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THE BELOVED 










PROLOGUE 







THE ESCAPE ROUTE was planned perfectly.

The first thing he would do was walk through the courtyard to the apartment where his wife’s new lover lived and knock on the door.

He knew the man was home. He’d seen him pull in to the gated complex in his Lexus. Don Grant had been sitting in his car across the street, watching through a pair of binoculars.

Lisa’s lover wouldn’t recognize him; of that, he was certain. Don had made the necessary preparations today. He was normally bespectacled, thinning blonde hair neatly trimmed and clean-shaven. He’d worn his contact lenses today instead of his glasses and he hadn’t shaved. His bags were packed and his bank account had been emptied yesterday. He had a Mexican passport, and if he could get over the border this afternoon he could make it down to San Paulo by Saturday. He could lay low for a while, head to Mexico City where a new identity and passport could be bought, then he could wait until his appearance had changed drastically enough for him to drift north again. 

He didn’t want to get caught. 

What the hell am I doing? Don thought as he walked through the apartment complex’s courtyard, hands in the pockets of the light blue windbreaker he was wearing. In the right front pocket of the windbreaker was a cheap .22 pistol he’d bought at a gun store. He’d never fired a gun in his life, and when he’d decided to kill his wife’s lover he’d simply gone into a gun store in Pasadena and picked out the first thing he saw. After the mandatory waiting period and filling out the appropriate paperwork, he’d picked the weapon up along with a box of shells. He wasn’t worried about the weapon being traced back to him. He’d never broken the law before so his fingerprints weren’t on any government computer database. They’d be on the gun, of course, but they’d never find that. If he made it down to the southern tip of Baja he’d throw it in the Pacific.

What scared him most was the incredible sense of hatred and rage he felt toward Lisa’s lover. And the fact that he was so driven to kill the man.

Don’s hand trembled in his jacket pocket as he meandered slowly through the courtyard of the apartment complex. It was a Thursday afternoon and the complex was empty. He’d planned well. There’d be no witnesses and he’d be in and out of the complex in less than five minutes. 

But he was still scared to death.

I’ve never committed a violent act before in my life, Don thought as he scanned apartment numbers on his walk to the rear of the complex. I am a peaceful, God-loving man. I love my wife, I love my country, I love God. I am a man of faith. I believe in the Ten Commandments, especially the one that says Though Shall Not Kill. And I can’t help but want to kill the motherfucker that’s been fucking my wife!

Yet at the same time he was experiencing these twin feelings of murderous rage and hate he felt perfectly sane.

Don had tried offering up a small prayer, trying to hear the still small voice of God, trying to ask Him for guidance, to protect him from the strong temptation he was feeling. But he’d felt and heard nothing from God.

All Don felt was the calm, warm feeling that accompanied the visions he had of watching himself walk into the man’s apartment, seeing his wife there, then opening fire on him, ending his life in a hail of bullets. Whenever he replayed the image, he heard a voice, the same one that gave him such a strong feeling of peace and contentment when he prayed, say to him, you’ll feel better if you kill him, Don. He’s the cause of all your problems. He seduced your wife, and now she doesn’t want to have anything to do with you. She loves him now. Kill him and maybe just maybe—you’ll win her back. You need to prove your strength and show you can’t be taken advantage of. A strong man always takes care of himself. So do it. Kill him.

Two weeks ago he’d followed Lisa when she left for work. He’d called in sick to his own job at Kaiser Permanente where he worked as a Systems Analyst. He’d followed Lisa discreetly as she drove to Hawthorne, then watched as she’d gone into the apartment complex. He’d gotten out and followed her, staying far enough behind that she never detected she was being followed, but also close enough that he got a general sense of which apartment she had entered. 

He stood before that apartment now. 

Apartment Twenty-Five.

He stood before the door to apartment Twenty-Five trying to calm the anger and rage that pulsed through him. He’d checked out the man who lived there, found out his name was Bruce Miller, that he drove a black Lexus and had the looks of a typical upper middle-class yuppie fuck. Don had gotten his name from the bank of mailboxes at the front of the apartment, and he’d confirmed his wife was screwing Bruce when he scrolled through her phone list on her cellular one evening when she was in the shower and came across his name. He’d almost gone into the bathroom then to confront her but something had made him stop. She won’t listen, he’d told himself. If I confront her she’ll just deny it. Accuse me of snooping in her personal life and besides, what proof do I really have that she’s fucking around?

The late night calls to her cellular phone, which she took with a feigned air of casualness, always stealing away into the kitchen or upstairs to take it in hushed whispers; her answers that it was only “her friend Ann or Marge” who had called; the mornings he called her office when he knew she should be there and her secretary informed him that Lisa had an appointment; the evenings she came home late from work, proclaiming that meetings were keeping her in the office till six, seven, sometimes eight or nine o’clock in the evening; the harried expressions, the flush in her cheeks, the slight rumple of her clothes when she came home from such meetings. Oh, she was fucking Bruce Miller all right. The signs were there. And he knew that she’d deny it even if he pointed out all the circumstantial evidence against her.

Therefore, he had to kill Bruce.

He’d been agonizing over the decision for weeks. He’d been distraught when his instinct told him Lisa was having an affair. He’d cried, bawled his heart out, actually. His sadness weighed heavily on him the week he’d put everything together and he would have thought Lisa would have sensed his mood; she used to sense the change of his moods so often, and would always inquire if he was okay or if anything was bothering him, but this time she didn’t seem to notice. That made the sadness weigh in more heavily, and it was then the whispering suggestions of murder began. It had quickly grown into a persistent roar.

And now he was here to follow up on it.

God help me, Don thought as he wiped a tear from his face. God help me because I can’t help it and I just need to kill this sonofabitch.

He knocked on the door.

For a moment there was nothing, then he heard footsteps approach. 

The door flew open.

A good-looking, tanned and youthful man stood at the door to apartment twenty-five. He grinned. “Yes?”

“Bruce Miller?”

“Yeah?”

Don heard a voice in the background. He instantly recognized it as Lisa’s.

He barreled past Bruce into the sparsely furnished living room, shoving the other man roughly against the door. He pulled the .22 out of his jacket pocket and pointed it at Lisa as she emerged from the back bedroom, gasping in surprise. She was dressed in the skirt she had worn this morning when she’d left for work, a red satin bra, and her black pumps. Now her black hair hung in her face in disarray and Don noticed with rising anger that Don’s shirt was unbuttoned, showing off a tanned, washboard chest. The zipper of his slacks was down, too. “I knew it,” Don muttered, pointing the gun at Lisa, fighting back the tears. “I fucking knew it!”

“Don, please put the gun down!” Lisa said, and there was something in her tone of voice that got to him. He gasped, steeling himself from the image of what he wanted to do: plug holes into both of their adulterous faces, but especially hers. The urge to empty the chamber of his newly purchased .22 was so strong it washed over him, seeming to whisper, do it now, do it now now nownownownownow!

“Don’t do anything foolish, Don,” Bruce said, seeming to take the confrontation in stride. He made no effort to close the door or take a defensive stance. 

Don couldn’t think straight. He glared at both of them, alternating aiming the .22 from one lover to the other, as if unsure of which one to shoot. Lisa looked frantic, scared, but not guilty. No, not guilty at all. 

“Why?” he asked her, gun aimed at her lover.

Tears streamed down Lisa’s face. “Please don’t shoot him, Don. Please!”

“What if I do?”

“Please don’t,” Lisa begged, and there was something in her voice, something that seemed so desperate, so hungry, that it spoke to him. “Please don’t kill him. I don’t think that...”

Don’t think that what, Lisa? Don thought, suddenly finding the power he held over Lisa’s emotions now...well, kind of exciting. He hadn’t been able to so much as arouse any kind of emotion in her lately, and here he was inspiring fear. It gave him a feeling of confidence. He kept the gun trained on Bruce, who stood at the open doorway calmly, as if he were used to the spectacle of jealous husbands. 

“Please!” Lisa sank to the floor on her knees and sobbed. “Please you can’t kill him...he’s...he’s all I’ve got!”

And hearing her sob like that, recognizing the tone of her sadness for what it was, brought the anger and hate rushing back to Don Grant once again. Lisa was deeply in love with Bruce Miller; he could tell by the gut-wrenching sobs, so heavy with emotion. This wasn’t just an affair of the flesh, something that could be forgiven and worked through with marriage counseling and a lot of love. This was betrayal of the deepest sort. She had given not only her body, but also her heart and soul to another man. 

And she had ripped his out in the process.

And that hurt more than anything.

But it also made him angry and hate-filled until it burst out of him in a sudden fury.

Don squeezed the trigger, emptying all six shells into Bruce Miller, who staggered and fell back against the open door, the jamb of the door stopping him from tumbling to the Pergo entranceway. Lisa let out a long wail. “Noooo!”

Don turned back to Lisa one last time; he wanted the image of her crying visage to be burned into his mind forever. He wanted to savor the moment of when he had killed her lover.

He turned and stepped toward the doorway to make his retreat when he stopped suddenly, amazement and confused fear vying for equal attention in his already jumbled emotions.

Bruce Miller was rising to his feet, grinning. Don saw the six wounds the .22 shells had rent into his body where he’d shot him, but as he watched Bruce get to his feet with a rising sense of alarm he saw them close up, expelling the shells. The sound of the spent lead hitting the floor made the reality of it more final, and as Don stood there rooted to the spot, staring at Bruce with a sense of numb awe, he noticed Bruce wasn’t finished.

He was still changing. 

Don heard a dull thump as the gun fell from his limp hand.

Bruce Miller laughed; his mouth became a twisted thing, filled with rows of rotten, jagged teeth. His eyes were burning orbs set in a skull that was bony. As he laughed, Don smelled the sourness of his breath. He watched in growing horror and cold, blind fear as Bruce’s body morphed and contorted into a shapeless thing, and then a grinning leering wraith of indeterminate sex.

He heard Lisa behind him give a gasp—not of fright, but of surprised joy. “Bruce!” She ran past Don and embraced the still morphing thing, hugging it, laughing with joy. “Bruce! Bruce!”

Bruce looked at Don over Lisa’s shoulder as he hugged her. His hair had grown and thickened, becoming tangled dreadlocks. His skin had become bruised-colored, almost a sickly green. He licked his lips with a tongue that looked diseased.

Lisa grasped the Bruce-thing’s face between her hands and kissed him deeply. Don’s stomach plunged down an elevator shaft as he watched the Bruce-thing’s tongue undulating in Lisa’s mouth.

The sound of his screams snapped him out of his frozen shock and he bolted out of the apartment.

He didn’t know how he made it past them without flinching in revulsion and dread, but he managed. Instinct will do that; kind of like the way an arachnophobia will stand frozen in fear when a spider scuttles down its web ten feet away from him, but if a life or death situation threatens his life he’ll blunder through the web without a second thought of the spider becoming entangled in his hair or clothes. That was how Don made it past the Bruce-thing and his wife—he just bolted past them, screaming at the top of his lungs, and ran through the courtyard, his sense of self-preservation compelling him to flee.

He took the stairs leading down to the sidewalk at the front of the complex three at a time, ran across the street without checking for traffic, almost got hit by a Federal Express van that honked at him, and fumbled for the driver’s side door of his car. He opened it and dove in, started the engine and peeled away from the curb, his terror racing through his heart, and it wasn’t until he was a mile away he realized he was doing sixty in a thirty-five mile an hour zone and slowed down.

Back at the apartment complex, Lisa Grant stepped out of the apartment with a very normal-looking Bruce Miller. The two lovers had put their clothes on and their features showed concern as they looked toward the front of the complex where Don had fled. An older man stepped out of his apartment across the courtyard and looked around. “What was that man yelling about?” the old man asked.

“He was upset,” Lisa said, not wanting to get into it further. “He’ll be fine.”

A woman from two doors down also stepped out. “Everything okay?” she asked. “I thought I heard gunshots.”

Bruce nodded and smiled. He’d buttoned his shirt and zipped up his slacks. “Everything’s fine.”

“Was somebody shooting a gun?”

“No,” Bruce said, turning to her, shrugging. “I don’t know what that was.”

“Hmmm.” The woman nodded, lips pursed. She appeared to dismiss the sound of the gunshots. “That man sounded like he was mad.”

“He is,” Lisa said, frowning. “It’s really very sad. He’s been this way for a while.”

“Oh,” the woman said, looking embarrassed. She looked too young to be playing hooky from school and too old to be retired. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“He really should get some help,” Bruce said, mostly to Lisa. The woman two doors down went back into her apartment. “It’s getting worse. He could have killed us.”

“That doesn’t matter now,” Lisa said, her face flush. She was practically swooning. “What matters is us.” She took his hand, pulling him back into the apartment. “Come on and finish what you started.”

Bruce grinned. “As you wish.”

They went back into the apartment and closed the door behind them.


PART ONE

Beginnings










ONE 







“ELIZABETH?”

She barely heard Gregg’s voice call out her name. She was knee deep in the latest novel, on a nice narrative flow, when the sound of his voice jarred her out of that waking dream state she got into whenever she became absorbed in her work. Not wanting to break the flow, she focused on the scene in her head, especially the sentence and line of dialogue she was working on. Chuck turned to Wanda, not knowing what to do or say. She looked back at him, eyes red from crying, the blood from the wound in her scalp already starting to clot. She was opening her mouth to say something when the door crashed open behind them and a large shape filled the entranceway, the stink of Alfred’s body and the presence of his hulking—

“Elizabeth!”

Her concentration broken, she turned. Gregg was standing at the doorway to her office dressed in a pair of pajama shorts and nothing else, a dissatisfied look on his face. “Can’t you hear me? I’ve been calling you for fifteen minutes.”

“Fifteen minutes? Gregg, you’ve got to be kidding, you just called me and— ”

“No, Elizabeth, I’ve been calling you for the past fifteen minutes and you aren’t answering. Really, I think you need to have your hearing checked or something.” Elizabeth scowled. Gregg had that holier-than-thou look he got whenever he was on one of his power trips, which was all the time lately. Whenever he brought up the subject of her hearing it was always in relation to her not hearing him when he called for her when she was in her office writing. He knew the hearing thing was bullshit, but he did it to drive the knife in a little deeper. If she wouldn’t spend so much time in her office writing, she’d have more time to spend with him. But because she wrote, devoted her time to this extra-marital lover, the green monster of jealousy erupted from Gregg the way zits popped up on an adolescent’s face. It was his way of saying, pay attention to me!

She bit her tongue, not wanting to fly off at the handle with the first thing that came to her mind, which was, it’s not my fault you’re not pursuing your muse with so many theatre groups in Lancaster, so why don’t you kindly fuck off? That would lead to a fight. And a fight was something they couldn’t have. Not now, not so late at night, and not with Eric asleep down the hall in his room.

“I’m sorry I didn’t hear you,” she said in a mechanical voice, words she said at least once every few weeks whether she wanted to or not. “What is it?”

“I just wish you would listen to me more,” he said. “You never listen to me.”

Oh God, not again. “I’m listening, Gregg,” she said instead, trying to sound interested. “What?”

“Forget it,” he turned and retreated back down the hall.

I’m not playing this game, she thought, stunned for a moment. I am not playing this!

She turned back to the computer, fighting down her anger and despair. Goddamn him for doing this to her! Gregg knew goddamn well that writing time—between nine and eleven P.M.—was her time; they’d discussed this, agreed on it five years ago when they moved back to Lancaster County, Pennsylvania from Los Angeles where they had spent nearly a decade. And he still violated this sacred privacy, this intimate moment of creation whenever he got on one of his tirades. Usually the tirade went something like this: whenever she was deep into the first draft of a novel or a really crackerjack short story, she tended to block everything out and not think of anything else. When that happened she tended to get...well, a little scatterbrained. When she wasn’t actually sitting down and writing, she was thinking about the piece she was writing; how to approach it, plot developments, characterization. She wasn’t in a dream-state the way she was while writing, but she tended to daydream at times. And when that happened, when she got that deep into her work, she was slow to respond. As simple as that.

She’d tried explaining this to Gregg—they’d even discussed it and tried to work through it in therapy a few years ago. And while they’d made important strides in their relationship since therapy, this was the one little thing Gregg still couldn’t let go of. He knew goddamn well her writing was important to her, but he still went out of his way to demean her with little snide remarks about her ‘hearing’. 

It depressed and angered her because, while he didn’t come right out and say it, she suspected the reason he did this was to remind her he’d given up his dream of being an actor when Eric was conceived. She hadn’t asked him to; she’d encouraged him to keep his agent and continue auditioning for parts, but he’d insisted. I have a degree in computer science, he’d explained that spring day in 1994 when she’d told him she was pregnant. It’s about time I do something with it, especially now that we’re going to have a family. She’d tried to talk him out of it; she knew he had gotten the degree because his father had pressured him to obtain it. He had paid for Gregg’s education on the condition he get a degree in something that would lead to gainful employment; Business Administration, Computer Science, something like that, he’d said. In other words, follow in my footsteps. Be like me because that’s the safe route. And while there were genuine merits in following such a path, Elizabeth knew that a lifetime in a corporate office behind a computer wasn’t Gregg’s lifework. Acting and working in film and theatre was where his heart lay. And he’d packed it all in the minute Elizabeth became pregnant.

She’d never asked him to give up his dream. 

She wasn’t going to let this latest episode deter her. It was ten-thirty; Eric was in bed sound asleep and Gregg was...well, usually by this time, Gregg was in bed himself. He usually turned in between ten and ten-thirty, sometimes eleven if there was something good on TV. He’d come upstairs from the living room to rub the salt in her wound, so he was watching some program on TV probably. She wasn’t going to be tricked into going downstairs to try to mend the bridges over the troubled waters of this one sore spot in their marriage. She had a deadline and he knew it. Besides, she’d learned long ago that trotting after him following a fight that was a result of the so-called hearing problem only resulted in her rolling over to his demands. She’d nod and agree that, yes, there was something wrong with her hearing; she’d go to the doctor and have it checked. That would shut him up for awhile, and of course she wouldn’t go to the doctor. If Gregg had his way she’d cease to write. Or maybe she’d work in the dead of night, between one and three a.m. when he was asleep.

That would be just like him, she thought, trying to get back into the story. Much as she didn’t want to believe it, she sometimes had the feeling Gregg wished she would be a normal wife; one who cooked, cleaned, took care of Eric, did the shopping, and held down a full-time job to pay her half of the mortgage and bills. Oh yeah, and spreading her legs and swallowing were also important. Can’t forget that.

The tears sprang to her eyes suddenly without warning at that last thought and Elizabeth fought them back. If she continued down this track he would win. It wasn’t her fault he’d abandoned his lifework; it wasn’t her fault she’d stuck to her dream, which was writing fiction. She’d managed to work her day job, be a mother, and work at building her dream. True, the writing time had shrunk from twenty or thirty hours a week to a mere ten, but she still put her time in and the effort had paid off: three published novels and over fifty published short stories, plus two major awards for her work. Not bad for an hour or two of writing every night.

She gained control of her emotions and sat up straight in her chair, focusing her mind back on her work. She was able to get back into the narrative flow after scrolling back a few pages and rereading what she had written. She revised a little as she went along, then got back into it. Within a minute she was deep into the narrative and she wrapped up her page quota fifteen minutes later, adding a few notes to herself at the end of the page for tomorrow’s writing. Then she saved the file to a zip disk and debated on whether she should check her e-mail. She glanced at the clock. It was a quarter till eleven. It wouldn’t hurt to see if anything had come in. She wouldn’t get to her e-mail again until four o’clock tomorrow afternoon at the earliest and it would be filled up by then. She launched her Internet connection and logged onto her e-mail account to see what was there.

There wasn’t much. A few bits of spam, a chatty e-mail from an old writer friend she had known back from The Horror Show days where the two of them had first been published at the beginning of their careers. She skimmed the e-mail quickly, making a note to herself to read and respond to it at length tomorrow afternoon when she got home from work. There was another e-mail from an on-line bookseller asking if he could ship a box of her new short story collection, which had just been published in paperback, to her home for her to sign; she had agreed to participate in a promotion for the bookseller a few months before, and she quickly sent a reply saying he could send the books. There was another e-mail from a small press publisher asking if she had anything she could send him for his press—he’d simply be honored to publish a book of hers in a limited edition. She saved that e-mail, making a note to not only read it over again, but to visit the publisher’s website to research the books he’d previously published. 

When she was finished she closed her Internet connection, then closed down her computer. Then she headed to the bedroom, noting that Gregg was still downstairs watching TV. She went to the bathroom, peed and washed her hands, then got into bed. Tomorrow was Friday, and two of her American Lit classes had exams tomorrow and she had a lesson planned for her composition class for fourth period. It would be a full day of work. No writing tomorrow night, either. Friday nights were family nights.

Family nights. She lay in bed, thinking about her family. She loved Gregg dearly; he was her friend, her lover, her confidant. She couldn’t think of spending her life with any other man. But he drove her batshit at times with his mood swings. Gregg worked as a senior analyst at an insurance company in Lancaster, and his days were usually spent in meetings and crunching formulas for databases and writing programs for whatever it was their system was built on. His salary was almost twice as much as what she earned as a high school teacher, and his job was much more stressful. She understood that, and she tried to give him the space he needed. They gave as much time as they could to Eric, and she supposed the time left over should be given to each other but it wasn’t. That was the one thing sorely lacking in their marriage lately. 

Spending time with each other. As a couple.

It had been two years since they’d gone away together for the weekend. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d made love.

Before she knew it she was crying.

She tried not to make her sobs too audible. The tears trickled down her cheeks silently. She loved Gregg, she really did. But sometimes he didn’t take the time out to understand her. In the early years of their relationship and marriage, she thought he did. He’d loved the fact that she was a writer — her credentials, as amateurish as they’d sounded to her at the time, had impressed the hell out of him. And of course he was a burgeoning actor, with a few credits as an extra for some major films and one starring role in a student film that had gained incredible critical acclaim at the time of its release. He’d supported her morally through the sale of her first novel to a British publisher ten years ago, then through the lean years when the book failed to find an American audience. It had only been within the last four years when her agent, Michelle Greenberg, had successfully started to place her work with a small paperback house in New York that he’d started to show both disinterest and disapproval with her work. He’d started complaining about the time she put into her writing, which was much less than it had been before Eric was born. Early in their relationship she’d written to the point of obsession; two hours a night, four hours or more on Saturday and Sunday. In the early years when they’d had Eric, he’d been very supportive of her work: taking Eric out to give her an hour or so at the computer, taking up some of the chores so she could get some writer-related job done. Then they’d worked out the schedule she held now, two hours at night after nine p.m., and every other weekend she had four hours on a Saturday or Sunday. And things had worked fine.

Until lately.

Now she felt like a teenager sneaking around to smoke a cigarette when it came to writing. It had become like masturbation, something to be done in private lest she be made to feel shameful. And Gregg’s behavior had grown increasingly schizophrenic when it came to her writing. One minute he was telling her she wasn’t paying enough attention to him, telling her he was sick of her talking about her writing (she hadn’t talked about her work to him in years, yet he still brought up this lament), then the next moment he was complaining she never talked to him about her work or let him read it (and whenever that came out she wanted to scream at him and when I do bring it up you complain about it so why should I fucking talk to you about it?). It was so frustrating to hear it—she was literally at the end of her rope. She attended conventions by herself, and the few writer friends she had who lived in the area she visited alone. He complained about that too; “It’s like I don’t know you anymore,” he told her one evening when the subject crept up six months ago. “You have your friends and the things you do, and I have mine. And we don’t do things together anymore.”

Elizabeth sobbed silently, knowing this was sadly true. In the beginning they did everything together. They had the same interests—actually, they still shared the same interests and hobbies—but they pursued them on separate tracks now. Gregg was very creative, was very talented, and she knew that part of himself was screaming to be let out and she just wished he would indulge in it, but he wouldn’t. She’d told him countless times she would take Eric while tried out for a play—she knew he could get any part he tried for—but he never took her up on her offers. He had let his dreams die and had been trying to destroy hers now for the last five years.

Now they led separate, almost single lives, living under the same roof. 

Elizabeth sobbed, trying to control her crying. She wasn’t crying loud enough for Gregg to hear her. If he did he would surely come up. She didn’t want him to come up, though. She didn’t want him to know she’d been crying because she didn’t want to talk about why she had the sickening feeling that their marriage was dying.










“WHAT DO YOU think of this?” Laura Baker had her finger set in the open page of a cookbook she was reading and she looked over the kitchen counter at her daughter. “The recipe calls for fresh basil and oregano, but I’m not sure if— ”

“Let me see.” Elizabeth set down the latest issue of People magazine, which she’d been perusing casually on the kitchen table, and walked over to where her mother was standing in the kitchen. They’d been talking about preparing some baked ziti, and while Elizabeth had a recipe at home, her mother had found this particular recipe in a new cookbook she’d picked up at the Fire Hall fund raiser last month. She looked down at the cookbook and nodded. “Yep, that’s identical to my recipe. We can do that easily.”

“Okay, fine,” Laura said, flipping the page. “That’s what we’ll do then.”

Elizabeth smiled. The subject was closed as far as her mother was concerned. When mom got it in her head to make a certain dish for whatever event she was planning, she usually didn’t budge.

Elizabeth had left school right at the three o’clock bell and headed straight home. She’d responded to some e-mails, did some research on the publisher who asked if she had anything he could publish and decided she would allow him to have limited edition hardcover rights to her next novel — whenever Michelle got around to selling paperback rights for it. Then she’d headed to her mother’s to pick up Eric. Her mom picked Eric up from school on Friday’s and sat for him until five or so, giving Elizabeth an hour or two to get some business taken care of and some housecleaning done before Gregg came home. Eric was outside playing with the Sullivan twins and Elizabeth had told him they’d be leaving shortly. Elizabeth and her mom had been chatting about what had been going on in their lives the past week—the usual stuff—and then Mom mentioned that Ronnie’s new girlfriend, Diana Marshfield, was finally moving out from Ohio.

“Oh, it’s this weekend?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes,” Laura answered, starting the dishes in the sink. “Ronnie left this morning for Ohio to help her pack the truck, and they’re supposed to leave tomorrow morning and get back by the afternoon. That’s why I thought I’d make something for them here.”

Elizabeth nodded, knowing exactly what her mother was talking about. She’d want her son and his new girlfriend to have a nice home cooked meal when they arrived, and she also wanted to make Diana’s arrival a welcome one. After all, the woman was uprooting from her life in Columbus, Ohio, where she’d been born and raised, and was starting a new life in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. Gregg had received the same welcome when they’d first started dating twelve years ago. “So he’s really going through with it,” she said.

“Yep, he sure is,” Laura said. Elizabeth knew from the tone of her mother’s voice what she meant by that. 

Elizabeth’s father, Jerry, had already expressed his disapproval of the developments in Ronnie’s life months before. These pronouncements were always made when Ronnie was at work and when Mary, Ronnie’s daughter, was outside playing, or with her mother, and Elizabeth always happened to be around when he made them. Elizabeth agreed with her father’s opinion on the situation; she, too, felt her brother was rushing into the relationship too quickly.

Ronald Baker was thirty-seven years old, three years younger than Elizabeth, and, until this weekend, he and Mary had been living with her parents. Three years before, Ronnie had moved out of the small two bedroom duplex he had been living in since his wife, Cindy, left him for another man. He and Mary had moved into Laura and Jerry’s house so Ronnie could pay down some bills, and Elizabeth predicted that the “few months” Ronnie proposed would turn into “a few years” and she was right. Ronnie and Mary lived with Laura and Jerry for three years rent-free. Then Ronnie met Diana through some Internet dating service and things changed drastically.

It had started innocently enough. Ronnie never talked about his girlfriends, so it was months before anybody knew he was seeing Diana. He’d asked Laura one morning if she could watch Mary for the weekend; he was going to Ohio. When Laura asked why he was going to Ohio he’d answered, “I’m meeting somebody there.” When pressed on the issue, Ronnie had grudgingly admitted he was going to Ohio to see a woman. He’d later admitted he’d met her on the Internet.

At first Elizabeth had been amused by the incident. She’d never known her brother to troll for women on the Internet. He’d always met his girlfriends at the local bars or at parties. He’d met Cindy at the Cocalico Tavern, and the few girlfriends he’d had after the breakup and divorce were women he’d met at other bars. But with the acquisition of a new computer a year before, Ronnie spent the time he wasn’t working and playing with Mary in their parent’s basement on the Internet. And what kind of websites does a thirty-something recovering alcoholic-drug addict who has just been through a divorce usually find most attractive? 

Elizabeth approved of Ronnie having a long distance affair; what she didn’t approve of was her brother’s sudden plans to have a house built and move Diana and her two children in with him, settling into a sense of domestic bliss. She and mom had talked about this constantly in the months during the building of the house. “I think he’s making a mistake,” Elizabeth had said one day during one of her afternoon visits when the two women were alone together. “Going from a divorce right into another relationship. Hell, he didn’t even play the field that much when he was living with you guys. He should have done that for a little bit but he didn’t. And Diana...I mean, yeah, I think its fine to have a long distance affair, but they’re rushing into it. At least they’re not getting married.”

And that’s when her mother had told her what she’d found one afternoon when she had cleaned Ronnie’s room: unpaid credit card bills and letters demanding payment; credit card receipts from Ohio for dinners at expensive restaurants; and a credit card slip for Gordon’s Jewelers for two thousand dollars. The latter was for a diamond engagement ring. Elizabeth had been flabbergasted not only at the price, but the willingness with which Ronnie had bought the ring. When he and Cindy had gotten married they’d been poor—Cindy’s wedding ring had cost Ronnie two hundred dollars and it had been a beautiful wedding band cut with small diamonds. Cindy hadn’t been the type of woman to pester Ronnie for something gaudy anyway, and Ronnie was notoriously cheap when it came to spending money on family. The only person Ronnie wasn’t cheap with was Mary; he showered his daughter with gifts at every available opportunity.

Mom hadn’t said anything to Ronnie about what she’d found. This had been during a period when relations between son and parents were beginning to become strained. Ronnie had already announced his plans to move Diana and her kids out to Pennsylvania and get a place together, and the rent they had suddenly imposed on him two months earlier ceased. His excuse for not paying the two hundred a month to his parents for room and board was he didn’t have the money. Which translated to, “I have the money, but it’s already earmarked for anything Diana wants, so don’t ask me for any.”

They’d met Diana three times. She’d called the house once and announced she was driving out to pay Ronnie a surprise visit and wanted directions to the house. She’d been seeing Ronnie steadily since June, and made the surprise visit in December, shortly before Christmas. Ronnie had been surprised, and he’d hustled her into the room he normally shared with Mary and didn’t come out until the next morning. Mary had slept on the sofa in the living room that night and Elizabeth had been furious when she’d found out. She’d been a trifle miffed her parents hadn’t been firmer, but as mom explained to her a week later, “What could we have done? He wouldn’t have listened to a word we said.”

“But it’s your house, mom!” Elizabeth had said. She had been over with Gregg and Eric that afternoon and Gregg had nodded in silent agreement. Eric had been downstairs playing with Mary.  “I mean, he’s living under your roof and not paying rent. You call the shots. Hell, you’re practically raising Mary anyway! Just tell him if Diana comes to visit next time, you prefer he get a motel room for her. It’s not fair his daughter has to sleep on the sofa while her father is fucking his girlfriend!”

Only that hadn’t worked. The next time Diana visited a few months later, mom had politely asked Ronnie if he could get a motel room in the area for her to stay in and he’d exploded. Mother and son had wound up having a huge fight and mom had backed down. Diana had slept with Ronnie in his room, and mom wound up buying an air mattress to set up in the study at the end of the hall for Mary to sleep in. Jerry had fumed silently but said nothing. 

The third time Diana visited she’d brought her children. Rick was a silent, brooding twelve-year-old who was almost as tall as Elizabeth. Lily was also silent, dark-haired, with a perpetual frown. Elizabeth had been at the house with Eric and she’d tried to get her son to play with Rick and Lily, but Eric shied away. Elizabeth didn’t pursue it—it wasn’t in her or Gregg’s nature to force their son to play with certain children, and they certainly weren’t going to start now to make nice with her brother’s girlfriend. 

The plans were for Ronnie and Mary to move out of the house and into the new place with Diana and her two children, forming a Brady Bunch of sorts. Mary was looking forward to gaining step-siblings, even if they weren’t close to her age; Mary was seven, a year younger than Eric, and was more a sister to Eric than a first cousin. Elizabeth thought her niece was looking forward to having a mother figure again too; Cindy hadn’t really been much of one lately. She was more interested in sex, drugs, and rock and roll than her daughter.

“So are they still bringing that dog with them?” Elizabeth asked. Diana owned a rottweiler and was adamant about bringing him along. 

“Apparently,” Mom said, rustling in the kitchen. “I’m not too happy about that but we’ll see what happens.”

Elizabeth was about to ask her mother about Diana’s ex-husband, then decided to drop the subject. The few times she’d met the woman Diana hadn’t mentioned him. What they’d learned about the situation had come from Ronnie, who said Diana’s ex had suddenly walked out on her and the kids, leaving them destitute. Diana and her kids had been living with her mother in Ohio when she’d met Ronnie, and Elizabeth silently wondered if perhaps Diana was using Ronnie as a meal ticket and a way out of her situation. Despite his tightwad way with money, Ronnie made plenty as a welder at a sheet metal factory. 

“Well, if you want some company, give us a call,” Elizabeth said. She rose to her feet, moving toward the front door to call Eric in. “We’ll be around all weekend.”

“Okay, honey,” Mom said. “I’ll probably be calling you.”

Yes, you probably will, Elizabeth thought. Then she called Eric to come in, and a few minutes later the two of them were pulling out of the driveway of her parent’s house, heading home.










TWO 







THE WEEKEND WAS uneventful. For the first time in weeks, Elizabeth and Gregg actually watched a movie together while Eric played in the basement with Stephen Peck, the kid next door. The following morning they ran some errands, and Gregg went to get the cars washed while Eric played outside. Elizabeth did some laundry and got some writing done. Ronnie and Diana were due to arrive at their new home that afternoon, and with the friends he had coming over to help, along with two of mom’s brothers who had promised to lend a hand, they’d probably get the truck unloaded that evening. Ronnie and Diana would spend the rest of Sunday unpacking and arranging furniture, and because he wasn’t due to report back to work till two p.m. on Monday, he’d have part of that morning to get stuff done too. Mom had said if all went well she’d have everybody over for a brief dinner Sunday afternoon at her and Dad’s place, so Elizabeth made sure to tell Gregg the possible plans Saturday afternoon.

Sunday morning they did some work in the yard, and Gregg headed off to play a round of golf with some of his friends from the office. Elizabeth ate lunch in the dining room—a BLT sandwich and an apple—and Eric rode his bike to the McDonald’s on Route 501 with Stephen. She told him to be back by three o’clock, and she spent the rest of the day reading the new Norman Partridge collection 

Mom called at two-thirty. “Ronnie and Diana are coming over around four for supper. You guys want to come?” Elizabeth said they did, and twenty minutes later Gregg and Eric came home and after Eric washed his hands they headed to her parents.

Ronnie and Diana were reclining on lawn chairs in the backyard, sipping cans of Budweiser when they arrived. Diana’s son, Rick, was playing with a football in the backyard and Lily was sitting by her mother, her expression forlorn and silent. Elizabeth gave the little girl a smile and tried to meet her gaze, but she looked away. She’s shy. I was shy when I was her age. And she’s been through so much.

“So where were you guys yesterday when we were unloading the truck?” Ronnie asked, and the tone of voice he used seemed to say so why the hell didn’t you come over to help us? He was wearing sunglasses, his puffy tanned face tipped up at the afternoon sky, and Elizabeth could sense fatigue in his demeanor. He was wearing a tank top, which showed off his tattooed biceps, and a pair of shorts and sandals. One arm was draped casually around the chair next to him where Diana sat. 

Diana smiled—smirked more like it—at Elizabeth and chuckled. “Yeah, we missed you, Elizabeth. I could’ve used the help.”

“Nobody called me,” Elizabeth said. She gave her mother a hug and the look mom gave her told her something was up but she didn’t pursue it; she’d find out sooner or later. “Besides,” she said, turning to Gregg. “We had ourselves a relaxing weekend. First one in a long time.”

“Oh, a relaxing weekend, huh?” Ronnie said, taking a sip of beer. He nodded at Gregg, his long brown hair blowing in the summer breeze. He looked like the type of guy who would rent you a jet ski at Lake Havasu. “What’d you guys do?”

They hung out for a while, making small talk; Elizabeth filled Ronnie and Diana in on what they did yesterday and today. Eric sat on a small bench on the porch with Elizabeth, and she could tell he was reluctant to join the older boy. The sliding glass door that led to the daylight basement slid open and Mary stepped out. “Hey Eric!” she said. Eric turned, his face brightened and Elizabeth smiled.  Mary smiled and ran to join her cousin. She had her mother’s face and dark hair, but she had Ronnie’s personality—gregarious, outgoing, and active. She was wearing a pair of shorts, a t-shirt and white tennis shoes, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She joined Eric on the bench and began telling him about the drive to and from Ohio.

Jerry was standing by the grill where hamburgers were sizzling; apparently Mom had decided against the baked ziti. “Want a beer, Elizabeth?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll get it.” Gregg went into the house after Jerry for the beer, and Elizabeth settled herself into trying to be sociable with Ronnie and his new girlfriend.

It was almost a perfect early summer late afternoon. The day had been warm, and a light summer breeze cooled things down as the afternoon died. Rick invited Eric and Mary to a game of catch, and before Elizabeth knew it the kids were enjoying themselves. Even Lily was in the yard playing. Ronnie had retrieved more beers for himself and Diana, and between talking with them and Mom, Elizabeth began to feel a little more relaxed. Diana related how the move was going. “The place is full of boxes and we’ve got the bed set up in the master bedroom. The kids slept in sleeping bags last night, and we should have them in their beds this evening. Tomorrow we might have most of the house set up.”

“So quickly?” Mom said, reclining in her favorite rocker with a glass of lemonade.

“Most of it,” Diana said, nodding. Despite being skinny as a rail, she wasn’t bad looking, but Ronnie had been with more attractive women in the past. Elizabeth tried not to focus too much on Diana’s hair, which looked slightly unwashed and frizzy, or her complexion, which looked like it had just gotten over a bad case of acne. “Of course I’ve got my curtains I want to put up, and Ronnie has his things he wants to set up. We still have to set up the computer—”

“And we’re setting up my computer,” Ronnie said, in that subtle we’re-doing-things-my-way tone.

“What’s wrong with my computer?” Diana said, turning to Ronnie. Her hazel eyes dared him to continue.

“It’s a piece of shit,” Ronnie said, matter-of-factly, sipping his beer. Elizabeth recognized that tone all right. It was his holier-than-thou voice; since getting his computer, Ronnie had become a PC specialist in his own mind. This happened with everything Ronnie got into. When they were kids and Ronnie wanted a guitar, their father had bought him a Gibson Les Paul. Ronnie had taken lessons, never practiced and never became very good on the instrument, but he proclaimed himself the next Eddie Van Halen anyway. He did the same thing with cars, motorcycles, and other toys he held brief infatuations with. Now it was computers. She remembered him telling her that he spent three grand on his computer when he bought it. Three grand for a guy who only used it to e-mail his girlfriend and download porn off the Internet. But that was Ronnie.

They ate supper on the back deck. Laura put a nice spread of condiments for the burgers on the table, and Elizabeth brought a salad and they all dug in. Diana told them Himmler, the rottweiler, was being acclimated to the house; she’d put a pen in the basement where the dog was staying while they were gone. “Don’t know what to do with him without a fenced-in yard,” she said. Elizabeth agreed, but silently wondered why she brought the dog with her if she knew the house didn’t have a fence around the yard. Couldn’t she have tried to find a home for it?

For the most part it was a casual dinner, but Elizabeth could sense a slight tension in the air from her brother. It was a sense she got from him the moment he introduced them to Diana three months ago, as if he were forcing her on them. As if he was saying, this is my new girlfriend and you’re all going to like her, okay? She was getting this feeling from him again, and as the afternoon changed to evening and she helped Mom clear the table when supper was finished, she dismissed the notion. He’s just nervous, she thought. He just wants everything to be okay. He wants her to be accepted by his family. She seems okay enough. She paused at that thought, watching Diana out of the corner of her eye. Like Ronnie’s ex-wife, Cindy, and the few girlfriend’s he had deemed worthy enough to bring home to meet the family, Diana had a slim, if too skinny, figure with shoulder-length black hair and dark eyes. If her face hadn’t been so badly scarred and she had more meat on her bones she’d be very attractive. She seemed nice enough on the surface, but...come to think of it, Diana hadn’t really been that friendly with her when they’d walked in this afternoon. She’d acknowledged her, yeah, but she seemed to carry this condescending aura, a feeling that said, you are so beneath me that you don’t merit my time. Elizabeth shook her head.  I’m letting my imagination get the best of me. Give her a chance. You’re not going to like her immediately; you’ve got to get a chance to know her and she has to warm up to you. She’s probably nervous.

One thing she did notice, however, was that she did not like Diana’s kids.

She disliked them the minute she met them.

The revelation hit her suddenly, and as conversation went on and she engaged in it, the thought remained at the back of her mind for her to dwell on. She’d never felt such a dislike for children before. She’d known people who had kids that were brats, but she never felt the kind of dislike she felt for them as she did with Rick and Lily. She wondered where the feeling came from, since it came so sudden and seemed to spring from no particular event or series of events for her to form an opinion on. It seemed to have just sprung out of her instinctually, the way one felt a dislike for spiders or snakes.

And as the afternoon bled into evening and she found herself supervising the kids more, babysitting her niece as well as Diana’s two kids, she thought about it more. She began to think of Diana in a different light. Maybe that’s why she felt such an intense dislike for the woman’s children—maybe it was really Diana she didn’t like, and the feeling was beginning to be projected onto her kids. Whatever the reason, the rational part of herself knew it wasn’t fair to Diana or her kids—or Ronnie for that matter—to begin formulating opinions on them based on being around them for only a few hours. Relationships take time to develop. She’d get to know them better, and in doing so would slowly begin to like and accept them. She was sure of it.

They left her parents home around eight p.m. and got home twenty minutes later.

That evening as they were getting ready for bed, Gregg said something that surprised her. “There’s something about Diana that doesn’t seem right.”

Elizabeth turned to him, surprised. “What do you mean?”

Gregg shook his head as he slipped on a t-shirt. He’d put on some pounds the last few years. His once flat stomach was now beginning to balloon considerably, and his hair was graying rapidly. His face hadn’t changed, though; he still had delicate features, high cheekbones and an aquiline nose; an actor’s face. “I don’t know,” he said. He went to the master bathroom. She followed him and waited for him to continue as he brushed his teeth. She could tell he was thinking about what he wanted to say, that he probably didn’t want to offend her, so she said, “To tell you the truth, I’m not sure if I like her, either.”

“Really?” He paused in mid brush, mouth full of toothpaste.

“Yeah. I don’t know what it is, but...”

“You don’t like her?”

Elizabeth shrugged, not sure how to answer. “I don’t know. I mean...I want to, but...”

Gregg finished brushing his teeth, his eyes not leaving hers as he watched her in the mirror. “There’s just...something about her,” he said.

“Yeah.” She nodded. She rubbed her arms. “It’s just a feeling, I guess. Kind of silly, isn’t it?”

“Not at all,” Gregg said. He finished brushing his teeth, put his toothbrush away, turned off the light and joined her in the bedroom. “We’ve probably developed this subconsciously over the past few months since hearing she was going to move out here and finally meeting her. I mean, look at the situation. They met on some Internet dating website. He drove out to spend a weekend with her and got hooked. All we heard was that her husband suddenly left her and she made her living as a debt collector for a credit card company. Then we met her and the kids when they came out that one time. Remember that? Rick was downright sullen; didn’t say much. I thought he was spooky, myself. And Lily? She had this air of...oh, I don’t know...”

“She almost looked cowed,” Elizabeth said. “Like she was afraid to do anything. Like she was afraid her mother would yell at her if she did the slightest thing to provoke her.”

“Yeah.”

“And Diana just reeks of...” The phrase was on the tip of her tongue and she hesitated before saying it. “White trash.”

“Yeah,” Gregg said settling back into the pillows. “White trash. That’s just the word I was looking for.”

“The minute I saw her that first time she reminded me of Cindy. It’s like Ronnie has this certain type of woman in his mind he keeps hooking up with. Remember Linda, that woman he was seeing for a while after Cindy left?”

“Yeah, I remember. She did kind of look like Cindy.”

“Exactly. Put all three of them together and they’d look alike.” Cindy was a petite, lithe brunette; Linda, whom Ronnie had dated for a year after Cindy left him, was a petite, lithe brunette. Diana could have been a carbon copy of both women. All three favored tight fitting blue jeans and blouses, black leather jackets, smoked and drank, hung out at the same kind of bars bikers tended to congregate at and sported the same style of make-up; cheeks rouged, eyelids blue, lips glossy red or pink. And their hair always looked like it had been microwaved to a frizzy do.

“You’re right. They do look alike.”

They lay in bed, silent for a while. Then: “Gregg?”

“Yeah?”

“You don’t think it’s silly of me to not like Diana right away?”

“Not at all.”

“I know it’s wrong. And I’ll try to get to know her. I really will. It’s just...”

“Trust your instinct, Elizabeth. Get to know her at your own pace, on your own terms. If your instincts about her are true, then there’s no law that says you have to get along with her just because she’s your brother’s girlfriend. But if you give her a chance and she turns out to be okay, so much the better.”

“Yeah.” Elizabeth sighed. “You’re right.” She turned to her left side, snuggling up to Gregg. “Night, honey.”

“Night, babe.” Gregg turned to her and they kissed. Then Gregg rolled over back to his side and was snoring within five minutes.

Leaving Elizabeth awake and wondering about Ronnie and Diana and her own relationship with Gregg, telling herself she shouldn’t even worry about liking Diana right now. She had her own marriage to worry about.










CINDY BAKER WAS well into her sixth or seven beer at the Cocalico Tavern when the trouble started.

She’d spent most of the evening venting to Ray Clark, her drinking buddy at the Tavern. She’d had a lot to bitch about. “First my fucking ex starts fucking this new bitch from Oh-fucking-Hi-Oh, then he moves her skanky ass back here and buys her a fucking house, moves her fucking kids in and my daughter in with them. Can you believe that? He’s got my daughter living with that bitch and her fucking kids. And then Gary got a bug up his ass about something and filed for custody of Jason. Can you believe that shit?”

Ray Clark shook his head, his weasely features stubbled, his eyes red. He was wearing a dirty baseball cap over his brittle collar-length blonde hair, a black t-shirt, biker boots and ratty denim jeans over his too skinny frame. He clutched a bottle of Budweiser in his fist. “That’s fucked up.”

“Goddamn right that’s fucked up!” Cindy proclaimed, voice raised. She pounded down a hearty slug, thunked her bottle on the bar top. “First he moves out of the house and takes Jason. Okay, I don’t mind him taking Jason because I didn’t really have a place for him to stay after we lost our apartment, you know? But then he had to turn around and file for full custody? Of my son?”

“That’s fucked up,” Ray said again, confirming to Cindy that things were fucked up indeed.

Cindy took a drag from the cigarette smoldering in the ashtray. Her voice was rough from cigarettes and hard booze. Both of them looked like they came with the bar when it was built. “Hearing for court’s Thursday and no way in hell I can be there. I’ve got a job interview that afternoon and I need this job, because if I don’t get it I won’t have a chance at being a part of Jason’s life, you know? At least if I can get a job and work for awhile I can come back later when they have that family mediation thing and they’ll see I’m working. Know what I mean?”

“You see a lawyer?” Ray asked, taking another swig of beer. Ray looked forty-four shades of fucked up. He’d already been drinking at the bar when Cindy showed up two hours ago.

Cindy took a drag on her cigarette and gave Ray a look. Damn, but he was a dumb fucker. Hadn’t be been listening? “Not yet,” she said, biting her tongue. She wanted to tell him he was dumber than dog shit, but she didn’t want to drive him away. She needed a place to stay tonight and she was hoping she could crash with him tonight. She couldn’t piss him off now.

Cindy Baker was thirty-three years old and had been officially homeless now for almost a month. Fortunately she didn’t live out of her car; she’d spent the first two weeks after she and Gary lost the apartment staying at her mom’s. Then when her mom had got on her shit for drinking, she’d left and stayed with Carl Eastman, a fuck-buddy she’d been banging on the side while Jason was at Gary’s parents and Gary was at work. She’d been in the process of dumping Carl since he was never around anyway—he was usually hanging out with friends of his who were members of Satan’s Slaves, a local motorcycle club. Shortly after Gary filed for full custody of Jason   she’d lost it, spending a few days in the psych ward at the local hospital. She’d spent a week with her mother but finally left. Two weeks were spent bopping around various friends’ apartments, sleeping on their sofas. This week she’d spent a night at her brother’s house, and she’d bitten the bullet and stayed one night at her mom’s. Then she thought of Ray, so she had come to the Cocalico because she knew that tonight was his Saturday night—Ray worked a graveyard shift at the Acme warehouse in Reamstown. She’d had a hundred bucks on her that she’d gotten from her last pay check at her last job, which she’d quit a few days ago because her boss was a chainsaw Nazi-bitch, so she had enough to get by for another night or two. If this new job came through she’d be fine. But then she’d have to deal with this other shit.

Namely Ronnie and his new girlfriend.

She hadn’t liked the situation the minute Laura told her about it a few months ago when she was over at her former in-laws’ house to pick up Mary. She’d called Ronnie that night when Gary was at work and yelled at him, in the end breaking down in tears. “Why?” she’d sobbed. “Why do you have to bring her out here, Ronnie? I love you and I want to be with you. Please don’t do this!”

But Ronnie told her to fuck off. They were divorced—remember? She’d left him for Gary, whom she’d been sleeping with while they were married, he sarcastically reminded her. Cindy had cried harder, shaking her head as Ronnie ground the salt into the wound. “I gave you two years to come to your senses and come back. Did I file for divorce immediately? No. I didn’t. I tried to get us into marriage counseling and you refused. I held out all hope but you never came back, so what was I supposed to do? Besides, by then you were already pregnant with Jason and you and Gary had already been living together for almost two years, so as far as I was concerned we were through. It’s over, Cindy. It’s been over since you walked out on Mary and me four years ago.”

Cindy had screamed and slammed the phone down, hanging up on him. Then she’d grabbed her leather jacket and headed to the Cocalico where she’d gotten shit-faced and gotten into a fight with some skanky bitch.

Knowing that Ronnie was fucking another woman made her angry. Couldn’t he see that she wanted him just as badly, if not more, than any other woman? Yeah, so she’d fucked up—but she’d been scared. She was a new mother, and she didn’t know what the hell she was doing, and the work she was getting just wasn’t challenging and she was bored and then she’d met Gary and it had just happened. They’d started messing around. He was giving her what Ronnie couldn’t give her, which were his time and a nice stiff one. If Ronnie wasn’t working, he was being dad to Mary or spending time with his parents or his friends. Being husband came last.

Shit, but she needed something stronger to drink. She signaled for the bartender, an older guy named Bill, who worked days at the Acme Warehouse. “Shot of Jack,” she said, fishing in her purse for her wallet. She turned to Ray. “Want one?”

“Yeah,” Ray said, his eyes getting a little more animated at the news Cindy was buying him a shot of Jack Daniels. “Damn straight!”

Bill set down shot glasses and served them up. Cindy picked up her shot glass and held it up to Ray’s. “To us,” she said, clinking her glass against his. “Because you’re the best drinking buddy I’ve ever had in this whole damn county!”

“Damn straight!” Ray said, and they tipped their shots back and drank up. 

The whiskey went down smooth and Cindy chased it with a hearty gulp of beer. She was halfway to being high now. If she only had some blow on her, this could be a good night. 

It would help her forget.

Cindy motioned for another shot and Bill poured it. She drank it down, her memory simmering. First Ronnie takes Mary from her, and then Gary takes their son Jason. And he had the nerve to file for full custody! And to petition the court that she wasn’t allowed to take Jason or see him without ‘supervision!’ What kind of shit was that? Hadn’t she raised Jason since he was fucking born? Like it was really her fault the last time she and Gary fought the ashtray she’d thrown at his head missed because he’d ducked—and had hit Jason instead. Like Gary was the perfect parent; he’d done his share of blow with her; had two DUI convictions on his record, had been convicted of attempted murder stemming from a bar fight ten years before and served three months in prison for it. And he had the nerve to say his shit didn’t stink?

Fuck him!

And then there was Ronnie, her ex-husband. Moving his new whore in and buying her a house, moving her and her stupid kids in. No fucking way was Mary going to be raised by this woman. Besides, if Ronnie had only taken Cindy back the way he should have, things would have been fine with them. The house Ronnie and Mary were moving into would be hers as well! That cunt from Oh-fucking-Hi-Oh wouldn’t even be in the picture.

The thought of going over to the house to pick up Mary for visits made her blood boil.

She signaled the bartender for another shot.

“Damn,” Ray said, almost empty bottle of beer raised to his lips. He looked at her with drunken amazement. “You’re doing some heavy drinking there, girl.”

“Fuckin’ A,” Cindy said, knocking back her third shot. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and was just about to reach for her beer when she felt a presence behind her.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t Miss Psycho-bitch who just can’t get enough cock up her stinking pussy.”

Cindy whirled around and came face to face with Karen Murphy.

Karen’s blue eyes were smoldering pits of anger. She was nearly a head taller than Cindy, but was just as skinny. She was wearing blue jeans, a Harley Davidson T-shirt and Tony Llama boots. Her cheeks were scarred with acne and they now blazed a bright red. Her frizzy blonde hair hung in her face, her mouth set in an angry scowl. “Yeah, I’m talking to you,” Karen said. “What, you deaf?”

“What are you getting in my face for, bitch!” Cindy yelled, and now the adrenaline was pumping through her. Before she knew it, she shot out of the barstool and was standing up, trying to pump her height up. Ray scampered back, his weasely features bearing a what the fuck? look.

“You already on to the next one or something?” Karen sneered. “Forget you were fucking my boyfriend last week, bitch?”

Then Karen pushed her.

Cindy exploded. She swung a wild haymaker that landed on the side of Karen’s face and as Karen fell back, Cindy jumped on her and they were at it. Karen reached out and grabbed a fistful of Cindy’s hair as she crashed to the ground and Cindy swung her fist down on Cindy’s face. She felt Karen’s nails rake her cheek, coming dangerously close to her left eye, and she was screaming at the bitch, screaming at her to take it back! You fucking bitch, take it back! And she was hitting Karen, and Karen was pulling her hair with one hand and slapping her face and scratching her with the other, and then strong hands were grabbing Cindy, pulling her off the other woman. The bar, which seemed to have been practically empty before the fight, was suddenly filled with people as they crowded in to watch, and several men stepped into the fray to break it up. 










THREE 







August 4, 2002

From: eweaver@dejazzd.com (Elizabeth Weaver)

To: bcampbell@hotmail.com (Brad Campbell)

Re: The Year’s Best Horror Anthology




Brad,

Hey, so how’s it going?

Business first: the panels you’ve signed me up for at this year’s World Fantasy Convention sound fine to me. And thanks for scheduling my signing and reading early in the day Sunday rather than later — I plan to leave for home Sunday afternoon. And again, thanks for reprinting my story “He’s Already Dead” in the latest Year’s Best Horror anthology. 

Been busy around here as well. I decided not to work this summer. With school off for the summer, and royalties for the last two books coming in at just the right time, I decided to take the summer off from doing ‘day job work’ and just stay home and write. This is just what I needed. This has been the best summer in a long time. Gregg goes off to work at seven-thirty, and I get up and have my morning coffee, hang out a bit with Eric, and have breakfast. I’ll go for a walk early before it gets too hot, and Eric usually hangs out at the house or goes to the Becker house next door to play. I write from ten to noon, break for lunch, then run errands or do things with Eric until two or so, and then write again until four or five. It’s been great! Gregg comes home and I’ve got dinner made and ready to go. Gregg thinks I’m the perfect wife now! :)

If I can only convince my publisher to pay me a living salary for my work I’d have it made. 

So that’s what’s been happening here. Nothing too exciting. Well, things with my brother are always crazy (and have gotten crazier with the new girlfriend—man is that a circus!). It’s so crazy I could probably put it into a novel (that’s actually not a bad idea...). If you get a moment at the con, I’ll buy you a beer and tell you all about it.

See you at the con!

Elizabeth.










ELIZABETH WAS STACKING dishes in the dishwasher that evening, Friday night, when Eric told her about what he and Mary saw while they were riding bikes in Mary’s new neighborhood.

They’d just had dinner and Gregg had helped clear the table. Elizabeth was feeling happy. The summer really was going well for her, both professionally and personally. She and Gregg were connecting better, and they actually spent more time together now than they had been in the past two years. He wasn’t complaining about her writing because she was working on it during the day rather than the evenings. And now that he wasn’t complaining about her writing maybe she could engage him in conversation about it. Royalty time was coming up, and while he was aware that she often made a few hundred dollars for the occasional short story sale to an anthology and her novels paid a few thousand dollars in advances, he had no idea how they were doing sales wise. 

Eric was helping her with the dishes. He was clearing the table, telling her about his day at Mary’s when he paused. “Mom, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure honey. What is it?”

Eric looked troubled. He set the dish he was drying on the center island and glanced into the living room, as if he were afraid of being overheard. When he turned back to her he looked nervous. “You know Himmler? Diana’s rottweiler?”

Elizabeth frowned. In the month and a half since Diana and her kids had moved in with Ronnie, she had voiced her concerns to mom about that dog. She felt Himmler was aggressive, and she didn’t like for Eric to be at the house because of it. Diana and Ronnie had convinced mom that Himmler was actually a good dog once he got acquainted with you, so she’d backed down a little. She’d insisted on being at the house the few times Eric went over to play with Mary, and the dog was actually pretty good with her niece; she’d been afraid the animal wouldn’t take to Mary, but he did. Mom had been a little apprehensive at first, but now seemed to be won over. It was the general consensus of the family that influenced Elizabeth to let her guard down and consent to Eric going over without her supervision, something she still struggled with, and now that Eric mentioned Himmler, bearing that funny look on his face, her original feelings came back. “What’s the matter?” she asked.

“Well...” Eric looked nervous. He squirmed uncomfortably. 

“What happened?”

Eric looked ashamed, as if he was going to be punished for doing something. “He almost attacked another kid. A kid named Andy who lives four doors down.”

Hearing this confirmed all her feelings she’d had for the dog. She felt a strange mixture of relief her feelings had been proven right and that somebody would finally listen to her. She also felt a sudden feeling of dread at the implications of what had happened. “What happened? Is he okay?”

“Yeah, Andy’s fine,” Eric said. “It’s just...it was weird. I was in the backyard with Mary and Lily and Himmler was with us. Lily had Himmler on his leash, and he was being real good. And then Andy came by, and when he stepped into their yard Himmler got this funny look. He just...well, he growled at Andy and Andy froze. Mary and I were playing catch with the baseball and she stopped and turned around and said, ‘Hey boy, what’s wrong? It’s just Andy.’ And then Himmler lunged at him. And I mean, he took off. He dragged Lily to the ground and she started screaming. Andy ran and Himmler would have chased after him and got him but then Rick was suddenly there and he grabbed the leash from Lily and pulled, and it took all his strength to pull that dog back. I...I almost wanted to go over and help him because I could see he was struggling to hold the dog back, but I was scared. Mary and I, we were both scared, and we ran a little ways into the neighbor’s back yard and just stood there and watched. Andy...he’d already run home, and Rick got Himmler under control and herded him into the garage and into the house and Mary and I were too scared to go back for a long time.”

Elizabeth was livid. “What happened next?”

“You’re not mad at me, are you?” Eric burst into sudden tears.

“Honey, I’m not mad at you.” Elizabeth pulled her son to her, hugging him. She smoothed his hair back, kissed him. He cried briefly, and she could tell his tears were from the pent-up fear he experienced back at Ronnie’s. “I’m not mad at you. If anything, I’m mad at Diana. All she did the first two weeks she moved in was brag about how viscous that damn dog was, like it was something to be proud of, and look what happened. Andy could have been killed.”

“I know,” Eric said, his sobs trickling down. He wiped his face with his hands. “He’s okay though. Mary and I, we went over to see if he was okay. His mom was mad, though. She called over at Ronnie and Diana’s and chewed Diana out over the phone.”

“Good.”

“She didn’t even look at us. She told Andy he wasn’t allowed to play with us until Diana got rid of that dog, so we left. Mary said Himmler was probably in the basement, so we went in the house.” Diana had taken to locking Himmler in a large cage in the unfinished basement during the day; might as well put the dog in a kennel. “Diana and Lily and Rick were acting like nothing happened. Himmler was in the basement like Mary said, but they weren’t...they weren’t even bothered by what happened.”

“What were they doing?”

“Rick was playing some kind of computer game and Diana was on the phone,” Eric said. He looked up at Elizabeth and she nodded, understanding what he was getting at. Every time she and Eric went over, Diana was either on the phone, or she was sitting in front of the computer surfing the Internet. She chain smoked Marlboro’s and drank Diet Coke constantly. Lily had to practically beg to be fed, and when Diana did feed her it was usually something out of a can, unheated. She’d never seen Diana prepare anything for her son, or for Ronnie for that matter. Ronnie was never around since he was always working at the plant. The plan was for Diana to stay home during the summer and look for a job once the kids were in school, giving Ronnie relief on the overtime. Elizabeth had a feeling Diana had found her meal ticket in Ronnie, however, and wasn’t going to do anything except sit on her skinny ass.

“What happened then?” Elizabeth asked.

“Nothing. I came home.”

Elizabeth rubbed Eric’s shoulders, then turned back to stacking the dishwasher. 	

“Mom?”

“Yes, honey.”

“Can Mary start coming over here instead?”

“Of course. In fact, I insist on it.” It would mean having to drive over to Reinholds to pick the girl up and drive her back because she knew damn well Diana probably wouldn’t do it, but she felt better about having Mary and Eric play at her house. 

“Mom?”

“Yeah.”

“What are we going to do?”

Elizabeth closed the door to the dishwasher, threw back the lock, pressed the button to start it. It began to hum, the sound of rushing water filling up as it began its first cycle. “I don’t know,” she said. “I really don’t know.”










RONNIE BAKER LAY on his back in the king-sized waterbed naked as Diana showered after their bout of lovemaking.

Ronnie lit a cigarette, drew the smoke deep into his lungs. It was late—just after two a.m., and he’d gotten home early from work. His normal shift was three-thirty to midnight, but he always put in at least two hours of overtime. Tonight he’d skipped out of the overtime and come home. He’d worked overtime for the past month. Time for a little R&R.

The light in the bedroom was low, and the rest of the house was silent. Rick had been watching The Blair Witch Project on the TV in the living room when Ronnie came home and Lily had been up with him, staring at the TV with a kind of hollow-eyed vacant look, her face puffy with fatigue. Diana had been sitting at the computer desk browsing through some web page and he’d shut the front door, making sure the lock engaged, and then crossed the living room to Diana. He’d kissed her, ruffling her hair. “How’s it going, hon?”

“Okay,” Diana had said, eyes riveted to the screen. “How was your day?”

“Fine.” Ronnie looked around the house, at the living room, dining room, the kitchen. “Where’s Mary?”

“She went to bed a couple hours ago,” Diana said. 

Ronnie had nodded, then headed back to their bedroom to shower.

Diana had joined him thirty minutes later and he figured she’d sent her kids to bed because she’d fucked him with a sense of ferocity he’d never seen in her, even in the nine months or so they’d been together. She’d rode him hard, driving him into her, her hands tugging at his hair as she bounced on him and she’d kept him hard and inside her for what seemed like hours. When she’d finally rolled off him and headed to the shower, Ronnie stole a glance at the clock on the nightstand on his side of the bed and saw that only an hour had passed. Damn, but she was hot tonight! What got into her?

Ronnie smoked, feeling that relaxed sense of pleasure he always felt after sex. This was why he had gone through all this hell—the arguing with his parents about moving Diana and her kids out, getting a new house built, moving in, the overtime—it was all done so he could have some sense of normalcy. So he could provide a sense of comfort and a home to Diana and her kids and Mary. He wanted a family, wanted Mary to grow up knowing what it was like to have a mom and dad around. She didn’t know what that was like; Cindy left when she was only three, and while Mary saw her mother regularly and had spent evenings over at her and Gary’s apartment until just recently, it was hardly a traditional family situation. Ronnie felt bad that Mary had to be shuttled back and forth like that. She was seven now and it was all she knew. What kind of life was that? That wasn’t what he remembered growing up; he wanted Mary to live in a stable environment, with a mother and father in the home. He didn’t want to raise his daughter alone.

That was something his father didn’t understand. His mother was a little more accommodating and open-minded. But dad...he was ramrod straight conservative and he didn’t like Diana one bit. Ronnie could tell. When his parents came over they looked normal enough, but Ronnie could detect his dad wasn’t too happy. In fact, he appeared downright disgusted. Ronnie didn’t give a shit. Far as he was concerned, his dad could fuck off. What mattered was Ronnie had found a woman who loved him and whom he loved, and she had moved three hundred miles just to be with him. Now that was love!

Meeting Diana had really proved to be a turning point for him. A year ago he’d been living at mom and dad’s, drifting aimlessly in his personal life and trying his best to raise Mary on his own and share custody with Cindy. He’d waited two years for Cindy to come back and when she showed no signs of making any efforts at rekindling the relationship, he’d quietly filed for divorce. He’d messed around with other women between Cindy and Diana—but not like he’d used to when he was single and fifty pounds lighter. Ronnie rubbed the spare tire that had grown around his mid-section. He used to be in great shape; tight muscles, well defined abs. He used to work out. Not any more. No time for working out now. The only workout he ever got these days was in bed with Diana.

Ronnie grinned. He’d never thought he’d meet somebody over the Internet. He’d met Diana on an adult matchmaker website. He’d bought the computer; a Pentium III with 1.5 GHZ of speed and a 40 Gig hard drive, a few months before and become obsessed with learning everything he could about it. He’d discovered the Internet, and the first thing he had typed in a search engine was ‘sex’. He’d spent weeks perusing various sites, spending about a third of that on the various adult and pornography sites. And through his web wanderings he’d come across various matchmaking sites. Most of them were fee based, which he steered clear of. All of them, however, contained tantalizing personal ads. Hi, my name’s Tina! I’m thirty-two, single, and looking for a casual sex partner. You must be clean, professional, HIV negative and be prepared to prove it with a certified test result, and in good physical shape. The accompanying photo would show a woman, sometimes nude or semi-nude, and most of the time the women were average looking. Some of them were real hotties though, and he wondered why they felt the need to advertise for a bedmate on an Internet site. 

Of all the sites he went to he was drawn to one in particular—Friend Finders for Adults. It was free to peruse ads; all one had to do to view bios and photographs were sign up for the Age Verification service by punching in a credit card number and you were in. The only time your credit card was charged was if you answered an ad or placed one. And it was only $19.95 a week to place an ad! Because he felt it wouldn’t hurt to at least look, Ronnie spent most of his time perusing the ads and photos on Friend Finders for Adults, spending more time on the ads from women who were only interested in sex (and some of those photos were quite explicit—one, from a young Chinese-American college student showed a close up of her smiling face as she clutched an erect penis and Ronnie had almost been tempted to respond to her). 

One evening, bored after a night of work, he’d been perusing the Friend Finders for Adults classifieds when Diana’s ad popped up out of nowhere.

It hadn’t been there before, and he didn’t know how he’d missed it because he was pretty sure he’d cruised through all of them at least once that evening. But there it was and it showed Diana in all her naked glory, smiling at the camera, legs spread. Her ad was simple: I know I can excite you. I will be the best fuck you’ve ever had. I love anal sex, S&M, giving blowjobs, and I swallow. Write to me and I’ll be your whore. Will travel anywhere. Ronnie had clicked immediately on the Contact This Person link, filled in the appropriate fields, and hit the Send button. He didn’t know what it was about her that had compelled him to act so compulsively, but there was just something about her. She represented everything he fantasized in a woman, creamy complexion, dark hair, curvy figure, full breasts, flat stomach, long shapely legs. She was perfect.

Diana had responded immediately, asking for a picture. Ronnie had an electronic file of one he had scanned a few days before from a family picnic, and he’d sent it to her. She’d responded immediately again, and that started a two-week correspondence where they simply traded information: past lives, their jobs, and marital status. Diana told him her husband had left her suddenly, that she lived in Columbus with her two kids, that she was devoted to raising her kids but she just needed to let loose every once in a while and that’s what had led her to place such a daring ad. What Ronnie found in the two weeks he spent corresponding with her was a woman with a tender soul, a traditionalist at heart who had gone temporarily wild when she’d placed that ad. 

He had to meet her.

She’d invited him out to Ohio, set him up in a hotel near her home. He’d driven out one weekend and called her when he arrived. They’d met at a bar down the street from the hotel, and seeing her in the flesh swept him away. She was more beautiful in person than she was in the photo, and as they sat in the smoky booth at the bar talking, feeling awkward, Ronnie knew he was falling for her. He could sense she was falling for him as well, and it was inevitable they ended up back at his hotel room in bed.

And the sex...God, the sex!

Ronnie finished his cigarette, stubbed out the butt in the ashtray. The sex with Diana was incredible. He’d never been with a women who could keep him hard all night the way Diana did. She seemed to draw something out of him, something that kept his appetite for sex with her insatiable. When they were together it seemed that all he wanted to do was make love to her, and Diana was always willing to comply. Her appetite for sex equaled, if not out-rivaled, his own. She was a dream come true. 

He’d spent that entire weekend in bed with Diana, and the following week he’d been ragged and tired and sore. She’d further tantalized him with provocative e-mails, complete with jpeg attachments of herself nude. That kept the fires stoked and he quickly arranged to see her two weeks later. That’s when mom found out—no big deal there. But when he wanted to go out to see her again the following weekend mom said, “What about Mary, Ronnie? You’ve already gone out to Ohio last week to see Diana. Can’t you spend the weekend with Mary instead?”

He’d grown a little annoyed at this, but quickly agreed. He called Diana to apologize for not coming out and she understood. “I like a man who understands the importance of his children,” she said in that seductive purr. “That’s just so sexy.”

The following week she drove out from Ohio to visit him. Ronnie had been surprised at the visit, and immediately ushered Diana into the room he shared with Mary, where they spent the rest of the night making love. It was only until she left Sunday morning he realized he had neglected Mary all weekend; she’d even slept on the sofa in the living room. He apologized to her profusely, but then had to dash off to work. He spent the next few days feeling guilty about throwing Mary out of their room like that, and went out to Toys R Us one afternoon to buy her a doll to cheer her up. That had seemed to do the trick, and she forgot about the incident. Unfortunately, mom and dad hadn’t.

He could tell Mom was pissed off, but she didn’t say anything about it. His dad was furious as well, and it was a good thing their paths never crossed during the day, otherwise there would have been heated words over it. Ronnie kept his head down and blazed through the rest of the week, continued his relationship with Diana long distance, and after a few more months and some more trips and visits they’d decided to move in together.

It was a natural decision. He felt close to Diana whenever he was with her. She understood him; she loved him, and she was great in bed, simply the best lover he’d ever had. She never complained about anything, and she didn’t tell him what to do. When he talked to her about raising Mary, she listened, offering advice at just the right time (“a young girl needs a mother figure, Ronnie, and Cindy surely isn’t providing that for her. I hope she’ll soon think of me as her mother.”). She sympathized with his situation (“I know what it’s like to live with your parents. That’s why when you come out to see me I have you stay in a hotel and I sleep with you there. You don’t want to see my parent’s place or meet them. Trust me. Your situation is paradise compared to mine.”). 

He understood her as well; they shared the same interests in NASCAR and rock and roll, and the same tastes in beer and cigarettes. Diana had a similar philosophy as Ronnie when it came to raising their kids (“I let them pretty much do what they want to do as long as they don’t hurt themselves. This lets them learn on their own terms, teaches them lessons.”). It was slightly different from Ronnie’s own approach to raising Mary, which was to basically be there to guide her, but he understood where Diana was coming from. Soon they were talking about moving in together with both sets of kids. The more they talked about it, the more Ronnie began to be sold on the idea and then right after Christmas, when they’d been seeing each other for six months, he felt compelled to go out and buy her the ring.

Mom had been pissed; he could tell, but she’d never voiced her feelings. And Ronnie went out and had a house built from scratch instead of renting a place. “We need a place that is totally our own,” Diana said during one of the many marathon phone sessions they had in the months leading up to her quitting her job and moving out. “We need to be in a new development, in a new house. We’re both starting over, Ronnie. Building this house will be a representation of that.”

And now she was here.

The shower had stopped a few minutes ago, and he could hear her drying off in the bathroom. When she entered the bedroom she was a smoky silhouette, a large towel wrapped around her body, another towel wrapped in her hair. She sat on her edge of the bed and began drying her hair. Ronnie reached out and touched her. “I love you,” he said. The impulse to tell her he loved her came suddenly; this happened a lot now. He’d never had such intense feelings for somebody before, and he was always expressing his love for her through touching her, telling her he loved her, doing everything he could to help her and her kids. Sometimes he felt that wasn’t enough, though, so he told her.

She smiled, drying her hair. “I love you too, babe.”

Ronnie settled back in the pillows feeling contented, at peace, yet tired. Diana slipped the towel off her body and joined him in bed, snuggling next to him. And as he drifted to sleep, Diana pressed up against him, he thought about how much better things were going to be. Sure a few wrenches had been thrown in the motor this summer, but that was inevitable. Himmler, for instance, had become an unexpected burden, but Diana insisted on keeping him. Her kids seemed a little lazier than most kids, but hell, it was summer. His ex-wife Cindy was becoming an increasingly annoying presence despite his winning temporary full custody of Mary. She refused to stop at the house to visit Mary, and she refused to have Diana drop Mary off and supervise the visit. She insisted either he or his mother be present and since he was always working, his mother handled the burden. And the twelve-hour plus shifts were beginning to wear on him, but it was only for another few weeks until Diana got a job.

Just a few more weeks.

It wouldn’t be that bad. 

Diana loved him.










FOUR 







ALLEN STEELE WAS sitting on the sofa in the living room finishing a presentation he was supposed to lead in tomorrow’s meeting, and his wife Dora was down in the basement rec room working out on the treadmill, when he heard the voice.

He paused from his work. Aside from the faint sound of the treadmill motor purring downstairs, the house was silent. Andy and Jessica were upstairs in bed, and he could have sworn that—

There it was again. 

The sound was faint, like a whispering. Allen paused, head cocked to one side trying to discern whose voice it was. The kids had gone up to bed two hours ago, and while they sometimes took a while to fall asleep, they rarely woke up. It was possible that one of them was dreaming, talking in their sleep maybe, but—

A faint scraping sound from one of the upstairs bedroom. Then, giggling.

A little girl’s giggle.

Allen smiled, checking his spreadsheet. He was finished for the night. He saved his work, then set the laptop on the end table by his side of the sofa and stood up. He heard the rustling of one of the beds and then the sound of Jessica’s voice, then a second voice, another little girl’s voice, giggling.

What the...?

Allen froze. The whispering continued—clearly two little girls by the sound of it. More rustling on the bed, as if they were settling down, telling each other stories. Allen started up the stairs, wondering how the hell Jessica had let another child into the house without him or Dora knowing about it.

When he reached the top of the stairs, he paused, listening. The whispering stopped. The upper floor was quiet.

Beyond the threshold of Andy’s room, which was the first room at the top of the stairs, all was quiet. 

And all was silent from Jessica’s room.

Allen took a tentative step down the hall.

He heard Jessica’s voice again, followed by the other little girl’s voice. Both girls giggled. Then Jessica said, “I don’t think my daddy will like that.” The other little girl started talking and Allen stormed into the room, throwing open the door and flipping on the light in one fluid motion.

