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CHAPTER ONE
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Nothing like this had ever happened before in Slaters Falls.  Everyone was talking about it, especially those with little or nothing constructive to say.

"Well, if that doesn't beat all," said an old-timer who wandered over from feeding the pigeons in Memorial Park.  

"It's that rap and rock music the kids listen to these days.  They've all got Satan in their eyes," said a childless woman in her fifties who was the wife of the town's most prominent lawyer.

"There's only one cause for things like this.  Violence in movies," another woman said.  "Isn't it obvious?"  Several onlookers nodded their agreement.

Just then, Ruth Martelle came strolling along.  She took her lunch break each day at precisely one PM.  This necessitated the closing of the Slaters Falls Library since she was the sole librarian and employee.

She had the distinct gift of being prim and proper while still being able to "tell it like it is" in any situation.  Ruth was clearly a practitioner of the lost art of diplomacy.  Of course, she already knew what was going on at the First Trust Bank.  In a small town, bad news travels fast, but potentially tragic news travels at a speed second only to lightning.

Ruth chastised the crowd.  "Violence in the media has nothing to do with this.  Everyone's accountable for choices he or she makes.  As for the person responsible for this spectacle being a 'kid,' I suppose at our ages (she looked directly at the lawyer's wife) just about everyone seems like a kid."

She explained with such authority that nobody dared question her.  Who would argue with a woman who could quiet an entire room of fifth graders on a field trip with her mere glance?

Not the type to stare at a car accident or any other kind of tragedy, Ruth continued her walk, leaving the growing crowd in the distance.  She caught her reflection in one of the windows of Harrison's Department Store.  She smoothed the wrinkles on the shoulders of her dress.

She laughed to herself imagining what the people of Slaters Falls would say if they knew their prim and proper librarian had once, while she was a student at Wellesley College during a protest in the 1960's, removed her bra on Boston Common, marched topless through the streets, and burned the bra on the Massachusetts State House lawn at the foot of the statue of Captain Myles Standish.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Only one person in town knew that the whole ordeal at the First Trust Bank started earlier down the street at, of all places, St. Mark's parish church.

Father Mulroy sat in the confessional at noon.  He wondered what other priests thought about while waiting for penitents to arrive.  He knew what he thought and he also knew those thoughts were of questionable propriety.

Let's face it, he would say to himself, listening to confessions is pretty unexciting.  Who comes in here every day?

People like Alice Valentene, that's who, a woman who simply looked like every grandmother you've ever seen in a greeting card commercial.  She's never said so much as an unkind word about anyone in the sixty-five years she's been on this earth.

Men who confessed that, after they got their paychecks from the warehouse, they stayed out all night drinking with the boys.  Father Mulroy would absolve them and give them a penance of saying the Hail Mary three times and buying flowers for their wronged wives.  Such monotony.

Who else?  Pious housewives confessed to not having dinner on the table when their husbands came home from work.  Can you imagine?  In this day and age?  Boring!  

Why can't anyone ever reveal anything exciting in here?  If only the young people would come in and confess some of the juicy things they do and think about, now that would be entertaining, Father Mulroy decided.

Yes, he had to get the Archbishop to transfer him to a parish in Boston where people actually did things worth confessing on a regular basis.  Maybe he could get assigned as a chaplain at a Catholic college?  That had potential.

Father Mulroy, about 35, knew how handsome he was.  He had dark eyes and dark wavy hair, with sharp sideburns.  He looked more like a priest on a TV show than a real man of the cloth.

He imagined how popular he would be on a college campus, especially among the ladies.  He would seem so available to them, yet be just beyond their reach.

What if one of them had to confess that she lusted after him?  Now that would be a confession worth hearing.

Then there would be the knowing look he could cast her way the next time he saw her on campus.  The look that said, I know you want me and isn't it too bad you can't have me?  Then he would put on a sympathetic expression, making the lovely young lady think she might have a chance after all, that his endless compassion for her and her unholy desire might allow him to break his vow just that once.

Of course, he would never actually break his vow of celibacy.  At least he didn't think so.  But wouldn't it be fun to be tempted?  After all, morals without temptation are just lofty ideas.  They really can't be claimed as one's standards of behavior unless one has had to put them to the test and do the right thing.

The priest checked his watch.  He peeked out into the church.  Nobody was there.  He would wait a few more minutes and then maybe close up early.  If he was lucky, he could get some time working out on the gym machine in the rectory and take a shower before settling down to watch old recordings of his favorite soap operas, Passions and Guiding Light. 

He heard the enormous front door of the church creak.  Here we go, he thought to himself.  Another laundry list of domestic un-bliss was about to unfold.  Just once, he prayed, could something thrilling happen in here?

The confessional door swung open rather noisily.  This didn't sound like a pious Slaters Falls housewife after all.

A man's gruff voice began, "Forgive me, Padre, because I'm about to sin.  It's been, um, a hell of a long time since my last confession."

Father Mulroy was a little taken aback, but recovered quickly.  He opened his mouth to ask what the penitent had done and then stopped when he realized how the man had phrased his statement.  Father Mulroy questioned, "Did you say you were about to sin?"

"Yes."

Neither man spoke for a moment.

"What is it you're thinking of doing?" the priest asked.

"I ain't thinkin' about it.  I'm gonna do it."

"Do what?"

"I don't know if I can tell you."

The man's voice sounded shaky.  Father Mulroy surmised that he had been drinking.  "Is this some kind of a joke?" he asked.

The voice was low, regretful, and serious.  "No joke, Padre.  I'm gonna kill someone this afternoon." 

