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Foreword

State of Grace is the first book Sandra wrote. It is the book that started her writing career. When asked why she chose to tell THIS story, she simply would say, “No reason other than to prove to myself that I could write.” Well … she could write.

After she completed the book, she began reaching out to literary agents. She knew, to give herself the best chance to be successful as a writer, she needed an agent. An intern with Marcil-O’Farrell Literary, LLC was given the story to read. She liked it enough to suggest that the owning partners read it. They, too, liked the story and signed Sandra as a client. They worked with Sandra a great deal on the story. They also suggested she hire a professional editor, which she did. After those changes were incorporated, the agency did its best to market it to several big publishing houses. Sadly, it was never picked up by any of them.

While all of this was occurring, Sandra kept on writing. She wrote Nudge next, followed by Letters Never Sent. The work involved with publishing and promoting those books simply left State of Grace waiting in the wings. Sandra never gave up on this story, though. About the time she was wrapping up All We Lack she decided she wanted to revisit State of Grace and focus on its publication.

She felt her original story had gotten lost with the multiple rounds of edits. She got out her original version, made some changes she now felt important, included some from the professional edit, and then sent it to her beta readers. She incorporated many of their suggestions and had it the way she wanted it on September 14, 2015.

The story had been lost and now she had it back. It was HER story again.

Because of this, it was paramount to me, and to her family, that State of Grace be published precisely as she left it. I did not want to see it edited again. Perhaps the story could have been improved upon by editing. To me, that is irrelevant. This is the last book any of us will ever read that is from the amazing mind of Sandra Moran. I believe you will enjoy it, just as it is. And, as you read, you will know, she completely approves of every word you are reading.

—Cheryl Pletcher (Sandra’s spouse)

Lenexa, Kansas
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Prologue

Were you to ask my friends and family, they would tell you I am not the most reliable of storytellers. They would warn you to question everything I’m about to say.

But, were you to ask me, I would tell you that they’re wrong because the story I’m about to tell you is the truth. Granted, it’s from my point of view—but it’s still the truth. That’s not to say I don’t take creative liberties. I do. I admit that. But they’re important details if you’re truly going to understand what happened the summer that Grace Bellamy was murdered—and how the brutality of that event affected the rest of my life.

It’s a complicated tale and if I mislead you as a result, I apologize. I just know of no other way to tell my story.




Part I:

1981–1988




Chapter 1

I grew up in Mayberry.

Actually, that’s a lie—although, for anyone familiar with the television show, and who has also been to Edenbridge, Kansas, they would know it’s not too far from the truth.

It’s a place most people never see unless they’re heading to or from Oklahoma on Highway 69, running on fumes and knowing they won’t make it someplace bigger to fill up. But those outsiders who have no choice but to venture off the interstate and onto the county road, they find Edenbridge—a small, outwardly quaint village where life moves at a slower, simpler pace. Today, most of the businesses have closed down or been replaced by ambitious start-ups that have no chance of success. But in the ’80s, when I was young and ran wild through the town with my friends, Edenbridge was a place of endless adventure.

We had the required cast of characters: the town drunk, the town lawman, and more than a few town eccentrics. Each had their own story—though, over time and multiple retellings, no one really knew what was real and what was embellished. In the end, it didn’t really matter because the fiction became the accepted truth.

A perfect example of this is Puddin’ Puddin’. Today we would say he was “developmentally disabled,” but in 1981, there wasn’t such a thing as cultural sensitivity. Puddin’ Puddin’ was simply “a retard.” His real name was Edwin and he was the son of Otis and Sarah Glenderson, an elderly couple who lived south of town on a scraggly piece of property that abutted Brush Creek. The lot, which was overflowing with abandoned vehicles on concrete blocks and rusted appliances that no longer worked, looked like a junkyard. It was an eyesore and the cause of more than a few muttered comments when the subject came up over coffee at the town mercantile. Still, folks would say with a shrug, what can you do?

Though it was clear when he was born that he “wasn’t quite right,” no one realized how much so until he flunked out of the first grade four times. Eventually he was kept at home and spent most of his days prowling the woods behind his house. As he got older, his territory extended to include Brush Creek and the town of Edenbridge. By the time I was old enough to know about him, he was a child trapped in a man’s body—a man who spent most of his days riding a creaking, fat-tired bike around town muttering “puddin’ puddin’ puddin’” to simulate the sound of a motorcycle engine.

Even as a child, I understood that Puddin’ Puddin’ was the town’s responsibility. Otis was known for his drinking and Sarah was known for putting up with it, and as such, it was our job to collectively make sure that Puddin’ Puddin’ was okay. It wasn’t hard. Most of the time he just pedaled around town in the same ill-fitting khaki pants and long-sleeved Oxford shirt buttoned at the neck and sleeves. They were most likely hand-me-downs from his father who was at least five inches shorter than his son, but that wasn’t regarded as a bad thing. Frugality was respected and hand-me-downs were common in most families—my own included. Still, many of the farmers laughed and nudged each other as Puddin’ Puddin’ rode past, his head bent forward, his large, ruddy face intent, his enormous hands tightly gripping the handlebars.

They also laughed—though with maybe more respect—at Bill Hawkins. “Hawk,” as he was known, was a bow-legged, lanky man who lived in a small, one-story limestone house just outside of town on the banks of Brush Creek. If you didn’t know better, you would have thought the house, which was more than 100 years old, was abandoned. The windows were covered with yellowed newspapers and the electrical and telephone wires had been clipped at the pole.

“No gov’ment bastard is going to tell me what to do,” Hawk was quick to tell anyone who would listen. “It’s like them goddamned radios and TVs! The gov’ment uses them to watch what you’re doing in your own goddamned house! It’s against my civil liberties as an American!”

