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Chapter One
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One spring morning in the mountain town of Storm Gap, West Virginia, the Higgins sisters, Mabel and Isabel, were sitting on a park bench in the town square. From there they could observe the activity occurring along the main street. The old hotel was on one corner across from the square; the grocery, a real estate office, and hardware store held down the other corners of the town’s center. The streets in town branched from there, some curving into a valley, others climbing to the mountaintops. Mabel was two years older than Isabel, but in their mid-eighties, it hardly mattered. To the town’s five hundred residents the sisters seemed the same age. People thought of them as a matched set, the one rarely appearing without the other. The town didn’t have a newspaper; the large windows of Barne’s Grocery provided a place to post notices of lost dogs, or an event of local interest. However, if someone wanted more in-depth news, he sought out the Higgins sisters. Still, they were not the gossips some thought. There were things others didn’t need to know; such as the time sixteen-year-old Betty Wilks went to stay with an aunt in Mississippi. The Wilks said that the aunt needed help. Mabel knew better, but never said a word. Young people were entitled to make a mistake without ruining their whole life over it. Isabel held the same belief, and she too was careful not to pass on some stories.

Mabel wore an old black-wool jacket and pulled her knitted hat down over her ears. It was close to noon, but in the high Allegheny Mountains, the sun remaining behind a cloudbank made it chilly. Especially in the spring when one was sitting still, intently watching a strange car parked in front of Tim Carter’s office. Tim was real estate agent, lawyer, and notary; he served most of the town’s legal needs. 

“I’m sure that car was here a couple of weeks ago,” Mabel mumbled.

Isabel turned the collar of her coat up to cover her neck. The earflaps of her cap kept her ears cozy, but somewhat muffled Mabel’s words. She leaned toward her sister.

“What’d you say?”

“I said, this is the second time that car has been parked at Tim’s office,” she said loudly.

“You don’t have to yell!”

Mabel shook her head and rolled her eyes. Then she squinted through her bifocals to get a better look at the car’s license plate. New York of all places, that was interesting. It wasn’t hunting season, and if it were, the shiny sedan would be even more out of place. Besides, lately, game in the area had been scarce. Isabel followed her sister’s gaze.

“Didn’t you ask Tim about the car the first time?”

“I did. It was a fellow wanting to know about the old home place. Wondering if it was for sale, who lived there now, things such as that.”

Reference to the ‘old home place’ was to the large, three-story house a mile from town. It had once belonged to the Higgins family. In 1890 when Great-Grandpa Albert Higgins came to the mountains it was for the rich stand of maple, oak, hickory, and other hardwoods. In a few years, Storm Gap was a bustling town. The timber was sent down a swiftly flowing river to the sawmill Albert had built. The Higgins family was well off, as the big house high on the hill proved. By 1915, the land was almost clear of trees, but Albert had made a fortune. His sawmill and lumberyard continued to produce income, as Higgins Lumber Company bought timber from other locations. When the financial crash of 1929 came, Albert’s son Willis danced a jig saying ‘he never trusted those banks’. He had safeguarded the family’s money in other ways. Therefore, the family didn’t suffer. However, the great forests didn’t last. Business dwindled to the lumberyard in the downriver town of Elkwood. It had taken half of Grandpa Willis, their papa James, and the girls’ lifetimes for the forest’s second growth to heal the land. The spruce and oak were still not the giants Albert had found. The spring blooming understory of redbud and dogwood helped fill in bare spots.

Mabel and Isabel were the last of the Higgins, and they no longer had the name because they had married. Furthermore, they had no children to lay claim to the name as belonging to a grandparent. Habits die hard, the residents of Storm Gap still thought of them as  Higgins. 

Isabel took her straw basket by the handle and pushed against the bench to stand. She straightened her back and looked down at Mabel.

“I have to get on. Merl will want his lunch. Although, Lord knows what he does to work up an appetite. Sits in front of the television most of the day.”

Mabel watched as her sister started home to her husband, but her concentration was still on the car parked in front of the real estate office. She had an idea what was going on. 

After their parents had died, Mabel and Isabel had inherited the Higgins place. For years, they had tried to sell the property. Keeping it up had been a chore. At one point, Isabel had been for burning it down just to get rid of it. Then, fifteen years ago, a miracle had happened. Marvyn Wilson came to Storm Gap and bought it. A man surely in his seventies, no family with him, yet he paid their price and the Higgins girls rejoiced. They could live comfortable in their own homes in town without worrying about the big house. 

Mabel continued to sit on the bench; there was no need to hurry home. She no longer had a husband. Steve had passed on eight years ago. To keep from being too lonely, she paid close attention to the town her family had practically founded. 

A week ago, the sisters had attended Marvyn Wilson’s funeral along with several townspeople. His only family at the gravesite was his daughter, Grace. Five years ago, Grace had moved to Storm Gap to take care of her father, who in Mabel’s opinion needed looking after. Why he had picked such an out-of-the-way place to live was a puzzle. He hadn’t caused any trouble, but try as she might Mabel never got him to say what brought him to Storm Gap. He was a mystery, but no one else cared so she stopped asking. However, the daughter was almost as interesting and certainly as close-mouthed.

