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Dedication

 


Everything I do, everything I feel,
everything I have,

Everything is because of my princess
wife Nancy.

I miss her so. Every second.

I miss her smile, her eyes, her
heart.

Her love.

God is so lucky

To have her with Him.

She must light up His heaven

Like few have ever done.


Chapter 1

The Funeral

 


Steve Summers slid his dented toolbox
into the back of his truck, closing his tailgate so hard it sent
two sawhorses halfway up to the cab. He turned around, spotting
Willie Bob Reynolds walking towards him with his usual sliding
gait. Willie was cradling a white creamy pie in his hands, proudly
smiling at his friend.

“Steve, the little woman
made you a pie. You always say you won’t take money for helping me,
so at least you can take this home with you.” Willie handed him his
fluffy dessert.

Steve looked down at his gift. “That
is really something; what kind is it?”

“Mabel said your wife’s
favorite is lemon meringue, so that’s what she made. I guess she
thinks you’ll need a peacemaker after you get home. My God, you’ve
been working on that dock of mine for what, over six hours? And
just last week you spent two full days helping me repaint my truck.
I can still see the green paint on your boots. I owe you big time,
Steve.”

“You don’t owe me a thing.
I’m just being a good neighbor, that’s all. Who knows? Maybe
someday I’ll need something and I can count on you being there.”
Steve put his fancy present on the passenger seat of his red Ford
pickup, then walked around and got in on the driver’s
side.

Willie pushed Steve’s door closed and
leaned on the side of the truck. “Hey, Steve, that was some
football game last night. That grandson of yours made some catch
there at the end. I didn’t think he had a prayer to snag that
throw—it looked like it was about eight feet over his head. You’ve
got to be proud as hell of him, I bet.”

“Yeah, Billy is something
else. Well, I gotta go.” Steve looked at his watch. “It’s pushing
nine. Mary always fixes me something special on Saturday nights,
and I’m starving.” He started his truck. “I might even sneak a
handful of that fancy pie on the way home.”

“You take care Steve, and
thanks again for the help with the dock. Remember now, if there’s
anything I can do for you, just give me a holler.”

Steve laughed. “You already did
something for me. Thanks for the pie, Willie.”

Willie snickered as he watched his
friend back out of his driveway. Steve had that fifties music
blaring again, and the whole neighborhood could hear Pat Boone sing
about some love letters in the sand.

“What a guy,” Willie said,
loud enough to cover up the fading music as Steve drove
away.

***

It was unusually dark as Steve pulled
out onto Highway 21, one of those cloudy South Carolina September
nights that didn’t allow a single star to brighten the skies, let
alone save any space for the moon. He was glad to see farmhouses in
the distance with their yard lights glowing, just to give him
something to look at.

About four miles from Willie’s place,
Steve felt a bump. Maybe he’d run over something? He looked in the
rearview mirror, hoping to see a pothole or a branch in the road
instead of some animal fighting for its life, but he saw
nothing.

Then he felt another thump. This time
he could barely make out the silhouette of a vehicle of some kind
in his mirror. The car, or truck, or whatever it was, didn’t have
any headlights on. Steve reached over and pulled his headlight
lever in and out, trying to signal the driver behind him that he
had forgotten to turn his lights on.

Steve’s head jerked back after the
third bump as his truck was propelled over the embankment guarding
the big curve two miles from home. He instinctively reached over to
keep Mary’s pie from sliding off the seat, not knowing where it
would land. There was a giant oak coming at him fast. Within
seconds, it was over, and Steve Summers was gone.

***

Billy Summers couldn’t believe how hot
it was. He expected it be hot, but not this bad. Little balls of
sweat sprinted down his back, not even trying to stick to his
shirt. Grandma was right…he should have worn the tan suit, it would
have been cooler. But today was a day he wanted to look his best,
and his tan coat had some threads coming out of one of the sleeves.
So he had to wear the black suit, no matter how hot it
was.

He looked around at the
crowd at the cemetery. It looked like all of Rymont had come to say
goodbye to Grandpa. The entire football team, as well as most of
his teachers, were standing in a
semi-circle to the left of the red Davis Brothers funeral tent. A
lot of them didn’t know Steve Summers very well, but they had come
for Billy, knowing he had just lost his best friend. Almost all of
them tried not to make eye contact with the family; just like the
night before, when they had paraded past Grandma and the boys at
the visitation, not knowing what to say.

Billy noticed some of the
older people standing next to the tent, leaning on their canes and
walkers. He could name a lot of them, as they used to come to
Grandpa’s porch on Sunday nights, talking about old times. The
wondrous stories they would tell made Billy laugh as he laid behind
Grandpa’s recliner, eavesdropping through the half-open window.
Billy felt like a special unknown guest, listening to their
sometimes R-rated tales. But that all ended when Grandma had caught
him snickering at a dirty joke, and pulled him away from his
listening post.