Hawk hated the government, refused to pay his taxes, and chose instead to grow his own vegetables and keep chickens and a goat in his backyard. He fished and frogged in the creek, and to make money for the things he simply had to buy, he dug up earthworms to sell in town at the general store. Each day he would walk into Edenbridge with his bucket of night crawlers and barter with Mr. and Mrs. Gray, the owners of the Mercantile for the things he needed. Though some of the worms went into the shallow, wooden “worm box” in the back of the store to be sold as bait, most were discreetly returned to the same field from which they originated, only to be re-exhumed by Hawk the following night. It was charity that took his pride into consideration. Something I didn’t understand at the time.

Hawk and Puddin’ Puddin’ were objects of fascination for me. I had a vivid imagination when I was young and tended to fabricate wild stories in my head about anyone who was the least bit different. I know I stared at them, sometimes too hard, in an attempt to drink in every nuance of their oddity.

“Why does he do that?” I asked one day as my mother and I drove past Hawk limping along the short stretch of highway into Edenbridge, head down, a dented bucket full of dirt and worms in one gnarled hand. Without looking to see who it was, Hawk had raised the forefinger of his free hand in a gesture that passed for a wave in our part of the country.

“Do what?” she asked, glancing sideways at me.

“Why does he dig up worms and sell them in town?” I asked. “And why does he always wear those same overalls and shirt?”

She frowned slightly and was thoughtful before answering. “Hawk lives by different rules than the rest of us. He believes things other people don’t.” She paused and then continued, “It’s not bad. It’s just different.”

“Grandpa says he’s a crazy SOB,” I said. “He says—”

“I don’t want you repeating what your grandfather says.” Her tone was sharp. “He’s a bigoted old—” She stopped herself from finishing the sentence, tipped her head back slightly, and took a deep breath, her eyes still on the road. After she had exhaled, she smiled slightly and glanced again at me. “I want you to make sure you’re always nice to Mr. Hawkins,” she said. “Do you understand?”

I nodded and she returned her attention to the road. As she drove, I studied her profile. My mother was an attractive woman. I knew this not just because of how I saw her, but also because I saw how other people saw her clean lines and even features. But there was more to it. She had a vitality . . . a fierceness . . . that drew people in just as much as it seemed to push them away. Despite having grown up in Edenbridge, she was different from the rest of the locals. A self-proclaimed atheist, she had managed to offend most of the town with her godlessness and disregard for social norms. We never went to church and she took great pleasure in sitting on the front porch on Sunday mornings drinking her coffee and reading the newspaper as people drove past in their Sunday best.

And then there was the Mustang. Midnight blue with a black hardtop, my mother’s car was the talk of Edenbridge—not just because it was a two-door sports car in a world of dirty pickup trucks and dusty sedans, but also because it had glasspacks and an eight-track player on which she blasted Elvis Presley and Linda Ronstadt as she rolled through town. She stood out and was different in her own right, so condemning or even commenting on Hawk’s strange behavior wasn’t, in her mind, appropriate. They were fellow misfits in our small corner of the world—misfits, but still accepted because they were both descendants of two of the first families to settle in Edenbridge.

The town of Edenbridge, Kansas, was founded in 1850 by three families—the Webbs, the Hawkins, and the Holloways—all of whose ancestors immigrated together to North Carolina from England in the 1700s. The Holloways were my father’s people, and my mother’s family was descended from the Webbs. This joint lineage to two of the founding families made my sister, Tara, and me Edenbridge royalty, if such a term can really be applied. It may seem trivial, but in places like Edenbridge, who you are, who your parents are, and who their parents were before them is of the utmost importance. It tells people what you’re made of—your stock. And from what I know about the Webbs and the Holloways, they were a hearty bunch. I suppose they had to be to survive—first in North Carolina and then later in Kansas.

I’m not sure why Hugh and Elizabeth Holloway, William and Grace Hawkins, and James and Agnes Webb decided to move to Kansas or why they decided to name their corner of the Kansas prairie after their ancestors’ homeland. Maybe, like me, they had grown up hearing the romanticized stories and wanted to pay homage to them. Or maybe they just couldn’t think of anything more original. I don’t know. But every Pioneers Day, just before the potluck and games, we would all gather in the gymnasium of the grade school and listen to the story of the founding of Edenbridge. Usually it was read by Mrs. Gray, the elderly school librarian. We called her Old Lady Farts behind her back because she had a tendency to pass gas silently as she moved around the library reshelving books.

Each year’s program was the same. Mrs. Gray would welcome everyone to Pioneers Day, we would all stand for the Pledge of Allegiance, and then Reverend Ackerman would lead us in a prayer. At first, I would lower my head and close my eyes like everyone else. But as I got older, I found that it was much more interesting to keep my eyes open and watch everyone else pray—everyone, that was, except for my mother. I enjoyed watching her watch them with a slightly amused expression on her face. Even more than that, though, I enjoyed meeting her eyes over everyone else’s bowed heads and watching her enigmatic smile turn into a grin. That shared experience made me feel warm . . . happy . . . as if we were co-conspirators in some grand scheme.

After the prayer, Mrs. Gray would approach the microphone with her worn copy of The Unabridged History of Edenbridge, Kansas and read the story of the town’s founding. As she neared the end, she would point to Mrs. Ackerman, the church organist, to play the opening bars of “Home on the Range.” Dutifully, we would all stand and sing. I liked to imagine the Webbs, Holloways, and Hawkinses standing on the flat expanse of prairie that bordered the Salt Creek Valley, the hot wind blowing from the south, as they gazed for the first time at the place that was to become their home.

Much of the town’s early success was due in large part to its location at a bend in the Brush Creek. It was one of the only places where a wagon traveling north to connect with the Oregon Trail could ford the Creek. Later, when the stagecoach routes were created along the wagon trails and travelers started coming through the area, Jacob Webb built an inn—a massive limestone structure that still stands today, though it’s been turned into a residence and a bed and breakfast.