Grace was nice looking enough, a slim woman in her late thirties, Mabel guessed. Grace had long brown hair and dressed in plain but stylish looking clothes. She was a divorcée; she had told Mabel that much, also no children. 

Before she arrived, the old man came down the mountain every day to have dinner in the hotel’s dining room. Mabel had speculated that one day he’d not make it downtown and checking on him would fall to her. She had not relished the idea. Therefore, she made it a point to be friendly to Grace, whose arrival had relieved her of the responsibility. Now with Marvyn gone, Grace was bound to move away. No one would want to rattle around in that big house alone, although, for ten years Marvyn had. She suspected Grace would try to sell the house. Mabel wished her good luck on that score. Still, on the other hand, the out-of-state car was back. Maybe he had heard Marvyn was gone. Sale or no sale, Mable welcomed the activity. Other than Marvyn’s passing, there wasn’t much happening in Storm Gap.

~ * ~
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A mile from town, halfway up the mountain, Grace was hanging a black wreath on the front door. The wreath’s large bow covered a part of the leaded-glass window of the big oak door. She would have placed the wreath sooner, but there hadn’t seemed any reason. Her brothers were not to arrive until tomorrow. None of them came to the funeral, but they would surely expect the house to show signs of mourning. They would want to visit the gravesite, if only to make sure the old man was dead. Grace pulled her sweater tight around her thin ribcage and quickly went inside.

The high ceiling and marble floor made the foyer cold, and she shivered. A wide walnut staircase led to the second floor landing and a smaller version of the stairs went to the third floor. The library was to the left of the foyer, the large living room was to the right, the dining room behind it. Both the library and the living room had stone fireplaces. Even now, Grace kept a small fire in the library. It was hard to imagine that for ten years her father had enjoyed living alone in the big house. Although, not strictly alone for Sara Taylor came three times a week to clean and do a bit of cooking. Sara made cookies and snacks to supplement his downtown dinners. When Grace moved in, she convinced him they could do as well at home. She wasn’t a good cook, but she managed to keep them fed. Besides, when the winter snows were heavy even the short trip was unpleasant. 

Grace passed through the dining room and entered the kitchen where Sara was putting a cake into the oven. Grace had asked her help in preparing for the arrival of the four brothers. When Grace called to her, Sara turned and smiled. Her round face looked flushed by heat from the oven.

“I didn’t know what you’d want for tomorrow. But a yellow layer cake can’t go too far wrong. Do you know how long they intend to stay, or if they’ll have family with them?”

Sara was somewhere in her fifties, as plump and rosy as she was strong and friendly. Sara had accompanied her to the funeral, along with the Higgins sisters, Mr. Carter from the real estate office, and several other business owners. It had taken Grace a couple of years to adjust to the mountain community. The way in which bits of information flowed from one family to another until it formed a fairly accurate account of an event. However, they didn’t seem to know anything about her father, other than his name and that he had come to live among them. In this, Grace felt a kinship with the townspeople, for she knew practically nothing about her father. He had seldom been around during her childhood. He usually appeared on a holiday bearing an armload of gifts. 

Grace picked up a dishtowel, went to the sink, and started drying the dishes Sara had washed. Sara had asked good questions, and Grace wished she knew how long the brothers would stay and whom they might bring with them.

“I don’t know, Sara. I’ll have to manage with whatever comes. I haven’t seen my brothers for years.”

Sara stopped wiping the counter and turned toward Grace. She didn’t say anything, but Grace could guess what she was thinking. Brothers she hadn’t seen for years and didn’t seem to know much about them. Yes, it was odd. Grace not offering an explanation, Sara went back to her cleaning. Grace didn’t want to reveal the details of her strange family, even to someone as kind as Sara. No doubt, the small town had wondered about Marvyn Wilson and his family. However, years ago they had seemed to settle for the bit they knew, and they had moved on to the important things in their own lives. Grace put silverware into a drawer and hung up the towel.

“I appreciate your help, Sara. I couldn’t have managed without you. You’ve been a great help. I don’t know how you put up with Dad on your own.”

Sara chuckled. “Oh, he wasn’t so bad. Easy to do for. Always gave me decent pay and a nice bonus at Christmas. He was a mystery, he was. I doubt I know any more about him now than I did when I first came here.”

She laughed again. “He could probably say the same for me. He never asked about me and we left it at that.”

It startled Grace to realize she hadn’t inquired about Sara’s life either. Was she married with children? Grace was troubled for a second, but her own life was complicated enough. What if Sara had problems? If Grace knew about them, she’d have to help. She didn’t have the emotional strength, so she too left the relationship as it was. She was deeply grateful to Sara for going along with the arrangement. 

The morning clouds had finally drifted away and the sun brightened the row of windows across the back wall of the kitchen. The sunbeams made the glassware on the large worktable glisten. Sara went about checking on the cake, while Grace opened the old-fashioned refrigerator once again to appraise its contents. She had plenty of eggs, bacon, and sausage. Sara had made several loaves of bread. There were soft drinks and orange juice. How long would these provisions last? That depended upon how many arrived and how long they stayed. Grace closed the refrigerator and passed a hand across her forehead. It was too much. She could pack her few belongings and leave, but where would she go? Her husband had divorced her for a younger woman, and she hadn’t heard from him in the last ten years. Not that she wanted contact with him; the marriage had been a mistake from the start.

