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1 

CHAPTER 1 

 

 dense fog suffocated the dawn. It seemed I could 

reach out and touch Rachel’s headstone, yet I was 

underneath the cemetery’s arched stone entrance 

two hundred yards away. A bird, a radio speaker, my mind, 

something from above, kept reminding me of my 

grandmother’s philosophical mantra. “Live and learn and die 

and forget it all.” I’m sure my dead wife had forgotten 

everything, but had she discovered forgiveness? Had she 

forgiven herself for long ago sins, and had she forgiven me 

for failing to protect her? 

The fog lifted and I realized I was in that netherworld 

between dreaming and awakening, moving my lips but 

barely sounding the words. “Oh Rachel, why kill yourself 

over something that happened half-a-century ago?” 

I rolled onto my right side and opened my eyes, semi-

surprised. The digital clock on Leah’s nightstand reads 3:58 

AM. It’s early morning, Saturday, and it has happened again. 

For the eighth straight week. 

Last night I conducted an experiment. I abandoned mine 

and Rachel’s master bedroom and slept upstairs in our 

daughter’s room, thinking this would break the two-month 

A 
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established pattern. It had not. I awoke at the four o’clock 

hour entangled in the same dream clawing my way to a peace 

and happiness I knew I’d never find. 

Other than the editing of my writings—natural for myself, 

Lee Harding, Yale Law School professor—my first thought 

every Saturday morning had been this question about my 

departed wife. It had been almost a year since I found her 

hanging from an overhead beam in the basement. Her 

successful suicide had followed her failed attempt via pain 

pills six months earlier. That was when she’d told me why she 

wanted to end her life.  

I tossed the covers aside and sat along the edge of Leah’s 

bed. Rachel’s abortion at age 16 was a secret, at least to me. 

Somehow, I had chalked it up to youthful indiscretion; that’s 

the short and simple way to restate how I’d adjusted. For 

Rachel, it was impossible to digest. Or to cast outside her 

psyche. 

I slipped my feet inside my house shoes and exited Leah’s 

bedroom, grabbing a quick gaze inside Lyndell’s bedroom 

across the hall. Oh, to go back in time, to happier days, the 

house bustling with mine and Rachel’s two teenagers, both 

adopted but happy when we moved to New Haven in 2000 

and bought this house. 

I did not linger. I descended the stairs, eager to take a 

shower in the master bathroom before driving to the 

cemetery. Although I had made progress, this pattern was 

more than habit. It was an addiction. For the first ten months 

after Rachel’s suicide, I began each day visiting her at 

Eastwood Cemetery, always arriving before dawn. Now, and 

for the past seven weeks, I had painfully reduced my fix to 
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once per week, still arriving every Saturday before sunrise. 

The next expected step in my therapeutic recovery would be 

a once per month visit, but I doubted that would ever happen. 

Neither of us could survive with such infrequent injections: 

her dose of trust and loyalty I gave her, and my dose of 

practical needfulness she gave me. 

*** 

I opted to skip the shower. The house was cold. So was I. It 

had been an unusually warm fall in New England, and I had 

not yet switched the unit to HEAT. It was time for cooler, if 

not colder, weather. I was inside our walk-in closet searching 

for warmer clothes when I heard my cell vibrating. I returned 

to the bathroom and grabbed my iPhone, face down on the 

granite vanity. It was odd my mother-in-law was calling so 

early. It was only 4:20. 

“What’s wrong?” I said, knowing the news could not be 

good. I normally did not skip a cordial greeting. 

“A good morning to you, too. I knew you would be up.” 

Since my student days in law school in the late 70s, I had been 

an early riser. Rachel and her mother were close. Rosa’s voice, 

always pleasant, always proper. Like Rachel’s. Both women 

had been English teachers. 

“Sorry. Morning. I have been up for a while. Are you 

okay?” Rosa and Rob, in their mid-eighties, retired Southern 

Baptist missionaries, spent most of their married lives in 

China. They now shared a three-room suite at Bridgewood 

Gardens, an assisted living facility in Albertville, Alabama. 

“I’m fine. We’re fine. Lee, I know this is short notice, but 

would you have some time to meet, maybe this morning?” It 
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confused me. I live in New Haven, Connecticut. That’s a long 

way from the Yellowhammer state. I was unaware my in-laws 

had been planning a trip. 

After an unnatural pause, I said, “sure.” 

During the next several minutes, Rosa declared she and 

Rob were about an hour away, in New Rochelle, New York. 

Two days ago, they had felt “smothered” and planned a road 

trip, including a visit to see me. It had been too long. Almost 

a year, to be exact. The weekend we buried Rachel. Before 

Rosa ended our call, she said, “Lee, there’s also a legal issue 

we need to run by you.” 

I suggested they come to the house around 7:00 but Rosa 

would not have it: “I don’t want to rekindle those memories, 

and practically, I don’t want you scurrying around to tidy up 

the place.” 

I’d agreed and first recommended Denny’s on Sawmill 

Road, then changed my mind to Bella’s, my local favorite. It 

was downtown New Haven, near the law school. Although it 

made for a longer drive for us all, the food would be much 

better.  

*** 

The drive to Eastwood Cemetery was only two miles, 

something Rachel had thought important when she insisted 

we purchase our burial plots. I would always believe it was 

more than coincidence she had demanded we complete our 

“pre-planning” four months before her death. 

I turned left and slowed my speed to five miles per hour 

before passing beneath the rock archway. Beyond the 
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entrance was sacred ground, according to Gordon, the head 

caretaker of the twenty-seven acres. The gently rolling hills 

with intricately aligned rows of headstones always reminded 

me of a game of dominoes, even though any toppling could 

not start the process given the widely spaced graves.  

