discuss this with the reporter.

The driver, Frank
Benke, suffered from a broken collar bone and severe bruising on
his chest from sudden contact with the steering wheel, but credits
Mr. George with saving his life.

Speaking from his
hospital bed, Mr. Benke exclaimed, “If he hadn’t pulled me out of
the cab and turned off the engine, I might have burned to death.
He’s a hero to me! I want to meet him and express my heartfelt
thanks.”

 


“I think this was after
Ben George was made Fire Chief, MB.” Tom stated, after reading the
article. “Why is this article in here, anyway? It’s got nothing to
do with the fires.”

“Who knows? There’s
also an article here about a mall fire that took place in 1957 as
well as one about the Bellevue Road apartment fire.” Marybeth began
reading about the Mall fire. When she had finished, she exclaimed,
“Hey, here’s another one! A huge motel fire, just after Kennedy was
assassinated. I wonder if that’s significant?”

 


 


The Leffler Times

Mall Fire - One Store
Destroyed - Arson Suspected

 


Leffler, Friday, June
27, 1958

 


Three of the stores in
the new Walkerton Mall were destroyed by a fire early Sunday
morning. Wayne Howard, the district Fire Marshall, told this
reporter that arson is suspected.

“The fire was
started in a dumpster behind the convenience shop. It was filled
with cardboard. Cardboard burns quite hot and the flames caught the
wood trim around the store window. The window broke with the
intense heat and the fire gained access to materials stored just
inside.”

Store owner, Wilf
Wilkins, was called a short time after the fire department arrived
on scene. “We’re pretty well wiped out.” “We had insurance, that
goodness,” he said. “And because it was Sunday, no one was in the
store.”

The mall was unoccupied
at the time. None of the other stores, including Sobey’s, The Shoe
Shoppe, Mark’s Hairdressers and Baker’s Dozen, were open at the
time of the fire. All have incurred smoke damage, only Blind
Convenience was destroyed.

“We’ll be having a
great fire sale next week,” Sobey’s manager, Kent Smith said, when
questioned about smoke and water damage. “We don’t know yet how
much of our stock was affected. We’ll be doing an inventory
tomorrow.”

Baker’s Dozen owner,
Patty Sloan, told us nothing in her store was damaged, either by
smoke or water. “All our supplies were in our metal vault, luckily.
So business as usual.”

Leffler has been
plagued of late by several arsons. “We have an ongoing
investigation going on. We can’t give you any information right
now, but we do have a few leads. Hopefully we’ll catch the culprit
or culprits soon,” a spokesman at the Fire Department told us.

Mr. Wilkins told us his
store will open again just as soon as he can get the repairs done
and new stock arrives. In the meantime, most of the stores were
closed on Monday after the fire, but re-opened on Tuesday.

 


“Not much to go on
here…. Looks like they never caught who started it. Maybe it was
just kids. I read somewhere kids are usually responsible for fires
started in dumpsters. They get some kind of kick out of it until it
gets out of control and then they beat it outta there.”

“Could be.” Tom
replied. “I’m reading about the ’63 fire now.”

 


The Leffler Times

 


Arson Suspected in New
River Run Motel

 


Thursday, Nov. 21,
1963

Early Sunday morning, a
passerby noticed smoke coming from the roof of the new, as yet
unoccupied, River Run Motel on Highway 9. He drove to the closest
phone, which was at the Circle Mall to call the fire
department.

By the time the Leffler
Fire Department trucks arrived, most of the new structure was in
flames.

“It took me maybe
five minutes to find a phone,” the man, who wishes to remain
anonymous, told this reporter. “I went straight back to the fire
and I guess the fire department arrived about five minutes later.
“I don’t think they could have done much even if they’d arrived
earlier. It looked to me like it was well advanced when I got
there.”

The new deluxe motel,
one of the Sandman Motel chain, was due to open in three weeks. The
franchise owners, Kit and Sam Ranger, were no available for
comment.

Fire Marshall, Wayne
Howard, told us that he suspects arson. “There have been a couple
of fires lately that we suspect have been set deliberately,” he
said. “And no, we have no suspects at this time.”

The Leffler Times will
update this information when it becomes available.

 


Marybeth began reading
the article about the apartment fire, about the arson they were
currently investigating.

 


The Leffler Times

 


Leffler Apartments
Burn - Mother & Baby Saved

 


Wednesday, May 22,
1968

 


Early this morning, the
Leffler Fire Department was called out to a fire at the Belleview
Apartments on 7th Street. Approximately 15 families were forced out
on the street by heavy smoke and flames. Shortly after firemen
arrived it was discovered that one of the occupants and her baby
were trapped inside the building.

Risking bodily harm,
Ben “Chief” George raced into the building and managed to bring the
young woman and child out of the fire. Searching frantically, he
found them in the bathroom of the second storey apartment, but
feared he might be too late. Blinded by heavy smoke, he still
managed to carry them from the building into the waiting arms of
rescuers.

The young mother,
Francine deJean and her child, were revived in the ambulance and
taken to hospital where staff are quoted as saying, “We expect a
full recovery. The baby, a little girl, is only six weeks old. Her
fragile lungs and tiny body might not have survived a moment longer
had it not been for the quick response of Mr. George.”

Chief George collapsed
after the rescue and was taken to Mercy Hospital, where he is
recovering from a mild heart attack.

Readers of this paper
may recall Chief George rescued the driver of a semi-rig that went
out of control over an embankment two years ago. He declined
comment on that subject.

A WW II Veteran, he
served with Jack Kennedy in the Pacific, another subject he didn’t
wish to discuss with us at this time.

An interesting note,
the Chief is also a leader of the Steillacoomb band, and has lived
in the area all of his life. His family claim he has always been
very modest on the subject of his brave exploits and therefore
request respect of his privacy.

 


“Amazing stuff,”
Marybeth commented, after reading the article. “According to the
Fire Marshal’s report, the Bellevue fire was definitely arson. It
started at the back of the building just outside the first floor
apartment, right below the one where the girl was rescued. Nothing
about the alleged arsonist, though.”

“I wonder if the Chief
had any idea who it might have been starting all these fires?” Tom
paged through the files once again. “Nothing else here. Something’s
wrong. Look, MB. Three articles about fires but only one Fire
Marshal’s report. And this unrelated article about Ben George.
Maybe ‘they’, whoever it was, couldn’t be bothered pursuing it any
further.”

His partner, equally
curious, rifled through the file’s contents as if one more look
might offer up answers from the dead past.

“Whose case was this
anyway? Strange. No name on the file. And, the last fire in here is
the one in ’68, the apartment fire. I wonder if there were any
more? And if so, why aren’t there any reports?”

Tom shook his head.
“We’ll have to ask Ken. He may know. We can’t ask the Chief. He and
his wife, Margaret, died in a bizarre car accident a couple of
years after the apartment fire.”

“You’re kidding! That’s
awful, Tom.”

“Yeah. They were
traveling home from his sister’s place up past Rainbow Harbour. We
met her. You remember the twins’ old aunt up at the apple farm,
where the kids were found?” Marybeth nodded, waited for Tom to
continue.

“Anyway, a truck in
front of them lost its back left wheel. It careened across the
road, hit an oncoming vehicle, flew up in the air and hurtled
itself into Ben’s car, right into the driver’s side window. Ben was
killed instantly when the car went out of control and hit a tree.
Margaret was severely injured and didn’t survive long enough to
reach the hospital. Both DOA. Their two young sons in the back seat
suffered multiple cuts to their faces. I remember reading about it
a few years back. The town went into mourning big time. He was well
loved.”

“That’s a shame. I mean
the accident, not that he was well loved.

“Why are we even
re-investigating this? It was a long time ago and it’s only arson.
Not that important this long after the fact. We shouldn’t be
wasting our time.”

“It wasn’t just an
arson, Marybeth. It was murder. Didn’t you see the report in there
about the baby dying?”

“Oh, my God! No, I
didn’t see that. It’s not in here.” Marybeth rummaged through the
file yet again, trying to find any mention of the baby’s death.
“Oh, here it is. Tacked onto the back of Wayne Howard’s report.
Well, that changes things a bit, doesn’t it? Any idea where we
should start?”

“Maybe try to find this
Frannie deJean person. The baby’s mother. Francine? Francis,
maybe?”

“Yeah. And talk to
Wayne Howard. Wonder if he’s still around?”

“Probably not, MB. That
fire was over 23 years ago. Most likely the guy’s dead.”

“I wonder if there were
any unsolved arsons after the apartment fire?”

“Let’s call up the fire
department, see if we can find out,” Tom said, picking up the
phone.

A few minutes later, he
read from notes he’d taken during the call, “Two or three at least.
Small fires, nothing considered serious. Dumpsters, a bush fire and
a car set on fire in a garage. All stopped completely just after
Ben died. No suspected arsons since then.”

Marybeth and Tom looked
at each other. They knew there were on the trail of something
significant.

 


 



Chapter
2

Looking for Frannie

“Have we traced the
whereabouts of that deJean person yet?” Marybeth asked the clerk
who managed the record searches. “It’s been three days, Pam.”

“There’s a Francine
deJean living up at Fairhaven. That’s the women’s facility, in case
you didn’t know.” Pam was inclined to think of Marybeth as a child,
rather than a police officer who outranked her.

“Thanks. Didn’t know
the name of the place.” Marybeth ignored the insinuation. “What do
you have on her?”

“65 year old, tall,
blonde, Caucasian. In for cheque fraud.”

“Darn. No, that’s not
our Frannie. Too old. What about Francis – ‘i.s’. or ‘e.s’?”

“Nothing.”

Tom joined them.
“Nothing? Then how about we do a search of the high schools? She
was just a young girl. Nineteen, I think, when the fire happened.
That would make her about forty-two or so now.”

“Okay, I’ll check out
the schools and colleges in the area. Might be tough, as records
are often deleted after several years. Frannie, Francine or
Francis, spelled both ways. Previous to 1968. That’s about the time
of the fire, right?”

“Right. Thanks, Pam,”
Tom and Marybeth answered in unison.

“You guys twins, or
what,” Pam laughed.

“What next?” Tom asked
Marybeth as they returned to their desks.

“How about we go over
to the apartment and talk to a few residents over there? Could be
someone still living there will remember the fire. I know it’s been
a long time but some people do stay in one place their whole lives.
We might luck out.”

“Sounds like a
plan.”

Half an hour later,
they arrived at the Bellevue apartment block on 7th Street. Many
houses adjacent to the building at the time of the fire had been
torn down, been replaced by low-rent units. The area was a rat
warren. Litter everywhere. Clothes hanging from balcony railings;
cigarette butts littering the sidewalks and driveway; cracked
windows in the entranceway; bare patches in the dry brown lawn.

Finding a parking space
proved difficult but they finally found a spot a block away.
Locating the manager’s office in a unit on the ground floor, they
knocked on the door, then introduced themselves to the plump,
middle-aged, frowsy bleached-blonde who answered.

“You’re police?” she
asked suspiciously, after peering at their i.d.’s through thick,
pink-tinted glasses. “You don’t look old enough.”

“Thanks, ma’am. Are you
the manager?” Tom asked, smiling. “If so, we wonder if you might
answer a couple of questions?”

“Like, for
instance?”

“How long have you
managed this building?”

“Been manager for five
years, lived here for eighteen.”

“You were living here
when the fire occurred then.” Mary said.

“Yep.”

“That must have been
awful. Did you lose everything?”

“Well, yeah,” she
answered sarcastically, then suddenly suspicious again, asked,
“You’re not here for the insurance company are you?”

“No, nothing like
that,” Tom assured her. “We’re trying to locate one of the people
who resided here at that time.”

“And who might that be?
I didn’t know everybody well, but knew most of them to say hello
to. Some moved back in after the building was rebuilt, some didn’t.
Some moved away, some passed on. Who are you looking for,
anyway?”

“Actually, we’re trying
to find a Frannie deJean.”

“Oh, you mean the girl
who was rescued with her baby! That baby died, you know. From smoke
inhalation, I think they said. Shame that.”

“Yes. We know. Did she,
the mother, move back in?”

“No. It wasn’t her
apartment, anyway. She was staying with her aunt who was away when
the place burned down. They didn’t move back in.”

“Do you recall what her
name was? The aunt?”

“Same. DeJean. Marilyn
deJean. Nice lady.”

“What about the
apartment below theirs? Do you recall who lived there?”

“If I recall correctly,
it was empty at the time. The guy who lived there was an unruly
drunk. Got evicted. He was tossed out a week or so before the fire,
I think.”

“Do you remember his
name?”

“No, actually I don’t.
As I said, I knew most of the tenants, but not that one. Didn’t
like the look of him.”

“Would you be able to
find out his name for us?”

“I don’t have the
records. The complex is owned by a different company now.”

“A lot of trouble to
locate old records, I guess?” Tom commented hopefully, but the
biddy didn’t bite.

“Well, thanks for your
help, Mrs…. Sorry, we didn’t get your name.” Marybeth said.

“That’s right. I didn’t
tell you. It’s Trenton. Alice Trenton. Mrs.”

“Well, thanks, Mrs.
Trenton.”

“I wonder if you might
have any idea where this Marilyn deJean or Frannie, might have gone
to?” Tom asked.

“Sorry. I don’t. They
had friends or maybe relatives over at the reservation, though. I
know that because some of them came visiting after the baby was
born. That Frannie looked a bit native, if you ask me. Maybe not
full native, but a ‘breed’ for sure. You know those kind.”

Tom stiffened and his
face went blank. “Like me, you mean?” he asked. “A half-breed?”

“Whatever.”

“Well, thanks for your
time, Mrs. Trenton. You’ve been a big help.” Marybeth said, taking
Tom’s arm and pulling him quickly away.

Once back on the road,
Marybeth said to Tom, “What a bigot! I don’t know how you can stand
it.”

“You get used to it,
eventually. But have to admit it still bothers me sometimes.”

“Like now. I felt like
slapping the bitch, she made me so mad.”

“Wouldn’t help a thing,
MB. They expect you to react so best you don’t.”

“Well, somebody should
do something to smarten her up…” Marybeth continued to fume so Tom
artfully steered the topic back into safer waters.

“What do you think?
Should we go over to the reservation and ask around?”

“I’m not sure of the
protocol for that. Let’s discuss it with Ken, first.”

“It was a long time
ago. Might not be there anyway, if they ever were.”

“That’s true. But it’s
a lead. Could even be a decent one.”

“Hey, an idea! Lisa
Kelly might know Frannie. She’s about the same age. And what about
her brothers? No, they’d be too young, I guess…”

“Good plan, MB! If Pam
can’t find her, we’ll see if Lisa can fill in some blanks. She
might have heard of her. Who knows?”

“Change of subject,
Tom,” Marybeth said. “Want to have dinner out tonight?”

“Don’t we always eat
out?”

“Well, yes. But I mean
dinner, not just junk food.”

“Sure. Someplace
different, someplace nice for a change. It’ll be a date.”

“It doesn’t need to be
a date, Tom.”

“Yes, it does. I
insist. A date. My treat. And let’s make it a late dinner,
okay?”

“Well, if you insist,
fine. How about eight-thirty?”

“Great.” Tom smiled to
himself. That was easier than I thought.

 


 



Chapter
3

Getting to Know You

The two young officers
sat sipping Campari and soda at Dionysus, a new Greek restaurant in
Leffler –a far nicer venue than their frequent lunches and suppers
at McDonald’s or Burger King. Intending to make it a late evening,
they’d agreed to meet there at 8:30, a fashionable hour for dining.
Both were happy to be out of uniform and enjoyed being ‘dressed up’
for a change.

Marybeth wore a long,
rich wine-colored velveteen skirt with a black lace top, while Tom
sported a blue, button-down dress shirt, no tie and navy
trousers.

“You’re looking pretty
spiffy tonight, Tom.” Marybeth observed.

“You look more than
just ‘spiffy’, MB. You look positively beautiful.” he blurted,
unable to keep the admiration out of his voice.

“For some reason I feel
we should celebrate. I don’t know why, but somehow tonight seems
special. How about you?”

“We’re on the same
wavelength.” Tom, nervous, looked around. “What do you think of
this place?”

“It’s pretty ‘Greek’,
don’t you think?”

“You mean the
Mediterranean murals on the walls?” Tom asked.

“Yes, those and all
this blue paint everywhere, even on the ceilings. You heard
anything about the food here?”

“A couple of the guys
at work mentioned it’s pretty good. Plus, the place got a nice
review in the paper a few weeks back. Do you have any idea what
you’d like to eat?”

“I’ll wait a bit before
looking over the menu. Let’s enjoy our aperitifs before ordering,”
Marybeth suggested, wanting the evening to last.

“Good plan.” Tom said,
laying his menu aside and wondering what they should talk about.
For some reason, his mind had gone blank. Again. He hated it when
he couldn’t think of something to say.

Marybeth knew Tom was
feeling uneasy, so she asked, “Do you think you’ll always be a cop,
Tom? Do you want to do this for the rest of your life?”

Tom thought for a
moment or two. He knew she was drawing him out again, was relieved
she was able make him comfortable so easily.

“Actually, now that you
mention it, I don’t think I want to be doing this for the rest of
my life. It was more fun in the Rural Unit, but now it’s so
organized. I find it a bit stifling, don’t you? So many rules and
regs?

“I’m okay with it for
the time being. In some ways, I like it more. So, if not this, then
what?”

“What I really want to
do is design and build furniture. I built a few small pieces when I
was in high school and really enjoyed it. Actually, I designed an
armoire when I was at college and just finished it a few months
ago.”

Marybeth’s eyes lit up.
“An armoire! Where is it? I’d love to see it.”

“It’s in my apartment.
I’ll show it to you sometime. The trouble is I have no place to
work right now, no workshop. I’ve done a few designs – on paper, of
course – and I’m thinking maybe I should buy a place where I can
have a shop. Start out part-time, see if it takes off, maybe turn
it into something full time. Get out of the police business.”

“You’d need to outfit
it. Probably put you out a few bucks. Do you think you could afford
to buy a house?”

“Not yet, but I can
dream, can’t I?” Tom replied, with a grin. “I have some tools,
power equipment and other stuff stored at my folks’ place. If I do
get a shop one of these days, I have almost everything I need.”

“Was your Dad a
carpenter, too?”

“Yes, but what he did
and what I do is called cabinetry. Both he and my uncle still build
furniture as a hobby. Good solid stuff, useful pieces, such as pine
tables and chairs.”

“Hey! I’ve got an
idea.”

“What?”

“You could use my
garage. There’s plenty of space – it’s large enough for two cars
and more. There’s already a workbench in it. Let’s go over later so
you can check it out.”

“How about if you look
at my work first, then decide if you think it’s good enough for me
to continue,” he suggested. Reaching over, he touched her hand,
letting his fingers linger for a moment or two. He was pleased that
she didn’t pull away.

“I’m no expert on
furniture, but I can tell when something is well built and finished
nicely. I’m sure I’ll like your stuff. Let’s go over to your place
after dinner and you can show me your designs. Okay?”

“Sounds like a plan.
You can look at my ‘etchings’,” Tom leered, then picked up his
menu. “Let’s see if this place lives up to its décor. I’m getting
hungry.”

Marybeth asked, after
perusing the menu, “What do you fancy?”

“You, my pretty,” Tom
grinned, raising and lowering his eyebrows in a fine Groucho Marx
impersonation. Marybeth blushed, so her dinner companion got
serious.

“I think this ‘mixed
plate for two’ looks good. Lamb Souvlaki, Moussaka, Roast Potatoes,
Greek Salad, Greek style Lemon Chicken, Rice. What do you
think?”

“Seems like a lot of
food for two people.”

“If we can’t eat it
all, we’ll get a doggie bag for later. What about wine? Do you like
Greek wine? Retsina?”

“I don’t know. What’s
it like?”

“It’s usually a white -
flavored with pine resin. Shall I ask the waiter?”

“Go for it.”

The waiter appeared
shortly, notepad in hand.

“Do you by any chance
have any Retsina?” Tom asked him. “I don’t see any on the
list.”

“Yes we do. We have
several brands, white and rosé.”

“Would it be possible
for us to sample a good white, to see if the lady likes it?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll
bring you some to try. Are you ready to order yet?”

“We’ve decided on the
‘mixed platter for two’. A dry white wine will be suitable but
we’ll decide after we taste the Retsina.”

The waiter returned a
few minutes later carrying two small glasses with just a mouthful
of Retsina in each. Tom swirled his glass then sniffed from it.
Marybeth copied him, not sure what the sniffing was all about.

“Good. Very nice. Have
a taste, MB.”

Marybeth sipped, then
made a face. “I don’t really like it. I think I’d prefer just a
plain dry white, if you don’t mind.”

“Not a problem. White
wine for the lady, this Retsina for me. Half a carafe of each,” he
told the waiter.

“The Greeks used to
store their wine in amphorae, with a green pine cone as a cork,
which flavored the wine. That’s how Retsina came about,” Tom
informed his companion, showing off, hoping to score points.

“Interesting. Amphorae
are those old-fashioned clay bottles, right? Used to store oil,
perfume and other stuff in Biblical times, right?” Marybeth
countered, not to be outdone.

“That’s right. Don’t
think they’re used anymore, though.” Slam dunk.

As they ate, Marybeth
asked Tom when he’d like to start setting up his shop. She was
excited about his plans and wanted to help him get started.

“You’re sure you’ll
want me to work in your garage? It can get kind of noisy, you
know.”

“Well, check out the
space first and see what you think. I’m pretty sure it’ll be large
enough. Noise won’t bother me, not the kind you make,” she
answered, flirting.

“I’ll have to look
around for a source of good materials,” Tom mused, almost to
himself. “I don’t know what the lumber yards here are like, what
kind of wood they stock. I’ll need mahogany, oak, some teak and a
few other exotics eventually, as well as good clear pine.”

“They can order
whatever you need if they don’t have it in stock.” Marybeth shot
Tom a worried, questioning look. “You don’t seem all that excited
about the idea.”

“I am, MB, I am. I just
never dreamed it would be possible I could start this soon. It
doesn’t feel real. I’ll probably be more excited when I start
moving my equipment in.”

They continued eating,
Tom describing the various pieces of furniture he had built and
those he had designs for.

“It sounds like a lot
of hard work.”

“Yeah, but I love it.
I’m ‘gone’ while I’m working. You know, really into it?”

“I can’t wait to see
that armoire. We’re going to your place when we leave here,
right?”

“We can, if you want.
You’re slowing down, kiddo,” Tom observed, aware suddenly that
Marybeth had hardly touched her food in the last few minutes.

“I’m stuffed, I can’t
eat another bite.”

“No room for
dessert?”

“Well… maybe a little
room. A gal’s gotta leave a little room for dessert! You know what
a sweet tooth I have…” she added with a grin.

“Don’t know where you
put it!” Tom again jerked his eyebrows up and down. Marybeth
grinned at him.

Their waiter
approached, asked if he might refill their water glasses.

“I think we’re
finished,” Tom replied, looking over at Marybeth, who nodded. “We
weren’t able to eat everything. Could we, perhaps, take the rest in
a bag for Fifi?” he asked.

“Fifi, sir?” the waiter
asked, mystified.

“You know – a doggie
bag?”

“Oh. Right sir,” the
waiter smirked, as he cleared their plates from the table. “No
problem. Would you like to look at our dessert menu?”

“A bag for Fifi?”
Marybeth chuckled when the waiter left. “You don’t even have a dog,
let alone a French poodle.”

Upon his return,
Marybeth told the waiter, “I think we might have room for dessert
and coffee. Maybe some Baklava. What do you think, Tom?”

“Okay, Baklava for me,
too. And coffee,” he told the waiter. “But allow us to finish our
wine before bringing it, would you?

“I’m enjoying this
evening so much, Marybeth. I hope you are too,” he said, gazing
into her eyes. He reached over and took her hand again.

“Me too,” Marybeth
replied, wondering where this was leading. I’m not ready to go any
further, not yet. If I go over to his place, I hope he won’t think
I want to stay. Maybe this shop idea isn’t such a good one after
all… he’ll be around all the time. Oh, what the hell! I can handle
it. Anyway, he may not like the garage. It may not be large
enough.

When the waiter came
with their Baklava and coffee, Marybeth withdrew her hand from
Tom’s, felt a little bereft at losing the contact, knowing Tom
probably felt the same.

They’d come in separate
vehicles, so after leaving Dionysus, Marybeth followed Tom home in
her car. He led the way into his apartment where his two cats
immediately surrounded the couple, rubbing and bumping, obviously
happy to have their owner home.

“I remember the day we
picked these two up, don’t you?” Marybeth commented. “The day we
found the Kelly twins’ dog.”

“Right,” Tom answered
absently.

“The armoire is in
here,” he said, leading her into a bedroom. “The guest bedroom.
I’ve never had any guests, but Penny left the bed and dresser and I
never got rid of them. It’s a bit of a mess. I store stuff in here,
as you can see.” He seemed a bit embarrassed.

“Tom!” Marybeth
exclaimed when she saw the tall, elegant cabinet. “This is
absolutely gorgeous! My God, it must be worth a fortune! Did you
really make it?”

“Yeah, I did.” Tom
stood beside her as she examined his handiwork. When he circled her
waist with his arm, she didn’t pull away, even leaned into him a
little.

“It must have taken you
a long time!” she exclaimed, turning to look at him, eyes
shining.

“Well, about four
months, give or take. Not full time, though.”

“What woods did you
use?”

“Mostly oak. Some of
the trim, this here,” he said, pointing, “is pecan. And this is
birch, believe it or not.” He opened the doors so she could view
the interior.

“I love these inlays.
Are they Indian motifs? They’re very unique.”

“Yes, they are. This
one here, just inside the door is my ‘sign’. It means White Hawk –
my name - Waabishkaa Gekek – in Ojibwe. See? It’s a bird’s
wing.”

“Nice. I like it.
Waabishkaa Gekek. Did I pronounce it correctly?”

“Close enough.”

“Do you have any idea
how much you could sell this for, White Hawk?”

“Not really,” he
grinned. “Possibly five hundred or so.”

“Are you kidding? I’ll
bet you could get fifteen hundred for it, probably more. It’s
amazing. Now, I have to let you use my garage, for sure. You must
make more of these, Tom. Is this one for sale?”

“No, not really. I’m
rather attached to it, actually. Maybe I could use it as a sample
of my work? I’m not sure where the customers will come from
anyway.”

“Hey, we’ll show a few
key people this piece. Do you have any pictures of it?”

“No, not yet. But I can
take some.”

“Do that. Right away.
Then we’ll hit the high-end furniture stores, upholstery shops and
show them what you can do. I’ll bet you’ll have custom orders in no
time...”

“Hey, slow down, MB!
How about we have a glass of wine first?” Tom suggested.

“Sure, but I want to
look at your designs. Are they here?”

“Yeah, over in my
studio,” he answered. “But first, let me get our wine, then I’ll
show you.” Maybe I should mention my ‘etchings’ again.

“This is so exciting. I
can’t believe you never told me about all this before. You’re
always surprising me, you know that?”

“I didn’t think it
would interest anybody but me.”

“Are you kidding? I’m
interested in everything you do!” Marybeth blurted as Tom headed
for the kitchen. She put her hand over her mouth. Oh, oh. Am I
being too exuberant? He’ll think I’m in love with him or something.
Maybe I am.

“Thank you,” Tom said
as he poured the wine, not quite believing his joy at hearing her
admit she cared about him.

Returning, he handed
her a glass of wine, then led her into his studio. His drawing
table sat by the window, a stack of drawings on top.

“These are wonderful,
Tom,” she told him, “really beautiful. For sure, you have to make
them.”

After going through all
the designs, Marybeth said, “I should be heading home.”

“You could stay,
Marybeth,” Tom suggested, not wanting the evening to be over.

“Not a good idea,” she
replied.

“The guest room is
empty. You could sleep in there – with the armoire,” he grinned.
“And the boxes.”

“Tom, give me a bit
more time, will you? It just seems too soon. You know, after
Greg.”

“It’s been over six
months, Marybeth. And it wasn’t like he was home all the time. He
was gone a lot before he died.” Tom tried to keep the petulance out
of his voice.

“Don’t say that. You
just don’t understand.”

“I do, honey. I do, you
know that. Besides, I’m only suggesting you stay the night, not
that we sleep together.”

“I’m going home, Tom.
Let’s not argue about it. It’s just not time yet.”

Tom bristled, “Hey, no
problem. Take all the time you want.”

“Don’t feel rejected.
I’m not saying never, just not yet, is all.

“Here, give me a hug,”
she ordered, putting her arms around his waist. “After work
tomorrow, you can come over and inspect your new shop. And once you
start working over there, we’ll almost be living together,” she
teased, looking up into his eyes.

Tom took the
opportunity to kiss her soundly on the lips for the first time ever
and was gratified when she kissed him back – but she left for home,
anyway.

Tom stood by the door
for a few minutes, watching as her taillights faded into the
darkness. Maybe she’s right. Take it one day at a time

 


 



Chapter
4

Allesandro

The morning following
their big date, Tom was feeling he and Marybeth had crossed some
kind of a threshold in their relationship, but still felt
frustrated. From his point of view, things were progressing, but
not fast enough. For at least a year he’d been looking forward to
being with Marybeth, not just working alongside her. He wanted to
tell her how he felt but wasn’t sure how to begin.

They were patrolling on
Hwy 20 northeast of town, when a large green, diesel ‘dually’ sped
by in the opposite direction.

“Wow! That guy’s going
awfully fast. Let’s go get him!” Marybeth cried.

Making a tight, fast
u-turn, Tom took off after the truck in an attempt to clock its
speed. But before they caught up, the driver slowed down to the
posted speed limit.

“Drat! Couldn’t clock
him,” a disappointed Marybeth exclaimed. “Hey, his left tail light
is broken. Do you think he’s aware of it?”

“Maybe not. We’d better
let him know, don’t you think? Warn him about his speeding too,
while we’re at it.”

Reaching out the
window, he popped the blue flashing light onto the roof, then
turned on the siren. As he came up alongside the truck, the driver
dutifully pulled over onto the shoulder of the road and
stopped.

“You stay here. I’ll go
talk to him,” Tom ordered Marybeth as he slipped out the door.
Though not anticipating any trouble, he wanted to make sure she
wasn’t involved, just in case.

“Yes, boss,” she
replied, demurely.

Tom asked the driver, a
dark-haired male about 30, to hand over his license and
registration. “You were going a bit fast back there, fella.”

“Sorry about the speed,
Officer. As soon as I realized I was going too fast, I slowed it
right down.”

“Okay, I won’t ticket
you this time,” Tom told him. “By the way, did you know your left
tail light is broken?”

“Yeah, that just
happened this morning. Somebody in the parking lot at Drago’s Fruit
Mart backed into me and broke it. Dented the fender too. Didn’t
even leave a note. I’m heading home right now to install this new
one,” he said, holding up the replacement light.

“Do that.” Tom studied
the man’s license, then ordered, “Wait here, Mr. Juarez, while I
check your information.”

Walking back to the
cruiser, he handed Marybeth the license and registration and waited
while she did a radio check, keeping his eyes on the ‘dually’.

“Nothing on him,” she
reported after a few minutes. “Did you advise him to slow
down?”

“Yes, boss,” he
replied, smiling sweetly, before heading back to the green truck.
Returning the documents to the driver, he advised him once again to
watch his speed.

Back on the road,
Marybeth asked, “Did you notice his name and address?”

“Something or other
Juarez, wasn’t it? Lives up at The Falls?”

“Right. Allesandro
Juarez. Unusual name. Obviously Hispanic. I didn’t know we had any
Mexicans around here.”

“Greeks, Mexicans,
Swedes, Indians, Blacks – we got all kinds.” Tom grinned. “Even got
some white folks, too. We’re not fussy.”

Marybeth looked at Tom,
her eyes glistening. “Good thing, seeing as how I’m one of
those.”

“Which?”

“I dunno. One of ’em. I
fit in… somewhere.”

“Does it bother you,
Marybeth, that I’m an Indian?” Tom knew in his heart she wasn’t
prejudiced. She’s not, I know she’s not. Still, he longed to hear
her confirm she wasn’t.

“Are you kidding?
You’re great, whatever brand you are. Besides, you know I’m not
prejudiced. I don’t know why you’re even asking, Waabishkaa
Gekek.”

Tom reached over, took
her hand, kissed her palm, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome!”
Marybeth replied, squeezing his hand before letting it go.

“Two hands on the
wheel, Tom,” she grinned, then changed the subject. “This Marilyn
deJean. We need to do a search for her, don’t you think?”

Tom, disappointed they
couldn’t continue flirting, reluctantly replied, “I agree she’s a
person of interest. She lived in that burned building. So yeah, I
think we should try to find her.”

Back at the precinct,
when they requested she do a check for a ‘Marilyn deJean’, who was
definitely ‘a person of interest’, Pam told them, “You’d think
she’d have come up when I checked for Frannie. Same last name.
Could be she’s not in the system. Not everybody is, you know.”

 


 



Chapter
5

Ben's Letters

Later that week, Tom
and Marybeth were drinking iced tea with Lisa Kelly on her cottage
deck. Lisa’s eleven-year old twins, Jack and Sami, were diving into
the slow-moving current of Long River, climbing out onto the dock
and diving in again. Their dog, Whiskers, lying nearby, watched
them closely.

Lisa commented, “The
twins are strong swimmers and with Whiskers on guard, I don’t have
to worry. He’d jump right in if one of them got into trouble.”

“Has he done that
before?” Marybeth asked. “Rescued someone, I mean?”

“Oh, yes he has. And he
won’t let anybody swim alone, either. He’ll jump right in and pull
them out, by the bathing suit if necessary,” she told them. “Did
you have any trouble finding my driveway?”

“No problem,” Tom
responded. “Saw your sign. It’s certainly easier getting up here
now the road’s in,”

“Sure is. I had to buy
a car, though.”

“You bought a
Volkswagen, right? Is it new?” Marybeth asked.

“Yes, and it’s just
about large enough for two kids and a big dog. The kids love it;
they call it ‘the beetle’. Better than trying to bring us, and our
groceries, home in our little boat, for sure. Especially in bad
weather. And I don’t have to depend on others to ferry me around
anymore, which is a huge relief.”

“It took them long
enough to put the road through, didn’t it?” Tom asked.

“It sure did! But at
least they finished our side of the river, first. People on the
other side are still waiting. They say it won’t be finished over
there until sometime after Christmas. Some of the folks over there
are coming up our road and ferrying across from this side. A few
leave their boats at my dock and park their cars at the back of the
house. It’s a lot more convenient for them.”

“I wondered about those
other cars,” Tom said.

“How is Peter getting
along at university?” Marybeth asked about Lisa’s oldest son.

“He’s doing
wonderfully. He’s living with a cousin of mine in Seattle. You
heard he’s taking pre-med?”

“Yes, we heard. You
must be very proud of him, Lisa. Has he always wanted to be a
doctor?” Marybeth had been keeping track of the Kelly family since
she and Tom had ‘found’ the twins the previous year. She liked Lisa
and was interested in her family’s welfare.

“Alex’s father was a
doctor and wanted his sons to go into medicine. But Alex always
wanted to work outdoors and ended up in forestry. He would have
approved of Peter being a doctor. Both his grandfathers would too,
if they were still alive. We always hoped Peter would attend
university, so, yes, we’re all happy.”

Leaning forward, she
asked, “Did you have some reason in particular for wanting to talk
to me?”

“Yes, we wanted to ask
you if you’ve every heard of ‘Frannie deJean’.” Tom answered.

She thought for a
moment. “No, I don’t think I have… But I do have an Aunt, Marilyn
deJean, my mother’s sister.”

“Do you know if she had
a niece, Frannie?”

“No.”

“Frannie was the young
lady who your Dad rescued in the apartment fire back in 1968.
Apparently she was Marilyn deJean’s niece.”