“Should I come tomorrow, or let you all get settled in by yourselves?” Sara asked.

Grace dismissed the unpleasant memories and managed a smile.

“I’m sure I could use you, but I don’t know how this reunion will go. Can I call later, after I find what’s what?”

“Sounds a good idea to me. Better to know what you’re dealing with.”

Sara took the two cake pans from the oven, put them on a wire rack to cool, and started making an icing. Grace went into the dining room to add a leaf to the large table. There were eight chairs with high straight backs and two more of them with arms. The seat coverings were beige striped damask. The crystal chandelier high above the table sparkled in the light from the tall windows, a beautiful room that had stood the test of time. When her father bought the house, it was in good repair, thanks to the Higgins sisters. However, the upholstered furniture and window coverings were faded and worn. Marvyn had called in decorators from Charleston, and they had restored the house to its original beauty. Charleston was some distance from Storm Gap, but it seemed money made all things possible. Grace had learned the history of the house from Mabel; the girls had lived there during their childhood. However, Mabel had looked upon the house as a ‘white elephant’, expensive to keep and uncomfortable to live in. Mabel had seemed happy to answer Grace’s questions. The one she couldn’t answer, and Grace had not asked, was where did her father get the money to redecorate?

Grace moved the chairs away from the table then went to the butler’s pantry and removed a wide leaf for the table. She stood the extension against the wall and struggled to pull the table apart. With no success, she called for Sara. Together, they managed to open the table and settle the leaf into the middle. Grace heaved a sigh and gave Sara a weak smile.

“It looks large enough for an army, doesn’t it?”

“You could always round up a crowd down at the town hall. They’d be glad of a free meal.”

Grace took a green, glass bowl from the china cabinet and put it in the center of the table.

“Maybe I should have left the table as it was.”

Sara tilted her head and blinked a couple of times. “We can put it back. Have it done in a minute.”

Grace shifted from one foot to the other. She studied the table and the chairs. She and her four brothers made five. Maybe there were four sisters-in-law. What if they brought children? There were ten chairs. Still, what did it matter the size of the table if there weren’t enough chairs? Grace grew dizzy. She had to calm down, Sara was watching. The look was a mix of sympathy and disapproval. Grace didn’t need the sympathy, but the harsh look helped. She threw her hands above her head.

“I know. I’m a mess. I’ll straighten up before they get here. For all I know they will come alone. The five of us can sit yards apart and that might be for the best.”

Sara chuckled and departed for the kitchen.

By three o’clock, the kitchen was spick and span, the layer cake resting beneath its glass cover, and Sara was collecting her purse from the pantry. She fished around in the large handbag and found her car keys.

“There’s clean sheets and towels in the upstairs closet. I vacuumed the bedrooms and the bathroom is ready, too bad there's only one, they'll have to share. Old as this place is lucky there’s plumbing at all.”

Sara continued talking as she crossed the kitchen, heading for the back screened porch. It was as if she were leaving instructions, as if she had a personal stake in what went on in the house. Grace granted that Sara had a right to her feelings. She’d cared for the house ten years longer than Grace had. She followed Sara to the back door and down the steps. She watched as Sara got into her Ford pickup and backed down the long driveway beside the house. Sara gave a final wave as she drove around the first curve.

There was a short yard behind the house. Then, the land took an upward slant. Dogwood trees were still in bloom and the oaks were sporting fresh green leaves. The mountains held a beauty that was comforting and at the same time threatening. Despite the lovely views, there was an unforgiving hardness that offered no compassion. Either people survived, or they didn’t. The Alleghenies didn’t care. The day had turned warm, but Grace felt cool. She quickly went inside. Most of the large, empty, echoing house seemed cold. Only the kitchen was warm, and it smelled of baking. Grace put a teakettle on the big stove. While the water heated, she took a cup and teabag from a cabinet. Soon the kettle whistled, and she poured the steaming water into the cup. The kitchen had a breakfast room where the table could seat five with ease. Grace sat with her hands around the warm cup. She had no plans other than to drink the tea, get through the rest of the day, try to sleep, and be ready for tomorrow. There was no sense in making plans until she knew what was ahead. 

Her father had left a tangle and that made planning useless.

She had come to live with her father because she had no money and no other place to go. Her ex-husband had stopped paying alimony a year after the divorce. It wasn’t a surprise, any more than the divorce had been. She should have known better than to marry him. In a way, she blamed her father. His example as a husband had not prepared her to expect anything other than a philandering, part-time partner. She didn’t understand males, even the young ones. While growing up, she had seen her brothers once a year and the visits rarely went well.

She never blamed the boys. After all, Marvyn Wilson was their father who had five children by four different wives. Still, she had to admit he treated his children the same. None of them had a good father. Grace lowered her head in a moment of guilt; it wasn’t fair to say he was totally bad. He had provided well for them. He sent money to each of his wives even after the divorces. Her mother never had to work. He had provided for her until she had died five years ago. She was the only one of his wives he had not divorced. Perhaps he had tired of marriage and didn’t bother to make his departure legal. To her knowledge, he had no additional children. His other three wives had received payments until their children were grown. The last she had heard, the three women had remarried. He had sent gifts on each child’s birthday. He didn’t seek custody, it was clear he didn’t want to live with any of them. His only demand was that each year everyone, wife, ex-wives, and the five children spend a week at a vacation spot of his choice.