Father Mulroy was so stunned he didn't reply.  He heard movement on the other side of the screen.  Then he heard the small door swing open.  He grabbed for his flashlight.

The priest never told anyone this, but he was afraid of the dark and sitting in the blacked out conditions of the confessional box was a penance all its own for him.  The most absurd thought raced through his mind.  What if the gravelly-voiced maniac killed him right here in the church before he ever got the Archbishop to make him a college chaplain?

The moments ticked by and Father Mulroy heard nothing.  He held his breath.  Then it happened.

The door swung open and creaked.  It wasn't the door to his side of the confessional, but the front door to the church.  "Thank God," Father Mulroy muttered out loud.  The relief washed over him like a tidal wave at the beach.

He breathed deeply and reached for the doorknob.  As his hand touched it, he realized something.  When the door opened, it didn't necessarily mean that the pre-confessed killer left; it could have meant that someone else had come in.  Now there could be two victims instead of one.

His mind went crazy examining this from all angles.  If there were two potential victims, at least one of them might be able to escape.  He hated to admit it, especially in church, but he hoped to the heavens that he would be the escapee.

He had to act fast.  He threw open the door and was faced with a scream like he'd never heard before.

Father Mulroy and Alice Valentene scared each other three quarters of the way to death.  He'd knocked the poor woman over.  He helped her to her feet and looked around frantically.  "Where is he?" the priest demanded of Alice.

"Who?  Father Mulroy, are you all right?"

"Alice, there was a man in here, in the confessional.  Did you see him?  I have to know where he is."  He shook her.

"As I approached the church outside, I saw a man leaving.  He seemed to be in a hurry.  He tripped on his way down the stairs, but got up and kept right on going."

"Who was it?"

"I don't know, Father.  He had his back to me.  Why?"

"Because he-" Father Mulroy stopped.  The seal of the confessional didn't allow him to repeat what he'd heard.

"Never mind.  I'm sorry, Alice."

Father Mulroy offered a quick and silent prayer that the man was playing some sort of a sick joke on him.  After they calmed down and took their respective places for the sacrament, Father Mulroy was never so happy to hear someone confess to having an uncharitable thought about a co-worker.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The crowd continued to gather in front of the First Trust Bank.  They jostled each other as they vied for better views.

The glare of the sun from the large front window at this time of day made seeing inside virtually impossible.  How many of them would keep watching if they actually had to witness what was happening inside?

The whole commotion started when Ms. Jenna Zhi, one of the bank's two tellers, ran outside shouting incoherently fifteen minutes earlier.  She was one of the most intelligent people in the whole town so this fit of hysteria didn't go with her personality.  Just as in a bad melodrama, she actually had to be slapped by a passerby in order to get her to make a modicum of sense.

"Delores Farinelli had just left after making a deposit.  I was alone in the bank with Mr. Courant," she began with her arms waving wildly as if flapping them would help force the words out.  "Then he, he came in with it.  He demanded to see Mr. Courant.  I told him Mr. Courant was having his lunch and he could make an appointment-"

"Who came in with what?" someone interrupted.

"Jeremy Watkins with the KNIFE," she shrieked again like she was playing a high-stakes version of the board game Clue that got out of control.

Inside the bank, Jeremy Watkins stood by the side of the large cherry wood desk in the bank president's office while Carl Courant remained seated and calm.  How anyone could be calm while a crazed, half drunken man waved a nine-inch hunting knife in his face is beyond belief.

The townspeople always said Mr. Courant had a namby-pamby personality, especially for a bank president.  Carl had never wanted to play the part of the tough banker in life, but he had inherited the job from his father when his father died of a heart attack, sitting at that very same desk many years earlier.

He stepped up to the plate and did an admirable job managing the bank's portfolios.  When it came to saying no and being a tough creditor, though, Carl fell decidedly short.  In recent years, Ms. Zhi had taken over the role of the "bad guy" when it came to these matters.

Jeremy Watkins had fallen on hard times over the past few years.  He'd been a semi-skilled laborer at one of the few remaining jewelry plants in the state, which had once been known as the jewelry capital of the country.

After World War II, there was an almost leisurely erosion of the industry in the Northeast.  The last remaining plant closed in the late 1990's.  Jeremy worked right up to the last day, but wasn't offered a transfer to Mexico when his firm headed south of the border.

Although highly skilled in jewelry manufacture, he was barely even semi-literate and not able to transfer those skills to another area of expertise.  He'd been unemployed or underemployed for too many years and all his resources, including friends, families, and plain old charity finally dried up.

The bank repossessed his car, but he survived.  He ate little and lost weight, but he survived.  He even sold off the only thing he had of value, a collection of antique silver bells that his great-grandmother left him in her will, and he survived that too.

However, last Wednesday, when he received the notice in the mail that, due to non-payment for nine months, the bank would have to foreclose on his property, Jeremy Watkins decided he no longer wanted to survive.

He also decided that day that someone had to pay for this injustice that was his life.  The name Carl Courant stood out in bold at the bottom of the letter.  He had his target.

"Now, Jeremy, let's talk about this like mature men," Carl Courant said in that modulated voice for which he was known.

Jeremy Watkins slammed the knife's point down into the wooden desk just to see what kind of reaction he could elicit from Carl.  

"Jeremy, there is no reason to destroy the furniture in my office."

Jeremy pulled the knife out of the desk and held it right up to Carl's neck.

Carl noticed the intricate designs carved into the wooden handle.

