

    
        
          Roland West, Loner

        

        
        
          West Brothers, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Theresa Linden

        

        
          Published by Silver Fire Publishing, 2015.

        

    


COPYRIGHT

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2015 by Theresa A. Linden

First Printing, 2015

Print ISBN: 978-0-9968168-4-7

eBook ISBN: 978-0-9968168-5-4

First Edition Silver Fire Publishing, December 2015

http://theresalinden.wix.com

Cover: Angie Ayala

Editor: Susan Peek

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. Printed in the United States of America.



  	
	    
	      Also by Theresa Linden

	    

      
	    
          
	      Armor of God

          
        
          
	          Belt of Truth

          
        
          
	          Breastplate of Righteousness

          
        
          
	          Boots of Peace

          
        
          
	          Shield of Faith

          
        
          
	          Helmet of Salvation

          
        
          
	          Sword of the Spirit

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Caitlyn and Peter's Rosary Adventures

          
        
          
	          Jumping into Joy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Chasing Liberty trilogy

          
        
          
	          Bound to Find Freedom

          
        
          
	          Operation Gift Drop

          
        
          
	          Chasing Liberty

          
        
          
	          Testing Liberty

          
        
          
	          Fight for Liberty

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      West Brothers

          
        
          
	          Roland West, Loner

          
        
          
	          Life-Changing Love

          
        
          
	          Battle for His Soul

          
        
          
	          Standing Strong

          
        
          
	          Roland West, Outcast

          
        
          
	          Fire Starters

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Anyone But Him

          
        
          
	          Tortured Soul

          
        
          
	          Summer at West Castle

          
        
          
	          A Symbol of Hope

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Theresa Linden’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Theresa Linden

DEDICATION

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Sign up for Theresa Linden's Mailing List

Further Reading: Life-Changing Love

About the Author

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DEDICATION

[image: ]


This book is dedicated to JoAnn Grau†, my high school religion teacher who became my friend in my adulthood, who inspired me to join the Secular Franciscans, and who showed everyone the treasures of God—visible and invisible—that are all around us.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[image: ]


I wish to express my gratitude to the people who saw me through this book, especially Carolyn Astfalk, Don Mulcare, and Susan Peek whose encouragement and assistance with this manuscript blew me away. I also wish to acknowledge the love and support of my husband and three boys, without whose understanding and support this book would not be possible. I cannot ignore the help that I also received through the intercession of Saint Conrad of Parzham. Thanks, Saint Conrad!
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Chapter 1 
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Heart racing, fourteen-year-old Roland West leaped down the staircase and sailed over the last few steps. His bare feet landed with a thud and a squeak on the hardwood floor. His gaze snapped to the end of the long hallway as his older brother Jarret zipped around the corner away from him. 

“Give it back,” Roland shouted, tearing down the hall after him. Did he have to hide everything to keep a shred of privacy around here?

Footsteps sounded behind Roland. Keefe, Jarret’s twin brother, coming up the hall. He wouldn’t pose a threat unless Jarret gave him a command. If Jarret ordered it, Keefe did it. 

At the end of the hallway, Roland skidded into the great room, a spacious chamber of shadows and formal furnishings whose sole light came from glowing dark red drapes. Back on track, Roland flung open the double doors and swept the family room with his gaze. 

Light streamed through open windows on either side of the entertainment center, animating the suit of armor in the corner and the antique shields and weapons on the walls. A two-sided fireplace stood between the great room and family room, separating the formal decor from the edgy, medieval design.

Jarret stood on the far side of the family room, behind the couch that divided two seating arrangements. His gaze connected with Roland’s as he flipped open the sketchbook. “What don’t you want me to see?”

“None of your business. Give it back.” Roland raced to one end of the couch, but Jarret darted to the other. Roland changed directions. Jarret did, too.

Frustration clouding his judgment, Roland stepped up onto a couch cushion—onto cool, gray leather fabric—grabbed the back of the couch and bounded over it and the sofa table behind it. His foot brushed an antique terracotta pot but didn’t knock it over. 

Thank you, Lord. 

Standing a few feet from Jarret now, Roland hesitated to reach for the book. Did he want to get physical? Jarret, two years older than Roland, always won.

Jarret, eyes glued to the first page of Roland’s sketchbook, scooted back between a vintage iron end table and an overstuffed chair. 

Roland stepped toward him.

Jarret glanced at Keefe and coolly said, “Stop him,” as he turned a page.

Roland’s jaw tensed. Words would accomplish nothing. Only force would get him his sketchbook back. He lunged.

Keefe grabbed Roland from behind, snake arms wrapping around his chest, pinning his elbows to his sides. 

Roland squirmed for a moment against Keefe’s lean but muscled arms then gave up.

Jarret’s brown eyes gleamed with amusement. “What’s this? You draw these?” He showed Roland a charcoal sketch of a turret and battlements. “This our house?” Jarret flipped the page. 

Heat slid up Roland’s neck. A bit larger than an executive house, their house did resemble a castle, complete with battlements and two turrets. But no, those sketches were not of their house. 

Apparently satisfied that Keefe had Roland restrained, Jarret sat on the arm of the overstuffed chair. He slouched as he studied Roland’s artwork. 

“Oh, I see what this is.” A grin slithered across his face. He glanced up. “You’ve been drawing Mama’s little doll house? Cute. You plan on buying some dolls to go with it?”