They went to beaches, mountain resorts, and one year to Mexico. He insisted they get to know one another. His wives complied because he threatened to stop sending money if they did not. Being the only girl, Grace had little in common with the boys. They didn’t include her in their games or adventures. Much of what they did seemed silly or strange to her. When they were in their teens, they had even less to do with her. As adults, she and her brothers didn’t communicate. The close family her father had tried to create didn’t exist. Grace suspected that each of his children was in some way damaged by it. She knew she was. In addition, she’d had a strained relationship with her alcoholic mother. She knew she should love her, but it was hard to be close. In truth, it was impossible. The woman was in a daze by noon and passed out by eight each evening. Grace had wondered if Ron and Eric, who were full brothers, were close with their mother. Perhaps having each other and a normal mother had given them a better experience. She didn’t know. She could only guess at the brothers’ childhoods.

Until now, she had tried to forget those early years. For one thing, she suspected they had built a simmering anger in her. She was ashamed of the dysfunctional family and resentful for being a part of it. She spoke of her relatives in general terms. Letting anyone know the particulars would make it worse. By keeping the past secret, it allowed her to appear normal. Whatever normal was!

Grace drank the last of her tea, stood, and went to the sink to rinse the cup. She had not had lunch, but she wasn’t hungry. Sunlight brightened the kitchen; however, the soft yellow light seemed to suspend time. A room caught in amber, never to change; a static past extending into the future. Preparations for the coming days had seemed to make the past live again. Anxious and feeling fragile as crystal, she went onto the screened porch, then into the yard. 

In the back yard, there was a bench under an oak tree. She settled there, closed her eyes, and took several deep breaths. The mountain air was fresh with the scent of pine, and a gentle breeze whispered through the surrounding forest. She tried to prepare emotionally for the arrival of her half-siblings. It would help if she knew more about them, but as adults, they were strangers. 

When her father had died, she had thought that after burying him, and selling the house, she would move way. Although, due to what she thought of as his ‘last dirty trick’, her plan was not possible. She had had to find and notify the other four. With a little effort, she had located Ron and Eric. The full brothers lived near each other. Finding the other two, Jason and Kyle, had taken longer. She had given them enough time to attend the burial, but they had various reasons for not making the trip. They had pending business deals, there were sick children, and they had other commitments. Her second message, the one concerning their father’s estate, had met with a different reaction. They had suddenly found time to make the trip.

It was depressing to think of the future. When the house sold, she would need a job and the small town couldn’t provide one. She would have to move away. Her time in Storm Gap had been pleasant enough; she and her father had lived peacefully. Neither of them had exchanged confidences, nor found fault with the other. They lived independently—together. Side by side, but separate. Grace didn’t know her father’s reason for accepting the arrangement, but she was content to abide by the unspoken rules. Now, she had to adjust to his last wishes.

Once again, her father’s offspring would be together and have to function as a family, if not in spirit at least in deed, for he had left the house to the five of them. And, her brothers had found a way to clear their busy calendars in order to claim their inheritance. It was easy to think badly of them, but she was no better. While living with her mother, she had given no thought to her father—until she needed a place to live. When Grace had told him of her death, he’d made little comment. It didn’t surprise her. His agreeing to let her stay with him was no surprise either. He had the ability to be absent even when physically present. There was no reason to expect that he had changed.

Grace hadn’t intended to stay with him for more than a few months, just until she adjusted to the lost of her mother. She had not expected to miss her, or to realize she had loved her. It had made the guilt-tinged grief more painful. With her father’s death, the same emotions arose, but her experience helped her deal with them. There was no point in blaming her parents for her tangled life; they had not done well with their own. She couldn’t change the past, so she would need to create a better future. The immediate problem was how to be fair with her brothers and have enough money for a fresh start.

The harsh honk of a car horn startled her, and she quickly stood. Hurrying to the corner of the house, she saw a gray pickup parked in the driveway near the front of the house. As she started down the drive, Tim Carter, the real estate agent stepped from the truck. His arrival was a surprise, it seemed too soon. .She tried to smile as she greeted him.

“Mr. Carter. What can I do for you?”

He stepped forward; one hand extended the other holding a slim briefcase. She hesitated, but took his offered hand in a brief shake. He pointed toward the truck’s cab.

“I have the solution to your problem. A buyer. Something rare as hen’s teeth in this area. Especially for a place this size.”

Even more startled she took a step backward.

“The house isn’t for sale yet. I suppose we’ll list it with you. Have you seen the courthouse record?”

“Well, no. I didn’t bother. I supposed he’d have left the place to you. I know there’s no mortgage or liens on it, unless he did something I didn’t know about. It should be a quick clean sale.”

He had lost his jovial expression. For a second she felt sorry for him, but her own concerns swiftly replaced the feeling.

“If you did bother, you’d have found a recorded Transfer on Death deed. It lists the beneficiaries. Five of them.”

His slack jaw showed his surprise.

“Are you sure? I’d have thought Marvyn would have asked me to notarize and record such a document.”

“Quite sure. I believe he went to the courthouse and handled it himself. My brothers will arrive tomorrow. We’ll have things to discuss.”