In its day, Edenbridge was a destination in our corner of the world. And then the railroad came. The problem, though, was that it didn’t come to Edenbridge. Rather than following the stagecoach route, the tracks were placed through a town about 15 miles to the east. As stagecoach travel was replaced by rail, Edenbridge’s prominence dwindled. It was a blow to the town, but there were still plenty of businesses and there were lots of farmers. Edenbridge didn’t grow, but it didn’t shrink either. That didn’t start until the 1930s, when the impenetrable clouds of swirling, red, brown, and gray dust and grit made it impossible to farm anything. Still, the people of Edenbridge held on. “That which does not kill you, makes you stronger,” they would tell each other. And they were right to a certain extent. They survived the Dust Bowl, the Great Depression, and World War II. And by the time my parents were born, though the town was a lot smaller than it had been in its heyday, there was still the general store—now called the Mercantile—a diner, a doctor’s office, a dentist’s office, the phone company, the post office, three churches, and two filling stations—one of which was owned by my father’s father and also served as the farm implement dealership.

I’m telling you all of this not to bore you, but so that you can understand the dynamics of our community—who we were collectively because of our history. Ours was a community built on the bedrocks of family, God, and country. It was a strong foundation, but one that was perhaps outdated. The world began to change and Edenbridge, for all of its authenticity, was being left behind. Kids began to graduate from high school and move to Wichita or Oklahoma City. The town began to shrink as the population dwindled and businesses began to fail. By the time I was born, all that was left of Edenbridge were the schools, a handful of businesses, and, of course, the Congregational Church.

In a town like Edenbridge, even the smallest of events are significant—which is why the rape and murder of my best friend, Grace Bellamy, stunned and, in many ways, crippled the townspeople. We had never dealt with murder—and certainly never that of a child. The closest we’d come, coincidentally happened earlier that same summer with the disappearance of Adam Walsh from a Sears store in Florida. It happened the last week of July and the entire country was obsessed by the story.

I remember the day I became aware of the significance of Adam Walsh’s disappearance. It was the first day of August and about a month before school was scheduled to start. It was a Saturday. I know this because I had spent the day with my father working at my grandfather’s gas station in Edenbridge. During the week, my father worked as a printer and copier repairman for Xerox. Every morning he would disappear from the house smelling like soap and Old Spice and return in the evenings with the slightly spicy odor of cigarettes, stale cologne, and some unidentifiable smell I decided was “the city.” But on weekends, he would pull on his oldest jeans and a stained white T-shirt and go to the shop where he pumped gas, smoked cigarettes, and gossiped with the farmers.

Often I would go with him, playing in the greasy garage, prowling through the dusty storage area that smelled of oil, grime, and age. I explored the dirty recesses of the buildings, avoiding only the exposed drain in the corner where all the men peed when they thought I wasn’t looking. Although I realize now that the men affectionately tolerated my presence, at the time, I honestly believed they considered me an equal. I drank Coca-Cola out of thick glass bottles scuffed and cloudy from use, dangled candy cigarettes from my mouth, and at the end of the day, used the same thick, petroleum-based hand cleaner and filthy nail brush the men used to remove the worst of the grime from my hands.

We drove home that evening with the truck windows down, the hot air blowing my already tangled hair around my face. “Hey Jude” came on the radio and we both sang along. Dad sang the words and I enthusiastically joined in on the chorus. It had been the perfect day.

We were just through the front door, into the foyer, and were halfway to the living room when my mother came around the corner. The smell of frying chicken hung in the air and my stomach rumbled. “Birdie, bath,” she said in way of greeting as she pointed down the hall toward the bathroom. She wrinkled her nose as my father continued past her to the kitchen. “You could use one, too.” My father shrugged but didn’t answer. Our house was one of those cookie-cutter ranch-style homes that were so popular in the 1970s. With all the rooms on one level, sound carried and it was easy to stand in one room and hear what was going on in other parts of the house. From where my mother and I stood, I heard the refrigerator door open and the clink of glass as Dad pulled out a beer.

“Dinner smells good,” he said as he came back through the doorway and headed toward the living room, an unlit cigarette dangling from his mouth and a bottle of beer in his hand. He set the sweaty bottle on the end table and walked over to the television to turn it on. He bent down to pull at the worn plastic knob and then backed toward his chair as the picture slowly appeared. Satisfied with the channel, he lowered himself into his recliner to watch the tail end of the local news.

My mother glanced back down at me. “Bath,” she repeated and then returned to the kitchen. In the living room, my father, his eyes fastened on the screen, flicked open his scratched silver-plated Zippo and touched the flame to the tip of his cigarette. He took a deep drag, pulled the cigarette from his mouth, and reached for his beer. I wandered into the room, hoping he would offer me a sip. Though I hated the taste of beer, I loved the feeling of inclusion in his end-of-the-day ritual. It made me feel important and grown up. I sidled closer and he grinned. “You’d better get in the bath or your mom will have your hide.”

As if she could hear us, my mother’s voice came from the kitchen. “Birdie? I don’t hear any water running.”

I was in the process of pretending not to have heard when she came into the living room, tongs in hand, and glared.

“Birdie,” she began and then stopped, her attention drawn to the television.

“Authorities in Hollywood, Florida, tonight are continuing to search for six-year-old Adam Walsh, who was abducted outside a Sears Department store on July 27th,” the newscaster was saying. A picture of a freckle-faced boy in a white and blue shirt and a red baseball cap, and holding a bat flashed on the screen.

“Hollywood police say that Walsh may have been in the company of a suspect described as a Caucasian male in his mid-to late-30s, about six feet tall, 170 pounds with dark hair. Anyone with any information about this case is asked to contact the Hollywood, Florida Police Department.”

Below the picture and physical description of Adam flashed a red bar with a telephone number. My mother stared intently at the screen, her lips pinched together, her eyes slightly narrowed.

“Birdie. Bath. Now.”

With exaggerated deliberation, I sauntered toward the bathroom. It was a petty show of defiance, and my mother’s eyes narrowed as I passed. She waited until she thought I was out of earshot before she spoke.

“John,” she said as I started to close the door. “How closely are you watching Birdie when she’s down at the station? She’s down there with all those men . . . do you keep an eye on her?”