Jessica started, jumping up in surprise. She was sitting on the bed, clutching one of her stuffed animals. She looked stunned and a little guilty, as if she had been caught doing something she shouldn’t have been doing. Allen stepped into the room, his eyes sweeping the space—the walls, the bed and dresser, the toy box. There was nobody else in the room.

“Jessica,” Allen said, eyes darting around the room. “Who were you talking to?”

“I was just playing,” Jessica said, eyes wide and scared, as if she were embarrassed or ashamed to be caught doing something she knew she shouldn’t be doing.

“Who were you playing with?” Allen asked, quickly shifting gears. Hearing that second voice had clearly unnerved him, and he was positive he had heard two voices upstairs, not Jessica pretending to be another little girl. “I heard another little girl up here.”

“Nobody,” Jessica said. She was clutching her doll.

“Nobody?”

Jessica nodded. 

Allen’s heart now resumed its normal rhythm. She had just been pretending, playing some make-believe game. He tried another attempt: “I heard you talking to another little girl, Jessie. What’s her name?”

Jessica looked at her father shyly. “Lily.”

“Lily?” Allen smiled. “Oh, so you were playing with Lily. Where is she now? Did she go home?”

Jessica nodded. “Yes,” she said.

Allen gave another quick glance around the room. There was nobody else in the room. In the time it had taken him to come upstairs it would have been impossible for a child to have found a sufficient hiding place, and he’d heard the second voice when he was standing outside Jessica’s door.  He’d heard it as clear as day. Or had he? Maybe Jessica’s talents at mimicking other children through role-playing had become so good that she convinced him there was a second child upstairs. He knew the new kid down the street Jessica played with was named Lily; he’d seen her a few times: a sullen, dark-haired child who lived with her older brother and mother and the mother’s new husband or boyfriend and another little girl, this one maybe seven or eight. Andy had taken up playing with the older girl and her cousin, and Dora had told him about an incident a few days ago when a rottweiler owned by the mother had almost attacked Andy. Dora had been furious, and went over to their house and chewed the woman a new asshole. Now Lily and the other child (Mary? Monica?) were forbidden to play with Jessica and Andy unless they came over to their house. This had apparently been fine with their mother; those kids were over here all the time now, it seemed.

So Jessie was pretending Lily was still here, Allen thought. No big deal. He looked at Jessica and smiled. “Well it’s late honey and it’s time to go to sleep. Why don’t you say goodnight to your friend and I’ll tuck you in.”

“Okay.” Jessica turned to the window and waved. “‘Night Lily!” 

Allen tucked Jessica in bed, smoothed her hair back and kissed her forehead. “Sweet dreams, honey. See you tomorrow.”

“‘Night, daddy,” Jessica said. 

Allen stepped away from his daughter’s bed and paused at the doorway to her bedroom. Except for his daughter lying huddled under the covers of her bed, the room was empty. Satisfied, he closed the door and headed back downstairs to turn off the lights and lock up the house for the night.










“ALLEN!” ROUGH SHAKING. “Allen!”

He felt himself jerked out of a sound sleep, Dora’s voice crashing in the din. He came awake quickly, sitting up as Dora shook him awake. “What! What!” He rubbed his hands over his face, shaking his head to clear the fogginess of sleep. “What’s going on?”

Dora clutched his shoulder. “I heard something. Listen.”

Allen was wide-awake now. They sat in bed, trying to stay quiet. The wind picked up during the night and it blew against the eaves of the house. The full moon cast its light through the curtains, spilling onto the bedroom floor. Allen’s eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness thanks to the moonlight. 

The house was silent.

Quiet.

Allen tried to listen for his daughter’s voice from down the hall. He’d told Dora about Jessica’s play-acting when they went to bed and Dora found it a little amusing. Now it was three a.m. according to the digital numerals on the clock on her nightstand, and the house was still. So what did Dora hear?

Dora clutched his arm tight. “There! Listen!”

Allen listened, picking out the sound clearly. 

The faint sounds of Jessica crying.

“Is that what you heard?” Allen asked again, whispering.

“Yes,” Dora said, climbing out of bed. “But I could have sworn I also heard...” She let the sentence trail off as she headed out of the room and Allen followed her down the hall. She opened the door to Jessica’s room and Allen could have sworn he heard that other voice again as they barreled into Jessie’s room, a second voice amid Jessica’s sobs. The room was bathed in sudden light and Dora was at Jessica’s bedside. Allen stepped in the room. Jessica was sitting up in bed, covers thrown off, crying. There was nobody else in the room except the three of them. I could have sworn I heard that other voice, though, Allen thought. And was Dora about to say she thought she heard it too?

“Honey, what’s wrong?” Dora cooed, taking their daughter in her arms. Jessica cried against Dora’s bosom. Allen looked around the room. Everything looked normal enough.

“Lily was saying bad things!” Jessica said, crying.

Now Allen sat on Jessica’s bed with Dora and rubbed her shoulders. Dora was holding her, rocking her. “It’s okay, honey. You were just having a bad dream.”

“No! It wasn’t a dream! Lily was here!” Jessica burst into fresh sobbing.

Allen felt a chill run down his spine. He stepped up quickly and closed the door so they wouldn’t wake up Andy. 

“Honey, Lily wasn’t here,” Dora said. “Lily is at home in her own bed. You were just having a dream. You were just—”

“Lily was here!” Jessica sobbed. “And she told me b-b-bad things!”

“It’s okay, Jessie,” Dora cooed. “It’s okay—”

“She told me bad things like daddy fucking his secretary Barbara when he went away on that trip last week,” Jessica sobbed, and when she said that Allen felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. He felt all the color drain out of his skin, felt his belly plunge down an elevator shaft. “And that daddy...daddy stuck his—”

“Jessica, be quiet!” Allen said quickly, just wanting her to stop. My God, how can she know this, how can she—

Dora looked stunned. She looked at Allen, her eyes beseeching him to tell her that what Jessie was saying was lies, falsehoods from the imagination of a five-year-old girl who heard too much garbage language from the little girl down the street who seemed to be raised by a mother who had just emerged from a trailer park in the sticks and was therefore ignorant of proper behavior. Allen tried to meet her gaze, tried to tell her that he was shocked by the sudden accusations, shocked by the sudden foul language their daughter used, but his surprise at how his daughter had somehow known about a relationship he had tried to keep secret betrayed him. Dora’s face recognized this and her eyes widened at the revelation of his betrayal.

“She said Daddy was...was...was...”

“Jessica, stop it!” Allen said, a little too forcefully.

“...she told me all about it,” Jessica sobbed against her mother’s breast. “How daddy would say he was going out on business and he would stay with Barbara at some hotel and that—”

“Jessica, you’re making this up!” Allen said, trying to make her shut up and just be quiet. He felt like reaching out and putting a hand over her mouth to make her stop saying what he had been trying to hide for months. Dora looked at him, and in the brief moment their eyes met he saw that she believed Jessica. He turned away and looked at Jessica, trying to placate her, telling her she was just dreaming. 

Dora rocked Jessica in her arms as their daughter’s cries trickled down. “Just ignore Lily, Jessie,” Dora said, caressing Jessica’s face, her eyes pooling with tears as she tried to meet Allen’s gaze. “Just ignore Lily and she’ll never say bad things to you again.”

“That’s right, Jessie,” Allen said, stepping forward to touch Jessica. “Just ignore her and—”

“Get out!” Dora snarled at Allen. He drew back as if scalded and he froze at the look on Dora’s face. Her eyes blazed with anger. She wiped a tear off her cheek with the back of her hand. “Just get the hell out!” The venom in her voice froze him. She’d never used that tone of voice with him before. He felt his inner being crumble, and was just about to try to say something to make it all better, something like, hey, she was just imagining all this. This Lily kid’s putting this shit in her head! when Dora said again, louder, her voice taking on a gritty edge of hate that felt like a knife plunging through his heart: “Get the fuck out of here, you goddamn bastard!”

He couldn’t move. Couldn’t step back, couldn’t do what her voice commanded him. He looked at them, Jessica crying, Dora fixing him with a glare that wanted to kill him. His heart was pounding, his stomach felt like shaved ice. His balls shriveled up into his abdomen. “Dora...”

“Just get the hell out of my sight for once, Allen,” Dora said, turning away from him and burying her face in their daughter’s hair. “Just leave us alone!”

Her voice had lost some of its hateful venom, but was still brimming with an angry intensity he didn’t like. He stepped back, opened the door, and closed it behind him. He stood in the hallway, wanting to go back in the room and try to do something to make everything all right, but knew in his heart there was nothing to rectify this. Somehow Jessica had found out about Barbara. Somehow she’d known. He didn’t know how, didn’t know where the little neighbor girl came into play in all this, but he knew Jessica had found out somehow about his affair. It wasn’t something he understood; it was just something he felt in his bones. She knew. Plain and simple.

He stood outside the door to Jessica’s bedroom for a moment listening as Dora rocked and soothed their daughter. He heard her voice whispering and cooing to her: “It’s okay, sweetie. It’s okay, you just had a bad dream. Go to sleep.”

His stomach was leaden; his nerves tingled; he felt like shit.

He stepped down the hallway back toward the master bedroom, dreading the confrontation he knew was going to take place, hoping to deflect as much of the damage as possible. Maybe she’ll realize Lily’s been putting things in her head, he thought. Maybe she’ll think it’s all a sick joke. Jessie’s only five! Surely Dora has to realize that Jessie couldn’t know anything about—

As he reached the master bedroom door, he heard a fresh bout of sobbing and whirled toward Jessica’s bedroom, heart leaping in his chest. 

It was Dora. Crying.

This isn’t the way it was supposed to happen. We only saw each other a few times. We weren’t even serious. We were just fuck buddies, indulging in each other because we were bored with our marriages and it didn’t mean anything! This can’t be happening!

But it was. 

And he knew he was the cause of this new pain.

With shame weighing heavily on him, Allen entered the bedroom he shared with his wife. He sat on the bed, staring out the window at the star-filled night. He heard Dora cry for a while. Then it was silent.

She didn’t return to their bed.

After awhile, Allen lay down in their king-sized bed.

But he didn’t go to sleep. He couldn’t.

What the hell happened? What the hell is going on? How could she have known? How could she have found out?

Those questions chased him through to dawn’s light.










FIVE 







MOTHERFUCKER.

Cindy Baker sat in her car, an old Ford, smoking a cigarette. She had parked five houses down from Ronnie’s new home, and had watched the comings and goings of the house for the past thirty minutes. She smoked cigarettes as she watched, the ignition powering the electrical system of the vehicle so she could listen to the radio. System of a Down wanted to blare from the speakers, but she had the volume turned down low. It wouldn’t be good to attract attention to herself.

She hadn’t shown up at the custody hearing a few days ago. Ronnie had told her it was happening, but she told him she wasn’t showing up. When he’d asked why not she said, “Why the fuck should I? Why should I have to ask a judge to see my own daughter?” Ronnie had started spouting a bunch of bullshit, something about doing right by Mary and about her getting help and counseling and bullshit bullshit bullshit. She didn’t need any fucking help, and she didn’t need counseling. What she needed was Ronnie, and she needed him to be away from that cunt from Oh-fucking-Hi-Oh and her two kids.

From this vantage point she could see Mary playing with another little girl who looked to be about five—a neighbor’s kid, maybe? Diana’s daughter, Lily, was sitting sullenly on the porch as the other two girls played. She was surprised she could remember the names of Diana’s kids. The older boy, Rick, was in the front yard somewhere tooling around on a skateboard. She hadn’t seen Diana since she pulled in and she didn’t want to see her now. She had to psyche herself up for it.

At first she refused to pick up Mary at Ronnie’s house for visits. Especially since the custody bullshit started. No fucking way was she going to have Diana supervise her while she visited her own daughter. So she’d refused to come to Ronnie’s house and insisted that he bring Mary to his mother’s. He’d complied for a while, but lately he hadn’t been able to do it. Something about all the hours he was putting in at work, so Diana was bringing Mary instead. That didn’t sit well with Cindy either, having that bitch drive her daughter to visit her. Cindy had dealt with the humiliation and pain of this the only way she knew how: she’d drowned it in alcohol and cocaine. And look where that had gotten her.

She rubbed the side of her head. The bruising from her fight with Karen was gone now but was replaced by a new one from a few nights ago. The fight she’d gotten into at the Cocalico Tavern a few weeks ago was still fresh in her mind, but it was now a distant memory to the bar’s patrons. She’d been banned from the club for a week and she hadn’t been back since. There was no need to run into that Karen bitch again; Cindy would just kick her ass again if she saw her and she didn’t want to waste the effort. She wanted to save the energy for Diana.

Cindy stubbed out her cigarette and lit another one. She wished she had a drink. There was nothing but a can of coke in the car and it had grown lukewarm. There’d been no booze in the apartment; Ray was supposed to have gotten some at the State store but he was a lazy-ass bastard, even if he had been kind enough to let her move in with him. Her visit with Mary wasn’t until tomorrow, but she had wanted to drive out to Ronnie’s house and park up the street just so she could watch her daughter play without being under the watchful gaze and under the thumb of Ronnie or Diana.

Cindy smoked, watching Mary and the other little girl playing, wondering about Diana. Why would Ronnie take up with her? She was a skinny little bitch. She walked like she had a stick up her ass, she was skanky, and she had two ugly kids. The thought of that woman living under the same roof as Mary made her skin crawl. Knowing she was a horrible person made her blood boil. She knew what kind of person Diana was the minute she’d laid eyes on her. And those suspicions had born fruit within the past few days.

It was no secret Cindy and Diana hated each other. Cindy could tell from the moment she met the woman two months ago that Diana couldn’t stand her. No telling what Ronnie had told her. Cindy had tried to make the best of the situation and had been friendly to the woman, but she’d been snubbed. Diana’s voice was always snotty when she spoke to Cindy, and it seemed she was always looking down her nose at her. When Cindy asked Mary how she liked her father’s new girlfriend her daughter had shrugged and said, “She’s okay, I guess. Daddy likes her.” That just made Cindy angry, and as the weeks passed and Ronnie pulled the custody thing on her, her problem had only gotten worse. Cindy had blown up at Ronnie over the custody issue and refused to go to the house to see Mary, insisting on Mary being brought to her ex mother-in-law’s. That worked fine until Diana started bringing the girl over. Then Laura announced she was just too busy on the days Cindy wanted to see Mary, and it would serve everybody’s interest if Cindy would just visit with Mary at Ronnie’s. Cindy hadn’t liked the idea but she wanted to see her daughter, so she’d bit the bullet and done it.

The first few weeks’ visits had gone fine. She sat with Mary in the living room playing games with her while Diana surfed the Internet and smoked. Diana practically ignored her, and her kids walked around as if she wasn’t even there. There was a brief moment when Cindy thought that maybe Diana wasn’t so bad after all; she’d even tried making light conversation with her. But all she’d gotten back was attitude and short, clipped responses, suggesting Diana didn’t want to deal with her. Cindy had stopped trying to be friendly and made a passing remark to Laura one day when she was leaving Ronnie’s after a visit that Diana was “Queen Cunt”. 

Then the shit hit the fan.

So far it was just phone calls. They started three days ago, at Ray’s apartment. Ray picked up the phone one night and handed it over to Cindy. When Cindy said “hello”, a female voice said, “You’re a pathetic wench, you know that? Just pathetic.”

“Who’s this?”

“Lost your husband, lost your home, lost your boyfriend and your other child,” the woman said. “Then you lose job after job, bounce from apartment to apartment, and now you’re in the process of losing your daughter. What kind of a mother are you?”

“You fucking bitch!” Cindy had screamed.

Diana hung up.

Cindy had been boiling mad; first thing she’d wanted to do was drive over to Ronnie’s and rip the woman’s head off and piss down her neck. Ray had talked her out of it, and Cindy opted for calling Ronnie’s house instead. When Diana answered Cindy screamed at her, “Don’t you ever fucking call me again, do you hear me you bitch!”

“Cindy?” Diana had asked, her voice taking on that, whatever are you talking about, dear? tone. 

Fifteen minutes later she’d gotten another call. “Think you can threaten me, huh? You’re dumber than I thought you were.”

“I said I don’t want you to call me again, you cunt! I’ll kick your fucking ass—”

“Oh, threats now, huh? So we’ve decided to escalate things? How exciting. A word of advice, Cindy. Take a number and wait in line.”

“I’ll cut to the front of the line, bitch! I’ll—”

Diana hung up.

She’d gotten into a fight with Ray that night about going over. Ray ended up forcing her to the bed and tying her up with duct tape to keep her at the apartment. Cindy had almost lost it—it felt like the afternoon she’d lost it at Gary’s day job when he’d filed for full custody of their son. She still only remembered patches of that day; how she’d driven to his day job where he worked as a warehouseman, how she’d screamed at the receptionist to see him, how she’d struggled with the security guard; how she’d fought with the police officers who came to take her away; how she’d screamed at Gary that he was killing her, that by taking her son away he was killing her slowly. The next thing she remembered was waking up at the hospital in the psych ward, her arms strapped into a strait jacket. That had been three months ago and the experience seemed to lessen the shock two months later when Ronnie pulled the same stunt. There had been no reason to go berserk again; she’d already done it.

But the night Diana called to rub the salt in the wounds had almost tipped her over the edge again, and luckily Ray was there to calm her down and...well, tie her up. That had done the trick, because once Cindy calmed down she could think straight. And when she could think straight she was more reasonable. She’d suggested they call the police that night, and they did.

The officer who showed up took a statement and said he would talk to Diana. A few hours later another officer came to the house. “She said you’re the one making the harassing calls, Miss.”

Cindy had taken a deep breath to calm the rage that wanted to explode out of her and explained everything. Yes, she’d lost her mind and done a stupid thing by calling Diana back and yelling at her. She shouldn’t have done it. But Diana had started it, not Cindy. In fact, Cindy had explicitly told Diana not to call her apartment again and she’d called anyway with more harassment. Ray backed her up on this and the cop had listened sympathetically. “Aside from going to the phone company to check your phone records, it’s a case of ‘he said, she said’. If she does it again, hang up on her. If she keeps it up, call the phone company to have your number changed, and then call us. Whatever you do, don’t engage in the behavior with her and don’t call her back. That just makes it worse.”

Cindy had agreed and promised not to escalate the situation further should it occur again. The officer thanked them and left.

The phone calls started again the following night. Both times Cindy hung up on her. Ray answered the phone a few more times that night, expecting to get Diana, and reported only a dry clicking noise on the line. Cindy felt proud that night; she was proud she hadn’t let her emotions get the best of her and was able to react to the situation like an adult. After all, she was the better person. Diana was just a cheap whore.

Two nights later, however, Diana crossed the line. 

“You hang up on me again,” Diana said the minute Cindy answered the phone, “I’ll whip Mary with the riding crop I have.”

At the mention of physical threat to her daughter, Cindy had frozen. “What did you say?” Her mouth had suddenly gone dry and she felt a sudden sense of dread in the pit of her belly.

“You heard me and you heard correctly, so I’m not going to repeat it,” Diana said. Her voice dripped with venom, with an edge of superiority. 

“Then I’m hanging up,” Cindy said, starting to replace the receiver in the cradle.

“I’ll be sure to make a tape recording of your daughter screaming in pain,” Diana said sharply, and Cindy brought the receiver back to her ear to make sure she was really hearing this. “In fact, I’ll not only send you a copy, I’ll be sure to get some money out of it. I hear there’s a market for audiotapes of children being whipped by their parents in pedophile underground. Should we split any profits from such a sale?”

Cindy saw red. Her body was tense. When she spoke, her voice cracked with the intensity of her fear and blinding anger “If you lay one finger on my daughter I will fucking kill you.”

“Threats again? I thought we agreed not to cast such idle threats. In fact—”

“You’re dead.” Cindy hung up the phone and before she knew it she was in the bedroom she shared with Ray, rummaging through his closet searching for his nine. She had just found it and was checking the clip when he came home. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” Ray had asked, eyes widening in surprise. His long blonde hair hung in his stubbled face.

“I’m going to kill that bitch,” Cindy had said, and it was the last thing she remembered saying with any sense of clarity. Ray told her later that when she walked by him he had taken a swing at her, his fist slamming into the side of her head. She’d fallen against the wall of the living room and the gun clattered out of her hand. He’d retrieved it and hidden it in a more secure location by the time she regained consciousness. When she woke up, she’d cried as she told him Diana threatened to hurt Mary.

She had been pouring this story out to him, crying uncontrollably, when there was a knock at their door. 

It was the police. They were investigating a claim from Ronnie Baker that Cindy had threatened his girlfriend and was making harassing telephone calls. Cindy had screamed at them from where she was sitting on the sofa, a wet washrag pressed against her temple to quell the rising lump from Ray’s blow. “That fucking bitch threatened to whip my daughter and tape it to sell to perverts! Why aren’t you pounding at their fucking door!”

She didn’t know how Ray managed to keep the cops from hauling both their asses to jail that night, but he had. Between her screaming and crying, and Ray trying to get her to shut up, and the cops wanting to poke their nosy asses in their business, it was a wonder she was sitting in her car right now. The cops insisted on taking a look around the house, and as they conducted a search Ray sat on the sofa next to her. “Just be cool,” he’d whispered. “Let me get rid of them.” She’d shut up, pure emotion over the vile ugliness of what happened getting to her. While one cop searched the apartment the other questioned them, asking how Cindy had hit her head. It took them five attempts to convince him she’d fallen in the kitchen, and when his partner came back the officers told them that, a) they didn’t believe Cindy had fallen down and hit her head and, b) if they got a call like this again they’d both be residents of Lancaster County Jail for the evening. Ray had thanked the officers and seen them out the door. It wasn’t until an hour after they’d left when she realized how much Ray had really saved her. If he hadn’t hit her as she’d been trying to leave with his gun, she would have walked right into the cops on her way out and she’d really be in trouble. Diana had set it all up. 

And for that she was going to pay.

It had been three days since the cops came to her apartment, and Diana hadn’t called since then. Cindy hadn’t spoken to her, and as far as she knew the woman was aware of her pre-scheduled visit with Mary tomorrow. No way was she going to call to remind her, though. And forget talking to Ronnie. That asshole was never around anyway. What the fuck was wrong with him lately?

Thinking about Ronnie led her mind to consider how she should approach telling him about how Diana threatened their daughter. In the days following Diana’s phone call, she called Laura three times a day, asking if Mary was okay. Laura had been puzzled. “Mary is fine, Cindy. What’s gotten into you?”

“She’s really doing okay over there?” Cindy had asked at one point, stifling back tears. She could tell Laura knew she was crying, but she didn’t care. “Ronnie’s taking real good care of her and Diana isn’t...you know...”

“Mary is fine,” Laura had said. “Ronnie is taking good care of her, and Diana has been wonderful with her. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Cindy hung up before she could blurt out what had happened between her and Diana, and now as she sat in her car watching her daughter play she felt better about Mary’s well-being...at least for now. The girl didn’t look abused or neglected in the least. She watched as Mary laughed, jumping up and down, her auburn hair flying as her playmate said something, then the two of them ran into the backyard, laughing. Lily trailed along after them but Cindy ignored her. She smiled. It felt good to see her little girl laughing and playing like that. It felt good to see her child playing and happy, without a care in the world, the way it should be when you were a child. And as she watched Mary play a sudden pang came to Cindy and she stubbed her cigarette out in the ashtray and leaned back in the front seat, looking out at Ronnie Baker’s new home, her eyes pooling with tears.

That could’ve been me in there, she thought, her chest growing heavy with the sudden hurt. If I hadn’t been such an idiot, if I hadn’t been so stupid and gone fucking around with Gary and left Ronnie we would still be together. I’d be living there with him and Mary. It would be me in that kitchen watching my daughter play in my own backyard. Oh God, I just want it all back. I want my family back, I want Ronnie back and I want my little girl back. I just want everything back the way it was. I wish I had never gone and fucked things up the way I did.

And thinking about everything brought all the anger and despair and rage back and she felt her head clouding up with pain again. The itch to quell it was strong, and she extracted another cigarette from the breast pocket of her denim shirt and lit it with the dashboard lighter, taking the smoke deep into her lungs. It calmed her down but it wasn’t enough. Her cheeks were damp with tears and her chest hurt from holding her sadness in. She was angry and she was sad and she didn’t know what to do. Part of her just wanted to break down and cry, while another part wanted to rush over to the house and hug Mary and beg her to come live with her. Yet another part of her wanted to kick the living shit out of Diana and burn down the fucking house Ronnie built for her. Cindy’s emotions swarmed like a cyclone, creating a vertigo of pain, and when she could stand it no longer she started the car, put it in gear, and headed down the street and out of the subdivision, tears stinging her eyes as she drove.










HE’D BEEN WALKING on eggshells for two weeks and still the thaw did not come.

Allen Steele wondered when it would end.

Dora was never around when he arrived home from work now. She went to her mother’s a lot, taking the kids with her. The first few days Allen returned to an empty home, he called Judy’s house. His mother-in-law had answered, and the first time he spoke to her since the incident her tone became icy when she heard his voice. She’d passed the phone over to her daughter and Dora had simply said, “The kids and I are eating at mom’s. We won’t be home for dinner.”

He’d been eating dinner at home alone a lot the past few weeks.

Allen sat at the kitchen table and stared out the window. It was already after nine p.m., and it was dark. Fall was definitely in the air. The days had been unseasonably warm but the nights were cool, bringing a nice breeze. In another week or so the leaves would start changing. Allen always loved fall, and had been looking forward to this autumn when he could take the kids out and play at the park near their development, maybe rummage around in the leaves with the sting of winter in the air. But with a sinking sense of sadness, he knew that wasn’t going to happen. Things were coming to a close at the Steele residence in more ways than one.

Dora had refused to speak to him the morning following their daughter’s dream. Allen had made an attempt, of course. “You know that what she was saying last night isn’t true,” Allen began.

“Do you think I’m stupid?” Dora had looked at him with a piercing stare. The kids were upstairs. He and Dora were downstairs in the kitchen; Dora was getting the kids’ breakfast ready, Allen was pouring the coffee he’d just brewed into his mug. “I saw the look on your face, Allen. I know what you look like when you’ve been caught by surprise. You had that look last night when Jessie said you were screwing Barbara. So don’t tell me she was making it up, because I don’t buy it. Until yesterday she’d never even heard of Barbara, but I have. You’ve talked about her enough, I knew who Jessie was talking about. So how could she know?”

“I don’t know.” Dora had looked at him, her face crumbling, and turned away.

The past few weeks had been unbearable and the kids sensed it. He’d called Barbara into his office the day after their affair was discovered and told her what happened. Barbara had been horrified and automatically began worrying if her husband, Jeff, would find out. Allen didn’t care if Jeff found out; he told Barbara to do whatever she had to do to keep what had gone on between them a secret. He was going to do his best to shore things up at home and he advised her that it would be best for them to call everything off. Barbara not only agreed, she informed him she was going to start looking for another job. Allen understood and told her he would write her a letter of recommendation. He’d done so a few days later, and as of today Barbara had been to at least one interview he knew of. Their relationship at work had gone from friendly to very professional with none of the chitchat they’d engaged in before. 

At home, things had gone from bad to worse.

Sensing Dora didn’t want him to sleep in their bed, he’d taken to sleeping downstairs on the sofa. The kids didn’t know—they were put to bed well before he and Dora turned in anyway, and he and Dora continued their usual evening routines, only now they didn’t talk. The few times Allen tried to bring it up, Dora told him she didn’t want to talk about it. She just wasn’t ready for it. Allen had nodded, torn up inside over what to do and hating himself more and more for allowing himself to be swept up in the affair with Barbara in the first place.

What a stupid thing to do! Having an affair with Barbara was something he hadn’t pursued consciously, and he’d never had an affair before. He didn’t think he was the type of guy who slept around; he’d always regarded men who cheated on their wives to be the lowest of the low, and now he had done that very thing. He had sinned gravely. And he didn’t think he could ever forgive himself for that, even if Dora eventually did.

He did some searching on the Internet about infidelity at work during breaks and lunches, and found a few good sites devoted to helping men cope with the aftermath of having cheated on their spouse. Allen found solace in the fact that he wasn’t alone, and was trying to work himself up to confronting Dora about what had happened between them and doing something to salvage their marriage. He wanted to make it work. He would do anything to get their marriage back on solid ground. 

He sighed and was just about to get up and head for the living room when he heard the door to the kitchen open. He turned around.

It was Dora.

“Dora!” he said, momentarily stunned. “I—”

“You sound like you did when I found out you were fucking Barbara,” Dora said, stepping in the kitchen. She kept her gaze on him, her eyes burning slits. “What’s the matter? Did I catch you at a bad time? Do you have the little whore here?”

“Dora, don’t be stupid!” Allen’s heart raced. The kids weren’t with her; she’d obviously left them with her mother’s, which meant she had planned this. The look in her eyes, her body language and demeanor, all suggested that she had finally worked herself up to confronting Allen about the affair. If a fight was what she wanted, he wasn’t going to give it to her. But if she wanted to talk, he would be more than willing. “Dora we have to talk.”

“Talk? Why do we have to talk? Why don’t we just go upstairs and fuck? You surely never talked much with Barbara.”

Allen opened his mouth to respond but didn’t know what to say.

“What’s the matter, don’t want to fuck me?”

“Dora, for Christ’s sake, I don’t want to argue with you—”

“Who’s arguing?” She had stepped up to the kitchen table and now she sauntered around it, keeping her hands in her coat pockets in a nonchalant stance. “I’m not here to argue, Allen.”

“Then what are you here for?” 

“I’m here,” she said, smiling, “to deal with what you did.”

“Okay.” I’m here to deal with what you did. Sounds like she wants to talk. “Let’s talk.”

Dora raised her hand. “First thing first. I’ve been doing some thinking, and...well, I’m sure you’ve broken things off with Barb already, right?”

Allen felt himself collapsing, but not out of fear. He felt the walls were coming down, that he was finally getting through to Dora. “Yes,” he said, feeling vulnerable now and just wanting to pull Dora close to him and hold her, tell her he was sorry and he loved her. “Yes we’ve broken it off and she’s looking for another job. That was her idea. She actually had an interview this week and we both feel terrible about this, Dora. I never intended for this to happen and neither did she.”

“Mmm.” Dora mused, nodding. She regarded Allen with that same look, but it appeared to have softened somewhat. “First affair for her then, too?”

“Yes,” Allen said, feeling nervous and stammering. “I...I’ve never done anything like this before and I feel so...so ashamed!”

“I know,” Dora said, making no move at consoling him. She was watching him, seeming to take delight in his emotional suffering. “I’m sure she feels horrible, doesn’t she?”

“Absolutely!”

“And I take it you’ll be deleting her address and phone number from your Palm Pilot? If you haven’t already, that is.”

“You bet,” he said. His Palm Pilot was in his briefcase, which was on the kitchen table. He pulled it over and took the Palm out. “In fact I’m doing it right now.”

“Here, why don’t you let me?” Dora held out her left hand, smiling. She kept the right hand in her coat pocket. 

That look on her face, Allen thought. Something about that look, that tone of voice. Hesitantly, figuring she was going to slam the Palm Pilot into the wall, but at this point not caring, he slowly handed the device over. 

 “Before I delete Barbara’s address from your Palm Pilot, though, I want to give her a present.” Dora brought her right hand out of her coat pocket and Allen only caught a glimpse of what she held in her hand as she quickly brought it up and swung her fist toward his face. The object she was holding hit him squarely in the forehead, knocking him back against the kitchen cabinets, and he slipped on the linoleum floor. He gasped, trying to scramble to his feet, his panic rising as he realized what she was doing. She’s going to kill me! The room tilted and he tried to scamper away from her but she was on him in a flash, straddling him, bringing her right hand up over her head again. Just before she swung down with all her force he saw she was holding a small rock, probably one she had scooped up from the little garden bordering the walkway that led to the front door. This time the blow was harder and more precise. Blackness crashed into his consciousness, sending him into oblivion.










THE FIRST THING he was aware of was pain.

Extreme pain.

It slammed him awake and he automatically lifted his upper body off the floor but fell back as a sledgehammer of agony jabbed through his crotch and abdomen. He screamed, eyes closed, waves of pain washing over him as blackness threatened to drown him.

When he was able to muster his strength, he opened his eyes and glanced down at himself.

He hadn’t noticed he was bleeding until he caught his first glimpse of the gore drenching his belly and thighs. For a minute he stared in shocked disbelief; his pants and underwear were pushed down to his ankles and his legs were covered with blood, which was pushed on the floor. He could feel it seeping beneath the skin of his ass and back. It drenched his crotch and his lower belly and he immediately thought, oh Christ please tell me she didn’t, please tell me she didn’t do what I think she did!

He focused on the area of his crotch as the pain ebbed back into his consciousness, ripples ebbing and flowing the way waves crash on the shore of a beach, and when he saw what lay below his paunchy belly, he screamed.

The root of his penis was still bleeding. He could see the blood flowing, pouring over his crotch onto the floor. What lay on his groin was a mass of gore that sang with extreme pain. The scream ringing in his ears tore out of his throat and he didn’t even hear Dora’s footsteps as she stepped into the kitchen. 

Dora smiled as she emerged into his line of vision. Her blouse was spotted with blood and her hands were drenched in it. She held a gift-wrapped package in her hands, topped off with a red bow. “You almost came to as I was jerking you off,” she said. “I had to in order to get your cock nice and hard. What is that word you guys use?” She pursed her lips as if contemplating something. “Ah, that’s it. You’ve been Bobbitized! You know, Lorena Bobbit? Remember her? She made national news when she cut off her husbands cock. She did the same thing, jerked him off till it was nice and hard and then whack!” She made a chopping motion with her right hand. “Chopped that baby right off. That prick of a husband of hers got more fame than he deserved. He even made a porno movie. I don’t think that’ll be happening with you, my dear.” She held the gift-wrapped package up. “I’ll be dropping off your farewell gift to your ex-girlfriend. I’m sure she’ll enjoy it. Besides, she needs something to remember you by, don’t you think?”

“Please,” Allen croaked, his throat raw and sore from screaming. “Call 911. I need an ambulance...please...”

“Oh, I just thought of something.” Dora put a hand to her mouth, feigning some revelation. “Barbara’s husband will no doubt find out she was having an affair, just like I found out. Well...” She grinned. “It’s not fair she gets away with her infidelity, don’t you think? I mean if you got caught, why should she go uncaught? Her husband deserves to know, don’t you think? Of course he does! It’s only fair! And he’ll find out when the police do their investigation. I mean, they’ll ask her where her gift came from and of course they’ll know about you by then and put two and two together. They’ll ask questions and Barbara’s husband will find out that his dear wifey was fucking her boss. He’ll no doubt feel the same sense of betrayal I feel. Don’t you think he deserves to know?”

“Please...” Allen said. “Call 911, I’m bleeding to death!”

Dora’s smile turned into a scowl. “Phone’s over there. Do it yourself, you fucking cheating asshole.”

Then, bearing Allen’s farewell gift in her hands, Dora Steele left the house to make her delivery as Allen screamed in pain and fought to stay conscious.










SIX







ELIZABETH WEAVER WAS at her mother’s house picking up Eric when Laura told her about Allen Steele.

“Oh my God!” Elizabeth said, the news of Allen’s mutilation looming large in her mind. Eric was in the backyard playing with Mary and Lily, and Elizabeth was sitting at the kitchen table leafing through a catalogue while her mother prepared dinner. Her father was in his favorite chair watching a football game. “Aren’t they the family that lives up the street from Ronnie and Diana?”

“Yes, they live four doors down,” Laura said. She was frying hamburgers on a skillet over the stove. “Their kids play with Mary and Lily. Himmler tried to go after Andy, their son.”

“I remember that.” Elizabeth shook her head, trying to make some sense of this latest tragedy. 

She had told her mother about the incident with Himmler and Andy Steele and Laura had expressed concern. She didn’t like Himmler either, and talking to Ronnie and Diana about it hadn’t done any good. Diana’s excuse had been, “He was probably just playing and Eric over-exaggerated the incident. Himmler wouldn’t hurt anyone.” Laura had insisted to Diana that she preferred Himmler be kept in the basement whenever Eric was over, per Elizabeth’s wishes, and Diana had huffed and acquiesced. Ronnie had assured Laura that the rottweiler was good with Mary, that he’d never known the dog to be viscous, and mom had finally dropped the issue. Elizabeth hadn’t been happy with that. Her rules on Eric being at her brother’s house changed with Mom backing down on the rottweiler issue—she’d informed her mother in no uncertain terms was she not to leave Eric at Ronnie and Diana’s house anymore, and that if she absolutely had to go to the house while Eric was in her care then she insisted on informing Diana that Himmler be chained up in the basement when her son was at the house. 

“So what happened?” Elizabeth asked. “Is she in jail now or what?”

“Police picked her up at the Cocalico Tavern,” Laura said, flipping the burgers. “Apparently she left that...well, that package on the doorstep of her husband’s lover and the woman saw her leaving. She went out and unwrapped it and you can imagine what her reaction was when she saw what was in it. She called the police and when they came she told them to check on Allen Steele. Guess she had no qualms about keeping the affair secret from her husband if another man’s life was at stake. The police went to the Steele residence and by then Allen had passed out from shock. He’s in Lancaster General and they tried to reattach it, but I don’t think they had much luck.”

“My God,” Elizabeth said again.

“You’ve got that right,” Laura said, bustling about the kitchen as she got dinner ready. “There’s a lot going on in that neighborhood, especially with all that trouble with Rick now.”

Elizabeth looked up from her catalog. “What trouble?”

“Oh, Ronnie and Diana are having trouble with Rick,” Laura said. She opened the refrigerator and began taking out condiments for the hamburgers—ketchup and mustard bottles, lettuce and onions. “Apparently Ronnie’s having trouble with Rick; the boy is challenging him, you know, being rebellious. He’s not listening to his mother and he’s being truant in school, staying out at all hours, that sort of thing. And Ronnie’s temper hasn’t been the best lately, what with those double shifts he’s pulling down at the plant.”

“He’s still working double shifts?” Ronnie had been working double shifts for the past three weeks, including weekends. 

“He has to if he wants to make that mortgage payment.” Laura said. She stood at the stove, checking the progress of the sizzling burgers, and then began transferring them to a plate. “I don’t think Mary’s seen him in three weeks. And it’s proven to be very tiring, especially when you bring Cindy’s visitations into the mix.”

“Oh yes, there is that,” Elizabeth said. God, her brother was such a loser. He goes from one nutcase to this latest prize, which Elizabeth was beginning to dislike the more she heard about her. Granted, Elizabeth hadn’t had a very good feeling about her when she first met the woman, but in the last few months Diana had proven to be rather...well, lazy.

She’s a lazy bitch, she thought. Admit it. She saw a meal ticket in Ronnie and jumped at the chance. She hooked him with whatever bullshit she told him, and he’s so fucking gullible he fell for whatever sob story she told him and now he thinks he’s happy to be in a relationship, any relationship. He should have just stayed divorced for awhile and spent time with Mary and gotten to know himself better as a person before deciding to go jumping back into another relationship. But nooo...that wasn’t how Ronnie Baker did things. He had to be in a relationship. He had to have the perfect nuclear family, or as near to one as he envisioned it. And now look where it was getting him.  

She decided to throw out a line to her mother. “So Diana hasn’t gotten a job yet?”

“Hell no! She actually refuses to work.”

“Refuses?”

“Yes, refuses.” The burgers were now on a plate and Elizabeth stood up. Her father was getting to his feet and she knew the conversation would have to be cut short soon. The kids would be coming in for supper and she knew it wouldn’t be good for Mary to hear what Laura was saying. “Diana is the laziest woman I’ve ever met. She won’t get a job and the only thing she does is spend money.”

“She’s damn worthless,” Jerry said. He began to help himself to hamburgers and the baked beans that had been simmering on the stove. He was a big man with a crew cut; he was an ex-marine and he still kept in shape. “Diana doesn’t do a goddamn thing but sit on her ass and play on that computer and smoke cigarettes. And she does that all day. She doesn’t even clean up the house.”

“Enough of that,” Laura said, heading to the sliding glass door that opened up on the back porch. “We’ll talk about this later.” She slid the door open and called out, “Supper’s ready!”

“I better get going,” Elizabeth said, picking up her purse. As much as she wanted to talk more about this latest travesty in her brother’s life, she knew it wasn’t the time or place to do so, not with Mary here. Her heart went out to her niece, who was a sweet kid. Mary had been through so much—a turbulent early childhood courtesy of Cindy’s mood swings, both parents’ heavy drinking, and finally Cindy leaving her brother. Her parents had been the only constant adult figures in the little girl’s life and now she was out of that secure environment, once again thrust into a volatile home. The few times she had been at her brother’s new house she had the faint impression that Diana treated Mary differently than her own kids. Not bad, mind you, just...different. As if she resented the thought that she had to share her father with the girl. Elizabeth had the impression that in Mary’s worldview, living with Diana and her kids was like being Cinderella, living under the thumb of a wicked stepmother.

“I’m getting damn tired of it,” Jerry said, still rattling on. He spread mayonnaise and mustard on potato rolls and extracted a pickle from a jar. “Ronnie’s working double shifts to pay for not only himself and his daughter, but Diana and her kids. He’s paying for everything—food, clothing, shelter, all the bills, everything. And she doesn’t appreciate any of it.”

The clatter of running footsteps thundered up the back steps and the sliding glass door slid open. Mary and Eric ran into the house, followed by Lily, her dark eyes reflecting a sense of anger that seemed to be etched in her facial features as well. That kid always has a damn smirk on her face, Elizabeth thought as she watched the little girl trail after the two older kids. Laura turned into an instant-grandma the moment the kids came in, and Elizabeth caught Eric’s attention, motioning him over. Lily watched as Eric went to his mother and for a moment Elizabeth’s eyes met Lily’s and those eyes were—

So cold. 

Elizabeth feigned a nonchalant attitude, putting her hand on Eric’s shoulder. “Why don’t we get going, sport?”

“Okay.” Eric grabbed his windbreaker and, after saying goodbye to her parents, Elizabeth and her son left.










THOSE EYES, so cold. 

Elizabeth Weaver sat in front of her computer screen, the text of the latest novel in front of her. She’d written three pages and stopped when her mind began to wander back to the subject of her brother and his new living arrangement with Diana and her kids.

She wondered if Lily or Rick had been abused at some point. It was obvious something happened in their early development. Look at Lily. Kid was five years old and Elizabeth never saw her smile or laugh, even in play. All kids cracked a grin or at least laughed when they were playing. Not Lily. She always had that dark look on her, as if she were angry at everything, those deep brown eyes penetrating in their gaze when she looked at you. And then there was Rick; tall, brooding, a good-looking kid, but there was an air of intensity about him that wasn’t right. 

What bothered her most was after three months of Diana and her children living with Ronnie, Elizabeth didn’t know any more about their pasts then she had when she’d first met them. 

She and Gregg had talked about that on the way home from her parent’s one night, wondering aloud to each other what Diana’s life had been like before she met Ronnie. They’d been doing that a lot lately—talking about Diana and her kids, wondering how much neglect had gone on in that family.

She doodled on the keyboard, knowing she should continue with the narrative but momentarily lost for now. It bothered her that Ronnie had jumped into this relationship without looking. His marriage to Cindy hadn’t been perfect, but at least it had been mutually stable economically. The roles had been clearly defined, and as much as a fuck up Cindy had become in the years since the divorce, when she was married to Ronnie she had been a good wife; she’d held a steady job, she shared her responsibility in the bills and, when she and Ronnie weren’t partying, was actually a good mother to Mary. Her problem was that she was too immature to handle motherhood and responsibilities, so she’d cracked; she’d had an affair, and then left Ronnie for this new guy. For a while Ronnie hung around, waiting for Cindy to come back, but that didn’t happen. As far as Elizabeth knew, Ronnie only dated one woman during the separation, and that relationship fizzled out shortly before he and Mary moved in with mom. Ronnie didn’t date anybody else for a good year—he hadn’t even filed for divorce from Cindy during that time. He didn’t get around to doing that until he found himself a woman who was almost a carbon copy of Cindy, sans the heavy drinking.

Diana Marshfield.

She didn’t understand her brother. What bothered her most was her parents bailed him out constantly. As much as they complained about the decisions he made, they went out of their way to help him in any way they could. She didn’t understand it. Elizabeth had always tried to live a good life; she paid her bills, she had a solid marriage, she worked and took care of Eric and went out of her way to do whatever she could for him, but Ronnie dropped the ball on things time and time again and her parents were always there to catch the fumble. Got to be there to help the fuck-up in the family, I guess, she thought.

She shook her head. Enough pondering why my brother makes the decisions he makes. They’re his problems, not mine. The only thing I’m worried about is Eric being in the same house with that damn dog and Mary living there with it. Mom knows I don’t want Eric over there, and as much as I love Mary, she’s Ronnie’s daughter. She’s his responsibility. I just hope nothing happens to her.

She took a deep breath, trying to find her muse again. She turned on the radio sitting on a shelf on her desk. Sometimes music helped her find the groove in her writing. She found a soft rock station, Pure Prairie League singing about falling in and out of love with Amy.

She got back into her work, writing smoothly, back into her muse, letting the scene and the characters carry the story forward when Gregg shattered her trance.

“Elizabeth!”

God, not again! She stopped, trying to figure out where she was; it was after ten o’clock and Eric was in bed down the hall. She had come upstairs to write about thirty minutes ago and Gregg had been downstairs in the family room watching TV. She stood up and headed toward the hallway.

Gregg stood at the top of the stairs. “Didn’t you hear me?”

“I heard you,” she said. “What?”

“If you heard me why didn’t you answer me?”

“I did. I’m here and I’m not going to yell at you from upstairs because Eric’s asleep.”

Gregg gave her that look of annoyance again. “Well maybe if you weren’t playing on the damn computer again I wouldn’t have to yell at you from downstairs.” He looked at her the way her father sometimes used to, disapprovingly of her activities, her hobbies, those things she held dear. 

“I’m not playing on the computer,” she said before she could stop it. 

“Oh? What were you doing up there, then?”

“Gregg...” She lowered her voice, motioning down the hall.

He lowered his voice, but his expression had taken on that look that told her he was going to go on one of his tangents. “You’re on the computer, right? If you’re on the computer, you’re playing on the computer. You’re not—”

“I’m writing!” she hissed, the words spitting out now with venomous anger. She leaned forward, stepping to the top of the staircase. “Don’t give me any of that bullshit because you know goddamn well what I do isn’t playing. I’m writing! Okay? I’m not surfing the Internet or playing computer games or—”

“Writing?” He feigned a look of surprise. “Well, isn’t that the same thing?”

“Fuck you!” She strode back into her office.

Gregg followed her. “What did you say? What did you say?”

They stopped at the threshold to her office and Elizabeth had to refrain with all her might from unleashing her fury at him; she wanted to scream at him, beat him with her fists, but she held back for the sake of her son. “You heard me loud and clear. What part of ‘fuck you’ didn’t you understand?”

“You don’t talk to me that way!” He held out his index finger to her, shaking it in her face. His eyes blazed and she could tell that she had made him angry. “You have no—”

“Oh, I have no right to talk to you that way? What about the way you talk to me? Do you think that—”

“—right to talk to me that way. All I was trying to do was get you to fucking listen to me every once in awhile. I’m downstairs every night and you’re always—”

“ I like hearing you denigrate my career? Do you think I like hearing you belittle me and compare my writing and my accomplishments in publishing to—”

“ upstairs doing your goddamned writing, and you never spend any time with—”

“ playing around? And you goddamn well know what you’re saying is bullshit! Just because you gave up your acting doesn’t mean you have to play the fucking martyr and I am not up here every damn night writing and you fucking know it! “

They stopped when they both realized they had begun shouting. Elizabeth was panting, the anger running hot in her veins. They stood at the threshold to her office, glaring at each other, and Elizabeth’s eyes darted to the closed door to their son’s bedroom. God I hope he didn’t hear any of that, she thought, as tears bit the back of her throat.

“I’m sorry,” she said, biting back the tears, feeling them come now. She turned away. “I didn’t mean to yell like that. I...” She stepped into her office, trying to staunch the sorrow suddenly welling up within her.

Gregg stood in the doorway looking stunned. The sudden about-face of her demeanor confused him. He still looked like he wanted to argue, but he also looked like he realized he had pushed things too far.

Elizabeth couldn’t help it; she buried her face in her hands and burst out sobbing.

Gregg’s voice behind her, softer now. “Elizabeth...”

She waved a hand back at him. Go away. Just go away and leave me alone.

She could sense his hesitation. They’d been through this before. When he got that tone of voice he realized he had crossed the line. He would hover there for a moment, standing awkwardly in the hall, and then he would retreat downstairs with his tail between his legs.

“I’m sorry I yelled at you,” he said. She felt his fingers touch her shoulder.

She jerked away from his touch. She wanted to whirl around and scream at him to leave her the hell alone but she didn’t want to wake Eric and upset him. Instead, she held back her sobs and nodded. “I’ll be all right,” she said, sniffling back tears.

He hung back in the hallway for a moment, then stepped forward and embraced her. She felt his arms encircle her waist, his chest pressed into her back. He kissed the back of her neck. “I’m sorry,” he whispered again. “I didn’t mean to go off like that, I just—”

You just don’t respect me anymore, she thought. Or did you ever respect my avocation? We both had our dreams and we respected them. I didn’t make you give up acting. I didn’t make you plunge full tilt into a career you knew you would loathe. I would have been perfectly happy if you had taken a less strenuous job so you could keep up with your acting and we talked about that, but you made your decision. What, am I supposed to give up my writing now because you gave up your dream? Is that what you really want? Because despite repeated vocal support of my work in the past, what’s happening now tells me you think otherwise. Or did you ever really respect my writing?

Elizabeth wiped her eyes. “I’ll be fine,” she said. She stepped away from him. “I’m okay.”

“I’m sorry,” Gregg said again, and she could tell from his expression that he was truly sorry for making her cry, for making her sad. 

“It’s okay,” she said, straightening herself up. “Go on back downstairs. I’ll be down in a minute.”

“Okay.” He moved away from her, still bearing that same look as if to say I didn’t mean it. Then he went downstairs.

When he was gone, she sank into her chair and the tears threatened to return but she held them back. What happened to us? We used to do everything together. Gregg and I used to share the same tastes in everything from films, to books and music—we still do to a certain point, but everything has changed so much since he gave up acting. He used to be so supportive of my writing. He used to be interested in it. He used to read my stuff. Now he won’t touch it. 

She read over what she had written on the computer screen and realized the evening’s work was shot now. She saved the file and prepared to bring down the computer. Gregg had destroyed her enthusiasm for the evening. If anything, she wrote considerably less now than she did twelve years ago when they first got together. Back then she was desperate to get a novel published and she wrote and rewrote her first novel constantly, always refining it, re-polishing it. Gregg had read the manuscript and had some pretty good suggestions for her, which she’d incorporated into the text. He’d been proud of her when the novel wound up not only being published but won a Bram Stoker Award for Superior Achievement in Horror Fiction. But then something had happened.

She didn’t know what it was, but thinking back now on it Elizabeth realized it was a gradual thing. As the years had passed and they got married, moved into a rented house, got pregnant and had Eric, finally buying and moving into the home they lived in now, Gregg began to pull away more from her writing. First he gave up acting; he’d been involved in it the first three years of their relationship, but when she became pregnant with Eric he had suddenly quit, much to her chagrin. She assured him they’d be okay for a while; he was getting better parts, and if he could stick it out longer he might ease himself into steady work as part of a theatre group or teaching an actor’s workshop. With his theatrical background he could teach at the high school level, maybe even the college level. There were a lot of things an under-employed actor could do in Los Angeles to get by; there were voice-over gigs, commercials, leading workshops, performing in local theatre. The last film he had done before he’d abruptly quit had certainly thrust him to critical attention and might have led to more casting calls for bigger films—in fact, his agent had begged Gregg to reconsider his decision to quit acting; he’d been fielding calls from casting directors ever since the film in question, Voyeur, was shown at Sundance. But Gregg had refused. 

She wondered if it was fear that kept Gregg from making that leap. While she'd been confident he would have gotten more acting jobs, she'd sensed Gregg was deeply afraid he wouldn’t get any of them, and all the wasted time spent in auditioning for them could be better spent putting his nose to the grindstone in the socially acceptable way—abandoning his childhood dreams and getting a real job.

The film that had won Gregg such critical accolades was a short independent release. It was about a college girl trying to unravel the mystery of her mother’s brutal murder. Gregg played her boyfriend, and when Elizabeth first saw the film in its initial screening she’d been revolted when she learned Gregg’s character was, in reality, a cunning sociopath. Gregg’s delivery, his pose, his overall performance as a Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde archetype had stunned the audience at Sundance, and despite the fact that his character played only a minor role in the film, Gregg received major write-ups in the trades. For a moment while she was watching it, Elizabeth had really believed her husband, the soon-to-be-father of her child and the man she loved more than anything, was perfectly capable of being a brutal killer, a sociopathic psycho with a blood lust for killing and torturing women as his character had done in the film. 

In the years since the film’s release, the actress who had appeared opposite Gregg had gone on to major features, starring in a thriller with Jennifer Lopez and a romantic comedy with Billy Crystal. The director had gone on to a good career directing thrillers and horror films, and the writer was now one of Hollywood’s top screenwriters. Several of the other performers in the film had also gone on to major films, most of them in supporting roles. Elizabeth had no doubt that had Gregg not given up his craft after Voyeur’s release, he would have been firmly entrenched in his chosen vocation.

Instead he’d chosen the path of least resistance, one that had been mapped out for him by his parents years ago.

When she and Gregg first got together he was semi-estranged from his parents. His father wanted Gregg to follow in his footsteps as a computer programmer. “You’ll always be in demand for your skills,” was his reasoning. However, Gregg had other plans. He’d initially resisted his parent’s urgings (shovings, more like it) upon graduating high school to get a job at Free State Insurance, where his parents had worked for more than twenty years, but he’d finally done it. When Gregg took a part time job at the firm to go to college, his father insisted he major in computer science. Gregg chose the major mostly to placate his father, but he kept his feet wet in acting by getting involved in the local community theatre. After graduation, he worked for the same theatre company as a Project Coordinator, which hadn’t made his parents happy. His father was worried Gregg would lose his job. “What kind of future are you going to have being a Project Coordinator for a theater company?” he’d asked, which translated to, That isn’t worthy work. That isn’t real work. Real work is when you have to drag your carcass out of bed by six-thirty and be on the road by seven to make the hour commute in order to be in the office by eight o’clock. Real work is exactly that—real work, where if it’s fun and enjoyable, it isn’t really work. Real work is a place where they give you raises every year, where you get your two weeks vacation, a pension and 401k plan, and you’re happy and lucky to be getting it. Real work is not worrying about whether you’ll be out on the street tomorrow because you’re working for a large corporation that will take care of you because large corporations have stability. That’s how I’ve been doing it the last twenty-five years, and I didn’t like going to work every day either but I had a family to feed, so get used to it.

It was a sense of the Puritan work ethic she hated; that one had to sacrifice their natural talents and interests and follow the money. Elizabeth’s belief was to find a vocation you enjoyed, to use your natural talents and interests and try to make a living using them. If you worked hard, the money would follow. Gregg used to believe that too. But after five years of banging on the doors of Hollywood with nothing to show for it except three minutes of extra shots in over thirty films, a handful of commercials, a dozen roles in major plays, a few walk-ons in some major features, and the role in Voyeur, Gregg’s hard work had barely amounted to a secretary’s yearly salary. It could have mushroomed into something greater if he had only stuck it out longer, but a few months after she announced her pregnancy he left the theatre company and was working at Sun Systems as an analyst. He assured her he would still go after roles he found interesting in the trades, but he hadn’t done so. He had gone from sixty to zero in the space of a few months. 

In the meantime, she hadn’t let her pregnancy deter her own dreams. She still wrote; not as much as before, but always managed to get at least three thousand words a week. And as the years passed and Eric grew from babyhood to a toddler, she’d adjusted her writing schedule around the demands of motherhood. Sometimes she didn’t get any writing done for weeks, but she always got back into it when the opportunity arose. Gregg remained supportive of her writing as he had always been, but as the years went on and they moved from Los Angeles to Pennsylvania to be closer to her parents, his enthusiasm for it seemed to wane. Where before he used to eagerly read her work the minute she finished, now he let it sit on his side of the sofa for weeks before he picked it up and gave it a glance. She continued to always make it available for him to read, and she stopped asking him if he wanted to read a work-in-progress when he declined the offers, saying he was just too busy now. She accepted that; after all, he had gotten busy at work and was climbing up the ladder at Anderson pretty rapidly. But then there would come times when he would complain to her that she never showed him her writing anymore so she would start again, only to be rebuffed. He complained her writing was all she ever talked about  certainly not true. She talked about her work for the first five years of their relationship and marriage, and when he first brought that complaint he did so with a tone that suggested he was saying, I’m sick of hearing about your writing. Can you just stop? 

So she had.

A year or so later, during one of their arguments, about what she couldn’t remember, he’d said, “You don’t even talk to me about your writing anymore. You used to tell me about your work all the time and now you just shut me out of it.”

When he’d said that, she’d wanted to scream. 

But she hadn’t; instead she’d bit her tongue and said, Yes, you’re right, I’m sorry, I’ll let you back into my writing life again by talking to you about it, and when a few months later she tried bringing up a writer-topic (involving some anecdote she’d heard at a convention) he’d stopped her with a, “Do we have to talk about your writing friends again?”

Now she refused to discuss her writing with him.

And as the years passed, so did the complaints that she was spending too much time writing. What he used to once support and appreciate he now seemed to regard with disdain.

Well, it does divert my attention away from him, she thought. I think it was Harlan Ellison who once wrote that, to a spouse, your writing will become a secret lover, an affair of sorts. Gregg’s extra-marital lover used to be his acting; now he diverts his attention from me when he watches football or reads Sports Illustrated or goes to a game.  I don’t get bent out of shape when he pursues his interests. Why has he suddenly in the past year or so seen my writing career as something so...so unworthy?

Surely it couldn’t be the subject matter of her work. Gregg was an avid horror movie fan and he loved the novels of Stephen King and Bentley Little, two writers he devoured eagerly. And she could tell he had genuinely loved Witch Country, her first novel, as well as her first collection of short stories. But since then she’d published two more novels and he hadn’t read them despite the books being available for months, in some cases years, around the house.

Did he secretly think her work sucked and didn’t want to hurt her feelings? She didn’t think so.

She didn’t know what it was. But whatever the reason for the slow change in behavior and attitude, it was getting worse. She wondered silently to herself if money was a motivating factor; Gregg had become more bottom-line oriented in his thinking in recent years and he knew her writing, on average, brought in less than five thousand dollars a year. It was only in the last three years since her work had been appearing in paperback that she’d been receiving regular royalty checks, which she’d been throwing into her 401k plans. Gregg had barely noticed two years ago when they’d done their taxes that year—she did their taxes, after all. The last two royalty checks had been pretty good, but she hadn’t shown him because by then anything related to writing had started to feel like masturbation—something to be done in private. She sighed, feeling better now. Maybe it was time to show him a royalty check. She owed him at least that. She probably should have clued him in months ago.

She rose and turned off the lamp, then headed out of the office and down the stairs. 

Gregg was in the family room watching 20/20. Elizabeth went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. She poured herself a glass of milk, then joined him in the living room, plopping herself down on the sofa. Gregg’s attention was on the TV and he looked at her once when she walked in, and then went back to his show. She could tell he was trying to avoid talking about what had led to their fight, and for a moment Elizabeth felt the anger return. She quickly realized it would be futile to get into it again, but she did want to address the situation again, if briefly, to remind him it was something they needed to talk about if they wanted to get through it. “Gregg,” she said.

“Uh huh.”

“I’m sorry we had a fight.” He looked at her. “I’m sorry I don’t hear you when you called for me, and I’m sorry we fought about it. I’ll try to be more receptive in the evening if you’ll promise me one thing.”

Gregg turned to her, his attention from the television show momentarily diverted. “Okay honey, what?”

“First, a question. And be honest. How much time do you think I spend upstairs in my office writing per week?”

Gregg looked nervous and a little ashamed. He licked his lips. “Um, I don’t know...a few hours a night maybe?”

“Try two hours tops every other night. Does that sound like I’m always up there? Playing, as you say?”

 Gregg clearly looked uncomfortable. “No...”

She leaned forward. “I want you to recognize that what I do when I’m in my office is work and to respect it. I want you to realize that what I do isn’t playing around, as you call it; it’s serious. I’m your wife, and I’m Eric’s mother, and I love you both dearly. At work I’m a teacher of high school English and Literature and I love my work. Outside of that, in the publishing field, I am a respected novelist and short story writer. I’ve won awards for my work, and my work has received critical acclaim. I’ve had material reprinted in Year’s Best anthologies. I’ll probably never make a living at my writing, I’ll probably never be a household name like Dean Koontz or Stephen King or Tom Clancy; I’ll probably never achieve the kind of academic acclaim that John Steinbeck or Ernest Hemingway ever did, but what I have written and published will outlive both of us. And in fifty years, after you and I are dead and gone and buried and some movie producer contacts Eric about acquiring film rights for a story or novel I wrote and they want to pay him a goodly amount of money for those rights, he’ll be able to do that because my work is my property and I will be passing it on to him in the same way you and I will be passing on our other property to him when we become old and it becomes time for us to do that kind of thing. He and his children will be able to derive an income, however small or large, off my work. My work may not be raking in big bucks now and maybe it never will, but it has the possibility of being a gold mine. So please, respect that, will you?”

Gregg sat in his chair looking stunned and sheepish. He shifted awkwardly in his chair. “Um...yeah...I will...” He looked embarrassed; his face flushed red. “Sorry.”

Elizabeth smiled. It felt good to drive the knife in a little bit. She felt naughty, but she also had a confession. “And now I want to apologize to you.”

Gregg looked up at her, surprised.

“I’ve spent so much time shut up in my office writing, tending to the miscellaneous business of my work without even thinking about it, that it’s no wonder you’ve been behaving the way you have been. All you’ve seen is me shut up in my office all by my lonesome typing away and now since I have a good paperback house putting out my stuff, you’ve seen the boxes of books that come in once a year. You’ve seen the advances, which aren’t much. You’ve seen the money I get from short stories. It comes in and goes out as spending money. Right?”

Gregg nodded.

Elizabeth grinned. “I thought it would be obvious to you that I’ve been getting bigger royalty checks now from the paperbacks. I mean, we’re talking the reprint of my first novel and the publication of my last two novels all over a three-year period. Royalties aren’t paid the first time out until eighteen months after publication, and if the book has done well subsequent checks usually account for that. You had no idea, did you?”

Gregg shook his head. “No.”

“That’s because they come in and I’ve been depositing them right into my 401k account. And since I do our taxes there’s no way you would’ve seen the W2 forms.”

He raised his eyebrows. “They’ve been sending you W2s?” Now they were on his wavelength. 

Elizabeth laughed. “Yes, you dummy! I’ve been getting them now for three years. I’ve probably thrown in about thirty grand in my 401k in the past three years alone.”

Gregg’s eyes grew wide. “Thirty thousand! Are you serious?”

Now Elizabeth laughed harder; she couldn’t help it. He looked so cute when he looked like that. “Yes Gregg, thirty thousand.” She laughed harder. “The school district’s pension plan is pretty shitty, so how else am I going to supplement my 401k plan? We can’t depend on yours when we retire.”

And then Gregg laughed and he reached out and hugged her and she hugged him back, laughing. His skin felt clean and soft, his hair smelled like fresh shampoo and she kissed him, tasting his lips. “I love you, Gregg,” she said, hugging him. “I’m sorry we had a fight, but...”

“I’m sorry too,” he said. He looked at her. “I had no intention of making you feel that way. I...I don’t know why I did what I did, but...” 

“Gregg, can I ask you something?”

Gregg nodded. He looked embarrassed, ashamed that he had behaved so badly.

“Don’t be mad at me,” she said, “but sometimes I get the impression that you’re...well...a little jealous of the fact that I’m still writing and that I’ve enjoyed more success in my chosen avocation the last few years. Is that true?”

Gregg visibly flinched; his body stiffened and she saw his cheeks turn red. “No,” he said, quickly.

“It’s okay if you’ve been a little jealous,” Elizabeth quickly said. “Really, it is.”

Gregg’s face was red. He kept averting his gaze from hers and she grasped his face in her hands and turned it to hers, looking into his eyes. He met her gaze and she said, “Tell me the truth.”

“Okay,” he said, sighing. “I guess maybe...I have been a little jealous.”

Elizabeth nodded. “It’s okay. I understand. Have you thought more about getting into the local theater scene here? The Fulton Opera House stages plays every year, you know.”

“I...I’ve thought about it a little,” he said, relaxing a little. “But where would I find the time?”

Elizabeth quickly kissed him. “You’ll find the time. For now, you’re on the right track. You’re thinking about it more, which is more than you’ve done lately.” She hugged him. “It makes me happy that at least it’s entered your mind.”

Gregg hugged her back and she could feel the tension melting off him. She knew he had been telling the truth when he admitted he’d been thinking about pursuing his muse again, and that was a major victory when compared to the relative inactivity of the past eight years. Now she had to give him the space he needed in exploring his options. She’d be there to guide him, carefully nudge him back into the scene, and she hoped he would. 

“Let’s go to bed,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said, and his lips found hers and kissed her with a passion that had been missing lately. It surprised her and they laughed again and went upstairs and made love, and for Elizabeth it was just like in the first few years when they were married.










SEVEN 







SOMETHING WAS HAPPENING and Mary Baker was scared.

She huddled under the covers of her bed, terrified. She knew if she told her daddy he wouldn’t believe her. He’d say she was lying, or that it was just her imagination. But she’d seen it—or at least she thought she’d seen it—and it had terrified her and she didn’t know what to do.

She risked a quick peek at the bed on the other side of the room where Lily slept. Lily wasn’t in bed, and when Mary had gone into their bedroom she thought she had heard the little girl in the kitchen while her mother sat at the computer, surfing the Internet. Lily’s brother, Rick, had been playing with a Game Boy in the living room, silently immersed.

Something wasn’t right. And Mary knew it. She couldn’t describe it, didn’t know how to put what she felt into words, but something was very wrong here.

Diana and her kids weren’t....right.

Mary turned toward the wall, bunching herself up under the covers. She told herself not to cry. She’d been living here for four months now, and if Lily was going to do something to her she would have done so by now. But just the thought of sharing a bedroom with that...that...

Monster? Was that the word she wanted to use?

Maybe I was just imagining it, she thought. Maybe it was a bad dream. Maybe it was because they were watching those scary movies the other night and I stayed up to watch with them when I should have been doing my homework. Maybe I should have called my grandma and had her come get me, but Rick and Lily were watching the movies and Diana was gone, I don’t know where she went, and daddy was working and there was nothing else on TV, they wouldn’t let me turn the channel so I could watch Sponge Bob, and I watched it too and it was some movie about a Blair Witch, and then something about Demons or aliens and then Lily’s face...her face...

Mary shivered, tears streaming down her face. She’d begged them to change the channel, she didn’t want to watch this scary movie, but Rick had told her to be quiet and they’d sat there in the darkened living room as the horror movie blared from the TV, Rick leaning back watching with a smug grin, Lily staring transfixed at it with that vacant stare she had, and Mary cringing and trying to look away, not wanting to even be there.

Then somehow Diana was back and the TV was off, and the house was lit up and Mary must have fallen asleep because that was the last thing she remembered—them watching the scary movie and then it suddenly being turned off and Diana was back in the room. Mary had jumped up and headed straight to her room and dove into bed. Lily hadn’t come with her; she’d remained in the kitchen where she was now.

Maybe it was just the movie, she thought. Maybe I was having a bad dream because of that movie we were watching. Maybe my imagination got to me. My grandma always said that watching scary movies will mess with your imagination, make you see things that aren’t really there. 

That made her feel a little better, but not much.

Because she could’ve sworn she saw it. Even though it was brief.

She could have sworn she’d seen Lily’s face changing into something else.

She’d caught a quick glimpse as she was heading to the bedroom she shared with her step-sister (that’s what Tina, her friend at school, called Lily; her step-sister, and it was confusing to Mary because grandma and her daddy and Diana were saying that Lily was her sister, but she didn’t feel like a sister, not really). She had just woken up and seen that Diana was back in the living room in front of the computer and that horror movie was turned off. She realized then she must have dozed off, so she’d gotten up and headed to the bedroom, catching a glimpse of Lily playing on the kitchen floor out of the corner of her eye. 

Only it wasn’t Lily. Well...it had Lily’s body. And it kind of had Lily’s face. But Lily’s face had been...shifting...

It was so sudden that Mary didn’t know if she had really seen it or not. Lily had looked up as Mary rounded the corner on her way to their bedroom and the movement in her face was shimmering, as if the skin of her face was elastic and there was something beneath it moving around; her eyes had become black pits, her mouth turning upward into a grin for the first time since Mary had known her.

And then just as quickly it was gone. Lily’s normal vacant stare was back.

Mary hadn’t stopped. She’d dived into the bedroom and into bed, not even bothering to put her pajamas on.

Where she’d been ever since, trying to tell herself that what she saw was just her imagination.

I just want my daddy, she thought. The more she thought of Lily, the more she tried to remember if what she had seen happened, the more confused she got. And the more confused she got, the more scared she became. She started to cry silently. I want my daddy!

She hated living here. Daddy was never around; he was always working, and whenever he was home he was either grumpy or too tired to play with her or listen to her. He was always asleep when she woke up to go to school, and he didn’t even take her to school anymore—Rick did now, walking her to the school bus every morning. At least grandma picked her up in the afternoons, but on those days when she couldn’t, Diana was there to pick her up. Once home, it was just she and Lily and Diana, and Diana didn’t like her anyway. She never even made supper. Mary usually wound up calling grandma, asking for her Pop-Pop to pick her up, which he did. Those were the only good times of the day—being at school and being with her grandparents. Sometimes her cousin Eric was there and she always had a good time with him. But then Diana would either come to pick her up or, most likely, Pop-Pop would drive her back to her house and she’d have to face the long evening with Diana and her two kids (they’re not my brother and sister, they’re not, they’re not, they’re not!). The few times she tried talking to her new step-mother (that’s what Tina said Diana was; her step-mother; she wasn’t her mom; Cindy was her mom and Mary knew there was something wrong with her mother but even if there was, she much preferred her real mother’s company to her step-mother’s; at least her real mother loved her and paid attention to her, even if she was drunk a lot of the time), Diana had acted as if she was annoyed as all hell. That’s the phrase her grandmother sometimes used when she overheard conversations grandma had with Aunt Elizabeth. “Whenever Diana is forced to do something with Mary or her own children, she always gets that annoyed as all hell expression.” Diana got that expression a lot, and Mary understood clearly the woman wasn’t the least bit interested in looking over her homework or looking at her drawings or playing a game with her. Mary had the feeling Diana didn’t want to have anything to do with her. For the first few months she wondered if she was going to be like the evil stepmother in the story Cinderella, but Diana seemed to treat her own children the same way. She ignored them, too.

She’d tried playing with Lily, and while that went well most of the time, she got the impression the younger girl was going through the motions and wasn’t really serious about it. And in the past few weeks she’d gotten an even stronger impression that Lily was somehow different.

She’d started noticing Lily’s blank stare, her eyes. At first she merely attributed it to the girl’s behavior, but as she observed her more she realized there was something creepy about it. Sometimes Lily could go for hours without speaking. She’d sit on the sofa in the living room staring blindly at the TV, like she was a robot or something. And Rick, while he was no better, would usually flip the channels disinterestedly. He mostly ignored Mary. But then he ignored Lily too. And his mother.

In fact, they often ignored each other.

The more Mary thought about it, the more frightened she became. The only time she ever really saw them interact with each other was when her daddy was home or when grandma or Aunt Elizabeth or Eric was around. When it was just the three of them they didn’t talk to each other at all.

That wasn’t right. Even though Mary was only seven, she knew brothers and sisters talked to each other and their mother at some point. Mary had never even seen Diana yell at her kids. She yelled at Mary all the time, but  

Gooseflesh erupted on Mary’s skin and she shivered under the blankets as she heard the door creak open. A shaft of light spilled into the room and she held her breath, telling herself not to cry. Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t—

Soft silent footsteps padded into the room.

The creak of bedsprings from Lily’s bed. 

The rustle of blankets.

Lily had gone to bed.

Mary listened for other sounds but there were none. She could imagine Lily on the other side of the room, lying in her bed, her flat gaze staring up at the ceiling with those dark, soulless eyes.

I hate living here and I wish daddy had never met this woman. I don’t like Lily and Rick and Diana and I just want to go back and live with my grandma. I just want my daddy and my real mommy!

Thinking about her real mother brought a burst of sadness and now she couldn’t help but cry. Silent tears rolled down her cheeks. She felt a sense of shame that her family was not normal. Her friends all had normal parents; Eric’s mommy and daddy were normal. She felt like an oddball because her mommy and daddy didn’t live together, weren’t married, and now everybody was trying to make Diana her real mommy when she wasn’t. Mary had a real mommy and she just wanted to live with her and daddy in their own house, away from Diana and her kids.

I just want my daddy. I just want my daddy. 

She cried silently, thinking these thoughts, as she finally fell asleep.

While in the next bed Lily lay on her back staring at the ceiling, her eyes open and vacant, her face expressionless.










THE CLOSER RONNIE Baker got to his home, the more the feelings of dread solidified.

Maybe it wasn’t exactly dread. It was more like a feeling of apprehension. 

And he was horny, too.

It was a weird thing to harbor feelings that were polar opposites of each other. He and Diana made love every night, even when it was her time of the month. He’d always avoided sex during a woman’s period before, but not with Diana. He thought he would be repulsed by it, but he’d actually grown to like it!

So he was looking forward to tonight’s romp. But he was also apprehensive about coming home.

Ronnie yawned as he made a left down Fir Road, which led down to his development. The roads were relatively deserted at this hour of the night, and Ronnie liked driving home with nobody around. He liked having the road to himself. But lately the drive was beginning to wear him out. It wasn’t so bad when he drove to work, but after a twelve-hour plus shift he was starting to feel tired lately. He couldn’t really afford to work fewer hours. Diana wouldn’t work, and in a way he liked having her home during the day to be with the kids, but it was beginning to take its toll on his well being. He never had time for anything except work and driving home to fuck Diana, eat, sleep, wake up, scarf a quick breakfast and drive back to work to do it all over again.

And for the past four weeks, the work schedule had been seven days a week.

It was starting to really get to him. Ronnie felt irritable and tired. He didn’t know how much longer he could work this brutal schedule, but he didn’t know what else to do. He had the mortgage, the utilities, his car payment, Diana’s car payment, insurance for both vehicles, his credit card, her credit card, food and clothing for the kids, and the usual miscellaneous expenses that went with running a house. Diana was expensive, too. He’d bought her diamond rings, bracelets and necklaces, all from the best jewelry stores in town. Her engagement ring alone cost over two grand. And even though he made over fifty thousand dollars a year, that barely covered things. Actually, he made less than that—it was only through working the overtime and on weekends and holidays that he was able to pull in double-time, which boosted his salary to a mid five figure level. 

He had to work these grueling shifts. If he didn’t, he’d fall behind on a payment. And if he fell behind on a payment, started slipping financially, he might lose what he had. 

He didn’t want to lose Diana.

But she was beginning to piss him off.

Ronnie thought about this as he cruised home, the radio playing Bad Company as he drove slowly through the back roads of Reinholds, the town he had moved to. As great as Diana was in the sack, she wasn’t very supportive when it came to paying her share of the bills or giving him some support. You’d think if she were home all day she’d clean the house and do the laundry and have dinner ready for him when he got home, but the house was becoming a pigsty. She didn’t clean, she didn’t dust, and she didn’t cook. There was never any food in the house, and the few times he’d seen Mary this week she’d complained they’d been out of cereal and milk and eggs for almost a week.

Thinking about his daughter brought a frown to his face. He hated being apart from her so much, but he didn’t know what else to do. He loved Diana and he wanted her in his life. If he could only convince her to do something like get a job, maybe he could scale back on his own hours and spend some more time with Mary. Actually, he could spend more time with Diana and her kids as well. They could be a real family, do things together. He could take them on trips; they could do normal family things together. He could be happy.