“It’s not a doll house.” Roland twisted, struggling to free himself, but Keefe tightened his grip. “It’s a miniature castle, a very detailed and old one. It’s an antique.” 

Knowing Mama’s love for castles and fairytales, Papa had given her the miniature castle soon after they married. He bought it from an antique dealer in California. Roland shared Papa’s love for antiques and Mama’s appreciation of all things medieval.

“So, this is what you’ve been doing all alone in your room,” Jarret said, “playing with a dollhouse?”

“I’m not playing with it. I’m repairing it. Those drawings help me plan.” When Papa had bought the castle, it had no windows and doors, only marks that showed it once had them. Mama didn’t much care; she liked to see the furniture and decorations inside, but Roland wanted to make it as realistic as possible.

“Why repair it when you can buy a new one and save yourself the hassle?”

Roland jerked his arm though he knew it would only make Keefe hold him tighter. “You can’t buy a new one. It’s an antique. Old things have value.”

“Old things suck up time and money from nerds like you. Leave them in the past.” Jarret whipped the sketchbook to another overstuffed armchair and glanced at Keefe.

Keefe, ever vigilant, picked up Jarret’s signal and released Roland’s arms.

Roland dove for his book.

“Do your friends at school know you play with dollhouses?” Jarret, still sitting on the arm of the chair, stuffed his thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans.

Roland clenched his teeth. Friends? School? Dollhouse? There was too much wrong with that question, but a reply would keep the banter going. He flipped through his sketchbook, smoothing pages though nothing appeared damaged.

“I could tell them.”

Roland flopped down into the soft armchair and ran a hand through his hair. “Why would you do that? Kids already say stupid things about me.”

Jarret grinned. “So I heard. Don’t you talk to anyone? Anyone at all?”

Keefe sat on the oval coffee table in the middle of the room, under a beam of light that turned the flyaway strands of his long, curly hair into a black halo. Both he and Jarret tied their hair back when they went out, but today neither had. 

“Why do they think you’re a mute?” Keefe sounded sincere. He always sounded sincere. Keefe was a lamb and Jarret a wolf.

“Well, they don’t now. I talk in class. Sometimes. When I have to. That was just the first day. Something happened in one class, and somehow it spread all around. It was because I-I didn’t have a homeroom.” His stomach turned thinking about it. School had only begun. How would he ever make it through a whole year?

“So?” Jarret cocked a brow, giving the harsh and haughty look that distinguished him from his identical twin.

Roland folded his arms across his chest, tucking the book away. “So, I had to go from one classroom to the next, asking every ninth-grade teacher if I was in his or her homeroom.”

“So, kids must’ve heard you talk.” Jarret gave a little headshake. “Why do they think you’re mute?”

“Well, I was in, like, the last ninth-grade classroom.” He could still see Mrs. Franklin, a grandmotherly sort with glasses and short gray hair, hunched over a notebook at her desk in the far corner of the room. As soon as he shuffled across the front of the classroom to her, she held up a finger, indicating for him to wait. He stood on the opposite side of her desk for what felt like ten minutes. She hadn’t bothered to look up, but he had the attention of every kid in the room. “My mouth went dry. The words wouldn’t come out.”

Jarret busted up laughing and fell over the armrest, sliding into the chair. Keefe turned away, snickering, too. 

Roland’s hands curled into fists. “I’m not the only one they spread rumors about. I’ve heard things about our family. Don’t you care?”

Jarret straightened up and thrust out his chin, an arrogant look flashing across his face. “I decide who I am. And I’ll tell the kids at school what to believe about me . . .” He snatched the pillow from behind him. “. . . and my family.” He whipped the pillow at Roland.

Roland flung his arm up and blocked his face with the sketchbook.

The pillow ricocheted off the book, slammed into an orb-shaped glass lamp on the sofa table, and landed on the floor. 

Keefe jumped up from the coffee table and flung an arm out. He didn’t prevent the glass lamp from falling, but he changed the speed and trajectory so that it landed safely on its side on the carpet.

Roland glared at Jarret, suspecting he meant to break it and stir up trouble. “Well, I hate River Run High, and I don’t want to talk about me or our family. I wish we had our tutor back.”

“Not me.” Jarret picked up a carved, wooden elephant from the end table beside him. He glanced at Keefe. “Homeschooling was too much like work.”

Keefe shrugged. “Seems to take forever to get things done at River Run. And they’re teaching stuff we’ve already learned.”

“So?” Jarret tossed the elephant from one hand to the other. “It’s easy. Nothing wrong with that.”

“I’d rather go on trips with Papa,” Roland said, revealing more of himself than he typically did to his brothers, “and take my school books with me. I mean, if Mr. Barsanti can’t tutor us anymore, I don’t really need him. I just need the course work.”

“You’re cracked.” Jarret whipped the elephant at Roland, apparently aiming for his head.

Sucking in a breath, Roland dropped his sketchbook and snatched the projectile from the air. The impact stung his hand. He huffed and stuffed the elephant between his thigh and the arm of the chair.

Jarret smirked at Keefe and whined, “I just need the course work.” His gaze slid back to Roland. “Papa don’t go nowhere fun. Just goes to dark, smelly caves and mud pits.”

“Well, I like it. There’s a lot to learn. And it’s interesting.”

“Archaeology is only interesting in the movies, not the way Papa does it. He makes it as boring as mucking out a stable.” Jarret leaned back, one arm falling over the armrest, one hand bumping the medieval pewter goblet on the end table. 