But one Sunday a few months
ago, Steve had invited Billy to sit with him and his porch buddies.
Grandpa had said that Billy became a man that night. It was a small
thing to the rest of the world, but Billy thought it was an
incredible achievement, a special gift from Grandpa. Now he looked
around, noticing tears tracking down the cheeks of those
old-timers, the same friends that had rolled with laughter on those
special Sunday nights.

The family sat in the
front row under the funeral tent next to Grandma, with Billy
wrapping an arm around her shoulders. Almost everyone in Rymont
called her “Granny” because she was so frail but feisty, like the
character in The Beverly
Hillbillies. She even looked the part,
with her grey hair pulled back into a little bun and her glasses on
the tip of her nose. But she wasn’t feisty now, she was just frail.
She had been through so much the last four days. Her whole world
had been ripped apart. She stared at Grandpa’s coffin, never
wavering, watching it glisten in the blazing South Carolina sun.
Every few minutes she would squeeze Billy’s sweaty hand, as if to
confirm that Grandpa was really gone, really lying in that
casket.

Billy thought back to
Saturday night when that state trooper had sheepishly come to their
house, half-heartedly knocking on their front door. He could still
hear his grandmother’s screams in his head. Somehow, he knew at
once what it meant. It was the day of the big nightmare, a day that
shattered the Summers’s worlds forever.

He thought his grandfather
would always be there for him. He’d never imagined a life without
either of his grandparents. They were the center of his world since
his parents had died when he was four. Since then, Grandpa and
Grandma were his parents, and probably better parents than any kid
had in Rymont. “This has to be just a bad dream, it can’t be real,”
he whispered as he stared at the green outdoor carpet covering the
dirt pile next to Grandpa’s coffin. He realized it wasn’t a dream
when he looked up at Preacher Jack, noticing him move his lips,
then someone always nodded back at the bearded minister. Billy
closed his eyes hard, hoping to open them and find things changed.
But they didn’t change. Grandpa was dead.

Billy’s little brother Gary
was sitting on the other side of Grandma. The kids in school called
him “Opie.” He was almost a foot shorter than Billy, with a head
full of red, stringy hair. The blistering sun made his hair look
even redder, while brightening most of his freckles. Gary kept
looking around like he was on display. Every few minutes, he’d
reach up to loosen the collar on his new white shirt.

Gary wasn’t very comforting
to his grandmother. Billy thought he could at least hug her a
little bit, as she was having trouble trying not to sob. Tears were
cascading down her cheeks, landing on her breast, and Gary wouldn’t
even look at her. It made Billy mad.

Sitting next to Gary was
Grandpa’s twin brother Ray. He looked a lot younger than his
sixty-eight years. What did look old was his blue pin-striped suit.
It must have been his only suit; it was all he ever wore for
anything important. It had wide, old-fashioned lapels, as well as a
small tear under the right sleeve just below the armpit, and it was
missing two buttons. Billy looked over at Ray, noticing his zipper
was down. He tried to make eye contact with his uncle, but Ray kept
looking down at his tattered brown work shoes, slowly twisting them
back and forth.

Billy had dozens of
thoughts crisscrossing through his mind as he stared at the shiny
coffin that held such an important part of his world. Why did this
happen, and how? He thought about what Grandpa had told him after
the game Friday night. “Billy, you’re the man. See, I told you
practice pays off, and guess what, son? You are one great football
player.”

Now the football game was
the last thing on Billy’s mind. One thought kept popping up over
and over in his brain. He wanted five more minutes with Grandpa,
just five more minutes, to tell him how much he loved him, and that
he was the best dad ever. But he realized he would never get that
chance. All because of what?

There were crazy rumors
flying around Rymont. People said that after Grandpa found out he
had colon cancer, he had rammed his truck into that tree to save
everyone from watching him die. Billy knew that couldn’t be true.
Grandpa told everyone he was going to “whip that goddamn cancer,”
and he meant it. He even heard Grandpa might have been drunk, but
that didn’t make sense either. Grandpa used to spin tales on Sunday
nights about how much drinking he did when he was in high school,
but Billy never saw even a single can of beer touch his
grandfather’s lips.

He gazed at the special box
holding Grandpa, wondering how there could really be a God. How
could a loving God do this…first take his parents, and now his
grandfather? What kind of a God could do that? It didn’t make
sense. Grandpa was the greatest man Billy had ever known, and was
always there to help anyone. Since he’d retired from the insulation
plant eight years ago, he’d spent hours helping neighbors with
anything, without even asking for a “thank you” in return. How
could anyone that good be taken away?