Lisa appeared
bewildered. “That’s strange. My Aunt Marilyn doesn’t have any
nieces except me. I’m her only one.”

“We thought perhaps
this Frannie person might have gone to school with you.” Tom
said.

“I think she would have
been about your age, Lisa, or perhaps just a little younger,”
Marybeth added.

“I don’t recall any
Frannie,” Lisa answered thoughtfully. “Maybe my brothers…

“You know about my two
older brothers, Cal and Sonny, don’t you? Mom and Dad adopted
them.”

Marybeth glanced at
Tom. A new development.

“That must have been
strange,” Marybeth answered. “Two instant older brothers? How did
you feel about that?”

“I was only four when
they came to live with us. I don’t remember any discussion before
they came, except Mom telling me I was going to have two new
brothers. She said it would be lovely because all little girls need
to have an older brother and I would have two.”

“We didn’t realize you
had two older brothers,” Tom told her. “We knew about your younger
ones, though.”

“I haven’t talked about
Cal and Sonny in years,” she told them. “They’ve been gone a long
time.

“Looking back, I don’t
think Dad had any idea how troubled those two kids were when he
talked Mom into adopting them,” Lisa continued, then added, “I hope
you don’t mind me talking about them…”

Marybeth assured her,
“We’d love to hear about them.”

“Mom was only about 22
years old then. I think you’d agree that’s pretty young to take on
a couple of badly traumatized boys, which, in hindsight, I believe
they were. I was born when she was eighteen.

“I asked Dad a few
weeks before he died why he and Mom adopted Cal and Sonny. He told
me he’d heard at church about these two little boys who’d been
abandoned, felt heartsick about them and decided he wanted to give
them a home. Of course, when they got into high school and began to
rebel, he couldn’t do much with them. He tried so hard, got them
counseling, interventions with Native leaders, the minister at the
Methodist church and our Priest too, but nothing worked. It was
just one thing after another. Finally, Cal left home, then Sonny
followed a year or so later.”

“That’s so sad,”
Marybeth commented. “How did you get along with them, Lisa, before
they left?”

“Oh, hey, they were
great with me! Very protective, very loving. They spoke some
Spanish and taught me a few words. I really couldn’t have asked for
better brothers, until they started getting into trouble during
high school. I thought they were perfect. I think it might have
been when my little twin-brothers were born that they started
rebelling, getting into trouble. Things weren’t so good then. Quite
awful, actually. Fortunately, I was still pretty young when they
left, so I wasn’t affected too much, although I did miss them.”

“Have you seen them
since they left or heard anything about them?” Marybeth asked.

“No. We never did. They
broke Dad’s heart when they left but I think Mom may have been
relieved. I remembered her crying a lot, though, so I’m sure she
missed them.”

“You must miss your
parents, Lisa. And be very proud of your Dad.”

“Yes. I really miss my
Mom. She was a saint. I wish she could have seen my children grow
up,” Lisa replied sadly. Marybeth noticed she said nothing about
her dad.

Just then, Jack and
Sami came up from the dock, shivering and blue-lipped, wrapped in
huge, brightly coloured towels.

“Can we go watch TV,
Mom?” Jack asked.

“Yes, but change into
dry clothes first and hang your bathing suits and towels on the
line. I don’t want to find them lying on the floor. Go on,
now.”

“Oh, oh!” Tom suddenly
exclaimed. Whiskers, soaking wet and muddy came up right behind
their chairs and, before they could stop him, shook dirty wet water
all over them. Laughing, they dried themselves off with towels that
Lisa, apologizing profusely, handed them. Jack and Sami were almost
beside themselves with glee.

“Okay, you two. How did
Whiskers get wet?” Lisa demanded.

“He wanted to swim with
us, Mom.”

“You’re sure you didn’t
throw him in, Jack?”

Jack stared at his
feet.

“He was hot, Mom, so me
and Jack thought he needed a swim to cool him off,” Sami told her
mother.

“Yeah, right. But look
how muddy he is! Just look at him! Keep him out of the house until
he’s completely dry, you hear? Wait a second, ” she told them as
they walked off, “apologize to our guests. They’re all wet and
muddy because of you.”

“Sorry,” the twins said
in unison, not looking terribly contrite.

Lisa watched her
giggling children go indoors, and then lifted a large
leather-covered box, which was sitting by her chair, onto to her
lap. “After you called, I decided to go through this box of Dad’s.
It’s been stored away since he and Mom died. It’s filled with
pictures of Cal and Sonny, their adoption papers and so on. Also,
letters from their mother, before she died. I didn’t read
everything in here, but I found these and thought you’d probably
want to see them.”

Almost reluctantly, she
handed Tom two plain envelopes. “They’re very disturbing, but I
thought you needed to see them. I don’t know why or when Dad wrote
them. They’re not dated.

“I’m going to go inside
while you read them, if you don’t mind. I need to check on the
kids.”

When Lisa had gone
inside, they, Marybeth hanging over Tom’s shoulder, read the
documents. The first, typewritten, was more a story than a
letter.

 


I am writing this on
the advice of Father Dwyer. He seems to think by putting it all on
paper, like a letter to myself, it will help resolve some of my
confusion. I’ve tried to be very faithful to conversations I had
with Mag, have written them down as closely as I can to my memory
of them. I really want to get things straight in my head. I need to
figure out what happened.

I heard about the
desperate plight of two young half-Indian lads from Father Dwyer,
during one of our weekly chats. I was in the habit of joining the
good Father at the rectory on Wednesday nights and he would often
tell me, over coffee, about various members of his congregation who
were having difficulties. I helped out whenever I could, although
it was often not much more than maybe lending a hand with some
household chore or other, such as repairing a leaky roof or fixing
a broken appliance. Maybe taking one of the old folks for a weekly
doctor’s appointment, that sort of thing.

But this was different,
much different. The idea of bringing these unfortunate little boys
into my family, giving them a proper home and a good upbringing
began to obsess me. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, that it would be a
lot of extra work for Margaret, but I felt it was something I
needed to do. So one Sunday night, after she’d put Lisa to bed, I
approached her on the subject. She knew about the boys of course,
as the family had been on the prayer list at church for several
weeks.

“Mag, I was talking
to Father Dwyer this morning after Mass.” I told her, “He was
telling me about those poor little boys again. They’re in a bad
way. Their father left them last year, no real sad loss perhaps as
he was obviously very abusive. But their mother is very ill now and
can no longer look after them. No one in the community seems able
to take them in. I would like to see what we can do.”

“How old are they,
Ben? I’ve forgotten.”

“The older one is
ten, the younger eight. Their father spoke fluent Spanish – so he
might be a Mexican. Both boys speak Spanish apparently. Their
mother claims she is Native, but I don’t really believe she is.
They, she and the boys have been living until very recently in
Seattle. It’s only since she became ill that she’s sought help from
our church. Father Dwyer told me she was ashamed and didn’t want to
admit to needing help. He told me she has only a few months to live
and wants to find a good home for her boys before she gets much
sicker.”

“Why doesn’t she
get her own family to help her?” I could tell Margaret was annoyed
with me because I thought we should help more than we already
had.

“There is no
family. They’re probably going to end up in an orphanage.”

“I can’t believe
someone in the band wouldn’t take them on. Someone needs to take
responsibility. Her own family.”

“That would be us,
Mag.” I wanted her to know I felt we should be the ones to take
them on, that I actually wanted to, that I believed it was the
right thing to do.

“They’ll be a lot
of work, Ben. I’m not sure I could cope. Why do you always have to
be the one? Why us?”

“I know it would be
hard, but I’d help you, Maggie. And so would Agnes. All the family
would help.”

“Agnes lives a long
way out, Ben. How much help would she be?”

“We could send them
over to her when you needed a break.” I could relate to what she
was feeling, what she was thinking and saying. I knew she was
worried about taking on such a huge responsibility. A part of me
was scared silly at the prospect, too.

“Have you even
talked to Agnes yet?”

“No, I wanted to
talk to you first. I know she’ll help out though. That’s Agnes.
I’ll go over there soon and see what she thinks.”

“Have you even met
these boys yet, Ben? How do you know you’ll even like them? That
they’re good kids? We could be taking on real trouble. We don’t
even know what kind of upbringing they’ve had.” She was right, I
knew. It was true, we didn’t know. Still, I was adamant, I wasn’t
about to give up.

“Well, okay then.
We’ll go and meet them. If you like them, if they like us, will you
consider it, Mag?”

“Maybe the boys
won’t like me. Maybe they won’t like you.” I knew that Margaret was
going along only because she wanted me to have what I wanted. And
selfishly, I was willing to accept that.

When Mag finally met
the two little boys, she couldn’t reject them, took them right to
her heart. I had already decided of course. One way or another,
they would become my sons and I would love them, regardless. I was
determined to teach them their Indian heritage.

So they came to live
with us. They attended school in Leffler, which they found
difficult at first. They seemed to enjoy church and Cal eventually
became a member of the choir. He loved singing. They were both
devoted to Lisa, and spent hours with her, two perfect big
brothers. They spoiled her and called her their little fairy
princess.

For my part, I took
them camping and fishing and taught them how to track game and how
to hunt and how to shoot. Traditional Indian survival techniques
and lore. I spent almost all of my spare time with them. They
joined little league baseball and Carmine became an excellent
pitcher. Sonny, being younger, was on a different team and although
he wasn’t a real athlete, he enjoyed the game too. I became a
baseball coach so that I could be with them. I still coach to this
day. They also joined the town’s junior soccer teams and were well
liked.

I must admit though,
life with them was not always without trouble. Both boys bore deep
physical and emotional scars. At the beginning, Carmine, who we
nicknamed Cal, was often moody and obstinate, particularly when
asked to do chores. He was frequently belligerent with both me and
Margaret. It was his occasional bouts of real meanness to his
younger brother that really concerned us. We were never able to
figure out why he had these spells, but as he became more confident
and secure, these moods happened less, then eventually stopped
altogether. Both of them always expected physical punishment for
infractions and were surprised when it didn’t come. We never ever
hit them, although I must confess I felt like it sometimes. Cal in
particular, he was more maddening. Punishments most often took the
form of privileges lost, being grounded, that sort of thing. We
believed in reasoning with them and that seemed to work,
eventually.

Sandro, whom we took to
calling Sonny, often had terrible dreams. He would wake up
screaming during the night, sometimes awakening the whole
household, and was difficult to calm down. Margaret would hold him
close and speak to him in a quiet, calm voice, until he was able to
go back to sleep. It often took hours. He was especially upset when
told his mother had died, much more so than his brother.

Eventually, though,
they settled down and things became easier for Margaret. Cal,
approaching thirteen, was less stubborn, more cooperative and doing
well in school. Sonny was suffering fewer nightmares and was also
getting good grades.

After they’d been with
us about three years, Mag and I began to discuss adoption. We
approached the boys, who seemed agreeable to the idea, so we
finally decided we’d go ahead. We made a big thing of it. Our
adoption of Cal and Sonny became a community celebration. Father
Dwyer even held a special service at the church to welcome the boys
into our family. We threw a huge party with all our family and
friends attending. The boys fit right in and seemed to enjoy being
a part of the larger extended family unit.

Things were going
really well - at least we thought so.

Then Margaret got
pregnant with the twins. Both boys and Lisa, who was by that time
eight, seemed excited about the new babies coming along. But soon
after they were born, Carmine began to revert to his old ways,
acting belligerent and crude, using bad language and being verbally
abusive to all of us, even Lisa. Sonny sometimes copied his older
brother. They started to have problems at school. Cal was hanging
out with undesirable boys and we began getting calls from the high
school about his unacceptable behavior. Sonny was often mean to
Lisa, too, which hurt her a lot. Neither of them were ever
physically violent towards her, but we were worried and kept a
close eye on her when either one of them was around.

We tried talking to
them, tried to find out what their problems were. They were mostly
unresponsive, didn’t want to talk about anything. We asked for
counseling at the school and got it; asked Father Dwyer to
intervene. We even had some of the Elders from our tribe come over
to talk with them. Things would get better for a while but then get
worse again.

One night Cal came home
drunk. We got nowhere when we demanded an explanation. He shut us
out, told us to stay out of his life. Margaret, almost overwhelmed
with the twins, (who’d been born prematurely, were small and
needing a lot of attention), was often beside herself with worry
about the boys, who she loved like they were her own.

Finally, one night, Cal
didn’t come home for supper. This was no longer unusual, but when
he hadn’t arrived home by eleven, both of us were very concerned.
When we questioned Sonny, he was uncooperative. He said he didn’t
blame Cal for leaving. He told us we weren’t their real family
anyhow and neither he, nor Cal, wanted to be here anymore. They’d
often told us this when they first came to us, but hadn’t said it
in years. We had believed they felt at home and were happy with
us.

I admit I was hurt by
this response, more than I’d ever been by anything before. I felt
I’d done my best for them and couldn’t understand why they were
turning on us. And I was angry. For sure, I was angry. Hurt and
angry that they were ungrateful for what we’d done for them. Angry
that I’d provided a good home for them, spent hours with them
teaching them about being an Indian. And look at the thanks I got.
I felt rejected and very disappointed.

We called the police to
report Carmine missing. They promised they’d file a missing report
but said Indian kids were always running away and he’d probably
come home soon enough. I was disgusted with their attitude. Cal
didn’t come home. We searched, drove the streets for days and
nights, put up posters in and outside of town, had friends in
Seattle keep their eyes open for him, but he never came home. We
never saw him again.

Sonny was terribly
upset for a long time after Cal left. He moped about the house,
wouldn’t do his homework. His grades dropped even lower. No longer
interested in sports, he refused to go to baseball or soccer
practice. He had really awful bouts of crying.

About a year after Cal
left, Sonny disappeared, just walked out of the house one night
after supper and never returned. Just like Carmine. Again we
searched, but he was gone.

We are devastated,
heartbroken really, by the loss of these two boys. We did our best
by them, they’d become part of our family and we love them. Mag
keeps telling me we have our other children and life goes on, but
we’ll never get over Cal and Sonny leaving us. Never.

I’ve never once
revealed to anyone that Carmine and Allesandro are my real sons.
Only Father Dwyer knows the truth. The boys themselves know, but I
asked them when they first came to live with us not to tell anyone,
and as far as I know they never have. I explained to them that we
didn’t want to upset Margaret, their new mother, and they promised
they never would. As far as I know, they never have. Perhaps it was
all a mistake. Perhaps if I had acknowledged them as my real sons,
things would have turned out differently.

 


The second document was
a carbon copy, printed on a piece of lined 3-ring binder paper,
torn in half.

 


Oh Lord. Sonny’s been
starting fires. First just little ones – a pile of newspapers in
the backyard, stuff like that.

But lately they’ve been
getting larger and larger and more often. Recently he burnt our
garden shed to the ground. Is it rebellion? He’s fifteen now and I
don’t know what to do.

Recently, there was a
large fire in our neighbourhood, only a few blocks away from where
we live, involving a row of stores. Fortunately no one was hurt but
there was a serious loss of property. I was involved in fighting
this multi-alarm fire and even while I was working to put it out, I
wondered about Sonny, where he’d been before. I knew that arsonists
sometimes like to visit the scene of a fire they started, gained
excitement and satisfaction in watching the fuss they caused. I
scanned the crowd of spectators looking for Sonny but didn’t see
him.

When I asked him later
about the fire he seemed surprised and told us he had been visiting
a friend when the fire occurred and didn’t even know there’d been
one. I had to accept his explanation, but still, I am
suspicious.

 


“This is just awful!”
Marybeth said, pulling a tissue out of her pocket and wiping her
eyes. “Those poor people.”

“Are you crying?” Tom’s
asked, both slightly concerned as well as embarrassed.

“Well it’s sad, Tom.
Really, really sad. Tell me you're not upset?”

“Well, yeah, I guess,”
he admitted, then suggested, “Perhaps he wrote it as a sort of
catharsis?”

“The one about the
boys, yes. But this one about the fires? Why would he accuse his
own son? It makes no sense.” Marybeth persisted. “A father wouldn’t
do that, would he?”

“And why would it be a
carbon copy? A rough draft, maybe?”

“We may never know,”
Marybeth replied.

Later, when they asked
Lisa if she remembered the fire, she told them she didn’t; she’d
been too young when it happened. Since it had been such an unhappy
time for the family, they’d all tried to focus on the two new
babies, had tried not to talk about Cal and Sonny leaving. “Of
course, I know they’re my half-brothers now. I read that
confession, if that’s what it was. I was upset. I called Father
Dwyer about it and he confirmed it’s true.

“You know, my Dad was
often depressed. He was extremely upset on my wedding day when
Kennedy was assassinated. Everyone thought that was weird. He
became very despondent again after his heart attack. He blamed
himself for the baby’s death. Nothing Mom said to him seemed to
help. She kept assuring him he’d done his best rescuing the young
mother and her child – had almost lost his own life trying. She was
so supportive. But Dad was like that. Nothing but complete success
was good enough, I guess. I never envied my mother having to deal
with him. It couldn’t have been much fun for her.

“Now I think he must’ve
been feeling guilty about not telling Mom about Cal and Sonny. He
was torn.”

“I’m sure you’re right,
Lisa. He never mentioned to you who he thought might have started
that apartment fire, did he?” Tom asked.

“You know, it’s really
strange. I don’t remember anything at all about Sonny setting any
fires. And I’m sure I would have known if he had. The shed in the
backyard? It’s still there today. It never burnt down. I don’t know
why Dad wrote that. The apartment fire? Rarely discussed – only the
odd time when Mom was trying to jolly him out of being so down on
himself because of the baby’s death. So that note, or whatever it
is, came as a big shock to me. Why did he blame Sonny for the mall
fire? Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t believe he started any
fires.”

“It’s something we need
to look into, anyway. You have no idea where your brothers might
have gone, do you? Maybe your Aunt Agnes might have heard from
them?”

“She’s never mentioned
them to me. We don’t see her all that often anymore, to tell the
truth. She’s getting older now and her memory isn’t as good as it
was, you know?”

“How is your Aunt
Nancy?”

“Nan passed away last
year. She was really old, over 90, as you may recall from when the
kids were found over there. A real character, wasn’t she? We miss
her.”

“I’m sorry to hear
that. She was a funny lady. Remember that day she told the kids she
didn’t eat children any more because they gave her
indigestion?”

“Yeah. But after she
got deaf, it got hard to communicate with her.”

“What about Nick? How
is he?”

“Oh, he’s good. Both he
and Agnes are fine really, just getting up there in years.”

“Lisa, would you mind
if we had a look through the rest of these things?” Marybeth asked,
pointing to the box. “Could we take it with us?”

“Sure. I’d like to get
it back, though.”

“No problem. We’ll give
you a receipt for it.”

“Thanks,” Lisa said, as
Tom handed her the receipt. “I’m not sure what we’ll do with all
that stuff, but you never know. Maybe the boys’ll come back some
day and we can give it to them.”

“It just occurred to
me, Lisa, do you know if Father Dwyer is still at the Episcopal
Church?” Marybeth asked.

“Oh, yes. He is. Do you
think maybe he might be able to help?”

“It’s possible,” Tom
replied. “If you ever hear anything about the boys, you’ll let us
know, won’t you?”

“I will,” Lisa promised
sincerely, wondering what Tom and Marybeth must think of her family
now, her father in particular.

 


 



Chapter
6

Tom's Passion

Tom followed Marybeth
home after work to see if the space in her garage was suitable to
build his furniture. He’d spent the previous evening looking at
lumber at a couple of the local yards, to make certain they had
appropriate stock for his projects.

“You’ll never guess
whom I saw at The Lumber Mart last night, MB,” he said, as Marybeth
opened the garage door.

“Who?”

“Terry Sloane and April
Arneson.”

“Together? Maybe he’s
going to help her sell her house or something.”

“I’d say they were
pretty intimate for that. He had his arm around her waist.”

“You’re kidding! I
wonder if Lisa has any idea? What a jerk!”

“I guess we’ll hear all
about it sooner or later,” Tom said, looking around the inside of
the garage. “This is really large. Do you want to keep parking your
car inside, or can I use the whole space?”

“I hardly ever park in
here, usually park in the breezeway. You can use the whole
thing.”

“How much rent do you
want?”

“Nada.”

“No. I won’t use it
unless I pay you something. Name an amount.”

“I’d rather not. Why
don’t you just pay me what you want? Whatever you think it’s
worth?”

“I’ll tell you what.
I’ll pay you twenty bucks a month – for now. Then, when I start
making some money, we’ll renegotiate.”

“Fair enough. This door
here leads into the house, into the laundry room and the washroom.
You can use them whenever you need to.”

“Thanks, ” Tom said,
giving her a hug. “You’re a doll.”

“You’re welcome,
Tommy,” she said, reaching up and kissing him on the cheek. “When
will you move your stuff in? I can’t wait for you to get
started!”

“Me too. Hmmm… this is
encouraging! I’ll probably go over to my folks’ place this weekend
to pick up some of my equipment. I’ll need to rent a truck, I
guess.”

“You can borrow one
from somebody at work. Ask around tomorrow. Want to come in for a
glass of wine or a cup of coffee? Maybe we could go out for Chinese
later?”

“Sounds good. You go
ahead. Pour me a glass of wine will you? I’ll be in shortly. I’m
going to take a few measurements.”

 


* * *

 


Later, while sitting in
the local Chinese restaurant, eating from the all-you-can-eat
smorgasbord, they looked up to see April Arneson and Terry Sloane
walk in.

“Geez. I hope they
don’t see us.” Marybeth said. “This could be embarrassing.”

“Not for us, MB. For
them, maybe.”

April and Terry sat
down in another section of the restaurant and fortunately didn’t
spot them. It was obvious they had eyes only for each other – their
heads together, holding hands, whispering sweet nothings,
completely oblivious to anyone who might be watching them.

“That clinches it. He’s
a jerk,” Marybeth said quietly. “He’s after her money.”

“How romantic,” Tom
said sarcastically. “Do you remember me telling you about his wife
going missing a few years back? I said we might take a closer look
at that situation if we ever had time?””

“Yes, I remember.”

“Well, one of these
days...”

“Yeah, one of these
days,” Marybeth was enjoying the Chinese food too much to even
consider discussing business before she’d finished eating.

“It was only a small
‘missing person’ report, as I recall. Might not be much to go on.”
Tom was like a dog with a bone.

“I’m sure you’ll find
something we can start with,” Marybeth said, dismissing the
subject. “Did you try this Szechuan Shrimp? It’s scrumptious.”

“Spicy, right? I’m not
so much into hot, spicy stuff, MB.”

“Wuss,” she said,
grinning, “Can’t be too spicy for me. I like strongly flavoured
foods.”

 


* * *

 


Early Sunday morning,
Tom borrowed a truck to fetch his woodworking equipment. Helping
him move it all into her garage, Marybeth was surprised at how much
there was. Tom explained the functions of each of piece of
equipment as they carried them in.

So many saws! I’ll
never going to remember what all this stuff is for.

Placing some smaller
items on the existing workbench, she asked, “Think you can build me
a computer desk?”

“Sure I can. But what
do you need a computer desk for? You don’t have a computer.”

“I do now. I just
bought one yesterday.”

“Really? I don’t know
that much about computers. What did you get?”

“One of those new
Windows systems. You know, by Microsoft?”

“That’s the one with
the graphical interface, right?”

“Yes. Can you help me
set it up on my dining room table later? I’d like to have a proper
desk, though. It takes up a lot of space.”

“You won’t be able to
plug it in if you set it up in your dining room, MB. It’ll need a
whole lot of electrical outlets, as well as a phone
connection.”

“Oh… Well, okay, we’ll
see what we can do. But you will build me a desk, right? When you
get time?”

“I will. Yes. But,
you’ll have to decide where you want it to go. What about the spare
bedroom?”

Tom had the workshop
pretty well organized by suppertime. He told Marybeth he’d need an
additional electrical circuit box in order for everything to
work.

“You get whatever you
need, Tom.”

“I’ll need to pay you
extra for hydro,” he commented.

They set up the new
computer on a tea table in her bedroom, not ideal, but it worked
well enough, being near electric outlets.

Luckily they both had a
sense of humour!

“I can see this is
going to take some time to learn,” Marybeth remarked, slightly
frustrated, as they started loading programmes into the
machine.

“What are you going to
use it for, anyway?”

“Writing letters, maybe
keep my record collection in a data base, keep track of my
finances, stuff, like that.”

“I’m getting an idea
about a desk. I’ll draw it up for you to look at.”

When Tom announced it
was time to leave, she suggested, “Why not stay here, Tom, in the
spare room?”

“Cats, MB. Remember the
cats? I have to go home and feed them. Clean the litter boxes. I
need to take a shower before I go to work in the morning. I have to
return the truck on the way home and pick up my car.”

“Guess you’re right,”
she answered, obviously disappointed.

Tom gave her a light
peck on the cheek and took his leave. That wasn’t even a real kiss.
How come? And he could have showered here! He’s probably paying me
back.

 


 



Chapter 7

Agnes and Nick

Marybeth and Tom had
decided to visit Lisa’s Aunt and Uncle, thinking the old couple
might shed some light on Marilyn and Frannie deJean. They also
hoped to learn more about Ben.

“Ben was always
sensitive,” Agnes told them when Marybeth expressed interest about
her brother. Looking down at her hands, she thought for a moment or
two, then added, “Over-sensitive, in my opinion. When President
Kennedy was assassinated, Ben was so upset he almost had a nervous
breakdown.”

“In all fairness,
Agnes, we were all upset,” Nick interjected. “That was the day Lisa
and Alex were married, remember? It spoiled the day for all of us,”
he told Tom and Marybeth. “We couldn’t really enjoy the
occasion.”

Turning back to Agnes,
he said, “I don’t consider that being over-sensitive.”

“So: you don’t agree he
was over-sensitive, is that what you’re saying?”

“No. That’s not what
I’m saying. He could be a bit touchy sometimes. I know that.”

“Thin-skinned too.
Always was. Pain in the neck as a kid.”

“Come on, Aggie. Now
you’re being over-critical.”

“You didn’t know him
when he was a kid. I did. He was always whining.”

Amused by their
bickering, Marybeth and Tom smiled at each other.

“Ben was very upset
after he rescued that little girl.” Agnes told them, when they
asked about the apartment fire. “He had a heart attack right after
that, you know.”

“Yes. That must have
been upsetting for you, too. Were you close as children, Agnes? You
and Ben?” Marybeth asked.

“I was seven years
older than Ben. Bert and Gloria came in between. They’re all gone
now, all my siblings. I’m the only one left. Funny that, when you
think about it. I’m the oldest and the only one still living.”
Catching herself digressing, she came back on subject. “No, I guess
you couldn’t describe us being close. Not as children anyway.
Later, as we got older, he came to confide in me more often. We
grew a little closer then.”

“Were you were involved
in his decision to adopt those two young Mexican boys?” Tom
asked.

Wringing her hands,
turning the rings on her plump fingers around and around, Agnes
replied, “Not, really. He’d already decided. He ran it by me, yes,
but he’d already made up his mind. Only asked me because Margaret
wanted my input.” It was obvious she was nervous talking about Ben
and the boys.

“They were great kids,
those boys,” Nick told them. “I was very fond of them. We both
were. They spent many good times here — even helped me in the
orchard some. They were always welcome. Still are.”

“Helped you with the
roof, too, Nick, remember? They were great kids until they started
to rebel,” Agnes said. “Not Lisa, of course, she was fine, a real
treasure,” she added, smiling.

“Yeah. Well. That was a
rough time for the whole family,” Nick agreed. “Ben was pretty
upset when they left, but I think Margaret may have been relieved.
She had those little twins to look after by then and the big boys
were a handful.”

“Did you ever hear from
them or see them after they left home?” Marybeth asked.

Agnes and Nick looked
at each other for a few seconds, then seemed to come to some
agreement.

“Well, yes, in fact we
did,” Nick admitted. “Both of them came to visit us after. Quite a
few times actually. As Agnes said, they even helped me put a new
roof on the house.”

“They didn’t stay all
that long though and didn’t tell us why they left home, if that’s
what you’re asking,” Agnes told them, still twirling her rings.
“But, if you want my opinion, Ben was too tough on them, too rigid.
He’d lost his way. For some reason he wanted them to turn into what
he called ‘proper Indians’, which is kinda stupid,
considering.”

“He actually used that
expression once,” Nick agreed, smiling at the memory.

“Proper Indians? How do
you mean?” Tom asked.

“Well, first of all,
none of us ever lived on a reservation. We went to regular white
schools, same as our kids did,” Nick told them. “We’re what I guess
you’d call ‘assimilated’. Sure, we take part in some of the tribal
stuff and we support the council, but we aren’t really into it that
much. Our families have been pretty much independent for several
generations. We live on our own, not government land. Both our sons
married white women, as did Ben. Some of our people judge us for
this, say we’ve ‘turned white’.”

“Yeah,” Agnes agreed.
“Well, as I said; suddenly Ben wants to teach his adopted kids how
to be Indians, when he didn’t really know how to be one himself.
Then he got impatient with them when they didn’t fall in with all
his ideas. I think he put a lot of pressure on those youngsters
when the little twins were born and Margaret wasn’t available to
soften things up, so they rebelled.”

“Now I think about it,”
Nick told them, “both of them, particularly Margaret, were focusing
on the new babies a lot. Ben couldn’t seem to take his eyes off
them. The older boys probably felt they’d been abandoned, yet
again. That’s what I think, anyway. One thing, though, Ben was a
good man. He never drank. Not like Agnes’s brother Bert. Some of my
people have alcohol problems, too, you know. Not all, luckily.”

“No, that’s a blessing
for sure. He never drank. He had other faults though, lots of
them,” Agnes remarked. “He was very selfish. He could never
empathize with anyone else’s feelings about anything. Case in
point: he couldn’t understand why Margaret might have a problem
with adopting two older boys. He wanted to do it, and that was it.
Argument over. Margaret told me she had to go along with him on
that. Not that she didn’t end up loving them; she did.”

“Ben was never in the
residential school system, was he?” Tom asked them. “Your
generation just missed that enlightening experience, I hope? ‘Kill
the Indian and save the man’? ”

“That’s right. None of
our family had that privilege, thankfully. Those places, here in
Washington anyway, closed just before we were old enough to go,
which was a huge blessing. Two of Nick’s uncles were actually
kidnapped and sent away to a place called Chemawa, in Oregon. Some
of our older friends have really bad memories of those places.
Lives were spoiled. Anyway, I’m sure you know about all it. No use
going over it now.”

“Let’s have a cup of
coffee,” Nick suggested, changing the subject. “Agnes made a lovely
cake today; a black forest cake, I think, and I can’t wait to try
it. Want me to do the honours, Aggie?”

“I’ll help you,” Tom
offered, following Nick into the kitchen, hoping to be able to ask
him questions his wife might not let him answer if she was present.
While Nick served the cake onto glass plates and put cups and
cutlery onto a tray, he expressed doubts as to whether he and Agnes
should be talking to them, told Tom he felt they were being
disloyal.

“I think Agnes wants to
help you find out what’s been going on. We heard you were
investigating that fire and she thinks it’s time some stuff came
out. In my opinion, it’s family business, but it’s her family, so I
guess I should stay out of it. Anyway, as far as I’m concerned,
those boys wouldn’t hurt a flea. You’re barking up the wrong tree
there, fella, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

Once the men were out
of earshot, Marybeth asked, “Agnes, Tom and I were wondering if you
could fill us in about Marilyn deJean. She was Margaret’s older
sister, wasn’t she?”

“Yes,” Agnes
answered.

“Did you know her
husband? His first name?”

“He was Pierre, called
Pete.”

“Frannie’s father?”

“Well, I don’t what her
birth certificate says.”

“You doubt he was her
father?”

Agnes fell silent,
didn’t answer.

“Do you have any idea
where Marilyn and Frannie went after the fire destroyed Marilyn’s
apartment?” Marybeth realized Agnes was unwilling to reveal what
she knew about Frannie’s paternity.

“No idea,”

Just then Tom and Nick
returned, bringing cake and coffee. The conversation turned to more
general things, like the weather and state politics. While they
enjoyed their cake, Nick told them the orchard farmers in the area
were concerned about tax changes being considered in the
legislature, which could affect their livelihood.

Suddenly, Agnes stood
up. “I have a picture I’d like to show you,” she announced as she
left the room. Returning a few minutes later, she handed Marybeth a
white envelope. “Have a look.”

Marybeth removed a
small black and white snapshot of a young blonde woman holding a
little dark-haired girl about four years old. The woman bore a
striking resemblance to Lisa Kelly. Marybeth looked up at Agnes,
awaiting an explanation.

“Agnes,” Nick
interjected. “Are you sure you want to do this? It’s been a secret
for a long time. Maybe it should stay that way.”

“Ben’s dead now, Nick,”
she told him. “And so is Margaret. I think it’s time to clear
things up. I know you don’t agree but I think it’s time.

Turning back to
Marybeth, Agnes said, “That’s Marilyn, Margaret Nordstrom’s sister,
Lisa’s aunt. The little girl is Frannie. Frannie deJean, her
daughter.

“Marilyn married Pete
deJean when Frannie was two and he adopted her,” she told them.
“Her real father was my brother, Ben.”

Tom was shocked. “Did
Ben know?”

“Yes, he did,” Nick
answered. “We all knew, except Margaret. I don’t think she ever
knew.”

“I hope she didn’t,”
added Agnes. “I really hope she never knew.”

“What about Frannie?
Did she know?” asked Marybeth.

“Maybe she did, maybe
she didn’t. I don’t know for sure.” Agnes answered.

“Do you have any idea
where they are – Marilyn and Frannie?” Tom asked. “We’ve been
searching for them but there’s no trace.”

“They might’ve moved to
Canada.” Nick suggested. “Back with Pete deJean.”

“Where in Canada?”
Marybeth asked.

“Did Sonny tell you he
was going to go with them?” asked Tom.

“Don’t know where in
Canada,” Nick told them. “But Sonny and Cal both mentioned they’d
like to go to Alaska some day. Maybe they did. Most likely though,
they got drafted and went to Vietnam.”

“Maybe Cal did, but
Sonny wouldn’t have,” Agnes said, looking at Marybeth. “He had
diabetes and bad asthma. I’m sure they wouldn’t have taken him. He
had to take those insulin shots all the time. His health was always
a problem, he constantly had to be on top of it.”

“That’s right. I’d
forgotten about that,” Nick said. “Remember that time we had to
rush him to the hospital, Agnes? Low blood sugar, wasn’t it? He’d
let himself run out of insulin or something. He actually
fainted…”

“It was hypoglycemia,
Nick,” his wife answered.

“Anyway, we don’t
really know where they went. We haven’t seen them for a long time.
I hope they’re all right, though. They were nice boys.”

“So: Did Sonny knew
Frannie?” Marybeth asked, steering the conversation back to the
deJeans. “We wondered if he might be the father of her baby?”

“We don’t know that,”
Agnes said resolutely. “We’ve had no contact with either Marilyn or
Frannie – not ever. Ben saw them, of course, which was only right,
but we never met the little girl at all.”

“We did see Marilyn a
few times, Agnes,” Nick corrected his wife. “I think we met her
first at Ben and Margaret’s wedding, didn’t we? And what about at
Lisa’s wedding? I remember talking to her then. We talked about the
Kennedy thing. But, not at Ben’s funeral; I don’t remember seeing
her there.”

“Of course we met her
once or twice, Nick.” Agnes was annoyed. “I meant after we heard
she’d had Frannie - we never did after that. I never wanted to see
her again after I heard about her and Ben. What was he thinking,
for God sake? His own wife’s sister.”

“I think he loved them
both, Agnes,” Nick told her. “You shouldn’t be so judgmental.”
Turning to Marybeth and Tom, he added, “I really do believe he must
have loved them both.”