“He still takes us on trips,” Keefe said, always trying to placate but without any force behind his words or actions. “We just go one at a time, now. You’ve got a trip coming up, don’t you, Roland?”

“Yeah. Next week. I’m counting the days.”

“You’re such a suck-up, or as Papa might say, a bootlicker. You’ve always been one, first with Mama, now with Papa.” Jarret lifted the goblet and peered inside it. “I might’ve had fun on those trips when I was, like, four, but I’m too old for that crap. Borrrring. You can take my turn. I’ll take River Run High.”

Papa’s cowboy boots scuffed in the hallway on the opposite side of the double doors, a faint sound that made each of them shut his mouth. 

Jarret’s gaze swiveled to the double doors and back to Roland. “Stop being a mute and make some friends.” He jumped up, tossed the goblet to Roland, and motioned for Keefe to follow.

“What’s up?” Keefe said, his voice low.

“Papa told us to help Mr. Digby in the stables, remember? I ain’t doing that.”

The two of them scooted down the hallway in the opposite direction and disappeared around the corner. The hallway wrapped around the house. They would probably go back upstairs and play video games until forced to do otherwise.

“There you are.” Papa clomped into the family room and stopped behind the couch. His gaze dropped to the lamp on the floor then bounced to the pillow—also on the floor—the elephant next to Roland and the goblet in his hand. Papa’s eyes narrowed. “We need to have a talk.”

“I . . . but I . . .”

“My study. Now.”
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Chapter 2
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Roland stood in Papa’s study, staring at the king’s chair for a good long moment. Papa had told him to sit in it. 

Papa, his back to Roland, gazed out the tall window by his desk. With faded jeans and a weathered Stetson, thumbs stuck in his belt loops and a boot propped on a brass spittoon, he looked like a cowboy surveying his land. Papa freelanced in the fields of archaeology and geology. His father had been a farmer in Southern Arizona, but he came from a line of cowboys, going back to the 49ers.

Roland inched toward the king’s chair.

Nobody wanted to sit in it, not Roland and certainly not Keefe or Jarret. Not that the chair wasn’t cool. It was. It was a seventeenth-century antique with a thick seat and a high back of carved oak wainscot. It’s just the honor usually came to them when Papa wanted to remind them of their dignity as children of God and point out the ways in which they had failed to live up to that dignity. 

Roland examined his conscience. Was this about the mess in the family room or something else? 

He snuck out last night. He couldn’t sleep, so he’d grabbed a flashlight and gone for a walk. Or maybe this was about the woodworking tools he borrowed and never returned. He was still using them, though, and Papa fostered Roland’s interest in the miniature castle. Maybe he noticed the books Roland had taken from the bookshelves in the family room. Nah, he always encouraged them to read. So what if he had a three-foot stack of them in his bedroom? 

Whatever Roland did, he usually remained under the radar. Jarret got most of Papa’s talks. Causing trouble seemed to be his way of getting Papa’s attention, especially after Mama was gone. Keefe came in second, usually on account of Jarret.

Maybe Papa wanted to talk about the Colorado trip, go over maps and details. 

Roland took a breath and tried to relax. He couldn’t wait for that escape. 

No. If Papa wanted to talk about the trip, they would both be standing over the map table. He wouldn’t have told Roland to sit in the dreaded king’s chair. He wouldn’t be staring out the window the way he did when wrestling with how to say something.

Roland’s vision blurred as he gazed at the chair. He touched the armrest. The feel of the smooth wood on his palms sent a thrill through his soul. An old piece of furniture, like any antique, had a story attached to it. A secret. Sometimes a lesson. Discovering details surrounding one piece of the past often struck a chord deep inside him. He sensed that certain antiques held answers, maybe even answers for his life.

“Roland . . .” Papa said, still gazing out the window.

“Papa?” Roland dropped his butt into the chair and dried his palms on the sleeves of his shirt.

Papa turned and studied him through steel gray eyes. His gaze rested a moment on Roland’s shirt. 

He wore the shirt too often, but it was a gift Papa had given him from Italy. It was the only white shirt Roland would wear. He preferred shades of gray, black, brown, or anything dark that wouldn’t draw attention.

Papa took his Stetson in one hand, ran his fingers through his graying hair, and sat on the edge of his desk. “I’m fixin’ to head out tomorrow. It’ll be a short trip.”

“Tomorrow?” Roland’s heart skipped a beat. He tried to keep his forehead from wrinkling. “I thought we . . . I thought your next trip . . . I thought we were gonna . . . I mean, what about the Colorado trip?” It was Roland’s turn. He was going to help explore the old mines on some guy’s hundred-acre land. He was going to get out of school.

“This is the Colorado trip.”

Roland gulped back the protest that nearly flew from his mouth. He wanted Papa to know he trusted his decisions even when he didn’t like them. It’s what set him apart from his brothers. But this just wasn’t fair. He’d been counting on this trip for weeks now. It was going to save him, at least for a little while.

Papa put the cowboy hat back on and crossed his arms. “I’m sure this is a letdown. I’d really planned on taking you, but this assignment might be a little too, uh . . . It would be better for me to go alone.”

Roland’s jaw twitched. Dangerous. That was the word Papa couldn’t get himself to say. Papa knew Roland hated for him to take dangerous trips. Why should he take such chances? They’d already lost Mama— a memory Roland couldn’t avoid this time of year.