While they spoke, a second man left the pickup and came toward them. Carter waved him closer.

“This is Brad Shidler. He’s interested in buying the house. He wanted to have a look at it last week, but I put him off until now. Giving you all time after the funeral.” 

Grace studied Mr. Shidler. She was immediately on guard. She didn’t trust anyone. Why would the man want such a big house this far from a major highway? 

Brad gave her a broad smile. “I don’t want to rush you Ms. Wilson, but I’d like to get a look inside to make sure it’s what I’m after.”

“It’s Miller, Grace Miller. I’m sorry, Mr. Shidler but I hadn’t planned to show the house this soon. If you could come back, perhaps next week?”

His smile became less friendly. “Maybe. You wouldn’t mind if I had a look around the outside of the property would you?”

She couldn’t think of a reason to refuse. “I suppose not. Can you find your way?”

“Thanks. I saw the boundaries on a map in Mr. Carter’s office. I’ll walk to the back line if you don’t mind.”

Before she could answer, he took off along the driveway. Carter started to follow, but Shidler waved him away. Carter seemed torn between staying with her and keeping up with his prospective buyer. Finally, he turned back to her.

“I guess he’ll find his way. Hope he knows to watch for snakes. With the weather warming they’ll be on the move.”

Grace shaded her eyes to watch Shidler disappear into the woods beyond the garage where he started up the hill.

“What does he want with this place? Is it the land he’s after?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. He said something about a hunting lodge.”

“I didn’t know the hunting was that good. Does he know the area doesn’t have cell phone service? ”

“Oh yeah, we went over it. I told him we’re lucky to have electricity, along with wired phone service that gets us cable.”

Carter tilted his head back to peer at the third story. “I haven’t been inside since I sold him the place. I guess he’s made some changes.”

She could tell he was hoping there had been changes. Sara Taylor must not be doing her job of keeping the town informed. Still, perhaps the updates were in place when Sara had started work there. Grace almost asked Carter if he would like a look inside, but decided against it. She had to be careful. Her brothers must not think she was making decisions without them.

As they made small talk, and waited for Shidler to return, it grew awkward, but she was accustomed to awkward. Her life had been one awkward situation after another. She had married at nineteen, divorced ten years later, spent five years caring for her drunken mother, and the next five with her father. The years had flown. She’d not had time to find who she really was.

Relieved to see Brad Shidler coming around the side of the garage, Grace smiled. She’d worried that he might lose his way, or take forever to return. He had been gone almost thirty minutes; he either ran or walked extremely fast. It was some distance to the back line. Carter brightened and went toward him. 

“Nice piece of land isn’t it?” he called.

As Shidler approached, he looked pleased. Grace was puzzled. The old mountains were hardly worth anything, second growth timber and little else other than nice views. When Shidler reached Grace, he was smiling.

“There’s an old cabin on the bluff. Did your father use it?”

“What for? It must be practically falling down by now.”

“I saw a road along the top of the ridge, more like a two-lane path. Pretty overgrown down the center, but it looks usable.”

Carter stepped toward Shidler. “Is that place still standing? I believe it was where the first Higgins lived.”

“The Higgins business you spoke of. The lane must be an old logging road.”

“I expect so. If I remember it comes down at the east end of town,” Carter mused.

“It’d be interesting to explore. The high bluff with the river below, it’s an amazing sight.”

Shidler's interest in the land surprised her. Grace followed them as they walked to the pickup. Carter continued describing advantages of the property as they climbed into the truck. When Carter started the engine, she bid them goodbye and watched as he backed down the driveway. She waited until he turned onto the road before starting back to the house. A possible buyer was encouraging. Perhaps she would be leaving Storm Gap quicker than she had expected.
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Chapter Two
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It was close to six o’clock when Carter left. Grace noted the long shadows and the last of the sun’s rays brightening the mountain ridge across a deep valley. Her father hadn’t talked much, but his pride in the house and the twenty acres was evident. When he did talk, it was more a recitation than a conversation. He admired the setting of the house, how Albert Higgins had placed it squarely facing west. The sun rose over the ridge behind it and set on the far mountains across the gorge. As pink clouds streaked the sky’s blue canvas, Grace set about closing the house for the night. 

Since her father’s death Grace was accountable to no one. It was both exciting and frightening. The days alone, broken only by Sara’s hours of service, were empty and Grace knew she’d need to fill them with something. Otherwise, even the meager life she had would dissolve. However, it wasn’t an immediate threat. Her future was on hold until the ‘family’ settled how to handle the property. 

There was a bedroom and bath on the first floor behind the kitchen. It had once been a servant’s quarters, but Grace had chosen it. Her father had kept to one of the large bedrooms on the second floor, even though the stairs were difficult the last year. As Grace prepared for bed that night, she was once again glad for the location of her bedroom. The four bedrooms and bath on the second floor were a good place for the brothers. The third floor was a sort of early-day family room. Mabel had told her that in her great-grandfather’s day, it was a music and art room and occasionally used for parties. Grace doubted she and her brothers would need such a space. 