Even with minimal light, I could see Gordon already busy. 

He was loading his lawn mowers, weed eaters, and an 

assortment of tools on his work trailer when I passed the 

maintenance shed on my right. We exchanged waves, though 

I doubted he could see mine. 

Rachel’s grave was on Gethsemane Trail. Eastwood had 

used the Bible as its only source for naming the perfectly 

designed pathways. The major routes, the tributaries—

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—formed a square, two 

running east and west and two north and south, all lying as a 

circumference on the outer reaches of the twenty-seven-acre 

tract. The trails sprouted from the tributaries and generally 

ran east and west. 

I drove north on Luke and turned right on Gethsemane. 

Rachel’s grave was in the middle, on the upper side of the 

trail. I exited my Tahoe and removed the lawn chair from 

inside the rear hatch. The sun was just coming up when I 

positioned myself to the right of the headstone, just outside 

the stone foot-markers to Rachel’s plot. The thick grass was 

reaching for the sky. Gordon, the barber, would be along 

before noon with clippers and shears at the ready. 

“Good morning, Rachel Anne.” She always hated me for 

verbalizing her middle name. I mostly honored her request 

while she was living, but now I wanted to be mean. Sort of. 
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Since I would not dare cuss her or figuratively give her a 

beating, I resigned to the dastard-like greeting. 

She did not respond but continued her early morning 

duties. I had always had a vivid imagination, and now was 

no different. I pictured the tall brunette scurrying around the 

kitchen before another day of teaching high school English, 

no doubt spreading an extra layer of mayonnaise on the 

sandwich she would eat at her desk while reading essays or 

developing lesson plans. 

“You’d be proud of me.” I wondered if other husbands, 

widowers they’re called, visited their wives’ graves and 

talked to them as though sitting hand in hand in low slung 

chairs in burning sand watching the ocean waves roll 

forward. 

“Why?” she said, tossing her silky hair over a shoulder as 

her eyes stole a glance my way. She filled her Yeti with 

another cup of coffee, grabbed her lunchbox, blew me a kiss, 

and waited anxiously for my reply as she opened the back 

door to the deck.  

“I’ve agreed to help Professor Stallings. With the 

interviewing.” My good friend, twenty years my senior, Bert 

Stallings, head of the law school’s civil torts department, had 

long promoted women’s rights. Rachel, while living, was not 

a big fan, but she was happy I had expanded my social 

network, something I had trouble doing ever since my 

childhood friend, Kyle Bennett, had gone missing in tenth 

grade. 

“Good.” Rachel was off to Amity Regional High School 

without asking a single follow-up question. 
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I poured a cup of coffee from my old green Thermos. I had 

loved Rachel since the ninth grade. That was my secret. It was 

not until we were both in college that I had shared my early 

high school infatuation. 

It had happened suddenly, at first sight. It was the first day 

of school, a hot and muggy August morning in Mrs. Stamps’ 

English class. I’m sure I was a distant planet to the smart 

sounding girl sitting across the aisle and one seat forward. 

Probably, I was an undiscovered planet. Rachel was the 

prettiest girl I’d ever seen. Later, at the midmorning break, I 

learned from Kyle that she and her brother, along with their 

missionary parents, had returned from China for a two-year 

furlough.  

It was six years later, at the University of Virginia, that we 

had our first conversation. We both had been students living 

in Charlottesville for a year and a half, wholly unaware of the 

other’s presence, before our chance meeting in the Student 

Union. Rachel always called it a miracle. Less than a month 

later, we had our first date. By the end of summer, after our 

sophomore year, we married.  

Another old memory arrived. During our ninth and tenth-

grade years, I never generated the courage to talk to Rachel, 

much less ask her for a date. Eleventh grader Ray Archer had 

latched onto her by the second week of ninth grade. That was 

1968. Now that I think about it, Rachel and family returned to 

China shortly after Christmas of tenth grade. No doubt 

breaking Ray’s heart. 

My right leg suddenly cramped. Instantly I stood. The 

remains of my Thermos spilled onto the ground. I walked 

twice around Rachel’s grave to relieve the pain. I hated 
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getting older. It was awful to be sixty-six, not that I was in 

poor health, but because of the mental pressure. I simply 

could not shake my guilt. Although Rachel had consoled me 

after her failed suicide attempt and surprise confession, I still 

strongly believed I was at fault. I should have helped the 

woman I had fallen in love with at first sight. It was my fault 

she had not found peace during those stressful six months 

before she toppled the chair beneath her noose. These guilty, 

gut-wrenching feelings were like what I had felt when Kyle 

had gone missing. My firm belief was that I had failed my best 

friend. After his disappearance, I was alone. I am alone now 

after Rachel’s suicide. The bottom line is, neither Kyle nor 

Rachel could trust me as a friend. 

I stood for the longest next to Rachel’s headstone. Facing 

east, I felt the rising sun as though I was two feet from a heat 

lamp. I removed my hat, keeping my eyes closed. Until the 

depressing thoughts attacked. I reopened my eyes when the 

image appeared: toppled chair, rope, the limp body of the 

woman I loved, the one who kept me at a distance. My dead 

wife’s secrets proved we had never been truly intimate. 

I returned to my lawn chair, this time facing west, and 

removed the Sand Mountain Reporter from my leather 

binder. Rachel insisted I read the obituaries from our 

hometown newspaper. It was Thursday’s edition. As usual, it 

was thin, two sections, maybe ten or twelve-pages total. 

Local deaths were always on page 3. I turned there 

automatically as usual, hardly glancing at the front page. I 

started at the top. Rachel insisted I read every one. Aloud. 