“I’ve got another assignment I think you’ll take a liking to, much more than you would’ve this one.”

Another assignment. Sure. It wouldn’t be soon enough. Every day at River Run High pushed him farther into the nightmare. He had no friends. He heard his name all the time, but not from kids wanting to talk to him. They were talking about him. 

Maybe he should’ve tried to make a friend or two before the school year began, but they lived so far away from everyone, Papa loving his privacy. Their nearest neighbors owned the bed-and-breakfast on Forest Road, a twenty-minute walk from their house. 

When Roland had gone with Papa into town, he’d seen a kid about his age outside the house. He even considered walking over there. He was glad now that he hadn’t. He’d seen the kid at school. He was tight with the Hispanic kid in the wheelchair, the chief gossipmonger, the one everyone seemed to go to for the latest. The wheelchair kid slowed whenever he and Roland crossed paths, eyeing Roland suspiciously.

“It’ll be a much longer trip,” Papa said. “One or two months. Overseas. You’ll like it.”

Papa stared as if he was trying to read Roland’s mind, but Roland intentionally remained expressionless. He wouldn’t let Papa think he was crushed by— 

Overseas? Did Papa say overseas? 

Roland straightened in the chair.

“You’ll have to miss school. I know you just started.” Papa adjusted his Stetson. “But you’ve never had a problem keeping up with schoolwork. I’m sure your teachers—”

“Yeah, no, that’d be great.” Roland tried not to look too excited, but he couldn’t stop the smile from stretching across his face. “I’ll keep up with my school work.”

“I’m sorry I can’t take you to Colorado. I know—”

“No, really not a problem. I trust your decisions. You said overseas?”

Papa grinned and gave a nod in the direction of the map table, the eight-drawer antique chest by the bookshelves. It stood about three feet high and had a nice wide top where Papa laid out the maps for his upcoming trips. 

“While I’m gone, you have permission to come into my study to look over the maps and my notes. And I’ll need your research skills.” He strode to the map table, his boots scuffing.

Roland joined him, standing with his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and his back to the wall lined with bookshelves. Before he focused on the map, the slightest movement near the door on the opposite wall caught his attention.

He snapped his gaze to the old-fashioned knob and the dark keyhole in the brass plate. 

“So, what do you think?” Papa said.

Roland’s attention returned to the map . . . a map of a boot-shaped peninsula surrounded by seas. Italy! His unrestrained grin made his jaw ache. He was going to Italy! 

Over the years, they had traveled all over the continental United States, but he and his brothers had never been allowed on the international trips. Images from overseas assignments Papa had told them about appeared in his mind like pictures in a scrapbook: the charred bodies and crumbling remains of the ancient city of Pompeii, a Mediterranean cave filled with crystal blue water, narrow tunnels leading into fifth-century catacombs . . . 

Papa propped his hands on the table and leaned close. In a low voice, he said, “Hey, uh, don’t mention our trip to your brothers. I’ll tell them about it when I return from Colorado. I don’t think it’ll go over well.”

Roland made eye contact. “Can’t they come, too?” It wouldn’t go over well with Jarret for sure. Really, that was an understatement. A trip to Italy? Jarret would be so jealous he’d have Roland in a cast before he could pack a suitcase.

“No, uh . . .” Papa’s gaze shifted. His mouth twitched. A grimace flickered on his face. He probably remembered an incident from a past trip they had all taken together. Like when Jarret had been caught sneaking out with a client’s daughter. Or the time he swiped a client’s pre-WWII miniature pocket knife. Yeah, Jarret had a knack for causing trouble.

“They aren’t suited for this particular trip.” He said they but he no doubt meant Jarret. “I appreciate your help, Roland. You work hard. You think logically. Your brothers, eh, they don’t always play according to Hoyle. Get what I mean? They cause trouble.” 

He paced to the window. “Besides, I can only take one of you this time, but I do have a trip in mind for them.” He looked Roland in the eye. “I’ll help Jarret understand when I return. All right?”

“All right.” Roland suppressed a grin. Did Papa realize he said Jarret and not them? 
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Chapter 3
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A breeze rustled the leaves of the poplar tree by the Brandts’ house. Sunlight pulsed in through the kitchen window. Fifteen-year-old Peter Brandt straddled a barstool and leaned on the countertop, watching patterns of shade and light sway over his outstretched arm. 

“I’m never going to another funeral home so long as I live,” he said into the phone. 

“Who can help that?” said Dominic Miato on the other end. “People die. If you are related, you have to go. Do you know how many funerals I have been to? Besides, were you not close to your abuelito?”

“My . . . what? My who?” And then Peter got it. “Oh, you mean, my grandpa? Yeah, I guess we were close, for living a thousand miles apart, him in California and us in South Dakota. He always came up for holidays. I know I’ll miss him. It hasn’t really hit me yet.”

A memory of last Christmas flashed through Peter’s mind . . . Pine and tobacco scents filled the house. Gramps came to visit. He wore an old burgundy sweater and spent most of his time in the recliner in the living room. He liked watching the family go about their routine, and he liked sharing the stories of his life. “Can’t begin to count the ways God has blessed me,” he always said before retelling this or that little miracle from his past.

“It’s not really about the funeral home,” Peter said. “It’s Toby. You’ll never believe what he did. As soon as he realized Gramps was in the coffin, he wouldn’t leave it alone.”