He made a right down Elm and yawned. As much as he loved Diana, he hated arguing with her about this. He’d tried bringing it up to her, tried to convince her he just couldn’t take working like this anymore, but she wouldn’t hear it. She told him if he really loved her he would just shut up and go to work like a real man and provide for his family. She had uprooted her life in Ohio to be with him; she’d made plenty of sacrifices already, especially with her children. Couldn’t he sacrifice a few extra hours for them? When she put it to him that way it made sense, and Ronnie would back down. But lately he’d been mulling it over and the more he thought about it, the more fucked up it was sounding. It wasn’t until he was bitching about Diana at work while on the assembly line when his co-worker Mark Shank overheard him and said, “Well, shit man, maybe she’s just stringing ya along. You know, digging for gold and all that.”

Ronnie’s first impulse had been to punch Mark but he’d resisted. In a way, what Mark said made sense. 

He was thinking about this now as he turned down his street and pulled up in the driveway and killed the engine. Diana’s car was safely inside the closed garage and as Ronnie got out of the car feeling tired and achy, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. 

He almost jumped back but relaxed when the form solidified into a recognizable face. It was Cindy, his ex-wife.

And just as quickly as he recognized her, so did his anger rise. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked, making no effort to lower his voice.

  Cindy stepped forward. She looked like shit. Her hair was a stringy mess and it looked like it hadn’t been combed or washed in days. She had gotten super skinny. Her tattered jeans barely clung to her bony hips, and she was wearing a long-sleeved black T-shirt with some kind of white tribal design that snaked up the arms. Her eyes were large, the pupils wide, and Ronnie could see that her face had broken out with some bad acne. Evidence that she was on something. “I had to see you,” Cindy said, rushing up to him, clutching his arm. Ronnie pulled away from her and she clutched at him again. “Please Ronnie, you’ve got to listen to me!”

“Do you know what time it is? It’s three in the fucking morning!”

“I know what time it is but you’ve got to listen to me,” Cindy said, lowering her voice a little. “This was the only way I could think of getting in touch with you. I’m sorry if—”

“Go home, Cindy.” Ronnie felt wide-awake now. Confrontations with Cindy always did that to him, and he brushed past her and started walking toward his front door.

“Ronnie!” Cindy ran after him and grabbed his arm, pulling him back. “Listen to me!”

Ronnie yanked his arm out of her grasp and now his anger flared. He resisted the urge to yell at her, especially this late at night, and it was a good thing he was now more awake to keep his anger in check. If he’d still been dead tired he would have yelled at her. “Get the fuck off my property!”

“Diana is harassing me and she’s threatening our daughter,” Cindy said. “I’m scared for Mary and—”

“You’re fucking crazy!”

“Listen to me!” Cindy pleaded, and for a moment there was something in her voice that got to him, something that got through the hard exterior of his stubbornness and suggested there was a hint of truth in what Cindy was trying to tell him. But then it was quickly gone as he took in her physical appearance. “I know it was stupid of me to call her back and fight back with her, but I’ve been trying to stay away from her and she keeps calling me and saying the most awful things about me and Mary and—”

Ronnie snapped. He leaned forward, jabbing his index finger at Cindy. “You think I’m going to believe the ravings of a lunatic like you? You’re a drunk, drug-addict psycho bitch, Cindy! You make shit up all the time, you always fuck things up, and you go looking for trouble. I know you, okay? I know from experience so please spare me your bullshit, okay?”

“Please, just listen to me for once in your life!” Cindy was actually crying. He could see the tears streaming down her face. “I know I’ve fucked things up between us and there’s no chance for us getting back together, but this isn’t about that. This is about Mary and—”

“You still think we can get back together? You’re out of your fucking mind.”

“—it’s about her welfare. You’re never home and I’m sure Diana paints a totally different picture of what happens during the day and she’d probably deny everything anyway and—”

“Goddamn right she would, because she doesn’t have the time to mess with you,” Ronnie said. He was quickly growing bored with this charade.

“Did you know Diana’s threatened our daughter? Do you know she’s called me and threatened to have Mary whipped to within an inch of her life and to sell a tape of her screaming to child molesters?”

“You’re sick!”

“She’s done more than that. Look at this.” Cindy pulled a photograph out of her pocket and held it up. Ronnie squinted at it. It was Cindy’s first grade school photo, and somebody, Cindy most likely, had taken a red pen and drawn a butcher knife across Mary’s throat, complete with blood spilling down her shirt. Ronnie drew in a breath of surprise. “Jesus, Cindy, what the hell is wrong with you?”

“Aren’t you listening? Diana sent this to me! It had a Reinholds postage stamp on it and—”

Ronnie grabbed for the photo but Cindy was too fast for him. She pulled back and they grappled for it. Ronnie’s right hand encircled Cindy’s wrist, squeezing. “Give me that picture you fucking bitch!”

“No!” Cindy struggled, her body thrumming with what felt like live wires. She doubled over, the hand gripping the photo drawn up against her chest. “Ronnie let me go!”

Ronnie reached down with his left hand to try to pry Cindy’s arm back. He was getting that picture. If he could get that picture, he was calling in sick tomorrow and going to the lawyer with it to try to convince him to end the supervised visitations. If Cindy was drawing pictures of knives stabbing his daughter he didn’t want her around Mary at all. “Give me that fucking picture, you bitch!”

The front door of the house opened but Ronnie didn’t notice. “Give me that fucking picture!”

Cindy lashed out a kick that connected with Ronnie’s left shin and he automatically loosened his grip on her wrist, enabling her to jerk away. She scampered back to the sidewalk. Ronnie was just about to chase after her when he noticed Diana standing in the doorway to the house. He hesitated, torn between wanting to chase after Cindy and going into the house. The brief hesitation was enough time for Cindy to run crying to her car, which was parked two houses down. 

Ronnie stood on the driveway and watched while Cindy hobbled to her car. He could sense Diana behind him, standing in the doorway. They watched as Cindy got into her car and then drove jerkily down the street, turning down Fir drive and heading out of the development. 

When Cindy was gone, Ronnie turned to Diana, who stood waiting for him in the doorway. He walked up the walkway to his front porch. Diana was watching the taillights of Cindy’s car recede in the distance. “What did she say to you?”

“The same crazy shit,” Ronnie said, dismissing Cindy with a wave of his hand. He motioned Diana inside the house, shut and locked the door behind him. “I don’t really give a shit about her. All I’m really interested in now is one thing.”

Diana turned to him and smiled. She was wearing a red satin bathrobe, and the front was loose enough to show the tops of her breasts. “And what’s that?”

“What do you think?” Ronnie said, taking Diana’s hand and leading her to the bedroom. He didn’t even bother to turn off the lights in the living room. Diana was ready for him; the bedspread was down, and the candles she had placed on saucers and candelabras around the room were already lit. Once in the bedroom he disrobed and joined Diana in bed and he fucked her twice and passed out three hours later, sleeping until one p.m. the following afternoon. He didn’t even think about Cindy or what she’d told him. He didn’t even ask about Mary. And when he woke up the next morning and got ready for work the only thing he could think of was that he couldn’t wait till his shift was over so he could get home and fuck Diana again.










EIGHT 







IT WAS SATURDAY morning and it was already promising to be a beautiful fall day.

Elizabeth loved October. It was her favorite month. It reminded her of childhood, of running through fallen leaves, the crisp chill promising winter and Halloween. Most of her association with autumn was because of Halloween, which was her favorite time of year. The daytime temperatures had been in the low sixties during the week and the nights in the mid-forties. Occasionally thunderstorms rolled in, bringing rain and wind and thunder and lightning, but they were quickly gone within an hour. And sometimes at night when the wind kicked up and blew around the eaves, Elizabeth would snuggle in bed and think about her childhood, of reading the dark fantasy of Ray Bradbury  (she still owned her tattered paperback copy of The October Country, which she’d discovered when she was ten), playing with her friends in the neighborhood, making Jack-O-Lanterns, creating elaborate Halloween costumes. And even when Halloween was over, its magic touch remained with her for the rest of autumn as it slowly gave way to winter.

Elizabeth stood at the kitchen sink emptying the dishwasher. Eric was upstairs in his room playing with a game he had gotten for his last birthday and Gregg was in the basement working out. Elizabeth had spent most of the morning drinking coffee and watching the news, with occasional forays into reading the latest Stephen King novel. She and Gregg had made remarkable strides in their relationship since their blowup two weeks ago. Gregg had even started making inquiries at the Fulton Opera House for next year’s season. He’d been invited to send a resume, which he did a few days ago, and she was certain he would be called for an audition. Today they had talked about going into Lancaster and running around, visiting the mall, maybe taking in a movie and dinner. She had mentioned this to her mother earlier in the week and Mom had offered to take Eric for the evening to give her and Gregg the evening to themselves, and Elizabeth thought she was going to take her up on it. In fact, she was going to give Mom a call right now and 

The phone rang and she closed the dishwasher and answered, thinking to herself, You beat me to it, as she saw her mother’s name and phone number flash across the LED readout of the Caller ID system. “Yello!”

“Hello Elizabeth,” Mom said. “How you doing?”

“I’m doing okay. What’s up?” Mom sounded tired, like she’d been up most of the evening.

“Okay, I guess. Didn’t get much sleep last night. Mary spent the night last night and is probably going to spend the weekend over here.”

“Oh?” Elizabeth frowned. Ever since Diana moved herself and her brood into Ronnie and Mary’s house (because it was her brother’s house after all; he paid the mortgage, and she was pretty certain his name was the only one on the deed), they seemed to think Mom and Dad ran a free babysitting service. Lily and Mary were dumped off at their home every other day. They were there every weekend it seemed as well. Elizabeth had objected to Ronnie taking advantage of their parents that way, but had remained silent. It was Mom’s issue, not hers, and Laura had simply smiled and accepted the kids readily, but lately Elizabeth could tell her mother was not happy at being taken advantage of. Diana would drop the kids off while Ronnie was at work, claiming she had to go grocery shopping or run errands, and she’d be gone for six hours or more at a time. They didn’t mind sitting for Mary, but Diana seemed to expect Mom and Dad to watch Lily all the time. Her father wasn’t happy with that, and had remarked to Elizabeth a few weeks ago he felt they were being forced to accept Lily as one of their grandkids. Dad was getting ready to burst at the seams but Mom was holding it in, trying to be diplomatic about it. Elizabeth knew her mother was trying to make the best of a bad situation, but in her opinion she was doing anything to be accommodating. Whenever Mary stayed over, Lily always wound up at the house, too. “So you had the kids last night then?”

“Just Mary,” Mom said. 

“Oh, so Diana let you get away with just having Mary, huh? How hard was it to get her to keep her own kid at home for a change?”

“I’ll have to tell you all about it. Think we can come over for a little bit?”

There was something in the tone of Mom’s voice that told Elizabeth there was more to what happened last night than Mary simply spending the evening with her grandparents. Something had happened, and Mom didn’t want to talk about it over the phone. “Sure. Come on over.”

“Good, because I have quite a story for you. Think Gregg can take the kids somewhere for an hour or so while we talk?”

“Yeah, I think I can arrange that,” Elizabeth said, now brimming with curiosity. “Come on by.”

“Okay. I can be there in half an hour.”

When Elizabeth hung up the phone she replayed the conversation back to herself. No, she hadn’t been imagining things. Her mom really wanted to talk to her in private. Something serious must have happened last night. Maybe Diana and Ronnie were breaking up!

Brimming with anticipation at hearing her brother’s new romantic relationship was falling apart, she headed downstairs to talk to Gregg about the latest development in the day’s plans.










BY ONE THIRTY P.M. the house was clean, and Gregg had taken Eric and Mary to Chuck E Cheese for an afternoon of pizza, soda, and video games. Mom had arrived with Mary thirty minutes after they’d gotten off the phone as she’d promised, and Elizabeth smiled at Mary as she came in the house. “Hey Mary, how’s it going?” Mary had smiled and gone over to hug her Aunt, but Elizabeth could tell something was different about the girl. Both Mary and Laura appeared tired, but it also looked as if a tremendous weight had been lifted from their shoulders. Laura’s hair was down and she wearing a grey sweater. Mary was dressed in blue jeans, a white blouse, and a blue jacket, clothes mom kept on hand at the house for her. Elizabeth had told Gregg something was going on with Mary and asked if he could take the kids somewhere for an hour or so while she talked to Mom and Gregg had readily agreed. Eric had come downstairs when Mom and Mary arrived, and fifteen minutes later he was out the door with his father and cousin, piling into the Explorer for an afternoon of games and pizza. Elizabeth had still been fiddling with house cleaning and her mother joined in, making idle chatter as they finished. When Elizabeth suggested brewing a pot of decaffeinated coffee, Mom sat down at the kitchen table and looked out the sliding glass doors that led out to the porch. “Coffee sounds fine, honey. I probably need it. Make it the real stuff, too. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“So what happened?” Elizabeth got the coffee out of the refrigerator and poured the fresh beans into the grinder. 

“Well, Mary called last night around eight o’clock crying. She wanted Jerry to go out there and pick her up.”

Elizabeth nodded as she ground the beans, and then emptied the coffee into a fresh filter-lined percolator. She poured a full pot of water into the coffee maker, musing over this. Mom had related a week earlier that Mary had taken to calling her grandparents, often in tears, begging to come over and spend the night. Jerry would go over to Ronnie’s house to get her, and Diana would talk him into taking Lily with him, which only made Mary change her mind about wanting to come over, causing Diana to banish them to Jerry and Laura’s anyway. Elizabeth thought it was pathetic Diana was forcing her own child on her parents when their own granddaughter clearly wanted to spend time with her grandparents alone. Mom had told her last Friday that Mary wasn’t happy whenever she came over with Lily. “Diana pushes Lily on us whenever Mary wants to come over and it almost feels like we have no choice but to take her. And I don’t want to take her every time. Every once in a while is okay, but not all the time. She isn’t our grandchild, but...”

I don’t want to offend anybody, Elizabeth had thought, finishing her mother’s sentence. That was the trouble with Mom. She didn’t like to rock the boat. She didn’t like to offend people. She’d let people walk all over her before she would lift a finger to stand up for herself, and she and dad were paying for it now. Elizabeth remained silent through Mom’s recitation of those events last week, and now as her mother sat in her kitchen waiting for the coffee to brew she suspected the subject of Lily always being pushed on them whenever Mary wanted to come visit her grandparents by herself had finally come to a head.

“Well, you know Jerry and I haven’t exactly liked the idea of Lily always coming over whenever Mary wanted to come spend time with us,” Laura said. She was sitting at the table gazing out at the backyard. “I could tell Mary didn’t like having her around because she became more clinging toward us. She actually started carrying her blanket around and sucking her thumb again last week.”

“Really?” Elizabeth frowned again. Mary had a security blanket from the time she was a year old until just last year, when she turned six. She had also sucked her thumb well into her sixth year. 

“Yes,” Laura said. “So last night when Mary called I’d just about had it. I mean, I was really at the end of my rope. And I know it isn’t fair to be angry at Mary because it’s really Diana I should be angry at. She doesn’t show those kids any attention whatsoever, and she’s always dumping them on us whenever she damn well feels like it. Well, when Mary called last night she started crying right away and I cut right though and said, ‘Now Mary, stop it! You have to stop this crying right now and just calm down. You’re fine, I know you don’t like it over there but it’s just something you’re going to have to get used to’. And Mary wouldn’t stop crying. She insisted on coming over, practically begged to come over, and there was something in her voice that got to me, so I told her I’d have her grandfather go over and get her. And when I got off the phone with her, I told Jerry to bring Mary home and to not bring Lily over no matter how much she cries and begs to come over and no matter what Diana says. And Jerry’s just about had it with the situation too and he said, ‘Don’t worry about that. I really don’t give a good goddamn if I make Diana mad or not.’ And he went to pick Mary up.”

Laura paused and the only sound in the kitchen was the coffee brewing. Elizabeth gathered the spoons and a bowl of sugar and set them out on the table as her mother continued. “There was something different in Mary’s voice this time when she called and begged to come over. She actually sounded frantic, like she was scared to death of staying over there. She sounded like....well, she had that tone of voice you only hear when women scream in horror movies. There was this underlying tone of genuine terror in her voice. That’s the only way I can describe it. I’ve never heard a child sound like that before, and when I heard it in Mary’s voice it scared me to death. I actually started thinking that maybe Cindy was right in what she was saying.”

Elizabeth immediately thought of Cindy’s accusations against her brother’s new girlfriend. Laura had related last week that on a supervised visit with Mary, Cindy had told her (while Mary had been playing with Eric in the daylight basement out of earshot) about the harassing phone calls and the threats Diana made against Mary. Laura hadn’t believed her and told Cindy she found it hard to accept such a story. Cindy had been insistent though, and Laura had even talked to Ronnie about it, warning him that Cindy might try to use the story as ammunition in a custody battle. Elizabeth didn’t know what to make of the story either way; she didn’t like Diana, and her respect for Cindy had been on a steady decline since her former sister-in-law left her brother and began sliding into her present drug and alcohol state. Cindy’s behavior of late, as indicated by a DUI she had acquired over the summer, her constant changing of addresses and boyfriends, living with drug dealers, and the numerous fights she’d gotten into at area bars clearly indicated she was unstable, and Elizabeth wouldn’t put it past her to resort to lies and false accusations against her brother in a custody battle. Mary was at the right age to be easily manipulated, and an allegation of abuse was just the sort of leverage Cindy would need to throw a wrench into Ronnie’s case, even if she couldn’t prove it. 

“So Jerry went to the house,” Laura continued, looking out the sliding glass doors to the backyard. “And Mary must have been at the window waiting because when he pulled up she ran outside and opened the driver’s side door, crying that she wanted to go. Jerry tried to calm her down, and by then Diana had come out. She was apparently shocked Mary had run out of the house like that, and Jerry said later she looked surprised he was there, as if Mary had placed the call to us secretly.”

Elizabeth nodded. Her niece probably had made an effort to catch Diana off guard.

“Jerry told Diana that we were going to have Mary over for the evening,” Laura continued. “He made up a story, said I had arranged this with Mary a few days before. By then Lily was standing at the door looking outside, and Diana told Jerry she was going to go inside real quick and get Lily and Mary’s things. Jerry stopped her and said, ‘that won’t be necessary. Mary has plenty of clothes at the house.’ Diana said something about going inside to pack a bag for Lily and Jerry said, ‘Lily isn’t coming over. She’s staying with you.’ He said Diana got this look on her face, as if she were about to say, well, Lily is coming over whether you like it or not, and Jerry held his ground. Diana tried to pull her sweetie-pie thing on him. You know, ‘Oh come on, Jerry. I could really use the night off. Ronnie and I will be more than happy to come over and mow the lawn or run errands for you sometime or some other bullshit, and Jerry told her no, we weren’t keeping Lily tonight and if she didn’t like it that was just too bad. While all this was going on, Mary was in the car crying. Jerry got mad and I’m afraid he told Diana off and she stomped back in the house and said ‘Fine! We’ll see how your son likes it,’ and she pushed Lily into the house in front of her and slammed the door. Mary was crying hysterically and as much as Jerry wanted to calm her down before he started driving, he felt this urge to pull out of the driveway and head home, so he did.

“Mary cried all the way home. Jerry asked her if Diana had hit her or hurt her in anyway and she just shook her head, not speaking, just crying. When they got to the house she had calmed down a bit, and when she came inside she came to me and started crying again. I held her and let her cry and Jerry caught my gaze and he looked troubled. We both sat down with Mary in the living room and tried to calm her down. By then I was all up in arms with worry that Diana had done something to Mary, that she’d beat her or done something worse, but the more we asked if Diana had hurt her, the more she shook her head. Finally when she had calmed down, she said she never wanted to go back to that house and then she started crying again, asking if she could live with us instead of with her father and Diana and her kids. 

“Jerry was pacing the kitchen and the living room and I could tell he was both angry and scared, and you know how he gets when he gets angry and scared. He becomes agitated. I had to calm him down before I could get any useful information out of Mary, so I got his pills and a glass of water and made him take some. Then I made some hot chocolate for Mary, and Jerry actually went downstairs to the bar and brought up a bottle of 151 and made us some Rum and Cokes. Of course he put more rum than coke in it, but it did the trick with him. It calmed him right down.”

Elizabeth was about to ask the inevitable question about mixing alcohol with her father’s prescription nerve medication, then decided against it. Her father rarely drank, but he had an unusually high tolerance for alcohol. 

“Finally,” Laura said, her gray eyes reflecting fatigue, “when we all had our drinks and Mary had calmed down sufficiently, we sat down at the kitchen table and Mary just started talking. She started by talking about Diana and her kids, telling us that they don’t interact with each other, that they hardly talk to each other. At first I didn’t think much of it but Mary said, “Grandma, they never talk to each other. The only time they do is when you’re around, or when Daddy is around and sometimes when I’m around. But most of the time when it’s just us they don’t do anything! It’s like they don’t even know the other one is there!’

“You know Jerry and I think Diana is a lazy bitch and that she doesn’t do anything—”

“And that she doesn’t pay attention to her own kids, much less Mary,” Elizabeth said. The coffee had finished brewing and she brought down two big mugs and poured coffee. She returned to the table with the steaming mugs and the two women prepared their coffee silently.

Laura stirred her coffee, now a rich golden color, and took a sip. “Thanks. I needed that.”

Elizabeth nodded, sipping her coffee. 

Laura continued the narrative. “At first when Mary related that Diana and the kids don’t interact with each other I didn’t know how to react. I still believed Mary was throwing a tantrum and resented having to share her father with them and was using this as a way of venting the last few months of whatever pent up emotions she’d been holding in. I asked her if anything had happened that day that would lead her to call us in the state she did, and at first she wouldn’t answer. Then she started repeating what she’d said earlier, that Diana and her kids don’t talk to each other, then she started focusing more on Lily, saying that Lily was a monster and a freak, and again I chalked it up to feelings of alienation and her situation. Jerry tried to talk some sense into her and Mary shook her head and said quite calmly, ‘No Pop-Pop, I know what I saw and Lily isn’t what you think she is. They all aren’t what you think they are!’ She started to cry again, then took great effort in stemming the tears, then took a sip of hot chocolate and told us what had happened that afternoon.

“Yesterday afternoon Mary went down the street to a friend’s house. I think this is Leslie Allman, who lives three doors down from where the Steele’s lived. Leslie is in Mary’s class. She told me that usually when she goes over she tells Diana, who makes Lily go with her, which Mary hates. This time though, she didn’t tell Diana where she was going. Rick never tells his mother where he goes, and Diana never seems to notice where Lily is or what she’s doing anyway, so she figured she wouldn’t care if she didn’t tell her she was going to Leslie’s. She slipped out of the house and ran down the street, and once at Leslie’s the girls played for awhile, then Leslie had to have dinner with her parents so Mary went home.

“It must’ve been around six o’clock, maybe a little later,” Laura said. She sipped coffee as she related Mary’s narrative. “The first thing she noticed was that her father’s car was in the driveway. She was surprised he was home, and she thought maybe he had come home sick. It was starting to get dark, and she felt better that her dad was home because she knew otherwise she would have to find something to eat in the house since Diana rarely made the kids supper. She got to the house and let herself inside through the front door and at first she thought the house was empty. There was nobody in the living room or the kitchen and for a moment she stood there quietly, trying to listen to where everybody was. Her first thought was that Lily and Rick had gone somewhere and that Ronnie was in the bedroom with Diana. So she tiptoed to the master bedroom door and paused outside, listening.

“It was right at that moment Mary said that she knew Diana and the kids weren’t in the house, but she sensed there was something wrong. She could tell her father was home, that he was in the bedroom, but she was afraid to go in there. She didn’t know exactly how to explain it to us, and it took Jerry and me a good thirty minutes of questioning to get it out of her, but what we both got out of it was this: her instinct told her Diana and the kids weren’t in the house, but theoretically she knew they should be in the house.

“She wanted to see her father so badly she pushed the door open gently in case he was asleep. Keep in mind I still don’t know what to make of this next part of Mary’s story. Jerry and I were up most of the night talking about it and doing so worried Jerry more than ever. We’re both of a mind to have Mary looked at by a child psychologist.”

Elizabeth felt her stomach turn into shaved ice as she clutched her coffee cup. “What happened?”

Laura took a sip of coffee. She was looking down at the table as she spoke, as if she were still trying to make some kind of sense of what she had heard Mary tell her last night. “Mary said that the first thing she noticed was that somebody had lit all those scented candles Diana keeps in the bedroom. They were the only source of light. She took a step into the bedroom and saw something move on the bed. At first...when she got to this part I honestly thought she had been traumatized by the sight of her father and Diana having sexual intercourse. But...it wasn’t that at all.”

Elizabeth listened with growing dread, her hands gripping the coffee cup.

“She saw her father on the bed. He was lying on his back and he looked like he was asleep. She also saw what she first thought to be Diana lying next to him, but as she got closer to the bed she saw that it wasn’t Diana. It was...well, the best way I can describe it is that it was this...this large mass.”

“Large mass?”

“She said her first impression of what she saw was that there were several...people...crowding up against each other on the bed,” Laura said, speaking slowly and methodically. “She could make out a large shape mashed up against her father. She said there were also other shapes and they were moving, making a rustling sound. Mind you, I still thought Mary had walked in on her father and Diana having sex, especially when she mentioned the smell that came up, but...well, I still want to believe what she saw was probably a combination of her imagination or...” Laura shook her head, her features troubled. “I just don’t know.”

“Mom, what did she see?”

Laura looked up at her, her eyes wide, scared, troubled. “She said it was like one big mass all bunched into different lumps. One of those lumps was attached to Ronnie.”

“Attached?”

Laura nodded. For the first time since she began spinning Mary’s narrative, she looked disturbed. “Mary said that was the only word she could think of to describe it. It was like this mass mended seamlessly with Ronnie and he was asleep and the rest of the...mass, or whatever you want to call it, was lying there like some gigantic tumor. It had skin, she said that much; it was like Ronnie’s skin had morphed with whatever this thing was and that...” Laura took a sip of coffee, seeming to struggle with what to say next. “...well, part of it, the part furthest away from Ronnie, was moving.”

Elizabeth let that sink in, not knowing what to say. Laura continued and Elizabeth was momentarily grateful for this, as it kept the silence from becoming too great. “The part that was moving...she said it was like there were lots of other things underneath it moving around. That they would strain against the surface of the skin, like somebody being underneath a blanket...and that she could see shapes moving around in there.”

“Shapes?” Elizabeth couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 

“Sounds crazy, doesn’t it?” Laura took a hearty sip of coffee. “I don’t know how long Mary actually stood there watching it. She stood there frozen for a moment, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. And what she was seeing—what she insisted she saw—was this huge mass that became formless with lots of eyes and mouths and claws that rippled and disappeared, then reappeared over and over again. She said it shifted and changed and in some cases she saw faces erupt to the surface, faces that seemed to scream. And as the shapes began to coalesce into one huge mass, the faces became more distinct and she made out three different figures—Diana and her kids. That’s when she bolted from of the house.”

They were silent for a moment and Elizabeth didn’t know what to say. How do you respond to a story like that? Especially from a seven-year-old? She sipped her coffee and looked at her mother, who met her gaze with that same worried expression.

“Mary ran back to Leslie’s house,” Laura continued, hands still clutching her coffee cup. “She ran back and sat on the front porch for awhile, trying to convince herself what she saw was a nightmare. When she began to sense from the movements inside the house that supper was over at Leslie’s, she rang the doorbell and Leslie’s mother answered the door. Mary asked if Leslie could play, and Mary was allowed to go inside and play with Leslie for about an hour. She said she didn’t know what else to do; she didn’t really want to play with her friend, but she couldn’t go back to her own house. She asked Leslie if they could watch cartoons, so the girls went in the family room and watched TV for a while but Mary said she didn’t really watch the TV. She mostly thought about what she’d seen. And the more she thought, the more scared she became. When Leslie’s mother told Mary it was time for her to go home, Mary asked if she could use their phone to call her house real quick. She was allowed to use the phone in Leslie’s brother’s room and that’s when she called us.”

“So she didn’t even go home?”

“Oh, she went home,” Laura said. “After she called Jerry, she ran home and waited on the porch. The lights were on in the living room and she heard the TV. Ronnie’s truck was still in the driveway—Jerry confirmed the truck was there when we talked about it later. She was too afraid to go inside. She peeked in the window and saw Diana sitting in front of the computer and Rick sitting on the sofa watching TV. She couldn’t see Lily, and she didn’t want to go inside, so she huddled on the front porch. When Jerry pulled into the driveway she ran out to meet him. He didn’t even know she’d been waiting for him on the porch.”

Laura sipped her coffee and sighed. “It’s when things like this happen I sometimes wished I still smoked. I could use a cigarette now.”

“Sorry I never started,” Elizabeth said. Laura looked at her and the two women burst out laughing. 

“That’s basically it,” Laura said, wiping her hands on a napkin. “That’s what Mary told us happened, and she insists she won’t go back to that house. Jerry didn’t realize she’d been sitting on the porch waiting for him when he pulled up, and it was that little part that really got to him. I mean, the fact that the child was too afraid to go inside her own house and get out of the cold. It made him furious and it scared him. We were up all night talking about it.”

“Did Mary get any sleep last night?” Elizabeth asked.

“She finally got to bed a little after midnight,” Laura said. “I gave her something to help her sleep, and Jerry and I stayed up till two o’clock talking. Twice Jerry got up to call Diana to yell at her and both times I took the phone out of his hands. Then he ranted and raved about Ronnie all night, talking about how inconsiderate he was and how he was being stupid in letting this woman and her children move in with him, and how he was paying more attention to them than the welfare of his own child and it just went on and on. I didn’t want to defend Ronnie, but he is an adult now and we don’t want to make his decisions for him. You know what I mean?”

Elizabeth nodded. “Yes, I know what you mean.” She sipped at her coffee.

“Why does Ronnie pick the kind of women he picks?” Laura asked. 

Elizabeth glanced at her. “You think I know what turns him on?”

Laura shrugged. “Well, look at his past history. All his girlfriends are dark-haired, skinny, and they all drink. They’re party girls. Look at Cindy. She was a wild one if I ever saw one. And what about the girl he was seeing for a while after Cindy left him? What was her name?”

“Shannon.”

“Right. Look at her. Just like Cindy. And Diana is just like Cindy as well, only she doesn’t drink all day and run around the way Cindy does.”

“Give her time.”

“I don’t want to give her time,” Laura said. “I just want him to grow up and find somebody who is mature. All he goes after is party girls.”

“Well, Mom, Ronnie always did let his little head do all his thinking.”

“You got that right.” 

The two women sat at the kitchen table sipping coffee and thinking. Elizabeth finished her cup and rose to get a refill.

“The more I thought about what Mary told me, the more I realized she seems to be right.”

Elizabeth turned to her mother, a fresh cup of coffee in hand. She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Diana doesn’t talk with her kids,” Laura said. “She yells at them and she talks to them sometimes, but she doesn’t engage them in conversation. She doesn’t pay attention to them. She spends all her time sitting in front of that goddamn computer and the kids don’t talk to each other much.”

Elizabeth still had that frown on her face. She thought about what her mother just said as she sat back down at the table with a fresh cup. “I don’t think I can comment on that. I’ve never been over enough to notice.”

“Jerry and I talked about that all night,” Laura said, finishing her coffee. “About how Diana treats the kids. There’s never food in the house and it’s always a mess. She’s home all day long and won’t get a job, so you’d think she’d clean the house and cook, but she doesn’t.”

“That’s one thing that’s always bothered me,” Elizabeth said. “Diana refusing to get a job.”

“It makes Jerry angry. Ronnie is working himself ragged in order to pay for a roof over their heads and put food on the table and clothes on their backs and she won’t do anything to help. You’d think she’d pitch in and do her part by keeping the house clean, making sure there’s food in the house, cooking, tending to the welfare of the kids, but she doesn’t. She sits on her ass all day and runs up the phone bill. Jerry wants Mary to move in with us and I agree with him.”

Elizabeth was surprised at this. “You serious?”

“Serious enough to discuss it at length last night.” Laura finished her coffee. “Jerry is afraid for Mary’s safety over there. Ronnie isn’t seeing what’s going on. I don’t think it’s so much that he doesn’t want to see it, but I don’t think he’s around enough to experience how things really are.”

“He doesn’t notice his house is a mess and there’s no food in it?” Elizabeth found it hard to believe that her brother, even as much of a loser as he was, would not notice his house was messy.

“He works all the time,” Laura exclaimed. “How could he notice? He comes home, drinks a beer or two, goes to bed, gets up and does the whole thing over again. He spends more time at work than he does at home and you know it. I’m sure Diana is being as sweet to him as she can to keep him on her good side. Probably why he doesn’t notice anything is wrong.”

“That little head in control again.”

Laura laughed. “Well, Ronnie never was the sharpest knife in the drawer when it came to women. I must sound like a horrible mother to be talking like that about my own son, but it’s true. He was always more into taking the easy way out than working hard to achieve something. He flunked out of college and when he was working for your father, Jerry fired him at least half a dozen times. He’s always been what you kids would call a fuck-up.”

You missed several things, mom, Elizabeth thought. The time he was busted smoking pot when he was fourteen. All the fights he used to get into at school. The DUI he got when he was twenty-one. Being charged with vehicular manslaughter stemming from an accident he got in one night when he was twenty-three and making a beer run with his buddies. And then what about the times you and dad were visited by his drug dealer, who demanded payment for Ronnie’s coke habit? I think that happened twice, and I believe the demand was something along the lines of ‘pay up or something bad will happen, maybe to Ronnie, but maybe to you or somebody else in his family’. You and Dad shelled out nearly ten grand to pay off his drug debts. Oh, he’s been more than inconsiderate over the years, I’d say. Putting his family in danger due to his selfish actions is just one of them. The only reason he entered rehab was because of his last arrest for driving under the influence, and he did that to avoid prison. Thank God for that, because he would have gotten himself killed if he’d kept it up. Although I must say, even though he stopped attending NA meetings and continued drinking, he appears to have learned from the errors of his ways and hasn’t abused drugs and alcohol to the extent he did ten years ago. Although that very well could change with the pressure he’s under now. Yeah, I’d say he’s a fuck-up all right. And that’s putting it mildly.

“The closest he’s come to anything in which I felt I could be truly proud of him was when Mary was born,” Laura said. “He really seemed to settle down and get his act together. He and Cindy moved in together and got married. He was doing good at the shop with your father. He and Cindy moved to that little condo in Ephrata. They were doing really well there. He really cut down on the partying, and he was a good father to Mary.”

“And until Diana came along he continued to be a good father to Mary,” Elizabeth said. She had to admit, despite his past history of being the consummate fuck-up, having Mary helped Ronnie maintain the straight and narrow road. Elizabeth had to admit that in the five years or so he was married to Cindy he had straightened out so much, had redeemed himself from his past sins so greatly, that he had truly become a different person. He had actually been fun to be around. That changed when Diana arrived.

Laura nodded. She took a hearty gulp of coffee. “You’re right.”

“So what happened?”

“Diana.”

Elizabeth thought about that for a moment while she drank her coffee. Granted, she didn’t like Diana either, but she still felt it was Ronnie’s responsibility to make sure Mary was taken care of. She tried putting herself in Ronnie’s shoes; if it had been her raising Eric as a single mother, she wouldn’t have been so quick to jump into a new relationship. She would have given herself time to grow into being a single parent. And even if she had met somebody and decided to shack up with him, she wouldn’t have allowed herself to be the sole breadwinner; she’d have insisted her new mate bring in an income too, and if he didn’t his ass would be out the door. 

But then she didn’t think with her little head. That was her brother’s territory. She had to remember that.

“Do you think Diana’s abusing Mary?” Elizabeth asked.

“Physically, no. Psychologically and emotionally?” Laura thought about it. She shook her head. “It’s hard to say. I don’t think there’s any abuse going on in that house. But it’s obvious something’s happening.”

“You mentioned before that you thought Mary was going through these crying tantrums as a way of protesting the situation. Never able to see her father, being thrown into an environment she’s uncomfortable in...”

“I believe that’s where most of this stems from,” Laura said. “I think it’s led to stress and the buildup reached its peak last night.”

“You think Mary hallucinated what she saw?”

“What else could it be? What she described sounds like something out of one of your books.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Elizabeth said. She took a sip of her coffee. “It’s too unreal.”

“Jerry and I discussed getting Mary to see a child psychologist,” Laura said. “We went around with what we’ve been discussing, all the changes Mary’s been through, being in a new house, not liking Diana and her kids, never seeing her father, being affected by the incompetence of her mother. And he agrees Mary probably needs to see a professional. I’m going to call Dr. Wagner Monday to get her in to see if he can give us a referral.”

“Do you think Ronnie will be okay with that?”

“I don’t care if he is or not,” Laura said. “Besides, he’s never around much anyway. If I put it across to him that I’m taking Mary in for a checkup, he won’t think twice.”

“So you and dad decided on this last night?” Elizabeth asked, sipping her coffee.

“Yes,” Laura said. She had finished her coffee but hadn’t gone for a refill. “We decided to keep Mary for the weekend to give her some fun, take her mind off things at home. Before we came over I called Dr. Wagner and arranged to have her seen by him Tuesday afternoon. Jerry called Ronnie’s to tell him we had Mary, but he was asleep. I decided to come over here with Mary while Jerry deals with Ronnie.”

Elizabeth snorted laughter. “Oh I can see that going well.”

“Jerry assured me he would be level-headed.”

“Dad level-headed?”

Laura grinned. “Well, at least he won’t let Ronnie walk all over him, which is what he would have done with me. I’m usually more liable to let Ronnie have the upper hand, but your father isn’t. The advantage your father has over Ronnie is that he can reason with him. And Jerry’s calmed down sufficiently from last night. He’s going to tell Ronnie we’re keeping Mary for the weekend and he’ll bring her back Sunday evening, and I’m taking her for a checkup Tuesday.”

Elizabeth nodded, digesting this latest bit of information. She knew something would blow up at her brother’s house eventually. She just didn’t think it would involve Mary.

“Does Mary know about the accusations Cindy is making against Diana?”

“No, and she doesn’t need to.”

“And you don’t believe them?”

Laura shook her head. “At this point I don’t know what to believe.”

Elizabeth didn’t know what to believe either. What she did know, however, was everything that represented trouble in Ronnie’s house centered on one person. 

Diana Marshfield.

The friction between Cindy and Diana was understandable, and if everything else was fine in Ronnie’s life that tension could be chalked up to jealousy on Cindy’s part. But when you added the other elements in: Ronnie working twelve, sometimes fourteen hours a day, six and seven days a week because Diana wouldn’t work and they needed the money from the overtime to meet basic living expenses; Diana not pitching in at the house to help out with things; Diana’s treatment of her own children; the effect it was all having on Mary—no wonder it was taking a toll on the girl. 

One thing Elizabeth couldn’t get over, though, was the supposed accusations Cindy was making against Diana.

Diana threatening to hurt Mary.

Elizabeth didn’t know Diana very well, but she knew Cindy. And as much of a fuck-up as Cindy had become of late, Elizabeth didn’t think her former sister-in-law had the capacity to make up an accusation as ugly as that. Especially against her own daughter.

She had a feeling Cindy’s accusations might be correct. She didn’t know why she felt this way—it certainly wasn’t because of her own dislike of Diana—but she felt it nonetheless. 

It was a gut feeling.

“How long have they been gone now?” Laura asked.

Elizabeth glanced at the clock. It was after two. “About an hour and a half maybe.”

“Why don’t you call Gregg and see if they want to meet us at Park City,” Laura suggested. “We can do some shopping.”

Elizabeth smiled. “Sounds great.

They spent the rest of the afternoon at the mall shopping and, as discussed with Gregg when she called him from the house, they met at five o’clock at an Applebee’s restaurant for supper. They drove back to the house, where Elizabeth suggested her mother and Mary spend the evening with them. They could sit up and watch movies all night and eat popcorn. Mom thought that was a wonderful idea, and they swung by Jerry and Laura’s home to make a pit stop for clothes. On the way back, Laura told Elizabeth that Jerry had talked to Ronnie and said everything was fine over there, then dropped the subject. Elizabeth nodded, trading a glance with Gregg, who had been brought up to date in bits and pieces over the course of the afternoon while the children were out of earshot. Gregg nodded, put on a smile and said, “Why don’t we watch something funny tonight? How ‘bout Shrek?”

To which the kids gave a resounding, enthusiastic “Yes!” in reply.










NINE 







CINDY BAKER SAT in her new boyfriend’s car watching Ronnie’s home.

It was one-thirty A.M., Sunday morning. The October evening was chilly, and Cindy was wearing a long-sleeved t-shirt and a black leather jacket. She smoked a cigarette, watching the house for any sign of movement and thought about what she had come to do.

The Colt .45 lay on the front seat beside her, fully loaded.

The gun was Scott’s, and he had stolen it a few years ago in Kansas, where he had been living. She had just moved in with Scott two weeks ago after having left Ray’s apartment due to a sudden argument. Ray wanted her to start paying rent, but Cindy had a mountain of debts over her and couldn’t afford it, and besides, her new job didn’t pay for shit. Ronnie’s latest bitch was still calling the apartment, too, and Ray had gotten tired of calling the police. The last time he’d called the cops they didn’t even bother to show up, and Ray was still smarting over the incident from last month when Cindy had been determined to go over there with his gun and blow the cunt to hell. So she’d packed the few belongings she had into a duffel bag and headed over to the Cocalico Tavern where she’s spent the evening drinking, and then crashed at her friend Jacob’s house.

The following day, though, Jacob told her she couldn’t stay. His wife wouldn’t like it, so she’d had him take her back to the Cocalico Tavern where she’d met Scott Anderson.

Scott had just gotten off of work. He was a construction worker with a local contracting firm, and his weathered face looked ten years older than his thirty-five years. He’d just served six months in Lancaster County Jail for possession of heroin, and he claimed that he’d been sober now for over a year. Well, okay, truth be told he was off smack but what was wrong with beer? Cindy agreed wholeheartedly and they drank up. She ended up at Scott’s place a few hours later, in his bed, where they’d had sex and passed out.

And since she didn’t really have a place to live she’d stayed with him ever since.

She was still working for Kelly Services as a Cleaning Specialist, working the day shift. Scott had gone to Hershey last night with some friends to see a Rush concert and crashed at a friend’s house. He’d called her this afternoon and told her he was going out with the guys again, this time to Philly to hang out with other friends. Cindy didn’t mind; they needed to resume their relationships with their friends, and she felt that’s what made romantic relationships work—giving your mate their space. Besides, it would give her time to do what she knew she had to do.

Cindy picked up the Colt in one leather-gloved hand. It was heavy. She’d been careful to wipe it down with a cloth while wearing the gloves before she left the house so there wouldn’t be any prints on it, and she’d also been careful to make sure that it wouldn’t be traced back to Scott. He’d told her a few days after they met that he had spent a year in Kansas working construction, and he had been using heavily then. To support his habit, he’d broken in to a few houses and lifted whatever he could find. He’d come across the Colt during a break-in and taken it. If the gun was registered, it was likely reported as stolen, and since Scott had never been implicated in the B&E’s in Kansas, or even questioned, it wouldn’t be traced back to him. Besides, she hoped it wouldn’t be found when she was finished. The Cocalico creek was on her way home from Ronnie’s, where it would provide the perfect resting spot.

The thought of committing murder didn’t bother her in the least.

I’m not committing murder, she thought, her emotions warring within. I’m protecting my daughter because nobody else will!

The sudden revelation that she had to take such drastic measures to save Mary had come to her throughout the day. She’d called Ronnie’s house to arrange a visit with Mary, since Scott wasn’t expected back until this afternoon, and Diana had told her in that indifferent tone of voice that Mary had spent the evening at Jerry and Laura’s. When she asked to speak to Ronnie, Diana had told her he was still asleep. He’s always asleep, Cindy had thought as she hung up. He doesn’t know what the fuck is going on anymore. Cindy had called her ex in-laws and Jerry had answered, telling her that Laura had taken Mary over to Elizabeth and Gregg’s for the day. Cindy had felt a little disappointed at that; she’d really wanted to see Mary today and she voiced this to Jerry. “I’m sorry Cindy,” Jerry had said. “I can have Laura call you. Maybe we can arrange to have you see Mary tomorrow.”

Cindy thought Jerry sounded tired. “Yeah, that sounds good. I haven’t seen her in two weeks and it’s just been so hectic here.”

“I’ll do that, Cindy,” Jerry had said. 

“How’s Mary doing?” Cindy had asked; the question seemed to come to her suddenly and she had the probing need to know how Mary was. 

Jerry hesitated. Cindy’s senses weren’t altered yet this morning from drink, and she could tell there was something on his mind. She’d felt the curious need to not have to wake up this morning with a glass of beer or a shot of whiskey and she’d actually had a few cups of coffee this morning while reading the paper. She’d felt relaxed, at peace with herself, and she found herself thinking this is sobriety? My God, this is what I’ve been missing? I feel great!

“Well, Mary wanted to come over last night,” Jerry said. “So I went over and got her. In fact, she’ll be spending the weekend with us, so you can call here anytime this weekend and she should be here.”

“I’m glad she’s with you instead of with Ronnie and Diana,” Cindy said. “No offense against Ronnie, but I don’t like her being with Diana.”

“I don’t either, Cindy.” There was that hesitation in Jerry’s voice again. Then: “Cindy, can I ask you something? Just between us?”

“Sure, Jerry.”

“Laura told me you’d mentioned Diana had threatened Mary. That Diana called your house harassing you, saying she would harm Mary. Is that true?”

Cindy felt a great relief wash over her. Somebody wanted to believe her! “Yes,” she’d said, closing her eyes. “She said the most horrible things.”

“What did she say?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“I do.”

So Cindy had told him. And as Cindy related the numerous threats Diana had made, how she’d threatened to whip Mary and record her screams and sell them to pedophiles, how she’d threatened to torture her daughter and whip her with a riding crop, she heard Jerry’s voice gasp. Then she told Jerry that she’d had to move out of the apartment she’d been living in because Diana had kept calling there and whenever her boyfriend—well, ex-boyfriend now—tried to call the cops, they didn’t believe her. She related the numerous incidents when the police were called. Jerry listened in stunned silence. When she was finished, Cindy said, “I told Laura, but I don’t think she believes me.”

“I believe you. Don’t worry about that. I don’t like Diana and I know Laura doesn’t, but you have to look at this from her side too. She’s caught in the middle. Diana is with Ronnie now and she feels this...I don’t know...this need to be civil with her because of the situation. Do you understand?”

Cindy nodded, then realizing Jerry couldn’t see her, she said, “Yes.” 

“Just be patient,” Jerry said. “We’re working on the situation from our end.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know yet. I want to talk to Ronnie, but  “

“He won’t listen. I’ve already tried to talk to him.”

“Well, if I talk to him  “

“Do you think he’ll listen to you? No offense Jerry, but Ronnie’s as hardheaded as you can be. When he gets a notion to do something, he does it and damn the consequences. Diana’s got him wrapped around her finger, and everything she tells him is the gospel truth in his eyes. And he doesn’t see Mary enough to know what’s going on.”

“What is going on, Cindy?” Jerry asked, that tone of desperation in his voice. Cindy’s heart went out to him. He was confused and he was scared; of what, Cindy didn’t know, but she had an idea.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Cindy said, trying to keep her voice calm. “All I know is that Diana is an evil woman and she’s been threatening Mary for over a month. She’s been increasingly disgusting with the level of threats, too and I’ve had it.”

“Do you think Diana is abusing Mary?”

The thought had occurred to Cindy, and in the past few weeks when she’d seen Mary she’d tried to search for the telltale signs of physical abuse but had seen none. It was hard to talk to the girl about it since the visits were always supervised. She couldn’t very well ask Mary if her father’s new girlfriend was abusing her when the woman was in the same room with them, and the few times Cindy had tried tip-toeing around the issue when Laura was present, her former mother-in-law told her to stop it. Mary had looked at her mother with something like fear in her eyes, and Cindy could tell that the girl wanted to tell her something, that she was hiding some dark secret but was either afraid to tell her or felt awkward in opening up when there were other people around. The few times she’d talked to Mary on the phone when she knew it was safe, she’d asked Mary if everything was okay at her father’s house. “Everything’s fine,” Mary had said. Cindy had pressed her on the issue but Mary insisted everything was okay. One time Cindy had asked her if she liked Diana and Mary had hesitated briefly, then said, “I guess.” It wasn’t a very convincing answer.

“I don’t know,” Cindy had said, because she honestly didn’t know if Diana was abusing her daughter. “I don’t know, but we have to do something.”

“If she’s abusing Mary, Ronnie won’t stand for it,” Jerry said. “I know that.”

“You’re right,” Cindy said. Ronnie wouldn’t stand for anybody laying a hand on his little girl. Cindy doubted Ronnie was aware of anything malicious happening in his own house, and with his new sex slave to suck his dick every night he wasn’t going to pay attention.

Cindy’s conversation with Jerry had left her confused, frightened, angry and desperate. She’d spent the afternoon replaying the last two months’ events and trying to connect the scenarios together. It was possible Diana’s phone calls were just that: harassing phone calls. It was possible she was making shit up about hurting Mary just to yank her chain. Ray had thought that was the case as the phone calls continued, and Cindy had been too blind with anger to listen to reason then. For a while she was seriously considering that fact.

Now she wasn’t so sure.

Mary’s behavior hadn’t been the same in the last two months. The little girl had become withdrawn, forlorn, and shy. When Cindy had her visits with her, Mary acted like she was afraid of her—her own mother! For a while Cindy thought that Mary was ashamed of her; she’d just gotten fired from her last job and had gotten into that fight with Karen Murphy at the Cocalico, and she knew Laura and Jerry were clucking in disapproval at her lifestyle, and there was no doubt that news had floated back to Ronnie and Diana and, finally, to Mary. That bitch Diana probably chortled about it at the house in Mary’s presence, said disparaging things about her. It probably embarrassed Mary, made her feel ashamed of her own mother. Maybe that was why she’d been acting that way lately.

But then why did she have this feeling that Diana really was trying to hurt Mary?

Call it a mother’s intuition, but she really felt her daughter’s life was in grave danger. 

She knew she couldn’t go to the police. They wouldn’t believe her, especially with all that had gone on before. And she really had no hard solid proof that Mary was being abused at all. 

She just had a hunch it was happening.

And she felt powerless to do anything about it.

She couldn’t go to the police. Jerry and Laura would drag their feet before anything was done. Ronnie had them wrapped around his finger, too. He didn’t know what the hell was going on in his own house, of that she was certain. He didn’t believe her when she told him Diana was threatening Mary, and he wouldn’t listen to her if she told him that Mary had sprouted a second head, a third arm, and a pair of gills. So she couldn’t talk to her ex-husband rationally about the welfare of their daughter. 

But she had to do something.

Towards the end of the afternoon she thought about kidnapping Mary and driving off with her somewhere, but she knew she’d be tracked down and caught immediately and Mary would be placed right back into that abusive house.

It was then that the phone rang.

Cindy sat in the car, replaying that phone call in her mind. She could hear the timbre of Diana’s voice in her ear as clearly as if she were sitting next to her. Cindy had answered the phone and the first thing Diana had said was, “The little bitch is with her grandmother and Aunt now, but when she comes home I’ve got a surprise for her.”

Cindy had felt her knees go wobbly. She’d been drinking coffee all day and hadn’t had the slightest urge to have a drink, but at that moment the need pulsed through her. “Please leave me alone,” she’d said.

“Himmler’s horny,” Diana had said, her voice menacing, throaty. “When he gets in this mood he’ll fuck everything. The sofa, your leg, whatever’s handy. You’ve seen Himmler, so you know a dog his size is pretty well hung, and Himmler’s got a big cock. Shit, he’s bigger than most guys. When Mary gets home from her lovely weekend with grandma twat-face and her book-loving cunt of an Aunt, I’m going to strip Mary naked and hog-tie her in the basement and let Himmler have a go at her. A slut like you will agree that Mary’s the right age, don’t you think? I mean, you started whoring around when you were seven, right?”

Cindy had fought hard to control her voice. “If you hurt her—”

“Who said anything about hurting her? All I said was that I was going to let my dog fuck her.”

“You are a sick woman,” Cindy had said.

“I’ll let you come over and watch.”

And with that Cindy had picked up the phone and thrown it against the wall, where it crashed against a shelf that held Scott’s beer mugs. They crashed and splintered, spilling thick glass shards all over the floor. Cindy had stomped her booted foot into the phone repeatedly, screaming “You fucking bitch, I’ll kill you, I’ll fucking kill you!”

The next thing she remembered she was rummaging in the bedroom she shared with Scott. She had slipped on the gloves, which she’d gotten from her leather jacket, and she’d found the Colt in an old shoebox at the bottom of the closet. It had been unloaded, but she found shells for it in one of Scott’s drawers and loaded it easily. She’d been trembling with fear and rage, and as she worked at formulating her hastily-made plan, she told herself, I didn’t imagine that, the bitch fucking threatened to have her dog rape my daughter and if I report that to the police those fuckers won’t believe me, nobody will believe me, Jerry and Laura won’t believe me, and Ronnie won’t believe me and doesn’t he care that his daughter is being cared for by that psycho bitch?

Now she was sitting in Scott’s car while he was in Philadelphia with his friends, not knowing his new girlfriend was about to commit a felony.

It was the only way she could protect her daughter. She might be a fuck-up, she knew that’s what her old friends and her family thought of her lately, but one thing she’d always maintained was a strong love for her daughter. She’d do anything for Mary, and right now she felt a strong instinct to protect her from Diana. She’d already explored all legal avenues; if the police had taken her seriously two months ago, the calls would have stopped. Maybe Ronnie would have seen Diana for what she really was and left her, but that hadn’t happened. She’d tried reasoning with Diana, tried talking to her in-laws about it. Nobody believed her. Thus she was left to do the only thing she could think of.

She’d been sitting in Scott’s car for two hours now. She’d driven out earlier and watched the house from four houses away, noting movement within. Then she’d pulled away from the curb and gone back to Scott’s apartment, trying to talk herself out of it, trying to come up with reasons why she shouldn’t do what she was going to do.

She couldn’t think of any so she’d come back.

She had watched the house for the past two hours and noted when the lights were finally extinguished: one-thirty a.m. The porch light was on. There wasn’t even faint light emanating from behind the curtains from a television set, at least none she could detect. 

When the dashboard clock read two-twenty she picked up the Colt, put it in her jacket pocket, and smoothed the knit cap she was wearing over her head, drew the ski mask over her face and opened the car door. She got out, quietly closing the door. She paused at the curb. The neighborhood was silent. The houses within the immediate vicinity of Ronnie’s were dark. 

The plan was simple. She had seven rounds, with one already chambered. It might take two or three rounds to take the dog down, and she was positive they let that fucking mutt loose all over the house. She didn’t think a dog like that was trained to attack stealthily—it would probably bark the minute it sensed her outside. If it didn’t, if she was able to gain access to the house, it would still give away its location with its growling. Hopefully she’d have time to shoot the fucker before it sprang on her. Besides, she’d been in the house a few times and knew the dog was more clumsy than anything. She also knew that Diana constantly stepped out on the back porch to smoke and always left the sliding glass door unlocked. And if Diana was as stupid as Cindy thought she was, she probably forgot to lock that door all the time. If the door was locked, she’d shoot herself inside; one round would shatter the glass to pieces and it might scare the dog off too. Then she could slip inside quickly and flip on a light. If she hadn’t shot the dog by then she’d do so at that time, then she’d head to the bedroom and shoot Diana. There was no need to make any dramatic entrance or utter some witty proclamations. People only did that in movies. She’d go in quickly, blow away Diana and the dog, and then get the hell out. She didn’t want to hurt the kids, but if they got in the way, or if the redheaded brat tried to stop her, she’d blow him away, too. She didn’t think anybody would see her, and she didn’t think the kids would recognize her with the ski mask on. And as for an alibi, well...

She’d worry about that later.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped onto the sidewalk and headed toward Ronnie’s.

The closer she got, the heavier her heart felt. The air was cold, damp with a rainstorm that had blown in earlier in the day and was still lingering. The feeling of dread solidified in her belly. The Colt felt like it weighed a ton.

She crossed the lawn and began heading up the side of Ronnie’s house

As she walked along the side of the house she listened for any sounds from within. 

There was nothing.

She paused in the backyard, letting her eyes grow accustomed to the dark. She couldn’t make out movement at all. If that dog was there it was probably hiding in the dining room, watching her. She’d just have to take her chances. She moved slowly toward the porch, and when there was no barrage of furious barking from within the house, she placed one gloved hand against the glass of the sliding door and peered inside.

She saw the dining room table and chairs directly in front of her. To her right was a kitchen, arranged in a horseshoe pattern. Beyond the kitchen and dining room was a large living room with a sofa, easy chair, and an entertainment unit flanking the right-side wall. Just past the kitchen was a computer desk with a computer on it. Down the hall beyond the computer desk was the master bedroom, where Diana was probably sleeping. Towards the left was a hallway that led to the two bedrooms where the kids slept.

The dog was nowhere to be seen. 

When her eyes were fully adjusted to the darkness of the house, she peered under the table. The dog wasn’t hiding under there, either. She tried peering around the kitchen to see if there were any blind spots. The dog could be hiding anywhere if it had sensed her, but the only place she could think it could hide was either around the corner, close to where the master bedroom was, or in one of the kids’ rooms, or the hallway that led to them. Of course, it could be in the basement or the garage as well.

Cindy’s heart was pounding. She felt hot and sweaty beneath her leather jacket and the ski mask. Realizing it was now or never, she reached out and tugged at the handle to the sliding glass door. It slid noiselessly in its track as it opened.

She almost lost her nerve then. For a brief moment she thought, what am I doing? 

Then Diana’s voice, menacing and hateful, came back to her. I didn’t say I was going to hurt her! I’m just going to let my dog fuck her.

Over my dead body, bitch, Cindy thought as she stepped into the house.

Once inside, she reached toward where she thought the light switch was and couldn’t find it. Cursing under her breath, she glanced around the dining room. Seeing the light switch on the other side of the room, she drew the Colt out of her jacket pocket and headed over to it and, with one fluid motion, flipped it on. The dining room was bathed in light and with the Colt gripped firmly in her gloved hand, she headed down the hall toward the master bedroom, her body primed and tense, her adrenaline flowing.

She was so tightly wound up that if anything came at her now she’d shoot first and ask questions later.

The door to the master bedroom was closed. She pushed the door open and raised the barrel of the gun, pointing it at the bed as she burst into the room, her adrenaline compelling her to get it over with, shoot the bitch, shoot her and the dog then get the hell out of here now!

The master bedroom was empty.

“Hello Cindy.”

Cindy whirled around, her heart in her throat. Her finger squeezed the trigger and there was a deafening boom and the force of the Colt going off threw her right arm back. She didn’t even hear the bullet strike the wall; she was too busy trying to keep her balance and her eyes on the figure in front of her, keep her mind fixed on the single purpose she had come here for.

Diana stood at the threshold of the hallway that led to the master bedroom. She was naked. Cindy’s mind was still frozen in shock from the surprise and the unexpected realization that Diana had tricked her, and the underlying compulsion that had screamed at her to break into the house and kill her now pulsed through her brain. Do it now! Shoot her! Shoot her!

Cindy raised the Colt and aimed.

Diana smiled, and then her face melted.

The moment Diana’s face melted, Cindy’s reflexes froze. She watched with eye-widening, mind numbing horror, her finger frozen on the Colt’s trigger. Time seemed to slow down incredibly. Diana’s flesh seemed to slough and drip off the bones of her skull; from the neck down, her skin had taken on a muddy appearance and a thick scent wafted up, overwhelming her. It smelled like meat left in the refrigerator for too long, which caused another block to her senses. What the fuck? She thought, confused now as to what to do. What the fuck is happening? 

Who cares what’s happening, just shoot her! Shoot her! 

Oh my God, she’s not normal, she’s not—

She felt light-headed and fuzzy, and her body felt warm. She felt like she was floating, like she was caught in some bad acid trip. Diana stepped forward and smiled. When she spoke her voice sounded like it was being processed through one of those special effects systems that make your voice sound demonic. “Put the gun down, Cindy.”

Cindy raised the weapon again. “Don’t come near me!” she screamed.

“You really don’t want to do this,” the Diana-thing said, its voice chortling. Now Diana’s face was morphing into something else. Her eye sockets had sunk deep into her skull and her eyes became black pits. Her mouth widened, becoming a shapeless maw of ragged teeth.

“Don’t come any closer you bitch!” Cindy screamed. Her blood pounded; she could feel her nerves tingling. She had never been so scared in her life.

“What do you think you will gain out of this?” the Diana-thing said, cocking its head to one side. “Just put the gun down.”

Cindy squeezed her eyes shut. Oh why did I do this, why oh why, what the fuck is happening and why can’t I just shoot her!

And through it all Cindy noticed one curious thing. The noise from the confrontation hadn’t elicited a response from the dog or her children. 

It was just the two of them.

Where are they? Even if the dog was locked in the basement he’d be barking. And the kids, especially the little one, would have cried out or something. But there’s nothing, no other sounds, just the two of us and  

I’m just going to let my dog fuck her.

With a renewed burst of energy and anger Cindy opened her eyes and surged forward, screaming, “You bitch!” She squeezed the trigger and the sound of the gunshots weren’t as loud as she thought they’d be. The sudden pain she felt shooting through her chest, digging deep within her, eclipsed them. She almost blacked out and for a brief moment she thought she was falling, but then her last remnants of consciousness was the image of Diana’s shimmering, melting visage standing in front of her, grinning. She felt the pain in her chest explode and as she looked down she saw Diana’s arm sunk into her ribcage. Diana grinned, blood and saliva dribbling down her chin. The shock raced forward and her last though before she died was Mary!


PART TWO

Conflicts










TEN 







THE PHONE CALL that came the following morning was nothing short of heart breaking. Elizabeth took it in the kitchen as her mom dished out scrambled eggs and sausages for Gregg and the kids, and the minute she heard her father’s tone of voice she felt a vice squeeze her heart. “Honey, I have some bad news. It’s...it’s Cindy...”

Oh my God, she’s finally done it, Elizabeth thought, feeling the sadness come. She’s finally gotten herself killed in a drunk driving accident or OD’d or something. 

She headed toward the front of the house towards the stairs so the rest of the family wouldn’t see her expression. “What happened?”

“The police are still trying to sort it out,” her dad said. He sounded incredibly aged; it was probably the shock. “She broke into Ronnie’s house last night and tried to kill Diana and the kids.”

“What?” 

“She must have been high on something,” Jerry continued. “Diana said she was hallucinating. She tried to talk Cindy out of it, and then Cindy just collapsed and stopped breathing. Diana tried CPR and Rick called 911 but it was too late. They...they think it was a heart attack.”

The laughter of the kids in the kitchen brought the sadness to the surface and Elizabeth felt the tears come, but not so much for Cindy; she’d grieve for her ex sister-in-law later. The sadness she felt was for her niece, Mary.

“Is your mother there?” Jerry said, his voice soft. “I should talk to her.”

“Just a minute,” Elizabeth said. She set the phone down and sat down on the steps, fighting hard to compose herself. Stop thinking about her, just stop thinking about Cindy for a minute. Pull yourself together. Get mom over here, build up some strength for Mary because she’s going to need it. Then maybe later you can cry your heart out. 

She felt the calmness settle over her and took a deep breath. Then she called her mother to the phone.










THE NEXT WEEK passed in a blur. Elizabeth found it hard to concentrate at work. It was a good thing she taught at the high school level; the kids she worked with were good kids, independent and smart, and she re-arranged her lesson plans to give them as much study time as possible, shoving her lecture and workshop time to the following week. She needed the quiet time the kids would spend reading or writing papers so she could think about what happened. During breaks and lunch, she talked to mom on her cellular phone, catching up with the latest news and helping out with the funeral plans.

It was Laura who told Mary her mother was dead. After she’d gotten off the phone with Jerry, she and Elizabeth had stood in the entry hall hugging each other, crying, and Gregg had sensed something was wrong. Elizabeth had told him they’d be right back and Eric immediately sensed from the tone in her voice that everything was not all right. Mom had said, “I’ll tell her.” Then she’d gone to the kitchen and taken Mary’s hand and led her to the family room where she’d sat down with her on the sofa and told her granddaughter that her mother had died.

Everybody had cried at the house that day. Even Gregg, who had been the first to show intolerance toward Cindy’s lifestyle and abusive drug and alcohol use, had gotten teary-eyed. Understandably, Mary had taken it very hard. 

She’d wanted her daddy.

They’d all gone to the house. Jerry was there, looking glum. The police had still been at Ronnie’s house, and later that afternoon Ronnie and Diana showed up with Rick and Lily. Ronnie’s face was puffy from lack of sleep; his blonde hair was tousled and he hadn’t shaved. The weight he had put on in the years following Mary’s birth had dropped from his frame in the past few months, and Elizabeth thought the weight loss made him look unhealthy. Elizabeth had given her brother a hug and he’d held her tightly. “I didn’t...” he began, stammering, and she could tell he was fighting hard to keep his emotions in. “I didn’t want her to...d-d-d-die!”

“I know,” Elizabeth had whispered, and she allowed her brother to weep onto her shoulder. 

The story slowly emerged that week, told in several conversations starting that Sunday afternoon when Ronnie and Diana came over and Diana related the experience in a still-shocked tone and continuing as they learned more through the investigation and the autopsy. The more Elizabeth tried to process the information, the more the events that were being chronicled and filed in all the official reports bothered her.

On the evening of Saturday, October 23, Cindy had driven a vehicle owned by her latest boyfriend, Scott Anderson, to Ronnie’s neighborhood and parked at the curb. A few neighbors reported seeing the vehicle. Diana reported not being aware Cindy was watching the house. She’d stayed up till one-thirty, and then went to bed. Ronnie had been due to come home from work at two-thirty or three a.m. Before she’d gone to bed, Diana had put Himmler in the basement because lately he’d been soiling the carpets in the living room at night. That explained why the dog hadn’t woken the household up when Cindy broke in.

Diana was in bed no more than thirty minutes when she heard the sliding glass door opening. She’d known instinctively it wasn’t Ronnie returning home—he always used the front door. She’d gotten out of bed and was about to head into the living room when she ran into Cindy Baker.

“She had a gun,” Diana said, recalling the incident with a shaky tone, her hands clutching a can of Diet Pepsi that she sipped intermittently during the narrative. “And she was wearing gloves and had a ski mask pulled over her face, but I knew who it was. I turned on the light and she jumped and pulled the trigger. The shot blasted a hole in the wall. I started talking to her, tried to tell her she didn’t want to hurt anybody, and by then the kids were up. Lily was crying and Rick looked shocked. I didn’t want her to hurt the kids, so I kept trying to calm her down.”

According to the preliminary autopsy report, Cindy’s bloodstream contained traces of marijuana and opium, and there was enough in it to suggest intoxication. Elizabeth didn’t realize people still smoked opium—she knew heroin and morphine were derived from opiates and she knew they could produce hallucinations. The lead detective surmised that Cindy was as high as a kite when she broke into the house. Her ex-boyfriend, Ray Clark, stuck by his story that Diana had still been making threatening phone calls to their apartment in the days prior to their split, a charge Diana vehemently denied. A check with the phone company and further follow-ups on the boyfriend’s story strongly suggested that the phone harassment in the month preceding this had incident never occurred. True, Diana had admitted that Cindy called the house a few times in the early months of her moving in with Ronnie, and that she had gotten carried away and called her back to engage in some mean-spirited verbal cat-fighting, but she never called Cindy unless she had to. The phone records proved this, but Ray stuck by his story that Diana had still been harassing Cindy. When asked if Cindy was drinking or using drugs during this time, Ray had waffled. “She had a few drinks and smoked a little, yeah. So what?”

This dovetailed with Cindy’s behavior at the house. Diana stated to the police and the family in the following week that Cindy appeared to be on something. “She was saying crazy things,” Diana said. “She didn’t actually threaten to kill us, but...she was just being so weird, saying things that didn’t make sense. She took the ski mask off at one point and I could see her pupils were dilated, her skin was pale. She was definitely tripping on something.”

Diana had continued trying to talk Cindy into putting the gun down when she’d suddenly fallen to the floor and gone into convulsions. Diana had kicked the gun away and screamed at her son to call 911. She’d dropped to the floor and tried to stabilize Cindy, who appeared to be having some kind of seizure. “I tried CPR but I didn’t know if I was doing it right,” she’d said, her brown eyes reflecting a sense of sadness, something Elizabeth had never seen before in Diana. By the time the EMTs arrived, Cindy was dead. 

The official cause of Cindy’s death was cardiac arrest. Ronnie and Diana were questioned repeatedly by Lancaster County detectives, and when all the factors were considered—Ronnie’s divorce from Cindy and subsequent winning full custody of Mary; Cindy’s continuing slide into alcohol and drug abuse; her further broken relationships with other men, including her bearing another child with Gary Swanson and their break-up; her spotty employment record; her reputation at the Cocalico tavern as a brawler; comments from friends and family that she always turned on the women Ronnie dated; and her continued feelings of resentment and anger toward Ronnie and Diana  the results were clear that she’d been heading to an early grave for a long time. Her actions the evening of her death were attributed to a final episode of desperation fueled by drugs and coupled by their hallucinatory effects. The strain had a final catastrophic effect on her heart and she’d collapsed. When the EMTs arrived they’d found Diana bent over Cindy desperately trying to revive her, but it was too late. 

Cindy’s family, of course, was devastated. Her brothers had been trying to get Cindy help for years now, to no avail. In the days following Cindy’s death, Mary sought refuge at her maternal grandmother’s house, probably in an attempt to be closer to her mother. She’d been teary and crying all that Sunday, and while she’d wanted her daddy she’d also cried to Laura that, “She didn’t want to spend the night at my house.” So she’d stayed with Andrea, Cindy’s mother, and was shuttled back and forth from there to Jerry and Laura’s while funeral arrangements were made.

Elizabeth helped out her parents and Andrea Shull with funeral arrangements, and on Thursday morning, October 28, four days after her passing, Cindy was eulogized at the Stouffer’s Funeral Home and Chapel in Mountville. The service was attended by Cindy’s immediate family, Jerry and Laura, Elizabeth and Gregg, Ronnie and Diana, several of Cindy’s ex-boyfriends, as well as Gary Swanson and he and Cindy’s son Jason. Mary did well during the service. Some of Cindy’s friends showed up, leather and denim clad biker-types with long hair and tattoos, standing forlorn and silent through the service. Ronnie and Gary Swanson had exchanged quiet words together at the rear of the chapel, commiserating the loss of a woman they had taken up with and loved, then left due to her psychological imbalance. Some of the other guys that were there appeared nervous, out of place. A brief viewing followed the non-denominational service and Mary had cried as she stood in front of her mother’s casket. Elizabeth felt herself collapse emotionally as the little girl cried, “Mommy!”

Laura had gently escorted Mary away from the casket and sat with her in the front pew of the chapel, holding her as she cried.

And when Elizabeth stepped up to Cindy’s open casket and gazed down at her, noting her calm, almost peaceful visage, she suddenly felt that something wasn’t right.

You weren’t supposed to die, Elizabeth thought gazing down at her ex sister-in-law. I mean...God forgive me...we always thought you’d kill yourself somehow. I know that’s a horrible thing to think, but we did. You were a train wreck waiting to happen. I suppose I would have been able to accept this news if you had simply died at home from a drug overdose or pulled a Bon Scott and choked on your own vomit during an all night drinking session. But...breaking into Ronnie’s house with a gun? I mean, I know you were probably tripping but...it just doesn’t add up. Why did you go over there?

Elizabeth realized she had been standing at Cindy’s casket too long when she heard her mother say, “I’ll be outside with Mary.” Elizabeth looked up and saw that the funeral home had emptied out. Casting one last look at Cindy, Elizabeth bade a silent prayer for her former sister-in-law and followed her mother and niece outside.

Cindy remained on her mind throughout the gravesite service.

And the more she thought about what had happened, the more she realized that she didn’t like the way it all added up.

She cast quick glances at her brother and Diana behind her dark  shades during the gravesite service, studying their faces and postures. Their features were downcast, forlorn expressions of grief. Ronnie looked visibly strained, worn out. Mary stood beside him, between her father and grandmother, and as Elizabeth watched she tried to read her brother’s face. His emotions seemed genuine enough, but there was something missing. It was as if his real emotions were locked away somewhere and a false Ronnie had sprung up, wearing a mask to show to the grieving mourners so they wouldn’t notice anything was unusual. Diana had that look too; she looked saddened, but it had the veneer of falsehood. It wasn’t real.

Diana hated Cindy, Elizabeth thought as the minister concluded the service and Ronnie and Gary stepped forward to drop roses on top of the casket as it was lowered into the ground. She’s obviously faking her grief. And Ronnie...I think he’d be more open in his grief if Diana wasn’t there. He’d be trying to comfort Mary more.

She and Gregg drove back to her parent’s house where the wake was scheduled, staring silently out the window. Gregg said, “I feel so bad for Mary.”

“I know. So do I.”

“Your brother doesn’t look so good.”

“He doesn’t,” Elizabeth agreed. “He looks like shit.”

They were heading up 222 toward Reamstown, the afternoon sun shining bright and warm. “It still seems weird that this happened,” Gregg said.

“I know.” Elizabeth wanted to talk about it, but she didn’t know what to say. She still wanted to think her thoughts through before talking to Gregg about it. 

Gregg beat her to it. “I can’t believe Cindy would have done something like this,” Gregg said. “That wasn’t the Cindy I knew.”

It felt like a revelation, as if for the first time Elizabeth realized she wasn’t alone in this world. It felt like a tremendous weight had been lifted from her shoulders. “No, that wasn’t the Cindy we knew. She might have been a fuck-up, but she wasn’t the type to break into people’s houses and try to hurt them.”

Gregg nodded. He had gone into the office this morning and left at ten to make the service. He was wearing his blue suit and white sport shirt. “Even the drug thing doesn’t add up. I know you can hallucinate when you’re on coke and stuff  “

“They found opium in her system.”

“That can produce hallucinatory affects. I mean, you can trip when they give you morphine at the hospital and opium is the pure thing. I still don’t buy that it produced hallucinations that were powerful enough to send her over the edge like that.”

“I don’t either.” Elizabeth tried to think of a way to broach what was on her mind to Gregg. “In fact, I think there’s more to what went on than we know about.”

“Well, obviously.”

“Remember when Mom told us about the time Cindy told her that Diana was threatening Mary?”

“Yeah, the sick pedophile shit?”

“Exactly. Mom didn’t believe her. She thought Cindy was making it up to cause trouble for Ronnie. I thought the same thing, but now I’m not so sure.”

Gregg looked at her. “You’re serious?”

Elizabeth nodded. “Yeah, I am.” She looked at her husband as he turned his attention back toward the road. “It was easy to believe she’d make something like that up. She was an alcoholic and a drug addict, and she was very jealous of Ronnie. She was also lying on job applications and stealing from employers. She wasn’t Mother Theresa, I’ll be the first to admit that. So when you take that into consideration, when she starts spouting those kinds of accusations it was easy to dismiss them. Nobody believed her because she was a fuck-up, and she had already proven to my folks and everybody else that she’d pull crazy shit to get her own way.” Elizabeth paused, still trying to collect her thoughts so she could make some kind of sense. “But one thing you’ve got to admit...even if she was a fuck-up, she loved Mary dearly. She adored that child, and she tried so hard to be a good mother to her despite the custody ruling and the divorce and all that. And I don’t believe that Cindy would have made up such an ugly story involving the harm of her own child just to get back at Ronnie.”

Gregg nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. I was thinking the same thing.”