“Norma Jean Silvers of Douglas, passed away peacefully at 

home on Sunday, November 1, 2020. She was 93 years of age.” 
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After reading Norma’s civic and social club memberships and 

leadership roles, I skipped her education, employment, and 

religious history. I hoped Rachel didn’t mind. The SMR could 

get rather windy. 

Jorene Horton was up next. I lost my place when my 

iPhone rang. It was probably Rosa reminding me to bring the 

book she had asked me to mail. That was nearly a month ago, 

and I was still searching for it in Rachel’s library. 

I stood and removed my cell from my front left pocket. It 

was Gordon, probably using the old Samsung I’d given him 

Labor Day as a birthday present. 

“Hey my friend. Sorry I didn’t stop to chat when I arrived.” 

“Not’s a problem. I seed you and hope you’s well.” Gordon 

was humble, the most decent person I knew. He had been 

caretaker at Eastwood since he was a teenager. I did not know 

how old he was now, but he’d told me the only time he’d been 

away from the cemetery was during the “big war.” Although 

I had never seen it, Gordon lives alone in a little cabin through 

a patch of hickory trees on the northwest corner of the 

cemetery, out-of-sight from the intersection of Matthew and 

John.  

We talked at least five minutes before he asked if starting 

his mower would upset me. He promised he would be almost 

out of earshot and would start on the far east end of 

Gethsemane. Of course, I did not mind.  

I would have invited him over for a cup of coffee, but I was 

all out, and I was only halfway through the obits. I wished 

him well, but he’d already ended our call. 
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I checked the time before pocketing my iPhone. It was 6:16. 

Dang, I had to go. I folded the newspaper and tucked it inside 

my binder. “Sorry Rachel, I know you’ll understand my rush. 

Mom and Pop are in town. We’re meeting for breakfast. I sure 

wish you could join us.” 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 was late for breakfast, even though it had taken less than 

ten minutes to drive to Bella’s in downtown New Haven. 

I found my in-laws in a corner booth and kissed Rosa on 

the cheek, apologizing profusely. Rob’s smile-less face 

appeared angry, semi-confirming my belief he blamed me for 

his daughter’s death. 

“Sorry, I spent too much time looking for your book.” The 

Cost of Discipleship by Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a “loan” to 

Rachel several years ago. She’d encouraged me to read it, but 

I’d stuck with my law books and novels instead. The Lutheran 

preacher’s autographed book was given to Rosa in the late 

sixties by the author’s twin sister, Sabine Leibholz, at a 

Christian conference she had spoken to in Berlin. I don’t recall 

how Sabine had received signed copies of her brother’s books 

twenty-plus years after the Nazis hung him in 1945. 

“Rachel would have prized it. And protected it. It’s there, 

in her library, somewhere.” I said, embarrassed, knowing my 

failure to find would be one more reason for Rob’s disgust.   

Rosa, at eighty-five, was still attractive and elegant. Like 

Rachel, she had high cheekbones. Unlike my wife, Rosa wore 

I 
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a constant smile. Her happiness always on display, which 

amplified her refined facial structure. 

“I’ll keep looking, but you know you’re always welcome to 

visit. Why don’t you two follow me home and stay a few 

days? I’m sure you’ll find your book.” I said, looking to Rosa, 

and avoiding Rob across the table. 

“We can’t. I want to be in Boston by sundown.” Rob laid 

aside his laminated menu, his voice unusually gruff. 

The server came and took our orders. Rosa and I opted for 

oatmeal and fruit. Rob stuck with Southern tradition: eggs, 

biscuits, grits, bacon and sausage, and a large orange juice. 

The young girl left, and an older man appeared to refill our 

coffee cups. I turned mine over. “Half a cup, please.” I had 

already had enough caffeine. 

*** 

Rosa didn’t contest Rob’s plans, instead stayed on safe 

ground. “How do you know about this place? Did you and 

Rachel come here?” 

“No, but she would have loved it, with these booths 

nestled against the walls, the long counter with evenly spaced 

stools. Even these laminated menus.” I handed mine to Rosa 

for her to store with the others inside the wire rack next to the 

salt and pepper shakers. 

“So, how did you find it?” Rob jumped in. I’d ignored 

Rosa’s first question. 

“It’s about a twenty-minute walk to the law school. I’d 

parked across the street at Edgewood Park, not noticing 

Bella’s at first. That was before Rachel.” I paused. “Died. She 
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was after me about exercising. Said I needed to abandon the 

faculty parking lot and take a long walk, both before and after 

my workday. I took her advice and have been parking across 

the street ever since. I come in here for dinner if I work late.” 

Neither Rob nor Rosa responded. The silence grew 

stressful. Finally, the server delivered our food. 

With a mouth full of food, Rob surprised me. “We need 

some legal advice. That’s why we’re here.” The latter 

statement wasn’t the surprise. The former was. Randy, their 

son, Rachel’s younger brother, and my brother-in-law, was 

also an attorney. Rob had always called on him, although the 

need for legal advice was rare for a missionary couple.  

I shouldn’t have responded with my disinterested tone. 

“Where’s Randy?” 

“Hiking. Again.” Rob stuffed a whole slice of bacon in his 

mouth. Randy had recently retired as general counsel for a 

large construction company in Chicago. He’d always had a 

passion for the outdoors.   

“Appalachian Trail?” I was aware he’d made the fifteen-

hundred-mile trek at least twice. Rosa offered her pineapple. 

“Thanks.” 

Rosa held out her palm and stopped Rob from speaking. 

“Rob’s mad at Randy. He took Celia with him.” Celia was the 

twenty-five-year-old daughter of the construction company’s 

chairperson and majority stockholder. She’d snared the fifty-

nine-year-old Randy at a company picnic three years ago. 