"That's right, admire my work, Mr. Banker Man.  I ain't no loser who sits behind a desk all day in a shirt and tie and plays with imaginary numbers.  No sir, I'm a real New Englander with real skills."

Carl tried not to flinch from the smell of alcohol on Jeremy's breath.  With his free hand, Jeremy picked up one of Carl's hands and said, "What have these shirt and tie, fancy college degree hands ever done?"

For the first time since the knife-wielding drunk burst into his office, Carl showed some emotion.  He abruptly pulled away from Jeremy's rough, calloused grip.  He said nothing, but thought to himself, these hands cared for my two children when they had nobody to depend on except me.

"You took everythin' else away from me," Jeremy accused.  "I ain't lettin' you take my house too."

"The IRS is going to put a lien on it for back taxes anyway," Carl explained reasonably.  Of course, this was no time for reason and the comment about the IRS sent Jeremy into a rage.

"Oh yeah, well damn them too.  Damn all of you!  A man works his whole life and what for anyway?  So some stuffed shirts can steal it all away from him with nice legal-soundin' letters?"

The knife slashed at a paper on Carl's desk.  "Dear Jeremy Watkins," he said and ripped another.  "Your bill is overdue."  This time he threw a folder across the room and the papers fell like butterflies.  "Thirty days to pay."

He knocked the printing calculator to the floor.  When it landed, the paper advance button got stuck so the rest of the time they spoke, the sound of the calculator roll turning could be heard in the background.

Carl had stealthily been moving away from the desk.  Jeremy didn't seem to notice.  In order to make it to the door, he would have to walk right in front of Jeremy or somehow get the knife away from him.

As if in answer to his unasked prayer, Jeremy lowered the knife.  "I didn't want it to be like this, I only wanted to have a good job and a good life," he wailed.  "What am I doin' here?  This is so stupid."

Carl Courant looked at the broken man in front of him.  Though minutes earlier, Jeremy had held a knife up to his neck, Carl didn't hate him for it or even fear him; in this one moment, he only pitied him.  Carl put his hand on Jeremy's shoulder and said in his ever-soothing voice, "Jeremy, everything will be fine, you're not stupid."

In his manic and alcohol-soaked brain, Jeremy heard the words of that wicked woman, Miss Brasche, his fifth grade teacher from Slaters Falls Elementary School, who made fun of him every time she called on him and he couldn't answer a question.  "Jeremy, you'll never go to college.  Better learn to work with your hands just like that useless father of yours.  You're so stupid."

In less time than it takes to strike a match, Jeremy's hand clutched the knife so hard that his knuckles turned white.  He thrust it straight up into Carl's chest once.

Then again.  And again.  The knife dropped from his hand.  The blade clanged as it bounced off the desk and landed against the metal frame of the chair.

Outside, the unknowing crowd chattered endlessly, speculating about what was going on inside.  Jenna Zhi was now somewhat calmer and repeated her story to a Slaters Falls police officer that just arrived.  Although it seemed like hours, it had only been less than five minutes since Jenna's first panicked shriek in the street.

The lawyer's wife was still there.  "That Jeremy Watkins always was a drinker," she said with an air of superiority.

"Much easier to pass judgment on people than it is to offer them help, apparently," said Ruth Martelle without stopping as she walked by again on her way back to the library.

"And of course, we have an incident like this in Slaters Falls and you just know it had to involve a black person," the lawyer's wife said once she thought Ruth was safely out of earshot.  Another bystander nodded knowingly.  

Since Ruth was so accustomed to the quiet of the library, the sounds on the street were almost overwhelming to her.  She could hear a feather fall twenty feet away.

She stopped abruptly and spun on her heels.  She marched right up to the lawyer's wife.  "In case you've forgotten, the 'black person,' as you called him, who is involved in this incident happens to be the victim here.  He also happens to be the president of the bank in which you deposit your husband's paycheck.  If that's not enough, he volunteers his time to manage the hospital's finances."

Ruth was on a roll.  There was nothing she liked more than exposing someone for what they really were.  "As for you, just what is it you do all day besides spend your husband's money and have lunch at the Country Club with Joanna Harrison when she's in town?"

"Well, I never-" began the lawyer's wife.

Ruth interrupted, "Perhaps that's why you have no children, so maybe 'you don't,' but local legend has it that your grandmother did- frequently, so you'd better watch just who you're calling a 'black person' before you find out that the mirror has two faces."  With that, Ruth left the woman speechless.  The lawyer's wife had always thought that part of her family's history was a well-guarded secret.

When Jenna Zhi screamed again, this time it was with even better reason.  The first thing she saw was a bloody hand reach up and soil the pristine glass with a red streak.

Then Carl Courant stumbled through the front door of the First Trust Bank.  He grasped helplessly at the shreds of his torn shirt.  People backed up in horror.

Only the police officer, Randy Trembley, went to help him.  The red blood instantly mixed with the blue of Randy's uniform, turning it a macabre purple.

"His poor sons," someone in the crowd said.  "To lose their mother like they did when they were just babies and now to lose their father like this."

There was nothing left to Carl's breathing but a high-pitched wheeze.  In his last moment of life, he whispered in Officer Trembley's ear, "Tell my sons, tell Nathan and Steven, I never believed or gave up hope that she-" Carl silently begged God for one last breath, but his lungs no longer functioned.

The cop asked, "She who?  Hope for what?" but they were pointless questions.  He no longer held a man in his hands.  He held a corpse.
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Donna Trembley paid no attention to the commotion in front of the First Trust Bank as she walked downtown to her waitressing job at the Kup & Kettle, Slaters Falls' favorite greasy spoon.