Elizabeth was feeling better now that she and Gregg were talking about this. The Reamstown exit was coming up and Gregg got off. “She went out of her way to be with Mary,” Elizabeth continued. “If she just would have gotten some help for her addictions...” she stopped, momentarily stricken with grief again, then continued. “...I believe she would have gotten help eventually. She had reached rock bottom and I think she would have bounced back. I really saw that chance. And even though she was an addict, even though she was fighting those demons, she really did try to be a good mother. You could see it in her face whenever she was at Mom’s visiting her. You could see it in Mary’s behavior whenever Cindy was around. Mary loved being with her mother and she missed her. Cindy loved her and I think they both knew subconsciously why Cindy wasn’t allowed to have Mary  “

“See, that’s where you and I disagree,” Gregg said as he headed towards 272. “If Cindy was such a good mother she wouldn’t have lost custody of her daughter.”

“Will you just forget about the custody crap for a minute and listen!” Elizabeth exclaimed, a note of irritation creeping into her voice. She hated it when Gregg got on his holier-than-though kick. “I’ll be the first to admit she was a fuck-up. And I’ll be the first to admit that Ronnie did the right thing when he filed for full custody. I don’t think Cindy would have done anything to intentionally hurt Mary, but you saw the kind of people she was hanging out with.”

“All the more reason why I disagree with you,” Gregg said. “If she’d been so concerned with Mary she wouldn’t have been hanging out with drug dealers and Ronnie wouldn’t have seen the need to “

“Forget it!” Elizabeth crossed her arms in front of her chest, righteously pissed. 

Gregg stopped talking; he appeared stunned. “What?”

“You don’t have to be so adversarial. We both agree Cindy shouldn’t have had joint custody of Mary. That doesn’t mean that she shouldn’t have had the chance to redeem herself.”

Gregg was silent as they pulled into the development where her parents lived. Normally the conversation would have left her even more furious, but she didn’t feel as angry as she should have. The funeral services had taken a lot out of her and there was still the wake to think about. She didn’t want to get into it with Gregg right now; it wasn’t the time or the place to be in a pissy mood. 

“If you’ll be a good boy I’ll tell you one of my theories,” Elizabeth said in an attempt to lighten the mood.

“What?”

“I think Cindy went over there to protect Mary.”

They were cruising down her parent’s street and Gregg glanced at her, eyes wide with shock. He pulled up to the curb in front of the house and turned off the ignition. “Protect her from Diana?”

“Yeah.” They sat in the car for a moment. “Think about it. Let’s assume that Cindy was telling the truth to Mom about the threats and harassing phone calls Diana was making. According to Mom, it started in August and started getting uglier well into September. That’s when Diana allegedly threatened to have Mary beaten and tape the screams to sell to pedophiles.”

“That’s fucking sick,” Gregg said.

“I know.” Elizabeth sighed. The thought of something like that happening to Mary—to any child—was horrifying. “So let’s assume Cindy was telling the truth. After all, she did call the police to report the harassment.”

“She called the police a lot and they never did anything about it because they pulled the phone records,” Gregg said matter-of-factly. “They were able to prove Diana never made those calls.”

“Let’s not put that in the equation for now,” Elizabeth said. “Let’s assume the police never pulled the records. Let’s pretend they just ignored Cindy’s accusations.”

Gregg opened his mouth to say something—to protest perhaps—then closed it. He nodded. “Okay. I’m listening.”

“Assume Cindy not only got those calls from Diana, she called the police and they did nothing. Maybe they were tired of hauling her into jail for assault and drunken driving and being under the influence of drugs or disturbing the peace or whatever. Small town cops don’t have a lot of patience for people like Cindy. And when something legitimate does come up, you can call it the cry wolf syndrome.”

“Wouldn’t they be obligated to follow up anyway?”

Elizabeth shrugged. “Probably. But forget about that. Maybe they were going to follow up but they just never got around to it.”

“This sounds like one of your novels.”

Elizabeth slapped his arm lightly. “It sounds like the last film you were in.”

Gregg laughed.

“Wouldn’t you feel frustrated if the police didn’t take you seriously that somebody was threatening Eric?” Elizabeth asked.

“Not desperate enough to try to kill somebody.”

“That’s you, though. We’re talking about Cindy, and in order to understand her you have to think like her. Cindy tried to get help and get somebody to believe her and nobody did. Even my parents dismissed the allegations, and of course Ronnie backed Diana up. The phone calls and the harassment continued, as well as the escalation of threats against Mary. Cindy was scared Mom admitted that much when she told me about it two weeks ago. Cindy was upset that nobody was taking her seriously, and she was afraid for Mary’s safety. It made her more desperate. And because she was the type of woman who took things into her own hands, it was easy for her to decide to do the only thing she could think of to protect her daughter. Eliminate the threat.”

“So she went to Diana’s to kill her because she thought Diana would eventually carry out her threat?”

“Sure. Put yourself in her shoes. If somebody was calling us, saying that they were going to abduct and rape our son, and the police refused to do anything and nobody would believe you, and you knew who was making those threats, what would you do?”

Gregg looked grim. “I guess when you put it that way...I’d do the same thing Cindy did.”

They sat in the SUV for a moment. A car passed by and pulled up to the curb in front of them. Elizabeth’s uncle Harold and Aunt Tina stepped out of the car. “We should probably make our appearance.”

“Yeah,” Gregg said. He opened the driver’s side door and stepped out.

Elizabeth got out and joined her husband. “We’ll continue this discussion at home,” she whispered.

Aunt Tina waved to them and Elizabeth and Gregg waved back. The two couples met at the driveway and headed into the house together.










ELEVEN 







THE WAKE THAT afternoon was a blur.

Laura Baker and Andrea Shull had ordered a lunch spread from a local caterer, and the dining room table was laid out splendidly with different meats, bread, mustard and mayonnaise, lettuce and sliced tomatoes, cheeses, and two different salads. There were soft drinks and punch, coffee and tea, and plenty of beer in the bar downstairs. 

People from both sides of the family extended their condolences to both Ronnie and Gary who, for the first time they’d known each other, were spending time together hanging out, talking, drinking beer. Elizabeth revised her opinion on Ronnie’s physical appearance from this morning. He didn’t just look like shit—he looked almost dead.

The more she looked at him, the more alarmed she was by his appearance. There was a period of five years following his marriage to Cindy when he had put on considerable weight. His lean, muscular frame had turned to flab and he’d gained sixty pounds, most of it in his belly, chest, and face. He’d become less active physically, and with the chores of raising a daughter and settling down he didn’t run around anymore, participate in the sports he’d once been involved in, and he’d kicked his cocaine habit. He was by no means obese or terribly overweight; he’d simply put on more pounds than he should have. 

Now he looked almost cadaverous.

Elizabeth watched him from across the room as he talked with Gary. His once plump face was now thin, almost bony. The suit he’d worn at the funeral fitted him loosely, like it was two sizes too big. There were dark circles under his eyes and his skin looked dry, parched. It looked like Ronnie had lost eighty pounds in the last two months, which couldn’t be healthy. She looked over at her mother, who was bustling about making sure people had food and drinks. Mom had never said anything to her about Ronnie losing so much weight. Surely her mother would have been the first to voice concern that Ronnie had lost such an unhealthy amount of weight in so short of time.

By contrast, Diana looked ravishing.

Diana stayed by Ronnie’s side throughout the wake. Gone was the too thin frame, the bony cheeks of a skinny white trash girl who smoked too many cigarettes and drank too much Diet soda. Her once frizzy black hair with the multitude of split ends was now full of body and shine. It hung to her shoulders, shimmering in its cleanliness. Her skin was smooth, unmarred by blemishes and acne. Her face had filled out, revealing attractive features. Her body had filled out as well, accenting a curvy figure. She looked like she had stepped out of a fashion magazine with her new body, her seamless outfit, her black shoes. 

Elizabeth watched Diana as she appeared engaged in conversation with people with the same depth that Ronnie was. She held Ronnie’s hand, always the faithful companion. Mary spent most of her time with Elizabeth and Gregg, picking at her food.

Ronnie approached Mary a few times during the wake. “Hey honey, why don’t you come with Diana and me for a minute.” Mary went to Ronnie reluctantly but she always wound up back with Elizabeth and Gregg. Elizabeth paid close attention to Ronnie and Diana and the way they interacted with people. On the surface everything looked fine. But there was an undercurrent of dread, a soft whisper that suggested things weren’t so right. 

It gave Elizabeth a bad feeling.

At two-fifty p.M. Gregg suggested it was time to start heading home. Eric got off school at three-thirty. Elizabeth and Gregg began making the rounds, saying goodbye to everybody, and Mary hovered near them. When they got to Ronnie and Diana, Elizabeth gave her brother a hug. “We gotta go. If you need anything, give me a call. Please.” She looked into his eyes, hoping he could read the seriousness in his face. He looked empty, drained. 

“Yeah, I’ll give you a call,” Ronnie said.

As an afterthought, she hugged her brother again. She felt his arms encircle her limply. She kissed his cheek, then leaned forward quickly and whispered in his ear: “If you’re afraid to give me a call, stop by the house on your way home from work. We’re here to support you.” She kissed him again and stepped back, giving him a weak smile. “Go home and get some sleep.”

Ronnie nodded. She couldn’t tell if what she’d said registered. “Yeah, I think I will.”

To Diana: “And when you get home, feed this boy,” Elizabeth said, trying to interject a joking tone. “He needs to put some meat on his bones.”

Diana chuckled, her arm encircling Ronnie’s waist. “He works so much he hardly ever eats at home anymore.”

“Seriously,” Elizabeth said, clutching Ronnie’s hand. “If you want to talk, call me anytime.”

“I will,” Ronnie said, almost dismissively. 

“We’ll have to have you guys over at the house some time,” Diana said. “We can do dinner and the kids can play in the basement or something.”

“That would be fun,” Gregg said.

Mary was practically glued to Elizabeth’s leg. When she bent down to give her niece a hug, Mary held on to her tightly. “Please don’t go,” she whispered into Elizabeth’s ear. 

A shiver of fear went down Elizabeth’s spine. Mary sounded petrified. “You’ll be fine,” she whispered back. “If you want, you can come spend the weekend with me and Uncle Gregg again, okay?”

“I want to go with you now!” Mary whispered, more urgently. 

Elizabeth bit back her emotions. She’s just affected by everything that’s happened in the past week with her mother. She’ll be okay. Taking Mary by the arms, she looked into her eyes. “We’ll see you tomorrow. You can come to our house and have a slumber party with Eric. He’ll like that.” She looked up at Ronnie and Diana, who were within earshot and who had no doubt heard some of the exchange. “Would it be okay if Mary spent the weekend with us? She had a great time with Eric the last time she was over.”

“Maybe Lily can come, too,” Diana said.

“We’ll see,” Elizabeth said, standing up. She wasn’t going to go there; Diana could push her mother around, but she couldn’t pull that shit on her.

Mary looked like she was going to cry but she held it in. She wiped her eyes. “I’m going to miss you,” she said.

“She’s not going away forever,” Ronnie said, some of that old crankiness returning. “If you want to spend the weekend with your Aunt Elizabeth, stop crying.”

Mary nodded, holding back the tears. Elizabeth bent down and swept her niece up in a hug. She kissed her and whispered, “Everything will be okay, honey. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Mary nodded, her eyes closed. 

Elizabeth took Gregg’s hand. “We’ll see you guys later,” Elizabeth said.

“Bye,” Diana said.

Laura looked up from the kitchen as Elizabeth and Gregg headed toward the front door. “You leaving, Elizabeth?”

“Yeah, we gotta pick up Eric.”

“You want to take some food home with you?” Laura headed toward them and gave Gregg a quick hug as they made their way to the front door together.

“We can pick it up later,” Elizabeth said, glancing at her watch. “We’ve really got to get moving.”

“Well thanks for coming,” Laura said, hugging her daughter. Elizabeth hugged her mother as Gregg opened the front door and stepped out. Elizabeth and Laura stepped outside and when Elizabeth was sure they were out of earshot, she pulled her mother aside.

“Mom, why didn’t you tell me that Ronnie had lost so much weight?”

“What?”

“Ronnie! He looks horrible! You didn’t tell me he’d lost so much weight.”

Laura frowned. “What on earth are you talking about?”

Surely she has to see it, Elizabeth thought. “He’s lost a ton of weight,” she said. “When Diana moved in and we had that cookout in the backyard that day he was at the weight he’d been maintaining the past five years and today he looks like he’s lost sixty pounds. He looks sick, mom. Did you not notice?”

“Don’t be silly, Elizabeth. So he’s lost a little weight. Big deal.”

Elizabeth couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Her mother looked serious—she knew when mother was joking about things, and this wasn’t one of them. Mom honestly didn’t see anything wrong with Ronnie. “So you honestly don’t think Ronnie looks sick?”

“Well of course not! He looks fine.”

Elizabeth was about to protest the matter, to keep the argument going to make her mother realize that Ronnie was obviously not all right, but then dropped it as a thought came to her. “Well, maybe I just haven’t seen him in a while,” she said, changing the subject to take advantage of her thought. “But you and Diana did a really good job with the catering. The food was great.”

“Thank you, honey,” her mother said, putting her arm around her. “Diana really did a good job. She’s been a real help to me this week in getting Cindy’s wake arranged. I don’t know what I could have done without her.”

Elizabeth tried not to let her shock show. She’d intentionally mentioned Diana instead of Andrea to see if her mother would notice; Andrea had worked closely with mom with the preparations, yet Diana had not been at the house all week. She quickly hugged her mother. “We gotta go. I’ll call you later.”

“All right, honey.”

Standing in the doorway behind the storm door, watching them, was Diana.

Elizabeth turned and began walking to the car. She heard her mother go back into the house, but she could still sense that Diana was standing at the front door watching her leave. 

She didn’t want to turn and look back.

Gregg was waiting for her at the car. Elizabeth slid into the front passenger seat as Gregg started the car. “Let’s get out of here,” Elizabeth said, looking straight ahead.

Gregg looked at her and frowned. “You okay? What happened?”

Elizabeth shook her head, her face stony. Gregg made a U-turn and piloted the car down the street and out of the cul-de-sac.

“Something happened,” Gregg said as they headed south on 272 towards Lititz. 

“Did you get a look at Ronnie?”

Gregg snorted. “Yeah, he looked like shit.”

“Thank God you said that.” Elizabeth felt like she was going to faint. I’m not going crazy; it’s not just me. “I asked Mom why she hadn’t told me that Ronnie had lost so much weight and she had no idea what I was talking about.”

“What?”

“You heard me. She doesn’t think there’s anything wrong with him! She thinks he looks fine!”

Gregg glanced at her quickly. “You can’t be serious. I mean, given the fact that she sees him a lot more than we do, I can understand a slight weight loss wouldn’t faze her but...he looks like he’s dropped sixty or seventy pounds in the past three months.”

“I know,” Elizabeth said. “And dad acted as if there was nothing out of the ordinary. He would have said something before today if Ronnie had dropped so much weight. Did you notice Diana?”

“Yeah.”

“What did you think?”

“She looked nice. In fact, she looked pretty damn good.”

“Total opposite of what she looked like when she first moved in, isn’t she?”

“You got that right,” Gregg said, looking concerned. “I don’t understand how they can’t see that.”

“Neither can I. And there’s another thing that’s really got me weirded out.” She told Gregg about the exchange she had with her mother outside and how her mom had praised Diana to no end for all the help she claimed she’d done. “It’s almost like Mom’s done this complete reversal in her stance on Diana. You know Diana hasn’t done shit to help my folks, especially this past week.”

“I know. We’ve been over there every night this week. You’ve been helping your mom in arranging the service and the wake for Cindy the whole time. I don’t think I’ve seen Diana do much of anything.”

“So why is she behaving as if Diana walks on water now?” 

Gregg shook his head, his features set and serious. “I don’t know. But it doesn’t sound right. The past month your mom has been growing disenchanted with Diana and has been more vocal about it. Why suddenly change her tune now?”

“She wouldn’t do it to be politically correct in a time like this,” Elizabeth said. “Especially when we were out of earshot like that. We’ve talked about Diana and Ronnie enough when they weren’t around, even when they were upstairs or something and we were whispering about them to each other. A wake surely wouldn’t stop her.”

Gregg glanced at her. “You really think your mom’s changed her tune?”

Elizabeth sighed, feeling at a loss for words. She felt confused and scared. “I don’t know. I really don’t know.”










TWELVE 







IN THE FOLLOWING weeks, Elizabeth paid close attention to what her mother said about Diana. She also paid attention to how they interacted with each other.

Where before Laura tried to be friendly to Diana and then stopped caring about being nice when she seemed indifferent in her effort to include her in the family, now she was going the extra mile to make sure her brother’s girlfriend felt like she was part of the family. Pictures of Rick and Lily appeared on the refrigerator, sharing space with Eric and Mary in one of those refrigerator magnets with the emblazoned motto, I Love My Grandchildren. Elizabeth bit her tongue on the sarcasm that wanted to leap out when she first saw that. The few times Diana was at the house when Elizabeth dropped in to pick up Eric, she was chatting with mom in the kitchen like they were old friends. And while mom acknowledged Elizabeth, there was something different about her tone of voice and behavior. It was as if all her attention was being diverted to Diana and it was being done unwillingly.

The first weekend after Cindy’s funeral, Elizabeth made good on her offer to have Mary sleep over at the house. But when she called her mother to make the arrangements, Laura said that Diana was looking forward to having Mary and Lily spend the weekend with her. When Elizabeth told her mother that the invitation wasn’t extended to Lily, mom got huffy. “I don’t see what the problem is, Elizabeth,” her mother said. “Lily is Mary’s sister now.”

“No, she’s not!” Elizabeth shot back, feeling suddenly angry at her mother for letting Diana manipulate her.

“Well I’m sorry for the misunderstanding,” Mom said. “But I was led to believe that the sleepover was for both the kids, not just Mary.”

Elizabeth was furious. “Bullshit, mom! I told you the day after the wake.”

“Well I must’ve forgot. What am I going to tell Diana?”

“You’re not going to tell Diana anything,” Elizabeth said. “I’m calling myself.”

When Elizabeth called her brother’s house, Diana answered the phone. Elizabeth had waited ten minutes before making the call in an attempt to calm down. “Just calling to let you know I’ll pick up Mary at six,” she said.

“I’ll have them ready,” Diana said, sounded indifferent, in a hurry.

“Oh, Diana? This invitation was for Mary only. I’ll be picking Mary up, not Lily.”

The pause on the other end of the line spoke loud and clear: How dare you say that! When Diana managed to speak she sounded annoyed. “I’m sorry to hear that. Lily was looking forward to spending the weekend with your family. This will crush her.”

“She’ll get over it,” Elizabeth said. God, I sound like a bitch, but I don’t give a fuck.

“I’ll have to check with Ronnie,” Diana said. “He was led to believe that you were taking the girls, so we made plans this weekend.”

I’ll bet, Elizabeth thought. “Well, check with him, then call me back,” she said, the urge to hang up resounding strongly. 

“Okay,” Diana said, bored.

An hour later Diana called. “If you’re not changing your mind about having Lily over, we’re going to cancel our plans. Ronnie says he’d rather have you take both kids for the weekend.”

Since when did my stupid brother become my Lord and Master? Elizabeth’s true feelings came to the surface. “Well obviously we don’t think alike because I don’t want Lily all weekend. Just forget about it!” She hung up, suddenly angry with herself for letting her emotions get the better of her as she burst into tears.

Gregg had already come home from work and he came downstairs as soon as she started crying. Eric was in the basement playing air-hockey with one of the neighbor boys. Elizabeth told Gregg what happened and gained control of herself. “I fucking hate that bitch,” she said, sniffling.

“I’m glad you stuck up for yourself,” Gregg said, leaning against the kitchen counter. He looked concerned when Elizabeth told him about the exchange. “We don’t need to be kissing Diana’s ass the way your folks have been.”

“I know, but I feel bad for Mary,” Elizabeth said, sniffling back tears. “I feel like I’m letting her down.”

It turned out to be not a very good weekend.

Laura seemed different in the week following Cindy’s funeral and wake. Elizabeth wanted to talk to her but Laura was distant, almost cold. On Monday when she picked up Eric she was about to mention the spat she’d had with Diana when her mother beat her to it. “I heard you and Diana got into a bit of an argument.”

Elizabeth stiffened at the sound of her mom’s voice. Eric was washing his hands in the bathroom after having come inside from playing in the back yard with Mary and Lily. Jerry had raked the newly fallen leaves into a big pile for the kids to jump in, and Eric had dead leaves and mulch all over him. “What did she tell you? That I got upset with her because I didn’t like how she was trying to push her kid onto me?”

“She said you were clearly upset about taking Lily for the weekend.”

Elizabeth felt herself growing angry. She felt light-headed. The tone of voice her mother was using was the one she used when she was trying to be the stern disciplinarian. It was the tone of voice that used to preclude a stronger reprimand from her father that was usually more devastating. “She obviously didn’t pay attention to the part in my original proposal when I suggested that Mary come spend the weekend with us. Where she might have heard the syllables that pronounce what sounds like Lily in that sentence is beyond me.”

“You don’t have to be so sarcastic,” Laura said in a clipped tone. “Lily and Mary were very disappointed they didn’t spend last weekend with Eric.”

Eric emerged from the bathroom at that moment and Elizabeth used the opportunity to take her son’s hand. “We’ve gotta go,” she said. She picked up Eric’s book bag and started ushering her son out of the house through the garage. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Fine.” There was dismissal and disappointment in her mother’s voice.

Elizabeth held her rage in check all the way to the car. She didn’t want Eric to see her like this but she couldn’t help it. The minute they were in the car she slammed her fist into the dashboard. “Dammit!”

“Mom?” Eric’s eyes were wide. He looked frightened.

“I’m okay,” Elizabeth said quickly, trying to calm down. “I’ll be okay...just...” Just leave me be for a moment. 

Eric looked at her, understanding the silent communication that passed between them. 

When Elizabeth calmed down she turned on the car. “I don’t want to talk right now, okay? Do you want me to put the radio on?”

Eric nodded. He looked concerned. “Okay.”

They drove home to the sound of classic rock and roll coming out of the speakers. 

That evening Elizabeth told Gregg about what happened. “Your mom sounds like she’s really trying too hard to get on Diana’s good side,” he said. “It might be a good idea to just lay low on her for awhile and see if she comes to her senses.”

“At this point I don’t even think I can talk to her,” Elizabeth said. They were in the kitchen putting away the dinner dishes. Eric was sitting at the dining room table doing his homework. “I’m just so angry right now.”

“I know,” Gregg said. He began stacking the dishwasher. “When things ease up a bit maybe the two of you can talk without letting your anger get out of control.”

Elizabeth was on the verge of saying, don’t you think I have a right to be angry with my mother? Are you on her side now? Those thoughts came to her quickly, so naturally, that she almost voiced them but she held her tongue. “I guess we’ll see how the rest of the week goes.”

Elizabeth decided to pick up Eric from school after work rather than hang around the office when her classes let out. She wanted to avoid the trouble at her parents’ house, and she didn’t want Eric exposed to any negative vibes. The rest of the week passed without incident. With the exception of a brief conversation with her mother Tuesday afternoon when she told her she’d be picking up Eric after school for the rest of the week, she had no contact with her parents. Her mother’s tone was clipped and hurried, as if she didn’t care she wouldn’t see Eric during the week. Elizabeth didn’t want to get into it again with her mother, so she kept the conversation short. Maybe Gregg is right, she thought. Maybe I should give her some time and space and she’ll come to her senses. 

The next two weeks were spent with little communication between Elizabeth and her parents. After work she picked Eric up from school and, if she didn’t take him along on shopping errands, they went straight home. Elizabeth would prepare supper while Eric played outside with his friends, and after supper Elizabeth and Gregg spent time together in the living room. Elizabeth wrote after nine p.m. for about an hour or so, and on weekends she put in two hours a day. Thank God she was starting a new novel; her publisher already had another novel in preparation for publication, and Elizabeth knew if sales from the last two books were good, they would want another. Getting her mind into a completely different world was also a great release; once she was in the world of her own creation it was like relaxing with a martini after work. The social interaction she engaged in with her fellow writers via e-mail also helped. It reduced the stress from a hectic day.

The three of them took in dinner and a movie one late Saturday afternoon. Gregg remarked that fall was going away rapidly. “It already feels like winter,” he said. The high temperature that day was forty degrees, and it was supposed to dip down to the twenties in the evening. That morning the front lawn had a fine bed of frost.

Elizabeth got through both weeks by putting her family and her work first. The days flew by. 

Her mother didn’t call once during the entire two weeks.










GARY SWANSON WAS getting off work at the lumberyard where he was employed as a foreman when he saw the skinny guy who had been at Cindy’s funeral and wake leaning against his car.

Gary squinted in the late afternoon sun as he approached the car. It was chilly and it had rained earlier that morning. He was in his early thirties, with a stocky build. He wore his hair in a buzz cut and sported a goatee. He was wearing a denim jacket over a red-checked flannel shirt, blue jeans, and brown work boots. As he approached the car, the skinny guy looked at him and stepped forward. “Gary?”

“That’s me,” Gary said. He approached his car warily. He was pretty certain the guy was an acquaintance of Cindy’s. He remembered seeing him at the funeral and the wake, which followed at Laura and Jerry Baker’s house. He hoped it wasn’t one of her drug dealers coming to collect money. “What can I do for you?”

“Was wondering if I could talk to you for a minute?”

“What about?”

The guy looked nervous; embarrassed even. Gary pegged him as a worn and weathered twenty-five, with collar-length brown hair, wearing faded denim jeans, a long sleeved t-shirt, and an insulated denim jacket and boots. A dirty baseball cap sat perched on his head. “I don’t think we had a chance to talk much at the funeral service.” The guy held out his hand. “My name’s Ray Clark. Cindy and I were friends.”

Gary shook Ray’s hand. Ray’s grip was firm, an honest handshake. Gary felt some of the wariness leave him. “Just friends?”

“Yeah, just friends. We used to hang out together at the Cocalico tavern. I let her move in with me for awhile after she broke up with Carl Eastman till she could get back on her feet.”

Another one of Cindy’s fuck buddies. What else was new? “She wasn’t living with you when it happened though,” Gary said. “What happened?”

“She met a guy at the Cocalico,” Ray said. “Scott Anderson. He’s in Lancaster County jail now on parole violation because of what happened.”

“Oh yeah? How so?”

“The gun she used was one he’d taken in a robbery a few years ago. Cops traced it. He was on parole for possession of heroin when all this happened and, well...it really fucked him up.”

“Guess it did. So what do you want to talk about, Ray?”

Ray looked around quickly. He looked embarrassed. Scared. “You heard the whole story of what happened that night, right?”

“Yeah, Ronnie told me most of it at Jerry and Laura’s,” Gary said. “Cops told me some the day after it happened, too. Why?”

“They told you Cindy broke in the house and that she was high on dope, right?”

“Right.” Gary fished for his pack of cigarettes in the front breast pocket of his flannel shirt. He extracted one, got it lit with his lighter. He regarded Ray calmly. “That’s what happened. Didn’t surprise me a bit. She was getting’ crazier and worse in her behavior the past few years. She tell you why I left her?”

Ray opened his mouth, and then shut it. He looked embarrassed. “Yeah, but...”

“But what? What did she tell you?”

“She told me she got fucked up one night and threw a telephone at you while you were arguing and that it hit your son instead,” Ray said. “She told me all about it, and she said she felt bad about it but—”

“Let me tell you something about Cindy,” Gary said, feeling the anger and resentment that had been building up in the past year since the breakup came to the surface. “I did everything I could to help her. We all did. Ronnie Baker didn’t even divorce her until she had been living with me for two full years. You know how that makes me feel sometimes, knowing I had hurt him and cheated on him by committing adultery with his wife? You know how that made me feel when I finally sobered up?”

“No,” Ray said, clearly at a loss for words now. Whatever he had wanted to talk about to Gary seemed forgotten now.

“It made me feel less than a man,” Gary said. He took a drag on his cigarette, regarding the younger man who was looking more nervous as the minutes ticked by. “Made me feel like a goddamn piece of shit for neglecting myself and my son, and I got two DUI’s and I did time for attempted murder ten years ago. I feel bad about that too, but I was too fucked up even after that to get help. To tell you the truth, after I did my time I got worse. Guess I felt guilty for almost killing James Short in that fight and I was on a mission to slowly kill myself. When I did get my shit together, it was my choice to finally get sober and Cindy didn’t want to get on the wagon with me. I didn’t push it. I asked her if she would stop drinking and partying for the sake of our son, but she said she didn’t have a problem. I used to say that, too, so I thought she’d eventually come to her senses.” Another drag on the cigarette. “Obviously she didn’t. Her addictions got worse. We started fighting about it all the time and the more sober I stayed, the more I started to fear for Jason. When she accidentally hit him with the phone that was the last straw. She knew goddamn well why I packed up and left, but all she could think about was herself. All she could do was beg me to come back, that she needed me and Jason back in the house, but when I told her Jason and I would come back only on the condition that she stop drinking and get some help, she refused. I washed my hands of her then. I filed for full custody of Jason because I didn’t trust her for shit to be with him by herself, especially when she started hanging out at the Cocalico Tavern more. Bunch of low-life fuckheads is all that hang around there.” 

There was no flinch or flicker of embarrassment on Ray’s face at that. Gary smoked calmly, feeling the tension ease as he blew steam. “When I met Ronnie Baker at the funeral, I asked him to forgive me. I never knew him that well before all this happened. Always thought he was a dumb shit for letting Cindy go the way he did, but—”

“So you knew Ronnie before all this happened?” 

“A little.” Gary took another drag. The few remaining members of his crew were leaving the warehouse, and amid the sound of gravel crunching beneath booted feet was the sound of cars and pickup trucks starting and driving through the rough driveway. “I knew who he was, had a nodding acquaintance with him because he used to drop by our place with Mary, but that was it.”

“How did Ronnie look to you at the funeral?”

“Like shit.”

“Don’t you think that’s unusual?”

Gary was about to ask what Ray was trying to get at but then it dawned on him. The last time he had seen Ronnie before the funeral was when? Last Spring? He’d looked fine then. Normal. But at the funeral he’d been...well, almost sickly. 

He remembered vaguely thinking Ronnie had lost a lot of weight in the four or five months he’d seen him when they shook hands and talked quietly at the Baker house. Gary had still been stunned by all that had happened, and he’d been tired and buzzing from too much caffeine. Ronnie had looked like he’d lost a lot of weight, and his face had looked very thin and haggard. There had been dark circles under his eyes and his skin had looked yellow. Gary hadn’t thought much of it because he had probably been going through the same range of emotions—rage, sorrow, worry for his kid, wondering if he could have done something to prevent this. 

“No,” Gary said, feeling a little unsure of his answer. “I don’t think it’s unusual, considering all that he’s gone through. I probably looked like shit to him, too.”

“Did Cindy ever tell you about the harassing phone calls she got from Ronnie and Diana’s house?”

This was something new. He’d never heard this. Cindy hadn’t talked to him much in the four months leading to her death, even though he still tried to keep the communications open. When he did talk to her, all he could ask her about was the people she was with and if she was working. That usually pissed her off. “No, she didn’t. What’s this about?”

Ray told Gary about the harassing phone calls from Ronnie’s new girlfriend. He detailed the increasing frequency of the calls, Cindy’s initial reactions to them, and the police investigations into them. “Most of them were pretty bitchy,” Ray said. “You know, chicks cat fighting and shit. It was almost like Diana was baiting her, you know?”

Gary nodded. He knew very well what Ray was talking about. The more Cindy drank, the easier it had been to draw her into fights.

“The cops always dismissed our complaints, though,” Ray said. He had lit his own cigarette and was smoking it as Gary finished his. “They kept saying that we couldn’t prove the allegations, that they’d have to go to the phone company and it was a big process. They said it was better if we just let it drop and ignore the calls if they kept coming. Besides, there wasn’t much they could do on harassing phone calls.”

Gary nodded. He had a sick feeling that there was more to this story than harassing phone calls. 

“They stopped for awhile,” Ray said. “There was some shit going on with Cindy and...well...I asked her to move out. She kept getting into shit, you know what I mean?”

Gary nodded and lit another cigarette. “That’s been the cycle of her life the past three years.”

“Right before she moved out she claimed Diana called again. I wasn’t there when she called, but I was just getting home when Cindy started heading out. She had found the gun I keep in my closet and was going over to kill Diana.”

This interested Gary. While Cindy became violent at times when she drank, he’d never known her to be so violently angry with somebody to the point of deliberately wanting to kill them.

Ray brought the narrative to a close, and at the mention of the threats Diana made to Ronnie’s daughter, Gary flinched. “You serious?”

“Damn right, I’m serious.”

“Cops know about it?”

“The cops don’t give a shit. Cindy told them about it twice and they dismissed it, just like all the other times.”

Gary finished his cigarette and threw the butt on the ground. “Shit.” He had a sick feeling in his stomach. Ray looked like he had seen a ghost. The younger man was pale, his eyes wide with fright. “You were never around when those particular calls were made?”

“No.” Ray looked embarrassed, as if he resented not being around to witness the threats against Mary. “Of all the calls Diana made, the ones she made where she threatened Mary were the ones that really drove Cindy wild.” He paused, licked his lips. “Tell you the truth, I’d’ve been ready to kill the bitch myself.”

Gary nodded, stuffed his hands in his denim jacket pockets. Cindy wouldn’t have made up a story like that. Much as she had been a fuck-up, she would never have made a disparaging remark against either of her two children, even in jest. She had been fiercely protective of Jason and Mary; he could believe that threats leveled against Mary would have driven Cindy to violence. “So you think she went over to the Baker house to kill Diana because of these threats. Is that it?”

Ray nodded. “Yeah.”

“Fuck.” Gary took out another cigarette, lit it, smoked. 

“Remember when I said the cops didn’t pay attention?” Ray asked. Gary nodded, looking out at the hill towards Ephrata. “Well, the first few times this happened, the cops kept threatening they’d go to the phone company and pull the phone records, see who was telling the truth. Back in October they finally did. Guess what they found?”

“Diana never made the calls,” Gary said, calmly smoking.

“Yeah.” 

The two men looked at each other and Gary felt lightheaded. He felt his skin tingle. “They pulled records on the first few incidents she reported?”

“No. But they told us if she kept calling they would pull the records, and if they showed she made those calls, they would have her arrested.”

“But obviously Cindy did call the police again,” Gary said. “When Diana threatened Mary, right?”

“Right. And the cops didn’t do anything. They just threatened to take her to jail.”

Gary smoked his cigarette. He felt scared and nervous and for the first time in a long time he craved a drink.

“I’m sorry to have to...you know...spill all this shit on you,” Ray said. “But I thought you should know.”

“I’m glad you told me,” Gary said, turning to Ray. 

“What are you going to do?”

Gary took a drag on his cigarette. “Fuck if I know.”










THIRTEEN 







THANKSGIVING WAS GOING to be hell.

Elizabeth had been dreading it ever since the fight with mom, and the closer the weekend came, the more she felt the need to try to mend the wounds that had been opened. She called one afternoon after school, and while her mother sounded happy to hear from her and seemed like her old self, Elizabeth caught the vague sense that she was not sincere in her efforts at being nice and talkative. She’d mentioned this to Gregg that evening in bed. “She’s probably still a little mad but give her time,” he said. “She’ll get over it.”

The following day Elizabeth swallowed her pride and called her mother from school. Would she and Dad like to do something for dinner that evening? Mom said she was making beef and noodles and invited them over. She sounded a lot better, too, like her old self. Elizabeth felt better at the sound of her mother’s voice. “Eric and I will be over around three.”

That afternoon was nice, but it was still awkward. Elizabeth expected Mom to have the kids, and she had Lily, but Mary wasn’t there. “Mary is involved in an after school project,” Mom said when Elizabeth asked her about it. They sat at the kitchen table with the Lancaster News and this week’s People magazine spread out before them, the beef simmering in a pot on the stove. Eric and Lily were in the living room playing some electronic game that whirred and buzzed. “Diana says she’s really into it. It’s the school play.”

“Really?” It reassured her to hear Mary was participating in after school activities. At least it got her out of the house and away from Diana.

Dinner would have been uneventful had it not been for the subtle change in behavior Elizabeth noticed in her mother. During dinner, Lily didn’t say a word and picked listlessly at her food. Elizabeth peppered her mother with gossip. Her father listened, grunted and nodded, made a comment every now and then about what was going in the news while he ate. Eric ate heartily, tried to participate in conversation with his mother and grandmother, and was rebuffed twice by Laura. She wasn’t overtly rude, certainly not enough to attract attention if a casual observer had been watching them, but it was enough to register with Elizabeth. Eric noticed, too, and he ate the rest of his meal in silence. Elizabeth tried to pretend she hadn’t noticed, and she continued talking, paying attention to her mother. She noticed mom was more cold and harsh with Eric than usual. 

By contrast, she treated Lily the exact opposite. She not only showered the little girl with praise for “eating real good”, she used the tone of voice she normally reserved for Mary and Eric. She spoke to Lily as if she were her own daughter or grandchild.

Elizabeth tried not to let this bother her, but it did. On one hand, it was part of her mother’s nature to make friends feel like they were family. For mom to treat Diana’s children well was something that had come naturally. It was part of Elizabeth’s personality as well; she’d gone out of her way to be nice to Diana and her kids, to be friendly and make them feel welcome. And while Diana had not been outright rude, she’d not been very friendly either. Her kids had been worse. Mom had noticed this as well, had talked about it with Elizabeth numerous times, had confided to Elizabeth that she didn’t think much of Diana and she wondered what Ronnie saw in her, but ever since Cindy’s funeral she’d done a quick about-face.

So much that Elizabeth got the faint underlying feeling that her mother preferred Diana’s company over hers.

She brought this up to Gregg that evening. Gregg listened as Elizabeth related her and Eric’s evening at her mother’s, and then he said, “You’re mom is really stuck between a rock and a hard place, honey. You know how she is. She wants everybody to get along. She doesn’t like confrontation. She’s trying to make the best out of a situation that she doesn’t agree with. Think of it this way; picture us twenty years from now when Eric brings home a girlfriend that you might not like.”

“Gregg!” Elizabeth scoffed, resenting the implication but quickly understanding where he was getting at. “This is different!”

“How different? We don’t like Ronnie’s girlfriend. Your parents don’t like her, but obviously Ronnie thinks the world of her and has moved in with her. Ronnie’s your mother’s son, her youngest child. She loves him and wants him to be happy. So she swallows her pride and smiles and makes nice to Diana for the sake of her son. She does that because she loves him. She might not like his choice of women, but he is an adult and she has to accept that. She’d be doing herself and your family a bigger disservice if she were to express her dislike of Diana.”

Elizabeth picked up the paperback she was reading and got into bed. “I hate it when you sound reasonable.”

She didn’t pick Eric up from school that week. Things went back to normal, to the way they were before where Eric went to his grandmother’s immediately after school and Elizabeth picked him up on her way home. Lily was always at the house, but Mary was never around. Her mother seemed fine, her old self, and everything appeared normal with the exception of Mary’s absence.

Elizabeth asked Eric about this the Tuesday before Thanksgiving as they drove home.

“When was the last time you saw Mary?” Elizabeth asked casually.

There was a long silence. She caught a glimpse of Eric frowning slightly out of the corner of her eye. “Maybe...since after Aunt Cindy’s funeral.”

Over two weeks.  “She’s never in the car with Diana when she drops Lily off?” Elizabeth tried to keep her voice casual.

“Nope.”

“Diana drops Lily off everyday?”

Eric nodded. “Sometimes Lily’s already there when I get there.”

“What do they do? Does Lily play with you?”

“Sometimes.”

Elizabeth sensed the hesitation in his voice. “Do you not like playing with her?”

“Not really,” Eric admitted, looking sheepish.

“What does grandma do? I’m sure she finds time for Lily.”

“They usually take naps together,” Eric said.

Elizabeth felt her flesh crawl at the thought as Mary’s story came to mind. She thought of what Mary saw in her father’s bedroom as he lay sleeping, that shapeless mass of flesh attached to his slumbering form like a giant leech. Elizabeth tried to control the tremble in her voice. “How often does this happen?”

“Every day.”

“What do you do? Where are you when this happens?”

“A lot of times I’m outside with the Becker twins when grandma tells me she’s going to lie down with Lily for a nap.”

Elizabeth nodded, her imagination running. Why is this bothering me so much? Why am I letting this get to me when it isn’t any of my business? “Does Diana come in the house?”

“Sometimes,” Eric said. “She never says anything to me. She just comes in and drops Lily off, she and grandma talk for a little bit, then she leaves.”

“Where does she go?”

Eric shrugged. “Grandma always says she goes shopping or runs errands or has stuff to do at the house.”

For a stay-at-home mom with loads of free time courtesy of my stupid brother, she sure dumps her kids off with mom every chance she gets, doesn’t she? Elizabeth thought about the situation, tried to see it for what it seemed on the surface; a woman with no parenting skills, with no real desire to be a mother, who seizes the opportunity when a man comes along who makes good money. She ensnares him, moves in with him, and once she’s got him wined and dined she convinces him she doesn’t have to work, she’ll stay home and keep house and take care of the kids. He believes her, and because he is so smitten by her, because he’s so whipped, he works double-shifts to pay for everything he’s bought her—new car, diamond rings and bracelets, the construction of a new house, food and clothing for her kids—and he doesn’t see what’s going on. All he sees is a woman who showers him with affection. And he believes everything she tells him. Why wouldn’t he? As long as his kid was getting fed and had clothes on her back, he was fine. He had his job, he had his house, now he had his idea of the perfect family. And meanwhile Diana was right where she wanted to be. Living rent free, not taking care of the kids, and free to come and go when she pleased. 

The thought that Diana had shacked up with her brother in order to take advantage of him occurred to her a month ago, but she’d dismissed it, part of her still wanting to give the woman the benefit of the doubt. The more Elizabeth was hearing about Diana from her mother and Eric, the more she was beginning to believe that was the case. She was now firmly of the opinion that Diana didn’t care about Ronnie and Mary, or even her own kids. She just wanted somebody to pay her bills, feed and clothe her kids and, thanks to mom, she got free babysitting as well. Why keep the kids at the house when mom would watch them all day for free with no complaints?

And then there was the affect this was having on Mary. The psychological stress was putting Mary over the edge. Following Cindy’s death, the subject of what Mary was alleged to have seen in the master bedroom had been brushed under the table. Elizabeth had tried to bring it up but Laura always dismissed it, attributing it to a case of Mary’s overactive imagination. Elizabeth wanted to believe this, and logically she did believe it. But part of her also wondered if there was something more to the story, and she kept her ears open for the slightest chance of anything weird that was even remotely related. She also paid close attention to reports from Laura regarding Mary. 

When she asked her mother how Ronnie was, the response was always the same. “Oh, he’s fine!” 

Elizabeth learned for herself the day before Thanksgiving. 










ELIZABETH WAS SITTING at her desk in Room 145 while her fourth period class—American Literature—was silently absorbed in the assignment she had handed them yesterday: reading Chapters Twelve through Fifteen of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. She was giving them until Monday to read the chapters and compose a critical analysis of what they read. They were being tested on the novel in two weeks, and they were already ahead of schedule when it came to their discussions of the book.

When the lunch bell rang her students closed their books, put papers into notebooks, and filed out of the room. Elizabeth called out, “Happy Thanksgiving, class!”

A couple of her students smiled and wished her Happy Thanksgiving. Elizabeth smiled and waited for her students to empty out of the room. She had forgotten to pack her lunch this morning; normally she ate lunch in her room while reading a book, but today that was out of the question. She was starving, so she gathered her purse up and was just about to head outside when her cell phone rang.

She scooped it out of her purse and her eyes lit up when she saw Ronnie’s name in the LED screen. She hit the green Receive button. “Hello?”

“Elizabeth.” Her brother’s voice sounded tinny, as if he were far away. “It’s Ronnie.”

“Hey, what’s up?” Elizabeth felt suddenly excited to be talking to her brother.

“I’m on my way to work.” Ronnie sounded good; he sounded normal, and Elizabeth wondered if everything was okay now. “I was wondering if you had time for lunch today so we could talk?”

“You caught me just in time,” Elizabeth said as she headed out of her room. She closed and locked the door behind her and headed to the teacher’s parking lot. “I was just on my way to lunch.”

“I’m heading toward the school now,” Ronnie said. “I’m on Mannheim Pike.”

“There’s a McDonald’s there,” Elizabeth said. “Is that okay?”

“That sounds good. See you there.”

As Elizabeth drove to the McDonald’s three blocks from the school, her mind raced. It had been over three weeks since she’d seen Ronnie, and she was sure Diana had told him about the fights they’d had regarding letting Lily tag along with Mary when Elizabeth invited her niece over a few weekends ago. She’d expected Ronnie to be angry with her about that, but he hadn’t sounded the least bit. Instead he had that tone of voice that seemed like he was on the verge of unloading all of his guilt on her. She wondered briefly if he had been thinking about her invitation to call her. She wondered if he had been mulling this over and finally decided to take her up on it, but had to do it outside the house lest Diana overhear their conversation. Catching up with her on his way to work would provide the perfect opportunity.

She saw Ronnie pull in to the McDonald’s parking lot ahead of her and made a left hand turn, following him in. She raised her hand, hoping he’d see her in his rearview mirror and he did. He pulled in to the next available parking slot and she pulled into one two cars down from him. She turned the engine off and got out. Ronnie had already gotten out of his pickup truck and was standing at the rear of her car. He looked the same way he did when he’d finally gotten off of coke; sheepish, a little guilty, and a what-the-fuck-was-I-doing look.

 “Hey!” Elizabeth said, forcing a smile. “How you doing?”

Ronnie glanced at her quickly and she could tell there was something wrong. He was still thin and sickly looking, even more so then when she last saw him. He was wearing his blue denim jacket and a pair of faded blue jeans and a baseball cap. His long hair blew in the chilly wind, and his hands were thrust deep into his jacket pockets. “Shit, I must be crazy to have come here,” he said.

“Ronnie, what’s the matter? You look sick. Do you feel okay? I told you at the wake that if you ever wanted to talk, I’m here. I want to help you.”

“I know,” Ronnie said. He looked at her again and there was that look of shame again, as if he were afraid to talk to her for fear she would chastise him for something he had done. In a way they had been through this before when Ronnie had gotten off coke. Elizabeth had been the first person he had come to talk to, and he’d been nervous then. He looked nervous now. 

“Are you doing coke again?”

“No!” The quickness of his answer told her he was telling the truth. “No fucking way.” A pause. “Sometimes I wish I was, though.”

“Is that it?” Elizabeth said, wondering now if that’s what his problem was all along; that he was relapsing. “Because if you’re having trouble staying off coke, it’s okay. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. I mean, you fall off you get right back on the wagon, okay?”

“It’s not that,” Ronnie said, rocking on his heels. He was shaking, nervous. “Shit, I don’t know how else to explain this to you.”

Elizabeth opened her mouth to answer but found she couldn’t—she didn’t know what was wrong, and she didn’t want to keep pressuring him. She felt her resolve shatter as her last hope that he’d had a cocaine relapse vanished. “Ronnie, I’m your sister. I want to help you.”

Ronnie took a deep breath and looked down at the ground. He seemed to be drawing into himself, as if to ward away the cold. Around them cars continued past to the drive-through. High school kids cruised past, blaring rap and heavy metal music from car stereos. When Ronnie looked back up again she saw that he had tears in his eyes. “I can’t help it,” he said, his voice shaky. “God help me, Elizabeth, but I just can’t help it.”

Now Elizabeth felt a sudden surge of fear. She reached out and touched Ronnie’s arm in an attempt to comfort him. “You can’t help what, Ron?”

“I can’t help myself!” He was crying now and he wiped his eyes with the back of his hands. “I...I...keep trying to end it, but I can’t...she’s too strong, and—”

Elizabeth felt her entire body go numb. “Is it Diana?”

“...and I’m scared for Mary...I love her so much and—”

Elizabeth gripped Ronnie’s shoulders. “Is Diana hurting you or Mary?”

This seemed to snap Ronnie out of the spell he was in. He shook his head and took a deep breath, taking several steps back. “Elizabeth, I’m...I’m sorry I even bothered you...” He was retreating back to his truck. 

“Ronnie!” Elizabeth stepped forward after him.

Ronnie turned and headed back to his truck. “I’ve gotta go. I’m already late for work.”

“Ronnie!” Elizabeth caught up to him at his truck and tried to get him to stop. He brushed past her and climbed behind the wheel. “Ronnie, I can help! If you’re afraid for Mary I can get her out of there. I can get you help! I can—”

Ronnie started the car and looked at her. His blonde hair seemed thinner, brittle. And the baseball cap...Ronnie had never worn baseball caps before now. She wondered if his hair was falling out. His stubbled face looked dry, his hands weathered. This was not her brother. This was not Ronnie Baker, the happy-go-lucky ex-drunk coke-fiend she had come to love since he settled down with Cindy Shull almost ten years ago.

“I can’t help it,” Ronnie said, starting the truck and crying. 

“Cut the bullshit,” Elizabeth said. She pounded the driver’s side window. “Open the fucking window!”

Ronnie rolled down the window. His hands were shaking on the wheel. He had his head down, his eyes closed, and it looked like he was gasping for breath.

Elizabeth felt scared again. Seeing him behave like a junkie jonesing for a fix was driving the spike of fear into her veins. “Ronnie, are you okay? Are you sick?”

Ronnie shook his head. He took a deep breath, composing himself. Elizabeth waited, trying to stay calm. She didn’t want to drive him away now. She wanted to get it through his thick skull that she was going to help, she was going to do whatever it took to help him and Mary. 

“Ronnie?”

Ronnie took another deep breath and looked up. He appeared in control again, as if he had fought off whatever spell had come over him. He didn’t look at her when he spoke. “Whatever happens, know this Elizabeth. I love you and mom and dad, and I love Mary more than the world itself.”

“Ronnie, you’re scaring me!” Now she couldn’t help it; hearing him say that sounded like Ronnie was giving her advance warning of his impending suicide.

“I’m sorry I’m scaring you but I can’t help it.” He turned to her, his green eyes alight with fear. “I love Mary and I would never do anything to hurt her. Okay?”

“Ronnie, let me get you help!”

“I want help,” Ronnie said, and she saw his hands shaking again. It’s drugs, she thought. It’s got to be drugs. He has to be doing something to keep him working those brutal hours. “I want to...I want to...but...she’s stronger than anything I’ve ever done. Stronger than coke....stronger than booze...”

“If Diana’s hurting you—” 

“...but I can’t help it...I want her, Elizabeth! I wanted her so bad and then...

Elizabeth stopped, not knowing what to say and unable to tear her gaze from her brother. “What’s she doing to you?”

Ronnie looked at her with pleading in his eyes. “If I could get rid of her I would, but she’s got me...she’s got me good. And I can’t—”

“Kick the bitch out!” Elizabeth said, practically spitting the words out with a sudden burst of anger. “Go home and kick her fucking ass out the door  “

“I can’t!” Ronnie suddenly wailed. He pounded the dashboard with his fists. “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t!”

“Why not!”

  Ronnie stifled back a cry, his head bowed down again. Then, in a small, weak voice: “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me!” Elizabeth was begging him now to do anything it took to keep him away from Diana Marshfield. If she had the strength to drag him out of the pickup truck, she would. “Please!” she said. “Let us help you. I’ll bug out early from work, you can come home with me! You can—”

Ronnie raised his hand to stop her and shook his head. He put the truck into reverse with his other hand and Elizabeth felt the vehicle lurch. “I can’t, I just can’t, and I’ve gotta go. I’m gonna be late for work.” And then just as suddenly as he had unleashed this barrage of emotions he was backing out of the parking slot and driving away. Elizabeth was too stunned to yell at him to come back. She stood at the empty parking spot, trying to control the flood of anger and fear that was racing through her, threatening to overtake her.










RONNIE ALTERNATED BETWEEN crying and being incredibly angry with himself as he wound his way to Route 30. He hadn’t meant to rile Elizabeth up like that, but he’d needed to talk and she was the only one he could turn to. He shouldn’t have tried to reach out and ask for help in the first place; he had no idea how deep he was hooked.

With his stomach churning, threatening to make him sick and pass out, he managed to get back onto Mannheim Pike. He tried to control the shaking in his hands but he couldn’t. The more he tried to fight it, the harder it became to control his urges, his undying desire to take his pleasure from Diana’s sensuous nature.

He was heading north on Mannheim Pike, the opposite direction from which he wanted to go, but that was of no concern to him now. He had to get into a more densely populated area and he had to do it quickly. He would have preferred to just go home and give Diana a quick fuck, but he had to be at work in thirty minutes. This would have to be a quickie. He made a right down Brenner Road, the first road that looked like it was far off the beaten path, and pulled over to the side of the road. Pausing quickly to scan the neighborhood for anybody who might be watching, he put the vehicle in Park, picked up his cell phone and hit speed dial. With his other hand he unbuttoned his jeans and extracted his raw penis.

Diana answered on the third ring. “Hello.”

“It’s me,” Ronnie said, his pitiful attempt at getting help gone. Hearing Diana’s voice had obliterated that now. It’s just one more time, he thought as he began stroking his penis. Just one more time, just a quickie and then no more. “I’m so horny for you.”

“Are you at work?”

“No, I’m in my truck.”

A throaty chuckle, sexy in its timbre. “You naughty boy!”

“That’s it, talk to me like that!” Ronnie’s voice panted as he jerked himself off. He didn’t even feel the irritation of the raw skin of his penis as he stroked himself rapidly. “Talk to me like that, make that sucking sound you make when you suck my dick.”

“Mmmm...like this?” A slurping sound, loud, purringly feminine, made goosebumps down Ronnie’s spine.

“Yes, yes, keep doing that!” 

And as Ronnie jerked himself off with Diana over the phone he was in another world, a world far away from the one he had struggled to build with his daughter, one he had hoped to live in with humility and respect. And as he came quickly in a shuddering gasp, the guilt crashed into him again, he leaned against the steering wheel, struggling to hold his emotions in because he didn’t want Diana to know he was losing his mind.










FOURTEEN 







THEY ARRIVED AT her parent's house shortly before noon on Thanksgiving Day, and as Gregg pulled the Saturn up their street Elizabeth saw that Diana’s Chrysler was already parked in the driveway. “Looks like the princess is here already,” Elizabeth muttered.

“Now, now,” Gregg said as he pulled in behind the Chrysler. “Be nice.”

“I will, but if that bitch is rude I will not be polite,” Elizabeth said.

Elizabeth had been up all night talking to Gregg and thinking about what had happened yesterday at lunch. She’d called Gregg from her cell phone in her car and told him about it; in fact, she’d cancelled her last class and went home sick. “I tried to get him to talk to me but he wouldn’t, it was like he wanted to but...but it was like he was in denial over something.”

“He’s got to be using again,” Gregg had said. She’d heard him sigh over the phone, heard the squeak of his chair as he shuffled in his cubicle at work. “This sounds more serious than we thought. We need to do something. An intervention or something.”

“Oh no,” Elizabeth had said, shaking her head. “We did that with him twelve years ago when he was strung out on coke and that was a disaster.”

“I’d suggest having a professional present when you do this one,” Gregg had replied. “I’m sure if you call AA or NA and tell them what’s going on somebody will volunteer to help out.”

“What about Diana?” Elizabeth had said. “I think she has a lot to do with this.”

“So do I, but I think we need to deal with her role in this at another time. The first thing is to confront Ronnie with his problem and get him help. If Diana’s around and objects, fuck her!”

Elizabeth had smiled. The sound in Gregg’s voice then, so filled with righteous anger, had been inspiring. 

She had picked up Eric at her mother’s, telling her quickly what had happened with Ronnie. For the first time in months, Laura had looked concerned for her son. “Maybe I should call him at the plant,” she’d said, heading for the phone.

“Maybe we should wait until tomorrow,” Elizabeth had said, the plan formulating in her mind haphazardly, coming out as it was being born. “If the time and opportunity presents itself, we should bring it up to him at dinner.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Laura had said.

Elizabeth hadn’t mentioned or alluded to Diana being the problem, and she hadn’t told her mother everything Ronnie had said. She was afraid her mother would over-react and defend Diana. If Ronnie was using coke again, the key was to get him help. If Ronnie could confront his addictive behavior, see how it was destroying him and everything and everybody he loved, he might see Diana with new eyes and do something about it himself.

As they got out of the car Gregg said, “Let’s see what happens.”

“I know,” Elizabeth said. Eric was silent. They’d told their son that his uncle Ronnie was having some troubles and that they might have to talk with him about it—just the grownups—and Eric had nodded and said he understood. It was amazing how perceptive Eric was at only eight-years-old. 

They entered the house to the welcome aroma of baking turkey and stuffing, the warm smells of cooking and burning candles bearing an autumn scent. Jerry was cheerful and smiling, dressed in blue jeans and a long-sleeved red plaid shirt. “Hello! How you guys doing today? Hope you brought your appetite!”

In a way it was very much like Thanksgiving dinners of the past except for one thing. Ronnie wasn’t there.

Diana was sitting at the kitchen table with mom, chattering away, and Elizabeth felt Gregg react visibly to Diana’s appearance. She looked ravishing in tight black jeans, a white blouse with the top three buttons undone, revealing deep cleavage. Her hair and make-up were perfect. Elizabeth couldn’t believe it—if she were a guy, she’d have had a hard on. She was that sexy and alluring. 

Rick, Lily and Mary were playing in the living room. Eric joined them and Elizabeth smiled when she saw her niece. Mary looked up from her spot on the sofa where she was sitting with a book, and smiled and waved. The expression on the little girl’s face was not only one of recognition and happiness at seeing her Aunt, it also bore a hint of relief, as if she were thinking Thank God you’re here. Mary looked back down at her book and Elizabeth paused for a moment. Something about Mary wasn’t right. She seemed a little too withdrawn, as if she were afraid.

She was about to go talk to Mary, see how she was doing, when she heard her mother’s voice. “Elizabeth! I was just telling Diana about that recipe you have for Shoofly pie. Where did you say you got it again?”

Elizabeth told her, the words tumbling out of her mouth, and they spent the next twenty minutes or so talking about cooking. Jerry and Gregg were in the living room watching a game and discussing sports, the kids were in the living room either playing or reading books, and Elizabeth tried to join in on the conversation with her mother and Diana, but her mind kept wandering between Mary and her brother.

Gregg went down to the basement and brought up sodas and beer and Elizabeth poured a Dr. Pepper for herself. She was standing by the kitchen counter, munching on potato chips. Diana had gotten up to refill her glass with Diet Pepsi and mom was at the stove, dressed in faded blue jeans and a red sweater, tending to the meal. “So where’s Ronnie?” Elizabeth asked.

“He’s in bed,” Diana said, her tone of voice bearing a slight tinge of sympathy. “He worked a double-shift last night and didn’t get home till four. He’s exhausted. He said he might come by later this afternoon.”

From the living room she heard her father mutter. Elizabeth couldn’t tell what he said, but she guessed immediately it was a response to Diana’s explanation of why Ronnie wasn’t present. Mom didn’t say anything, as if it were a normal occurrence for Ronnie to skip out on Thanksgiving with his family because he was too busy working. Elizabeth shrugged and took a sip of her Dr. Pepper. “He sure works a lot. Too much work for so long isn’t such a good idea. He should look into cutting back on his hours. Don’t you worry about him driving home from work so late at night when he’s tired?”

“I’m not worried,” Diana said casually. “Ronnie’s a tough guy. When he’s at home he gets plenty of rest.”

“I hope so,” Elizabeth said. Then, before she could stop herself, she continued. “I suppose it’s easy for him to sleep during the day when the kids aren’t home. How long has it been since he’s seen Mary?”

She glanced into the living room quickly and caught a brief glimpse of Mary, who was looking up from her book toward the dining room eagerly. She’d been listening to the conversation and now she turned away almost fearfully, as if afraid of being caught eavesdropping. 

“He’ll see Mary tonight,” Diana said. Her dark eyes were riveted on Elizabeth. She was smiling, but it wasn’t an honest smile. It was manufactured civility, and beneath it Elizabeth could sense the mask of disapproval and hate simmering. “He does work hard, but he’s doing it for his family. It’s a big sacrifice for a man to take on as much as Ronnie is doing so his children can have a mother to come home to when they get home from school. That’s something most children these days don’t have. Know what I mean?”

I know what you mean, you bitch, Elizabeth thought, immediately recognizing the barb for what it was—a direct stab at her own working condition. She let it roll off her back and continued, keeping her voice calm and level. “Well, as his sister I worry about him. All that work and hardly any time off... it could drive him to do things he probably shouldn’t be doing. He should take it easy.”

“He’ll be fine,” Diana said. Her false smile widened, became more forceful.

“And what have you been up to lately?” Elizabeth asked, feigning a change of subject. “You working now or...?”

Her father muttered again, louder this time. “That’ll be the day.”

It was clear Diana heard Jerry’s response. She glanced back at Jerry with such a look of distaste that Elizabeth felt like slapping her (how dare you look at my dad that way when he’s only reacting to the fact that you’re a lazy bitch!), but she held back. That look said, say one more thing about me and I’ll fuck you up. Diana turned back to Elizabeth and smiled sweetly, her entire demeanor false. “No, I’m not working. At least not yet. And what about you? I hear you actually had a book published! Is it available in bookstores?”

If the question had come from anybody else, Elizabeth wouldn’t have been offended; since most people were only aware of brand name authors like Tom Clancy and Stephen King, she didn’t fault them for having never heard of her. She wasn’t offended that this particular barb came from Diana, but she could tell it was intended to be insulting. Elizabeth smiled. “Yes, it is, but since you don’t read there’s no sense in me telling you which store you can pick it up at.” Do you even know how to read? 

Diana’s smile remained on her face but her eyes were smoldering pits. Laura turned away from the stove and Elizabeth saw from the look on her mother’s face that she didn’t approve of the conversation Elizabeth was baiting Diana into. And I don’t give a fuck, Elizabeth thought. For once in my life I don’t care what my mother thinks.

The rest of the hour prior to dinner being served was civil, but there was an undercurrent of tension. Gregg sensed it as he came into the kitchen to munch on snacks. He glanced at Elizabeth quickly, who caught his eye, then turned away. Eric was sitting on the sofa with Mary, showing her how to play a Game Boy, and Lily was hovering near them. Rick was sitting by himself playing another video game, looking sullen. Mary looked like she was trying to flinch away from Lily every time the little girl got near her and Eric seemed to notice this; several times Elizabeth heard him say, “This game is a little too hard for you to play with, Lily. Why don’t you try one of those other ones over in the toy box?”

Diana heard Eric and turned around. “Mary, let Lily play with you and Eric!”

“Mommy!” Lily wailed, her face pouting.

“Mary...” Diana’s voice was stern, authorative. 

“Okay.” Mary’s voice was so soft, so subdued, that Elizabeth barely heard it but she could detect the defeat and fear in it. Eric looked puzzled and a little annoyed. He glanced at his mother and Elizabeth met his eyes. Just do what Diana says, Elizabeth thought, nodding at her son. Eric understood the silent communication and sighed. We’ll talk about this later. She traded glances with Gregg again and then her silent reverie was broken by Laura’s voice as she called everybody to the table for dinner.

As usual, the food was excellent. The turkey was moist and seasoned perfectly; the stuffing was scrumptious. The corn and mashed potatoes melted in your mouth. There was warm bread, sweet potatoes and cranberry sauce. Elizabeth helped her mother with the drinks, and conversation centered on the food and past years’ Thanksgivings. Diana gave an anecdote or two about Thanksgivings in Ohio. Elizabeth paid special attention to them as Diana talked. “My mom comes from a big family so we’d usually have two turkeys and a ham,” Diana said, her tone now more jovial and friendly but still bearing an underlying hint of condensation. “And my ex-husband came from a big family. Every year we would take turns going to each other’s parents’ for Thanksgiving. My ex mother-in-law ran a large resort hotel outside Columbus, so she always had the best spread on the table. Perfect china, perfect silverware. It was like eating at a five-star resort hotel at her place. Of course, she hated it every time we came over because Rick always found something to break and—”

On and on it went. Elizabeth ate and listened, paying more attention to Diana than she had in the past four months. Diana didn’t seem to notice and rattled on. Laura carried most of the conversation with her, but her father piped in as well, along with Gregg. The more Elizabeth observed her parents, the more she realized that something was wrong.

Mom had slipped back into that Body Snatcher persona; it almost seemed like her mother’s mind and will had been zapped by the evil entity Elizabeth imagined Diana to be and was replaced with a puppet-mom that nodded and spoke the right things, the kind of things only Diana would approve of. Dad didn’t fare much better, but Elizabeth caught the faint hint of disapproval in his demeanor. Gregg caught the vibes at once and glanced at Elizabeth again. Diana’s kids picked at their food and were mostly silent during the meal. Eric dug into his food ravenously as usual, shoveling it in like it was the last thing on earth to eat, and Mary ate quickly. Elizabeth’s eyes lit on her niece and Mary looked back briefly. I’m scared, those eyes seemed to say. 

Elizabeth finished her meal and helped her mother clear the table. “That was great, Laura,” Gregg said, leaning back in his chair. “Once again, you put on a fabulous dinner.”

“Diana helped quite a bit with this meal, folks,” Laura said, carrying plates of turkey to the kitchen counter. “She helped make the stuffing.”

I doubt it, Elizabeth thought as she picked up empty glasses. She’s so stuffed with bullshit I doubt she’d have the strength to turn her attention away from the cigarettes and the Diet Pepsi she drinks all day. Besides, isn’t this the woman who doesn’t cook for her own kids? What the fuck is she doing suddenly helping prepare Thanksgiving dinner? 

Gregg and Jerry headed back to the living room to reclaim their respective spots in front of the TV. Rick and Lily went back to the living room to mope, and Eric went to the bathroom. Elizabeth helped her mom and Diana clear the table and then she picked up her own glass. She was out of soda and was still thirsty. “I’m going down for a refill,” she said, heading toward the basement door. “Anybody want anything?”

There was no answer to her invitation so she shrugged and headed down the stairs to the basement.

Once in the basement she made her way toward the bar, heading to the refrigerator. She had just opened the refrigerator door and was rummaging among the pony bottles of Rolling Rock and the liter bottles of Pepsi when she heard footsteps scamper toward her. She turned around and was surprised to see Mary. 

Her niece ran up to her and clutched the side of her leg. She immediately started crying, and as Elizabeth bent down to calm the girl down she could tell Mary was trying to control her emotions. “Mary,” Elizabeth whispered, trying to soothe her down. “What’s the matter, honey?”

“Take me home with you,” Mary said quickly between sobs. Her face was hot and wet with tears. “Please! L-Let’s leave...nh-nh-now!” She started sobbing again.

“Mary, honey,” Elizabeth said, her arms around her niece, trying to comfort her. Her mind was racing back to almost a month ago when her mother had called that Saturday morning and told her Mary had spent the previous evening at their home and made those wild accusations. “Shhh. It’s going to be okay.”

“Just take me,” Mary said, her breath hitching as she fought to control her sobs and the volume of her voice. “K-kidnap me or something...just...take me away from them!”

Elizabeth felt the skin along her arms erupt in gooseflesh. The intensity of emotion in Mary’s voice was too great to ever be coming from such a young child. Elizabeth instinctively held her niece close to her for protection. “Its okay, Mary, you’ll be safe. I’ll take care of you.”

The door to the basement opened and footsteps sounded on the stairs.

Elizabeth felt Mary stiffen in her arms; she felt her stomach contract as the footsteps grew closer. Mary’s face scrunched up as she fought to hide her emotions. “They never leave me alone!”

This last exclamation from Mary, spoken with such heartfelt emotion, sparked anger in Elizabeth. She stood up quickly and, grabbing Mary’s hand, she led the little girl to a door that opened off to her father’s workroom. She opened the door quickly and pushed Mary through. “Stay there,” she whispered quickly, then shut the door before Mary could respond. By now the footsteps had reached the bottom of the stairs and Elizabeth spun around, already knowing who she was going to meet when they rounded the basement family room.

Rick and Lily entered the basement family room, Lily’s eyes glancing around as if searching for something. Rick looked bored, but there was an undercurrent of something else working there, something malicious. “Could you please go back upstairs?” Elizabeth asked.

Rick looked at her with an expression that seemed to say, You think you can tell me what to do? Lily ignored her and tried to walk around Elizabeth toward the door she had shoved Mary into a moment before.

“I don’t think so,” Elizabeth said, placing herself in front of Lily. She was furious. “You aren’t allowed down here at all. Now go upstairs!”

“We can go anywhere we want,” Rick said. It was one of the rare times the boy spoke, and if she hadn’t been so angry she would have felt a tremor of fear at the sound of his voice. It was so...wrong. It was as if he were speaking while chewing a mouthful of rocks at the same time. 

“No, you may not,” Elizabeth said, and she had to stand her ground as Lily tried to get around her again. The little girl tried to dodge past her to get to the door that led to her father’s workroom and this time Elizabeth had to grab her to hold her back. She was a little too forceful and Lily stumbled back slightly. Elizabeth felt her hands go cold at the brief contact between them and she tried not to let her surprise and fear show. She’s cold, she though. So cold. There was also the sense that Lily’s flesh was slimy, as if she weren’t even human. “Get the hell out of here,” she said, the fear making her incredibly defensive now.  

Lily glanced back at Rick briefly, who nodded. “Come on, Lily,” he said. The two kids headed toward the stairs; they glanced back at Elizabeth as they ascended the staircase, as if they were waiting for the opportunity for Elizabeth to turn her back on them.

Elizabeth watched them go up the stairs, heart pounding in her chest, and when the basement door closed she bolted toward her father’s workroom and Mary came to her quickly. Elizabeth swooped her up in her arms and held her as Mary cried openly now. “Shhh, calm down honey, its okay, they’re gone, they’re gone, I’ve got you and nobody’s going to hurt you. It’s okay, I’m going to take care of you.”

She repeated this mantra as Mary cried into her shoulder. Elizabeth held her niece, trying to soothe her and calm down her own racing nerves and then she heard another set of footsteps on the stairs. 

Elizabeth tensed up, hoping it wasn’t the kids again, but these footsteps were heavier, those of an adult. She whispered to Mary, “It’s okay, it’s not Rick and Lily. Just be quiet.” She stood up and Mary held on to her as Elizabeth approached the partly opened door to see who was coming down the stairs.

Diana walked past the door on her way behind the bar, presumably to fetch another can of Diet Pepsi.

Elizabeth turned to Mary quickly. “Shhh, it’s Diana. Be quiet.”

Mary quickly hitched in a sob and tried to hold her breath.

Diana turned toward the door and saw Elizabeth and Mary. She frowned. “Everything okay?”

The anger came out again, so sudden and huge that Elizabeth had a hard time holding it back. She glowered at Diana as Mary cowered against her. “Everything’s fine.”

Diana stepped forward, a Diet Pepsi in her hand, a look of phony concern on her face. “Are you sure? Mary, you okay honey?” She took another step closer to dad’s workroom.

“Everything’s fine!” Elizabeth said through gritted teeth. “This is none of your business!”

Diana barely flinched. She looked a little surprised maybe, but not too much. She looked toward Mary, who hid her face against Elizabeth’s stomach. “Everything will be okay,” she said, her voice all fake concern and affection. “I know you miss your daddy, but you’ll see him tonight when we get home. He’s looking forward to seeing you. I know he is. He just hasn’t seen you for so long because he’s been working. That’s why you’re upset, right?”

She was talking to Mary but the question was directed at Elizabeth, who felt a burning in the pit of her stomach. She felt like a rabbit cowering in its burrow as a snake slithered by looking for food.

“Mary?”

Mary nodded once, keeping her gaze downcast and away from Diana. Elizabeth glanced back up at Diana. “She’s just upset that her father couldn’t be here,” she said, the words coming quickly. “That’s all.”

Diana stood there for a moment as if considering this. Then, as if she were satisfied with this answer, she nodded. “Everything will be okay. Your dad will be home tonight. He’ll be very happy to see you. Now why don’t you come upstairs and play with Lily and Rick.”

Elizabeth bristled at the suggestion. Now why don’t you come upstairs and play with Lily and Rick. There had been no mention of Eric. No, why don’t you come back upstairs and play with the kids. It was as if Eric wasn’t even in the equation.

“I’ll take her up,” Elizabeth said, meeting Diana’s gaze. 

Diana studied her for a moment and Elizabeth forced herself not to drop her gaze. She tried to be strong in the conviction of her promise to take Mary upstairs and it must have worked: Diana nodded, then turned and headed toward the stairs.

Elizabeth pulled Mary close and whispered in her ear. “I’m going to go upstairs and tell them you’ll be up in a minute, that you’re in the bathroom. I want you to slip out through the sliding door and make your way around the side of the house to my car. The car is unlocked, so open the backdoor and crawl in and lay down in the back seat. I’m going to get Gregg and Eric and we’ll be out in less than five minutes. Whatever you do, don’t get out of the car. Do you understand me?”

Mary nodded, her lips trembling. 

“Okay.” Elizabeth gave Mary a kiss, then stood up, motioning Mary out the workroom. “Let’s go.”

As Mary headed toward the sliding glass door that led to the concrete back patio, Elizabeth headed toward the stairs. She paused briefly at the half-bath room that was situated beneath the stairs long enough to turn on the light and close the door to give it the appearance of being occupied, then she headed up the stairs.

She immediately crossed the kitchen to the living room, ignoring Diana who gazed at her from her seat at the kitchen table. Gregg was sitting in the red plush easy chair and she leaned close and whispered in his ear, “Please don’t make a fuss but we have to go. Now!” 

Gregg looked at her in surprise, the implications of the sudden change of plans evident on his face. He must have immediately sensed something was wrong; whatever he was going to say in protest never made it out of his mouth. “I’ll explain on the way home,” Elizabeth whispered again. “We’re not going to say goodbye, we’re just going to get up and go. Meet me at the car.” Hoping Gregg would do exactly what she asked him to, she headed to the living room to find Eric.

Eric was playing with one of the electronic Game Boys. Rick was sitting next to him, peering over his shoulder.

Elizabeth stepped over Lily, who was sitting on the floor in front of Mary’s toys, and plopped herself on the sofa next to Eric. Knowing there was no other alternative for prying her son away from Rick without raising some sort of alarm, she went for the direct approach. “Honey, I need you to come home with me real quick.”

Eric and Rick looked up in surprise. Eric looked surprised that they were leaving. Rick frowned. “Going home already?”

Elizabeth tried to smile to reassure the older boy, but she knew it was a false smile he would see right through. “I forgot something at home and I don’t want to drive back and forth by myself,” she explained. “We’ll be right back.”

“But mom!” Eric protested as Elizabeth took the Game Boy out of his hand and pulled him off of the sofa. She didn’t even bother to get their coats; her purse was on the end table by the front door and as she passed it, dragging Eric behind her, she plucked it up with her free hand and slung it over her shoulder. She opened the front door and was just stepping outside when she heard Diana call out. “Where are you going?”

“We’ll be right back,” she said, ushering Eric ahead of her out of the house and slamming the door behind her.

“Get to the car,” she told Eric. Elizabeth noticed with relief that Gregg had gotten to the car—he’d probably exited quietly through the garage door—and was already getting into the front driver seat. Elizabeth steered Eric toward the back seat, saw that Mary was hunkered down behind Gregg, and slipped into the front passenger seat. “Let’s go,” she said.

“What the hell is going on?” Gregg said, his voice high and scared. He started the car and had barely gotten it warmed up when the front door opened and Diana peeked out. Rick’s face peered out from beneath her right arm and Elizabeth said, “Drive!”

Gregg backed the car down the driveway, and as they drove past the house and down the street, Elizabeth noticed Diana and Rick had taken another step onto the front porch and were watching them leave. Elizabeth felt their eyes light on her as if they were looking directly at her and she turned away, feeling a creeping sensation along her spine and the back of her neck. 

 From the backseat Mary’s voice came, full of fear. “Are they following us?”

Gregg jumped. He glanced back into the rearview mirror as he made a left on Fir Lane then a right on Douglas, which would lead to Denver Road. “What’s Mary doing back there?” He asked. He glanced at Elizabeth quickly, the look of confusion and fear quickly giving way to anger. 