Billy found a small smile
as he thought about all the times they’d played together; how
Grandpa could take a piece of paper, or a cardboard box, and make
games out of them. Or, when they went fishing, how they’d talked
about so many private things. Grandpa would tell him some of the
crazy stuff he’d done in high school as they laid back, watching
their fishing bobbers bounce up and down on the waves at the lake.
Grandpa wasn’t proud of everything he’d done, but he wanted to be
sure the boys learned from his
mistakes, so he wasn’t bashful talking about
those mistakes.

Billy was a senior at
Rymont High, and its most decorated football player…the first
Rymont player ever to be named All-State. He took sports seriously,
learning that from his grandfather. Steve had made sure that the
boys did their homework right after school, so he could practice
with them, spending hours and hours showing the boys how to throw a
baseball, shoot a jump shot, or catch a football. Grandpa had told
them almost every day that “practice is all it takes for anyone to
be a superstar, to be great.” Billy had taken that to heart, but
Gary didn’t.

Grandpa had worked hard
with Gary, trying to build up his confidence. After the game Friday
night, he had made as big a deal about Gary’s three tackles as he
did Billy’s incredible winning touchdown catch, but that catch
meant nothing to Billy now as they left the cemetery.

Grandma and the two boys
drove home without talking, like they were in a fog. Billy couldn’t
focus on anything until they turned onto their street. When they
got to their driveway, everything they could see brought back
memories of Grandpa.

He had built the entire
house from the ground up. Grandma said he even did the electrical
and plumbing all by himself. While his friends were off to college,
he was working on her “dream home.” It took him over three years to
finish their castle. He had laid every red and brown brick,
shingled the roof, and poured all the sidewalks. It was his
masterpiece, and it became a Rymont landmark.

The newspaper had done a
story about how Grandpa built the first “Charleston-looking” house
in the county. Billy heard stories about cars that had slowed down
to gaze at the unique structure, even taking pictures, sometimes
asking Grandpa to pose for them in front of his homemade
palace.

After Grandma stopped the
car, Billy noticed the rusty old porch swing. He thought back to
all the times he had sat there with Grandpa, sharing so many
secrets, like a father and son would do. It was their special place
to be friends (and to play with Grandpa’s shiny watch).

Looking up at the
basketball hoop, Billy remembered all the nights Grandpa had worked
with the boys on their shooting and rebounding. They would practice
so late they could barely see the basket. Grandpa wouldn’t let up,
wanting one more pass or one more free throw, then Grandma would
get mad because dinner got cold. The boys thought it was cool when
they walked in, expecting her to yell at them, but Grandpa always
beat her to the punch by squeezing her and laying a big kiss on her
cheek, followed with, “Oh, hush up, old woman, you know you still
love me.” He must have said that fifty times. She blushed and
melted all fifty times.


Chapter 2

A Fifty Year Old
Secret

 


After Grandma and the boys
walked quietly into the house, she said she had to talk to both of
them in private, starting with Gary. She made her way up to her
bedroom, with Gary a few steps behind.

“Gary, honey, have a seat,
I’ve got something to tell you.” She halfway closed the door as he
sat on the edge of her bed. She sat down next to him, putting her
hand on one of his knees. “Gary, you know how much your grandfather
loved you. To him, you and Billy were his sons, not his grandsons.
But he always worried about one thing with you, Gary; seeing that
you got to go to college.”

She turned, looking into
his eyes. “Billy’s got that scholarship to Georgia Tech, and your
grandfather wanted you to get the same chance. But you know we
don’t have the money for that, so he took out a fifty thousand
dollar life insurance policy so that when he died, you would get
all of it for school.” By now, tears were racing down her cheeks.
She nodded, giving him the best smile she could find. “So Gary,
after you graduate, you make your grandfather proud and go to a
good college somewhere.”

Gary opened his mouth, then
lowered his shoulders. He turned his head, looking out the open
window. “I don’t know what to say. I’ve been thinking all day about
all the times I was mean to him. I feel awful, Grandma; I feel real
awful.” He shook his head. “I just don’t know what to
say.”

Grandma looked into his
green eyes, expecting to see some tears, but there were none. She
knew he was hurting. “It’s okay, Gary; now, you just go ahead and
let it out. Go ahead and cry. You’ll feel better if you
do.”

Gary looked down at his
feet, wiggling them nervously as he bit his upper lip. Tears began
to swell up in his eyes, but he wasn’t going to break loose. No one
was going to see him cry. It was a battle he was determined to
win.