She fidgeted with her hair net and thought it was a shame to hide her pretty bleached-blonde hair.  So what if a strand falls into some old man's soup, she thought, at least I could run my fingers through my hair suggestively if a decent looking guy ever walked into the diner.  I could shake it like one of those women in the shampoo commercials and drive the guy wild.

Like a hunk would ever walk into that dump, she thought.  Well, there was one possibility, but he probably wouldn't come in today.  Then she'd be stuck, as usual, with those lecherous old-timers who loved to pinch her petite behind when she walked by their tables.

Donna was always in what her mother called "one of those moods" when she was on her way to work.  She hated everything she saw as she walked through Slaters Falls.

To a tourist, it was the picturesque and perfect small New England town.  A gazebo with neatly arranged flowers stood next to a brick building labeled Town Hall.  Mothers strolled with baby carriages by the same buildings by which their own beloved mothers had taken them a generation earlier.  Shopkeepers still swept the sidewalks in front of their little stores every day.  Most people exchanged pleasantries when they passed each other on the streets.

To Donna, it was all so sickening and boring.  It never changed.  She had worked at the Kup & Kettle part time in high school and she had enjoyed it then.  Her friends would come in and visit her.  She always got in trouble for talking to them too long and neglecting the other customers, but she didn't care.

Of course, she never would have guessed that ten years later, this would be her full time job.  Day in and day out, she walked to the stupid diner to serve the same stupid people the same stupid food to earn her meager salary and her meager tips.  She would have called it a "mundane existence" if she knew what the word "mundane" meant.  

The most exciting thing that happened at work in the last six months was when an elderly tourist stopped in and ordered a salad for lunch.  "What kind of dressing would you like for that, ma'am?" Donna asked.

Donna could tell from her clothing and manner that she was sophisticated.  Her voice was proper and pleasant as she said, "Vinegar and water please."

Donna tried to correct her politely as doing so in any other way would jeopardize her tip.  Instead of saying like she really wanted to, "You dumb broad, I think you mean oil and vinegar," she said sweetly. "You're sure you want vinegar and water?"

After several attempts, Donna was about to give up and the woman said, "Oh, good heavens, young lady, vinegar and water?  Is that what I've been saying?"

Donna nodded.  The woman continued, "I'm so embarrassed.  I've been ordering a douche for my salad!"

They both laughed and the woman left a five-dollar tip.  

Donna lived with her parents and brothers in the lower class section of town.  Her mother, Theresa Trembley, was a clerk at Harrison's Department Store while her father and brother Roy were both mechanics at her father's garage.

A customer once remarked to Donna, "Isn't that quaint?  You work with greasy spoons, while your father and brother work with greasy wrenches."  Donna feigned a polite smile and later told the cook to spit on the lady's hamburger.  When he refused, Donna simply did it herself.

Donna knew what people said about her neighborhood. "You want to end up living there?" the middle-class mothers asked their lazy teenagers when they brought home bad report cards.  "That's what's going to happen to you if you don't start applying yourself and buckle down to your studies."

Donna's section of Slaters Falls dated back to the founding of the town.  Originally, most of the residents were mill workers, those honest and hard working, but perpetually poor, laborers.  Many of the old mills still stood along the banks of the French River, though most were abandoned or in a state of major disrepair.

All her neighbors were factory workers, retail workers, or semi-skilled laborers.  The Trembley house, like so many around it, was a cramped single-family home on a minute parcel of land.

The other style in the neighborhood was tenement housing.  Donna walked by the tenements every day.  When she looked up and saw the laundry hanging from the third floor porches, it made her sick to her stomach.

Donna dreamed of having a husband and a home in the middle class section of town, which was developed during the 1960's and the 1970's.  She loved the suburban, quiet neighborhoods with their spacious single-family homes and sprawling manicured lawns.  

Like a little girl playing house, she imagined herself a lawyer's wife.  Her fantasy neighbor would say, "How awful it is our husbands have to commute all the way to Boston everyday." 

Donna would respond, "It's so much better than living in the city, though, don't you think?  We tried that for a while, but the condo in New York was simply too small for all the things my husband buys me.  This way we get the best of both worlds.  Our husbands are partners in an international law firm and we get to live in these beautiful homes."

There was one other section of town on which Donna rarely wasted a daydream.  That was the upper class section that was originally inhabited by the wealthy mill owners in the 1800's and early 1900's.  Now the mansions and the estates belonged to a few gutsy millionaire entrepreneurs and of course the Harrison family and their "old money."

Thinking of her own family again, Donna was proud of her brother, Randy, for he became a Slaters Falls Police Officer.  That was the only respectable job any of them held in her opinion.  That was at least middle class.  She vowed that she would rise to that level someday.  She would do it the old-fashioned way- by marrying into it.

Lately, she noticed that Jason Farinelli had been paying a little extra attention to her when he came into the diner.  Jason Farinelli, she smiled as she said the name to herself over and over.

His father was the Chief of Staff at Central Massachusetts Medical Center.  Now that was the kind of family into which Donna Trembley intended to marry.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Michael Harrison sat behind his desk at Harrison Enterprises.  He had a brooding look about him, like he was always on the verge of making some earth-shattering decision.

When people spoke to him, he looked at them intently, taking in every word and studying them.  His friends often remarked that he was a great listener and they were grateful for his companionship.

He not only listened, he empathized.  He made the other person's problems his own and because of that, it was easy for the world to overwhelm him.