“I’m not really judging
her, Nick. I just didn’t feel comfortable about seeing her is all,”
Agnes said. “I felt embarrassed by my brother. Still do.”

“Well, he’s dead now,
and so is Margaret, so get over it,” Nick said, rather harshly,
Marybeth thought.

“How did you find out
about the baby?”

“Ben came over and told
us. He wanted us to be friendly with Marilyn. As if we could.”

“Do you happen to know
the boys’– Sonny’s and Cal’s – legal surname, by any chance? The
one on their birth certificates?” Tom asked the couple.

At first they denied
knowing but then Nick suddenly changed. “Juarez, that was their
name. Yes. Juarez – before Ben changed it to George. Are you
satisfied now, Agnes?”

Tom and Marybeth
glanced at each other, remembering the man they’d recently stopped
for speeding. “Allesandro Juarez!” Marybeth blurted. “We just
stopped him for speeding the other day!” Tom frowned, wishing she’d
shut up.

“Really?” Nick
objected. “Surely it couldn’t have been ‘our Sonny’?”

“Maybe not,” Tom
quickly replied, while thinking it probably was.

“Do you remember his
address? Where he’s living?” Agnes asked.

“I’m sorry,” Tom
replied, looking at Marybeth, “I’m afraid I don’t recollect.”

“It’s just we’d like to
see him again, if he’s not too far away.”

But Tom didn’t feel he
was in a position to reveal the whereabouts of someone whom he
wasn’t sure was actually their nephew.

Finally having
exhausted their list of questions, Tom and Marybeth said their
goodbyes, thanking Nick and Agnes for their help.

It was dark now, full
night. A light rain was falling causing the car’s headlights to
reflect off the wet road.

“You drive, Tom. I hate
driving at night when it’s wet,” Marybeth told him.

“I wish you hadn’t told
them we know Allesandro Juarez,” Tom said after a few minutes,
looking over at her.

“Sorry. It just popped
out. Besides, we don’t really know him. What does it matter
anyway?”

“Well, it’s just the
sort of thing you often do, MB. Like when we arrested Jerry Brown
and you suddenly told him we knew he’d been smuggling Chinese boat
people into the country. Before making sure we all knew about
it.”

“Come on, Tom! Surely
you’re not still upset about that?”

“Now and again it
rankles me, yes, sometimes you don’t seem to think before you
speak, you know?”

“Well, I apologized
then. And I’m still sorry, but I don’t want to have it shoved in my
face all the time.” Marybeth felt steamed, hurt that he’d
criticized her. Finally mollified, she said, “I’ll try not to do it
again.”

They drove on through
the dark rainy evening, heading back to Leffler, not speaking for
several miles, both in a huff,

“What did you and Nick
talk about in the kitchen?” Marybeth finally asked, unable to stay
angry with him.

“Not all that much,
actually,” Tom answered affably enough. “He did tell me, though,
that Ben had suggested to them that Sonny might have started the
mall fire. Just like in that note he wrote. Nick told me he
couldn’t have, as both boys were with them the whole night before
and the next morning. Of course he didn’t tell Ben they were there.
And he said Sonny would never do anything like that anyway. His
exact words were ‘they wouldn’t hurt a flea.’”

“Nick was absolutely
certain they were there the whole night and next morning?”

“Yes, he seemed
completely sure. He was very sincere about it and I believed
him.”

“Do you think Nick and
Agnes were telling the whole truth about everything? Like they
where the boys are, but aren’t letting on?”

“I honestly don’t know.
I had the feeling they might be holding something back. I got the
impression Agnes didn’t approve of her brother. You know what else
Nick told me?”

“Don’t make me
guess.”

“Apparently Ben himself
was a bit of a ‘fire bug’ as a youngster.”

“Lots of kids are, Tom.
Fire fascinates them. Most grow out of it, though. I don’t think it
means anything.”

They drove on, each in
their own thoughts, when, out of the blue, Tom chuckled.

“What?” Marybeth asked,
wondering what was funny.

“I just remembered
something.”

“Yeah?”

“When we were about
thirteen, my cousin Joe and I, along with a friend of ours, Frank
Cox, were wandering around after dark, maybe about ten o’clock. We
probably should have been home, but it was the summer and we didn’t
have to go to bed early. Anyway, we were walking by a closed gas
station, the only one in town. I don’t remember who suggested it,
or even discussing it – but we took the gas nozzle out of the tank
– there was only one – and dribbled what gas was left in the hose
onto the ground. I don’t actually remember which one of us did it.
This was before they starting locking gas tanks at night.”

“Pretty stoo-pid!”

“Yeah, but you know
kids at that age, boys especially. No common sense.”

“What happened
next?”

“Joe lit the little
pool of gas on fire. We all smoked a little then, and we always had
matches.”

“You’re kidding?”

“No, I’m not. Lucky for
us there wasn’t much gas – just a tiny puddle. We were pretty taken
aback when it sort of exploded with a whoomf, almost right at our
feet. Frank yelled ‘piss on it!’ So we did. All three of us did.
That’s when the cop car drove up.”

“Oh, no! Then what
happened?”

“Well. There we were,
all three of us, pissing on this little gasoline fire. It didn’t
burn for long. I don’t think the pee actually put it out; it was
burning out on its own. The cop came over and watched until it went
out. Then he loaded us into the squad car, made us sit for several
minutes thinking about what we’d done, what was happening. Lectured
us on the danger – what could have happened. He asked us our names,
and where we lived. At that time, Joe lived with us and Frank lived
right next door so he drove us all home. Spoke to my Dad and
Frank’s dad – warned us not to be caught doing anything wrong ever
again and left. All of us were grounded for the rest of the
summer.”

“Did you learn your
lesson? Did you get any other punishment?”

“Actually, yes we did.
Lectures, lots of lectures. Nag, nag, nag. None of us ever set
fires again. Not that I know of anyway. Frank owns the gas station
now, the same one. He worked there as a mechanic for years and
ended up buying it. My cousin, Joe, was killed in a pile-up when he
was in his early twenties. We’d grown apart by then.”

“That’s a shame. Funny
story, though. You were a firebug, Tom! A child arson.”

“Yeah, guess I was. I’d
forgotten about it until just now. Long time ago…”

“I wonder if those two
lads did go to Vietnam?” Tom pondered after a few minutes.

“Not Sonny, if Agnes
was right about the diabetes,” Marybeth responded. “Unless they put
people with illnesses like that in support positions… but I doubt
it.”

“We should be able to
find out. And I think it’s about time we found out if ‘Howie’ is
still alive, too. Talk to him, like Marilyn suggested.”

“He would be about the
same age as Ben, wouldn’t he?”

“I would think so.”

“What about Father
Dwyer? We should go talk to him.”

“Tomorrow,” Tom
replied.

He stopped in front of
Marybeth’s house, then sat waiting for her to get out of the
car.

“You coming in, Tom?
I’ll fix us some supper.”

“Not tonight,
Marybeth,” he replied quietly. “I’m tired and I think I’d like to
get an early night, maybe read in bed for awhile. I need to spend
some time with the cats too.”

“Fine. Be that way.”
Marybeth said lightly, thinking he might still be annoyed with her.
Pretending she didn’t care, she opened the car door and got out.
“See you in the morning, then.”

Tom drove off feeling
guilty. He wasn’t feeling up to dealing with her tonight. Sometimes
this girl tires me out...

Marybeth felt a sudden
pang, a little worry about what was happening to their
relationship. She vowed to try to stop blurting things out. It’s
not gonna be easy!

 


 



Chapter
8

The Pastor Talks

“Father Dwyer?” Tom
called out as he and Marybeth approached the front door of the
Episcopal Church parsonage.

“That’s me,” the
white-bearded, long haired parson replied, as he locked the door
behind him. “Didn’t use to have to do this,” he declared, “but it’s
become a necessity the last couple of years, unfortunately.”

“I’m Tom North and this
is Marybeth Laughlin. We’re from the Leffler Police. Might we ask
you a few questions?”

“Of course. Let’s go
into the office over at the church. It’s more comfortable there. A
little ‘comfy’ goes good on a day like this, don’t you think?”

It was raining hard as
they made a dash for the side door of the little wooden church.
Once inside, they removed their damp coats, then hung them on hooks
on the vestibule wall.

“Comfy sounds very good
to me right now,” Marybeth shivered slightly.

The office was indeed
cozy. A wood fire burned in the brick fireplace and the worn
leather-covered easy chairs were very comfortable. Obviously the
room was a place where Father Dwyer wanted his visitors to feel at
ease. On either side of the fireplace, wooden shelving, filled with
books of all kinds, extended from the polished floor to the beamed
ceiling. A large, battered, mahogany desk, empty except for an
antique telephone, was shoved up against the window wall, an
ancient oak, tilting, office arm-chair, complete with a worn
flower-patterned seat cushion, placed in front of it.

“Lit this fire before
breakfast,” Father Dwyer commented, sitting down opposite the
scarred coffee table, looking first at Tom, then at Marybeth. “Now,
what can I do for you two? A donation to the police Christmas
party, perhaps? We often give a little to that fund, as I’m sure
you know. In fact, Tina and I have often attended. It’s always a
fun time. Don’t believe I’ve seen you there though?”

“No. It’s not about
that,” Tom replied. “We hoped you might be able to help us with
some information about Ben George and his family.”

“Hmmm…. They’re dead
now, as I’m sure you know. I mean, Ben and Margaret, not their
children of course. Very sad... What is it you’d like to know?”

“Well, actually,” Tom
said, “we’re investigating an arson that took place in 1968, over
at the Bellevue Apartments on 7th Avenue. You might recall that a
baby died as a result of that fire? We’ve got the job of trying to
find out who is, or was, responsible. Ben George, as you may
recall, rescued the baby and her mother from that fire.”

“I remember it very
well. Terrible thing it was. Ben was never his old self after that
poor little baby died. He had a heart attack right afterward, as I
recall, and never fully recovered his health.”

“Did he talk to you
about it?”

“I counselled him some.
He was very upset, as I said, when the infant died. To tell the
truth, I don’t think he ever really got over it; he was never the
same.”

“We’re in possession of
some documents he seems to have written. In one, he suggests that
his adopted son, Sonny, might have set the fire,” Marybeth told the
pastor.

“Oh dear. I seriously
doubt that. I’m sure there must be some mistake.”

“He certainly seemed
sincere about it, but it’s really only a hand-written note, so who
knows? We have no idea to whom it was written even. In another one,
he mentioned he’d talked to you about the boys. The Mexican
boys.”

“Oh, yes, he did that.
Although of course, they’re not Mexican.”

“No?” Tom replied,
somewhat baffled. “He mentioned that he heard about the boys and
their mother from you.”

“Hmmm…” Father Dwyer
looked down at his desk as though trying to decide how to answer.
Finally he said, “I’d like to read them both, if you wouldn’t
mind?”

Marybeth took several
pages from her purse and handed them over.

When he finished
reading, the parson looked up and said, ” Ben wanted to have it all
down on paper. Asked me to do it, but I suggested he write it. This
is pretty much what happened, from what I recall. He never showed
it to me.”

“Do you know if he ever
did acknowledge the boys as his sons? Did he tell Margaret?”

Leaning back in his
chair, Father Dwyer thought for a moment or two. “You know, I don’t
believe he ever did. Not to my knowledge anyway. Perhaps he might
have, some day. If they hadn’t died. Shame really.”

Marybeth nodded in
agreement, then handed him the second document. Looking up with a
mystified expression, he said, “I really don’t know what to think
about this. Ben was disturbed at the time, of course, very
disturbed. But he didn’t talk to me about Sonny and any fires. I
can’t understand it. Margaret didn’t tell me anything about any
fires either and I believe she would have. I hope and pray it’s not
true. I certainly don’t believe it is.” Looking down at the
penciled pages, he remarked, “Strange, it’s a carbon copy… Anyway,
I don’t believe it. Never knew Ben to lie, but I don’t believe
this.”

“You also counseled
Margaret?” Tom enquired, realizing the pastor had been very close
to the family.

“Well, yes. The whole
family, sometimes. I tried to help them out with the boys’
problems. It was a quite a heavy load for Margaret, you know. She
was a very patient girl, but quite young to have taken on such a
big responsibility. In fact, both of them were. Ben didn’t seem to
realize just how difficult it often was for his wife. She bore the
whole brunt most of the time, I’m afraid. So yes, I tried to give
her, and them, the best advice I could.”

“You were going to tell
us about the boys and their mother,” Marybeth reminded him.

“Yes. That’s rather a
long story though. Let’s have a cup of tea while I tell it.” He
rose, picked up the antique phone, dialed, then spoke into it.
“Tina, I wonder if I might prevail upon you to get us some tea. And
maybe some biscuits? There are three of us here.”

“What you have to
realize is that Ben didn’t know the identification of the boys and
their mother when I first told him about their plight. It was only
later, after he’d already made the decision to help them, after he
and Margaret had met them, after they’d moved in with them. Then
we, Tina and I, told him the whole story. Only him, though, not
Margaret. We left that up to him.”

Both Tom and Marybeth,
eager to hear what he had to tell them, had to be patient until
after Father Dwyer’s wife brought in the tea.

“Marybeth, Tom, I’d
like you to meet my wife, Tina,” he said, as he took the loaded
tray from the tiny red-haired woman. “Would you like to join us,
dear?”

Tina shook hands with
the young couple. “Very nice to meet you,” she said. “No tea for
me, thanks, Tim. I’ll leave you with these good people. I’m sure
you have a lot to talk about.” She closed the door quietly as she
left the room.

Tim took a sip of tea,
leaned back in his chair and announced, “Now, about Katia. That was
the boys’ mother’s name. It’s quite a sad story really.”

“Okay, we’re
listening,” Marybeth and Tom responded together, leaning forward
expectantly.

“I hope you’ll reserve
judgment until you’ve heard the whole thing,” the pastor warned
them. “It’s a tragedy, as I’ve said, but a very human one.”

Taking another sip from
his china cup, he selected a shortbread cookie from the plate then
sat back in his chair, relaxed and began telling them about
Katia.

 


 



Chapter
9

Katia

Kate, baptized Katia,
sat waiting for the Number 29 bus to Seattle. Seattle wasn’t her
destination. Her objective was Los Angeles. California. She could
almost smell the beach; could imagine herself rolling skating on
the boardwalk at Venice Beach. Her small cardboard suitcase,
holding all her worldly possessions – her bunny-rabbit pyjamas,
changes of underwear and extra jeans, sweaters and socks, her diary
and her Bible, sat at her feet. She hadn’t forgotten her Bible. Her
wallet, containing her hard-earned baby-sitting money, her new
driver’s license and pictures of her two best friends was
sequestered in a pocket inside her skirt waistband.

A young man came to
sit beside her on the worn wooden bench. She didn’t look at him,
had decided she wouldn’t talk to anyone she didn’t know until she
reached California. Once there, she’d look for a Baptist Church.
Surely she’d be able to trust people who attended church, even in
California. I’m not scared, I’m not afraid.

“Are
you traveling to Seattle?” the young man asked her.

Kate ignored him.

He tried again. “Where
are you going?”

Before long, he gave
up and walked away. Kate was thankful. Hoping she wouldn’t have to
keep ignoring people – it was so rude – she wished they’d all just
leave her alone.

When her parents
declared they were going to a three-day church conference, she’d
decided to grasp her chance to leave home. She begged off, telling
them she had stomach flu and couldn’t go. They had reluctantly
agreed after all the usual warnings. “Don’t open the door to
strangers.” “Don’t tell anybody your name, except if you meet them
at church.” “Don’t hang out with boys – you can’t trust them.”
“Don’t go out after dark.”

They just don’t get
it. I’m an adult, not a child anymore. Almost twenty and they still
think I’m a baby. I’ll never have a life of my own if I stay here.
Never, unless I seize the chance to leave, go somewhere they can’t
find me and hold me down.

Her parents,
particularly her Spanish-American mother, were overprotective. She
believed girls of Katia’s age should never be alone with a boy.
She’d never been allowed to go on a date. Both her parents were
even suspicious of group outings. Church groups were, of course,
allowed, but only if they knew the group was adequately chaperoned.
Her father talked regularly about those ‘slutty girls in town’,
some of them her own friends. “My friends aren’t sluts,” she’d
often wanted to tell him, but didn’t dare.

The late-day bus trip
to Seattle was uneventful. Kate had chosen a window seat and spent
most of her time looking out the window at the scenery. It was a
beautiful fall afternoon and the sun shone on the distant
mountains. By the time the bus was traveling west through the
Rockies, it was almost dark. They’d stopped at a filling station
restaurant for supper and she’d been shocked at the prices of the
food. Realizing she’d have to be very frugal until she got a job,
she’d chosen a grilled cheese sandwich and coffee, the cheapest
selections on the menu.

The bus arrived in
Seattle near midnight. Kate stayed in the dimly lit station,
waiting for the bus to Los Angeles, due to leave at 6:00 a.m. She
spent a long frightening six hours not daring to let down her
guard, not allowing her eyes to close. She found herself wishing
she hadn’t left home where, despite feeling trapped, she’d at least
felt out of harm’s way. There was no food available, the snack bar
was closed; by the time she boarded the bus to California, she was
ravenous. She was even hungrier before the first meal stop in
Portland, Oregon but at least on the bus she’d been able to shut
her eyes and even sleep a little. She felt infinitely safer on the
bus.

Late in the day, about
halfway through Oregon, they stopped in Eugene for lunch. It was
beginning to get dark. While she sat alone in the bus station
restaurant, eating her third grilled cheese sandwich, a young
serviceman dressed in Navy whites approached her table.

“Would you mind if I sat with you, miss?” he asked
politely.

Startled, she looked
up. He was slim, tall and tanned with brown eyes. Very nice
looking, but I won’t talk to him. He can sit here, but I don’t want
to talk to him. A little voice inside told her to say “no”, but she
heard herself saying “yes”.

“Hi.
My name is Ben. Ben George,” the young man introduced himself,
holding out his hand.

She sat for a long few
seconds, trying to decide what to do, what to say. Finally she
said, “I’m Katia. Kate,” then reached out and shook his hand.

“Are
you going to Los Angeles?” Ben asked.

“Yes,” she answered. Now I’ve done it! I wasn’t going to talk
to anybody, not a stranger, particularly not a boy!

“I’m
on my way to San Diego. I have a ship waiting for me there,” Ben
told her. “Probably going out to the Pacific.”

“That’s nice,” was all she could think to say.

“Would you mind if I sat with you on the bus? There are a lot
of old people. They’re nice enough, but a bit past it, if you know
what I mean. You’re the only one about my age.”

“Suit yourself.” Kate said, almost rudely, and then surprised
herself by adding, “But you’re right, it would be nice to have
someone to talk to.”

They spent the whole
trip chatting. Talking and talking, non-stop, while the bus rattled
mile after mile through Oregon and south through California. Katia
thought she’d never had so much fun, ever. She told Ben about her
friends Margaret and Marilyn back in Langdon. Ben told her about
growing up in Kwilicoom, Washington, part of the Indian community
there.

“Where’s Kwilicoom?” she asked.

“It’s not far from Tacoma. It’s Washington’s oldest
incorporated town. Not that it means much,” he told her. “I spent
my teens in Tacoma, though. A lot more civilized there.”

“You’re an Indian?” Kate had always been curious, had often
wondered if Native Americans lived differently from the people she
knew in Langdon. “What’s it like, being Indian?”

“It’s like being poor. It’s like being separate,” he snapped,
an angry frown on his face. “It’s like never being good enough,” he
added bitterly, recalling the many horrible times at school when
he’d been bullied, just because he was Indian.

She didn’t know how to
react to this sudden negative outburst. Now she wished he’d move
away to another seat, away from her. He’d been so nice, and she’d
been so impressed, but now she wasn’t sure she liked him at
all.

“I’m
sorry,” he said, after a few minutes, noticing she had become very
quiet. “I shouldn’t talk about that old stuff. Things are better
now I’m in the Navy. I’ll be somebody now, a member of the United
States Navy. That means something, you know? I’ll be a sailor… one
of the guys, not ‘just’ an Indian.”

“Let’s change the subject.” Smiling, he asked cheerfully, “Do
you like movies?”

What a beautiful
smile! “Of course. Who doesn’t?” she replied, willing to forgive
him. “Did you see ‘Gone With the Wind’? Me and my friends, we went
to see that one. It was really shocking. All those war scenes –
awful. But, we just loved Scarlet O’Hara. She’s so cheeky.”

“Yeah. That was a great movie.” Ben, relieved she seemed to
have excused his bad mood, continued, “I saw ‘How Green was My
Valley’ just before I left. Did you see that one?”

“The
one about the Welsh mining village? Yes we saw that one too. It was
excellent.”

“What about music? You like dancing?” he asked, snapping his
fingers to an imaginary tune.

“I’ve never been dancing. I’d like to though.”

“Wow! How come?” he exclaimed. “I’m shocked. A girl like you
never dancing!”

“My
religion doesn’t allow it.”

“That’s weird. What kind of religion is that?”

“Baptist, I guess,” she told him, knowing he wouldn’t have
ever heard of the fundamentalist church she attended with her
parents. “I wasn’t supposed to go to the movies either, but I
finally did. I was pretty sick of staying at home all the time,
doing nothing. My parents are pretty strict, so I never told
them.”

“But
they’re letting you go to Los Angeles by yourself, aren’t they?
That doesn’t sound too strict.”

“I
left without telling them, actually,” she admitted. “They went away
to a church conference for a few days and I took my chance to
leave, otherwise they’d never let me go. I left them a note though,
telling them I was heading for Seattle, which is true but I didn’t
mention I was continuing on to California. I’ll let them know later
on when I’m settled.”

“That’s really brave for a girl! I wouldn’t have left home if
I hadn’t joined the Navy. How will you live? Do you have a
job?”

Realizing suddenly she
was pretty brave, she answered confidentially, “I’m going to stay
at a women’s residence when I get there or maybe the Y.W.C.A. if
it’s cheaper. And I’ll get a job, maybe work in a drugstore or a
restaurant, maybe.”

“Maybe you’ll become a movie star. You got the looks for it,
you know.”

“That would be pretty exciting. Actually, though, I never
thought of it. Mostly I just want to get away from Langdon and my
life there. I know California will be wonderful. Can you imagine no
winter? I can’t wait to get to the beach, see the Pacific
Ocean.”

“Well, after we get off this bus in Los Angeles, I have to get
on another one. I’m going on to San Diego, where I’ll most likely
be spending all my time on a ship.”

“Aren’t you afraid? Going to war, I mean?” she asked him.
“Pearl Harbor … so many killed. War is awful. I hate
it!”

“I’m
not afraid. I’m looking forward to it. It’ll be something
different, something exciting. I’ve never been on a ship either,
never really seen the ocean, only Puget Sound. And I want to fight
for my country. You’d think I wouldn’t, but I do. I know what you
mean about Pearl Harbor, though. I hate the Japs.”

She was quiet for a
minute, wishing he wasn’t leaving her, wasn’t continuing on to San
Diego.

Then he said, as
though he’d read her thoughts, “You better look after yourself.
I’ve heard it can be pretty dangerous in Los Angeles for girls on
their own.”

“I
intend to be very careful. I won’t talk to any boys,” she told him
seriously. Then smiling, she added, “Talking to you is okay,
because we’re on a bus. What could happen on a bus?”

“You’d be surprised.” Ben said, giving her a wicked smile and
wiggling his fingers, pretended he was going to tickle her. “Hey,
when and if I get liberty, I’ll come up to L.A. We’ll go dancing.
That’d be fun, don’t you think?”

“Well, you probably won’t be able to find me. I don’t know
where I’ll be living yet.”

“Don’t worry,” he assured her. “I’ll find you. Don’t forget,
I’m an Indian. I can track you down.”

She laughed. “Well, if
you do come to L.A., and you do track me down, then we’ll go out
dancing.” She thought it highly unlikely, but was willing to go
along with the idea, for now. Would I really go? Then she thought,
Hey, this is my new life. I can do whatever I want now. That’s the
whole idea. That’s why I left. Even if he never finds me, I can
still go dancing. And I will!

 


* * *

 


He did find her. It
took him almost two days of his two weeks liberty, but he finally
tracked her down at a YWCA near Venice Beach. She had a job
already, working in a lady’s dress shop and had changed her
hairstyle. He thought she looked even more like a movie star in the
yellow sundress she wore when she met him in the YWCA lobby, her
wavy, dark hair cascading over her shoulders. She’d been wearing it
pulled back in a ponytail when he’d last seen her.

All of her off-work
time during the next ten days, they spent together. They swam at
Long Beach. They roller-skated on the boardwalks. They went to the
movies and Ben took her dancing at the ‘Boulevard U.S.O.’ and the
‘Boogie Woogie Club’. They spent hours and hours dancing – she
loved it, never wanted to stop. And they fell in love.

When Ben announced he
was being shipped out to the Pacific, now his leave was over, and
he might not be back for a long time, they decided to spend the
night together. When it was time for him to board the bus to head
back to San Diego, they clung to each other, both crying. He
promised he’d be back as soon as he could and would find her
wherever she was.

Three weeks later, she
learned she was pregnant.

 


* * *

 


Katia’s best friend at
the expensive dress shop (‘Gabe’s Garbs’) where she worked, was the
owner of the shop, a Spanish-American dress designer named Gabriel
Juarez. Although rather effeminate, his clientele love him. Many of
his clients (and consequently Katia’s) were well-known actresses.
She had become friends with several of them and hoped they wouldn’t
judge her too harshly if and when she told them she was expecting a
baby. She worried constantly, had many sleepless nights and often
cried herself to sleep, waking up groggy and cranky. She longed for
Ben, but never revealed, in her frequent letters to him, that she
was expecting. She often considered attending church but kept
putting it off. And she never picked up her Bible.

Finally, about five
months along in her pregnancy, Kate realized she was going to have
to either quit her job or tell Gabriel about her problem. She hoped
he might be able to help her decide what to do. She didn’t feel
close enough to anyone else, so it was him or nobody. She couldn’t
figure out why she couldn’t seem to tell Ben.

“Oh,
my poor sweet!” Gabe exclaimed when she told him about her
condition. “What are you going to do?”

“I
don’t know,” she cried miserably, tears running down her cheeks. “I
thought you might have some ideas.”

“What about Ben? Have you told him? Maybe he’ll marry
you.”

“I
don’t know. I don’t think I want to tell him. For one thing, I
don’t want him worrying about me – us, maybe put himself in
danger.” Kate suddenly realized that she probably shouldn’t marry
Ben, sure her parents would shun her if she married an Indian.
She’d often heard them discuss mixed marriages negatively and they
never had anything good to say about Indians. “No,” she said, “I
don’t think marrying Ben is an option.”

“Hmmm…. too bad. Your choice, of course, but it’d be the best
thing, you know.

“Let
me think now... Obviously it’s too late to have an operation.
Besides, we wouldn’t want you to do that anyway, would
we?”

Studying her for a few
moments, he finally suggested, “I suppose you could go into one of
those church-run unwed mother’s homes. I think there’s one run by
the Episcopal Church over in Van Nuys. That would be kind of yucky,
though, don’t you think? All those preggy, teary-eyed, depressed
women! Do you want to keep it or let somebody adopt it?”

“I
don’t know,” she answered tearfully.

“Well, darlin’, you let me think on this awhile longer. Maybe
we can come up with something useful. Just you keep on working
until you show too much, then we’ll figure out what to do. Don’t
worry about your job. We all love you here. We’ll find something
for you to do. Have you told anybody else about this?”

“No.
Not yet. Only you.”

“Well, let’s just keep this our little secret for now, okay?
Hey, maybe I can design some preggy outfits for you! What do you
think? Good idea, or what?”

Katia agreed to keep
her condition a secret as long as she could. Having confidence in
Gabriel, she knew he’d help her. Anyway, what choice did she
have?

A week or so later,
Gabriel came to her and suggested she start telling her everyone
she and Ben had gotten married. He gave her a gold band to wear on
the third finger of her left hand. Her friends all seemed happy for
her, if a bit puzzled and surprised.

Kate worked up until
her eighth month. Gabriel designed some exquisite maternity clothes
for her that almost disguised her condition. Some of his expecting
Hollywood clients began asking him to design for them, too, which
pleased him immensely. But finally he suggested she take time off,
until after the birth. “Don’t want it popping out here!” he told
her.

The baby, a little
boy, whom she named Carmine (at Gabriel’s suggestion), was born
early in 1942. He was a strapping 8-1/2 pounds, with brown eyes
and, Kate thought, looked just like Ben.

Gabriel suggested,
while she was still in the hospital, that she and the baby come to
live with him and his mother, whom he called Momasita. She could
leave the baby in his mother’s charge while she went back to work.
She wasn’t really all that comfortable with the idea because
Gabriel’s ‘special friend’, Jeremy, lived with him on and off. She
didn’t like the man – something about him didn’t seem right. In the
end, though, she agreed to move in because she trusted Gabriel and
didn’t know what else to do. She had to work. She needed a place to
live and she needed someone to look after Carmine.

Despite feeling she
was betraying Ben, when Gabriel suggested she put his name,
‘Juarez’, on Carmine’s birth certificate, as the baby’s father, she
agreed. Somehow, it seemed like a condition of his continued
support, and she didn’t know what else to do.

One afternoon, when
Carmine was only four months old, she was shocked to see Ben
walking into the dress shop, his right arm in a sling. He hadn’t
told her was coming.

“You
moved,” he said, as they hugged each other.

“You’re hurt!” she exclaimed, feeling a little shy and a lot
afraid.

“It’s nothing, really. Just a sprain. Got it in one of the
courses.”

“I
moved in with Gabriel’s mother,” she told him. She decided there,
on the spot, not to tell him about Carmine. Who am I protecting and
why? I should tell him.

“I’ve only got tonight and tomorrow,” Ben told her. “Let’s go
somewhere, Kate. I need to be with you.”

She readily agreed and
after telling Gabriel she was going to take the rest of the day
off, she and Ben left.

Gabriel had protested,
“What about Carmine? Are you coming home tonight?”

She told him she would
be back, wouldn’t be late. But she didn’t come into work until the
following afternoon after saying goodbye to Ben at the bus station.
They had, of course, spent the night together.

Gabriel was furious
with her. “You let us down, Katia!” he told her. “It’s not as if
Momasita couldn’t look after the baby—of course she can, but I
thought you were more responsible. Carmine cried for you, almost
all night. I know what you two were up to. You slept together
didn’t you? Suppose you get pregnant again? What about that? Did
you even bother to tell Ben about Carmine?” On and on he went.

“What are people going to think? What’s Jeremy going to
say?”

She apologized and
told him it would be all right, she and Ben had been careful. She
told him she regretted disappointing him but wasn’t really sorry
she’d spent time with Ben. “I may never see him again, you know.
And, no, I didn’t tell him about Carmine. I’ll never tell him. Not
until he’s home from the war.”

That night, as she
cuddled with Carmine in bed, she told him over and over she would
never leave him again. Momasita had seemed a little cool towards
her when she arrived home, but said nothing.

Life continued on as
before until, a little over a month later, she knew, despite them
having been careful, it wasn’t all right. She was pregnant again.
She was frantic. What was she going to do?

Gabriel was very
angry. He trounced around the shop for days, in a vile temper,
slamming things down, was often cranky, even to clients. His staff
was mystified at his behaviour.

“I
don’t know what I’m going to say to Jeremy,” he railed on at her
when he could get her alone. “He’s going to be fuming. Momasita
too. Maybe she won’t want to look after two babies. It’s a heavy
load for her, you know. She’s not getting any younger. You’re so
darned inconsiderate, Kate. Maybe you should get rid of it!” He
kept on at her for several days until Kate finally
reacted.

“I’ll move out, Gabe. I’ll get another job,” she told him,
tired of his tantrums, fed up with his nagging. “It’s probably
best, anyway. I never intended to stay here this long.”

When she threatened to
leave, Gabriel cooled down almost immediately. He apologized,
pleaded for her not to be hasty. He didn’t really want her to leave
the shop; she was a valuable asset, customers loved her. Sales in
the shop had been way up since she’d joined him. She sold more than
all the other girls combined. He’d never admit it to her but he
didn’t want to lose Carmine either. He loved the little boy almost
as though he was his own son, knowing he’d likely never have a
biological child. Mollified, he told her he’d smooth things over
with Jeremy. She could stay, at least until Ben returned. “But just
you see you don’t leave us again. No more overnights!” he warned
her. Kate thought that sounded like a threat but didn’t dare
protest. What choice do I have? Where else can I go?

In late 1943,
Allesandro was born prematurely. Not as robust as Carmine, he
experienced health problems almost from the beginning. He was
plagued by asthma, which began when he was three, triggered by
emotional issues of some kind. The cause was never discovered. As
time went on, Momasita, who seemed to love the two little boys,
often complained how tired she was and how badly the little boys
behaved.

Katia never heard from
Ben again. But she never lost faith that he would return to her.
When the war was finally over, she began looking for him every day,
expecting him to show up at any time. He never did. She had days
when she felt so disappointed she didn’t think she could stand it.
Not having had a letter for some time, she was convinced he was
dead. Then she’d think he’d had enough of her and didn’t care any
more. She regretted not telling him about his sons in her frequent
letters to him. Maybe if he’d known…

Although very
depressed, Kate continued to work in the store and when Gabriel
decided to open another shop, he made her Manager. She worked long
hours, often coming home exhausted only to find her boys in tears.
They always calmed down once she was home with them. She never
suspected anything was seriously wrong, thought they just missed
her. Things improved somewhat when Carmine started school and when,
a year later, Allesandro entered Grade One.

When Allesandro was
seven, he was diagnosed with childhood diabetes. Much care had to
be taken with his diet and he had to have insulin shots. Momasita
complained it was too much for her and suggested Gabriel let Katia
stay home to look after her boys. A huge argument ensued when
Gabriel refused. Kate kept working.

It was around this
time she began to notice she seemed abnormally tired, both while
she was at work and even at home on her days off. She never felt
rested, even when she relaxed all day to compensate for the long
hours at work. She took iron pills, other vitamins. Nothing seemed
to help. Then one day, while she was bathing, she found a lump in
her left breast.

Beside herself with
fear and worry, she thought of nothing else for days. Finally she
went to a doctor and after several tests, received confirmation she
had advanced breast cancer. Her doctor told her it was too late,
recommended surgery, but didn’t think it could be contained. She
decided against an operation, told no one about her illness.

Kate began attending
church as often as she was able, realizing that she had neglected
her connection to God ever since coming to Los Angeles. She
believed she was being punished for not keeping to her faith, for
not staying celibate. She prayed she would find an answer to her
dilemma.

After much
soul-searching, she decided she’d take the boys, who she now knew
were very unhappy at Gabriel’s house and go try to find Ben. She’d
go back to Langdon to see her parents, although she’d never written
to them as she’d promised she would. They’d be upset with her, she
knew, but she felt sure they’d be so happy to see their grandsons
they’d forgive her. She’d tell them she had been married to Ben
George who’d been killed in the war, but definitely not tell them
he was Indian. She’d never tell them she’d been living with a
homosexual couple. She knew they’d be extremely angry with her
anyway, without revealing the whole truth about what she’d been up
to in California. She longed to patch things up with them before
she died.

Kate had to plan very
carefully her escape from Gabriel, Jeremy and Momasita, knowing
they’d refuse to let her go. She dreaded a confrontation. Gabriel
had become very possessive of the boys, continually referring to
them as his own. “My boys, this, my boys that,” he was always
saying. She was positive he and Jeremy wouldn’t let her take them
away. She regretted putting Gabriel’s name on the boys’ birth
certificates. Very afraid of Jeremy, who could be nasty and often
violent towards Gabriel, she suspected he might have been
mistreating her boys. She feared he might even attack her if he
found out she was planning to leave.