This had cost my brother-in-law his marriage. The two 

lovebirds were now living in the Winnebago Randy had 
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purchased with the bonus he’d received at retirement. I 

guessed it paid to sleep with the King’s daughter. 

“What’s your legal issue?” I asked, thinking it would 

detour the conversation away from a dissertation on adultery.   

Rob took the bait. “You ever heard of eminent domain?” 

The server returned and took another order for bacon. I 

wondered how long it would be until my father-in-law died 

of a heart attack. 

“I have. Studied it a little in law school forty years ago.” 

“They’re going to take it unless you do something.” Rob 

was good at confusing statements. I’d heard him preach 

enough to know that. 

“Who’s they and what are they taking?” I switched plates, 

pushing my oatmeal away and pulling my fruit forward. 

Rosa offered help. “The City of Boaz is condemning our 

house on Thomas.” 

“You mean the Hunt House?” Rob’s rich banker brother, a 

bachelor all his brief life, had left the historic home to Rob and 

Rosa. That was in the early sixties when Randall died. He had 

died of a heart attack at age forty-four. I wondered if he loved 

bacon.    

“You know in our will we give that place to Rachel and 

Randy. I’m about ready to cut Randy out and leave him a 

dollar. You can have Rachel’s part, shit, the whole place. If 

you can save it.” Obviously, Rob opposed his son’s shacking-

up lifestyle. 

“Why is the City wanting your property?” I knew little 

about real estate law and virtually nothing about the doctrine 
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of eminent domain. But I recalled it prevented the 

government from using the condemned property for private 

purposes. 

“Damn Ray Archer and one of his mega-centers.” I almost 

blew out a mouthful of cantaloupe. Sweat spread across my 

forehead. Ray Archer was the only person in the world I 

hated. It was impossible not to blame him for Rachel’s death 

half-a-century after he got her pregnant.  

Rosa noticed how upset I was. “See, I told you this was a 

bad idea.” Rob stared while Rosa talked. I didn’t hear her last 

three statements.   

“Can we stop it?” Rob kept going as though Rosa wasn’t 

present. “I’d love to kill the son-of-a-bitch but I’m afraid of 

prison. He took Rachel from us. He’s not taking the only home 

in the states she knew.” I’d never heard him cuss. 

“While she was growing up.” Rosa was always clarifying 

Rob’s broad statements. 

I took a sip of water. “How would I know?” I said, staring 

at Rob. 

“You’re a lawyer, aren’t you?” I had forgotten what an 

asshole Rob could be, even if he didn’t normally cuss. In my 

world, it didn’t seem to fit a Southern Baptist Missionary. 

“Sorry to not be clairvoyant. I need more facts, and a lot of 

time to research, but my guess is that the City’s attorneys have 

fully explored this.” 

“You better hurry. There’s not a lot of time. Word is the city 

has already asked a court to sanctify its offer. From what I 

hear, the bulldozers will start before Christmas.” I could have 
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asked Rob a dozen questions. But I didn’t. Instead, I pondered 

Rob’s reasoning to reject the City’s offer. It could be the 

money, but I’d bet it was simple revenge. 

“We’re the only holdouts.” Rosa added, offering her pears 

and kiwi slices. I declined, wishing for Pepto Bismol instead. 

“They’re taking the entire block, from Thomas to Sparks, from 

Brown to Darnell.”   

I could picture the entire block, surrounded by these four 

streets. “Dang, aren’t there a dozen or more houses, and what 

about the church?” 

“Julie Street Methodist. It’s already in need of extensive 

repairs. It’s a blessing to the members. They’re going to build 

a new facility.” Rosa always looked for the good. 

“How much is the city offering for your place?” The 

amount should be a sizable sum. The giant home was a 

landmark, included in the Historic Register. A man named 

Whitman built it in the 1920s, I believe. His family sold it to a 

Dr. Hunt, maybe in the late forties or early fifties. I recalled 

Rachel saying her Uncle Randall had bought it at an auction 

and she, Randy and her parents, had first lived there in the 

late sixties when they returned from China on furlough. 

“Half a million.” Rob interjected, having finished his food, 

and was now devouring the rest of Rosa’s fruit. It couldn’t be 

the money. Rob was out for revenge. 

“That seems like a fair price, maybe above market, but I’m 

just guessing.” I figured Ray Archer could afford twice that 

amount. After Rachel died, I did a little research. I had hoped 

to discover the son-of-a-bitch had terminal cancer, or a shark 

had eaten him. My findings were the opposite. In his thirties 
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and forties, Ray had built a profitable chain of stores that 

served triple duty: pharmacies, groceries, and housewares. 

He’d later bought out his brother and then sold the entire 

chain to Walgreen’s, for somewhere around a billion dollars. 

Since the late nineties, Archer’s focus was on a development 

known as Rylan’s. It is a chain of farm and ranch stores 

structured like Tractor Supply. The only difference is that Ray 

includes them in a much larger development of stores, none 

of which are owned by him. Obviously, Rachel’s abortion had 

affected her much worse than her teenage lover. 

After the server and Rob exchanged paper and credit card, 

my attention waned. My in-laws reported in much detail 

what a Rylan’s was all about. Thursday, they had visited one 

while passing through Knoxville, Tennessee. My thoughts 

turned to Boaz, Alabama, when Rob began describing Ruth’s 

Christ, a Christian bookstore idea Ray was trying. 

I hadn’t returned to Boaz since 2002 when Rachel insisted 

we attend my thirty year high school reunion. It was her 

graduating class too, as if she’d stayed past Christmas of her 

tenth-grade year. Instead, she and her family were in China 

for the May 1972 ceremonies. 