“Nancy, she’s a kid,” I heard him say. “She plays in the back, she runs around, she has fun. That’s what kids do. This is Edenbridge, not Wichita or Oklahoma City.”

I listened to this exchange from the bathroom, the door cracked about an inch, my back against the sink.

“It may not be Wichita, but that doesn’t mean that something couldn’t happen to her.”

I heard the wet sound of my father taking a swig of beer and could tell he was buying time, choosing his words. “Nance,” he said finally. “I think you’re making too much out of this. Nobody here would do something like that.”

My mother sighed and I heard her muttering as she went back into the kitchen. I quietly eased the door shut and flushed the toilet before turning on the spigots and adjusting the temperature of the water. In the kitchen, I could hear my mother banging things around and muttering to herself.

“Birdie,” she hollered, “Dinner’s almost ready. You have five minutes and I want those fingernails clean. Do you hear me?”

I made a noise of assent and then climbed into the bathtub and began to scrub.

I realize now how much my mother must have hated those days—hated the grime I never was fully able to scrape from under my fingernails, the mannish gestures I picked up from the farmers, and the fact that I was allowed to roam unsupervised in the presence of so many adult men. She was never wild about the idea of me spending my Saturdays at the station, even before what happened to Grace, but the year I turned eleven, her disapproval changed into something stronger—something I now recognize as fear.

I think I first noticed it one spring evening in April, three months before Adam Walsh disappeared. The evenings were staying lighter longer and I had been out playing with my friends until my mother called me inside and forced me into the bath. As I waited for her to finish brushing Tara’s hair, I sat crouched in front of the screen of the open front bank of windows. I closed my eyes and smiled as the nighttime breeze cooled my bath-reddened skin and wet hair. I didn’t realize how the light from the living room silhouetted my body until a carload of boys drove slowly past and began to whistle and whoop.

“Birdie,” my mother said sharply as I ducked down below the windowsill. “Get away from the window.”

The boys in the street laughed loudly before gunning the engine and racing away.

Embarrassed, I remained crouched against the wall as my mother hurried over and pulled the curtains closed. My heart thudded loudly in my chest and head as I looked fearfully up at her.

“Sweetie, you can’t sit like that anymore.”

Her tone was gentler.

“You couldn’t see it, but with the light the way it was, to those boys you looked like you were naked.”

I blushed and wondered who had been in the car. I looked at Tara, who watched us with a curious expression. My mother crouched down next to me and looked intently into my eyes.

“Birdie, you’re going to be a very pretty girl. Your body is going to start changing and boys are going to start paying attention. That’s why when I say you can’t run around in the backyard without a shirt on or that you need to be more careful, you need to listen to me. Do you understand?”

I nodded. Even though I wasn’t quite sure what she was telling me, the thought that I might one day be pretty made me very happy. I was in what my mother referred to as my “awkward stage.” I was tall for my age and gangly. My body was changing, preparing for adolescence, and my coordination couldn’t quite keep up. My bony knees and elbows were a perpetual patchwork of scratches and scrapes from unanticipated falls. Today, when I look at pictures of myself from back then, I’m struck by my angularity. In one photo, which was taken shortly before Grace’s death, I’m sitting on the ground under the shade of a tree. We were at a picnic and my mother must have surprised me when she took the shot because my head is turned toward the camera, my mouth slightly open. I’m dressed in red shorts and a tank top that is startlingly white against my tanned skin. I’m sitting with my arms around my knees, which are pulled up to my chest. I look somewhat like a brown prairie grasshopper—all lines and angles. The upper part of my face is obscured, in part by my unruly mop of mousy brown curls, but also by an enormous pair of my mother’s plastic sunglasses.

The maturation of my body wasn’t the only change I noticed that summer. There were changes in my parents’ relationship with each other. It was as if they had forgotten how to talk to each other. And, when they did talk, it was with words that were almost too polite—interactions that were well on their way to unresolved arguments that evolved into resentment that evolved into apathy. But that would come later. On that Saturday, my parents still loved each other—at least I think they did.




Chapter 2

My mother’s concerns were the furthest thing from my mind two days later as I pedaled my bike down the dirt path to the tree house that Grace, Natalie, and I had built the summer before in one of the towering oak trees in the woods near Brush Creek. Despite its haphazard construction, the tree house was sturdy, made from boards salvaged from a nearby barn that was falling in on itself. We called it the Nest.

Although I liked to be the first to get there, I was rarely able to beat Grace. Her lack of parental supervision gave her a freedom that neither Natalie nor I had. More often than not, I would arrive to find her pink banana-seat bike already propped against a nearby tree, and she would be curled up in one of the corners reading. Because her mother wasn’t awake to cook a morning meal, Grace’s breakfasts, if she bothered to eat, usually consisted of cold Pop-Tarts or crackers from a waxy sleeve of saltines she carried in her bag.

Although we didn’t really talk about it, I think both Natalie and I recognized how Grace was neglected—the way her clothes were never quite clean or how haggard she always seemed to look. Of course, I say this now as a thirty-year-old, but looking back, it was more than just her appearance. Grace compartmentalized her life—separated the time she spent with us from the time she spent at home. She talked about her father only to say she had spent the weekend with him, and she never talked about her mother except to say that she “wasn’t feeling well” or that she “had a new boyfriend.”

Grace endured her life stoically, though to this day, I can’t help but think if we had been older or better equipped emotionally to understand just what exactly was going on, we could have helped her. Maybe we even could have prevented what happened. Or maybe we couldn’t have. I don’t know. What I do know is, that Monday morning, three weeks into summer vacation, my thoughts were no more pressing than figuring out our plans for the summer. I grinned as I climbed the board slats nailed to the side of the tree to serve as a ladder and pulled myself up onto the platform. Grace was sitting in her corner on one of the torn lawn chair cushions we salvaged from the community dump, reading a library book and eating a strawberry Pop-Tart.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but Grace was a pretty girl. Like me, she was gangly, though when she moved, there were different results. Where I was clumsy and awkward, Grace was graceful—her movements smooth and seamless. And there was something about the way she looked at people with her green, thickly lashed eyes. There was a depth about her that belied her years—a calmness that made all of us think she could handle anything.