“Nothing wrong with that. Besides, he is autistic. You have to make allowance. So Toby wanted to see his abuelito one last time. Who can blame him?”

“No, no, I mean, he wouldn’t leave it alone. He climbed up into the coffin and everything. Mom and Dad couldn’t get him out. Everyone stared, eyes bulging, all horrified. I mean, who lets their kid climb into a coffin?”

Dominic burst into laughter. 

Peter heard a loud clatter, as if his friend had lost control of the phone. It amazed him how Dominic, a kid stuck in a wheelchair, a kid who couldn’t move his legs at all, found humor in just about everything.

“Well, I’m glad you find it funny, but I—”

Someone rapped on the frame of the front screen door. 

Peter glanced down the hall then into the dining room. He didn’t want to get up, and he really didn’t want to welcome a guest to his parents’ bed-and-breakfast. Where on earth was Mom? 

He leaned to glimpse the glass doors at the back of the dining room, the doors that separated the guest rooms from the family’s side of the house. Mom and Toby had been going back and forth all day.

“I don’t mean to laugh,” Dominic said. 

Another pound on the screen door. Then the doorbell rang. 

Peter slid off the barstool. “Hold on a sec.” He lowered the phone to his side.

A shuffling sound came through the screen door then a gasp. The blur of red hair on the other side told him it was Caitlyn. She had her back to the door and, as he neared, she ducked as if she saw a bee.

Peter stopped at the screen door but hesitated, his hand poised just above the handle.

Caitlyn, still with her back to him, swatted at something overhead. 

He brought the phone back up. “Hey, I gotta go. Caitlyn’s here. I forgot she was coming over.” 

“Caitlyn Summer? She’s over your place a lot, eh? She your girlfriend?”

“Yeah, right. That’d be weird. She’s like my sister.” They had been friends for so long he couldn’t remember not knowing her. Their parents had been friends since before they were even born. “I’m helping her with algebra. She’s not my girlfriend. Got it? Don’t go starting any rumors about me.”

Dominic laughed. “Okay, man, but I will keep my eye on you.”

Caitlyn leaned, twisted, and swatted again before Peter realized her problem. She had managed, only Heaven knew how, to tangle herself up in the trailers of a hanging spider plant. She turned to face him, gaining her freedom, just as he pushed open the door.

“Hi-ya, Caitlyn.” 

“What took you so long?” She transferred her load—schoolbooks and a brown package—to her left hip. Then she ran a hand down her hair as if the meager effort would have any effect on her long, crazy, red curls. “Didn’t you hear me knock? I saw you sitting there. You must’ve heard me.” She pushed past him into the house, her gaze snapping to the dining room. 

The glass doors slid open, and nine-year-old Toby skipped through saying, “Boo, hoo, hoo, hoo. Don’t cry.” One of the many lines he liked repeating from Alice in Wonderland. He made a beeline for Caitlyn.

“Hi, Toby.” She smiled. As she stretched one arm for a hug, her books and the brown package tumbled to the floor.

“For me?” Toby said, stooping for the package.

“Oh no, that’s not yours, I don’t think,” she said, stooping too. She and Toby cracked heads, two coconuts colliding. She stumbled back, but Toby seemed blissfully unfazed. 

“Train?” Toby stared wide-eyed at the package in his hands.

Caitlyn squatted for her books. “A train? Oh, in the package? No, I don’t—” 

Peter had reached his tipping point. “It’s not a train.” He tried to snatch the package from Toby, but Toby twisted away. “It’s Caitlyn’s package. Give it back.” Peter lunged.

Toby dashed for the stairs. “My train.”

“Hey, you can’t go up there!” Peter tore after him. “And it’s not your train!” He climbed the steps by twos. “It’s not your box. It’s Caitlyn’s. Give it back, you, you . . . You totally drive me crazy.” He hollered over his shoulder, “Mom!”

Caitlyn followed. “It’s not my box. I got it from the delivery guy.” She stumbled on the steps behind him and let out a quiet, “Oops.” 

Sure the steps were steep, but did she have to trip every single time? 

The top step squished under Peter’s foot. “You don’t live here. You can’t get our mail. That’s a Federal offense.” 

The carpet on the landing squished with every step. “What in the world?” He glanced at his half-open bedroom door and at the wide-open door to the bathroom. His stomach tensed as he passed the bathroom. He didn’t want to look.

Water, shiny and calm, filled the tub to the very top. The floor shone with wetness. The bathroom rugs were soaked. The pile of clothes and towels on the floor, soaked. The carpet in the hall. Soaked. 

A fishing pole leaned against the edge of the tub, its line, complete with orange bobber, dangling in the water.

“Mo-o-o-o-m!” Peter’s face heated, his head ready to explode.

Caitlyn came up behind him. “Eww. The steps are wet.”

“Yeah. Look why.” He gestured at the tub, then returned to the top of the steps and shouted, “Mom, hey, Mom!”

“Don’t shout from your room.” Mom’s voice came from downstairs, but all he could see of her was the white bandana over her dark-blonde bob. “Come down if you need to talk to me.”

“Toby flooded my bathroom.”

“Aren’t you even going to pull the plug?” Caitlyn said from the bathroom. Then she shrieked and something squeaked. 

He glanced over his shoulder in time to see her land on the bathroom floor.

Mom stomped up the stairs, slowing as her foot sank into a soaked step. “Oh my.” Her eyes narrowed as she reached the drenched landing and caught sight of the bathroom. “Toby!” 