"That Michael, he thinks too much," the Executive Admins at Harrison Enterprises all agreed at lunch on several occasions.

"Poor Mike, if he'd just stop thinking about life, he might enjoy it more," his cousin Nancy said.

"Mikey Harrison, you'll be an old man before you are twelve," his kindergarten teacher once told him.  She was right.

Michael's office was surprisingly small for one belonging to a Harrison.  That was how Michael wanted it, though.  It was a self-imposed differentiation.  Michael never felt quite comfortable enjoying the perks and the advantages that came with being a member of the high and mighty Harrison family.  

George Harrison, the reigning monarch of Harrison Enterprises, as well as the Harrison family, was Michael's grandfather's brother.  That meant George was Michael's great uncle.

Michael's parents died in a car accident when he was a baby so Michael had even been raised with his cousin Nancy in the Harrison mansion in Slaters Falls.  Still, he never felt that he was a full member of the family.  There was something that kept him separated from the rest of them on some level. 

The people of Slaters Falls made no such segregation.  A Harrison was a Harrison was a Harrison.  Michael was no exception.

All of them were to be feared, respected, and deferred to in public, even if to be reviled and envied in private.

Michael knew how they felt and wished he could change their perceptions.  That would be like trying to stop a boulder during a landslide.

As Vice President of Advertising and Public Relations for Harrison Enterprises, Michael had plenty of work to do, but he couldn't concentrate on this particular day because of the tiny box on his desk, the one with the power to change his life forever.

He looked at it from every angle.  He opened it and peeked inside.  Everything was as he left it when he had last performed the same ritual half an hour earlier.

He thought about Robyn Farinelli.  He couldn't wait to see her reaction.
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CHAPTER SIX
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It was a bright Saturday afternoon in early May.  Slaters Falls Memorial Park, located just outside the downtown area, was alive with fresh green foliage as well as human activity for the Annual May Day at Memorial Park Celebration.

The carnival rides whipped the children and teenagers through the air.  The smell from the concession stands beckoned all it reached.  The doughboy stand was the most popular as the taste of the fried dough was an allowable exception to even the strictest of diet plans.

"Dunk the Dunce" was a popular game booth in which townsfolk sat with a dunce cap on a plank above a tank of water.  Three chances for a dollar were all it took to hit the target and dunk your favorite resident of Slaters Falls.

Things were a bit tempered because of the other activity that day – Carl Courant's viewing hours and memorial service at Gloeckner's Funeral Home.

Carl's son, Nathan, had outraged the Episcopal minister when he informed him that the services would only be held at the funeral home and then his father would be cremated.  There would be no church involved.

The mayor offered to postpone the May Day Celebration for a week out of respect for Carl and his contributions to the community.  Nathan insisted that was unnecessary and that his father would never want to be responsible for disappointing the children who looked forward to the May Day event all year long.

Robyn Farinelli and her boyfriend, Cal Grayson, had already paid their respects to the Courant family.  The sadness of the funeral home was long behind them as they stood in line for the Ferris Wheel; it was Robyn's favorite ride and she was as excited as a schoolgirl.

"Isn't this fun?" she asked. 

Cal Grayson stood next to her clad in his signature leather jacket despite the pleasant weather.  Several inches taller than Robyn, he looked down and smiled at her, but there was no warmth behind the smile.  Robyn was 28 and Cal was 32.  They had been dating for about a year.  Robyn was so love struck that these moments of Cal's non-interest in her or what she was saying were always lost on her.

From the top of the Ferris Wheel, they could see practically the whole town.  This physical height did nothing though, to compensate for Robyn's low self-esteem.

It was curious that she should be afflicted with such a problem.  She thanked God everyday that she was no plain-Jane bookworm like her sister.  Robyn had the kind of face and body that could be made up and dressed up in any way and still look good.

Some women looked great in jeans and a sweater, but were helplessly lost in a ball gown and vice versa.  Others could be stunning in lingerie, but would look full of pretense if they were to wear pearls and a long skirt to church.

Not Robyn Farinelli, she looked good no matter how dressed or undressed she was.  She knew it and so did Cal who was no stranger to seeing her in either state.

If a versatile body weren't enough, she had a happy and uneventful childhood.

"The Harrison's may be the richest family in town, but I'd rather be raised in Salvatore and Delores Farinelli's household any day," the employees at the hospital used to say.

"The Farinelli's are the four most well adjusted children, I've ever seen," their teachers always said to each other in the faculty room.

"Can't go wrong to have a doctor for a father and a nurse for a mother," the neighbors commented.

Despite it all, Robyn was never happy with herself.  She was thankful for her job as an assistant administrator at Central Massachusetts Medical Center, which she and the younger people in town called CMMC.  Yet, she wondered if she would have been offered the job if not for her father's position and influence.

Robyn thought of none of this as the giant wheel brought her up and down.  She only thought of Cal Grayson and how much she loved him.  She squeezed his hand to reassure her that he was still sitting next to her.

When he squeezed her hand back, a feeling of tranquility and satisfaction went through her.  Robyn's only happiness came from believing that a man loved her.

Cal wasn't from Slaters Falls so right away that made him suspect to many people.  Robyn dismissed those original "exercise caution" comments of her friends and family as an unfair prejudice towards Cal.  After all, Cal was perfect, she reasoned, why couldn't they see that?

As they stepped off the ride, Cal asked simply, "Ice cream?"  Like a little girl, Robyn playfully clapped her hands and agreed.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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The viewing room at Gloeckner's was packed.  Many people came to support Nathan and Steven Courant.  Nathan was a pharmacist at CMMC so everyone not on duty at the hospital was there.  Steven was a senior at Slaters Falls High School so practically all the faculty and students were there as well.  