“Please just drive home and I’ll explain everything.”

“They’re not following us, are they?” Mary asked. She was still hunkered down in the backseat and Eric, who had barely been able to climb into his car seat and buckle up when Gregg had backed the car up, was looking at his cousin in surprise. 

Elizabeth glanced behind them. “They’re not following us,” she said. “They probably don’t know you’re gone yet.” She turned to Gregg. “Get us home.”

“What the hell is Mary doing back there and why is she here without her parent’s knowledge?” Gregg asked. He glanced from the rearview mirror to the road in front of him and Elizabeth knew that if she didn’t explain quickly she would lose her credibility. 

“Diana is not her parent!” she snapped. “Her father hasn’t known what’s been going on at that house for months and her mother is dead, so just drive and listen.”

Then, as Gregg drove them home through Lancaster County’s back roads, Elizabeth told him about their encounter in her parent’s basement. And for the first time since the weekend Mary and Laura had come to their home for the weekend, when Laura had told them Mary had seen a shapeless, shifting monstrosity fused seamlessly with Ronnie’s sleeping form in the master bedroom, she told Gregg her true feelings of the situation. “This is far more than Mary reacting psychologically against all she’s been through,” she said. “There’s something wrong with Diana and her kids. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it.” She glanced in the rearview mirror into the back seat at Eric and Mary, who was now sitting up in her seat, her face still red from crying but now looking calm. “The kids feel it too. Don’t you?”

And while she had never spoken of her feelings with her son, Eric met her gaze and slowly nodded. 

Gregg saw the exchange and, still looking stunned, his face showing the strain of wanting to do what was right and trying to be rational, stayed silent and drove.










FIFTEEN 







WHEN THEY GOT to the house Elizabeth made sure Eric and Mary were inside before she closed the garage door. Gregg had already gone inside with the kids, and as she stepped into the mudroom that led to the kitchen she called out. “Eric, take Mary upstairs to our bedroom. We can talk up there.”

Gregg stood in the kitchen while Elizabeth went around the house checking the windows and doors. She could feel his gaze on her as she drew the drapes closed. “Jesus, Elizabeth, what the hell is going on?”

“Can you set the alarm, please?”

Gregg started, his features puzzled, then registered the implications of what she was asking him to do. She could feel her stomach grow tight and she wondered if she should go to the basement to check the windows there. She felt cold, the hairs along her arm standing on end, and she was shaking.

The tension had grown so thick in the house since they’d entered that it felt like they were walking through molasses.

Gregg had stepped away from the kitchen to cross over to the entryway to engage the alarm, and Elizabeth felt a little relieved he hadn’t used this opportunity to argue the matter with her. Gregg could be overly analytical when it came to emotions, but she could clearly tell he was letting his instinct take over his rational side. There’d been times in the past when he’d tried to be too rational and they would argue over the stupidest things. Thank God that wasn’t happening now. Because if it was, if he had decided to be pig-headed about this, they could be—

The phone rang.

“Don’t answer it!” she yelled. The sudden ring of the phone made her jump and she took a moment to catch her breath, then went to the kitchen where the phone was.

She looked at the LED read-out . 

The call was coming from her parent’s house.

Gregg was standing in the breakfast nook. “Your folks?”

Elizabeth nodded. “Is the side garage door locked?”

“It’s always locked.”

“What about the basement windows?”

“They’re locked.”

“Let’s go upstairs.” She led the way upstairs and motioned down the hall toward her office. “Can you go around the bedrooms and make sure the drapes are closed in all the rooms? I’m going to make sure the kids are okay.”

Gregg started down the hallway to her office, which was the only second floor room over the garage. The remaining three bedrooms were on the opposite end of the house. 

Elizabeth went down the hall to the master bedroom where Eric and Mary were waiting for her.

She had left the drapes wide open when they’d left this morning, but Eric had probably either heard her closing the drapes downstairs or had felt the instinctual need to do so, and they were now all closed off against the afternoon sun. Mary was sitting on the edge of the bed, her face still red from crying, but she had calmed down quite considerably. Elizabeth nodded at Eric and mouthed “Thanks”, then went to the master bathroom. “You guys thirsty?”

Mary said, “Yeah.” 

Elizabeth checked the windows in the bathroom and went back into the bedroom. Eric had joined Mary on the bed. The kids looked scared, but they also looked relieved that they were safe, that Elizabeth was doing everything she could to keep them that way. “Would you like water? Soda? Lemonade?”

“Do you have any punch?”

“I have fruit punch.”

“I’ll have some punch.”

“Okay. Eric? You want anything?”

“A coke.”

Gregg entered the bedroom. “Drapes are all closed,” he said.

“Are you thirsty?” she asked Gregg.

“A little.”

“Then come downstairs and help me get us some drinks.”

Gregg gave a quick glance around the room, as if to assure himself everything was all right, nodded at Eric, then joined Elizabeth.

When they returned a few minutes later bearing drinks, Elizabeth felt the clock ticking; they had to act fast because something was going to happen. She didn’t know what, didn’t know why she felt this unnerving feeling something was going to happen. Therefore, she needed to cut to the chase and get to the bottom of what was happening. She looked at Eric. “We’re going to be talking about some pretty intense stuff, Eric. If you want to stay, you can stay. If you think you won’t be able to handle it and you’ll be scared, that’s okay; you can go to your room. Just don’t open the drapes or go downstairs. Okay?”

Eric shifted uncomfortably on the bed. He took a sip of coke. “I can handle it,” he said. 

“What Mary says does not leave this room,” Elizabeth said, looking at him sternly. 

Gregg sat down on his side of the bed, back against the headboard. He had gotten a beer for himself. Elizabeth had gotten a Dr. Pepper. Mary sipped from a glass of punch Elizabeth had poured her. “So,” Elizabeth said, looking at Mary. “Grandma told me a few weeks ago about the night you saw that thing in your daddy’s bed...the weekend you spent with us. Remember?”

Mary nodded, chugging punch. She finished, released a deep sigh. Her mouth was stained red from the punch. She looked more relaxed now that she was away from Diana. 

“Grandma told me all about it,” Elizabeth said. “I told Uncle Gregg later.” She glanced at Eric. “Your cousin doesn’t know what I’m talking about, but he’s a smart kid. He’ll surely figure it out as we talk.”

“What thing did you see in your dad’s room?” Eric asked, looking interested.

Elizabeth leaned toward Mary. “Your grandmother thought you’d had a bad dream, that you might be reacting in some way because of...the situation at your house, not seeing your daddy. Is that right? Did you have a bad dream?”

Mary shook her head vigorously. “No!”

“So what you told grandma that night was the truth?”

Mary nodded just as vigorously.

“What happened after that?” Elizabeth asked. “In the weeks that followed? I know it’s been hard for you because of what happened to your mommy, but...”

“It got her, didn’t it?” Mary whispered. She looked like she was going to cry again.

Elizabeth glanced quickly at Gregg, whose gaze seemed to say take it easy. She shifted around on the bed and tried a more gentle approach. “I don’t know honey, but I believe you even if grandma doesn’t. And we want to help. We love you and we don’t want anything to happen to you. If you can tell us anything that...well, anything that you can remember about the last few weeks, that would really help us out a lot.”

Mary began slowly, repeating the story Laura had told her three weeks ago. As the story spun out, she seemed to get her bearings on it and was able to skip right through without crying. Eric listened, his eyes growing wide; he occasionally cast questioning glances at his parents as if to seek their confirmation that what Mary was telling them was really true. Gregg rubbed Eric’s shoulders as Mary brought the story to its conclusion. 

“What happened the last few weeks?” Elizabeth asked. “Eric told me you had signed up for some after-school thing. Was that what you were really doing?”

Mary looked ashamed. She bowed her head slightly. “I lied,” she said, her voice almost a whisper.

Elizabeth glanced at Gregg quickly. “It’s okay honey. You won’t get into trouble. We won’t tell anybody.”

Mary sighed, looked back up at her Aunt. For an eight-year-old, she had the worry lines and composure of a much older child, one who has seen and been through a lot. “After that weekend...especially after my mommy died, I didn’t want to go back to my house, but there was no place left for me to go. I’d go to school and it was the best part of the day for me. I started dreading the three o’clock bell. The first few days after I spent the weekend here, Diana would pick me up and we would go to grandma’s because of mommy.” Elizabeth nodded, understanding what she meant; Cindy’s funeral had been planned that week, and Diana would pick the kids up from school and bring them to the house where the family was gathering every day. “Then at night I’d have to go to that house. I’d go straight to my room and go under the covers and pretend to sleep so Lily wouldn’t bother me, but I could always feel her watching me. Sometimes I would sit in the bathroom and I’d be afraid to come out, but then Diana would yell at me to come out, to go to my room with Lily and then I would.” She started crying again and Elizabeth immediately rubbed her shoulder lovingly, soothing her. “I just kept trying to go through it, and then after mommy’s funeral I thought the best thing to do was just to stay away from the house as much as possible. So I lied and told Diana that I signed up for an after-school play and some other things and that grandma had signed the paperwork, and at first she didn’t believe me and I panicked, but then I remembered there really was an after-school play going. So that day at school I signed up. I had Mrs. Sweet, my teacher, call grandma to get permission. I also signed up for girl’s gym. So in a way I had signed up for stuff, but I lied to Diana about how long it lasted. They were supposed to get out at four and five, but I’d stay out till six and seven, sometimes even later.”

Elizabeth didn’t know whether she should hug her niece or scold her for taking such risks. She wanted to do both. “Didn’t the school know you weren’t being picked up?”

Mary shook her head. She gave a little smile. “My friend Tina Walker was in girl’s gym and I rode home with her every night. She lives a few blocks from us, and at first her mom wanted to drop me off at my house. I made her go to grandma’s instead. Grandma and grandpa were surprised to see me, but I told them Diana wasn’t home when I got to the house and I didn’t have a key.” She smiled wider. “I got to stay till ten o’clock that night!”

Elizabeth couldn’t help it; she grinned. “What did you do the rest of the nights?”

“I had Tina ask her mommy if I could eat supper at their house because my parents were working late,” Mary said. “At first Tina’s mother wasn’t sure and she said no. I was expecting that, so when they dropped me off at the house, I went in through the door in the side of the garage. I’d wait until they were gone, then I’d slip out and head toward the end of the street where the creek was. I’d hang out down there and “

“You went to the creek by yourself at night?” Gregg exclaimed, his voice rising in surprise.

The sudden shrill of Gregg’s voice startled Mary, and she got that ashamed look again. “I only went there because I didn’t have anywhere else to go!”

“How long did you stay there by yourself, honey?” Elizabeth asked, gently coaxing the little girl back into her narrative.

Mary took a sip of punch and shrugged. “I stayed there till it got too cold to stay outside. Maybe eight o’clock. Then I’d walk home.”

“And Diana never knew where you were?”

Mary shook her head. “A lot of times when I came home, she was the only one at the house ‘cause she’d leave Lily with grandma. So that was neat. That was why I signed up for the activities, so I wouldn’t be forced to be with Lily every day at grandma’s. Sometimes I’d even wait until I knew Diana was in the bathroom or the bedroom or something, and then I’d sneak in. Or sometimes I’d time things just perfectly and I’d get home when she wasn’t even there!” She grinned again. “That was the best!”

Elizabeth smiled at her niece, then took a sip of her Dr. Pepper. She held up her hand, one finger up. “Hold that thought, please.” She stood up and went to the windows to peer outside. She still had that anxious feeling; they’d been home twenty minutes already, more than enough time for Diana or mom to have arrived at the house by now if they’d gotten in the car and driven over immediately after they had left. “So you’ve spent the last three weeks staying out till seven, sometimes eight p.m. on school nights, then you’d sneak in the house. When would Lily get home?”

“Lily would get home around nine. By then I was taking a bath. I’d take my time, too.” Mary grinned again.

“And what was it like the rest of the night?”

Mary got that look of dread in her features again, the same look she had when she first told them about seeing the shapeless thing attached to her father. “Lily would always be hanging around me,” she said. “If I wanted to read a book or watch a cartoon, she would always be there. Every time I wanted to do something by myself, Diana would make me do it with Lily. Even if I wanted to go to bed early she made Lily go to bed with me.”

“And Rick?”

“If Lily wasn’t around, she made Rick be with me. On weekends if I wanted to go to Tina’s house, or if she came over and we wanted to go play in the backyard or something, Diana always made one of her kids go with us. They never left me alone!”

The phone rang again. Elizabeth ignored it and nodded at Mary to continue. She was about to launch into it again when Gregg said, “Are you sure maybe Diana just wanted Rick to watch you to make sure you didn’t hurt yourself?”

Elizabeth turned to Gregg, the beginning of a frown on her face. Mary turned to him too, her features bearing annoyance. “She always made me be with Lily or Rick. She never let me be alone!”

Gregg shook his head and Elizabeth recognized the look coming over his face; he looked like he wasn’t buying any of this. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t see what the fuss is. I don’t like Diana or her kids either, but—”

“She’s stronger now,” Mary said, her face solemn, grave. “Ever since mommy died she and Rick and Lily seem...stronger. More in control.”

“Jesus Christ!” Gregg protested. He rose to his feet. “This is ridiculous! I’m not going to— ”

“Gregg, shut up and sit down!” Elizabeth roared, and the intensity of her voice shocked her. The kids jumped, surprised at the tone of her voice. Even Gregg stopped in mid-tirade. He turned to her and she could tell that he knew he had overstepped his bounds. “You’re like the blonde with the big tits you’re always raving about in horror movies; you know, the ones who always go into the room when everybody knows the freak with the knife is waiting. You’re acting just like that, so just shut up and sit down!”

Gregg took a sip of his beer. He looked confused, not sure of what to do with himself. Eric looked out of place too, as if he didn’t know what to make of this sudden sense of conflict between his parents. Elizabeth nodded at Mary. “Go ahead, Mary. What happened? Did things go on as you described them until today? When’s the last time you saw your daddy?”

At the mention of her father Mary, got teary-eyed. “I haven’t seen daddy since...since mommy’s funeral.” She wiped her eyes with her fingers and started sobbing. Elizabeth reached out and held her, and as Mary cried she met Gregg’s gaze and he seemed to understand the seriousness of the implications. Even Eric looked disturbed by what Mary was insinuating. He had moved from his side of the bed to be closer to his father, and as Elizabeth soothed meaningless words to Mary, she tried to grasp at the last straws of rationality that refused to leave her. He’s slipped off the wagon again. Diana knows it and is shielding Mary from it. Maybe— 

“I hate it there!” Mary cried. “I hate it! There’s never any food in the house, and it’s messy, Diana never cleans anything, she never makes supper, she doesn’t do anything. She doesn’t talk to me, she doesn’t even talk to her kids. I’ve never even seen her talk to daddy!”

Elizabeth didn’t know what to say. She looked at Gregg, knowing she had to wrap this up soon; her mother had probably left messages on their voice mail. She’d have to call them back, would have to at least get Mary back to her parent’s house soon.

“There’s something wrong with them,” Mary said, not crying any more but her eyes still red, her cheeks wet from tears. “They’re weird. They also seem...different!”

“How different?” Gregg asked softly.

“I don’t know!” Mary cried. She was obviously growing frustrated at her inability to effectively express herself and she knew it. “My daddy’s never around, he’s always working. I would try to wait up for him but I kept falling asleep. One time I tried to peek in their bedroom before I went to school. This was before I saw that thing attached to him. Diana was getting ready to take us to school and she’d already put Lily in the car. I pretended that I had to go to the bathroom, and when I thought they were gone, I went out and tried to go into their room but Rick caught me. He...he wouldn’t let me in and said my daddy was asleep and he...he touched me—”

“He touched you?” The first thing Elizabeth thought was that Rick had touched her inappropriately. 

“He touched me and it felt....it felt creepy!” Mary shivered, rubbed her arms as if she were cold. “Him and Lily...they feel...slippery...like they’re slimy!”

“Slimy?” Gregg asked. 

“One night I could sense Lily watching me,” Mary continued, not breaking her stride. “I would try to stay awake for as long as I could and would only let myself go to sleep when she went to sleep first. But then some nights I’d wake up and Lily would be in the bed with me and she’d be all over me, like her arms and legs would be wrapped around me like she was hugging me, only...she wasn’t hugging me.” She started crying again and Elizabeth didn’t know what she could do to calm her down. Mary’s crying seemed to be both a great emotional release and a venting, and the best course of action was to let it run its course. “I’d push her out of bed and it would hurt...it was like my skin was burning, like a band aid was being ripped off my body. Then I’d be awake and start crying and Diana would come in and try to get me to go back to sleep, but I’d get sick and I’d either throw up in the bedroom or I’d run to the bathroom and be sick.”

“How often did this happen?” Elizabeth asked.

“Two, maybe three times.”

“Your daddy never knew about it?”

Mary shook her head, still crying. “The second time it happened Diana kept me home from school and she kept Lily away from me for a few days. I...I liked not having Lily around me...it almost made it worth it to not be forced to be with her. I stayed at home and watched TV all day and Diana made me take a nap after lunch and...I n-n-never saw my daddy when he woke up, got breakfast and left for work!” She buried her face in Elizabeth’s breast again and sobbed uncontrollably.

The three of them looked at each other; Gregg, Elizabeth, and Eric. There was the silent understanding that they knew something was very wrong, that this wasn’t a simple matter of family dysfunction. Even Gregg seemed to have come around to this conclusion. He got up and peeked out the window quickly and returned to the bed. He silently drank his beer as Elizabeth calmed Mary down. 

“It happened again maybe a week ago,” Mary said, rubbing her face. “When I started feeling better Diana started making me be with Lily again. And I’d still try to stay awake until Lily was asleep but I always felt so tired in the morning. I was so tired I could hardly do anything. I even fell asleep at school a few times. Sometimes after school I’d go to Tina’s and fall asleep in her bed while we were in her room watching TV.”

“When you were sick and Diana kept Lily away from you,” Gregg asked, his voice gentle, “where did Lily sleep? Did she sleep in your room with you?”

Mary shook her head. “No, she didn’t. I don’t know where she slept. I...I think she slept with Diana and my daddy, but...I’m not sure.”

“What about Rick?” Eric asked. 

“He has his own room,” Mary said, “but I never saw him sleep in it. Every time I went to bed he was always watching TV.”

The phone rang again and Elizabeth stood up slowly. “It’s probably my mom again.”

“Are you sure you should answer it?” Gregg asked.

“I’ll see who it is on the LED readout.” She turned to Mary. “You okay, honey?”

Mary nodded. She took a big drink of punch. “I’m okay,” she said. “I’m tired, my throat hurts a little, but I’m okay.”

“I’m going to go downstairs and check our voice mail for messages,” Elizabeth said. “I’ll be right back. Gregg, will you stay up here with the kids?”

“Yeah.”

She went downstairs, pausing at the living room window to peek outside but saw nothing suspicious. The phone stopped ringing and she went to the kitchen and punched the text messages button on the caller ID readout. Sure enough, her mother had called five times in the past thirty minutes. Elizabeth picked up the receiver and checked her voice messages.

“Honey, it’s your mom,” Laura said, her voice sounding normal, like the mom Elizabeth had always known. “I was just wondering if you’d seen Mary before you left. We can’t find her anywhere, and Jerry and Rick are checking the backyard and the neighborhood. Diana’s worried sick and—”

I’ll bet, Elizabeth thought, listening to all the messages. The next two calls were hang-ups.  The next one was Laura again, her voice more desperate, definitely more worried, and it was genuine. “Mary’s missing, honey, we can’t find her. When I get off the phone with you I’m calling the police.”

Mom’s terror and worry were evident in her tone of voice and Elizabeth knew she had to talk to her mother now. She dialed the number and it was answered on the first ring. “Elizabeth, is Mary with you?”

“Yes, she’s with me,” Elizabeth said, her mind trying to come up with a story quickly. “She wanted to come with me so I let her. Sorry.”

“Oh, thank God, I’m so relieved,” Mom said. “We were so worried. Diana was just beside herself and—”

“I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said. “I wanted the company and I should have said something but Mary was upset and—”

“Upset? Why was she upset?”

Elizabeth was quickly growing confused. She shouldn’t have taken Mary so quickly, so suddenly, but at the time it was the only thing she could think of to do to get her away from Diana and talk to her openly without fear of reprisal. Her mom was still in Diana’s camp, at least that was Elizabeth’s impression, and she didn’t want to upset her. “She’s just upset at...at everything,” Elizabeth said, making up excuses on the spot.

“Didn’t you even think to tell us you were taking her? We’ve been so—”

There was a sound on the other end, background voices, and then Diana’s voice came on the line. Stern, angry, authorative. “What the hell were you thinking taking Mary without my permission?”

For a moment a part of Elizabeth was afraid and wanted to back down. “I...don’t know,” she said. “I wasn’t—”

“Bring her back here and do it now!” 

Then suddenly all the anger that had been building up broke to the surface and whatever confusion and fear Elizabeth had felt was gone. “Bring her back and do it now? Who do you think you are?”

“I’m Mary’s parent, and you took her without my permission!”

“You’re not Mary’s parent!” Elizabeth yelled. “You don’t give a shit about her and you know it!”

There was a pause on the line. Then Diana’s voice started breaking down into sobs. “How can you say that?”

That stopped Elizabeth. It sounded like Diana was crying. Maybe I’m wrong, she thought. Maybe she isn’t the monster I think she is, maybe they’re not the things Mary is making them out to be. Elizabeth could hear her mother in the background talking calmly to Diana. She heard Diana’s voice as she tried to hold back her tears, then she felt her resolve crumble. My God, I fucked up. I fucking kidnapped my niece and—

Through sniffles, Elizabeth heard Diana tell her mother, “I’ll be okay. Why don’t you go out and tell Jerry and Rick that we found her.”

“All right, honey,” Laura said. There was the sound of mom’s footsteps retreating.

“Diana,” Elizabeth said, feeling a sudden sense of shame at having caused so much anguish. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know...we...we just forgot something at the house and Mary wanted to come along and—”

“Bring her back now or I’ll castrate your son and stuff his cock up your ass.” The sudden emotion, the breakdown and tears that had been in Diana’s voice a moment before were now gone. In its place was pure evil. 

Elizabeth’s voice froze. An icy grip throttled her. “What did you say?”

“Did I stutter? Are you as deaf as Cindy was?”

At the mention of Cindy, Elizabeth felt cold. She tightened her grip on the receiver. “I’m not bringing Mary back.”

“You will,” Diana said, her voice a low purr that was both seductive and cunningly evil. “You’ll bring her back now or—”

“Or what?” Elizabeth said, her voice rising, panicking now, the fear still there but helping to spike the anger that had momentarily retreated. “What the fuck can you do? You aren’t Mary’s legal guardian. You have no legal claim to her, so fuck you!”

And then she slammed the phone down.

She stood at the kitchen counter, hand still on the receiver, her heart pounding. She felt dizzy. 

Diana’s voice...it had still been her, had still had that smoky tone of cigarettes and booze, but it had changed as soon as her mother left the room. It had changed into something unnatural, something un-human.

Bring her back now or I’ll castrate your son and stuff his cock up your ass.

And Cindy...what did she mean by Cindy being deaf? As if she had made a similar threat to Cindy.

The hairs on Elizabeth’s arms stood up on end as it hit her: Cindy hadn’t been intoxicated when she broke into Ronnie and Diana’s house. Yes, she broke into the house and tried to kill Diana but...maybe it’s true that Diana threatened Mary.

And knowing Cindy, that would have been something she wouldn’t have taken lying down. She would have been driven to do something about it.

But she would have called the police. Surely she would have told Ronnie—

Well, maybe Ronnie wouldn’t have listened. In fact, it was more likely Ronnie had rebuffed her. And with Cindy’s criminal record and her reputation as a drinker and a brawler, any reports to the police would have fallen on deaf ears. Mom hadn’t thought Cindy was serious when she told Elizabeth about the harassment incidents prior to Cindy’s death. And who would have back then, Elizabeth thought. Cindy was a drunk, a fuck up. And Diana is the kind of person who would have taken advantage of that. 

Elizabeth stood at the kitchen, her heart trip-hammering in her chest.

The intensity in Diana’s voice reverberated in her mind.

The guttural tone—

—the evil.

Elizabeth rushed upstairs, not knowing what they were going to do, but knowing they had to get moving, get a plan in action, and do it fast.










SIXTEEN 







THEY ARGUED ABOUT what to do. Elizabeth wanted to pack some things and go away somewhere, anywhere, as long as it was far away from Lancaster County, and she wanted to take Mary with her. Gregg was the voice of reason; it was clear he believed her, and she told him everything down the hall in her office while the kids waited for them in their bedroom. His eyes grew wide when she related what Diana told her she would do to their son, and if it wasn’t for that he might not have been totally won over to her corner. As it was he still tried to play devil’s advocate in the situation, suggesting the possibility they would be arrested and charged with kidnapping. Still, she pressed the issue with Gregg. “Diana is not Mary’s legal guardian,” she reiterated. “If they want to get her, they’ll have to come here with Ronnie. In fact, I insist that Ronnie come get her. After what happened yesterday, I want to see him.”

Gregg looked out the window that overlooked Elm Street. Elizabeth was sitting in her chair, back turned to the blank computer screen. Gregg turned around. “She’s probably on her way over here.”

“You’re probably right.”

“Let’s get in the car and go to his house.”

Elizabeth felt the fear twist in her stomach. “And do what?”

“For one, if Diana and your mother are heading over here, and I think they or the cops will be soon, then we’ll avoid them for awhile. It’ll buy us some time. Two, if we head to Ronnie’s house we can see for ourselves what the situation is and we might be able to talk some sense into him.”

“Buy some time?”

“If Diana left your mom’s house to come over here she’ll be here in five or ten minutes,” Gregg said, leaning against the windowsill. “It’ll take us thirty minutes or so to get to Ronnie’s. Diana isn’t going to know how to get to our place unless your mother is with her, and you know your mom knows the back roads. We can bypass them by taking 222 and getting off in Reamstown and heading towards Adamstown. By the time Diana and your mom get back to the house, we’ll be at your brother’s. Worst case scenario is even if Diana calls the police they can’t do anything to us because Mary is your niece and she did come with us willingly and we brought her back to her father. Cops won’t want to get involved in a domestic situation anyway.”

“I don’t know if I feel good about leaving Mary with Ronnie,” Elizabeth said, worried.

“I don’t either, but we can at least see what the situation is at the house before making that decision.”

“What if Ronnie isn’t there? What if we can’t find him?”

“Why wouldn’t he be there?”

Because maybe he isn’t Ronnie anymore is what she wanted to answer. The more she thought about it, the more her imagination started to run away with her, and when she took Mary’s account into the situation it sounded like a horror movie. Like Diana was some kind of vampire or succubus, draining the life out of everyone around her. Instead of answering, she shook her head. “I don’t know...I’m just scared about what we might find.”

“So am I. But we’ll have the cell phone with us. At the first sign of anything dangerous or weird happening, we get the hell out of there and call the cops.”

Elizabeth looked down the hall toward the bedroom. “I’m so worried for her.”

“I know,” Gregg whispered. He approached her and touched her shoulders. “So am I.”

The clock was ticking. They had to get moving, had to do something. Elizabeth nodded and stood up. “Let’s do it.”










WHEN THEY PULLED up in front of Ronnie’s house twenty-five minutes later Elizabeth was struck by how barren it looked. 

The one story brick ranch house had been built on the corner of a quiet cul-de-sac, a new development of homes that were mostly finished. Another development a few blocks over had been completed a few years before, and the lot behind Ronnie’s had been bought and a new house was to be erected there next spring. Despite the fact that the neighborhood was well populated, and there were signs of life and activity, Ronnie’s house looked like one of those homes one saw in a movie; alone on a barren mid-western field, desolate, secluded from civilization. She looked out the passenger window of the car at the house as they pulled up to the curb and shuddered as she noted the yellowing lawn, the drab appearance. The garage door was closed and the curtains were drawn shut, giving the house the appearance that nobody was home. Ronnie’s black Ford Explorer was in the driveway. He was home, at least. 

From the backseat, Mary started crying.

Gregg turned off the ignition and looked at the house, then at Elizabeth. “You want to go up?”

Elizabeth nodded and swallowed. She had thought about it on the drive over, knew Gregg had mulled it over as well, and having her walk up to the house and knock on the door, gain entrance into the house and talk to Ronnie was probably the best course of action. Of course she would high tail it back at the first sign of any weird shit. If she could see Ronnie, assess the situation, talk to him openly about what was going on, she’d have a firm grip on which to base her next decision. 

And if he seems fine, if he’s just tired from all the over-work and stress, then what? Do I just hand Mary over to him, knowing what I know about Diana?

What exactly do I know about Diana?

And for that matter, what does Ronnie know about Diana?

It was about time to find out.

“I’ll be fine,” she said as she opened the door and stepped out.

She headed up the walkway to the front door. Pausing for a moment, she glanced back at the car and rang the doorbell.

Waited.

She rang the doorbell again, then leaned forward and tried to listen for any sounds that were emanating from within.

Nothing.

She frowned. No, there wasn’t exactly silence. She definitely sensed a presence, but it wasn’t anything she could discern. It wasn’t as if somebody was lying in wait on the other side of the door. The feeling was almost like—

Like that of an animal—or something—waiting for her to come in.

She thought of Himmler sitting in the dark house calmly as she stood outside. And while the visual image would normally be threatening, ominous, it didn’t scare her. 

But something else did scare her, though. It was the thought, the feeling, that the presence she felt waiting on the other side of the door wasn’t Himmler at all, but something else.

She whirled toward the car, momentarily panicked, then Gregg held up his hand, holding something. She realized it was the cell phone and she ran to the car, wanting to get away from the house, feeling she was being watched, and as she stepped into the car Gregg asked, “What happened?”

“Nothing. He didn’t answer,” Elizabeth said. “But something’s there. I can feel it.”

“Something?”

“It’s that thing!” Mary cried. She was huddled against Eric who had his arm protectively around her, his face worried. “That thing’s in there and its got my daddy!”

“His car’s parked in the driveway,” Gregg said, licking his lips nervously. “Call him.” He held the cell phone out to Elizabeth.

Elizabeth took the phone and hit the speed dial button for Ronnie. The phone rang once, twice, three times, then—

“Hello?” The voice on the other end was groggy, weak, and slightly raspy.

“Ronnie?”

“Hello?”

“Ronnie, it’s Elizabeth. Are you okay?”

“Elizabeth?” She could tell it was Ronnie now but he sounded weak, disoriented. “Where are you? What’s—”

“I’m in front of your house. Are you okay? I rang the doorbell a few times but nobody answered.”

“Feel horrible.”

“You feel horrible?”

“Yeah.” His voice was weak, raspy.

“Do you feel sick?”

“Yeah. Tired...”

“Where are you?”

“In bed.”

“Can you walk?”

“Yeah.” There was muffled coughing on the other end, then he came back on the line, still sounding weak. “Hold on.”

Elizabeth glanced at Gregg, the earlier paranoia she had felt about Diana draining the life out of him now dissipating. Ronnie was sick, and judging from his condition a few weeks ago and yesterday he was deteriorating. He probably had fallen off the wagon, was using drugs, maybe cocaine, maybe heroin. He was doing something, had to have been doing something to get him through the stress of working all those double shifts every day with no days off, dealing with Diana not working and doing nothing in the house, dealing with her lazy kids, not being able to see his daughter, then dealing with Cindy’s incompetence and addictions. Elizabeth actually wished her brother had fallen off the wagon and slid back into drug use. It would be better for him if that were the case rather than what her paranoid, fantasy-addled imagination had dreamed up. “Ronnie, you okay?”

“You outside? I’ll unlock the door.”

“Okay.” She looked at Gregg, feeling the tension shift. “He’s going to unlock the door. I’m going to see what the situation is.”

Gregg nodded. “Does he sound like he’s been using?”

“Yeah. I hope that’s the case.” She stepped out of the car, handed the phone back to Gregg and headed back to the house.

When she reached the front door she heard the lock disengage. She pushed the front door open, letting light into the room. At first she didn’t see Ronnie because it was so dark inside, but as she took a step inside the first thing that struck her was the closed-in, musty smell of the house. It felt like the house had been closed off for a few months. She held her breath, then stepped into the living room.

A couch flanked the right side of the living room and there was an easy chair beside it, in the far right corner. The entertainment center sat opposite the sofa, and beyond the living room the dining room and kitchen lay in darkness. She could make out the odor of rotting food and garbage, the lumps of trash that were stacked up on the kitchen counter and the dining room table amid piles of clothes. The brightness of the house that had been evident when Ronnie and Diana first moved in—the decorative furnishings, the toys that lay in the living room, the pictures—the house was devoid of life and essence. There was no longer any sense of warmth or personality in the house. Elizabeth had been in homes that were hardly cleaned, that were perpetually sloppy due to laziness or lack of time for proper house cleaning, but there had always been a ray of life within those dwellings. Ronnie and Diana’s house was devoid of such life. Elizabeth gritted her teeth, disgusted by how fast the house had gone downhill and the sloppy living conditions they had allowed the children to live in, and then she saw Ronnie.

Ronnie lay slumped on the sofa and it was hard to get a good look at him in the dark. His body odor hit her the moment she crossed the threshold and she blanched. “Ronnie,” she whispered, bearing the stench and striding forward. He was slumped on the sofa, and at first she thought he was wearing white sweat pants and a white long-sleeved t-shirt stained with colored splotches; that’s how pale his skin was, and with the tattoos it only made the whiteness of his skin stand out more. When she got a closer look and her eyes adjusted to the darkness, her heart lodged in her throat and she almost screamed.

Ronnie lay naked on the sofa, breathing fast and heavy. His eyes were riveted on the ceiling. While yesterday he had looked even more cadaverous than he had at Cindy’s wake, seeing him nude only reinforced that. He had shrunk to a shriveled wraith-like thing. His hair had started to fall out, revealing bits of mottled scalp. His skin had become baggy, grown wrinkled where the fat and muscle had shrunk. His cheekbones and chin were more pronounced, his eyes sunken, haunted. His arms and legs were sticks covered with folds of cracked skin; his stomach had grown slightly sunken in, his ribcage had become very prominent, his hands brittle sticks.

And they were moving.

At first Elizabeth couldn’t get her mind around it. She had been on the verge of telling him she was calling 911, he had to get into a hospital, and then she had been distracted by the fluid rhythmic motion his right hand was making over his groin and his frenzied breathing. Drool ran down his chin and his voice undulating in his raspy breathing. It wasn’t until she realized with shocking clarity what he was doing that she pieced together what he was saying.

“I just need her, I need Diana, I need her to come home, I need her, I need her, I need her, I need to fuck her, I need to fuck her, I just have to fuck her now, now, now, now, NOW!”

Ronnie was masturbating.

She turned away in shock and embarrassment, but not before getting a brief glimpse of his withered stalk of a penis, red, raw and bloody from overuse. Despite Ronnie’s obvious deterioration, he was fully erect.

Elizabeth forced herself to stay calm despite the rising sickness she felt. “Ronnie, you need help.”

“I just need Diana to come home,” Ronnie said, between gasps. “Where is she, why isn’t she here?”

“Ronnie,” Elizabeth said, not knowing what to do. She was confused, scared for her brother, afraid for Mary and at a loss. “Ronnie, I’m here to help you. Gregg and the kids are here, we’re going to take you to the hospital, you’ll be okay, you’ll—”

Ronnie shook his head, still stroking himself. “I just need Diana, I need Diana I need Diana...”

He repeated this litany and Elizabeth realized her brother had gone off the deep end. Whether drugs had caused his mind to snap or what, he was beyond help, beyond having any sense talked into him. Swallowing her pride and the disgust she felt, she was about to reach down and attempt to scoop him out of the couch when she felt the presence of something watching her from the master bedroom.

Himmler’s red eyes glowered and Elizabeth felt her heart leap in her chest. She had no idea how long the animal had been watching her, but it almost seemed the creature knew what she was doing and disapproved. For a moment she remained frozen, poised over the sofa and her brother, the massive canine hidden in shadows, and then she felt the paralysis slowly leave. Himmler wouldn’t attack if she just backed up right now and got the hell out of the house. That was the ticket. If she left the house, she would be allowed to leave, but if she tried to help Ronnie, tried to get him off of the sofa, she knew the dog would lunge at her and she would never make it out of this house alive.

Himmler growled and took a step forward. She heard something squishy, as if it was slithering forward. Another odor erupted, something rotten and foul. 

And Elizabeth knew now, despite all her attempts at rationalizing everything that had happened thus far, the creature she thought was Himmler, what she thought was a normal rottweiler, was not a dog at all, but some unnatural creature.

Her temporary paralysis broke and she bolted for the door. She flew through it, not knowing if Himmler was on her tail, not hearing Ronnie as he continued to beat off and chant that he just had to fuck Diana, and she was down the steps and running down the walkway and across the front lawn, throwing open the door to the car and diving into the front seat and she screamed “Drive! Get the hell out of here, just go!” and Gregg started the car and threw it into drive, peeling away from Ronnie’s house and she wasn’t aware of the kids in the back screaming and crying, wasn’t aware of Gregg’s panicked voice as he kept asking her “What happened? Is he all right? Did he hurt you? What happened?” She wasn’t aware of any of this until later; the first thing she became aware of was her own crying which brought her to the stark reality of what they were now facing.










SEVENTEEN 







SHE TOLD GREGG what she saw as he drove out of the development toward 222. Mary was crying and Elizabeth wished she didn’t have to hear this, but it was all coming out of her, she had to tell Gregg, had to convey to him the horror of what she had seen in that house. He had to know how bad the situation had gotten. “We’ve gotta call the police,” he said.

Elizabeth was furious. “I can’t believe that bitch let it go this far,” she said.

“Who said she let anything go that far,” Gregg said, his eyes on the road. “For all we know, she encouraged it.”

Elizabeth pulled out the cell phone and took a deep breath. In the backseat, Mary and Eric were crying. Elizabeth turned around, her composure under control. “Mary honey, everything’s going to be okay. I’m going to call the police and have them send an ambulance for your daddy, okay?”

If Mary heard her she gave no indication. She cried as Eric held her.

Elizabeth was just about to call 911 when she thought about Diana and her mother. “We can’t release Mary into Diana’s custody,” she said.

“So what are we gonna do?”

“I’m going to call 911, but no way in fucking hell is Mary going back to that house,” Elizabeth said. She dialed 911, and when the operator came on Elizabeth said, “I just left my brother’s house on 232 Severn Lane in Reinholds. He needs an ambulance. He’s had a nervous breakdown and I think he’s going through a psychotic drug episode.”

The 911 operator asked for her name and Elizabeth gave it to her. When she was finished making the call she hung up and leaned back in the seat, eyes closed, hoping the authorities made it to the house before mom and Diana did.










WHEN THEY PULLED up to the house Laura Baker was grateful to see her son’s SUV parked in the driveway. Diana cursed under her breath and turned off the ignition. “I’ll be right back,” she said, and in one fluid motion was out of the car and heading toward the front door.

Which was wide open.

Laura was about to get out and follow Diana to the house, but something made her stop. 

Something was watching her.

Laura remained in the front seat of Diana’s Chrysler, frozen, afraid to come out. On the drive to Elizabeth and Gregg’s house Diana had ranted and raved about what a bitch Elizabeth was, about what a brat Mary had been lately, how Ronnie was going to ground her for the next six months when she got home, and Laura had nodded silently, agreeing with her. But at the same time a small voice inside of was been appalled at how Diana had blatantly slammed her granddaughter and daughter in front of her, and another part of her was disgusted with herself for not raising her voice in protest. Something had kept her from doing this, though. It was some force that kept her silent and meek, that kept her in her place. And as she sat there, she’d felt ashamed for allowing herself to be manipulated like this, and she’d felt that something had silently approved her silence.

Laura watched as Diana went into the house and shut the door. Laura stared at the front of the house, noticing the barren lawn, how drab and dingy the house had become in the last few months. And as she noticed this she wondered why she hadn’t paid attention to it before.

It was like an awakening. She had been spending so much time and effort trying to like Diana and her kids, trying to get Jerry to accept them, trying to get Elizabeth to give her a chance, she supposed she had gone overboard a bit too much. She’d spent so much time trying to see the good in Diana that she had refused to see the negative. 

Now the negative was staring her straight in the face.

Elizabeth and Gregg hadn’t been at their house when they’d pulled up. Laura had followed Diana to the front door, had tried to take command of the situation when they arrived, and told her she would do the talking, but Diana was having none of it. When it was clear nobody was home they had gone back to the car, but instead of heading back to Laura’s house they had come straight to Ronnie and Diana’s.

Diana had been silent on the drive to the house.

Laura observed her on the drive and she noticed with rising alarm that she was looking at a different person. It was Diana Marshfield, the woman her son had brought home eight months ago, the woman whom he had fallen in love with on the Internet and had moved out from Ohio to start a new life. Physically, it was her.

But something inside her was wearing a costume, a mask with Diana’s face and body on it.

And that something was ugly and foul, and although Laura couldn’t actually see it, she could sense it.

And the thing had burned with a blinding hatred and rage over Mary’s disappearance.

This is too much, Laura thought. I’m letting my imagination get to me. I’m letting Elizabeth’s feelings influence me too much. Diana is not...she’s not as bad as she’s been made out to be. She really isn’t!

Laura waited in the car, wondering now if her judgment and opinion on Diana had been wrong all along. She had tried to accept Diana and her kids as part of the family, had tried not to show favoritism between her own grandchildren and Diana’s children because she didn’t want them to feel they were left out. She’d wanted Diana to feel at home and welcome. And as her mind quickly retraced the last five months Diana and her kids had lived with Ronnie, she noticed some disturbing trends that hadn’t been evident to her until now.

There was the extreme work hours Ronnie was putting himself through. Laura realized with alarming clarity that this was unlike Ronnie, who in the past had avoided overtime as much as possible. Ronnie had never been much of a worker anyway, and would take every opportunity to call in sick or take a vacation. He’d gone through so many jobs in the past twenty years she’d lost count, and when he was married to Cindy he’d never put himself through this much work. True, he’d gotten a little more serious about work when Mary was born, but he never worked overtime like this, even when Cindy wasn’t working. Ronnie didn’t have to work this much overtime even with the added expense of a mortgage and two additional kids to pay for.

The reason she felt he had to work so much overtime was because of all the expensive gifts he showered on Diana. She’d come across credit card receipts in the room he shared with Mary when they were still living at the house—one for eight thousand dollars for a matching gold bracelet and necklace studded with fourteen-karat diamonds, the other for a two thousand dollar custom engagement ring. Since then, Lucy had seen Diana bearing more gifts from Ronnie; designer clothes, new furniture for the house, new electronic gadgets. And it was still going on as far as she could tell. She wouldn’t be surprised if he was over twenty-five grand in debt because of her.

Then there was the matter of Mary being out of control lately. Normally Mary was a very amiable child, but in the past two months she had been not only sullen and withdrawn, she’d been rebellious. Diana had related the arguments they’d had. She just didn’t understand why her father had to work so much, so she took it out on Diana and Lily. And then there was the matter of that episode the weekend of Cindy’s death and—

Laura frowned, remembering that weekend. It had been unlike Mary to have such vivid, horrible nightmares. Until just a few minutes ago she believed Mary had made the episode up as some sort of psychological rebellion against what was going on at home, but the more Laura thought about it, the more she was beginning to believe that perhaps there was some truth to the story.

Then there was the random weirdness that had gone on in the neighborhood in the weeks following Diana’s moving in. Himmler lunging at the neighbor boy; Dora Steele severing her husband’s penis; and then the final violent episode of Cindy meeting her untimely demise in the house on the very weekend Mary called, crying that she had seen a blob-like monster attached to her father like some sort of leech.

And as Laura remembered these incidents one thing stood out clearly: how Diana and her kids seemed to thrive on the growing violence and mayhem around them. How they seemed to be...more alive, more vital, more powerful.

When Ronnie had brought Diana and her kids to the house for the first time, Laura hadn’t thought much of her. She’d thought Diana was too skinny, with frizzy hair and not much of a personality. Her kids hadn’t been memorable either. They had slowly started to come around though, and as Laura retraced the events that had occurred in the neighborhood, she tried to pinpoint their gradual physical improvement: Ronnie started working the double-time and Diana’s hairstyle became nicer; the dog lunged at the Steele child, and the kids became less sullen; more overtime for Ronnie, and Diana’s thin frame began filling out; the Steele woman attacking her husband was followed by even more overtime from Ronnie and a complete reversal of demeanor for Diana. It had quickly accelerated from there, especially after Cindy’s death. In the past month Diana had taken center stage in the household. She was more vibrant, her hair now shimmered with life and bounce, her body now displayed a curvy, seductive figure. Laura had to admit, Diana was stunningly attractive now. The kids had become more outgoing, with Rick getting into after school sports and becoming more verbally abusive toward Ronnie, and Lily had become more bold and aggressive, following Mary around everywhere and not leaving her alone. It seemed that even though the house Ronnie had bought was in his name, Diana and her kids ruled the roost there.

I can’t believe I’m letting myself think this way, she thought, trying to rationalize it. But no, I’m not letting my imagination run away with me. I’m suddenly seeing things from an outsider’s perspective. No wonder Elizabeth’s been upset about what’s been happening. She’s been seeing it for what it is. Diana’s been taking advantage of Ronnie and Mary the entire time she and her children have been living here.

It reminded Laura of an old movie she had watched one afternoon with the kids in the late seventies. She remembered the name of the film—The Godsend. In the film, a couple who have been trying to have a child meet a young unwed pregnant woman. The woman is desperate; she had been kicked out of her home and had no place to live. The couple take the woman in and she gives birth to a healthy baby boy at their home and shortly after disappears, leaving the infant behind. The couple search for the woman to no avail, and eventually adopt the baby. The baby grows up and the older he gets, the more bad luck falls on the couple until they realize the child is the cause of the bad luck. And the more unfortunate incidents occur, the stronger the child gets.

Laura didn’t remember how the couple managed to get away from the child’s malevolent influences, but she did remember the end of the film perfectly. They’re walking through a park and see a young couple talking with a pregnant woman. As they walk by they notice she’s the same woman whom the main characters took in. She catches their gaze, recognizing them, and smiles knowingly.

Laura didn’t know why she was suddenly reminded of this film, and she was trying to think of an explanation when she heard sirens approaching from within the development.

She looked in the rearview mirror as the sirens grew louder. She glanced at the house, wondering what was taking Diana so long and where Ronnie was. Then she saw the unmistakable red swirling lights of an emergency rescue vehicle turn down the street, siren turning off in mid whoop. A police car followed, and Laura wasn’t surprised when the vehicles stopped in front of Ronnie’s house.

Laura got out of the car, a feeling of dread spreading through her. A second police car approached from the other end and parked across the street. She looked toward the house and was relieved to see Diana come out, shutting the door behind her. She stepped off the porch and looked surprised as she saw the ambulance and police cars. She frowned as she approached the car. The EMTs began assembling their gear and Diana met them at the end of the driveway. “What’s going on?”

Laura approached Diana, wondering what this was about. A police officer approached Diana, who stood at the end of the driveway. “We got a 911 call that there was a man suffering a psychotic drug episode here,” he said.

“You’re kidding,” Diana said, looking confused. “There’s nothing wrong, everything’s fine.”

Another officer approached and Laura knew Elizabeth had made the call. She wasn’t going to volunteer that information, though. “Can we go in and take a look, ma’am?” The officer asked.

“Well, sure,” Diana said, leading the officers to the front door. Laura watched as she unlocked the door and she heard Diana ask the officers where the call came from. She heard one of the officer's say the call came from a cell phone, confirm that the call didn’t come from within the residence, and then they were stepping inside the house. Laura could only stand outside in breathless suspense, wondering what was going on, hoping that something would happen that would make the paramedics take Ronnie to the hospital and take Diana to jail. A police officer approached her and asked if she was related to the woman who lived there and Laura told him she was her son’s girlfriend. “Is that your son’s SUV in the driveway, ma’am?”

Laura nodded. “Yes.”

The two officers who had gone into the house came out followed by Diana, who closed the front door behind her. They walked down the driveway and one of the officers said, “Everything’s fine. False alarm.”

Laura felt slightly dismayed, but she also felt glad that everything was all right. She asked Diana, “What happened? Who called 911?”

“We don’t know, ma’am,” one of the officers said. He was young, with a military style brush cut and rugged looks. “We’ll try to put a trace on where the call came from. Calling in a false 911 report is some serious business.”

“So everything’s all right? Where’s Ronnie?”

“He’s in the living room watching TV,” Diana said, shrugging her shoulders. “He’s fine.”

Laura looked at the officers. “Everything’s fine?”

One of the officers nodded. “Everything’s fine. He’s watching TV. Nothing to worry about.”

Diana headed back to the car. She appeared to be already dismissing the incident.

Laura climbed into the front seat quickly, still not able to believe the police weren’t doing anything. The ambulance and police cars were already pulling away, and as Diana started the car Laura asked, “Diana, are you sure everything’s okay?”

“Everything’s fine.”

“I want to see Ronnie!” The urge to see her son was suddenly overwhelming.

“Laura,” Diana said, turning to her. Her features softened, her hazel eyes twinkling. Laura was suddenly struck with how radiantly beautiful Diana really was; her skin was flawless, her lips were a healthy red, her eyes deep and penetrating, her hair shimmering and clean. “Ronnie’s fine. Honest, he really is. He’s tired and he’s just hanging out a little bit. He was watching TV when we showed up and he said he was going to take a shower and come to the house later in the afternoon for pie and ice cream.”

Laura didn’t know whether or not to believe her. “I’d just like to see him for a minute.”

Diana sighed and Laura could tell she didn’t like the direction this conversation was going. “Do you really think Jerry is going to be okay with Lily and Rick by himself for much longer? You know how he is just watching Lily.”

Lily isn’t his granddaughter, Laura thought. She knew what Diana was talking about, though. Jerry’s patience with Diana’s kids had been short lately.

“We should probably find out if Mary is back at the house,” Diana said. She put the car in gear and headed out of the neighborhood.

“We could call,” Laura said.

“What?”

“Your cell phone.” It had suddenly occurred to Laura that if she could get hold of Diana’s cell phone she could try calling Ronnie. “Give me your cell phone and I’ll call the house and see if Elizabeth and Mary are back.”

Diana passed the cell phone wordlessly to Laura.

Laura dialed her home and waited until Jerry picked up. “It’s me. Is Elizabeth back yet?”

“Not yet.” Jerry sounded funny. “I’m just sitting here with the kids.”

“We’re on our way back. I’m going to call Elizabeth at home and on her cell and see if I can get her.”

“Okay. I’m just sitting here with the kids.”

There was something odd about Jerry’s voice. It sounded like he was forcing himself to sound casual. “We didn’t find them at Ronnie and Diana’s house.”

“I know, honey,” Jerry said, and now Laura could clearly detect the tinge of fear in his voice. “I’ll wait here for you with the kids.”

And then Laura understood what Jerry was trying to tell her and gooseflesh erupted over her arms as Mary’s voice came to her. They never leave me alone!

The kids were sitting with Jerry in the living room.

They weren’t leaving him alone.

Knowing Jerry, he’d probably already tried to convince them to go outside and play. He’d probably gone about his normal routine of reading a book, watching the game, and fiddling in the basement. And Diana’s kids had probably stayed at his side the entire time.

Watching him. 

“We’ll be home soon,” Laura said, then hung up.

They were heading toward Reamstown already and Diana was driving like a bat out of hell. “You going to try Elizabeth again?”

“Yes,” Laura said, dialing the number and already knowing she wasn’t going to get an answer.

Nobody picked up the phone at Elizabeth’s house.

“I’m going to try her on her cell,” Laura said.

She called Ronnie’s house instead.

The phone rang once. Twice. Three times.

It was picked up on the fifth ring.

She barely recognized the voice on the other end as Ronnie’s. He sounded like he had just run a marathon. His voice was panting, out of breath. “Diana?”

“Hello honey,” Laura said, pretending she was talking to Elizabeth. “I’m glad I got a hold of you. Is Mary still with you?”

“Diana? Where are you, why wouldn’t you climb on me when you came in? I’m ready, I’m hard and ready and waiting, just waiting for your hot pussy—”

Laura held back the gasp that wanted to come out. A cold spike of fear stabbed her heart. She felt suddenly afraid for her son and knew he was in serious trouble and that Diana was aware of it and didn’t care. She knew then that Diana had walked in on something horrible and was hiding it from her. But if that was the case, why didn’t the police see it? Wouldn’t they have done something if they had sensed something was wrong? “Wonderful,” she said, forcing herself to go along with her impromptu script. “I’m sure everything will be okay.”

“Please, where are you where are you where are you?” Ronnie panted. Laura could hear something in the background, something that had a rhythm, as if he were slapping himself.

“Yes, we’re heading back to the house. We’ll meet you there.”

“The house? What house? You’re still at my fucking mother’s house!”

“Yes, we’re heading over now. We’ll be there in about ten minutes. We’ll see you there.”

“I want to see you with my dick in your ass!” Ronnie screamed and Laura hung up, shuddering at the sound of her son’s voice, at the language she’d heard him say. She felt embarrassed at having caught a glimpse into her son’s sexual life and she felt afraid for his mental state. He had sounded disturbed, on the verge of a mental breakdown. He needed help.

“So they’re heading to the house?” Diana asked, a hint of eagerness in her voice.

“Yes,” Laura said, her mind already racing at trying to come up with another story to explain Elizabeth and Mary’s absence.

“Good,” Diana said, her voice low and threatening. “I can’t wait.”

Laura remained rigid in the passenger seat of Diana’s car, more frightened than she had ever been in her life.

Her son needed help. He was in grave danger. She didn’t know the full extent of what had been going on at that house, but she knew that Diana was responsible.

She knew now without a doubt that Mary’s story from last month had to be true. Fantastic as it was, grotesque as it sounded, Mary saw something she wasn’t supposed to have seen. If Diana realized this Laura didn’t know, but she felt Mary knew Diana and her kids were not who they said they were. She also felt Ronnie was blinded by his love for Diana and had refused to see her for what she was.

All she could do now was look out the window at the flashing countryside as they sped toward the house, hoping Elizabeth was doing what she thought she was doing.

Protecting Mary.










JERRY WAS AFRAID to get out of his favorite chair.

Lily and Rick were sitting across from him on the sofa. They were watching him.

When the phone rang the kids had tensed up, as if ready to spring into some kind of action if Jerry said or did the wrong thing. Jerry had just entered the house from the front yard when it rang, and he’d sprinted across the living room to the kitchen to snatch the cordless phone out of its cradle. When he heard Laura’s voice over the line, he felt a momentary tinge of hope. She’d asked if Elizabeth had returned yet, and Jerry told her the truth: she hadn’t; he was just sitting here with the kids. He’d hoped she would get the meaning behind his message, and when she didn’t and had kept rattling on about what she was going to do, he reiterated his predicament. He would stay at the house, just sit in the living room with the kids. That was all he was going to do. When he mentioned this a third time, trying to look and sound as casually as possible, he could detect an ever so slight change of inflection in Laura’s voice. She had picked up on his double meaning. She’d understood.

Mary’s voice echoed in Jerry’s mind. They never leave me alone!

Rick and Lily sat across from him on the sofa, staring at him, lifeless like department store mannequins.

Only whenever he got up to do something they stood up too, matching his every move.

Jerry avoided looking at them, trying to be casual but knowing he was failing miserably. The way they were sitting there motionlessly, just watching him, was damn creepy. There was something wrong with these kids. They weren’t right.

When Laura left with Diana for Elizabeth’s house, Jerry had reclined in his favorite chair and started in on the book he’d purchased last week at Borders—a military history of Germany. His instinct told him Mary was fine, that his daughter had taken her away from the house. Jerry wasn’t blind; he knew there was tension between his granddaughter and his son’s new girlfriend. Elizabeth probably wanted to get Mary out of the house alone, away from Diana, to talk to her. He felt this was the case, but he kept it to himself. He’d turned the television off earlier when they’d gone outside to look for Mary, so he had sat down with the goal of getting at least twenty-five pages in before everybody got back home.

Only Lily and Rick had come into the den at the precise moment he had and plopped themselves down on the sofa when he sat down on the sofa. He thought they were going to turn the TV on and flip through the channels, but they hadn’t done that. When he’d looked up from his book to see what they were doing, he was surprised and frightened to see them staring at him.

“Why don’t you guys watch some TV,” he’d said.

No response. They’d stared at him with blank, expressionless eyes.

Jerry had felt a momentary shade of anger and irritation, and stood up suddenly. Lily and Rick had stood up too, and when Jerry walked into the kitchen he sensed them right behind him. He turned around quickly. “What’s the matter with you!” he’d shouted loudly. “Stop messing around and mind your own goddamn business!”

Normal children would have flinched at the sound of Jerry’s voice, would have visibly reacted at the intensity of his sudden anger, but these two weren’t. They’d remained impassive, as if they hadn’t even heard it.

This made Jerry angry. And God help him because he had never raised a hand to a child— even his own —he'd reached out and shoved Rick away from him—

—and recoiled at the coldness of his skin!

My God! Jerry flinched back, taking a step back. What are they?

The conversation he had with Cindy on the day she died flashed through his mind, and he realized now she’d gone to Ronnie’s house to protect Mary.

Jerry had then turned and headed down the basement steps, his fear propelling him down and through the basement to the sliding glass door that led out to the backyard. Lily and Rick had followed, and he felt his heart lodge in his throat as he turned back quickly, noting with rising terror that their features were still expressionless and blank. They were behaving like automatons, puppets on a string being controlled by something unseen. He’d darted out the sliding glass door and slammed it shut, then ran around the side of the house, his instinct compelling him to get into his truck and get the hell out of his house, but then he’d realized he’d left his keys in the house on the end table by his chair. If he could head back into the house quickly through the front door, maybe he could snag the keys and race back outside before the kids reached the front. He could climb into the truck and get the hell out, leaving them behind. He would call Laura later, he’d—

The plan was in action when he’d burst through the front door and skidded to a stop, his heart thudding in his chest, as he came face to face with Lily and Rick.

Who were standing in the dining room, between the kitchen and the living room.

Where they had been waiting for him.

For a moment, Jerry forgot to breathe. He’d felt his fear rise, knew intellectually that he shouldn’t be afraid of Diana’s children, but the way they'd followed him downstairs and then suddenly came back up the stairs to meet him as he came in told him they’d known he was going to enter through the front door. And if that was the case, maybe they knew what he was going to do?

So when the phone rang he dove for it like a man reaching for a life preserver. And when he heard Laura’s voice, he’d wanted to blurt out to her what was going on but sensed the kids tense up, had sensed the imminent danger. As if they were ready to spring at him if he so much as cried out a warning to her. Again, they were just kids—he could knock their heads together with one hand if he had to—but he also knew there was something not right with them. And because he didn’t know exactly what he was up against, he was probably better off playing it safe. Therefore, he headed to his favorite chair as he talked to Laura, feigning normalcy as he sat down, pocketing his car keys as he talked to her and said, no, Elizabeth wasn’t here yet, he was just sitting here with the kids, and finally Laura got the message and they hung up.

And now they were sitting on the sofa where they had begun this charade, still watching him.

Jerry’s heart raced as he tried to act casual. He avoided looking at the kids, keeping his gaze on the blank TV screen. Laura and Diana would be back within the half hour, and if he played it safe and casual, nothing would happen. They were just kids, a five-year-old and a twelve-year-old, perfectly normal looking in every way except for the fact that they looked like glassy-eyed zombies following the commands of some unseen leader.

And the more he thought about that, the more afraid he became... 

...and the more he thought about other things.

He thought about the last conversation he had with Cindy on the day she died, when she told him about the threats Diana had made to Mary.

He thought about how he had believed her the minute he heard it from her and felt the genuine sense of terror in her voice.

He thought about what Laura’s reaction had been when he’d brought it up to her a few nights later, after Cindy had died. He thought about how Laura dismissed Cindy’s allegations as the ravings of her drug-addled mind. He thought about the fight they’d had that night over this, how he'd insisted there was something in Cindy’s story that was dead-on right and he didn’t trust Diana farther then he could throw her, and how Laura had defended her tooth and nail so fiercely that the passion with which she defended her had taken him aback and he'd let the matter drop.

The way Laura defended Diana so vehemently had scared him.

It was as if Diana’s influence had seeped from their son to Laura.

Jerry glanced quickly at the kids. They remained seated on the sofa watching him.

Not saying a word.

They’re not human, Jerry thought, turning away from Rick and Lily so they wouldn’t see the fear in his eyes or notice the tremor in his hands as he picked up his book and pretended to read. They wouldn’t try anything with him sitting on the chair—Laura and Diana were coming back. They were due any minute. They wouldn’t try anything now, they just wanted to watch him and make sure he didn’t try anything.

They’re not human, he thought again, looking at the open pages of the book but not reading them. Diana isn’t human and neither are her kids. Something isn’t right and I’m goddamned well going to get to the bottom of it when Laura and Diana get back to the house.

Of course his rational side told him that he was being ridiculous—of course Diana Marshfield was a flesh and blood woman. She was just a manipulative, shrewd, con artist. She had taken Ronnie for everything he had, and she had manipulated her kids into helping her. There was nothing supernatural about her children; they might be bad children, yes. Evil children, of course! But there wasn’t anything unnatural about them.

He repeated this to himself as a mantra, a way to summon up the courage he knew he would need if he really wanted to finally get to the bottom of Diana Marshfield’s influence and hold on his family.










EIGHTEEN 







They argued about it all the way home and once there, Elizabeth ordered Eric to go into the house and pack. “Get whatever clothes you have that don’t fit you,” she said, following him into the house. “Mary’s going to need something to wear for the next few days.”

Mary and Gregg followed her into the house and Mary darted up the stairs after Eric. Elizabeth went into the kitchen and began placing bowls on the floor next to the half-filled bowls of cat food. She reached into the cupboard and pulled out a package of cat food and began filling the bowls.

Gregg entered the kitchen. “Elizabeth,” he said.

Elizabeth whirled around, trying to fight back the anger. “Don’t talk to me, okay? If you’re not going to get it, just shut up!”

“I’m just asking you to be reasonable!”

“And what’s reasonable, Gregg? Letting Mary back into that house?”

“Kidnapping her isn’t the answer, either,” Gregg said, standing his ground.

“I suppose if it was Eric you wouldn’t have any trouble kidnapping him, would you?”

Halfway home they’d gotten into an argument about what they were going to do with Mary. Elizabeth was adamant that she wasn’t releasing Mary back into Diana’s custody. Diana had mom wrapped around her finger now, and while normally in a situation like this mom would have gladly taken Mary, now Elizabeth wasn’t so sure and she wasn’t taking any chances. She was going to let the authorities and proper medical personnel handle her 911 call, and she was sure Diana was going to come up with some bullshit story to explain Ronnie’s physical and psychological condition. If things worked the way they should, social services might intervene and take Diana’s children and start an investigation; until that happened and mom came to her senses, she was keeping Mary. She mentioned this to Gregg, who promptly disagreed. He said they should call her folks as soon as they got home. “Whatever happens, your mom should probably take Mary,” he’d said. Elizabeth had countered that Diana would be forceful in trying to claim her and that’s when the argument had started. The kids had listened in the back seat in silence, their faces wide and terror stricken.

“Will you at least call your mother and tell her Mary is safe with us?” Gregg said. His face was open, honest, pleading. He also looked worried. “I’m concerned for her too, Elizabeth. Really, I am. I’m also all for insisting we keep her until things are sorted out. I think once the police see Ronnie’s state, social services will allow Mary to stay with us anyway.”

Elizabeth sighed. For once Gregg was speaking reasonably. “You’re right. I’ll give her a call.”

She picked up the phone and pushed the speed dial button for her mom’s house.

Her father answered the phone.

“Hi dad, is mom there?”

“She and Diana should be back any minute.” Her dad’s voice sounded different. Hollow, false. “I’m sitting here with the kids.”

“Can you tell Mom that Mary is with me?”

“I will, dear. I’m just sitting here with the kids.”

Mary’s voice echoed in her mind. They never leave me alone! Christ, were Lily and Rick sitting in the living room with Dad watching him? Not letting him out of their sight? “Mom told you they were coming home?”

“Yes.”

Elizabeth’s heart pounded. She’d called 911 almost thirty minutes ago. Even though the development was in the sticks, the volunteer fire department—which had a paramedic van—was less than two miles away. The first unit on arrival would have shown up within a few minutes. Even if her mother arrived at Ronnie’s house minutes after that, she’d still be there. So why was she on her way back to the house? “Dad, I called the police.”

“Did you?” Her father asked, and now Elizabeth could tell that something was definitely wrong. It sounded like he was being evasive, as if he didn’t want somebody on his end to hear what they were talking about. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“If mom went to Ronnie’s she would have told you about the police being there,” Elizabeth said, gripping the receiver tightly. “Ronnie isn’t well and I called 911. I saw him, dad. Mom didn’t say anything about the police being there?”

“No she didn’t, honey.”

That decided it for her. “I’ll be right over.” She hung up the phone.

Gregg peppered her with questions. “What’s going on? What happened?”

She told him quickly as she grabbed her purse and headed for the door. 

“So why are you going over there?” he asked. Gregg looked scared now.

“Because it’s time to cut through the bullshit and give mom and dad some tough love,” Elizabeth said. They walked to the driveway where her car was parked. With the exception of some longhaired guy pulled over in front of their house looking at a map with the engine of his car running, the neighborhood was deserted. “Take the kids and go to that bed and breakfast we went to last summer near the Pocono's. Park the SUV in front of the room you take and I’ll meet you there later tonight.”

Elizabeth opened the driver’s seat of the car and slid inside. She started the car and rolled down the window as Gregg stood uncertainly outside. “I won’t be gone long,” she said. “I’m going to mom and dad’s and I’m going to get to the bottom of this.”

“What about Mary?”

“Take her. If Diana pushes this, I’ll make the police go back to Ronnie’s house and see for themselves what’s going on. They might not have been able to see what was really happening, especially if Diana beat them to the house. She might not have let them inside, and I did make the call anonymously. This time I’ll push the issue.”

For the first time since the incident started Gregg looked genuinely scared. Looking at him, Elizabeth was swept with a sudden feeling of love for him that was overpowering. Gregg looked nervous, uncertain. His voice trembled. “Be careful, honey.”

“I will,” she said. He leaned forward and kissed her quickly, and then she was backing down the driveway and heading out of their development toward her parent’s house.










RONNIE COULDN’T TAKE it anymore.

He’d stroked himself until he was raw and bloody and he couldn’t come. He needed Diana to come.

He’d awoken this morning with a raging hard on and a need to give it to Diana, but she wasn’t there. He had lain in bed listening for any sounds but the house had been silent. He’d called out for her but received no response.

And he’d been too tired to get out of bed and find her.

Through it all, his body and soul screamed to give themselves to her.

To fill her up. To fuck her.

He’d lain in bed, the need strong and pulsing through his veins and he could barely stand it. Then the phone rang.

He’d hoped it was Diana and he picked up the receiver and called her name. He’d started stroking himself immediately; maybe just hearing her voice would satisfy his urges, would feed his addiction of her. All he needed was Diana, all he needed was to fuck her, and if he could just see her or hear her he’d be temporary satiated.

He hadn’t recognized the voice on the other end of the line and he kept asking Diana to come home, to come home and fuck him, and then the line was dead and he continued to lie in bed, crying for her, and then the next thing he was aware of was the doorbell ringing.

What happened next was a blur. He thought his sister came in. He remembered her voice, remembered seeing a fleeting image of her, but he’d been too involved with wanting to fuck Diana. Since yesterday when the need for Diana had been so strong that he’d begged off his meeting with Elizabeth and left abruptly, and this morning he’d been torn between succumbing fully to Diana, letting her feed his addiction of her, and making one last attempt at getting help.

But he couldn’t...Diana’s touch, her caress, her voice, her body...being with her was intoxicating. When he was with her it was the best high he’d ever had. And the more he had her, the better he felt. He had to have her more to maintain that feeling. He recognized this now as part of his problem—he remembered the cycle of addictive behavior from his therapy sessions when he entered rehabilitation for cocaine addiction over a decade ago. He recognized the patterns.

This was worse than any drug, though.

Now he knew how heroin addicts felt.

Ronnie cried, but he wasn’t aware of it. He wished he hadn’t gotten himself into this mess. He wished he hadn’t met Diana but he couldn’t help it. He had been lonely—he’d always had a girlfriend; always. And when he’d broken up with Shannon he had been restless. He’d had his family, he’d had Mary—whom he adored dearly—but he was lonely for that missing piece in his life. He had grown tired of the bar scene, and there was no telling when he would run into Cindy, so he had gone on the Internet, not even thinking he would meet anybody and then Diana came into his life and he thought he had been so lucky to have found her.

Only he wasn’t lucky. Oh, she was charming, all right. She was sexy, she was sweet, she said and did all the right things...she made him feel so good when they were together...

...but the more he had her, the more he had to have her. And the more he had her, the more he abandoned his common sense. He did everything he could to make her happy because he didn’t want her to walk out on him, not now, not after she had given him a taste of her, and he realized he couldn’t bear to live without her.

She’d hooked him.

And he couldn’t tear himself free.

In a brief respite from his obsession with Diana, he’d called Elizabeth yesterday on his way to work. He had been thinking about it for a while, and the only way he would be able to talk to her is if he was away from the house. He could tell Elizabeth knew something was wrong, and he’d tried to formulate the right words to properly convey what was wrong, but then he’d thought about Diana and all bets were off. The urge was just so strong, he couldn’t resist. It had made him physically ill to just be away from her. He had to have some kind of contact with her, even if it was just hearing her voice. He’d told himself he would call her, hear her voice, then he would redeem himself by calling Elizabeth again that evening on the way home from work. He just needed a quick fix—

(a quick fuck)

—and then he would be fine. He would be satisfied and of his right mind, and he could think rationally and tell Elizabeth he needed help.

Instead he had driven straight home after work like a zombie and fucked Diana till he passed out.

That was the last thing he remembered until the doorbell rang.

He remembered suddenly being in the living room, sprawled on the sofa. And he did remember Diana, or at least he thought it had been her. Maybe he’d been dreaming. He could have sworn she’d come in, and his need to fuck her had been so strong he’d ejaculated the moment she’d walked in the door. But then she’d left and he’d screamed for her to come back and he felt himself falling into an endless sea of despair. It felt like coming off of his cocaine addiction twelve years ago, how the constant craving had been so bad, and without having blow around to feed his craving he’d been irritable and sick. This was how he felt now that Diana was being withheld from him, only it was a thousand times worse.

The next thing he remembered was the telephone ringing, and he had sprung at the phone again like a drowning man reaching for a life vest. He’d yelled, “Diana!” into the receiver and began begging her to come home, telling her he needed her. He’d been so wrapped up in his fantasy, was so into it, that it wasn’t until the phone call ended that he realized that the voice on the other end was his mother’s. It hadn’t been Diana at all.

And when he realized it was his mother, he’d become enraged. He was suddenly sober with clarity, the burning need to see Diana not entirely gone—that would never go away—but still pulsing in the back of his mind. All he could think about was the last six months of bitching and carping his mother had leveled at him. Mom never had anything nice to say about Diana or her kids, in fact she’d done everything she could to wreck their relationship. He could tell she didn’t approve of Diana, that she’d talked his father and sister into not liking her. She’d always protested whenever he asked his mom to watch Mary and Lily, and she seemed to resent Diana’s kids. She’d become selfish and never had a good thing to say to him since Diana and her kids moved in with him. She never even invited them to the house for dinner. The bitch.

What was worse was that she knew how much this relationship meant to him. As fucked up as things had become, he still loved Diana and his mother knew this. He just wanted everything to turn out right. She knew how much he loved Diana, and she knew he had to work all those hours in order to pay for the house and the bills. She knew that it was important for him to maintain a solid family life at home; that Diana was to stay home and take care of the kids and the house; that he was to provide the financial means necessary for this. He wanted Mary to grow up with a mother. Cindy hadn’t been much of one lately, and now Mary had not only a mother, but a new brother and sister! She was able have a stable home with a mom who wasn’t fucked up every afternoon, and with a little sister to play with. Rick would be a great older brother for her in time. Sure he was working a lot now, but that wasn’t going to last forever. You had to make sacrifices to get what you wanted. She and dad had always bitched and complained to him about that before. In fact, that was one of the things they used to ride him about all the time, that he never worked hard and wasn’t serious about the future.

Well, now he was. And now he was finally serious about the future, his life, and most importantly his child, they were doing everything they could to derail him.

Goddamn them!

He’d sat on the sofa, nude and sweaty, the rage coursing through him. All he could think of was his mother and how she and his father had always fucked up everything in his life. They’d always told him what to do, what to say, how to act, and how to dress. They’d never understood him, never liked any of his friends, and never encouraged his natural interests or talents. In fact, his father had done everything to discourage him from pursuing a career in music when he’d developed an interest in high school. He’d wanted to go to college and be a sound engineer but his father said, “What the hell are you going to do with a job like that?” Just because his father had the same humdrum boring ass-fucking job for twenty-five years he’d hated with a passion didn’t mean Ronnie had to. His mother had backed dad up on it though, and Ronnie had broken down and entered trade school to be a computer programmer—which he’d flunked out of. No wonder he was a fuck up. Everything he tried to do on his own, his parents had put their grubby paws on it and ruined it for him.

And now they were trying to ruin his life with Diana.

Ronnie rose to his feet, feeling a sudden surge of strength flow through himself. He stomped into his bedroom, slid into sweat pants and a dirty t-shirt and rummaged in the top bureau of his dresser where he kept his Smith & Wesson 9mm. He checked the clip; it was full. He stuck the gun into the waistband of his sweatpants and grabbed the keys from the dresser and headed out the door. The cold concrete against his bare feet didn’t even register as uncomfortable; he was too enraged to pay attention.

He got into his Explorer, started it up, and backed down the driveway.

This was the last time his parents were going to meddle in his life.

He loved Diana.

He needed her.

They were not going to fuck up his life anymore.










WHEN THEY GOT to the house, Diana led the way inside and nodded at Rick and Lily, who were sitting on the sofa in the living room across from Jerry. Laura went into the kitchen, and Diana could sense the woman was confused and growing aware of what was going on. Laura had always been easy to maintain a good solid grip on, but that hold had broken this afternoon thanks to Mary. And Elizabeth. In fact, thanks to Ronnie’s sister things were slipping away fast. Her life here with the new host was spinning rapidly out of control and Diana felt it was time to shift gears quickly and adapt to the situation.

“Are they back yet?” Laura asked Jerry.

“Not yet,” Jerry said. “They’ll be home soon.”

Diana didn’t say anything; she just sat down at the kitchen table, her mind racing. If Elizabeth was coming with Mary, that would solve all her problems. Everything else was already set in motion, and she began to reign in her extensions. Rick and Lily, who had been sitting rigidly on the sofa across from Jerry, now sank down a little farther in their seats. Diana feigned normalcy and said, “Ronnie will be here soon and when he gets here, everything will be okay.”

“I’m sure it will,” Laura said. Diana could hear her putting plates in the dishwasher. “I’m glad Elizabeth is bringing Mary home. It’s probably time we had a talk.”

“I agree,” Jerry said from his chair. “It’s about time we had a family discussion. Maybe we should call Ronnie.”

Diana didn’t respond to this. There was no need to. It was almost over.

Ronnie was coming home.

She had gotten a nice long run of nourishment from Ronnie and his family, but Mary had proved to be tough, even with Lily around to siphon off her. Ronnie had proved to be essential—he was so eager to give, so satisfying in so many ways, just like the others—but his daughter was even sweeter. She was so sweet, so innocent. It was always nicer when there were two different sources to feed from; the lust of a young man or woman feeding the primal need, and the newborn innocence of the uncorrupted. Mary represented that latter part, and taking the soul and life force from the young represented a source of energy worth five adults.

And draining them slowly made their energy last that much longer.