Toby peeked from behind Peter’s half-open bedroom door. “Toby’s train.”

“Let’s bring your train downstairs,” Mom said, regaining her calm and reaching for Toby’s arm. “You’re not allowed upstairs. Toby stays downstairs.” She escorted him down the steps.

“What about the mess?” Peter shouted.

“There’s a mop in the laundry room,” Mom shouted back.

“I have to clean it up?” Peter slammed a fist against his bedroom door. It would’ve had a good effect if the door would’ve swung freely, but it only opened another foot and bounced back. 

He squeezed into his room and scooped up the pile of clothes blocking the door. “What’s the use in having the attic all to myself if Toby’s allowed up here?” 

Caitlyn followed him into his room. “He’s not allowed up here.”

“I’m getting a lock.” Peter stomped between boxes of electronic projects and piles of clothes on his way to his desk. He wanted to check the transmitter he’d been assembling. If Toby did anything to it . . .

“A lock? You don’t need a lock.” Caitlyn folded her arms and frowned. “That’ll just push him farther out of your life. Toby likes to be around you. You don’t do anything with him anymore.”

“Do anything with him? Are you crazy? How can I do anything with him? He’s embarrassing. He always causes a scene. You should’ve seen him at the funeral home. He—”

“So don’t go anywhere public with him, just hang out with him. He needs you. Maybe he’s just trying to get your attention.” 

“By flooding my bathroom? He got my attention all right.” The transmitter appeared to be untouched, so he sat on the end of his unmade bed.

She sat beside him, staring, as if attempting to drill compassion into him with her big green eyes. “Toby’s your brother. And he’s autistic. He can’t help that. I think you need to accept him for who he is.”

Peter groaned and flopped back on his bed. “Maybe you’re right.” He rubbed his face, thinking it over. “I’m going fishing tomorrow in the stream on the other side of Forest Road. Maybe I’ll take Toby.”

“Across Forest Road? Isn’t that private property?”

“No, not on this side of the river. The other side is. I’m not going there.” He sat up. “That’s private property, all right, and you wouldn’t catch me over there for nothing.”

“Why?”

“Why?” Peter grinned, amused. “Don’t you know whose property that is?”

She shrugged. “Should I?”

“They’re only the most talked-about kids in school this year.”

She gave a little headshake.

“The new kids?” Peter said. “The West boys?” Her complete ignorance of the hot topics in high school totally annoyed him. She had to be the only girl whose ears never perked for gossip. “Everybody talks about them. I think one of them is a mute. Apparently, they’ve always lived around here, but this is their first year at school.”

“Maybe they were homeschooled. That’s not so strange. I’d love to learn at home. I could help teach my sisters. We could—”

“They own all that land over there.” He gestured in the relative direction of Forest Road. “Their house sets way back, not that I’ve seen it. I heard they live like savages . . .” He grinned, picturing it. “. . . shooting anything that moves on their land, hunting their own food, living secluded.”

She giggled. “That’s silly. You can’t believe everything you hear.”

“No, but there may be something to it.”
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Chapter 4
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A beam of sunlight snuck between the drapes and fell on Roland’s eyelids. Though typically a heavy sleeper, the brightness ended his dream and pulled him from sleep. He winced, blinked open his eyes, and rolled over to check the alarm clock.

The picture beside the clock caught his attention first. It faced away, as if someone had bumped it. Roland gave it a tap, angling it so he could see it from bed.

He took a deep breath. The faint odor of model paint hung in the air.

He exhaled. Mama’s picture had a way of soothing his soul. She had mixed Mexican ancestry, Spanish European and American Indian. Papa had called her his Spanish beauty. Her eyes sparkled like honey in the sunlight, and her Mona Lisa smile made Roland wonder about her thoughts, her secrets. Roland was four at the time of the picture. He sat in her lap and played with one of her long dark curls. That was two years before they lost her.

With a sigh, Roland reined in his thoughts. Mama was gone. Eight years to the day.

His gaze drifted to the red digits of the clock. Seven forty-two? That had to be wrong. He had set the alarm to go off at six-thirty. Papa would be gone by seven-thirty.

Roland pushed himself up and grabbed the alarm clock to check the settings. As his thumb landed on a button, he caught sight of something dark on his fingernail. 

What the—

His nails, every freaking one of them, shone with black paint. His paint. The black gloss enamel from his model Studebaker buggy.

He gritted his teeth. Jarret. He threw back the covers and dashed from the room and down the steps.

Voices came from the kitchen. Maybe he hadn’t missed Papa. 

He slid to a stop in the doorway, and his heart sank. 

The twins sat at the table, hunched over plates of bacon and eggs. They were fully dressed except Jarret hadn’t pulled his hair back into a ponytail yet, like Keefe had. Papa’s coffee mug sat on the bar counter, next to an empty coffee pot. A pile of dishes filled the sink. 

They must’ve had breakfast together. Without him. 

“Where’s Papa?” He braced myself for the obvious answer.

Jarret and Keefe turned their heads in unison. As identical twins, they had the same olive skin and longish, dark curly hair, but Jarret had harsher features and a near permanent sneer.

“Where d’ya think he is?” Jarret smirked and shoved a forkful of eggs into his mouth.

“He just left, Roland,” Keefe said. “Mr. Digby brought the car out front. If you run, maybe—”

Roland took off down the hall, half running and half sliding, his bare feet tingling on the smooth wood floor. He slid into the entry mat and yanked open the front door.