“Hey,” I said somewhat breathless from the climb.

She looked up, startled by my greeting. She had been so deeply engrossed in her book that she hadn’t heard me come up.

“Hey yourself,” she said as she stretched out her legs.

“Whatcha reading?” I asked.

“The Outsiders.” Grace flipped it over so I could see the cover. “Not bad.”

She broke off a piece of Pop-Tart and popped it into her mouth. She pushed several strands of blond hair from in front of her eyes and studied me as she chewed. The hollows beneath her eyes were smudged with shadows of fatigue. I was about to ask what time she had gotten to the Nest when a whoop of greeting came from the clearing. I peered down through the entrance as Natalie carelessly dropped her bike to the ground, jogged to the tree, and began to climb.

“What’s up, chickens?” she said, rather than asked, as she heaved herself onto the platform. She was breathing heavily, her forehead and upper lip glistening with sweat.

Natalie Stewart was the leader and the smartest member of our group—not that Grace and I weren’t smart; we were. But not like Natalie. She was not only smart, she was also fearless. If there was trouble to get into, rules to break, or feathers to ruffle, Natalie was typically the ringleader.

“Nothing,” I said as I grabbed a cushion from the pile and tossed it at her. “How about you?”

“Hot.” She settled herself on the cushion and pushed her sweaty bangs back from her forehead. “I’m probably already sunburned.”

Her hair would eventually deepen to an enviable shade of auburn and her features would lengthen into smooth adult lines. But when we were young, Natalie was cursed with the bright orange hair, round freckled face, and pale complexion of her Irish ancestors. Whereas Grace and I would turn brown in the sun, Natalie’s skin would redden, blister, and peel away, only to be the same shade of white as when she started. She hated her skin—but only slightly more than she hated the color of her coarse, unruly hair. For Natalie, her appearance was a source of constant frustration and because of that, she tried to pretend that looks weren’t important. She covered it by being smart and fearless. But it still bothered her that she wasn’t pretty. I enjoyed the fact that I knew that about her.

“So, did you guys hear about what happened to Mr. Holmes?”

Natalie’s question shook me.

I shook my head, knowing that if anyone would know details of the latest gossip, it would be Natalie. In addition to being gifted at sneaking around and eavesdropping on other peoples’ conversation, she also benefitted from the fact that her father was a detective with the Cherokee County Sheriff’s Department. He generally knew everything that was going on in the county.

“Somebody painted nasty words on his pickup and then slashed one of the tires.” I could tell from her tone that she was pleased to be able to deliver this information.

“Why would somebody do that?” I asked.

Grace raised her eyebrows, curious as well about the answer.

“Because he’s black, duh,” Natalie said as if it were obvious.

I frowned and then nodded slowly.

Edenbridge wasn’t unwelcoming to strangers. That wouldn’t be Christian. Rather, they were polite—painfully polite. It was the Midwestern equivalent of the Southern expression bless your heart.

Enter the Holmes family. Not only were they newcomers to the town and the only black family, but in the minds of many people, they didn’t belong because of how they got their land. It all started during the Vietnam War when Walter Hanson, the great-grandson of one of the town’s founders, Emmet Hanson, gave his family’s land to Anthony Holmes. Walter was the sole surviving member of the family line. A “confirmed bachelor”—I realize now what that meant—Walter farmed the family property until he was drafted to fight in Vietnam. He was a much better farmer than a soldier and no one was really surprised when he was killed in battle. What did come as a surprise was that just before he died, Walter deeded the land his family had held for generations to Anthony Holmes, the man who, despite leg and shoulder injuries of his own, had carried him to safety and medical attention.

At first, Mr. Holmes’ claim was disputed. People in town talked about going in together and hiring a lawyer, but, without the Hanson family to object and because Mr. Holmes had documentation, there wasn’t really anything anyone could do. The land belonged to Anthony Holmes—though had he known what was in store for his family, he might have sold the land immediately. But he was, at heart, an optimist and believed that this land was the first step for a better life. He was both right and wrong.

Like Walter Hanson, Anthony Holmes grew up working the land. He had a love of farming and also knew how to raise cattle, pigs, and chickens. So, when he was released from the army, it made perfect sense that he would take his wife and two children, go to Edenbridge, and farm the land that had been given to him. He was unprepared, however, for the sight that awaited him in his new home—flat land bursting with corn, wheat, milo, and soybeans. One planting season showed him that these weren’t crops he was good at cultivating. Better, he decided, to raise pigs and chickens.

At first people in Edenbridge were amused. They took pleasure in making jokes at his expense. They stopped laughing, though, when the hot summer winds from the south funneled the heated stench of Mr. Holmes’ animals into town. Their animosity increased when the farm crisis hit, crop prices hit rock bottom, and everyone began to lose money—everyone, that was, except Mr. Holmes. Because he focused on animals rather than crops, he was faring better than most. Rumor had it that he was even making a profit. Resentment ran high and the townspeople’s treatment of the Holmeses ran from grudging to hostile. My grandfather was one of the worst in this regard.

A sour man with a hawkish nose and small black eyes, my grandfather stood barely above five feet in height. And, like many men of short stature, he tried to project the bravado of a much larger man by swaggering and bullying anyone around him, swearing like a sailor and gesticulating with a smoldering cigarette to emphasize his point. Regardless of the weather, he wore the same outfit: a short-sleeved white button-down with a pocket at the chest to hold his cigarettes, droopy gray or black polyester pants cinched below his large belly with a turquoise-inlaid, tooled leather belt, and cowboy boots.

My grandfather’s belligerence scared me—as did his hatred of anyone different. Polacks . . . spics . . . niggers—my grandfather hated them all. That’s why when Natalie mentioned the vandalism to Mr. Holmes’ truck, I immediately thought of the conversation between my grandfather and his cronies the weekend before. I had been down at the station with my father.