Not all came out of loyalty, though.  Many came out of obligation or fear for what others would think if their absence was noticed.

Teens all over town complained that morning, "Come on Mom, can't we just skip the depressing crap and go to the park for the May Day Celebration?"

"I hardly even knew Mr. Courant, but I'll be darned before I give a chance to those women in the Ladies Auxiliary to say I didn't do my proper duty and show up to mourn for a member of the congregation," several housewives agreed.

"He did approve me for a mortgage, even with such risky credit, so I feel I oughtta go," some husbands across town explained to themselves.  

Lest it seem that the residents of Slaters Falls were focused solely on themselves on such an occasion, there was also quite a bit of this type of conversation:

"Did you see that boy's hair?  What does he think he is, some sort of rock star or something?"

"Indeed, if not for this tragedy, that hoodlum would have sent his father to an early grave anyway."

"With no mother in the household to give the boy proper guidance..." The speaker simply let the listener imagine the rest.

It went on and on like that as people filtered in and out all afternoon.  The negative comments were not about Nathan, Carl's older son who had done all the arrangements for the service.  In fact, Nathan received high praise when the town tongues clucked that day. 

"Always was a nice young man."

"Imagine, being left now in charge of that younger brother of his, he has my sympathy."

"I bet when Carl died, he was sure proud of Nathan."

Negative comments were reserved for Steven Courant.  Steven Courant was undoubtedly the only person in the entire town sporting long cornrows threatening to become dreadlocks.

Steven refused to cut his hair and no amount of pleading, intimidating, or bribing from his brother could make him cut it now for their father's memorial service.

"Nobody should be looking at me," Steven said.

"Everyone will be looking at you," Nathan countered.  "Do you realize most of these people have never even been to a funeral for a black person before?  Half of them will be there just out of curiosity."

"I'm not here to lead the ignorant to the light," Steven said and instantly regretted it.  The way he phrased things always betrayed the persona he wanted to project.  

The last few years had been a constant battle in the Courant household.  Even on this solemn day, there would be no peace.  Steven knew exactly how to aggravate his brother so he rephrased his last statement to, "Ain't my job to make Whitey like African Americans."

Nathan shook his head in disgust and walked away from Steven, exactly the result that Steven wanted.

Throughout the afternoon, there was one attendant at the services who didn't speak to anybody.  There was nothing remarkable about her appearance; she was dressed all in black like several other mourners.  A large hat obscured her face.

With ghost-like silence, she had entered the back of the room.  Unobtrusively, she made her way to the coffin.  When nobody else was at the kneeler, she crept up and quickly said her prayer.  Without turning to Nathan and Steven in the receiving line, she disappeared through the doorway.

Alice Valentene was also in the receiving line.  She had taken pity on Carl and his situation many years ago and acted as a substitute mother to the Courant boys.

Now that her own husband had died and her own children moved away from Slaters Falls, Alice was thankful that Steven and Nathan still lived there.  She was glad to still be a part of their lives on such an intimate basis.

Things had finally quieted down in the viewing room.  Two people stood outside in the hallway, not realizing that their voices carried right to the family of the deceased.

"Did you see that strange woman who practically snuck in?"

"Yes, what was that all about?"

"I bet that namby-pamby Carl Courant was carrying on an affair."

"No!"

"Sure, why not?  What's a man supposed to do, play with himself every night for twenty years waiting for his missing-in-action wife to find her way home?"

"You're bad."

"Probably not as bad as Carl and his mystery lady."

The speculators disappeared outside into the sunny afternoon.  Nathan was too shocked to move.  Nothing surprised Alice after her many years on this earth so she merely sighed at the indelicacy of them to have had such a conversation merely ten feet from Carl's body.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Robyn and Cal continued to enjoy the May Day at Memorial Park festivities.  They were the perfect picture of a young couple in love.  They laughed and clung to each other as they made their way through the crowd.  

Cal bought her a second ice cream cone that started to melt and drip down her hand.  He playfully licked the ice cream from her wrist, much to the shock of a pair of elderly ladies who up to that point had been very approving of the whole situation.

"Well, look at that Robyn Farinelli, daughter of the Chief of Staff at Central Massachusetts Medical Center, carrying on like that with a young man in public," said Mrs. Rosemont.

"Bold and brazen, these young girls are today," replied the other lady.

"Hmmph," both women said as their final dismissal of the scene.  Of course, the truth was they both envied Robyn and missed their own lost youth in which they had acted exactly the same way, in public, seventy years earlier.

Robyn giggled as Cal licked the ice cream from her.

Just then, Little Kathy Welch, five years old, skipped through the crowd, holding her mother's hand.  Her dark hair in pigtails contrasted nicely with her dainty yellow dress.  She was one of the happiest and prettiest little girls in all of Slaters Falls.  Whenever she went into a restaurant or a store, the employees commented that she was the politest little girl in the town.

"Now, that is a prim and proper child," commented elderly Mrs. Rosemont.  "I'm sure when she grows up, she'll know how to behave like a lady in public."  Not like Hattie, that useless daughter of mine, Mrs. Rosemont silently added to herself.

Kathy got a glimpse of Cal and Robyn.  Her skipping came to an abrupt halt as she froze in place.  Mrs. Welch, who hadn't stopped walking, felt the resistance of Kathy's unmoving arm.