The groundwork had been laid for Ronnie’s end weeks ago and she tapped into that now, to bring it to pass. She still wanted Mary, though, and she believed she could finish her. Cindy was dead, and her family was scattered across the country; they’d barely known their granddaughter. And after today Mary would have nobody. When it was all over it would be Diana and Mary (and her extensions Lily, Rick, and Himmler; mustn’t forget them). She could apply to the State Social Services Department to be Mary’s foster parent. Surely they would take into consideration the fact that Diana had been mother to the girl for the past five months. She knew she would see Mary before she was taken by the state that was all she would need, just to see her. She’d let her extension, Lily, do the rest, let Lily get her hooks in the little girl, one little hook and that connection would be permanent. Soon Mary would begin to cry for Diana the way Ronnie was yearning for her now.

Now she had to play her role and she smiled, easing into it effortlessly. “I’m sure when Ronnie gets here we’ll all have a nice family talk,” she said.

She gave the communication to her extensions; perk up, not much time left.

Lily and Rick straightened up slightly on the sofa as if they were balloons suddenly filling with air. They became more animated as the life came back into them.

The Diet Coke Diana had been drinking before she and Laura left for Elizabeth’s was still on the table. She picked it up and took a sip from it, not noticing or caring that it had grown warm. 

Laura stacked dishes in the dishwasher.

Jerry sat in his chair looking nervous, keeping his gaze turned away from her extensions and out the sliding glass window.

Diana took another sip of coke and smiled.

Soon.










LAURA KNEW SOMETHING was wrong, knew it in her bones, but she didn’t know what to do. The only thing she could think to do was wait for Elizabeth to arrive. She trusted that Elizabeth would cut to the chase and confront Diana with everything. And even though Laura was bothered by a lot of things, was confused and scared by what had happened today, she couldn’t articulate her feelings. She knew Elizabeth would fix it, would get right to the root of the problem. Elizabeth knew what was going on, and her patience had run out with Diana and Ronnie.

Please Elizabeth, she thought as she rinsed dinner dishes in the sink and placed them in the dishwasher. I know you think something’s wrong, you’ve been bothered by Diana and her kids for weeks now and I’m just sorry I didn’t listen to you sooner. I hope you get down to business when you get here because I know  if you do, it’ll snap me out of my state of confusion and maybe rile me up. And once I get riled up, once I have you backing me up, I think we can get to the bottom of whatever bullshit has been going on around here.

“So what was Ronnie up to when you went in the house with those policemen?” Laura asked, trying to sound naturally curious.

“He was just watching TV,” Diana answered.

“Just watching TV?”

“Yep.”

“How’s he been lately?”

“Fine.”

“Fine?”

“Yeah, fine.”

“Has he been eating right?”

Diana gave Laura a look of annoyance. “Of course he’s been eating right!”

Laura shrugged as she finished placing glasses in the top hamper of the dishwasher. “Last time I saw him was at Cindy’s wake and he looked like he’d lost an awful amount of weight in a short period of time. He didn’t look good.”

“He’s fine,” Diana said.

“Are you sure? You know, come to think of it, I haven’t seen Ronnie since the wake. Haven’t even heard from him since then, either. That’s odd for Ronnie. I used to hear from him at least once a week.”

“He’s been working,” Diana said, and Laura could feel her eyes on her smoldering with hate as she answered. “He works second shift and half of third shift at the plant. You know that.”

“I know, and that’s not good for him. I’m concerned for his health.”

“You know,” Diana said, and something about the tone of her voice made Laura stop what she was doing and look at her. Diana had straightened up in her chair; she looked more animated and bold, in control. “I think Ronnie’s right. He’s been complaining to me about things, you know.”

“No I don’t know,” Laura said, turning away from the dishwasher and facing Diana. The kitchen counter separated them and Laura glared at her, feeling the sudden anger surge through her. “I don’t know anything anymore since you’ve moved in.”

“Oh, is that how it is?” Diana said, her voice rising and there was venom in it. There was real anger in that tone of voice. 

Now we’re going to get into it, Laura thought, and a part of her was thrilled with this. Let’s have it on, baby. “Is that how what is?” Laura asked, feeling more bold herself and not in the mood to put up with Diana’s attitude.

“Ronnie always said that you and Jerry always bossed him around,” Diana said, accusatorily. “That you never approved of his life. That you’re always trying to tell him what to do and how to live. And then I come along and give him happiness and what do you do? You try to get between us.”

“Oh is that right?” So this was where it was going. Laura couldn’t believe she was hearing such horseshit.

“Yes, that’s right!” Diana snapped. Her cheeks were flush. She stood up, livid with anger. “Admit it, Laura. You don’t like me and you don’t like my kids. You don’t like the fact that your son is seeing me, that he loves me, and you’re just trying to ruin our relationship.”

“Maybe I am,” Laura said.

Diana’s mouth opened in shock.

The sight of her made Laura want to burst out laughing. She couldn’t believe she was hearing this, but she also knew Diana was serious. The woman was deranged. She was a mental case, and her son had gotten mixed up with her. Ronnie had always thought with the little head more than the big one, and she supposed she couldn’t blame him entirely for that. He was a man, after all. But to have let Diana get away with taking advantage of him for so long was something so unlike her son, she knew she had to put her foot down at some point and stop it. His relationship with Diana was not only affecting his life and health, it was affecting Mary greatly. If he didn’t see that he was a fool, and Laura was going to step in for her granddaughter’s sake. If he didn’t care for that they would take it up in private, away from Diana. Ronnie was an adult and whatever he wanted to do with Diana was fine with her, so long as it didn’t involve Mary. And if Diana was going to interfere in her protection of Mary, then she had another thing coming.

Out of the corner of her eye, Laura noticed Lily and Rick sitting wide-eyed and nervous on the sofa. Jerry looked surprised by the argument as well. He had turned in his chair to watch the exchange and everybody seemed poised on the brink of war, as if the fight was going to get worse. Laura could feel it too, and she supposed in a way their premonition was right. It was going to get worse. Elizabeth was due any minute, and now that Laura had already gotten the ball rolling and was pissed off beyond belief, her daughter would be more than happy to jump in and have Diana for breakfast. You don’t fuck with us Baker women, Laura thought, glaring at Diana. You think I’m a tough bitch, you ain’t seen nothing yet. Wait till Elizabeth gets here.

She heard a car pull in to the driveway.

Here it comes, she thought.

“I kind of figured that,” Diana said, not breaking her gaze from Laura’s face. “I knew you didn’t have his best interests at heart, even though I tried not to believe it.”

“Honey, I think it’s the other way around,” Laura said.

The slam of a car door outside, running feet scurrying towards the porch.

Diana’s anger had driven her toward the counter so that the two women were almost standing nose to nose on either side, yelling at each other. “I dare you to say that to Ronnie’s face!”

“You don’t have to dare me, I’ll be honored.”

The front door burst open. Both women turned toward the door.

Ronnie lurched into the room.

The first thing Laura could think of when she saw him was, oh my God he looks awful! Christ I can’t believe Diana was keeping this from me, what in the goddamn hell is wrong with her?

Laura only had a brief moment to register that the man swaying on unsteady feet in her living room was a crude caricature of her son. He was rail thin, with open sores along his face and pale tattooed arms. His long hair was greasy and hung limp against his shoulders; it was falling out in clumps, and his scalp revealed patches of raw skin. His clothes were dirty and Laura noticed his stench right away. “Ronnie,” she said, all the fight draining out of her at the pitiful sight of her son.

Then she saw what Ronnie held in his right hand...a black handgun.

He raised the gun at her and pulled the trigger.

When the bullet hit her it felt like she had been punched in the chest. The force of the shot pushed her back into the stove and she looked at her son dumbfounded as he staggered into the room, his eyes wild. She could hear Jerry’s voice, panicked and trembling. “What in the goddamn hell is going on here?”

And then all hell broke loose as Ronnie continued shooting.










RONNIE’S FORD EXPLORER was in the driveway when Elizabeth pulled up to her parent’s house. She swung the car in and parked beside it, hoping Ronnie was okay. She wondered what it had taken for Ronnie to get over whatever state he was in when she saw him at his house, to actually get past that and get in his SUV and drive to mom and dad’s. Mom and Diana must have been able to get Ronnie help. That might explain why the SUV was there—maybe Mom had driven it to the house. Maybe they’d taken Ronnie to the hospital or something. She turned off the ignition and saw Diana’s car parked at the curb in front of the house. Nope, Diana was here. Maybe they were all inside.

With that thought in mind, Elizabeth took a deep breath, preparing herself for the big showdown that was sure to go on, and got out of the car.

The scene that greeted her when she entered the house hit her the minute she stepped in. It was quiet. Too quiet. She walked through the living room towards the kitchen, wondering where everybody was and then she was stumbling right into the bloodbath.

Her father lay sprawled on his left side between the dining room and the family room, the left side of his skull blown open.

She screamed and turned toward the kitchen and that’s when she saw her mother.

It looked like mom had been shot multiple times. There was blood spattered against the microwave and the kitchen counter, and it was smeared all over the floor in large puddles. Mom lay propped up against the oven, her head dangling over her shoulders lifelessly.

Two shots rang out and Elizabeth jumped and let out a scream. She whirled around just in time to see Diana fall back against the sofa in the family room, a bullet hole in her forehead. Lily and Rick lay slumped on the sofa, idiotic grins on their faces, their eyes glazed, the fronts of their shirts drenched in blood.

“Ronnie!” Elizabeth screamed.

Ronnie turned to her slowly. He still had the gun pointed at Diana and now his finger closed on the trigger, which clicked on an empty chamber.

Elizabeth dove into the living room toward the front door but slipped in a puddle of her father’s blood. The fall sent her skidding along the floor.

She heard the sound of a clip being inserted into the gun just as she started to get to her feet to make another attempt at running for the front door.

“Elizabeth!” Ronnie’s voice was compelling, commanding. The tone of it made Elizabeth hesitate for a fraction of a second. She turned around, five feet from the front door as Ronnie approached the living room.

He looked the same as he did when she saw him at the house. No, he looked worse. Elizabeth’s stomach turned to lead and she froze. She was so scared, so petrified, that she didn’t know what to do. Her brain kept telling her to get the hell out, to leave, but her body wouldn’t obey the commands. It was like there was a short circuit somewhere between her feet and brain. She was just making the connections of what had happened—Ronnie coming over in his psychotic state and blowing away their parents when a flicker of movement from the family room caught her eye.

“Ronnie,” Elizabeth said, her voice trembling. Diana or one of the kids must still be alive, oh my God—

“Fucking bitch always got what you fucking wanted,” Ronnie said. He chambered a round, pointed the gun at her and that’s when her paralysis broke. Elizabeth turned and started running toward the front door and her life literally flashed before her eyes—and she’d always read about that happening in books, had thought it was a cliché. Everything seemed to slow down and she saw Gregg, saw them getting married, remembering what it was like when they were dating and they would sneak off together to make love at every chance they got because she was so in love with him, and he with her, that it was simply magic, she remembered their early days when he was a struggling actor, she a struggling writer, both of them working unsatisfying day jobs to make ends meet and working collectively on their dreams at night, and she remembered feeling pride and happiness when she first saw Gregg in Voyeur, which had won such accolades at Sundance, and she remembered holding her first published novel in her hands, feeling like she had truly given birth to something special, and then she remembered holding Eric when he was a baby and feeling even happier, feeling so in love with this little human being, knowing it was the most special thing she and Gregg had ever created, more than her fiction, more than his playing various roles as an actor, and there were the bad times, the uncertainties, the arguments, and she felt bad that Gregg had given up his art but she didn’t care, he still had the rest of his life to get back into it, they still had a chance to make things better, they loved each other, and then she was thinking how wonderful it was going to be to grow old with Gregg and watch their son grow into a man. All these things went through her mind in a fraction of a second as her legs propelled her toward the front door, and then she heard the shot and it sounded like a clap of thunder. She heard it explode behind her and then she felt a fist crash into her back, pushing her to the floor. Then time sped back up again and she was slammed into the ground hard, her face hitting the carpet and her breath went out in a whoosh. She tried to get up and turn over, tried to take a breath, but it hurt. She was able to turn over once and she knew she was shot, knew she was bleeding now, knew she was in trouble. But still she found the strength to rise up and begin crawling toward the door and then Ronnie shot her again.

The bullet tore through her shoulder, breaking bone. It threw her to the floor again and this time Elizabeth cried out in pain. Then she saw them.

They had gotten up from the sofa and seemed to be floating over to the living room.

Diana, Rick and Lily...they were alive.

They were looking at her.

They were looking around at the carnage in the house.

They didn’t seem to be bothered by their wounds. In fact, their wounds appeared to be mending themselves.

Diana was looking at Ronnie and smiling.

The kids were motionless and they weren’t dead.

They were very much alive.

And they were feeding off the violence and misery that was occurring.

She knew this was happening as Ronnie stood over her and pointed the gun at her again. She saw how Diana’s smile grew wider in anticipation, as if awaiting some tasty meal. When Ronnie shot her again, putting bullets into her abdomen and chest, she felt that Diana was somehow feeding off what was going on, that it was making her stronger. That she was saying yes, Ronnie, shoot her, kill her!

She also sensed that Diana was in total control of him. That she was making him do this.

Elizabeth’s mind clung to this certainty as she lay on the living room floor trying to breathe, blood pouring from her wounds. She didn’t feel pain—she knew it was the shock—and maybe that was good. Not feeling the pain kept her mind clear, brought everything into focus. It confirmed everything right down to the end.

The last thing Elizabeth Weaver saw before she blacked out was Diana and her kids standing at the threshold of the living room, their grins wide and eager, feeding off the violence as Ronnie put the gun into his mouth and pulled the trigger.


PART THREE

‘Til Death Do Us Part










NINETEEN 







GREGG WEAVER KNEW the situation was bad, that things were probably going to get ugly, and as much as he didn’t like what Elizabeth was going to do he saw no way around it. To protect Mary, they had to take the law into their own hands to some degree. He knew that, knew what they had talked about back at the house was risky, but there was nothing else they could do. Gregg was already running through various scenarios in his mind of what he could tell the police if they came pulling into the B&B this evening or tomorrow, hoping he could get them off the hook for aggravated kidnapping. Didn’t have permission from Mary’s mother? Why that’s silly, officer! Mary’s mother died a month ago, and her father has been unable to care for her. Her father's live-in girlfriend has babysat her occasionally, but her real caregiver is her grandmother. And she knew we were taking the kids with us to the Pocono's for the weekend. So everything’s cool. Really.

He was fairly confident nothing serious would come of it anyway. The police would definitely see this as a domestic dispute, and if Elizabeth were able to do what he was hoping she was doing right now, they would see what was going on and side with them. But there was that little part of him that always wanted to think the worst could happen, and this kept him worried as he drove.

For the most part he tried not to think of the repercussions as he drove north on the Pennsylvania Turnpike heading toward the Pocono Mountains. He’d quickly packed a bag with three days worth of clothes for himself and Elizabeth, and Eric had packed some things for himself and Mary. Then they’d thrown them into the Blazer and set off. Mary asked if they were going away and Gregg had said yes, they were going to the mountains for the weekend but everything would be okay. At this point the kids sensed that what was happening was serious and Mary, in particular, was in danger. Despite this, Gregg noticed a sense of calmness settle on Mary’s face. She appeared to relax, as if she knew everything was being taken care of. And in a way Gregg supposed things were being taken care of. She had found a pair of adults who not only listened to her but believed her (and a part of Gregg still wanted a rational explanation for all the weird shit he had witnessed), and probably just knowing that and being in their protective custody was enough for her to relax and finally get some rest.

This rubbed off on Eric too, and he settled in the backseat and watched the scenery flash by as they drove.

The kids might have been in a less anxiety-ridden mood since this whole mess started, but Gregg was going batshit. He had to flip the cruise control on and keep the Blazer at a steady sixty-five miles per hour because he found he had a lead foot when he was nervous, and twice he was surprised to see their speed creeping up close to ninety. The turnpike was no place to be picked up speeding, so Gregg eased up and tried to keep his eyes on the road and his mind off the possible repercussions of what he and Elizabeth were in the process of doing.

They’ll have a full-blown argument at the house, he thought, noting it was probably taking place right now. They’ll be a lot of yelling and screaming and Diana will probably get pissed and leave. Maybe Ronnie will show up and it’ll be one big slam-down mad fight between all of them. Whatever, the cards will finally be laid down on the table. If Ronnie doesn’t get it through his thick skull today that Mary has been neglected, at least the seeds will be planted in his mind. If that’s the case I’ll probably wind up driving back down again tonight if Elizabeth calls and tells me to come home. But if not, I’m guessing she’s going to suggest to everybody that Mary stay with us for the weekend to keep her out of the war path. Ronnie will probably be a belligerent fool and protest, but I think Laura will see the wisdom in this and back Elizabeth up. Hell, Elizabeth will probably just tell Ronnie that if she has his daughter they could leave Diana’s kids with her folks for the weekend and they could go out and party it up. He’ll respond to that. Laura might not like it, but she hasn’t liked a lot of things that have gone down in the past four months. One more weekend of babysitting Diana’s kids for the weekend surely won’t hurt her.

This was the mantra Gregg told himself on the drive up. After mulling it over for thirty minutes, he began to feel a little better. Finally, he put the radio on and turned it down low. “You guys doing okay back there?” he asked, glancing into the rearview mirror at Eric and Mary. They looked fine; they were relaxing, looking out the window. “Anybody need a bathroom break?”

“When will we be there?” Eric asked.

“Another hour.” He’d called ahead to the B&B from the cell phone and was able to secure a room, so things were set on that end. He’d left a message on Elizabeth’s voice mail and told her this, leaving her the room number for when she showed up later. “Your mom will be up later tonight, so maybe when we get there we can get some supper if you’re hungry.”

“That sounds good,” Eric said.

“Sound good to you, princess?” Gregg directed this to Mary, who glanced at him.

“Yeah.” She nodded.

“Great!”

Gregg felt better having lightened the mood somewhat. The kids had something to look forward to. Now if only he could shake off this new feeling he had, the one that had settled into him suddenly, making him shiver and his skin break out in gooseflesh.

He tried not to let it show as he drove up the Pennsylvania Turnpike to the Pocono's.










THEY REACHED THE Bed and Breakfast a little after six p.m. It was much colder in the mountains, and the kids stayed in the Blazer while Gregg checked them into their room, which was on the other side of the rambling three-story structure. The B&B was large enough to accommodate a dozen guests and had seven bedrooms, each one with its own bath. There was a large and spacious den with a stone fireplace, a formal living room, a large country kitchen, and a huge dining room. There was a restaurant down the road, and when Gregg returned to the car after getting the keys to the room he asked the kids if they were hungry. “I’m starved!” Mary said. Eric nodded eagerly.

“Let’s get some grub then,” Gregg said.

They drove to the restaurant and the kids had hamburgers and French fries and Gregg had baked chicken, mashed potatoes and vegetables. The restaurant was cozy, with a large fire blazing in a stone hearth in the middle of the room. The floor and walls were of polished oak, giving the restaurant a dark, rustic look. Twice Gregg checked his cell phone to see if Elizabeth had called and left any messages; she hadn’t. “Are you going to call mom?” Eric asked.

“Yeah, I’ll give her a try.” He pressed the pre-programmed speed dial button for Elizabeth’s cell phone and let it ring.

It went right into voice mail.

Frowning, Gregg hung up. “She isn’t answering.”

Eric’s eyes widened with panic and Gregg picked up the phone again. “Let me try the house, see if she’s gotten home yet.” He dialed their house and when the voice mail system picked up Gregg left a message. “Elizabeth, when you get this message give me a call on my cell. Bye.”

“Try Grandma’s,” Mary said. She had picked up on Eric’s mood and looked worried. Despite the fact both kids were tired and Mary had been through the emotional wringer today, they were wired and alert, ready for anything. Mary put her fork down on the table. “Maybe they’re still at Grandma’s.”

Gregg nodded, his thumb pressed over the keypad of the cell phone. He didn’t know why, but he had a bad feeling about calling his mother-in-law’s house. He didn’t know why, didn’t know where this feeling came from, but it was strong and persistent. The minute he thought about calling them his gut clenched; he’d felt the same way when he was a kid and had to walk home from school in the fifth grade, dreading to walk past the alley on One Hundred and Thirty-Fifth street knowing that Andy Williams, the neighborhood bully, was always hanging around, but there was no other way home—he had to go home this way or risk being seen by his mother from their second floor apartment that overlooked Van Ness Boulevard as he crossed the busy intersection. She’d forbidden him to cross the busy street and had instructed him to walk home through the various back streets so he’d be safer. But less traveled routes by car always meant more kids were about, and where there were kids there were bullies, and Andy Williams had been the toughest. And Gregg had been terrified of him and—

“Dad?”

Gregg started, looking at his son. Eric swallowed, not breaking his gaze. “Call.”

Gregg nodded, then started dialing.

“Mr. Weaver?”

Gregg looked up, finger poised over the Send button.

He didn’t recognize the man who approached their table. In fact, he didn’t remember seeing the man in the restaurant but he was here now, standing beside their table and leaning close so he could speak in a low voice to them. The man was thin with shoulder-length blonde hair and a beard. He wore thin wire frame glasses and was dressed in stonewashed blue jeans and a gray knit sweater. His features were slender, sensitive and intelligent. The man leaned forward, ignoring the kids. “Mr. Weaver, I need to speak to you. It’s extremely urgent. Can we go outside?”

“Who are you and how do you know my name?” Gregg felt stricken with terror; he’d never seen this man before in his life. How does he know my name?

 “It’s about Diana and her kids,” the man said. “Please.” The man took a step back, as if he were confident this would be enough information to get Gregg to come with him.

“What do you know about them?” Gregg asked, his voice rising. He couldn’t help it, couldn’t control himself, and he didn’t care. He could feel his emotions rising and he was suddenly very scared for the kids and for Elizabeth.

“We can’t talk here,” the man said, leaning forward again to speak in a lowered tone. “I’ve already paid your bill. Please, take the kids and we’ll talk outside.”

Gregg opened his mouth as if to say something but didn’t know what to say. He looked at Eric, who seemed to say, let’s go with him, he’s safe. Mary looked afraid and she had sidled up to Eric on their side of the table and was now glued to him. Gregg took a quick glance around the restaurant, then back at the stranger who remained at their table. “What...how...?”

“Not here,” the man said, stepping back to let Gregg out of the booth. “Let’s go back to your room at the High Suites.”

The thought that they’d been followed didn’t sit well with Gregg. It made him more scared and angry. “What the goddamn hell is going on?”

“I understand you’re upset,” the man said, leaning closer again so he wouldn’t have to raise his voice, the tone of it seeming to implore Gregg not to make a scene. “When I first encountered it, I was upset too. But I’ve been following it across the country for the last three years, and now it’s here and your family is in danger.” He glanced at the kids and Gregg understood that meant the kids were in danger. “If you continue to resist here, I will be forced to explain myself further and if I do that, it might upset them.” He motioned ever so slightly to the kids with a tilt of his head, and Gregg understood the implications clearly. What this man had to tell him was not only true, it was going to upset the kids. He wanted to get them out of the restaurant, maybe get them back to the High Suites so he could put the kids in the room and he and the stranger could talk in private outside.

Gregg nodded, understanding what the man was getting at. The man nodded back. “Good.” He stepped back and Gregg silently stood up and beckoned for Eric and Mary to slide out of the booth and follow them.

They left the restaurant and the man indicated the parking lot. “My car’s out there. Why don’t I follow you back to your room?”

On the drive back Eric asked, “Dad, who is that guy?”

“I don’t know,” Gregg answered. He was nervous, scared as hell, but something told him to trust this man, whoever he was.

“I’m scared,” Mary said. She was beginning to cry.

“It’ll be okay,” Gregg said. The words sounded false to him. “When we get to our room I’ll have a talk with him. You guys will stay in the room with the door locked. Is that understood?”

The kids nodded, and while he said this to make himself feel better, it didn’t.

Instead the feeling of dread he felt when he first started trying to reach his wife back at the restaurant was coming back stronger than ever.










TWENTY 







WHEN THEY REACHED the High Suites Bed and Breakfast the man parked in the slot next to the Blazer and got out. Gregg parked in a spot directly beneath the window of their room. He waited by his car while Gregg ushered the kids to the room. “Keep the door locked,” he whispered to Eric as he let them in. “Double bolt it. You hear anything weird, you hear me yell or scream or anything, call 911. Got it?”

Eric nodded, his eyes wide, filled with tears. He got the kids in the room and waited until the door shut and the locks were thrown up. Then he went back to the parking lot where the bearded longhaired man was waiting between their vehicles.

“Okay, what’s going on here?” Gregg asked, surprised at the sound of his voice. He’d expected himself to sound afraid because what happened back at the restaurant scared the hell out of him. Instead he felt a sudden rush of anger and he could tell it came out in his voice. “Who the hell are you and why have you been following me?”

“I’m sorry about what happened back there,” the man said, and for a moment he looked like the bearer of bad news. Something flickered across his features briefly that bordered on sorrow then was quickly gone. “I have some bad news for you and I want to help and I didn’t want to cause a scene back in the restaurant.”

“Bad news? What bad news?” Gregg’s heart raced. He felt his knees go wobbly. He had a feeling the bad news had to do with Elizabeth, that something terrible had happened. “It’s about Elizabeth isn’t it? Diana’s done something to her.”

The man opened his mouth as if to answer, then hesitated, as if he had been in Gregg’s situation before and was unsure of how to proceed. “I wasn’t lying when I told you I know about Diana. I know all about her and I can help. What happened to your brother-in-law Ronnie...something similar happened to me three years ago.”

“Is Elizabeth all right?” Gregg blurted out.

The man’s face appeared to fall, as if the weight of all the bad news had finally broken it. “I’m sorry, Mr. Weaver. Your wife and...her family...they’re dead. They’re all dead.”

The news was so sudden, yet so wrong, that Gregg didn’t know if he had heard it right. Elizabeth dead? That was impossible! No fucking way. She was a strong woman. She was tough. She would have gotten the hell out of the house if Diana had gone bugshit. Christ, she was so pissed off at Diana she would have stopped her clock before anything could happen. How could she be dead?

“You’re lying,” he said, hearing his voice crack.

The man opened his mouth, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, Gregg. But it’s true. Diana made Ronnie kill them.”

Gregg still couldn’t believe what he was hearing, but as he listened to the stranger’s voice something about the tone and his demeanor convinced him the man was speaking the truth.

And then the enormity of it hit him fully and he sank to the ground so fast, he almost fell. He caught the side of the Blazer and leaned against the vehicle, closing his eyes. He felt dizzy and empty. “No,” he said, his voice strangled. “It can’t be.”

The stranger’s voice was low. “I’m sorry.”

Elizabeth couldn’t be dead. She simply couldn’t be. Gregg couldn’t accept his world without her, it was too sudden, too final. Elizabeth Weaver, his wife, simply couldn’t be dead.

But she was. The dread he’d felt earlier at the restaurant before when he had been trying to call her on the cell phone...the bad feeling he felt...it must be true.

“Oh my God,” Gregg moaned, the news suddenly hitting him. He sat down heavily on the curb in front of the Blazer trying to hold the sudden grief and emotion inside him. Despite no evidence to the contrary, he knew what the stranger had just told him was the truth. “Oh my God, it just can’t be.”

The stranger remained silent, head bowed. The bearer of bad news.

Gregg felt a tightening in his chest. This just couldn’t be happening! Elizabeth was supposed to meet him this evening at the High Suites. She was on her way up this very moment! She—

Gregg pulled his cell phone out and pressed the speed dial button for his in-laws house. It was an act of desperation; if a familiar voice answered the phone he’d know everything was okay, that the stranger was lying and he would know how to proceed from there. But if the phone simply rang or if it was picked up by a cop—

It was picked up on the third ring. “Baker residence.” The man who answered the phone was unfamiliar to him.

“Is...” Gregg began, the question dying in his throat. In the background he could hear voices mingling together. It sounded like men talking and it sounded far busier than it should have.

“Can I help you?” Now the voice sounded more official.

Gregg pressed the hang up button. The suddenness of what had happened, what the stranger had asked in that official tone, now hitting him full force.

His wife was dead.

So was her family.

Diana made Ronnie kill them. The stranger’s words echoed in his mind. Diana made Ronnie kill them...made Ronnie kill them...made Ronnie...

A part of Gregg wanted to break down and sob, wanted to pour his heart out and mourn. But he also knew he couldn’t do that right now. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t mourn Elizabeth right now, but oh God how he wanted to. The hurt was coming on hard and strong and he had to get a grip, had to get a hold of himself and be strong for not only himself, but for Eric and Mary. And in doing so he had to push aside his grief and face up to the nightmare that had been thrust into his life. He had to do this because Elizabeth would have done it. Because Elizabeth had done it and it had cost her her life.

Gregg looked up at the stranger, barely feeling the tears streaming down his face. “How? How do you know...how can this...?”

“I was parked in my car down the street from Jerry and Laura’s when I heard the shots,” the man said, his voice still bearing a tinge of sorrow. “I followed Elizabeth from your house; I knew she was heading to her parents. I was parked in front of your house when you two came out. I had my window rolled down and had a street map out and pretended I was lost. That’s how I learned where you were going.”

Gregg remembered now. The longhaired guy parked at the curb in front of their home, looking at the street map.

“So I followed Elizabeth to her parents,” the man continued. “I didn’t suspect anything was wrong, but I heard the shots a moment or two after she stepped inside the house. I was hoping they weren’t what I thought they were. There were several, and then I saw somebody from next-door approach the house and walk up to the front door and peer in. I heard her scream and run back to her house and I knew what’d happened immediately.”

Now Gregg couldn’t help it. He started to cry. The harder he tried to hold it in and be strong, the harder he sobbed and the more his chest and throat hurt from the exertion of emotion.

“I feel horrible,” the man said. He knelt down beside Gregg and touched his shoulder gingerly; Gregg barely felt it. “I’m sorry.”

Gregg cried for a moment and he finally was able to hitch his sorrow back in with a deep breath and wipe his eyes. He looked back toward the room he had rented for himself and the kids. Two round-headed silhouettes were at the window peering out. Gregg nodded toward them and waved them back. It’s okay, go on, it’s okay.

The kids retreated back into the room, away from the window, and Gregg buried his face in his hands. He didn’t want the kids to see him like this. He hoped they hadn’t heard him crying. If they had then he was going to be in for a rough night.

Wait a minute....that was an understatement. He was already in for a rough night. He was in for the worst night of his life.

Gregg took a deep breath, the cold mountain air searing his lungs. He badly wanted a drink right now more than anything in the world. “I don’t know what it is, but I have a very strong feeling that you’re telling me the truth. And it’s not just because of what you say, about knowing my name and knowing about Diana and Ronnie. It’s a feeling I have. I can’t explain it, but...the feeling I have and...calling Laura’s house and hearing that...I don’t know who it was—”

“The police, probably,” the man murmured.

Gregg looked at the man. “What the hell is going on? Who are you and how do you know so much?”

“I’ll be glad to tell you,” the stranger said, and then he held out his hand and Gregg looked at it for a moment, his mind a blank at first. Then he took the stranger’s hand and, with his help, rose to his feet.










THEY SAT IN Gregg’s blazer with the engine running for a while so they could get some heat. Gregg had begun to shiver the minute they climbed into the cab and once he got the engine cranked, the longhaired man flipped on the heater. “Supposed to be in the high teens tonight,” he said, rubbing his leather-gloved hands together. “I’m surprised you didn’t feel it before.”

“So am I,” Gregg said, hugging himself. His mind still refused to believe that Elizabeth was gone.

“My name’s Don Grant,” the man said. “And...what I have to tell you may sound...well, shit, it sounds like something out of an X-Files episode or a Stephen King novel. But it all relates to Diana and how she ensnared Ronnie Baker so quickly.”

“Ensnared,” Gregg muttered, shivering, slowly warming up. “You got that right.”

Don looked at him. “She moved in quick, didn’t she? You’ve known Ronnie how long? Ten years, maybe more? He never fell for a woman this fast before, has he?”

Gregg shook his head. “He used to run around with a lot of different women. Then Cindy came along and...well, he settled down a little bit. They had Mary, they got themselves a nice little townhouse, and then she started fooling around with somebody.”

“Gary Swanson?”

“Yeah.” Gregg felt tense. “How do you know all this? I mean...”

Don held up a hand to stop him. “It’s a long story so I suppose I should start at the beginning. All I ask of you is one thing. Keep an open mind to what you are about to hear. Okay?”

Gregg nodded, his heart thudding in his ribcage. He didn’t think it would be tough to do that. With everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, he didn’t think it would be difficult at all.










WHEN DON GRANT began telling his story, it sounded to Gregg like the typical case of adultery.

Married professional couple lives in Los Angeles. They are married to their careers, are active in their church, but their love life begins to fizzle. Don didn’t realize it was happening until he began to suspect his wife, Lisa, was having an affair. “I don’t know why I started having suspicions,” he said. “We were devoted to each other. We were very active in our church. We were very Christian. The thought of having an extra-marital affair certainly never crossed my mind, and in the beginning of our relationship, Lisa and I made vows that we would be together forever. Then things just got hectic...you know...jobs, both of us trying to finish our degrees. We were so busy that it was hard just to arrange a quiet evening to have dinner together. We became strangers in our own house, and I kept trying to mend things, but every time I tried, she had something come up in her schedule, or every time she tried to get something going, I had something come up. We never put a stop to what was going on in our lives. It wasn’t until I...well, I guess you could say I wizened up...it wasn’t until that happened when I realized Lisa was having an affair.”

For the first few months it was merely suspicions. Don tried talking to Lisa, tried getting her to cut back on her hours at school and work, but she refused. When his suspicions became stronger he started snooping around in her belongings while she was absent from the apartment, or through her purse when she was in the shower or asleep. That was when he found the sheet of paper with Lisa’s lover’s name and phone number written on it.

“I knew it wasn’t the name and address of a colleague,” Don said. “It was like some lightning bolt of knowledge zapped me and said that’s the guy that’s fucking your wife. I just knew. And I was enraged.”

He tried asking Lisa who the man was—Bruce Miller was his name. Lisa said he was a friend from work. “But the way she said it, the way she said he was just a ‘friend’ told me there was something more going on between them than mere friendship. She didn’t even try to evade anything or change the subject. It was like she didn’t care.”

Don started following Lisa and that’s when his suspicions were confirmed. “I followed her one night after work. She was supposed to have a class at Long Beach State, but she went to his apartment instead. I watched her go up to the complex and I sat in my car the rest of the evening, just watching the apartment complex and crying my heart out because by then I really knew. And knowing that she was betraying me, cheating on me so blatantly, tore me up.”

He confronted his wife the following morning with evidence of her infidelity. “I told her I’d followed her and asked her where she had gone the night before. She said it was none of my business. As if she were daring me to ask her again, but at the same time rubbing it in my face, you know? Like, ‘yeah, I’m fucking around but so what? What are you going to do about it?’”

Lisa continued to deny she was having an affair, but at the same time she toyed with Don. It was as if she felt no shame in cheating on her husband, that she was glad he knew, but wasn’t going to do anything to stop the relationship or hide it from him any longer. Gregg listened, wondering how this related to Diana and Ronnie and what had happened today. Why the hell should he care that Don’s wife had fucked around on him? The more Don relayed the story, the more Gregg wondered where this was leading.

“After awhile she began taunting me with it,” Don continued. He was looking out the windshield of the Blazer at the High Suites Bed and Breakfast in front of them. “It was like she knew that this was tearing me apart emotionally. I tried everything to keep us together. I asked for advice from my pastor, which didn’t help. I asked her to go to marriage counseling but she refused. I went into therapy myself just so I could talk to somebody about this because I couldn’t talk to my friends, couldn’t talk to my family. I’d have felt ashamed to do that at the time; I didn’t want anybody to know we were having trouble. I felt embarrassed. So I went to a professional therapist. I needed to come to some kind of...some kind of grip with what was happening.”

In the meantime, Lisa became more obsessed with her new lover. She quit school and began cutting down on her work hours, but the time she gained they could have spent with each other—by this time Don had quit school as well—was spent with her new lover instead. She began seeing the man openly now, no longer seeming to care she was committing adultery or that her husband was being tortured emotionally as he saw her carrying on with another man.

And the more Don was hurt, the more he became enraged.

“I began to get obsessed with Lisa,” he said, glancing quickly at Gregg. “I was never the kind of man to become obsessed with a woman. I was never a violent person. Never! But the more I thought about her, the more I imagined her with this other guy doing the things we used to do together. Her opening up to him emotionally and sexually. I began to imagine him exploring every inch of her body, doing things even Lisa and I had never done before. Then I imagined her liking it and...it just sent me into a rage!”

It was then when he began to think about killing his wife.

“The guy was actually calling her at our apartment now,” Don continued. “Sometimes I’d answer the phone and he wouldn’t even hang up. Bastard was bold. He’d come right out and ask for Lisa and I don’t know what it was that made me do it, but I’d hand the phone over to her like I was some puppet on a marionette’s strings. It was like he was controlling me, laughing at me while I screamed from inside in rage and anger over what he was doing to me...to us. And then Lisa would get on the phone and get all giggly and...sexy-talking the way she used to do with me when we were dating. And she’d do this right in front me! With me in the goddamned apartment! During the last week or so of our marriage he’d come to the apartment while I was there!”

That had proven to be the last straw. Don had spent the last month of their marriage in emotional turmoil, entertaining fantasies of killing his wife and her lover, and while he was secretly appalled by it, another part of him kept urging himself to do it. Don buried his face in his hands, his long hair framing his shoulders as he spoke. “These thoughts I were having were just killing me. I mean...I was a good man. I’m still a good man. I’m a Christian, I believe in God and Jesus Christ. Lisa and I were both believers, were both very active in the church. We didn’t think anything could penetrate our faith and our lives, that God would protect us. And then...” His voice quavered slightly. “...then this happens and suddenly I’m thinking things I’ve never thought before, never thought I’d have the desire to feel and they scared me! But they also spoke to me so strongly, they were so persuasive that I couldn’t resist their beckoning. The more I let those voices in, the more I began to entertain what they were telling me. And before I knew it I had convinced myself that the only way to put an end to the whole mess was to confront them, just follow Lisa to Bruce’s apartment, force my way in and kill them. But I’d kill him first. I’d let her watch me shoot her lover because I wanted to see the look on her face when I did it. Then I was going to kill her.”

So he bought a small caliber pistol at a gun shop in Hawthorne. He was in a fog when he did it, picking the weapon out hurriedly, not caring what he bought, just so long as he had a gun. The mandatory three-day waiting period he had to endure before picking up the handgun didn’t change his mind. Then after he picked the weapon up, he simmered for two days. During that time he quit his job suddenly, withdrew what little money he had in his personal savings account, as well as all the money in their joint checking account. “Then I followed her to Bruce’s house one morning,” he said, looking back up into Gregg’s face. “And I did it. I watched her walk into the complex and I waited for a few minutes, then I got out and followed her. I got his apartment number from the mailboxes outside, went through the courtyard to his apartment and knocked on the door. He answered the door wearing a pair of slacks and his shirt was unbuttoned and I...I shot him in the chest and he fell back into the apartment.” Don swallowed and Gregg listened closer to the story, riveted now. “I shot him a few more times and then I went into the apartment and Lisa started screaming for Bruce, and the sound of her voice just ripped my heart out. She sounded like the love of her life had just been wrenched away from her, and hearing that...well, part of me got a thrill out of hurting her like that. That kind of fueled me, kept me going, and I turned to her and yelled something, I don’t remember what, and then when I turned back to plug another couple shells in Bruce I saw that he was laughing at me! And he was starting to get up.”

Gregg felt all the spit in his mouth run dry. “He stood up? You mean...”

Don nodded. His eyes looked haunted. “Yeah. He was still shot, but he was getting up. I could see the blood staining the front of his shirt. In fact, his shirt had been unbuttoned and I could see the wound in the center of his chest. I’d shot him at close range but the fucker was laughing at me. And then as I stood there in shock, the wound started to heal and he started to change.”

Mary’s words danced in Gregg’s head. I saw it change, and there were different shapes in it and some of the shapes were faces, Diana’s face and Lily and Rick’s face and 

And then it was a shriveled demonic-looking thing that had no sex and was as old as time. And it was laughing at Don. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was the look of surprise and joy that had come over Lisa’s face at seeing her lover wasn’t hurt. And then she had rushed forward and embraced it, hugging it, seemingly not even aware of the monstrosity she was embracing.

Then she’d kissed it square on the lips. Don had been frozen in shock and fear and a sense of sickness as their tongues danced, hers healthy and vibrant, Bruce’s gray and diseased looking, probing her mouth, tasting her, sucking her in.

“I lost it then,” Don continued. “I fucking lost it and bolted out of the apartment. I don’t even remember making it to the car. The next thing I remember, I’m tearing down Redondo Beach Boulevard doing eighty and I got myself under control and got back to the speed limit. I was entering Gardena, so I pulled off into a cul-de-sac and parked the car and then I got the shakes so bad I felt like I was going to pass out. I didn’t even think about the possibility of the cops chasing me or anything. Didn’t even think somebody had called the police. I just lost it. All I could think about was Lisa kissing that...that thing that had been Bruce and she didn’t care! It was like...she knew, but she didn’t see it, you know? It was like he had fooled her, he had ensnared her and trapped her, and she knew what she was doing was wrong, knew he was so bad for her but she didn’t care anymore because she was addicted to him, the way junkies knows heroin is bad but they do it anyway because they can’t help it; their bodies scream for the relief it gives them. That’s the way it was with Lisa. And I knew right then that it was not only over, she was dead. This thing had gotten her, sucked the life out of her, reduced her to this junkie addicted to the physical pleasures it gave her and it fed off not only her need, but the emotion that came from the repercussions of our relationship. All the anger, hurt and resentment I felt when I found out about the affair...it knew this would happen and it had played Lisa right along, knowing it was going to get this out of me because it wanted that too. And...and it fed off it!”

Gregg saw the parallel with Don’s story and with what had happened with his brother-in-law immediately. “Did your wife get...did she get sickly-looking?”

“Yeah, she did,” Don said, and he reached out and gripped Gregg’s arm. His eyes were wild and scared looking. “She'd started losing weight, lost interest in eating. She was nowhere as bad as Ronnie, though.”

“You saw how Ronnie got?”

Don nodded. He released Gregg’s arm and slumped back in his seat. “I didn’t even think about it till later,” he said. “Until after I left. And when I came across the others, when I did my research into it and read about others that had been affected, it was only then I thought back to Lisa and what it was doing to her.”

“What is it?” Gregg asked, both horrified and enthralled now. “Is it...some kind of vampire?”

Don straightened up and held his left hand up to Gregg, palm outward, finger raised. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves here. Let me finish. I promise I’ll answer all your questions, just...let me finish.”

Gregg nodded, settling back in his seat. He took a quick glance at the room he had booked for himself and the kids tonight and saw the two round silhouettes in the window again.

“After I calmed down I checked into a cheap motel in Torrance. I was afraid to go over to the apartment, but I finally got the courage and drove by about an hour or so later. There were no cops around.” He looked at Gregg. “It was like it had never happened. I had shot a man multiple times in the middle of the morning and there were no cops, no nothing! Part of me actually wished the place was swarming with cops when I drove by, but there wasn’t. That’s when I knew my mind hadn’t been playing tricks on me, and I suppose that’s when I really knew Lisa was gone.” Don took a deep breath, as if composing himself for what was to come, then let it out in a whoosh. “So I spent the next few weeks watching them.

“I had quit my job of course, but I had some money to live off of from our checking accounts,” Don continued. “I hoped the cops would find me, that Lisa would call them to complain I had stolen the money out of our checking account, but that never happened. So I started following them around. Bruce was still Bruce. That thing that I saw him turn into...I didn’t see that. But every time I saw him I knew what I was really looking at now. I wasn’t looking at a man, I was looking at an indescribable thing I had no name for. It also seemed to recognize when I was around. I always kept the car parked half a block from the apartment, far enough away so nobody would notice, but every time they came out of the building, Bruce would actually look up the street toward where I was parked and...it almost seemed like our eyes locked. Like he knew I was there and knew right where to find me. I’d look away, bend down over the dashboard to hide, but I always knew it was too late. He knew I was there, but he never did anything, he never nodded or gestured toward me. But he knew...he knew.”

“What about Lisa?” Gregg asked.

“Lisa didn’t recognize me,” Don replied. “She looked lost, glassy-eyed, like an addict. And she was an addict, in a way. She was addicted to Bruce, to this thing. And when I saw her that first time after bursting into that room...it must have been two, maybe three days later...she’d gone downhill fast. It looked like she’d lost twenty pounds, her clothes barely fit her and she clung to Bruce like some street corner hooker hanging onto a pimp. And...I gotta tell you, Gregg, when I saw her that first time I couldn’t control myself. I fucking broke down in the car and wept like a baby.”

Gregg’s mind went back to Cindy Baker’s wake and how horrible Ronnie had looked that day...and how vibrant and alive Diana and her kids had become.

“I knew I couldn’t help her,” Don continued, looking out the windshield. “I knew there was nothing I could do. I tried calling her parents one night to see if they could do something, but her mother’s got problems of her own and her dad  well, shit, her dad’s an asshole. Always fucking working, so I couldn’t count on them. I knew I would hate myself if I didn’t try to do something one last time, so one day I followed them to the Del Amo Mall. I knew Bruce could sense I was following them, but I didn’t care. He never looked back, never gave any indication he was aware I was following them, but he didn’t have to. The only way I can explain it was I felt that he knew I was there. But I was still as discreet as possible.

“I followed them around for an hour. At one point, Lisa split up from him and went to the bathroom. Bruce actually helped her to the door that led down the service hall to the restrooms and I thought he was going to wait outside for her, but instead he darted into a clothing store a few doors down. I was around the corner from the mall, near the south food court, and I looked down the mall to where Bruce had gone but I couldn’t find him. I saw an opportunity to do something, so I hurried over to the restrooms. They were at the end of a long service hallway that served several of the businesses. Bruce had escorted Lisa right to the door of the hallway, had waited till she had gone into the ladies room, then left. This was my chance.

“I made it across the mall and dived down the hallway. When I got to the ladies room I hesitated for a moment, wondering whether I should go inside. It turned out I didn’t have to; Lisa came right out. She almost bumped into me.”

Don’s mouth descended in a frown at the memory. “I was standing right in front of her and she didn’t even recognize me, didn’t even say anything. I took her by the shoulders and said, ‘Lisa, Lisa, it’s Don, it’s me honey, it’s okay,’. And she...she acted like...like a zombie. She didn’t even react. Didn’t yell, didn’t try to get away. It was like she was indifferent to me. And as I looked at her I noticed two things—one, her physical condition had deteriorated rapidly and two, I could see his hold on her and her complete dependence on him. She was completely addicted to him.

“I said her name several times and she didn’t respond. And then I noticed this aura about her just around the same time she started warming up to me. Her face, which had been slack and unresponsive, suddenly came to light. It was like...” Don shuddered, closing his eyes, head bowed. “God, it was awful. It was like watching a rag doll suddenly come to life. It wasn’t natural! And she had this aura about her...this real strong aura of sexuality that was like being around a whore in heat. I could smell it, I was drawn to it, but I also knew instinctively she was already marked and she wouldn’t respond to me even if I tried to seduce her right there. She would only respond sexually to one man and one man only. Bruce Miller.”

Don buried his face in his hands, and as he wrapped up the narrative his voice began to tremble and break. “I was still carrying the .22, and I had it in my pocket that afternoon and...Oh God, please forgive me,” A sob escaped his throat. “...but...when I saw how hopeless it was...how bad off she was I just knew she wasn’t going to make it. I knew she was a lost cause and I knew she was suffering. She had this need to satisfy by being with Bruce, but he was sucking the life out of her and it was destroying her, but she was enjoying it. And at the same time it was killing her and...and...I couldn’t stand by while she suffered like this!” Don was crying quietly now and Gregg held his breath, already knowing what the outcome was. “So I shot her. I didn’t even look around to see if anybody was there, I just shot her. I shot her in the head and she fell to the floor and...and I just started walking down the hall toward the Exit, trying to act casual about it and...and even now when I think back on it I still remember the look in her eyes when she went down.” He looked at Gregg with tears in his eyes. “Whatever hold he had on her was gone and...it was like she was thanking me...she was thanking me for taking the pain away and setting her free.”

Gregg didn’t know what to say. Don’s story was so powerful, so disturbing. He was stunned.

Don sniffled, wiped the tears from his eyes with his fingers. “Some fucking husband I am, killing his wife when she needed him the most. I didn’t think that till later when I was miles away from LA. I was lucky to make it out of that parking lot.”

“Nobody saw you?”

Don shook his head, looking back out the window. “It was like I was on auto pilot. I knew what I had to do and my body just reacted. I shot her and just started heading out the door. It happened so fast, within seconds. The exit was maybe ten feet away. I was out the exit and I just walked out to the parking lot as calmly as can be. The gun? I stuck that in my jacket pocket before I hit the exit door. By the time I got to my car I knew I was safe. I didn’t think about who might have seen me or could be watching me. I tried not to draw attention to myself. I drove away and I don’t even think the cops had shown up yet, although I’m sure by then somebody had found Lisa and was calling 911.”

They were silent for a moment as Gregg thought about this. He glanced at the room again. The round silhouettes remained.

“I just drove,” Don said, his voice sounding tired. “I made it to the 91 freeway and headed out to Riverside, then found the 10. I went east. By nine that evening I was on the outskirts of Phoenix and I pulled over at a Motel 6. The next day I left and that afternoon I stopped in El Paso, Texas.”

He wrapped it up. He ditched the car in Juarez, Mexico, trading it in for a cheap Buick. Then he drove northeast into New Mexico, settling in outside of Carlsbad. He found a little apartment and got a job working at the Caverns, a popular tourist spot located in the Carlsbad National Park. “Of course, before I did that, I went into Mexico and got some new ID.” Don smoothed his hair back from his forehead. “I knew I couldn’t stay in the U.S. under my own name. And Juarez was the best place where a gringo like me could get anything: new social security number, new identity. American money can go far down there.”

There had been no witness to Lisa Grant’s murder, which was reported all over Southern California, but her husband was being sought for questioning. Don kept on top of the story and laid low, working his job as a janitor in the Caverns; cleaning up trash dropped by awestruck tourists and bat shit off the floor of the well-worn paths that snaked their way into the immense caverns. A job like that made it easy for Don to change his appearance pretty fast. “Places like that, jobs like that, they don’t care if guys grow their hair long,” he said. “Long as I was doing my job, they didn’t care.”

A year later a very different looking Don Grant took a week vacation and drove to Los Angeles. Only his name wasn’t Don Grant anymore. It was John Lowe.

The first place he went to was the apartment complex Bruce had lived at. Bruce’s name was no longer on the mailbox, but Don remembered his last name: Miller. During his week in Los Angeles, with the aid of a cellular phone, a laptop computer, and a ton of determination, stealth, and brawn, he tried to track down Bruce Miller by way of his last residence and got nowhere.

The landlord of the apartment complex wasn’t much help—she just confirmed that Bruce had once lived there.

Neighbors were a little more helpful. One man said that Bruce just “up and moved out” one day. This man, who Don paid a visit to (he told the man he was a private detective—even showed him a fake badge he had procured especially for the trip; it worked!), indicated Bruce had been a quiet neighbor, had kept to himself and he didn’t think much of him until he was suddenly gone one weekend. “It was like he was never here,” he told Don.

The few people at the complex that would speak to him reported the same thing.

He knew better than to try to look into Lisa’s death, but he did it anyway. He had done pretty well in grieving for Lisa in the year that passed, and when he finally looked into her death from a different perspective, he began by contacting her old friend from work, Connie Washington. He was able to not only convince Connie he was a private detective, he was also able to get most of the information he needed over the phone. Good thing Lisa was attracted to stupid women for her friendships; Don had seen more raw intelligence in the eyes of frogs.

According to Connie, the police were still looking for Lisa’s husband. They’d learned that Don had bought a handgun a few weeks before the shooting. Ballistics tests from the spent rounds found at the crime scene matched the weapon Don had purchased. They’d also learned that she’d been having an affair with another man. Furthermore, they’d questioned this other man—Bruce Miller—and his neighbors. And while Bruce Miller denied any role in Lisa’s death, a few of his neighbors swore they’d seen Don at the apartment complex one morning a week or two before his wife’s murder, running out of Bruce’s apartment looking terrified, holding a gun. Prior to that there had been loud yelling and arguing followed by what sounded like gunshots. Bruce later dismissed what happened as some ‘personal mess’.

But the circumstantial evidence against Don was great, and he was officially charged with the murder of Lisa. Don had felt a brief stab of fear when Connie told him this but it quickly went away. What about Bruce Miller? he had asked. Connie hadn’t known much about Bruce. Lisa had never talked about him much (at this, Don had silently screamed at her, you bitch! You fucking knew she was fucking around!). Don was afraid he wasn’t going to learn about Bruce unless Connie let something slip out.

“She told me one time he was from the Midwest,” Connie had said. “Denver or somewhere near there. He was married once and had lived there, then after the divorce he moved to LA. That’s about all she told me about him.”

And that was all Don had needed to jump-start his investigation.

He paid a sketch artist he met in Venice a hundred bucks to draw a caricature of Bruce Miller that he recalled from a memory that was as good as a snapshot. He made photocopies of the sketch and, armed with that, he went home to Carlsbad, New Mexico. 

Three months later he took a long weekend and traveled to Denver, Colorado.

Nine months later he was able to find out by combing through every available source of public records and a few follow-up phone calls that Bruce Miller had, indeed, once lived in Denver.

Only he hadn’t left behind a divorced wife.

He’d left behind a dead one.

Hannah Martinez had been young, vibrant, and beautiful when Bruce Miller swept her off her feet one day in May of 1992. Just twenty-one, she had met him at a popular nightclub. She’d gone home with him that night, moved in with him the following week, and within a month they were married. Her parents had been surprised at the sudden speed of the relationship. They also hadn’t approved. It had been very easy for Don to convince Hannah’s still grieving father that he was a private detective investigating a case involving Bruce Miller when he called him. The poor man had been a chatterbox. The more her parents expressed their disapproval of Bruce Miller, the more Hannah defied them. Bruce soon quit his job so that Hannah could support him while he ‘pursued other interests’. When her parents asked her what these other interests were, she told them Bruce had always wanted to be an artist and needed time away from the corporate rat race to devote to his art.

Hannah’s father thought that was not only stupid and foolish, but crazy. He related a story that was familiar to Gregg—Hannah had worked two jobs to support them and pay all the bills. Bruce had always wanted sex, and all Hannah did was cook, clean, do the laundry, and work to support them. It drove her ragged and she started deteriorating. The more her parents protested, the less they saw of her because she was always working to pay the bills. On the few occasions Hannah’s mother, Anita, was able to speak to her daughter by phone Hannah sounded like a different person. “Like a junkie,” Hannah’s father related to Don. Hannah’s entire focus had become centered on Bruce and on making him happy.

Meanwhile, Bruce was not only indifferent to Hannah’s downward spiral, he seemed to thrive on it. His physical appearance changed—the skinny man Hannah had brought home that first time had filled out into a muscular, well-groomed man who sparkled with an energy and charisma that was frightening. He had become handsome, bearing a perfect aerobiczed body that looked like it got plenty of time at Gold’s gym. He even became more likeable to her parents. Hannah’s father began to question whether he had been wrong to condemn his daughter’s new husband so openly. He questioned it right till the end when Bruce suddenly demanded a divorce from Hannah and left.

The news shattered Hannah. Before her parents realized it, Bruce left Denver, leaving Hannah an emotional wreck. They tried to get their daughter support, tried to get her to talk to them, but she wouldn’t open up.

Five days after Bruce left her she hung herself in the condominium she’d shared with him.

“Poor man was still crying about it when he told me this,” Don said, looking out the window. “To him it was like it happened yesterday.”

“I don’t doubt that,” Gregg said. “To lose a child like that...I don’t ever want to have to go through something like that.” He turned back toward the window and saw that the two round silhouettes were gone. “Which reminds me,” he said, glancing at his watch. “We’ve been out here for two hours and I have a feeling we could be out here the rest of the night with all you have to tell me. I’ve really got to get in and make sure the kids are okay, and then I guess I should get some sleep.”

“You’re right,” Don said, smoothing back his hair from his face. “I’m sorry I’ve kept you up so late.”

“It’s okay,” Gregg said, sighing. Despite all that had happened, despite hearing the bad news and knowing it was true he felt a strange sense of calm.  “I’m glad I’m hearing this. Frankly I’m...well, I’m reeling from it all. I don’t know what to do, and I know I need to hear more. No, I have to hear more.”

Don looked at him. “You believe me?”

“Yeah,” Gregg said, nodding. “I believe you.”

A sigh of relief from Don. “Good. I was afraid that all my work, all my research, everything I had put myself through to reach you and get in touch with you, would be in vain.”

“Before I go in and we call it a night, I do need to know two things,” Gregg said, turning to Don. “And please be honest with me.”

“I’ve been honest with you the whole time,” Don replied.

Gregg saw nothing but honesty in those blue eyes and he felt good knowing this. He knew he could trust Don. “Did you have any idea that what happened today was going to happen?”

“I was afraid that something like it might happen,” Don answered. “That’s why when I found out where it was and who it had latched onto, I came out here as quickly as I could and tried to learn everything I could about Ronnie and his family.”

“You keep referring to Diana as an ‘it’. What are we dealing with here? A vampire? Some supernatural creature that can change shape?”

“I think it’s a succubus.”

“A what?”

A succubus,” Don said, hugging himself; it had grown suddenly cold in the SUV and Gregg could see the mist rising from Don’s mouth as he spoke. “Or something like a succubus.” 

“What’s a succubus?”

“They’re usually described as mythical creatures,” Don began, hunched over against the cold. “The various vampire legends are thought to have evolved from the Lilith myths. Are you familiar with Jewish lore?”

“A little. Isn’t Lilith supposed to be, like, Adam’s first wife?”

Don nodded. “According to some versions of ancient Hebrew myth, Lilith was actually the original woman and Adam’s first wife. She was described as a woman of great beauty, with long flowing black hair. Unlike the subservient Eve, Lilith demanded to be treated as her husband’s equal. She especially disagreed with Adam about taking a position beneath him during intercourse, and it was this battle that led to Lilith storming out of paradise. Adam was outraged, and insisted that God make her come back. Lilith refused, and for her sins of independence, she was demonized and cast out. After that she was cast with a variety of names: Night Hag, Queen of the Vampires. Her most notorious role was as the queen of all succubi.”

“Diana’s a vampire?” Gregg said. He couldn’t believe he was hearing this.

“Not a vampire. Something different. A succubus. There’s a big difference.”

“What’s the difference?”

“After Lilith was banished, God created Eve. Lilith had become a pariah, a truly wicked thing, a night-stalker. It was rumored she strangled infants and killed pregnant mothers. She wasn’t about to let Adam live on in bliss. Some myths suggest Lilith was the demon that tempted Eve with the apple in the Garden of Eden. It’s even been suggested that she transformed Cain, influencing him to murder his brother. This drove Adam to celibacy, and he began to feel the pangs of manhood. His separation from Eve left him wide open and vulnerable to his ex-wife. Lilith came to Adam in his sleep, teasing him with horrific, erotic dreams. She took him every night, sucking the life force out of him as she carried him to sexual climax every night. Legions of demons were born to Lilith from these couplings, and she released these children, the lilim, upon the earth—succubi and incubi.”

“Incubi?”

“The male counterpart. In fact, some myths state that they’re shape-shifting creatures, that they can change their form at will. The more I read about the various myths, the more I began to form my own opinions. It took me a long time to piece everything together. I think I was fully convinced of what I was dealing with when I found records that went back to...well, shit, I found records that went back to 1872 or so and—”

“1872? You mean this thing has—”

“It’s probably older than that,” Don said, cutting Gregg off, speaking quickly. “I can show you—I brought some floppy disks that contain PDF files of newspaper clippings and copies of official documents, all of it verifying my research. How before it was Bruce Miller it was a woman named Heather Wilson who lived in Seattle, and then it was a woman named Tonya Williams; then it was a man named Stephen Billings, then a man named Jesse Rodriguez, then a woman named Julie Magby. The more I began to trace all this, to connect the dots, the more I began to believe, and then—”

“So you’re not shitting me?” Gregg couldn’t believe this. “My brother-in-law’s girlfriend is really—you really think she’s some supernatural thing?”

The look on Don’s face was one of pure terror—it looked the way a child looks who is suddenly told that Santa Claus doesn’t exist, that the whole thing is just a fairy tale. “I thought that...that you were accepting this—”

“I am,” Gregg said, feeling the adrenaline rush again, his mind spinning as he tried to process the impossible. “I just...I guess I just don’t know how to take it.”

“I understand,” Don said slowly, more carefully. “Hearing this for the first time can be traumatic. I don’t think I would have handled it very well either if I had learned all this in less than two hours.”

Gregg glanced at the dashboard clock—it was now after midnight. “Listen, I believe you. I just...I have to think about this for a moment. I have to process it. And I have to get to the kids. They’re going to have a thousand questions and I don’t know what to tell them.”

“Don’t tell them anything,” Don said. “Don’t make a hard night even harder.”

Don’s words made sense, but when he got into that room and had to look at his son and see Elizabeth staring back at him, he hoped he didn’t break down. He sighed, closed his eyes and took a deep breath, slowly exhaling. He did this again to relieve the pressure. “Okay,” he said.

“I’ll get a room down the road,” Don said. He opened the passenger side door of the SUV. “You have a pen, paper?”

Gregg patted his shirt and jacket pocket automatically, then reached for the compartment between the seats. He found a blue pen and a scratch pad amid change and compact disks and handed them to Don. Don jotted a number down, tore off the paper and handed it to Gregg. “My cell phone. Give me a call tomorrow morning. We’ll...we’ll talk more then.”

“What are we going to do?” Gregg asked, putting the pen and pad back in the compartment. He put the piece of paper with Don’s cell phone number in his breast pocket. “Especially with the kids. I have to tell them something.”

“Be vague,” Don opened the door and leaned out. “But don’t tell them what happened today. Not now. Later...yes...but not now.”

“Wait!” Gregg called as Don turned to leave. “One more question.”

Don had the door open and his right foot was planted on the ground. The cold night air bit into the interior of the SUV. Gregg licked his lips and shivered. “Did you know that Elizabeth would die?”

Don shook his head. His eyes looked haunted, as if he wished he had gotten here sooner. “No. That’s why I came here. I only found out about its new identity—Diana Marshfield—a week ago. I’ve been in Pennsylvania for two days. I was going to follow you home from your Thanksgiving dinner and tell you about Diana tonight but...I was too late.” His features were sad, everything about his demeanor telling Gregg that everything he spoke was the truth. “I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner. I’m really sorry.”

Gregg nodded, feeling a sting the back of his throat. His eyes grew blurry with tears. He looked down at the floor, willing himself not to cry. “It’s okay,” he said, feeling his throat hitch. “I’ll be okay. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 

Don nodded, hesitated for a moment, then got out of the Blazer and closed the door.

Gregg didn’t watch him leave. He sat in the Blazer and took deep breaths, trying to control his emotions. He couldn’t collapse now. He didn’t know how he was going to keep up the illusion in front of the kids that nothing was wrong, but he had to try. He had to be strong for them. 

Gregg remained in the Blazer long after Don Grant left. He banished all thoughts of what had happened out of his mind. He didn’t want to entertain it because to do so would be facing the concept of a life without Elizabeth. Instead, he told himself that Don was wrong, that he had just assumed that Elizabeth was injured during Ronnie’s rampage. She was okay, she was fine, and the police were trying to contact him now. Elizabeth wasn’t dead; she was hurt, probably in the hospital, but she wasn’t dead. Don was mistaken; after all, he hadn’t actually seen her get killed, he’d merely heard the gunshots. It was only speculation that everybody but Diana and her kids had been slain. Don had only reported what he’d heard and feared, which was a very human trait.

She isn’t dead, she isn’t dead, Gregg repeated to himself. He kept telling himself this as he sat in the Blazer, head bowed and eyes closed. He thought of all the things he and Elizabeth hadn’t done together yet; their plans for retirement, settling into a large single story ranch home they would build in the country; watching Eric grow into manhood; enjoying the grandchildren he might produce. So much left to do.

She isn’t dead!

He kept telling himself this as he finally got out of the Blazer and slowly walked to the room. He felt a little better but he was still troubled, as if somewhere deep down inside he knew that what Don Grant told him was really the truth.

The trick was to not let that truth out this evening. Just let it hide back there, thrown under the rug.

Don’t even entertain the notion.

The kids were asleep on one of the two queen-sized beds in the bedroom. Gregg watched them sleep, keeping the bad thoughts at bay as he noticed and Mary had gotten into their pajamas. They slept side-by-side, deep and untroubled.

Gregg dressed down to his underwear, checked the heater and thermostat, then lay down in the second queen-sized bed. He pulled the covers over his lanky frame, noted the time: almost one a.m. The kids would wake up by seven; he was sure of it.

He spent most of the night gazing at the ceiling, fighting back the tears and sobs that threatened to carry him down a deep well of grief.










TWENTY-ONE 







When Don Grant met them at the restaurant the following morning for breakfast, Eric and Mary glanced up as if expecting him to answer all their questions for them. They’d peppered Gregg with questions the minute he’d woken up, and Gregg was vague with his answers. Yes, mom is okay. No, I don’t know what happened at the house. He says his name is Don Grant and that he knew Diana Marshfield a long time ago. No, I don’t know why mom hasn’t called me, but I’m sure she’s okay. He could tell Eric sensed he was lying to him, and normally the boy would have confronted him with it. Mary would have, too. For some reason both children seemed to understand that there was a reason for his vagueness, that they would learn soon what was going on but that now wasn’t the time for Gregg to tell him, so they fell silent. Gregg welcomed it; he’d barely gotten any sleep last night and could barely think straight.

“What’s on the menu today?” Don asked, sliding into a chair.

Gregg nodded at the carafe sitting in the middle of the table. “All the coffee you can drink.”

“Good,” Don said, picking up the carafe and pouring a cup. “I need it.”

Gregg had called Don an hour ago and told him he was taking the kids to breakfast. Don suggested that he check out of the High Suites and head back to Lancaster County with the kids. Gregg admitted he was thinking of doing that very thing. “We’ll talk about it after breakfast,” Don had said before they hung up.

Now in the warm comfort of a country restaurant with the smell of coffee and pancakes and scrambled eggs, the clatter of silverware and dishes amid the background murmur of other patrons conversing and waitresses taking orders, Gregg quickly introduced Don to the kids. He thought Mary would ask Don about Diana, or that Eric would ask him about his mother, but they didn’t. They nodded quietly at Don and went back to looking at the table. A waitress quickly appeared and took Don’s order: scrambled eggs and ham with hotcakes. She jotted it down and Don asked, “How’d you sleep?”

“Okay,” Gregg lied. He took a sip of coffee.

“You guys hungry?” Don asked the kids.

They nodded. Mary looked up at him shyly. Don smiled at her.

They made small talk, skirting the subject of what they’d talked about last night. Gregg could tell Don was trying to put the kids at ease by talking about the places he’d been and people he’d met, like he was trying to portray himself as some worldly traveler. He looked the part in his long hair and neatly trimmed beard. He reminded Gregg of a slightly bookish country-rock singer; a Travis Tritt or a Johnny Van Zant, or the kind of guy who would drive an eighteen-wheeler for a living. All that was lacking was the black cowboy hat.

Thankfully Gregg had ordered for himself and the kids ten minutes before Don arrived. Their waitress emerged bearing their breakfast and they dove in the minute it hit the table, providing a welcome reprieve from awkward silences.

 They ate quickly, not talking much. Gregg asked for the check, which he paid, and thirty minutes later he was stowing their luggage in the back of the Blazer. Don was waiting for him at the side of the vehicle. The kids had already been buckled in the backseat. Gregg closed the door and turned to Don. He gestured toward the rear of the Blazer. “Well?” he asked, his voice low.

Don nodded. “I take it they don’t know yet?”

“No.”

“Good.” Don was speaking in a low tone. He seemed to understand that the kids were straining to listen to what the two men were talking about. “I think the only sensible thing to do now is for you to go back home and...well, face the music. It’s the only thing you can do if you don’t want the cops looking for you.”

Gregg nodded, stony. He was still relying on his defense mechanism that Elizabeth was still alive to keep him from breaking down.

“You okay to drive?” Don asked.

“Yeah,” Gregg said. “I’m tired, but I’m okay.”

“Tell you what. I’ll follow you, just to make sure you make it back okay. I’d drive you back myself but...I have my reasons for not wanting to draw attention to myself. I haven’t talked to a cop in over three years. Haven’t even had a traffic violation and I want to keep it that way. You understand?”

Gregg nodded, sighed. “Yeah.”

“You sure you aren’t drowsy?”

“I’m tired but I’m not drowsy,” Gregg said. “I can make the drive. I’ve got plenty of CDs in the car to keep me awake.”

“Okay. I’ll follow you back to make sure you’re okay. I’ll only follow you as far as your development, then I’m getting a motel room in the area. Hang onto my phone number and call me later when you can.”

“What are we going to do?” Gregg asked. They were still whispering, still keeping their voices low. Gregg could see Eric craning his head around, watching them.

“The cops will want to question you,” Don said. He made a slight gesture toward the SUV. “You might want to do a little prepping with the kids. Do they know anything?”

“Not about last night, but they know that Diana and her kids aren’t normal.”

Don’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “Really? You’ll have to tell me about this later. Do they know enough that you can convince them to tell the police a story other than what they’ve experienced?”

“Yeah,” Gregg said, remembering Mary’s reluctance to tell him and Elizabeth what was going on because even at the tender age of seven, she realized an adult wouldn’t believe a story about the creature she’d seen in her father’s bedroom. “They’ll want to know where Diana and her kids are, what happened. I...I can hold them off on the truth for as long as I can, but—”

“For now, tell them to stick to this simple story,” Don said, lowering his voice even further so that Gregg had to step closer to hear him. “It’s close to the truth. Diana was neglecting Mary and her own kids, and she was neglecting Ronnie. There was disagreement between Ronnie and Diana over money, and Ronnie was running himself ragged with all the overtime. There was also friction between your in-laws and Ronnie because of this, and it all came to a head today. You took the kids out of the house because you didn’t want them exposed to what you were thinking was going to be a heated verbal fight. You can also say that your mother-in-law told you to take them somewhere for the weekend. Diana might try to dispute it, but it’ll be her word against yours. Elizabeth was going to meet you later, and you had no idea what happened. That’s why you came down this morning, because you hadn’t heard from Elizabeth all evening.”

“I tried calling,” Gregg said, remembering the calls he’d made. “She must have had her cell phone turned off or something. Won’t they try to trace any calls I might have made?”

“Don’t worry about that,” Don said. “Don’t even mention you made any calls. If they ask...tell them the truth. It’s going to be best that you stick to as close to the truth as possible. All you know is that Elizabeth stayed behind to help her family sort out this mess. Okay?”

Gregg nodded, feeling the lump in his throat. He took a deep breath to calm himself down. “Yeah. I can do that.”

Don regarded Gregg calmly, then patted his shoulder. “You’ll be fine. Let’s take this one step at a time. Get home, get the kids taken care of. Make sure they’re safe. Do what you have to do to take care of your family. Then call me.”

Gregg nodded, then went to the driver’s side of the SUV. He hesitated a moment, then climbed in, hoping the kids didn’t see the troubled look on his face.

“What’s going on?” Mary and Eric asked in unison.

Gregg saw their still-scared faces, eyes wide as saucers. Gregg started the engine, noted that Don had gotten into his rental car. He took a deep breath. “We’re going home,” he said. “I’ll tell you in a minute. Let’s get on the road first.”

“Is mom okay?” Eric asked. He was looking at Gregg, trying to meet his father’s gaze in the rearview mirror.

Gregg refused to look his son in the eye. He couldn’t. “She’s fine, son,” he said, looking straight ahead of him as he put the Blazer in reverse. He glanced behind him to check for oncoming traffic, looking past them at the parking lot. “She’s okay. We’ll talk later when we’re on the road.”

He caught a glimpse of Eric’s face, though. It was a flicker of understanding, of acceptance, that his father was keeping something from him. That he was keeping something from him because he didn’t want him to cry. Eric took a deep breath and looked out the window, not looking toward the front of the SUV as Gregg piloted the vehicle carefully out of the parking lot and onto the main street, heading toward home.










TWENTY-TWO







THEY FACED THE nightmare the minute they returned.

It started when Gregg pulled up in front of their home and saw the police car waiting for them at the curb.

The dread settled in his system as he got out of the Blazer. A police officer got out of the waiting cruiser and approached him as Gregg told the kids to stay in the Blazer. He met the officer at the curb where his nightmare was confirmed.

Somehow he held up long enough to usher the kids into the house. The officer followed him inside after radioing in that Gregg Weaver was home with the kids. Gregg asked the officer if he could have a moment alone with the kids and was granted permission. Gregg ushered them upstairs to the master bedroom, and by the time they got there both children were in tears. It was as if they already knew what Gregg was going to tell them, as if they had been silently expecting this, hoping what they were feeling wasn’t true.

He let them cry and he cried a little bit with them. He quickly gained control of his emotions and whispered to them. “We need to stick to what we talked about on the way home. Okay?”

The kids nodded. On the drive back they had listened raptly as Gregg told them that Don was here to help them get rid of Diana Marshfield and her kids—he made that up on the spot, hoping to give the kids a glimmer of hope to counteract the horror they would face later this afternoon. He’d told them that no matter what happened they weren’t to tell any adult about what they’d talked about the day before, that Diana and her kids were monsters. Mary understood immediately and she nodded. Then he told them that if they were questioned, they could tell whoever was questioning them whatever was asked, so long as they did not reveal what Mary had confided to them yesterday afternoon. Tell them Diana was uncaring, that she didn’t take care of the house or her own kids, that Ronnie were ignoring Mary. Tell them all that, but don’t tell anybody about the monster part. Nobody would believe them.

The kids nodded, sniffling, Eric still crying. The kids understood; they weren’t immune to the fact that adults wouldn’t believe them. Gregg gripped his son’s shoulders, their foreheads touching. “It’s going to be okay, son. We’ll get through this.” The words rang false to his ear. He didn’t know how they would get through this.

Within thirty minutes a team of detectives were at the house, questioning the three of them downstairs in the living room. Gregg sat on the sofa with Mary and Eric on either side of him, his arms around both children. The kids were still crying and the detectives were as gentle in their questioning as possible. Elizabeth’s Aunt Debbie arrived fifteen minutes later, her weathered face showing the strains of the past twenty-four hours. Debbie was Laura’s younger sister, who lived in nearby Berks County. Gregg rose from the sofa and embraced Debbie. “I can’t believe this has happened,” Debbie said softly into Gregg’s shoulder. Gregg was still stunned; he looked at the detectives over Debbie’s shoulder and they rose to their feet. One of them, a man about Gregg’s age with thinning blonde hair, said, “We’ll be outside.”

After that the floodgates opened. The house was a constant parade of Elizabeth’s Aunts, Uncles, cousins and their children. They all streamed in slowly as the hours passed, many of them staying into the night as they traded information and grieved together. Through it all, Eric and Mary stayed at his side constantly.

Shortly after Debbie arrived at the house, Elizabeth’s cousin Tracy and her husband Keith arrived. While Tracy kept the kids occupied in the family room, Gregg led Debbie upstairs to the guest bedroom down the hall from the other bedrooms and she told him what had happened.

According to Debbie, the police were still investigating. So far all the testimony was coming from Diana and her kids, who had survived the massacre. There was additional eyewitness testimony from the neighbors, Chuck and Susan Finlay, who heard the shots. It had been Susan who ventured outside to investigate the noise she’d heard. She had discovered the bodies and ran screaming to her house to call 911. Between Diana and the Finlay’s, the police were able to discern the following:

Sometime between 2:30 and 3:00 pm, on Thanksgiving Day, Ronnie Baker had driven over to his parent's house armed with a loaded Smith & Wesson 9mm pistol and an extra clip. He had arrived at the house and started shooting when he walked in. He shot his mother first, in the kitchen. Then he had shot his father, who had risen from his chair in the family room. Diana and the kids had screamed and he’d started shooting them when something made him stop. “Diana said he just froze, like he was hearing something,” Debbie said, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. “He was in the family room and the front door opened. He...he waited until Elizabeth was in the kitchen before he came out of hiding. She...she saw her mother lying there in the kitchen and...”