She put an arm around him,
squeezing as hard as she could. He didn’t react at all. A few
seconds later, she stood up, wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her
special black dress. “Now Gary, do me a favor and go downstairs and
bring in the rest of the flowers. Just put them on the back porch
so they can get some sun. Oh, and get your brother up here. I need
to talk to him.”

Gary shrugged his
shoulders, putting his hands on his knees. After taking an
elongated deep breath, he got up and left, leaving his grandmother
staring at her husband’s picture on the top of the dresser. While
she was waiting for Billy, she walked over to the little wooden
desk in the corner, opened a small drawer, and pulled out one of
Grandpa’s treasures. She looked at the sparkling keepsake, shaking
her head. “Why God, why? Why did You take him from me?
Why?”

“I’ve been asking that
question every damn minute for the last three days, Grandma,” Billy
said, walking up behind her, putting his arms around her waist. “It
doesn’t make sense, does it? I mean, with all the scumbags in the
world, why did he have to die? He never hurt anyone.”

She turned around and they
hugged for over a minute. After she patted him on his back twice,
she looked directly into his eyes, grabbing both of his arms.
“Billy, I’ve got something to give you and I’ve got something to
tell you. So, let’s start with your present from Steve.” She
wrapped her hands around his, placing Grandpa’s dented gold watch
and chain into his palms. “He didn’t have anything else to give you
but his father’s old watch. He told me to be sure you got it if
something happened to him. He said you’d know why and you’d take
care of it.”

Billy stared at the old
timepiece. “You know something, Grandma? He knew this was important
to me. He always let me play with it when we were on the front
porch, when I was little. I thought he was joking when he said he’d
give it to me one day. I’m going to put it in a very special place.
God, I miss him so much.” Tears started pouring out of his eyes.
They hugged again.

Grandma reached over,
pushing her bedroom door closed. Turning back to Billy, she grabbed
his arm as they both sat down on her bed. “Billy, I told you I had
something to tell you.” She lowered her voice to almost a whisper.
“I want this to stay between us. I don’t want you talking to anyone
about what I’m going to tell you…not your brother, Uncle Ray, or
even Nancy. Do you hear? You’ve got to tell me you won’t tell a
single soul.”

Billy lowered his eyebrows,
giving her a puzzled look. “Sure, Grandma, I promise. What is
it?”

She took a deep breath,
then turned her head towards her husband’s picture. “Billy, I don’t
think your grandfather died by accident, I think someone killed
him. I don’t know who or how, but I don’t think he ran into that
tree on his own, I think he was pushed off the side of the road. He
didn’t kill himself like some folks are saying, and you know how
good of a driver he was. He wouldn’t have driven off road by
accident, I know it.”

“But Grandma, what are
you…?”

She interrupted him. “Now
you just hear me out, then I think you’ll understand.” She looked
down at her feet, then back towards Billy. “Billy, now listen to
me. I knew Steve better than anyone. He didn’t want to die. He kept
talking about the things he was going to do after he got his cancer
fixed. He told me a hundred times how much he was looking forward
to seeing both you boys go to college and walking the campuses with
you, and he even said that after he found out about his cancer two
weeks ago.”

“But Grandma, why do you
think someone would kill him?” Billy was anxious to hear what she
was about to tell him.

She reached over, grabbing
Billy’s hand. “Steve told me last week that he had to clear up
something he did when he was a senior in high school. He said he
had to fix it his way, and that he couldn’t tell me about it. I was
really puzzled. I mean, why would he tell me about doing something
really bad, but not tell me what it was? I nagged and nagged at him
to tell me what he was talking about.”

“So, what’d he
say?”

“He said he wanted to
prepare me; that someone may want to hurt him, or us, once he
straightened out whatever it was he did, but he was going to fix
it, and soon.”

“But Grandma, I don’t
understand. If he thought he would get hurt, why didn’t he just
tell you the whole story, or why didn’t he go to the
police?”

“That’s exactly what I
asked him. He said he didn’t want me or you boys harmed in any way,
and the more people who knew what happened, the more people would
get hurt. That’s when he told me to forget about anything he’d
said, and to just trust him. That was probably the strangest
conversation we ever had, Billy. But he sure convinced me he was
going to do something that might put him or us in
danger.”

He looked into her
wrinkled, tired face. “Did you ever ask him about it
again?”

She lowered her head,
exhaling slowly. “Oh yeah, I asked him about it the next day and he
wouldn’t tell me anything, so I dropped it.” She stood up, then
turned back to her grandson. “I should have tried harder to get the
truth out of him. He might still be alive today if I would have
bugged him about it.”

“Grandma, you don’t know if
he would ever tell you what was bothering him. The cops said it was
an accident. How can you be so sure they were wrong?”