That 2002 weekend was also the first time I’d ever been 

inside the Hunt House. It was Rachel’s idea. She had only 

lived there a year and a half but felt the need to visit her 

upstairs bedroom. The Kern’s had long leased the place to a 

woman named Barbara. I forget her last name. She had 

converted the place to a bed-and-breakfast. 

The place was magnificent, unmatched architecture for 

Boaz, anywhere really. It was a brick Craftsman-style home. I 

particularly liked its tiled roof and porch with heavy brick 
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columns. I think I recall exposed rafter ends, and rectilinear 

fireplace mantles. Inside, I recalled three floors with a ton of 

built-ins and even a secret passageway or two.   

“Lee, Lee Harding, are you listening?” Rob had raised his 

voice. I don’t know why he said my full name. Rosa was 

patting me on my right hand. 

“Huh? Sorry, I was daydreaming, I guess. What’d you 

say?” My listening skills were declining. 

“You’ll help us?” Rob’s question was mostly command. 

I hesitated, but felt I had little choice. It really wouldn’t be 

that difficult. And I could do it from here, the law school, 

assuming Alabama was like every other state. Now, they all 

kept court records online. “I’ll investigate it. At least check out 

the City’s court filing. Maybe talk to the City attorney.” Rob 

sat straighter, leaned a little more towards me, maybe 

expecting me to assure him of a coming victory. It was 

important that I keep him grounded. “Rob, there’s probably 

little I can do to stop the demolition.” 

Without framing his thoughts, Rob blurted: “Give’em hell, 

that’s all I ask.” I didn’t respond. So much for keeping Rob 

grounded. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

nside her bathroom, upstairs, Lillian removed the sales 

tag from a new jogging suit. She laughed to herself, 

returning the scissors to the top drawer, and stealing a 

quick glance in the large mirror above the vanity. “Oh boy, I 

needed that,” she whispered to herself. “Aging is a bitch.” She 

was naked other than a bikini bra and panties. Stepping into 

her sweatpants, she moved closer to the mirror. Gone were 

the firm boobs and abs. Gone was her curvaceous figure of 

long ago. Even her bright blue eyes were growing darker, 

sadder. “I need to jog for sure, maybe begin with a daily walk 

down Skyhaven Drive. Sixty-six is not too late for some 

radical change.” Again, whispering aloud, then standing 

mum. She imagined it would take weeks before she could jog 

back to the Lodge from the foot of the Drive. Hate was the 

only word she could think of to describe how she felt about 

the Lodge and Skyhaven. 

After dressing, she combed her silky brown hair (Camilla, 

her hairdresser, hid the gray) and heard the front door chime. 

Ray’s voice thundered and floated upwards throughout the 

great room and its twenty-four feet ceilings. It also slithered 

through the opened bathroom door. “Let’s have a drink.” She 

knew he had been at attorney Wright’s office all day with the 

I 
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real estate closings, even though it wasn’t necessary. Archer, 

Inc. was leasing the property from the City.   

But she didn’t want a drink. She’d rather, well, what? Take 

a jog? A walk would be more practical. Anything except 

playing happy with Ray. A second before announcing her 

declination, Lillian heard a second voice. 

“How about some bourbon? We deserve an entire bottle.” 

It had to be Mayor King. He, like Ray, had spent all day in 

Guntersville, just to make sure none of the property owners 

got cold feet. They hadn’t. All had gone as planned. Attorney 

Wright had even said he was certain Judge Broadside would 

grant the City’s motion. Clearing the way to acquire the Hunt 

House. 

“Jack and Coke, okay?” Ray’s favorite. Lillian eased to the 

bathroom door. If he stayed downstairs, he couldn’t see her. 

She wondered if he knew she was home. But how could he? 

An hour ago, she had dropped off her Lincoln Aviator at 

Alexander Ford for service and to investigate that strange 

grinding noise when she braked. Kyla, her friend, had driven 

her home and had left only a few minutes ago, after coming 

inside to borrow Lillian’s copy of Grisham’s new book. 

“Where’s Lillian?” Ted didn’t care for Ray’s wife, but he 

certainly cared about privacy. 

“She must still be with Kyla. She’s not here. Her car wasn’t 

in the driveway or garage.” Ray said from the bar, ice cubes 

clattering. 

“Is she liking this place any better?” Ray had shared 

Lillian’s dissatisfaction over their move six months ago from 

their home in Country Club. He knew it was the Lodge’s 
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history. Two years ago, local entrepreneur and City council 

member Wiley Jones was murdered upstairs inside his study. 

Lillian was standing less than twenty-five feet from where it 

happened. A door on the other side of her bathroom led inside 

a walk-in closet and on to another door and secret room, one 

Mr. Jones had used as a private office. His wife, Linda, had 

found him tied to his desk chair, his brains everywhere.  

“Not really. I’m hoping the renovation of Wiley’s 

hideaway will solve the problem.” It will, Lillian thought, 

anything to have her own space: large bath and bedroom with 

private balcony, and the huge hideaway where she could read 

and scribble. And anything to avoid sleeping with Ray in the 

giant master bedroom downstairs.  

Lillian eased through the bathroom door onto the landing. 

She peeked over the railing and saw Ray sitting in his favorite 

chair with Ted standing, backed up to the dormant fireplace. 

She quickly retreated when she imagined Ted’s eyes looking 

straight at her. 

“We still set to sign on the fifteenth?” Ted was excited. 

Ray’s in-progress development was the City’s fifth major 

project since he’d become mayor in 2016. Old Mill Park, the 

new recreational center, the downtown renovation, and the 

high school’s Fine Arts Center were the other four (although 

the school board was due more credit for the latter). Once 

completed, Ray’s development, Rylan’s, with its thirty retail 

stores, would be the most expensive investment in Boaz since 

the outlets in the late 80s. 