It was hard to go to sleep, she kept thinking about the brothers. Wondering what they would want to do. They must think the house was worth a lot to come this far. She had thought of a solution, but hadn’t told any of them. If they would agree to sign quitclaim deeds, they could go about their lives. She would stay and handle the sale, divide the proceeds equally and send them each their share. Yet, it might be a long wait for a sale. The brothers would have to trust her. If Shidler were serious, then Carter was right, it would solve her problem.

Speculation about the men she had known as boys kept buzzing through her thoughts. She doubted they’d be nervous over the reunion, so why should she? However, they hadn’t lived with their father for the last five years. Not that she’d gained any insight into him. Rather, it confirmed what she already knew. He couldn’t even die without having his way one last time. 

She didn’t know when she finally fell asleep, but when the alarm rang, it seemed minutes ago. She bolted upright and tried to calm her beating heart. She didn’t remember dreaming, but the tumbled bedclothes showed she must have spent a restless night. She showered and dressed, thinking that today would be the hardest. Once the brothers arrived and everyone became reacquainted it would be easier. She straightened the bedroom and went to the kitchen. While the coffee perked she made toast. Several times, she left the kitchen and went to the foyer to look at the empty road. Finally, she settled down and ate breakfast. 

It was noon before a brown SUV turned off the road and came up the drive. Struggling to remain calm, Grace stepped onto the front porch just as the car stopped beside the house. Two men got out and looked around. She waited while they climbed the stone-paved path to the porch. It was hard to judge which was the older of the two. Her first impression was that they were too old to be any of the brothers. She hoped her expression didn’t betray her shock.

They were near the same height, but one was fatter and with a head full of white hair. The same as their father’s had been. He neared the porch, his round face flushed. The day was warm, but he also seemed a bit winded by the slight climb. The man at his side was not as heavy and not yet completely gray. Grace crossed the porch to meet them as they came up the steps.

“Grace? You must be Grace,” said the fatter man.

When she didn’t quickly reply, he grabbed the other man by the shoulder and moved him forward. “Here’s Eric. You can’t have forgotten how he used to tease you.”

Ron and Eric. Yes, she saw the childhood faces hidden under heaver brows and jowls. The eyes not as wide, but still dark brown. She extended her hand to Eric, but he hugged her instead. She hardly knew how to respond. As he released her, she stepped back.

“Ron and Eric. Yes, I recognize you now. I must have changed a lot, too.”

“Not much, still a skinny thing,” Eric said with a chuckle.

Ron looked back toward the driveway. “We the first, are we?”

“Yes. But Jason and Kyle said they’d be here today.”

Now that two of the brothers had arrived Grace didn’t know what to do with them. Their arriving together seemed to confirm her speculation about the full brothers staying close to each other. She gestured toward the door.

“If you’ll get your luggage I’ll show you to your rooms.”

Eric left the porch heading for the car. Ron looked across the deep valley to the far mountain. 

“Gorgeous country around here. How’d the old man find this place?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, leave it to him to settle for the best. What’d he die of anyway?”

“It was his heart. It was a calm passing. When the others arrive we can go to the gravesite.”

“Sure, we’ll do that,” he said as he met Eric at the steps and took one of the bags. “We stayed at the hotel last night. Got in too late to come up here.”

Grace held the front door open as they entered. Standing in the foyer, Eric whistled.

“Bet this place cost a bundle, even back when he bought it. One thing about the old guy he was never short of money.”

The comment made Grace uneasy, she wasn’t sure why. But getting them settled made the thought slip away. She moved ahead of them.

“This way,” she gestured.

The wide staircase gave room for them to ascend together. The second floor had a center hallway with two bedrooms on each side and a bathroom at the end.

“Since you’re the first, you can have your pick of rooms. The ones on this side...” she pointed to the right. “...get the morning sun.”

Ron looked from side to side. “Any of them Dad’s room?”

“The one on the west, near the end of the hall close to the bathroom.”

“Being the oldest, and head of our disjointed family, I’ll take that one.”

Ron started toward the room’s open door, huffing a bit with the effort of carrying the suitcase. Eric nudged Grace with his elbow.

“He likes to think he’s in control. Don’t worry, if there’s a disagreement he always comes around.”

Not waiting for Grace to answer, Eric headed for the room across the hall from the one Ron had chosen. Grace paused for a second. Then she went to stand in the hall between the rooms. Both doors were open. She watched as they unzipped their bags, put shaving kits on the dressers, and hung a couple of shirts in the closets. They didn’t seem to have trouble making themselves at home. 

“If you need towels, or sheets, they are in the linen closet,’ she said rather loudly.

They gave her a nod indicating they had heard. She didn’t know if she should stay, offer help, or go downstairs. She decided leaving was best.

“I’ll be in the living room. Come down when you are ready,” she said walking toward the stairs.

Descending the steps, her legs slightly trembled and she held the banister. There was no reason to be nervous. Ron and Eric seemed perfectly friendly. Having a closer look at them, they didn’t seem so very old. Her father had children over a span of sixteen years. Ron was the oldest and she was the youngest. Remembering that, put Ron’s age at fifty-five or fifty-six. Eric was three years younger. Crossing into the living room, she tried to judge Kyle and Jason’s ages. They’d be in their forties and there was five years between them. When she recalled that Kyle was about three years her senior, she had a good idea of all their ages. Not that it mattered. What did matter was that they agree to sell. She paced the living room occasional checking the window. If the other two arrived soon they could get right to the decision making. She passed by the staircase and looked toward the upper hallway. It seemed they were taking their time in unpacking. Their bags were small, they surely didn’t intend to stay long, they should have finished unpacking by now. Maybe they were freshening up in the bathroom.