“I’m not sure of anything.”
She spread her arms apart. “But it’s got to make you think. I mean,
he tells me about someone hurting him, or us, once he fixed a
problem, and a week later he dies running off the highway. A man
who never even got a speeding ticket, and never had an accident,
runs into a tree and dies instantly? It’s too much of a coincidence
for me, Billy. I think he may have been trying to take care of what
he was hiding and the wrong person found out.”

“So, Grandma, what can we
do about it anyway? The cops are sure no one else was involved and
it was an accident. Maybe he just took his eyes off the road and
hit a tree. Even if someone pushed him off the road, what can we do
about it?”

She was silent for a few
moments, collecting her thoughts. “I thought about not telling
anyone about all this, but I’ve got to find out what really
happened to Steve. Don’t you see? That’s why I told you about it. I
trust you more than anyone else in the world, and I need your help
sorting all this out.”

Grandma walked over to the
window, opening the yellow and white curtains, looking down at the
back yard. “Maybe we don’t want to find out what he did in high
school, I don’t know. But Billy, what keeps bothering me is that
it’s a hell of a coincidence…I mean, all within one week. What if
he was right, and whoever hurt him thinks we know something and
comes after us? I think we’ve got to find out what we can about
what he was hiding, don’t you?”

Billy rubbed his forehead
back and forth, trying to think of the right words to tell her. “I
understand why all that bothers you, Grandma, I really do. I’ll
tell you what I’ll do…I’ll try to find out what Grandpa might have
done back when he was in high school and see if that leads to
anything. I really don’t think I’ll find anything, but I’ll
try.”

He walked over next to her,
twisting his head to look out the window over her shoulder. “I
think I’ll just tell people I’m doing a report for school about his
life. That way no one can think we know anything. But we don’t need
to worry about anyone coming after us. We’ll be okay.”

***

Billy tossed and turned all
night after his conversation with his grandmother. His body needed
sleep, but his mind kept him awake. Where was he going to begin
looking for answers about what Grandpa may have done in high
school, or how that could have tied into his accident? Who would be
able to help uncover Grandpa’s secret? Uncle Ray; sure, Uncle
Ray…after all, they were twins. They must have known everything
about each other back then. This might be easier than Grandma
thought. All he had to do was talk to his uncle, without coming out
and telling him the whole story. Maybe that would give him a clue
to what Grandpa was hiding and wanted cleared up.

The next day in school
Billy kept thinking about what he was going to ask Ray. After he
finished his last class, he started pulling out of the school’s
parking lot when he saw Nancy. She was the most popular girl in
school, and had been his girlfriend for over two years. She was on
her way to cheerleader practice when she spotted Billy and started
running towards his “hot” burgundy Mustang. Man, she looked good. He watched her
little black skirt dance from side to side and her long blonde hair
jump up and down on her shoulders with every stride she made
towards him.

“Hey, Billy, hold on,” she
hollered. She got to his car, putting both hands on his open window
edge, catching her breath. “Where are you going? I thought you had
practice tonight.”

Billy reached over and
turned his radio off. “Hey, baby. I’ve got some stuff to do for the
family. You know, with everything going on about Grandpa. I’m going
to miss some practices, but Coach Fatha is fine with it. He told me
I could skip out today right after school.”

“Oh, okay. Well, how about
calling me when you get done? I haven’t seen you much since Friday,
and I miss you.” She leaned into his car and gave him one of her
soft, warm kisses.

“Maybe we can get together
tonight, Nancy. I’m sorry everything is messed up right now, but
I’ll make it up to you.” Billy reached out, pulling her back into
his Mustang, kissing her again.

“I’ll remember you said
that, Billy. Listen, I’ve got to go, I’m running late for practice.
Love you.” She smiled, then turned and ran back to the other
cheerleaders.

***

His uncle’s farm was ten
miles out of town, giving Billy more time to think about how he was
going to ask his questions. So many thoughts were going through his
head as he turned into Ray’s place off Old Smithfield Road. He
hadn’t been out there in weeks, ignoring his tomato patch on the
acre Uncle Ray had given him.

He could feel the bumps of
the little cattle bridge bounce his tires up and down as he spotted
Uncle Ray’s green truck parked under the big tree with the tire
swing. That swing was one of the biggest reasons he’d loved going
to the farm when he was little. Now, it was nothing more than a
place to park Ray’s truck.

Billy pulled up in front
of the tattered farmhouse, walking through the porch into the
living room. He could hear his uncle doing something in the back.
He picked up an old People
magazine laying on the tan recliner, then threw
it on the coffee table that was already loaded with stacks of
newspapers and books. “Hey, Uncle Ray, where are you?”