She tried to pull her along gently, but Kathy would have none of it.  She simply stared at Cal and started to drag her mother toward him with surprising strength and determination for such a small child.

"What on earth, Kathy?" her mother asked, but Kathy didn't respond.  She led her mother right up to Cal who hadn't even noticed her until she stepped on his foot.

"Oh, Cal, isn't she just the cutest thing?" Robyn said reaching out to smooth the girl's hair.  "I hope we have a daughter someday who looks just like her."

Suddenly, Kathy raised an accusing finger and aimed it directly at Cal.  Her voice rang out for the first time ever with a resonant and serious quality quite unbefitting her stature and personality.  Her heretofore dainty face was almost distorted with hatred.  "He's a bad man, Mommy," she said.

Robyn, Cal, and Mrs. Welch were all understandably shocked and not one of them responded.  

Mrs. Welch recovered first.  "Kathy, stop that this instant!"  She turned her embarrassed red face to Cal and Robyn.  "I don't know what's gotten into her.  She's never done anything like this before.  I'm terribly sorry."  She yanked Kathy's arm, "Come along, young lady."

Kathy held her gaze fixated on Cal's eyes as her mother dragged her away.  Cal blew off the whole incident jokingly as a good reason not to have children, as you never know what they'll say to strangers.  He distracted Robyn by licking off the remains of the ice cream cone, which had by this point, become an avalanche of mush.

In her last glimpse of Cal as her poor mother continued to escape from the awkward situation, Kathy repeated her accusation, "He's a bad man, Mommy."

As they hurried away, Mrs. Welch hated to think about what kind of trouble Robyn Farinelli might be in if she stayed with Cal Grayson.  The reason that she worried was because Kathy often insisted that when she grew up, she would become one of Slaters Falls' most famous residents.  She predicted that she would move to Hollywood and become known as Madame Katherine, Psychic to the Stars. 

While other mothers might be able to dismiss such childish talk, Mrs. Welch could not for one simple reason – all of little Kathy's predictions to date had always come true.
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CHAPTER NINE
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Alice Valentene and Nathan Courant sat in the kitchen of the Courant household on Oakland Avenue in the middle class section of Slaters Falls.  Nathan was too exhausted to talk so Alice just sat with him so he wouldn't be alone.  (Steven had gone out with his friends; even in this time of sadness, the brothers couldn't comfort each other.)

Alice glanced up at the window above the kitchen sink and her heart was flooded with another kind of sadness as well.

Though Nathan and Steven had grown up with little worry for racial tensions, Alice remembered what it was like those first few months when the boys were toddlers.  There had always been a few black families in the poor section of town.

Somehow, back then, some white people felt it was perfectly all right to have black people in town as long as they "stayed where they belong" as many thought and a few dared to say after too many drinks at The Black Rose.  When Carl brought his wife Amelia and their young family to Oakland Avenue, there was uproar.

Neighbors, and I use the term loosely, Alice thought to herself, shunned them.  Someone threw a brick with racial slurs scrawled on it through that window above the sink.

Though the brick itself narrowly missed baby Steven, the glass did not.  To this day, Steven didn't know the true origin of the scar on the back of his neck.

Alice remembered it well for that was the first time she met the Courant family and the first time in her life she personally witnessed destructive consequences of bigotry.

Truth be told, she'd never really paid any attention to all the racial discord that had gone on all over the country.  She knew that she herself wasn't prejudiced in any way and always thought that was enough.  Slaters Falls had no racial problems so why should she concern herself with such matters, she used to think.

Alice was volunteering in the hospital that evening, an activity she still did regularly many years later, when a frantic Carl Courant ran through the Emergency Room doors screaming that his baby had been hit by flying glass.

As the nurses took the screaming baby from his father's arms, Alice sat down with the helpless Carl and listened as he told her what happened.

Alice cried that night, not for him, but with him.  She vowed that nobody in Slaters Falls would ever again judge a person by the color of his skin.

Though she knew the wicked tongues would wag all over town, she obtained her husband's blessing and befriended Carl Courant and helped him care for his children.  She led, not with lofty words or beautiful speeches, but by the sheer power of persistent example.

"Did you hear me?" Nathan asked Alice who was lost in her memories.

"I'm sorry, Nate, what did you say?"

"More coffee?"

"Yes, thank you."  Alice, even at her age, or possibly more so because of it, was not one to shy away from uncomfortable situations.  "Nate, we have to talk about it.  That woman at the funeral home had to be somebody."

"He wouldn't cheat on my mother," Nathan defended the dead man.  "He told me once that he had loved her more than anything in this world and he would wait until his dying day for her to come back to him.  He just never expected that day to be so soon."

Alice patted the back of Nathan's hand.  "I know he loved your mother very much.  She was gone before I met your father, but he talked of her often."

"Tell me what my father told you, about their lives and about the day she disappeared."

"Are you sure you're up to hearing that again, today of all days?"

"I need some hope right now."

"All right."  Alice began her story, "After your father graduated from college, your parents met and married in New Haven, Connecticut.  You were born there and your mother became pregnant again soon after that.  They wanted a different atmosphere to raise you and your brother in so they searched for the perfect small town.

"The only place your father didn't want to go was back here to Slaters Falls, but when your mother first laid eyes on Slaters Falls, she fell in love with it and insisted they move here.  Carl talked to his father and got a job at the bank as a teller and they moved to this house.

"Your brother was born right away.  The dream of having found the perfect small town didn't last long because the racial harassment started immediately.  It caused a lot of tension in their marriage because your mother wanted to stay here and stick it out, but your father wanted to move back to New Haven.