Thinking they might be hungry, she hurried to the kitchen. However, when she got there she didn’t do more than look around before starting back to the front of the house. Just as she entered the center hallway, a bell, mounted beside the front door, clanged twice. Then it rang twice again, as if the ringer enjoyed hearing it. She hurried to the foyer and met Ron and Eric coming down the stairs.

“Looks like we have company,” Ron declared.

Grace went to open the door, Ron and Eric behind her. The young man standing there, dressed in jeans and a blue blazer, carrying a duffel bag, was surely the youngest of her brothers. His hair had no trace of gray, and his face was unlined. A bright yellow Jeep stood behind Ron’s SUV.

“Kyle?” she asked.

Ron moved her aside and reached for Kyle’s bag. “Of course it’s Kyle. Here, let me help you with that.”

Kyle surrendered his duffel bag and as the three moved aside, he entered the house.

“How’d you know it was me? I haven’t seen any of you since I was what, nineteen?”

With Ron taking control, Grace moved into the living room. Ron set Kyle’s bag at the bottom of the stairs and, with an arm around Kyle, followed her. Eric, all smiles, walked behind his two brothers. Well, one full and one half, Grace mused. The three took up their childhood manner and ignored her. It seemed strange to have backslapping and loud voices in the house. From what she gathered of the conversation, none of it conveyed any real information. No one asked about wives and children, or occupations. She sat in an armchair near the fireplace to watch. In about fifteen minutes, the three ran out of boisterous glad-handing and lacking more to say, seemed uncomfortable. Grace stood.

“The bedrooms are on the second floor, Kyle. I’ll show you to one.”

Ron hurried in front of her and picked up Kyle’s bag.

“No bother, Grace. I’ll show him.” He looked over his shoulder. “You coming, Eric?”

Eric didn’t answer, but he went with them. And no, she wasn’t invited. Grace stood at the foot of the staircase and watched the three, once again joking and acting good-natured. She wondered how long that would last when they had to get down to business. They hadn’t asked her anything about herself. Their only question about their father was ‘how did he die’. Still, they had just arrived. There’d be time to catch up on family relationships—if anyone was interested. She had some curiosity about their lives. Ron seemed prosperous enough. His car looked expensive. Eric wasn’t in rags either. The two acted close and she suspected that whatever Ron did Eric might be involved. Kyle also appeared well off; the quality of his clothes put them beyond her price range. She hadn’t bought much in the past five years, but it hadn’t kept her from knowing what clothes cost.

From the voices in the upstairs hallway, the brothers were getting along well and admiring the house. When she had called to inform them of their father’s wishes, she hadn’t told them much about the property. Ron had asked the number of acres that went with it. When the three started down the stairs, Grace stepped into the living room, but she heard Ron mention ‘twenty acres’. She suspected they had been discussing their newly acquired interests. They were obviously impressed with the house. Ron had remarked about his dad always having money. Perhaps he thought the inheritance included more than the real estate. If there were more, she didn’t know about it. When they entered the lower hall, Grace joined them.

“Is anyone hungry or thirsty? “

No one was, so she offered a tour of the house.

“Maybe we should wait for Jason, but if you’d like I can show you the rest of the house.”

They seemed to welcome the idea, rather than sitting in the living room trying to make conversation. Grace led them to the second floor and up to the third, telling them what she’d learned from Mabel. Kyle admired the hallway’s walnut paneling and the craftsmanship in the curved stairways. From the third floor, they trooped down to the first to explore the kitchen. She didn’t offer to show them her rooms. She was feeling somewhat invaded. That was puzzling because she wanted to sell the house and start a life somewhere beyond the Allegheny Mountains.

Near the kitchen, Eric opened a door beside the butler’s pantry.

“Where does this go?” he asked.

“To a sort of basement. It’s empty. Just rock walls and a dirt floor. To my knowledge Dad never used it.” 

As Grace explained, the other two peered over her shoulders. A dank, earthy smell came through the open door, along with a draft of cool air.

“Have you been down there?” Ron said.

“A couple of times. It’s more a deep foundation. Once in a heavy rain I went to check on water seeping in under the rocks.”

“Did it?” Ron pressed.

“No. It stays dry. It always seems a bit damp but if you’re worried about what a buyer might think it never floods,”

That seemed to satisfy them, and Grace again offered refreshments. This time the three accepted some iced tea and carried their glasses to the porch. As they drank, they surveyed the back property. Grace had not taken any tea, but she accompanied them 

“The garage doesn’t look very sturdy,” Kyle said.

“Dad doesn’t...didn’t have a car. I keep my car in it. It’s stable enough. There have been some heavy snows and it hasn’t fallen down yet.”

Grace found herself defending the property. It was irritating to have them examining everything and making such comments. The three finished their drinks and handed her the empty glasses. She returned them to the kitchen while the men went into the back yard. She put the glasses in the sink and stepped to the window to watch. Kyle was opening the garage door and going inside. Evidently, he didn’t take her word about its condition. The only thing he’d find was her ten-year-old Ford. It was in there now, leaving room in the driveway for the brothers’ cars. 