“Goddamned stink,” my grandfather had announced as he stepped inside the dirty garage. “Can’t even take a breath of fresh air.”

My father, who was head and shoulders deep in the engine of an old Chevrolet pickup, looked up warily.

“Somebody oughta go up there and teach that sumbitch a lesson.”

This comment came from Randy Jenkins, one of the men who worked in the station. He was lying on his back, his legs sticking out from under the front of the pickup. As he spoke, he pushed himself out from under the truck. The caster wheels on the rolling creeper squeaked in protest. His face was dark from the dirt and grease of the old engine. With a huff, he sat up and looked meaningfully at my grandfather, who pulled a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, shook one out, and stuck it between his lips.

“He better be careful somebody don’t go put him in his place,” he finally agreed. Despite the oil, grease, and gasoline cans, he flicked open the tarnished lighter and held the flame to the tip of the cigarette. He inhaled deeply, held the smoke in his lungs for several seconds, and then blew it out both nostrils. No one spoke and finally, my grandfather pulled the cigarette out of his mouth, hawked up a wad of phlegm and spit.

“—you know?”

Natalie’s question brought me sharply back to the present.

“Know what?” I asked.

Natalie sighed in exaggerated exasperation. “You weren’t listening.”

“I was,” I insisted. “Really.”

“I said that my dad told my mom that he got to Mr. Holmes’ place and Mr. Holmes had his shotgun out. He said he was fed up with the way people treated him and his family. He said it wasn’t his fault that people were losing their farms or that his pigs smelled. He even threatened Dad.”

We were all silent for several moments, no one knowing what to say. Finally, Grace spoke up. “I’m glad my dad isn’t a cop. It sounds too dangerous.”

Grace’s father was a dentist and, like most of the fathers in town, traveled to Winston to work—or, at least, he had until the year before when he announced to Grace’s mother one night at dinner that he’d fallen in love with one of his hygienists. He moved out the next day, and after that Grace visited him every other weekend in his sparsely furnished bachelor’s apartment.

“It’s not so bad,” Natalie said almost matter-of-factly. “Besides, I get to hear all about stuff that’s going on. And I know stuff most people don’t.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, both curious and slightly frightened.

Natalie thought for a moment and I imagined her trying to determine what information would elicit the biggest reaction from us. She had an excellent sense of timing when it came to storytelling. Her dream, she had confessed to me one afternoon when it was just the two of us, was to write murder mysteries.

“Well . . . I know about how to solve mysteries. I’ve seen all sorts of crime photos and I know about fingerprints and blood and stuff. I could probably solve murders if I wanted to.”

We believed her—or at least I did. And I could guess from the expression on Grace’s face, she did too. We were silent and in that silence everything suddenly seemed too small—too intense. The morning sounds of locusts and birds seemed somehow ominous rather than pleasant. I was uncomfortable.

“Hey, let’s ride up to the store and get some watermelon sticks,” I said to break the spell.

“Yeah,” Natalie said. “And then we can ride over to the old Montgomery place and see if we can get in.”

Sneaking outside of the boundaries of town and exploring the boarded-up house that used to belong to the Montgomery family was something we had been planning to do most of the summer, but had thus far been unable to accomplish. The boarded-up house, which had been abandoned for at least a decade, was a never-ending source of fascination for our group—and particularly for Natalie. Not only was it supposed to be haunted by the ghost of William Montgomery, the man who built the house in the early 1900s and hung himself during the height of the Great Depression, but it was also rumored to have been abandoned in such haste by later occupants that the plates were still on the dinner table.

“I don’t know, you guys.” Grace shook her head slowly back and forth. “What if we get caught? We’re not supposed to be in there.”

“Exactly.” Natalie grinned and raised one eyebrow dramatically. “Which is why, my dear Watson, we need to do it. Just think how cool it will be. Nobody’s been in there for years. And we’ve got everything we need to do it without getting caught.”

When I had first suggested sneaking into the house, Natalie had jumped into action, making a list of everything she thought we’d need for a successful break-in. Per her instructions, we had each brought flashlights, gloves, ski masks, and rope. Now, Natalie turned her attention to the collection of things that lay piled in the corner of the Nest.

“We will definitely need the flashlights and we don’t want to leave fingerprints so we’ll need the gloves, too. But . . .” She pursed her lips in thought. “I don’t think we need the ski masks. It’s too hot.”

“I don’t know, Nat.” Grace said again. She looked first at me and then at Natalie.

“So, don’t come,” Natalie gave a nonchalant shrug. “Me and Birdie will go, right?” She looked at me for affirmation.

“Yeah,” I said with forced fearlessness. Grace looked back and forth between us. I leaned forward and touched her knee. “You should come, though. It won’t be the same without you. And we won’t go to jail.”

Grace stared into my eyes for what seemed like forever before she gave a deep sigh. “Okay. I mean, why not?”

“Excellent!” Natalie said with satisfaction.

And that’s how the decision was made to break into the Montgomery house. We were just curious girls who wanted adventure. We had no idea that we would set in motion a chain reaction that would change everything.




Chapter 3

What I remember most about breaking into the abandoned Montgomery house was that it was like entering another world. Outside, the air was hot, muggy and the sunlight almost too bright. But inside the house, it was musty and dark; the air, though cooler, was thick with dust and an unnatural silence. We entered through a window in the back. Natalie’s gloves came in handy for more than preventing fingerprints. In an attempt to keep people out, the windows and doors had been boarded up with splintery planks of varying lengths which we had to pry away. The gloves had protected our hands from the jagged shards of glass that survived a long-ago thrown rock.

One by one, we climbed through the lower portion of the window and then stood, clustered together, in the unnatural silence of what appeared to at have been, at one time, a dining room. Despite the stories of a house frozen in time, most of the furniture had been removed. All that remained was a rickety-looking wooden chair with a broken leg, a stained blanket, a pile of rotting boards, and various brands of crushed beer cans. The wallpaper had been peeled away from one of the walls and in its place someone had spray-painted the words, “Kill the PIGS!!” and “Satan worships here.”