Ronnie had shot his sister in the back as she fled to the front door. And while Diana admitted that she hadn’t actually seen Ronnie kill his sister, she’d heard at least two additional shots. There had been another pause, then a final shot. That had been Ronnie blowing his brains out.

The only survivors were Diana Marshfield and her kids.

The sound of the shots had aroused the curiosity of Susan Finlay. She saw Elizabeth’s body lying in the living room amid a puddle of blood when she ventured over to investigate, then ran to her house screaming. Two 911 calls were logged to the Reamstown Police, one from Susan, the other from inside the house itself. Diana had made that second call. When the first unit arrived they found Diana trying to revive Elizabeth. Diana had been bleeding from a shoulder wound. And while both her children were still cowering in the corner, covered in blood, they had escaped serious injury.

Diana had been hysterical. She admitted that there had been some strain between Ronnie and his parents lately, that she had argued with them about her relationship with their son that day. The 911 call that had been made earlier requesting help at Ronnie’s house was finally traced back to Elizabeth’s cellular phone, and Diana was asked why Elizabeth would make such a call. Diana didn’t know. All she knew was that Ronnie’s parents had been putting their son under a lot of pressure to end their relationship and he must have exploded because of it. But she had no idea he would snap so violently.

“I went to the house last night after I got a call from the police,” Debbie said. They were sitting on the twin bed that flanked the north side of the room. Debbie had related the incident between tears and now she was relatively calm, the finality of everything large and heavy. Aside from wearing her graying hair short, she bore a strong resemblance to Laura, and had a thick Pennsylvanian Dutch accent. “I saw Diana being questioned by detectives. She was hysterical. Just hysterical.”

“What about the kids?” Gregg asked.

“I didn’t see them. I don’t know where they were.”

The police tried getting in touch with Gregg, to no avail. Elizabeth had never programmed Gregg’s cell phone number into her phone—she’d had it memorized, so there had been no way to call him. There was some initial worry that Gregg was injured or that Eric and Mary were in danger, so a bulletin had gone out to the State Police with the SUV’s make and license number. Diana didn’t know why Gregg was absent, and Debbie told him that the investigators wanted to speak to him about his absence. Gregg saw this opportunity as a way to explain what he had worked up. “I think I can talk to them now,” he said, taking a deep breath.

Debbie stood up with him. “Then let’s go.”

Holding hands, they walked downstairs to the living room.

The rest of the day was a blur. Gregg was questioned by a detective, a guy named Kurt Newsom. He told Kurt Elizabeth had been concerned for her brother and they’d argued with Diana at the house during Thanksgiving dinner about her relationship with Ronnie. Elizabeth had asked Gregg to take Eric and Mary out of the house because Mary was getting very upset, and Laura suggested Gregg take them to a weekend retreat to give them time to play and just be children for once. Elizabeth was going to help sort things out at the house, but they had already planned to meet up at the High Suites B&B that evening. He had tried calling her several times on her cell phone and couldn’t get through. Then he got worried so they drove back this morning.

Kurt didn’t pepper him with questions immediately, but he did probe gently. Why did Elizabeth make the 911 call? We drove over earlier to see why Ronnie hadn’t shown up because we didn’t believe Diana’s story that he was tired, and Elizabeth said he looked like he’d been using drugs again. She thought Diana was covering up his drug use—that’s part of the reason why she and her mom started arguing with Diana.

A female detective questioned the kids in the family room. Mary told her that her grandmother and Aunt didn’t like Diana, and they were arguing about it. She was afraid her daddy was sick. Eric said his grandmother had asked his dad to drive the kids to the Pocono's for the weekend; he knew grandma wanted them out of the house because she didn’t want them to see the argument. The kids were teary-eyed, crying, and the female detective was gentle in her questioning. She compared notes with Detective Newsom, then they left.

At one point during that long horrible day, Diana Marshfield showed up at the house with Lily in tow. Despite her ragged appearance, left arm in a sling from the flesh wound she had apparently received, Gregg could see the vitality flowing through her, more so than yesterday. It was as if the murders had sparked her energy. Her look of fatigue and mourning was a mask she was wearing; he knew that, could tell instinctively she was faking her emotions, but gave no indication he did. Elizabeth’s family members acknowledged her silently as she walked into the house and approached Gregg.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her large brown eyes downcast.

“Me too,” he said quickly, not looking at her.

“If I had known...” She began, and then looked down. “How’s Mary?”

“She’s fine.”

She sighed. “Good.” She looked around the family room. “Where is she? I’ll take her home.”

“She is home,” Gregg said firmly, feeling a sudden wave of rage flare inside him. How dare this bitch come in and try to take a child that isn’t hers!

Diana turned to Gregg looking as if she had been slapped in the face. “Excuse me?”

“She’s not your daughter,” Gregg said, trying to control the anger in his voice. “She never was your daughter. You can’t take her, she’s with family now.”

“Family...” Diana’s face reddened. “In case you didn’t realize, Mr. Weaver, Mary’s legal residence is at 232 Severn Lane in Rienholds. Just because her father’s gone doesn’t mean—”

“You haven’t legally adopted her,” Gregg overrode her. “You have no claim to her. She’s not your child.” He wanted to add, so get the fuck out of my house, but held his tongue.

“Bullshit! Ronnie and I were devoted to each other, and he was devoted to my kids like they were his own! We were a family!”

“Oh yeah?” Gregg said, looking up as Elizabeth’s cousin and another woman walked in. He suppressed a grin. Thirty minutes before Diana showed up, the Department of Child Welfare and Social Services had arrived to talk to Mary and the family and determine temporary custody status for Mary. Tracy had kept the kids occupied in the family room basement while Gregg, Debbie, and another cousin of Elizabeth’s, Brenda Wandrei, talked with the social worker. Gregg had been crossing the living room to head to the bathroom when he’d seen Diana arrive. “Well, I beg to differ,” he said. “Besides, I think the decision has been taken out of your hands.”

The social worker was accompanied by Debbie and Brenda, and was a short thirty-something woman with a slim build and dark hair. “So what’s the verdict?” Gregg asked.

“Mary will stay with me for a few weeks,” Brenda said, noticing Diana but barely acknowledging her.

“Brenda’s going to take me to her house so I can finish the verification process,” the social worker explained to Gregg. “Then it’s a go. Temporary custody until we can get all the proper paperwork in order and you and Debbie can do the appropriate follow-up.”

Diana was listening with a look of shock. “You’re taking Mary away from me?”

The social worker turned to Diana. “I understand you were Mary’s father’s girlfriend?”

“Yes, and Mary lived with us and my two kids,” Diana said. “My daughter looks up to Mary like a sister.” She put her arm around Lily, who pouted silently. “You can’t take her out of the house, you’ll be breaking up the family.”

“From what I’ve been able to determine, Mary’s family is with these people,” the social worker said. Her demeanor was complete business.

Diana looked like she was going to argue further but then she held up her hands. “Fine,” she sputtered, clearly frustrated. “Let Brenda have temporary custody while I get things cleared up at the house. When temporary custody’s over, she’s coming back home. Who do I need to speak with about this?”

The social worker’s voice was polite with an icy undertone. She handed Diana a business card. “Call the 800 number on my card if you really want to pursue this. They’ll help you out.”

“Fine.” Diana took the card and, grasping Lily’s hand, whipped around quickly and headed out the door with Lily in tow.

The four of them watched them leave in silence. Gregg was the first to break the silence. “I don’t want Mary back in that house again.” He could barely control his voice. Brenda put a comforting hand on his shoulder.

“From what you’ve told me I don’t either,” the social worker said, her eyes on Diana as she climbed into her Chrysler and drove away. She looked at the three of them. “In all seriousness she doesn’t have a chance. She has no case. Ronnie lived with her for five months and both of Mary’s natural parents are dead. Her only living relatives in the state are you, and I sincerely doubt that if Diana should seek custody her case would even make it to the review board for consideration. In fact, I’m tempted to look into the way she handles her own children.”

“That might be a good idea,” Debbie said.

The social worker glanced at Brenda. “Shall we go?”

“Yes.” Brenda slung her purse over her shoulder and the two women left.

When Brenda showed up again later that day to pick Mary up, Gregg pulled her to the side. “Don’t let her out of your sight,” he whispered. “Don’t let her talk to Diana or her kids.”

“Don’t worry,” Brenda said. “Julie and I talked about Diana on the way to my place. There’s no way she’s getting Mary.”

“I’m serious,” Gregg said, feeling himself crumble. “Diana wants Mary, she—”

And then Debbie was there, her calm voice soothing, encouraging him to hush, just hush, they’ll take care of everything, Mary was going to be safe. And Gregg allowed himself to be led away by Debbie and be taken care of. It was an easy thing to do. Elizabeth’s entire family had all sprung into action, working together like a well-oiled machine. They were like disaster recovery workers; they knew exactly what to do, when to do it, and each of them knew their place in the process and worked at it without having to be told what to do.

The following day was worse when Gregg found himself alone in the bedroom he shared with Elizabeth. He woke up at four a.m. after having only gotten a fitful two hours of sleep. Eric was down the hall in his bedroom and the house was silent. Gregg sat up in bed, feeling the weight of loneliness and loss crash down on him and he wept.

The next few days were a blur of funeral arrangements, talking to more detectives, and the constant parade of Elizabeth’s family. Somehow Elizabeth’s family was keeping the reporters at bay. Elizabeth’s Uncle Glenn and Aunt Grace spearheaded the funeral arrangements. Gregg went through a parade of emotions in the three days leading up to the first funeral for Laura and Jerry Baker; anger, dismay, grief. He spent a lot of time away from the house at Brenda and Joe’s place in Leola with Eric and Mary. He couldn’t stay at his own house. The constant activity, the police presence, was all weighing heavily on him and he couldn’t deal with it.

He did a lot better when he was away from the house with Eric and Mary. They needed him, and he and the rest of the adults did everything they could to tend to the children first and foremost. His employer asked no questions when Gregg called to say he was taking the rest of the year off to deal with what happened he had vacation time and his employer had a generous benefit policy that allowed for temporary leave of absence.

Through all the planning and grieving, somebody was always with the kids talking to them, watching TV with them, playing with them, encouraging them to talk and cry and confront their feelings. For the most part it worked.

At some point during those first three days, Gregg called Don late one night and gave him a quick rundown on what had happened before bursting into tears. “I’m here whenever you need to talk,” Don said. “Twenty-four seven. I ain’t going anywhere.”

Hearing that gave Gregg some confidence, some solace that he wasn’t in this by himself. True, he had Elizabeth’s family. He had his own family, too; his parents, his sister and her husband had flown in from California when they’d heard about the tragedy, and Gregg insisted they stay at the house. They pitched in with the rest of Elizabeth’s family in arranging the funerals and taking care of Eric and Mary. And then, before Gregg knew it, the first funeral was upon them—Jerry and Laura’s, at the First Presbyterian Church in Adamstown.

Gregg kept Eric and Mary close to him as they sat in the first row of the tiny chapel, which was overflowing with people. He didn’t look up to see if Diana Marshfield had shown up with her kids, although later that day Tracy reported she had. Gregg hadn’t stayed at the service very long—he was helping Tracy with the final touches of Elizabeth’s own memorial service, which was being arranged with the help of Elizabeth’s friends  Brad Campbell and some of the other local writers she knew and hung out with, some of whom were flying out from as far away as California to attend. Eric had wanted to help on that too. Debbie and her husband Chris, who had politely but firmly rebuffed Diana's offers of help in making arrangements, were arranging Ronnie's service. “She seems like a lost confused soul, but I don’t care,” Debbie said to Gregg one evening at Brenda’s shortly before he left with Eric to return to the house. “I don’t like her and I know that’s not a very nice thing to say, especially in a time like this. And it’s not my place to make judgments on the relationship she had with my nephew, but—”

“You don’t need to explain yourself,” Gregg said, understanding perfectly. He hugged Debbie tightly.

On the night before Elizabeth’s memorial service Don Grant called. “Diana is still in the area.”

“Yes,” Gregg said. He looked out his bedroom window at the darkened street below. It had rained the night before, and the evening temperatures had plummeted to the high teens. Already he could feel the first chill of winter in the air.

“I notice she didn’t stay long at Jerry and Laura’s funeral,” Don said. “And I doubt she’ll attend the memorial service for your wife. She will be at Ronnie’s though, to try to convince your family she’s not the monster she really is. Your family doesn’t know what she is, but they know she isn’t right...is that correct?”

“That’s correct,” Gregg said, leaning back in bed. He was nursing a glass of bourbon on the rocks, which was the only thing that was helping him sleep at night. “They haven’t been cold toward her, but they haven’t excluded her entirely yet.”

“She’ll try the pity angle on them at Ronnie’s funeral,” Don said. “She’ll have Rick and Lily with her. You’re going to need to watch Mary closely and not let her out of your sight.”

“I plan to.”

“No, I mean it,” Don said, and Gregg detected the seriousness in Don’s tone and shivered. “I’ve been observing her the past few days and I was really hoping she would have left town after being rebuffed by that social worker. But she hasn’t gone away. She hardly comes out of that house. She’s planning something.”

“What’s she going to do?” Gregg asked, feeling frightened.

“She wants Mary,” Don continued. “When she got into Ronnie’s life she struck gold. She was not only able to sustain herself from Ronnie’s lust for her and the resounding chaos the relationship caused, she was able to insinuate herself into Mary’s life. Mary represents all that is good and pure, and to engulf that is like taking down two or three adults. It’s more energy, more life. The last time she—it—was able to devour a child was—”

“Stop it!” Gregg said, closing his eyes, the words devour a child resounding in his head like a horrible refrain.

 “—five, maybe six years ago.” Don paused briefly. “That wasn’t the first, either. It’s usually difficult for it to latch itself to a single man or woman with a child of Mary’s age, especially if they place their children above themselves, but Ronnie was different, he already had problems and—”

“I’m sorry,” Gregg said, heart pounding. “But I can’t listen to this right now.”

Don stopped. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have gone on like that.”

“It’s okay,” Gregg said, feeling the tears spring to his eyes. “I just—”

“Tomorrow’s a big day,” Don said. “So is the next day. Just remember to keep Mary with you all the time.”

“Do you think Diana will try to take Mary?” Gregg blurted.

“If she can get her alone, yes,” Don said. He lowered his voice. “And...Gregg? I don’t mean to be nosy, but...you might want to emphasize this point to Brenda. I know they live out in the country and people leave their doors and windows unlocked in the summer out there but...”

Gregg felt his heart freeze. “Is Mary in danger out there?”

“Brenda just needs to be careful,” Don said. “More careful than she’s ever been before with a child. That’s all. I mean....I don’t mean to be nosy or anything, but—”

“I’ll speak to her,” Gregg said. “In fact, I’m calling her right after I get off the phone with you.”

Which he did. But before he picked up the phone to call Brenda, he went to the dresser where he had placed the bottle of Jack Daniels and refilled his glass.










BRENDA WANDREI LISTENED on Mary’s end of the conversation as she spoke with Gregg on the phone. It was late—close to eleven p.m.—and Gregg had sounded drunk when she answered the phone, but it wasn’t her place to judge. He was going through a lot—they all were. And when he asked to speak to Mary, she’d instinctively passed the phone over to the little girl.

“Yeah, I know,” Mary said, nodding solemnly. Mary was dressed in a pair of pink pajamas but she hadn’t gone to bed. They had stayed up and watched Shrek and were now watching the Disney channel. Nobody could sleep.

“Uh, huh,” Mary said, glancing at Brenda. “I  know ... everything’s okay ... uh huh ... no,  I haven’t  seen her ... uh huh .... yeah .... well .... um .... yeah ...”

Brenda heard the TV click off in the family room and she cast a glance as her husband, Joe, walked in the kitchen. He looked tired, his thinning gray hair was tousled and uncombed. He was wearing his plaid flannel robe and the bunny slippers she had bought him ten years ago. He mouthed, “Everything okay?”

Brenda nodded, and Joe knew from her expression that it was Gregg on the phone. He motioned toward the living room and Brenda knew he and their kids were going upstairs to bed. That was fine. She would sit down here with Mary until she was finished talking with Gregg and then she would talk to him a little herself, after which she’d usher Mary upstairs. For the past four days Mary had been sleeping in her daughter Amy’s room, which was right next the master bedroom. It was a good arrangement. Brenda had been able to hear Mary every night when had woke up from a sound sleep, the sound of a nightmare-induced scream ready to burst from her lungs. Brenda had been able to rush in and head off that scream at the pass every time.

“...yeah...I know...” Mary said, her eyes glancing at Brenda. “You want to talk to Brenda? Okay.” She handed the phone to Brenda.

“Everything okay?” Brenda asked Gregg.

Gregg didn’t answer right away. She heard him take a sip of something, and this confirmed the suspicion he was drinking. “No, everything isn’t okay,” he said.

“What’s the matter?” Brenda asked, trying to keep her voice calm. Mary was still in the kitchen, still watching her with those large, luminous eyes.

“Can you do me a favor?”

“Sure, what?”

“I know you don’t lock your doors out there much but...can you lock them tonight? The windows too?”

“We’ve been doing that since the day after Thanksgiving,” Brenda said, knowing what this was leading up to.

“Just want to make sure,” Gregg said.

“I know.”

“Is Mary still standing there?”

“Yep.”

“Has she said anything about Diana to you?”

“Just that...you know.”

“That she doesn’t want to go back.”

“Yep.”

“And that’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Tomorrow’s going to be tough for me,” Gregg said, and Brenda could hear him take another sip. She heard the faint sound of ice cubes clicking. “I may...I may not have my full...you know...I may not be totally aware of what’s going on around me tomorrow and...well, I need you to really keep an eye on Mary.”

“You don’t have to worry,” Brenda said. “Joe and I are—”

“I’m afraid Diana may try to abduct her,” Gregg said and the stark accusation was so sudden, so brutal in its clarity, that Brenda started. “I’m not shitting you, Brenda. I have every reason to believe Diana is going to try to get her. That’s why I’m being such a paranoid bastard with you about locking your doors and windows. You probably think I’m completely fucking nuts—”

“No,” Brenda said quickly, over-riding him, not wanting Mary to learn too much of what they were talking about from this end of the conversation. She gestured at Mary. Go in the living room! But Mary remained in the kitchen at the table, looking at Brenda as if she were trying to listen in to both ends of the conversation. “I don’t think that at all.”

“You’re about the only person I can trust right now with Mary,” Gregg said, taking another sip of his drink. “Don’t let her out of your sight tomorrow. Don’t let Diana or her kids near her, even if there are other people around.”

“Okay.”

“I mean it, Brenda. I don’t want any of them around her.”

“And I said everything will be fine! Trust me, I understand completely.”

Gregg paused. “I wish we could talk more but I don’t want to freak Mary out. She’s still standing there, isn’t she?”

“Yes,” Brenda said, not looking at Mary.

“You don’t want to scare her either?”

“That’s right.”

“You believe me?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” She heard Gregg sigh. He took another drink. “I don’t think Diana would know where to find you anyway. She and Ronnie never came out to your house, did they?”

“No, they never did.”

“Did Ronnie have your phone number or address?”

“I doubt it.”

Another sigh. She could tell he was chilling out. “And you’re locking the doors and windows. I’m...I’m sorry for being like this, Brenda, but...I’m going to feel a lot better when Diana and her kids are out of this state and away from here.”

“I know. I feel the same way.”

Another sigh, another sip of the drink. “Shit, it’s late and I can’t get to sleep,” Gregg mumbled. “Listen...I’m sorry I bothered you.”

“You aren’t bothering me,” Brenda said, turning to Mary and gesturing for her to go upstairs. Mary retreated to the doorway to the living room and the kitchen and stood there, waiting. “Everything will be fine,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure things go as we talked about.”

“Okay,” Gregg said. “Thanks.”

“Get some sleep, Gregg,” Brenda said. “You want us to pick you up tomorrow morning?”

“That would be nice. Yeah, come by and get us.”

“We’ll be over at about nine.”

“Nine it is. We’ll be ready.”

“Okay. Goodnight, Gregg.”

“Night.”

She hung up the phone.

“Is Uncle Gregg okay?” Mary asked.

Brenda nodded. “He’s okay. He’s just very troubled now and very sad.”

Mary still had that look on her face, as if she were afraid. “Am I safe here?”

Brenda tried not to let the unease she felt show on her face. She smiled and ruffled the child’s hair. “You’re fine here, kiddo.”

They headed upstairs. “Is Diana going to be at Aunt Elizabeth’s service tomorrow?”

“She might,” Brenda said. 

“I don’t have to sit with them, do I?”

“No. You don’t have to. I take it you don’t want to.”

They paused halfway up the stairs, Mary turned around to face Brenda. She shook her head emphatically. Brenda gave her an encouraging smile and leaned forward. “Well, you don’t have to. You stay with Joe and me and don’t even look at them. If they try to talk to you, just ignore them.”

“That won’t be rude, will it?”

Brenda shook her head; not replying when you are spoken to was a lesson probably courtesy of Laura, who had mostly raised Mary. “No, it won’t be rude. In fact, it may give Diana and her kids the message that you don’t want to be with them and they’ll go away.”

Mary appeared to accept this; she nodded, her shoulders seemed to relax from the tension. “Okay,” she said. She turned and headed the rest of the way upstairs.

Brenda tucked Mary in bed with Amy, who was already fast asleep. She kissed Mary’s forehead. “You get some sleep. I’ll be right down the hall if you need me.”

“Okay. Night, Brenda.”

“Goodnight, sweetie.”

Brenda left the room, leaving the door open, and entered the bedroom she shared with Joe and, after brushing her teeth in the master bathroom, she climbed into bed and stared at the ceiling for twenty minutes before sleep claimed her.










OUTSIDE THE WANDREI home, Diana Marshfield ran her fingers over the glass panes of the French doors that led off to the back deck from the living room, trying to find a way in. She had been outside in the darkness, listening to what was going on inside, for hours.

Her clothing obscured the shifting mass of flesh of the Lily and Rick appendages as she worked at feeding them, preparing them for their appearance tomorrow.










TWENTY-THREE







THE FOLLOWING EVENING Don Grant came over to the Weaver house. He arrived well after the rest of the household—Eric, Gregg’s parents and his sister, Tina, and her husband, Jack—had gone to bed. It had been a long day.

Gregg had been sitting up in the kitchen waiting for Don for fifteen minutes when he saw the car pull up outside. He stood up and went to the side door that led to the driveway of the house and let him in, closing and locking the door behind him. “We can talk in the basement.”

Don nodded and Gregg led him through the kitchen and the living room to the rear of the staircase that led to the second floor. He opened a door and switched on a light, revealing a set of stairs that descended to the basement. He trumped downstairs and Don closed the door behind him.

The Weavers had a finished basement. It ran almost the entire length of the house, except for the garage, and consisted of a family room, a bar set into the northwest corner near the fireplace, and a rec room where a pool table sat. The rest of the basement was unfinished, yet dry, and served as storage. Gregg approached the bar and brought down a bottle of Jim Beam. “Drink?”

Don shook his head. “None for me, thanks. A Coke will do if you have any.”

Gregg produced a can of Coca-Cola from the refrigerator and handed it to Don.

When Gregg was finished preparing his drink he took a sip. Don had sat himself down on one of the four barstools that lined the mahogany bar. “It was a nice memorial service.”

Gregg nodded. “Yes, it was.” The memorial service had breezed by amazingly fast, although it lasted approximately three hours. Jointly arranged by Tracy and her husband Keith, with a few of Elizabeth’s writer friends who lived in the area, the service had been held in the basement of a Quaker church in Ephrata. The room had been bursting with people, some of whom traveled great distances to pay respects to Elizabeth, many of them writers and former and present students. Gregg had sat in the front row with Eric, feeling a sense of pride and love as people went to the front of the podium and spoke eloquently of Elizabeth; of her kindness, her wit, her affection and love for her family and friends. Her acquaintances at school recalled a dedicated teacher; her students regarded her as more than an instructor, somebody they could confide in. Her acquaintances in the writing community showered her with praise, giving nods to her work, but reflecting that the woman behind those words was the one they had come to value most of all. Gregg had sat through the service, feeling that he should be crying but not doing so. Instead what he felt was an overwhelming sense of gratitude that he had been fortunate enough to have met and loved such an amazing woman.

He hadn’t been aware that Diana Marshfield and her kids were at the service until Brenda approached him during the wake that followed. “She’s here and she’s like a fish out of water,” she whispered. “Joe’s with Mary now, but Diana hasn’t been near her. I think she knows we’re keeping an eye on her.”

Gregg had nodded. “Good.”

“I’ve let two of Elizabeth’s friends know to keep an eye on her,” Brenda continued. “Geoff and Brad. They’re keeping watch.”

“Thank you,” Gregg said.

Gregg had been vaguely aware that Don Grant was at the service. He’d caught a glimpse of Don out of the corner of his eye during the service. Don had been seated toward the back, and during the wake Gregg brushed by him at the refreshment table. “Come by the house this evening after eleven,” he’d said. “I need to talk.”

Don had nodded, refilled his punch glass, and drifted back into the crowd.

And now he was here.

And he had a haunted look in his face...as if he had seen a ghost.

“I noticed that Diana left shortly after the wake started,” Don said.

“Yeah. Geoff told me he watched her get in her car with her kids and drive off.”

“You did well today,” Don said, sipping his Coke.

“Yeah, I did,” Gregg said. He seated himself two stools down from Don, both men facing each other, elbows leaning against the bar top. “I kept thinking I was going to break down but I didn’t. I guess part of me still can’t believe all that’s happened.”

Don nodded. “That’s natural. I went for almost three months before everything hit me.”

“Did you?”

“Yeah.” Don took a sip of Coke and set the can down on the bar. “You did a great job in keeping Mary away from Diana.”

“Was it enough?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You saw her?”

“Yeah.” Something in his face flickered. He looked bothered by something.

“Did she see you?”

“I don’t think so. With all those people, I probably didn’t register.”

“She indicated before that she was married to a man in Ohio before Ronnie? Did you know this?”

“I found out a few days before I learned of her new identity.”

“Was she...did she look the same?”

“I don’t know,” Don said. He sighed, brushed his long hair back from his forehead. “I lost track of it for awhile. I learned about the Ohio case just recently.”

“But it was similar?”

“Very,” Don said, nodding. “The guy she was with was a mechanic named James. They met over the Internet, same as Ronnie. She moved in with him, same as Ronnie, and—”

“Her kids,” Gregg interrupted. He took a sip of Jim Beam. “What about her kids? Were they with her?”

Don shook his head, his blue eyes boring into Gregg’s. “When she moved in with James Whitman she was childless. Rick and Lily and the dog came with her when she moved out here to be with Ronnie.”

Gregg’s mind tried to process this. “So where’d she get them?”

“I think you need to hear the rest,” Don said, settling forward, his voice lowering a little. Gregg hunkered forward and for the next forty minutes he was lost as Don spun a tale that was so unreal, so terrifying, that he could barely remember to breathe.










DON STARTED RESEARCHING demons and the occult when he moved to Carlsbad, New Mexico.

“My faith demanded it,” Don explained. “I was still looking at this from a Christian perspective. The thing I saw that had taken my wife, what I experienced...the only way I could rationalize to myself was that it was something demonic, something evil. So when I got my head on straight I started reading books. I’d drive to El Paso or Roswell for the weekend and go to every used book dealer I could find and purchase everything I could lay my hands on that had something to do with the occult and demonic possession, the spirit world. I was looking for answers and I had to try to find something that explained to me what I had experienced.”

And while he researched he went high tech. Through his job at the caverns, he bought a computer and got on the Internet. “I started going to message boards devoted to the occult just to see what was out there. It took awhile but I finally got acquainted with people online. The more I read, the more confident I felt in my research, and pretty soon I was able to ask the kind of questions that were formulating in my mind. It was around this time I discovered hundreds of cases that were similar—no, thousands! You’d be amazed, Gregg, really amazed. I found stuff going back over a hundred years, things that—”

“A hundred years?” Gregg asked, incredulously. “You mentioned this the other day. About stuff that went back to the eighteen hundreds and that Diana was—”

“Sorry, I’m getting a little ahead of myself,” Don said. He took a sip of his Coke. “Basically here’s the gist of it. I mentioned a few days ago that Diana was a succubus...remember that?”

Gregg nodded.

“And I told you the basic run-down of succubi and incubi, right?”

“Yeah, they’re, like, sex demons.”

“Very much so,” Don answered. “Like I said before, the general belief is that succubi are female demons that visit men in their sleep and incubi are male demons that visit women. They’re said to come to them in their sleep and invade their dreams, and the person who they visit imagines they’re consorting with a beautiful woman or a handsome man, but it’s really the demon they’re having intercourse with.”

“Kind of like that movie The Entity,” Gregg said.

“Yeah,” Don said, nodding. “I saw that. One of the many fictional pieces I viewed during my research. Supposedly the book and the film were based on a true story.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yeah. Happened back in the seventies. Woman was repeatedly raped by the incubus. There was also the presence of other activity, mostly poltergeist, but—”

“So the incubi in that case was invisible?”

“Apparently.”

“Why isn’t Diana invisible?”

“You got me, buddy.”

“So you’re saying Diana is a succubi.”

“Succubus.” Don corrected him, and then leaned forward. “She’s—it’s—definitely a succubus. Only here’s where most of the general myth and folklore written about them have it wrong ...” Don’s voice was a whisper. “They’re actually both ... like hermaphrodites ... like those frogs that can change from male to female at will to suit their reproductive needs. In fact, there are some myths that claim the incubus and the succubus are one and the same and that they can change their form at will while preying on us.”

Gregg’s eyes widened. “Diana...she was that guy Bruce...the one that...”

“Yes,” Don said, his voice level. “You got that right, buddy. The same thing that’s fucked up your family killed my wife. You better believe it.”

Gregg was barely aware he was holding his breath. He couldn’t tear his gaze from Don’s blue eyes, which were now blazing with an intensity that was a little frightening. Gregg looked away, feeling a shiver race through him. “Jesus, this is fucking unreal. Are you sure?”

“As sure as you’re positive Diana is responsible for the downfall of your wife’s family,” Don said, his eyes locked with Gregg’s face. “You are confident she’s responsible, right?”

“Yeah,” Gregg said, his mind racing. “I can’t explain it, but yeah, I know she’s the cause of all this.”

“Remember when I told you about tracking Bruce back to Colorado?”

Gregg nodded.

“I tracked him all over,” Don said. “It took awhile, but I did it. I tracked him back till around 1872 or so. I just kept following the dots, using public records I found at libraries and archives, newspapers, police blotters, the Internet, everything I could get my hands on. Before Bruce Miller was Bruce Miller, he was Heather Wilson from Cedar Rapids, Iowa. Prior to that, he was Tonya Williams, from St. Paul, Minnesota. Before that he was Stephen Billings, from Seattle, Washington. I documented forty-one different identities it used, was able to get photographs from some of them. What I’ve discovered is fucking amazing, Gregg. Amazing and scary as shit on shinola.”

“What was she before she was Diana?” Gregg asked, feeling his voice break. He was scared, but he was also feeling angry. “How did you...how did you trace Bruce Miller to Diana Marshfield?”

“After Bruce Miller disappeared he re-emerged as Tracy Bogart in Lakeland, Florida,” Don continued. Gregg drained his glass and poured himself another as Don laid out his case. “Tracy moved in with a young phone executive named Albert Fowler. Albert hung himself eighteen months later, leaving a suicide note saying he couldn’t live without Tracy. She cleared out of town that week. She moved to St. Louis, Missouri and became a young middle-manager named Marc Anderson. As Marc Anderson he wooed a young woman he worked with named Grace Finlay. She moved in with him, they got married, and a year later she was found dead in her bed. She had gone from a healthy woman to a skin and bones seventy pound skeleton. It was like she’d been sucked dry of everything inside her. Know what she was found holding in her hands?”

Gregg shook his head. 

“She was holding a dildo and a photo of Marc,” Don whispered. “She’d been...using it up to the point she died.”

The image burned itself in Gregg’s mind. Ronnie’s sudden downfall came to mind, how he had gone from an overweight five foot nine to a rapidly dwindling man who looked like he was back on the cocaine wagon. He thought about how quickly he’d moved in with Diana, how every time he and Elizabeth had been at her parent’s house and they’d been there, Ronnie had been all over Diana like a lust-infatuated teenager.

“She changes to suit her needs,” Don continued. “She thrives on all kinds of things, but one of the things that she lives on is sexual appetite. She feeds off it. And in doing so, it makes her stronger so that she’s able to...I don’t know how else to describe it...but it’s like she plants something inside her victims that makes them obsessed or addicted to it. The more the victim becomes sexually obsessed, the more they feel the need to be with it. When my wife was in the throes of its power, there was nothing I could do to stop her. When I saw her right before I...before I saved her...” Don’s voice lowered to a shaky whisper. “She had a look of desperation in her eyes. She looked like a junkie who couldn’t help herself but who somehow knew what she was doing was killing her....but she couldn’t help herself...she had to have him, had to keep going back to him.” Don took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

Gregg waited, his mind tracking back the past five months, remembering Ronnie’s gradual decline; his withdrawal from his family, his need to give everything to Diana above everything else, his slow physical deterioration.

Don opened his eyes, seeming to compose himself. “When it’s finished it moves on. Many times it just takes everything it can and the person it leaves behind is so far gone they die a few days later, many times from starvation.”

“Starvation?”

“Yeah. They no longer think about food. All they think about, all they crave, is sex with it. They stop bathing, stop taking care of themselves...that’s when they’re totally on the downhill slide. By then it’s already planning its escape, and many times it’s already tapped in to its host’s family and friends. It feeds off them, too.”

“How?” Gregg was finding this fascinating.

“The misery and emotional anguish that are created in the wake of what is happening to their loved one,” Don answered. He took another sip of soda. “Think about it. One or two months after Diana showed up to live with Ronnie, what happened? How did Elizabeth’s parents feel about her?”

“They didn’t care much for her.”

“And Elizabeth?”

“She hated her.”

Don nodded. “And that caused friction between Ronnie and his parents. The more they disapproved, the more he got into her, so to speak.”

Don was right. Gregg nodded, taking a drink of bourbon and sighing. “Yeah, that’s exactly how it happened.”

“It feeds on that,” Don continued. “The more havoc it can create in its host’s family or its immediate living area, the more negative energy it has to feed on.”

“There was an incident a month or so after Diana moved in,” Gregg said, remembering the incident with Allen Steele being attacked by his wife. “Guy down the street from them was cheating on his wife. She found out...according to what we heard, their five-year-old daughter claimed Lily told her, and she told her mother. It turned out to be true. A few weeks later she attacked her husband. Bashed him over the head, then cut his penis off.”

Don nodded. “It used Lily as a lure, a way to gain quick nourishment to gain its strength back.”

“You think it had anything to do with what happened to the Steeles?”

“Very much so. It created a situation that, in turn, created an emotional wellspring.”

“So it feeds on the negative energy it creates outside the environment it settles in as well?”

Don nodded, taking a sip of soda and putting the glass down. “Very much so. Take Ronnie’s ex-wife for instance.”

“You know about Cindy?”

“Oh yeah. Remember, I told you I did my research before I came out here. I know all about what happened to Cindy.”

“She killed Cindy, didn’t she?” Gregg’s heart was racing, everything clicking together.

“She created great strain between Ronnie and Cindy,” Don explained. “She took on the role of the new girlfriend very easily, and she used it to make Cindy extremely jealous.”

“Cindy claimed Diana made threatening phone calls to her,” Gregg said, remembering the incident vividly. “She said Diana threatened to hurt Mary.”

“And Cindy called the police but there was no proof, right?”

Gregg nodded. “And it kept happening. And Mary...she hated living there. Said Diana was...not only a cold person, but...that her kids were...”

“Her kids,” Don said, leaning back slightly, rubbing his bearded face. “Damn, how to explain that.”

“What are they? Are they really her kids?”

“I’ll answer that question, but let me get back to Cindy,” Don said, shifting on his stool for a more comfortable position. “The reports I read indicate she died of a heart attack in Ronnie’s home, correct?”

Gregg nodded. “Yeah, she had broken in. She was armed, too.”

“Cops think it might have been drug induced, that she was tripping or something.”

“Sure. With Cindy that would have been very believable.”

“Diana used Cindy’s addiction problem against her,” Don said. “That’s what it does; it finds people’s weaknesses and manipulates them, using it against them. In Cindy’s case it was her drug addiction and her love for her daughter. By threatening Mary, it pushed Cindy’s buttons. It knew Cindy’s story wouldn’t be taken seriously. And when it wasn’t, it continued pushing those buttons until Cindy reacted the only way she knew how, by striking back.”

“So Cindy did break into the house to kill Diana?”

“Oh yes,” Don said, nodding. “And Diana knew it. And while I don’t know what went on in that house that night, I can hazard a guess as to how Cindy came to die of a heart attack and why the police would think it was drug induced. For one, Diana knew that by having Cindy break into the house she would create the illusion Cindy was doing it under the influence of drugs—she already had that manipulative trick up her sleeve. But we have to ask ourselves, what really triggered that heart attack, if that’s indeed what it was? Last I heard, the jury was still out on that.”

“I guess,” Gregg said, sipping his whiskey. “Tell you the truth, I haven’t really paid much attention to Cindy’s case lately. Last I heard they thought it might be a heart attack.”

“My guess is when Cindy got into the house she saw Diana’s true self,” Don said. “And seeing it drove her mad; it was such a great shock to her that it triggered whatever it was that killed her.”

“Do you think Diana did all this—taunted Cindy—to make her come over so she could kill her?”

Don nodded. “Yeah, I think she did. It’s...unusual in that before it never did this. Before, it just used to live off of the man or woman it had taken up with. But I’ve noticed that the last few cases that it’s reached out beyond its victim. It’s always created havoc and misery among the victim’s family, but the last few cases...well, its manipulated things and situations that have led to other people’s deaths.”

Gregg’s mind was racing. “I remember Laura saying something about Cindy telling her ex-boyfriend Gary about the threatening phone calls Diana was making. And that she had a roommate, some guy that was apparently around when some of the calls were made.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Now that we’re talking about this I’d kinda like to talk to them.”

“I can understand why you would, but I’d advise against it.”

“Why?”

“You think they’d believe all this?”

“I don’t know.” Gregg said. He drank the rest of the whiskey. “But they were close to Cindy...they had to have known something...suspected something.”

“Maybe,” Don acknowledged. “But for now let’s get away from that. You asked about Diana’s kids...”

Gregg looked up at Don. “Yeah, her kids. Tell me.”

Don rummaged in a knapsack he had brought with him from his rental car. He brought out a sheaf of papers and glanced at Gregg. He looked like he was hesitating. Gregg read the nervousness on his face and nodded for him to continue. “First I have some pictures to show you.” He passed the folder to Gregg, who took it and opened it.

The first photo on the top of the stack was of a dark haired man with a slim, muscular build. It looked like he was at a family picnic. He was standing on the side of a picnic bench, holding a cigarette. His face was framed perfectly centered as the photographer caught him engaged in conversation with somebody off camera. “Who’s that?”

“That’s a man named Ron Doyle,” Don said. “This photo was taken in 1972. Two years later he met a young woman named Nancy Padilla in a single’s club and took her home. Eighteen months later he was dead, and Nancy cleared out.”  He motioned to the photo. “The first time I laid eyes on Bruce Miller that’s who I saw. This same exact face, same build. When I found this photo during my research—which had led to Nancy Padilla—I was shocked.”

Gregg looked at him with confusion. 

“Ron Doyle was one of its victims,” he said. He looked hesitant again. “Flip down to the next photo.”

Gregg went to the next photo. A younger Don Grant was with a pretty dark haired woman wearing a blue sundress at an amusement park. They were posing with somebody dressed in a giant purple bunny costume. Don’s face beamed with happiness; his hair was short, and the woman he was with radiated life and joy. “That’s me and Lisa,” he said. “Two years before she was taken from me, in happier times.”

Gregg wasn’t listening. He was looking at the photo of Don and his late wife with numbing horror. 

The woman standing next to him was the splitting image of Diana Marshfield.

“You see?” Don asked.

Gregg nodded, his heart thumping hard. “That’s Diana.”

“No,” Don said, his voice lowered, more gravelly with a slight tinge of anger. “That’s my wife, Lisa. That thing...that fucking thing...even though I tried to save her it still...it was still able to absorb enough of her to...to use her essence. To masquerade in her face, her body.”

Gregg understood completely. He stared at the photo in numb silence. “What about the kids?” 

“It’s only had children twice in all the times I’ve been able to document its path, but I have no doubt it’s had them many times. The first time was back in the 1940’s. It moved in with a woman named Alice Peterson who lost her husband in World War II. Alice had a twelve-year-old son named Bobby.” He paused, looking at Gregg. “That’s the first time it had a child.” He flipped through the photos to an old black-and-white snapshot and turned it face up to Gregg. The photo depicted a twelve-year-old boy with close-cropped dark hair and freckles, smiling into the camera. It was the splitting image of Diana Marshfield’s son, Rick; that sullen boy who barely spoke a word.

Gregg understood the implications perfectly with dawning horror. “It...whatever it did with Alice...it did the same to her son?”

Don nodded. “Taking Alice’s son gave it enough energy, so much in fact that the next documented evidence I found of it was in the 1970’s...’71 maybe. It worked its way through maybe half a dozen identities and switched back and forth between sexes. Around 1980 or so it married a single father of a six-year-old girl.”

“The girl looked like...was...Lily,” Gregg said, feeling his mouth go dry of spit.

Don nodded. He arranged the photos in the folder and put them on the bar top. “That kept it going until 1997 when it emerged in Iowa. It went from there to Colorado, then to Pasadena, California where I had my encounter. It was still feeding off the energy from the little girl and  “

“So what are they?” Gregg asked. “Lily and Rick, I mean? Are they...”

“They’re part of it now,” Don said. “The souls of children act as a powerful battery to it. When that power is drained it can use their essence, sort of use them as an extension of itself.”

“So Lily and Rick are really a part of Diana?”

“Yes.”

“What about the dog? Does it feed on animals?”

“It can emulate animals to a certain extent. Enough to fool us. But children?” Don’s bearded face looked grave. “If it can find an adult host with a child, the better.”

“And that’s why it wants Mary?”

Don nodded. “Like I said, it’s had other children,” he continued. “Sometimes it uses Lily and Rick to help insinuate itself into its host’s life. Sometimes it uses the essence of other children it’s drained. It works especially well with recently divorced people with children or people who’ve lost their spouses. They’re lonely, they’re vulnerable...a lot of people like that let their guard down, don’t even think about who they’re letting into their lives. And especially now with the Internet, and people meeting in chatrooms and stuff...it’s like the sexual revolution of the 60’s and 70’s...the field is ripe with hosts. It can gorge itself.”

“So it controls Lily and Rick?”

“They’re a part of her,” Don explained, his fingers tracing patterns on his soda glass. “She can detach them from herself and they’re wholly independent of her, but she controls them.”

Gregg tried to remember how Rick and Lily carried themselves. He shuddered at the memory. They had been such sullen, uncommunicative children. He had initially chalked their dull, almost glazed, expressions as that of bored, unimaginative children. Perhaps dumb ones. In light of what Don was telling him now, he was beginning to see them for what they really were. “So what do we do?” he asked. “How do we stop it?”

Don sighed. Once again there was that look of defeat, of sorrow, in his face. “I don’t know. That’s why I’m here...to see if we can brainstorm something together. I’ve been thinking about this by myself now for three years and...I don’t have all the answers.” He looked at Gregg. “I need somebody to help me with this. I want to destroy it.”

Gregg met his gaze, his resolve strengthening. “I’m in.”

They clasped hands. And to Gregg it felt like he was enlisting in battle.










MARY WAS DREAMING that her daddy was calling her name, and she fought sleep. She tried to look for him, tried to follow his voice as it echoed through the vast blackness of her mind. “Mary...Mary...Mary...”

She fought the blackness of sleep and the more she climbed out of it, the more audible her daddy’s voice was. It reverberated in her ears, his voice musically clear. “Mary...wake up honey...come on...wake up...”

Mary opened her eyes and saw her daddy.

He was crouched down on the side of her bed, leaning over her. For a minute she was so surprised she almost let out a scream. Her daddy placed a finger to his lips to quiet her, then touched her gently, his fingers trailing to her lips. “Shhh...it’s okay...”

“Daddy?” Mary said. She had intended to whisper but was so surprised that her voice was louder than expected.

“Shhh...don’t wake your cousin up.” Her daddy gestured to Amy Wandrei, who was sleeping soundly next to her. 

Mary blinked, fighting the weariness of sleep. Was she dreaming? She had to be. Her daddy was dead; they were having his funeral in two days. True, she hadn’t actually seen his dead body, but everybody had been crying, and her aunts and cousins were telling her something bad had happened and he had died, so it must be true. She knew something bad happened; nobody would tell her outright what had happened, and the police had asked her a lot of questions so it must have been really horrible. Mary had cried, knowing in her heart her daddy was not coming home, so this must be a dream, it must be—

Her daddy leaned closer to her and touched her face gently with his hands.

Her skin tingled at his touch, obliterating her fatigue.

“Daddy?” She sat up in bed, feeling her chest constrict, the happiness and joy building in her.

Daddy put a finger to his lips. Shhh, he whispered.

All thoughts to her daddy being dead were replaced with the knowledge—the proof—that he was here. He was alive! She could touch him, she could see him! He was alive!

But another part of her, something rational that was quickly evaporating, spilled to the surface, parting through the overwhelming emotions of joy she was feeling. “What are you doing here? We thought you were dead! What happened? Are you okay? Are—”

Daddy covered her mouth, making that shhing sound again. He looked around cautiously and Mary felt her heart leap in her chest. In her excitement she’d been loud. They stood still for a moment, listening to the silence of the house. Mary was certain that Brenda had heard her, and waited for the inevitable footsteps to come down the hall to the room she was sharing with Amy, but they didn’t. Daddy’s fingers were over her mouth, silencing her, and Mary felt such an overwhelming sense of joy at their touch, at their sandpapery texture, that she didn’t care they were cold. It was cold outside, once he was in the house for a while he would warm up.

Her daddy leaned so close to her that she could almost feel the bristle of his lightly bearded face. His long hair tickled her face. “I’m fine, honey,” he whispered, and she could feel the air of his breath. “I’m okay, and I’m here to take you home.”

“How did you get inside?” She asked, not able to stem the flow of tears now. The past five months of longing to see her daddy, to be taken into his loving embrace and be protected and cared for by him was overwhelming her. “Brenda locked up the house because she didn’t want Diana to come get me,” she said, her voice cracking. “You’re not going to take me back to Diana are you?”

Daddy’s fingers pressed lightly on Mary’s mouth again, quieting her, and he shook his head. “No honey, I’m not. Diana’s gone. I’m here now. It’s just going to be you and me, honey.”

And then Mary’s happiness overwhelmed her completely and she fell against her father, her face buried in his chest, trying to contain the sobs. Her daddy held her, whispering. “It’s okay honey. Shhh. Don’t cry. We don’t want to wake everybody up, okay? I don’t want to wake anybody up and cause a fuss.”

Mary didn’t want to wake anybody up either. Already she could feel herself relaxing in her father’s embrace, calm in the knowledge that he was here to take care of her.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” Daddy whispered, kissing the top of her head. “We’ll go back home and it’ll just be you and me. Okay?”

Mary took a deep breath, containing her crying. She didn’t want to wake everybody up, but shouldn’t Brenda know that her daddy was alive? She looked up at him, her face wet with tears. “What about Brenda and Joe?” she whispered.

“They’ll be okay,” Daddy said. “I left a note for them on the table. They’ll understand that in the face of what happened to your grandparents and your Aunt Elizabeth that I had to come and get you. They’ll understand how important it is that you had to be alone with your daddy.”

Mary nodded. Of course they would understand. Her daddy had probably explained everything in his note to Brenda, and in the morning he would call and everybody could come over to the house and learn everything. She would learn everything too. In fact, she already knew that somehow the police had made a mistake. They just thought her daddy was dead. He had woken up in the hospital and had gotten out and come out here as soon as he could. That’s what happened.

And now he was here and he was her daddy again...not that crude imitation of a daddy he’d been when Diana and her kids lived with them. He had started out as her daddy when Diana moved in, but the longer she and her kids were at the house, the more daddy became less and less of himself until it felt like he was a different person. Towards the last month or so she hadn’t even seen him. But now he was here and he was better, and he had gotten rid of that nasty woman who had taken her daddy away, and they could go away together and be a family again.

“What about Mommy?” she asked, her mother suddenly coming to mind. She knew her mommy was dead, was still having a hard time trying to accept that fact.

“I don’t think Mommy will be able to come with us,” Daddy said, looking sad.

The finality of her mother’s death hit her, confirming it. She nodded, the tears streaming anew.

Her daddy hugged her closer to himself. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

Moving quietly, daddy helped her out of bed and they paused at the doorway to the bedroom. The house was silent. Daddy led Mary to the kitchen, and she wondered fleetingly if she should change out of her pajamas. They reached the side door that led out to the driveway, and Daddy lowered himself so that he was facing her at eye level. “My car is parked across the road there. You’ll be fine in your jammies. We’ll go home and get some rest together, just you and me. And in the morning everything will be fine.”

Mary nodded. She felt good that her daddy was back. She felt happy. Despite all the horrible things that happened in the past month, this was the best day of her life. Her daddy was alive and he was back!

“Okay,” Daddy whispered, standing up and taking Mary’s hand. He unlocked the door and opened it, then reached down and scooped Mary up in his arms. “Snuggle against me. It’s cold outside.”

Mary wrapped her arms around her daddy, closing her eyes as she felt the tears of happiness overwhelm her again. Her daddy carried her outside, closing the kitchen door softly behind him, and by the time she was safe inside his car well—not his SUV exactly, but the Chrysler Diana drove, which she knew Daddy had bought for her so maybe he really had kicked her out—she was crying again, only this time she let the sobs break through. She was so happy, so overwhelmed with love for him, that she just couldn’t contain her joy. And as her daddy started the car and slowly drove down the lonely country road away from Brenda and Joe’s house, Mary told herself that she was never going to be separated from her daddy ever again. They were going to be together forever and ever.

Forever and ever.










TWENTY-FOUR







THE RINGING OF the phone jolted Gregg Weaver out of a light sleep.

He hadn’t slept well at all, and the jarring of the telephone was the final nail driving away the sleep that had eluded him for most of the night. He peeked at the clock on the nightstand by the bed. Six thirty a.m. Don Grant had left the house at two-thirty, and Gregg had come straight upstairs and gone to bed, where he had lain tossing and turning and catching brief snatches of sleep ever since. He sat up quickly as the phone brayed a third time and scooped up the receiver. “Yeah?”

“Gregg, Mary’s gone!” Brenda’s voice was loud, trembling with fear and panic.

“What?” Gregg sat up, the shock of the news and Brenda’s terror-stricken voice providing a jolt to his system. “What do you mean she’s gone?”

“She’s gone!” Brenda wailed, her voice quivering in sobs. “I just went in to check on her and she wasn’t in bed. I’ve...I’ve checked the whole house and she’s gone!”

Gregg’s mind was racing in panic. “Did you call the police?”

Brenda was sobbing so loudly that he couldn’t hear her response. There was a sound on the other end of the line and then Joe’s voice came on. He sounded scared, but his voice was more level. “I’ve looked all over the house and she’s gone, Gregg. The police are on their way.”

“Is there any sign of a break-in?” Gregg asked, his heart pounding.

“There’s none.” Joe paused, and Gregg caught a sense of hesitation in his voice. Brenda cried in the background and he could hear their kids’ excited voices. “Something was here last night, Gregg,” Joe’s voice was a shaky whisper.

“What do you mean, something?”

“I went outside to look for her and saw...hell, I don’t know how to describe it.” Joe sounded like he had just seen a ghost. “Outside on our back deck where the shrubbery and the grass grow up against it...near the French doors that open out onto the patio. There’s a big patch of dead grass and vegetation there and...”

Joe hesitated and Gregg tried to fathom what he was getting at. Of course the grass and vegetation would be dead. It was fall. Winter was officially three weeks away. What the hell was he talking about? “What is it, Joe?” he asked, trying to sound gentle but persuading.

“There’s a trail,” Joe said quietly. “That leads from the road and through our yard around the side of the house to the back deck. It stops near the window, as if somebody was looking into our house.” He paused again and Gregg could hear him licking his lips. “The yard has been yellow anyway, but this path is...well, the grass is actually white! The bushes near the back deck are white and when I touched them they just fell apart. And...” Gregg heard him gulp. “There’s this...ah shit, there’s this shit on them that’s like....grease...or slime...”

Diana, Gregg thought, his heart freezing in his chest.

“This shit wasn’t there yesterday,” Joe said. “We keep our garbage cans right outside off the back deck, and I put some trash out yesterday and the wind had blown some newspapers along the side of the house. I was over there yesterday afternoon and this shit wasn’t there!”

“Okay,” Gregg said. He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, his mind racing. I’ve gotta call Don, tell him what happened, we’ve gotta go to Ronnie’s, see if she’s taken Mary there, we’ve gotta—

“I called the police the minute I realized the house was broken into,” Joe said. 

“How do you know somebody broke into the house?”

“That slimy greasy shit...it’s caked all over the doorknob of one of the French doors on the back deck.” He paused again and Gregg could tell he was preparing himself for what he was about to tell him next. “And there’s a small puddle of it just inside the house, in the family room on the other side of those doors...and there’s some in Amy’s bedroom beside the bed Mary was sleeping in.”

Gregg thought about the thing Mary had claimed to see attached to her father in the master bedroom. The shapeless, slimy thing that had undulated and changed, the faces that were inside it moving around. It had come to the Wandrei’s in its natural form somehow and changed once inside. The question was, what had it changed into?

“Did you tell the police that Diana took her?” Gregg asked.

“No. I just told them we had a break-in and that Mary’s missing.” He paused, spoke something to Brenda, then came back on the line. “Police are here now.”

“Tell them Diana Marshfield broke into your house and took Mary,” Gregg said. “Have them send a squad car there. It’s a Reinholds address, 232 Severn Avenue or something like that. I’m leaving right now for Diana’s.”

“Gregg!” Joe said but Gregg hung up.

The silence was deafening.

He could feel the blood pounding through his veins.

I’ve gotta call Don, he thought, reaching for his wallet for the card with Don’s cell phone number on it. He punched the number in and it was picked up on the fourth ring. Don sounded groggy, but quickly woke up as Gregg hurriedly told him what happened. “I’m going over there now,” he said, quickly slipping his tennis shoes on over stocking feet.

“I’m staying not that far from you,” Don said. “The Sunset Motel on 272 near the turnpike. Is that too far out of the way?”

“It’s on my way to Reinholds. I’ll come get you.”

“I’ll be outside,” Don said.

Gregg hung up, grabbed his wallet and car keys from the nightstand and slipped out into the hall. He treaded downstairs quickly, thought briefly about waking his parents up to tell them where he was going, then decided not to. He didn’t have time to provide the explanation they’d demand, and he didn’t have time to scrawl down a note. He let himself into the garage where the SUV and Elizabeth’s car were parked, got into the SUV, started it, opened the garage door and started backing up before the garage door was fully open.










WHEN THEY PULLED up to Ronnie Baker’s home forty-five minutes later, the first thing he noticed was that Diana’s Chrysler was parked in the driveway. Gregg saw another car parked three houses down with two men sitting in the front seat. One of them looked vaguely familiar, and he pulled into the driveway of a house on the other side of the street and did a three point turn, heading up the opposite end of the neighborhood. He wanted to approach the house from the rear, and if Diana was home he didn’t want her to see their approach. 

He pulled to the curb and killed the engine.

They sat in the car for a moment, looking at the house.

“Think she’s home?” Don asked. He’d been standing beneath the awning of the motel when Gregg arrived and had climbed into the SUV wordlessly when Gregg pulled up.

“It looks like it,” Gregg said.

Don looked nervous. He licked his lips, ran a shaky hand through his hair. “Much as I don’t like facing her, I think we should go up and ring the doorbell.”

“Me, too.”

They got out of the car and walked towards Ronnie’s house.

The men who had been sitting in the parked car got out. They walked them, as if they were heading toward the same destination.

The closer the four men drew together, the more recognizable one of them became to Gregg. He made the connection as they drew within five feet from each other on the sidewalk. “Gary?” Gregg asked the taller of the two men, holding out his hand.

“Yeah,” Gary Swanson said, shaking Gregg’s hand. “Good to see you again, Gregg.” Cindy Baker’s ex-boyfriend looked tired, as if he had been up for the past twenty-four hours. He was wearing a denim jacket over a red flannel shirt, blue jeans and brown work boots. He glanced at the smaller man, who was wearing a black leather jacket over a blue flannel shirt, and had a stubbled face and longish dirty blonde hair. “This is Ray Clark. He was Cindy’s roommate.”

Gregg shook Ray’s hand and introduced Don, who nodded politely. Gregg cast a quick glance toward the house and then back at the other men. “How long you have guys been sitting out there?”

“All night,” Ray said, and the way he said that made Gregg’s veins freeze. The smaller man had the wide-eyed look of one who has just seen the unthinkable; a tree pulling its roots out of the ground and walking, or a dog speaking Italian. Gary Swanson didn’t look much better himself.

“I think we need to talk,” Gary said.

“Yeah,” Gregg said, turning to Don. “I think that’s a good idea.”

The four men headed toward Gary’s car, which Gregg saw was a blue Toyota hatchback, an early 1990’s model. Gregg and Don squeezed into the backseat and the first thing Gregg noticed, besides the mass of papers and wadded up fast food wrappers and bags, was the sweet smell of marijuana. He said nothing, however, as Gary and Ray shut the doors and turned their attention to Ronnie’s house. “What do you guys know?” Gary asked.

“What do you know?” Don asked.

Gary turned around, his eyes lighting on Don’s for a second, then on Gregg’s. “I know Ray and I saw some weird shit here last night. That’s why we’re still here. We’ve been talking about it since one, two o’clock this morning.”

“You’ve been sitting here all night?” Gregg asked, trying to hide his amazement. “I’m surprised the neighbors didn’t call the cops.”

“I’m sure some of them are thinking of doing so now,” Gary said, glancing around the neighborhood before turning back to Gregg and Don in the back seat. Ray was sitting in the passenger seat, half turned around so he could get in on the conversation. “But I’m guessing the cops are already on their way over. Am I right?”

“Yeah,” Gregg said, his heart pounding. He saw something, his mind screamed. “Elizabeth’s cousin Brenda called them. I told them to send somebody over here because Mary’s missing. Diana took her last night.”

Gary and Ray glanced at each other, then looked back at Gregg and Don. “How do you know that? Did you actually see Diana take her?”

“No, but Joe and Brenda’s home was broken into and Mary’s missing. Diana’s already threatened to take her.” Gregg couldn’t contain himself any more. “You saw her last night, didn’t you? You saw her pull up to the house with Mary.”

Gary and Ray traded worried glances again and this time Gary shook his head. “No. We didn’t see Diana at all last night.”

Gregg wanted to explode; in fact, he was on the verge of exploding in Gary’s face yelling, bullshit, when Ray diffused the situation. “He’s telling the truth. We didn’t see Diana last night. We saw Ronnie.”

“What?” Gregg looked from Gary to Ray, trying to read the expressions in their faces.

“It’s true,” Gary said, nodding, trading another glance with Ray. “I kid you not, man. We were both sitting here last night, talking about what we were going to do. We came over here last night to have a talk with Diana about...certain things. Anyway, we were sitting here talking about what we were going to do when we see Diana’s car pull into the driveway, only it wasn’t Diana who was driving. We thought it was, and we were going to wait until she got out of the car but it was Ronnie who got out.”

“Ronnie?”

“Yeah.”

Gary and Ray were telling the truth. Gregg could feel it, could see it in their faces. They were not lying, as much as he wanted to believe they were.

Gregg hadn’t looked at Don, but he could sense the other man sitting in the seat beside him, silently soaking this all in. Gregg’s mind was still trying to come to grips with it. “You saw Ronnie last night. My dead brother-in-law.”

“Yeah,” Gary said, swallowing. “It was Ronnie. We weren’t seeing things. I know you smell weed in the car, but we didn’t start smoking till after we saw that shit.”

“What did he do?” Don asked.

Gregg glanced at him and saw that Don had taken a keen interest in this story. He was leaning forward, elbows on his knees, totally absorbed. 

“He went around to the passenger door and opened it,” Gary said. “There was a kid in the front seat. I couldn’t see who it was at first, but when they got to the front door of the house I caught a glimpse. It was Mary.”

“Mary. Mary and Ronnie.”

Gary and Ray nodded.

“And Mary was...she was okay?”

“Yeah,” Gary said, trading another glance with Ray, who shrugged. “She looked okay to us. I mean...everything looked normal, you know? I mean...if you hadn’t known that Ronnie died last week you would have looked at the two of them coming home last night and thought nothing of it.”

“So it didn’t look like she was being forced against her will?” Don asked.

“Not at all.”

A squad car pulled up to the house and parked at the curb.

Gregg started, glancing at Don. “Will you stay right here?”

Don nodded. “Yeah.”

“You going in?” Gary asked, as Gregg climbed out of the backseat.

Gregg nodded and motioned for Gary to roll down his window. “Take Don back to his motel. He’ll give you the directions. I’ll meet you over there as soon as I can. He can explain everything there.”

Don glanced at Gregg, looking nervous, and Gregg nodded to him. “They might be able to tell you things I wasn’t able to tell you. Especially Ray. He was present when Cindy got some of Diana’s phone calls.”

“Yeah,” Ray said, nodding. “I was there all right. Bitch was out of her fucking skull.”

“We’ll be fine,” Gary said. He started the car and pulled away from the curb.

Gregg crossed the street and started heading towards Ronnie’s house.

The cops had already exited their vehicle when Gregg approached them. “Hi,” he said quickly. “My wife’s cousin Brenda Wandrei put in the call about the kidnapping.”

One of the officers looked to be about Gregg’s age, with thick dark hair. “Yeah,” he said, “You’re the girl’s guardian?”

“Brenda is,” Gregg said. “I’m her uncle.”

The second officer, younger, blonde, well-built, said, “Mr. Weaver?”

“That’s me,” Gregg admitted.

The first officer radioed in on his two-way that they were at the house. “You want to come with us to the front door or would you like us to do the search?”

“I’ll come up,” Gregg said, joining the officers as they made their way up the driveway to the front porch.

The older cop rapped on the door. Gregg felt light-headed with nervous tension as they waited. He glanced around at the front porch. The house looked in worse shape than he had ever seen it. When Ronnie and Diana moved in last June it had been brand new, bearing fresh paint and clean woodwork along the porch. The lawn had been freshly seeded and the driveway was smooth and the interior of the house scent the smell of new paint and carpet. Now the paint outside was fading, the driveway was riddled with asphalt chunks, and the windows were dirty. The grass was long and dead. It looked like nobody had been living in the house for quite some time.

It was as if the life had been sucked right out of it.

The officer knocked on the door again and Gregg sensed somebody’s presence before he heard footsteps. There was a pause and then the door was opened. Diana peered out, looking curious. She was wearing a long t-shirt that reached the top of her thighs, and she looked as if she had just woken up. Her features were flawless; she looked beautiful. Gregg found it hard to keep his eyes off her figure. “Can I help you?”

“Diana Marshfield?” The older cop asked, his tone brisk and business-like.

“Yes?”

Gregg resisted the urge to leap forward and yell at her, throttling her with his voice and grabbing her by the throat. The younger cop was standing close to him, probably to keep him back, so Gregg let the police handle things as the older cop said, “Your boyfriend’s daughter, Mary Baker, was reported missing this morning. Can we come in?”

“Sure.” At the mention of Mary being reported missing, Diana appeared to wake up. She saw Gregg and looked a little surprised, but tried to hide it as they came into the house. Diana closed the door as Gregg took a quick look around the living room. It was a mess. “What happened?” Diana asked. “When’d this happen?”

“Would you mind telling us where you were last night, Miss Marshfield?” the younger cop asked.

“I was home all night with my kids. Why?”

At first Gregg hadn’t noticed the kids, but now he saw that Lily was huddled on the sofa, morosely watching TV. He didn’t see Rick anywhere. “Where’s Rick?”

“Probably in his room,” Diana said. She turned toward the hallway that led to the two bedrooms. “Rick! Hey, Rick! Get out here!”

Rick came bounding in a moment later, his face vacant and expressionless as his muddy eyes went from his mother to the cops. “What’s up?”

“Mind if we have a look around?” The older cop asked, already strolling around the living room toward the dining room.

“What for?” Diana’s voice was rising in a tone that resembled panic and anger. “I was home all night. What the hell is going on?”

“Nothing’s going on, ma’am,” the younger cop said, inserting himself in front of Diana. “We just want to check things out. The Department of Social Services has it on record you were considered a threat to Mary Baker and might try to abduct her, so we’re just following up.”

“What?” Diana looked angry. It was the most genuine emotion Gregg had ever seen on her. “You’ve got to be kidding?”

“It’s not a big deal,” the older cop said, poking around the kitchen. “If you were home last night, you were home. As long as you can prove it, you’re fine. We just have to do this as a sort of process of elimination.”

Diana turned to Gregg, her eyes blazing. “You think I kidnapped Mary?”

Gregg couldn’t help it; his emotions got the better of him and he fought to hold back his fear. “Where is she, Diana?”

“I don’t have her!”

“Then you won’t object if we look around the house?” The young cop said.

“You have a search warrant?”

“No, but I can be back later this morning with one if you want.”

“Fine!” Diana huffed, heading to the dining room. She picked up a pack of cigarettes on the computer desk and lit up. “Look around. Knock your socks off. She ain’t fucking here.”

The older cop nodded at his partner and they split ups. Gregg joined the older cop, heading toward the master bedroom while the younger cop went into the two kids’ bedrooms. Gregg’s heart raced, his mind a constant whirling paranoia. He dashed into the master bathroom and looked in the bathtub and shower stall, checking the cabinets under the sink. He heard the cop opening drawers and closet doors. Finding nothing in the bathroom, Gregg entered the master bedroom. “Did you try under the bed?”

The cop shook his head. “Not yet.”

Gregg threw back the covers of the bed and looked underneath the king-sized waterbed. Aside from a few boxes, it was empty.

It took them twenty minutes to search the house and through it all Diana fumed and smoked cigarettes, standing at the computer desk, her face glowering with rage. Lily and Rick sat on the sofa unmoving, looking unfazed by it all, as if they couldn’t comprehend what was happening. Gregg’s eyes lit on them briefly and thought back to what Don had said about them. They’re extensions of her and she controls them like puppets.

His skin broke out in gooseflesh at the thought.

Between the three of them they covered every room in the house, checked every closet, looked under the beds, in cabinets and under tables. While the younger cop looked in the garage, Gregg led the way to the basement but there was nothing down there except a few toys and the wire mesh of Himmler’s pen. 

The dog wasn’t in the basement.

“Wonder where the dog is?” Gregg asked, mostly to himself as he tried to calm the fear that was rising. They weren’t finding Mary anywhere and he was starting to panic.

“They have a dog?” The cop asked.

“Yeah, a rottweiler.”

“Maybe he’s outside. He have a doghouse?”

“I don’t know.”

“Let’s check.”

They trumped up the stairs and when the cop asked Diana where the dog was, she huffed. “I had him put up for adoption a few days ago.”

The cop nodded, seeming to accept this. Gregg felt the skin along his arms erupt in gooseflesh at the implications. She had already reigned in that third extension. She had no use for it anymore. He was about to respond to that when the second officer appeared from his search in the bedrooms and motioned them over.

They reconvened in the living room. Diana regarded them with scorn. “So, did you find her?”

Gregg ignored the sarcastic remark; part of him wanted to believe everything Don had told him wasn’t true, that Diana was really innocent of kidnapping Mary and could never do such a thing, that she was not the creature he’d made her out to be. But another part of him knew Don was not only telling the truth, but Diana had taken her while assuming Ronnie’s physical shape. She had Mary hidden somewhere. Gregg could feel Mary was very close to them, and the frustration of not being able to do anything without having the two cops place him under arrest was threatening to crumple him. He took a deep breath to calm his nerves and headed toward the door, feeling the tears well in his eyes. Behind him the older cop told Diana, “Thank you, ma’am. We appreciate the cooperation.”

Gregg felt Diana’s eyes burn into his back as he left with the two policemen and he risked a glance back at her. Her blurry form was barely recognizable behind his tear-filled eyes, and as he looked back at her he couldn’t help feeling afraid and scared. He looked away quickly, mentally chastising himself for letting her see how vulnerable he was. He tried to ignore her watchful glare as he walked with the cops to their patrol car. The older cop opened the driver’s side door and turned to him. “I think it’s very doubtful that Miss Marshfield took your niece, Mr. Weaver.”

“I know it seems that way to you—” Gregg began, feeling his throat hitch.

“It does seem that way to us,” the older cop said, putting on his sunglasses. The early December sky was clear and the sun was shining. A brisk wind blew cold air from the north, ruffling Gregg’s hair and jacket. “That doesn’t mean we’re not going to keep a watch on her. I’ll get in contact with the Social Services Department and report on our search and have them come out. They’ll want to take a more thorough look at the situation.”

Gregg felt his hope rise. “Really?”

“Yeah.” The cops got into the squad car and started it up. The younger cop rolled down the window and Gregg leaned forward so they could continue their conversation. “I can try to have somebody come down this afternoon. They’ll probably request to have us conduct another search. We have to follow up on any leads we get resulting from our investigation at the Wandrei house.”

“Great!” Already Gregg felt a little better, but he wouldn’t feel safe until Mary was found.

“In the meantime we’ll put out an Amber Alert, get the State Police involved. Don’t worry, we’ll find her.”

“Thanks.”

The cops waved and the car pulled away from the curb. Not wanting to risk another glance back at the dead façade of Ronnie Baker’s house, Gregg Weaver headed back to his own car, once again feeling vulnerable and sick and feeling he was racing against the clock to save Mary Baker’s life.










TWENTY-FIVE







GREGG WEAVER DIDN’T go straight home; instead, he headed toward the Sunset Motel where he had told Gary and Ray to take Don Grant.

On the drive over he called his house from his cell phone. His father answered, sounding worried, and Gregg quickly told him Mary Baker was missing and he had slipped out of the house this morning to comfort the Wandrei's and provide information to the police. “I didn’t want to wake anybody,” he said. “And I had to get out of the house quickly.”

“What’s going on?” His father asked. “Do they have any clues?”

“Not yet,” Gregg replied, knowing he’d have to wrap the conversation up quickly or his father would keep him on the phone forever by asking him a thousand questions he couldn’t possibly answer. “But they’re working on it. Can you keep Eric at the house with you today?”

“Sure. What are you going to do?”

“I’m helping out here and I’m heading out to breakfast right now,” Gregg said quickly. “Listen, I have to go. I’ll have my cell on if you need to reach me, okay?”

“Okay,” his father said, and Gregg felt briefly relieved when they hung up. Knowing he had most of the day to brainstorm the situation with Don, Gary, and Ray, Gregg headed to the Sunset Motel.

Gary’s hatchback was parked in the slot in front of Gary’s room, and Gregg got out of the car and knocked on the door. Ray answered, his eyes bloodshot but alert. Gregg came in and the other guys were up, asking in excited jabbers what happened. Don looked worried and concerned. A hush of silence fell across the room as Gregg told them about the search, how Diana had been seething with anger, how he had been freaked out by the kids’ demeanors. Don Grant beat him to the punch line. “You didn’t find her.”

“No,” Gregg said, the finality of the situation weighing heavily on him. “But she was there. When we were searching that place, I swear I could sense she was somewhere in that house.”

“Where else could Diana have hidden her?” Ray asked.

“Lot’s of places,” Don said. He picked up a Styrofoam cup of coffee from a Turkey Hill market and took a swig. “I take it you didn’t search the attic?”

“No,” Gregg sighed. “Maybe when Social Services stops by we can perform a more thorough search.”

“We might not have time for that,” Gary said.

The knowledge in Gary’s tone of voice piqued Gregg’s interest and he turned to Don. “You tell them everything?”

Don nodded. “Yeah.”

Gregg turned to Gary and Ray. “You believe him?”

“Fucking A,” Ray said. Gary nodded. Both men, though obviously tired, their eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep and dope smoking, looked like they had been reanimated, probably with caffeine, judging from the large Styrofoam cups of coffee around the room.

Gregg’s stomach rumbled. “I’m hungry and I need some coffee. Can we head out and get a bite to eat?”

“I could use some food too,” Gary said, standing up. "I got the munchies.”

“Anyplace we could go where we could eat and have privacy?” Don asked.

Gregg glanced at Gary and Ray. “Does the Silk City Diner sound okay to you guys?”

They nodded and headed outside, piling into Gregg’s SUV for the short trip down the road to the diner.

Fifteen minutes later as they munched out on farm fresh eggs, hashbrowns, bacon and sausage, hotcakes, orange juice and mugs of coffee, Don brought Gregg up to speed. He had given Gary and Ray a simplified version of what he’d told him over Thanksgiving weekend and last night and was surprised to see the two men had not only filled in the blanks themselves, but they accepted his story very readily. The beginnings of a grin cracked its way across Gary’s features. “I may not be the smartest man in Lancaster County, but I believe what I see,” he said. “And Ray and I saw some weird fucked up shit last night. We were up all night talking about it, trying to come up with plausible explanations and we couldn’t come up with any. Ray had come to me shortly after Cindy was killed and voiced his suspicions to me, so he’d had plenty of time to dwell on this.”

“And what was that?” Gregg asked between mouthfuls of food.

“Right after Cindy died I tracked Gary down and told him about all the phone calls we got at the apartment,” Ray explained. “The ones from Diana.”

“I just assumed Diana was egging Cindy on for a fight,” Gary said, stabbing a piece of sausage with his fork. “It was pretty easy to goad Cindy into a fight.”

“The thing was,” Ray resumed. “Nearly every time we called the cops on Diana, they would trace the calls with the phone company and the report would say Diana never made any calls to our apartment.”

Gregg nodded. “I’m sure you thought she was using a cell phone.”

“Sure,” Ray said, taking a sip of coffee. “But the phone company went through all that shit. The more we pressed the issue, the more either the phone company denied Diana was making those calls, or the cops would bring up Cindy’s criminal record. I knew then that Diana was trying to set Cindy up.”

“What about the threats Diana allegedly made to Cindy about hurting Mary?” Gregg asked.

“She told me about those,” Ray said. “She’d get upset every time that happened. Not that I don’t blame her, but I saw the pattern. I tried to talk some sense into her, make her see Diana was just talking bullshit but it wasn’t doing any good.”

“So you went to Gary after Cindy was killed,” Gregg said, working on his eggs. “When you heard Cindy was dead, what did you think?”

“When I heard what happened I knew it wasn’t an accident,” Ray said. “I knew Diana had killed her.”

“Even though the police were saying she had a heart attack in Ronnie’s house and Diana had tried to revive her?”

Ray nodded. He was picking at his food listlessly. “I didn’t believe that shit for one second.”

They were silent for a moment. Gregg thought about this as he dug into his food.

“Ray came to my work place a few days after Cindy’s memorial service and told me everything,” Gary said quietly. “I was still stunned by what had happened. I...I believed what the police had told me.” He glanced at Don. “It’s like I said, if you had known Cindy it would have been easy to believe she had been whacked out on dope and broken into Ronnie’s house.”

“So you believed the official version?” Gregg asked, finishing his eggs and wiping his mouth with a napkin.

“Oh yeah,” Gary said. He had hoovered down an entire stack of pancakes in under a minute and was leaning back in the booth. “I mean...you knew Cindy, Gregg. You saw how fast she was going downhill.”