So: she bought new
clothes for the boys and stored them, along with some of her own,
in a locker at the bus station. She would leave everything behind
at the house except for the children. She removed all her savings
from her bank account the day before her planned departure and
purchased tickets for the bus to Tacoma. She arranged for a taxi to
pick them up very early in the morning to catch the earliest
bus.

Kate woke the boys
before the rest of the household was awake, warned to them to be
very quiet, promising they were going on a nice trip and would soon
meet their grandma and grandpa. The children whispered quietly,
looking forward to leaving and loving the idea of a trip.

Fearing that Gabriel
would rush to the bus station as soon as he discovered they were
gone, she was relieved when they’d safely boarded the bus and were
headed out of town.

At each stop along the
way, Kate was extremely apprehensive, still half-expecting to find
Gabriel pursuing them. When they finally arrived in Tacoma early
the following morning, she breathed a huge sigh of relief. So far,
so good. They’ll never find us now. She was happy she’d never told
Gabriel where she grew up. He’d often asked, but intuitively she
knew she shouldn’t tell him.

 


* * *

 


Arriving in Langdon
later that evening, she checked into its only hotel under the name
of Katie George. In the morning, for a treat she ordered breakfast
from room service. Afterwards, she left them with strict
instructions to stay in the room. not to answer the door to anyone,
nor to answer the telephone. To her dismay when she arrived at her
parents’ house she discovered that they had moved. The young woman
who answered the door didn’t know where they’d gone.

Unsure of what she
should do next, she finally decided to go and see her friends,
Marilyn and Margaret Nordstrom, although she knew it had been a
long time since she last saw them and was sure they’d probably
married and left home by now. Their mother recognized Katia right
away. Explaining that both of her daughters were now married and
had moved away, Mrs. Nordstrom told her where her parents had moved
and wrote down the new address, as well as her daughters’. Katia
took a taxi out to the subdivision where her parents had moved. She
stood on the porch trying to get the nerve to knock. Finally, she
rang the bell. Her mother opened the door, took one look at her and
froze, an unwelcome look on her face. Kate immediately understood
her mother was not going to welcome her home.

“You’re not wanted here. Don’t come back,” she snapped
nastily, shutting the door firmly in her daughter’s face. Kate
hadn’t even had a chance to explain, to tell her about her sons,
her ‘husband’ Ben. Not having expected to be so shunned, she
returned to the hotel in a terrible state, unsure of where to go
next. She took the boys out to eat lunch, then back to the hotel to
watch TV.

After a sleepless
night spent praying, she took the boys to Tacoma, where she asked
for help at a local church. She told the pastor there she was
looking for her ‘husband’, Ben George, who had been in the Navy but
had not returned at the end of the war. She confessed she was dying
of cancer and was desperate to find her sons’ father, if he was
still alive. She thought Ben might have returned to the Tacoma
area, where he’d once told her he’d lived before joining the
Navy.

The pastor listened
patiently to her story. When she’d mentioned Ben George, he knew
exactly what to do.

“I was that pastor, of
course,” Father Dwyer told them when he had finished telling them
Kate’s story. “This was when I was living and working in Tacoma. I
knew immediately it was ‘our Ben’ Kate was talking about. He had
come home so disturbed, so upset, but wouldn’t tell me why, what
had happened in California. The only thing he told me about was his
experience on PT 109, which obviously had a strong affect on him.
The rest of the story I eventually learned from him and Katia
later.

 


“What Katia didn’t know was that Ben had returned to find her
at the end of the war. He went to the dress shop, the only address
he knew. She wasn’t there, of course. By that time she was working
some distance away, managing Gabriel’s second shop. Gabriel was
there though.

“ ‘Ben! How’re you doing? He’d exclaimed, rushing up to Ben
before anyone else in the shop could. “It’s good to see you! What
are you doing here?’

“ ‘I’ve come for Kate. To take her home,’ Ben replied,
excitedly. ‘Where is she?’

“ ‘Aw, geez, man. That’s a shame. Kate’s gone,’ Gabriel lied,
probably believing he had no choice.

“‘Gone? Where’s she gone? I told her I’d be back. She never
mentioned to me in her letters she was leaving here. I wrote her
two weeks ago telling her I’d be de-mob’d this week and would come
for her.’”

 


“Apparently Kate never
received that letter.” Father Dwyer interjected. “When she and Ben
eventually talked about what had happened, she thought probably
Gabriel had stolen it from her mail.”

Then the rector
continued.

 


“ ‘Geez, sorry, Ben. She left here awhile back. Just quit and
took off. I don’t know where she went. She’s not living with my Mom
and me anymore.’

“Ben, now distraught, ran his hands over his face. “ ‘What am
I gonna do?’ he moaned.

“ ‘Maybe she went home, wherever that was, back to her parents,’
Gabriel suggested, knowing full well she hadn’t. Ben had the
feeling Gabriel was trying to get rid of him as quickly as
possible, wanted him out of there, but he didn’t know what to
do.

“ ‘Well, I guess I’ll just have to go back and see if I can find
her …’ Ben said, slumping off.

“Ben
did go to Langdon, but Katia wasn’t there.” Father Dwyer continued.
“He went to her parents’ home and received a cold reception too.
While Kate’s mother didn’t exactly shut the door in his face, (she
couldn’t treat a man in uniform, a man who’d served his country,
with disrespect), she made it quite clear that Kate wasn’t wanted
there, nor were any of her friends. He hadn’t even had time even to
explain his relationship to her daughter.

“He
became despondent. Feeling really discouraged now, he returned to
Tacoma. At least he was welcome there. He spent some time with
friends he hadn’t seen in years. He heard about a job from an old
friend, Howie, who said he could get him on at the fire department.
But he couldn’t settle down. Not yet.

“A
few weeks later, wanting to keep searching for Kate, he returned
again to Langdon. He took a room at the local hotel and wandered
the streets, hoping he’d find her. Then he had an idea. He’d go to
some churches on the off chance she might be known at one of them.
Baptist – yes, she’d mentioned the Baptist Church.

“Listed on a board outside the church was a young peoples’
group meeting taking place that evening. He attended and found the
group was his (and Katia’s) age.

“ ‘My name is Ben George,’ he introduced himself, then asked if
any of them knew Katia. One pretty, vivacious young woman said she
did.

“ ‘Katia – Kate - was one of my best friends,’ she told him.
‘But she left home when she was twenty and never came
back.’

“ ‘Was this her?’ Ben asked, showing the girl a photograph of he
and Kate, taken in a photo-booth on Rodeo Drive.

“ ‘Oh yes. That’s Kate, for sure. But she looks so much prettier
in this picture. Her hair is different. And she looks so
happy.’

“ ‘She didn’t come back here?’ Ben asked hopefully. ‘We were
engaged to get married, but she disappeared from where she lived
and worked in L.A. When I got out of the Navy I went to get her but
she was gone.’

“ ‘What a shame! But no, she never came home. I’m still mad at
her for not writing as she promised she would. She never wrote her
mother either. Her parents are really strict and I don’t think they
want her back. Oh, by the way, my name is Marilyn.’

Just then another girl
joined them, ‘This is my little sister, Margaret. We look alike,
don’t we?’”

“Ben
shook hands with both girls. ‘I recognize your names,” he told
them. ‘Kate told me about you.’

 


Pastor Dwyer paused
again. “Now the plot thickens,” he said, smiling at them.

 


* * *

 


“Ben told me later he
was more attracted to the younger sister, Margaret. But both girls
were really nice so he decided he’d stay in Langdon awhile, maybe
get to know them both better.”

“As you might guess,
the following year I performed Ben and Margaret’s wedding. He had
joined the district fire department by that time. They had their
daughter, Lisa, the next year. I christened her.”

“So it was you who told
him about his two little boys?” Marybeth asked.

“Eventually, that’s
right. Lisa was about four by then, I think. Ben convinced Margaret
that they should take them on as foster children. While they were
mulling it over, I suggested they meet the little boys, who were
staying with us. Of course, Margaret fell in love with them right
away, she was so tenderhearted.

“Once the boys moved in
with them, I told Ben, in private, about Katia. He was stricken,
devastated, torn. He wanted to see her, but didn’t know what to do
about Margaret. I advised against going to see Kate, but he was
adamant. She was, by that time, very ill, in hospital. He arranged
to pay all her medical expenses. She didn’t live long after the
boys moved in with Ben and Margaret. I guess she felt it was okay
to go on, they were safely in their father’s hands.”

“Weren’t you afraid
they’d refuse to adopt the boys?” Marybeth asked. “That you might
end up having to keep them yourself?”

“To tell you the truth,
no, I wasn’t. I had faith they would want them. I had prayed and
prayed, and my prayers were answered.”

“Did he, Ben, have any
doubt about them being his kids?” Tom asked.

“No doubt at all. He
loved Kate and knew she wouldn’t lie to him. He knew she’d been in
a difficult situation and had done what she felt she had to do.
Besides, the two boys are the spitting image of him. Actually I was
surprised no one else seemed to notice.”

“Did he ever tell
Margaret about Kate?” Marybeth asked.

“No. No, I don’t think
so. I don’t know if she ever suspected. I mean, the boys looked so
much like him. She might have realized but I don’t really know. She
certainly never mentioned it to me.”

“Do you know if they
went by the surname, ‘Juarez’?” Tom asked.

“That’s right.
‘Juarez’. But Ben changed it to George when they adopted the boys
officially a few years later.”

“That’s an incredible
story,” Marybeth remarked. “I guess they knew about Sonny’s
diabetes when they took them in?”

“Of course. It would
have made no difference to them, though. What you have to realize
is that, although she was quite young when the boys came to them,
Margaret was a wonderful, strong woman. This was a hard job she
took on and she managed it well. No one ever heard her complain
about them. In fact, she rejoiced in bringing them into her family.
Even when things were really difficult, which they were at the
beginning, before the boys settled in properly, and then again
before they left home, she never wavered in her love for them. I
wouldn’t hesitate to call her a saint.”

“How was her
relationship with Ben, if I may ask?” Tom said.

“Ben adored her. He
loved her. And she loved him, was always very loyal.”

“What was he like?”
Marybeth asked.

“He was a difficult man
to figure out, you know? He could be tough sometimes. Some people
found him cold, maybe even callous. But he had this tender side too
and was often very generous. He gave a lot of time to some of our
less fortunate parishioners. And you know how he stayed loyal to
that crippled boy, Wayne Howard, his whole life. Helped him out all
the time. I often wondered if he might have felt responsible for
the Howard’s accident. Couldn’t have been easy, the man was very –
well, maladjusted, I guess you could say.

“They weren’t well off,
he and Margaret, but they gave freely of themselves. I guess I’d
describe him as a complicated but kind man, whatever that
means.”

“What accident was
that?” Tom asked.

“When they were kids,
Ben and Wayne, they were playing basketball in the school gym. Ben
got knocked down and took Wayne down with him. Wayne got slammed
into the edge of the steel door and was badly injured. He was
hospitalized for quite a long time, a year maybe. Ben was by his
side almost constantly and stayed friends with him until he
died.”

“Is this Wayne Howard
still around?”

“I’m not sure, to tell
you the truth. I lost track of him when Ben and Margaret were
killed. He’s not somebody I’d want to spend much time with, to tell
you the truth. Un-Christian of me, I know, but he was pretty
unpleasant.”

“Was he a good father,
do you think? Ben, I mean?” asked Marybeth.

“I think he did the
best he could. It wasn’t always easy, you know, but I think he
tried. I know he was pretty broken up when they left him.”

“The question is: why
did they leave him?” Marybeth wondered.

“Do you have any idea
where those boys are now, Father Dwyer?” Tom asked.

“Sonny, or Allesandro
Juarez, as he now calls himself, lives up at The Falls. He’s a
teacher at the School for the Deaf in Black Rock. I’ve heard very
good things about him. I think Carmine, or Cal, is in Utah. But
that’s another story, for another time.”

He rose from his chair
and joined them as they walked to their car. “I’ll pray you find
what you need,” he told them as they left.

 


 



Chapter
10

Marilyn

A message from a Mrs.
Marilyn deJean awaited Marybeth and Tom when they returned to work.
It said they could call her back at the Sheraton Hotel to arrange a
meeting.

When they arrived at
the hotel suite, she had coffee waiting for them in the elegant
living room. While serving the coffee from a sterling silver coffee
pot, she told them her niece, Lisa Kelly, had told her they’d been
searching for her.

“That’s true, Mrs.
deJean,” Tom told her. “We’re re-investigating the fire when Ben
George rescued your niece, Frannie. We’ve been looking for her
too.”

“Frannie is my
daughter, not my niece. She lives in Victoria, on Vancouver Island,
with her father and me.” Slim and elegantly dressed in a midnight
blue hostess gown, Marilyn deJean closely resembled her niece,
Lisa.

“The manager of the
apartment building that burned, where you lived, told us she was
your niece.”

“I told the management
she was my niece. It seemed best at the time.” She was cool as a
cucumber.

“Ben’s Aunt Agnes told
us Frannie is Ben’s daughter,” Marybeth told her. “Is that right?
She showed us a snapshot of you with the child when she was about 3
or 4.”

“Yes, she is. I told
everyone she was my niece when I brought her here to have her baby.
It’s not a well known fact around here I have a daughter.”

“Why not stay in Canada
to have the child, then?” Marybeth asked.

“I’m American and so is
Frannie. We discussed it and she decided she’d have the baby here,
so the child would be American, too. You know, of course, that her
little girl, Nicole, died as a result of that fire, don’t you? So
it’s not even relevant what we decided, one way or the other.”

“It’s relevant. It’s
one of the reasons we’d like to find out who started that
fire.”

“Started?” the woman
looked surprised, shocked. “You mean it was an arson?”

“Yes. It was.” Tom
informed her, amused that she seemed to be warming up. “And a
murder.”

“I know you probably
think it’s none of our business, but did your husband know that
Frannie was Ben’s child?” Marybeth asked.

“Yes. Of course he did.
Frannie was born two years before we met.” Marilyn deJean
protested, annoyed at the question. “Pete, my husband, loves
Frannie like she was his own daughter. He couldn’t have children of
his own so adopted Frannie when we married. He’s the only father
she’s ever known. He’s Canadian, rarely comes down here.”

“You mentioned you’ve
been living in Canada. Yet you were living here, at the Bellevue
Apartments, when the baby was born?”

“That’s true,” Marilyn
said. “I kept an apartment here back then because I often came down
her to visit my sister, Margaret.”

“That’s Margaret
George? Ben George’s wife? Did she know her husband was Frannie’s
father? ”

Marilyn looked down at
the coffee cup in her hand, not answering immediately. “I hope you
realize these are all rather personal questions you’re asking? I’m
not sure I’m comfortable answering them,” But, finally, after a few
seconds, she told them. “No. She believed Pete was.”

“Was Frannie married?”
Tom asked.

“No, she wasn’t
married. Frannie met Nichole’s daddy on one of our visits down
here. That’s another reason why we wanted the baby born here. So he
could be with them during the birth.”

“You weren’t home the
morning of the fire. Apparently only Frannie and the baby were. Can
you tell us where you were that morning?”

“It doesn’t matter
anymore.” Marilyn answered so quietly they could hardly hear her
reply.

“It might be very
helpful if you told us.” Marybeth told her gently.

“Would you like some
more coffee?” Marilyn asked, frowning as she checked the empty pot.
“Maybe some pastries? Danish or something? I’ll call room
service.”

“Not for me,” Tom
answered.

“I’d like something, if
you don’t mind. I haven’t eaten today.”

“Sure, go ahead. I’ll
have something, too,” Marybeth agreed.

When room service had
come and gone, Tom picked up a Danish, bit into it, then said, with
his mouth full, “I find I’m a bit peckish after all. You were going
to tell us where you were when the fire started.”

“I was with Ben. Right
here, in this very room, until late – well – very early in the
morning. He went home to sleep of course, but I stayed here until
mid-morning when Mag – that’s my sister – called to tell me about
the fire and that Ben and Frannie were both in hospital. I’d no
idea she even knew I was in town, so don’t even ask how she
knew.”

“You and Ben were still
seeing each other then?” Marybeth asked.

“Well, not much
anymore, but occasionally we would get together. That night we had
a terrible argument though and I never saw him again, not ever.”
She dabbed at her eyes.

“What was the argument
about?” Tom enquired.

“It was about Frannie
and Sandro Juarez.”

“Sandro? Juarez? Ben’s
son, Sonny?” Tom was taken aback – yet again.

“Yes. Allesandro. He
was Nichole’s daddy.”

“You must be
kidding!”

“No. I’m not. That’s
the terrible thing about all this. Nobody knew. When I told Ben
about Nichole, about Sonny, he hit the roof. That’s when he told me
the boys he adopted were his real sons. He had known almost from
the beginning, from when he first heard about them. I was really
shocked, partly because I’d known their mother, Katia, who was a
close childhood friend but also because of Frannie and Sonny being
brother… half-brother and sister. I was doubly upset because he’d
never told me.”

Marilyn stopped, walked
across the room to fetch a handful of tissue from a box on the
dining table. “He told us, when we first met him, me ‘n Margaret,
he’d lost track of Kate at the end of the war. Apparently he hadn’t
known she’d had his children until the pastor of his church told
him that she was in Tacoma looking for him. Poor Kate was very ill
and naturally wanted Ben to look after his boys. Ben loved her so
much and now she was back, but she was dying. What else could he
do?

“He loved Margaret and
Lisa and he loved me. And he loved Frannie too. He loved all of us.
He was a tortured soul.” Almost overcome, her eyes red from
weeping, she blew her nose, making it raw.

“So he made up a story
and forced Margaret to adopt them,” Marybeth remarked, rather too
sharply, Tom thought.

“Well, I don’t think
forced is the right word to use,” Marilyn protested. “He did talk
her into it though, that’s for sure. But Margaret came to love
those boys like her own. They loved her maybe more than they loved
Ben. I didn’t know then that they were Ben’s boys. He could be
hard, you know. He wasn’t an easy man to love. I should know.”

“Did anyone else, other
than the priest and his wife, know about the boys being Ben’s
biological children?”

“Probably not. I
didn’t.” She stood, began to pace back and forth from the fireplace
to the dining area. “Anyway, back to that night… I was really
upset, because now I knew Sonny and Frannie were brother and sister
– well, half anyway and I didn’t know what to do! How to tell them?
They had a child together for heaven’s sake!

“God, it’s so sordid! I
hate even thinking about it. But it wasn’t their fault. How were
they to know? If only he’d told me! I could have stopped it at the
beginning!

“I know, I know what
you’re thinking,” she continued. “I’ll admit our relationship –
Ben’s and mine – was a bit… well, not conventional. I was really
angry because Ben had kept it all from me. I mean, I thought he
told me everything, you know, everything.” She paused, got more
tissues to blow her poor nose before resuming.

“Ben, he was furious
with Sandro. I mean, how could the poor boy have known Frannie was
his sister, for God’s sake? He’d kept us all separate, away from
each other all that time? What did he expect? If only he’d told us!
He was so terribly angry, I couldn’t even reason with him. He
seemed to think we, Frannie, Sandro and I, were doing this just to
embarrass him. Can you imagine?”

“When did he leave
you?”

“I don’t know, maybe
about two-thirty or so.”

“Was he still upset
when he left?” Tom asked.

“Oh, yes. He was. Very
much so.”

“Did he tell you what
happened to Kate after the boys moved in with him?” Marybeth
asked.

“Yes. He told me he’d
always loved her. We knew that, Margaret and me, when we first met
him. He told me he was devastated when he heard she was dying. One
thing I’m really proud of him for – he made sure that Kate was
cared for at the last and that she saw her boys as often as
possible before she died. Still, I was furious he hadn’t told
Margaret and me about her. We were her closest friends during our
teens and maybe if we’d known…. Oh, I don’t know…”

“I guess he felt he
couldn’t tell anyone. I might not, under the circumstances.” Tom
said sympathetically. “What a predicament!”

“He never told my
sister any of this, either. I know our relationship was important
to him. I know he loved me… maybe more than he loved Margaret even,
because he asked me not to tell her,” Marilyn wept, trying to
convince herself.

“Anyway, that’s what
happened the night before the fire. We went, Frannie and I, back to
Victoria right after Nichole died. Frannie was in terrible shape.
She wanted to see her Dad – Ben – but I wouldn’t let her. She
wanted to be with Sonny, Sandro, but I told her he was gone, had
left the area and no one knew where he was. She wouldn’t speak to
me for a long time after. It was a real tragedy, you know. Not just
for Ben. I couldn’t bring myself to speak to my sister, to visit
her. I rarely saw her before she died.”

“How is Frannie now?”
Tom asked. “Did she know Ben was her dad?”

“Yes. She knew him. She
loved him. He was good to her. They spent time together, before the
fire. She’s happily married now to a really nice man and has two
gorgeous children. We never talk about Ben or Sandro, and never
Nichole.”

“Do you have any idea
who might have started that fire? Do you think maybe Sonny
did?”

“Absolutely not. He was
the sweetest boy in the world. A gentle soul. He loved Frannie and
the baby; they intended to marry as soon as he got settled. He was
at college then, becoming a teacher and as far as I know he wasn’t
even in town that night.”

“So who do you think
might have been responsible?”

“Why ask me? How would
I know?” Marilyn responded curtly.

“Do you think it might
have been Ben?”

Marilyn didn’t answer
right away. Pouring herself another coffee, she offered them a
refill, which they refused. Then she said, frowning, “I don’t
really believe he did, but to tell the truth, it did cross my mind.
He’s dead now so what’s the point of pursuing it? Anyway, have you
talked to Wayne Howard?”

“The Fire Marshal? He’s
on our list. Do you know if he’s still alive?”

“I believe he is. Nasty
character. You should talk to him. You really should.”

“Do you think maybe he
started the fire?”

“I don’t know. You
should talk to him.”

Tom and Marybeth left
her then, asking if she’d mind talking to them again if necessary.
They couldn’t force her to stay in town, but hoped she’d be
available should they need more information.

 


 



Chapter
11

Allesandro

Later that day Marybeth
was standing in the lobby of the Leffler Police Station, talking to
the receptionist, when a tall, dark man entered.

“You’re Marybeth
Laughlin, aren’t you?” he said as he approached. “I understand
you’ve been looking for me.”

“That’s right. How did
you know?”

“I’m Allesandro Juarez.
My great aunt, Agnes William, told me that you’ve been looking for
my brother Carmine and me.”

“I meant, how did you
know it was me?

“She described you.
‘Tall, blonde, nice looking.’ Only lady in the police force here,
she said.”

Just then Tom came in
from the street, walked over and joined them.

“You know Allesandro
Juarez, Tom? He’s come to talk to us.”

“Did you get that light
fixed okay?” Tom asked.

“Yes. Thanks. Is there
somewhere private we can talk?”

“Of course. We can talk
here. Or maybe you’d prefer we went somewhere we can get a good
coffee? I’m hoping.”

“As long as it’s
private.” Sonny replied.

“Let’s walk over to the
coffee shop. There’s a private spot near their fireplace, with easy
chairs,” Marybeth suggested. “Nice and comfortable. Okay, Tom?”

“Sure. Why not?”

They found the coffee
shop virtually empty. After they’d removed their coats and ordered,
Sonny asked them, “What is it you want to know?”

“We understand you’re a
teacher. Where do you work?” Marybeth asked him.

“At the Waldorf School
for the Deaf over in Black Rock. I’ve been there for 15 years.”

“What do you
teach?”

“The usual range of
subjects. Mostly sign language. Also lip reading and some Braille,
although Braille is more for the blind. Some of our students are
nearly blind so provide some courses in that as well.”

Marybeth noticed he
watched their faces closely as they spoke and ‘signed’ as he
talked. He’s lip reading.

“That sounds like a
rewarding career,” she said, finding herself enunciating more
carefully while still trying to speak normally. It was almost
instinctive to talk loudly when conversing with a deaf person and
she didn’t want to seem insensitive. She wished she could interpret
the sign language. I’d love to learn that. Wonder where I can take
a course?

“Yes, it is. I love
teaching and as I’m slightly deaf myself...”

“We’re investigating
that fire in 1968, when your daughter was rescued? It’s an old
case, for sure, but we need to find the person responsible for
setting it.” Tom said in a normal voice.

“My daughter? Who told
you that baby was my daughter?” the young man demanded, suddenly
angry, his face turning dark red.

“Marilyn deJean. She
also told us that you and Frannie deJean were engaged to be
married.”

Allesandro sat for a
long minute saying nothing, deciding not to talk to them after all.
Leaving his coffee untouched, he stood, lifted his jacket from the
back of the chair and walked towards the door. Just as he was about
to walk out, he turned around and came back to the table.

“I wasn’t in Leffler at
the time of that fire. I was away at University in Corvallis –
that’s in Oregon – studying for exams the next day.” Turning away
he walked out, this time for good.

“Well, that was short
and not so sweet,” Tom remarked. “Now what?”

“I’d guess he didn’t
want to discuss his relationship with Frannie,” Marybeth replied.
“It must be ‘iffy’ for him.”

“Can’t exactly say I
blame him. He falls in love with a girl, gets her pregnant, then
finds out she’s his sister. That would be slightly traumatic, don’t
you think?”

“They were likely
heartbroken. Both by the death of their daughter and by learning
they were brother and sister. Then losing each other. We probably
shouldn’t have asked him about it.”

“What else were we
going to ask him?”

“Like, maybe where did
he and his brother go, after they left home and what did they do?
We should have asked him that first.” Tom said.

“Why’d you have to
mention Nichole anyway? That’s what put him off.”

“I don’t know. Well, I
guess we’ll have to go up and see him at home. Later today maybe.”
He stood up, and began putting on his coat.

“Maybe we should give
him a little more time before we try to talk to him again, don’t
you think? Let’s get outta here.” Marybeth rose, put on her jacket
and followed Tom out of the café.

 


* * *

 


Arriving home in The
Falls after his meeting with Marybeth and Tom, Allesandro Juarez
found his beautiful wife, Valerie, standing in front of the kitchen
sink preparing vegetables for supper. He came up behind her,
encircled her waist with his arms, then nuzzled into her neck to
give her a kiss.

“Hi, babe,” she said,
her hands busy with the potatoes. “How was the meeting? I didn’t
expect you home so soon.”

“I walked out on them,”
he replied, morosely,

“Oh, Sandro, why?” she
asked, turning to him, putting her arms around his waist.

“They asked me about
Frannie and Nichole. I couldn’t talk about that, Val, I just
couldn’t.”

“That was pretty
insensitive of them,” Val answered.

“I don’t suppose they
thought it was insensitive. They’re cops. Maybe I’m too
thin-skinned anyway. It was a long time ago. I should have gotten
over it by now.”

“Sandro, something like
what happened to you and Frannie you don’t get over in a hurry. I
don’t think either of you will ever truly forget it.”

“They’re going to want
to talk to me again, I just know it. I think they wanted more
information about the fire. They told Agnes and Nick they’ve
reopened that case. I told them I was in Corvallis studying for
exams.”

“Well, you were. You
weren’t lying. You have nothing to worry about.”

“I know. But I’m still
anxious. I guess I just don’t want to talk about all that stuff
that happened back then.”

“That’s understandable.
But, if they want to speak to you again, get them to come up here
so I can be with you. You just need a little moral support. You’ll
be fine.”

Valerie Young had been
Sandro’s brother’s girlfriend, before he left for Vietnam.
Beautiful, petite, with long shiny black hair, ivory skin and
twinkling brown eyes, she was the only daughter of a prominent
local Indian family. Very popular at school, her friends had called
her ‘The Princess’.

When Carmine left home
in 1957, Valerie had gone to her parents, asking if they might help
Cal find work and someplace to live, so he wouldn’t have to leave
the Leffler area. Valerie’s father, who owned a chain of upscale
furniture stores, was impressed with the young, Indian man her
daughter had brought home. He found him a job in a logging camp not
too far from town, where he could live and work (and stay in his
daughter’s life).

 


* * *

 


The two young police
officers did want to talk to Sonny again. They made an appointment
to see him and Val at their little home late the following
afternoon, after they returned from work. Tom and Marybeth decided
to be a bit more circumspect in their questioning methods,
realizing that Allesandro still sensitive about the death of his
daughter, even after twenty years. They wanted to question him
further about what he’d been doing during the time of the fire, to
establish he had, in fact, been away at university. They were also
curious about his relationship with his father and why he’d left
home.

When they knocked at
the door of the small house in the village of The Falls, a dog
started barking. A lovely young woman opened the door, accompanied
by a beautiful, small, black poodle.

“I’m Valerie,” she
said, extending her hand. “And this noisy young man here is Nikko.
He’s saying hello, too.” As soon as she spoke, the dog stopped
barking. She led them into the small living room where Sonny sat
waiting for them in a large easy chair, next to the burning
fireplace. Decorated in southwest colours. Indian wall hangings and
hand-woven Navajo rugs on the hardwood floors, the room was very
interesting and comfortable.

Val had arranged a tray
of snacks and had tea and coffee ready. As soon as they sat down in
the little living room, Nikko jumped up beside Marybeth and asked
to be petted. “What a lovely dog!” she remarked, rubbing his ears.
“He’s not at all shy, is he? What is he?”

“He’s a poodle-terrier
cross, as far as we know.” Val told them. “He’s about two years old
and we’ve only had him for about six months. We got lucky.
Sometimes when you adopt an older pet, you get nothing but
problems.

“Would you like tea or
coffee?”

They talked about dogs
while they sipped their coffee. Marybeth told them she’d like to
find a dog like Nikko to adopt one day.

“When you’re ready, let
me know. I know of several groups that rescue neglected animals.
That’s how we found Nikko.”

Wishing to come to of
what she knew was the point of their visit, she said, “We
understand you’ve opened that old arson case. The one where Ben
George rescued his daughter, Frannie.”

“That’s right,
Valerie,” Marybeth replied, happy the subject was now out in the
open. She knows Frannie was Ben’s daughter. Well, of course she
would.

“Val. Please call me
Val. What is it you want from us?”

“We’ve been rattling
around trying to figure out who might have started that fire. We
came upon a statement, something Ben George wrote sometime before
his death, in which he states he suspected you, Sonny, of starting
a fire at a mall, back in 1958.”

“Me? Hey, I never
started any fire, anyplace, anytime! What is this shit?” Marybeth
noticed he wasn’t ‘signing’.

“Calm down, Sandro,”
his wife told him. She sat on the arm of his chair and tried to
take his hand, but he wasn’t having any of it.

“You’ve got some
nerve!” he exclaimed, speaking to both Marybeth and Tom. Nikko,
obviously upset by his tone of voice, jumped down from beside
Marybeth and went to stand near Sonny’s chair, looking up at him
with pleading eyes.

“I’m sorry, Sonny. We
aren’t actually accusing you of anything.” Tom said. “We wanted to
tell you about this so-called letter, what was said in it. We just
want to get your ‘take’ on it. It was a long time ago,” he
added.

“Okay. But call me
Sandro. My name is Allesandro and I don’t want to be called Sonny.
That’s what that as…, what Ben George called me. My name is
Allesandro Juarez; that’s what my birth certificate says and that’s
what I want to be called.”

“Okay, Sandro, it is,
then.” Tom acquiesced. “According to this document, which
incidentally, we don’t place complete faith in, you had left home
right at the time of the apartment fire. Could you tell us where
you went when you left?”

“I don’t think I have
to tell you that. Do I?” Sonny asked his wife.

“Sandro,” Val told him,
“you have nothing to hide, remember?”

“Can I see this
so-called accusation?”

“We’ll show it to you,
but later, if you don’t mind,” Marybeth said gently. “We would
rather you didn’t read it just yet.”

“He’s not my dad. And
I’ve told you I didn’t start any fires. That one, or any other,”
Sandro stated vehemently, then calming down somewhat, he added,
“Well, that’s not entirely true, I guess. I have started campfires.
Ben taught my brother, Carmine and me woodcraft. You know, setting
up camps in the woods – stuff like that. And obviously I’ve started
fires in our fireplace here.”

“As we’ve said, we are
not accusing anyone of anything. We’re just trying to get to the
truth. Surely you want to know who is responsible for the fire that
resulted in…” Marybeth paused, not wanting to upset him further by
mentioning his daughter’s death again.

“Of course, we want
that too, both of us,” Val cut in. “It’s just that Sandro, but me
too, thought all that unpleasantness was behind us. It’s pretty
hard, you know. You’re opening up old wounds.”

“We understand. We
really do.” Tom replied, not un- sympathetically. “Incidentally,
Sandro, everyone we talked to about this has told us they don’t
believe you were responsible. I tend to agree.”

“He couldn’t have been
anyway,” Val said. “We, both of us, were in Corvallis, at OSU,
studying for exams.”

“What about that mall
fire in 1958, Sandro? You had just left home.”

“I was at the logging
camp where Carmine was living and working. I don’t have anyone to
vouch for me right now, but I’m sure I could find a few guys who
were there then.”

“Your aunt and uncle
said both you and Carmine were there the night of that particular
fire.”

“Well, yes, we could
have been. We spent many weekends there and sometimes, during
forest fire season, when the camps were shut down, we’d spend all
our time over at their place. We put a new roof on their house
during one of those shut downs. To tell you the truth, I don’t know
the exact dates and I don’t really know anything about that mall
fire. I told Ben I didn’t at the time.”

“Okay. We’ll leave it
at that,” Tom said. “We’d like to ask you a little bit about your
brother now, if you don’t mind.”

“Why do you want to
know about Carmine?” Valerie asked.

“Where is he, for a
start?” Marybeth said.

“We don’t actually
know. We don’t hear from him. He moves around,” Sandro told them.
By this time, Nikko had jumped up and making himself cuddled on his
master’s lap.

“We heard he might have
gone to Vietnam.” Tom said.

“Yes, he did. He was in
the Navy. He was over there for quite a long time. He wrote to both
of us during that time.”

“He wrote to both of
you?”

“Yes,” Val answered. “I
was engaged to him before he joined up, you know. But then for some
reason, I guess he decided he didn’t want me anymore and I didn’t
get any more letters from him. Actually, he stopped writing to both
of us at about the same time. We never knew what happened to him.
At first we thought he’d been killed. We finally found out he was
back in the states. Apparently, he hadn’t even been injured, or at
least we don’t think he was.”

“When Frannie and I got
separated,” Sandro explained, “Val and I, well, we’d been close
friends for a long time, had gone to college together, so I just
naturally turned to her for comfort. Carmine had disappeared.
Destiny. I guess we were meant for each other. We decided to get
married. We’re soul-mates,” he added quietly, looking at Val
fondly

“So you don’t know
where your brother is now?” Marybeth asked again.

“No, we heard he was
down in Indian country. Maybe South Dakota, living on one of the
reservations down there. But we don’t know for sure.”

“When was the last time
you heard from him?”

“We haven’t. Heard from
him, I mean,” Sandro said.

“How did you know he
was home then? Back in America?” Tom asked.

“Every once in awhile,
we’d get word through the ‘moccasin telegraph’.” Val smiled.

“The ‘moccasin
telegraph’?” Marybeth puzzled.

“The Indian grapevine,
MB. You know, like smoke signals,” Tom told her with a grin. “It’s
a kind of network. Information travels to the people who need to
know. Most of the time it works, but not always.”

Sandro and Val made no
comment.

“You don’t live that
far from Lisa, Sandro. Do you never see her?”

“No, we don’t. On
purpose. We decided back when we left home, Carmine and I, to sever
all ties.”

“That’s such a shame!”
Marybeth exclaimed. “Lisa told us she has very fond memories of you
two when you lived with them.”

“It is a shame,” Val
agreed. “I’ve often told Sandro we should contact her. She and her
children live just down the river. It’s a bit stupid, really.”

“I’m amazed you haven’t
run into her in town.”

“We always try to avoid
her if we can. We work in Black Rock and don’t go into Leffler that
often. She might not recognize either of us anyway. We’ve both
changed. Especially Sandro, with his beard and moustache,” Val told
them, smiling gently at her husband.