She saw Ron and Eric heading for the hillside near the garage. Fine, she thought, let them wander about. There was nothing to hide. Leaving the kitchen, she went to the living room and sat in an armchair near the fireplace. That was where her father usually sat when he wasn’t in the library watching television. He had been gone two weeks, but it seemed forever. The house was empty without him and she wanted to be gone as soon as possible. Except, now she was confused. If she wanted to leave, why did having the brothers tromp through the house and act as if it were theirs disturb her? 

It occurred to her that they should have the property appraised. If the brothers were okay with the amount, they could give her a fifth, and she could be on her way. That would end her involvement. They could do as they pleased with the house. Still, she had mixed emotions about leaving, even thought it was the only thing she could do. Grace stood and went to the foyer to keep watch for Jason. She opened the door and gazed across the deep gorge to the range beyond. Ages ago, the mountains were tall, with ragged peaks piercing the sky, but with time, erosion had softened them. Seasons came and went, the cycles continued. Nature had a settled purpose; it made her life seem useless.

A car came around the curve of the road and began to slow near the foot of the long driveway. It was another large, shiny auto. It turned onto the drive and slowly approached. Grace stepped onto the porch, waiting for the car to stop. It was black, the windows dark gray making it impossible to see the driver. It parked behind Kyle’s Jeep and doors on both sides of the car opened. The driver, a tall man, was surely Jason. He had the look of the Wilson sons; regular features and heads full of thick hair. Other than Ron, they were of medium weight; they also seemed in good health. As he waved and started toward Grace, a woman came around the front of the car. If this were Jason, he had brought a companion. Her high heels made her wobble over the rocky ground that led to the flagstone path. He waited for her at the bottom of the path. She carried a large handbag and kept one hand on a wide-brimmed hat. Long blond hair reached her shoulders, and dark glasses hid her eyes. Perhaps she was a sister-in-law, but whoever she was, Grace hoped she wouldn’t be a problem. Another opinion could complicate the situation. Grace moved to the front steps and waited for the couple.

Nearing the porch Jason smiled. “Is that you, Grace?”

“I’m sure it is,” she said.

Helping the woman climb the wide steps, Jason said, “This is Ilene, my wife.”

“I’m glad to meet you. Did you have a nice trip?” Grace said.

“It was a long trip. He told me it was the back of beyond, but clear out here?”

Jason and Ilene laughed, so Grace smiled. Ilene seemed friendly; Grace hoped she didn’t have any dietary requirements. What did someone who looked like a showgirl eat?

“Did you bring luggage?” Grace asked, immediately feeling stupid. Surely, they had.

Jason patted his wife’s arm. “We did. I can’t get Ilene to travel over-night with less than a carload.”

“Do you want to bring your things in now, or later?” 

No one answered. Ilene stood looking toward the miles of rolling green, a blue haze on the horizon. Jason stepped closer to Grace.

“Three cars, looks as if we’re missing one.”

“No, Eric came with Ron. Everyone has arrived.”

Jason lifted his lip in a slight sneer. “I might have guessed. Those two think they’re special being real brothers. Like that makes them more a son of the old man.”

“Let's get you inside,” Grace said hoping to settle them before the others came back. Jason didn’t seem to have a good opinion of Ron and Eric.

Ilene turned and started for the door. 

“Yes, this wild emptiness makes me nervous.”

Grace stood aside to let Jason and Ilene enter first. She followed them into the foyer where they had stopped and were looking around.

“I must say, Dad never went second class. Have to give him that. Looks a comfortable hideaway, if you asked me,” Jason said.

Grace never thought of the house as a ‘hideaway’. Her father hadn’t given a reason for settling near Storm Gap, but to her it was a refuge. It had seemed her father had felt the same. Even though he had associated with people in town he hadn’t reveal much to them. 

“Let me show you your room, it’s on the second floor. There are four bedrooms but just the one bath. I hope that won’t be a problem,” Grace said more to Ilene than to Jason.

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Jason answered for his wife.

“Follow me,” Grace said heading for the staircase.

On the second floor, Grace opened a room on the west next to Ron’s, but quickly closed it as she could see Kyle’s duffel leaning against the dresser. Evidently, Ron had put Kyle next to him. She crossed the hall and stood beside the last empty room. Jason and Ilene entered and looked around. Ilene immediately dropped onto the bed and taking off her hat put it beside her. Jason went to the east windows and drew back the drape. Grace stood in the doorway not knowing what to do. After a minute, she clapped her hands.

“The bath is down the hall, I’m sure you can find it. I’ll be in the kitchen when you finish. There’s iced tea if you’re thirsty.”

Ilene raised her head. “Don’t bother; we have our own liquid refreshments.” She suddenly sat up straight. “You do have ice don’t you?”

She sounded alarmed and it startled Grace. 

“Yes,  we do. Shall I get you some?”

Ilene rolled to her feet, kicked off her high heels, and stretched her arms above her head.

“Not right now. I’d like a bath before anything else. Jason can bring in the suitcases and we’ll be down in































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Mystery

A MOUNTAIN

OF DOUBT

x

\

%
/38

A






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