Gregg nodded, digging back into his food. “Yeah, I know. I thought the same thing myself.”

“I was afraid for Jason,” Gary said. He took a sip of coffee. “When I heard the news I...well I cried. I wept like a baby. I was so sorry it had happened and I mourned for her. I really loved her, and I was just so sorry she had thrown her life away like that. But another part of me was...I don’t know...sort of glad that...that she wasn’t around anymore to be a danger to Jason.” Gary looked sheepishly around the booth. “I know that probably sounds like a pretty shitty thing to say about the mother of your child and the woman you used to love.”

“It doesn’t,” Gregg said, leaning forward. “I would have felt the same way too.”

Gary nodded, eyes downcast. “Yeah, well it still made me feel shitty. I was stunned by it all. So stunned I didn’t really reflect on how bad Ronnie looked at the wake. I just figured he was as shocked as I was. Then...” He motioned to Ray. “When Ray showed up at work and started talking to me, something that...something in what he was saying told me he was telling the truth.”

“Why’s that?” Gregg asked.

Gary looked up at him. “When he told me about the phone calls he and Cindy were getting it was the first I’d heard about them. I didn’t know what to think. When he told me that the last phone calls Diana made were threatening Mary, that she expressed wanting to do physical harm to her...well...I just knew right then what happened at Ronnie’s house wasn’t an accident.”

“I think I told Gary because I wanted some kind of reality check on what I was feeling,” Ray said, picking at his own food. “I thought I was going crazy thinking the shit that was going in my head.”

“Cindy loved her kids,” Gary said, his features reflective. “She may have had her problems, but she loved Jason and Mary to death. When Ray told me everything that happened between her and Diana, I knew right then Cindy had gone over to the Baker house to protect Mary.”

“So you believed she went over there to kill Diana?” Gregg asked, his voice low.

Gary nodded. “Kill her, beat the shit out of her, warn her...whatever. Yeah, I think she went over there because of those phone calls. She did it because she was scared for Mary and nobody would believe her.”

Gregg finished off his breakfast, his mind racing. “Did you try contacting Ronnie?”

“Yeah, lots of times,” Gary said. “I called him everyday for like, over a week. He was never home.”

“Diana always answered?” Gregg asked.

“Yeah.”

“Then what happened?”

“Then...” Gary began, and from the way the other man’s voice dropped Gregg knew they were coming to the present. “I heard about what happened at Jerry and Laura’s Thanksgiving evening,” he said, his voice low. “When I heard Diana and her kids were the only ones who survived and that you and Mary were missing...I knew something was up.”

“He called me that night,” Ray said quickly and between the two of them Gregg learned the rest, which was simple. For the next two weeks Gary and Ray were constant companions. They traded notes on Diana Marshfield, they cruised by the house hoping for a glimpse of her. Gary tried to get more information on the investigation into Cindy’s death, which had officially been closed, and he also tried to learn more about the massacre at the Baker house.

Gregg was surprised to hear Gary and Ray had attended Elizabeth’s memorial service. “Thank you,” he said following their condolences on his loss. “I had no idea you guys were there. I was pretty out of it that day.”

“Ray noticed something about Diana at the service,” Gary said, nodding to Ray. “Go on, tell him.”

Ray licked his lips, looking nervous. Gregg watched them, noting Don Grant’s expression. Don looked like he had heard this before; his calm blue eyes reflected acceptance of their story and understanding. Instant camaraderie. “When I first met Diana back in June, maybe July, she was real skinny. Her hair was lifeless and dull and she looked...well hell, she looked like shit. But when I saw her at Elizabeth’s memorial she looked like a different person. In fact, I barely recognized her. Her hair was the same color and a little longer but it looked real...I don’t know...real lively. And her eyes were different, her posture...she was just...”

“She looked energized perhaps?” Gregg asked.

Ray nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s the right word. Energized. She looked damn good. When I first met her I thought she was kinda a white trash dog, but when I saw her at Elizabeth’s memorial service I couldn’t believe I was looking at the same woman. She looked damn fine.”

“You were sexually attracted to her?” Gregg asked.

“Hell yes!” Ray looked embarrassed by his answer. “I mean...if I had no idea who she was before and she walked into a bar, I would’ve hit on her.”

“We talked more about it on the way home,” Gary continued. “We went to my place and went on the Internet and researched all kinds of shit. I had seen a movie once where this guy falls in love with this woman and she totally seduces him, sucks him in, drains the life out of him.”

“Succubuses,” Ray said.

“Right,” Gary said. “Succubuses”

“Succubi,” Don corrected.

“Huh?” Gary looked at Don, confused.

“Forget it,” Don said, and to Gregg it looked like he was fighting back a grin. Gregg held back his own grin with a cough.

“Anyway,” Gary resumed. “I finally found the movie—it was some cheapo horror movie. And anyway, the thing in the movie was a succubus, a female demon that comes to men in their sleep, seduces them and drains the life right out of them.”

“We researched the fuck out of that shit,” Ray said, looking proud. Gregg wondered if this had been the first thing he had researched in his entire life; if he had kept company with Cindy Baker it probably had been.

“Most of what we found on the Internet was for shit,” Gary said. “Lots of occult-related sites, stuff about demons, lots of Satanism stuff. They seemed to treat succubuses like it was a myth.”

“I even went to the library,” Ray offered. “I found a book that told us some stuff.”

“Yeah, Ray found this great book about the occult that had a pretty good section on succubuses and incubuses—you know, the male ones.”

Gregg nodded at Don. “Did you tell them what you told me?”

Don nodded.

“Yeah, he told us that shit,” Ray said, looking disturbed. “It’s like even the stuff in the books have it all wrong. Like they don’t even know that succubuses and incubuses are the same thing.”

Gregg fought the urge to correct their grammar, and he fought the urge to laugh out loud. “So what happened then?” he asked, the beginnings of a grin cracking his face.

Gary didn’t appear to notice. “Last night we got together and started talking and before we knew it we were driving over to Ronnie’s. We were still not...we still didn’t want to believe the occult shit we were reading. I mean it was crazy, you know? So we decided to drive over to Ronnie’s house and go up to the front door and talk to Diana.”

“We were going to offer our condolences to her,” Ray said, looking solemn. Gregg nodded, getting the message of their underhanded attempt to check things out last night.

“Exactly,” Gary said. “We were going to offer our condolences, see if she would talk to us. We thought if we could do that we’d see what was going on.”

“Only when we got there nobody was home,” Ray resumed. “So we parked down the street and waited.”

“We were there maybe forty minutes,” Gary continued. He fingered the rim of his coffee cup, “just talking, when Diana’s car pulled into the driveway.”

“And that’s when you saw Ronnie,” Gregg murmured.

Gary and Ray nodded. “At first our theory kinda got blown out of the water,” Gary said. “We started thinking maybe she was a witch or a Satanist or something, bringing people back from the dead like zombies.”

“Or causing dead people to be possessed so they come back,” Ray said, his features grave.

“That’s the same thing, dumb ass,” Gary said.

Ray looked like he was going to protest but Gregg waved it off. “Did Don tell you how it lives? How it gets its energy?”

They nodded. “He told us everything on the drive back to his motel room,” Ray said. “And after seeing what we saw, it kind of confirmed what we were already discovering for ourselves.”

“He told you how it gets its greatest energy from the souls and life force of children?”

They nodded.

Gary looked nervous. “When he told me that...” He glanced at Don, and for the first time Gregg saw fear in his eyes. “It...it made me think about something I had almost forgotten at Cindy’s memorial service. And when I did it scared the shit out of me.” He glanced at Ray. “In fact, I don’t even think I told you.”

“What?” Ray asked.

Gary took a deep breath, took off his baseball cap, and looked around the diner as if afraid he would be overheard. “Well...you remember how packed Jerry and Laura’s place was that day, right Gregg?”

Gregg nodded.

“I was standing in the living room in the corner, just...just kind of lost in my own thoughts. Trying to deal with it. I had already talked to Ronnie for quite a bit, and we had a good talk. Diana had been there, but I didn’t even register her. She just wasn’t there to me. And...well, shit, that day was such a blur that I don’t remember who all else I spoke to after that, but at one point Diana walked past me and caught my eye. She smiled at me and came up and touched my arm.” He put his right hand on his left forearm. “And...I could tell on the surface it was meant to be a gesture of support, but...the look she gave me and...her touch...it was brief and real subtle, but there was this undercurrent of sexual desire. She told me she was sorry for my loss and she said that if I ever needed to talk I could call her or see her anytime. And...and when she told me this I got this flash...you know that feeling you get when you meet a woman you’re really strongly attracted to for the first time and the tension is just real strong? I felt that for like a second. And she felt it...it was like she knew I felt it. And she rubbed my arm, smiled, and then I started getting a boner. And even though I was wearing slacks and I casually crossed my legs and tried to think other thoughts, I knew that she was aware of...you know...”

“Your raging hard on?” Ray asked. He chugged the rest of his coffee.

Gary didn’t even give Ray the benefit of a fuck off in retort. Instead he swallowed, his face pale. “Like I said, it only lasted a second or two and she was gone. But I felt it, I know she felt it, and Ronnie was there the whole time and he didn’t even notice. When they left I told myself I was imagining things and a minute later people were coming up to me again, saying they were sorry and stuff, and I forgot about it.”

“Did you think about her since then?” Gregg asked quietly.

For a minute Gary didn’t answer. He looked down at the dregs of his coffee cup. The booth was quiet. Then, in a soft voice, Gary said, “Yes. I have. Sometimes I fantasize about what it would be like to go to bed with her. One night I was feeling horny and started thinking ‘bout her and I...I jacked off.” Gary looked embarrassed and frightened when he related this last part. Gregg also detected a hint of guilt in his eyes. “And that’s why I’m scared.” He looked up at them and the fear in his face was evident, was so strong that Gregg knew where it stemmed from. “I’m not afraid for myself. I’m afraid for my son, Jason. She knows I have a little boy. She knew Cindy and I were living together, that...that...you know.”

Gregg nodded, laying a hand on the other man’s arm. “I know, Gary. I know.”

Gary took a deep breath, composing myself. “It just hit me when Don told us.”

It had also hit Gregg, but not in the same way. During Gary’s narrative he turned things over in his mind, listening, absorbing, analyzing. When Gary told them about Diana touching him and how that had made him feel, the idea caught a spark and simmered as Gary continued the narrative, and now it smoldered in the background as Gary told them about how he feared for his son.

Gregg looked up, his nerves racing. He knew exactly what to do.

“I’ve got an idea,” he said.

Gary, Ray and Don stopped talking and looked at him. Don recognized the look in his eyes and his face paled. “You’re not serious,” he said.

“I am,” Gregg said, feeling better about the idea the more he turned it over in his mind. “And it’s the only way. But we can’t discuss it here. Let’s go back to the room.” He pulled out his wallet and slapped down two twenties for the bill, which still hadn’t arrived yet, and slid out of the booth, grabbing his jacket. “Come on, time’s a wasting.”

“What are we gonna do?” Ray asked, confused.

They followed Gregg out of the diner.










TWENTY-SIX







WHEN GREGG STARTED explaining his plan on the short drive over to the Sunset motel the first thing Gary said was, “You gotta be shitting me! You actually mean you’re going to try to—”

“Don’t argue with me!” Gregg said, his mind set and determined now. He pulled into the parking lot. “Just hear me out.”

Once in the room the arguing began. Gregg held his hands up, pleading for them to quiet down. “We don’t have time to argue! The sooner we can do this, the better chance we have of saving Mary. Just hear me out, okay?”

The three men looked at each other, shrugged, then turned to Gregg, nodding.

It took Gregg ten minutes to explain his plan. By the time he was halfway through, Gary, Ray, and Don were nodding. They still looked frightened, but there was also a glimmer of hope, as if the solution Gregg had just offered them might work. There was still plenty of unease in their expressions and Gregg understood why. It was the first part of his plan that was causing it, and it made him nervous too, but he knew he could pull it off.

He’d done it before.

“When do we do it?” Ray asked.

“Now,” Gregg said. “We’ll get some stuff together, whatever you guys can find; baseball bats, guns, chainsaws, whatever it takes to kill this thing. Then we head over and do it.”

“Um, earth to Gregg?” Gary jerked a thumb toward the slightly opened window. “In case you haven’t noticed yet, it’s daylight outside. People will see us! Or was getting caught for breaking and entering and attempted murder part of the plan and you just didn’t want to tell us?”

Gregg winced. Gary was right, but he also felt it was imperative they act soon. The thought of forcing Mary to spend another minute alone in that house with that thing was driving him mad with worry. “We’ve got to get Mary out,” he said.

“How did Diana look when you went into the house with the cop?” Don asked.

“Same as she always does, only pissed off.”

“No, I mean did she look tired at all?”

Gregg frowned, turning to Don. He tried to remember. “I don’t know. She was very hostile, very angry. It was hard to tell.”

“Do succubuses sleep?” Ray asked, looking genuinely interested.

“You think she’s tired?” Gregg asked.

“From what I’ve been able to tell in my research, it does recharge its batteries after a feeding.” Don rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “And from what you related about Mary’s own experience, I think it would be safe to say she would be safe during this time. It wouldn’t be able to drain its victim completely within one day anyway, especially a child.”

“Why’s that?” Gregg asked.

“A child’s life energy is more potent. Stronger. It would be like you trying to chug a pint of Jack Daniels in an under an hour. You’d pass out halfway through the bottle if you were a social drinker, and the vitality of a child affects them the same way.”

“So it might take a few days for her to completely take Mary?”

Don nodded. “Yes.”

“But you’re not one hundred percent sure.”

“I’m very positive,” Don said. “Almost one hundred percent sure.” He looked at Gregg, his features serious, grim. “You’re going to have to trust me on this, Gregg. I think it’s a foolish idea but I also think it’s brilliant. But we can’t do it today. We’ll have to wait until tonight when it’s dark.”

“You think it’ll work?”

Don nodded, trading glances with the other guys. “Yeah. I think it’ll work.”

That confirmed it. He was going to do it.

Gregg turned to Ray and Gary. “Will you help?”

“What do you want me to do?” Gary asked.

Gregg told him. He explained it all, going over the plan again from the beginning. When he finished he said, “I want to make sure you guys are serious. You’re sure you want to do this?”

“This thing killed my girlfriend,” Gary said, his features looking more animated now, possessed with a vitality and spark that hadn’t been present earlier. “You fucking bet I’m in.”

“I’m in too,” Ray said.

Gregg turned to Don. “Don?”

Don nodded. He looked scared, but he also looked determined. He took a deep breath. “Yeah. I’m in. And I want to go in the house with Gary when it’s time.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

They clasped hands together firmly. Brothers bound in a mission.










TWENTY-SEVEN







GREGG WEAVER RANG the doorbell to Ronnie Baker’s former home at precisely five thirty p.m., a little over seven hours later.

He waited calmly and was about to ring the bell again when he heard footsteps approach the closed door, then pause. He looked at the peephole and a moment later Diana Marshfield opened the door. Her expression was frank, her demeanor standoffish and defensive.

And she looked absolutely drop-dead gorgeous.

She was dressed in a pair of stonewashed blue jeans that clung to her shapely legs and thighs and a tight-fitting white blouse. The top three buttons of the blouse were unbuttoned, and Gregg could see the generous swell of her breasts. Her hair was clean, her face impeccable. Despite the anger in her voice and body language, she still exuded an incredible air of sexuality.

“Now what? Got your search warrant?”

“Diana, I want to apologize,” Gregg said.

She blinked in surprise. “What?”

“I’m sorry,” Gregg continued, feeling the emotion pour through him as he let himself go. “I don’t know what I was thinking this morning. I was scared and angry and I’m still scared and...I don’t know how to explain this but...I just want to say I’m sorry for what happened this morning. I over-reacted. I feel like shit.”

“Well, you should,” Diana said. There was a hint that she was letting down her guard in her tone of voice, a sense of playfulness that bordered on seriousness.

“I am,” Gregg continued. He was embarrassed as he looked around, shivering on the porch. It was chilly outside, in the low forties. “I didn’t mean for what happened this morning to happen. I wasn’t thinking straight. Um...” He looked at her sheepishly. “Can I come in? Can we talk?”

Again there was that look on Diana’s face of having been caught off guard. For a moment it looked like she was going to reject his offer, that her face would twist into a grimace of hate and disgust and she would say, “No!” and slam the door in his face. Instead she did the opposite. She opened the door and stepped aside. “Sure, come on in.”

Gregg let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you,” he said, pausing in the threshold. He reached out for an awkward hug and Diana allowed it, hugging him back. He could tell everything that was happening, this whole encounter, was taking her completely by surprise. “Thank you,” he said again. “I’m glad you’re home. I really need someone to talk to.”

“Then let’s talk,” Diana said and this time her voice was softer, had less of a threatening edge. She moved away from the door, and as Gregg stepped into the house he closed it behind him, quickly making sure it was unlocked, and then headed toward the couch where he sat down.

Gregg leaned forward on the sofa, put his head in his hands. “I’ve been going crazy thinking about what happened Thanksgiving Day,” he said. “And between losing Elizabeth and Jerry and Laura, and Mary turning up missing today I’m just going out of my mind! I can’t take it anymore!”

“I know,” Diana said. She sat down on the sofa next to him, and although Gregg wasn’t looking at her he could tell from the tone of her voice that she was relaxing more. “They say bad luck comes in threes and that’s certainly true in our case.”

“First Cindy, then you and I losing our mates and their parents, then Mary turning up missing,” Gregg said. He shook his head. “It’s like a fucking nightmare.”

Diana was silent. Gregg sighed, leaned back on the sofa. “God, I could use a drink.”

Diana stood up. “I’ve got beer.”

“A beer would be great.”

Diana brought back bottles of Coors Lite and they sat on the sofa drinking and talking. Gregg did most of the talking. He rattled on about how lost he felt since losing Elizabeth, how Eric was coping, then how things got jolted back into pure terror again early this morning when Brenda had called to report Mary missing. Diana nodded, saying she had been surprised by the disappearance too. Gregg apologized again for being so accusatory this morning. “It’s okay,” Diana said, and this time there was a genuine tone of friendliness in her voice. It was as if she was saying don’t worry about it, everything’s cool. “I would have freaked out too.”

“Did social services ever come back today?”

“Yeah. They came with the police.”

“What happened?”

“I let them look through the house again and they didn’t find anything.”

“God, I’m sorry. I wish I had been here that second time to tell them I had reacted so badly this morning and that they shouldn’t be picking on you.”

“It’s okay,” Diana said, her voice growing softer. “It’s over now.”

“I mean, I know you were trying to make what you had with Ronnie a family,” Gregg said, taking a swig of beer. “If this shit hadn’t happened to us, things might have turned out different. I know kids sometimes take a while to get used to each other and new situations, but—”

“Mary was adjusting very well,” Diana said. She was sitting closer to Gregg now.

“I think so,” Gregg said. He took another sip of beer and looked around the living room. “By the way, where are Rick and Lily?”

“They’re down the street at a friend’s,” Diana said quickly.

Gregg nodded and turned to her. He could tell she’d come up with the lie on the spot but he kept his expression neutral. “How are they taking everything?”

“As well as they could be, I guess.” Diana had lost a lot of the angry spark she’d had this morning, and when he’d first knocked on the door thirty minutes ago. She seemed downright friendly, the type of woman he would normally have enjoyed talking to and spending time with. “I’ve been letting them do what they want lately, just to get their minds off what’s been happening. The more they can get away, the better they can deal with it.”

“Yeah.” Gregg finished his beer and placed the empty bottle down on the floor. He leaned forward, head bowed, his eyes shut. “I wish it was as easy for me.”

The silence that followed was awkward and what came next was both genuine and planned. It was genuine because Gregg was tapping into his emotions, allowing himself to feel the pain of his loss, his fear of Mary being in mortal danger. He let the emotion run its course and he surprised himself when he started crying.

“I’m sorry,” he said, pausing briefly before burying his hands in his face and sobbing. He could feel Diana stiffen beside him, obviously embarrassed at another sudden turn of events. “I’m sorry,” he said, trying to hold his emotions in but failing to do so. “I can’t help it I...I just miss them so much! And...and I’m so lonely!”

“I know,” Diana said, and she laid a hand on his shoulder gently. “It’s going to be okay.”

Gregg nodded, his chest hitching. “Yeah.”

Diana rubbed his back, her touch comforting, soothing. He reached out and touched her leg. The gesture was intended as an acknowledgement of her support but it had the opposite effect. The hand that was rubbing his back in a friendly non-sexual manner now traced down to the hand that was on her leg. He felt her hand on his, her fingers caressing his arm. He took in a deep breath and looked at her. “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “I’ve been getting carried away with myself lately.”

Diana smiled and, while he didn’t let it show, he saw the undercurrent of sexual desire in that smile. “Sometimes when things are just real fucked up we all need to escape for awhile. We need to let off steam. You coming here tonight is your way of letting off steam. We’re hanging out, talking about things, having a few drinks. It’s cathartic.”

Gregg nodded. “You’re right.” Her hand stayed on his arm, rubbing it, and he made no move to push it away.

“Want another drink?”

“Yeah. I could really use another.”

Diana got them both another beer. And they talked more, drinking, relaxing. Gregg let himself ease into the conversation, putting himself in the situation that he was hanging out with a friendly and extremely attractive woman, sharing a drink with her, getting comfy in her house. Diana relaxed more around him and her tone became jovial, a little flirting. Gregg kept the conversation on the past tragedies, telling Diana how stressed he’d been feeling since everything had happened and how he just needed to get away from it all, even if for the evening. Diana nodded, understanding on her features. “I’ve got some pot,” she said. “Maybe we can just kick back here tonight and get stoned.”

“That would be great!”

Diana smiled. “You do look tense. Turn around.” She motioned for him to turn his back to her and he complied.

A moment later he felt strong fingers kneading the back of his neck and he winced. “Ooh, you are tense,” she said, stopping her ministrations. “You need a massage.”

“You can say that again,” Gregg said, rolling his shoulders. He placed his empty bottle down on the floor. 

Diana stood up. “I’ve got some pot in the bedroom. Why don’t we go kick back on the bed and get stoned, relax a little bit, and then I can give you a massage.”

“Sounds good.” Gregg followed Diana into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the king-sized waterbed she had shared with Ronnie. The room was dark, the top spread on the bed red velvet.  It looked comfortable. Diana struck a match and in its dim glow Gregg noticed several candelabras perched on the dresser. There were candles on the nightstand as well. He watched as she lit the candles and soon the room was bathed in a red glow. Once the candles were lit, she opened a dresser drawer and held up a plastic baggie containing a stick of weed and a small wooden pipe.

She filled the bowl of the pipe carefully and got it lit. She drew the smoke in, held it, then passed it to Gregg. It was the first time Gregg had smoked pot in over ten years and he coughed on his first drag, expelling smoke from his lungs. He coughed uncontrollably, doubled over. Diana took the pipe from him and took another hit as Gregg got his coughing under control. “Sorry,” he said sheepishly. “I haven’t smoked pot in years.”

“That’s okay,” she said, expelling a thin stream of smoke from her mouth and lungs. She held the pipe out to him. “More?”

“Yeah.” He took the pipe from her and managed to not only draw the smoke into his lungs, he actually held it in for a bit, coughing only slightly as he released it. He handed the pipe back to her. “That’s it for me. This’ll probably send me off to la-la land.”

Diana laughed and took another hit.

“Mind if I use the restroom?”

“Go for it. Want another beer?”

“Sure.” 

When he returned from the restroom Diana had returned with two more beers. She handed him one and they lounged on the bed, drinking and talking. The pot was getting him nice and mellow and it was relaxing. He lay back, his head on the pillow, feeling nice and high. The flames from the candles flickered, casting wavery shadows on the heavy drapes that lined the windows. The candles were scented—jasmine maybe. It was a nice smell. He set his bottle down on a nightstand. “I feel better already.”

“Turn over,” Diana said, gently nudging his shoulder. “Lie down on your stomach. Take your shirt off first.”

Gregg unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it off, followed by the t-shirt he wore under it and laid on his stomach. Diana went into the bathroom and came back with a bottle of lotion. She straddled his mid-section, squirted a dollop of lotion on her hands and began rubbing it into his back and upper shoulders. Gregg sighed, his eyes closed. It really did feel good to have her massage him. Her fingers were working wonders on his sore muscles. They kneaded and prodded the tension away. “That feels good,” he said.

“Good,” Diana said.

Gregg let Diana give him a complete rub down. She spent ten minutes massaging the kinks out of his shoulders, his biceps and arms and down his lower back. Combined with the alcohol and pot, it sent him straight to sensory nirvana. When she reached the waistband of his jeans she paused. “I can do your legs if you want me to.”

“Sure,” he said, his voice dreamy.

“You want to pull down your pants?”

“Oh.” He turned himself over, sitting up and grinning at her, awkwardly fumbling to unsnap his jeans. Diana was watching him, a smile on her face, and in the red-tinged darkness she looked sexy and alluring. The pot was really influencing him now, tapping into his senses, and as he leaned over to unzip his pants she leaned closer to him. He could feel her heat, smell the freshness of her skin, and he managed to unsnap his jeans and push them halfway down his legs before he stopped, leaned forward, and kissed her.

It just happened. He could feel the tension between them building, could tell the past forty minutes had been leading up to this and he recognized the signs and subtle plays and went for it. She seemed a little taken aback but quickly responded, meeting his inquisitive tongue. His hands reached out and drew her closer so their bodies melted together. He felt her firm breasts press against his chest as her arms encircled him. And then she was leaning into him, being the aggressor, and he let her ease him down on his back, their lips still locked in a deep kiss.

They lay on the bed together with Diana on top of him, kissing passionately, their tongues dancing, darting in and out of each other’s mouths, exploring. Gregg ran his hands along Diana’s back, cupped her jean clad buttocks, then roamed back up her body, his thumbs brushing the sides of her full breasts. Diana’s hands darted down to the elastic of his briefs, slipped underneath them. He felt her fingers tickle his pubic hair. His penis, which had become hard at the moment they first kissed, was now throbbing. Diana seemed to sense this and stopped their kiss to push his jeans down past his knees and off to the floor. Gregg helped by slipping his briefs off and Diana pulled her blouse off, flinging it aside. She was wearing a white bra and it seemed to glow in the darkness, a sharp contrast with the blackness of the shadows and the flickering glow of the candles. She flung the bra away and Gregg reached out and cupped her breasts, his thumbs circling her areolas. She moaned and was on him again, kissing him.

Feeling her naked breasts against his chest made his need for physical companionship seem more real. For a brief moment he thought about Elizabeth, but then pushed her to the back of his mind and got back into the role.

He helped Diana slip out of her jeans.

He ran kisses down between her breasts, taking each erect nipple in his mouth. Diana moaned; Gregg let the lust that was building carry him through; his only desire, his only wish now was to wallow in Diana, to fuck her, to unleash his seed inside her.

He ran his tongue down her naked belly. When he got to her panties he pushed her down on her back and pulled them off and down her legs with his teeth.

When they came together again in the dark, meeting in the hushed passion of lovers, Gregg allowed himself a quick prayer that his son would be safe, that Mary would be rescued alive, and that Don, Ray, and Gary would be able to carry out the rest of the plan.

Then it was down to business.

And Diana went down on him.

And he let her take him.

His last coherent thought before she eased him inside her was my God it’s the best sex I’ve ever had, it’s the best ever, no wonder she ensnares them like that, no wonder, I could never—

He gave in to his lust for her.










“WHAT DO YOU think?”

They had just made their fifth drive by the house since embarking on their part of the plan, and the darkened bedroom windows were the first thing Don Grant noticed when they saw the house. Ray pulled the Mercury over to the curb and killed the lights and engine.

The neighborhood was still. The interior of the car was warmed by the heater, but Don felt a chill nonetheless. He glanced at Gary and the other man caught his gaze and held it. Gary rubbed his gloved hands together and shivered. This was it. The time had come for them to finally put their part of the plan into action. “It’s been at least forty minutes,” Gary said.

“I know,” Don replied.

“You think she’s doing it yet?” Ray asked, looking at the house.

“Oh yeah,” Don said. He couldn’t keep his eyes off the house. His heart raced and he felt sick with dread at what he and Gary were going to walk into.

They had dropped Gregg off at a little after five-thirty p.m. and headed back to the motel room to begin the wait, which had been torturous. The plan had been to give Gregg sufficient enough time to play his part, to let Diana seduce him and suck him in so she would be occupied for the remainder of the night. There had been some brief debate about how long the other guys should wait before the second part of the plan was put into motion, and Ray had let his bravado show when he’d boasted, “Well, shit man, I know she ain’t a real woman and all, but you should be able to get into her pants within thirty minutes, don’t you think?”

Gregg had shook his head and Don had dismissed Ray’s boast as youthful machismo and countered it by suggesting they play it safe and start their return surveillance of the house at nine p.m. “She should be fully connected by then,” he had said, glancing at Gregg as if to give him another chance to back out of it. Gregg had remained stoical, committed to going through with it, and agreed.

They were to wait until the lights in the house were off, then they were to wait forty-five minutes after that. Then they were to put the meat of the plan into action. Ray would wait in the car with the engine running while Gary and Don, one of them bearing an axe, would enter through the front door, hoping Gregg had been able to unlock it; if it wasn’t, they would use the axe to smash the door in. Once inside the clock would start ticking: their first job was to find Mary by checking those spots that had been passed over in the quick search the police conducted that morning. “Start in the attic,” Gregg said that afternoon as they drew up the plans. “The attic in that house has a pull down ladder and you get to it from the hallway that leads to the master bedroom.”

Once Mary was rescued, one of them would carry her out to the car and the other would venture into the bedroom with the axe. Gregg braced them for what they would see. “Think of one of those morphing images you see as a special effects thing in a movie. It might just look like a shapeless lump and it’ll be merged with me. You might not be able to tell where I end and it begins. I’ll be unconscious and it’ll be in its most vulnerable state while it feeds on me.”

Don had agreed. “It should not only be vulnerable, it’ll be drunk.”

“Take the axe and just start chopping into that thing,” Gregg had said. “That should start loosening its hold on me. I don’t know what state I’ll be in, but—”

“He might not be able to wake up,” Don had cut in, looking Gary firmly in the eye. “Do whatever you can to wake him up. For God’s sakes, watch out when you swing that axe, too. That thing’ll be feeding on him, but do what you can to get Gregg to come out of it.”

Whoever dropped Mary off at the car was to then head back to the house and help rescue Gregg. “If it wakes up and comes after you, run,” Gregg said. “If you can’t save me, save yourselves and get Mary out of there. Just get the hell out.”

They hadn’t thought about what to do if the cops showed up before they could get away. They hadn’t had time to talk about that. The only time the subject came up, Gregg had waved the question aside and said, “We’ll wing it if it happens.”

Don hoped they didn’t have to wing it too much.

“Well?” Gary asked.

Don glanced at Gary, who was sitting in the passenger seat. He nodded. “Let’s go,” he said.

“Jesus fuck, let’s get this over with,” Ray said, shivering. He looked nervous and scared as Gary climbed out of the car.

Don got out and reached into the backseat for the axe. The two men glanced at each other, then at the house across the street.

The darkened house was still.

The neighborhood was silent.

It was just after ten-thirty p.m.

“Let’s go,” Don said.

They started across the street. Don’s heart beat hard in his ribcage and he felt his limbs shaking. Gary darted ahead of him and around the side of the house, moving stealthily as they made their way to the porch. Don reached out and gripped the doorknob with one gloved hand and turned it.

The door was unlocked just as Gregg had planned it.

They stepped inside the dark living room.

Silence.

Illuminated somewhat by the streetlight outside, they were able to make out the living room. Gregg had drawn out a crude map of the layout of the house back at the motel room, and they both immediately glanced where the master bedroom lay. They crept further inside and Don saw the half-opened door to the master bedroom at the end of the short hallway. About twenty feet from the threshold of the master bedroom, positioned on the hallway ceiling, was the square outline of the attic door. Gary grabbed a chair from the dining room and placed it under the door, stood on it and hooked his finger around the lock, pulling it down. Don moved the chair away as the ladder unfolded down and stood guard, hefting the axe as Gary quickly climbed up into the attic.

Don’s nerves were twitching with fright, his blood cold with ice as he focused his gaze on the half-opened bedroom door. He could see the flickering glow of candles emanating from within. It was hard to hear anything even in the stillness of the house, and for a moment he let his imagination get away with him at the thought of Diana Marshfield (Lisa) suddenly appearing behind him, her naked form standing before him, a smile on her perfect lips. He felt the skin along the back of his neck rise up and he almost risked a look behind him, almost bolted out the front door because he didn’t know if he was going to be able to go through with this, but then he heard a scraping sound and it was so sudden, so loud in the still silence of the house that he jumped and almost dropped the axe. His heart leaped into his throat and he looked back down the hallway, almost certain now the sudden loud noise of Gary in the attic would wake her up and she would creep down the hall, leaving Gregg’s lifeless body in the bedroom where she’d been feeding and she would instantly ensnare him with her look and he’d be unable to run, unable to escape, and Gary would come down bearing Mary’s body, unaware of the danger that was now right below him and—

He saw Gary’s feet trudging carefully down the wooden steps, then he saw the dangling, limp hands of a child. Don sprang forward to help as Gary emerged from the gloomy attic. He was carrying Mary in his arms, carefully making his way downstairs. Mary’s body was limp, her skin pale, her eyes closed. Don didn’t know whether she was dead or alive; she could have been either. She was dressed in white and pink pajamas that were streaked with dirt. Gary looked at Don and mouthed, “She’s alive.”

Don nodded and gripped the axe. The minute Gary reached the living room floor he headed toward the front door with Mary. Don turned toward the master bedroom, gripping the axe firmly.

Please God, give me strength.

He hadn’t prayed to God in years, since Lisa had been taken from him. He said a quick prayer now, took a deep breath, and forced himself to walk down the short hallway toward the master bedroom before he lost his nerve. 

He nudged the door open and stepped into the bedroom. The shades were drawn across the windows, and if it weren’t for the dozens of candles glowing from candelabras perched on the dresser and end tables the room would have been pitch dark. Despite the fact the light from the candles hadn’t been seen from outside, they illuminated the room perfectly.

The bed’s large oak headboard was set up against the far wall and the first thing Don saw was Gregg lying on his back, motionless. His eyes were closed, he was naked, his right arm flung over his head as if he had just fallen into bed. The sheets were thrown back and attached to Gregg’s left side and spilling out over the other end of the bed was a mass of seamless flesh.

The sight of it almost sent Don into a heart attack. He felt the skin along the back of his neck crawl. His stomach did a slow flip-flop in his abdomen as he stood in the bedroom, bearing the axe, gazing down at the monstrosity feeding on Gregg.

Is he alive? Is he dead? Does that thing know I’m here? Oh God I think it’s moving—

Don stepped forward, raised the axe over his shoulder and then brought it down with all his strength on the mass of flesh on the right side of the bed with a sickening, wet plop!

There was a tension in the air, as if something invisible exploded. It was very faint but it cast a warm, damp feeling around the room. Don ignored it, knowing that if he paused for just an instant he would give the thing a chance to slip into his mind, and he pulled the axe out of the fleshy thing. It felt like he was pulling the axe out of thick Jello or slime. There was a moist sucking sound and the sudden waft of rot and decay but he barreled past that, raised the axe over his shoulder again and swung it down a second time, hard. The axe blade sank deeper into the shapeless mass, and this time the change in the air was immediate.

It was waking up.

Shit! Don pulled the axe out and brought it down again, harder. The blade sank into another spot, up near the top of the bed where he hoped Diana’s head would have lain. He glanced quickly at Gregg and saw no movement. The thing was still attached to him. He pulled the axe out of the thing with a wet sound that resembled pulling a booted foot out of mud, and quickly nudged Gregg’s shoulder with his left hand. “Gregg!” he yelled. “Wake up!”

He could feel the tension building as the stink rose. The stench was overpowering, and now he could swear he could make out faint movement from the thing on the bed, as if something was beneath the skin swimming beneath the surface. He nudged Gregg again with the axe handle, poking him hard in the ribs. “Gregg! Wake up, come on, come on, wake up!”

Gregg was still.

Another quick glance at the thing sent his heart trip hammering again. It was definitely moving now.

“Goddamn you, motherfucker!” Don raised the axe high over his head and brought it down with all his strength in the center of the thing.

The blade sank into the mass of flesh. Something warm, wet, and stinking of a cesspit spattered Don’s face.

And the shapeless mass of flesh on the bed, the same mass that was attached to Gregg like a big cancerous tumor, began to undulate and shift.










WHEN RAY SAW Gary dash across the street carrying Mary, he quickly got out and opened the door to the backseat. Gary slid her in quickly. “Put a blanket over her and keep that engine running,” he said.

Gary raced back to the house, thinking if Don was using the axe he would immediately assist in bringing Gregg to consciousness. He thought he heard Don yelling, and when he breasted the entrance of the master bedroom he saw Don bring the axe down on the bed. Gary paused briefly, taking the scene in quickly, then moved to the edge of the king-sized bed where Gregg lay and shook him roughly. “Gregg!” he shouted. “We gotta get out of here!”

“Die you motherfucker!” Don screamed, bringing the axe down again.

Gary grabbed Gregg’s arm and pulled. The room was pungent with the intermingling scents of garbage, rot, and jasmine. He pulled Gregg halfway off the bed, saw the thing was still attached to him, and shook Gregg’s face. “Wake up!” he yelled into Gregg’s face. He slapped Gregg’s cheeks, as if he were trying to sober him up. “Wake up, fight it off man!”

“Die, die, die motherfucker, die!” Don panted as he raised the axe and then swung it down again and again.

Gary caught movement out of the corner of his eyes and looked up. The thing was waking up. “Shit,” he muttered.

“No!” Don screamed.

Something shot out of the mass of flesh and grabbed Don’s arm.

Gary watched, momentarily stunned, as Don struggled with the thing. It had a firm grip on Don’s right arm. He still clutched the axe in his hands and Gary immediately grabbed Don around the waist and pulled him back. “Let go!” he yelled.

“You fucking bitch!” Don screamed. Gary felt him struggling as he fought to tear himself away from the thing.

Gary reached for the axe and Don released it into his grip, the trade off happening so quickly it was as if they were linked psychically, as if Don knew what Gary was thinking. The thing still had a firm grip on Don’s forearm, and it was now beginning to build into a shape as it gathered itself up on the bed. Gary got a firm grip on the axe and swung it down hard into the growing mass of flesh.

The blade bit deep into the flesh, releasing a wave of putrid air and a splash of something wet that spattered him like warm raindrops. The blow relaxed its grip on Don, who stumbled back violently, crashing into the dresser and sending the candelabras to the floor.

The carpet caught on fire. A second candelabra that had fallen down beneath the window caught flame below the heavy velvet drapes. 

Don immediately lunged forward and grabbed the axe from Gary. “We’ve got it! Get Gregg the hell out of here!”

Gary grabbed Gregg’s arm, pulling him with all his strength. His body slid across the bed and he saw the thing that had been seamed to his side began to pull away with a wet separation of flesh. Don brought the axe up and down on the thing again as the flames began to rise higher, spreading rapidly up the velvet curtains.

The room grew quickly hot and became dark and smoke-filled as the flames raced up the walls, burning the wallpaper. Once they reached the roof the house would be engulfed. “We’ve got to get out of here!” Gary yelled.

“Die!” Don screamed, swinging the axe down again.

Gary tugged on Gregg’s arm again and this time he felt something give way from the thing clutching him. He shook Gregg again. “Goddamn it, wake up!”

“You cocksucking bitch, die!” Don said, his voice raspy and sobbing as he swung the axe down on the thing again.

Gary gave another ferocious tug on Gregg’s arm, as if he were pulling a drowning man from a raging river, and this time the thing’s grip was let go completely and Gregg stumbled back, his naked form falling over him in a crumpled heap. Gary quickly scrambled to his feet, grasped Gregg under the armpits and hoisted him up. “Come on man,” he shouted. “Fight it!”

The room was growing hotter and the smell of smoke was now getting thick, baking the stench of rotting flesh into a thick, impenetrable thing. Gary stood up, Gregg slumped against him, and he thought he could sense Gregg stir slightly. “Don!” he shouted.

The flames that had been fanning their way up the walls of the master bedroom, feeding on the carpet and the dresser, suddenly rushed up to the roof of the house. Don felt the heat move over the walls and roof and he knew any minute now the entire bedroom was going to be engulfed in an inferno. He hoisted Gregg to his feet and shouted again: “Don!”

And then the shapeless mass of flesh that had been moving suddenly took shape. It gathered up from the bottom, like some shimmering CGI animation effect from a horror film, merging into a distinct shape. Female. Naked. Standing beside the bed, facing him.

Diana Marshfield.

The smoke was getting thicker and it was hard to breathe. Gregg was stirring to consciousness quickly and he leaned against Gary, coughing. Gary shouted again one last time: “Don!”

If Don heard him he gave no indication. He faced Diana and threw the axe down. Gary took a step toward the bedroom door, dragging Gregg with him, unable to tear his gaze away from Don and Diana. Don was sobbing, and as the flames picked up in their intensity, the heat stifling now, he thought he could make out Don’s sobbing voice. “Lisa...Lisa...”

Diana Marshfield locked eyes with Gary, ignoring Don completely, and he knew then she had him marked. Gregg stirred suddenly, as if he had been given a jolt of electricity. He was suddenly more conscious, more aware, and Gary immediately sensed Diana still had a hold on him and was trying to use her newfound strength to get a hold on him as well. “No!” he shouted.

Gary could feel Diana tense up, could see the intense hatred and lust for him in her eyes. He could tell she was about to pounce; was about to leap across the room at them, utilizing whatever supernatural powers she had to capture her prey, when suddenly Don screamed, “Lisa!” and leaped at her.

The force of Don’s leap knocked Diana down and it snapped Gary out of his temporary paralysis. He bolted out of the bedroom door, dragging Gregg with him just as the flames mushroomed, engulfing the entire bedroom in a fiery inferno.

Together they ran through the house and burst out the front door, feeling the heat chase them out. Gary was still clutching Gregg, pushing him out as he ran, and as the bedroom behind them was engulfed in flames he heard the screams of anguish and pain coming from the bedroom. He wasn’t even aware of the blisters breaking out on his skin from the intense heat of the flames.

The sound of the screams made him run faster and Gregg almost fell against the car when they reached it. Gary fumbled for the back door and shoved Gregg inside and slammed the door. He ran around to the passenger side and dove in and barely got the door closed as Ray peeled away from the curb, away from the burning house, away from the nightmare.

In the back seat Gregg was talking to Mary, crying. “Mary! Mary, are you okay? Oh God, Mary...”

Gary leaned back in his seat, trying to catch his breath. His skin was bathed in sweat.

“What happened?” Ray asked as he drove through the neighborhood too fast. “Holy shit, man, you okay. Christ, I think you’re burned, man!”

“Slow down!” Gary said, coughing.

Ray slowed down and Gary closed his eyes, trying to catch his breath.

In the back seat Gregg was shaking Mary. “Mary, Mary, Mary...”

“She’s okay,” Ray said. “I checked her, she’s breathing, she’s okay.”

A soft cry from Mary, as if to confirm this.

Gregg: “Mary!”

And as Mary struggled from a sound sleep, a sleep induced by the gradual sapping of her soul and life-force, Gary leaned back and closed his eyes and tried to tell himself the second voice he had heard screaming in pain along with Don Grant’s had been human.










EPILOGUE 







IT HAD BEEN a warm day, slowly building up to the intense dry desert heat New Mexico was known for, but Gregg Weaver didn’t mind. He welcomed it. He was tired of the hot humid summers of Central Pennsylvania.

He was standing on the back deck of the house he had bought earlier this spring just outside Albuquerque, looking out over the backyard. Eric and Mary were in the garage, teetering around on bicycles and skateboards, and hearing their laughing voices made him smile. It was nice to hear them laugh like that. It was great to hear them play, let down their guard and just be kids. He didn’t think he’d ever be at a place to where he could hear that again.

The sliding glass door that led to the kitchen opened and Gregg turned around. Brad Campbell came out, bearing two bottles of ice cold Molson. “Here you go, bro.”

“Thanks,” Gregg said. He took a deep swig. Cold beer, warm desert heat. Paradise.

“You picked yourself out a nice place, man,” Brad said, stepping to the edge of the porch and looking out over the patchy backyard. Gregg’s yard ended at the edge of a ridge that overlooked the valley below, which displayed a breathtaking view of the city. If he turned to the north he had a breathtaking view of the high desert and the mountains beyond, which was even more beautiful. “What made you decide to settle in New Mexico?”

“I don’t know,” Gregg said. A warm breeze ruffled his hair. “When I decided to sell the house in Lititz, I asked Eric where he wanted to go and he said he wanted to go somewhere far away from Pennsylvania. I didn’t want to go back to Los Angeles. Too smoggy, too crowded. So we picked somewhere in between. Plus, I’ve always wanted to live in the desert and Elizabeth always loved it.”

“It’s nice out here,” Brad said. He leaned against the polished oak fence that straddled the deck, admiring the view of the valley. His hair, which had been cropped short for Elizabeth’s memorial service, was now a shoulder-length mullet.

“Yeah, it is.”

“How the kids like it?”

“They love it.”

Gregg had hoped the kids would adjust and they had. In the two months following Mary’s drastic rescue from her father’s former house, he didn’t know what the future was going to hold. He had to take a leave of absence from his job just to deal with taking care of Mary and the surmounting legal and financial maze, and Brad had helped out with Elizabeth’s literary estate. In fact, Elizabeth’s literary estate was one of the reasons he had flown Brad out to Albuquerque. He had some serious business to discuss with him, stuff he didn’t want to discuss over the phone.

“How’s Gary doing?” Brad asked.

“He’s doing good,” Gregg said, taking a drink, his gaze taking in the view. “His burns are completely healed.” In addition to a rash of second-degree burns, Gary Swanson had suffered a third-degree burn along his left arm. Likewise, Gregg had suffered a lot of second-degree burns all across his body.

Ray had been quick thinking enough during the frantic drive to escape Diana’s clutches to pull over about a mile away from the development and call the police. By then neighbors had already called 911, and in the ensuing quagmire that followed that evening, Gary and Ray were questioned by Lancaster County Detectives and the Pennsylvania State Police, and Gregg was questioned extensively after being discharged from the hospital after being treated for his burns, as well as dehydration and smoke inhalation. The three of them had all stuck to the basic story they had come up with earlier that afternoon during their planning, and it went something like this:

They’d gone to the Baker house to talk to Diana in the hopes of convincing her to reveal where Mary was. Gregg had gathered the three of them together in an attempt to get information out of them in his search for Mary, and they had voiced their individual suspicions that Diana was responsible for Mary’s abduction. Once at the Baker house, the four of them had argued long and hard through the night with Diana. She had become hysterical and gone crazy, throwing the lighted candles in her bedroom around and assaulting Gregg. Don had tried to subdue her and that’s when Gary and Ray had started looking for Mary, starting with the attic, where they found her. By then the bedroom was ablaze, Don was unconscious, and Gary went in to rescue Gregg while Ray rushed Mary to the car. Unfortunately, Gary had been unable to save Don and had run out of the house just before it was totally engulfed in flames.

The police had been skeptical. Gary, Ray, and Gregg had kept to this basic story with poker faces. Part of their planning included placing an extra set of clothes in the car for Gregg, which he’d donned quickly after Ray called the police; he didn’t want to have to explain he was having sex with Diana in the event the police did become involved. Luckily they were able to skate by during questioning that first night. When the fire was put out and Don’s body was found, Gregg’s heart had bled for him. And when they failed to find a second body—in the beginning only badly burned scraps of flesh were found that had taken awhile to identify—law enforcement turned the heat up on them.

They kept to their story. They insisted Diana had been in the house and that they had fought her. Gary had pointed out that Mary had been found in the attic unconscious, and the little girl had supported the story by saying Diana had kidnapped her from the Wandrei home. Of course the police questioned her separately and Gregg had been worried at first because of it. But Mary had been through a lot that past month, and she’d known if she told the police she was lured out of Brenda and Joe Wandrei’s house by her father they wouldn’t believe her, so she told them Diana had snuck in the house and kidnapped her.

This had helped somewhat. The investigating detectives had wanted to place the three men in custody, pending their investigation, but Gregg had called the family lawyer who intervened. There was no evidence the three men had committed a crime. Unless the authorities could prove otherwise, there were no grounds to hold them. So they’d waited for nearly two weeks as the fire marshal and the police conducted their investigation and returned their verdict.

And the verdict was...all the evidence suggested the three men were telling the truth. The fire marshal declared the blaze had been caused by the flame from several candles, igniting the curtains and bedspread in the bedroom. Because the bedroom had been furnished in oak with heavy velvet curtains and bedspread it had gone up quickly. The coroner determined Don had died from massive burns and smoke inhalation; other injuries Don might have suffered were inconclusive due to the condition of the body.

When the investigators emerged with the badly charred remains of the axe and asked them about it they claimed ignorance. Never saw that before in my life, detective. Had no idea Diana had an axe in the bedroom.

The axe handle was so badly burned it was impossible to get fingerprints off it. 

While the physical evidence at the scene seemed to lend credence to their story, once the police learned of Don Grant’s arrest warrant for murder in California, they began questioning Gregg more: how did they meet? How long had Don been in town? Did Gregg know Don was wanted for murder? Gregg tried to prepare himself for the scrutiny when they learned Don had perished in the fire, and he came up with a story that would have worked in one of Elizabeth’s short stories or novels, yet stayed pretty close to the truth: Don had contacted him shortly after Thanksgiving, inquiring about Diana Marshfield. He hadn’t revealed his past in California, and Gregg had no idea the man was wanted for murdering his wife, Lisa. Instead, Don convinced him Diana Marshfield was a con artist, that she had married him several years back under another name; just which one Gregg couldn’t remember. Apparently Diana would change her name every few years, move to a different state and city under this new identity, change her appearance, strike up a relationship with a man, marry him, then swindle him out of his life savings and leave. Don had finally tracked her down to Reinholds, Pennsylvania, where she was living under a new name, Diana Marshfield, with a new sucker, Ronnie Baker. This story segued well with further testimony from Elizabeth’s family and their feelings regarding Diana; they’d known there was something fishy about her from the beginning but they just couldn’t place their finger on it. Now the pieces were falling together.

It fell together with the lead detective of the case, too. He checked computer records for Diana Marshfield and found close to a dozen aliases Diana had gone under. Gregg had been astonished the detective verified what Don had told him, that there had actually been some kind of record. With the cooperation of law enforcement agencies from other parts of the country, they were able to corroborate most of the story Gregg told them; the only thing that didn’t add up one hundred percent was physical descriptions. In more than one case, the woman whom Diana was impersonating bore no physical resemblance to her. Sometimes the description was accurate, other times it was way off the mark, and sometimes the description was sketchy at best. Detective Carson didn’t know what to make of it, only that his instinct was leading him to believe Diana Marshfield was the best con artist he had ever run across, and the only thing missing was her body.

That had been the only thing left unexplained: Diana Marshfield’s disappearance as well as that of her children.

Along with Don Grant’s body, investigators found charred remains that could not be identified. Lab tests indicated that what was found was flesh...but just what kind was inconclusive. Gregg said nothing during the few weeks of trying to identify these pitiful remains. The only thing he could think of was what Gary had told him, that when he and Don walked in they had seen that shapeless mass of flesh attached to his unconscious form in the king-size bed, draining him. He didn’t want to suggest that the scant remnants of flesh were the remains of Diana Marshfield because then they would try to verify that in the only way they knew: by trying to get DNA samples.

In the end the charred flesh remained unidentified. It was one of the many things about the case that puzzled the lead detective since it couldn’t positively be tied to Diana Marshfield or her kids.

Gregg had suggested numerous times that maybe Diana had run out of the house after Gary and they hadn’t noticed her. Maybe she’d been in shock and had simply raced out of the neighborhood, somehow made it to the main highway and hitched a ride somewhere. She’d left her car, her belongings, at the house and while it was possible she had identification on her person, it didn’t seem likely she would get far. An all points bulletin had been placed with the State Police with her description, detailing what she was last seen wearing, but she was never found.

At least officially.

In early January a 911 call in Cockeysville, Maryland, just outside Baltimore, sent firefighters and police officers to a strip mall off Route 83. There they came across two frightened young men, one of whom was visibly ill. They pointed at a charred section of the ground, and the cop who approached the scene first later stated he didn’t know what he was looking at. There had obviously been a fire; the wall of the building bore burn stains shooting up at least ten feet, and the unrecognizable mass that lay charred and still smoking on the ground at the base of the building surely couldn’t be human, but it was. The visibly ill young man became physically ill and vomited on the shoes of one of the other officers who had responded to the scene.

According to the two men, they had driven to the rear of the stores to urinate—they’d both been drinking and had to pee really badly—and they’d just turned the corner to the row of stores when they saw the fire start. It had gone up like a torch and the torch had begun immediately moving frantically, running around, bumping into the walls, and that’s when they realized it was a human being who had been set on fire. They’d raced over to the hapless victim and tried to douse the flames with jackets and a blanket from the car, but it had been no use. The flames had been too intense, so they’d fled around the corner to a phone booth at a McDonald’s and dialed 911. By the time they got back to the victim, the fire had burned itself out.

It had taken the coroner a week to determine that the victim was female, and two weeks later a shaky, tentative identification was made. The victim was Diana Marshfield. She was identified by a piece of jewelry that had remained untouched by the flames, and which Gregg and Mary both identified as having been similar to something Diana had worn often. The physical stature of the victim matched Diana’s physical description, but the body was so badly burned that no further testing could be done.

And with that it became an open and shut case for the investigators. Diana Marshfield had committed suicide by pouring gasoline over herself and lighting a match. An empty can of gasoline had been found at the scene, and the coroner found traces of it on the victim and splashed on the ground where she was found. Gregg found it hard to believe Diana Marshfield would have killed herself, even if she had escaped. The more he thought about it and read through the account, the more he was convinced the body wasn’t Diana Marshfield’s. Rather, the body was that of a homeless woman Diana had ensnared, probably while assuming the role of a man. She had led the woman around the back of the strip mall, had given her the jewelry, then doused gasoline over her and set her on fire. Gregg had even tracked down one of the men who had come across the dying woman and asked him if he’d seen anybody else in the area, if he thought it was possible somebody had set the victim on fire. The man had empathetically stated he had seen nobody fleeing the scene. Yes, there had been other people around at the strip mall, but he hadn’t seen anybody fleeing.

Hell, the succubus could have been one of them. Under a new identify.

And under a new identify it could always come back to Lancaster County. It knew Gregg was widowed. Knew he would soon become lonely.

Best of all, it knew Gregg already had a taste for it.

That was another reason why Gregg felt the need to move far away from Pennsylvania. He wanted to get as far away from it as possible.

Gregg and Brad drank their beers and watched the sunset over the desert hills of New Mexico. A moment later Eric and Mary ran into the backyard from the garage. “We going to Avila’s for dinner tonight?” Eric asked eagerly. Since moving to Albuquerque, Eric had become addicted to Mexican food.

“You bet,” Gregg said, finishing his beer, ruffling his hair. “How ‘bout you, Mary?”

“I want a burrito and sopapias for desert!”

Gregg and Brad laughed. “You got it,” Gregg said.

They went back into the house, the men taking their empty beer bottles with them, and closed the sliding glass door. Then they went out to dinner at Avila’s.










LATER THAT NIGHT, upstairs in Gregg’s office, they talked some more.

The kids were downstairs in the den, watching a movie on Cinemax. Gregg had turned on the air-conditioner; it had been almost one hundred degrees today and the evening temperatures were supposed to fall down to the high seventies. The two of men had retreated upstairs with cold beers to talk. Gregg had sorted through Elizabeth’s computer files and papers, had made copies for Brad, and he pointed these copies out to him now. He’d also produced a list of publishing contacts Elizabeth had maintained and a database of all her published and unpublished work. There was still an unfinished novel she had been under contract to deliver, and Brad had volunteered to complete it several months ago. He’d arranged with Gregg and Elizabeth’s editor to finish the book, and Elizabeth’s publisher had graciously extended the deadline. Now Gregg handed Brad a zip disk containing the unfinished novel and the notes that went with it, along with other material. “Alan wants this by September,” he said.

“No problem,” Brad said, taking the disk. “I can have it done by then.”

“Great.” Gregg took a swig of beer. “I really appreciate you helping me out with this.”

“Hey man, no problem. Elizabeth was my friend and I’m only too glad and happy to do this for her.”

They drank in silence for a while. Downstairs, the faint sounds of the movie Shrek could be heard.

Brad grinned. “Mary really likes that movie, doesn’t she?”

“Oh yeah. She’s seen it at least twenty million times.”

“How’s she doing after all this?”

“Pretty well, considering all she’s gone through.” Gregg looked at Brad, deciding now the time was right. Brad knew only the bare basics, what had made the newspapers and the personal stuff that had been normal on the surface; the selling of the Weaver home, Gregg getting custody of Mary after Cindy’s family agreed it would be better for her to be with Gregg and Eric, relocating to New Mexico. Now he was going to get the whole tamale.

“Brad, there’s another reason why I asked you to fly out here for a few days.”

Brad nodded and took a swig of beer. There was a calm knowledge in his brown eyes. “I kind of suspected that.”

“You did?”

Brad grinned. “Dude! I’m a writer. And not just a writer, I’m a writer of the same weird fucked up shit your wife wrote. Which means she and I thought a lot alike. I could tell something was up when you called and asked if I could fly out to discuss the literary estate. Shit, we could have settled that over the phone and by e-mail and Federal Express.”

“You’re right.” Now Gregg was smiling. “And I know you can keep a secret. I know I can trust you; anybody who was Elizabeth’s friend is somebody I know I can trust.”

“I appreciate hearing that, man.”

Gregg took another swig of beer, set the bottle on a coaster, leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I have something to tell you. I know you’ll listen with an open mind because like you said, you’re a writer, and writers like you and Elizabeth have open minds to this weird fucked up shit.” He smiled again, catching Brad’s eye. “What I’m going to tell you is what really happened. What the police never found out and what the press never found out and never will. Okay?”

Brad nodded, the grin fading from his lightly bearded face. He could sense the seriousness of Gregg’s tone.

“Want another beer?”

Brad nodded. “I think so.”

Gregg went downstairs and brought up an ice bucket filled with the rest of the case of Coronas they were drinking. 

Then he told Brad Campbell what really happened.

And Brad believed him.










IT WAS TWO hours later and both men were far from being sloshed. The summer heat had something to do with that, Gregg supposed. The kids had already gone upstairs to bed and the two men had retreated to the back porch where Gregg finished the story in low tones.

“So you believe me?” It was the fifth time Gregg asked this.

“I believe you, man.” The tone of Brad’s voice comforted Gregg’s nerves. He could tell Brad believed every word.

“Will you do me another favor?”

Brad looked at him, cradling an empty Corona bottle. “I think I know what you’re going to ask me, but go ahead.”

“Elizabeth’s last book contract was a two book deal,” Gregg said, speaking slowly. “The zip disk I just gave you contains only the first book. I told Alan I didn’t want to break the contract and would like to fulfill it with a novel Elizabeth already has, one she wrote a few years ago that she never sent for publication. He told me he’d take a look at it.”

“I didn’t know there was another novel,” Brad said.

“There isn’t.” Gregg fixed Brad with a pensive gaze. “Not really. But what I just told you...well...what do you think?”

Brad paused, understanding dawning on his features. “You want me to novelize what you just told me?”

“Can you?”

“Well...yeah, sure...”

“I detect hesitation.”

“No, I’m not hesitant at all—”

“I’ll pay you,” Gregg said quickly. “Half her advance up front and a percentage of the royalties.”

“It’s not the money I’m worried about.”

“Then what is it?”

Brad shifted in his seat, looked out at the vast desert night. When he looked back at Gregg, there was a grin on his face. “How soon can I start?”

Gregg smiled.










AN HOUR LATER.

“There’s something else I haven’t told anybody,” Gregg said, lying back on the chaise lounge. Brad was reclining in the lounge next to him. They were down to the last bottles of Coronas and were pleasantly shit-faced now.

“What’s that?”

“You have to promise not to tell anybody,” Gregg said softly. He heard his voice cracking and he took a deep breath to hold the sudden wave of emotion that threatened to spill out of him. He felt like crying but he couldn’t, not here in front of Brad. Brad would think he was completely shit-faced, that the alcohol was magnifying everything, exaggerating things.

“You’re secret’s safe with me,” Brad assured him.

“I know what it’s like to be an addict now,” Gregg said. “I think Mary knows too. We’ve actually talked about it a little. Away from Eric’s presence, of course. And I haven’t told her about my...problem yet. But I think she knows. She’s a very smart little girl.”

Brad frowned.

“We’ve been very supportive of each other,” Gregg continued. “In a way, we’re like each other’s AA sponsors. We talk to each other about our mutual problem every day. And we both...take pains to avoid thinking about it or getting into the habits that would make us fall off the wagon. It’s hard, though. It’s real hard, especially for Mary. I mean, she misses her father terribly. I know she does, but you saw her room.”

“There’s no pictures of her dad in her bedroom,” Brad said. “Just her mom.”

“Exactly.”

“But Elizabeth’s picture is all over the house,” Brad said, looking at Gregg. “Her presence is all over the house. So what’s—”

“It’s not thinking about Elizabeth that worries me.”

Brad opened his mouth to respond but didn’t say anything. It was as if he didn’t know what to say.

“I miss Elizabeth terribly,” Gregg said, feeling his voice crack again. “And I try to think of all the good times we had and I’m very comforted that she died trying to help Mary and fight this...this evil that came into our lives. I’m very proud of her for that.” Gregg felt his voice cracking more and he took more deep breaths to calm himself down. “I suppose I’ll always miss her, you know? And...and I know life will go on. I’d like to think that I’ll get stronger, that I’ll heal. I’d like to think Elizabeth would have wanted me to move on with my life, to be happy. She would have wanted me to go on living, to take care of Eric and Mary, and I’m going to do that. I’ve promised her I’m going to do that and I think everything in that area has gone okay so far. I mean, what I did to save Mary—”

“You played the best role of your life when you did that,” Brad said.

Gregg nodded. He took a deep breath. “Fuck yeah, I did. And it took that to kick me in the ass again. I’ve made a promise to Elizabeth now that I’m never going to abandon my muse again. It saved Mary after all.” He took another deep breath, wiped his eyes, looked at Brad. He managed a small smile. “I have an audition next month with a local theatre company in town. My way of reconnecting with my muse, keeping my promise to Elizabeth that I’ll always feed it and take care of it.”

Brad nodded, his features conveying that he understood, but he remained silent.

“But...I get lonely sometimes.” Gregg turned to Brad and a tear rolled down his cheeks. “You know what I mean?”

Brad nodded. “Yeah. I know what you mean, bro.”

“No. I don’t think you really know what I mean.”

Brad was silent again, that confused look on his face that suggested he didn’t know how to respond.

“You ever done hard drugs?” Gregg asked.

The question seemed to take Brad aback a bit. “Well...yeah. I mean, I’m not proud of it. I was young and stupid and did a lot of things I probably shouldn’t have done. Why?”

“I’ve never done hard drugs,” Gregg resumed. “Just beer and pot, that was the extent of it. And I was never a heavy drinker anyway, and for the longest time I could never relate to the mindset of an alcoholic or drug addict. I used to think people like that were losers. You know, that they couldn’t control their drinking, that they were dumb enough to do cocaine and get hooked and...well, I used to think they deserved it. Is that shitty or what?”

“I guess,” Brad said. “I mean...in a way it is, but then sometimes I feel the same way too.”

“You ever done heroin?”

Brad bristled. “No.”

“Neither have I. And from what I hear, it’s pretty heavy stuff. It’s supposed to be the best high in the world, and that after doing it once you want to experience that feeling over and over again, so you do more. I guess that’s the way it works for people who get hooked on coke or speed or booze. Something in their chemistry connects with whatever substance they take and feeds those pleasure centers, makes them want to feel that high, that pleasure, again, so they do more. That’s when it hooks you. That’s when you become dependent on it.”

Brad didn’t say anything and Gregg could tell his friend—Elizabeth’s friend, but his now—was looking worried. Gregg shook his head, sat up in the lounge. “Don’t worry man, I’m not strung out on smack or anything. And I haven’t become an alcoholic. This is the first time I’ve been fucked up like this in a long time.”

Brad mustered a smile.

“But I do know what it’s like to be an addict now. And Mary does too. And I’ll tell you why.” He swung his legs over the lounge and sat facing Brad, summoning the courage it was going to take to make this confession. He took a deep breath, willed the tears back, and then took the plunge. “I’ve been lonely and...sometimes...when I’m by myself and I get...lonely...I....I masturbate and...”

Brad had that look on his face that seemed to say, dude, we all play with ourselves. It’s human nature, no need to get all guilty about it. Hell, I beat my meat at least once a week on general principle and my wife and I have a very nice, satisfying sex life, thank you very much. But he didn’t say anything; he listened calmly, waiting.

Gregg read the expression on Brad’s face and shook his head. “It’s not what you think. Sometimes...when I masturbate...I....I think about Diana Marshfield.”

There. He’d said it. And then he buried his face in his hands, feeling the shame pour out of him. “And I can’t help it! I just think about how it was when I was with her and I take my dick out and beat off like a teenage kid jacking off to a Playboy Centerfold. And I know it shouldn’t make me feel guilty, but it does! It just does! And the more it makes me feel guilty, the more I think about Elizabeth and how I wish she were here with me and then I turn right back around and think about what it would be like to fuck Diana just one more time and then I start playing right into the fantasy and I jack off again and—”

And then Gregg Weaver sobbed.

Brad Campbell sat on the chaise lounge, not knowing how to respond. He sat there awkwardly as Gregg cried, patted his shoulder, lending support. Gregg cried, wiped his eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bawl like that.”

“It’s okay, man,” Brad said, rubbing Gregg’s shoulder. “I think if I were in your shoes I would’ve cried too.”

“I just wanted to tell you so you’d understand a little more.” He looked up at Brad, wiping tears from his face. “For the book.”

Brad nodded. “I understand. For the book.”

“Is that some fucked up shit, or what?”

“Yeah. It is.”

“All I can do is be a source of support for Mary,” Gregg continued. “Be her sponsor. And she’s mine. We’ve both been through the same thing, and we both have the same...afflictions you might say. Hers is a little different, but it’s the same nonetheless. We help each other.”

“When’s the last time you thought about Diana while jacking off?”

“Three weeks ago.”

“How do you feel now?”

“You mean like, am I over feeling this way?”

Brad nodded. 

Gregg shook his head. “No. I feel the itch every day.”

“What about Mary? How’s she?”

“As long as we don’t mention her father, she’s okay.”

Brad was now sitting up, stone cold sober. He was leaning forward, looking Gregg square in the eye, having a nice man-to-man talk. “So what are you going to do? Are you afraid she’ll—that it—will come back?”

“Yeah. But only if I give in to my urges. Mary feels the same way. That’s why we avoid all mention of Ronnie. If she thinks about him, sees his picture, she starts to get openly weepy and she dreams about him. She wants him to come to her, to take her away. And...well, we’ve both talked about this and we both feel that the more she dreams about him like that, the more it will awaken...it...and it’ll answer that call. It’ll come to her and she won’t be able to resist.” His voice dropped a notch. “She understands something happened between me and Diana that night and that...that I have to avoid thinking about Diana in the same way she has to avoid thinking about her father.”

“So what do you do?”

Gregg smiled. “I do what it says in the book—what the AA guys call the Alcoholic’s Anonymous Handbook. I bought a copy two months ago, and I’ve been imparting Mary with some of its lessons.”

“Really?” Brad nodded. 

“Yeah. I know it’s going to be hard, but I think we’ll make it. Long as we have each other, we’ll make it. We just have to take it one step at a time.”

“One step at a time,” Brad said, nodding. He looked up at Gregg. “Yeah, I can dig that.”

Gregg smiled back at Brad and they stood up, collected the empty bottles, and went back into the house, closing the sliding glass door behind them.
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Clickers

(Co-written with Mark Williams)




Click Click Click Click




Phillipsport, Maine is a quaint and peaceful seaside village. But when hundreds of creatures pour out of the ocean and attack, its residents must take up arms to drive the beasts back. 




They are the Clickers, giant venomous blood-thirsty crabs from the depths of the sea. The only warning to their rampage of dismemberment and death is the terrible clicking of their claws. But these monsters aren’t merely here to ravage and pillage. They are being driven onto land by fear. Something is hunting the Clickers. Something ancient and without mercy. 







Clickers II: The Next Wave

(Co-written with Brian Keene)




The first wave was just the beginning...




The United States is in ruins. It has just suffered one of the worst hurricanes in history, the people are demoralized, and the president is a religious fanatic. Then things get really bad - the Clickers return.




Thousands of the monsters swarm across the entire nation and march inland, slaughtering anyone and anything they come across. But this time the Clickers aren’t blindly rushing onto land - they are being led by an intelligence older than civilization itself. A force that wants to take dry land away from the mammals. 




Those left alive soon realize that they must do everything and anything they can to protect humanity no matter the cost. 




This isn’t war, this is extermination. 







Clickers III: Dagon Rising

(Co-written with Brian Keene)




They thought it was over, but the second wave was only the beginning. In the aftermath of the Clickers and Dark Ones’s siege and a coup against an insane President, America rebuilds. Change has come, and a better future is promised to all. But promises can be broken and there may be no future at all because deep beneath the ocean a new terror awaits. Dagon, god of the Dark Ones, is waking up...and if humanity doesn’t stop him, then mankind will face extinction. 




Trapped on a South Pacific Island, the cast of Clickers and Clickers II: The Next Wave join forces with a mysterious group of occult agents to face off against the Clickers, the Dark Ones, Dagon, and an all-new threat - the deadly obsidian Clickers. The stakes have never been higher. Dagon is rising...and humanity will fall.







Survivor

Author’s Preferred Edition




Before Hostel...before Saw...there was Survivor.




It was supposed to be a romantic weekend getaway. Lisa was looking forward to spending time alone with her husband, Brad, and telling him that they are going to have a baby. Instead, it becomes a nightmare when Brad is arrested and Lisa is kidnapped. But the kidnappers aren’t asking for ransom. They want Lisa herself. They’re going to make her a star - in a snuff film. 




What they have in mind for Lisa is unspeakable. They plan to torture and murder her as graphically and brutally as possible, and to capture it all on film. If they have their way, Lisa’s death will be truly horrifying...but even more horrifying is what Lisa will do to survive...







It Drinks Blood




New Castle, Pennsylvania, during the tail end of the Great Depression. 




Robert Brennan has never completely forgotten those days, even though he has tried to forget them. But when the nursing home he lives in receives a patient he remembers from those dark darks, it takes his mind back to a period marked by terrible, blood-soaked violence...the very kind marked by the twisted perversity of the stories he used to write for the weird-menace pulps...the kind marked by the real-life fiend that stalked the hobo jungles in search of fresh blood!







Primitive




It began as just another day for David Spires and his wife Tracy: coffee, breakfast, and getting the kids ready for school. Then the bottom dropped out of civilization. 




The world ends not with a bang or a whimper, but with a dizzying downward spiral. Instead of the rat race of commuters scurrying to beat the clock, humans are now packs of animals reduced to snarling primitives.




David, Tracy and their daughter Emily, along with fellow survivors, leave Los Angeles for the safety of the country where fewer people means fewer primitives. But as they venture farther away from the city, they realize an unnatural force is at work. Civilization didn’t just fall apart...it was overtaken by an ancient evil that was present before the first cave paintings. Human history has no formal record of it, but the dark presence that’s fueled nightmares since time began has crept out of the shadows...and its influence is growing.







The Summoning and Other Eldritch Tales




The Summoning contains seven collected tales of Lovecraftian-inspired nightmares from J. F. Gonzalez. Featured in this collection are two original pieces: "Holes" and "The Summoning" (co-authored with Mike Baker).




This exclusive digital collection of stories includes:




Opening The Way: An Introduction 

Tattoos 

Going Home 

The Revenge of Cthulhu 

Holes 

The Man Who Had a Death Wish 

The Summoning 

The Watcher From the Grave




Each story contains special story notes penned by the author!







Back From the Dead




Tim Gaines was the town pariah. Mocked and teased continuously since he was in the sixth grade, he approaches his senior year of high school with a sense of cautious trepidation. Years before, when he was in the sixth grade, a group of boys led by Scott Bradfield - a popular, well-liked kid from well-to-do parents - spread a vicious rumor that he was a devil-worshipper. The rumor stuck, and is believed by most of the students and even a few of the teachers and administrators. It’s a rumor Tim can’t beat, and one he sometimes feels he’s brought on to himself due to his love of horror novels and movies. 




Now Tim has become friends with a loose-knit group of kids who have also become social outcasts thanks to other rumors about them by the student elite. With their mutual support, Tim has begun to come out of his shell. He’s going out with them, being invited to parties, and even begins to have a romantic interest in a girl, something he never thought would happen to him in high school.




But all that will change when Scott Bradfield and his friends set their sights on Tim again. Only this time, they need his help. Like most of the student body of Spring Valley High School, they sincerely believe Tim Gaines is a devil-worshipper. And they believe he has a dark power. Now they want to use him and that power for their own sinister plight...




...To bring back the dead homeless man they’d kidnapped and brutally beaten to a pulp in the guesthouse that resides on the Bradfield residence.




They want him brought back not because they're scared of getting caught for his murder, but so they can savagely beat and murder him again...




...and again...







Fetish




Something is in search of human prey in the gang-ridden communities of Los Angeles...




When the member of a notorious street gang is found decapitated and dismembered at the bottom of the LA River, it quickly becomes apparent something is amiss. Detective Daryl Garcia connects it with the murders of six other gang members killed in the same way. It looks like the work of a serial killer, but the gang members don’t think so. They believe the murders are the work of rival gang members.




Someone has a dark desire of the most depraved fetish...




Detective Garcia becomes determined to find the killer at any cost. Together with Rachael Pearce, a journalist he falls in love with, he searches for the killer through the gang underground and the world of prostitution and drugs. And as suspect after suspect is released with no solid evidence to connect them to the crimes, the search for the killer becomes more urgent as the gang-infested areas of the city reach a boiling point to the brink of rioting. In a community of gang members – who are killers themselves – how does Detective Garcia find the most monstrous killer he has ever encountered?




Madness wears many faces...







Do Unto Others




Jim Cornell used to believe in God.




But when things went bad – his daughter getting cancer, his layoff from his well-paying job, the strain of his marriage – he began to have no use for God anymore. 




When Jim’s forced into a situation that will require his participation in another man’s murder, his faith will be tested. Because while Jim used to believe in God, he’d never given that much thought to the Devil.




Now he’s going to have to. Because, like it or not, Jim is involved with people who have a deep religious faith, too. 




Jim is about to discover that where there is light, there must be darkness. There’s more than one kind of religious faith and his is about to be put to the ultimate test.







The Corporation




Michelle Dowling found her dream job. The offer on her desk from Corporate Financial Consultants included a high five figure salary, generous benefits and cushy perks. Finally, after escaping the psychological abuse of an emotionally cold mother and a series of dead-end jobs, she could start planning for a future with her fiance, Donald. 




However, Michelle forgot the cardinal rule for any job offer; always read the fine print. She really should have gotten more details about her overtime hours, company policies, and exactly what they meant when they said “Welcome to the Corporate Financial Family”. 




Michelle isn’t afraid of hard work. She’s a dedicated employee, the kind any manager would want for his firm. But this Corporation requires much more than just dedication...
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A Note on the 2012 Midnight Library edition




The Beloved was originally published in 2005 as a trade paperback from Midnight Library. This revised and preferred edition restores text that was excised from the  2006 Dorchester/Leisure mass market paperback. The 2010 signed limited edition from Altar 13 restored this text (and included additional bonus material) and corrections were made to fix annoying errors that were never fixed for the mass market paperback. This edition should constitute the definitive and final text. 
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