“Probably. My attorney’s reviewing the lease agreement. 

He says it’s imperative we wait until the City acquires the 

Hunt House. None of my cajoling has changed his mind.” The 
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attorney wasn’t the only holdout. Ray himself had no interest 

in going forward unless he controlled the entire block. 

“That’s nearly two weeks. Rob will sign the deed. He’ll 

have no choice.” 

“You’re assuming the Judge will get on board.” 

“I don’t think he has a choice either. I assume you’ve been 

reading the community anger from the Reporter’s article. 

Lillian had read every letter to the editor and Facebook 

comment since last Thursday’s newspaper. She was angry the 

Sand Mountain Reporter had been so open about Rob and 

Rosa’s opposition. Many online commenters expressed their 

thoughts with vitriolic terms: “the Kern’s don’t love Boaz”; 

“they are greedy”, and on and on with the same negative 

theme. But Lillian knew the true reason Rob was so adamant, 

even if every other citizen except Ray didn’t have a clue. Now 

that Ray’s mother was dead, the group who knew about Ray 

and Rachel’s pregnancy and abortion grew even smaller: Ray, 

his semi-senile father, Rob and Rosa, and possibly Lee. But he 

was just a guess. The group’s remaining member was herself, 

but that was her secret. 

For the next several minutes, Ted responded to Ray’s 

question concerning additional parking. The mayor was 

confident the city would find the funding needed to acquire 

the block due west of Rylan’s. The deteriorating property 

contained one abandoned residence and three buildings 

whose glory had long passed. Built in the mid-fifties, Cox 

Chevrolet, and Jack Oliver Ford had once been the heartbeat 

of North Main Street. Now, the crumbling buildings barely 

survived. The old Ford place was now a warehouse of sorts, 

mostly junk. A Hispanic church and a Mexican restaurant 
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leased the two Cox buildings from an out-of-town great-

granddaughter. Making the City more ‘American,’ as Ted 

described it, had been a vibrant but unspoken goal of the four-

year mayor. 

Lillian got bored and retreated inside the bath. She lowered 

the commode lid and sat. She could still hear voices but was 

free of the words. The two egoists were reviling for many 

reasons, least of which was their hypocrisy. She wasted 

thoughts comparing the Sunday Ray with the every-other-

day Ray. Chairman of Deacons and Men’s Sunday School 

teacher at First Baptist Church of Christ. That’s Sunday Ray. 

Chasing women and money was the every-other-day Ray. 

Finally, a Crimson Tide ring tone erupted. It had to be 

Ted’s cell. Ray normally set his to vibrate. Another minute, 

more voices, and the front door chime. Lillian rose and 

walked to the landing. Both men were walking outside. This 

was her chance. She hurried down the winding staircase, 

across the great room, and out the back door. A few seconds 

later, she descended eight steps, turned left to the patio and 

outdoor kitchen, and sat in a chaise lounge. 

*** 

Lillian dialed Kyla, but the call went to voice mail. Before the 

Facebook APP opened, Ray descended the back porch stairs. 

“I didn’t know you were here.” 

“Kyla dropped me off. I came here to read and enjoy the 

view.” Lillian kept a novel or two in a bottom cabinet next to 

the char grill. The Lodge, constructed of cypress wood, river 

rock, and glass, sat perched atop the highest point in the 

county, just beyond the dead end of Skyhaven Drive. The 
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valley below was all forest. It had been a brilliant fall. Red, 

yellow, brown, and orange still glowed, even glistened, for 

miles and miles. 

“I’ll grill some steaks.” Ray said, walking to the 

refrigerator, satisfied with Lillian’s response.   

“Sounds good. I’m hungry. If it’s okay, let’s eat inside. I’m 

freezing.” It was early November and one week into daylight 

savings time. It would be dark in twenty minutes.  

Lillian’s cell beeped with a text notification. “I’m putting 

up groceries. Will call in a few. I hate Walmart.” Kyla had seen 

the missed call.   

“Wait thirty minutes. I’m about to eat dinner. With Ray.” 

Lillian responded, regretting not having her car, but resigning 

herself to an evening spent upstairs, talking with her 

childhood friend. 

Kyla Harding was Lee’s younger sister. By one year. Lillian 

and Kyla had been virtually inseparable until she went away 

to college and a career in marketing. Six weeks ago, the Coca 

Cola corporation executive retired and returned to Boaz, to 

Kyla and Lee’s home place. It had been a tough decision for 

the never-married Kyla. Not that she didn’t love the cozy 

farmhouse, barn, and pond centered on forty acres off McVille 

Road. It was the death of her and Lee’s parents that haunted 

her. No one, especially an eighty-five-year-old couple, should 

die in a car wreck. 

“You want a salad?” One good thing about Ray was his 

cooking skills. He fashioned himself a chef. The Lodge’s 

outdoor kitchen was another reason he’d bought the Lodge. 

It provided a powerful daily temptation. The kitchen’s semi-
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circle design displayed a combination of cypress cabinets and 

ten stainless appliances: two stoves, three grills, an offset 

smoker, a warming cabinet, a double-door refrigerator, a 

single door freezer, and a custom designed ten-foot steam 

table. The lone non-stainless grill was a Blackstone. This 

eccentric home setup had always motivated Ray to keep a 

generous supply of pork, beef, chicken, fish, and lamb either 

fresh or frozen. When he was in town, he grilled something 

every day, some days he even cooked breakfast on the 

Blackstone. 

“Caesar’s. With Vinaigrette.” Ray nodded his head and 

returned his attention back to the steaks. The days were long 

gone when she would have gotten up and walked over and 

wrapped her arms around the tall and dark-haired man with 

muscular arms and ribbed abs. Now, it wasn’t just the extra 

pounds and semi-bent back (post, 2 surgeries). It was the 

barren desert that lay between them. Lillian pushed aside 

memories of Ray’s multiple affairs and her own midnight 

investigations. 