"One day, your mother told your father she was going to the grocery store.  Your father went outside later and found the car in the driveway with the bags of groceries in the backseat, but your mother was nowhere to be found. 

"Carl called the police.  Amelia had vanished without a trace leaving her young family and the Slaters Falls Police Department baffled.  He depleted his savings account hiring private investigators, but none of them ever turned up anything concrete."

Nathan seemed more depressed than ever.  Alice wished she had refused to tell him the story.

"But he never gave up hope?  He believed that there was a logical explanation, that she was alive and that someday she would return to him.  Right?"

"That's right," Alice reassured her grieving friend, but privately she was willing to forgive Carl if he had given up and turned to this mystery woman for comfort.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Melinda Rollins sat in her plain studio apartment and absently adjusted the strand of mini-pearls around her conservatively high neckline and smoothed her ankle-length flowered dress before she returned her hands gently to the clasped position on her lap.

Her auburn hair shone in the lamplight.  It was natural and smooth, and untarnished by harsh chemicals for she had never owned a can of hairspray in her life.

That's what she told people anyway.

She had bought one the day before the Welcome Back To School Senior Dance.  She'd teased her hair to a ridiculous height as was the style and sprayed it into place.  She walked into the kitchen.

That was the biggest mistake of her life up to that point.  Her Methodist minister father looked up from the Bible that he was reading and his face turned redder than Melinda's hair.  He pulled her off her feet and dragged her over to the kitchen sink.

"You will wash that filth out of your hair immediately.  No member of this family will appear in public, or even in private for that matter, looking like some kind of harlot."

Melinda's mother, who played the part of the model minister's wife as if it would gain her an Academy Award nomination, knew what to do without being told.  She turned on the faucet and the spray attachment and grabbed her daughter's hair.

Melinda was hairspray free in moments and had remained so ever since.

She lived on her own for several years in the apartment house on Baxter Street.  Of course, she could use hairspray if she wanted to.  Her parents didn't even live in Slaters Falls anymore so they would never know the difference.  The whole town was sorry to see them go.

"That Reverend Rollins is the salt of the earth," many residents of Slaters Falls said.

"A man with the courage of his convictions who knows how to raise a decent family."

"An asset to a congregation to have such a devoted minister."

When Reverend Rollins was appointed to a post in Rehoboth, MA, Melinda was sad to see her family move also.  When she was alone in her apartment at moments like this, she had to admit that a part of her was glad.

She needed the freedom to live her own life and make her own decisions.  She even wore a little bit of make-up now, especially on nights like this when she waited for her beau, as her mother called him, to arrive.

One thing Melinda missed was her father's Sunday sermons; he was a powerful preacher.  "Reverend Rollins is a high strung holy roller," people often remarked.  It was true.  His voice, sans microphone, filled every corner of the tiny church.

Melinda didn't inherit his voice.  She was meek and mild and often barely spoke above a whisper.

This was incredibly fascinating considering that she made her living as a Police Dispatcher for the Slaters Falls Police Department.  The only reason she was offered the job when she applied was because Chief Pierpont was afraid that if she turned Melinda down, Reverend Rollins would bring the wrath of heaven down upon her head.

Luckily, Melinda surprised the chief (and herself).  The urgency of her job got the adrenaline flowing and jazzed her up a bit so when she spoke into the microphone from the dispatching desk, she commanded attention from the men and women of the police department.

The doorbell rang and Melinda smiled as her thoughts returned to the present.  She'd been waiting a long time and she hoped tonight would be the night.

There he stood.  Michael Harrison.  Wholesome and honest as all get out, her parents would be so proud of her choice of men.  Michael Harrison.  Rich and handsome as a movie star, the girls from school would be so jealous of her choice of men.  Michael Harrison.  A Harrison!  The entire world would be in awe at her choice of men.

At first he said nothing, preferring to just look at her and feel contentment throughout his body.  At last he spoke one simple word, "Perfection."  She threw her arms around him and held him tightly as if to let him go would be to lose a part of herself.

Michael was more nervous than he had been the first time his voice cracked in junior high school and he had to give a book report speech that day.  What if she said no?  What if she didn't want the same thing that he wanted?

Although Michael had rehearsed it for weeks and had everything planned down to the last detail, he couldn't contain his excitement anymore.  He fumbled in his pocket for the box that held the promise of their future together.

He held it up for her.  Her heart beat faster.  He flipped the lid and she covered her mouth so he wouldn't see her gaping jaw.

Nestled in the tiny box, was a ring so beautiful and extraordinary that Melinda thought the Hope Diamond would pale in comparison.  

Michael cleared his throat and said, "Melinda, I love you, will you be my wife?"

"Yes, Michael, yes," Melinda cried as he slipped the ring, a gold band filled with diamond chips, on her finger.  It announced to the world that she was going to become Mrs. Melinda Harrison.  "Michael, it's the most beautiful ring I've ever seen.  I'll never take it off my finger.  NEVER!"

They cuddled in bliss on Melinda's couch.  Neither spoke, both overwhelmed with joy and hope.

Michael's only regret was that he didn't have a chance to show Robyn Farinelli, his best friend, the ring ahead of time.  He was sure she would have approved.  Robyn was a hopeless romantic; she would think that a ring fastened from a blade of grass was perfect if it was given with love.

Melinda's only regret was that she hadn't been astute enough to see this coming.  When she thought that tonight would be "the night," she meant that she hoped Michael would stop insisting they had to wait to be married before they slept together, she had no idea he was going to ask her to marry him.
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