“You heard about her
twins disappearing a year or so ago?” Tom asked.

“Yes. You found them,
didn’t you? Lisa must have been frantic. I really tried to get
Sandro to contact her during that time, but he wasn’t ready.” Val
said, looking sadly at her husband.

“I’ve got enough on my
plate,” Sandro protested, trying to put an end to the subject. He
seemed to be having some difficulty breathing.

“Calm down Sandro,” Val
said, handing him his inhaler.

“Do you still get
asthma attacks?” Tom asked.

“Yes. And I don’t need
this on top of everything else,” he answered, spraying medication
into his throat.

Opening her bag,
Marybeth removed Ben’s accusatory note. Handing it to Sandro, she
said, “This is just a copy. We have the original in safekeeping.
Now, we’re not sure why or to whom Ben wrote this, if indeed he
wrote it to anyone. Lisa found it among some of his papers. There
are letters from your mother, your birth certificates, some
pictures, that sort of thing. Lisa is keeping those in case you
want them someday.”

Sandro unfolded the
paper and began to read. “This is just bullshit! Just what I’d
expect from that…” Looking at Tom, he asked, “You said there was
another?”

Suddenly he stood up,
dumping the dog off his lap and walked out of the room, Nikko
padding along behind him. Shortly after, they heard him weeping
from another part of the house.

“Would you please
excuse me?” Val asked. “This has upset him. I should go see if I
can help.”

“You see?” Marybeth
said quietly to Tom, wiping tears from her eyes, “Remember how it
made me cry? It’s a very disturbing document.”

“We should go, MB. We
can talk to them again later, if we have any more questions.”

They could hear Val
quietly comforting Sandro. They clearly heard his anguished,
grief-stricken cry, “Why would he do this, Val? Why would he accuse
me of setting fires, for God’s sake?

“He never really loved
me, Val. Why? Why didn’t he? Why?”

“He did, Sandro. He
did. I know he did.”

Marybeth whispered, as
she and Tom left the house, shutting the door quietly behind them,
“I’d like to learn more about this family, wouldn’t you?”

“They don’t seem that
fond of Ben, any of them,” Tom answered, slightly unsettled. He’d
always thought of Ben as the consummate hero.

 


 



Chapter
12

Taling History






The sun was sinking,
heading for western horizon, shining over the falls, as they left
Val and Allesandro’s home.

“Pretty place.”
Marybeth stood looking out over the river. “Last time we were here
was when we met April Arneson.”

“Yeah, wasn’t she
something? Things have certainly changed for her. ”

Driving away from the
little village, Tom said, “Well, so much for the veracity of Agnes
and Nick’s statements. Do you think they were lying about
everything?”

“Perhaps they were only
protecting the boys. Maybe they’ve known all along where they
were.”

“So, should we believe
anything this family says about Sonny or Carmine? Or Ben? Should we
assume, as police, they’d automatically lie to us?” Tom looked
perplexed.

Lights coming on in
buildings along the highway signaled night’s rapid approach. Early
stars and a crescent moon appeared in the darkening sky. They had
been quiet for several minutes, each thinking their own thoughts,
when Marybeth spoke. “Would you lie to protect your family, Tom? In
fact, how far would you go to defend them? Could you kill?”

“Strange question… I
think, like most people, I’d go to almost any length to look after
the ones I love. Pretty sure I would, anyway. Lie? Sure. Killing,
though? I don’t know…”

“How far would you go
to ensure your loved ones’ happiness, do you think?” Marybeth
asked.

“I would draw the line,
I think, at actually harming someone,” he answered.

“What if somebody was
making your daughter unhappy? Not physically hurting her, just
making her unhappy.”

“Well, I’d hope I could
somehow influence that person to change their ways. Oh, I don’t
know… Until I’m presented with the circumstance, I don’t really
know how I’d react. Where’s this coming from, anyway?”

“Just wondered.”

“Change of subject, MB.
What do you know about what was going on in 1968?” Tom asked.
“Other than the apartment fire?”

“Hmm... I’ll have to
think about that,” she answered. “Maybe you should refresh my
memory. I was born in ’69.”

“That long ago?” Tom
joked. Marybeth poked him in the arm.

“Well, for one thing,
it was the year Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated.”

“Right. Now I remember.
Robert Kennedy, too. In California.”

“There was a lot of
upheaval back then. Riots in Chicago at the Democratic National
Convention, for instance.”

“Didn’t that jerk,
Nixon, win the election in ’68?”

“Yes, and he won by
less than 50 percent. But he did take 32 states. Obviously, MB,
you’re a Democrat.”

“Well, yes, I lean that
way. I’m really apolitical though; I try to base my votes on
issues, not parties.”

“Herbert Humphrey was
from my state, Minnesota. He came second in the ’68 election.
George Wallace, the governor of Alabama came third.”

“Wasn’t there an
attempt to assassinate him? George Wallace, I mean?”

“Governor Wallace was
shot five times back in 1972. It wasn’t a political thing, just
some nut wanting fame and fortune, but Wallace ended up in a
wheelchair for the rest of his life. Some would say ‘just
desserts.’ He was a racist bastard. Apparently, in the end he
finally changed his ways, became a ‘born-again Christian’ and
apologized for being a racist. Rather convenient, wouldn’t you say?
All’s forgiven at the Pearly Gates?”

“I wonder if all that
turmoil back then had anything to do with any of our fires?”

“I’ve wondered that,
too. Aunt Agnes mentioned Ben was very upset when Kennedy was
killed, so possibly lots of people were, our arsonist amongst
them.”

“It’s something we
should maybe consider. What was your ‘take’ on Sonny? I mean
Sandro?” Marybeth asked.

“He does seem awfully
sensitive, especially on the subject of his dad. I’m curious about
them – him and Carmine. There’s something fascinating about that
family.”

“I don’t know if we’ll
get the chance to learn much more. It’s private family business,
mostly not relevant to our investigation anyway. And so far, they
don’t seem to want to tell us the truth.”

“Marilyn was pretty
forthcoming… They’re the epitome of ‘a dysfunctional family’,
wouldn’t you agree?”

“For sure! Now: what
the heck does ep-it-om-e mean?” Marybeth asked, laughing.

“I think it means
‘representative of’.”

“Why not just say
they’re dysfunctional and be done with it?”

Tom laughed. “Just
wanted to impress you with my eruditeness,” he responded.

“Gotcha. What is
eruditeness? Never mind… I know what it means and I am
impressed.”

“Good, you should be.
Now what and where are we going to eat tonight?”

“Let’s just find
something at my place. Macaroni and cheese, maybe a slice of ham.
Are you going to work in the shop later?”

“I’d like to keep
working on your desk. It’s coming along nicely. I’ve got maybe
another five or six hours work and it’ll be ready to apply a finish
of some kind. What do you want?”

“Can I do it, Tom? The
finishing?”

“Hey, of course you
can. I’ll help if you want. Do you know how to apply a stain
properly?”

“I’ve done it before,”
Marybeth said. “But I was thinking maybe paint.”

“Hey, no! It’s too good
a piece for that. You don’t wanna cover up the beautiful oak grain!
Something natural, maybe?”

“Okay, I’ll defer to
you, Tom. Paint would be simpler though, wouldn’t it?”

When they arrived, Tom
immediately went to his shop. She’d gotten used to the noise of the
saws, planers, sanders and the electric stapler, coming from her
former garage. Warming now to the idea he might eventually want to
move in with her, she was actually trying to figure out how to
broach the subject.

There had been no
repeat of the incident where he’d tried to get her to stay at his
apartment. And he hadn’t suggested he stay at her place, either. He
always used the excuse the cats needed his company. She was sure it
was because she’d refused to stay at his apartment that night and
was beginning to think she would have to initiate something to make
him want to stay the night with her. As she put a pot of water on
the stove for the macaroni, she thought. It’s my own fault. Maybe I
should change into something sexy, walk into the shop and surprise
him. But she didn’t. It just wasn’t her style.

 


 



Chapter
13

Picking Paint

It was Saturday morning
and Tom and Marybeth were at the hardware store choosing a stain
for her new computer desk, when they bumped into Sandro and Valerie
Juarez.

“Hi, what are you two
doing here?”

“We’re picking colours
for our nursery.” Val explained, while Sandro ignored them.

“A baby! That’s so
exciting, Valerie!” Marybeth exclaimed.

Tom held out his hand
to Sandro, “Congratulations!” Sandro nodded slightly, ignoring
Tom’s hand.

Just then, Tom noticed
Lisa Kelly approaching with a man in tow, “Here’s Lisa.”

“You know Lisa Kelly,
don’t you?” Marybeth asked Val, noticing Sandro remained
unresponsive.

Valerie, slightly
annoyed with her husband’s behaviour, answered, “Yes, of course we
know her,”

Lisa introduced Martin,
her fiancé, to whom she explained Marybeth and Tom had been the
ones to find her missing twins the previous year.

Suddenly, Sandro
quietly excused himself, turned and walked away.

Flabbergasted, Lisa
exclaimed, “He didn’t recognize me!”

“Oh, yes he did,” Val
replied, “but he’s … Never mind. I’ll go. I’ll try to get him to
come back.”

“I can’t believe he
didn’t want to speak to me,” Lisa said, watching her go. “I know
it’s been a long time, but still…”

“You’re getting
married?” Marybeth asked her, hoping to restore the previously
cheerful atmosphere.

Tom jabbed her in the
ribs with his elbow, hoping she wouldn’t ask Lisa about Terry in
front of her fiancé.

“You thought Terry and
I were together, didn’t you?” Lisa asked Marybeth sotto- voice.
When Marybeth admitted she had, Lisa told her, “Hard-ly. He was
just a friend. He helped me out, that’s all. Taxied me around in
his boat, before I got my car. Did you know he’s engaged to April
Arneson?”

“When did that
happen?”

“He made himself scarce
around my place back when April inherited all that money. Good
thing too, because I met Martin around about then. One thing led to
another and now here I am, engaged to marry a doctor! I guess it
was destiny,” she added, laughing. “You just never know, do
you?”

April Arneson had been
left destitute when her husband, Sven was killed in a logging
accident. Unknown to April, Arne Arneson, executor of his brother’s
estate, had stolen his insurance. Tom and Marybeth discovered,
during their investigation into the missing children case, that
Arne was involved in fraud, smuggling and dealing in stolen
property. He had flown out of the country and still had not been
found, despite an international search. Luckily for Lisa, his
sister-in-law, he had given back almost everything he’d stolen
before he disappeared, leaving her with a considerable estate.
Obviously the real estate agent, Terry Sloane, ever ambitious, had
decided she was a better bet financially than Lisa.

Later, Marybeth told
Tom, “Lisa denied she and Terry had ever been lovers. She told me
he’s engaged to marry April Arneson now. She said he split right
after April found out about her inheritance.”

“Nice – for Terry,” Tom
said sarcastically.

“Martin seems pleasant,
though, don’t you think?”

“Yes, I do. And I’m
happy for Lisa,” Tom agreed, smiling. “but not for April. Hope she
doesn’t end up regretting it.”

“I never really liked
Terry Sloane. But, I believe he and Lisa really were a couple, back
when the twins went missing.”

“Woman’s intuition,
hon?” Tom asked, grinning hugely.

“You could say that.
And another thing, I’ll bet she was hurt when Terry dumped her
despite never admitting it...”

“Maybe just as well.
She may never have gone out with Martin if Terry was still around.”
Tom was thinking now of Greg and how his chances with Marybeth
might have been nil if Greg had still been in the picture.

“I wonder if Val will
be able to reunite Sandro and Lisa?” Marybeth asked a few minutes
later. “I think she’d like to, especially now she’s expecting a
baby. It’s sad they can’t all be together, the whole family, don’t
you think?”

“The younger boys
wouldn’t remember the older ones, anyway, MB,” Tom reminded her.
“They were just tiny babies when Cal and Sonny left.”

“Carmine and Sandro,”
Marybeth corrected him.

“Right… Now what about
this one? What do you think?” he asked, holding up the sample chip
he’d picked up before they left the store. “It’s called white oak.
It’s put it on thin, then wiped off. Has a very modern, clean look.
Light, with a bit of the grain showing through.”

Marybeth gave him a big
smile and said, “Go for it!”

 


 



Chapter
14

Greg's Letters

Early Sunday, Marybeth
decided it was high time to sort through Greg’s belongings. She
stood in the middle of her bedroom wondering where to start. More
than nine months had passed since she’d received the shocking news
of his death. His body had been shipped back to his parent’s home
in Everett, where they insisted he be buried in one of the family
plots. Marybeth had been too upset to fight with them about it,
later realizing it didn’t matter to her where he was buried. She
missed him; that was all that mattered.

Pulling his clothing
from the closet, she went through the pockets, folded the pants and
jackets and slipped them inside a black plastic garbage bag to take
to the Salvation Army. Then she sat on the edge of the bed, holding
a large biscuit tin on her lap. She had found the tin under some
sweaters on the cupboard shelf. A little fearful of what she might
discover in the box, she gazed into space, procrastinating,
wondering where Tom was.

Finally, she opened it.
Full to the brim, the tin contained mostly photographs. She began
to sort through them and discovered many duplicates of pictures she
had put into her albums. Several of the two of them, taken during
their courtship and marriage; pictures taken during his teens with
school friends, some of whom she had met, some not and several
primary school classroom photos. As she looked at those, she caught
herself smiling. For a long time she hadn’t allowed herself to
think about the good times they’d had before he’d gone north to the
oil fields in Alberta.

She thought about them
now. How they’d met at the library in Seattle. How cheeky he often
was, knowing exactly how to push her buttons, and how he always
managed to get her to forgive him, always claiming he was only
joking. Mostly fond memories, others not so good. Greg had begun
spending more and more time away, always had some excuse about
working overtime, making extra money for their future. Now she
realized that he’d never intended to start a family with her, had
resisted, for a long time, even discussing the possibility. She now
knew that, although he had agreed to purchase the house with her,
he’d hadn’t really been interested in it, not even at the
beginning. All along she’d felt they’re had to be some logical
reason but had avoided thinking about it.

She heard Tom’s truck
coming into the driveway, then the door to the laundry room opening
and Tom’s voice calling her. She placed the duplicate pictures
aside – no use keeping them – closed the box and went to see
him.

Tom told her he was
going to work on her computer desk and hoped the noise wouldn’t
disturb her.

“Of course it won’t.
Would you like some lunch soon?” she asked him.

“Not yet, hon,” he
replied, “I’m not really hungry. Maybe in an hour or so. What are
you up to?”

“I’m going through
Greg’s stuff. It’s time I got rid of it. I’m finding it hard,
though. Brings back memories.”

She looked so forlorn
Tom put his arms around her. “You’ll be fine,” he told her, patting
her back, thinking it was about time she faced this chore. “You can
tell me all about it over lunch, okay?”

Returning to the
bedroom, she decided to go through the large, brown cardboard box
of personal effects the oil company had shipped to her after Greg’s
death. She lugged it into the kitchen in order to cut the thick
sealing tape. On top lay his fur lined parka and his heavy work
pants. Several sets of regular and long underwear as well as three
sweaters and a pile of socks were folded underneath. Two pocket
novels, one with a bookmark inserted in the middle, a few pens and
pencils and a sketchbook lay at the bottom, along with his wallet
and some loose change.

A sketchbook? Marybeth
picked it up and scanned through it, surprised. She hadn’t known
Greg had a talent for drawing. Thumbing through the pages, she saw
accomplished sketches of oil rigs, outstanding portraits of men
with whom he may have worked and some of streets and houses. There
were also several of a very attractive girl with beautiful dark
eyes and hair. Marybeth was fascinated. He was very good. I guess I
never really knew him. Feeling a little regretful, she wondered who
the model in the pictures was.

At the bottom of the
box she found a thick stack of letters she had written to him. As
she rifled through them, she was baffled. Some had never been
opened. Then she found another bundle, held together with an
elastic band. She looked at the topmost one, addressed to him in
purple ink, not in her handwriting. Who would use purple ink? She
leafed through the envelopes, not removing the elastic, knowing she
wasn’t yet ready to read them. All opened, in contrast to mine.

She picked up the brown
leather wallet. It was one she’d given him their first Christmas
together. Inside were three hundred and thirty-five Canadian
dollars, along with his driver’s license, a Visa card, his union
identification card and a black and white picture of them standing
on the church steps after their wedding. Then, a coloured
photograph of the same beautiful woman she’d seen in his
sketchbook. Marybeth sat staring at it for a few minutes, trying to
figure out how she felt. How do I feel? Am I angry?

She stashed the
clothing from the box into one of the garbage bags along with the
rest and dumped the duplicate photographs into the wastepaper
basket to burn in the fireplace. Everything else she put back in
the box, which she carried it back to her bedroom.

Finally, thinking,
Let’s get this over with, she picked up the stack of purple
addressed letters and pulled off the elastic. Might as well start
at the beginning. She began reading the oldest first. It was
written on a blank greeting card.

 


October 30

Dear Greg,

Here’s the letter I
promised you. Also the picture. Hope you like it. The flight back
home was okay. I was worried it might be rough like the trip down.
I think I told you I got sick. Anyway, it’s back to school
tomorrow. I hope the kids missed me and are glad I’m back.

I’m not sure when I’ll
be able to get down to Edmonton again. I’ll let you know if it’s a
possibility.

Until then, write
soon.

Your friend,

Annette.

 


Friend? Marybeth put
the letter back in its envelope. She looked at the return address.
Some place called Fort McMurray. Unfolding the next one, she
read:

 


November 12

Hi again,

Thanks for the picture,
Greg. Did you have it taken just for me? Ha ha.

Yes, the kids were glad
to have me back. Seems they didn’t like the temporary teacher that
came to fill in while I was away. How do I know? Several of the
girls came and told me, that’s how.

Anyway, life here is
pretty boring. I wish there were some places here like there are in
Edmonton. Nightlife here pretty much consists of watching CBC
television or marking papers!!

Yes, if I can manage to
get over to Edmonton again, I would love to go out with you.

Write again soon,

Your friend,
Annette.

 


It seemed to Marybeth,
from what she’d read so far, they’d been just pen pals. Annette
lived in Fort McMurray, 280 miles from where Greg was working near
Edmonton, Alberta. (She looked it up on a map). Of course, she had
no idea how often Greg was writing, or what, but Annette’s letters
did not seem to express any real affection. Yet.

The third and fourth
letters were similar. Casual chitchat. And, a rather
expensive-looking Christmas card. She looked on the back. Hallmark
- $6.95 It was expensive!

 


Then, the fifth
letter:

 


January 8

Hi Greg,

I’m coming to Edmonton
on the 15th for 4 days. I hope we can get together. I’ll be staying
at the Holiday Inn again. It’s a teachers’ conference, so I will be
busy during the day (Tues., Wed., Thurs. and Friday morning), but
free every night! I hope you’ll be able make it into Edmonton
during that time. I’m really looking forward to seeing you again.
Phone calls are nice, but face-to-face is so much better. Let me
know as soon as possible please. I can hardly wait!

Love, Annette.

 


So now it’s ‘love,
Annette’ They’d been having phone chats. She looked again at the
date of this letter. Two and a half years ago. What was happening
with us then? She tried to remember what was going on back then,
but found it difficult to place anything in the time slot. Nothing,
I guess. He was already staying away from home a lot. He came home
for Christmas though. We went over to Everett. He didn’t seem
particularly happy. I do remember that. He seemed anxious to get
back to work. And he never seemed to want to make love! Now, I know
why!

 


The following two
letters confirmed that Greg had stayed overnight with Annette at
the Holiday Inn in Edmonton at least twice and from what Annette
wrote in her letters, he must have been writing pretty steamy
messages to her ever since. Her written responses were becoming
more affectionate. She’s falling for him in a big way.

Marybeth was afraid to
continue reading, but there were at least five more letters. In for
a penny, in for a pound, she told herself. Why quit now? She forced
herself read the rest. “More of the same,” she muttered aloud,
disgusted.

She actually gasped
aloud when she read the next to last letter, dated a month before
Greg’s accident. Apparently he had been to Fort McMurray to visit
Annette again and had asked her to marry him. But he must have told
her about being married already and explained that it would take
some time to get a divorce. Annette must have been shocked.

 


My dearest Greg,

I loved our weekend
together and I hope you did too! It was so fun. I love my ring!

But, I’ll admit it. You
were right. I was upset when you told me we couldn’t get married
right away. I was shocked you hadn’t told me about Marybeth right
from the beginning. I really wish you had.

As I told you on
Sunday, I love you, but if I’d known you were married, I might have
been a bit more cautious about getting together with you. I don’t
like the idea of being ‘the other woman’. But I’m not mad. And I
still want to marry you! And yes, I do want to have babies with
you!

I can’t wait for your
next long weekend off, my darling!

Love forever,

Annette.

 


Marybeth sat quietly on
her bed for several minutes, trying to figure out how she felt. She
decided she wasn’t so much hurt as angry.

She put the letters
back in the tin box with the pictures, put the sketchbook on top,
then jammed the lid on, thinking, I’ll deal with this lot later.
Dumping her opened and unopened letters to Greg into the
wastebasket, she carried it to the living room and threw them all
into the burning fireplace.

“That’s over, finally.
Now I can get on with my life,” she said aloud, just as Tom came
in, announcing he was ready for lunch.

“What’s over, hon?” Tom
asked, sitting down at the kitchen table.

Over lunch, she told
him about the letters. When she tearfully admitted Greg had been
having an affair, Tom said, “I often wondered if he was. I imagine
you’re upset.”

“A little, I guess.”
Then, coming to terms with her feelings at last, she confessed.
“Actually, I’m very angry. If I’d known then, I would have been
hurt, but not now. Now I’m just angry. I spent so damn many hours
thinking of him, dreaming of having a family with him and all the
time, he was with her, wanted her. I’ve wasted so much time and
emotion over somebody who didn’t even want me. It really makes me
angry! At him. At myself.”

“I’m so sorry,” Tom
replied, sympathetically. “I hate what he did to you.”

After a few minutes, he
asked, “Do you still want to have children, Marybeth?”

“Someday, I guess,” she
replied, her brow puckered, looking down at her plate. After a few
moments, she looked up at him, “Why do you ask? Do you want
children?”

He smiled. “Yes. With
you. Of course, I do.”

 


 



Chapter
15

A Chat with Lisa

While chatting over
glasses of wine in Marybeth’s living room, Lisa announced, “I
finally got together with Sandro and Val.”

“That’s wonderful,
Lisa. I was hoping you’d make that happen.”

“It wasn’t easy. I
called Val. We talked for a long time and she ended up telling me
how Sonny feels about my Dad. How he and Cal are my Dad’s
biological sons. Until I read that thing Dad wrote, I didn’t know
they were my real brothers, you know. We both cried. It’s terrible
how Dad didn’t tell anyone about them being his kids, not even my
Mother. I can understand why they’d be hurt.”

Marybeth wondered if
she knew about Frannie and Nichole, but decided not to ask. “How
did Val talk Sandro into a meeting?”

“I don’t know, but she
telephoned and asked me to bring the twins up to their place for
the afternoon. So we went up there last Sunday. It was
uncomfortable at first. Tense, you know, between Sonny and I. But
Val kept reminding us about things we had in common and gradually
it did get easier. We talked a lot about Dad – how he took us
camping in the bush, how we practiced tracking and other Indian
stuff. Sonny seemed to enjoy talking about those times. We even had
a few laughs. He’s pretty ‘off’ on Dad though.”

“Do you think it’s
because your Dad never told anyone he was their real father?”

“I’m pretty sure that’s
one of the main reasons.”

“You know he teaches
school?”

“Of course. Deaf
children and teens. He does have a way with kids. The twins really
like him.”

“Did he mention Carmine
at all?”

“To me, Carmine is Cal,
Marybeth. And yes, he did. He told me Cal’s down on the Rosebud
Reservation in South Dakota. They don’t have any contact with him
though.”

Another lie? Why don’t
these people trust us ? Marybeth felt frustrated by that seeming
lack of trust even in Lisa.

Then, almost as though
she’d read Marybeth’s thoughts, Lisa said, “Val told me they didn’t
tell you where Cal was because they didn’t quite trust that you
wouldn’t go after him for those fires. You don’t believe he and
Sonny had anything to do with those, do you?”

“No. We don’t think
either of them had anything to do with the fires. We had to
investigate the possibility though. We are intrigued with their
stories, though. I have to admit I’m very curious about what
happened to them, both before they moved in with you and your
parents. And, what they’ve been up to since then. Especially
Carmine, now we know a bit more about Sandro.”

“Did you know the woman
who looked after them in California used to lock them in a closet
for hours on end while their mom was at work? And one of those guys
she lived with brutalized them? Sonny told me a long time ago. He
wasn’t specific about what actually happened, but he’s obviously
traumatized.”

“Oh, my God! Did Kate
know? Maybe that’s why she came back to Washington.”

“No. Apparently she
didn’t know and of course she was horrified. The boys finally told
her, after they’d moved in with us. Probably they felt they were
finally safe to divulge the truth. Kate was dying by then and was
devastated. She refused to admit any knowledge of any mistreatment.
Sonny said Dad was so angry he threatened to go down there and
‘take those queers out’. It’s no wonder they were so difficult
sometimes. I was pretty young so I didn’t really take much notice
unless Mom was upset, but I do remember a few times when things got
pretty bad.”

“Horrible! Dreadful!”
Marybeth exclaimed, so angry she was almost speechless. “How can
anyone be cruel to little children? Lisa, did Sandro ever say why
he never told your mom he and Carmine were Ben’s real sons? Did she
never find out, do you think?”

“No. Apparently they
promised they wouldn’t and despite everything, they kept their
promise. I don’t believe my Mother knew.

“Anyway, let’s not talk
about that.” Lisa was taken aback at how curious and intense
Marybeth had become. Wanting to turn the conversation back to the
present, she said, “I’m just relieved we’re back together, you
know? I intend to have them over for dinner soon. I want to hear
about what they’ve been up to since they left home. It’ll be so
good to have them back in my life. And I think it’ll be good for my
kids to get to know them.”

“What did they - the
kids - say about him?”

“Oh, as I said before,
they really like him. And how could anyone not love Valerie? The
twins were fascinated by Sonny’s marvelous Indian artifacts
collection. Strange, he insists on being called by his Mexican
name, but it seems to me he’s very much into his Indian
heritage.”

“It’s your heritage
too, Lisa. How do you feel about your Indian ‘self’?”

“I rarely think about
it, to tell you the truth. Most of the time I don’t feel Indian. I
don’t know what all the fuss is about anyway. Who cares if I’m
‘half ‘ Indian? Or a ‘quarter’?” then added, “In Canada, we’d be
called Métis. Have you heard about the Métis?”

“They’re descendants of
marriages between aboriginal people and French Canadians, sometimes
Scots and English, aren’t they?”

“Half-breeds, that’s
what we’re called. Awful term… Anyway, I consider myself a part of
the human race. I don’t like pigeonholing people.

“Many members of our
family would like the Kwilicoom tribe to be recognized by the
federal government, but I just want to be who I am – ‘Me’. Of
course I don’t look Indian, so it’s probably easier for me. I’m
like my mother, the only one in my family who doesn’t look at least
part native. My kids are fascinated by their Indian blood, though
and will, no doubt, want to learn about their heritage in the
future. I’ll certainly support them if they do. I think most people
can tell they have Indian blood.”

“What about their Dad?
Alex?”

“Alex would feel the
same. He loved my Dad, admired him. He once told me he didn’t think
of Dad as anything other than a great guy, never as ‘an Indian’. I
think that’s sometimes part of the whole problem, people always
thinking we have to be ‘different’.”

“Did you know Tom is
Ojibwe? His name is White Hawk. Waabishkaa Gekik.”

“Hey, that’s neat! I’m
surprised you can pronounce it! Here the Ojibwe are called
Chippewa. We’re not related, Marybeth. The northwest-coast Indians
are completely different from the Eastern or Plains Indians. My
Dad’s tribe, the Kwilicoom, is Coast Salish – that’s a language
designation, by the way. The Kwilicoom signed a ratified treaty
with the United States in 1854 and have maintained an unbroken line
of political leadership since then, but were never recognized as a
separate band by the federal government. We have no assigned
reservation and we get no funds. It’s my opinion that’s a good
thing, because our people are more independent.

“How does Tom feel
about being Indian?” she asked, standing and stretching. “And how
about you? What do you think?”

“Obviously, he’s pretty
special to me, whatever nationality he is,” Marybeth grinned. “I
think he’s proud of his heritage… No, I know he is.”

“Did you know Val’s
father is on the Council and will probably be the next “Chief”? My
Dad was being considered at one time, before he died.”

“What a shame he and
your Mom had to have that accident.”

“Yes. It was.” Lisa sat
quietly for several seconds, thinking about her parents, before
continuing. “During the early part of the 20th century, there were
many white people who claimed they had Indian blood? I’ve often
wondered why.

“There’s always been
prejudice. We’ve always been looked down on, as I’m sure you know.
Not me so much, but other people in my family have experienced it.”
Lisa walked over to a large painting on the wall above a cabinet,
leaned in to read the signature. It was an old-fashioned, snowy
scene, with a farmhouse and horse-drawn sleighs. “I like this,” she
remarked quietly. “It’s very peaceful.”

“Not an original,
unfortunately. It’s by Cornelius Krieghoff, a Quebec artist who was
born in Holland… I’m impressed with how much you know, Lisa, when
you say you don’t think of yourself as Indian.”

“Osmosis. You breath it
in from the time you’re born,” she said, sitting down, leaning back
into the sofa cushions.

“You know, I’ve often
wondered why some Indians seem to be more concerned about keeping
their culture alive than others? The Mohawks, for instance. We, I
mean, we non-native people, almost wiped you out and in some cases,
were very successful. When that didn’t work, we tried to educate
the Indian out of you, tried to change you, make you be just like
the rest of us. Incidentally, I feel I should apologize for
that.”

Chuckling a little at
Marybeth’s apology, Lisa replied, “Not me. You couldn’t wipe me
out!

“I don’t know; maybe
those still living on reservations are more concerned. There are
more restrictions, not as much freedom. Actually, I don’t
understand why they stay at all. But there are activists
everywhere, not just on the reservations, Marybeth. I think you can
liken us to… well, maybe the Chinese communities in America.”

“Except, they aren’t
forced to stay in Chinatown. They do seem to cling to their culture
and language, though. Nobody takes much notice whether or not they
practice their languages and traditions behind closed doors.”

“Yeah. Whereas, our
people have to stay on the reserves in order to keep their status,
their rights as Indians and their government support. It’s such a
complex subject, Marybeth. ’Way to complicated for us to
solve.”

“I know,” Marybeth
agreed sadly, then continued. “I don’t think we non-aboriginals
worry that much about keeping our heritage intact. We hardly ever
think about whether we’re Anglo-Saxon, Italian or whatever. Tom
told me the French Canadians, in Quebec, Canada, really work to
keep their French culture and language alive, to the extent of
passing laws limiting the use of the English language. So I guess
some do.” She lifted up the wine bottle, asked Lisa if she wanted a
refill. “My family was originally from Ontario, you know. I’m a
WASP, but it’s not a big deal for me.”

Lisa, holding out her
glass, spoke thoughtfully, “White, Anglo, Saxon Protestant. I must
admit I don’t know much about Canada. We’re pretty insular here in
America, aren’t we? We don’t take much interest in other countries,
or their cultures for that matter. It’s something we ought to work
on.”

“Yeah. Canadians often
notice that.”

“So, you know what I
mean then. I try to introduce my children to new places, to broaden
their horizons, as much as I can. We can’t travel much, but we do
get the National Geographic magazine, which helps show them some of
the world outside our own little bailiwick, our ‘neck of the
woods’. The school system isn’t much help. You know, one of these
days, we should go up to British Columbia for a visit. It’s only
about three hours away. Easy trip. It’d be good for the kids.
Educational.”

She gathered her
thoughts for a moment before continuing. “What about the white
supremacists? They’re pretty concerned about keeping what they
consider the ‘white’ race ‘pure’. And they sure don’t like us! Ugly
people!”

“Like any of them are
‘pure’!” Marybeth exclaimed. “It’s different, though, don’t you
think? Aren’t they worried more about race, not so much
culture?”

“They wouldn’t know
culture if it bit them in the ass!

“Race and culture? Can
they be separated? What do you think? ”

“Lisa, maybe first we
need to define the word ‘culture’?”

“ I think it means the
behaviours, beliefs, institutions and so forth, of a population,
passed down from generation to generation - the way of life for an
entire society. I recall this from university, by the way. It’s not
an original thought,” Lisa added with a small laugh.

“Okay. So there are
different cultures or traditions – ways of behaving – in every
society then. For instance, most Black people originated in Africa
but there are many differences, in appearance, in habits and in
folkways, depending on where on the continent they came from.”

“Yes. Same thing here,”
Lisa agreed, nodding. “There were many different indigenous
nations, across the whole of North America. We’re all considered
Indians, but we never were the same people. Many still identify
themselves by their tribal names despite having been thrown
together. Traditions are often quite different. Down in Rosebud, in
South Dakota, where Cal apparently lives and teaches, there are
three distinct groups, each with differences in heritage, customs
and culture. The Lakota, who, by the way, are very outspoken, as
well as several Sioux nations, including the Brule.”

“It’s like that
everywhere, I guess. South America, for sure. Russia, India, China
– everywhere. Even in Great Britain the people speak different
dialects in different parts of the country and no doubt have
different customs and traditions.”

Abruptly changing the
subject, Marybeth suddenly asked, “So you know what and where Cal
teaches?”

“Nice segue, Marybeth.”
After a slight pause, Lisa smiled and said, “He’s teaching Lakota
Studies and English at Sinte Gleska University… Now you know.”

When Marybeth, who had
enjoyed her afternoon with Lisa immensely, later told Tom about
their conversation, he asked, “Did you, by any chance, learn if
Lisa knows about Frannie, or the baby?”

“No, they were never
mentioned.”

“It would have been a
good time to bring them up, don’t you think?”

“I thought about it,
but decided the time wasn’t right. I don’t think she knows.
Remember when we asked her about Marilyn and didn’t even think we
were talking about her aunt?”

“I guess Val, or Sonny,
will eventually tell her. However she learns, she’s gonna be
shocked. Maybe even upset.”

“Yeah. But it’s not our
responsibility, Tom. It’s a family thing.”

 


 



Chapter
16

Letters from Viet
Nam

Several days after
their visit, Lisa telephoned Marybeth with good news.

“Guess what Val gave me
this morning?” she asked.

“I can’t guess; better
tell me,” Marybeth replied.

“Letters from Carmine
when he was in Vietnam!” Lisa was excited. “I’ve read them all. He
stopped writing before he came home though, so there’s nothing
recent. But at least it’s a start.”

“Are you going to bring
them over? I’d love to read them.” Marybeth was thrilled that Lisa
had decided to be her friend to let her into her life.

“Next time I see you,
okay? Oh, and another thing. Val has written to Cal. She wanted to
tell him about their baby. She told me she’d let me know if he
writes back. Isn’t it exciting, Marybeth?”

When Cal left home in
1957, he went to say goodbye to his girlfriend, Valerie Young. He
was only fifteen and thought he’d return to California, although
his memories of life there with his mother, Sandro and Gabriel
remained unpleasant. He was relieved when Val’s father, Frank, who
was prominent in Indian affairs in the Tacoma region, found him a
job with a local logging company. He was able to live at the camp
and stay away from town where the Georges might spot him. Although
he was only fifteen at the time, he found he actually enjoyed the
physical labour and responsibility, things he’d hated at home.

He and Valerie often
went to spend time with his great-aunt Agnes and her husband Nick.
He had asked them to deny they knew of his whereabouts and they
never revealed where he, and later Sonny, had gone.