Inside, after the rib-eye and salad, and a painfully slow 

glass of white wine, Lillian excused herself to read and 

walked upstairs. If she had to hear more about the Rylan's 

chain, she would puke. 

Lillian lay across her bed, opened The Pelican Brief, and 

adjusted her reading lamp. It was John Grisham’s third novel, 

first published in 1994. Darby Shaw was an amazing woman, 

albeit wholly fictional. Three weeks ago, Lillian had started 

re-reading her favorite author’s novels. She had already read 

A Time to Kill and The Partner. It would take her months 

before she’d need A Time for Mercy, the latest novel she’d 

loaned Kyla. 
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It was almost seven-thirty before her cell vibrated. “Hey 

girl, thought you’d forgot to call.” Lillian laid Pelican aside 

and stood. The jogging suit was hot. She walked to the 

doorway and flipped on the ceiling fan.  

“Sorry, the goat man came. I thought he was coming 

tomorrow. He was half-drunk, but I love my Nubians.”   

“What?” Lillian wasn’t a farm girl and didn’t understand 

or appreciate Kyla’s interest in country life. She’d spent forty-

plus years in a Buckhead suburb. 

“That’s the breed. Anglo-Nubian.” 

“How many did you buy?”   

“Five. Four females, all pregnant, and one male. They’re 

beautiful and adorable. Like pets.” 

“What color?” 

“The male is mostly black. One female is solid brown. The 

others are a mix of brown and white spots. They all have 

pendulous ears.” Lillian didn’t ask. 

“And you’re really going to milk them?” Lillian 

remembered visiting Kyla’s home and farm during their high 

school days. Then, Kyla was naturally smart but country, an 

outdoor, tom-boyish girl with a distinctive southern twang. 

Now, and most all her years since college in Atlanta, she was 

cultured, exuding confidence with her coherent speech, 

anything but a slow drawl. 

“And make cheese.” The sounds that followed Kyla’s 

statement had to be the bleating of goats. 

“You still outside?” 
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“I’m headed in. I’m leaving them in the barn's hallway. 

You should come see them tomorrow when I let them out to 

pasture.” 

“Don’t forget, I’m hoofing it. I’ll be climbing the walls by 

Friday, assuming my car’s ready by then.” 

“I can come get you. Oh, this’ll pick you up. Guess who I 

talked to?” 

“George Clooney? Did you give him my number?” 

“Ha. Not George, but the next best thing. For you that is.” 

“And who would that be?” 

“My brother.” Kyla had always thought Lillian and Lee 

would have gotten back together. They had dated in the 

eleventh grade and gone steady throughout their senior year. 

The bust-up had occurred during Lillian’s freshman year in 

Tuscaloosa at the University of Alabama. Ray Archer had 

swooped in and snatched her up, promising a leisure life with 

travel, money, and none of the headaches of working. It had 

been the hardest thing she’d ever done, calling Lee at the 

University of Virginia and giving him the news. Looking 

back, it was the worst decision Lillian had ever made. 

“Is he retiring? Coming to see you?” Lillian crossed the 

room and opened the sliding door to the balcony. She needed 

some cool air. The moon cast its soft light across the narrow 

porch. She took three steps and looked skyward. The full 

moon was so close she could touch it, so she imagined. 

“Don’t you wish?” Kyla and Lillian shared every secret, 

well, almost everyone. For sure, through the years, Kyla had 

listened to her best friend, as her marriage had crumbled. To 
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start, the sex had been passionate and frequent, but without 

intimacy, it was only a quick thrill. Kyla knew Lillian had 

stayed for the money, not the love. Anyway, what would she 

do now? She had never worked a day in her life, although 

there had been that tenth grade Christmas job at Fred King’s, 

a clothing store in downtown Boaz.  

“Is he any better?” Kyla had shared how devastated Lee 

was over Rachel’s suicide, that he was seeing a counselor, and 

spending most of his time teaching, advising students, and 

researching. Except for Saturdays, he was rarely at home. 

“Maybe a little. I’m hopeful. He called to ask if Rachel had 

loaned me a book, one by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. You know, the 

Lutheran preacher who the Nazi’s hanged during World War 

II.” 

“I think there’s a copy in the church library, but I’ve never 

read it.” 

“No surprise there. I’m hoping this is a sign Lee is 

rekindling his love for Jesus. His searching for this book is 

encouraging.” 

“It’s probably not what you think. I doubt he’d change his 

mind. Lee’s too smart.” Lillian remembered her and Lee’s 

high school conversations, and his surprise she believed the 

Jesus story. 

“Oh, please. Let’s not go there.” 

“Alright but tell me when Lee’s going to pay you a visit.” 

Lillian’s mind was flying at warp speed, trying to figure out a 

believable way for her to pop in after Lee arrived. 



The Boaz Stranger 

29 

“I don’t see that happening. You know he hasn’t been to 

Boaz since 2002, our thirty-year class reunion.” Even though 

Kyla was a year younger than Lee, they were in the same 

grade. She academically had been smarter than the very smart 

Lee, skipping third grade to join her brother, Lillian, Rachel, 

and a hundred others in the class that would change the 

world. Or so Mrs. Sims, the high school counselor, had 

claimed. 

Kyla and Lillian talked and giggled another forty-five 

minutes before Ray pecked on her closed bedroom door. “I’ve 

got to go out. Do you need anything?” Lillian stood and semi-

panicked, remembering she’d flipped the lock. She knew he’d 

be mad if he tried the doorknob. Even after their agreement, 

he was always in the mood. Charming, he thought.   