Papa’s silver Lexus rolled down the driveway. Nanny stood on the front porch, holding onto a porch beam and waving the way she always did when Papa left.

How could Papa leave without saying goodbye? He pushed past Nanny. 

“Oh, good morning, dear,” Nanny said. “Jarret said you wanted to sleep . . .” 

Nanny’s voice trailed off as he leaped from the porch and pounded down the driveway. His more reserved side told him to stop running and that Papa would be home in a couple of days. But his legs wouldn’t slow. 

The Lexus crunched down the gravel driveway, steadily moving away. 

Roland neared the end of the paved driveway, where the two-mile-long gravel driveway began. Now, common sense told him to stop. The rocks would kill his feet if he didn’t slow down.

Ouch! He took a few painful steps, rocks poking into his feet, until the momentum slowed enough for him to stop. 

With a sigh, he watched the Lexus roll into the shade of the woods that bordered the lawn and the gravel driveway. Then it stopped.

Roland held his breath. 

The car backed up, whining. Ten feet from him, it came to a stop. The passenger-side door swung open, and Papa jumped out dressed in khakis and his weathered Stetson. 

Roland exhaled and headed for him, taking careful steps through the gravel.

Papa grinned and mussed his hair. “Hey, you’re up.” 

“Yeah, I wanted to say goodbye. I always say goodbye.” Roland tried not to show hurt feelings, but his mouth twitched, so he threw his arms around Papa for a hug.

“Jarret said you were up late, wanted to sleep in.”

“No. My alarm didn’t go off. I think someone messed with it.”

Papa grabbed Roland’s shoulders, ending the hug. “You’re older now, Roland. You don’t need to see me off every time. I take a lot of trips. And I’ll be back in a few days.”

“How many days?”

“I’ll be back by Friday, maybe sooner.” He gave a squinty-eyed look at Roland’s clothes. “What, did you sleep in your clothes? Didn’t you wear that yesterday?”

Roland shrugged and stuffed his hands—with his black fingernails—into the front pockets of his jeans.

“Don’t worry, nothing’s gonna go wrong. I’ll see you in a few days. Then we’ll work out the details of the Italy trip. Okay?”

Roland nodded.

Papa got back into the car, and the Lexus rolled down the long driveway and out of view. 

Roland gazed at the trees that hid the rest of the driveway until even the sound of tires rolling over gravel had ceased. With a sigh, he returned to the house.

Nanny still stood on the front porch, searching through her handbag. As Roland climbed the steps, she pulled her keys out and gave her short gray curls a pat. “I’ll be heading out, too, Roland. I made lunch and dinner. They’re in the fridge. You’ll have to heat them up. Heat some up for your brothers, too, won’t you?”

“Sure.” It annoyed him that everyone accepted that Jarret wouldn’t do anything for himself, if he could avoid it.

Nanny smiled and brushed at a wrinkle in Roland’s shirt. “Don’t look so downcast, child. Your father won’t be gone long. Just a few days.”

“Yeah, time will fly.” He only said it so she wouldn’t worry about his mood.

“You know I’ll be gone all day, right?” she said. “And Mr. Digby, too.” Ever since Roland could remember, she called him Mr. Digby. It was years before Roland realized their groundskeeper was her husband. “We’ll see you tonight.”

Roland nodded and watched her trundle down the steps. Then he yanked open the screen door and stepped into a foreboding silence. 

Sunlight streamed in through the tall window next to the front door and threw a dusty beam of light across the polished wood floor. 

Though he had no doubt that Jarret had messed with the alarm clock and painted his nails, he didn’t want to confront him. So he eased the door shut and tiptoed down the long hallway.

Halfway to the stairs, the twins’ voices coming from the kitchen broke the silence.

Roland slowed, waiting for the right time to sneak past the doorway. Maybe he could avoid Jarret entirely for the next few days.

“. . . Papa was going to, but his plans changed,” Jarret said in his know-it-all tone.

Roland stopped cold and pressed his back to the wall by the kitchen doorway. What were they talking about?

“You know he’s never liked taking us when he explores mines,” Keefe said. “Not since Mama—”

“Yeah, well . . .” Of course, Jarret wouldn’t let Keefe finish that sentence. It probably brought back memories too painful even for him. “. . . he’s planning on taking Roland somewhere else.”

“Somewhere else? Where?”

A barstool squeaked. “Overseas.”

Roland’s eyes popped. How did Jarret know? He must’ve been spying through the keyhole.

“Overseas? Really? Who told you? And why the sly grin? You aren’t up to something, are you?”

“You know me.” It sounded like Jarret slapped Keefe on the back. “I’m always up to something. Roland thinks he’s going with Papa to Italy.”

“Italy? Wow. Papa’s taking Roland to Italy? Just Roland? Why can’t we all go?”

“I don’t know. He said he had another trip in mind for us, but I want to go to Italy. Roland can go on the other trip.”

Roland’s face twitched and his body tensed. He pushed off from the wall and spun into the kitchen doorway. “Oh no, you don’t. You’re not going to mess things up for me.”

Jarret and Keefe sat on bar stools at the kitchen counter, and they both cranked their heads to face him. Keefe whispered something to Jarret, probably something meant to calm him.

Jarret slid off the stool, eyeing Roland as he approached. “You spying on us?”