“Is that you, Billy? Come
on in, I’ll be right out, Bud. I’m just finishing up a little
project.”

A couple of minutes later,
Ray appeared, drying his hands on an old greasy towel. He looked
up, throwing the towel on a rocking chair next to the white stone
fireplace. “So, what’s up, Billy? Are you going to work on your
tomatoes out back?”

“No, not today. I just
wanted to come out here to talk, that’s all.”

“Sure, sit down. What’s on
your mind, son?” Ray threw three purple pillows on the floor as
they both sat on the brown velvet couch.

Billy took a deep breath,
looking down. “Uncle Ray, I was thinking about Grandpa, and how
neat a guy he was, so I decided to write a story about his life for
my advanced writing class. I think it would be cool to find out
more about him, like when he was in high school, and what you kids
did back then.”

“So, what do you want to
know, Billy? I guess I would know as much about him as anyone,
except of course for your grandmother.”

“Well, can I start by
asking you about his friends in high school, especially his senior
year? Oh, and what kind of stuff he liked to do back
then.”

Ray leaned back on the
sofa. “Steve was very popular in school, probably the most popular
kid in our class. But all of us were a little crazy back then. He
wasn’t the wildest of the bunch, that’s for sure, but he had his
moments. I guess he had to be a little careful because he was so
big into sports he didn’t want to get into trouble and not be able
to play. All he talked about was sports…sports this, sports that,
everything was about sports.”

Billy’s uncle raised his
eyebrows, shaking his head. “I’ll tell you one thing…for being
twins, we weren’t much alike. He never studied, but still got all
A’s. Me, I had to work my ass off just to get C’s. But he wasn’t
perfect; he was a partier. He sure liked the drinking
parties.”

“Uncle Ray, I heard him
talking about drinking when he was in school, but you know
something? I’ve never seen him drink anything, not even beer or a
glass of wine. Do you think he had a drinking problem back then?
And if he did, what made him quit?”

Ray leaned up, putting his
elbows on his knees. “I don’t know if you would call it a drinking
problem, but he sure liked his beer…that is, until he got hooked on
vodka. You know, Billy, it’s kind of strange how he ended up not
touching the stuff after he graduated. You’re right, it’s been a
long time since he drank anything.”

Billy crossed his arms.
“So, tell me, who’d he hang out with in high school?”

“Steve had his own clique,
and I wasn’t part of it. We had our own circles of friends. I’d say
his best friend was Brad Tillin. They were always together, the
best I can remember. I thought they’d be friends forever, but Brad
left Rymont right after graduation.” Ray tilted his head up. “I
think he went into the Army or Navy, I don’t remember.”

“Do you know if Grandpa
ever got in trouble in high school?”

“Trouble?” Ray paused,
cocking his chin up. “Why would you think he would get into
trouble? He was wild, but he wasn’t a troublemaker. We all did
things that weren’t exactly kosher, so I guess he probably did some
dumb stuff, but I don’t remember what. Why would you ask
that?”

“I just wanted to find out
what Grandpa’s senior year was like compared to mine, that’s
all.”

Ray gave his nephew a quizzical look.
“Why, did you do something wrong, boy?”

“No, no, Uncle Ray. I just
thought it would juice up my story if he did something
crazy.”

Ray held both hands out up
to his shoulders and shrugged. “Billy, I can’t remember anything
crazy he did back then, I really can’t. And no offense, Billy, you
are kind of talking in circles. Steve was a good guy, when he was
little, when he was in high school, and every day
since.”

“I know he was a good guy,
Uncle Ray, but that’s not stuff kids want to read about in my
writing class. I’m looking for wild stuff to write about to make my
paper more interesting. So, if you can think of anything crazy he
did, or if he got into trouble in high school, let me
know.”

Ray seemed agitated. “I
don’t follow you, Billy. Why would you want to know all the dumb
stuff he did, and not be interested in all the good things he might
have done? That seems kind of one-sided to me.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I uh…I
just figured the weird stuff might uh…make my paper better. Well,
anyway, thanks for your help.” Billy got up, heading for the front
door, knowing the conversation was not going in the direction he
wanted.

“I’ll try to remember more
stuff for you, Billy. You just kind of caught me off guard. Oh, how
about showing me that paper when you get it done?”

Billy turned back to Ray.
“Will do; see you later. Take care, Uncle Ray.” He got in his
Mustang, found a yellow napkin between the seats, and wrote “Brad
Tillin” on it.


Chapter 3

The Yearbook

 


Billy drove home, spotting
Grandma sitting on the back porch, taking a break from her
gardening. She was wearing the same old orange gloves she always
wore when she worked on her roses. When she saw Billy, she started
to get up, but had to sit back down. Since she’d broken her hip two
years ago, she struggled getting up and down. Billy helped her get
back to her feet.