“No, I’m good. You be careful.” She said as she slowly 

unlocked and pulled open the door. Ray’s aftershave wafted 

inside the bedroom, drawn by the draft from the balcony. 

“I’m talking with Kyla.” Lillian whispered and pointed to her 

upheld iPhone. 

Ray gave her that curled lip of a smile and delivered his 

usual salutation as he descended the stairs. “Don’t wait up for 

me.”   

A smart-ass remark almost followed. Lillian kept it to 

herself. She had wanted to say, “Tell Karen, or Cindy, or 

Brenda, whoever she is, that she can have you.” 

Lillian closed her door and returned to the balcony. And 

Kyla’s patient ears. 



 

30 

CHAPTER 4 

 

 was in no mood for a salad. After one look, I closed the 

Styrofoam lid and stuck it in the fridge. Rachel, and Gina 

my teaching assistant for ten years, had conspired 

against me. Mesclun greens, an assorted mix of lettuce, are 

high in vitamin A and C. Late this afternoon, I’d asked Gina 

to order me an Angus Burger from Bella’s. The salad was 

unrequested. 

I returned to the kitchen table and ate my burger. Since 

Rachel’s death, this had been my Monday night routine: leave 

my office, walk twenty minutes to Bella’s, pick up my takeout 

order, and drive home. The twice a day walk was becoming 

as bad as the Mesclun greens, tomatoes, red onions, olives, 

and peppers. Gina had made it even worse with that damn 

balsamic vinaigrette. I made a mental note to set the rabbit 

food on her desk first thing in the morning. 

The Bears were just receiving the Patriot’s opening kick 

when I sat in my Lazy boy in the den. Like my feelings toward 

the salad, I wasn’t much in the mood for football, but I knew 

it was the best sleeping pill I possessed. Like last week, I’d rest 

here most of the night, turning the TV off when I made my 

predawn trip to the bathroom. 

I 
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Nick Foles threw an interception on second down. I liked 

the 6-foot 6-inch kid, but he was a slow-starter and prone to 

turn-overs. And he didn’t have Mitch Trubisky’s running and 

scrambling ability. I muted the sound when a Lumen dating 

commercial appeared. That seemed an odd choice for the 

NFL.  

A dating APP for those over fifty. It would have been more 

natural to think of myself, but strangely, my mother-in-law 

came to mind. It might be because the older woman, jogging, 

reminded me of a much younger Rosa. My broken promise 

also came to mind. 

Saturday, after exiting Bella’s, I’d promised Rosa I’d take 

another look for her second most treasured book, after the 

Bible, of course. I’d spent the balance of Saturday mowing the 

yard the last time for the year and reviewing several emails 

from my friend and associate Professor Stallings. Mostly, I’d 

moped around the house and napped. I spent yesterday at 

school, prepping for this week’s lectures.  

*** 

I switched off the TV and headed to the basement. My guilt 

gave me no other choice, even though I’d prefer a very long 

nap. 

The fifteen minutes I had spent Saturday morning before 

meeting Rob and Rosa for breakfast, were the first time I’d 

made it more than halfway down the stairs since Rachel had 

killed herself. There were simply too many reminders of my 

beautiful and brilliant wife.  

She had aptly named the twenty-by-twenty-foot space 

“The Cave,” after we’d moved here mid-summer 2000. By the 
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following January, she’d secured a job at Amity Regional 

High School and hired the carpenter husband of the school’s 

secretary. The man, Carlton I believe, had done an excellent 

job building and installing hundreds of feet of shelving on 

two walls, inclusive of a built-in desk. A few months later, 

Rachel had Carlton return and build waist-high cabinets 

topped with a basic Formica countertop. She naturalized the 

room by hanging a dozen landscape paintings along the 

unobstructed paneled walls above the countertops. 

Other than a single, chain-pull bulb dangling from the 

center of the room’s ceiling, the only other light was a three-

foot double fluorescent hanging low above her narrow desk 

and secured by the shelf above. Just like Saturday, I’d brought 

my flashlight to scan the fully stocked shelves. 

After pulling the chain and flipping the fluorescent’s toggle 

switch, I sat at Rachel’s desk. Her chair was cloth, maroon-

colored, and cheap. It was mobile, with a set of three rollers 

attached to the base. The seat and back were soft and 

adjustable. I tried to recall the last time I’d seen her sitting 

here. I fought sadness and a low rumbling portent of sickness 

when I recalled it was less than two weeks until the first 

anniversary of her death. It was the day after Thanksgiving, 

truly Black Friday. I literally shook my head, refusing to go 

there. 

I rolled her chair back from her desk and switched on my 

flashlight. I pointed it to three shelves above her desk. 

Nothing but literature, textbooks and teaching guides, one set 

for each year she’d taught English at Amity Regional. 

I stood, realizing I needed to conduct my search 

methodically. Each shelf deserved special attention. Before 
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departing Saturday, Rosa had shown me an Amazon photo of 

Bonhoeffer’s book, including a colorful cover. However, 

according to Rosa, the book itself was solid gray other than 

the author’s name and book title on the spine, which were in 

a light-colored gold. Rosa remembered packing the book and 

bringing it along while traveling. She thought the cover had 

gotten torn during a return voyage from China and that she’d 

kept it tucked inside the book when she’d shipped it to Rachel 

a few years ago. 

My plan was to work from top to bottom, shelf by shelf. I’d 

start in the far corner at the front of the house. But first, I 

needed something to stand on. Rachel’s rolling chair would 

be an accident waiting to happen. My body was stiff enough 

as it was, even considering my most recent two-mile walk. I 

made a quick trip upstairs for the stepstool stored in the 

utility room closet. 