I turned to look at Grace. We hadn’t turned on our flashlights, and in the gloom her eyes were wide and very white in her tanned face. Next to her, Natalie stood very still. Her already pale skin looked almost translucent in the half-light. She turned her head to look at us and seemed to realize we were waiting for her to tell us what to do next. She swallowed and then gestured to a doorway that led toward the front of the house. “Let’s see what’s out there.” She turned and started for the doorway. Grace and I followed.

We walked silently into the main area of the house. The walls were gray and, in some places where the sheetrock hadn’t ripped off, dark mold stained the surface. I stepped carefully over the warped and rotting floor and around a pile of old magazines, a discarded pair of boy’s underpants, and a Jim Beam bottle.

The smell of cool, dank decay tickled my nose and I sneezed.

“Bless you,” Grace whispered. She was walking in the direction of the hallway. Buckled and peeling wallpaper drooped from the wall to her right. The floor groaned under her slight weight. Ahead of her, Natalie turned toward what must have been a front bedroom, shone her light into the room, and froze.

“Uh oh.”

Grace, too, halted and we both picked our way carefully to stand next to Natalie, who swung the beam of her light from a sleeping bag, to a milk crate, to a flashlight, to a book and notebook stacked neatly on top of the sleeping bag. Next to it was a familiar army camouflage jacket with the name “SULLIVAN” on a cloth badge.

“What is it?”

“It’s Don Wan’s army jacket,” Natalie said.

I looked at Grace who swallowed nervously.

Everyone in Edenbridge knew Don—all the way back to the days when he had been Lenny Sullivan, the youngest of seven and the son of Red Sullivan, who had a reputation for abusing both whiskey and his family—generally in that order. It was after one particularly violent encounter with his father that Lenny, who still went by that name in those days, ran away and joined the army. Eventually, he was sent to Vietnam where, by his account, his army buddies christened him Don Juan because of his romantic prowess. It was only years after his discharge and subsequent name change that he realized he had misspelled Juan on the name change application. Because he always had heard it pronounced, he just assumed it was spelled like it sounded. He was wrong.

After two tours in Vietnam and an honorable discharge, the newly minted Don Wan moved to the West Coast, where he spent the better part of two years feeding his addiction to opiates. He let his crew cut grow into a shaggy mess and purchased a motorcycle, painting fantastical dragons on the gas tank. His days consisted of getting high, working on his motorcycle, and expanding his collection of hand-drawn tattoos.

No one in Edenbridge knew why Lenny/Don returned home. Some people said it was the death of his father. Some said he couldn’t make it in California. Others said it had to do with a scrape with the law. All we knew was that one day he came roaring back into town on a motorcycle covered with flames. A clearly pregnant girl with stringy blond hair sat behind him, her arms barely able to span the distance created by her belly and his chest. And he wasn’t Lenny, he told everyone; he was Don.

Within weeks, the girl, whose name we came to know was Tammy, left to return to wherever she came from, and the house, which was mortgaged to the teeth, was repossessed. Homeless, jobless, and with only his motorcycle to his name, Don slept wherever he could find a bed. When that didn’t work out, he slept in the woods near the creek, under one of the county bridges, or in one of the many abandoned barns or farmhouses. Apparently, this included the Montgomery house. To make money, he worked odd jobs around town.

“Do you think he’s here?” Grace whispered. We stood in silence and listened for any creaks or sounds to indicate he was upstairs or in an unexplored part of the house. The soft rustle of what were probably mice was the only sound.

Natalie shook her head. “We would have seen his motorcycle outside if he was around, right?” She raised her eyebrows and looked at each of us for confirmation.

We nodded.

“Okay, so . . .” She looked down at Don’s things. A battered and grubby notebook lay on top of the army-issue sleeping bag. Natalie reached down and picked it up.

“Nat, what are you doing?” I could hear the anxiety in my own voice and tried to remain calm. “That’s Don’s. You can’t look at it.”

“This isn’t his house,” she said. “That means it’s fair game. Besides, don’t you want to know what Crazy McCrazerson writes about?”

I shook my head. “I’m going to see what’s upstairs.”

“Suit yourself,” Natalie said and opened the notebook. She flipped through a couple of pages before gasping. “Guys, come here.” Her tone was urgent. “You’ve got to see this.”

Both Grace and I moved quickly to stand on either side of her and looked down at the notebook. Sketches of full-breasted women lounging in various poses jumped off the page. In some of the drawings, the women wore bits of clothing, in some, just hats or panties. But in most of the sketches, the women were nude. Some were touching themselves with long, graceful fingers. In others, they were reaching forward for something or someone outside the picture.

“Gross.” Grace said. “Are they all like that?”

Natalie began to slowly turn the pages. Not all of the drawings were of nude women. Some were just faces—faces of women or girls or boys. One, I thought, looked remarkably like one of the boys in our class. Another, I saw to my shock, looked like me. Grace saw it, too.

“Birdie . . .” she said softly, “This looks like you. He drew you.”

I felt sick. My arms and neck and legs began to tingle.

Natalie turned on her flashlight, shone it onto the page, and then looked from the page to my face and back again. She could see I was upset.

“It looks a little like her,” she said finally. “But not really. Birdie’s skinnier and her eyes look different. And her hair is longer. It’s not her.”

Grace looked again at the picture and then again at me. I could see she didn’t agree, but she said nothing.

“Let’s go, you guys,” Grace said finally. “I don’t like it here.”

I shivered, praying that Natalie would decide that Grace was right. For once, she did.

“Okay,” Natalie said, still looking at me. The shadows masked her eyes, but I could tell she was thinking. She closed the notebook. As she leaned down to put it back on top of the sleeping bag, several loose sheets of unlined paper fell to the floor. She bent to pick them up and as she did so, looked down at the images. She gasped softly before quickly slipping them into the back of the book.

“What is it?” I asked. Grace, who had walked to the doorway, turned.

“Nothing,” Natalie said, too quickly. “Just more of the same stuff.” She carefully placed the notebook back on the sleeping bag where she had found it and then stood. She walked quickly to the door and shouldered past Grace. “Let’s get out of here.”