“Thanks, Billy. How about
giving me a hand so I can get back to my roses?”

“You bet, Grandma,” he
answered as they started walking. “Say, I was wondering, did you
ever hear of a Brad Tillin? I heard he was Grandpa’s best friend in
high school.”

“I didn’t go to the same
high school as Steve.” They both sat down on the wooden bench in
front of her roses. “We met after high school, remember? I told you
about all that. I did hear Steve talk about some kids from high
school, but I don’t remember anyone named Brad…what did you say his
last name was?”

“Tillin, Grandma, Brad
Tillin.”

“No, that doesn’t ring a
bell at all.”

“Grandma, I was wondering;
do you think we’ve got any of Grandpa’s stuff from when he was in
high school?”

She turned towards him,
taking a tired breath. “I think there are some old boxes in the
attic from his high school days. Come to think of it, I think
there’s even a box marked ‘Rymont High’ up there somewhere.” She
shook her head. “I never opened it, but I’m sure it’s your
grandfather’s stuff. It’s been up there too long to belong to
either one of you boys. You’ll probably find it if you look long
enough. But the attic’s a big mess. I’ve been meaning to ask one of
you boys to help me fix it up, but it keeps slipping my mind.” She
looked into her grandson’s eyes. “Do you think there’s anything up
there about what we talked about after the funeral?”

Billy stood up, looking at
her roses. “Who knows? It won’t hurt to look, I guess. I think I’ll
just go up there and see if I can find anything neat about
Grandpa.”

He patted her on her
shoulder and went into the house, pulling the rope down to the
attic stairs. Making his way to the top step, he looked around.
Grandma was right, the attic was so full of junk it was going to be
hard for him to even walk up there. There were stacks of magazines
and newspapers everywhere, and he could see big tan crates, old
Christmas trees, piles of clothes, and a ton of cardboard boxes of
all sizes.

Billy shuffled around for
twenty minutes, finally finding the box marked “Rymont High.” He
took it near the attic window and sat down on an old folding chair.
After tearing the box open, he knew it was Grandpa’s stuff. There
was a Rymont Ravens 1951 team football picture on the
top.

His eyes moved across the
photo. Grandpa was easy to find. He was in the second row, wearing
jersey number twenty. Under the photo were some old school
papers—each one with a big red “A” on it—a black leather Rymont
jacket, and a red and black felt book. He turned it over,
recognizing it at once. It was Grandpa’s 1951 yearbook. Opening it
carefully, he started looking for anything about his
grandfather.

The senior class pictures
were on the second page. There were only seventeen seniors that
year. Billy looked at all the kid’s photos, spotting Grandpa at
once. He had that sparkle in his eyes like he was planning
something, as Grandma used to say. His hair was loaded with grease,
parted on the right side of his head, just above his temple, and he
was wearing the ugliest checkered shirt Billy had ever
seen.

Brad Tillin’s picture was
next to Grandpa’s. He looked like a bookworm. He had on a pair of
Buddy Holly-looking black glasses, a pocket protector with three
pens in it tucked into his right shirt pocket, and he was looking
up for his picture. “Now, there’s a real nerd,” Billy mumbled, as
he started reading what was written over the photo. “Don’t ever
forget all the fun we had, and don’t forget the Four Raven Promise.
Your friend, Brad.”

What could that mean? He
studied the rest of the pictures. Most of the other photos had a
short “good luck” or “I’ll miss you” message written over them,
except for what was written on the picture of a Tim Sanders. It
read, “Don’t ever forget, Steve, I mean Ditto to B.T.”

Billy thought about it for a few
seconds, then realized that meant “Ditto to Brad
Tillin.”

Sanders must have been part
of the Four Ravens Promise, too. But what was the Four Raven’s
Promise? Could that have anything to do with what Grandpa may have
done in high school, or maybe his accident?

He took the yearbook down
to his room, looking for more clues. That Promise kept bouncing
around in his brain. Someone had to know about it, but who? He had
to find Tillin or Sanders. He picked up his cell phone, punching in
Uncle Ray’s number.

“Hey, Uncle
Ray.”

“What’s up, Billy?” Ray
asked, catching his breath.

“Uncle Ray, I have a couple
more questions for you about Grandpa.”

“Fire away,
Billy.”

“Have you ever heard of the
Four Raven Promise?”

Uncle Ray took a second, then replied,
“Four Raven Promise? No, uh…that doesn’t ring a bell. Where’d you
hear about that?”

“Oh, I was just looking at
Grandpa’s yearbook. It was up in the attic. It’s kind of neat
looking at all the notes and stuff in it. That’s just something
that was written on Brad Tillin’s picture.”