In 1960 Cal turned
eighteen. Realizing he would soon be drafted, he enlisted instead,
in the U.S. Navy. He became one of nearly seventy-eight thousand
Native-Americans who volunteered to serve in the Vietnam conflict.
Amazingly, over half of them actually saw combat. Theirs was the
highest volunteer record per capita for any ethnic group in
America, a statistic that Carmine was proud of years later when he
returned home.

He regularly wrote to
his great-aunt Agnes and her husband, Nick, as well as to his
brother, Sandro and his fiancée, Valerie, up until just before his
return from Vietnam. His first letters came from Coronado Island,
south of San Diego. Government censors had heavily blacked out
passages of his letters, but as he had often telephoned his aunt
and Sandro, before he was shipped out to Vietnam, so they knew
where he was. Sometimes they had to try to decipher what he had
actually written.

 


December 30, 1960

Dear Aunt and
Uncle,

Well, here I am at boot
camp, somewhere near San Diego, in Cali-forn-I-A. It’s just as nice
as I remember it. Great weather. Very hot during the day and cold
at night, great for sleeping.

The training is very
rigorous, which is to be expected, but I’m thriving on it. The
challenge here is to get as fit as you can. The Sarg runs us up and
down the beach and sand dunes ten miles every morning. At the end
of each run, we end up standing up to our necks in the ocean for
twenty minutes and is it ever cold! Then, after lunch, we do it all
over again.

The chow – that’s what
we call the food here – isn’t as good as yours, Auntie, but there’s
lots of it! You know how you always said I was too thin? Well,
you’ll be happy to hear I’m getting not only taller, but broader
too. I am developing muscles at long last!

I don’t know how long
I’ll be here. There is lots of stuff to learn, like washing our own
clothes and making our beds properly! And we’ve been drown-proofed!
We had to jump off a twenty-foot platform and tread water for maybe
twenty minutes in a pool filled with super-chlorinated water. It
burns your eyes like mad. I passed the test though. Another thing
we’ve been doing – first aid training, which I really like a
lot!

I’ll close for now.
Write soon. We all love getting mail here. Say hi to all the
cousins! And share this letter with them if you want. Also with Val
and Sandro, if you see them.

Love, your nephew,

Carmine Juarez.

P.S. Here is a picture
of me in uniform. And Happy New Year!

 


* * *

 


December 31, 1960

Hey Little Bro,

You wouldn’t like this
place at all! It’s rough. The officers are nasty, man! The training
is endless. Long runs under the blazing sun, hours standing up to
our necks in the cold ocean. What’s that all about?

The food is good
though, no complaints there. We get to smoke, but can only have one
pack of cigs in our possession at one time and they inspect you for
them too! You can get in big trouble if you have more so I’m going
to try to give them up. It’ll be good for my health.

We had this
drown-proofing thing yesterday. It was pretty horrible, but I
passed, thank God. It’s to make sure we have what it takes to
survive an abandon ship drill. They say the massive amounts of
chlorine is a substitute for real salt water and the fuel oil you’d
have to deal with if you had to abandon ship for real. I can’t even
imagine having to abandon ship. What am I doing here?

Sandro, don’t even
think of joining up. You couldn’t take the punishment, kiddo.

It’s New Year’s Eve and
we still have to turn in early!

Write soon,

Carmine.

 


* * *

 


December 31, 1960

Happy New Year,
darling!

Well, here I am in boot
camp. You’ll laugh when you look at the picture of me. As you can
see, they shaved my head! Pretty sad, huh? You know how I love my
hair. All that beautiful black, wavy stuff, all over the floor,
mixed in with blond, brown and red. Weird. Oh, well. It’ll grow
back. I hope. You should have seen us lined up to go through our
physicals – every one of us stark naked! Lots of shapes and sizes.
Ha ha. Even I had to laugh and I was one of them!

The other fellows here
are okay. Most of them seem nice. There are even a couple of
‘spics’ here. There’s this one guy named Carlos I like quite a lot.
He’s from L.A. I left there when I was quite young, so don’t know
any of the places he talks about, but we do have a bit of a
connection. I sort of hope we end up going through our service
together.

Food is good and I’m
eating well. But it’s New Year’s Eve and here I am, away from you
and missing you a lot. I keep thinking about our last night
together. In a way, I didn’t really want to leave. It shouldn’t be
too long before we get some leave – they call it liberty in the
navy – and I can get back home. Even if it’s just a short time I
can’t wait!

The training is hard,
but I’m keeping my focus on my goal - UDT. You know how much I want
that! I’ve heard it’s really hard, so we’ll see.

Val, please don’t let
Sandro volunteer next year. This would be way too hard for him. I
don’t think they’d take him anyway, with his health problems, but
he shouldn’t even try.

Going to sleep now, my
sweet. Write soon.

Love,

Your ‘special guy’ –
Carmine.

P.S. I’m looking at
your picture right now. I carry it with me everywhere.

 


When Carmine spoke of
UDT – he was referring to Underwater Demolition Training, in other
words he wanted to become a ‘frogman’. In one of his later letters
he mentioned how he couldn’t go forward with his plan due to having
flunked the course. This was a huge disappointment, expressed only
to his brother. In the same letter, he described the SERE training
he was taking instead.

 


Hi Bro,

Some bad news and some
good news. First, I flunked out of the UDT course. Some swimming
problem apparently. Not sure but I think it had to do with the time
I was able to stay underwater. Nobody told us how long we had to do
it for, just flunked us when we seemed ready to quit. I’m really
disappointed, but guess I’ll get over it.

Now for the good news.
You’ll be happy to learn I’ve quit smoking. It wasn’t so hard, just
a couple of days when I thought I’d go nuts but didn’t. I can run
better as a result – not so out-of-breath now. Val will be happy to
hear this, so tell her I’ve quit, okay?

I’m really pleased
you’ve decided to attend OSU along with Val. Write and tell me more
about the courses you’re taking. It will be much better than
joining up, for sure. You’ll have a career when you’re finished. I
know you’re disappointed about being rejected due to your diabetes,
but really, it’s for the best. This is tough stuff here.

Right now, my group is
undergoing SERE training. SERE means survival and evasion,
resistance and escape as well as water survival. We’re being taught
how to survive in the wilderness (I know, Ben taught us that!) but
this is so much more. We’re also learning first aid, navigation,
camouflage and evasion techniques, communication and how to
improvise tools. I love it!

We’ve been told there
is a really tough exercise coming up where you are taught how to
resist and escape should you be captured. We’ve heard this is very
realistic and I have to say I’m not looking forward to it. The
final part of the SERE training is water survival, some of which
I’ve experienced so far and haven’t had any problem with other than
the timed underwater exercise. I’ll let you know how it goes.

Lights out, so I’ll say
goodnight for now. Write soon please.

Carmine.

 


In another letter,
Carmine wrote of his experience being in ‘prison camp’ while being
right home in the U.S. of A. and how realistic and frightening it
was. In one of his letters to Val, he talked about the long trip to
Vietnam and his arrival in DaNang.

 


Hi Babe,

We boarded a regular
Delta plane, and headed out over the Pacific. We all wanted to
remember the last sight of our country. Most of us wouldn’t see the
U.S. of A. for another year and maybe never again. We were all
really quiet once it had disappeared from sight. Our first stop was
Hawaii for a crew change and refueling. The next stop was Wake
Island (9 hours) then Guam (5 hours), for another refuel and
another flight crew, then another in the Philippines at Clark Air
Base after a flight of 6 hours. The whole trip to Vietnam took
about 30 hours.

When we arrived in
DaNang, the temperature was about110 degrees and was it humid! Even
before the door opened to let us off the plane, the temperature
inside was over 80. The air conditioning was still on and all the
windows fogged up. Instantly, we were all sweating. When the door
finally opened to let us out, the smell hit us. Rancid! Putrid!
Nauseating! It’s probably because the people here have no
refrigeration. I don’t really know. Maybe it’s the smell of
death.

Inside the terminal the
temperature was almost as hot as it was outside. We formed a long
line to change our currency from U.S. to some funny looking,
multi-coloured, play money called MPC (Military Payment
Certificates). It’s a federal crime to hold U.S. money here. And
another thing, we can’t buy anything from the Vietnamese in MPC,
but only in piasters, which is what their money is called.

We were all loaded into
a bus and began to move through the streets of suburban DaNang.
Suddenly we were passing a burning, overturned military jeep. One
of our G.I.’s was lying there dead, his skull crushed in, brain
matter spilling out. Another G.I was sitting on the ground, his
right arm broken, blood coming out of his nose and mouth and all
over the front of his shirt. An American MP was directing traffic
around the bloodbath. One of our guys said a B40 rocket had
probably hit them but we never really knew. Nobody spoke again
until we got to the gate at Camp Tien Sha.

On a happier note, we
saw a line of very pretty school girls, all dressed in flowing silk
‘ao dai’, (native dresses) following two nuns. They stole giggling
glances at us while we stared back at them. What a beautiful
sight!

My reaction to all
this? I want to come home. I love you. I miss you.

Carmine.

 


Letters from Carmine
began to arrive less and less often. He did write a bit about Camp
Tien Sha, described the old French army base, now the headquarters
for all U.S. Naval Support Activities, the most northern theatre of
war in South Vietnam. White stucco buildings with dark green wooden
shutters and doors and three-foot high white picket fences
everywhere, encircling every block of buildings. Carmine said it
all looked surreal. He told how they all hated the picket fences
and thought they might make escape from the buildings during a
rocket attack, dangerous.

He said his nickname
had become ‘Pablo’ and despite his refusing to answer to it, the
name persisted. “Maybe I should have kept my adopted name ‘George’
and told everyone I was Indian. Maybe everyone would call me
‘Chief’ instead,” was how he put it. He confessed he sometimes
missed Ben George, called him ‘Dad’ and said he often thought ‘the
guy wasn’t so bad after all, now I know what life in the Navy is
like’.

 


One of Carmine’s last
letters was from DaNang after he had been assigned to work on the
Freight Terminal Deep Water Piers. From what he wrote, it seemed to
be a really bad assignment and it was obvious he was depressed.

 


March 12, 1962

Hi Bro,

Please pass this letter
on. I’m so tired I hardly have the energy to write. I don’t know
how it’s come to this, after all my aspirations, but now I am
working unloading ships. There are sixteen teams working at the
piers; Vietnamese teams, male and female and also Korean – all
civilians. Twelve-hour days, seven days a week. An extra day off
only if your team offloads the most tonnage. You only get a day off
when you change off from days to nights. It’s a very dangerous job,
but I guess it’s important. I’ve learned to operate forklifts,
cranes of various sizes and other large equipment. We unload all
sorts of things – including beer. Not good beer, mind you, and
cola, not Coke, some other cheap brand. A lot of the stuff is
damaged when it comes off the ship. Not our fault though. I
actually got knocked off the damn ship by a huge netted load of
bananas, if you can believe it! Luckily I wasn’t hurt, but it was a
wake-up call. This sort of thing happens a lot, and guys have been
killed. We’ve unloaded tanks and lots of jeeps and trucks too. Who
knows, maybe all this might eventually come in handy when I get
home.

We get picked up for
work at the barracks gate and if you miss the bus to work you can
be sentenced to the brig for a month, or might even be
court-martialed. I make sure I’m not late!

I am so homesick. I
don’t know how I got myself into this. Please write soon.

Carmine.

P.S. Another funny
thing, well different anyway, we see ARVN soldiers strolling hand
in hand. It seems to be a custom here, men holding hands. I don’t
think they’re queer though.

P.P.S. I am enclosing a
little thing I wrote about Vietnamese history.

 


He wrote:

 


I met this Vietnamese
fellow who offered me a ride to China Beach (where I was going for
some R&R) one morning when I had missed the bus. At first we
had a little trouble communicating. But his English wasn’t so bad
and eventually we were able to have a pretty decent conversation.
His family name was Tran, which is apparently a fairly famous name
in Vietnam.

He told me Tran Hung
Dao, (who he sort of compared to our George Washington) was a great
general who defeated the Chinese when the Mongols were in power
there in the thirteenth century. Kublai Khan’s armies might have
conquered much of Europe, even as far west as Italy, had Tran Hung
Dao’s army not defeated them in China. Khan had to bring his
western armies home to keep Tran from conquering all of China.

According to ‘my Tran’,
Tran Hung Dao’s two hundred thousand soldiers were fighting Khan’s
six hundred thousand soldiers and had to resort to fighting what is
now considered to be the first guerrilla war. They lured Khan’s
army into the jungle but Khan’s troops didn’t know how to fight in
the jungle. Tran’s army killed all of Khubla Khan’s armies; they
took no prisoners.

I was fascinated by
this story and intend to research it more when I get back home. We
were taught the American colonists were the first to fight using
guerrilla tactics, but it seems it wasn’t true.

Tran told me another
story, which parallels the legend we have of King Arthur but which
occurred much earlier. This is the story of King Le Thai To, which
I will also enclose.

 


The story was missing.
It had not been enclosed.

In the last
correspondence Sonny received from him, Carmine again requested he
pass the letter around. He told them he was being sent ‘up-country’
and had to find his own way there. He’d finally been offered a ride
on a river patrol boat, a PBR, to go upriver. He seemed excited, as
he’d never been on a River Patrol Boat and was looking forward to
the experience. This was in late 1962. They hadn’t heard from him
again.

When Marybeth and Tom
read the letters, they realized that Agnes and Nick had kept their
nephew’s secrets well. While they were disappointed they’d not been
told the truth, they admired the couple’s willingness to keep what
they felt important family details to themselves.

“I guess Agnes thought
it was okay to tell us about Ben and Marilyn because Ben is dead?
But not to tell us they know where their nephews are.”

“Probably,” To replied.
“But, I feel disappointed. To me they seem dishonest.”

 


 



Chapter
17

Good News, Bad News

“Ken wants to see us
first thing,” Tom told Marybeth as they drove to work Monday
morning.

“Why?” she asked.
“What’s up?”

“No idea. Possibly to
talk about the arson case? What do we tell him?”

“Have we got a written
report?”

“Have you done
one?”

“No,” Marybeth replied,
punching him lightly on the right arm. “And you haven’t either,
have you?”

“Nope. And that’s going
to be our first problem. Our ticket numbers are way up though, so
that should help. We can’t be in two places at once. Either we’re
out on the road stopping speeders or we’re going around
interviewing the George family. Maybe we should get him to tell us
what’s most important.”

“What are we going to
tell him about the fire investigation, Tom?”

“We could say we’ve
investigated just about everyone concerned except for Wayne Howard,
who was the Fire Marshal back then and we’re going over to see him
tomorrow?”

“Okay. So let’s say
we’ll have a report on his desk day after tomorrow?”

“I’d hate to be that
definite, wouldn’t you? And besides, what do we have to report?
Absolutely nothing. We don’t even have any suspects.”

“What if he wants us to
outline what we know so far? Do we tell him about all the documents
we have from the various Georges?”

“One of us should take
the lead, MB. And we should get our stories straight.”

“Okay. You tell him we
have one document that accuses one of Ben George’s sons, but we’ve
ascertained he couldn’t have been responsible as he has tight
alibis for the times of all the fires. You talk and I’ll try to
keep my mouth shut unless he asks me something specifically.”

“Just think hard before
you do speak, okay?” he said with a grin. “We’re going to have to
play it by ear, Marybeth.

“You got it, boss,” she
replied, as Tom parked the car in their designated spot.

Inside the station,
while waiting outside Chief Ken Ronson’s office, they sat quietly.
Marybeth idly paged through the Leffler Police newsletter, ‘News
and Views’, while Tom sprawled, relaxed. Finally they were ushered
in.

“Sit,” Ken told them,
still going through papers on his desk. Finally, after signing
several, he looked up.

“First, I’d like to
commend you on your numbers. They’ve been up three months in a row.
And, great work on that Trufolo case, by the way.”

“Thank you, sir,” they
replied in unison.

There had been a series
of home burglaries on their patch. A neighbour had spotted the
robber at one of the most recent and had given Marybeth a good
description of the fleeing felon. She immediately recognized Dan
Trufolo, a local teen, who they’d suspected for some time was
involved in various illegal activities. She and Tom went to his
house with a search warrant, subsequently discovering a cache of
stolen goods in the teenager’s bedroom. Over eighteen now, he would
be considered an adult at trial.

“I notice you haven’t
put in an up-to-date report on the results of your investigation
into the Bellevue Apartments fire.” Ken said, thumbing through the
file. “Didn’t we agree you’d do one weekly?”

“Sorry, sir,” Tom told
him. “We haven’t had much to report up until now. Just a bunch of
conjecture and innuendos.”

“How much time have you
spent? Who have you interviewed so far?”

“Maybe eighteen hours,
all told.” Tom replied, glancing at Marybeth, who nodded in
agreement. “We’ve interviewed quite a few people so far. We started
with the newspaper articles in the file, then decided to talk to
members of Ben George’s family, since he was the one who rescued
the baby who died.”

“How’s that going?”

“We’ve established that
no one in his immediate family knows who started the fires. We’re
going to go see Wayne Howard tomorrow. He’s the guy who was Fire
Marshal at the time. We’re hoping he can tell us a little more than
what was in the file. Whoever did the original work didn’t leave us
much to go on.”

“Okay. Sound’s like
you’ve got it under control... Can you get me a report by the end
of the month?”

Marybeth gave an inner
sigh of relief. Month-end was a long way off. They’d surely have
something concrete to report by then!

“Okay, now about the
real reason I called you in. There’s a new department rule maybe
coming down the pike, which could affect two of you,” Ken said,
pausing to look from one to the other. “I’m hoping it won’t but I
wanted to give you a ‘heads up’ anyway. If it does, it’ll mean
there will be no more male/female partnerships.”

“Sir?” Marybeth asked,
with a feeling of alarm.

“It seems some people
in positions of power around here think it’s unhealthy to have men
and women on the force working together. I personally think our
mixed-gender teams work very well together. Also, there’s been a
rumour about you two being too close to be working together, if you
get what I mean.”

Tom’s face reddened.
“Whose business is it anyway?” he asked, flustered.

“Unfortunately, some
people, like the Mayor and a couple of Councilmen, think it’s
their’s. Someone’s reported seeing you, Tom, parked at Marybeth’s
house a lot at night. Marvin Slater lives on your street, doesn’t
he, Marybeth?”

“He’s one of the
council. And yes, he lives about three doors down from me. Ken, I
have to tell you, this upsets me a lot.” Marybeth objected
vehemently. “There is absolutely nothing immoral going on between
me and Tom. He rents my garage is all. He’s using it as his
workshop. He’s building furniture, beautiful furniture. He rarely
comes in the house at all. And he certainly hasn’t spent the night
in my house, ever. I strongly object to this speculation!” She
could feel her temperature rising, her skin getting hot.

“Calm down, Marybeth. I
believe you!” Ken exclaimed, slightly upset at having brought this
on. “I don’t think anything is going on and I don’t think it’s any
of my business if there is. But if they decide to go ahead with
this new rule, and I think they will, I’m afraid you two won’t be
working together anymore. So, it would be a good idea if you can
get this arson case solved before it happens. Before we have to
break you up.”

“If we are, I’ll be
quitting,” Tom announced suddenly. “I’ll soon have my furniture
business up and running and I’m going to want to spend all my time
working on it. So this new rule won’t affect us anyway.”

Marybeth gasped. This
was totally unexpected. She’d never thought Tom would quit this
soon!

“I personally hope this
change doesn’t happen,” Ken admitted. “It’ll be a bit of a
nightmare for me if it does. You two aren’t the only ones who’ll be
split up. As you know, several others will be affected…” Standing
up and coming around his desk, he shook hands with both of them,
saying, “Keep up the good work. And Tom, don’t quit. We’ll get this
straightened out somehow. Get that report in to me as soon as you
can,” he told them as he ushered them out, shutting the door behind
them.

Back in the car,
Marybeth said, “What a bummer! I can’t imagine us being split up.
Who else can I work with as well as with you? I didn’t realize you
were ready to quit yet, Tom.”

“Well, I wasn’t, not
really. At least not yet. But I don’t want to start all over with a
new partner. I have enough saved to run the business for a several
months; at least until I can get some pieces sold.

“I’m really pissed, MB,
about those jerks thinking you and I are carrying on when we
aren’t.”

“Me, too. I don’t
suppose I could take Slater to court for slander even if I feel
like it. He’d just claim he didn’t say it, got it second hand.”

“There’s one way we can
stop the gossip.” Tom told her, reaching out for her hand.

“Yeah? How’s that?”

“Get married,” he said,
looking into her eyes.

Marybeth paused for a
minute, then asked, “Is that a proposal, Tom?”

“Well, yes. Yes, it
is,” he replied quietly, gazing into her eyes. “I love you,
Marybeth, and I’d like to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“Hmmm… Well, I love you
too,” she admitted, suddenly realizing she actually did. “But I’m
not sure we’re ready to jump right in and take the plunge this
soon. It’s rather sudden.

“Don’t drive yet. I
want to talk,” she told him, as he started the car, “Are you sure
you’re not just reacting to those jerks talking about us?”

“I guess that
precipitated it,” he said, turning off the ignition, “but I’ve
wanted to tell you for a long time. I’ve loved you since before
Greg died. It seems right to me and I decided, just now, to ask
you.”

“It’s a huge decision,
Tom. Starting a business, starting a marriage, all at the same
time. Geez, we don’t even know if our cats’ll get along!” She
grinned at him. “We should introduce them, don’t you think? At
least get their permission before we ask them to move in
together?”

Tom studied her for a
minute, then reached out and gently took her face in his hands.
“Just say yes, Marybeth. Don’t prevaricate. We’ll figure out all
the logistics later. Just say yes.”

She leaned over and
kissed him. “Okay. Yes, yes, you funny man. Yes.”

“When?”

“Let’s make it soon. If
they’re going to break us up at work, we need to be together away
from work. I’ll keep working; you do your furniture thing. We’ll
make out okay.”

“Logistics later,
Marybeth,” Tom reminded her, as he started the car, then sat there,
his hands on the steering while, not driving, “It’s no use, I can’t
work any more today. I’m too excited.”

“Forget working,” she
beamed, “let’s just drive around, and pretend we are…” She turned
to him, took his face in her hands and kissed him, long and hard.
It was some time before Tom finally started the car and put it into
gear.











Chapter18

Pleasant Valley
Haven

Driving up to Black
Rock to visit Wayne Howard at the Pleasant Valley Haven, a private
mental home, Tom and Marybeth timed their arrival for just after 11
a.m.

“You’ll have to catch
him while he’s still awake,” the receptionist on duty had told Tom
when he called to make an appointment. “Visiting hours are between
10 and 12 and 3 and 5. You should try to see him in the morning,
before lunch, when he’s in a better frame of mind. He naps for a
long time in the afternoon and, take it from me, he’s really
grouchy when he wakes up.”

Pleasant Valley indeed.
PLH (Pleasant Valley Haven) stood in a narrow ravine among
towering, blossoming, chestnut trees. Pathways wound around the
beautifully designed main building, circling several small ponds
complete with fountains. Benches for relaxing, to enjoy watching
the many ducks and swans, were scattered here and there. Huge
rhododendrons in a rainbow of colours made the scene even more
park-like. Several smaller cabin-like buildings were spotted amid
the trees. Several people, some accompanied by nursing staff seemed
to be taking advantage of the sun.

Inside the main lobby,
a young woman sat behind a table, knitting. When they entered, she
stood and approached. Holding her hand out, she introduced
herself.

“I’m Lou Garrett. You
must be Tom North. You called ahead, right?

“Yes. And this is my
partner, Marybeth Laughlin. We came to see Wayne Howard. I hope
we’re not too early?”

“Not at all. He’s in
the lounge watching TV. Would you like a cup of tea, or coffee
perhaps?”

“Coffee would be
lovely,” Marybeth said and Tom agreed.

They followed Lou into
a large room furnished with a number of tables and chairs, several
couches and easy chairs. At least a dozen people of varying ages
sat talking, playing cards, working on jigsaw puzzles and hobbies
of different kinds. One woman, standing alone by a window, was
moving her body to the beat of some unheard music, her mouth moving
silently. Two people sat watching one of the two TV’s situated
strategically at either end of the room, their volumes turned
low.

Approaching a lone man
sitting in an easy chair at the far end of the room, Lou touched
him on the arm. “You have some visitors, Howie,” she told him.
”I’ll turn off the TV. shall I?”

The old man, his shiny,
freckled, head circled with a ring of straggly white hair, turned
to look at them, then struggled to stand. Marybeth and Tom noticed
both of his hands were heavily bandaged.

“No. Please don’t stand
up, Mr. Howard,” Tom insisted. “I’m Tom North and this is Marybeth
Laughlin. We’ve come to ask you some questions about a fire that
happened a long time ago, back when you were the Fire Marshal in
Leffler. I hope you can help us.” He and Marybeth sat down in two
easy chairs, either side of the old man.

“Howie burnt his hands
rather severely this morning, putting out a little fire in the
kitchenette, didn’t you Howie?” Lou informed them.

Turning to Marybeth,
she said, “Howie here is our resident hero. As you may know, he
used to be a fireman years ago.” Putting her face close to the old
man’s, she quietly advised him, “You’ve must stop fighting fires,
Howie. You’re getting too old,”

“How did the fire get
started?” Tom asked Lou.

Before she could
answer, Howie muttered, so quietly they had to strain their ears to
hear him, “Grease fire.”

“We haven’t been able
to figure that out,” Lou replied. “You could ask Dr. Kirkland, I
suppose. I’m sure he would know.”

“Do you feel well
enough to answer a few questions, Mr. Howard?” Tom asked loudly,
incorrectly assuming the old man was at least partially deaf.

“I’m not deafe, young
feller. You don’t need to shout. Whadya wanna know anyways?” the
old man shouted back, deliberately mispronouncing the word
deaf.

Tom asked him if he
remembered his old friend, Ben George.

“’Course I remember
Ben! Knew him since we was kids. Grew up together, ya might say. He
was a hero in the Navy during W-W-2, ya know. I stayed out of
it.”

“Why was that, if you
don’t mind me asking?”

“No problem, young
feller. You mean why was Ben a hero or why’d I stay out of it?”
Pausing a moment or two, collecting his thoughts, lightly whacking
his bandaged hand on his left hip, he continued, “. Whoops, hadn’t
oughta do that! Bum leg!” he winced.

“Anyway, as I was
saying… when I was eleven or so, me and Ben, we was playing
basketball at school. Ben got checked and fell onto me. I went down
on my side and slid into the metal gym door and the hip was
smashed. Figures. Ben never got hurt, but me, I was in hospital for
over a year. Damned hip never did get much better. Still got me a
limp. If I’da been fit, I’da gone out there to the Pacific islands
with Ben and got me a medal too.”

“Ben wasn’t decorated,
was he? He wasn’t exactly a hero,” Tom corrected him, wondering how
Howard, crippled as he was, had managed to be accepted by the fire
department.

“Says you! You wasn’t
there, was you? Ben told me what happened. He was a hero all right
but he got cheated out of what shoulda been his. He shoulda got a
medal, jus’ like Jack Kennedy got, you know? But he was Indian so
they wouldn’t give him one. Indian’s is always short-changed.”

“I don’t believe anyone
but Jack got a medal,” Tom protested. “You were fit enough to join
the fire department, though, weren’t you?”

“Yep, that’s so. Got a
strong back and arms. Got me a promotion, too,” he bragged, his
rheumy eyes lighting up. He raised his arms and flexed his biceps,
which were indeed immense for a man his age.

“Mr. Howard, do you
recall the fire at the Bellevue Apartments in Leffler, where Ben
rescued a young woman and her baby?” Marybeth asked, trying to get
back on subject.

“You really a cop?” he
asked, looking her up and down with what she felt was an
unpleasant, lustful leer. “Didn’t think they’d let pretty girls
like you be cops.”

“Bellevue Apartment
fire. 1968. You were there,” Marybeth insisted.

“Yep, I recollect that
one, young lady. Sad one, it was. Ben was a hero then too, ya know.
He was there, Johnny-on-the-spot, like as usual. I coulda done it,
but he got there first. Helluva fire fighter, our boy, Ben. Always
got there first.”

Marybeth thought she
detected a tone of sarcasm in his voice as he spoke about Ben.
Wonder why? Weren’t they friends?

“What about those other
fires that weren’t solved?” Tom interrupted. “You were the Fire
Inspector back then, weren’t you? Your reports all said ‘arson by
persons unknown’.”

“Yep. That’s right.
Nobody knows who set ’em.”

“You don’t have any
idea at all?”

“Nope. And it’s too
late, now. Ain’t nobody gonna figure out who lit ’em, after all
this time.”

“What happened to your
hands, Wayne?” Marybeth asked, wondering if his previous story
would hold.

“Didn’t Lou tell you? I
was puttin’ out a fire in the kitchenette. Some damn fool walked
away from the stove. Burnt my hands and they’re hurtin’ bad,” he
whined. “Doc put some stuff on ’em and bandaged ’em up good for me
but they ain’t no use for anything now. Can’t even feed
myself.”

Suddenly he cackled,
“Doc says I won’t be getting up to any more mischief, now.”

“He’s probably right,”
Tom agreed. “Do they allow smoking in here?”

“Nope, no smoking. Why?
You smoke?”

Just then, a loud bell
sounded. Most of the occupants in the room started to rise, albeit
slowly, to shuffle towards the dining tables. A few began to help
the attendants assemble chairs together for the meal, while others
carried plates and cutlery to the tables.

“There’s your lunch
bell. We’ll come back later, if you don’t mind, Howie To talk to
you again about those fires. Okay?”

“Come anytime you want.
Good talkin’ to you, young fella. I don’t get so many visitors
anymore. Sorry I can’t shake hands,” he said, completely ignoring
Marybeth. Standing up with some difficulty, he hobbled away in his
slippers, muttering to himself, “damn fool, damn fool.”

 


* * *

 


“Holy smokes, Tom!”
Marybeth grinned. “Sorry… Bit of a pun there.”

Tom chuckled as they
strolled along the pathway to the parking lot. “So… what do you
think of Howie?”

“He’s a letch. Maybe
we’ve found our arsonist at last. You know, with those bandages,
somebody’s going to have to feed him and I’ll bet he won’t like
it.”

“You’re right, he’ll
complain the whole time. Hope it’s a guy who does it.”

Looking around, Tom
observed, “You know, we should have brought a picnic lunch. We
could’ve eaten right here. We’ll have lunch then come back later,
talk to Doctor Kirkland.”

“What time is our
appointment with the good doctor?”

“Two o’clock.”

“Lotsa time. We can
have a leisurely lunch somewhere.”

“Actually, I was
thinking we could go over to Fire Department Headquarters – see if
there were any unexplained fires here during the time ours
occurred.”

“Good plan. But mine’s
better,” Marybeth joked, looking forward, as usual, to eating out
with Tom.

After their brief lunch
break, they spent an hour at the Black Rock Fire Department going
over old records but found no unsolved arson cases during the ten
years between 1958 and 1968.

“I was pretty sure we
wouldn’t find anything,” Marybeth said. “I think our arsonist lived
in or near Leffler and stayed in his own neighbourhood.”

“That makes sense.
Still, it was worth checking out, don’t you think?”

Back at the mental
home, they were led to the administrator’s office, which was as
pleasant as the rest of the facility, if not more so.

Seating themselves on
one of the deep maroon leather couches, they refused the offered
tea or coffee.

“I’m Dr. Kirkland. I
was told you need information about Wayne Howard? I have his file
right here,” Thumbing through a file, the doctor informed them,
“’Fraid I wasn’t here when he first arrived. That was over ten
years ago, June of ’82.”

“Quite a long time ago,
then,” Tom replied. He glanced at Marybeth, wondering if she made
the connection. Right after Ben’s death? “Do you know where he
lived before he came here?”

“It says in here that
he lived in Leffler. Number 12A, on 7th Avenue.”

Tom looked at Marybeth
who nodded. She recognized the address, too.

“Do you know why he was
committed? Who brought him in?” Tom enquired.

“That’s information I
can’t give you, I’m afraid.”

“Is there any
information about who is paying for him to stay here?” Marybeth
enquired, pretty sure the rates at this home would be more than a
fireman would normally be able to afford.

“I’m not able to give
you that information.”

“We can get a warrant,
if it’s necessary,” she bluffed.

“I believe it’s some
kind of trust. I can give you the name of the trustee, if you
like.” He jotted a name on a notepad, tore off the sheet and handed
it to Marybeth.

“We noticed Mr. Howard
injured his hands recently?” Tom said.

“Yes. It would seem he
burned them this morning – not seriously, mind you, but bad enough
to need bandaging.”

“Is this something Mr.
Howard does regularly? Start fires? Burn himself? Do you know if he
had a record of this kind of behaviour before he became a patient
here?”

Dr. Kirkland thumbed
through the file again, then answered, “I don’t see anything in
here about him starting any fires. If so, it should have been
flagged. There’s nothing indicating a problem of that kind. We’re
not totally sure he started the fire here this morning, although I
must admit I am suspicious.”

Tom rose, reaching out
his hand. “Thank you, Doctor. If you happen to hear anything else
about Mr. Howard – something you think would help us – please give
us a call.”

“I certainly will,” the
doctor replied, shaking Tom’s hand, and taking the card Marybeth,
offered him. “Good luck with your investigation.”

 


* * *

 


“You know, Marybeth, I
think we should have come up here a lot sooner. There’s more to
Howie than meets the eye. And wasn’t his address in the file the
same as the one where the fire occurred?” Tom asked when they were
in the car.

“It was. Didn’t that
woman, Mrs. what’s-her-name, say the apartment under Marilyn’s –
12B, wasn’t it – was empty at the time of the fire?”

“Right. It was probably
12A.

“Trenton, Alice
Trenton. She mentioned the guy who lived there was evicted. Motive
for setting the fire perhaps?”

Marybeth took the paper
the doctor had given her out of her pocket and read the name aloud.
“Robert Lansing Smart. That’s the name of the Trustee of the fund
that pays for Howie’s keep. We’ll need to get in touch with him.
See what he knows.”












Chapter
19

Carmine's Visit

Suddenly showing up
unannounced on Sonny’s doorstep, after an absence of over 20 years,
might not have been such a good idea. Carmine wasn’t sure what his
reception would be. He had returned to Leffler after receiving a
letter from Val, telling him she and Sandro were expecting their
first child.

“What are you doing
here?’” Sandro asked, gruffly, when he saw who stood at the door.
Val appeared behind him.

“Among other things, I
wanted to see you. I came to explain why I stopped writing you -
why I didn’t get in touch when I got back from Vietnam.”

“Well, I guess you’d
better come in, then,” Sandro replied coldly, reluctantly holding
the door open.

Standing stiffly in the
hall, holding his black cowboy hat in both hands, Cal wasn’t sure
if he was even welcome. Val was more gracious, though, coming over
and hugging her brother-in-law, then holding him at arms’ length to
look him over. “You seem to be in once piece, anyway. And yes, we
do need an explanation. You caused us a lot of anxiety and despair,
you know.” She took his hat, handed it to Sandro, who stashed it in
the hall closet. Taking his hand, she led him into the living
room.

“Sit,” she ordered.
“I’ll get us some coffee.”

Carmine and Sandro sat
silently across from one another, neither willing to break the ice,
until finally Val returned with a tray of coffee and cinnamon
rolls.

“So,” she said,
plunging right in, “where have you been, Carmine? And why haven’t
you kept in touch? We were worried sick until we got word you’d
been seen down on the Rosebud Reservation. That was a several years
back, so you’d better bring us up to date.”

“Yeah,” Sandro growled.
“What were you doing down there anyway?”

“Who told you where I
was?” Carmine was beginning to feel annoyed with his brother’s
attitude.

“Somebody who knows
somebody, who knows somebody. Guess you could call it the ‘moccasin
telegraph’.”