“No, I-I heard what you said, though.” Roland forced himself to hold Jarret’s arrogant gaze. “How do you know about my trip? Were you spying on me and Papa?”

Jarret scoffed. “Papa wants to take you because he thinks you’re so good. You never get in any trouble. You’re his little pet.” He spit out the word ‘pet’ then perused Roland’s shirt with a narrow-eyed glare. “This came from Papa, from Italy, huh?” He ran the back of his fingers down the front of the shirt, then with both hands yanked the shirt apart.

Buttons popped off, flew, and bounced on the floor. 

Keefe moved in Roland’s peripheral vision, inching closer. “Jarret.” His tone urged Jarret to go easy.

Roland’s heart sank. He tried not to show his disgust, his hurt, his anger. He struggled to master his emotions, but his mouth trembled. He took a deep breath. Jarret wouldn’t get the best of him.

“I’m not his pet. But I’m sure he has reasons for wanting me to—”

Jarret took hold of Roland’s sleeve, gripping it as he spoke. “Papa’s gonna see a new side of you. He’s not gonna wanna take you to Italy.”

Roland met his gaze.

A crooked smile stretched across Jarret’s face. “That’s right. I know where you’re going. But you’re not gonna go.” He leaned in until their faces nearly touched. “I’m going, me and Keefe.” 

With a jerk of his hand, Jarret ripped the sleeve off, yanking Roland to the side as he did it. He laughed and threw a mocking glance to Keefe. “So, there’s your favorite shirt. Maybe I can pick up a new one for you.”

“You’re not going!” Roland fought to keep himself under control. “Why would Papa ever change his mind about taking me?”

A devilish look crept into Jarret’s brown eyes. “You’ll see.”

Time stopped. In a moment of clarity, Roland knew what he had to do. Ignore him. The advice hung in his mind like a caption between scenes of a silent movie. Walk away. 

A second later, something inside him snapped. He visualized the buttons popping off his shirt and sailing through the air, their threads like streamers. His sleeve ripping in slow motion, exposing his weakness. Jarret wanted to steal his trip to Italy, his salvation? No way.

Roland’s hands shot out and landed on Jarret’s chest. He shoved.

Jarret staggered back, shock in his eyes. Roland had never made the first move in a fight. He hardly ever defended himself. 

Jarret’s expression morphed into a sneer. He lunged for Roland.

The impact—steel hands to a scrawny chest—threw Roland off balance. He smacked into the wall. 

He shouldn’t have shoved first. He should just go. Before Jarret could lift a fist, Roland turned to make his exit.

“Keefe,” Jarret shouted, and Keefe obediently blocked the kitchen doorway.

With a ragged sigh, Roland faced his attacker. He should’ve taken karate when Papa suggested it last year. He should’ve—

Jarret’s fist landed hard in his gut. 

The air shot from Roland’s lungs. His insides screamed. He dropped to his knees, struggling to drag in a breath of air.

Jarret’s curses and angry words flew over his head. “Get the basement door,” was all Roland caught.

“The basement?” Keefe said. “Why not his room?”

Roland labored to breathe. 

Jarret latched onto his arm and dragged him to his feet. “I can’t lock him in his room.”

“Why do we have to lock—?”

Jarret shoved Roland forward and shouted, “Just do it!” 

Finally dragging in some air, Roland’s strength returned. The basement? No. They would not get him down there. He yanked his arm from Jarret’s vice grip and bolted down the hall. 

A split second later, hands landed on his back, and he crashed into the wall. The picture above him, Papa’s huge, framed print of Pompeii, slid at the impact. 

Jarret jerked Roland backwards.

Roland pulled away, but his feet slipped, and the floor came up to meet him. Unable to throw his hands out in time, he turned his head to keep his face from hitting the hardwood floor. Something cracked down on him from above.

“Papa’s picture,” Jarret said to the sound of shattering glass. “This is your fault, Roland.”

Keefe mumbled something, but Roland couldn’t make sense of it. 

Roland was forced to his feet. Hands held him under the arms and dragged him. He neared the open basement door. The light bulb that dangled over the steep steps seemed to swing repeatedly to the left. Roland’s stomach threatened to empty its contents. Not vertigo. Not now.

“Move,” Jarret said.

Roland avoided looking down the steps. Experience told him the view would increase the vertigo, maybe even make him vomit. He concentrated on placing his feet on the steps, on keeping up with their hurried pace.

The twins mumbled back and forth as they escorted him to the basement.

Roland reached the hard cement floor, and the cool air chilled him. He suddenly became aware of a wet spot on his forehead.

“Put him on the bench,” Jarret said, releasing his grip.

Roland latched onto Keefe’s arm to keep from falling. Even the blackness seemed to shift and tilt. 

Keefe led him to the table near the dark fireplace. “I’ll make a fire,” he said.

“No,” Jarret said.

“How long are we gonna leave him down here?”

“I . . .” He hesitated. “I don’t know. I need time to think.”

Roland gripped the wide bench at the table and eased onto his side. Gazing at the dark fireplace, he hugged his aching gut. 

His brothers mumbled over him, Keefe’s tone soft and pleading, Jarret’s tone harsh. Their voices faded. Footfalls on the stairs. The swaying lightbulb went black. The basement door closed with a bang, stealing the rest of the light.

A shiver ran through Roland’s body. His head throbbed, his gut ached, and he couldn’t keep the darkness from tilting. He surrendered to the vertigo, to pain and semi-unconsciousness.
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