“I wish I could help you,
but I have no idea.”

“Okay. Do you remember Tim
Sanders? It looks like he made that Promise, too.”

“Hell yes, I remember Tim.
He was a wild man. I always thought he’d get your grandpa into big
trouble one day. I never could figure out why Steve ran with Tim.
There weren’t many kids who liked Sanders, except for Steve and
Tillin. Sanders was nuts. If there was any kind of trouble at
school, you could bet Tim was involved. He was drunk half the time,
and the rest of the time he was just plain mean. Problems seemed to
follow him everywhere.

“And Sanders wasn’t all
that smart. One day he spray-painted graffiti on a cement wall at
the back of the school, and put the spray can in Steve’s locker. Of
course, your grandfather didn’t have anything to do with it. The
principal was fixing to call our folks when a teacher came by and
told him that Sanders had the same color spray paint all over his
hands. Now, you’d think anyone with any brains would be sure he
cleaned off the paint from his hands after he got done. No, not Tim
Sanders. He was not only a jerk, but he was dumb jerk.”

“So, what happened to him…I
mean, after school? Do you think he still lives here in Rymont, or
is there a way I can find him to talk to?”

“Tim just kind of vanished
after graduation. I never heard where he went. In fact, over the
last forty years, I don’t think I’ve heard his name mentioned by
anyone until now. No, he ain’t in Rymont, that’s for sure. I’ll bet
you even Steve never heard from him after we graduated. Oh, Billy,
can I call you back? I’ve got something in the oven and the timer’s
going off.”

“Sure, don’t worry about
it. That’s all I needed to ask you, anyway. Thanks, I’ll talk to
you later.”

Billy hung up, wondering
who else might know about Tillin or Sanders. Coach Fatha; sure,
Coach Fatha. He was a whiz on the computer. If anyone could find
out about anyone in Rymont, he could, and Fatha would do anything
for Billy. Everyone said Billy got special treatment because he was
the team’s star player, and they were right.

He got into his car,
heading over to the high school. He parked next to Fatha’s brown
Murano, then made his way into the gym, peeking into the coach’s
office. Fatha was looking over some football plays on his
laptop.

“Hey Coach, you got a
minute?” Billy asked, knocking lightly on the half-open office
door.

Fatha leaned back in his chair,
turning towards Billy. “Sure, I always got a minute for
you.”

Billy took a deep breath.
“I need a favor, Coach. I’m doing a paper for school about my
grandfather. It’s going to be about what he did in high school in
the fifties and how that compares to what us kids do now. I guess
it’s kind of my testimonial to him. I figure it will be fun
figuring out what kids were like back then.”

Fatha sat back up in his
chair, closing his laptop. “Well, it sounds like you picked the
right guy to write about. I’ve sure heard a lot of nice things
about him since he died.”

“Yeah, he was a special
guy, and even a more special dad. That’s why I’m doing a paper
about him. But I’m having a hard time finding out about his buddies
back then, especially what happened to two of his best friends. I
was hoping you could do some magic on your computer and find out
how I can get in touch with them. That would really help
me.”

“You got it, Billy, just
give me their names.” Fatha leaned up, picking up a pen. “I’ll
check it out. If I can’t find anything on my computer, I’ll try the
admin office or even the police station. Those guys owe me a favor
or two. It’s worth a try. So, what’s their names?”

Billy pulled the napkin
from his back pocket. “The first one is…here, let me see…oh yeah,
Brad Tillin. That’s T-i-l-l-i-n. The other guy was Tim Sanders,
that’s S-a-n-d-e-r-s. They were both in the Rymont High Class of
1951, but no one seems to know where they are now.”

The coach wrote down their
names on a piece of graph paper loaded with x’s and o’s. “Maybe
they’re dead, Billy. I mean, they have to be what—seventy now if
they are alive? Maybe that’s why you can’t find them.”

“I never thought of that.
Can you find out about that, too?”

“Sure, no problem, I should
be able to get you some info pretty quick. How does tomorrow
morning sound? Why don’t you drop by and see me say, right before
first period?”

“How about if I call you
then? I’m not going to school tomorrow.”

“What do you mean? You said
you’d miss a few practices, but now you won’t be in school at
all?”

“I can’t. I’ve got a lot to
do…you know, family stuff. I’ll give you a ring about nine or so in
the morning, okay?”

Fatha reopened his laptop, nodding at
Billy, who turned towards the door.

“Thanks, Coach, you’re the
best. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

When Billy called him the
next morning, Fatha told him he had found out a little. Tillin
joined the Marine Corps right after high school. He was a war hero,
getting four medals before he was
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