“Cute. Actually, I
teach high school in Rosebud. And I do some writing.”

“How come?” Sandro
asked curtly. “You never liked school.”

“Well, for one thing,
the kids down there need all the help they can get. They need to be
encouraged to stay in school, so they can get work, on or off the
reserve. It’s important work – and a good life.”

“Sandro teaches school,
too,” Val informed him. “We both do.”

“That’s great!” Carmine
seemed genuinely pleased. “What do you teach, Sonny?” he asked,
reverting to his brother’s adopted name.

“I teach at the School
for the Deaf in Black Rock,” Sandro replied abruptly. He began
‘signing’ as he spoke. “Val teaches mentally handicapped children.
I guess you could say we’re doing something ‘important’ with our
lives, too.”

“Odd we all got into
teaching,” Carmine said, ignoring what he assumed was a dig.
Looking around the room, he observed, “You seem to be doing
well.

“By the way, I can’t
read sign language, Sonny, so you don’t have to try to impress me.”
Then, turning to Val he remarked, “You have a lovely home. I notice
you’re into Navajo décor.”

“I love the colours,”
Val admitted. “Sonny has a good Indian artifacts collection.” She
handed him an album of pictures of Sandro’s collection.

For the next few
minutes, he paged through the book, looking at the photographs.
“I’d like to see these, Sandro. I hope you’ll show me.”

“How long you gonna
stick around?” Sonny asked, curtly, figuring it would be a waste of
time. Why bother to take him to where his collection was stored if
his brother was heading home soon.

This time Carmine took
the hint. “I’m sorry, Sandro. I didn’t mean to stay away for so
long. It was just that I couldn’t talk, couldn’t even write, about
what was happening over there. It was terrible. I really couldn’t,
and still can’t, describe it.” Overcome, he put his hands over his
eyes for several seconds. Finally regaining his composure, he
continued. “Sorry… I saw several of the guys in my unit, guys who I
was pretty close to, die horrible deaths.” Choking up again, he
somehow managed to continue, “My best friend, Leo Waxwing, bled out
and died in my arms while we were being air-lifted out in a
chopper. I couldn’t write about it, so I stopped, period. I’m
sorry.”

“Okay, we get it,”
Sandro was still unable to let go of his resentment towards his
brother. “And why didn’t you come home when you got back?”

“Let me try to
explain,” Cal told his brother, considering for a few seconds
before continuing.

“I don’t suppose you
can imagine what it was like. Did you happen to see the film
‘Apocalypse Now’? Something like that. It was a very realistic
film.”

“We saw that movie.
Very shocking. Very moving. What about ‘Deer Hunter’, Cal? Was that
realistic too?” Val had always been interested in war movies.

“Yeah, it was. Showed
how most of us were irrevocably changed by our experiences over
there…” Unable to continue, he sat, staring into space.

Seconds ticked by. Val
and Sonny waited patiently for him to recover.

“Anyway, aside from the
horror,” he finally continued, “I began to realize I wanted to do
something important with my life, if I ever managed to get home,
which, at the time, I didn’t believe I would. I wanted to make a
difference. Maybe medicine. Thought maybe if I’d had more first-aid
training, I could’ve saved Leo’s life. He was from Rosebud. So, I
decided to go there, to meet his family.”

“I thought you and I
were pretty close before you left. I believed we would be married
when you came home. I won’t even bother to tell you how Sandro felt
when we didn’t know if you were dead or alive.” Val complained,

“I told you I’m sorry.
And I am,” Cal responded, annoyed. “Actually, I planned on staying
here a couple of days, but now… do you two want me to or not?” He
stood, ready to leave, waited for them to tell him whether they
wanted him to stay or not.

“Sit down, Cal,” Val
told him, firmly. “We’re feeling a bit raw and your visit is a
surprise. We’re glad to see you, really we are, but don’t expect us
to behave as though you left only yesterday. Like there’s no
history.”

Carmine sat down. After
a few uncomfortable minutes, Sandro told him, “Go on, you might as
well continue with your story?”

“Alright,” his brother
agreed. He sat back down, helped himself to another cinnamon bun,
in control of his emotions at last. “When I came back to the States
in June of ’64, I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I thought of
returning here, but somehow just couldn’t face coming back. So much
had happened to me over there I couldn’t talk about. I didn’t think
anybody here would understand what I’d been through. There’d be
questions I couldn’t answer. I felt I didn’t fit in anywhere, felt
incredibly disconnected.

“On my way out of Nam,
I met this guy, an Apache, named Tony Garcia. He told me a group of
forty Sioux had occupied Alcatraz only months before, in March of
’64. They occupied the former prison island, claiming an 1868
treaty entitled them to take over surplus federal land, which
Alcatraz was at the time. Can you believe it? They actually had the
nerve to offer the federal government 47 cents an acre for it! It
was only meant to be a publicity stunt to make a point – ‘treaties
are not irrelevant and the Indians have not forgotten them’.
Obviously the Feds weren’t too happy. They didn’t stay on ‘The
Rock’ very long. It was pretty amazing. Maybe you heard about it?
It was really big news when it happened.”

“Yeah, I remember,”
Sandro said, tersely. “I remember thinking it was pretty damned
foolhardy, to tell you the truth.”

Ignoring him, Cal
pressed on. “In 1969, another group went back, took possession
again, intending to start an Indian university there. They stayed
for two years, under terrible conditions, enduring constant
government harassment, blockades. Eventually they were starved
out.”

Sandro replied, “I’m
not interested in all this Indian stuff , Carmine. But, yeah, we
heard about it. But what’s it got to do with you not coming
home?”

Val interjected. “By
that time we were settled in our own lives, Cal. We were never much
involved in Indian affairs. My parents were involved with the
Indian community but didn’t believe in protests.”

“Allow me, please. You
say you want to know why I didn’t come home, so just listen.” It
was obvious to both Sandro and Val that Carmine was used to
lecturing, used to being listened to, so they listened.

“Did you know, by the
late ‘50’s, more than half our people were living in cities,
because the federal government wanted to get rid of the reservation
system? Our young people were being lured off the reserves by the
thousands, by promises of a brighter future – free bus fares to the
city, education, jobs, homes, you-name-it. At least 200,000 of our
youth relocated under this program. Why they believed the Feds
would follow through with their promises is anyone’s guess. I mean,
have they ever? A third of them went back to the reserve when
things didn’t work out, but most ended up in city ghettos. Many
turned to drink. Many, many, ended up in prison. What nobody
dreamed, at the time, was the young urban Indians would get
smarter, more educated, more radical. They began to identify with
the blacks and the white students who were staging peace protests
all over the place.”

“Don’t you think it’s
kind of weird that’s all stopped now?” Val pondered, allowing
herself to go off subject. “All that protesting?”

“Well, for one thing,
the FBI has everyone who ever protested anything, anywhere, on a
list now.” Carmine responded cynically. “Nobody wants to stick
their necks out to get arrested — or worse — anymore.”

“I still don’t
understand what all this stuff has to do with you not coming home!”
Sonny snapped.

“Hang on. Listen, will
you? Let me explain.” Exasperated, Carmine stared at his brother
until he felt he had his full attention.

“While I was in
ۥNam, I met this
Vietnamese guy, name of Tran – I think I wrote you about him. He
and I had many interesting discussions. Because he was so proud of
his heritage I started thinking about my own. I got all fired up,
starting reading all I could get my hands on about what was
happening on the reservations, which wasn’t much actually, now I
think about it. I don’t know if it was deliberate or not, but it
seemed the Navy never allowed two Indians to stay together in any
one unit for very long. If, by some chance, another Indian was
assigned to our unit, he was transferred out, pronto. I probably
had contact with only seven or eight other Native Americans the
whole time I was over there. And a lot of Indians served in that
war! Anyway, I sure didn’t see many of them… But, I managed to
learn a lot from those I did.

“These guys were from
all over — the east coast, the plains, the northwest. Ojibwe,
Cherokee, Cree, Mohawk – you name it, the one thing they all had in
common was pride in their heritage, despite reservation life
pushing them down. They all resolved to improve things when they
got home. We never lived on a reserve, Sandro, but you know how we
were treated at school. You too, Val. Admit it, we all experienced
bullying and bigotry.

“Anyway, when I finally
got out of the Navy, I went to San Francisco, where I’d heard many
of the Indian vets were going. I realized the first thing I should
do was get more education. So soon as I got there, I enrolled in
college to become a teacher.

“Thought you wanted to
go into medicine?” Sandro asked sarcastically.

“Yeah, well, turned out
I didn’t have nearly enough education to get into pre-med. Not only
that, it takes ’way too long to become a doctor, and I was in a
hurry. Anyway… I began to meet a lot of pro-active people and
eventually joined a group called the National Indian Youth Council.
They were gaining a high profile in many places across the country.
Several groups and clubs in Oakland brought our people together to
discuss what could be done to improve conditions for Indian people
generally, both on the reservations and in the cities. Too many of
our young people were hanging around in bars, drinking. Too many
were ending up in a life of crime, spending years in prison, as I
said. And a lot of hopeless, homeless people living on the streets.
Things on the reservations weren’t much better. The strange thing
was, the people in these groups, they were from all over the place,
not just the west coast. And they all wanted to help improve
things.”

“Our people?” Sandro
asked sarcastically.

“Sonny, when I say ‘our
people’ I don’t just mean our relatives, I mean all the aboriginal
peoples of North America.

“Did you two, by any
chance, get involved in the fishing protests here in ’64? Marlon
Brando came here to support the fishermen in a protest over treaty
rights given to ‘our people’ in the last century. Which of course,
as usual, the governments didn’t honour.”

“No, I didn’t,” Sandro
replied dismissively. “If I remember correctly, I was away at
University at the time.”

Val nodded in
agreement. “Yes, we were away,” she said. “Not that we’d have
gotten involved anyway. Was Brando really arrested, Cal?”

“Yes, he was. Of
course, they let him go almost immediately because the government
didn’t want a media frenzy. Native fishermen, for years, had been
hassled and arrested for dropping their nets and catching fish.
Probably still are, even now.”

“He gave up his Oscar
in 1973, didn’t he, over the same issue?” Val asked.

“Well, he didn’t
actually give it up, Val. He just didn’t appear on stage. Sent a
young Indian actress, Sasheen Littlefeather, to collect it for
him.”

“It’s getting late.”
Sonny suddenly announced. “I need to get some sleep.”

“The siege at Wounded
Knee – I was there.” Carmine almost boasted, not caring what time
it was. He wanted to tell them everything.

Val interrupted. “Tell
us about Wounded Knee tomorrow, Cal. It’s not that we aren’t
interested but we go to work early; we have to get some sleep. You
stay in bed as late as you like in the morning. There’s lots to
eat, so you won’t starve. Make yourself at home. We should be back
about 4:30”

“I thought I might go
see Lisa.” Carmine said, standing up and stretching. “Would it be
okay if I called her from here?”

“Good plan.” Sonny
agreed. “But call first, for sure, don’t just show up,” he advised,
remembering his shock the night before when he’d discovered Carmine
on the doorstep.

Before going to sleep,
Sandro confessed to Val he was still angry with his brother. She
told him she’d forgiven Carmine long ago.

“He leaves me with Ben,
then goes off and joins the Navy. He doesn’t even bother to let us
know where he is, and then expects us to forgive him, just like
that!” Sonny complained. “It’s okay for you – you probably still
love him.”

“I don’t love him
anymore,” Val protested. Not in that way anyway. “Not in the least.
But he is your brother.”

“He’s not mad at our
Dad anymore, either. I’ll bet he expects me to forgive Ben, after
how he destroyed my life.”

“Don’t say that, Sonny.
Your life wasn’t destroyed. There’s no use staying hurt. It’s a
total waste of emotion. You and I have our lives in front of us.
You need to let all the old wounds heal so they don’t infect your
new family. I know you’ve been injured, darling, but you have to
move on. Forget about the past. Please. Just move on.”

“I wish I could. I
really wish I could,” Sandro sniffed, turning his back to her.

“Don’t be such a baby.
It’s you I love, you know that. You and our baby.” she assured him,
wrapping her arms around him, pressing her warm, pregnant belly up
against his back to comfort him. “Don’t you think it’ll be good for
him to have his Uncle Cal in his life?”

“You think it’s a boy?”
he asked, cheering up a little, clasping her hands in his.

 


* * *

 


Next morning, when Val
woke up, the brothers were sitting at the kitchen table.

“I’m not going in this
morning,” Sonny informed her. “I called Fletch; he’s going to sub
for me. I want to stay here and visit with Cal, okay? We may go
over to visit Lisa, together. Later, if she’s home.”

Val was overjoyed.
Obviously her chat with Sandro the previous night had done some
good. Maybe he’s finally ready to move on.

After Val had left for
work, while they were still at the kitchen table enjoying their
third cup of coffee, Cal leaned over and touched his brother’s
hand. “I’m glad you and Val got married, Sonny.”

“Obviously I do,
too.”

“Was she very upset?
You know, when I stopped writing? I was worried about her.”

“Of course, she was. We
both were.” Sandro replied, still a bit rankled.

“When did you get
together? In college?” Carmine felt he had to drag information out
of his brother. Sheesh! This is like pulling teeth…

“We were only friends
then. We got together in 1970, awhile after the fire. I guess you
don’t know about the fire.”

“No. What fire was
that?”

“The one where my baby
daughter died.”

“What!!?”

“It was all Ben’s
fault….”

“Wait a minute. You
were married to somebody before Val?”

“No!” Sandro, silent
for a moment or two, sighed, then continued. “We weren’t married…
Shit! I don’t know how to tell you about this.”

“Start from the
beginning, Sandro. You had a daughter. Who was her mother? What was
her name?”

“She was Aunt Marilyn’s
daughter, Frannie.”

“Our cousin, then?”

“Our cousin… Yeah…

“And our sister…” Sonny
added, not looking up. Picking at his cuticles, he stared into his
coffee cup.

“Okay….” Carmine was
shocked, almost speechless. “Wait a minute! That explains
something. Do you know why I decided to leave home, back when we
were kids?”

“I thought you didn’t
like the babies crying all the time. That’s what you told me before
you left.”

“Well, there was that.
Stupid, of course, being jealous of those tiny, little things. For
some reason, I couldn’t stand watching Mom nursing them, cuddling
them. But it was the fight I had with Ben that really did it.”

“What fight? I don’t
remember any fight.”

“No, you wouldn’t. We
had it out back behind the shed, Ben and I. I shoved him and he
shoved me back. It was over Marilyn. I had seen him and Marilyn
together and confronted him about it. One thing led to another and
we ended up fighting. Actual fisticuffs.”

“You saw him and
Marilyn together? When? How?”

“I was riding my bike
one night, just after dark, over on Main and I saw them coming out
of the Star Motel,” Cal recollected. “They were hugging and
kissing, really into it. After a bit, they got into their cars and
drove off. I knew there was something going on, so I told Dad I’d
seen them and challenged him to tell me what was going on or I’d
tell Mom. He was pissed off and told me to mind my own business. I
was pretty angry about him cheating on Mom and gave him a shove. It
went on from there.”

“Who won?”

Carmine grinned.
“Neither one of us, I guess.” After a minute, he asked, “So, what
you’re telling me is that Dad and Marilyn had a baby together? How
old is she?”

“About Lisa’s age. Her
name’s Frannie.” Sandro replied. “To make a long story short, I met
her at a school dance, we fell for each other in a big way and she
ended up pregnant. We were going to get married, but right after
the baby was born, there was this big fire at her apartment and
they didn’t get out. It was Dad who rescued them – Frannie and our
baby, Nichole. At first, Nichole was okay, but then the poor little
mite died, a few days later, from smoke inhalation.” His eyes began
to tear up, his voice weakened.

“Did you know Frannie
was our sister? When you first got together, I mean?”

“Of course not! Do you
think I’m nuts?”

“When did you find
out?”

“After the baby died.
After the fire.”

“Who told you? How do
you know for sure Frannie’s our sister?”

“I know. Marilyn told
me. I believe her. She was really upset. And mad at Dad too, I
think. She didn’t even know we were Dad’s sons. Before he told her,
right before that fire.”

“Where’s Frannie
now?”

“She and Marilyn went
back up to Canada. She’s married now; apparently has a couple of
kids. I never saw her again after the fire. Marilyn wouldn’t let us
see each other. I never knew how she was. I couldn’t be there for
her. Nobody would let me.”

Carmine could tell his
brother was still heartbroken. “I can just imagine how you must
have felt.”

“No, you can’t.” Sandro
insisted, distraught, in tears. “I hate Ben. I hated him when I
left the year after you did. I never wanted to talk to him again,
ever. Then this happened and — I’ve must tell you, I almost killed
him! It was only Val that kept me from buying a gun and shooting
him.

“It was all his fault!
To keep us secret from each other, to deliberately keep us
separate! How could he? Ben – always the big hero! If only people
knew. How could he have been so damned cruel?”

Shocked by his
brother’s story, Carmine said, “He was probably ashamed of what
happened with our mother. I believe he was always ashamed of us. I
was hurt he wouldn’t tell anybody we were his real sons… didn’t
acknowledge us.”

“So was I. Still am! I
can’t get over it. Do you know he wrote some letter that more or
less accused me of setting fires?”

“You’re kidding? Why
would he do that?”

“Search me, but the
cops came calling a few weeks ago. They’re looking into the cause
of the fire, the one where Nichole was killed. Apparently they
believe it was arson and murder because of our baby dying and
they’ve reopened the investigation. They found this thing he wrote.
I have a copy if you want to see.”

“Do they think you’re
to blame?”

“Oh, no. No, I don’t
think so. I was away at university with Val at the time. But
they’re questioning a lot of people, I think. Actually, they’re
quite nice, these cops – a young man and woman. They know I didn’t
do it.”

“What about Dad? Did
you ever confront him? Did he ever apologize to you for all
this?”

“Are you kidding? He
was never to blame for anything!”

“I’m going over to see
him. I’ll give him a piece of my mind. How is Mom? I can’t wait to
see her.”

“You can’t see either
of them. They’re dead. Didn’t you know?”

“No. I didn’t!” Another
shock. “When was this?”

“Ben had a heart attack
right after the fire. According to what we heard, he was in bad
shape for quite awhile. Then in ’82, he and Mom were killed in a
car accident. We didn’t go to the funeral, Val and I.”

“Geez! I didn’t
know.”

“How could you? You
weren’t here.”

“Yeah, sorry. Yet
again… Geez, Sonny!” Cal exclaimed, suddenly realizing the enormity
of what Sonny had been telling him. “God, you’ve been through so
much. I had no idea.”

They sat in silence for
several minutes. Then, Sonny stood, took their cups to rinse them
at the sink and suggested,

“I’m tired of talking
about this shit. Let’s give Lisa a call, see if she’s home.”

“Does Lisa know about
Frannie? About Marilyn and Dad?”

“No she doesn’t. Not as
far as I know anyway. I guess we’ll find out… Maybe her kids will
be there, her twins. You’ll like them.”

“She has twins? How old
are they?”

“About eleven or
twelve, I think. A boy and a girl — Jack and Sami. She also has an
older boy, Peter. I haven’t met him, yet.”

“More twins! They must
run in the family. Who knows, maybe yours will be twins.”

“You knew Val was
expecting? Well, she isn’t having twins. That much we do know. Val
thinks it might be a boy.”

“You’ve left it a late
to have children, Sonny.”

“Yes. Well, we had some
trouble. Val kept having miscarriages. We finally found a doctor
who figured out what was wrong. So now it looks as though, finally,
everything is okay. Are you married?”

“Yes. My wife is a Cree
girl named White Feather, christened Theresa, so we call her Terry.
She’s Leo’s sister.” Carmine handed his brother some photographs
from his wallet.

“This is your family?”
“Yes, Terry and our two girls, Tanya and Kim. Maybe you and Val
could come down to Rosebud and visit us sometime, Sonny. It’s
really beautiful down there. You’d love it.”

Sandro studied the
photographs closely for several minutes, then said, “Your girls
look a bit like Mom, don’t you think?”

“Yes, our real mother.
Katia. You know? I thought so, too.” Then he said, “I think your
life has turned around now, Sonny. Nothing but good things for you
and Val, from now on.”

“Hopefully. But I don’t
dare tempt fate,” Sandro admitted, handing the photos back. “You
know, I think Val would love to take a trip down there sometime.
Maybe next year.”

“Great! I’ll look
forward to showing you around.”

“You mentioned
yesterday that you’d done some writing. Have you had anything
published?”

“Yes, I have two books
out now. One about my ‘adventures’ in the AIM movement, and also a
book of short stories about Vietnam.”

“Can we get a copy or
two?” Sandro was curious, despite feeling a little jealous that his
brother had accomplished so much. You have too, don’t denigrate
yourself!

Cal laughed. “As a
matter of fact, I brought a few copies with me, just in case. And
I’ve got about a hundred of them in storage at home.”

 


 



Chapter
20

Family
Confrontation

Nervous and excited,
Lisa had been waiting anxiously since her brother Cal had
telephoned to tell her he and Sonny were coming over to visit. She
hadn’t seen Cal since she was eight years old, and had only seen
Sonny recently at the hardware store that day when he hadn’t spoken
to her. Hardly able to concentrate, she had managed to focus enough
to freshen up and was preparing a snack for them when Tom and
Marybeth drove up.

“We’ve been up in Black
Rock, visiting Wayne Howard and thought we’d drop in to see you on
the way back,” Marybeth told her when Lisa invited them inside.

“I’m expecting my
brothers, Sonny and Cal. If you can stay a few minutes, I’ll
introduce you. I haven’t seen Cal since I was about eight years
old.”

“That’s wonderful! You
must be so excited,” Marybeth observed.

“Actually, Lisa, we
wanted to ask you what you might know about Wayne Howard.” Tom
explained. “He’s living in an up-scale mental home up in Black
Rock, a place called Pleasant Valley Haven. We know he was one of
your Dad’s close friends, and thought you might remember him.”

At that moment her
brothers arrived. After much hugging and some tears, they all sat
down in the small living room where Lisa introduced them to
Marybeth and Tom as her long-lost brothers.

“You know Sonny, I
think,” she said.

“You came up from
Rosebud?” Tom asked Cal.

“Yes. How did you
know?”

“We heard it somewhere.
By the way, I’m Chippewa, from over at Mille Lacs.”

“Good to know. I
figured you for ‘one of us’.”

“Thought I’d mention
it. In case it matters.”

“It doesn’t,” Sandro
said dryly.

“It’s always ‘good to
know’, Sonny,” Cal said.

While Lisa handed
around snacks and drinks, Tom mentioned he and Marybeth were trying
to solve an old arson case.

“We think we may have
found the culprit,” Marybeth told them.

Too late! Tom thought,
I should have warned her not to say anything.

“Really?” Sonny seemed
surprised.

“We maybe shouldn’t be
telling you this,” Tom said, hoping Marybeth would keep her trap
shut. “We have no real proof just yet, but we may have narrowed it
down to an old friend of your Dad’s, name of Wayne Howard. We
wondered if you might remember anything about him. He became Fire
Marshal or Fire Inspector back when your Dad was Chief. He doesn’t
seem the type, to tell you the truth. But he’s an old man now, so
maybe back then he was.”

“I remember him,
alright,” Cal said, sharply. “Shifty, sly. I could never figure out
why Ben would have anything to do with him. He was always sniffing
around Mom. Acted like he thought he was Ben’s equal, which he
wasn’t. No way near it.”

Sonny spoke up. “I
vaguely remember Mom being outraged, something about ‘that man’
becoming Fire Marshal. She was quite upset. She and Dad had a tiff
over it. She told him she didn’t want ‘that creep’ hanging around
her or Marilyn. Dad didn’t seem too concerned about him, though.
Kept saying he was an old friend and he owed him loyalty or
something.”

“I don’t have any
knowledge of how or why this Howard person became Fire Marshal,”
Lisa told them. “To tell the truth, I don’t remember him at
all.”

“Apparently he lived in
the same apartment building, the unit just below the one where
Marilyn and Frannie lived,” Marybeth said. “It seems he was evicted
the week before the fire happened.”

Cal suddenly stood,
walked over to the door and motioned for Tom to follow him into the
kitchen.

“We came over here to
tell Lisa about Sandro and Frannie. She doesn’t know – yet. You
know what I’m saying?”

“Yeah. I guess you’d
like to talk to her privately.”

“If you don’t mind.
It’s pretty sensitive.”

“For sure.”

Back in the living
room, Tom announced, “Well, you folks have a great reunion.
Marybeth and I need to get back to the office. Hopefully, we’ll see
you again, Cal, before you go back down south. And no doubt we’ll
be seeing you again, too, Sonny — sorry, Sandro. You and Val. Come
on, Marybeth, let’s go.”

Surprised, Marybeth got
to her feet and hugged Lisa. “Yes, let’s all get together soon.”
Before she left, she gave Lisa Ben’s typewritten document. “You
might want this,” she whispered.

When they had left,
Lisa commented, “That was weird. They left in such a hurry.”

“I asked them to.” Cal
told her.

“Oh, how come?”

So: Cal told Lisa how
sorry he was not to have stayed in touch and how upset he was when
he heard that Ben and their Mother had died. He hugged her and told
her he’d missed her, then said, “We have something else to talk to
you about, Lisa.”

“I know you’re my
half-brothers, already, Cal. Val told me but I already knew. I read
that thing Dad wrote. I was surprised, shocked and doubtful. But I
talked to Father Dwyer and he told me it was basically true about
your mother and everything. And you know what? I’m so glad!” She
hugged them both. “I love you and I’m so happy you’re my real
brothers and we’re together again, at long last.”

“What the hell are you
talking about? What thing Dad wrote?” Sonny exclaimed. “The only
thing I saw that Dad wrote, was that damned thing blaming me for
some fire!”

“No, that’s not the
one,” Lisa replied, hurt by his anger. “You didn’t see the one
about you guys coming to live with us? The one about you running
away? The one where he says he regrets he didn’t acknowledge you as
his sons?”

“No, I didn’t,” Sonny
insisted angrily. “Admit we were his real sons? He’d never do that!
Not Ben! Where is this so-called letter, anyway?”

Thank goodness she gave
it back to me! Lisa realized she’d better not mention that she’d
turned it over to Marybeth and Tom, knew that Sonny would likely be
incensed.

“Did you know that Dad
had a daughter with Aunt Marilyn?” Cal asked her, trying to divert
Sonny’s anger.

Clearly astonished,
Lisa exclaimed, “No! I most certainly did not!” Now she was the one
to be angry.

“Well, he did,” Sonny
declared emphatically, not understanding why he suddenly wanted to
hurt her. “They had a daughter, Frannie, about your age.”

“I don’t think I want
to hear this,” Lisa remembered her conversation with Marybeth and
Tom about her aunt, days before. “Why should I believe you anyway?
You hated Dad. You both did. You’d say anything to make him look
bad. He was heartbroken when you left. You never thought of us, how
hurt we were when you left!”

“Dad hated us,” Sonny
replied. “He was glad when we left. Now, what about that letter?
Where is it?”

“Not true, both he and
Mom were devastated. Here, read this,” she said curtly, handing
Sonny the envelope containing Ben’s story of their adoption. “This
proves he loved you.”

“This is the one you
were talking about? Where’d you get it?”

“It’s the one. It was
in Dad’s papers. Lisa’s got a whole box with stuff about you and
Cal.”

The two men sat down
together to read Ben’s story.

Neither of them spoke
for several minutes, trying to come to terms with what they’d read.
Sonny, with tears in his eyes, folded the sheets of paper and
shoved them into his shirt pocket.

He didn’t know what to
believe. He felt his foundation had been yanked out from under him,
every thought, every feeling of Ben, his ‘father’, cast in doubt,
no longer valid. He reached for his ‘puffer’– a natural instinct
when he was feeling upset – then suddenly realized he didn’t need
it. That’s strange!

“He probably didn’t
even write it. It’s probably a fake. Since when did he type,
anyway?”

“He typed. And I
believe this is his writing. It sounds like him.” Cal declared,
dismissing the subject. “Anyway, let’s get back to Frannie.”

Sonny agreed
reluctantly, but got right to the point. “I met Frannie when we
were both in high school. We fell in love. I didn’t know she was
Dad’s daughter and she didn’t know I was his son. We didn’t know we
were related.”

“I don’t believe this!”
Lisa cried. “It’s outrageous! You’re making it up! What you’re
saying is unbelievable!”

“It is a big shock, I
know,” Cal agreed, leaning across to pat her arm, which she
snatched away out of his reach.

“Don’t touch me! I
guess you’d better tell me. About Aunt Marilyn?”

“Dad had an affair with
her.”

“So you say.”

“Well, I guess without
her actually telling you, we can’t prove it, but…” Cal
sympathized.

“Unbelievable! What
this about a daughter?”

“Her name is Frannie.
She’s about your age. And, as I told you, she and I fell in love.
She got pregnant and...”

“Oh, my, God!”

“Wait Lisa, that’s not
the worst of it,” Cal interjected.

Once again, Sonny took
up the story. “Do you remember that fire in 1968? When Dad had that
heart attack? The one where he rescued a young woman and her baby?
It was in all the papers… Well, that was Frannie and our baby,
Nichole.”

“But that baby died…”
Lisa choked, trying not to cry.

“Yes,” Sonny said,
tears welling in his eyes. “And that’s when I found out Frannie was
my sister. After that fire.”

“Where is she now? What
happened to her?” Lisa managed to ask. “She’s my sister, too! I
need to know.”

“Marilyn took her back
up to Canada and I never saw her again.” Sonny sighed.

Then, looking at his
watch, wanting desperately to escape the intensely emotional scene,
he announced, “I should get home. Val will be waiting for me.”

“Oh, no you don’t! You
go and get her and bring her back here. The kids’ll be home
shortly. Peter too. We’ll have dinner, all of us. I don’t want to
let you two out of my sight. Ever again!”

 


 



Chapter
21

Wounded Knee and Other
Tales

After dinner, while the
twins, Sami and Jack, sat on the floor at his feet, listening
wide-eyed, Cal related his experiences with AIM. Val and Sonny sat
cuddled on the sofa, with their dog, while Lisa sat in an easy
chair, her son, Peter, lounging against her knees.

“What is AIM?” Peter
asked, when Cal first mentioned the word.

“AIM means American
Indian Movement, a group that was originally formed to help urban
Indians who were being hassled by police in Minneapolis. Eventually
they tried to reform Indian and government relations country-wide,
but it all began in Minnesota.”

Pausing for a moment to
let that sink into the young minds, he looked at his siblings and
asked, “I don’t suppose you ever heard of the Trail of Broken
Treaties, did you?”

“Wasn’t that the
brouhaha in Washington?” Lisa asked.

“What’s a brouhaha,
Mom?” Sami asked.

“A big, messy confusion
was what it was,” Sonny interjected.

“The Trail of Broken
Treaties was originally conceived by AIM to highlight the concerns
of North American native peoples,” Cal explained. “Almost 900
travelled across the country, stopping at reservations, adding to
their numbers as they went, all the way to Washington, D.C. They
wanted to bring the condition of the Indians to the attention of
the government. They thought that a march would be the way to get a
lot of publicity.

“Naïve, of course.
Unfortunately, all their organizing broke down when they got there.
Housing that had been set up somehow became unavailable; meals that
had been arranged for, suddenly weren’t there. Everything went
wrong. Some of the people, excited and expecting success, became
angry at the failures, ended up marching, then taking over the
Bureau of Indian Affairs building for six days. It was a brouhaha,
Lisa. Worse, in fact.

“Disappointed and
incensed because their grievances weren’t being seriously addressed
by the government, some of them ran amok. The building was
ransacked, BIA property was stolen and/or destroyed and many
valuable documents were removed. Because of the loss of the
paperwork, payments to the bands could not be made. It was a bad
move, a real mess. The government finally pledged to deal with the
various grievances of the Native Americans in order to get their
various elements out of Washington.”

“Geez! When was this,
Uncle Carmine?” Peter asked.

“November of 1972.”

“Did you go there,
Uncle Carmine?” Jack asked.

“No, I didn’t get
involved in that particular exercise. I was busy with other things
at the time,” Cal answered. “What do you know about Wounded Knee?”
he asked the children.

“Was that when the U.S.
Cavalry attacked and killed a whole bunch of Indians?” Jack asked.
He’d heard about it in History class at school.

“Yes. That was on
December 29, 1890 – approximately 100 years ago, Jack. By the time
the battle was over, more than 300 men, women and children of the
Lakota Sioux lay dead. Only about twenty-five troops died and some
of them were likely killed by ‘friendly fire’.”

“What’s ‘friendly
fire’, Uncle Cal? “ asked Sami.

“That’s when your own
soldiers end up shooting you by accident. Sometimes things are so
confused, the wrong people get shot.”

“The wrong people
always get shot, one way or the other,” Val remarked. Lisa
agreed.

“Anyway, it was a
massacre. What happened was this: the 7th Cavalry surrounded an
encampment of Miniconjou and Hunkpapa Sioux with orders to escort
them to the railroad for transport to Omaha, Nebraska. They were
putting them on reservations there, land set aside for them to use.
The day before, the Sioux had given up, willingly agreeing to turn
themselves in at the Pine Ridge Agency in South Dakota. They were
the very last of the Sioux to give in, but the 7th Cavalry intended
to use a display of force, coupled with firm negotiations, to gain
compliance from them. The commander had been ordered to disarm the
Lakota before proceeding. During the process, a deaf tribesman
refused an order to give up his rifle unless he was paid fair value
for it. This set off a chain reaction leading to sheer chaos and
mayhem, with fighting between both sides, in all directions. Around
150 Lakota are believed to have fled the chaos, an unknown number
dying later from hypothermia. Pretty bad, huh?”

“It was a long time
ago,” Sonny said. “It’s time we forgot all this old stuff.”

“Many of our people
wouldn’t agree with you, Sandro.”

“So, where was the
Wounded Knee you were at, Unc? Not that old one?” Jack asked. He’d
been hanging on to his Uncle’s every word. “Did you shoot
anybody?”

“Luckily, no I didn’t,
Jack. It’s not something I’d be proud about. But a few people were
killed.

“It happened in 1973,
and came about because of several seemingly disconnected incidents.
There had been a couple of murders. First, Ray Yellow Thunder in
Nebraska and a year later, Wesley Bad Heart Bull, in South Dakota.
People in those communities down there were dissatisfied with how
the cases against the perpetrators were handled. AIM got involved.
The U.S. government now viewed AIM as a militant group and was
closely watching our activities. Truth to tell, some of our leaders
had been in jail, but not for anything really serious. Stuff like
stealing cars, not that I’m saying it’s okay. But that was used as
an excuse to disregard AIM and it’s mission.

“On the Pine Ridge
Reservation in South Dakota, Sioux leaders requested AIM assistance
in their opposition to a tribal president, Richard Wilson, whom
they had elected in 1972. They accused him of mishandling tribal
funds, misusing his authority and disregarding rules of the tribal
council. They tried, unsuccessfully, in February of 1973, to
impeach him. The U.S. Department of Justice sent out 50 U.S.
Marshals to be available in case of civil disobedience. They were
supporting Wilson.”

“The government sent
soldiers against our people?” Lisa enquired, horrified.

“Well, not soldiers,
not yet, but it was certainly viewed that way by a lot of
reservation Indians.” Cal answered. “The problem was, if we did
anything at all, it would be (and was) viewed as civil
disobedience, and they’d be on us like vultures.”

“So what happened
next?” Jack asked, impatient with discussion, wanting his uncle to
continue telling the action.

“AIM and about 200
supporters, who were en route to Porcupine, South Dakota, stopped
at the Village of Wounded Knee and took over the trading post,
museum, gas station and several churches there. They viewed the
village as historically significant – a good place to voice their
concerns; those of AIM and the Oglala Sioux of Pine Ridge.”