I met Grace’s gaze, shrugged, and then followed Natalie out of the room. I could tell from the way she walked that she was upset about something. What, I wondered, had she seen that she wasn’t telling us?




Chapter 4

Climbing out of the gloom of the Montgomery house and into the heat of the late morning sunshine was a relief—or, at least, it was for me. The three of us blinked uncomfortably in the bright light and then started to walk, our heads down, to the cluster of trees near the old well where we had hidden our bikes. Natalie was quiet and I glanced at her several times, tempted to ask her what she had seen.

“So, what are we going to do now?” Grace asked as we hauled our bikes out of the bushes and pushed them out to the blacktopped road that would take us back into town.

“I should probably go home,” Natalie said.

I turned to look at her, surprised at her answer. She never wanted to go home.

“We probably all should,” she said and looked pointedly at me. I narrowed my eyes like I had seen my mother do when she was suspicious of something I had said, but Natalie ignored me.

“I think I’ll go back to the Nest,” Grace said.

As she spoke, we climbed on our bikes and began to slowly pedal back toward town. Within ten minutes we had reached the Lempkins’ house. I grinned to see Andy mowing the grass, his T-shirt tucked in the waistband of his jeans, his skinny chest and stringy arms reddened from the sun. He smiled and raised his hand in greeting. My flushed face turned even redder as I tried to be casual and wave back.

Part of my nervousness was because I was in love with Andy. But equally significant was that everyone in town was slightly intimidated by the Lempkins. For lack of a better analogy, they were the Kennedys of Edenbridge. Or, if not the Kennedys, then the Osmonds. In addition to Ted and Alice, the family consisted of three boys and two girls who happened to be twins. Like their parents, they were all attractive with naturally wavy hair, perfect teeth, and a natural grace that made everything each of them did seem effortless. They possessed a celebrity quality that made the rest of us jealous. But you couldn’t dislike them for it because they were also genuinely nice.

Often on Sunday afternoons in the fall, all seven of them could be seen in their front yard, tossing a football around or playing three-on-three while Alice sat on the front steps and watched the game with a steaming cup of what we all imagined to be cocoa. The other thing about the Lempkins was that they genuinely liked each other. You could tell—not only by all the family activities, but also by the way they subtly attended to each other at school or at town events.

Natalie glanced in my direction as we passed and snickered. My crush on Andy was common knowledge and she enjoyed teasing me about it. “Birdie’s got a boyfriend,” she sang. “Kissy kissy.”

“Shut up,” I said and pedaled faster. We were almost to the Mercantile and if we were all going home for the afternoon, I wanted to get some jawbreakers and bubble gum. “Last one to the store is a rotten egg.”

We raced, then, as fast as possible to the store and only hit our brakes at the end so we could skid to a dramatic stop.

“I won,” Natalie announced and climbed off her bike. “And I had the longest skid mark.” She pointed at the ground.

“You’re so full of it,” I said. “I—”

My words were interrupted by yelling from across the street at my grandfather’s service station. Parked in front of the pumps was Mr. Holmes’ battered Ford pickup. Large, scoured circles that looked like gray rain clouds spotted the passenger side and the hood—as if someone had taken an SOS pad and tried to scrub off the paint. I remembered what Natalie had said about the words someone had painted on his truck.

“I’ll be right back,” I said to Grace and Natalie as I climbed back onto my bike and began to ride through the intersection toward the station. As I pedaled, I heard Mr. Holmes start the rumbling engine of his truck. I looked up just as he threw it into gear and stomped on the accelerator. The truck lurched forward.

“—asshole!” Mr. Holmes yelled as he flipped Randy Jenkins the bird and then gunned the truck, not stopping at the four-way stop. Our eyes met for a long moment—his furious and mine, I’m sure, scared. His eyes widened as he cranked the steering wheel at the last minute to avoid hitting me. I wobbled on my bike, thrown off balance by fright and surprise, and then fell onto the pavement. From the corner of my eye, I saw my grandfather run toward me. I had never seen him run and in different circumstances, his short-legged gait might have been funny. From the other side of the street, Grace and Natalie rushed forward. Though they were farther away, they reached me first.

“I’ll kill that goddamned son of a bitch,” my grandfather puffed as he panted to a halt. The tails of his shirt had come untucked from his pants and I caught a glimpse of his round, fish-white belly.

“Birdie, are you okay?” Grace asked.

I nodded and looked down at my left knee. It was bloody and raw. So were my elbow and hand. Even though it hadn’t yet begun to hurt, I started to cry.

“That’s enough of that,” my grandfather said gruffly.

Natalie and Grace helped me to my feet while my grandfather righted my bike and began to push it in the direction of the station. By the time we reached the small, grungy office, my grandfather was on the phone to my mother.

“—better get down here,” he said. “I’ll explain later.” As he spoke, his black eyes blazed with barely contained fury. I found out what happened only later that night, when my father came home for dinner. My grandfather had called him at work.

“Apparently,” my father said that night at dinner as he helped himself to a second helping of fried potatoes and onions, “Anthony Holmes came into town to fill up a couple of gas cans. Slim was across the street getting a couple of sandwiches for lunch. Dad was in the back and Randy was manning the pumps. Randy made a comment about the smell. Anthony got angry and started yelling. Randy yelled back. Anthony jumped in the truck and—well, you know the rest.”

Within hours, different versions of the story (all from people who “had it on good authority”) had circulated around town and that evening, our phone rang off the hook with people calling to glean additional details—all under the cover of calling to “see how Birdie was doing.” I listened to my mother later that night as she talked on the phone to Natalie’s mother. Like Natalie and I, they had been friends since childhood. They talked about everything and this was no exception.

“I know,” my mother said into the receiver and then laughed. She was in the kitchen perched on the stool next to the rotary wall phone. Though it was unlikely my father could hear her over the noise of the baseball game on television, she spoke in a low tone. From my hiding place around
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