“Who are Oglala Sioux?”
Sami asked.

“Okay. Does everyone
want a little history about the Sioux?” Cal asked, looking around
the room. When he could see everyone had agreed, he continued. “The
Sioux, sometimes called Dakota, consisted of seven tribes, in three
major divisions. We are concerned here with the third, or western
division, sometimes referred to as the Lakota, or Tetons, who were
originally a single band. Eventually they divided into seven
sub-bands, which included the Hunkpapa Sioux, the Blackfoot and the
Oglala Sioux. Confusing, I know but we’ll just call them the
Oglala.

“It’s a really
interesting history, though. You should all read it sometime,” he
added. “Shall I go on with the story of Wounded Knee now?” His
‘audience’ nodded.

“The reservation
peoples have always been treated badly by the white people who have
businesses along the borders of the reservations. Although most of
their revenue came from their Indian customers, they treated them
like second-class citizens most of the time. So it was little
wonder some of the reservation peoples began to revolt against this
kind of treatment.

“Anyway, back to
Wounded Knee… When news of the takeover reached the U.S. Marshals
at Pine Ridge, they promptly placed roadblocks to prevent access to
the area. The FBI got involved. AIM people and their supporters
brought in food and supplies by backpack using overland routes.
Federal forces wouldn’t allow any Wounded Knee property owners or
residents back into the village once they’d left. Both the
Departments of Defense and Justice become involved. Although it’s
against the law for the U.S. government to bear arms against their
own people, they sent in weapons, personnel and equipment,
pretending to be part of the state-run operation. The federal
government is responsible only for reservations so it was,
ostensibly, the state and local forces stopping local people from
traveling onto Pine Ridge, especially if they suspected they were
carrying food or ammunition. It was a blockade, a siege.”

“What’s a siege, Uncle
Cal?” asked Sami.

“That’s when you’re
surrounded, and nothing and nobody can go out, or get in. No food,
no medical help, nothing,” he told the little girl.

“Our occupation of
Wounded Knee lasted from February 27, until May 8, 1973,” he
continued. “During that time, we had many meetings with different
U.S. senators and others in charge, with AIM agreeing to leave and
allow the Oglala to work things out among themselves. In order to
implement this decision, Richard Wilson organized a ‘goon squad’
and participated in gunfire exchanges with us. Postal workers were
sent in to see if they could find any violations of postal
property. We allowed them to leave without their weapons after four
hours.

“Also during this time,
gunfire was exchanged between the FBI, the BIA and some of our
people resulting in an agent taking a wound in the wrist. Nobody
knows who fired that shot. Our six lawyers arranged a restraining
order, to allow them, each with a carload of food, to enter each
day for five days. Richard Wilson and his ‘goons’ illegally set up
roadblocks and seized all the food.

“Both sides, the
various governments factions, AIM and their supporters, all
established, violated and reinstated cease-fires. On March 26,
heavy firing occurred. Unfortunately, one of the U.S. Marshals
received a wound that paralyzed him from the waist down. Wilson’s
people were involved and may have fired that shot. Nobody
knows.

“Two deaths occurred at
Wounded Knee near the end of April. Frank Clearwater was shot while
asleep in a cot in one of the churches and died on April 25.
Lawrence Lamont, a resident of Pine Ridge Reservation received a
fatal gunshot wound on April 26. A cease-fire was established after
these deaths.” Cal was beginning to sound very sad and tired.

“Why couldn’t they just
agree?” Val wondered. “Why can the U.S. never treat our people with
respect?”

“It was like they were
playing Cowboys and Indians,” Sonny observed. “Like they couldn’t
ever let us win, ever.”

“After a lot of
negotiating,” Cal continued, “you’ll want to read about all the
details sometime – the agreement was that everyone would leave
Wounded Knee. Anybody with outstanding warrants against them would
be arrested. A residual government force would be left behind to
prevent further incidents (and, so they said) to protect militants
from reprisals.

“We, AIM, decided to
end the occupation because of lack of food, electrical power and
medical supplies. Did you know, many babies were born during the
occupation? They were nicknamed ‘the Wounded Knee babies,” he told
Sami.

“It’s interesting to
note, that when the Oglalas declared Wounded Knee to be a Sovereign
Nation, they asked for recognition by the Six Nation of the
Iroquois Confederacy, which they got. An Onondaga chief read from a
statement issued by the Grand Council of Iroquois, which was
addressed to the U.S. government. I memorized it and will recite it
to you, because it greatly affected me.

“‘You are concerned’
the chief read, ‘for the destruction of property at the BIA
building, and at Wounded Knee. Where is your concern (then) for the
destruction of our people, for human lives?’ He spoke of the
Pequots and Big Foot. ‘When will you cease your violence against
our people? Where is your concern for us?’

“Then he told of Indian
lands flooded to make way for power projects, strip-mined by coal
companies and plundered of timber. ‘Compare,’ he said, ‘the damage
of the BIA and Wounded Knee against the terrible record and tell us
we are wrong for wanting redress. We ask for justice, and not from
the muzzle of an M16 rifle.’

“His closing words were
eloquent. They moved me greatly, so I’ll quote them:

 


‘We
have not asked you to give up your religions for ours.

We have not asked you
to give up your ways of life for ours.

We have not asked you
to give up your government for ours.

We have not asked you
to give up your territories.

Why can you not accord
us with the same respect?

For your children
learn from watching their elders,

and if you want your
children to do what is right,

then it is up to you
to set the example.

That is all we have to
say at this moment. Oneh.’

 


When Cal had finished
reciting, they saw there were tears running down his cheeks. As had
Val and Sonny. Lisa had been watching her children’s faces while
her brother spoke. She knew that they had been greatly influenced
by Cal’s story. Now, they’ll want to learn more about their Indian
heritage. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it. After all they
were Kelly's kids too.

“What can we do, Uncle
Cal?” Peter asked intensely. “I want to do something.”

“It’s up to you, Peter.
Get your education, be a doctor. Then, if you feel you want to
help, go to any of the band councils and ask how you can help. It’s
as simple as that. We’ve come a long way on the reservations since
Wounded Knee, but many people still live in abject poverty. There
is not enough education, not enough work, not enough health care.
The government doesn’t care about the water. But, if we work within
the systems – as a lot of our people do – we can slowly but surely
improve things for those living on the reservations.

“What I’ve learned from
my experiences is that change can only come by working together,
within the system. Revolution is not the way.

“Read all you can, both
about Wounded Knee, and about the history of the aboriginals. About
our people’s history, which is a lot more rich and complex than I
can ever tell you.”

“What an amazing time
you’ve had, Cal,” Val said. “We had very little idea what was going
on back then. You’ve been living history.”

“Carmine has written
two books,” Sonny told them, a trifle sarcastically, “about his
adventures, so, we’ll all be able to read all about them if we
want.”

“Hey! That’s wonderful,
Cal,” Val replied, “How can we get a copies?” She noticed Sonny’s
tone, realized he was jealous of his brother and wondered what she
could do about it. Maybe he could write a book about his
collections, about his teaching. Anything to get him over his
bitterness!

Peter, fascinated by
his Uncle’s story, said, “I’m going to do what you suggest, Uncle
Carmine. I want to get a copy of your books. What are they
about?”

Carmine, taking Peter
aside, began to describe his books. “Actually, I have a few in my
backpack, I’ll get them for you later.”

Lisa, suddenly noticing
her young children’s drooping eyelids, announced, “Time for bed,
Sami, Jack. First some hot chocolate, then away you go” Turning to
the others, she asked, “Hot chocolate with marshmallows,
everyone?”

 


 



Chapter
22

Life Goes On

Carmine stayed only two
days with his brother before having to return home to Rosebud.
Lisa, feeling dejected, thought she might never see him again. “So
soon?” she despaired aloud, “We’ve just got you back. The kids will
be so disappointed.”

“You’ll be coming down
to see us soon, Lisa,” Cal assured her. “And we’ll be expecting all
of you, so start saving.”

Sonny was relieved when
his brother left. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Carmine, but more
that he compared himself to his older brother and failed. Nothing
Val said to him would change his mind.

“What’ve I done with my
life?” he complained to himself.

Maybe he’ll feel better
once the baby comes, Val thought to herself hopefuly.

 


* * *

 


Marybeth called Lisa
the day after Carmine left, asking if she would be the Maid of
Honour at her wedding and wondered if perhaps Martin would agree to
be Tom’s Best Man.

“When’s the wedding,
Marybeth?”

“The Saturday after
next. Four in the afternoon, at the Episcopal Church here in
town.”

Val asked if Father
Dwyer was performing the ceremony. She told Marybeth she was
feeling a bit disgruntled with the parson because he’d kept Ben’s
secret of his boys’ paternity from her and her mother.

“That’s understandable,
Lisa. But would it stop you from being in my wedding?” Marybeth
then explained the reason they were asking Martin to fill in as
Best Man. “Tom’s Uncle Jim was supposed to stand up with Tom, but
had a motorcycle accident and was in hospital with a badly broken
leg.”

She explained the
wedding was going to be very casual. “I’m going to be wearing my
long, blue velveteen skirt and a white peasant blouse. So whatever
you think you might like to wear that wouldn’t clash too much with
that, would be fine. Tom’s going to wear black jeans, a black
t-shirt, his cowboy boots and a herringbone jacket.”

“That is pretty
informal. I’m sure Martin will be pleased to help out, Marybeth.
Will there be a party afterward?”

“Yes. Dinner at the
Dionysus. You know it?”

“Open bar, BYOB, or
what?”

“Everything laid on. No
worries. And, we’re having a DJ, so we can dance!”

“That sounds great,
Marybeth.”

“What about Val, Sonny
and Cal?”

“You’ll have to call
them. But unfortunately, Cal has gone home already, so he won’t be
able to come.”

“Drat! I’d rather
looked forward to him being there. Oh, well. Don’t forget the kids
are invited too, Lisa.”

The afternoon of the
wedding was cloudy with the odd shower, but Marybeth and Tom didn’t
care. They intended to enjoy themselves regardless. Nothing would
spoil the occasion for them.

The rain held off.
Sonny had asked, when Tom invited he and Val to the wedding, if he
could take the ‘official pictures’ of the wedding. Now he was
snapping away, with what appeared to be a very good 35 mm camera,
as they exited the church. He continued taking photographs and had
taken over fifty pictures by the time Tom and Marybeth left the
reception after 11.

“He’s been an amateur
photographer for at least six years now. Some of his work has taken
prizes,” Val boasted to Marybeth when she asked if Sonny’s camera
was new.

“Do you recall that
picture in our hall? The one of the red tree with the full moon
shining behind it? Somebody wanted to pay him over a thousand
dollars for that. I keep telling him, he should do more. I think he
has a real talent for it.”

“We’ll get him to take
the pictures of Tom’s furniture, as soon as we get back from our
trip, then.” Marybeth told her. “And, he’ll be paid. He won’t be an
amateur anymore. And I’d definitely like to see his ‘portfolio! His
has one doesn’t he?”

“Well, albums anyway.
You’re not paying for these, though,” Val assured her. “These are
our wedding present to you and Tom.”

Marybeth was pleased
that the George clan had accepted them as friends, despite what
must have sometimes seemed like intrusive meddling on her and Tom’s
part during their investigation into the arson. Even Sonny has come
around!

Tom’s mother and father
had arrived for the wedding in a large motorhome, along with his
Uncle Jim, his childhood fishing buddy who was wheelchair bound,
his leg in a cast to the hip.

Val’s parents, Natalie
and Dave Young, came to the reception. Dave was anxious to speak
with Tom and hoped to visit to his shop. The two arranged to get
together as soon as Tom returned from his honeymoon.

Just as they were about
to leave the restaurant, Ken Ronson approached them, and after
bussing them both on the cheeks, handed an envelope to Tom.

“This came into the
office for you earlier. Thought you might like to have it before
you take off. Where are you headed, anyway?”

“We’re going to
Disneyland. Neither of us has ever been. But we’re not going until
we get this arson thing out of the way.”

“What’s in the
envelope, Tom? Marybeth asked when Ken had left them, curious to
know if was a wedding gift of some kind.

“Says here it’s from
Robert Lansing Smart, Law Office.”

“Not a gift then.
That’s Howie’s trustee.”

“Looks like he wants me
to meet him at Pleasant Valley tomorrow. Says Howie has requested
to see me.”

“You alone? Not
me?”

“Well, it says me, but
maybe not specifically. He also wants to know where he can locate
Frannie deJean. I’ll have to see if I can get her address from
Val.”

“There goes our
honeymoon! Guess we’ll head up there first thing in the a.m.”

“Not on your Nellie!”
Tom exclaimed, grabbing her hand. They ran, laughing, through the
pouring rain to the Tom’s new truck. “Day after tomorrow will be
quite soon enough.”

 


 



Chapter
23

Another Visit to
Howie

Robert Smart was
waiting for them in the lobby at Pleasant Valley Haven. Marybeth
wasn’t sure the man wanted her in attendance – the letter had
mentioned only Tom. She was right, he didn’t.

“I’m Mr. Howard’s
lawyer,” he told them. “Also his cousin and the executor of his
estate. It’s not my idea, miss, keeping you out,” he told Marybeth.
“Wayne told me he would speak only to the ‘young man’. Apparently,
what he wants to tell you, Tom, is rather sensitive. He’s not at
all well – according to his doctor he’s not expected to live more
than a few more days – had a heart attack, could go at any time –
so I guess we should humour him.”

“Fine with me,” she
responded, curtly, sitting down on one of the lobby chairs. Still,
she was annoyed. She sat there stewing, finally thinking – It’s
Tom’s last case, let him handle it. He’ll tell me all about it
after, anyway. She picked up a magazine, but couldn’t read. Who
knew, when we first opened that arson file, we’d meet this
wonderful, interesting family, become friends with all them and
learn that one of Tom’s ‘heroes’ was such a flawed character. Tom’s
last case…

Accompanied down a long
hall by Lou Garrett – the same woman who had escorted Tom and
Marybeth previously – to a private room in the medical wing, they
found Wayne Howard propped up in bed, a nurse in attendance. Tom
noticed his pallor right away. His lips looked blue, a sign of
heart failure. A cannula fed oxygen into his nose and an I.V.
needle had been inserted into the back of his right hand. A heart
monitor beeped quietly above the bed.

“Good, you came,” Howie
murmured weakly, when he saw them, “I don’t have much time and I
want to clear things up before I go.”

The nurse interrupted.
“Mr. Howard must not be unduly disturbed.”

“Go away! Leave!” Howie
dismissed her, coughing and waving his left hand.

She stepped back, but
stayed just inside the doorway. “Just you take it easy, Mr.
Howard,” she advised.

“You got that document,
Robbie?” Wayne asked, ignoring the nurse.

“I do.”

“Robbie here’s my
cousin,” Howie told Tom. “He’s my lawyer too. Handles all my
finances.”

“Yes, he said. Why did
you want to see me, Mr. Howard?”

“I want to talk about
them fires.”

Tom was taken aback,
not having expected a confession. “Are you making an official
confession, sir?”

“Mr. Howard has a
written confession,” Smart interjected. “Dictated actually, typed
up, signed and witnessed. I’ll give it to you when we leave here.
But I think he wants to tell you in his own words.”

“I’m just tellin’ you a
few things you gotta know, young feller. First of all, I didn’t set
all them fires you’re lookin’ into. Oh, I know, you think the same
person set them all, but it ain’t so.”

Leaning close to hear
the old man’s weak and thready voice, while trying to recall all
the fires he and Marybeth had found in the file, Tom said, “There
was one at the Walkerton Mall in 1957, another in ’63 at the River
Run Motel and one at the Bellevue Apartments in July 1968.”

“Them two first ones, I
never did.” Raising his voice, speaking directly to Tom, he said,
“Walkerton Mall was on my land, you know.”

“It wasn’t your land
anymore, Wayne,” Smart reminded him. “It was sold after your Mother
died. That’s where your trust fund came from, remember?”

“Right you are, Robbie.
Well, anyways… I didn’t start that fire. Started the one at my own
house, though,” he blurted almost gleefully, his eyes lighting up.
“When Mama died, I set the whole rotten, stinkin’ heap aflame. It
went up like a rocket!”

“That wasn’t in your
written confession, Wayne,” Smart told him. “Are you sure you want
to discuss that one?”

“Yep. Might as well get
it over with.” Whispering slyly, with a slight cackle, he informed
them, “Old lady was still in there when it went up, ya know.”

“Wayne was found
outside when the fire department arrived, but it was too late.”
Smart told Tom. “The place had almost burnt to the ground. Nothing
left but a pile of rubble. He wasn’t making a whole lot of sense,
was pretty much out of it but he told the firemen he’d tried to get
his Mother out. Said he couldn’t get through the flames. He
suffered severe burns trying to rescue her. ”

“Old bitch deserved
it,” Howie growled, starting to cough. The nurse approached, wiped
some spittle from his chin, held him upright while she fluffed his
pillows.

Tom was inclined to let
the old man say whatever he wanted; it could be informative. You
could learn a lot just by listening. He didn’t object when Smart
suggested, “I think we should ignore what he says about that fire,
Officer. Let’s stick to the one in his confession,”

“You’re saying you
didn’t start any of those fires? The Walkerton Mall one, and the
one at the motel? But you did start the one at your house and the
apartment fire? Isn't that right, Wayne?”

“Right. But I pretty
much gave up setting fires for a long time after my own house burnt
down.” He paused a few seconds, trying to collect his thoughts.
“Musta got my fill of watching things burn down when I worked for
the fire department.”

“You’re sure? There
were quite a few unsolved arsons after the apartment fire.”

“Not my concern.”

“Why’d you start the
one at the apartment building then? After so many years?”

The old man seemed to
be weakening more by the minute. He closed his eyes; they didn’t
know if he would continue. Finally, after a long pause, he rallied.
“I lost my job and got thrown outta my house,” he whimpered.

“How come?” his nephew
asked. “You never told me that.”

“Ben made me resign.
Said I didn’t know what I was doing and I’d be fired soon. He said
it was only a matter of time, he couldn’t keep covering for
me.”

“How do’ya mean
‘covering’ for you? How’d you get the job in the first place?” Tom
queried.

“Was my uncle, Robbie’s
father, fixed it up.”

“My Dad worked in the
governor’s office. He recommended Wayne for the job,” Robert
informed Tom. “I remember him saying Wayne was harmless and in a
little town like Leffler, he couldn’t do much harm.”

“Only did it ’cause I
knew too much – ’bout both of them,” Howie objected, his voice
suddenly stronger. “Same as why Ben covered for me. They was scared
I’d talk.”

“About what?” Robert
was curious. “Were you blackmailing them about something?”

“I ain’t no snake. I
wouldn’t rat them out. Not then – not now, but I guess they thought
I would,” he insisted. “Anyway, it was that Marilyn got me thrown
out of my house. It was her fault.”

“You mean Marilyn
deJean?” Tom asked.

Wayne wasn’t able to
answer for a few minutes, was consumed by another bout of coughing.
Finally, he gasped, “Yeah, the same. Ben’s paramour. I knowed about
her and him. Ben didn’t want anybody to know, but I did. He
wouldn’t admit to it, but her and him was having a fling. I caught
’em at it. When I asked him about it, he lied to me.” After a few
rattling breathes, he continued in a forlorn voice, “She was meant
to be mine, y’know. He claimed to be my friend, but he lied to
me.”

Looking directly at
Tom, he said, “That’s how come he ‘covered’ for me, as he put it.
Mr. Big Hero Fire Chief lied,” he added bitterly. He started to
cough, again. The air hose had come out of his nose, so the nurse
came over to his side to reinsert it, wipe his chin and plump up
his pillows.

Once he'd recovered,
Tom asked him, “How do you mean, she was meant to be yours?”

“She was. I was meant
to have her. Ben stole her offa me. I lived right there, right
under her nose. But she only ever wanted Ben.”

“Were you stalking her,
Wayne?” Smart asked, suddenly realizing it made some kind of sense.
His crazy uncle didn’t answer.

“What do you know about
his boys starting fires?” Tom asked.

“Aw, they didn’t start
no fires. They was good kids.”

“We found a note Ben
wrote more or less accusing one of his sons.”

“That was me. I made
Ben do that. Told him to blame one of them fires on the young kid.
Said I’d tell Margaret about him and Marilyn if he didn’t. Figured
if he’d put it writing, he wouldn’t rat me out. I ripped up that
letter years ago, after he died. Never would’ve used it.”

“Well, he kept a copy,”
Tom told him. “We found it in his effects.”

“Came back and bit him,
did it?” the old man cackled. “Dumb of him, don’tcha think? Guess
he wasn’t as smart as he thought he was. I loved him like a
brother, but he told me he was gonna turn me in. I hadda protect
myself.”

“Did he know you set
those fires?”

“He said he suspected
it was me, so I told him I would rat on him. ’Course I never woulda
done it.”

“You threatened him.
So, why do you say Marilyn is to blame for the fire?”

Again Howie began to
cough badly, but tried to talk through it. “She turned me in. Told
the ‘super’ I was spying on her and the kid, her girl. She told him
I was flashing myself.”

“And were you?” Robert
asked, a little amused by this hitherto unknown information about
his eccentric old uncle.

“Well… so what? It
ain’t like I was beating on somebody! It was just a little peak.
She liked it, I know.”

Robert told him.
“Illegal, Wayne. Serious crime. Not allowed.”

“Anyway, she should
talk, after what she and Ben were doing. She had it coming, just
like Mama did.”

“Nobody deserves that,
Howie,” Tom said angrily, noticing the bit about ‘Mama’. Somebody
should look into that fire, but not me. Wonder who investigated
back then? “Her daughter was almost killed and the little baby
died. Aren’t you a bit sorry?”

“Well… yeah, I guess…
It’s too bad about the kid. But I didn’t mean for nobody to get
killed. I just wanted that bitch Marilyn to know how it felt, not
having a damn house no more.”

“She wasn’t even in the
apartment when the building burned,” Tom objected.

“Yeah, but I didn’t
know. I’ll bet she was with Ben. Was just the girl and the baby
there. Too bad. Anyway, it’s gonna be made right.”

Tom turned to Robert.
“Is this the gist of his written confession, Smart?”

“Pretty much. Less
detail in the written version, actually. But enough for your
purposes.”

After the old man
recovered from yet another coughing fit, Tom asked, “How do you
mean, it’ll be made right, Mr. Howard?”

“In my will. Robert
knows. It’ll all come out when I die.” Looking straight at Robert,
he ordered, “Don’t you be lettin’ it out ’til I’m dead, boy!”

Then, turning away from
them, the old man wheezed, “I’m tired. I ain’t talkin’ no more.”
And he didn’t.

Following Tom from the
room, Robert handed him an envelope. “That’s his confession.
Signed, sealed and delivered. Won’t likely be worth your while
trying to get a case on the old fool now, though. He’s too sick.
Probably be dead before you can get him into court.”

“You’re likely right,”
Tom agreed, “but we’ll have to file it anyway. By the way, here’s
Frannie deJean’s current name and address. Hope that’s what you
need.”

“Thanks,” the lawyer
said.

“Who committed Wayne
here in 1982?”

“My Dad. Apparently
Wayne began acting real crazy just after Ben George was killed.
He’d been unstable for years, of course, but after being evicted
from his apartment he got worse. There was plenty of money in his
trust fund, so Dad had him committed. They promised to keep a sharp
eye on him here, make sure he didn’t cause any harm to
anybody.”

“You think he started
those other fires, the ones he doesn’t admit to?”

“I wouldn’t doubt it,
but since there is no real proof…” he left his statement
hanging.

“Do you think maybe
your Dad helped cover up a lot of Howie’s crimes? Is he still
alive, by the way?”

“Yes, I think he may
have. But don’t quote me on it. He died two years ago down in
Florida. Didn’t quite make a hundred. I really don’t know that much
of the history. Dad’s or Wayne’s”

“There were several
small, unsolved arsons in the area right up until Wayne was
committed,” Tom told him. “It’s my opinion we could lay them at his
doorstep.”

“You could probably
close the file on most of them, Tom. Again, don’t quote me,” Smart
added, as he walked away.

On their return trip to
Leffler, Tom told Marybeth the whole story. “Looks like that’s it,”
he said. “It’s over. There won’t be time even to file charges
before he checks out. I think he started all those unsolved arsons,
right up until he was committed. Even the ones he denied.”

“Do you think he killed
his mother?”

“I’d bet on it. At the
very least he let her die in the fire. Too late to investigate it
now, though. Too long ago.”

“Thoroughly nasty man.
Ben knew Howie set the fires?”

“Yeah, I think so.
Looks like it’s all over, MB. No way we’ll be able to lay any
charges, let alone get a conviction. Howie’s almost finished and
Ben is long dead, thank goodness!”

Great way for you to
finish, Tom!” Marybeth told him, still irked at having been left
out right at the end, but not wanting her new husband to know how
she felt.

“I’m not going to tell
Ken you didn’t get to be in on it, MB. If that’s what you’re
worried about!”

“Not worried,” she
replied, not willing to admit she was. “Hey! Do you think maybe
Howard’s leaving his whole estate to Frannie?”

“I certainly got that
impression. And it could be quite a large estate, too. Walkerton
Mall and all those surrounding subdivisions are built on what used
to be Howard land. Even twenty years ago, when it was sold to
developers, it would have been worth a fortune. Of course, he may
have spent a fair amount of it by now. Pleasant Valley isn’t cheap.
Not by a long shot.”

“So, do you think it’s
just a matter of time before Frannie gets compensated for her
loss?”

“Yeah. But can there
ever truly be compensation for the loss of a child?”

“Never. And what about
poor Sonny? Not likely he’ll see any of it.”

“Probably not.”

“I guess we should stop
off at the station to file the report. Then what?” she asked.

Tom grinned, put his
arm around her and asked, “Don’t we have a date with Mickey
Mouse?”

 


 



Epilogue

 


One morning, not long
after Christmas, a brown-wrapped parcel came in the mail. Addressed
to Mr. and Mrs. North, at home. She turned the package over in her
hands. No return address. Postage mark – Black Rock. Curious, a
little apprehensive, she sniffed it. No scent. Should I wait and
let Tom look at it before I open it?

Later when Tom came in,
they opened it together. Inside, several sheets of paper, a
soot-blackened white leather baby shoe and what looked like a thin
suede shoelace with colored beads threaded on it, about ten inches
long.

One of the sheets of
paper contained a short note on Pleasant Valley letterhead, from
Lou Garrett.

 


Dear Mr. & Mrs.
North,

We found these things
inside Wayne Howard’s locker after he died. They should have gone
to his nephew, Mr. Smart, who is also his lawyer, but he told us
here that he didn’t want them. He suggested you might be interested
in having them.

I remember how nice you
were to Wayne Howard when you came here those times, so I hope you
will find them interesting. I have absolutely no idea who wrote
them, but some of them seem to be in Mr. Howard’s handwriting, so
maybe his bio? You may recall he didn’t seem that sane and I think
some of these would indicate he had been, perhaps, mentally
deranged for some time. But re those quotes? Was he perhaps smarter
than we gave him credit for?

I don’t have a clue
what the little shoe and the leather thong are for. I suppose just
memorabilia he carted around with him. There was very little else
except for his clothing.

Regards,

Lou Garrett, Pleasant
Valley Haven.

 


 


Oh,
what ecstasy setting fires brings to my body!

What
power I feel at the thought of fire!

Oh,
what pleasure, what heavenly pleasure!

Joseph
Kallinger

 


The huge, old 3-storey
house stood by itself on 10 acres, set well back from the road,
four miles off the main highway to Black Rock. Constructed of wood
and cedar-siding, blackened with age, it was spectacularly,
depressingly ugly. The window frames appeared to be rotting, the
windows themselves almost obscured by a film of oily dirt, while
the filthy curtains hung inside were torn and limp. The yard in
front of the house was a tangle of weeds and limbs fallen from the
surrounding fir trees. The steps leading to the door were rotten,
the porch littered with household trash. An old baby buggy minus
one wheel, filled with black, plastic sacks, stood forlornly under
one of the two windows either side of the faded door. A rusty old
bicycle missing its seat and tires leaned against one of the roof
posts, while an ancient sofa, with springs jutting and insides
gaping, sat directly in front of the door. With a round hole where
the knob should have been, it was barred with a broken board nailed
diagonally to the frame on both sides. The peeling railing across
the front of the porch was missing several of its spindles; many of
those still alive were broken. The roof over the porch was sagging
— most of its shingles missing.

A thin spiral of light
grey smoke rose out of the redbrick chimney above the third floor
roof. Another cloud of black smoke escaped from behind the
building.

At the back of the
house, standing by a large fire burning in the center of the yard,
was a scrawny, bare-legged, boy about ten, busily stoking the blaze
with empty cardboard boxes. While they burned down, he poked at
them with a long stick. Then whirling this wooden poker around his
head, he watched fascinated as embers glowed at its end and
suddenly burst into flame.

Looking around for more
fuel, he picked up a folded wooden chair, threw it onto the fire,
then stood back and watched the flames flirting with the legs of
the chair then licking hungrily towards its seat. Not yet
satisfied, he threw a rubber bicycle tire onto the conflagration,
jumping back as it angrily hurled sparks at him. Gazing at his now
hugely smoking creation, admiring its puffy, dark-grey clouds,
appreciating its primal heat, it’s sublime brightness, suddenly,
through its wonderful crackling song, he heard his mother’s shrill,
harsh voice. She was leaning out of an open second-story
window.

“Are you deaf? I
told you, ‘that’s enough now!’ The house is filling up with smoke
and you’re covered in soot. Get in here. Lunch is ready,” she
ordered.

“Soon, soon” he
crooned, softly, almost to himself. Shivering, all of a sudden
realizing how cold he was, he hugged himself, his hands feeling
warm on his bare, upper arms. He had come out to play with no
jacket!

Turning slowly away
from the fire, he trudged up the steps to the back door, pausing to
look down at his mother’s tiny, potted garden with its newly
blooming daffodils and crocii. He unbuttoned his shorts, began
pissing on the yellow and purple blooms, watching, as if in slow
motion, the little plants trembled wetly, steam rose from the cold
black soil and pale-gold drops splattered the floor. Refastening
his buttons, he went inside, grinning slyly.

 


 


Bitter
memory like vomit choked my throat…

- -
Gary Snyder

 


Uncle came for lunch
again today. When he’s here I have to sit quietly and not talk
while I eat. I’m not allowed to say one single word! After lunch,
Mama told me to do the dishes while she and Uncle went upstairs to
talk business.

I was taking my time to
clear the table when Uncle came back downstairs. With a huge wink,
he handed me a five-dollar bill, then he put his finger to his
lips. I don’t why he gave me the money, I guessed he meant for me
to keep it quiet.

I did keep quiet,
that’s what I did. After a couple of minutes, being as quiet as I
could be, I climbed up the stairs, following the sound of their
voices, and cu¬rious. Truth was, I was dreaming about what I could
buy with those five dollars, not thinking what I might find. Then I
heard Mama’s shrill laughter.

Her bedroom door wasn’t
closed all the way — I could see right inside. They were on the
bed, with no clothes on! I felt sort sick at the sight of them, but
stood there watching’ anyway. Suddenly, he looked right at me and
winked that big wink of his. I ran back downstairs gagging and
trembling all over, the five dollars kicked right outtalk my
head.

A while later, when
they came back downstairs, Uncle said goodbye to me, patting me on
the head before walking out the door. As soon as he left, Mama came
over to me and slapped me really hard across the face. It made my
ears ring. I don’t know why she was so mad. She hissed at me
through her teeth, a horrible, mean look on her face, “Give me that
money, you filthy little bastard!” she snapped. I had to hand over
my five dollars but I’ll get it back. I swear, I’ll get it
back.

 


 


Remember every son had a mother

whose
beloved son he was...

- -
Marge Piercy

 


Mama wouldn’t let me go
to school again to¬day. How does she expect I’ll learn anything?
She wouldn’t let me go out in the yard either. I had to stay in my
room all day. I had nothing to do ’cause she won’t let me have any
books in there or anything. So I lay on the bed and dreamt about my
fires. My place is down in the cellar now and I don’t have a window
to look outside. It used to be upstairs, next to Mama’s room, but
she doesn’t want me up there anymore, I don’t know why. Whenever
Uncle comes over she orders me down to my ‘place’. She moved my bed
down there right after Uncle gave me that five dollars. She still
hasn’t given it back to me, even though I keep asking her for it.
She gets really mad at me when I bug her for it, so I keep
pestering, ’cause I like making her mad. Sometimes she tries to hit
me, but mostly now I can dodge her. After awhile she gets tired and
walks away, muttering, “I give up!”

 


 


 


Fires
can’t be made with dead embers…

- -
James Arthur Baldwin






Today Mama snuck into
my cellar room and caught me foolin’ around. Like I got anything
better to do! She got the belt and gave me a bad whuppin’ right
there on my bed! It really hurt and I got huge red welts all over
my bare stomach, my backside and legs. She wouldn’t listen when I
cried and said I was sorry. One of these days she’s going to be
sorry, and me? I won’t listen either.

Later on she called me
up to her room and when I didn’t go up right away, she threatened
to whup me again. After a long while, I went up. Then she says
she’s sorry, gets all gooey, and wants to hug me and kiss it all
better. I guess she misses Uncle; he hasn’t been over for lunch for
a long time.

She told me if I did
what she wanted, she’d let me go out and build a bonfire anytime I
want. She prom¬ised she’d let me build bonfires if I do what she
wants. I don’t really want to, but I can’t wait to go out to my
fires again. “This’ll be our little secret,” she told me after.
“Just like your fires will be our secret, too.”

 


 


Do not
presume too much upon my love, I may do that I shall be sorry
for.

- -
Wm. Shakespeare

 


Mama ain’t never going
to hit me again! No siree! Not if she knows what’s good for
her!

I gave her a good whack
today when she wouldn’t let me go out. “Go to your place - right
now!” she told me, when she saw Uncle’s car coming in the drive. I
move fast enough so she smacked me on my ear so hard I couldn’t
hear nothin’ for a minute. I finally went down to the cellar until
Uncle left, mostly ’cause I don’t like listening to the noises they
make. Later, when I came back upstairs, Mama called me up to her
room. I went up but instead of laying down beside her, like mostly
I do, I asked her nicely to stand up. She did, thinking maybe it
was a game like she liked to play, but instead, I whacked her.
“Don’t you never hit me again!” I yelled at her, then went outside
and built me a great big blaze. She’ll never stop me from starting
fires again, if she knows what’s good for her! And she’ll have to
beg me real hard for what she wants from now on, oh, yes she will!
And, maybe I will, and maybe I won’t.

 


 


And
where two waging fires meet together

They
do consume the thing that feeds their fury.

Though
little fire grows great with little wind,

Yet
extreme gusts will blow out fire and all.

- -
William Shakespeare

 


Don’t have
to worry about Mama no more. That dirty great pile of rotten
worm-eaten boards went up like a torch, roaring in pain as those
great, beau¬tiful, bright flames gobbled it up. I never did hear
such a sound as it made, screaming and groaning, until it was all
gone. Mama’s screaming didn’t stand a chance inside that monstrous
rampage.

 


#####
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download my first book ‘Lost in Long
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In Lost in Long Cove,
Marybeth and Tom are challenged by a case of missing children.
During their investigations, they come across an injured
postmaster, a dead dog, an angry and abusive lodge owner and too
many identical boats.

Time is of the
essence. While they search high and low for evidence of the
children’s survival, they discover their chosen career is perhaps
harder than they had anticipated, not only because of the curious
circumstances of the case, but also because they are fighting a
battle to hide their burgeoning feelings for each other.

Racing against time,
they will lose if the children are not found. And if they are
found, but not in time, they could lose it all.

 


Print copies of
my books are available from 
Amazon.com and 
Amazon.ca

as well as at
other retailers
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